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Praise for Anne Tyler’s
 
 BREATHING LESSONS
“Anne Tyler’s gentlest and most charming novel … an honest and lovely book.”
—Chicago Tribune
“Tyler’s best novel yet … with irresistibly funny passages you want to read out loud and poignant insights that illuminate the serious business of sharing lives in an unsettling world.”
—Publishers Weekly
“A remarkable book … Tyler centers on that most fascinating of human institutions, marriage, and holds it to the light.”
—Baltimore Sun
“So sharp is Anne Tyler’s eye and so inexhaustible the field of her observation, Breathing Lessons shows us a writer who should have had trouble matching herself, surpassing herself.”
—The Washington Post
“Tyler’s touch is gentle but firm.… Breathing Lessons fits naturally into the landscape of her work. Some readers may be reminded of The Big Chill or even of Frank Capra’s It’s a Wonderful Life.”
—Time
“Tyler’s most entertaining novel yet, a love story in praise of marriage.”
—Library Journal
“With this mature, richly textured work, Tyler just may have created for herself a place among America’s literary treasures.”
—The Houston Post
“A lustrous work … One can’t help but be swept up!”
—Booklist
“A wonderful writer … Each new novel demonstrates the range of Ms. Tyler’s talents.… Breathing Lessons has the emotional power of Tyler’s Dinner at the Homesick Restaurant.”
—The Wall Street Journal
“A circuit of comic bumps and heartbreaking plunges.”
—Kirkus Reviews
“Simple, wise, funny, touching, and real … Tyler is known for offbeat characters, and Maggie Moran is one of her most endearing.”
—The Christian Science Monitor
“Tender, subtle … Tyler at [her] height.”
—Chicago Sun-Times
“[Tyler] presents us with the human comedy at its most absurd, yet with more warmth than any of her contemporaries.”
—Newsweek
“Humor is woven into almost every sentence.”
—USA Today
“Tyler concentrates on surfaces and everydayness and has the power to render them momentous and magical.”
—New York
“Readers who’ve been following Tyler’s remarkable career will appreciate Breathing Lessons for a romance that’s real enough to touch.”
—New York Woman
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PART ONE
 



Chapter 1
 
Maggie and Ira Moran had to go to a funeral in Deer Lick, Pennsylvania. Maggie’s girlhood friend had lost her husband. Deer Lick lay on a narrow country road some ninety miles north of Baltimore, and the funeral was scheduled for ten-thirty Saturday morning; so Ira figured they should start around eight. This made him grumpy. (He was not an early-morning kind of man.) Also Saturday was his busiest day at work, and he had no one to cover for him. Also their car was in the body shop. It had needed extensive repairs and Saturday morning at opening time, eight o’clock exactly, was the soonest they could get it back. Ira said maybe they’d just better not go, but Maggie said they had to. She and Serena had been friends forever. Or nearly forever: forty-two years, beginning with Miss Kimmel’s first grade.
They planned to wake up at seven, but Maggie must have set the alarm wrong and so they overslept. They had to dress in a hurry and rush through breakfast, making do with faucet coffee and cold cereal. Then Ira headed off for the store on foot to leave a note for his customers, and Maggie walked to the body shop. She was wearing her best dress—blue and white sprigged, with cape sleeves—and crisp black pumps, on account of the funeral. The pumps were only medium-heeled but slowed her down some anyway; she was more used to crepe soles. Another problem was that the crotch of her panty hose had somehow slipped to about the middle of her thighs, so she had to take shortened, unnaturally level steps like a chunky little windup toy wheeling along the sidewalk.
Luckily, the body shop was only a few blocks away. (In this part of town things were intermingled—small frame houses like theirs sitting among portrait photographers’ studios, one-woman beauty parlors, driving schools, and podiatry clinics.) And the weather was perfect—a warm, sunny day in September, with just enough breeze to cool her face. She patted down her bangs where they tended to frizz out like a forelock. She hugged her dress-up purse under her arm. She turned left at the corner and there was Harbor Body and Fender, with the peeling green garage doors already hoisted up and the cavernous interior smelling of some sharp-scented paint that made her think of nail polish.
She had her check all ready and the manager said the keys were in the car, so in no time she was free to go. The car was parked toward the rear of the shop, an elderly gray-blue Dodge. It looked better than it had in years. They had straightened the rear bumper, replaced the mangled trunk lid, ironed out a half-dozen crimps here and there, and covered over the dapples of rust on the doors. Ira was right: no need to buy a new car after all. She slid behind the wheel. When she turned the ignition key, the radio came on—Mel Spruce’s AM Baltimore, a call-in talk show. She let it run, for the moment. She adjusted the seat, which had been moved back for someone taller, and she tilted the rearview mirror downward. Her own face flashed toward her, round and slightly shiny, her blue eyes quirked at the inner corners as if she were worried about something when in fact she was only straining to see in the gloom. She shifted gears and sailed smoothly toward the front of the shop, where the manager stood frowning at a clipboard just outside his office door.
Today’s question on AM Baltimore was: “What Makes an Ideal Marriage?” A woman was phoning in to say it was common interests. “Like if you both watch the same kind of programs on TV,” she explained. Maggie couldn’t care less what made an ideal marriage. (She’d been married twenty-eight years.) She rolled down her window and called, “Bye now!” and the manager glanced up from his clipboard. She glided past him—a woman in charge of herself, for once, lipsticked and medium-heeled and driving an undented car.
A soft voice on the radio said, “Well, I’m about to remarry? The first time was purely for love? It was genuine, true love and it didn’t work at all. Next Saturday I’m marrying for security.”
Maggie looked over at the dial and said, “Fiona?”
She meant to brake, but accelerated instead and shot out of the garage and directly into the street. A Pepsi truck approaching from the left smashed into her left front fender—the only spot that had never, up till now, had the slightest thing go wrong with it.
Back when Maggie played baseball with her brothers, she used to get hurt but say she was fine, for fear they would make her quit. She’d pick herself up and run on without a limp, even if her knee was killing her. Now she was reminded of that, for when the manager rushed over, shouting, “What the …? Are you all right?” she stared straight ahead in a dignified way and told him, “Certainly. Why do you ask?” and drove on before the Pepsi driver could climb out of his truck, which was probably just as well considering the look on his face. But in fact her fender was making a very upsetting noise, something like a piece of tin dragging over gravel, so as soon as she’d turned the corner and the two men—one scratching his head, one waving his arms—had disappeared from her rearview mirror, she came to a stop. Fiona was not on the radio anymore. Instead a woman with a raspy tenor was comparing her five husbands. Maggie cut the motor and got out. She could see what was causing the trouble. The fender was crumpled inward so the tire was hitting against it; she was surprised the wheel could turn, even. She squatted on the curb, grasped the rim of the fender in both hands, and tugged. (She remembered hunkering low in the tall grass of the outfield and stealthily, wincingly peeling her jeans leg away from the patch of blood on her knee.) Flakes of gray-blue paint fell into her lap. Someone passed on the sidewalk behind her but she pretended not to notice and tugged again. This time the fender moved, not far but enough to clear the tire, and she stood up and dusted off her hands. Then she climbed back inside the car but for a minute simply sat there. “Fiona!” she said again. When she restarted the engine, the radio was advertising bank loans and she switched it off.
Ira was waiting in front of his store, unfamiliar and oddly dashing in his navy suit. A shock of ropy black, gray-threaded hair hung over his forehead. Above him a metal sign swung in the breeze: SAM’S FRAME SHOP. PICTURE FRAMING. MATTING. YOUR NEEDLEWORK PROFESSIONALLY DISPLAYED. Sam was Ira’s father, who had not had a thing to do with the business since coming down with a “weak heart” thirty years before. Maggie always put “weak heart” in quotation marks. She made a point of ignoring the apartment windows above the shop, where Sam spent his cramped, idle, querulous days with Ira’s two sisters. He would probably be standing there watching. She parked next to the curb and slid over to the passenger seat.
Ira’s expression was a study as he approached the car. Starting out pleased and approving, he rounded the hood and drew up short when he came upon the left fender. His long, bony, olive face grew longer. His eyes, already so narrow you couldn’t be sure if they were black or merely dark brown, turned to puzzled, downward-slanting slits. He opened the door and got in and gave her a sorrowful stare.
“There was an unexpected situation,” Maggie told him.
“Just between here and the body shop?”
“I heard Fiona on the radio.”
“That’s five blocks! Just five or six blocks.”
“Ira, Fiona’s getting married.”
He gave up thinking of the car, she was relieved to see. Something cleared on his forehead. He looked at her a moment and then said, “Fiona who?”
“Fiona your daughter-in-law, Ira. How many Fionas do we know? Fiona the mother of your only grandchild, and now she’s up and marrying some total stranger purely for security.”
Ira slid the seat farther back and then pulled away from the curb. He seemed to be listening for something—perhaps for the sound of the wheel hitting. But evidently her tug on the fender had done the trick. He said, “Where’d you hear this?”
“On the radio while I was driving.”
“They’d announce a thing like that on the radio?”
“She telephoned it in.”
“That seems kind of … self-important, if you want my honest opinion,” Ira said.
“No, she was just—and she said that Jesse was the only one she’d ever truly loved.”
“She said this on the radio?”
“It was a talk show, Ira.”
“Well, I don’t know why everyone has to go spilling their guts in public these days,” Ira said.
“Do you suppose Jesse could have been listening?” Maggie asked. The thought had just occurred to her.
“Jesse? At this hour? He’s doing well if he’s up before noon.”
Maggie didn’t argue with that, although she could have. The fact was that Jesse was an early riser, and anyhow, he worked on Saturdays. What Ira was implying was that he was shiftless. (Ira was much harder on their son than Maggie was. He didn’t see half as many good points to him.) She faced forward and watched the shops and houses sliding past, the few pedestrians out with their dogs. This had been the driest summer in memory and the sidewalks had a chalky look. The air hung like gauze. A boy in front of Poor Man’s Grocery was tenderly dusting his bicycle spokes with a cloth.
“So you started out on Empry Street,” Ira said.
“Hmm?”
“Where the body shop is.”
“Yes, Empry Street.”
“And then cut over to Daimler …”
He was back on the subject of the fender. She said, “I did it driving out of the garage.”
“You mean right there? Right at the body shop?”
“I went to hit the brake but I hit the gas instead.”
“How could that happen?”
“Well, Fiona came on the radio and I was startled.”
“I mean the brake isn’t something you have to think about, Maggie. You’ve been driving since you were sixteen years old. How could you mix up the brake with the gas pedal?”
“I just did, Ira. All right? I just got startled and I did. So let’s drop it.”
“I mean a brake is more or less reflex.”
“If it means so much to you I’ll pay for it out of my salary.”
Now it was his turn to hold his tongue. She saw him start to speak and then change his mind. (Her salary was laughable. She tended old folks in a nursing home.)
If they’d had more warning, she thought, she would have cleaned the car’s interior before they set out. The dashboard was littered with parking-lot stubs. Soft-drink cups and paper napkins covered the floor at her feet. Also there were loops of black and red wire sagging beneath the glove compartment; nudge them accidentally as you crossed your legs and you’d disconnect the radio. She considered that to be Ira’s doing. Men just generated wires and cords and electrical tape everywhere they went, somehow. They might not even be aware of it.
They were traveling north on Belair Road now. The scenery grew choppy. Stretches of playgrounds and cemeteries were broken suddenly by clumps of small businesses—liquor stores, pizza parlors, dark little bars and taverns dwarfed by the giant dish antennas on their roofs. Then another playground would open out. And the traffic was heavier by the minute. Everyone else was going somewhere festive and Saturday-morningish, Maggie was certain. Most of the back seats were stuffed with children. It was the hour for gymnastics lessons and baseball practice.
“The other day,” Maggie told Ira, “I forgot how to say ‘car pool.’ ”
“Why would you need to remember?” Ira asked.
“Well, that’s my point.”
“Pardon?”
“It shows you how time has passed, is what I’m saying. I wanted to tell one of my patients her daughter wouldn’t be visiting. I said, ‘Today’s her day for, um,’ and I couldn’t think of the words. I could not think of ‘car pool.’ But it seems like just last week that Jesse had a game or hockey camp, Daisy had a Brownie meeting … Why, I used to spend all Saturday behind the wheel!”
“Speaking of which,” Ira said, “was it another vehicle you hit? Or just a telephone pole?”
Maggie dug in her purse for her sunglasses. “It was a truck,” she said.
“Good grief. You do it any damage?”
“I didn’t notice.”
“You didn’t notice.”
“I didn’t stop to look.”
She put on her sunglasses and blinked. Everything turned muted and more elegant.
“You left the scene of an accident, Maggie?”
“It wasn’t an accident! It was only one of those little, like, kind of things that just happen. Why make such a big deal of it?”
“Let me see if I’ve got this straight,” Ira said. “You zoomed out of the body shop, slammed into a truck, and kept on going.”
“No, the truck slammed into me.”
“But you were the one at fault.”
“Well, yes, I suppose I was, if you insist on holding someone to blame.”
“And so then you just drove on away.”
“Right.”
He was silent. Not a good silence.
“It was a great big huge Pepsi truck,” Maggie said. “It was practically an armored tank! I bet I didn’t so much as scratch it.”
“But you never checked to make sure.”
“I was worried I’d be late,” Maggie said. “You’re the one who insisted on allowing extra travel time.”
“You realize the body-shop people have your name and address, don’t you? All that driver has to do is ask them. We’re going to find a policeman waiting for us on our doorstep.”
“Ira, will you drop it?” Maggie asked. “Don’t you see I have a lot on my mind? I’m heading toward the funeral of my oldest, dearest friend’s husband; no telling what Serena’s dealing with right now, and here I am, a whole state away. And then on top of that I have to hear it on the radio that Fiona’s getting married, when it’s plain as the nose on your face she and Jesse still love each other. They’ve always loved each other; they never stopped; it’s just that they can’t, oh, connect, somehow. And besides that, my one and only grandchild is all at once going to have to adjust to a brand-new stepfather. I feel like we’re just flying apart! All my friends and relatives just flying off from me like the … expanding universe or something! Now we’ll never see that child, do you realize that!”
“We never see her anyhow,” Ira said mildly. He braked for a red light.
“For all we know, this new husband could be a molester,” Maggie said.
“I’m sure Fiona would choose better than that, Maggie.”
She shot him a look. (It wasn’t like him to say anything good about Fiona.) He was peering up at the traffic light. Squint lines radiated from the corners of his eyes. “Well, of course she would try to choose well,” Maggie said carefully, “but even the most sensible person on God’s earth can’t predict every single problem, can she? Maybe he’s somebody smooth and suave. Maybe he’ll treat Leroy just fine till he’s settled into the family.”
The light changed. Ira drove on.
“Leroy,” Maggie said reflectively. “Do you think we’ll ever get used to that name? Sounds like a boy’s name. Sounds like a football player. And the way they pronounce it: Lee-roy. Country.”
“Did you bring that map I set out on the breakfast table?” Ira asked.
“Sometimes I think we should just start pronouncing it our way,” Maggie said. “Le-roy.” She considered.
“The map, Maggie. Did you bring it?”
“It’s in my purse. Le Rwah,” she said, gargling the R like a Frenchman.
“It’s not as if we still had anything to do with her,” Ira said.
“We could, though, Ira. We could visit her this very afternoon.”
“Huh?”
“Look at where they live: Cartwheel, Pennsylvania. It’s practically on the road to Deer Lick. What we could do,” she said, digging through her purse, “is go to the funeral, see, and … Oh, where is that map? Go to the funeral and then head back down Route One to … You know, I don’t think I brought that map after all.”
“Great, Maggie.”
“I think I left it on the table.”
“I asked you when we were setting out, remember? I said, ‘Are you going to bring the map, or am I?’ You said, ‘I am. I’ll just stick it in my purse.’ ”
“Well, I don’t know why you’re making such a fuss about it,” Maggie said. “All we’ve got to do is watch the road signs; anyone could manage that much.”
“It’s a little more complicated than that,” Ira said.
“Besides, we have those directions Serena gave me over the phone.”
“Maggie. Do you honestly believe any directions of Serena’s could get us where we’d care to go? Ha! We’d find ourselves in Canada someplace. We’d be off in Arizona!”
“Well, you don’t have to get so excited about it.”
“We would never see home again,” Ira said.
Maggie shook her billfold and a pack of Kleenex from her purse.
“Serena’s the one who made us late for her own wedding reception, remember that?” Ira said. “At that crazy little banquet hall we spent an hour locating.”
“Really, Ira. You always act like women are such flibbertigibbets,” Maggie said. She gave up searching through her purse; evidently she had mislaid Serena’s directions as well. She said, “It’s Fiona’s own good I’m thinking of. She’ll need us to baby-sit.”
“Baby-sit?”
“During the honeymoon.”
He gave her a look that she couldn’t quite read.
“She’s getting married next Saturday,” Maggie said. “You can’t take a seven-year-old on a honeymoon.”
He still said nothing.
They were out beyond the city limits now and the houses had thinned. They passed a used-car lot, a scratchy bit of woods, a shopping mall with a few scattered early-bird cars parked on a concrete wasteland. Ira started whistling. Maggie stopped fiddling with her purse straps and grew still.
There were times when Ira didn’t say a dozen words all day, and even when he did talk you couldn’t guess what he was feeling. He was a closed-in, isolated man—his most serious flaw. But what he failed to realize was, his whistling could tell the whole story. For instance—an unsettling example—after a terrible fight in the early days of their marriage they had more or less smoothed things over, patted them into place again, and then he’d gone off to work whistling a song she couldn’t identify. It wasn’t till later that the words occurred to her. I wonder if I care as much, was the way they went, as I did before.…
But often the association was something trivial, something circumstantial—“This Old House” while he tackled a minor repair job, or “The Wichita Lineman” whenever he helped bring in the laundry. Do, do that voodoo … he whistled unknowingly, five minutes after circling a pile of dog do on the sidewalk. And of course there were times when Maggie had no idea what he was whistling. This piece right now, say: something sort of croony, something they might play on WLIF. Well, maybe he’d merely heard it while shaving, in which case it meant nothing at all.
A Patsy Cline song; that’s what it was. Patsy Cline’s “Crazy.”
She sat up sharply and said, “Perfectly sane people baby-sit their grandchildren, Ira Moran.”
He looked startled.
“They keep them for months. Whole summers,” she told him.
He said, “They don’t pay drop-in visits, though.”
“Certainly they do!”
“Ann Landers claims drop-in visits are inconsiderate,” he said.
Ann Landers, his personal heroine.
“And it’s not like we’re blood relatives,” he said. “We’re not even Fiona’s in-laws anymore.”
“We’re Leroy’s grandparents till the day we die,” Maggie told him.
He didn’t have any answer for that.
This stretch of road was such a mess. Things had been allowed to just happen—a barbecue joint sprouting here, a swim-pool display room there. A pickup parked on the shoulder overflowed with pumpkins: ALL U CAN CARRY $1.50, the hand-lettered sign read. The pumpkins reminded Maggie of fall, but in fact it was so warm now that a line of moisture stood out on her upper lip. She rolled down her window, recoiled from the hot air, and rolled it up again. Anyway, enough of a breeze came from Ira’s side. He drove one-handed, with his left elbow jutting over the sill. The sleeves of his suit had rucked up to show his wristbones.
Serena used to say Ira was a mystery. That was a compliment, in those days. Maggie wasn’t even dating Ira, she was engaged to someone else, but Serena kept saying, “How can you resist him? He’s such a mystery. He’s so mysterious.” “I don’t have to resist him. He’s not after me,” Maggie had said. Although she had wondered. (Serena was right. He was such a mystery.) But Serena herself had chosen the most open-faced boy in the world. Funny old Max! Not a secret in him. “This here is my happiest memory,” Max had said once. (He’d been twenty at the time, just finishing his freshman year at UNC.) “Me and these two fraternity brothers, we go out partying. And I have a tad bit too much to drink, so coming home I pass out in the back seat and when I wake up they’ve driven clear to Carolina Beach and left me there on the sand. Big joke on me: Ha-ha. It’s six o’clock in the morning and I sit up and all I can see is sky, layers and layers of hazy sky that just kind of turn into sea lower down, without the least dividing line. So I stand up and fling off my clothes and go racing into the surf, all by my lonesome. Happiest day of my life.”
What if someone had told him then that thirty years later he’d be dead of cancer, with that ocean morning the clearest picture left of him in Maggie’s mind? The haze, the feel of warm air on bare skin, the shock of the first cold, briny-smelling breaker—Maggie might as well have been there herself. She was grateful suddenly for the sunlit clutter of billboards jogging past; even for the sticky vinyl upholstery plastered to the backs of her arms.
Ira said, “Who would she be marrying, I wonder.”
“What?” Maggie asked. She felt a little dislocated.
“Fiona.”
“Oh,” Maggie said. “She didn’t say.”
Ira was trying to pass an oil truck. He tilted his head to the left, peering for oncoming traffic. After a moment he said, “I’m surprised she didn’t announce that too, while she was at it.”
“All she said was, she was marrying for security. She said she’d married for love once before and it hadn’t worked out.”
“Love!” Ira said. “She was seventeen years old. She didn’t know the first thing about love.”
Maggie looked over at him. What was the first thing about love? she wanted to ask. But he was muttering at the oil truck now.
“Maybe this time it’s an older man,” she said. “Someone sort of fatherly. If she’s marrying for security.”
“This guy knows perfectly well I’m trying to pass and he keeps spreading over into my lane,” Ira told her.
“Maybe she’s just getting married so she won’t have to go on working.”
“I didn’t know she worked.”
“She got a job, Ira. You know that! She told us that! She got a job at a beauty parlor when Leroy started nursery school.”
Ira honked at the oil truck.
“I don’t know why you bother sitting in a room with people if you can’t make an effort to listen,” she said.
Ira said, “Maggie, is something wrong with you today?”
“What do you mean?”
“How come you’re acting so irritable?”
“I’m not irritable,” she said. She pushed her sunglasses higher. She could see her own nose—the small, rounded tip emerging below the nosepiece.
“It’s Serena,” he said.
“Serena?”
“You’re upset about Serena and that’s why you’re snapping my head off.”
“Well, of course I’m upset,” Maggie said. “But I’m certainly not snapping your head off.”
“Yes, you are, and it’s also why you’re going on and on about Fiona when you haven’t given a thought to her in years.”
“That’s not true! How do you know how often I think about Fiona?”
Ira swung out around the oil truck at last.
By now, they had hit real country. Two men were splitting logs in a clearing, watched over by a gleaming black dog. The trees weren’t changing color yet, but they had that slightly off look that meant they were just about to. Maggie gazed at a weathered wooden fence that girdled a field. Funny how a picture stayed in your mind without your knowing it. Then you see the original and you think, Why! It was there all along, like a dream that comes drifting back in pieces halfway through the morning. That fence, for instance. So far they were retracing the road to Cartwheel and she’d seen that fence on her spy trips and unconsciously made it her own. “Rickrack,” she said to Ira.
“Hmm?”
“Don’t they call that kind of fence ‘rickrack’?”
He glanced over, but it was gone.
She had sat in her parked car some distance from Fiona’s mother’s house, watching for the teeniest, briefest glimpse of Leroy. Ira would have had a fit if he’d known what she was up to. This was back when Fiona first left, following a scene that Maggie never liked to recall. (She thought of it as That Awful Morning and made it vanish from her mind.) Oh, those days she’d been like a woman possessed; Leroy was not but a baby then, and what did Fiona know about babies? She’d always had Maggie to help her. So Maggie drove to Cartwheel on a free afternoon and parked the car and waited, and soon Fiona stepped forth with Leroy in her arms and set off in the other direction, walking briskly, her long blond hair swinging in sheets and the baby’s face a bright little button on her shoulder. Maggie’s heart bounded upward, as if she were in love. In a way, she was in love—with Leroy and Fiona both, and even with her own son as he had looked while clumsily cradling his daughter against his black leather jacket. But she didn’t dare show herself—not yet, at least. Instead she drove home and told Jesse, “I went to Cartwheel today.”
His face flew open. His eyes rested on her for one startled, startling instant before he looked away and said, “So?”
“I didn’t talk to her, but I could tell she misses you. She was walking all alone with Leroy. Nobody else.”
“Do you think I care about that?” Jesse asked. “What do you think I care?”
The next morning, though, he borrowed the car. Maggie was relieved. (He was a loving, gentle, warmhearted boy, with an uncanny gift for drawing people toward him. This would be settled in no time.) He stayed gone all day—she phoned hourly from work to check—and returned as she was cooking supper. “Well?” she asked.
“Well, what?” he said, and he climbed the stairs and shut himself in his room.
She realized then that it would take a little longer than she had expected.
Three times—on Leroy’s first three birthdays—she and Ira had made conventional visits, prearranged grandparent visits with presents; but in Maggie’s mind the real visits were her spy trips, which continued without her planning them as if long, invisible threads were pulling her northward. She would think she was heading to the supermarket but she’d find herself on Route One instead, already clutching her coat collar close around her face so as not to be recognized. She would hang out in Cartwheel’s one playground, idly inspecting her fingernails next to the sandbox. She would lurk in the alley, wearing Ira’s sister Junie’s bright-red wig. At moments she imagined growing old at this. Maybe she would hire on as a crossing guard when Leroy started school. Maybe she’d pose as a Girl Scout leader, renting a little Girl Scout of her own if that was what was required. Maybe she’d serve as a chaperon for Leroy’s senior prom. Well. No point in getting carried away. She knew from Jesse’s dark silences, from the listlessness with which Fiona pushed the baby swing in the playground, that they surely couldn’t stay apart much longer. Could they?
Then one afternoon she shadowed Fiona’s mother as she wheeled Leroy’s stroller up to Main Street. Mrs. Stuckey was a slatternly, shapeless woman who smoked cigarettes. Maggie didn’t trust her as far as she could throw her, and rightly so, for look at what she did: parked Leroy outside the Cure-Boy Pharmacy and left her there while she went in. Maggie was horrified. Leroy could be kidnapped! She could be kidnapped by any passerby. Maggie approached the stroller and squatted down in front of it. “Honey?” she said. “Want to come away with your granny?” The child stared at her. She was, oh, eighteen months or so by then, and her face had seemed surprisingly grown up. Her legs had lost their infant chubbiness. Her eyes were the same milky blue as Fiona’s and slightly flat, blank, as if she didn’t know who Maggie was. “It’s Grandma,” Maggie said, but Leroy began squirming and craning all around. “Mom-Mom?” she said. Unmistakably, she was looking toward the door where Mrs. Stuckey had disappeared. Maggie stood up and walked away quickly. The rejection felt like a physical pain, like an actual wound to the chest. She didn’t make any more spy trips.
When she’d driven along here in springtime, the woods had been dotted with white dogwood blossoms. They had lightened the green hills the way a sprinkle of baby’s breath lightens a bouquet. And once she’d seen a small animal that was something other than the usual—not a rabbit or a raccoon but something slimmer, sleeker—and she had braked sharply and adjusted the rearview mirror to study it as she left it behind. But it had already darted into the underbrush.
“Depend on Serena to make things difficult,” Ira was saying now. “She could have phoned as soon as Max died, but no, she waits until the very last minute. He dies on Wednesday, she calls late Friday night. Too late to contact Triple A about auto routes.” He frowned at the road ahead of him. “Um,” he said. “You don’t suppose she wants me to be a pallbearer or something, do you?”
“She didn’t mention it.”
“But she told you she needed our help.”
“I think she meant moral support,” Maggie said.
“Maybe pallbearing is moral support.”
“Wouldn’t that be physical support?”
“Well, maybe,” Ira said.
They sailed through a small town where groups of little shops broke up the pastures. Several women stood next to a mailbox, talking. Maggie turned her head to watch them. She had a left-out, covetous feeling, as if they were people she knew.
“If she wants me to be a pallbearer I’m not dressed right,” Ira said.
“Certainly you’re dressed right.”
“I’m not wearing a black suit,” he said.
“You don’t own a black suit.”
“I’m in navy.”
“Navy’s fine.”
“Also I’ve got that trick back.”
She glanced at him.
“And it’s not as if I was ever very close to him,” he said.
Maggie reached over to the steering wheel and laid a hand on his. “Never mind,” she told him. “I bet anything she wants us just to be sitting there.”
He gave her a rueful grin, really no more than a tuck of the cheek.
How peculiar he was about death! He couldn’t handle even minor illness and had found reasons to stay away from the hospital the time she had her appendix out; he claimed he’d caught a cold and might infect her. Whenever one of the children fell sick he’d pretended it wasn’t happening. He’d told her she was imagining things. Any hint that he wouldn’t live forever—when he had to deal with life insurance, for instance—made him grow set-faced and stubborn and resentful. Maggie, on the other hand, worried she would live forever—maybe because of all she’d seen at the home.
And if she were the one to die first, he would probably pretend that that hadn’t happened, either. He would probably just go on about his business, whistling a tune the same as always.
What tune would he be whistling?
They were crossing the Susquehanna River now and the lacy, Victorian-looking superstructure of the Conowingo power plant soared on their right. Maggie rolled down her window and leaned out. She could hear the distant rush of water; she was almost breathing water, drinking in the spray that rose like smoke from far below the bridge.
“You know what just occurred to me,” Ira said, raising his voice. “That artist woman, what’s-her-name. She was bringing a bunch of paintings to the shop this morning.”
Maggie closed her window again. She said, “Didn’t you turn on your answering machine?”
“What good would that do? She’d already arranged to come in.”
“Maybe we could stop off somewhere and phone her.”
“I don’t have her number with me,” Ira said. Then he said, “Maybe we could phone Daisy and ask her to do it.”
“Daisy would be at work by now,” Maggie told him.
“Shoot.”
Daisy floated into Maggie’s mind, trim and pretty, with Ira’s dark coloring and Maggie’s small bones. “Oh, dear,” Maggie said. “I hate to miss her last day at home.”
“She isn’t home anyhow; you just told me so.”
“She will be later on, though.”
“You’ll see plenty of her tomorrow,” Ira pointed out. “Good and plenty.”
Tomorrow they were driving Daisy to college—her freshman year, her first year away. Ira said, “All day cooped up in a car, you’ll be sick to death of her.”
“No, I won’t! I would never get sick of Daisy!”
“Tell me that tomorrow,” Ira said.
“Here’s a thought,” Maggie said. “Skip the reception.”
“What reception?”
“Or whatever they call it when you go to somebody’s house after the funeral.”
“Fine with me,” Ira said.
“That way we could still get home early even if we stopped off at Fiona’s.”
“Lord God, Maggie, are you still on that Fiona crap?”
“If the funeral were over by noon, say, and we went straight from there to Cartwheel—”
Ira swerved to the right, careening onto the gravel. For a moment she thought it was some kind of tantrum. (She often had a sense of inching closer and closer to the edge of his temper.) But no, he’d pulled up at a gas station, an old-fashioned kind of place, white clapboard, with two men in overalls sitting on a bench in front. “Map,” he said briefly, getting out of the car.
Maggie rolled down her window and called after him, “See if they have a snack machine, will you?”
He waved and walked toward the bench.
Now that the car was stopped, the heat flowed through the roof like melting butter. She felt the top of her head grow hot; she imagined her hair turning from brown to some metallic color, brass or copper. She let her fingers dangle lazily out the window.
If she could just get Ira to Fiona’s, the rest was easy. He was not immune, after all. He had held that child on his knee. He had answered Leroy’s dovelike infant coos in the same respectful tone he’d used with his own babies. “Is that so. You don’t say. Well, I believe now that you mention it I did hear something of the sort.” Till Maggie (always so gullible) had had to ask, “What? What did she tell you?” Then he’d give her one of his wry, quizzical looks; and so would the baby, Maggie sometimes fancied.
No, he wasn’t immune, and he would set eyes on Leroy and remember instantly how they were connected. People had to be reminded, that was all. The way the world was going now, it was so easy to forget. Fiona must have forgotten how much in love she had been at the start, how she had trailed after Jesse and that rock band of his. She must have put it out of her mind on purpose, for she was no more immune than Ira. Maggie had seen the way her face fell when they arrived for Leroy’s first birthday and Jesse turned out not to be with them. It was pride at work now; injured pride. “But remember?” Maggie would ask her. “Remember those early days when all you cared about was being near each other? Remember how you’d walk everywhere together, each with a hand in the rear pocket of the other’s jeans?” That had seemed sort of tacky at the time, but now it made her eyes fill with tears.
Oh, this whole day was so terribly sad, the kind of day when you realize that everyone eventually got lost from everyone else; and she had not written to Serena for over a year or even heard her voice till Serena phoned last night crying so hard she was garbling half her words. At this moment (letting a breeze ripple through her fingers like warm water), Maggie felt that the entire business of time’s passing was more than she could bear. Serena, she wanted to say, just think: all those things we used to promise ourselves we’d never, ever do when we grew up. We promised we wouldn’t mince when we walked barefoot. We promised we wouldn’t lie out on the beach tanning instead of swimming, or swimming with our chins high so we wouldn’t wet our hairdos. We promised we wouldn’t wash the dishes right after supper because that would take us away from our husbands; remember that? How long since you saved the dishes till morning so you could be with Max? How long since Max even noticed that you didn’t?
Ira came toward her, opening out a map. Maggie removed her sunglasses and blotted her eyes on her sleeves. “Find what you wanted?” she called, and he said, “Oh …” and disappeared behind the map, still walking. The back of the paper was covered with photos of scenic attractions. He reached his side of the car, refolded the map, and got in. “Wish I could’ve called Triple A,” he told her. He started the engine.
“Well, I wouldn’t worry,” she said. “We’ve got loads of extra time.”
“Not really, Maggie. And look how the traffic is picking up. Every little old lady taking her weekend drive.”
A ridiculous remark; the traffic was mostly trucks. They pulled out in front of a moving van, behind a Buick and another oil truck, or perhaps the same truck they had passed a while back. Maggie replaced her sunglasses.
TRY JESUS, YOU WON’T REGRET IT, a billboard read. And BUBBA MCDUFF’S SCHOOL OF COSMETOLOGY. They entered Pennsylvania and the road grew smooth for a few hundred yards, like a good intention, before settling back to the same old scabby, stippled surface. The views were long and curved and green—a small child’s drawing of farm country. Distinct black cows grazed on the hillsides. BEGIN ODOMETER TEST, Maggie read. She sat up straighter. Almost immediately a tiny sign flashed by: o.1 MI. She glanced at their odometer. “Point eight exactly,” she told Ira.
“Hmm?”
“I’m testing our odometer.”
Ira loosened the knot of his tie.
Two tenths of a mile. Three tenths. At four tenths, she felt they were falling behind. Maybe she was imagining things, but it seemed to her that the numeral lagged somewhat as it rolled upward. At five tenths, she was almost sure of it. “How long since you had this checked?” she asked Ira.
“Had what checked?”
“The odometer.”
“Well, never,” he said.
“Never! Not once? And you accuse me of poor auto maintenance!”
“Look at that,” Ira said. “Some ninety-year-old lady they’ve let out loose on the highway. Can’t even see above her steering wheel.”
He veered around the Buick, which meant that he completely bypassed one of the mileage signs. “Darn,” Maggie said. “You made me miss it.”
He didn’t respond. He didn’t even look sorry. She pinned her eyes far ahead, preparing for the seven tenths marker. When it appeared she glanced at the odometer and the numeral was just creeping up. It made her feel itchy and edgy. Oddly enough, though, the next numeral came more quickly. It might even have been too quick. Maggie said, “Oh, oh.”
“What’s the matter?”
“This is making me a nervous wreck,” she said. She was watching for the road sign and monitoring the odometer dial, both at once. The six rolled up on the dial several seconds ahead of the sign, she could swear. She tsked. Ira looked over at her. “Slow down,” she told him.
“Huh?”
“Slow down! I’m not sure we’re going to make it. See, here the seven comes, rolling up, up … and where’s the sign? Where’s the sign? Come on, sign! We’re losing! We’re too far ahead! We’re—”
The sign popped into view. “Ah,” she said. The seven settled into place at exactly the same instant, so precisely that she almost heard it click.
“Whew!” she said. She sank back in her seat. “That was too close for comfort.”
“They do set all our gauges at the factory, you know,” Ira said.
“Sure, years and years ago,” she told him. “I’m exhausted.”
Ira said, “I wonder how long we should keep to Route One?”
“I feel I’ve been wrung through a wringer,” Maggie said.
She made little plucking motions at the front of her dress.
Now collections of parked trucks and RVs appeared in clearings at random intervals—no humans around, no visible explanation for anybody’s stopping there. Maggie had noticed this on her earlier trips and never understood it. Were the drivers off fishing, or hunting, or what? Did country people have some kind of secret life?
“Another thing is their banks,” she told Ira. “All these towns have banks that look like itty-bitty brick houses, have you noticed? With yards around them, and flower beds. Would you put your faith in such a bank?”
“No reason not to.”
“I just wouldn’t feel my money was secure.”
“Your vast wealth,” Ira teased her.
“I mean it doesn’t seem professional.”
“Now, according to the map,” he said, “we could stay on Route One a good deal farther up than Oxford. Serena had us cutting off at Oxford, if I heard you right, but … Check it for me, will you?”
Maggie took the map from the seat between them and opened it, one square at a time. She was hoping not to have to spread it out completely. Ira would get after her for refolding it wrong. “Oxford,” she said. “Is that in Maryland or Pennsylvania?”
“It’s in Pennsylvania, Maggie. Where Highway Ten leads off to the north.”
“Well, then! I distinctly remember she told us to take Highway Ten.”
“Yes, but if we … Have you been listening to a word I say? If we stayed on Route One, see, we could make better time, and I think there’s a cutoff further up that would bring us directly to Deer Lick.”
“Well, she must have had a reason, Ira, for telling us Highway Ten.”
“A reason? Serena? Serena Gill have a reason?”
She shook out the map with a crackle. He always talked like that about her girlfriends. He acted downright jealous of them. She suspected he thought women got together on the sly and gossiped about their husbands. Typical: He was so self-centered. Although sometimes it did happen, of course.
“Did that service station have a snack machine?” she asked him.
“Just candy bars. Stuff you don’t like.”
“I’m dying of hunger.”
“I could have got you a candy bar, but I thought you wouldn’t eat it.”
“Didn’t they have potato chips or anything? I’m starving.”
“Baby Ruths, Fifth Avenues …”
She made a face and went back to the map.
“Well, I would say take Highway Ten,” she told him.
“I could swear I saw a later cutoff.”
“Not really,” she said.
“Not really? What does that mean? Either there’s a cutoff or there isn’t.”
“Well,” she said, “to tell the truth, I haven’t quite located Deer Lick yet.”
He flicked on his turn signal. “We’ll find you someplace to eat and I’ll take another look at the map,” he said.
“Eat? I don’t want to eat!”
“You just said you were starving to death.”
“Yes, but I’m on a diet! All I want is a snack!”
“Fine. We’ll get you a snack, then,” he said.
“Really, Ira, I hate how you always try to undermine my diets.”
“Then order a cup of coffee or something. I need to look at the map.”
He was driving down a paved road that was lined with identical new ranch houses, each with a metal toolshed out back in the shape of a tiny red barn trimmed in white. Maggie wouldn’t have thought there’d be any place to eat in such a neighborhood, but sure enough, around the next bend they found a frame building with a few cars parked in front of it. A dusty neon sign glowed in the window: NELL’S GROCERY & CAFE. Ira parked next to a Jeep with a Judas Priest sticker on the bumper. Maggie opened her door and stepped out, surreptitiously hitching up the crotch of her panty hose.
The grocery smelled of store bread and waxed paper. It reminded her of a grade-school lunchroom. Here and there women stood gazing at canned goods. The café lay at the rear—one long counter, with faded color photos of orange scrambled eggs and beige link sausages lining the wall behind it. Maggie and Ira settled on adjacent stools and Ira flattened his map on the counter. Maggie watched the waitress cleaning a griddle. She sprayed it with something, scraped up thick gunk with a spatula, and sprayed again. From behind she was a large white rectangle, her gray bun tacked down with black bobby pins. “What you going to order?” she asked finally, not turning around.
Ira said, “Just coffee for me, please,” without looking up from his map. Maggie had more trouble deciding. She took off her sunglasses and peered at the color photos. “Well, coffee too, I guess,” she said, “and also, let me think, I ought to have a salad or something, but—”
“We don’t serve any salads,” the waitress said. She set aside her spray bottle and came over to Maggie, wiping her hands on her apron. Her eyes, netted with wrinkles, were an eerie light green, like old beach glass. “The onliest thing I could offer is the lettuce and tomato from a sandwich.”
“Well, maybe just a sack of those taco chips from the rack, then,” Maggie said happily. “Though I know I shouldn’t.” She watched the waitress pour two mugs of coffee. “I’m trying to lose ten pounds by Thanksgiving. I’ve been working on the same ten pounds forever, but this time I’m determined.”
“Shoot! You don’t need to lose weight,” the woman said, setting the mugs in front of them. The red stitching across her breast pocket read Mabel, a name Maggie had not heard since her childhood. What had become of all the Mabels? She tried to picture giving a new little baby that name. Meanwhile the woman was telling her, “I despise how everybody tries to look like a toothpick nowadays.”
“That’s what Ira says; he likes me the weight I am now,” Maggie said. She glanced over at Ira but he was deep in his map, or else just pretending to be. It always embarrassed him when she took up with outsiders. “But then anytime I go to buy a dress it hangs wrong, you know? Like they don’t expect me to have a bustline. I lack willpower is the problem. I crave salty things. Pickly things. Hot spices.” She accepted the sack of taco chips and held it up, demonstrating.
“How about me?” Mabel asked. “Doctor says I’m so overweight my legs are going.”
“Oh, you are not! Show me where you’re overweight!”
“He says it wouldn’t be so bad if I was in some other job but waitressing; it gets to my veins.”
“Our daughter’s been working as a waitress,” Maggie said. She tore open the sack of taco chips and bit into one. “Sometimes she’s on her feet for eight hours straight without a break. She started out in sandals but switched to crepe soles soon enough, I can tell you, even though she swore she wouldn’t.”
“You are surely not old enough to have a daughter that grown up,” Mabel said.
“Oh, she’s still a teenager; this was just a summer job. Tomorrow she leaves for college.”
“College! A smarty,” Mabel said.
“Oh, well, I don’t know,” Maggie said. “She did get a full scholarship, though.” She held out the sack. “You want some?”
Mabel took a handful. “Mine are all boys,” she told Maggie. “Studying came about as natural to them as flying.”
“Yes, our boy was that way.”
“ ‘Why aren’t you doing your homework?’ I’d ask them. They’d have a dozen excuses. Most often they claimed the teacher didn’t assign them any, which of course was an out-and-out story.”
“That’s just exactly like Jesse,” Maggie said.
“And their daddy!” Mabel said. “He was forever taking up for them. Seemed they were all in cahoots and I was left out in the cold. What I wouldn’t give for a daughter, I tell you!”
“Well, daughters have their drawbacks too,” Maggie said. She could see that Ira wanted to break in with a question (he’d placed a finger on the map and was looking at Mabel expectantly), but once he got his answer he’d be ready to leave, so she made him hold off a bit. “For instance, daughters have more secrets. I mean you think they’re talking to you, but it’s small talk. Daisy, for instance: She’s always been so quiet and obedient. Then up she pops with this scheme to go away to school. I had no idea she was plotting that! I said, ‘Daisy? Aren’t you happy here at home?’ I mean of course I knew she was planning on college, but I notice University of Maryland is good enough for other people’s children. ‘What’s wrong with closer to Baltimore?’ I asked her, but she said, ‘Oh, Mom, you knew all along I was aiming for someplace Ivy League.’ I knew no such thing! I had no idea! And since she got the scholarship, why, she’s changed past recognition. Isn’t that so, Ira. Ira says—” she said, rushing on (having regretted giving him the opening), “Ira says she’s just growing up. He says it’s just growing pains that make her so picky and critical, and only a fool would take it to heart so. But it’s difficult! It’s so difficult! It’s like all at once, every little thing we do is wrong; like she’s hunting up good reasons not to miss us when she goes. My hair’s too curly and I talk too much and I eat too many fried foods. And Ira’s suit is cut poorly and he doesn’t know how to do business.”
Mabel was nodding, all sympathy, but Ira of course thought Maggie was acting overemotional. He didn’t say so, but he shifted in his seat; that was how she knew. She ignored him. “You know what she told me the other day?” she asked Mabel. “I was testing out this tuna casserole. I served it up for supper and I said, ‘Isn’t it delicious? Tell me honestly what you think.’ And Daisy said—”
Tears pricked her eyelids. She took a deep breath. “Daisy just sat there and studied me for the longest time,” she said, “with this kind of … fascinated expression on her face, and then she said, ‘Mom? Was there a certain conscious point in your life when you decided to settle for being ordinary?’ ”
She meant to go on, but her lips were trembling. She laid aside her chips and fumbled in her purse for a Kleenex. Mabel clucked. Ira said, “For God’s sake, Maggie.”
“I’m sorry,” she told Mabel. “It got to me.”
“Well, sure it did,” Mabel said soothingly. She slid Maggie’s coffee mug a little closer to her. “Naturally it did!”
“I mean, to me I’m not ordinary,” Maggie said.
“No indeedy!” Mabel said. “You tell her, honey! You tell her that. You tell her to stop thinking that way. Know what I said to Bobby, my oldest? This was over a tuna dish too, come to think of it; isn’t that a coincidence. He announces he’s sick to death of foods that are mingled together. I say to him, ‘Young man,’ I say, ‘you can just get on up and leave this table. Leave this house, while you’re at it. Find a place of your own,’ I say, ‘cook your own durn meals, see how you can afford prime rib of beef every night.’ And I meant it, too. He thought I was only running my mouth, but he saw soon enough I was serious; I set all his clothes on the hood of his car. Now he lives across town with his girlfriend. He didn’t believe I would really truly make him move out.”
“But that’s just it; I don’t want her to move out,” Maggie said. “I like to have her at home. I mean look at Jesse: He brought his wife and baby to live with us and I loved it! Ira thinks Jesse’s a failure. He says Jesse’s entire life was ruined by a single friendship, which is nonsense. All Don Burnham did was tell Jesse he had singing talent. Call that ruining a life? But you take a boy like Jesse, who doesn’t do just brilliantly in school, and whose father’s always at him about his shortcomings; and you tell him there’s this one special field where he shines—well, what do you expect? Think he’ll turn his back on that and forget it?”
“Well, of course not!” Mabel said indignantly.
“Of course not. He took up singing with a hard-rock band. He dropped out of high school and collected a whole following of girls and finally one particular girl and then he married her; nothing wrong with that. Brought her to live in our house because he wasn’t making much money. I was thrilled. They had a darling little baby. Then his wife and baby moved out on account of this awful scene, just up and left. It was nothing but an argument really, but you know how those can escalate. I said, ‘Ira, go after her; it’s your fault she went.’ (Ira was right in the thick of that scene and I blame him to this day.) But Ira said no, let her do what she liked. He said let them just go on and go, but I felt she had ripped that child from my flesh and left a big torn spot behind.”
“Grandbabies,” Mabel said. “Don’t get me started.”
Ira said, “Not to change the subject, but—”
“Oh, Ira,” Maggie told him, “just take Highway Ten and shut up about it.”
He gave her a long, icy stare. She buried her nose in her Kleenex, but she knew what kind of stare it was. Then he asked Mabel, “Have you ever been to Deer Lick?”
“Deer Lick,” Mabel said. “Seems to me I’ve heard of it.”
“I was wondering where we’d cut off from Route One to get there.”
“Now, that I wouldn’t know,” Mabel told him. She asked Maggie, “Honey, can I pour you more coffee?”
“Oh, no, thank you,” Maggie said. In fact, her mug was untouched. She took a little sip to show her appreciation.
Mabel tore the bill off a pad and handed it to Ira. He paid in loose change, standing up to root through his pockets. Maggie, meanwhile, placed her damp Kleenex in the empty chip sack and made a tidy package of it so as not to be any trouble. “Well, it was nice talking to you,” she told Mabel.
“Take care, sweetheart,” Mabel said.
Maggie had the feeling they ought to kiss cheeks, like women who’d had lunch together.
She wasn’t crying anymore, but she could sense Ira’s disgust as he led the way to the parking lot. It felt like a sheet of something glassy and flat, shutting her out. He ought to have married Ann Landers, she thought. She slid into the car. The seat was so hot it burned through the back of her dress. Ira got in too and slammed the door behind him. If he had married Ann Landers he’d have just the kind of hard-nosed, sensible wife he wanted. Sometimes, hearing his grunt of approval as he read one of Ann’s snappy answers, Maggie felt an actual pang of jealousy.
They passed the ranch houses once again, jouncing along the little paved road. The map lay between them, crisply folded. She didn’t ask what he’d decided about routes. She looked out the window, every now and then sniffing as quietly as possible.
“Six and a half years,” Ira said. “No, seven now, and you’re still dragging up that Fiona business. Telling total strangers it was all my fault she left. You just have to blame someone for it, don’t you, Maggie.”
“If someone’s to blame, why, yes, I do,” Maggie told the scenery.
“Never occurred to you it might be your fault, did it.”
“Are we going to go through this whole dumb argument again?” she asked, swinging around to confront him.
“Well, who brought it up, I’d like to know?”
“I was merely stating the facts, Ira.”
“Who asked for the facts, Maggie? Why do you feel the need to pour out your soul to some waitress?”
“Now, there is nothing wrong with being a waitress,” she told him. “It’s a perfectly respectable occupation. Our own daughter’s been working as a waitress, must I remind you.”
“Oh, great, Maggie; another of your logical progressions.”
“One thing about you that I really cannot stand,” she said, “is how you act so superior. We can’t have just a civilized back-and-forth discussion; oh, no. No, you have to make a point of how illogical I am, what a whifflehead I am, how you’re so cool and above it all.”
“Well, at least I don’t spill my life story in public eating places,” he told her.
“Oh, just let me out,” she said. “I cannot bear your company another second.”
“Gladly,” he said, but he went on driving.
“Let me out, I tell you!”
He looked over at her. He slowed down. She picked up her purse and clutched it to her chest.
“Are you going to stop this car,” she asked, “or do I have to jump from a moving vehicle?”
He stopped the car.
Maggie got out and slammed the door. She started walking back toward the café. For a moment it seemed that Ira planned just to sit there, but then she heard him shift gears and drive on.
The sun poured down a great wash of yellow light, and her shoes made little cluttery sounds on the gravel. Her heart was beating extra fast. She felt pleased, in a funny sort of way. She felt almost drunk with fury and elation.
She passed the first of the ranch houses, where weedy flowers waved along the edge of the front yard and a tricycle lay in the driveway. It certainly was quiet. All she could hear was the distant chirping of birds—their chink! chink! chink! and video! video! video! in the trees far across the fields. She’d lived her entire life with the hum of the city, she realized. You’d think Baltimore was kept running by some giant, ceaseless, underground machine. How had she stood it? Just like that, she gave up any plan for returning. She’d been heading toward the café with some vague notion of asking for the nearest Trailways stop, or maybe hitching a ride back home with a reliable-looking trucker; but what was the point of going home?
She passed the second ranch house, which had a mailbox out front shaped like a covered wagon. A fence surrounded the property—just whitewashed stumps linked by swags of whitewashed chain, purely ornamental—and she stopped next to one of the stumps and set her purse on it to take inventory. The trouble with dress-up purses was that they were so small. Her everyday purse, a canvas tote, could have kept her going for weeks. (“You give the line ‘Who steals my purse steals trash’ a whole new meaning,” her mother had once remarked.) Still, she had the basics: a comb, a pack of Kleenex, and a lipstick. And in her wallet, thirty-four dollars and some change and a blank check. Also two credit cards, but the check was what mattered. She would go to the nearest bank and open the largest account the check would safely cover—say three hundred dollars. Why, three hundred dollars could last her a long time! Long enough to find work, at least. The credit cards, she supposed, Ira would very soon cancel. Although she might try using them just for this weekend.
She flipped through the rest of the plastic windows in her wallet, passing her driver’s license, her library card, a school photo of Daisy, a folded coupon for Affinity shampoo, and a color snapshot of Jesse standing on the front steps at home. Daisy was double-exposed—it was all the rage last year—so her precise, chiseled profile loomed semitransparent behind a full-face view of her with her chin raised haughtily. Jesse wore his mammoth black overcoat from Value Village and a very long red fringed neck scarf that dangled below his knees. She was struck—she was almost injured—by his handsomeness. He had taken Ira’s one drop of Indian blood and transformed it into something rich and stunning: high polished cheekbones, straight black hair, long black lusterless eyes. But the look he gave her was veiled and impassive, as haughty as Daisy’s. Neither one of them had any further need of her.
She replaced everything in her purse and snapped it shut. When she started walking again her shoes felt stiff and uncomfortable, as if her feet had changed shape while she was standing. Maybe they’d swollen; it was a very warm day. But even the weather suited her purposes. This way, she could camp out if she had to. She could sleep in a haystack. Providing haystacks still existed.
Tonight she’d phone Serena and apologize for missing the funeral. She would reverse the charges; she could do that, with Serena. Serena might not want to accept the call at first because Maggie had let her down—Serena was always so quick to take offense—but eventually she’d give in and Maggie would explain. “Listen,” she would say, “right now I wouldn’t mind going to Ira’s funeral.” Or maybe that was tactless, in view of the circumstances.
The café lay just ahead, and beyond that was a low cinderblock building of some sort and beyond that, she guessed, at least a semblance of a town. It would be one of those scrappy little Route One towns, with much attention given to the requirements of auto travel. She would register at a no-frills motel, the room scarcely larger than the bed, which she pictured, with some enjoyment, as sunken in the middle and covered with a worn chenille spread. She would shop at Nell’s Grocery for foods that didn’t need cooking. One thing most people failed to realize was that many varieties of canned soup could be eaten cold straight from the tin, and they made a fairly balanced meal, too. (A can opener: She mustn’t forget to buy one at the grocery.)
As for employment, she didn’t have much hope of finding a nursing home in such a town. Maybe something clerical, then. She knew how to type and keep books, although she wasn’t wonderful at it. She’d had a little experience at the frame shop. Maybe an auto-parts store could use her, or she could be one of those women behind the grille at a service station, embossing credit card bills and handing people their keys. If worse came to worst she could punch a cash register. She could wait tables. She could scrub floors, for heaven’s sake. She was only forty-eight and her health was perfect, and in spite of what some people might think, she was capable of anything she set her mind to.
She bent to pick a chicory flower. She stuck it in the curls above her left ear.
Ira thought she was a klutz. Everybody did. She had developed a sort of clownish, pratfalling reputation, somehow. In the nursing home once, there’d been a crash and a tinkle of glass, and the charge nurse had said, “Maggie?” Just like that! Not even checking first to make sure! And Maggie hadn’t been anywhere near; it was someone else entirely. But that just went to show how people viewed her.
She had assumed when she married Ira that he would always look at her the way he’d looked at her that first night, when she stood in front of him in her trousseau negligee and the only light in the room was the filmy shaded lamp by the bed. She had unbuttoned her top button and then her next-to-top button, just enough to let the negligee slip from her shoulders and hesitate and fall around her ankles. He had looked directly into her eyes, and it seemed he wasn’t even breathing. She had assumed that would go on forever.
In the parking lot in front of Nell’s Grocery & Café two men stood next to a pickup, talking. One was fat and ham-faced and the other was thin and white and wilted. They were discussing someone named Doug who had come out all over in swelters. Maggie wondered what a swelter was. She pictured it as a combination of a sweat and a welt. She knew she must make an odd sight, arriving on foot out of nowhere so dressed up and citified. “Hello!” she cried, sounding like her mother. The men stopped talking and stared at her. The thin one took his cap off finally and looked inside it. Then he put it back on his head.
She could step into the café and speak to Mabel, ask if she knew of a job and a place to stay; or she could head straight for town and find something on her own. In a way, she preferred to fend for herself. It would be sort of embarrassing to confess she’d been abandoned by her husband. On the other hand, maybe Mabel knew of some marvelous job. Maybe she knew of the perfect boardinghouse, dirt cheap, with kitchen privileges, full of kindhearted people. Maggie supposed she ought to at least inquire.
She let the screen door slap shut behind her. The grocery was familiar now and she moved through its smells comfortably. At the lunch counter she found Mabel leaning on a wadded-up dishcloth and talking to a man in overalls. They were almost whispering. “Why, you can’t do nothing about it,” Mabel was saying. “What do they think you can do about it?”
Maggie felt she was intruding. She hadn’t counted on having to share Mabel with someone else. She shrank back before she was seen; she skulked in the crackers-and-cookies aisle, hoping for her rival to depart.
“I been over it and over it,” the man said creakily. “I still can’t see what else I could have done.”
“Good gracious, no.”
Maggie picked up a box of Ritz crackers. There used to be a kind of apple pie people made that contained no apples whatsoever, just Ritz crackers. What would that taste like, she wondered. It didn’t seem to her there was the remotest chance it could taste like apple pie. Maybe you soaked the crackers in cider or something first. She looked on the box for the recipe, but it wasn’t mentioned.
Now Ira would be starting to realize she was gone. He would be noticing the empty rush of air that comes when a person you’re accustomed to is all at once absent.
Would he go on to the funeral without her? She hadn’t thought of that. No, Serena was more Maggie’s friend than Ira’s. And Max had been just an acquaintance. To tell the truth, Ira didn’t have any friends. It was one of the things Maggie minded about him.
He’d be slowing down. He’d be trying to decide. Maybe he had already turned the car around.
He would be noticing how stark and upright a person feels when he’s suddenly left on his own.
Maggie set down the Ritz crackers and drifted toward the Fig Newtons.
One time a number of years ago, Maggie had fallen in love, in a way, with a patient at the nursing home. The very notion was comical, of course. In love! With a man in his seventies! A man who had to ride in a wheelchair if he went any distance at all! But there you are. She was fascinated by his austere white face and courtly manners. She liked his stiff turns of speech, which gave her the feeling he was keeping his own words at a distance. And she knew what pain it caused him to dress so formally each morning, his expression magnificently disengaged as he worked his arthritic, clublike hands into the sleeves of his suit coat. Mr. Gabriel, his name was. “Ben” to everyone else, but “Mr. Gabriel” to Maggie, for she guessed how familiarity alarmed him. And she was diffident about helping him, always asking his permission first. She was careful not to touch him. It was a kind of reverse courtship, you might say. While the others treated him warmly and a little condescendingly, Maggie stood back and allowed him his reserve.
In the office files, she read that he owned a nationally prominent power-tool company. Yes, she could see him in that position. He had a businessman’s crisp authority, a businessman’s air of knowing what was what. She read that he was widowed and childless, without any close relations except for an unmarried sister in New Hampshire. Until recently he had lived by himself, but shortly after his cook started a minor grease fire in the kitchen he’d applied for admission to the home. His concern, he wrote, was that he was becoming too disabled to escape if his house burned down. Concern! You had to know the man to know what the word concealed: a morbid, obsessive dread of fire, which had taken root with that small kitchen blaze and grown till not even live-in help, and finally not even round-the-clock nursing care, could reassure him. (Maggie had observed his stony, fixed stare during fire drills—the only occasions on which he seemed truly to be a patient.)
Oh, why was she reading his file? She wasn’t supposed to. Strictly speaking, she shouldn’t read even his medical record. She was nothing but a geriatric nursing assistant, certified to bathe her charges and feed them and guide them to the toilet.
And even in her imagination, she had always been the most faithful of wives. She had never felt so much as tempted. But now thoughts of Mr. Gabriel consumed her, and she spent hours inventing new ways to be indispensable to him. He always noticed, and he always thanked her. “Imagine!” he told a nurse. “Maggie’s brought me tomatoes from her own backyard.” Maggie’s tomatoes were subject to an unusual ailment: They were bulbous, like collections of little red rubber jack balls that had collided and mashed together. This problem had persisted for several years, through several varieties of hybrids. Maggie blamed the tiny plot of city soil she was forced to confine them to (or was it the lack of sun?), but often she sensed, from the amused and tolerant looks they drew, that other people thought it had something to do with Maggie herself—with the knobby, fumbling way she seemed to be progressing through her life. Yet Mr. Gabriel noticed nothing. He declared her tomatoes smelled like a summer’s day in 1944. When she sliced them they resembled doilies—scalloped around the edges, full of holes between intersections—but all he said was: “I can’t tell you how much this means to me.” He wouldn’t even let her salt them. He said they tasted glorious, just as they were.
Well, she wasn’t stupid. She realized that what appealed to her was the image he had of her—an image that would have staggered Ira. It would have staggered anyone who knew her. Mr. Gabriel thought she was capable and skillful and efficient. He believed that everything she did was perfect. He said as much, in so many words. And this was during a very unsatisfactory period in her life, when Jesse was just turning adolescent and negative and Maggie seemed to be going through a quarrelsome spell with Ira. But Mr. Gabriel never guessed any of that. Mr. Gabriel saw someone collected, moving serenely around his room straightening his belongings.
At night she lay awake and concocted dialogues in which Mr. Gabriel confessed that he was besotted with her. He would say he knew that he was too old to attract her physically, but she would interrupt to tell him he was wrong. This was a fact. The mere thought of laying her head against his starched white shoulder could turn her all warm and melting. She would promise to go anywhere with him, anywhere on earth. Should they take Daisy too? (Daisy was five or six at the time.) Of course they couldn’t take Jesse; Jesse was no longer a child. But then Jesse would think she loved Daisy better, and she certainly couldn’t have that. She wandered off on a sidetrack, imagining what would happen if they did take Jesse. He would lag a few steps behind, wearing one of his all-black outfits, laboring under his entire stereo system and a stack of record albums. She started giggling. Ira stirred in his sleep and said, “Hmm?” She sobered and hugged herself—a competent, adventurous woman, with infinite possibilities.
Star-crossed, that’s what they were; but she seemed to have found a way to be star-crossed differently from anyone else. How would she tend Mr. Gabriel and still go out to a job? He refused to be left alone. And what job would she go to? Her only employment in all her life had been with the Silver Threads Nursing Home. Fat chance they’d give her a letter of reference after she’d absconded with one of their patients.
Another sidetrack: What if she didn’t abscond, but broke the news to Ira in a civilized manner and calmly made new arrangements? She could move into Mr. Gabriel’s room. She could rise from his bed every morning and be right there at work; no commute. At night when the nurse came around with the pills, she’d find Maggie and Mr. Gabriel stretched out side by side, staring at the ceiling, with their roommate, Abner Scopes, in the bed along the opposite wall.
Maggie gave another snicker.
This was turning out all skewed, somehow.
Like anyone in love, she constantly found reasons to mention his name. She told Ira everything about him—his suits and ties, his gallantry, his stoicism. “I don’t know why you can’t act that keen about my father; he’s family,” Ira said, missing the point entirely. Ira’s father was a whiner, a user. Mr. Gabriel was nothing like him.
Then one morning the home held another fire drill. The alarm bell jangled and the code blared over the loudspeaker: “Dr. Red in Room Two-twenty.” This happened in the middle of activity hour—an inconvenient time because the patients were so scattered. Those with any manual dexterity were down in the Crafts Room, knotting colored silk flowers. Those too crippled—Mr. Gabriel, for instance—were taking an extra session of P.T. And of course the bedridden were still in their rooms. They were the easy ones.
The rule was that you cleared the halls of all obstructions, shut stray patients into any room available, and tied red cloths to the doorknobs to show which rooms were occupied. Maggie closed off 201 and 203, where her only bedridden patients lay. She attached red cloths from the broom closet. Then she coaxed one of Joelle Barrett’s wandering old ladies into 202. There was an empty tray cart next to 202 and she set that inside as well, after which she dashed off to seize Lottie Stein, who was inching along in her walker and humming tunelessly. Maggie put her in 201 with Hepzibah Murray. Then Joelle arrived, wheeling Lawrence Dunn and calling, “Oops! Tillie’s out!” Tillie was the one Maggie had just stashed in 202. That was the trouble with these drills. They reminded her of those pocket-sized games where you tried to get all the silver BBs into their nooks at once. She captured Tillie and slammed her back in 202. Disturbing sounds were coming from 201. That would be a fight between Lottie and Hepzibah; Hepzibah hated having outsiders in her room. Maggie should have dealt with it, and she should also have gone to the aid of Joelle, who was having quite a struggle with Lawrence, but there was something more important on her mind. She was thinking, of course, about Mr. Gabriel.
By now, he would be catatonic with fear.
She left her corridor. (You were never supposed to do that.) She zipped past the nurses’ station, down the stairs, and made a right-angle turn. The P.T. room lay at the far end of the hall. Both of its swinging doors were shut. She raced toward them, rounding first a folding chair and then a canvas laundry cart, neither of which should have been there. But all at once she heard footsteps, the squeak of rubber soles. She stopped and looked around. Mrs. Willis! Almost certainly it was Mrs. Willis, her supervisor; and here Maggie was, miles from her proper station.
She did the first thing that came to mind. She vaulted into the laundry cart.
Absurd, she knew it instantly. She was cursing herself even as she sank among the crumpled linens. She might have got away with it, though, except that she’d set the cart to rolling. Somebody grabbed it and drew it to a halt. A growly voice said, “What in the world?”
Maggie opened her eyes, which she had closed the way small children do in one last desperate attempt to make themselves invisible. Bertha Washington, from the kitchen, stood gaping down at her.
“Hi, there,” Maggie said.
“Well, I never!” Bertha said. “Sateen, come look at whoall’s waiting for the laundry man.”
Sateen Bishop’s face arrived next to Bertha’s, breaking into a smile. “You goofball, Maggie! What will you get up to next? Most folks just takes baths,” she said.
“This was a miscalculation,” Maggie told them. She stood up, batting away a towel that draped one shoulder. “Ah, well, I guess I’d better be—”
But Sateen said, “Off we goes, girl.”
“Sateen! No!” Maggie cried.
Sateen and Bertha took hold of the cart, chortling like maniacs, and tore down the hall. Maggie had to hang on tight or she would have toppled backward. She careened along, dodging as she approached the bend, but the women were quicker on their feet than they looked. They swung her around handily and started back the way they’d come. Maggie’s bangs lifted off her forehead in the breeze. She felt like a figurehead on a ship. She clutched at the sides of the cart and called, half laughing, “Stop! Please stop!” Bertha, who was overweight, snorted and thudded beside her. Sateen made a sissing sound through her teeth. They rattled toward the P.T. room just as the all-clear bell sounded—a hoarse burr over the loudspeaker. Instantly the doors swung open and Mr. Gabriel emerged in his wheelchair, propelled by Mrs. Inman. Not the physical therapist, not an assistant or a volunteer, but Mrs. Inman herself, the director of nursing for the entire home. Sateen and Bertha pulled up short. Mr. Gabriel’s jaw dropped.
Mrs. Inman said, “Ladies?”
Maggie laid a hand on Bertha’s shoulder and climbed out of the cart. “Honestly,” she told the two women. She batted down the hem of her skirt.
“Ladies, are you aware that we’ve been having a fire drill?”
“Yes, ma’am,” Maggie said. She had always been scared to death of stern women.
“Are you aware of the seriousness of a fire drill in a nursing home?”
Maggie said, “I was just—”
“Take Ben to his room, please, Maggie. I’ll speak with you in my office later.”
“Yes, ma’am,” Maggie said.
She wheeled Mr. Gabriel toward the elevator. When she leaned forward to press the button, her arm brushed his shoulder, and he jerked away from her. She said, “Excuse me.” He didn’t respond.
In the elevator he was silent, although that could have been because a doctor happened to be riding with them. But even after they arrived on the second floor and parted company with the doctor, Mr. Gabriel said nothing.
The hall had that hurricane-swept appearance it always took on after a drill. Every door was flung open and patients were roving distractedly and the staff was dragging forth the objects that didn’t belong in the rooms. Maggie wheeled Mr. Gabriel into 206. His roommate hadn’t returned yet. She parked the chair. Still he sat silent.
“Oh, land,” she said, giving a little laugh.
His eyes slid slowly to her face.
Maybe he could view her as a sort of I Love Lucy type—madcap, fun-loving, full of irrepressible high spirits. That was one way to look at it. Actually, Maggie had never liked I Love Lucy. She thought the plots were so engineered—that dizzy woman’s failures just built-in, just guaranteed. But maybe Mr. Gabriel felt differently.
“I came downstairs to find you,” she said.
He watched her.
“I was worried,” she told him.
So worried you took a joyride in a laundry cart, his glare said plainly.
Then Maggie, stooping to set the brake on his wheelchair, was struck by the most peculiar thought. It was the lines alongside his mouth that caused it—deep crevices that pulled the corners down. Ira had those lines. On Ira they were fainter, of course. They showed up only when he disapproved of something. (Usually Maggie.) And Ira would give her that same dark, sober, judging gaze.
Why, Mr. Gabriel was just another Ira, was all. He had Ira’s craggy face and Ira’s dignity, his aloofness, that could still to this day exert a physical pull on her. He was even supporting that unmarried sister, she would bet, just as Ira supported his sisters and his deadbeat father: a sign of a noble nature, some might say. All Mr. Gabriel was, in fact, was Maggie’s attempt to find an earlier version of Ira. She’d wanted the version she had known at the start of their marriage, before she’d begun disappointing him.
She hadn’t been courting Mr. Gabriel; she’d been courting Ira.
Well, she helped Mr. Gabriel out of his wheelchair and into the armchair next to his bed, and then she left to check the other patients, and life went on the same as ever. In fact, Mr. Gabriel still lived at the home, although they didn’t talk as much as they used to. Nowadays he seemed to prefer Joelle. He was perfectly friendly, though. He’d probably forgotten all about Maggie’s ride in the laundry cart.
But Maggie remembered, and sometimes, feeling the glassy sheet of Ira’s disapproval, she grew numbly, wearily certain that there was no such thing on this earth as real change. You could change husbands, but not the situation. You could change who, but not what. We’re all just spinning here, she thought, and she pictured the world as a little blue teacup, revolving like those rides at Kiddie Land where everyone is pinned to his place by centrifugal force.
She picked up a box of Fig Newtons and read the nutrition panel on the back. “Sixty calories each,” she said out loud, and Ira said, “Ah, go ahead and splurge.”
“Stop undermining my diet,” she told him. She replaced the box on the shelf, not turning.
“Hey, babe,” he said, “care to accompany me to a funeral?”
She shrugged and didn’t answer, but when he hung an arm around her shoulders she let him lead her out to the car.



Chapter 2
 
To find any place in Deer Lick, you just stopped at the one traffic light and looked in all four directions. Barbershop, two service stations, hardware, grocery, three churches—everything revealed itself at a glance. The buildings were set about as demurely as those in a model-railroad village. Trees were left standing, and the sidewalks ended after three blocks. Peer down any cross street; you’d see greenery and cornfields and even, in one case, a fat brown horse dipping his nose into a pasture.
Ira parked on the asphalt next to Fenway Memorial Church, a grayish-white frame cube with a stubby little steeple like a witch’s hat. There were no other cars on the lot. He’d guessed right, as it turned out: Continuing on Route One had been quicker, which wasn’t all that fortunate, since it meant they’d arrived in Deer Lick thirty minutes early. Still, Maggie had expected to find some sign of the other mourners.
“Maybe it’s the wrong day,” she said.
“It couldn’t be. ‘Tomorrow,’ Serena told you. No way you could mix that up.”
“You think we should go on in?”
“Sure, if it’s not locked.”
When they got out of the car, Maggie’s dress stuck to the back of her legs. She felt shellacked. Her hair was knotted from the wind, and the waistband of her panty hose had folded over on itself so it was cutting into her stomach.
They climbed a set of wooden steps and tried the door. It swung open with a grudging sound. Immediately inside lay a long, dim room, uncarpeted, the raftered ceiling towering above dark pews. Massive floral arrangements stood on either side of the pulpit, which Maggie found reassuring. Only weddings and funerals called for such artificial-looking bouquets.
“Hello?” Ira tried.
His voice rang back.
They tiptoed up the aisle, creaking the floorboards. “Do you suppose there’s a … side or something?” Maggie whispered.
“Side?”
“I mean a groom’s side and a bride’s side? Or rather—” Her mistake sent her into a little fit of giggles. To tell the truth, she hadn’t had much experience with funerals. No one really close to her had died yet, knock on wood. “I mean,” she said, “does it make any difference where we sit?”
“Just not in the front row,” Ira told her.
“Well, of course not, Ira. I’m not a total fool.”
She dropped into a right-hand pew midway up the aisle and slid over to make room for him. “You’d think at least some kind of music would be playing,” she said.
Ira checked his watch.
Maggie said, “Maybe next time you should follow Serena’s directions.”
“What, and wander some cow path half the morning?”
“It’s better than being the first people here.”
“I don’t mind being first,” Ira said.
He reached into the left pocket of his suit coat. He brought out a deck of cards secured with a rubber band.
“Ira Moran! You’re not playing cards in a house of worship!”
He reached into his right pocket and brought out another deck.
“What if someone comes?” Maggie asked.
“Don’t worry; I have lightning reflexes,” he told her.
He removed the rubber bands and shuffled the two decks together. They rattled like machine-gun fire.
“Well,” Maggie said, “I’m just going to pretend that I don’t know you.” She gathered the straps of her purse and slid out the other end of the pew.
Ira laid down cards where she’d been sitting.
She walked over to a stained-glass window. IN MEMORY OF VIVIAN DEWEY, BELOVED HUSBAND AND FATHER, a plaque beneath it read. A husband named Vivian! She stifled a laugh. She was reminded of a thought she’d often had back in the sixties when the young men wore their hair so long: Wouldn’t it feel creepy to run your fingers through your lover’s soft, trailing tresses?
Churches always put the most unseemly notions in her head.
She continued toward the front, her heels clicking sharply as if she knew where she was going. She stood on tiptoe beside the pulpit to smell a waxy white flower she couldn’t identify. It didn’t have any scent at all, and it gave off a definite chill. In fact, she was feeling a little chilly herself. She turned and walked back down the center aisle toward Ira.
Ira had his cards spread across half the length of the pew. He was shifting them around and whistling between his teeth. “The Gambler,” that was the name of the song. Disappointingly obvious. You’ve got to know when to hold them, know when to fold them … The form of solitaire he played was so involved it could last for hours, but it started simply and he was rearranging the cards almost without hesitation. “This is the part that’s dull,” he told Maggie. “I ought to have an amateur work this part, the way the old masters had their students fill in the backgrounds of their paintings.”
She shot him a glance; she hadn’t known they’d done that. It sounded to her like cheating. “Can’t you put that five on the six?” she asked.
“Butt out, Maggie.”
She wandered on down the aisle, swinging her purse loosely from her fingers.
What kind of church was this? The sign outside hadn’t said. Maggie and Serena had grown up Methodist, but Max was some other denomination and after they married, Serena had switched over. She was married Methodist, though. Maggie had sung at her wedding; she’d sung a duet with Ira. (They were just starting to date then.) The wedding had been one of Serena’s wilder inventions, a mishmash of popular songs and Kahlil Gibran in an era when everyone else was still clinging to “O Promise Me.” Well, Serena had always been ahead of her time. No telling what kind of funeral she would put on.
Maggie pivoted at the door and walked back toward Ira. He had left his pew and was leaning over it from the pew behind so he could study the full array of cards. He must have reached the interesting stage by now. Even his whistling was slower. You never count your money when you’re sitting at the table … From here he looked like a scarecrow: coat-hanger shoulders, spriggy black cowlick, his arms set at wiry angles.
“Maggie! You came!” Serena called from the doorway.
Maggie turned, but all she saw was a silhouette against a blur of yellow light. She said, “Serena?”
Serena rushed toward her, arms outstretched. She wore a black shawl that completely enveloped her, with long satiny fringes swinging at the hem, and her hair was black too, untouched by gray. When Maggie hugged her she got tangled in the tail of hair that hung down straight between Serena’s shoulder blades. She had to shake her fingers loose, laughing slightly, as she stepped back. Serena could have been a Spanish señora, Maggie always thought, with her center part and her full, oval face and vivid coloring.
“And Ira!” Serena was saying. “How are you, Ira?”
Ira stood up (having somehow spirited his cards out of sight), and she kissed his cheek, while he endured it. “Mighty sad to hear about Max,” he told her.
“Well, thank you,” Serena said. “I’m so grateful to you for making the trip; you have no idea. All Max’s relatives are up at the house and I’m feeling outnumbered. Finally I slipped away; told them I had things to see to at the church ahead of time. Did you two eat breakfast?”
“Oh, yes,” Maggie said. “But I wouldn’t mind finding a bathroom.”
“I’ll take you. Ira?”
“No, thanks.”
“We’ll be back in a minute, then,” Serena said. She hooked her arm through Maggie’s and steered her down the aisle. “Max’s cousins came from Virginia,” she said, “and his brother George, of course, and George’s wife and daughter, and Linda’s been here since Thursday with the grandchildren.…”
Her breath smelled of peaches, or maybe that was her perfume. Her shoes were sandals with leather straps that wound halfway up her bare brown legs, and her dress (Maggie was not surprised to see) was a vibrant red chiffon with a rhinestone sunburst at the center of the V neckline. “Maybe it’s a blessing,” she was saying. “All this chaos keeps my mind off things.”
“Oh, Serena, has it been just terrible?” Maggie asked.
“Well, yes and no,” Serena said. She was leading Maggie through a little side door to the left of the entrance, and then down a flight of narrow stairs. “I mean it went on so long, Maggie; in an awful way it was kind of a relief, at first. He’d been sick since February, you know. Only back then we didn’t realize. February is such a sick month anyhow: colds and flu and leaky roofs and the furnace breaking down. So we didn’t put two and two together at the time. He was feeling off a little, was all he said. Touch of this, touch of that … Then he turned yellow. Then his upper lip disappeared. I mean, nothing you can report to a doctor. You can’t exactly phone a doctor and say … but I looked at him one morning and I thought, ‘My Lord, he’s so old! His whole face is different.’ And by that time it was April, when normal people feel wonderful.”
They were crossing an unlit, linoleum-floored basement overhung with pipes and ducts. They picked their way between long metal tables and folding chairs. Maggie felt right at home. How often had she and Serena traded secrets in one or another Sunday-school classroom? She thought she could smell the coated paper that was used for Bible-study leaflets.
“One day I came back from the grocery store,” Serena said, “and Max wasn’t there. It was a Saturday, and when I’d left he was working in the yard. Well, I didn’t think much about it, started putting away the groceries—”
She ushered Maggie into a bathroom tiled in white. Her voice took on an echo. “Then all at once I look out the window and there’s this totally unknown woman leading him by the hand. She was sort of … hovering; you could tell she thought he was handicapped or something. I went running out. She said, ‘Oh! Is he yours?’ ”
Serena leaned back against a sink, arms folded, while Maggie entered a booth. “Was he mine!” Serena said. “Like when a neighbor comes dragging your dog who’s dripping garbage from every whisker and she asks, ‘Is he yours?’ But I said yes. Turns out this woman found him wandering Dunmore Road with a pair of pruning shears, and he didn’t seem to know where he was headed. She asked if she could help and all he said was: ‘I’m not certain. I’m not certain.’ But he recognized me when he saw me. His face lit up and he told her, ‘There’s Serena.’ So I took him inside and sat him down. I asked him what had happened and he said it was the oddest feeling. He said that out of the blue, he just seemed to be walking on Dunmore Road. Then when the woman turned him back toward where he’d come from he said he saw our house, and he knew it was ours, but at the time it was like it had nothing to do with him. He said it was like he had stepped outside his own life for a minute.”
MARCY + DAVE, read the chalked words above the toilet paper dispenser. SUE HARDY WEARS A PADDED BRA. Maggie tried to adjust to this new version of Max—vague and bewildered and buckling at the knees, no doubt, like one of her patients at the home. But what she came up with was the Max she’d always known, a hefty football-player type with a prickle of glinting blond hair and a broad, good-natured, freckled face; the Max who’d run naked into the surf at Carolina Beach. She’d seen him only a few times in the past ten years, after all; he was not the world’s best at holding down a job and had moved his family often. But he had struck her as the type who stays boyish forever. It was hard to imagine him aging.
She flushed the toilet and emerged to find Serena considering one of her sandals, twisting her foot this way and that. “Have you ever done such a thing?” Serena asked her. “Stepped outside your own life?”
Maggie said, “Well, not that I can recall,” and turned on the hot water.
“What would it be like, I wonder,” Serena said. “Just to look around you one day and have it all amaze you—where you’d arrived at, who you’d married, what kind of person you’d grown into. Say you suddenly came to while you were—oh, say, out shopping with your daughter—but it was your seven- or eight-year-old self observing all you did. ‘Why!’ you’d say. ‘Can this be me? Driving a car? Taking charge? Nagging some young woman like I knew what I was doing?’ You’d walk into your house and say, ‘Well, I don’t think all that much of my taste.’ You’d go to a mirror and say, ‘Goodness, my chin is starting to slope just the way my mother’s did.’ I mean you’d be looking at things without their curtains. You’d say, ‘My husband isn’t any Einstein, is he?’ You’d say, ‘My daughter certainly could stand to lose some weight.’ ”
Maggie cleared her throat. (All those observations were disconcertingly true. Serena’s daughter, for instance, could stand to lose a lot of weight.) She reached for a paper towel and said, “I thought on the phone you said he died of cancer.”
“He did,” Serena said. “But it was everywhere before we knew about it. Every part of him, even his brain.”
“Oh, Serena.”
“One day he was out selling radio ads the same as always and next day he was flat on his back. Couldn’t walk right, couldn’t see right; everything he did was one-sided. He kept saying he smelled cookies. He’d say, ‘Serena, when will those cookies be done?’ I haven’t baked cookies in years! He’d say, ‘Bring me one, Serena, as soon as they’re out of the oven.’ So I would make a batch and then he’d look surprised and tell me he wasn’t hungry.”
“I wish you’d called me,” Maggie said.
“What could you have done?”
Well, nothing, really, Maggie thought. She couldn’t even say for certain that she knew what Serena was going through. Every stage of their lives, it seemed, Serena had experienced slightly ahead of Maggie; and every stage she’d reported on in her truthful, startling, bald-faced way, like some foreigner who didn’t know the etiquette. Talk about stripping the curtains off! It was Serena who’d told Maggie that marriage was not a Rock Hudson–Doris Day movie. It was Serena who’d said that motherhood was much too hard and, when you got right down to it, perhaps not worth the effort. Now this: to have your husband die. It made Maggie nervous, although she knew it wasn’t catching.
She frowned into the mirror and caught sight of the squinched blue chicory flower lolling above one ear. She plucked it off and dropped it in the wastebasket. Serena hadn’t mentioned it—sure proof of her distracted state of mind.
“At first I wondered, ‘How are we going to do this?’ ” Serena said. “ ‘How will the two of us manage?’ Then I saw that it was only me who would manage. Max was just assuming that I would see him through it. Did the tax people threaten to audit us; did the car need a new transmission? That was my affair; Max had left it all behind him. He’d be dead by the time the audit rolled around, and he didn’t have any further use for a car. Really it’s laughable, when you stop to think. Isn’t there some warning about your wishes coming true? ‘Be careful what you set your heart on’—isn’t there some such warning? Here I’d vowed since I was a child that I wouldn’t be dependent on a man. You’d never find me waiting around for some man to give me the time of day! I wanted a husband who’d dote on me and stick to me like glue, and that’s exactly what I got. Exactly. Max hanging on to the sight of me and following me with his eyes around the room. When he had to go to the hospital finally, he begged me not to leave him and so I stayed there day and night. But I started feeling mad at him. I remembered how I’d always been after him to exercise and take better care of his health, and he’d said exercise was nothing but a fad. Claimed jogging gave people coronaries. To hear him talk, the sidewalks were just littered with the piled-up corpses of joggers. I’d look at him in his bed and I’d say, ‘Well, which do you prefer, Max: sudden death in a snazzy red warm-up suit or lying here stuck full of needles and tubes?’ I said that, right out loud! I acted horrible to him.”
“Oh, well,” Maggie said unhappily, “I’m sure you didn’t intend—”
“I intended every word,” Serena said. “Why do you always have to gloss things over, Maggie? I acted horrible. Then he died.”
“Oh, dear,” Maggie said.
“It was nighttime, Wednesday night. I felt someone had lifted a weight off my chest, and I went home and slept twelve hours straight. Then Thursday Linda came down from New Jersey and that was nice; her and our son-in-law and the kids. But I kept feeling I ought to be doing something. There was something I was forgetting. I ought to be over at the hospital; that was it. I felt so restless. It was like that trick we used to try as children, remember? Where we’d stand in a doorway and press the backs of both hands against the frame and then when we stepped forward our hands floated up on their own as if all that pressure had been, oh, stored for future use; operating retroactively. And then Linda’s kids started teasing the cat. They dressed the cat in their teddy bear’s pajamas and Linda didn’t even notice. She’s never kept them properly in line. Max and I used to bite our tongues not to point that out. Anytime they’d come we wouldn’t say a word but we’d give each other this look across the room: just trade a look, you know how you do? And all at once I had no one to trade looks with. It was the first I’d understood that I’d truly lost him.”
She drew her tail of hair over one shoulder and examined it. The skin beneath her eyes was shiny. In fact, she was crying, but she didn’t seem to realize that. “So I drank a whole bottle of wine,” she said, “and then I phoned everyone I ever used to know, all the friends we had when Max and I were courting. You, and Sissy Parton, and the Barley twins—”
“The Barley twins! Are they coming?”
“Sure, and Jo Ann Dermott and Nat Abrams, whom she finally did end up marrying, you’ll be interested to hear—”
“I haven’t thought of Jo Ann in years!”
“She’s going to read from The Prophet. You and Ira are singing.”
“We’re what?”
“You’re singing ‘Love Is a Many Splendored Thing.’ ”
“Oh, have mercy, Serena! Not ‘Love Is a Many Splendored Thing.’ ”
“You sang it at our wedding, didn’t you?”
“Yes, but—”
“That was what they were playing when Max first told me how he felt about me,” Serena said. She lifted a corner of her shawl and delicately blotted the shiny places beneath her eyes. “October twenty-second, nineteen fifty-five. Remember? The Harvest Home Ball. I came with Terry Simpson, but Max cut in.”
“But this is a funeral!” Maggie said.
“So?”
“It’s not a … request program,” Maggie said.
Over their heads, a piano began thrumming the floorboards. Chord, chord, chord was plunked forth like so many place settings. Serena flung her shawl across her bosom and said, “We’d better get back up there.”
“Serena,” Maggie said, following her out of the bathroom, “Ira and I haven’t sung in public since your wedding!”
“That’s all right. I don’t expect anything professional,” Serena said. “All I want is a kind of rerun, like people sometimes have on their golden anniversaries. I thought it would make a nice touch.”
“Nice touch! But you know how songs, well, age,” Maggie said, winding after her among the tables. “Why not just some consoling hymns? Doesn’t your church have a choir?”
At the foot of the stairs, Serena turned. “Look,” she said. “All I’m asking is the smallest, simplest favor, from the closest friend I’ve had in this world. Why, you and I have been through everything together! Our weddings and our babies! You helped me put my mother in the nursing home. I sat up with you that time that Jesse got arrested.”
“Yes, but—”
“Last night I started thinking and I said to myself, ‘What am I holding this funeral for? Hardly anyone will come; we haven’t lived here long enough. Why, we’re not even burying him; I’m flinging his ashes on the Chesapeake next summer. We’re not even going to have his casket at the service. What’s the point of sitting in that church,’ I said, ‘listening to Mrs. Filbert tinkle out gospel hymns on the piano? “Stumbling up the Path of Righteousness” and “Death Is Like a Good Night’s Sleep.” I don’t even know Mrs. Filbert! I’d rather have Sissy Parton. I’d rather have “My Prayer” as played by Sissy Parton at our wedding.’ So then I thought, Why not all of it? Kahlil Gibran? ‘Love Is a Many Splendored Thing’?”
“Not everyone would understand, though,” Maggie said. “People who weren’t at the wedding, for instance.”
Or even the people who were at the wedding, she thought privately. Some of those guests had worn fairly puzzled expressions.
“Let them wonder, then,” Serena said. “It’s not for them I’m doing it.” And she spun away and started up the stairs.
“Also there’s Ira,” Maggie called, following her. The fringe of Serena’s shawl swatted her in the face. “Of course I’d move the earth for you, Serena, but I don’t think Ira would feel comfortable singing that song.”
“Ira has a nice tenor voice,” Serena said. She turned at the top of the stairs. “And yours is like a silver bell; remember how people always told you that? High time you stopped keeping it a secret.”
Maggie sighed and followed her up the aisle. No use pointing out, she supposed, that that bell was nearly half a century old by now.
Several other guests had arrived in Maggie’s absence. They dotted the pews here and there. Serena bent to speak to a hatted woman in a slim black suit. “Sugar?” she said.
Maggie stopped short behind her and said, “Sugar Tilghman?”
Sugar turned. She had been the class beauty and was beautiful still, Maggie supposed, although it was hard to tell through the heavy black veil descending from her hat. She looked more like a widow than the widow herself. Well, she always had viewed clothes as costumes. “There you are!” she said. She rose to press her cheek against Serena’s. “I am so, so sorry for your loss,” she said. “Except they call me Elizabeth now.”
“Sugar, you remember Maggie,” Serena said.
“Maggie Daley! What a surprise.”
Sugar’s cheek was smooth and taut beneath the veil. It felt like one of those netted onions in a grocery store.
“If this is not the saddest thing,” she said. “Robert would have come with me but he had a meeting in Houston. He said to send you his condolences, though. He said, ‘Seems like only yesterday we were trying to find our way to their wedding reception.’ ”
“Yes, well, that’s what I want to discuss with you,” Serena said. “Remember at our wedding? Where you sang a solo after the vows?”
“ ‘Born to Be with You,’ ” Sugar said. She laughed. “You two marched out to it; I can see you still. The march took longer than the song, and at the finish all we heard was your high heels.”
“Well,” Serena said, “I’d like you to sing it again today.”
Shock made Sugar’s face appear to emerge from the netting. She was older-looking than Maggie had first realized. “Do what?” she said.
“Sing.”
Sugar raised her eyebrows at Maggie. Maggie looked away, refusing to conspire. It was true the pianist was playing “My Prayer.” But that couldn’t be Sissy Parton, could it? That plump-backed woman with dimpled elbows like upside-down valentines? Why, she resembled any ordinary church lady.
“I haven’t sung for twenty years or more,” Sugar said. “I couldn’t sing even then! All I was doing was showing off.”
“Sugar, it’s the last favor I’ll ever ask of you,” Serena said.
“Elizabeth.”
“Elizabeth, one song! Among friends! Maggie and Ira are singing.”
“No, wait—” Maggie said.
Sugar said, “And besides: ‘Born to Be with You.’ ”
“What’s wrong with it, I’d like to know?” Serena asked.
“Have you thought about the lyrics? By your side, satisfied? You want to hear that at a funeral?”
“Memorial service,” Serena said, though she’d been calling it a funeral herself up till now.
“What’s the difference?” Sugar asked.
“Well, it’s not like there was a coffin present.”
“What’s the difference, Serena?”
“It’s not like I’m by his side in the coffin or anything! It’s not like I’m being ghoulish or anything! I’m by his side in a spiritual sense, is all I’m saying.”
Sugar looked at Maggie. Maggie was trying to remember the words to “My Prayer.” In a funeral context, she thought (or in a memorial-service context), even the blandest lines could take on a different aspect.
“You’d be the laughingstock of this congregation,” Sugar said flatly.
“What do I care about that?”
Maggie left them and walked on up the aisle. She was alert to the people she passed now; they could be old-time friends. But no one looked familiar. She stopped at Ira’s pew and gave him a nudge. “I’m back,” she told him. He moved over. He was reading his pocket calendar—the part that listed birthstones and signs of the zodiac.
“Am I imagining things,” he asked when she’d settled next to him, “or is that ‘My Prayer’ I’m hearing?”
“It’s ‘My Prayer,’ all right,” Maggie said. “And it’s not just any old pianist, either. It’s Sissy Parton.”
“Who’s Sissy Parton?”
“Honestly, Ira! You remember Sissy. She played at Serena’s wedding.”
“Oh, yes.”
“Where you and I sang ‘Love Is a Many Splendored Thing,’ ” Maggie said.
“How could I forget that,” he said.
“Which Serena wants us to sing again today.”
Ira didn’t even change expression. He said, “Too bad we can’t oblige her.”
“Sugar Tilghman won’t sing, either, and Serena’s giving her fits. I don’t think she’ll let us out of this, Ira.”
“Sugar Tilghman’s here?” Ira said. He turned and looked over his shoulder.
Boys had always been fascinated by Sugar.
“She’s sitting back there in the hat,” Maggie told him.
“Did Sugar sing at their wedding?”
“She sang ‘Born to Be with You.’ ”
Ira faced forward again and thought a moment. He must have been reviewing the lyrics. Eventually, he gave a little snort.
Maggie said, “Do you recall the words to ‘Love Is a Many Splendored Thing’?”
“No, and I don’t intend to,” Ira said.
A man paused in the aisle next to Maggie. He said, “How you doing, Morans?”
“Oh, Durwood,” Maggie said. She told Ira, “Move over and let Durwood have a seat.”
“Durwood. Hi, there,” Ira said. He slid down a foot.
“If I’d known you were coming too, I’d have hitched a ride,” Durwood said, settling next to Maggie. “Peg had to take the bus to work.”
“Oh, I’m sorry; we should have thought,” Maggie said. “Serena must have phoned everyone in Baltimore.”
“Yes, I noticed old Sugar back there,” Durwood said. He slipped a ballpoint pen from his breast pocket. He was a rumpled, quiet man, with wavy gray hair that he wore just a little too long. It trailed thinly over the tops of his ears and lay in wisps on the back of his collar, giving him the look of someone down on his luck. In high school Maggie had not much liked him, but over the years he’d stayed on in the neighborhood and married a Glen Burnie girl and raised a family, and now she saw more of him than anyone else she’d grown up with. Wasn’t it funny how that happened, she thought. She couldn’t remember now why they hadn’t been close to begin with.
Durwood was patting all his pockets, hunting something. “You wouldn’t have a piece of paper, would you?” he said.
All she found was her shampoo coupon. She gave him that and he laid it on a hymnbook. Clicking his pen point, he frowned into space. “What are you writing?” Maggie asked.
“I’m trying to think of the words to ‘I Want You, I Need You, I Love You.’ ”
Ira groaned.
The church was filling now. A family settled in the pew just in front of theirs, the children arranged by height so that the line of round blond heads slanted upward like a question. Serena flitted from guest to guest, no doubt pleading and cajoling. The fringes of her shawl had gathered a row of dust mice from somewhere. “My Prayer” played over and over, turning dogged.
Now that she knew how many people from her past were sitting here, Maggie wished she’d given more thought to her appearance. She could have worn powder, for instance, or foundation of some kind—something to make her face less rosy. Maybe she’d have tried painting brown hollows on her cheeks, the way the magazines were always recommending. Also she’d have chosen a younger dress, an eye-catching dress like Serena’s. Except that she didn’t own such a dress. Serena had always been more flamboyant—the only girl in their school with pierced ears. She had teetered on the edge of downright gaudy, but had somehow brought it off.
How gloriously Serena had defied the stodgy times they’d grown up in! In third grade she’d worn ballet-style shoes, paper-thin, with a stunning spray of sequins across each toe, and the other girls (in their sensible brown tie oxfords and thick wool knee socks) had bitterly envied the tripping way she walked and the dancer-like grace of her bare legs, which came out in goose bumps and purple splotches at every recess period. She had brought adventurous lunches to the stewy-smelling cafeteria: one time, tiny silver sardines still in their flat silver tin. (She ate the tails. She ate the little bones. “Mm-mm! Crunch, crunch,” she said, licking off each finger.) Every year on Parents’ Day she proudly, officiously ushered around her scandalous mother, Anita, who wore bright-red, skin-tight toreador pants and worked in a bar. And she never hesitated to admit that she had no father. Or no father who was married, at any rate. Not married to her mother, at any rate.
In high school she had evolved her own personal fashion statement—rayon and machine embroidery and slinky blouses from the Philippines, when the other girls were wearing crinolines. You’d see the other girls wafting through the corridors, their skirts standing out like frilled lampshades; and then in their midst Serena’s sultry, come-hither, plum-colored sheath handed down from Anita.
But wasn’t it odd that the boys she went out with were never the sultry types themselves? They were not the dark Lotharios you would expect but the sunny innocents like Max. The plaid-shirt boys, the gym-sneaker boys: Those were the ones she’d gravitated toward. Maybe she’d coveted everydayness, more than she ever let on. Was that possible? Well, of course it was, but Maggie hadn’t guessed it at the time. Serena had made such a point of being different. She was so thorny and spiky, so quick to get her hackles up and order you out of her sight forever. (How many times had she and Maggie stopped speaking—Serena swishing past as grandly as a duchess?) Even now, enfolding a funeral guest in her dramatic shawl, she gave off a rich, dark glow that made the people around her seem faded.
Maggie looked down at her hands. Lately, when she took a pinch of skin from the back of a hand and released it, she noticed the skin would stay pleated for moments afterward.
Durwood muttered to himself and scribbled phrases on her coupon. Then he muttered something else, staring at the hymnal rack in front of him. Maggie felt a clutch of anxiety. She placed her fingertips together and whispered, “ ‘Love is a many splendored thing, it’s the April rose that only grows in the—’ ”
“I am not going to sing that song, I tell you,” Ira said.
Maggie wasn’t, either, but she had a sense of being borne along by something. All through this church, she imagined, middle-aged people were mumbling sentimental phrases from the fifties. Wondrously, love can see … and More than the buds on the May-apple tree …
Why did popular songs always focus on romantic love? Why this preoccupation with first meetings, sad partings, honeyed kisses, heartbreak, when life was also full of children’s births and trips to the shore and longtime jokes with friends? Once Maggie had seen on TV where archaeologists had just unearthed a fragment of music from who knows how many centuries B.C., and it was a boy’s lament for a girl who didn’t love him back. Then besides the songs there were the magazine stories and the novels and the movies, even the hair-spray ads and the panty-hose ads. It struck Maggie as disproportionate. Misleading, in fact.
A slim blade of black knelt at Durwood’s elbow. It was Sugar Tilghman, blowing at a swatch of net to free it from her lipstick. “If I’d known I was expected to provide the entertainment I never would have come,” she said. “Oh, Ira. I didn’t see you there.”
“How you doing, Sugar,” Ira said.
“Elizabeth.”
“Pardon?”
“The Barley twins have the right idea,” Sugar said. “They flat-out refuse to go along with this.”
“Isn’t that just like them,” Maggie said. The Barley twins had always acted so snobbish, preferring each other to anybody else.
“And Nick Bourne wouldn’t even come to the funeral.”
“Nick Bourne?”
“Said it was too long a drive.”
“I don’t recall Nick at the wedding,” Maggie said.
“Well, he was in the chorus, right?”
“Oh, yes, I guess he was.”
“And the chorus sang ‘True Love,’ remember? But if the Barley twins won’t join in and Nick Bourne’s not coming, there wouldn’t be but the four of us, so she’s going to skip the chorus part.”
“You know,” Durwood said, “I never understood why ‘True Love’ went so high on the charts. That was a really boring tune, when you think about it.”
“And then ‘Born to Be with You,’ ” Sugar said. “Wasn’t it funny about Serena? Sometimes she kind of overdid. She’d take some run-of-the-mill pop song like ‘Born to Be with You’ that all the rest of us liked okay, and she would make so much of it, it would start to look weird. It would start to look bizarre. Things always got so exaggerated, with Serena.”
“Like her wedding reception,” Durwood said.
“Oh, her wedding reception! Her receiving line with just that mother of hers and one fat twelve-year-old girl cousin and Max’s parents.”
“Max’s parents looked miserable.”
“They never did approve of her.”
“They thought she was sort of cheap.”
“They kept asking who her people were.”
“Better not to have a receiving line at all,” Durwood said. “Shoot, better just to elope. I don’t know why she went to so much trouble.”
“Well, anyhow,” Sugar said, “I told Serena I’d sing today if she insisted, but she’d have to make it some other piece. Something more appropriate. I mean I know we’re supposed to be humoring the bereaved, but there are limits. And Serena said, well, all right, so long as it came from the time when they were first dating. Nineteen fifty-five, fifty-six, she said; nothing later.”
“ ‘The Great Pretender,’ ” Durwood said suddenly. “Now, there was a song. Remember, Ira? Remember ‘The Great Pretender’?”
Ira put on a soulful look and crooned, “O-o-o-o-o-o—oh, yes …”
“Why not sing that?” Durwood asked Sugar.
“Oh, be serious,” Sugar said.
“Sing ‘Davy Crockett,’ ” Ira suggested.
He and Durwood started competing: “Sing ‘Yellow Rose of Texas.’ ”
“Sing ‘Hound Dog.’ ”
“Sing ‘Papa Loves Mambo.’ ”
“Will you be serious for a minute?” Sugar said. “I’m going to get up there and open my mouth and nothing’s going to come out.”
“Or how about ‘Heartbreak Hotel’?” Ira asked.
“Ssh, everybody. They’re starting,” Maggie said. She had glimpsed the family approaching from the rear. Sugar rose hastily and returned to her seat, while Serena, who was bending over two women who could only be the Barley twins, settled next to them in a pew that was nowhere near the front and went on whispering. No doubt she still hoped to talk them into singing. Both twins wore their yellow hair in the short, curly, caplike style they’d favored in high school, Maggie saw, but the backs of their necks were scrawny as chicken necks and their fussy pink ruffles gave them a Minnie Pearl look.
An usher led the family up the aisle: Serena’s daughter, Linda, fat and freckled, and Linda’s bearded husband and two little boys in grownup suits, their expressions self-consciously solemn. Behind them came a fair-haired man, most likely the brother, and various other people, severely, somberly dressed. Several had Max’s wide face, which gave Maggie a start. She seemed to have drifted away from the reason for this ceremony, and now all at once she remembered: Max Gill had actually gone and died. The striking thing about death, she thought, was its eventfulness. It made you see you were leading a real life. Real life at last! you could say. Was that why she read the obituaries each morning, hunting familiar names? Was that why she carried on those hushed, awed conversations with the other workers when one of the nursing home patients was carted away in a hearse?
The family settled in the frontmost pew. Linda glanced back at Serena, but Serena was too busy arguing with the Barley twins to notice. Then the piano fell silent, and a door near the altar opened and a lean, bald-headed minister appeared in a long black robe. He crossed behind the pulpit. He seated himself in a dark wooden armchair and arranged the skirt of his robe fastidiously over his trousers.
“That’s not Reverend Connors, is it?” Ira whispered.
“Reverend Connors is dead,” Maggie told him.
She was louder than she’d meant to be. The row of blond heads in front of her swiveled.
Now the piano trudged off on “True Love.” Evidently Sissy was filling in for the chorus. Serena was giving the Barley twins a pointed, accusing glare, but they faced stubbornly forward and pretended not to notice.
Maggie remembered Grace Kelly and Bing Crosby singing “True Love” in a movie. They’d been perched on a yacht or a sailboat or something. Both of them were dead too, come to think of it.
If the minister found the music surprising, he gave no sign. He waited till the last note had faded and then he stood and said, “Turning now to the Holy Word …” His voice was high-pitched and stringy. Maggie wished he were Reverend Connors. Reverend Connors had shaken the rafters. And she didn’t think he’d read any Holy Word at Serena’s wedding, at least not that she could recollect.
This man read a psalm, something about a lovely dwelling place, which came as a relief to Maggie because in her experience, most of the Book of Psalms tended to go on in a sort of paranoid way about enemies and evil plots. She pictured Max reclining in a lovely dwelling place with Grace Kelly and Bing Crosby, his crew cut glinting against the sunlit sails. He would be telling them one of his jokes. He could tell jokes for hours, one after the other. Serena used to say, “All right already, Gill, enough.” They’d often called each other by their last names—Max using Serena’s maiden name even after they were married. “Watch it there, Palermo.” Maggie could hear him now. It had made the two of them look more amiable than other married couples. They’d seemed like easygoing buddies, unaware of that dark, helpless, angry, confined feeling that Maggie’s own marriage descended to from time to time.
In fact, if Serena believed that marriage was not a Doris Day movie, she had certainly never proved it in public, for her grownup life had looked from outside like the cheeriest of domestic comedies: Serena ironic and indulgent and Max the merry good-time guy. They had appeared to remain focused exclusively upon each other even after becoming parents; Linda had seemed more or less extraneous. Maggie envied that. So what if Max was a bit of a failure in the outside world? “If I just didn’t feel I had to carry him; always be the one to carry the household,” Serena had confided once. But then she had turned breezy and waved a hand, clanging her bangle bracelets. “Oh, well! But he’s my sweetie, right?” she’d said, and Maggie had agreed. He was as sweet as they came.
(And she remembered, if Serena didn’t, how she and Serena had spent the summer after fifth grade spying on the gracious Guilford home of the man who was Serena’s father, and how they had cunningly shadowed his teenaged sons and his ladylike wife. “I could bring that woman’s world crashing around her ears,” Serena had said. “I could knock on her door and she would go, ‘Why, hello, dear, whose little girl are you?’ and I could tell her.” But she had said this while hidden behind one of the two complacent stone lions that guarded the front walk, and she had made no move to show herself. And then she had whispered, “I will never be like her, I tell you.” A stranger would think she meant the wife, but Maggie knew better: She meant her mother. “Mrs.” Palermo—love’s victim. A woman whose every trait—even the tilted, off-center way she carried her waterfall of black curls—hinted at permanent injuries.)
The minister seated himself, orchestrating his robe. Sissy Parton weighed in with a few ominous notes. She looked toward the congregation and Durwood said, “Me?” right out loud. The blond heads swiveled again. Durwood rose and headed up the aisle. Apparently you were expected to remember on your own when your song was due. Never mind that you had to cast your thoughts back twenty-nine years.
Durwood struck a pose beside the piano, resting one arm on the lid. He nodded at Sissy. Then he started off in a throbbing bass: “Hold me close. Hold me tight …”
A lot of parents had forbidden that song in their houses. All this wanting and needing really didn’t sound very nice, they had said. So Maggie and her classmates had had to go to Serena’s, or to Oriole Hi Fidelity, where you could still, in those days, pile into a listening booth and play records all afternoon without making a purchase.
And now she recalled why she hadn’t liked Durwood; his operatic tremolo brought it all back. Once upon a time he’d been considered quite a catch, with his wavy dark hair and his deep-brown eyes and that habit he had of beseechingly crinkling his brow. He’d sung “Believe Me if All Those Endearing Young Charms” in the high school auditorium on every conceivable occasion, always the same song, the same theatrical gestures, the same fifties crooner style, where the voice breaks with feeling. Sometimes Durwood’s voice broke so extremely that the first syllable of a line was silent, and even on the second syllable he kicked in a touch late, while the plump, bespectacled music teacher gazed up at him mistily from her piano. “Dreamboat,” his entry in the yearbook had read. “Man I’d Most Like to Be Shipwrecked With,” he’d been voted in the school paper. He’d asked Maggie for a date and Maggie had said no and her girlfriends had told her she was crazy. “You turned down Durwood? Durwood Clegg?”
“He’s too soft,” she’d said, and they had repeated the word and passed it among themselves for consideration. “Soft,” they’d murmured tentatively.
He was too pliant, she meant; too supplicating. She failed to see the appeal. For if Serena had made her resolutions about who not to be, why, so had Maggie; and in order not to be her mother, she planned to avoid any man remotely like her father—the person she loved best in the world. No one mild and clumsy for Maggie, thank you; no one bumbling and well-meaning and sentimental, who would force her to play the heavy. You’d never find her sitting icily erect while her husband, flushed with merriment, sang nonsense songs at the dinner table.
So Maggie had refused Durwood Clegg and had watched with no regrets as he went on to date Lu Beth Parsons instead. She could see Lu Beth as clear as day this very minute, clearer than Peg, whom he’d ended up marrying. She could see Durwood’s khaki trousers with the Ivy League buckle in back buckled up (“attached,” that signified; “going steady”) and his button-down shirt and natty brown loafers decorated with bobbing leather acorns. But of course this morning he was wearing a suit—baggy and unfashionable, inexpensive, husbandly. For a moment he shifted back and forth like those trick portraits that change expression according to where you’re standing: the old lady-killer Durwood meaningfully lingering on darling, you’re all that I’m living for, with his eyebrows quirked, but then the present-day, shabby Durwood searching for the next stanza on Maggie’s shampoo coupon, which he held at arm’s length, with his forehead wrinkled, as he tried to make out the words.
The blond children in front were tittering. They probably found this whole event hilarious. Maggie had an urge to slam the nearest one flat over the head with a hymnbook.
When Durwood finished singing, someone mistakenly clapped—just two sharp explosions—and Durwood nodded in a grimly relieved way and returned to his seat. He settled next to Maggie with a sigh. His face was filmed with sweat and he fanned himself with the coupon. Would it seem mercenary if she asked for it back? Twenty-five cents off, at double-coupon rates …
Jo Ann Dermott stepped up to the pulpit with a small book covered in tooled leather. She had been a gawky girl, but middle age had filled out her corners or something. Now she was willowy and attractive in a fluid, pastel dress and subtle makeup. “At Max’s and Serena’s wedding,” she announced, “I read Kahlil Gibran on marriage. Today, at this sadder occasion, I’ll read what he says about death.”
At the wedding, she had pronounced Gibran with a hard G. Today the G was soft. Maggie had no idea which was correct.
Jo Ann started reading in a level, teacher-like voice, and immediately Maggie was overcome by nervousness. It took her a moment to realize why: She and Ira were next on the program. Just the cadence of The Prophet had reminded her.
At the wedding they’d sat on folding chairs behind the altar, and Jo Ann had sat in front of the altar with Reverend Connors. When Jo Ann began reading, Maggie had felt that breathless flutter high in her chest that foretold stage fright. She had taken a deep, trembly breath, and then Ira had unobtrusively set a hand at the small of her back. That had steadied her. When it was time for them to sing, they had begun at the same split second, on exactly the same note, as if they were meant for each other. Or so Maggie had viewed it at the time.
Jo Ann closed her book and returned to her pew. Sissy flipped pages of sheet music, the puffed flesh swinging from her valentine elbows. She flounced a bit on the bench, and then she played the opening bars of “Love Is a Many Splendored Thing.”
Maybe if Maggie and Ira stayed seated, Sissy would just go on playing. She would cover for them as she had covered for the chorus.
But the piano notes died away and Sissy glanced back toward the congregation. Her hands remained on the keys. Serena turned too and, knowing exactly where to find Maggie, gave her a fond, expectant look in which there was not the slightest suspicion that Maggie would let her down.
Maggie stood up. Ira just sat there. He might be anyone—a total stranger, someone who merely happened to have chosen the same pew.
So Maggie, who had never sung a solo in her life, clutched the seat ahead of her and called out, “ ‘Love!’ ”
A bit squeakily.
The piano sailed into it. The blond children pivoted and stared up into her face.
“ ‘… is a many splendored thing,’ ” she quavered.
She felt like an orphaned, abandoned child, with her back held very straight and her round-toed pumps set resolutely together.
Then there was a stirring at her side, not her right side, where Ira sat, but her left, where Durwood sat. Durwood hastily unfolded himself as if all at once reminded of something. “ ‘It’s the April rose,’ ” he sang, “ ‘that only grows …’ ” This near, his voice had a resonant sound. She thought of sheets of vibrating metal.
“ ‘Love is Nature’s way of giving …’ ” they sang together.
They knew all the words straight through, which Maggie found surprising, because earlier she had forgotten what it was that makes a man a king. “ ‘It’s the golden crown,’ ” she sang confidently. You had to sort of step forth, she decided, and trust that the words would follow. Durwood carried the melody and Maggie went along with it, less quavery now although she could have used a little more volume. It was true that her voice had once been compared to a bell. She had sung in the choir for years, at least till the children came along and things got complicated; and she had taken real joy in rounding out a note just right, like a pearl or a piece of fruit that hung in the air a moment before it fell away. Though age had certainly not helped. Did anyone else hear the thread of a crack running through her high notes? Hard to tell; the congregation faced decorously forward, except for those confounded little blonds.
She thought time had gone into one of its long, slow, taffy-like stretches. She was acutely conscious of each detail of her surroundings. She felt the fabric of Durwood’s sleeve just brushing her arm, and she heard Ira absent-mindedly twanging a rubber band. She saw how accepting and uninterested her audience was, taking it for granted that this song would of course be sung and then some other song after that. “ ‘Then your fingers touched my silent heart,’ ” she sang, and she remembered how she and Serena had giggled over that line when they sang it themselves—oh, long before that fateful Harvest Home Ball—because where else was your heart but in your chest? Weren’t they saying the lover had touched their chests? Serena was facing the pulpit but her head had a listening stillness to it. Her tail of hair was gathered into one of those elastic arrangements secured by two red plastic marbles, the kind of thing very young girls wore. Like a very young girl, she had summoned all her high-school friends around her—no one from a later time, no one from the dozen small towns Max had lugged her to during their marriage, for they hadn’t stayed in any of those places long enough. Maggie decided that that was the saddest thing about this whole event.
The song came to an end. Maggie and Durwood sat down.
Sissy Parton moved directly into “Friendly Persuasion,” but the Barley twins, who used to harmonize as closely as the Lennon Sisters, stayed seated. Serena seemed resigned by now; she didn’t even give them a look. Sissy played just one stanza, and then the minister rose and said, “We are gathered here today to mourn a grievous loss.”
Maggie felt she had turned to liquid. She was so exhausted that her knees were shaking.
The minister had a lot to say about Max’s work for the Furnace Fund. He didn’t seem to know him personally, however. Or maybe that was all Max had amounted to, in the end: a walking business suit, a firm handshake. Maggie switched her attention to Ira. She wondered how he could sit there, so impervious. He’d have let her slog through that entire song alone; she knew that. She could have stumbled and stuttered and broken down; he would have watched as coolly as if she had nothing to do with him. Why not? he would say. What obligated him to sing some corny fifties song at a semi-stranger’s funeral? As usual, he’d be right. As usual, he’d be forcing Maggie to do the giving in.
She made up her mind that when the funeral was over, she would stride off in her own direction. She would certainly not drive back with him to Baltimore. Maybe she’d hitch a ride with Durwood. Gratitude rushed over her at the thought of Durwood’s kindness. Not many people would have done what he had done. He was a gentle, sympathetic, softhearted man, as she should have realized from the start.
Why, if she had accepted that date with Durwood she’d be a whole different person now. It was all a matter of comparison. Compared to Ira she looked silly and emotional; anybody would have. Compared to Ira she talked too much and laughed too much and cried too much. Even ate too much! Drank too much! Behaved so sloppily and mawkishly!
She’d been so intent on not turning into her mother, she had gone and turned into her father.
The minister sat down with an audible groan. There was a rustle of linen a few pews back and then here came Sugar Tilghman, bearing her black straw hat as smoothly as a loaded tray. She tip-tapped up front to Sissy and bent over her, conferring. They murmured together. Then Sugar straightened and took a stance beside the piano with her hands held just the way their choir leader used to insist—loosely clasped at waist level, no higher—and Sissy played a bar of music that Maggie couldn’t immediately name. An usher approached Serena and she rose and accepted his arm and let him escort her down the aisle, eyes lowered.
Sugar sang, “ ‘When I was just a little girl …’ ”
Another usher crooked his arm toward Serena’s daughter, and one by one the family members filed out. Up front, Sugar gathered heart and swung gustily into the chorus:
Que sera sera,



Whatever will be will be.



The future’s not ours to see,



Que sera sera.






Chapter 3
 
When they stepped out of the church it was like stepping out of a daytime movie—that sudden shock of sunshine and birdsong and ordinary life that had been going on without them. Serena was hugging Linda. Linda’s husband stood awkwardly by with the children, looking like a visitor who hoped to be invited in. And all around the churchyard, members of the class of ’56 were recognizing each other. “Is that you?” they asked. And, “How long has it been?” And, “Can you believe this?” The Barley twins told Maggie she hadn’t changed a bit. Jo Ann Dermott announced that everyone had changed, but only for the better. Wasn’t it odd, she said, how much younger they were than their parents had been at the very same age. Then Sugar Tilghman appeared in the doorway and asked the crowd at large what other song she possibly could have sung. “I mean I know it wasn’t perfect,” she said, “but look what I had to choose from! Was it just too absolutely inappropriate?”
They all swore it wasn’t.
Maggie said, “Durwood, I owe you the world for coming to my rescue.”
“My pleasure,” he told her. “Here’s your coupon, by the way. None the worse for wear.”
This wasn’t quite true; it was limp around the edges and slightly damp. Maggie dropped it into her purse.
Ira stood near the parking lot with Nat Abrams. He and Nat had been a couple of classes ahead of the others; they were the outsiders. Not that Ira seemed to mind. He looked perfectly at ease, in fact. He was discussing auto routes. Maggie overheard snatches of “Triple A” and “Highway Ten.” You would think the man was obsessed.
“Funny little place, isn’t it?” Durwood said, gazing around him.
“Funny?”
“You couldn’t even call it a town.”
“Well, it is kind of small,” Maggie said.
“I wonder if Serena will be staying on here.”
They both looked over at Serena, who seemed to be trying to put her daughter back together. Linda’s face was streaming with tears, and Serena had set her at a distance and was patting down various parts of her clothes. “Doesn’t she still have relatives in Baltimore?” Durwood asked.
“None that claim her,” Maggie said.
“I thought she had that mother.”
“Her mother died a few years ago.”
“Aw, really?” Durwood said.
“She got one of those diseases, some muscular something.”
“Us boys were all just, like, fixated on her, once upon a time,” Durwood said.
This startled Maggie, but before she could comment she saw Serena heading toward them. She had her shawl clasped tightly around her. “I want to thank you both for singing,” she said. “It meant a lot to me.”
“That Ira is just so stubborn I could spit,” Maggie said, and Durwood said, “Beautiful service, Serena.”
“Oh, be honest, you thought it was crazy,” Serena said. “But you were nice to humor me. Everyone’s been so nice!” Her lips took on a blurred look. She drew a knot of Kleenex from her V neckline and pressed it first to one eye and then to the other. “Sorry,” she said. “I keep changing moods. I feel like, I don’t know, a TV screen in a windstorm. I’m so changeable.”
“Most natural thing in the world,” Durwood assured her.
Serena blew her nose and then tucked the Kleenex away again. “Anyhow,” she said. “A neighbor’s setting out some refreshments back at the house. Can you all come? I need to have people around me right now.”
“Well, certainly,” Maggie told her, and Durwood said, “Wouldn’t miss it, Serena,” both at the same time. “Just let me get my car,” Durwood said.
“Oh, never mind that; we’re all walking. It’s just over there through the trees, and anyway there’s not a lot of parking space.”
She took Maggie’s elbow, leaning slightly. “It did go well, didn’t it?” she said. She steered her toward the road, while Durwood dropped behind with Sugar Tilghman. “I’m so glad I had the idea. Reverend Orbison threw a fit, but I said, ‘Isn’t this for me? Isn’t a memorial service meant to comfort the living?’ So he said yes, he guessed it was. And that’s not the end of it, either! Wait till you see the surprise I’ve got up at the house.”
“Surprise? What kind?” Maggie asked.
“I’m not telling,” Serena said.
Maggie started chewing her lower lip.
They turned onto a smaller street, keeping to the shoulder because there wasn’t a sidewalk. The houses here had a distinctly Pennsylvanian air, Maggie thought. They were mostly tall stone rectangles, flat-faced, set close to the road, with a meager supply of narrow windows. She imagined spare wooden furniture inside, no cushions or frills or modern conveniences, which of course was silly because a television antenna was strapped to every chimney.
The other guests were following in a leisurely parade—the women tiptoeing through the gravel in their high heels, the men strolling with their hands in their pockets. Ira brought up the rear between Nat and Jo Ann. He gave no sign of minding this change in plans; or if he had at some earlier point, Maggie had luckily missed it.
“Durwood was wondering if you’d be staying on here,” she told Serena. “Any chance you might move back to Baltimore?”
“Oh,” Serena said, “Baltimore seems so far away by now. Who would I know anymore?”
“Me and Ira, for one thing,” Maggie said. “Durwood Clegg. The Barley twins.”
The Barley twins were walking just behind them, clinging to each other’s arms. Both wore clip-on sunglasses over their regular glasses.
“Linda has been after me to move to New Jersey,” Serena said. “Get an apartment close to her and Jeff.”
“That would be nice.”
“Well, I’m not so sure,” Serena said. “Seems anytime we spend a few days together I begin to realize we haven’t got a thing in common.”
“But if you lived close by you wouldn’t be spending days together,” Maggie said. “You’d be dropping in and out. You’d be leaving when the conversation ran down. And besides, you’d see more of your grandchildren.”
“Oh, well, grandchildren. I’ve never felt they had all that much to do with me.”
“You wouldn’t say that if someone kept them away from you,” Maggie told her.
“How’s your grandchild, Maggie?”
“I have no idea,” Maggie said. “Nobody tells me a thing. And Fiona’s getting married again; I found that out purely by accident.”
“Is that so! Well, it’ll be good for Larue to have a man around.”
“Leroy,” Maggie said. “But see, Fiona’s true love is still Jesse. She’s said as much, in so many words. There’s just something gone wrong between them temporarily. It would be a terrible mistake for her to marry someone else! And then poor little Leroy … oh, I hate to think of all that child has been through. Living in that run-down house, secondhand smoking—”
“Smoking! A six-year-old?”
“Seven-year-old. But it’s her grandmother who smokes.”
“Well, then,” Serena said.
“But it’s Leroy’s lungs getting coated with tar.”
“Oh, Maggie, let her go,” Serena said. “Let it all go! That’s what I say. I was watching Linda’s boys this morning, climbing our back fence, and first I thought, Oh-oh, better call them in; they’re bound to rip those sissy little suits, and then I thought, Nah, forget it. It’s not my affair, I thought. Let them go.”
“But I don’t want to let go,” Maggie said. “What kind of talk is that?”
“You don’t have any choice,” Serena told her. She stepped over a branch that lay across their path. “That’s what it comes down to in the end, willy-nilly: just pruning and disposing. Why, you’ve been doing that all along, right? You start shucking off your children from the day you give birth; that’s the whole point. A big, big moment is when you can look at them and say, ‘Now if I died they could get along without me. I’m free to die,’ you say. ‘What a relief!’ Discard, discard! Throw out the toys in the basement. Move to a smaller house. Menopause delighted me.”
“Menopause!” Maggie said. “You’ve been through menopause?”
“Gladly,” Serena told her.
“Oh, Serena!” Maggie said, and she stopped short, nearly causing the Barley twins to bump into her.
“Well, goodness,” Serena said, “why should that bother you?”
“But I remember when we first got our periods,” Maggie said. “Remember how we all waited? Remember,” she said, turning to the Barley twins, “how that was once the only thing we talked about? Who had started and who had not? What it must feel like? How on earth we’d keep it secret from our husbands when we married?”
The Barley twins nodded, smiling. Their eyes were invisible behind their dark glasses.
“And now she’s gone and stopped,” Maggie told them.
“We haven’t stopped,” Jeannie Barley caroled.
“She’s gone through change of life!” Maggie cried.
“Wonderful; announce it to the world,” Serena said. She linked arms with Maggie and they resumed walking. “Believe me, I barely gave it a thought. ‘Well, good,’ I told myself. ‘Just one more thing to let go of.’ ”
Maggie said, “I don’t feel I’m letting go; I feel they’re taking things away from me. My son’s grown up and my daughter’s leaving for college and they’re talking at the nursing home about laying off some of the workers. It’s something to do with the new state regulations—they’re going to hire on more professionals and lay off people like me.”
“So? That job was always beneath you anyway,” Serena said. “You were a straight-A student, remember? Or near about.”
“It is not beneath me, Serena; I love it. You sound just like my mother. I love that job!”
“Then go back to school and get to be a professional yourself,” Serena said.
Maggie gave up on her. She was too tired, all at once, to argue.
They turned in through a little gate, onto a flagstone path. Serena’s house was newer than the others—raw brick, one story, modern and compact. Someone stood at the front window, drawing back a curtain to gaze out, but when the guests approached she dropped the curtain and vanished. She reappeared at the door, a buttressed and corseted woman in a stiff navy dress. “Oh, you poor thing!” she cried to Serena. “You come right on in. Everybody, come in! There’s lots to eat and drink. Anyone want to freshen up?”
Maggie did. She followed the woman’s directions and passed through the living room, which was filled with heavy furniture in a wagon-wheel motif, and down a short hall to the bedroom. The decor seemed purely Max’s doing: a bedspread patterned with multicolored license plates, a beer stein collection lining the bookshelf. On the bureau, a photo of Linda in cap and gown stood next to a bronze cowboy boot stuffed with pencils and gnawed plastic swizzle sticks. But someone had hung guest towels in the bathroom and set out a bowl of rosette-shaped soaps. Maggie washed up, using the bar of Ivory she found in a cabinet beneath the sink. She dried her hands on a grayish bath towel draped behind the shower curtain, and then she peered into the mirror. The walk had not done anything for her appearance. She tried to flatten her bangs down. She stood sideways to the mirror and sucked in her stomach. Meanwhile the Barley twins were discussing Linda’s photograph: “Isn’t it a pity she got Max’s looks and not Serena’s.” Nat Abrams said, “Would this be the line for the john?” and Maggie called, “Just coming out.”
She emerged to find Ira waiting with Nat; now their topic was gas mileage. She returned to the living room. The guests were gathered in the dining alcove, where platters of food covered a table—sandwiches and cakes and drinks. Sissy Parton’s husband was serving as bartender. Maggie recognized him by his violent pink hair, the color of freshly cut cedarwood. It hadn’t dimmed in the slightest. She went over to him and said, “Hello, Michael.”
“Maggie Daley! Nice singing,” he said. “But what became of Ira?”
“Oh, well …” she said vaguely. “Could I have a gin and tonic, please?”
He made her one, pouring the gin with a flourish. “I hate these affairs,” he told her. “This is my second funeral this week.”
“Who else died?” Maggie asked.
“Oh, an old poker buddy. And last month my Aunt Linette, and the month before that … I tell you, first I went to all my kids’ school plays, and no sooner was I done with those than we start on this.”
A stranger came up and asked him for a Scotch. Maggie started circulating through the living room. She didn’t hear much talk of Max. People were discussing the World Series, the prevalence of crime, the proper depth for tulip bulbs. Two women Maggie had never seen before were assembling a composite portrait of some couple they both knew. “He was a bit of a drinker,” one said.
“Yes, but he adored her.”
“Oh, he’d never have managed without her.”
“Were you at that Easter brunch they gave?”
“Was I there! The one with the chocolate centerpiece?”
“It was a present from him to her, she said. He’d surprised her with it that morning.”
“A hollow chocolate rabbit. He’d filled it with rum.”
“She didn’t know he’d filled it with rum.”
“He said he’d wanted it to be like those Swiss candies they fill with liqueurs.”
“Rum seeped out the bottom.”
“Little melty holes in the chocolate.”
“Worst mess you ever saw, all across the tablecloth.”
“Lucky it was only one of those Hallmark paper tablecloths for holidays.”
Back in the dining alcove, the Barley twins were talking with Michael. They had flipped up their clip-on shades, which stuck out above their glasses like the perky antennas of some sharp-faced, cute little creatures from outer space, and they were nodding earnestly, in unison. Jo Ann and Sugar were discussing mixed marriages—the consuming interest of Jo Ann’s life for years before her wedding to Nat and evidently afterward as well. “But tell me the truth,” Sugar was saying. “Doesn’t it sometimes seem to you like every marriage is mixed?” And Serena’s two little grandsons were surreptitiously bombarding each other with bits of cake. It looked good: angel food. Maggie thought about trying a slice but then she remembered her diet. She had a virtuous, empty feeling in the center of her rib cage. She traveled around the table surveying what was offered, resisting even the bowl of Fritos. “The dump salad is mine,” Serena’s neighbor said at her elbow.
“Dump salad?”
“You take a packet of orange Jell-O powder, a can of crushed pineapple, a carton of Cool Whip …”
Some woman in a bouffant hairdo said hello and the neighbor turned to greet her, leaving Maggie with the gritty feeling of Jell-O powder on her teeth.
Serena was over by the buffet, beneath an oil painting of a dead bird with a basket of olive-drab fruit. Linda and her husband stood next to her. “When all these people leave, Mom,” Linda was saying, “we’re taking you out to dinner, anyplace your heart desires.” She spoke a little above normal volume, as if Serena were hard of hearing. “We’re going to buy you a real meal,” she said.
“Oh, well, there’s so much food right here in the house,” Serena said. “And I’m honestly not all that hungry anyhow.”
Her son-in-law said, “Now, Mother Gill, just tell us your favorite restaurant.” Jeff, that was it. Maggie couldn’t think of his last name.
Serena said, “Um …” She glanced around, as if hoping for a suggestion. Her eyes brushed Maggie and traveled on. Finally she said, “Oh, well, maybe the Golden Chopsticks. That’s a good place.”
“What kind is it, Chinese?”
“Well, yes, but they also have—”
“Oh, I just don’t care for Chinese food,” Linda said. “Not Chinese or Japanese, either one, I’m sorry to say.”
“Or any other Oriental,” Jeff pointed out. “You don’t like Thai food either.”
“No, that’s true. Or Filipino or Burmese.”
Serena said, “But—”
“And you can’t eat Indian; don’t forget Indian,” Jeff said.
“No; Indian has those spices.”
“Spices affect her digestion,” Jeff told Serena.
“I guess I’m just sensitive or something,” Linda said.
“Same goes for Mexican.”
“But we don’t have any Mexican,” Serena said. “We don’t have any of those places.”
Linda said, “What I’d like to know is how the Mexicans themselves can stand all those spicy seasonings.”
“They can’t,” Jeff told her. “They come down with this awful condition that coats the insides of their mouths like plates of armor.”
Serena blinked. “Well,” she said, “what kind of restaurant did you two have in mind?”
“We thought maybe that steak house off of Route One,” Jeff told her.
“MacMann’s? Oh.”
“That is, if it’s all right with you.”
“Well, MacMann’s is kind of … noisy, isn’t it?” Serena asked.
“I never thought it was noisy,” Linda said.
“I mean it’s always so noisy and crowded.”
“Just take it or leave it, Mom,” Linda told her, raising her chin. “We were only trying to be nice, for God’s sake.”
Maggie, standing just outside their little circle, waited for Serena to toss her one of her wry, eye-rolling expressions. But Serena didn’t even glance at her. She seemed shrunken, somehow; she had lost her dash. She lifted her drink to her lips and sipped reflectively.
Then Max’s brother called, “Serena? You ready for this?”
He was gesturing toward a mildewed black leatherette case that stood on the coffee table. It looked familiar; Maggie couldn’t think why. Serena brightened. She turned to Maggie and said, “That there is my surprise.”
“What is it?” Maggie asked.
“We’re going to show a movie of my wedding.”
Of course: a film projector. Maggie hadn’t seen one of those in years. She watched as Max’s brother unsnapped the silver clasps. Meanwhile Serena moved away to lower the window shades. “We’ll use this biggest shade for the screen,” she called. “Oh, I hope the film hasn’t just disintegrated or bleached out or whatever it is that old film does.”
“You mean your and Max’s wedding?” Maggie asked, following her.
“His uncle Oswald took it.”
“I don’t remember a camera at the wedding.”
“I was thinking back over the songs last night and I all at once remembered. ‘If it’s still in one piece,’ I said to myself, ‘wouldn’t it be fun to watch?’ ”
Fun? Maggie wasn’t so sure. But she wouldn’t have missed it, all the same; so she found herself a seat on the rug. She set down her glass and curled her legs to one side. A very old lady was sitting in a chair next to her, but at this level all Maggie saw were her thick beige cotton anklets melting over the tops of her shoes.
Now the guests had got wind of what was about to take place. Serena’s classmates were settling around the projector, while the others started flowing distractedly in different directions, like something under a microscope. A few edged toward the door, mentioning baby-sitters and appointments elsewhere, promising Serena they would keep in touch. Several returned to the bar, and since Michael had deserted, they began mixing their own drinks. Michael was in the living room now, and so was Nat. Ira wasn’t anywhere that Maggie could see. Nat was asking Sugar, “Am I in this, do you think?”
“You are if you sang at the wedding.”
“Well, I didn’t,” he said glumly.
With just a little stretch of the imagination, Maggie thought, this could be Mr. Alden’s civics class. (You had to overlook the old lady, who had remained contentedly seated with her tinkling cup of tea.) She glanced around and saw a semicircle of graying men and women, and there was something so worn down about them, so benign and unassuming, that she felt at that moment they were as close to her as family. She wondered how she could have failed to realize that they would have been aging along with her all these years, going through more or less the same stages—rearing their children and saying goodbye to them, marveling at the wrinkles they discovered in the mirror, watching their parents turn fragile and uncertain. Somehow, she had pictured them still fretting over Prom Night.
Even the sound of the projector came straight from Mr. Alden’s class—the clickety-click as the reels started spinning and a square of flawed, crackled light was cast upon the window shade. What would Mr. Alden say if he could see them all together again? He was probably dead by now. And anyway, this movie wasn’t showing how democracy worked or how laws were born, but—
Why, Sissy! Sissy Parton! Young and slender and prim, wearing a tight chignon encircled with artificial daisies like a French maid’s frill. She was playing the piano, her wrists so gracefully arched that you could believe it was only the delicacy of her touch that caused the film to remain soundless. Above the white choir robe, the Peter Pan collar of her blouse was just visible, a pale salmon pink (in real life a deep rose, Maggie recalled). She lifted her head and looked purposefully toward a certain point, and the camera followed her gaze and the screen was suddenly filled with a double row of ridiculously clean-cut young people in pleated robes. They sang silently, their mouths perfect ovals. They resembled the carolers on a Christmas card. It was Serena who identified the tune. “ ‘True love,’ ” she sang, “ ‘true—’ ” And then she broke off to say, “Oh! Would you look? Mary Jean Bennett! I never even thought to invite her. I forgot all about her. Does anybody know where Mary Jean lives now?”
No one answered, although several, in low, dreamy murmurs, carried on with “ ‘… for you and I have a guardian angel …’ ”
“There’s Nick Bourne, the rat,” Serena said. “He claimed it was too far to come to the funeral.”
She was sitting on the arm of a chair, craning her neck toward the movie. In profile she looked commanding, almost glorious, Maggie thought, with that silver line of light from the screen running down her large, straight nose and the curve of her lips.
Maggie herself stood in the front row of the chorus, next to Sugar Tilghman. Her hair was in tiny squiggles all over her head; it made her face look too big. Oh, this was humiliating. But no doubt the others felt the same way. She distinctly heard Sugar groan. And when the camera switched to Durwood, with his wet, black, towering pompadour like the crest on the top of a Dairy Queen cone, he gave a sharp bark of laughter. This younger Durwood strode over to the piano with his robe flapping behind him. He assumed his position and paused importantly. Then he embarked on a silent “I Want You, I Need You, I Love You” with his eyes closed more often than open, his left arm gesturing so passionately that once he swatted a lily in a papier-mâché vase. Maggie wanted to laugh but she held it in. So did everyone else, although the old lady said, “Well! My goodness,” and rattled her teacup. A couple of people were humming along with this song too, which Maggie thought was charitable of them.
Next the camera swung dizzyingly to Jo Ann Dermott at the front of the church. She gripped the edges of the pulpit and read from a book that the audience couldn’t see. Since she wasn’t in the chorus, her dress was completely exposed—stiff, square-shouldered, full-skirted, more matronly than anything she would ever wear again. Her lowered eyes looked naked. No one could hum along with The Prophet, so the reading just went on and on in total silence. Out in the dining alcove the other guests talked and laughed and clinked ice cubes. “Good Lord, fast-forward it, someone,” Jo Ann said, but evidently Max’s brother didn’t know how (if you could fast-forward these old films), and so they had to sit through it.
Then the camera swooped again and there was Sissy playing the piano, with one damp curl plastered to her forehead. Maggie and Ira, side by side, stood watching Sissy gravely. (Ira was a boy, a mere child.) They drew a breath. They started singing. Maggie was slightly bunchy in her robe—she’d been fighting her extra ten pounds even then—and Ira had a plucked, fledgling look. Had he really worn his hair that short? In those days, he’d seemed totally unreadable. His unreadability was his greatest attraction. He’d reminded her of those math geniuses who don’t need to write out the process but simply arrive at the answer.
He was twenty-one when that movie was filmed. Maggie was nineteen. Where they’d met, she had no idea, because at the time it hadn’t mattered. They had probably passed each other in the halls in high school, maybe even elementary school. He might have visited her house, hanging out with her brothers. (He and her brother Josh were nearly the same age.) Certainly he’d sung with her at church; she knew that much. His family were members there, and Mr. Nichols, always short on male voices, had somehow talked Ira into joining the choir. But he hadn’t lasted long. About the time he graduated from high school, he quit. Or maybe it was the year after. Maggie hadn’t noticed exactly when it was he’d stopped appearing.
Her boyfriend in high school had been a classmate named Boris Drumm. He was short and dark, with rough skin and a frizz of cropped black hair—manly even at that age, everything she’d been looking for. It was Boris who taught Maggie to drive, and one of his exercises involved her speeding alone across the Sears, Roebuck parking lot till he loomed suddenly in front of the car to test her braking skills. Her clearest picture of him, to this day, was the determined stance he had taken in her path: arms straight out, feet wide apart, jaw set. Rock-hard, he’d seemed. Indestructible. She had had the feeling she could run him over, even, and he’d have bobbed up again untouched, like one of those plastic toy men weighted with lead at the base.
He planned on attending a college in the Midwest after graduation, but it was understood that as soon as he got his degree he and Maggie would marry. Meanwhile Maggie would live at home and go to Goucher. She wasn’t much looking forward to it; it was her mother’s idea. Her mother, who had taught English before she married, filled out all the application forms and even wrote Maggie’s essay for her. It was very important to her that her children should rise in the world. (Maggie’s father installed garage doors and had not had any college at all.) So Maggie resigned herself to four years at Goucher. In the meantime, to help with tuition, she took a summer job washing windows.
This was at the Silver Threads Nursing Home, which hadn’t yet officially opened. It was a brand-new, modern building off Erdman Avenue, with three long wings and one hundred and eighty-two windows. Each of the larger windows had twelve panes of glass; the smaller windows had six. And in the left-hand corner of each pane was a white paper snowflake reading KRYSTAL KLEER MFG. CO. These snowflakes clung to the glass with a force that Maggie had never seen before or since. Whatever substance held them on, she thought later, should have been adopted by NASA. If you peeled off the top layer of paper a lower, fuzzy layer remained, and if you soaked that in hot water and then scraped it with a razor blade there were still gray shreds of rubbery glue, and after those were gone the whole pane, of course, was a mess, finger-printed and streaky, so it had to be sprayed with Windex and buffed with a chamois skin. For one whole summer, from nine in the morning till four in the afternoon, Maggie scraped and soaked and scraped again. The tips of her fingers were continually sore. She felt her nails had been driven back into their roots. She didn’t have anyone to talk to while she worked, because she was the only window-washer they’d hired. Her sole company was the radio, playing “Moonglow” and “I Almost Lost My Mind.”
In August the home started admitting a few patients, although not all the work was finished yet. Of course they were settled in those rooms where the windows were fully scraped, but Maggie got in the habit of taking a break from time to time and going visiting. She would stop at one bed or another to see how people were doing. “Could you move my water pitcher a little closer, doll?” a woman would ask, or, “Would you mind pulling that curtain?” While performing these tasks, Maggie felt valuable and competent. She began attracting a following of those patients who were mobile. Someone in a wheelchair would discover which room she was working in and suddenly there’d be three or four patients sitting around her talking. Their style of conversation was to ignore her presence and argue heatedly among themselves. (Was it the blizzard of ’88 or the blizzard of ’89? And which number counted more in the blood pressure reading?) But they conveyed an acute awareness of their audience; she knew it was all for her benefit. She would laugh at appropriate moments or make sounds of sympathy, and the old people would take on gratified expressions.
No one in her family understood when she announced that she wanted to forget about college and become an aide in the nursing home instead. Why, an aide was no better than a servant, her mother pointed out; no better than a chambermaid. And here Maggie had such a fine mind and had graduated at the top of her class. Did she want to be just ordinary? Her brothers, who had made the same kind of choice themselves (three were involved in some phase of the construction business, while the fourth welded locomotives at the Mount Clare railyards), claimed they had been looking to her to go further. Even her father wondered half audibly whether she knew what she was doing. But Maggie remained firm. What did she want with college? What did she want with those pointless, high-flown bits of information like the ones she’d learned in high school—Ontogeny recapitulates phylogeny and Synecdoche is the use of the part to symbolize the whole? She enrolled in a Red Cross training program, which in those days was all that was needed, and took a job at Silver Threads.
So there she was, eighteen and a half years old, working among old people and living with two elderly parents and her one unmarried brother, who was elderly himself, in a way. Boris Drumm had to earn his own school expenses, so he came back to Baltimore only at Christmas and spent the other holidays selling menswear in a shop near his campus. He wrote lengthy letters describing how his studies were altering his perceptions of the universe. The world was so full of injustice! he wrote. He had never realized. Writing back was hard because Maggie had very little to report. She didn’t run into many of their friends anymore. Some had gone away to college, and when they returned they had changed. Some had married, which caused an even bigger change. Pretty soon the only people she saw regularly were Sugar and the Barley twins—just because they still sang in the choir—and, of course, Serena, her best friend. But Boris had never thought much of Serena, so Maggie seldom mentioned her in her letters.
Serena worked in a lingerie shop, clerking. She brought home translucent, lacy underwear in colors that made no sense. (Wouldn’t a bright-red bra advertise itself through almost any piece of clothing you owned?) Modeling a black nightgown with a see-through bodice, she announced that she and Max were marrying in June, after he had finished his freshman year at UNC. UNC was a deal he had made with his parents. He had promised to try one year of college and then if he really, truly hated it they would let him drop out. What they were hoping, of course, was that he would meet a nice Southern girl and get over his infatuation with Serena. Not that they would admit it.
Max said that after they were married she could quit her job at the lingerie shop and never work again, Serena said; and also, she said (languorously lowering a black lace strap and admiring her own creamy shoulder), he was pleading with her to accompany him to the Blue Hen Motel the next time he came home. They wouldn’t do anything, he said; just be together. Maggie was impressed and envious. It sounded very romantic to her. “You’re going, aren’t you?” she asked, but Serena said, “What do you think: I’m insane? I’d have to be out of my mind.”
“But, Serena—” Maggie began. She was about to say that this was nothing like Anita’s situation, nothing whatsoever, but Serena’s fierce expression stopped her.
“I’m no sucker,” Serena said.
Maggie wondered what she herself would do if Boris ever invited her to the Blue Hen Motel. She didn’t think that would occur to him, though. Maybe it was just because she was forced to rely on his long, stuffy letters for any sense of him these days, but lately Boris had begun to seem less … crisp, you might say; less hard-edged. In his letters now he was talking about entering law school after college and then going into politics. Only in politics, he said, did you have the power to right the world’s wrongs. But it was funny: Maggie had never seen politicians as powerful. She saw them as beggars. They were always begging for votes, altering themselves to satisfy their public, behaving spinelessly and falsely in a pathetic bid for popularity. She hated to think that Boris was that way.
She wondered if Serena ever had second thoughts about Max. No, probably not. Serena and Max seemed perfectly suited. Serena was so lucky.
Maggie’s nineteenth birthday—Valentine’s Day, 1957—fell on a Thursday, which was choir practice night. Serena brought a cake and after practice she passed out slices, along with paper cups of ginger ale, and everyone sang “Happy Birthday.” Old Mrs. Britt, who really should have retired from singing years before but no one had the heart to suggest it, looked around her and sighed. “Isn’t it sad,” she said, “how the young folks are drifting away. Why, Sissy hardly comes at all since she married, and Louisa’s moving to Montgomery County, and now I hear the Moran boy’s gone and got himself killed.”
“Killed?” Serena said. “How did that happen?”
“Oh, one of those freak training accidents,” Mrs. Britt said. “I don’t know the details.”
Sugar, whose fiancé was at Camp Lejeune, said, “Lord, Lord, all I want is for Robert to come back safe and in one piece”—as if he were off waging hand-to-hand combat someplace, which of course he wasn’t. (It happened to be one of those rare half-minutes in history when the country was not engaged in any serious hostilities.) Then Serena offered seconds on the birthday cake, but everyone had to go home.
That night in bed Maggie started thinking about the Moran boy, for some reason. Although she hadn’t known him well, she found she had a clear mental picture of him: a sloucher, tall and high-cheekboned, with straight, oily black hair. She should have guessed he was doomed to die young. He’d been the only boy in the choir who didn’t horse around while Mr. Nichols was talking to them. He had had an air of self-possession. She remembered too that he drove a car that ran on pure know-how, on junkyard parts and friction tape. Now that she thought of it, she believed she could envision his hands on the steering wheel. They were tanned and leathery, unusually wide across the base of the thumb, and the creases of his knuckles were deeply ingrained with mechanic’s grease. She saw him in an army uniform with knife-sharp creases down the front of the trousers—a man who drove headlong to his death without even changing expression.
It was her first inkling that her generation was part of the stream of time. Just like the others ahead of them, they would grow up and grow old and die. Already there was a younger generation prodding them from behind.
Boris wrote and said he would try his very best to come home for spring vacation. Maggie wished he wouldn’t sound so effortful. He had none of Ira Moran’s calm assurance.
Serena got an engagement ring with a diamond shaped like a heart. It was dazzling. She began to plan and replan a great involved wedding production scheduled for the eighth of June, a date toward which she moved majestically, like a ship, with all her girlfriends fluttering in her wake. Maggie’s mother said it was absurd to make such a fuss about a wedding. She said that people who lived for their weddings experienced a big letdown afterward, and then she said, changing her tone, “That poor, sad child, going to such lengths; I have to say I pity her.” Maggie was shocked. (Pity! It seemed to her that Serena was already beginning her life, while she, Maggie, waited on a side rail.) Meanwhile Serena chose an ivory lace wedding dress but then changed her mind and decided white satin would be better, and she selected first an assortment of sacred music and then an assortment of secular music, and she notified all her friends that her kitchen would have a strawberry motif.
Maggie tried to remember what she knew of Ira Moran’s family. They must be devastated by their loss. His mother, she seemed to recall, was dead. His father was a vague, seedy man with Ira’s stooped posture, and there had been some sisters—two or three, perhaps. She could point exactly to which pew they’d always occupied in church, but now that she thought to look, she found they weren’t there anymore. She watched for them all the rest of February and most of March, but they never showed up.
Boris Drumm came home for spring break and accompanied her to church that Sunday. Maggie stood in the choir section looking down at where he sat, between her father and her brother Elmer, and it occurred to her that he fit in very well. Too well. Like all the men in her family, he assumed a sort of hangdog expression during hymns and muttered them rather than sang them, or perhaps merely mouthed the words, letting his eyes skate to one side as if hoping not to be noticed. Only Maggie’s mother actually sang, jutting her chin forward and enunciating clearly.
After Sunday dinner with her family, Maggie and Boris went out on the porch. Maggie lazily toed the porch swing back and forth while Boris discussed his political aspirations. He said he figured he would start small, maybe just get on the school board or something. Then he would work up to senator. “Hmm,” Maggie said. She swallowed a yawn.
Then Boris gave a little cough and asked if she had ever thought of going to nursing school. That might be a good plan, he said, if she was so all fired up about taking care of old people. Probably this too had some connection with his career; senators’ wives didn’t empty bedpans. She said, “But I don’t want to be a nurse.”
“You were always so smart at your studies, though,” he told her.
“I don’t want to stand at a nursing station filling out forms; I want to deal with folks!” Maggie said.
Her voice was sharper than she had intended. He drew away.
“Sorry,” she said.
She felt too big. She was taller than he when they were seated, especially when he hunkered down, as he was doing now.
He said, “Is something troubling you, Maggie? You haven’t seemed yourself all spring vacation.”
“Well, I’m sorry,” she said, “but I’ve had a … loss. A very close friend of mine has passed away.”
She didn’t feel she was exaggerating. It did seem, by now, that she and Ira had been close. They just hadn’t consciously understood that.
“Well, why didn’t you say so?” Boris asked. “Who was it?”
“No one you knew.”
“You can’t be sure of that! Who was it?”
“Oh, well,” she said, “his name was Ira.”
“Ira,” Boris said. “You mean Ira Moran?”
She nodded, keeping her eyes down.
“Skinny guy? Couple of classes ahead of us?”
She nodded.
“Wasn’t he part Indian or something?”
She hadn’t been aware of this but it sounded right. It sounded perfect.
“Of course I knew him,” Boris said. “Just to say hello to, I mean. I mean, he wasn’t actually a friend or anything. I didn’t realize he was your friend, either.”
Where does she get these characters, his beetled expression was saying. First Serena Palermo and now a red Indian.
“He was one of my favorite people,” she said.
“He was? Oh. Is that right. Well. Well, you have my condolences, Maggie,” Boris said. “I just wish you’d told me earlier.” He considered a minute. He said, “How did it happen, anyway?”
“It was a training accident,” Maggie said.
“Training?”
“In boot camp.”
“I didn’t even know he’d enlisted,” Boris said. “I thought he worked in his father’s frame shop. Isn’t that where I got our prom photo framed? Sam’s Frame Shop? Seems to me Ira was the one who waited on me.”
“Really?” Maggie said, and she thought of Ira behind a counter, another image to add to her small collection. “Well, he did,” she said. “Enlist, I mean. And then he had this accident.”
“I’m sorry to hear that,” Boris said.
A few minutes later she told him she’d prefer to spend the rest of the day alone, and Boris said that of course he understood.
That night in bed she started crying. Speaking of Ira’s death out loud was what had done it. She hadn’t mentioned it before, not even to Serena, who would say, “What are you talking about? You barely knew the guy.”
She and Serena were growing apart, Maggie realized. She cried harder, blotting her tears on the hem of her sheet.
The next day Boris went back to school. Maggie had the morning off and so she was the one who drove him to the bus station. She felt lonesome after she had said goodbye. It suddenly seemed very sad that he had come all this way just to see her. She wished she had been nicer to him.
At home, her mother was spring cleaning. She had already rolled up the carpets and laid down the sisal mats for summer, and now she stripped the curtains from the windows with a snapping sound. A bleak white light gradually filled the house. Maggie climbed the stairs to her room and flung herself on her bed. For the rest of her life, probably, she was doomed to live on unmarried in this tedious, predictable family.
After a few minutes, she got up and went to her parents’ room. She took the yellow pages from under the telephone. Frames, no. Picture frames, yes. Sam’s Frame Shop. She had thought she just wanted to see it in print, but eventually she scribbled the address on a memo pad and took it back to her room.
She owned no black-bordered stationery, so she chose the plainest of what she’d been given for graduation—white with a single green fern in one corner. Dear Mr. Moran, she wrote.
I used to sing in the choir with your son and I had to let you know how sad I am to hear of his death. I’m not writing just out of politeness. I thought Ira was the most wonderful person I’ve ever met.
There was something special about him and I wanted to tell you that as long as I live, I’m going to remember him fondly.
With deepest sympathy,
Margaret M. Daley
She sealed and addressed the envelope and then, before she could change her mind, she walked to the corner and dropped it in the mailbox.
At first she didn’t think about Mr. Moran’s answering, but later on, at work, it occurred to her that he might. Of course: People were supposed to answer sympathy notes. Maybe he would say something personal about Ira that she could store up and treasure. Maybe he would say that Ira had mentioned her name. That wasn’t completely impossible. Or, seeing how she had been one of the few who had properly valued his son, he might even send her some little memento—maybe an old photo. She would love a photo. She wished now she had thought to ask for one.
Since she’d mailed the letter Monday, it would probably reach Ira’s father Tuesday. So his answer could come on Thursday. She hurried through her work Thursday morning in a fever of impatience. At lunch hour she phoned home, but her mother said the mail hadn’t arrived yet. (She also said, “Why? What are you expecting?” which was the kind of thing that made Maggie long to get married and move out.) At two she phoned again, but her mother said there’d been nothing for her.
That evening, walking to choir practice, she counted up the days once more and realized that Mr. Moran might not have received her letter on Tuesday after all. She hadn’t mailed it till nearly noon, she remembered. This made her feel better. She started walking faster, waving at Serena when she spotted her on the steps of the church.
Mr. Nichols was late, and the choir members joked and gossiped while they waited for him. They were all a little heady now that spring was here—even old Mrs. Britt. The church windows were open and they could hear the neighborhood children playing out on the sidewalk. The night air smelled of newly cut grass. Mr. Nichols, when he arrived, wore a sprig of lavender in his buttonhole. He must have bought it from the street vendor, who had only that morning appeared with his cart for the first time that year. “Sorry, ladies and gentlemen,” Mr. Nichols said. He set his briefcase on a pew and rooted through it for his notes.
The church door opened again and in walked Ira Moran.
He was very tall and somber, in a white shirt with the sleeves rolled up and slim black trousers. He wore a stern expression that lengthened his chin, as if there were something lumpy in his mouth. Maggie felt her heart stop. She felt icy at first and then overheated, but she stared through him blankly with dry, wide eyes, keeping her thumb in place in the hymnbook. Even in that first moment, she knew he wasn’t a ghost or a mirage. He was as real as the gummy varnished pews, not so flawlessly assembled as she had pictured but more intricately textured—more physical, somehow; more complicated.
Mr. Nichols said, “Oh, Ira. Glad to see you.”
“Thanks,” Ira said. Then he filed through the folding chairs toward the rear, where the men sat, and he took a seat. But Maggie saw how his gaze first skimmed the women in front, resting finally on her. She could tell he knew about the letter. She felt a flush pass over her face. Ordinarily graceful out of pure caution, pure timidity, she had been caught in an error so clumsy that she didn’t believe she could ever again meet another person’s eyes.
She sang numbly, standing and sitting as ordered. She sang “Once to Every Man and Nation” and “Shall We Gather at the River.” Then Mr. Nichols had the men do “Shall We Gather at the River” on their own, and then he asked the accompanist to repeat a certain passage. While this was going on, Maggie leaned toward Mrs. Britt and whispered, “Wasn’t that the Moran boy? The one who came in late?”
“Why, yes, I believe it was,” Mrs. Britt said pleasantly.
“Didn’t you tell us he’d been killed?”
“I did?” Mrs. Britt asked. She looked surprised and sat back in her chair. A moment later, she sat forward again and said, “That was the Rand boy who was killed. Monty Rand.”
“Oh,” Maggie said.
Monty Rand had been a little pale dishcloth of a person with an incongruously deep bass voice. Maggie had never much liked him.
After choir practice she gathered her belongings as quickly as possible and was first out the door, scuttling down the sidewalk with her purse hugged to her chest, but she hadn’t even reached the corner when she heard Ira behind her. “Maggie?” he called.
She slowed beneath a streetlight and then stopped, not looking around. He came up next to her. His legs made a shadow like scissors on the sidewalk.
“Mind if I walk your way?” he said.
“Do what you like,” she told him shortly. He fell into step beside her.
“So how’ve you been?” he asked.
“I’m okay.”
“You’re out of school now, right?”
She nodded. They crossed a street.
“Got a job?” he asked.
“I work at the Silver Threads Nursing Home.”
“Oh. Well, good.”
He started whistling the last hymn they had practiced: “Just a Closer Walk with Thee.” He sauntered beside her with his hands in his pockets. They passed a couple kissing at a bus stop. Maggie cleared her throat and said, “Silly me! I mixed you up with the Rand boy.”
“Rand?”
“Monty Rand; he got killed in boot camp and I thought they said it was you.”
She still didn’t look at him, although he was near enough so she could smell his fresh-ironed shirt. She wondered who had ironed it. One of his sisters, probably. What did that have to do with anything? She tightened her hold on her purse and walked faster, but Ira kept up with her. She was conscious of his dark, hooked presence at her elbow.
“So now will you write to Monty’s father?” he asked her.
When she risked a sidelong glance she saw the humorous pleat at the corner of his mouth.
“Go ahead and laugh,” she told him.
“I’m not laughing.”
“Go ahead! Tell me I made a fool of myself.”
“Do you hear me laughing?”
They had reached her block now. She could see her house up ahead, part of a string of row houses, the porch glowing orange beneath the bugproof light. This time when she stopped she looked directly into his face, and he returned the look without a hint of a smile, keeping his hands shoved in his pockets. She hadn’t expected his eyes to be so narrow. He could have been Asian, rather than Indian.
“Your father must have split his sides,” she said.
“No, he was just … he just asked me what it could mean.”
She tried to think what words she had used in the letter. Special, she’d written. Oh, Lord. And worse yet: wonderful. She wished she could disappear.
“I remember you from choir practice,” Ira said. “You’re Josh’s sister, right? But I guess we never really knew each other.”
“No, of course not,” she said. “Goodness! We were total strangers.” She tried to sound brusque and sensible.
He studied her a moment. Then he said, “So do you think we might get to know each other now?”
“Well,” she said, “I do go out with someone.”
“Really? Who?”
“Boris Drumm,” she said.
“Oh, yes.”
She looked off toward her house. She said, “We’ll probably get married.”
“I see,” he said.
“Well, goodbye,” she told him.
He lifted a hand in silence, thought a moment, and then turned and walked away.
That Sunday, though, he came to sing with the choir at the morning service. Maggie felt relieved, almost lightweight with relief, as if she’d been given a second chance, and then her heart sank when he just melted into the crowd again after church. But Thursday night he was at choir practice again and he walked her home when it was over. They talked about trivial subjects—Mrs. Britt’s splintery voice, for instance. Maggie grew more comfortable. When they reached her house she saw her neighbor’s dog out front, peeing on Maggie’s mother’s one rosebush, with the neighbor standing there watching; so she called, “Hey, lady! Get your dog out of our yard, you hear?” She was joking; it was the rough style of humor she had picked up from her brothers. But Ira didn’t know that and he looked taken aback. Then Mrs. Wright laughed and said, “You and who else going to make me, kid?” and Ira relaxed. But Maggie felt she’d been clumsy once again, and she murmured a hasty good night and went inside.
Soon enough it became a pattern—Thursday nights and Sunday mornings. People started to notice. Maggie’s mother said, “Maggie? Does Boris know about this new friendship of yours?” and Maggie snapped, “Of course he knows”—a lie, or at best a half-truth. (Maggie’s mother thought Boris was God’s gift to women.) But Serena said, “Good for you! High time you dumped Mr. Holier-than-Thou.”
“I haven’t dumped him!”
“Why not?” Serena asked. “When you compare him to Ira! Ira’s so mysterious.”
“Well, he is part Indian, of course,” Maggie said.
“And you have to admit he’s attractive.”
Oh, Jesse was not the only one who’d been swayed by a single friend! Certainly Serena had more than a little to do with all that happened afterward.
She asked Maggie and Ira to sing a duet at her wedding, for instance. Out of the blue (for Ira had never been thought to have a particularly striking voice), she took it into her head that they should sing “Love Is a Many Splendored Thing” before the exchange of vows. So of course they had to practice; so of course he had to come to her house. They commiserated with each other and they clucked over Serena’s musical taste, but it never occurred to them to refuse her. Maggie’s mother kept tiptapping in and out with folded laundry that had no business in the living room. “ ‘Once,’ ” they sang, “ ‘on a high and windy hill,’ ” and then Maggie sputtered into laughter, but Ira remained sober. Maggie seemed to be turning into someone else, those days—someone giddy and unstable and accident-prone. Sometimes she imagined that that sympathy note had thrown her permanently off balance.
She knew by then that Ira ran his father’s frame shop single-handed—Sam’s “weak heart” had got to him the day after Ira’s high-school graduation—and that he lived above the shop with his father and his two much older sisters, one of whom was a little slow and the other just shy or retiring or something. He wanted to go to college, though, if he could ever scrape together the money. He’d had hopes since childhood of becoming a doctor. He told her this in a neutral tone; he didn’t seem discouraged about the way his life was turning out. Then he said maybe she’d like to come home with him sometime and meet his sisters; they didn’t get to talk to very many people. But Maggie said, “No!” and then flushed and said, “Oh, I guess I’d better not,” and pretended not to notice his amusement. She was afraid she’d run into his father. She wondered if his sisters knew about the letter too, but she didn’t want to ask.
Never, not once in all this time, did he act any more than mildly friendly. When necessary he would take her arm—just to steer her through a crowd, say—and his hand felt firm and warm on her bare skin; but as soon as they’d passed the crowd he would release her. She wasn’t even sure what he thought of her. She wasn’t sure what she thought of him, either. And after all, there was Boris to consider. She went on writing Boris regularly—if anything, a little more often than usual.
Serena’s wedding rehearsal was a Friday evening. It wasn’t a very formal rehearsal. Max’s parents, for instance, didn’t even bother attending, although Serena’s mother showed up with her hair in a million pink rollers. And events happened out of order, with Maggie (standing in for the bride, for good luck) coming down the aisle ahead of all the musical selections because Max had a trainload of relatives to meet in half an hour. She walked alongside Anita, which was one of Serena’s more peculiar innovations. “Who else could give me away?” Serena asked. “You surely don’t imagine my father would do it.” Anita herself, however, didn’t seem so happy with this arrangement. She teetered and staggered in her spike-heeled shoes and dug her long red nails into Maggie’s wrist in order to keep her balance. At the altar Max slung an arm around Maggie and said, shoot, maybe he’d just settle for her instead; and Serena, sitting in a center pew, called, “That’ll be quite enough of that, Max Gill!” Max was the same freckled, friendly, overgrown boy he’d always been. It was hard for Maggie to picture him married.
After the vows Max left for Penn Station and the rest of them practiced the music. They all performed in a fairly amateurish style, Maggie thought, which was fine with her because she and Ira didn’t sound their best that night. They started off raggedly, and Maggie forgot that they had planned to split up the middle verse. She sailed right into the first two lines along with Ira, then stopped in confusion, then missed her own cue and fell into a fit of giggles. At that moment, the laughter not yet faded from her face, she saw Boris Drumm in the foremost pew. He wore a baffled, rumpled frown, as if someone had just awakened him.
Well, she’d known he was due home for the summer, but he hadn’t told her which day. She pretended not to recognize him. She and Ira finished their song, and then she reverted to Serena’s role and marched back up the aisle, minus Max, so Sugar could practice the timing on “Born to Be with You.” After that Serena clapped her hands and shouted, “Okay, gang!” and they prepared to leave, all talking at once. They were thinking of going out for pizza. They swarmed toward Maggie, who waited at the rear of the church, but Boris stayed where he was, facing forward. He would be expecting Maggie to join him. She studied the back of his head, which was block-like and immobile. Serena handed her her purse and said, “You’ve got company, I see.” Right behind Serena was Ira. He stopped in front of Maggie and looked down at her. He said, “Will you be going for pizza?”
Maggie said, “I guess not.”
He nodded, blank-faced, and left. But he walked in a different direction from the others, as if he didn’t feel they would welcome him without Maggie. Which of course was nonsense.
Maggie went back up the aisle and sat next to Boris, and they kissed. She said, “How was your trip?” and he said, “Who was that you were singing with?” at exactly the same instant. She pretended she hadn’t heard. “How was your trip?” she asked again, and he said, “Wasn’t that Ira Moran?”
“Who, the one singing?” she asked.
“That was Ira Moran! You told me he was dead!”
“It was a misunderstanding,” she said.
“I heard you say it, Maggie.”
“I mean I misunderstood that he was dead. He was only, um, wounded.”
“Ah,” Boris said. He turned that over in his mind.
“It was only a flesh wound, was all,” Maggie told him. “A scalp wound.” She wondered if the two terms contradicted each other. She riffled quickly through various movies she had seen.
“So then what? He just comes walking in one day?” Boris asked. “I mean he just pops up, like some kind of ghost? How did it happen, exactly?”
“Boris,” Maggie said, “I fail to comprehend why you keep dwelling on this in such a tiresome fashion.”
“Oh. Well. Sorry,” Boris said.
(Had she really sounded so authoritative? She found it hard to imagine, looking back.)
On the morning of the wedding, Maggie got up early and walked to Serena’s apartment—the second floor of a formstone row house—to help her dress. Serena seemed unruffled but her mother was all in a dither. Anita’s habit when she was nervous was to speak very fast and with practically no punctuation, like someone in a hard-sell commercial. “Why she won’t roll her hair like everybody else when I told her way last week I said hon nobody wears long hair anymore you ought to go to the beauty shop and get you a nice little flip to peek out under your veil …” She was rushing around the shabby, sparsely equipped kitchen in a dirty pink satin bathrobe, with a cigarette dangling from her lips. She was making a great clatter but not much was getting accomplished. Serena, lazy and nonchalant in one of Max’s big shirts, said, “Take it easy, Mom, will you?” She told Maggie, “Mom thinks we ought to change the whole ceremony.”
“Change it how?” Maggie asked.
“She doesn’t have any bridesmaids!” Anita said. “She doesn’t have a maid of honor even and what’s worse there’s no kind of masculine person to walk her down the aisle!”
“She’s upset she has to walk me down the aisle,” Serena told Maggie.
“Oh if only your uncle Maynard would come and do it instead!” Anita cried. “Maybe we should move the wedding up a week and give him another chance because the way you have it now is all cockeyed it’s too oddball I can just picture how those hoity-toity Gills will be scrupulizing me and smirking amongst themselves and besides that last perm I got scorched the tip-ends of my hair I can’t walk down the aisle.”
“Let’s go get me dressed,” Serena told Maggie, and she led her away.
In Serena’s room, which was really just half of Anita’s room curtained off with a draggled aqua bed sheet, Serena sat down at her vanity table. She said, “I thought of giving her a belt of whiskey, but I worried it might backfire.”
Maggie said, “Serena, are you sure you ought to be marrying Max?”
Serena squawked and wheeled to face her. She said, “Maggie Daley, don’t you start with me! I’ve already got my wedding cake frosted.”
“But I mean how do you know? How can you be certain you chose the right man?”
“I can be certain because I’ve come to the end of the line,” Serena said, turning back to the mirror. Her voice was at normal level now. She patted on liquid foundation, expertly dotting her chin and forehead and cheeks. “It’s just time to marry, that’s all,” she said. “I’m so tired of dating! I’m so tired of keeping up a good front! I want to sit on the couch with a regular, normal husband and watch TV for a thousand years. It’s going to be like getting out of a girdle; that’s exactly how I picture it.”
“What are you saying?” Maggie asked. She was almost afraid of the answer. “Are you telling me you don’t really love Max?”
“Of course I love him,” Serena said. She blended the dots into her skin. “But I’ve loved other people as much. I loved Terry Simpson our sophomore year—remember him? But it wasn’t time to get married then, so Terry is not the one I’m marrying.”
Maggie didn’t know what to think. Did everybody feel that way? Had the grownups been spreading fairy tales? “The minute I saw Eleanor,” her oldest brother had told her once, “I said, ‘That girl is going to be my wife someday.’ ” It hadn’t occurred to Maggie that he might simply have been ready for a wife, and therefore had his eye out for the likeliest prospect.
So there again, Serena had managed to color Maggie’s view of things. “We’re not in the hands of fate after all,” she seemed to be saying. “Or if we are, we can wrest ourselves free anytime we care to.”
Maggie sat down on the bed and watched Serena applying her rouge. In Max’s shirt, Serena looked casual and sporty, like anybody’s girl next door. “When this is over,” she told Maggie, “I’m going to dye my wedding dress purple. Might as well get some use out of it.”
Maggie gazed at her thoughtfully.
The wedding was due to start at eleven, but Anita wanted to get to the church much earlier, she said, in case of mishaps. Maggie rode with them in Anita’s ancient Chevrolet. Serena drove because Anita said she was too nervous, and since Serena’s skirt billowed over so much of the seat, Maggie and Anita sat in back. Anita was talking nonstop and sprinkling cigarette ashes across the lap of her shiny peach mother-of-the-bride dress. “Now that I think of it Serena I can’t imagine why you’re holding your reception in the Angels of Charity building which is so damn far away and every time I’ve tried to find it I’ve gotten all turned around and had to ask directions from passing strangers …”
They came to the Alluring Lingerie Shop, and Serena double-parked and heaved her cascades of satin out of the car in order to go model her dress for Mrs. Knowlton, her employer. While they waited for her, Anita said, “Honestly you’d suppose if you can rent a man to come tend your bar or fix your toilet or check on why your door won’t lock it wouldn’t be any problem at all to engage one for the five teensy minutes it takes to walk your daughter down the aisle don’t you agree?”
“Yes, ma’am,” Maggie said, and she dug absently into a hole in the vinyl seat and pulled out a wad of cotton batting.
“Sometimes I think she’s trying to show me up,” Anita said.
Maggie didn’t know how to answer that.
Finally Serena returned to the car, bearing a wrapped gift. “Mrs. Knowlton told me not to open this till our wedding night,” she said. Maggie blushed and slid her eyes toward Anita. Anita merely gazed out the window, sending two long streamers of smoke from her nostrils.
In the church, Reverend Connors led Serena and her mother to a side room. Maggie went to wait for the other singers. Mary Jean was already there, and soon Sissy arrived with her husband and her mother-in-law. No Ira, though. Well, there was plenty of time. Maggie took her long white choir robe from its hanger and slipped it over her head, losing herself in its folds, and then of course she emerged all tousled and had to go off to comb her hair. But even when she returned, Ira was not to be seen.
The first of the guests had arrived. Boris sat in one of the pews, uncomfortably close. He was listening to a lady in a spotted veil and he was nodding intelligently, respectfully, but Maggie felt there was something tense about the set of his head. She looked toward the entrance. Other people were straggling in now, her parents and the Wrights next door and Serena’s old baton teacher. No sign of the long, dark shape that was Ira Moran.
After she had let him walk off alone the night before, he must have decided to vanish altogether.
“Excuse me,” she said. She bumped down the row of folding chairs and hurried through the vestibule. One of her full sleeves caught on the knob of the open door and yanked her up short in a foolish way, but she shook herself loose before anybody noticed, she thought. She paused on the front steps. “Well, hi!” an old classmate said. “Um …” Maggie murmured, and she shaded her eyes and looked up and down the street. All she saw were more guests. She felt a moment’s impatience with them; they seemed so frivolous. They were smiling and greeting each other in that gracious style they used only at church, and the women turned their toes out fastidiously as they walked, and their white gloves glinted in the sunlight.
In the doorway, Boris said, “Maggie?”
She didn’t turn around. She ran down the steps with her robe flowing behind her. The steps were the wide, exceptionally shallow sort unsuited for any normal human stride; she was forced to adopt a limping, uneven rhythm. “Maggie!” Boris cried, so she had to run on after reaching the sidewalk. She shouldered her way between guests and then was past them, skimming down the street, ballooning white linen like a sailboat in a wind.
Sam’s Frame Shop was only two blocks from the church, but they were long blocks and it was a warm June morning. She was damp and breathless when she arrived. She pulled open the plate-glass door and stepped into a close, cheerless interior with a worn linoleum floor. L-shaped samples of moldings hung from hooks on a yellowing pegboard wall, and the counter was painted a thick, cold gray. Behind this counter stood a bent old man in a visor, with shocks of white hair poking every which way. Ira’s father.
She was surprised to find him there. The way she’d heard it, he never set foot in the shop anymore. She hesitated, and he said, “Can I help you, miss?”
She had always thought Ira had the darkest eyes she’d ever seen, but this man’s eyes were darker. She couldn’t even tell where they were focused; she had the fleeting notion that he might be blind.
“I was looking for Ira,” she told him.
“Ira’s not working today. He’s got some kind of event.”
“Yes, a wedding; he’s singing at a wedding,” she said. “But he hasn’t shown up yet, so I came to get him.”
“Oh?” Sam said. He moved his head closer to her, leading with his nose, not lessening in the least his impression of a blind man. “You wouldn’t be Margaret, would you?” he asked.
“Yes, sir,” she said.
He thought that over. He gave an abrupt, wheezy chuckle.
“Margaret M. Daley,” he said.
She stood her ground.
“So you assumed Ira was dead,” he said.
“Is he here?” she asked.
“He’s upstairs, dressing.”
“Could you call him, please?”
“How did you suppose he’d died?” he asked her.
“I mistook him for someone else. Monty Rand,” she said, mumbling the words. “Monty got killed in boot camp.”
“Boot camp!”
“Could you call Ira for me, please?”
“You’d never find Ira in boot camp,” Sam told her. “Ira’s got dependents, just as much as if he was married. Not that he ever could be married in view of our situation. My heart has been acting up on me for years and one of his sisters is not quite right in the head. Why, I don’t believe the army would have him even if he volunteered! Then me and the girls would have to go on welfare; we’d be a burden on the government. ‘Get along with you,’ those army folks would tell him. ‘Go on back to them that need you. We’ve got no use for you here.’ ”
Maggie heard feet running down a set of stairs somewhere—a muffled, drumming sound. A door opened in the pegboard wall behind the counter and Ira said, “Pop—”
He stopped and looked at her. He wore a dark, ill-fitting suit and a stiff white shirt, with a navy tie dangling unknotted from his collar.
“We’ll be late for the wedding,” she told him.
He shot back a cuff and checked his watch.
“Come on!” she said. It wasn’t only the wedding she was thinking of. She felt there was something dangerous about staying around Ira’s father.
And sure enough, Sam said, “Me and your little friend here was just discussing you going into the army.”
“Army?”
“Ira couldn’t join the army, I told her. He’s got us.”
Ira said, “Well, anyhow, Pop, I ought to be back from this thing in a couple of hours.”
“You really have to take that long? That’s most of the morning!” Sam turned to Maggie and said, “Saturday’s our busiest day at work.”
Maggie wondered why, in that case, the shop was empty. She said, “Yes, well, we should be—”
“In fact, if Ira joined the army we’d just have to close this place up,” Sam said. “Sell it off lock, stock, and barrel, when it’s been in the family for forty-two years come October.”
“What are you talking about?” Ira asked him. “Why would I want to join the army?”
“Your little friend here thought you’d gone into the army and got yourself killed,” Sam told him.
“Oh,” Ira said. Now the danger must have dawned on him too, for this time it was he who said, “We should be going.”
“She thought you’d blown yourself up in boot camp,” Sam told him. He gave another of his wheezy chuckles. There was something molelike and relentless about that way he led with his nose, Maggie felt. “Ups and writes me a letter of condolence,” he said. “Ha!” He told Maggie, “Gave me quite a start. I had this half-second or so where I thought, Wait a minute. Has Ira passed? First I knew of it, if so. And first I’d heard of you. First I’d heard of any girl, matter of fact, in years. I mean it’s not like he has any friends anymore. His chums at school were that brainy crowd that went away to college and by now they’ve all lost touch with him and he doesn’t see a soul his own age. ‘Look here!’ I told him. ‘A girl at last!’ After I’d withstood the shock. ‘Better grab her while you got the chance,’ I told him.”
“Let’s go,” Ira said to Maggie.
He lifted a hinged section of the counter and stepped through it, but Sam went on talking. “Trouble is, now you know she can manage fine without you,” he said.
Ira paused, still holding up the hinged section.
“She writes a little note of condolence and then continues with her life, as merry as pie,” Sam told him.
“What did you expect her to do, throw herself in my grave?”
“Well, you got to admit she bore up under her grief mighty well. Writes me a nice little note, sticks a postage stamp in one corner, then carries on with her girlfriend’s wedding arrangements.”
“Right,” Ira said, and he lowered the counter and came over to Maggie. Was he totally impenetrable? His eyes were flat, and his hand, when he took her arm, was perfectly steady.
“You’re wrong,” Maggie told Sam.
“Huh?”
“I wasn’t doing fine without him! I was barely existing.”
“No need to get all het up about it,” Sam said.
“And for your information, there’s any number of girls who think he’s perfectly wonderful and I am not the only one and also it’s ridiculous to say he can’t get married. You have no right; anyone can get married if they want to.”
“He wouldn’t dare!” Sam told her. “He’s got me and his sisters to think of. You want us all in the poorhouse? Ira? Ira, you wouldn’t dare to get married!”
“Why not?” Ira asked calmly.
“You’ve got to think of me and your sisters!”
“I’m marrying her anyhow,” Ira said.
Then he opened the door and stood back to let Maggie walk through it.
On the stoop outside, they stopped and he put his arms around her and drew her close. She could feel the narrow bones of his chest against her cheek and she heard his heart beating in her ear. His father must have been able to see everything through the plate-glass door, but even so Ira bent his head and kissed her on the lips, a long, warm, searching kiss that turned her knees weak.
Then they started off toward the church, although first there was a minor delay because the hem of her choir robe caught her up short. Ira had to open the door once again (not even glancing at his father) and set her loose.
But to look at Serena’s movie, would you guess what had come just before? They seemed an ordinary couple, maybe a bit mismatched as to height. He was too tall and thin and she was too short and plump. Their expressions were grave but they certainly didn’t look as if anything earth-shattering had recently taken place. They opened and closed their mouths in silence while the audience sang for them, poking gentle fun, intoning melodramatically. “ ‘Love is Nature’s way of giving, a reason to be living …’ ” Only Maggie knew how Ira’s hand had braced the small of her back.
Then the Barley twins leaned into each other and sang the processional, their faces raised like baby birds’ faces; and the camera swung from them to Serena all in white. Serena sailed down the aisle with her mother hanging on to her. Funny: From this vantage neither one of them seemed particularly unconventional. Serena stared straight ahead, intent. Anita’s makeup was a little too heavy but she could have been anybody’s mother, really, anxious-looking and outdated in her tight dress. “Look at you!” someone told Serena, laughing. Meanwhile the audience sang, “ ‘Though I don’t know many words to say …’ ”
But then the camera jerked and swooped and there was Max, waiting next to Reverend Connors in front of the altar. One by one, the singers trailed off. Sweet Max, pursing his chapped lips and squinting his blue eyes in an attempt to seem fittingly dignified as he watched Serena approaching. Everything about him had faded except for his freckles, which stood out like metal spangles across his broad cheeks.
Maggie felt tears welling up. Several people blew their noses.
No one, she thought, had suspected back then that it would all turn out to be so serious.
But of course the mood brightened again, because the song went on too long and the couple had to stand in position, with Reverend Connors beaming at them, while the Barley twins wound down. And by the time the vows were exchanged and Sugar rose to sing the recessional, most of the people in the audience were nudging each other expectantly. For who could forget what came next?
Max escorted Serena back down the aisle far too slowly, employing a measured, hitching gait that he must have thought appropriate. Sugar’s song was over and done with before they had finished exiting. Serena tugged at Max’s elbow, spoke urgently in his ear, traveled almost backward for the last few feet as she towed him into the vestibule. And then once they were out of sight, what a battle there’d been! The whispers, rising to hisses, rising to shouts! “If you’d stayed through the goddamn rehearsal,” Serena had cried, “instead of tearing off to Penn Station for your never-ending relatives and leaving me to practice on my own so you had no idea how fast to walk me—” The congregation had remained seated, not knowing where to look. They’d grinned sheepishly at their laps, and finally broke into laughter.
“Serena, honey,” Max had said, “pipe down. For Lord’s sake, Serena, everyone can hear you, Serena, honey pie …”
Naturally none of this was apparent from the movie, which was finished anyhow except for a few scarred numerals flashing by. But all around the room people were refreshing other people’s recollections, bringing the scene back to life. “And then she stalked out—”
“Slammed the church door—”
“Shook the whole building, remember?”
“Us just staring back toward the vestibule wondering how to behave—”
Someone flipped a window shade up: Serena herself. The room was filled with light. Serena was smiling but her cheeks were wet. People were saying, “And then, Serena …” and, “Remember, Serena?” and she was nodding and smiling and crying. The old lady next to Maggie said, “Dear, dear Maxwell,” and sighed, perhaps not even aware of the others’ merriment.
Maggie rose and collected her purse. She wanted Ira; she felt lost without Ira. She looked around for him but saw only the others, meaningless and bland. She threaded her way to the dining alcove, but he wasn’t among the guests who stood picking over the platters of food. She walked down the hall and peeked into Serena’s bedroom.
And there he was, seated at the bureau. He’d pulled a chair up close and moved Linda’s graduation picture out of the way so he could spread a solitaire layout clear across the polished surface. One angular brown hand was poised above a jack, preparing to strike. Maggie stepped inside and shut the door. She set her purse down and wrapped her arms around him from behind. “You missed a good movie,” she said into his hair. “Serena showed a film of her wedding.”
“Isn’t that just like her,” Ira said. He placed the jack on a queen. His hair smelled like coconut—its natural scent, which always came through sooner or later no matter what shampoo he used.
“You and I were singing our duet,” she said.
“And I suppose you got all teary and nostalgic.”
“Yes, I did,” she told him.
“Isn’t that just like you,” he said.
“Yes, it is,” she said, and she smiled into the mirror in front of them. She felt she was almost boasting, that she’d made a kind of proclamation. If she was easily swayed, she thought, at least she had chosen who would sway her. If she was locked in a pattern, at least she had chosen what that pattern would be. She felt strong and free and definite. She watched Ira scoop up a whole row of diamonds, ace through ten, and lay them on the jack. “We looked like children,” she told him. “Like infants. We were hardly older than Daisy is now; just imagine. And thought nothing of deciding then and there who we’d spend the next sixty years with.”
“Mmhmm,” Ira said.
He pondered a king, while Maggie laid her cheek on the top of his head. She seemed to have fallen in love again. In love with her own husband! The convenience of it pleased her—like finding right in her pantry all the fixings she needed for a new recipe.
“Remember the first year we were married?” she asked him. “It was awful. We fought every minute.”
“Worst year of my life,” he agreed, and when she moved around to the front he sat back slightly so she could settle on his lap. His thighs beneath her were long and bony—two planks of lumber. “Careful of my cards,” he told her, but she could feel he was getting interested. She laid her head on his shoulder and traced the stitching of his shirt pocket with one finger.
“That Sunday we invited Max and Serena to dinner, remember? Our very first guests. We rearranged the furniture five times before they got there,” she said. “I’d go out in the kitchen and come back to find you’d shifted all the chairs into corners, and I’d say, ‘What have you done?’ and shift them all some other way, and by the time the Gills arrived, the coffee table was upside down on the couch and you and I were having a shouting quarrel.”
“We were scared to death, is what it was,” Ira said. He had his arms around her now; she felt his amused, dry voice vibrating through his chest. “We were trying to act like grownups but we didn’t know if we could pull it off.”
“And then our first anniversary,” Maggie said. “What a fiasco! Mother’s etiquette book said it was either the paper anniversary or the clock anniversary, whichever I preferred. So I got this bright idea to construct your gift from a kit I saw advertised in a magazine: a working clock made out of paper.”
“I don’t remember that.”
“That’s because I never gave it to you,” Maggie said.
“What happened to it?”
“Well, I must have put it together wrong,” Maggie said. “I mean I followed all the directions, but it never really acted like it was supposed to. It dragged, it stopped and started, one edge curled over, there was a ripple under the twelve where I’d used too much glue. It was … makeshift, amateur. I was so ashamed of it, I threw it in the trash.”
“Why, sweetheart,” he said.
“I was afraid it was a symbol or something, I mean a symbol of our marriage. We were makeshift ourselves, is what I was afraid of.”
He said, “Shoot, we were just learning back then. We didn’t know what to do with each other.”
“We know now,” she whispered. Then she pressed her mouth into one of her favorite places, that nice warm nook where his jaw met his neck.
Meanwhile her fingers started traveling down to his belt buckle.
Ira said, “Maggie?” but he made no move to stop her. She straightened up to loosen his belt and unzip his fly.
“We can sit right here in this chair,” she whispered. “No one will ever guess.”
Ira groaned and pulled her against him. When he kissed her his lips felt smooth and very firm. She thought she could hear her own blood flooding through her veins; it made a rushing sound, like a seashell.
“Maggie Daley!” Serena said.
Ira started violently and Maggie jumped up from his lap. Serena stood frozen with one hand on the doorknob. She was gaping at Ira, at his open zipper and his shirttail flaring out.
Well, it could have gone in either direction, Maggie figured. You never knew with Serena. Serena could have just laughed it off. But maybe the funeral had been too much for her, or the movie afterward, or just widowhood in general. At any rate, she said, “I don’t believe this. I do not believe it.”
Maggie said, “Serena—”
“In my own house! My bedroom!”
“I’m sorry; please, we’re both so sorry …” Maggie said, and Ira, hastily righting his clothes, said, “Yes, we honestly didn’t—”
“You always were impossible,” Serena told Maggie. “I suspect it’s deliberate. No one could act so goofy purely by chance. I haven’t forgotten what happened with my mother at the nursing home. And now this! At a funeral gathering! In the bedroom I shared with my husband!”
“It was an accident, Serena. We never meant to—”
“An accident!” Serena said. “Oh, just go.”
“What?”
“Just leave,” she said, and she wheeled and walked away.
Maggie picked up her purse, not looking at Ira. Ira collected his cards. She went through the doorway ahead of him and they walked down the hall to the living room. People stood back a little to let them pass. She had no idea how much they had heard. Probably everything; there was something hushed and thrilled about them. She opened the front door and then turned around and said, “Well, bye now!”
“Goodbye,” they murmured. “Bye, Maggie, bye, Ira …”
Outside, the sunlight was blinding. She wished they’d driven over from the church. She took hold of Ira’s hand when he offered it and picked her way along the gravel next to the road, fixing her eyes on her pumps, which had developed a thin film of dust.
“Well,” Ira said finally, “we certainly livened up that little gathering.”
“I feel just terrible,” Maggie said.
“Oh, it’ll blow over,” Ira told her. “You know how she is.” Then he gave a snort and said, “Just look on the bright side. As class reunions go—”
“But it wasn’t a class reunion; it was a funeral,” Maggie said. “A memorial service. I went and ruined a memorial service! She probably thinks we were showing off or something, taunting her now that she’s a widow. I feel terrible.”
“She’ll forgive us,” he told her.
A car swished by and he changed places with her, setting her to the inside away from the traffic. Now they walked slightly apart, not touching. They were back to their normal selves. Or almost back. Not entirely. Some trick of light or heat blurred Maggie’s vision, and the stony old house they were passing seemed to shimmer for a moment. It dissolved in a gentle, radiant haze, and then it regrouped itself and grew solid again.



