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Menomadness

What a fool, she thought, looking into the mirror. Slowly, she ran her fingers over her face. Old enough to be a granny and still getting het up about men!


Approaching fifty, May Duggan was taken aback by her vigorous sexual response. At a time of her life when most other women bowed to the inevitability of warm flushes and waning libido, by some strange quirk of nature May seemed to have been given an additional blast of hormones. She became prey to sexual fantasy. It took very little to set her off. A fleeting glimpse of a young cadet’s cheeky little buttocks encased in tight pants was enough to feed her lust for a week, by which time some other eroticism became fuel for her lascivious imagination. She was a woman of Brunhildan proportions – breasts, belly and buttocks formed after the fashion of a more voluptuous age. Her own milky reflection dimly seen in the pocked mirror over the washstand was an add incitement. She began to explore her body in a way previously foreign to her. Sometimes it was the plush feeling of her inner thigh which mesmerised her. She would stroke her satiny flank, imagining how it would feel to a lover’s hand. With fluctuating hormone levels, her breasts became tender and bursting as overripe mangoes. Palpating her nipples lazily, she would stare down at them, livid and erect, and wish it were anatomically possible for her to taste them as her husband and children had. It was as if a fire had ignited in her bloodstream. She accepted that her metabolism was disturbed. She waited for it to right itself.

She took to wearing lighter garments and impulsively flinging wide the windows. But as the weeks passed she became so highly charged that even the rub of cotton against her flesh was a sensuous delight. One particularly humid night in June, while her husband lay, an inert lump, in their featherbed, she restlessly threw back the covers and stole out to the wooded slopes behind their house, avid for the cool currents of air on her bare skin. The thought of discovery heightened her excitement and she quivered expectantly, naked except for a pair of wellington boots. Sounds distorted by the night startled her. A wood pigeon rising with clashing wings from its perch, the jeering call of a nighthawk form the topmost tree. On hearing voices nearby, she stealthily made her way between the boles of trees, always within earshot of her unseen companions. She shadowed them to the outer perimeters of the sylvan mass and crouched, hidden by an overhanging fern, as they passed close by. She felt the ground tremble beneath their tramping feet, heard the staccato snapping of twigs grow faint as they drew further away. Careless of encounter, she openly travelled home by the main track, a pale blob in boots, an ageing wood nymph. She crooned a song. Her hormones were in riot.


Stan Secombe came down the gangway. On his shoulder he supported a canvas duffle bag. A light stubble of hair covered his chin and his eyeballs were sapped with sleep. He had a biggish head on a gangly body and the sort of cherubic face which universally appeals to women of all ages, especially those of a motherly disposition. Two nights of sleeping rough without benefit of razor or soap had detracted little from his seraphic charm. He ignored the taxis lined up outside the Ferry Terminal and set out to walk the two miles into the city. It was almost midnight. He yawned and jingled coins in his cupped hand as he moved along.


Stan had crossed the water hoping to improve his fortune. There was another reason. Expediency. Signed on for a trip to Taiwan, he had waited until only seconds before the gangplank was hoisted before bunking back on to the dock, where he kept out of sight till the ship sailed. This was the beginning of a period of enforced invisibility for Stan. It became a matter of never staying long in the one place. There were other counts against him but by using his wits he always managed to stay one jump ahead. His candid air was his greatest asset. Time and again, it had helped extricate him from fraught situations. In this new country, it was to stand him in good stead where blonde blue-eyed youth was synonymous with innocence. He played the part to the hilt. Sometimes, tiring of the role, he went slumming in the sleazy areas of the city. In the dimly lit bars he entertained his boozy companions in return for slopped glasses of beer. Below deck he had become as familiar with the seamy workings of the human mind as the ship’s circuit boards and he knew instinctively the kind of indecencies they wanted to hear. When he deemed it time to leave the city, he travelled inland to a biggish town where he put his electrical apprenticeship to good use, servicing washing machines.

It was in the course of his new career that he met May. One day, in answer to a distress call from a rural area, he drove the dusty service van through narrow roads banked high with cow parsely. At the end of a rutted track he came upon the house, nestling in a hollow, against a backdrop of spruce trees. The air was filled with the sweetish stench of recently spread manure. May opened the door to him wearing a blouse hastily buttoned over straining breasts. From her exuded the timeless smell of milk and sweat. She was Aphrodite, Eve, the original Earth Mother, all rolled into one.

‘Come to fix your machine, luv,’ Stan said, nimbly stepping over the foot-scraper, ‘Stanley’s the name.’

He followed her down the hall, so close that his breath brought out the goosebumps on May’s neck. She had been expecting her regular repairman, old Paddy Devlin. But she wasn’t complaining. Stan was the stuff of her fantasies; lean, hard, jutting. Enough tinder for a fortnight. She showed him into the tiny wash-house adjoining the kitchen. As he bent over the washing machine the sight of his taut hips effectively wiped from May’s mind all thought of the absent elderly. The back door slammed and her teenage daughter flounced in.

‘Ma, I’m starving,’ she squawked, like an infant deprived of the teat.

‘Your daughter?’ Stan asked, returning his smiling gaze with flattering promptness to May. ‘Never would have thought you’d be old enough to have a kid that big.’

May was gratified though not fooled. She hid her pleasure in the refrigerator. Having fed her offspring, she leaned in the doorway watching Stan, a predatory glint in her eyes. He glanced around.

‘Your programmer’s kaput,’ he announced with gleeful regret, ‘A new one’s going to cost you, what with labour and VAT on top of everything.’

His words barely rippled the surface of May’s awareness. Whatever else they had to do without in her household it wouldn’t be the washing machine, not with the heavy loads she had to cope with. Stan left with a promise to return next day. Thoughts of him kept her scorched into the small hours when she forsook the connubial couch to air-bathe on the moonlit slopes. In the morning she had a wild-eyed look. She watched the clock until midday, when Stan’s van nosed its way up the lane. She trembled as she went to open the door. In the cramped wash-house he bumped against her, triggering wet spasms of pleasure. She was further excited by thoughts of him taking her, there and then, on the heaps of creased laundry. May’s inventiveness with regard to place and position had never been met by her husband whose technique in twenty years had not varied. Stan soon had the machine clicking through its paces. May took time off from her baking to make tea and to butter thick slices of soda bread. Sitting opposite him, she eased the buttons on her blouse and with a floury, fidgeting hand, drew discreet attention to her nudity.

‘That’s what I like about the folks over here,’ Stan said, ‘Hospitable. Friendly. Back home they wouldn’t give you the steam off their piss.’

Stan’s vulgarity was one of the things May liked about him. Unlike her prudish husband who cloaked everything in euphemism. She threw back her head and laughed. Stan stared into the pink wet cavern and felt his loins ache. People assumed that such a personable young sailor had a girl in every port, but they were wrong. Stan Secombe only ever had one girl and that was his mother. She was resurrected in May’s plump contours, her air of having only moments before removed an infant from her lactating breasts. He licked the butter absently from his fingertips and tentatively brushed them against her fatty protuberances. May quivered. She took his hand and he followed her like a sleep-walker back to the wash-house.


Several times a week Stan stopped by the house. May would wait for him behind lowered shades. There was rarely any speech between them. They would speedily remove their clothes then, hand-in-hand like concupiscent children, mount the creaking stairs, to tumble into May’s feather-bed. There was an earthiness about Stan which revived the wanton side of May, almost extinguished by two decades of respectable marital congress. With him she indulged her desire for the bizarre. Afterwards, coming unexpectedly upon herself in mirrors she would be surprised by her sly eyes and swollen mouth. She had the fecund look of a woman in her prime. Even her husband noticed it, for once, not tarrying until after his nightly ablutions to take his pleasure.


When May’s washing machine broke down again she was pleased at this legitimate excuse to see Stan. This time, it seemed, her motor had burned out.

‘Sorry, luv,’ Stan condoled.

‘But it’s barely three years old.’

‘You’ve a helluva lot to wash for. Stands to reason.’

May had to agree. Seven children and two adults amounted to a lot of laundry. Sometimes she ran her machine four times in a day. She was grateful when Stan told her he might be able to get her a reconditioned motor, cheap. She cut him a generous slice of apple cake and waited impatiently while he ate it. In the sleepy time between two and three, with not a leaf stirring or a child returned from school, she got a further chance to show her gratitude. Later that week the motor was fitted – reconditioned as Stan had promised – but regrettably not so cheap as he’d led May to expect. In the aftermath of lovemaking she passed no comment. But, her passion cooling, she wondered just what else could go wrong with her machine, it was like it was jinxed.

‘Your drum,’ said Stan, a faraway look coming into his azure eyes. ‘Springs a leak, see, and before you know it – water everywhere.’

May was sorry she had asked. It was only tempting fate, she thought. At the door of the wash-house Stan cocked his ear. The dryer, briskly tumbling the laundered sheets upon which he and May had recently lain, sounded unusually discordant. While she made tea, he checked it out.

‘As I thought,’ he said, ‘the motors they put in that particular model weren’t made to last. Take my word for it.’ He fixed her with his candid stare. ‘Definitely substandard.’

May’s plump face fell into dejected folds. Next to the washing machine, the dryer was her most valued possession. ‘Perhaps if I don’t use it too often,’ she suggested.

‘Won’t make a blind bit of difference,’ Stan scotched the notion. ‘It’s a gonner, whatever you do.’ His cheeks bunched in something like sympathy.

May felt absurdly compelled to console him. ‘Not your fault,’ she said, ‘Thanks anyway.’ She waved goodbye as cheerily as she could and Stan, pocketing a substantial cheque, waved just as cheerily back. Soon afterwards, scenting the seahounds on his trail, he left the district. It was time to move on again.


Overnight the fires in May died down. She no longer roamed the wooded slopes or indulged in narcissistic reflection. Instead she developed a craving for raspberry jam and curried pickles. Fortunately both were easy to get. She also developed a neurosis about her machines, continually dreading their breakdown. Her anxiety increased when she thought of all those extra nappies she would soon be called upon to dry for, summer or Stan having penetrated her defences, she found she was expecting again.


May’s baby was born, fittingly enough, one baking day. Laying down her rolling-pin, she paused to draw breath. Moments later she found herself beneath the table. Two heaves and he was there. Swaddled in tea-towels he blinked his azure eyes and emitted a faint cry. By the time the home-coming children banged in the kitchen door, May had recovered enough to place the pies in the oven and lay the table. The newcomer, washed and fed, snoozed in his crib. A considerate child, he supped at her breast six times a day, no more, no less. From early on, he slept through the night. Like Stan, his first consideration was for his mother.

It was not until May opened the kitchen door one day on the tide of water that she recalled Stan’s prediction. The drum! she thought. After all this time, it had sprung a leak like he’d said it would. Her pride in her absconded lover was as great as if one of her children had given her the right answer to a sum. She lifted the phone and dialled for service.

The new man arrived within the hour. Mid-flood, he paused to ogle May’s baby. ‘Eyes like hyacinths,’ he waxed fanciful.

‘Like is father’s,’ replied May with nostalgic exactitude.

In the wash-house, the dryer was making anguished sounds. ‘That doesn’t sound too healthy,’ he said.

‘On its last legs,’ agreed May, proceeding to explain.

The man laughed. ‘Who told you that fairytale? Nothing wrong with that dryer a screwdriver can’t fix. Look,’ he angled it so she could see. ‘The screw is loose. Needs tightening.’

May started. Was that all? When he switched it on again, the raucous note was stilled, the motor softly whirred. He shifted attention. ‘Seems your washer has sprung a leak.’

Again, May was tempted to launch into explanations but some dawning realization kept her silent. She was glad a little later, when he waved a child’s sodden sock beneath her nose. If he had a pound for every one that got stuck in the outlet hose he’d be a millionaire, he said. Dubiously she returned his grin.

‘Just as well I’ve got an honest nature,’ he went on, ‘There’s lots of dodges if a chap wants to make a few quid. Amazing how many women fall for it. Gullible, that’s what the public are.’ Still chuckling, he went down the path.

Soberly, May watched him. Somewhere beyond the wall a loose-limbed young man with arresting blue eyes cockily waved two fingers. She turned her back on him and went inside. ‘So, what was it,’ she said irritably. Merely a little bit of foolishness, a last hormonal fling. She returned to the kitchen and, under the shifting gaze of her love-child, she began making bread, flinging down handfuls of flour, her blouse agape, her greying blonde hair straggling loose on her plump shoulders.




Top Girl

Selena held up her favourite suit against her and wondered if she could possibly wear it one more time. One last time, she corrected herself, before her swelling figure proclaimed to the world her undoubted pregnancy. She was at the stage when she could still fasten her skirts before midday but, by evening, her stomach asserted its right to blossom independently. It had become a game of mix’n match. Extending her skirts with pins and bridging the gap with blouson tops. Fortunately the prevailing fashion was with her. The layered look was in. Even figure-conscious teenagers had adopted it. Yes, she thought, I will wear my favourite suit today, regardless of consequences. All too soon she would be one of that vast, invisible army of pregnant women, dependent on acts of kindness form total strangers, ignored by men and pandered to by husbands. And not only that, the thought continued, one of the vast army of the unemployed


But even if her condition, when discovered, had not carried with it the threat of dismissal she had no wish to don maternity wear before time. All sail and no ballast, she told herself, like women ten weeks pregnant with barely discernible bumps rushing into sensible shoes and voluminous dresses, near-sightedly trodding ground as though childbirth was imminent. If only, she thought, someone would design intelligent outfits for mothers-to-be rather than winsome smocked garments more suited to corpulent infants. Surely pregnancy did not have to signify an end to good taste. She sighed at the thought of being condemned for the next five months to a wardrobe of floppy bows and page-boy collars. Her figure was gone, she thought, not her mind.

I must stave off the moment, she thought, and had a desire to slap on the warpaint and shower herself with her most expensive perfume. Her stomach lurched queasily. She moved in the direction of the bathroom then stood, hovering uncertainly between thresholds. No, maybe not this time. She turned back and began to dress. In another few weeks the nausea would vanish, if the maternity manuals could be relied upon. Meanwhile it was a matter of keeping faith with this belief. Mind over matter. He, her husband, was always saying so. She had listened to him, meekly accepting his morning offering of tea and toast, his assurance that food was the best thing for her, before throwing up all over his convictions. Now with one eye on the clock she made-up her face and slipped a chain of safety pins into her bag for later on. Just in case, she told herself. Elevenses, followed by a snack lunch, would almost certainly mean having to let out the waistband by afternoon. So be it. She looked in the mirror and her suited image returned her pale nod of approval. She hurried downstairs.

There was a pile of complaints on her desk. Selena sifted through them, deftly separating the merely aggrieved from the ones which really meant what they threatened. She worked for an upmarket laundry which confidently guaranteed to restore grandmother’s mechlin lace wedding veil, pristine as on the day she wore it. Not for nothing they styled themselves the Palace Laundry. Inevitably there were catastrophes. Her job was to prevent lawsuits and maintain the company’s image as spotless as their linen. So far she had managed to keep the legal wolves at bay. It was a well-paid, demanding job and, when advertised, had attracted a lot of applicants. Upward of eighty. Really, she had been very lucky to get it, married as she was and barely thirty-five.

She placed the most pressing cases in a folder, ready for this morning’s meeting, and dictated three letters into the dictaphone. When she was finished, she felt again a surge of nausea. Pen in hand, she doodled concentric circles on her appointment pad.

On leaving school Selena had taken a business studies degree, spent three years with an insurance company gaining experience, and moved on to devote seven years to an investment bank, which repaid her efforts with rapid promotion and almost worked her to death. Six months after marrying Jimmy, finding it impossible to be top on both fronts, she had resigned. She sought and secured another job. Back in an insurance office, the pace less hectic, she felt she had come full circle. She would have stuck it longer than four years – she liked her colleagues and the work, processing accident claims, was interesting – but he regarded it a waste of her earning power and began again scanning the business columns. The styling of the laundry advert had instantly caught his eye. ‘Top Girl Wanted.’ He had worked on her application all evening, taking pains to strike the right note, seeing it as a challenge. It would have been different if he had allowed her answer it herself – she added one more circle and enclosed the lot in a triangle. A dart of annoyance pierced her nausea. ‘A sure thing,’ was the way he had put it, laying down his pen with a pleased grunt. And so it had been. After the first interview she had been swept along to another and then, the field of contestants having narrowed, yet another. They would have preferred a single woman, they said, but were so impressed by her reply, or rather his, that it was the clinching factor. She was offered the job. Was she planning on starting a family? They had delicately tip-toed around the issue until, receiving no help from her, they finally came straight out with it. Sadly her predecessor, they told her, had fallen down in this regard. Taking her cue, she had replied unhesitatingly that she hoped to make her career with the laundry, adding that children were very far from her plans, the very last thing on her agenda. This answer more reflected Jimmy’s state of mind than her own but, recognising what was at stake, she hadn’t faltered. If a career woman was what they required, that’s what she would be. So it was doubly mortifying to find, only three months after landing this plum job, that she was pregnant. It made a complete nonsense of all her assurances, she had never felt such a fool.

She thought she would slip out for something to eat, remembering accepting the weak tea but refusing the toast that morning. Better not risk fainting, she told herself, or in any other way attracting unwelcome attention. While she was contemplating a quick dash to the corner café her secretary came in. When she heard there was only three letters for typing she asked, ‘Is that all?’ but she said it unpleasantly, almost aggressively, as if she considered it hardly worth her while collecting the dictabelt. She was muddy complexioned girl with facial hair and some intestinal disorder which necessitated her spending an inordinate amount of time in the loo. Which made two of them, thought Selena wryly, conscious of her own impaired bladder.

She watched the girl’s rounded back disappearing into the other room and heard the resentful creak of her chair as she sat before her computer. A former employee of the laundry, Susan had been one of the candidates for the Top Girl job and now, Selena was convinced, not only guessed her secret but was awaiting the chance to step into her shoes. I am becoming paranoid, she thought. A cup of weak tea and a dry biscuit, she promised herself, and headed for the lift.

Her boss was already waiting there. ‘You haven’t forgotten?’ he said, ‘We have a meeting with the directors at twelve.’

She shook her head. She rode with him to the third floor and when he got out, pressed the ground floor button. As the lift sank, her stomach hopped sickeningly into her mouth.


At the last minute she by-passed the café and entered a pub. It had only just opened and the air was fresh and smoke-free. Standing at the counter, she was surprised to hear herself say,


‘Whisky please.’

‘Ice?’ the barman asked, slopping a wet cloth over the counter.

‘No ice,’ she replied firmly.

She retreated to a corner and sat down. When her drink was brought she took a sip and felt the liquid searing her throat. She unbuttoned her skirt and leant back. She was glad she had chosen whisky. Brandy was her downfall. It did funny things to her – or had done in the past. New Year’s Eve, out with friends (all those after-dinner cognacs, following on Auld Lang Syne) – fell giggling into bed with Jimmy and forgot to take her Pill. Into work next morning before she remembered. Of course she should have gone home to get it. Why hadn’t she? A meeting with the laundry solicitor, she vaguely remembered, some claim they were disputing over a ruined dress-shirt, allegedly sporting genuine garnet and pearl buttons. Too urgent to be put off. By the time she got home and double-dosed herself with oestrogen it was too late. Three weeks on, running late, feeling sick and ill, her breasts swollen and tender, she began to panic. They had recently signed the lease on a spacious new flat in a highrise apartment block. Never had they needed her salary more. She accepted all the blame – she had an exaggerated sense of guilt – and he agreed. He made it clear his disappointment in her was only marginally less than his displeasure at this inopportune confirmation of his virility.

She’d been upset, resentful, relieved by turns. She had an irrational, sneaking fear if she left it too late she might never conceive, or else, end up, withered and grey, a menopause mum. ‘Get it over with early while you’re still young and energetic,’ was her doctor’s off-putting advice. Like a dose of salts. But that was a male opinion and coming as it did after the horse had bolted, so to speak, didn’t really count, did it?

She and Jimmy had never actually discussed children but, with the growing trend amongst working wives for later and later pregnancies, it was assumed she would want it too. Her later attitude was ambivalent. Too soon or too late; neither was ideal. But without trying it how were you to know? ‘Selena,’ her mother once said, ‘Don’t tie up your life with small children. Make your career first.’ Selena had felt obscurely cheated. It was all right for herself, one of the forward-thinking modern young women to feel like this, but it was unflattering coming from her mother, as if having Selena and her four brothers had not been enough for her. She recognised the illogic of her thinking. Perhaps what she wanted was to have her cake and eat it too. But then didn’t everyone? Some women seemed able to manage a career and children. They were the lucky ones, she thought. But perhaps all it needed was better communication between spouses. ‘I’ll do the ironing while you prepare dinner,’ or even better, ‘Let’s eat out tonight, darling.’

She no longer felt the gnaw of hunger. One whisky had done her so much good it seemed to call for more. Perhaps even a sandwich. She lifted her hand to the barman. The trouble was, she told herself, Jimmy had taken too much for granted. He wanted her out there, working like he was, yet opening the door to him in the evening on a waft of appetising odours. Well, of course, she had wanted the same but was more realistic about it.

Working all week. Late most evenings. Too tired to do much when she got in carrying the bag of groceries; at weekends catching up with the housework, tiredly chasing the dust while he was off playing squash. Later, joining him at the pub or restaurant, more usually with a crowd of their yuppie friends, where between yawns she tried to make intelligent conversation. All so much effort and for what?

The barman whisked away her glass and placed a fresh drink and a cellophane-wrapped sandwich in front of her. She nodded her thanks. Surely there was more to marriage than what had gone before, she thought. She had looked forward to something. Perhaps a gradual winding down, some leisure to pursue a more cultural life. What she had not been prepared for was going on exactly as before, as if nothing cataclysmic had taken place. Work, and more work. The new ring on her finger, their two signatures in the marriage registry, these were the only tangible proofs once the brief honeymoon, beginning mid-week and thriftily taking in the bank holiday, was over. No wild splashing out on a trip to the Costa Del Sol. No drop in standards, even for six days, to fly off to one of the – vulgar, as he viewed it – traditional honeymoon spots. Merely a rescheduling of appointments, a brief disruption of his working week.

Two whiskies, she mused and sipped, feeling faintly decadent. One for the stomach’s sake, the other for vitality. The glow spread. Was it, this tiny thing inside her, feeling it too? Up to this she had not thought of it as other than a blurry sickness. Now she pondered over it. Not fondly exactly, but acceptingly. By twelve weeks the foetus would be fully formed, so she had read somewhere, down to its tiny shell-like nails. A small miracle. The whiskey was making her sentimental. Also late for her meeting. She saw by her watch it was after twelve. Horrors! They would have started without her. She felt strangely unworried. Must be the whiskey, she thought, and got slowly to her feet.


Coming out of the dim interior into the bright sunshine Selena felt a surge of well-being. Her uncertainty and nausea were a thing of the past as she turned in the entrance to the laundry. She hummed as she got in the lift and ascended to the third floor.


Passing the washroom she felt an urge to spend a penny. Better pay a visit, she advised herself kindly, and went inside. Afterwards, she removed her jacket and began linking safety pins across her protruding belly. There was a sound of flushing water and her secretary emerged from a cubicle. She shot Selena a glance full of malice.

‘There were ten phone calls in your absence and the boss buzzed you six times,’ she imparted the information with her usual exactness for such things. ‘He’s about to blow his top.’ With a significant downward glance at Selena’s gaping skirt, she scuttled triumphantly past.

Selena met her eyes in the mirror. She looked flushed but curiously unflustered. I have woken up at last, she told herself. Jimmy would not have recognised her.

‘It is imperative,’ he had said, ‘To conceal your condition for as long as you can. I know it will be difficult but you must do your best.’

As he had said it was difficult, nay impossible.

‘Pad yourself out,’ he went on, ‘pretend it’s fat, anything to gain a few months.’

She had nodded and gone along with him. Until today when vanity, or resentment, had made her disobey.

When she was a teenager she had obeyed her father’s dictates, fearing patriarchal wrath. Later, as a newly married wife, she had striven to do Jimmy’s bidding, believing he knew best. And now? She left her skirt undone, it was more comfortable that way, and went into the boardroom.

They were all in their seats, waiting. She met their frowning glances calmly. She went straight to the point.

‘I feel you should know...’ she began.

She heard their chairs scraping the floor, their sibilant whispers as they consulted, foreheads together.

‘In the circumstances...’ they began.

She didn’t wait till they had finished outlining their proposal, which included a modest handshake – one month’s salary for every month worked. They hoped she would understand, they said, but they couldn’t continue to employ her. It had all been covered at the interview.

‘No, of course not,’ she said readily, as if in this women’s liberated age she could not have successfully battled her case, and went on out the door without looking back. My goodness, she thought, what would Jimmy say if he heard.

In a bookshop she purchased a book promising childbirth without tears and smiled brightly at the assistant as he took her money. In a haberdashery she selected a pattern and pink wool, asked for size ten knitting needles. Seated in a bus she opened the book and studied the diagrams with interest. At sixteen weeks the foetus, as they pointed out, was really quite handsome. Or should she say pretty? She was determined on having a girl.

She let herself into the flat and went into the bedroom. She took off her suit and with a nostalgic pat, hung it at the back of the wardrobe. She rummaged in the drawer for a tracksuit and pulled it on. From now on comfort came first.

Going into the lounge she stretched out on the couch and began to cast on stitches. At her elbow, a cup of hot chocolate. The flat door slammed. He was home.

‘Nothing wrong, is there?’ His expression was concerned.

‘No.’

‘Finished work early?’

‘You could say that.’

He eyed her covertly, gauging her mood. ‘Taking it a bit easy,’ he indicated her loosened garments, the steaming beverage. ‘Unusual for you to be home before me.’

‘I was fired,’ she said quietly.

‘What!’ He began to be perturbed. ‘You mean because of...’

‘They’ve offered me compensation.’

‘Well... he conceded doubtfully, ‘That’s something.’ He paced the room, came back to brood over her. ‘I suppose we couldn’t expect to hide it indefinitely.’ She said nothing. ‘Ah well,’ he sighed. ‘Not the end of the world.’ Still she said nothing.

‘You’re a bit down,’ he hazarded. ‘It’s only natural.’

 ‘Yes,’ she said.

‘Take the rest of the week,’ he said generously. ‘Then we’ll start looking around. Don’t worry,’ he patted her shoulder. ‘We’ll get you another job before long.’

She stretched her toes comfortable. No, we won’t, she thought. Out loud she said, ‘Well that’s the way the cookie crumbles.’

‘Rotten luck,’ he sympathised. ‘You must be fed-up.’

‘Yes.’ She purled the last row and regarded her handiwork with satisfaction, ‘Too bad – but could be worse.’ She held the knitting needle between her teeth as she turned the page of the pattern, and mumbled, ‘Got to look on the bright side.’




The Mask

 ‘I think it’s worth pursuing,’ Michael said, as he climbed after Claire into the big London taxi and pulled the door shut behind him. ‘You have absolutely nothing to lose,’ he persisted, annoyed at her continuing silence.


Claire sat away from her husband wearing a slightly haunted expression. With her hair scraped severely back from her forehead her face appeared raw and exposed, stripped of glamour. In the throes of a skin disorder only the area about her ears was unmottled, startling white and unscarred by contrast.

Michael glanced his irritation. It was as though she took perverse satisfaction in looking her plainest, he thought. As the taxi moved up Harley Street into the mainstream of early afternoon traffic, he said stiffly, ‘I would have thought you’d jump at the opportunity. I mean, this cosmetic stuff sounds right up your alley.’

‘I would like a little more time to think about it,’ Claire said. After a half-hour spent in the specialist’s consulting room, probed and poked, subjected to endless questioning, she felt reluctant to commit herself to any further handling, even in her own best interests.

‘Time is what we don’t have.’ Again there was that note of exasperation in Michael’s voice. ‘Have you forgotten our flight leaves at five?’ He was, she realised, often exasperated with her these days.

Let him, she thought resentfully. It was just like him trying to rush her into something. In their eight years of marriage it seemed to Claire that her husband was always impressing his will and making decisions for her.

‘Covers any mark no matter how appalling,’ he reminded her now in a fairly passable imitation of the specialist’s nasal tones. ‘I just don’t get it, darling,’ he frowned, ‘We hear about this marvellous cosmetic designed especially for your sort of complaint and you want more time to think about it!’ He sighed and drummed an impatient tattoo on the armrest.

‘I suppose it’s worth a try,’ the words were dragged from her.

‘I should think so. If it can do anything at all for you, it will be a miracle. You’re not exactly an oil painting these days.’ Then with that added touch of cruelty she had noticed in him of late, ‘In fact you look bloody awful, if you want to know.’

Tears misted Claire’s eyes and she glared savagely at the taxi roof to prevent them falling. Useless to say to herself, ‘I don’t care,’ or ‘What does it matter?’ As always Michael’s criticism attacked the very structure of her femininity, mortally cracking the already thin layer of self-deception so vital to her survival. Increasingly these days her precious self-image was under siege, crumbling with each downgrading remark he made. It’s a wonder he can bear to touch me, she thought in an agony of self-abasement, and it came to her with astonishing relevance that on the infrequent occasions they made love nowadays, it was always in darkness.

Before marriage Claire had been a photographic model; vibrantly, healthily attractive, even beautiful at times, her face smiling confidently from the covers of glossy magazines. In those years her looks were something she had taken for granted, like her skill at tennis or her ear for music, then suddenly they were gone.

Her vision blurred, Claire stared out at the elegantly dressed shop windows and the equally stylish young women sauntering past. Women on whom good skin was surely wasted, she thought, like youth is wasted on the young. The one, like the other, was a gift which was never fully appreciated while you had it. In two years Claire felt all joy had gone out of her life, two years of attending doctors and clinics, trying first one treatment, then another. A time of raised hopes and false diagnosis, robbing her of confidence and making her into a woman who kept her eyes down and covered her mouth when she spoke.

The taxi slowed at traffic-lights. On a hoarding high above the pavement a fashion poster caught her eye, seducing and saddening her at the same time. I’ll never look like that again, she thought, For me those days are gone forever.

In summer her condition was less obvious. The blotches might have been mistaken for bad sunburn. She knew Michael’s manner eased considerably when people came to that conclusion. Sunburn was after all socially more acceptable than whatever she had. But it was winter now, the worst time for it. Cold winds and overheated rooms left her flushed and disfigured, like someone in the grip of some monstrous allergy. ‘Got it all over, dear?’ a woman once asked her in the lift of a department store and, shocked by the directness of it, Claire had found herself carried beyond her floor. She burned whenever she thought about it. Clearly once you had some infirmity you became public property and were no longer entitled to privacy. She had noticed the familiar, even cruel way, small children treated cripples and the mentally-impaired. She found it humiliating each time she went anywhere to find she was being freshly assessed and found wanting. She thought she would never get used to it. One day she began to cry and couldn’t stop. ‘Claire,’ her husband had said, ‘Pull yourself together. Stop pitying yourself. It’s not that bad. It just seems worse to you that’s all.’

Did he still believe that, she wondered, conscious of his brooding figure at the far side of the taxi. She supposed at that earlier stage she hadn’t been so bad. Make-up had helped in a small way to tone down the hectic flush. But as her condition worsened cosmetics only coated and clogged the tender pitted skin, until the aggravated areas stood out in ghastly matt relief. It was why she was convinced today’s expedition was doomed to failure.

The taxi gathered speed as it left behind the fashionable streets and nosed its way through narrower, meaner thoroughfares. Litter blew about on the pavements and men lounged at the entrances to the tube stations. What Claire remembered most about those early days was a feeling of guilt. Her husband was a man to whom appearances were all important, by losing her looks she was made to feel she had somehow let him down. ‘I’ve always had an eye for a beautiful girl,’ he’d said aggrieved, as if she’d deliberately tried to discredit him. It came as a shock to Claire who had not realised that something so personal to her as her own face could be seen to reflect on anyone else. But of course, when she thought about it, she found herself better able to understand his attitude, for if the type of house and car a man owned could be considered extensions of himself, why not his wife? And if in some way they, or she, did not measure up, then surely his judgement was in question? Her own feelings, she saw, did not really enter into it.

Why else had he become so agitated the night she had unthinkingly worn a red dress to dinner at his boss’s house? In her nervousness she had compounded the lapse by drinking too much wine and her face had flamed hotter than ever. ‘I suppose you never stopped to consider how it might affect me,’ he had reproached her afterwards in that sorrowful voice she had come to recognise as the prelude to an unpleasant scene. Later, it had developed into a blazing row. ‘You let me down dressed like that, acting as you did. With a condition like yours you can’t afford to wear such colours.’ Red dress! Red face! What folly his sighs implied, openly astounded at her naivety in thinking herself like other women. After two years, he conveyed, she should have had more cop on, more sense.

Wounded Claire supposed she never had much of either or she wouldn’t have so easily fallen under his spell. He had been a high-flying financier when she met him, already talked about in banking circles at the age of twenty-seven. ‘You’re holding me back,’ he had said after that fiasco of an evening. ‘For God’s sake, why don’t you do something! Try a faith healer, anything, to help yourself!’

‘It would be no good,’ was her protest. ‘I don’t have any faith. It wouldn’t work.’ She never forgot his answer. ‘In my position I can’t afford people saying I neglect my wife when the truth of it is you refuse to help yourself.’ As if, just to spite him, she had deliberately chosen to stay the way she was. ‘Don’t you want to get better?’

Of course she did. She had never wanted anything so much in her life.

‘In my position,’ he had begun again aggrieved, making her dig her nails deeper into her hands. Yes! Yes! She felt like screaming. She would go to a blasted faith healer, anything to satisfy him.

She had felt tormented, fed-up with the endless arguments, worn out trying to live up to his expectations, of thinking ahead before choosing a garment or a place to sit. Weary of wearing insipid shades when brilliant mauves and tangerines had always been the true expression of her personality. And a lot more besides. Claire was not a vain woman but she knew if she were to join a contemplative order and live until she was ninety, she would still be devastated by how she looked. But what was the use of saying so! Anyone with a jot of sensitivity would know her whole life was afflicted by this skin ailment, her self-image a mottled travesty of what it should have been.

Her mood swung suddenly lower, and she felt swamped by the self-pity she was not allowed to feel. It’s all his fault, she thought. If only he could accept her, blotched and disfigured as she was, she wouldn’t have cared quite so intensely. For it was through his eyes she saw herself, and always had. And because he felt threatened - his pride, she thought with sorrowing contempt, she no longer rated as a person, but merely a face.

Michael turned from his window to say, ‘It shouldn’t be much longer. Another few miles at the most,’ his eyes resting briefly, speculatively, on her.

Claire glanced away, familiar with this game of trying to see her as a stranger might, observing her with almost clinical detachment , and making her want to scream, ‘Go on and leave me then, why don’t you!’

The taxi was stopping. She climbed out and stamped her feet to keep warm. The breeze was like a bellows on her inflamed skin, fanning it to fiery discomfort. She laid on cool hands protectively, an involuntary gesture she was scarcely aware of. Following her husband’s well-tailored back up the bare stairway, she stumbled in the gloom.

‘Funny place for a beauty parlour,’ he spoke doubtfully over his shoulder. ‘You would think there would be a light.’’

‘I suppose it is the right place?’

‘Don’t be silly,’ he said shortly. ‘I checked the address.’

Of course he had. He never got directions wrong, that sort of thing he left to her. Claire leant against the wall, breathing hard. It was too late, she supposed, to make a stand and declare she didn’t after all want to be made-over. There was the sound of a door opening and a woman stood silhouetted at the top of the stairs, the electric light glinting on a crust of golden curls.

‘Mr. and Mrs. Hayes, isn’t it? My, aren’t you punctual. I wasn’t expecting you just yet.’ She was plump and artfully made-up, a red courtelle dress accentuating the ample ins-and-outs of her body. In contrast to her dowdy surroundings her appearance seemed to affirm, ‘Yes! Glamour is my business!’

She led the way into a room full of cardboard boxes, stacked one on top of the other, almost to the ceiling. ‘I see what you’re thinking,’ she said, her expression comical. ‘But it’s only temporary till we get our new offices. Any day, they say, but you know how it is.’

Claire hesitated beside a padded chair, throne-like dominating the small space. ‘Shall I sit here?’ she asked shyly.

The woman oozed contrition. ‘Whatever am I thinking? Of course, luv, take a seat. It’s big enough anyway.’ She laughed in a bubbling way, inviting Michael to share the joke as she cleared boxes off a bar-stool and pushed it forward. ‘Sorry,’ she shrugged, seeing his dubious glance. ‘They make no provision. I have told them.’

Claire felt an irrational guilt sitting at her ease while her husband balanced with tortured expression on the ricketty stool. ‘Don’t blame me,’ she wanted to say. ‘You are the one who wanted to come here.’

The woman tied a band round her forehead and leaned close. ‘Quite a bit of damage to your veins,’ she said. ‘Looks hot. Is it dear?’

‘Yes, a bit.’ Out of the corner of her eye Claire saw Michael opening his newspaper and felt relieved. Intolerable if he were to sit there watching and judging, she thought.

 ‘I think a spot of number one for shading,’ the woman suggested, consulting her chart. ‘Perhaps light for foundation. Your skin’s fair despite your dark hair.’ Concentrating on small areas at a time, she set to work, patting and massaging the white tacky substance into Claire’s face, as thoroughly as though laying a permanent foundation.

Claire relaxed, giving herself over to it. The woman’s touch on her skin reminded her of the consultation in Harley Street. The specialist was a tall man with white hair brushed sparsely over a pink scalp. He had caressed her skin between thumb and forefinger as though testing a rare and delicate piece of fabric, then pinched up slack here and there, to scrutinise it through his magnifying-glass. Seen from the other side, his eye appeared absurdly elongated, fishlike.

‘Yours is a fairly common condition, Mrs. Hayes,’ he’d said at last. ‘Mainly psychosomatic and triggered originally, I would say, by some kind of emotional disturbance.’

His words slid Claire back in time to that dreadful moment when she had opened the bedroom door to find her baby cold and lifeless. Barely two months old, a beautiful, apparently healthy child, she had bathed and fed him only an hour earlier. A cot death the doctor said. The term meant nothing to Claire. That death had occurred while the baby was in the cot was obvious but why it had happened at the particular moment and not any other she was unable to understand. He was the healthiest, most advanced of her children. ‘Why did he die?’ she kept asking. ‘What went wrong?’ No one had been able to tell her. Medical science had not progressed that far. Four weeks later her skin had erupted in a mass of sores.