PART TWO
 



For the past several months now, Ira had been noticing the human race’s wastefulness. People were squandering their lives, it seemed to him. They were splurging their energies on petty jealousies or vain ambitions or long-standing, bitter grudges. It was a theme that emerged wherever he turned, as if someone were trying to tell him something. Not that he needed to be told. Didn’t he know well enough all he himself had wasted?
He was fifty years old and had never accomplished one single act of consequence. Once he had planned to find a cure for some major disease and now he was framing petit point instead.
His son, who couldn’t carry a tune, had dropped out of high school in hopes of becoming a rock star. His daughter was one of those people who fritter themselves away on unnecessary worries; she chewed her fingernails to nubbins and developed blinding headaches before exams and agonized so over her grades that their doctor had warned of ulcers.
And his wife! He loved her, but he couldn’t stand how she refused to take her own life seriously. She seemed to believe it was a sort of practice life, something she could afford to play around with as if they offered second and third chances to get it right. She was always making clumsy, impetuous rushes toward nowhere in particular—side trips, random detours.
Like today, for instance: this Fiona business. Fiona was no longer any relation, not their daughter-in-law and not even an acquaintance, in Ira’s opinion. But here Maggie sat, trailing a hand out the window as they whizzed down Route One toward home, and what did she return to (just when he was hoping she’d forgotten) but her whim to pay Fiona a visit. Bad enough they’d lost their Saturday to Max Gill’s funeral—a kind of side trip in itself—but now she wanted to plunge off in a whole new direction. She wanted to swing by Cartwheel, Pennsylvania, just so she could offer to baby-sit while Fiona went on her honeymoon. A completely pointless proposal; for Fiona did have a mother, didn’t she, who’d been tending Leroy all along and surely could be counted on for the next little bit as well. Ira pointed that out. He said, “What’s the matter with what’s-her-name? Mrs. Stuckey?”
“Oh, Mrs. Stuckey,” Maggie said, as if that were answer enough. She brought in her hand and rolled up the window. Her face glowed in the sunlight, round and pretty and intense. The breeze had ruffled her hair so it stood out in loops all over her head. It was a hot, gasoline-smelling breeze and Ira wasn’t sorry to have lost it. However, this constant opening and shutting of the window was getting on his nerves. She operated from second to second, he thought. She never looked any distance ahead. A spasm of irritation darted raggedly through his temples.
Here was a woman who had once let a wrong number consume an entire evening. “Hello?” she’d said into the phone, and a man had said, “Laverne, stay right there safe in your house. I just talked to Dennis and he’s coming to fetch you.” And then had hung up. Maggie cried, “Wait!”—speaking into a dead receiver; typical. Whoever it was, Ira had told her, deserved what he got. If Dennis and Laverne never managed to connect, why, that was their problem, not hers. But Maggie had gone on and on about it. “ ‘Safe,’ ” she moaned. “ ‘Safe in the house,’ he told me. Lord only knows what that poor Laverne is going through.” And she had spent the evening dialing all possible variations of their own number, every permutation of every digit, hoping to find Laverne. But never did, of course.
Cartwheel, Pennsylvania, was so close it could practically reach out and grab them, to hear her talk. “It’s on that cutoff right above the state line. I forget the name,” she was saying. “But I couldn’t see it anywhere on that map you got at the service station.”
No wonder she’d been so little help navigating; she’d been hunting Cartwheel instead.
Traffic was surprisingly sparse for a Saturday. Mostly it was trucks—small, rusty trucks carrying logs or used tires, not the sleek monsters you’d see on I-95. They were traveling through farm country at this point, and each truck as it passed left another layer of dust on the wan, parched, yellowing fields that lined the road.
“Here’s what we’ll do,” Maggie told him. “Stop by Fiona’s just for an instant. A teeny, eeny instant. Not accept even a glass of iced tea. Make her our offer and go.”
“That much you could handle by telephone,” Ira said.
“No, I couldn’t!”
“Telephone when we get back to Baltimore, if you’re so set on baby-sitting.”
“That child is not but seven years old,” Maggie told him, “and she must just barely remember us. We can’t take her on for a week just cold! We have to let her get reacquainted first.”
“How do you know it’s a week?” Ira asked.
She was riffling through her purse now. She said, “Hmm?”
“How do you know the honeymoon will last a week, Maggie?”
“Well, I don’t know. Maybe it’s two weeks. Maybe even a month, I don’t know.”
He wondered, all at once, if this whole wedding was a myth—something she’d invented for her own peculiar reasons. He wouldn’t put it past her.
“And besides!” he said. “We could never stay away that long. We’ve got jobs.”
“Not away: in Baltimore. We’d take her back down to Baltimore.”
“But then she’d be missing school,” he said.
“Oh, that’s no problem. We’ll let her go to school near us,” Maggie said. “Second grade is second grade, after all, the same all over.”
Ira had so many different arguments against that that he was struck speechless.
Now she dumped her purse upside down in her lap. “Oh, dear,” she said, studying her billfold, her lipstick, her comb, and her pack of Kleenex. “I wish I’d brought that map from home.”
It was another form of wastefulness, Ira thought, to search yet again through a purse whose contents she already knew by heart. Even Ira knew those contents by heart. And it was wasteful to continue caring about Fiona when Fiona obviously had no feeling for them, when she had made it very clear that she just wanted to get on with her life. Hadn’t she stated that, even? “I just want to get on with my life”—it had a familiar ring. Maybe she had shouted it during that scene before she left, or maybe later during one of those pathetic visits they used to pay after the divorce, with Leroy bashful and strange and Mrs. Stuckey a single accusatory eye glaring around the edge of the living room door. Ira winced. Waste, waste, and more waste, all for nothing. The long drive and the forced conversation and the long drive home again, for absolutely nothing.
And it was wasteful to devote your working life to people who forgot you the instant you left their bedsides, as Ira was forever pointing out. Oh, it was also admirably selfless, he supposed. But he didn’t know how Maggie endured the impermanence, the lack of permanent results—those feeble, senile patients who confused her with a long-dead mother or a sister who’d insulted them back in 1928.
It was wasteful too to fret so over the children. (Who were no longer children anyhow—not even Daisy.) Consider, for instance, the cigarette papers that Maggie had found last spring on Daisy’s bureau. She had picked them up while she was dusting and come running to Ira. “What’ll we do? What are we going to do?” she had wailed. “Our daughter’s smoking marijuana; this is one of the telltale clues they mention in that pamphlet that the school gives out.” She’d got Ira all involved and distressed; that happened more often than he liked to admit. Together they had sat up far into the night, discussing ways of dealing with the problem. “Where did we go wrong?” Maggie cried, and Ira hugged her and said, “There now, dear heart. I promise you we’ll see this thing through.” All for nothing yet again, it turned out. Turned out the cigarette papers were for Daisy’s flute. You slid them under the keys whenever they started sticking, Daisy explained offhandedly. She hadn’t even bothered to take umbrage.
Ira had felt ridiculous. He’d felt he had spent something scarce and real—hard currency.
Then he thought of how a thief had once stolen Maggie’s pocketbook, marched right into the kitchen where she was shelving groceries and stolen it off the counter as bold-faced as you please; and she took after him. She could have been killed! (The efficient, the streamlined thing to do was to shrug and decide she was better off without that pocketbook—had never cared for it anyhow, and surely could spare the few limp dollars in the billfold.) It was February and the sidewalks were sheets of glare ice, so running was impossible. Ira, returning from work, had been astonished to see a young boy shuffling toward him at a snail’s pace with Maggie’s red pocketbook dangling from his shoulder, and behind him Maggie herself came jogging along inch by inch with her tongue between her teeth as she concentrated on her footing. The two of them had resembled those mimes who can portray a speedy stride while making no progress at all. In fact, it had looked sort of comical, Ira reflected now. His lips twitched. He smiled.
“What,” Maggie ordered.
“You were crazy to go after that pocketbook thief,” he told her.
“Honestly, Ira. How does your mind work?”
Exactly the question he might have asked her.
“Anyhow, I did get it back,” she said.
“Only by chance. What if he’d been armed? Or a little bigger? What if he hadn’t panicked when he saw me?”
“You know, come to think of it, I believe I dreamed about that boy just a couple of nights ago,” Maggie said. “He was sitting in this kitchen that was kind of our kitchen and kind of not our kitchen, if you know what I mean.…”
Ira wished she wouldn’t keep telling her dreams. It made him feel fidgety and restless.
Maybe if he hadn’t gotten married. Or at least had not had children. But that was too great a price to pay; even in his darkest moods he realized that. Well, if he had put his sister Dorrie in an institution, then—something state-run that wouldn’t cost too much. And told his father, “I will no longer provide your support. Weak heart or not, take over this goddamn shop of yours and let me get on with my original plan if I can cast my mind back far enough to remember what it was.” And made his other sister venture into the world to find employment. “You think we’re not all scared?” he would ask her. “But we go out anyway and earn our keep, and so will you.”
But she would die of terror.
He used to lie in bed at night when he was a little boy and pretend he was seeing patients. His drawn-up knees were his desk and he’d look across his desk and ask, kindly, “What seems to be the trouble, Mrs. Brown?” At one point he had figured he might be an orthopedist, because bonesetting was so immediate. Like furniture repair, he had thought. He had imagined that the bone would make a clicking sound as it returned to its rightful place, and the patient’s pain would vanish utterly in that very instant.
“Hoosegow,” Maggie said.
“Pardon?”
She scooped up her belongings and poured them back in her purse. She set the purse on the floor at her feet. “The cutoff to Cartwheel,” she told him. “Wasn’t it something like Hoosegow?”
“I wouldn’t have the faintest idea.”
“Moose Cow. Moose Lump.”
“I’m not going there, whatever it’s called,” Ira told her.
“Goose Bump.”
“I would just like to remind you,” he said, “about those other visits. Remember how they turned out? Leroy’s second birthday, when you phoned ahead to arrange things, telephoned, and still Fiona somehow forgot you were coming. They went off to Hershey Park and we had to wait on the doorstep forever and finally turn around and come home.”
Carrying Leroy’s gift, he didn’t say: a gigantic, blankly smiling Raggedy Ann that broke his heart.
“And her third birthday, when you brought her that kitten unannounced even though I warned you to check with Fiona beforehand, and Leroy started sneezing and Fiona said she couldn’t keep it. Leroy cried all afternoon, remember? When we left, she was still crying.”
“She could have taken shots for that,” Maggie said, stubbornly missing the point. “Lots of children take allergy shots and they have whole housefuls of pets.”
“Yes, but Fiona didn’t want her to. She didn’t want us interfering, and she really didn’t want us visiting, either, which is why I said we shouldn’t go there anymore.”
Maggie cut her eyes over at him in a quick, surmising way. Probably she was wondering if he knew about those other trips, the ones she had made on her own. But if she had cared about keeping them secret you’d think she would have filled the gas tank afterward.
“What I’m saying is—” he said.
“I know what you’re saying!” she cried. “You don’t have to keep hammering at it!”
He drove in silence for a while. A row of dotted lines stitched down the highway ahead of him. Dozens of tiny birds billowed up from a grove of trees and turned the blue sky cindery, and he watched them till they disappeared.
“My Grandma Daley used to have a picture in her parlor,” Maggie said. “A little scene carved in something yellowish like ivory, or more likely celluloid. It showed this old couple sitting by the fireplace in their rocking chairs, and the title was etched across the bottom of the frame: ‘Old Folks at Home.’ The woman was knitting and the man was reading an enormous book that you just knew was the Bible. And you knew there must be grown children away someplace; I mean that was the whole idea, that the old folks were left at home while the children went away. But they were so extremely old! They had those withered-apple faces and potato-sack bodies; they were people you would classify in an instant and dismiss. I never imagined that I would be an Old Folk at Home.”
“You’re plotting to have that child come live with us,” Ira said. It hit him with a thump, as clearly as if she had spoken the words. “That’s what you’ve been leading to. Now that you’re losing Daisy you’re plotting for Leroy to come and fill her place.”
“I have no such intention!” Maggie said—too quickly, it seemed to him.
“Don’t think I don’t see through you,” he told her. “I suspected all along there was something fishy about this baby-sitting business. You’re counting on Fiona to agree to it, now that she’s all caught up with a brand-new husband.”
“Well, that just shows how little you know, then, because I have no earthly intention of keeping Leroy for good. All I want to do is drop in on them this afternoon and make my offer, which might just incidentally cause Fiona to reconsider a bit about Jesse.”
“Jesse?”
“Jesse our son, Ira.”
“Yes, Maggie, I know Jesse’s our son, but I can’t imagine what you think she could reconsider. They’re finished. She walked out on him. Her lawyer sent him those papers to sign and he signed them every one and sent them back.”
“And has never, ever been the same since,” Maggie said. “He or Fiona, either. But anytime he makes a move to reconcile, she is passing through a stage where she won’t speak to him, and then when she makes a move he has slammed off somewhere with hurt feelings and doesn’t know she’s trying. It’s like some awful kind of dance, some out-of-sync dance where every step’s a mistake.”
“Well? So?” Ira said. “I would think that ought to tell you something.”
“Tell me what?”
“Tell you those two are a lost cause, Maggie.”
“Oh, Ira, you just don’t give enough credit to luck,” Maggie said. “Good luck or bad luck, either one. Watch out for that car in front of you.”
She meant the red Chevy—an outdated model, big as a barge, its finish worn down to the color of a dull red rubber eraser. Ira was already watching it. He didn’t like the way it kept drifting from side to side and changing speeds.
“Honk,” Maggie instructed him.
Ira said, “Oh, I’ll just—”
He would just get past the fellow, he was going to say. Some incompetent idiot; best to put such people far behind you. He pressed the accelerator and checked the rearview mirror, but at the same time Maggie reached over to jab his horn. The long, insistent blare startled him. He seized Maggie’s hand and returned it firmly to her lap. Only then did he realize that the Chevy driver, no doubt equally startled, had slowed sharply just feet ahead. Maggie made a grab for the dashboard. Ira had no choice; he swerved right and plowed off the side of the road.
Dust rose around them like smoke. The Chevy picked up speed and rounded a curve and vanished.
“Jesus,” Ira said.
Somehow their car had come to a stop, although he couldn’t recall braking. In fact, the engine had died. Ira was still gripping the wheel, and the keys were still swinging from the ignition, softly jingling against each other.
“You just had to butt in, Maggie, didn’t you,” he said.
“Me? You’re blaming this on me? What did I do?”
“Oh, nothing. Only honked the horn when I was the one driving. Only scared that fellow so he lost what last few wits he had. Just once in your life, Maggie, I wish you would manage not to stick your nose in what doesn’t concern you.”
“And if I didn’t, who would?” she asked him. “And how can you say it doesn’t concern me when here I sit in what’s known far and wide as the death seat? And also, it wasn’t my honking that caused the trouble; it was that crazy driver, slowing down for no apparent reason.”
Ira sighed. “Anyway,” he said. “Are you all right?”
“I could just strangle him!” she said.
He supposed that meant she was fine.
He restarted the engine. It coughed a couple of times and then took hold. He checked for traffic and pulled out onto the highway again. After the gravelly roadside, the pavement felt too frictionless, too easy. He noticed how his hands were shaking on the steering wheel.
“That man was a maniac,” Maggie said.
“Good thing we had our seat belts fastened.”
“We ought to report him.”
“Oh, well. So long as no one was hurt.”
“Go faster, will you, Ira?”
He glanced over at her.
“I want to get his license number,” she said. Her tangled curls gave her the look of a wild woman.
Ira said, “Now, Maggie. When you think about it, it was really as much our doing as his.”
“How can you say that? When he was driving by fits and starts and wandering every which way; have you forgotten?”
Where did she find the energy? he wondered. How come she had so much to expend? He was hot and his left shoulder ached where he’d slammed against his seat belt. He shifted position, relieving the pressure of the belt across his chest.
“You don’t want him causing a serious accident, do you?” Maggie asked.
“Well, no.”
“Probably he’s been drinking. Remember that public-service message on TV? We have a civic duty to report him. Speed up, Ira.”
He obeyed, mostly out of exhaustion.
They passed an electrician’s van that had passed them earlier and then, as they crested a hill, they caught sight of the Chevy just ahead. It was whipping right along as if nothing had happened. Ira was surprised by a flash of anger. Damn fool driver. And who said it had to be a man? More likely a woman, strewing chaos everywhere without a thought. He pressed harder on the accelerator. Maggie said, “Good,” and rolled down her window.
“What are you doing?” he asked.
“Go faster.”
“What did you open your window for?”
“Hurry, Ira! We’re losing him.”
“Be funny if we got a ticket for this,” Ira said.
But he let the speedometer inch up to sixty-five, to sixty-eight. They drew close behind the Chevy. Its rear window was so dusty that Ira had trouble seeing inside. All he could tell was that the driver wore a hat of some kind and sat very low in the seat. There didn’t seem to be any passengers. The license plate was dusty too—a Pennsylvania plate, navy and yellow, the yellow mottled with gray as if mildewed.
“Y two eight—” Ira read out.
“Yes, yes, I have it,” Maggie said. (She was the type who could still reel off her childhood telephone number.) “Now let’s pass him,” she told Ira.
“Oh, well …”
“You see what kind of driver he is. I think we ought to pass.”
Well, that made sense. Ira veered left.
Just as they came alongside the Chevy, Maggie leaned out her window and pointed downward with her index finger. “Your wheel!” she shouted. “Your wheel! Your front wheel is falling off!”
“Good grief,” Ira said.
He checked the mirror. Sure enough, the Chevy had slowed and was moving toward the shoulder.
“Well, he believed you,” he said.
He had to admit it was sort of a satisfaction.
Maggie twisted around in her seat, gazing out the rear window. Then she turned to Ira. There was a stricken look on her face that he couldn’t account for. “Oh, Ira,” she said.
“Now what.”
“He was old, Ira.”
Ira said, “These goddamn senior-citizen drivers …”
“Not only was he old,” she said. “He was black.”
“So?”
“I didn’t see him clearly till I’d said that about the wheel,” she said. “He didn’t mean to run us off the road! I bet he doesn’t even know it happened. He had this wrinkled, dignified face and when I told him about the wheel his mouth dropped open but still he remembered to touch the brim of his hat. His hat! His gray felt hat like my grandfather wore!”
Ira groaned.
Maggie said, “Now he thinks we played a trick on him. He thinks we’re racist or something and lied about his wheel to be cruel.”
“He doesn’t think any such thing,” Ira said. “As a matter of fact, he has no way of knowing his wheel isn’t falling off. How would he check it? He’d have to watch it in motion.”
“You mean he’s still sitting there?”
“No, no,” Ira said hastily. “I mean he’s probably back on the road by now but he’s traveling a little slower, just to make sure it’s all right.”
“I wouldn’t do that,” Maggie said.
“Well, you’re not him.”
“He wouldn’t do that, either. He’s old and confused and alone and he’s sitting there in his car, too scared to drive another inch.”
“Oh, Lord,” Ira said.
“We have to go back and tell him.”
Somehow, he’d known that was coming.
“We won’t say we deliberately lied,” Maggie said. “We’ll tell him we just weren’t sure. We’ll ask him to make a test drive while we watch, and then we’ll say, ‘Oops! Our mistake. Your wheel is fine; we must have misjudged.’ ”
“Where’d you get this ‘we’ business?” Ira asked. “I never told him it was loose in the first place.”
“Ira, I’m begging you on bended knee, please turn around and go rescue that man.”
“It is now one-thirty in the afternoon,” Ira said. “With luck we could be home by three. Maybe even two-thirty. I could open the shop for a couple of hours, which may not be much but it’s better than nothing.”
“That poor old man is sitting in his car staring straight in front of him not knowing what to do,” Maggie said. “He’s still hanging on to the steering wheel. I can see him as plain as day.”
So could Ira.
He slowed as they came to a large, prosperous-looking farm. A grassy lane led toward the barn, and he veered onto that without signaling first, in order to make the turn seem more sudden and more exasperated. Maggie’s sunglasses scooted the length of the dashboard. Ira backed up, waited for a stream of traffic that all at once materialized, and then spun out onto Route One again, this time heading north.
Maggie said, “I knew you couldn’t be heartless.”
“Just imagine,” Ira told her. “All up and down this highway, other couples are taking weekend drives together. They’re traveling from Point A to Point B. They’re holding civilized discussions about, I don’t know, current events. Disarmament. Apartheid.”
“He probably thinks we belong to the Ku Klux Klan,” Maggie said. She started chewing her lip the way she always did when she was worried.
“No stops, no detours,” Ira said. “If they take any break at all, it’s for lunch in some classy old inn. Someplace they researched ahead of time, where they even made reservations.”
He was starving, come to think of it. He hadn’t eaten a thing at Serena’s.
“It was right about here,” Maggie said, perking up. “I recognize those silos. It was just before those mesh-looking silos. There he is.”
Yes, there he was, not sitting in his car after all but walking around it in a wavery circle—a stoop-shouldered man the color of a rolltop desk, wearing one of those elderly suits that seem longer in front than in back. He was studying the tires of the Chevy, which might have been abandoned years ago; it had a settled, resigned appearance. Ira signaled and made a U-turn, arriving neatly behind so the two cars’ bumpers almost touched. He opened the door and stepped out. “Can we help?” he called.
Maggie got out too but seemed willing for once to let Ira do the talking.
“It’s my wheel,” the old man said. “Lady back up the road a ways pointed out my wheel was falling off.”
“That was us,” Ira told him. “Or my wife, at least. But you know, I believe she might have been wrong. That wheel seems fine to me.”
The old man looked at him directly now. He had a skull-like, deeply lined face, and the whites of his eyes were so yellow they were almost brown. “Oh, well, surely, seems fine,” he said. “When the car is setting stark still like it is.”
“But I mean even before,” Ira told him. “Back when you were still on the road.”
The old man appeared unconvinced. He prodded the tire with the toe of his shoe. “Anyhow,” he said. “Mighty nice of you folks to stop.”
Maggie said, “Nice! It’s the least we could do.” She stepped forward. “I’m Maggie Moran,” she said. “This is my husband, Ira.”
“My name’s Mr. Daniel Otis,” the old man said, touching the brim of his hat.
“Mr. Otis, see, I had this sort of, like, mirage as we were driving past your car,” Maggie said. “I thought I noticed your wheel wobbling. But then the very next instant I said, ‘No, I believe I imagined it.’ Didn’t I, Ira? Just ask Ira. ‘I believe I made that driver stop for no good reason,’ I told him.”
“They’s all kindly explanations why you might have seen it wobble,” Mr. Otis said.
“Why, certainly!” Maggie cried. “Heat waves, maybe, rippling above the pavement. Or maybe, I don’t know—”
“Might have been a sign, too,” Mr. Otis said.
“Sign?”
“Might have been the Lord was trying to warn me.”
“Warn you about what?”
“Warn me my left front wheel was fixing to drop off.”
Maggie said, “Well, but—”
“Mr. Otis,” Ira said. “I think it’s more likely my wife just made a mistake.”
“Now, you can’t know that.”
“An understandable mistake,” Ira said, “but all the same, a mistake. So what we ought to do is, you get into your car and drive it just a few yards down the shoulder. Maggie and I will watch. If your wheel’s not loose, you’re free and clear. If it is, we’ll take you to a service station.”
“Oh, why, I appreciate that,” Mr. Otis said. “Maybe Buford, if it ain’t too much trouble.”
“Pardon?”
“Buford Texaco. It’s up ahead a piece; my nephew works there.”
“Sure, anywhere,” Ira said, “but I’m willing to bet—”
“In fact, if it ain’t too much trouble you might just go on and carry me there right now,” Mr. Otis said.
“Now?”
“I don’t relish driving a car with a wheel about to drop off.”
“Mr. Otis,” Ira said. “We’ll test the wheel. That’s what I’ve been telling you.”
“I’ll test it,” Maggie said.
“Yes, Maggie will test it. Maggie? Honey, maybe I should be the one.”
“Shoot, yes; it’s way too risky for a lady,” Mr. Otis told her.
Ira had been thinking of the risk to the Chevy, but he said, “Right. You and Mr. Otis watch; I’ll drive.”
“No, sir, I can’t allow you to do that,” Mr. Otis said. “I appreciate it, but I can’t allow it. Too much danger. You folks just carry me to the Texaco, please, and my nephew will come fetch the car with the tow truck.”
Ira looked at Maggie. Maggie looked back at him helplessly. The sounds of traffic whizzing past reminded him of those TV thrillers where spies rendezvoused in modern wastelands, on the edges of superhighways or roaring industrial complexes.
“Listen,” Ira said. “I’ll just come right out with this—”
“Or don’t carry me! Don’t,” Mr. Otis cried. “I already inconvenienced you-all enough, I know that.”
“The fact is, we feel responsible,” Ira told him. “What we said about your wheel wasn’t so much a mistake as a plain and simple, um, exaggeration.”
“Yes, we made it up,” Maggie said.
“Aw, no,” Mr. Otis said, shaking his head, “you just trying to stop me from worrying.”
“A while back you kind of, like, more or less, slowed down too suddenly in front of us,” Maggie said, “and caused us to run off the road. Not intending to, I realize, but—”
“I did that?”
“Not intending to,” Maggie assured him.
“And besides,” Ira said, “you probably slowed because we accidentally honked. So it’s not as if—”
“Oh, I declare. Florence, that’s my niece, she is all the time after me to turn in my driver’s license, but I surely never expected—”
“Anyhow, I did a very inconsiderate thing,” Maggie told him. “I said your wheel was falling off when really it was fine.”
“Why, I call that a very Christian thing,” Mr. Otis said. “When I had caused you to run off the road! You folks been awful nice about this.”
“No, see, really the wheel was—”
“Many would’ve let me ride on to my death,” Mr. Otis said.
“The wheel was fine!” Maggie told him. “It wasn’t wobbling in the slightest.”
Mr. Otis tipped his head back and studied her. His lowered eyelids gave him such a haughty, hooded expression that it seemed he might finally have grasped her meaning. But then he said, “Naw, that can’t be right. Can it? Naw. I tell you: Now that I recollect, that car was driving funny all this morning. I knew it and yet didn’t know it, you know? And I reckon it must’ve hit you-all the same way—kindly like you half glimpsed it out of the corner of your vision so you were moved to say what you did, not understanding just why.”
That settled it; Ira took action. “Well, then,” he said, “nothing to do but test it. Keys inside?” And he strode briskly to the Chevy and opened the door and slid in.
“Aw, now!” Mr. Otis cried. “Don’t you go risking your neck for me, mister!”
“He’ll be all right,” Maggie told him.
Ira gave Mr. Otis a reassuring wave.
Even though the window was open, the Chevy was pulsing with heat. The clear plastic seat cover seemed to have partially melted, and there was a strong smell of overripe banana. No wonder: The remains of a bag lunch sat on the passenger seat—a crumpled sack, a banana peel, and a screw of cellophane.
Ira turned the key in the ignition. When the engine roared up he leaned out toward Maggie and Mr. Otis and said, “Watch carefully.”
They said nothing. For two people who looked so little alike, they wore oddly similar expressions: wary and guarded, as if braced for the worst.
Ira put the car in gear and started rolling along the shoulder. He felt he was driving something that stood out too far on all sides—a double bed, for instance. Also, there was a rattle in the exhaust system.
After a few yards, he braked and cocked his head out the window. The others had not moved from where they stood; they’d merely turned their faces in his direction.
“Well?” he called.
There was a pause. Then Mr. Otis said, “Yessir, seem like I did see a bit of jiggling motion to it.”
“You did?” Ira asked.
He quirked an eyebrow at Maggie.
“But you didn’t,” he said.
“Well, I’m not certain,” Maggie told him.
“Excuse me?”
“Maybe I just imagined it,” she said, “but I thought there was a little, sort of, I don’t know …”
Ira shifted gears and backed up with a jolt. When he was alongside them once more he said, “Now I want you both to watch very, very closely.”
He drove farther this time, a dozen yards or so. They were forced to follow him. He glanced in the side-view mirror and saw Maggie scurrying along with her arms folded beneath her bosom. He stopped the car and climbed out to face them.
“Oh, that wheel is loose, all right,” Mr. Otis called as he arrived.
Ira said, “Maggie?”
“It reminded me of a top, just before it stops spinning and falls over,” Maggie said.
“Now listen here, Maggie—”
“I know! I know!” she said. “But I can’t help it, Ira; I really saw it wobble. And also it looked kind of squashy.”
“Well, that’s a whole different problem,” Ira said. “The tire may be underinflated. But that wheel is on tight as a drum, I swear it. I could feel it. I can’t believe you’re doing this, Maggie.”
“Well, I’m sorry,” she said stubbornly, “but I refuse to say I didn’t see what I saw with my own two eyes. I just think we’re going to have to take him to that Texaco.”
Ira looked at Mr. Otis. “You got a lug wrench?” he asked.
“A … sir?”
“If you’ve got a lug wrench, I could tighten that wheel myself.”
“Oh, why … Is a lug wrench like a ordinary wrench?”
“You probably have one in your trunk,” Ira told him, “where you keep your jack.”
“Oh! But where do I keep my jack, I wonder,” Mr. Otis said.
“In your trunk,” Ira repeated doggedly, and he reached inside the car for the keys and handed them over. He was keeping his face as impassive as possible, but inwardly he felt the way he felt anytime he stopped by Maggie’s nursing home: utterly despairing. He couldn’t see how this Mr. Otis fellow made it from day to day, bumbling along as he did.
“Lug wrench, lug wrench,” Mr. Otis was murmuring. He unlocked the trunk and flung the lid up. “Now let me just …”
At first glance, the trunk’s interior seemed a solid block of fabric. Blankets, clothes, and pillows had been packed inside so tightly that they had congealed together. “Oh, me,” Mr. Otis said, and he plucked at a corner of a graying quilt, which didn’t budge.
“Never mind,” Ira told him. “I’ll get mine.”
He walked back to the Dodge. It suddenly seemed very well kept, if you overlooked what Maggie had done to the left front fender. He took his keys from the ignition and unlocked the trunk and opened it.
Nothing.
Where once there’d been a spare tire, tucked into the well beneath the floor mat, now there was an empty space. And not a sign of the gray vinyl pouch in which he kept his tools.
He called, “Maggie?”
She turned lazily from her position by the Chevy and tilted her head in his direction.
“What happened to my spare tire?” he asked.
“It’s on the car.”
“On the car?”
She nodded vigorously.
“You mean it’s in use?”
“Right.”
“Then where’s the original tire?”
“It’s getting patched at the Exxon back home.”
“Well, how did …?”
No, never mind; better not get sidetracked. “So where are the tools, then?” he called.
“What tools?”
He slammed the lid down and walked back to the Chevy. There was no point shouting; he could see his lug wrench was not going to be anywhere within reach. “The tools you changed the tire with,” he told her.
“Oh, I didn’t change the tire. A man stopped and helped me.”
“Did he use the tools in the trunk?”
“I guess so, yes.”
“Did he put them back?”
“Well, he must have,” Maggie said. She frowned, evidently trying to recall.
“They’re not there, Maggie.”
“Well, I’m sure he didn’t steal them, if that’s what you’re thinking. He was a very nice man. He wouldn’t even accept any money; he said he had a wife of his own and—”
“I’m not saying he stole them; I’m just asking where they are.”
Maggie said, “Maybe on the …” and then mumbled something further, he wasn’t sure what.
“Pardon?”
“I said, maybe on the corner of Charles Street and Northern Parkway!” she shouted.
Ira turned to Mr. Otis. The old man was watching him with his eyes half closed; he appeared to be falling asleep on his feet.
“I guess we’ll have to unpack your trunk,” Ira told him.
Mr. Otis nodded several times but made no move to begin.
“Shall we just unload it?” Ira asked.
“Well, we could do that,” Mr. Otis said doubtfully.
There was a pause.
Ira said, “Well? Shall we start?”
“We could start if you like,” Mr. Otis told him, “but I’d be very much surprised if we was to find a wheel wrench.”
“Everybody has a wheel wrench. Lug wrench,” Ira said. “It comes with the car.”
“I never saw it.”
“Oh, Ira,” Maggie said. “Can’t we just drive him to the Texaco and get his nephew to fix it properly?”
“And how do you think he would do that, Maggie? He’d take a wrench and tighten the lug nuts, not that they need it.”
Mr. Otis, meanwhile, had managed to remove a single item from the trunk: a pair of flannel pajama bottoms. He held them up and considered them.
Maybe it was the dubious expression on his face, or maybe it was the pajamas themselves—crinkled and withered, trailing a frazzled drawstring—but at any rate, Ira all at once gave in. “Oh, what the hell,” he said. “Let’s just go to the Texaco.”
“Thank you, Ira,” Maggie told him sweetly.
And Mr. Otis said, “Well, if you sure it ain’t too much trouble.”
“No, no …” Ira passed a hand across his forehead. “So I guess we’d better lock up the Chevy,” he said.
Maggie said, “What Chevy?”
“That’s what kind of car this is, Maggie.”
“Ain’t hardly no point locking it with a wheel about to fly off,” Mr. Otis said.
Ira had a brief moment when he wondered if this whole situation might be Mr. Otis’s particularly passive, devilish way of getting even.
He turned and walked back to his own car. Behind him he heard the Chevy’s trunk lid clanging shut and the sound of their feet on the gravel, but he didn’t wait for them to catch up.
Now the Dodge was as hot as the Chevy, and the chrome shaft of the gearshift burned his fingers. He sat there with the motor idling while Maggie helped Mr. Otis settle in the back seat. She seemed to know by instinct that he would require assistance; he had to be folded across the middle in some complicated fashion. The last of him to enter was his feet, which he gathered to him by lifting both knees with his hands. Then he let out a sigh and took his hat off. In the mirror Ira saw a bony, plated-looking scalp, with two cottony puffs of white hair snarling above his ears.
“I surely do appreciate this,” Mr. Otis said.
“Oh, no trouble!” Maggie told him, flouncing onto the front seat.
Speak for yourself, Ira thought sourly.
He waited for a cavalcade of motorcyclists to pass (all male, unhelmeted, swooping by in long S-curves, as free as birds), and then he pulled onto the highway. “So whereabouts are we headed?” he asked.
“Oh, why, you just drive on past the dairy farm and make a right,” Mr. Otis told him. “It ain’t but three, four miles.”
Maggie craned around in her seat and said, “You must live in this area.”
“Back-air a ways on Dead Crow Road,” Mr. Otis told her. “Or used to, till last week. Lately I been staying with my sister Lurene.”
Then he started telling her about his sister Lurene, who worked off and on at the Kmart when her arthritis wasn’t too bad; and that of course led to a discussion of Mr. Otis’s own arthritis, the sneaky slow manner it had crept up on him and the other things he had thought it was first and how the doctor had marveled and made over his condition when Mr. Otis finally thought to consult him.
“Oh, if you had seen what I have seen,” Maggie said. “People in the nursing home where I work just knotted over; don’t I know it.” She had a tendency to fall into other people’s rhythms of speech while she was talking to them. Close your eyes and you could almost fancy she was black herself, Ira thought.
“It’s a evil, mean-spirited ailment; no two ways about it,” Mr. Otis said. “This here is the dairy farm, mister. You want to take your next right.”
Ira slowed down. They passed a small clump of cows moonily chomping and staring, and then they turned onto a road not two full lanes wide. The pavement was patchy, with hand-painted signs tilting off the grassy embankment: DANGER LIVESTOCK MAY BE LOOSE and SLOW THIS MEANS YOU and HOUNDS AND HORSES CROSSING.
Now Mr. Otis was explaining how arthritis had forced him to retire. He used to be a roofer, he said, down home in North Carolina. He used to walk those ridgepoles as nimble as a squirrel and now he couldn’t manage the lowest rung of a ladder.
Maggie made a clucking sound.
Ira wondered why Maggie always had to be inviting other people into their lives. She didn’t feel a mere husband was enough, he suspected. Two was not a satisfactory number for her. He remembered all the strays she had welcomed over the years—her brother who spent a winter on their couch when his wife fell in love with her dentist, and Serena that time that Max was in Virginia hunting work, and of course Fiona with her baby and her mountains of baby equipment, her stroller and her playpen and her wind-up infant swing. In his present mood, Ira thought he might include their own children as well, for weren’t Jesse and Daisy also outsiders—interrupting their most private moments, wedging between the two of them? (Hard to believe that some people had children to hold a marriage together.) And neither one had been planned for, at least not quite so soon. In the days before Jesse was born, Ira had still had hopes of going back to school. It was supposed to be the next thing in line, after paying off his sister’s medical bills and his father’s new furnace. Maggie would keep on working full time. But then she found out she was pregnant, and she had to take leave from her job. And after that Ira’s sister developed a whole new symptom, some kind of seizures that required hospitalization; and a moving van crashed into the shop one Christmas Eve and damaged the building. Then Maggie got pregnant with Daisy, another surprise. (Had it been unwise, perhaps, to leave matters of contraception to someone so accident-prone?) But that was eight years after Jesse, and Ira had more or less abandoned his plans by then anyhow.
Sometimes—on a day like today, say, this long, hot day in this dusty car—he experienced the most crushing kind of tiredness. It was an actual weight on his head, as if the ceiling had been lowered. But he supposed that everybody felt that way, now and again.
Maggie was telling Mr. Otis the purpose of their trip. “My oldest, closest friend just lost her husband,” she was saying, “and we had to go to his funeral. It was the saddest occasion.”
“Oh, gracious. Well, now, I want to offer my sincere condolences,” Mr. Otis said.
Ira slowed behind a round-shouldered, humble-looking car from the forties, driven by an old lady so hunched that her head was barely visible above the steering wheel. Route One, the nursing home of highways. Then he remembered that this wasn’t Route One anymore, that they had drifted sideward or maybe even backward, and he had a dreamy, floating sensation. It was like that old spell during a change of seasons when you momentarily forget what stage the year is going through. Is it spring, or is it fall? Is the summer just beginning, or is it coming to an end?
They passed a modern, split-level house with two plaster statues in the yard: a Dutch boy and girl bobbing delicately toward each other so their lips were almost touching. Then a trailer park and assorted signs for churches, civic organizations, Al’s Lawn and Patio Furnishings. Mr. Otis sat forward with a grunt, clutching the back of the seat. “Right up-air is the Texaco,” he said. “See it?”
Ira saw it: a small white rectangle set very close to the road. Mylar balloons hovered high above the pumps—three to each pump, red, silver, and blue, twining lazily about one another.
He turned onto the concrete apron, carefully avoiding the signal cord that stretched across it, and braked and looked back at Mr. Otis. But Mr. Otis stayed where he was; it was Maggie who got out. She opened the rear door and set a hand beneath the old man’s elbow while he uncurled himself. “Now, just where is your nephew?” she asked.
Mr. Otis said, “Somewheres about.”
“Are you sure of that? What if he’s not working today?”
“Why, he must be working. Ain’t he?”
Oh, Lord, they were going to prolong this situation forever. Ira cut the engine and watched the two of them walking across the apron.
Over by the full-service island, a white boy with a stringy brown ponytail listened to what they asked and then shook his head. He said something, waving an arm vaguely eastward. Ira groaned and slid down lower in his seat.
Then here came Maggie, clicking along, and Ira took heart; but when she reached the car all she did was lean in through the passenger window. “We have to wait a minute,” she told him.
“What for?”
“His nephew’s out on a call but he’s expected back in no time.”
“Then why can’t we just leave?” Ira asked.
“I couldn’t do that! I wouldn’t rest easy. I wouldn’t know how it came out.”
“What do you mean, how it came out? His wheel is perfectly fine, remember?”
“It wobbled, Ira. I saw it wobble.”
He sighed.
“And maybe his nephew won’t show up for some reason,” she said, “so Mr. Otis will be stranded here. Or maybe it will cost money. I want to make sure he’s not out any money.”
“Look here, Maggie—”
“Why don’t you fill the tank? Surely we could use some gas.”
“We don’t have a Texaco credit card,” he told her.
“Pay cash. Fill the tank and by then I bet Lamont will be pulling into the station.”
“Lamont,” already. Next thing you knew, she’d have adopted the boy.
He restarted the engine, muttering, and drew up next to the self-serve island and got out. They had an older style of pump here that Baltimore no longer used—printed flip-over numerals instead of LED, and a simple pivot arrangement to trip the switch. Ira had to readjust, cast his mind back a couple of years in order to get the thing going. Then while the gas flowed into the tank he watched Maggie settle Mr. Otis on a low, whitewashed wall that separated the Texaco from someone’s vegetable garden. Mr. Otis had his hat back on and he was hunkered under it like a cat under a table, peering forth reflectively, chewing on a mouthful of air, as old men were known to do. He was ancient, and yet probably not so many years older than Ira himself. It was a thought to give you pause. Ira heard the jolt as the gas cut off, and he turned back to the car. Overhead, the balloons rustled against each other with a sound that made him think of raincoats.
While he was paying inside the station he noticed a snack machine, so he walked over to the others to see if they wanted something. They were deep in conversation, Mr. Otis going on and on about someone named Duluth. “Maggie, they’ve got potato chips,” Ira said. “The kind you like: barbecue.”
Maggie waved a hand at him. “I think you were absolutely justified,” she told Mr. Otis.
“And bacon rinds!” Ira said. “You hardly ever find bacon rinds these days.”
She gave him a distant, abstracted look and said, “Have you forgotten I’m on a diet?”
“How about you, then, Mr. Otis?”
“Oh, why, no, thank you, sir; thank you kindly, sir,” Mr. Otis said. He turned to Maggie and went on: “So anyways, I axes her, ‘Duluth, how can you hold me to count for that, woman?’ ”
“Mr. Otis’s wife is mad at him for something he did in her dream,” Maggie told Ira.
Mr. Otis said, “Here I am just as unaware as a babe and I come down into the kitchen, I axes, ‘Where my breakfast?’ She say, ‘Fix it yourself.’ I say, ‘Huh?’ ”
“That is just so unfair,” Maggie told him.
Ira said, “Well, I believe I’ll have a snack,” and he walked back toward the station, hands stuffed into his pockets, feeling left out.
Dieting too, he thought; dieting was another example of Maggie’s wastefulness. The water diet and the protein diet and the grapefruit diet. Depriving herself meal after meal when in Ira’s opinion she was just exactly right as she was—not even what you’d call plump; just a satisfying series of handfuls, soft, silky breasts and a creamy swell of bottom. But since when had she ever listened to Ira? He dropped coins glumly into the snack machine and punched the key beneath a sack of pretzels.
When he got back, Maggie was saying, “I mean think if we all did that! Mistook our dreams for real life. Look at me: Two or three times a year, near-about, I dream this neighbor and I are kissing. This totally bland neighbor named Mr. Simmons who looks like a salesman of something, I don’t know, insurance or real estate or something. In the daytime I don’t give him a thought, but at night I dream we’re kissing and I long for him to unbutton my blouse, and in the morning at the bus stop I’m so embarrassed I can’t even meet his eyes but then I see he’s just the same as ever, bland-faced man in a business suit.”
“For God’s sake, Maggie,” Ira said. He tried to picture this Simmons character, but he had no idea who she could be talking about.
“I mean what if I was held to blame for that?” Maggie asked. “Some thirty-year-old … kid I don’t have the faintest interest in! I’m not the one who designed that dream!”
“No, indeed,” Mr. Otis said. “And anyways, this here of Duluth’s was Duluth’s dream. It weren’t even me that dreamed it. She claim I was standing on her needlepoint chair, her chair seat she worked forever on, so she order me off but when I stepped down I was walking on her crocheted shawl and her embroidered petticoat, my shoes was dragging lace and ruffles and bits of ribbon. ‘If that ain’t just like you,’ she tell me in the morning, and I say, ‘What did I do? Show me what I did. Show me where I ever trompled on a one of them things.’ She say, ‘You are just a mowing-down type of man, Daniel Otis, and if I knew I’d have to put up with you so long I’d have made a more thoughtful selection when I married.’ So I say, ‘Well, if that’s how you feel, I’m leaving,’ and she say, ‘Don’t forget your things,’ and off I go.”
“Mr. Otis has been living in his car these last few days and moving around among relatives,” Maggie told Ira.
“Is that right,” Ira said.
“So it matters quite a heap to me that my wheel not pop off,” Mr. Otis added.
Ira sighed and sat down on the wall next to Maggie. The pretzels were the varnished kind that stuck in his teeth, but he was so hungry that he went on eating them.
Now the ponytailed boy walked toward them, so direct and purposeful in his tap-heeled leather boots that Ira stood up again, imagining they had some business to discuss. But all the boy did was coil the air hose that had been hissing on the concrete all this time without their noticing. In order not to look indecisive, Ira went on over to him anyhow. “So!” he said. “What’s the story on this Lamont?”
“He’s out,” the boy told him.
“No chance we could get you to come, I guess. Run you over to the highway in our car and get you to look at Mr. Otis here’s wheel for us.”
“Nope,” the boy said, hanging the hose on its hook.
Ira said, “I see.”
He returned to the wall, and the boy walked back to the station.
“I think it might be Moose Run,” Maggie was telling Mr. Otis. “Is that the name? This cutoff that leads into Cartwheel.”
“Now, I don’t know about no Moose Run,” Mr. Otis said, “but I have heard tell of Cartwheel. Just can’t say right off exactly how you’d get there. See, they’s so many places hereabouts that sound like towns, call theyselves towns, but really they ain’t much more than a grocery store and a gas pump.”
“That’s Cartwheel, all right,” Maggie said. “One main street. No traffic lights. Fiona lives on a skinny little road that doesn’t even have a sidewalk. Fiona’s our daughter-in-law. Ex-daughter-in-law, I suppose I should say. She used to be our son Jesse’s wife, but now they’re divorced.”
“Yes, that is how they do nowadays,” Mr. Otis said. “Lamont is divorced too, and my sister Florence’s girl Sally. I don’t know why they bother getting married.”
Just as if his own marriage were in perfect health.
“Have a pretzel,” Ira said. Mr. Otis shook his head absently but Maggie dug down deep in the bag and came up with half a dozen.
“Really it was all a misunderstanding,” she told Mr. Otis. She bit into a pretzel. “They were perfect for each other. They even looked perfect: Jesse so dark and Fiona so blond. It’s just that Jesse was working musician’s hours and his life was sort of, I don’t know, unsteady. And Fiona was so young, and inclined to fly off the handle. Oh, I used to just ache for them. It broke Jesse’s heart when she left him; she took their little daughter and went back home to her mother. And Fiona’s heart was broken too, I know, but do you think she would say so? And now they’re so neatly divorced you would think they had never been married.”
All true, as far as it went, Ira reflected; but there was a lot she’d left out. Or not left out so much as slicked over, somehow, like that image of their son—the “musician” plying his trade so busily that he was forced to neglect his “wife” and his “daughter.” Ira had never thought of Jesse as a musician; he’d thought of him as a high-school dropout in need of permanent employment. And he had never thought of Fiona as a wife but rather as Jesse’s teenaged sidekick—her veil of gleaming blond hair incongruous above a skimpy T-shirt and tight jeans—while poor little Leroy had not been much more than their pet, their stuffed animal won at a carnival booth.
He had a vivid memory of Jesse as he’d looked the night he was arrested, back when he was sixteen. He’d been picked up for public drunkenness with several of his friends—a onetime occurrence, as it turned out, but Ira had wanted to make sure of that and so, intending to be hard on him, he had insisted Maggie stay home while he went down alone to post bail. He had sat on a bench in a public waiting area and finally there came Jesse, walking doubled over between two officers. Evidently his wrists had been handcuffed behind his back and he had attempted, at some point, to step through the circle of his own arms so as to bring his hands in front of him. But he had given up or been interrupted halfway through the maneuver, and so he hobbled out lopsided, twisted like a sideshow freak with his wrists trapped between his legs. Ira had experienced the most complicated mingling of emotions at the sight: anger at his son and anger at the authorities too, for exhibiting Jesse’s humiliation, and a wild impulse to laugh and an aching, flooding sense of pity. Jesse’s jacket sleeves had been pushed up his forearms in the modern style (something boys never did in Ira’s day) and that had made him seem even more vulnerable, and so had his expression, once he was unlocked and could stand upright, although it was a fiercely defiant expression and he wouldn’t acknowledge Ira’s presence. Now when Ira thought of Jesse he always pictured him as he’d been that night, that same combination of infuriating and pathetic. He wondered how Maggie pictured him. Maybe she delved even further into the past. Maybe she saw him at age four or age six, a handsome, uncommonly engaging little kid with no more than the average kid’s problems. At any rate, she surely didn’t view him as he really was.
No, nor their daughter, either, he thought. Maggie saw Daisy as a version of Maggie’s mother—accomplished, efficient—and she fluttered around her, looking inadequate. She had fluttered ever since Daisy was a little girl with an uncannily well-ordered room and a sheaf of color-coded notebooks for her homework. But Daisy was pitiable too, in her way. Ira saw that clearly, even though she was the one he felt closer to. She seemed to be missing out on her own youth—had never even had a boyfriend, so far as Ira could tell. Whenever Jesse got into mischief as a child Daisy had taken on a pinch-faced expression of disapproval, but Ira would almost rather she had joined in the mischief herself. Wasn’t that how it was supposed to work? Wasn’t that how it worked in other families, those jolly, noisy families Ira used to watch wistfully when he was a little boy? Now she was packed for college—had been packed for weeks—and had no clothes left but the throwaways that she wasn’t taking with her; and she walked around the house looking bleak and joyless as a nun in her limp, frayed blouses and faded skirts. But Maggie thought she was admirable. “When I was her age I hadn’t even begun to decide what I wanted to be,” she said. Daisy wanted to be a quantum physicist. “I’m just so impressed with that,” Maggie said, till Ira said, “Maggie, just what is a quantum physicist?”—honestly wanting to know. “Do you have the foggiest inkling?” he asked. Then Maggie thought he was belittling her and she said, “Oh, I admit I’m not scientific! I never said I was scientific! I’m just a geriatric nursing assistant, I admit it!” and Ira said, “All I meant was—Jesus! All I meant was—” and Daisy poked her head in the door and said, “Would you please, please not have another one of your blowups; I’m trying to read.”
“Blowup!” Maggie cried. “I make the simplest little remark—”
And Ira told Daisy, “Listen here, miss, if you’re so easily disturbed as all that, you can just go read in the library.”
So Daisy had withdrawn, pinch-faced once again, and Maggie had buried her head in her hands.
“Same old song and dance”—that was how Jesse had once referred to marriage. This was one morning when Fiona had left the breakfast table in tears, and Ira had asked Jesse what was wrong. “You know how it is,” Jesse had answered. “Same old song and dance as always.” Then Ira (who had asked not out of empty curiosity but as a means of implying This matters, son; pay her some heed) had wondered what that “you know” signified. Was Jesse saying that Ira’s marriage and his own had anything in common? Because if so, he was way out of line. They were two entirely different institutions. Ira’s marriage was as steady as a tree; not even he could tell how wide and deep the roots went.
Still, Jesse’s phrase had stuck in his memory: same old song and dance. Same old arguments, same recriminations. The same jokes and affectionate passwords, yes, and abiding loyalty and gestures of support and consolations no one else knew how to offer; but also the same old resentments dragged up year after year, with nothing ever totally forgotten: the time Ira didn’t act happy to hear Maggie was pregnant, the time Maggie failed to defend Ira in front of her mother, the time Ira refused to visit Maggie in the hospital, the time Maggie forgot to invite Ira’s family to Christmas dinner.
And the unvaryingness—ah, Lord; who could blame Jesse for chafing against that? Probably the boy had been watching his parents sideways all the years of his childhood, swearing he would never put up with such a life: plugging along day after day, Ira heading to his shop every morning, Maggie to the nursing home. Probably those afternoons that Jesse had spent helping out at the shop had been a kind of object lesson. He must have recoiled from it—Ira sitting endlessly on his high wooden stool, whistling along with his easy-listening radio station as he measured a mat or sawed away at his miter box. Women came in asking him to frame their cross-stitched homilies and their amateur seascapes and their wedding photos (two serious people in profile gazing solely at each other). They brought in illustrations torn from magazines—a litter of puppies or a duckling in a basket. Like a tailor measuring a half-dressed client, Ira remained discreetly sightless, appearing to form no judgment about a picture of a sad-faced kitten tangled in a ball of yarn. “He wants a pastel-colored mat of some kind, wouldn’t you say?” the women might ask. (They often used personal pronouns, as if the pictures were animate.)
“Yes, ma’am,” Ira would answer.
“Maybe a pale blue that would pick up the blue of his ribbon.”
“Yes, we could do that.”
And through Jesse’s eyes he would see himself all at once as a generic figure called The Shopkeeper: a drab and obsequious man of indeterminate age.
Above the shop he could usually hear the creak, pause, creak of his father’s rocking chair, and the hesitant footsteps of one of his sisters crossing the living room floor. Their voices, of course, weren’t audible, and for this reason Ira had fallen into the habit of imagining that his family never spoke during the day—that they were keeping very still till Ira came. He was the backbone of their lives; he knew that. They depended on him utterly.
In his childhood he had been extraneous—a kind of afterthought, half a generation younger than his sisters. He had been so much the baby that he’d called every family member “honey,” because that was how all those grownups or almost-grown-ups addressed him and he’d assumed it was a universal term. “I need my shoes tied, honey,” he would tell his father. He didn’t have the usual baby’s privileges, though; he was never the center of attention. If any of them could be said to occupy that position it was his sister Dorrie—mentally handicapped, frail and jerky, bucktoothed, awkward—although even Dorrie had a neglected air and tended to sit by herself on the outskirts of a room. Their mother suffered from a progressive disease that killed her when Ira was fourteen, that left him forever afterward edgy and frightened in the presence of illness; and anyhow she had never shown much of a talent for mothering. She devoted herself instead to religion, to radio evangelists and inspirational pamphlets left by door-to-door missionaries. Her idea of a meal was saltines and tea, for all of them. She never got hungry like ordinary mortals or realized that others could be hungry, but simply took in sustenance when the clock reminded her. If they wanted real food it was up to their father, for Dorrie was not capable of anything complicated and Junie was subject to some kind of phobia that worsened over the years till she refused to leave the house for so much as a quart of milk. Their father had to see to that when he was finished down at the shop. He would trudge upstairs for the grocery list, trudge out again, return with a few tin cans, and putter around the kitchen with the girls. Even after Ira was old enough, his assistance was not required. He was the interloper, the one rude splash of color in a sepia photograph. His family gave him a wide berth while addressing him remotely and kindly. “You finish your homework, honey?” they would ask, and they asked this even in the summer and over the Christmas holidays.
Then Ira graduated—had already paid his deposit at the University of Maryland, with dreams of going on to medical school—and his father suddenly abdicated. He just … imploded, was how Ira saw it. Declared he had a weak heart and could not continue. Sat down in his platform rocker and stayed there. Ira took over the business, which wasn’t easy because he’d never played the smallest part in it up till then. All at once he was the one his family turned to. They relied on him for money and errands and advice, for transportation to the doctor and news of the outside world. It was, “Honey, is this dress out of style?” and, “Honey, can we afford a new rug?” In a way, Ira felt gratified, especially at the beginning, when this seemed to be just a temporary, summer-vacation state of affairs. He was no longer on the sidelines; he was central. He rooted through Dorrie’s bureau drawers for the mate to her favorite red sock; he barbered Junie’s graying hair; he dumped the month’s receipts into his father’s lap, all in the knowledge that he, Ira, was the only one they could turn to.
But summer stretched into fall, and first the university granted him a semester’s postponement and then a year’s postponement, and then after a while the subject no longer came up.
Well, face it, there were worse careers than cutting forty-five-degree angles in strips of gilded molding. And he did have Maggie, eventually—dropping into his lap like a wonderful gift out of nowhere. He did have two normal, healthy children. Maybe his life wasn’t exactly what he had pictured when he was eighteen, but whose was? That was how things worked, most often.
Although he knew that Jesse didn’t see it that way.
No compromises for Jesse Moran, no, sir. No modifications, no lowering of sights for Jesse. “I refuse to believe that I will die unknown,” he had said to Ira once, and Ira, instead of smiling tolerantly as he should have, had felt slapped in the face.
Unknown.
Maggie said, “Ira, did you happen to notice a soft-drink machine inside the station?”
He looked at her.
“Ira?”
He pulled himself together and said, “Why, yes, I think so.”
“With diet soft drinks?”
“Um …”
“I’ll go check,” Maggie said. “Those pretzels made me thirsty. Mr. Otis? Want something to drink?”
“Oh, no, I’m doing all right,” Mr. Otis told her.
She tripped off toward the building, her skirt swinging. Both men watched her go.
“A fine, fine lady,” Mr. Otis said.
Ira let his eyes close briefly and rubbed the ache in his forehead.
“A real angel of mercy,” Mr. Otis said.
In stores sometimes Maggie would bring her selections to a clerk and say, “I suppose you expect me to pay for these,” in the fake-tough tone that her brothers used when they were joking. Ira always worried she had overstepped, but the clerk would laugh and say something like: “Well, that thought had occurred to me.” So the world was not as Ira had perceived it, evidently. It was more the way Maggie perceived it. She was the one who got along in it better, collecting strays who stuck to her like lint and falling into heart-to-heart talks with total strangers. This Mr. Otis, for instance: his face alight with enthusiasm, his eyes stretched into crepe-edged triangles. “She puts me in mind of the lady with the chimney,” he was telling Ira. “I knew it was someone; just couldn’t think who.”
“Chimney?”
“White lady I did not know from Adam,” Mr. Otis said. “She was leaking round her chimney she say and she call me to come give a estimate. But I misstepped somehow and fell right off her roof while I was walking about. Only knocked the wind out as it happened, but Lordy, for a while there I thought I was a goner, laid there on the ground not able to catch my breath, and this lady she insist on driving me to the hospital. On the way, though, my breath come back to me and so I say, ‘Mrs., let’s not go after all, they’ll only take my life savings to say I got nothing wrong with me,’ so she say fine but then has to buy me a cup of coffee and some hash browns at McDonald’s, which happen to lie next to a Toys R Us, so she axes would I mind if we run in afterwards and bought a little red wagon for her nephew whose birthday it was tomorrow? And I say no and in fact she buy two, one for my niece’s son Elbert also, and next to that is this gardening place—”
“Yes, that is Maggie, all right,” Ira said.
“Not a straight-line kind of person.”
“No indeedy,” Ira said.
That seemed to use up all their topics of conversation. They fell silent and focused on Maggie, who was returning with a soft-drink can held at arm’s length. “Darn thing just bubbled up all over me,” she called cheerfully. “Ira? Want a sip?”
“No, thanks.”
“Mr. Otis?”
“Oh, why, no, I don’t believe I do, thanks anyhow.”
She settled between them and tipped her head back for a long, noisy swig.
Ira started wishing for a game of solitaire. All this idleness was getting to him. Judging from the way those balloons were bobbing about, though, he guessed his cards might blow away, and so he tucked his hands in his armpits and slouched lower on the wall.
They sold balloons like that at Harborplace, or next to it. Lone, grim men stood on street corners with trees of Mylar lozenges floating overhead. He remembered how entranced his sister Junie had been when she first saw them. Poor Junie: in a way more seriously handicapped than Dorrie, even—more limited, more imprisoned. Her fears confounded them all, because nothing very dreadful had ever befallen her in the outside world, at least not so far as anyone knew. In the beginning they tried to point that out. They said useless things like: “What’s the worst that could happen?” and “I’ll be with you.” Then gradually they stopped. They gave up on her and let her stay where she was.
Except for Maggie, that is. Maggie was too obstinate to give up. And after years of failed attempts, one day she conceived the notion that Junie might be persuaded to go out if she could go in costume. She bought Junie a bright-red wig and a skin-tight dress covered with poppies and a pair of spike-heeled patent-leather shoes with ankle straps. She plastered Junie’s face with heavy makeup. To everyone’s astonishment, it worked. Giggling in a terrified, unhappy way, Junie allowed Maggie and Ira to lead her to the front stoop. The next day, slightly farther. Then finally to the end of the block. Never without Ira, though. She wouldn’t do it with just Maggie; Maggie was not a blood relation. (Ira’s father, in fact, wouldn’t even call Maggie by name but referred to her as “Madam.” “Will Madam be coming too, Ira?”—a title that exactly reflected the mocking, skeptical attitude he had assumed toward her from the start.)
“You see what’s at work here,” Maggie said of Junie. “When she’s in costume it’s not she who’s going out; it’s someone else. Her real self is safe at home.”
Evidently she was right. Clinging to Ira’s arm with both hands, Junie walked to the pharmacy and requested a copy of Soap Opera Digest. She walked to the grocery store and placed an order for chicken livers in an imperious, brazen manner as if she were another kind of woman entirely—a flamboyant, maybe even trampish woman who didn’t care what people thought of her. Then she collapsed into giggles again and asked Ira how she was doing. Well, Ira was pleased at her progress, of course, but after a while the whole thing got to be a nuisance. She wanted to venture this place and that, and always it was such a production—the preparations, the dress and the makeup, the assurances he was forced to offer. And those ridiculous heels hampered her so. She walked like someone navigating a freshly mopped floor. Really it would have been simpler if she’d gone on staying home, he reflected. But he was ashamed of himself for the thought.
Then she got this urge to visit Harborplace. She had watched on TV when Harborplace first opened and she had somehow come to the conclusion that it was one of the wonders of the world. So naturally, after she’d gained some confidence, nothing would do but that she must see it in person. Only Ira didn’t want to take her. To put it mildly, he was not a fan of Harborplace. He felt it was un-Baltimorean—in fact, a glorified shopping mall. And parking would be bound to cost an arm and a leg. Couldn’t she settle for somewhere else? No, she couldn’t, she said. Couldn’t just Maggie take her, then? No, she needed Ira. He knew she needed him; how could he suggest otherwise? And then their father wanted to come too, and then Dorrie, who was so excited that she already had her “suitcase” (a Hutzler’s coat box) packed for the occasion. Ira had to set his teeth and agree to it.
They scheduled the trip for a Sunday—Ira’s only day off. Unfortunately, it turned out to be a misty, lukewarm morning, with showers predicted for afternoon. Ira suggested a postponement but no one would hear of it, not even Maggie, who had become as fired up as the others. So he drove them all downtown, where by some miracle he found a parking spot on the street, and they got out and started walking. It was so foggy that buildings just a few yards away were invisible. When they reached the corner of Pratt and Light streets and looked across to Harborplace they couldn’t even see the pavilions; they were merely dense patches of gray. The traffic signal, turning green, was the one little pinprick of color. And nobody else was in sight except for a single balloon man, who took shape eerily on the opposite corner as they approached.
It was the balloons that snagged Junie’s attention. They seemed made of liquid metal; they were silver-toned and crushy, puckered around the edges like sofa cushions. Junie cried, “Oh!” She stepped up onto the curb, gaping all the while. “What are those?” she cried.
“Balloons, of course,” Ira said. But when he tried to lead her past, she craned back to look at them and so did Dorrie, who was hanging on his other arm.
He could see what the problem was. TV had kept Junie informed of the world’s important developments but not the trivial ones, like Mylar; so those were what stopped her in her tracks. It was perfectly understandable. At that moment, though, Ira just didn’t feel like catering to her. He didn’t want to be there at all, and so he rushed them forward and around the first pavilion. Junie’s hand was like a claw on his arm. Dorrie, whose left leg had been partially paralyzed after her latest seizure, leaned on his other arm and hobbled grotesquely, her Hutzler’s coat box slamming against her hip at every step. And behind them, Maggie murmured encouragement to his father, whose breathing was growing louder and more effortful.
“But those are not any balloons I have had experience of!” Junie said. “What material is that? What do they call it?”
By then they had reached the promenade around the water’s edge, and instead of answering, Ira gazed pointedly toward the view. “Isn’t this what you were dying to see?” he reminded her.
But the view was nothing but opaque white sheets and a fuzzy-edged U.S.S. Constellation riding on a cloud, and Harborplace was a hulking, silent concentration of vapors.
Well, the whole trip ended in disaster, of course. Junie said everything had looked better on TV, and Ira’s father said his heart was flapping in his chest, and then Dorrie somehow got her feelings hurt and started crying and had to be taken home before they’d set foot inside a pavilion. Ira couldn’t remember now what had hurt her feelings, but what he did remember, so vividly that it darkened even this glaringly sunlit Texaco, was the sensation that had come over him as he stood there between his two sisters. He’d felt suffocated. The fog had made a tiny room surrounding them, an airless, steamy room such as those that house indoor swimming pools. It had muffled every sound but his family’s close, oppressively familiar voices. It had wrapped them together, locked them in, while his sisters’ hands dragged him down the way drowning victims drag down whoever tries to rescue them. And Ira had thought, Ah, God, I have been trapped with these people all my life and I am never going to be free. And he had known then what a failure he’d been, ever since the day he took over his father’s business.
Was it any wonder he was so sensitive to waste? He had given up the only serious dream he’d ever had. You can’t get more wasteful than that.
“Lamont!” Maggie said.
She was looking toward a revolving yellow light over by the gas pumps—a tow truck, towing nothing. It stopped with a painful screeching sound and the engine died. A black man in a denim jacket swung out of the cab.
“That’s him, all right,” Mr. Otis said, rising by inches from his seat.
Lamont walked to the rear of the truck and examined something. He kicked a tire and then started toward the cab. He was not as young as Ira had expected—no mere boy but a solidly built, glowering man with plum-black skin and a heavy way of walking.
“Well, hey there!” Mr. Otis called.
Lamont halted and looked over at him. “Uncle Daniel?” he said.
“How you been, son?”
“What you doing here?” Lamont asked, approaching.
When he reached the wall, Maggie and Ira stood up, but Lamont didn’t glance in their direction. “Ain’t you gone back to Aunt Duluth yet?” he asked Mr. Otis.
“Lamont, I’m going to need that truck of yourn,” Mr. Otis said.
“What for?”
“Believe my left front wheel is loose.”
“What? Where’s it at?”
“Out on Route One. This here fellow kindly give me a lift.”
Lamont briefly skimmed Ira with his eyes.
“We just happened to be driving past,” Ira told him.
“Hmm,” Lamont said in an unfriendly tone, and then, turning again to his uncle, “Now let’s see what you telling me. Your car is out on the highway someplace …”
“It was Mrs. here caught on to it,” Mr. Otis said, and he gestured toward Maggie, who beamed up at Lamont trustfully. A slender thread of soft-drink foam traced her upper lip; it made Ira feel protective.
“I won’t offer you my hand,” she told Lamont. “This Pepsi has just fizzed all over me.”
Lamont merely studied her, with the corners of his mouth pulled down.
“She lean out her window and call, ‘Your wheel!’ ” Mr. Otis said. “ ‘Your front wheel is falling off!’ ”
“Really that was a fabrication,” Maggie told Lamont. “I made it up.”
Sweet Jesus.
Lamont said, “Say what?”
“I fibbed,” Maggie said blithely. “We admitted as much to your uncle, but I don’t know, it was kind of hard to convince him.”
“You saying you told him a lie?” Lamont asked.
“Right.”
Mr. Otis smiled self-consciously down at his shoes.
“Well, actually—” Ira began.
“It was after he almost stopped dead in front of us,” Maggie said. “We had to veer off the road, and I was so mad that as soon as we caught up with him I said that about his wheel. But I didn’t know he was old! I didn’t know he was helpless!”
“Helpless?” Mr. Otis asked, his smile growing less certain.
“And besides, then it did seem his wheel was acting kind of funny,” Maggie told Lamont. “So we brought him here to the Texaco.”
Lamont looked no more threatening than he’d seemed all along, Ira was relieved to see. In fact, he dismissed the two of them entirely. He turned instead to his uncle. “Hear that?” he asked. “See there? Now it comes to you running folks off the road.”
“Lamont, I’ll tell you the truth,” Mr. Otis said. “I do believe when I think back on it that wheel has not been acting properly for some days now.”
“Didn’t I say you ought to give up driving? Didn’t we all say that? Didn’t Florence beg you to hand in your license? Next time you might not be so lucky. Some crazy white man going to shoot your head off next time.”
Mr. Otis appeared to shrink, standing there quietly with his hat brim shielding his face.
“If you’d’ve stayed home with Aunt Duluth where you belong, none of this wouldn’t be happening,” Lamont told him. “Cruising about on the interstate! Sleeping here and there like some hippie!”
“Well, I had thought I was driving real cautious and careful,” Mr. Otis said.
Ira cleared his throat. “So about the wheel—” he said.
“You just got to go on back home and make up,” Lamont told Mr. Otis. “Quit drawing this thing out and apologize to Aunt Duluth and get that rust heap out of folkses’ way.”
“I can’t apologize! I ain’t done nothing to be sorry for,” Mr. Otis said.
“What’s the difference, man? Apologize even so.”
“See, I couldn’t have done it; it was only in her dream. Duluth went and had this dream, see—”
“You been married fifty-some years to that woman,” Lamont said, “and half of those years the two of you been in a snit about something. She ain’t speaking to you or you ain’t speaking to her or she moves out or you moves out. Shoot, man, one time you both moves out and leaves your house standing empty. Plenty would give their right arms for a nice little house like you-all’s, and what do you do? Leave it stand empty while you off careening about in your Chevy and Aunt Duluth’s sleeping on Florence’s couch discommoding her family.”
A reminiscent smile crossed Mr. Otis’s face. “It’s true,” he said. “I had thought I was leaving her, that time, and she thought she was leaving me.”
“You two act like quarrelsome children,” Lamont told him.
“Well, at least I’m still married, you notice!” Mr. Otis said. “At least I’m still married, unlike some certain others I could name!”
Ira said, “Well, at any rate—”
“Even worse than children,” Lamont went on, as if he hadn’t heard. “Children at least got the time to spare, but you two are old and coming to the end of your lives. Pretty soon one or the other of you going to die and the one that’s left behind will say, ‘Why did I act so ugly? That was who it was; that person was who I was with; and here we threw ourselves away on spitefulness,’ you’ll say.”
“Well, it’s probably going to be me that dies first,” Mr. Otis said, “so I just ain’t going to worry about that.”
“I’m serious, Uncle.”
“I’m serious. Could be what you throw away is all that really counts; could be that’s the whole point of things, wouldn’t that be something? Spill it! Spill it all, I say! No way not to spill it. And anyhow, just look at the times we had. Maybe that’s what I’ll end up thinking. ‘My, we surely did have us a time. We were a real knock-down, drag-out, heart-and-soul type of couple,’ I’ll say. Something to reflect on in the nursing home.”
Lamont rolled his eyes heavenward.
Ira said, “Well, not to change the subject, but is this wheel business under control now?”
Both men looked over at him. “Oh,” Mr. Otis said finally. “I reckon you two will want to be moving on.”
“Only if you’re sure you’re all right,” Maggie told him.
“He’ll be fine,” Lamont said. “Get on and go.”
“Yes, don’t you give me another thought,” Mr. Otis said. “Let me squire you to your car.” And he walked off between the two of them. Lamont stayed behind, looking disgusted.
“That boy is just so cranky,” Mr. Otis told Ira. “I don’t know who he takes after.”
“You think he’ll be willing to help you?”
“Oh, surely. He just want to rant and carry on some first.”
They reached the Dodge, and Mr. Otis insisted on opening Maggie’s door for her. It took longer than if she had done it herself; he had to get positioned just right and gain some leverage. Meanwhile he was saying to Ira, “And it ain’t like he had room to criticize. A divorced man! Handing out advice like a expert!”
He closed the door after Maggie with a loose, ineffectual sound so that she had to reopen it and give it a good slam. “A man who ups and splits at the first little setback,” he told Ira. “Lives alone all pruned and puckerish, drying out like a raisin. Sets alone in front of the TV, night after night, and won’t go courting nobody new for fear she’ll do him like his wife did.”
“Tsk!” Maggie said, looking up at him through her window. “That is always so sad to see.”
“But do you think he sees it?” Mr. Otis asked. “Naw.” He followed Ira around to the driver’s side of the car. “He believe that’s just a regular life,” he told Ira.
“Well, listen,” Ira said as he slid behind the wheel. “If there’s any kind of expense with the tow truck I want to hear about it, understand?” He shut the door and leaned out the window to say, “I’d better give you our address.”
“There won’t be no expense,” Mr. Otis said, “but I appreciate the thought.” He tipped his hat back slightly and scratched his head. “You know I used to have this dog,” he said. “Smartest dog I ever owned. Bessie. She just loved to chase a rubber ball. I would throw it for her and she would chase it. Anytime the ball landed on a kitchen chair, though, Bessie would poke her nose through the spindles of the chair-back and whine and moan and whimper, never dreaming she could just walk around and grab the ball from in front.”
Ira said, “Um …”
“Puts me in mind of Lamont,” Mr. Otis said.
“Lamont.”
“Blind in spots.”
“Oh! Yes, Lamont!” Ira said. He was relieved to find the connection.
“Well, I don’t want to hold you up,” Mr. Otis told him, and he offered Ira his hand. It felt very light and fragile, like the skeleton of a bird. “You-all take care driving now, hear?” He bent forward to tell Maggie, “Take care!”
“You too,” she told him. “And I hope things work out with Duluth.”
“Oh, they will, they will. Sooner or later.” He chuckled and stepped back as Ira started the engine. Like a host seeing off his guests, he stood there gazing after them till they pulled out onto the road and he disappeared from Ira’s rearview mirror.
“Well!” Maggie said, bouncing into a more comfortable position in her seat. “So anyhow …”
As if that whole excursion had been only a little hiccup in the midst of some long story she was telling.
Ira turned on the radio but all he could find was the most local kind of news—crop prices, a fire in a Knights of Columbus building. He turned it off. Maggie was rooting through her purse. “Now, where on earth?” she said.
“What’re you looking for?”
“My sunglasses.”
“On the dashboard.”
“Oh, right.”
She reached for them and perched them on the end of her nose. Then she rotated her face, staring all around as if testing their effectiveness. “Doesn’t the sunlight bother your eyes?” she asked him finally.
“No, I’m fine.”
“Maybe I should drive.”
“No, no …”
“I haven’t taken a single turn this whole day,” she said.
“That’s all right. Thanks anyhow, sweetheart.”
“Well, you just let me know if you change your mind,” she told him, and she sank back in her seat and gazed out at the view.
Ira cocked an elbow on the window ledge. He started whistling a tune.
Maggie stiffened and looked over at him.
“You just think I’m some sort of harum-scarum lady driver,” she told him.
“Huh?” he said.
“You’re just wondering what kind of fool you are even to consider allowing me behind the wheel.”
He blinked. He had assumed the subject was concluded. “Lord, Maggie,” he said, “why do you always take things so personally?”
“I just do, that’s why,” she told him, but she spoke without heat, as if uninterested in her own words, and then returned to studying the scenery.
Once they were back on Route One, Ira picked up speed. Traffic had grown heavier, but it was moving briskly. The farms gave way to patches of commercial land—a mountain of bald tires, a stepped, angular cliff of cinder blocks, a field of those windowed enclosures that fit over the beds of pickup trucks and turn them into campers. Ira wasn’t sure what those were called. It bothered him; he liked to know the names of things, the specific, accurate term that would sum an object up.
“Spruce Gum,” Maggie said.
“Pardon?”
She was twisted around in her seat, gazing behind her. She said, “Spruce Gum! That was the cutoff to Fiona’s! We just now passed it.”
“Oh, yes, Spruce Gum,” he said. It did ring a bell.
“Ira,” Maggie said.
“Hmm?”
“It’s not so far out of the way.”
He glanced at her. She had her hands pressed together, her face set toward him, her mouth bunched up a little as if she were willing certain words from him (the way she used to will the right answer out of Jesse when she was drilling him on his multiplication tables).
“Is it?” she said.
“No,” he said.
She misunderstood him; she drew in a breath to start arguing. But he said, “No, I guess it’s not.”
“What: You mean you’ll take me there?”
“Well,” he said. And then he said, “Oh, well, we’ve already pretty much shot the day, right?” And he flicked his blinker on and looked for a place to turn the car around.
“Thank you, Ira,” she told him, and she slid over as far as her seat belt allowed and planted a little brush stroke of a kiss below his ear.
Ira said, “Hmf,” but he sounded more grudging than he really felt.
After he’d reversed the car in a lumberyard, he headed back up Route One and took a left onto Spruce Gum Road. They were facing into the sun now. Dusty shafts of light filmed the windshield. Maggie pushed her glasses higher on her nose, and Ira flipped his visor down.
Was it the haze on the windshield that made him think again of their trip to Harborplace? At any rate, for some reason he suddenly remembered why Dorrie had started crying that day.
Standing at the water’s edge, hemmed in by fog, she had been moved to open her suitcase and show him its contents. None of what she’d brought was much different from any other time. There were the usual two or three comic books, he recalled, and probably a snack for her sweet tooth—a squashed Hostess cupcake perhaps, with the frosting smashed into the cellophane—and of course the rhinestone hatband that had once belonged to their mother. And finally her greatest treasure: a fan magazine with Elvis Presley on the cover. King of Rock, the title read. Dorrie worshiped Elvis Presley. Ordinarily Ira humored her, even bought her posters whenever he came across them, but on that particular morning he was feeling so burdened, he just hadn’t had the patience. “Elvis,” Dorrie said happily, and Ira said, “For God’s sake, Dorrie, don’t you know the guy is dead and buried?”
Then she had stopped smiling and her eyes had filled with tears, and Ira had felt pierced. Everything about her all at once saddened him—her skimpy haircut and her chapped lips and her thin face that was so homely and so sweet, if only people would see. He put an arm around her. He hugged her bony little body close and gazed over her head at the Constellation floating in the fog. The tops of the masts had dwindled away and the ropes and chains had dissolved and the old ship had looked its age for once, swathed in clouds of mist you could mistake for the blurring of time. And Junie had pressed close to his other side and Maggie and Sam had watched steadfastly, waiting for him to say what to do next. He had known then what the true waste was; Lord, yes. It was not his having to support these people but his failure to notice how he loved them. He loved even his worn-down, defeated father, even the memory of his poor mother who had always been so pretty and never realized it because anytime she approached a mirror she had her mouth drawn up lopsided with shyness.
But then the feeling had faded (probably the very next instant, when Junie started begging to leave) and he forgot what he had learned. And no doubt he would forget again, just as Dorrie had forgotten, by the time they reached home, that Elvis Presley was no longer King of Rock.



PART THREE
 



Chapter 1
 
Maggie had a song that she liked to sing with Ira when they were traveling. “On the Road Again,” it was called—not the Willie Nelson chestnut but a blues-sounding piece from one of Jesse’s old Canned Heat albums, stomping and hard-driving. Ira did the beat: “Boom-da-da, boom-da-da, boom-da-da, boom! boom!” Maggie sang the melody. “ ‘Take a hint from me, Mama, please! don’t you cry no more,’ ” she sang. The telephone poles appeared to be flashing by in rhythm. Maggie felt rangy and freewheeling. She tipped her head back against the seat and swirled one ankle, keeping time.
In the old days, when she’d driven this road alone, the countryside had seemed unwelcoming—enemy territory. Among these woods and stony pastures her only grandchild was being held hostage, and Maggie (smothered in scarves, or swathed in an anonymous trench coat, or half obscured by Junie’s bubbly red wig) had driven as if slipping between something. She’d had a sense of slithering, evading. She had fixed her mind on that child and held her face firmly before her: a bright baby face as round as a penny, eyes that widened with enthusiasm whenever Maggie walked into the room, dimpled fists revving up at the sight of her. I’m coming, Leroy! Don’t forget me! But then over and over again those trips had proved so unsatisfactory, ending with that last awful time, when Leroy had twisted in her stroller and called, “Mom-Mom?”—hunting her other grandmother, her lesser grandmother, her pretender grandmother; and Maggie had finally given up and limited herself thereafter to the rare official visits with Ira. And even those had stopped soon enough. Leroy had begun to fade and dwindle, till one day she was no larger than somebody at the wrong end of a telescope—still dear, but very far removed.
Maggie thought of last summer when her old cat, Pumpkin, had died. His absence had struck her so intensely that it had amounted to a presence—the lack of his furry body twining between her ankles whenever she opened the refrigerator door, the lack of his motorboat purr in her bed whenever she woke up at night. Stupidly, she had been reminded of the time Leroy and Fiona had left, although of course there was no comparison. But here was something even stupider: A month or so later, when cold weather set in, Maggie switched off the basement dehumidifier as she did every year and even that absence had struck her. She had mourned in the most personal way the silencing of the steady, faithful whir that used to thrum the floorboards. What on earth was wrong with her? she had wondered. Would she spend the rest of her days grieving for every loss equally—a daughter-in-law, a baby, a cat, a machine that dries the air out?
Was this how it felt to grow old?
Now the fields were a brassy color, as pretty as a picture on a calendar. They held no particular significance. Maybe it helped that Ira was with her—an ally. Maybe it was just that sooner or later, even the sharpest pain became flattened.
“ ‘But I ain’t going down that long old lonesome road all by myself,’ ” she sang automatically, and Ira sang, “Boom-da-da, boom-da-da—”
If Fiona remarried she would most likely acquire a new mother-in-law. Maggie hadn’t considered that. She wondered if Fiona and this woman would be close. Would they spend their every free moment together, as cozy as two girlfriends?
“And suppose she has another baby!” Maggie said.
Ira broke off his boom-das to ask, “Huh?”
“I saw her through that whole nine months! What will she do without me?”
“Who’re you talking about?”
“Fiona, of course. Who do you think?”
“Well, I’m sure she’ll manage somehow,” Ira said.
Maggie said, “Maybe, and maybe not.” She turned away from him to look out at the fields again. They seemed unnaturally textureless. “I drove her to her childbirth classes,” she said. “I drilled her in her exercises. I was her official labor coach.”
“So now she knows all about it,” Ira said.
“But it’s something you have to repeat with each pregnancy,” Maggie told him. “You have to keep at it.”
She thought of how she had kept at Fiona, whom pregnancy had turned lackadaisical and vague, so that if it hadn’t been for Maggie she’d have spent her entire third trimester on the couch in front of the TV. Maggie would clap her hands briskly—“Okay!”—and snap off the Love Boat rerun and fling open the curtains, letting sunshine flood the dim air of the living room and the turmoil of rock magazines and Fresca bottles. “Time for your pelvic squats!” she would cry, and Fiona would shrink and raise one arm to shield her eyes from the light.
“Pelvic squats, good grief,” she would say. “Abdominal humps. It all sounds so gross.” But she would heave to her feet, sighing. Even in pregnancy, her body was a teenager’s—slender and almost rubbery, reminding Maggie of those scantily clad girls she’d glimpsed on beaches who seemed to belong to a completely different species from her own. The mound of the baby was a separate burden, a kind of package jutting out in front of her. “Breathing lessons—really,” she said, dropping to the floor with a thud. “Don’t they reckon I must know how to breathe by now?”
“Oh, honey, you’re just lucky they offer such things,” Maggie told her. “My first pregnancy, there wasn’t a course to be found, and I was scared to death. I’d have loved to take lessons! And afterward: I remember leaving the hospital with Jesse and thinking, ‘Wait. Are they going to let me just walk off with him? I don’t know beans about babies! I don’t have a license to do this. Ira and I are just amateurs.’ I mean you’re given all these lessons for the unimportant things—piano-playing, typing. You’re given years and years of lessons in how to balance equations, which Lord knows you will never have to do in normal life. But how about parenthood? Or marriage, either, come to think of it. Before you can drive a car you need a state-approved course of instruction, but driving a car is nothing, nothing, compared to living day in and day out with a husband and raising up a new human being.”
Which had not been the most reassuring notion, perhaps; for Fiona had said, “Jiminy,” and dropped her head in her hands.
“Though I’m certain you’ll do fine,” Maggie said in a hurry. “And of course you have me here to help you.”
“Oh, jiminy,” Fiona said.
Ira turned down a little side road called Elm Lane—a double string of tacky one-story cottages with RVs in most of the driveways and sometimes a sloping tin trailer out back. Maggie asked him, “Who will wake up in the night now and bring her the baby to nurse?”
“Her husband, one would hope,” Ira said. “Or maybe she’ll keep the baby in her room this time, the way you should have had her do last time.” Then he gave his shoulders a slight shake, as if ridding himself of something, and said, “What baby? Fiona’s not having a baby; she’s just getting married, or so you claim. Let’s put first things first here.”
Well, but first things weren’t put first the time before; Fiona had been two months pregnant when she married Jesse. Not that Maggie wanted to remind him of that. Besides, her thoughts were on something else now. She was caught by an unexpected, piercingly physical memory of bringing the infant Leroy in to Fiona for her 2 a.m. feeding—that downy soft head wavering on Maggie’s shoulder, that birdlike mouth searching the bend of Maggie’s neck inside her bathrobe collar, and then the close, sleep-smelling warmth of Jesse’s and Fiona’s bedroom. “Oh,” she said without meaning to, and then, “Oh!” For there in Mrs. Stuckey’s yard (hard-packed earth, not really a yard at all) stood a wiry little girl with white-blond hair that stopped short squarely at her jawline. She had just let go of a yellow Frisbee, which sailed shuddering toward their car and landed with a thump on the hood as Ira swung into the driveway.
“That’s not—” Maggie said. “Is that—?”
“Must be Leroy,” Ira told her.
“It’s not!”
But of course, it had to be. Maggie was forced to make such a leap across time, though—from the infant on her shoulder to this gawky child, all in two seconds. She was experiencing some difficulty. The child dropped her hands to her sides and stared at them. Frowning gave her forehead a netted look. She wore a pink tank top with some kind of red stain down the front, berry juice or Kool-Aid, and baggy shorts in a blinding Hawaiian print. Her face was so thin it was triangular, a cat’s face, and her arms and legs were narrow white stems.
“Maybe it’s a neighbor girl,” Maggie told Ira—a last-ditch effort.
He didn’t bother replying.
As soon as he switched the ignition off, Maggie opened the door and stepped out. She called “Leroy?”
“What.”
“Are you Leroy?”
The child deliberated a moment, as if uncertain, and then nodded.
“So,” Maggie said. “Well, hi there!” she cried.
Leroy went on staring. She didn’t seem one grain less suspicious.
Actually, Maggie reflected (already adjusting to new developments), this was one of the most interesting ages. Seven and a half—old enough to converse with but not yet past willing to admire a grownup, provided the grownup played her cards right. Cagily, Maggie rounded the car and approached the child with her purse in both hands, resisting the urge to fling out her arms for a hug. “I guess you must not remember me,” she said, stopping a measured distance away.
Leroy shook her head.
“Why, sweetie, I’m your grandma!”
“You are?” Leroy said. She reminded Maggie of someone peering through a veil.
“Your other grandma. Your Grandma Moran.”
It was crazy to have to introduce herself to her own flesh and blood. And crazier still, Maggie thought, that Jesse would have needed to do the same thing. He had not laid eyes on his daughter since—when? Since just after he and Fiona split up—before Leroy was a year old, even. What a sad, partitioned life they all seemed to be living!
“I’m from your father’s side of the family,” she told Leroy, and Leroy said, “Oh.”
So at least she did know she had a father.
“And this is your grandpa,” Maggie said.
Leroy shifted her gaze to Ira. In profile, her nose was seen to be tiny and extremely pointed. Maggie could have loved her for her nose alone.
Ira was out of the car by now, but he didn’t come over to Leroy immediately. Instead he reached for the Frisbee on the hood. Then he crossed the yard to them, meanwhile studying the Frisbee and turning it around and around in his hands as if he’d never seen one before. (Wasn’t this just like him? Allowing Maggie to rush in while he hung back all reserved, but you notice he did tag along, and would share the benefit of anything she accomplished.) When he arrived in front of Leroy he tossed the Frisbee toward her lightly, and both her hands came up like two skinny spiders to grab it.
“Thanks,” she said.
Maggie wished she had thought of the Frisbee.
“We don’t seem familiar at all?” she asked Leroy.
Leroy shook her head.
“Why! I was standing by when you were born, I’ll have you know. I was waiting in the hospital for you to be delivered. You stayed with us the first eight or nine months of your life.”
“I did?”
“You don’t remember staying with us?”
“How could she, Maggie?” Ira asked.
“Well, she might,” Maggie said, for she herself had a very clear memory of a scratchy-collared dress she used to hate being stuffed into as an infant. And besides, you would think all that loving care had to have left some mark, wouldn’t you? She said, “Or Fiona might have told her about it.”
“She told me I lived in Baltimore,” Leroy said.
“That was us,” Maggie said. “Your parents lived with us in your daddy’s old boyhood room in Baltimore.”
“Oh.”
“Then you and your mother moved away.”
Leroy rubbed her calf with the instep of her bare foot. She was standing very straight, militarily straight, giving the impression she was held there only by a sense of duty.
“We visited on your birthdays afterward, remember that?”
“Nope.”
“She was just a little thing, Maggie,” Ira said.
“We came for your first three birthdays,” Maggie persisted. (Sometimes you could snag a memory and reel it in out of nowhere, if you used the proper hook.) “But your second birthday you were off at Hershey Park, and so we didn’t get to see you.”
“I’ve been to Hershey Park six times,” Leroy said. “Mindy Brant has only been twice.”
“Your third birthday, we brought you a kitten.”
Leroy tilted her head. Her hair wafted to one side—corn silk, lighter than air. “A tiger kitten,” she said.
“Right.”
“Stripy all over, even on its tummy.”
“You do remember!”
“That was you-all brought me that kitten?”
“That was us,” Maggie said.
Leroy looked back and forth between the two of them. Her skin was delicately freckled, as if dusted with those sugar sprinkles people put on cakes. That must come from the Stuckey side. Maggie’s family never freckled, and certainly Ira’s didn’t, with their Indian connections. “And then what happened?” she was asking.
“What happened when?”
“What happened to the kitten! You must’ve took it back.”
“Oh, no, honey, we didn’t take it back. Or rather, we did but only because you turned out to be allergic. You started sneezing and your eyes got teary.”
“And after that, what?” Leroy asked.
“Well, I wanted to visit again,” Maggie said, “but your grandpa told me we shouldn’t. I wanted to with all my heart, but your grandpa told me—”
“I meant, what did you do with the kitten,” Leroy said.
“Oh. The kitten. Well. We gave it to your grandpa’s two sisters, your … great-aunts, I suppose they’d be; goodness.”
“So have they still got it?”
“No, actually it was hit by a car,” Maggie said.
“Oh.”
“It wasn’t used to traffic and somehow it slipped out when someone left the door open.”
Leroy stared ahead, fixedly. Maggie hoped she hadn’t upset her. She said, “So tell me! Is your mother home?”
“My mother? Sure.”
“Could we see her, maybe?”
Ira said, “Maybe she’s busy.”
“No, she’s not busy,” Leroy said, and she turned and started toward the house. Maggie didn’t know if they were supposed to follow or not. She looked over at Ira. He was standing there slouched with his hands in his trouser pockets, so she took her cue from him and stayed where she was.
“Ma!” Leroy called, climbing the two front steps. Her voice had a certain mosquito quality that went with her thin face. “Ma? You in there?” She opened the screen door. “Hey, Ma!”
Then all at once there was Fiona leaning in the doorway, one arm outstretched to keep the screen door from banging shut again. She wore cutoff denim shorts and a T-shirt with some kind of writing across it. “No need to shout,” she said. At that moment she saw Maggie and Ira. She stood up straighter.
Maggie moved forward, clutching her purse. She said, “How are you, Fiona?”
“Well … fine,” Fiona said.
And then she looked beyond them. Oh, Maggie was not mistaken about that. Her eyes swept the yard furtively and alighted on the car for just the briefest instant. She was wondering if Jesse had come too. She still cared enough to wonder.
Her eyes returned to Maggie.
“I hope we’re not disturbing you,” Maggie said.
“Oh, um, no …”
“We were just passing through and thought we’d stop by and say hello.”
Fiona lifted her free arm and smoothed her hair off her forehead with the back of her hand—a gesture that exposed the satiny white inner surface of her wrist, that made her seem distracted, at a loss. Her hair was still fairly long but she had done something to it that bushed it out more; it didn’t hang in sheets now. And she had gained a bit of weight. Her face was slightly broader across the cheekbones, the hollow of her collarbone was less pronounced, and although she was translucently pale, as always, she must have started using makeup, for Maggie detected a half-moon of powdered shadow on each eyelid—that rose-colored shadow that seemed to be so popular lately, that made women look as if they were suffering from a serious cold.
Maggie climbed the steps and stood next to Leroy, continuing to hold her purse in a way that implied she wasn’t expecting so much as a handshake. She was able now to read the writing on Fiona’s shirt: LIME SPIDERS, it said—whatever that meant. “I heard you on the radio this morning,” she said.
“Radio,” Fiona said, still distracted.
“On AM Baltimore.”
“Baltimore,” Fiona said.
Leroy, meanwhile, had ducked under her mother’s arm and then turned so she was facing Maggie, side by side with Fiona, gazing up with the same unearthly clear-aqua eyes. There wasn’t a trace of Jesse in that child’s appearance. You’d think at least his coloring would have won out.
“I told Ira, ‘Why not just stop off and visit,’ ” Maggie said. “We were up this way anyhow, for Max Gill’s funeral. Remember Max Gill? My friend Serena’s husband? He died of cancer. So I said, ‘Why not stop off and visit Fiona. We wouldn’t stay but a minute.’ ”
“It feels funny to see you,” Fiona said.
“Funny?”
“I mean … Come inside, why don’t you?”
“Oh, I know you must be busy,” Maggie said.
“No, I’m not busy. Come on in.”
Fiona turned and led the way into the house. Leroy followed, with Maggie close behind. Ira took a little longer. When Maggie looked over her shoulder she found him kneeling in the yard to tie his shoe, a slant of hair falling over his forehead. “Well, come on, Ira,” she told him.
He rose in silence and started toward her. Her annoyance changed to something softer. Sometimes Ira took on a gangling aspect, she thought, like a bashful young boy not yet comfortable in public.
The front door opened directly into the living room, where the sun slipping through the venetian blinds striped the green shag rug. Heaps of crocheted cushions tumbled across a couch upholstered in a fading tropical print. The coffee table bore sliding stacks of magazines and comic books, and a green ceramic ashtray shaped like a rowboat. Maggie remembered the ashtray from earlier visits. She remembered staring at it during awkward pauses and wondering if it could float, in which case it would make a perfect bathtub toy for Leroy. Now that came back to her, evidently having lurked all these years within some cupboard in her brain.
“Have a seat,” Fiona said, plumping a cushion. She asked Ira, “So how’re you doing?” as he ducked his head in the doorway.
“Oh, passably,” he told her.
Maggie chose the couch, hoping Leroy would sit there too. But Leroy dropped to the rug and stretched her reedy legs out in front of her. Fiona settled in an armchair, and Ira remained standing. He circled the room, pausing at a picture of two basset puppies nestled together in a hatbox. With the tip of one finger, he traced the gilded molding that lined the frame.
“Would you like some refreshments?” Fiona asked.
Maggie said, “No, thank you.”
“Maybe a soda or something.”
“We’re not thirsty, honestly.”
Leroy said, “I could use a soda.”
“You’re not who I was asking,” Fiona told her.
Maggie wished she’d brought Leroy some sort of present. They had so little time to make connections; she felt pushed and anxious. “Leroy,” she said too brightly, “is Frisbee a big interest of yours?”
“Not really,” Leroy told her bare feet.
“Oh.”
“I’m still just learning,” Leroy said. “I can’t make it go where I want yet.”
“Yes, that’s the tricky part, all right,” Maggie said.
Unfortunately, she had no experience with Frisbees herself. She looked hopefully at Ira, but he had moved on to some kind of brown metal appliance that stood in the corner—a box fan, perhaps, or a heater. She turned back to Leroy. “Does it glow in the dark?” she asked after a pause.
Leroy said, “Huh?”
“Excuse me,” Fiona reminded her.
“Excuse me?”
“Does your Frisbee glow in the dark? Some do, I believe.”
“Not this one,” Leroy said.
“Ah!” Maggie cried. “Then maybe we should buy you one that does.”
Leroy thought about that. Finally she asked, “Why would I want to play Frisbee in the dark?”
“Good question,” Maggie said.
She sat back, spent, wondering where to go from there. She looked again at Ira. He was hunkered over the appliance now, inspecting the controls with total concentration.
Well, no point avoiding this forever. Maggie made herself smile. She tilted her head receptively and said, “Fiona, we were so surprised to hear about your wedding plans.”
“My what?”
“Wedding plans.”
“Is that supposed to be a joke?”
“Joke?” Maggie asked. She faltered. “Aren’t you getting married?”
“Not that I’m aware of.”
“But I heard it on the radio!”
Fiona said, “What is this radio business? I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“On WNTK,” Maggie said. “You called in and said—”
“The station I listen to is WXLR,” Fiona told her.
“No, this was—”
“Excellent Rock Around the Clock. A Brittstown station.”
“This was WNTK,” Maggie said.
“And they claimed I was getting married?”
“You claimed it. You called in and claimed your wedding was next Saturday.”
“Not me,” Fiona said.
There was a kind of alteration of rhythm in the room.
Maggie experienced a surge of relief, followed by acute embarrassment. How could she have been so sure? What on earth had got into her, not even to question that the voice she’d heard was Fiona’s? And on such a staticky, inadequate radio; she’d known perfectly well how inadequate it was, with those dinky little auto speakers that didn’t begin to approach high fidelity.
She braced herself for Ira’s I-told-you-so. He still seemed absorbed in the appliance, though, which was nice of him.
“I guess I made a mistake,” she said finally.
“I guess you did,” Fiona said.
And Leroy said, “Married!” and uttered a little hiss of amusement and wiggled her toes. Each toenail, Maggie saw, bore the tiniest dot of red polish, almost completely chipped off.
“So who was the lucky guy?” Fiona asked.
“You didn’t say,” Maggie told her.
“What: I just came on the air and announced my engagement?”
“It was a call-in talk show,” Maggie said. She spoke slowly; she was rearranging her thoughts. All at once Fiona was not getting married. There was still a chance, then! Things could still be worked out! And yet in some illogical way Maggie continued to believe the wedding really had been planned, so that she wondered at the girl’s inconsistency. “People called in to discuss their marriages with the host,” she said.
Fiona knit her pale brows, as if considering the possibility that she might have been one of them.
She was so pretty, and Leroy was so endearingly spiky and unusual; Maggie felt how thirsty her eyes were, drinking them in. It was like the early days with her children, when every neck-crease, every knuckle-dent, could send her into a reverie. Look at Fiona’s hair shining like ribbons, like bands of crinkle gift ribbon! Look at the darling little gold studs in Leroy’s earlobes!
Ira, speaking into the grille of the appliance, said, “This thing really do much good?” His voice rang back at them tinnily.
“So far as I know,” Fiona said.
“Fairly energy-efficient?”
She lifted both hands, palms up. “Beats me.”
“How many BTUs does it give off?”
“That’s just something Mom runs in the wintertime to keep her feet warm,” Fiona said. “I never have paid it much heed, to tell the truth.”
Ira leaned farther forward to read a decal on the appliance’s rear.
Maggie seized on a change of subject. She said, “How is your mother, Fiona?”
“Oh, she’s fine. Right now she’s at the grocery store.”
“Wonderful,” Maggie said. Wonderful that she was fine, she meant. But it was also wonderful that she was out. She said, “And you’re looking well too. You’re wearing your hair a little fuller, aren’t you?”
“It’s crimped,” Fiona said. “I use this special iron, like; you know bigger hair has a slimming effect.”
“Slimming! You don’t need slimming.”
“I most certainly do. I put on seven pounds over this past summer.”
“Oh, you didn’t, either. You couldn’t have! Why you’re just a—”
Just a twig, she was going to say; or just a stick. But she got mixed up and combined the two words: “You’re just a twick!”
Fiona glanced at her sharply, and no wonder; it had sounded vaguely insulting. “Just skin and bones, I mean,” Maggie said, fighting back a giggle. She remembered now how fragile their relationship had been, how edgy and defensive Fiona had often seemed. She folded her hands and placed her feet carefully together on the green shag rug.
So Fiona was not getting married after all.
“How’s Daisy?” Fiona asked.
“She’s doing well.”
Leroy said, “Daisy who?”
“Daisy Moran,” Fiona said. Without further explanation, she turned back to Maggie. “All grown up by now, I bet.”
“Daisy is your aunt. Your daddy’s little sister,” Maggie told Leroy. “Yes; tomorrow she leaves for college,” she said to Fiona.
“College! Well, she always was a brain.”
“Oh, no … but it’s true she won a full scholarship.”
“Little bitty Daisy,” Fiona said. “Just think.”
Ira had finished with the appliance, finally. He moved on to the coffee table. The Frisbee rested on a pile of comic books, and he picked it up and examined it all over again. Maggie stole a peek at him. He still had not said, “I told you so,” but she thought she detected something noble and forbearing in the set of his spine.
“You know, I’m in school myself, in a way,” Fiona said.
“Oh? What kind of school?”
“I’m studying electrolysis.”
“Why, that’s lovely, Fiona,” Maggie said.
She wished she could shake off this fulsome tone of voice. It seemed to belong to someone else entirely—some elderly, matronly, honey-sweet woman endlessly marveling and exclaiming.
“The beauty parlor where I’m a shampoo girl is paying for my course,” Fiona said. “They want their own licensed operator. They say I’m sure to make heaps of money.”
“That’s just lovely!” Maggie said. “Then maybe you can move out and find a place of your own.”
And leave the pretender grandma behind, was what she was thinking. But Fiona gave her a blank look.
Leroy said, “Show them your practice kit, Ma.”
“Yes, show us,” Maggie said.
“Oh, you don’t want to see that,” Fiona said.
“Yes, we do. Don’t we, Ira?”
Ira said, “Hmm? Oh, absolutely.” He held the Frisbee up level, like a tea tray, and gave it a meditative spin.
“Well, then, wait a sec,” Fiona said, and she got up and left the room. Her sandals made a dainty slapping sound on the wooden floor of the hallway.
“They’re going to hang a sign in the beauty parlor window,” Leroy told Maggie. “Professionally painted with Ma’s name.”
“Isn’t that something!”
“It’s a genuine science, Ma says. You’ve got to have trained experts to teach you how to do it.”
Leroy’s expression was cocky and triumphant. Maggie resisted the urge to reach down and cup the complicated small bones of her knee.
Fiona returned, carrying a rectangular yellow kitchen sponge and a short metal rod the size of a ballpoint pen. “First we practice with a dummy instrument,” she said. She dropped onto the couch beside Maggie. “We’re supposed to work at getting the angle exactly, perfectly right.”
She set the sponge on her lap and gripped the rod between her fingers. There was a needle at its tip, Maggie saw. For some reason she had always thought of electrolysis as, oh, not quite socially mentionable, but Fiona was so matter-of-fact and so skilled, targeting one of the sponge’s pores and guiding the needle into it at a precisely monitored slant; Maggie couldn’t help feeling impressed. This was a highly technical field, she realized—maybe something like dental hygiene. Fiona said, “We travel into the follicle, see, easy, easy …” and then she said, “Oops!” and raised the heel of her hand an inch or two. “If this was a real person I’d have been leaning on her eyeball,” she said. “Pardon me, lady,” she told the sponge. “I didn’t mean to smush you.” Mottled black lettering was stamped across the sponge’s surface: STABLER’S DARK BEER. MADE WITH MOUNTAIN SPRING WATER.
Ira stood over them now, with the Frisbee dangling from his fingers. He asked, “Does the school provide the sponge?”
“Yes, it’s included in the tuition,” Fiona said.
“They must get it free,” he reflected. “Courtesy of Stabler’s. Interesting.”
“Stabler’s? Anyhow, first we practice with the dummy and then with the real thing. Us students all work on each other: eyebrows and mustache and such. This girl that’s my partner, Hilary, she wants me to do her bikini line.”
Ira pondered that for a moment and then backed off in a hurry.
“You know these high-cut swimsuits nowadays, they show everything you’ve got,” Fiona told Maggie.
“Oh, it’s becoming impossible!” Maggie cried. “I’m just making do with my old suit till the fashions change.”
Ira cleared his throat and said, “Leroy, what would you say to a game of Frisbee.”
Leroy looked up at him.
“I could show you how to make it go where you want,” he told her.
She took so long deciding that Maggie felt a pang for Ira’s sake, but finally she said, “Well, okay,” and unfolded herself from the floor. “Tell about the professionally painted sign,” she told Fiona. Then she followed Ira out of the room. The screen door made a sound like a harmonica chord before it banged shut.
So.
This was the first time Maggie had been alone with Fiona since that awful morning. For once the two of them were free of Ira’s hampering influence and the hostile, suspicious presence of Mrs. Stuckey. Maggie edged forward on the couch. She clasped her hands tightly; she pointed her knees intimately in Fiona’s direction.
“The sign’s going to read FIONA MORAN,” Fiona was saying. “LICENSED ELECTROLOGIST. PAINLESS REMOVAL OF SUPERFLUOUS HAIR.”
“I can’t wait to see it,” Maggie said.
She thought about that last name: Moran. If Fiona really hated Jesse, would she have kept his name all these years?
“On the radio,” she said, “you told the man you were marrying for security.”
“Maggie, I swear to you, the station I listen to is—”
“WXLR,” Maggie said. “Yes, I know. But I just had it in my head that that was you, and so I …”
She watched Fiona set the sponge and needle in the rowboat ashtray.
“Anyway,” she said. “Whoever it was who called, she said the first time she’d married for love and it hadn’t worked out. So this time she was aiming purely for security.”
“Well, what a ninny,” Fiona said. “If marriage was such a drag when she loved the guy, what would it be like when she didn’t?”
“Exactly,” Maggie said. “Oh, Fiona, I’m so glad that wasn’t you!”
“Shoot, I don’t even have a steady boyfriend,” Fiona said.
“You don’t?”
But Maggie found the phrasing of that a bit worrisome. She said, “Does that mean … you have somebody not steady?”
“I just barely get to date at all,” Fiona said.
“Well! What a pity,” Maggie said. She put on a sympathetic expression.
“This one guy? Mark Derby? I went out with him for about three months, but then we had a fight. I bashed his car in after I had borrowed it, was the reason. But it really wasn’t my fault. I was starting to make a left turn, when these teenage boys came up from behind and passed me on the left and so of course I hit them. Then they had the nerve to claim it was all my doing; they claimed I had my right-turn signal on instead of my left.”
“Well, anyone who’d get mad about that you don’t want to date anyhow,” Maggie told her.
“I said, ‘I had my left-turn signal on. Don’t you think I know my left from my right?’ ”
“Of course you do,” Maggie said soothingly. She lifted her left hand and flicked an imaginary turn signal, testing. “Yes, left is down and right is … or maybe it’s not the same in every model of car.”
“It’s exactly the same,” Fiona told her. “At least, I think it is.”
“Then maybe it was the windshield wipers,” Maggie said. “I’ve done that, lots of times: switched on my wipers instead of my blinkers.”
Fiona considered. Then she said, “No, because something was lit up. Otherwise they wouldn’t say I was signaling a right turn.”
“One time I had my mind elsewhere and I went for my blinkers and shifted gears instead,” Maggie said. She started laughing. “Going along about sixty miles an hour and shifted into reverse. Oh, Lord.” She pulled the corners of her mouth down, recollecting herself. “Well,” she told Fiona, “I’d say you’re better off without the man.”
“What man? Oh. Mark,” Fiona said. “Yes, it’s not like we were in love or anything. I only went out with him because he asked me. Plus my mom is friends with his mom. He has the nicest mother; real sweet-faced woman with a little bit of a stammer. I always feel a stammer shows sincerity of feeling, don’t you?”
Maggie said, “Why, c-c-certainly I do.”
It took Fiona a second to catch on. Then she laughed. “Oh, you’re such a card,” she said, and she tapped Maggie’s wrist. “I’d forgotten what a card you are.”
“So is that the end of it?” Maggie asked.
“End of what?”
“This … thing with Mark Derby. I mean suppose he asks you out again?”
“No way,” Fiona said. “Him and his precious Subaru; no way would I go out with him.”
“That’s very wise of you,” Maggie told her.
“Shoot! I’d have to be a moron.”
“He was a moron, not to appreciate you,” Maggie said.
Fiona said, “Hey. How’s about a beer.”
“Oh, I’d love a beer!”
Fiona jumped up, tugging down her shorts, and left the room. Maggie sank lower on the couch and listened to the sounds drifting in through the window—a car swishing past and Leroy’s throaty chuckle. If this house were hers, she thought, she would get rid of all this clutter. You couldn’t see the surface of the coffee table, and the layers of sofa cushions nudged her lower back uncomfortably.
“Only thing we’ve got is Bud Light—is that okay?” Fiona asked when she returned. She was carrying two cans and a sack of potato chips.
“It’s perfect; I’m on a diet,” Maggie said.
She accepted one of the cans and popped the tab, while Fiona settled next to her on the couch. “I ought to go on a diet,” Fiona said. She ripped open the cellophane sack. “Snack foods are my biggest downfall.”
“Oh, mine too,” Maggie said. She took a sip of her beer. It was crisp-tasting and bitter; it brought memories flooding in the way the smell of a certain perfume will. How long had it been since she’d last had a beer? Maybe not since Leroy was a baby. Back then (she recalled as she waved away the potato chips), she sometimes drank as many as two or three cans a day, keeping Fiona company because beer was good for her milk supply, they’d heard. Now that would probably be frowned upon, but at the time they had felt dutiful and virtuous, sipping their Miller High Lifes while the baby drowsily nursed. Fiona used to say she could feel the beer zinging directly to her breasts. She and Maggie would start drinking when Maggie came home from work—midafternoon or so, just the two of them. They would grow all warm and confiding together. By the time Maggie got around to fixing supper she would be feeling, oh, not drunk or anything but filled with optimism, and then later at the table she might act a bit more talkative than usual. It was nothing the others would notice, though. Except perhaps for Daisy. “Really, Mom. Honestly,” Daisy would say. But then, she was always saying that.
As was Maggie’s mother, come to think of it. “Honestly, Maggie.” She had stopped by late one afternoon and caught Maggie lounging on the couch, a beer balanced on her midriff, while Fiona sat next to her singing “Dust in the Wind” to the baby. “How have you let things get so common?” Mrs. Daley had asked, and Maggie, looking around her, had all at once wondered too. The cheap, pulpy magazines scattered everywhere, the wadded wet diapers, the live-in daughter-in-law—it did look common. How had it happened?
“I wonder if Claudine and Peter ever married,” Maggie said now, and she took another sip of her beer.
“Claudine? Peter?” Fiona asked.
“On that soap opera we used to watch. Remember? His sister Natasha was trying to split them up.”
“Oh, Lord, Natasha. She was one mean lady,” Fiona said. She dug deep into the sack of potato chips.
“They had just got engaged when you left us,” Maggie said. “They were planning to throw a big party and then Natasha found out about it—remember?”
“She looked kind of like this girl I always detested in elementary school,” Fiona said.
“Then you left us,” Maggie said.
Fiona said, “Actually, now that you mention it she must not have managed to split them up after all, because a couple of years later they had this baby that was kidnapped by a demented airline stewardess.”
“At first I couldn’t believe you had really gone for good,” Maggie said. “Whole months passed by when I’d come home and switch on the TV and check what was happening with Claudine and Peter, just so I could fill you in when you got back.”
“Anyhow,” Fiona said. She set her beer on the coffee table.
“Silly of me, wasn’t it? Wherever you had gone, you surely would have been near a TV. It’s not like you had abandoned civilization. But I don’t know; maybe I just wanted to keep up with the story for my own sake, so that after you came back we could carry on like before. I was positive you’d be coming back.”
“Well, anyhow. What’s past is past,” Fiona said.
“No, it’s not! People are always saying that, but what’s past is never past; not entirely,” Maggie told her. “Fiona, this is a marriage we’re talking about. You two had so much sunk into it; such an exhausting amount was sunk in. And then one day you quarreled over nothing whatsoever, no worse than any other time, and off you went. As easy as that! Shrugged your shoulders and walked away from it! How could that be possible?”
“It just was, all right?” Fiona said. “Jiminy! Do we have to keep rehashing this?” And she reached for her beer can and drank, tipping her head far back. She wore rings on every one of her fingers, Maggie saw—some plain silver, some set with turquoise stones. That was new. But her nails were still painted the pearly pink that had always seemed her special color, that could bring her instantly to mind whenever Maggie caught sight of it somewhere.
Maggie rotated her own can thoughtfully, meanwhile stealing sideways peeks at Fiona.
“I wonder where Leroy’s got to,” Fiona said.
Another evasion. It was obvious where she’d got to; she was right outside the window. “Give her a little more spin, now,” Ira was saying, and Leroy called, “Watch out, here comes a killer!”
“On the radio you said your first marriage was real, true love,” Maggie told Fiona.
“Look. How many times—”
“Yes, yes,” Maggie said hastily, “that wasn’t you; I understand. But still, something about what the girl on the radio was saying … I mean it’s like she was speaking for more than just herself. It’s like she was talking about what the whole world was doing. ‘Next Saturday I’m marrying for security,’ she said, and I just suddenly had this sense that the world was sort of drying up or withering away or something, getting small and narrow and pinched. I felt so—I don’t know—so unhopeful, all of a sudden. Fiona, maybe I shouldn’t mention this, but last spring Jesse brought this young woman he’d met to supper—oh, no one important! not anybody important!—and I thought to myself, Well, she’s all very well and good, I suppose, but she’s not the real thing. I mean she’s only second best, I thought. We’re only making do here. Oh, why is everyone settling for less? is what I thought. And I feel the same way about what’s-his-name, Mark Derby. Why bother dating someone merely because he asks you, when you and Jesse love each other so much?”
“You call it love when he signed that lawyer’s papers without a word and sent them back, not putting up the slightest token of a fight?” Fiona asked. “When he’s two or three or even four months late with his support check and then mails it without a letter or a note, not even my full name on the envelope but only F. Moran?”
“Well, that’s pure pride, Fiona. Both of you are way too—”
“And when he hasn’t laid eyes on his daughter since her fifth birthday? Try explaining that to a child. ‘Oh, he’s just proud, Leroy, honey—’ ”
“Fifth birthday?” Maggie said.
“Here she keeps wondering why all the other kids have fathers. Even the kids whose parents are divorced—at least they get to see their fathers on weekends.”
“He visited on her fifth birthday?” Maggie asked.
“Look at that! He didn’t even bother telling you.”
“What: He just showed up? Or what?”
“He showed up out of the blue in a car packed to the teeth with the most unsuitable presents you ever saw,” Fiona said. “Stuffed animals and dolls, and a teddy bear so big he had to strap it in the front seat like a human because it wouldn’t fit through the rear door. It was much too big for a child to cuddle, not that Leroy would have wanted to. She isn’t a cuddly type of person. She’s more the sporty type. He should have brought her athletic equipment; he should have brought her—”
“But, Fiona, how was he to know that?” Maggie asked. She felt an ache beginning inside her; she grieved for her son with his carful of wrongheaded gifts that he must have spent his last penny on, because heaven knows he wasn’t well off. She said, “He was trying his best, after all. He just didn’t realize.”
“Of course he didn’t realize! He didn’t have the faintest idea; the last time he visited, she was still a baby. So here he comes with this drink-and-wet doll that cries ‘Mama,’ and when he catches sight of Leroy in her dungarees he stops short; you can see he’s not pleased. He says, ‘Who is that?’ He says, ‘But she’s so—’ I had had to run fetch her from the neighbor’s and quick smooth down her hair on the way through the alley. In the alley I told her, ‘Tuck your shirt in, honey. Here, let me lend you my barrette,’ and Leroy stood still for it, which she wouldn’t do ordinarily, believe me. And when I had fastened the barrette I said, ‘Stand back and let me look at you,’ and she stood back and licked her lips and said, ‘Am I okay? Or not.’ I said, ‘Oh, honey, you’re beautiful,’ and then she walks into the house and Jesse says, ‘But she’s so—’ ”
“He was surprised she had grown, that’s all it was,” Maggie said.
“I could have cried for her,” Fiona said.
“Yes,” Maggie said gently. She knew how that felt.
Fiona said, “ ‘She’s so what, Jesse?’ I ask him. ‘She’s so what? How dare you come tromping in here telling me she’s so something or other when the last time you sent us a check was December? And instead you waste your money on this trash, this junk,’ I tell him, ‘this poochy-faced baby doll when the only doll she’ll bother with is G. I. Joe.’ ”
“Oh, Fiona,” Maggie said.
“Well, what did he expect?”
“Oh, why does this always happen between you two? He loves you, Fiona. He loves you both. He’s just the world’s most inept at showing it. If you knew what it must have cost him to make that trip! I can’t tell you how often I’ve asked him, I’ve said, ‘Are you planning to let your daughter just drift on out of your life? Because that’s what she’s bound to do, Jesse; I’m warning you,’ and he said, ‘No, but I don’t … but I can’t figure how to … I can’t stand to be one of those artificial fathers,’ he said, ‘with those busywork visits to zoos and small-talk suppers at McDonald’s.’ And I said, ‘Well, it’s better than nothing, isn’t it?’ and he said, ‘No, it is not better than nothing. It’s not at all. And what do you know about the subject, anyhow?’—that way he does, you’ve seen how he does, where he acts so furious but if you look at his eyes you’ll notice these sudden dark rings beneath them that he used to get when he was just a little fellow trying not to cry.”
Fiona ducked her head. She started tracing the rim of her beer can with one finger.
“On Leroy’s first birthday,” Maggie said, “he was all set to come with us and visit, I told you that. I said, ‘Jesse, I really feel it would mean a lot to Fiona if you came,’ and he said, ‘Well, maybe I will, then. Yes,’ he said, ‘I could do that, I guess,’ and he asked me about fifty times what kind of present a year-old baby might enjoy. Then he went shopping all Saturday and brought back one of those shape-sorter boxes, but Monday after work he exchanged it for a woolen lamb because, he said, he didn’t want to seem like he was pushing her intellectually or anything. ‘I don’t want to be like Grandma Daley, always popping up with these educational toys,’ he said, and then on Thursday—her birthday was a Friday that year, remember?—he asked me exactly how you had phrased your invitation. ‘I mean,’ he said, ‘did it sound to you like maybe she was expecting me to stay on over the weekend? Because if so then I might borrow Dave’s van and drive up separately from you and Dad.’ And I said, ‘Well, you could do that, Jesse. Yes, what a good idea; why don’t you.’ He said, ‘But how did she word it, is what I’m asking,’ and I said, ‘Oh, I forget,’ and he said, ‘Think.’ I said, ‘Well, as a matter of fact …’ I said, ‘Um, in fact, she didn’t actually word it any way, Jesse, not directly straight out,’ and he said, ‘Wait. I thought she told you it would mean a lot to her if I came.’ I said, ‘No, it was me who said that, but I know it’s true. I know it would mean a great deal to her.’ He said, ‘What’s going on here? You told me clearly that it was Fiona who said that.’ I said, ‘I never told you any such thing! Or at least I don’t think I did; unless maybe perhaps by accident I—’ He said, ‘Are you saying she didn’t ask for me?’ ‘Well, I just know she would have,’ I told him, ‘if the two of you were not so all-fired careful of your dignity. I just know she wanted to, Jesse—’ But by then he was gone. Slammed out of the house and vanished, did not come home all Thursday night, and Friday we had to set off without him. I was so disappointed.”
“You were disappointed!” Fiona said. “You had promised you would be bringing him. I waited, I dressed up, I got myself a make-over at the beauty parlor. Then you turn into the driveway and he’s not with you.”
“Well, I told him when we got home,” Maggie said, “I told him, ‘We tried our best, Jesse, but it wasn’t us Fiona dressed up for, you can be certain. It was you, and you should have seen her face when you didn’t get out of the car.’ ”
Fiona slapped a sofa cushion with the flat of her palm. She said, “I might have known you would do that.”
“Do what?”
“Oh, make me look pitiful in front of Jesse.”
“I didn’t make you look pitiful! I merely said—”
“So then he calls me on the phone. I knew that was why he called me. Says, ‘Fiona? Hon?’ I could hear it in his voice that he was sorry for me. I knew what you must have told him. I say, ‘What do you want? Are you calling for a reason?’ He says, ‘No, um, no reason …’ I say, ‘Well, then, you’re wasting your money, aren’t you?’ and I hang up.”
“Fiona, for Lord’s sake,” Maggie said. “Didn’t it occur to you he might have called because he missed you?”
Fiona said, “Ha!” and took another swig of beer.
“I wish you could have seen him the way I saw him,” Maggie said. “After you left, I mean. He was a wreck! A shambles. His most cherished belonging was your tortoiseshell soapbox.”
“My what?”
“Don’t you remember your soapbox, the one with the tortoiseshell lid?”
“Well, yes.”
“He would open it sometimes and draw a breath of it,” Maggie said. “I saw him! I promise! The day you left, that evening, I found Jesse in the bedroom with his nose buried deep in your soapbox and his eyes closed.”
“Well, what in the world?” Fiona said.
“I believe he must have inherited some of my sense of smell,” Maggie told her.
“You’re talking about that little plastic box. The one I used to keep my face soap in.”
“Then as soon as he saw me he hid it behind his back,” Maggie said. “He was embarrassed I had caught him. He always liked to act so devil-may-care; you know how he acted. But a few days later, when your sister came for your things, I couldn’t find your soapbox anywhere. She was packing up your cosmetic case, is how I happened to think of it, so I said, ‘Let’s see, now, somewhere around …’ but that soapbox seemed to have vanished. And I couldn’t ask Jesse because he had walked out as soon as your sister walked in, so I started opening his bureau drawers and that’s where I found it, in his treasure drawer among the things he never throws away—his old-time baseball cards and the clippings about his band. But I didn’t give it to your sister. I just shut the drawer again. In fact, I believe he has kept that soapbox to this day, Fiona, and you can’t tell me it’s because he feels sorry for you. He wants to remember you. He goes by smell, just the way I do; smell is what brings a person most clearly to his mind.”
Fiona gazed down at her beer can. That eye shadow was oddly attractive, Maggie realized. Sort of peachlike. It gave her lids a peach’s pink blush.
“Does he still look the same?” Fiona asked finally.
“The same?”
“Does he still look like he used to?”
“Why, yes.”
Fiona gave a sharp sigh.
There was a moment of quiet, during which Leroy said, “Durn! Missed.” A car passed, trailing threads of country music. I’ve had some bad times, lived through some sad times …
“You know,” Fiona said, “there’s nights when I wake up and think, How could things have gotten so twisted? They started out perfectly simple. He was just this boy I was crazy about and followed anyplace his band played, and everything was so straightforward. When he didn’t notice me at first, I sent him a telegram, did he ever mention that? Fiona Stuckey would like to go with you to Deep Creek Lake, that’s what it said, because I knew he was planning to drive there with his friends. And so he took me along, and that’s where it all began. Wasn’t that straightforward? But then, I don’t know, everything sort of folded over on itself and knotted up, and I’m not even sure how it happened. There’s times I think, Shoot, maybe I ought to just fire off another telegram. Jesse, I’d say, I love you still, and it begins to seem I always will. He wouldn’t even have to answer; it’s just something I want him to know. Or I’ll be down in Baltimore at my sister’s and I’ll think, Why not drop by and visit him? Just walk in on him? Just see what happens?”
“Oh, you ought to,” Maggie said.
“But he’d say, ‘What are you doing here?’ Or some such thing. I mean it’s bound and determined to go wrong. The whole cycle would just start over again.”
“Oh, Fiona, isn’t it time somebody broke that cycle?” Maggie asked. “Suppose he did say that; not that I think he would. Couldn’t you for once stand your ground and say, ‘I’m here because I want to see you, Jesse’? Cut through all this to-and-fro, these hurt feelings and these misunderstandings. Say, ‘I’m here because I’ve missed you. So there!’ ”
“Well, maybe I should do that,” Fiona said slowly.
“Of course you should.”
“Maybe I should ride back down with you.”
“With us?”
“Or maybe not.”
“You’re talking about … this afternoon?”
“No, maybe not; what am I saying? Oh, Lord. I knew I shouldn’t drink in the daytime; it always makes my head so muzzy—”
“But that’s a wonderful idea!” Maggie said.
“Well, if Leroy came with me, for instance; if we just made a little visit. I mean visiting you two, not Jesse. After all, you’re Leroy’s grandparents, right? What could be more natural? And then spent the night at my sister’s place—”
“No, not at your sister’s. Why there? We have plenty of room at our house.”
There was a crunch of gravel outside—the sound of a car rolling up. Maggie tensed, but Fiona didn’t seem to hear. “And then tomorrow after lunch we could catch the Greyhound bus,” she was saying, “or let’s see, mid-afternoon at the latest. The next day’s a working day and Leroy has school, of course—”
A car door clunked shut. A high, complaining voice called, “Leroy?”
Fiona straightened. “Mom,” she said, looking uneasy.
The voice said, “Who’s that you got with you, Leroy?” And then, “Why, Mr. Moran.”
What Ira answered, Maggie had no idea. All that filtered through the venetian blinds was a brief rumble.
“My, my,” Mrs. Stuckey said. “Isn’t this …” something or other.
“It’s Mom,” Fiona told Maggie.
“Oh, how nice; we’ll get to see her after all,” Maggie said unhappily.
“She is going to have a fit.”
“A fit?”
“She would kill me if I was to go and visit you.”
Maggie didn’t like the uncertain sound of that verb construction.
The screen door opened and Mrs. Stuckey plodded in—a gray, scratchy-haired woman wearing a ruffled sundress. She was lugging two beige plastic shopping bags, and a cigarette drooped from her colorless, cracked lips. Oh, Maggie had never understood how such a woman could have given birth to Fiona—finespun Fiona. Mrs. Stuckey set the bags in the center of the shag rug. Even then, she didn’t glance up. “One thing I despise,” she said, removing her cigarette, “is these new-style plastic grocery bags with the handles that cut your fingers in half.”
“How are you, Mrs. Stuckey?” Maggie asked.
“Also they fall over in the car trunk and spill their guts out,” Mrs. Stuckey said. “I’m all right, I suppose.”
“We just stopped by for a second,” Maggie said. “We had to go to a funeral in Deer Lick.”
“Hmm,” Mrs. Stuckey said. She took a drag of her cigarette. She held it like a foreigner, pinched between her thumb and her index finger. If she had calculated outright, she could not have chosen a more unbecoming dress. It completely exposed her upper arms, which were splotched and doughy.
Maggie waited for Fiona to mention the trip to Baltimore, but Fiona was fiddling with her largest turquoise ring. She slid it up past her first knuckle, twisted it, and slid it down again. So Maggie had to be the one. She said, “I’ve been trying to talk Fiona into coming home with us for a visit.”
“Fat chance of that,” Mrs. Stuckey said.
Maggie looked over at Fiona. Fiona went on fiddling with her ring.
“Well, she’s thinking she might do it,” Maggie said finally.
Mrs. Stuckey drew back from her cigarette to glare at the long tube of ash at its tip. Then she stubbed it out in the rowboat, perilously close to the yellow sponge. A strand of smoke wound toward Maggie.
“Me and Leroy might go just for the weekend,” Fiona said faintly.
“For the what?”
“For the weekend.”
Mrs. Stuckey stooped for the grocery bags and started wading out of the room, bending slightly at the knees so her arms looked too long for her body. At the door she said, “I’d sooner see you lying in your casket.”
“But, Mom!”
Fiona was on her feet now, following her into the hallway. She said, “Mom, the weekend’s half finished anyhow. We’re talking about just one single night! One night at Leroy’s grandparents’ house.”
“And Jesse Moran would be nowhere about, I suppose,” Mrs. Stuckey said at a distance. There was a crash—presumably the grocery bags being dumped on a counter.
“Oh, Jesse might be around maybe, but—”
“Yah, yah,” Mrs. Stuckey said on an outward breath.
“Besides, so what if he is? Don’t you think Leroy should get to knew her daddy?”
Mrs. Stuckey’s answer to that was just a mutter, but Maggie heard it clearly. “Anyone whose daddy is Jesse Moran is better off staying strangers.”
Well! Maggie felt her face grow hot. She had half a mind to march out to the kitchen and give Mrs. Stuckey what for. “Listen,” she would say. “You think there haven’t been times I’ve cursed your daughter? She hurt my son to the bone. There were times I could have wrung her neck, but have you ever heard me speak a word against her?”
In fact, she even stood up, with a sudden, violent motion that creaked the sofa springs, but then she paused. She smoothed down the front of her dress. The gesture served to smooth her thoughts as well, and instead of heading for the kitchen she collected her purse and went off to find a bathroom, clamping her lips very tightly. Please, God, don’t let the bathroom lie on the other side of the kitchen. No, there it was—the one open door at the end of the hall. She caught the watery green of a shower curtain.
After she had used the toilet, she turned on the sink faucet and patted her cheeks with cool water. She bent closer to the mirror. Yes, definitely she had a flustered look. She would have to get hold of herself. She hadn’t finished even that one beer, but she thought it might be affecting her. And it was essential just now to play her cards right.
For instance, about Jesse. Although she had failed to mention it to Fiona, Jesse lived in an apartment uptown now, and therefore they couldn’t merely assume that he would happen by while Fiona was visiting. He would have to be expressly invited. Maggie hoped he hadn’t made other plans. Saturday: That could mean trouble. She checked her watch. Saturday night he might very well be singing with his band, or just going out with his friends. Sometimes he even dated—no one important, but still …
She flushed the toilet, and under cover of the sound she slipped out of the bathroom and opened the door next to it. This room must be Leroy’s. Dirty clothes and comic books lay everywhere. She closed the door again and tried the one opposite. Ah, a grown-up’s room. A decorous white candlewick bedspread, and a telephone on the nightstand.
“After all you done to free yourself, you want to go back to that boy and get snaggled up messy as ever,” Mrs. Stuckey said, clattering tin cans.
“Who says I’m getting snaggled? I’m just paying a weekend visit.”
“He’ll have you running circles around him just like you was before.”
“Mom, I’m twenty-five years old. I’m not that same little snippet I used to be.”
Maggie closed the door soundlessly behind her and went over to lift the receiver. Oh, dear, no push buttons. She winced each time the dial made its noisy, rasping return to home base. The voices in the kitchen continued, though. She relaxed and pressed the receiver to her ear.
One ring. Two rings.
It was a good thing Jesse was working today. For the last couple of weeks, the phone in his apartment had not been ringing properly. He could call other people all right, but he never knew when someone might be calling him. “Why don’t you get it fixed? Or buy a new one; they’re dirt cheap these days,” Maggie had said, but he said, “Oh, I don’t know, it’s kind of a gas. Anytime I pass the phone I just pick it up at random. I say, ‘Hello?’ Twice I’ve actually found a person on the other end.” Maggie had to smile now, remembering that. There was something so … oh, so lucky about Jesse. He was so fortunate and funny and haphazard.
“Chick’s Cycle Shop,” a boy said.
“Could I speak to Jesse, please?”
The receiver at the other end clattered unceremoniously against a hard surface. “Jess!” the boy called, moving off. There was a silence, overlaid by the hissing sound of long distance.
Of course this was stealing, if you wanted to get picky about it—using someone else’s phone to call out of state. Maybe she ought to leave a couple of quarters on the nightstand. Or would that be considered an insult? With Mrs. Stuckey, there was no right way to do a thing.
Jesse said, “Hello.”
“Jesse?”
“Ma?”
His voice was Ira’s voice, but years younger.
“Jesse, I can’t talk long,” she whispered.
“What? Speak up, I can barely hear you.”
“I can’t,” she said.
“What?”
She cupped the mouthpiece with her free hand. “I was wondering,” she said. “Do you think you could come to supper tonight?”
“Tonight? Well, I was sort of planning on—”
“It’s important,” she said.
“How come?”
“Well, it just is,” she said, playing for time.
She had a decision to make, here. She could pretend it was on Daisy’s account, for Daisy’s going away. (That was safe enough. In spite of their childhood squabbles he was fond of Daisy, and had asked her only last week whether she would forget him after she left.) Or she could tell him the truth, in which case she might set in motion another of those ridiculous scenes.
But hadn’t she just been saying it was time to cut through all that?
She took a deep breath. She said, “I’m having Fiona and Leroy to dinner.”
“You’re what?”
“Don’t hang up! Don’t say no! This is your only daughter!” she cried in a rush.
And then glanced anxiously toward the door, fearing she’d been too loud.
“Now, slow down, Ma,” Jesse said.
“Well, we’re up here in Pennsylvania,” she said more quietly, “because we happened to be going to a funeral. Max Gill died—I don’t know if Daisy’s had a chance to tell you. And considering that we were in the neighborhood … and Fiona told me in so many words that she wanted very much to see you.”
“Oh, Ma. Is this going to be like those other times?”
“What other times?”
“Is this like when you said she phoned and I believed you and phoned her back—”
“She did phone then! I swear it!”
“Somebody phoned, but you had no way of knowing who. An anonymous call. You didn’t tell me that part, did you?”
Maggie said, “The telephone rang, I picked it up. I said, ‘Hello?’ No answer. It was just a few months after she left; who else could it have been? I said, ‘Fiona?’ She hung up. If it wasn’t Fiona, why did she hang up?”
“Then all you tell me is: ‘Jesse, Fiona called today,’ and I break my neck getting to the phone and make a total fool of myself. I say, ‘Fiona? What did you want?’ and she says, ‘To whom am I speaking, please?’ I say, ‘Goddamn it, Fiona, you know perfectly well this is Jesse,’ and she says, ‘Don’t you use that language with me, Jesse Moran,’ and I say, ‘Now, look here. It wasn’t me who called you, may I remind you,’ and she says, ‘But it was you, Jesse, because here you are on the line, aren’t you,’ and I say, ‘But goddamn it—’ ”
“Jesse,” Maggie said. “Fiona says she sometimes thinks of sending you another telegram.”
“Telegram?”
“Like the first one. You remember the first one.”
“Yes,” Jesse said. “I remember.”
“You never told me about that. But at any rate,” she hurried on, “the telegram would read, Jesse, I love you still, and it begins to seem I always will.”
A moment passed.
Then he said, “You just don’t quit, do you?”
“You think I’d make such a thing up?”
“If she really wanted to send it, then what stopped her?” he asked. “Why didn’t I ever get it? Hmm?”
“How could I make it up when I didn’t even know about the first one, Jesse? Answer me that! And I’m quoting her exactly; for once I’m able to tell you exactly how she worded it. I remember because it was one of those unintentional rhymes. You know the way things can rhyme when you don’t want them to. It’s so ironic, because if you did want them to, you’d have to rack your brain for days and comb through special dictionaries.…”
She was babbling whatever came to mind, just to give Jesse time to assemble a response. Was there ever anyone so scared of losing face? Not counting Fiona, of course.
Then she imagined she heard some change in the tone of his silence—a progression from flat disbelief to something less certain. She let her voice trail off. She waited.
“If I did happen to come,” he said finally, “what time would you be serving supper?”
“You’ll do it? You will? Oh, Jesse, I’m so glad! Let’s say six-thirty,” she told him. “Bye!” and she hung up before he could proceed to some further, more resistant stage.
She stood beside the bed a moment. In the front yard, Ira called, “Whoa, there!”
She picked up her purse and left the room.
Fiona was kneeling in the hallway, rooting through the bottom of a closet. She pulled out a pair of galoshes and threw them aside. She reached in again and pulled out a canvas tote bag.
“Well, I talked to Jesse,” Maggie told her.
Fiona froze. The tote bag was suspended in midair.
“He’s really pleased you’re coming,” Maggie said.
“Did he say that?” Fiona asked.
“He certainly did.”
“I mean in so many words?”
Maggie swallowed. “No,” she said, because if there was a cycle to be broken here, she herself had had some part in it; she knew that. She said, “He just told me he’d be there for supper. But anyone could hear how pleased he was.”
Fiona studied her doubtfully.
“He said, ‘I’ll be there!’ ” Maggie told her.
Silence.
“ ‘I’ll be there right after work, Ma! You can count on me!’ ” Maggie said. “ ‘Goddamn! I wouldn’t miss it for the world!’ ”
“Well,” Fiona said finally.
Then she unzipped the tote bag.
“If I were traveling alone I’d make do with just a toothbrush,” she told Maggie. “But once you’ve got a kid, you know how it is. Pajamas, comics, storybooks, coloring books for the car … and she has to have her baseball glove, her everlasting baseball glove. You never know when you might rustle up a game, she says.”
“No, that’s true, you never do,” Maggie said, and she laughed out loud for sheer happiness.



Chapter 2
 
Ira had a way, when he was truly astonished, of getting his face sort of locked in one position. Here Maggie had worried he’d be angry, but no, he just took a step backward and stared at her and then his face locked, blank and flat like something carved of hardwood.
He said, “Fiona’s what?”
“She’s coming for a visit,” Maggie said. “Won’t that be nice?”
No reaction.
“Fiona and Leroy, both,” Maggie told him.
Still no reaction.
Maybe it would have been better if he’d got angry.
She moved past him, keeping her smile. “Leroy, honey, your mother wants you,” she called. “She needs you to help her pack.”
Leroy was less easily surprised than Ira, evidently. She said, “Oh. Okay,” and gave the Frisbee an expert flip in Ira’s direction before skipping toward the house. The Frisbee ricocheted off Ira’s left knee and landed in the dirt. He gazed down at it absently.
“We should have cleaned the car out,” Maggie told him. “If I’d known we would be riding so many passengers today …”
She went over to the Dodge, which was blocked now by a red Maverick that must be Mrs. Stuckey’s. You could tell the Dodge had recently traveled some distance. It had a beaten-down, dusty look. She opened a rear door and tsked. A stack of library books slumped across the back seat, and a crocheted sweater that she had been hunting for days lay there all squinched and creased, no doubt from being sat upon by Otis. The floor was cobbled with cloudy plastic lids from soft-drink cups. She reached in to gather the books—major, important novels by Dostoevsky and Thomas Mann. She had checked them out in a surge of good intentions at the start of the summer and was returning them unread and seriously overdue. “Open the trunk, will you?” she asked Ira.
He moved slowly toward the trunk and opened it, not changing his expression. She dumped in the books and went back for the sweater.
“How could this happen?” Ira asked her.
“Well, we were discussing her soapbox, see, and—”
“Her what? I mean it came about so quickly. So all of a sudden. I leave you alone for a little game of Frisbee and the next thing I know you’re out here with beer on your breath and a whole bunch of unexpected houseguests.”
“Why, Ira, I would think you’d be glad,” she told him. She folded the sweater and laid it in the trunk.
“But it’s like the second I shut the door behind me, you two got down to business,” he said. “How do you accomplish these things?”
Maggie started collecting soft-drink lids from the floor of the car. “You can close the trunk now,” she told him.
She carried a fistful of lids around to the rear of the house and dropped them in a crumpled garbage can. The cover was only a token cover, a battered metal beret that she replaced crookedly on top. And the house’s siding was speckled with mildew, and rust stains trailed from a fuel tank affixed beneath the window.
“How long will they be staying?” Ira asked when she returned.
“Just till tomorrow.”
“We have to take Daisy to college tomorrow, did you forget?”
“No, I didn’t forget.”
“Aha,” he said. “Your fiendish plot: Throw Jesse and Fiona together on their own. I know you, Maggie Moran.”
“You don’t necessarily know me at all,” she told him.
If things went the way she hoped they would this evening, she would have no need of plots for tomorrow.
She opened the front door of her side of the Dodge and sank onto the seat. Inside, the car was stifling. She blotted her upper lip on the hem of her skirt.
“So how do we present this?” Ira asked “ ‘Surprise, surprise, Jesse boy! Here’s your ex-wife, here’s your long-lost daughter. Never mind that you legally parted company years ago; we’ve decided you’re getting back together now.’ ”
“Well, for your information,” she said, “I’ve already told him they’re coming, and he’ll be at our house for supper.”
Ira bent to look in on her. He said, “You told him?”
“Right.”
“How?” he asked.
“By phone, of course.”
“You phoned him? You mean just now?”
“Right.”
“And he’ll be there for supper?”
“Right.”
He straightened up and leaned against the car. “I don’t get it,” he said finally.
“What’s to get?”
“There’s something too simple about it.”
All she could see of him was his midsection—a hollow-looking white shirt wilting over a belt. Wouldn’t he be baking? This metal must radiate heat like a flatiron. Although it was true that the air had grown cooler now and the sun was slightly less direct, already starting to slip behind a faraway scribble of trees.
“I’m worried about that Maverick,” she said, speaking to Ira’s belt buckle.
“Hmm?”
“Mrs. Stuckey’s Maverick. I’d hate to ask her to move it, and I’m not sure we have room to get around it.”
That caught him, as she’d guessed it would—a question of logistics. He left, abruptly; she felt the car rock. He wandered off to check the Maverick’s position, and Maggie tipped her head back against the seat and closed her eyes.
Why was Ira so negative about Jesse? Why did he always have that skeptical twist to his voice when he discussed him? Oh, Jesse wasn’t perfect—good heavens, no—but he had all kinds of endearing qualities. He was so generous and affectionate. And if he lost his temper easily, why, he regained it easily too, and had never been known to bear a grudge, which was more than you could say for Ira.
Was it plain old envy—a burdened, restrained man’s envy of someone who was constitutionally carefree?
When Jesse was just a baby Ira was always saying, “Don’t pick him up every time he cries. Don’t feed him every time he’s hungry. You’ll spoil him.”
“Spoil him?” Maggie had asked. “Feeding him when he’s hungry is spoiling him? That’s nonsense.”
But she had sounded more confident than she’d felt. Was she spoiling him? This was her very first experience with an infant. She had been the youngest in her family and never had the casual contact with babies that some of her friends had had. And Jesse was such a puzzling baby—colicky, at the start, giving no hint of the merry little boy he would later turn out to be. He had flown into tiny, red-faced rages for no apparent reason in the middle of the night. Maggie had had to walk him endlessly, wearing an actual path in the rug around the dining room table. Was it possible, she had wondered, that this baby just plain didn’t like her? Where was it written that a child was always compatible with his parents? When you thought about it, it was amazing that so many families got along as well as they did. All they had to rely on was luck—the proper personality genes turning up like dice. And in Jesse’s case, maybe the luck had been poor. She felt he was chafing against his parents. They were too narrow, too sedate, too conservative.
Once, carrying a squalling Jesse down the aisle of a city bus, Maggie had been surprised to feel him suddenly relax in her arms. He had hushed, and she had looked at his face. He was staring at a dressed-up blonde in one of the seats. He started smiling at her. He held out his arms. His kind of person, at last! Unfortunately, though, the blonde was reading a magazine and she never gave him so much as a glance.
And then the minute he discovered other children—all of whom instantly loved him—why, he hit the streets running and was hardly seen at home anymore. But that, too, Ira found fault with, for Jesse missed his curfews, forgot to appear for dinner, neglected his schoolwork in favor of a pickup basketball game in the alley. Mr. Moment-by-Moment, Ira used to call him. And Maggie had to admit the name was justified. Were some people simply born without the ability to link one moment to the next? If so, then Jesse was one of them: a disbeliever in consequences, mystified by others’ habit of holding against him things that had happened, why, hours ago! days ago! way last week, even! He was genuinely perplexed that someone could stay angry at something he himself had immediately forgotten.
Once when he was eleven or twelve he’d been horsing around with Maggie in the kitchen, punching his catcher’s mitt while he teased her about her cooking, and the telephone rang and he answered and said, “Huh? Mr. Bunch?” Mr. Bunch was his sixth-grade teacher, so Maggie assumed the call was for Jesse and she turned back to her work. Jesse said, “Huh?” He said, “Wait a minute! You can’t blame me for that!” Then he slammed the phone down, and Maggie, glancing over, saw those telltale dark rings beneath his eyes. “Jesse? Honey? What’s the matter?” she had asked. “Nothing,” he told her roughly, and he walked out. He left his catcher’s mitt on the table, worn and deeply pocketed and curiously alive. The kitchen echoed.
But not ten minutes later she noticed him in the front yard with Herbie Albright, laughing uproariously, crashing through the little boxwood hedge as he’d been told not to a hundred times.
Yes, it was his laughter that she pictured when she thought of him—his eyes lit up and dancing, his teeth very white, his head thrown back to show the clean brown line of his throat. (And why was it that Maggie remembered the laughter while Ira remembered the tantrums?) In a family very nearly without a social life, Jesse was intensely, almost ridiculously social, knee-deep in friends. Classmates came home with him from school every afternoon, and sometimes as many as seven or eight stayed over on weekends, their sleeping bags taking up all the floor space in his room, their cast-off jackets and six-guns and model airplane parts spilling out into the hallway. In the morning when Maggie went to wake them for pancakes the musky, wild smell of boy hung in the doorway like curtains, and she would blink and back off and return to the safety of the kitchen, where little Daisy, swathed to her toes in one of Maggie’s aprons, stood on a chair earnestly stirring batter.
He took up running one spring and ran like a maniac, throwing himself into it the way he did with everything that interested him, however briefly. This was when he was fifteen and not yet licensed to drive, so he sometimes asked Maggie for a lift to his favorite track, the Ralston School’s cedar-chip-carpeted oval in the woods out in Baltimore County. Maggie would wait for him in the car, reading a library book and glancing up from time to time to check his progress. She could always spot him, even when the track was crowded with middle-aged ladies in sweat suits and Ralston boys in numbered uniforms. Jesse wore tattered jeans and a black T-shirt with the sleeves ripped off, but it wasn’t only his clothes that identified him; it was his distinctive style of running. His gait was free and open, as if he were holding nothing in reserve for the next lap. His legs flew out and his arms made long reaching motions, pulling in handfuls of the air in front of him. Every time Maggie located him, her heart would pinch with love. Then he would vanish into the forested end of the track and she would go back to her book.
But one day he didn’t come out of the forest. She waited but he didn’t appear. And yet the others came, even the slowest, even the silly-looking Swedish-walker people with their elbows pumping like chicken wings. She got out of the car finally and went over to the track, shading her eyes. No Jesse. She followed the bend of the oval into the woods, her crepe-soled work shoes sinking into the cedar chips so her calf muscles felt weighted. People pounded past her, glancing over momentarily, giving her the impression they were leaving their faces behind. In the woods to her left, she noticed a flash of white. It was a girl in a white shirt and shorts, lying on her back in the leaves, and Jesse was lying on top of her. He was fully clothed but, yes, smack on top of her, and the girl’s white arms were twined around his neck. “Jesse, I have to be getting home soon,” Maggie called. Then she turned and walked back toward the car, feeling plain and clumsy. A moment later cedar chips crunched behind her and Jesse overtook her and sped past, his amazingly long gym shoes landing deftly, plop-plop, and his muscular brown arms scooping the air.
So then it was girls, girls, girls—a jostling parade of girls, all of them fair and slender and pretty, with soft, unformed faces and a tidy style of dressing. They called him on the phone and sent letters reeking of perfume and sometimes simply arrived on the doorstep, treating Maggie with a deference that made her feel ancient. They paid her vivacious compliments—“Oh, Mrs. Moran, I love that blouse!”—meanwhile searching behind her for Jesse. Maggie had to fight down the urge to bristle, to bar their entrance. Who would know better than she how deviously girls could behave? Why, a boy didn’t stand a chance! But then Jesse would saunter out, not even rearranging his face at the sight of them, making no effort whatsoever, his T-shirt giving off the yeasty smell of fresh sweat and his hair obscuring his eyes. The girls would grow positively swaybacked with perkiness, and Maggie knew it was they who didn’t stand a chance. She felt rueful and proud, both. She was ashamed of herself for feeling proud, and to make up for it she acted especially kind to every girl who came. Sometimes she acted so kind that the girls continued to visit her for months after Jesse had dropped them. They’d sit in the kitchen and confide in her, not just about Jesse but about other things as well, problems with their parents and such. Maggie enjoyed that. Usually Daisy would be sitting there too, her head bent over her homework, and Maggie had the feeling they were all three part of a warm community of females, a community she had missed out on when she was growing up with her brothers.
Was it about that time that the music began? Loud music, with a hammering beat. One day it just flooded the house, as if Jesse’s turning adolescent had opened a door through which the drums and electric guitars suddenly poured in. Let him merely duck into the kitchen for a sandwich and the clock radio would start blaring out “Lyin’ Eyes.” Let him dash up to his room for his catcher’s mitt and his stereo would swing into “Afternoon Delight.” And of course he never turned anything off again, so long after he’d left the house the music would still be playing. Maybe he intended it that way. It was his signature, his footprint on their lives. “I’ll be out in the world now, but don’t forget me,” he was saying, and there they sat, two stodgy grownups and a prim little girl, while “When Will I Be Loved” jangled through the emptiness he left behind him.
Then he stopped liking what his classmates liked and he claimed the Top Forty was dentist music, elevator music. (“Oh,” Maggie said sadly, for she had enjoyed that music—or some of it, at least.) The songs that filled the house grew whining and slippery or downright ill-tempered, and they were sung by scroungy, beatnik-looking groups dressed in rags and tags and bits of military uniforms. (Meanwhile the old albums filtered downstairs to line the shelf beneath the living room hi-fi, each new stage Jesse entered adding to Maggie’s collection of castoffs, which she sometimes played secretly when she was all alone in the house.)
And then he started writing his own songs, with peculiar modern names like “Microwave Quartet” and “Cassette Recorder Blues.” A few of these he sang for Maggie when Ira wasn’t around. He had a nasal, deadpan style of singing that was more like talking. To Maggie it sounded very professional, very much like what you might hear on the radio, but then, of course, she was only his mother. Although his friends were impressed, too; she knew that. His friend Don Burnham, whose second cousin had come this close to being hired as a roadie for the Ramones, said Jesse was good enough to form a group of his own and sing in public.
This Don Burnham was a perfectly nice, well-raised boy who had transferred to Jesse’s school at the start of eleventh grade. When Jesse first brought him home, Don had made conversation with Maggie (not something you would take for granted, in a boy that age) and sat politely through Daisy’s exhibit of her state-capitals postcard collection. “Next time I come,” he’d told Maggie out of the blue, “I’ll bring you my Doonesbury scrapbook.” Maggie had said, “Oh, why, I’ll look forward to that.” But the next time he came he had his acoustic guitar along, and Jesse sang one of his songs for him while Don strummed beneath it. Seems like this old world is on fast forward nowadays … Then Don told Jesse he ought to sing in public, and from that moment ever afterward (or so it seemed in retrospect), Jesse was gone.
He formed a band called Spin the Cat—he and a bunch of older boys, high-school dropouts mostly. Maggie had no idea where he’d found them. He began to dress more heavily, as if for combat; he wore black denim shirts and black jeans and crumpled leather motorcycle boots. He came in at all hours smelling of beer and tobacco or, who knows, maybe worse than tobacco. He developed a following of a whole new type of girl, crisper and flashier, who didn’t bother making up to Maggie or sitting in her kitchen. And in the spring it emerged that he hadn’t attended school in some time, and would not be promoted from junior year to senior.
Seventeen and a half years old and he’d thrown away his future, Ira said, all for a single friendship. Never mind that Don Burnham wasn’t even part of Jesse’s band, and had passed smoothly on to senior year himself. In Ira’s version of things, Don’s one piece of advice had landed with a ping! and life had never been the same again. Don was some kind of providential instrument, fate’s messenger. In Ira’s version of things.
Shape up or ship out, Ira told Jesse. Earn the missing credits in summer school, or otherwise find a job and move to his own apartment. Jesse said he’d had a bellyful of school. He would be glad to get a job, he said, and he couldn’t wait to move to his own apartment, where he could come and go as he pleased, with nobody breathing down his neck. Ira said, “Good riddance,” and went upstairs without another word. Jesse left the house, tramping across the porch in his motorcycle boots. Maggie started crying.
How could Ira imagine Jesse’s life? Ira was one of those people who are born competent. Everything came easy to him. There was no way he could fully realize how Jesse used to feel plodding off to school every morning—his shoulders already hunched against defeat, his jacket collar standing up crooked, and his hands shoved deep in his pockets. What it must be like to be Jesse! To have a perfectly behaved younger sister, and a father so seamless and infallible! Really his only saving grace was his mother, his harum-scarum klutzy mother, Maggie said to herself. She was making one of her wry private jokes but she meant it, all the same. And she wished he’d taken more from her. Her ability to see the best in things, for instance. Her knack for accepting, for adapting.
But no. Slit-eyed and wary, all his old light-heartedness gone, Jesse prowled the city in search of work. He was hoping for a job in a record store. He didn’t even have pocket money (at this point that band of his still played for free—for the “exposure,” was how they put it) and was forced to borrow bus fare from Maggie. And each day he came back glummer than the day before, and each evening he and Ira fought. “If you showed up for your interviews dressed like a normal person—” Ira told him.
“A place puts that much stock in appearance, I wouldn’t want to work there anyhow,” Jesse said.
“Fine, then you’d better learn how to dig ditches, because that’s the only job where they don’t put stock in appearance.”
Then Jesse would slam out of the house once again, and how flat things seemed after he left! How shallow, how lacking in spirit! Maggie and Ira gazed at each other bleakly across the living room. Maggie blamed Ira; he was too harsh. Ira blamed Maggie; she was too soft.
Sometimes, deep down inside, Maggie blamed herself too. She saw now that there was a single theme to every decision she had made as a parent: The mere fact that her children were children, condemned for years to feel powerless and bewildered and confined, filled her with such pity that to add any further hardship to their lives seemed unthinkable. She could excuse anything in them, forgive them everything. She would have made a better mother, perhaps, if she hadn’t remembered so well how it felt to be a child.
She dreamed that Jesse was dead—that in fact he had died years ago, back when he was still a sunny, prankish little boy, and she had somehow failed to realize it. She dreamed she was sobbing uncontrollably; there was no way to survive such a loss. Then she saw in the crowd on deck (for she was taking a boat trip, all at once) a child who resembled Jesse, standing with his parents, whom she had never seen before. He glanced over at her and looked quickly away, but she could tell that he thought she seemed familiar. She smiled at him. He glanced at her again and then looked away again. She edged a few inches closer, meanwhile pretending to study the horizon. He had come back to life in another family; that was how she explained it to herself. He wasn’t hers now, but never mind, she would start over. She would win him to her side. She felt his eyes alight on her once more and she sensed how puzzled he was, half remembering her and half not; and she knew it meant that underneath, he and she would always love each other.
Now, at this point Daisy was nine years old, or just about to turn nine—enough of a child still, you would think, to keep Maggie fully occupied. But the fact was that at that very moment, Daisy took it into her head to start growing away too. She had always been a bit precocious. In her infancy Ira had called her Lady-Baby, because she was so mature and reserved, her small face a knot of opinion. At thirteen months she had undertaken her own toilet training. In first grade she had set her alarm for an hour earlier than anyone else in the household and slipped downstairs each morning to sort through the laundered clothes for a proper outfit. (She could iron better than Maggie even then, and liked to look neat as a pin and color-coordinated.) And now she seemed to have leapt ahead to that stage where the outside world took precedence over family. She had four very serious, like-minded friends, including one, Lavinia Murphy, whose mother was perfect. Perfect Mrs. Murphy headed the PTA and the Bake Sale and (since she didn’t work) was free to drive the little girls to every kind of cultural event, and she hosted wonderful slumber parties, with treasure hunts. The spring of ’78, Daisy practically lived with the Murphys. Maggie would come home from work and call, “Daisy?” but all she found was a silent house and a note on the front-hall bookshelf.
Then one afternoon the house wasn’t silent after all but murmury and conspiratorial, she could sense it the moment she entered, and upstairs, Jesse’s bedroom door was closed. She knocked. After a startled pause, Jesse called, “Just a second.” She heard rustles and whispers. When he came out he had a girl in tow. Her long blond hair was rumpled and her lips had a bruised look. She sidled past Maggie with her eyes downcast and descended the stairs behind Jesse. Maggie heard the front door open; she heard Jesse saying goodbye in a low voice. As soon as he came back upstairs (unashamedly heading straight to Maggie), she told him that the mother of that girl, whoever she was, would be horrified to know her daughter had been alone with a boy in his bedroom. Jesse said, “Oh, no, her mom lives in Pennsylvania somewhere. Fiona stays with her sister, and her sister doesn’t mind.”
“Well, I do,” Maggie said.
Jesse didn’t argue with that, and the girl stopped coming around. Or at least she was out of sight when Maggie returned from work each day. Though Maggie had a feeling; she picked up certain clues. She noticed that Jesse was gone more than ever, that he returned abstracted, that his brief spells at home were marked by long private conversations on the upstairs telephone and it was always the same girl’s voice—soft and questioning—when Maggie happened to lift the receiver.
He found a job in an envelope factory, finally, something to do with shipping, and started looking for an apartment. The only trouble was, the rents were so high and his paycheck was so puny. Good, Ira said. Now maybe he would have to face a few hard facts. Maggie wished Ira would just shut up. “Don’t worry,” she told Jesse. “Something will come along.” That was toward the end of June. In July he was still living at home. And one Wednesday evening in August, he caught Maggie alone in the kitchen and informed her, very calmly and directly, that he seemed to have got this girl he knew in trouble.
The air in the room grew oddly still. Maggie wiped her hands on her apron.
She said, “Is it that Fiona person?”
He nodded.
“So now what?” Maggie asked. She was as cool as he was; she surprised herself. This seemed to be happening to someone else. Or maybe she had expected it without knowing. Maybe it was something that had been heading their way all along, like a glacier bearing down on them.
“Well,” Jesse said, “that’s what I needed to discuss with you. I mean, what I want and what she wants are two different things.”
“What is it you want?” Maggie asked, thinking she knew.
“I want her to keep the baby.”
For a moment, that didn’t register. Even the word itself—“baby”—seemed incongruous on Jesse’s lips. It seemed almost, in an awful way, cute.
She said, “Keep it?”
“I thought I’d start hunting an apartment for the three of us.”
“You mean get married?”
“Right.”
“But you’re not even eighteen years old,” Maggie said. “And I bet the girl isn’t, either. You’re too young.”
“My birthday’s in two weeks, Ma, and Fiona’s is not long after. And she doesn’t like school anyway; half the time she skips class and hangs out with me instead. Besides, I’ve always looked forward to having a kid. It’s exactly what I’ve been needing: something of my own.”
“Something of your own?”
“I’ll just have to find a better-paying job, is all.”
“Jesse, you’ve got a whole family of your own! What are you talking about?”
“But it’s not the same,” Jesse said. “I’ve just never felt … I don’t know. So anyhow, I’ve been looking for a job that pays more money. See, a baby takes a lot of equipment and such. I’ve written down a list from Dr. Spock.”
Maggie stared at him. The only question she could come up with was: “Where on earth did you get hold of a Dr. Spock?”
“At the bookstore; where else?”
“You went into a bookstore and bought a baby-care book?”
“Sure.”
That seemed the biggest surprise of all. She couldn’t picture it.
“I’ve learned a lot,” he told her. “I think Fiona ought to breast-feed.”
“Jesse—”
“I found these plans in Home Hobby Journal for building a cradle.”
“Honey, you don’t know how hard it is. You’re children yourselves! You can’t take on a baby.”
“I’m asking you, Ma. I’m serious,” Jesse said. And he did have that sharply etched look to his lips that he always got when he felt strongly about something.
“But just what are you asking me?” Maggie said.
“I want you to go and talk to Fiona.”
“What? Talk about what?”
“Tell her you think she should keep it.”
“You mean she wants to put it up for adoption,” Maggie said. “Or else … um … stop the pregnancy.”
“Well, that’s what she says, but—”
“Which?” Maggie asked.
“The second thing.”
“Ah.”
“But she doesn’t really want that. I know she doesn’t,” he said. “It’s just that she’s so stubborn. She expects the worst of me, seems like. She takes it for granted I’m going to, like, ditch her or something. Well, first off, she didn’t even tell me about it—can you believe it? Hid it from me! Went through weeks of worrying and never breathed a hint of it even though she saw me every day, near about. And then when the test came out positive, what does she do? Asks me for the money to get rid of the baby. I say, ‘Huh? To do what? Now hold on a sec.’ I tell her, ‘Aren’t you skipping over a few of the usual steps here? Whatever happened to “What do you think, Jesse?” and “Which decision are we two going to settle on?” Aren’t you going to offer me a chance?’ I ask her. She says, ‘Chance for what?’ ‘Well, what about marriage?’ I ask her. ‘What about me taking on my proper responsibilities, for God’s sake?’ She says, ‘Don’t do me any favors, Jesse Moran.’ I say, ‘Favors? You’re talking about my son, here.’ She says, ‘Oh, I have no illusions’—that is how she talks when she gets on her high horse. ‘I have no illusions,’ she says. ‘I knew what you were when I first laid eyes on you. Footloose and fancy-free,’ she says, ‘lead singer in a hard-rock band. You don’t have to explain yourself to me.’ I felt I’d been, like, stenciled or something. I mean where did she get this picture of me? Not from anything that happened in real life, I can tell you. So I say, ‘No, I will not give you the money; no, sir, no way,’ and she says, ‘I might have known to expect that’—purposely misunderstanding. I hate when people do that, purposely acting so wronged and martyred. ‘I might have figured,’ she says, ‘that I couldn’t count on you for the simplest little abortion fee.’ Says the word right out, kind of like she cracked the air with it; I honestly couldn’t speak for a second. I say, ‘Goddammit, Fiona—’ and she says, ‘Oh, fine, great, just cuss at me too on top of everything else,’ and I say—”
“Jesse. Honey,” Maggie said. She rubbed her left temple. She had a sense that she was losing track of some important thread here. “I really think that if Fiona has made up her mind—” she said.
“She’s got an appointment the first thing Monday morning, at this clinic over on Whitside Avenue. Monday is her sister’s day off; her sister’s going with her. See there? She doesn’t invite me to go with her. And I have talked to her till I’m blue in the face. There’s nothing more I can say. So here’s what I’m asking: You be the one. You go to the clinic and stop her.”
“Me?”
“You always get along so well with my girlfriends. You can do it; I know you can. Tell her about my job. I’m quitting at the envelope factory. I’ve applied at this computer store, where they’ll train me to fix computers, pay me while I’m learning. They said I have a good chance of getting hired. And also Dave in the band, his mother owns a house in Waverly near the stadium and the whole top floor’s an apartment that’ll be vacant by November, cheap as dirt, Dave says, with a little room for the baby. You’re supposed to let the baby sleep in a separate room from its parents; I’ve been reading up on that. You’d be amazed how much I know! I’ve decided I’m for pacifiers. Some people don’t like the looks of them, but if you give a baby a pacifier he won’t suck his thumb later on. Also, it is absolutely not true that pacifiers push their front teeth out of line.”
He hadn’t talked so much in months, but the sad part was that the more he talked, the younger he seemed. His hair was tangled where he’d run his fingers through it, and his body was all sharp angles as he tore around the kitchen. Maggie said, “Jesse, honey, I know you’re going to make a wonderful father someday, but the fact of the matter is, this really has to be the girl’s decision. It’s the girl who has to go through the pregnancy.”
“Not alone, though. I would support her. I would comfort her. I would take care of her. I want to do this, Ma.”
She didn’t know what more to say, and Jesse must have realized that. He stopped his pacing. He stood squarely in front of her. He said, “Look. You’re my only hope. All I’m asking is, you let her know how I feel. Then she can decide whichever way she likes. What could be the harm in that?”
“But why can’t you let her know how you feel?” Maggie said.
“Don’t you think I’ve tried? I’ve talked till I’m blue in the face. But everything I say seems to come out wrong. She takes offense, I take offense; we just get all tangled in knots, somehow. By now we’re used up. We’re worn down into the ground.”
Well, she certainly knew what that felt like.
“Couldn’t you just consider it?” he asked.
She tilted her head.
“Just consider the possibility?”
“Oh,” she said, “the possibility, maybe …”
He said, “Yes! That’s all I’m asking! Thanks, Ma. Thanks a million.”
“But, Jesse—”
“And you won’t tell Dad yet, will you?”
“Well, not for the time being,” she said lamely.
“You can picture what he would say,” he said.
Then he gave her one of his quick hugs, and he was gone.
For the next few days she felt troubled, indecisive. Examples came to mind of Jesse’s fickleness—how (like most boys his age) he kept moving on to new stages and new enthusiasms, leaving the old ones behind. You couldn’t leave a wife and baby behind! But then other pictures came too: for instance, the year they’d all got the flu except for Jesse, and he had had to take care of them. She had glimpsed him blurrily through a haze of fever; he had sat on the edge of the bed and fed her a bowl of chicken soup, spoonful by spoonful, and when she fell asleep between swallows he had waited without complaint until she jerked awake, and then he fed her another spoonful.
“You haven’t forgotten, have you?” Jesse asked now whenever he met up with her. And, “You won’t go back on your promise, will you?”
“No, no …” she would say. And then, “What promise?” What had she let herself in for, exactly? He tucked a slip of paper into her palm one evening—an address on Whitside Avenue. The clinic, she supposed. She dropped it in her skirt pocket. She said, “Now you realize I can’t—” But Jesse had already evaporated, dexterous as a cat burglar.
Ira was in a good mood those days, because he’d heard about the computer job. It had come through, as Jesse had foreseen, and he was due to start training in September. “This is more like it,” Ira told Maggie. “This is something with a future. And who knows? Maybe after a bit he’ll decide to go back to school. I’m sure they’ll want him to finish school before they promote him.”
Maggie was quiet, thinking.
She had to work on Saturday, so that kept her mind off things, but Sunday she sat a long time on the porch. It was a golden hot day and everyone seemed to be out walking infants. Carriages and strollers wheeled past, and men lunged by with babies in backpacks. Maggie wondered if a backpack was one of the pieces of equipment Jesse considered essential. She would bet it was. She cocked her head toward the house, listening. Ira was watching a ball game on TV and Daisy was away at Mrs. Perfect’s. Jesse was still asleep, having come in late from playing at a dance in Howard County. She’d heard him climb the stairs a little after three, singing underneath his breath. Girlie if I could I would put you on defrost …
“Music is so different now,” she had said to Jesse once. “It used to be ‘Love Me Forever’ and now it’s ‘Help Me Make It Through the Night.’ ”
“Aw, Ma,” he had said, “don’t you get it? In the old days they just hid it better. It was always ‘Help Me Make It Through the Night.’ ”
A line came to her from a song that was popular back when Jesse was a little boy. I must think of a way, it went, tactfully, tentatively, into your heart …
When Jesse was a little boy he liked to tell her stories while she cooked; he seemed to believe she needed entertaining. “Once there was a lady who never fed her children anything but doughnuts,” he might begin, or, “Once there was a man who lived on top of a Ferris wheel.” All of his stories were whimsical and inventive, and now that she considered, she saw that they had had in common the theme of joyousness, of the triumph of sheer fun over practicality. He strung one particular story out for weeks, something about a retarded father who bought an electric organ with the grocery money. The retarded part came from his aunt Dorrie, she supposed. But the way he told it, the father’s handicap was a kind of virtue. The father said, “What do we need food for anyhow? I like better for my children to hear nice music.” Maggie laughed when she repeated the story to Ira, but Ira hadn’t seen the humor. He took offense first on Dorrie’s account (he didn’t like the word “retarded”) and then on his own. Why was it the father who was retarded? Why not the mother, was probably what he meant—much more realistic, given Maggie’s shortcomings. Or maybe he didn’t mean that at all, but Maggie imagined he did, and it developed into a quarrel.
They had quarreled over Jesse ever since he was born, it seemed now, always taking the same stances. Ira criticized, Maggie excused. Ira claimed that Jesse wouldn’t keep a civil tongue in his head, refused to wipe that obstinate expression off his face, acted hopelessly inept when helping out at the shop. He just had to come into his own, Maggie said. For some it took longer than for others. “Decades longer?” Ira asked. She said, “Have a little patience, Ira.” (A switch. Ira was the one with the patience. Maggie was the rusher-in.)
How was it that she had never realized the power of the young back when she was young herself? She saw it now as a missed opportunity. In her girlhood she’d been so easily cowed; she hadn’t dreamed that children were capable of setting up such storms in a family.
She and Ira tried to keep their own storms private, but no doubt Jesse overheard at least a little. Or maybe he just sensed how they felt; for more and more, as he entered his teens, it was to Maggie that he offered his few crumbs of conversation, while he grew steadily more distant from Ira. By the time he told her about the baby, Maggie felt fairly distant from Ira herself. They’d been through too many arguments, rehashed the subject of Jesse too many thousand times. It wasn’t merely her promise that kept Maggie from telling Ira about the baby; it was battle fatigue. Ira would hit the roof! And rightly so, of course.
But she thought of how Jesse had nudged her lips with the soup spoon, coaxing her to eat. Sometimes, at the height of her fever, she had wakened to hear thin, sad, faraway music emerging from the earphones on his head, and she had been convinced that they were the sounds of his innermost thoughts made clear to her at long last.
Monday morning she went to work as usual at seven but begged off sick at a quarter till nine and drove to Whitside Avenue. The clinic was a remodeled store of some kind, with a curtained plate-glass window. She spotted it first not by its street number but by the knot of picketers outside. There were three women, several children, and a small, dapper man. THIS CLINIC MURDERS THE INNOCENT, one sign said, and another showed a blown-up photo of a beautiful smiling baby with GIVE HER A CHANCE printed in white across her mop of black curls. Maggie parked in front of an insurance agency next door. The picketers glanced over at her and then went back to watching the clinic.
A car drew up and a girl in jeans got out, followed by a young boy. The girl bent to say something to the driver, after which she waved and the car moved on. The couple walked briskly toward the clinic, while the picketers swarmed around them. “God sees what you’re about to do!” one woman called, and another blocked the girl’s path, but she veered away. “Where is your conscience?” the man shouted after her. She and the boy vanished behind the door. The picketers straggled back to their places. They were discussing something heatedly; they appeared to be disagreeing. Maggie had the impression that some of them felt they should have been more forceful.
A few minutes later, a woman alighted from a taxi. She was maybe Maggie’s age, very well dressed and all by herself. The picketers seemed to feel they had to make up for past defeats. They circled her; they had so much to say that it came to Maggie’s ears as a garble of bee sounds. They pressed pamphlets on her. The largest of the women put an arm around her shoulders. The patient, if that was what she was, cried, “Let go of me!” and jabbed an elbow into the picketer’s rib cage. Then she was gone too. The picketer bent over—in pain, Maggie thought at first, but she was merely lifting one of the children. They returned to their original positions. In this heat, they moved so slowly that their indignation looked striven-for and counterfeit.
Maggie rooted through her purse for a piece of paper to fan herself with. She would have liked to get out of the car, but then where would she stand? Alongside the picketers?
Footsteps approached, a double set, and she glanced up to see Fiona and a slightly older girl, who must have been her sister.
She had worried she wouldn’t recognize Fiona, having caught sight of her only the once. But she knew her right off—the long fair hair, the pale face with nothing yet written upon it. She wore jeans and a bright, shrimp-pink T-shirt. As it happened, Maggie had a prejudice against shrimp pink. She thought it was lower-class. (Oh, how strange it was to remember now that she had once viewed Fiona as lower-class! She had imagined there was something cheap and gimcrack about her; she had mistrusted the bland pallor of her face, and she had suspected that her sister’s too-heavy makeup concealed the same unhealthy complexion. Pure narrow-mindedness! Maggie could admit that now, having come to see Fiona’s good points.)
At any rate, she got out of the car. She walked over to them and said, “Fiona?”
The sister murmured, “Told you they’d try something.” She must have thought Maggie was a picketer. And Fiona walked on, eyelids lowered so they were two white crescents.
“Fiona, I’m Jesse’s mother,” Maggie said.
Fiona slowed and looked at her. The sister came to a stop.
“I won’t interfere if you’re certain you know what you’re doing,” Maggie said, “but, Fiona, have you considered every angle?”
“Not all that many to consider,” the sister said bluntly. “She’s seventeen years old.”
Fiona allowed herself to be led away then, still gazing at Maggie over her shoulder.
“Have you talked about it with Jesse?” Maggie asked. She ran after them. “Jesse wants this baby! He told me so.”
The sister called back, “Is he going to bear it? Is he going to walk it at night and change its diapers?”
“Yes, he is!” Maggie said. “Well, not bear it, of course …”
They had reached the picketers by now. A woman held out one of the pamphlets. On the front was a color photo of an unborn baby who seemed a good deal past the embryo stage, in fact almost ready to be delivered. Fiona shrank away. “Leave her alone,” Maggie told the woman. She said, “Fiona, Jesse really cares about you. You have to believe me.”
“I have seen enough of Jesse Moran to last me a lifetime,” the sister said. She shoved past a fat woman with two toddlers and an infant in a sling.
“You’re just saying that because you have him cast in this certain role,” Maggie told her, “this rock-band member who got your little sister pregnant. But it’s not so simple! It’s not so cut-and-dried! He bought a Dr. Spock book—did he mention that, Fiona? He’s already researched pacifiers and he thinks you ought to breast-feed.”
The fat woman said to Fiona, “All the angels in heaven are crying over you.”
“Listen,” Maggie told the woman. “Just because you’ve got too many children is no reason to wish the same trouble on other people.”
“The angels call it murder,” the woman said.
Fiona flinched. Maggie said, “Can’t you see you’re upsetting her?” They had reached the door of the clinic now, but the dapper little man was barring their way. “Get out of here,” Maggie told him. “Fiona! Just think it over! That’s all I ask of you.”
The man held his ground, which gave Fiona time to turn to Maggie. She looked a little teary. “Jesse doesn’t care,” she said.
“Of course he cares!”
“He says to me, ‘Don’t worry, Fiona, I won’t let you down.’ Like I am some kind of obligation! Some charitable cause!”
“He didn’t mean it that way. You’re misreading him. He honestly wants to marry you.”
“And live on what money?” the sister asked. She had a braying, unpleasant voice, much deeper than Fiona’s. “He doesn’t even have a decent-paying job.”
“He’s getting one! Computers! Opportunity for advancement!” Maggie said. She was forced to speak so telegraphically because Fiona’s sister had somehow cleared the door of picketers and was tugging it open. A woman held a postcard in front of Fiona’s face: the curly-haired baby again. Maggie batted it aside. “At least come home with me so you and Jesse can talk it over,” she told Fiona. “That won’t commit you to anything.”
Fiona hesitated. Her sister said, “For God’s sake, Fiona,” but Maggie seized her advantage. She took Fiona by the wrist and led her back through the crowd, keeping up a steady stream of encouragement. “He says he’s building a cradle; he’s already got the plans. It’s enough to break your heart. Leave her alone, dammit! Do I have to call the police? Who gave you the right to pester us?”
“Who gave her the right to murder her baby?” a woman called.
“She has every right in the world! Fiona, this is a natural-born caretaker we’re talking about here. You should have seen him during the Hong Kong flu.”
“The what?”
“Or Bangkok, or Sing Sing, or one of those flus … Anyway, it’s nothing to do with charity. He wants this baby more than anything.”
Fiona peered into her face. She said, “And he’s building a …?”
“He’s building a cradle. A beautiful one, with a hood,” Maggie said. If it turned out not to have a hood she could always say she had been mistaken.
Fiona’s sister scurried alongside them, her heels clicking busily. She said, “Fiona, if you don’t get back in there this instant I am washing my hands of this whole affair, I tell you. Fiona, they have scheduled you!” And the picketers milled uncertainly a few feet behind. Fiona’s wrist was smooth and impossibly thin, like a stalk of bamboo. Maggie released it, reluctantly, in order to open the car door. “Climb in,” she said. “Buzz off,” she told the picketers. And to the sister she said, “Nice meeting you.”
The picketers dropped back. One said, “Now look, uh …”
“We have constitutional permission to do this, I’ll have you know,” Maggie said. The woman looked confused.
“I hunt up a clinic,” Fiona’s sister said, “I take her to be tested. I make the appointment, I sacrifice a perfectly good day off when I could have gone to Ocean City with my boyfriend—”
“You could still do that,” Maggie said, checking her watch.
She hurried around to the driver’s side, fearful that Fiona would try to escape, but when she got in, Fiona was sitting there limply with her head tipped back and her eyes closed. Her sister bent in through the open window. “Fiona, just tell me this much,” she said. “If Jesse Moran was so hot for this baby, how come it wasn’t him who came down here to fetch you?”
Fiona raised her lids and looked over at Maggie. “Well, he tried,” Maggie told her. “He’s been trying for days, you know he has, but somehow you’re always at cross-purposes.”
Fiona closed her eyes again. Maggie started the car and drove off.
The strange part was that having won—at least temporarily—she didn’t feel a bit triumphant. Just worn out. And slightly confused, to tell the truth. How was it things had ended up this way, when all along she’d been telling Jesse he was nowhere near old enough? Oh, Lord. What had she gone and done? She glanced secretly at Fiona. Fiona’s skin seemed slick, almost glazed. “Are you feeling ill?” Maggie asked her.
“I believe I might upchuck,” Fiona said, barely moving her lips.
“You want me to stop the car?”
“Let’s just get there.”
Maggie drove more carefully, as if transporting a basket of eggs.
In front of the house she parked, got out, and came around to help Fiona from her seat. Fiona was a dead weight. She leaned heavily against Maggie. But she had a young smell—fresh-ironed cotton and those sugary beginner cosmetics you find in dime stores—and that gave Maggie some reassurance. Oh, this girl was not bad at heart! She was barely older than Daisy; she was an ordinary, open-faced child bewildered by what had happened to her.
They crossed the sidewalk slowly and climbed the steps to the porch. Their shoes made a hollow sound on the floorboards. “Sit here,” Maggie said, and she helped Fiona into the chair where she herself had sat all yesterday afternoon. “You need the air,” she said. “Take deep, deep breaths. I’m going to go find Jesse.”
Fiona closed her eyes.
Inside, the rooms were cool and dark. Maggie climbed the stairs to Jesse’s room and knocked on his door. She poked her head in. “Jesse?” she said.
“Mmf.”
His window shades were lowered so she could barely make out the shapes of the furniture. His bed was a tangle of twisted sheets. “Jesse, I’ve brought Fiona,” she said. “Could you come down to the porch?”
“Huh?”
“Could you come down to the porch and talk with Fiona?”
He stirred a little and raised his head, so she knew she could leave him. She went back downstairs and into the kitchen, where she poured a glass of iced tea from a pitcher in the refrigerator. She put the glass on a china plate, encircled it with saltine crackers, and carried it out to Fiona. “Here,” she said. “Take little bites of these saltines. Take tiny sips of tea.”
Fiona was already looking better, sitting upright now in her chair, and she said, “Thank you,” when Maggie laid the plate on her knees. She nibbled at a corner of a cracker. Maggie settled in a rocker next to her.
“When I was expecting Daisy,” Maggie said, “I lived on tea and saltines for two solid months. It’s a wonder we didn’t both get malnutrition. I was so sick with Daisy I thought I would die, but with Jesse I never had a moment’s discomfort. Isn’t that funny? You’d think it would have been the other way around.”
Fiona set down her cracker. “I should’ve stayed at the clinic,” she said.
“Oh, honey,” Maggie said. She felt suddenly depressed. She had an instantaneous, chillingly clear vision of how Ira’s face would look when he learned what she had done. “Fiona, it’s not too late,” she said. “You’re only here to discuss it, all right? You’re not committed to a thing.” Although even as she spoke she saw the clinic receding steadily. This was something like rushing toward a jump rope, she imagined. Miss that split second where entry is possible and you’ve flubbed up everything. She reached out and touched Fiona’s arm. “And after all,” she said, “you do love each other, don’t you? Don’t you love each other?”
“Yes, but maybe if we got married he would start to hold it against me,” Fiona said. “I mean, he’s a lead singer! He’ll probably want to go to England or Australia or some such after he gets famous. And meanwhile, his band has just barely started earning any money. Where would we live? How would we work this?”
“At first you could live here with us,” Maggie said. “Then in November you can move to an apartment Jesse knows about in Waverly. Jesse has it all figured out.”
Fiona stared toward the street. “If I had stayed on at the clinic everything would be over by now,” she said after a minute.
“Oh, Fiona. Please. Oh, tell me I didn’t do wrong!” Maggie said. She looked around for Jesse. What was keeping him? It shouldn’t be up to her to carry on this courtship. “Wait here,” she said. She got up and hurried into the house. “Jesse!” she cried. But he didn’t answer, and she heard the shower running. That boy would insist on showering first if the house were on fire, she thought. She ran upstairs and pounded on the bathroom door. “Jesse, are you coming?” she called.
He cut the water off. “What?” he said.
“Come out, I tell you!”
No answer. But she heard the shower curtain screech across the rod.
She went into his bedroom and snapped up both window shades. She wanted to find his Dr. Spock book. It would serve as a kind of selling point till he came downstairs; or at least it would provide a topic of conversation. But she couldn’t find it—just dirty clothes, French-fry cartons, records left out of their jackets. She looked for the cradle plans then. What would they be—blueprints? Not a sign of them. Well, of course, he’d have taken them to the basement, where Ira kept his tools. She tore back down the stairs, calling toward the porch as she passed, “He’s on his way!” (She could picture Fiona getting up and leaving.) Through the kitchen, down a set of narrow wooden steps, over to Ira’s workbench. No plans there, either. Ira’s tools hung neatly on the backboard, each matching its own painted outline—a sure sign Jesse had not been near them. On the workbench itself were two squares of sandpaper and a sheaf of doweling rods still bound together by rubber bands, part of a drying rack that Ira had promised to build into a corner of the back porch. She seized the doweling rods and raced back up the basement steps. “Look,” she told Fiona, slamming out the screen door. “Jesse’s cradle.”
Fiona lowered her glass. She accepted the rods and gazed at them. “Cradle?” she said doubtfully.
“It’s going to have … spindles; that’s what they are,” Maggie said. “Antique style.”
You would think those rods could be read, the way Fiona studied them.
Then Jesse came out, bringing with him the fragrance of shampoo. His hair was wet and tousled and his skin was radiant. He said, “Fiona? You didn’t go through with it?” and she lifted her face, still holding the rods like a kind of scepter, and said, “Well, all right, Jesse, if you want. I guess we could get married if you want.”
Then Jesse wrapped his arms around her and dropped his head to her shoulder, and something about that picture—his dark head next to her blond one—reminded Maggie of the way she used to envision marriage before she was married herself. She had thought of it as more different than it really was, somehow, more of an alteration in people’s lives—two opposites drawn together with a dramatic crashing sound. She had supposed that when she was married all her old problems would fall away, something like when you go on vacation and leave a few knotty tasks incomplete as if you’d never have to come back and face them. And of course, she had been wrong. But watching Jesse and Fiona, she could almost believe that that early vision was the right one. She slipped into the house, shutting the screen door very softly behind her, and she decided everything was going to work out after all.
They were married in Cartwheel, in Mrs. Stuckey’s living room. Just family attended. Ira was grim-faced and silent, Maggie’s mother sat stiff with outrage, and Maggie’s father seemed befuddled. Only Mrs. Stuckey showed the proper festive attitude. She wore a fuchsia corduroy pantsuit and a corsage as big as her head, and before the ceremony she told everybody that her one regret was that Mr. Stuckey had not lived to see this day. Although maybe, she said, he was here in spirit; and then she went on at some length about her personal theory of ghosts. (They were the completions of the dead’s intended gestures, their unfinished plans still hanging in the air—something like when you can’t remember what it was you went to the kitchen for and so you pantomime the motion, a twist of the wrist perhaps, and that reminds you you had come out to turn the dripping faucet off. So wasn’t there a chance that Mr. Stuckey was right here in the living room, having dreamed of walking both his precious daughters down the aisle someday?) Then she said that to her mind, marriage was just as educational as high school and maybe more so. “I mean I dropped out of school myself,” she said, “and have never once regretted it.” Fiona’s sister rolled her eyes. But it was a good thing Mrs. Stuckey felt that way, since Fiona wouldn’t turn eighteen till January and required parental permission for a marriage license.
Fiona herself wore a beige, loose-waisted dress that she and Maggie had gone shopping for together, and Jesse looked very distinguished in a suit and tie. He looked like a grownup, in fact. Daisy acted shy around him, and kept hanging on to Maggie’s arm and looking over at him. “What’s the matter with you? Straighten up,” Maggie told her. She was feeling very irritable, for some reason. She worried that Ira was going to be angry at her forever. He seemed to be holding her solely accountable for this entire situation.
After the wedding, Jesse and Fiona went to Ocean City for a week. Then they came home to Jesse’s room, where Maggie had moved in an extra bureau and exchanged his old bunks for a double bed from J. C. Penney. The house grew more crowded, of course, but it was a pleasant sort of crowdedness, cheerful and expectant. Fiona seemed to fit right in; she was so agreeable, so ready to let Maggie take charge—more so than Maggie’s own children had ever been. Jesse set off happily every morning for his computer job, and returned every evening with some new baby-care gadget—a pack of bunny-shaped diaper pins or an ingenious spouted training cup. He was reading up on childbirth and kept embracing different theories, each more peculiar than the last. (For instance, at one point he proposed that the delivery take place underwater, but he couldn’t find a doctor who would agree to it.)
Daisy and her friends forgot Mrs. Perfect entirely and camped in Maggie’s living room—five dumbstruck, enchanted little girls reverently eyeing Fiona’s stomach. And Fiona played up to them, sometimes inviting them to her room to admire her growing layette, after which she might seat them one by one at the mirror and experiment with their hair. (Her sister was a beautician and had taught Fiona everything she knew, Fiona said.) Then in the evening, if Jesse’s band had an engagement somewhere, he and Fiona would go out together and not return till 2 or 3 a.m., and Maggie, half waking, would hear their whispers on the stairs. The lock on their bedroom door would click stealthily and Maggie would sink back into sleep, contented.
Even Ira seemed resigned, after he’d got over the shock. Oh, at first he was so disgusted that Maggie had feared he would walk out of the house forever. For days he had not spoken, and when Jesse entered the room he would leave. But gradually he came around. He was most comfortable, Maggie thought, when he could act tolerant and long-suffering, and surely he had the opportunity for that now. Here all his apprehensions had been confirmed: His son had got a girl in trouble and his wife had meddled unforgivably and now the girl was living in Jesse’s bedroom among the Iggy Pop posters. He could sigh and say, “Didn’t I tell you? Didn’t I always warn you?” (Or at least he could give that impression; not that he said it aloud.) Fiona drifted past him into the bathroom every morning, wearing her fluffy pink robe and her big pink powder-puff slippers and carrying her tortoiseshell soapbox, and Ira flattened himself against the wall as if she were twice as big as she was. But he treated her with unfailing courtesy. He even taught her his complicated brand of solitaire, when the boredom of sitting at home got to be too much for her, and he lent her his Mariner’s Library books—a whole row of memoirs by people who had sailed alone around the world and such. He had been trying to press them on his children for years. (“As far as I’m concerned,” Fiona told Maggie, “those books are just more of that ‘How I Took Route So-and-so’ that men always think is so fascinating.” But she didn’t let on to Ira.) And by November, when the Waverly apartment was supposed to become available, Ira didn’t ask why they weren’t moving out.
Nor did Maggie; she carefully avoided the subject. In fact, for all she knew, the apartment had fallen through somehow. Maybe the current tenants had changed their plans. At any rate, Jesse and Fiona said nothing about leaving. Fiona followed Maggie around now the way the children had followed her when they were tiny. She trailed her from room to room, asking fractious questions. “Why do I feel so logy?” she asked, and, “Am I ever going to have anklebones again?” She had started attending childbirth classes and wanted Maggie to go with her to the labor room. Jesse, she said, might pass out or something. Maggie said, “Why, Jesse’s dying to go with you,” but Fiona said, “I don’t want him to see me like that! He isn’t even kin.”
Nor was Maggie, Maggie could have said. Although it seemed she really was, in some ways.
In Jesse’s company, Fiona began to take on an aggrieved and nagging tone. She complained about the unfairness—how Jesse got to go off to work every day while she sat home growing fatter. She should have stayed in school after all, she said, at least through fall semester; but no, no, Jesse had to have things his way: homebody wife, the Little Mother act. When she spoke like this there was something old-ladyish in her voice, and Jesse when he answered sounded sullen. “Have you heard one word I’ve been saying?” Fiona would ask, and Jesse would say, “I heard, I heard.” What was it that struck Maggie as so familiar? It was a tune, almost. It was the tune of the arguments Jesse used to have with his parents; that was it. Jesse and Fiona were more like a boy and his mother than husband and wife.
But Fiona wasn’t feeling well; no wonder she was snappish. That early-pregnancy sleepiness never left her, even in her seventh and eighth months, when most women were bundles of energy. Jesse would say, “Put on your clothes! We’re booked at the Granite Tavern tonight and they’re paying us real money,” and she would say, “Oh, I don’t know; maybe I’ll let you go on without me.”
“Without you?” he would ask. “You mean alone?” And his face would get all hurt and surprised. But he would go. Once, he didn’t even eat supper—just left the minute she told him she wasn’t coming with him, although it was barely 6 p.m. Then Fiona didn’t eat, either, but sat there at the table playing with her food, a tear slipping down her cheek from time to time, and afterward she put on the hooded windbreaker that didn’t button over her stomach anymore and she went for a long, long walk. Or she might have gone to visit her sister; Maggie had no idea. At eight or so Jesse phoned and Maggie had to tell him she was out someplace. “What do you mean, out?” he asked.
“Just out, Jesse. I’m sure she’ll be coming back soon.”
“She said she was too tired to go out. She couldn’t come to the Granite Tavern because she was too tired.”
“Oh, maybe she—”
But he had already hung up, a metallic clunk in her ear.
Well, these things happened. (Didn’t Maggie know they happened?) And the next morning Jesse and Fiona were fine—had reconciled at some point and acted more loving than ever. Maggie had been anxious for no reason, it turned out.
The baby was due in early March, but on February first Fiona woke up with a backache. Maggie was excited the instant she heard. “This is it, I bet,” she told Fiona.
“It can’t be!” Fiona said. “I’m not ready.”
“Of course you’re ready. You’ve got your layette; your suitcase is packed—”
“But Jesse hasn’t built the cradle yet.”
It was true. Whatever other equipment he’d laid in, that cradle had not materialized. Maggie said, “Never mind; he can do it while you’re in the hospital.”
“This is a plain old backache anyhow,” Fiona said. “I’ve had this feeling often, before I was pregnant, even.”
At noon, though, when Maggie phoned from work, Fiona sounded less certain. “I’m getting these cramps, like, in my stomach,” she said. “Can you please come home early?”
“I’ll be there,” Maggie told her. “Have you called Jesse yet?”
“Jesse? No.”
“Why don’t you call him.”
“Okay, but promise you’ll come home? Start right now.”
“I’m on my way.”
She arrived to find Jesse timing Fiona’s contractions, using an official-looking stopwatch he’d bought especially for this occasion. He was jubilant. “We’re moving right along!” he told Maggie.
Fiona looked scared. She kept giving little moans, not during the contractions but between them. “Hon, I don’t think you’re breathing right,” Jesse told her.
Fiona said, “Lay off about my breathing! I’ll breathe any way I choose.”
“Well, I just want you to be comfortable. Are you comfortable? Is the baby moving?”
“I don’t know.”
“Is he moving or isn’t he? Fiona? You must have some idea.”
“I don’t know, I tell you. No. He’s not.”
“The baby isn’t moving,” Jesse told Maggie.
“Don’t worry. He’s just getting ready,” Maggie said.
“Something must be wrong.”
“Nothing’s wrong, Jesse. Believe me.”
But he didn’t believe her, which is why they ended up leaving for the hospital far too early. Maggie drove. Jesse said he might crash the car if he drove, but then he spent the whole trip protesting every move Maggie made. “What possessed you to get behind a bus? Switch lanes. Not now, for God’s sake! Check your rearview mirror. Oh, God, we’ll all be killed and they’ll have to cut the baby out of her stomach in the middle of Franklin Street.”
Fiona shrieked at this, which so unnerved Maggie that she slammed on the brakes and threw all three of them against the windshield. Jesse said, “Let us out! Better we go by foot! Let her give birth on the sidewalk!”
“Fine,” Maggie said. “Get out of the car.”
Fiona said, “What?”
“Now, Ma, just cool it,” Jesse said. “No need to get hysterical. Depend on Ma to fall apart in any little emergency,” he told Fiona.
They rode the rest of the way in silence, and Maggie left them at the hospital entrance and went off to park.
When she located them in Admissions, Fiona was just settling into a wheelchair. “I want my mother-in-law to come with me,” she told the nurse.
“Only Daddy can come with you,” the nurse said. “Grandma has to stay in the waiting room.”
Grandma?
“I don’t want Daddy, I want Grandma!” Fiona cried, sounding about six years old.
“Here we go now,” the nurse said. She wheeled her away. Jesse followed, wearing that hurt, undefended expression Maggie had seen so often lately.
Maggie went to the waiting room, which was the size of a football field. A vast expanse of beige carpeting was broken up by clustered arrangements of beige vinyl couches and chairs. She settled on an empty couch and chose a ruffle-edged magazine from the beige wooden end table. “How to Keep the Zing! in Your Marriage,” the first article was called. It instructed her to be unpredictable; greet her husband after work wearing nothing but a black lace apron. Ira would think she had lost her mind. Not to mention Jesse and Fiona and the five enchanted little girls. She wished she had thought to bring her knitting. She wasn’t that much of a knitter—her stitches had a way of galloping along for a few inches and then squinching up in tight little puckers, reminding her of a car that bucks and stalls—but lately she had thrown herself into a purple football jersey for the baby. (It was going to be a boy; everybody assumed so, and only boys’ names had been considered.)
She set the magazine aside and went over to the flank of pay phones that lined one wall. First she dialed the number at home. When no one answered—not even Daisy, who was usually back from school by three—she checked her watch and discovered it was barely two o’clock. She had thought it was much later. She dialed Ira’s work number. “Sam’s Frame Shop,” he answered.
“Ira?” she said. “Guess what—I’m at the hospital.”
“You are? What’s wrong?”
“Nothing’s wrong. Fiona’s having her baby.”
“Oh,” he said. “I thought you’d crashed the car or something.”
“You want to come wait with me? It’s going to be a while yet.”
“Well, maybe I should go home to watch Daisy,” Ira said.
Maggie sighed. “Daisy’s at school,” she told him. “And anyhow, she hasn’t needed watching in years.”
“You’ll want someone to put supper on, though.”
She gave up on him. (Lord forbid her deathbed should be in a hospital; he would probably not attend it.) She said, “Well, suit yourself, Ira, but I would think you’d want to see your own grandchild.”
“I’ll see him soon enough, won’t I?” Ira asked.
Maggie glimpsed Jesse across the waiting room. “I have to go now,” she said, and she hung up. “Jesse?” she said, hurrying toward him. “What’s the news?”
“Everything’s fine. Or so they claim.”
“How’s Fiona?”
“She’s scared,” he said, “and I try to calm her down, but those hospital people keep shooing me out. Anytime someone official comes they ask me to leave.”
So much for modern developments, Maggie thought. Men were still being shielded from everything truly important.
Jesse went back to Fiona but kept Maggie posted, reappearing every half hour or so to speak knowingly of stages and centimeters. “It’s going pretty fast now,” he said once, and another time, “Many people believe that an eight-months baby is more at risk than a seven-months baby, but that’s an old wives’ tale. It’s just a superstition.” His hair stood up in thick tufts, like wind-tossed grass. Maggie restrained herself from reaching out to smooth it. Unexpectedly, he reminded her of Ira. However different the two might be in other ways, they both had this notion that reading up on something, getting equipped for something, would put them in control.
She considered going home for a while (it was nearly five o’clock) but she knew she would only fret and pace, so she stayed where she was and kept in touch by telephone. Daisy reported that Ira was fixing a pancake supper. “No green vegetable?” Maggie asked. “Where’s the green vegetable?” Ira got on the phone to assure her that he was serving spiced crab-apple rings on the side. “Spiced crab-apple rings are not green, Ira,” Maggie said. She felt herself growing weepy. She ought to be at home supervising her family’s nutrition; she ought to be storming the labor room to comfort Fiona; she ought to take Jesse in her arms and rock him because he was nothing but a child still, much too young for what was happening to him. But here she stood, clutching a salty-smelling receiver in a public phone hutch. Her stomach felt all knotted and tight. It hadn’t been so long since she was a patient in the labor room herself, and her muscles recalled it exactly.
She told Ira goodbye and went through the doors where Jesse kept disappearing. She traveled down a corridor, hoping for, oh, at least a nursery full of newborns to cheer her up. She passed another, smaller waiting room, perhaps leading to some lab or private office. An elderly couple sat there on two molded plastic chairs, and across from them sat a burly man in paint-spattered coveralls. As Maggie slowed to glance in, a nurse called, “Mr. Plum?” and the elderly man rose and went toward a back room, leaving behind a brand new magazine. Maggie breezed in as if she had a perfect right to be there and scooped up the magazine, at the same time performing a clumsy half-curtsy to show the old woman she meant no intrusion. She settled beside the man in coveralls. Never mind that this was just another ladies’ magazine; at least the pages still gave off a shellacked, unused smell and the movie stars spilling their secrets were wearing up-to-date hairdos. She skimmed an article about a new kind of diet. You picked one favorite food and ate all you wanted, three times a day, nothing else besides. Maggie would have chosen beef-and-bean burritos from Lexington Market.
In the back room, the nurse said, “Now, Mr. Plum, I’m giving you this jar for urine.”
“My what?”
“Urine.”
“How’s that?”
“It’s for urine!”
“Speak up—I can’t hear you.”
“Urine, I said! You take this jar home! You collect all your urine! For twenty-four hours! You bring the jar back!”
In the chair across from Maggie, the wife gave an embarrassed titter. “He’s deaf as a doorknob,” she told Maggie. “Has to have everything shouted out for all and sundry to hear.”
Maggie smiled and shook her head, not knowing how else to respond. Then the man in coveralls stirred. He placed his great, furry fists on his knees. He cleared his throat. “You know,” he said, “it’s the funniest thing. I can catch that nurse’s voice all right but I don’t understand a single word she’s saying.”
Maggie’s eyes filled with tears. She dropped her magazine and groped in her purse for a Kleenex, and the man said, “Lady? You okay?”
She couldn’t tell him it was his kindness that had undone her—such delicacy, in such an unlikely-looking person—and so she said, “It’s my son, he’s having a baby. I mean my son’s wife is.”
The man and the old woman waited, their faces prepared to take on the proper look of shock and pity as soon as they heard the bad part. And she couldn’t tell them, “It’s all my fault, I set everything pell-mell in motion not once considering the consequences,” so instead she said, “It’s months and months too early, it’s nowhere near her due date …”
The man clicked his tongue. His forehead furrowed upon itself like cloth. The old woman said, “Oh, my stars, you must be worried sick. But don’t you give up hope, because my nephew Brady’s wife, Angela …”
And that was why, when Jesse passed down the corridor from the delivery room a few minutes later, he found his mother in a little side cubicle surrounded by a huddle of strangers. They were patting her and murmuring consolations—an old woman, a workman of some sort, a nurse with a clipboard, and a stooped old man clutching a gigantic empty jar. “Ma?” Jesse said, stepping in. “The baby’s here, and both of them are fine.”
“Praise Jesus!” the old woman shouted, flinging her hands toward the ceiling.
“The only trouble is,” Jesse said, eyeing the woman dubiously, “it’s a girl. I wasn’t counting on a girl, somehow.”
“You would let a thing like that bother you?” the old woman demanded. “At a moment such as this? That child was snatched from the jaws of death!”
“From …?” Jesse said. Then he said, “No, it’s just a superstition that an eight-months—”
“Let’s get out of here,” Maggie said, and she fought her way free of the huddle to grab his arm and steer him away.
How that baby took over the house! Her cries of fury and her mourning-dove coos, her mingled smells of powder and ammonia, her wheeling arms and legs. She had Fiona’s coloring but Jesse’s spirit and his feistiness (no Lady-Baby this time). Her small, fine features were scrunched very close together low down in her face, so when Fiona combed her bit of hair into a sprout on top of her head she resembled a Kewpie doll; and like a doll she was trundled everywhere by the enchanted little girls, who would have cut school if permitted, just to lug her about by the armpits and shake her rattle too close to her eyes and hang over her, breathing heavily, while Maggie bathed her. Even Ira showed some interest, although he pretended not to. “Let me know when she’s big enough to play baseball,” he said, but as early as the second week, Maggie caught him taking sidelong peeks into the bureau drawer where Leroy slept, and by the time she had learned to sit up, the two of them were deep in those exclusive conversations of theirs.
And Jesse? He was devoted—always offering to help out, sometimes making a nuisance of himself, to hear Fiona tell it. He walked Leroy during her fussy spells, and he left his warm bed to burp her and then carry her back to Maggie’s room after the two o’clock feeding. And once, when Maggie took Fiona shopping, he spent a whole Saturday morning solely in charge, returning Leroy none the worse for wear, although the careful way he had dressed her—with her overall straps mistakenly clamping down her collar, severely mashing the double row of ruffles—made Maggie feel sad, for some reason. He claimed that he had never wanted a boy at all; or if he had, he couldn’t remember why. “Girls are perfect,” he said. “Leroy is perfect. Except, you know …”
“Except?” Maggie asked.
“Well, it’s just that … shoot, before she was born I had this sort of, like, anticipation. And now I’ve got nothing to anticipate, you know?”
“Oh, that’ll pass,” Maggie said. “Don’t worry.”
But later, to Ira, she said, “I never heard of a father getting postpartum blues.”
Maybe if the mother didn’t, the father did; was that the way it worked? For Fiona herself was cheerful and oblivious. Often as she flitted around the baby she seemed more like one of the enchanted little girls than like a mother. She paid too much heed to Leroy’s appurtenances, Maggie felt—to her frilly clothes, her ribboned sprout of hair. Or maybe it just seemed so. Maybe Maggie was jealous. It was true that she hated to relinquish the baby when she went off to work every morning. “How can I leave her?” she wailed to Ira. “Fiona doesn’t know the first little bit about child care.”
“Well, only one way she’s ever going to learn,” Ira said. And so Maggie left, hanging back internally, and called home several times a day to see how things were going. But they were always going fine.
In the nursing home one afternoon she heard a middle-aged visitor talking to his mother—a vacant, slack-jawed woman in a wheelchair. He told her how his wife was, how the kids were. His mother smoothed her lap robe. He told her how his job was. His mother plucked at a bit of lint and flicked it onto the floor. He told her about a postcard that had come for her at the house. The church was holding an Easter bazaar and they wanted her to check off which task she would volunteer for. This struck the son as comical, in view of his mother’s disabilities. “They offered you your choice,” he said, chuckling. “You could clerk at the needlework booth or you could tend the babies.” His mother’s hands grew still. She raised her head. Her face lit up and flowered. “Oh!” she cried softly. “I’ll tend the babies!”
Maggie knew just how she felt.
Leroy was a long, thin infant, and Fiona worried she was outgrowing the bureau drawer she slept in. “When are you going to get started on that cradle?” she asked Jesse, and Jesse said, “Any day now.”
Maggie said, “Maybe we should just buy a crib. A cradle’s for a newborn; she wouldn’t fit it for long.”
But Fiona said, “No, I set my heart on a cradle.” She told Jesse. “You promised.”
“I don’t remember promising.”
“Well, you did,” she said.
“All right! I’ll get to it! Didn’t I tell you I would?”
“You don’t have to shout at me,” she said.
“I’m not shouting.”
“Yes, you are.”
“Am not.”
“Are too.”
“Children! Children!” Maggie said, pretending she was joking.
But only pretending.
Once, Fiona spent the night at her sister’s, snatching up the baby and stomping out after a fight. Or not a fight exactly but a little misunderstanding: The band was playing at a club in downtown Baltimore and Fiona planned to come along, as usual, till Jesse worried aloud that Leroy had a cold and shouldn’t be left. Fiona said Maggie would tend her just fine and Jesse said a baby with a cold needed her mother and then Fiona said it was amazing how he was so considerate of that baby but so inconsiderate of his wife and then Jesse said …
Well.
Fiona left and did not come back until morning; Maggie feared she was gone for good, endangering that poor sick baby, who needed much more nursing than Fiona could provide. She must have been planning to desert them all along, in fact. Why, just look at her soapbox! Wasn’t it odd that for almost a year now she had borne off to the bathroom twice daily a tortoiseshell soapbox, a tube of Aim toothpaste (not the Morans’ brand), and a toothbrush in a plastic cylinder? And that her toilet supplies were continually stored in a clear vinyl travel case on the bureau? She might as well be a guest. She had never meant to settle in permanently.
“Go after her,” Maggie told Jesse, but Jesse asked, “Why should I? She’s the one who walked out.” He was at work when Fiona returned the next day, wan and puffy-eyed. Strands of her uncombed hair mingled with the fake-fur trim of her windbreaker hood, and Leroy was wrapped clumsily in a garish daisy-square afghan that must have belonged to the sister.
What Maggie’s mother said was true: The generations were sliding downhill in this family. They were descending in every respect, not just in their professions and their educations but in the way they reared their children and the way they ran their households. (“How have you let things get so common?” Maggie heard again in her memory.) Mrs. Daley stood over the sleeping Leroy and pleated her lips in disapproval. “They would put an infant in a bureau drawer? They would let her stay in here with you and Ira? What can they be thinking of? It must be that Fiona person. Really, Maggie, that Fiona is so … Why, she isn’t even a Baltimore girl! Anyone who would pronounce Wicomico as Weeko-Meeko! And what is that racket I’m hearing?”
Maggie tilted her head to listen. “It’s Canned Heat,” she decided.
“Candide? I’m not asking the name of it; I mean why is it playing? When you children were small I played Beethoven and Brahms, I played all of Wagner’s operas!”
Yes, and Maggie could still recall her itch of boredom as Wagner’s grandiose weight crashed through the house. And her frustration when, beginning some important story with “Me and Emma went to—” she had been cut short by her mother. (“ ‘Emma and I,’ if you please.”) She had sworn never to do that to her own children, preferring to hear what it was they had to say and let the grammar take care of itself. Not that it had done so, at least not in Jesse’s case.
Maybe her own downhill slide was deliberate. If so, she owed Jesse an apology. Maybe he was just carrying out her secret scheme for revolution, and would otherwise—who knows?—have gone on to be a lawyer like Mrs. Daley’s father.
Well, too late now.
Leroy learned to crawl and she crawled right out of her bureau drawer, and the next day Ira came home with a crib. He assembled it, without comment, in his and Maggie’s bedroom. Without comment, Fiona watched from the doorway. The skin beneath her eyes had a sallow, soiled look.
On a Saturday in September, they celebrated Ira’s father’s birthday. Maggie had made it a tradition to spend his birthday at the Pimlico Race Track—all of them together, even though it meant closing the frame shop. They would take a huge picnic lunch and a ten-dollar bill for each person to bet with. In times past the whole family had squeezed into Ira’s car, but of course that was no longer possible. This year they had Jesse and Fiona (who had been away on their honeymoon the year before), and Leroy too, and even Ira’s sister Junie decided she might brave the trip. So Jesse borrowed the van that his band used to transport their instruments. SPIN THE CAT was lettered across its side, the S and the C striped like tigers’ tails. They loaded the back with picnic hampers and baby supplies, and then they drove to the shop to pick up Ira’s father and sisters. Junie wore her usual going-out costume, everything cut on the bias, and carried a parasol that wouldn’t collapse, which caused some trouble when she climbed in. And Dorrie was hugging her Hutzler’s coat box, which caused even more trouble. But everyone acted good-natured about it—even Ira’s father, who always said he was way too old to make a fuss over birthdays.
It was a beautiful day, the kind that starts out cool until sunlight gently warms your outer layers and then your inner layers. Daisy was trying to get them to sing “Camptown Races,” and Ira’s father wore a grudging, self-conscious smile. This was how families ought to be, Maggie thought. And in the bus that carried them in from the parking lot—a bus they half filled, if you counted the picnic hampers balanced on empty seats and the diaper bag and folded stroller blocking the aisle—she felt sorry for their fellow passengers who sat alone or in pairs. Most of them had a workaday attitude. They wore sensible clothes and stern, purposeful expressions, and they were here to win. The Morans were here to celebrate.
They spread out over one whole row of bleachers, parking Leroy alongside in her stroller. Then Mr. Moran, who prided himself on his knowledge of horseflesh, went off to the paddocks to size things up, and Ira went too, to keep him company. Jesse found a couple he knew—a man in motorcycle gear and a slip of a girl in fringed buckskin pants—and disappeared with them; he wasn’t much of a gambler. The women settled down to select their horses by the ring of their names, which was a method that seemed to work about as well as any other. Maggie favored one called Infinite Mercy, but Junie disagreed. She said that didn’t sound to her like a horse with enough fight to it.
Because of the baby, who was teething or something and acted a little fretful, they staggered their trips to the betting window. Fiona went first with Ira’s sisters, while Maggie stayed behind with Leroy and Daisy. Then the others came back and Maggie and Daisy went, Daisy bristling with good advice. “What you do,” she said, “is put two dollars to show. That’s safest.” But Maggie said, “If I’d wanted safe I’d be sitting at home,” and bet all ten dollars on Number Four to win. (In the past she’d argued for the family to pool every bit of their money and head straight for the fifty-dollar-minimum window, a dangerous and exciting spot she’d never so much as approached, but she knew by now not to bother trying.) Along the way they ran into Ira and his father, who were discussing statistics. The jockeys’ weights, their previous records, the horses’ fastest times and what kind of turf they did best on—there was plenty to consider, if you cared. Maggie bet her ten dollars and left, while Daisy joined the men, and the three of them stood deliberating.
“This kid is wearing me out,” Fiona said when Maggie got back. Leroy evidently didn’t want to be carried and she kept straining toward the ground, which was littered with beer-can tabs and cigarette butts. Dorrie, who was supposed to be helping, had opened her coat box instead and was laying an orderly row of marshmallows from one end of the bleacher to the other. Maggie said, “Here, I’ll take her, poor lamb,” and she bore Leroy off to the railing to admire the horses, which were just assembling at the starting gate with skittery, mincing steps. “What do horses say?” Maggie asked. “Nicker-nicker-nicker!” she supplied. Ira and his father returned, still arguing. Their subject now was the sheet of racing tips that Mr. Moran had purchased from a man with no teeth. “Which ones did you vote for?” Maggie asked them.
“You don’t vote, Maggie,” Ira told her. The horses took off, looking somehow quaint and toylike. They galloped past with a sound that reminded her of a flag ruffling in the wind. Then, just like that, the race was finished. “So soon!” Maggie lamented. She never could get over how quickly it all happened; there was hardly anything to watch. “Really baseball gives a better sense of time,” she told the baby.
The results lit up the electric billboard: Number Four was nowhere to be seen. That struck Maggie as a relief, in a way. She wouldn’t need to make any more choices. In fact, the only person who came out ahead was Mr. Moran. He had won six dollars on Number Eight, a horse his tip sheet had recommended. “See there?” he asked Ira. Daisy hadn’t bet at all; she was saving for a race she felt surer of.
Maggie gave the baby to Daisy and started unpacking their lunch. “There’s ham on rye, turkey on white, roast beef on whole wheat,” she announced. “There’s chicken salad, deviled eggs, potato salad, and cole slaw. Peaches, fresh strawberries, and melon balls. Don’t forget to save room for the birthday cake.” The people nearby were munching on junk food bought right there at the track. They stared curiously at the hampers, each one of which Daisy had lined with a starched checkered cloth tucked into little pleats around the edges. Maggie passed out napkins. “Where’s Jesse?” she asked, searching the crowd.
“I have no idea,” Fiona said. Somehow, she had ended up with Leroy again. She jiggled her sharply against her shoulder, while Leroy screwed up her face and made fussing noises. Well, Maggie could have predicted as much. You don’t use such a rapid rhythm with a baby; shouldn’t Fiona have learned that by now? Wouldn’t simple instinct have informed her? Maggie felt an edgy little poke of irritation in the small of her back. To be fair, it wasn’t Fiona who annoyed her so much as the fussing—Leroy’s jagged “eh, eh.” If Maggie weren’t loading paper plates she could have taken over herself, but as it was, all she could do was make suggestions. “Try putting her in the stroller, Fiona. Maybe she’ll fall asleep.”
“She won’t fall asleep; she’ll just climb out again,” Fiona said. “Oh, where is Jesse?”
“Daisy, go look for your brother,” Maggie commanded.
“I can’t; I’m eating.”
“Go anyway. For goodness’ sake, I can’t do everything.”
“Is it my fault he went off with his dumb friends somewhere?” Daisy asked. “I just got started on my sandwich.”
“Now listen, young lady … Ira?”
But Ira and his father had left again for the betting windows. Maggie said, “Oh for—Dorrie, could you please go and hunt Jesse for me?”
“Well, but I am dealing out these here marshmallows,” Dorrie said.
The marshmallows traveled in a perfect, unbroken row the length of their bleacher, like a dotted line. As a result, none of them could sit down. People kept pausing at the far end, meaning to take a seat, but then they saw the marshmallows and moved on. Maggie sighed. Behind her back, a bugle call floated on the clear, still air, but Maggie, facing the bleachers, went on searching the crowd for Jesse. Then Junie nudged a few of Dorrie’s marshmallows out of line and sat down very suddenly, clutching her parasol with both hands. “Maggie,” she murmured, “I am feeling just so, I don’t know, all at once.…”
“Take a deep breath,” Maggie said briskly. This happened, from time to time. “Remind yourself you’re here as someone else.”
“I believe I’m going to faint,” Junie said, and without warning she swung her spike-heeled sandals up and lay down flat upon the bleacher. The parasol remained in both her hands, rising from her chest as if planted there. Dorrie rushed distractedly around her, trying to retrieve as many marshmallows as possible.
“Daisy, is that your brother up there with those people?” Maggie asked.
Daisy said, “Where?” but Fiona was quicker. She wheeled and said, “It most certainly is.” Then she shrieked, “Jesse Moran! You get your ass on down here!”
Her voice was that stringy, piercing kind. Everybody stared. Maggie said, “Oh, well, I wouldn’t—”
“You hear me?” Fiona shrieked, and Leroy started crying in earnest.
“There’s no need to shout, Fiona,” Maggie said.
Fiona said, “What?”
She glared at Maggie, ignoring the squalling baby. It was one of those moments when Maggie just wanted to back up and start over. (She had always felt paralyzed in the presence of an angry woman.) Meanwhile Jesse, who couldn’t have missed hearing his name, began to thread his way toward them. Maggie said, “Oh, here he comes!”
“You’re telling me not to shout at my own husband?” Fiona asked.
She was shouting even now. She had to, over the cries of the baby. Leroy’s face was red, and spikes of damp hair were plastered to her forehead. She looked sort of homely, to be frank. Maggie felt an urge to walk off from this group, pretend they had nothing to do with her; but instead she made her voice go light and she said, “No, I only meant he wasn’t that far from us, you see—”
“You meant nothing of the sort,” Fiona said, squeezing the baby too tightly. “You’re trying to run us, just like always; trying to run our lives.”
“No, really, Fiona—”
“What’s up?” Jesse asked breezily, arriving among them.
“Ma and Fiona are having a fight,” Daisy said. She took a dainty nibble from her sandwich.
“We are not!” Maggie cried. “I merely suggested—”
“A fight?” Ira said. “What?”
He and Mr. Moran were all at once standing in the aisle behind Jesse. “What’s going on here?” he asked above Leroy’s cries.
Maggie told him, “Nothing’s going on! For Lord’s sake, all I said was—”
“Can’t you folks be left to your own devices for even a minute?” Ira asked. “And why is Junie lying down like that? How do these things happen so fast?”
Unfair, unfair. To hear him talk, you would think they had such scenes every day. You would think that Ira himself was in line for the Nobel Peace Prize. “For your information,” Maggie told him, “I was just standing here minding my own business—”
“You have never once in all the time I’ve known you managed to mind your own business,” Fiona said.
“Now cool it, Fiona,” Jesse said.
“And you!” Fiona screeched, turning on him. “You think this baby is just mine? How come I always get stuck with her while you go off with your buddies, answer me that!”
“Those weren’t my buddies; they were only—”
“He was drinking with them too,” Daisy murmured, with her eyes on her sandwich.
“Well, big deal,” Jesse told her.
“Drinking from this silver flat kind of bottle that belonged to that girl.”
“So what if I was, Miss Goody-Goody?”
“Now listen,” Ira said. “Let’s just all sit down a minute and get ahold of ourselves. We’re blocking people’s view.”
He sat, setting an example. Then he looked behind him.
“My marshmallows!” Dorrie squawked.
“You can’t leave your marshmallows here, Dorrie. No one has room to sit.”
“You messed up my marshmallows!”
“I believe I’m going to be ill,” Junie said, speaking upward into the spokes of her parasol.
Leroy’s crying had reached the stage where she had to fight for each breath.
Ira stood up again, dusting off the seat of his pants. He said, “Now listen, folks—”
“Will you stop calling us folks?” Fiona demanded.
Ira halted, looking startled.
Maggie felt a tug on her sleeve and turned. It was Mr. Moran, who had at some point worked around behind her. He held up a ticket. “What?” she asked.
“I won.”
“Won what?”
“I won that last race! My horse came in first.”
“Oh, the race,” she said. “Well, isn’t that …”
But her attention veered toward Fiona, who was reeling off a list of wrongs that she seemed to have been saving up for Jesse all these months. “…  knew from the start I’d be a fool to marry you; didn’t I say so? But you were so gung-ho, you and your pacifiers and your Dr. Spock …”
The people in the bleachers behind them were gazing pointedly in different directions, but they sent each other meaningful glances and small, secret smiles. The Morans had turned into spectacles. Maggie couldn’t bear it. She said, “Please! Can’t we just sit down?”
“You and your famous cradle,” Fiona told Jesse, “that you didn’t build one stick of after you promised, you swore to me—”
“I never swore to you! Where do you keep coming up with this cradle business from?”
“You swore on the Bible,” Fiona told him.
“Well, good God Almighty! I mean, maybe it crossed my mind once to build one, but I’d have had to be crazy to go through with it, I can see it now: Dad standing there criticizing every little hammer blow, letting me know what a hopeless clod I am, and you’d be agreeing with him just like always, I bet, by the time I was finished. No way would I let myself in for that!”
“Well, you bought the wood, didn’t you?”
“What wood?”
“You bought those long wooden rods.”
“Rods? For a cradle? I never bought any rods.”
“You mother told me—”
“How would I use rods to build a cradle?”
“Spindles, she told me.”
They both looked at Maggie. Coincidentally, the baby paused just then for a deep, hiccuping breath. A bass voice rumbled over the loudspeaker, announcing that Misappropriation had been scratched.
Ira cleared his throat and said, “Are you talking about doweling rods? Those were mine.”
“Ira, no,” Maggie wailed, because there was still a chance they could smooth things over, if only he wouldn’t insist on spelling out every boring little fact. “They were the spindles for your cradle,” she told Jesse. “You already had the blueprints. Right?”
“What blueprints? All I said was—”
“If I remember correctly,” Ira interrupted in his stuffy way, “those rods were purchased for the drying rack I built on the back porch. You’ve all seen that drying rack.”
“Drying rack,” Fiona said. She continued looking at Maggie.
“Oh, well,” Maggie said, “this cradle business is so silly, isn’t it? I mean, it’s like the dime-store necklace that relatives start quarreling over after the funeral. It’s just a … And besides, Leroy couldn’t even use a cradle anymore! She’s got that nice crib Ira bought.”
Leroy remained quiet, still hiccuping, gazing at Maggie intently.
“I married you for that cradle,” Fiona told Jesse.
“Well, that’s plain ridiculous!” Maggie said. “For a cradle! I never heard such a—”
“Maggie, enough,” Ira said.
She stopped, with her mouth open.
“If you married Jesse for a cradle,” Ira told Fiona, “you were sadly mistaken.”
“Oh, Ira!” Maggie cried.
“Shut up, Maggie. She had no business telling you that,” Ira said to Fiona. “It’s Maggie’s weakness: She believes it’s all right to alter people’s lives. She thinks the people she loves are better than they really are, and so then she starts changing things around to suit her view of them.”
“That’s not one bit true,” Maggie said.
“But the fact is,” Ira told Fiona calmly, “Jesse is not capable of following through with anything, not even a simple cradle. He’s got some lack; I know he’s my son, but he’s got some lack, and you might as well face up to it. He’s not a persevering kind of person. He lost that job of his a month ago and he hangs out every day with his pals instead of looking for work.”
Maggie and Fiona, together, said, “What?”
“They found out he wasn’t a high-school graduate,” Ira told them. And then, as an afterthought: “He’s seeing another girl too.”
Jesse said, “What are you talking about? That girl is just a friend.”
“I don’t know her name,” Ira said, “but she belongs to a rock group called Babies in Trouble.”
“We’re just good friends, I tell you! That girl is Dave’s girl!”
Fiona seemed to be made of china. Her face was dead white and still; her pupils were black pinpoints.
“If you knew this all along,” Maggie demanded of Ira, “why didn’t you say something?”
“I didn’t feel right about it. I for one don’t hold with changing people’s worlds around,” Ira said. And then (just as Maggie was getting ready to hate him) his face sagged and he dropped wearily onto the bleacher. “I shouldn’t have done it now, either,” he said.
He had dislodged a whole section of marshmallows, but Dorrie, who could be sensitive to atmospheres, merely bent in silence to collect them.
Fiona held out her palm. “Give me the keys,” she told Jesse.
“Huh?”
“The keys to the van. Hand them over.”
“Where are you going?” Jesse asked her.
“I don’t know! How would I know? I just have to get out of here.”
“Fiona, I only ever talked to that girl because she didn’t think I was some kind of clod like everyone else seems to do. You’ve got to believe me, Fiona.”
“The keys,” Fiona said.
Ira said, “Let her have them, Jesse.”
“But—”
“We’ll take a bus.”
Jesse reached into the rear pocket of his jeans. He brought out a cluster of keys attached to a miniature black rubber gym shoe. “So will you be at the house? Or what,” he said.
“I have no idea,” Fiona told him, and she snapped the keys out of his grasp.
“Well, where will you be? At your sister’s?”
“Anywhere. None of your business. I don’t know where. I just want to get on with my life,” she said.
And she hoisted the baby higher on her hip and stalked off, leaving behind the diaper bag and the stroller and her paper plate of lunch with the potato salad turning a pathetic shade of ivory.
“She’ll come around,” Maggie told Jesse. Then she said, “I will never forgive you for this, Ira Moran.”
She felt another tug on her sleeve and she turned. Ira’s father was still holding up his ticket. “I was right to buy that tip sheet,” he said. “What does Ira know about tip sheets?”
“Nothing,” Maggie said furiously, and she started rewrapping Fiona’s sandwich.
All around her she heard murmuring, like ripples widening across a pond:
“What’d he say?”
“Tip sheet.”
“What’d she say?”
“Nothing.”
“She did say something, I saw her lips move.”
“She said, ‘Nothing.’ ”
“But I thought I saw—”
Maggie straightened and faced the rows of people on the bleachers. “I said, ‘Nothing,’ is what I said,” she called out clearly.
Somebody sucked in a breath. They all looked elsewhere.
It was amazing, Ira often said, how people fooled themselves into believing what they wanted to. (How Maggie fooled herself, he meant.) He said it when Maggie threatened to sue the Police Department that time they charged Jesse with Drunk and Disorderly. He said it when she swore that Spin the Cat sounded better than the Beatles. And he said it again when she refused to accept that Fiona was gone for good.
That evening after the races Maggie sat up late with Jesse, pretending to be knitting although she ripped out as much as she added. Jesse drummed his fingers on the arm of his chair. “Can’t you sit still for once?” Maggie asked him, and then she said, “Maybe you should try calling her sister again.”
“I already tried three times, for God’s sake. They must be just letting it ring.”
“Maybe you should go in person.”
“That would be worse,” Jesse said. “Pounding on the door while they hid inside and listened. I bet they’d be laughing and looking over at each other and making these goggly eyes.”
“They wouldn’t do that!”
“I guess I’ll take the van back to Dave,” Jesse said.
He rose to leave. Maggie didn’t try to stop him, because she figured he was secretly going to the sister’s place after all.
The van had been parked out front when they returned from Pimlico. For one relieved moment, everyone assumed Fiona was in the house. And the keys were on top of the bookcase just inside the door, where the family always left keys and stray gloves and notes saying when they’d be back. But there wasn’t any note from Fiona. In the room she shared with Jesse, the unmade bed had a frozen look. Every hillock of the sheets appeared to have hardened. In Maggie’s and Ira’s room the crib was empty and desolate. However, this couldn’t be a permanent absence. Nothing was packed; nothing was missing. Even Fiona’s toilet articles still sat on the bureau in their travel case. “See there?” Maggie told Jesse, because he was worried too, she could tell; and she pointed to the travel case. “Oh. Right,” he said, reassured. She crossed the hall to the bathroom and found the usual fleet of rubber ducks and tugboats. “You people,” she said happily. Emerging, passing Jesse’s room once more, she found him standing in front of the bureau with his eyes half shut and his nose buried deep in Fiona’s soapbox. She understood him perfectly. Smells could bring a person back clearer than pictures, even; didn’t she know that?
When the night stretched on and Jesse didn’t return, she told herself that he must have found Fiona. They must be having a nice long talk. She ripped out all her garbled rows of knitting and rewound her ball of yarn and went to bed. In the dark, Ira mumbled, “Jesse back yet?”
“No, nor Fiona, either one,” she said.
“Oh, well, Fiona,” he said. “Fiona’s gone for good.”
There was a sudden clarity to his voice. It was the voice of someone talking in his sleep, which made his words seem oracular and final. Maggie felt a clean jolt of anger. Easy for him to say! He could toss off people without a thought.
It struck her as very significant that Ira’s idea of entertainment was those interminable books about men who sailed the Atlantic absolutely alone.
He was right, though: In the morning, Fiona was still missing. Jesse came down to breakfast with that same stunned expression on his face. Maggie hated to ask, but finally she said, “Honey? You didn’t find her?”
“No,” he said shortly, and then he requested the marmalade in a way that shut off all further questions.
Not till that afternoon did the notion of foul play occur to her. How could they have missed it? Of course: No one traveling with an infant would leave behind all Fiona had left—the diaper bag, the stroller, the pink plastic training cup Leroy liked to drink her juice from. Someone must have kidnapped them, or worse: shot them during a street crime. The police would have to be notified this instant. She said as much to Ira, who was reading the Sunday paper in the living room. Ira didn’t even look up. “Spare yourself the embarrassment, Maggie,” he said quietly.
“Embarrassment?”
“She’s walked out of her own free will. Don’t bother the police with this.”
“Ira, young mothers do not walk out with just their purses. They pack. They have to! Think,” she said. “Remember all she took with her on a simple trip to Pimlico. You know what I suspect? I suspect she came back here, parked the van, carried Leroy to the grocery store, for teething biscuits—I heard her say yesterday morning she was low on teething biscuits—and stepped smack into a holdup scene. You’ve read how robbers always choose women and children for hostages! It’s more effective that way. It gets results.”
Ira regarded her almost absently over the top of his paper, as if he found her just marginally interesting.
“Why, she’s even left behind her soap! Her toothbrush!” she told Ira.
“Her travel case,” Ira pointed out.
“Yes, and if she’d gone of her own free will—”
“Her travel case, Maggie, like she’d use in a hotel. But now she’s back at, I don’t know, her sister’s or her mother’s, where her real belongings are, and she doesn’t need a travel case.”
“Oh, that’s nonsense,” Maggie said. “And just look at her closet. It’s full of clothes.”
“Are you sure of that?”
“Of course. It’s the first thing I checked.”
“Are you sure there’s nothing missing? Her favorite sweater? That jacket she’s so keen on?”
Maggie considered a moment. Then she stood up and went down the hall to Jesse’s room.
Jesse lay on the bed, fully dressed, with his arms folded behind his head. He glanced over at her as she entered. “Excuse me a moment,” she told him, and she opened the door of his closet.
Fiona’s clothes hung inside, all right, but not her windbreaker or that big striped duster she liked to wear around the house. There were only two or three skirts (she hardly ever wore skirts), a few blouses, and a ruffled dress that she’d always claimed made her look fat. Maggie spun around and went to Fiona’s bureau. Jesse watched from the bed. She jerked open a drawer and found a single pair of blue jeans (artificially whitened with bleach, a process that was no longer stylish) and below them two turtlenecks from last winter and below those a pair of maternity slacks with an elastic panel in front. It was like the layers in an archaeological dig. Maggie had the fleeting fantasy that if she delved farther she would find cheerleader sweaters, then grade-school pinafores, then Fiona’s baby clothes. She smoothed the layers down again and shut the drawer.
“But where would she be?” she asked Jesse.
It seemed for a long while that he wasn’t going to answer. Finally, though, he said, “I guess her sister’s.”
“You said you didn’t find her there.”
“I didn’t go there.”
She thought that over. Then she said, “Oh, Jesse.”
“I’ll be damned if I make a fool of myself.”
“Jesse, honey—”
“If I have to beg her then I’d sooner not have her,” he said.
And he turned over with his face to the wall, ending the conversation.
It was two or three days afterward that Fiona’s sister called. She said, “Mrs. Moran?” in that braying voice that Maggie instantly recognized. “This is Crystal Stuckey,” she said. “Fiona’s sister?”
“Oh, yes!”
“And I want to know if you’ll be home for the next little bit so we can come by and pick up her things.”
“Yes, of course, come right away,” Maggie said. Because Jesse was home too, as it happened—lying on his bed again. She went to find him as soon as she hung up. “That was Fiona’s sister,” she said. “Christina?”
He slid his eyes toward her. “Crystal,” he said.
“Crystal. They’re coming to get her things.”
He sat up slowly and swung his boots over the side of the bed.
“I’ll go out and do some shopping,” Maggie told him.
“What? No, wait.”
“You’ll have the place to yourselves.”
“Wait, don’t go. How will I—? Maybe we’ll need you.”
“Need me? What for?”
“I don’t want to say the wrong thing to her,” he said.
“Honey, I’m sure you won’t say the wrong thing.”
“Ma. Please,” he said.
So she stayed, but she went to her own room, out of the way. Her room was at the front of the house, which was why, when a car drove up, she was able to draw aside the curtain and see who was coming. It was Crystal and a beefy young man, no doubt the famous boyfriend Fiona was always referring to. That was whom Crystal had meant by “we”; Fiona was nowhere in evidence. Maggie dropped the curtain. She heard the doorbell ring; she heard Jesse shout, “Coming!” and clatter down the stairs two at a time. Then, after a pause, she heard a brief mumble. The door slammed shut again. Had he kicked them out, or what? She lifted the curtain once more and peered down, but it was Jesse she saw, not the guests—Jesse tearing off down the sidewalk, shrugging himself into his black leather jacket as he went. In the downstairs hall, Crystal called, “Mrs. Moran?”—her voice less braying now, more tentative.
“Just a minute,” Maggie said.
Crystal and her boyfriend had brought cartons from the liquor store, and Maggie helped fill them. Or tried to help. She slid a blouse from a hanger and folded it slowly, regretfully, but Crystal said, “You can just give those blouses to the veterans. Don’t bother with nothing synthetic, Fiona told me. She’s living back at home now and she hasn’t got much closet room.”
Maggie said, “Ah,” and laid the blouse aside. She felt a twinge of envy. Wouldn’t it be wonderful to save only what was first-class and genuine and pure, and walk out on everything else! When Crystal and the boyfriend drove off, all they left behind was the chaff.
Then Jesse found a job at a record store and stopped lying around on his bed so much of the time; and Daisy and the enchanted little girls returned to Mrs. Perfect. Maggie was on her own again. Just like that, she was deprived of all the gossip and eventfulness and the peeks into other households that children can provide. It was then she started making her spy trips to Cartwheel, not that those were ever very satisfying; or sometimes after work she would choose to walk to the frame shop rather than continue sitting in an empty house. But then she would wonder why she had come, for Ira was usually too busy to talk to her and anyhow, he said, he’d be home in just a couple of hours, wouldn’t he? What was it she was hanging about for?
So she would climb the stairs to his family’s apartment, and she’d pass a bit of time listening to his sisters recount the latest soap opera or his father list his aches and pains. In addition to his so-called weak heart, Mr. Moran suffered from arthritis and his vision was failing. He was over eighty, after all. The men in that family had traditionally fathered their children so late in life that when Mr. Moran talked about his great-grandfather, he was referring to a man who’d been born in the 1700s. That had never struck Maggie before, but now it seemed positively creepy. What an elderly, faltering atmosphere she lived in! Her mornings at the nursing home, her afternoons at the Morans’, her evenings with Ira’s solitaire games … She drew her sweater more tightly around her and clucked at news of her father-in-law’s indigestion. “Used to be I could eat anything,” he told her. “What has happened here?” He peered at her with his glintless eyes, as if expecting an answer. Lately his upper lids had developed heavy, pouched folds; his Cherokee grandmother emerged more clearly year by year. “Rona never had the remotest inkling,” he told Maggie. Rona was Ira’s mother. “She died before she went through all this,” he said. “Wrinkles and gnarls and creaky joints and heartburn—she missed out on it.”
“Well, but she had other pains,” Maggie reminded him. “Maybe worse ones.”
“It’s like she didn’t live a real life,” he said, not listening. “I mean all of life, the whole messy kit and caboodle that comes at the end.”
He sounded peevish; he seemed to think his wife had got away with something. Maggie clucked again and patted his hand. It felt the way she imagined an eagle’s foot would feel.
Eventually she would go back downstairs to Ira, coax him to close shop a few minutes early and walk her home. He would slouch along in a kind of dark fog, something inward-turned in his gaze. When they passed the Larkin sisters’ house, Maggie always glanced toward it and then looked quickly away. In the old days, wheeling Leroy homeward in her stroller, they would find a rocking horse waiting hopefully on the Larkins’ front porch. It would have appeared by magic at the top of the steps where earlier there’d been nothing: a tiny, faded wooden animal with a bashful smile and long black lowered lashes. But now there was no sign of it; even those two ancient ladies knew somehow that the Morans hadn’t managed to keep their family together.
Oh, how would Fiona summon the constant vigilance that child required? It wasn’t merely a matter of feeding her and changing her. Leroy was one of those dauntless babies who fling themselves brazenly off stair landings and chair edges, trusting someone will be there to catch them. Fiona was nowhere near alert enough. And she had hardly any sense of smell, Maggie had noticed. Why, Maggie could scent a fire before it started, almost. Maggie could walk through a mall and unerringly detect the smell of foods improperly handled—a musty, etherish sharpness not unlike the smell of a child with a fever. Everybody else would be oblivious, but, “Stop!” Maggie would call, holding up a palm as the others drifted toward a sandwich stand. “Not there! Anywhere but there!”
She had so much to offer, if only someone would take it.
It seemed pointless to cook a real supper now. Jesse was always out and Daisy most often ate at Mrs. Perfect’s, or if forced to eat at home would sulk so that it wasn’t worth having her around. So Maggie just heated a couple of frozen dinners or a can of soup. Sometimes she didn’t even do that. One evening, when she had sat two hours at the kitchen table staring into space instead of making the trip to the frame shop, Ira walked in and said, “What’s for supper?” and she said, “I can’t deal with supper! I mean look at this!” and she waved at the can of soup in front of her. “Two and three quarters servings,” she read out. “What do they expect, I have two and three quarters people to feed? Or three, and I’ll just give one of them less? Or maybe I’m supposed to save the rest for another meal, but do you know how long it would take me to come out even? First I’d have an extra three quarters of a serving and then six quarters and then nine. I’d have to open four cans of soup before I had leftovers that weren’t in fractions. Four cans, I tell you! Four cans of the same single flavor!”
She started crying, letting the tears roll down her cheeks luxuriously. She felt the way she had felt as a child when she knew she was behaving unreasonably, knew she was shocking the grownups and acting like a perfect horror, but all at once wanted to behave unreasonably and even took some pleasure in it.
Ira might have turned on his heel and walked out; she was half expecting that. Instead, he sank into a chair across from her. He put his elbows on the table and lowered his head into his hands.
Maggie stopped crying. She said, “Ira?”
He didn’t answer.
“Ira, what is it?” she asked him.
She rose and bent over him and hugged him. She squatted next to him and tried to peer up into his face. Had something happened to his father? To one of his sisters? Was he just so disgusted with Maggie that he couldn’t endure it? What was it?
The answer seemed to arrive through his back—through the ripple of knobby vertebrae down his C-shaped, warm, thin back. Her fingers felt the answer first.
He was just as sad as Maggie was, and for just the same reasons. He was lonely and tired and lacking in hope and his son had not turned out well and his daughter didn’t think much of him, and he still couldn’t figure where he had gone wrong.
He let his head fall against her shoulder. His hair was thick and rough, strung through with threads of gray that she had never noticed before, that pierced her heart in a way that her own few gray hairs never had. She hugged him tightly and nuzzled her face against his cheekbone. She said, “It will be all right. It will be all right.”
And it was, eventually. Don’t ask her why. Well, for one thing, Jesse really liked his new job, and he seemed bit by bit to recover some of his old spirit. And then Daisy announced at last that Mrs. Perfect was “too tennis-y” and returned to her place in the family. And Maggie gave up her spy trips, as if Leroy and Fiona had been put to rest in her mind somehow. But none of those reasons was the most important one. It was more to do with Ira, she believed—that moment with Ira in the kitchen. Although they never referred to it afterward, and Ira didn’t act any different, and life continued just the same as always.
She straightened in her seat and peered through the windshield, looking for the others. They should be about ready by now. Yes, here came Leroy, just backing out of the house with a suitcase bigger than she was. Ira thudded among things in the trunk and whistled a cheerful tune. “King of the Road,” that’s what he was whistling. Maggie got out to open the rear door. It seemed to her now that unknowingly, she’d been aiming ever since she woke up this morning toward this single purpose: bringing Leroy and Fiona home at last.



Chapter 3
 
The way Mrs. Stuckey’s car was parked behind theirs, they had just enough room to maneuver around it. Or so Ira claimed. Maggie thought he was wrong. “You could manage if the mailbox wasn’t there,” she said, “but it is there, and you are going to hit it when you veer out.”
“Only if I were deaf, dumb, and blind,” Ira said.
In the back seat, Fiona gave a small sigh.
“Look,” Ira told Maggie. “You go stand beside the mailbox. Let me know when I come close. All I have to do is swing into the yard a few feet, take a sharp right back onto the driveway—”
“I’m not going to be responsible for that! You’ll hit the mailbox and blame me.”
“Maybe we should just ask Mom to move the Maverick,” Fiona suggested.
Maggie said, “Oh, well,” and Ira said, “No, I’m sure we can make it.”
Neither one of them wanted Mrs. Stuckey marching out all put-upon.
“All right, then you get behind the wheel,” Ira told Maggie, “and I’ll direct you.”
“Then I’ll be the one to hit the mailbox, and I’ll still get blamed.”
“Maggie. There’s a good ten feet between the mailbox and the Maverick. So once you’re past the Maverick you just nip back onto the driveway and you’re free and clear. I’ll tell you when.”
Maggie thought that over. She said, “Promise you won’t yell if I hit the mailbox?”
“You won’t hit the mailbox.”
“Promise, Ira.”
“Lord above! Fine, I promise.”
“And you won’t look up at the heavens, or make that hissing noise through your teeth—”
“Maybe I should just go get Mom,” Fiona said.
“No, no, this is a cinch,” Ira told her. “Any imbecile could handle it; believe me.”
Maggie didn’t like the sound of that.
Ira climbed out of the car and went to stand by the mailbox. Maggie slid over on the seat. She gripped the steering wheel with both hands and checked the rearview mirror. It was angled wrong, set for Ira’s height instead of hers, and she reached up to adjust it. The top of Leroy’s head flashed toward her, gleaming dully like the back of a watch case, followed by Ira’s lean figure with his elbows cocked and his hands jammed into his rear pockets. The mailbox was a little Quonset hut beside him.
The driver’s seat had been set for Ira also, way too far back, but Maggie figured it wouldn’t matter for such a short distance. She shifted into reverse. Ira called, “Okay, bring her hard to your left …”
How come he always referred to difficult tasks as feminine? This car was not a she until it had to perform some complicated maneuver. It was the same for stubborn screws and tight jar lids, and for bulky pieces of furniture as they were being moved.
She swung onto the packed dirt yard and around the Maverick, proceeding perhaps a bit too fast but still in control. Then she reached with her foot for the brake. There wasn’t one. Or there was, but it was positioned wrong, closer than she had expected, considering that the seat was moved back. Her foot hit the shaft instead of the pedal and the car raced on unimpeded. Ira shouted, “What the—?” Maggie, with her gaze still fixed on the rearview mirror, saw the blur as he dove for cover. Whap! the mailbox said when she hit it. Leroy said, “Golly,” in an awed tone of voice.
Maggie shifted into Park and poked her head out the window. Ira was hauling himself up from the dirt. He dusted off his hands. He said, “You just had to prove you were right about that mailbox, Maggie, didn’t you.”
“You promised, Ira!”
“Left taillight is smashed all to hell,” he said, bending to examine it. He prodded something. There was a clinking sound. Maggie pulled her head in and faced forward.
“He promised he wouldn’t say a word,” she told Fiona and Leroy. “Watch how he goes back on that.”
Fiona absently patted Leroy’s bare knee.
“Smashed to smithereens,” Ira called.
“You promised you wouldn’t make a fuss!”
He grunted; she saw that he was righting the mailbox. From here, it didn’t even look dented. “I don’t suppose we need to tell your mother about this,” Maggie said to Fiona.
“She already knows,” Leroy said. “She’s watching from the house.”
It was true there was a suspicious slant to one of the venetian blind slats. Maggie said, “Oh, this day has seemed just so … I don’t know …” and she slid down in her seat till she was more or less sitting on her shoulder blades.
Then Ira appeared in the window. “Try your lights,” he told her.
“Hmm?”
“Your lights. I want to see if she works or not.”
There he went with that “she” again. Maggie reached out wearily, not bothering to sit up straight, and pulled the knob.
“Just as I thought,” Ira called from the rear. “No left taillight.”
“I don’t want to hear about it,” Maggie told the ceiling.
Ira reappeared at the window and motioned for her to move over. “We’ll be ticketed for this—what do you bet?” he said, opening the door and getting in.
“I really couldn’t care less,” she said.
“Late as we’re running now,” he said (another reproach), “it’ll be dark before we’re halfway home, and the state police are going to nail us for driving without a taillight.”
“Stop off and get it fixed, then,” Maggie said.
“Oh, well, you know those highway service stations,” Ira told her. He shifted gears, pulled forward a little, and then backed smoothly out of the driveway. It didn’t seem to cause him any difficulty whatsoever. “They charge an arm and a leg for something I could pick up almost free at Rudy’s Auto Supply,” he said. “I’m going to take my chances.”
“You could always explain that your wife was a blithering idiot.”
He didn’t argue with that.
As they started down the road, Maggie glanced at the mailbox, which was standing at a slight tilt but otherwise seemed fine. She twisted in her seat till she was looking at Fiona and Leroy—their pale, staring faces unsettlingly alike. “You two all right?” she asked them.
“Sure,” Leroy answered for both of them. She was hugging her baseball glove to her chest.
Ira said, “Bet you didn’t expect us to have a wreck before we’d left your driveway, did you?”
“Didn’t expect you to go asking for a wreck, either,” Fiona told him.
Ira glanced over at Maggie with his eyebrows raised.
By now the sun had dropped out of sight and the sky had lost its color. All the pastures were turning up their undersides in a sudden breeze. Leroy said, “How long is this trip going to take us anyhow?”
“Just an hour or so,” Fiona told her. “You remember how far it is to Baltimore.”
Maggie said, “Leroy remembers Baltimore?”
“From visiting my sister.”
“Oh. Of course,” Maggie said.
She watched the scenery for a while. Something about the fading light gave the little houses a meek, defeated look. Finally she forced herself to ask, “How is your sister, Fiona?”
“She’s fine, considering,” Fiona said. “You knew she lost her husband.”
“I didn’t realize she was married, even.”
“Well, no, I guess you wouldn’t,” Fiona said. “She married her boyfriend? Avery? And he died not six weeks later in a construction accident.”
“Oh, poor Crystal,” Maggie said. “What is happening here? Everyone’s losing their husbands. Did I tell you we’ve just come from Max Gill’s funeral?”
“Yes, but I don’t think I knew him,” Fiona said.
“You must have known him! He was married to my friend Serena that I went to school with. The Gills. I’m positive you met them.”
“Well, those people were old, though,” Fiona said. “Or not old, maybe, but you know. Crystal and Avery, there were barely back from their honeymoon. When you’ve been married only six weeks everything is still perfect.”
And later it is not, was her implication. Which Maggie couldn’t argue with. Still, it saddened her to realize they all took such a thing for granted.
A stop sign loomed ahead and Ira slowed and then turned onto Route One. After the country roads they had been traveling, Route One seemed more impressive. Trucks were streaming toward them, a few with their headlights already on. Someone had set a hand-lettered signboard on the porch of a little café: SUPPER NOW BEING SERVED. Good farm food, no doubt—corn on the cob and biscuits. Maggie said, “I suppose we should stop for groceries on the way home. Leroy, are you starved?”
Leroy nodded emphatically.
“I haven’t had a thing but chips and pretzels since morning,” Maggie said.
“That and a beer in broad daylight,” Ira reminded her.
Maggie pretended not to hear him. “Leroy,” she said, “tell me what your favorite food is.”
Leroy said, “Oh, I don’t know.”
“There must be something.”
Leroy poked a fist into the palm of her baseball glove.
“Hamburgers? Hot dogs?” Maggie asked. “Charcoaled steaks? Or how about crabs?”
Leroy said, “Crabs in their shells, you mean? Ick!”
Maggie felt suddenly at a loss.
“She’s partial to fried chicken,” Fiona said. “She asks Mom to fix that all the time. Don’t you, Leroy?”
“Fried chicken! Perfect,” Maggie said. “We’ll pick up the makings on our way into town. Won’t that be nice?”
Leroy remained silent, and no wonder; Maggie knew how chirpy and artificial she sounded. An old person, trying too hard. But if only Leroy could see that Maggie was still young underneath, just peering out from behind an older face mask!
Now all at once Ira cleared his throat. Maggie tensed. Ira said, “Um, Fiona, Leroy … you heard we’re taking Daisy to college tomorrow.”
“Yes, Maggie told me,” Fiona said. “I can’t believe it: eentsy little Daisy.”
“I mean, we two are going to be driving her. We’re starting early in the morning.”
“Not that early,” Maggie said quickly.
“Well, eight or nine o’clock, Maggie.”
“What’s your point?” Fiona asked Ira. “You don’t think we ought to be visiting?”
Maggie said, “Good heavens, no! He didn’t mean that at all.”
“Well, it sounded to me like he did,” Fiona said.
Ira said, “I just wanted to be sure you knew what you were getting into. That it would have to be such a short stay, I mean.”
“That’s no problem, Ira,” Maggie told him. “If she wants she can go on over to her sister’s in the morning.”
“Well, fine then, but it’s getting dark and we’re not even halfway home. I would think—”
“Maybe we better just stop right here and go back where we came from,” Fiona said.
“Oh, no, Fiona!” Maggie cried. “We had this all settled!”
“I can’t remember now why I said we’d come in the first place,” Fiona said. “Lord! What must I have been thinking of?”
Maggie unbuckled her seat belt and twisted around so she was facing Fiona. “Fiona, please,” she said. “It’s only for a little while, and it’s been so long since we’ve seen Leroy. I’ve got all these things I want to show her. I want her to meet Daisy and I was planning to take her by the Larkin sisters’; they won’t believe how she’s grown.”
“Who’re the Larkin sisters?” Leroy asked.
“These two old ladies; they used to set out their rocking horse for you to ride on.”
Fiona said, “I don’t remember that.”
“We’d pass by their porch and it would be empty, and then when we turned around to come home the horse would be sitting there waiting.”
“I don’t remember a thing about it,” Fiona said.
Leroy said, “Me neither.”
“Well of course you wouldn’t,” Fiona told her. “You were just a baby. You didn’t live there hardly any time at all.”
This struck Maggie as unfair. She said, “Well, goodness, she was nearly a year old when you left, Fiona.”
“She was not! She was barely seven months.”
“That’s not right; she had to have been, oh, eight months at least. If you left in September—”
“Seven months, eight months, what’s the difference?” Ira asked. “Why make a federal case of it?” He found Leroy’s face in the mirror and said, “I bet you don’t remember how your grandma tried to teach you to say ‘Daddy,’ either.”
“I did?” Maggie asked.
“It was going to be a surprise for his birthday,” Ira told Leroy. “She would clap her hands and you were supposed to say ‘Daddy’ on cue. But when she clapped her hands all you’d do was laugh. You thought it was some kind of game.”
Maggie tried to picture that. Why did her memories never coincide with Ira’s? Instead they seemed to dovetail—one moment his to recall and the next hers, as if they had agreed to split their joint life between them. (Illogically, she always worried about whether she had behaved right during those moments she had forgotten.)
“So did it work, or not?” Leroy was asking Ira.
“Work?”
“Did I learn to say ‘Daddy’?”
“Well, no, actually,” Ira said. “You were way too little to be talking yet.”
“Oh.”
Leroy seemed to be digesting that. Then she sat forward so she was practically nose to nose with Maggie. Her eyes had darker blue specks in them, as if even they were freckled. “I am going to get to see him, aren’t I?” she said. “He’s not giving a concert or anything, is he?”
“Who?” Maggie asked, although of course she knew.
“My … Jesse.”
“Well, certainly you are. You’ll see him at supper after he gets off work. He loves fried chicken, just like you. It must be genetic.”
“The thing of it is—” Ira began.
Maggie said, “What do you like for dessert, Leroy?”
“The thing of it is,” Ira said, “this is Saturday night. What if Jesse has other plans and he can’t make supper?”
“But he can make supper, Ira; I already told you that.”
“Or if he has to leave right after. I mean what are we doing here, Maggie? We don’t have any toys anymore or any sports equipment and our TV is on the blink. We don’t have anything to keep a child occupied. And would you please face forward and fasten your seat belt? You’re making me nervous.”
“I’m just trying to figure out what to buy for dessert,” Maggie said. But she turned around and reached for her seat belt. “Your daddy’s favorite dessert is mint chocolate chip ice cream,” she told Leroy.
“Oh, mine too,” Leroy said.
Fiona said, “What are you talking about? You hate mint chocolate chip.”
“I love it,” Leroy told her.
“You absolutely do not!”
“Yes, I do, Ma. It was only when I was little I didn’t like it.”
“Well, you must have been little just last week, then, missy.”
Maggie said hastily, “What other flavors do you like, Leroy?”
“Well, fudge ripple, for instance,” Leroy said.
“Oh, what a coincidence! Jesse is crazy about fudge ripple.”
Fiona rolled her eyes. Leroy said, “Really? I think fudge ripple is just excellent.”
“I have seen you go without any dessert whatsoever if the only choice was mint chocolate chip ice cream,” Fiona told Leroy.
“You don’t know every little thing about me!” Leroy cried.
Fiona said, “Geeze, Leroy,” and slumped down low in her seat with her arms tightly folded.
They were in Maryland now, and Maggie imagined that the country here looked different—more luxurious. The hillsides, emptied of livestock, had turned a deep, perfect green, and in the faded light the long white fences gave off a moony glimmer. Ira was whistling “Sleepytime Gal.” Maggie couldn’t think why, for a second. Did it signify he was tired, or what? But then she realized he must still have his mind on Leroy’s baby days. That was the song they used to sing her to sleep with—he and Maggie, harmonizing. Maggie leaned her head against the back of the seat and silently followed the lyrics as he whistled.
When you’re a stay-at-home, play-at-home, eight o’clock Sleepytime gal …
All at once she looked down at her wrist and saw that she wore two watches. One was her regular watch, a little Timex, and the other was a big old chunky man’s watch with a wide leather band. In fact, it belonged to her father, but it had been lost or broken years ago. The face was a rectangle, pinkish, and the numerals were a pale blue that would glow in the dark. She cupped her hand over her wrist and bent close, making a little cave of darkness so she could see the numbers light up. Her fingers smelled of bubble gum. Beside her, Serena said, “Just another five minutes, that’s all I ask. If nothing happens by then, I promise we can go.”
Maggie raised her head and stared through the leaves at the two stone lions across the street. Between them lay a white sidewalk, curving across an immaculate lawn and arriving finally at a stately brick colonial house, and within the house lived the man who was Serena’s father. The front door was the kind without a window, without even those tiny glass panes that are placed too high to be useful. Maggie wondered how Serena could stare so intently at something so blank and ungiving. They were crouched uncomfortably among the twisted branches of a rhododendron bush. Maggie said, “That’s what you told me half an hour ago. No one’s going to come.”
Serena laid a hand on her arm, hushing her. The door was swinging open. Mr. Barrett stepped out and then turned back to say something. His wife appeared, tugging at her gloves. She wore a slim brown dress with long sleeves, and Mr. Barrett’s suit was almost the same shade of brown. Neither Maggie nor Serena had even seen him in anything but a suit, not even on weekends. He was like a dollhouse doll, Maggie thought—one of those jointed plastic figures with the clothes painted on, nonremovable, and a clean-cut, anonymous face. He shut the door and took his wife’s elbow and they moved down the sidewalk, their heels gritty-sounding. When they passed between the stone lions they seemed to be looking directly at Maggie and Serena; Maggie could see the needles of silver in Mr. Barrett’s crew cut. But his expression told her nothing, and neither did his wife’s. They turned sharply to their left and headed toward a long blue Cadillac parked at the curb. Serena let her breath out. Maggie felt a sense of frustration that was almost suffocating. How sealed off these people were! You could study them all day and still not know them. (Or any other married couple either, maybe.) There were moments—the first time they had made love, say, or say a conversation they’d once had when one of them woke up frightened in the middle of the night—that nobody else in the world had any inkling of.
Maggie turned to Serena and said, “Oh, Serena, I’m so sorry for your loss.” Serena wore her red funeral dress and she was blotting her tears on the fringe of her black shawl. “Dear heart, I am so sorry,” Maggie said, and when she woke up, she was crying too. She thought she was home in bed and Ira was asleep beside her, his breath as steady as tires hissing past on a pavement and his warm bare arm supporting her head, but that was the back of the car seat she felt. She sat up and brushed at her eyes with her fingertips.
The light had slipped yet another notch downward into dusk and they had reached that long, tangled commercial stretch just above Baltimore. Blazing signs streaked by, HI-Q PLUMBING SUPPLIES and CECIL’S GRILL and EAT EAT EAT. Ira was just a gray profile, and when Maggie turned to see Leroy and Fiona she found all the color washed out of them except for what flashed across their faces from the neon. “I must have been asleep,” she told them, and they nodded. She asked Ira, “How much further?”
“Oh, another fifteen minutes or so. We’re already inside the Beltway.”
“Don’t forget we need to stop at a grocery store.”
She was cross with herself for missing out on part of the conversation. (Or hadn’t there been any? That would be worse.) Her head felt cottony and nothing seemed completely real. They passed a house with a lighted, glassed-in porch on which drum sets were displayed, smaller drums stacked on top of larger, some gold-spangled like a woman’s lamé evening gown and all of them glittering with chrome, and she wondered if she were dreaming again. She turned to follow the house with her eyes. The drums grew smaller but stayed eerily bright, like fish in an aquarium.
“I had the weirdest dream,” she said after a moment.
“Was I in it?” Leroy wanted to know.
“Not that I can remember. But you might have been.”
“Last week my friend Valerie dreamed I had died,” Leroy said.
“Ooh, don’t even say such a thing!”
“She dreamed I got run over by a tractor trailer,” Leroy said with satisfaction.
Maggie swiveled to catch Fiona’s eye. She wanted to assure her that such a dream meant nothing, or maybe she wanted the assurance for herself. But Fiona wasn’t listening. She was gazing at the clutter of convenience stores and pizza parlors.
“Mighty Value Supermarket,” Ira said. He flicked his left turn signal on.
Maggie said, “Mighty what? I never heard of it.”
“It’s handy, is what counts,” Ira told her. He was delayed by a stream of oncoming traffic, but finally he found an opening and darted across the street and into a lot littered with abandoned shopping carts. He parked beside a panel truck and switched off the engine.
Leroy said she wanted to come too. Maggie said, “Well, of course,” and then Ira, who had just started to slouch down behind the wheel, straightened and opened his door as if he’d been planning to go with them all along. This made Maggie smile. (Don’t try and tell her he didn’t care about his grandchild!) Fiona said, “Well, I certainly don’t want to sit here by myself,” and she stepped out of the car to follow them. She had never been fond of grocery shopping, as Maggie recalled.
The Mighty Value turned out to be one of those vast, cold, white, shiny places with rank upon rank of checkout counters, most of them closed. Some syrupy love song was playing over the loudspeaker. Against her will, Maggie slowed down, keeping time with the music. She drifted past the fruits and vegetables, dreamily swinging her pocketbook, while the others went ahead. Leroy took a run with an empty cart and then hopped on the back and coasted until she caught up with Ira, who had already reached the poultry counter. He turned and smiled at her. From Maggie’s angle his profile looked sharp and wolfish—hungry, really. It was something about the way he jutted his face toward Leroy. Maggie bypassed Fiona and arrived next to him. She slipped her arm through his and lightly brushed her cheek against his shoulder.
“Dark meat or white?” Ira was asking Leroy.
“Dark,” Leroy said promptly. “Me and Ma like drumsticks.”
“Us too,” Ira told her, and he picked out a pack and dropped it into her cart.
“And sometimes me and Ma eat thighs, but we don’t think wings are worth the bother,” Leroy said.
“Me and Ma” this, “me and Ma” that—how long had it been since Maggie herself was so central to anyone’s world? And this “Ma” was only Fiona, fragile-boned Fiona sashaying up the aisle in her cutoff shorts.
Humming along with the loudspeaker music, Ira placed a pack of thighs on top of the drumsticks in the cart. “Now for the ice cream,” he said. Leroy coasted away on the cart and Maggie and Ira followed. Maggie still had her arm linked through Ira’s. Fiona trailed behind.
In the freezer section they had no trouble deciding on fudge ripple, but then there were so many different fudge ripples to choose from: Mighty Value’s house brand and the standard brands and then the fancy, foreign-sounding brands that Ira called “designer desserts.” He was opposed to designer desserts on principle; he wanted to get the Mighty Value. Fiona, who had discovered the Hair Care section, offered no opinion, but Leroy said that she and Ma had always favored Breyers. And Maggie voted to go all out and choose something foreign. They could have discussed it forever, except that by now the loudspeaker was playing “Tonight You Belong to Me,” and halfway through the song Ira began muttering along with it. “ ‘Way down,’ ” he rumbled absently, “ ‘by the stream …’ ” So then Maggie couldn’t resist chiming in on that airy little soprano part: “ ‘How sweet, it will seem …’ ”
It started as a spoof, but it developed into a real production. “ ‘Once more, just to dream, in the moonlight!’ ” Their voices braided together on the chorus and then sailed apart, only to reunite and twine around each other once again. Fiona forgot the box of hair dye she was studying; Leroy clasped her hands admiringly under her chin; an old woman paused in the aisle to smile at them. It was the old woman who brought Maggie back to earth. All at once she imagined some deception in this scene, some lie that she and Ira were collaborating in with their compliant harmonizing and the romantic gaze they trained upon each other. She broke off in the middle of a solo line. “Patience and Prudence,” she informed Leroy briskly. “Nineteen fifty-seven.”
“Fifty-six,” Ira said.
Maggie said, “Whatever.”
They turned their attention back to the ice cream.
In the end they decided on Breyers, with chocolate sauce from the shelf above the freezer. “Hershey’s chocolate sauce, or Nestlé’s?” Ira asked.
“I’ll leave it up to you two.”
“Or here’s a Mighty Value brand. What do you say we go for that?”
“Just not Brown Cow,” Leroy told him. “I can’t abide Brown Cow.”
“Definitely not Brown Cow,” Ira said.
“Brown Cow smells like candle wax,” Leroy told Maggie.
Maggie said, “Ah.” She looked down at Leroy’s pointy little face and smiled.
Fiona asked Maggie, “Have you ever considered using a mousse?”
“A what?”
“A styling mousse. On your hair.”
“Oh, on my hair,” Maggie said. She had thought they were talking about some kind of ice-cream sauce. “Why, no, I don’t believe I have.”
“A lot of our beauticians recommend it.”
Was Fiona recommending it to Maggie? Or maybe she was only speaking generally. “Just what would it do for a person?” Maggie asked.
“Well, in your case it would give your hair a little, I don’t know, a little shape or something. It would kind of organize it.”
“I’ll buy some,” Maggie decided.
She picked up a silvery container, along with a bottle of Affinity shampoo since she still had that coupon. (Brings back that fullness that time has taken away, a display card promised.) Then they all went to the express lane, rushed along by Maggie because it was after six, according to her watch, and she had told Jesse six-thirty. Ira said, “Do you have enough money? I could go get the car while you’re paying.”
She nodded, and he left them. Leroy laid their purchases neatly on the counter. The customer in front of them was buying nothing but breads. Rye bread, white bread, biscuits, whole wheat rolls. Maybe he was trying to fatten up his wife. Say he was the jealous type, and his wife was very thin and beautiful. The customer departed, taking his breads with him. Leroy said, “Double bags, please,” in a bossy, experienced voice. The boy at the cash register grunted without looking. He was muscular and good-looking, deeply tanned, and he wore a gold razor blade on a chain inside the open collar of his shirt. What on earth could that mean? He rang up their items swiftly, his fingers stabbing the keys. Last came the shampoo. Maggie dug through her purse for the coupon and handed it to him. “Here,” she said, “this is for you.”
He took it and turned it over. He read it narrowly, not quite moving his lips. Then he gave it back to her. He said, “Well, uh, thanks,” and then, “That’ll be sixteen forty-three.”
Maggie felt confused, but she counted out the money and picked up the bag. As they left the register she asked Fiona, “Does Mighty Value not accept coupons, or what?”
“Coupons? I wouldn’t know,” Fiona said.
“Maybe it’s expired,” Maggie said. She shifted her grocery bag in order to peer at the expiration date. But the print was covered over at right angles by Durwood Clegg’s heavy blue script: Hold me close, hold me tight, make me thrill with delight …
Maggie’s face grew hot. She said, “Well! Of all the conceit!”
“Pardon?” Fiona asked, but Maggie didn’t answer. She screwed up the coupon and dropped it into the grocery bag.
Outside, it was much darker now. The air was a deep, transparent blue and insects were flitting around the lights high above the parking lot. Ira leaned against the car by the curb. “You want to put the groceries in the trunk?” he asked Maggie, but she said, “No, I’ll just hold them.” She suddenly felt old and weary. It seemed they would never reach home. She got into the car and sat down hard, with the grocery bag slumped any which way on her knees.
St. Michael the Archangel. Charlie’s Fine Liquors. Used-car dealers, one after the other. Gatch Memorial Church. Dead Man’s Fingers Crab House. HAPPY HOUR NITELY, with red and blue neon bubbles fizzing above a neon cocktail glass. Cemeteries and shabby frame houses and fast-food restaurants and empty playgrounds. They took a right off Belair Road—finally, finally leaving Route One—and headed down their own street. The frame houses grew more numerous. Their windows were squares of yellow light, some gauzy with curtains and some fully exposed, revealing ornate decorative lamps or china figurines meticulously centered on the sills. For no good reason, Maggie was reminded of rides she had taken with Ira during their courtship, driving past houses where every other couple in the world, it seemed, had a space to be alone in. What she would have given, back then, for even the smallest of those houses, even just four walls and a bed! She felt a sweet, sad fullness in her chest now, remembering that long-ago ache.
They passed the Seeing Eye Palmistry Parlor, really just a private home with a sign propped in the living room window. A girl was sitting out on the steps, maybe waiting her turn; she had a small, heart-shaped face and she was dressed all in black except for her purple suede shoes, which showed up clearly in the light from the porch. A man trudged down the sidewalk with a little girl riding his shoulders and clutching two handfuls of his hair. It seemed the scenery had grown more intimate, more specific. Maggie turned toward Leroy and said, “I don’t suppose any of this is familiar.”
“Oh, I’ve seen it,” Leroy said.
“You have?”
“Only in passing,” Fiona corrected her quickly.
“When was that?”
Leroy looked at Fiona, who said, “We might have driven by here once or twice.”
Maggie said, “Is that so.”
In front of their own house, Ira parked. It was one of those houses that appear to be mostly front porch, at least from the street—squat and low-browed, not at all impressive, as Maggie was the first to admit. She wished at least the lights were on. That would have made it seem more welcoming. But every window was dark. “Well!” she said, too heartily. She opened her door and got out of the car, clutching the groceries. “Come on in, everyone!”
There was something befuddled about the way they milled around on the sidewalk. They had been traveling for too long. When Ira started up the steps, he accidentally banged Fiona’s suitcase against the railing, and he fumbled awhile with the key before he got the door unlocked.
They entered the musty, close darkness of the front hallway. Ira flipped on the light. Maggie called, “Daisy?” without a hope that Daisy would answer. Clearly the house was deserted. She shifted the grocery bag to her left hip and picked up the notepad that lay on top of the bookcase. Gone to say goodbye to Lavinia, Daisy’s precise italics read. “She’s at Mrs. Perfect’s,” Maggie told Ira. “Well, she’ll be back! How long can it take to say goodbye? She’ll be back in no time!”
This was all for Leroy’s benefit, to show that Daisy really existed—that there was more to this house than old people.
Leroy was circling the hallway, with her baseball glove tucked under one arm. She was squinting up at the photographs that covered the walls. “Who’s that?” she asked, pointing to one.
Ira as a young father stood in dappled sunlight, awkwardly holding a baby. “That’s your grandpa, holding your daddy,” Maggie told her.
Leroy said, “Oh,” and moved on at once. Probably she had hoped it was Jesse holding Leroy. Maggie cast her eyes around the room to see if she could locate such a picture. You could hardly make out the wallpaper pattern for all the photos that hung here, each framed professionally by Ira and each mat and molding different, like a sample of something. There was Jesse as a toddler, as a little boy on a scooter, as a thumbtack-sized face among rows of other faces in fifth grade. But no picture of Jesse as a grownup, Maggie realized; not even as a teenager. And certainly not as a father. They had run out of wall space by then. Besides, Maggie’s mother was always saying how trashy it was to display one’s family photographs anywhere but a bedroom.
Fiona was pushing her suitcase toward the stairs, leaving two long thin scratches on the floorboards behind her. “Oh, don’t bother with that,” Maggie told her. “Ira will carry it up for you later.”
How must Fiona feel, returning after so long—walking across the porch where she’d decided to keep her baby, passing through the front door that she had so often slammed out of in a huff? She looked drawn and dispirited. The sudden light had crumpled the skin around her eyes. She abandoned her suitcase and pointed to a photo high on the wall. “There I happen to be,” she told Leroy. “In case you’re interested.”
She meant her bridal photo. Maggie had forgotten that. A wedding present from Crystal, who had brought a camera to the ceremony, it showed a coltish young girl in a wrinkled dress. The frame was a black plastic diploma frame that must have come from Woolworth’s. Leroy studied the photo without expression. Then she moved into the living room, where Ira was switching on lamps.
Maggie took the groceries out to the kitchen, with Fiona close behind. “So where is he?” Fiona asked in a low voice.
“Well, he’s probably …” Maggie said. She flicked on the overhead light and glanced at the clock. “I told him we’d eat at six-thirty and it’s barely that now and you know how he loses track of time, so don’t worry—”
Fiona said, “I’m not worried! Who says I’m worried? I don’t care if he comes or he doesn’t.”
“No, of course not,” Maggie said soothingly.
“I just brought Leroy to visit you two. I don’t care if he comes.”
“Well, of course you don’t.”
Fiona sat down heavily in a kitchen chair and threw her purse on the table. Like the most formal of guests, she was carrying that purse with her from room to room; some things never changed. Maggie sighed and began unpacking the groceries. She put the ice cream in the freezer, and then she slit open both packs of chicken and dumped them into a bowl. “What kind of vegetables does Leroy like?” she asked.
Fiona said, “Hmm? Vegetables?” She didn’t seem to have her mind on the question. She was gazing at the wall calendar, which still showed the month of August. Oh, this wasn’t a very organized house, not that Fiona had any right to complain. The counters seemed to collect stray objects on their own. The cupboards were filled with dusty spice bottles and cereal boxes and mismatched dishes. Drawers sagged open, exposing a jumble of belongings. One drawer caught Maggie’s eye, and she went over to riffle through the layers of papers stuffed inside. “Now, somewhere here,” she said, “I could almost swear …”
She came across a PTA announcement. A torn-out recipe for something called Amazin’ Raisin Pie. A packet of get-well cards that she’d been hunting since the day she bought them. And then, “Aha,” she said, holding up a flier.
“What is it?”
“Picture of Jesse as a grownup. For Leroy.”
She brought it over to Fiona: a darkly photocopied photo of the band. Lorimer was sitting in front with his drums and Jesse stood behind, his arms draped loosely around the necks of the other two, Dave and what’s-his-name. All wore black. Jesse had his eyebrows knitted in a deliberate scowl. SPIN THE CAT was printed in furry, tiger-striped letters beneath their picture, and a blank space at the bottom allowed for a specific time and place to be written in by hand.
“Of course it doesn’t do him justice,” Maggie said. “These rock groups always try to look so, I don’t know, so surly; have you noticed? Maybe I should just show her the snapshot I carry in my wallet. He isn’t smiling there, either, but at least he’s not frowning.”
Fiona took the flier to study it more closely. “How funny,” she said. “Everyone’s just the same.”
“Same?”
“I mean they were always going to be going somewhere; didn’t you always think so? They had such high-and-mighty plans. And they used to keep changing so, changing their views of music. Why, one time Leroy asked me just what kind of songs her daddy played, new wave or punk or heavy metal or what, exactly—I think she wanted to impress her friends—and I said, ‘Lordy, by now it could be anything; I wouldn’t have the foggiest notion.’ But just look at them.”
“Well? So?” Maggie said. “What’s to look at?”
“Lorimer’s still got his hair fixed in that silly shag haircut with the tail down the back of his neck that I was always dying to chop off,” Fiona said. “They’re still wearing the same style of clothes, even. Same old-fashioned Hell’s Angels style of clothing.”
“Old-fashioned?” Maggie asked.
“You could picture how they’ll get to be forty and still playing together on weekends when their wives will let them, playing for Rotary Club get-togethers and such.”
It bothered Maggie to hear this, but she didn’t let on. She turned back to her bowl of chicken.
Fiona said, “Who was it he brought to dinner?”
“Pardon?”
“You said he brought this woman to dinner one time.”
Maggie glanced over at her. Fiona was still holding the photo, gazing at it with a bemused expression. “Nobody important,” Maggie said.
“Well, who?”
“Just some woman he’d met someplace; we’ve been through a lot of those. Nobody long-term.”
Fiona set the photo down on the table, but she went on looking at it.
Out in the living room, ragged music started thrumming forth from the hi-fi. Evidently Leroy had found one of Jesse’s castoffs. Maggie heard Hey hey and Every day and a familiar twanging of strings, although she couldn’t say who was playing. She took a carton of buttermilk from the refrigerator and poured it over the chicken. A headache was tightening the skin of her forehead. Now that she thought of it, she realized it had been nagging at her for some time.
“I’m going to call Jesse,” she told Fiona suddenly.
She went over to the wall telephone and lifted the receiver. There wasn’t any dial tone. Instead she heard a ringing at the other end. “Ira must be using the extension,” she said, and she hung up again. “Well, so anyhow. Vegetables. Which vegetables will Leroy eat?”
“She likes tossed salad,” Fiona said.
“Oh, dear, I should’ve bought lettuce.”
“Maggie,” Ira said, entering the kitchen, “what did you do to my answering machine?”
“Me? I didn’t do anything.”
“You most certainly did.”
“I did not! I already told you about that little mishap last evening, but then I put a new message on.”
He crooked his finger, beckoning her to the telephone. “Try it,” he told her.
“What for?”
“Try dialing the shop.”
She shrugged and came over to the phone. After she dialed, the phone at the other end rang three times. Something clicked. “Well, here goes,” Maggie’s own voice said, faraway and tinny. “Let’s see: Press Button A, wait for the red … oh, shoot.”
Maggie blinked.
“I must be doing something wrong,” her voice continued. Then, in the falsetto she often used when she was clowning around with her children: “Who, me? Do something wrong? Little old perfect me? I’m shocked at the very suggestion!”
There was a ribbony shriek, like a tape on fast forward, followed by a beep. Maggie hung up. She said, “Well … um …”
“God knows what my customers thought,” Ira told her.
“Maybe no one called,” she said hopefully.
“I don’t even know how you managed it! That machine is supposed to be foolproof.”
“Well, it only goes to show: You can’t trust the simplest product nowadays,” she told him. She lifted the receiver again and started dialing Jesse’s number. While his telephone rang and rang, she twined the cord nervously between her fingers. She was conscious of Fiona watching them, seated at the table with her chin resting on her cupped hand.
“Who’re you calling?” Ira asked.
She pretended not to hear.
“Who’s she calling, Fiona?”
“Well, Jesse, I think,” Fiona told him.
“Did you forget his phone won’t ring?”
Maggie looked up at him. “Oh!” she said.
She replaced the receiver and then gazed at it regretfully.
“Oh, well,” Fiona said, “maybe he’s on his way. It’s Saturday night, after all; how late does he work?”
“Not late at all,” Ira told her.
“Where does he work, come to think of it?”
“Chick’s Cycle Shop. He sells motorcycles.”
“Wouldn’t they be closed by now?”
“Of course they’re closed. They close at five.”
“Then why bother calling?”
“No, no, she was calling his apartment,” Ira said.
Fiona said, “His—”
Maggie went back to the bowl of chicken. She stirred it around in the buttermilk. She took a flattened brown paper bag from one of the drawers and poured some flour into it.
“Jesse has an apartment?” Fiona asked Ira.
“Why, yes.”
Maggie measured in baking powder, salt, and pepper.
“An apartment away from here?”
“Up on Calvert Street.”
Fiona thought that over.
Maggie said, “Here’s something I always wanted to ask you, Fiona!” Her voice had somehow taken on that chirpy tone again. “Remember just a few months after you left?” she asked. “When Jesse phoned you and said you’d phoned him first and you said you hadn’t? Well, had you, or hadn’t you? Was it you who phoned our house and I said, ‘Fiona?’ and you hung up?”
“Oh, goodness …” Fiona said vaguely.
“I mean it had to be, or why else would the person hang up when I said your name?”
“I really don’t recollect,” Fiona said, and then she reached for her purse and rose. Walking in an airy, aimless way, as if she hardly noticed she was leaving, she wandered out of the kitchen, calling, “Leroy? Where’d you get to?”
“See there?” Maggie told Ira.
“Hmm?”
“It was her. I knew it all along.”
“She didn’t say it was.”
“Oh, Ira, you are so obtuse sometimes,” she said.
She closed the brown paper bag and shook it, mixing the seasonings. You can’t have things both ways, she should have told Fiona. You can’t laugh at him for staying the same and also object when he changes. Why, of course he had moved! Did Fiona imagine he had sat here waiting for her all these years?
And yet Maggie knew how she felt, somehow. You have this picture of a person; you have him tucked away in your mind in this certain fixed position.
She looked again at the band photo on the table. They had all been so enthusiastic once, she thought. So much energy had been invested. She remembered those early rehearsals in Lorimer’s parents’ garage, and the months and months when they’d been thrilled to perform for free, even, and the night that Jesse had come home triumphantly waving a ten-dollar bill—his share of their first paycheck.
“Is that Daisy?” Ira asked.
“What?”
“I thought I heard the front door.”
“Oh!” Maggie said. “Maybe it’s Jesse.”
“Don’t count on it,” he told her.
But only Jesse would sling the door back against the bookcase that way. Maggie dusted off her hands. “Jesse?” she called.
“Here I am.”
She hurried out to the hall, and Ira followed more slowly. Jesse stood just inside the door. He was looking toward the living room, where Leroy was poised like some startled small animal with her hands pressed together in front of her and one foot drawn up behind her. Jesse said, “Well, hi.”
“Hi,” Leroy said.
“How’re you doing?”
“I’m okay.”
He looked over at Maggie. Maggie said, “Hasn’t she grown?”
His long black eyes returned to Leroy.
Now Maggie moved toward him, willing him further into the house. (He always seemed on the verge of leaving.) She took his arm and said, “I’m frying up some chicken; it’ll be a few more minutes. You two can sit in here and get acquainted.”
But he had never been easily led. He was wearing a knitted jersey, and beneath the thin cloth she felt his resistance—the steely muscle above his elbow. His boots remained rooted to the floor. He was going to take his own sweet time at this.
“So what’re you listening to?” he asked Leroy.
“Oh, just some record.”
“You a Dead fan?”
“Dead? Um, sure.”
“You want some better album, then,” he said. “This one here is too popular with the masses.”
“Oh, yeah, well,” she said. “I was just thinking that myself.”
He glanced at Maggie again. He was holding his face in a way that caused his chin to lengthen, just as Ira always did when he was trying to keep back a smile.
“She’s athletic too,” Maggie told him. “Brought along her baseball glove.”
“That so?” he asked Leroy.
She nodded. The toe of her raised foot pointed daintily downward, ballet style.
Then something clattered upstairs and Fiona called, “Maggie, where—?”
She arrived on the landing. They all looked up at her.
“Oh,” she said.
And she began to descend the stairs very smoothly and quietly, with one hand trailing along the banister. The only sound was the slapping of her sandals against her bare heels.
Jesse said, “Good to see you, Fiona.”
She reached the hall and looked up at him. “It’s good to see you too,” she said.
“Done something new to your hair, haven’t you?”
She lifted a hand, with her eyes still on his face, and touched the ends of her hair. “Oh! Maybe so,” she told him.
Maggie said, “Well, I guess I’d better get back to—”
And Ira said, “Need help in the kitchen, Maggie?”
“Yes, please!” she sang out happily.
Fiona told Jesse, “I was just upstairs hunting my soapbox.”
Maggie hesitated.
“Soapbox?” Jesse asked.
“I tried your bureau drawer, but it’s empty. All I found was mothballs. Did you take my soapbox with you when you moved to your apartment?”
“What soapbox are you talking about?”
“My tortoiseshell soapbox! The one you kept.”
Jesse looked over at Maggie. Maggie said, “You remember her soapbox.”
“Well, no, I can’t say as I do,” Jesse said, and he grabbed hold of his forelock the way he always did when he was puzzled.
“You kept it after she left,” Maggie told him. “I saw you with it. There was a bar of soap inside, remember? That clear kind of soap you can see through.”
“Oh, yes,” Jesse said, letting go of his forelock.
“You remember it?”
“Sure.”
Maggie relaxed. She flashed a bracing smile at Leroy, who had lowered her foot to the floor now and was looking uncertain.
“So where is it?” Fiona asked. “Where’s my soapbox, Jesse?”
“Well, uh, didn’t your sister take it?”
“No.”
“I thought she packed it up along with your other things.”
“No,” Fiona said. “You had it in your bureau.”
Jesse said, “Gosh, Fiona. In that case maybe it’s thrown out by now. But look, if it means so much to you, then I’d be glad to—”
“But you kept it, because it reminded you of me,” Fiona told him. “It smelled like me! You closed your eyes and held my soapbox to your nose.”
Jesse’s gaze swiveled to Maggie again. He said, “Ma? Is that what you told her?”
“You mean it’s not true?” Fiona asked him.
“You said I went around sniffing soapboxes, Ma?”
“You did!” Maggie said. Although she hated having to repeat it to his face. She had never meant to shame him. She turned to Ira (who was wearing exactly the shocked, reproachful expression she had expected) and said, “He kept it in his top drawer.”
“Your treasure drawer,” Fiona told Jesse. “Do you suppose I’d come all the way down here like any ordinary … groupie if your mother hadn’t told me that? I didn’t have to come! I was getting along just fine! But your mother says you hung on to my soapbox and wouldn’t let Crystal pack it, you closed your eyes and took this big whiff, you’ve kept it to this day, she said, you’ve never let it go, you sleep with it under your pillow at night.”
Maggie cried, “I never said—!”
“What do you think I am? Some kind of loser?” Jesse asked Fiona.
“Now, listen,” Ira said.
Everyone seemed glad to turn to him.
“Let me get this straight,” he said. “You’re talking about a plastic soapbox.”
“My plastic soapbox,” Fiona told him, “that Jesse sleeps every night with.”
“Well, there seems to be some mistake,” Ira said. “How would Maggie even know such a thing? Jesse has his own apartment now. All he sleeps with that I’ve ever heard of is an auto greeter.”
“A what?”
“Oh, never mind.”
“What’s an auto greeter?”
There was a pause. Then Ira said, “You know: the person who stands at the door when you go in to buy a car. She makes you give your name and address before she’ll call a salesman.”
“She? You mean a woman?”
“Right.”
“Jesse sleeps with a woman?”
“Right.”
Maggie said, “You just had to spoil things, Ira, didn’t you.”
“No,” Ira told her, “it’s the simple truth that’s spoiled things, Maggie, and the truth is, Jesse’s involved with somebody else now.”
“But that woman’s no one important! I mean they’re not engaged or married or anything! She’s no one he really cares about!”
She looked to Jesse to back her up, but he was studiously examining the toe of his left boot.
“Oh, Maggie, admit it,” Ira said. “This is the way things are. This is how he’s going to be. He never was fit husband material! He passes from girlfriend to girlfriend and he can’t seem to hold the same job for longer than a few months; and every job he loses, it’s somebody else’s fault. The boss is a jerk, or the customers are jerks, or the other workers are—”
“Now, hold on,” Jesse began, while Maggie said, “Oh, why do you always, always exaggerate, Ira! He worked in the record shop a full year, have you forgotten that?”
“Everyone in Jesse’s acquaintance,” Ira finished calmly, “by some magical coincidence ends up being a jerk.”
Jesse turned and walked out of the house.
It made things more disturbing, somehow, that he didn’t slam the door but let it click shut very gently behind him.
Maggie said, “He’ll be back.” She was speaking to Fiona, but when Fiona didn’t respond (her face was almost wooden; she was staring after Jesse), she told Leroy instead. “You saw how glad he was to see you, didn’t you?”
Leroy just gaped.
“He’s upset at what Ira said about him, is all,” Maggie told her. And then she said, “Ira, I will never forgive you for this.”
“Me!” Ira said.
Fiona said, “Stop it.”
They turned.
“Just stop, both of you,” she said. “I’m tired to death of it. I’m tired of Jesse Moran and I’m tired of the two of you, repeating your same dumb arguments and niggling and bickering, Ira forever so righteous and Maggie so willing to be wrong.”
“Why … Fiona?” Maggie said. Her feelings were hurt. Maybe it was silly of her, but she had always secretly believed that outsiders regarded her marriage with envy. “We’re not bickering; we’re just discussing,” she said. “We’re compiling our two views of things.”
Fiona said, “Oh, forget it. I don’t know why I thought anything would be any different here.” And she stepped into the living room and hugged Leroy, whose eyes were wide and startled. She said, “There, there, honey,” and she buried her face in the crook of Leroy’s neck. Plainly, Fiona herself was the one who needed consoling.
Maggie glanced at Ira. She looked elsewhere.
“Soapbox?” Ira asked. “How could you invent such a story?”
She didn’t answer. (Anything she said might look like bickering.) Instead she walked away from him. She headed toward the kitchen in what she hoped was a dignified silence, but Ira followed, saying, “Look here, Maggie, you can’t keep engineering other people’s lives this way. Face facts! Wake up and smell the coffee!”
Ann Landers’s favorite expression: Wake up and smell the coffee. She hated it when he quoted Ann Landers. She went over to the counter and started dropping chicken parts into the paper bag.
“Soapbox!” Ira marveled to himself.
“You want peas with your chicken?” she asked. “Or green beans.”
But Ira said, “I’m going to go wash up.” And he left.
So here she was alone. Well! She brushed a tear from her lashes. She was in trouble with everybody in this house, and she deserved to be; as usual she had acted pushy and meddlesome. And yet it hadn’t seemed like meddling while she was doing it. She had simply felt as if the world were the tiniest bit out of focus, the colors not quite within the lines—something like a poorly printed newspaper ad—and if she made the smallest adjustment then everything would settle perfectly into place.
“Stupid!” she told herself, rattling the chicken parts in the bag. “Stupid old nosy-bones!” She slammed a skillet onto the stove and poured in too much oil. She twisted a knob savagely and then stood back and waited for the burner to heat. Now look: Droplets of oil were dotted across the front of her best dress, over the mound of her stomach. She was clumsy and fat-stomached and she didn’t even have the sense to wear an apron while she was cooking. Also she had paid way too much for this dress, sixty-four dollars at Hecht’s, which would scandalize Ira if he knew. How could she have been so greedy? She dabbed at her nose with the back of her hand. Took a deep breath. Well. Anyhow.
The oil wasn’t hot enough yet, but she started adding the chicken. Unfortunately, there was quite a lot of it. Too much, it appeared now. (Unless they could coax Jesse back before suppertime.) She had to push the pieces too close together in order to fit in the last few drumsticks.
Peas, or green beans? That still hadn’t been settled. She wiped her hands on a dishtowel and went out to the living room to check. “Leroy,” she said, “what would—?”
But the living room was empty. Leroy’s record had a worn sound now, as if it were playing for the second or third time. “Truckin’, got my chips cashed in …” an assortment of men sang doggedly. No one sat on the sofa or in either of the armchairs.
Maggie crossed the hallway to the front porch and called, “Leroy? Fiona?”
No answer. Four vacant rockers faced out toward the streetlight.
“Ira?”
“Upstairs,” he called, his voice muffled-sounding.
She turned away from the door. Fiona’s suitcase, thank goodness, still stood at the foot of the stairs; so she couldn’t have gone far. “Ira, is Leroy with you?” Maggie called.
He appeared on the landing with a towel draped around his neck. Still drying his face, he looked down at her.
“I can’t find her,” she told him. “I can’t find either one of them.”
“Did you look on the porch?”
“Yes.”
He came downstairs, carrying the towel. “Well, maybe they went out back,” he said.
She followed him through the front door and around the side of the house. The night air was warm and humid. A gnat or mosquito whined in her ear and she waved it away. Who would want to be out here at this hour? Not Leroy or Fiona, evidently. The backyard, when they reached it, was a small, empty square of darkness.
“They’ve gone,” Ira told her.
“Gone? You mean for good?”
“They must have.”
“But their suitcase is still in the hall.”
“Well, it was pretty heavy,” he said, and he took her arm and steered her up the back porch steps. “If they were traveling on foot, they most likely didn’t want to carry it.”
“On foot,” she said.
In the kitchen, the chicken was crackling away. Maggie paid no attention, but Ira turned the burner down.
“If they’re on foot, we can catch them,” Maggie said.
“Wait, Maggie—”
Too late; she was off. She sped through the hall again, out the door, down the steps to the street. Fiona’s sister lived somewhere west of here, near Broadway. They would have turned left, therefore. Shading her eyes beneath the glare of the streetlight, Maggie peered up the stretch of deserted sidewalk. She saw a white cat walking alone in that high-bottomed, hesitant manner that cats take on in unfamiliar surroundings. A moment later a girl with long dark hair flew out of an alley and scooped it up, crying “Turkey! There you are!” She vanished with a flounce of her skirt. A car passed, leaving behind a scrap of a ball game: “…  no outs and the bases loaded and it’s hot times on Thirty-third Street tonight, folks …” The sky glowed a grayish pink over the industrial park.
Ira came up and set a hand on her shoulder. “Maggie, honey,” he said.
But she shook him off and started back toward the house.
When she was upset she lost all sense of direction, and she concentrated now on her path like a blind man, reaching out falteringly to touch the little boxwood hedge by the walk, stumbling twice as she climbed the steps to the porch. “Sweetheart,” Ira said behind her. She crossed the hallway to the foot of the stairs. She laid Fiona’s suitcase flat and knelt to unfasten the latches.
Inside she found a pink cotton nightgown and a pair of child’s pajamas and some lacy bikini underpants—none of these folded but scrunched instead like wrung-out dishcloths. And beneath those, a zippered cosmetics case, two stacks of tattered comic books, half a dozen beauty magazines, a box of dominoes, and a giant, faded volume of horse stories. All objects Fiona and Leroy could easily do without. What they couldn’t do without—Fiona’s purse and Leroy’s baseball glove—had gone with them.
Sifting through these layers of belongings while Ira stood mute behind her, Maggie had a sudden view of her life as circular. It forever repeated itself, and it was entirely lacking in hope.