Claire’s mouth wobbled suddenly out of control as she remembered the nights of waking suddenly, imagining she heard again the frantic new-born mewling sound which tore at her heart and allowed her no peace.

‘Not hurting am I?’ the woman asked, wiping her hands on tissue. ‘Feels a bit strange I shouldn’t wonder.’

Claire shook her head, reminded of the dentist’s chair once the tube was inserted rendering conversation impossible. Her face stung but the discomfort was no worse than she had expected. In a way, after the first tingling contact, there was an aching, exquisite relief.

‘Want to take a peep?’ The woman held out a mirror, sweat gleaming on her upper lip like dew on the skin of some exotic beige fruit. ‘Now don’t take fright,’ she warned. ‘As I always say it’s early days yet.’

Anything but reassured Claire gazed at the white-faced apparition that was her. Sans eyebrows, sans lips, sans everything. She was reminded of a film caption, ‘I’m dead but I won’t lie down,’ and fought hysterical laughter. Thank God, Michael was not watching, still absorbed in his newspaper. It would have been the final indignity.

The woman applied the colour foundation with light birdlike movements. ‘Fantastic stuff this,’ she enthused. ‘Blots out any mark, no matter how bad.’

Was it really that effective? Claire wondered. She could have done with it the night Michael’s tipsy friend had pulled her into the glaring porch light. ‘Good Lord!’ he’d exclaimed. ‘What happened you?’

‘He was drunk,’ Michael excused him. ‘Don’t keep going on about it.’

But she couldn’t let it alone. ‘It’s all right for you,’ she stormed. ‘You don’t know what it’s like, people staring and whispering. Now even your friends are passing remarks.’ Casting his eyes upwards as though she was too incredibly stupid to live, he’d groaned, ‘Oh, God! He was drunk I tell you!’

‘So what! The truth emerges when people are drunk. That’s when they tell you that your face is red and pimply.’ She had made so much noise she had awakened Jeremy. They had looked up to see him swaying on the stairs.

‘Oh, Mummy,’ he cried, coming down and clinging to her. ‘I like your nice red face.’ At that she had broken down completely. ‘Even the children are beginning to notice,’ she wept. It had pierced her like nothing else. It was not then, but in the following days when despair followed and quickly turned to resentment, that she had agreed to visit Harley Street.

‘Which lipstick?’ the woman was asking. ‘Hot tangerine? Saucy pink? Wild strawberry? Go on and choose, love. Perhaps the pink?’

Obediently, Claire leaned forward. None of it bore any relation to herself she knew. It might have been a mask for all the involvement she felt. Pink! Orange! Neither shade was right; not on the old face nor on the new. Obediently, she pointed.

‘The pink... that’s nice!’ The woman approved outlining the cupid’s bow and filling in with colour.

Claire offered her mouth stiffly to the brush conscious that this was more intimate that anything that had gone before. All sensation long departed, she felt as though her flesh and the strange cosmetic had blended into one. When with a flourish the woman presented her with a mirror a white-faced geisha solemnly returned Claire’s startled gaze, like some exotic yet familiar stranger, someone she might have once known at some earlier period of her life. The eyebrows soared heavily marked in black pencil, the bow of the mouth coquettishly accentuated in pink. She felt stunned by its brazenness. ‘Just like a tart,’ she heard her mother’s accusing voice from childhood, and felt shamed.

‘She looks a bit different to you now, I shouldn’t wonder,’ the woman laughingly drew her husband’s attention.

As he lowered the paper and stared at her with surprised eyes, Claire felt compelled to say something, anything, before he committed himself. ‘It’s not quite me,’ she hurried into speech, gripped by an unfamiliar shyness as taking his time, he assessed the geisha girl. Gradually, his eyes lost their startled look and into them crept another expression that Claire found vaguely unsettling.

She waited uneasily for him to deliver the verdict but he only said, ‘Put on your coat or we’ll miss our flight.’

In the coach to the airport Claire concealed herself behind a magazine and turned the pages with unsteady fingers, not yet over the shock of seeing herself coming at her from every angle, or so it seemed; the coach window, the conductor’s spectacles, even the sheen of her patent leather handbag, all of them reflected back an image she could not even begin to identify with. Beside her Michael was silent. Once she looked up to find him stealthily regarding her, in his gaze something of that same speculative gleam she had glimpsed earlier. A blush tinged her cheeks. His explicit look stripped away all her years of marriage and rendered her a gauche teenager again.

When the coach came to a halt the conductor barred Claire’s way, his arm pressed familiarly against the buttons on her jacket as he made a great show of helping an old lady down the step. ‘Age before beauty, ducks,’ he called back.

Claire stood motionless, unable to believe that he wasn’t making fun at her. Incredible to think that under the skin she was still the same woman.


‘Glad to have you back, darling.’ Michael’s mother bustled forward to hug and kiss him. The children’s high-pitched cries hung on the night air. Across the hallway a crayoned banner stretched unevenly, bearing its cycadelic message of welcome. The two older children hung back waiting to be noticed.


‘Kiss your Daddy,’ their grandmother ordered and they ran to obey.

Claire stood inside the door overlooked in her own house. ‘Mummy... Mummy!’ At last they turned to her but when she stooped down to draw them close the little girl pulled away in alarm and the boy backed mistrustfully.

Their grandmother hurried to take charge, peered short-sightedly at her daughter-in-law. ‘Oh, dear,’ she said on a descending note.

Something broke in Claire. ‘For God’s sake!’ she cried. ‘ Do you think I wanted to look like this?’

‘Get a hold of yourself, Claire,’ Michael hurried forward. ‘Can’t you see you’re frightening the children.’

‘So what!’ she shook off his restraining hand. ‘Isn’t it time they faced reality.’

He tried to hold her but she pushed him off and ran up the stairs. Before she slammed the bedroom door she heard his mother telling the children. ‘Now, now, don’t cry, my darlings. Poor Mummy is not herself. Nana will read you a story.’

Claire threw herself on the bed. Not herself, she thought hysterically. Who in God’s name was she then? I’ve been robbed of my identity and turned into a freak, she sobbed, burying her face in the pillow, trying to muffle her sobs.

 Sniffing and gulping, she sat up at last and wiped away tears from numb cheeks with the back of her hand. Getting to her feet she wrapped herself in a silk kimono and went out to the landing; below she could hear raised voices and the clash of crockery as preparation for tea got underway. She was not missed.

Going back inside and lying down again, she closed her eyes. Let them get on with it, she thought wearily. Two women in any kitchen was one too many. Her eyelids grew heavy. She was drifting in a warm limbo, then like the pause between one heartbeat and the next she became aware of the bedroom door closing gently over.

‘You look fabulous,’ Michael whispered. ‘That kimono is perfect on you. You look oriental, exciting.’ He bent over her, his hands moulding her breasts.

Confused, she tried to sit up but he pushed her down again. ‘Don’t get up,’ he murmured. ‘I’ve put the children to bed.’ He pressed his mouth lingeringly on hers and ran his hands over her body. ‘Don’t!’ she protested.

‘Why?’ He gripped her shoulders, his breath coming quickly. ‘You turn me on like this.’ He wrenched at the belt of her housecoat and the silk made a splitting sound.

‘Don’t,’ she said again weakly. ‘You’ll tear it.’ She fumbled open the knot and he slid the garment off her shoulders.

‘You’re driving me wild,’ he whispered. ‘You have never seemed so desirable. It’s like making love to another woman.’

Stop! Claire wanted to cry. It was all wrong. She didn’t want to be loved on those terms. This was different to the early light-hearted days when he had made her dress up in a wig and black stockings. This was more serious, she knew, for now he was replacing her – actually replacing her with the fantasy. But worst of all, while his kisses weakened the war raging within her, was the treachery of that other creature, brazenly responding while making excuses, ‘Take it while you can,’ she seemed to be advising her starved-out sister. ‘Who are you trying to punish? Pleasure is all, nothing else matters.’

Later, she lay unmoving beside him, listening to his even breathing. His hand weighed heavily on her hip but she left it there, unwilling to break the mood. Perhaps he did love her, she thought. She gazed at his sleeping face, wishing he would wake up and look at her again with eyes of love. But as time passed her resentment returned and pushing off the intimidating pressure of his hand, she turned her back on him.

She hated her husband. She remembered the look of distaste on his face in the London taxi, and something he once said when courting her came back to her now like a judgement. ‘I could never marry a woman who wasn’t beautiful, then even if the marriage failed she would still be easy on the eye.’ How she despised him for saying such a thing, herself too for letting him away with it. A superficial remark from a superficial man, she told herself bitterly. Clearly all she or any woman had ever been to him was a body. Only now it was this face that was the lure, a luridly painted face that hadn’t even got the merit of being her own.

Getting off the bed she walked barefoot to the mirror to gaze again at the ‘Mask’ and saw to her surprise that beyond a slight sooty smudging about the eyes, it bore no trace of all she had been through Nothing, it seemed, had made any impression. Neither tears nor what passed for love. It was as pale and synthetically intact as when created in London. Curiously she put up a hand to touch it.

 Her skin felt as cool and insensate as manmade sponge. Was it indestructible then? Her wonder turned to awe. What if she were destined to wear it always in place of her own, a western geisha far from home?

Startled by the fantasy, she fearfully plunged her fingers into cold cream and smeared haphazardly. Did she imagine it or had the eyes taken on a sly triumphant gleam? All the secrets of the orient must surely be contained in that look.

 Her breath fluttering in shallow panic, Claire piled on bigger and bigger dollops of the cleanser massaging with greater urgency until the cosmetic emulsified and came away at last in bright streaks on the cotton pad. Two more downward sweeps and to her immense relief all that remained of that slanting oriental gaze was a swirl of frosted blue and black. Claire’s own eyes gleamed back at her in the lamplight.

The geisha girl had gone.





Ashes

Higney stepped lightly into the hallway of Connolly Mansions and stood for a moment listening to the early morning sounds filtering through closed doors. His small bright eyes missed nothing as they darted from the pile of empties outside number three to the big shabby pram blocking half the passage, with its bag of refuse already punctured by the claws of some early cat.

He mounted the stairs with cautious ease, one hand against the wall. At the sound of voices higher up he slipped into the lavatory and bolted the door. The familiar acid smell assaulted his nostrils as he stood at the bowl. Someone had cut a newspaper into squares and hung them from a nail in the wall. He jerked down a sheet and noted that a man was being charged with the murder of a sixteen-year-old girl with whom it was alleged he had first had relations. Later, he’d cut up the body and tried to burn it in a furnace. Hanging was too good for them, Higney thought, ripping off more sheets until only the loop of string remained. Damn foreigners! Coming in and trying to take over the country. In Merrion Square a big brazen coloured man had taken a woman Higney had put his eye on. He’d stood there and raised his finger and the woman had turned away from Higney just as he was getting her down to his price and the two of them had walked off without a backward glance. Someone rattled the handle impatiently, seeking entry. Unhurriedly Higney buttoned his fly. He reached up and pulled at the length of chain. Water flushed noisily into the brown-flecked bowl and subsided gradually, the cistern gurgling and sighing. The door handle shook once more and there was the sound of feet jiggling urgently on bare boards. Casually Higney pushed back the bolt and emerged on to the landing. A figure darted past mouthing obscenities and the door banged shut. Unconcerned, Higney mounted the stairs until he could go no further.

The door sloped inwards on one hinge. She had lifted it the night before into place but someone had come by in the early hours and now it drooped top heavily inwards almost oppressing her as she lay there. On the landing below, the cistern gushed noisily, a door banged and the stairs creaked rhythmically under the pressure of ascending feet. Someone paused outside her door. Peg felt eyes watching her over the sloping edge and raised herself with difficulty to peer defiantly into the surrounding greyness.


‘Get away,’ she tried to shout but was betrayed by her phlegm-roughened throat. The boards creaked as weight shifted. A wheezing cough, instantly checked, reached her straining ears. It was Mick Higney, she knew it. ‘I know yeh’re there, Mick,’ she screeched. The words sang in her mind as the silence stretched. Through the floor she heard the Molloys stirring. Children’s voices thin and intermittent becoming shrill and strident as hunger gained the upper hand on sleep. Footsteps on the stairs to empty slops and far below the distant banging of the street door as, flushed out by the house’s stirring, Higney lost himself in the awakening streets. She lay and drifted. The walls telescoped, compressing her between ceiling and floor. Breathlessly suspended, forehead all but crushed, she hung there, a sickness behind the eyes, until the distant toning of the mass bell brought release. Ash Wednesday with its earthly reminders; no compromise.

Upright at last, dressing merely the addition of one more tattered layer, feet thrust into balding suede and over all the plastic mac. A last examination of some treasure stowed deep in the orange box, evidence of its bright cargo still adhering in strips to the rough surfaces. Java – an eternity away. Fingers made insensate by Rinso and Vim suddenly tender stroking the smooth plaster. Two shillings long ago at the Jesuit Mission at the Mansion House; half a day’s pay. The screws in the remaining hinge wobbled when touched. A screwdriver was what she needed and would get at Mrs Breen’s. She had seen a fine big one in a box under the stairs beside the hoover they would never let her use. At the same time she would ask Mrs Breen to ask her husband about her position in the house. He would know whether they could put her out on the street after eighteen years. Mrs Breen had assured her as she washed the step one day if ever she wanted advice Mr Breen would be happy to give it. For after all it was free and did not cost him anything. He was a big man not saying much ever except to forbid her use the hoover, but then he was a busy man with a responsible job in the Corporation. Every Wednesday, wet or fine, she went to their house in Iona Gardens, not far from the Bishop’s Palace. Last time Mrs Breen had remarked it was too much for her, meaning Peg, but might have meant herself. Every second week would be enough, she’d said, while giving her the few shillings at the door. But Peg looked forward to her visit to the Breen’s house, now the only house she could go to anymore. And when her work (was that the name for it?) was done Mrs Breen would give her a bowl of soup. Good soup in the art of which she excelled, made from a stockpot she kept bubbling noxiously on the stove day in, day out. The girls were big now Mrs Breen had suggested and should be encouraged to keep their own room tidy and the youngest, a lad of ten, was over the troublesome stage.

She tied a plastic rainhat over her black beret once the property of Mr Breen and went onto the landing. The door trembled against the lintel as, supporting it, she edged her way around. Something moved far below in the well of the staircase. Was it him lurking down there waiting to catch her as she emerged with his Fine morning, Miss Dinnegan and his Blessings of God on yeh and Ah, but yehr looking great, accompanied by his wide smile and ready wink. Do yeh think will it rain, he asked her on the step one day. It won’t catch you unawares anyway, he’d said, eyeing her closely. Aren’t you well prepared for the rainy day, smiling as at some private joke. He had mounted his bicycle heavily and pushed off, the children running before and behind, mindless of his warnings. She had not put any great meaning on his words but now she wondered if after all he was speaking of something other than the weather.

A door closed quietly at the back of the hall as Peg dealt with the clutter of prams in her way. Someone had left their garbage in an empty go-car and over it a cat crouched, ripping the plastic malevolently with its hindlegs.

Outside the air was crisp, causing her to sink her chin deeper into her hand as, shoulders hunched, she crept along close to the railings. An airline bag, the markings faded and almost obliterated by long usage, hung from her other hand, a relic of her cleaning days with Mrs Daly whose daughter once worked in a ticket office in O’Connell Street. As she turned into Sherrard Street a man passed her on a bicycle, the smudge on his skin still visible beneath his cap. Children played hopscotch by the gates of the church. Were they the same as those forever trailing in her wake chanting Ould Miss Dinnegan has a pimple on her chinegan? Was that the ringleader now with her bold face at the head of the gang scattering at her approach?

‘Go home to your Mammy,’ she told them, sinking her hand in the font and dabbing at her face with holy water. They stared after her and silently resumed play when she had passed on out of sight.

The queue to the altar rails grew smaller as she trudged up a side aisle. Submitting to the swift dab at the temples, reminder of the fallibility of earthly expectations, she returned the way she’d come. The church emptied and only the regulars remained. On the altar the sacristan genuflected deeply and transferred the heavy missal from one side to the other. Kneeling, she was conscious of a hunger unrelated to food as she waited avidly for the ritual of the mass to begin. Ahead of her old Carney beat the bench with her rosary and called out. In slow motion the elderly re-enacted, as in some eternal charade, the stations of the cross, grouping, retreating, endlessly.

Staring into the winking candle flames on the many tiered stands her eyes were at first dazzled by the reflecting glimmers of gold. The fiery haze shimmered and shifted and she closed her eyes, retaining on her retina a myriad of leaping silhouetted tongues of flame. And when she looked again she seemed no longer distant from the blaze but to be a part of that white heat and then she was the light itself and from her extended long spears of dazzling blinding truth.

I am the resurrection and the life. Anyone who believes in me will have eternal life.

She knew and in her slack-jawed wonder wished to impart that knowledge to the world. The tinkle of the bell announced the priest’s approach, recalling her with a sense of exaltation to herself. Stiffly she levered herself to her knees, white flecks occupying the space before her face, one hand on the bench. Facing the people the priest intoned his opening lines. Her lips moved, her prayer still that of childhood.

Introibo ad altare Dei – to the God of my joy and my youth.

She took her beads and let them dribble between her fingers. Old Carney stood on, beating her chest – a sinner – shaggy white mop thrown back, eyes rolling heavenwards. A man with the look of a child glanced around smiling and grimacing. A dog trotted steadily between the kneeling congregation, tail swaying always just out of reach. Near the doors a man went down on one knee, cap in hand, as the priest raised high the host.

‘Now let us offer each other the sign of peace.’

At once began the extension of hands reaching forward and behind. Brown spotted crepe engulfing and engulfed. Eyes averted, cold tips brushing aloofly, a duty done. Half-hearted dabs and tenacious graspings like drowning men, the only contact left in a life filled no longer with the holding and caring of happier days. Gradually a settling back into the closed circuit of daily existence, prisoners of self, until the next releasing words were spoken.

Outside the church the dog followed hopefully at her heels, nosing at her bag. She stopped and turned her head. Uncertain of his welcome he stayed where he was.

‘Here, Major,’ she called, and threw him a piece of stale bread rummaged up from the depths of the travelight. To her all dogs were Major. He sniffed at the bread but no more than that, tail faintly wagging. She moved on. A car horn hooted as, head down, she crossed the street.


It wouldn’t take much to get the door off its hinges, Higney decided. He picked at a loose screw until it wobbled out into his hand. The door sagged lower. He eased it upright and slipped into the room. His foot trod on something soft and he recoiled before realising it was the edge of the blanket trailing the floor. He stooped before the plywood crate and carelessly tipped it over. No earthly treasures met his eye; no wad of dirty banknotes or scattered sovereigns to gladden his heart, only a jumble of scapulars and rosaries, a few statues; all the flotsam and jetsam of Christianity.


A spider ran up the wall and in disgust he let the mattress flop back. It was not as he believed. But could be, he told himself. He surveyed the room, then paced it out, his black boots eating up the inches. There was room enough for a cheap divan and a two-ring gas cooker. In Woolworth’s he could purchase a print of a woodland scene to hang over the bed. He saw himself knocking a few nails into the wall, maybe fixing a yale lock on the door. It was a room a bachelor living alone would be glad of or, perhaps, a couple of young ones fresh out of school. Either way there as profit to be made.

The gate to the Breen’s house was open. She trod the path more swiftly now, if a snail can be said to be swift. She let the heavy knocker fall repeatedly but no one came. Passively she stood. If you have faith all things can be accomplished. Her head sunk on her chest, her arms hanging loosely from their sockets, the airline bag an extension of her wrist, Peg waited. Having come so far in the certain hope of a bowl of Mrs Breen’s life-giving soup she was prepared to wait for ever, if necessary, to achieve her desire.

Against the orange and green frosted glass Mrs Breen saw her outline and retreated hurriedly on tip-toe. With infinite caution she edged around the scullery door and, safely off-target, relaxed. Lucky she had chanced to be in the front room and seen the familiar figure coming in the gate. A few moments more and she would have had her hat and coat on, descending the step. Now as Mrs. Breen waited for Peg to give up and go away, she reflected on the incongruity of her position, mistress of the house, cowering backstairs like any housebreaker avoiding detection. But the alternative did not bear contemplation. It was just that the work was beyond Peg. Had she ever been up to it? There only remained to pass on the message, Mrs Breen had decided, tiring at last of cleaning everything twice over and of Mr Breen’s constant complaints about the state of the broom cupboard; his particular bugbear being dirt and fluff in the opened polish tins. He’d laid a ban on the use of the hoover and his daughters refused to allow Peg in their bedroom. Mrs. Breen had to admit they had cause. She still remembered the occasion she had been marched upstairs to view their unmade beds, on which was gathered like the start of some bird’s nest, heaps of fluff and dirty tissues, under-the-bed residue, fished for and then forgotten. Or rather abandoned in favour of a more rewarding mission; that of replacing with holy pictures torn from religious monthlies the sunkissed bodies of their chosen idols.

If Mrs Breen could have given Peg the few shillings at the door and barred her entrance to the house it would have solved matters but Mrs Breen believed in the dignity of human persons. Or so she told herself. Was not Fr Lynch always preaching about helping others to help themselves? How much better, he said, to give a person work to do for which you recompensed him than to give him charity which, unearned, eventually wears away his self-respect. In theory it was all very fine. Mrs Breen agreed wholeheartedly with her pastor but when applied to real life she would have gladly risked undermining the char’s self-respect in the cause of improved domestic relations.

For some time there had been no sound from the porch. Mrs Breen peered hopefully around the scullery door and was rewarded by unshadowed glass. Encouraged she stepped out, but with caution, to the front room where unobserved she could from behind the lace curtain review the outer scene. But she had reckoned without a betrayer in the camp. From the top of the stairs her name was called loudly and repetitiously. ‘Mammy ... Mammy, when are you coming up?’ She had forgotten young Brian recovering from measles in an upper room. As though on cue the shadow loomed behind the glass and the knocker rattled triumphantly. Mrs Breen had no course but to open the door.

Peg trudged down the hall and pushed her way into the scullery. Mrs Breen, promising to run up to her child as soon as the opportunity presented itself, followed even more slowly. ‘There’s not a lot today, Peg,’ she offered hesitantly, as the woman silently tackled the fastenings on her plastic coat. She stood shoulders stooped, the black beret pulled low over her forehead, the grey hair straggling from under it in greasy wisps. Geronimo or was it Witch of Endor? Mrs Breen took in a deep breath and tried to control, but without much hope, the situation. ‘Why don’t you...’ she began, trying and failing to envisage some job that would not necessitate too much clearing up afterwards. ‘Brush down the stairs ... and when you finish I’ll have some hot soup ready.’ Like hot tea, the panacea for all ills. Even to her own ears the words placated. Peg would not be fooled by the task set her and might not even obey.

Disconcerted, Mrs Breen watched her rummage in the broom cupboard and come out bearing a tin of Vim and cleaning rags. She started to speak but saw no point. Peg would do what she wanted and always had. She felt a sense of hopelessness as the tattered lisle and split boots creaked away over the polished wood and began slowly to mount the stairs.


Higney fiddled with the remaining screw and caught the door as it fell. He propped it against the wall and wiped his face on his sleeve. In the gloom of the landing below, Mrs Molloy strained upwards in a listening attitude. ‘Are yeh up there, Miss Dinnegan?’


Higney quickly slipped the screwdriver out of sight and stepped back into the room. He heard the flapping of Mrs Molloy’s slippers on the bare boards as she came from below.

‘Are youse alright?’ Curiously she peered into the room, her expression changing at the sight of him. ‘Oh, it’s you. I heard sounds,’ she said, by way of explanation.

Higney shook his head sorrowfully. ‘Isn’t it a terrible thing,’ he sighed, ‘no respect for people’s property.’

At first Mrs. Molloy did not take his meaning; to her the room looked very much as it always had but then her gaze encompassed the doorless hinges and travelled downwards to the orange box with its vandalised contents. ‘My Gawd! Who done it,’ she demanded, stroking her neck repeatedly while all the time staring fixedly at Higney as though he might at any moment surprise her with the answer.

‘Who knows?’ With a shrug Higney stepped around her. ‘There’s a lot of it these days.’ He leant towards her insinuatingly. ‘Yeh wouldn’t want to go leaving your door ajar, Missus, not if yeh’ve left your purse lying about.’

He watched smiling as she scurried back to her landing, a slipper coming loose in her flight, and stood motionless until he heard her door slam shut.


A tin of Vim stood on the top step of the stairs, a danger to the unwary. Peg sat on the child’s bed and fashioned a rabbit out of a handkerchief taken from Mr Breen’s drawer.


‘When will Mammy be back,’ Brian asked fretfully, for how could you make a rabbit out of a hanky.

‘She’ll be back any minute... hasn’t she to get the few messages.’ Peg eased herself deeper into the bed, gnarled fingers twisting and poking the piece of cloth.

Mrs Breen, against her better judgement, had slipped out to the shops. Calling from the front door she had promised to be as quick as she could and to bring with her some books or comics on her return. As Peg made the rabbit, she repeated what Father Burke had said only the day before from the pulpit about the evils of drink. Men were spending their wages in the public houses every Friday and leaving their wives and families to go short. He’d asked them all to make a special effort to cut down on intoxicating liquor during the six weeks of Lent.

‘It’s a disgrace, that’s what it is,’ Peg said. ‘They should be puttin’ shoes on their childer and bread on the table. Alcoholics the lot of them.’

He stared at the seamed puckering of flesh on the underside of her chin and wondered what an alcoholic was. The skin of the old woman’s angular face was of a hard grained texture bringing to mind a walnut or similar piece of wood. She had once told him she never used anything on herself but sunlight soap. It was good for everything, she had confided, even your teeth. All the others were a waste of money.

‘Look, he’s jumpin’.’ She jerked the rabbit forward over the curve of her arm and laughed, showing toothless gums, at his alarm. He fingered the handkerchief petulantly.

‘That’s not a rabbit. Where’s Mammy... why isn’t she back?’ He shifted restlessly, troubled by a strange unidentifiable and disturbing odour. She sat on, pinching and stroking the cloth, talking quietly about her devotion to this saint or that.

‘St Martin’s a good one but the best of them is St Jude. He’s a great man for the bad cases. If yeh’re desperate pray to him... and there’s another... he’s not a saint... not yet but he will be. Mark my words, Matt Talbot will be canonised, you’ll see. I can ask Matt anything and he gets it for me.’

He wondered at the way she spoke as though the saints were people she met and talked with every day (and weren’t they in a way?). It seemed as though she’d only to mention something to them and they would get it for her as easily as his mother was at that moment getting his comics. His interest aroused, he asked. ‘Would they get me a bike if I asked them?’

‘You can try,’ was all she said, before going on to speak of the sales of work she often frequented. ‘There do be great bargains. Do yeh ever get going yourself?’

‘No,’ he answered shortly, feeling she’d led him on about the saints. But he wasn’t being strictly truthful for he had on occasion gone to the bazaars run by the nuns at his sisters’ school.

‘Yeh should ask your Mammy. Next time I’m going I’ll bring yeh.’

Appalled at the thought of going anywhere with the ‘witch’ – the Breen sisters name for her – he gladly leapt from the bed at the sound of the front door opening.

Mrs Breen opened her bag and handed her son a bundle of comics. Within minutes he was back up the stairs and into bed, oblivious even of her his mother’s existence as he avidly read of Wilson of the Wizard and the adventures of Desperate Dan.

Mrs Breen had hurried back from the shops, unable to rid her mind of a fear that Peg, no longer under supervision, might take it upon herself to hoover the house. As she had waited impatiently at the checkout of the local supermarket she had seen as clearly, as though she were present, the woman pushing the hoover over large, indissoluble objects until, choked with debris, it inevitable gagged and died. So great was her apprehension that she had hurried away without her change and been recalled by a young packer hastily following on her heels. On re-entering the house she was relieved to find the hoover still intact in its shrine, and sagged thankful that Mr Breen’s homecoming need not be marred by any distressing disclosures. She unpacked her shopping bag and, almost happy, placed the chops for the next day’s dinner on a plate in the scullery. Going upstairs, her foot kicked against an object she found to be a tin of Vim. Of Peg there was no sign. Downstairs once more Mrs. Breen was surprised to see the woman coming up the garden. Through the scullery window she observed her bending and scrabbling in a flowerbed. Well, she would get up to less harm out there compared to within, she thought, as she went to put the chops in the meat safe. But she was wrong, she realised, in the disillusioning discovery that the plate was empty.


Higney dismounted and propped his bicycle at the kerb. In a chemist’s shop he stood at the counter waiting to be served. An assistant in a white coat climbed on to a chair to take a box from off a high shelf, showing an expanse of snowy thigh in the act. Higney wondered if she had anything on under the coat and in his mind unbuttoned it slowly. He saw her standing before him in her underclothes and imagined her taking them swiftly from her body.


‘Can I get you something?’ She stood, regarding him expectantly.

He fingered a bar of fancy soap, still a prey to his thoughts. ‘Outrageous!’ he said on learning the price. ‘Ah, I think I’ll stick to the auld Sunlight. Doesn’t it do the job and at only a quarter the cost.’ He laughed, inviting her to share his amusement. She stood stolidly without expression. Stuck up little bitch, he thought, who does she think she is. ‘Here,’ he said, ‘give us a bottle of disinfectant, Miss.’

She reached behind her and removed a bottle from the shelves. He cleared his throat. ‘A small one,’ he said, and watched her make the exchange. She placed it in a bag marked with the name of the chemist and rang up the amount on the till. Higney took out a handful of silver. He extended his hand, palm upwards, inviting her to take what she needed. As she selected the coins he leaned on the counter and said quietly, ‘You look like you have a fine pair under your jumper. Will we go for a drink later on. What do you say?’

A red flush spread over her face and neck as Higney took the package and walked smiling towards the door. He threw a leg over the crossbar and glanced back through the plate glass door before pushing off. He saw her standing next to the chemist talking animatedly and was pleased. A good humping was what that one wanted. Wasn’t it what they were all after. He pedalled strongly up the hill and turned into a street at the back of Mountjoy Square. Parking against the side wall of a house he rested his foot on the step and removed his bicycle clips. Then untying a bundle of rods from the crossbar he carried them to the porch and rang the bell.


Mr Breen came home at lunch hour each day. It was a time he liked especially. He looked forward to it as an oasis in a turbulent time-stretch in which he had to deal efficiently with the problems of inoperative street lighting or striking binmen. As soon as he put his key in the door he detected signs of the char’s presence and knew it would not be the most tranquil of midday breaks. Frowning, he took out his handkerchief and, spitting discreetly into it, rubbed at the cream-coloured smears beside the letterbox. As he hung his raincoat on the hallstand his eye fell upon an open polish tin, on the surface of which sprouted like a fungus a dark matting of fluff. Another hallmark of that woman. Quickly he strode to the broom cupboard and looked in. The hoover appeared untouched, the flex looped in even coils the way he had ordained it should be. He closed the door and thought, not for the first time, how he must put a lock on it. While he sat beside the fire, listening with half an ear to the lunch-time serial, he wondered what his wife would put before him. He fancied a bit of brown stew or maybe a tasty chop with a rasher or two.


‘What’s this?’ He pulled back from the table and stared down at his plate. ‘Where’s my dinner?’

Mrs Breen turned from adding a shovelful of coal to the fire. ‘That’s it,’ she said, ‘a nice bit of cod.’

‘Have you no meat? I fancied a bit somehow.’

Mrs Breen stared at him, the shovel hanging loosely from her hand. ‘Meat!’ Her tone was scandalised. ‘On Ash Wednesday!’

Mr Breen was unaware or had forgotten the day it was. The smudge on his wife’s pale skin had passed unnoticed, his wife too if the truth were known. Feeling hard done by, he tackled without enthusiasm the white mess before him. Mrs Breen, used to his ways, took a seat opposite and in a lowered voice told him he’d be lucky if he got meat the following day since the chops she’d purchased for his dinner had mysteriously found their way into the dustbin.

His hunger in no way assuaged Mr Breen irritably poked a wad of bread into his mouth and spoke over it, ‘Is there any pudding?’

Momentarily deflected, Mrs Breen fetched a dish of prunes and custard from the kitchen and would have left him to get on with it had he not stayed her with his hand.

‘Who did it?’ he enquired, spitting prune stones into his cupped hand and dropping them on the bread plate.

Eagerly Mrs Breen resumed her seat. ‘That’s what I have been telling you. It was her... Peg... all along.’

‘Is the woman mad?’ Mr Breen dropped his spoon into the dish with a clatter. ‘I always held it she was touched.’

His wife cast a glance towards the door in case of an eavesdropper and went on to relay how Peg, incensed at the sight of meat blatantly displayed in the house on the firs day of Lent, had taken it upon herself to remove the impediments to the Breens’ salvation.

Mr Breen stood up abruptly. ‘The woman’s a menace.’

He had not forgotten the time his magazines for men had suffered a similar fate. He wiped his mouth on his handkerchief and grimaced at the taste of Brasso. ‘Don’t have her here again.’

Mrs Breen, aware that she had confided too much or perhaps seeing her chance of sanctification receding, wavered. ‘At, now, Paddy, don’t let us be hasty. God help her... the poor creature... she’s really a bit of a saint, if one was to know.’

Of his own mind Mr Breen smoothed his hair before the scullery mirror. He had little to do with saints but knew enough to know they were uncomfortable people to have truck with. ‘Give her some money and tell her not to come again,’ he advised.

Sorry she had let herself be betrayed into an unequivocal position with regard to the saintly one, Mrs Breen helped him on with his coat and watched him walk away. A glint of silver caught her eye and she bent to lift from the step a milk foil cap, so missing his farewell wave had he made it.


‘Five pounds to clear the drain!’ At the woman’s incredulous tone Higney paused half-way in the door. He laid his rods against the wall and put his hands on the backs of his hips.


‘A terrible price,’ he agreed.

She stared at him suspiciously. ‘The last fellah charged thirty bob.’

‘Is that a fact, and when might that have been?’ He waited, noting her sudden look of uncertainty. She was a well made woman he thought, wide hips and good strong-looking legs. She’d be good on a bicycle. He saw her in a pair of black shorts, her calves bulging as her legs strongly turned the pedals.

She shrugged. ‘What does it matter... some time ago... he was a lot cheaper, that I do remember.’

‘And now it’s blocked again?’ Higney said, intimating that in certain circumstances he might be prepared to settle for a lot less. ‘You look like a woman of the world,’ he suggested. ‘You know how it is.’

The woman stared at him in disbelief. ‘I’m a married woman,’ she said.

Higney kept his eyes steadily upon her. He believed these things went on, he said, and no one was any the wiser. So long as the woman was willing. ‘No one misses a slice or two off a cut loaf. D’ye get my meaning?’

To his surprise the woman became suddenly violent and threatened to call the police. Before he could stop her she had caught up his rods and thrown them out of the door with such force that several broke on striking the pavement.

‘You get outa here and don’t come back,’ she shouted, lifting a plaster statue off a table and holding it up high.

Higney stared at her, alarmed. He moved quickly over the threshold. The woman was mad, demented, he told himself. He was lucky to get away unharmed.


At the door, Mrs Breen, her conscience troubling, changed the coins for a note. It would make it up to Peg, she thought, or rather hoped, as she put her on the long finger. ‘Won’t be needing any work done in the house for a while... maybe going away... better leave it till after Easter.’


Had she heard? The rainhat quivered. Was it in reproach? At the gate Peg stumbled and would have fallen but for her outflung hand. Behind the front room curtain Mrs Breen doubtfully stood. Was it a sign? She felt the shadow of Fr Lynch and trembled.

Along Dorset Street children straggled from school. Close to the Palace wall Peg moved, shoulders hunched, the bag heavier now with Mrs Breen’s sop to conscience: ageing seed cake and yesterday’s tea scones. Her plastic mac and tie-on rain hat, donned like an additional skin, tempted the elements but perversely no rain fell. Towards Gardiner Street like a homing pigeon her feet strayed, hungry for the odours of incense and candlewax and the corridor confessionals of the Jesuit Fathers.


Higney went into the Big Tree and sat near the counter, nursing a whisky. Despite various setbacks he was pleased with his day. Coming away from the house of the woman who had taken exception to his proposal, his rods once more firmly tied to crossbar of his bicycle, he had been called to another house requiring the unblocking of drains. This time he’d been careful to keep any mention of cash out of the conversation until the job was done. Before closing the mantrap he’d requested a bucket of water to which he’d added a few drops of disinfectant before slopping it ceremoniously about the area. This was the difference, he’d explained to the mystified housewife, between chancers you’d get willing to do the job for a quid or two and someone like himself trained in the profession. He’d likened his work to that of a doctor, describing at length how the maze of underground pipes, invisible to laypersons like herself, could be compared with the human body. ‘Have you heard of cholesterol, Missus,’ he’d interrupted himself to ask. When the woman started to speak he’d hurried on, keeping a wary eye for plaster statues or other objects of defence. ‘It’s a terrible thing. Clogs the arteries and builds up a fatty wall about the heart. Now your drains are not dissimilar... abuse you drains, Missus, and they’ll act up in the selfsame way. You wouldn’t object to paying a doctor if yeh were stretched, amn’t I right now?’ In the end he’d settled for half and was glad he hadn’t wasted more than a few drops of the Dettol.


‘Bedad, yeh drive a hard bargain, Missus,’ he’d said as he wheeled his bike away.

Now, in the light from the bar he examined a small object taken from his pocket.

‘Would yeh say it’s valuable,’ he asked the barman as the man was removing a pile of bottles and glasses from a nearby table, holding it up for his inspection.

The barman glanced at it briefly. ‘Couldn’t rightly say. What is it... brass?’

Higney polished it on his sleeve and held it out for a closer look. ‘Paid ten quid for it,’ he said, staring hard at the barman, ‘this afternoon.’

The barman ran a wet rag over the table and turned to go. ‘You were robbed.’

Higney caught hold of his sleeve. ‘Wait... take another look. It’s an antique. D’ye know what it is, if I was to sell it now I’d double my money.’

‘Why don’t you then?’ The barman moved away to serve a customer and Higney replaced the object in his pocket. Perhaps a tenner was a bit steep, he thought. Next time he’d do better to suggest half and work up to it more slowly.


In the church the aisles were filled to capacity. Coming from the confessional she found a space and burrowed in. Light after darkness. Ten Hail Mary’s lengthily explored. I am the light of the world, says the Lord. Anyone who follows me will have the light of life.


‘Do not come back so soon. There isn’t need,’ the priest had said, head drooping wearily forward, an image just discernible beyond the mesh of wire. Then silence. Was he asleep? But no, a frail hand upraised in benediction. ‘Do your best. No more is asked of any of us.’ One more approach sealed off with the clicking shut of the little wooden door. Do not come back so soon! One more contact with living breathing humanity severed, or at least discouraged.