Chapter 4
 
There was an old man in Maggie’s nursing home who believed that once he reached heaven, all he had lost in his lifetime would be given back to him. “Oh, yes, what a good idea!” Maggie had said when he told her about it. She had assumed he meant intangibles—youthful energy, for instance, or that ability young people have to get swept away and impassioned. But then as he went on talking she saw that he had something more concrete in mind. At the Pearly Gates, he said, Saint Peter would hand everything to him in a gunnysack: The little red sweater his mother had knit him just before she died, that he had left on a bus in fourth grade and missed with all his heart ever since. The special pocketknife his older brother had flung into a cornfield out of spite. The diamond ring his first sweetheart had failed to return to him when she broke off their engagement and ran away with the minister’s son.
Then Maggie thought of what she might find in her own gunnysack—the misplaced compacts, single earrings, and umbrellas, some of which she hadn’t noticed losing at the time but recollected weeks or months afterward. (“Didn’t I used to have a …?” “Whatever became of my …?”) Objects freely given up, even, which later she wished back again—for example, those 1950s skirts she had donated to Goodwill, now that lower hemlines were once more in fashion. And she had said, “Oh, yes,” again, but a shade less certainly, for it didn’t seem that she had suffered losses quite as bitter as the old man’s.
Now, though (sorting leftover fried chicken into plastic containers for Ira’s lunches), she reconsidered that gunnysack, and this time it bulged much fuller. She remembered a green dress that her brother Josh’s wife, Natalie, had admired one day. Maggie had said, “Take it, it matches your eyes,” for it truly did, and she had been glad for Natalie to have it; she had loved her like a sister. But then Josh and Natalie had divorced and Natalie moved away and didn’t keep in touch anymore, as if she’d divorced Maggie as well, and now Maggie wanted that dress returned. It used to move so fluidly when she walked! It was one of those dresses that go anywhere, that feel right for every occasion.
And she would like that funny little kitten, Thistledown, who’d been Ira’s very first present to her in their courting days. She was a jokey, mischievous creature, forever battling imaginary enemies with her needle teeth and soft gray paws, and Maggie and Ira used to spend hours playing with her. But then Maggie had unintentionally murdered the poor thing by running her mother’s dryer without checking inside first, and when she’d gone to pull the clothes out there was Thistle, as limp and frowsy and boneless as her namesake, and Maggie had cried and cried. After that there had been a whole string of other cats—Lucy and Chester and Pumpkin—but now all at once Maggie wanted Thistle back again. Surely Saint Peter allowed animals in that gunnysack, didn’t he? Would he allow all the lean, unassuming dogs of Mulraney Street, those part-this-part-thats whose distant voices had barked her to sleep every night of her childhood? Would he allow the children’s little gerbil, tirelessly plodding the years away on his wire treadmill till Maggie set him free out of pity and Pumpkin caught him and ate him?
And that corny key chain she used to have, a metal disk that rotated on an axle, with LOVES ME on one side and LOVES ME NOT on the other. Boris Drumm had given her that, and when Jesse got his license she had sentimentally passed it on to him. She had dropped it into his palm after chauffeuring him home from his driver’s test, but unfortunately the car was still in gear and it had started rolling as she climbed out. “Oh, great going, Ma,” Jesse had said, reaching for the brake; and something about his lofty amusement had made her see him for the first time as a man. But now he carried his keys in a little leather case—snakeskin, she believed. She would like that key chain back again. She could actually feel it between her fingers—the lightweight, cheap metal and the raised lettering, the absentminded spin she used to give it as she stood talking with Boris: Loves me, loves me not. And once again she saw Boris rising up before her car as she practiced braking. Why, all he’d been trying to say was: Here I am! Pay me some notice!
Also, her clear brown bead necklace that looked something like dark amber. Antique plastic, the girl at the thrift shop had called it. A contradiction in terms, you would think; but Maggie had loved that necklace. So had Daisy, who in her childhood often borrowed it, along with a pair of Maggie’s high-heeled shoes, and finally lost it in the alley out back of the house. She had worn it jumping rope on a summer evening and come home in tears because it had vanished. Definitely that would be in the gunnysack. And the summer evening as well, why not—the children smelling of sweat and fireflies, the warm porch floorboards sticking slightly to your chair rockers, the voices ringing from the alley: “Call that a strike?” and “Miss Mary Mack, Mack, Mack, dressed all in black, black, black …”
She stowed the containers of chicken at the front of the refrigerator, where Ira couldn’t overlook them, and she pictured Saint Peter’s astonishment as he watched what spilled forth: a bottle of wind, a box of fresh snow, and one of those looming moonlit clouds that used to float overhead like dirigibles as Ira walked her home from choir practice.
The dishes in the draining rack were dry by now and she stacked them and put them in the cupboard. Then she fixed herself a big bowl of ice cream. She wished they had bought mint chocolate chip. Fudge ripple was too white-tasting. She climbed the stairs, digging her spoon in. At the door to Daisy’s room, she paused. Daisy was kneeling on the floor, fitting books into a carton. “Want some ice cream?” Maggie asked her.
Daisy glanced up and said, “No, thanks.”
“All you had for supper was a drumstick.”
“I’m not hungry,” Daisy said, and she pushed a lock of hair off her forehead. She was wearing clothes that she wouldn’t be taking with her—baggy jeans and a blouse with a torn buttonhole. Her room already seemed uninhabited; the knickknacks that usually sat on her shelves had been packed for weeks.
“Where are your stuffed animals?” Maggie said.
“In my suitcase.”
“I thought you were leaving them home.”
“I was, but I changed my mind,” Daisy said.
She had been quiet all through supper. Maggie could tell she was anxious about tomorrow. It was like her not to talk about it, though. You had to read the signs—her lack of appetite and her decision to bring her stuffed animals after all. Maggie said, “Well, honey, you let me know if you want any help.”
“Thanks, Mom.”
Maggie went on down the hall to the bedroom she shared with Ira. Ira was sitting tailor-fashion on the bed, laying out a game of solitaire. He had taken off his shoes and rolled his shirt sleeves up. “Care for some ice cream?” Maggie asked him.
“No, thanks.”
“I shouldn’t have any, either,” she said. “But travel is such a strain, somehow. I feel I’ve burned a million calories just sitting in that car.”
In the mirror above the bureau, though, she was positively obese. She set her ice cream on the dresser scarf and leaned forward to study her face, sucking in her cheeks to give herself a hollow look. It didn’t work. She sighed and moved away. She went into the bathroom for her nightgown. “Ira,” she called, her voice echoing off the tiles, “do you suppose Serena is still mad at us?”
She had to peer around the door to catch his answer: a shrug.
“I was thinking I might phone to see how she’s doing,” she told him, “but I’d hate for her to hang up on me.”
She unbuttoned her dress and pulled it over her head and tossed it onto the toilet lid. Then she stepped out of her shoes. “Remember when I helped her put her mother in the nursing home?” she asked. “That time, she didn’t speak for months and whenever I tried to call she’d bang the receiver down. I hated when she did that. That thunk on the other end of the line. It made me feel so small. It made me feel we were back in third grade.”
“That’s because she was behaving like a third-grader,” Ira said.
Maggie came out in her slip to take another spoonful of ice cream. “And I don’t even know why she got so upset,” she told Ira’s reflection in the mirror. “It was a perfectly honest mistake! I had the best intentions in the world! I said to her mother, ‘Listen,’ I said, ‘you want to make a hit with the other residents? Want to show the staff right off that you’re not just another bland old lady?’ I mean this was Anita! Who used to wear the red toreador pants! I couldn’t have them underestimating her, could I? That’s why I told Serena we shouldn’t take her in till Sunday evening, Halloween, and that’s why I sewed that clown suit on my own machine and went all the way out Eastern Avenue to a what-do-you-call-it. What’s it called?”
“Theatrical supply house,” Ira said, dealing out another row of cards.
“Theatrical supply house, for white greasepaint. How was I to know they’d thrown the costume party on Saturday that year?”
She brought her ice cream over to the bed and settled down, propping her pillow against the headboard. Ira was frowning at his layout. “You would think I had deliberately plotted to make her a laughingstock,” Maggie told him, “the way Serena carried on.”
Whom she was picturing in her mind, though, was not Serena just then but Anita: her painted face, her red yarn hair, the triangles Maggie had lipsticked beneath her eyes which made them seem unnaturally bright or even teary, just like a real circus clown’s. And then her chin quivering and denting inward as she sat in her wheelchair, watching Maggie leave.
“I was a coward,” Maggie said suddenly, setting down her bowl. “I should have stayed and helped Serena get her changed. But I felt so foolish; I felt I’d made such a mess of things. I just said, ‘Bye now!’ and walked out, and the last I saw of her she was sitting there in a fright wig like somebody … inappropriate and senile and pathetic, with everyone around her dressed in normal clothing.”
“Oh, honey, she adjusted to the place just fine, in the end,” Ira said. “Why make such a big deal of it?”
“Because you didn’t see how she looked, Ira. And also she was wearing one of those Poseys, you know? One of those Posey restraining devices because she couldn’t sit upright on her own anymore. A clown suit and a Posey! I was dumb, I tell you.”
She was hoping Ira would continue contradicting her, but all he did was lay a jack of clubs on a queen.
“I don’t know why I kid myself that I’m going to heaven,” Maggie told him.
Silence.
“So shall I call her, or not?”
“Call who?”
“Serena, Ira. Who have we been talking about here?”
“Sure, if you like,” he said.
“But suppose she hangs up on me?”
“Then think of all you’ll save on the phone bill.”
She made a face at him.
She took the telephone from the nightstand and set it in her lap. Pondered it for a moment. Lifted the receiver. Tactfully, Ira bent lower over his cards and started whistling. (He was so polite about privacy, although as Maggie knew from experience you could overhear quite a lot while pretending to be absorbed in your song.) She punched in Serena’s number very slowly and deliberately, as if that would help their conversation.
Serena’s telephone gave two short rings instead of one long. Maggie thought of that as rural and slightly backward. Breep-breep, it said. Breep-breep.
Serena said, “Hello?”
“Serena?”
“Yes?”
“It’s me.”
“Oh, hi.”
Maybe she hadn’t realized yet who “me” was. Maggie cleared her throat. She said, “It’s Maggie.”
“Hi, Maggie.”
Maggie relaxed against her pillow and stretched her legs out. She said, “I called to see how you were doing.”
“Just fine!” Serena said. “Or, well, I don’t know. Not so hot, to tell the truth. I keep walking up and down, walking from one room to another. Can’t seem to stay in one place.”
“Isn’t Linda there?”
“I sent her away.”
“What for?”
“She got on my nerves.”
“On your nerves! How?”
“Oh, this way and that. I forget. They took me out to dinner and … I admit it was partly my fault. I was acting sort of contrary. I didn’t like the restaurant and I couldn’t stand the people who were eating there. I kept thinking how good it would feel to be alone, to have the house to myself. But now here I am and it’s so quiet. It’s like I’m wrapped in cotton or something. I was thrilled to hear the phone ring.”
“I wish you lived closer,” Maggie said.
Serena said, “I don’t have anyone to tell about the trivia, what the plumbing’s up to and how the red ants have come back in the kitchen.”
“You can tell me,” Maggie said.
“Well, but they’re not your red ants too, don’t you see? I mean you and I are not in this together.”
“Oh,” Maggie said.
There was a pause.
What was it Ira was whistling? Something from that record Leroy had played this evening; the lyrics were on the tip of Maggie’s tongue. He scooped up a run of diamonds and shifted them to a king.
“You know,” Serena said, “whenever Max went on a business trip we’d have so much to tell each other when he came home. He would talk and talk, and I would talk and talk, and then, you know what we’d do?”
“What?”
“We’d have a great big horrible fight.”
Maggie laughed.
“And then we’d patch it up, and then we’d go to bed together,” Serena said. “Crazy, wasn’t it? And now I keep thinking: If Max were resurrected this minute, hale and hearty, would we still have our horrible fight just the same?”
“Well, I guess you would,” Maggie said.
She wondered how it would feel to know she had seen Ira for the very last time on this earth. She supposed she would have trouble believing it. For several months, maybe, she would half expect him to come sauntering in again just as he had sauntered into choir practice that first spring evening thirty years ago.
“Um, also, Serena,” she said, “I want to apologize for what happened after the funeral.”
“Oh, forget it.”
“No, really, both of us feel just terrible.”
She hoped Serena couldn’t hear Ira in the background; it made her apology seem insincere. Lately it occurs to me, he was whistling cheerily, what a long, strange trip it’s been …
“Forget it; I flew off the handle,” Serena told her. “Widow’s nerves, or something. Pure silliness. I’m past the stage now where I can discard old friends without a thought; I can’t afford it.”
“Oh, don’t say that!”
“What, you want me to discard you?”
“No, no …”
“Just joking,” Serena told her. “Maggie, thanks for calling. I mean it. It was good to hear your voice.”
“Anytime,” Maggie said.
“Bye.”
“Bye.”
Serena hung up. A moment later, so did Maggie.
This ice cream wasn’t even edible anymore. She had let it turn to soup. Also she was feeling overstuffed. She looked down at herself—at the bodice of her slip stretched tight across her breasts. “I’m an elephant,” she told Ira.
He said, “Not again.”
“Seriously.”
He tapped his upper lip with a forefinger and studied his cards.
Well. She rose and went into the bathroom, stripping as she walked, and took her nightgown from its hook. When she dropped it over her head it shook itself out around her, loose and cool and weightless. “Whew!” she said. She washed her face and brushed her teeth. A trail of underclothes led from bedroom to bathroom; she picked them up and stuffed them into the hamper.
Sometimes, after an especially trying day, she felt an urge to burn everything she had worn.
Then while she was arranging her dress on a hanger, she was struck by a thought. She looked over at Ira. She looked away. She hung the dress in her closet, next to her one silk blouse.
“Goodness,” she said, turning toward him again. “Wasn’t Cartwheel dinky.”
“Mm.”
“I’d forgotten how dinky,” she said.
“Mmhmm.”
“I bet their school is dinky too.”
No response.
“Do you suppose the Cartwheel school offers a good education?”
“I really couldn’t say,” Ira said.
She closed the closet door firmly. “Well, I can say,” she told him. “It must be a full year behind the schools in Baltimore. Maybe two.”
“And naturally Baltimore’s schools are superb,” Ira said.
“Well, at least they’re better than Cartwheel’s.”
He raised an eyebrow at her.
“I mean most likely,” Maggie said.
He picked up a card, moved it onto another, then changed his mind and moved it back again.
“Here’s what we could do,” Maggie said. “Write and ask Fiona if she’s given any thought to Leroy’s education. Offer to enroll her down here in Baltimore and let Leroy live with us nine months of the year.”
“No,” Ira said.
“Or even twelve months, if it works out that way. You know how attached children get to their classmates and such. She might not want to leave.”
“Maggie, look at me.”
She faced him, hands on her hips.
“No,” he said.
There were a lot of arguments she could have mentioned. All kinds of arguments!
But she didn’t, somehow. She dropped her hands and wandered over to the window.
It was a warm, deep, quiet night, with just enough breeze to set the shade-pull swinging. She raised the shade higher and leaned out, pressing her forehead against the gritty screen. The air smelled of rubber tires and grass. Snatches of adventure music drifted up from the Lockes’ TV next door. Across the street, the Simmonses were climbing their front steps, the husband jingling his house keys. They would not be going to bed yet; no chance of that. They were one of those happily childless young couples with eyes for only each other, and no doubt they were returning from dinner in a restaurant and now would … do what? Put on some romantic music, maybe something with violins, and sit conversing graciously on their spotless white love seat, each raising a wineglass made of that thin, extra-breakable crystal that doesn’t even have a lip around the rim. Or maybe they would dance. She had seen them dancing on their front porch once—the wife in spike heels, with her hair swept up in an igloo shape, the husband holding her slightly apart in a formal, admiring way.
Maggie spun around and returned to the bed. “Oh, Ira,” she said, dropping down beside him, “what are we two going to live for, all the rest of our lives?”
She had dislodged a stack of his cards, but he kindly refrained from straightening them and instead reached out one arm and drew her in. “There, now, sweetheart,” he said, and he settled her next to him. Still holding her close, he transferred a four of spades to a five, and Maggie rested her head against his chest and watched. He had arrived at the interesting part of the game by now, she saw. He had passed that early, superficial stage when any number of moves seemed possible, and now his choices were narrower and he had to show real skill and judgment. She felt a little stir of something that came over her like a flush, a sort of inner buoyancy, and she lifted her face to kiss the warm blade of his cheekbone. Then she slipped free and moved to her side of the bed, because tomorrow they had a long car trip to make and she knew she would need a good night’s sleep before they started.
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The strangest thing about my wife’s return from the dead was how other people reacted.
We were strolling through Belvedere Square, for instance, on an early-spring afternoon when we met our old next-door neighbor, Jim Rust. “Well, what do you know,” he said to me. “Aaron!” Then he noticed Dorothy beside me. She stood peering up at him with one hand shielding her forehead from the sun. His eyes widened and he turned to me again.
I said, “How’s it going, Jim?”
Visibly, he pulled himself together. “Oh … great,” he said. “I mean … or, rather … but of course we miss you. Neighborhood is not the same without you!”
He was focusing on me alone—specifically, on my mouth, as if I were the one who was talking. He wouldn’t look at Dorothy. He had pivoted a few inches so as to exclude her from his line of vision.
I took pity on him. I said, “Well, tell everybody hello,” and we walked on. Beside me, Dorothy gave one of her dry chuckles.
Other people pretended not to recognize either one of us. They would catch sight of us from a distance, and this sort of jolt would alter their expressions and they would all at once dart down a side street, busy-busy, much to accomplish, very important concerns on their minds. I didn’t hold it against them. I knew this was a lot to adjust to. In their position, I might have behaved the same way. I like to think I wouldn’t, but I might have.
The ones who made me laugh aloud were the ones who had forgotten she’d died. Granted, there were only two or three of those—people who barely knew us. In line at the bank once we were spotted by Mr. von Sant, who had handled our mortgage application several years before. He was crossing the lobby and he paused to ask, “You two still enjoying the house?”
“Oh, yes,” I told him.
Just to keep things simple.
I pictured how the realization would hit him a few minutes later. Wait! he would say to himself, as he was sitting back down at his desk. Didn’t I hear something about …?
Unless he never gave us another thought. Or hadn’t heard the news in the first place. He’d go on forever assuming that the house was still intact, and Dorothy still alive, and the two of us still happily, unremarkably married.
I had moved in by then with my sister, who lived in our parents’ old place in north Baltimore. Was that why Dorothy came back when she did? She hadn’t much cared for Nandina. She thought she was too bossy. Well, she was too bossy. Is. She’s especially bossy with me, because I have a couple of handicaps. I may not have mentioned that. I have a crippled right arm and leg. Nothing that gets in my way, but you know how older sisters can be.
Oh, and also a kind of speech hesitation, but only intermittently. I seldom even hear it, myself.
In fact, I have often wondered what made Dorothy select the moment she did to come back. It wasn’t immediately after she died, which is when you might expect. It was months and months later. Almost a year. Of course I could have just asked her, but somehow, I don’t know, the question seemed impolite. I can’t explain exactly why.
One time we ran into Irene Lance, from my office. She’s the design person there. Dorothy and I were returning from lunch. Or I had had lunch, at least, and Dorothy had fallen into step beside me as I was walking back. And suddenly we noticed Irene approaching from St. Paul. Irene was hard to miss. She was always the most elegant woman on the street, not that that was much of a challenge in Baltimore. But she would have seemed elegant anywhere. She was tall and ice-blonde, wearing a long, flowing coat that day with the collar turned up around her throat and the hemline swirling about her shins in the brisk spring breeze. I was curious. How would a person like Irene handle this type of thing? So I slowed my pace, which caused Dorothy to slow hers, and by the time Irene caught sight of us we were almost at a standstill, both of us waiting to see what Irene would do.
Two or three feet away from us, she stopped short. “Oh … my … God,” she said.
We smiled.
“UPS,” she said.
I said, “What?”
“I phoned UPS for a pickup and there’s nobody in the office.”
“Well, never mind. We’re heading back there right now,” I told her.
I used the word “we” on purpose, although Dorothy would most likely depart before I entered the building.
But all Irene said was, “Thanks, Aaron. I must be getting Alzheimer’s.”
And off she went, without another word.
She would really have worried about Alzheimer’s if she had known what she’d just overlooked.
I glanced over at Dorothy, expecting her to share the joke, but she was pursuing her own line of thought. “Wild Strawberries,” she said, in a reflective tone of voice.
“Pardon?”
“That’s who Irene reminds me of. The woman in the old Bergman movie—the daughter-in-law, with the skinned-back bun. Remember her?”
“Ingrid Thulin,” I said.
Dorothy raised her eyebrows slightly, to show she was impressed, but it wasn’t so very difficult to dredge that name up. I had been enamored with Ingrid Thulin since college. I liked her cool, collected air.
“How long do you suppose it will be before Irene does a double take?” I asked Dorothy.
Dorothy merely shrugged.
She seemed to view our situation much more matter-of-factly than I did.
Maybe the reason I didn’t ask Dorothy why she had come back when she did was that I worried it would make her ask herself the same question. If she had just sort of wandered back, absent-mindedly, the way you would return to an old address out of habit, then once I’d brought it up she might say, “Oh! My goodness! I should be going!”
Or maybe she would imagine I was asking what she was doing here. Why she had come back at all, in other words. Like when you ask a houseguest how long he’s planning to stay and he suspects you’re asking, “When can I hope to be rid of you?” Maybe that was why I felt it wouldn’t be polite.
It would kill me if she left. I had already gone through that once. I didn’t think I could do it all over again.
She was short and plump and serious-looking. She had a broad, olive-skinned face, appealingly flat-planed, and calm black eyes that were noticeably level, with that perfect symmetry that makes the viewer feel rested. Her hair, which she cut herself in a heedless, blunt, square style, was deeply, absolutely black, and all of a piece. (Her family had come from Mexico two generations before.) And yet I don’t think other people recognized how attractive she was, because she hid it. Or, no, not even that; she was too unaware of it to hide it. She wore owlish, round-lensed glasses that mocked the shape of her face. Her clothes made her figure seem squat—wide, straight trousers and man-tailored shirts, chunky crepe-soled shoes of a type that waitresses favored in diners. Only I noticed the creases as fine as silk threads that encircled her wrists and her neck. Only I knew her dear, pudgy feet, with the nails like tiny seashells.
My sister said Dorothy was too old for me, but that was just because I had foolishly told the truth when I was asked. Even though she was eight years my senior—forty-three when she died—she seemed younger, because of that good strong Hispanic skin. Plus, she had enough padding to fill out any lines. You wouldn’t really think about age at all, with Dorothy.
My sister also said she was too short for me, and it is undeniable that when Dorothy and I hugged, all the wrong parts of us met. I am six-feet-four. Dorothy was not quite five-one. If you saw us walking down the street together, my sister said, you would take us for a father and child heading off to grammar school.
And too professional, my sister said. Ha! There’s a novel objection. Dorothy was a doctor. I work as an editor in my family’s publishing firm. Not all that great a disparity, right? What Nandina meant was, too intent upon her profession. Too work-obsessed. She left for her office early, stayed late, didn’t greet me with my slippers in the evening, barely knew how to boil an egg. Fine with me.
But not with Nandina, evidently.
Maybe it was just a long, long way to travel, and that’s why it took Dorothy all those months to come back.
Or maybe she had first tried to do without me, the way I had first tried to do without her—to “get over” my loss, “find closure,” “move on,” all those ridiculous phrases people use when they’re urging you to endure the unendurable. But eventually, she had faced the fact that we simply missed each other too much. She had given in and returned.
That’s what I liked to believe. I’ve made my sister out to be a tyrant, but she really wasn’t. She just wanted the best for me, is why she was so critical. She saw the best in me. When a neighbor kid called me Frankenstein, after I got so tall, Nandina told me I resembled Abraham Lincoln. (I pretended to take heart from this, although Abraham Lincoln was not the look I’d been aiming for.) When I admitted to a case of nerves before inviting Tiffy Preveau to the freshman prom, Nandina rehearsed with me for hours, throwing herself into the role of Tiffy so convincingly that I all but lost my tongue around her. “Could—could—could—” I stammered.
“Start with an H word,” Nandina advised, slipping out of character for a moment.
“How—how would you like—to go to the prom with me?” I asked.
“Why, I’d love to, Aaron!” she said in a burbly, false voice. “But tell me: are you able to dance?”
“Oh, yes.”
“Because I really do love to dance, you know. And I’m talking fast-dance. I like to go crazy!”
“I can fast-dance,” I said.
And I could. Nandina had taught me. Nandina was not exactly a teen success story herself (she stood nearly six feet tall even after shucking off her long banana shoes, and had reached her senior year without attending a single one of her own proms), but she steered me through a series of passable-looking moves. She showed me how to bite my lower lip as if transported by the beat of “Pump Up the Volume,” and she positioned my right arm so it seemed less like a broken wing and more like a banner, raised triumphantly as high as she could force it. It worked in my favor that nobody was dancing in that walking-embrace style anymore. I wouldn’t need to clasp my partner two-handed or anything like that.
And I should learn to do without all those C words, Nandina said. It seemed to her I was piling them on deliberately—“can” and “could,” every chance I got.
“That might not be entirely coincidental,” I told her. (I spoke almost without a hitch, since she was merely my sister again.)
“See what I mean? You could just as well have used ‘accidental’ there,” she said.
Tiffy turned down my invitation, as it happened. She said she’d already made plans. But still, it was kind of Nandina to offer her help.
I was wrong to use the word “handicaps” earlier. “Differences” would have been more accurate. Really I’m not handicapped in the least.
I may be different from other people but I’m no unluckier. I believe that. Or I’m unluckier but no unhappier. That is probably closer to the truth.
Sometimes I think I am unluckier than other people but much, much happier.
But there I suppose I’m fooling myself, because probably everyone thinks he has some unique claim on happiness.
The weird thing is that, although I have been this way for as long as I can remember, I feel myself to be exactly like everyone else. Staring out through the windows of my eyes, I imagine my back to be straight, my neck upright, and my arms of a matching diameter. In actuality, though, since my right foot and calf are pretty much deadweight I have to drag my right leg behind me, and I lean away from that side to counterbalance it, which throws my spine askew. When I’m seated, you might not guess, but then I stand up and I’m listing.
I own a cane, but I keep leaving it places.
And although I have trained myself to let my right arm hang as loosely as possible, it insists on reverting to a tucked position with the hand bent inward, folded sharply at the wrist as if I were a stroke victim. Maybe I am a stroke victim; I don’t know. I was a perfectly normal two-year-old; then I came down with the flu. After that I wasn’t normal anymore.
But I’ll bet I would have been left-handed in any case, because I have excellent penmanship and I didn’t need to struggle for it. So in that respect I am not so unlucky, wouldn’t you agree? And I play a wicked game of racquetball, and I can swim well enough to stay afloat, at least, and I drive a car much better than most if I do say so myself. My car has modified foot pedals. For steering and shifting, though, I get along fine with the standard hand controls. New passengers tend to look anxious at first; then, after we’ve gone a few miles, they forget all about it.
I daydream of switching to standard pedals, but the Motor Vehicle people have these absurd regulations.
It occurred to me at the beginning that Dorothy might have come back on some special assignment. She’d been permitted to return just long enough to tell me something, perhaps, after which she would be on her way. (I have to say right now that who had permitted her was not something I cared to dwell on. I am an atheist. Having her here in the first place had already shaken up more preconceptions than I could easily absorb.)
You would think that I would be eager to know what this assignment was. But remember the corollary: once she’d completed it, she would leave. And I didn’t think I could bear that.
So I adopted a sort of Zen approach. I lived in the moment. Dorothy appeared; I was at peace. I didn’t ask questions, didn’t probe, didn’t study the whys and wherefores; I just took comfort in being with her. If she had started to say something that sounded, oh, message-like, I would have tried my best to deflect her; but she didn’t. It seemed that she was living in the moment also. Then she would vanish again, but she wasn’t really gone for good. I somehow knew that. I would wait, still as a pond, until she reappeared.
Once, she asked me, “How are things at Nandina’s? Does she fret over you, and tut-tut?”
“Yes, well, you remember what she’s like,” I said.
I was silent a moment. Then I said, “You needed to ask? Somehow, I figured you would just know.”
“Oh, no. I don’t know anything at all,” Dorothy said.
It seemed to me that there was a sadness in her voice, but then she smiled at me, so I supposed I’d just imagined it.
My mother felt, to the end of her days, that my differences were her fault. She should have called the pediatrician earlier in my illness. She should have rushed me to the emergency room; forget the pediatrician. “They would only have sent us home again,” I told her. “They’d have said that some virus was going around; just give me fluids and bed rest.”
“I would have sat smack down on the floor and told them we weren’t leaving,” she said.
“Oh, why make such a big deal about it? I manage perfectly well.”
“Manage. Yes, I suppose you do,” she said. “And I wouldn’t give it another thought if you had been lame from birth. But you weren’t. You’re not the way you started out. You’re not who you were meant to be.”
“Maybe this is exactly who I was meant to be,” I said.
She just sighed. I was never going to understand.
“Anyhow,” I said, “you did call the pediatrician. You told me. You called as soon as my fever went up.”
“That man was an imbecile,” she said, off on another tack. “He claimed fevers were nature’s cure-all. He claimed they didn’t do half as much harm as all those hysterical mothers dunking their children in ice water.”
“Mom. Get over it,” I said.
But she never did.
She was a homemaker (as she termed it), from the last generation of women who married straight out of college. She graduated in June of 1958 and married in July. Then had to wait ten years for her first baby, poor woman, but even so she didn’t get a job. How did she fill that time, I wonder? Nandina and I were her entire occupation, once we came along. She built our science projects with us, and our dioramas. She ironed our underwear. She decorated our rooms in little-girl style and little-boy style—rosebuds for Nandina and sports banners for me. Never mind that Nandina was not the rosebud type, or that any time I took part in a sport my mother had apoplexy.
I was a rough-and-ready kind of kid, despite my differences. I was clumsy but enthusiastic, eager to join whatever pickup game was happening on our block. Mom would literally wring her hands as she watched from the front window, but my father told her to let me do whatever I felt capable of. He wasn’t as much of a worrier. But of course he was off at the office all day, and middle-aged by then besides. He was never the kind of father I could toss a football with on weekends, or ask to coach my Little League team.
So I mostly spent my childhood fending off the two women in my life—my mother and my sister, both of them lying in wait to cosset me to death. Even that young, I sensed the danger. You get sucked in. You turn soft. They have you where they want you then.
Is it any wonder I found Dorothy a breath of fresh air?
The first time she saw me, she said, “What’s wrong with your arm?” She was wearing her white coat and she asked in a brusque, clinical tone. When I explained, she just said, “Huh,” and went on to another subject.
The first time she rode in my car, she didn’t so much as glance over, not even at the very start, to check how I was driving. She was too busy huffing on her glasses and polishing them with her sleeve.
And the first time she heard me stammer (after I fell in love with her and grew flustery and awkward), she cocked her head and said, “What is that? The brain injury, or just nerves?”
“Oh, just—just—nerves,” I said.
“Really? I wonder,” she said. “When you’re dealing with the left hemisphere … Damn.”
“Excuse me?”
“I think I left my keys in my office,” she said. 
•    •    •
She was unique among women, Dorothy. She was one of a kind. Lord, she left a hole behind. I felt as if I’d been erased, as if I’d been ripped in two.
Then I looked down the street and saw her standing on the sidewalk.
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Chapter One
LONDON, ENGLAND
Your sister is married to your ex-fiancé?” Jessica’s voice rose to such a pitch Bett Quinlan half expected the lightbulbs to explode. “We’ve worked together for nearly two years and you tell me this now?”
Bett knew right then she had made a big mistake. “It didn’t ever really come up until now.”
“Something like that doesn’t need to come up. That’s something you tell people within minutes of meeting. ‘Hi, my name’s Bett, short for Elizabeth. I work as a journalist in a record company, and my sister is married to my ex-husband.’ ”
“Ex-fiancé,” Bett corrected. She tried to backtrack. “Look, forget I mentioned it. I’m fine about it. She’s fine about it. He’s fine about it. It’s not a big deal.” Liar, liar.
“Of course it’s a big deal. It’s a huge deal. And they’ll both be at your grandmother’s party? No wonder you’re feeling sick about it.”
“I’m not feeling sick about it. I said I was a bit nervous about going home for it, not sick.”
“Tomato, tomayto. Oh, Bett, you poor thing. Which sister was it? The older one or the younger one?”
“The younger one. Carrie.” Bett felt as if the words were being squeezed out of her.
“And what happened? Were they having an affair behind your back? You came home from work early one day and caught them at it in your marital—sorry, engagement—bed?”
“No, it wasn’t like that.” Bett stood up. She’d definitely made a mistake. That afternoon at work she’d decided to invite her friend and colleague Jessica back for dinner to tell her the whole story. She’d hoped it would help make this trip back to Australia easier. Prepare her for people’s reactions again, like a dress rehearsal. But it wasn’t helping at all. It was excruciating. She ran her fingers through her dark curls, trying to take back control of the situation. “Can I get you a coffee? Another glass of wine?”
“No thanks. Don’t change the subject, either. So did you go to the wedding?”
“Would you prefer tea?”
Jessica laughed good-naturedly. “Come on, Bett. You brought it up in the first place. Think of it as therapy. It can’t have been good for you to go around with a secret like this bottled up inside you. Did you go to the wedding?”
Bett sat down again. “I didn’t, no.”
“Well, no, of course you didn’t. It would have been too humiliating, I suppose.”
She blinked at Jessica’s bluntness.
“Did your sister use the same wedding invitations? Just cross out your name and put hers instead?”
“That’s not very funny.”
Jessica gave a sheepish smile. “Sorry, couldn’t resist. So who was the bridesmaid? Your older sister? Anna?”
“No, she wasn’t there either.”
Jessica frowned. “None of her sisters were there? What? Did it cause some huge fight between all three of you?”
In a nutshell, yes. “It was a bit like that.”
“Really? You haven’t spoken to either of your sisters since the wedding?”
“No.” Bett shifted uncomfortably in her seat. “Or seen them.” Not since the weekend of the Big Fight. Which had followed the Friday of the Revelations. Which had followed the Weeks of the Suspicions. “Not for three years.”
“Your grandmother’s party will be the first time you’ve seen your sisters in three years?” At Bett’s nod, Jessica gave a long, low whistle. “This is more complicated than I thought. No wonder you went so weird when that fax from your grandmother arrived.”
“I didn’t go weird.”
“Yes, you did. Have you got any photos of your sister and your fiancé together?”
“Why? Don’t you believe me?”
“Of course I do. I just need to get the whole picture of it in my head, so I can give you all the advice you need.”
“I’d rather you didn’t—”
“Please, Bett. You know how much I love looking at photos.”
That much was true. Jessica was the only person Bett had ever met who genuinely enjoyed looking at other people’s holiday photos. She wouldn’t just flick through a packet of snaps either, but would inspect each one, asking about the subject, the setting, the film speed used.
Jessica was being her most persuasive. “I’m sure it will help you. This way I’ll know exactly who you’re talking about.”
“Thanks, anyway, but—”
“Bett, come on. You’ve told me half of it. I may as well see the rest.”
“Look, I—”
“Please-please-please …”
Bett gave in, picking up the small photo album lying on top of the bookcase in the corner of the room. At least it would take Jessica only a few minutes to get through them. She had left South Australia in such a hurry three years earlier that she hadn’t taken any of her photos with her. The only ones in her album were those her parents and Lola had sent with their letters.
As Jessica gleefully started turning the pages, Bett retreated to the tiny kitchen with the dirty dishes, feeling sick and steamrolled. Thirty-two years old and she still hadn’t learned how to stand up for herself. For a fleeting moment she wondered how her sisters would have reacted in the same situation. Anna would have given Jessica a haughty stare and chilled her into silence. Carrie would have tossed her blonde head and told her laughingly and charmingly to mind her own business. But not Bett. No, she’d just felt embarrassed about having said too much and then handed the photo album over anyway. She decided to blame the wine they’d had that night for this sudden need to show and tell all. Nine parts alcohol, one part truth serum.
She came back into the living room and picked up a music magazine, trying to pretend she wasn’t watching Jessica’s every reaction as she pored over each photo. For a while the only sound was pages turning, interrupted by Jessica asking the occasional question.
“Is that your mum and dad?”
Bett glanced at it. A photo of her parents, arm in arm in front of the main motel building, wearing matching Santa hats, squinting into the sunshine. They’d sent it in their Christmas card the previous year. “That’s right.”
Jessica read the sign behind them. “The Valley View Motel. Is that where you grew up?”
“We moved around a lot when we were younger, but that’s where they are now.”
Jessica nodded and turned the page. “And this is Lola? The old lady wearing too much makeup?”
Bett didn’t even have to look at the photo. “That’s her.”
“Would you look at those eyebrows! They’re like caterpillars on a trampoline. She was your nanny, did you tell me?”
“Sort of.” Nanny always seemed too mild a word to describe Lola. She’d certainly minded them as children. With their parents so occupied running the motels, it was Lola, their father’s mother, who had practically brought up Bett and her two sisters—but she was more a combination of etiquette teacher, boot-camp mistress, and musical director than nanny.
“Is she wearing fancy dress in this next photo?”
Bett glanced over. It was a picture of Lola beside her seventy-ninth birthday cake, nearly twelve months earlier. She was wearing a gaudily patterned caftan, dangling earrings, and several beaded necklaces. Nothing too out of the ordinary. “No, that’s just her.”
Jessica kept flicking the pages, and then stopped suddenly. Bett tensed, knowing she had reached Carrie and Matthew’s wedding photo. Bett had wanted to throw it away the day she received it, but had stopped herself. She hadn’t wanted her grandmother to be right. It was Lola who had sent the photo to her, enclosing a brief note: “You’ll probably get all dramatic and rip this up, but I knew you’d want to see it.”
“This is them?” Jessica asked.
“That’s them.”
Jessica studied it closely. “Carrie’s very pretty, isn’t she? And he’s a bit of a looker, too, your Matthew. Nice perm.”
At least Jessica hadn’t said what people usually said when they remarked how pretty Carrie was: “You don’t look at all alike, do you?” As for her other remark …
“He’s not my Matthew. And it wasn’t a perm. He’s got naturally wavy hair.”
Jessica grinned. “Just seeing if you defended him.” She turned the page and gave a loud hoot of laughter. “Now we’re talking. I’ve been dying to see proof of the Alphabet Sisters. Look at you with that mad head of curls.”
Bett tugged self-consciously at that same head of curls, now at least slightly less mad. Lola had sent her that photo, too. It had arrived with just a scrawled note, subtle as ever. “Remember the good times with your sisters as well.” It had been taken at a country show in outback South Australia more than twenty years previously, at one of the Alphabet Sisters’ earliest singing performances. Anna had been thirteen, Bett eleven, and Carrie eight. Bett could even remember the songs: “Song Sung Blue,” “Swing Low, Sweet Chariot,” and a David Cassidy pop song. Just minutes after the photo had been taken, a fly had buzzed its way straight into Anna’s mouth. Her shocked expression and sudden squawk had made Bett and Carrie laugh so much both of them had fallen off the small stage, a wide plank of wood balanced on eight milk crates. The memory could still make Bett laugh.
Jessica was inspecting it very closely. “You were a bit of a porker back then, weren’t you?”
The smile disappeared. “Well, that was nicely put, Jess, thanks.”
Jessica was unabashed. “I always believe in calling a spade a spade. And you were a plump little thing. Look at that little belly and those rosy-red cheeks.”
Bett didn’t need to look. That little belly and those rosy-red cheeks had never gone too far away. She was about to ask Jessica if she thought she was still a porker—she had gone up and down in weight so many times she hardly knew what size she was—but Jessica was too occupied with the photo. She was taking in every detail, the flicked fringes, the matching dresses, the bad makeup—all Lola’s handiwork.
She glanced up at Bett. “Not exactly the Corrs, were you?”
Bett laughed despite herself. “I bet they didn’t look that good when they were teenagers either.”
“I bet they did. Have you ever wondered if there’s a fourth Corr sister, a hideously ugly one they keep locked away?” Jessica looked at the photo again. “You’re not very alike, are you? Even apart from the appalling eye makeup and the different hair colors. Unless they’re wigs?”
“No, all our own work, I’m afraid.” Anna had straight black hair, Bett’s was dark brown, and Carrie’s dark blonde. She presumed her sisters’ hair colors hadn’t changed in three years. She’d find out soon enough. In less than two weeks, in fact. Her stomach gave a lurch.
The fax from Lola in South Australia had arrived at Bett’s work out of the blue, just the one line. If Bett didn’t come home for her eightieth birthday party, she would never talk to her again.
Bett had rung her immediately. “Lola, don’t do this to me, please,” she’d said, straight to the point as soon as her grandmother answered. “You know what it’ll be like.”
“Elizabeth Quinlan, stop being such a baby. You’re scared of seeing your sisters. So what? I’m nearly eighty, and I’ve got a lot more to be scared of than you have. I could die any moment. Now, hang up, book your ticket, and get here as soon as you can. I’ve got something I want you to do.”
Lola had obviously taken her extra-strength bossy tablets that day. “I can’t drop everything just like that, Lola. I’ve got a life here now.”
“And you’ve got a grandmother in Australia who has missed you very, very badly and wants to see you again.” Her voice had softened. “Please, Bett. Come home. For me.”
Bett had thought about it for two days, veering between excitement and dread at the idea. One image had kept coming to her. Lola, standing in front of the motel, beaming at her, waiting to give her a hug. In the end Bett had compromised. Yes, she would come back for the party, but it would be a lightning trip. She’d arrive in South Australia the day of the party and then leave as soon as possible afterward.
Lola hadn’t been at all pleased. “But I need you here for longer than that.”
“I can’t, Lola. I’ve got a life here,” she’d repeated firmly. It had been a strange sensation. She wasn’t used to standing up to her grandmother either.
Beside her, Jessica was going through the album again. “It’s a tricky one, that’s for sure. No wonder you’re so nervous. Your first meeting with your sisters and the happy couple in three years, all of you in the same motel, not to mention the added tension of a party …”
Bett nodded, waiting for her friend’s sound advice, the helpful comments.
Jessica shut the album with a snap. “I’d say it’s going to be ferocious.”
SYDNEY, AUSTRALIA
Anna Quinlan knew that outside the sun was shining. That less than a kilometer away the waters of Sydney Harbour were probably glinting in the sun, to a sound track of ferry horns, gull cries, and tourist-guide commentaries.
But it could have been the Sahara Desert outside. She’d been trapped inside this coffin of a recording studio for three hours now, trying to get the voice exactly right for a new range of kitchen sponges. She’d decided the client was not just from hell, but from somewhere much deeper, hotter and even more unpleasant.
She peered through the glass of the studio window again, counting to ten as she caught sight of him. He looked like a suit-wearing spotty child who surely couldn’t have driven himself to the studio today. He didn’t seem old enough. She snapped back to attention as Bob, the producer/technician, pressed the button on the intercom so his voice came into her headphones.
“Anna, Henry feels you are really getting there, but he wonders whether you could combine the laugh in your voice from that first take with the kind of bubbling tone you did on the one before that last one, and add a little more lightness to the whole thing.”
Henry leaned forward, speaking into the microphone as though he was an MC at a football-club presentation night. “Yes, loved that bubbly sound, Anna. Just perfect for our demographic. You don’t mind, do you?”
Mind? Mind that she had spent three hours saying one sentence in dozens of different voices? Mind that the preschooler in the suit had tried to describe the mind-set of a kitchen sponge—a kitchen sponge!—to her? “It’s determined, it’s energetic, it’s fun.…”
No, it’s not, Henry, she’d thought. It’s a three-inch square of detergent-soaked sponge with a scouring pad on one side that you do dishes with. It isn’t Russell Crowe.
She bit her tongue. Whatever you do, Anna, don’t let them see you’re upset. Keep cool, keep smiling, keep up the front. She’d learned that lesson after years of unsuccessful auditions for parts. No one wanted a moody actress. It was much better to be tagged as a thorough professional, even if it was sometimes mistaken for haughtiness. And at least Henry had definitely decided that the sponge was female. Today’s booking had been set up, canceled, then set up again while Henry, his advertising agency, and his market-research team argued over the best gender for their new sponge.
Anna looked at Bob for help. He was just chewing, as normal, and hitching up his trousers, unfazed, also as normal. She knew he didn’t care how long the client took. He charged an hourly rate.
Some of her frustration must have shown on her face. Bob took pity on her. He spoke again, surreptitiously inclining his head toward the client. “Anna, perhaps it would help if you visualized yourself in the sink, getting psyched up to help your housewife—sorry, homemaker—clean all those dirty dishes. And there’s one particularly greasy pot that’s going to need special energy, but you know it will be worth it to scrub like mad until every spot is gone.” Another barely noticeable nod at the client. “Whenever you’re ready. Tape’s running.”
It worked a treat. Staring through the glass, seeing her sharp bobbed hair and immaculate makeup reflected back at her, Anna imagined Henry evolving into a dirty, grease-spattered saucepan. She imagined herself as the sponge, leaping out of nowhere and scouring his face until every spot and blackhead had disappeared, shouting all the while in a voice that was a combination of Mary Poppins and kamikaze pilot. She leaned toward the microphone. “Let me at it! I’m the clean machine!”
Henry’s pimply face broke into a huge smile. “That’s it. Perfect. Thanks, Anna.”
She had just leaned down to her bag when his voice came in again. “But would you be able to do it one more time? I think it needs just a touch more softness, to convey the moisturizer we’ve included in the washing-up liquid.”
An hour later Anna was driving out of the studio carpark. The voice of the sponge was now lodged in her head, and she knew from experience it would stay there for the next few days or until a new character’s voice took its place. Last month her internal voice, her mind voice, had varied between a kitten stuck up a tree (for a cat food commercial), a warmhearted nurse in an old folks’ home (health insurance), and a cake waiting to be iced. That had taken three hours to get right, too, before Bob stepped in once again with her motivation. “Imagine you’re the cake, Anna, okay? You’re scared. You don’t know which brand of icing you’re about to be iced with but you sure as hell want it to be high quality. So we need a combination of fear and anticipation and …”
Her seven-year-old daughter, Ellen, loved it, of course. She treated Anna’s repertoire of voices like a human jukebox. Lying sleepily in bed listening to a good-night story, she’d pick and choose the voices. “Mum, can you read this one like the Zoomer Broom?” The Zoomer Broom featured in an animated TV commercial where the ordinary household broom metamorphosed into something Harry Potter could have used for Quidditch, babbling nonsensically all the while. Ellen’s other favorite was the ocean pie, a gurgly underwater voice.
Anna parked on the street across from the hospital, ten minutes late. Hurrying toward the lift, she composed her face, already hearing the disapproving tones from her neighbor, who had grudgingly agreed to collect Ellen after school and bring her here to the clinic for her latest appointment. The lift door opened, and Anna spied her little daughter in the distance, standing up on a chair near the nurses’ station, chatting to one of the staff. In the dozens of hospital visits since Ellen’s accident, she had gotten to know all the nurses very well. Anna tensed, as she always did when she remembered the trauma of those first months. She decided it was time Ellen had a good spoiling: she’d give her whatever she wanted for dinner, let her watch whatever video she wanted, and then read her all the stories she wanted, as well.
By nine o’clock Anna’s patience was wearing a little thin. Ellen had been alternately tearful and cranky all evening, insisting on pizza, then not eating any of it, and not settling on any one video but wanting to watch specific scenes out of five different ones. Anna had finally had enough, speaking more crossly than she intended, which set off the tears again. She then read two extra stories, purely out of guilt, hardly finding the energy for the different voices.
Ellen still wouldn’t settle, hopping in and out of bed. She stood in the doorway of the living room now, tears on her face. “Is Dad home yet?”
Anna kept her voice mild with effort. “No, darling, he’s not.”
“Where is he?”
“At work, I think.” She thought. She didn’t have a clue where Glenn was. He didn’t ring and tell her anymore if he was going to be late, or if he was going to be home at all, in fact.
“Can you read me another story, then?”
“Sweetheart, you’ve had enough stories. It’s time to sleep.”
“I can’t sleep. I’m scared again. I keep remembering.”
The doctor’s voice came into Anna’s mind. “There will be some post-traumatic stress and recurring fear, but it’s important you learn to listen without making too much of it. Children are children and very skilled at knowing which buttons to press.” So what was she supposed to do? Ignore Ellen’s tears? Tell her to get over it? Of course she couldn’t. She pulled herself up out of the deep sofa. “All right, Ellie. You hop back into bed and pick another story. I’ll be there in a moment.”
By the time Anna got to the bedroom, Ellen had changed her mind. “Can I have a tape instead? Can I hear Really-Great-Gran’s tape?”
“Again? You sure you don’t want a story tape?”
Ellen lay back and shook her head. Her dark hair fanned out on the pillow.
The tape had arrived from Lola more than two years earlier, with a note to Anna attached. “This is for you to play to Ellen. I’m still having no part of this nonsense between you and your sisters, but I’m not losing a great-granddaughter because of it. Please play her this tape so I’m not a shock each time she meets me.”
Anna put the tape in, then lay on the bed beside Ellen, stroking her hair back from her face as Lola’s voice filled the room. Her still strongly Irish-accented tones were clear and precise.
“Hello, Ellen. This is your great-grandmother speaking. Now, my little dote, I’ve been giving a lot of thought to what you should call me, and I think I’ve come up with the best solution. Your scoundrel of a mother started calling me Lola when she was just a child, and her two sisters followed suit, but you need a different name for me, I think. And not just Great-Grandmother. I’m much better than great. So, my darling, I would like you to call me Really-Great-Gran from now on. Okay?”
There was a pause on the tape.
“Are you listening, Ellen?” Lola asked.
“Yes,” Ellen answered sleepily beside Anna.
The voice on the tape continued. “Good girl. And are you happy with that? Happy to call me Really-Great-Gran?”
“Yes, Really-Great-Gran,” Ellen answered in the pause. She knew this ritual by heart.
“Good girl. Now, I’m going to tell you a few stories about your mother and your grandfather, but first I’m going to sing you one or two of my favorite songs. So settle back and relax.”
Relax? Anna bit her lip as Lola started warbling “Don’t Sit Under the Apple Tree” in her falsetto voice. The last thing Lola’s voice would make you do is relax. She could clear a room in seconds. Ellen didn’t seem to mind. Lola could have been singing a sweetly tuned nursery rhyme, the way Ellen was reacting. Her lids were getting heavier by the second, her lips mouthing the words along with her great-grandmother’s slaughtered version. Anna smiled, remembering the song. It was one of the first ones Lola had taught Anna and her sisters. There’d been a row over who got to sing the high notes. Carrie had won, hadn’t she? Or was it Bett? It certainly hadn’t been her, cursed with as deep a singing voice as her speaking voice. She’d always sung the bass parts.
Lola reached a shrieking crescendo, then paused on the tape, as if expecting her performance to be followed by rapturous applause. “One of my favorites, Ellen, and one of your mum and aunts’ favorites, too. As is this one. Are you comfortable? Sing along with me, darling.”
As Lola embarked on “The Good Ship Lollipop” Anna glanced down. Ellen was fast asleep.
Back in the living room, Anna poured herself a glass of wine and pressed the TV remote control. She stared at the screen, trying to pick up the plot of the thriller, fighting the desolate feeling inside her that seemed to be rising closer to the surface each day. One phrase kept occurring to her. I’m lonely. Lonely. Yet she had friends in Sydney, didn’t she? People she could meet for coffee? And hadn’t there been joint friends, other couples who came over for dinner or who they met in restaurants occasionally? Not anymore. They had all slipped away the past year or so, like extras in a film, Anna thought, silently stealing away and leaving the main action to unfold. She couldn’t blame them. Who would want to be around to see how she and Glenn treated each other these days?
The TV program changed to advertisements, and Anna noticed without pleasure that it was her voice coming out of the mouth of the animated mobile phone on the screen. She’d done that one two years ago now, and here it was back again.
She put down the glass and rubbed her face with her hands. Who was she fooling? She didn’t want to talk to Glenn or any Sydney friends or colleagues. She wanted to talk to her sisters again. She wanted Carrie to sympathize with her. She wanted Bett to cheer her up with some madly melodramatic account of how bad her day had been. She wanted to tell them both how awful things had become with Glenn, especially since Ellen’s accident, but how wonderful Ellen herself had been, most of the time.
She could ring her mother or father at the motel, but she’d never really confided in either of them. It had always been too hard to get the timing right. They’d be either in the kitchen cooking for houseguests, or out in the bar, or doing the accounts, or any of the hundred things both of them always seemed to be doing. She could ring Lola, but lately those calls hadn’t been having the calming effect they used to. For the first year or two after the big fight, Lola had been understanding, trying to see each of their points of view, as she always had. Understanding had turned to exasperation. “This is ludicrous. I’m ashamed of the three of you, carrying on like this.” She’d tried the frosty approach for a while. “I’m not talking to any of you while you persist in this ridiculous carry-on.” But then Lola had missed their phone calls, too. “Just because I’m talking to you doesn’t mean I’ve forgiven any of you.” But for the past six months there had been silence on the subject. Perhaps she’d realized, as Anna herself slowly had, that that was that. It had gone on too long now for things to change.
A scream on the TV made Anna jump. A young blonde detective was being chased down a dark street by two men in suits, her face in close-up, fear-stricken. “Oh, shush, would you,” Anna said aloud. “You’re just acting, for God’s sake.” She put the remote control on the shelf under the coffee table. As she did she noticed the mail in a pile, wrapped inside the free local newspaper. How long had that been there? She picked it up and checked the date—more than two weeks old. How many times had she asked Glenn not to leave the mail there? Is this what it had come to? Each of them deliberately doing the things they knew most annoyed the other?
She flicked through the bundle. Bills. Advertising material. A fund-raising letter from Ellen’s school. And a thick cream envelope. She turned it over, recognizing the handwriting immediately. Puzzled, she tore it open. It was an invitation. She read it again. No, not an invitation. A summons.
CLARE VALLEY, SOUTH AUSTRALIA
Lola Quinlan turned her gaze away from the vineyards visible through the window of the Valley View Motel dining room and back to the table where her youngest granddaughter was sulkily folding serviettes. “Did I tell you what happened in the charity shop this morning, Carrie? A young woman, around about your age, perhaps a bit older, came in and said, ‘Could I try on that dress in the window?’ And I said, ‘Yes, of course, but I’d much rather you used the changing room.’ ”
Carrie didn’t smile or look up. “You’ve been telling that one for years, Lola.”
“Good jokes never die, you know. What did the zero say to the eight? Nice belt.” She glanced at the elegant gold watch on her thin wrist and stood up. “Time for Days of Our Lives. I’m not going to offer you any help because you’re doing such a marvelous job of it yourself. And you know how important I think it is for you young people to see a job through from start to finish.”
Carrie ignored her, not looking up as her grandmother came closer.
“Carrie, are you ignoring me?”
The younger woman kept her head down.
“That’s fine, but don’t frown like that, darling. It’s very bad for the skin. If you’re going to sulk, at least do it with a smile on your face. Or try doing those exercises I showed you, the ones that firm your chin. See, like this.” Lola started grimacing, stretching her lips sideways, then into a tight pout; out, then in again. “Twenty of those a day and it’s like a gym workout for your face, so I read. A little alarming for any passersby, but that’s the price we pay for endless beauty, isn’t it?”
Carrie started to smile.
“That’s more like it,” Lola said. “And I know what you’re thinking, and, yes, I am a wizened interfering old bag of bones and quite happy to be like that.” She leaned over and kissed her granddaughter on the top of the head. At five feet nine inches, her posture still excellent, Lola towered over Carrie. “But I still love you, you know.”
“If you really loved me, you wouldn’t have—”
“Yes, I would have.” Lola collected her handbag. “Will you be staying on for dinner tonight? Thursday, schnitzel night.”
“No, I’ll go home, I think.”
“How are those renovations going?”
Carrie and her husband had bought an old farmhouse several kilometers south of the Valley View Motel the year before. “Fine. Slowly.”
Lola was watching her. “And how is Matthew, Carrie?”
Carrie turned back to the serviettes. “He’s fine. Up to his eyes in sheep manure and vet magazines as usual. You know the sort of thing.”
“You’re getting on all right, are you?”
“Yes, thanks.”
“Really?”
Lola was like a human sniffer dog, Carrie thought, still not looking up. Line up a row of people and she’d sniff out each of their problems instantly. Not this time, though, Carrie decided. The days of confiding in her grandmother were well and truly over. “Really. It’s a bed of roses, in fact.”
“Rubbish. No marriage is a bed of roses. That at least was one of the positive things about Edward dying so young. We might have missed out on the good times, but we missed out on some of the bad, boring times as well.” Lola was amazed, as always, at how easily the lies about her husband tripped off her tongue. “Tell me, do you ever get bored with Matthew, Carrie?”
“Tell me, do you ever think you’re overstepping the mark with your questions, Lola?”
“Oh, good Lord, yes. But people are usually so shocked, they’ve answered me before they’ve had time to think twice. Do you know what I found out this morning? That Mrs. Kennedy is stepping out with her son-in-law’s father at the moment. Talk about keeping it in the family. Having a grand old time, she told me.”
Carrie felt a rush of combined affection and annoyance, her usual reaction to Lola’s behavior. “That’s the only reason you’re still working in that charity shop, isn’t it? It’s nothing to do with helping the poor or keeping yourself busy.”
Lola made an elegant gesture with her hand. “If people choose to tell me things, there’s nothing I can do about it. I see it as my gift to society: helping people unburden themselves of their problems.”
“Digging the dirt on them, you mean.”
“I noticed you changed the subject, by the way. Don’t think that’s the end of it.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“Oh, I think you do. Now, then, I must be off. I’m going to call on your mother in the kitchen and beg some afternoon tea. I really do have the perfect setup for an old lady, don’t I? A son and daughter-in-law with their own motel and restaurant and a granddaughter who is the sweetest in the world.” Lola gave Carrie another kiss, then swept out of the room, leaving a faint trace of expensive perfume behind her.
Alone in the dining room once again, Carrie worked quietly until she had folded the last of the serviettes. With a loud sigh, she leaned back in her chair. One hundred paper swans surrounded her. This time in two days the room would be transformed for a wedding reception, the paper swans swimming elegantly up and down the rows of long tables. She’d already strung up the fairy lights the bride had requested. She’d ordered the special candles from Adelaide, and they were due to arrive any moment. The bridal arch had proved tricky for a week or so. It would all come together, though. She’d done it enough times to be sure of that.
She sat back and flicked at one of the paper swans with her finger. It toppled, falling against the swan beside it, which also toppled. Within moments a whole row of them had fallen, domino-style. She could have jumped up and stopped them but instead watched idly as the last dozen or so flipped and rolled onto the unswept floor.
She didn’t care. At that moment she was sick of it all. She was sick of her job. She was sick of the motel. She was sick of the fact people made such a mess while they were eating that they needed serviettes in the first place. She was feeling especially sick about her grandmother wanting to throw a birthday party for herself and insisting that Bett and Anna attend.
“But why, Lola? Why now? It’ll ruin everything,” Carrie had said that morning, hoping she wasn’t giving too much away. “All that tension.”
“I’ve given you all three years to sort it out, and you haven’t even got to the starting gate. So I’m taking charge once and for all. I’ve written to both of them as well. Insisted they come or else. So they will, I know.”
Carrie opened her mouth to protest, but one of Lola’s quelling looks had blasted her way and she shut it again.
Scooping up the paper swans now and ignoring the state of some of their wings, Carrie replayed the conversation yet again. If only Lola had turned eighty a few months ago. A year ago, even. But no, it had to be now. And she had to insist on throwing a party. A huge party.
“You wouldn’t be happy with a nice family dinner, you and me and Mum and Dad?” Carrie had suggested hopefully.
“Of course not. I could die any day, and I want to go out with a bang. And I want Anna and Bett to see the explosion. Besides, I’ve got something very important I want the three of you to do for me.”
“Important? What’s wrong? Lola, you’re not sick, are you?”
“Don’t pry, Caroline. I said I want to talk to the three of you about it. Once I have the three of you in the same room together again.”
The three of them. The three of them who hadn’t spoken to each other for years, let alone been in the same room. Or the same town. Or the same country even. And whose fault was it?
Hers.
Who did everyone blame?
Her.
But now it had all changed, hadn’t it? The reason none of them had spoken to each other in that time no longer existed. Which would make this reunion of Lola’s even more hideous and humiliating and horrible than it would normally have been.
Carrie took her anger out on the last of the paper swans, crumpling it up in her hand and then immediately feeling guilty. “Sorry, swannie,” she said out loud, smoothing the serviette and readjusting the little paper beak. It now looked like it had been in a washing machine. She tucked it away in her pocket. The way her luck was going this one would end up on the bride’s place mat and she’d cause a scene. Carrie had already spent enough hours calming the young woman, as she’d fretted about everything from the number of prawns to be served in the prawn cocktails to the mathematical probabilities of it raining on her wedding day.
Carrie had wanted to snap at her more than once. “You think the wedding day is stressful? Try getting through the marriage.”
She jumped as the bell at reception rang once, twice, a third time. Right now she’d had enough of guests, too—especially guests who rang the bell more than once. She walked out, plastering a smile onto her face, knowing it was just several teeth short of a grimace. At least she was exercising her facial muscles. Lola would be pleased.
“Good afternoon,” she said to the waiting couple, her voice sickly sweet. “I’m very sorry to have kept you.”



Chapter Two
A week before her flight back to Australia, Bett walked into the record company’s office in the center of London, took off her raincoat, sat down, and slowly, rhythmically, banged her head against the pile of papers on her desk.
“Great new move,” Jessica said, wandering over. “Can’t see it taking off in the clubs though.”
Bett looked up, her head still on the desk. “You should have seen this one, Jess, heard the things he was saying.”
Sprawled on the sofa in the plush Kensington hotel room, the young pop singer had fixed Bett Quinlan with a sincere blue gaze and tossed his head so a lock of blond hair shimmered across his forehead. “I want to grow with my music but stay close to my beginnings. Most of all, I want to keep it real.”
Bett had blinked twice at him and tapped her pen against her teeth. Keep it real? That could be tricky. With all the makeup and hair gel he was wearing, it was already hard to tell where his body stopped and the cosmetics industry took over. As for staying close to his beginnings—he was barely out of his teens as it was. Any closer to his beginnings and he’d be back in a pram.
There’d been a long awkward silence before he finally shifted in his seat and shot her another of his well-practiced blue gazes. “Well? Was that answer okay?”
Answer? She’d already forgotten the question. Her mind had been drifting to Lola’s birthday party. Come on, Bett, concentrate. She gave herself a mental shake. “Sorry, Grover.”
“Groover.”
“Pardon?”
“My name’s Groover, not Grover.”
“Groover, sorry. Yes, that answer was great, thanks. Well rehearsed. Well delivered.” She ran her eye down the list of sample interview questions in the notebook in front of her, fighting an inclination to pick Groover up, tuck him under her arm, and make a run for it. She could tell people he was her foster child. Her butler. Anything to get him out of the music industry before it had eaten him alive, pretty face, sweet singing voice, and all.
“Where are our consciences, Jess?” Bett asked now in mock despair. “We’re sending young men to their deaths, armed with nothing but microphones.”
“Rubbish. We’re sending them on their way to fame and fortune. Don’t tell me you’re getting all pure about music again. You child performers are all the same, pining after more innocent times, when all it took to put on a good show was a few matching outfits and a tinny backing track.”
“Yes, hilarious.” Jessica hadn’t stopped teasing her about the Alphabet Sisters or the situation with her sisters since the night in Bett’s flat. “You’re very cruel, you know. I thought you’d promised to leave me alone about all of that.” She should never have mentioned it to her.
“No, I promised to help toughen you up about all of that. Anyway, I can’t leave you alone. I have to give you another assignment. Karl wants you to get onto it straightaway.”
“He deigned to ring?” Since their boss had floated the record company on the stock market and become an instant millionaire, he hadn’t found it quite so necessary to come into work every day.
“Well, a quick call. Then he faxed. He’s in Spain, I think. Or Portugal. He told me he wants to work you to the bone till you leave on Friday. Said he must have been off his head giving you that week off to go to your granny’s party.”
“He was, actually.”
Jessica put the folder on the desk beside her. “It’s this new band from West London he’s signed. He wants you to whip up a quick article for the in-store mags.”
“But I can’t write about them. I haven’t seen them play live yet.”
“That’s because they haven’t played live yet. Probably never will play live. Don’t even know if they can play live. Here, have a look.”
Bett took the biogs and photo. Five children in heavy eye makeup sneered at her. If they were hers, she’d tell them to wash that muck off their faces and go and do their homework. “What are they called?”
“Dogs from Hell. Except Karl calls them Puppies from Hammersmith.”
Five Go Mad in Mummy’s Makeup, more like it, Bett thought. “What on earth’s Karl thinking this time?”
“He’s hoping it’ll revive punk. He bought the back catalogue of all these old punk bands, and he wants to give them a kick-along.”
Bett looked at the photo again. “So they’re angry young musicians?”
“Oh, very angry,” Jessica laughed. “They’re furious. Cross as two sticks. Haven’t stopped stamping their feet since we signed them.”
Bett turned the sample tape over, then rattled it, as if that would give her a taste of their music. The tape machine was broken and the CD player was currently propping up a bookshelf. “What do they sound like?”
Jessica emitted a high-pitched screech, shook her head so her hair flew around, then sang in a guttural voice. “ ‘Ravens in the night, kill the beast, anarchy rules,’ that kind of thing. Except on the first demo they sang an-Archie. As in the man’s name. Isn’t that sweet? They can’t even read.”
Bett pretended to weep as she opened a new document on her computer screen. As she wrote she started speaking the words aloud in a dull monotone, silently saying good-bye to any final shred of journalistic credibility.
They’re young, they’re angry, and they’re here. London’s newest music sensation, Dogs from Hell, has arrived with a bang and a wallop.…
She stopped there, finding it hard to concentrate. More to the point, finding it hard to care about the sulky-faced brats whom she knew had been chosen for their looks rather than any musical talent. She stared out the window instead, suddenly filled with gloom.
She’d been working in the press office of this small but very successful record company for two and a half years, writing media releases and puff pieces for record-store magazines, as well as training their artists in interview techniques. At the start it had been a dream job, a combination of her love for music and for writing. But lately it had started to wear her down. She’d been feeling the same way about London, even though she had loved it when she first arrived. Little things seemed to be getting to her.
The night before she’d been working late, coaching a new rap singer in radio interview techniques. It had been past nine o’clock when she left the studio, caught the tube home, and started the fifteen-minute walk from the station to her basement flat, one of eight in a large three-story Camden Town terrace house. She was tired, hungry, and cold by the time her street was finally in sight. She was five steps from her door when she remembered taking her keys out of her bag that afternoon when she searched for her diary. Four steps away when she remembered seeing them on her desk and thinking, Don’t forget those. And two steps away when she realized she’d left them at work.
“In you go, then, love.” The locksmith had taken less than ten seconds to open her door. It had, however, taken him nearly two hours to arrive. Bett was frozen.
“Thanks,” she’d said, through icy-cold lips, handing over nearly fifty pounds. It was easy to see why he was so cheerful.
“Now, love, far be it from me to put myself out of a job, but have you thought about leaving a spare key with friends or family? In case this happens again?”
She’d nodded, smiled politely. She’d spent the time waiting for him thinking just that, before realizing with a dull aching feeling that not only did she have no family here, but no friends close by either. Jessica lived on the other side of London. There were several other people, journalists and a band booker in one of the live music pubs, whom she met occasionally for a drink, but she could hardly call them close friends. She couldn’t really leave a key with them either.
She blinked now and dragged her attention back to the computer in front of her, trying to concentrate again. Cheer up, Bett, she told herself firmly. She gazed around the office, taking in all the band posters, the piles of CDs, the overflowing files of press clippings. Everything was peachy, wasn’t it? She was living in the epicenter of the music industry, she had a great job, she’d never been happier. Not only that, she was about to fly home to Australia, to see Lola and her parents for a week. And yes, all right, Anna and Glenn and Carrie and Matthew would be there, and yes, it would be awkward and uncomfortable, but she was a grown woman and she’d cope. And it would be great to see her niece, Ellen, again, too, wouldn’t it? Yes. Exactly. She shut her eyes tight, then opened them again, stared intently at the computer screen, and started typing.
Lead singer Mutt Dagger says it’s time that real music took over from the manufactured bands. “Enough of this candy crap. People want truth and energy in their music, and that’s what we’re giving them. This is us telling our stories with our music. And the difference is we’re telling it as it is.”
Bett pressed Save, then glanced down at the folder of plane tickets beside her coffee cup. She’d spent her lunch hour with her travel agent, running through all the flight details, paying the final installment. It was only afterward she noticed she’d conducted the entire conversation with a piece of spinach from her lunchtime salad on her front tooth, covering it so completely, in fact, it looked like she had lost a tooth, in pure witch fashion. On the way back to the office she’d had an overwhelming urge to ring her sister Anna in Sydney, to tell her about it and hear Anna’s laugh. Except she didn’t make those sorts of calls to her sisters anymore, did she? Calls about disastrous days or wild nights, work trials or love lives or friends or recipes or hangovers or … anything.
The band combines a youthful energy with pure adrenaline, producing a raw, rocky sound, guitar-edged and bass-driven.
No, they don’t, she thought. She typed quickly. The band do what they’re told by a middle-aged man who is living out his own musical fantasies and making a lot of money along the way out of kids reared on reality TV programs.
She started to growl, a constant, satisfying kind of noise from the back of her throat.
Jessica peered over her own computer screen. “Bett, are you okay?”
She stopped midgrowl to nod, then started it up again as she kept writing.
The band’s drummer, Raven Deathmask, is a self-described anarchist and spotty-faced little tosshead who looks like he may still wear nappies.
Bett pressed Delete and tried again.
The band’s first album is a remarkable feat of hideous guitar squeals and nonsense lyrics about rebellion when the most any of the spoiled kids in this manufactured band have had to rebel against is—
Stop it, Bett. She pressed Delete once more.
Dogs from Hell are a force to be reckoned with, combining youth, anger, and bad haircuts—
Bett stopped writing altogether. A new, frightening thought had appeared in large letters in her head.
She didn’t want to do this anymore. It wasn’t about music; it was about packaging. Karl had said as much to her a month ago, on one of his fleeting visits to the office. “Just a license to print money, Bett. Stop taking it so seriously. Pop singers, disposable music, remember?”
She looked out the window at the rain, the sky dark at four P.M. She thought of her flat. Small and cold, about as homely as a bus shelter. She thought of the Christmas just past. She had celebrated with Jessica and her family at their home in Suffolk, keeping her voice bright and cheery on the phone to her parents and Lola in South Australia. She’d felt miserable inside.
She pictured the travel agent earlier that day. “It’s such a long way to travel for seven days. You’ll have only just recovered and you’ll be on your way back. Are you sure you can’t stay longer?”
Her words to Lola the day she’d received her fax flashed into her mind. What had she said? That she couldn’t come back to Australia because she had a life here in London? What she had here wasn’t a life. Not the sort of life she wanted anymore, anyway.
The letters in her head were now in flashing neon. There were shadows and doubts underneath—what she would do for work and where she would live, not to mention the idea of her sisters—but she batted them away. She stared over at Jessica, amazed at what she was about to say, and even more amazed by how sure she felt about it. Do it, Bett, she thought. Quickly. Before you change your mind.
“Jessica, can you give me Karl’s mobile number?”
The other woman glanced up from her computer. “You’re going to ring him? That’s taking your life in your hands. Why would you want to do that?”
Do it, Bett. Be brave. Go home for good. Bett swallowed. “I think I’m about to resign.”
In Sydney, Anna Quinlan was finishing her packing. She looked up as her daughter came into the room holding a framed photograph.
“Should I bring this, Mum?”
Anna took the photo. It was the two of them, taken twelve months previously, both smiling at the camera, Ellen’s perfect six-year-old face upturned. “Why do you want to take it, Ellie?”
“So I can show Really-Great-Gran what I used to look like. In case she’s forgotten. In case she decides she doesn’t like me like this either.”
“Ellie, Lola doesn’t need to see that. She loves you whatever you look like.”
Ellen’s voice became small. “What if she calls me names, though? Like everyone else does?”
“Oh, Ellie, she won’t. Don’t think things like that.” Anna tried to keep her voice steady. How was she supposed to handle this? Ask Ellen to hold on a moment while she ran and checked the self-help books? It kept happening—just when Anna thought she had things running smoothly, out of the blue there’d be a question like this. Or a loud child’s voice in the supermarket like yesterday.
“Mummy, what’s wrong with that girl’s face?”
“Shh, don’t stare.”
Anna had at least had experience of that situation and knew the best thing to do. She had coolly answered the child. “It’s a scar. My daughter was attacked by a dog last year.” She was half tempted to carry a photo album with her. “See,” she’d say at times like that, “she was perfect when she was born. But then I foolishly took her to the park one afternoon and someone had a Rottweiler on the loose and the dog thought my little girl was a toy. And by the time I could drag her away from him, his teeth had torn half her face.”
Anna smoothed back her daughter’s hair. “Ellie, your dad and I and your Really-Great-Gran and your gran and your grandpa love you no matter what you look like.”
“My aunties, too?”
Anna’s voice didn’t change. “Your aunties, too. All of us, no matter what you look like, what you’re wearing, how messy your hair is, and how bad you smell, okay?”
That brought a glimmer of a smile. “Even if I smell really bad and haven’t brushed my hair for a year?”
“Two years even. Now, put that away and let’s finish your proper packing.”
Ellen put her hands on her hips. “I have finished. Can we run through our checklist?”
Our checklist? Anna had been hearing phrase after phrase of her own coming out of Ellen’s mouth lately. She bit back another smile, not wanting Ellen to think she was laughing at her. Ellen had answered the phone ahead of the babysitter when Anna rang home several nights earlier. “May I help you?” Ellen had said. They had spoken for a few minutes before Ellen had asked, in all seriousness, “And were you ringing about anything in particular?” There was something about these pronouncements, and that solemn little voice and face of hers, that always went straight to Anna’s core. She barely noticed Ellen’s scar anymore. She was aware of it—how could she not be?—but it didn’t change the essence of Ellen. The body was … what was it? Her casing. The wrapping. Everything else was normal.
Except Glenn hadn’t been able to see it that way. In his eyes, things had changed forever, and it was all Anna’s fault.
“I’m not the first man to feel like this, Anna. This happens to lots of marriages after a child trauma like this. I read it on the Web.”
Her voice had grown icy. “You’ve been researching reasons to back up why you’re having an affair? Why you’re walking out on us?”
“I’m not walking out on you.”
“Shall we look up the Web for other ways to put it, then? Key ‘selfish’ and ‘immature’ into a search engine and see what websites turn up?”
“Anna, you’re not making this easy.”
She had lost her temper then, hardly knowing what she was saying. “Glenn, I don’t want to make it easy. I want to make it as excruciatingly hard for you as I can.”
Ellen had heard them fighting, Anna knew that. Ellen also knew Anna and Glenn were sleeping in separate rooms. And that her father wasn’t home every night. Anna wanted to tell Ellen it wasn’t her fault. He still loves you, Ellie; I know he does, she thought. It’s me he doesn’t love anymore. It’s me he blames.
Perhaps things would have been different if they’d been on steady ground before Ellen was attacked. But the foundations had been eroding for years, gaps and holes slowly appearing. Fights about his work taking up too much time. Snide remarks about her great acting career ending up in sound-recording booths. Even digs about her appearance. She’d put on a few kilos a year or two after they married, nothing too serious, so she’d thought. It had been nice to stop the endless weight watching and calorie counting that came hand in hand with a career as an actress. Until Glenn had brought home gym brochures, made pointed remarks about people letting themselves go.
“Me?” she’d said, good-humored at first. “Glenn, are you joking? All my clothes still fit, don’t they?” Size ten at that. “I thought you’d like to see me a bit more curvy.”
He hadn’t smiled. “I just want you to look your best.”
And that phrase had been the key, she’d discovered. He loved her, wanted her, when she looked her best. But not when her voice-over work increased and the travel between appointments lengthened and she started to get too tired to work out, wear full makeup, work constantly to keep her skin and hair in salon condition. “Glenn, I’m a human being, not a mannequin. Would you stop going on at me all the time?”
Ellen’s arrival had soothed things on one level. Glenn had shifted his attention onto her, showering his daughter with gifts and love, while he withdrew the same things from Anna. Their fights became less regular, the mood shifting from tension to indifference. They talked about Ellen, through Ellen, because of Ellen. He had been only mildly interested to hear about the fight between her and her sisters—he’d never met Matthew and had never got on with Bett or Carrie. His attention had turned to work, while she kept her days busy with Ellen and the voice-over jobs. Sometimes at night he’d be home in time to put Ellen to bed, have dinner with her, but often enough he would go out again afterward. They were living separate lives under one roof, using guerrilla tactics rather than open warfare.
Until the day in the park changed things for the worse. The long days in hospital were followed by nights of tension at home.
“How could you let this happen?”
“I was on the phone. I didn’t see the dog coming.”
“You must have.”
“It’s not my fault, Glenn. You think I wanted this to happen? That I wouldn’t change everything, every single moment of my life, if I could make it not happen to her?”
The blame seeped into every one of their conversations.
Glenn turned farther away from her, to his job—and to Julie. Anna was sure of the timing. The late nights working with his PA had started only after Ellen had been attacked. Likewise, the weekends away at supposed conferences, business trips. She even discovered credit card bills for flowers she hadn’t seen and dinners she hadn’t eaten. Every corny step of it …
“Mum? The list?”
Anna focused back on Ellen. “Ready when you are. Books?”
A nod from Ellen.
“Clothes? Teddies? Puzzles?”
More nods.
“Sounds good to me. You have enough for two weeks?”
Another solemn nod. “Will I be able to help in the motel kitchen again? Even help to clean the rooms?”
She and Ellen had been back to the motel twice in the past three years, timing their two-week visits for when Carrie and Matthew were away on holiday. Ellen had enjoyed every minute, trailing behind Lola most of the time. “Of course you can. Your grandmother would love a hand, I bet.”
“I really like it there.”
“Do you? Why?” Anna waited for her to say something about being in the country, being with her grandparents and Lola again.
“It’s peaceful.”
“Peaceful?”
Ellen shuffled a little, wouldn’t look at her. “No one picks on me there.”
Anna’s breath caught. A seven-year-old shouldn’t be looking for peace. Shouldn’t be looking forward to going to stay at her grandparents’ because no one would be picking on her. But it was true, Anna knew that. Life in Sydney had been hard for Ellen since the attack. Yesterday’s remark in the supermarket hadn’t been the first. Her friends at school had changed toward her, too, already at an age where appearance mattered. She crouched down and brushed her daughter’s hair away from her face, looking straight into her eyes. “Has it been that bad?”
There was a little pause, the smallest of nods and then Ellen started to cry, noiselessly. Anna took her into her arms and held her tight, feeling her daughter’s body shuddering against hers. “Ellie, it’s all right, it’s fine, it’s all right,” she said over and over again. Ellen’s tears didn’t stop. As Anna rocked back and forth, soothing her, kissing the top of her head, another part of her mind switched into decision-making mode.
Could they stay on after Lola’s birthday party? For a month or two? Longer, even? Since the attack Ellen had become fearful of everything, wetting the bed occasionally, nervous of school, of new people. But perhaps she wouldn’t feel like that back in the motel, with family all around. There were good schools in the Valley these days. Could she even school Ellen herself? Of course, her work could be a problem. She doubted there’d be much demand for a voice-over artist in the Clare Valley. But perhaps she could rearrange her schedule, fly up to Sydney for a day or two a week. Or stop work altogether for a while, living off the money that Glenn, regularly, guiltily, was putting into her bank account. As for coping with seeing Carrie and Matthew every day, well, she’d face that when she had to.
Ellen’s sobs had now turned into breathy gulps. Anna kissed her daughter’s head again and held her tight for another moment, soothing her. “It’s all right, sweetheart. It’ll be all right.”
Her voice against her mother’s shoulder was muffled. “I just get scared here sometimes.”
That was all Anna needed. She stood up, lifting Ellen onto her hip as if she was a toddler. “I’ve got a good idea, then.” Holding her tight with one arm, she reached up into the wardrobe with the other and pulled out a bigger suitcase.
“Ellie, fill that one as well, will you? We might stay away a bit longer than two weeks.”
In the ladies’ powder room of the Valley View Motel, Carrie Quinlan stood staring at her reflection in the full-length mirrors.
She cleared her throat. “Bett and Anna, there’s something you should know before you get here. Matthew and I have separated. And I’m not going to go into the reasons but, yes, I think it’s for good.”
No, too apologetic. And maybe it would be better if she broke the news to them one by one. “Anna, I want you to know something important. Matthew and I have decided to separate.”
Not bad. But then Anna would be the easiest to tell. Carrie took a breath. “Bett, I don’t want you to gloat, but I’ve got some news for you.”
For a second it was as if both her sisters were standing in front of her. She pictured their reaction to her news, and her temper flared. She glared at her own reflection and spoke in a fierce voice. “Yes, I think it is for good. And no, it doesn’t prove you right, and it doesn’t mean I shouldn’t have married him in the first place. It just happened.”
She was interrupted by a knock at the door. “Carrie?”
Carrie blushed, embarrassed. How long had her mother been outside? She didn’t answer, stood stock-still. She’d locked the door and put up the bright yellow “Sorry, I’m temporarily closed for cleaning!” sign, but it obviously hadn’t been enough.
Another brisk knock. “Carrie, did I hear you talking to yourself in there? Can you come and give me a hand moving these tables? We’ve got a group of Landcare people in tonight.”
Landcare-schmandcare. It was all right for them, talking to each other until the cows came home about soil levels and salinity. If only pH levels were all she had to worry about, instead of a marriage breakup, the imminent arrival of her sisters, Lola’s ridiculous birthday party.…
“Carrie?” The door handle rattled. “Are you all right?”
Oh, perfectly all right. Couldn’t be better. One final glare, a smoothing of her hair, and she unlocked the door. “Sorry, Mum. I’m coming.”
She stepped out just as her mother finished brushing specks of dust off the large banana plant by the front door. As petite as Carrie, Geraldine Quinlan was dressed in her usual trim skirt, crisp shirt, and sensible shoes. Her hair was as no-nonsense as the rest of her—short, dark, neat.
She gave her daughter a speculative look. “Is everything all right?”
“Everything’s fine, Mum. Thanks.”
“Are you sure?” There was a little pause. “You’re not sick, are you? Feeling nauseous or anything …”
“No, it’s not that,” Carrie said, coloring. Several months back, before the final big fight with Matthew, her mother had caught her reading pregnancy magazines at the reception desk. She hadn’t said anything, but there had been a quick exchange of smiles.
Geraldine gave her a similar smile now. “That’s a shame.”
“Mmm,” Carrie said, trying to sound upbeat. If her mother only knew how nonexistent that possibility was these days. She gave a fake laugh. “No, the only thing making me feel sick these days is the idea of Lola’s birthday party.”
“You’re not alone there.” Geraldine’s lips tightened. “It would have been nice to have been given some warning about it before she sent out all those invitations. I tried to explain to her that events like this need proper organization, that neither you nor Jim and I can just drop everything. But of course that was like water off a duck’s back.”
“I bet it was.” Carrie had actually been talking about the idea of Anna and Bett coming back making her feel sick, not the party itself. But Geraldine had never had any time for those sorts of conversations. She had been very firm about it from the start. “You are grown women, and it is up to the three of you to sort this out in your own good time.” Matthew’s thoughts on her mother came to mind. “That’s just the way she is, Carrie. Anyway, you’d hate it if she was the fussy, nosy type of mother, you know that.”
She tuned back in, trying to look sympathetic as Geraldine outlined the latest episode of her silent war with Lola. It seemed she had caught Lola using the office computer to print up some sort of flyer. “I’ve asked her not to do it, but she just ignores me. She goes through paper like nothing else, and never thinks to order more to replace it. I had to print out last week’s menus on colored paper, because she’d used all the white paper for a new batch of birthday invitations or some such thing.”
“She’d try the patience of a saint,” Carrie agreed, unconsciously echoing one of Lola’s own Irish sayings. The difficulty was Carrie could see both sides. Lola could indeed be the most annoying, interfering, meddling old woman on the planet, and Geraldine in turn was sometimes the most inflexible, single-minded, humorless woman in Australia, as Lola had once put it so succinctly. Carrie dragged out another fake laugh. “Still, I suppose it’s not every day she turns eighty.”
“No, thank God.” Geraldine glanced at her wristwatch, a functional one bought purely for timekeeping, not decorative purposes. “So, can you come and help me move these tables? Your dad’s not back from the wholesaler’s yet, otherwise I’d ask him. I also want to go through the casual staff rosters with you. And I wouldn’t mind your help with the new computer program, either, if you don’t mind. I still can’t make head nor tail of it.”
“Of course.” This was more like it. Back onto work matters, not the precarious rocky shores of emotions and feelings. Carrie felt much better as she followed her mother into the function room.



Chapter Three
In the forecourt of the Valley View Motel one week later, Len the local butcher slammed the door of his delivery van. Short, plump, and with a bald pink head, he often joked that he wasn’t unlike one of his tasty homemade sausages himself.
“All set for old Mrs. Quinlan’s hooley tonight, Jim? Sure you don’t want me to DJ again?” He started speaking in a bad American accent. “ ‘You’re listening to Len’s Mobile Disco, spinning the hottest new tracks for young and old.’ ”
Jim Quinlan remembered the last time Len had DJed at a motel function. He’d had to refund half the room booking fee when the twenty-one-year-old and her parents complained. Len had been unrepentant. “Islands in the Stream” was a classic, a beautiful song, he’d insisted. Not seven times in one night, though. “Not this time, Len. No thanks. You just come along as our guest and enjoy yourself.”
“It’s going to be some party, by all accounts. The two older girls still coming home for it?”
“That’s right.” Jim wondered, not for the first time, if his family’s daily activities were actually being broadcast directly to television sets around the Valley. Fifteen years they’d been here, and he was still amazed at how news traveled. He made a point of looking at his watch. “They’re due any minute, actually. So if you can give me the invoice …”
Len gave a throaty laugh. “The Alphabet Sisters together again. What I’d give to be a fly on the wall at that first meeting.”
Jim kept his face expressionless. It seemed the entire population of the Valley was hoping to be a fly on the wall at this reunion of his three daughters. One spray of an extra-strong pesticide and a good percentage of them would be lying on the floor, legs wriggling. It was a comforting thought. “Good to know my family’s providing so much entertainment, Len. I would have thought you’d have plenty of other things to keep you busy.”
Len was unabashed. “Girls will be girls, won’t they, Jim? I know my two can be tearing each other’s eyes out one moment, giggling over a bottle of wine the next. When we first had two daughters, I was a bit upset, don’t mind telling you that. I wanted boys, sons, to play footy with. Now, I love it. The dramas! No need to watch soapies with them around the place.”
Jim knew Len’s daughters well. As gossipy as their father, what they didn’t know about people they made up. Well, let them make up what they liked about Anna, Bett, and Carrie. The gossip would blow over soon enough, once something else happened in the town to grab everyone’s attention. He’d actually admitted to Geraldine he was glad Lola had done what she’d done, bringing the girls back together like this. They’d both felt a twinge of guilt that they hadn’t thought of it themselves. But when did they get time to sort out things like that? And neither of them had ever wanted to be the interfering kind of parent.
The phone rang, the sound echoing across the forecourt. Jim knew Geraldine was at the reception desk and would answer it, but Len didn’t. He leaned over and took the invoice out of the butcher’s hand himself. “Better run, Len. See you tonight. And thanks for the meat.”
Geraldine winked over at her husband as he came in through the front door, rolling his eyes. Len drove them both up the wall, but his meat was first rate, and he delivered to their door. Holding the phone against her ear with one hand, she took the invoice from Jim with the other, mouthed a thanks, and kept talking, even as she carefully filed the piece of paper in the “Bills to be paid” folder to the left of the computer. From the bar she heard the sound of Jim picking up the plastic bin of empty bottles, ready for a trip to the recycling depot.
She concentrated on keeping the warm, friendly tone to her voice. “That’s no problem at all, Mr. Lawrence. And you’re still happy with that room? Very good. Thank you very much.”
This Richard Lawrence in room two was turning out to be the perfect guest, she thought as she hung up. Extending his stay week by week, keeping to himself, and so polite. Such a charming English accent, too. Geraldine was mildly curious what he was up to—some sort of writing project, she’d gathered, after seeing the computer and the piles of paper spread around his room when she delivered his breakfast or cleaned his room—but she wouldn’t dream of asking him for any details about it. Not like some other people in this motel …
She made a note in the bookings register and then, using two fingers, carefully typed the same information into the computer on the desk beside her. Carrie had been very persuasive, insisting that it really was very efficient and that of course Geraldine would be able to master it. One day, perhaps. She tentatively pressed Save and gave a satisfied sigh, just as a blue station wagon pulled up outside.
A casually dressed man with dark hair leaped out of the driver’s seat, reached into the back for a pile of newspapers, then took the steps, two at a time, and came inside. “Mrs. Quinlan? Your copies of the Valley Times, hot off the press. Will I leave them here?”
“Yes, thank you.” He wasn’t the usual newspaper delivery man, but he did look vaguely familiar. Then again, so did half the townspeople when you’d lived in a place this long. “Where’s Pat?”
“He had a bit of an accident last night.”
“Not again. Is he all right?”
“Nothing two weeks in a drying-out clinic won’t fix.”
“Oh dear. He fell off the wagon again?”
“Not so much fell as took a great, voluntary leap, I think.”
“Who are you talking about?”
They both turned. Lola had come in behind them.
“Pat from the newspaper office,” Geraldine explained. “The man who normally does the deliveries.”
Lola nodded, giving the new arrival a good close look. His hair was a bit long, but she liked those laughter lines around his eyes. “Well, you’re certainly far better looking than poor old Pat. You’ve taken over from him permanently, have you? Can we look forward to seeing you here every week?”
The man laughed. “No, I’m double-jobbing. I usually do the photographs, but we’ve divided up his round between us today.”
She peered at him. “I know you, don’t I?”
“I know you, too, I think. From the charity shop. Lola, isn’t it?”
“Cheeky monkey. It’s Mrs. Quinlan to you.”
A hint of a smile again and a glance at both women. “It’s just there are two Mrs. Quinlans here. I didn’t want to confuse myself.”
Lola clapped her hands. “Marvelous. A man with a bit of wit about him. Are you married?”
Geraldine interrupted, exasperation in her voice. “Lola, would you leave the poor man alone? And would you both excuse me; I need to make a few calls before the girls get here.” Not just make a few calls, but also reorganize the walk-in freezer and brief her stand-in cook about tonight’s dinner preparations. Sometimes Geraldine wondered if Lola had deliberately forgotten how much work was involved in running a motel, not to mention organizing birthday parties at the drop of a hat.…
“Of course, my dear.” Lola didn’t go anywhere, staring at the man for a long moment, eyes narrowed. “I have it now. It’s Daniel Hilder, isn’t it?”
“You’ve got a very good memory.”
She batted her eyelashes in an exaggerated way. “I never forget a good-looking face. And I remember you taking those photos when we reopened the charity shop a few years ago. Remember, all of us old ladies dressing up? It was like a Paris fashion shoot, wasn’t it?”
Daniel’s lip twitched. “A bit like that.”
“Lola, please?” Geraldine stood with the phone and a pained expression.
“We’re just leaving, aren’t we, Daniel?” Lola took him by the arm and steered him outside. “Now, what are you doing back in the Valley again? I’m sure someone told me you moved away.” Who was it had told her that? Her memory was so slow these days she was surprised people didn’t hear creaking sounds coming out of her skull.
“I’ve been in Melbourne the past few years, but I came back six months ago. My mother’s still living here.”
“You were in Melbourne?” Lola remembered then exactly who he was and why she knew his name. Her smile stretched even wider. “Well, you’re a good kind boy to come and see your mother, and you’re very welcome home. Tell me, would you be a good kind boy to me, too? I need a little hand in my room with something. Your newspaper deliveries can wait a moment, surely?”
Daniel looked amused. “Of course they can. Lead the way.”
Geraldine watched, shaking her head, as her mother-in-law led the man across the forecourt, talking all the while. There’d be a picture needing straightening that Lola supposedly couldn’t reach, or a shower rose that was pointing the wrong way or some other imaginary task that would give her the opportunity to grill her poor victim.
God help him, Geraldine thought as she reached for the phone.
There it is, there it is,” Ellen shrieked.
Anna glanced at her daughter, who had nearly clambered out of the car seat and onto the dashboard in her excitement. “Where, Ellie? I can’t see anything.”
“There, up on the hill.”
Anna pulled the hire car onto the side of the road and looked out the opposite window. She saw vineyards and gum trees, the foundations of a house, and two vans with Clare Valley Builders written on the side in large letters parked beside it. “I can’t see anything. Are you sure?”
Ellen was laughing now. “Mum, you’re looking the wrong way.”
Anna looked down at her feet. “No, nothing here.” Then she looked up. “No, nothing there either. Ellie, your eyesight must be much better than mine.”
“Muuum.” Ellie unbuckled her seat belt and leaned over, placed a little hand on either side of Anna’s face, and turned it in the right direction. “See, there.”
“It does look a bit familiar. What does that sign say?”
“It says the Valley View Motel. Vacna …” Ellen struggled with the word at first. “Vacancies. Restaurant and Bar. Function room available. What’s function?”
“Another word for a party.”
“Is that where Really-Great-Gran’s birthday party will be tonight?”
“I think so.” Anna gazed at the motel. Built in the 1970s, it was a perfect example of the architecture of the time: a series of building blocks, placed clunk-clunk-clunk beside one another on the hillside just north of Clare, the largest town in the Clare Valley. There were fifteen guest rooms, one row of seven facing another row of eight, with the extra room the linen store. Linking the two lines of rooms was the small bar, a tiny reception area, a medium-size restaurant and kitchen, and a large function room. Anna had always thought the motel would make the perfect setting for a retro drama series, right down to the brown carpets, white plastic bathrooms, nylon curtains, and orange bedspreads.
“Mum, come on.” Ellen was tugging at her arm. “We’re not going to park here, are we?”
“You’re sure you’re ready? Sure you want to go there?” Anna teased.
Ellen considered the question seriously. “I am feeling a little bit shy. I haven’t seen them for a long time, have I?”
Anna knew exactly how Ellen felt. She was nervous about seeing her sisters again, too, she realized. Three years on and she still felt caught in the middle—trying to make peace between Carrie and Bett, she’d managed beautifully to make things worse. “Nothing to be frightened of here, Ellie, I promise you. They’re your family, remember?”
Her cheery tone convinced Ellen, but it did nothing for herself. She wished she felt fresher, more ready for this. It had been only a two-hour flight from Sydney to Adelaide, and then the same length drive from the airport to here. She’d always liked the drive from Adelaide to Clare, too. The long straight highway through flat plains and wide yellow paddocks slowly giving way to the curving roads of the Valley, vineyards and tree-covered hills on either side. But she still felt drained. It must be the tension of coming home, she thought. Or the aftermath of emotion from that morning’s spat with Glenn. He’d made a point of being there to say good-bye to Ellen.
“You know I’ll cry myself to sleep every night while you’re away,” he’d said, as he picked the little girl up in a hug. He was so broad it took nothing out of him. Ellen could have been two, not seven.
“Me, too,” Ellen had giggled, as Glenn tickled her. She had thrown back her head, laughing, completely unself-conscious with him about her scar.
“And don’t forget to do me lots of drawings. And to breathe in lots of that country air.” He had done some mock deep breaths, making Ellen laugh even more. “And you won’t forget you’re my favorite daughter, will you?”
Ellen shook her head.
“And not only that,” Glenn continued. “But the best daughter in—”
“The whole wide world!” Ellen had finished it for him, as she always did.
Anna had received no such attention. She and Glenn had spoken quickly, coldly to each other. She’d been deliberately vague about how long they might be away, knowing it would annoy him. He had reminded her of the possibility he’d need to go to Singapore for business, if the office expansion ended up going ahead. She had pretended she had forgotten all about it, and enjoyed the little dart of annoyance she knew that had sent through him. How had it gotten so bad? she’d wondered, even as she said good-bye in her most carefree voice. Ellen hadn’t noticed a thing—she hoped. She had been too busy waving until her father was long out of sight.
Anna tried to block out those thoughts and smiled across at her daughter now. “Ready, sweetheart?”
“I’m ready, sweetheart,” Ellen replied, grinning at her own cheekiness. “But we can’t go yet.”
“Why not?”
“You have to look at yourself in the mirror first. That’s what you always do.”
Anna laughed. Indeed she did. “You don’t miss a trick, do you, Miss Ellen?” She ostentatiously checked her face in the rear-vision mirror, wrinkling her nose, squinting, baring her teeth, playing up to Ellen’s laughs beside her, even as she quickly took the opportunity to dab away a tiny spot of mascara and reapply her lipstick. Then she took a deep breath and started the car.
In the flower shop in the middle of Clare, Carrie glanced at her watch. The young florist noticed.
“Carrie, if you’re running late, I can drop these up to the motel for you later today. The party doesn’t start until seven, does it?”
Carrie didn’t mind if it took all day to prepare her order. She didn’t mind if she had to live in the flower shop from this moment on. Anywhere was better than being at the motel waiting for Anna and Bett to arrive.
“Carrie? Do you want me to do that?”
Carrie took a seat beside the counter. “No, I’m in no rush at all. Honestly, take as long as you like. In fact, why don’t I go and get us both a cool drink?”
The weather hasn’t helped, of course. The past week or so it’s been more than thirty degrees every day. People want to head for the sea, not the countryside. Still, just as well we have a few empty rooms with you girls being home again.”
“Yes, isn’t it?” Anna said, trying to keep up with her mother’s update on the motel occupancy rate.
Anna and Ellen had walked through the reception area into the kitchen, surprising her mother, who had been wrestling with something in the walk-in freezer. Geraldine looked immaculate as ever. Not unlike a 1950s housewife, Anna had always thought. There was a brief hug, then her mother turned to Ellen, bending down, giving her a quick hug and kiss, too. “And welcome to you, too, Ellen.”
Anna watched, waiting for some reaction to the scar. It wasn’t the first time her mother had seen it. She had come to Sydney after the accident happened, to lend a hand, much to Anna’s surprise. But it was the first time she’d seen it in months.
“Well, aren’t you both looking great. Ellen, you must have grown three feet since we saw you last.” Geraldine straightened up, put her hands on her hips, and stepped back.
That was the physical contact over for the visit, Anna thought. She knew it wasn’t her mother’s fault she wasn’t a tactile person, but it had been hard at times to be her affection-craving daughter. Anna showered Ellen with hugs and cuddles and caresses, more than the child wanted sometimes. Ellen pressed close against her now, still shy, her hair forming a curtain over the right side of her face.
Geraldine busied herself in the kitchen again, passing on news over her shoulder. Anna and her sisters had always laughed at their mother’s conversational style. She had to be doing something while she asked questions or relayed information, be it mopping the floor or preparing meals for guests or sometimes, in shouts, over the noise of vacuum cleaners. She’d had the same approach to mothering, in fact—fitting it in around her other, more pressing tasks.
“Carrie will be back in a moment. She’s gone into town to collect the last of the flower displays for the party. Bett’s flying in today, too, of course. Insisted on driving herself up from Adelaide. Lola is around somewhere. I’m surprised she didn’t hear the car coming in. Your father had to make a quick trip to the bottle depot this morning, but he said he’d be back as soon as he could—”
“He’s here now, in fact.”
They both spun around at the sound of his voice. He’d come in through the back door. “Hello, Anna, and aren’t you looking beautiful?”
“Dad! Full of charm as usual,” she said, smiling at him.
“No, just telling the truth. You took after your mother, luckily,” he said with a wink in Geraldine’s direction.
Anna was amazed to see her mother get soft-eyed at the praise. Honestly, what were the two of them like? She waited, and sure enough, her father dropped a kiss on her mother’s head as he went past her.
“You should be glad your parents get on so well. Mine fought all the time. That’s much harder to live with,” Glenn had said in their early days, when she’d tried to explain how excluded she and her sisters had sometimes felt. “It’s unusual, though, I’ll give you that. Business partnerships and marriages don’t tend to last.” But her parents had always loved working together, putting across a united front, making decisions together, a true partnership. Anna had childhood memories of lying in bed at night, hearing her parents come in from locking up the motel, listening to the murmurs of conversations as they talked over their day, planned for tomorrow. That’s what she’d wanted when she met Glenn. What she’d thought she had when she met Glenn.
Anna reached up to give her father a quick kiss on the cheek, followed by a warm, close hug. He was tall, like Lola and herself, but chubby, not thin, his square, open face red from too much sunshine. She watched intently again as he got down on his haunches to be at eye level with Ellen. She’d spoken to Lola from Sydney before they left, asked her to remind her mother and father to build Ellen up as much as possible.
“And welcome to you, Miss Ellen. And aren’t you looking beautiful as well? All set for the party tonight?”
Ellen nodded shyly again, struck dumb by the attention and the new surroundings.
Jim tousled Ellen’s hair. “Good girl. It’s great to have you both home again.”
Ellen stared at him. “It’s not really home. My home is in Sydney.”
Jim gave a roar of laughter. “You can’t call a big city like that home, darling. Home is where the heart is. Isn’t that right, Geraldine?”
“That’s right, Jim.”
“But isn’t my heart in my body all the time?” Ellen asked Anna, looking confused. “Not just when I’m at home?”
“Grandpa’s teasing you, Ellie. Don’t mind him.”
“Best advice I’ve heard all day,” an Irish voice behind them said. “Hello, my darlings. The birthday girl is here.” It was Lola, dressed in a pantsuit made of pink flowing material. She was in full makeup, with a small pink rose pinned in her white hair.
“Lola! Happy birthday!” Anna found herself rushing to meet Lola as if she were a child again herself. Now she knew for sure she was home. Lola turned from her hug with Anna, then leaned down with melodramatic groans to Ellen’s height, took her face between both hands, gazed at her for a long moment, and then kissed her extravagantly on both cheeks. “That scar is fading so quickly there must be a miracle at work.”
Anna relaxed. Trust Lola to mention it, to point it out, and bring it into the open. Ellen didn’t seem to mind, she noticed. She was nodding. “It is going a bit, I think, Really-Great-Gran.”
Lola gave a shout of laughter and kissed Ellen again. “You’re still calling me Really-Great-Gran, you dear little pet.”
Ellen looked delighted with herself. “I listen to that tape a lot.”
“You’re a little girl with wonderful taste. I know it in my bones.” She stood up with another groan. “Creaking and feeble as those bones might be. Enough of dillydallying with this riffraff, my dear Ellen. It’s time for a tour. And may I introduce your tour leader for the day. Myself, your Really-Great-Gran.”
Ellen beamed up at her. “But can I call you Lola, now, Really-Great-Gran? Like Mum does? Now I’m here?”
“You can call me all the names under the sun, my little darling,” Lola had said, before sweeping out of the room with her.
Anna looked out the kitchen window now and saw Lola and Ellen walking by the back fence. On one side was bushland, gum trees, and scrubby earth covered in dry bark and wiry grasses. The other side of the fence marked the start of the motel grounds, with a strip of bright green lawn, flowers, and bedding plants, all their father’s work. It was an island of green amid the dry South Australian landscape. As she watched, a tubby white sheep trotted up behind Lola and Ellen. Her parents had bought it the year before, to help keep the grass down around the motel. Anna saw Ellen’s reaction, a shriek and then a push against her great-grandmother, looking for a shield. As her hands clenched, Anna felt her mother’s eyes on her and gave an embarrassed smile. “It’s that obvious, is it? I’m trying not to run out there. The doctor says I have to be careful not to make her any more anxious than she already is.”
“Sheep have fairly blunt teeth. She’ll be safe enough.”
Surely her mother wasn’t making light of it? “It was terrifying for her, Mum. For all of us.”
“I know it was. I’m not laughing at you or her. I’m saying it as it is—she’ll be all right with Bumper. Besides, Bumper is so besotted with Lola she only has to whisper a word and he behaves.”
The sheep was now on one side of Lola, Ellen on the other. Lola had a hand on each of their heads and was inclining her head toward one and then another. Introducing them again, Anna realized. Probably explaining the sheep’s name once more. Bumper as in Bumper Baa. Lola’s idea—she’d thought it was hilarious.
Lola’s voice filtered in. “Can you feel his lovely soft wool, Ellen? Sheep have lanolin in their wool, one of nature’s very best moisturizers. If you ever meet a shearer, ask to shake his hand. You’ll never feel softer skin in all your life. Now, let’s go and say hello to the chickens as well. They’re a bad-tempered bunch. We won’t worry about shaking their claws today.”
Anna turned from the window, a smile on her face. At that moment the kitchen door opened and Carrie walked in, carrying a large bundle of long brown twigs.
Anna’s stomach gave a leap, and the smile froze. “Carrie. Hello.”
Carrie stopped short. “Hello, Anna.”
Anna swallowed, kept a smile on her face. “You look well.” She did, too. Small, pretty, she looked like a dainty forest creature. Anna was unreasonably disappointed. What had she expected? Carrie to have turned into a garden troll since they’d seen each other last?
“So do you.”
Anna accepted the compliment with a brief smile. So she would want to, all the money and effort she put into it—constant dieting, fake tans, manicures, pedicures, eyebrow shaping.…
“Have you been here long?”
“About half an hour.”
“How was the trip?”
“Fine thanks.” Anna forged ahead. She was going to be polite; she was going to handle this if it killed her. “All set for tonight?”
“Just about, thanks.”
Geraldine looked up from the oven. “You would have been ready days ago if Lola hadn’t kept changing her mind about the way she wanted the serviettes folded. Swans one minute, bishops’ hats the next. What was it you ended up with, Carrie?”
“Fans,” Carrie said shortly.
Anna gave a genuine smile. As teenagers they had spent what felt like months learning how to fold different sorts of serviettes for various functions—bishops’ hats for business meetings, fans for ladies’ lunches, and swans for weddings. The three of them could do it in their sleep. Once upon a time Anna would have reminisced about those days, gone straight over, taken the foliage from Carrie, chatted easily, and dragged her out to say hello to Ellen. Now they were standing like two store dummies, stiff and awkward, making equally stiff and awkward conversation. She tried again. “Do you need any help?”
Carrie paused for a few moments too long. “No thanks. Everything’s under control.” She glanced around. “Where’s Ellen?”
“Lola’s showing her around.”
“And Glenn?”
“He couldn’t make it. Work.”
“Oh.”
Say it, Anna, say it. “And how’s Matthew?”
“Fine. Good. Busy.”
The air grew tense, and the silence stretched out.
Lola had seen Carrie’s car arrive. She flung open the door with a flourish, talking loudly to Ellen, deliberately interrupting. “And here we are back in the kitchen. Oh, and look who’s here, your Auntie Carrie. Carrie, you remember Ellen, our beautiful Ellen?”
Carrie turned and after a flicker of something passed over her face—shock, surprise—so quickly that only Lola noticed it, she bent down to her niece, who had gone straight over to Anna. “Hello, Ellen. It’s great to see you again. Did you have a nice trip?”
The little girl nodded, her face pressed against Anna’s side.
“She’s gorgeous, isn’t she?” Lola said proudly. She glanced around, judging the mood. It was like Iceland in here. Time for some defrosting. “Carrie, don’t tell me that pile of twigs over there is for my party, is it? Are we having a bonfire tonight?”
“They’re for the flower displays,” Carrie said sulkily. “You told me you wanted a bush theme.”
“Did I?” Lola asked. “Good heavens. Was I drunk?”
At Adelaide airport at that moment, Bett was walking up to the car-hire desk.
A young man in a badly fitting suit smiled at her. “Can I help you, madam?”
She smiled back. Madam? How sweet of him. A more honest query would have been, “Can I help you, you bedraggled-looking weirdo?”
“I’ve booked a car, thanks,” she said, handing over the paperwork. As he started pressing keys on the computer, she saw her reflection in the mirror behind him and only just stopped herself from poking her tongue out at her own rumpled, baggy-eyed reflection. She looked like the beagle she’d seen sniffing at suitcases in the arrivals hall.
Was it too late to find a gym and lose a stone? she wondered. First impressions were going to be very important. She wished that Lola had called this party two years ago, when for five glorious months, after a long bout of flu and poverty, Bett had actually been skinny, a size twelve, and change rooms were welcoming places, not temples of fear and doom. Anna had always had a comforting theory about women and body fat—that there was only so much fat in the world and what it did was redistribute itself around women all over the planet. When someone on a diet lost a few kilos, another poor unsuspecting woman in a country far away would discover to her astonishment that she had gained a few. Please, God, let Anna be wrinkled and plump and Carrie scruffy and taken to wearing nylon clothes that stick to her all over. With split ends. And adult-onset pimples. Bett turned side on, sucked in her stomach as hard as she could, and nearly fell over in the process.
“Is everything all right, madam?”
“Fine. Just doing some after-flight exercises.”
He looked a little suspicious.
Standing sideways again, she wondered whether it would be possible to buy a pair of those super-control tights somewhere nearby. Mind you, her only experience with a pair had been disastrous. When she finally pulled the things on, it was as if they had dragged every spare bit of flesh up with them. She’d been left with slimmish thighs, certainly, but also with the most extraordinary roll of fat over the top of them, as if she’d been stuck in a life buoy.
“Madam?”
The young man was now looking concerned. “Your keys, madam. Car number fifteen.”
Pulling her case behind her, she stopped at the airport door, struck by the high temperature now she was outside the air-conditioned building. It felt as if someone had opened an enormous oven nearby, sending out a hot, dry rush of heat. A woman in the arrivals hall had been full of the news that it had been one of the hottest summers in years, nine days straight of temperatures in the high thirties. Bett looked around for a phone box and spied one in the carpark. She’d promised Lola she’d call and let her know she was on her way. It had been her choice to hire a car, drive up herself, arrive independently. The phone box was no cooler, the receiver hot to touch. She stared at the phone for a moment, doing the deep breathing that all the books recommended, calming herself down. Of course she could handle this. Hadn’t she been out in the world for the past three years, surviving in Melbourne, Dublin, and London? Making a career for herself? Be strong, Bett. Be brave, Bett. Ring and tell them you’re in Adelaide and you’ll be up in a few hours.
She dialed. A cross-sounding voice answered. “Valley View Motel.”
It was Carrie. Bett hung up immediately.
Hello? Hello?” Carrie waited a moment, then hung up. People were so rude. At least the ringing phone had got her out of the kitchen, though, before she exploded at her grandmother in front of everyone. Did Lola have any idea how hard it had been for the florist to find all those twigs?
She waited a moment to see if the caller rang back, but the phone stayed quiet. It had probably been another one of Lola’s mad friends ringing up to RSVP at the last minute.
“It’s not just going to be a room full of old people reminiscing, is it, Lola?” Carrie had asked her several days before. “There seem to be a lot of croaky old voices ringing up.”
“All human life will be represented, Carrie, my dear. And there’ll be some reminiscing, some entertainment, a little bit of this and a little bit of that.”
“A little bit of what?”
“It’s a surprise.”
“Lola, please. You’re the one who is supposed to get a surprise at your party, not us. What are you planning?”
“Carrie, how many times do I have to ask you to please treat me with adoration and respect. I’m not telling. All you have to do is set up the room exactly as I’ve outlined, follow the running order we have discussed, and then leave the rest to me.”
“You’re not going to tell me why Frank from the electrical hire shop was here yesterday, are you? Or what was in that big box I saw him carrying in?”
“No, I’m not.”
“Have you finished your table settings yet, then? Are you still expecting about sixty people?”
“More like seventy now, I think. All sorts of people have told me they’d love to come. Oh, and I also invited that quiet Englishman who’s staying in room two. He said he’d be delighted to attend. Actually, I think he said he’d be charmed to attend. Have you spoken to him yet? He has the most beautiful manners.”
Right then Carrie didn’t care if that Englishman was the most well-mannered man in history. Honestly, her grandmother drove her crazy sometimes. “Lola, you have to tell me these things. That changes everything. All the catering arrangements, everything.”
“Only slightly. Really, Carrie, you have to learn to relax or you’ll give yourself high blood pressure.”
“It is you and this party and this never-ending guest list that will give me high blood pressure. What are we supposed to feed these extra people?”
“Oh, they won’t mind if they have to share their meals.”
“I mind, though. If I’m trying to get more business into the motel, then every occasion like this is a chance to make an impression. And I won’t make a good impression if people don’t get enough to eat at a birthday party for one of the owners.”
“I’m not an owner anymore. I’m just the matriarch these days.”
Carrie had given in and started to laugh. “You’re just a law unto yourself, that’s what you are.”
It had been funny then, but it wasn’t funny now. Nothing was funny now. Carrie took her pulse, felt her heart beating. Yes, it was definitely fast. And no wonder, all the pressure she was under. She heard laughing and looked out in time to see Lola, Anna, and Ellen head over to Anna’s favorite room, number seven. She fought off a little feeling of hurt, picked up her car keys, and scribbled a quick note to her mother. She was going back into town for a long, slow cup of coffee.



Chapter Four
At last, at last, at last.” Lola held Bett tight in another hug, then stepped back to look at her again, a wide smile on her face. She had been sitting waiting on a chair at the front of the motel for the past hour. “You had me worried sick. I thought I’d have to start the party without you.”
Bett was surprised to find herself fighting tears. “As if I’d let the birthday girl down.” Another hug. “Let me look at you.” Bett took a step back, still holding Lola’s hands. She’d felt bones under Lola’s pink clothing. “You’ve lost weight, Lola.”
Lola was looking at her just as closely. “So have you. Not too much, thank God. I wouldn’t know you without your curves.” She tucked a bit of hair behind Bett’s ears. “And your eyes are as beautiful as ever, your cheeks as rosy, and I like that color in your hair. What’s it called? Chestnut brown?”
“I don’t know what it’s called. It’s my own color.”
“Is there such a thing? Imagine that.”
Bett glanced around her. “Are the—”
“Others here? No darling. I poisoned them all this morning. I decided it would make for a much more peaceful life if you and I had the place to ourselves.”
The sound of the front door opening halted any more questions. Bett looked up as her mother and father came out toward her. “Bett! Welcome home!” She was enfolded in hugs from another two sets of arms.
An hour later, her head was spinning with news of the motel, of the Valley, of the party that night. There had been no sign of Anna or Carrie yet, and no mention of them. Her parents hadn’t asked her too many questions about her life in London either. They knew some of it, of course, from her letters and phone calls, so it wasn’t as if she had crawled in from the wilderness. But she had just got back from three years overseas. Shouldn’t they have had more questions?
Lola was sitting on the sidelines, watching beady-eyed. Grasping a break in the conversation, she stood up with a groan loud enough to make them all look at her, then crossed to Bett and tucked her hand into her arm. “Now, come on, Bett, I’ll help you unpack. And while we do that, I want you to tell me every little thing you’ve been doing while you’ve been away.”
Lola was like a mind reader sometimes. “You know it all. It was in my letters.”
Lola steered her out of the kitchen. “They were a tissue of lies. I know that, and you know that. Come on, darling. You can tell me the truth now. By the way, I’ve organized room six for you, your favorite.”
Lola and the three girls had been sleeping in the motel rooms rather than the manager’s quarters ever since the family first moved in, fifteen years before. It had been Lola’s idea. She’d decided it was better to use the rooms during quiet times, rather than have them lie idle and unused, getting all musty.
As they walked out into the sunshine, Bett noticed quite a few rooms had a car parked in front of them. “It’s busy enough for this time of year.”
“Not bad, actually. Carrie has been working hard. Mostly one-nighters, though room two has been here for two weeks now. An English fellow. He’s coming along tonight, actually. I called on him last week, had a very nice chat. He’s researching a book or something fascinating like that. I’m dying to find out more about it.”
Bett kept her mouth shut. Many times in the past her mother had asked Lola not to call on the guests like that, but she was obviously still ignoring her. It would be a bit alarming, Bett supposed, to be booked into a motel room and have a heavily made-up old lady carrying a clinking gin and tonic appear at your door asking for your life story.
With a flourish, Lola produced the key to number six. “Here you are, darling. All yours once again. I actually had to move a couple out that Carrie had accidentally booked in. I said there might be a problem with a nest of huntsman spiders, and they seemed happy enough to move.”
“Move rooms or move motels?”
“Motels, now I think of it. Now, be sure to make yourself at home. If your luck holds and we don’t get many guests, you might be able to stay put the whole time you’re here. You do have neighbors, though.”
“Neighbors?”
The door to number seven beside them opened and Anna and Ellen came out. Bett’s stomach flipped as she saw them for the first time in years. Anna looked as fresh and elegant as ever, immaculately made-up, wearing a white shift dress that showed off her toned, brown body. Ellen was in a pale blue sundress, holding a straw hat. Bett stood up a little straighter, suddenly conscious of her own creased T-shirt and makeup-free face.
Lola coughed politely. “Anna Quinlan, may I introduce your sister, Bett Quinlan. Bett Quinlan, this is Anna, your older sister.”
“Hello, Anna.”
“Hello, Bett.”
“And this is Ellen,” Lola continued. “You remember Ellen.”
Bett looked down at the little girl, feeling Anna’s eyes boring into her. Ellen was lovely, a mini version of Anna, with big eyes, straight dark hair, and olive skin. Bett glanced at the scar on her cheek, keeping a big smile on her face. Lola had warned her Anna was extremely sensitive about people’s reactions to Ellen’s scar. She leaned down. “Hello, Ellen.”
Ellen pressed close against Anna and wouldn’t look up.
“Ellen, this is Bett, your auntie. My sister.”
Ellen still didn’t look at her. Anna gave Bett a tight smile, a half shrug, as if to apologize.
Bett looked behind her, waiting for Glenn to emerge as well. Anna noticed.
“He’s not here,” she said.
Bett felt the rush of color into her face. Had Anna kept him away because of her? Because of the things she’d said about him? Oh, God. Talk about things getting off to a bad start. “Look, he’s—” Very welcome to be here, too, she’d been about to say.
“Very busy at work,” Anna said smoothly. “He wasn’t able to get away.”
Bett relaxed slightly. “Oh. I see.”
Anna spoke again, her voice measured, in control. “So how was your flight?”
“Fine. Long. But I had a night’s stopover in Singapore, so I’m not too exhausted. And you? Did you drive down or fly?”
“We flew. Took the ten o’clock this morning.”
Lola stepped in, shaking her head. “Well, it’s a credit to the both of you. Three years’ separation and look at the conversation you manage to strike up.”
“Lola, please.” Anna and Bett turned to her and spoke as one.
“Mum.” Ellen’s voice was little more than a whisper, as she started pulling at her mother’s hand.
Anna leaned down, stroking her daughter’s hair from her face. “You’re hungry, I know. Come on, darling. We’ll go and see what Grandma has for you. See you later, Bett.”
“Yes, see you, Anna. See you, Ellen.”
As they walked away toward the kitchen, Lola was half laughing, half sighing. “You’ll be the death of me. If that was the best you and Anna could do, then God knows what you’ll do with Carrie. Lunge at her with a knife, probably.”
“Lola, sorry, but you have to stop all these cracks. This isn’t some little tiff between us. This is big, serious stuff. Grown-up stuff.”
“Nonsense. It’s been the world’s most ridiculous feud. Over Matthew, of all people.”
“It wasn’t just over Matthew. It was—”
“What?”
“All sorts of things.” Bett wasn’t ready for this. She tried to find the words. “Maybe we were unnaturally close all our lives, you know, with the three of us moving so much and the whole Alphabet Sisters thing.”
“So now you’re blaming me?”
“Lola, of course I’m not blaming you. I loved the Alpha-bet Sisters, until—” She stopped short. Was that actually the truth? She grabbed her grandmother’s arm. “Can we please not talk about it right now? Just for a little while? Can you and I go inside and talk about normal things, like terrible gossip from the charity shop or the party tonight or—”
“In a moment.” Lola had heard the sound of a car coming up the driveway. “Carrie has just arrived back, and I want you to meet her. Now.”
“No.” To her own astonishment, Bett leaped inside and shut the door of the room.
A second later it opened, and Lola came in. “What happened to you in London? Have you been regressing rather than aging? Don’t tell me you were about to hide under the bed?” Bett had spent hours of her childhood under the bed. Looking for peace, she had insisted. Hiding from work, Lola had preferred to put it. “I’m sure you weren’t this cowardly before you went away.”
“I wasn’t. And I wasn’t this cowardly while I was away.”
“So you admit you’re being cowardly now, wanting to hide under the bed? Did I tell you in any of my letters that your mother found some rope under one of the beds last year? Several meters of it, imagine. We had quite a discussion about what that might have been used for. I have to say I think your mother was shocked.”
Bett glared at her, trying not to laugh. “You’re the equivalent of that white noise that armies use to confound their enemies, aren’t you? When they play noise at such a volume and for so long that the enemy gives in eventually.”
“Enemy? You’re not my enemy. You’re one of my dearest girls in the world. Now, come and meet another of my dearest girls. Her name’s Carrie, and she’s your sister.”
At first there were fifty meters between them. Then forty. Thirty.
“Good afternoon, Carrie,” Lola called as they reached ten meters.
“Hello, Lola.”
“Carrie, may I introduce your sister?”
“Stop it, Lola,” Bett muttered. She forced herself to look directly at Carrie, taking in the blonde curls, the petite figure, dressed in jeans and T-shirt, an inch of flat brown belly showing, casual, stylish, neat. In her own mind she ballooned to Michelin Man proportions, her skirt and T-shirt turning supersize, her cheeks expanding like balloons, getting redder and redder.…
Lola interrupted her train of thought. “But of course neither of you need any introductions. Say hello, girls.”
“Hello, Carrie.”
“Hello, Bett.”
“How was your flight?”
“Good thanks. Long.” She swallowed. “How is—” she couldn’t say Matthew’s name. She tried again. “How is work?”
A look of relief crossed Carrie’s face, Bett was sure of it. Perhaps Carrie didn’t want to talk about Matthew yet either. “Fine. We’re busy enough for this time of year.”
Lola was beaming between them, for all the world like a country matchmaker.
Then there seemed to be nothing else to say. “I’d better finish getting ready for the party, then,” Carrie said briskly.
“Do you need any help?” Bett forced out the words.
“No,” Carrie answered too quickly.
“Are you sure about that, Carrie?” Lola’s voice was firm.
“It’s under control, thanks, Lola. See you, Bett.”
“See you, Carrie.” They stood silently as Carrie walked through the back door of the kitchen.
“Well, that went okay,” Bett said, once she was out of sight.
“Gloriously. Imagine that, all those years of rancor swept away in one easy and honest conversation. I’m so proud of you.”
“Sarcasm is the lowest form of wit, Lola. You taught us that yourself,” Bett said, stung. She thought it had gone okay. Better than she’d expected, anyway.
“Well, it’s a start, at least,” Lola said. “Carrie probably does need help with the party, by the way, if you truly want to give her a hand.”
“Um, no. I might unpack, I think. Relax a little before the party. I’ve been very busy getting organized to come back.” A wave of tiredness and emotion hit her as they walked back to her motel room. “Not that anyone in this family seems to care enough about my life to have actually asked what I’ve been doing in London the past few years.”
Lola surprised her with a loud burst of laughter and a kiss on her cheek. “You definitely have regressed. You know you used to be the same at the end of some school days, especially if I dared to have something else I wanted to talk to you about. I promise we will talk about you, my dear Bettsie. We’ll talk about you until we are both bored rigid or blue in the face, whichever event takes place first. But all in good time. Don’t rush things, Bett. Let things happen slowly sometimes.”
Caught out, Bett grinned. “You’re a fine one to talk. The woman who’s summoned us all home like this, forced it to a head.”
“I had to.” Lola decided there was no harm in dropping another hint. “I need the three of you to do something for me.”
Bett stopped at the door to her room. This was the second time Lola had referred to something needing to be done for her. “Lola, what is it? You’re not sick or anything, are you? I mean, you look well.” As much as she could tell. Lola had gone overboard on the makeup that morning. There were smears of red blush like jam stains on each cheek.
“Right now, because you are here, I feel one hundred percent. Patience, Bett. All will be revealed in good time. Now, come on. Let’s get you unpacking and making yourself at home. Haven’t I always said the devil makes work for idle hands?”
“No. Your favorite phrase was that one about too many cooks spoiling the broth. And not counting your chickens before they were hatched. And the one about water under the bridge.”
“I really am a font of wisdom. Now, you unpack while I watch.”
As she opened her case, Bett glanced at Lola. “I thought Anna looked well. And Ellen is very sweet.”
“Anna doesn’t look well. She looks exhausted. And unhappy. Something’s wrong there. And Ellen is a bag of nerves as well. That scar is fading but not as quickly as it should be. The city air is no good for that child. Nor is that psychiatrist she sees every month. Have you ever heard anything more ridiculous in your life, making her go over and over the incident? The child has to move on, put it behind her, get on with life, not go back every four weeks and talk about her feelings. Now, have you had any thoughts about work yet?”
Bett laughed. “Lola, I’ve just arrived.”
“It’s just I had a fascinating conversation with Rebecca Carter last week. You remember Rebecca?”
“Of course.” She and Rebecca had worked side by side as reporters on the Valley Times for two years. Until the day Bett had left so suddenly.
“She’s editor now, imagine. Filled with ideas, too. She was so interested to hear you were coming back home and looking for work locally.”
“But I’m not.”
“Of course you are. As we just said, the devil makes work for idle hands. You’ll see her at the party, and you can have a good talk about it with her then. So, show me what you’re wearing tonight.”
Bett blinked, wondering which part of this conversation she could blame on jet lag and which part on Lola’s conversational style.
“Bett? Your outfit?”
Bett took out the dress and held it against herself. She’d found it in a vintage shop in London. The style was sleeveless and simple, the fabric a rich red brocade, swirls of color picked out with gold thread here and there.
“Beautiful. Try it on for me.”
Bett did as she was told.
Lola asked her to turn around, inspecting her from all sides. “I think that back seam could do with taking in, to stop the skirt flaring so much. Would you like me to do it for you?”
Bett took it off and handed it over without argument. If she didn’t agree, Lola was just as likely to come running after her at the party with a needle and thread.
“I’ll drop it back in a little while. By the way, I don’t think you’re looking well either, despite what I said when you first arrived. You look like you need some fresh country air, too.”
Bett glared for a moment, then a smile started on her face and a warm feeling started in her chest. “You really are a nasty old crone, aren’t you?”
“And getting worse every year.” She held her granddaughter tight against her for a moment. “I really am very, very happy to see you.”
“I’m very, very happy to see you, too. I’ve got something for you, by the way.”
“A present? How splendid.”
Bett reached down into her handbag, where she had been carrying the gift, not wanting to let it out of her sight. She had spent the last two weekends searching through the stalls at Camden market until she found what she wanted. She watched as Lola opened the blue velvet box. Inside was a pair of costume jewelery earrings and a matching necklace, made from extravagantly colored glass beads of different sizes and shapes. Lola looked up, eyes wide. “Bett, they’re beautiful.”
“Do you like them?”
“I love them. Where did you get them?”
“In London. An old gray-haired woman in a rainbow cloak was hobbling along the road near the Houses of Parliament as I drove past one morning. As I got close she dissolved in a flash of silver smoke and there lying on the ground were these. So I picked them up and brought them home for you.”
Lola clapped her hands gleefully. It was one of her traditions—anything brought home from a market or charity shop had to be handed over with a story attached. “You haven’t forgotten the rules, have you? I adore them, thank you.” Bett was enveloped in another hug, and then spoken to sternly. “Now, leave your unpacking for the time being, climb into bed there, and have a quick nap. You’ve bags under your eyes big enough to take shopping.”
Bett did as she was told, peeping up at Lola from under the sheets, the white cotton pulled up to her nose. “Thanks, Granny.”
“Don’t you Granny me, you bold girl.” With that, Lola pulled the curtains, turned out the light, and shut the door firmly behind her.



Chapter Five
Lola walked two doors down and let herself into her own room. Number four had always been her favorite, with its view over the vineyard-covered hills. She liked number fifteen, too. It was the most peaceful, when she was in that kind of mood. Number eleven was the best one in high summer, she’d discovered, nice and cool, and number eight was the best for the Christmas party season, with its excellent view over the carpark and all the shenanigans that took place there late at night.
She’d always enjoyed all the moving around, had never found it at all unsettling. Of course, it helped that the decor in each room was identical: brown carpet, pale cream walls, one double bed, one single bed, a pastel print of a vineyard scene—from France, not the Clare Valley, but the guests weren’t to know that—a small table and chairs, a wardrobe that contained not just tea- and coffee-making facilities, but a bar fridge and a mini safe. There was even a full-length mirror installed on the long single door. All a person could need.
She went straight to her CD player and put on a Glenn Miller collection, a little louder than usual, then sat down and shut her eyes, all the better to review things so far. She always played Glenn Miller when she needed cheering up, and the sad truth was that’s what she needed right now. Was it wrong to be feeling so disappointed? What had she expected, after all? That the girls would only have to glance at each other and all the troubles and cares of the past would melt away? That they would turn back into her little Alphabet Sisters again? It wasn’t going to be as simple as that, it seemed. Not when the three of them had such stubborn, dramatic streaks. All her own fault, of course. She’d always encouraged it in them.
She still found it hard to believe this rift between the girls had lasted so long. And even harder to believe the whole row had been caused by Matthew, of all people.
“The three girls had a terrible catfight over him, I believe,” Len the butcher, the town gossip, had said to her eagerly just after it had happened.
Lola remembered briskly suggesting he shouldn’t believe everything he heard. A catfight, indeed. But afterward the term had quite appealed to her. Her granddaughters weren’t unlike a trio of cats. Anna, the eldest, like a Siamese, all sleek and sophisticated. Carrie, the youngest, still in her kitten stage, even though she was nearly thirty. Sweet as can be one minute, hissing and spitting the next. As for Bett, her middle darling—Lola softened at the very thought of her. Bett reminded her of a lost stray sometimes, needing lots of affection and love but then repaying it in spades.
For weeks now she’d been thinking of nothing else but this reunion. She was sure the other ladies in the charity shop were sick of hearing about the three girls, and especially about their days as the Alphabet Sisters. At least Mrs. Shaw, God bless her, always seemed interested.
“Was it a serious thing?” Mrs. Shaw had asked. “Like the Andrews Sisters? Proper tours and recording contracts and all of that?”
“Oh, good heavens, no,” Lola had answered. “I started it more as a way of keeping the three of them occupied, to tell you the truth.”
It had been her idea to take on the role of minding the girls while Jim and Geraldine got on with the running of the motels. She’d been concerned how little attention the girls were getting from their parents. Too many late nights and too much roaming around unchecked hadn’t been good for the three girls, she’d thought. It wasn’t that they were neglected, exactly, just more in need of a firmer hand.
The new arrangement had suited everyone very well from the start. Lola’s great affection for her granddaughters had turned into a love so strong it had surprised even herself. She had been so busy trying to find her feet in Australia when Jim was a child that she’d never had the luxury to enjoy being a mother. They had been very close, and still were, but being a grandmother was completely different from being a mother, she’d discovered. More carefree, more fun. Watching her granddaughters running around outside in the sunshine, or even hearing them call to each other in their Australian accents had once or twice even brought her to tears, though they were hastily wiped away. Anna, Bett, and Carrie had made her feel settled here in Australia, she’d realized. Made all the hardship of the early days worthwhile.
But Lola had also discovered that three strong-minded, intelligent little girls needed more than dolls and puzzle books to keep them stimulated. “Music has charms to soothe a savage breast,” she remembered reading. She’d hoped it would have the same effect on three near savages of granddaughters. She started teaching them Irish songs she’d known since she was a child, picking out the tunes on the old piano that took up a corner of the dining room in the motel they were living in at the time.
She’d been surprised at how quickly they’d taken to it. Anna’s voice had been distinctive even back then, deep and melodic. Carrie’s voice had matched her looks, sweet and instantly appealing. But it was Bett who shone musically, quickly displaying not just an ear for harmonies but a real talent at the piano. Lola had silently and belatedly blessed the elderly music teacher from her own childhood, who had come to her house twice weekly and joylessly taught her scales, folk tunes, and simple classical pieces. Lola had passed it all on to Bett, with much more enthusiasm, she hoped. The two of them had spent hours side by side on the wooden piano stool, graduating quickly from simple tunes to lively duets. Bett had soon started teaching herself to play more complicated songs. When they’d moved to a new motel the following year, the first thing they’d bought was a good-quality piano. It had been with them ever since.
It wasn’t the piano, though, but three dresses that had marked the start of the Alphabet Sisters. Lola still couldn’t think of the day she brought home that first trio of dresses without laughing. Anna had been twelve at the time, Bett ten, Carrie seven. The dresses had been made for little girls of fifteen, thirteen, and eleven, but Lola folded and pinned each of them until they just about fitted. Then she lined the three girls up, eyes shut, in front of the mirror in her bedroom and then told them to take a look.
Anna was appalled. Bett was horrified. Carrie was quite pleased. The dresses were of green and red gingham, with tight bodices and flared skirts.
“We look like we should be in Little House on the Prairie,” Anna said in a disgusted voice.
Bett was just as alarmed. “We look like we should be in a dustbin.”
“I think we look nice,” Carrie said.
Anna reached behind her, trying to take her dress off. “It’s all right for you, Carrie. You do look nice. Lola, can you help me get this off?”
“No, not yet. And stop pulling at it like that. You won’t be able to get out of them yourselves, darling. I had to pin the backs to make them fit.”
Bett was wriggling in her dress as though it was coated in itching powder. “Lola, please.”
Carrie had been silent, happily admiring herself in the mirror.
“Who did they belong to?”
“I asked the lady in the charity shop, and it was quite some story. They apparently belonged to a famous trio of child conjurers called the Okey Dokey Gals, who toured the world with their pet camel and a small gray-faced cat, doing magic tricks and chores around the house for anyone who took their fancy.”
“So how did their dresses end up in a charity shop?” Bett challenged.
“It was a tragic story and one for another day. So what do you think of them?”
Anna was not happy. “They’d suit the Pokey Yokey Gals better than the Okey Dokey Gals.”
“Or the Yukky Pukky Gals,” Bett added.
Anna again. “They’d be perfect for a country-and-western singing group called the Yukky Pukky Gals, in fact.”
Lola was actually pleased. “Do you really think you look like a singing act?”
Anna nodded. “We look like those poor kids you see forced onto talent shows on the TV.”
Carrie brightened. “I’d like to be on one of those shows.”
“Would you, Carrie?” Lola smiled, feeling like a fisherman slowly bringing in a catch. “That’s good. Because I’ve entered the three of you in a competition the local TV station is running. The winners get to perform at the agricultural show next month. All proceeds to charity. Just a little effort from each of you, with my guidance, and think of all the joy you will bring to the world. Charity begins at home, remember.”
Anna groaned. “Lola, no way. I’d die of embarrassment. Who sings in public with their sisters?”
“There is a long and honorable tradition of family singing groups.”
The three girls looked at her.
“The Von Trapps. The Partridge Family. The Osmonds. The Jackson Five. And now there’s—”
“The Quinlan Sisters,” Carrie called out.
Bett wasn’t impressed. “It’s not very catchy.”
“Anna, Bett, and Carrie?” Lola suggested.
Carrie pouted. “Why am I always last?”
“Because you’re the thickest,” Anna said. Carrie pinched her. “Ow! Lola, Carrie pinched me.”
“Only because she got there before me. Carrie, you are always last because your two older sisters are preparing the way for you, in the way flower girls prepare the way for a beautiful bride.”
Anna and Bett rolled their eyes. Carrie looked happier.
Lola clapped her hands. “I have it. Anna, Bett, and Carrie, the ABC Girls. No, let’s make it even catchier. Not the Andrews Sisters but the Alphabet Sisters. Perfect for TV.”
Lola laughed out loud now, alone in the motel room, as she remembered their first TV appearance. Over the years the girls had got used to singing on TV, but that first time they had been overawed by the lights, the cables, and the cameras, not to mention the excitable hostess. Their harmonies had disappeared, their carefully rehearsed hand movements had looked more like violent twitches, and each of them had had the same panicked expressions in her eyes. The whole family—and several bemused guests—had watched it go to air on the TV in the motel bar the following week. The three girls had shrieked with embarrassment the whole way through. As Anna had said, they’d looked more like the Zombie Sisters than the Alphabet Sisters.
Lola felt a sudden welling of tears in her eyes, as the tension she’d been feeling for the past few weeks drained out of her. She’d been waiting and worrying for something to go wrong. For Anna to call and say she wasn’t going to be able to make it. For Bett to say she had decided to stay in London. Lola had hardly been able to contain herself when Bett had rung to say she wasn’t just coming home for the party, she was coming home for good.
Had her girls any idea at all how much she had missed them? she wondered. Not just their physical presence, but all the stories and jokes and even the rows that had shot back and forth between them all their lives, to Lola’s great and constant entertainment. She wasn’t fanciful enough to think that things would ever return to the glory days of the Alphabet Sisters. All the dressing up, and the attempts to get them to rehearse their songs, and those early-morning drives to this show or that country TV station. And of course the fights over who got to sit in the front of the car beside her, or whose favorite song would be sung first, or which order they’d stand in. But for every fight there had been a funny moment—missed cues, out-of-tune singing, on-stage spats between them—even if Lola had to pretend to be cross with them, to try to keep some control at least. Some chance. As the past three years had shown, she had no control over them at all.
There had been a moment a year ago when she’d thought the feud was about to be over. The terrible time when Ellen was attacked by that dog. Bett and Carrie had been shocked when she’d told them, and Lola knew for a fact that they had both contacted Anna in the days afterward. Bett had written, and Carrie had rung and left a message with Glenn. But nothing more had come of it. Which was when she’d realized she was going to have to try another way …
Oh, if only this had all happened years ago, when her bones weren’t as creaky, her mind faster, when she didn’t feel so tired all the time. “You are nearly eighty,” her doctor had said at the last visit, when Lola admitted she needed a long afternoon nap some days. “Though you’re in remarkably good nick, I’ll give you that.”
“That’ll be the gin,” Lola said. “I’m preserving myself.”
“Good Irish blood, probably, and all that hard work over the years. How are those hips of yours?”
Lola had had both hips replaced five years previously. “I feel like they’ve been mine forever.”
“Are you still doing those stretching exercises twice a day?”
Lola nodded. “I’m so agile I could get a job in a Bangkok nightclub.”
The doctor had nearly choked. “Lola, you get worse every visit and you know it. I can’t give you any more advice. You already know what you have to do. Try to take things easy, don’t get too stressed about anything, enjoy yourself. You deserve it.”
Of course she did. And she did try and take things easy, having her nap most afternoons, drinking eight glasses of water a day. Well, eight glasses of something every day. Surely there was plenty of water in tonic water? And on the days she didn’t feel so good, there was always makeup. It helped that her skin was still in good condition. All those years of wearing inch-thick foundation, Anna had said once. Her skin probably hadn’t felt a ray of sunshine in sixty years of living in Australia. She picked up her perfume bottle, an expensive French brand, one of her few luxuries, and squirted a little on her wrists. What was that joke she’d overheard two schoolboys tell last week? “Why do girls wear makeup and perfume?” “Because they’re ugly and they stink.”
Lola put a finger on each temple and gently massaged, thinking hard. Her birthday party was just hours away, and she was certainly in no mood to have the girls edging around each other the whole time, the way they had been so far today. Anna was so rigid it was amazing she’d been able to walk at all. Bett was a bag of nerves. Carrie was sulking and stomping about. None of them was being anything like their usual lovely selves.
How much farther could she push them? She had been treading on thin ice today already, she knew. There had been little flashes of anger from all three of them, when she had joked and tried to ease the tension between them on their first meeting. But it was so hard to be patient. Every day she was so conscious of time ticking away from her. The idea of turning eighty had hit her with a terrible shock and propelled her into making these plans, getting them back together. There was something so old about being eighty. She had never had such a sense of urgency, or such a feeling that she was living on borrowed time.
She looked over at the portable bookcase and writing desk in the corner of the room. Jim had made it especially for her, so she could wheel it from room to room and feel immediately at home. The folder containing her special project was tucked well out of the way on the third shelf. Should she take it out now? Get everything out into the open? Would they be angry with her? Or would they guess the whole purpose of it was to keep them together for as long as possible? Get them working closely together again? She didn’t mind if they did guess. But no, it was too soon. Besides, she wanted to reveal it in a far more dramatic fashion, and in front of as large an audience as possible.
What could they work on together in the meantime? The food was prepared and the room was arranged, so there was nothing to be done there. Then she thought of the large pile of twigs Carrie would soon be putting into vases. Or not, perhaps … She picked up the phone and dialed the florist shop in town.
An hour later Lola was standing in the function room with ten newly emptied vases, eight bunches of freshly delivered flowers, and three stony-faced granddaughters. Carrie had been summoned from the office, Anna from the kitchen, Bett out of her bed. Ellen had been dispatched to the kitchen to find ice cream.
Lola gave them her most winning smile. “I know I’m the very devil for changing my mind at the last minute, but seeing the three of you together again reminded me of those wonderful room decorations you used to do for me when you were little. Do you remember that one Christmas, when you strung up mistletoe and pinecones all over the motel for me?”
Bett stared at her blankly. Perhaps it was jet lag, but she couldn’t remember ever doing Christmas decorations for Lola. It had always been Geraldine in charge of the decorations. They’d be hung up neatly exactly three weeks before Christmas, then folded away just as neatly exactly twelve days after Christmas.
“And I realized it would be the icing on my birthday cake to see your flower decorations at my party tonight,” Lola continued. She patted each of them on the cheek as though they were small animals. “So will you get to work? And no hard feelings about the bush theme, Carrie? I’m sure we’ll find a use for all those twigs.”
Half an hour later, eavesdropping from outside, Lola was forced to admit her plan hadn’t worked. It was more dysfunction than function room in there. No laughing and joking together as they merrily arranged the flowers. No cheerful “Doesn’t the room look beautiful for the party?” conversation. No lively chitchat as they took the opportunity to catch up on each other’s lives. Just several frosty exchanges.
“Please don’t put that vase there, Anna,” she heard Carrie say in an overly polite voice.
“Why not? I think it looks good.”
“All the flowers are to go on the side tables.”
“But you’ll hardly see them once you’re sitting down.”
“I’ve given it a lot of thought over the past few weeks and decided that is the most practical place for them.” Carrie was now speaking in a steely tone.
Outside, Lola winced. The underlying message being that Anna had no right to just march in and do what she liked …
There was silence for a minute or two, then she heard Bett’s voice. “Are there any more vases?”
“I’ll get them for you.” Carrie, her voice still stiff.
“That’s all right. I can get them.”
“They’re in the cupboard under the bar.”
“Yes, I know.”
Carrie’s tone was sharp again. “It’s just you’ve been away for so long, I thought you might have forgotten.”
After Bett came back there’d been more silence, broken only by the sound of vases being moved and stalks being snipped. Lola wasn’t quite sure what to try next. Should she go in and tell some of her jokes? She’d thought of a good one. What’s brown and sticky? A stick. Perhaps not. She had a feeling it would take more than a joke to fix this.
She walked into the room. The flowers were beautiful. Much nicer than the twigs had been. “Oh, well done, girls.” There was no response. She ambled over to the piano, lifted the lid, and experimentally ran her fingers up and down, playing one or two chords.
“Do you remember this one, Anna?” she said loudly. She thumped out the beginning notes of “Don’t Sit Under the Apple Tree.”
Anna shook her head.
“Poor Anna. Your memory gone and you still so young. Bett, your turn. What about this?” She played a swirly introduction to “Danny Boy.”
Bett glanced over. “I can’t place it, Lola, sorry.”
“Too much smog in London, darling. Your brain cells obviously need a shake-up. Carrie, what about you, my dear? What’s this one?” She played the introduction to “My Favorite Things” from The Sound of Music.
“I’m not sure,” Carrie said, not looking up.
Lola was shocked by a surge of anger. Enough was enough. She stood up and clapped her hands, once, twice, three times. “Right, you little buggers.”
Three startled faces turned to her. Lola rarely swore and she even more rarely used Australian swear words. “I want to speak to the three of you. Over here, now.”
She gave them a moment to get closer and then glared at them, genuinely cross. “I know I should be more patient with you. I know you are probably jet-lagged, Bett, and you must be tired, too, Anna. But I’m sorry, I’ve been waiting three years for this, wanting this feud to be over every single day, and I can’t wait any longer to get it all sorted.” She pointed a long, varnished fingertip at her middle granddaughter. “Bett Quinlan, tell me the truth. How do you feel right now?”
Bett colored, transported straight back to being a ten-year-old. “I really don’t want to play this, Lola.”
“Play it, Bett. How do you feel right now?”
“Lola …”
It was a game she had played with them when they were children. Some trick she’d picked up at a drama class or from some TV documentary. Back then she’d had a magic wand that she would point at them. The truth stick, she called it. She said it saved time. Point and talk. How are you? What’s wrong? How do you feel and why? They had to answer. Back then the answers had been simple. “I’m cross because Mum told me off.” “I’m sad because I didn’t win the race today.” “I’m mad because the other two got more ice cream than me.”
Lola turned away from Bett. “All right, then. Carrie, I’ll start with you instead.”
Carrie was looking at her feet.
Lola kept pointing. “Carrie, the quicker we do this, the quicker it is over and done with.”
A long pause and then a low voice. “I’m cross because you keep changing your mind about the decorations and it’s driving me mad.”
It wasn’t what Lola had hoped to hear, but it was a start. “The customer’s always right, Carrie, remember. Anna, what about you?”
Anna glared at her. “I’m furious because I am thirty-four years old and you are treating me like a child.”
“You’re all behaving like children, so I’m going to treat you like children. Thank you, Anna. Bett?”
Bett hesitated. “I’m upset because I hate this.”
“Do you really?” Lola said a silent thanks. Now she was getting somewhere. Say it, Bett, she urged. Say how much you have hated fighting with your sisters. How much you’ve hated being away from them. “What do you hate exactly?”
Bett lifted her head, a picture of defiant misery. “You telling us off. And this truth stick business. I’ve always hated it.”
Lola put down the imaginary stick. It had been a last-ditch effort in any case. “Very well. I’ll try some straight talking instead. You see, I’ve always had the idea that you might have missed each other during the past three years. That perhaps there had been times when you’d wished you could call on each other. And then I had the even more obviously ridiculous idea that all it would take for you to become friends again was to get you together to talk about it.”
No response.
“No? Then it seems in my old age I am getting not just feeble of body but feeble of mind, and I have got it all wrong. Such a shame. However, as has always been my wont, I am going to try to make the best of a bad situation.” She glared at them. “So, my little brat-faced princesses—”
Bett suddenly had to bite back a smile. Lola hadn’t called them brat-faced princesses in years.
“Do you think it would be possible for the three of you to put this ridiculous fight—all right, not ridiculous, this extremely worthwhile and valid fight—behind you for a short time? Because, girls, the way of it is, I want to enjoy my party and I certainly won’t if I have to see your sulky faces all night long. Or all week long. And possibly beyond that. In fact, let’s say definitely beyond that.”
She ignored their looks of surprise and clapped her hands again. The three of them jumped. “From now on, there is to be conversation between you, do you hear me? I want some smiles, too. So I hereby lay down the law. There is to be no mention whatsoever of the events of three years ago. Do you understand?”
There was a flash of temper from Anna. “Oh, sure, Lola. As if we aren’t thinking about them.”
“You can think all you like. You can think of nothing else if you like. But while you are all living and working here, I want peace and conviviality between you.” She turned to Carrie. “I know this will be hardest on you at the moment, Carrie, Matthew being your husband and all. But I’d like you to keep him away from here for the time being. Do you think you can manage that?”
Carrie swallowed hard. If Lola only knew how easy it was going to be. She nodded, not daring to speak.
“I think it’s better if he doesn’t come to the party tonight, either. Tell him I’m sorry, but that’s the way it has to be. There’ll be enough gossiping about you all without him being there as well and everyone watching and listening to see what happens. Besides, I want all the attention to be on me, not him.” She gave a broad grin.
Carrie looked at her feet again. She’d long ago banned Matthew from coming to the party.
“So there we have it. Now, get to work please. It won’t be long before my guests come marching up the carpark, and there’s still plenty to be organized. Carrie, ask your sisters to help you. Bett and Anna, do what she says.” She was almost at the door when she remembered something else. “One last thing.”
They turned to her as one, like a chorus line, waiting.
She gave them a beautiful smile. “Thank you all for being here. You’ve made an old lady very happy.”



Chapter Six
The function room was a mass of fairy lights. There were ten round tables, each set with white linen, sparkling glasses, and gleaming cutlery. Irish music played quietly in the background, overlaid with conversations from the seventy guests, a mixture of older couples, teenagers, middle-aged women, several elderly men, and even a baby in a carry-cot. There were candles and the vases of fresh flowers on the long side tables, with several bottles of wine already opened on each. Young waitresses in white shirts and black skirts were circulating with trays, collecting empty champagne glasses. Everything was in the room except the guest of honor herself.
At the door, Carrie glanced at her watch, then across the room at her oldest sister. She had stiffly asked for her help that afternoon, and just as stiffly Anna had agreed. “Are you ready?” she mouthed.
“Ready,” Anna mouthed back.
Carrie signaled over to her other sister in the far corner by the speaker system. It had been just as hard asking Bett for help, but she’d had no choice. Lola’s complicated running order for the early stages had made it impossible for Carrie to manage on her own. At Bett’s nod, Carrie turned the room lights on and off and on again to get everyone’s attention, then turned them off once more, leaving a spotlight over the main door. The room went quiet. Anna turned on the microphone and in her best public speaking voice—one she’d used to great effect in the children’s cartoon Hatty and the Headmistress—made her speech: “Please will you stand and welcome the belle of tonight’s ball, the reason we’re all here, the woman who is celebrating her eightieth birthday this very day—Lola Quinlan!”
Lola swept in to the sound of The Kinks’ “Lola.” She stood in the doorway for full dramatic effect, then gazed around the function room with pride and glee. The girls had done themselves and her proud. Waving majestically, she inclined her head as her friends and family started clapping, many of them laughing at her choice of music.
“You do realize it’s a song about a transvestite?” Carrie had asked Lola the previous week.
“Is it?” Lola had said blithely, peering at Carrie over her glasses. “Never mind. People will think I’m being ironic about my makeup.”
Bett watched now as Lola moved from table to table, greeting every guest in person, having a word here or a word there. She also watched people’s reactions after Lola had moved on—a mixture of amazement, amusement, and, sometimes, outright laughter. It seemed Lola had the same effect on everyone who knew her, not just her granddaughters. It was an oddly comforting thought.
Across the room, Carrie glanced down at the running sheet in front of her. So far so good. Guests to be greeted in person at front door. Tick. Champagne to be circulated by waiting staff. Tick. In the past two days Lola had gone into a kind of white heat. “What do you think about playing ‘I Do Like to Be Beside the Seaside’ as the waitresses bring out the prawn cocktails?” “Wouldn’t one great big long table look better than ten round ones?” “Do you think it’s too late to ask everyone to come in costume, as pirates or gypsies or something dramatic like that?”
Carrie had finally put a stop to it. “Lola, it’s an old lady’s birthday party, not a Broadway production.”
“Do you think it’s like a Broadway production? Really? Which parts?”
It wasn’t supposed to be a compliment, Carrie stopped herself from saying. “I just think it might be best if you don’t get too carried away. From what you’ve deigned to tell me, you already seem to have a lot of different activities throughout the night. People will want to talk to each other and eat their meals, remember. You need to let a bit of it happen of its own accord.”
To her surprise, Lola had agreed, taking the pen and swiping it through several items on the rundown. Probably just as well, Carrie thought—she hadn’t been too sure the crowd would join in on a version of Stevie Wonder’s “Isn’t She Lovely?,” though Lola had been fairly confident. She had kept in two items, though—one dubbed S and the other SS.
“What do they stand for?” Carrie asked.
“Surprise and then Super Surprise.”
“I don’t like surprises. Tell me.”
“You’ll find out when you need to find out,” Lola had said grandly.
Which wouldn’t be long now, Carrie thought with some relief. Dramatic entrance? Tick, she noted, as she watched Lola take her seat. It was all good experience, though. She’d probably be able to manage the inauguration ceremony for the President of the United States after this. It might even be simpler.
Two hours later it was ten minutes to Item Seven, the first of Lola’s surprises. The starters and main courses had been served—prawn cocktails, followed by Wiener schnitzels served with chips and salad. There had been three spot prizes, also Lola’s idea. The lucky winners had received bottles of Lola’s favorite gin. Dessert was to follow after the next set of speeches. There was a choice of fruit salad and ice cream or homemade chocolate pudding, which was in fact factory-made chocolate pudding with a slightly homemade chocolate sauce on top.
Carrie and Lola had argued about that as well. “You can have any food you like, you know. Something special if you want.”
“I like your mother’s menus. Plain, nourishing …”
Boring, Carrie didn’t say out loud. The motel food had long been a sore point between Carrie and her mother. Geraldine had her favorites and had never seen any reason to change them. The starters were always either prawn cocktail or soup of the day—generally vegetable. The main courses were usually a choice of T-bone steak, ham steak and pineapple, or Wiener schnitzel, all served with chips and salad. The desserts didn’t often change either: apple pie, chocolate pudding, or fruit salad, all served with vanilla ice cream. The coffee was defiantly instant, the tea made with teabags, not leaves. Geraldine billed it all on the menu as “delicious homemade country-size fare.” As the person who unpacked a good lot of it from the wholesaler, Carrie had argued about the term “homemade” as well. She couldn’t argue about the “country-size,” though. The portions were always enormous.
Carrie caught Lola’s eye across the function room. “Ten minutes,” she mouthed, holding up both hands, fingers spread wide, for clarity. Lola nodded, sending her a beaming smile, before returning to her conversation with the neighbor at the table where she was currently sitting. She’d arranged the seating so there was a vacant seat at every table. “That way I can move around all night, talk to everyone.” She’d explained her reasoning to Carrie at another one of their preparty meetings. “Don’t you think it’s silly to have me at a head table with your mother on one side and your father on the other? I can talk to them every day. I’ve always thought that’s a ridiculous thing about weddings, actually—putting the bride and groom miles away, out of reach. They’re going to spend the rest of their lives talking to each other, being beside one another, aren’t they, Carrie?” She hadn’t noticed Carrie’s expression. “I’m going to share myself around all night long. And I’d love it if you girls would do the same thing, take up my chairs when I’m not there. Just like those people do during the Academy Awards presentations. Have you heard about them, Carrie? Imagine doing that for a job, slipping in and taking a famous person’s chair every time they nip out to the lavatory or for a cigarette. Or perhaps they go out for some drugs, would that be it?”
Carrie had stared at her for a moment, prayed for patience, and then returned to the running order in front of them.
The table swapping seemed to be working well, though. Anna and Ellen had already moved to a table on the opposite side of the room. She could see them both, Anna, with Ellen on her knee, talking to the lady from the chemist shop. Anna looked very glamorous, Carrie thought, in an elegant midnight blue dress set off with a dramatic pair of earrings that were more art than jewelery. Ellen was all in pink, with a sweet matching hat.
On the other side of the room she could see Bett, laughing at something the local parish priest was saying. She was wearing a vintage dress for the party. Stunning material, Carrie admitted, but she knew in her heart that her own outfit was the most eye-catching. It was a deceptively simple long gold dress, with a matching gold silk wrap. She’d woven little silk flowers through her hair and taken a long time over her makeup, too.
“You look like a model,” Len from the butcher shop had said admiringly when he’d arrived with his wife. Then he’d fixed her with a beady eye. “Matthew not here yet?”
She’d told the almost-truth. “He’s away up north on a sheep station, for the final part of his vet’s training. Fantastic experience. It’s just a shame it’s so remote. Lola understood, of course.” She stared right at Len, daring him to ask her any more. He hadn’t, but she could tell by his eagerness to get away he was dying to pass the news around to everyone in the room. Good, it would save her having to do it.
Looking at Bett again, Carrie noticed she had lost a bit of weight while she’d been in London, but she was still—well, not chubby anymore, but certainly not thin. Guiltily, Carrie realized she was relieved. She’d been worried Bett would arrive back from London model-stick thin. She had a feeling Matthew preferred slender girls. She’d asked him one night as they were going to bed, in the early days, when she’d gone through a period of guilt and uncertainty. Before they had declared a blanket ban on talking about Bett.
“Matthew, did you think Bett had a better body than me?”
He’d seemed uncomfortable. “Carrie, we promised we wouldn’t talk about it.”
“But did you?”
“Carrie, I’m not answering that question.”
She’d been cross with him then, and decided to show it. “Then you must have,” she’d said sulkily. “Well, you should go back to her then, shouldn’t you?” She had glanced up at him under her lashes. He hadn’t been sure whether she was joking or not, she knew that. She had stood up, walked across the bedroom in her underwear—her extremely lacy and sexy underwear. She had discovered early on that Matthew liked sexy underwear. At the door she’d stood and relished the look on his face as he took in her body. “I’ll ring Bett, shall I? See if she’ll come back to you?”
Matthew was lying on the bed. “Come here, Carrie.”
“Why?”
“You know why.”
“What will you do if I do come over?” From the look in his eye, she had a very good idea exactly what he had in mind. She’d come closer. He’d put out his hand. She’d leaned back, just out of reach.
“Don’t tease me.” His voice had been husky and she’d relented, leaning forward.… She shook the memory away. There was a time and a place for sexual fantasies, and her grandmother’s eightieth birthday probably wasn’t it.
What would Matthew be doing now? She tried to picture him on the sheep station, two hundred kilometers away. The job offer had come out of the blue six months earlier, a perfect practical application of all he’d been learning in his latest course in veterinary farm management.
“How was today?” she’d asked in the early days, when things were still okay between them.
“Another sheep learning curve,” he’d replied.
“And the lecturer?”
“Baa-baric. He kept trying to ram all the facts home. He asked me what was wrong and then got cross when I said mutton much.”
Carrie had tried to keep a straight face. “Have you finished?”
Matthew had just laughed at her. “For the moment.”
“I hope that’s the truth. You know I hate it when you try to pull the wool over my eyes.”
They had been good together, Carrie kept telling herself. They’d had lots of fun. They’d talked about everything. The first six months had been the most difficult, putting up with the whispers and gossip in the town, but cocooned in their belief that what had happened was bigger than both of them, had been beyond their control, they’d brazened it out. And then one of the Richards girls had a baby at the age of sixteen and the sports teacher ran off with one of the prefects at the school and there was a spate of burglaries in the Valley and everyone had plenty of things to talk about other than them.
Carrie started to feel sad and then anger took over. Had he any idea at all how hard it had been for her the past few years? And how hard it was for her tonight, facing everyone, knowing people would be talking about them? Especially knowing Bett and Anna would be watching her every move?
She was tempted for a moment to phone him, but stopped herself. She already knew what would happen. They’d just have another fight, and more likely than not she would find herself crying at the end of it. And tonight of all nights she didn’t want to have blotchy skin and puffy eyes.
But she suddenly wished Matthew was there right now. That she could go across to him, whisper something funny or sexy in his ear, make it all right again that way, the way they used to do. Had done for months, until … She realized she was staring over at Bett when her sister caught her eye. She flushed and looked away.
Bett looked away, too, embarrassed to have been caught staring at Carrie. There was no doubt about it, her younger sister looked stunning tonight. She had been proud of her own outfit, until she put it on and saw herself beside Carrie and Anna. The whole family had been summoned to Lola’s room for one quick drink together before the party—a little pep talk, Lola had called it. Her father made a toast. “We’ll do this again publicly but for now, cheers to you, Lola, a wonderful mother, mother-in-law, grandmother, and great-grandmother.”
“To our happy family, reunited again,” Lola had toasted in return. “Jim, did you bring your camera? I’d love a shot of us all. And one with the three girls together again at last.”
Her father unfortunately had left his camera in the function room. “We’ll have to take that one later on,” he’d said. Bett had been relieved. She and Anna and Carrie had hardly exchanged a word with one another since the flower arranging that afternoon, let alone stood close enough to get a cheery arm-in-arm shot.
Lola had called Bett back as they were all leaving her room. “You look marvelous, darling. Those last adjustments were just what that dress needed.”
In her room Bett had thought the now mended dress did look good, the vintage brocade such an unusual design, the colors picked up in her favorite high-heeled shoes. But one glance at Anna and Carrie and her spirits had plummeted again. “Do you think?”
“Darling, you are my Bett, and I say you look wonderful. And you do. Some people might prefer the way Anna looks, all cool and elegant. And Carrie is a pretty young thing and she knows it and wears it well. Those are the facts. The third and final fact is that you look beautiful, too. The colors are glorious, and your hair is shining. I just want that glint back in your eyes that I haven’t seen since you got here.”
“Sorry, Lola. Sorry to be so stupid on your birthday.”
“That’s my girl.” She had pinched her cheek. “Now, your turn to shower me with compliments. Do I look a picture? The truth now, mind.”
Bett had taken in Lola’s outfit in all its glory. She was wearing a long purple taffeta skirt, a gold shimmering tunic, at least five necklaces, including her new one from Bett, and surprisingly tasteful makeup. A little too much rouge, perhaps—Bett was tempted to wipe it off then stopped herself. It would be more of a surprise to the guests if Lola arrived without her rouge, surely. “You look sensational. Like you belong in Hollywood.”
“The very words I wanted to hear. Thank you, darling. Now go and have a good time. And by the way, you’re sitting next to the Englishman from room two. Did I tell you he was a journalist, too? Imagine that. You’ll have lots in common to talk about.”
Bett had groaned, not in the mood for matchmaking. “Lola, what have you done?”
“Whatever I like. It’s my birthday, remember.”
Sure enough, when Bett got to her table there was a man sitting next to her. He was perhaps ten years older than her, lean, solemn-faced, wearing glasses. He was dressed in a casual suit. He smiled at her, a surprising, beautiful smile that completely lit up his face. “Quite a party,” he said.
Bett smiled back. “She’s quite a woman.”
“Have you known her long?”
“All my life. She’s my grandmother.” She held out her hand. “I’m Elizabeth Quinlan, known as Bett.”
“Richard Lawrence.” They shook hands.
“You’re English? Is that a London accent?”
“It is, yes.”
“I’m just back from there. Only this morning in fact.”
“All that way for a party? You are a social creature.”
Bett laughed. She noticed then he had very sparkly eyes behind his glasses. “I didn’t have a choice, believe me. And you’re on holiday here, are you?”
“Well, a working holiday I supp—”
A slap on her back nearly sent Bett flying into the table. “Bett Quinlan, great to see you again, love. Are you going to be back working on that newspaper?”
Her other neighbor had arrived, a man who had done the landscaping around the motel and knew the family well. He’d immediately launched into a conversation that hadn’t let up through the first course. Out of the corner of her eye Bett had noticed Richard Lawrence being interrogated by his other neighbor, one of the local councillors. She heard snatches, something about doing research for a writing project. She’d been about to ask him more about it when Lola had wafted past her and whispered that it was time to move tables. “Circulate, darling, circulate.”
Bett found the move between tables very difficult. Not quite as difficult as the walk into the function room in the first place, though. She had been intensely aware of people looking at her and talking about her. She’d kept a big smile on her face, greeting lots of old faces, friends of Lola’s or people she knew from her years on the local newspaper, brightly answering their questions. Yes, she was finally back from London. No, the jet lag wasn’t too bad. That stopover in Singapore had made all the difference. Yes, home for good, but she’d probably be heading off to Sydney or Melbourne fairly soon. Yes, it was great to see all the family again, not to mention a blue sky, ha ha ha.
No one had mentioned Matthew’s name, or the circumstances of her leaving, not to her face anyway. No one except Len the butcher, of course. It seemed he hadn’t changed his ways. She’d barely walked past after saying hello to him and his wife when she’d heard his remark, in a loud whisper that managed to carry beautifully around the room. “That’s the one I was telling you about. Her fiancé left her and ran off with the younger one. No, not the one with the child, the pretty one over there with the blonde hair.” Bett had resolutely kept moving, praying the low light hid her red cheeks.
By the time the main course had been served, she was feeling much better. The three glasses of local shiraz were helping things along beautifully, too. She’d found herself sitting beside the local parish priest, who had surprised her with his rapid-fire joke delivery. She hadn’t laughed so much in ages. To make things even more pleasant, one of her favorite dishes had been on offer for main course—lovely crispy Wiener schnitzel, served with a pile of fat chips and salad. She knew it was deeply unfashionable to like such standard motel dining-room food, but she’d always loved her mother’s cooking. Her all-time favorite was the chocolate pudding, all crunchy on the outside and molten on the inside, served with cream and ice cream. She’d never found any reason to join in with Anna and Carrie over the years when they had tried to get Geraldine to update the menus, to offer more light and healthy options.
Bett knew full well that it was her love of her mother’s kind of cooking—hearty, deep-fried, large servings—that was to blame for her constant battle with her weight. Lola had made it abundantly clear one afternoon, too, when Bett had gone to her in tears.
“It’s not fair. How come Anna and Carrie got to be skinny and I didn’t?”
“Anna and Carrie are skinny because they exercise a lot and they both eat like birds, Bett,” Lola had said bluntly.
“I eat like a bird, too,” she’d said gloomily, knowing Lola was right. The only problem was her bird was a vulture.
She decided now to try to be disciplined and reluctantly left the last of her chips on her plate. A minute on the lips, a lifetime on the hips, she had once tried chanting. Unfortunately she’d quickly reworded it. A minute on the lips, even nicer served with chips. As she tried to ignore the chip’s siren song, she felt a tap on her arm.
“Bett, have you heard the one about the horse who goes into the bar?”
“No, I haven’t, Father, but I’d love to,” she said, turning to him with a smile. As she did she noticed one of the waitresses heading toward their table to pick up the plates. Oh, to hell with it. She was on holiday, wasn’t she? As the priest began his joke, she picked up the last chip and popped it in her mouth.
Three tables away, Anna smiled up at the young waitress as she collected her plate. “Thanks very much. That was delicious.”
The girl frowned. “Why didn’t you eat any of it, then? It looks like you hardly touched it.”
Anna tried not to laugh. “I’m just not very hungry,” she said politely. She knew from experience that her mother would have called on her pool of casual waitresses for tonight—local schoolgirls, young mothers, anyone needing a bit of part-time work.
The girl looked a little uncertain. “Will I bother bringing you a dessert then, if you’re not very hungry?”
“Just a small one would be great, thanks,” she said. “And one for my daughter. She’ll be back in a moment.” Lola had come over and swept Ellen away a few minutes before. “I want to show her off,” she’d said brightly. Ellen had happily gone off with her.
Anna tried not to react as the waitress dropped a knife onto the floor, narrowly missing her foot. She picked it up and handed it over with a smile. “Don’t worry. You’re doing a great job.” Poor kid. She—and Bett and Carrie, too—knew only too well what it was like to work part time as a waitress. They’d spent their teenage years ferrying meals into the motel dining rooms. Their mother’s unchanging menu items had at least meant easy serving, with no complicated sauces or cooking methods to explain. All they’d had to do was get the right meals to the right people at each table in the dining room. They’d worked out their own method of identifying each diner, scribbling one- or two-word snapshots of people in their order books. It had worked well until one evening Bett had inadvertently left her notebook on the table. When she’d come out to collect their dishes it had been to find the six people passing it around trying to work out which of them was which, from a choice of Big Nose, Ugly, Baldie, Flashy (the woman had been wearing lots of rings), Creepy Beard or Clownface. Anna remembered Bett being so mortified she’d run out of the dining room and not returned for the rest of the night.
Alone at her table for a moment, Anna looked around the room. Lola, hand in hand with Ellen, was moving regally from table to table. Her parents were standing nearby, chatting to another couple. Her father’s arm was casually resting on her mother’s back. Bett was still sitting two tables away, laughing at something the man beside her was saying. A possible suitor? Anna caught herself thinking. Then the man moved, and Anna saw he was wearing a priest’s collar. Perhaps not. Anna had wondered if Bett would arrive home with an English boyfriend. She’d casually asked Lola once whether Bett had mentioned any men in her life in any of her letters.
“Not a sinner,” Lola had said bluntly. She’d always been more than happy to keep each of them informed about the others’ lives. “I just wish she would meet someone over there. It would solve a lot of problems.”
Anna finally spotted Carrie, too, shining in her golden dress on the other side of the room. Her sister had become very skilled at running events like this, it seemed. Everything was running so smoothly, the staff checking with her constantly, looking at her with respect. Not surprising, really. Carrie had always had that confidence with people, the ability to charm them so effortlessly.
“Hello, love. Are you enjoying yourself?”
Anna turned and smiled up at her father. “Dad, hello. Sit down.” She patted the chair beside her. “It’s a great night, isn’t it? Carrie’s done a very good job.”
“She has. She’s doing wonders around the place, in fact. She’ll have your mother and me out of a job before we know it. We’ll wake up one day, and she and Matthew will have taken over while we were sleeping.”
It was funny to see how naturally her father referred to Carrie and Matthew as a couple. She shouldn’t have been surprised, she supposed. He’d had three years to get used to them both. “It’s all that good training you gave us as kids. Actually, I was just sitting here reminiscing about our waitressing days. That time Bett left her notebook on the table. Do you remember?”
Jim threw back his head and laughed. “The times I’ve told that story. What was it again?” He reeled off the six insulting names, word perfect. “And that time Carrie put those film people in their place. Do you remember that? When we first moved here?”
Anna laughed, too, remembering it well. A film company had booked in to stay, and over dinner in the public dining room openly started smoking joints. They’d become more and more obnoxious, ordering fifteen-year-old Carrie, their waitress for the night, around like a servant, complaining that there wasn’t the rare brandy they wanted or the scotch they preferred. As Carrie had leaned over to change their ashtrays, one of the men had given her a pat on the bottom. “These are just herbal cigarettes, love. Nothing to worry about.” Then he’d winked. “Let me know if you’d like to try one.”
Without missing a beat, Carrie had removed his hand from her bottom and smiled sweetly. “And do you see those two men over there in the bar?” She had pointed through the door at the local postmaster and the railway stationmaster, enjoying a beer together. “They’re from the drugs squad in Adelaide. Let me know if you’d like to meet them, won’t you?”
Anna laughed. Not only had the film people put out their joints there and then, but they’d left Carrie a thirty-dollar tip.
“Do you remember how furious Bett was?” Jim continued. “She came marching in to me in the bar. ‘How come Carrie always gets the tips? I’m going to start wearing a blonde wig when I’m waitressing from now on.’ ”
Anna had forgotten that part of it. She gave a wry smile. “So good that we’ve put all that fighting behind us now, isn’t it, Dad?”
“I’m just glad to have you all home again,” he said simply. “We missed you, you know. You and Bett. It’s a shame it took so long.”
It was the most her father had said about it in a long time. “It’s good to be back.”
“Hi, Grandpa.” Ellen popped her head in between the two of them and then climbed onto her grandfather’s lap. “Can you do that trick where you take the coin from your ear and then put it in my ear?”
“That’s not a trick, Ellie. I really do keep coins in my ear. It’s much safer than the banks.”
“Grandpa,” Ellen said, shooting Anna a glance. “He’s joking, Mum, isn’t he?”
“Oh no, Ellen. Your grandpa has a fortune in his ears.”
“Show me, Grandpa?”
He checked his watch, then touched the end of Ellen’s nose. “A little later, sweetheart. I just have to make a quick announcement about the birthday girl, but I’ll be back as soon as I can.” He stood up and made a show of straightening his tie, smoothing back his hair. “My moment of fame has come at last.”
Ellen watched him go, then turned to Anna. “Mum, Grandpa is Lola’s son, isn’t he?”
“That’s right.”
“They’re both a little bit mad, aren’t they?”
Anna burst out laughing. “Yes, Ellie, they are.”
Bett said good-bye to the priest and moved back to her original table, carrying her fourth glass of red wine. She’d hardly have believed it possible, but she was almost enjoying herself. It seemed she just needed to keep herself mildly drunk and surrounded by a crowd at all times, and she would get on just fine back here. She smiled at Richard the Englishman as she sat down beside him. “You’re enjoying yourself, I hope? All this Australian country hospitality not too much for you?”
“Good lord, no,” he said. “In fact, I’ve been invited to join two local cricket teams.”
“You didn’t accept, I hope. You know they only want another excuse to laugh at an English cricketer.”
“I had a funny feeling about that, actually.”
Bett laughed. “Well, just make sure you think long and hard before you accept any offers.”
He picked up a bottle of wine and went to fill her glass. “May I?” he asked. She accepted, impressed by his good manners.
Richard raised his voice over the sound of the Irish folk tunes. “Lola told me all four generations of her family would be here tonight. Is that right? She seemed very happy about it.”
“That’s right,” Bett said, hoping he wasn’t about to ask her to introduce him to everyone. She didn’t want to point out Anna and Ellen, or Carrie, she realized. She didn’t want him comparing her to the other two, finding herself left on the sidelines once again. She was enjoying him too much herself. She was guiltily pleased when she noticed her father had started making his way to the microphone to introduce Lola’s speech. “Excuse me,” she said to Richard. He nodded and turned toward the front of the room, too.
She wriggled around to get a better view of her father and then nearly leaped out of her seat as a sharp pain ricocheted through her right thigh. She moved and another sharp pain shot into her bottom. Bloody hell, had she sat on a spider? She lifted up her bottom an inch, lowered it, and nearly shot out of her seat as the pain struck again.
Behind her, Richard noticed her jump. “Bett, are you all right?”
“Something keeps biting me.”
“Good heavens. I promise you it’s not me.”
That made her grin. “I didn’t think it was you. Don’t mind me.” She couldn’t get up now, make a scene, not during Lola’s big moment.
Her father was now making his introduction. “Once again, I give you my mother and the birthday girl herself, Lola Quinlan.”
The lights came on and in the front of the room was Lola, pulling back a curtain to reveal a large white screen. The guests shifted expectantly. Bett gingerly turned her seat around to make sure she had a full view, not moving her bottom, just the chair, trying to keep the insect or spider or whatever creature it was pinned underneath her bottom.
Lola waited until she had every last person’s attention. “Thank you, my darling Jim. Before I move on to the next important event of the night, I’d like to properly introduce my family to you all. I’d invite them all up here beside me, but then you’d be looking at them not me.” There was a ripple of laughter. Lola pointed them all out, one by one. “My son, Jim, and his wife, Geraldine, who have been so good and kind to me over the years, even when I was driving them mad.”
“Never,” Jim called across. Geraldine smiled stiffly.
“And my granddaughters. Anna, put your hand up, darling, would you? Anna’s home from her successful acting life in Sydney for a little while with her daughter, my dear great-granddaughter, Ellen, who has just turned seven and is adorable.” Bett noticed Ellen was pressed against Anna, her hair hiding her scar.
“And at the table next to Anna and Ellen is my middle granddaughter, Elizabeth, known of course as Bett …” Bett self-conciously raised her hand as Lola continued, “who has left behind her extremely glamorous life in London to come home and spend time with me.”
She turned and gestured toward Carrie, who was standing by the door. “And of course my dear Carrie, there in the golden dress with the golden hair, who not only keeps me young on a daily basis, but has pulled out all the stops for tonight. Thank you, Carrie darling.”
Lola waited for the applause to come to an end before she spoke again. “When we were first planning this evening’s entertainment, I learned that a tradition these days is to have a little slide show ready to surprise the guest of honor. Carrie suggested it, and I turned her down immediately, not wanting to be embarrassed by photos of myself that I thought had long disappeared. But then I thought about it some more, and I decided, yes, perhaps it would be good, especially if I got to choose the slides, rather than have any naughty surprises.
“So I went ahead and prepared a little slide show of some of my favorite moments, and I’d like to share them with you. Please, get yourselves a drink and then we’ll get started.”
Uh-oh, here we go, thought Bett. Anna was sitting at the table behind her, the two of them virtually back to back. She felt a tap on her shoulder and turned.
“Did you know anything about this?” Anna whispered.
Bett shook her head, surprised Anna was asking her. They both glanced over at Carrie. By the look on her face, this was a surprise to her as well.
Lola clapped her hands. “Attention please, everyone. Anna, Bett, stop whispering over there.” She waved over at them. “My darlings have come home especially for this, you know. So good at my age to have all the family around me again.”
In the quiet moment that followed before the slides began, two voices were clearly audible.
“Is the youngest one’s husband here? The bloke that caused all the trouble?”
“No, he’s been banned, I’d say.” Len the butcher’s voice was easily recognizable. “Shame, really. I was hoping to see another catfight over him tonight.” He gave a loud laugh.
Bett stiffened. Bloody Len and his big mouth. She wished he’d go and choke on one of his own chops. From the corner of her eye she saw Anna spin around to spot the speaker. She didn’t dare look in Carrie’s direction. To her relief, the lights suddenly went down, the screen flickered into life, and Lola’s voice came over the speakers, her Irish accent strong and clear. “Please forgive my indulgence as I reminisce a little about the past eighty years.”
A lilting Irish song started playing as slide after slide came up on the screen, with captions of the year and the place underneath. There was Lola as a child beside an enormous oak tree in front of her big family house in Ireland, standing with her parents behind her, the only child. As a young woman at a gala party, in Dublin. On her wedding day, Edward serious-faced, Lola almost a child bride. A photograph of them on the boat to Australia in the late 1930s, then several of Lola with a baby Jim on their own; by a beach; in the gateway of the Botanic Gardens in Melbourne; among a group of women, all with young children.
Bett was fascinated. She hadn’t realized Lola had those photographs from Ireland, or so many from her early days in Australia. Lola had rarely spoken about those days in any detail. The memories must have been too painful for her, the three girls had decided. Bett heard whispers at the tables around her. “She was widowed very young, wasn’t she?” “Tragic, wasn’t it? Her with a young son, too.” “Did she marry again?”
Something about the photo of Lola’s house in Ireland struck a chord with Bett. She had visited it on behalf of Lola when she was living over there, taken photos of it and tried—but failed—to find anyone who remembered Lola and her family from years before. She’d like to have looked more closely at the photo, but it had flashed past too quickly. She’d have to ask Lola about it another time.
The next slides were of Lola and Jim in the different guesthouses and motels they had gone on to manage all around Australia. They had moved dozens of times over the early years, from city motels to country motels, motels in farmland and motels by the sea. Geraldine and then the three girls started appearing on-screen. There was a wonderful photo of Lola in her mid-fifties on holiday in Tasmania, on a beach with wind whipping through her hair, looking like a film star. Another of her in her late sixties, behind the counter of the charity shop here in the Valley, the year she had announced herself officially retired from motel work. One from her seventieth birthday party in the middle of the vineyard in front of the motel on a glorious summer day, like today. The day that she had signed over all the ownership to Jim and Geraldine. Bett remembered it clearly. Lola hadn’t listened to any arguments. “I don’t want money for it. It’s yours to do what you like with, as long as there’s always a room and a ready supply of gin for me.”
Bett relaxed as the screen went white again. Thank God Lola hadn’t included any slides of the Alphabet Sisters. She knew there were dozens of hideously embarrassing photographs from their various performances all over the country, none of which Bett ever wanted to see again. Lola usually pulled them out at any occasion. Who’d have thought she’d have respected their privacy like that tonight?
Lola’s voice sounded out over the room again. “It’s been a long and eventful life, and one of the most special parts of it has been not just the joy of having three granddaughters but having three immensely talented, performing granddaughters. So I’d also like to take this opportunity to share with you some of the finest moments from their years performing as the Alphabet Sisters. Music please, maestro.”
The room filled with the sound of Perry Como singing “The Alphabet Song.” Bett covered her face with her hands as one photo after the other of the Alphabet Sisters in an array of outfits flashed up onto the screen. There they were in the gingham dresses they’d worn for their first performance on the TV talent competition. In the matching yellow satin dresses with flared skirts. In the pink and blue skirt and shirt ensembles. The bright green taffeta party dresses …
Bett made a gap in one hand and peered through, hearing the laughter around her. It was getting worse. Why had they reached their performing peak when puff-ball skirts, fluffy hair, and fluorescent colors had seemed fashionable? As Perry continued crooning in the background, working his way through the alphabet one more time, on-screen the three of them moved from childhood to teenage years. It was like time-lapse photography. Bett watched herself get plumper and plumper with each passing year. There was open and loud laughter all round now. People were laughing at her or the outfits or their makeup. She covered her face, praying for the song to finish, praying for an electrical fault, an earthquake.…
At their table Anna and Ellen were in gales of laughter. Over dinner, Ellen had been solemnly informing the lady sitting next to her that her mother and aunties had once been famous singers. Behind her, Anna had been vigorously shaking her head, smilingly denying everything. Five seconds of these slides had been the proof. There they were, squinting into the sun, standing on makeshift stages on the backs of semitrailers, or in country halls, surrounded by balloons and crêpe-paper decorations. Another of the three of them caught mid–dance movement, looking about as elegant as scarecrows. And the dresses! They were even worse than Anna remembered.
On her lap, Ellen was in fits of giggles. “I hope you’re not laughing at me?” Anna said mock sternly.
“You all look so silly,” Ellen whispered back. “And look at Auntie Bett’s hair.”
Oh, poor Bett, Anna thought, as another slide flashed up showing Bett with her mouth caught wide open in midsong, her mad brown curls dancing around her head. Beside her Carrie was a demure golden-haired angel. Anna judged herself critically. Her hair had been as dark and straight, her posture as excellent then as it was now. She leaned down to her daughter again and spoke in a whisper. “We actually couldn’t sing very well either. But don’t tell Lola. She thought we were gorgeous.”
By the door, Carrie was enjoying every moment of the surprise slide show. She’d been taken aback at first, but was now reveling in the memories. She had loved every moment of the Alphabet Sisters. The dressing up, the singing, the applause … and she’d never minded any of the dresses they’d had to wear. She’d certainly never carried on about them the way Bett and Anna had, in any case.
She found herself wishing again that Matthew was there, to see this as well. He had loved hearing the stories of the Alphabet Sisters. There’d been a few awkward moments in their early days, when she had been telling him stories, wondering if he had already heard them from Bett. He had taken her hand and kissed it one night, when she’d confessed her worry. “Carrie, Bett and I didn’t talk the way you and I talk. Now, please, keep going—you were in the car with Lola on your way to a concert one day and what happened?” She bit her lip as the slides kept coming, seeing the younger, happier version of herself smiling up on the screen. Perhaps if things got better between Matthew and herself again—one day—she could show these slides to him herself.… 
The lights finally came on again, and Lola moved back in front of the screen. Was she truly wiping away a tear, Bett wondered, or was it all for show? The laughter and chat in the room quietened as all eyes turned to Lola again.
“Some wonderful memories there for me, as I’m sure you’d agree. The days working with my little Alphabet Sisters were among the happiest of my life, and ones that I had thought, sadly but inevitably, had come to an end.”
And not a moment too soon, Bett thought, the tension draining out of her. Lola’s next words had her sitting upright again.
“Then something wonderful happened. My darling granddaughters agreed to the most wonderful birthday present a grandmother could ask for. I would like to share it with you all tonight.”
Oh no, Bett thought. Surely she wasn’t going to talk publicly about the rift? Please don’t say she was about to produce Matthew out of nowhere, stage a tearful Oprah Winfrey–style reunion between them all? She glanced at Anna, and at Carrie. Did they have any idea about this wonderful birthday present? It didn’t look like it. Anna shot her a questioning glance. Bett shook her head, signaled that she had no idea either.
At the side of the room, Carrie was glancing down at the running order. She seemed just as puzzled. Bett turned around. At the back of the room Frank from the electrical shop had moved back by the slide projector and was as alert as a gun dog, waiting for Lola’s signals.
The room lights went out once again, leaving a spotlight on Lola. When had she rehearsed all this? Bett wondered.
Her grandmother’s voice was assured. “For the past ten years, I have been working on what I regard as my life’s project. Apart from my son and granddaughters and great-granddaughter, of course. And I have this man to thank.”
The spotlight went out. On the screen behind her was a large photo of a man in uniform.
“The American general, Douglas MacArthur,” Lola said, now pacing in front of the screen as though she was a university lecturer. “One of the heroes of World War II, famous for a wartime speech that galvanized hearts and minds all over the free world. Yes, indeed. ‘I shall return,’ General MacArthur promised, not just to his men in the Philippines but to all the Allied forces. It became the war cry of the Pacific campaign.”
Two older people near Bett nodded and whispered to each other. They obviously remembered it, even if it was news to her.
Another slide came up. General MacArthur standing on a platform at a small railway station, his elegantly dressed wife beside him, their small son between them.
Lola’s voice filled the room. “And where did he say those momentous words? In London? No. In Washington? No. Perhaps even in Sydney? No. General MacArthur said those words on the twentieth of March 1942 on the platform of the Terowie Railway Station. Yes, the little town of Terowie, South Australia, just sixty miles from here, as he traveled by train from Alice Springs to Adelaide. What an event for that tiny place, I’ve always thought, with the war and worries swirling all around them. It touched me deeply. Some years ago I started imagining and thinking and putting down ideas, and before I knew what was happening my thoughts had become a short story, which became a longer story, which became a musical. Yes, I, Lola Quinlan, in the twilight of my years, found that I had written a musical.”
Lola took a big, dramatic breath and paused. “For many months it languished in my bottom drawer. Until I shyly showed it to my three granddaughters, as we reminisced about the wonderful days of the Alphabet Sisters—”
Bett shot Anna a glance. Anna looked over at Carrie. They’d done no such thing.
“And, to my great joy, they offered there and then not just to perform it for me here at the motel, but to mount a fully staged, complete musical in the Valley for everyone to enjoy, with all proceeds going to the Valley Ambulance Fund.”
The partygoers started clapping, some of them a little uncertainly. Lola reached into a bag beside her and pulled out a bundle of leaflets. She started moving from table to table, handing out a small sheet of paper to everyone in the room. She reached Bett and handed her one with a big smile. Bett scanned it.

She had to grab her grandmother’s arm as she started to move away. “Lola, wait! What in God’s name is all this about?”
Lola lowered her voice. “Darling, don’t blaspheme in public, especially on my birthday.”
“I’m serious.”
She patted Bett on the head. “In a moment, darling.” She glided off.
Carrie came up to her next, looking put out. “Is this a joke, Lola? Because it’s not very funny.”
Lola was unperturbed. “Is the musical a joke? Well, it certainly has some hilarious moments, but it has a serious side to it as well.” She sailed past her, too.
Anna came up behind her and helped herself to a leaflet, a smile fixed on her face. “You’ve put us in an embarrassing situation tonight, Lola.”
“Really? I thought you all looked very nice.”
“You know we can’t do this. You should at least have asked us.”
“But you might have said no.”
“Of course we’d have said no. Lola, the three of us might not be here next month to take you to lunch, let alone stage your musical.”
A well-dressed woman bustled up beside them, taking a leaflet from Lola’s hand. “A tremendous idea, Lola, and aren’t you girls great to do something like this for your grandmother. I love her stories about the Alphabet Sisters. It’ll be a pleasure to see you all in action.”
“That’s the doctor’s mother,” Lola whispered as the woman moved off again.
“I don’t care if she’s Andrew Lloyd Webber’s mother. Lola, you have to call this off.”
“But they all look so interested.”
Anna glanced around. The people in the room did appear interested, with just about everyone reading the information. On the other side of the room she saw Bett at her table, with two of the waitresses standing beside her. It looked as if they were giving her their contact details. In the other corner Carrie was also surrounded by a small group of people, answering their questions as well.
A petite woman came over to Lola and Anna, clutching the leaflet. “Will you be holding open auditions, Lola? My son is keen to get into drama school next year, and the experience would be great for him.”
“Drama school!” Lola repeated. “Isn’t that marvelous. We’ll be putting an ad in the Valley Times about the auditions, won’t we, Anna?”
Anna recovered, finding a confident smile somewhere. “We haven’t talked through all the details yet, Lola, have we? Still a few gray areas to discuss.”
“Oh, nothing we can’t sort out, though.”
“No, I hope not.” Anna’s smile was very wide and very fake.
Across the room, as the waitresses moved away, Bett picked up the leaflet, reading the details again.
Richard Lawrence was watching her closely. He looked amused. “Pardon me for inquiring, but are you slightly surprised about this?”
Her head shot up. Slightly? Overwhelmingly. And there was no way she was going to do it, either. But that wasn’t something to admit to a complete stranger. She gave a light laugh. “Oh, that’s Lola for you. Always springing little surprises on us. She really is something else.” She moved back in her chair and yelped out loud as the worst pain yet shot into her bottom.
He looked concerned. “Not another bite? Would you like me to look?”
“No!” She nearly shouted the word. “I mean, no, thank you, anyway. Excuse me, will you?”
She moved through the room, dodging the waitresses carrying the trays of desserts. She practically ran into the ladies’, which was blessedly empty, and started to unzip her dress. As she did so there was a tearing sound.
“Oh shit,” she said loudly. She locked herself into a cubicle and took the dress off completely. She heard another little ripping sound as the old material tore even more. What had the spiders done, eaten the skirt?
Something glistened in the seam of the material. She looked closely. They weren’t spider eyes, but a whole row of silver pins. She picked one out. And not pins either. They were industrial-size staples, their ends as sharp as needles. She groaned. Why had she trusted Lola to sew that seam? She’d thought it was strange how quickly she’d done the job that afternoon, but had been too jet-lagged to comment. Now look at the mess she was in. She couldn’t put the ripped dress on again, unless she wanted to treat the entire gathering to the lovely sight of her large black-undie-clad bum. And she couldn’t run down to her room in her camisole, tights, and shoes. Shit, shit, shit. She heard someone come in and tensed. She peered under the door. Please let it be her mother, or Anna, or anyone but … 
She recognized the gold strappy sandals. It was Carrie.
She couldn’t ask her. She’d rather be here all night than ask Carrie for help.
Then the reality hit her. She could well be in here all night if she didn’t ask Carrie. She had to get out there again. They’d be singing “Happy Birthday” any minute.
“Carrie?” Her voice was small. “Carrie?” A bit louder.
“Bett?” She sounded surprised. “What’s the matter? Are you sick?”
“I’m fine. It’s just, I’ve, uhm, ripped my dress.”
“Just now? In there?”
“No, before I got in here. Lola mended it for me but she seems to have used a stapler rather than needle and thread.” Please don’t laugh at me, she prayed.
“Come out, let me see.”
To Bett’s relief, Carrie wasn’t triumphant or sneering. She had a quick look. “Oh, hell. I thought she’d stopped doing that. She just loves that stapler. It’s a special upholsterer’s one she got at the charity shop. I caught her stapling the curtains in her room last year. She said it was much quicker than sewing.”
“I thought a spider had bitten me, that I’d sat on a whole nest of them.”
Carrie grinned, then sobered again as the door opened and an elderly woman came in, smiled at them, and went into one of the cubicles. Bett had managed to put the dress in front of her just in time. She climbed into it now, rip and all, before the woman came out.
“The staples are still in there,” Carrie whispered.
Bett whipped it off again and the two of them worked to pick them out. There were more than twenty.
Carrie shielded her as she clambered back into the dress again. As the toilet flushed, Bett turned and kept her back close to the wall.
The woman smiled at them as she washed her hands and pulled out a piece of paper towel. “You’re two of the granddaughters, aren’t you?”
“That’s right,” they said politely.
“You’re wonderful to do that musical for your grandmother. We’ll definitely be booking tickets. And all for such a good cause. The Valley could do with a whole fleet of new ambulances.”
They both smiled and nodded as the woman left the room.
“Did you know anything about this musical?” Bett asked, checking first that the door was completely shut.
“Not a word. Had she said anything to you, in any of her letters?”
So Carrie had known that Lola wrote regularly to Bett. She shook her head. “It’s ridiculous of course. There’s no way we can do it.”
“Of course we can’t. I don’t know what she was thinking.”
There was silence for a moment and then a loud blast of music came from outside. Carrie started. “I’d better get out there. It’s the last spot prize before we sing ‘Happy Birthday.’ Look, what about this?” She took off the gold wrap from her shoulders and in a deft movement tied it around Bett’s waist.
Bett sucked in her stomach, thrown by Carrie’s closeness and waiting for a comment about her having put on weight. It didn’t come. Instead, Carrie twisted the fabric, tucked it here and there, and then tied a loose knot in the side, so the shimmering material fell in folds. “I think it’ll work. What do you think?”
Bett stepped back and looked in the full-length mirror. She wasn’t sure what Carrie had done, but the effect was great. The gold wrap folded over the brocade as though it was meant to be there, adding a layer of texture to the whole outfit. “It looks like a designer did it.”
“I saw it in Vogue actually. Multilayering or something, I think it’s called. Does it feel secure?”
Bett felt it. “Yes.”
Lola’s voice was clearly heard over the speakers, ordering everyone to sit down as the cake was about to arrive.
Carrie glanced at her watch. “She’s right on schedule. I’d better go.”
“Thanks a lot, Carrie.”
“You’re welcome, Bett.”
It was the longest conversation they’d had in three years.



Chapter Seven
The magpies were calling into the sharp blue sky. Bumper the sheep was giving plaintive little bleats. The glass bottles were rattling as Jim Quinlan carried the first of the crates out to the bottle bank behind the kitchen. Car engines revved as guests prepared to leave the motel.
In bed in room number six, Bett groaned at all the noise. Couldn’t they keep it down out there? Her poor brain was already suffering noise overload, crammed with snatches of conversation and flashes of memories from the party. What time had she gone to bed? Three or four? She peered at her bedside clock. Nine-thirty. Whose bright idea had it been to have this emergency meeting about the musical at ten? And whose bright idea had it been to finish the evening with cocktails? Hers on both counts, she realized.
She leaned over, picking up the leaflet Lola had presented to her last night. She’d tried to look at it when she got back to her room, but her eyes were unable to focus, her head swirling with jet lag, too much alcohol, and too many conversations. She glanced at it again now. Many Happy Returns. A musical for all the family. To be performed by the Alphabet Sisters and the people of the Clare Valley. Oh no it wouldn’t be.
The night before, Lola had collared her on the dance floor in between the Siege of Ennis and the Walls of Limerick. “Isn’t that Carrie’s wrap? What a nice touch. You’re getting on so well already, then?”
Bett didn’t take the bait. “We still can’t do it, Lola.”
“Can’t do the musical? Of course you can. You have to have more confidence in your own abilities, Bett. I’ve been telling you that for years.”
“It’s not about confidence, it’s about …”
Lola smiled. “Yes?”
Bett told the truth. “It’s about not being asked, about being presumed upon, about wondering whether any of us actually wanted to do this.”
“But I thought you would love to do it. I’ve been working on it for ten years.”
“Lola, you haven’t. I’ve been gone a few years, I know, but I’ve never heard a squeak out of you about it.”
“I first read the article about General MacArthur ten years ago. You’re just nitpicking. So will you do it or not?”
“It’s not up to me. It’s up to Anna and Carrie, too.”
“So if they agree, you will, too?”
“Lola, stop this.”
“Bett, I’m ashamed of you. Telling an old woman off on her birthday. We’ll discuss it in full tomorrow when I give you the script.”
“You actually have written a script?”
“Of course. What did you think I’d done, scribbled a few notes on the back of a shopping list?”
Bett remembered an Alphabet Sisters performance that hadn’t been too far from that. She’d been about to remind Lola when her grandmother glided off, cornering another man for a dance.
The party had continued for several more hours, with the DJ playing a mixture of Irish jigs, fifties dance tracks, and old-style tunes. Bett had two waltzes with Richard. As they turned around the floor the second time, she noticed him laughing at something over her shoulder.
She turned in time to see Lola lift up her skirt and give a little high kick. Oh, no. Please don’t let her do her La Cage Aux Folles impersonation here tonight. She had done it at one of the school concerts, and, to Bett’s eternal shame, three of her male classmates had caught sight of Lola’s voluminous knickers and told the rest of the class about them. She’d been tormented by them for days: “Does flashing your undies like that run in the family, Bett?”
“Is your grandmother always as entertaining as this?” Richard asked.
She shook her head. “She’s quite low-key tonight, actually. A little subdued. I must ask her if she’s feeling okay.”
He laughed. “I enjoyed all those photos of you and your sisters in your performing days, too. It looked like lots of fun. Certainly put my childhood days as a Boy Scout to shame.”
Bett just smiled. Lots of fun? In the early years, perhaps.
“You weren’t tempted to do a surprise performance for Lola tonight?” he asked as they waltzed past Lola once again. “Spring out of a birthday cake?”
“No. We broke up too many years ago for something like that.”
Another twirl. “And why was that? You didn’t want to make a career of it?”
She gave the answer she always did. Not true, but true enough. “We were getting a bit old to be wearing matching dresses.”
Lola came up to them both. “You’re getting on. Good, good. I was sure you would. Bett’s a journalist, too, Richard. Did I tell you?”
“You did, Lola.”
“Richard is here researching a book, aren’t you, Richard?”
“Really? What’s it about?” Bett was glad to change the subject.
Lola waved her question away. “Oh, plenty of time to hear about that tomorrow. Come on, Dicky, come and dance with me again.” And off they had gone.
Bett had also danced with her father. He had noticed her sitting at a table to the side of the dance floor and come over, bowed gallantly, and asked her in extremely polite language if she would be so kind as to give him the next dance.
“If you put it so nicely,” she’d said, laughing as she took his hand. They walked out to the dance floor as the old-fashioned waltz music started up. It had taken only moments for her to match her steps to his. Jim had taught all of his daughters to waltz properly, as Lola had taught him as a boy. As children, they’d loved to crowd in on him in the motel bar after school, and, if it was quiet, take turns Foot Dancing with him—standing on his feet and being waltzed around the room to the tune of whatever was on the radio or TV at the time.
“You’re still Mr. Twinkle Toes himself, I see.” She smiled up at him as they moved down one side of the dance floor.
“It helps when I have such a beautiful and graceful young woman to dance with,” he said.
“Charmer.”
“No, it’s true, Bett. You were always the lightest on your feet.”
“Was I?”
“Yes, really. And I have to say you look a picture tonight. You’ve lost weight, haven’t you?”
“A little,” she said, fighting a smile. Her dad had always said that to her over the years, no matter what size she was, bigger or smaller.
“Well, whatever you’ve done, you look great. The three of you do.”
They were silent for a few turns of the floor, then her father squeezed her hand. “I was saying to Anna earlier, and I want to say it again to you now, we’re very happy you’re all home again.”
By “we” Bett knew he meant he and Geraldine. Their father had often been the spokesman for the pair of them. “I am, too.” And she meant it, she realized.
“And you’re not going to rush off again, are you? We get to have you back for a little while?”
“I don’t know yet.”
“Well, there’s a room here for you as long as you want it. And a job if you need it. You know that, don’t you?”
She’d squeezed his hand then. “Thanks, Dad.”
Bett turned over in bed again. The slide show came to mind, and with it a niggling thought that had occurred to her during the party. Something about one of the photos had surprised her, but between the debacle with the dress and then the rest of the party, she hadn’t given it proper thought. And now her poor brain was so drenched in alcohol it wouldn’t come back to her. Was it one of the Alphabet Sisters photos? Or one of Lola’s? Oh, it hurt to even think … 
She lay there hugging her pillow. Another party memory returned. Rebecca, her fellow reporter on the paper three years ago, had arrived late. Bett had noticed in a moment that she hadn’t changed at all. She was tall, willowy, her hair in a stylish blonde ponytail. She’d headed straight for Bett, hugged her, poured them both a glass of wine, then made an offer, blunt as ever. “The woman who took over from you is about to explode with a baby and I need a part-time reporter to cover for her maternity leave. The job’s yours if you’re interested.”
Bett had needed to shout over the noise of the music. “I’m only home for a week or two. I’ll probably be going on to Melbourne or Sydney.”
“Lola said you’d be staying here, though. Surely you’ve been yearning for the simple country lifestyle? Come on, Bett. Think about it.”
They’d talked about it over another glass of wine and a cocktail or two. It had started to sound so tempting. Not having to worry about moving yet. Not having to start job hunting … But had she agreed to take the job or not? She really couldn’t remember. Turning the pillow over to the cool side, Bett shut her eyes and gave another long, low groan.
Anna was first to arrive in the dining room. She’d left Ellen in the kitchen with Geraldine, helping to clear the guests’ breakfast trays. Her mother and father had been up for hours. The function room was already back in order, the decorations tidied away, the last tray of plates and glasses going through the industrial dishwasher. Geraldine had waved away any offers of help, preferring to do it her way. Anna had been secretly relieved.
She took a seat at the window, looking out over the Valley. When they first moved into the motel, the hills around them had been bare. Bit by bit the town of Clare was getting closer, houses being built on one side and across the road, a car showroom under construction to the left. The view was still beautiful, though, especially in the morning sunlight. The curving rows of grapevines across the road were a lush, glowing green against the dark soil.
“Morning.” It was Carrie.
“Morning.”
Carrie poured a coffee and took a seat at another table. “Huge night, wasn’t it?”
“A huge announcement, you mean.”
“It’s ridiculous, of course.”
“Of course.”
“You did a great job organizing the party, though. It all went so smoothly.”
Carrie colored suddenly. “Thanks.”
Anna decided to ask the question she’d been wanting to since she arrived. “Before Lola gets here and catches me, I have to ask you something. Was Matthew okay about not coming last night?”
“He was fine. He understood,” Carrie said briskly. “He’s working up north at the moment, anyway. On a sheep station. It saved him a long trip.”
“Oh. Good.” Anna waited, but it seemed Carrie had nothing more to say about him. All right then, she wouldn’t talk about him any more either. They stared out the window.
“Morning.” They turned. It was Bett, hair bedraggled, mascara around her eyes, wearing what was either a baggy pair of pajamas or a particularly strange tracksuit. “Has it been called off yet?”
“Any minute now,” Anna said.
The three of them sat silently, then the door opened again. Richard Lawrence stood there. “Good morning. Am I too late for breakfast? I’m afraid I forgot to put my order out last night.”
Carrie stood up. “It doesn’t matter. I’ll get something for you. Do you need our sore-head special or the puritan’s delight?”
Bett translated, guessing he was probably as hungover as she was. The last time she’d seen him he was enthusiastically joining a conga line around the room. “She means bacon and eggs for the full hangover cure or a smug continental breakfast.” She caught Carrie’s surprised look. Of course she remembered the terms they gave the breakfasts. She noticed Anna was waiting to be introduced. “Oh, sorry. I thought you two would have met last night. Richard, this is the oldest of us, Anna Quinlan, actress, and mother of one. Anna, this is Richard Lawrence from London. He’s a journalist staying here at the motel while he researches a book he’s writing.” Once again, she felt Carrie’s eyes on her. Was she surprised Bett had learned so much about him?
“Hello, Anna.” Richard gave her his lovely smile. “I must say I’m thinking of throwing all that research away in exchange for another audience with your grandmother. Much more material there, I think.”
“Good. You can do the musical instead of us while you’re at it,” Anna said.
He seemed surprised. “You’re not going to do it?”
“Of course they’re going to do it.” Lola swept in behind him, dressed in a turquoise caftan top over white trousers, in full makeup and jewelery. “Dicky, dear, how are you? Marvelous dances we shared last night. You’ve a fine pair of hips on you. Snake hips, I’d have called you in my younger days.”
Bett was too hungover to protest at Lola’s boldness for once. Her grandmother could have come in juggling puppies and wearing a sequinned bikini this morning for all she cared. She just wanted to go back to bed.
Carrie took Richard into the kitchen and handed him over to her mother, then came back and shut the door. “So then, Lola, what’s the best way to call this whole thing off?”
“Call it off? Why would we want to do that? I thought we agreed last night we’d do it?”
“No, we didn’t,” Anna said.
“We can’t do it, Lola,” Bett said.
“Why not?”
“Because we won’t be here to do it,” Anna said patiently.
“You won’t? Where will you be?”
“Well, Ellen and I are going back to Sydney, of course.” This definitely wasn’t the moment to mention she’d been thinking about staying on for a month or two.
“Why?”
“Because it’s where we live. Where I work. Where Ellen goes to school.”
Lola noticed Glenn wasn’t mentioned. “So? Live here for a while. It will do you both good. There are some fine schools here, too.” She turned her attention to Carrie. “What about you, Caroline? I’d have thought you’d leap at this. A chance to get back on the stage.”
“I’m very busy with the motel,” she said quickly.
“Bett, what about you? Didn’t you tell me in one of your letters how much you’ve missed playing the piano? And you’re staying here in the Valley, aren’t you?”
Bett’s head was throbbing now. “I don’t know for sure.”
“What about the job Rebecca offered you at the news-paper?”
“How do you know about that?”
“I told you. I had a word with her in the street last week. And I saw her talking to you last night.”
“Shall we just get a town crier to shout out everyone’s secrets and be done with it?” Bett said crossly.
Lola wondered if her judgment was failing. She’d thought they’d leap at it. This called for plan B. “Very well then. There’s something else I need to tell you. The other reason I brought you all back here.”
Three heads shot up. They’d been waiting for this.
Lola paused dramatically. “I was at the doctor’s last week. She’s worried about me.” She was, too. Worried that Lola was drinking too much. She’d promised her she’d cut back after the party. And perhaps she would.
“Worried about what?” Bett asked the question for all of them.
She had their attention. Good. Now, use it. “The fact that I am a very elderly lady and that my time on this earth is fast running out.”
“Your doctor actually said that to you?” Carrie exclaimed.
“She didn’t put it exactly like that. But all I’m saying is who knows how long I might be here?” That was true enough, she thought—who knew how long any of them would be around? “And it would mean so much to me if the three of you staged the musical,” Lola continued in her most cajoling voice. “Anna, the local schools are very good, you know. There’s even a choice of denominations, though I don’t know what you believe these days. And, Bett, Rebecca tells me the job she’s offering is part time and for six months, which would suit you well, too. Plenty of time for rehearsals. And you, Carrie, well, of course we’ll all lend a hand with the motel. But surely you’ll be able to make time to learn your lines for the lead role.”
“The lead?”
Lola gave a light laugh. “I keep forgetting you haven’t actually read the script. Yes, I’d thought of you for the lead, Carrie. You as musical director, Bett, unless you would like to get up on stage again? No, I thought not. And, Anna, I actually saw you as the director of the entire production. We’d change the billing, to read ‘Written by Lola Quinlan, Directed by Anna Quinlan, Music by Bett Quinlan, Starring Carrie Quinlan.’ Oh, I can see the programs now.” A calculated pause followed, before she lowered her voice. “Of course, once you’ve all read it you might have your own ideas.”
Bett knew at that moment how sheep felt when they were being nosed into a pen by a collie.
“So you have actually finished it?” Anna was still suspicious.
“Indeed I have,” Lola said proudly. “I have had to resist some extra-special finishing touches, but I do believe it is nearly there. About two hours with an interval. Seven main characters, a chorus, lots of minor characters. You’d be able to involve half the Valley if you wanted. There are even one or two parts for children. I was thinking of Ellen if you think she is up to it. And I’ve even written in a cameo for the Alphabet Sisters. Imagine. That was sheer indulgence on my part. You might decide to take that out.”
“We haven’t decided anything.” Anna spoke for them all.
“Of course you haven’t. You have to read it first.” Lola reached into the bag beside her. “So here you are, your reading copies, hot off the press. Mind you, by the looks of the three of you, you might want to wait until those hangovers have passed. Why you insist on mixing the grape and the grain I don’t know. Wine one minute, spirits the next. Yes, Bett, I saw you with those cocktails at the end of the night. I stuck to gin and tonics all evening so my system knew exactly what to expect and here I am right as rain.” She finished handing out the folders. “So, now I’m off back to my room to write some thank-you cards.” She was off back for a sleep, actually. She was extremely hungover. “So will we meet here tonight to see what you think?”
The scripts were nearly an inch thick. “Tonight?” Anna squeaked, in nothing like her usual modulated tone. “It’ll take longer than that to read it, let alone to make decisions about it.”
“It’s not as if we can drop everything, Lola. I’ve got a motel to run, remember,” Carrie added.
Bett said nothing. She just wanted someone to carry her to her bed.
“Very well, then,” Lola said. “Shall we say tomorrow afternoon? Excellent. You can prepare all your questions and then we’ll meet again. Splendid.”
Richard walked in from the kitchen at that moment, carrying a plate of bacon and eggs and a large mug of coffee.
Lola smiled at him. “Ah, Dicky, all sorted then? Good. Enjoy your breakfast, won’t you?”
“I will. And did you enjoy your meeting?”
Lola gave a happy sigh. “It was marvelous.”
Later that day, after a long refreshing sleep, Lola made her way to the kitchen. Lunch had been served some hours before, and the preparations for dinner were still to be done. It was Lola’s favorite time in the motel. The large silver table in the middle of the kitchen was cleared and shining. The air was still filled with cooking smells. Geraldine was in the office sorting accounts. Carrie had gone home for the afternoon to make a start on reading the script. Anna and Ellen had gone for a picnic. Bett was in her room. Lola helped herself to a cup of tea and the remains of last night’s chocolate pudding dessert. She had just opened the newspaper to the crossword when her son walked in.
“You look well set up. Geraldine not here?”
Lola made a show of looking under her cup and saucer. “I can’t see her, no.”
Jim grinned. “I never learn, do I? Ask an obvious question—”
“Get a clever answer. How are you, Jimmy? Sit down here and talk to your old mother.”
They rarely had the opportunity, but Lola loved these moments, looking at her fine strong son, enjoying the energy that buzzed off him. So hard to think this nearly sixty-year-old man was the same little fellow who had traipsed from motel to motel with her in those early days. It had never been a bother to him. Sunny-natured he was, through some stroke of luck. God knows his father had been anything but sunny-natured.
Jim made himself a cup of tea. “Can I get you anything else, Lola? More tea? More pudding?”
“I’ve had exactly as much as I want, down to the last crumb, darling, thank you. I want to hear you talk, that’s what I want.”
They took a sip of tea. “The girls seem to be getting on fine,” Jim said.
“Do you think?” Lola smiled.
“Well, I thought there might have been a bit of unpleasantness, on account of the situation with Matthew and all, but so far so good.”
“So far so splendid,” Lola agreed.
“If we could just get the three of them back cleaning and waitressing, it’d be like old times, wouldn’t it? Do you remember those nights, when you were first training the girls? You had them all balancing books on their heads and carrying trays of glasses. We must have gone through a dozen that first night.”
“Their postures are excellent, though, Jim. You have to admit that.”
“It was great novelty value, too, having the three of them waitressing. Especially when you’d get them to sing at the end of the shift. I never saw anything like those tips in all my years in motels.”
“It is years now, isn’t it? But you’ve never regretted going into the motel business with me, have you? Resented all that moving around?”
“Of course I have. Bringing me up like a gypsy. My entire childhood spent in kitchens and bars, never knowing how long I’d call one place home.”
Lola leaned back and smiled. She always enjoyed it when Jim teased her like this. “That’s right. And don’t forget you were chained to the sink since you were barely able to walk.”
“Exactly. Rinsing glasses, washing pots and pans. Do you know I was the only boy in any of my schools who had dishpan hands?”
“And don’t forget I always used to drag you out of those schools, just as you started to make friends.”
“Not to mention ruining any chance I had of being a professional footy player. Remember that time we moved motels three weeks before the grand final?”
“I’d forgotten that. Probably the best thing for you. You’d be a mass of broken bones and bruises if you’d gone on with the sport.”
“The move after that was the best one we ever made, of course.”
“Was it? Why?”
Jim laughed. “It was where I met Geraldine.”
“Of course.” Geraldine had been working in the kitchen of that next motel, training as a cook. When Lola and Jim had moved on again, two years later, Geraldine had come with them, as his wife, and already pregnant with Anna.
Lola often wondered if Jim had ever noticed that she and Geraldine couldn’t bear each other. Oh, they were both polite on the surface—with all of them living in such close proximity, there had to be good manners. But it had still been difficult. In the early days, Lola had seriously considered moving to another motel, leaving Geraldine and Jim to their own devices. But then the girls had come along, and Lola had quite simply fallen in love with them. Since then she’d made a pact with herself to keep things fine between her and Geraldine. Jim was devoted to her, but Lola still couldn’t see why. She was too much of a cold fish, in Lola’s opinion. Buttoned-up. More interested in Jim and the motel than her daughters. It always hurt Lola to see the three girls trying to get Geraldine’s attention and usually failing. It had been another reason for her to shower them with attention. If she had needed any more reasons.
Lola reached into her bag, took out a folder, and passed it to her son.
“For me?”
“For you. For you and Geraldine, in fact.”
“What is it?”
“Have a look and tell me what you see.”
“Tickets.” He opened them. “First-class train tickets.” There were two sets, one for a two-night trip on the legendary Ghan from Adelaide through the desert center of Australia to Darwin. The other for the Indian Pacific, a four-day journey from Sydney across the Nullarbor Plain to Perth. In another folder were plane tickets for their connecting flights. He glanced through them, too. “All in the name of Jim and Geraldine Quinlan.”
Lola loved these sorts of moments. “And now look at the dates.”
“Departing from Adelaide next week? And not coming back for a month? Lola, we can’t take these.”
“Of course you can. I insist.” She held up her hand to quell his protest. “I’ll run the place while you’re away. And don’t tell me I can’t because I was doing it long before you even had a notion. And I’ve got the girls to help me now, as you so rightly pointed out. I’ve been in touch with Geraldine’s stand-by cook, and she said she’d love the work. Carrie already knows this place backward. Bett is a terrific cleaner once she sets her mind to it. And so is Anna, as long as you give her ten pairs of gloves. Ellen could help, too. And all three of them are very good waitresses. I’ll take care of all the rosters myself.”
“Have you asked the girls about this? No, don’t answer that one. And presumably you’re going to tell me that these tickets are nonrefundable and that if we don’t take them now and do as you say you’ll never talk to me again?”
Lola nodded happily.
“And you’ve got the rest of your argument all worked out, too, I suppose. That we haven’t had a holiday in years and this is the best chance to do it.”
“That’s right.”
Jim was grinning. “So I’d better go straight to Geraldine and tell her to start packing, is that it?”
“In a nutshell. Come here, darling.” She reached up and gave him a big kiss on the forehead. “Thank you, Jimmy. You always were such an obedient boy.”



Chapter Eight
In her room the next day, Bett stopped midway through unpacking the last items from her suitcase. She’d checked the bookings register, and it looked as if she’d have this room for the next few nights at least. That had always been the drawback of sleeping in the motel rooms, having to pack up quickly and do a hasty but thorough cleaning job when real guests turned up. As teenagers, the three of them had got it down to a fine art. Carrie held the record, having once moved all her belongings, remade the bed, and cleaned, polished, and vacuumed a room in the time it had taken the guests to walk from the reception desk to their car and drive around to the parking space in front of the room.
When they were in their mid-teens, their father had presented each of them with a large box on wheels. The boxes were perfect for storing or transporting their clothes, pictures, vases, posters—all the things they liked to bring into the rooms to make them their own. Even better, they looked official enough when they were being wheeled in and out of rooms. Their boxes of tricks, he called them. Lola had called them their personality boxes, after seeing them lined up side by side one afternoon, when they’d hurriedly needed to move out of their rooms. Anna’s had been full of makeup samples, a small gold-framed mirror, a theater magazine, a book of tips on stagecraft, and a length of fake fur that she had taken to wearing dramatically wrapped around her shoulders. Bett’s box of tricks had held a smaller box crammed with music cassettes, a portable tape player, a bundle of imported pop magazines, sheet music for the piano, empty chip packets, and books. Carrie, animal mad at the time, had stored her two cloth mice toys, a book of horse tales, and three packets of plastic farmyard animals.
Bett had to force the wardrobe door shut. There was only just enough room for the shirts, skirts, and dresses she had brought on the plane with her. The rest of her things were coming by ship. She’d slowly put together a whole new wardrobe over the past three years, having taken hardly any of her belongings when she’d left the Valley in such a hurry. She remembered ringing Lola from Melbourne a few weeks after the big fight and apologizing for leaving so much behind. “Mum told me you’d packed up all my things. Thanks, Lola. You’ve gone to so much trouble for me.”
“No I haven’t.”
“But she said you’d packed up all my things and stored them.”
“I did. But I didn’t go to any trouble. I just flung everything into lots of boxes and taped them shut. You’ll have your work cut out whenever you decide to come back.”
It had turned out to be a good thing, in a way. Being forced to start from scratch, on a very small budget, most of her clothes had been picked up at vintage shops and secondhand clothing stores around Dublin and London. The high-street shops had never been any good for her, stocked with clothes made for women with far smaller and more willowy bodies than she possessed. And vintage clothes had their own appeal, or so she’d convinced herself. She’d smiled at the irony. After years of protesting about being forced to wear vintage clothes as the Alphabet Sisters costumes, she’d voluntarily started going out and buying them for herself.
A noise at the open door interrupted her thoughts. It hadn’t quite been a knock, more of a soft shuffle against the wood. She turned in time to see Ellen duck out of sight.
“Hi, Ellie,” she called, in a bright, cheery voice.
There was no reaction from Ellen. “Hi, Ellie. You can come in if you like,” Bett said again, in a more normal voice.
The little girl came in, sidling against the cupboard.
Bett smiled at her. “How are you?”
“Good.” The voice was very soft.
“Have you been helping Grandpa with the bottles?” She’d seen the two of them pushing the trolley that morning, her father giving Ellen little rides back and forth.
A nod.
“And did you have a good time at Lola’s party?”
Another nod.
Bett wasn’t sure what to talk to Ellen about. It had been years since she’d had anything to do with a child. And she didn’t really know Ellen anymore, did she? There was a big difference between a four-year-old and a seven-year-old girl. Especially one who had been through what Ellen had been through. Bett had a flash of how Lola used to talk to them—as if they were her co-conspirators, her equals. Could she talk to Ellen about her weight-loss and lack-of-boyfriend troubles? No, not much common ground there. They could talk about children’s TV programs, perhaps, except Bett hadn’t seen any in years.
Ellen was fiddling with the bottle of sunscreen Bett had left on the cupboard. She was feeling just as shy, Bett realized. Oh, the sweet thing. “Come and sit here beside me, Ellie, and let’s have a chat.” She left her unpacking and sat down on the floor, patting the carpet beside her.
Ellen hesitated. “On the floor?”
Isn’t that what children did? Sit on floors? “That’s right. Would you rather a cushion? I didn’t realize you were from a royal family.” She bit her lip. Keep your sarcasm to yourself, Bett. She is a child.
To her surprise, Ellen smiled. “If I was royal, it would have to be a velvet cushion, wouldn’t it?”
“With tassels,” Bett agreed solemnly.
“What’s a tassel?”
“A sort of—um, a sort of ponytail of thread attached to the edge, like a decoration.”
“Yes, I’d have tassels. And a waiter standing there with a silver tray and some drinks.”
This was more like it. “And what sort of drinks would we have? You mean we, don’t you? You are planning on sharing?”
“Perhaps.” The little smile again. “It would be chocolate milk for me and for you …”
Bett waited.
“Beer.”
“Not champagne?”
A shake of the head. “Beer.”
Bett pulled a face. “And after we’ve had our drinks, what will we do?”
“Play in the castle.”
“On our own? Or have we got pets?” Oh, bloody hell. Now what had she done by bringing up animals?
“No dogs. I’m scared of big dogs now.”
I bet you are, Bett thought, glancing quickly at the scar again. She was surprised Ellen had even mentioned dogs. She couldn’t help herself blurting out a question. “Do you remember much about it, Ellen?”
A little nod.
Should she be asking this? “You must have been very brave, afterward. It must have been very scary.”
The little girl wasn’t looking at her now. She was concentrating on her feet. She shrugged.
“And you’re so much better now, aren’t you?” Bett said, feeling like a car hurriedly reversing out of a one-way street. Back to the game, quick. “So we won’t have a dog. Will we have a cat, then?”
“No, a sheep. Like Bumper.”
Good. They were back on track. “What a great idea.”
A voice from outside interrupted them. “Bett? Are you there? Is Ellen with you? I need some help.”
Bett had never been so glad to hear her mother’s voice calling. “Come on, sweetheart. It sounds like you’ve got potatoes to peel.”
Geraldine appeared at the door. “There you are, Ellen. Come in and help taste some of tonight’s desserts, would you? I can’t tell if they’re ready.”
Ellen skipped off cheerfully. Bett put away her empty suitcase and checked the time. Nearly three o’clock. She’d better hurry. Time for their first production meeting, as Lola was calling it. A get-out-of-this-if-we-can meeting, Bett was calling it. She peered into the kitchen as she went past. Geraldine was back at the stove, Jim at the table with Ellen on his knee, bowls of chocolate pudding in front of them. They were poring over a map of Australia and a pile of travel brochures.
Bett had been taken aback at the news of her parents’ holiday. “Don’t take it personally now, Bett,” Lola had said to her that morning. “They’re not in a hurry to get away from you. It’s a practical decision. Your poor parents haven’t been away properly in years, and casual staff are so expensive. With the three of you home to lend a hand, this is the perfect opportunity for them to get away.”
“But we’ve all just got here.”
“And you’ll see plenty of them when they get back.” She had pulled Bett close, planted a big kiss on her forehead, then lowered her voice. “I’ve actually done it deliberately, so I can have you all to myself. You know I never liked sharing you girls with your parents.”
Anna, Carrie, and Lola were already in the function room when she arrived. Anna was explaining to Lola that it might be better if she left them alone for a little while. “We want to talk about it on our own first, Lola. You know, in case—”
“You hurt my feelings?” At Anna’s guilty nod, Lola laughed. “I’m eighty, darling. I’ve no feelings left to hurt. No, talk away among yourselves, and I’ll look forward to hearing what you’ve got to say.” She gave them a cheery wave, then moved through the front door, around the side of the motel to the back of the function room. She’d been in earlier and opened all the windows, knowing their voices would float out. She’d even taken a chair out there. Silly things, as if she was going to let them talk about her musical without her hearing.
The sisters pulled their chairs around a table in the center of the room, the scripts and a plunger of coffee in front of them. Bett shot both of them a look. Anna was as sleekly turned out as ever—designer clothes, dramatic silver jewelery, all thin lines and sharp hair. Carrie looked as if she was on her way to film a shampoo ad, bouncy blonde hair and trim body, in hipster jeans and tight-fitting T-shirt. Bett tucked her unruly hair behind her ears, tugged at her waisted jeans and fortunately not tight-fitting T-shirt.
“So,” Anna said, taking charge. The mood was tense. “Have you both read it?”
Carrie and Bett nodded.
“And what did you think?”
Neither Bett nor Carrie spoke, both looking down at their scripts. Anna waited a moment. Still nothing. Then she leaned forward and spoke, her voice very low and very firm. “When I was at acting school, there were sometimes things I had to do that I didn’t like. Pretend to be a dog. Stand in a chorus line when I’d rather have been the lead. It happens at work still. I have to take on some jobs I’d rather not because that’s just the way it is. Sometimes you have to do things you would rather not, either to please other people or because they need to be done.”
Bett tried not to react. She’d always hated it when Anna lectured them like this.
Carrie felt like rolling her eyes. Who did Anna think she was? Their mother?
“Now, I don’t know whether Lola spent ten years or ten minutes on this, but I think we owe it to her at least to talk properly about it. You both know as well as I do how good she was to us. Right now putting on a musical is the last thing I want to do, to be perfectly honest. But the way I see it is, the sooner we at least talk about it, and decide whether we do it or not, the sooner it’s over.”
Bett stared at her script some more. The worst thing about Anna was that apart from being so bossy she was also so often completely and maddeningly right.
“I’m not asking you to do it for me,” Anna continued. “I’m asking you to do it for Lola. It would make her very happy.”
Carrie looked up then. “It’s easy for you to say. She’s been driving me and Mum bananas the past few months.”
“She’s been driving Mum bananas for more than thirty years, Carrie, and you know it. And as for you—just think of it as good practice for when you and Matthew have children. If you can handle Lola, you’ll be able to handle any naughty child.” She ignored Carrie’s intake of breath and poured herself some more coffee.
Outside, Lola was weighing up whether to be hurt by anything she’d heard. After a moment’s reflection, she decided not to be. Nothing there she hadn’t known, anyway.
Anna took a sip of coffee before tapping the script in a businesslike manner. “So then, shall we start again? What did you both think of it?”
Recalling several of the scenes, Bett suddenly found herself trying not to laugh. “It was certainly different,” she offered. She noticed quick answering grins from Carrie and Anna, before their shutters came down again. Different—the word used in the Valley for anything a bit challenging or out of the ordinary, a polite way of saying appalling. “I like your dress, Anna. It’s different.” “You’ve had a new haircut, Bett. Gee, it’s different.”
“Let me rephrase that,” Bett said. “I think it’s the maddest piece of musical theater I have ever read in my life.”
Anna’s lip twitched. “I’d agree with that. Carrie?”
Carrie still looked a little sulky. “If you ask me it’s like she took all her favorite pieces from all her favorite musicals, flung them into a blender with a few lines of dialogue, and this is what came out.”
By the window, Lola smiled serenely. Good girl, Carrie. That was exactly what she had done.
Bett turned to Anna. “Could you actually work out what was going on?”
“I think so. It’s set in Terowie, at wartime, where the townspeople—”
“Or the villagers, as she calls them,” Carrie interrupted.
“The villagers get wind that General Douglas MacArthur is coming through on a train—”
“Cue three verses of ‘Chattanooga Choo Choo,’ ” Bett recalled.
“And a big row breaks out between two rivals in the local Country Women’s Association over who will organize the welcoming party at the railway station. Which develops into a full-scale row—amazingly like the fight scene from West Side Story. And of course the son of one rival and the daughter of the other are secretly in love.”
“And just happen to be called Romeo and Juliet, those two common names in 1940s Australia,” Carrie said.
Lola bristled. They might well have been common names in Terowie. How were the girls to know? She listened closely as Anna, Bett, and Carrie took it in turns relating the story. They might have been laughing at her musical, but at least it meant they were talking about something.
“But then Juliet starts falling for the young American GI who is organizing MacArthur’s visit. And Romeo gets jealous and they split up.”
“So the GI starts feeling guilty for wreaking all this havoc on a small town and confesses as much to the lad-about-town who’s been watching all the antics from afar.”
“Who happens to be the nephew of a train driver and has the bright idea to get the GI himself to dress up as General MacArthur and arrive at the platform one day early. So the CWA women scurry around and prepare his welcoming party.”
“And then they pretend that for security reasons he’ll have to do it all over again, so they bring the train through again the next day, except this time of course it’s the real MacArthur.”
“And the other group gets to serve their morning tea and do the welcoming party, too, and that’s when General MacArthur delivers his big ‘I shall return’ speech.”
“And the GI and the cheeky lad-about-town laugh to themselves about the fact he has already returned.”
Ingenious, Lola thought proudly.
Anna leaned back elegantly in her chair. “And they all live happily ever after, including the couple. Cue ‘Happy Talk’ from South Pacific.”
“Has Lola actually made up all the General MacArthur business?” Bett asked.
“No, it’s true,” Carrie said. “I checked on the Internet this morning. He did stop in Terowie, and that is where he made that famous speech. But I don’t think any of that other stuff happened, especially the war scenes in the beginning.”
“No, I’d hardly imagine Mrs. MacArthur singing ‘My Favorite Things’ to her scared little son in that first scene, when they’re flying in from the Philippines,” Anna said.
“And I don’t reckon the Terowie villagers came out every day, gazed at their cornfields, and sang ‘Oh What a Beautiful Morning,’ ” Bett added, fighting another smile.
“At least she didn’t have the CWA catering women singing that ‘MacArthur Park’ song.” Anna was actually laughing now. “I was sure I could see it coming. A chorus row of women upset because their cakes had been left out in the rain.”
Outside, Lola wasn’t laughing. She had written a scene just like that. She’d taken it out only because she wasn’t sure if they would be able to manage rain special effects at the Clare Town Hall.
“There were some good bits, though, didn’t you think?” Carrie said. “I loved the scene where the couple are dancing around the local football oval, singing ‘I Am Sixteen Going on Seventeen.’ ”
Anna raised an eyebrow. “You mean the scene that is a direct lift from The Sound of Music?”
“Well, that was always my favorite scene in the film, too,” Carrie said defensively. “And I also liked that scene the night of the first MacArthur’s visit, when the lead actress sings ‘I Could Have Danced All Night’ from My Fair Lady.”
Bett knew that song well. It had been Carrie’s most popular solo moment in the Alphabet Sisters days.
“But I don’t think it works when the next day she sings ‘I Like to Be in America,’ ” Anna said. “Not when she’s been going on about how much she loves the Australian countryside and that man, Romeo, or whatever his name is.”
“But that’s the whole thing,” Carrie said passionately. “She thinks she loves Romeo, but now her head has been turned by MacArthur and his GI and all the drama and talk of America. She’s torn between her simple life in the country and the pursuit of her dreams.”
Anna stared at her. “You’ve really lived this, Carrie, haven’t you?”
“Well, I can see what Lola’s trying to say,” Carrie said, blushing. “And I think that song is perfect there.”
That song, which just happened to be Carrie’s second-favorite song from the Alphabet Sisters days, Bett thought. She’d just realized what Lola had done.
Anna’s tone was now extremely businesslike. “And what did you both think of the Alphabet Sisters cameo in the second act?”
Bett’s smile disappeared. “I crossed it out.” She didn’t look at Carrie.
“I did, too,” Carrie said, not looking at Bett either.
Anna felt the tension in the room increase. She glanced between the two of them. “Fine. I’ll cross it out, too.” She patted her script. “Here’s what I think. It’s completely mad, of course, and it needs a bit of work, but it could be done. That’s if Lola is actually serious about it.”
Lola popped her head up over the window ledge. “I’m quite serious.”
They all jumped. Anna frowned. “Lola, this is supposed to be a private meeting.”
“Don’t be ridiculous. You must have known I’d be eavesdropping outside. But you spoke too low for my poor old ears at the end there. What did you all think of it?”
“It’s actually very good,” Anna said.
“Don’t sound so surprised,” Lola said.
“I really enjoyed it,” Bett said.
“I knew you would.”
“There’s definitely something in there for everybody,” Carrie said.
“That was my whole intention. So it could work?”
“Well, yes,” Anna said. “But it’s not like the Alphabet Sisters performances, Lola. It isn’t just the three of us standing up singing a few tunes wearing matching dresses. It would need a hall, for a start.”
“I’ve booked it.” She waved the flyer at them. “For March twentieth. It’s the anniversary of General MacArthur’s visit. Perfect, don’t you think?”
“That’s so soon. What about sets? Costumes?”
“Len the butcher said he’d be happy to help. He’s not a bad carpenter. I’ve been tucking bits and pieces away for costumes from the charity shop for the past few months. If you don’t like them, we could hire some in Adelaide.”
“And what about a band?”
Lola gestured grandly at Bett. “Who needs a band when we’ve got Bett? You could use the piano here for rehearsals, and we could move it to the town hall for the show. Though there are lots of talented musicians in the Valley if you wanted more than piano.”
Bett was going through the song list. Lola had looked after her, too. She had chosen many of her favorites, ones with lots of bright piano music.
Anna was leafing through the script again. When she first left drama school in Sydney, she’d joined a musical theater group that put on mini musicals for corporate functions. That was how she had met Glenn. He’d been organizing the Real Estate Association Christmas party. She’d picked up all sorts of tricks and tips for staging a show on a budget—how to use one backdrop for lots of different scenes, and how to make rapid scene changes to keep the action moving. Lola’s script was surprisingly good, but she could see where a little cutting here and there would help it.… 
Lola was now all eagerness and excitement. “I thought you could put an ad in the paper calling for auditions. I’ve got some wording for it here, look.” She waved another bit of paper at them.
Bett wasn’t convinced. “It’s still very tight time-wise.”
Anna took a diary out of her bag. “Not if we got moving with the auditions, then started rehearsals twice a week. Carrie, would this room be available?”
“I’d have to check the bookings, but it’s usually free on weeknights. And we haven’t got any weddings for a couple of months. But hold on a moment. Are you all going to stay in the Valley? Here in the motel?” Carrie looked from Anna to Bett. This was moving too quickly for her. “What about your work, Anna? And Glenn?”
Anna’s face was expressionless. “If we did decide to do the musical, I could juggle work. Go up to Sydney for two days a week. Ellen could come with me.” She didn’t mention Glenn.
“No, Ellen couldn’t, actually.” Lola gave a guilty smile. “She’ll be in school here. I spoke to the principal today. She’s a friend of mine. She said they can certainly find a place for her.”
Carrie turned to her other sister, fighting a feeling of panic. It was one thing hiding Matthew’s absence from her sisters for days, but for weeks? “And you, Bett? What about your work?”
Lola stepped in again. “She’s accepted a part-time job at the Valley Times. Haven’t you, Bett?”
Bett stared at Lola in amazement. She’d only phoned Rebecca that afternoon. She’d decided to accept the job first and worry later about living so close to Carrie and Matthew.
The mobile beside Anna started vibrating. She checked the number. “Excuse me,” she said, walking outside to answer the call. “Glenn?”
“Anna, hello. How are things? How’s Ellen?”
“Fine. How are you?” So stiff, so awkward with each other.
“Fine, fine. Big news up here. The Singapore trip is on. I leave in two days.”
“I see. How long will you be away for?”
“Three weeks to begin with. But it’s only eight hours’ flight from Sydney. I’ll be back and forth. I’ll still ring Ellen every night, of course. In fact, I’m thinking about getting her a mobile.”
“A mobile? She’s only seven years old, Glenn.”
“I like the idea of her having one anyway. To keep her safe.”
One more dig at her failure as a parent. Anna felt very tired, even as she realized he’d just helped her make the final decision. “As it turns out, Glenn, that works out well. We’re going to stay here in the Valley for a month or so.” She didn’t tell him about the musical. He wouldn’t have been interested.
His anger came down the phone line like a sonic wave. “Just like that? Without discussing it with me? At least I told you the Singapore trip was on the cards. What if I hadn’t been going there? When was I going to get to see Ellen?”
She walked farther away from the motel building, her voice low, the anger only just controlled. “When would you want to see Ellen? In between nights at Julie’s house? In between conferences? Work trips?”
“Anna, I love her. She’s my daughter. You know I see her as much as I can. And just because I’m not with her every hour of the day doesn’t mean I’m not thinking about her. What are you going to do about her schooling? Your work?”
Anna had to sit down on a bench, her chest tight with anger. “I don’t know yet. We’re still sorting it out.” There was a long pause, and then she had to ask. “Is Julie going to Singapore?”
He tried to bluster through it. “Well, she’s my senior assistant, and it’s a big deal to set up a brand-new office. I couldn’t be expected to do it on my own.”
“Is Julie going as your lover as well as your assistant, Glenn?” Anna’s voice was smooth. He wouldn’t have guessed for a moment that her stomach was churning, her hands were sweating. She wanted the truth.
“Julie’s coming with me, yes.”
So it was still happening. “Look, Glenn, I can’t talk now. I’ll ring you tomorrow.”
There was a pause, then he spoke again. “Okay, then. Fine. So will you give Ellen my love?”
“I will. Good-bye.” She hung up and sat for a moment trying to quell the desire to throw up. She felt her heart. It was racing. Her skin was clammy. She shut her eyes for a moment, waited for her breathing to calm, and then stood up. She used all the years of drama school training to put a smile on her face as she walked back into the function room. “That’s all sorted. Glenn’s got to go to Singapore for work for a while, so the timing couldn’t have been better. We can definitely stay.”
Still outside, leaning in through the window, Lola noticed Bett was humming one of the songs under her breath. Carrie was mouthing some lines. Anna was the only one who seemed a little distracted. Perhaps she’d had to fight with Glenn to be able to stay on. He’d always been possessive. Still, they’d talk about it later. She gazed at her three granddaughters. “So have you definitely made a decision? Will you do it?”
Anna looked at Bett, who looked at Carrie, who looked back at Anna. Then they all turned to Lola. “We’ll do it.”



Chapter Nine
In the function room a week later, Bett was practicing songs on the piano for the following night’s auditions.
Their parents had left for their holiday that morning. Lola, Anna, Bett, Carrie, and Ellen had stood waving on the forecourt as the two of them had driven off, smiling and waving back. They’d all been thinking it, but it was Lola who said it out loud. Jim and Geraldine were like newlyweds off on their honeymoon.
“What’s a honeymoon?” Ellen asked.
“A holiday for people who have just got married,” Anna answered.
“Did you and Dad have a honeymoon?”
“Yes, for two weeks.” They’d gone to an exclusive resort in Fiji. Glenn had confessed on the plane on the way over that he’d heard it was an excellent place for networking business contacts.
“Why didn’t you take me?”
Anna ruffled her hair. “You weren’t born yet.”
Ellen turned to Carrie. “Have you ever had a honeymoon, Auntie Carrie?”
Bett and Carrie both stiffened. “I have, Ellen, yes.”
“And you, Auntie Bett?”
Before Bett had a chance to answer, Lola gave a very loud moan. They all spun toward her, alarmed. “Lola, what’s the matter? Are you all right?”
She moaned again. “It’s just my arthritis, I think. It comes and goes in this damp weather.”
It hadn’t rained in weeks, and Bett knew for a fact that Lola didn’t suffer from arthritis. Short of screaming “Quick! Change the subject!” at the top of her voice, her grandmother couldn’t have been any more obvious. But it had worked. The five of them had walked back into the motel and even managed to have a peaceful enough meeting about the work rosters.
Bett was on reception duty that night. She’d already interrupted her piano playing twice to welcome guests and give out room keys. Carrie had been in the bar earlier, serving rounds of drinks to a small group of people. It was now dark in there. Bett assumed Carrie had closed it all up and gone home for the night. Anna had been in the kitchen when Bett had passed through earlier. She’d been preparing the guests’ breakfast trays, reading through the ticked forms, distributing little boxes of cereal, portions of jam, and sachets of sugar. Ellen had been beside her, standing on a chair. With her tongue visible between her lips, she’d been folding the red paper serviettes into passable fans.
Bett finished playing “Oh What a Beautiful Morning” and picked up the sheet music for “Chattanooga Choo Choo.” She loved the smoothness of the piano keys under her fingers, the familiar tunes filling the room around her, the feeling of being in charge of the music, adding elaborate notes here and there. She worked her way through each of the songs, memories of different Alphabet Sisters performances coming back to her—singing “My Favorite Things” to an audience of five, two of them dogs, at an agricultural show in New South Wales. She remembered one hot, dry day in country Queensland, midway through their version of “Boogie Woogie Bugle Boy,” when the three of them had inexplicably gotten the giggles so badly that Bett and then Carrie had fallen off the stage. It had almost become their party trick.
She stopped playing, walked to the window, and stared out into the carpark. Being back in the Valley again was sparking all sorts of memories. Not just about Matthew, and the terrible fight with Anna and Carrie, but everything that had happened afterward as well. Her mind had been filled with thoughts of it all week.
The morning after the fight, she’d gotten up at dawn, packed one small bag, filled her car with petrol, and started driving. From a roadside motel en route to Melbourne she’d phoned the Valley Times office and taken leave without pay until further notice. She’d called a friend from journalism college now based in Melbourne and explained what had happened. By nightfall, she was set up in her friend’s spare room.
The next three months had passed in a kind of frenzy. With too much time on her hands, she’d started drinking too much, talking too much to cover the hurt and confusion. She had found some freelance work with city newspapers, started falling in and out of bars with a fluid, rowdy gang of reporters, sub-editors, photographers. She hadn’t told anyone the real reason she was in Melbourne. She’d done her best to block it out of her mind and nearly succeeded.
Until the night in Carlton, seeing a band in a new club, she had bumped into an old work colleague from home. She’d been surprised to see him. “I didn’t realize you were in Melbourne.”
“I didn’t know you were here either.”
She didn’t know if he knew the circumstances of her leaving the Valley, but she was strangely glad to see a familiar face. He bought her a drink, then another one. She hadn’t eaten all day and ignored the light-headed feeling. The vodka fueled her confidence, helped her pretend to be carefree, as they swapped stories of newspaper life, keeping it light, fun.
It got later, and the band finished playing. They went for another drink, on to a late-night bar together for more vodka, and then she found herself back in his flat, alone with him. She had been talking all night and remembered getting upset, even crying a little about something. Had it been about Carrie and Matthew? The fight with Anna? All of that and more. He had taken her in his arms and given her a sympathetic hug, and that’s when the evening had changed. She was the one who’d changed it into a closer hug, a different sort of hug. She’d made it happen. Insisted on it. She wanted to kiss him, touch him in a way she’d never done with Matthew. She wanted to rid herself of memories of Matthew, to feel different, to behave in a way she’d never behaved. She wanted to cancel out any tears and vulnerability she’d shown him that evening, wanted to cover it over with sex, sweat, kissing, stroking, thrusts, arched backs, marking nails, and biting mouths.… 
When she awoke the next morning, wild and reckless Bett was long gone, leaving ashamed and hungover Bett lying there naked beside him. She lifted his arm from her waist, moved away, trying not to make any noise. “Don’t wake up. Please don’t wake up,” she prayed, edging out of the room, into the living room, gathering her clothes, bag, and jacket, dressing, then slipping out quickly. She didn’t leave a note. It was a big city. They never had to see each other again.
Back home she’d taken to her bed for the rest of the day. By nightfall she’d been desperate to talk to someone about it. Too shy to tell her flatmate, unable to ring her sisters, she’d called Lola and told her everything. As she sketched the story, moments kept coming back to her, making her nearly yelp aloud in embarrassment. Oh, God. Had she really cried in his arms? Another shudder as she remembered insisting on kissing him. Insisting on having sex with him. She’d felt it in her body all day, a warm kind of ache, between her legs, on her skin. Memories that would have been sensual, pleasant, if they hadn’t made her want to howl in shame.
Lola had been nonjudgmental. “Perhaps it was better that it was someone you knew, not a complete stranger. Did you use contraception?”
“Yes. Yes, we did.”
“Do you want to see him again?”
“Of course I don’t. How could I face him?” Then she’d started crying. “I’m unhappy, Lola. That’s not me. I don’t do things like that. I don’t know what’s happening to me.”
“Bett, it was a one-night stand, not a mass murder. Keep it in perspective. Do you want to come back home?”
“I can’t.”
“You can. You’d get used to seeing Carrie and Matthew together.”
“Lola, I don’t want to see Carrie and Matthew together. I don’t want everyone watching me to see how I react, people talking about me behind my back.”
“This is such a scandal people would be talking about it in front of your back, believe me. Darling, have you lost your sense of humor somewhere? Come on, it’s a broken romance. Millions of people have those every day.”
“But I never wanted to be like millions of other people. And I’m sick of making a mess of things.” The words started tumbling out of her. “I wanted to be fearless and do something wonderful and splendid and remarkable, and I haven’t and I don’t think I ever will. I’m scared all the time, Lola.”
“Scared of what?”
“Of being embarrassed. Of making a fool of myself.”
“You’ll have to be more specific. Everyone is scared of those things. You need to be clearer with me, darling.”
Bett only had to think for a moment. “I’m scared of loads of things. Of being on my own.” Of sex, whether she did it properly or not. But she didn’t want to tell Lola that. She thought of other things instead. “I’m scared of seeing my body in mirrors in changing rooms in clothes shops, and snooty shop assistants making fun of me.” She managed to laugh. “I’m scared of stupid things, too. Like eating oysters. Reverse parking. Airplanes. Mobile phones …”
“Is that all? I thought you were scared about serious things.”
“They’re serious to me.”
“But you can overcome all of them. You know the saying, Bett. You have to face your fears.”
“Where do I start? Make a list? Tick them off?”
“Leave it with me. For now, get into your pajamas, go to bed, and have an early night. Don’t have a drink. Be patient. And calm down.”
The first decree had arrived exactly three days later. Just a postcard, addressed to Bett, with one line in the center.
Eat an oyster.
That’s all it said. For a moment she thought it was a new marketing ploy, targeting people one by one. Then she recognized the handwriting. Lola’s. She phoned her. “What do you mean, eat an oyster?”
“You’re scared of them. So face them. Go and eat one. Then write to me—don’t phone me—and tell me how you got on.”
She did it. She hated it but she did it nevertheless. Her report to Lola was also sent on a postcard. I went to a seafood restaurant last night with my flatmate Yvonne. She ordered oysters, and I ate one. It was the most disgusting thing I have ever eaten, like swallowing a salty slug that has been lying in water in the sun and gone bad. It took three glasses of wine to get the taste out of my mouth.
The reply came by return post. Good, brave girl.
For the next four weeks the one-line postcards arrived like clockwork. Go to the theater on your own. Go out to dinner on your own. Each time, Bett took on the task, and wrote home to tell Lola exactly what had happened. A week later, another card would arrive. Good, brave girl, with another task set beside it.
Then a surprising one arrived.
Go and live overseas.
She phoned Lola immediately. “That’s a bit of a jump, isn’t it? From oysters to overseas?”
“I’ve been leading up to it. I’ve been pushing you to go for years. The money is burning a hole in my pocket.”
Lola had given each of the girls a return airfare to the place of their choice for their twenty-fifth birthday. Anna had gone to America for an acting course. Glenn had followed her out and proposed to her as they took a horse and carriage ride around Central Park. “Blech, so tacky,” Carrie had said. “Bet he had the carriage driver playing violin as well.” Carrie had headed off on a round-Asia trip, which then turned into a year away. But between study and work, Bett had never found time to leave Australia. “I can’t take it from you, Lola.”
“Don’t give me that nonsense. Your sisters took it gladly, and so should you. And I’ll throw in some spending money as well. Let’s call it the interest I’ve earned on the capital because you’ve taken so long to decide to take it.”
“You can’t afford it either, Lola.”
“Darling, you haven’t the faintest idea whether I am poorhouse material or a very rich old lady, and I’m not going to tell you. Just take it and run. I was going to leave you this money in my will. I might as well give it to you now, so I can see how you spend it.”
“I can’t.”
“Why not? Are you scared?”
Bett laughed. “Yes, I am actually.”
“Of what? The flight? Moving to a new country?”
“All of that.”
“You know the best way to deal with that.”
And so it had happened. Bett finally agreed to accept the fare, and two weeks after that conversation found herself in Dublin.
It had been hard at first. She’d brought herself to Ireland, not a new improved fearless model. The first month she stayed in a youth hostel in the center of Dublin. She’d been worried she would be the oldest person there and was surprised when no one cared what age she was. With an Irish passport courtesy of Lola, she set off looking for work in newspapers, before realizing that was the old her. She had imaginary conversations with Lola. “What do you like?” “Music. Writing.” “Can you combine the two?” She discovered she could, by getting a job behind the bar in one of Dublin’s many music venues and writing the occasional review of the gigs for music newspapers, websites, and magazines.
She found a flatshare on the North Circular Road, near the Phoenix Park, sharing a four-story redbrick terraced house with young Irish students, Nigerians, Asians, Romanians, their friendship confined to nods and hellos on the steep steps leading up to the red-painted front door. She walked to work through the fruit markets, dodging delivery trucks, stepping over cabbages, kiwi fruit, sometimes even mangoes squashed onto cobblestones.
She started living a strange upside-down life, working in the nighttime, sleeping in the daytime, seeing as many as ten live bands a week in the venue she worked in. She made friends with other bar staff, the sound engineers, the woman who took the money at the door. Just as the late nights started to lose their appeal, a chance conversation with Karl over the bar while one of his early signings played to an empty room led to a move to London and the job in his record company. It had been exciting, leaving one new city for another. She’d felt brave, adventurous, free.… 
But then she had started to miss things, too. Being free meant being unconnected, untethered. Which was fine when she was happy. But not when things were uncertain, when out of the blue she would find herself longing for conversations with Anna—and even with Carrie. She discovered a horoscope Web site, and read their signs each day, trying to guess what might be happening in their lives. Walking through a department store one afternoon she smelled a familiar perfume and was overwhelmed by a feeling of missing Anna. She asked for a sample. For the rest of the day Bett felt oddly comforted that Anna was nearby.
There’d been only one communication between them in the three years, when Lola told her about Ellen being attacked. Bett had been shocked by the news. That same night she sent Anna a card, brief, to the point, telling her how sad she was to hear about Ellen. She heard nothing back. After that, there hadn’t been another opportunity. Not until the excuse of the eightieth birthday party had arrived.
Images of Anna and Carrie came to mind now. Things weren’t as she’d expected with them. Anna wasn’t as snooty or as aloof as the imaginary Anna she had been carrying in her mind all these years. And Carrie wasn’t as smug or self-satisfied as she’d expected either. In fact, they both seemed … what? Bett wondered. Normal? Familiar? Even a little troubled?
The phone rang, making her jump. She ran out to the reception desk. “Valley View Motel. Can I help you?”
“What are you doing, darling?” It was Lola.
“Looking over the songs,” Bett improvised. “Where are you?”
“In my room. I could see you staring out the function room window, and I wondered if you needed any help.”
“No, I’m fine. I’m finished for today, I think. I know enough for the auditions tomorrow anyway.”
“Good girl. Come and talk to me, would you? And would you bring the outfit you’re going to wear to work tomorrow and let me have a look at it?”
Bett laughed. “Lola, that’s very sweet of you but it’s a part-time job, not my first day at school.”
“I know. But first impressions can count. You want to be feeling good when you go in there, meeting people you haven’t seen for a few years.”
“I saw Rebecca last week.”
“Indulge me, darling.”
Ten minutes later she was in Lola’s room, carrying what she’d chosen to wear to the newspaper office in the morning. It was a vintage skirt, dark-red silk, which she planned to wear with a simple white shirt. Her shoes were good. Italian leather, stylish but still very comfortable.
Lola put her head to one side and looked for a moment like a bright-eyed bird. “Just about exactly right, I think. You have learned something while you’ve been away. Earrings?”
Bett held up the pair she planned to wear. They were also dark red, made from old glass beads. She’d found them at a Dublin market stall.
“Very nice. More to the point, how do you feel in the whole outfit?”
“Good, I think.”
“That’s more important. And remember you are Bett who is thirty-two, who has been living in Dublin and London, who has eaten an oyster and gone to the theater on her own, among many other brave things. Remember all that tomorrow.”
Bett smiled. “Why? Is someone planning on springing This Is Your Life on me?”
“I just want you to feel good about yourself, no matter what happens, no matter who you meet.”
Bett softened. Lola knew there would be people at the office from three years ago when the whole business with Carrie and Matthew had blown up. “Why do you do it, Lola?”
“Do what?”
“Put up with us. All of us. How can you be bothered?”
“Because I love you. And because I love making you do as I tell you. So you’ll keep the chin up tomorrow, no matter what? Promise me?”
“I promise you.”
Lola gave a contented sigh and lay back on her bed. “I never thought I’d say it but one of the bonuses of being an elderly decrepit old bag of bones like I am is that no one pays any attention to the way you look. You’re just some old woman, not some thin woman or fat woman or ugly woman or beautiful woman. You’re just old.”
“And does that bother you?” Bett asked as she returned her skirt to the hanger. “Do you miss things about being young?”
“Of course, but I can’t change it. I am old. On my last legs, probably, the clock ticking away as we speak.”
“Stop that, you old ghoul.” Bett sat down beside Lola on the bed. It was always a treat to have her to herself. “Do you ever think about it, though, Lola? Are you scared of dying?”
“Why? Are you about to try to kill me?”
“No, not tonight. I like you tonight. But do you think about it?”
“Of course I do. Most people do. That’s why you have to try to fill up each day as much as you can, in case it’s your last day.”
“But if you truly lived life like that, you’d never go to work, would you? Or wash dishes. Or sweep floors. Because you wouldn’t want to spend your last day on earth doing boring things like that.”
“Exactly. Which is why I don’t let a day go past without having a gin and tonic. No point rationing it out, in case the day I choose not to have one is the day I die. And think how much work I’ll save the embalmer, from all the gin I’ve consumed over the years. I’m sure I’m half embalmed as it is.”
“You are getting more appalling every year.”
Lola gave a happy smile. “Yes, I know.”
Bett picked up Lola’s left hand and started moving her wedding ring around, the way she had done since she was a little girl and she and Lola were talking like this. She knew every twist of gold. “Do you still miss Edward, Lola?”
“He’s been gone sixty years, Bett. You get used to anything after that length of time.”
“What was he like? What were the two of you like together?”
“Why are you interested so suddenly?”
Bett put down Lola’s hand and smoothed the bedcover, idly noting a tiny cigarette burn on one corner. Guests always did ignore the sign about no smoking in bed. “I was thinking about it last night. That we have been coming to you for years with every detail about every little aspect of our lives, moaning and groaning, and maybe it’s your turn to talk, and ours to listen. I was thinking about your slide show, those photos you had of Ireland and the early days. I want you to know that if you feel like reminiscing about those days, about Edward, what it was like when you and Dad started running the guesthouses and all of that, or if there is anything else you want to talk about, I’m here, okay?”
Lola burst out laughing. She reached up to touch the curly head beside her. “Darling, thank you very much. If anything comes up I’ll be sure to call you.”
“I mean it, Lola.”
“And I do, too.”
In the kitchen of her house, Carrie glanced up at the clock. Nearly ten o’clock. He should be here any moment. She checked her appearance again, smoothed down her dress, straightened the knives and forks on the table. She was nervous, she realized. Of her own husband.
Of her estranged husband, to be accurate.
She went out onto the veranda. The paddocks all around the house were dark for as far as she could see. In the daytime she liked the peace and quiet. In the nighttime, without Matthew, it gave her the creeps. She jumped at the sound of a bird in the gum trees behind the house, then jumped again at a rustle in the agapanthus lining the driveway. It was a hot evening, but she still shivered.
She longed for a return of the days when the very sight of the house would give her a lift. She and Matthew had spent months searching for their ideal home. They had agreed on everything—they wanted an old-style, stone house, with a full return veranda, preferably with open fireplaces for those cold Clare winter nights. They wanted just a small block of land, perhaps an acre or two. Ideally, they would find a house that already had the major renovations done—all the plumbing and rewiring. And they wanted at least three bedrooms.
“Four,” she’d said.
“You want three children?” he’d laughed.
“At least,” she’d said airily. “And as soon as possible.”
“Not too soon.”
She should have picked up the hints then, shouldn’t she? But no, she’d chosen to ignore him, to go on making plans, picking out nursery colors, before they even had a nursery, let alone a baby.… 
They’d found this house by accident. One weekend Matthew had collected her from the motel after work, and for a change they’d gone for a drive rather than heading back to the small unit they were renting. They’d taken one of the dirt roads just to the south of the town, winding up between the vineyards. And there it had been. A hand-painted FOR SALE sign at the end of a track leading up to an old stone house. They’d driven straight up and found the owners inside—a pair of middle-aged hippies, there was no other way to describe them. They’d been living in the Valley for the past two years but had decided to head north to the tropical heat and rainforests of Queensland. They hadn’t listed the house with any real estate agents, preferring to let the buyer find them, they’d earnestly explained. Matthew and Carrie had been squeezing each other’s hands underneath the table. The house had almost everything they had been looking for—the original stone work, the veranda, the slate floors. It had been rewired, and the plumbing was in reasonable condition. The main problem had been the colors the walls had been painted, tangerine and purple, swirls of this and that. “I think they studied at the Marijuana School of Interior Decoration,” Matthew had whispered as they toured around. But it hadn’t put them off. They’d made an offer the next day. Two months later they’d moved in.
Carrie forced herself to stay outside now, leaning against the veranda post she’d painted herself, waiting for the sound of his car. He’d been surprised at her call that afternoon, she knew that. No wonder, considering what she had shouted at him last time they had spoken, several weeks ago now. “It’s over, Matthew. We’re finished. Can’t you see that?”
He’d sounded wary on the phone. Exhausted. But he’d agreed to make the long drive from the station he was working at, to hear what it was she had to say. That counted for something, surely.
The problem was she didn’t really know what she wanted to say to him. She jumped as a flicker of light was reflected against the pale bark of the gum trees. Car headlights. Matthew? Her heart started beating faster as the car came closer.… 
Three hours later the peace of the farmhouse was broken by the sound of a long, shuddering snore from the other side of the double bed.
“Shut up, Matthew,” Carrie said crossly into the darkness. She gave him a sharp pinch, which caused a moment’s break in his loud snoring, before he settled back into it again. She sat up looking at him. Well, that had gone really well. It had been after midnight by the time he’d finally arrived. She’d worn a track in the veranda from her pacing, had nearly leaped out of her skin each time car headlights appeared down the road. By the time he had rung to say he’d had serious engine trouble and been stuck on the side of the road trying to fix it for the past two hours, she’d been beside herself with worry. She’d also been a little drunk from the red wine she’d been sipping out of nervousness. When he’d finally arrived, she’d wanted to fly at him in anger and frustration, but the thought of Anna and Bett laughing at her and her broken marriage had kept her voice low and sweet. She greeted him, offered him a beer.
She had led the way into their living room, smiling as he took a chair—not his usual chair, she noticed—offering him a sandwich, some cheese. It was too late for the dinner she’d prepared. He’d shaken his head, watching her closely, as nervous of her as she was of him, she realized.
“So how was work today?” she asked cheerily, even though the sight of him—dirty, exhausted, his clothes covered in dust—supplied her with the answer.
He ran his fingers through his hair. She knew the gesture well. It meant he was tired, and it also meant he was feeling impatient. “Can we cut to the chase here, Carrie? What did you want to talk about?”
He was angry, too. And she supposed he had every right to be. She’d kicked him out of the house after all. Hung up on him each time he’d called. Returned his letters unopened and unanswered. She felt a dart of shame that, yes, perhaps he had some right to be cross with her. So what did she want to talk to him about? She didn’t know anymore. “Us, I suppose.”
“What else have you got to say? I thought you’d made yourself pretty clear.”
She took some heart from the fact he had at least come tonight, long drive, long day and all. She decided to tell him the truth. “It’s about Bett.”
He ran his fingers through his hair again.
“She’s staying on in the Valley. She’s taken a job at the local paper again.” She debated whether to tell him about Lola’s musical, then decided against it. This was about Bett, not Lola.
“Has she? Good for her.”
“So how does it make you feel?”
“About her job? Carrie, it’s got nothing to do with me. It’s up to Bett where she wants to work.”
“I don’t mean about her job. I mean how do you feel about Bett being close by again.”
She saw a flash of something—temper?—canceling out the exhaustion in his eyes. “Carrie, I feel what I felt when you asked me about Bett three weeks ago. Six months ago. A year ago. I can’t keep telling you.”
“I don’t believe you.”
He raised his voice at her then. “Because you don’t want to believe me. And I can’t do anything about that. Jesus, Carrie, it’s like banging my head against a brick wall, and I’m sick of it—” He stopped there. “Listen, can I have a shower, have a coffee maybe? Can we talk about it after that?”
She turned her back, shrugged. She saw in the reflection in the window that he stood and looked at her for a few moments, before he went to the bathroom. She took her drink out onto the veranda, waited for him to join her, calming herself, preparing the words again, hoping to make herself understood this time. Twenty minutes later she was still waiting.
She had walked into their bedroom and found him asleep on top of the bed, half undressed. He’d been so exhausted it seemed he hadn’t even gotten to the shower, simply lain down on their bed and fallen asleep. And he was still asleep. No amount of clanging saucepans or poking had stirred him. She had felt a ripple of guilt looking down at him, at the boyish face asleep on the pillow, the light brown hair tousled, dirty.
Staring at him in the bed beside her now, she was reminded of earlier days, in the first year of their marriage, when he’d arrive home from similar busy, dirty days working out on farms and stations. She’d greet him at the door with a kiss, putting her finger on his mouth to stop him talking, leading him into the bathroom where she’d slowly undress him, and then herself, moving him into the shower, still silent, now kissing him on the lips, on the shoulder, on the brown skin of his arms, on his flat brown belly, lower down until he would be groaning against the side of the shower. And after that it would be into the bedroom, where he would return the favor, no longer tired, stroking and caressing her, until she could hardly bear it and would pull him down into her. The memory stirred her now, and she moved in closer to him.
“Matthew?”
She touched his back through his T-shirt. No response. She ran her hand down his side, and he flinched. She waited, tried again, moving lower toward his crotch. He muttered something, moved away, lying on his front, out of reach.
“Forget it, then,” she said loudly, crossly. When had this happened? The two of them who had barely been able to keep their hands off each other since the first night they met. She thumped the pillow in frustration. How had she made such a mess of things?
She fought back tears, fanning angry feelings instead. If it hadn’t been for Lola, the way she had started talking incessantly about how much she missed the three of them, how she had dreamed about the Alphabet Sisters again, she’d never have been in this position. Lola had never said it, but Carrie knew what was beneath it all—it was all Carrie’s fault, for stealing Matthew from Bett. If she had never done that, they would all be living happily ever after, wouldn’t they? She hadn’t been able to get the guilty feelings out of her mind, at the same time that Matthew’s work started taking him away for stretches at a time. When he was home, they seemed to fight. And not just about having a baby anymore, either. They’d found plenty of other subject matter instead. Finally, in a fit of temper two months earlier, she had said they needed a trial separation.
He’d been shocked. “Why?”
“Because it’s not right. We shouldn’t have got together. You should have stayed with Bett.”
“Carrie, we’ve been through this. I fell in love with you. It would have been wrong for me to stay with her.”
“Maybe it wouldn’t have. Maybe that’s what you should have done. It was a test of your love for Bett.”
“What?”
“You know, like a temptation. And you failed. And now we’re both being punished.”
“What are you talking about? Have you had religious cranks staying at the motel?”
She couldn’t explain it any better. And then he’d gotten angry, and they had rowed about all sorts of other things, until they had both been glad when he had stormed out and she had told him not to come back.
At the back of her mind were Bett and Anna’s voices. “We told you so.” She couldn’t bear it. What a horrible, awful, unfair mess, she thought, curling tighter into a ball on the very edge of the bed.
Beside her Matthew gave another loud snore. It was all she could do not to smother him with her pillow.
In her room at the motel, Anna was lying on her bed, with Ellen tucked in beside her fast asleep. Anna’s eyes were wide open as she stared into space. Her skin felt clammy, her stomach was churning, she felt exhausted but unable to sleep. She was in the country, the fresh air—wasn’t she supposed to feel better? Truth was, she’d never felt so tired or so awful in her life.
She’d had another fight with Glenn on the phone that evening. More guilt, more blaming, more heated words, all in hushed tones so that Ellen, in the bath, couldn’t hear. She’d come out wrapped in a towel, and asked, “Is that Daddy?” At Anna’s nod, she’d reached for the phone and settled herself on the bed, chattering away to him, all the solemn little phrases tumbling out of her. “Is work busy?” “Is Singapore hot like here?” “Will you bring me a present when you come home?” As if things were perfectly normal with them all. And then the worst of it. “Will you say hello to Julie for me, too?” Anna had nearly been sick. Ellen was friendly enough with her father’s lover to send her messages.
When Ellen had handed back the phone, Anna had barely been able to speak to him, only keeping her voice civil because she knew Ellen was listening to every word. Afterward, she’d wanted to throw the mobile across the room, hoping to see it smash, the parts fly into all corners. On the verge of doing that, in sight of Ellen or not, it had started ringing again. Not Glenn this time, but her booking agent, Roz. She apologized for ringing so late, but explained that a big job had come up from one of her past clients. Was Anna available?
“They’ve specifically asked for you. It’s a good gig, Anna. You could do it in your sleep.” It was the voice-over for three separate teenage sex-education videos, as well as a series of radio ads directed at parents and teachers. If the response was good, there could even be follow-up commercials. “Top rates, too. For a few days’ work, maximum. Can you do it?”
Anna had massaged her temple with her spare hand. She’d promised Ellen they would have a long break together. God knows they both needed it. But this job would pay well. Which would mean she wouldn’t need to take Glenn’s money, for a little while at least. The thought made her feel good. “Of course I can,” she’d said.
Ellen murmured in her sleep. Anna pressed a kiss on her head. Lola’s ban on any talk of Matthew came to mind. Was that the key to life? Simply ignoring any difficult subject? Should she have ignored the fact that Glenn had become bored with her? Just kept on smiling, attending social functions with him, perhaps taken a lover or two of her own? Ignored the calls from Julie, the intimacy in her phone conversations with Glenn proof that their relationship had changed from colleagues to lovers? Just kept smiling, smiling, smiling? Until her face hurt and her body ached with the tension?
She’d managed to avoid the subject here beautifully so far. She had skillfully answered her parents’ few questions about him, deftly explaining his absences from these home visits, murmuring something about work pressures and promotions and overseas trips. There was no risk of Carrie and Bett asking after him—they’d made their feelings about Glenn clear three years ago. She’d felt Lola’s eyes on her, as ever, waiting for the questions, but so far, nothing.
Not that she would answer them anyway. “Yes, Lola, Bett and Carrie were right that night. I did make a very bad decision years ago, and I’ve lived with it ever since. I did ignore all my own instincts, went ahead with a marriage to someone who I knew only cared about my face and my body, not my heart, definitely not my mind or soul.”
But how did she fix the unfixable? Did she go to Bett and Carrie and admit that they had been right? That the terrible things they had shouted at her, the night of their big fight, had actually turned out to be true? That her marriage was over, that she was exactly what they accused her of becoming—cold, fake, self-obsessed? Would they say it had served her right, that she had made her bed when she married Glenn for his money, his social standing, his contacts?
In her arms, Ellen gave a little wriggle. Anna held her tighter and shut her eyes, tired of thinking, willing sleep to come to her, too.
Matthew was gone by the time Carrie woke up the next morning. She looked for a note, an apology. Nothing.
“That’s why!” she shouted out the door, to no one but the birds in the paddocks opposite. “You don’t talk to me; you don’t tell me anything anymore. It’s no wonder it’s ruined.” She burst into tears and ran back into their bedroom, grabbing the pillow he had slept on and sobbing until it was wet under her cheek.



Chapter Ten
Bett tried out her new swivel chair again, giving it a little spin and ending up facing Rebecca’s office across the corridor. A stack of newspapers lay on the desk beside her. She’d already skimmed through them, enjoying every article, getting up-to-date with the ins and outs of Clare Valley life. There were stories about water shortages next to photos of largest-ever pumpkins, schoolchildren’s charity efforts alongside politicians handshaking.
She’d had a long meeting with Rebecca that morning. Apart from writing general news and feature stories, Rebecca wanted her to write the editorial for a new project, a twelve-page supplement on the Valley’s tourist attractions, sponsored by the tourism commission. “They’ve asked for lots of color, all the sights and smells and tastes, so I want you and the photographer to actually try everything out, so you can write it from the visitor’s perspective.”
“You want me to do it? The new girl?” It was a dream assignment.
Rebecca laughed. “Yes, I know. I’d rather be doing it myself. Let me tell you, being editor’s not all it’s cracked up to be.”
Bett had returned to her desk, feeling buoyed and enthusiastic about a writing project for the first time in months. She started drawing up a list of subjects: the wine-tasting tours, the gourmet cooking course in one of the Clare Valley’s grand country homes, the overnight sleeping under the stars experience at the Valley’s oldest sheep station, the guided historical walk along the path of the old railway line.… This was more like it, she thought. She wrote the lead sentence of an article in her head, as she often did for practice. Bett Quinlan, thirty-two, announced today that she was very happy to be back working for a real newspaper.
She had picked up the phone to dial one of the tour operators when a voice behind her made her jump. “Bett Quinlan, as I live and breathe.” It was Neil, the gray-haired sports reporter who’d been with the paper since it started. “It’s great to see you. Welcome back on board.”
She stood and hugged him. “Great to see you, too, Neil.” It had been good to see lots of her old colleagues. They’d asked after London, after her family, normal things. No one had mentioned Matthew yet.
“I’ve been hearing all about your grandmother’s musical. Don’t suppose you’ve got a part for an old fellow like me?” He burst into the first line of “The Sound of Music.”
“Auditions are on tomorrow night. Why don’t you come along?”
“You know, I just might. I wouldn’t mind treading the boards one more time.” He gave a quick little soft-shoe shuffle before he walked away.
Rebecca came out of her office. “I’m thinking about coming along myself.”
“You’re kidding. Do you want to be in it?”
“Of course not. But I wouldn’t want to miss the chance of seeing some of the locals auditioning. Much better than watching those reality shows on telly. Now then, Hildie’s just come in, the photographer you’ll be doing the tourism supplement with.” She poked her head into one of the side rooms and called out. “Hildie, are you around? Come and meet our new reporter.” Then she lowered her voice. “You might remember him, actually. It was before my time in the Valley, but he used to work here before he went to Melbourne for a few years. I snapped him up when he came back last year.” She smiled over Bett’s head at the new arrival.
“Bett Quinlan, all the way from London, I’d like you to meet Daniel Hilder.”
Bett turned and felt the color run from her face. Her one-night stand had just walked into the room.
In the gym at the country club, Anna looked up at the clock. She’d been on the treadmill for only ten minutes, and she was already breathless, feeling out of shape after just a few days away from exercise. She could almost hear her personal trainer’s voice. “A little every day keeps age and fat away.” Too bad. She could do nothing about her age, and it wasn’t as if she needed to lose weight at the moment. If anything, she needed to put some on. Irony of ironies—now the pressure was off, now that Glenn was gone and she could put on some weight if she wanted, she wasn’t hungry. She could let herself go completely if she wanted. It wasn’t as if there was another man on the sidelines dying to see her naked body.
“Hello, Anna.”
She turned. It was Richard Lawrence, dressed in shorts and a T-shirt, a towel over his shoulder. It was the first time she’d seen him since the morning after Lola’s party. He certainly looked much fresher today. Taller than she remembered. Still wearing his glasses. His hair was cropped very short. He looked quite like an athlete, she thought. Like a marathon runner, in fact. Lean and spare.
“Richard, how are you?” She coolly reached forward and turned off the treadmill, gradually adjusting her steps as the belt slowed. She’d always taken care stepping off this kind of equipment, especially since Bett had rung her in Sydney some years before and recounted her humiliating first and last visit to this gym. She had mistimed stepping off the treadmill and been catapulted backward onto the rowing machine, landing on another woman and pushing her onto the floor as well. It was one of Anna’s favorite Bett stories. She had nearly cried laughing while Bett was telling her.
Richard smiled. “I’m well, thank you. I didn’t realize you liked to work out here, too.”
“Occasionally. But I’m not in the mood this morning. I think I’ll try the natural-air approach and walk back to the motel instead.”
“Do you mind if I join you? I’ve been hoping to have the chance to talk to you again.”
She stood in front of him, a towel in her hands. Years ago she had decided to get it out into the open when men made approaches to her like this. “Really, Richard, you’re being very forward. Are you trying to pick me up?”
“I don’t know yet,” he said calmly. “You’re certainly very beautiful, and I like that spark in your eye, but I like to be able to have a conversation with my lovers, not just look at them. So it’s probably too early to tell.”
To both their surprise, she burst out laughing. “That is the best answer I have ever heard. What about your workout?”
He grinned. “We could walk the long way back, couldn’t we?”
Out at her house, Carrie was feeling sick. A book lay on the wooden boards beside her. She’d come home from the motel for a quick break after lunch, hoping for a message from Matthew, an e-mail, perhaps even a letter. She’d found nothing. Pacing the house, feeling restless, she’d tried the TV, then the radio, before crouching in front of the bookshelf in the hall. It was filled mostly with magazines and textbooks. Neither of them was a great reader. She’d come across one of Matthew’s few books, a collection of English vet stories. As she flicked through it, his bookmark had fallen out.
It was an old photograph of Matthew and Bett together, arm in arm.
At six o’clock, Bett came running up the path to the motel and practically burst into Lola’s room. “You knew he was working there, didn’t you? That’s why you said all those things about me looking as good as I could. I thought you meant the other stuff, but you meant Daniel Hilder, didn’t you?”
“Hello, darling. Did you have a good day at work?”
“Lola, I mean it. Why didn’t you warn me?”
“What was I going to say? ‘Best of luck at work tomorrow, and by the way that man you had the one-night stand with in Melbourne three years ago is working there now so you might want to make sure you’ve got your lipstick on straight.’ Really, Bett, wasn’t it better to be surprised? Think of how much you would have been worrying last night if you’d known he’d be there this morning.”
“But have you any idea how embarrassing it was? As if it’s not bad enough knowing people are talking about me and Carrie and Matthew. Why don’t we just put me on the back of a truck and drive up and down the main street, letting people laugh at me for all the mistakes I’ve made in my life?”
“That’s a great idea. I wish I’d thought of it. We could get sponsors, perhaps?”
“It’s not funny, Lola.”
“Did Daniel laugh at you?”
“No.”
“Did he call all your colleagues over and tell them what happened between the two of you?”
“No.”
“Perhaps he didn’t remember it himself.”
“Of course he remembered it. You don’t forget a night like that, do you? Or perhaps he has forgotten it? Oh God, that’s even worse.”
“The poor man can’t win,” Lola said, laughing. “You’d be furious with him if he did say something about it and furious with him if he’d forgotten it. He’s very nice, you know. And you told me the sex was quite something, once you stopped all the crying and talking and got on with it.”
“Did I really tell you that?” She realized that, yes, she probably had. The state she had been in at that stage she was practically stopping complete strangers and telling them intimate details about her life.
“I just can’t bear it,” she wailed, as she relived the brief and stilted conversation she’d had with Daniel that morning, with Rebecca standing between them chatting away unawares. “I knew I shouldn’t have come back here, Lola. Anna and Carrie and I are on eggshells with each other. Mum and Dad are still in their own little world. I’d have been better off staying in London.” She was shocked at the feel of a hand across her cheek. “Did you just slap me?”
“It wasn’t a slap, it was a flick of my fingers. Quite a different thing. I was scared you were about to become hysterical, and I didn’t have a bucket of water handy.”
Bett stood open-mouthed.
Lola took Bett’s face between both hands and looked her right in the eyes. “Bett, face him. Face every single thing life throws at you. Daniel was kind to you that night, wasn’t he? And everything you told him was the truth? Perhaps it was a good thing for him, too, a crash course in understanding women. Perhaps he’s been kinder to his own wife or girlfriend because of some of the things you said to him.”
“Wife? Is he married now?”
“No, although there was a serious girlfriend in Melbourne, from what I could drag out of him the other day when I remembered who he was. A live-in girlfriend, that’s the phrase, I believe. Horrible term, makes me think of velvet-covered sofas for some reason.”
“Was he living with her when I slept with him? Oh no, that’s even worse.”
“I don’t think so. He’d been with her for only a year or two, I think.” Lola laughed. “Bett, don’t look so horrified. You didn’t get pregnant, did you? Catch anything from him? He didn’t have lice? Scabies? AIDS? Don’t look so surprised. I watch TV soaps, remember. I know every disease going.” She looked at her watch. “Darling, the auditions will be starting soon. Do you want to stand in front of a gathering of people in a state like this? And no, you can’t get under the bed, so stop looking over there. Go for a walk. Think about things and remember how lucky you are.”
“Lucky? That my most embarrassing moment has come back to haunt me?”
“That’s not your most embarrassing moment. You told me your most embarrassing moment was last year when you walked around the center of London for an afternoon without realizing you had your dress tucked in your knickers.”
Bett howled. “Apart from that.”
“See, you’ve had more embarrassing moments than you realize. There’s no need to carry on as if this is the one that will tip you over the edge.”
“Can’t you be kind to me?”
“I am being kind. Cruel to be kind. Bett, go for a walk. Be glad of your good strong legs and stop worrying about tiny things that don’t matter. Do you know, I’ve just remembered another one. That time you made the speech at school and called the guest of honor by the wrong name the whole way through—”
“No more, Lola, or I swear I’ll—”
“You’ll do what? Elizabeth Quinlan, are you threatening your feeble eighty-year-old grandmother? Get out now or I’ll call the police.”
An hour later, Lola was in a new outfit and full makeup, sitting behind a small table at the function room door, greeting people effusively as they came in. Ellen was sitting beside her, politely handing out registration forms to each person.
“Sandra, marvelous to see you.” Lola beamed. “And which of your daughters is this? And what will you be singing, dear? Celine Dion? Oh, one of my favorites. Here, fill out this form, would you? We’ll get started as soon as we can.”
Anna, Bett, and Carrie stood at the other end of the room, watching the people stream in and sit down on the chairs lining the walls.
“I can’t believe the turnout,” Anna said. “I thought we’d be searching for people to audition.”
Bett had a flicker of nerves. “Do you actually know how to run one of these things?”
“Of course I do. I’ve been to a million of them. We’ll do the warm-up songs, then get everyone to sing a verse and chorus of their chosen song, ask them to stop midway through if we think they’re terrible, or hear them to the end if they’re okay. Then if we want them, we call their agents and make an offer.”
Bett’s lip twitched. She noticed Carrie was trying not to smile, too. “I don’t think Len the butcher or Mrs. Gill from the primary school are going to have agents.”
“You know what I mean. We need to run it professionally, set the standard from the start. It’s going to be hard enough to pull this off in a few weeks as it is, starting from scratch, without any professional actors or musicians or performers, apart from me.” There was a tiny pause. “And you two, of course.”
“A lot of the people here have got experience,” Carrie said briskly. “I think you’ll be surprised, Anna.”
“I hope I am.”
“Hello, Carrie.”
Carrie turned. It was Kaylene, one of Len’s daughters. She worked in one of the Valley hairdressers, although Carrie didn’t go to her anymore, since she’d learned what a gossip she was. Carrie smiled a welcome nevertheless. The more the merrier tonight. “Hi, Kaylene. You know Anna? And Bett?”
Kaylene nodded at the other two. “God, I didn’t ever think I’d see you Quinlans standing in the same room. I heard you had a ferocious row over Matthew.”
“Did you?” Anna said coolly. The three of them were standing close to one another and without realizing it inched even closer.
“Mmm. Someone said you hadn’t spoken in three years.”
Anna, in the middle, put one arm around Bett and the other around Carrie. “Then it seems that someone was wrong, Kylie.”
“Kaylene.”
“Sorry, Kaylene. We wouldn’t let a silly thing like a row about a man upset us, would we, Bett, Carrie?” Behind their backs, she was pinching them both hard.
“Of course not.”
“No.”
“If anything, it’s brought us even closer together,” Anna added.
There was no need to lay it on too thick, Bett thought. She didn’t dare look at Carrie.
Kaylene seemed disappointed.
“And you’ve come to audition, Kaylene, have you?” Anna asked nicely.
Kaylene colored. “I thought I’d give it a try. I like dancing, and my mother says I’m a good singer.”
Bett took pity on her. “Thanks for coming, Kaylene. Take a seat, won’t you, and we’ll get started as soon as we can.”
As she moved away Anna grinned. “Good thing she left when she did. I was about to tell her I’d slept with Matthew, too.”
“Anna!” Carrie and Bett were genuinely shocked.
Anna’s eyes were full of mischief. “Only joking.”
Turning back to the piano, fighting a smile, Bett didn’t see Daniel Hilder come into the room behind her. Or see Lola greet him with a kiss on the cheek. Or see him take a seat at the back, out of her line of vision.
Twenty minutes later the room was filled to capacity. The plan was for Lola to welcome everyone, briefly sketch the musical, then pass it over to Anna, who would run the auditions. “It’s your baby, now,” Lola had told them that afternoon. “I’ve done my bit. I want to enjoy it all at the end, when all the hard work has been done.”
“You’re not going to sit in on every rehearsal, making comments?” Anna asked.
“Me, make comments? What do you take me for? No, I’m leaving it all to you and spending the time with Ellen instead.”
Lola hadn’t been surprised when Ellen had said she didn’t want to be in the musical. She’d already noticed how self-conscious the little girl was. “Excellent news, Ellen,” she’d said cheerfully. “That means you and I can keep each other company while the others get on with the hard work.”
Lola made her way to the front of the room now. Bett enjoyed some of the group’s reactions as they took in her outfit—the blue silk shirt, so shiny it could have been a Barry White castoff, the flared trousers, the crocheted vest in enough colors to rival Joseph’s technicolored coat. Lola waited dramatically for the chatter to stop, then gave a little bow. “Thank you all for coming. It’s the most wonderful turnout. You may have heard this is my life’s work, something I have been planning for nearly ten years—”
Two months, Bett corrected.
“And I am thrilled that so many of you are here tonight to audition, or to at least be entertained by the others’ auditions while planning on sneaking off yourselves before we call you up. Hello there, Rebecca. Yes, I can see you edging out the back there.” There was a ripple of laughter. “Let me set the scene—Many Happy Returns is based on the true story of the American war hero General Douglas MacArthur, and his historic visit to the tiny town of Terowie in 1942, in the middle of World War II. My story begins …”
Bett gazed around the room as Lola gave a précis of the story line. There were several people she remembered from her newspaper days, but many she didn’t know. A late arrival coming in the door caught her eye. Richard Lawrence. She wasn’t surprised to see him. He’d been curious about the whole musical since Lola’s party. She brought her attention back to Lola’s speech.
“So you’ll see it’s the age-old story of family against family, young love thwarted, a town pulling together against the odds, the tyranny and ferociousness of war, all to a sound track of lots of marvelous old songs from my favorite—sorry, everyone’s favorite—musicals.” There was a burst of applause, then Lola held up her hand again. “So now, over to my granddaughter Anna.”
Anna moved forward, all glamour and poise. “Good evening, everyone, and thanks for coming. We’ll have a warm-up or two, and then we’ll hear you do your individual pieces.”
At the piano, Bett watched as Lola made a poor attempt to slip unnoticed out of the room with Ellen. At Anna’s nod, she played the intro, then moved smoothly into the first song, “Do-Re-Mi” from The Sound of Music. There were only a few voices to begin with, but as she kept playing, more people joined in. By the end of the third verse everyone was singing, even if not all of them were in tune. Bett ignored what looked like Anna wincing, and moved into the second warm-up song, “Boogie Woogie Bugle Boy.” Things got a little livelier.
Anna stood up hurriedly at the end of the second verse, stopping them there. “Terrific, we’re off to a good start. Now, then, time for the solo spots.”
“There’s not hidden cameras here or anything, is there?” Bett overheard one man ask another. “This is getting a bit too much like that Popstars program for my liking.”
“Just sing any old way. Think of the free beer afterward.”
Bett grinned. It had been Carrie’s idea to add the offer of free drinks to the advertisements. “Otherwise we won’t get any men at all, and we need them for the villagers, and the soldiers, not to mention General MacArthur.”
At the desk, Anna picked out a registration form at random. “Right, then. We’ll start with Louise singing ‘Bohemian Rhapsody.’ When you’re ready, Louise.”
In room seven, Lola was sitting on the side of Ellen’s bed, telling stories about the girls’ childhood. “I called it my Collection of Cries, Ellen. I had a whole row of jars and as soon as I’d hear your mother cry, or Bett, or Carrie, I’d sneak up behind them and capture their cries in the jar, then quickly put the lid on. It was marvelous. They’d stop crying immediately.”
Ellen was giggling. “And have you still got all the jars?”
Lola sadly shook her head. “No. Unfortunately three bold little girls opened all the lids one afternoon. You’ve never heard such a racket. Five years’ worth of tears and tantrums released in a moment. It took me some quick talking to convince the police nothing terrible had happened. As for the poor motel guests—they didn’t know what had hit them.”
Ellen moved farther down in her bed. “Can you tell me another story?”
“I will, of course. But not tonight. It’s past all good great-granddaughters’ bedtimes.”
“But wait, Lola. I’ve got another question.”
Lola waited. She was well used to these delaying tactics. Anna had been exactly the same as a child. “One more question, then.”
“Why have you got a funny voice?”
“What do you mean a funny voice?”
“You talk differently to other people. You talk like this: ‘It’s past all good great-granddaughters’ bedtimes.’ ”
Lola laughed out loud. Ellen had just perfectly mimicked her Irish accent. She was definitely Anna’s daughter. “That, my love, is called an Irish accent, not a funny voice.”
“I like it.”
“Good. I’ll keep it, then.” She kissed Ellen’s forehead. “Night night, sweetheart. Sleep well. And I’m three doors down if there’s anything you need, okay? And Mummy will be here soon, too, just as soon as she’s finished the auditions.”
“Night night, Lola.” Ellen’s voice was barely audible. Lola waited at the door for a few minutes until she was sure the little girl was content. After a minute she heard the sound of regular breathing and let herself out. Dear little thing.
Letting herself back into her own room, Lola suddenly felt exhausted. She’d have liked to sit and watch every moment of the auditions. She’d have liked to sit in on every production meeting, too. Painted the sets, helped Bett work out the music, sew the costumes, even. But she didn’t have the energy for it anymore. The spirit was more than willing, but the flesh was getting weaker all the time. Oh, yes, she was in better nick than most eighty-year-olds, there was no doubt about it, but it was all downhill from here, and she didn’t like it one bit.
She opened the bar fridge and mixed herself a gin and tonic. She’d have a little read, a little think, a little drink, and then a good night’s sleep. She was longing for her bed, in fact. They didn’t warn you of that in the growing-old books, did they? That some days all you would ever want to do is sleep, just like a baby. It was true, the older you became, the more your life went backward, your hair thinning, your teeth falling out, your bladder getting a life of its own. What would be next to go? Her marbles?
She sat upright in her chair. No, she was damned if that was how she was going to go. She’d made it this far; she was going to keep at it. As soon as she started lolling about, getting lazy, giving in, it would all collapse around her. She hadn’t let it happen when she was young, and she wouldn’t now.
She deliberately moved to the hard chair, and sat there, more awake, remembering Bett asking her if she missed being young. She’d thought about it since and decided she missed one very simple thing. Running. She missed being able to run, wished, just one more time, that she could run like she used to run as a child in Ireland, across the fields behind the house, through the soft rain or on the mild summer days, with the grass and the chestnut trees lush with new growth all around her, feeling the ground beneath her feet, muddy at times, and the long grass against her bare legs. Her favorite route had been from the front door of the big house, down the drive to the oak tree outside the main gate. She’d touch it once, twice, three times for luck, then run back as fast as she could.
She took a sip of gin and moved to turn on the TV, then changed her mind, preferring her own thoughts. She’d been remembering a lot from her childhood recently, ever since she had gone through the few photos she had, picking them out so Frank from the electrical shop could turn them into slides for her. He’d dropped the originals back that afternoon, and come in for a chat, full of questions. He was off to Ireland himself for a holiday in a few months and was keen to hear tips, asking did she want anything brought back or did she want him to call at her old house and take photos?
She’d patted him on the hand. “Kind Frank, thank you but no. Bett did that for me when she was there a few years ago.” Not that Lola had ever looked closely at the photos Bett sent back that time. Well, there’d been no need to, had there? It wasn’t as if they had meant anything to her. All the same, she’d sent Bett a note, thanking her for going to all the trouble of traveling there, talking to locals, taking the photos. And then she had never raised the subject again. She’d had more than the occasional twinge of guilt. Wanting to tell someone the truth. But too much time had gone past by now for it to matter anymore, surely.
She took another sip of her drink and turned to her crossword. She’d finish the last few clues, then go to bed. As she reached for her pen and reading glasses, there was a crackle and a fizzing sound and the ceiling light went out. The wall light was on, so she could still see, but it wasn’t bright enough to work by. She’d been telling Jim for years he ought to improve them. She had a spare lightbulb in the wardrobe. She stood up and felt the desk chair. Yes, it was sturdy enough and the ceilings were so low, she’d easily be able to reach. It wouldn’t take a moment, and she must have changed hundreds, if not thousands, of lightbulbs over the years. And made thousands of beds. And set thousands of breakfast trays. And cleaned a million lavatories. She must count them all up one day; it could be amusing.
She took a scarf off the end of her bed to unscrew the hot bulb. Opening the wardrobe door to give herself something to hang on to, she climbed up onto the chair. As she did, the chair shook slightly. She turned to grasp the wardrobe door but misjudged the distance. The chair tilted some more and she felt herself falling. She put out both arms to stop herself, but it was too late. Her head knocked sharply against the wardrobe door and she fell to the floor.
The break was nearly over. Everyone was milling back in from the bar next door, complimentary beer and wine in hand. At their table in the corner, the three sisters were flicking through the forms.
Bett glanced down her list. Many of the names had enthusiastic ticks beside them. “What did you think, Carrie?” She was quite surprised how easy it had been tonight to make conversation with her sisters. Then again, Lola’s ban on difficult subjects was still firmly in place.
“I thought there was plenty of talent. And these here, see. What about them for the lead roles? Anna, who have you picked out?”
Anna moved her hand. Her sheet of paper was blank, apart from a few swirling doodles.
Bett bit back a smile. “Anna, it’s an amateur musical, remember. We’re raising money for a new ambulance, not going for the Tony Awards.”
“But if we’re going to do it, we may as well—”
“Do it well,” the other two chorused. The times they’d heard Lola chant that.
Anna sighed heavily, then flicked through the forms again. “Have we heard this Daniel Hilder audition? He filled out the form, and he’d be the right age for the Jack-the-Lad character, wouldn’t he?”
Bett stiffened. “Daniel Hilder’s here?”
“The photographer?” Carrie looked up. “I didn’t see him. Shall I go and ask him to audition?”
“No.” Bett spoke louder than she intended.
Anna and Carrie looked surprised. “You don’t want him to audition?” Anna asked.
“No, I mean I’ll go and ask him.” Bett stood up, taking her glass of wine with her. What would Lola have said to her? Face your fears. You are thirty-two. What happened was years ago, embarrassing and all as it was. Exactly. Of course she could handle this.
She did a circuit of the room, then spotted him walking in from the bar, a drink in hand.
“Daniel?”
He turned. As she came near him, someone behind her stepped back suddenly, bumping her elbow and sending her glass of red wine flying. She stood there with red wine dripping from her chin to her knees and all down the front of her dark blue dress.
For a split second she was tempted to run out of the room. Then she had a brainwave. React as if you are Anna, not Bett, she told herself quickly. It worked. “I’m going to ignore the fact that even happened,” she said coolly.
“Are you?” He seemed surprised. “All right, then. So will I.”
She stared straight at him, trying to ignore a glint of amusement in his eye. “I was wondering whether you wanted to audition, because if you do there’s still time.”
He nodded, but didn’t answer.
“Well?”
He smiled. “I’m sorry, Bett. I really am trying to ignore that little accident, but it’s a bit hard when you’ve got red wine dripping down your chin.”
She clung desperately to her new cool persona. “Well, we can’t have that.” She reached for a serviette, and wiped it away. “Would you like to audition? I noticed you’d put your name down, but we didn’t get to hear you.”
“I got called out for an hour,” he said. “An urgent phone call. I missed my slot.” He gave a surprisingly shy smile. “I thought it might be something different to do.”
How come he was being so normal? Did he have one-night stands all the time or something? Or had he blanked it out? Bett had been trying to, but all day she’d been tormented by memories from that night. She tried to block them out again. He’s got a live-in girlfriend, remember that. Possibly even married. Possibly even seven or eight children. A Labrador. Halitosis. Alopecia. Fungal toenails. It wasn’t helping. She was noticing only good things about him. The dark eyes. The laughter lines. The kind face. The shaggy dark hair. The faded jeans and casual shirt, hanging loosely, sexily, on him.
She opened her mouth, needing to say something about their night together, trying to find the words for it, when she heard a voice behind her.
“Hi, Daniel. I’m Carrie. I don’t think we’ve met.”
“Hello, Carrie.”
Carrie looked from one to the other. “So are you two ready to get down to it?”
Bett blushed. She didn’t look at Daniel. “Pardon?”
“The audition?”
Yes, the audition. “Of course. Ready, Daniel?” Bett discovered you could look just to the right of someone’s face, and it almost seemed as though you were looking directly at them.
He smiled. “Ready when you are.”
Bett followed them back to the piano, surprised the candles on the tables weren’t melting from the heat coming off her face.
In her room, Ellen woke up. “Mummy?” No answer. “Mummy?” Then she remembered. Her mum was doing the musical and Lola was looking after her. She’d told her to come to her room if she wanted anything.
Ellen climbed out of bed.
Anna was businesslike. “Okay, Bett, Daniel, when you’re ready.”
Daniel was standing by the piano, looking down at her, ready to sing. She had to blink away another memory of kissing him. If she was remembering his body, was he remembering hers? She sucked in her stomach.
“Bett?” Anna’s voice a little louder.
Concentrate, Bett, she told herself. Easier said than done. How had her life come to this? Sitting at the piano in the Valley View Motel about to play the backing music so that Daniel Hilder could audition for a musical Lola had written. She’d have been less surprised to find herself strapped to the nose cone of a space shuttle. She stared at the sheet music. Hands poised over the piano, she glanced up at him, nodded, and played the first note.
A loud shrieking filled the room.
They all turned. Ellen was in the doorway, dressed in her pajamas, tears pouring down her cheeks.
“Mummy, Lola’s dead.”



Chapter Eleven
Bett pressed her cheek against the wall of the hospital corridor, feeling the coolness as she spoke into the public phone. “No, you don’t need to come back, Dad. She’s in hospital. It’s all under control.”
“Are you sure? We can catch a flight and be there in a few hours.”
“Seriously, you don’t need to. She’s a bit shocked, but it’s just a broken wrist and a bad cut on her forehead. She wasn’t even unconscious when Ellen found her. It’s just Ellen got such a fright.”
Nothing compared to what Ellen’s words had done to the rest of them. The auditions had been forgotten, Daniel Hilder had been forgotten, as Bett, Anna, and Carrie ran to Lola’s room. The first sight was the worst, seeing Lola sprawled across the floor, the chair upended beside her, her left wrist bent at an awkward angle.
“Lola, no,” Bett heard herself scream. Anna reached for her right wrist to feel the pulse, then nearly leaped out of her skin as Lola spoke. “Hello, darling.”
“You’re not dead?”
“Not unless heaven looks like the motel.”
Bett was on the floor beside her in seconds, gently touching her. “Are you hurt? What happened?”
“The stupid lightbulb. I told your father to buy better-quality ones.”
“Lola, we’ve told you not to change those bulbs,” Anna said crossly. “You’re eighty, too old to be climbing up on chairs like this.”
Lola rallied. “One minute you’re crying because you think I’m dead, the next minute you’re telling me off. Talk about fair-weather friends.”
Crouched on the floor beside her, too, Carrie put a hand on her own chest. “Oh God, Lola, at least you’re okay. I nearly died of the fright. My heart is still racing; you should feel it.”
“Jesus, Carrie.” Bett was shocked as a surge of fury hit her. “Do you have to be the center of attention all the time?”
Carrie’s eyes widened. “I wasn’t, I was just—”
“You were so. You always—”
“Stop it, Bett, for God’s sake,” Anna snapped. “You’re as bad as each other.”
Bett glared at her. “Don’t you start on—”
“I will start on you. Leave Carrie alone and ring an ambulance, would you?”
“I was about to, before she—”
“Darlings, please.” Lola’s voice came from between them. Her head was against Carrie’s shoulder, her eyes closed. “Don’t fight over me. And, Bett, please don’t blaspheme like that again. You know I don’t like it.”
Her words set them into motion, even as they avoided any further eye contact. Bett called for an ambulance. Carrie stayed with Lola while Anna moved to the door, asking the crowd that had gathered to please move back. “She’s fine; she’ll be fine. She’s not dead at all.”
“Mummy?” A familiar little voice came from the back of the group. Anna turned as Richard Lawrence came into view, holding Ellen by the hand.
He brought her forward. “I found her crying in the function room.”
Anna pulled the little girl into her arms. “Ellie, I’m so sorry. I’m so sorry to leave you behind.” In the rush to find Lola after Ellen’s announcement, they had run straight past her. “You’re such a good girl; you might have saved your great-grandmother’s life, do you know that?”
Bett was about to suggest a cup of tea, something warm and sweet for Lola, when she saw headlights approaching. She crouched down beside her grandmother again and gently took her good hand. “Here we are now. The ambulance is here.”
It wasn’t the ambulance but an ordinary station wagon. Daniel Hilder got out and walked over. “I thought it might be as quick for me to bring Lola in to the hospital. The ambulance could be a while yet.”
“You see how important this musical is?” Lola said, rousing again for a moment. “I told you this Valley needs another ambulance.”
“Lola, are you sure you’re okay to move?” Bett asked. “You’re not hurt anywhere else? Your back or your legs?”
“I’m fine. It’s just my sore head and this stupid wrist.” She was shaking violently.
Carrie was on one side of her, Bett on the other. Bett turned to Daniel, businesslike, serious, in no need of an inner-Anna now. “Daniel, we’ll accept, if you don’t mind. Carrie, you and I go in with her. Anna, you’d better stay here with Ellen. Lola, can you stand?”
Daniel stepped forward. “I can carry you to the car, Lola, if you need it.”
“So kind of you, Daniel.” Lola managed to be gracious. “But I’ll walk. Where’s my little Ellen first?” Ellen came forward, and Lola touched her gently on the cheek. “Thank you, my little darling, for doing exactly the right thing.”
Bett had felt her eyes well up with tears at the sight of Ellen’s face, filled with pride. After that it had been all action, getting Lola to the hospital, into the waiting room. Daniel Hilder had been there, gentle, helping; then he had gone before Bett had a chance to thank him.
On the phone, Jim Quinlan sounded relieved. “You’re absolutely sure you don’t need us there, Bett?”
“I’m sure, Dad. She’s sleeping now. We’re going to go home, too. I’ll call you first thing in the morning.”
As she hung up, she saw that her hands were shaking. Nurses were moving swiftly up and down the hospital corridor. Carrie was in a chair down a little way, making a call on her mobile phone. To Matthew, Bett presumed.… 
“Bett?”
She turned. It was Daniel.
“Is everything okay? Is Lola all right?”
She nodded. “She’s going to be fine, they think. It looked more serious than it was.” She glanced up at the clock. Nearly two hours had passed since they had arrived, the time speeding past in the flurry of doctors’ visits and X rays, before Lola was finally settled into a small ward. “Have you been waiting all this time?”
“I didn’t mind. I had a book with me. I thought you and your sister might need a lift back to the motel.”
She was too tired to be embarrassed or to feel nervous with him. She just gave him a big, grateful smile. “Thank you.”
Ten meters away, Carrie was talking into her mobile phone. “… so they’ll keep her in overnight. God knows what would have happened if Ellen hadn’t found her. She was so shocked she hadn’t been able to get up off the floor.”
“What was she doing up on the chair in the first place?” Matthew said. “Don’t tell me, swinging from the light fittings?”
It was nice to laugh. As soon as she’d heard from the doctors that Lola was going to be all right, she had wanted to ring Matthew. He had been wary when he first answered, but his tone had changed as soon she told him what had happened. Just hearing his voice helped calm her, too. Until he suddenly changed the subject.
“I want to come down, Carrie.” He paused. “Not just for Lola, but also to see Bett. I think I need to. I’ve been thinking about her a lot.”
Something chilled in her again. She thought of the photo she’d found. “No, you can’t.”
“Carrie, come on.” He sounded cross, impatient again. “What do you think will happen? That I’ll decide I made a mistake and go back to her?”
So the thought of that had been in his head already. “I don’t know what would happen, and I don’t want to find out.”
“Carrie, don’t hang up. Can’t you see—”
She didn’t want to see anything else that night. “The doctor is coming back, Matthew. I have to go. I’ll be in touch.”
“Carrie—”
“Good-bye.” She hung up first, once again. Composing herself, she walked over to Bett and Daniel.
At the motel, Anna was kneeling beside Ellen’s bed. She stroked the hair back from Ellen’s face and tucked the sheet in close around her shoulders. The child was nearly asleep, stirring now and again to ask another question. “Lola will be all right, Mum, won’t she? They’re not taking her to be put down, are they?”
Anna stopped herself from laughing. Their neighbor’s cat in Sydney had been run over and had needed to be taken to the vet to be put down. Anna thought she’d explained the situation to Ellen well when it happened, telling her the truth, that the cat had broken so many bones and was in such terrible pain it was kinder to end its life than try to fix it. She stroked her forehead again. “Of course not, Ellie. The doctors and nurses know exactly what to do, and she’ll be back home before we know it.”
Ellen’s eyelids fluttered, then closed, and in seconds her breathing was slow, measured. Anna waited a moment longer, then leaned forward and kissed her on the forehead and whispered, “I’m just going to turn all the lights off in the motel and then I’ll be right back.”
As Anna came out of her room, she jumped as a figure appeared in front of her. It was Richard. She noticed the bar and function room were already in darkness.
He came closer. “I hope you don’t mind, I wanted to do something, so I closed up for you. I’ve been here so long I know where all the light switches are.”
“Thank you,” she said, surprised and touched.
“And Lola will be all right?”
Anna nodded. “I’m sure she will. It’s us who nearly died of the shock.”
Richard looked concerned. “Anna, can I make you a cup of tea? Or perhaps a hot chocolate? I know my way around the kitchen, I think. Would you like that? You must have had a terrible fright tonight.”
“Yes. Yes, I have. Thanks, Richard. That would be really kind of you.”
Then she burst into tears.
The blue station wagon pulled up in front of the motel.
“Thanks, Daniel,” Carrie said from the front passenger seat beside him.
“Yes. Thanks, Daniel,” Bett said from the back.
“I was happy to do it. You’re both okay from here?”
“We’re fine, thanks,” Bett managed to get in first.
“And will you tell Lola I was asking after her?”
“Of course.” Bett hesitated for a moment, wondering if this was the opportunity to speak to Daniel. She had to mention something about their night together, or the tension at work would be too much. But she couldn’t do it now. Not with Carrie in earshot. Her sister already seemed to be taking what seemed like hours to undo her seat belt and get out of the front.
They finally got out at the same time, standing side by side to wave as Daniel drove off. There was a long, awkward silence. Bett felt uncomfortable. Did she ask Carrie to stay for a cup of tea? Give her the chance to talk over the night? Surely she was feeling as shocked as Bett was?
Carrie took the decision away from her, reaching into her bag for her car keys. “Anna’s turned off the lights, I see, so I’ll leave you to it.” Her voice was very brisk.
“Oh. Okay. Good night, then.”
“Yes. See you tomorrow.”
Bett walked to her room. Carrie walked to her car. Neither of them turned around, or noticed that the light was still on in the kitchen.



Chapter Twelve
Fusspot.”
Anna grinned. “Lola, I’m not a fusspot. I’m doing what the doctor told us to do, checking on you all the time.”
“Much ado about nothing, if you ask me.”
“Taming of the shrew, more like it.”
Anna stood by Lola’s bed, looking down at her grandmother, sitting up against the pillows, her arm in a sling made from a wildly patterned silk scarf. Her bed jacket was a bright yellow satin. There were bunches of flowers all over the room—they’d been arriving all day as word got around that Lola was out of hospital and back at the motel. She was wearing full makeup, the foundation applied around the bandage on her forehead. Anna could see she’d missed her mark slightly, a smear of blusher heavier on one cheek than the other, the lipstick wobbly. Lola had been keeping up a brave front since the accident, although her doctor had called Anna aside and told her to keep an eye out for delayed shock. So far there’d been no sign of it, though. Lola had spent the afternoon reading to Ellen and would still be at it if Anna hadn’t prized them apart and put Ellen to bed.
Anna gently tucked the sheet in around her grandmother. “Are you sure I can’t get you anything before I go to rehearsals?”
“I’m fine, darling. Stop looking at me as if I’m some museum specimen.”
Anna sat down beside her and took her hand. “You frightened us, you know.”
“I frightened myself.”
“Don’t die, Lola. We wouldn’t like it.”
“All right, darling, I promise I won’t. Now, off you go to those rehearsals and make your poor sick grandmother proud of you.”
Anna had been gone only a minute or two before Carrie knocked lightly on the door and came in. “Is everything all right, Lola? Do you need anything?”
“I couldn’t be happier, darling. I should have done this months ago. All this spoiling, it’s marvelous.” She patted the bed. “Now, enough about me. Let me interrogate you for a quick minute. Are you coping with all the motel business while your parents are away? Do you need any extra help?”
“Everything’s fine. No problems at all.” Carrie was enjoying it, in fact. It was giving her the opportunity to try out a few of her own ways of doing things.
“And how are things with Matthew?”
“They’re fine,” she lied smoothly, picking up one of the Get Well cards on Lola’s bedside table, concentrating fiercely on the greeting inside. It was from the ladies in the charity shop, wishing her a speedy recovery. Beside the cards was a large basket filled with fruit, chocolate, and crossword puzzle books. Jim and Geraldine had sent it. “He sends his love. Says he would have brought you a bunch of grapes if he’d been here.”
“If he’d been allowed to be here, you mean. Carrie, I’ve been thinking about the ban, and I’ve decided it can be lifted. I think it would be all right now if he visited here again. In fact, I think Bett would like to see him.”
Carrie’s head shot up. “Has she said that to you?”
“No, but she doesn’t need to. I know her. Has Matthew said anything?”
“He said he’d like to see Bett again, too.” The words tasted awful in her mouth.
“Good. I’d hoped as much. I’ll leave it up to you to arrange it. The sooner the better, I think.”
Carrie turned away before Lola saw her expression.
Lola had just gone back to her crossword after Carrie’s departure when there was another knock. A dark curly head poked around the door. “Lola? Are you okay?”
Lola smiled at her. “Bett, darling, shouldn’t you be at the rehearsal, too?”
“I’m on my way. I got delayed with a late arrival at reception. I just wanted to check if you needed anything or if you wanted to come up and watch.”
“I couldn’t bear the pain.”
“Oh, you poor thing. Shall I move one of the big armchairs in from the bar? You could rest your arm on that, if you liked.”
“Not the pain in my arm, the pain of seeing you all massacre my masterpiece.”
Bett relaxed. “Very funny. You might be surprised. We’ve actually got a pretty good cast lined up.” Anna had spent the day after Lola’s accident on the phone, handing out the parts as well as reporting on Lola’s condition.
“Lola couldn’t have timed it better if she tried,” she’d confided to Bett. “People didn’t dare say no to any of the parts, not knowing it was Lola’s life’s work. You don’t suppose she did it deliberately?”
For once, Bett was sure she hadn’t. She’d seen real pain and shock in Lola’s eyes that night.
Anna had gone on. “I asked that Daniel Hilder if he wanted to come and audition again, but he said no, unfortunately his circumstances had changed. Shame, he’d have been about the right age for that Jack-the-Lad character.”
“Yes, that is a shame,” Bett had said casually, relief flooding through her.
Lola was leaning back against her pillows, content. “I can hardly wait until opening night. Tell me, Bett, are you ready to see Matthew yet?”
“You’re asking me just like that? Haven’t you got a little bell you can ring to warn me you’re bringing up something personal?”
“Do you want to see him? I think you should. Get it over and done with. It will clear the air between you and Carrie.”
“Carrie and I are fine. All things considered.” They weren’t, actually. Things may have been thawing between her and Anna, but they were definitely still covered in snow with Carrie.
“No, you’re not. Not yet. Think about it, Bett. Remember my two rules.”
“Face your fears and tell the truth. Yes, I remember.” She leaned down and kissed her grandmother. “You know, you’re lucky I love you so much, or I’d call you an interfering meddle-some old bag.”
Lola laughed and returned to her crossword.
Anna smiled at everyone in the function room. There were fifteen people sitting in a circle of chairs all around her. Carrie was on one end. Bett sat nearby, at the piano, the sheet music piled beside her.
“So you’ve all got your scripts now? Good. And you’re sure which parts you’re playing? Yes? No more confusion over who’s playing the General MacArthur role?” Two of the men studiously avoided looking at each other. “Terrific. To get in the mood, I’d like you all to call each other by your characters’ names while we’re in rehearsals, okay? So we’ll start today with a read-through of the opening scene with you, Mrs. MacArthur, and your son Arthur beside you.”
Mrs. MacArthur, formerly known as Len the butcher’s daughter Kaylene, smiled broadly at everyone. The thirteen-year-old boy playing the part of the four-year-old Arthur didn’t look quite so happy. But a part was a part, and he needed all the experience he could get if he eventually wanted to go to drama school. Or so his mother had told him.
Anna moved her chair to face them. “As it says in the script, you are with your husband and father, General MacArthur, in a plane flying from the war in the Philippines on your way to Australia. A storm is raging all around you. There’ll be the sound of gunfire as well as thunder and lightning, so it will be very dramatic.” She hoped it would be, anyway. Her first meeting with Len about the stage set hadn’t filled her with confidence. She’d had to gently explain to him they would need more than clashing saucepan lids and glass jars filled with rice to make the storm effects.
“So, Mrs. MacArthur, your young son hasn’t been well and is feeling frightened, so to ease his terrors, you start singing ‘My Favorite Things’ to him. Would you like to try that scene?”
Mrs. MacArthur cleared her throat and looked down at the page.
“Poor-Arthur-you-must-be-scared-of-that-noise-don’t-worry-I-know-how-to-put-a-smile-back-on-your-face.”
Anna had heard more animation from the speaking clock. “That’s a great start. But perhaps it would help if I could talk through some of the motivation with you.” She paused, thinking hard. “Imagine the scene. You’ve been traveling with your husband and ill son for weeks, bombarded by war, homesickness, longing for the familiar, feeling cut off from everything you know and love—your home, your family.”
She stood up and started pacing the room, drawing on her own experiences as she’d been taught at drama school, thinking back to the latest angry phone call with Glenn. “Is this what you wanted when you first got married, you ask yourself? Did you go into it with your eyes wide open? Or were you seduced by the thought of glamour and travel and social standing and allowed that to take over? Has your marriage become a shell? Your friends abandoned you because they are sick of the two of you fighting all the time? Is your child suffering?”
“Anna?”
“Do you cry yourself to sleep some nights through loneliness and fear and the pain of broken hopes and dreams?”
“Anna?”
Anna came to as Bett said her name even louder. The group was looking at her in some alarm. She steadied herself and briskly tapped the script. “Or another simpler way of looking at it would be a mother singing her scared son to sleep. Bett, when you’re ready. ‘My Favorite Things’ from the top.”
At the break, Bett brought a glass of water over to her sister. “Anna, are you okay?”
“Fine. Couldn’t be better.”
Bett hesitated. There had been some uncomfortable echoes in Anna’s words about Mrs. MacArthur. Echoes from the big fight the night she had found out about Carrie and Matthew, when she had turned on Anna, and said terrible things about Glenn, about Glenn and Anna’s marriage. Some of it almost word for word what Anna had said. Ever since Lola’s accident she’d had an urge to talk about it all. To bring everything out in the open. To stop all this stepping around each other. “It’s just … what you were saying about Mrs. MacArthur …”
Anna waited.
“Was it only about Mrs. MacArthur?”
“Of course.” She gave a light laugh. “My directors were always telling me off for going overboard with my motivation exercises.”
“Really?”
“Really.” Anna busied herself making notes on her script.
Say it, Bett, say it. “You weren’t talking about you and Glenn? It’s just some of what you said …” She trailed off as she saw Anna visibly sit up straighter and her chin lift.
Bett backed off immediately. “Never mind. I’ll leave you to it.”
That night, Carrie was in the office when she heard a knock at the door. It was Bett. Carrie was surprised. So far they had done their best to avoid being alone together. “Is everything all right? Lola’s okay?”
“She’s fine. Watching TV, complaining that her gin and tonic levels are way down and that she’s going to have to get drunk for a week to bring them up again.” Bett hesitated. “I actually wanted to talk to you about something else.”
“Oh. Okay. Come in.”
Bett took a seat and tried to choose the right words. Perhaps that was where she’d gone wrong with Anna earlier. She’d said it too bluntly. She tried to feel her way now. “It’s about Matthew.”
Carrie stiffened.
Bett couldn’t help noticing. “Carrie, I’ve been thinking about this a lot. I need to see him.”
“What do you mean ‘need’?”
“I think the three of us need to get together. Maybe Lola was right at the start to ask you to keep him away, but I’m staying on, and, with the musical and everything, I think it’s important.”
“You’ve been talking to Lola, haven’t you?”
“Yes. But it’s what I want, too.” Couldn’t Carrie even meet her halfway on this?
“He’s away for work,” Carrie said shortly.
“Then when he’s back on the weekend.”
“He doesn’t come back every weekend.”
“Well, on the weekend he does come back.”
Carrie was looking down at her paperwork again. “I’ll think about it.”
I don’t get it,” Bett whispered to Anna several minutes later. On the way back to her room, Bett had seen Anna’s light on, and on the spur of the moment knocked gently on her door. Anna had seemed surprised, but beckoned her in, her finger on her lips. Ellen was asleep in the single bed. A book lay open on Anna’s bed. “What does she think I’m going to do, hurl myself at him when I see him? Manacle myself to his legs?”
“That would make sheep crutching a little tricky for him. You dragging around in the dust at his feet,” Anna whispered back.
“So much for Lola’s advice,” Bett said, her voice still low. “It’s all very well to say face your fears, but what if your fears don’t want to be faced? I actually thought Carrie would want to get it over and done with, too. But it’s like she doesn’t want me anywhere near him, in case I burst into tears and try to steal him back or something.”
“And you wouldn’t, would you?”
“Wouldn’t what?”
“Try to steal him back.”
“Sorry?”
“You wouldn’t want him back, would you?”
Bett tensed. “I don’t know.” A pause. “I’m not sure how I’ll react until I see him.”
“Still avoiding the truth after all these years, Bett?” Anna’s tone was joking, but her eyes were serious.
Bett looked away. She didn’t want to spoil this new fragile friendship with Anna. “I mean it. That’s why I need to see him.” She rushed to change the subject. “So how did Ellie enjoy school today?” The little girl had started at the local school that week. They had all gathered to see her go off in her school uniform the first day, waving as if she was their own daughter.
Anna hesitated, then accepted the change of topic. “Fine. She hasn’t said much yet. It takes time to settle in, though. You remember what it’s like, arriving at a new school in the middle of term.”
Bett nodded. The tension was definitely back between them. What did she do now? Try to break through it again? Ask about Glenn, when he was one of the main reasons she and Anna hadn’t spoken in three years? She imagined Lola in the corner of the room, urging her on. “How’s Glenn, Anna?” The words came out sounding half chewed.
“He’s fine,” Anna answered.
Bett knew her well enough to know that was the most Anna would say about it tonight. She watched as Anna went to the fridge, took out a bottle of wine, and reached for the corkscrew. She didn’t look like the mother of a seven-year-old, Bett thought. She looked amazing, in fact—the sleek straight hair, the perfect makeup, the thin, tanned body, not an ounce of extra flesh on her at all. And that cool poise she had, the keep-your-distance kind of elegance that Bett knew she could never have, not in a million years. It suddenly seemed important to Bett to compliment Anna, to let her know how great she looked, to be the first to start building bridges. As Anna came over to the bed with the opened bottle and two glasses, she smiled up at her. “Anna, you really are amazing.”
Anna’s brow creased. “Pardon me?”
“You look incredible. The perfect figure, perfect clothes, perfect hair, perfect skin, the perfect marriage, gorgeous little daughter, all so effortlessly.” Bett laughed, pleased with how it was all sounding. “I’m sure the day will come when we’re reading about the Anna Quinlan range of home and beauty products. Martha Stewart, watch out.”
To Bett’s amazement, Anna wasn’t amused. And she certainly didn’t take it as a compliment. “You think it comes easily? Effortlessly?” Her voice was still low, but her eyes were furious. “You think I am skinny by accident? No, Bett. It’s called discipline, and sometimes it’s called starvation. Think my hair looks like this naturally? No, it costs a fortune once a month. And my perfect marriage?” Anna took a breath, ready to tell all—wanting to tell all, sick of the charade. “Oh, yes, Bett, it is so perfect that I am—”
“Mummy?”
They both turned to see Ellen tossing around under her sheet, talking in her sleep or having a nightmare, Bett wasn’t sure which. Anna put down the wine and moved swiftly over to her daughter, talking gently, stroking her forehead until she settled again. When all was quiet, she moved silently back.
Bett stood up, her voice almost a whisper. “I’ll go. I’m sorry to interrupt—”
“Bett, stay, please.” Anna looked very tired all of a sudden. “She’ll be fine. Please, don’t go yet.”
They sat awkwardly for a moment, neither of them speaking. Bett shifted on the bed, wanting to apologize. She had been silly to assume things would fall into place so quickly. Two steps forward, one step back. She took a breath. “Anna, I’m sorry for what I said about the way you look. It wasn’t a dig, I promise. I know you work hard at it. I meant it as a compliment, really. It just came out wrong.” She seemed to have chosen exactly the right words for once. In front of her eyes, tension slipped out of Anna’s body, the tight look around her mouth disappeared.
Anna gave an embarrassed smile. “I’m sorry for snapping at you, too. I’m just really tired, I think. Ellen had nightmares again last night, and I didn’t sleep well.”
Bett gladly took up the change in subject. “Does she have them often?”
“Not as often as she used to, but now and then still. She’s reliving the attack, I think. And then she won’t sleep until I read to her, or cuddle her or she hops into bed with me. Which means she sleeps like a log, but I don’t sleep at all. She favors the horizontal approach in bed, rather than the vertical.” She smiled again.
“She’s been very brave. It must have been hard for her.”
“It was. It was hard for all of us.”
A shaft of guilt went through Bett. She should have been there to help.
Anna stood up, retrieved the wine, and poured two glasses, passing one to Bett. “If we’re going to be whispering in the dark like old times, we may as well be drinking in the dark like old times, too.”
Bett took the glass, surprised and pleased. “Do you remember how furious Lola was that night?”
“We were underage, I suppose. And it was Dad’s best bottle of red.”
They sat in silence for a moment, before Anna spoke. “So London was good? And Dublin?”
“It was, yes.” There it was, three years summed up in one sentence.
“You were working in a record company?”
Bett nodded. Lola had definitely acted as a conduit of news about each of them. “And you’re the voice behind every second ad on TV these days, I believe.”
Anna shrugged. “Not exactly the Royal Shakespeare Company, but I enjoy it.” Another pause and then Anna spoke again. “Bett, can I ask you something personal?”
Bett stiffened.
“Did you meet anyone in Dublin or London? Any men, I mean?”
Bett shook her head. On the plane she’d harbored a wish to invent a fantasy husband, a fantasy family, a whole family life to make this homecoming easier. She’d decided against it, knowing only too well Lola would demand photographic proof and all the intimate details. The sad truth was she hadn’t met anyone she liked, or anyone who had liked her, either. She decided to keep her answer light. “No. Still on the shelf. Destined to stay on the shelf, I suppose.”
“Bett, please don’t talk like that. I’m sure you’ll meet someone, when the right person comes along. Maybe even a nice country boy.”
Bett laughed softly, suddenly exhilarated by the pleasure of talking to Anna again. It was almost like old times—if she ignored the dozens of subjects they couldn’t approach. “That’d be ironic, wouldn’t it? I spend three years in Dublin and London, and all the time my dream man is waiting in my hometown.” She’d been joking, but someone came to mind. “Do you know who is nice? Richard, the Englishman here at the motel. I sat next to him at Lola’s party, and he’s good company. Really witty. And have you seen when he smiles? It’s like a transformation. His eyes get all sparkly. Anna, should I ask him out for a drink, do you think? Tonight, even?”
“I think he’s out.”
“No, he’s not. I saw him go into his room earlier. We said hello.” Bett stood up. “Do you know what? I think I will. I’ll ask him if he wants to go into town and have a drink with me.”
“No, Bett.”
“Why not?”
“I think there’s a motorbike rally on in town. The pubs are jammed. It’ll be terrible.”
“Oh.” Bett sat down again. “Well, perhaps I’ll have an early night.”
“Good idea. You look a bit tired. You look good,” Anna said hastily, “just a bit tired.”
“I am, actually.” She stood up. “Maybe I’ll ask Richard out for a drink tomorrow night.”
“Go to bed, Bett.”
“All right.” She hesitated, then leaned over and kissed her. “Thanks. It was very good to talk to you again.”
“I liked talking to you, too.”
Bett let herself out, quietly closing the door. Anna sat down on her bed and breathed a slow sigh of relief.



Chapter Thirteen
In his room, Richard typed one more paragraph, then pressed the Save button on his laptop computer. Good, he’d managed to get a lot done and still leave himself time to get ready.
As he stretched he looked with pleasure at the growing pile of paper beside him. It had been a good idea to come here. He was easily imagining his characters in the same landscape more than one hundred and fifty years earlier. The Clare Valley was like a wilder version of Tuscany, he’d decided. Rolling hills, vineyards, olive groves, old stone buildings, and that incredible wide blue sky, day after day. He’d explored the towns and villages, and a good few of the wineries. He’d soaked up the scenery—the wooded hills, the gum trees silhouetted against the sky, and the willow trees edging the dry creek beds. At sunset he’d watched the pink-chested galahs swoop in great flocks. He’d even started noticing the different smells, the gum leaves, the native flowers, and the earth itself, baked hot under months of sunshine. The sounds were distinctive, too, the warbling of the magpies and the loud laughter of the kookaburras. It was all helping him get the details just right.
He had talked about writing a book for years, always expecting when he got down to it that it would be a long dark night of the soul. Instead, he’d discovered an interest—and a talent, if the responses from agents to his early chapters were anything to go by—for rollicking, fiction-based-on-fact adventures. He was basing his story on the life of an English petty criminal who had been shipped to Sydney, then escaped to the Clare Valley, where he’d hitched up with an Irish servant girl. The pair of them had gone on to quite a life of crime, before disappearing, either to new lives under assumed names, or to their deaths in the desert. Not exactly Bonnie and Clyde but not a long way off, either.
He said another silent thanks to his aunt, his father’s only—and very wealthy—sister, who had died a year earlier, leaving Richard and his two sisters more than thirty thousand pounds each in her will. The money had come through six weeks after he had split with his long-term girlfriend, a reporter on the same newspaper in London. It had spurred him into making some big decisions—to get out of journalism, get out of London, and make a real attempt at writing the novel.
He’d spent a month in Sydney before deciding to base himself in the Clare Valley. Not only would it give him a feel for the novel’s other main setting, he’d decided it would be cheaper and have fewer distractions, too. He’d found the Valley View Motel on the Internet, liking the idea of a motel room overlooking a picturesque valley view. The motel hadn’t quite lived up to its name, he thought with a grin. More Part of a Hill View than Valley View. But what had been happening as expected recently? He certainly hadn’t thought he’d want to stay in the Clare Valley for this long. He hadn’t expected to uncover such fascinating research material from the local history group. Or to come across such a character as Lola Quinlan. And he certainly hadn’t expected to meet anyone so beautiful, or so fragile, or so entertaining as Lola’s granddaughter.
There was a knock at the door. He opened it and smiled. “Hello.”
“Hello.”
He turned and gestured extravagantly toward the small table set with a bottle of wine and two glasses. “Please, come in.”
Anna smiled. “Thank you. I’d love to.”
Out at the farmhouse, Carrie was lying in the middle of the double bed, wide awake. After she’d gotten back from work, she’d scrubbed the whole house and cleaned out the fridge. But she still wasn’t tired, and she still couldn’t get her conversations with Bett and Matthew out of her head.
She’d taken out the photo of them again and looked at it for a long time. She’d thought about burning it, then told herself off for being childish. It wasn’t going to change things if the photo didn’t exist, was it? Matthew would still want to see Bett. Bett would still want to see Matthew.
From her position on the bed, she noticed a T-shirt had fallen between the wardrobe and the dressing table in the corner of the room. She hadn’t noticed it before. She was over to it in a moment. It was one of Matthew’s.
She didn’t think twice. She stripped off her nightie and pulled his T-shirt over her head, breathing in his smell, feeling the cotton against her skin, trying to imagine how he felt when she hugged him.
It made her feel a bit better.
Anna let herself quietly back into her room. She went straight over to Ellen and kissed her gently. The little girl was still fast asleep.
She walked into the bathroom and started taking off her makeup. What an unusual night. And what an unusual man. She hadn’t felt under any pressure. He hadn’t made a pass at her or made her feel at all uncomfortable. They had just enjoyed a glass of wine and talked. The same way they had talked so easily the night of Lola’s accident, when he had made her the hot chocolate. He was just so interested in everything, in what she did for a living, in what had happened to Ellen, in how long her parents had owned the motel.
“Are you a detective?” she’d asked him.
“No, I’m not. I’m a journalist trying to become a novelist.”
“That explains the questions. But why are you so nice? Are you gay?”
He laughed. “No, I’m not gay either. Why are you so suspicious?”
“In my experience, people don’t ask so many questions unless they’re after something.”
“I’m interested because I’m interested in people. And I’m especially interested in people with such beautiful speaking voices.”
She had actually blushed.
“I’ve also discovered there’s nothing to fuel the imagination like hearing other people’s stories,” he said. “So it’s not so much curiosity as cannibalism. I’m feeding off you so I can write my own book.”
“Oh, in that case, that’s fine.”
He’d understood completely when she had slipped away several times to check on Ellen, a few rooms away.
“Everything all right?” he’d asked each time.
“She’s fast asleep,” she’d been able to answer.
“So you can stay a bit longer?” At her nod, he poured her some more wine. “Then tell me some stories, Anna Quinlan.”
“About what?”
“Well, let me think. An easy one to start with. Tell me why there is so much tension between you and your sisters.”
“You noticed?”
“It’s a little hard to miss. I don’t think I’ve seen the three of you so much as have a cup of coffee together since you all got here. My own two sisters spend their entire time in a huddle whispering, so I was just curious.…”
She hesitated. “We had a bit of a fight three years ago.”
“About …?”
She decided she wanted to tell him about it. “Have you ever heard that song ‘Sisters’ from the film White Christmas?”
He started to sing it, note perfect.
She raised an eyebrow. “You know musicals off the top of your head? Are you sure you’re not gay?”
He grinned. “No, I just like old musicals. I can cook, too. So it was a mister who came between you and your sister?”
“No, not between me and my sister. A mister came between my two sisters. Well, moved from one of my sisters to the other, anyway. If you know what I mean. And married her instead.”
“Ah, I see. So that explains them. But what about you? How did you get caught up in it?”
Anna didn’t want to spoil the mood by going into it. She was enjoying this gentle atmosphere too much. “That’s a story for another time. It’s your turn to tell me some stories. Are you really writing a book or is that a cover story for something much more sinister?”
“I’m really writing a book. Trying to write a book, at least,” he’d said. “And this is the perfect place to do it. The scenery is beautiful. The wine is delicious. And all the people I’ve met seem very interesting, too.” He paused. “One in particular, actually.”
“Really?” A look had passed between them. “That’s good.”
She smiled as she finished taking off her makeup and moved quietly back into the bedroom. She’d been flirting with him, she realized. And not only that, she’d enjoyed every minute of it. She kissed Ellen again and climbed into bed. The room was quiet for a few minutes and then she actually laughed out loud. She’d just caught herself lying there smiling into the dark like a teenager.
In her room next door, Bett couldn’t get to sleep. First she’d been too hot, and then when she’d turned on the air-conditioning, it had been too cold. All the noises outside seemed too loud—guests arriving back late, doors opening and closing in nearby rooms, the murmurs of nighttime conversations.
Her mind was filled with thoughts of her sisters. It was strange to think that Anna was just meters away, Carrie a few miles away, home alone in the farmhouse that Bett still hadn’t seen. The three of them were managing to work on a musical together, help run the motel together, yet the tension still hummed away between them. Bett knew that Lola was watching their every move, listening in to all the conversations she could, trying to gauge how things were going between them.
Bett had tried her best tonight. She’d broached the subject of Matthew with Carrie. She’d spoken to Anna about Glenn. But she wasn’t feeling any better. She turned in the bed again. What else could she do to get rid of this tension between them? Challenge them to a duel?
She lay back, kicked at the sheets, then tugged at her pillow. She turned it over, feeling the cool side. She paused for a moment, then took the pillow in her hands, lifted her legs into the air, and balanced the pillow across her feet. She glanced over at the clock and started timing herself. Less than a minute later her leg twitched and the pillow slid off. A very bad performance. She’d obviously lost her touch.
Perhaps that was the solution, though. She could invite Anna and Carrie into her room for a rerun of the Pillow Balancing Competitions they’d enjoyed as children. She lifted the pillow onto her feet again, remembering the first time they played it, at a different motel but on a hot summer night just like this one. They’d been forced for space reasons to share a dormitory-style room. The windows had been left wide open, and the girls were lying in bed dressed only in T-shirts, trying to keep cool. It had been too hot to sleep, too hot to do much at all.
Bett, fourteen at the time, had turned her pillow first one way, loving the brief feeling of coolness against her face, then turned it back. Before a few minutes had passed, it was warm again. “It needs a constant supply of air on it,” she said out loud.
“What?” Anna said, engrossed in a book. In the bed between them Carrie was asleep.
“Nothing,” Bett said, preoccupied now. She gave up on turning the pillow and instead wriggled down in the bed and stuck her legs straight up in the air. Then she reached up and balanced the pillow across her feet. A few minutes later she was still like that and very pleased with herself indeed. “Anna?” she whispered again.
Anna didn’t look up. “Mmm?”
“Bet you I can balance a pillow like this for ages.”
That earned a glance from Anna. “Well, that’s really going to get you a place in the Moscow Circus.”
“It’s harder than it looks. You try it. It actually takes great staying power and balancing skills.”
“How long do I have to do it for?” Anna said, grunting a little as she reached up and put her pillow in place. Hers wasn’t as firm as Bett’s, and hung saggily over her feet. “Hold on. It’s not an even competition yet.” Leaning over, she pulled out Carrie’s pillow with a tug.
“Ow, what?” Carrie opened her eyes, face crumpled, as if she was about to cry. “Anna, give that back.”
“I can’t, sorry. I need it for equipment.”
Carrie looked around blearily, noticing Bett with her legs sticking upright, a pillow atop of them, and then Anna, getting into position to do the same thing. “What are you doing?”
“It’s the Annual Quinlan Pillow Balancing Competition. First heats start today,” Bett said matter-of-factly. “And I am winning by a long shot. I’m miles ahead of you.”
Carrie reached over and snatched the spare pillow off Anna’s bed, putting it on her feet.
Anna moved the lamp onto the floor and angled the clock so she could read the time. “Okay, starting in ten seconds. Pillows in position. Go.”
They lay like that for several minutes before Carrie spoke up. “It’s a bit boring.”
“It is not.” Bett’s voice was as indignant as possible in her physical position. “It’s a combination of balance and concentration. You just can’t stick it.”
“Can so. It’s easy.”
Bett shot her a glance. Carrie was looking remarkably relaxed. “It’s easy for you. Your legs are shorter, so there’s less muscle to ache.”
“Yours have got more fat, and fat rises, so it should be easier for you.”
Anna quickly stepped in. “Carrie’s right. It is a bit boring. Let’s make it more interesting.”
“I know,” Bett said, trying to take back control of her game. “You have to do something while you’re balancing the pillows.”
“Like what?”
“Like, I don’t know, doing something revolting with your face. See, like this.” Bett pulled her eyes down with one hand and grimaced, pushing her nose up with the other hand.
Anna looked at her blankly. “I thought you were going to do something revolting with your face.”
“I am,” Bett said in a voice muffled by the contortions.
“You look the same to us, doesn’t she, Carrie?”
“Just the same,” Carrie agreed happily.
“A little prettier than normal, if anything. Are you wearing makeup, Bett?”
Bett just poked out her tongue. “Go on, Anna. You do something if you’re so smart.”
“Okay, then.” She thought for a second. “Right, I’ll be a bat. Listen.” She started making a high-pitched noise, the noise getting louder and louder, unrelenting, ignoring Bett and Carrie’s protests until Bett finally threw a book at her. Anna’s pillow toppled, with Carrie’s tumbling seconds afterward.
Bett leaped up, holding her pillow above her head. “I win. Champion of the Pillow Balancing. Out of my way, vermin, and let me take a victory leap.” She leaped from her bed onto Carrie’s, badly misjudging the distance and landing square on Carrie’s leg. Carrie set up a terrible wailing.
Anna hissed at her. “Carrie, shush. You’ll get Lola in here.”
Carrie didn’t shush. “I don’t care. She’s broken my leg, the big fat pig.”
“I have not broken it.”
“You have. It was like a ton of bricks fell on me.”
Stung, Bett turned on her sister. “It was not. If I’d meant to do it, you would have felt it, believe me. Like this.” With that, she leaped onto Carrie’s bed again, this time deliberately and twice as firmly landing on her sister’s leg.
Carrie set off a squealing to rival any high-pitched bat noise of Anna’s. The door flung open, and the light switched on. Lola was standing there. “For heaven’s sake. What is going on here? Your parents could probably hear you from the bar. Carrie, would you shut up? You’re behaving like a baby over there.”
“Bett stepped on me,” she said through the tears, her voice shuddering. “She nearly broke my leg.”
Bett was now in bed, all innocent eyes. “God, Carrie, stop exaggerating all the time.”
Lola wasn’t interested in either side of the story. “I don’t care how it happened. Shut up and go to sleep, all of you. I shouldn’t have to remind you you’ve got a concert tomorrow. You’re supposed to be having an early night. Anna, you’re the oldest. Try to get them to behave, would you?”
The light snapped off, and the three lay still.
“I’ll get you for that, Bett,” Carrie hissed, the sobbing miraculously over.
“I’ll get you first for dobbing on me, you big baby. I’m going to ask Mum to put the cot back in the room for you. You’re obviously too young to sleep in a bed yet.”
“Anna, make Bett stop picking on me.”
“Shut up, the pair of you. I need my beauty sleep.”
“Pig.”
“Baby.”
“Pig.”
“Baby.”
The taunts had gone back and forth in the dark bedroom until one or the other of them had finally fallen asleep.
Bett turned over in bed again. It was a strange thing. She wasn’t actually sure whether the memory of those times together made her feel good or bad. In the past few weeks it had been getting harder to tell the difference.



Chapter Fourteen
Sitting on a comfortable chair in front of her room the following morning, Lola closed her eyes in the sunshine, feeling like a tired old cat snoring on a windowsill. A tired satisfied old cat, at least. Broken wrist and banged head aside, things were going well. She’d managed to get the musical under way, send Geraldine and Jim off on holiday, and get the girls working together in the motel. There was the little matter of getting Matthew back on the scene, getting the reunion out of the way, but that day was drawing closer, Lola knew.
So now what did she do with herself? The best way to keep the mind alert was to keep it occupied, her doctor had said. She needed another project, something else to do. This morning she’d been reading her new copy of Ireland’s Treasures, the magazine sent airmail to her each week, hoping that might spark some idea. It had arrived the previous day, along with a postcard from Geraldine and Jim in Alice Springs. The pair of them sounded like they were having the time of their lives.
She winced at a sudden wailing noise of a fire siren coming up the valley from the town. So much for the tranquillity of living in the country. If it wasn’t the siren, it was the gas guns keeping the birds away from the vineyards, or the tractors or the tankers rumbling up the roads.
Perhaps this was a false alarm or perhaps some poor devil had gone and set his house on fire. She’d drop into the charity shop that morning, find out what she could. The son of one of her coworkers was one of the fire service volunteers. “Do they actually respond to the noise of that siren?” Lola had asked once. “What if they’re in the middle of something, a good movie or nice sex, for example? Can they pretend they didn’t hear anything?”
“Lola!” The woman had been shocked. “Of course they can’t pretend. It’s calling them. They have to answer it.”
Such a good method, Lola thought again now, looking down the road and seeing several cars speeding into town, either volunteers or sticky beaks on their way to the fire station. She’d often wished she had something similar to sound when she had a good idea, or wanted to tell the girls something. Or indeed, wanted them home after too late a night out. Not a screechy wail, though—perhaps a blast of Cole Porter or the opening notes of Glenn Miller’s “In the Mood.”
A shout from Carrie broke into her thoughts. “Bumper, come here! Come here, you brat.”
Oh dear, Lola remembered. She’d forgotten to tie Bumper up again yesterday. She and Ellen had been leading him around from one new patch of grass to another.
“Bumper, you stupid sheep, come here.”
This sounded entertaining. Lola slowly rose out of her seat and walked around the corner of the building just in time to see Carrie chasing after Bumper. The sheep was well and truly spooked, ramming blindly into the crates of beer bottles and rubbish bins in the back of the motel. Carrie called out as she caught sight of her. “This is your fault, Lola.”
“No, it’s not. I didn’t invent sheep.”
“You know what I mean. You know how crazy he goes when he hears loud noises.”
“I didn’t know there was going to be a fire.”
“Well, help me tie him up, will you? Before he does any more damage.”
“I’m far too old and frail to be chasing sheep.”
“Can I help, Auntie Carrie?” Ellen had heard the fuss from her room. “Bumper likes me, doesn’t he, Lola?”
“He certainly does, darling.”
Carrie winced at the sound of more crashing bottles. “Sure, Ellie. Give it a try. God knows I’m sick of chasing the silly animal.”
Ellen moved closer to the bottles and loudly and clearly started calling out to the sheep. “Bumper, come here to me. Here, Bumper.”
Carrie started laughing. Ellen was not just imitating Lola’s calls but also her Irish accent.
Ellen was oblivious. “Here, Bumper. Everything’s all right. Come here to me now, my darling.”
Carrie wasn’t sure whether it was Ellen’s cooing or the fact that the fire siren had suddenly stopped, but Bumper calmed down enough for Ellen to lay her hand on his back and take hold of his collar. With his hooves making little clacking noises on the concrete, she led him over to Carrie. “There you are,” she said, a smile lighting up her entire face.
“Ellen, you are a genius.” Carrie shook her head in amazement, before taking Ellen by one hand and holding the sheep firmly with the other.
The fun over, Lola returned to her seat in the sunshine and picked up the magazine again, stopping to read a fascinating article about the Lisdoonvarna Matchmaking Festival in County Clare. An annual event, when bachelor farmers would come down from the hills and meet young ladies in the genteel surroundings of tea dances and elegant lunches. So civilized. One of the matchmakers spoke proudly of his track record—hundreds of marriages, nearly as many engagements. He didn’t mention any separations or divorces. It sounded like good fun, Lola thought. Perhaps she could suggest to Geraldine and Jim that they start up something similar here in the Valley. There were already plenty of connections between the town of Clare and County Clare in Ireland. They already exported wine from Australia to Ireland. Perhaps Ireland could ship over a few dozen bachelors in return?
She put down the magazine as Richard Lawrence walked toward her, dressed in shorts and a T-shirt. Lola waved and beckoned him over. He was quite the fitness fan, it seemed. Back from the gym again. Almost as bad as Anna. No wonder he had been so snakehipped at the party. It had been good to see him and Bett chatting away, too, the couple of times she had looked over. They had a lot in common—journalism, London.… 
“Morning, Richard,” she said as he came closer.
“Good morning, Lola.”
“It does the heart good to see a fit young man like yourself out in the air.”
“Young man?” He grinned. “Don’t make me worry about your eyesight now, will you?”
“Oh, you’re just a child in my eyes. Tell me now, will you pop in a little later? I’ve a bottle of gin that I need help opening. Those caps are very tight these days. Around four? Perfect.”
She waved him off as a blue station wagon came up the drive. Lola watched as Daniel Hilder climbed out with a load of newspapers. Bett had chosen her one-night stand well, she thought with a wicked smile. He certainly wasn’t fashion catalogue handsome, but there was something so attractive about him. A pair of laughing eyes took a man a very long way, she’d always thought. She had so enjoyed their little chat the other day. If there was one thing she liked, it was a young man with a bit of wit about him. He’d shown such interest in the photos she’d taken out for him, as well. He’d also done a very efficient job of straightening the shower rose and rehanging the painting. Too efficient, really, for her purposes. She had a feeling there was a bit more there to discover.
She’d recalled afterward that she had seen his mother in the charity shop now and then in the early days. Making donations, not shopping, of course. The distinction was important for some people. She remembered Mrs. Hilder as a well-to-do woman. Very well spoken, always elegant, beautifully turned out. One of the matching shade of lipstick, nail polish, bag, and shoe women. How they did it, Lola just did not know. She glanced down at that day’s outfit, her culottes and tunic ensemble. About fifteen different colors fighting for prominence, none of them winning. What had one of the charity shop women said to her once? “Lola, you always look so different.” “I suppose you mean different as in terrible,” she had replied, to the woman’s horror. Lola laughed at the memory.
Bett came into view, pushing the cleaning cart loaded with soaps, teabags, and fresh linen. Lola watched as she took out the master key and let herself into one of the rooms to do her share of the cleaning. Dear girl, it was so good to have her home again. She had been so rocked by the business with Matthew. In Lola’s opinion, it had been a narrow escape. Funnily enough, she had always felt Carrie and Matthew made a much better pair than Bett and Matthew. She had held her tongue on the matter for once, though. She’d held high hopes that Bett would meet someone in Melbourne, or Dublin, or London. Someone with a bit more spark than Matthew. But it hadn’t happened. Bett was still single. Madness. What were the men of the world thinking letting a fine woman like her run free?
Moments later Daniel Hilder stepped lightly down the front steps and climbed back into his car. Lola could see him checking something in a folder beside him. In a few minutes he would drive right past her room, on to the next delivery.
She reread the quote from the matchmaker. “It’s a simple process. We interview all the single men and then we interview all the single women, and then we decide who would be best suited to who. We don’t rush into it, either—it’s a matter of getting to know people, assessing their suitability before we bring them together.”
She started to smile. The Valley View Motel Matchmaking Festival might not have the same ring as Lisdoonvarna, but the principles were the same, surely? Find a single man who suits your single woman and bring them together. Her smile broadened. She’d already arranged to talk to Richard this afternoon. If she got Daniel now, that would be the two of them done in the same day. Very efficient. As for Bett, well, she didn’t need to interview her, did she? She already knew her granddaughter inside out.
Rising as swiftly as her old bones would allow, she moved inside, picked up the cane she used occasionally for walking, and knocked the painting off the wall, wincing as it crashed to the floor. Just as well their budget hadn’t stretched to glass frames. As the sound of a car started up, she returned to the doorway, waving madly with her good arm.
Daniel slowed the car to a stop beside her, wound down the window, and smiled. “Lola, hello. You’re looking very well again.”
“Pulling the devil by the tail, as we say at home. Daniel, you’re heaven sent without a doubt. That blasted painting has fallen down again. Could you spare a moment, do you think?”
She smiled to herself as he turned off the engine. This might be even more fun than writing the musical.
The next day, Bett was driving back to the Valley Times office with Daniel. They’d spent the afternoon following one of the Valley’s young winemakers around his small winery, as he showed them the process from grape to bottle. At the end of the session, Daniel had handed over the digital camera and watched as she flicked through his shots. They were good, a bit quirky, with plenty of action and interest in them. Rebecca would be very pleased.
Bett was pleased with herself, too. So far today she’d managed to stay quite composed in his company. She’d tasted a glass of the new Shiraz without spilling it everywhere. Even better, she’d had several conversations with him without turning bright red. Perhaps deep down she actually was a mature grown-up.
The car radio was playing the new single from the country’s latest manufactured pop band. He turned it up. “Great, one of my favorites.”
“You’re kidding.”
He had a glint in his eye. “To tell you the truth, I can’t decide between this lot and the all-girl band formed after that supermarket reality show.” He pressed the button to change stations. A screaming punk song filled the car. Bett winced.
Daniel noticed and turned it down. “I take it you weren’t ever a punk?”
She shook her head. “Why? Were you?”
“For a whole six months. I even changed my name.”
“You didn’t.”
“It was written in studs on the back of my best denim jacket. Danger Hilder. I was extremely scary for a twelve-year-old.” He grinned. “So you were never spiky-haired? Covered in safety pins?”
“No. Unfortunately I reached my teenage years in time for fluorescent socks and sweat bands.”
“Ah yes. I think I may have seen a photo from that time.”
Had he been at Lola’s birthday party? No, she was sure he hadn’t been. Color raced up her neck into her face. There was only one other way he could have seen them. “Has Lola shown you the Alphabet Sisters photos?”
He nodded solemnly. “Quite a lot of them, actually. She’s very proud of you, isn’t she?”
“That’s it. I’m going to break into her room and burn them.”
“You’ll never find them. She had them hidden in books and under boxes all over her room. ‘I have to hide them or the girls would have them spirited away in seconds.’ ”
She had to laugh at his good impression of Lola. His mobile rang before she could say anything more. He pulled over to take the call, and she took the opportunity to have a good look at him. He was probably thirty-five or thirty-six by now, she guessed. She thought she remembered his celebrating his thirtieth birthday just after she’d first joined the Valley Times. They had worked together on only a few jobs, but she’d occasionally spoken to him in the pubs, or in restaurants around the Valley. He’d had a girlfriend at the time, hadn’t he? One of the high school teachers, if memory served her right. And she had been going out with Matthew. Engaged to Matthew, even.
Back then, she’d always found him easy to work with. It had been the same today. Bett had interviewed the winemaker while Daniel strolled the property taking photographs, like a normal journalist and photographer team. The only difference being they’d had a night of wild sex three years ago and not mentioned it since. She decided she had to bring it up today. Get it out of the way. Into the open, as Lola would advise.
He finished the call, from one of the other reporters on the paper setting up a photo shoot for the next day. “Sorry about that,” he said.
“No problem.” She decided to launch straight into it. “Daniel, before you start the car, I think there’s something we need—” She was interrupted by the ringing of his mobile again.
He glanced at the display screen. “Sorry, Bett. I’ll need to get this.”
It was obviously a personal call. He got out of the car and walked a short distance away. Her window was already wound down, and snippets floated in. He was soothing someone by the sound of things. Listening a lot and then reassuring the caller. She wasn’t close enough to hear any more. “I’ll see you tonight. Okay. Bye.”
He got back into the car. “Sorry, Bett. You were about to say something?”
She noticed his mood had changed, become more serious. She lost her nerve. “It doesn’t matter.”
“Are you sure?”
“Sure.”
He started the car and they had driven for a little while before he spoke. “That thing you were about to say. Was it about that night in Melbourne, by any chance?”
“Yes. Yes, it was.” Was that squeak really her voice?
“I wondered which of us would bring it up first.” He was still serious. “Bett, it’s all right. I’m a grown man. I got over it.”
“You got over it?” Had it been that bad? Something that had to be got over?
“Of course,” he said. “It wasn’t the first time, and I’m sure it won’t be the last time.”
That he had a one-night stand? “Really?”
“Yes, really. Honestly, don’t give it a moment’s thought.”
She was feeling worse, not better. “I thought I had to mention it, at least. You know, now that we were working together. In case you were thinking …” She trailed off. In case you were thinking that I was an old slapper who would jump into bed with you at any opportunity. She couldn’t say it.
They were coming into the town now. “Bett, it’s okay. I got the message in Melbourne. So please don’t feel awkward working with me.”
What message? She hadn’t left him a message. She’d been so embarrassed she’d crept out without even waking him.
His phone rang again, and he answered it without pulling over. “Hi, Rebecca. About five minutes away. No worries. I’ll drop Bett at the office and head straight out there.” He turned to her. “Sorry, Bett. Do you mind? That fire out at the old quarry has flared up again. Rebecca wants me to go straight there.”
“Of course.” They were silent as they drove up the main street of Clare. He deftly pulled in behind one of the tall trees sending out splashes of shade onto the hot bitumen.
“See you later, then.”
“Yes, see you.” She got out of the car so quickly she nearly tripped.
The following night the cast was once again gathered in the function room. Bett’s hands were folded in her lap. She’d given up playing any of the songs. Carrie was in the middle of the group, looking mutinous. Anna was in front, extremely unhappy.
“General MacArthur, have you actually looked at the script since our last rehearsal?”
“I intended to, Anna, I really did. But I had trouble with the dam at the end of the bottom paddock, and I ran out of time.”
“And what about you, Mrs. MacArthur?”
“I looked at it. But the school fair was this week, and I had to choose between making three dozen fairy cakes or learning my lines.”
Anna looked from one cast member to the next.
“The dog ate my script.”
“The cat weed on my script.”
“I got called away to fight a fire at the old quarry.”
Anna sighed, put her hands on her hips, exasperated. “I bet a million dollars Andrew Lloyd Webber never hears excuses like this.” Everyone laughed. That was the whole problem, she realized. No one was taking it seriously. What would Lola do if she was here? Whatever was necessary, she guessed. She’d have to do the same.
She stood up, composed herself, mentally searched through her voice repertoire until she found the most cajoling one, and then coughed politely to get everyone’s attention. Speaking persuasively, she started talking about General MacArthur, about what he had meant to people during the war. She reminded them all about Lola’s dream, about the need for a new ambulance, about the highs and lows of acting, about pride, belief in your work, determination.
Good heavens, Bett thought. She felt a verse of “Climb Every Mountain” coming on.
Carrie wasn’t listening. She’d learned her lines days ago. She’d had nothing else to do in the lonely house once she got home from work. She and Matthew had tried to have another conversation on the phone that afternoon. It had ended in disaster again. Another row. More shifting blame. It was getting to the stage where they nearly hung up before they said hello to each other.
She shot a glance at Bett. They’d hardly spoken a word to each other since that night in the office. It was all very well for Bett to say she wanted to see Matthew. What was she supposed to do? Produce him out of a hat? Say, “Here, Bett, have him back”? She longed to ask Lola’s advice, but that would mean telling her the whole story of their separation. She couldn’t bear the shame of it. If only there was some way of making things all right between her and Matthew again. She turned away as Bett looked up and caught her eye. She stared rigidly at the script, pretending to be concentrating on Anna’s speech.
“So, please, all of you,” Anna said passionately, her voice husky by this stage. “Please have your lines and the words of your songs learned before our next rehearsal. We’ve got only a few weeks to put this together, remember. And I want to say again how much it would mean to my elderly grandmother to see her dream brought to the stage.” She lowered her voice. “You all know about the accident, and it does worry me how frail she has become, that she is losing her already tenuous grip on life. I think it would give her a real boost, and I hope you’ll all give it your best shot.”
She gazed around. Was that woman on the left crying? Oh dear, perhaps she’d gone a little too far. “So, Bett, let’s try ‘Chattanooga Choo Choo,’ from the top.”
In her room at that moment, Lola took a long sip of her gin and tonic and pointed the remote control at the CD player. She did love singing along with those old show tunes. There was nothing like them to buoy the spirit. But now it was break over and time to get back to work.
Settling herself more comfortably in the armchair, she put on her glasses and studied the two rather wobbly handwritten lists on the page in front of her. She wished she’d thought of doing this years ago. Who’d have thought there could be such entertainment in the little matter of getting two people together?
She had followed the matchmaker’s guidelines to the letter. First, draw up a short list of available suitors. Hers was short, just the two names. Then draw up a list of their attributes. She’d done that, too, based on her interviews, formal and informal, over the past little while. They were similar in some ways. Both seemed very kind, with lovely senses of humour and the necessary glints in their eyes. They both had a bit of life experience behind them, too—always a good thing. They’d both lived in the city, but had chosen to be in the country for the time being—also a good thing.
Now all she had to do was make her final choice. It was hard enough, with both of them having so much going for them. She read the lists again. It was close, certainly, but she was veering toward the one on the left. Yes, she decided firmly. He was the one.
All her project needed now was a name. It finally came to her and she wrote it carefully on the folder.
Operation Richard and Bett.