All about the congregation stood close pressed raising their voices to mingle with the leader.

Have mercy on us, O Lord, for we have sinned.

Youthful applicant at the lectern confessing to offences only barely guessed at. What is evil in your sight I have done.

Oh, Lord, have mercy.


Higney finished his whisky and went to the counter for another. A man propped himself on his elbow staring into his glass. Higney paid for his drink and stood beside him. He spoke quietly, asking if he wanted a room. He knew where one could be had, he said. Not cheap but not expensive either. He’d only to indicate, and for a little extra company could be had there too without further ado. The man seemed not to hear. Higney laid a hand on his arm. It only needed a coat of paint, he promised, and it would be a palace.


‘Would you like to go and see it,’ he persisted. ‘It’s not far from here.’

The man knocked away Higney’s hand and expressed himself succinctly in a few sharp sentences. Higney drew back abruptly. ‘Here, there’s no call for that,’ he said angrily. ‘I was only trying to do you a favour.’ The man turned his back on him. Aggrieved, Higney withdrew to his seat.


She struck her chest, aware of her concentration wavering, her breath laborious. Deprived of her share of oxygen by the too close proximity of the faithful she experienced a strange though not unfamiliar disembodiment. She might have been a saint of old in the act of levitating. That her only warning, and she was in it. Back arched, head flung sideways, strange sounds emitting from the larynx, she jerked and swayed. Was it ecstasy? The roof, how far away it seemed. How unyielding the tiles beneath the plastic rainhat. The implement of speech grown suddenly unwieldy, slipping and gagging in an agony of involuntary movement. Restraining hands and hushed faces curiously bore down on one who strived to communicate or perhaps resist.


Give her air. With the approach of one in authority the situation, fast deteriorating, gained not before time a sense of direction. Loosen her clothing.

The commands distantly heard set up an echo in the void of her consciousness. Eager to participate, the faithful moved in on her. But where to begin, the plastic mac a fortress around whose perimeter access vainly sought, deterred all but the most valiant. At last, Chinese fashion, each layer peeled away to reveal yet another until the prize was reached, surprisingly pale and young after a lifetime of hibernation.


Leaving the premises of the Big Tree Higney pushed his bicycle along the North Circular road. He’d like to have mounted but he wasn’t sure he could keep his balance. After he’d had words with the man at the counter he’d gone back for another whisky. ‘Make it a double,’ he’d said as the barman stuck a fresh glass under the Powers Gold label. ‘Sure why not... isn’t the evening young.’ When he’d sat back in his seat he’d found himself going over in his mind what the man had said to him. There was no call for it that he could see. He’d spoken to him civil enough. What right had he to suggest that Higney was a pimp or, worse still, a gigolo? All he’d done was to offer him the chance of renting a room. ‘Bloody cheek,’ he’d said out loud and the barman glanced over, at once scenting trouble. ‘Off you go now,’ he’d urged, catching Higney’s arm and pressing him towards the door. ‘Time to go while you still can.’


At the intersection Higney waited for the flow of traffic to ease. Seizing his chance he swung his leg over the saddle and pedalled along Sherrard Street. A horn blared close to his rear wheel causing him to wobble dangerously.

‘Get out of it, he shouted. Drawing level he rested his hand on the back window and peered intimidatingly in at the occupants. The car moved forward, landing Higney in the roadway. Surprised, he remained where he was until a fresh blasting of horns spurred him to his feet.

Shaken, he wheeled his bicycle around the corner and slowly made his way along the path. An ambulance stood at the kerb and from the lighted doorway of the church white-coated men carried a recumbent figure. Higney halted to allow them pass and something about the shape caused him to draw closer. Surely there was only one made in that mould? For a brief moment his eyes rested on the apparition, then it was slotted into place and the doors of the van slammed shut. Siren moaning, it sped away to Jervis Street with its aged captive; one more casualty not yet dust.

Within, the doxology continued, unaware of any drama other than that on the altar; transubstantiation. Without, her only other witness, the dog Major, nosing at fallen seed cake, the product of Mrs Breen fashioned in another age.





Sisters

It was nearing teatime when Felicity turned in the entrance to ‘Stella Maris’ and sped swiftly up the driveway in her white mini, manoeuvring her way past animals and children with frightening dexterity while one stride ahead of her, her brother-in-law Jim, flung tricycles hastily to one side before doubling back on his tracks to close the gates before any of the children escaped.


‘Felicity,’ her sister called, coming out of the house to greet her as she stepped from the car. ‘You’re late. I was expecting you hours ago.’

‘Sorry,’ Felicity said. ‘The traffic was simply appalling. Held me up the whole way.’ She touched her cheek lightly against her sister’s.

‘Is this all you have?’ Moira asked, her ample breasts straining the buttons on her blouse as she bent to pick up the beige pigskin travelling case.

‘You’ve lost weight,’ Felicity said encouragingly, linking her sister’s free arm. She still kept up the fiction whenever they met that her sister was becoming slimmer even though it was so blatantly, painfully untrue. Moira had lost her figure with the birth of her first child and with each successive pregnancy her waistline had further receded until she was now a mass of solid, unindented fat from bosom to thigh.

‘I only wish I had,’ Moira said with a rueful laugh, leading the way into the house. ‘I think I’ve put it on if anything.’

‘Well, anyway you’re looking marvellous,’ Felicity countered warmly, tittupping along beside her on red, stiletto-heeled sandals. She was not being insincere. It was all part of her policy to boost her sister’s sadly flattened ego which was the result of having too many children too fast and over-exposure to a husband twenty years her senior, possessed of a Jansenistic streak where life and pleasure were concerned.

In the kitchen the two sisters took up comfortable positions. Felicity angled a chair to a better vantage point beside the Aga and sat down with a sigh of pleasure, crossing her knees to show off long, white, immaculately creased pants. Beside her on the table she stacked her lighter and several packs of duty-free cigarettes in readiness for the marathon chat session which inevitably took place on her infrequent visits to her sister’s home. Moira sank into the rocking chair, her stout legs in stretch slacks spread mannishly apart, her arms dangling loosely over the sides.

‘I’m sure you’re dying for your tea,’ she said.

‘There’s no hurry,’ Felicity answered. What she would have liked was a gin and tonic but she didn’t like to say so.

‘When I get the children fed we’ll be able to relax,’ Moira said. ‘I’ll make us a cuppa in a minute.’

Around the door peeped the two younger children, eleven months between them in age, their romper suits distended grotesquely by double layers of unwieldy nappy cloth. Felicity stretched her arms out welcomingly to them. ‘Come and say hello to Auntie Felicity,’ she cried, pulling them both impetuously on to her knee. ‘Hello, gorgeous,’ she said, squeezing them tightly to her. A brown stain appeared on her jacket as she let them down again and a heavy odour hung disturbingly in the air.

‘Conor’s done a goatie,’ the older child confided to his mother, his eyes swivelling at the same time back to his aunt.

‘What’s he saying?’ Felicity wondered, her face flushed from the heat of the room. ‘You’re not shy of me, are you?’ she asked. Feeling the heat she slipped off her jacket and seeing the stain gave a cry of dismay. ‘Oh, dear, how did that happen?’ she said. She looked at the two little boys. ‘Oh, dear,’ she said again, her surprise giving way to annoyance. Why would her sister never put plastic pants on the children, it was decidedly anti-social of her. ‘Honestly, Moira,’ she said, turning to her sister, ‘You might have warned me. I mean, really!’

‘Oh, Felicity, your beautiful suit,’ Moira cried in consternation, ‘Is it ruined? Oh, I am sorry.’

‘Never mind. It’ll come out in the wash,’ Felicity felt forced to say as she carried her jacket to the sink and dabbed at it with warm water. She should have had more sense than to come to a house full of small children in a white linen suit. ‘It’s all right,’ she called reassuringly to Moira, ‘It’s coming out. I don’t think it will leave a stain.’

Her brother-in-law came in from the yard surrounded by children and stood in the doorway watching them, his suit hanging creased and baggy on his spare frame, already jealous of the whispered confidences, the imagined neglect, the attention that would be taken from him by her visit.

‘What kind of journey had you?’ he asked, assuming a look of polite interest as he removed a pile of drying nappies from the clothes rack and began folding them domesticatedly.

‘Terrible,’ Felicity cried, glad of a subject to discuss. She never knew what to talk to her brother-in-law about. Now she launched into a diatribe on the hectic rush of weekend traffic streaming headlong out of the city that Friday afternoon.

‘Felicity, your godchild is awake,’ Moira interrupted, nodding at the moses basket on its wicker stand from which faint whimpering cries were coming. Felicity jumped up and went over to stare in at the baby, her cigarette high in the air, the glowing tip away from the child. ‘He’s gorgeous,’ she said, making kissing sounds, ‘Aren’t you, my pet.’ She turned to the silent children grouped inside the kitchen door. ‘Your brother is real cute,’ she said, her voice unconsciously taking on an American twang. ‘Are you crazy about him?’ The children stared, then nodded. Auntie Felicity, they knew, worked in a travel agency and had been all over the world.

‘What age is he now?’ Felicity asked. She had no children of her own and could never remember details like that.

‘Just six weeks,’ Moira said. ‘He’s far bigger than any of the others were at that stage,’ she added.

‘He can’t be that old. Six weeks already,’ Felicity said over-dramatically. ‘It seems only a week or two since he was born.’ The way her sister’s children seemed to grow up overnight always amazed her. She had only a vague idea how painfully slow the whole business actually was.

Moira went to the Aga and stooped to take out a tray of meringues. ‘Now don’t tell me you’re on a diet,’ she said, as she filled the crusty, fawn shells with cream and carried them to the table. ‘I made them as a special treat.

‘Ooh, my favourite,’ Felicity cried. ‘I honestly don’t know how you manage to do so much,’ she said in genuine admiration. ‘Even one baby would have me permanently in a heap.’

The significant way her sister immediately eyed her stomach was not lost on Felicity. She laughed openly. ‘I’m not if you want to know,’ she said, with careless disregard for her brother-in-law’s presence. She pressed her small stomach complacently. ‘Any bulge you see there is from sheer greed. Nothing else, I assure you.’

Jim muttered something unintelligible and disappeared out the door. ‘Gone out to his precious garden,’ Felicity thought. Apart from begetting children it seemed to be his only other interest.

Moira gazed thoughtfully at her sister. ‘Have you thought of going to see a doctor,’ she said, her mind obviously still on Felicity’s childless state. ‘You know it might be something quite simple.’ Like all people with big families she was anxious to see everyone else similarly endowed.

Felicity shrugged, not meeting her eye. ‘Yes. Well, maybe it’s for the best,’ she said, ‘Quite honestly I’d hate to give up my job now and I’d have to if I were pregnant.’

In actual fact she had no intention of having children and was on the Pill since her marriage but it was not something she felt she could admit to Moira who had gone so eagerly, dedicatedly, even religiously into the whole business of having children. Her sister had become even more conservative since her marriage to Jim who actively discouraged her from ever engaging in anything that might distract her from the all important task of looking after him and his children. Once she had said to Felicity: ‘He’s insane about them, you know. I could be dying and he wouldn’t notice but just let one of them cry ‘Dada’ and he runs at once.’

In Felicity’s liberated view her brother-in-law was nothing short of a bluebeard. Six children in little over seven years. It was unbelievable. It had never ceased to astonish her how he got away with it in an age where women were more and more demonstrating their right to an existence other than that of homemaking and childminding. Clearly Women’s Lib had never been allowed to gain a foothold inside the hallowed portals of ‘Stella Maris.’

She lit another cigarette from the butt of the first and murmured insincerely, ‘Of course I’d give anything for the patter of tiny feet. Frank too but – well, not everyone is blessed like you.’

In an effort to change the subject Felicity pulled her case towards her. Snapping back the locks, she took out the presents she had brought. Expensive French perfume for Moira ‘To drive Jim even wilder,’ she had said wickedly to her husband on leaving home; a blue pramsuit for her godson and for the older children the usual lavish bag of lollipops and chocolate bars that Jim would confiscate the minute he saw them as ‘ruinous’ for their teeth.

‘Aren’t you going to try it?’ she cried disappointed when after thanking her, Moira left the perfume down again unopened. ‘Oh, go on. Do. I’m dying to see what it’s like.’

Influenced by Jim’s famine mentality, Moira, she knew, was inclined to hoard things for that special ‘someday’ and felt guilty if she ever discarded anything before it was used up to the last. ‘The human dustbin’ she sometimes referred to herself as she compulsively consumed the last of the children’s milk or leftover cereal.

‘Oh, all right. Why not,’ Moira cried, her face brightening as she tore the cellophane wrapping off the box. ‘No point in keeping it for a special occasion. I never go anywhere.’ She broke the seal on the perfume flask and pressed a minute spot of scent on her wrist. A flowery fragrance was suddenly released bringing a hint of Paris into the small, overheated room.

‘Ooh, la-la-la,’ Felicity sang and inhaled ecstatically. ‘May I?’ she begged reaching for the bottle. The difference in the sisters’ natures was never so clearly demonstrated as in their individual handling of the perfume. In direct contrast to Moira’s frugal, almost miserly husbanding of the essence, Felicity lavishly and ritualistically anointed her various pulse spots before replacing the stopper. ‘I got it at the airport last week,’ she said with a satiated smile. ‘Gorgeous, isn’t it?’

Later when all the children had been put to bed, the prayers said, and the baby hopefully fed for the night, the sisters sat in the kitchen chatting. Jim had gone into the dining-room to do some work but although he was out of sight he was still linked to them by the service hatch which joined the two rooms.

‘Who do you think I met in town last month?’ Moira asked, excitement ringing in her voice, ‘Miss Burke! Do you remember she used have us for Maths and Geography. Big woman with a great hearty laugh.’

‘Was she the one with the Afro hairstyle long before it ever came into fashion,’ Felicity asked, remembering only hazily. She had not her sister’s intense preoccupation with schooldays, rarely if ever thinking of them anymore, unlike Moira, who was forever returning in memory at least, to childhood. Was this, Felicity sometimes wondered, because her life since then had not quite lived up to her expectation of it?

‘No, no, you’re thinking of Miss Philips. Burke had mousey brown hair, not a kink in it. She was at least thirteen stone,’ Moira said, exasperated. ‘She wore gold, gypsy earrings. You must remember her.’

‘Oh, yes, of course,’ Felicity said, wishing Moira would get on with the story.

‘Well, believe it or not she’s married. Remember how we always thought no one would ever look twice at her. But there she was with this really quite presentable looking man. Oh, sixty if he’s a day – but still, a man, nicely dressed and obviously well off. She was hanging on his arm adoringly and at least four stones lighter than when we knew her. I mean – who would have believed it?’

Felicity laughed out loud. For the first time she felt her affinity with her sister. They had been girls growing up together. Nubile. Conscious of their worth. Now she was reminded pleasurably of herself and Moira in their youthful arrogance assessing the competition and passing judgement on poor plain Miss Burke’s chances of romance.

Jim’s grey head suddenly appeared in the hatch. ‘You both sound very merry,’ he said in a doubting voice as though their merriment was in some way suspect. He remained framed in the opening, his long face mooning in at them.

‘Why don’t I help you with the washing up, Moira,’ Felicity suggested brightly, jumping to her feet. She no longer felt comfortable with her brother-in-law eavesdropping so blatantly on their conversation. She seized a dishcloth from off the rail in front of the Aga and then took up position beside her sister at the sink. As she wiped dry the plates and cups Moira handed her she kept up a gay barrage of talk, carrying Moira with her through time and space as she described the high points of her recent travels with amusing and sometimes daringly explicit detail. The small warm room became in turn a night club in Puerto Banus thronged with celebrities, a wine cellar in Perpignan, a barbeque on the beach at Masapalomas.

‘You certainly do get around,’ Moira said, not quite approvingly, when Felicity had at last run dry of anecdote. She shook herself free of the spell to fling a load of dirty nappies on to wash. Jim came in from the yard lugging a scuttle of anthracite and began stoking the Aga.

‘Don’t you two ever relax?’ Felicity asked, watching them with a faint smile, a freshly lit cigarette between her fingers. At home at this time of night she and Frank watched television or went to the pub for a drink.

Jim heard her with a bleak smile. ‘Ah, it’s easily seen you have no children. Wait until you have,’ he said portentously, ‘and your life won’t be your own.’ And that will be the end of your cosy twosomes, his expression seemed to say, your endless gadding about.

Felicity shivered. What a dreadful picture he painted. She caught Moira’s eye and half smiled. Surely it didn’t have to be quite so grim.

‘It’s twelve o’clock,’ Jim said with officious exactness, ‘Time we were all in bed.’ He glanced pointedly at his wife then looked away.

‘Oh, go on up, Jim,’ Moira said, impatiently. ‘I’ll be up in a minute. I’ll have plenty of early nights when Felicity is gone.’

Felicity looked in surprise at her sister. Could it be she was rebelling at long last, she thought with some amusement. Not that it would avail her much in the end. From certain things her sister had revealed in the past she knew that Jim had a nasty habit of getting his own back on her for any little show of independence, however short-lived. They heard his footsteps climbing the stairs but each of them knew from previous experience that he would not sleep until Moira went up. If she were long in coming, he would only stand out on the stairs calling to her at five minute intervals until she gave in and joined him.

‘Let me make us a cup of tea,’ Felicity suggested tactfully, ‘and then if you don’t mind I think I’ll go up to bed too. I can hardly keep my eyes open.’ The prospect of a sulky Jim keeping vigil on the stairs outside did not encourage her to stay up. Her sister nodded, relieved that she was not called upon to put Jim to the test.

In the bathroom Felicity removed her make-up and listened to the monotonous murmur of their voices through the adjoining wall. Funny how marriage altered some people, she thought, making them into joyless martyrs in the cause of child rearing. She could not bear the thought of ever becoming like her sister. Poor Moira. How could she have married such a man. Thank heavens she at least had the good fortune to choose a man similar in age and temperament to her own. Frank, like all men, might have his moments but he no hang-ups about enjoying himself. Thinking of her husband Felicity was reminded to take her pill.

Afterwards she rolled the telltale fragment of foil between her fingers and placed it carefully back in her handbag. No sense in giving Moira anything to ponder over, she thought.

The next day when her brother-in-law had departed with the older children to do the weekend shopping, Felicity joined her sister in the kitchen. They sat opposite each other with Moira facing the window, the baby lying on his stomach across her lap. At thirty-four and without make-up, her sister’s plump face in the afternoon light was unlined, still fresh and youthful despite hardships and childbearing. Felicity drank coffee and smoked more than her usual quota of cigarettes. Somehow since her arrival at ‘Stella Maris’ she had felt the need of them in a way she seldom did at home. Her bag lay collapsed on the floor beside her chair and every so often she dipped into it to pull out a letter or a photograph which she passed to Moira.

Near to her the child next in age to the baby – Conor, was it – pushed a toy lorry across the floor and whenever it came close to her, she pushed it back with the toe of her sandal, smiling vaguely at the same time.

‘This one was taken at a wedding,’ she said, handing her sister another photograph. ‘What a wedding!’ Her expression took on a faraway look as she remembered an incident which had taken place. Mischievously, she began to relate it.

‘But who?’ her sister asked puzzled, ‘Who was it?’

‘The best man and the bride,’ Felicity said, unable to stop giggling, ‘When the groom found them together he went ballistic.’

Her sister stared at her obviously not believing a word. ‘You certainly do have some peculiar friends,’ she said. She glanced down with a worried air at the children as though young as they were, they might be corrupted.

‘Sweeties, Mama,’ Conor said guiltily, as his mother’s eye fell upon him, and he held up a packet he was tearing at. Moira leaned urgently towards him, nearly squashing the baby in her lap.

‘Where did you get that?’ she shrilled in alarm.

Felicity looked down at the contents of her bag strewn all over the floor, then at what the child was holding. She could have strangled him. ‘That’s mine,’ she said sharply, recognising the foil pack. ‘Give it to me.’ She stretched out her hand but her sister had snatched it from him and was examining it curiously.

‘What kind of tablets are these?’ Moira said in a wondering voice. She glanced at Felicity then back at the packet. Felicity sat tensed on the edge of her chair waiting for her to get to get to the small print.

‘But this is the Pill,’ Moira said, in the same way she might have said The Plague. ‘You’re taking the Pill,’ she said, incredulously.

Felicity stood up, her face burning. ‘What if I am, ‘ she said. ‘What’s it to you?’

‘But how can you?’ Moira’s tone scandalized, ‘You know it’s not allowed.’

‘You’re denying God his subjects,’ she added, in prim, awful imitation of an elderly, despised aunt.

Felicity squirmed inwardly. It was all turning out worse, far worse than she had feared. So this is what she got for feeling sorry for Moira and giving up a precious weekend when she had so few to spare. Suddenly she longed to be miles away, sitting with Frank on the little balcony that got the sun right through the afternoon, sipping gins and tonics with an evening of pleasure ahead of them.

At the moment the sound of Jim’s returning car was heard scattering the gravel on the driveway outside. Car doors banged and the older children ran ahead into the kitchen with Jim following more slowly behind.

Moira stood up and walked out of the kitchen calling Jim to follow her. She pulled the door shut behind them. As she did so Felicity heard her sister say, ‘Jim, come into the dining room. I have something to tell you.’

‘Something to tell,’ could mean only one thing. That Moira was going to tell all to Jim. The traitor, Felicity thought. She could at least have waited until she was out of the house. She stared at the door of the serving hatch which separated the kitchen from the dining-room. It stood slightly ajar. Angrily she went to close the hatch but stopped to listen.

‘The deceit of it,’ Moira was saying, ‘That’s what I can’t get over’.

Felicity heard Jim say in a hard voice. ‘I can’t say I’m surprised. She was always a selfish little madam. And that’s the kind of woman you’d have as godmother to our child.’

Felicity did not wait to hear anymore. She stubbed out her cigarette and went upstairs to pack her case. When she came out of her bedroom Moira was standing on the landing.

‘What are you doing? You’re not going,’ Moira said, visibly upset, ‘But you were staying until tomorrow. You mustn’t go. I have a chocolate cake baked for your tea.’

Felicity hesitated but then she remembered Jim’s censorious ‘that’s the kind of woman.’ She had a feeling that was half reluctance and half fear of staying on in an atmosphere that had turned unfriendly, even hostile.

‘I’m sorry,’ she said, refusing to feel guilty about the chocolate cake. (Why did Moira always try to blackmail her with food), ‘You’ve gone to so much trouble.’ In an awkward silence they descended the stairs and walked out to the car.

‘So long, Moira,’ Felicity said. She didn’t attempt to kiss her sister. ‘I’ll be in touch.’ She climbed into the car and with a brief little wave through the closed window she shot forward over the gravel. Moira stood, a hand shading her eyes from the sun, milk stains on the front of her blouse.

It was only when Felicity had left the hedge-banked roads behind her and had turned on to the main highway that she realized she had left the pills behind her. She saw them now in her mind’s eye, lying beside the ashtray where Moira had contemptuously abandoned them at the height of the argument. She bit her lip in annoyance, how could she have been so stupid as to forget them. Her foot still maintaining the car at high speed, she debated whether or not to go back. Back to that shrine of virtue and decency, she thought in horror. Oh, no, she could not. Oh, hell! she sighed, what a thing to happen. And tomorrow was Sunday; the chemist shops would be closed.

Then the funny aspect of it struck her and she began to laugh, her shoulders shaking under the light cloth of her jacket, her fingers tightening convulsively on the wheel. Well, she would just have to hope that Frank hadn’t missed her too much, wouldn’t she. Fat chance, she thought a moment later contentedly, knowing how even one night away from her gave an added thrust to his lovemaking. Now she no longer laughed and her mouth curved in a secretive, remembering pout. Her eyes, fixed and slightly glazed, centred steadfastly on the road ahead but her thoughts wandered freely and unchecked, dwelling on her husband and the manner in which they would celebrate her early homecoming. The miles fell back under her rushing wheels ever widening the distance between herself and her sister.





Letting Go

Lily was glad of her scarf as she hurried down the road to visit her mother. She had meant to drop in on her earlier in the day but with all the rush of Christmas had been prevented until now. ‘Mammy doesn’t half mind herself,’ she had said to Niall when young Niall had finished his tea and gone to watch television. ‘Out at the front fence without her coat when I called over last and she with a chest on her you could hear a mile off.’


A worry hung over Lily now with regard to her mother. It was a worry exacerbated by feelings of guilt at having left it so long to call and see the old thing. She would be making hurtful remarks like, ‘Ah, if only I had a son to look after me in me old age. A son never forgets his Ma,’ the way she always went on when feeling neglected. Imagining herself neglected, thought Lily.

Normally she prided herself on never letting more than a few days pass without dropping in to pick up her mother’s washing or get her the few groceries from the corner shop. But this month she had hardly seen her at all. Lily blamed Christmas. Up to my flipping tonsils, she thought tiredly. Getting this thing for the tree, that for the table, and no one to lift a finger but herself. Not that Niall wasn’t good about bringing young Niall to Santa, she thought, but that was about all he did. Oh, yes the enjoyable things, Lily thought, feeling a stab of resentment. More than ready then he was but everything else he left to her, the baking, the presents, the tree and decorations. It was enough to wear anyone out.

She walked along whipping her resentment until it was a satisfactory blend of righteousness and justification. Going up the overgrown path she told herself it was all very well for men. Niall just didn’t have her pressures. But she knew she was just making excuses to salve her conscience at neglecting Ginny. What it came down to was she should have made time to visit her. After all a week was a long while to be on your own at nearly eighty, especially in the festive season. Ah but if it was only a week, Lily thought contritely. Two weeks more like.

As she let herself in with her latchkey she felt a slight dread at what she might find. Shutting the door, she went sure-footedly up the dark hall, forcing herself to call out cheerily, ‘It’s only me, Mammy, not Santy.’

Usually at this hour Ginny was to be found in her sitting-room watching the news on television. But when Lily looked in she was confronted by a blank screen and there was an unlived in air about the darkened room as though it had not been occupied all day. She hurried to the kitchen but it had the same deserted air. The kettle was gone from the stove, she noticed, and felt a sudden pitying insight into the dwindling resources of the elderly. Only six o’clock and in bed already.

‘Mammy,’ she called, running up the stairs, concerned to see no light anywhere. Dangerous, that’s what it was. Only inviting burglars. She pushed open the bedroom door with a briskness which belied her unease.

Her mother was in bed, or rather lying on it, wearing the moth-eaten fur coat she habitually wore indoors and out. Her skin had an unhealthy yellowish tinge and only the eyes in the ancient vellum moved as with a cry Lily ran towards her.

‘Mammy, what is it?’ She dropped down beside the bed and took hold of her mother’s hand. It lay inert between both of hers like a dead fish.

‘Just a touch of the bronchials,’ Ginny whispered, the effort setting up a wheezing in her chest, not unlike the bellows of an old church organ. Lily had never heard it so bad.

‘How long have you been lying here?’ she asked, easing the quilt out from under her mother’s stiff body and tucking it firmly about her.

‘Don’t know,’ Ginny closed her eyes. ‘Shouldn’t have hung about watching that cat,’ she said bewilderingly. ‘That’s what done it. I was always weak in the chest, so Ma said. Didn’t think she’d ever rear me. That young wan will never see twenty, the doctor said.’

Whichever doctor had predicted Ginny’s early demise had been clearly proven wrong but, all the same, Lily was upset to hear her mother speaking in that way.

‘The perishing cold,’ Ginny sighed.

At once Lily went to fill a hot water bottle. She put it close to her mother’s cold legs and went downstairs again to telephone the doctor. Bloody Christmas, she thought savagely, remembering the hours rushing about in useless shopping while all the time poor old Ginny lay at death’s door with no one to help her.


Ginny took little gasps of air, baring bloodless gums. Her face had a caved-in look for Lily had removed her false teeth earlier. She was raging hot where she had been icy before and the sallow, ochreous look had been replaced by a hectic flush.


‘Bronchial pneumonia,’ the doctor diagnosed, stepping back from the bedside. He was a young man with a mane of black hair curling over his collar. He was not Ginny’s own doctor but his stand-in over the Christmas period. Lily had finally tracked him down at a pre-Christmas drinks party and he was irritated at being taken away from what was really quite an enjoyable affair.

‘Of course, she’s an old woman,’ he said critically, as though Lily need not expect the same efforts exerted on her mother’s behalf as on someone younger. He did not advise moving the old woman to hospital. The wards were already packed with similar cases, he said. In this he was not being strictly truthful, Lily suspected, but was protecting his colleagues who were hoping to empty, not fill, the wards over the festive time.

When he was gone Lily sat beside her mother’s bed and watched her fight for breath. The noisy rattling in Ginny’s throat frightened her and from time to time she glanced uneasily about the shadowy room as if fearing someone or something might step out from behind the towering wardrobe. What ugly old furniture, she thought with a shiver. So different from her own nice modern presses. Earlier, Lily had gone back home to collect her night things and to inform Niall of her mother’s condition. She had not waited to eat but hastily cut herself a few spiced beef sandwiches for later. Nibbling them, she congratulated herself on her forethought in cooking the joint early. It was hours since she had eaten for she had been on-the-go all day, taken up with shopping and baking before ever she reached her mother’s house. Lucky she’d come when she did, Lily thought. If she had left it one more day, the doctor said, it was unlikely her mother would have been alive to greet her.

‘Mick,’ Ginny cried, rising up off the pillow. ‘Put that down or I’ll give you one to remember me by.’ At least that’s what it sounded like to Lily. She sighed and huddled a blanket more closely about the thin shoulders. Ginny had been shouting out names and threats in rapid succession this past hour. Now she dropped into a doze for which her daughter was thankful. There was something eerie sitting by the sickbed, all on her own in the gloomy old house.

Later, Lily settled herself down to sleep in an armchair rather than leave the old woman on her own. It was not too uncomfortable for the chair was padded and afforded reasonable support. She was still troubled by fears of something nasty lurking in the shadows but she was becoming more used to it and no longer started in fright when the plumbing gurgled or the boards creaked. All the same Lily hated old houses. Old horrors, she thought. Give her a new house any day. She wondered how Ginny had stuck it through the years on her own, why she hadn’t sold up and moved into one of those nice new bungalows at the back of the Coombe. Much cheerier and with just as much going on in and around them as the road, she thought, acknowledging her mother’s need to keep abreast with her neighbours’ movements.

Lily dozed and woke and dozed again, her mother’s rasping in the darkened room like the snores that had kept her awake through the dividing wall when she was a child, a harsh accompaniment to her own more sonorous breathing. Towards dawn Ginny stirred and flung a thin arm back on the pillow. She opened her parched lips and tried to suck up another agonising breath as she felt herself slipping away into darkness. ‘Lily,’ she tried to say, but no sound came from her mouth.

Stretched in the chair Lily dreamed she was chasing young Niall up the lane. He waited until she was almost up to him, then laughed in a bold cheeky way and ran on again. ‘Come back, you little devil,’ she called. But he paid no heed.

‘Jesus, Mary and Joseph, assist me in my last agony,’ sighed Ginny. She turned her head on the pillow and, with mouth jagged open, gave up the struggle.

Much later Lily awoke. She stretched herself stiffly and looked about her, not immediately remembering where she was. There was a brightness beyond the window as the first approaches of dawn began to lighten the darkness. Ma, she thought and listened for the harsh, irregular breath. A milk float rumbled down the road making the window frames rattle. Terror possessed Lily. She leaned nearer the bed and peered into the staring face on which there seemed to be a kind of leer.

‘Mammy,’ she cried, afraid in the shadowy room with only the corpse for company, ‘Mammy, speak to me.’

She clutched her mother’s hand which felt surprisingly warm, not clammy like when she had found her. It made it all the harder to accept that she was gone. ‘Slipped away while I slept,’ Lily began rehearsing what she would say to Niall.


All along the row next day the blinds were lowered although many of Ginny’s neighbours were newly come to the road and hardly knew her. From time to time, people called to Lily’s house and she received their condolences with reddened eyes and a small sniff. She had on a navy wool dress from which she had removed the white collar and on her only suitable coat she had sewed a black armband, deeming it needless expense to buy black especially for the funeral. Her mother had disliked mourning clothes and refused to wear them when Lily’s father was buried. So Lily defiantly told everyone who called, as if gauging their reactions before following her mother’s example.


There was not a big turn-out at the church. Most people from Ginny’s generation were already dead and the few people attending the Mass did so out of respect for Lily. The priest was new to the parish and had not yet got around to making house calls. He gave his usual sermon for the deceased elderly, laying special emphasis on the grand welcome Ginny would receive on crossing over to the side of the angels and saints.

‘Where every tear will be wiped away and there is nothing but happiness to look forward to for all eternity,’ he smilingly predicted as though personally responsible for this happy state.

Most mourning relatives appreciated these few words he found. It absolved them from guilt at the relief they experienced when their elderly parents went to their reward. Fr. Molloy made them feel it would have been churlish of them to feel any other way. But Lily, struggling with her tears, felt only guilt that she hadn’t insisted on Ginny going into hospital. If only she had, she told herself, her mother would have been alive that day.

In the funeral car she sat clutching her husband’s hand. Beside her, young Niall stared solemnly out of the window. ‘Who shot her?’ he asked when Lily told him that his grandmother was dead. ‘You see too much television,’ Lily retorted, but had to smile. He was only six after all. She would really miss Ginny, she told herself, was missing her already. ‘A girl’s best friend is her Ma,’ Ginny often said and Lily was inclined to agree. Perhaps it was her being a change-of-life baby that made them so close. Ginny, after a hitherto unfruitful marriage, was forty-four when Lily surprised her. You could tell her anything, she thought regretfully. Nothing ever shocked her. And laugh! Sometimes the tears ran down her face at the stories Ginny told her. Stuff she wouldn’t have dreamed of telling Niall. And, in turn, she had told Ginny things she would have been shy of Niall knowing. ‘Lily Madden,’ she resorted to her maiden name. ‘You’re an orphan now.’ She gave an overwrought sobbing laugh. ‘Catch on to yourself , Lily,’ she scolded. ‘A thirty-four year old orphan! That’s a laugh.’ But she hadn’t felt so bad in years, not even when her Da had passed on. Lily felt disloyal even thinking such a thing.

As the cortege moved slowly along the road she found herself involuntarily searching for the stooped figure in the shabby fur. It was hard to believe Ginny wouldn’t be out leaning on the gate, watching her own funeral as she had watched the last journey of so many of her neighbours. Fancifully, Lily imagined her hovering somewhere in the ether, taking it all in. If she had extra sensory powers she would have been actually able to see Ginny, she was convinced, so palpable was her mother’s presence.


Out of respect the hearse came to a brief stop in front of Ginny’s house before heading off again at a slightly faster pace for the cemetery.


‘Your mother would have liked that,’ Niall said, breaking the silence.

Lily nodded. It was true. Ginny had put great store on ritual.

Christmas passed soberly with none of the gaiety and laughter of other years. After dinner Lily excused herself and went up to lie dry-eyed on her bed, still consumed by feelings of guilt and regret.

It was February before she could bring herself to enter her mother’s house. She kept making excuses to stay away but the moment could not be put off any longer.

 There is something about coming back into a house after the death of an old person who has lived there for a long time - all the key places have an aura about them that is almost tangible. Lily felt it most strongly in the sitting-room where Ginny had spent so much time, enjoying her glass of malt and watching television. She paused in the doorway almost expecting to see the top of the old white head against the chairback. Then she shook her own brown one sensibly. ‘Silly Lily,’ she said in parody of the children on the road long ago when she wouldn’t ring a doorbell and run away.

 In her mother’s bedroom, which she had feared the most, she found nothing after all to alarm her. The only reminders of her mother’s last illness lay in the cough bottle, sticky and drained on the night table beside the stripped bed. Through the metal springs the red carpet showed vividly, surprising Lily by its newness. She recalled the day it was fitted and with what glee she had scrabbled her toes in the deep pile. She sighed and looked about her with nostalgic regret. All so long ago now. Under her sorrowing gaze everything, even the old jug on the washstand, was imbued with the reverent aura of the newly dead. She felt like the first person arriving at the tomb after the resurrection. That object, those curtains, had felt the touch of her mother’s hand.

 Turning out the drawers she came across the small clumsily wrapped packages and felt a pang. Even in extremis Ginny was thinking of them. Oh Mammy, Lily thought with love, no longer with anguish. She pushed up the window and leaned out. Down below a woman was getting out of a car, she went up the path of the adjoining house, carrying a covered plate. ‘Cake sale,’ Lily absently identified.

 The crisp morning air with its promise of spring felt fresh and invigorating on her face. It blew back the dingy nets and pulsed through the room like the life so recently extinguished, cleanly blowing all traces from the atmosphere.





Godsend

In her sister’s ultra modern, all white, kitchen with its vast layout of cupboards and worktops and eye-blinding flashes of chrome, Aideen left down the cake she had brought for the confirmation lunch, and went to put the wine in the fridge.


She stood looking about her, a frown creasing her smooth brow. In Grace’s kitchen there was no redeeming feature anywhere, Aideen often thought, nothing to offset the clinical white Formica and neutral coloured tile. The spotless scrubbed-up area reminded her of an operating theatre; sterile and germ-free it held about as little appeal. There was not even a child’s crayoned picture Sellotaped to a cupboard front or a glossy-leafed plant, strategically placed, to counteract the impression of soulless, antiseptic perfection. Given a free hand Aideen would have chosen vivid colours with contrasting shades. Yellow and black with splashes of vermilion and purple, patterns that were daring and bold. She often thought the artist in her was trying to emerge.

Now after several wrong guesses she located the right cupboard and took down a plate and carefully lifted the dessert from its box. As she had feared, the creamy top was destroyed and now resembled a snowy field after the thaw has set in and the neighbourhood children let loose in it. She set to work with a fork in an attempt to restore some of its former glory but sighed in despair when she only succeeded in taking up more chunks of sponge.

‘Damn!’ she said in frustration, and gave it up as a bad job. Let Grace worry about it. She made a space for it in the packed fridge and went to join the rest of the confirmation party in the lounge.

‘Bring a couple of bottles of wine,’ Grace had urged when she rang earlier in the week inviting the family to attend the ceremony. ‘If you could rise to champagne that would be even better. I’m doing cocktails.’ She was quite serious.

When Aideen had offered to help out with the catering she had been thinking along the lines of a dessert, a rich gateaux maybe or a mouth-watering flan, certainly not wine or champagne. Indeed, alcohol had never entered her head, at least not in connection with the Hennigans who rarely if ever imbibed. Even as she was thinking this, Grace had said on cue, her voice sounding a little smug and far-away on the telephone, ‘It’s not for us, of course, we’re not drinkers here.’ When Aideen grumbled about the cost of champagne, her mother had said, ‘Well, dear, you did offer to help. I heard you. Why not buy sparkling wine? It’s much cheaper and you can be certain no one will know the difference.’

And then, the night before the trip, Grace had compounded the aggravation by ringing once more, this time asking that Aideen bring soft drinks.

‘We’ll require several bottles of lemonade and at least a litre of Diet Coke,’ she instructed, as though speaking to caterers. ‘I believe one of your young men is driving you so be sure and bring whatever he likes. We’re not drinkers here you know.’

Now that, as her father was fond of saying, you could sing if you only had an air for it, so Aideen thought as she put down the phone. She wondered if Grace was being unusually irritating or whether the fault could possibly lie with herself and, having engaged in a bout of self-analysis, was forced to acknowledge that she had never really got on with her older sister. Perhaps a contributing factor was the huge age difference between them, over a decade, with an insurmountable gap in taste and outlook.

Grace was the eldest of the O’Donovan children and Aideen the youngest, the afterthought of the family. Mattie had been in her mid-forties and Joe turned sixty when Mattie’s nausea was diagnosed as a change-of-life baby and not, as the poor, exhausted woman had been hoping, a defective gall-bladder. To those of the family mature enough to receive their mother’s confidence Aideen was referred to as ‘the secret.’ When she was born she became ‘the afterthought’ or in Mattie’s blacker moods, rather dauntingly, ‘the interloper.’

Growing up, Aideen learned of other equally unflattering names for babies born, like herself, at the end of the female cycle. Shakings of the bag brought to mind wood shavings, or scattered leaves of tea in the pre-bagging stage. Change of life conjured up something irresolute and unwelcome, not unlike a change of mind or heart. When she started dating Aideen preferred to style herself in dramatic vein as ‘the fruit of exhausted loins’ which had the effect of making boys sit up and take notice, not only for the audacity of expression but its implicit sexuality.

Grace would never have dreamed of giving tongue to anything so flamboyant. She had been a model schoolgirl, unimaginative and devout. Aideen, rebellious and irreligious. Unfailingly, Grace carried off all the class prizes at the end of the summer term. Aideen ambled her way uncaringly though grades, and counted herself lucky if she copped the art prize, which she invariably did. By the time Aideen was in her teens and Grace her twenties, they might have shared some common territory if her sister had been less rigid in her disapproval of all things frivolous. But Grace mistrusted glamour, shunned pleasure. She had contemplated life in a convent before finding her true vocation with Killian Hennigan, widower, and father of two little girls.

Now in her late thirties Grace had become a lean woman with an obsession for housekeeping and pious ritual. So far she had produced only one child, Garry, an optimistic feckless child, curiously unlike either parent. If he had been anyone else’s child, Aideen often thought, she would have quite doted on him.

The last time she had visited the Hennigans was Christmas and Aideen had noticed with a slight shock the bump under Grace’s skirt. She had assumed, erroneously, that Garry would be the only child.

The journey to Grace’s house in Oldgrange was slow and torturous. Aideen’s boyfriend of the moment had not risen to the challenge of driving her family to the country and, when appealed to, her brother Conor produced at short notice a ramshackle old van he had borrowed from a friend who travelled in poultry. Extensively travelled by the look of it, Aideen thought in dismay, when she saw it. The number plate was obliterated by miles of mud and dirt and prurient messages finger-painted on the side. There was just the three of them travelling. Aideen’s father had succumbed to a bronchial attack and begged off the trip. Although fairly hale for his eighty-four years, Joe did not believe in tempting the fates. Aideen had hoped to sit up front with her brother but there was room for only one beside the driver and Mattie could not be left on her own in the back. With as good grace as she could muster Aideen took her place beside her mother.

It was a strange sensation racketting along in the dark windowless rear of the van, unable to see out or gauge in which direction they were headed. Out of necessity they had taken armchairs from the house and installed them in the draughty womb of duralumin. ‘Pullman seats,’ Mattie insisted on describing them, her mind excited by cinematic images as they wrapped themselves in rugs against the cold. An hour into the journey Mattie had shed her years and metamorphosed into a happy hippy released on parole from her domestic prison.

‘It’s like being in the Black Maria,’ she screamed ecstatically at her son’s unresponsive back, a shadowy blur through the dusty partition. ‘We’ll come quietly, Conor. Don’t put on the handcuffs.’

‘Tell him,’ she urged Aideen, anxious for him to share their experience. But Aideen was not equal to the task.

The gloom, the clamour, the odd sensation of being in a dark subterranean tunnel had gone like whisky to Mattie’s head. Never discreet at any time, she now spoke, or rather shouted, whatever came into it, without recourse to even the thinnest veneer of reticence which she normally employed in the presence of her children. Aideen tried to divert her but even when the engine was at its quietest, idling at traffic-lights, she ranted on at the top of her lungs.

They arrived late to the church to find the newly confirmed children already standing self-consciously about the churchyard, fussed over by godparents who spoke of this new sponsorship as their first ‘big’ job since the Christening front.

‘I suppose you didn’t leave on time,’ Grace chided Aideen. She wore flat shoes and a billowing dress, capacious enough for the fortieth week of pregnancy. She did not seem to see her brother. Her gaze alighted on Mattie. ‘Mother!’ she cried, ‘What have you done to your hair?’

‘Do you like it, dear?’ simpered Mrs, O’Donovan, patting her gentian-rinsed curls, just visible beneath a grey turban.

‘But it’s purple,’ Grace was saying.

‘Is it too strong?’ Mattie wondered. Always avid for the male point of view she turned to her son-in-law who was rattling his car keys in a vain attempt to restore Grace to an awareness of time.

‘Yes, yes, yes,’ he mumbled, not heeding her. ‘Very nice, Gran. Shouldn’t we be going Gracie? I really think it’s time we...’ He broke off, having lost her to another set of parents.

‘Hi,’ Aideen greeted her step-nieces. Sara had her head in a book as usual. ‘Thérèse Racquin,’ she answered Aideen’s query, ‘Zola, you know,’ she added, in case Aideen wasn’t aware. ‘Elemental but nice,’ she passed judgement.

Killian drove the car right into the churchyard. Desperate situations call for desperate measures, his harassed expression suggested. Mattie sat thankfully into her son-in-law’s car and Aideen went with Conor in the van. Springing Mattie from the back had been an experience neither of them wished to repeat. With Killian leading, they travelled in convoy to the Hennigan’s house.


In the lounge, Mattie sat collapsed on the couch like Tweedledum, her hat still firmly anchored to the gentian curls. Her eyes had the unfocussed look of one who is in the process of thawing out after a long spell in the Arctic, her legs bandaged to the knee against incipient arthritis, stuck out childishly in front of her; conferring upon her, Aideen thought, the look of an elderly teenager.


Equally lost with her mother in the soft draylon depths was Brother Dominick, Garry’s school superior, his short legs just clear of the floor. ‘Very sound,’ he agreed, when Mattie made vicious by fruit punch when she had hoped for something stronger, recommended the inclusion of a cane in every household budget.

‘Spare the rod and spoil the child,’ she trotted out with surprising ferocity, although it was a long time since she had recourse to either. Her glance wavered hopefully towards the sideboard where her son-in-law tinkled busily, if deceivingly, with glasses.

‘More fruit punch, Gran?’ Intercepting her glance, Killian raised the jug of bilious-looking liquid.

‘Oh please, do have more everybody,’ entreated Grace. ‘I made plenty of it.’

Mattie shuddered and shook her head, tortured by visions of sweet, steaming glasses of whisky. Aideen felt a rush of pity and anger; the one for her mother, the other at her sister’s complacent denial of the needs of the elderly. Oblivious of the ire she was arousing Grace insisted on listing for them the ingredients of the non-alcoholic punch. ‘So easy to make and costs practically nothing,’ she assured them.

Aideen could well believe it.

‘Tasty and economical,’ approved Mrs. Hennigan, also a devotee of economy when practised on others. The reluctant bearer of four children, all of them boys, she now leaned forward in her eagerness to reintroduce the intriguing topic of corporal punishment. ‘My sons saw plenty of the cane,’ she told them all, casting a smiling glance at her daughter-in-law as though certain of her approval.

Grace smiled weakly in return. To show how broadminded she was, Aideen supposed. She watched as her sister adroitly changed the subject to the results of Garry’s Christmas tests glancing in a deferential manner at Brother Dominick as she spoke. This late pregnancy had suffused her face with harsh colour but added little flesh to her bones. Her arms in the short-sleeved maternity dress showed fragile and blue-veined, out of proportion to her increasing girth.

 ‘His math mark was the highest in the class,’ she spoke with pride. ‘No mean achievement for a boy just ten.’

Aideen was familiar with her sister’s manipulative use of numbers. Whenever her son excelled Grace chopped months off his age and, in the same way, added them on again with interest when he got into trouble. ‘How could you do such a thing, a big boy of eleven,’ became her anguished cry. In this numerical inconsistency Grace was most like her mother, Aideen often thought, aware of Mattie’s attitude to her arthritis. ‘Crippled at sixty,’ was how she dramatically put it, shedding several years in the telling. But let anyone compliment her on her sprightly walk and she attained seventy with alacrity. ‘Not bad for an old lady,’ she would simper, showing moist gums, eager for approbation. Neither mother nor daughter saw anything contradictory in their behaviour. It was merely a question of best arranging truth to reflect back credit upon themselves.

Now Mrs. Hennigan, who was already acquainted with her grandson’s genius and more interested in hearing youth denigrated than praised, interrupted to say with flattering emphasis: ‘I would be most interested to hear your opinion, Brother Dominick, on today’s terrible teenagers,’ laughing in a jolly fashion to indicate she was not wholly serious.

‘Indeed!’ cried Mattie, aligning forces, eager to hear some vengeful tale in which the rod had prevailed. Only too willing to please the ladies Brother Dominick complied at some length.

Garry’s expression became doleful as he listened to the depressing list of misdemeanours on the part of his generation. Aideen was glad when Conor set about distracting the boy with talk of football scores. What was it about these so-called happy family occasions, she wondered, that brought out the savagery in adults?


It was a dull lunch, relieved only by the wine Aideen had brought. She soon got up to pour more. To her annoyance she discovered her step-nieces helping themselves on the sly.


‘Now, girls,’ Killian cautioned his daughters weakly.

‘Yes, Dada,’ Sara said submissively. Leaning out of his line of vision she put the glass to her lips and winked merrily at her sister.

‘Yes, Dada,’ they both chorused whenever their father looked their way, exploding helplessly into cupped hands.

Brother Dominick discreetly drew Aideen’s attention to his empty glass and as she filled it, mused in philosophical manner on the power of wine to transform the simplest of repasts into something better. An abstract observation but in view of her sister’s surprisingly lavish feast, open to misconception by his hostess.

Fortunately Grace was not heeding him.

‘If you like I can warm the punch,’ she offered selflessly, moving with care about the table, cautiously heel-toeing the ground, the slope of her pregnancy more pronounced with each ponderous movement.

‘Mulled punch, how lovely,’ Mrs. Hennigan enthused. ‘Perhaps you might add some cloves,’ she dared to suggest.

‘Whisky would be even better,’ murmured Conor, with a discreet wink in Aideen’s direction. Sighing, she ruefully returned his grin, having too optimistically presumed the subject dead.

At her other side Brother Dominick sipped and smiled. ‘Never forget, dear child,’ he told her dreamily, ‘the ever watchful vigilance of the Lord. Even the hair on your heads is counted.’

 Garry’s delighted giggle was taken up by his step-sisters, slyly tippling again.

‘Head,’ Brother Dominick quickly corrected himself, a betraying flush darkening his already puce cheeks. He shook his finger waggishly at Garry. ‘Now, now, young man. Make fun of your elders, would you.’ He soon got up to go, perhaps fearing even greater indiscretions.

‘I don’t like to see a priest drinking,’ said Mattie, when Grace had gone with him to the door. Despite twice being told that he had not taken holy orders, she insisted on getting it wrong.

Garry upended the wine bottle to catch the last drops. ‘Just a sip,’ he wheedled, eyeing Aideen’s glass hopefully. ‘Please!’

Aideen had to laugh at his roguish eyes over the rim.

‘Garry’s been drinking Auntie Aideen’s wi-ine,’ cried Sara’s traitorous younger sister as their mother came back into the room.

‘Oh, no!’ Grace met Aideen’s eyes in despair. She was still disturbed by her son’s refusal to take the pledge that morning and had meant to discuss it with Brother Dominick. Conscious of having permitted the true culprit to escape unchallenged she vented her annoyance now. ‘Really, Aideen, how could you! I mean to say, giving alcohol to a child of barely ten.’

She was doing the numbers thing again, Aideen noted in irritation.

‘It’s obscene,’ complained Grace, making it sound like child abuse.

‘It was only a sip,’ Aideen protested, aware of their brother’s amused expression.

‘See what comes now of not taking the pledge,’ Grace fretted. ‘Believe me, Garry, it’s the downward path.’

‘Honestly, it was just a sip,’ Aideen said again, wishing her sister was not such a hypocrite. Grace had been only too ready to turn a blind eye to her step-daughters’ drinking.

‘It’s all very well for you,’ Grace cried, laying her hands protectively over her swelling stomach as if the developing child was at risk. ‘You don’t have to answer for your children in the hereafter.’

Sighing, Aideen rolled her eyes heavenwards. ‘Oh no! Not all that claptrap about God and vengeance, Grace..’

‘There’s no need for blasphemy,’ Grace said stiffly. ‘You may speak flippantly, Aideen, but one never knows the moment or the hour.’

To Aideen the warning was clear. God will get you if you don’t look out! Not a very friendly way of regarding someone whom from babyhood had been held up as fatherly and all forgiving. In whose arms, Aideen remembered lulling herself to sleep in those early years when feeling lonely and rejected.

She listened dubiously as Grace went on to tell them about her next door neighbour, a woman in her early forties, active and outgoing, suddenly stricken down with cancer. Grace attributed it to the hand of God. She would! thought Aideen.

‘So what you’re saying is that God sends cancer but not the massacres or pillaging rapes?’ she queried with interest, wanting to get it straight.

Grace nodded. ‘I certainly do, there’s no doubt about it,’ she cried, as if receiving personal confirmation of this from heaven. The others were acts of fate, call them what you will, but the dreaded cancer – that was a godsend.

In the worst possible way, Aideen considered, feeling confronted by something unresolvable, a yawning void greater than any generation gap. For heaven’s sake, she thought, who could warm to a God that sent cancer!

Aideen was not, and never could be, reconciled with the unpleasant image of a deity doling out pestilence and disease. As if for one reason or another – mostly vengeful - He singled out people to give them a blast of the big C.

She tried to inject a jocose note, ‘So the masses expiring at the hands of murderers and extortionists are not, so to speak, God’s territory. But cancer now, that’s His special concern?’ And if cancer, why not AIDS, her unspoken thought.

A shadow passed over Grace’s face. She paused as she prepared to carry a tottering pile of plates to the kitchen, ‘That’s right,’ she nodded, her eyes sombre, almost frightened. ‘Make no mistake about it, Aideen, God sends cancer.’





Future Generations

Have you ever spent wakeful nights pondering on the density of life, the sheer abundant tenacity of it? All those children thronging the public parks and main thoroughfares clutching on determinedly with sticky fingers. I do all the time.


How is it some people have so much libido and others barely enough? That’s another nocturnal question currently engaging me, having had so much myself but very little of the other kind. What astonishes me is the way some women throw themselves into the business of reproduction as though that was the strenuous part. Believe me, it takes a lot of energy to rear children.

Which brings me to something else. The way the father’s genes always seem to predominate in the children. I have made a study of this and I can vouch for it. Have a look for yourself and you’ll see. That’s how it was in my own family.

We were all of us my father’s lookalikes, each of us endowed with the same high-bridged nose under beetling black brows, the same stick-out ears, which, by the way, he inherited from his father. I admit some of us bore a slight resemblance to mother with her fair colouring but none of us have reproduced her hazel-coloured eyes. Not one of the litter. Here again father’s blue iris predominated.

I knew it would be the same with my children. They would all be saddled with my husband’s squint and receding chin and possibly, God forbid, my grandfather’s ears. I did not feel I could take the risk. For that my unborn children have me to thank.

I suppose Jack is not a repulsive-looking man merely nondescript. He has some attributes. His manner is mild, I’ll say that for him, his intellect not unintelligent. His way of smiling at perfect strangers is really quite endearing and leads to all kinds of possibilities. But if I am to be honest I would have to say that a squint may be all very well on a tall virile man, or a receding chin on a bearded Adonis but when linked to a balding five foot nothing, it’s quite another matter. Yes, I thought you would see it my way.

He said he wanted children but I wonder. He has a way of saying something one minute and contradicting it the next. You don’t need to pay too much attention to him. Where would I be if I had? Once children are there you can’t send them back. No, the waste of his reproductive equipment was all that bothered him. He often said so.

The notion that we contain inside ourselves the seeds of countless generations induces in me a certain pelvic heaviness, I must admit, but little else. I have never felt overburdened with responsibility for being the storage bank for the human race nor imagined my life any the less rich for having no one to call me mother. Astonishing that so many women do. Judging from what you read in the newspapers there is no shortage of surrogate mothers rushing to take on another role. And mind you, not always for money.

I saw in The Telegraph where a sixty-eight year old woman with ten children gratuitously offered her womb as a breeding sack for the fertilized ovum of her childless daughter. This at a time in her life when most people would agree she had already done her bit for humanity, there she was, climbing energetically back into maternity wear. And all for the reward of being called Granny. I don’t hold with it all.

Having said this you won’t be surprised to learn where I am now. I am in the waiting area of a clinic primarily devoted to the sterilization of women. With me, lounging in various attitudes of nervous expectation, are a number of others also awaiting curtailment. There is about them an air of suppressed excitement as though what they are about to undergo is the beginning not the end. And judging from their whispered conversations, I suppose, in a way, it is.

They are speaking of a life that is not a life but bondage. Years of swollen bellies and sleepless nights, cancelled holidays and unrealized ambition. Their hands beat the air, their eyes fill with emotion, their tongues wax eloquent as they acknowledge the seductive power of wine and sweet kisses, the disillusion of failed methods. Now this is not my story I hasten to tell you although it might have been.

Prevention rather than cure has always been my motto. Before I was obliged to test it out, I made a study of my reproductive system, familiarizing myself with the obvious pitfalls. It was not difficult. I’ll tell you something. Anyone can do it. Forethought like foreplay is the secret. All you need is knowledge and perseverance.

So I told my friend Sally. She is persevering but about the wrong things. Mainly in her efforts to get back her husband when with a little forward planning she might have held on to him in the first place. The last occasion we met was on the anniversary of her wedding date.

“Well here’s to another twenty good years,’ I cried in a well meaning attempt to infuse some jollity into the gloom. How did she react? Not well.

‘You expect me to drink to that?’ she asked, her expression, by turn, irritated and aggrieved.

I admit the toast was a little foolish when you think how the man had deserted her all of five years ago but the thought was kindly meant. Besides there must have been some happy moments in those years, if only Sally were more honest. But Sally likes her moan.

Five children have done that that to her. Five boys and none of them resemble her at all. Not much compensation for all the pain and sacrifice you might say, and I agree. You must have some reward if only in the recognition of your ancestral nose on your second eldest.

Which brings me back to Jack. Why did I marry him you may ask? I suppose because he asked me. No one else had. And he was rich. What I did not allow for was his changing attitudes. You start out with one man and end up with another. It can affect your confidence.

I wonder if the woman sitting opposite me with the twitchy smile has been through it too? I can tell by the way she has twice asked the nurse to check her urine sample in case of already fertilised ovum that she no longer takes anything for granted. By my forethought I avoided all that.

At the beginning I saw myself like a fruitful vine, bursting with womb fruit, the original Earth Mother. You can believe me when I say I gave it my best shot. What’s more I tackled it with science. My temperature chart was a joy to behold, each dip and rise faithfully recorded, my vaginal mucous stretched like runny egg white between inspecting fingers. For one whole night I lay prone, giving his sperm right of way, regardless of my own natural disinclination. You can’t do fairer than that.

When our union was not blessed I went on the Pill. What would you have done? One tiny tablet each night at bedtime, just what the doctor ordered. No more playing snakes and ladders with calendars and thermometers, no need for self-denial, it couldn’t have been simpler. I know women who forget to take it but I took pride in remembering. ‘I take mine and you get yours,’ I was in the habit of thinking. Jack never spoke of it but then he never knew. And that’s the way it should be. Women’s affairs are no concern of men’s and vice versa.

My actions beat this out. Even when he believed his sperm was a fault not a critical word emitted from my lips. I laid no blame, it could happen anyone. Take me as you find me, I’m fond of saying. It was not his fault after all. He had only to ask and I would gladly have had my own insides inspected. But he never did. For this I can’t quite forgive him. I never could stick a quitter.

And now after fifteen years I am told I can no longer have my bedtime pill. Why should I have to forego it because of old wives’ tales of lumps and clots? I have never felt or looked better in my life. Which brings me to why I am sitting in this clinic waiting for the operation which will make my barrier methods a thing of the past. I suppose I must thank Sally for this though, at the time, credit was the last thing I wished to give her.

What has always annoyed me about Sally is her unwillingness to put herself in my position. ‘It’s not the end of the world,’ she said when I told her, ‘Why don’t you get a diaphragm. I’ve used one for years. Or better still,’ she adds with unbecoming tartness, ‘Have your tubes tied. That’ll solve all your problems.’

Now isn’t that just like Sally? Always the extremist. When her husband ran off for a weekend with his secretary she declared her marriage over and did not even wait to hear his side of things. Jack disappeared for much longer but did I rush to divorce him? Not a bit of it. I knew it was only a hiccup in our marriage.

Now here is Sally advocating a drastic solution to a simple problem. There is besides a touch of sarcasm in her tone which confirms me in a suspicion I have held for some time that she is not wholly in sympathy with my dilemma.

‘No,’ I tell her firmly, ‘no need for that. I will try this diaphragm you recommend. You know that I am all for trying anything once.’

She looks dubious but that is her natural expression these days. I imagine hours of fruitless watching for a husband who does not return would make anyone so.

Nothing comes easy in this world as I know only too well. The diaphragm that Sally advocated was not for me. This I did not find out immediately but I should have been warned by the difficulties experienced on first encounter. It simply would not stay in.

Why me? I asked myself. Why should I be discriminated against and not Sally who bore merely five biological children to the billions I have mentally conceived and delivered? Why should she have the requisite muscular shelf to sling her durex hammock and not I? You might as well ask why the course of true love never runs straight. But there is always a way out.

Looking at the garishly-coloured plastic anatomical model the nurse held out I tried to concentrate on what she was saying as she slid an alternate solution up the narrow tunnel and neatly capped the cone.

‘We’ll try you with the Dutch cap,’ she suggested brightly. ‘Your husband would only feel the other.’ Such tender concern for my spouse is touching but misplaced, I feel. Still my fancy is caught by images of windmills and demure white bonnets with folded-back lacy wings. The reality was very different.

Instead she handed me something nut-brown and bowl-shaped. With it, she explained, went a kind of sperm-killing gel. She rolled the word on her palate as if relishing it and sent me away with an injunction to wear my new appendage for short spells, to break it in. ‘Like a new pair of shoes,’ she suggested, with a jolly laugh.

Oh the difficulty with which I carried out her bidding. It became my homework of an evening while Jack snoozed before a flickering television screen oblivious of what slippery tortures I endured in an overhead room. With dispiriting regularity my nut-brown bowl kept coming back, delivered punctually into my expectant fingers like a boomerang or an aborted foetus. I all but despaired.

How Sally had managed her device preyed upon my mind as I took up the approved hunkered position. I could just picture her cowering behind a locked door while on the other side like a pack of hungry hyenas her sons demanded their supper. ‘I’m having a bath. Go away,’ I can hear her wail as she suspends efforts and flings a towel upwards over the unprotected keyhole. At lease that was not my problem. With admirable restraint my children watched their mother’s efforts to keep them unborn.

Only once did I reach target. Arriving victorious into the darkened bedroom I found my recumbent spouse unconscious in his cocoon of blankets. Could you not even watch one hour, I asked – I can be quite biblical on occasion – but snores were my only answer.

His defection angered me. In all our marriage my husband has never deigned to wait for me. A mere five minutes late at a rendez-vous and off he goes, leaving me helplessly pacing. In supermarkets I despairingly push loaded trolleys after his disappearing back. Once when visiting a couple for supper he left me searching the street full of closed doors. In bed he has likewise gone ahead of me.

Needless to say when I returned to my nurse and mentor I did not mention any of this. She shook her head and gave me a larger cap, so that for a time all was well. I became proficient in the art of insertion. I clocked my speed with increasing pride and longed to boast of it to Jack. Naturally I could not.

In bed, as promised, he felt nothing. Neither did I but then when have I ever? As always it was over quickly. After all my efforts I received nothing back, not even a mumbled grunt of gratitude, just the expected heaving backside as he turned over, dragging the bed-clothes from my tenuous grasp. But I am not complaining. It has ever been my nature to give.

And so this became the pattern of our nights until with the waning of the moon, apropos of shedding blood, my newfound cap was shed. What went wrong? Had I shrunk or had my new Dutch friend grown bigger? Neither it seemed.

‘You should have persevered with the other one,’ my nurse reproved in pleased triumph. Forgivingly she restored it to me. Now I had two to choose from.

‘You could try wearing them at different times of the month,’ she said in answer to my stumbling query. ‘I really can’t advise you, my dear. I use a diaphragm myself.’

Enough is enough. I gave her my deceitful glazed smile as I stowed it in my handbag along with its larger sister.

Overlooking Killiney Bay, the sun glinting on the water, I freed my nut-brown bowls from their white prisons, dropping first one, and then the other into the slaty waves where they bobbed about, two little brown currachs astray on the briny ocean. Then the smaller took the initiative and led the way like a tiny tug-boat bravely out to sea.

The decision to take Sally’s suggestion seriously came later. Many a true word is often spoken in jest, so I have found. A few phone calls, a trip to the bank and here I am waiting for the deed to be done.

Having followed the nurse’s tracing finger along a gory chart of tubes to the exact spot where gold clips will prevent the release of future generations, I can honestly say that I am au fait with all that is supposed to happen me when asleep in the stirrups.

‘Could you tie a bit of string on them,’ the woman on my left suggests with tremulous sincerity. I smile as the others do but understand her scepticism. I know how she feels.

I climb on to the operating table and chat with cheerful optimism, gaze about me at the glittering array of instruments with the ghoulish wonder of a child on a school project. At the same time I am thinking it somewhat ironic that my squinting Jack will never know all I have suffered on his account. But there! It is more blessed to give than receive.

‘Count up to seven,’ the anaesthetist suggests with poised syringe. Ever obedient I begin...one...two... As I told you before, I’ll try anything once.





Poodles & Diamonds

Ten minutes before landing the drinks trolley was still not put away. It stood abandoned at the back of the cabin while around it squeezed the dwindling line of passengers intent on making one last visit to the toilet before the Boeing 720 landed in New York. None of the six hostesses – four in tourist and two in the forward section – were anywhere to be seen, except for a thin dark-haired girl perched on an armrest at the rear of the cabin, chatting animatedly to a woman feeding a very young baby. Married, and back working the North Atlantic route for the summer, Mary absently turned her wedding ring over and over on her finger.


In the galley, with the tweed curtain drawn against the public, two hostesses sat taking a last puff at their cigarettes, their backs bulking out the hand-woven material like a large humped monster. On the stainless steel counter, below the ovens, their engagement rings gained lustre in a measure of gin, the solitaire touching bands with a two-stone twist.

Another hostess, also engaged to be married, was in the toilet where she had been for the past twenty minutes renewing her make-up. Elbows braced against the bulkhead, the hand with the sparkler spread like a starfish, she steadied herself against the pull of the descending aircraft and drew eyeliner across the top lid, close to the lashes, without smudging. In the forward galley the senior completed her flight report with the assistance of the fifth hostess. The rear door had been difficult to close on take-off. She noted it and hoped it would not give trouble on the return flight. Not really her responsibility, she reminded herself, but that of the outgoing crew. Once she had put it in her flight report it was up to the engineers to check it out. The hands of her watch crept imperceptibly forward. Goodness! They were almost down. It was ten to eleven Irish time, or ten to six American time, whichever way you read it. She signed her name and, leaving the junior hostess to lock the containers, went down to the rear of the cabin.

Walking slightly uphill against the incline, she tried to keep a smile on her face while inwardly raging at the signs of disorder around her. Where was everyone? She rushed to dismantle the trolley, at the same time barring two more passengers attempting to get to the toilets. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said, pointing to the seat-belt sign. ‘We’re landing in five minutes.’ Then she relented and let the child through.

 ‘Be quick,’ she urged, with her free hand pushing him towards the unoccupied toilet. As she tugged frantically at the levers on the trolley, Mary came forward. With her help, the senior managed to collapse it, breaking a nail in the process. She frowned and shoved the trolley behind the last row of seats, strapping it quickly into place. Just her luck, she thought, saddled with three engaged girls, and one married hostess back for the summer. She pulled the galley curtain along its track just as Jill and Margo emerged laughing and pushing on their rings, before going unhurriedly down the cabin checking seat-belts.

Irene came out of the toilet, her cosmetic bag tucked under her arm. She positioned her flat airline cap on her fair head, driving the pin firmly through the linen cloth. Beside her, Mary removed the gilt wing from her blouse and re-pinned it on her jacket. The jet thundered towards the runway. The senior, unable to keep her feet any longer, sank down on the crew seat beside Mary and fastened her seat-belt. They were almost on the ground when Jill, smiling helplessly, gave up the struggle mid-cabin and sank down beside a passenger. Captain Devlin set the aircraft down with only the slightest of jolts and the Boeing raced over the tarmac. The senior looked at her watch. It was exactly eleven o’clock. She immediately turned the hands back to six.


The last of the passengers had departed down the steps and the hostesses drooped tiredly inside the aircraft door, the cheery farewells fading on their lips. Mary, still brightly chatting, accompanied the woman with the baby off the aircraft, supporting the carrycot to the foot of the steps where she handed it over to a smiling ground hostess. Turning, she climbed back up to join the others.


‘Where does she get her energy?’ Margo asked, batting a yawn before inspecting her ring. The gin soak had really added an extra sparkle, she thought.

 ‘Must be marriage,’ Jill hinted slyly, as she pulled cotton gloves on over her own sparkler.

 ‘Trying to show us up,’ Pam grumped, her eyes shadowed with fatigue.

Jill addressed herself exclusively to her engaged colleagues. ‘Oh now, girls, it’s all before us. This time next year we’ll be just the same.’

‘Speak for yourself. This time next year I’ll be lying in the sun every minute I get,’ Margo retorted. ‘Not slogging back and forth across the Atlantic.’

‘I hope it keeps fine for her,’ Jill included Pam in the wink but the other hostess turned away and slumped into a seat, kicking off her shoes.

It was six-twenty by the time the hostesses passed through Immigration where they were greeted by a wise-cracking immigration officer, who kept up a running commentary with each of them, before stamping their passports and waving them on.

‘Miss Dell-Annie, how’s trick’s? Miss Cork-R-Ann, what’s new? Well, nice to see you back, Miss- Oho! My apologies, Missus Cog-Lan! How could I forget you’re a married lady now. Well and how’s he treating you? Good, I hope.’

In Customs, Captain Devlin shot his cuff and looked pointedly at his gold Rolex. ‘What kept you girls?’ he queried irritably. ‘We were about to send out a search-party.’ He frowned ponderously around, inviting laughter.

Captain Martelli, four gold bars minus the seniority ring, smiled obligingly.

‘Some of us,’ Devlin remarked sotto voce, ‘would like to get to Greenwich Village this side of Thanksgiving.’ He nudged the navigator, who was still rankling at being caught in excess of his spirits allowance. Rather than pay duty he had surrendered his extra bottle of Jack Daniels.

‘Cheer up!’ cried the First Officer, winking at the hostesses. ‘Think of the good home it’ll get.’

‘Like hell!’ muttered the navigator.

‘Let’s get away out of this,’ growled the captain. When the last case cover had been chalked he walked ahead with little strutting steps, his braided cap set uncompromisingly on his bullet head. Captain Martelli, tall and elegant, moved easily at his side, his head inclined courteously, his distinctive moustaches drooping in a lugubrious curl at either side of his full lips.

Outside the crew relinquished their cases to the drivers and sat into the taxis waiting to take them into the city.

‘See you later,’ cried Ted. The First Officer had decided to avail of the helicopter service into New York, thereby saving himself fifty sweltering minutes in the evening traffic. He stuck his head in the window of the second car. ‘Sure none of you want to join me?’

The hostesses shook their heads, unwilling to squander ten dollars of their precious travel allowance, not even for the thrill of landing on top of the Pan-Am building.

As the taxi moved off Mary slipped her feet free of her shoes then remembering how they would swell, quickly eased back her toes. She felt the familiar bloated sensation in her stomach she always felt after flights and was relieved she did not have to begin thinking of the return journey for twenty-four hours. As they sped along she listened in an absent, divorced way to the conversations about her.

‘I always put my watch back,’ the senior was saying.

‘Me too,’ agreed Jill. ‘Otherwise I don’t feel I’m really in America.’

Mary was flying the Atlantic route over two years and had never once altered her watch. She supposed it said something for their different outlooks. When away she thought in terms of home and the time kept there but Jill and Margo, despite their altered status, still gaily lived it up on every trip to New York. They had been everywhere, done everything; Coney Island, Radio City, the Staten Island Ferry. In season they never missed ice-skating in Central Park. Sometimes Mary wished she could be more like them but she was saving every penny. And now that she and Niall were buying a house rigid economy had become an obsessional necessity.

‘Let’s go out to Long Island first thing tomorrow,’ Margo was saying. Mary did not catch Jill’s reply. She leant her head against the window, shivering a little in the air-conditioned interior. She did not see herself doing anything so energetic or expensive. She was looking forward to a good lie-in, followed by a leisurely trip around the shops.

Macy’s sale ran continuously all year and Mary had heard from the other hostesses that there were great bargains in polyester sheets and pillowcases. With slight imperfections they were selling at less than six dollars a pair. With a bit of luck, she thought, she might pick up a set of double sheets. Shopping was one of the things that Mary liked best about being back flying for the summer. You got things in New York you got nowhere else. But in other respects it was tough working the summer months, she reflected. She only hoped that the free trip at the end of it would make it all worthwhile.

The towering uneven buildings of Manhattan appeared suddenly on her right. In summer they were not as impressive as when she had first glimpsed them on a black December night, with the windows ablaze with light. Nevertheless, she felt again some of their first magical impact.

‘Glad to be back?’ Captain Martelli softly enquired from the shadows. ‘Beats housework, I don’t doubt.’

Overhearing Jill teased, ‘Oh, Mary’s an eager-beaver. She even ate her supper standing up tonight!’

Mary burned. Anyone would think she was like Pam or the senior.

 ‘You girls could do with the skids under you,’ the navigator complained. ‘I had to ring three times for coffee and when it came it was stone cold.’

‘Well, don’t blame that on us,’ Margo interjected indignantly. ‘We’re only the slaveys at the back. The flight deck is Pam and Elinor’s job’

‘And very well they looked after us too,’ Captain Martelli said peaceably. He stretched an arm along the seat behind Mary. ‘Coming out with us tonight?’ he asked her.

His soft Mediterranean eyes watched her in the gloom as she sought an answer that would not seem gauche or discourteous. She rarely went out on stopovers. In the beginning it was because of Niall, later in order to save money. Now she was spared the necessity of a reply as their car slid to the kerb behind the first taxi.

As the drivers hurried back to open the doors Mary pushed herself free of the springy upholstery and stood breathless in the stifling heat of 33rd street. At the crew check-in she got a thrill as she signed her married name in the registry for the first time and a few moments later she notched up another first when the bellboy called her ma’am. She rode with him to the tenth floor and tailed him breathlessly down a maze of corridors, rooting in her purse for the quarter tip as she went.

Inside her room, she kicked off her shoes and padded about, turning on the television, checking the air-conditioning. A chill breeze fanned her midriff as she leaned on the radiator and peered through the dusty window. She was too high up to see anything but the familiar, dwindling blare of car horns and police sirens rising from the street below, reminded her she was really back in New York.

Later, in Harry’s cafe where she went with some of the other hostesses, she eschewed her favourite snack and merely ordered coffee. Harry always made a big fuss of aircrew, especially hostesses, and regardless of what they ordered he never made out the check for more than a dollar. Even so, waffles and chocolate ice-cream was still an extravagance. These days Mary had more pressing demands on her money. Margo, unaffected by such considerations, opted for cherry pie and Jill, similarly unburdened, ordered two scoops of different flavoured ice-creams.

While the girls waited to be served Ted and the navigator came over to sit at their table. Having arrived at the hotel a good forty minutes ahead of them, the First Officer had changed out of uniform and was looking enviably cool in chinos and an open-neck shirt. The navigator, like the hostesses, still wore uniform.

‘How about coming out with us tonight,’ he said now to Jill. He had been staring at her ever since the girls sat down.

‘Maybe, maybe not,’ Jill teased. Beside her, Margo plunged a spoon into a dish of cherry pie, cutting through an avalanche of pink snow. ‘Mmm,’ she murmured. ‘Scrumptious!’ From the jukebox Spanish Eyes softly strained.

‘How about it?’ the navigator pressed. ‘Are you coming out or not?’

Jill opened her eyes very wide and laughed. ‘You don’t ever give up, do you?’ She made a slow pass through the air, motioning with her left hand significantly.

‘Okay, so you’re engaged,’ the navigator assumed a worldly air, along with a slight American twang. ‘I’m hitched myself but it don’t mean you gotta retire from living. Anyhow you’ll be married long enough,’ he added sourly. ‘I should know.’

‘Well, whatever you girls decide,’ interrupted Ted smoothly, ‘make it snappy, otherwise we’ll never get downtown this stopover.’

The conversation drifted over Mary’s inattentive head. She yawned and sipped her coffee, anticipating the moment when she would run her bath and enjoy a long hot soak. She was looking forward to it intensely.