Chapter Fifteen
At home in the farmhouse two nights later, Carrie poured a glass of wine and moved from the living room to the bedroom, then back into the kitchen, trying to decide where to do it. It didn’t help that there were traces of Matthew everywhere—a pair of boots in the hallway, his Driza-Bone jacket on the back of the door. And memories in each of the rooms, too. The painting they had bought in Adelaide not long after they were married. The lamp she had admired in an antiques store up north one weekend they’d been away, which Matthew had gone to such trouble to get for her as a surprise, driving three hours there and back. The hall cupboard the two of them had spent weeks sanding back, only to find the wood underneath in such bad condition they’d had to paint it all over again.
She finally settled on the kitchen. She pulled a chair up to the wooden table, reached into her bag, and took out the magazine. She’d seen it in the newsagents in town that morning, its glaring cover line talking directly to her—“How to Save Your Marriage.” She’d bought a whole selection of other items to pad all around it—pens and writing pads, even a Your Garden magazine—so the woman behind the counter, whose wedding she had helped organize, wouldn’t guess.
“You looking for a new man, Carrie?”
She had nearly leaped out of her skin. “No, Matthew’s fine. He’s just away for work for a while.”
“Don’t want him to catch you looking at that, then.”
“No.” She was flaming red by that stage. It was only when she’d gotten into the car that she realized what the woman was talking about. “Fifty Most Eligible Bachelors. Tasty touch-me-now photos inside!”
She skimmed past the perfume ads, the fashion pages, and the eligible bachelors until she reached the “How to Save Your Marriage” article. Please let it be a matter of mixing up a quick potion of pomegranate seeds and vinegar, or chanting over an old photo of the two of them, she thought. She realized a little guiltily that most of their photos were in a bag in the shed where she had thrown them after the last row. Still, at least she hadn’t ripped them up. She corrected herself. At least she hadn’t ripped all of them up.
She skimmed the introduction to the article. Do you feel the gloss has gone out of your relationship? Not just the gloss. The relationship had gone out of the relationship. Don’t know where it went wrong? She shifted uncomfortably. Next question. Have things really changed for the worse? That was easy.
Then try this exercise to get in touch with your feelings. Sit quietly, and recall the early days of your relationship. Think about everything that first attracted you to him, and him to you. Remember your first touch, your first kiss, the first time you made love. Let the memories wash over you. Let go of any anger you may feel now. Let go of any hurts or misunderstandings. Take your mind back to your early days, remembering the wonderful first moments of attraction.
Carrie moved the chair farther back from the table, shut her eyes, and concentrated. She opened an eye, and read the last line again. Take your mind back to your early days, remembering the wonderful first moments of attraction. That she could do, at least. It had been the first night she met him, when she got home from her overseas trip. At first, in all the fuss of arriving, her luggage everywhere, the talk and the chat with her parents and Lola, he’d just been Bett’s fiancé—medium height, sandy brown curls. Solid-looking. But later, in the pub where Bett had insisted on taking her, something had happened between them.
Jet-lagged, exhilarated to be home, she remembered being in teasing form. “Normally, Matt—I can call you Matt, can’t I? I mean, we’re practically brother and sister. Normally, Matt, I’d have got to know you slowly, vetted you to make sure you were good for my sister, but I’ll just have to do a crash course now. You’re studying to be a vet, I believe. That’s good, a steady job. Now, let me see. What sort of a physical specimen are you? Should I check him out, Bett?”
“Go right ahead,” Bett had said, laughing at her.
She patted him down, commenting all the while. “Yes, fine shoulders, a lovely broad chest, oh yes, good, a flat stomach, too.” Bett was enjoying it, Carrie thought. “And he’s got terrific legs, Bett, hasn’t he?” She touched them as well, felt firm muscle under the dark denim. Did her hands brush against his upper thigh deliberately? “Yes, he’s gorgeous, Bett. He’ll do very well.”
All laughter and joking, standing there arms around one another, Bett in front of them. But as she sat down, just for a moment there was an exchange of glances between her and Matthew. The laughter had gone out of his eyes and there was a flash of desire. She saw it. She felt the same thing in herself. A tiny spark, the quickest of flickers between them. And then some other friends came up and the night changed, became casual.
Except she remembered it the next day. It was probably jet lag, she told herself. Or the pleasure of touching a man again. She’d gone traveling with a boyfriend through Asia, but they had broken up in Vietnam, after fighting in Laos, making up in Cambodia, and spending three months rowing as they traveled through Thailand. In Bali she’d had a brief affair with a practiced Portuguese man, who had certainly taught her a few bedroom tricks as well as some filthy Portuguese words, but that had been months ago.
In the first few weeks the tension between her and Matthew masqueraded as simple teasing between a brother-in-law- and sister-in-law-to-be, encouraged by the whole family. But it was more serious than that, even from the start. There had been genuine interest in each other, wanting to talk to each other. If Matthew came to collect Bett to go somewhere, he always made a point of seeking Carrie out, just for a few moments of conversation. If she heard his voice, she, too, would find herself going to him, wandering in almost casually, teasing, joking, on the surface.
Once or twice there was casual physical touch—when Matthew was holding a door open for her, or passing something to her at a family dinner. Just the swiftest whisper of skin against skin. With another person she might not have noticed. With Matthew it was as if all her senses had sprung to attention. Nothing was said, but the contact became something they would engineer. At a family picnic, when Anna, Glenn, and Ellen were home one weekend, they all piled into one car. Bett was driving. In the back, Carrie needed to sit on Matthew’s knee, Anna, Glenn, and Ellen squeezed in beside them, Lola in the passenger seat in front. Had any of them noticed the effect the physical contact had on her and on Matthew? The touch was like exquisite pain to Carrie, feeling his thighs beneath her, the brush of his hand against her bare arm. He slowly moved his left arm so it was almost around her waist. Just as slowly, she lowered her hand so it was on top of his arm. She felt the sunshine on it, her breathing change. Everyone’s attention was on Ellen, three years old at the time, and delirious with too much soft drink and attention, squealing each time they turned a corner, their bodies moving from side to side with the momentum. Carrie felt a slow burning between her and Matthew with each motion. When they finally arrived back at the motel, she climbed out quickly. There was just a quick glance between them, loaded with meaning.
He felt the same way, she learned afterward. It got to the stage that she knew he was in the motel, somewhere nearby, a sort of tingling, humming between them. But he’s Bett’s fiancé, she told herself.
Remember your first kiss … 
It happened the day he drove her to the agricultural college with him. She’d been trying to decide whether to do a course, and it was Bett who suggested she make the trip with Matthew. She was aware of dressing more carefully, choosing the pale blue dress that looked good against her brown skin and blonde hair, the strands even lighter after the long hot summer. Bett waved them off.
They drove for an hour perhaps, not even halfway there, the teasing conversation rippling between them. She felt intensely conscious of her own body, the hem of her dress lifting a little as she moved her legs, crossed them once or twice, knowing Matthew was noticing. She had a bug to thank for the first contact. Feeling hot, she had wound the window down. An insect had blown in, right at her face.
“Oww,” she said. “Something flew into my eye.”
He pulled over right away, their car the only one on the long straight road. He unbuckled his seat belt, leaned across. “Let me see.”
His hand was on her face, his face closer than it had ever been. There was a moment when all the tension between them seemed to tighten and contract until they were no longer apart but lips on lips, bodies pressed as close as possible.
She pulled back first, reluctantly, eyes wide. “We can’t.”
Matthew didn’t answer her, just looked at her in a way she had never been looked at before. Her stomach turned somersaults, and she didn’t say anything as he leaned toward her again, the kiss softer, more exploratory, but deeper and sexier than the first one.
A car went past, the driver honking the horn at them. It broke the spell. He pulled away. Looked ahead.
Carrie looked ahead, too. “I’m sorry.”
He made a noise somewhere between a laugh and a sigh. “I am, too.”
They kept looking forward.
“We should keep driving.”
They did, silently for ten minutes, and then his hand came off the steering wheel and crossed the seat, meeting hers. His voice was soft. “Carrie, I have never felt about anyone the way I feel about you.”
She understood what he meant.
“I don’t feel about Bett the way I feel about you.”
“It’s wrong. You’re Bett’s fiancé.” It was hard to say, when the touch of his hand was sending what felt like sparkling explosions into her bloodstream. She placed his hand on her thigh, and heard the little intake of breath. She thought of Bett again, and then consciously, forcibly, blanked her out. This wasn’t about Matthew and Bett anymore. It was about the two of them and what was happening here.
“You feel it, too, don’t you?”
She nodded.
“We need to talk about this.”
Ahead there was a sign pointing to a camping ground just off the main road. He turned in. The park was sheltered, too early in the morning, even on a hot day, for anyone to be there. He got out. She got out after him. They stood against the railing, looking down into the dry creek bed, not speaking, the only sounds the crackle of wind through the peeling bark on the gum trees, the warbling of magpies. The sun was hot on her skin.
She touched his arm, and he flinched as though it had burned him. But the movement had set the tension buzzing between them again. She felt her own body respond, felt her breasts strain against her clothes, wanting to touch him again. This had to be right, this had to be real, Bett or no Bett.
He moved first, running a hand gently from the shoulder strap of her dress down her arm. She breathed in deeply. Closed her eyes. He moved his hand, repeating the touch. She felt every nerve ending in her skin respond. She didn’t move, just breathed, as he traced the neckline, his hand brushing against her breasts.
And then she did the same thing to him, ran her hand down the length of his arm, then his other arm, touching the skin, feeling the little hairs. Then her fingers moved from the neckline of his T-shirt, down over his chest, his stomach, and lower, enough to hear a sharp intake of breath.
It became a slow, intense trade of pleasure, taking it in turns, not speaking. He moved toward her, touching her dress, tracing her breasts through the material. It was all she could do not to push herself against him.
Staring into his eyes, she was intensely aware of all the sensations around her, the heat of the sun, the slightest of breezes, the hum of insects. She touched his body again, running her hand over his stomach, over the denim of his jeans, watching the response in his eyes, a darkening of his pupils as she cupped him, stroked him gently.
“We can’t. We have to stop this,” she whispered, as he held her hand against his jeans.
“I know,” he said, shutting his eyes in pleasure as she took one of his fingers into her mouth and gently sucked it.
The sound of a car behind them called a halt. Carrie knew she had been seconds from taking off her dress, from undressing Matthew, from making love there, in the open. It was a family, a man and woman with three small children, parking just meters from them, and immediately unloading chairs and barbecue equipment.
“Lovely day for it,” the man called out.
“Sure is,” Matthew answered.
They returned to the car and sat for a few moments, before Matthew started the engine and headed back onto the main road. She wasn’t surprised when he pulled into a side road a few kilometers down and turned to her again. Some reason had come into her mind by then—the shock of nearly being caught, the shock of realizing she had been about to have sex with Bett’s fiancé. And the shock that she still wanted to.
Another hot, deep kiss until she pulled away first. “What about Bett?” she whispered again, barely able to speak.
“I don’t know what to do about Bett,” he answered.
For four weeks they resisted it, trying not to spend time with each other. But it was like a fever, an addiction. The tension between them increased. There were phone calls, three, sometimes four, a day. He wrote her letters. All the while, sexual tension hummed between them.
Lola noticed something, Carrie knew. And perhaps Bett suspected something. She tried not to spend too much time with her sister, needing to keep the distance. She had one awkward conversation with Matthew about her.
“Are you still sleeping with her?”
Matthew looked uncomfortable. “I can’t. I want it to be you. It wouldn’t be fair.”
It made her feel better, for herself, even while she felt sorry for Bett. But it just seemed out of her control, out of their control, as though it was fated, and destined, and all the magical things.
Matthew felt the same way, he told her. “It’s different with you, different than it has ever been. With Bett, it seemed easy, like we drifted into it. But with you …”
Carrie was torn between wanting to know about his relationship with Bett, and feeling it was best she knew nothing about it. “We can’t talk about her. We have to put her out of our minds when we’re together, until we work out whether this is real or not.”
He rang her the night before they were due to go to the agricultural college again. “I’ve made a decision, Carrie. I’m going to break it off with Bett. I can’t live like this, feeling one thing with you, talking about the wedding with her, feeling like I’m lying.”
“Are you sure?”
“If you are.”
“You know what it will mean.”
“I’m still sure.”
Remember the first time you made love … 
That conversation had been the turning point. The next morning he collected her from the motel as usual. Bett had left for the newspaper office early. Carrie was glad of it.
They barely spoke as he drove, but she found herself unable to take her eyes off his hands on the steering wheel, feeling the lightness of her own dress against her thighs. He turned in to the forest clearing they had first visited five weeks earlier. There was no one else there. The air was as hot and still, the sky as cloudless. They climbed out of the car. He took her by the hand, and they started the slow, erotic dance again, his hand tracing her body, her hand tracing his, no words being spoken until they were both nearly faint with desire. “Are you sure?” he whispered.
She nodded.
From that moment they wouldn’t have cared if there had been rows of cars around them. He slowly undid the buttons of her dress, exposing her breasts in the bra she had chosen so carefully that morning. She unbuttoned his shirt, touching the brown skin, the muscles on his arm, then unbuttoned his jeans, moving her hand until she was touching him at last.
He kissed her again. The kiss went on and on, his hands holding her body tight against his. They moved up against a table and had fast, passionate sex, both of them still partly clothed, the sweat covering their skin, their hard, fast breaths and moans the only noise around.
Carrie knew she shouldn’t have done it. She knew it the moment they had finished, the moment the tension passed and the two of them were holding each other close, his head against hers. But then he held her even tighter, whispered, “Thank you,” and she felt that it had been the right thing. And that they would be able to face Bett together. Which was exactly what they did that night. Matthew called her, arranged to meet in the motel. They had both broken the news to her.… 
Remember your wedding day.
Quiet, without fuss, everyone trying to ignore the fact Anna and Bett weren’t there.
Think back to the early days of married life.
The first two years they lived in a rented unit in one of the smaller towns in the Valley. Carrie worked in the motel, Matthew finished his study and started working in the vet practice in the town. On weekends they met friends, looked at houses, occasionally went away when her days off allowed them, or he wasn’t on call.
It was in the past twelve months it had started changing. She started noticing things about Matthew that either hadn’t been there before or had just become apparent. He wasn’t exactly mean with money, but he seemed interested in every little thing she spent. “It would make more sense if we cut down on things like that for the first few years when we’re saving for a house,” he said one night, when she arrived home with three bunches of expensive flowers.
“Matt, come on,” she laughed. “You’re running this marriage like it’s some kind of business.”
“It is, when we’re talking about buying a house. See, Carrie, look at these figures.” She gave them a glance, trying not to stifle a yawn too obviously.
He was the same about the flowering plants she bought for the garden. She’d come home with a car boot full and spent an afternoon planting them, delighted with the effect. He came home late, left early the next morning. It was the weekend before he was able to see them. She blindfolded him and took him outside.
He wasn’t impressed at all. “How much did they cost?”
She gestured vaguely. “A fair bit, but isn’t it worth it? See how brilliant they look.”
“They’re all flowering though.” Matthew frowned. “They won’t last. You’d have been better off buying seedlings or seeds. Otherwise it’s a waste of money.”
She stood there, debating whether to burst into tears or make a run inside. In the end, she did a combination, stalking to her car and driving off in a temper of showering gravel, making sure he could see her crying face. She drove straight to the motel, looking for sympathy.
Her mother stopped preparing the salad, patted her on the hand, then went back to her lettuces. “It’s part of married life, Carrie. We all have rows.”
Her father asked how much the flowers cost and then laughed when she refused to tell him. “Too much, then, by the sounds.”
Lola listened to the whole story, then said, “I see. Now, go home and say sorry.”
“Why should I say sorry? It’s his fault I’m upset. He should have been pleased I did the garden.”
“Perhaps he would have been if he’d had a say.”
“He’s not my keeper. I won’t apologize.”
There was a three-day standoff, until the night he came to the motel, walked into the kitchen, took her by the hand, and practically dragged her out to the car.
Outside, he said just one thing. “I miss you.”
It was all she needed to hear. “I miss you, too.”
“Will you come home again?”
She nodded. He was driving home when he took a turn off to the park they both knew. Without words, they reenacted their first time together. In the hot night of a summer, they stood in the open air and made love.
The passion lasted between them for nearly two years. Longer than most, from what Carrie could gather from talking to her friends. One girlfriend said that once their three kids had come along, she and her husband had both lost interest. “Honestly, if he wants to go off and have a mistress, it’s fine with me. Between the kids and work, I haven’t got time for sex.” Another friend had warned her even before they were married. “The spice will go out of it now, you know. Now you can actually do it whenever you want. So don’t be surprised when a TV program seems more interesting than his crotch.”
Carrie pretended to be shocked. The same friend, a little later that evening and a lot drunker, had gone further. “Can I ask you a blunt question?” How much blunter could she get? Carrie wondered. “Has Matthew ever compared you and Bett? You know, said anything about what you were both like in bed? Don’t look so outraged, Carrie. He must have thought it. Haven’t you ever been curious?”
Of course she had been. But of course she had never asked. She’d told her friend to mind her own business and tried not to think of it again herself. And there had been plenty of consolation in their lovemaking—surely it hadn’t been like this for Matthew and Bett, or he would never have left her.
Can you pinpoint when things started going wrong?
Easily. When Lola started obsessing about having Anna and Bett home again. When Carrie started feeling guilty about the marriage. Started wondering whether perhaps it hadn’t been a love match written in the stars. Started noticing more things wrong with Matthew. Started picking on him, deliberately wanting him to fight with her, to prove that he loved her. Except it had backfired, hadn’t it? She’d picked on him so much he’d been glad to leave.
Are you sure things are as bad as you think?
She realized she was crying, and roughly wiped away a tear. They were, but she wished they weren’t. She missed him, really missed him. Their talks at the end of the day. The funny impressions he used to do, especially the ones of Frank Spencer and Basil Fawlty. She loved hearing his plans for the house, going furniture hunting with him. She loved being in bed with him.… 
Sometimes it can be as simple as sitting down and talking about things. Don’t be afraid to be the first person to say sorry.
Sorry? To who, though? Matthew? Bett? Anna? Lola? What was she supposed to do—hire a stadium and make a PA announcement? Get it over in one fell swoop? Stupid magazine. Didn’t they realize things were never that simple? She was about to hurl it across the room when the phone rang and her heart leaped. Matthew? She snatched it up. “Hello?”
“Hello, this is the Sports Weekly subscription service calling from Sydney. Is your husband at home please?”
She burst into tears. “No, he’s bloody well not.”



Chapter Sixteen
In Anna’s room the following night, Lola and Ellen sat side by side on the single bed, both wearing dressing gowns. They had towels wrapped as turbans on their heads, and their feet were soaking in basins filled with steaming, fragrant water.
“So, Madame Lola, you’d like which treatment today?” Anna said in an excellent French accent.
“The full works, thank you. I’d like to look twenty years younger by eight P.M.”
“No problem at all, madam, even if it will involve a little plastic surgery. I have a very sharp knife, and I enjoy using it. And you, little madam, what would you like done? The full treatment?”
Ellen nodded. “I would like to look twenty years older, please.”
Lola hooted with laughter. “We’ll meet in the middle yet.”
Anna gently tucked in the turbans around both their faces, giving Ellen a little stroke on the nose for good luck. “What I shall be doing today is applying my finest products in the most gentle way, giving you both the full pampering treatment. So sit back, relax, and let Anna of the Magic Fingers do her best work.”
She had applied the first of the creams to their faces when there was a knock at the door. Bett poked her head in. “Anna, message from—good God, what is this? A cult meeting?”
Lola and Ellen looked out at her through faces covered in thick white cream, their eyes pandalike. “We’re seeking eternal youth and beauty, as supplied by Madame Anna of the Magic Fingers,” Lola said. “Would you like to join us?”
“I’d need a full construction team, not Anna of the Magic Fingers.” She sat on Anna’s bed so she had a full view of the proceedings. “A message from Len the butcher for you, Anna, to say that the set designs are nearly finished and he’ll have the last one done by this weekend.”
“All those years of cutting up chops have finally come into their own,” Lola said.
“Enough talking, thank you, Madame Lola,” Anna said. “You are supposed to be relaxing.”
“How can I relax when my musical is at such a crucial stage? Tell me again, I know Carrie is Juliet, but who is playing Romeo? And the man playing General MacArthur—are you sure he has the right gravitas?”
“What’s gravitas?” Ellen asked, her voice muffled as Anna started wiping away her first layer of cream.
“It’s another word for seriousness,” Bett said, as she picked up a magazine from the bedside table.
“Ladies, please.” Anna stepped back. “I won’t be held responsible for the consequences if my attention is diverted.” She pretended to remove Ellen’s nose. “Please, a little quiet.”
“A little gravitas,” Ellen said.
“Exactly. Oh, Anna, I can feel the years slipping away,” Lola purred like a cat as Anna gently stroked the cleansing cream away with soft cotton wool and sure fingers.
There was quiet for a little while, and then Ellen spoke up. “Mum, is it true that Lola was raised by the fairies in Ireland?”
“Of course I was, Ellen,” Lola murmured.
“Lola, tell Ellen the truth.”
Lola crossed her feet in the water bath and gazed across at Ellen, all shiny-faced. “Once upon a time …” Then she stopped. “I can’t tell a story and have a facial at the same time. Bett, can you tell it for me? That way I can hear it, too.”
“Of course.” Bett put down the magazine and made herself comfortable on the bed, sitting cross-legged. “Your great-grandmother was born in Ireland, Ellie, on the other side of the world. Over there they have counties, and she was born in a county called Galway. Her father was a businessman, and her mother was a very elegant lady, and they lived in a beautiful big old two-story house covered in ivy, with a long drive leading up to it, surrounded by fields and streams and black-faced sheep.”
“Did you have a pet sheep there when you were a little girl, Lola?”
“Hundreds of them, Ellie.”
Bett continued. “Lola went to boarding school, where they taught her to be a fine lady, and how to ride horses and arrange flowers and be gracious and good and kind. And then in the school holidays she would come home and have parties and they would dance and listen to music. At one of these parties she was introduced to a handsome young man called Edward, who was the son of a friend of her father’s. Before six months had passed, Lola and Edward were engaged to be married. How am I doing so far, Lola?”
Lola’s eyes were shut. “Perfect, darling. Keep going.”
“Edward’s father had business interests in Australia, and to Lola’s great excitement, he suggested that Lola and Edward spend a year in Australia. Within four months of their wedding the two of them were living in Melbourne.”
“Did you fly in an airplane, Lola?”
“Oh no, Ellie. In those days we traveled by ship. It took four weeks to get here; imagine that.”
“Edward’s job was to keep an eye on the wool and the wheat and other crops that were being produced on his father’s farms, and while he did that, Lola stayed in Melbourne, making the house beautiful.”
Anna stopped applying the second cream, waiting for Bett to tell the next bit of the story.
“Around this time World War II broke out, and Edward, your great-grandfather, volunteered to join the Australian army. He trained to be a soldier, getting to see Lola only once every few months, before he was sent away with the rest of the troops. And then something very sad happened. Edward was killed on the very first day of fighting.”
“He was killed?”
Lola had told the lie so many times the words came easily. “That’s right, Ellie. The soldiers told me afterward he had been very brave. That I should be proud of him.” Far better than the truth—that her husband had not been a brave soldier but a weak, bullying drunk.
Bett took over again. “And two days after Lola got word of that, Ellie, she discovered that she was having a baby. And that was James, your grandfather.” She had always found it so heartbreaking that Edward had died without knowing he was going to be a father.
Beside her, Anna was quiet. She always imagined Lola, so young, away from her family and her own country, discovering she was not just a widow, but about to become a mother, too.
“Why didn’t you go back to Ireland, Lola?” Ellen asked.
“I wasn’t well enough to travel, and it was wartime. There were no ships available for passengers like me. And by the time the war was over, I had started up the guesthouse, and Jim was nearly ready for school. I decided I liked Australia. I loved the sunlight and the birds and the plants. So we decided to stay.”
“Wasn’t that brave of her, Ellie?” Bett said. “All the way across the other side of the world, with a little son to look after?”
“If you had gone back to Ireland, would I be an Irish girl now?”
“I don’t know, Ellie. Because if I had gone back to Ireland, your grandfather might not have met your grandmother, and they might not have had three daughters, and you might have been born into another family altogether.”
Ellen seemed to take all that in. “And have you ever been back to Ireland?”
“No, I haven’t. My own family are gone now, and it’s too far away for a creaking old woman like myself.”
“But I visited Lola’s house when I was in Ireland, Ellie,” Bett said.
Anna looked over. She hadn’t known that.
“And were there still sheep and ponies and parties?” Ellen asked.
“None that I saw, but there might have been some behind the walls.”
“What did it look like?” Anna asked.
Bett remembered the day she had gone across to Galway on a day trip from Dublin. She had rung Lola the night before to get directions, surprising her. “Would there be family left that I could speak to?”
“Oh no, Bett. The family would be long gone,” Lola had said.
It had taken Bett a whole morning to find the house, following Lola’s directions. It had been different from what Bett had imagined, much smaller, the drive not as curvy as she remembered Lola telling them. The front entrance has been spoiled by a small clump of pine trees, she thought. She had taken a roll of photos and sent them back to Lola. She’d been a little disappointed with her reaction, she remembered. Lola had seemed grateful, but not all that interested. As she described it to Anna and Ellen now, the thought that had been niggling at the back of her mind since the slide show at Lola’s party came back. It was about the trees.
“Lola, that slide you showed at the party, that was of your house, wasn’t it?”
“It was.”
“And what tree was out front?”
“A huge oak tree.”
Bett clapped her hand to her forehead. “I can’t believe it. How stupid was I? You know how I got so lost that day I went looking for your house, trying to follow your directions? That weekend I went to Galway to see if I could find anyone who remembered you and Edward? I was sure I’d followed your directions perfectly, but the house I went to had pine trees out front, rows of them, not an oak tree. No wonder I couldn’t find anyone who knew you. I was at the wrong house the whole time, wasn’t I?”
“Yes, Bett, you were,” Lola said honestly.
“Oh, Bett, you silly sausage,” Ellen said.
The three of them burst out laughing. Bett turned to Lola. “Why didn’t you tell me when I sent you those photos, Lola?”
“I didn’t want to embarrass you, Bett.”
She clapped her hand to her forehead again. “Idiot. My one chance to uncover the mystery that is Lola Quinlan and what do I do? Go in the wrong direction completely. Sorry, Lola.” No wonder she hadn’t been that interested, trying not to hurt Bett’s feelings for turning up at the wrong house.
“It doesn’t matter at all, Bett.” Time to change the subject, Lola thought. “So that brings you up to date, Ellie. Time now to concentrate on the beauty treatments.” She leaned back and shut her eyes, glad of the silence. She had always hated lying, even though sometimes it had to be done. She especially hated lying to Bett.



Chapter Seventeen
It was Bett’s turn to walk Ellen to school the next day. She waited in front of the motel as Ellen ran over to say good-bye to Bumper the sheep. She’d already taken ten minutes to say good-bye to Lola and Carrie. It was probably as well Anna had left early that morning for her voice-over work in Sydney, or they would have been delayed another twenty minutes while she said good-bye to her.
“Ready?” she called as the little girl ran over, her school bag bumping on her back, one sock already down at her shoes. She had been going to the new school for nearly two weeks, and the good-bye routine each morning seemed to take longer every day.
Ellen nodded.
“Sure? You don’t want to say good-bye to that magpie over there?”
“Which magpie?”
“Forget it,” Bett said, laughing as she reached and took her hand. It was a beautiful summer morning, the front gardens in the main road lush with growth, the air crisp, the sky already a deep blue. As they walked, Bett started singing “Oh What a Beautiful Morning.” “There you are, Ellen. A little taste of the Alphabet Sisters for you.”
“Did you and my mum and Auntie Carrie really travel all around the country singing?”
“We did, indeed. Your mum stood on the left, then me in the middle, then Carrie on the right. And we’d sing songs and sometimes we’d even dance a little bit.”
“Do you still do it now?”
Bett laughed at the mental image. “No, we’re probably a bit old for it, I think.”
“And why did you stop?”
“It’s a long story, Ellie. I’ll tell you one day.”
“Does that mean you don’t want to tell me? Mum says that sometimes, even when we’ve got plenty of time.”
“It must run in the family.”
“What does that mean?”
“It means that we do things the same way. We might all look a bit the same, or like the same things, or be good at the same sorts of things.”
“So I could be a singer, too?”
“Would you like to be up on stage?”
Ellen shook her head. “No. I don’t really like people looking at me.”
“I don’t like it all that much either.” They walked on a little way, swinging their hands. Bett pointed out a tall gum tree with a fork in the middle. “See that tree up there, Ellie? Your mum got stuck up one like that one day when she was a bit older than you, when we were living in a different motel. We had to wait three hours before we could get her down. Dad, that’s your grandpa, had to call the fire engine in the end. And even then she’d get down only if they sounded the siren.”
Ellen laughed. “Tell me another thing about my mum.”
“She borrowed all of Lola’s makeup once, and dressed the three of us up thinking that no one would notice. Except we were all even younger than you, covered in lipstick and eye shadow.”
“I borrowed Mum’s lipstick once. And Julie let me use some of hers once, too.”
“Julie?”
“Dad’s friend. She’s really nice to me.”
“Your dad’s friend?”
Ellen nodded. “She keeps his secrets, too.”
Bett stopped. “Sorry, Ellie, who is Julie?”
“She works with Dad. In his office.”
Bett got it then. God, for a minute it had sounded like this Julie was Glenn’s girlfriend or something. “Julie is Glenn’s secretary, Ellie, is that what you mean?”
Ellen nodded again. “He’s in Singapore with her at the moment. Mum doesn’t like it.”
“Your dad being away? No, I guess she wouldn’t. She must be missing him.”
“I miss him, too. But he rings me every night.”
“Does he? Oh, that’s good,” Bett said, keeping her tone neutral. Ellen didn’t need to know what she thought of Glenn. They reached the school gates, and Bett knelt down in front of her niece, checking that her shoelaces were tied and the ribbon was straight in her hair.
“There, you’re perfect. So, have you made lots of friends already?”
Ellen looked at her feet. “Not yet.”
Bett reached over and touched her cheek. She knew only too well that feeling of starting in a new school. “You will, Ellie. Don’t worry. These things just take time.”
Ellen nodded.
“Good girl. So have fun and I’ll see you after school, okay?” She gave her a big hug and watched as Ellen ran off to her classroom.
It suited Bett to walk her niece to school and then get into work early. To be efficient, she told herself. To be hard at work by the time Daniel Hilder arrived, was the truth. Rebecca had picked up something and challenged her about it the day before.
“We’re old friends, aren’t we?” Rebecca asked.
“Sure.”
“Can I ask you a favor, then?”
“Of course.”
“Go easy on Daniel Hilder for a while.”
“What do you mean go easy?”
“Be nicer to him.”
“I am nice.”
“Bett, you’re not. You go all stiff and weird. And he changes when you’re around as well. I don’t know what’s between the two of you, but he could do with a bit of support.”
“Is something wrong?”
“It’s his story not mine, but things are tough for him at home, let me say that.”
“With his girlfriend?”
“His girlfriend?”
“He’s living with someone, isn’t he? Someone he met in Melbourne?”
“No, they split up months ago, I think. He came back on his own. Bett, for a journalist, you’re not very up-to-date with the facts.” Rebecca was looking intently at her. “What’s going on? Did you and Hildie go out together years back? Before I got here? Have a messy breakup?”
“No.” If she concentrated hard she could keep the blush from rising. “No, we didn’t. I was going out with Matthew when Daniel was here before.”
“Ah yes, you and Matthew. I never did get to the bottom of all of that business either.” Rebecca’s phone rang. She grinned. “Saved by the bell, Bett. I’ll keep that interrogation for another time.”
In Sydney that afternoon, Anna was speaking in a low, measured voice. “Take the condom carefully in one hand and slide it over the erect penis.”
Bob’s voice came into her headphones. “Sorry, Anna. Can you do that last bit again? Problem with the tape there.”
Anna stepped close to the mike again. “I suppose you think this is funny, Bob? How come we managed to do the entire section about childbirth without any problems but we’ve had to do this bit how many times now? Three?”
“It’s that husky voice of yours. You know it drives me crazy.”
“One more time, Bob. Or I’m reporting you and your faulty recording equipment to Actors’ Equity.”
“Okay, tape rolling, vision coming up now.” A picture of a woman fitting a condom onto a model of a penis appeared on the small TV screen in front of her. Just a model, Anna noticed. It seemed these school educational videos weren’t that far advanced yet. She matched the script to the visuals, nearly knowing the words by heart she’d read them so many times that day. “Be sure to tie the end of the condom and ensure there is no spillage of the sperm. Carefully dispose of the used condom. Do not flush it down the toilet.” Do not hurl it out the window of a car, like most teenage boys of her acquaintance had done.
Bob’s voice in the headphones again. “Perfect, thanks. Though, could we try that bit about oral sex one more time?”
“Your mind is a sewer, Bob. One more crack like that and I’m ringing your wife and claiming sexual harassment.” She knew Bob’s wife well.
He grinned through the glass at her. “Okay, half hour break, I think. You’re starting to sound a bit breathless, or perhaps that’s wishful thinking on my part.”
“Very funny.”
“See you back here at three for the joys of teenage pregnancy. How about that? I’m a poet and I didn’t know it.”
Outside the sound booth, Anna made a coffee and took it onto the little balcony. She leaned her head against the warm brick wall and shut her eyes, surprised by a sudden longing for a cigarette. She’d given up eight years before, when she was trying to get pregnant, but even now she had the occasional urge. More so recently. She blamed it on all the tension at home. Once upon a time she would have dismissed anyone who said emotional problems had an effect on a person’s health. Now she wasn’t so sure. She was either tired all the time and wanting to sleep, or so wired she couldn’t sleep at all. And she was getting short of breath now and again. She’d been noticing it more in the past week or two.
On her way to the airport in Adelaide the previous day she’d seen a sign for a medical clinic. No appointments necessary. On the spur of the moment she’d gone in. The surgery had been busy, four or five different doctors coming in and out. She’d almost convinced herself she was overreacting and had been about to leave when her name was called.
The doctor was in his mid-sixties, she guessed. Red-faced, cheerful. She’d run through her symptoms. Feeling tired. Feeling short of breath. Loss of appetite.
“Could you be pregnant?”
She and Glenn hadn’t had sex in months. “No, no chance.”
“I see your home address is Sydney? But you’re living here? Can you tell me a little of what’s going on in your life?”
The doctor started smiling sympathetically midway through Anna’s reply. “I think we’ve found our answer. Your daughter’s accident alone could be the cause of this. You would have unleashed enough adrenaline that day to fuel you for a year. Do you get a tight feeling across your chest, as if it’s hard to breathe. Yes? And any nausea?”
She nodded. “All of those things.”
“It sounds to me like you are having panic attacks. Also known as anxiety attacks. It happens when a person is especially stressed. You subconsciously hold your breath, so then your lungs have to work twice as hard, and your heart as well, which explains the breathlessness. And loss of appetite is often another sign of stress.” He glanced at Anna. “You’re very thin already. You really do need to keep an eye on that, make time to eat.”
He checked her blood pressure, her eyes, her tongue. All fine. “And your age is on your side, too. Thirty-four? Prime of life. Tell me, can you take life a bit easier? Slow down a little?”
Anna laughed and decided not to mention the fact that she was in the middle of producing a full-scale amateur musical. “Not really. Not at the moment.”
“Then can you spoil yourself a bit? Is there something you enjoy doing that you haven’t had time to do recently? Someone you like being with? A place you like going to? Somewhere that makes you feel good and relaxed and happy? Often that’s as good as any tablets or meditation exercises I could give you.”
She made a follow-up appointment for a few weeks’ time. But the doctor was reassuring. “Slow down, Anna,” he said. “Don’t forget to enjoy life while you’re rushing through it.”
Her booking agent, Roz, a calm, older woman, had been just as reassuring when they’d had lunch that day. “So let me get this straight, Anna. You’ve been feeling tired? A bit anxious? Breathless now and again? Now, why would that be, I wonder. It’s not as if you’ve got any stress in your life, is it? A daughter in and out of hospital for the past year. A husband in and out of his secretary’s bed, the dirty old dog. Don’t look so shocked. You know I’ve never liked Glenn. And now you’re back home with your two estranged sisters for the first time in years and directing an amateur musical at short notice. No, from my expert reading, I’d say you should be feeling light as a feather with all that going on.”
Anna started to laugh. “Well, when you put it like that.”
“I do put it like that. Anna, don’t worry. Of course you’re stressed. That doctor’s right. You just need a break and I hereby give you one. Once you get this school health project out of the way, of course. I want to get my commission out of you first.”
Anna had laughed, feeling more relaxed immediately. She was enjoying the work, too. The only difficulty was the voice-overs weren’t being recorded in order, which was making things a little confusing. The young actors in the documentary had met at a disco, then swiftly had a child together, then had sex, and now the girl was about to have her first period. No wonder the poor things were so upset.
A memory came to Anna out of the blue, of the day her own first period arrived. It was one afternoon in the summer school holidays, when she was thirteen, before they’d moved to the Clare Valley. She knew exactly what it was. She had been keeping a lookout for months, reading up on it all, supplementing the slap-dash school sex education program. She went to her mother in the kitchen, whispered the news in her ear, and was rewarded with five glorious minutes of her full attention. “Are you okay?” “Do you know what to do?” “Have you got any cramps?” There was even a brief hug, before the phone rang and something on the stove boiled, and her mother left her to it.
Feeling on top of the world, she walked over to the manager’s house and into the bedroom she shared with both sisters.
“I’m a woman now,” she said to Bett, who was lying on the bed reading.
“What were you before, an iguana?” Bett answered, not looking up.
“No, I mean I’ve got my first period, which means I am physically officially a woman.”
“You’re disgusting. I don’t want to know about it.”
“What’s disgusting? It’s perfectly natural. You’ll be next.”
“I’m not interested.”
“What? You’re going to stop it happening, are you? Take boy pills? Start playing football perhaps? Hang upside down …” Anna poked Bett with her foot.
Bett swiped at her. “I mean it. I’m not interested. Bleuch.” She gave a shiver of disgust.
Anna looked at herself in the mirror, staring at her face, convinced that, yes, she even looked different. Not exactly more mature, but more knowing. As one of the books had said, she was now privy to one of the great female secrets of the universe. She smoothed her hair, and looked at Bett in the reflection. “Apparently once you and Carrie get your periods there’s every chance we will all start having them at the same time.”
Bett was now lying on her stomach, face buried in her pillow. “Shut up, shut up.”
Anna hadn’t realized it was going to be this much fun. “It’s to do with the moon,” she said, coming over to her, leaning in close. “All of our wombs are linked, with the sky and the sea, in tune with nature. The three of us will be able to dance naked, creatures of fertility and womanhood. Once a month under the moon.”
“Shut up. I’m not listening. You’re disgusting.”
“You’re just jealous.”
“Jealous of what?” Carrie came into the room.
“Of me. Because, young Caroline, I, Anna Mary Quinlan, officially became a woman today. I’m having my first period.”
“Really? Cool. I can’t wait. Are you using tampons or those pad things?”
Bett had groaned and covered her face with her pillow. “You’re both disgusting.”
Twenty years later, the memory still made Anna laugh. Bett had always been so funny about anything to do with becoming a woman, much to her and Carrie’s entertainment. So easy to tease, too, about boys or sex or relationships. She guiltily remembered the time she and Carrie had been asked to the school social, but Bett hadn’t. She should have sympathized more, Anna thought now, been supportive. But she’d been so excited at her own date, getting ready, applying makeup, that she hadn’t noticed how forlorn Bett was. She and Carrie went off in one car, bright, dressed-up, not even worrying about Bett, who had chosen to stay home with Lola. Anna felt a ripple of shame, thinking of how she would feel if Ellen wasn’t asked out. It must have been hard for Bett sometimes—the two of them fighting off attention from boys, but not Bett. She remembered another time she and Carrie were getting ready to go out. Bett had been reading, pretending not to be watching, not to be interested. Carrie, with the know-all confidence of a thirteen-year-old, had taken it upon herself to give Bett some advice. “You could look quite nice if you did something with your hair. And I can teach you how to put on makeup if you want me to.”
Anna had seen the flash of anger, just before Bett lifted up her book. “I don’t want your help.”
“Well, don’t blame me if you never get asked out,” Carrie said before flouncing out.
How could they have been so cruel? Anna wondered. That hadn’t been the only time, either. Was it too late to apologize now? Surely it was never too late. She had a sudden urge to ring Bett, to say sorry for everything, not just those awful teenage years, but for all they had said to each other that night of the fight. She took out her mobile and switched it on. She’d had it turned off during the recording. It beeped, telling her she had two messages. The apology to Bett was forgotten as she listened to the first one.
“Anna, hello, this is Mrs. Harold from Ellen’s school. Would you please be able to come and collect Ellen? She’s very upset, and I think it’s best if she goes home for the rest of the day. Can you call me as soon as possible?”
The second message was also from her. “Anna, Mrs. Harold again. Can you call me as soon as you get this message?”
Anna checked the time. Both calls had been left in the last fifteen minutes. She pressed the speed dial on her mobile and didn’t bother with greetings when Mrs. Harold answered.
“It’s Anna, Ellen Green’s mother, Mrs. Harold. Is she sick? Hurt? What happened?”
“Hello, Anna. No, it’s just there’s been a bit of an incident on the playground.”
A rush of panic up her back again. “Not another dog?”
“Nothing like that,” the voice soothed. “But it would be better if we talk about it face-to-face. Ellen is here in the office with us. Could you come in as soon as possible?”
“I’m sorry, I can’t. I’m in Sydney. For work.” Anna waited for the disapproval, the change in tone, and was amazed when it didn’t come.
“Is there anyone else who could collect her? One of your sisters? Lola?”
Anna gave a little prayer of thanks for small towns. Of course they all knew the setup. “I’m sure one of them can. I’ll give them a call now. Can I talk to Ellen first?”
The woman’s voice was lowered. “She’s fallen asleep. It might be best not to wake her for the moment.”
“Of course. Right. I’ll call home straightaway.”
Ten minutes later it was all sorted. Bett had been back at the motel for lunch and had answered the phone, listening closely as Anna explained the situation. “Of course, I’ll go and get her now. I’ll ring you as soon as I get back.”
Hanging up, Anna realized that the back of her neck was damp with sweat and the churning feeling in her stomach had returned. Ellen in trouble and here she was hundreds of kilometers away. Thank God for families. What did people do when they didn’t have sisters they could call on to help? Then she remembered. Exactly what she’d done for the past three years. Felt desperately alone.
Anna felt the phone vibrate against her leg just as she was voicing the segment about the different methods of pregnancy testing. It was her turn to stop the tape. “Sorry, Bob. I’ll be right back.”
She answered it outside. “Bett? Is she all right?”
Bett’s voice was low. “No, she’s really upset. Crying a lot. She’s with Lola at the moment. She’s trying to put her back to sleep.”
“What happened?”
“The kids were picking on her. A gang of them.”
“What were they doing?”
Bett paused. “Calling her scarface.”
Anna had never felt such rage. “The little fuckers. The mean little fuckers. That’s it, I’m taking her out of school. Can you tell her I’ll be home tonight, as soon as I can get a flight, but she’s not to worry, she’ll never have to go back there again.”
“Lola said—”
“I don’t care what Lola said. She’s my child, Bett, and she’s not going back to that school again. Put Lola on.”
A minute went past, then Lola’s Irish voice came on the line. “She’s sleeping now, Anna. Poor little mite. She was very upset.”
“Of course she was. And she’s not going back there again, Lola. I’m getting a flight tonight, and she’ll stay home with me tomorrow. I’ll teach her from now on myself if I have to.”
“I thought you’d say that. But what about your work? Didn’t you say it was three days’ worth? You don’t have to rush back. We’re all here. She’s fine with us. We’ll spoil her rotten tonight and then tomorrow I’ll take her to school myself.”
“Lola, didn’t you hear me? She’s not going back to that school.”
“It’s the best thing to do. She has to face her fears.”
Anna lost her temper. “Don’t you tell me about facing fears, Lola. I have seen that child face more fears than you and I ever had to face. I’ve seen her face nearly ripped away by a dog’s teeth, and those little, those little fuckheads at the school dare to tease her about it.”
“They are seven-year-old children, Anna. They don’t know they’re being cruel. It’s just the way kids are. And that’s why she needs to go back, to show them they haven’t won.”
“It’s not a matter of winning or losing. I just don’t want her to be hurt anymore. She’s not going back, Lola. I’ll be home as soon as I can, no matter what you say.”
“Anna, I know you’re upset but please don’t talk to me in that way. Stay there. Bett and I are here with Ellen. She’ll be fine tonight. I think you’re wrong, but if you don’t want her to go to school tomorrow, then that’s fine, she won’t. I’ll keep her here with me. But don’t cancel your trip, or rush home yet. You said this job was an important one.”
The tension was draining from her. “It is.”
“Then finish it. And I will watch over Ellen like she has never been watched over before, I promise. I’ll get her to ring you when she wakes up. And you can ring her again tomorrow. All day long if you want.”
Anna realized she was right. “I’m sorry, Lola. Sorry for swearing.”
“That’s all right, darling.”
Lola let Ellen sleep for an hour or so, gave her a sandwich, then decided it was time for a little walk and a little talk. “You and me and Bumper need to spend some time together, I think.”
Hand in hand, with Ellen holding Bumper by his lead, they set off slowly along the perimeter of the motel. Lola pointed out different trees, a galah on a branch, curling bark, even a lizard sunbaking on a rock, before heading over to the bench Jim had set up especially for her. Halfway up the hill, it had a wonderful view over the vineyards. The bench looked almost golden with the late afternoon light streaming onto it. Lola sat down with Ellen beside her, Bumper in front of them, safely tethered, slowly pulling on shoots of grass from under the bench, making little tugging sounds. Lola had always found sheep one of the world’s most relaxing creatures to be near. She gave him an affectionate scratch on the head. “If he was your sheep, what would you call him, Ellie?”
“Mike,” she said without hesitation.
“Mike the Sheep. Well, that’s an interesting one. Now, my dear little Ellie, I’ve been thinking about what happened this morning, and there’s some things I’d like to say to you. Would you like to hear them?”
A tiny nod.
“Ellie, do you know why the kids at school were teasing you?”
“Because I’m horrible. Because I’m ugly, and I’ve got a horrible scar.” The tears started coming again.
Lola pulled her close with her good arm, held her tight, and waited for the tears to quell again. “No, that’s not the reason. They teased you because they’re scared of you. Because you look a bit different. And people have always been scared of people who look different. Do you know what a scar actually is, Ellie?”
“It’s what happened when the dog—” The rest of her words were lost in a shuddering sob.
Lola waited a moment again, and then turned Ellen around so they were face-to-face. “A scar is a sign that you’ve survived something, Ellie. That something happened to you but your body was so strong and clever it joined itself up again. Have you told the kids at school what happened?”
A shake of the head. “Mum says to just ignore them.”
“Well, most times Mum is right, but sometimes it’s good for people to know the whole story.”
Ellen twisted away. “I don’t want them to know the whole story. I don’t want them to know anything. I never want to see them again.”
“Good idea. Let’s run away together, shall we?”
Ellen went still. “What do you mean?”
“If those children are being mean to my beautiful great-granddaughter, then I never want to see them again either. We’ll run away together. Where shall we go?”
A shrug.
Lola continued. “Good. I’ll decide, then. We’re going to go to a land where everyone is a little bit different, and that way we won’t stand out. What do you say to that?”
She had Ellen’s complete attention now. “What land?”
“Well, let’s think about it. I’m really old, and I get called things like ‘dear’ and ‘poor old thing’ and spoken to in a strange voice and I don’t like it much. Do you know what I heard a young man in the charity shop call me last month? An old wrinklehead. Isn’t that rude? So I want there to be lots of wrinkled old people there so I don’t stand out. And I think we should have lots of really tall people there, too, because they get called names, too, don’t they? And overweight people, because they get called Fatty and Chubster, don’t they? And people with red hair get called names. And people with no hair. And people with glasses.”
“And people with big noses,” Ellen said in a little voice.
“Yes. And tiny chins. And big bottoms. And bad teeth. Or no teeth. Or teeth that are too big. Or people with broken bones like me. People in wheelchairs. Heavens, it’s getting pretty crowded in that land, isn’t it?”
“No one with scars like me, though.”
“Of course there will be. There’ll be lots of people with scars. Don’t you think you’re going to be the Scar Queen there, young lady. You can be the Princess of Scars perhaps. So let’s see. We’ll start with Harry Potter, will we? He’s got a terrific scar across his forehead.”
“He’s not real.”
“It’s our land so we can have whoever we like, whether they’re real or not. I’ve got a scar, you know. On my leg, from when I was kicked by a horse when I was a little girl.”
“I didn’t know that.”
“I’ll show you one day, when I’m not all trussed up in support tights. I’ll probably have a scar on my head, too, when this silly thing heals.” She touched the small bandage on her forehead. “Your mum has got a scar, too. Did you know that?”
“Has she?”
Was Ellen too young to learn that she’d been born by Caesarean section? Perhaps. “That’s a very special scar, and you should ask her about it one day, get her to show you. Your grandfather’s got a scar, too. I’ll get him to show you when he comes home. On his knee. He took a terrible tumble down some stairs once when he was a little fellow. Auntie Bett probably has one, too, from when she fell off her bike once. I think Carrie’s got one as well. We’ll have to form a scar club in this land we all live in.”
Ellen was giggling now. “When do we get to go there?”
“We’re already here.”
“At the motel? This is it?” She sounded very disappointed.
“Not just here, Ellie,” Lola said matter-of-factly. “It’s here in the Valley, here in Australia, here in the whole world, with all sorts of different people who look different in all sorts of ways. Because no one is perfect, darling, not a single one of us. We all have something a bit different about us, scars or big noses or small feet or crooked teeth. And that’s not going to change no matter where we go to live. What we have to do, you and I, is work out the best way for you to get by here, as happily as you can.”
“But not at that school.”
“Not for a day or two perhaps. Not yet, anyway.” Lola had had another idea, but it was probably too soon to mention it to Ellen. “But I hereby promise that we’ll do all we can to make things as good for you as they can be. And that is enough about that for now.” She stood up with an exaggerated groan. “Come on then, Princess Scar. Shall we go in and see what they’re planning for dinner?”
A little sparkle was back in Ellen’s eyes. “Yes, Granny Wrinklehead.”
Lola squeezed her hand. “It’s Great-Granny Wrinklehead, you scalawag.”
The following morning Lola let Ellen sleep in. If she had been her child, the little girl would definitely have been back in school the next day. But Anna had insisted. So a day off it was.
They spent the morning together. She and Ellen had their breakfast in the motel kitchen, then Ellen helped the cleaners do a couple of the rooms, carrying in fresh linen and new packets of biscuits. Ellen seemed bright enough, Lola thought, watching her playing, but there was a tight quality about her. Tension, imminent tears.
Anna arrived home late that afternoon, driving at great speed into the carpark. Ellen had been listening for her. Lola watched with interest as she changed moods in an instant. One moment she had been playing very happily with her dolls—some complicated scenario involving one set of dolls trying to book into a motel the other set of dolls were running, but not liking the rooms. Lola had started to lose track. Then, at the sound of Anna’s car, she started crying and ran out to her mother, wailing at the top of her voice, “Mummy, Mummy.”
Anna pulled her tight and held her close, the two of them staying like that for some time. They ate dinner together, Ellen still teary, needing to be fed like a toddler. The evening before she had used a knife and fork without any problem, Lola recalled. She nearly needed to tape her mouth shut to keep the comments in. Ellen was Anna’s daughter. It was up to Anna to raise her as she saw fit, she told herself. But what if there is another, possibly better, way to approach this? she also asked herself.
Once Ellen was in bed, a tortuous enough exercise, with more tears and tantrums, Lola made a pot of tea and took it into the bar, where Anna was alone, curled up in one of the big chairs, looking at the TV, but in a dazed way. She was still a picture, Lola thought, but so slender these days, fragile even. “Anna, darling, some tea?”
Anna smiled gratefully. “You’ve come to lecture me, haven’t you? Tell me where I’m going wrong with Ellen. What a bad mother I am. That I’ve made the wrong decision taking her out of school.”
“I think you’re a wonderful mother. I think Ellen is a wonderful child. But there might be other ways to approach this situation.” She told Anna about her conversation with Ellen the previous day. As she expected, Anna wasn’t happy.
“Lola, I don’t want you to call her Princess Scar. It’s not funny.”
“It’s not meant to be funny. It’s a new psychological treatment. The more you expose someone to something, the less frightened they are of it. I read about it in the paper. They do it with spiders, slowly expose someone to—”
“I don’t care if you have the backing of the Harvard Medical School. I don’t like you calling my daughter Princess Scar.”
“What about Scar?”
“Fine. You call her Scar and I’ll tell her to call you Great-Grandmother. Old Grandma. The Old Bag.”
Lola smiled. “All right. I’ll stop calling her Princess Scar. But I mean it, Anna. You can’t keep taking her out of situations each time they get tricky for her. So you take her out of this school, move her to a new one, and the same thing happens there. Then what? You take her out of there as well? Try another school? What will that do to the poor little girl, being moved in and out of schools like that?”
“You and Dad did it to the three of us all our lives.”
“Touché.” Lola smiled. “But every few years is not the same as every few weeks. And Ellen is facing different things than you three had to put up with. You need to make her stronger, braver, not more cowardly.”
“My daughter is not a coward.”
Lola held up her hand. “No, she is most definitely not. But she knows how to cry when it suits her, and she knows how to upset you.”
Anna was silent.
“She’ll get through this, Anna; she will. But you need to help her, make her brave. You can’t protect her all the time.”
Anna opened her mouth, wanting to tell Lola everything—about Glenn, about their marriage being over, about the hundreds of things she wanted to protect Ellen from. But it was too much and the words stuck in her throat.
Lola was watching, waiting, then moved over to her. “I am an interfering old woman, Anna, but I think I am right. I think Ellen has to go back to school, face them again. It’ll be for the best, you wait and see.”
“All right.” Anna’s voice was low.
“Are you sure you’re up to the rehearsals tonight? I can cancel them if you want.”
Anna smiled, a little shakily. “You know yourself. The show must go on.”
Anna walked Ellen to school the following day. She was called back before eleven A.M. to collect Ellen once more. The other children had been teasing her again.
After she’d put Ellen to bed, Anna confronted Lola. “Oh, that really made her brave. Not just Scarface today, but Chicken as well, because she hadn’t been to school yesterday. And then they finished it with Crybaby, when she started crying. Shall we send her back again this afternoon so they can really finish her off, Lola? I’ll kill them. Little bastards.”
“Do they actually know what happened to her? Know why she has that scar?”
“Oh, yes. I went in and sat every single one of them down and explained that Ellen had been attacked by a dog and that things had been very rough for her and that they should be admiring her, not attacking her. Of course they don’t. Do you think I wanted to draw any more attention to her than she needed?”
“I think that’s exactly what you should do. I think you should go in and sit down and tell every one of those little bastards, as you call them, what happened to Ellen. Show them the photos. Let them ask Ellen questions. And then see what happens.”
“What good will that do?”
“I think it will help them understand.” Lola could see Anna’s hurt, and could also see her desperation. “Trust me, Anna.”
Lola rang her friend the principal that afternoon. They had a long discussion and set a time and date. She found a letter and some photos she had received from Anna several months after Ellen was attacked, showing what good progress she had made. Lola rang Frank in the electrical shop and asked him to make up several more slides as quickly as he could. Then she sat down with Anna and Ellen and put her suggestion to them.
Three mornings later, Anna stood in front of a classroom of seven-year-olds, more nervous than she had ever been onstage or in a recording studio. The teacher hushed the children, then introduced her.
“This is Anna, Ellen Green’s mother. She wants to talk to you about what happened to Ellen, and I’d like you all to listen and watch closely.”
Anna told the story simply. She showed a slide of Ellen before the attack, then explained what had happened with the dog on the day in the park. She showed slides of Ellen in the hospital, straight after the attack. Several of the children gasped. She showed another slide of a close-up of the wound. The dog’s tooth marks were obvious. She didn’t need to point them out. She showed slides from the next month or two, as Ellen went through surgery, stitches, plastic surgery, in and out of the hospital.
“That’s why Ellen has the scar on her face. It’s a sign that she survived a horrible attack from a very large dog, and I am so glad she did, because she is very precious to me, and to her father, and to her aunties, and grandparents and great-grandmother. I wanted to tell you this today so that you will understand, and I hope you will be kind to her. She is a very nice little girl.” Anna’s voice cracked slightly, and she coughed to cover it.
The teacher went outside and fetched Ellen, who had been waiting there with Lola. They had explained to her exactly what Anna would tell them, and that she would come in afterward and rejoin her class. She was very pale as she took a seat next to Anna in front of the students, nestling close, her hair in front of her face.
The teacher smiled at her, then turned to the class. “So then, children, any questions for Ellen or her mother?”
A little boy held up his hand. “What happened to the dog?”
Anna answered truthfully. “It had to be put down. That means the vet had to give it an injection to make it die, in case it did something to another child, something even worse.”
That satisfied the little boy. Another boy put up his hand. “Was there a lot of blood when it bit Ellen?”
Ellen nodded.
“There was,” Anna said. “Ellen lost so much blood that the hospital had to give her some more.”
“Did Ellen get to go in an ambulance?”
Ellen nodded again, still silent.
“Cool.”
All the questions were now being directed to Anna. “Will she always have that scar on her face?”
“We’re doing laser treatment on it at the moment.”
“Laser? Like in Star Wars?”
“Not quite, but they shine a special light, a laser beam, onto Ellen’s face to break down the scar tissue bit by bit. So when she’s older hopefully it won’t be so obvious.”
“Is Ellen scared of dogs now?”
To Anna’s surprise, Ellen answered. “Not all dogs. Just big dogs.”
“So you can’t have pets, then?”
“I’ve got a sheep called Bumper Baa. My Really-Great-Gran gave it to me. It’s got something called lanolin in its wool which makes your hands soft.”
The teacher was trying not to smile. “Bumper Baa? That’s a very good name for a sheep, Ellen.”
“It’s my Really-Great-Gran’s idea. She’s outside, but she told me she’d have her ear pressed against the door so she could hear everything we’re saying. She’s very old, but I heard my grandfather say she still has hearing like a bat. And my grandmother said, ‘Yes, an old bat.’ ”
They all clearly heard Lola’s laughter through the door.
Anna was waiting at the school gates at the end of the day. She stood back a little from the other school mums, though she knew they were watching her and probably knew who she was. The principal had sent out a note to all the parents, explaining that Anna would be giving the talk, and why, asking for their help in stopping the children calling Ellen names.
The bell went and the children came streaming out. Anna recognized a couple from the class, but there was no sign of Ellen. She finally appeared, on her own. Around her there were little groups of girls and boys, in pairs and trios. Anna searched her face for tears. Nothing. “Hi, Ellie. How was the rest of the day?” She kept her tone breezy and light.
“Good, thanks.”
“Lunch was good? And recess?”
Ellen nodded. “But I’m still hungry. Can I please have an ice cream when we get home?”
“I think you can today.” No mention of the talk that morning. Anna decided not to push it either, not to ask if any of the other children had talked to her afterward, or if they had picked on her during the breaks, even though the words were burning a hole on her tongue.
They were nearly at the car when a little girl ran over, her mother a few meters behind. “Ellen, can you ask your mum now?”
Anna stopped. “Ask me what?”
The little girl spoke before Ellen. “Ellen and I were wondering if I could come and play at the motel and see the sheep one night?”
Ellen looked up at her. “I can show Hannah round, Mum, can’t I? Patrick and Samuel wanted to come, too, but I said I thought they would have to wait their turn. That was the right thing to say, wasn’t it?”
Anna leaned down and tucked Ellen’s hair behind her ears, smiling at her. “That was the perfect thing to say.”
Hand in hand, they walked over to talk to Hannah’s mother.



Chapter Eighteen
So how are rehearsals going?” Daniel asked.
Bett and Daniel were in the car on their way back from Martindale Hall, a nineteenth-century Georgian-style house near the small town of Mintaro. Bett had spent the morning roaming through the lavish rooms, imagining herself living in such glory and grandeur.
“Good,” she lied. No, they weren’t. The way things were going there was more chance of Lola appearing on the cover of Vogue than her musical being ready for its gala premiere in mid-March. “Actually, no they’re not. You might have had a lucky escape.”
“I don’t know. I’d like to have got up on stage again, as it happens.”
“Again?”
“You’re not the only child performer in this car, you know.”
“You were a child performer?”
He nodded. “Briefly. As a twelve-year-old. In my Danger Hilder days. But I wasn’t a common or garden variety street punk rocker. I had my own band.”
She saw that glint in his eye again. “Really? What were you called?”
“Promise you won’t laugh?”
“No.”
“We were called Dangerous.”
She smiled. “Talk about scary. Did you get many gigs?”
“One.”
“Oh. Well, I suppose kindergartens don’t have big budgets for live bands at their end-of-year shows.”
“It was on a TV show, actually. A talent quest.”
She turned fully in her seat. This was getting better and better. “Did you do a cover or an original?”
“Bett, I was an alternative artist. An original, of course.”
“Would you sing it for me now?”
“No.”
“It’s a shame videos weren’t invented back then.”
“They were, actually.”
“You’ve got a tape of it?”
He nodded.
“Can I see it?”
He laughed. “Of course not.”
“Daniel, please.”
“No.”
“I beg you to let me see it.”
He raised an eyebrow. “You beg me?”
“You’re going to tell me you’ve lost it, aren’t you?”
“No, it’s at home.”
“In Melbourne?”
“No, home here. In my mother’s house. I’m staying there at the moment.”
“I really would like to see it.”
He hesitated, then grinned. “All right. Have we got time now?”
“Now?”
They were a few kilometers south of the Valley town of Sevenhill. “My mother’s house is over there.”
It was a big old stone house, with a veranda running around all four sides, the roof clad in corrugated iron, painted red. They walked up a path of flagstones, well-cut grass to the left, a well-tended vegetable patch on the right. Bett noticed corn, tomatoes, watermelon, the leaves lush and green, the fruit hanging heavy. “Your mother’s a good gardener.”
“She used to be. That’s my patch these days. Six months of backbreaking work in that. To think I could go and buy it in the shop in less than five minutes.”
He opened the door and she followed him inside to the living room. It was a bright cheery area, full of feminine touches—bright cushions, light curtains, women’s magazines, and family photos on lots of the cupboards. He switched on the overhead fans, sending a cool breeze through the warm room.
“You’re sure you want to see this?”
“If you’re sure you want to share it.”
“I bet I’ll regret it, but yes.” He smiled. “I’ll get the tape.”
While he was gone she studied a photo on the TV, an old black-and-white shot of a man and a woman with a baby. Daniel’s parents, she guessed. His mother was very elegant. The house was obviously her work as well. Looking around, she noticed several unusual touches. There were colored lines on the floor, and locks on the cupboards. Like a kindergarten crossed with a Home Beautiful centerspread.
He returned with the tape. “Unfortunately I was able to land my hands on it straightaway.”
She put down the photo, hoping he hadn’t minded her looking. “Are you an only child?”
“No, I’ve got a younger sister. Christine. She’s away studying in New Zealand at the moment.”
“Oh, right. And has she got children?”
“No.”
She didn’t think he had children, either. She was puzzled. The house looked as if it had been well and truly childproofed. Maybe his mother did child-minding. She’d liked to have asked more questions, but he was now crouched in front of the television and video recorder. She looked at his long back, lean under the T-shirt, and had to blink away a clear memory of kissing it.
He pressed Play and then Pause so that a shimmery stilled image appeared on the screen. “You realize I’m doing this only in the interests of fairness. After me seeing those photos of you and the Alphabet Sisters.”
She took a seat on the sofa and nodded. “I understand. The ‘I show you mine and you show me yours’ principle.” In light of their Melbourne meeting, it suddenly felt like the wrong thing to have said.
His lip twitched. “That’s right.” He leaned against the door frame behind her and pointed the remote control.
She was laughing out loud in just moments. It was a low-budget TV talent show from the early 1980s. The set appeared to be made of tinfoil and plastic cartons. Dangerous were on third, after a woman singing a fast and off-key version of “Love Me Do” and a dreamy-looking harpist playing a Scottish air, also very fast. The host introduced Dangerous with mock fear, warning viewers that the following scenes might disturb.
She recognized Daniel immediately, a smaller version of himself, with black kohl around his eyes, black lipstick, spiky hair, and ripped clothes. Skinny white arms poked out of his torn T-shirt, and he’d perfected a good snarl that obviously amused the director. There were at least six close-ups of Daniel pulling a face at the camera. The lyrics were straightforward, about being tormented with nightmares about rats and spiders and snakes.
She was still laughing by the time Daniel pressed Pause. She had to wipe her eyes, sure there was mascara all over her face. “So did you win?”
“No, and to this day, I don’t know why. I think we were much better than the harpist. Did you like the lyrics? I can write them down for you if you want.”
“No, thanks anyway. What was that rhyme in the chorus again, snake with awake? Very inflammatory.”
“Don’t mock a twelve-year-old. It was hard to talk about bringing down the government when you couldn’t spell the word. I stuck to what I knew. The girls at school were terrified of me.”
“You’re lucky Lola hasn’t seen this. She’d have written a part in the musical especially for you. You beat the Alphabet Sisters hands down.”
“Oh, I don’t know. What was it you won? Third prize in the Miss Indooroopilly Talent Quest of 1978? Even though you were the only entrants?”
“Lola told you about that as well?”
“No, you told me. That night in Melbourne.”
“I did?”
“Don’t you remember? When we left the party and went to that little Italian bar. You told me all about the Alphabet Sisters. I hadn’t laughed so much in a long time.”
“I did? You hadn’t?”
He gave her a long, thoughtful look. “Bett, do you actually remember much of that night?”
She’d spent three years trying to forget it. “Um, yes, some of it.”
A pause. “Do you mind telling me which parts?”
“I remember meeting you at the club.”
“Yes.”
“And I remember … going to the bar. And then to your flat, talking, and then, um, going to bed with you …”
A glimmer of a smile. “Good.”
Something about the way he was looking at her made her want to tell him the truth. “But mostly I remember waking up and being so embarrassed at my behavior I crept away as quickly as I could.”
“Embarrassed? Why?”
“You know,” she said feebly. She couldn’t say the rest of it. Because I seemed to have got it into my head I was a sex goddess. Because I didn’t so much throw myself at you as hurl myself at you … 
“Bett, don’t be embarrassed. I enjoyed it. All of it.” He gave a slight shrug. “That’s why I was disappointed that you’d gone when I woke up. Before we’d had a chance to swap numbers. I went back to the bar we met at a couple of times, but I didn’t see you there again.”
“You did?” She hadn’t gone within a two-mile radius of the place after that night.
“I was going to ring the motel here, to see if they had a number. But I thought because of all the problems with your sister and your fiancé that might be a bit awkward.”
She cringed inside. Had she shut up for a single moment all night?
“And then I figured if you’d wanted to see me again, you would have left a note. Look, as I said the other day, I was disappointed you didn’t want to see me again, but I got over it. I don’t want you to feel awkward about this.”
“That’s what you meant last week when you said you’d got over it?”
He looked puzzled. “What did you think I meant?”
“That you’d got over the night. Got over how terrible it was. And then you said that it wasn’t the first time and it wouldn’t be the last time. I thought you were talking about having one-night stands.”
He threw back his head and laughed. “Oh, yes. Danger Hilder rides again. No, Bett. I actually don’t make a habit of one-night stands. Not that we were a real one-night stand, anyway, were we? Don’t one-night stands have to be between strangers?”
“I’m not too sure of the official definition. I haven’t made a habit of them either.”
“No?” There was a sparkle in his eye. “You’re very good at them, for a novice.”
“You’re one to talk.” She could hardly believe they were joking about this.
His phone beeped, and he checked the text message. “I don’t know why I thought country papers would be quieter than city ones. We’d better get back.”
They were pulling into the carpark behind the Valley Times office when she felt she had to mention it one more time.
“Daniel, thank you for being so nice about it today.” She hesitated. “And three years ago.”
“It was my pleasure, Bett.”
Bett knew he was remembering exactly what she was remembering. “Good. Great. Well, see you later, then.” Once again, she nearly tripped as she climbed out of the car.



Chapter Nineteen
Welcome, General MacArthur. Can I offer you one of our finest lamingtons?”
Anna sighed. Still no good. So much for her pep talk the previous week. Yes, some of them had learned their lines, and yes, some of the songs sounded a bit better, but the acting was still atrocious. There was no other word for it. This was the fifth run-through of the scene featuring the CWA president, Mrs. Smith, greeting the newly arrived General MacArthur at the Terowie Station, and it was getting worse, not better.
“One more time? With perhaps a little bit of enthusiasm?” The woman sounded as though she was offering him a plate of snake heads instead of cakes.
Mrs. Smith put her hands on her hips. “I can’t help it if I don’t like lamingtons. Have you ever tried to make them? You get chocolate icing and coconut all over the place and the cake always crumbles.”
“Well, could you pretend you like lamingtons? Just for this scene?”
“Can’t I offer him a cheese sandwich or something simple like that?”
Anna kept her voice calm. “An American general has survived days of fierce battles, has traveled on a train for hours and hours to your tiny town in the middle of nowhere, and you want to offer him a cheese sandwich?”
“He might like cheese sandwiches. We might have heard from one of his people that he likes cheese sandwiches. Sometimes the simple things are what people want. I read in a magazine once that Princess Diana used to get sick of all that fancy food and would long for a night in front of the TV eating cheese on toast.”
Anna tried counting to ten. Then to twenty. It didn’t help. What had gotten into them all tonight? She looked around the room. Romeo and the American GI were playing an improvised game of table tennis in a corner of the room. The musicians from the high school were reading pop magazines instead of rehearsing their songs with Bett. General MacArthur was sending text messages. The plumber playing Jack-the-Lad had disappeared, muttering something about a burst pipe in one of the pubs in town.
Things had been as bad earlier, too. Kaylene had at least learned her lines, but was insisting on speaking them in an English accent.
“Kaylene, you can’t,” Anna had said. “She’s American.”
“But she doesn’t sound posh enough. Can’t she be English? I love doing English accents.”
“If we were doing My Fair Lady, yes. But you’re Mrs. MacArthur. Mrs. Married-to-the-American-general-and-an-American-herself MacArthur. So will you please speak in an American accent?”
Kaylene folded her arms. “There’s no need to get huffy about it.”
Things had gone no better with Kaylene’s father, either. Len had arrived with the first of the set panels that evening. His painting of the railway station at Terowie looked more like the interior of a submarine. He had been telling her for days how well the train was going and then had produced it in a shoebox. It was five inches long.
“Len, I don’t know if this is going to work on the stage. It’s a bit small, don’t you think?”
“This is the model, Anna.” He roared laughing. “As if this would be the real one.”
“It’s just you’ve spent days making it, and I’m a bit worried we’re running out of time.”
“It’s the detail that takes time. See, Anna, take a look. I’ve even painted tiny people in the carriages. Have a look.”
Anna looked. Yes, so he had. A row of faces grinned wildly out of one of the little carriages. Marvelous. Splendid. Especially if she was planning on staging this musical in an ant farm. What was she supposed to do—give everyone in the audience a pair of binoculars?
“So can it be a cheese sandwich, Anna?” the CWA woman asked stubbornly now. “Maybe even a cheese and tomato sandwich?”
Anna stared at her. “Can you please excuse me?”
She marched out the door, across the carpark, and knocked politely on Lola’s door.
“Come in.”
Lola was in bed, a folder of papers on her lap. “Anna, darling, how are things going?”
Anna opened her mouth, screamed, then shut her mouth again. Feeling much better, she turned on her heel and returned to the rehearsals.
The next morning in his room, Richard Lawrence took a break from his writing and picked up the latest edition of the Valley Times. As he flicked through the pages, an article on page five caught his eye.

Auditions Unearth Valley’s Hidden Talent
Auditions for the forthcoming fund-raiser musical Many Happy Returns unearthed a surprising amount of local talent, musical director Anna Quinlan said this week.
All seven lead roles have been cast, with a large chorus also assembled for the 1940s-style musical, written by Anna’s grandmother, Lola Quinlan (eighty).
The musical is loosely based on the true story of General Douglas MacArthur’s wartime visit to the small town of Terowie.
It will be staged at the Clare Town Hall on March 20, the anniversary of General MacArthur’s visit to Terowie. All proceeds will go to the Buy a New Ambulance Fund. Tickets are available from the Valley View Motel.

Richard smiled. Anna had told him she’d given a diplomatic interview to the local paper. She had called over for another drink after rehearsals the evening before. She was such good company, full of stories about plays she’d been in, voice-overs she’d done, but filled with questions for him as well, about London, about his work. She’d also been keeping him hugely entertained with stories of the rehearsals, five-inch trains, stubborn actors, and all.
“It’s not too late for you to join in, you know,” she’d said. “I’m sure I could find you a part. General MacArthur even.”
“No thanks. I’m happy to save myself up for the opening-night audience.” He’d already extended his stay for another fortnight so he could be there.
His mobile rang, and he hoped briefly it was Anna calling from Adelaide. She’d told him she was going there early that morning to hunt down some costumes for the musical. She’d thought it was safely in Len’s hands and then discovered his idea of an army uniform was a spray-painted ice-cream container helmet and a broomstick as a gun—with the bristles still attached.
The name Charlie came up on the phone display. Charlie Wentworth, a university friend currently traveling around Australia producing an offbeat cable TV travel series. “Charlie, hello.”
“Mr. Lawrence, how are things with you? That book of yours still coming along?”
“Couldn’t be better. How about you? Still headed this way?” He settled back, preparing to be entertained as his friend filled him in on the latest batch of items he’d been filming. The program specialized in quirky “Did you know?” stories. Last time they’d spoken Charlie had just finished a segment on Australia’s oversize tourist attractions—the giant fiberglass pineapples, koalas, lobsters, and oranges dotted around the countryside.
Charlie had just as many stories this time. Richard laughed as he heard of a filming disaster in the Flinders Ranges the previous week. Charlie had tracked down a camel that made a sound uncannily like the tune of “Jingle Bells” when it brayed. The animal had upped and died the morning they arrived.
“How very inconsiderate, leaving a hole in your schedule like that.”
“Who are you telling? Keep an ear out for stories for me, would you? I’m desperate, to tell you the truth. Any sort of Australiana you can lay your hands on.”
Richard picked up the newspaper beside him. “All right, then. Did you know that in 1942 General Douglas MacArthur, yes, as in the song ‘MacArthur Park,’ caught a train from Alice Springs, stopped at a tiny outback town, and made one of the most famous speeches of the war?”
“Is there a plaque marking the spot? A MacArthur plaque?”
“Very funny.”
“What’s the place? I’ve never heard of it.”
“Terowie,” Richard read from the newspaper. “I think that’s how you pronounce it. It’s not far from where I am. Less than an hour, anyway. You could drive through it on your way here, check it out.”
“Rich, you might have saved my bacon. Are there any locals who’d remember it? Anybody I can get to talk about it?”
“I don’t know. The only expert on the subject I know is an eighty-year-old Irishwoman here in Clare who’s written a musical based on it.”
“An eighty-year-old Irishwoman who’s done what?”
Richard filled him in. He could nearly hear Charlie thinking it through. “Could we film a bit of it, do you think? Just enough to add a bit of color and movement to the station footage?”
“Let me check, and I’ll call you right back.”
He dialed the number of a phone just two rooms away. “Lola, hello, it’s Richard. Something very interesting has come up. Would you have a moment to talk about it?”
Ten minutes later, Lola hung up the phone and beamed from ear to ear. God had been smiling on them the day Richard Lawrence came to stay at their motel.
“Would I like to be interviewed on a TV program? Would I like my musical to be filmed? Richard, has Elizabeth Taylor got any jewelery? Was Fred Astaire light on his feet? When? Now? All I need is five minutes to pop on a bit of makeup.”
Richard had laughed down the phone. “It won’t be for a couple of weeks, Lola, if it happens at all. They’re still working out their filming schedules. It’s just a possibility, an idea, but I wanted to check with you first, to see if you minded.”
“Such manners, Richard. You’re one of the world’s gentlemen. Let me say loudly and clearly, we would love to appear on the program. Just say the word, and I’ll have them all primed and ready.”
“I’ll call my friend back, then. He’ll probably want to talk to you himself as well, if that’s okay?”
“Oh, darling, it would be my pleasure.” She was thinking quickly. “But it might be best to keep it a secret from everyone else for the time being, from my granddaughters as well as the cast, don’t you think? Just in case it doesn’t come off. I’d hate to disappoint anyone.”
“That’s probably good advice,” he’d said.
Which Lola had no intention of following herself. She ran her eye down the cast phone list in the folder beside her, trying to decide who would be the best one to tell. Who had the biggest mouth, to put it bluntly. Of course, Len the butcher. Plant a little seed with him and before long it would have turned into a big oak tree. And if Lola knew human nature as well as she thought she did, Anna might find her problems at rehearsals magically disappearing.
She dialed the number. “Len, it’s Lola Quinlan, up at the motel. Oh, I’m absolutely grand again, not a bother on me. I’ve had a bit of news about the musical, and I’m bursting to tell someone and I know how involved you are in it, but will you promise me you’ll keep it to yourself?” She lowered her voice to a whisper. “It looks like a British TV company is going to come and film a documentary about us. I’m not sure when, soon. Yes, isn’t it wonderful? The only thing that’s worrying me is everyone might not have learned their lines by then, or the set won’t be ready and we’ll be the laughingstock of the United Kingdom. Or of the world, if they end up showing it on all the cable channels. Oh, I’m absolutely serious. The producer is a mad fanatic about General MacArthur, apparently. He couldn’t believe his luck when he heard about it. Don’t tell anyone, though, will you? And it’s especially important that you don’t tell my granddaughters. Even if you happen to let it slip to someone else, as long as they don’t find out. I want it to be a real surprise for them.”
She hung up, pleased with herself. She waited and then tested her hunch, ringing Len’s number. It was engaged. Good. She had a feeling it would be engaged for the rest of the night.
At the rehearsals three nights later, Bett turned away from the piano, amazed. Anna and Carrie came over.
“Has someone put something into the town water?” Anna asked.
“It’s bizarre, isn’t it?” Carrie whispered.
Every single cast member knew their lines, and the words to the songs. They had all arrived on time. There was an air of excitement about them as well, faces made up, clothes a little more flash. Kaylene looked as if she was on her way to a nightclub.
“That pep talk you gave them really had an impact,” Bett said.
Anna smiled proudly. “It must have. Whatever it was, I’m not questioning it. If this keeps up, we might get there yet.” She clapped her hands to end the break. “All right, everyone, from the top once again.”



Chapter Twenty
It was one week later. Lola lay back farther against her pillow and yawned delicately. “It’s a terrible thing, but since I’ve turned eighty I seem to be feeling tired earlier each night.”
“Is it your arm? Do you need any painkillers?” Bett turned from the wardrobe where she was hanging up Lola’s clothes. The three of them had been taking turns dressing and minding Lola since she had broken her wrist. Tonight Bett was on duty. Carrie was on a night off. Anna had gone to Adelaide again to collect the last of the costumes. Ellen was already tucked up in Bett’s room for the night.
“Not at all. It’s not giving me any bother at all. You’re the ones it’s bothering, having to come in here every morning and night to dress me. And don’t think I’m not noticing that you’re trying to change the clothes I wear, because I am.”
Bett smiled innocently.
“What do you think of that Richard Lawrence, Bett?”
Bett didn’t blink at the change in subject. “He seems nice.” He seemed very nice, actually. But she still hadn’t invited him out for that drink. Life seemed to have suddenly gotten too busy, between the musical, and work in the motel, and the assignments with Daniel around the Valley.… 
“He has an excellent sense of humor, you know.”
“He seems to have, yes.”
“I wish I’d known at your age that a sense of humor is worth far more than a bulging wallet or a bulging—”
“Stop it, Lola.”
“Truly, a shared sense of humor is all you need to get you through.”
“Was Edward funny?”
“No.”
“He didn’t make you laugh?”
“He might have once, that time he tripped over the fence wire. Yes, that was very funny.”
“Why did you marry him, then?”
“Things were different in my day. And especially with my family.”
“It was an arranged marriage, do you mean?” Lola had never been so forthcoming.
“A suitable marriage would probably be the correct term.” Lola wasn’t in the mood to talk any more about that right now. She yawned widely, covering her mouth in a mannerly way. “As a matter of fact, Richard was asking about you today.”
“Was he?”
Actually, he hadn’t been. Lola hadn’t seen him today. “Yes, he asked me if you were single. He also said he thought you had the most beautiful eyes he’d seen.”
“What?”
“And the creamiest skin. Is that how he put it? No, sorry, he said milky-white skin.”
“Richard said that? He’s hardly spent any time with me. How would he know what my skin is like?”
“He mentioned how much he enjoyed your company the night of my party. How entertaining you were.”
“Did he?”
In Lola’s experience, nothing made someone more attractive than to think they found you attractive. And Richard may well have thought all those things about Bett. Perhaps he was too shy to mention them.
A knock at the door. Richard poked his head around. “I’m ready when you are, Lola. Oh, good evening, Bett.”
“Hello, Richard.” Her smile was very broad.
Lola yawned extravagantly. “I’m so sorry, Richard, but I just seem to be overcome with tiredness this evening. And so suddenly.” She turned to Bett. “Richard was saying today how curious he was about the whole MacArthur story and kindly invited me out for a meal so he could pick my brains.” Another yawn. “Richard, my dear Bett knows the story as well as I do, if not better, and she’ll have that journalist’s way of giving you the concise story, whereas I would be inclined to ramble all over the place. Or nod off midsentence, the way I’m feeling tonight. Bett, would you mind at all taking my place as Richard’s dinner guest tonight? Richard, I promise she’s sparkling company.”
Richard handled it all very smoothly. “It would be my pleasure, of course. But I wouldn’t like to deprive you of a night out, Lola. We can reschedule for another night when you’re not so tired if you like.”
“I seem to be tired every night these days.”
Bett glared at her. It was only tonight she’d been complaining of this sudden tiredness. “I can’t go out, Lola. I’m minding Ellen tonight.”
“Is she asleep yet?”
Bett shook her head.
“Then bring her in to me and I’ll mind her myself. We’ll both be asleep before eight o’clock, I should think.”
Five minutes later Ellen had been transferred into the double bed beside Lola. Bett had hurried back to her room, changed into a new skirt, run a brush through her curls, and applied mascara and lip gloss.
She poked her head into Lola’s room. “You’re not up to anything, are you?”
“How could I be? I’m too tired. I look tired, don’t I, Ellen?”
Ellen was propped up with several pillows, in imitation of Lola. “Yes, you look very, very tired.”
That sounded suspiciously rehearsed to Bett. “Good night, then.”
“Have fun,” Lola called.
“Have fun,” Ellen echoed.
Lola waited until Bett had definitely gone, then brought out a packet of chocolate éclairs from under her pillow, pointed the remote control at the TV, and grinned at her great-granddaughter. “Make yourself comfy, Ellen. You’re going to love this.”
As the opening credits of Mary Poppins came up, Lola smiled to herself. Operation Richard and Bett, we have liftoff.
Richard had made the dinner booking at Lorikeet Hill, a small winery-restaurant south of the town. The food was delicious, the Irish music playing in the background soothing. The wine relaxed Bett’s mood and loosened her tongue. Richard seemed genuinely interested in so many things. Not just the General MacArthur story, but in Lola, Anna, Carrie, herself—all of them.
He refilled her glass. “So you went to journalism college a couple of years after you left high school?”
“That’s right.”
“And Anna went to drama school around the same time?”
She nodded. “She always said that the Alphabet Sisters had given her the edge. Not many people have spent six years touring the country by the time they’re nineteen.”
“And she met her husband in Sydney?”
“That’s right.” She pulled a face. “Unfortunately.”
“You don’t like him?”
“Sorry, that was very childish.” And alcohol-induced, she realized. Bett tried to find the words. “If Glenn was an animal, he’d be a bear. If he was a vehicle, he’d be a bulldozer. But he adores Anna, and I suppose that’s all that matters at the end of the day.”
“He adores Anna?”
“He idolizes her. Worships the ground she walks on.” It had given herself and Carrie the creeps, in fact. Glenn had a way of looking at Anna, of talking about her, as if she was his latest acquisition. “This is my new car, this is my big house on the harbor, and this is my beautiful actress wife.”
Richard was looking at her closely. “And how long since you’ve seen Glenn and Anna together?”
“It’s been a while, actually.”
“A while?”
“More than three years,” she admitted.
As the waiter came up and removed their plates, Bett realized how much she’d been talking. He must have been a skilled journalist, she guessed. She should be taking tips from him, not spilling her soul. She waited until the waiter left before she spoke again. “You’re not about to write an unauthorized biography of the Alphabet Sisters, are you? I don’t know if there’s enough scandal for a book.”
“Oh, I don’t know about that.”
She caught something in his tone and narrowed her eyes. “You know, don’t you?”
He gave a slightly sheepish smile. “A little.”
Bett cursed Lola inside. Of course she would have told Richard all about it. “Can I ask exactly what you were told?”
“That you had been engaged to a man here in Clare, but then he met your younger sister and fell in love with her instead. And that there was a row between you and Anna and Carrie, and that you hadn’t spoken or seen each other from then until Lola’s party.”
“Well, that’s it in a nutshell, I suppose.”
“That must have been terrible for you.”
She took a sip of wine. “Yes, it was. It’s been hard. I’ve missed them a lot.”
“Them?”
“Anna and Carrie.”
“I actually meant it must have been terrible when your fiancé left you for your sister.”
Bett blinked. “Yes. Yes, it was.”
The waiter came then with their main courses. Bett was glad of the interruption, taking the opportunity to steer the conversation back to safer ground. They spoke about the musical, about Lola, and then Richard moved on to the Alphabet Sisters again.
“Do you miss those days? All that adulation? The tours? The motel rooms?”
“Well, we’d grown up in motel rooms, so that was never a luxury for us.”
He laughed. “No, I suppose not. What did you demand? That the promoters give you a three-bedroom suburban house to stay in?”
“Exactly. And you should have seen our backstage requests. Bottles of lemonade. Comics. Barbie dolls.”
“Now we’re getting down to the nitty-gritty.” He grinned. “I think I always wanted to be a showbiz journalist. You know, sniffing out the stories behind the stories, the truth behind the public image.”
“Oh, we were squeaky clean, I promise. Except for the time Anna and I stole a bottle of Dad’s wine. And Lola told Carrie off for swearing a few times, but I think she apologized afterward.”
“So why did it come to an end?”
Bett thought about it. She could wave it away. Or she could tell the truth. “Because of me.”
“You?”
“I finished it. I refused to do it anymore.”
“Why?”
Because of their awful final performance at the local music society Christmas show. The real number one on her embarrassing stories hit parade. “It’s a long story.”
“Tell me,” he said.
She took a sip of her wine, gathered her thoughts, then started to talk.
They’d been too old for it, really—Anna eighteen, Bett sixteen, Carrie nearly fourteen. The three of them had stood in age order, as always. Lola had gone all out on their outfits, dressing each of them in red satin, with a green tinsel hat. In the mirror, Bett had been aware that her dress was tighter on her than Carrie’s and Anna’s were, but Lola had just hugged her, told her she was gorgeous, and sent the three of them out onto the stage.
Midway through “Sisters,” their opening number, she looked out into the audience and noticed the three cool boys of the town. Her heart gave a leap, as she veered from self-consciousness to excitement. She looked away, then looked back. The three of them were actually looking at her, concentrating on her for once, not Anna, not Carrie. She had a rush of confidence, stood straighter, sang louder, smiled wider.
Then one of them shouted, “Piggy in the Middle.”
The people in the front of the hall heard. She noticed neighbors leaning and asking what he’d said and then stifling a laugh themselves. The three boys kept it up as a sort of chant, under their breaths. She tried to keep singing, knowing her cheeks were fiery red, feeling as though her skin was about to burst. They nudged a few of their other friends into it as well then, a row of them mouthing the chant “Piggy in the Middle.” Anna hadn’t noticed or, if she had, hadn’t cared—too busy striking an aloof pose, always the lady. Carrie had probably been too busy reveling in the fact she was attracting most of the admiring glances, people nudging each other and whispering, “Isn’t that little one cute?”
Somehow she got through the other three songs. But she was in tears when they came offstage. Lola was waiting. She had noticed everything. “They’re just stupid, silly boys, Bett. Ignore them, do you hear me?”
In Lola’s arms, Bett was almost comforted. Then from behind her came Carrie’s voice. “Maybe you could lose a bit of weight, Bett, if you don’t mind me saying. We probably would look better if we were all the same sort of size.”
Her tears stopped abruptly. She felt as though iced water had been flung over her. “What do you mean by that? I spoil the look?”
“Not spoil it. But if we are going to do this thing seriously, keep up the Alphabet Sisters, then maybe you do need to think about losing some weight.”
Bett turned to her other sister. “And what do you think, Anna? Do you think I should lose weight?”
Anna gave a shrug. “Carrie’s got a point, yes. But it’s your choice how you look.”
Bett refused to sing with the Alphabet Sisters from that moment on. There had been three more performances booked after the Christmas one, but she point-blank refused to do them. Lola tried talking sense. Anna tried to apologize. Carrie was sent in, pleading, eyes filling with tears. But it was too late for Bett. The Piggy in the Middle taunt had lodged itself firmly in her brain. She was never going to perform with her sisters again.
Anna didn’t mind too much. She’d already set her heart on getting into drama school and treated the Alphabet Sisters as a joke by this stage. But Carrie was very upset. One of the performances was going to be televised on the local TV network. She’d been looking forward to it for weeks. She kept trying to talk Bett around.
“Please. You have to do it, Bett.”
“No, I don’t. I told you, I’m never singing with you again.”
“But I apologized.”
“Only because Lola told you to.”
“But I really am sorry.”
“You should have thought before you spoke.”
“You’re spoiling it for everyone else. Not just me. For Lola. For the TV people.”
“I would have thought you and Anna would love to have the stage to yourself, without me spoiling the perfect look.”
Carrie had lost her temper. “I didn’t call you Piggy in the Middle, it was those boys. But you are behaving like a pig now. A selfish pig. And I’ll get you back for this, I promise.”
Bett didn’t tell Richard this, but the truth was that her sisters’ lack of support had hurt far more than the taunts. It had been the start of a horrible period of her life. From that moment on it seemed as though Anna and Carrie had been set adrift from her, into a world of romance, dates, boys, and confidence. Bett had felt like Cinderella and Bessie Bunter rolled into one—overweight, unhappy, finding pleasure only in food and books and her piano.
“And that was the end of it,” she said to Richard. “We just stopped.”
He had been listening closely. “They always say it’s the people closest to you who know how to hurt you the most.”
“I suppose so.” She tried to lighten the mood. “That’ll teach you to ask me a question when I’ve had half a bottle of wine. You should have shut me up.”
“I didn’t want to. I was very interested. And I’m sorry, Bett. Being a teenager’s not much fun for anyone, but that must have been hard on you.”
“Yes. Yes it was, actually.”
“And is that why you think Carrie made a play for Matthew? To get you back for something that had happened years before?”
“I’m sorry?”
“You said that Carrie told you she was going to get you back for it one day. And then years later she broke up your engagement and married your fiancé. Do you think it was connected?”
Was he mad? Carrie and Matthew had genuinely fallen in love. Bett had always known that. She’d seen how they were with each other. It had been an almost instant attraction.
She stared at him as she realized what she’d just admitted to herself. Behind his glasses, Richard was assessing her closely. Kindly, but still closely. She decided then she’d definitely had enough of talking about herself.
“No, I don’t think it was connected at all. In fact, I’m sure it wasn’t.” She made a point of picking up the water jug and refilling his glass until it was nearly overflowing. “So, enough about me.” She was pleased with how firm her voice sounded. “This book of yours, Richard. It’s set in the 1850s, did you say?”



Chapter Twenty-one
Anna glanced at the dashboard clock as she drove through Auburn, the town that marked the start of the Clare Valley. She was making good time. She noticed her hands on the steering wheel. They were actually quite relaxed, not gripping it like it was a lifeline. In Sydney she’d often caught herself driving like that. Then again, in Sydney lots of things had been different. Up there her thinking time had been filled with jagged thoughts of Glenn, memories of rows past and premonitions of arguments they were sure to have in the future, a constant barrage of angry voices and disagreements. But since she’d been in the Valley there had been softer images in her mind. Nicer things to think about.
The musical, for one. It had surprised her how much she was enjoying it. Not just the rehearsals, but all the production side as well. She’d had a very productive trip to Adelaide today, collecting the final props and costumes from different fancy-dress shops around the city. Everything was slowly coming together.
She was even feeling a bit better. Not quite so tense. She’d tried to explain exactly that to the doctor that morning, when she’d called in to the surgery for her follow-up appointment. She’d expected to get the cheerful red-faced older man again, not this serious-faced woman, who looked less than twenty-five and seemed determined to find out the cause of every scratch or bump she’d ever had in her life.
“Look, I’m sure it’s probably just stress,” Anna had said to her. “As your colleague said a few weeks ago, I needed to slow down a bit.”
“I don’t like the sound of that breathlessness. How many weeks now?”
“A month, maybe two.”
“And it’s getting worse?”
“I’ve been stressed,” she repeated. “It’s probably just panic attacks. And things are getting much better at home.” Not just with her sisters, either. She’d even managed to have a normal phone conversation with Glenn in Singapore. Short, but at least neither of them had hung up.
“You’ve never had asthma?”
“No, I haven’t.”
“Anna, I’d like you to have a scan. Just to ease all our minds.”
“Is that necessary? It’s just I’ve a lot on, and it means coming down to the city again. I live two hours away.” She gave the young doctor the look that usually stopped other people in their tracks. Not this time.
“I think it’s very necessary, to put my mind at rest as much as yours. That’s why we have all this technology, to show us what’s not there as well as what might be there.” She made several phone calls, while Anna sat fidgeting.
The doctor put down the phone and smiled. “We can get you in at the end of next week. They’ve had a cancellation.”
Anna scribbled the date and the address in her diary. It was two days after the musical. She’d be down in Adelaide anyway returning the costumes. “Fine, thanks.”
As she walked back out to the car she’d taken her mobile from her bag and checked her messages. There was just one, from Lola, asking her to call. There’d been a little incident with Ellen at school today, but it was nothing to worry about.
Anna had called the number immediately, her heart beating faster. “What is it, Lola? Not more trouble?”
“Hello, darling. No, I wouldn’t say it’s trouble exactly.”
How could Lola sound so calm? Amused even? “More bullying? Or no, not another dog?”
“No, a sheep. Bumper the sheep, to be precise.”
“Bumper?”
“Ellen took Bumper to school today. For show-and-tell. I had a phone call half an hour ago from her teacher to ask if I could come and collect him.”
Anna had felt a bubble of laughter start deep inside her. “How did she get him there without anyone seeing? I thought Bett walked her to school this morning.”
“She did, bright and early. Then it seems Ellen walked back to the motel, untied Bumper, and headed back to school. Along the back roads, you’ll be pleased to know.”
“And her teacher didn’t mind?”
“The teacher didn’t know until it was Ellen’s turn to stand up in front of the class. She apparently said, and I quote, that she had to ‘slip outside for a moment and fetch something.’ She’d tethered him to a tree at the end of the playground.” Lola was laughing now, too. “You probably also should know that she’s invited everyone in her class back to the motel for her birthday party. And they’ve all accepted.”
“But it’s not her birthday for months.”
“I don’t think she specified a date. She seemed more interested in outlining what the food and entertainment would be. Prawn cocktails, hide-and-seek in the motel rooms, and rides on Bumper’s back featured quite prominently, I believe.”
Anna had been laughing properly by then. “Oh, Lola, I’m sorry. Can you sort it out for me or do you want me to drive back right now?”
“Sort it out? What’s there to sort out? I’m going to take lessons from her.”
Anna grinned again at the thought of it. Being in the Valley had been so good for Ellen. She had noticed her daughter growing more confident every day. Happier. More relaxed. The way a child should be.
As she drove past more vineyards, getting closer to Clare, Anna started thinking of someone who made her feel good and happy and relaxed. Richard. She thought of the late-night glasses of wine and conversations they’d shared. He was so curious, courteous. He had a way of resting his head slightly on one side, like an owl, she’d thought at first, but then it became more endearing than that. He wore glasses, which he adjusted a lot, especially when he was talking passionately about something. He liked cricket, and didn’t like it when she told him how bad the English team were these days. He also disagreed with her opinions on Harold Pinter, Neil Simon, and David Hare, but completely agreed with her in regard to Shakespeare, Beckett, and O’Casey. That had led to her telling him all about her unsuccessful acting career and how it had led to her new very successful voice-over career.
He had turned on the small TV in the room and made her sit with him until one of her ads came on. They hadn’t had to wait long. He sat in silence as the ad played. Afterward he took her hands and kissed her on each cheek. “You were marvelous, darling. Such a combination of pathos and urgency. It was a truly bravura performance.”
The ad was for brake fluid, and she had been the voice of the car. She’d inclined her head, accepting the praise, trying not to laugh. “I do actually think that was one of my best moments.”
“Can I get a video? I’d love to see it again. I’m sure there were some subtleties of your performance I missed.”
She smiled now, remembering the teasing. Fun teasing, not the sneering way Glenn had often spoken about her work. They’d talked for hours that night. He’d told her more about his life in London. He’d talked about the three-year relationship he’d had with a fellow reporter, until she had ended it the year before. It was another reason why he had decided to leave London. And so she had told him about Glenn, and Glenn and Julie, and Glenn and Julie and Singapore.
She felt warm, good, thinking about him. And the more time she spent with him, the sexier she was finding him, too. Not in the confident, macho way she had found Glenn sexy. Richard was more quietly confident, slow burning rather than white heat. She found it even more attractive that he hadn’t made a pass at her. He just listened. Seemed so interested. When it was time to leave he walked her to her own room, five doors down. “Sleep tight,” he’d said, before kissing her on the cheek, gently touching her arm at the same time. She had never felt quite so cared for in her life.
They’d arranged to meet for a glass of wine when she got home tonight. He was taking Lola out to dinner, he’d told her the night before, but expected to be home by eleven. It was half-past ten. She couldn’t wait to see him.
Bett and Richard stood in the motel carpark.
“Thanks, Richard. That was a lovely night.”
“You’re welcome, Bett. I enjoyed it, too.”
She wondered whether she should invite him in for a glass of wine. Or would he invite her in for a glass of wine? But there was no spark between them, she’d realized. She liked him, enjoyed talking to him, even if she had told him too much. But that was all.
“Well, good night.”
“Good night.”
Inside her room, she sat on the bed and pulled her knees under her chin. Her conversation over dinner kept echoing in her mind.
“It’s been hard. I’ve missed them a lot.”
“Them?”
“Anna and Carrie.”
“I actually meant it must have been terrible when your fiancé left you for your sister.”
She went into the bathroom and stared at herself in the mirror, not liking what she saw. She wiped her hand across her lips, smearing her lip gloss. She leaned in closer and saw her mascara was already smudged. How many years had she stared at that face, felt cross, felt angry, felt powerless? When was maturity going to kick in? When would she get the ability to deal confidently with everything life sent to her?
She decided to have a shower, needing to stand under the stream of water, wash away some of the troubling thoughts. She turned the shower tap on full blast, wanting to fill the room with steam before she got in. As she went back out to the bedroom area to get her dressing gown, she heard a car pull up next door, the headlights momentarily coming through the thin fabric of the motel curtains. Anna arriving home from her trip to Adelaide, she guessed. Five to eleven, a late enough night for her. Bett undressed, stepped under the streaming water, and shut her eyes.
After carrying the costumes into her room, Anna simply turned off the light again, shut the door after her, and walked five doors down. She knocked lightly, two little taps.
He answered immediately. “Anna, welcome back.” His smile was as warm as his voice.
“Hello, Richard.” She took in every detail of him.
“Anna? Are you all right?”
“I’m fine.” She was more than fine. She was happy, she realized. She was home at the motel. She knew Ellen was safe in Lola’s room. There had been a note on Anna’s bed in Ellen’s best handwriting. “I love you Mummy,” with a picture of Bumper the sheep and the two of them in bright colors. Anna felt light after months of heaviness. She spoke softly, but surely. “Richard, I know I should be coy. And that we should spend more time together first. And have dinner, and go for walks, and get to know each other better. But I don’t want to wait that long. I want to go to bed with you.”
“Now?”
“Yes.”
“Right now?”
“Yes.” She faltered slightly.
“Will you at least give me time to make the bed?”
She smiled. “No, I won’t.”
“Never mind, then. We’ll have to manage.” He took her by the hand and drew her inside his room.
Bett sat on the edge of her bed, wrapped in a towel. Her mind was leaping all over the place. From the dinner with Richard tonight to her conversation with Anna the other night. “Still avoiding the truth after all these years, Bett?”
She hadn’t been avoiding it. She’d known for years, in fact. It’s just she had chosen not to tell anyone, to let the rift go unhealed between them, for three long years. But why? Because she wanted to keep the rift going? Because she was glad to be away from her sisters?
Yes.
That night of their fight she’d felt a hot high flame of anger that she’d never felt before. In the days and months that followed she had easily found other fuel to keep it burning. Some of it had surprised her. Memories of Anna doing things first—learning to ride a bike, wearing a bra, wearing makeup—and feeling jealous, that she always had to wait her turn. Being equally jealous of Carrie, who had been born with all the right accessories for life success—a mop of blonde curls, a small frame, even a slight lisp as a child, like some modern version of Shirley Temple, without the saccharine sweetness.
She had a sudden urge to talk to Anna about it all. About everything. To apologize for the terrible things she had said about Glenn. She’d had no right. Anna loved him, and Glenn loved Anna. Their marriage was their business. The remorse lasted for a moment, then she started remembering things about Glenn. His arrogance. The way he could be so condescending. It was no good. She couldn’t pretend she liked Glenn. But she could still apologize for saying such mean things about him.
Bett pulled on her dressing gown, slipped outside, and headed to Anna’s door. The lights were out. She knocked gently.
“Anna?” she said softly.
No answer. She must have gone straight to sleep.
Bett looked down the row of rooms and saw a light on in Richard Lawrence’s window. Perhaps she could start with him instead, use him as a trial run. She imagined it. “Hello, Richard. You don’t know me that well, but I need to make another confession, if you don’t mind.”
As she watched, his light went out. She felt a sudden frustration. Why had everyone decided to have an early night? She waited a moment, then turned and went back into her own room, pulled back the sheets of her bed, and climbed in.
In his room, Richard traced a finger across Anna’s face in the light from the moon coming through the curtains. “Do you know, I’m not sure if we got that quite right.”
“I’m not too sure either,” Anna answered, just as solemnly. “Perhaps we could try it again?”
“What a great idea.” He leaned down to kiss her again.



Chapter Twenty-two
By the time dawn came, Bett still wasn’t asleep. It was a combination of the wine she’d drunk and the conversation with Richard, she decided. It seemed to have unleashed memories she’d kept well locked away for more than three years. Uncomfortable memories.
The motel room felt very claustrophobic. She needed to feel her limbs moving, hoped that would calm her mind. She pulled on tracksuit pants and a light windbreaker, laced on her sneakers, and crept out of her room as the sun was coming up over the gum trees on the hill across the road. She started walking out of the town, headed north past the vineyards, the early autumn colors of red and yellow appearing on the edges of the leaves, still heavy with fruit.
Walking usually soothed her. She’d been walking for an hour a day most days, since the year after she first started working on the newspaper. Lola had gotten her started, in her usual blunt way. She had come into Bett’s room one afternoon, pulled a chair beside the bed Bett was lying on, and looked very serious. “Bett, we need to talk.”
“About what?”
“Do you remember that Piggy in the Middle jibe that upset you so much all those years ago?”
Bett had put down the bag of chips she was eating. “Yes.”
“You might want to be careful or someone will call you that again.” She ignored Bett’s shocked expression. “I’m not the body police, but I don’t like to see someone letting herself go, and that’s what you’re doing.”
“I’ve got every right to be as fat or as thin as I like. And you can hardly talk about clothes.” Stung by Lola’s remarks, she’d wanted to hurt her back.
“I’m happy with what I wear, Bett. And if it makes you happy, you can be as big as you like and wear shapeless clothes for the rest of your life. But you’re not happy, are you?”
For a moment her temper had flared. She had started to deny it. And then she had let the defenses down, confessed all to Lola. No, she wasn’t happy. She was extremely unhappy. Everything had been getting on top of her, and the only comfort had been food. Sitting for hours studying or working at her desk, she’d consoled herself by eating biscuits and cakes and chips. And she was wearing baggy clothes because that was all that fitted her these days.
Lola had listened and then waited for the tears to pass. “You have two choices, Bett. You can do something about your weight. Or you can stay as you are and decide not to let it bother you.”
“It does bother me. Of course it does. But what do I do? I’m useless in a gym or those aerobics classes. And I really love food. I don’t want to live off cabbage soup for the rest of my life.”
“What are those two things hanging off your waist there?”
“They’re my legs.”
“And what can they do?”
“Hold me up. Walk.”
“Walk. Exactly. From today I want you walking an hour a day, in rain or shine, fog or mist. Or, more likely, seeing as it’s summer, in blazing sunshine day after day.”
“Walk?”
“Walk. The world’s best exercise. The world’s best calmer. No one ever regrets a walk, Bett. I’ll be your trainer. I’ll make you do it.”
“You’ll walk with me?”
“On these old legs? I’d collapse in a moment. No, I’ll drop you off somewhere and then I’ll drive to the end of the walking trail and pick you up an hour later. And that way I’ll know how far you’ve gone, and if you get to me any quicker I’ll also know you’ve hitched a lift. And I can sit in the car and listen to classical music, which will calm me down at the same time the walk is calming you down. Is it a deal?”
Bett shook her grandmother’s hand. “It’s a deal.”
So she had started it, walking for an hour every day, along the dusty roads at the back of the Valley. Lola would drop her off and then head off in her small white car, driving past her, sitting upright in the car like a meerkat as she went past. The girls had always laughed at Lola’s style of driving. Bett walked until she met Lola waiting some miles away, reading the paper, doing a crossword, or sometimes dozing, classical music or a tape of musical highlights playing loudly from the car. Three months later Bett had summoned up the courage to go clothes shopping. She’d dropped only a size, but her body shape was different, firmer. She wasn’t skinny—she’d never be skinny—but she was fitter and had definitely found a figure that she was comfortable with.
She’d met Matthew not long afterward. He had moved to the Valley as a junior vet, while he was studying at the nearby agricultural college. She had interviewed him on his second day for a feature on new arrivals in the town. As an interview subject, he hadn’t seemed eligible, so she hadn’t been as nervous of him as she would have been if she met him in a bar or somewhere social. When he mentioned he didn’t know anyone locally yet, she’d invited him for a drink up at the motel bar. Her father had poured him beers and asked him lots of questions, while Bett sat beside him, joining in, enjoying the fact that it was her, not Anna or Carrie for once, sitting beside a good-looking man on these bar stools. Carrie had been on her overseas trip at the time. Anna was in Sydney.
The next weekend she and Matthew met again, this time in one of the three pubs in town. Again, she’d had no nerves. She felt relaxed with him. They met the weekend after that. It had become a regular thing, so stress-free, so easy that people in the town had started calling them a couple before they had thought too much about it themselves.
He’d kissed her on their fifth date. By the seventh date it had progressed to his hands touching her body. She’d decided six weeks into the relationship that she was going to sleep with him. She had gathered early on that he was more experienced than her. He’d had a number of girlfriends in Perth, he’d told her. On a weekend away, two months after they’d met, they’d had sex for the first time. It had been nice. Not earth-shattering, not painful, not even especially passionate, but comfortable. Easy. Gentle. It had continued that way, too. She was still self-conscious, not liking to make love in full light, feeling a bit awkward in the sexy underwear he started buying her. But the relief she felt outweighed any of that.
Because the truth was she had been a virgin when she started going out with Matthew. At twenty-eight years old. There had been several near misses, one or two very close encounters, but something had stopped her each time. She hadn’t told Matthew. He hadn’t guessed either. And she’d certainly never told Anna or Carrie. To the two of them, losing their virginity had been straightforward, pleasant. Just a matter of their getting it out of the way, was how it had seemed to Bett.
After five months she and Matthew had fallen into an easygoing relationship—meeting for drinks once or twice a week, dinner one night a week, after which she would usually go back to the house he was sharing in town. Sometimes they would make love, sometimes they wouldn’t. Then one night, out of the blue, he asked her to marry him. They were on their way back from a friend’s wedding. All night long the two of them had been teased, been asked when their big day would be. “A wedding begets a wedding, you two, remember.” The speeches had been very moving, the couple talking of their love for each other, the importance of their families, how they couldn’t wait to set up a home together, start their own family.
On the way back to Clare, Matthew told her more about his own childhood, how his parents had separated when he was young, and how he’d shifted around a lot. “I don’t want the rest of my life to be like that, Bett. I want to stay in one place. Have children. Make them feel safe.”
It had moved her almost to tears at the time, thinking of him being so lonely as a child, wanting to make sure that his own kids didn’t go through what he’d been through.
“You understand, Bett, don’t you? You know exactly what I mean.”
At the back of her mind, Bett wanted to disagree. She’d quite liked all the shifting they had done as children. But that night the champagne had taken over her emotions. “Of course I understand. And I think you’d be a great dad, make a great husband and father.”
He stopped the car, took her hands. “Bett, do you want to get married? You and me?”
She felt a warm, comforting feeling. Even a sort of relief again. She wasn’t a failure, someone loved her enough to want to marry her. They drove straight to the motel to tell her parents and Lola. That night, Carrie happened to ring from her travels and they told her the news, too. Word whipped around the town. Rebecca came into work with a bottle of champagne. It was a very happy time.
But had it felt as if it was something they both were destined to do, couldn’t live without doing? No. If anything, the pressure came from people around them, their friends, who were all busily planning their weddings and buying their first houses.
They didn’t rush into any wedding planning. They set a date, booked the church for a year’s time, to be sure of a place more than anything. Bett started thinking about her wedding dress. But, mostly, life settled down—Bett with her work at the newspaper, Matthew with his work and his study, both living separately. The fact that they were engaged was a nice link between them, but nothing momentous, life-changing. Again, that thought—comforting. Which had started to feel like boring.
Bett recalled coming at the subject in a roundabout way during a phone conversation with Anna. “Did you ever have doubts about Glenn before you married him, Anna?”
Anna got to the point immediately. “Why, are you having second thoughts about Matthew?”
“No.” A pause. “But it stands to reason, doesn’t it, that you’d start to see faults in someone, especially after you’ve been going out with each other for a while?”
“You and Matthew, you mean? You’ve only been together for less than a year, though, haven’t you? I think that’s still officially known as the honeymoon period. What sort of things are you talking about?”
“Well, with Glenn, for example, do you ever, um, I don’t know, run out of things to talk about? Find yourself sitting there wondering what to say next?”
“No, I don’t think so.” Anna laughed. “If we’re not talking, we’re usually fighting about something, so communication isn’t usually the issue. Have you run out of things to say to Matthew?”
Bett had, but she’d hedged around it. “Maybe we’ve just been too tired to talk. Things have been pretty busy work-wise for both of us.”
“But you must have things in common you can talk about, even if you are tired. Do you like the same things? The same sort of books or music?”
Bett grimaced. She and Matthew couldn’t be farther apart in their musical tastes. He was strictly John Cougar Mellencamp. He listened to the rock stations; she preferred the alternative ones. He liked listening to her play piano, but now that she thought about it, only when she was playing the sing-along Top 40 ones, not the musical numbers or classical pieces Lola had taught her. Matthew didn’t read much, either, apart from veterinary magazines, whereas Bett always had two or three books on the go.
“Um, no, not really.”
“Does he make you laugh?”
She had to think. Occasionally he did. But his main party piece was his impressions of Basil Fawlty, Frank Spencer, and Elvis Presley, and the truth was she’d never found them funny. A bit embarrassing, if anything. “Sometimes,” she said to Anna.
“What about his work?”
It had been interesting enough to begin with. But she had never been that keen on animals—well, she liked cats, but she wasn’t that keen on their inner workings, not to the extent of talking about intestinal worms over dinner most nights. Carrie was the animal fiend in their house, the one who collected photos of dogs and horses and stuck them on her schoolbooks and on the wall above her bed. She’d even had an imaginary horse for a few years, called Plink for some reason, on which she would gallop around the motel carpark, to the amusement of their guests.
Bett remembered thinking that the music Matthew listened to was the same sort of music Carrie had liked. That she wasn’t a reader either. That even the way he looked was more to Carrie’s taste than Bett’s. Carrie had always liked the rugged outdoor type.
She and Anna had talked about it some more, before Bett deliberately moved the conversation on to other matters. Four days later, she got a letter from Sydney.
Dear Bett,
I’ve been thinking a lot about our phone call last night, and rather than ring again, I decided to write this to you. First up, it’s none of my business, so there’s the disclaimer out of the way—if you take my advice, I won’t be held responsible for the consequences. But what seemed to be coming loud and clear through everything you were saying is that you have serious doubts about marrying Matthew. You kept asking whether I’d had the same sorts of doubts about marrying Glenn, but as I said last night, Glenn and I are completely different from you and Matthew. It’s a different combination, a different situation. The problems we have are not the problems you and Matthew might be having or would have.
Can I ask you a very blunt question? Why are you marrying him? I’m not too sure you love him, as you’re not too sure yourself, but do you even like him all that much? It worried me when you said that you and he don’t have all that much in common. It worried me even more when you said that you weren’t getting any younger, and besides all your friends were getting married. As Lola would say, if all your friends jumped off the roof, would you do that, too?
While I’m on the subject, why does Matthew want to marry you? He sounds like the world’s greatest romantic, but has he got a sense of you? Is he interested in you, as Bett, rather than as a woman he can marry? It just sounds to me as though the pair of you have drifted into something and don’t know how to drift out of it again.
If you are still reading this, then you are probably thinking I should mind my own business. But you are my sister and I love you dearly and what you do is my business. I worry about you, worry that sometimes you stick your head in the sand, pretend everything’s okay when it patently isn’t, just to avoid confrontations. But it would be a lot less messy to get out of this engagement than it would be to get out of a marriage. It sounds as if the two of you get on okay, and maybe you would make better friends than lovers, or better acquaintances than husband and wife. You said a telling thing last night, that because Matthew was your first serious relationship, you had nothing to compare him to, so you were just assuming that being bored, being annoyed, was normal. I don’t think that’s a normal comment for someone a few months away from tripping up the aisle.
I’ll shut up now, I promise. I just wanted to say that I’m worried about you and I hope you’ll think about this carefully. Everyone makes mistakes. It wouldn’t be the end of the world if you called it off.
Never forget how much I love you, even when you are driving me up the wall.
Anna xxx
Anna had come back to the Valley not long after to see Carrie, but Bett hadn’t mentioned the letter or her doubts to her again. There’d been so much fuss about Carrie’s return that it had been easy to avoid the subject. Bett had loved the novelty of having a boyfriend to show to Carrie. She’d enjoyed the feeling of going to the pub with them that first night, watching as Carrie jokingly road tested him for her, patting him down. She hadn’t minded at all when the two of them often became the three of them, Carrie joining them for dinner, drinks in the pub. When Carrie was around, Matthew seemed to have lots more to talk about. It had been easier to have the three of them. There were none of the long silences there had often been between her and Matthew. Carrie bubbled into the space, brought out a different side of Matthew. They had kept finding things in common—music, antiques shopping, even clothes shopping. It was Bett who had suggested Carrie go to the agricultural college with Matthew and sit in on some lectures, when she’d seemed so interested in his vet stories. Bett had a clear memory of that day. “Matthew and Carrie should be together, not Matthew and me.” She had actually thought that.
She stopped walking, alone on the path, the early-morning air crisp around her, cool against her skin. Her memory jumped to the night Matthew had told her about Carrie. He had called her at the office, his voice sounding strange, asking if he could meet her after work. He said he had something very important he needed to tell her.…
Fury, hurt, and anger had propelled her through the next few months. Then the ticket overseas had turned out to be a lifeline. A chance to start afresh, leave the mess that was her life in the Clare Valley, her relationship with her sisters, far behind her.
It had been frightening, but it had been a chance to be herself, to stop measuring herself against Anna and Carrie. Except she hadn’t been able to leave them behind, had she? All the memories had come with her.
And they were still there.



Chapter Twenty-three
Several days later, out at the farmhouse, Carrie pointed the remote control at the TV and turned down the volume. Lola had insisted she take the night off from the motel. “You’ve been working too hard, darling. Have a break. Prepare yourself for the musical, with lots of relaxing, lots of good food, lots of snuggling up to Matthew.”
Some chance of that. She was too stressed to relax, there was no food in the house, and the only snuggling she’d been doing was with the sofa cushions. She’d spent all afternoon watching imported American confrontational chat shows on TV. It was so much easier for Americans, Carrie thought. They were so good at that “come on TV and let it all hang out” approach. She didn’t think her own Irish-Australian heritage stretched to the same candidness. The program credits came up, with a contact number if you needed a family matter sorted out. Would the producer’s budget stretch to flying the entire Quinlan family over to America? she wondered. They could start small and work their way up, she supposed. Just fly her and Matthew over for a start.
If only it were that easy. What would the producers do? Make them talk about their true feelings? Insist they were honest? Carrie could almost hear herself telling Matthew how sorry she was for all the fighting. How much she missed him. How she wanted to give it another go.
She sat upright.
She did. That was exactly how she felt. But what would Matthew say if she told him all that? If she asked him to come home again?
She realized there was only one way to find out.
Anna ran her hands down Richard’s body, stretching herself so she was full length against him, skin against skin. He smiled into her eyes, leaned forward, kissed her on the lips again. There was just a white cotton sheet covering them, the one lamp throwing a soft light into the room. There had barely been time to draw the curtains when she had come to his room that evening before they had undressed each other and started kissing for a very long time. Luxurious, gentle lovemaking had given way to more conversation, whispered confidences, shy offerings of what they thought of each other, which had led to more lovemaking.
Anna felt wrapped in warmth, in compliments, in his admiration. She loved the touch of his fingers on her body, his lips on hers, the sound of his voice telling her stories, asking her questions, showing interest in her like she hadn’t felt in years. She’d felt the same intense curiosity about him, wanting to hear all about him as well. She had never had this with Glenn, simple lying under the sheet together, talking, their bodies entangled, the memory of lovemaking fresh on their skin and in their minds, the promise of more to come in the stroking of fingers on bodies, the look in each other’s eyes. She felt reckless, like a naughty teenager again, staying out late, comforted by the thought of Ellen safe with Lola.
He had just told her some of the conversation from his dinner with Bett several nights before. She was struck equally by his gentleness and his curiosity, as if he was trying to understand her, and her sisters, and the feud between them.
“I can understand why Carrie and Bett might have fought, but why did you and Bett fight about it all?”
“Oh, not just me and Bett. Me and Carrie, too.” She smiled. “We were never a family to do things by halves. I fought with her straight after I’d fought with Bett, actually.”
“Tell me about it.”
“You really want to hear?”
“I do. I love hearing you talk.”
Anna had been in Clare on a quick weekend visit, while Glenn had taken Ellen to visit his parents in Queensland. She was in her room when Bett burst in, wild-eyed, her mop of curls more unruly than usual. She spilled out the story in moments, before Anna sat her down and made her go through it again, slowly and in detail.
Bett took a deep breath. “Matthew had some news, he told me. Something urgent he needed to talk to me about. So we met here, in the bar. I thought it would be about a job move or something about work, but no …” A pause, as Anna could see Bett was trying not to lose control. “No, he said he needed to call off our wedding.” Bett told Anna that she had scarcely mouthed the word “Why?” before Matthew had delivered the answer. “He said: ‘Because I’ve fallen in love with Carrie.’ ”
And then into the bar walked Carrie. A glance between her and Matthew, Bett said, and she had known. Carrie felt the same way about Matthew.
“You should have seen them, Anna. The two of them sitting there, holding hands, telling me how hard it was for them, for them, but that they’d thought it best if they broke the news to me together.”
Anna winced. “They were holding hands in front of you? Being that open about it? So they’ve been lovers? Already?”
“I don’t know. They must have been. Of course they have.” Bett was very distressed. “Carrie kept going on about how they had tried to fight it, but it had been too strong, too passionate, between them to ignore.”
“I can’t believe Carrie would do this. And what is Matthew playing at? Creeping from your bed to Carrie’s? What has he got, some kind of sister fetish?”
Bett shifted uncomfortably. “Matthew and I … hadn’t actually been … well, not for a while.”
“Since before Carrie got back or after?”
“Before. I don’t know, between everything, all the wedding plans, and my work and his work, there hadn’t been time.”
Hadn’t been time? Anna was puzzled. Wasn’t sex something you made time for—especially when you were in the first flush of love? “Bett, things really hadn’t been okay with you and Matthew before this, had they?”
“Of course they had,” Bett said quickly. “Things were perfectly fine, until this. That’s why I just can’t believe it.”
Anna frowned. “Really? You don’t remember calling me about Matthew, saying that you were worried you weren’t suited? That you didn’t think he had enough get-up-and-go in him?”
“I didn’t think he’d get up and go to my sister, though, did I?” For a moment they both nearly started to laugh, then Bett started pacing the room again. “I can’t believe it.”
“Bettsie.” Anna used the pet name. “Come on. Remember our phone call? The letter I wrote that you never acknowledged? You know you weren’t feeling sure about Matthew. You told me as much. Maybe this was the chance to have told him. To bring it all into the open.”
There was no answer.
“Oh, Bett, please.” Anna gave a quick laugh. “Don’t deny it. You must be the only journalist in the world who makes a habit of changing the facts to suit yourself.”
“You’re one to talk. You’re hardly broadcasting from the Palace of Truth yourself.”
Anna abruptly stopped laughing. “And what is that supposed to mean?”
“Forget it.”
“Bett …”
Bett lifted her chin. “You and Glenn.”
“What about me and Glenn?”
“Why do you stick with him? Are you happy together? Do you really love him? Does he love you? Or is it because of Ellen? Or your social standing?”
“Don’t do this. Don’t try to change the subject.”
“I’m not changing the subject. I’m saying that people in glass houses shouldn’t throw stones.”
“And sisters who come seeking help shouldn’t turn into complete and utter bitches.”
“Bitch? Excuse me? I have been completely humiliated and you turn on me.” She stood up, her eyes blazing. “Fine. Brilliant. Off you go to Carrie, then. Tell her how delighted you are. Tell her what a wonderful success she has made of her life. The two of you again, Miss Perfect and Miss Even More Bloody Perfect. No need to worry about me cluttering up your perfect space again. Just as you’ve always wanted it.”
“What the hell are you talking about?”
Bett gave a rough laugh. “It’s the same old story again, isn’t it? You and Carrie together, doing it properly, like you always said. Not making a mess of things, not spoiling the look—that’s how you both put it, isn’t it?”
“For God’s sake, that was years ago, we shouldn’t have said—”
“Yes, you should have. If you’ve both always thought that I lowered the tone, ruined the perfect picture, then of course you should have said it. Let’s bring everything out into the open, shall we? Carrie’s done it again tonight. You both did it years ago, so it’s my turn now.”
“Bett, calm down.”
Her eyes were glittering. “No, I won’t. Enjoying life up there in the ivory tower, are you, Anna? Good. Great. You’re welcome to it, though I’m sure Carrie and Matthew will enjoy popping in for a visit now and again, if they pass muster, don’t spoil your decor.”
Anna only just held her temper in check. “Stop it, Bett. You’re upset. You’re not seeing things clearly.”
“Oh I am, Anna. I’m seeing things more clearly than I have ever seen them before. What was it you and Carrie said to me that day? That I spoiled the look? Well, not anymore. I should thank Carrie and Matthew. They’ve given me the exit I always wanted. Good-bye, Anna. I wish I could say it’s been a pleasure being your sister, but quite frankly it hasn’t.”
Anna was now furious herself. “Taken an overdose of your melodramatic pills, have you? Calm down, for God’s sake. I told you I’m on your side.”
“You are not. You never have been. It’s only ever been about you. We saw through it, though, you know that. No one likes Glenn. I mean, all right, marry for money if you have to, but couldn’t you have picked someone who was a little more like a human being?”
“That’s enough.”
“Good thing Ellen is so pretty, I suppose, though God help the poor girl if she ever puts on a gram of excess weight. I can see it, you’ll have her down at the Kiddie Gym, in at the beauty parlor, applying layers and layers of fakeness. Like mummy, like daughter.”
“You bitch, Bett.” Her own fury rose like a geyser. “I wanted to help, but you’re beyond it. Forget it. Go. Good riddance. You’re on your own now.”
Bett stared at her coldly. “Maybe I have been for years, Anna.” She walked out, slamming the door behind her.
Anna barely had time to catch her breath when the phone on the bedside cabinet rang. It was Carrie.
“Annie?” She only called her Annie when she was upset. “I need to talk to you. Are you alone?”
Anna noticed then that her hands were shaking. “Yes. Bett’s just left me.”
“Can we talk to you? Will you come to my room?”
So “they” had become “we” already. A united team. Quelling her angry feelings toward Bett, trying to be calm—someone had to be the voice of reason in this situation, surely—Anna went straight to Carrie’s room. Inside, Carrie and Matthew were sitting side by side on the bed. Carrie was crying. Beside her Matthew had his arm around her shoulder, awkwardly stroking her, looking embarrassed, stopping, then stroking again. Anna found it very distracting.
“So it’s true,” she said, looking at them both.
Two nods, Matthew a little shamefaced, Carrie more defiant. “Is Bett okay?”
Anna gave an almost laugh. “Okay? Well, no, I wouldn’t say she’s okay.”
“We couldn’t help it, could we, Matthew? It just happened.”
Anna looked from one to the other. “And you’re sure?”
Matthew nodded.
Carrie looked at him and nodded, too. “We are. Hurting Bett was the last thing, the very last thing, I ever wanted to do. She’s my sister, but this became bigger than both of us. As if all the choice was taken from us.”
Between Bett’s histrionics and now Carrie’s mea culpa act, Anna had suddenly had enough. “All right, Carrie. You don’t have to lay it on too thick.”
The crying stopped. “What do you mean by that?”
Anna put it to her straight. “You know you and Bett have circled each other for years. I’m not saying you deliberately made Matthew fall in love with you, but be honest with me if not with yourself. At the start was there not a bit of playing with fire, flirting, to annoy Bett?”
“Are you saying I deliberately made this happen?”
“Subconsciously, maybe. I don’t think you thought it would come to this though, no.”
Carrie’s lower lip was quivering. “Yes, you are. That’s exactly what you’re saying. That I made this happen to hurt Bett.”
Anna laughed. She couldn’t help herself. Carrie looked like a sulking five-year-old. How could she have a proper fight with her sisters when the pair of them carried on like this?
Carrie turned stony-faced. “It’s not funny. You’ve always taken Bett’s side. It’s always been the two of you, ganging up on me.”
“What?”
“You know it has been. You both always hated me tagging along behind you, getting in the way.”
“Carrie, what are you talking about? Stop behaving like a child.”
“That’s it exactly. You’ve been saying that to me for years. Well, I’ve had enough. Enough of you and Bett telling me what to do and lording it all over the place. It’s always been like this, since the school fair that time.”
“What school fair?”
“That one before we moved to the Valley and Mum and Dad said you and Bett had to take me and you didn’t. You paid that girl to look after me.”
“Carrie, that was twenty years ago. You were eight years old. We didn’t want you hanging around.”
“Exactly. You didn’t want me hanging around. How did you think that made me feel?”
“Like an eight-year-old who had been left behind by her older sisters. Like every single eight-year-old with older sisters in history, I expect. Carrie, are you actually listening to what you’re saying? You are linking the fact you have broken Bett’s heart by running off with her fiancé with something that happened when you were eight?”
“It’s symptomatic.”
“What the hell does that mean?”
“Patterns. Recurring events. Here it is again. Matthew and I have made an adult decision. We love each other and yet here you are sticking your nose in and meddling when it’s none of your business.”
Anna’s hackles hadn’t just risen, they were now practically visible, sticking out in sharp points from her shirt. “Caroline, you need a slap. You’re the one who has made all this happen.”
“I’ll tell you something, then. I’m glad it has.”
“You’re glad?”
Carrie looked uncomfortable for only a brief moment. “If this is what it took for you and Bett to see I’m not a child anymore, then, yes, I’m glad.”
“Sorry, Carrie, can I get this clear—you’re glad you’ve broken up Bett’s engagement? I hope to God you’re joking because if you’re not you are a much sadder case than I already thought.”
Matthew leaned forward then. “I have to step in here, Anna.”
Anna didn’t look at him. “Shut up, Matthew. Mind your own business. This isn’t about you anymore.”
Carrie gasped. “Don’t you dare talk to him like that.”
Anna was beyond reason now. “What? I should keep it sweet with him in case he gets sick of you and wants to make a play for me? He’s going for the hat trick, is he?”
Now Matthew and Carrie looked outraged. “That was uncalled for, Anna.”
Inside, Anna knew it was exactly that. But the pair of them, sitting there, all smug and wound around each other, had suddenly annoyed the hell out of her. Carrie with her hand on his thigh, Matthew stroking Carrie’s arm, the physical attraction between them so obvious. When was the last time Glenn had stroked her in public like that? In private, even? She blocked the thought and concentrated on the two angry faces glaring at her.
“I apologize for that remark. But I don’t apologize for anything else I said. It’s time you grew up, Carrie.”
“I grew up? At least I’m being honest with myself, going into a relationship for love, not gain.”
“How dare you! First Bett and now you. How dare you both cast judgment on me like this.”
“Bett told you what she thought of Glenn as well? Good. Isn’t it time we said something? Rather than keep up any pretense that we like him? Well, we don’t. And I don’t like you when you’re with him. You changed when you went to Sydney, Anna. Got airs and graces. Too good for us anymore.”
“Shut up, Carrie.”
“It’s true. How come it’s all right for you to march in here and tell me off, but you won’t listen to a few home truths about yourself?”
“You self-centered, selfish little—”
“I don’t care what you think of me, actually.” Carrie’s lip quivered again. “Come on, Matthew. This is pointless. Let’s go.”
“You can’t go,” Anna had said, suddenly exhausted. “You’re in your room. I’m the one who has to go. And I’m happy to, believe me. Good-bye, Carrie. Good-bye, Matthew. Good luck whatever happens to you both in the future, but I’ll tell you something—I don’t want anything to do with it.”
“Good. Because I don’t want you to have anything to do with us either.”
And with that Anna had slammed the door.
Richard shook his head in amazement. “And where was Lola in all this? I can’t imagine her sitting back and letting it happen.”
“No, she didn’t.”
There had been a family conference, Geraldine and Jim, Anna and Lola, with a number of phone calls made to Carrie on her mobile phone. She had left the motel and gone to stay with Matthew in his house on the other side of town. Bett had left, too. Got in her car the next morning and just driven away. She had phoned Lola to tell her she was safe, that she was in Melbourne, and had then turned off her mobile.
Jim Quinlan had been sure it would all blow over. Lola had put him right on that. “Darling, you haven’t noticed any of this going on, have you?”
“Noticed what?”
Lola had shaken her head. “Geraldine, what about you?”
Anna remembered her mother looking a little uncomfortable. “It’s been so busy here, Lola, I thought they were all getting on so well.”
“They were indeed,” Lola had laughed. “Just in the wrong combination.”
They’d all agreed what to do next. The wedding would have to be called off, the church booking canceled, any engagement presents returned, and word carefully put around a few key information brokers in the town. Lola volunteered to do it all.
Anna had left the Valley the following day, still furious with Bett and Carrie. “They’ve shown their true colors, Lola—Bett lives in fantasy land and Carrie is a selfish little cow, and I don’t care how long it is till I see them again.”
“Now you’re being childish.”
“Don’t you start with the insults. I had enough from those two. I don’t care if I never speak to either of them again.”
“Ah, so that’s it. Not just disgust at their behavior, you didn’t like what they had to say either? And what’s all this dramatic nonsense about never speaking to each other again? Of course you will. This situation will all blow over soon.”
“It won’t, Lola. I saw a side to Bett and Carrie that I didn’t like one bit. I’m not running to them, I’ll tell you that. If they find it in themselves to apologize, well, we’ll see, but I’m not making the first move.”
“When did you get so haughty? It must have happened when you were in Sydney because I certainly would have put a stop to it if I’d seen it happening here.”
“I am not haughty. That’s a terrible thing to—” She’d stopped there at the sight of Lola laughing.
“Don’t fight with me as well, darling, or you’ll have no relatives left at all. All right, you’re not haughty, and you’re not too proud either.”
Anna colored, hating being caught out. “I need to calm down, like the whole situation needs to calm down. And then I’ll see how I feel.”
One month later she was still cross, and she’d heard nothing from Carrie or from Bett, who had now decided to stay in Melbourne. Well, if they weren’t going to apologize for their behavior, she wasn’t either. The one-month silence between them grew to two, then to twelve.
Anna heard via Lola that Bett had gone traveling overseas. Carrie married Matthew, a very small affair in Adelaide—neither Anna nor Bett was invited. Lola attended with Geraldine and Jim, and sent a photo and a report to each of them, with a note of disgust at the end: “This should have been a fun, happy day for the whole family. I am still ashamed of the three of you. It will take only one apology to get the ball rolling, you know.…”
Anna put the photo away and turned all her attention to Glenn, Ellen, and work, returning home to the motel just once a year, timing it to coincide with Matthew and Carrie’s annual holiday away. One year became two, became three years, when the attack on Ellen happened, and took precedence over everything else.
“And that’s how things were between us,” she said to Richard. “Until Lola’s party.”
“You’ve been through a lot lately, haven’t you?” he said.
She lay looking into his eyes. “Yes. Yes, I have, I think.”
She felt the touch of his fingers on her arm, on her bare skin. “Too much to go through on your own. I wish I’d known you then. I’d like to have helped.”
She moved closer, molding her body against his, feeling an answering reaction from him, his fingers tracing her body. “You’re helping now,” she said. His lips met hers once again.
At that moment, in the vet’s quarters of the Red Hills sheep station, Carrie was kissing Matthew’s lips, then his chest, going lower and lower.
“Carrie …” he murmured.
“Shh,” she said. “I told you, I’m tired of talking. We’re not to say a word.”
“We have to talk.”
“Matthew, if you say another word I’m getting back in my car and driving straight back home.” Once she’d made her decision it had been simple. She loved Matthew, and she was going to fight for him. She’d changed her clothes, packed a bag, and driven for two hours without stopping. He’d been in his quarters when she knocked on the door. She’d given him no chance to protest, no explanations, just moved into his arms and started kissing him. It had taken him only a second to respond.
She unbuttoned his jeans, lowered his boxer shorts, did exactly what she knew he loved, and was rewarded with his groans of pleasure above her. She stopped abruptly, slowly took off her clothes, and stood before him in her transparent pale pink lace underwear.
“I’ve missed you so badly.” His voice was nearly hoarse.
She held herself a little away from him. “And you don’t regret marrying me?”
“No, I don’t.”
“You don’t want to go back to Bett?”
“No.”
“Are you sure?”
He pulled her close. “Carrie, can you shut up about Bett for one minute and come here so I can …” He finished what he was going to do in a whisper in her ear.
Carrie shut up.



Chapter Twenty-four
The phone rang as Bett was passing reception. It was her turn to mind the bar and the phone. Carrie was on a night off, and Anna had said she wanted an early night. Ellen was in with Lola again. She’d decided her favorite sleeping place was her great-grandmother’s double bed. Bett had checked on the pair of them a little while before. They’d both been asleep, books strewn on the bed around them.
Bett picked up the phone. “Valley View Motel.”
“Hello, could I speak to one of your guests please?” The caller had a well-bred English accent. “Mr. Richard Lawrence.”
“Certainly, sir. I’ll put you through to his room.”
She tried it and got the engaged tone. “Can I take a message? I’m afraid I can’t get through at the moment.”
“I’ve been trying for the past two hours and it’s been constantly engaged. And his mobile is turned off, too. Is that a small motel?”
“Reasonably small, yes. But it’s a good motel.”
He laughed. “I’m sorry. I’m not asking for economic reasons. It’s just it’s urgent I speak to Richard this evening. Would it be possible for someone to knock on his door in case he’s accidentally left the phone off the hook? I need to check something with him urgently.”
“Of course. Who can I tell him is calling?”
“Please tell him it’s Charlie. It’s about the filming.”
Bett walked over to Richard’s room. The curtains were drawn, but she could see the faint outline of a bedside lamp. She knocked softly at the door. “Richard, I’m sorry to disturb you. There’s an urgent phone call.”
She heard moaning.
“Richard?”
Another kind of deep sigh.
Good God, was he all right? “Richard?” She tried the handle.
The door swung open just as Richard and Anna reached orgasm together.
Bett was back at the reception desk in record time. “Hello? Um, Richard is a bit tied up at the moment. Can I take your number and get him to call you back?”
“Are you sure he didn’t want to be disturbed?”
“Pretty sure.” She didn’t know who had looked the more startled, them or her.
“Could I speak to Lola, then?”
How did he know Lola? “She’s asleep, I’m afraid.”
“Damn.” He sighed. “I’ll just have to leave a message, then. Can you tell him we need to change the filming arrangements? Can he have everything set up for the day after tomorrow rather than next week? He’ll know what I mean. And could he ring me as soon as possible to confirm?”
She took his details, and tucked the note in her pocket. There was no way she was going to go back to Richard’s room with the message. Not yet, anyway. She was completely shocked. How long had this been going on between them? What about Glenn? What about Ellen?
She was in the kitchen making up the breakfast trays for the morning when she heard the door open behind her.
“Bett?” It was Anna. “I think we need to talk.”
Bett didn’t turn around. “Anna, you don’t have to explain anything. Seriously. What you do is your own business.” Bett picked up the next order form—one cereal, bacon and eggs, eggs hard not runny, underlined five times. And honey, not marmalade please. Also underlined.
“Bett, I want to explain.”
Bett picked through the box of preserves, searching for a little sachet of honey. “You don’t need to.”
“I still want to explain. I don’t want this to cause another rift between us.” She hesitated. “I know you were a bit interested in Richard.”
Bett kept busy with the tray. “It’s hardly the same situation, is it? I mean, I was engaged to Matthew when Carrie slept with him. All I’d done with Richard was tell you I might like to have a drink with him.” An awful thought occurred to her. “Were you laughing at me? You and Richard? Laughing that I was going to invite him out?”
“No, Bett, we weren’t. I promise we weren’t. Richard doesn’t even know you were going to ask him out. Please, Bett. Please put down that bloody honey and listen to me.”
Bett turned. Anna was dressed in a silk dressing gown. Bett was struck by how tired and fragile she looked. “So how long has this been going on between you?”
“Not long. A week or two.”
“And what about Glenn?”
“Glenn and I have been over for a long time, Bett. He’s having an affair.”
“He’s what?”
Anna walked over, shut the kitchen door, and started talking.
Forty minutes later, Bett was holding her crying sister close against her. “Oh, Anna, I’m so sorry for you. I didn’t realize it had been so bad. Why didn’t you tell us?”
“When? How? We weren’t talking.”
“But what about telling Lola? I can’t believe you’ve been through all this on your own.”
“It was pride. I knew if I told Lola, she’d tell you and Carrie. And I decided I could bear the life, the silences with him, more than I could bear the two of you telling me you’d been right. That he wasn’t right for me. That I shouldn’t have married him. All the things you both said that night.”
“Does Ellen understand what’s going on?”
“Some of it. She’s picked up the tension, and the fact that he’s away so much. Even though he’d try to get back in time to take Ellie to school most mornings.” Glenn would come in, freshly showered from Julie’s bathroom, to be sitting there in the kitchen when Ellen woke up, for all the world the perfect father. “That’s the only good thing. He adores her at least. And she adores him. And he’s wonderful with her.” It was a simple fact. “It’s the two of us—” She stopped, started crying again. “It’s been a mess, Bett. A horrible, awful, lonely mess …”
Bett held her close until the tears stopped again. “And this thing with Richard?” she asked softly.
“I don’t know. All I know is that he is kind and he listens to me and he makes me laugh. It might last a day or a week but it’s what I need now. Do you understand?”
Bett thought of her night with Daniel three years ago. “Yes, I do.”
“I’m sorry. I should have told you the night you were going to ask Richard for a drink. Told you that he and I were becoming friends.”
“I don’t mind at all. Really, I don’t.” She smiled. “But you might want to think about locking the door from now on.”
Anna hugged Bett close again. “We needed to talk. Years before this. Why has it taken this long?” She took a step back. “Bett, I’m so sick of having secrets from each other. Please, can’t you and Carrie sort things out, too? Have you talked to her about Matthew yet?”
Bett shook her head, wary again.
“Please, Bett. You have to. She thinks you’re still in love with him; I’m sure of it. You need to—”
The door opened behind them. It was Richard. “I’m sorry to interrupt. I’ll come back—”
Bett was relieved. She moved away from Anna. “It’s fine, really.”
He looked uncomfortable. “Bett, I must apologize. I’m sorry if that put you in an embarrassing position.”
Her lip twitched. Actually it had been him in the embarrassing position. “It’s fine, Richard. And I’m very sorry for barging in on you like that.” She took out the note from her pocket. “I had a message for you. Someone called Charlie rang to tell you the filming will have to take place the day after tomorrow, not next week. That you’d know what he meant but could you call him back.”
“The day after tomorrow?”
Bett nodded.
“Is something wrong?” Anna asked him.
He gave a slightly awkward smile. “I think there’s something I’d better tell you both.”
As she drove into the Clare Valley that night, Carrie knew that everything had changed for the better. She loved Matthew, and she knew he loved her. He had actually cried in her arms.
“Carrie, I stopped loving Bett when I met you. I don’t know anymore if that was what I felt for Bett. We got on well, but—”
“But she loved you so much. She was so upset when you split up.”
“I know. I’m so sorry, but I couldn’t do anything about it. I had to be with you.”
They talked about the past few months, about the fighting and the separation. “You changed when Lola started talking about Bett coming back.”
“I got so worried that you’d decide you’d chosen the wrong girl.”
“Of course I wouldn’t. But it felt like you were trying to push me away. So I went. But I missed you, really missed you.”
“It was other things, too. You started talking about money all the time.” She paused, then forged ahead. “You stopped talking about having a baby.”
He had held her close. “Carrie, I didn’t think we could afford to have a baby yet. I want one as much as you do, but I want us to have some security first. I’m not qualified yet. The house isn’t finished. I want it to be all ready when the baby comes.”
“So you do want one?”
“Of course I do. I tried to explain that’s how I felt, but I couldn’t get through to you.”
Carrie recalled heated conversations, flaring into rows, which generally ended in her storming out, back to the motel or over to a friend’s house. That was what he had been trying to tell her, she realized guiltily. She’d heard “I don’t want a baby,” when what he had been saying was “I don’t want a baby yet.”
That morning over breakfast he had agreed to come back to the Valley to meet Bett. He would come the day after tomorrow, in fact. Carrie kept driving, straight to the motel. It was after ten, but she was determined to speak to Bett that night, to arrange a time and place for the meeting.
All the motel lights were on. She was surprised to find both her sisters in the office. Anna was on the land line, Bett on the mobile phone. Bett was finishing a call just as Carrie walked in.
“Carrie, you’re back early. That’s great. Can you—”
“In a moment, Bett.” She couldn’t let herself be distracted. “I’m sorry to get right to the point, but we need to talk about something.”
“In a minute, Carrie. Something’s come up. We need to ring—”
“It’s important.” Her tone surprised them both. “Matthew is coming back to the Valley, and he wants to see you. And I want him to see you. Do you still want to see him?”
Bett blinked at her. “Sure. Yes. Fine. Can we worry about him later, though?” She thrust a list of phone numbers at her sister. “We’ve got a musical emergency on our hands.”
By eleven o’clock the following morning the cast and a hastily assembled crew were in the Clare Town Hall. Len was directing a small group of men, who were moving paint pots, set panels, and ladders noisily across the wooden floor. The piano had been transported from the motel in the back of a refrigerated truck, sandwiched between twenty boxes of ice cream. They were just waiting on the arrival of the forklift from the local supermarket to help lift it onto the stage.
Richard was worried. “It’s not a full-scale documentary, Anna. It’s just a short segment. Maybe only a few minutes long. I’m worried that you’re going to too much trouble.”
Anna lowered her voice. “I think your friend Charlie is doing me a favor, actually. We’d never have got this done on time otherwise.”
Bett had phoned her editor, Rebecca, to see if she could come and lend a hand, too.
“Are you going to ring Daniel?” Rebecca asked. “Can you tell him if he needs someone to look after his mother, I’ll do it? He’d probably be more use to you than me.”
“What do you mean look after his mother?”
“Well, not look after. Sit with. Listen, I’ll save you the bother and ring him myself, and you can get onto the others. Should I tell him to come straight to the town hall? Okay, see you.”
Lola, her arm still in its sling, was watching all the activity from a chair to the side of the stage. It was an excellent vantage point. In a corner of the hall, three of the ladies from the charity shop were organizing the costumes onto racks. Bett was at the piano, frowning a lot but otherwise looking in control of her little band of musicians, who had been summoned straight from the high school, still in their uniforms. Len was moving set panels. As Lola watched, Daniel Hilder arrived and started helping him. Up on the stage, Carrie was practicing her solo dance scene, striking quite an elegant pose. One thing puzzled Lola. Anna’s behavior with Richard Lawrence. Were her eyes deceiving her or was there a lot of flirting going on there? More than flirting, in fact. Little hand touches. Glances. Quick conversations.
She made her way over to Bett and sat down on the piano stool beside her. “Hello, darling.”
“Hello, Lola.” Bett smiled distractedly. Some of the songs weren’t working, now that she had seen them performed onstage. The tempo or the length was wrong. She was going to have to cut a verse out of “Oh What a Beautiful Morning” and quicken the tempo of “I Could Have Danced All Night.”
“Bett, can we have a word about Richard Lawrence?”
“Mmm?” Bett had her pen in her mouth, sheet music in one hand, and was trying out a chord with the other.
Lola lowered her voice. “Have you and he had another dinner or a drink or anything since the night I was so tired?”
“Me and Richard?” Bett took the pen out of her mouth. “Oh no, Lola. Richard’s having an affair with Anna. Anna and Glenn’s marriage has broken up, too, by the way. Months ago. He’s been having an affair with his PA. I only found out last night. Sorry. I know Anna would have told you, too, but all this took over.”
Lola didn’t even blink. “Oh. I see. Well, I’ll leave you to it, then.” She returned to her chair and sat for a moment taking all that in. Anna and Richard. Who would have thought? She turned slightly so she could see them, standing on the edge of the stage. Anna was smiling at something he was saying. His expression was courteous. Mindful. And very affectionate. Still waters ran deep, as the saying went. As for the breakup with Glenn—was she surprised? Not particularly, she realized. She actually quite liked Glenn, with his bristling energy and booming voice. He’d always been so good with Ellen, too. But possibly hell to be married to. No, perhaps Anna was better off with a gentle man for a while. Yes, she quite approved, she decided.
Len’s voice sounded through the hall. “That’s it, Daniel. No, sorry, a bit to the left. Now right. Forward. Forward. No, back again. To tell you the truth, I think it might be upside down.”
Lola watched as Daniel Hilder and Len stood in front of one of the Terowie Railway Station set panels and determined that, yes, it was indeed upside down. They carefully lowered it to the floor again. Lola put on her glasses and took the opportunity to assess Daniel one more time. He was good-humored, that much was obvious. Anyone who could work with Len for more than ten minutes without throwing up his arms and running shrieking from the room was definitely good-humored. And patient. He could do with a haircut, though. And he would look a bit neater if he tucked his shirt in every now and again. But that casual, unstructured look was quite the fashion, according to a TV show she’d seen the night before. Yes, he’d do fine. A worthy second choice.
Operation Bett and Daniel sounded so much better, anyway.



Chapter Twenty-five
Charlie arrived at half-past nine in the morning, sweeping into the town hall with his film crew. He was as flamboyant as Richard was quiet, long hair tied back in a ponytail, hugely amused by everything and everyone. “Anna, it’s a pleasure. I’ve heard great things about you. And Bett, I’m charmed. And you must be Caroline, is that right? But where is the magnificent Lola, whose phone calls have been entertaining me so hugely these past few days?”
“I’m right here.” They turned around. Lola was dressed in a brightly colored combination of a long red satin overshirt, wide-legged paisley trousers, glittering costume jewelry, teased white hair, and bright-red lipstick. Her sling was of gold lamé. She had wound a colored ribbon around her walking cane.
Charlie bowed deeply. “Lola, it’s an honor. I don’t suppose you could do that entrance for me again? On film this time?”
She gave him her most dazzling smile. “Darling, I’ll come somersaulting in if you want me to.”
An hour later Anna had nearly chewed her bottom lip to pieces. It had taken three takes to get “My Favorite Things” right. The train stalled midway across the stage in the first verse of “Chattanooga Choo Choo.” General MacArthur forgot his lines and said “I might return” instead of “I shall return.” Mrs. MacArthur defied Anna and started speaking in her English accent as soon as the camera was rolling. Carrie’s solo version of “I Could Have Danced All Night” was beautiful until two of the dancers gave a yelp behind her. They’d trodden on each other’s toes.
But Charlie was delighted. Not just plenty of material for his own program, he’d whispered to Richard, but some perfect footage to sell to one of those video blooper shows. Especially when the front of the train took off, leaving the engine driver standing behind on an empty stage. And the marching scene when the two soldiers missed their step and clashed, forehead to forehead, into each other.
Charlie strode into the center of the hall and clapped his hands. “Wonderful job, everyone, just wonderful. If we can have the three granddaughters up here singing ‘Sisters’ together, we’re done for the day.”
Bett turned from the piano. Carrie stopped in the middle of the stage. On the hall floor Anna stepped forward. “Sorry, Charlie, that’s not part of the show.”
“But it’s in the script.” He waved his copy.
Anna noticed he had a copy of Lola’s original version. “No, we took it out.”
He frowned. “But that’s the charm of the whole story. I had the whole thing edited in my head. Shots of Terowie, the MacArthur plaque at the railway station, snippets from the musical, an interview with Lola, the three of you singing, finishing up with Lola coming in proudly behind you.”
Lola stepped forward. “Would you want me to be smiling, Charlie, or would you prefer I had a tear in my eye?”
“We’ll try both, Lola, I think. So you’ll do it, girls? Terrific.” He didn’t give them a chance to protest, turning to call to the cast and his crew. “All right, everyone. Thanks for a great morning’s work. We’ll have a break and be back in twenty minutes with the three sisters onstage together.”
Bett sat at the piano, fighting a rush of memory and self-consciousness. Back with the three sisters onstage together? Oh no, they wouldn’t be. She couldn’t do it. Not in front of all those people. In front of Richard. In front of Daniel. All of them thinking the same thing that boy in the audience had thought all those years ago … 
“Bett?”
She turned. Anna and Carrie had come up to the piano. Anna seemed exhilarated after the filming. “What do you think? Shall we do it?”
“No,” Bett said automatically. She said it to Anna, trying not to look at Carrie.
“Come on. It’ll be fun.”
“I really don’t want to, Anna. Thanks anyway.”
Anna noticed then that Kaylene was standing nearby and blatantly eavesdropping. Anna spoke loudly and deliberately. “Let’s go backstage, then, shall we? See if we can remember all the words.”
They followed her into the long dressing room behind the stage, past rows of stacked chairs, trestle tables, coatracks, and a makeup mirror covered in fly spots. Anna checked that they had it to themselves, then turned to Bett again. “This isn’t because of that Piggy in the Middle business, is it? Bett, that was more than fifteen years ago, for God’s sake. Carrie apologized to you. I apologized to you. Can’t you leave it all behind?”
Bett felt a ripple of temper start inside her. “It’s not always that simple, Anna.”
“Of course it is. Is it really going to kill you to get up onstage again? You know how much it would mean to Lola. And it would mean a lot to me, too. We can talk about it all again now if we have to. Apologize again if we have to. Can’t we, Carrie?”
There was only silence from Bett and Carrie.
Anna lost her temper. “Fine. Brilliant. More silences. Well, I’ve had enough of it, do you hear me? All this tiptoeing around one another. All the things we won’t talk about. Well, not any longer. I’m going to start talking about all the things the three of us have managed to avoid so beautifully the past month. How long is this going to go on otherwise? Another three years?” She was having trouble getting her breath, and had to pause for a moment. “I hereby put it on the record that I hated that stupid fight we had. I hated getting caught up in it. I hated the fact that you both came running to me to try to fix it and I ruined it. Do you think I liked not talking to you both? Liked having my marriage crumble around my ears and not having anyone to talk about it with, or—”
“Marriage crumble?” Carrie was shocked into speech. “But Glenn worships you.”
“No, he doesn’t, Carrie. Glenn and I are getting divorced. And in the new spirit of openness, here’s another piece of news. I’m having an affair with Richard Lawrence and loving every minute of it.”
Carrie turned to Bett. “Did you know about all this?” At Bett’s nod, she lost her temper, too. “Of course you did. Fine. Perfect. The two of you, ganging up on me again, like you always have.”
“What? What are you talking about?” Bett was furious now as well. “It was never me and Anna. It was always the two of you, doing it all so well, managing everything so perfectly. I was always the one who was left behind.”
“Stop it, Bett,” Anna snapped. “Stop changing the facts to suit yourself. You did it with Matthew three years ago, but I’m not going to let you do it again now.”
Carrie tensed. “What do you mean she did it with Matthew? Did what with Matthew?”
“Changed the facts. Didn’t you, Bett? And I still don’t understand why.”
“Anna, stop it—”
“No, Bett. I’ve been trying to talk to you about this since we got here. You know exactly what I’m talking about, and it’s time Carrie knew, too. Time we brought all of this business out in the open so we can get on with our lives and—”
“I’ve been trying,” Carrie interrupted. “I’ve asked Matthew to come and see Bett. I know I should have done it before now, but it’s been very difficult—”
“It’s not just about seeing Matthew again, Carrie. Is it, Bett? It goes back farther than that.”
Bett’s face was burning. “This is wrong, Anna. This is the wrong way to do it.”
“Then what is the right way? Because I don’t know anymore. All I know is I’ve had enough of secrets and rows and the three of us not talking about things. We were lucky to have one another, and now it’s all ruined.”
“It’s not ruined.” Bett stared at Anna, remembering all her sister had been through with Glenn and Ellen. On her own, because Bett had been too proud to admit the truth to Carrie, to try to heal the rift between them.
“It is ruined.” Anna seemed defeated. “Okay, then, forget it. I tried, but I can’t make you do it. I’ll go and tell Charlie we won’t be singing together because we’re never going to be friends again, so there’s no point.” She was nearly at the door when Bett spoke.
“Anna, wait. Please.” She took a breath. “I’ll tell her.”
Carrie was looking back and forth between the two of them. “What? Tell me what?”
“About Matthew and me. About what happened three years ago.” Bett could feel Anna’s eyes on her, willing her to tell the truth. “I was going to split up with Matthew, Carrie. I didn’t want to marry him.”
Carrie went still. “I don’t believe you. You’re just saying this now.”
“It’s the truth. I’d been talking to Anna about it. Telling her things weren’t going well with us.”
Carrie looked at Anna. Anna nodded. “What do you mean not going well?”
Bett wavered. How honest could she be about the man who was now her sister’s husband? “I’d realized we weren’t suited to each other. I don’t know if we ever had been.”
Carrie seemed genuinely shocked. “Then why did you get engaged?”
Bett told the truth. “Because I thought he would make me feel better. Stop me making mistakes. Help me to fit in. I thought that once I had a boyfriend everything would be all right.”
“So were you ever in love with him?”
She paused. “No, I don’t think I was.”
“But I don’t understand. You were so upset when … when he fell in love with me.”
“I was hurt. Of course I was. And shocked. But I was just as upset with you. And then with Anna as well. It was the way you both reacted. You, Carrie, as if it was your right. You didn’t even seem surprised that Matthew would have fallen in love with you. It was as if you expected it to happen. All this dreamy talk, that it was written in the stars, that it had swept you both off your feet. And it was the way you told me, as if I could never hope to understand, that it was something way out of my reach. The way it had always been.” The words were pouring out of Bett now. “And you, Anna. When I came to you after Matthew and Carrie told me, all I wanted was your sympathy. And you just stood there, all cool and collected, making me feel like I had made a mess of everything yet again.”
“I didn’t, Bett. I just wanted you to admit that you’d been having doubts about him. Because you had been. But you just lost your temper and started attacking me instead.”
“I couldn’t help it. It just seemed that you were criticizing me, judging me again. And I couldn’t bear it.” She felt tears in her eyes and roughly wiped them away. “It just seemed like the final proof, that I was stuck in the middle, that I’d never be as good as either of you.”
“But how did you think it was for me?” Carrie said passionately. “I fell in love with him, and you wouldn’t stay long enough to let me tell you that it was genuine. You wouldn’t listen to us, even though we wanted to try to explain. And when I went to you, Anna, you just attacked me, too, asked me was I sure that it wasn’t just infatuation. You just spoke to me as if I were a child, like you always had.”
“I couldn’t win, could I?” Anna said. “Caught in the middle, yet again. I told Bett she should admit the truth, to you and to Matthew, and she just flew off the handle. And then you flew off the handle, too, Carrie. You told me to mind my own business, told me that you were an adult, that you could do what you wanted. And I thought, well, to hell with the pair of you.”
“So did I,” Carrie said. “That’s exactly what I thought. To hell with the pair of you. I wanted to live my own life.”
“Me, too,” Bett said. “That’s exactly what I wanted to do. As far away as I could.”
Carrie turned to her. “That’s why you went away? Not because of me and Matthew?”
“It was about you and Matthew at the start. I couldn’t stay here, with everyone talking and whispering about us.”
“So why didn’t you come back, though? Why did you stay away?”
Bett hesitated. “Because once I’d got over the shock and got through the first few months in Melbourne, I realized I liked being away from you both. I liked the freedom. I liked being just me, not Bett, sister of Anna, or Bett, sister of Carrie. I had to get away from you both. I couldn’t take it any longer.”
The words came haltingly as she tried to explain further. How sometimes it had been the best thing in the world to have a sister on either side, protected, surrounded. But how other times it had felt as if she was being suffocated and squeezed. The oldest did it first, the youngest did it sweetest. What had been left for the one in the middle? She’d had to go away, hadn’t she? Or she’d never have found herself, found what she was capable of … She slowly came to a halt. To her surprise, Anna and Carrie didn’t look hurt. They looked—what? Relieved? As if they understood?
“I felt like that, too,” Anna said suddenly. “To begin with, anyway.”
Bett stared at her. “What was there for you not to like? You always ruled the roost with us.”
“But I was so tired of it, Bett. Tired of sorting out your fights, tired of giving you both advice when I had my own life to live, tired of the two of you passing remarks about Glenn. Not just the night of our fight, but ever since I’d met him. It was getting to the stage that I didn’t know what I thought of him myself. I kept getting confused with what you both thought about him.”
“I was glad at the start, too.” Carrie said in a low voice. “It had always been the two of you ahead of me, getting all the grown-up attention, while I was just the silly little sister. And it was the same that night we fought about Matthew, Anna. You made me feel like I’d been sneaky and devious. And I hadn’t been, really I hadn’t. We both hated the fact it was going to hurt you, Bett. If there had been any other way of telling you—”
“Why didn’t you say that to me, then?”
“You wouldn’t listen. You just went running off as soon as Matthew told you. And then we were all fighting and … and it was just a mess. And the next morning you were gone before we had a chance to talk to you again.”
“I had to go. I had to get away from everything, from all of you. I wanted to be me for a while. Just me. Not one of the Alphabet Sisters or even one of the Quinlan sisters anymore.”
“And do you still feel like that? Now?” Anna looked very serious.
Bett shook her head. “I haven’t felt like that for a long time. I got so lonely without you both. Once the novelty wore off. Once I’d proved to myself I could live away from you, that I could do things on my own, even live overseas. That I wasn’t a disaster area. I wanted the freedom, I loved the freedom, but—” her voice wavered. “I missed you both so much. And then Ellen was attacked, and, Anna, this is a terrible thing to say, but one part of me was glad, because it was a reason to write to you. So I did. I sent that letter. But then I didn’t hear back so I thought, well, you didn’t want contact again.”
“Me, too,” Carrie said. “I wanted to go to Sydney, but Lola and Mum got in first. I rang and talked to Glenn, left a message. But then I didn’t hear anything back either.”
Anna remembered receiving Bett’s letter, reading it once, then putting it away. She remembered Glenn passing on Carrie’s message and then doing nothing about it. “I couldn’t contact either of you. I’m sorry. I didn’t have any room for anyone but Ellen. I was so angry with everyone at that time, at myself for letting it happen, at Glenn for blaming me. I couldn’t handle anyone else. I’m sorry.”
There was silence and then Carrie spoke. “Do we all have to tell the truth now?”
“It might help,” Anna said.
“I think you both should know that Matthew and I have been separated for a while.”
“What?” Anna and Bett spoke in unison.
“We’ve been separated for a few months. We only decided to get back together yesterday.”
“So we were fighting about the two of you, and you weren’t even together?” Bett said.
“We were at the start. But everything went bad for a while.”
“Oh, Carrie, why?” Anna asked.
“Misunderstandings about all sorts of things. And I got guilty. I thought it was because of the way we got together. That I was being punished for taking Matthew away from Bett.” She wasn’t looking at either of them. “And I wasn’t sure if Matthew was over Bett.”
“Carrie, he was. I’m sure he was.” Bett had seen the wedding photo. She knew Matthew had never looked at her the way he looked at Carrie in the photo. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry for not telling you before, Carrie. And I’m sorry that you had to go through everything on your own, Anna. It had just gone on for so long, and even though I wanted to I just didn’t know how to fix it.” She was embarrassed to feel her eyes filling with tears. “It was easier to keep away, to keep blaming the two of you, rather than myself.”
“It doesn’t matter now, does it?” Anna asked. “We’re talking again, aren’t we?”
They both nodded.
“And we’ll keep talking, won’t we? No matter what?”
Another nod.
There was a warm silence for a moment and then Carrie turned. “Bett, am I allowed to ask you something personal?”
She tensed again. “I might not answer it, but ask, sure.”
“Is there something going on with you and Daniel Hilder?”
Bett looked up in surprise.
“It’s just I noticed he looks at you all the time in a particular way. Doesn’t he, Anna?”
Anna nodded enthusiastically. “Like this.” She put on a pantomime adoring glance, all big eyes and amused smile.
“He does not.”
“He does, Bett. But it’s more like this.” Carrie put on an even more exaggerated look, soft smile and indulgent expression.
“Stop it. You’re imagining it.”
Carrie grinned, then turned her attention to Anna. “And you and Richard are really an item?”
Anna nodded.
“Wow. So I should give him a discount on his room, then? Or will he be moving in with you?” She laughed. “Just joking.”
Anna smiled. “And you and Matthew, Carrie?”
Carrie’s expression softened. “It’s okay. It’s very good again, actually.” She hesitated. “You really don’t mind, Bett?”
“I don’t mind at all, Carrie. I honestly don’t mind one bit.”
They moved unself-consciously toward one another, into a long, warm hug. Then Carrie stepped back.
“Do you want to meet him again, Bett? Now?”
“Now?”
“Matthew’s here. He came down this morning. He’s outside. Shall I get him?”
Bett hesitated, then nodded.
Carrie was nearly at the door before she turned and came back. “This is a bit awkward, but … well, do we need to tell Matthew that you were going to break up with him? It’s just I’d hate to hurt his feelings.”
Bett nearly laughed out loud. But of course Carrie wanted to protect Matthew. “Perhaps he doesn’t need to hear it right now.”
Carrie nodded, relieved. “I’ll be back in a moment.”
Anna waited until she was gone before she spoke. “Do you want me to go, to leave the three of you alone?”
Bett shook her head. “No, all for one, one for all, don’t you think?”
“I’m glad you told her, Bett. I’m sorry I had to force it.”
“I’m glad you did.”
They heard noises from the hall as the camera crew finished its break. Set panels were being dragged across the stage again. They heard a faint hum of traffic from the main street. A car door shutting. Footsteps and the glass door opening. Bett turned and there he was, with Carrie a few feet behind.
“Hello, Bett. Hello, Anna.”
“Hello, Matthew,” they said in unison.
Bett took in every detail of his appearance. The sandy hair, the curls now cropped short. The square, kind face. The work clothes. The stocky body. It was like looking at someone she had been at school with years before.
He looked uncomfortable. “How are things, Bett?”
“They’re fine. It’s good to see you again.” And it was. Nothing more and nothing less.
“You too.” Matthew gave an embarrassed laugh, looking from one to the other. “Bett, I’m sorry for what happened. With me and Carrie. For hurting you like that.”
For one moment she was tempted to tell him the truth. That she should never have gone out with him in the first place. That it had been for all the wrong reasons. Then she looked at Carrie, standing proudly beside him, and realized that this definitely wasn’t the time for the truth. “It’s fine, Matthew.”
He didn’t seem convinced. “If Lola was here she would probably use her truth stick, I suppose. Make us all say how we’re really feeling.”
“You know about the truth stick?” Anna asked.
Matthew nodded. “And the Alphabet Sisters stories. Lola used to like telling us them, didn’t she, Carrie?” He gave another self-conscious laugh. “Not that Lola ever used the truth stick on me. It was more a family thing, wasn’t it? Very handy sometimes, though, she said.”
“It was, yes,” Anna said. She turned to Bett. There was challenge in her voice, even though she was smiling. “If Lola was pointing the truth stick at you now, what would you say, Bett?”
Bett answered honestly. “I would probably say I’m feeling a bit uncomfortable, but I’m also very relieved to finally see Carrie and Matthew together. And I think they make a good pair. And I’m so sorry it’s taken this long for me to tell you both how I felt. And you, Anna?”
“I’d probably say I’ve been feeling sick about all of this for weeks—no, years—too. And I’m glad it’s over, and I hope we won’t ever have a fight like this again.”
Carrie was gripping Matthew’s hand. “And I would say I’m sorry for any hurt we caused you, Bett. And you, Anna. And I hope you forgive us.”
“And I would say about bloody time.”
It was Lola, standing in the doorway. “That’s the thing about swear words,” she said, smiling broadly. “Use them sparingly and they always have much more impact, don’t you think? So, all set to do the ‘Sisters’ song for Charlie?”
Oh hell, Bett thought. She’d forgotten all about that. “I’m sorry, Lola, but I can’t do it.”
“Why ever not?”
“I’ve forgotten the words.”
“If she has, then so have I,” Anna said.
“Me too,” Carrie added.
“Oh, I’m sure it’ll come back to you once you get started. It’s that one about the mister coming between the sisters. No? Then it’s just as well I brought these.”
She passed over three sheets of lyrics. They were cornered. “Come on, then. Charlie and his cameraman are waiting. He was just saying again how this is going to be the centerpiece of his segment.” Complete lies, of course. Charlie had no interest or intention of using any of this footage of the Alphabet Sisters. He had staged that little scene earlier purely as a favor to Lola. She had explained the whole situation to him on the phone the day before, and he had been highly amused and happy to oblige. And, by the looks of things, it had worked.
“Come on then, girls. Time’s money, and I’m short of both.” She started shooing them in front of her, one by one. Then she stopped. “And you, too, Matthew. I’ve had the very amusing idea of using you as well.”
Half an hour later, Charlie strolled over to where Lola was sitting, watching all the action. She took his hand and smiled up at him. “Thank you, Charles darling. You’re quite an actor yourself.”
He bowed deeply. “A pleasure to be of service. You never know, I may end up using the footage yet. They were rather good, weren’t they? Some wonderful harmonies.”
“Once they stopped laughing, yes, they were. That was always their problem. They didn’t take it seriously enough.”
“Matthew was a good sport, to stand there like that while they sang that ‘Sisters’ song around him.”
Not so much a good sport as terrified of what might happen if he didn’t do as he was told, more like it. “Wasn’t he just?”
“I’ll send you a tape of it all anyway. For your records.”
“My records. What a marvelous phrase. Thank you, I’d love that.”
Lola gazed around. Anna, Bett, Matthew, and Carrie were in a corner of the room with Richard and Daniel, the group of them laughing. Well, thank God. If the feud had gone on one day longer she would have gone simply and utterly mad.
“So what’s your next project going to be?” Charlie asked.
“Well, I have the little matter of our gala world premiere, of course. But after that?” She smiled up at him. “A musical adaptation of One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest, I think.”
Their parents arrived home that night. There was an hour debriefing about their holiday, an hour hearing about the musical, ten minutes on Lola’s accident, and then Jim Quinlan was back behind his bar, sorting bottles, and Geraldine was in the kitchen organizing the freezer.
Lola watched the three girls vying for their mother’s attention and had to stop herself from shaking Geraldine. She’d managed to restrain herself for many years. She could manage for another few, she decided.
In bed that night, Jim and Geraldine were talking about their holiday and homecoming.
Geraldine took off her glasses and reached out to turn off the bedside light. “The girls seem to be getting on very well again, don’t they?”
“Remarkably well. I was sure there would have been at least one row or something while we were away, but it seems not. Perhaps that’s all it ever needed, just getting them back under the same roof again.” He chuckled. “I take my hat off to Lola.”
Jim didn’t see Geraldine’s expression. “They’re grown girls. I knew they’d sort it out eventually themselves.”
“Of course they would. Good night, darling.”
“Good night, Jim.”
He put his arm around his wife and shut his eyes.