As the telephone continued to peal long and insistently Mary came out of a doze. Raising herself up out of the bath, she grabbed for a towel and ran with it into the bedroom. She didn’t care who it was looking to share her room, she would say no, even if it was the Chief Hostess Atlantic herself returning from the Barbados without a cent to her name and no bed for the night. She grinned wryly and lifted the receiver.


Jill’s breathless voice pleaded in her ear. ‘Mary, be an angel and come to my rescue. Margo’s got a headache and Irene’s gone off with friends and I’m stuck here with that dreadful bore of a navigator. I just can’t face him on my own.’

Mary shifted damply on the carpet. Her skin dried and froze in the air-conditioned chill. She wished passionately that Jill would go away and take her problem with her. She wished she were in a room with no telephone and a barricaded door. She gave up wishing and cast a regretful glance at the bottle of Rye whisky and the half-glass already poured.

‘Okay,’ she agreed. ‘Just as soon as I get dressed.’ And with a sigh, put down the telephone.

In a small crowded room in Greenwich Village the crew sat at two tables placed end to end, while a vocalist in a white tuxedo sang, ‘Fly me to the Moon.’ He was backed by a piano and a saxophone; a few couples danced close on the tiny floor.

Mary sipped her beer and silently calculated what this night out with the crew was going to cost her. She peeped a glance at her watch. The hands now stood at twenty past three. She thought longingly of her room back at the hotel and wished she had ordered something stronger than beer. At least then she would have got some ice in it. She was sick of economising all the time, she thought. Ordering cottage cheese salad when she really wanted spaghetti bolognaise and why, all because the salad cost eighty cents cheaper. Eighty cents, for God’s sake. And it was the same reason she had opted for beer, because it wasn’t anything so costly as spirits while, of course, cocktails were the priciest of all.

She glanced glumly about her. No one else was being abstemious that she could see. The captain was drinking Bourbon, and the navigator was already on his fourth Tom Collins; Jill was on Manhattans, she never drank anything else, and Irene, who had just joined them at the club, was already started on her second gin and lemon fizz. Mary sighed and hoped her sacrifice would not be in vain. Though really, as she well knew, it would all depend when the check was brought whether separate tabs had been kept or the total evenly split. Probably the latter.

‘Ready for another?’ Captain Martelli leaned across to check her glass. His white silk polo-neck seemed oddly at variance with his drooping moustaches.

‘No thanks.’ Mary summoned a smile. ‘No, really.’

Surely they wouldn’t stay much longer, she thought. At her other side Ted was nodding off. Having gained a head-start on everyone else, alcohol and jet-lag had combined to send him to sleep. Why did they all have to behave as though it were really only half-past ten and not five hours later? Mary wondered. At this rate they were putting in a twenty hour day. No wonder people said that jet-flying was ageing.

A young man, casually dressed in a tartan shirt and saffron coloured tie, approached the captain. Hands on hips, he respectfully made some request. Captain Devlin chuckled and leaned across the table to tap Jill’s wrist. She got to her feet with a pleased smile.

The navigator stared at the swaying couple with heightened colour. ‘Bloody nerve!’ he muttered. ‘Bloody bad form!’ He was quite drunk, Mary realised. He began talking about some woman, she supposed it was his wife.

 ‘Bloody silly woman. Wait till you hear. Got a fortune teller to the house to tell her fortune.’ He snorted in derision. ‘At her age! Silly bitch.’

Mary shifted uncomfortably, feeling trapped in the beam of his ill-humour. An image of Niall came to her, at home in their wedding bed, almost a night’s sleep behind him. He was always saying how much he envied her the chance to travel and see the world. If he could only see her now!

When the check was brought Captain Devlin made a swift calculation and dropped a green-backed bill on the plate. Mary’s heart sank. So it was to be split seven ways. She kissed her floral bed linen goodbye as she added her green back to the growing pile. They went out to wait for a taxi.

Back at their hotel the crew stood about on the sidewalk, blinking sleepily.

‘Anyone for breakfast?’ Irene asked brightly. She had renewed her lipstick in the cab and looked the freshest of the three.

‘Count me out,’ Captain Devlin began walking away, Ted and the navigator stumbled after him. Captain Martelli hesitated, with his foot on the hotel step, and smiled apologetically. ‘It has been a long day,’ he said, looking at Mary. ‘Don’t stay up too late,’ he called when the girls turned away.

Mary, her thoughts still intent on salvaging some of her allowance, decided she would confine herself to a cup of coffee. That wouldn’t cost much, she thought. Only a few cents. Funny to think that the tip cost more than the actual beverage!

On the street corner a coloured man stood bawling his wares, his eyes rolling in his night face. ‘Come and get yuh real life-size poodle dawgs,’ he was calling. ‘They one dawg guaranteed never to need no poop-scoop.’

Jill and Irene quickened their steps, their tiredness forgotten, and reached out in delight. ‘Oh, aren’t they beautiful! sinking beringed fingers into the curly fur.

‘How much?’ Jill waited breathlessly.

‘Only seven dollars, Ma’am, and they’s a bargain,’ he answered solemnly.

 ‘What do you think?’ she turned impulsively to Irene.

‘Oh yes!’ She didn’t hesitate. ‘Most definitely!’

‘Seven dollars for you?’ Jill tapped the poodle’s black snout reflectively, then her expression brightened. ‘Okay!’ she said with a dazzling smile. Clutching their toys, the girls fumbled for money. They were a dollar short.

‘Mary!’ they cried, turning to her.

Mary sighed and let the floral pillowcases go. Maybe this trip she would do better to concentrate on some very small guest towels. She couldn’t afford anything more if she was to bring home any of her allowance.

 The man looked hopefully at her. ‘How about you, lady?’ he chivvied. ‘Don’t you want a little dawg to keep you company? Looks kinda lonesome on his own.’

The others, secure in their possessions, encouraged her. ‘Go on, Mary, why don’t you? Your first trip back. Look how gorgeous he is.’

‘I’m saving,’ Mary said weakly, knowing it sounded ridiculous. Only a few dollars, she read in their amazed eyes. Pin money, barely two pounds! She didn’t blame them. She had been just the same herself before marriage, squandering as much on a manicure. What, after all, was seven or even ten dollars? Why, she had once seen a passenger tipping a hostess with a twenty dollar bill.

She hesitated in brooding indecision. The poodle was decorative and useless and wildly impractical, she knew. Just the sort of frivolous thing she had bought unthinkingly in the past. But that had been before the crippling expense of a new house had overshadowed her every purchase. Sometimes she found herself comparing the heavy commitment she and her husband had taken on to the burden of caring for a fond, but wearisome, relative whose incessant demands were wearing away their youth and spirit.

Illogically now, the toy became for Mary a symbol of those carefree pre-nuptial days when she had returned from every Atlantic trip giggling, ‘A couple of us stayed up late last night in Boston or New York or Chicago and just guess the crazy things we did?’

‘I’ll take it,’ she whispered. The girls let out a rousing cheer and Mary found her arms filled to overflowing with fluffy white poodle.

‘Alleluia!’ intoned the coloured man, folding the trestle table under his arm. He swaggered away, hollering catch calls into the night. The girls looked at each other and laughed a little sheepishly.

‘Bang goes my breakfast,’ said Jill ruefully. She slung her bag on her shoulder and turned back towards the hotel.

‘Wait,’ Mary said impulsively. ‘I’ve still got some money left.’ The others regarded her hopefully. ‘All I want is coffee,’ Irene murmured abstemiously.

‘And maybe a pastry,’ breathed Jill. ‘But only if you have enough,’ she hastened to add.

The girls swung along clutching the toy poodles to their breasts, their sparkling engagement rings rivalling the animals’ diamante collars in brilliance, and crossed the threshold of an all-night food bar. Heads turned as they stepped inside.

‘Let’s have waffles,’ Mary suggested with reckless generosity, her eyes glowing like twin stars in her tired face as she pulled out her last few dollars and placed them on the counter. ‘And a double scoop of chocolate ice-cream all round!’





The House

‘Only two thousand pounds for a house like that,’ my mother would say, casting a vengeful look at Father lost to the world in a book. ‘But we couldn’t afford it, so your father said. It’s all I’ve ever heard since the day I married him.’


 And my father, wincing as the familiar words cut through to his subconscious, would slink lower in his armchair and fix his eyes more determinedly on the printed page. With a sigh, I would take up a book myself in defence although I knew the gesture to be futile. Once mother was in the toils of her house demon it was impossible for anyone to remain uninvolved for long.

 Ever since I could remember the house had been a bone of contention between my parents. As a small child, hearing mother’s continual references to this house, it seemed to me it was the house she never had, the house of her dreams, the one that was almost in her grasp and in which we would all be living now ‘if it wasn’t for your father!’

 Over the years we became all too familiar with this refrain. Father, she insisted, had held her back just as he had done on so many other occasions in the past when she had tried to make something better of their lives. From her we got the impression that life in those far-off days had been a series of wonderful missed opportunities because of him. ‘He had no vision,’ she told us often, ‘God bless the man, but he could never see beyond the nose on his face.’ She, on the other hand, she claimed, had an innate ability to recognise the vast potential of any given situation and the courage to follow through. The house was a once-in-a-lifetime chance the pair of them had missed.

 All of us knew the story by heart.


The house had belonged to an old school friend of mother’s, Nan Morrissey, who finding herself suddenly widowed was forced to sell and offered it out of friendship to mother for a mere two thousand pounds. ‘Only two thousand!’ mother would cry despairingly, and her disappointment, keen as ever after all this time, became ours, for although none of us could have been very old at the time and had no recollection of ever actually being in the house, she painted such a vivid, heart-stirring image of what might have been that we experienced the same sense of loss every time. I have often thought since that no children of our first parents could have felt more cheated on learning about the Garden of Eden than we did in those days on hearing about that house.


 ‘Oh, to think if I had only followed my instincts at the time and borrowed the money,’ she would conclude regretfully, ‘I’d have my lovely house today and we’d not be stuck in this place.’

 ‘And what’s wrong with this place?’ Father would lower his book to counter-attack, but it was merely a token resistance. He could never argue with mother’s instincts and he knew it. On the strength of them she had achieved uncanny success over the years in the various rash schemes she had embarked upon. Having posed the question, however, he would gaze about him with an air of simple wonder, which only served to further increase her irritation, never seeming to notice the hideous orange and blue tiled fireplace out of which black smoke belched fitfully, or the shoddy ill-fitting doors which trembled as though gripped by ague whenever the wind blew. ‘It may not be a palace,’ he would say genially, ‘but it’s not a bad little house. I see nothing wrong with it.’

 I wondered how he could so easily discount the scullery – mother’s glory-hole where she had to wash and cook for eight of us in a space no bigger than a hotel lift. Or the narrow crepuscular hallway where the electric light was kept burning all day.

 ‘Nothing wrong!’ exclaimed mother in disgust. ‘It’s little better than the soldiers’ houses.’

 I was the youngest of the family and knew nothing of these houses mother scorned. I would shudder fearful that our fortunes might descend even lower and we would suffer the stigma of moving to one of them.

 ‘There’s worse things.’ Father shook his head knowingly. He often said he’d rather starve than resort to moneylenders.

 ‘Ah, sure what do you care so long as you have a book in your hand,’ cried mother, losing patience. ‘The whole place could collapse around us for all you’d notice.’

 And so the war raged on, Mother always the attacker, father the accused. It was an argument which cropped up like a tropical storm, suddenly and without warning, destroying the happiest of Sunday lunches or upsetting the calm of bedtime when the sound of mother’s fury could be heard battering itself out at the far side of the bedroom wall long after we had all settled down for the night.

 As I reached my teens I couldn’t help noticing that while mother’s resentment remained as strong as ever now the house of her grievance was no longer her lost dreamhouse – the one that got away – but became instead the house we had lived in since I was born, which was poky and spidery and ill-designed, and totally without attraction, despite all her efforts to improve it.

 For years mother had tried to ‘make’ something of the sow’s ear that was her portion. It was no easy task. At times she almost despaired. ‘Only a fool would take on such a hopeless task’ she would moan whenever some more ambitious scheme failed to turn out as she had envisaged. Lack of funds to buy the best of materials and labour was usually at the root of the trouble. The fact that the architect who designed the house had no real talent or imagination did not help either, Mother often said he should have been certified, whoever he was.

 But, notwithstanding the difficulties she encountered, mother kept on trying. Always there was some work in progress. Nothing remained the same. In time even the ugly old fireplace was replaced by a low modern mantel, although mother could do nothing about the fire which still smoked. It was a fault in the chimney flue which meant she was continually rinsing out the net curtains, and father had to go on a ladder twice a year to redo the ceiling. ‘One more nail in my cross,’ sighed mother.

 When there was no money to spare for renovations she contented herself with merely moving around the furniture. There was an air of restlessness about her in those days, a constant desire for change. It was as though she had some finished picture in her mind of the way the house could be, some vision of House Beautiful that only she could see and was forever striving to achieve.

 Helping her transform our house at this time was a team of carpenters and plumbers, would-be electricians, local Jacks of all trade, handymen third class. They came at odd hours of the day, abandoning their regular work in response to her call. If it was around a mealtime, and even if it was not, she fed them well. Generous slices of wholemeal bread, cinnamon buns fresh out of the oven, liberally spread with home-made jam made from the berries father grew in the garden. ‘It pays to look after them,’ mother would say, having a trusting belief that once they sat at table with her they would do a better job of work and be less inclined to overcharge her. This may have been the case. It was hard to tell.

 Improving the look of the house became increasingly important to my mother as her hopes of ever moving to a better house faded. So too did her desire to actually own a house, any house, even that miserable terraced building, although it fell far short of her dreams.

 ‘I suppose having lived all my life in a rented house I can expect to die in it,’ became her plaintive cry whenever she returned from an evening spent with friends, whose house was not only superior to ours but which they had the good fortune to own. ‘Well, you can’t take it with you,’ was Dad’s answering quip. Not the way to deal with mother when she was in her house-owning blues but sometimes he grew tired of humouring her.

 ‘Thank God for that!’ she countered dryly. Mother often claimed that without a sense of humour she would have been dead long ago.


Between my mother and our landlady there existed a natural antipathy since the first days of renting. The fact that Mrs. Dillon could not read or write and yet was the possessor of several houses was gall to mother. She with all her wit and vigour did not even own one.


 Whenever illness prevented Father calling with the rent he sent along my older brother with strict injunctions to ensure that Mrs. Dillon marked the rent book. He was not giving her an excuse to say he had defaulted on payments.

 On the day my father went to pay the rent my mother worked herself into a rage. ‘Can’t wait to give it to her,’ she’d jeer as he was about to set off. Anyone would have imagined father was romantically inclined to the woman. ‘The very minute you get paid you’re off at once.’

 ‘She’s entitled to her rent,’ was father’s reasonable reply.

 ‘Only adding to her bank balance and she with more than she knows what to do with.’ Mother could not hide her resentment. ‘I’d let her whistle for it. She can’t put us out. We’ve paid for that house ten times over.’

 Sometimes my father took me along with him for the walk and I would stand on my toes behind him in the tiny hallway of a house even uglier than our own, while beyond the beaded curtain Mrs. Dillon wheezed her way ponderously about her sitting-room, opening drawers crammed with oddments in her eternal search for a ‘hansel’ to mark the rent book.

 ‘How is your mudder? I suppose she’s as hale and hearty as ever.’ Mrs. Dillon’s tone was regretful. She did not impress me as healthy herself, snuffling perpetually in a piece of grey, all-purpose cloth she carried everywhere like a baby’s do-do. ‘Me ould feet has me kilt.’ Her elephantine legs under the flowing black dress moved slowly in outsize slippers, more suited to a man that a woman. The smell of some vegetable, long since cooked and forgotten, hung disturbingly in the already close atmosphere, making me restless to escape. I was very glad when father did not engage overlong in small talk.

 Every so often at mother’s instigation father sounded out Mrs. Dillon to see if she was interested in selling us the house, but she always made some excuse. She was keeping it for Richie, her only son (that good-for-nothing, said mother) so he’d have a place to live when he stopped his jaunts and settled down. Sometimes she said she was thinking of moving into it herself. ‘Dat ould house I’m in is plagued wid damp.’ Her chins wobbled pitifully, her glaucous eyes bulging and perennially moist, begged father’s sympathy. ‘Me ould chest’s giving me hell.’

 ‘Pity about her!’ said mother. ‘Wouldn’t you think with all her money she’d spend a bit on a decent place to live. When I think of all we’ve done to improve this place.’

 Father often said if mother had not made so many changes to the house at her own expense Mrs. Dillon would have let it go long ago. As it was she became greedy at the prospect of the price it would eventually fetch and had to be continually reminded that as sitting tenants she could not sell it over our heads.

 I was thirteen when my mother began talking in earnest of making an offer for the house. For years she had been trying to put a bit by against the day but every time she had a few pounds saved some urgent expenditure had to be met and she was forced to begin over again. I had seen it happen so often that I no longer took the whole house-buying venture seriously. It seemed merely a pipe-dream of mother’s that would never come to anything.

 ‘Offer her nine hundred,’ she urged father as he was about to set off one Saturday. ‘She should be glad to get it. Look at all we’ve done. It’s like a palace compared to what it was.’

 Nine hundred pounds! I couldn’t get over it. We were always being told we hadn’t a penny. When I grew out of my First Communion coat mother said I must make do with my brother’s raincoat buttoned on the girl’s side. My eldest sister was the only one of us girls who got anything new; everything else was handed down.

 My mother’s expression grew secretive when I asked where we could possibly get such an amount.

 ‘Oh now, we’ll manage.’ It was a favourite saying of hers. I recalled other occasions when it preceded an almost instantaneous improvement in our fortunes, though of regrettably short duration. Once an insurance policy she had been paying off for years came to maturity. Was another about to surface?

 ‘That’s all you know,’ my brother said. He was closest to my mother, always in the know. For a twopenny Lucky Bag he shared his knowledge.

 ‘Money. Will. Auntie Nora,’ he said cryptically, and went off sucking sherbet from his fingertips.

 Auntie Nora was my mother’s eldest sister. She had married a shoe salesman and spent all of her married life in America. Vaguely, I remembered finding sepia photographs of her in my mother’s wardrobe. Unsmiling pictures posed on the driveway of her home in Seattle in the clothes of her time; long-waisted dresses, head-hugging hats and pointed strapped shoes. Mother had always professed not to like her. Now it seemed she was to be the means of mother’s salvation.


When father conveyed mother’s offer to Mrs. Dillon she sat down heavily on the edge of a chair, her hands outspread in the region of her knees, and gasped for air.


 ‘Dat house is worth a great deal more money than nine hundred pound, Misther O’Meara,’ she said at last. Her gaze settled reproachfully on my face. ‘Your mudder knows that.’ She looked as though she might begin to cry at any moment, so wounded her expression.

 ‘In the circumstances,’ murmured father. Mrs. Dillon laid a trembling hand on the crapy folds of her neck. She was like someone in shock. ‘I’ll have to tink about it. There’s Richie. He’ll not take kindly to his house sold on him.’ Father said nothing. He’d heard it all before. ‘That waster,’ said mother when we returned home, ‘Off to England every minute. He’ll never settle over here.’

 Father waited a week then went to see the landlady again. The moment he left the house mother started baking furiously. She stood in the scullery muttering to herself and measuring cups of flour. When the bread was in the oven she turned to the wash tub.

 ‘He’s taking his time,’ she said after an hour and still no sign of father. The net curtains were off the windows and out swaying on the line, all the cushion covers piled damply in a basin about to join them. Her fit of nervous energy expended, mother slumped tiredly at the table, scratching her fingernails restlessly on scrubbed pine. She started whenever she imagined she heard the front door opening. ‘Run and see if your father’s coming,’ she said.

 At last the key scraped in the lock and father was home. Mother hurried to meet him. .’I think she’s ready to sell,’ he said. ‘About time,’ mother sighed. She pushed a lank piece of hair, long outgrown its perm, off her hot forehead with fingers bleached and ridged from washing. ‘What will she take for it?’ But father had not negotiated that far.

 A month went by, then two. Having agreed to sell our landlady seemed in no hurry to accommodate mother. Father came back each time shaking his head. Mrs. Dillon was still ‘tinking’ about it. ‘She’s holding out for more,’ mother snapped. She was right. Father came back the third month with the information that Mrs. Dillon’s price was fourteen hundred pounds.

 ‘Fourteen hundred!’ Mother’s face flamed at the figure. ‘I’ll see her in hell first.’ Then she said, ‘That Richie. He put her up to it. Those pair must be thick again.’ Father had reported that Mrs. Dillon’s son was still away in England but mother discounted it. ‘He’s back, mark my words.’

 For days it was mother’s only topic of conversation. She could talk of nothing else. I fell asleep at night to the forceful drone of her voice through the bedroom wall. In the morning it awoke me before time as she took up again where she had left off. The whole business was hashed and rehashed. Meal times were a torment. She could not let it alone.

 ‘She must take me for a fool. That house isn’t worth eight hundred, let alone fourteen,’ she said as father got up from the table. ‘The brickwork needs repainting and if the damp in the back bedroom is let go much further it’ll turn to dry rot. And then where will she be?’


Now that mother had shifted ownership satisfactorily back on to Mrs. Dillon’s stout shoulders she seemed to gain a gloomy delight in highlighting the house’s bad points.


 ‘The next windy night will see those front windows in the street,’ she predicted, meeting father at the door as he came in from work. ‘They’re rotten right through. Now that’ll cost her a pretty penny.’

 Throughout father maintained an air of calm but he was beginning to get a strained look whenever mother opened her mouth. Gradually mother came around and began bargaining once more.

 ‘Tell her one thousand pounds. Not a penny more,’ she instructed as father prepared yet again to call upon Mrs. Dillon. ‘I’ll tell her.’ He chopped a furrow in his hat and placed it carefully on his head. Poor Dad, he was clearly not enjoying his role of intermediary. His shoulders bowed, he walked away. Mother watched him go, dissatisfaction wrinkling her brow. ‘The trouble with your father,’ she said as she closed the door, ‘He’s too much of a gentleman for that woman.’

 But whatever father said to the landlady she agreed to come down a notch. ‘Thirteen fifty,’ he told mother on his return. Mother gaped. ‘She’s breaking her heart.’

 ‘She says she’d get eighteen if she put it on the market.’

 ‘Let her then,’ said mother with spirit, ‘and I’ll take her to court. We have rights you know.’

 And so it dragged on. Sometimes in her disappointment at my father’s inability to clinch the deal my mother accused him of incompetence. ‘We’re going to lose this house like we did poor Nan’s,’ she fretted, having heard that Mrs. Dillon was talking once more of keeping the house for Richie. ‘Are you quite sure you made it clear I’m offering her a thousand pounds...cash!’ Since receiving her legacy mother’s speech was full of money.

 ‘Quite.’ Father took off his things and wearily hung them up. He went to sit by the fire wearing the stubborn look which appeared often these days whenever mother criticized his handling of the sale. As I brought him his slippers I heard him say, ‘Why don’t you go see her yourself.’

 ‘What!’ cried mother, ‘and give her the satisfaction. Never!’


After that the subject was closed for a time. Mother went about her lips pinched together, or else moving in silent conversation with some implacable foe. Mrs. Dillon I supposed.


 Father took to reading at mealtimes, a book always propped against the milk jug. It was his only means of defence.

 Autumn commenced and the days grew crisper. In November a force eight gale swept the countryside and mother’s prophecy was fulfilled. The storm blew out the front windows and we were all up at four in the morning, ineffectually boarding the freezing gap with old newspapers, and cardboard taken from cereal boxes.

 Next day, Charlie, my mother’s carpenter of the moment was summoned to produce something more substantial until the new frames could be ordered.

 ‘I saw it coming,’ Mother told him, elated. Even the fact we were all suffering from sore throats from being up half the night in subzero conditions in no way diminished her spirits. ‘Now the old sow will have to do something about it.’ Charlie winked in a conspiratorial manner. Mother’s feud with the landlady was common knowledge amongst her helpers. There wasn’t one of them who didn’t share with her a fellow feeling against property owners.

 ‘This’ll cost her,’ he said in glee as he surveyed the damage. ‘She won’t have much left out of her rent by the time this lot’s paid for.’

 Mother followed him in and out of the rooms, plying him with mugs of tea and a plate of cinnamon buns which she kept sending me downstairs to replenish. She couldn’t do enough for him. ‘How bad is it?’ she asked, and was delighted when he estimated two complete new windows would have to be put in. Before he left, Charlie threw his leg over the sill and reaching out, gathered in some fragments of timber lodged in the gutter. When he pressed them with the blade of his screwdriver, they flaked apart. As mother had predicted the wood in the old frames was quite rotten.

 ‘For all the world like over-cooked meat,’ she observed in awe. I was reminded of chocolate flake. Below the grass winked back at us in the sunny aftermath of the storm, littered with shards of broken glass.

 The next day was Saturday. Mother insisted that my father go at once to Mrs. Dillon and not wait until the end of the month. ‘Tell her the whole place is falling down,’ she cried after us as we walked away, ‘Tell her she’ll be lucky if she gets anyone to take it off her hands. Tell her.’ But the rest of what she said was lost, blown on the wind.

 The door to Mrs. Dillon’s house stood open. Father hesitated then lifted the pitted chrome knocker and let it fall. No sound came from within. After a moment he pushed the door and we went inside.

 Mrs. Dillon half sat, half lay, upon the sofa in a state of semi-collapse like some huge beached amorphous sea-creature, with the dull black satin of her dress dipping into the valley of her sprawling thighs. The soiled kerchief I had come to recognise as her placebo was stuffed into the neck of her dress where it spilled out again like some impoverished nobleman’s cravat. Every available surface was piled with crockery which had built up over the days, perhaps weeks, of her invalidism. All told the same tale, the menu had not varied in that time. Congealed egg yolk pronged through the heart, bore evidence to this along with charred remains of bacon rind, and partly consumed triangles of blackened toast bearing the indentation of the patient’s false teeth. Even as I stared the door sounded behind us and a smiling figure advanced, bearing another burned offering.

 Was it a late lunch or an early tea? There was no way of knowing. Only one thing was clear. Whatever ailed Mrs. Dillon had in no way affected her appetite. The neighbour laid down the plate and scurried away, neglecting to take with her any of the soiled crockery. I wondered if it belonged to her or whether she had already moved all of Mrs. Dillon’s pottery next door in readiness for this daily Samaritan act.

 Mrs. Dillon turned her head at our approach and waved a feeble hand. Father grasped it diffidently. When he attempted to release it she held on like someone drowning and levered herself higher on the cushions. ‘Ah, Misther O’Meara, the ould legs have gone on me at last,’ she said in a faint gasping voice, out of all proportion to her immense bulk, ‘I’ve bin bad dis long time.’

 ‘I’m sorry to see you indisposed,’ said my father calmly. He was always unfailingly polite to her. A gentleman to his fingertips, said mother, whatever about his other failings.

 ‘Ah, I’m kilt entirely.’ Father searched for the rent book. For once it was out on the sideboard. He wiped a smear of what looked like egg from the cover with fastidious fingers, and brought it to her.

 ‘There’s a hansel about somewhere,’ Mrs. Dillon said with a vague, troubled look about the room, ‘Sure they take every ting on me, dem chiselers. Wid the door open there’s no stopping dem.’

 Father had taken the precaution of bringing a pencil. As she laboriously made her mark he pulled up a chair and sat down, hooking his hat over his knee. I stood in the doorway unnoticed. I was glad of the breeze. To the habitual odour of decaying vegetable another unidentifiable strain was added.

 The rent book slid along the slope of Mrs. Dillon’s stomach and was joined a second later by the pencil. She made a half-hearted grab and let them go. ‘How is your missus. Hale as ever?’

 ‘Oh, indeed,’ father agreed, poking the pencil out from under the sofa with the toe of his boot. His face was hidden as he bent to retrieve it. ‘She sends you her regards.’

 It astounded me the way my father who was the soul of honour could unblushingly tell such untruths, even for the sake of civility. Mother’s parting words as I recalled them had been anything but felicitous.

 Father cleared his throat and transferred his hat to his other knee. He squared his shoulders. ‘The windows went out the other night in the storm,’ he began, ‘Kitty said to tell you.’

 He quoted the rest of the storm damage, reminded Mrs. Dillon about the leak in the roof and the probable consequences if the damp in the back bedroom was left untreated. He even spoke of the gutters and finished up with a rough estimate of what it would cost to carry out repairs and replacements. Mrs. Dillon listened as silently as her wheezing would permit, her expression doleful. Paying maintenance went sorely against her nature.

 ‘If you prefer,’ my father suggested, ‘it can come out of the rent.’ A strangled yelp emitted from the old woman. Like a child with pocket money she hated any deductions. ‘Is there no way dem windows can be patched up?’

 ‘None whatever.’ Adopting mother’s tactics, father threw a scare into her. ‘They’ve been dangerous this long time. God forbid if any of the children...’

 There was no need for him to say anymore. Mrs. Dillon took the point. She was no stranger to the niceties of the law, having so often used it to her own advantage in the past. She gave grudging consent.

 ‘Shall we engage a man or will you? Father asked, observing protocol.

 ‘Ah, let your missus get one of those men she has about the place,’ said Mrs Dillon sulkily, as though mother kept a harem to do her bidding. She was astute enough to realize that mother’s workmen would do a better and cheaper job in the long run than any she could hire. She often complained that all she ever got were ‘only ould hooks out to take advantage of a poor widah woman.’

‘It takes one to know one,’ was mother’s grim retort.

 ‘Very well then.’ Father shifted on his chair, anxious to get the main business of the visit over. ‘Find out if the old bag is going to sell and may she roast in hell if she doesn’t agree this time.’

 ‘Dat house will be the death of me.’ Mrs. Dillon’s gums chewed on something sour. ‘All the expense of it has me kilt.’ A pathetic note crept into her voice. ‘Wid the state of me health I’ll not be around much longer. The docthor says the damp in this ould place will be the end of me. He sez I should be tinkin’ of selling up. Ah, sure where would I be going? I’m not ebble for the worrit of two houses widout bringing another on top of meself.’

 Surely this was the opening father sought. But he seemed in no hurry.

 ‘Have you no one to advise you?’ he asked. ‘Neer a wan.’ Mrs. Dillon fixed her starting orbs on him, moisture seeping the rims. She briefly mopped them.

 ‘What about your son. Isn’t he coming home soon?’

 At the mention of Richie an alarming change overcame Mrs. Dillon. Her face, normally pallid as uncooked dough, fluctuated rapidly between suet and Rioja red. Sweat beaded her skin. ‘It is dat young pup? Dat blaggard?’ she choked in asthmatic rage.

 No breath seemed to enter her body. Her face swelled and darkened before my eyes like a gas-filled balloon. Father sat forward in concern.

 ‘Water, Evvie,’ he said. ‘Quick!’

 I ran to the scullery and from amidst the jumble of brown-stained crockery found a cup and hastily filled it at the tap. Father tilted it to Mrs. Dillon’s lips. She did not immediately respond and water trickled down her chin to form a shallow pool on the jutting satin shelf. Then like a baby taking its first experimental sips she sucked at the rim.

 Father adjusted the angle and at last her gasping sighs ceased. She raised the kerchief and swotted feebly at her face and chest. ‘Oh, law! I’m not the better of dat,’ she said when fairly composed again, ‘Just the mention of dat fellah does be enough to bring on wan of me turns. Oh, if you only knew the half of it. Dat BLAGGARD!’ Her voice gained strength and she seemed fair on the way to bringing on another fit all by herself. ‘Oh, Misther O’Meara, wait till I tell you what dat blaggard went and done.’

 It was a complete changeover from the doting mother act. I moved closer anxious to hear the dreadful deed. From all mother hinted Richie made the Prodigal resemble Isaac by comparison.

 ‘Go outside!’ All of a sudden father became aware of my presence. I walked slowly to the beaded curtain hoping he would forget about me but he waited until I had gone through before turning back to Mrs. Dillon. I made a great show of scraping open the front door, then crept back and crouched on the stair, straining my ears. To my disappointment only a subdued penitential murmuring reached me. Until I got the idea of easing shut the front door and blotting out the warring neighbourhood gangs.

 ‘Have you gone to the gards?’ came father’s voice, low and discreet. ‘He was away to the boat before ever I found out.’ A gusty sigh broke from Mrs. Dillon, ‘Would you believe such a ting, Misther O’Meara. Me own flesh and blood to do the like. Biting the hand dat fed it.’

 What had Richie done? I got up from the stair and edged nearer. Fortunately emotion caused Mrs. Dillon to raise her voice and understanding in part came to me.

 ‘Twelve hundred pound,’ she was saying, ‘dat I was keeping for me ould age. All me savings took on me. From under the mattress.’ Her voice swelled with outraged sensibility, ‘And he off back to dat fancy wummin of his.’ She almost spat the words, ‘Dat English wummin.’

 All the while a low, sympathetic ahing came from father. There was the sound of chair legs squeaking on lino and I hopped hastily back to the front step. ‘I’m sorry for your trouble, ma’am,’ I heard him say formally, ‘if there’s anything I can do...’

 An opportune time to make my reappearance. I pushed past the beaded ropes, they snaked coolly at either side of my neck and fell behind.

 ‘I bin tinking,’ said Mrs. Dillon, ‘Wid the way tings are mebbe I’d be better off letting the house up yonder go. It has me heart scalded. I’m losing money on it since the day I bought it.’ Her voice was choked, ‘I’m not ebble anymore for the hassle. You can tell your missus.’

 I looked across at her. Was she crying for the loss of her house or her son? It was impossible to tell. ‘Nine hundred pounds,’ said father firmly. I gaped in surprise. Mother’s last bid had been a thousand.

 Mrs. Dillon fussed with her placebo, holding it against her cheek as though suffering neuralgia, tearing at it fretfully with her teeth, her colour coming and going. I glanced at father, fearing another of her turns but he seemed unperturbed. ‘Nine hundred,’ he said, ‘in view of what needs doing.’ He placed his hat carefully on his head.

 Mrs. Dillon gasped and sighed. ‘You dhrive a hard bargain, Misther O’Meara,’ she said at last. But she agreed.

 We walked away from the landlady’s house in silence. One thing puzzled me and I longed to ask my father but he would know that I had been listening at the door. What was a fancy woman? I resolved to ask my sister when I got home. Instead I said. ‘What ails Mrs. Dillon? Is it serious?’ My father did not reply at once. He said: ‘I shouldn’t think so. Just a touch of the umbilicals, I imagine.’

 Not a word I was familiar with but obviously it had something to do with biliousness. When I thought of all those plates of fried food I wasn’t surprised. I stole a glance at father and saw that he was smiling; a wide toothy kind of grin as though he had just heard a joke and couldn’t stop seeing the humour of it. In a huckster shop a street from home, in rare good humour, he bought me two pennyworth of aniseed balls and a slab of Cleeve’s toffee.

 Mother was leaning on the gate. ‘I suppose,’ she said in a hard voice, ‘she’s keeping it for her grandchildren.’

 Father preceded her into the house and carefully hung up his hat and coat. ‘We’ve agreed on a price,’ he said. ‘Go on!’ said mother, amazed. She looked at me for confirmation. ‘How much?’

 ‘Nine hundred!’ Father could not hide his satisfaction. Her face was disbelieving and incredulous by turn, then a look of grudging respect crept over it.

 That night there were pancakes for tea. Dad’s favourite. Normally mother complained they took up too much time but that night she made a double batch and what’s more, she sang as she made them.


Having got her house you would have thought mother would have been entirely happy but this was far from the truth. Somehow she seemed incapable of enjoying what for so long she had laboured. ‘It’s twenty years too late,’ she mourned. ‘The good is gone out of it.’


 And, indeed, it was true. Having got at last what she desired she no longer valued it. Before, regardless of cost, she had been tireless in her efforts to improve the house, now that it was her own she grudged any money spent on it.

 Father died during my last year at college. By that time the rest of the family were scattered, living abroad, married and rearing families of their own. I was the only one at home. When I tried to leave mother used the house as bargaining power.

 ‘It’ll be yours when I’m gone. I only ever wanted it for you all. So you’d have some place nice to bring your friends.’ I agreed to stay. For a while I thought, just long enough for her to get over Dad. But soon even my presence wasn’t enough.

 ‘If only I had you all around me again,’ she sighed. ‘I often think the best years were when you were little.’

 ‘But you have your house.’

 ‘It’s not the same without your father.’

 She was never to be found in it. For some reason she could not bear to stay on her own. Nights when I was late she went next door and lay on a neighbour’s sofa. It was difficult to understand. When she became too feeble to look after herself the house was sold and she went to live in an old ladies’ home.

 ‘Home!’ she said scornfully, when I went to see her. ‘It’s not my idea of home.’ Then her eyes grew distant and she seemed to be contemplating something far away and delightful. ‘You know, I could have had a lovely house years ago. Did I ever tell you? For only two thousand pounds... Ah, but I missed my chance.’ And the glow faded from her face and she sat in silence until it was time for me to go.






Old Habits

Some women are born nurturers, some become infected with the bug later on. Helen caught it early from her mother, who had always made other people’s comfort her particular concern, smothering even strangers with her mother love. Environment has much to do with shaping character and Helen’s childhood was the perfect breeding ground for the perfect wife and mother she was fated to be.


The Brennan household was in a permanent state of chassis. Their small terraced house on Peale Street overflowed into a wooden lean-to structure at the back where in the summer months the older members played poker into the small hours. There was always someone going off to England to get work or returning unexpectedly in need of a bed. There were nine of them, after all. Helen’s brother Tom was old enough to be her father. Helen, and her sisters nearest in age, slept three to a bed. When it was needed for some returning brethren, they were moved to a mattress in the front room. She would awake to find herself being lifted from one place to another. Her mother was soft and disorganised. Mealtimes ran into each other. The dining-table was never cleared, someone always snacking late or early. The hot press, in an alcove beside the fireplace, was overrun by silverfish. Yellowing newspaper lined the shelves. You would need half a day to find what you searched for. Mrs. Brennan, in slippers and a worn wrapper, clawed helplessly through a jumble of underpants and bloomers, odd socks and bleached towels.

Helen pined to put some order in her life. She longed for some place where she could safely leave her hair ribbons and know they would still be there when she returned.

‘What’s it like being one of a big family?’ her schoolfriends asked. Some thought it must be fun, others that she was spoiled rotten. Helen’s wide smile convinced them but really she nurtured a sneaking wish to be an only child. The Brennans, en masse, with their highly developed sense of family – one for all and all for one – were overwhelming. None of them ever had an inkling of her disloyalty. Playing with her dolls, she planned to have only two children herself when she got married. A boy and a girl. She would mix their feeds in nice clean bottles, she told herself, and keep them at the right temperature in a fridge. The Brennans had never risen to a fridge. They kept the Sunday joint, and a pound of pork sausages for the morning fry-up, in a cold meat safe, hanging on the wall outside the kitchen door. Her mother had breastfed all nine of them and had no need of bottles. So she often told them, not boastfully, simply stating a fact. When Helen heard this the first time she was only six and unready for such confidences, but her mother’s words sank in. She saw her like a great milk churn with an endless supply of froth and believed all mothers hoarded similar riches beneath their blouses. Helen had no desire to be a human milk churn, nor did she ever see herself in the role of nursing mother. In her teens breasts were strictly erotic, man’s delight and maiden’s folly; a nightly compromise of tussle and touch. She was seventeen before she discovered that these years most married women opted to bottle-feed, her mother was the exception. By then Mrs. Brennan had passed on, worn out with nurturing.

Helen met and fell in love with John, an only child. She was drawn to him as much by his orderly habits as his lack of family, delighted in the way he regularly flossed his teeth, kept his books in their dust jackets and did not dog-ear the pages. If he had a fault it was his obsession for neatness. Helen considered him perfect. His mother pleased her too. She did not wear slippers in the street or appear at the door in an apron. She had not breastfed John nor was she guilt-ridden. She favoured a bottle over nature, claiming it played her no tricks. But then she was a woman who liked to know beforehand the extent of her larder. She made it plain that she considered breastfeeding an indulgence; time more usefully employed polishing bath enamel or washing paintwork. Her habit of banging down erect toilet seats whenever she came across them was disconcerting but not any real obstacle. With her Helen established an instant rapport. A brand new supermom dedicated to neatness and order. She had been given a second chance.

On the birth of their first child, John’s mother presented them with a new sterilising unit (as she did upon each subsequent birth) and greatly looked forward to its use. Inspired by her mother-in-law’s shining example Helen mixed formula, ironed nappies in symmetrical piles and earnestly polished and disinfected her way through marriage, proving herself, in every respect, an exemplary disciple. It was only on the birth of her third child that she reverted to type and truly became again her mother’s daughter. Sitting with other soon-to-be-moms-again, viewing a film on natural childbirth, it seemed to Helen that she had produced two babies but never actually been present at the birth of either. She knew none of the joys, only the discomforts, of this cry-along screen birth. The nurturing germ, all this time incubating, took firm hold at last. Wiping moist eyes, Helen pledged herself to natural methods. From now on things would be different, she vowed. She intended feeding this one herself.

When she told John he was nonplussed. He had seen himself as the principle nourisher of her breasts, moreover he feared for his mother’s disappointment. ‘But she has bought us another steriliser,’ he fretted, as if this was a valid argument. ‘What shall we tell her?’

‘Man is not made for the Sabbath,’ Helen quoted loftily. But she wondered at herself. After years of imitating her mother-in-law she felt ill-equipped to put up resistance now. Still, she had seen the light. There was no going back.

The paintwork grimed, the brasses dulled as Helen concentrated on bonding with her squalling, red-faced newcomer. Supergran’s own face was as long as Good Friday as she sat and watched them, prepared at the first sign of rejection to produce bottles and teats like rabbits from a hat. But there was no real danger. Breast is best and Helen’s fussy infant knew it better than anyone.

‘Which side?’ John sent the children to enquire, deftly turning the lamb chops.

‘Second,’ Helen cooed, and sent them toddling back.

Everything had been the forerunner of this moment. She fed on demand, took pleasure in her new child’s snuffling sighs of bliss, felt humbled by his utter dependence on her. We two against the world, she thought, all wrapped up in a cocoon of their own commitment. She had never been more fulfilled. Until the gravy trailing like russet snail tracks across the cupboard fronts and John’s carping reminders finger-painted in dust, cracked her new maternal carapace.

Seeking approval she began in sneaking fashion to catch up, an ear tuned to that first waking whimper. She assured herself she would merely give the fridge a quick wipe over before settling down with a glass of milk and soothing thoughts. But before long she was donning surgical gloves and lifting out mouldy cheese sprouting enough penicillin to revitalise the mouse kingdom. What started as a lick and a promise became a full-scale defrosting. Above stairs the whimpers turned to shrieks before she remembered there was a baby in the house.

Soon the air reverberated with his misery. Nothing would satisfy his demands. Feeding time became a wailing wall of woe. The reservoir was running dry.

Supergran’s triumph was pitiless.

‘Bring back the bottle!’ she advocated with a ruthlessness only rivalled by those lobbying for the return of the death penalty. Constant reminders of an unused steriliser had warped her spirit. Waste, she could never abide. John’s mother went on sounding her opinion, her disapproval might have daunted Helen bur she was too torn between her maternal and domestic conscience to pay much heed. Too intent on wanting it all, both the newfound nurturing and the satisfaction that comes of an orderly home. Guiltily, she pursued her course. The habits of a lifetime are hard to break.

Hell-bent on her own destruction, it seemed nothing but an act of God could save her. Even the dire example of her house-proud, next-door neighbour failed to move her. Adele, mother of four, in the prime of her health until her accident, was seen out every morning of the week scrubbing her front step, even before she left Gran up her breakfast and drove the kids to school. When not playing nurse or driver she helped out in Oxfam mornings, spent her afternoons like a yo-yo between house and garden, pushing children on the swing. A likely candidate for housewife of the year award or the madhouse, she slipped one day on her own sudsy step and broke her wrist. From her window Helen often observed her neighbour pulling mounds of washing to the line in a shopping trolley and admired the ingenious way she had hooked a coat hanger over her cast to carry socks, slung a baby’s plastic bib full of pegs about her neck. From all accounts Adele was competently coping with the cooking in a similar imaginative way, deftly chopping onions left-handed while wearing rubber swimming goggles to protect her eyes. It seemed she was willing to go to any lengths rather than disappoint her family. A saint or a lunatic?

Helen could not bring herself to criticise, all set to follow her example.

On how small a thing hangs fate. A dirty window or a muddy doorstep. On looking back, Helen distinctly remembered the jammy smear on the front window. Thin and curving like a crescent sun, it was there the day she returned from the nursing home. She would have dealt with it on the spot only she had more pressing concerns just then. Besides, windows like lovers, she had found, have two sides to them; what looks good on the outside does not always reflect the inner state. As soon as she began, the sun would slyly emerge, throwing into relief a myriad of digital prints. Wisely, she deferred window-washing to another day.

Bob-a-job week commenced. At the door stood two eager gnomes, kerchiefs knotted, faces pink and shiny with endeavour. No job too great or small. Helen pondered on a variety of tasks. The smeary glass weighed heavily. Could they, would they? They nodded. Alas, the smear eluded them, always just beyond their reach.

‘Never mind,’ she cried gaily, ‘I’ll tackle it myself.’ For once all was serene above stairs. An unwatched baby never wakes. Armed with bucket and sponge, bursting with housewifely zeal, she resolved to put the sparkle back in their lives. After weeks of curtailed activity she was carried away quite literally. Stepping off the ladder, she walked in space and came to earth in a cucumber frame.

Trodding blood into casualty she looked back and wondered at the wounded animal in her wake. The nurse prepared the needle, catgut at the ready.

 ‘I’m breastfeeding,’ Helen admitted tenderly. ‘Will it affect baby?’

‘Only you,’ came the blunt answer.

In every disadvantage is the seed of a greater advantage. With this Helen consoled herself when, home once more, she sat with elevated foot, passing her days in idleness. For with enforced rest her milk increased, the howling abated. Once more Supergran’s face was leached of hope. Like Niobe she sat and brooded over an empty sterilising unit while Helen’s children rampaged, their artistry rivalling only Picasso’s for pure inventiveness. To the jammy crescent was added noughts and crosses, bewhiskered cats, stick men and women. Upstairs, between changing mat and pillow, Helen was mercifully protected from the worst of the chaos.

‘Don’t let it worry you,’ John smiled, fisting undarned socks without much hope before her myopic gaze. Daunted he left her his heels to embroider and went off to work, came home and repeated the mantra with less conviction.

 His only contribution to the domestic effort - spearing with a toasting fork congealing globules of bacon and pork with all the skill of a Zulu warrior before dislodging them into an overflowing bin. A neat trick, it gave him momentary pleasure.

Despite Helen’s impassive front she perversely yearned to catch up, her fingers itching to slosh and scrub when all she could do was sit and darn. She sighed and tried to look at ease. What price a contented baby!

On graduating from bed to chair her horizons widened to include a cobweb stretched between wardrobe and picture-rail. As she watched, the larder was constantly replenished, fresh produce lured there daily by an assiduous assassin. Funny, Helen thought, even here the nurturer toils unceasingly. As she divided her own time between suckling her offspring and staring myopically into space she was reminded of her mother collapsed apologetically on the living-room couch, surrounded by nappies and baby cream. For the first time she felt their affinity; she might have left Peale Street but clearly Peale Street had not left her.

She sighed and contemplated the encroaching disorder, a maze of peanut butter on the carpet, a relief map of chocolate on the walls, coffee stains on the bedside locker. The past loomed ever closer. With a sense of failure, her frustration increased. What was a jammy smear or two compared to this?

Below stairs Supergran reigned supreme. Helen’s children traitorously forget her, or worse, came to regale her with Gran’s marvels. Across the street Adele was still in plaster. Helen had her chair moved to the window so that she could more easily observe her neighbour. She saw that the woman was as active as ever and had added an alert-looking Dobermann pinscher to her menage. He bounded about her as she manoeuvred the lawn mower out of the garage. Helen had never seen a one-armed woman mowing grass and did not think, until then, it could be done. She was sorry when Adele finished up and went inside. It had helped pass the time.

The sun moved round and beamed mercilessly through the bedroom window, spotlighting squalor. Helen decided if she were to hop to the bed and lie across it, she could use the baby sponge to wipe the wall; from there it would be a moment’s work to flick a nappy at the web. Crawling back she could deal with the yellow goo on the rug. With a bit of luck she might even reach the window. She willed the baby to keep sleeping. There’ll just be time, she thought, before he wakes.

Across the way Adele had reappeared once more, this time dragging a bin determinedly behind her. Oh dear, Helen thought pityingly, some women never learn. If she goes on like this she’ll do herself a mischief. Then she forgot her in the effort of hopping. Wall, web and rug successfully dealt with, she tackled the window.

With spit and polish the glass shone. Until with the last burst of afternoon sun another smudge inevitably showed. She went after it like a terrier after a rat, shoving up the window and stretching perilously out. Still the mark eluded her. She hitched up her night-dress and leaned over the sill, gripping the ivy-covered drainpipe for support. In the excitement of reaching her goal Helen transferred all her weight. Almost there! Shaky since the last gale it swung suddenly free of the wall, catapulting her forward.

Her strangled scream as she arced through the air in a froth of nylon was heard only by the Dobermann - ears pricked forward he sniffed curiously at the falling white blossom. Helen’s last thought was for the baby.

At night, John still lies awake wondering what went wrong. His mother also feels the need to lay blame. She cannot decide which is worse; an absent daughter-in-law or an unused steriliser. But she is careful to keep such thoughts to herself. Every second night she takes her turn at getting up to feed her grandson. She feels it’s the least she can do. Ah, but what a waste! If her son’s wife had only heeded her advice she might have lived to bottle feed twenty infants. So she maintains.

But old habits die hard and, alas, some women never learn. Poor Helen, like her mother before her, was no exception.




St. Magdalen’s

On the first Sunday of every month, Christmas and Easter Day, her birthday too, unless something unforeseen occurred, Olivia Barrett’s son picked her up and took her to spend the day at his home in Booterstown. It was an outing Olivia looked forward to especially. She liked to say it was because it gave her an opportunity – sadly infrequent these days – of spending time with her grandsons but in reality she was beguiled by the tenderly stuffed loin of pork and cloved apple that her daughter-in-law served up for lunch, or the silverside of beef, moistly pink under its cap of parsley sauce.


John’s wife was a lovely cook, no dispute about that. Olivia would have happily forfeited five years of what life remained to her for a helping of Fidelma’s apple russe or crème caramel. At St. Magdalen’s where Olivia had resided for almost a year and was tolerably comfortable - she would not admit to more - they served boiled chicken or boiled fish every other day.

 ‘For all the world like sodden cardboard,’ she told them on her monthly visits, adding with a cynical laugh that she wouldn’t put it past the kitchen staff to boil the Christmas turkey. They were capable of anything. Although she made a joke of it Olivia had no intention of ever finding out. Christmas Day she always spent in Booterstown, and a good thing too!

Sister Lilian was in charge of St. Magdalen’s. ‘She calls me Olivia,’ Mrs. Barrett shyly boasted like a schoolgirl with a crush on the head prefect. She expressed more than a passing fondness for the nun and spoke of leaving her small gifts of fruit cake or fancy biscuits at her office door. In return Sister Lilian favoured Olivia whenever it was in her power to do so. Occasionally there was a death in the house and pickings to be had. Sometimes it was a good tweed skirt or even a silk dress. Olivia’s hems fluctuated like the stock-market but with clothes so pricey she considered it would have been foolish to refuse. Besides which she enjoyed the additional thrill of getting something for nothing. She was not without taste. She owned a black astrakhan fur coat, a good leather handbag. At her throat a cameo broach which had belonged to her mother. In the past the rearing horse and naked rider had been a source of childish speculation as it adorned the ample matriarchal bust.

In her day Olivia had been a woman to be reckoned with. After her husband’s death she had lived for a time on her own, fostering the illusion of fortitude. Until too many night-time fears eventually dented her spirit and she sold up and went into the Home. Restricted by age and arthritis to the confines of St. Magdalen’s, her only real contact nowadays with the outside world was the monthly visit to her son’s house.

 Equally limited her conversation which had dwindled from a rather lively long play to a mere extended play, with a tendency to repeat unless actively diverted to another track. These days Olivia often became confused, wondering if she were perhaps in a dream, a state of mind and body in which she found herself more and more frequently of late. Sometimes she was catapulted, so to speak, straight into a sequence; sitting in the car on the way to John’s house or else placing her knife and fork neatly together on the plate after lunch, the actual mastication of which she did not remember.

At other times she found herself regarding her son without recognition. For politeness sake she went along with Fidelma and the children who seemed to know who was who. But Olivia could as easily have believed it was some neighbour who had sat down with them to lunch. She passed it off as some kind of facial amnesia, tentatively acknowledging the relationship, yet unable to qualify it.

One lunar day she asked her daughter-in-law a question which had bothered her all through lunch. ‘Is John my brother or my son?’ Seeing how it disturbed Fidelma, she let the matter drop. There were times too, when she found herself pondering on whether Pierce had been her husband or her father, but didn’t quite like to say. Instead she tried to work it out for herself and at certain times achieved more success than at others.

With Easter approaching Olivia felt a certain restlessness and put it down to the season of repentance. But the truth of it was her departure from her son’s house the previous month was still troubling her. It had been a little different from the understood leavetaking when she tried not to make demands, or change things which were beyond her anyway. She had lingered in the hallway arranging her hat, her scarf, the cameo; peering into the mirror in an attempt to extract, even at this late stage, its legend, anything to stave off the inevitable. When the pressure became too much she had retreated into the womb-like interior of the downstairs toilet, hoping to be forgotten. She was aware as through a storm - perhaps merely the cistern - of anxious whisperings without, speculation as to whether Grandma had gone down the S bend. But still she sat on, it was easier somehow.

‘Are you all right, Gran?’ The words resounding in the small space set the chain swinging gently past her face. It occurred to her it might be a dream, in which case it was wiser to do nothing. Eventually life itself, she knew, if not circumstance, would release her. And so she continued to sit, not uncomfortably and with a certain feeling of security; false, as it turned out.

‘Come along, Mother,’ he shouted, her son. ‘Time to be going,’ easily breaking the child lock, a metal hook and eye, and rescuing her who did not wish to be rescued. When a short while later, with the car drawn up outside, Olivia had stalled again, John had taken her handbag and rifled through it with plundering fingers.

‘Reading glasses, bus pass, money?’ he listed. What now, his perplexed frown suggested.

‘Let me stay,’ Olivia had heard herself cry. ‘Just for a few days.’ How tired she was of the monotony of St. Magdalen’s, every day the same. Before she could stop herself she had protested like a rebellious schoolchild, ‘I won’t go back. I won’t! I hate that place.’ Lips wobbling, hands plucking at the wisp of chiffon that was threatening to choke her.

‘Now you know that isn’t true,’ John had tried to jolly her along. ‘Think how well they look after you. Why, you’re so lucky to be there,’ his expression becoming rapt at her good fortune, then hardening at her refusal to own it. ‘There’s a waiting list as long as your arm.’

‘I don’t care,’ she quavered. ‘I don’t care.’ In a last desperate bid for understanding she had appealed to her daughter-in-law, ‘As one mother to another, my dear, won’t you please let me stay?’

But Fidelma had disowned her. ‘It’s getting late,’ she’d mumbled, all but bundling her mother-in-law into the astrakhan coat. ‘I must bathe the boys,’ stepping away aloofly with a child at either side and leaving John to get the matter in hand – which he did at once. ‘That’s enough of that now, Ma,’ propelling, if not actually frog-marching, her to the car. ‘In you get before you catch your death,’ chuckling to show he meant no harm, or at least not much.

There had been nothing for it but to sit into the car and allow herself be driven back. John had said little but she had recognised the sullen droop to his lower lip he wore as a small boy when crossed. In the privacy of her iron bed that night Olivia’s humiliation had shed itself on the lumpy pillow. She had tried and failed.

This Easter morning trying not to show concern at her son’s lateness – it was getting on for twelve and he was usually so punctual – Olivia sat in the front hall dressed for outdoors. Beneath the eye-catching turban she dozed; purple and blue and streaked with gold, she had come by it in the usual grisly way. Rather jollier than her habitual headgear, it struck a frivolous note which was somewhat belied by the severity of her expression, gums gripping the recalcitrant plate.

Olivia had always had a penchant for hats, prided herself on the fact she was able to carry one off. Someone had once likened her to the Queen Mother, a resemblance she could almost believe on her good days. In the absence of interruption, she slipped deeper into the realm of shade. Having slept fitfully the previous night she had resorted to taking a sleeping tablet. Slow to act, she had rashly taken another, and when her muscles began at last to relax she had got up quickly for fear of oversleeping.

The doorbell shrilled jerking Olivia upright. She trained her gaze hopefully on the door but it was only another of the old ladies returning from Mass, greenery protruding from between the pages of her missal. With drooping lids Olivia watched her impatiently striking the lift door with her stick. When it failed to respond she vigorously applied the toe of her worn suede. Amongst the elderly inmates this was a common practice and relieved frustration. Mrs. Barrett yawned and ceased to watch. Days, even this one which she believed was the one on which the Lord had arisen, had a habit of merging when least expected. Whole chunks of time simply vanished unaccounted for. It was disconcerting. So too was John’s non-appearance.

What could be keeping him? Troubled by half-forgotten phrases she was suddenly assailed by a terrible doubt. Could it be Fidelma was punishing her for her foolish rebellion that last visit, begging to be let stay? Never had Olivia regretted anything so much as that ill-judged tantrum. She had played right into the enemy’s camp, she told herself bitterly, aware that her daughter-in-law might use it as an excuse to wriggle out of the monthly commitment, might even put it into John’s mind that his mother was becoming an old nuisance, and visiting too often.

 Perversely, the harder she strained her thoughts in that backward direction in an effort to remember what John had said all those weeks ago, the more confused Olivia became. She shivered, feeling a sudden chill even though the weather was mild, and the heaters going full blast all over the house. The thought of her son’s abandonment at first frightened, then angered her. That one! her mind spluttered in helpless rage. May God forgive her for putting such notions into his head.

His poor simple head, Olivia hastened to correct herself, knowing her son would never lightly abandon his mother, his poor widowed mother, Pierce’s wife. Pleased by the unusual clarity of her thoughts she felt tempted to pursue this theme. Any analysis of kinship these days fascinated her, she was always searching for the clue, John’s mother.

‘What has you all dressed up, Olivia?’ Sister Lilian called out with a smile as she passed down the hall. ‘Today’s not your day to go to John’s house surely. Didn’t you tell me he will be calling next Sunday...Easter Sunday.’

Taken aback, Olivia mumbled something about intending to take a walk and changing her mind. Crestfallen, she tottered towards the lift. Oh dear, she had got it all wrong, she thought, just like she got so many things wrong these days. He wasn’t coming, he never had been coming. Yet still she hoped.

 On the first floor the lift doors rolled back and, with weary foresight, she clicked it on hold for her return, her own private elevator. .

In her room she lowered herself painfully onto the narrow iron bed, where she sat for some time encompassed by reminders of her past. Pierce’s white smile commiserated with her from his silver frame. Nearby, John leered dutifully above his Confirmation rosette and once more, on receiving his engineering degree, this time resembling some more mature brother had he possessed one. On the wall, Olivia’s sister, unmarried and unsung, brooded with myopic gaze. In the space beside her, John once more posed, this time on his wedding day - Fidelma’s too, of course, Mrs. Barrett grudgingly conceded - the beginnings of a stomach puffing out the pearl waistcoat, a hint of hair on his upper lip.

Olivia examined her boy without rancour, even with humility. He’d always been a good son to her, she thought in chastened mood. Despite the confusion she still nurtured the hope he might come and save her from the shame and monotony of the day ahead. She would make a donation to the poor box, she decided. Never found to fail, it was her best insurance against disappointment. If she hurried she would catch the chaplain before he left the building.

She was about to step into the waiting lift when rude hands seized and jostled her back over the threshold. ‘Now we have her,’ cried Bridey triumphantly. ‘Who do yeh think you are tying up the lift all morning?’ And Sissy circled for the kill, ‘Anyone would think she owned the place, the nerve of her!’

Olivia stood afraid. ‘How...how dare you!’ she blustered, ‘Sister Lilian will hear of this.’ Hands crossed upon her chest, an early martyr at the stake, her eyes flitted hopelessly from one tormentor to the other.

Smiles broadening, they closed in.

Olivia tensed every nerve in an effort not to blunder past. She would not give them that satisfaction, she told herself, they would see that breeding would out, just as Mama had always said. But it did not comfort as it should have done, not in the face of the enemy, so close now she could see the spittle gathering in the cracks, become intimate with the crumbling decay. The cameo wobbled as Bridey picked at it with inquisitive fingers. Mouth agape, she might have trespassed further had not Sissie nudged a warning

Queenie Monaghan was coming out of her room.

A legend in St. Magdalen’s, she was of their own background but with money - which they had not - and God on her side. Her relationship with the Almighty, she claimed, was not stagnant but new every day and her wealth – inherited from two husbands before laying them out in the habits of their choice - enabled her to continue living in a style to which she was not unaccustomed.

 Queenie, in blue mink of her own design and custom made Italian boots; her cultivated speech into which she dropped the odd bon mot. Even now she was reverting to type at the sight of injustice. A proper firebrand Queenie.

‘Git out of it,’ she was saying, a black suede glove resting delicately on Sissy’s plump and plebeian shoulder. Her voice took on the texture of gravel as she told them to get lost. ‘Go pick on someone your own weight,’ she threatened, ‘or I’ll bend the pair of youse over the banisters.’ She would too!

Olivia allowed the suede-covered fingers to press her into the lift, and laid a trembling hand on her heart. ‘I’m not the better of it,’ she confessed timorously, then more daringly, ‘It’s time someone put those two in their place.’

‘Going down!’ trilled Queenie.

Olivia rode decorously, casting a half-glance at the other woman, which was as much as she could permit herself. Although she was not a person she could normally hope to commune with, she was grateful to Queenie all the same. In companionable silence they descended in an atmosphere impregnated with the sweet scent of sophistication. More used to Lily of the Valley than Chanel No 5, Olivia felt dizzy. She was already affected by the heady aura exuding from the bodies of the mink and wondered how Queenie could support it, all wrapped about and enveloped by them, though it might be different being on the inside, so to speak.

On the ground floor the seductive fragrance was dissipated by boiled chicken and fast boiling greens. Another clue had Olivia recognised it - for even in St. Magdalen’s the chicken would have been roasted in honour of the Resurrection day. But Mrs. Barrett was momentarily distracted by the sight of Queenie being rapturously embraced by her young relatives, the couple’s little girl holding up an enormous doll for her inspection. Her niece and family; Queenie had no issue of her own

Down the front steps they swept her, laughing and calling out near seasonal greetings. The door clicked shut after them, loosing Queenie on a world she had never forsaken and about which Olivia could only guess.

From the sitting-room came the sound of music as she wandered slowly. At the piano sat Mrs. O’Carroll, the doctor’s widow and a regular performer at St. Magdalen’s, her fingers energetically fingering the ivories. She seemed to need little in the way of applause or even acknowledgement, her white head - in which youthful streaks were still evident - bobbing on the thin stalk of her neck, the drop pearls in her earlobes swinging to a rhythm of their own.

Olivia sat apart from the other ladies grouped in their cliques of three and four. Still attired in her hat and coat, she had an impermanent look about her and might merely have been visiting. Before long, succumbing to that second sleeping pill, her head dropped forward on her chest and she snored gently beneath her turban.

‘In your Easter bonnet, with all the frills upon it,’ sang the merry widow, straining upwards on her stool, while all about her the other elderly ladies obligingly swayed, the fragility of the moment as yet unbroken by the cacophonous booming of the dinner gong.




Party Piece

On the mahogany sideboard in the living room are displayed my black and white photographs taken long ago. When visitors pick them up and exclaim, ‘Your daughter? What a pretty girl,’ I shrug and smile, waiting until the moment when something dated about these pictures causes them to take a second look. Then their smiles fade and their glances become unsure as they look from the buxom smiling stewardess in uniform to the wizened woman in the wheelchair


 ‘But surely,’ they mumble and fall silent, their eyes dropping furtively to the plaid rug laid across my lap. And in their averted gaze I sense the struggle going on as they speculate on the wasted limbs beneath.

Within minutes they have recovered and are all bright conjecture again. ‘Now this must be your little boy.’ Examining the other family photos they seem not to notice the absence of a female figure as they admire the happily gurgling baby on the rug, the handsome airman with his cap set squarely on his head. ‘I suppose that was all before...’ respectfully awaiting their cues.

‘That’s right,’ I agree with a quick conspiratorial glance at my husband, both of us supporting this little piece of fiction to preserve the proprieties.

 ‘The accident...emergency...was later.’

‘If it upsets you don’t, please don’t talk about it,’ they beg while plainly dying to know all the gruesome details.

‘No, no really, it helps to talk about it,’ I assure them, telling them what they want to believe. Yet in a funny kind of way it does help, although all of it is sham and the baby on the rug is some other couple’s child. I am revived by their interest, afforded another chance to tell my story. It is my party piece after all, my only deceit these days.

I suppose there are two versions to every story but the one I like best to tell them is the following. It makes for good listening and in it, unlike the truth, all the participants were valiant.

At the time I was a mere six months flying. I was a fairly competent stew but young, barely out of my teens. You had to be twenty on application to the airline and I had just about made it. The average life of a flight attendant was comparatively brief in those years. Come thirty-five and you were out of a job. Not like today’s air girls, old enough to be grandmothers and still walking the aisles.

On the day in question I was the only hostess on that Fokker Friendship bound for Liverpool, in sole command of thirty-eight passengers (or paps as we wrote on the flight manifesto to save time). It was a lot of responsibility being the only girl on board but in any emergency from drunks to hijackers there is always the crew to fall back on. Mine were all I could ask. Bill and Jim. Cheerful, supportive, dependable.

 Let me tell you I was staking my future on Jim’s dependability. For some time the First Officer and I had been...well, rather more than just good friends. Even before the flight took off that day we were joined by a tie more binding than mere friendship, though only one of us was aware of it at the time.

It was a trip that seemed jinxed from the start. After an undignified tussle with the rear door of the aircraft, which refused to close despite all my futile efforts in obedience to the muffled voice without, I finally admitted defeat and sought assistance from the cockpit.

From the beginning aircraft doors were my particular bugbear. No matter how conscientiously I applied myself I was beleaguered after take-off by grisly images of entire planeloads sucked out because of me. Small children wandering near the back gave me the jitters and in those first weeks I clocked up a lot of mileage, scurrying up and down the cabin, keeping my eye on them. I was in danger of becoming paranoid about the whole thing but then, phobias were not uncommon amongst my flying group.

My best friend confessed to a fear the plane would fail to lift on take-off and plow madly through someone’s back garden. Another hostess, a former nurse, never flew anywhere without her surgical scissors, convinced that once above cloud she would soon be cutting through an umbilical cord. One hostess even quit her job when her pet phobia became too powerful to contain it. Something terrible, she believed, would befall the aircraft while she dallied in the toilet and, all unknowing, she would be detached (like the backend of a space module) and sped off to kingdom come. ‘Loo-nar module,’ I had been unable to resist punning to Jim, and raised a chuckle. Believe me, there was much to laugh about then but, alas, not too much merriment today.

To return to my particular bête noire, I can honestly say that to me the door on the Fokker Friendship was anything but friendly. Not happily designed like the Vickers Viscount with a simple locking device, it had first to be lifted and then positioned firmly in a groove. Finding the groove was the problem.

When appealed to, Jim, of course, responded manfully. He donned his pilot’s cap and accompanied me to the rear of the cabin. To tell you the truth at that stage he was glad of any excuse to be alone with me, if you can call it being alone in an aircraft cabin with almost forty forward-facing passengers. I don’t know whether you are familiar with the Friendship. If you are, you will know that there is a tiny area of privacy to the rear of the toilet bulkhead. That day, as on many another, we made the most of it uncaring that we were further delaying our flight. But that’s lovers for you. They have no conscience, feel no obligation to anyone but themselves. In most cases this obsession resolves itself without harm to anyone. But not this time.

In those days Jim and I were constantly seeking and finding each other. Our glances sizzled across cockpits, our fingers spoke volumes in the passing of a coffee cup. He could not move along the cabin without making contact with me; a thrust of his hip, a sly pinch. We became adept at snatching such moments, gloried in our carelessness. That’s how it was. Oh but how different it is now. To what lengths does he go to avoid what was once a source of all delight.

But I digress. Engines roaring we became airborne at last. A slight technical hitch, announced Bill on the pubic address, loyally explaining away the delay. No doubt you are familiar with this layman’s sop which clarifies nothing and covers a multitude, from the non-showing of the captain to the late arrival of catering or the loss of an engine. As far as the airline was concerned the less passengers knew the better and as flight crew we were content to keep it that way. Beyond a slight murmuring and resigned shaking of heads the passengers settled down, hoping no doubt time lost would be regained in flight.

For the first twenty minutes I served up drinks and smiles – with no catering there wasn’t a lot to do – lingering to flirt with the more attractive of the male passengers, just to keep my hand in. Out over the Irish Sea the vista was clear and calm. The sun sparkled on the windows, all was serene. Until three warning bells broke into that tranquil sky and sent me speeding to the cockpit.

There are two golden rules of emergency – one is never to run, the other never to show alarm. With an effort I forced myself to give observance to both, though a smile was quite beyond me. Other hostess never had any difficulty conjuring up smiles at will, but not me; not without the assistance of an erotic fantasy or comic memory. On entering the flight deck I stood for a moment unnoticed by either pilot, so busy were they coping.

‘Anita,’ says Bill, turning to me at last. ‘I’m afraid you’ll have to prepare the passengers for an emergency landing,’ his tone mildly regretful as though asking me to engage in some sociably not quite nice practice. And then, in case the seriousness of our situation had not registered, he added, ‘Port engine’s a gonner. Going to try and make it the R.A.F base at Valley.’

Beside him, Jim frowned in concentration, giving all his attention to tuning the high frequency radio. As I turned to go he spared me a brief encouraging glance. Or maybe it was merely lascivious.

‘Think you can manage?’ asked the captain.

I nodded. ‘Yes, captain.’ Somehow none of it seemed real. Try though I might I couldn’t altogether believe in that emergency. It wouldn’t have been unlike Bill and Jim to have cooked the whole thing up between them, a special kind of honours test to see how I would make out.

‘Good! I’ll make an announcement in a minute.’

I returned to the cabin wondering what he would tell the passengers. This time he could hardly hope to get away with ‘a slight technical hitch.’ Gazing out portside I judged there to be nothing startlingly different about the metal mass of wing and engine. I supposed the propellers were no longer whirring but without comparing it with its two companions on the starboard side it was difficult to say. Then like a hammer blow realisation struck. We were not on the Viscount!

Two engines bad, four engines good, my mind gibbered in Orwellian hysteria as I trotted to the back. If one goes there’s only one to keep you up, and if that goes..... One green bottle hanging on the wall, my mind swung into defensive action. But if one green bottle should accidentally fall...

That was always the trouble with me. I am inclined to burlesque the saddest, most serious things. As my thoughts went careering about in this irresponsible fashion, I tried to switch off and was struck afresh by the thought that I was in an emergency!

There I was again thinking in italics. But why couldn’t I feel more afraid, I wondered. Perhaps it was the extra adrenaline reported to pump through your veins at such a time. Certainly something was giving me a tremendous surge of energy and excitement. Moments later our captain’s voice came soothingly over the public address telling us the facts – or as many as he deemed wise, namely that we were about to make a forced landing and assuring us there was nothing at all to be concerned about.

 The former was arresting, the latter stretched credulity. And was about as convincing as urging a terminally ill patient to keep on hoping. He ended this contradictory message in Gaelic ‘De cunam De’ - his fervent prayer that with the help of God we might all be alive to tell our story over dinner that night.

Hardly reassuring in any language.

‘Why doesn’t he speak English?’ a man asked suspiciously. And a woman began to cry. Heads turned seeking information and failing to get it, bells began clamouring for the flight attendant.

‘Nothing to be alarmed about,’ I repeated the captain’s calumny as I moved smoothly along the cabin, showing them how to brace themselves for landing. Somehow the lying smile with which I accompanied this reassurance came easier to my lips than the social one. .

‘What’s the captain about?’ A thin man who had spurned my conversational overtures earlier demanded aggressively. His spectacles, contrary to the captain’s orders, were still settled on the end of his raw-looking nose, his briefcase agape on his knee. ‘Do you know that I have a very important luncheon appointment in Liverpool?’ He said it as though he thought I should.

‘I’m sorry,’ I kept saying as if it was my fault, as if it was just a whim of the captain’s to divert the plane. ‘It is an emergency,’ I protested mildly, and wondered too late if I should have used that word. Some expressions are best avoided, I know, lest they inspire panic. But, in this instance, it appeared to convince the man because he conceded grudgingly, ‘Well, I suppose in that case,’ as if anything less he would not have accepted.

‘There’s no danger?’ a woman queried anxiously, ‘I mean we’ll be all right, won’t we?’

I summoned up my most convincing smile but before I could speak, help came unexpectedly from her neighbour, a grizzled sixty-year old. ‘Of course we will,’ he soothed. ‘It’s only a precaution like the skipper told us.’

I wondered if he knew that there was only one engine between himself and the deep blue sea, would he be quite so trusting? But his words had good effect and there were even a few weak jokes exchanged between the men, trying not to show the white flag before the women. We were all of us beginning to look a bit more cheerful when with a sudden convulsive shudder – will I ever forget it - the aircraft plunged earthwards.

At this point in the narration my audience always react with horrified looks and dread cries, ‘Was it then? Was that when it happened?’ they ask with meaningful looks at my wasted legs just visible now, free of the rug, their earlier repugnance forgotten in the agony of sharing. This is the moment they have been awaiting all along, the climax of this brave tale. They are hungry to hear how I sacrificed myself to help my stricken passengers, courageously keeping up their spirits as I assisted that frightened crowd of humanity from the burning wreckage. All thirty-eight souls saved from the pyre and at what terrible cost.

What would you have me do? Shatter their trust? Tell them I never did get to save anyone for by a strange fluke of fate I was thrown clear of the aircraft. No, I thought not. And Jim, my husband? He listens without contradiction, never tiring of the story, reinforcing with quiet approval the impression that we are truly a devoted and courageous couple, me a heroine and he a hero. Now it’s his turn to answer modestly about his shining career, his distinguished service culminating in the position of the airline’s chief pilot. I listen with just the correct degree of smiling fondness and keep my counsel - as I did at the enquiry following the crash – and I have kept it ever since. I did not say then, or now, that it was Jim made negligent by lust, who failed to properly secure the Friendship door that day (ultimately my salvation), nor do I reveal what he later admitted to me in private that it was his ill-judged action in opening the power levels to the stops that put the aircraft into its terminal dive. Only for the captain’s speedy intervention we might have all been killed. But then dead pilots tell no tales and Bill was the real hero of the hour. So be it!

No, in this instance fiction serves us far better than the truth. I do not care to tell them how some months after the crash an accident on an icy road in the company of my drunken lover cost me my child and made an invalid of me. For my loyalty and my silence Jim has given houseroom to a cripple, keeps faithful to her... in his fashion. By that self-same silence I exact my revenge. And so we continue to live, if you can call it living, and I to gain whatever consolation that I can from my party piece.





No Bad Women

It came as a shock to Nan Reilly to learn that after thirteen years with her – even longer than Miss Quinn on the first floor back – Mr. Carney was leaving to go and live with his sister on the North Circular Road.


‘Abandoning me,’ Nan said accusingly. ‘And all the years I looked after him! Fat thanks I get!’

‘I’d like to move out the end of the week,’ Mr. Carney had said when he gave notice. And with reproof: ‘You’ve got my cheque for the full month.’

Nan remembered how she had always kept his room for him the summers he went walking abroad. She pulled her old tawny tomcat on her lap, roughly flattened his fur. And October almost done. The full month indeed!

‘I’da expected better of you Mr. Carney,’ she had scolded. ‘After all these years. If I’da known in September I coulda got a student. They’ve all of them found places be now.’

His injured expression strengthened Nan’s grievance. Suiting himself and trying to make her feel bad. The nerve! ‘Well no use going back on it now,’ she said, ‘I only hope you’ll find yourself as comfortable as you were here.’ By which she meant the opposite. Very shabbily he’d treated her. Standing empty his room was a reproach to her.