Chapter Twenty-six
Bett woke up with just the slightest hint of a hangover. She and Anna and Carrie had stayed up talking and drinking red wine until very late. Richard and Matthew and Lola had joined in at first, before stealing away one by one, leaving the three girls on their own. They had taken over the small motel bar, shamelessly helping themselves to glasses of wine from their father’s fine cellar of local reds, leaving increasingly scrawled notes to him.
“He won’t mind; I know he won’t,” Carrie had said as she opened one of the oldest bottles of Shiraz. “Anyway, it’s not as if he can sack us, is it?”
Another time, after that much wine, Bett might have woken with a headache, a sense of the dreads. But not this morning. There was nothing to cringe about. She didn’t feel that she had said anything stupid, or talked too much. She could remember every word, every joke, every laugh they had shared, even though it had been nearly two A.M. by the time they went to bed, practically pouring a giggling Carrie into the taxi they had called.
Bett stretched, enjoying the feeling in her muscles, the look of the sunlight streaming in through the thin curtains, the sound of the birds outside. She had a glorious, light feeling inside her, that things were going to be okay again. That things were okay with Anna and Carrie again. She hadn’t felt so good in years.
She checked the time. Eight o’clock. She’d better get up and get ready. She had two more assignments with Daniel that day, and they’d arranged to meet at the office at nine-thirty.
There had been more teasing about him from Anna and Carrie the night before.
“You must have noticed something, Bett,” Anna had insisted.
“Picked up the vibes from him,” Carrie had added, in a bad American accent.
“You’re reading too much into it,” Bett protested. “We just get on really well. It’s nothing more than that.”
“No?”
“No. Stop it, you two.”
“You really, genuinely, sincerely don’t have any romantic feelings toward him?”
“No, I don’t,” she said, fighting a little voice in her head that was suggesting something quite different.
“Then let me ask you a few simple questions.” Anna winked over at Carrie. The two of them were really enjoying this. “Does Daniel make you laugh?”
“Yes. A lot.”
Anna was ticking them off on her fingers. “Do you think he’s good-looking?”
“Yes.”
“Aha!” Carrie said. “The giveaway.”
“I’m just stating a fact,” Bett said quickly. “He is.”
“In what way is he good-looking?”
Bett took a sip of wine and thought about it. “He’s got gorgeous eyes, all kind of crinkly, and that lovely sort of dark shaggy hair, and he wears great clothes, I reckon.” She stopped. “What? What are you both laughing at?”
“Nothing,” Anna said, quite straight-faced. “So you’ve noticed all these things about him. You admit that you get on really well. He doesn’t take his eyes off you. But you still don’t think anything’s going on between you?”
“It’s not.”
Anna turned to Carrie. “It’s sweet that she’s managed to keep her innocence for so long, Carrie, don’t you think?”
“Remarkable really, in this day and age.”
“Stop it, you two. Leave me alone.” Bett had been laughing, too, by this stage. She was also thanking her lucky stars that she had stopped herself just in time from telling them all about her one-night stand with Daniel. God only knows what they would have made of that.… 
She hadn’t minded the teasing one bit, though. It had been good fun. Not like old times all over again, either. Much better than that. It had been the start of new times between them.
Getting ready that morning, she chose her favorite darkgreen shirt, her favorite vintage skirt, and the Italian shoes that people always remarked on. She applied a bit of mascara. And while she was at it, she popped on a bit of lip gloss, too. She was going to be out and about doing these two interviews, so she may as well look presentable, she told herself.
“You look smart, Bett,” her father said as she walked into the kitchen for a coffee. “Have you got something special on today?”
“No. Just doing a couple of stories for that tourism project.”
“With Daniel?” Lola piped up from her chair.
“Yes, actually.”
“Marvelous!” Lola beamed.
Lola didn’t have to have looked quite so delighted, Bett thought as she walked into the newspaper office a half hour later. Her grandmother’s face had lit up as if Bett had said she was heading off to elope to Gretna Green. What had got into everybody suddenly? She and Daniel were becoming good friends, that’s all. Men and women could be friends, couldn’t they? She and Daniel just got on well. They worked well together. They made each other laugh. Quite a bit, in fact. And yes, perhaps they’d had a night of pretty terrific sex three years before, but that was in the past. All it meant was … She stopped there. All it meant was if they were to have sex again, it would probably be just as great.
“Morning, Bett. Ready to get going again?”
It was Daniel.
The color whooshed into her face.
She was a little awkward with him to begin with, she knew she was. As they spent the morning at an art gallery tucked away in the hills south of Clare, she was more businesslike than she’d been on any of the previous assignments. Brisk even. She noticed him glance at her once or twice.
“Everything okay with you, Bett?”
“Fine,” she said cheerily, cursing Anna and Carrie for putting the idea into her head.
After the art gallery their next stop was Sevenhill Cellars, the Valley’s oldest winery.
“We’ve a few minutes before they’re expecting us,” Daniel said, glancing at his watch. “Do you mind if we take the scenic route? The light’s good today for a shot I want to take over the hills.”
“No, I don’t mind at all.”
Daniel smiled his thanks and then turned the car off the main road onto the bumpy dirt road.
Her reply echoed in her mind as she watched him stop and start the car at different spots along the road, choosing scenes where the sunlight filtered through clumps of gum trees, sending dappled light onto the rows of vines, or near the dry creek beds, lined with water-smoothed pebbles of different shapes and sizes. No, she didn’t mind at all if she got to sit on the bonnet of the car in the sunshine and watch him at work. She didn’t mind at all seeing him concentrate on finding the best picture, walking along the road looking for the right angle, sending her a grin when he took a shot he was happy with. She didn’t mind at all if they got to spend a bit more time in the car together. She didn’t mind, in fact, if they spent the rest of the day in the car together, talking and laughing.
The realization came on slowly and surely throughout the day. She found herself watching him more closely, being more conscious of him than she ever had been before. She was acutely aware of him walking close behind her as they were taken on a tour of the cool stone winery building, breathing in the rich smells of the wooden barrels of wine around them. As she interviewed the winemaker and spoke to the people at the cellar door, she knew Daniel was nearby. She watched him deftly take the cameras out of the bag, check settings, and switch lenses. She noticed the casual, assured way he put light meters into his pockets, the way his body moved so lithely as he walked around, looking for good angles, trying for unusual shots. She noticed his manner with the people he was photographing, how quickly he put them at ease.
They drove back into Clare in the early afternoon. The sight of his lean, brown hands on the steering wheel was beginning to have quite an effect on her. The way he tapped his long fingers gently in time to the music on the radio. The way he changed the gears so skillfully. She dragged her eyes away from his hands, then found herself noticing his thighs instead, how good they looked in the jeans he was wearing. As they stopped at an intersection, he pushed back the rolled-up sleeve of his shirt to check the time. She noticed every detail in an instant. The brown skin of his arm, the golden hairs, the muscles. She nearly leaped out of her seat when he reached over suddenly to catch a brochure that kept sliding back and forth along the dashboard.
He sent her a puzzled look. “Bett, are you sure you’re okay today? You seem a bit distracted. Jumpy.”
“Do I? Am I? Sorry. I must be coming down with something.”
They started talking about the work they’d done that morning, and then the dress rehearsal for the musical. He casually referred to the fact that Matthew had been there and they were all getting on just fine, and she just as casually remarked that it was good to see Carrie and Matthew so happy together.
“I’ll be able to die a happy man now, too. I actually got to see the Alphabet Sisters perform.”
She pulled a face. “I did warn you. We weren’t exactly The Supremes.”
“Oh, I don’t know. I just wish I’d seen you in your heyday. When you were really at the height of your powers.”
“Count your blessings that you didn’t.”
He was laughing as he pulled into a shady spot in the main street, a hundred meters or so down from the Valley Times office. “So did you have a triumphant last performance? The audience in tears, waving cigarette lighters at the three of you?”
“Not quite.” She hesitated for only a second. “It was awful actually. Three boys shouted Piggy in the Middle at me when we were onstage one day, and it ruined it for me from then on.”
“They called you Piggy in the Middle?”
She nodded.
“How ridiculous.”
“Ridiculous?” She didn’t understand.
“Well, Pretty Girl in the Middle I could understand.”
She went still.
“Or Bright-eyed Girl in the Middle.”
She held her breath.
“Or Great Fun to Be With in the Middle.”
She was smiling now.
“But Piggy? No. They were three blind boys, obviously,” he said, very matter-of-fact. “Three blind stupid boys. Three blind stupid boys who wouldn’t know a world-class singer and performer if she came up and—” he foundered for a moment.
“Grunted in their faces?” she helped him.
He grinned. “Well, I was thinking more along the lines of yodeled.”
Later that day Rebecca called her into her office. “Everything go well today?”
“It did, thanks. Just the Drover’s Experience story to go next week and that tourism project is all done.”
“You and Daniel getting along okay?”
“Yes, thanks.” She couldn’t read the expression on Rebecca’s face. “I have been going easy on him, I promise. Like you asked me to.” She was still puzzled by what Rebecca had meant by that. Daniel hadn’t let on that anything was wrong at all.
Rebecca was trying not to smile. “I know. I suppose I was wondering what your definition of going easy on him might be.”
“Why?”
“It’s just I had two calls today from people wondering why my reporter and my photographer were sitting in the company car in the main street for nearly an hour talking and laughing their heads off. Was it a stakeout? they wondered. Were we on to a hot story?”
Bett gave a strange-sounding laugh. “God, this town. They just make up gossip if they can’t find any, don’t they?”
“Do they?” Rebecca smiled mischievously. “You tell me. You’ve lived here longer than I have.”



Chapter Twenty-seven
Opening night arrived. The last tickets had been sold that morning. It was a full house.
Lola had pulled out all the stops, raiding not just her own wardrobe, but Carrie’s, Anna’s, and Bett’s as well. It had taken everyone some discipline not to gasp or laugh too loudly when she first stepped out of her room, ready to be driven to the town hall by Jim. After seeing her, Geraldine had decided to drive down a little later.
Lola now stood, dressed in full splendor, at the front door of the town hall. Her floor-length orange taffeta skirt clashed with the purple tunic, which clashed with the gold wrap. It all clashed with her makeup. She had a rose and a fabric butterfly pinned in her hair, and nearly rattled as she walked from all the jewelry. Beside her, in a much more low-key outfit but just as bright a smile, was Ellen. She’d been put in charge of handing out programs as people came in.
Lola was shining, accepting compliments and handing them out just as enthusiastically. “Mrs. Gillespie, you look marvelous.” “Yes, I am as proud as punch. It’s a wonderful night for all of us.”
Ellen greeted everyone who passed her with the same message. “Good evening. Enjoy the show, won’t you?”
Backstage, Anna was moving back and forth, checking on costumes, makeup, and sets. She was glad and relieved to feel the adrenaline coursing through her, giving her the energy and buzz she had always loved before a performance. She’d had a very bad night’s sleep, tired but unable to sleep, feeling the tightness across her chest again. Perhaps that scan the young doctor had mentioned was a good thing, she’d thought as she lay there in the dark, thinking the worst. She’d confided in Richard, and been comforted by his matter-of-factness.
“It’s probably asthma, by the sound of things. But the doctor’s right. You’re just as well to get it checked out. When is the test?”
In Adelaide, two days after the musical, she’d told him. She was going to return the costumes at the same time. She’d been surprised by his next words.
“Would you like me to come with you? I can help you carry things, wait while you do the tests, and then take you somewhere really splendid for lunch. To celebrate the musical. And to celebrate you and—” he had stopped there. “Well, just to celebrate.”
She had been very touched. “I’d love that,” she’d said.
“Anna! Anna!” She turned as Len ran in, a panicked expression on his face. “One of the wheels of the train has jammed. Has anyone got any oil?”
Anna swiftly produced a bottle from a basket by the window. She’d brought oil, nails, sticking plasters, double-sided tape, needle and thread, ready for any eventuality. There was even an industrial-size upholstery stapler that Lola had produced from somewhere.
“Deep breath, now, Len. Everything’s all right. Everything’s going to be fine.”
“Damn right it is,” he said loudly, cheery again. “Thanks, Anna. Break a leg, everyone.”
At the edge of the room, leafing through her music for the tenth time, Bett overheard and grinned. Probably not the best thing for Len to say, even if it was a theatrical tradition. Knowing his ability to create chaos, the entire cast breaking a leg each was entirely possible. She was loving this part of the evening, all the excitement before the show began. Carrie was beside the mirror, applying makeup to all the cast members, who were lined up in a row like laughing clowns at a fair. Lola’s ladies from the charity shop were making last-minute adjustments to the costumes. In the middle of it all was Anna, calm, in control. As Bett caught her eye, Anna smiled then mouthed something.
“What?” Bett called.
Anna’s voice came over clearly. “Break an egg, Bett.”
Bett laughed. She’d completely forgotten the Alphabet Sisters’ own version. “Break an egg, Anna,” she called back. Carrie looked up and grinned, too.
Bett tucked the music under her arm and went up onto the stage, nervous and excited. She peered through a gap in the curtains into the hall. It was now nearly filled. There was a warm, bubbling noise of conversation, mixed with the sounds of chairs scraping, people finding their seats and greeting friends. It was fifteen minutes to curtain up.
Bett made her way down the side stairs out into the little musical pit they had set up at the foot of the stage, the area marked out by trestle tables standing on their sides. One wobbled as she went past. Len’s work again, unfortunately. Such enthusiasm, but he had a mind like a dragonfly, jumping from one project to another before the first was finished.
The other members of her small band were already seated: a sax player, a guitarist, and a drummer, each of them dressed in dark trousers and white shirt. She greeted them warmly, noticing their flushed cheeks, their bright eyes. From their excitement, it could have been Carnegie Hall, not the Clare Town Hall. She took her seat and nodded, and they began playing the first of the introductory tunes, Glenn Miller’s “In the Mood.” Looking up from the keyboard, her fingers so familiar with the notes, she spied Rebecca in the audience, with a gang of people from the newspaper. Daniel was at the end of the row. He winked at her as she caught his eye. She grinned and winked back.
The noise in the hall changed as Lola started making her way to the stage through the center aisle. She climbed the stairs, then paused dramatically in the middle of the stage, just as Bett finished the last notes of Vera Lynn’s “We’ll Meet Again.”
“Ladies and gentlemen, boys and girls, thank you all very much for coming tonight. My name is Lola Quinlan.” She gestured flamboyantly. “Welcome to the world premiere of Many Happy Returns!”
At the interval, Anna went out to the hall to say a quick hello to Richard and Lola. She couldn’t get near her grandmother. Lola was standing in the middle of an admiring crowd, holding court. “The idea first came to me in the middle of the night about twenty-five years ago.…”
Anna smiled as Richard came up to her. “So? What do you think?”
“It’s wonderful.”
“Wonderful?” Anna pulled a face. “I don’t know about that.” She lowered her voice, started ticking things off on her fingers. “General MacArthur forgot his lines again. The train got stuck. The dancing wasn’t in formation. Some of the singing was flat.…”
He caught her hand and squeezed it in his. “And it’s still wonderful. Look at the mood. Everyone’s having a great time.”
She grinned. “They are, aren’t they?” The audience had cheered Lola when she got up at the start. There had been some singing along with “My Favorite Things” and “Oh What a Beautiful Morning.” Len’s trick with the corn—where the sheaves suddenly came up through the stage—had almost worked. They’d risen about three inches, at least, which was better than nothing. Kaylene had veered between her English and American accents, sounding vaguely South African by the final scene of the first act, but she had put across the right emotion.
Back at the piano, five minutes before the end of the interval, Bett felt a touch on her arm. It was Daniel. “Congratulations. It’s hilarious.”
“Hilarious? It’s supposed to be serious drama, not great fun.”
“Sorry. Of course it is. That’s what I meant to say. It’s hugely dramatic. The whole gamut of human emotions.”
“Careful. We have an audience participation spot, and I have connections with the director.” The bell sounded to indicate the end of the interval. “Are you staying on for the party?”
“If that’s okay. Len invited me, but I wasn’t sure.”
“You were last-minute crew and nearly cast. Of course you should be there.” She wanted him to be there.
He smiled. “Great. I’ll see you later, then.”
“See you.” Bett was smiling, too, as she turned back to the piano. Lola was right. There was something very attractive about a man with a glint in his eye.
In the middle of the next act she heard a faint crying from the audience, like a child, but rising louder and louder. She turned her head slightly, to see Daniel help an elderly woman out of her seat and toward the back of the hall. The crying faded to a little whimpering sound. Were the war songs reviving sad memories? Bett brought her attention back to the stage as Kaylene did her best to reach a high note but unfortunately failed. Bett played extra loud to try to cover up for it.
They all crowded into the backstage area afterward. The noise was deafening.
“We got five curtain calls! Five!” Carrie exclaimed. Not only that, she’d been applauded wildly after her rendition of “I Could Have Danced All Night.” Lola had received another huge cheer and then called the three of them up beside her to receive enormous bouquets of flowers. Backstage it was all excitement, backslapping, relief, reenactments of moments when scenes hadn’t worked, overlaid with compliments and praise. Some of the cast took their makeup off and changed into normal clothes. But as the after-show party got under way, Bett noticed many of them were still in their costumes and stage makeup. They looked happy to stay in them forever, in fact. Lola was beaming as though lit from within, brighter even than the night of her party.
Bett was surprised by a sudden big hug. It was Rebecca. “Congratulations, Bett. It was fantastic. I don’t know how you all did it. What next, the West End?”
A face popped in between them before she had a chance to answer. Len the butcher. He kissed each of them on both cheeks, nearly spilling a glass of champagne. “Bett, Rebecca, a night for celebration, don’t you think?”
Bett clinked glasses with him. “It was fantastic, Len. Thank you so much for all the hard work.”
“Well, I think we all contributed.” He leaned forward conspiratorially. “You weren’t put off by poor old Mrs. Hilder’s crying, I hope? Daniel was very good to bring her out, though, don’t you think? His sister’s the same, takes her out everywhere. Can’t imagine my girls bringing me out if I lost my marbles like that. They’d have me locked in a home before I knew what had hit me.” He gave a loud roar of laughter, then raised his glass to them again. “See you later, then, ladies. On the dance floor, perhaps?” He gave a little twist of his hips, then moved away.
Rebecca shook her head after him. “And the prize for the most sensitive man in the Clare Valley goes to Len once again. Daniel would hate it if he heard his mother being talked about like that.”
“Is that the trouble at home you spoke about?”
Rebecca nodded. “Seeing as Len has introduced the subject so delicately, yes, it is. Daniel’s mother has Alzheimer’s. That’s why he came back to Clare, to look after her. He and his sister have been taking it in turns staying with her. But it got to the point that Mrs. Hilder was beyond staying at home. They had to move her into Lilac House a week or two ago. You know it? The care house next to the hospital?”
Bett nodded.
“He only told me about it because there were times he’d need to leave work to go to her.”
“Why was it such a secret?”
“I don’t think it was out of secrecy. It was more loyalty, a way of protecting their mother. You don’t remember her?”
Bett shook her head.
“It’s so sad. She was the most elegant, proper woman. You know the sort? Everything perfect, under control. And she just had a complete personality change the worse her condition became. She started swearing, going down the street in unsuitable clothing. The one good thing was she wasn’t aware of what she was doing, but it was heartbreaking for Daniel and his sister, Christine. I think that’s why they tried to look after her at home for as long as they could. You know, getting carers, installing all sorts of things to stop her from hurting herself and to keep her occupied.”
Bett thought of the colored lines, the signs on drawers, and the locks on the cupboards she’d seen the day Daniel showed her his Dangerous video. They weren’t for any grandchildren but for Mrs. Hilder herself.
“Oh, the poor things. That must have been so hard for them all.”
“It has been, I think.”
“You wouldn’t know it from Daniel, though, would you?” Bett said. “He’s so good-natured, so lovely all the time.”
Rebecca gave her a knowing look. “Yes, he is, isn’t he? He just gets on with it, I think.” She glanced around. “I thought he might have come back after he took her back to Lilac House, but no sign of him. His poor mum must have got quite upset.”
Bett had already noticed he hadn’t come back. She’d been keeping an eye out for him.
Rebecca hugged her again. “Enough of such serious talk on your night of triumph. Come on, musical director, help me find a fresh bottle of champagne.”
Midway through the party, there was a sudden, loud clapping of hands. Someone was trying to get everyone’s attention. Slowly the talk died down, and the music playing from the stereo was lowered. Lola stood in the middle of the room, with a glass of champagne in one hand. “Thank you all. I promise I’ll only be a minute. We’ve all got a lot of celebrating to do tonight, and far be it from me to put a halt to your gallop.” There was laughter. “Some weeks ago, when my three granddaughters reunited for my eightieth birthday, I said something to them that I meant from the heart. And I’d like to say it to all of you tonight as well. I never dreamed this would happen in the way it did. Thank you, each and every one of you. You’ve made an old lady very happy.”
There were cheers, and more applause. Then from the back someone shouted, “Give us a song, Lola.”
She gave an imperious wave. “Oh no, I’m far too old for that. I’m an observer these days, not a performer.”
“Oh come on, Lola. We all did it. Now it’s your turn,” General MacArthur called.
At different spots around the room, Anna, Bett, and Carrie started smiling. Anna wished Ellen was here to see this, but her daughter, so tired she had been drooping, had just been taken back to the motel by Geraldine and Jim.
“Yes, come on now, Lola. You can’t let everyone down,” Carrie called out, egged on by Matthew beside her.
“You’re only as old as you feel, remember,” Anna added.
“She taught us everything we know, you know,” Bett said to Rebecca.
“Really? In that case you can be her backing singers.”
Someone overheard. “Yes, bring on the Alphabet Sisters as well!”
This time there was no hesitation. There was a tumble of movement and laughter, as Lola was lured into the middle of the room, and the three girls made to line up behind her, like an old-fashioned backing group, standing sideways. Everyone was laughing.
“So what do we sing?” Bett said. She wished again that Daniel was there. She knew he would have enjoyed this.
“It has to be Lola’s choice,” Anna said.
“One of your favorites, Lola,” Carrie added.
Lola was thinking hard. Then she beckoned the girls in, told them her choice. There was more laughter, and a huddle of heads as they all checked that they knew at least some of the words. Then Lola stepped forward and bowed dramatically. “Ladies and gentlemen, boys and girls. It gives me great pleasure to introduce myself, and my three granddaughters, for your listening pleasure tonight.”
And in a voice that threatened to shatter every piece of glass in the building, Lola—backed very badly by a laughing Anna, Bett, and Carrie—warbled her way through her own unique, high-kicking version of “There’s No Business Like Show Business.”
In bed that night Lola stretched one leg, then the other, did her facial exercises, then gave up. She didn’t want to do exercises. She wanted to just lie there and grin all night long. She wanted to savor every minute, rewind it all, relive it second by second, from Bett’s music, to Anna’s direction, to Carrie’s singing and dancing. Had she ever felt as proud in the Alphabet Sisters days as she had that evening, standing there onstage with her three girls, her son, Jim, and great-granddaughter, Ellen, smiling up from the audience at her? Even Geraldine had been smiling, had actually hugged her afterward.
And had she ever felt as good as she had at the party afterward? All those people coming up, showering her with praise, firing questions. Were they going to stage it again? What about a tour? Had she thought about sending the script to a professional company? What about next year’s project? She had laughed them all away, insisting tonight was no night for future plans, it was for savoring a triumph.
But lying there, she did have a thought. Richard had put it in her mind, with all his research into English convicts and Irish servant girls coming to the Clare Valley in the 1850s. What a marvelous storyline that would make. She could follow just one of them, or no, perhaps two, even three sisters, on their journey from Ireland to South Australia. It could involve one or two scenes on a ship. After Len’s triumph with General MacArthur’s train, surely building a ship would be no bother to him. And all those lively Irish jigs and reels. Such scope for a plot, too. One of the servant girls could fall in love with her cruel, handsome master.… 
Lola sat up and reached for the notebook she kept on her bedside table.



Chapter Twenty-eight
Forty-eight hours later Bett was sitting beside a campfire near a clutch of gum trees, watching the flickering fire, experiencing firsthand the Drover’s Experience. This would be the final article for the tourism supplement. This time next week she’d be back on court reports and police articles.
She had a notebook filled with quotes from the drover himself, craggy-faced, brown-skinned, laconic. The perfect face for a man with his job. “Straight out of Central Casting,” Daniel had whispered earlier as he set up shots of Fergie with his sheep and the blue sky behind him.
They’d eaten dinner by the campfire—damper bread, billy tea, stew in a pot, exactly as the tourist groups would enjoy it in the months ahead. Their tents would be pitched in a circle around the campfire, too, logs of wood acting as seats, under the huge night sky. Tonight there were just the three tents, one for Fergie, a long way back from the main campsite—“I snore,” he’d explained succinctly—and one each for Bett and Daniel.
Fergie had told Bett some of the tales he’d be sharing with the tourists. He knew the whole story of the area, from its Aboriginal history to the early pioneer days. He’d spent most of his life working in shearing sheds and had plenty of stories about them as well.
Bett took down the final details and then put her notebook away. “This isn’t for the article, but tell me, do you ever get sick of sheep?”
Fergie laughed. “No. If I do, I get a whole fresh bunch every spring, remember. That’s the wonder of nature.”
Daniel came back to the campfire. He’d been taking photos from a distance as the final light faded around them. “We’ll take a few more in the morning, Fergie, if that’s okay.”
“I’ll be up at five, Dan, with my best smile on.” He pulled an exaggerated face and they both laughed. “Early to bed for me, anyway. Dan, you’ll sort out the fire, won’t you? Good night to you both.”
Bett stretched out her legs toward the fire, alone for a moment while Daniel went to his tent to put away the camera equipment. Her mobile rang, the noise incongruous in the surroundings. She read the name on the display. “Lola? Is everything all right?”
“Everything’s fine, darling. Your parents are in the bar with a couple of guests, swapping stories about train journeys. Carrie is home with Matthew, and little Ellen is staying over with them for the night. Anna is in Adelaide returning the costumes. Richard’s gone with her for the trip. Do you suppose they’ll be staying in separate rooms tonight?”
“You’re too old to be thinking things like that.”
“What is the tent situation like there, darling?”
“We have one each, Lola.”
“Really?” A pause. “You know that if it gets cold, the best way to warm up is through body heat?”
“I’ll tell Fergie that, shall I?” She had discovered earlier that Lola and Fergie knew each other from some years back. “That will be a surprise for him in the middle of the night. A little visit from me.”
Lola laughed. “Good night, darling. Have a nice night.”
Bett glanced up as Daniel came back to the fire. He nodded to the phone. “Everything all right at home?”
“Everything’s fine. And you?” She had seen him talking on his mobile phone, too.
He took a seat on the other log next to her and stretched out his legs. “Not so bad.”
Bett hesitated. “Rebecca told me about your mother, Daniel. I’m sorry. It must be very hard on you and your sister.”
“It has been. But worse for Mum, of course.” He picked up a long stick and broke it in pieces, throwing the bits into the fire. “I’m sorry about the night of the musical, Bett. One of the songs distressed her. That’s the sad thing about it; it’s so unpredictable. It could have been a voice that sparked a memory, as easily as a song. But we don’t want her never to go out. She’s very healthy apart from that. It’s her mind not her body that’s been affected.”
“You and Christine have been very good to give up your lives for her like that.”
“We don’t see it like that. You just do it for family. You’d do it for Lola, wouldn’t you?”
“In a shot.”
“You just need her to slow down enough so you can look after her, I guess?”
She smiled, then was serious again. “If there’s ever anything I can do for you or for your mother, just ask, Daniel, won’t you?”
“Thanks, Bett.”
There was a long pause before he spoke again. “So are you going to stay on in the Valley, now that the musical is over?”
“I don’t know yet. I’ll see what happens.” She took up a stick, too, and poked at the embers, watching sparks fly into the air. “So did you get some good shots today?”
“I think so. A good subject always helps.”
“It’s not just that. You’re a very good photographer.”
“Thank you.”
“So is that what you always wanted to do? When you were growing up?”
“Always. I had a box brownie as a teenager. Before that one of those homemade ones from cardboard.” He grinned. “I had to draw my own photographs, but it was a start.” He threw another bit of wood into the fire. “And what about you? Did you always want to be a journalist?”
“Not always. It was a choice between something to do with music and something to do with writing, and writing won. And now I really love being a journalist.”
“You do, don’t you? What about it, exactly?”
She realized he was genuinely interested. She thought about it for a moment. “I like watching something happen and turning it into a sentence, or a story. Capturing it, I suppose.”
“And you don’t miss the music? You can’t do both?”
“I tried. When I was in London, I wrote about music and bands, but it wasn’t for me in the end.”
“No? What happened?”
She told him stories from her time in the record company, encouraged by his laughter. It did seem ridiculous from this distance, coaching teenage pop stars, telling them what they thought. She laughed, too. “You see what a mess the music industry is in? Where were you, Danger Hilder, when we needed you most?”
He smiled and reached down to the bottle of wine. “More?”
“Yes, please.”
The sounds around them became distinct. The slow glug of the wine into her glass. A quiet crackle from the flames in front of them. A bird far off in the trees. Faint rustling noises and low bleats from the sheep in the distance.
“So was it hard to leave London?”
She shook her head, remembering the day she’d decided to resign. “Once I’d decided, it was the simplest thing in the world. I knew this was where I wanted to be.”
“It’s easier for women in lots of ways, don’t you think?”
“What’s easier?”
“Life. Decisions, everything.” He waved an arm. “Women seem to know how to do it. You always seem so confident, assured. You know what you want, how to make things happen.”
“Women generally? Or me? Because I haven’t a clue.”
“What are you talking about? That was one of the first things I noticed about you, how confident and alive you are, how comfortable you are in your own skin.”
“No, I’m not.” Bett was astonished. “I’m a walking disaster area.”
“You are not. I used to see you in Clare, when I was first here. You’d be talking away to people, interviewing them. And I’d see you in pubs and restaurants with Matthew, telling stories, always so confident.”
“You should have looked closer, then.”
He gave a soft laugh. “I was probably too busy worrying about my own appearance.”
“But men don’t think like that, do they? Get worried about what people think of them? I mean, I haven’t got any brothers, but I thought you all knew exactly what you wanted, how to act, how to—”
“Of course we don’t. I can’t speak for the entire male population, but I get scared and worried about things. That I’ll make a mess of something, choose the wrong moment, misread a situation …”
She was speechless.
“I’m scared now, for example.”
“Of what?”
“You.”
“Scared of me?”
He hesitated. “Of what you’d do if I asked you if I could kiss you.”
She blinked. “You want to kiss me?”
“I’ve wanted to kiss you for weeks.”
“Why haven’t you?”
“In case you slapped me. Told me to go away. Told me you didn’t like me in that way.”
“Oh,” she said. A warm glow had started deep inside her. “And how were you planning on going about it?”
“I was thinking of coming over and sitting beside you, and perhaps putting one hand on your cheek. And then if that went okay, I was probably going to lean down and kiss you. That was when I was worried that you might slap me.”
“I see.” She thought about it for a moment. “I don’t think I would.”
“No?”
“I don’t think so.”
“Should I check?”
She nodded.
He moved toward her. She sat, her face turned up at him, nervous but also excited. She’d had one glass of wine, not the quantities she’d drunk last time they’d kissed. She’d had a good, busy, interesting day, not weeks of frenzy and turmoil. Her breath caught at the touch of his lips against hers, soft, exploring. She felt the touch of his hand on her face.
“Aphrodisiac qualities, those campfires, I’ve always found.”
They both jumped at the voice. It was Fergie, coming out of his tent. They separated, embarrassed, and stared into the fire again until Fergie returned from the tree he was visiting. He gave them a cheery wave from the opening of his tent.
A moment passed, and then they turned back to each other. This time she met his lips halfway. They kissed, long, slow kisses that tasted like red wine. He kissed her eyelids and the lobes of her ears and the side of her neck. She kissed the side of his face, the corners of his lips. Did she put his hand on her breast or did he do it himself? Bett wondered. She touched the side of his body, his back, their lips soft against each other all the while, the kiss continuing. They both stood up. He pulled her in against his body and she could feel his arousal, feel herself pressing against his body, her breasts full, aching to be touched.
A huge sneeze from Fergie’s tent resounded in the air. She could feel Daniel laughing, even as she laughed herself.
“The cry of the wildebeest,” he whispered, kissing her again. He moved his hand down her body. Without realizing it she started to tense.
He pulled away. “Do you want me to stop?”
She shook her head. Tell the truth, she heard a voice inside her say. “I’m just a bit nervous.”
“Of me?”
She shook her head. “Maybe not nervous. Maybe self-conscious.”
“But you’re perfect. And I should know. I’ve been staring at every inch of you for weeks. I could draw you from memory, you know. This curve here.” He brushed her thigh. “The curve of your arm.” He touched her arm. “Your breast.” Her breathing faltered as he slowly stroked her breast. “These curves here.”
He laughed at the expression on her face. She laughed, too, relaxing, feeling his hands on her, not minding at all now. She touched his back, feeling the skin under his shirt. There was another long, luxurious kiss. She pulled back again, needing to say something. “I’m sorry about last time. That time in Melbourne. I don’t know what got into me. I was very drunk.”
“You needed to be drunk that night?”
She nodded.
“Can I get you a glass of wine now? A bottle?”
She laughed, then it became serious. “I don’t think I need to be drunk tonight.”
He touched her cheek. “Are you sure?”
She reached up, kissed his lips, felt his body against hers. Then they stopped talking and started kissing again, different, deeper, sexier kissing. Somehow they moved from the campfire to his tent, to the sleeping bag on the ground, as warm flickering shadows from the fire played against the canvas. She loved the feeling of his hands on her body, her breasts, between her legs. And she loved the feel of his body, lean and silky to touch. Was there touch memory? she wondered. Did her body remember what it had felt like to have Daniel against her that night? Because it was responding now as though it couldn’t wait to repeat itself … 
Bett woke up as sunlight was coming into the tent. She felt stirring beside her and turned toward Daniel.
“Good morning.” His voice was soft.
She smiled. “Hello.”
“Did you have a good night’s sleep?”
He knew full well she hadn’t. Nor had he. They had been making love most of the night. “Not really. To be honest, I’m a bit worried.”
She felt him tense. “What about?”
“My article. Do you suppose I can promise this experience for every woman doing this camping trip?”
He relaxed. “I could have a word with Fergie. It could be a handy sideline if I lose interest in the photography.”
She laughed, closing her eyes as she felt his fingertips brush her bare skin. His voice was quiet. “So if you were writing an article about what happened last night, what would you write?”
She thought for a moment. “ ‘Local reporter Bett Quinlan announced today that she was a little bit embarrassed to be waking up naked in a tent with Daniel Hilder but said she didn’t regret a second of the previous evening’s shenanigans.’ ”
“Shenanigans?”
“Shenanigans. Your turn.”
“ ‘Photographer Daniel Hilder today admitted that he had fancied local reporter Bett Quinlan for some time.’ Have I got the tone right?”
“Yes. Yes, that’s very good.”
“ ‘When questioned, he said that he had always been a sucker for a shock of brown hair and a pair of cheeky eyes, and Ms. Quinlan fortunately was endowed with both.’ Am I still getting it right?”
Bett’s head was on his chest, her eyes closed as he stroked her skin. “It’s very good.”
“ ‘When asked about Ms. Quinlan’s murky past, Mr. Hilder gave an insouciant’—I’d have an asterisk there and at the bottom of the page the translation—relaxed, okay? Anyway, ‘gave an insouciant shrug and said, “The murkier the better, as far as I’m concerned. The more dirt there is the more we have to talk about.” ’ I think I’ve got the hang of this now. Can I go on?”
She nodded.
“ ‘When asked about his future plans, Mr. Hilder gave another insouciant shrug, clearly being short of gestures that day, and said, “It’s up to Ms. Quinlan, really. Loath as I am to resort to clichés, in this case the ball is in her court.” The press corp then gathered around Ms. Quinlan seeking her reaction.’ ”
She could feel his fingers all the way down her back now. “ ‘Ms. Quinlan responded to reporters’ questions by first checking what the time was—’ ”
Daniel lifted his wrist. “Six thirty.”
“ ‘And then wondering aloud if it would be possible for Daniel Hilder to make love to her so beautifully one more time before they left the tent that morning.’ ”
He moved closer, then kissed her lips. His fingers caressed her body again. It seemed it was a yes.
Bett deliberately didn’t turn on her mobile for the journey home later that morning. It was a one-hour drive along curving roads, the yellow stubbled paddocks stretching out on either side. They talked and laughed, easily, eagerly. He stopped the car once, didn’t speak, just reached over to kiss her. She met him halfway again.
It was early afternoon by the time they arrived at the Valley View Motel. They had taken the slow way home. He pulled into the drive in front of the reception area and turned off the ignition. Bett smiled at him. She felt like just sitting here and smiling at him all day.
“Can I see you tonight?” he asked.
“Again?”
“It’s fine if you don’t want to.”
“I’d love to. Let me just check in with everyone, make sure nothing’s happened while I’ve been gone.” She’d been away only one night, she laughed to herself. Back here motel life would have gone on as normal, yet it felt like her life had changed completely overnight.
“I’ll call in and see my mother, too. But I’ll ring you afterward? About six?”
“Perfect.” She waited on the steps of the motel until he had driven away, then turned. She felt like she was radiating happiness. “Hello?” she called as she came into reception. There was no answer. She checked the bar. It was empty, too. She’d already noticed Anna’s car wasn’t in its usual place. She and Richard must still be in Adelaide. There was no one in the function room either. Or in the kitchen. “Hello? Where is everybody?” She went outside and heard her name being called.
“Bett?” It was Carrie, coming from Lola’s room. She was crying.
Cancer?”
Bett looked at the faces in front of her. Lola was ashen. Carrie’s eyes were swollen. Her mother and father were tightly holding hands.
Jim Quinlan repeated what Anna had phoned and told them. She had called from the hospital. “She had an MRI scan this morning. There’s a tumor in her lungs. A very large tumor. They admitted her straightaway.”
Bett stared at him. “But I don’t understand it. She hasn’t had any symptoms.”
“She has. It’s just they were mistaken for other things. Stress. Exhaustion. Anxiety attacks. And she’s always been so thin, so even the weight loss wasn’t too out of the ordinary.”
“But what made her have the scan? Why didn’t she tell us?”
“A young doctor in Adelaide arranged it.” Jim’s voice was dull. “She didn’t want to worry anyone, she said. Not with so much else going on.”
Bett tried to take in everything as her father kept talking. The doctors had told Anna she may have had the tumor for months, even years. It was only now that it had grown so large that it had started causing her problems.
It was as if the world were slightly off-kilter. As if voices were not in tune, the colors not right, as if she were several steps behind. She wanted to blink, to start this again, to get out of Daniel’s car, come in the door, and see Lola reading in the bar, her parents working, Carrie in the office, Anna and Ellen playing Scrabble. Not this gathering.
Someone was missing. “Where’s Ellen?”
“She’s in her room playing. Anna spoke to her on the phone, but she’s asked us not to tell her too much yet. Not until we all know more ourselves.”
“So can we go to Anna? Ellen, all of us? Now?”
Geraldine shook her head. “She said there was no need to come down tonight. They’re giving her sleeping tablets. She’d be asleep before we got there. Richard’s with her in the hospital. They’re starting radiation treatment first thing in the morning.”
“So it’s treatable? So she’s going to be all right?” Bett looked around again, knowing she hadn’t been the first to ask that question in that room tonight.
No one would answer her.



Chapter Twenty-nine
Time started moving at a different pace, as though they were in slow motion, in a bubble of their own, while outside things continued as normal. Anna’s treatment started immediately, a team of people working with her—a specialist, a doctor, nurses. Bett felt she was always two steps behind what was happening, barely taking in the news that Anna had cancer in the first place, before they were talking about doing a biopsy, operating or not operating, chemotherapy or no chemotherapy.
Geraldine and Bett were the first to go to Adelaide to be with Anna. Richard returned to Clare. They took it in turns talking to Anna’s doctors, getting reports, phoning back to the motel. Everyone had questions, and no one was satisfied with the answers they were getting. “What do they mean it’s an aggressive tumor?” “If they hadn’t found it now, what would have happened?” “Will she lose all her hair when they start the treatment?”
There was test after test. Anna spent most of every day in bed, already exhausted from the X rays, the scans, the drugs, the shock. Bett and her mother sat beside her, reading, talking a little, watching her while she slept. Bett couldn’t reconcile that this already more frail-looking Anna was the same woman who had been smiling up onstage just a few days before. She was still bright and cheerful at first. But the mask dropped when the two of them were alone for the first time. Geraldine had left the room to get coffee.
Anna reached for Bett’s hand. “I’m scared, Bettsie. I’m really scared.”
“We all are, sweetheart. But we’ll know more soon, won’t we?”
“I don’t know. The specialist said I could be in here for weeks. What about Ellen? Who’ll look after her if I’m in here for that long?”
Bett squeezed Anna’s hand. “All of us. We’re fighting over who gets to look after her. Don’t worry about Ellen.”
“Will you ring Glenn?”
None of them had even thought of telling Glenn.
Bett called him in Singapore that night. She could hear the shock in his voice. “I’ll come back as soon as I can, to help look after Ellen. I can be there by the end of the week. She’s going to be all right, isn’t she? What about the hospital? Is it the best one? Money’s no problem, Bett.”
She could tell he was truly concerned. It made it easier to talk to him, to put her anger toward him aside. Did some love survive at the bottom of all failed marriages? she wondered. “It’s a very good hospital. They’re doing every test, every scan. We can’t get near her for doctors and nurses.”
“What does Ellen know?”
“We don’t know what to tell her yet. She knows Anna is in hospital, but we just said it was for a day or two, that she’d be home soon.” Lola had sat with Ellen and explained that Anna wasn’t feeling very well, that there was a germ in her body the doctors were trying to get rid of, and that fighting the germ sometimes made Anna very tired. They would bring her down to visit Anna very soon. In the meantime, Ellen was talking to Anna twice, sometimes three times a day on the phone.
“And will Anna be home soon?”
Bett had told him the truth. “We don’t know.”
And you’re sure there’s nothing I can do, Bett? Nothing you need brought down to Adelaide? Nothing I can do at the motel?”
“I’m sure, Daniel, honestly. But thank you anyway.” She’d called him from the public phone in the hospital corridor. It was the first time she’d spoken to him at length since they’d spent the night together. They had spoken briefly when he had phoned her, the night they had learned about Anna. She’d been barely able to talk, in deep shock. She had asked him to tell Rebecca the news. Rebecca had rung the next day, offering help as well, with everything from making beds to driving the family to and from Adelaide. “Don’t even think about work, Bett,” she’d said. “Just stay close to your family. Will you ring me if there’s anything any of us can do? It doesn’t matter how small.”
There was someone waiting to use the phone. “I’d better go, Daniel.”
“Of course.” He hesitated. “I’m thinking of you, Bett.”
“I’m thinking of you, too.” She hung up and went back into Anna’s room.
Lola and Carrie came down several days later. They brought Ellen with them. They’d told her the truth—that Anna needed to stay in the hospital for longer than they expected, while the doctors did more tests on her. Ellen seemed to take it all quite calmly. As Lola said, she was used to hospitals.
Bett drove her mother back to the motel, lost in her own thoughts as she passed the car yards and housing developments of the city’s outer suburbs, the scenery gradually changing to open countryside, farms, and small towns the farther north she drove. Her mother made calls on her mobile throughout the journey, speaking to cancer support agencies, arranging for information to be sent to them, returning phone calls from friends in the Valley inquiring about Anna, offering their help. Her manner was direct, matter-of-fact. Things to be done, practical issues to be organized. Geraldine specialized in those, Bett thought.
She had seen her mother walking down the corridor with Anna the previous night. All around them were other families, some of them in even worse situations, one or two older women in distressed tears. Geraldine had held herself erect, composed. She’d helped Anna get back into bed, hadn’t flinched when Anna’s gown had lifted slightly and they had seen just how thin she was. She had been almost businesslike when the nurse had come in and expressed concern about how little Anna had eaten of her evening meal.
But an hour later Bett had gone in search of a cup of tea. She had been about to turn on the light in one of the side sitting rooms when she’d heard a noise. Standing still, she had seen a figure in one of the armchairs in the corner of the room. It was her mother, staring out the window, softly crying.
Bett had hesitated, about to go in and comfort her, when her mother had noticed her first. Geraldine had stood up immediately, briskly wiped away the tears. “A cup of tea, Bett? Let me get one for you. And Anna, too?”
Neither of them mentioned her tears.
Anna and Lola were alone in her room. Lola had been reading to her, picking out bits of ten-year-old gossip from a magazine she had found in the waiting room. Midway through an article about the cast of some since-axed soap opera, Anna put her hand on Lola’s arm. “Lola, I’m so scared.”
The magazine was put away. Lola took both her hands in hers. “Darling, of course you are. You don’t know what’s going to happen. That’s always scary.”
“Come with me. I want you to come with me and help me.”
“I would if I could, darling.”
“What’s going to happen to Ellen if I don’t get better? How is she going to cope without a mother? It’s not fair, she’s suffered too much already.”
“Anna, you mustn’t think like that. And you must never worry about Ellen. She’ll never be on her own, Anna, I promise you that.”
There was a knock at the door. It was Glenn, in his suit, straight from the airport.
Lola stood up and moved aside immediately. As she shut the door she saw him reach down and hold Anna tight.
Carrie refused to talk to Glenn. She ignored the concern he was showing, the offers of financial help, the offer—gently declined by Anna—to move her to a private hospital in Sydney. Outside, in the waiting room, Carrie railed at Lola.
“It’s his fault. This wouldn’t have happened if it wasn’t for him. I read all about it on the Internet. Stress can cause cancer and that—” she searched for the insult “—that bastard caused her so much stress and pain. How dare he come here like this? How can you even let him stay here, Lola?”
“It’s not Glenn’s fault. It’s no one’s fault, Carrie. It’s just happened. We can’t waste time blaming someone, fighting among ourselves. We have to think of Anna.”
Carrie was in tears. “I know. I’m trying to, but I’m so mad, Lola. And I feel useless, and I feel like there’s nothing I can do. It’s all happening too quickly.”
Their lives started revolving around visits to Adelaide, taking it in turns to sit with her, talk to the nurses, listen to the doctor, wait for the specialist. They spent a lot of time in Anna’s room, talking, reading, or sitting quietly while she slept, exhausted from the latest round of treatment.
Her room was on the second floor of the hospital, looking out over the parklands. A glass office block stood to the left. The day-to-day movements of the workers, dressed in suits, behind desks, drinking coffee, or talking on their phones seemed more and more ridiculous to Bett as each day passed. The hospital waiting room seemed more real, with its scuffed plastic seats, misspelled signs about canteen opening hours, even the empty drink can lying underneath the soft-drink dispenser.
Carrie was with Anna when the specialist came to talk to her, two weeks after she’d been admitted to the hospital. Coolly, succinctly, he explained the situation. It was a very aggressive tumor. They had discovered some secondaries, but so far they were confined. Surgery wasn’t an option at this stage. The tumor was too large. There was more treatment to try—more radiation, some new drugs.
“And if the new drugs don’t work?” Anna’s voice was as calm as his. Beside her, Carrie was tightly holding her hand.
His tone softened. “Then we’re looking at a palliative care situation.”
Bett arrived back at the hospital several days later with more cards and letters from people in the Valley. Word had quickly gotten around. Each day at the motel there had been calls from people offering to help mind Ellen, to cook for the motel guests if Geraldine needed to be in Adelaide. Prayers were being said for Anna. Len the butcher had dropped off a folder of information he had gathered from the Internet on miracle cures. Bett had left that behind in Clare.
She was shocked at the change in Anna. Her sister was sitting up in the bed, pillows propped all around her, like a tiny bird in a white nest. She was even thinner and her skin seemed to be changing in texture and color. Her breathing was changing, too, becoming more labored.
She managed a big smile, though. “Hello, my darling. You’ve come to admire my new nose jewelry?” Anna had two plastic clips in her nostrils, carrying oxygen into her system. She wasn’t able to breathe fully without it anymore.
Bett managed a grin, too. “It’s very fetching. Does it come in a range of colors?”
“Horrible clear and even more horrible white, I think. I did tell them white wasn’t my color but they can be very obstinate in here. It’ll be all the rage next year, you mark my words.”
Bett sat in the chair beside the bed and took Anna’s hand. They were touching her constantly now. Whoever was sitting beside her would be stroking her arm, or holding her hand, or just resting their fingers on her. “Can I get you anything? Do you want the radio on? Any tapes?”
Anna shook her head. “Tell me about Ellen this week.” Ellen came down to the hospital three days every week, but stayed in the Valley, going to school the rest of the week. The doctors had advised them to keep things as normal as possible for her.
Bett told her the latest stories. Ellen had invited two of her friends over to play after school. Lola had caught them tying hats to Bumper’s head. They had been rehearsing their own mini musical, for when Mum came home.
“She’d better hurry it up, then.”
“What do you mean?”
“I’ve made a decision, Bett.” Her voice became serious as she explained what the specialist had told her that afternoon. That there was still another course of treatment ahead of her. More radiation. Another course of tablets. Still in the experimental stages. “I agreed, Bett. What did I have to lose?”
“But isn’t it dangerous?”
“What? Might it kill me?” She laughed softly at the expression on Bett’s face. “I can joke about it, Bett. It’s me who’s dying of cancer.”
“You’re not dying of cancer. There’s still lots of things they can try.”
“I’m too tired. That’s the worst thing about it. If I wasn’t feeling so sick I’d be interested in thinking about it and talking about it. But if I wasn’t so sick I wouldn’t be dying, would I?”
Bett was shocked by a sudden flare of temper. “That’s not what I meant. How can you joke about it? Why aren’t you angry? Why am I the cross one? Why aren’t you raging against the light and the night or whatever it is you’re supposed to be raging about?”
Anna was calm. “I am, Bett. I don’t want to die yet. I’ve no intention of dying yet.”
“Then don’t be so bloody passive about it. Fight it.”
“You don’t think I am? You really think I want to bow out here and now, slip off, leave all this? Bett, I hate this. I hate every tiny thing of it. Lying here like this, being pumped full of this drug and that drug, getting X-rayed, feeling my lungs trying so hard. All my life I was never conscious of what my body was doing to keep me alive, and now it’s as if I can hear every cog turning, every cell doing its job. Of course I hate this. I see a sunrise, or a bird or the smallest beautiful thing, and I treasure it and I want it forever and I can’t have it. I might not have any of it for much longer.”
“What would you like? If we could get you anything, make anything happen for you before you went.” Bett stumbled on the word. “What would you want?”
“It’s not the obvious things. It’s not seeing Ellen walk up the aisle, or holding my first granddaughter. It’s the ordinary things. I want mornings in a coffee shop with her when she’s about twenty-five. I want her rushed, saying, ‘I can’t stay long, Mum, I have to go and meet someone.’ ”
“What else?”
“I want more drunken nights with you and Carrie and a call from you the next morning to tell me I was all right, that I hadn’t been badly behaved. I want you to ring and not introduce yourself—you know, you never do that, you always launch straight into a conversation. And I want to hear all those stories again about your misadventures. Please, Bett, tell me the one about you falling off the treadmill again? I love that story.”
“You’re very cruel.”
A smile, vivid in the pale, thin face. “I know. Shall I start you off? Once upon a time, you were in a gym and …”
The new drugs haven’t worked. It’s spread even further.” Geraldine spoke as soon as she walked into the kitchen two weeks later.
Jim, Lola, and Bett stopped what they were doing. They had known Geraldine was ringing Adelaide and talking to Carrie, who’d been in with Anna for the previous two days. They had known that crucial X rays were taking place that morning, to check on the growth of the tumors. All day each of them had kept busy, filling the hours. The bar was cleaner than it had ever been. The kitchen had been completely reorganized. Bett had got down on her hands and knees and scrubbed the showers in all fifteen rooms, playing the bedside radio at top volume in each, blasting sound into the air to keep her thoughts from pummeling her.
Geraldine spoke as if she was reading from a list, her voice expressionless, her eyes distant. “The radiation hasn’t worked either. It’s spread into her lymph nodes. And her spine.”
A few weeks ago Bett hadn’t known what a lymph node was. “Did Carrie talk to Anna’s specialist? About what Anna’s decided to do?”
A nod. “He said that if that was Anna’s decision, he fully supported it. He told Carrie afterward that he felt it was the right option.”
Anna had made her decision three days before. If the latest, more intrusive attempts to stop the cancer hadn’t worked, she was going to stop all the radiation, the scans, the invasive procedures.
Jim spoke. “So she’s coming home?”
Geraldine nodded. She didn’t need to spell it out. Anna was coming home to die.



Chapter Thirty
Her favorite room in the motel was prepared. They hung bright curtains in the windows. Lola chose a colorful bedspread and a new rug for the floor. Ellen picked fresh flowers and put them in vases. Lola had tried to explain to her that Anna was still very sick, but Ellen hadn’t seemed to take it in. She’d been too excited by the fact that her mother was actually coming home. Jim went to the garden center and bought plants and trees in pots, arranging them outside the room, to give Anna something green and restful to look at from bed. Bett scoured every surface, washed the windows, wiped down the walls, until she had touched every inch of the room.
She smiled at Richard as he carried a box of Anna’s favorite books into the room. She was helping him arrange them on a shelf when he spoke, his voice low.
“I should leave, Bett. This is a time for close family.”
She was struck by the deep sadness in his expression. “No it’s not, Richard. It’s a time for anyone who loves Anna to be close to her.” She touched his arm. “I know it’s been very hard on you. When things had only just started between you. But you make her very happy.”
“I’d like to have made her happier. For longer.”
Bett blinked away tears which had suddenly come into her eyes. “So would we,” she answered softly.
Anna arrived home the next day in the car with Carrie and Geraldine. She’d traveled in a nest of pillows, fragile from the treatment and the illness, but refusing to make the trip in an ambulance. She was even thinner, her hair a dark little cap around her face, now even more gaunt. “I know my hair’s a mess, but at least I’ve still got it. You should have seen some of the bald heads in that ward,” she tried to joke.
She had to be helped into the room. The oxygen came everywhere with her, pushed on a small trolley beside her. Her voice was changing, becoming weaker, but she was still bright, interested.
“Ellie, did you do those drawings for me? They’re gorgeous.” She leaned and kissed her daughter, who was clinging tightly to her hand. “And all the flowers. And look at that bedspread. It’s beautiful, everyone. Thank you very much.”
As Anna was settled, Ellen skipped around, unable to stay in one place, running up to her mother, hugging her, then running away again. She sidled up to Bett, as she stood outside Anna’s room, arranging a chair and table for the times Anna felt able to sit up, outside in the morning sunshine. It had been Richard’s idea.
“My mum is very sick, isn’t she?”
Bett stroked her hair. “She is, Ellie. She’s very sick.”
“When she gets better, Daddy and Mum and I are going to go on a holiday.”
“Did he say that?”
She nodded. “He said he would take me on a long trip, maybe even to Disneyland.”
“That’ll be fun,” Bett said, keeping her voice bright. She knew what Glenn had been trying to do. She also knew Anna wouldn’t be going with them.
The days fell into a pattern. Anna had more energy in the mornings. She could sit and talk with one or the other of them, eat a little, before needing to go back to bed again. Now and then she managed to go for a short walk, or would let them push her in a wheelchair, in the cool of the morning, or after dusk, when the heat of the day had passed. The palliative care nurses visited twice a day and monitored her pain. They showed Bett, Carrie, and their mother how to measure the morphine, answered their questions, calmed and soothed them.
Anna slept a great deal. When she was feeling strong enough, she came into the kitchen in a brightly colored silk dressing gown and sat in a corner, watching all the activity around her. Ellen continued going to school, but ran in each afternoon, with a new drawing, or a love note, which Anna would exclaim over and put into her pocket.
When Anna was too tired to get up, they all took turns spending time with her in her room. Geraldine was there the most, tidying the room, counting the tablets, straightening the curtains, or just sitting quietly by Anna’s bed. She seemed to know when Anna was feeling any pain, when she needed more oxygen, what she might like to drink or eat, almost by instinct. No one remarked on it, but everyone noticed.
Can I get you anything, love?”
Anna looked up from the bed. Ellen was tucked in beside her, asleep. The two of them had been watching cartoons together. “No thanks, Dad.”
“A cola? A squash? A rainbow drink?”
“A rainbow drink? Now you’re talking. Not for me, but for Ellie when she wakes up.”
“You’re not thirsty at all? Or hungry?”
She shook her head. Her appetite had almost gone now.
He had turned to go to the bar to make Ellen’s drink when she called after him. “Dad, can you make Ellie’s drink later?”
“Yes, of course. Is there something else you want done instead?”
“Would you just sit here with me for a while?”
He sat down in the chair beside her bed, taking her hand in both of his. “Of course, sweetheart. For as long as you like.”
Lola carefully draped the scarf over Anna’s bedspread, then stepped back and looked critically at it. “It will do for the moment. I’ve got my eye on a rather nice pink one down at the charity shop. I think I’ll put in a bid for that and bring that home for you as well.”
Anna smiled up at her. “I love you, Lola.”
Lola stopped still. She gazed down at Anna, then gently, slowly, lifted her hand and stroked the soft cheek. “Not as much as I love you.”
Do you believe in heaven, Bett?”
“I want to. I want to know that you are going somewhere special, somewhere that you’ll love, and that you’ll get a good spot ready for us when we arrive.”
“I will, I promise. Sun or shade?” She was trying hard to sound bright.
“A bit of both, I think.”
“Bett, will you do something for me?”
Her voice was getting weaker. Bett had to lean in to hear her. “Anything.”
Anna reached under her pillow and took something out. “Would you look after these for me?”
It was an envelope, filled with small pieces of paper, each neatly folded. “What are they?”
“They’re birthday cards for Ellen. Little notes. Until she turns twenty-one. I was going to ask Glenn to give them to her, but I’d love you to do it instead. If you don’t mind.”
“If I don’t mind? I’d love to give these to her.” She realized she had a lump in her throat. “I’d be honored.”
“And you’ll help him look after her, won’t you? Even if it’s hard sometimes. I know you and he haven’t always—”
“Of course I will. We love her dearly, Anna. You know that. I love her dearly.”
“And, Bett, will you tell her about me? Please? I don’t know how much she’ll remember.”
Bett blinked away tears, so used to them now she barely noticed them. “Of course I will. I’ll tell her how beautiful and how kind and how brave—”
Anna’s smile was frail but full of mischief. “Well, you don’t have to get too carried away.”
Richard moved the chair in close to Anna’s bedside and reached into the box beside him. “I’ve Jane Austen or Seamus Heaney or even a bit of Ian Fleming.”
“Don’t read to me. Talk to me instead.”
“What about?”
“Anything you like.”
“Anything? Then in that case I want to talk about you.”
Anna didn’t speak, just kept looking at him.
He started, haltingly. “I want to talk about how unfair this is. And how much I wish this wasn’t happening. But that would all be about me, not about you.” His face was very sad.
“I’d liked to have made you so happy, Anna. I’d liked to have gone traveling with you. I’d liked to have made you laugh, and heard more of your stories. I’d liked to have got to know Ellen. For the three of us to have got to know one another.” He paused. “I’m sorry; it’s about me again, not you. What I would have liked. But it’s the truth. All I would have wanted was to be with you. Making love, on orange bedspreads in motels all around the world. Drinking wine and talking all night. Telling you how much I loved you, every day, until you got tired of hearing it.”
Tears formed in her eyes. “I wouldn’t have got tired of hearing that. I’d have liked that.”
He gently wiped away the tears. “I’d also like to have spent one entire week doing nothing but lying in bed and listening to your voice.”
“You wouldn’t have let me sleep?”
“Not a wink.”
“I’d have liked all of that,” she said softly.
He didn’t say anything more then, just picked up her hand and pressed a kiss against her palm. Then, still holding her hand, he quietly started reading to her.
Carrie learned she was pregnant a week after Anna was brought home from Adelaide. Bett was in the room with her when she told Anna. “It’s still early, only a few weeks. But I wanted to tell you.”
“Carrie, that’s fantastic news.” Anna’s smile was almost luminous now in her thin face. “That lucky little baby. I’ve so many clothes and toys of Ellen’s in storage in Sydney. I’ll make sure to ask Glenn to send them down to you.” Because she wouldn’t be needing them. All the things that didn’t need saying anymore. “And you’re feeling okay? Not too sick? Oh, you’re lucky. I was sick every morning. I actually lost weight in the first few months. The first time I wasn’t dieting in years. The freedom of it. Enjoy every minute of it, Carrie, won’t you?”
Carrie kept the smile fixed on her face. Anna was now virtually skin and bone, her face gaunt, her eyes large, yet managing to laugh about not having to go on a diet.
“If you get morning sickness, dry bread is supposed to be good, but only if someone brings it to you. Is Matthew being good? Obeying your every command?”
“He’s great. It’s apparently not even the size of a clothes peg yet, but he keeps telling me he can feel the baby moving.”
“Oh, that’s sweet.” She shut her eyes.
Bett moved closer to her. “Anna? Are you in pain?” They had given her morphine an hour before, but they could give her more if she needed it.
Anna opened her eyes. “No, I was just remembering when I was pregnant with Ellen. It’s a wonderful time, Carrie. Write it all down, so you’ll remember it. You’ll tell yourself there’s plenty of time to do that, because there’s no way you’ll forget something like this, it’s so amazing. But then an even more amazing thing will happen, and then another, layer on layer of them. When you first see them, and when they look at you, and when you’re feeding.”
It was the most she had spoken in some days. “Ellen used to go cross-eyed when she was feeding sometimes, just from the concentration. We used to laugh and laugh at her. And when she first started walking, one of her feet would turn in a little, like a rolling gait. And do you remember, when she first started talking, she’d always repeat the last two words you said to her? I remember Glenn saying it was like having a performing parrot in the house.”
She looked from one to the other. “You’ll make sure Ellen gets to see her cousin a lot, won’t you? You’ll go up to Sydney or ask Glenn to fly Ellen down here?”
Carrie hadn’t dared ask. “She’ll stay with Glenn after …”
“After I’m not here.” The smile again. “I’m lucky in a way. He loves her so dearly, and she loves him just as much. It will be hard at first, I know. I’ve asked him to make sure Ellen spends as much time as she likes here with all of you.”
“She can live with us if she wants to. I’ll adopt her.”
“I will, too,” Bett said.
Anna gave another gentle laugh. “Glenn loves her, and she loves him. But will you both help him look after her for me?”
Carrie’s eyes filled with tears. Anna was talking about Ellen more and more. “We will, Anna, we promise. She’ll come here to us as often as she wants, and we’ll go and see her in Sydney or Singapore or wherever she is. We’ll do everything we can for her.”
Bett reached for their hands and held them tightly. “I’m so sorry. I’m sorry for taking three years away from all of us. For taking so long to tell the truth about Matthew. If I had done it earlier—”
“It wasn’t just you, Bett. It was just as much my fault.” Carrie was as upset. “I should have rung, should have tried to—”
“Stop it.” Anna sat up a little, her voice surprisingly strong. “Don’t. Don’t do this. Don’t waste all this time wishing that you’d done this or done that. Please. It’s not worth it. It’s what happened. And maybe we’re better with one another now, because of that.”
“But I’m sorry—”
“Stop it. I mean it, Bett. I don’t want to waste time talking about it.”
Carrie managed a smile. “You were always so bossy, you know that.”
Anna’s head was back on her pillow. “I’m the oldest. I’m allowed to be. And soon Bett will be the oldest so you have to let her boss you.”
She didn’t get any further. Bett and Carrie were crying too hard.
Bett was bringing a new jug of water into Anna’s room the next day when she heard voices inside. Anna and Ellen together. She stopped, not wanting to interrupt and also needing to hear.
“Ellie, do you know how much I love you?”
Ellen’s voice was as melodic as her mother’s. “One hundred times?”
“More.”
“One thousand times?”
“More.”
“A million times?”
“Even more than that.”
Ellen started to giggle. “A million billion trillion hundred thousand times.”
“Not even close.”
“More than that? Is there a number bigger than that?”
“Well, there’d better be. Because that’s how much I love you.”
Bett walked away as silently as she could. She couldn’t bear to hear any more.
All right, everyone, smile!”
It was Richard who had suggested they take some photos. It hadn’t occurred to any of them, too busy caring for Anna day to day.
“I have a decent camera with me,” he had said to Bett that morning. “It just might be good for Ellen, especially …”
She had been too overcome to speak for a moment. “We hadn’t even thought. Thank you.”
It became a joyous afternoon. Lola brought in all her scarves and beads. Geraldine filled vases with flowers and autumn leaves. They took turns, sitting on the bed beside Anna, in different combinations. Anna’s voice was stronger than it had been for some time, directing them.
“If she makes us start singing, I’m out of here,” Matthew said. “She’s very bossy, isn’t she?”
“Always has been,” Bett and Carrie said at the same time.
They took photo after photo. Anna with Lola. No one commented that it was Anna who somehow looked older. Yet her eyes were still bright.
Anna with Bett. She gently got on the bed beside her sister and held her hand. Ellen was put in charge of decorations and darted forward with a flower for Anna’s hair.
Jim and Geraldine sat on either side of Anna. Geraldine’s eyes were overbright. Bett saw that she was holding Anna’s hand as tightly as she was holding Jim’s.
Carrie and Matthew stood on one side of the bed. Anna reached up and put her hand on Carrie’s stomach.
The next one was Bett, Carrie, and Anna together. “Give us a song, Alphabet Sisters,” Matthew called, trying to be cheery. They shook their heads, without needing to even look at one another. They couldn’t have done it.
Richard took about ten shots of Anna and Ellen together, pulling faces at each other, hugging each other. He took one of the two of them with their faces pressed cheek to cheek, looking directly at the camera, solemn-faced. Everyone in the room held their breath, until Ellen moved, and the moment passed.
Then Ellen became overexcited, insisting on being in every photograph from then on, bursting into tears and having to be soothed. “She’s my mummy who’s sick in bed, so I have to be in every photo.”
“Of course, Ellie.” Anna patted the bed beside her. She was exhausted from the activity, her eyelids starting to flutter. “Hop up here, sweetheart. Shall we have one big family one to finish? All of us together?”
“I’ll take it,” Matthew and Richard said as one.
Carrie looked over at Matthew, beckoning him over. He shook his head. She understood. This one was for immediate family only. They moved in around Anna’s bed, surrounding her. Lola on a chair beside her, Ellen tucked in next to her, Jim and Geraldine on either side. Bett and Carrie sat where they could.
Bett was struck with a memory of people at airports, crowding around the person who was heading away on a long journey, wishing them well, sending them love.
“Smile, everyone.”
They did their best.
A week later, Bett and Daniel walked down the tree-lined road behind the motel. There were vineyards on one side and paddocks of grazing sheep on the other. Sunlight flickered through the trees, sending shadows, then flashes of light in front of them. Since Anna had come home Daniel had called by every few days, dropping in just for a few minutes with flowers for Anna or a bottle of wine for the rest of them. Each time he had invited Bett to go for a walk or a drive with him, or for a meal in one of the local restaurants. The first few times she had said no.
“Go, Bett,” Lola had finally insisted. “You have to have some time for yourself. Otherwise you’ll have nothing left to give her.”
“But what if …”
“Take the mobile and I will ring you if there is any change. But there won’t be. You heard the doctor as clearly as I did. He said weeks not days.”
As if that made a difference, Bett thought. Oh, we’ve got weeks with her and there was me thinking it was only days, silly old me. She was so angry and so sad, all at once, and it was massing in her, settling inside her.
From then on she started walking with Daniel several times a week, out on the quiet back roads behind the motel, or along the walking track that followed the path of the old railway line through the Valley. The walks began to mean a great deal to her, brief breaks from the slow heartbreak of seeing Anna fade away a little more each day, seeing the weight disappearing from her, the alertness dulling bit by bit, as she ate less, slept more. Daniel visited Anna briefly and was able to nod in understanding when Bett spoke of the light in Anna’s eyes, the warmth of her smile. They spoke about his mother, too, both of them painfully conscious of the difference in their situations. Mrs. Hilder was physically healthy but fading mentally, already long gone from Daniel and Christine. Anna was still herself, the personality still strong in the failing body.
That morning had been particularly bad for Anna. She hadn’t been able to eat anything at all and they’d managed to get her to sip only tiny amounts of water. The morning dose of morphine had finally eased her. She had been sleeping, with Geraldine and Lola by her bedside, when Daniel had come to collect Bett.
They walked for some distance before Bett was able to talk, to find the words for what she was thinking. “I always thought it was good to know lots of things, Daniel. To experience lots of things. But I don’t know if that’s true anymore.” She stopped and looked up at him. “I know words I don’t want to know. Like palliative care. Metastases. I know how to give Anna morphine. I know that when her breathing changes it’s because the tumor is pressing on her lungs. I know that oxygen comes in tanks not just in the air. And I don’t want to know any of those things.”
As they started walking again he put his arm tighter around her.
“She’s not even dead yet, and I miss her, Dan. And sometimes I go into the room and she’s asleep and I think, oh she’s died, as if it will be some simple thing like that. But I know it won’t be. And I can’t bear that she’s suffering. But the thing is I just don’t want her to leave us.”
Her tears came in a flood. He took her in his arms and held her close for a long time.
Glenn came to stay at the motel full-time. He and Richard circled each other for a day or two, before there was a silent acceptance of each other. They took their turns at Anna’s bedside.
Walking past the kitchen one afternoon, Bett heard Glenn’s low tones, followed by her parents’. She walked in. It looked like a legal meeting. She excused herself and was about to walk away, when Glenn beckoned her in.
“Bett, please, it’s all right. We’re talking about Ellen.”
Bett waited.
“I was just explaining to your parents that Ellen’s going to come to Singapore with me to begin with, after …” his voice seemed to catch. “Afterward. But you’ll always be her family as well. I want you to know that. I want her to come here as often as she can, I want you to feel you can all come and see her as much as possible. No matter what the situation might be, or where we are.”
Bett needed to bring everything out into the open. This was no time for secrets. “Will your girlfriend be all right with her?”
She saw her parents’ heads shoot up. She would have to explain it to them later.
“She and Ellen get on very well,” he said simply. “And she knows Ellen will always come first to me.”
Bett knew he meant it. He was trying as hard as he could. “Thank you, Glenn.”
Then Geraldine spoke, her voice very soft. “Ellen needs to know that it’s not going to be long now. We need to tell her. Prepare her.”
There was a pause before Glenn spoke again. “Anna and I talked about it last night. She’s asked me not to tell Ellen in front of her. She said that it would—” that break in his voice again. “It would be too hard for them both.”
Bett had never seen Glenn look so vulnerable. “Can I help, Glenn? Do you want me to be with her when you tell her?”
He nodded. She could see he was now fighting tears, too. “Yes please.”
She knew he was thinking what she was thinking. How on earth did they do it?
The moment came the following afternoon. Ellen had spent the morning lying on the bed beside Anna, chatting away as normal. When the palliative care nurses arrived, she’d only gone a little way away, sitting outside Anna’s room, drawing with chalk on the footpath. She was still there when Glenn and Bett went to find her.
Hand in hand, the three of them walked over to Lola’s seat overlooking the vineyards. Ellen clambered up onto her father’s knee, waiting, as if she knew something important was happening. Glenn cleared his throat. “Ellie, we have to tell you something very sad about your mum.”
“I already know.”
“You know?”
“She’s not going to get better, is she?” Her voice was very matter-of-fact.
Glenn and Bett exchanged glances. “How did you know that?”
“I heard the ladies talking about her. They said they thought she might not have more than a few weeks to live.”
Bett took her niece’s hand then. “Ellie, do you know what that means?”
Ellen nodded. “It means she’s going to die.”
Another shared glance. Bett could see Glenn was struggling.
“And do you know what that means?”
Ellen shook her head.
Bett tried to find the right words. “It means that this time we have with her now is very special, Ellie, because after your mum dies—” She lost her way for a moment. “Ellie, after she dies that means we won’t be able to see her anymore.”
Ellen looked puzzled. “But she doesn’t go anywhere, does she? Doesn’t she just stay in the bed even after she dies? And we keep on visiting her?”
“No, Ellie. It means she’s going to go away from us.”
“But where is she going to go? Why can’t I keep seeing her?”
Bett couldn’t speak any more. It was left to Glenn to try to answer. He held Ellen tight against him, pressed his face against her hair, tried to hide his tears. “I don’t know, Ellie. I don’t know.”
Anna started sleeping most of the time, so thin now there seemed almost nothing of her beneath the cotton sheet. The days revolved around the visits from the doctor and the nurses, or coaxing her to eat a spoonful or take a sip of water.
Somehow, around all this, the motel kept running. Geraldine and Jim worked like automatons, spending every spare moment with Anna. Guests were dealt with efficiently, briskly, checked in and checked out in record time. Lola spent hours in Anna’s room, reading snatches of poetry, arranging tiny bouquets of autumn leaves, late flowers, or colored pieces of silk for Anna to look at. Richard read to her, or just sat with her. Glenn kept close to Ellen. Carrie started to show her pregnancy but didn’t mention the nausea, or the tiredness, her own discomfort nothing compared to Anna’s. Ellen moved from confusion to understanding, then back to confusion. Bett cleaned the motel rooms in the morning, spent all afternoon with Anna, then waitressed in the evening, a forced smile fixed on her face. Daniel called by every day, but they had stopped going for their walks. She needed to stay close to her sister.
They all took turns sitting with her, watching her sleep, the sound of her breathing more ragged each day, the effort of getting air into her lungs racking her body. She spoke rarely, but her eyes were bright, her smile still her own.
Four weeks after Anna had come home from the hospital, Bett was woken by a knocking at her door. She hadn’t been in bed long. All of them had been around Anna’s bed until after midnight, talking a little, praying a little, mostly just quiet in their own thoughts. They were now keeping a vigil at her bedside. Bett was due to be back with her in just three hours’ time.
At first she confused the sound of the knocking with the sound of the rain that had been pelting down on the roof when she had gone to bed. It had been wet for five days running. Then she heard a voice and was out of bed before Lola opened her door. She knew by the expression on her grandmother’s face before Lola had a chance to tell her.
Anna was dead.



Chapter Thirty-one
Anna’s funeral took place on a perfect autumn day. The sky was blue. The air was crisp and clear. The rows of vines around the church and the cemetery were vivid reds, browns, and oranges.
They all dressed up. Lola, Carrie, Geraldine, and Bett put on makeup, did their hair, getting ready quietly and calmly, moving from room to room at the motel. The men shaved carefully, polished their shoes, wore good suits. Ellen wore her favorite clothes, the pink dress and matching hat she had worn the night of Lola’s party.
They took up the entire front pew of the church. Lola. Jim. Geraldine. Bett. Daniel. Carrie. Matthew. Glenn. Ellen. Richard. There wasn’t quite enough room, but they couldn’t be separated, needing the touch of another each time they sat down. Ellen had hardly let go of her father’s hand since Anna had died.
Several feet away from them, in the middle of the aisle, was Anna’s coffin.
The church was crowded. The service was simple, the readings and music beautiful. Lola had produced a sheet of paper the day after Anna died. It was a list of the songs she wanted played, the readings she loved. She had dictated it to her grandmother several weeks before.
They had all been sitting around the kitchen table in the motel when Lola had shown it to them. Numb with shock, Carrie and Bett had found it irrationally funny, nearly falling into each other’s arms in hysterics, a raw mixture of laughter and tears. “She’s still telling us what to do? Even now?”
After the funeral mass, after the time in the cemetery, everyone came back to the motel.
“I’m so sorry.” “We’re so sorry for you all.” “Please accept our sympathies.”
The mood was dull, subdued. There was talk, but not a great deal. Cups of tea. Sandwiches. Bett felt removed from everything. She kept expecting to turn and see Anna in a corner of the room. The old Anna, not sick Anna. She kept expecting to see that glossy dark hair, that tall, straight back. She wanted to hear her voice.
She saw her father in the corner. He was pouring tea, his head bent low to hear what an elderly lady was saying to him. He looked ten years older. Her mother was on the other side of the room. Her face was like a mask. Carrie was standing with Matthew. He had his arm tightly across her back. Richard was in a corner, in conversation with the local priest. He seemed dazed, as though he wasn’t taking any of it in. Glenn was holding Ellen, so tightly it was as if he never wanted to let her go.
“Bett?”
She turned. It was Daniel. “Is there anything I can do?”
In that moment it seemed to hit her. There was nothing he could do. There was nothing anyone could do. He opened his arms and she moved soundlessly into them.
Glenn and Ellen left a week later. The departure was heartbreaking for all of them. Ellen kept going to Anna’s room, as if expecting her to be there. An hour before they were due to leave, she disappeared. It took them nearly thirty minutes to find her. Bett reached her first. Ellen was tucked up behind the shed at the back of the motel, holding tightly to Bumper by his lead.
“Ellie, you need to go, sweetheart. Daddy’s nearly ready.”
Ellen wouldn’t look at her. “I don’t want to. I want to stay here.”
“You can come back here whenever you like.”
“I want to be here now.”
Glenn came up behind her and took in the situation. He got down to Ellen’s level. “Ellie, I promise you can come back very soon. I want you to come home with me for a while first, though. I need your help.”
She shook her head.
Bett realized this was a moment for father and daughter. She silently slipped away, back to where Lola and her parents and Carrie and Matthew were waiting. There was still the jolt at Anna’s absence. The gap where she should be. The terrible reality of all of them gathered without her.
Ten minutes later Glenn and Ellen came toward them, hand in hand. Ellen was subdued. She said good-bye to each of them very solemnly, hugging them around the neck. Each one of them had the same farewell message. “See you soon.” “We’ll see you soon, Ellie.”
Then each of them hugged Glenn good-bye as well.
Richard left three days later. Bett had gone for a drink with him the evening before. He was as sad these days as they were.
He was going back to London again. For a few months anyway. He’d been offered work at his old newspaper. “I’ll be back, I hope. In a while. I just can’t seem to finish anything here at the moment.”
“Will you keep in touch with us?”
“If you’d like me to.”
“We’d like it very much.”
They all hugged him good-bye as well.
Carrie and Matthew came for dinner at the motel most nights. They were trying to fix up one of the rooms of their house as a nursery, but Carrie was finding it very difficult. “I’m so scared that something will happen to the baby, that it’s bad luck. I keep thinking about everyone dying. We’ll have to go through this again and again, with Lola, with Mum and Dad, with you, with …” She was crying. “I want her back, Bett.
“I want her here so she can tell me off. I wouldn’t even mind if she yelled at me for a week.”
There was a kind of laughter those nights, but it was fragile, like glass.
Two weeks after Anna died, a videotape arrived addressed to Lola from Richard’s friend Charlie Wentworth. It was the complete version of the program he had been making, as well as all the rough footage he had shot the day he was in the Clare Valley with them.
He had enclosed a note. Richard had told him about Anna. He explained that the program had gone to air in the United Kingdom and Ireland a fortnight before, but that he thought they might like the extra footage just as much. “I am thinking of you all at this time of great sadness,” he’d signed.
They watched it together, on the video in Lola’s room, in virtual silence. Another time the scenes would have caused much hilarity. They would have set the video up on the bar TV, ordered drinks for everyone, watched the tape over and over, laughing at everyone’s expressions. Not this time.
The segment about General MacArthur’s visit to Terowie took up just a few minutes of the program. There were shots of the MacArthur plaque at Terowie Railway Station, then a shot of the Valley View Motel, followed by Lola sweeping in and pretending to work at her desk. The voice-over explained she had emigrated from Ireland sixty years previously and considered this musical her life’s work. There were several scenes from the musical itself. It was fun, snappy.
The extra footage Charlie mentioned contained image after image of Anna, up onstage with Carrie and Bett, attempting to sing “Sisters,” first accompanied onstage by Matthew, then on their own. There was a kind of joyousness, laughter, a lightness between the three of them. It had taken four attempts, but they had finally gotten their harmonies right, standing in a row with their arms around one another, singing and laughing. The camera kept rolling afterward, long enough to capture Anna first hugging Bett and then Carrie, giving them flamboyant two-cheek kisses, actor-style.
It was like watching something from another century.
Bett went back to work at the newspaper three weeks after Anna’s death. At first it was as if she was sick. People kept a distance from her, wary, in case she burst into tears. Only Rebecca was normal, and Daniel.
She went to his house for dinner the weekend after that. It was the first time she’d been out at night in the weeks since Anna died. She hadn’t been able to go too far from any of her family. He made a simple meal of pasta and salad, opened a bottle of wine for her. Afterward, she sat in his arms on the sofa, watching TV.
She tried to concentrate on the program, but the dialogue didn’t make any sense and the people looked ridiculous, all made-up, wearing glamorous clothes. As if any of that really mattered in the end.
She felt Daniel kiss the top of her head. Another kiss on the side of her face. She turned, met his lips, a soft, gentle kiss. His hand went lower, skimmed her arm, touched the side of her breast. She felt the stirring of feeling, a slow melting feeling begin and then the sadness roared in at her again. She couldn’t do this. Not with Anna dead.
She sat up abruptly, and moved away from him. “I’m sorry, Daniel, but I can’t.”
“It’s okay, Bett.”
It wasn’t okay. “I’m sorry. It’s not you, I promise. It’s me.”
“Bett, it’s fine. I understand.”
It suddenly seemed urgent to explain it to him. To tell him exactly how she felt. “I need you to know that I love it with you. I love being with you.” She meant every word. She did love him. “It’s just—” she was struggling now, “something is different at the moment. Lola keeps telling me it will get better eventually, that it won’t always hurt as much as this. But I’ll understand if you can’t wait. If you want to stop seeing me.”
“Bett, please, come here. Come closer to me.” She moved and he met her halfway, holding her tightly in his arms. “I’m not going anywhere. And I don’t want you to go anywhere either.”
One night in the motel bar, Jim, Geraldine, and Bett were shocked into silence by the sound of Anna’s voice. It took them a moment to realize it was coming from the TV.
They sat staring at it, hearing her voice warmly extolling the virtues of a new range of baking products.
Geraldine started crying. Jim turned off the TV.
Bett went to Lola’s room each night to say good night, to check that she was okay, to make sure she had everything she needed. Lola had changed, too. She seemed older. When Bett hugged her now or when she curled up beside her on the bed like now, she felt that the spirit that had driven Lola had dimmed somehow. Nothing felt quite the same.
“It hurts so much, doesn’t it, Lola?”
“It does, darling.”
“Was it as bad as this for you when Edward died?”
There was a long pause. “It was different.”
“Does it really get better?”
“You get used to it, Bett. It becomes a part of you, like everything that happens to you in life becomes a part of you.”
Lola stopped talking then, just stroked the head on the pillow beside her until Bett fell asleep.



Chapter Thirty-two
Enjoy your stay, won’t you?”
It was six weeks after Anna’s death. Bett was at reception, checking in some late-night guests. Carrie had gone home for the night. Bett had handed them their room key, explained how to order breakfast, where the dining room was, and the opening hours for the bar. She’d felt like a liar, a fake, the entire time, as she smiled and tried to talk normally to them. She wondered if any of the guests noticed that there was something not quite right with the family in charge of this motel. Could they see that their smiles weren’t real? That they seemed to move more slowly than usual? That the life had gone out of all of them?
She had never expected it to hurt this much. She’d never expected to feel grief like a physical pain. But it was. She would be walking along and she’d feel the reminder of Anna’s death like a punch, a blow from nowhere. She felt exposed to the world, oversensitive, anxious, as if she had lost several layers of protective skin. She wanted to stop complete strangers, tell them that her sister was dead. That her beautiful thirty-four-year-old sister had died and that they had been given only weeks to say good-bye to her. Her heart ached for anyone who had lost someone suddenly, in a car accident or from a heart attack. She at least had had some time to say good-bye, to tell Anna how much she loved her. How much worse would it be if they hadn’t had that chance?
She hadn’t ever thought it was possible to have so many tears. To wake up every day with the same feeling in her chest. But she was a different person now, Bett realized. They all were. Her parents had changed, too. They worked as hard and the motel kept running, but there was a different rhythm to their movements. The same heaviness that Bett felt in herself.
Bett closed the registration book and found the day’s mail lying underneath it on the desk. She started opening it: bills, circulars, and several cards in pale cream envelopes. Word of Anna’s death had filtered through to her acting friends, advertisers she’d worked for in Sydney, clients, neighbors, and mothers of Ellen’s friends. The cards had come in a rush the first few weeks. Even now, weeks after, they were still arriving in twos and threes each day, some addressed simply to the Quinlan Family, some to her parents, some to Lola, or Carrie, or her. She opened them automatically, reading the messages, simple and heartfelt. “We are thinking of you in your great sorrow.” “She was a beautiful woman; we loved her and will miss her very much.”
Bett noticed the airmail sticker on the final envelope as she slit it open. There had been quite a few cards from Anna’s overseas friends, actors working in Los Angeles or New York, or in different parts of Europe. This one had an Irish postmark. She opened the card and read the message. Then she sat down and read it one more time, trying to make sense of it.
Dear Lola,
I write this tentatively, hoping that you are the same Lola Quinlan, originally from Leixcraig House, Kildare, Ireland, whom I knew more than sixty years ago.
I saw a program called Did You Know? on the Discovery Channel last week, featuring you and a musical you had written on General MacArthur. Would you be the same woman who married my brother Edward and then emigrated to Australia with him just before the war?
I am sad to write that Edward died five years ago, leaving behind no family. After he left Australia he continued to travel, spending some years in America, before returning to Ireland and the family home in Kildare. He died at home, aged seventy-eight. May he rest in peace.
Edward never explained the whole story of your separation but I wish you no ill will, Lola. If you find it in yourself to contact me, I would be pleased to hear from you.
Yours truly,
Margaret Hegarty (née Quinlan)
Bett walked as if she were in a dream, through the motel, out to the yard, along the row of rooms until she reached Lola’s door. She knocked once, twice. A soft voice called her in.
Lola was at her writing desk. “Bett? More cards? People are very kind.”
Bett couldn’t speak.
Lola was puzzled. “Bett? Are you all right?”
She handed the letter over to Lola without a word. She watched as Lola started to read, watched Lola’s hand creep up to her neck. Heard as if from a long way away Lola say softly, “Oh, dear God.”
Bett found her voice. “So Edward didn’t die during the war.”
Lola looked up. Her hand was still at her neck. “No, Bett, he didn’t.”
Bett wasn’t angry or upset. Not yet. She just needed to understand. “So who was Dad’s father?”
“It was Edward. He just didn’t know that I was pregnant when I left him.”
“You left him?”
“I had to. If I had stayed with him I—”
“You would have given Dad a father.” Bett was stunned. Confused. “Lola, I don’t understand. We had a grandfather all this time, and we didn’t meet him. He didn’t meet us. Me, or Carrie, or”—her voice faltered—“or Anna or Ellen.”
“I’m sorry, Bett.”
“Sorry for what? For leaving him? Or for not telling us the truth?”
“Only for not telling the truth. I couldn’t stay with him. He was not a good man. We shouldn’t ever have been together. And I didn’t realize it until too late. Until we were married and here in Australia.”
“But why the lies? Why say he was dead? Why not say you had left him?”
“Because this was the 1940s, Bett. Because a month after I left him I discovered I was pregnant with your father. I was a young woman in a new country at wartime. What choice did I have? It was better if people thought I was a tragic widow. A widow was respectable.”
“But I can’t understand why you didn’t ever tell us the truth.”
“How could I? Tell Jim that the father he thought was long dead was in fact very much alive? And then what? Try to find him? Trawl every bar in the country? The truth is, Bett, I didn’t ever want to see him again. I didn’t know what would happen if he found out he had a son and I didn’t want him to find out. He hit me once, one night he returned from a drinking binge, and that was enough for me. I didn’t want his family or mine getting their hands on Jim.”
Bett took back the letter, trying to make sense of everything she was hearing. She read the address. “She’s writing from Kildare. Is that where Edward was from? Where you were from?”
Lola nodded.
“That day I went to take photos. You sent me to completely the wrong place, didn’t you? Not just the wrong house, but the wrong side of the country.”
Lola was very calm. “I had to.”
“Why? Because you thought I’d find out the truth? Find him?”
“I panicked, I admit it. I was worried that you would go to the right house and possibly even find Edward living there. And I didn’t want you to have that shock. You might never have come back home, then.” Lola glanced down at the letter again. “But it seems he was dead by then. You wouldn’t have met him then either.”
“This will devastate Dad, you know that.”
“Only if he finds out.”
“You’re not going to tell him? Show him that letter?”
“No. There’s no point now. What he knows is enough. It was my decision years ago, and it’s one I’ve stuck with, even if it has been difficult.”
“But how can I keep a secret like that from my own father? From Mum? And Carrie? Ellen? Don’t you see they have to know?”
“No, I don’t.”
“You’d let the lie continue? You, who spent your entire life telling us to face our fears and tell the truth?”
“This is different.”
“No, it’s not. Lola, can’t you see this changes everything? It’s like everything you’ve ever told us has been a lie.”
“It changes nothing, Bett. I am the same person, you are the same person, all the things we have ever done or said to each other are the same.”
Bett stared at her. “I think you’re wrong. This changes everything.”
She left the room, shutting the door behind her. She ignored Lola’s call to come back.
Bett returned to the reception desk. She updated the booking register. Set out the last of the breakfast trays. She sent her parents to bed, and closed down the rest of the motel herself, switching off the lights one after the other.
She walked across the carpark to her room, pausing for a moment to look up at the clear sky, the Milky Way and the Southern Cross easily visible. She opened the door quietly and then nearly leaped out of her skin as she saw Lola, sitting in the armchair in the middle of the room.
“You won’t do this to me, Bett. I won’t have it.”
Bett was speechless.
“I won’t have you walk out on me like that, or ignore me, or stop talking to me because of this. Do you hear me?”
Bett had never seen Lola so angry. “I’m not ignoring you. I’m trying to take it all in. I can’t hear something like that, and just let it wash over me.”
“Of course you can. That’s exactly what you have to do with it. With any news. Let it wash over you, let it soak into you, and then get on with it. Nothing has changed, Bett. I still want you to face your fears and tell the truth. Even if your fear is that the family is ruined and that you hate and despise me forever. But at least you would have been courageous enough to say it.”
“I was trying to work out what I thought about it.”
“So tell me now. How do you feel?”
Lola didn’t need to mention a truth stick. Bett could feel it being pointed at her without being told. “I’m shocked.”
“Why?”
“Because I discovered my grandfather was alive all the time I thought he was dead.”
“Yes, that would be a shock. What else?”
Bett hesitated. “I’m disappointed.”
“Why?”
“Because the grandmother I idolized for years was lying to me for years.”
“A little melodramatic, perhaps, but all right, accepted. What else?”
“I’m sad, Lola.” The truth burst out of her. “Sad, sad, sad. And I can’t take any more of it. Any more bad things. Any more shocks.”
“Yes, you can. And you’ll take a lot more before you’re dead yourself. There’ll be more deaths, more disappointments, more people will let you down.”
“I can’t, Lola. I can’t take any more hurt.”
“You can and you will. Because there won’t just be hurt, Bett. There’ll be great happiness and moments of joy and lightheartedness and pleasure. Because that’s what life is like. Multicolored, not black and white. Stop judging people. Stop judging me. Step outside of yourself for one moment and think why I would have done what I did. Why I chose not to tell you.”
“I don’t know.”
“Then try harder.” A long pause. “Perhaps I was wrong. But I thought I was right. I had to believe I was right, to go on. There was a time, when your father was small, when things were very hard, when it would have been easier to go back to Edward, to Ireland, to take that life, take back the security. But I couldn’t do it. I wanted more, for me, for Jim, for my life. I wanted freedom and I wanted adventure and I wanted a life. I was trapped in my family, Bett. You can’t know how that feels, having all the freedom that you and your sisters had. I had none of that. It was rules and regulations and expectations and it was suffocating me. And marrying Edward and going to Australia seemed like a lifeline. But I knew within weeks that I’d made an even bigger mistake. He wasn’t what I thought he was. I wasn’t what he thought I was.”
“I can understand that. What I can’t understand is why you didn’t tell us the truth.”
“I’ve wanted to. For years. But there just never seemed the right time. I wasn’t sure who to tell. Even how to tell it. And these were lies out of necessity, not out of malice, or trickery. There is a difference. And the lies became real to me. I began to think of Edward as dead. Began to think fondly of him in a certain way. Because when life puts you in those situations you have to go on, you have to make something of yourself. I started living life pretending I was a brave young widow and so I had to become a brave young widow.”
“But it wasn’t true.”
“No, it wasn’t. And I can’t force you to forgive me. But I can ask you to use your imagination, the imagination I have done my best to feed over the years. I want you to imagine yourself in my place, to see how it might have been for me. You know me. And I know you. Don’t disappoint me.”
“You’ve disappointed me.”
“No. What I’ve done is show you one more bit of truth about me. And that is something you would rather not see. In fact, you’ve disappointed me.”
“What?”
“I would prefer you were the perfect understanding granddaughter just as you would prefer me to be the perfect faultless grandmother. But I’m not perfect. I never have been. I never will be.”
“You were perfect. You were the most wonderful grandmother.” Bett started to cry. “You still are the most wonderful grandmother.” She found herself in Lola’s arms. “I’m sorry, I’m so sorry. It was your life. You had to do what you had to do. Of course I know that. But it’s one more hurt, Lola. One more person gone, one more thing changing.”
“You wouldn’t have liked him.”
“That’s not the point. I might have liked him.”
“Really, you wouldn’t have.”
Bett was suddenly crying and laughing. “But I wanted the choice.”
“We don’t always get a choice. We don’t always get what we want. I wanted a good husband, not an awful drunken old bully. I wanted lots of things I didn’t get.” She held Bett close. “I also got things that I never wanted or expected.”
“Like Anna dying.”
“Anna dying. But also the life I’ve had with all of you. Because the real truth is that I have never loved anyone in my life like I love your father and the three of you, and now Ellen, too. And if I had to do it all over again to give you a better life, I would. Do you understand that? Because you have all been the most wonderful thing that ever came to me. More than I ever imagined I would have. We don’t get a list that we can tick off, Bett. I’ve learned that. Some things we can make happen, other things happen to us, other things surprise us, other things sneak up. We just have to keep going, whatever happens.”
“I can’t. I just hurt too much.”
“It will all become a part of you. I promise you that. This news. Even Anna’s death. You might think I am just a mad old woman, but I’ve seen a few things in my day.”
“I just want her back, Lola.”
“We all want her back, darling. All of us.”
Bett cried then as if it was the first time since Anna died, until her body hurt from it. Lola held her tight until it passed, until Bett’s breathing calmed, the shaking stopped. She spoke again, her head buried against Lola’s chest, her face wet with tears. “I’m so sorry, Lola.”
“It’s all right.” She kissed Bett’s forehead, tucked a lock of hair behind one of her ears.
“I would never have stopped talking to you.”
“I know. I wouldn’t have let you.”
“And I won’t tell Dad or Mum or Carrie. It’s not for me to tell them any of this.”
“You can if you want to. It’s up to you. I can’t stop you.”
“What good would it do?” Bett hesitated. “Are you going to write back to Edward’s sister?”
Lola shook her head. “There’s no point. I think it’s best that I don’t.”
“But is it wrong for me to have a secret from the rest of my family? That you and I know, and the others don’t?”
“A family without secrets is a very boring family. And I don’t think we want to be a boring family, do we?”
Bett shook her head.
“Come here to me.” She took Bett’s face between her two hands. “I’m sorry I hurt you, too. Because you are very precious to me. I want you to know that. And I’m glad you know. I’m glad it’s you who found out.”
Bett mirrored the action, her hands against Lola’s soft, powdered skin. “I’m glad it was me, too.” She stared at the older woman’s face, the blush, the lipstick. “But you’ve been very bold, you know that.”
“Very bold, yes. But what else am I?”
“You’re my darling.”
“That’s right. Now go to bed, Bett.”
“No.”
“You’re disobeying me?”
“Yes. I want you to talk to me about it. I want to hear everything. About what it was like for you. How you found the first guesthouse to manage.”
“It was an ad in the newspaper.”
“How you managed to buy that first one.”
“I saved. I saved and scrimped until I had enough.”
“And were you ever frightened? Did you ever think you’d done the wrong thing?”
“Many times. I cried myself to sleep many nights. But I kept telling myself that it could only get better. That it was better than what I’d had before. And that I would get through, for Jim’s sake and for my sake, too.”
“But even though you were scared and it was hard and there were bad times, it worked out in the end for you, didn’t it?”
“In most ways, yes.”
“I need to hear that, Lola. I need to hear that things can be bad but they can also get better.”
“I promise you.”
“You never saw your parents again, did you?”
“I didn’t, no. I wrote for a while, but then it got harder to make it up, to explain why I never mentioned Edward. So I wrote less often, until—”
“You lost contact.”
“It wasn’t unusual in those days. Letters took a long time to arrive. People didn’t expect to see their sons or daughters again after they went to Australia.”
“Did you miss them?”
“To begin with. But things were different back then. We didn’t expect to be close to our parents.” They exchanged a look.
Bett sat on the bed beside Lola’s armchair, picked up her hand, and started turning the ring. “This isn’t from Edward, either, is it?”
“No. I bought it for myself.”
“I want to hear where. I want to know why you bought that particular one.”
“Why do you want to know all that?”
“I just do. I want to hear all your stories. The real ones.”
Lola smiled. “You sounded just like your niece then, do you know that? Can I get my gin and tonic first?”
“Will you get me one as well?”
“At last. A drinking partner. I’ve been waiting for the day. Would you like ice? Lemon?”
“Yes, please.”
Lola was nearly at the door when she turned. “It’s going to be a long night, isn’t it?”
“I hope so,” Bett said.
“Shall I fetch the whole bottle?”
Bett smiled at her grandmother. “I think you may as well.”



Epilogue
Anna’s grave was on the high side of the cemetery, overlooking a sweep of vineyards curving in lines along the contours of the hills, tracing the edge of the dam. It was a cool, crisp May day, the sky blue and gray, the air fresh. They parked their cars at the bottom of the hill, walked up past the other graves, gravel and fallen gum leaves crunching under their feet. They had been preparing for two days, working from the detailed list. Everything they needed was now packed neatly into two baskets.
Glenn, Matthew, and Jim carried the chairs, arranging them around the gravestone, looking out over the hills. Geraldine and Bett laid the fold-up table with a linen tablecloth, champagne glasses, and the plates of food. “And orange juice for Ellen. Did we bring the orange juice?”
Ellen held it up. “It’s here, Lola.”
“Good girl.”
Once everything was organized, Lola stood up. “Now, we have to do exactly as she says. Just a moment, I can’t read my own writing. Oh, well done, Anna. What a perfect way to begin.” Leaning on her stick, she started reading aloud from a piece of paper, written in her own hand. Anna had dictated the words to her three weeks before she died.
“ ‘First of all, pour champagne and orange juice and drink a toast to each other and to me.’ The champagne is a gift from Richard, by the way. The finest French, he told me.” Richard wrote to Lola every month or so. He was still at the newspaper in London, but he’d started working on the novel again, he’d told her. Lola shook her head, laughing softly. “Do you know Anna even dictated stage directions? ‘You are all to lift your glasses into the air—joyfully.’ Not too joyfully, everyone, or you’ll spill it.”
Anna had left exact instructions on how they were to mark the first anniversary of her death. Carrie had laughed as she read through it several days before. It was like a mini play, filled with stage directions, a cast list (“my family”), what props they’d need, and the setting: her graveside at lunchtime.
“Is this joyful?” Ellen asked, moving her glass of juice vigorously from side to side.
“I’d say that’s more enthusiastic than joyful,” Bett said, stepping out of the way as drops of juice flew through the air. “Slow it down a little. That’s it, Ellie, perfect.” She turned in time to see Carrie juggling her baby daughter on one hip, a bottle in one hand, a glass in the other. “Carrie, are you okay there? Do you want me to take her?”
She pulled a face. “Would you, Bett? Just for a second? Until I grow another arm?”
Bett took her five-month-old niece, moving her head back as a little hand made a grab for one of her earrings. She’d been christened Delia Anna three months earlier. “Her name had to start with the letter D, didn’t it?” Carrie had said. “We had A for Anna, B for Bett, C for Carrie and then a jump to E for Ellen. This way she’s a bridge between us. She joins us all up again.”
“Ready, everyone? You all have your glasses?” Lola called out the toast. “To us and to Anna.”
“To us and to Anna,” they echoed. The clinking of glasses was loud in the clear air.
“And now to the food,” Lola said gloomily. They all stared down at the array of dishes on the table. No one moved.
“It’s a bit hard to know where to start, isn’t it?” Jim said.
“I just wish I hadn’t been pregnant when Anna asked me what my favorite food was,” Carrie said, looking balefully at her plate piled high with sardines.
“I certainly wouldn’t have said mashed potatoes if I’d known what she was up to,” Geraldine said, looking just as bleakly at the large bowl. “Bett, will you share your chocolate pudding?”
“Only when you’ve finished your potatoes. You know the rules, Mum. No dessert until your plate is clean.”
Jim squeezed Geraldine’s hand. “You can have some of my cake, love.”
Glenn took a tiny spoonful of Beluga caviar and said nothing. Ellen was also perfectly happy with her plate of doughnuts. Matthew was already halfway through his ham and pineapple pizza.
“Are we allowed to top up the glasses, Lola?” Glenn asked. Lola checked Anna’s instructions. “She didn’t say, but as the matriarch, I’ll make the decision. Of course you can. Have as much as you like.”
“Shall I give Mum a glass of champagne?” Ellen asked. “She liked champagne, Dad, didn’t she?”
“She sure did.” He poured a glass and they watched as Ellen balanced it on the gravestone.
“I was talking to her last night,” Ellen said as she came back and settled herself on her father’s knee. “I asked her how things were and told her about the flight from Singapore and how Dad and I are going to Disneyland next week.”
“And did she say anything back?” Bett asked, keeping her tone light.
Ellen gave her a pitying look. “No, of course not. I say her bits for her. Like when we do plays at school, and I play more than one part. So I told Mum that we were going to Disneyland and she said, ‘That’s wonderful, Ellen.’ ” Ellen lowered her voice and for a minute sounded very like Anna. “ ‘Have lots of fun, won’t you? But don’t eat too much ice cream before you go on the rides or you’ll be sick.’ ”
Lola peered up into the sky. The blue was nearly gone, darker clouds coming in their direction. “I think we should move on to the entertainment section of the afternoon. You’ve all been rehearsing, I hope? Bett, we’ll start with you.”
Bett stood up and took a sheet of lyrics from her bag, remembering the moment she had unknowingly chosen her song. She had been sitting beside Anna’s bed, answering her soft-voiced questions about her days in London, when, midway, Anna had stopped her and said, “Name a song, Bett, quick. The first one that comes to mind.”
“ ‘London Calling’ by The Clash,” Bett had answered, surprised. “Why?”
“Just wondering. Go on, you were telling me about your boss Karl and the punk bands …”
Bett finished her song and took a bow. Carrie was next, with a stirring version of U2’s “I Still Haven’t Found What I’m Looking For.” Anna had asked her to name a song while she was searching through the pile of magazines on Anna’s bedside. Ellen sang “Don’t Sit Under the Apple Tree.” Lola, Bett, and Carrie joined in on the chorus. Geraldine followed her with “Sadie the Cleaning Lady.” She’d been washing the windows in Anna’s room. Glenn had been at the airport when Anna phoned and asked him. He did a very enthusiastic version of “Leaving on a Jet Plane.” They all laughed as Jim sang “Bob the Builder.” He had been looking out at the house being built on the hill opposite the motel when Anna asked him. Lola sang “Lola”—she and Anna had been reminiscing about the eightieth birthday party. Matthew sang “Baa Baa Black Sheep,” doing his best through everyone’s teasing. “I’d just come from work when I visited her. What did you expect me to say? Nellie the Elephant?”
Lola applauded. “Beautiful, everyone. You should be proud of yourselves. And now, another message for all of us.” She unfolded the last piece of paper and started reading, her voice strong and clear in the afternoon air.
To my darling family,
If it is possible for me to be watching you today, I promise you I will be. If you notice some champagne missing from your glasses, that will be me who has taken it, too. This note won’t be the Gettysburg Address, and I can’t think of anything as memorable as General MacArthur’s “I shall return.” All I want to say is that I love you all very much, and thank you for all you did for me and for my beautiful Ellen, during my life. I have been very, very lucky. Thank you for being so obedient today and don’t worry, I’m not going to make you come back here year after year. It’s up to each of you how you remember me from now on, but please keep eating your favorite things, drinking champagne, talking to one another, and singing good and bad songs, even if I’m not there to boss you around.
With all my love,
Anna
Lola held up her glass. “Another toast, I think. Just to Anna.”
“Just to Anna,” they all echoed.
Everything was packed up into the baskets again and the chairs folded by the time the first spatters of rain started falling. Geraldine, Jim, Glenn, Carrie, and Matthew walked ahead, Delia in Matthew’s arms. Behind them, a little more slowly, came Lola, Bett, and Ellen.
“I miss my mum every single day,” Ellen said.
Bett squeezed her hand. “I do, too, Ellie.”
They reached the bottom of the hill and started walking to the wrought-iron gate at the entrance.
“What would Mum have done if we hadn’t been obedient today?” Ellen asked as they reached it.
“Haunt us, probably,” Lola said.
“What’s haunt?”
“It’s when someone keeps appearing all the time to keep an eye on you, making sure you’re okay,” Lola explained.
“Like Daniel does with Bett, you mean?” Ellen said.
Lola smiled at Bett. “A bit like that.”
Arm in arm, the three of them walked back to the carpark where Daniel was waiting for them.
ONE YEAR LATER
Bett looked up as the screen door snapped shut. “Is everything all right?”
“It’s fine,” Daniel said. “She just rang to say they’re running a bit late. Mum’s insisting on wearing something pink, apparently, and Christine said she couldn’t decide between the dark pink or the light pink. They’ll be here soon, though.”
“That’s great. There’s no rush, anyway.” It wasn’t a formal lunch, just a barbecue and some salads. Everything was ready to go, the barbecue coals heating, the table already set in the garden. They’d been lucky with the weather, blue and clear, with no sign of the rain they’d had the previous year. It was just as well. It would have been very crowded in their small living room. Bett checked the time. There was still an hour before Ellen was going to ring from Singapore. Everyone was sure to be there by then. Bett had promised Ellen, and Glenn, that she would be able to say hello to them all, even if she wasn’t with them on the actual date of Anna’s second anniversary.
Two years on, Bett had realized that it wasn’t the date that made them think of Anna, in any case. Thoughts of her flowed freely between all of them, no matter where they were or when it was. There were memories and conversations that made them sad, memories that made them laugh. It helped them all when Ellen came to stay, or when they went to visit her and Glenn in Singapore. Ellen was so like Anna physically it still surprised them to see her each time, yet they could see her own personality getting stronger. Sometimes they would share their thoughts of Anna with her or with one another. Other times the memories were more personal, private. It was as Lola had said. Anna’s life and Anna’s death had become a part of them all.
Bett shifted up a little so Daniel could sit on the high-backed swing seat beside her. They both put their feet up on the veranda rail. Daniel went back to the book he’d been reading when the phone had rung. She returned to the last few pages of hers.
They had moved into this house together nearly a year before. It was a stone cottage in the hills behind the motel, right on the northern edge of Clare. The town was on one side, gum trees, bare paddocks, and vineyards on the other. The intention had been to renovate the house themselves, but they’d been rapidly losing interest. Reading was much more fun than scraping paint, they’d discovered.
“Bett?”
“Mmm.”
“What about Fred?”
Bett gave it some thought. “No, I don’t think so.”
“Florence?”
“No.”
“Flossy?”
“If we have a pony instead of a baby, sure.” She turned. “Daniel, the name doesn’t really have to start with an F.”
“Yes, it does. I love the idea of it.” He put down the battered copy of 1001 Names for Your Baby. “And we have to get in quick, before Carrie and Matthew have another one, and we get stuck with G.”
Bett laughed. “Can we get the wedding out of the way before we worry about the baby’s name? I’m not even pregnant.”
“Not for want of trying. Have we got a few minutes now to give it another go, before the others arrive?”
“No, we haven’t. Anyway, what if we can’t have children?”
“Then we’ll get lots of pets and treat them like our children.”
She smiled and went back to her book. She was on the second to last page when he spoke again.
“Bett, how do you feel about having eleven children? Or eleven pets?”
“Pardon?”
“I’ve just worked it out mathematically. If you and Carrie spend the next eleven years having a baby a year, you and I will end up with Z. Isn’t that great? I’ve always liked the name Zelda, or Zephaniah if it’s a boy. Or we could try for quadruplets. That would speed it up a bit. But maybe that’s asking a bit much. What about going as far as Yvonne?”
“That’s a lovely offer, Dan, but no, I don’t think so.” Bett stood up as Carrie and Matthew’s car turned off the main road and started up the dirt road to their cottage. She could already see Lola waving majestically from the backseat. Not far behind them she saw her parents’ car.
Daniel stood beside her, his arm across her back. He leaned down and brushed his lips against her ear. “Xanthes?”
She shook her head.
He lowered his voice even more. “Wilhelmina?”
She started to laugh. “No, Dan.”
“Violet? Ursula? Thomasina? Please, Bett, can’t we have a Thomasina? You’d grow to love her, I know you would. And Saxon. And Rhiannon. As for Quincy, and Peony …”
She turned in his arms. “All this time we’ve known each other and I never realized you knew your alphabet backward.”
“I can juggle a bit, too. I could teach the children. We could go on the road, pick up where the Alphabet Sisters left off. All of us juggling together. Little Olaf, and Nero, and Magenta. Leopold. Klaus …”
Carrie and Matthew’s car came to a halt at the end of their garden.
Bett looked up at Daniel and smiled. “Have you finished?”
“Nearly,” he said, a sparkle in his eye. “Jefferson. Indigo …”
She was laughing again as she walked down the steps to greet her family.
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Chapter One
EVEN AFTER more than sixty years of living in Australia, eighty-four-year-old Lola Quinlan couldn’t get used to a hot Christmas. Back home in Ireland, December had meant short days, darkness by four P.M., open fires, and frosty walks. Snow if they were lucky. Her mother had loved following Christmas traditions, many of them passed down by her own mother. The tree decorated a week before Christmas Day and not a day earlier. Carols in the chilly church before Midnight Mass. Lola’s favorite tradition of all had been the placing of a lit candle in each window of the house on Christmas Eve. It was a symbolic welcome to Mary and Joseph, but also a message to any passing stranger that they would be made welcome too. As a child, she’d begged to be the one to light the candles, carefully tying back the curtains to avoid the chance of fire. Afterward, she’d stood outside with her parents, their breath three frosty clouds, gazing up at their two-story house transformed into something almost magical.
She was a long way from Ireland and dark, frosty Decembers now. Sixteen thousand kilometers and about thirty-five degrees Celsius, to be exact. The temperature in the Clare Valley of South Australia was already heading toward forty degrees and it wasn’t even ten A.M. yet. The hills that were visible through the window were burnt golden by the sun, not a blade of green grass to be seen. There was no sound of carols or tinkling sleigh bells. The loudest noise was coming from the airconditioner behind her. If she did take a notion to start lighting candles and placing them in all the windows, there was every chance the fire brigade would come roaring up the hill, sirens blaring and water hoses at the ready. At last count, the Valley View Motel that Lola called home had more than sixty windows. Imagine that, Lola mused. Sixty candles ablaze at once. It would be quite a sight. Almost worth the trouble it would cause …
“Are you plotting mischief? I know that look.”
At the sound of her son’s voice, Lola turned from her seat at one of the dining room tables and smiled. “I wouldn’t dream of it. You know me, harmless as a kitten.”
Jim simply raised an eyebrow, before pulling out a chair and sitting down opposite his mother. “I was talking about you with Bett and Carrie today. We’ve all agreed it’s not too late to change your mind.”
“About what? My lunch order? It’s Friday. I always have fish on Fridays.” Another tradition from her days in Ireland, even if she’d long ago stopped following any religion.
“About you sending us away and taking charge of a fifteen-room motel on your own for five days. At Christmas. At the age of eighty-four.”
“You make me sound quite mad.”
“I don’t, actually. You manage it perfectly well on your own.”
Lola stood, reached for her stick, and drew herself up to her full five foot nine inches, fixing her sixty-four-year-old son with the gaze that had worked to silence him as a child, but hadn’t had much effect for many years now. There was a brief staring contest and then she started to laugh. “Of course I’m mad, darling. You don’t live as long as I do if you have any sense. What’s the point? Hips giving up, hearing going, wits long gone—”
“So you admit it, then? Will I call off our driving trip? Tell Bett and Carrie to cancel their holidays too? Say that you’d gone temporarily insane and you didn’t mean it?”
“And what? Let you and Geraldine down? Let down my poor adorable granddaughters and their even more adorable children, not to mention their handsome husbands and their handsome husbands’ families? Never. In fact, why don’t you leave now, all of you? Begone. Leave an old lady in relative peace. Literally.”
“That’s what I’m worried about. What if we’re not leaving you in peace?”
“It’s the middle of one of the hottest summers on record. We haven’t had a drop of rain in years. The Valley is beautiful, yes, but as dry as a bone. Who on earth is going to choose to spend Christmas in a parched country motel?” She opened the bookings register to the week of December twenty-fifth and placed it in front of her son. “See? Not a sinner. Or a saint. It’ll just be poor old me rattling around the place on my own, while the turkey stays happily frozen, the puddings soak in their brandy for another twelve months and you and Geraldine and the girls hopefully get to have a proper Christmas break.”
Jim flicked through the pages, frowning. “It’s odd, isn’t it? This time last year we were much busier. I thought we’d have at least one booking, that you’d have someone to talk to.”
“I’ll be grand, darling. I’ll have the radio for company. They have lovely programs on Christmas Day for lonely, abandoned old women like myself.” She laughed at the expression on his face. “I’m teasing you, Jim. Don’t get guilty on me and insist on staying, please. You know I enjoy my own company. Now, shouldn’t you be helping Geraldine pack your bags? Getting the tires pumped up? Checking the oil? A driving holiday won’t organize itself.”
Jim was still distracted by the empty bookings register. “That’s the last time I try an online advertising campaign. Everybody kept telling me it’s the only way people find motel accommodation these days, but it obviously didn’t work for us. Our computer problems haven’t helped, either.”
“Never mind, darling. Worry about your advertising next year. Off you go and leave me alone. I have eighty-four action-packed years I want to sit here and reminisce about before I go do my shift at the charity shop.”
“I think you should cut down your hours there, by the way.”
She put her fingers in her ears. “Not listening, Jim. Reminiscing.” She shut her eyes, tight, like a child, until he left the room.
After a moment, she opened one eye to be sure he’d gone. Thank God. Any longer and she’d have been forced to tell him the truth. That in fact his online advertising campaign had worked wonders. She’d been receiving email enquiries all week. Not on the motel computer, of course. It had been broken—been “down,” in the computer parlance she loved using—for the past four days. Her official story to her fortunately distracted son and his wife was that the server was having problems. (“Server!” she’d said, pretending more amazement. “In my day that word meant maid or waitress!”) The truth was she’d pulled out the Internet cable on the office computer. Hidden it, too, to be doubly sure they stayed offline. The last thing she needed was Jim or Geraldine seeing the emails asking for more information about their Christmas special offer. As it happened, they didn’t know much about what that Christmas special offer comprised, either. Why bother them, when they were in almost-holiday mode? When even the hint that there could be a Christmas guest or two at the Valley View Motel might make them change their minds about going away?
Lola had given her plan a great deal of thought. Firstly, Jim and Geraldine badly needed a break. Or, more accurately, Jim was due a break and Lola badly needed a break from her daughter-in-law. She loved Jim dearly but there had never been any love lost between herself and Geraldine. It had never been open warfare, for Jim’s sake—more subtle, underlying hostility. Lola herself could talk to a stone on the road if the occasion warranted it, yet in all the time they’d known each other—almost forty years—she and Geraldine had never managed a single lively, interesting conversation. The tragic events in the family nearly five years earlier had prompted a thaw, a brief closeness between the two of them, mothers both, but it hadn’t lasted. Lola thought Geraldine was a “narrow-minded” humorless milksop, and Geraldine thought—well, really, who cared what Geraldine thought of her? As Lola liked to say airily whenever she caught Geraldine giving her a disapproving glance, “Don’t worry, dear. You’ll be able to pack me off to a home for the bewildered any moment now. I’m sure I lose more of my marbles every day.”
Lola’s opinion of Jim and Geraldine’s daughters was a different story. She didn’t just love them. She adored them. Anna, Bett, and Carrie, her three Alphabet Sisters.
Theirs had been an unconventional childhood, living in motels, moving from town to town. Lola had taken over their care while their parents both worked. She’d revelled in all three girls, filling their lives with fun, adventure, and especially music. She’d even coaxed them into a short-lived and frankly unsuccessful career as a childhood singing trio called, of course, The Alphabet Sisters. A young Anna had taken it seriously, Bett had cringed through it, and Carrie had basked in the attention. Lola herself had been thoroughly amused and even more entertained. Everything about her three granddaughters had amused and entertained her.
But where there had been three, now there were two. Like a line from an old poem, so true and so heartbreaking, still. It was almost five years now since her oldest granddaughter Anna’s death from cancer at the age of thirty-four. Years of pain, sorrow, tears. Lola knew they were all still coming to terms with it, each in their own way. Even now, thinking of Anna sent a too-familiar spike of grief into her heart, less sharp now, but ever present. She knew Anna was gone, visited her grave once a month if not more often, yet sometimes she found herself reaching for the phone to call her, wanting to tell her a story or be told a story in return. Share a memory. Laugh about something. Simply hear her beautiful voice one more time.
Lola knew it was no coincidence that her other two granddaughters had stayed in the Valley, close to the family motel, since Anna’s death. There’d been a need to be near each other, to talk often and openly about Anna, to cherish and celebrate good times and happy events. The missing link was Anna’s daughter, Ellen, now aged twelve, who lived in Hong Kong with her father, Glenn. In the years since Anna’s death, Glenn’s work as an advertising executive had taken him and Ellen to Singapore, Kuala Lumpur, and now Hong Kong. It hadn’t been easy on any of them, Anna’s only child being so far away, but they had all understood that it was best for her and for her father to be together.
A family never completely got over a loss like theirs, Lola knew. The Quinlans hadn’t. Instead, they’d changed shape. It was the only way they’d been able to go on. And what better way for any family to change shape than with the arrival of babies, to help fill the gap Anna had left behind? Lola smiled even at the thought of her great-grandchildren. Carrie and her husband, Matthew, now had three children, Delia, aged four and a half, Freya, three, and two-year-old George. They’d kept up the family tradition of alphabetical names. Ellen had already bagged the “E” spot. Lola’s middle granddaughter Bett and her husband, Daniel, were the proud, if exhausted, parents of seven-month-old twins, Zachary and Yvette. They’d kept up the family naming tradition, too, although from the other direction. The twins were, in Lola’s opinion, the two most glorious babies on the planet, but heavens, the racket they made! Like echo chambers–one making a noise would set off the other.
An old friend of Bett’s had invited them to celebrate Christmas with her and her husband at their beach house near Robe, volunteering their teenage children for twin-sitting, meaning sleep-ins for Bett and Daniel. Lola had seen the longing in Bett’s eyes at the idea of it. Lola also knew that Carrie and Matthew and their little ones hadn’t spent a Christmas with his family in New South Wales yet. It was definitely time they did. The two girls had also expressed concern that Lola would be on her own in the motel at Christmas, but she’d argued just as forcefully with them that it was what she wanted. “I’ve had zillions of family Christmases,” she’d said. “Let’s all try something new this year. And I’ve been managing motels since before you were born. I can easily handle a few days on my own.”
She checked her delicate gold wristwatch. Good, nearly ten a.m., the time she’d arranged to be collected for her stint at the charity shop. Her alleged stint. Oh, she would do a bit of sorting and selling while she was there, but, frankly, she had bigger fish to fry these days. One step through the ordinary faded curtain at the rear of the shop and it was like being in a NASA control room, not a country thrift shop storeroom. There was not just a computer, but a modem, scanner, and printer. Even a little camera.
“Ladies, we have ourselves a portal to the World Wide Web,” Lola had announced the first day it was in operation, enjoying the look of surprise her young friend and computer guru, Luke, gave her. But of course she knew about the world wide web. And emailing. And blogging. She spent hours during the night listening to the radio, poring over newspapers, watching TV documentaries—how could she not know about new media? She’d been dying to give it all a try herself. And once the equipment was in place, she’d taken to it like a, well, not duck to water … What term would be more appropriate? Bill Gates to money-making? Luke had been amazed she’d heard of Bill Gates, too. Honestly, did he think she’d spent the past eighty-four years in an isolation unit?
She couldn’t wait to get onto the keyboard again today. She had so much to do. Catching up on the motel Christmas situation was a priority, but she also had an email to write to Ellen in Hong Kong. Lola didn’t get to see her nearly as often as she’d like, once a year at most, but the letters, phone calls, and lately emails they exchanged kept the bond between them strong. They had a regular correspondence going these days. Lola had even learned how to email photos of herself to Ellen. At Ellen’s request, in fact. For some reason, Ellen seemed to find Lola’s fashion style amusing.
Wow, Really-Great-Gran! she’d written in her last email. Pink tights and leopard-skin dress as day-wear? Watch out, Lady Gaga!
Lola googled this Lady Gaga and rather than being insulted, had been inspired. Which reminded her she wasn’t fully dressed yet. Fine for around the motel, but not spruced up enough for the shop. She made her way to her current room—number eleven of the motel’s fifteen rooms, the one with the beautiful view over the hills with just a glimpse of a vineyard. It was part of her arrangement with Jim and Geraldine, that she lived in her pick of the motel’s rooms rather than share the managers’ quarters with them. She’d just finished adding the final touch to her day’s outfit of purple pantsuit and gold belt—a large pink flower pinned in her short white hair—when she heard the sound of young Luke’s old Corolla straining its way up the drive. Ah, that lovely boy. So reliable. So clever, too.
It was twenty-three-year-old Luke who’d organized the entire computer setup in the charity shop. After finishing his apprenticeship with a local electrician, he’d moved to Adelaide, trained in IT, and was now rising through the ranks of a successful computer installation firm. The shop computer was what he called his “after-work work,” a labor of love whenever he was back in Clare visiting his mother, Patricia, another of the volunteers. There’d been opposition at first from some of the other ladies, but once they’d seen it in operation, well, it had become quite a computer club. Lola had needed to set up a schedule to be sure she got enough time for her own activities. Between Lola’s oldest friend Margaret and her online bridge club, Patricia and her Etsy handicrafts addiction, and another volunteer, Kay, with her eight hundred Facebook friends, it was sometimes hard to get even an hour at the computer to herself. There was also Joan, who loved posting videos of her cat on YouTube, another lady who Skyped her son in Copenhagen every Saturday, and even Bill, the shop handyman, who made a big deal of not having a TV at home but spent hours each week watching reruns on TV network websites. Remarkable all around, really. Their average human age was seventy-five. Average computer skills age mid-twenties, according to Luke. “You oldies pick things up quickly, don’t you?” he’d said admiringly, early on in his training sessions. “I wasn’t sure you’d get a handle on all of this.”
“I’ll have you know I used to run my own accountancy business,” Margaret announced, piqued.
“I was CEO of a local council,” Joan said.
“These hands helped more than a thousand cows give birth,” Kay the dairy farmer said, holding them up.
Luke had looked quite shocked.
As Lola pulled the door to her room shut behind her now and made her way to the front of the motel, she thought she saw Geraldine look out the dining room window. She gave her daughter-in-law a cheery wave. If Geraldine saw her, she didn’t respond. No manners as well as no personality, Lola thought. “Bye for now!” she called to whoever else might be watching. “Off I go into town. Off I go to do some useful charity work.”
An hour later, Lola’s mood wasn’t so bright. She’d been mistaken about the response to the Valley View Motel’s online Christmas offer. Yes, there had been more than a dozen enquiries via email, but not a single follow-up booking. God forbid she would actually have to spend Christmas alone. She peeked through the curtain separating the office from the shop itself—only one customer browsing and Margaret was well able to handle her.
Lola frowned as she checked the emails again. No bookings at all? Why ever not? She clicked on one of the queries at random, and noticed the mobile number under the person’s name. Was it standard business practice to make a follow-up call? Perhaps, perhaps not, but how else was she to find out? She took out her mobile phone. Luke had been astonished to see that as well. “You use a mobile?”
“Only for the time being. I’m saving up for an iPhone,” Lola told him. It was true, she was.
Her call was answered on the third ring. Lola put on her most polite voice. “Good afternoon. My name is Lola Quinlan and I wonder if you can help me. I’m doing a marketing survey into a recent online advertising campaign. No, please, don’t hang up. I won’t be long. Let me cut to the chase. You enquired about but didn’t book the Valley View Motel. Why not?” She listened for a moment. “But it’s not expensive. Not compared to other places. Really? You did? For three nights and Christmas lunch included? My word, that is a bargain. I’d have gone there instead myself.” She made three more calls. Two gave her the same answer—they’d found cheaper packages elsewhere. The third person had decided to stay home for Christmas.
Lola clicked on the different computer files until she found the wording for her Valley View Christmas Special online ad. Jim had given her his version before he’d sent it to the online accommodation sites. She’d tinkered with it a little bit before sending it out to some more sites of her own choosing, but obviously she’d not tinkered enough. Luke had given her a lesson in something he called meta-tags, words that people might use when going searching—”surfing, you mean,” she’d corrected him—online. She’d rewritten Jim’s ad until it included nearly every Christmassy word she could think of. Christmas. Pudding. Santa. Carols. Holly. Come stay in our lovely ho-ho-hotel! The Valley View was actually a motel, but still … The special offer included three nights’ bed and breakfast and a special three-course Christmas lunch—turkey and all the trimmings! She’d also added a line about a surprise gift for everyone. They would be surprising—so far they included a travel clock, a wooden picture frame, a jigsaw puzzle that she hoped had all its pieces, and a rather alarming red tie, all chosen from the bags of donations left for the charity shop. Lola had paid for them, of course. Above the odds, too.
She peeked through the curtain again. The customer had left and Margaret was now dusting the bookshelves. “Everything okay, Margaret?” Lola called out.
“Counting down the minutes, Lola,” Margaret called back.
Drat, Lola thought. She’d hoped Margaret would forget about her turn. She quickly sent an email to Ellen, sending her lots of love and asking for all her news, then turned her attention back to Christmas. She shut her eyes to concentrate hard for a moment, trying to remember marketing tips from the online course she’d completed the previous year. Eye-catching headings, tick. Clear, concise offers, tick. Irresistible offers. That was obviously where she’d gone wrong. Her current offer was too easy to resist. What would make something irresistible?
If it was free?
It took her only a minute to compose the new ad. Just as well, she had only eight minutes left before she’d have to hand the computer over to Margaret and her online bridge game. If Lola had followed Luke’s instructions correctly, the next group of people who emailed asking for extra details about the Valley View Motel’s Christmas package would receive this automated email in return:
CONGRATULATIONS!
You are the lucky winner of the Valley View Motel’s special Christmas package draw! Three nights’ accommodation, breakfast each day, and a slap-up Christmas lunch—all completely free! Simply reply to this email within twenty-four hours and include your contact details and I’ll get right back to you.
For extra authenticity, she added her own signature—she’d recently learned to scan it—and her mobile number. She pressed Send, sat back, and smiled. The bait was out there. All she had to do now was wait.
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SISTERS TALKING ABOUT SISTERS
MONICA MCINERNEY, author of The Alphabet Sisters, has a real-time e-mail conversation with her three real-life sisters. Lea, forty-five years old and a management consultant, is in Hobart, Tasmania. In South Australia is Marie, forty-three, a journalist and mother of four (three girls and a four-week-old boy); and Maura, thirty-eight, mother of Xavier, also four weeks old. Monica, thirty-nine, is in Dublin, where she lives with her Irish husband.
There are also three brothers in the McInerney family, Paul, Stephen, and Rob. Their mother, Mary, now lives in Adelaide, after moving from the family home in the Clare Valley (the setting for The Alphabet Sisters) last year. Their father, Steve, was the railway stationmaster in the Clare Valley for more than thirty years. He died of cancer in March 2000.
MONICA: Hello, my sisters. To set the scene—it’s 8 am in Dublin. It’s been lashing rain all night, but so far this morning it is dry with a watery blue sky. I’m at my desk in my office, with the lights on because it’s still dark. It’s getting very autumnal for this early in October. All the trees are changing color, everyone has colds, and we’re about to switch to winter time, so it will be dark at 5 pm soon. There are Christmas decorations in the shops, too, by the way.
LEA: I’m here in Hobart, at 6 pm. Switching to summer time robbed us of an hour of sleep on the weekend so I’m as tired, grumpy, and disorganized as a mother with a newborn baby. Check this out and you’ll be able to see Hobart’s weather for yourself: http://www.rosebay.tased.edu.au/webcam
MARIE: It’s a beautiful bright spring day here in Adelaide, 4:30 in the afternoon, but I just got up from a nap. The new baby’s unsettled, so are the rest of us, and I don’t think I’ll even get to the shops before Christmas.
MAURA: Okay, maybe I’m last, but then, so I was! I’m in a place away from my home in Clare—I’m at our mother’s house in Adelaide (I’m her favorite daughter, just in case that subject comes up) and it’s a lovely sunny day. My ma is sitting on the verandah holding my beautiful four-week-old son, Xavier. Hopes are he will nap until we’re done here.
LEA: This is going to be a bit weird, like that seven-second satellite delay thing that happens on the TV news. Any ideas for managing it? (said the eldest one)
MARIE: Maybe we should set up a chat room (said the second eldest, creatively and innovatively, yet not knowing what a chat room was or where the door would be)
MAURA: No, forget the chat room, this is fun. You spend the whole time trying to catch up and being all confused as to what’s going on. Kind of like my life, really.
MONICA: What about I start by asking you three a few questions? (said the bossiest one)
LEA: I thought Marie was the bossiest one.
MARIE: No, smartest!
MONICA: First question, then. How do you think your relationship with your sisters differs from your relationship with other female friends?
LEA: I am quite happy with my friends to behave like a forty-five-year-old, whereas with my sisters I am perennially eight years old, at least for some subjects.
MAURA: My relationship with my sisters is:
(a) Different, depending on which sister we’re talking about. There is, though, a thread of sameness—probably about shared memories (although that’s probably not true—being the youngest girl, I was raised on stories about what happened in the family while we were growing up, so I’m actually not sure whether what I recall is actually my own memory at work, or a recollection of stories I’ve been told). Friendships are usually different because they’re more grounded in the present.
(b) Tension-filled at times. Curiously, my relationships with my sisters are both more relaxed than with my friends (the go-into-their-house-and-make-your-own-toast thing) and more tense (awareness of how to hurt the other, whether intentionally or, more often, not).
MARIE: I think I have different relationships with each of you, and each is very valued and loved. But, to generalize, I think my relationship with you all is, on some levels, more honest than what I have with many friends, although not always. I tend to let rip with my full and true colors to family—the good, the bad, the ugly and, particularly, the childish (in good and bad ways). But I might well not tell you all about every night out I’ve ever had or when I’m miffed with you. (Then I’ll tell my friends about you!)
I don’t really have different relationships with my friends, but my sisters are among my very best friends, and have set the template, really, for the level of intimacy, care, and consideration that I need from real friendship. That’s when you’re not all being mad/rude/out of control, of course.
LEA: Sisters—biggest laughs, biggest fights, biggest tantrums, biggest hearts.
Friends are all of these but the volume and color go down a notch or two (except when I am missing my sisters and transpose years of sister stuff onto girl friendships, creating surrogate sisters). I like Maura’s idea about friends being more grounded in the present. You’re kind of on alert with sisters, especially with three of them, for shots (I use the word reservedly) coming from any direction and any era. Often your sister didn’t mean anything by that, but the past is the filter you ran her comment or action through before it hit your normally intelligent and mature brain. A simple statement from a sister can be like the most dense and layered poem ever written.
MONICA: When I think about my sisters, I feel surrounded, and in the middle of something, hundreds of layers, going back years but also looking forward to how things will be for all of us, knowing we will be a part of one another’s lives. With my friends, thoughts come and go. I’m very focused when I’m with them, talking to them, e-mailing them, but we dip in and out of one another’s lives. With my sisters, I feel like I am immersed in you. You three are part of me, on my mind in a constant way, either when you’re worrying about something (perhaps a recent troubling conversation) or amusing me (something said in e-mail or conversation that makes me laugh out loud, which happens very often, or a childhood memory that can go either way) or making me feel grateful that I have each of you (the way I know I can call on each of you for help with work, life advice, or just to listen or laugh at a story).
Next question: Does it feel like our relationship has changed as we have gotten older, or are the battlefields/sticking points the ones formed in childhood?
MARIE: I think our relationships with one another change all the time and generally don’t relate to how things were when we were kids except when, all of a sudden, we hit a “stab from the past” road bump and then I can erupt in all the rage of childhood. I actually don’t see us in terms of oldest, youngest, prettiest (me!), most successful, etc. It’s more about relating to the different individuals we’ve become, despite all that shared background. Just when you think we all know what the other is talking about …
I forgot to say in the other bit that for me it’s the fun and laughing that are the most important. I do laugh with my sisters probably more than with any other people on earth.
LEA: I like the way we deal with the hard stuff—an amazing mix of hard-nosed practicality, deep love, and compassion, and then the blackest and wickedest of humor.
MAURA: I think my relationship with each of you has changed. As we’ve gotten older, I’ve learned more secrets about Lea and Marie. I wasn’t a part of their younger lives, but that’s fine, as I’ve heard about those times quite enough. With Moni, it’s a different sort of change—not the “just getting to know you” type of thing, because we shared a room and spent so much time together, even built an altar in our bedroom together and all. I think it’s become a little more mature. Most of the time at least.
I think there’s a different depth to our overall relationship as sisters since Dad died. Not a pious thing but just an acknowledgment that yucky things happen to even our family (even though we all perform as if it’s a golden world). As a result, I think we’re all a little bit kinder to one another because we have a shared vulnerability. It’s easier to be kind if you have a sense of the pain/confusion/guilt/anger that someone else can feel and Dad’s death gave us that measure, I reckon.
LEA: I agree with you about the Dad stuff. It did change things heaps and took us all a big leap into—oh, I don’t know—for me the things I ratted on about you guys to other people I no longer felt like doing anymore. We can sort of pick on one another now but it doesn’t feel vicious like it could/did in the past.
MONICA: I agree. It made everything more fragile and therefore more precious. When there were nine of us, when Dad was alive, it was like being part of a solar system, I thought. All revolving around one another, vaguely keeping in place. If you looked up or around, you knew who you would see. Dad dying changed that forever. I got—and still have—such a sense of things being able to change in an instant, and that a gap could appear at any moment, which would not just mean that terrible grief and shock, but also the shifting around, trying to make sense of it all. “What do we do now?” It’s made me—not obsessive, exactly, about thinking about you all, brothers, mum, as well as sisters—but so conscious of it. Being far away in Ireland sometimes makes me feel so sad, because I have a longing just to be close and in the middle of you all, and to feel safe and sure of the world. Wanting to be back to being eight years old again.
LEA: It was a big gift Mum and Dad gave us—that sense of safety when we were kids. Mum thinks that the house had a lot to do with our sense of ourselves and a certain confidence. This big, beautiful, solid home we had to go off to school from and come home to every day. Incredible security. And also Mum and Dad when there were troubles, both so solid, making us know we would be fine, we would get through, it’d be okay. I still have that sense from them mostly, although not always, since that gap in the wall that Dad’s death opened up. But if he opened it, it means he’s there somewhere on the other side of it. Hope so, sisters.
Regarding battlefields. All is well and yes, I feel I am very grown up and mature except when I’m tired, which always seems to happen when I am back in the bosom of the family. Then I get the sooks and am back in those eight-year-old shoes again. I think, for me, it is hard flying in and out for brief visits. I found it easier in a way being there on a continuing basis, like during the time with Dad when he was dying (except for that hard bit to it). I needed to be held within the family circle physically for a while and I think I regained my footing. I’m pretty wobbly on some of the trips back, as much because of what I’ve left behind (busy work, needing a holiday, being a bit stressed) as what I’m heading into on my visit (busy families, busy lives). It’s hard to gauge immediately or even in a few days where things lie with your sisters. You do have some of the most intimate talks with your sisters, but like any relationship, you can’t guarantee one another you’ll be in the place for a deep talk when each of you needs that connection.
MONICA: It’s been strange/odd/different/bad/good being away from you all the past couple of years, when so much has been happening in the family [the family home being sold, pregnancies, two new babies]. At times it’s been a bit like reading a book about you all, or hearing a radio serial. I’ve heard about your lives on the phone or read e-mails, rather than seen any of it happen, which gives it all that air of unreality. It’s been especially strange sometimes when I was working on the new book and shifting and changing plot lines or characters, and then reading a family e-mail and thinking “Well, perhaps now is the time that this happens or that character realizes this or these two people start being honest with each other.” Then I remember, “You can’t do that, these are real people in this e-mail, not your characters.” I know from past experience that it takes a little while to find my place in the family again after being away, trying to fit in, trying not to be hurt by all the in-jokes that have come up while I’ve been away. And also really wishing it could be like this all the time, all of us sitting around the table talking and laughing and trying to out-do one another, which is one of my favorite things in the world. But I also know I need to be away, because it is too seductive otherwise and I would never want to do anything other than talk and laugh with you.
I agree that we have very different relationships with one another. That makes sense. It criss-crosses back and forth, I think, depending on what each of us needs at the time. And of course it is different because of proximity—Maura and Marie, you see each other so regularly, that must make a big difference. It’s different for Lea and I, who drop in and out only a couple of times a year, or in my case these days, once every year or so.
LEA: We’re kind of like four intersecting circles (damn, if we were all together I’d draw you a diagram right now)—lots of bits overlapping, but also the bits of us that are our other lives, that we’re proud of, protective of, et cetera. I remember thinking when I was back in South Australia after Dad died that I could just stay there foreeever and that would be fine. But then there’s this little voice and this little finger saying, “C’mon, c’mon, there’s other things you have to do with your life, c’mon …” You think, oh, it’s hard and I miss everyone and I feel torn but I have to do this (and let’s be honest I quite like it most of the time) but I do miss them.
MARIE: Mmm, but sometimes it’s hard being the ones in the home circle. It’s easier for you to put niggle bits and annoyances onto the other person because you’re in a bad mood and they happen to be around. Or you’re constantly not meeting their expectations rather than just failing every Christmas. That’s not in any way to diminish how fraught it can be coming home—been there, done that, observed it, sympathize et cetera. I agree very much, too, about the Dad time. I think it gave us new respect for one another (watching what each of you gave to him—shaves, bed baths, conversations, pain management, humor). I also learned more about and from each of you than I ever imagined. I remember a particular conversation one night with Lea that really changed my world view about Dad. I realized the rest of the family (or most of you) had moved on from our past way of dealing with/being with him, and I had to step over a bridge and grow up in a way. That’s a great thing to have someone actually give you, rather than having to work it out slowly for yourself. I think that happens a lot with my sisters—sudden insights borrowed and stolen!
LEA: I agree totally with Marie regarding sudden insights—and the other side of that is that when you unknowingly/unwittingly “give them” you tend to get them at the same time. It was in talking with you about Dad that I made big leaps too. I think I was about a half a step ahead of you—or maybe we were pairs in a three-legged race!
MAURA: Marie? What niggly bits? Did I miss something? I know you hate everyone else in the family but I thought what we had was beautiful!
MONICA: I think there are flashpoints or triggers that come up in surprising ways. Something like wanting Mum’s undivided attention or feeling picked on or left out or misunderstood comes from childhood and still hangs around. I can be rational about situations, usually, but sometimes I have an immediate deep emotional response inside me that surprises me. Alarms me, even.
LEA: It’s primal, sweetie, and as such it involves, sometimes, a simple desire to kill.
MARIE: Guys, sorry, hell hour has descended … baby crying, Ruby screaming, Ulli trying to show me eight different ways of bouncing a ball against a wall … Can I get back to you on stuff or rejoin you later if you’re still going? My fave story for today, by the way—not sisters but siblings. We were outside, Rafael [new baby] lying on the lawn, Ruby [three years old] riding her three-wheeler bike. “Can you put his feet there, Mum?” she asked. “I want to use his feet as a road.”
MONICA: [Later] If we had all had a big fight, in the way the three Quinlans did in The Alphabet Sisters, do you think it would have taken us three years to reunite?
LEA: I think that question is answered by the comments about Dad’s dying and where that has taken us all. I think we all need space from time to time. Including you who are all physically nearby.
MAURA: I can’t think of anything that any of you could do that would upset me so badly that I’d give up the laughs and the other good things about knowing you.
MARIE: I can actually imagine us falling out for three years or more if we fought over the same thing the Quinlans did—one of us “taking” another’s man. I can imagine that would bust things up incredibly. But I can’t imagine any of my sisters doing that. I know that’s easy to say and that one shouldn’t deny true love and all the stuff that Carrie and Matthew went through, but I think it would be a taboo for us. I can, however, picture other smaller betrayals—indeed I know we’ve all inflicted them along the way—but I think we’d be far more likely to disguise how hurt we were (and bitch madly behind backs) rather than blow things up publicly. We’d much rather be seen as stoic than sensitive, I think.
MONICA: I can’t stand not talking to one of you for a week, let alone three years. I can see exactly why it happened to the Quinlans, because they needed that space from one another, but I think we’ve found that space in different ways.
Final question: Have you had people saying: “Is The Alphabet Sisters about you and your sisters?” What did you say and did you mind being asked?
LEA: Yes, people have asked if it is about us. I just say (again and again) “Monica knows we would kill her if she modeled any of them on us.” I also point out that you cleverly (sensibly?) made none of them look like us. I think you were very clever the way you wrote it. There are some great stories that you have, of course, stolen from our shared childhood, however the ones you picked, you write about so beautifully and funnily that I can but say you have done us proud. And you have stayed right away from any character traits or any more important or serious stories that might implicate us, so to speak.
MAURA: Crikey. where to begin? Here’s what happens:
PERSON: I’ve just finished/am in the middle of Monica’s new book.
ME: Oh, yes, and what do you think of it?
PERSON: I’m really enjoying it. So which sister are you?
ME: Maura.
PERSON: No, I mean, in the book?
ME: None of them, obviously.
PERSON: Oh, come on, you must be one of them.
(At this stage, conversation deteriorates into “am not/are so” debacle.)
MARIE: Someone told me today they had just read the book and tried to work out which sister was me. I don’t mind at all being asked. I love it that my sister has written a book and that people like reading it enough to get caught up in the characters. I love stumbling upon little stories in the book that are based on stuff we did as kids. And I couldn’t get over that I sobbed and sobbed at the end, even while thinking, “For God’s sake, your sister made this up!”
By the way, I just asked my daughters if they think my sisters and me get on. Ulli responded, “Yeah, derr!”