Nan lived on the city northside: a row of red brick houses with fanlights over the front doors and stone urns in the gardens. They were family dwellings but over the years most of them had sprouted B & B signs. With her husband retired – he was a purser on the Irish Shipping line – she prettified the rooms and equipped them with washbasins. She put a notice in the front window offering room and board, hot baths extra. She did not charge high rates. Nan craved company, not wealth. The purser had been too long on deck to satisfy her, his head always stuck in a book. Nan got help from the Sacred Heart Orphanage in the shape of Annie who at forty-five had long despaired of adoption and was glad of a home. She was a willing, if erratic worker, with a short span of concentration. Her strengths lay in her small appetite and her ignorance of inflation. Nan rewarded her loyalty with cast-off cardigans and skirts. Annie was not particular and more than repaid these favours. The lavatory was her special vocation. Permanently at high tide, faecal matter bobbing like Halloween apples in the brimming bowl, no one else would go near it, least of all Nan. Annie had other uses. Come evening she cleared the table and stowed the milk and bread in some secret cache till morning. She was Nan’s legitimate excuse for meanness. She couldn’t have run her boarding-house without her. When Nan turned sixty she modified the legend in the window, added gas rings to the rooms and kept on only such full-boarders that remained; Mr. Carney was one, Miss Quinn the other. The only relic of former beneficence was the lavish High tea welcoming newcomers. With Annie’s declining energy, this too was dropped.


The schoolteacher had been a permanent fixture. So Nan thought. Gave no trouble and spent every Sunday with his sister. Now he was filched from her. She hardly closed an eye all night.

‘So Iggy’s moving back to the bosom of his family,’ the purser said, chopping an apple into his cereal. ‘Dearie me, what’ll we do in the evenings for laughs.’ He had a dry sense of humour.

‘When I think of all the soda bread I threw away on that man,’ said Nan regretfully, like it was a bad investment.

‘I hear the sister’s a dab hand at the baking,’ said the purser with a wink at Sadie, Nan’s niece. She and her friend May shared a room on the second floor back.

‘Ha! Much he’ll get from that one,’ said Nan scornfully. ‘She couldn’t make bread to save her life. All shop-bought! You can tell by the pasty look of her.’

‘Ah now, Mrs. Reilly, I think you’re being too hard on poor Miss Carney,’ said May Galvin laughing. She could have pointed out that life in Nan’s house left much to be desired with Annie constantly locking away the eatables, the bread in particular.

‘May she die roaring,’ said Nan sourly. ‘Ah she couldn’t have luck. Nor him neither!’ Her lips bunched over something rotten as she dwelled on her wrongs.

Where her own sex was concerned Nan did not pull her punches. Not for her the cosy relationships other women enjoyed, gossiping on weekday afternoons over tea and muffins. The truth of it was Nan mistrusted her own sex and they had just reason to mistrust her. Friendship with Nan was very much of an arbitrary nature, they soon found, and easily set aside, no matter of how long duration, in favour of the male sex. In this respect Nan was very much a man’s woman. ‘If there were no bad women there’d be no bad men,’ was a view she strongly held.

‘Oh aye, Iggy’s the chatterbox, right enough,’ the purser hooted, delighted at his own wit.

Nan continued cremating toast, a cigarette-butt drooping on her lower lip. Ignatius Carney had never been much company she was forced to admit – a favourite expression of hers and how she rated in terms of usefulness family and lodgers alike - but he had been there as second fiddle to the purser, another male presence in the house, the willing sampler of her famous scones (more past than present) and, if needed, one more bulwark against the lonely ravages of old age. The irony of it struck her now.

‘And what about you,’ she rounded on her husband. ‘You with your head always stuck between the pages of a book. I’da been in a queer way if I was relying on you for company. God help us all! Give us the marge, Sadie.’

Sadie did. Nan spread it thick and yellow on the dusky toast. No matter what the purser said she knew life in the Carney household would not be all joy. Far from it! With relish she began describing the barren scene for the benefit of the girls. The purser got up and left the room. Like Annie, he had a short span of attention.

By teatime Nan’s sympathies had switched around again. ‘Ah what else could poor Mr. Carney do?’ she posed the question with the scrambled eggs. ‘Sure he was only acting out of family feeling.’

‘I see Iggy’s the white-headed boy again,’ observed the purser, grinning around the table. But Nan wasn’t listening. She was busy rearranging the furniture in Mr. Carney’s room. She adorned the bed with a frilly bedspread and matching pillows. So what about November? She’d soon fill that room. She reached in the window and drew out the faded notice. After a moment she scored out ‘Suit settled man’ and wrote instead ‘Suit mature woman’. It was the first time she had advertised her own sex. A whole new sea of possibilities. She dropped the bait behind the net curtain.


By the second week in November Nan’s new lodger, Maisie Moroney, night-club artiste, was installed. Nan put her in Mr. Carney’s old room and gave her a latchkey – reluctantly, for she kept late hours and the sound of her taxis arriving and departing on the road woke everyone up.


‘Just off to earn the daily crust,’ she would cry, meeting them on the stairs, ‘Tar-ar! Mind how you go!’ Her accent was a mixture of Southern Irish with a Cockney overlay. Day or night she dressed in luridly coloured sheath dresses, gold and silver bracelets in jangling opposition on either plump wrist. She seemed insulated against the cold, her only concession to the worsening weather was the addition of a feather boa to her ensemble.

Fearing for her electricity bill Nan plunged the landings in darkness after ten o’clock and clawed her way dangerously to bed. Maisie snapped them on again and they stayed burning till Annie went down at seven to light the Aga. In retaliation Nan replaced the bulbs. An eerie twilight pervaded.

In or out, Maisie kept her room locked. Nan was disappointed. She had looked forward to a good rummage. Maisie forgot one day while urgently attending to a call of nature and Annie, dustpan in hand, stood transfixed by the life-sized poster covering one wall. In her religious fervour she mistook the orgy of cavorting flesh for a biblical tableaux. She hurried to inform her mistress.

‘Hardly decent,’ Annie said.

Nan heard her in silence. She imagined it was a scene from one of Maisie’s triumphs and yearned to see it. Only she was anxious not to wrong-foot herself with her new lodger she would have gone in with her own key on the pretext of sounding the windows.

In the New Year, when her engagements were presumably lighter, Maisie was freer in the evenings and Nan got in the habit of inviting her into her sitting-room. They sat toasting their toes at Nan’s two bar electric fire, sipping punch and swapping stories. Nan was intrigued by the younger woman’s freedom of movement. She had never gone further than Cork herself and was avid for the glitz of London. Vicariously she toured with Maisie from town to town, parading the footlights; gobbling like cheap wine the tales of back-stabbing and blighted love. When Maisie mentioned names that had been big in their day, she nodded wisely, as though intimately acquainted. Sometimes she was betrayed into reaction.

‘Not her and that fellah!’ she protested.

‘Cross my heart and hope to you-know-what,’ agreed Maisie, absently topping her whisky. Once she had been on the same stage as Frankie Howerd and shared cocktails backstage. This shoulder-rubbing with celebrities impressed Nan more than anything else. She had a bawdy sense of humour and no one could out-smut Frankie. At such times Maisie undoubtedly had the upper hand. But Nan was a householder, a woman of property. Mostly she felt superior to Maisie who owned nothing that did not fold into a suitcase. An enjoyable sensation.

‘It’s a tonic having her in the house,’ she told everyone, ‘The laughs we have!’ For the first time she had a friend of her own sex. Mr. Carney might never have existed. Even Sergeant Breen with whom Nan was wont to crack a bottle of Fifteen Year Old whisky was dropped.

‘That old codger,’ said Maisie with a reminiscent leer. ‘I could tell you things.’ Nan questioned her to find out what she meant. Ah, said Maisie, that’d be telling. What was she getting at? Ah, nothing really. Nan was maddened. ‘Well,’ she prompted, ‘Well? Go on!’

Maisie let out a screech, ‘Giving me the eye, the old goat. I seen his type before. A hand up a girl’s skirt quick as look at you.’

Nan was flabbergasted. She began to see the sergeant in a new light. Her fat shoulders heaved. Together they supported each other, snorting and giggling, till Maisie’s mascara ran.


In the spring Maisie was in raptures over some new show. She was vague as to details but it meant she would be rehearsing in the afternoon and evenings. Nan hardly ever saw her. It was three months since she had taken her into her house and she wondered how she had spent her time before Maisie came. The daffodils were out and sun showed up the dust everywhere. Nan had no interest in her property. She sat at the window staring out, changing her mind every minute about going to town in case Maisie returned early, snapping at the purser when he told her she was becoming a right streak of misery.


 One evening Maisie brought in a man she introduced as the leading light in the new show, and a thickset fellow in an Arran sweater, his hair barbered so short Nan winced. ‘Don’t disturb yourselves, folks,’ Maisie begged. ‘We’re not stopping. Just looked in to say nightie-night.’

 ‘Aren’t you the great stranger,’ Nan reproached with a distressed smile. ‘And here’s the sergeant come over the road to hear all about your show. Wouldn’t youse sit down with us and have a drink?’ she coaxed, starved for a bit of gossip.

 The sergeant waved his glass and looked vaguely at his shirt buttons. He was not enamoured of Maisie.

 ‘Don’t be tempting me,’ Maisie screeched, ‘and me wid me tongue hanging out.’ With excitement her origins became more pronounced. ‘Gimme a rain check, Auntie dear. Opening night next week.’ And the trio went upstairs.

 ‘A tough class of an actor,’ observed the purser. ‘What’s he playing...Billy Bud?’

 ‘You shut up,’ said Nan, ‘What do you know about the stage? Only what came out of a book.’ She felt cheated. Two men! How she would have enjoyed entertaining them. A sense of rejection swamped her as she refilled the sergeant’s glass. She avoided his eye, remembering Maisie’s derision. Only he was good enough for her now. She felt tainted in his company.


A week later, Nan had occasion to inspect her property and happened on a scene which blew the myth of Maisie the showbiz artiste once and for all out the window. Imagining the house deserted she unlocked a door to find Maisie displaying her charms (which were not inconsiderable) to a similarly liberated nude figure. Nan’s scandalised gaze travelled from the orgy on the bed to the Rabelaisian poster overhead. Hysteria choked her. This was no rehearsal but the real thing. She groped behind her for the door. The entwined figures hastily parted. Nan turned and stumbled, almost tripped down the stairs, to the sanctuary of her kitchen where the purser dozed over his book.


 ‘The trollop,’ she spat, ‘Deceiving decent folk. Go up at once,’ she commanded her husband. ‘Throw the pair of them out.’

 The purser was inclined to take a more cautious view. ‘And what if they’re married?’ he asked, unwilling to risk a killer blow from some outraged navvy.

 Nan gave a great horse laugh. ‘You must think I was born yesterday,’ she said scornfully. But she agreed to wait till the customer, as he could only be, had gone.

 While the purser went back to his book Nan sat like the Sphinx and brooded. Night-club artiste indeed! All this time...and to think she had never even suspected. Oh the slut! She fretted as the couple were an interminable length finishing up their business. A half-hour passed, an hour.

 With an outraged sigh, Nan put on her coat and hat. ‘Tom Breen will know what to do,’ she informed the bristly back of the purser’s head. Although retired five years from duty the sergeant was still a force to be reckoned with – in Nan’s eyes and his own. She hastened stiffly to where she knew she would find him at that time of day, digging the plot behind his house.


The sergeant’s wife showed Nan in and went to rap on the window. Knocking soil from his boots, the sergeant lumbered up the path. Nan poured out her tale of woe. The deceit, the lies. ‘I was never so took in,’ she gasped. She told him she needed him to enforce law and order. She wanted Maisie Moroney evicted from her house.


 The sergeant sat her down and tried to calm her, told her how he had all along recognised Maisie’s type. Hadn’t he seen her kind in villages all over the country, he said, during his time with the force.

 Nan broke down at this confirmation of her fears. ‘Oh, wasn’t I the right gullible one,’ she wept. ‘Oh, the trollop... when I think... the taxis all hours of the night. Oh! Oh!’

 The sergeant left his wife brewing tea and went up to his bedroom where he kept his old garda uniform protected from moths. He released it from its plastic bag and struggled into it. He was a big man, stout and pot-bellied, overfond of his food and liquor. Once his prospective mother-in-law described him to interested relatives as ‘A fine figure of a man.’ Only now the figure which in earlier years had commanded her admiration was fuller and finer than ever.

 The sergeant turned and caught a daunting glimpse of his own obesity in the mirror. With a sigh he gave up trying to tug great bunches of flesh into his trousers and went down to join Nan. Ten minutes later they were walking in her front door.

 Nan’s niece stared in astonishment, not recognising their old neighbour in the full regalia of the law. ‘Good evening, Sadie,’ the sergeant said ponderously as he stepped past her, exuding a strong smell of mothball.

 ‘Come along, sergeant,’ Nan fussed in unnaturally loud tones, as if hoping to penetrate the walls of Maisie’s room. ‘Straight up... The second door...I’m right behind you,’ and other such assurances to keep him at the sticking point. Perhaps with the same intention of intimidating the enemy Sergeant Breen banged his boots down with unnecessary force on the threadbare carpet.

 Below in the hall the purser leaned with folded arms, sardonically awaiting the reappearance of the arresting party. ‘We’ll hunt the monster out,’ he muttered slyly, meeting Sadie’s eye.

Nan, shadowing the sergeant’s broad back, began to feel a heady kind of exhaustion. Fearful lest what he had to say might prove too mild for her she prodded him urgently n the small of his back (or where in all that spreading flesh she judged it to be), and held her heart as he pounded authoritatively on a bedroom door.

In the light from the unshaded spotlight Maisie was seen to pose lumpishly in the doorway. She had put on clothes since Nan had seen her and was clad now in one of her uniform sheath dresses in glaring green.

 ‘No law against giving an old friend his welcome, is there, Sarge?’ she fluttered her mascarad lashes at him.

‘Come along now like a good girl,’ the sergeant rumbled wearily from under his cap. Partially obscured by his massive bulk Nan shifted in the gloom.

Maisie peered around him, ‘Oh, Auntie!’ she cried in her little-girl voice, ‘There you are! Do me a big favour,’ she wheedled. ‘Just another night. Honest, on the level!’

Nan’s heart steeled. She turned without a word and stumbled downstairs. From behind came Sergeant Breen’s cautioning rumble, ‘Anything you say...’ She shut the door of her sitting-room.


For weeks Nan kept away from Maisie’s room. On the night of the eviction she had been escorted from the premises by the sergeant, the door shut firmly on her by the purser. Nan had stayed in the kitchen unable to bear the sight. She felt both the betrayer and the betrayed. Before long she heard from the sergeant that Maisie had returned to her old haunts, she had been seen getting on a boat for the other side.


In the spring, Nan saw her in every dyed blonde that hailed a taxi or wobbled past the house on spindle heels. When she went to town she headed for the theatres, to scan the showbiz photographs and illuminated names. People queued at the box office, purchased programmes. Maisie’s deceitful face seemed to smirk from every billboard. Then Miss Quinn collapsed from starvation and was found in bed, more dead than alive. The ambulance took her away. The purser went down the country on a long threatened visit. Sadie and May graduated from college and went to London to get work. When Nan came back from seeing them off at Dublin airport she sat alone in the kitchen drinking tea. Her shoulders were hunched, her hair unpermed; she had aged since Maisie left.

Outside, Annie indulged her green finger, poking geraniums in the earth. Nan’s cat snoozed in the sun. Inside, an unnatural stillness prevailed. As if the rooms were crouching, just lying in wait! Nan shivered, and allowed herself be drawn upstairs.

 Maisie’s room showed signs of a hasty departure. The wardrobe door swung open, the huge poster still dominated the wall. Nan stared intently at the plump simpering nudes and sneering satyrs in an attempt to wrest an answer from their writhing limbs but all she could see was a remarkable resemblance to those she had surprised on the bed that day. Women were ever the fall of man. ‘Temptresses!’ Nan groaned. ‘Jezebels!’ the words coming in a lonely croak from her throat.

She went downstairs and took the yellowing sign from the window. She severed it and shoved the pieces in the grate. Beyond the dingy net she set a balding cactus and went to sit and brood over her cooling tea. Nan Reilly’s brothel-keeping days were well and truly over.





False Alarm

Miss Simpson’s house was set on three-quarters of an acre; a fortress surrounded by neat rows of semi-detached houses. Her family had originally owned all the land for miles about but over the years gradually sold it off, bit by bit, until now it was the only one of its kind. With all the new houses springing up around her, she was like a rock that has been submerged a long time and is suddenly covered in barnacles. She was accustomed to being alone and had no need of anyone. Now this was beginning to change.


Despite her advancing years Flora Simpson was a woman who looked and was youthful. Out in all weathers clad in loose-fitting slacks and white sneakers, the red of her Arran cardigan could be glimpsed like some exotic Nomadic bloom amidst the foliage, or blossoming suddenly at the top of a ladder, hooked somewhat precariously to the gutters of the house. She had her own set of plumbing rods, something was always getting stuck in the drains for she was a good cook but a careless housekeeper.

She took pride in never having to call in outside help, delighted in tackling what was regarded as the preserves of the experts. Nothing seemed beyond her. Then one afternoon while she was down the garden building a bonfire with the help of the neighbouring Rooney boys, her house was robbed and vandalised.

Among life’s big traumas Flora rated the burglary as the most disturbing since she had come across her father slumped dead in the rockery, his face pressed deep in the grape hyacinths. She had doubted she would ever get over the shock. Twenty years later the break-in relegated it to a less acute place on her emotional register. Overnight, she aged, began to doubt what formerly she had accepted unquestioningly.


The brazenness of the daylight raid struck Flora with dread. She grew afraid to stay in the house and afraid not to be in it. It was a fear which accompanied her at all times, except perhaps, for a few brief moments in the day.


 When pruning a rose bush she felt almost happy, then anxiety like a grey hood coifed her spirits and she would hasten indoors, a strange dread in her heart and an even stranger dislike, for she doted on the rambling old building in which she had lived all her life.

As the weeks wore on the neglected state of her property drove Flora outdoors again. She stood, her troubled gaze moving past the rusting swing to encompass the tennis court, its demarcation lines concealed beneath the lavish pampas grasses sprung into lushness by unseasonably heavy rains. She found it hard to believe it was not even a month since the eldest Rooney boy had gone over the whole place with the motor mower. In that short space it had turned into a wilderness. Soon it would need a scythe.

In the past Flora remembered her grandfather tackling what was then a meadow covered in thistles and scutch grass. She had watched the sun spark flashes of light off the curved blade as he swung it rhythmically through the tangled vegetation. With his stooped back and wild mop of white hair she had been reminded of Old Father Time in her storybook. ‘What a lot of land we had in those days,’ she thought. ‘At least six times as much as now.’

‘What am I saying?’ the old lady said jealously, ‘Ten...twelve times!’ It came to her that the meadow her grandfather had cut that day was in all probability the site on which the Rooney’s house now stood. She fancied she saw her grandfather swinging the scythe in the Rooney’s front garden and then she was standing on her own tennis court reducing all around her with the same easy movement. Of course, over time the scythe would have become dull, possibly rusty.

She took a half-step in the direction of the sheds and her foot sank in a runnel created by an overflow from the brimming rockery. Moisture from her hair – she had been standing longer than she realised – dripped on to her neck. All at once that state of trembling indecision caught up with her, revealing all too clearly what she never would have believed possible in the past, her own limitations.

 Flora’s strong face changed into a blob of defeat as she gazed at the waterlogged lawn, the beds of sodden dahlias and stringy clusters of marigolds. She was seized by an unaccountable dread. Giddily, she turned and began a leaden journey to the back door. The arched trellis loomed in her path. The petals on a single perfect rose loosened and fell as she blundered slowly past. Upturned flower pots sent flying by recent gales littered the ground. She kicked against them in her panic. Then she was at the door, stabbing the key in the lock. Inside she drew all the bolts and went to sit and tremble.

It was Mrs. Rooney who eventually persuaded Miss Simpson to have a burglar alarm installed.

‘You can’t go on like this,’ she said, finding her collapsed in a chair, staring vapidly. It was another of those days when Flora saw no point in making an effort. ‘It will be expensive but what use is your money when you’re dead,’ she said cheerily. ‘As I always say, we might as well spend it when we can.’

Flora looked at Mrs. Rooney and wondered who it was who had money. Surely not herself. True, she had a number of ornaments and silver left to her by her parents but she doubted they would fetch much money on today’s market. Surely not Mrs. Rooney herself, living with her six children in a poky house, or her husband who had a job in the County Council.

She opened her mouth wanting to be put straight on this point but Mrs. Rooney rushed on, intent on disposing of someone’s wealth – whoever it was – as quickly as possible. ‘I’ll make enquiries,’ she insisted, ‘No trouble. None at all.’


Before long two young men were trooping all over Flora Simpson’s house, sounding windows and jotting measurements. They offered her an inertia sensor system which covered the perimeters and was activated by as little as a knock on the window.


 There would be an interior siren, they promised, with personal attack buttons at strategic spots. Flora listened attentively. The whole thing sounded complicated and expensive but she nodded weakly, in no condition to disagree.

Despite the mess and inconvenience she derived a certain consolation from their presence. She made them pots of tea and was encouraged to venture outdoors to clip back the Virginia creeper and gather in bunches of scented herbs for her cookpot. The alarm took three days to install.

When the men were gone she stood in the small alcove under the stairs and stared in awe at the winking control panel. She was reminded of a military phrase of her father’s. Action stations! ‘Go on, girl,’ he urged at her elbow. ‘Don’t stand dawdling. Man the defences!’

She cleared the screen and turned a switch. The staccato warning bleated endlessly. She went to make tea. In the kitchen she placed the kettle on the Aga and sat down. The hot plate sizzled companionably. Her veined lids drooped and she fell into a pleasant doze.

‘Aah!’ Flora awoke with a start. The alarm bell was thundering away outside. Flustered she got to her feet and found herself surrounded by thick fog. ‘Help,’ she moaned pitifully. She stumbled to remove the burned out kettle before fleeing from the horror lurking behind the curtainless windows. The heavily condensed glass offered a clue but all she could see were a cluster of faces menacing her through stretched nylon.

In the hall she crouched, hands to her ears, assaulted by waves of tumultuous sound. Until on a lowered, though no less insistent, note another bell impinged upon her awareness and she tottered to the front door.

Mrs. Rooney stood on the step, her face flushed with concern, ‘Are you all right, Miss Simpson?’ she shouted above the din. ‘We heard the alarm.’

Unable to reply, Flora clung to the door knob, her head nodding as though attached by wires to the vibrating bell. Mrs. Rooney crossed the threshold purposefully and turned off the alarm. In the absence of noise, the old lady’s dog could be heard in a frenzy of barking at the far side of the wall.

Flora came to life. ‘They came back,’ she gabbled. ‘Like I knew they would.’ Her stuttering tongue exposed to Mrs. Rooney’s sane gaze the phantoms which kept tireless watch in the shrubbery, intent on stealing her few remaining treasures. ‘Three of them... maybe more.’ In the aftermath of fear her mood became boastful.

Mrs. Rooney’s stolid features registered admiration. ‘Well, I never!’ she said at last. ‘Lucky you have that alarm.’ Her wondering gaze took in the laocoon of wires and sensors over the doors and windows. ‘Well... there’s no denying you’re safer here than Fort Knox.’


In the following weeks, Flora Simpson’s alarm continued to go off at regular intervals. Sometimes her dog was the culprit – since Judy had discovered she’d only to jump against the basement window to activate the alarm, she was constantly setting it off – at other times there was no discernible reason.


The trilling sound became as familiar in the neighbourhood as church bells on Sunday and Mrs. Rooney answered it just as faithfully. ‘You never know,’ she got in the habit of saying. ‘It might be genuine.’

One evening Mr. Rooney replaced his wife on Miss Simpson’s doorstep. ‘The missus sent me, just in case,’ he explained, when after a precautionary peep through the side window, the old woman admitted him.

It was nice having a man in the house again, Flora thought, watching him going about, sounding doors and windows, even looking into the darkened conservatory, something she would never have dared herself.

‘This could be your trouble,’ he said, drawing her attention to a loose sensor on the pantry window. He stuck it back on with glue while she made a cup of tea and showed him her brother Hubert’s medal, awarded posthumously in the Second World War.

On leaving Mr. Rooney said, ‘Mind you lock the door after me, Miss Simpson,’ and waited on the step until she’d shot the bolts. Flora appreciated that.

Another night it was the Rooney boys who answered her summons. She opened the door to find the eldest boy slouched outside; behind him, his younger brother. Flora snatched the pair of them over the threshold.

‘Quickly,’ she shouted in a state of high excitement., slamming and locking the door in one violent movement. ‘They are at the back!’ she cried, as though addressing the multitudes. Her voice sounded strangely in her own ears, her heart raced beckoning her on. She scooped up a bunch of keys, ‘We must search the house.’ Again it was a stentorian command.

The Rooney boys followed her, the elder with a faintly incredulous look, the younger wholeheartedly caught up in Flora’s drama. In the hall, he plucked what had been her father’s best umbrella out of the stand and flourished it vigorously.

‘Excellent,’ Flora approved, recognising a kindred spirit.

Travelling from room to room, unlocking doors on furniture and emotions unexposed in twenty years, the reason for the search was temporarily forgotten as she experienced little frissons of nostalgia and remorse. With a cry of ownership she rescued a pair of suede gloves from the jumble on a bed and pulled them on, beating the palms free of dust. A moment later she seized upon a china shepherdess.

‘Is that where you had got to?’ she exclaimed as to an old friend. ‘They were a pair,’ she explained, taking it with her

 ‘I get a lot of homework,’ the older boy complained.

‘Here, take the keys,’ Flora made amends.

She followed him into her parent’s room. In a crepe-de-chine tea dress her mother lurked in the gloom. For a heart-stopping moment Flora waited for her to speak. ‘How foolish,’ she sighed, backing away.

She motioned to the boy and he turned the key, locking the past firmly in its place. From behind an ornamental Japanese screen on the landing Hubert swooped with a wild yell. Flora’s knees buckled. With painful intensity she clasped the shepherdess to her skittering heart. What an aggravating boy! She would almost certainly tell father. Then she saw the younger Rooney boy enjoying his joke.

‘Sorry,’ he grinned unrepentantly.

 Boys, Flora supposed, remained the same.

Downstairs again, she got out the lemonade and chocolate biscuits. ‘So no burglars after all,’ she announced almost gaily. ‘Have another,’ she tipped the tin generously. ‘I know what big appetites boys have,’ though long ago she would never have conceded any such thing when it applied to Hubert and herself.

‘We’ve got to be going,’ the older boy poked his brother.

‘Oh, must you?’ Flora’s face fell. She had an inspiration. ‘Do you play draughts?’ she asked. ‘There’s a box somewhere about.’


November began and frost reduced the dahlias overnight to blackened spectres. Mrs. Rooney sat once more in Miss Simpson’s drawing room watching her pour the inevitable cups of tea which rounded off each rescue mission.


‘Such devotion,’ Mrs. Rooney said, assuming a sentimental expression as she gazed at Flora’s dog. ‘Judy again,’ the old woman had greeted her at the door as though it were a cause for celebration.

‘Cupboard love,’ chided Flora, flicking a proprietary finger along the terrier’s rough coat. ‘Bad girl,’ she scolded, rewarding her with a biscuit. The terrier snuffled at the fallen crumbs, her muzzle leaving a dark stain on the pale rug. ‘It’s always dear Judy during the day,’ Flora smiled. ‘Such a relief when you think of it.’ Her look became faraway as she thought of her attackers, just lying in wait.

‘I expect you keep Judy in at night,’’ Mrs. Rooney ventured to suggest, her face assuming the expression of one struggling with a new and radical thought.

‘Oh, yes,’ Flora agreed, gladly letting go of night time horrors. She sipped her tea and experienced pleasure at the prospect of lifting the dahlias that afternoon. She was no longer, she realised, burdened by the prospect of so many jobs outstanding, seeing them now as challenges and she had always loved a challenge.

 ‘I’d best be going,’ Mrs. Rooney waited deferentially for her hostess to guide her back through the mine of glass and chinaware. ‘Quite her old self again,’ she reported back to her husband. ‘Like a child with a new toy. You wouldn’t know her. And if you heard her language. ‘Action stations’ and ‘Man the defences’ whatever that means.’

‘Military terms,’ said Mr. Rooney knowledgeably. ‘She comes of army folk.’

‘Oh, I see,’ said Mrs. Rooney, relieved. ‘I thought she might be going a bit queer on top. If you ask me, that alarm’s changed her life. Given her peace of mind, just like I said it would.’

Peace of mind! Flora Simpson’s feelings bordered on a kind of godlike exaltation, nothing so passive as mere peace of mind. She stood at the window gazing out. Through the trees on her domain she saw the lights of the neighbouring houses twinkling distantly. A sense of community enveloped her. ‘We not me,’ she thought companionably.

Then her feudalistic upbringing reasserted itself and she fell to imagining how she must appear to her neighbours. Her brain threw into relief against the night sky what she now saw as the ‘great’ house, with its Ionic columns and domed porch.

 Over all she conjured up a flashing orange light and a stupendous clanging bell summoning them to support their lady in her hour of need. Too fanciful! She sighed and turned away.

Now where should the attack come from tonight, she wondered. The back or the front? But first to man the defences. Her skin shivered deliciously as she heard the staccato warning beat. In the pantry she lifted the window latch as though to let in some air. ‘Nineteen...twenty,’ she sighed, and wantonly dropped it.

Gratifyingly, a slave to her whim, the siren and bell exploded into simultaneous clangorous life.

Flora trotted animatedly from room to room. She took down the lemonade, opened the biscuit tin and laid within easy reach the dominoes, the draught board and chess set. As an afterthought, she added her brother’s military decoration and then, considering that she had catered for all tastes from the youngest to the eldest of the Rooneys, she went out to meet her rescuers.





Milkshake

The last time I gave birth my labour seemed shorter, less acute than any that had gone before but mercifully such details are blurred. Since then in my dreams I’ve experienced the birth process over and over again but with one difference, my child always lives. The boy is handsome, articulate too. You’ve never heard anything like the wisdom that comes from his lips. Only a few hours old and he expatiating like Solomon on every subject under the sun. That the doctor and nurse are impressed is plain to see. ‘Truly amazing!’ they say. ‘Not at all what you’d expect from...’ leaving unsaid what’s in their minds. But in my own I complete it for them. Not what you’d expect from seeds planted so late in life. Never mind, I think. Maybe I’ll hold on to this one. But alas, with the dawn’s first cold kiss on the windowpane he goes the way of all the others.


The dreams are my one consolation, filling me with new kinds of hope, new belief that there might be, no, shall be, a happy ending to my quest for the perfect child. Irrational you might think to base so much on a feeling of physical wellbeing in the aftermath of what is, after all, merely a dream.

True, after they had delivered me of my child, after they had scrubbed my insides out and left me squeaky clean, I was sunk in a slough of despond. My arms with nothing to hold, my body plundered. As the luminous fragility of early morning light displaced the sleepless hours of darkness despair entered my soul. Before long the ward maids came clattering in, carrying pails of milk for the nursing mothers, their ear-splitting cry, ‘Milk for the breasties’ one more cruel reminder of my loss and causing the demented woman in the adjoining bed to stir fretfully beneath her blanket. She, likewise pipped at the post with the delivery of her stillborn child, added her lamentations to mine. She was not long arrived in the country. I knew this because we had shared an alcove in the emergency department for some hours when she had raved of ambush and treachery.

In the struggle to give birth her hair had escaped from its frizzed loops and snaked Medusa-like across the pillow. Her skin was deeper than the deepest café au lait with the deceiving sheen sometimes seen in tubercular patients or on the skins of thoroughbreds. In her sleek plumpness Rosa brought to mind a dark feathered, full-breasted, bird slowly fattening for the Christmas market; strange in one who had so recently fled from a ravaged, war-torn zone. Concealed under a rick of hay Rosa had been smuggled out of that troubled city whose new laws were dictated by the controlling Ubermenschen. Travelling across the plains she found asylum with two British doctors, a husband and wife team. Hence her fair knowledge of English. In the home of her protectors she had passed the months of her pregnancy, opening doors to patients. Until impressed by her intelligence the married medics began sharing their knowledge, teaching her to sterilise instruments and to seam torn flesh with catgut. And all the while she carried out her duties her bump increasing so gradually it might have been inflated by single, spaced-out puffs of air.

That was my own interpretation inspired by her poetic, not always inaccurate, use of our confusing language. From Rosa’s own account she was happy and well cared for as she serenely awaited the emergence of her child. Until one unsuspecting day her past had relentlessly overtaken her forcing her to flee that comparative haven and take refuge in our green isle. That the child she carried was not her first conception came as a shock. Somehow I’d envisaged her as the virginal victim of some brutal, late-night marauding patrol. I’d imagined her carrying that first fruit snugly in the sling of pelvic muscle, until the moment when her contorted limbs and heaving breath brought her to the final panting expulsion of an infant who had not lived to register vocal appreciation of his mother’s supreme birth-giving act.

 But this was not the case.

 Rosa revealed that she had already given birth to three healthy children, all of them girls and all sired by different partners, confiding in me her sorrow that the child the fates had seen fit to deliver stillborn had been a boy. She laid no claim to have wedded any of the fathers, affirming only that each one had made good babies. In my own quest for good baby-makers I too, had favoured the best of healthy young males none of whom exhibited any visible disability. But in every instance once conception occurred, doubts set in convincing me of the existence of some hidden genetic disorder and compelling me, regardless of pain, to root out what had been so hopefully planted. Better sure than sorry has ever been my way of thinking. And yet at no time my sufferings so intense, so extreme that they could not be eased by contemplation of that perfect, as yet unborn, dream child of mine.

In those bereft hours Rosa and I were joined closer than any set of Siamese twins, linked by our common bond of sorrow. The ward women, you could tell, were moved by our plight, if unsure which of us deserved sympathy the most. Even Sadie, round-the-clock feeder of strapping twin boys, found time to slosh milk on cornflakes for the traumatised refugee. ‘Human, ain’t she? Even if she’s black,’ doubtfully defending her Samaritan act before the jeering milk maids.

 ‘Sister says yer to get outa bed if yer rainbow-coloured,’ their only response, as they clattered off yodelling their obscene cry.

Sister Luke said other things. ‘Don’t brood,’ she advised. ‘Keep your minds and your hands busy.’ Hands I understand. An extra pair can be useful where busyness abounds. But my mind now has never been anything but active. But it was to Rosa after all that she spoke. Only later she uttered to me in private the dispiriting, cryptic remarks which in essence denied the existence of my stillborn children. ‘There was no baby, dear. Not this time nor before. Believe me now, Mary, when I say there never was any baby.’

All of which thoroughly cast me down. May God forgive her for saying such terrible things and denying me the hope of ever producing my perfect child, my dream child, as if he had no right to life.

 As for Rosa, she became cheered enough to dance for us, her straining bodice showing signs she was lactating, twin constellations in the Milky Way. On proud stamping feet she belaboured an invisible tambourine, ululating plaintively, while all about her the women applauded her wild dervish. Following the success of this performance they made Rosa their special pet and she became a familiar sight with outstretched hand, trudging from bed to bed, ‘For the love of Jesus,’ she’d beseech, showing her gold fillings in an earnest grin, ‘Please, for the love of Jee-sus!’

When she ran little errands for them they rewarded her with small coins from the change; Sadie, mother of the insatiable twins, and other nursing mothers, her best customers. ‘Pretty Rosy-Posy,’ they praised and ‘Romany Rose’ although no one could say for sure where she had been born. She could equally have hailed from Lithuania or, further still, Estonia. But it pleased them to be gracious.

Ah, beware the fickle favour of the mob. Even then her star was in its descent. Sister Luke, always short of nurses, gave her little jobs to do. On discovering that Rosa could take temperatures and keep ward charts, talents learned under the tutelage of the DoctorDocs, Rosa no longer trudged from bed to bed in subservient attitude but with authority. When singled out once again for her dextrous use of a hypodermic syringe, the mood in the ward grew spiteful and the women dubbed her Rosa Klebb. Gleefully, the hospital orderlies took it up, even old death’s head, the porter, whose idea of fun was visiting the morgue, cackled moistly at the joke.

Men can be very cruel but then so can women. Putting poor lactating Rosa in a ward full of new mothers and she with no infant of her own. At night the sight of Rosa in penitential position tearfully expressing her milk into the bath – so much creamy liquid spouting from those swollen coffee-coloured breasts – moved me strangely and inspired a dream in which all of us, women and children, were drowning in great vats of milk. Only dream child and I managed to escape. This I felt was a good omen and so I told Sister Luke but still she continued to deny all that I had endured. Ah, but what does she know of sorrow and suffering for once you have set your sights on the perfect child no other will do.

 All too quickly Rosa lost her bloom and the sheen faded from her skin. She might have been merely pining for the men who made good babies but I blamed the malice of the ward. Alas, the situation turned out to be more crucial for Rosa’s decline stemmed not from persecution but guilt.

‘I have done a bad, bad thing,’ she sobbed, when I came upon her in her usual penitential position. ‘Jee-sus is punishing me for giving away my babies.’

I knew then what had sent Rosa fleeing into exile. Picture the scene. Her latest baby bought and paid for while still in the womb. With the adoption papers signed and the couple eagerly awaiting delivery of the child Rosa decides too late she wants to keep this one. Escape is her only avenue. Only death, not legalities, had cheated her in the end.

The word soon got around and, in high moral indignation, the ward women refused to allow her near them. They even began calling me names, ‘Dipso’ and ‘Cocaine Mary’. It was the price I knew for having befriended her. Indeed, we might have been half-sisters, Rosa and I, just like her little daughters long since auctioned on the market and gone their separate ways.

In vain was Sister Luke’s appeal on behalf of ‘the poor unfortunate in your midst used and abused all her life,’ for it merely confirmed what they had already suspected, that Rosa was blighted with more than ill-luck and would infect them all. If they only knew what I knew they would have had even greater cause for alarm. But did I warn them? No, I did not, for between me and Rosa existed a certain bond, them I owed nothing.

It all began the night Sadie - dead to the world - slept through the 2 a.m. feed. The twins were all set for a good rumbustious, ward-waking roar when in the gloom a stealthy movement caught my eye, and before long their whinging turned to greedy gusty sighing. Sounds of gratification that I was to hear again and again and always under cover of darkness for Rosa the Wet Nurse took great care to avoid discovery.

Out of loyalty I kept my counsel about her nocturnal activities just as she kept hers about my forays on the drugs cupboard. Let me tell you even if my dream child had been involved I would have acted no differently, been proud even. And that’s saying a lot, watching her hour after hour in the shadows, selflessly nursing those infants in expiation for the sin of selling her babies, maybe herself too.

Now whenever the ward women heap their petulance upon Romany Rose, or grumble about her immoral or unsanitary habits, I tell myself before long they may very well have more to contend with than dirty fingernails or body lice. For the way I see it the various strains coursing through Rosa’s milk are linking the ills afflicting Eastern Europe with those of our small island in the Irish Sea; microscopic and deadly they flow freely along the vast network of tributaries, impartially acquainting the older micro-organisms they encounter with newer, more virulent ones. In this manner that seemingly innocent milkshake continues to spread the malevolent strain which had its origins elsewhere.





Stopover

‘Well, you can fend for yourselves. I’m off to bed,’ the Captain said, almost vindictively. ‘See you at pick-up time.’ He was a small dour man with a lined face and these were the first words of a non-official nature he had addressed to his crew since taking off from the airport that afternoon. He shot towards the hotel lift, toting a case so large it reduced the hostess’s vanity case by comparison to mere doll-size proportions.


 ‘Sociable old bugger,’ the First Officer remarked dispassionately. ‘Must have had a helluva night last night.’

 He and the hostess exchanged rueful, abandoned smiles behind the gold-braided back. Emboldened by the smile, the First Officer said, ‘Care to come out for a drink? I don’t fancy bed this early, do you?’

 The hostess blushed for the ambiguity of his remark and was about to agree that six o’clock was a bit early when he added with a grin, ‘Unless you were planning to wash your hair or something.’

 ‘No, nothing like that,’ she admitted, the clichéd joke releasing her from the paralysing self-consciousness which had begun to creep the minute they were left together. She laughed, showing small even teeth, like a child’s milk teeth. ‘I have no plans. I’d love to come.’

 She was pleased by the suggestion. It was what she had all along envisaged, if not with him, with the airline rep with whom she had gone out once or twice before on overnights, only tonight he was on late duty. Still, one man was as good as another, Anne told herself. Going somewhere, anywhere, on stopovers was what counted.

 Not that Anne had very much experience to date. She was not long on the line, was barely two months out of hostess training school. But before coming away she had heard great reports from the other hostesses about the fun to be had on Birmingham overnights. She had been hoping to visit an ice rink, now she instinctively ruled this out, recognising that it was the kind of thing you did in a crowd, not with just one member of your crew and one you hardly knew at that.

 ‘I’d love to,’ she told him again. She saw that he was nice to look at - brown eyes under straight dark brows, clear skin, a generous mouth. No blemishes that she could see. If she had she would not have gone with him for abnormality of any kind revolted her. She could no more have dated a man with a squint as agreed to marry a man with a hare-lip.

 ‘Great!’ the pilot said in relief, aware that amongst the crews she had a reputation for being something of an ice-goddess. ‘Meet you down here in say... ten minutes?’

 Anne nodded gracious assent and moved towards the lift, her bag slung jauntily on the padded shoulder of her emerald jacket. She was glad now that she had packed her black dress, the one with the keyhole back and shoe-string straps. That dress could take her anywhere, she thought in satisfaction, even to a nightclub. It was a Dior model and cost a week’s salary and flight allowances; already it had more than repaid the money invested in it.

 As she waited for the lift to descend she looked back and saw the pilot lean close to say something funny to the kinky-haired receptionist. At least, Anne presumed it was funny for the girl responded with a great crack of laughter. ‘You randy devil you! I hope your wife knows the kind of perverted mind lurking behind that innocent face of yours.’

 His wife! The hostess got into the lift feeling slight shock at the thought of him having a wife. He looked so young, she thought. Not nearly old enough to be married. But then to be a co-pilot, she reckoned, he would have to be at least twenty-six, which was really quite old enough. Why, she reminded herself knowledgeably, in some Polynesian cultures children as young as twelve were joined in wedlock!

 The hostess was still a virgin; the only twenty-four year old virgin in the airline, Anne sometimes thought, as she listened to the other girls’ gossip. While hers was not a spendthrift nature she did not hoard her virginity with calculated miserliness but, rather, fastidiously preserved it like some pearl of great price. So she liked to believe.

 What Anne deplored was waste. She shuddered when she heard about casual deflowerments in the backs of cars, usually after a night of unwise drinking. It all seemed to her so tatty somehow, an unfair exchange, hardly worthwhile. But above all it lacked romance, surely the cardinal sin.

 It was true that once or twice Anne had been in similar fraught situations herself but no matter how far her passions led her she had always emerged - no, unscathed was not quite the right word - intact would be nearer the mark. Possibly because up to this there had always been some vital factor missing in her amorous encounters. Opportunity and desire had never quite coincided, man and circumstances been compatible. Anne was not unreasonable. Her partner did not have to be an Adonis, merely young and healthy, with no physical defects. Nor was she hankering after the honeymoon suite in a Grade A hotel. Definitely though, a bedroom and fresh, if not scented, sheets were an important adjunct. All constituents present, she told herself, she would yield her pearl without regret. She was not aware of any self-deceit; so far she had not been put to the test.

 In fact Anne was a helpless romantic, hopelessly in love with the idea of romance. In the airline she saw it all about her. It was in the other hostesses’ sparkling engagement rings, the pilots’ gold-braided uniforms. It was too, she considered, in the glittering strung-out rosary of runway lights, the candy-floss clouds close-pressing on the cockpit windows, the wings turned molten silver by shimmering auroras as they climbed up the airways. Even the flightloads of raucous holidaymakers embarking on their chartered forays to Ibiza and Lanzarote held for her a certain enchantment, though admittedly to a lesser degree than the legitimately wedded honeymooners. Discreetly studying their enraptured faces she felt tiny shoots of excitement stab through her as if they were all of them in it together, this conspiracy of romance, she as much as any of them.

 None of this was complete fantasy. From dreaming, breathing, anticipating romance, Anne had created her own romantic aura. With her creamy apple skin, her slender velvet-beribboned neck, her crowning glory of jet-black hair, she managed to suggest to the more artistic amongst her admirers, a work by Romney, perhaps his portrait of a young Emma Hamilton; the others of a literary bent discerned in her a resemblance to Nabokov’s Lolita. So they never tired of telling her. There was a demure, yet provocative quality about Anne’s beauty which prompted such comparisons. And it was not all sham. Despite her seductive appearance Anne was a very virginal girl.

 She showered and changed into the designer dress. With a thrill of anticipation, she looped a cool rope of imitation pearls about her neck, before joining the First Officer in the foyer. Could this be the night?

 ‘All set?’ On his arm Jim carried his pilot’s gabardine, the navy counterpart to her hooded hostess garment and, in which, Anne was convinced she looked like a member of some bilious Klu Klux clan. Not even if Sotuknang sent another Flood, she was fond of pronouncing, would she consent to wear it off-duty. Although invariably uttered with airy insouciance, her mother would have recognised the determined angle of her jaw. Now a trailing length of black chiffon was Anne’s only concession to climate as, throat and arms bare to the night, she left the hot-house atmosphere of the hotel foyer and went with him on to the darkening street.

 They were on their way to a jazz session in the Bull Ring, Jim told her, as they walked along. From two streets away Anne heard a saxophone, the sound soaring true and pure. Drawing near, she nodded in pleased recognition of Basin Street Blues. Already there was a crowd going in the door of the pub. Everything in England, she was discovering, began earlier than at home. Finished earlier too.

 It left you fresher for the main events of the evening, the other hostesses slyly hinted. Just what events Anne had still to find out.

 A new number was racketting away as she followed her pilot inside and queued with him under the pall of smoke mantling the bar.

 ‘Vodka okay for you? ‘ Jim asked, as he handed her a glass of Smirnoff. Anne nodded. She had never tasted it before. She clasped it against the pearl rope and eased herself up on to a stool. Jim wedged himself into a space beside her, standing with his back to the wall.

 All around them couples huddled at tables, their faces contorting in a roar of applause at the commencement of each new number. With an aloof, smiling look, Anne sipped vodka and gazed at the band. For the most part ‘Hump’s Dwarfs’ were great hulking men. They wore tight-fitting pantaloons and short, high-waisted jackets, over which flowed long snowy beards, reminding Anne of Big Claus and Little Claus from Grimm’s fairy tales. She glanced at the First Officer wanting to share this image but philosophically accepted the impossibility of making herself heard.

 ‘They must be sweltering,’ she ventured at last, pressing her lips to his ear when he lowered his head to hear.

 Jim nodded and laughed in agreement. ‘They won’t die of thirst anyway.’ He indicated the tankards lined up behind the bandstand. The musicians mopped their foreheads and, as one man or dwarf, thirstily swigged their beer.

 The leader was balding and rotund. He clapped his hands over his head to announce the start of each new number and to show how happy he was. Maybe that’s his name, Anne thought. Happy! She wondered which were Dopey and Sleepy. Idly, she amused herself by fitting names on them all.

 As the vocalist sang an Ottilie Patterson number Anne swayed with half-closed lids and drooping shoulder strap. Every so often Jim lifted it, almost reverently, into place. It became a ritual to which Anne looked forward and even to precipitate, hunching one smooth shoulder. She shivered each time his questing fingers brushed her skin.

 ‘You’ll go another,’ he suggested, observing with satisfaction that the ice was melting.

 ‘What? Another wodka?’ Anne exclaimed in tipsy surprise as it appeared with astonishing regularity in front of her. She was silent in her calculations as Jim battled once more to the bar. Four, she reckoned, or was it five?

 By the time the dwarfs were trumpeting out their last number ‘The world is waiting for the Sunrise’ she had drunk two more of the same and was seeing Hump’s Dwarfs in triplicate (all twenty-one of them), white beards galore, waving and jigging like mad through a fog of grey, beardlike smoke. She giggled and squinted over her hand but still saw an inordinately large number of them.

 The leader gave his little rubber-ball bounce, clapped all six of his fat little hands over his bulbous heads, expanded sideways into three times himself, and the jazz session was over for the night.

 In the vault of the heavens diamond chips stabbed an indigo sky before swooping down without warning.

 ‘Feeling okay?’

 The cold air afforded Anne temporary respite. ‘Never better,’ she cried. ‘Great jazz, wasn’t it?’ She heard her slurry drunken laugh with horror. From tilting concrete she examined the swooping stars in wonder, blinked in awe when on a length of elastic they snapped neatly back into place. ‘God’s in His heaven and all’s right with the world,’ she intoned piously.

 ‘You’re squiffy!’ Jim laughed with quiet amusement as he hauled her up; his hands, sensuously shaping the contour of her hips, were at once lingering and possessive.


‘Had a good evening, ducks?’ Arms akimbo, the receptionist watched their uneven progress across the foyer. ‘My, aren’t you the Bluebeard,’ she chided the First Officer admiringly.


 ‘You ain’t seen nothing yet,’ Jim joked back at her. From their nook beside the bar the elderly residents registered disapproval. The First Officer felt the additional weight as he supported Anne into the lift. ‘Now we’ve really given them something to talk about,’ he predicted with rueful accuracy.

 ‘Sad lot!’ Anne wrote them off gaily, but with an inward shudder. How terrible to be old and ugly and unloved, she thought, condemned to finish out life in a boring vacuum. Suddenly it became imperative to avail herself of every moment, worthwhile or otherwise. She grew cunning as they got out of the lift and staggered against him, pretending to an even greater degree of insobriety.

 Jim chuckled, confirmed in his earlier opinion that the ice was, indeed, melting. They lurched along the corridor, their progress further impeded by Anne’s giggling insistence on soft-shoe shuffling every blossom on the sprigged carpet.

 In the bedroom she was momentarily daunted by the vast double bed, but the snowy innocence of the bánin bedspread reassured her and she giggled as the pillows plumped to meet her.

 ‘What we need is food,’ Jim suggested.

 When he was gone the room was full of echoes, the walls had a tendency to rush in on her. She stared dreamily at the ceiling, imagining a very long paintbrush in her hand as she traced satyrs and nymphs on the virgin surface. It was the way her thoughts were turning. He was back.

 The hot charcoaled meat went straight to Anne’s gut. She ate with dainty greed, chip after chip, but he was finished long before her and balled the greasy paper deftly into the waste-basket.

 ‘Not bad after six wodkas,’ he teased, loosening his tie. She pouted, still embarrassed by her slip. ‘Order breakfast, will you.’

 ‘It’s too late,’ Anne hazarded.

 ‘Try them!’ He stretched his length beside her.

 Languidly she lifted the receiver. ‘Hello there,’ she began, ‘We... that is I would like...’ The First Officer sniggered and she pulled a bold face at him, holding down her top lip with kitten teeth. ‘...to order breakfast.’

 ‘Room number?’ the night porter asked with cold enquiry. Anne hesitated.

 ‘Two-twenty,’ Jim supplied.

 ‘Continental brekkie or yummy bacon and sausage?’ Anne giggled.

 ‘Kindly put the gentleman on!’ The voice barked. ‘Like ruddy alley cats!’ he was heard to remark. Jim gave his order soberly and replaced the phone.

 ‘I suppose he thought we were in bed together.’ Anne’s voice was defiant.

 ‘He wouldn’t be far wrong.’

 Anne blushed. When Jim pushed her back on the pillow she responded with a fierceness which surprised them both, permitting, if not actually encouraging, his hand which had insinuated itself inside her dress. The straps fell away. She felt herself floating, dissolving in his grasp. ‘Wait!’ he checked her passion.

 When Jim turned back he held something half-concealed in his hand. Anne stared with puzzled eyes. It had the deceptive innocence of the scented hand freshners on the inflight mealtrays. As he tore at the tinfoil she realized her mistake.

 Under his busy fingers his member grew taut and was tautly enclosed. Anne was conscious of shock as she saw his hand. He had no left thumb. It was a tuberous growth, squashed and inert, against the straining rubber. Loathing and amazement grew in equal proportion but she was unable to look away. She was at a loss to know how he had managed to conceal it from her. She possessed a sixth sense about such things. He completed his preparations and urgently turned to her, kissed her eyelids, pressed against her.

 Anne did not know how to extricate herself, her mind paralysed by panic. In some dim recess of her mind the obligation of six vodkas weighed heavily. In her rigid embrace Jim thought he knew the reason. He reached a hand and extinguished the light.

 With the rushing darkness his deformity ballooned to monstrous proportions in Anne’s mind. She saw it sitting malevolently on her breast, nesting in her thighs. The vodka rose like a hot fetid spring to her throat and she thrust him violently from her.

 Jim let her go. Perhaps he had never really believed in his ability to make it with the ice-goddess. And then she was off the bed and crashing despairingly into furniture and walls, like some ungainly trapped bird, in an effort to get back to her own room before adding further shame to the evening.

 Hanging over the toilet bowl, weakly staring into a froth of orange zabaglione-like puke, she was even able to make a little joke of it. Saved by the sick! Funny, she mused, despite the sobering experience drink had turned out to be her salvation. Once again she had escaped intacta. She felt reprieved.

 She looked in the mirror and her tragic eyes detected some indefinable change. She was no longer a Romney but a Goya, she decided, her dreamy gaze settling on a crocheted antimacassar adorning the chair-back. The Maja?

With a flourish she draped it low on her forehead entranced by her reflection. Not an entirely wasted evening, she decided, turning away at last to begin the ritual of bedtime. After all, doing something, anything, on stopovers was what counted!




It Could Only Happen In Nerja

Three girls away on holiday together worked out better than two, especially when one was disappearing off all the time as Millie was. In the beginning her friends Carol and Sandy put it down to being away from home and parental supervision but were soon attributing it instead to the magical atmosphere of the Spanish place they were staying in, to the languid impulses inspired by the hot Andelusian sun. Both had to admit its power was working on them too, at times making them act in an uninhibited, even irresponsible fashion so very different to their usual more moderate behaviour.


And then one morning, after a hectic night disco dancing, Sandy found herself rudely shaken awake and, struggling up through the layers of paralyzing sleep, opened her eyes to find Carol leaning over her with a worried expression. “Please, please wake up, Sandy,” she was begging. “Millie didn’t come home last night. Look! Her bed hasn’t been slept in.”

 Sandy reared up to peer blearily at Millie’s bed and then at the clock, before collapsing back on the pillow. “For heaven’s sake!” she groaned. “It’s not yet seven.” desiring nothing more than to be allowed go back to sleep. But Carol insisted she sit up and discuss the situation, not relenting until Sandy had put her legs over the side of the bed, and only then going into the tiny kitchenette to make them coffee.

‘This is serious,” Carol said solemnly. “Anything could have happened to her.”

Sandy did not take such a gloomy view but as the hours passed and there was still no sign of the returning Millie she began to be worried too. By ten o’clock they were both of them in the panics.

“Nothing for it but to go to the police,” Carol decided, pulling on her shorts and running a comb through her unruly hair. “Get a move on, San, no time to be lost.”

Ready at last, they were about to go below when they heard the street door banging and Millie came slowly, tiredly up the stairs, merely waving a languid hand at them before going on into the apartment.

At once, the others rushed after her crying, “Millie, we were so worried about you. Are you all right?”

 “Why wouldn’t I be?” Falling on to the bed, Millie was asleep before they could put any more questions to her.

Twice more that week Millie stayed away from the apartment all night, not returning until the sun was high in the sky and the lizards running over the terra-cotta tiles. “What’s this? The Spanish Inquisition,” she demanded, when they fussed over her, anxious for some sort of explanation. Where had she been, what had she been doing?

“Honestly, the pair of you are worse than my mother,” she exploded, pulling the sheet irritably over her head and lying still, wanting only to catch up on her sleep.

“Isn’t she the limit?” Carol sighed in frustration, and Sandy threw up her eyes to heaven, grabbed her sunhat and towel and headed for the beach, determined not to miss any more of the glorious sunshine.

The truth of it was that since the evening Millie had wandered into his disco in the arcade, José Luis had been giving her a big rush. Earlier in the holiday she had fallen hard for Pierre, a muscular life-guard she had met on the Burriana Beach, but the nightclub owner had quickly replaced him in her affections and now Spain was clearly winning hands down over France.

 The Spaniard was the perfect foil for Millie’s fair prettiness, a robust young man with fine dark eyes, a mop of lustrous black curls and a permanent five o’clock shadow on his thrusting chin. A truly masculine, hirsute man. “One really hot guy,” agreed Sandy and Carol when they eventually met him, instantly charmed by his courteous manners, his flattering habit of kissing their hands and murmuring “¡Bellisima!” which naturally pleased them. So this was the guy monopolising all their friend’s waking hours, they mused, admiring and envious by turn.

 It was the girls’ first time to Spain, indeed their first time abroad. All three were art students and eager to fraternise with the olive-skinned youths they encountered in the discos, or lounging about the cafes in the town square; Millie, perhaps the most eager of all. From the beginning she made no secret of the fact that she was susceptible to the Mediterranean male and might even marry one some day; if she met the right one, she airily stipulated, but without any real intention of giving up her freedom for a very long time yet.

 The others, her bosom friends since kindergarten, were familiar with Millie’s often expressed pre-nuptial ambitions which ranged from climbing the Pyrenees and painting them at first light, to learning Japanese calligraphy, and perhaps the most challenging of all (and which they were most in sympathy), of seeing her paintings hanging in the Royal Hibernian Academy.

 The trio were sojourning for the month of August in the Costa del Sol by courtesy of their indulgent parents. They had chosen Nerja, or to be precise Millie had, her fancy captured by all that she had ever read about El Balcon de Europa as well as the many pictures she had pored over, infatuated by its sweeping coastline and panoramic views. It sounded ideal, the other two agreed. And so it turned out to be.

 From the first moment of setting foot on Iberian soil Millie had been their natural spokeswoman, confidently bargaining (in atrocious Spanish) with the conserja of Los Patios Apartamentos for a better rate, exerting her charm (which was considerable) on the woman’s husband and sons so that they would more readily carry the easels and other bulky paraphernalia up the narrow stone stairs to the apartment.

On settling in and getting to know their immediate neighbours, a Chinese businessman who kept everyone awake into the small hours playing honky-tonk music and two serious-looking Spanish youths who worked in a local Cambio, Millie led them confidently through the town in search of amusement, much as she had done during their first months at the art college when she had rapidly become the leading light of all the student parties and rags.

 That first week they had roamed the town, absorbing the foreign scents and sounds, and pausing often in the open-air cafes over coffees and sketch-pads to capture the pulsing life about them. Millie’s talent lay in portraiture and she made dramatic use of charcoal and pastels, inspiring one doting senora to offer payment for an enchanting sketch of her little daughter.

“¡Ole! This will put Vino on the table,” Millie gloated, anticipating the generous fee coming her way. Good as her word, she returned to the apartment triumphantly brandishing a bottle.

 When, after a few days, the girls changed location to the Burriana Beach, Millie’s brief romance with Pierre blossomed and died, Sandy enjoyed a fling with an American engineering student travelling through Nerja on a college grant, and Carol survived a traumatic two-day relationship with a Swedish poet who, at the end of it, took her gold watch along with her virginity.

 Despite such distractions they worked dedicatedly, even with flair, and at the start of their second week took time off to make the hot and dusty bus journey some fifty kilometres distant to the capital of Malaga and there, to see their first bullfight.

“I don’t think I want to see this,” Sandy shuddered when the first bull came charging into the arena but stayed, nevertheless, fascinated to the end, peeping fearfully through her fingers until with a final showy flourish the last bull was dispatched.

As was to be expected it was a dramatic and gory spectacle – six bulls in toto were killed that day – and after it, (though they could not know it) they had produced their best work of the entire holiday while still under the wildly disturbing influence of the corrida. From every corner and sill of their apartment proud matadors in their suits of blue and silver bravely unfurled magenta and yellow muletas, causing the conserja when she called with her hot-eyed sons in attendance, to vigorously applaud their efforts.

 “¡Espléndido!’’ she exclaimed over the vivid paintings.

 “¡Ayee! Espléndido!” softly repeated the sons, gazing calf-eyed at the girls.

 Their feverish burst of creativity left them exhausted and for a time the girls downed brushes, themselves too, and lay dizzy and lethargic in the blossom-scented courtyard. During this recharging period Millie met her Spanish Waterloo in the shape of José Luis, and fell instantly under his spell, causing her friends to marvel at how quickly she had forgotten Pierre, and to wonder just how long this particular infatuation would last.

 But Millie was untroubled by such unromantic considerations. She was enjoying herself far too much, bubbling over with irrepressible good spirits which male adoration inevitably produced in her, and by the same token when suffering the lack of it, the grim opposite was true. This Sandy and Carol could readily attest to, having more than once been at the butt-end of her capricious humour.

So now they suffered her raptures glad at least that she was no longer behaving so secretively, knowing they would not have to endure her euphoria for too long, not if the past was anything to go by. Inevitably, José Luis would be given his walking papers, like all the others; the thought causing them a certain amount of regret for he was one really nice guy, they both agreed, Millie’s best so far.

 “Not only hot but decent and sincere,” Sandy approved. “Lovely manners too.”

 Carol nodded, having learned from her disillusioning experience with the poet that such virtues were to be rated higher than honeyed words. “Oh, yes!” she agreed enthusiastically. “José Luis is a gentleman.”

 He was indeed, and according to Millie much more besides. So she told her friends at every opportunity, when she wasn’t busily telling him. Not only was he muy simpatico but he was also affectionate, witty, generous to a fault, and what was even more striking (considering the language barrier) intuitively tuned in to what she was about to say, even before she knew it herself.

“Truly miraculous,” they indulgently agreed, and began again regretfully speculating on how many more days it could possibly last...three, four? Even less, as it turned out.

After one more blissful day and night Millie and José Luis were estranged. Being Millie she involved them at once in the broken romance, storming into the apartment that evening at half-past ten (an unusually early hour for one more used to coming back at dawn) and made her announcement as dramatically as she knew how.

“It’s over! Caput! Finished! Don’t ever mention his name to me again!”

 What it was all about neither Sandy nor Carol could make out, merely that the lovers had foundered on the rock of Millie’s obstinacy, but which rock she was never to make clear. To be honest, Millie wasn’t absolutely sure herself.

 It seemed that one minute they had been kissing, the next in the middle of a row, frightening in its intensity and apparently sparked off by something she had said about spending the night (which was half-over anyway) in his apartment. “It is most improper for you to be here at all,” he had told her with a severe primness which at first drew her laughter and then her anger, all the more since it had never seemed to bother him before. But when she reminded him of this he refused to listen, marching up and down the room, (looking so broodingly romantic that Millie was temporarily diverted into reaching for her sketch-pad) and saying with terrible scowling emphases.

“No one, but no one, must point the finger at my novia.”

It was the only clue the girls had. It seemed that Millie, like Caesar’s wife, must be above reproach. Amusing, they agreed, but rather sweet too. After all, it showed that he respected her and, more importantly still, had honourable intentions. But Millie railed against what she saw as the Spaniard’s presumption, his overriding possessiveness, his manipulative and chauvinist manner. The list was endless.

“But Millie, surely you’re going to give him another chance,” Sandy implored in distress. Even Carol fully supported this view although usually prosaic in such matters, stoutly maintaining if a fling was over it was over! At the same time Carol had often wondered if the Swede had not stolen her gold watch whether she would have given him up so easily. But now it was Millie, not herself, on trial so she said firmly, “Sandy’s right. You must give him the benefit of the doubt.”

 “Not on your life” Millie frowned. “He had his chance and he blew it!”

Nothing either of them said could change her mind. José Luis had been judged and found wanting. For hours the girls sat up fortifying themselves on Spanish brandy and curiously mulling over the Spanish temperament which could blow so hot and then so cold. No longer was José Luis seen to be simpatico but two-faced and conniving. All those chicken paellas and champagne and shrimp suppers he had bought her were merely a ploy to worm his way into her affections. Even his intuitive powers, so widely praised in the beginning, were now scornfully discounted.

 And so the subject was hashed and rehashed until the other two, initially all sympathetic attention, began smothering yawns and wistfully eyeing their beds.

 “Oh, hang José,” Millie cried, sensing their slackening interest. “Wouldn’t he be smug if he could see us now?” She heaved herself off the bed and began restlessly prowling the floor, brandy glass lopsidedly held aloft. “My poor little ring,” she suddenly whispered, gazing forlornly at her bare finger. This was the slim gold band José had given her on their second date, placing it tenderly on her finger while whispering passionately “Mi preciosa, mi princesa.” All week she had been calling it her engagement ring but when he had escorted her back to the apartment that night she had dramatically thrown it back at him in the courtyard, affecting not to care whether it had gone into the fountain or landed in some other murky, perhaps, irretrievable spot.

 “We could go down now and search for it,” Sandy suggested, feeling sorry for her. “I’m sure we could find it even in the dark.”

 “Yes, let’s go!” Carol agreed, resigned to no sleep that night.

At once, Millie brightened and the three girls rushed to the courtyard where they darted about like so many cabbage butterflies in their pale night clothes, scrabbling along the ledges of the ground floor apartments and poking their fingers in the gritty soil about the palm trees. Until Sandy’s cry of triumph signalled success.

“Eureka!” she cried, holding it out. “I knew we’d find it.”

 “Brilliant! Oh, thank you, thank you, dear Sandy,” Millie cried humbly, slipping it lovingly back on her finger. “You’re a real friend!” And then she was off back upstairs to celebrate its return with the last of the brandy. Kneeling on the bed she tenderly proposed a toast in much of her old besotted manner, “To Spanish men, and to one in particular - José Luis.”

 “To Spanish men!” echoed Carol and Sandy, exchanging meaningful looks. ‘Oho! Maybe Millie is really serious about this one,’ they mused, in bed at last. ‘He may even be the one!’

 However, if Millie had forgiven José Luis it seemed that he had not forgiven her. The next day came and went without even a glimpse of him. Millie’s mood, which had bordered on the wildly confident, gradually became brittle and don’t-carish. Endless post-mortems took place and there were replays of conversations in which she told him exactly what she thought of him and went through the charade all over again of taking off his ring and flinging it back in his face.

A happy, sunny Millie with everything going her way could at times be hard to bear. An edgy, slighted Millie, while undeniably more humble and inclined to tolerance, was virtually no less difficult to live with. Her friends sighed and exchanged long-suffering looks as they trailed her in and out of the discos, firmly discouraging the advances of the muscular young Spaniards eagerly following in their wake. Better not add any more complications to their lives, they had wearily decided beforehand, generously prepared to put their own love life on hold. “Well, at least,” they amended, “until Millie no longer has need of our support.” After all, it was no big deal. Merely what friends did for each other.

And then, as suddenly as it had flared up, the quarrel was over. José Luis was waiting for them when they got back to the apartment that night full of abject apologies and involved explanations about some family bereavement in Cadiz which had prevented him from calling these past two days on his “preciosa Millee.”

“¡Mi querida! I have missed you. Mucho tiempo,” he whispered, after a polite bow in the girls’ direction, always so courteous. Tactfully, they went on upstairs leaving Millie to him, wondering if she would soon follow or whether she would give José Luis the second chance they had urged.

Thankfully, Millie opted for magnanimity and, after an initial show of coolness, she allowed herself be wooed back to the happy, frivolous Millie of before, José’s name ever on her lips. And now, a day later, she was telling the girls how he was bringing her home to meet his mother, an amazing revelation invoking cries of surprise, quickly turning to envy. Oh lucky, lucky Millie!

Yet, for a girl so favoured, Millie was showing none of the joy associated with so thrilling an event. Even the announcement itself came almost reluctantly from her lips, “He says he wants me to meet his mother,” uttered doubtfully, without any of the usual coy complacency with which she was in the habit of revealing proofs of José Luis’s devotion. And following it with another that was equally out of character. “She’ll probably hate me.”

Not like Millie to denigrate herself. The others smiled in uneasy sympathy.

“Nonsense!’’ they protested. “She’ll adore you.” How could she not! The sight of the dark good-looking Spaniard beside the elegant golden ripeness that was Millie’s could only cause a lump in the throat of any Spanish matron possessing a modicum of sympathy with the desires of her darling son.

“Do you really think so?” Millie seemed in need of reassurance as she listlessly turned her attention to what she would wear. All at once the light-hearted holiday romance begun with only one object in mind, to prove to herself that Pierre was not the only man on her beach, had suddenly taken a turn she had never, except in fun, predicted. For the first time in her confident young life Millie was unsure. The prospect of actually committing herself to a promise of marriage, serious at the best of times and in Spain attended by all the rigid taboos and ancient customs of a patriarchal society, was beginning to daunt her.

What am I letting myself in for, she wondered, as well she might.

They don’t understand, was her next thought, as she regarded her friends’ elated faces with something like hate. All they could see were diamond rings and bridal veils. Admittedly, Millie had already spent quite a considerable amount of time envisaging such things herself. But now, practical rather than romantic aspects of a foreign marriage burdening her spirits, she would have given anything just then to be one of them again, with nothing more challenging planned for that afternoon than a stroll through the town. I’m too young, she thought in panic. I have so many wonderful things to achieve, so many marvellous places yet to see.

“I’ll never be ready.” Now Millie was in a panic over her looks. For some reason she had taken it into her head to wash her already perfect hair. Why, she didn’t quite understand except that she was nervous and to do so always soothed her. Only this time it was not doing its usual magic. Her head was wet for nothing and would never be dry before he came. It’s so unfair, she thought. I should be the happiest girl in the world. But I am really, she silently protested. Or will be when I get more used to the idea. If only José Luis had given me more notice, she fretted, but he hadn’t said a word until that morning when she had met him for their usual coffee and pastry brunch. Oh, but how carefree I was then, mourned Millie, willing back the clock.

“I’ll never be ready,” she said again in despair.

It’s as if she doesn’t want to be ready, the other two thought, uncertain how to react to this strange Millie, so nervy and unsure.

“Put something on for the love of Mike,” Carol, ever practical, instructed. “I’ll lend you my hairdryer.” She went to rummage in her case, emerging a moment later with it in her hand.

“It’s no good, it won’t fit,” Millie groaned, as she tried in vain to push the three-pin plug into the two-pin wall socket, which like everything electrical in the apartment hung by a frayed wire. The others saw that she was right but it was not something any of them had been concerned about until then. Always before, they had allowed the sun to do the work for them.

“What we need is a screwdriver,” Carol said, realizing that the plugs from the table lamp and the hairdryer were interchangeable. She delved in her handbag and, having found what she sought, wiggled ineffectually at the screws with her nail file.

“It’s all hopeless,” cried Millie in tragic accents. She might have been decrying something other than a non-functioning hairdryer.

“José’s here,” warned Sandy, keeping watch on the stair.

“Look, it’s no use,” Millie declared. “I’m not going.”

“But you must!” Sandy was shocked. “His mother’s expecting you.”

“Oh, hang his mother.” Uncharacteristically, Millie burst into tears.

Sandy turned back in embarrassment to block the Spaniard’s way as he arrived in the doorway, reproach in his velvet glance. Almost certainly he had heard.

“Is Millee ill?” José Luis asked in alarm, trying to see beyond into the room.

“I don’t think you should go in,” Sandy weakly advised, remembering how Millie had looked only minutes before, half-naked, water dripping on her neck. But when she put her head round the door she found to her relief that Millie was decently attired in a blue gingham dress and apparently quite recovered from her hysteria.

José brushed impatiently past. “Millee,” he cried. “Mi preciosa, what on earth is the matter?”

Wordlessly, Millie pointed to the hairdryer.

The Spaniard looked from her to it in astonishment.

“My hair is wet,” she told him, as though imparting some great truth. “I was afraid I wouldn’t be ready in time.”

“Is that all?” José Luis was nonplussed. “¡Madre di Dios! I thought it was a serious matter.” He took a penknife from his pocket and, in seconds, had the hairdryer gently buzzing. “My mother is not a gorgon, you know,” he murmured gently, but with a gleam of understanding in his brown eyes. “She will not turn us to stone if we are a minute late.” Reverently, he directed the heat at Millie’s dark gold tresses.

“Oh, you know how it is,” Millie said vaguely, and gave an exaggerated shudder as the hot air blew on her neck. “Ooh, you’re scorching me. Here, let me have that.” With something of her old self-possession she took the dryer out of his hand and firmly pushed him towards the door leading to the balcony.

“Go sit in the sun,” she bossed. “Go on! I’ll be ready in a minute.”

Obediently, the Spaniard allowed himself to be evicted. The other two eyed each other. “Crises over!” whispered Carol in relief, and Sandy nodded tremulously, only glad Millie was herself again.

The Millie who swept out of the apartment on José Luis’s arm some time later, with her gleaming tresses falling silkily to her shoulders, was very much herself again, in control of the situation and her emotions. Her friends warmly waved her off, not unlike parents overseeing the departure of their beloved only child on her very first trip abroad without them. Proud and anxious by turns, wanting only for her safety and happiness. And then, as one, they rushed onto the balcony to watch Millie emerging into the courtyard, and leaning precariously far over the rail to chart her progress up the street with the adoring José Luis in tow. Wistfully, they watched the closely entwined figures until they were out of sight, and then wandered back inside unable to settle to anything, overcome by a sense of anti-climax.

As the afternoon and evening slowly passed they whiled away the hours wandering through the town and nibbling tapas in their favourite bars, all the time wondering how Millie was getting on with José Luis’s mother and speculating on how soon it would be before they heard all about it. “Or how long,” said Sandy, dolefully expressing what was in their minds. “Perhaps she won’t come back at all tonight.”

But they need not have had any fears on that score for the visit had gone very well – fantastically well - and Millie had every intention of returning to the apartment while the memory of her triumph was still fresh, to give them a blow by blow account.

Before that could happen, though, Millie needed to be alone with José Luis and to tell him a few things he was longing to hear. And while she did, the Nerja moon rode the high heavens and cast its luminous light over them as they stood close-pressed together on a promontory overlooking the sea.

What an incredible moon, thought Millie dreamily, nowhere else in all her travels had she ever seen anything to match its brilliance. It was only equalled by the glow she felt in her heart for this tall young Spaniard in whose arms she rested and whose ruby and pearl betrothal ring she now wore proudly on her finger. For since the first approving smile from his mother, the friendly “Holas!” from his sisters and admiring “Guapas!” from his brothers, all of whom subsequently revealed hitherto unsuspected artistic and musical talent, Millie had felt so thoroughly at home with her lover’s family it was as though she had known them all her life; indeed, she was not a little awed by the similarity of their aims and ambitions to her own. And to think she had not realised that her José Luis was an artist in his own right.

‘Come with me, Bella,’ begged his doting mother when Millie had finished sipping the delicious limonada put before her, and leading the way into the sun-lit studio adjoining the patio. There she showed Millie the proofs of her son’s artistry, pointing out the Andalusian pottery on display, the hand-painted ceramics of striking and unusual design and murmuring proudly. “¡Que talento tiene mi hijo!”

And now beside her the talented one, in turn, was murmuring, “Tengo mucha suerte!” acknowledging his good luck in having met her, the love of his life, and Millie, passionately returning his kiss, had to admit in her heart that she too, was lucky in so many ways, not least being given the opportunity of settling down with him in this wonderful inspiring country. No need to regret the Pyrenees, she told herself joyously, when not too far off there was the magnificent Sierra Blanca to feast her eyes upon, or to the north ‘the Snowy Mountains’ ranging between Granada and the sea, and all the exquisite examples of Moorish art and architecture just waiting to be captured on canvas. With new insight she wondered how it was she had ever entertained such foolish fears that to marry and settle in Spain would mean the death knell to her artistic dreams and aspirations when, in actual truth, it was the key to an exciting new creativity. Filled with optimism she saw herself producing her greatest artistic work yet for she was convinced now that all along the spirit of this unusual country had been powerfully working in her, and on her behalf, since her first moment of setting foot in Nerja.

This exhilarating viewpoint was warmly shared by her friends later that evening when she danced into the apartment to show off her ring and fill them in on the exciting events of the afternoon. “We have felt its power too,” Sandy admitted in awe. “To be honest I don’t think any of us will be quite the same ever again.” And even Carol, who was the least fanciful of the three, confessed under the intoxicating influence of the celebratory Babycham (for want of the real thing) and which she’d had the foresight to buy earlier, her own earnest belief in the mystical quality of the amazing place.

Sprawled comfortably on the balcony in the fragrantly scented night air, gazing at the same brilliant Spanish moon that had earlier prompted Millie to envision her future with her Spanish lover in a totally new and exciting way, they toasted the absent José Luis “the Spaniard who had achieved the impossible” and succeeded in bringing about Millie’s amazing volte-face; something that in her case none of her friends would have believed possible. Certainly not when they recalled the career-minded, headstrong Millie whose dream of an altogether different life she had so firmly mapped out since childhood.

And when the last drop of the fizzy stuff had been carefully and fairly shared out between their glasses it was Sandy who dreamily put into words the irrefutable truth, “It could only have happened in Nerja!”

***
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