READING GROUP QUESTIONS AND TOPICS FOR DISCUSSION
1. The Alphabet Sisters begins and ends with chapters from Bett’s perspective. Why do you think that author Monica McInerney chose to frame the novel in this way? Do you think that Bett is the guiding narrative voice in the story? Why or why not?
2. Which sister do you feel most sympathetic toward when the book begins? Did your allegiance shift as the story unfolded?
3. The girls’ grandmother, Lola, is a larger-than-life personality. What lessons have her son and grandchildren learned from her? What would you say are the guiding principles of Lola’s life?
4. Lola christens her grandchildren “The Alphabet Sisters.” What does this group identity mean to Anna, Bett, and Carrie? How does each of them react to being on stage and in the spotlight?
5. How does Lola’s invitation to her eightieth birthday spur each sister to make a change in her life? What do you think their parents felt about the daughters’ feud? Why didn’t the sisters’ parents get more involved?
6. How does each sister resent and admire the other? How did their time apart strengthen their individual personalities and their bonds with one another? What detrimental effects does the feud have on the sisters?
7. “Still avoiding the truth after all these years?” Anna asks Bett. Do you think Bett is guilty of Anna’s accusation? Why or why not? What unpleasant revelations do her sisters muffle about their lives?
8. “Lola used to talk to them as if they were her co-conspirators, her equals,” remembers Bett. How is Lola’s attitude toward her grandchildren unconventional? In which ways is she traditional? How does her mindset differ from that of her daughter-in-law, Geraldine?
9. What inspires Lola to force her granddaughters to produce her musical? Why do they agree to do it? How is music the glue that binds them together?
10. After Ellen is attacked by a dog, how does her personality change? In which ways is outward appearance an important element in Anna’s life, both before and after Ellen’s attack? How do her sisters also grapple with the ramifications of their looks?
11. How does the love triangle between Bett, Carrie, and Matthew affect each of its participants? What does Carrie love about Matthew? How does this compare to the way that Bett feels about him?
12. Discuss Anna’s husband, Glenn. How does she characterize her relationship with him at the beginning of their time together? What about their marriage now?
13. By the end of the book, each sister has discovered—or rediscovered—her perfect match. How are Richard and Anna, Matthew and Carrie, and Daniel and Bett complementary to one another? How does each couple approach love and romance differently? How does this compare and contrast to the relationship of the women’s parents, Jim and Geraldine?
14. What does small-town life mean to the family? How does their position as proprietors of a motel give them a unique vantage point on the goings-on of the town itself? How does their lifestyle give them a sense of stability? Of adventure?
15. Were you surprised when Anna’s illness was revealed to be terminal cancer? How does her diagnosis change the family? How do they rally around her?
16. Bett is shocked to learn that the stories spun about her grandfather are untrue. How does this revelation give you, as a reader, a different perspective on Lola? How does Bett react to her grandmother’s deception? Why do you think that Lola “especially hates” to lie to Bett?
17. Have you been in a similar position with a family feud that seemed irresolvable? How did your family solve the problem? Did it help or hurt when others—like Lola—intervened?
18. What do you envision next for Bett, Carrie, and Lola? Would you like to see a sequel of this book that follows one or more of the characters in The Alphabet Sisters? Which ones?
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PART ONE




Chapter I

The sun came in at a slant and hit all the rings and marks on the bar counter. Kate Ryan managed to take a cloth to them at the same time as she was kicking off her house shoes and pulling on her wellington boots. She tucked her handbag under the counter and in almost the same movement opened the kitchen door to make sure that Eddie and Declan weren’t torturing the new girl. The new girl had red eyes and a sad face and was missing her farm home. She might run back to it if Eddie and Declan were at their worst. But mercifully the appeal of the tortoise was still very strong even after three weeks. They lay on their stomachs and fed it stalks of cabbage, screaming with delight when it accepted them.
“John,” she shouted, “will you come down to the bar, I have to go across the river and see what’s keeping the twins. They have to be polished and smartened up for the concert and there isn’t a sign of them.”
John Ryan groaned. His train of thought was gone again. He had thought he would manage an hour or two on his own, struggling with his poetry. “Give me a minute,” he called, hoping to catch the idea before it was gone.
“No, they’ll be late as it is. Listen, bring your paper and pencil down, there’s likely to be no one in, but there has to be someone behind the counter.”
The door banged behind her and John Ryan saw, through the bedroom window, his wife run across the small footbridge opposite the pub. She climbed over the gate like a girl instead of a woman in her thirties. She looked altogether like a girl in her summer dress and her boots as she ran lightly across to the ruined house, Fernscourt, to find the twins.
He sighed and went down to the pub. He knew there were poet publicans, he knew there were men who wrote the poetry of angels in the middle of the stinking trenches of war. But he wasn’t like that.
John Ryan moved slowly, a big man with a beer belly that had grown on him sneakily during the years standing behind a bar, jowls that had become flabby at the same trade. His wedding picture showed a different person, a thinner more eager-looking figure, yet the boyish looks hadn’t completely gone. He had a head of sandy brown hair only flecked with grey and big eyebrows that never managed to look ferocious even when he willed them to, like at closing time or when he was trying to deal with some outrage that the children were reported to have committed.
Kate had hardly changed at all since their wedding day, he often said, which pleased her, but she said it was just a bit of old soft-soaping to get out of having to stand at the bar. It was true, though; he looked at the girl with the long, curly dark hair tied back in a cream ribbon that matched her cream dress and coat. She looked very smart on that wet day in Dublin, he could hardly believe she was going to come and live with him in Mountfern. Kate hadn’t developed a pot belly from serving drinks to others, as she often told him sharply. She said that there was no law saying you must have a drink with everyone who offered you one or pull a half pint for yourself to correspond with every half-dozen pints you pulled for others.
But then it was different for women.
John was the youngest of the seven Ryan children and the indulged pet of a mother who had been amazed and delighted at his arrival when she had been sure that her family was complete. He had been overfed and given fizzy drinks with sweet cake as long as he could remember. As a lad the running and leaping and cycling miles to a dance had kept him trimmer. Now, between sessions of writing his poetry and serving in his bar, it was a sedentary life.
He didn’t know if he wanted it for his sons; he had such hopes for them—that they might see the world a bit, study maybe and go on for the university. That had been beyond the dreams of his parents’ generation. Their main concern had been to see their children well settled into emigration; the church had helped of course, educating two nuns and two priests out of the Ryan family. John didn’t see any vocation among his own offspring. Michael was dreamy and thoughtful: maybe a hermit? Or Dara a resourceful Reverend Mother somewhere? Eddie was a practical child, possibly a missionary brother teaching pagan tribes to build huts and dig canals. Declan the baby. Maybe they could make a curate out of him near home where they could keep an eye on him.
This was all nonsense, of course. None of them would end up within an ass’s roar of a religious life. Still, John Ryan never saw the future standing surrounded by three sons and possibly his daughter all in the trade.
There would never be enough business, for one thing. Like many Irish towns Mountfern had the appearance of having far too many pubs already. If you went down the main street, Bridge Street, there were no less than three public houses. Foley’s at the top of the town, but that was hardly a pub at all these days, just a counter really and a few friends of old Matt Foley drinking at night, they’d hardly know how to serve a real customer. Then there was Conway’s which was more a grocery but it had the bar at the back. Conway’s had a clientele of secret drinkers, people who didn’t admit to any kind of drinking, who were always going out for a packet of cornflakes or a pound of flour and would toss back a brandy for their health. Often too, it had a funeral business since old Barry Conway was the undertaker as well. It seemed only right to come back to his place to drink when someone had been buried up on the hill. And Dunne’s was always on the verge of closing. Paddy Dunne never knew whether to reorder supplies; he always said that it would hardly be worth it since any day now he’d be going to join his brother who ran a pub in Liverpool. But then either there would be a downturn in the fortunes of the Liverpool pub or an upswing in the drinking patterns of Mountfern. There was an unsettled air about his place and constant speculation about how much he would get if he were to sell his license.
John Ryan’s pub had its rivals then, three of them in a small place like Mountfern. Yet he had all the business that came from the River Road side of the place. He had the farmers on this side of the town. It was a bigger and better bar than any of the other three, it had not only more space but it had more stock. And there were many who liked the walk out along the river bank.
John Ryan knew that he was a man who had been given a great deal by fate. Nobody had gathered him up to swoop him off to a religious order when he was a young impressionable boy. Neither had he been sponsored out to a life of hard graft in America like two of his elder brothers. By all their standards he had a life of ease and peace where he should well have been able to run his business and write his poetry.
But he was a man who did one thing at a time, almost overmethodically, too predictable sometimes for his wife who felt that people should be able to fire on several cylinders at the same time.
John wanted time to write or time to serve drink, he couldn’t switch from one mode to another like lightning. Like Kate. He couldn’t switch toward the children like she could as well. Either they were good or they weren’t. He wasn’t able to see the swift changes of mood like Kate was. He would not be cross and then smile minutes later. If he was cross he was very cross indeed. It was rare but it was all-embracing when it happened. One of Daddy’s great angers was remembered long, whereas Mammy had a dozen quick and easily forgotten angers in a week.
John sighed again at his wife’s swiftness and the annoyance at having to leave his work, his real work, just at that time. He knew that in this pub fate had handed him something that many a man in Ireland would envy mightily. It didn’t bring in enough money for them to employ another pair of hands, but it wasn’t so slack that a man could sit at the counter and write undisturbed. John Ryan hadn’t brought his paper and pencils with him, any more than his thoughts. If customers saw you with paper and pencil they thought you were doing the accounts and making a small fortune. Anyway, what would have been the point? There was Jack Coyne from the garage who had just sold a heap of rusty metal to some unsuspecting farmer and they were in to seal the bargain with a pint.
Jack Coyne had a face like a ferret and two sharp eyes looking around him for a bargain or a business deal. He was a small wiry man equally at home underneath a car, covered in grease and shouting out about the extent of the repairs, or in a suit showing off his newly acquired vehicles which was what he called his second-hand stock. Everything about him seemed to be moving, he never stood still; even now at the bar he was shifting, moving from foot to foot.
“Great day, John,” said Jack Coyne.
“It’s been a great day all the time,” said John, preparing to pull the pints.
“Bad for the crops,” the farmer said.
“When were you lot ever pleased with the weather?” Jack Coyne laughed, the happy sound of a man who could sell second-hand cars no matter what the weather did.
   The children of Mountfern had a place to play like no other children in the land. It was Fernscourt, the ruined house on the bank of the River Fern. It had been burned down one day forty years ago in 1922 during the Troubles. The Fern family had not been there on the day of the fire, they had been gone for many months before.
The children often asked their grandfathers about the fire but found a strange lapse of memory. The passions that had run so high in those years had settled down as time went by. The Ferns and all they symbolized had been forgotten. Their house stood as a beautiful ruin, where once it had stood as a beautiful big empty shell anyway. Now as a place to spend the long summer days it was quite simply perfect.
The orchards that the Ferns had asked their gardeners to plant all those years ago still grew wild and plentiful. The apple trees didn’t know that the Ferns had gone. Their old gnarled branches bent to the ground, sometimes making even more places for the children to play.
There was thick trailing ivy everywhere over the walls that remained of the house. The outhouses which had once been the stableyard had survived better than the main house. Here there were still rooms with roofs to run through, here there were limestone arches and well-made stone walls. In the days when Fernscourt had been built people saw the stables as being very important; guests would expect them to be of the same high standard as the rest of the house.
As Kate Ryan marched through the laurels that grew wild now on each side of the path up from the river she could hear the cries and the laughter. She thought back on her own childhood in a small silent house in Dublin, her mother always an invalid. She had not had brothers and sisters to play with; friends were frowned on and kept well away from the home.
These children had a wild, free life by comparison.
Fernscourt belonged to the group that were here today. Those who were the right age for it. It had always been like that. You were too young if you were Eddie and Declan’s age, you were hunted away and sent about your business, which was anywhere but here. Then the older boys and girls went to the bridge and showed off to each other. Where boys dived from the ledge to oohs and ahhs, where girls were sometimes pushed in horseplay and had to climb up the bank with wet dresses clinging.
But if you were in Fernscourt, no other world existed. It had been a fine summer and as soon as any work that had to be done in the various homes in Mountfern was finished they gathered, coming in dribs and drabs across the fields, up the River Road and across the footbridge in front of Ryan’s, or some of them braving the brambles and briars on the towpath at the other side of the river, a disused way that saw no traffic these days.
Fernscourt belonged to all the children but it was Dara and Michael’s special home. The twins had their own place, a pretend-house. They played there even when none of the others came up to join them. They had an old table and two broken stools from the bar. There was cutlery too, a twisted fork and a rusty knife, and some chipped plates. These were for private feasts. Ever since they had been old enough to go across to Fernscourt alone the twins had said that this is where they would live when they were grown up.
It would be nice and near home, they said reassuringly, but it would be theirs. They would buy the whole place and have a boat and go everywhere by river instead of by road.
It would be their palace, their castle, their home.
It was because they lived so close to the place, because they could see it from their windows over the pub, and they could go there every day winter and summer, that they felt it was their own.
But of course they didn’t want to own it exclusively. Fernscourt was also for everyone, particularly during the long summer holidays when no day was long enough for the games they all played there.
There was no form to the games, but the huge mossy stones, the crumbling walls, the great fronts of ivy hanging down like curtains, and the window and doorway gaps in half-standing walls meant there were plenty of places to climb, to perch, to jump, to sit and giggle.
The girls had made a makeshift home in the old clock tower which still stood in the stableyard, though the clock and dome were long gone. The boys would use the long shallow steps that were now almost indistinguishable as steps, so overgrown with weeds and moss had they become, and arrange a jumping competition that was a cross between a long jump and a chicken run. They would all gather to see who could jump down the greatest number of steps; it was the sissy who would opt out of the jump that seemed likely to break a limb.
Yet they had ways out of being a softy. It was always time to go home or to milk the cows or to go for a swim. The boys of Mountfern had no death wish as they played in their own magnificent ruined house.
Kate saw that some of the children were already heading for home where they would be ill-received because of the need to smarten up for the concert. She saw Tommy Leonard racing down to the towpath—it would be a bit quicker that way for him. Leonard’s paper shop was near the big bridge, he would do the distance faster than by crossing over to the River Road where there was a proper surface to walk on. At Tommy’s age children didn’t mind having half their clothes and even bits of their arms torn and scratched by the thorny branches, Kate thought in wonder. Little Maggie Daly, who was Dara’s great friend, was heading toward the laurels and Kate.
“Just running, Mrs. Ryan,” Maggie said, knowing well that the twins’ mother was not coming to pay a social call. “I think Dara and Michael are just finishing up now.”
“I’m sure they are.” Kate was grim. Maggie Daly had big anxious eyes; she always looked startled by the most ordinary things. She was terrified of Leopold, the pub’s big harmless dog. When poor Leopold stretched his misshapen body in the sun, little Maggie Daly would look at him fearfully as if he were about to go for her throat.
And Maggie’s older sister Kitty, who was nearly grown up enough for the crowd on the bridge, was sauntering down the laurel path too. Kitty was too mature to scuttle; she was being bored this summer, bored by Fernscourt and the games they played, bored by having to go home and dress up for the concert. Bored by being neither one thing nor the other. Neither a real person of fifteen who could have a smart red bathing costume and be able to sit on the raft having a crowd laughing and admiring; too old to find fun every day climbing up to an old room in a ruined clock tower, or squeezing through the chinks in the mossy walls. Kitty Daly sighed heavily as she passed Kate Ryan.
“I suppose you’re coming to beat their heads in,” she said as if this was the usual practice of elderly parents when they arrived in Fernscourt.
“Not at all,” Kate said brightly, “I came to wonder was there anything they’d like, afternoon tea on a tray maybe, I’d be delighted to … my beloved twins …”
Kitty moved on hastily.
Dara and Michael had taken after their mother. No sandy brows like John Ryan—those only seemed to come out in Eddie. They were thin and wiry too, but of course their father had been as a boy. But Kate realized that in their strong dark good looks they didn’t have the Ryan laugh lines either, the face that always seemed to smile even when nobody was watching. All the Ryans looked like that—even the disapproving old mother-in-law who hadn’t thought Kate a suitable wife for her favorite son, she had had a face that seemed to smile. Dara and Michael often looked solemn, their eyes big, dark, and too concentrated. Like her own. Whenever Kate saw a photograph of herself she would scream and say she looked like the hag of Bearra or an avenging angel. She always seemed to be burning with intensity rather than smiling at the camera.
Nobody else noticed it at all.
And everyone always said the twins were a handsome pair, particularly in the summertime when, tanned and eager in their shorts and colored shirts, they roamed the countryside far and wide and explored every corner of Mountfern and its environs.
Kate wondered briskly how they would accept the blame today. They should have been home a good half hour ago to get smartened up for the school concert. She was annoyed but she would try not to show it, otherwise they would be mutinous about the washing and brushing and maybe less sure in their party pieces. Dara had a poem in Irish to recite and Michael with the boys from the brothers would be singing Moore’s melodies.
Young Miss Lynch up at the school had been so enthusiastic and given so much of her free time to organizing it that everyone in Mountfern had been drawn into the whole thing unwillingly. Normally the convent and the brothers had few joint undertakings but old Canon Moran thought it seemed a much better notion to have one concert rather than two, and everyone agreed with him, so Nora Lynch had won the day; it was being held in the church hall and all participants had to be there in their finery at five o’clock. The concert began at six o’clock sharp and promised to be finished by eight.
Kate was nearly at the house now. In the old days it must have been an impressive place: three stories tall but with high, high ceilings, big rooms, and tall windows. The Fern family who had lived here, different generations of them for over a century, surely loved this home. Kate wondered if any of them had ever paused in their gracious way of life to imagine that one day it would be a ruin played in by all the children of the village who would never have gotten inside the walls except to carry scuttles of coal or great jugs of water in the old days.
The children had all scattered. Only her own two were inside. What could they be doing that made them stay when all the others had gone? A wave of annoyance came over Kate at their disregard for any kind of order in life. She pushed through the hanging wall of ivy and saw them: sitting on a great fallen pillar and looking ahead of them through the gaps in the wall.
They looked at something in the distance with a caution that was more like fear than anything else.
Below them two men with instruments mounted on tripods peered and wrote notes in their pads. Then they would replace the tripods and start again.
Kate came up behind the twins.
“What are they?” Michael asked in a whisper.
“They’re called theodolites,” Kate said. “I know that word, it’s always very useful in crosswords.”
“What do they do?” Dara wanted to know.
“It’s a sort of survey, you know, getting levels. I’m not totally sure, to be honest.”
“They shouldn’t be here, the theodalists,” Michael said, face red with upset. “Tell them it’s private land. Go on Mam, tell them to go away.”
“No, the things are called theodolites, not the people. The men are surveyors, I suppose. Anyway it isn’t private land. If it was we couldn’t be here.”
“Could you ask them … like will they be coming back again or is it only today that they’re doing their photographing or whatever? You could ask them, Mam,” Dara pleaded. “You’re good at asking people awkward things. Please.”
“I have one awkward thing to ask at the moment and it’s this: Why, when I gave you my good alarm clock and the strictest instructions to be back home at four o’clock, why is it half-past four and we’re all here? That’s the awkward question I’m asking today, and I want an answer to it.”
The twins seemed not to hear the rising impatience in her tone; they barely heeded her.
“We didn’t really play at all, we’ve been wondering what …” Dara said.
“And hoping that they’d go away …” Michael finished for her. They often finished each other’s sentences.
“And not understanding it one bit …”
“And not liking it one bit …”
Kate took them by the shoulders and marched them back for the alarm clock and their uneaten lunches, then headed for the footbridge. There seemed to be a commotion on the other side. Eddie and Declan were lying on the edge of the water trying to reach something that was floating downstream on a piece of plywood.
Carrie, the new maid, was standing twisting her hands helplessly as the boys screamed, and Kate realized that Maurice the tortoise was heading off into the unknown.
“Get the garden rake, and the big broom,” she shouted. Michael and Dara raced across to find them, delighted to be released from the pinching grip and abuse Eddie, who was eight, was scarlet with the knowledge that he would get the blame; Declan was only six and the baby—he got off with everything.
Kate maneuvered the tortoise ashore and with a face like thunder brought it back to its original home in the mudroom. Watched by the four children and the terrified Carrie, she dried the animal with a clean towel and put it in a bed of hay. With a voice that was going to take no argument, she said that she would very much like to see Carrie at the kitchen sink washing the faces and hands of Eddie and Declan. She would like to see Michael and Dara in the bathroom and emerging in five minutes with necks, ears and knees all shining. She mentioned knees, ears and necks only because particular attention would be paid to those parts, but the rest was to be spotless too. A great deal of heavy scrubbing took place, and after inspection Dara and Michael were allowed to head off toward the hall. An unusually silent Eddie and Declan sat waiting sentence from their mother. They didn’t know whether they were going to be barred from the concert … which mightn’t be a bad thing. Or if there might be a slapping of the legs administered. The slapping wasn’t too likely; if it was coming at all it would have been done at the time.
They were unprepared for the severity of it.
“That is no longer your tortoise, Edward and Declan. That is now my tortoise. Do you understand?”
Things were bad when Eddie was called Edward.
“But do you mean …”
“Yes, he’s mine now. And I can do what I like with him. I can bring him back to the pet shop where I so stupidly bought him, thinking you were the kind of children who could love a pet. Or I could eat him. I could ask Carrie to serve him for lunch tomorrow.”
They were aghast.
“Well, why not?” she continued airily. “You tried to drown Maurice, why don’t I try to roast him? It’s a hard old life being a tortoise.”
Eddie’s eyes filled with tears. “Ma, we weren’t trying to drown him. It was to see if he could swim, and when he didn’t seem to be managing it too well we got him a raft, then it floated off.”
“Thank you, Edward. You are telling me it was just a careless accident, is that it?”
“Well, yes?” Eddie thought salvation lay this way but he wasn’t totally sure.
“Right, well now that he’s mine other careless accidents could happen. I could let him fall into the oven or something. Still, that is none of your business now. You are forbidden to go near him in the mudroom or near the stove or wherever else he happens to be.”
Declan let out a roar. “Mammy, you wouldn’t burn Maurice. Please don’t burn my tortoise.”
“It’s mine,” Kate said.
“You’re not allowed to kill things,” Eddie raged. “I’ll tell the guards. I’ll tell Sergeant Sheehan.”
“Certainly do, and I’ll tell him about the drowning.”
There was a silence.
“Don’t be stupid,” Kate said. “I’m not going to hurt Maurice, but he is mine, you know, so you can’t play with him anymore. And no ice creams in Daly’s tonight after the concert.”
It was bad but it was better than what might have been. They accepted it.
“Come on, Carrie,” Kate said, suddenly pitying the seventeen-year-old spending her first Saturday night away from home. “Tidy up your hair a bit and we’re off.”
“Am I to come with you?” Carrie’s face lit up.
“Of course you are. Did you think we’d leave you here on your own?” Kate had only just thought of it, looking at the stricken face of the girl as she had listened to the possible future of the tortoise.
“You’re a real gentleman, Mam,” said Carrie, and ran to put on a clean blouse and fix two new barrettes in her hair.
 

 
Canon Moran was small and fussy, a kind man with pale blue eyes that didn’t see very far or very much. He believed that basically most people were very good. This made him a nice change from many other parish priests in the country who believed that most people were intrinsically evil. The word went around for young curates that Mountfern would be a great posting altogether. And the young priest Father Hogan knew he was indeed a lucky man. Once Canon Moran had a nice big chair for the concert and a little footstool because he sometimes got a cramp, then he would be happy. He would clap every item enthusiastically, he would praise all the brothers and the nuns by name, he would know that old Mr. Slattery the solicitor had made a contribution so that they could have proper curtains instead of the desperate old screens they used to make do with before. The canon would thank him briefly because that was all the Slatterys would need, but he would dwell longer on the generosity of Daly’s Dairy in providing the cakes for the tea at eight o’clock, and the excellence of the programs printed free thanks to Leonard’s the stationers. The canon began confessions on a Saturday at five, and he would make sure that they were all well completed in time for the concert. Father Hogan knew that Canon Moran believed a kind word of encouragement and a pious hope that things would be better soon helped a lot of his parishioners. And they felt sure, because of his pale dreamy blue eyes, that he was also somehow deaf and wouldn’t recognize the voices that whispered their sins.
Father Hogan thought Mountfern was a warm, kind place to live, and though it didn’t perhaps offer as much of a challenge as he had dreamed about in the seminary, he followed his canon’s belief that there were souls to be saved everywhere, and that running a concert for the people of this place might have equal value in the great scheme of things to working in the missions or running a boys’ club for delinquents in a tough city parish.
Miss Lynch was more or less walking out with young Mr. Slattery so he had to come to the concert as moral support. He sat beside Kate Ryan and the two chastened small boys, and the girl with reddened eyes called Carrie.
“And how does the master of your house escape this great cultural event?” Fergus Slattery asked with envy.
“Someone has to run the bar. I know it looks as if half the county is here, but you’d be surprised how many men find the excuse for a drink when their children are up here on the stage,” Kate said.
“Well for him, then.” Fergus was genuinely admiring. “I can’t say that I have to work on a Saturday evening, they don’t think solicitors work at all, but my office is too near. I’d actually have to be in the window in my shirt sleeves before they’d believe me.”
Fergus grinned boyishly. He was very like a tall gangly boy, Kate thought, though he must be in his mid or late twenties now. She had always thought of him as a kind of irrepressible student home for the holidays. Even though he ran his father’s office almost entirely on his own now, it was hard for her to think of him as a grown-up. Maybe it was because he looked untidy; his hair was sort of jutting out at an angle no matter whether he had been to the barber or not. His shirts were perfectly and lovingly ironed by the Slatterys’ faithful housekeeper, Miss Purcell, yet the collars sometimes stood at an angle away from his neck. Kate wouldn’t be at all surprised if he bought the wrong size or had the button in the wrong place. He had dark eyes and if he had held himself differently and worn long smooth dark coats he might have been thought very handsome and elegant indeed.
But part of his charm was that he would never be elegant; he was totally unaware of his tall, dark and almost handsome looks, and that he had caused many a flutter and several specific hopes around Mountfern.
“You mean you wouldn’t want to come—what with that Nora Lynch killing herself to impress you?” Kate was disbelieving.
“Impress me!”
“Of course. Why else would that young girl kill herself and show herself to be part of a small backwater like this unless it was to prove to you that she could fit in and be part of it?”
“But why would she prove that to me?”
“Aren’t you and she going out?” Kate wondered about men a lot. They couldn’t all be as dim as they often seemed.
“Yes, sure, we go out to the pictures and we go to a dance, but there’s nothing in it.” Fergus looked baffled and honest.
“What do you mean there’s nothing in it, aren’t you a right beast to be leading her on and then tell me there’s nothing in it? You know, the older I get the more I believe the nuns were right; men are basically wild animals at heart.”
“But there is nothing in it,” Fergus pleaded. “I mean we don’t love each other or anything, or have the same plans or the same hopes. Nothing’s been said or agreed. Truly.”
“I believe you.” Kate was cynical. “O Lord, protect me or mine from ever falling for a lawyer. You’ll have yourself covered from every angle.”
“But she doesn’t think …” Fergus began, but at that moment Nora Lynch, resplendent in a new hair do from the Rosemarie salon, in a new yellow dress short enough to be fashionable but not so short as to cause adverse comment from the canon, the nuns and the brothers, appeared on stage. She said she hoped everyone would enjoy this show, the first combined effort; she thanked the canon, the brothers, the convent and the sponsors, the children and the parents, and knew that everyone would have a wonderful evening. She said that as an outsider she felt very privileged to be allowed to get involved in something as much a part of the community as this was. But then in many ways she felt that she had always been part of this place and always would.
“How old are you, Fergus Slattery?” Kate whispered suddenly.
“I’m twenty-seven,” he replied, confused.
“Twenty-seven years in the world and you try to tell me that young woman has no hopes of you. May God forgive you, I mean it, Fergus, may he forgive you and send you some kind of sense.”
“Thanks, Kate,” said Fergus, not knowing whether he was being attacked or pitied, and not liking it whichever it was.
Dara Ryan felt as if she had swallowed an ice cream whole; her stomach was cold and heavy and she wondered if she might be sick.
“I’ll never be able to say it,” she told Maggie Daly.
Maggie believed Dara could do anything. “You’re great, Dara, you never minded saying it at school in front of everyone there.”
“That’s different.” Dara hopped around on one leg and looked through the door that they were meant to keep firmly closed, to see how big the audience was.
“Lord, it’s full of people,” she said theatrically.
“They’ll love it.” Maggie was loyal.
Dara would have fought with her shadow at this stage. “No, they’ll hate it, it’s in Irish, they won’t understand a word of it.”
“But it will sound terrific.”
“Why don’t I just go and make sounds then, nice sounds, or better still take up a gong and just bang it for three minutes and bow to the applause?”
Maggie giggled. Things were all right once Dara started making up outlandish things.
Maggie was not doing any solo piece. She was in the girls’ choir which would sing Gounod’s “Ave Maria,” and later on come back and sing “I think that I shall never see, a poem lovely as a tree.” But Dara would stand in front of the whole of Mountfern and recite “Cill Cais” which Miss Lynch had told them was a lament for an old house, a ruin like Fernscourt, except that it had been a different kind of household who had lived there, an Old Catholic family who used to have mass said in the stately home and everyone would come from far and near to attend it.
“Dara, you’re on.”
Crossing her fingers and giving Dara a squeeze for luck, Maggie Daly stood and watched her friend walk up on the stage.
Miss Lynch, knowing very well that hardly anyone would get even the vaguest glimmer of what the poem was about without some kind of translation, said that of course everyone knew the story of “Cill Cais,” and told it without appearing to. The audience, flattered to be thought of as people who would know this, nodded at each other sagely and waited for the young Ryan girl to tell it to them again in Irish. Dara’s voice sounded confident and she fixed her eyes on the back of the hall as Miss Lynch had told her to do. There was a storm of clapping and people told each other that she made a very good fist of it, then she was off and it was time for the choir from the brothers.
Brother Keane had chosen three of Moore’s finest Irish melodies. He announced that the boys would sing them in the same magnificent spirit that Thomas Moore had brought to bear when he was writing them. Brother Keane had calculated without the enormously humorous content that the songs seemed to hold for his choir of twelve-year-olds, depleted as it was by six whose voices chose the time of the concert to break.
“Silent, O Moyle, be the roar of thy water,
Break not, ye breezes, your chain of repose.”
   Brother Keane loved this above all other of Moore’s melodies. He could see none of the allusions to breaking wind, pulling chains and passing water that the entire group in front of him seemed to see written in letters of fire on their song sheets. He glared at them ferociously as with the most enormous difficulty the forty boys tried to stifle their mirth, and led them into the next song called, unhappily, “The Meeting of the Waters.” The entire choir seemed to choke with the daring double entendre of the name and Brother Keane resolved to deal with them very sternly in a less public place.
The admission price had included tea, sandwiches and cakes. The sandwiches had been supervised by Mrs. Whelan who ran the Post Office and was generally accepted to be the nicest person in Mountfern. A small wiry woman with a skin that seemed to have been tanned by whatever sun shone intermittently in the Irish midlands or beaten by the winds that blew more regularly from one coast across to the other, Sheila Whelan had three cameo brooches she had bought from a tinker; a pink one, a green one and a beige. She wore them at the neck of her white blouses and had done for as long as anyone could remember. She owned about three skirts which she must have worn forever and a series of soft knitted cardigans which she must have made herself. Usually she was knitting for someone else, for the new babies that were arriving with great regularity around Mountfern, or shawls for the old, even school jumpers for the children who might need them. She always managed to have an extra bit of wool which she said it would be a pity to waste. She had a kind, dreamy face and far-away pale blue eyes that were never known to concentrate inquisitively on anything that might not bear too much scrutiny.
She seemed to have no interest in the private lives of the rest of the parish: she never appeared to notice, let alone comment on the emigrants’ remittances that came home or didn’t come home; nor did she seem to notice the disability pensions for people who were perfectly well, or the dole for those who were obviously working. She was able to discuss the most direct questioning about the where-abouts of Mr. Whelan with calm and even with interest, but without ever revealing that he had left her for a married woman in Dublin, and that the two of them now had four children. If anyone asked whether he was coming back, Mrs. Whelan was always able to get into the same interrogative mood and say it was very hard to know, wasn’t it? She found that some things were almost impossible to work out, weren’t they? And somehow the questioner found himself or herself enmeshed in the Meaning of Life instead of the specific whereabouts of Mrs. Whelan’s husband.
She was the kind of woman you’d go to if you had committed a murder, Fergus Slattery had always said. And oddly, there was one killing near Mountfern. A farmer’s son had attacked his father in a drunken fight and killed him. It was to the post office, not the presbytery or the Garda station that he had come, carrying the murder weapon, a pitchfork.
Mrs. Whelan had involved the presbytery and the Garda station, but gently and in her own time. Nobody had thought it even remotely unusual that the demented man had come to Mrs. Whelan nor had she made anything of the incident; she said she supposed he was on his way to the canon and her light had been on.
Nobody knew, either, that it was Mrs. Whelan who had encouraged the sandwich makers to cut the crusts off and to do just one plate each. That way she was sure of getting what everyone had promised, though it meant much more work for her. Fergus knew, because Miss Purcell had been fussing about whether to have chicken salad or egg and mayonnaise in her offering and this had meant at least three calls to Mrs. Whelan for discussion.
“You are the only sensible woman in this town, Mrs. Whelan,” he began.
“What can I do for you, Fergus?” she asked simply.
“You mean I wouldn’t say it unless I wanted something?”
“Not at all.” But she waited.
“Is my name up with Nora Lynch?” he asked.
“Why do you ask?” she said.
“Because Kate Ryan, a woman I like and respect, told me it was, and as true as the day is long I didn’t mean it to be.”
“Well if there’s any misunderstanding I’m sure you’ll sort it out.”
“But is there any misunderstanding, Mrs. Whelan? That’s what I’m asking you. I don’t want to go sorting things out if there’s nothing to sort out.”
“Ah, nobody tells me anything, Fergus.”
“But I’m only asking you about me, not about other people.”
“As I said, I’ve not got an idea in the wide world, but I know if you think that there’s some confusion you’d be the man to clear it up. One way or another.”
“By saying something out straight, you mean? Like ‘I don’t want to marry you’?”
Mrs. Whelan’s eyes were shuttered. Open but closed at the same time. They told him he had gone too far in his revelations. That she expected a solicitor to be even more discreet than a postmistress.
“Other people go to you with their business, Fergus, you’re as much in demand now as your father, and that’s your job after all. If there’s a need for the right words you’ll find them.”
“You’d have been great as a prisoner of war, Mrs. Whelan,” said Fergus. “The secrets would have been safe with you all right.”
   Fergus and Nora went for a drive after the concert. The last thank yous and congratulations had been said; people walked home in the sunny early summer evening. The older children had gone to sit on the bridge. The cinema had a special late start, so many of them headed to the pictures. Fergus had the car out ready and waiting. Nora Lynch came running over to join him.
Small and slightly plump, she had the perfect skin and apple cheeks of a picture poster. Her fair hair was curled carefully, and she wore a little lipstick but not enough to do any damage.
“I thought we might go up on the hill,” he said as Nora put on her white jacket with the little yellow trim which matched her dress so well.
“The hill?” She was surprised.
“It’s a nice quiet place to talk, and I have something I want to say to you.”
Nora’s eyes lit up with pleasure and her face was pink. “I’d love that,” she said in a sort of husky way, not in her usual voice at all.
With a sickening lurch of his stomach Fergus realized that this pleasant, empty-headed, chirruping little teacher whom he had kissed a dozen times thought that he was about to propose marriage to her.
Slowly he started the car and headed for the hills.




Chapter II

Ryan’s Licensed Premises, like any other pub in Ireland in 1962, had a steady clientele that would never desert it. There never seemed to be any need to do renovations to attract new trade. The trade was there, like it had been in John’s father’s time; the people who lived on that side of Mountfern found it handy to call in rather than walk all the way down to the center. Ryan’s had the great advantage, some thought, of being on the outskirts. The whole place didn’t see you going in and coming out as they would if you visited Foley’s, Conway’s or Dunne’s.
When John’s father was alive the place still sold groceries but though the big old chest of tea drawers still stood there they held no stock now. There was a little huckster’s shop run by Loretto Quinn, whose husband had been killed in a terrible accident. It wouldn’t have been right for the Ryans to take the bread from her mouth even if they wanted to get back into the grocery business. And anyway most people liked going into Mountfern proper and walking along Bridge Street to see what was going on. Ryan’s was a bit out of the way in terms of doing your weekly shopping.
John Ryan was glad that Kate agreed with him on this. For a Dublin woman she had adapted extraordinarily well to Mountfern; she knew better than he did all that went on, who was speaking and who not. It was Kate who helped the children with their homework, found and trained the girls from the country who would leave for brighter lights and noisier towns once they knew the way to run a house. Kate served behind the bar as if she had been born to do it. She knew when to join in the conversation and when to stay far from it.
She polished glasses and cleaned the big ashtrays with Gold Flake printed around the rim. She loved the words Whiskey Bonder on the sign over the door, even though it wasn’t true anymore. John’s father, like many a publican, used to buy whiskey in a cask from the distiller, lodge it in a bonded warehouse and pay the excise duty when he took it from the warehouse for bottling and sale. In those days the name James Ryan was on the bottle, but nowadays distillers discouraged such fancy and old-fashioned notions. They preferred to sell whiskey already bottled. But Kate would still polish the sign lovingly, getting up on a ladder early in the morning with a soapy cloth, a wet cloth and a dry cloth.
She was the same behind the bar, she shined the bar decorations as if they were precious ornaments. A lot of pubs had the mock Staffordshire figures of a hurler and a footballer standing on a plinth, dressed in the colors of the particular county. Underneath it said, “On all grounds, Players Please.” Kate had explained the puns to the twins as John had marveled. He had looked at the thing a thousand times and never even noticed the words and what they meant. Fine that for a man who thought himself a poet.
And Kate had been great about that too. She never came up with any talk about what did a fat, country pub owner think he was doing rambling away in verse. Far from it, she would sit at his knee and ask him to read what he had written. Sometimes her head rested on his lap, and she would sigh in appreciation or else she might question it and ask what image was in his mind. She had long dark curly hair and very dark brown eyes, almost black. She never grudged the time he spent up in their bedroom trying to write—and trying it often was. She minded the bar happily, only suggesting that John should be there at set times like for the lunchtime trade and for the time when they had the half-past-six news on Radio Eireann, and the customers would expect the man of the house to be present to serve their pints and comment on the day’s events.
John Ryan was not a great man for formal prayers. Mass time was spent as near the back of the church as possible; in summertime right out in the open air and in thoughts not connected with the actual liturgy taking place. But he did offer prayers of thanks to somewhere, that he had met Kate. He could so easily have not met her. Suppose Jack Coyne’s had not been closed that time when she came in with the puncture, suppose the puncture had happened eleven miles on down the road—they’d have gone to the big town instead. Suppose she had been traveling with a girl who could mend a puncture instead of that giggling friend of hers, who could hardly ride a bike.
All these things were too much to think about. Like the really black bit after John had seized his chance and arranged to meet Kate again and again, and his mother had said that he was to bring no flighty Dublin girl into this pub, the business belonged to the whole family. John had nearly upped and off at that stage, but Kate had begged him to be understanding. What did the poor old mother mean except that she was afraid of losing him like she had lost her husband and all the rest of her family, two sons priests and far away, two daughters nuns and even farther away in Australia, and the other two sons in America without a notion of coming back.
Kate said he should be patient, sit it out. Old Mrs. Ryan would come around in time: in the meantime Kate would learn the bar trade in Dublin. And learn it she did, dropping her good salary as a secretary in a firm of solicitors and becoming a maid of all work in a small hotel so that she could become accustomed to working the bar.
By the time Mrs. Ryan had mellowed, Kate knew all she would need to know about serving a ball of malt, a half one, a black and tan, and a half. She knew when a customer had too much and when to cash a check or start a tab. They had been married quietly. It was 1948, there wasn’t much money about and not many relations either. John’s mother was there, face sour, clothes black, but at least she was there.
Kate had no family at all. Her mother had died after a life of martyrdom and self-pity. Her father had married again and believed that his new wife had been slighted by everyone, so went nowhere. No amount of persuasion would make them come to her wedding, so Kate O’Connell stood with four friends including Lucy, the girl who couldn’t mend punctures either, and married John Francis Ryan, sandy-haired, plump poet who had to run his family pub to please his mother and then to continue running it after his mother’s time to keep his wife and four children.
Kate told him that she thanked God for him too. Yes, seriously, when she prayed at night as she always did on her knees for three or four minutes no matter how great his need and desire for her.
“You can say your prayers afterwards,” he used to beg.
“Not at all, I’ll fall asleep in your arms afterwards,” she would reply.
But she assured him she thanked God for his honesty and his kindness and the marvelous way he had of looking at things, and for the four marvelous children. She, who had nobody for so long, had everybody who mattered now. Outsiders said they were well matched but they had no idea how well.
Nobody watching the quick Kate and the slower John as they smiled at each other across their busy public house would know how much they needed each other and relied one on the other for the qualities that they each lacked. Probably the men might have thought that the youngest of old Ryan’s sons did well for himself getting this handsome city girl to liven up his business. Possibly the women in Mountfern might have said that Kate O’Connell, who came in one day on a bicycle and seemed to have no people to speak of, fell on her feet marrying into Ryan’s pub. But this was to miss the point.
Kate, uncertain of herself in so many ways, unsure that she had a place anywhere, was more aware than anyone would suspect of how she had found a home and a base and an anchor in the reliable John Ryan. She knew he would never change and cease to love her, as her father had. She knew she didn’t have to act out a role to please and entertain him as she had done to everyone else in the world since she was fourteen. She had got by through being brisk—and sometimes she knew that she was too brisk, she left the children bewildered and bothered, and only John could make the world seem sensible to them again.
Kate marveled at the time and patience John had with their children, how he could sit for what seemed like forever on the bank of the river with them, making them as still as he was himself to lure the fish out of the water. Only the other day he had them all—even Declan, who never stopped moving around—transfixed over the workings of the old clock which he had taken to bits and put back together. He told them stories of the Fern family who lived over the river, tales of long ago, since John Ryan never knew the house when it stood. The twins would listen forever to how the provisions might come up the river by boat.
“How would they get them up to the house?” Dara had asked and her father had led the children out to the footbridge and they had all stood speculating what way the great boxes would have been carried up to the mansion. All this when he should have been seeing to the barrels and getting the pub ready for opening.
But Kate loved him for it, and sometimes she wanted to go over and put her arms around his neck and kiss him full on the lips to tell him how much she loved him and how good he was. Not only to his children and to her, but to the old farmer who would tell the same story twice a day. John could nod and polish a glass and hear it again and again. Kate sometimes got a lump in her throat as she watched his patience and his respect for people, for all kinds of people.
She felt a tenderness and love for him that was just as strong as any love you saw in the pictures where she sometimes went on a little outing with Sheila Whelan as a treat. But she didn’t show that love too openly. Mountfern wasn’t a place where endearments were used openly. There were no darlings or loves or dears used in Ryan’s pub. They accused each other good-humoredly of all kinds of failings.…
“My wife would spend the takings of the year if you didn’t watch her … all women are exactly the same.”
“John, would you ask Mrs. Connolly there would she like a drop more lemonade in her port? A man wouldn’t notice your drink, Mrs. Connolly. If it wasn’t a pint or a glass of whiskey he wouldn’t know how to handle it.”
But together, alone together, they knew they had something that a lot of people didn’t have. That their own parents certainly didn’t come anywhere near having. And they determined on the day that the twins were born that no child of this new family would grow up in a house of uncertainty and loneliness like the young John and the young Kate in the dark days. Money was not important to either of them but recently they had realized that four children did not live off the air and neither were shoes, schoolbags, dentists’ bills, notebooks, winter coats, more shoes, text books, to be found growing in the rushes along the river bank.
One of the reasons they had gotten the young country girl to come in was because Kate was going to get a job. She had discussed it with Fergus Slattery last night after the concert and he had said there was no reason she couldn’t start right away. With office experience in Dublin, with day-to-day experience of balancing the books in a business, she would be perfectly qualified to help in the solicitor’s office. Kate Ryan was known not to be a teller of other people’s business. This was most important of all.
She was looking forward to the whole business of going out to work. The children did not share her enthusiasm.
“Does this mean we’re poor?” Dara wanted to know.
“Of course, we’re not poor,” Kate snapped. It was hard enough to find something that would look smart for going out to an office from all her shabby clothes in the bedroom cupboard without having to answer questions like this.
“Well why are you going out to work for a living then?”
“In order to keep you and your brothers in leather shoes which you will kick to bits, to buy nice schoolbags that you’ll lose and a few things like that.” Kate looked without any pleasure at what she had always thought of as a smart green two-piece and which now turned out to be a crumpled, faded rag.
“Will we have to sell the pub?” Michael was behind her, always the more anxious of the two. His eyes seemed troubled.
“Lord, not at all, what has the pair of you so worried?” Kate softened her tone.
“You look very upset, you keep frowning,” Michael said.
“Oh that’s only because my clothes look like a lot of jumble.”
The other two children had come to join in. It wasn’t usual to find a council of war upstairs on a summer evening; Eddie and Declan had come to investigate.
“Are you afraid of looking like Miss Barry?” Eddie asked. Kate looked at him. Miss Barry was the elderly alcoholic who lived in the presbytery and passed by the dignified title of Priest’s Housekeeper. In fact she was there because of the goodness of the canon, who couldn’t bear to turn her out on the roads. For long periods of time Miss Barry didn’t touch a drop and was a sober if rather erratic worker, cooking and cleaning for the two priests. When she did go on a tear it was an almighty one. At no stage did she ever look like anyone Kate would wish to be compared to.
“Thank you, Edward,” she said.
“What have I said?” Eddie wailed.
The twins felt the conversation was degenerating, as it usually did when Eddie came into it.
“We’ll be off now.” Dara was lofty.
“We’ll leave Eddie with you, Mam,” Michael said. He could see an awful clinging look in Eddie’s face that meant he wanted to come with them.
“The last thing I want is any of you with me.” Kate rummaged deeper. She had to have something that looked like what a person wore in an office.
“It’s a free country,” Eddie said, his face red with fury. “I can go anywhere I like in Mountfern, anywhere. You can’t stop me.”
“It shouldn’t be a free country,” Dara said, “not if it means Eddie’s free to go wherever he likes.”
“Go away from me,” Kate cried. “And Declan, if you set one foot outside this door you are not going to like what happens to you.”
“Why isn’t it a free country for me?” Declan asked. Not very hopefully.
“Because you’re the baby,” Dara said.
“Not that so much. It’s because you’re six. Six-year-olds, in places with rivers in them, stay at home at night.” Kate smiled at his round cross face.
“Will we have another baby?” he suggested.
“We will not, thank you,” Kate said firmly.
Dara and Michael giggled at this, and Eddie was put out because he felt there was something else he was being kept out of.
“What am I going to do? It’s ages before it gets dark,” Declan complained.
Kate was going to give in over the tortoise and let him have visiting rights to the mudroom where the tortoise was going to live under her sole control. But it was too soon, they wouldn’t realize the seriousness of the near drowning if she weakened so quickly.
“Why don’t you go and teach Leopold some tricks?” she suggested, not very hopefully. You couldn’t teach Leopold any tricks. He had joined the household when he was found with a broken leg and a poor bark by Jack Coyne in the back of a truck, and when nobody had claimed him, the Ryans saved him from being put in a sack by Jack Coyne and meeting a watery death.
Leopold’s bark had never improved significantly, he did have a plaintive yowl, but Jaffa, the huge orange cat who had a purr like thunder, would have been a greater source of alarm to any burglar than the lame and silent Leopold. But there weren’t burglaries or crimes like that in Mountfern. Sergeant Sheehan was always proud to say that people in his place didn’t have to lock their doors at night.
Leopold was more of an indulgence than a watchdog.
“Teach him some tricks?” Declan was astounded.
“You couldn’t even teach Leopold to walk straight, Mam.” This was undeniable.
“You could exercise Jaffa in the garden,” she offered.
“We don’t have a garden.”
“We do. I call it a garden, you call it a yard. Go on, Jaffa would love a bit of exercise.”
“Will I make her do handstands?” Declan was interested now. Kate realized this had been a wrong road to travel down. She would never find anything to wear, she would spend the rest of the evening wondering if the big orange cat’s back would be broken.
“Sit in the garden until it’s dark … tell Jaffa to come toward you and then go to the other end of the garden and ask her to come back,” she told Declan.
“That’s a very dull thing to do. There’s no point in spending the evening doing that,” Declan complained.
“You’ll find as you grow older there’s a lot of things you’ll spend morning, noon and night doing that there’s no point in,” Kate said, holding a blue houndstooth skirt up to the light. It looked so respectable there must be a reason why it was not to the fore in her meager selection.
“When I’m old I’ll have a great time,” Declan said wistfully. “I’ll have bags of potato chips for every meal and I’ll stay out all night until even eleven o’clock if I feel like it.”
His small round face looked sadly out the window at Dara and Michael racing off down River Road, and at Eddie, hands in pockets, striding across the footbridge.
Kate Ryan had discovered the fatal flaw, a broken zipper and a triangular rip where she had caught it on a door handle.
“Maybe half-past eleven,” Declan said, looking at her sideways to show that he was a person of no half measures when it came to long-term plans for the future.
   It was a bright warm evening. Eddie looked at the men with the clipboards and instruments.
“What are you doing?” he asked them.
“A survey.”
“What’s that?”
“Making a measurement of the land.”
“Why haven’t you got a ruler, then?”
They looked at each other. Eddie was small and sandy and tousled-looking. He was like a caricature of a Troublesome Boy.
“We managed without one,” one of the men said.
“Is it a game, like guessing the weight of a cake?”
“A bit more scientific I hope.”
“Who wants to know how wide it is?”
“The fellow who’s going to buy it.”
“There’s someone going to live in there?” Eddie looked up at the ruined Fernscourt in amazement.
“That would appear to be what it’s about all right.”
“God, isn’t he lucky,” Eddie said with feeling. “I’d love to live in a place like that with no roof, and no floors and no wiping your feet.”
   Dara and Michael went first to Loretto Quinn’s for sweets. Mam had always said to give Loretto the turn, toffees were the same price there as everywhere, but Loretto would appreciate it.
The twins thought they must be her only customers for Scots Clan. The jar showed no signs of any other takers. She weighed out the two ounces and gave them an apple each free.
“We couldn’t,” Dara said. A polite and meaningless protest since Michael had already sunk his teeth in his.
“Ah go on, don’t I get them for nothing,” Loretto said.
This was not strictly true; she got them from an old man, Papers Flynn, a tramp of sorts who had encircled Mountfern all his life. He lived by picking fruit from low-hanging boughs or feeling gently into the soft nesting places that contrary hens used to find for themselves far from their rightful quarters. Sometimes he offered these as gifts to shopkeepers, who gave him a cheese sandwich or a mug of tea in return.
“Fierce activity across the river: fellows with cameras on long stilts,” Loretto said conversationally.
She liked the twins, full of chat without being cheeky. Their young brother Eddie was a different kettle of fish.
“They’re theologists,” Dara said confidently.
“Or something a bit like that.” Michael was a stickler for getting things right.
“Maybe they’re going to make a film.” Loretto was hopeful. “Like Quiet Man all over again, wouldn’t it be great?”
Dara didn’t smile. “I think it’s something to do with changing it all over there, someone buying it and making it different.”
“We’ll let you know if we find out anything,” Michael said.
Loretto stood at the doorway of her shabby little shop and watched the twins as they headed for the bridge and the heart of Mountfern.
   People used to say that if you bent your head to light a cigarette on the main road you’d miss the two signs to Mountfern and that even if you did see one of the signs and drive off the road through the semi-circle that led down Bridge Street to the River Fern and then back up River Road to the main road again you would wonder what kind of a place it was that you had been through.
One street, Bridge Street, more or less petered out at the bridge where the church was. The road got narrow across the bridge, and went off meandering to the various townlands and small farms. Bridge Street looked well when the sun shone on the different pastel colors of the houses and shops that fronted right onto the road. Some of them were whitewashed still like Judy Byrne’s house and Conway’s, the place that was both undertaker and pub. Others were pink like Leonard’s the stationers and paper shop, like Meagher’s the small jewelry shop where watches and clocks were mended and gifts were displayed in boxes with cellophane fronts. Daly’s Dairy was a very bright lime green. Mrs. Daly had been very pleased with the color, and was flattered when Fergus Slattery said they would all have to wear sunglasses now to cope with the sudden brightness that radiated from its walls.
There were some houses that didn’t have coats of paint on them. Like old Mr. Slattery’s tall house with the steps going up to it, which was covered with ivy. And the Garda barracks was just stone, as was the presbytery. The Classic Cinema had once been a smart beige color but it had gotten very shabby-looking, with paint peeling off. Mr. Williams, who was the rector-in-charge of the small Protestant church, had a cottage that was all covered with climbing roses—his wife spent from dawn to dusk gardening. To the outsider Mountfern looked a slow sleepy place, badly planned, straggling toward a river, but not having any real purpose.
It had been an estate village, of course, a collection of small holdings which all depended on the big house. The days of a community depending on one family seat for livelihood and living quarters were long gone. But Mountfern had not died with the house.
The farmers would always need somewhere to send their children to school, and shops where their wives could sell vegetables, eggs and poultry, where they could buy the essentials without having to travel to the big town, sixteen miles down the main road.
The visitor might have thought Mountfern a backwater but there were few visitors to have such thoughts. It hadn’t anything to offer to the sightseer; you had to have some reason to come to Mountfern, otherwise you would think it was a place where nothing happened at all.
Dara and Michael Ryan never thought of Mountfern like that. It was the center of their world and always had been. They hardly ever left it except to go to the town maybe four times a year. They had been to Dublin of course, with the school on educational tours, and once with Dad and Mam when they were very young and there had been an excursion to see Santa Claus in the various Dublin shops. Eddie always resented hearing about this excursion and wanted to know why it hadn’t been repeated for the rest of the family.
“Because Santa Claus would vomit if he saw you,” Dara had explained.
This evening, however, they had forgotten what a thorn in the flesh their younger brother Eddie was. They were setting out with a purpose. To find out what was happening to Fernscourt. They had seen the men with the measuring instruments but had not wanted to ask them straight out—it was almost too direct. They felt without actually saying it to each other that they would find out what was the collective view first. Then armed with this knowledge they would face the people that Loretto thought were making a version of The Quiet Man (a tamer version, the scenery in this part of the Irish midlands wasn’t spectacular and there were very few Maureen O’Haras around the place).
They passed Coyne’s Motor Works before they got to the bridge. Jack was working as he always seemed to be, day and night, a cigarette hanging out of his mouth.
The twins had heard their father say that it was the mercy of God that Jack Coyne hadn’t set himself alight with all the petrol and oil around the place, and that one day he could well blow the whole of Mountfern sky high with his dangerous practices. Dara and Michael didn’t like Mr. Coyne much, he always looked as if he were about to have a fight with someone. He was old of course, nearly as old as Mam and Dad, small and pointed looking. He wasn’t married, and he always said that a man who voluntarily took on a wife to nag the life out of him, and spend all he earned, was a man on whom no sympathy should be wasted. Dara had once said to him that if everyone had felt the way he did, the world would have come to an end long ago. Jack Coyne said that everyone might have been better off if it had, and let Dara remember that when she grew up and her head got full of nonsense about love and the like.
“Good evening Mr. Coyne.” It didn’t matter that he might be an old grouch, they still had to be polite and salute him.
“Out gallivanting,” he said disapprovingly. “Still I hear that they’ve big plans for Fernscourt. That’ll put a halt to your gallop, the lot of you.”
“What plans?” The twins ignored the gratuitous offense; they had never done anything to irritate Jack Coyne.
To his own immense annoyance Jack Coyne didn’t know what plans were afoot. Those fellows doing a survey had been far from forthcoming. But he had his own views.
“A big religious house I hear, so that’s the end of all the trick-playing by the children of this parish, I’m glad to say. You’ll have to start to do a day’s work for a change and be like we were at your age.”
“Is it brothers or nuns would you say?”
“That would be telling,” said Jack Coyne, who didn’t know.
“Isn’t he a pig?” Dara said cheerfully when they had left him. “A small dark offensive-looking pig.”
“Imagine him young,” Michael said, as they passed the bag of toffees between them. It was a feat of imagination too difficult for either of them.
“An offensive piglet,” Michael said, and they were in a fit of giggles by the time they reached the bridge and turned left up the main street.
There would be no place for Dara and Michael on the bridge, even Kitty Daly was a bit too young for the small group that met there in the evenings. They saw fellows sitting up on the stone parapet clowning, and a group of girls laughing. There was Teresa Meagher whose mother and father were always fighting. If you went past Meagher’s any night when the shop was closed you always heard voices raised. Teresa was going to get a job in Dublin it was always being said, but then her parents would cry and cling on to her so she had to relent and stay. Nobody on the bridge was courting. If you were courting you were down the river bank, or in Coyne’s wood, or at the pictures.
Devotions were over and Father Hogan was closing up the church. He waved at Michael.
“Any hope you’d be able to sing Panis Angelicus?” he said without much confidence.
“No Father, sorry Father, I haven’t a note in my head,” Michael said.
“Come on out of that, you were in the choir at the concert. Why don’t you …”
“No Father, I can’t sing, and anyway you’d never know what might happen to my voice.” Michael had been dying for his voice to break like Tommy Leonard’s had. Every morning he tried it out and was disappointed that it still sounded the same.
Dara was no help. “You should hear him singing from the bathroom, Father, he’d have the tears in your eyes.”
“I’ll kill you,” Michael said.
“Well I’m certainly not going to beg and cajole you.” Father Hogan was huffy now. “I didn’t think a Catholic boy would have to be flattered and pleaded with to sing in the House of God.”
Dara realized she had gone too far.
“I was only saying that to tease him, Father. Really and truly he’d be no good, he’d embarrass you, it’s like an old tin can. I know he would sing if he could, but he’s just in the choir to make up the numbers for Brother Keane, to sort of fill the stage up a bit.”
Father Hogan said that was all right then.
“Now.” Dara was triumphant. “Didn’t I rescue you?”
“You needn’t have gone on so much.” Michael hadn’t enjoyed being described as an old tin can that would embarrass you. There were times when Dara felt the need to give far too many explanations. They had reached Tommy Leonard’s house. The stationery shop was closed for business so the twins knocked at the door beside the shop. Tommy was there to greet them, his finger on his lips. Behind him a voice called.
“Where are you going, Thomas?”
“Just out for a bit of a walk.”
“All right, but be back at nine o’clock, and no giggling and playing with all that crowd of hooligans.”
“Right oh.” Tommy was good-natured. It was easier not to bring the whole thing down around your ears with a catechism of questions. That was Tommy Leonard’s view. Just say yes and no, don’t get involved in long explanations. Michael thought he was dead right; if he had desperate parents like Tommy’s he would be exactly the same. Dara thought that this was entirely the wrong way to handle things, and if she were Tommy she would make it all clear from the word go, instead of giving in to all the cracked notions. That only made them come up with more cracked notions still.
Maggie Daly said they were to wait until she showed Dara the gorgeous yellow dress that had arrived in the parcel from America. There were often parcels from America for all of them. Not as many as years back, when Mountfern was poorer maybe, and American uncles and aunts more generous, or postage cheaper. An American parcel was a rarity nowadays. Mrs. Daly probably would say nothing about it and its contents, but Maggie was so excited by the yellow net that she couldn’t wait to show it off.
The bad thing was that Kitty was in the bedroom.
Kitty yawned when Dara came in. “Going to try on the yellow are you?”
“Well look at it anyway,” Dara said. Kitty was a pain.
“Not at all, you’re coming to try it on. Half of Mountfern will pass through here trying it on, I can see that. The room will be full of people in vests and knickers bursting into the yellow dress.”
“Are you going to wear it?” Dara asked Maggie, deliberately ignoring the elder girl.
“I don’t think so.” Maggie was pleased to be consulted.
“You see it’s a bit low-necked, and it’s a bit big, I’m kind of lost in it. And it’s so gorgeous it would be a pity to cut it down for me. Wasting so much material, you see.” Her face showed her longing for the yellow satin with an overskirt of yellow net, and with yellow embroidery and sequins on the bodice. It was like something you’d see in the pictures; it was far too old for them in one way, and yet it was a girlish-looking dress with big puff sleeves. Dara was dying to put it on but she wouldn’t give Kitty the satisfaction of watching her.
“You wouldn’t have to get much taken out of it, Maggie, wouldn’t Miss Hayes do a great job on it?” Miss Hayes did some dressmaking in Mountfern but had never been let loose on exotic fabric like this, to their knowledge.
Kitty was lying on her bed reading the life story of Helen Shapiro who had managed to escape from childhood by having a voice that took her into the hit parade. She’d never have escaped if she had been born in Mountfern, Kitty Daly thought darkly.
“It would look ridiculous on Maggie, no matter what Miss Hayes did to it. That’s a dress that needs a chest. Maggie hasn’t got a chest to put into it.”
“None of us has a chest to put into it yet,” Dara cried with spirit. “While we’re waiting we could put a rolled-up pair of socks. Like you often do, Kitty Daly.”
“You told her!” Kitty’s face was dark red with rage, and she looked menacingly at Maggie.
“I didn’t know!” Maggie was transparently honest and terrified.
“Come on, Maggie, let’s leave Kitty the room to herself, we’re only in the way.” Dara felt it was time to escape. They hung up the yellow dress carefully and pulled back the transparent plastic cover that came with it. It was the most beautiful thing they had ever seen. They envied the cousin of the Dalys somewhere in America who had worn it to her Junior Prom. Whatever a Junior Prom might be.
They were going to the Protestant graveyard at the top of the town. Nobody would disturb them there. Mr. Williams the vicar had realized that the children didn’t tear around playing hide and seek among the headstones, there was no disrespect to the graves of the various members of the Fern family and the rest of the small Protestant community hereabouts.
It was a peaceful place for the children to come and talk. Mr. and Mrs. Williams had no children of their own, they were indulgent with the children of others.
Up Bridge Street the little band walked slowly. They looked wistfully at the Classic which was showing The Glass Mountain. Imagine having the money and freedom just to drop in to the pictures whenever you wanted to.
“We’ll be able to do that when we’re old,” Dara said.
Tommy Leonard didn’t think so; he thought being old was going to be more of the same.
They looked into Conway’s grocery and pub. At the back, hidden away, they saw the feet of three drinkers in the discreet bar area. They often had a game guessing whose feet they were.
They never tried to play this game in any other pub since anyone who drank in Foley’s or Dunne’s, or indeed in Ryan’s itself, did so openly. It was only in Conway’s that they pretended not to be there.
Beyond Conway’s was Dr. White’s and they called there for Liam and Jacinta. That was it for tonight; some of the other children they played with lived out in the countryside, and others weren’t allowed out to wander in the evenings. There were some boys who were up at the brothers’ in the football field and there were some girls who had to help in their houses, or who had been bad and therefore denied the night’s outing.
The six went to the graveyard and sat on a tombstone which they particularly liked.
It was the memorial for a William James Fern who had died in 1881 at Majuba Hill in the Transvaal, aged eighteen. It was during the Boer War they knew that, and he had been fighting for the British against the Dutch in South Africa.
“It was a long way to go,” Maggie Daly often said.
“I suppose he wanted to get away.” Tommy Leonard could understand it only too well.
Dara had never understood it.
“What did he want to go off and fight in other people’s wars for? If he was a Mountfern man then, why wasn’t he here having a great time? And if he was eighteen he could have done what he liked. Think of it, he could have gone to the Classic every night.” She looked at their faces. “That is if the Classic was there in the 1880s, which I don’t think it was.”
But tonight they didn’t talk long about the dead William James who fell at Majuba Hill. Tonight they talked about what was going to happen to William James’s old home. What was happening in Fernscourt.
They were not alone, this little group, in their speculations. If they could have seen into every house down Bridge Street and along River Road they would have come across conversations on the same theme.
Over in Foley’s Bar at the top of the town old Matt Foley and his friends said that there was oil sighted there. Some fellow had pulled a pike from the fern and his gills were full of oil. So the drilling would start any day now.
Next door to Foley’s, in her neat little house, Judy Byrne the physiotherapist sat with Marian Johnson whose family owned the Grange, a country house which took guests of a superior type and even arranged hunting for them. They were women of around the same age, one side or the other of forty, not married and not likely to find any husbands at this stage of their lives in this part of the country. Neither ever admitted that to the other.
They had heard that Fernscourt was going to be an agricultural college, which would be very good news indeed as it would mean lectures and all kinds of talent not seen in these parts before. While saying that the people would probably be quite unspeakable they were having a small sherry to celebrate.
Seamus Sheehan in the Garda barracks was taking a lot of abuse from his wife. Why had he heard nothing about Fernscourt? Everyone else in the place had some view on what was happening. There was no point in being married to the sergeant if he was the one man in the whole country who seemed to be too remote as to inquire what was going on in his own back yard.
Next to the barracks Jimbo Doyle lived with his mother. Jimbo’s mother had heard that the new place had been bought by an order of contemplative nuns. They would have a grille on the window and pull it back so that one nun, the Reverend Mother, would be able to address the outside world. When it was necessary, which would not be often.
Jimbo’s mother told him that they would need a reliable man around the place, and that he should get in quick before someone else did.
Jimbo, whose idea of opportunities in life did not include being a reliable handyman to an order of contemplative nuns, asked what his mother expected him to do. Write to the pope, or just the bishop saying he was the man? His mother said he should be glad that someone in the family was looking to the practical side of things instead of singing raucous songs and laughing loud laughs.
In Paddy Dunne’s pub all talk of emigration to Liverpool to the brother’s pub had stopped. This was now the hub of the universe. Paddy Dunne had it from one of the traveling salesmen who came in trying to get him to take biscuits. Biscuits in a pub! Anyway this man knew all about Fernscourt: it was an agricultural research place. Foreigners were going to come and test soil and plants and the place was going to be a boom town as a result of it. The smart man would expand now or expand a little and then sell when prices were going up. It provided hours of speculation.
Sheila Whelan sat in the comfortable sitting room behind the post office and listened to a concert on Radio Eireann. She loved all that Strauss music and it didn’t sweep her into a world of people waltzing in Vienna; instead it reminded her for some reason of the first time she had come to Mountfern with Joe Whelan. He had taken her to Coyne’s wood which was full of bluebells. Literally carpeted with them. They had picked armfuls of them and Joe had told her that he loved music and that he would take her to concerts. He told her lots of things. Sheila lay back in her chair, tired. She knew a bit more about Fernscourt than the others because the telegrams all came through her post office. But she didn’t know it all. She sighed and wondered what the changes would mean.
Across the road in the Whites’, the doctor was telling his wife all the theories he had heard. It was mainly nuns, he reported, but there was a considerable weight of opinion behind a college, and a strong vocal minority thought it was going to be a development of twelve luxury bungalows each with a quarter acre of garden and a river view.
“What would be the best?” Mrs. White wondered.
“It depends where you stand.” Dr. White was philosophical. “If Jacinta were going to join the Poor Clares or whatever, it would be nice to have her down the road; on the other hand if she were to land a millionaire let’s hope she might buy one of the new bungalows.”
“It’s going to make everyone look out for themselves,” said Mrs. White suddenly, as if the thought had just hit her.
Close to Dr. White’s house, in Conway’s, Miss Barry was having a small port for her stomach. She sat fearfully on a high stool. The Conways wished she would buy a bottle of port and take it home with her, she made everyone uneasy by looking around nervously and protesting that she had a cramp which meant that her body was crying out to be warmed.
Miss Barry had heard that there was definitely oil in the ground, that a research organization was going to come and test it, but they were going to install an order of silent enclosed nuns there as a disguise to keep people away—three theories rolled comfortably into one. She found a ready and unexpected audience in Conway’s. They looked at her as if there might be some truth in it; they had all heard elements of this story and this explanation would at last tie it all together.
In the Classic Cinema twenty-three people sat and watched the romantic tale of The Glass Mountain unfold itself on the screen, while Declan Morrissey who ran the place sat in the projection room and read an article he had cut out of a Sunday newspaper. Are the days of the cinema numbered? He wondered should he get out now or wait and see if these daft rumors about half the civil service being transplanted from Dublin to the midlands were true. Wouldn’t it be a very stupid thing to sell the Classic just as the horde of possible cinema viewers were about to arrive?
In Meagher’s, the watch-menders and small jewelers, Teresa’s parents fought on bitterly. Mrs. Meagher said it didn’t matter if the Prince of Wales had left and that Mrs. Simpson was coming to live in Mountfern and give parties, life still wouldn’t be any way good for her. It had been a vale of tears since she had married Mr. Meagher.
Mr. Meagher tired suddenly of the arguments; he had a pain in his chest and down his arm. He said he would call a halt to the fight and go to bed. He might feel better in the morning. He said that his wife was probably right. Life was a vale of tears and perhaps he had contributed to it. In the morning he would try to consider what could be done about it.
   Next morning Teresa Meagher was sent running for Dr. White but it was too late. Mr. Meagher had not recovered from his heart attack. Dr. White knew that he was dead but still arranged for him to be taken to the hospital in the town. It would be less distressing for the family. That’s what a lot of his work was about. Minimizing the distress. There was little he could have done to prevent Frank Meagher’s heart attack. The man ate like a fat man in a circus, smoked four packets of cigarettes a day and existed on a level of tension that should have finished him off years ago. Dr. White left Mrs. Meagher weeping to the canon, whose faded blue eyes clouded further with the memory of the happy family life the two Meaghers had led, and before long Mrs. Meagher began to believe it herself.
The news of Frank Meagher’s death did not take long to travel around Mountfern. In Leonard’s stationers, Tommy’s mother and father discreetly moved the Deepest Sympathy cards to the front of the stand. They hunted in the drawers for the black-edged Mass cards and flowery Spiritual Bouquet cards as well. People would want to pay their respects.
In Conway’s they realized that a coffin would be needed. Discreetly they set about getting one ready. Frank Meagher was a big man. It would be a big coffin. His wife would be as guilty as hell about the life she had led him, it could be an expensive one. But they probably didn’t have much insurance, maybe standard was the right thing to suggest.
At seven o’clock mass that morning he was prayed for. The religious bent their heads. Miss Purcell, Miss Hayes and Jimbo Doyle’s mother exchanged glances. They could have said a lot about the Meaghers, but they would say no more now, not after a bereavement like this.
   Miss Purcell looked after the Slattery household with an unsmiling face and unstinting effort. Old Mr. Slattery’s clothes were clean, ironed and mended, his shoes were polished and his newspaper laid in front of his well-served breakfast at eight-thirty every morning. Miss Purcell would already have been to seven o’clock mass, she was a daily communicant; she would have collected fresh milk at Daly’s and the newspaper at Leonard’s. His son Fergus was equally well looked after. His shirts were ironed for him, and left hanging on the big heavy wardrobe in his room. Miss Purcell always took the one he was going to wear next day to give it a little warm in the hot press. She had a horror of the damp.
Fergus had a series of sleeveless vee-necked knitted pullovers, almost all of them in a grey to blue shade. In the long evenings when others went out looking for diversion Miss Purcell knitted fresh supplies and darned the existing force. Though old-fashioned and obviously home-made, they gave him an even more boyish charm than he had already. Many a girl’s heart turned over to see him sitting at his desk in his shirt sleeves with the light on of an evening, reading through papers with hair tousled and glasses often pushed back into his thick dark hair.
If someone had offered Fergus a thousand pounds to strike attitudes or adopt a pose he wouldn’t have been able to do it. Like his father he was a pleasure to work for, Miss Purcell told her few cronies, a courteous and considerate man, always opening doors, carrying buckets of coal for her, and saying how much he liked whatever she put on the table. It would be hard to find his equal in three counties or more. Miss Purcell never understood any of his jokes but Fergus seemed to be very witty and make clients laugh. Often when they were leaving she heard them say that he was too human to be a lawyer. She had been worried about this and made two novenas that he should become less human in case he endangered the practice. Sometimes Fergus cleaned his own shoes—he didn’t think it was right to let a woman polish the black laced shoes that had been on his feet all day—but Miss Purcell didn’t like any changes in routine. She sniffed disapprovingly at his efforts and said she would prefer if he wouldn’t disgrace her in the town by going about with such ill-kept feet.
It was said that Canon Moran had often looked with envy at the Slatterys and wished they would give him their housekeeper. The purse-faced Miss Purcell who kept such a good house would be indeed a delight compared to poor Miss Barry, but she had been there so long and had no other home to go to, so in Christian kindness Canon Moran couldn’t, and made no efforts to replace her.
Miss Purcell was tall, thin and had a small face with two deceptively cheery-looking spots of red on her cheeks. These were not jolly ruddy cheeks, they were in fact two spots of color whose redness increased according to how disapproving she was. At breakfast that morning they were very red indeed: a sure sign that something was about to blow up. Father and son avoided recognizing this for as long as they could.
“Do you want a bit of the Independent?” Fergus’s father offered him the middle pages.
“I wish we’d get the Times, it’s a better paper altogether,” Fergus said. They were both avoiding the eye of Miss Purcell who stood ready to sound off.
“Well it is and it isn’t, but nobody dies in the Irish Times. You don’t get the list of deaths in it like the Independent. A country solicitor needs to know who has died.”
“Couldn’t we go into Leonard’s and sort of race down the deaths without buying the paper at all?” Fergus suggested.
“Fine thing that would be to do in a small town, depriving the Leonards of their income. Couldn’t the whole town do that? Couldn’t they come in here and look at our law books? Where’s the sense in that?” Mr. Slattery rattled his half of the paper in annoyance.
Miss Purcell cleared her throat.
“Miss Ryan is here. A bit early I said to her but she seemed to think that you expected her before nine.”
“Is that Marian Ryan come to make her will again?” Old Mr. Slattery looked over his glasses.
“No, it’s Kate, Kate Ryan from the pub up the River Road,” said Fergus. “Isn’t it, Miss Purcell?”
“Oh yes, Mr. Fergus, that’s the Mrs. Ryan it is, all right. And if I might say …”
“Yes, Miss Purcell?” Fergus decided to take it manfully, whatever it was.
“Mrs. Ryan arrived five minutes ago with the information that she is going to be working here.”
“That’s right,” Fergus said cheerfully. “She’s going to start this morning. Well she’s nice and punctual, that makes a change from the rest of Mountfern.”
“I can’t recall any occasion anything was late in this house …” Miss Purcell began to bristle.
“Oh not you, Miss Purcell, for heaven’s sake, everyone else.”
“And what work will Kate Ryan from the pub be doing here, and why wasn’t I consulted?” The spots on the cheeks were dangerously red now. Even old Mr. Slattery had put down his paper and was looking anxiously like an old bird from one to the other.
“Well, lots of things, I hope.” Fergus was still bewildered by this storm, and the sudden dropping of the Mrs. Ryan, and changing it to Kate from the pub.
“In nineteen years working in this house I have never had such treatment.” Miss Purcell looked ten feet tall; she had drawn herself up into a long thin stick quivering with rage. “If my work was not to your satisfaction, the very least I would have expected was to be told. Instead of allowing me to be humiliated by seeing that Kate Ryan from the pub, come along with her apron and things in a basket prepared to do my work for me.”
The eyes were very bright. Old Mr. Slattery’s glasses had fallen off his nose with shock.
Fergus was on his feet. “Miss Purcell, Miss Purcell! What an idea, what a thought that we would dream of improving on your housework! Don’t you keep the best house in the town? Aren’t we the envy of the whole of Mountfern, including I might say the canon himself? You can’t have thought for a moment that we’d as much as contemplate getting anyone else, let alone doing it without telling you.…”
“But Kate from the pub out there with her basket?”
“I don’t know what she has in the basket but Mrs. Ryan is going to work in the office. She was trained in a solicitor’s office in Dublin, you know. She’ll be doing the files and typing letters.”
“Oh,” Miss Purcell had to spend a moment doing some social adjustment.
“So you see you were quite wrong to think we have anything except the highest regard for you, isn’t that right, Dad?”
“Heavens yes. Oh Miss Purcell, the house would fall down without you,” said Mr. Slattery anxiously.
“But that would mean Kate … that Mrs. Ryan and her family would know all your business, confidential business of the town.” Miss Purcell wasn’t going to give in.
“We wouldn’t take her on if we didn’t know she could be trusted. It’s not easy to find the kind of discretion and loyalty that you have, Miss Purcell. You are, as my father has said, the mainstay of this house, but we think we have found someone who will be able to keep our business private, as you do. It’s very good of you to be worried about it.”
There was no more to be said. Miss Purcell had to go back to the hall where she had left Kate standing, and usher her into the office, asking the while whether she took sugar in her tea and if she would like a plain biscuit, a sweet biscuit or a slice of home-made currant bread. Kate wisely chose the home-made bread and disclosed four pints of raspberries which she had brought as a gift because she had heard it said that Miss Purcell made the best jam in the county. The pink spots began to lose their ferocity and the “Mrs. Ryan” was pronounced without the sarcastic overtones. Kate was in, she was starting a new career. There was hardly any trade in the pub in the mornings, and John was in agreement with her that the few pounds the Slatterys paid would be helpful. Young Declan was off at school, so they were all out of the house, and Carrie knew how to put a lunch on the table at the stroke of one. It would be nice to be behind a typewriter again for a change rather than behind a bar. Mr. Slattery was such a gentleman, a real old-fashioned man who was spending more and more time fishing; and Fergus was the best company in the world, self-mocking and droll, full of compassion for some of the people who came to see him, slow to send a bill where it would be a hardship to pay it, but also quick with his tongue to abuse anyone who wanted to work a fiddle or hide an income.
Fergus had told her that it wasn’t a big practice and that normally he was well able to deal with the clerical side. He could type like the wind with two fingers and he had a fairly reasonable filing system but he wanted his father to take more time off; now people really did trust him with their affairs rather than thinking of him as a boy in short trousers. So Kate would be a godsend. And indeed she was. It took her about three days to see that his reasonable filing system was hopeless, and to set up a better one.
“Come here till I show you what we do with these papers now,” she ordered him.
“No, no, that’s your work, that’s what we pay you inordinate sums of money for, so that I don’t have to look at things like that.”
“Wrong,” Kate cried. “You have to understand it, otherwise it’s useless to any of us. You won’t know where to put back a letter, find a counsel’s brief, where the deeds are, anything. Suppose I get flu or you sack me, or you’re working late at night. Come on now, it will only take ten minutes a day.”
“Do you run the pub like this too?” Fergus asked.
“Of course not, but I do the accounts, and I’ve insisted that John does them with me otherwise he’d have to leave them till the wife gets back and it would just double the work.”
“I’m surprised the place isn’t a gold mine with your organizational skills.”
“Come out our way one evening and have a pint in it and you’ll see what a gold mine it is. Would I be in here setting up filing systems for beautiful idle professional men too lazy to look at them if it was a gold mine? Now suppose you had this query from the town agent’s clerk about the fee in that workman’s compensation case which was appealed, where would you look first?”
“In the bad old days I’d look on the table at the window.”
“But in the good days that have now come?”
“I’ve forgotten, young Mrs. Ryan, show me, show me.”
“Oh thank God I’m happily married. You’d break my heart.”
“You’re sure you’re happily married?”
“Very sure. And isn’t it time you had a romance yourself? Now that Nora Lynch has gone off to fresh fields and better chances we hear nothing about your activities.”
“Listen to me, after that business with Nora I’m afraid to lay my hand or eye on anyone. There’s no activities to hear about. It was all a terrible misunderstanding.”
“You lost us a fine schoolteacher over it all. My Dara loved her. She hates the new woman, about a hundred she says, and a habit of hitting them accidentally on the knuckles with a ruler.”
“Poor Dara, maybe I should have given Miss Lynch an engagement ring to keep her in the town, and keep all the little girls like Dara happy.”
“I don’t think anything’s going to make my Dara happy for a long time, but no stories about children. This workman was called Burke, Fergus, in the name of God where are you going to look for this file?”
“Under the Bs, Miss?”
“We have a child prodigy,” said Kate Ryan and went back to her typewriter.
   “What are you doing, Daddy?” John jumped guiltily at Dara’s voice.
What he should have been doing was writing. This was the time that Kate stood minding the bar, tired already from her morning in the office. But there was just so long you could look at blank paper without it beginning to drive you mad. John Ryan had nothing to say and no way of saying it. He had come out to what Kate called the garden and everyone else called the yard to do a little experiment. Ryan’s licensed premises was flush on the road. Its front door opened straight onto River Road. It would have been unheard of to have a pub with a garden in front. The supplies came to the back yard and the barrels took up most of it … a place of half-used outhouses and sheds. That was where the back door of the house was, that was the only way the children were ever allowed to enter their home. But beside the house there was what they called the side yard. Here the hens wandered, and Jaffa sat like a buddha in calm control, purring and lazily washing her big orange face. Leopold didn’t sit much in the yard, there wasn’t an audience sufficiently sympathetic to his whimperings and cringings. He liked to cower in the pub. Maurice was still in the mudroom after the ugly river-bank incident. John had devised a marvelous way to avoid working on his poems: he was going to build a large hen coop, a wired-off area for the hens to live in, so that they could scratch and wander but be away from the few pathetic attempts that Kate had started in the line of making a real garden. Once the hens were corraled life would be easier. But John Ryan had wanted to do it quietly and undisturbed by his family. He didn’t want to admit, even to himself, that he was shirking his writing work, and playing hooky. Dara stood with a mutinous look on her face. Her eyes were dark and cross under her fringe of black hair … her hands thrust into the pockets of her shorts.
“Are you changing things, is that it?” she said in the tones of someone looking for a fight and determined to find one.
“I have a bit of a plan. I was working it out, that’s all,” her father said, looking guilty and shifty.
“I bet it’s something new and desperate,” Dara said.
“It was just a plan to gather the hens all together in a run, that’s all it was,” John said mildly.
“They’re perfectly all right the way they are, they don’t want to be gathered, they don’t want to be changed, they love things just as they are.” Her eyes were suspiciously bright as if she could start to cry any minute. Dara had never expressed any view about the hens up to this. The hens were like the river bank and the crates in the yard, they were just part of the background.
John Ryan sat back on his haunches and put an arm around his daughter’s knees. “Come here and give your old father a hug.”
“There’s no point in hugs,” Dara said.
“Right.” He stood up. “I know exactly. It’s the same with me. I don’t feel like writing now so I came down to play with the chickens.”
Dara couldn’t help laughing at the thought of her father playing with chickens. She managed a snort but John Ryan wisely didn’t build on it. He knew she was upset and it would all come out. He supposed it was a row with Kate. But he was wrong.
“Daddy, are we poor?”
“No we’re not poor. You know that.”
“But we’re not rich are we?”
“You don’t have to be one or the other, you can be in between, like most of us are around here.”
“Will we ever be rich?”
“We’ll be all right. What’s this worry about money?”
“We’re going to need it to buy our house.” Her face was very determined.
“But we have our house, silly old thing, this is our house,” he indicated the pub and the whitewashed walls of the house with a wave of his hand.
“Not here, our house across in Fernscourt. You know where they have the bulldozers. They’re clearing it for someone to live there, some American, he’ll live there unless we can buy it.”
“Now, now, Dara,” John began soothingly.
But she was on her feet full of anger and wouldn’t be soothed.
“It’s our house, Michael’s and mine, and everyone’s.”
John sighed.
“Will you come for a bit of a walk with me?”
“I don’t feel like a walk.”
“I don’t feel like a walk with such a disagreeable weasel as you, but it might help.”
“Where will we go?”
“We could go to Fernscourt.”
“All right then.”
Kate Ryan was in the bar talking to Jimbo Doyle and Jack Coyne, who were not her idea of the best of company, when she saw through the window the two figures crossing the footbridge. Her husband who was meant to be working on his poetry and her daughter who had been like a bag of hedgehogs all week. Her knuckles ached to rap on the window, but she wouldn’t give that sharp-faced Jack Coyne the satisfaction of seeing her act the bossy wife.
Kate had always spoken impetuously, and not long ago in confession had told Canon Moran that she was quick-tempered. Canon Moran had suggested that she think of Our Lord’s Blessed Mother whenever she was tempted to say something sharp. She should think what Our Lady might have said. She needn’t actually say what Our Lady would have said, but thinking it might delay the caustic response or the hurtful crack.
Looking at the man and girl hand in hand walking across the footbridge Kate Ryan thought that the Mother of God might have blessed them and wished them well and happiness and thanked God for her good fortune. Right, Kate Ryan would think similar noble thoughts. She turned around and faced Jack Coyne and Jimbo Doyle with what she thought was a saintly smile.
“Jesus, Kate, have you a toothache?” asked Jimbo Doyle in alarm.
 

 
“And Michael and I planned to live here when we grew up. Everyone knew that we’d get a proper roof made over this bit, and probably build windows and a door.” Dara was pointing out the extent of the house.
“But it was only a dream.” John was gentle.
“No it wasn’t.”
“Yes, of course it was … and is. Like going to see the man in the moon. Do you remember when you were very young we used to take you out to have a look at the man in the moon before you went to bed? Now you don’t think it’s a man up there, you’re quite happy to look at the moon for itself, as something beautiful lighting up the sky over Mountfern.”
“Yes but …”
“And when you were very young altogether you and Michael used to be staring up the chimney in the kitchen, didn’t you, at Christmas time, the way Declan did last Christmas? You thought that if the chimney was too old and too awkward you wouldn’t get any presents. But they came all the same, didn’t they, and you don’t mind now where they come from?”
“That’s not the same …”
“I know it’s not the same … but I was just saying that the way we look at things changes as life goes on, it couldn’t always stay the same, otherwise we’d all be still living in caves with clubs or if we didn’t grow up in some kind of way wouldn’t we all be in nappies waddling around the place in playpens …”
“You don’t understand …” she wailed.
“I don’t understand completely, but I understand a bit. Don’t I?” She looked up at him, her face softening.
“I know, Dara, it’ll always be here in some way for you, not the same way, remember the man in the moon. The moon didn’t go, and it still looks beautiful, doesn’t it, when you can see all the cattle over on the hills, and the spire of the church and the woods and … and Fernscourt …”
“Will it be the same when this awful man comes, him with all his American money?”
“He’s not going to be awful. He has children, we hear, you’ll love them as sure as anything.”
“I won’t, I won’t.”
“Well you’ll meet them anyway, and you might like them. Would that be reasonable?”
“And we’d never be able to afford to buy it ourselves.”
“No, that isn’t a thing you should think about, that’s not a possible thing, that’s like imagining a square circle, or imagining that Jaffa grew a long neck like a giraffe in the picture books. Cats don’t grow long necks, this isn’t a real home for you and Michael, it was a home for last summer and before that.”
“And now?” Her lip had stopped trembling.
“It’s still special but it isn’t anything you start getting all het up about and start saving your pocket money to buy. That’s like the days when you used to want to know if the man in the moon had to wash his neck.”
“Will you explain that to Michael, Daddy? I’m not great at explaining.”
“I’m not great at it either.”
“Well, you’re better than me,” Dara said in the matter-of-fact voice which meant that he had sorted this one out anyway.
John Ryan hadn’t written a poem or built a hen run, but he had convinced his angry little daughter that the world wasn’t going to come to an end. Now all he had to do was to get into the house without his wife knowing he had played hooky from his poetry writing.
   It was a busy night in the bar, they had hardly time for a word of any kind let alone the attack that John feared was brewing. Kate moved so quickly around the place, she had glasses swept up, and washed or refilled quicker than he would have decided whether to move the glass in the first place. Yet she didn’t give the customers the impression that they were being rushed, only that there was an urgency in getting their pint in front of them.
Kate had decided to say nothing until everyone was gone, then she was going to force her voice to stay low, not to get high and excited, and she would not allow herself to speak too quickly until it became a gabble. She was going to point out—in tones that no one could find offense in—that she got up every morning and saw the children off to school, then she went and did what amounted to a day’s work in an office, and not that she was complaining but she spent the afternoon listening to almighty bores rambling out of them instead of getting on with her own work of which she had plenty, but she had stood in the bar to let her husband work … She would keep her voice very calm as she told him how she would like to take a cleaver to him and split him in two.
Her humor was not helped by the behavior of Eddie and Declan who had come into the pub, despite all the strictures against this, to know could they take possession of the tortoise again. They had burst into the pub, mouths stained with the jam which Carrie had been making a very poor fist of setting. They looked like the children of tinkers both of them in the most torn clothes that they could have found. In front of the drinking population of Mountfern—who probably had looked at her askance because she was an outsider from the first day and had now committed the crime of going outside the family home to work—she had been guilty of the worst sin of all … neglecting her children. And had John supported her, had he removed them with an authoritative wave and a thunderous warning? He had like hell!
John Ryan had put an arm around the shoulder of each small furious son and he chose with a slow deliberation for each of them a chocolate biscuit from the shelf behind the bar and he had walked them out as if they had been honored guests instead of his own children who had broken his own most strict rule of coming into the family pub.
But Kate would not let her tone betray her rage, otherwise he would just walk away from it saying that the last thing on earth he wanted was a fight. It was infuriating. The only way she could convince him of how badly he was behaving was to speak in a reasonable tone as if she were the most contented woman on earth.
For a wild moment she wondered how the Mother of God would have coped, and then realized that Mary wouldn’t have had nearly as many problems in Nazareth. There was never any mention of her running Joseph’s carpentry business almost single-handedly and doing another job for a local lawyer as well. Kate’s resentment knew no bounds.
The last straggler finally went home. The glasses were washed, the windows opened to air the place, two clean dishcloths lay out to dry on the counter. Kate felt sweaty and weary, not in the mood to list her wrongs.
Her husband smiled at her across the counter. “May I pour you a port wine?” he asked.
“Oh Jesus, Mary and Joseph isn’t that all I’d need tomorrow, a roaring port hangover.”
“Just one glass each, we’ll bring it out to the side garden and I’ll tell you my plans for it.”
She bit her lip. He was like a big child.
“Well?” He had the glass and the port bottle ready.
She was too tired.
“Hold on till I rinse this blouse out,” she said, and took off the blue and white cotton blouse that was sticking to her back. Standing in her slip top and dark blue skirt, she looked flushed and very beautiful, John thought. He touched her neck where the long dark curly hair was loosely tied with a narrow blue ribbon.
“That’s lovely for them to see that kind of carry on if they pass the window,” she said shaking his hand away.
“Well you’re the one who’s half-dressed, I’m quite respectable,” he laughed.
The blouse was left to hang on the back of a chair, it would be dry in the morning. Kate gave herself a quick sluice with the water in the sink that was meant to wash only glasses.
“If we’re going to go to the side garden, let’s go then,” she said more ungraciously than she felt; she was glad at any rate that he was calling it a garden rather than a yard. That was an advance.
The moonlight made it look a great deal better than it seemed by day. Jaffa sat still as a statue on the wall. Leopold was dreaming of beatings and his hard life. He gave a gentle whimper now and then in his sleep. From the hen house there was a soft cluck.
John folded a sack and left it on an upturned barrel. “I was to ask you about the tortoise.”
“No, no.” Her eyes flashed with rage. “It’s not fair, John, really it isn’t. You’re always the lovey dovey one, ask poor old Daddy, he’s so soft, he’d melt as soon as he looks at you. Mammy’s the nagging old shrew … It’s not fair to let them grow up thinking that.”
“They do not think that.”
“They do, and they will more if you say they can have the tortoise back. Do you think I want the smelly old thing in the mudroom looking at me like something out of one of those horror pictures they have in the picture house? I’ve wished a hundred times it would die one day and we could have a funeral and it would all be over, and all the fighting.”
“They live for years, you know, you’re on a loser there,” he grinned.
She wouldn’t give in “No, they can’t have it back, they broke all the rules coming into the pub like pictures of children you’d see when they’re collecting for charity. They’re worse than Leopold, they pretend they never got a meal or a bath in their lives.”
Kate Ryan was very aggrieved.
“Did I ever try to countermand any of your decisions?” John asked.
“No, but you try to get around me. We’ve got to be consistent, John, otherwise how do they know where they are?”
“I couldn’t agree more.”
“But?”
“But nothing. I couldn’t agree more.”
“So what about the bloody tortoise? What were you going to suggest?”
“Come here, I want to show you something …” He took her by the hand and pointed out where they should build a long hen run, with netting over it. The hens would have freedom, but within frontiers. The rest was going to be a garden. He showed where they could have a rockery. And how they would build a raised flower bed maybe and she could grow the flowers she had always said she would like.
“You should have been writing your poetry.”
“It’s not like making things in a factory, Kate, you can’t sit down in front of a conveyor belt and turn out bits of writing and in the end a poem emerges.” He spoke quietly and with dignity.
“I know, I know.” She was contrite.
“So when it didn’t seem to come, I thought I’d do something for you and plan you a garden.”
“That’s lovely.”
“I’ll have a word with Jimbo Doyle and he could do a couple of days and build up a few beds. Now wouldn’t that be nice?”
“It would.” She was touched, she couldn’t deliver her attack now. It would be ingratitude, flying in the face of God, to attack a husband who was so kind.
“I was over in Fernscourt today, there’s heaps of stones lying around the place. We could get some nice big rocks, Jimbo could wheel them across the footbridge.”
“I don’t suppose they belong to anyone.” Kate didn’t want her voice to sound grudging … “That would be grand,” she added.
“And this thing about the tortoise, I wouldn’t countermand your orders. God, what would be the point? What I was wondering was now that the hens have a place of their own someone will have to feed them properly you know, mix up the scraps with the bran …”
“Yes.”
“So suppose we made those two scallywaggers do that? They’d be well able for it, and they’d give the hens a feed twice a day … and to encourage them maybe they could have some kind of access to that tortoise, maybe take him out of your way in the mudroom, not have him looking up at you like a prehistoric monster. What do you think?”
Kate tried to hide her smile. Unsuccessfully.
“What do I think?” she said, laughing in spite of herself. “I think I might be persuaded … but …”
“But it would have to come from you. If you think it would be a good idea, then you should suggest it.” He was adamant about this.
“I suppose you sorted Dara out too,” Kate said gently and with admiration. “They should have you up on the platform in Geneva sorting things out for everyone.”
“Ah, the poor child was very upset, it’s giving up a bit of fairyland. None of us like doing that.”
“People like you didn’t have to, it’s still all there in your heads,” Kate said, but she said it with a hint of envy in her voice, and she kissed his lips softly so that he tasted the port wine.




Chapter III

That night Michael sat on the landing window seat and looked across at Fernscourt in the moonlight.
The curtains of ivy waved over the hummocks of moss. It was easier than ever to see the ruins since some of the big straggly trees and bushes had been cut down.
Eddie and Declan were long asleep in their bunk beds. Michael had been reading with a torch, but his mind had strayed from the knight who had rescued the Lady Araminta with the golden tresses. He wanted to look at real life, which was Fernscourt. For a long time he looked at the shadows over the moon and the patterns they made on the soft green banks up from the river toward the house.
Then he saw a figure moving in the moonlight. Nobody ever walked there at night. Michael knelt up and opened the window to have a better view. It was a man, an old man even older than Daddy. He was wandering around with his hands in his pockets looking up at the walls. Sometimes he touched the moss, sometimes he pushed aside the ivy. Michael was kneeling on the window seat now, peering and straining to see as the figure disappeared and emerged again behind the ruined walls. He felt a hand on his shoulder, and there was his father in his pajamas.
“Dad, I think he’s come. I think he’s here.”
“Who?”
“The American. I think that’s him in our house.” The boy’s face was white even on the shadowy landing with moonlight coming in irregular darts through the window.
John Ryan looked out and saw a figure walking around touching walls and almost patting the bits of building that still stood. John felt he was spying somehow. The man was as if naked over there, in that he didn’t know he was being observed.
Michael was wriggling off the seat. “I’ll have to wake Dara,” he said, his face working anxiously.
“Wait, Michael.”
“But it’s our house, he’s here, he came after all. People said he might not be going to live here. But look at him, he is going to live in it, isn’t he? Isn’t he?”
John sat down on the window seat, and lifted his feet a little off the cold linoleum floor covering. “Michael, don’t wake the child up.”
“She’s not a child, she’s twenty minutes older than I am.”
“That’s true. She’s not a child any more than you are.”
Michael’s face was troubled. “She’ll need to know, Dad.”
“Nobody needs to know.”
“It’s partly her house.”
“It’s his house Michael.” John indicated the man across the river.
“I know, I know.” The boy’s thin shoulders were raised, tense. He was troubled and unsure what to do.
“Give me something to put my feet on so they’re not like two big blocks of ice when I get back into the bed with your mother.”
Michael rooted around under the comics and books that were on the window seat and found a raggedy cushion.
“Will this do?”
“That’s fine, thank you son.”
Some of the quivering tension had left the boy. He sat down, still looking out of the window, but prepared to talk rather than wake his sister and the whole house in his grief.
“Do you know, when I was a lad your age we used to go over there and play too. Your Uncle Barry, now, he was a great climber, there was nothing he couldn’t get right up on, and there were more bits of wall then than now.”
Michael was interested.
“And then your Aunt Nuala; my heavens wouldn’t those little Australian boys and girls be surprised to know that their Mother Superior used to climb trees like a boy? She used to tie her skirts up around her waist and climb with Barry.”
“What did you do, Daddy?”
“Sure I was only like poor Eddie, looking at them,” John sighed. “They usually wanted me to go away, if I remember rightly.”
Michael took this as a criticism of the twins’ own attitude to their younger brother.
“I’m sure you were fine when you were young, Dad. But God, you couldn’t have Eddie hanging around with you, I mean really and truly.”
“Oh I know that, I’m not disputing it, Eddie would have your heart scalded. But I was only talking about the old days across there … and the kind of things we used to do …”
He talked on gently, his voice low enough that it wouldn’t wake Kate and have her storming out onto the landing. Yet raised enough for Michael to think it was a normal conversation and that these were normal times.
John dug deep into his memory of games played, and accidents averted, of guards on bicycles, of two young bullocks that ran wild, away from someone’s secure field up the hill. He talked until he saw the lids begin to droop on his son’s thin white face, and knew that sleep was going to come at last, that Michael wouldn’t wake Dara and sit all night watching in helpless despair as this stranger walked through what they still wanted to think their home.
   That night old Mr. Slattery couldn’t sleep and he came down to get himself some warm milk. He dozed off at the kitchen table as the milk boiled and didn’t smell the burning until Fergus appeared, wild-eyed with shock.
“Don’t put me away, don’t put me in the county home,” wept the old man. “I’ll take milk to bed in a flask. I’ll never try to boil it again. Please.”
Fergus had been filling the blackened saucepan with water and opening the windows.
“Are you going mad altogether, Father? Would I put you in the county home? Would I?”
“If I were mad altogether you’d have to,” Mr. Slattery said reasonably.
“Yes, but you’re not, and even if you were I don’t think I would.”
“Why not? It would be the right thing to do, we’ve often advised clients ourselves.”
“You’re not a client. You’re my father.”
“You’ve got to get on with your own life.”
“But I do get on with my own life, for God’s sake. I was out getting on with it this evening and I’d only just gotten to bed. That’s why it was my nose that caught the milk, not Miss Purcell’s.”
“I’m a burden, I don’t do much work in the office.”
“You’re not a burden, we don’t have much work in the office.”
“I’ve let the place run down, why else didn’t we get the business for Fernscourt?”
“Oh is that what’s worrying you? I’ll tell you why. Your man O’Neill is in business in a big way over there, really big, owns at least half a dozen restaurants or bars or whatever they are. He has other business too, he pays accountants and lawyers big fees. Now he’s opening here, the big lawyers look up a map … Ireland they say, Ireland, where’s that? Then they find it. What’s the capital they say, what’s the capital? Then someone tells them and they get Dublin solicitors. That’s all.”
“You make it sound so simple. I suppose it will be good when he arrives, this American. He’s given work in the place already.”
“Here’s some fresh milk.” Fergus had boiled another saucepan. “We’ll tell Miss Purcell that I was drunk and burned the arse out of the saucepan. The American? It has to be good for the place. I suppose the poor devil will be full of nonsense and trying to hunt and shoot and fish. We’ll have great sport with him. Imagine worrying about the American! It’ll be the best sport we ever had. I can’t wait for him to arrive.”
   That night Sergeant Sheehan found somebody lying in a very awkward position, legs splayed, head lolling, and stretched right across the footbridge at the end of the town. Sergeant Sheehan was a thickset man who used to be a great hurler in his day, a man with ferocious eyebrows which made him look very frightening when he had to. But he was running to fat now, with slow and undemanding life in a country town. He felt his uniform was constantly tight around his neck, and rolls of fat gathered when he buttoned his top collar.
He loosened the collar now by opening several buttons, and looked at the sleeping woman. It was Miss Barry, the canon’s housekeeper. A fine place for her to have passed out and to be snoring at 1 A.M. Sergeant Sheehan went back to the station to think the matter over, having tidied her legs into a more respectable position. He wasn’t quite sure what his next move would be. To wake the canon with such bad news would be unwise. To allow Miss Barry to be found by someone else, asleep and obviously the worse for wear, would hardly be wise either. To wake Miss Barry might be the least wise course of all. What a pity Mrs. Whelan wasn’t around. He walked up Bridge Street. There was still a light on.
He tapped gently. She came to the door fully dressed.
“Do you ever sleep, Sheila?” he asked, full of relief to see her.
“Not so much these days. Telegrams come in at funny times too. They don’t know what time we wake or sleep,” she said.
He told her; she pondered. She decided it was best left, even another three or four hours would mean she had slept the worst off. Had she anything to support her head? No, but the sergeant would arrange it.
“I get up early,” Mrs. Whelan said. “I could throw some water over her at around six, and then we could pretend she had been out early to pick mushrooms for His Reverence’s breakfast and fallen into the river.”
This way face was saved. He couldn’t thank her enough. Mrs. Whelan said they would speak no more of it; she was flattered to be asked for her advice. She would sleep now for a couple of hours.
   It was years since Patrick O’Neill had stayed up all night. He tried to think back. In the 1930s during the Depression often, very often, hardly a week went by when nights were not spent hauling boxes and crates, doing favors here, moving goods that had to be out of warehouses there. Counting, taking note, proving himself reliable. Telling Italians and fellows with long Polish names that they could always rely on Patrick O’Neill. He used to say his own name with pride to these men, roll it around as if it were an incantation. He spoke of himself in the third person to these business associates in the early days: “Patrick O’Neill won’t let you down. You can always rely on Patrick O’Neill.”
They could rely on him and his truck at first, and then on his fleet of truck drivers who didn’t ask questions but just shifted what had to be shifted.
And then Patrick O’Neill’s name was over neighborhood bars. He was one of the first to welcome the end of Prohibition, just as he had enjoyed the income and lifestyle which Prohibition had created for him, and those Italians and Poles who had given him early jobs were not forgotten. When life became less risky Patrick O’Neill invited them and their wives to his bar-restaurants and treated them with respect. Flowers for the wives, discreet smiles when they brought girlfriends instead. They appreciated it; they sent him custom. But it had meant a lot of staying up all night. There had been the night when he had gone through the books over and over again. It was dawn when he had to admit that it was a fellow Irishman who had been cheating him. He called to Tom Brady’s house at seven, shirt open and eyes red.
Tom Brady realized what had happened and tried to run.
“Mrs. Brady,” Patrick O’Neill had said quietly, “take the children out, maybe for the day. To family perhaps? Don’t let them come back before nightfall. Oh and move any really good ornaments and pieces from your front parlor.”
“This isn’t a movie, Patrick,” Tom started to bluster.
“Sure it isn’t, otherwise you’d be dead on your floor for what you’ve done to me.”
Tom Brady’s wife gasped.
“Take the children,” Tom had said, “and do what he says. He’s not going to kill me.”
Patrick beat him with a violence he didn’t even know he possessed. With every blow he grunted and spat out more rage. This was for the false smiles and the drinks after a day spent cheating. This was for letting Patrick fire an innocent Italian two months back. This was for the sleazy shabby way the goods were stolen, taking them out in trash cans and coming back later to root among the garbage and remove the good bottles of liquor. This was for taking a bonus last Christmas, and this, the hardest blow of all, had been for being an Irishman and doing it all to another Irishman. He had been up all that night all right. And on the night he had met Kathleen.
He had never intended to marry, or fall in love. There wouldn’t be time. Work was scarce first and then it was too plentiful, and then came responsibility and long hours. There wouldn’t be time for a wife and family. But Kathleen had looked so lovely and she was so lively then, eyes dancing, long fair hair swept up into a top knot of some sort. She had been so excited about his bars and restaurants, and so enthusiastic. She said over and over that America was so alive and so full of hope she pitied anyone who lived anywhere else.
“Except Ireland, of course,” Patrick had said.
“Particularly Ireland.” She had tossed her curls.
It was the one thing they differed on. Huge in ways, and yet it never mattered all that much, because he knew that when he was ready to go back—“to go back” was how he put it, though he himself had never seen Ireland—Kathleen would come too. He wasn’t to know that as her health deteriorated she would become less and less interested in any scheme, be it in New York or in Ireland. Kathleen, who used to sit on the tables in a new bar holding swaths of material up to the light at the window to see which would make the classiest curtains, lost her involvement in anything except the big white house in New Jersey, and in the latter years even that couldn’t hold her frail attention.
He hadn’t spent any night awake over Kathleen’s illness; there was not one night when he knew she wouldn’t get better. He was never given any bad diagnosis, or expectation or time when her illness would run its course. Possibly, the last time he had stayed up all night without going to bed or lying down was the night Kerry was born. In 1947. The child had been born at home and the doctors told Patrick it was going to be long and hard, even though Kathleen was still young and strong in those days. He had spent all night pacing, trying to read, doing anything to distract himself from the cries upstairs. It had been a clear bright dawn when he held his son in his arms and rocked him. Kerry’s tiny, scrunched-up face was so touching, Patrick had swallowed hard and swore that no harm would come to this boy, and that he would go back and walk in his rightful place in Ireland with head held high.
As he clutched the little bundle to him he felt tears in his eyes and wondered how his own father, Michael O’Neill—amiable, drunken, good-for-nothing Michael O’Neill—felt when he had held Patrick in his arms. Did he not wish too that he could take his son back to Mountfern? No, Patrick’s father must have felt no such thing. At the age of twenty Michael O’Neill, his parents, brothers and sisters, had left Mountfern because there was no work and his father had been thrown out on the road. He never went back, nor had he ever thought it possible. He had sung songs about Ireland, and told tales, and filled young Patrick with a hatred of this Fern family whom he had never met.
Patrick was eight when he heard that the Ferns’ house had been burned down. The news came by letter. It was too late to be any good to any of the O’Neills then. There was no O’Neill around to watch the flames lick through the windows of this house, the house which had held the family and brought them down.
Patrick O’Neill touched the moss-covered stones almost religiously; he leaned against the ivy-covered walls and walked by the moonlight into a room which still had its walls. To his surprise there were orange boxes as furniture, and toy tea-sets. Some local children had obviously been playing there. He smiled at the jam jars full of wild flowers. He wondered who the children were. Certainly they wouldn’t have been allowed in the door during the Ferns’ time. He would love to see their faces when they heard his plans for the old ruin.
   Mrs. Whelan was the first to see him. She had just delivered a dripping Miss Barry back to the presbytery while Father Hogan and Canon Moran clucked sympathetically at the mishap that caused their housekeeper to fall into the river. Mrs. Whelan had even provided some mushrooms as a kind of proof that the bewildered woman had been on an errand for her employers. Just as she was walking back to her post office, she saw a man in a crumpled suit, tie loosened, walk up Bridge Street toward a hired car. It could be no one else.
Patrick O’Neill stood handsome and pale in his unaccustomed dark suit. Big and broad-shouldered with a head of dark brown curly hair, he was a man who normally wore tan or beige jackets. Few people in the States ever remembered seeing him in dark colors. Even if there had been a formal occasion he had worn a green tuxedo in deference to his national origins.
His enemies in business had often said that he had the thickset looks of an Irish paddy who should still be shoveling dirt. This pleased Patrick rather than otherwise; he said he was glad to wear the signs of his forefathers so openly, and to be living proof that they had to work hard and that they survived. But he didn’t have the pugilistic face of a man who would like to have a fight, he had no boxer’s scowl, nor the low forehead of a man who found it hard to cope with whatever life dealt him. His face was broad and open, his eyes blue and twinkling. From his eyes lines came out like a star, meaning that they often looked as if he was smiling even when he was far from it.
He was more attractive and younger than Sheila had expected. But then, what should she have expected, just seeing telegrams and telex messages pile up for him? He looked as if he could do with a welcome.
She crossed the street. “And you’re very welcome to these parts, Mr. O’Neill,” she said warmly.
Patrick looked at her gratefully. “How did you know it was me, did you know my people?”
“Who else would it be, Mr. O’Neill? And I have a foot of telegrams and messages for you up at the post office. Would you like a cup of tea and I’ll give them to you?”
“Now that’s what I call efficiency.” He threw back his head and laughed.
Mrs. Whelan led him through the post office to her room behind. She put him sitting down beside a pile of communications and put on the kettle. She said no more till she placed a cup of tea beside each of them, and some buttered soda bread. Yes, a very handsome man, she thought, he was going to cause a bit of a stir. Mrs. Whelan smiled to herself, thinking of all the excitement there would be.
Patrick read the telegrams from Gerry Power, the man who had replaced Tom Brady as his second in command all those years ago. He read the telegrams from Rachel too quickly, and put them into a different pocket. He felt the heat coming back into his body with the strong tea and the thick buttered bread. She was a gracious woman, this Mrs. Whelan. No curiosity about him, no need to talk and chatter like so many women, telling you their business and wanting to know yours. If they were all going to be like this in Mountfern, he had made the best move in his life.
Despite the hard, silent disapproving face of Gerry Power.
Despite the hurt, bewildered eyes of Rachel Fine.
Despite the confused chirrupings of little Grace.
And the stern scornful look of Kerry, the tall golden-haired son. The boy he had promised to take back home. The boy who said so little to him these days that Patrick had no idea what he was thinking about, at all.
   Fergus wondered what it would be like to be a solicitor in a big place where you had no idea what the day would bring. In other places he supposed he could stand on his own doorstep and stretch without four passers-by asking him had he a bad back like his father, and sending messages in to Miss Purcell or advising him on the rather glum-looking window boxes. Still he wouldn’t change it. And he could escape and get on with his life a bit, as he had told his father last night, if he went twenty-five miles to a dance organized by a rugby club. There were grand girls there who wouldn’t expect to be taken to Meagher’s jewelry shop next morning if a kiss and a cuddle had been part of the night’s entertainment.
He saw Kate Ryan walking up River Road and turning into Bridge Street. She waved.
“Are you out with your stopwatch in case I’m a second late?”
“Just waiting for the bells to ring for mass. If there had been one peal you’d have been fired. No, I was having a good stretch actually.”
“Don’t you look like a young Greek god. Did you have a good time in Ballykane last night?”
His arms dropped to his sides mid-stretch. “How did you know where I was …?”
“I was there myself dancing away beside you. You never saw me?”
“No you weren’t, don’t be ridiculous, who said it to you?”
“Jack Coyne. Some fellow couldn’t start his car and rang Jack at all hours in the morning to go and pick him up.”
“God, you can’t do much in this place, can you? And there was I thinking it wasn’t such a bad place. No surprises.”
“It isn’t a bad place. Do you want surprises?”
They were walking companionably in to start the day’s work as the church bells began to peal at ten to nine to let the devout know it was time to put on the hats and pick up the missals for daily mass. The early devout would already have attended seven o’clock mass, said this morning by a perplexed Father Hogan, whose mind was as much on the dripping and drunken housekeeper as it was on the liturgy.
“No I don’t want surprises,” Fergus said. “In the last few hours I’ve found my father nearly burning the house down, and now you tell me Jack Coyne has the entire details of my little escapade last night.”
Kate was at her desk opening mail. It was a job they did together since the invention of the filing system. Kate wanted to check that the young master knew not only where to find everything but where to file it as well. She had arranged a bowl of flowers, a blotter and pens on his famous table by the window where every document used to end up in the old days.
“I think I’ll lay off surprises for a while,” Fergus said, throwing a heap of papers on the floor beside him out of habit, and picking them up sheepishly to place them in the pending tray on the desk.
“You know they say they come in threes,” said Kate absently, as she began to read a letter which had been delivered by hand. It was a request from Patrick J. O’Neill that Slattery and Slattery should act for him in his application to build a hotel and apply for a pub license as well. He thought that since he was going to live in the area he would very much like the local man to act on his behalf.
“God Almighty, he’s going to build a hotel,” Kate said, standing up.
Fergus had come to read the letter over her shoulder. “I won’t act for him—he can find his own attorney and counsellors and whatever they call them over there,” he said after a long silence.
She looked at him blankly. “Why won’t you act for him?”
“Because if his application is granted and he gets his license, then he’ll open a pub …”
“You have to take his business …” Kate was pale.
“I do not have to take his business, thank you. I can accept or refuse any work I like. I am not going to accept anything which is going to take the bread and butter out of your mouth.” He looked angry and upset as he stood beside her and she found herself weeping on his shoulder. “Do you want to go home, and tell John?”
“No, not yet.” Kate shook her head and sat down purposefully at her desk. “Not for a while. If our bread and butter’s going to disappear in the pub I’d better make sure I don’t lose the job in the office as well.” She gave a smile to show that the emotional bit was over.
“You’d never lose a job here,” Fergus said gently. “I just wish it paid better. Maybe you should tell John now, before someone else does.”
“Nobody else will. It’s silly but last night he was saying, when we were sitting out in the side garden bit … he was saying that nothing bad was ever going to happen to us. Maybe this isn’t very bad. I want to have a think before I tell him. That’s all.” There were no words to say. It was about as bad as it could be. Fergus didn’t say anything. He took off his glasses and polished them. He saw Kate looking at him gratefully.
“All right. All right, I know I have a weak face without them, I’m putting them back on. Let’s open more mail, shall we? Who knows what other little surprises may be lurking in these nice brown envelopes?”
   Patrick O’Neill drove to the Grange, some three miles from Mountfern. It was a big, gracious house that had always been in the Johnson family. It had known good days and bad, and just now was going through a fairly prosperous phase. Marian Johnson had discovered that there was a business in offering riding holidays. City people and English visitors liked to come and stay in the vaguely country house atmosphere. The Johnsons always left a decanter of sherry out instead of charging people by the glass, it gave them the feeling that they were guests on a country weekend. Last summer Marian had quite a few Americans, who usually came in groups. This big, handsome O’Neill man was different.
He said he would like to ride, but since he had not sat on a horse’s back for years he wondered if it was foolish to begin again at the age of forty-eight.
Marian Johnson aged thirty-nine looked into his blue eyes with the crinkly laugh lines coming away from them at the sides. No, she thought that was the perfect age to start again. She would take him riding herself.
Marian was fair-haired, but no one would ever have called her a blonde; her hair was wispy and flyaway, and no style ever seemed to tame it. She had a big soft bosom and often wore twinsets, mauves or pale green light jumpers with a matching cardigan. She looked her best when her hair was tidied into a net and under a bowler hat, and her soft drooping bosom gathered into the mannish coat of the hunt. The Johnsons were people who considered themselves of importance in the neighborhood; normally Marian would never have shown the slightest interest in any American visitor. A man passing through, a man with no family, no background or stake in the area. Marian would have little time to waste. Yet there was something about Patrick O’Neill that attracted her.
“Does your wife like the idea of riding?” Marian asked.
“My wife passed away this year,” Patrick said.
“Oh, I am most awfully sorry.”
“She had been in poor health for a long time,” murmured Patrick.
Marian said no more; she arranged for the horses and assured Patrick that there would be no broken bones.
Companionably they walked the horses over to a stile where she advised Patrick to mount his animal.
“Go on,” she laughed. “It’s more dignified than all this getting a leg up by putting your foot in someone’s hand. It’s like stepping on.”
“It’s too easy,” Patrick complained. “I don’t mind the undignified way.”
Astride their horses, they rode down the quiet lane with the fuchsia-filled hedges. Marian pointed out landmarks, towers on small hills and when they came to the corner she said, “And that’s Fernscourt … they say it’s going to be …”
“I bought it. It’s mine,” he said quickly.
“Of course, they said you’d be here soon. How stupid of me not to recognize it must have been you, I thought you were another tourist. Well, well, what a beautiful place you’ve got for yourself, Mr. O’Neill, and will you be making a home of it, or what?”
“I’m going to be the opposition, Miss Johnson,” he said simply. “I’m going to build a hotel. I don’t know whether we will be exactly in competition or not; I feel sure that we will be going for different markets. But what I was hoping was that we might be able to cooperate … If you wanted to expand your riding school say, and incorporate some of the guests from Fernscourt …?” He looked at her openly and eagerly.
It was very honest of him to come right out and say it straight, she thought. Another man might have sniffed around her hotel to steal a few ideas before declaring his hand.
“Do you know anything about the hotel business?” she asked.
“I have one small motel in New Jersey. I bought it really for tax purposes, so I’m not what you’d call experienced. But I have bars and restaurants, so I guess you could say I know something about what the public wants. Only the New York public mind you, but New York is pretty cosmopolitan, and it might be a good sample of what all kinds of people want.” He wasn’t only after the American package-tour business, he explained, he wanted local people to feel involved. It was to be their place too. Too long the walls of Fernscourt had kept them out. For nearly a hundred and fifty years the real Irish people of the parish had been refused access to places that rightly belonged to them. That wouldn’t be the way anymore.
“I don’t think people were refused access,” Marian said. “It’s been a ruin for years. It belonged to the Land Commission, didn’t it? We used to go there on picnics when I was a girl.”
“No, I mean before that, when the Ferns were there, barring everyone from their door.”
Marian was cheerfully vague about that side of things. “Did they? How stupid of them. They were gone long before my time, of course, but I think my father remembers them. He used to play bridge with someone called Fern. But it mightn’t have been them, the people from the house. It could have been a cousin or something.”
Patrick was slightly irritated by this affectionate view. He thought that perhaps Marian had been overprotected and didn’t really know the story of the big house. After all, the Johnsons were Catholics, Patrick had seen the Infant of Prague in the hall and there was a picture of Our Lady of Perpetual Succor in the bedroom where he had laid his case. Suddenly the tiredness of last night began to reach him. His eyes felt heavy.
“Do you think it’s a possibility … our getting together over some aspects of the tourist trade?” he asked Marian.
“I see unlimited possibilities,” said Marian, running her tongue lightly across her lower lip and thinking that life was looking up.




Chapter IV

Now that he was here they all claimed to have been the first to meet him and the one who knew him best. Those who had been telling stories only hours ago about the certainty of the nuns or the agricultural research institute were now eager to tell how they had known all along that it was going to be a hotel. The possibilities of a big tourist undertaking were legion. Patrick O’Neill was said to have told people that this was going to be his home, and his home would be open three hundred and sixty-five days a year, no closing down in the winter leaving the boys and girls to find some other jobs for the long harsh wet months from September to Easter.
Judy Byrne was peeved to note that he had been spotted riding horses with Marian Johnson in the morning light. That was fast moving of a spectacular nature. Kate Ryan had heard that he was seen in Conway’s and Dunne’s, and she was sure he must have been in Foley’s too. Rita Walsh, who ran the Rosemarie hair salon, had seen what she thought must have been him in the moonlight over at the ruin. Hard to see at that distance but he had looked a fine cut of a man.
Tommy Leonard’s mother said that Tommy was under no circumstances to be seen running wild with that gang of young criminals he called his friends. This was a chance sent from heaven for him to better himself. Maybe his whole future could be assured if he were seen by the new owner of Fernscourt to be a sensible boy. Tommy wondered how could it sort out his future if he turned his back on his friends? But Mrs. Leonard said there were a million ways if Tommy would put his mind to it. That hotel was going to need a shop on the very premises to sell things to its visitors who mightn’t want to walk the whole way to Mountfern. What more sensible than to offer the concession to the local existing stationers and booksellers? Tommy must be ready to seize the chance.
“But I’m only twelve,” Tommy wailed. “How could I seize a shop in a hotel?” He saw his whole youth and adolescence trickling away standing behind counters of one sort or another.
“By the time that hotel is up and ready to have a shop you’ll be well old enough to work in it,” his mother said firmly.
Maggie Daly’s mother couldn’t understand how it was that they hadn’t seen him. He was meant to have been in Sheila Whelan’s, and in all three pubs on Bridge Street; he had been seen standing looking at the Stations of the Cross in the church, but Canon Moran hadn’t focused on him properly and didn’t want to interrupt a man at prayer, so he was no use as an informant.
Then he had been observed driving up past Coyne’s wood. Could he have been going to the convent maybe? The whole thing might still have something to do with an order of cloistered nuns. The only people who knew for sure were Sheila Whelan, because he had been in the post office for an age, but of course it was hopeless trying to get anything out of Sheila. And Marian Johnson, she didn’t talk to everyone easily in Mountfern, so there would be no news from that quarter.
Jack Coyne was very anxious for a description of the American who had bought Fernscourt and was going to turn it into a hotel. Very anxious indeed. Yesterday he had gotten a call from the railway station in the big town: an American wanting to hire a car. Jack had driven in to him.
“Why did a well-heeled person like yourself not hire a car from Avis or Hertz?” Jack inquired.
“Always believe in supporting the local industry,” the Yank had said.
“Here for the fishing?”
“Yup,” the man said.
Jack Coyne had too much on his mind to make conversation with a taciturn foreign visitor whom he would never see again. He charged the American two and a half times the normal price and gave him a poor rate for his dollar. Jack was ashen-faced trying to get a proper account of the Patrick O’Neill who had bought Fernscourt. He had an uneasy feeling that he might have cheated the man who was going to live across the river from him. The man who could have brought him the kind of wealth he never dreamed of.
Miss Barry was quite unaware that she had met Mr. O’Neill. She had been struggling under the weight of two heavy shopping bags when a man stopped to give her a lift. She had climbed clumsily into the car, opening the window with that native cunning she had when she smelled of drink. Fresh air was an ally, closed spaces were a giveaway. She told this man about the saintly Canon Moran, the angelic young Father Hogan and even sang a few bars of a song.
“Tell me does your poor wife take a drink?” she asked him suddenly. She got the reply that the late Mrs. O’Neill had not in fact been partial to liquor.
“Best way to be,” Miss Barry said approvingly. “She’ll live to be a hundred, God spare her.”
She rattled her plastic bags which contained bottles and smiled at him beatifically.
But none of this remained in any part of her consciousness.
Patrick had indeed gone to the convent when he had been sighted driving toward Coyne’s wood. He left the car at Coyne’s garage and walked up the shabby ill-kept avenue to the school. Sister Laura greeted him, a small shrew-like woman, eyes dark and bright in her round face, like two currants in a bun. She saw within minutes why he was there. He was trying to work out whether this country school would in any way approach his hopes and plans for his only daughter’s education.
Sister Laura was a sensible woman. She knew that it would be counterproductive to encourage this American to believe that hers was the finest educational establishment in Ireland. She spoke praisingly of the Sacred Heart Convent, the Loretto nuns, the Holy Child Order, the FCJ (Faithful Companions of Jesus), all of them excellent sisters running very highly thought of boarding schools for girls. But that was just the point. They would be boarding schools. And if Mr. O’Neill wanted his child with him, then this was the only game in town.
She didn’t put it as racily as that, but Patrick realized that if she had known the phrase she would have.
She listed the disadvantages. Grace would be much more sophisticated than the simple girls who came from smallholdings over the fields to this school each day. Grace would have to learn Irish: it was compulsory in schools, and they wouldn’t have any facility for her to study something else at the time Irish-language lessons were taking place. It would be fairly rough and ready; sports would not be as she had known them in the United States, the girls played camogie, a form of hockey. Sister Laura said it was the female equivalent of hurling for boys.
But on the plus side Grace would grow up with the children among whom her father intended her to live. She would be at his side, she would make friends of all kinds, which was essential if a family were to live in a small community. She would avoid the princess-in-the-castle role. Patrick had looked with dismay at the shabby building, and particularly what Sister Laura described with pride as the new extension: classrooms thrown together, without thought or design. The finish was shoddy, obviously a local builder doing it for half nothing and knowing that the nuns weren’t going to complain. The library where the small nun lingered so lovingly was a big barren room lined with jerry-built shelves. Soon to contain a couple of hundred books, most of them the lives of the saints. But the nun was right, he could see all this. He knew that he would send his child to the convent. What Grace Mary O’Neill might lose on polish and a broader approach to education, she would surely gain in a sense of belonging. And that was what this journey was all about.
Sister Laura had pursed her lips over the thought of Mr. O’Neill’s son being educated in Mountfern. Of course the brothers were the best in the world. But …
And of course one had to take into consideration that a boy, a young man would have to be prepared to make his way in the world. Especially a young man who would inherit a huge property. So, she didn’t actually say that he should forget the brothers, nor was there a mention of any inadequacies. But there was a veiled hint that only a madman might entrust the son and heir to Brother Keane and his colleagues in the big red-brick school behind the church. Mention was made of Jesuits, of Benedictines and of Holy Ghost Fathers. All known to Mr. O’Neill, certainly, in the United States, she was sure, and all running exceptionally good boys’ boarding schools in Ireland, for the sons of gentlemen and people who were going to get on in life. After all, with a boy it was much more important. And with a boy there wouldn’t be the same sense of loss seeing the child go to boarding school.
For courtesy and diplomacy Patrick O’Neill called on Brother Keane too. He went with no sense of apology. Instead he asked the man for advice. He had to send his son as a boarder. He would be most grateful if Brother Keane could mark his card. Would he favor the Jesuits in County Kildare, the Benedictines in Limerick, the Holy Ghost or Vincentians in Dublin?
Brother Keane had never been so flattered in his life. He gave great care to his deliberations and between them the two men came up with the ideal school for Kerry O’Neill.
Patrick O’Neill felt that slowly things were placing themselves together.
He was back in Mountfern, the sale of the land was going through. He had been assured there would be no problems with the licenses. The grants toward building a hotel would be even greater than he had thought. The people were friendly from what he could judge; usual sprinkling of rogues and drunks but basically a solid place. The place his people had come from. He let his mind rest lightly on the images of his children. Grace with the beautiful curls and dimples, Grace almost twelve now, the prettiest girl in her year, the apple of his eye. And Kerry. Handsome distant Kerry. Fifteen and as tall as Patrick. No paddy features in Kerry, his face was chiseled and had classic good looks. Even as a small child.
What would his two striking children make of Mountfern? They had never really believed that he would change their lives so totally. Part of them thought it was a huge adventure, another—perhaps the greater—part would find it a wrench to leave their surroundings, their friends, the memory of the way things had always been when their mother was alive. Patrick squared his shoulders. There was to be no wallowing in the past. This had been his dream, to take his family back to the place they had come from.
This town would be their home now. It had its shortcomings. He was not so blinded with the yearning to return that he couldn’t see that. The untidiness of it irritated him. An Irish village, his Irish village shouldn’t have yards full of rusting, broken machinery, there should be bright paint on all the doors. There should be a fountain or something at the end of Bridge Street instead of just letting it peter out and wind away.
He had called into the local public houses, each one in turn. None of them would be any opposition to him, of course, but even more importantly he didn’t think his hotel would be a threat to any of them. Dunne’s looked as if it were about to do a moonlight flit, Conway’s had three serious drinkers sitting on high stools behind its grocery. You’d need radar to find out that there was a bar there at all. And in Foley’s he had the distinct impression he had wandered into a private house. Matt Foley had eyed him beadily but the chat died down while he was there. No, there was only that place with the nice old sign, Ryan’s, which was right opposite his new estate. He would need to handle them with tact. If anyone was going to lose by his plans for Fernscourt it would be this little place While still incognito he had inquired about the family. He heard that the mother went out to work, a rare thing in Irish country towns, and that the business was steady. The rest of the brothers and sisters who had owned the place had all emigrated, so John Ryan had only his own family to support out of it.
Patrick had looked at it often when he had been visiting the site. He had even looked at it by moonlight last night when he was walking around his land. It had been very still with everyone asleep, and nobody knowing that he watched it from across the river.
He walked from the brothers past the church and along in front of the bridge, and looked up Bridge Street. It could be a fine town. He would make so many changes here, give people a bit of pride in their surroundings again. He would walk to Fernscourt now. This was not New York, home of the automobile, this was his place, to walk around, to stop and talk, or just to watch the river if he wanted to. Past Jack Coyne’s, past a shabby little store with the name Quinn in faded lettering, then across a rickety footbridge. He would walk his land before going to introduce himself to the Ryans in that attractive little shebeen.
He heard the sound of children’s voices as he walked through the laurel bushes on the path from the footbridge to the house.
Then he saw them.
A boy and girl obviously twins, dark-eyed, dark-haired and moving in exactly the same way, gestures and smiles utterly identical.
Patrick looked at them fondly.
“Hey, is it moving day?” he asked good-naturedly.
They hadn’t seen him arrive. They looked at him, startled. There was no doubt in their eyes. They knew who he was, the man who had come to take away their place for playing in.
He knew he would have to walk warily. His smile was broad but it got nothing in response.
“You’re packing up. Is that right?”
The dark-eyed twins talked to him alternately, one beginning a sentence and the other finishing it, as if they had always done this.
“People always come here …” the girl said defensively.
“Always as far as anyone can remember,” supported the boy.
“So it’s not as if it was trespassing …”
“Or being on private property …”
Patrick gave a big infectious laugh.
“But I know that, I know. I saw your home last night, it was mighty impressive. I came up to see the place by moonlight. Have you lot ever been here in the moonlight?” They shook their heads.
“It’s very strange. It has a life of its own, all the shadows seem to mean something. You’d really like it.” He spoke as if he were their own age, suggesting they do something as out of their world as going off on midnight treks across the river. Mammy and Daddy would kill them.
“Come some evening with me, I’ll square it with your folks, and I’ll go off for a walk by myself and leave you in your … in your house?” He sought for the right word to describe the dismantled room.
“It’s not going to be knocked down, is it?”
He answered the girl indirectly. “Changed a bit,” he said. “You know, roofs and good firm walls.”
“You mean it is to be knocked down.”
He decided not to talk baby talk to the girl with the big dark eyes under her bangs of black hair.
“That’s it, knocked down to be rebuilt. They tell me a lot of these old walls are dangerous, you could tip them over with your little finger. Not the things to build on, unfortunately.”
She nodded silently. The boy nodded too. It was as though they had both accepted what he said in exactly the same way and were thinking about it.
“Still, it won’t be for a while. No need to move all your things.” He indicated with his head their box of possessions.
“If it’s coming down anyway …” Michael began.
“There’s really not any point …” Dara took up.
“In leaving things here …”
“That’ll have to come out anyway.”
“Sure, everyone’s got to do what they’ve got to do. All I’m saying is that there’s no great rush. It will be weeks before anyone gets as far as this room. What do you call it, by the way?” He smiled at them, looking from one to the other. They were not to be won over.
“What do you call what?” the girl asked.
“This … this room … do you have a special name for it or anything?”
“No. No special name,” she said.
“It used to be the morning room,” the boy said. The first offer.
“Not by us. We didn’t call it the morning room. Or any name.” The dark girl was giving nothing away.
“I guess it was the morning room because it got the morning sun. It faces east, southeast. That’s right, would you say?”
But the boy felt he had been too friendly, and his sister was suggesting they leave.
“We’ve really got to go now.”
“Come back again, anytime; you’re welcome here always,” he said Somehow he knew it was the wrong thing to have said.
“Well, like you always were. When a place is special you don’t need anyone to welcome you to it. That’s right, isn’t it?”
They nodded at him, shoulders slightly less tense, their stance not so hostile.
“So we have to be off,” the boy said, picking up one side of the box that contained their life in this room.
“So goodbye,” said the girl, picking up the other side. They walked away from him, two little figures probably the same age as his Grace. Reasonably well cared for, grubby knees and dirty hands from playing … or indeed packing all their house things—they must have been covered in clay and dust. He watched them through the open walls of the house. They headed not for the town and the big bridge across into Bridge Street itself, but they went the other way toward River Road. Going to cross that little footbridge … maybe they belonged to that crook Jack Coyne?
Patrick was glad he hadn’t asked them if they were twins. It was obvious they were and yet people always had a habit of asking the obvious. He found it very irritating even when it was well meant, like when people said to him “You’re an American!” with an air of discovery. They were fine kids, a little prickly, especially the girl. He’d catch up with them again, give them some job maybe, make them a few pounds. Or maybe they might resent that. He’d see. And when Grace came over, she’d charm them to bits anyway.
Now to see the Ryans in the poky little pub and then back to the dark room with the heavy mahogany furniture which had been in the Johnson family for generations, and the picture of Our Lady of Perpetual Succor which had helped them through some of the bad times. And a long, long sleep.
Kate had come back early. Fergus was right. She couldn’t really concentrate and John would have to be told before anyone else came with the news.
The angelus was ringing as she walked down River Road. She looked across the banks and tried to imagine what it would be like with a huge hotel, a car park, with signs for a pub, with music maybe … Americans did things in style. She called into Loretto Quinn’s little shop for a bag of sugar and a dozen candles. She always tried to give Loretto the turn; the small white face behind the counter moved Kate to pity. Loretto and Barney Quinn had saved and saved for a business, any business. They had done any work to get the deposit on the tumbledown place. They could be seen night and day working to make it right. They knew they were no competition to the shops on Bridge Street, so Barney Quinn had bought a van in which to do deliveries.
A week after the van was delivered, Barney threw it into reverse and went into the river. It happened so quickly that Loretto never even knew. She was still out in the back filling bags of potatoes when the alarm was raised and she realized half the town was outside her front door with ropes and pulleys trying to get her husband, dead now in his van, out of the River Fern. There had never been any color or much life in her face after that. The child she had been expecting was stillborn, and she kept the shabby little shop as a memory of her young husband and in honor of the way things might have been.
Jack Coyne had been helpful about the unpaid-for van and the insurance and everything. People had been kind at the time. Not everyone continued to be helpful like Mrs. Ryan. Loretto knew it would be very easy for her to get things cheaper in Bridge Street where she went to work, or to get them delivered, but nearly every day she called in for something. Today she was early.
“You’re not taken sick coming home early?” she asked, concerned.
“Ah, not at all Loretto, nothing would make me feel badly, thank God. No, it’s light there this morning and I thought I’d come on back to John to give him a hand. Not that there’s likely to be any custom much for another hour.”
“Will the place across make any difference to you? Jack Coyne was in earlier. He wondered would it take any of your custom. I said it would be a different class of person entirely …”
“Thanks, Loretto,” Kate should have left earlier. John Ryan must know by now that his livelihood was threatened and that the days of Ryan’s, Whiskey Bonder, were numbered.
John was sitting on a high stool reading the paper. He put down the newspaper automatically as the door opened.
“That’s never the time!” he said, amazed, looking up at the old clock and back at his watch trying to work it out.
“No. I came home a bit early.” Kate put down her parcels and sat up as if she were a customer.
“Couldn’t wait for a ball of malt?” he teased her.
“John.”
“What is it?” His face showed that he knew something was wrong. “Are you all right, do you feel all right?”
“I’m fine.” Suddenly she was weary; she knew it would be an uphill struggle trying to make him realize how serious things were going to be.
“What is it then?”
“Did you hear what’s happening to Fernscourt? They’re going to make it into a hotel, have a bar. Americans are going to stay there, and there’ll be a bar the size of a football field. He’s put in for planning permission.”
“I heard that it was going to be a hotel all right. Tommy was round with the mineral water deliveries. Oh, he left the invoice there on the shelf, by the way, it’s behind the—”
“Will you stop bleating on about invoices? It’s mighty few of those we’ll be seeing in the future. Did you hear what I said?”
“I heard you, Kate. There’s no need to shout like a fishwife.”
“Like a what?”
“A fishwife, look at you; you have your hands on your hips even. Stop being so impatient, and let’s discuss this thing properly.”
“I’m the one who ran the whole way back from Fergus as soon as I heard about it. Don’t you think I want to discuss it properly?”
“Yes, Kate. But not in public. Not in the middle of the bar.”
Kate looked around at the empty room.
“God Almighty, have you lost your mind? Who’s here except Leopold, are you afraid the dog’s going to start gossiping about us and our business around town?”
“Don’t let’s start something that we’ll have to cut off as soon as someone comes in that door.”
“All right, all right.” She made a gesture with her hands as if calming things down. “Very well, but in the meantime do you mind if we talk about what’s going to become of us, or would you rather read me Curly Wee out of the paper, or have a discussion about the weather?”
“We can’t know what to think, until we know what’s going to happen. How many times do I tell you not to go off at half cock about every single thing? We’ll hear in good time what he’s going to do. It might be the making of us for all we know. A whole lot of new people coming to the place, a lot of business we never had before. How many times have we wished that we were a tourist area where the people came on holidays? Now we will be, if what Tommy said is true.”
“The making of us; the making of us. How could it be anything except the end of us? For as many times as we said we’d like tourists, haven’t we been thanking the stars that they’re all so dozy in there in Foley’s and Conway’s and half packed to leave in Dunne’s? We never had any competition, and even then we barely make a living. How can you be so blind?”
A flash of annoyance crossed John’s big, good-natured face.
“Listen to me, I know you work hard, I know you put in all the hours that God gives you making a life for us, but answer me this, why am I being blind? What should I have done? Should I have bought the place myself? Or killed the fellow who did? Come on now, tell me. I’m standing here minding what I agree is at the moment a very slow business, some would say non-existent … and hoping that there’s going to be some kind of good spin-off instead of doom and disaster for us, and you come rushing in the door shouting at me like a tinker’s woman and saying I’m blind. That’s a lot of help, Kate, thank you very much.”
Before she could reply the door opened and in came Marian Johnson, face flushed and wispy hair blowing all directions. Rita Walsh of the Rosemarie hair salon said that she had often known people with two crowns in their head of hair, but Marian Johnson had three. The woman couldn’t be blamed for looking like a refined haystack. Marian was anxious to know if John Ryan could oblige her with a bottle of Jack Daniel’s.
John Ryan couldn’t. He had Scotch all right, but nothing else except Irish whiskey. They might have it in the town, he supposed.
“Very fancy tastes you’re getting above at the Grange,” he said companionably. He couldn’t have said anything more welcome. Marian was dying to release the news. It was for the American, the man who was going to buy Fernscourt, or who had bought it in fact, but was going to open a hotel there. She went on and on, words falling over each other in excitement. There were going to be fishermen, not people like from here, not just the visitors from England who stayed in guest houses, but rich Americans with their own rods going to come and fish the Fern for pike and rudd, for bream and perch. And there were going to be Americans who would want to ride horses, they would even come in winter so they could hunt. They’d be here the whole year round. She was unaware of the silence that she spoke to. But eventually even Marian ran out of wind.
“Isn’t it great?” she said, looking from one to the other.
“I’d have thought you’d be very put out. Isn’t that all your kind of business that he’s going to be taking?” Kate said, avoiding the look of caution that her husband was trying to beam at her.
Marian tossed her head. “Heavens no, isn’t it all to the good, isn’t it going to build the whole thing up for all of us? They’re going to want horses. Apparently I’ll be expanding all that side of our business. It’s going to change the whole place.” Marian hugged herself almost girlishly at the thought of it.
“That’s what I’m afraid of,” Kate said “That it’s going to change the whole place.”
“Oh, Kate Ryan, you’re as young as I am,” tinkled Marian, who was most definitely the older of the two. “Don’t be an old stick-in-the-mud. It’s going to transform your lives. Think of all the people that’ll come tripping across that footbridge there to have a drink in your place. It will be just what you need.”
John seized her words as if they were a lifeline. “That’s just what I was saying to Kate when you came in the door. It could be the making of us. It could be the bit of luck we were always hoping for.” His face was bright with enthusiasm.
Kate watched, wordless, as her husband and Marian Johnson made plans for the future. They never talked about all the people who would like to go and have a drink in the big hotel, who would trip across the footbridge in the other direction. She looked at John and tried to work out whether he really believed this optimistic line of chat, or if he was only trying to buoy up the Ryan family. She decided that he really believed it; he wanted so much for things to turn out well that he refused to look at any other possibility. She felt a mixture of annoyance that he should be so naïve, and a protective, almost maternal anxiety because she had this cold fear that things were indeed going to change, and that something very bad was about to happen.
The twins crept in through the back door. They were filthy and carrying a big battered box between them. They looked like small dark criminals. They both put their fingers on their lips, warning Carrie not to cry out.
“Oh God, you’ll get killed,” Carrie said, half pleased and half worried on their behalf. They’d been up to no good whatever they’d been doing.
“We’ll be clean by the time Mammy gets back,” Michael said to reassure her.
“She’s back already,” Carrie cried triumphantly. “She’ll take you apart so she will.”
Carrie, who greatly feared Mrs. Ryan’s hurricane-like visits to the kitchen, and her great ability to see things that were not done right, was always guiltily pleased when the wrath fell elsewhere. Carrie had long straight hair that fell into her frightened eyes—except when she saw Mrs. Ryan looking, then she took a barrette from her apron pocket. She was a mousy little thing who could look very nice when she tidied herself up. Mrs. Ryan was always finding a blouse or a brooch or some little thing for her. Carrie only wore this finery on her day off when she walked four miles back to the farm from which she had been glad to escape.
She was fine unless she was fussed, and this was fussing her, the twins having skipped school and dragging this big box guiltily upstairs. Nobody ever came to Carrie’s kitchen during the mornings except young Declan. And now here were Dara and Michael home, way in advance. And the mistress was home early too. Really it was very troublesome. Carrie always arranged to have the kitchen looking well when Mrs. Ryan came back at one o’clock; the pots were washed and put away. Now it looked a mess, and she was bound to be criticized. She sighed heavily and started to clear up the things that were most likely to offend.
Gently Michael and Dara eased themselves into the bathroom to shake out their crumpled school clothes and wipe off most of the grime. What was Mammy doing home so early, on this of all days? They had banked on at least an hour to get themselves to rights. This was the very first time they had ever played hooky from school. Dara had told Sister Laura that she had a pain in her tummy, and Michael had told Brother Kevin that he had eaten too many potato chips. Sister Laura had been understanding in case it might be Dara’s first period, Brother Kevin had been dismissive and said what could you expect of a boy brought up in a pub but to eat like a pig all the rubbish in packets that was put in front of him? But it was too dangerous for them to go to school that day. If the man had been wandering around Fernscourt in the middle of the night they had to go and take their things away. Somehow they both knew that at the same time and realized it had to be done. They never dreamed they’d meet the man himself.
The Ryans never ate lunch together as a family since John was always in the bar. And the first rule of the house was that the children never appeared in the bar at all. John said that most of his customers came there to escape from households of screaming children racing around the place, and they mustn’t be allowed to see a hint of the same thing in Ryan’s. So Dara and Michael would have had no idea who was in the bar as they sat down to lunch.
Eddie and Declan had come in at the normal time.
“You were quick,” Eddie said to Michael. Normally they all raced together from the brothers, beyond the bridge down River Road. Dara’s convent was up the other way, past the Rosemarie hair salon and Jack Coyne’s. Nobody could tell whether or not she had come home. It was only Michael who might have been missed.
“Yes, we got out a bit early.” Michael looked from under his lashes to see if Mammy had made anything of this exchange, but her mind seemed to be miles away. She hadn’t even noticed how crushed their clothes were from being bundled in a bag.
The twins hadn’t decided what to do for the afternoon. They would have to walk toward school of course, and then they could meet somewhere else. Eddie and Declan had no afternoon school so there would be no need for Michael to go all the way to the brothers. There were a host of possibilities. But before any were settled, the door of the pub opened and Daddy came through.
“Kate, Kate, come out and meet Mr. O’Neill who’s bought Fernscourt. He’s called to pay his respects. And bring the children too, he says he’d like to meet them.”
Leopold, who was the most antisocial dog in the world, decided for once that he was included in the invitation too. Looking exactly like an advertisement from a Cruelty to Animals brochure, he walked ahead of them, sidling and cringing as if expecting a blow at every turn.
Kate smoothed her skirt and shepherded the children in front of her. There was time only to wipe the excess of food from Declan’s mouth; to pause and titivate them would have been a weakness with the door open and the great O’Neill waiting for them. Declan and Eddie hung back and had to be pushed forward. Dara and Michael were equally unwilling. In fact they both looked as if they had been caught out in some crime. Kate supposed they felt awkward meeting the man whose arrival they had hated so much. She didn’t realize how deadly accurate her first thought was. They had been caught out. He was going to say he had met them this very morning. They would be discovered.
Kate was surprised at his looks. Like a handsome Irishman on a fair day with a drove of young bullocks to sell. Not like an American tycoon. He had a tweed jacket in a pepper and salt color. It was very well cut. It would suit John, she thought, hide some of his stomach. This man was big, with bright blue eyes and a million laugh lines. His big hand was stretched to her.
“Mrs. Kathleen Ryan. My own wife, the Lord have mercy on her, was Kathleen too. I’m glad to know you.”
He seemed glad to know her.
She had never gotten such a shock in her life.
All morning she had been thinking of him as the enemy, and here he was standing in their own pub, all smiles. No man could do that if he was going to take all your business. Even in America, where you had to be shrewd and tough to get on, they wouldn’t do that. There were half a dozen customers all eager and interested to see the introductions. They, too, would be introduced, they knew. But first the children.
“These are the twins, Dara and Michael, and here’s Eddie. Take your arm from over your face, Eddie and Declan. Declan, come out from behind me.”
He repeated their names slowly. That’s why Americans were so good at remembering people. They didn’t just say how do you do, or hello. They actually repeated the name.
“Dara … there’s a name. Is it short for something?”
“It means oak tree. You know Kildare. That’s Cill Dara, the churchyard of the oak tree.”
“Oak tree … Isn’t that something? And Michael. That’s the archangel, I guess?”
“And my grandfather,” Michael said more prosaically.
“And you’ll come back and spend more mornings in Fernscourt, I hope,” he said.
The twins were glum. Here it was. The discovery.
“They will on their holidays, if they aren’t in the way,” Kate said, filling the silence. “But these days it’s all schoolwork, I’m afraid. No idle mornings playing in Fernscourt until they get their holidays.”
Dara closed her eyes.
Michael looked at him in desperation.
“Sure,” said Patrick O’Neill. “Sure, I know that, but after school or at weekends or any time. The place is always there and I’m sure you must love it, what with living so near and everything.” He wasn’t going to say anything.
They looked at him in amazement.
John and Kate Ryan also exchanged glances of relief. Whatever else was going to happen, at least this big man understood somehow that the place was important to the twins. What a relief that they would not be getting into trouble over trespass or being a nuisance. The man in full view of the whole bar had literally invited the children to continue playing in the house.
“That’s very kind of Mr. O’Neill; thank him, children,” Kate said.
“Thank you,” said Dara.
“Very much,” finished Michael.
It was time for them to go back to school. They were hurried out back through the house again. The children had never been known to go out on to River Road through the pub entrance. Kate went silent behind the bar and helped to serve. Nobody would move until the introductions had been properly made. Jimbo Doyle, the man who did a bit of everything in Mountfern, was particularly pleased. If he could be present as a friend of the establishment it might mean work on the new place across the river. He was a big fair man with hair like straw and a healthy red face. He often wore a check shirt and looked about to break into a square dance at any moment.
Charlie, who worked in Daly’s, would be sure to be a frequent visitor there anyway, with milk and cream. Unless, of course, the man was going to have his own cow, his own dairy. Maybe Charlie could ask him now.
Patrick O’Neill was open with all of them. He wasn’t at all sure if they would have their own cows. Someday possibly. But not for a good bit. He’d be needing all the milk, butter and cream that Daly’s Dairy would provide. Charlie felt very important to be the bearer of this news and specially so when Mr. O’Neill remembered his name.
“See you again then, Charlie,” and a cheerful wave as he was leaving to ride down River Road and back to Bridge Street to Mrs. Daly with the good tidings.
Jimbo Doyle’s red face was positively scarlet after the encounter. Mr. O’Neill said that the work on the site was all in the hands of an overseer, a Brian Doyle who came from the big town sixteen miles away. Possibly Jimbo and Brian were related? It could be, couldn’t it? Jimbo shook his head ruefully. Ah no, there were lots of Doyles and if this man was a building contractor and in a big way over in the town then it wasn’t likely that he would be any family to Jimbo. But still, maybe it was an omen. If the man’s name was Doyle, he might find it hard to refuse another Doyle.
“He won’t refuse you, Jim,” Patrick O’Neill said. “I’ll tell him I met you and that your work has been highly spoken of.”
Kate polished glasses with a snow-white cloth and watched the big, handsome American speaking easily with them all. One by one they left, secure in the knowledge that they would be remembered, and somehow warmed by his interest. Kate felt admiring and then a little fearful. It wasn’t that she feared he would forget these men in their working clothes, with their humble hopes. No, she was afraid more that he would remember them. And this all meant that he was very determined to come back to some kind of roots. Roots which he was finding it increasingly hard to establish, as he’d just told them in the bar. Nobody, not even the older men, could remember any O’Neills around the place, not living on the demesne in Fernscourt anyway. There were O’Neills up the other side of the town, the far end of Bridge Street. But Patrick’s kith nobody could recall. “It was all a long time ago,” they said, as if to forgive themselves and each other.
Yet the man who had come back to build here remembered it all. As if he had been present.
Kate made the glasses shine as she puzzled over it. A man like that must have another wife in mind, someone in America, an Irish-American widow perhaps. Would she be coming over too? He must be worth a fortune. Look at what he must have paid out already for site investigation, and that was before he started work on the house. He must be very determined to make this a success. And if he did, what would happen to them?
They were alone in the bar now, the three of them. Patrick had let them buy him a drink to welcome him to these parts; now they let him buy one for them. Kate’s small port felt as if it were choking her, but she drank it and smiled at the handsome man with the open face, the open shirt and the well-cut tweed jacket.
“To the dream.” He raised his glass. “John, Kate … I want you to be part of the dream as well. I want us all to share in it.”
“Well sure, we’ll be glad to share anything there is to share,” John said, a bit at a loss.
“I’ll drink to the dream,” Kate said. “And to your happiness and success across the river. You won’t find it too tame for you after New York?”
“All my life I wanted to come back here,” he said simply. “In the middle of big deals and buying more neighborhood bars I always said to myself … Patrick, this is one step nearer coming home.”
“Imagine that, and you weren’t born and brought up here at all.” John shook his head in wonderment.
Kate hoped her voice didn’t sound tinny. “And what exactly do you plan, or have you worked it out yet?”
She tried to listen to the words as they came out, and wondered, did they betray her anxiety. If they had, the big man didn’t seem to notice. He leaned over the bar eagerly, and like a boy told his plans. The house was going to rise again, like it had been before. There were old pictures and drawings, and he had people working on those country homes built all over the land in the 1780s; it would all be in keeping and in the right period. It was going to be a hotel for the kind of Irish-American who wanted to feel welcome, and as if he had come home. Limo services would be arranged to take them to their own part of the country so that they could find their own roots. There would be fishing and horse riding, and in the correct seasons there would be shooting and hunting. Very few of the Irish who had emigrated to America had any of the gentlemanly sports like these in their background. They had gone to the States because other gentlemen, gentlemen of a different race and religion, had ousted them from their homes. It would be a real homecoming in every sense of the word for any American of Irish stock.
And there would be names on the rooms instead of numbers. Like the O’Brien room, or the Lynch room, or the Kennedy room, or whatever. Kate listened to the list and gave her little oohs and aahs to coincide with the genuine ones of her husband. Her lower lip was almost flattened with the effort of staying calm until he came to the bit about the bar.
Oh, there would be a cocktail lounge certainly, for pre-dinner drinks where orders could be taken before guests went into the dining room. And then there would be the Thatch Bar. A thatched cottage on the grounds in what Patrick thought must be the exact spot his own ancestors lived before they were thrown out on the road. There was a lot of talk about ancestors being forced to workhouses before Kate could get him silkily back to the Thatch Bar. A real traditional Irish Bar, with fiddlers playing and every night some little entertainment, like Irish dancing or a singer, or some old storyteller telling a tale.
And there would be ordinary prices in it too, not fancy ones. Patrick O’Neill wanted his own to come to his bar, not just the gentry. The pint would cost the same in the Thatch Bar as it would anywhere else. It would attract the local people in and the visitors would really and genuinely get to know them.
Kate looked at the boyish face in astonishment. What kind of a mind did you need to get on in America if this was the proof of it sitting opposite her? What did he mean, he didn’t want just the gentry? What gentry would go to a flash place like this anyway? Could he see the Walters, or the Harrises, or the Johnsons from the Grange even, spending an evening in the Thatch Bar? The man must be mad. But what was he thinking about, telling them these plans? He must know that he would ruin their trade if this all came to pass. He must know they would try to oppose his license on the ground that the area was well covered with licensed premises already. What was he talking about, telling them that he wanted to share a dream with them?
Kate looked at John for some support, and found that she couldn’t read his face. It was just as it had been when he was talking to Marian Johnson earlier on, smiling and thoughtful. Was he really taken in by all this patter, or had his heart missed a beat when he heard of the Thatch Bar and all the dangers it looked like bringing on top of them? She could find no words to speak; everything she wanted to say would sound harsh and hysterical. She wanted to take this O’Neill man by the lapels and look straight into his smiling blue eyes. Burrow into them until she could see the truth. She would like to beg him not to ruin their business. She wanted to tell him that, as he had so much money, and so many chances, could he not just have Fernscourt as a home, to entertain his American friends. Surely he didn’t need a bar business there. Then that mood vanished, and she wanted to tell him there would be no further pretense at amicable conversation. She and her husband would oppose his getting a license, and they would raise everyone in the neighborhood to support them in their case.
But Kate Ryan knew with heavy heart that she could do nothing of the sort. Had she not seen the gratified delight already on everyone’s face? There would be a very slender army to raise against Patrick O’Neill.
John was asking all kinds of questions, idiotic questions, Kate thought, as if he were delighted to see such opposition arriving on his doorstep.
Would the guests go around in buses? What part of America would they come from mainly?
Kate could have killed him for his eager interest in the unimportant side of things. What did it matter if these visitors traveled by bus or by wheelbarrow? Who could care less if they came from one part of America or another? They didn’t know any parts of America, for God’s sake. And yet little by little John was learning more about the whole undertaking across the river than anyone else would have learned from this clever American. There could be a purpose to his questions. She looked hard at John, fighting the lump in her throat which made her want to burst into tears. He looked so good and patient; he had worked for so many years at a job that he would never have chosen. It would be cruel to see it swept away by this successful man who could have had power and riches anywhere else on the earth.
Kate knew she should join in the conversation. She had been conspicuously silent. In fact she saw John glance at her, his face still cheerful and his smile all-embracing.
“Well I can’t tell you, Patrick, what an excitement all this will be.” He looked at his wife as if he were leaving the way open for her to add her words of delight and welcome. Kate was still too full to trust herself to conversation.
“The excitement is mainly mine,” Patrick said. “If you knew how many times I dreamed of this, and often I had to say it aloud to myself, you know like a chant or a prayer. It will happen; it will happen.” He looked at them both with an engaging smile.
“Now I almost have to tell myself it has happened, it has happened.” He looked so boyish and delighted it was hard not to like him.
Kate decided to speak. “And how would we come into all this? How can we … um … help you in it all?” she asked. Her voice was definitely faltering and she wasn’t far from tears.
“But that’s what good neighbors will always do,” he cried triumphantly. “I’ll get my guests to come to you, send them over to you before lunch or in the early afternoon … when maybe you could do with an injection.” He looked around the empty bar and left a short significant pause. “I guess this would be a good time to send a group over for an Irish coffee or something. And you can tell your regulars when there’s entertainment on in the Thatch that they might like to come and see. Or better, any of them who are talented, if they want to come and perform. Play for people. It’s their place now.” He smiled from one to another.
“I guess you know that it’s a principle of business that one successful establishment leads to another. Business grows out of custom to an area. Mark my words, there’s going to be new places starting up out on River Road before we know it. By the end of the sixties they’ll be asking where Bridge Street is … they’ll all think that River Road is the center of the universe, and the Ryans and O’Neills will have been here from the outset.”
John was smiling back at him. Was John Ryan under the net? Had the web of companionship and complicity caught him? Kate realized that there were going to be very few people who would not be caught in that net. Even her own Dara and Michael, who had vowed never to speak to the new owner of Fernscourt, were flashing him grateful smiles and friendly glances when he said that they could continue playing there.
So far only Fergus Slattery had managed to remain aloof, and he hadn’t met the American yet; perhaps he would be bowled over like the others had been. Kate smiled on, though she felt there was a distant ache in her face. If John could smile so could she. Anyway there was nothing to be gained by showing her hand now. She must remember that if she came straight out with all her worries and hostilities, it would do nothing but harm. Living all these years with the solid John Ryan had taught her that much anyway.
So she accepted with a dimpling smile when the laughing American begged to be allowed to buy them one more drink so that they could toast the success of River Road and especially those who were in at the very start.
   Fergus Slattery heard that the American was doing the rounds. He didn’t want to be in. His father had gone fishing; he put a closed sign on the door and headed out.
“Where will I say you’ve gone?” Miss Purcell asked, not because she thought anyone would call, but because she wanted to know what was taking him away from his business in the middle of the afternoon.
“Go out on the doorstep every hour and say to the crowds that Sergeant Sheehan and I have raised a posse of men and we’ve gone out to see if we can bring in any poachers. Dead or alive. That should satisfy them,” he said.
“You have a very strange way of going on, Master Fergus. It’s not every woman that could stay in this house and put up with it.”
“Haven’t we always said you are a woman in a million, a woman different to all others?” Fergus said, and he was gone before she could put another question to him.
He took the car not because he had any idea where he was going, but at least in the car he wouldn’t have to answer half a dozen questions about where he was going in the middle of the afternoon. He waved and nodded as he drove up Bridge Street to the main road. He saw the signpost to Dublin and parked for a while. Suppose he was in Dublin, he wouldn’t be even slightly affected by a licensing application. He would do it; there was no chance that he would know the people it would hurt, there was no way in Dublin that he might already feel slighted by this applicant. Without meeting Patrick O’Neill, Fergus was somehow prejudiced against him. He had heard about the way he had bought the fishing rights and it was perfectly legal, the way he had organized the searches on the land, and dealt with the Land Commission, was all above board. If in the future he was seen to have had drinks with this politician and with that local councillor, nobody was going to cast an aspersion. This was how things were done. The planning permissions and the license would go through and he would build his monstrosity. After a few years it might be a white elephant and it could be written off as a tax loss. Patrick O’Neill was of the breed who would start again. Somewhere else, different scheme.
Fergus was old-fashioned, he wanted things to remain the same. The same kind of quiet practice, the same kind of food. He didn’t like moving on, cutting losses. He didn’t at all like the notion of a stage-Irish bar across the Fern, and taking all the trade from Kate Ryan. It took a lot to upset that woman, and today she had left early, saying truthfully that she couldn’t concentrate. Perhaps he would call in and see had they any news. A half of Guinness would go down very well on a warm summer afternoon.
He decided to leave the car parked where it was near the main road to the big town in one direction and Dublin in the other. He could walk down that lane which came out through Jack Coyne’s wood, right onto River Road, not far from Ryan’s. He whistled as he walked. Partly from the sheer freedom of being out among the trees, and partly because he wanted to cheer himself up over this Yank business. The rhododendrons were out in a great purple show, and darker red ones too. In other countries, Fergus thought, this place would be a public park with manicured grass and seats and litter bins. As he was debating to himself whether this would be good or bad he came across four frightened dark eyes.
Kate Ryan’s twins Dara and Michael who were quite obviously meant to be at school, and had no business, any more than himself, wandering the woods on a working afternoon.
“You see, Mr. Slattery …”
“We didn’t exactly say at home …”
“Just we weren’t going back to school …”
“If you see what I mean …”
Fergus pretended neither to hear nor see them. He began to talk to himself.
“Ho hum, what a lovely thing it is to walk in a wood, and see nobody at all. That’s what I like best: a walk where you don’t see another human being. That’s the kind of thing that does me good when I’m on my way to Ryan’s Bar to have a drink. A walk where I don’t meet another sinner.”
He began whistling.
Dara and Michael looked at each other in amazement.
“Grown-ups are extraordinary,” said Michael.
“They seem to be improving all the time.”
That was twice in one day they had been rescued. Dara wondered if it would be possible to leave school entirely. There seemed to be a great conspiracy working for them at the moment.
   Patrick O’Neill declined the invitation of Marian Johnson to dine with her that night. He pleaded great fatigue, and said he would be no company. A glass of milk and a sandwich and bed in the elegant room were what he wanted. He noticed the disappointment on Marian’s face and the fact that she had had her hair fixed since they had been out riding; maybe she had gone to a beauty parlor specially.
“You look very nice,” he said tiredly.
Marian’s face lit up. That was compliment enough.
He said that if she were free he would love another ride on that nice mild-mannered horse tomorrow. That brought on further smiles. He could go to bed now without being thought boorish.
He wished there were phones in the bedrooms. He wanted to call Grace back home. It would be great to dial direct and hear the reassurance of Bella and Andy that Grace was at home. It was eight-thirty here in Mountfern: it would be three-thirty in New Jersey, just the time that Andy was driving Grace up the avenue. Patrick’s sister, a fussy woman called Philomena, was in residence as chaperon. Kerry was away at school. Rachel was in her apartment. He really should call her. But not from the hall of the Grange. Not with Marian Johnson listening to every word. There were obviously some calls which were going to be made through that pleasant woman who ran the post office, who had made tea for him this morning. Was it only this morning? Lord, why had he stayed up all night in Fernscourt? His bones ached with tiredness.
He took a hot bath and felt much better. Better still after the milk and sandwiches. He lay on his bed and looked out at the green fields leading off to clumps of trees. Behind those trees was the winding River Fern, and his own place. It had been some day. Still he had done almost everything he set out to do. The lawyer chap hadn’t been in, which was rather lackadaisical. Even in a sleepy hollow like this, someone should have been looking after the shop. And Kate Ryan hadn’t been convinced. She was the only real opposition—not that she had said it, of course. That made her smart. A handsome woman too, probably the brains of that business. The dreamy pleasant husband was not a man with much drive. Bright smart children too. Lucky he had been able to get them on his side by shielding them. Little rascals, skipping school.
Canon Moran had been so helpful about looking up records, and the young curate had promised to inquire about burial grounds and possible tombstones. Strangely, that old wino bag lady he had picked up in the car was their housekeeper. She looked extremely ropy today, as if she had just had another night on the tiles.
And the Dalys had been magnificent, and the Leonards, and Jack Coyne—knowing now too late that he had blown it by overcharging Patrick for the car—said that he hoped they would be able to talk man to man about business one day. Patrick had smiled and said of course, but he and Jack Coyne knew that not one cent’s worth of business was ever going to cross the River Fern from Fernscourt to Coyne’s Garage. He talked to Sergeant Sheehan casually, to Dr. White who happened to be in Daly’s, to assorted others whose names would come back to him when he was less tired. He had an excellent memory and never had to write down the names of the people he met through work. To some people today might seem like a leisure day, wandering around talking to folk. But to Patrick O’Neill it was work. His life’s work. And really and truly it had gone very well today. It wouldn’t take long to convince that fine tall Kate Ryan that he didn’t mean her and hers any harm. It was true he did not. And it was always a bit easier convincing people if the thing was actually true.
   Rachel Fine applied her throat cream exactly as the label had advised with short upward strokes. She then applied her eye cream in the recommended manner with a feather-light fingertip so as not to damage the delicate tissue around the eye. She sat in her cotton nightdress looking without pleasure at the reflection that stared from the mirror. She looked like any sad Jewish mamma left on her own this night. There must be a thousand of them in this area alone. But she hadn’t even the satisfaction of being a mamma. And her husband, Herbert had been in California for eight years. She and he had ended their relationship long before hers with Patrick had begun. Herbert had given her the apartment and a car. The divorce had been genuinely amicable. They sent each other postcards even; they remained casual friends, bewildered that they had ever thought they knew each other well enough to marry and to remain married for so long.
But however lonely, Rachel would not telephone Herbert for company. And she had very few friends left. When you devote your life to a man, his business, and his limited free time as Rachel had done, it didn’t leave much time for friends. She still had work to do for O’Neill Enterprises even while he was in Ireland, but she did it in a mechanical way. When there was no Patrick to discuss her ideas with the fire went out of them.
Sure she was a designer. Sure, sure, everyone realized that she was worth her salary, her ideas had been praised in the newspapers and magazines, and her style had lifted the O’Neill chain way out of the commonplace. Rachel had never wanted to see her own name over the smart corner-bistro-type restaurants, it was quite satisfying enough to know that her choosing of colors and fabrics, her layout and her selection of decor, waitresses’ uniforms and lighting techniques contributed to the O’Neill empire. When Patrick had eight pub-restaurants and the motel in New Jersey he said he had enough. He bought no more until this huge bottomless pit that was Fernscourt, bleeding away his profits in a way that nobody would believe.
Gerry Power, Patrick’s second in command, knew this. He was tight-lipped and disapproving; but not even to Rachel, whose position he knew very well, would he hint that he took anything less than delight in all of Patrick’s schemes.
Rachel looked again at the telephone. It was ten P.M. here. It was three o’clock tomorrow morning in that godforsaken place. Perhaps he would call tomorrow. Perhaps he might even call at his lunchtime, which would be getting up time here. Yes, surely that’s what he would do.
Rachel laid a towel over her pillowcase. The only advantage of not having your man living with you all the time was that you could do your beauty routines adequately. On the nights when Patrick stayed, there was a satin nightgown, not a cheap cotton one, there was no throat cream or eye cream. There were certainly no exercises.
But what was Patrick’s great phrase? “It’s always either a feast or a famine.” Rachel Fine sighed deeply. It had been a famine for her for a very long time, and the worst bit was that she could see long lean years of famine still ahead.
   Mrs. Whelan understood without being told and without the need for comment that Patrick would need to make calls in privacy. She settled him next day in her own sitting room, two closed doors away from anyone who might be standing in the post office with their ears flapping.
She gave him a table for his papers and said she would add up the charges each time and he could pay at the end. Another cup of strong tea, a cushion to cure his saddle sores.
“You’re a wonderful woman. Did the late Mr. Whelan appreciate you?”
“He’s not late, he just went off,” she said simply.
Patrick knew how hard it was for a woman in a small community to admit something like this, she would say it to him once because her common sense would tell her that he would hear it elsewhere, then it would never be mentioned again. He too would acknowledge it once and then forget it.
“A foolish man. Did he find the happiness he thought he was going to find? Most people who run away don’t.”
She thought about it.
“At first he did, I’d say. But times aren’t great now, I hear. When I do hear, which isn’t often.” That meant the subject was closed. “I’d better leave you and start to get through to the operator for you.”
Patrick hadn’t been thinking of phoning Kerry in his big school. But why not? They would certainly get him to the phone. As he settled himself into the chair and cushions provided by Sheila Whelan, Patrick realized that in ways she was a little like Rachel. She knew how to make a man feel welcome and comfortable and important. How strange that Rachel was sitting alone in Brooklyn just as Sheila lived alone in Mountfern. Did it prove that it was a bad thing to make a man comfortable?
Patrick had never been able to understand people who could use the telephone for long chatty conversations. For too many years now he had used it for work to be able to think of it as a way of talking unselfconsciously. Grace could talk for hours on the telephone to friends whom she had just left at school. People told Patrick that it was the same with their daughters, and indeed their wives.
He put the first call through to Gerry Power. At least Gerry felt the same way about telephones. A necessary but unappealing part of business life. He wouldn’t complain that Patrick was not being sufficiently warm or forthcoming over three thousand miles on a piece of machinery.
Gerry Power wasted no time congratulating him or expressing any surprise. If Mr. O’Neill had said he was going to go and throw away his fortune on this heap of old stones, then this is what he was going to do. He listened to instructions, and nodded and grunted. At the end of the catalogue he read them back. Patrick smiled; he could almost see Gerry Power in his shirt sleeves, writing with a stubby pencil.
“And that’s three air tickets you want. Three not four?”
“You’re very numerate Gerry, three. One each for Kerry, Grace and me.”
“Just checking.” Gerry Power was in no way put out. He hated grey areas and wanted to make sure that his boss hadn’t expected him to book a seat for Mrs. Fine, without asking him directly to do so.
Grace was always excited to hear from him. When was he arriving? Good, good. And how long was he staying home? Only a few days, but that was awful! He had been gone so long. He was what? Was this true? He was really and truly going to take Kerry and Grace with him to Ireland? And she could go to school there? Grace’s voice disappeared into squeaks of excitement.
Patrick spoke to his sister Philomena. She shared neither Grace’s excitement nor Patrick’s enthusiasm. She listened to the facts in a disapproving silence. Yes she would have clothes organized; and she would explain to the nuns here that Grace would not return in the fall.
“Well, what do you think of my getting back to the old country in the end?” Patrick hated having to ask her, despised himself for fishing for the praise and congratulation that he felt were his due.
He was getting none of them from Philomena anyway.
“You’ve always done whatever you wanted to do, Patrick, and to be fair, the rest of us have done well out of your endeavors. But it is quite beyond us to know why you want to go and undo the work of the very people who got us here. Our grandfather as sure as hell didn’t come over here on the deck of a ship so that his grandson and his great-grandchildren should end up going back to the godforsaken bog that he left behind him. But it was never any use talking to you and it won’t be any use now.”
They got Kerry out of class to talk to him. It was the first time he had ever called his son at school; he could not credit the time it took to find the boy. Kerry could not believe that his father had called just for a conversation. Especially as he learned, he would see his father within a few days.
“I wanted to share the good news with you.” Patrick felt a trace of tears come into his voice, and fought it desperately. Kerry hated emotion. More than once he had accused his father of being what he called Italian. In flatter tones than he intended, he told his son that the dream was now a reality. He said that the land had been bought, the plans were underway. And that he had heard of a good school where Kerry would start in the fall. There was a silence at the other end of the telephone which chilled him.
In business Patrick had never pleaded on the telephone, and he knew it was pathetic to ask if someone was still there when there was a silence. Sitting in Sheila Whelan’s floral armchair, he steeled himself and waited. But Kerry waited longer.
Eventually Patrick spoke. “So we’ll talk about all that when I see you. Right?”
“What do we talk about?”
“About how great it will all be. So many people have something that they always want to do, all their lives they talk about it and so often it never happens. Your mother and I talked about this for so long …”
This time Kerry spoke. “Mother never talked about it to me,” he said.
“But you know it was what she wanted?”
“Maybe.”
With difficulty Patrick controlled himself. His hands were shaking when he put down the telephone. He had one more call to make, and he needed something stronger than tea to steady him for this one.
Sheila Whelan wouldn’t hear of his going to buy a brandy. She would slip into Conway’s for it. No point in his getting a reputation in the first couple of days. She was back in minutes and the half bottle of brandy, glass and jug of water were beside his elbow on a round tray advertising Craven A cigarettes. Patrick O’Neill took a long swallow and made a person to person call to Mrs. Rachel Fine.
   Afterwards he walked out into Bridge Street; he looked down to the river as his grandfather must have done, and up the town. It would all have changed so much since those days. There would have been no calling the States. And no calling home once he had arrived on the other side of the world. Patrick crossed the street, nodding at Mr. Conway, the man who unbelievably ran twin trades of publican and mortician without anyone thinking it was slightly odd. He waved at the two young White children going into their house and he gave a glance to see what ancient movie the Classic was offering tonight.
His grandfather would have had no contact at all with the family. Going to America was like going to the next world. No wonder the Irish held American wakes for the man who was leaving for America and would be out of touch with his kith and kin from now on. Maybe it might have been sensible, Patrick thought gloomily. His sister, his son, his manager and Rachel Fine had hardly been overjoyed to hear from him.
   “He’s only staying a few more days,” John said. “He was in here earlier with some plans, showing me an artist’s impression. You never saw the like of it.”
“No permission or no license granted yet,” Kate remarked coolly.
“A formality,” Fergus Slattery said. Fergus had called again. It was a restful place, Ryan’s. You could read your paper, or you could join in the chat. It made a nice stretch to his legs after his supper. And anyway he felt an overwhelming loyalty to the shabby little place.
“You shouldn’t have refused good money,” John Ryan said in a low voice so that the others wouldn’t hear. “Kate told me you won’t handle his business in case it might be in conflict with us … No, no … let me finish. Fergus, you’re a decent man as your father before you is, but there’s no conflict. There’s nothing but cooperation with that man. The best man you could meet; he’ll put new life in the place.”
“I did meet him,” Fergus said.
“Well. Didn’t you like him?”
“Of course I liked him,” Fergus growled. “You couldn’t not like him. I told him that I’d feel it more sensible not to get involved in his application just in case there was the unlikely event of one of my fellow parishioners wanting to get involved on the other side.”
“And what did he say?” John and Kate were both eager. This was new; this had happened this afternoon.
“Oh he was charm itself. Said he quite understood, said it was very ethical of me, showed I was a man with a community spirit, hoped he’d be able to prove that he felt the same community spirit himself.”
“That’s just it.”
“I know, John. I’m not disputing it. I’m just saying that he’s a mixture, we’re always one thing or the other here; he’s more than one thing.”
“How do you mean?”
“Well at the same time he was telling me how much he wanted to feel part of the place and a member of the local community, he also made sure I realized that he had extinguished a license. Ahearne’s pub, way beyond. Now that’s sharp legal talk for an innocent Yank who’s building his own place. He not only knows that you have to buy up and extinguish one pub license before you get another, but he’s done it. That’s a bit quick for me.”
John Ryan smiled as he polished the bar counter. “Well by God you’re a very impatient young fellow, Fergus, for all your great education and studies at the universities.”
“Stop making fun of me. Wouldn’t I need to be impatient with all that’s going on around here?”
“No,” said John slowly. “That’s the last thing you’d need to be. There’s all the time in the world. Look at all that could happen before any of this comes into being.”
“What do you mean?”
“Your father would understand better than you. He has a feeling for the river, and how things go on and on. That river was there just the way it is now when your man’s grandfather left Mountfern, and it will be here forever.”
“John, you sound like some old soothsayer, will you stop it?” Kate laughed at him good-naturedly.
“No, I mean it. Patrick O’Neill has great plans like fireworks but they may never materialize.”
“He’s hardly bought Ahearne’s license just for fun,” Fergus said.
“No, but look at what could happen. I remember that place that was going to be built about ten miles out on the Galway road. That never materialized, did it?”
“They ran out of money,” Fergus said.
“Exactly,” said John.
“But that fellow O’Neill has a fortune.”
“So had the other crowd. Or maybe he’d lose interest, or something else would distract him, or it wouldn’t turn out right for him.”
“But aren’t you only helping him to install himself instead of praying that it will turn out wrong for him?” Kate was mystified.
“None of us would pray that things would turn out wrong for people, Kate, that would be only asking for trouble to come on ourselves. All I mean is that there’s no point in getting hot and bothered until things do happen.”
“That’s not the American way,” Fergus said, doing a poor imitation of Patrick’s accent. “That’s not your up-and-attem-boy.”
“That’s not my way,” John said quietly.
“We’re two of a kind then, John. Give me another pint, if you will. I can’t see myself practicing law for ten minutes in New York without having a very bad nervous breakdown.”
Kate smiled at them affectionately as they toasted each other on the notion of savoring life, rather than racing through it. She would prefer to race a bit faster herself, but not as fast nor in the same direction as the smiling American, who had seemed to read her mistrust of him and smile yet more warmly on the two occasions in two days that she had met him. She was glad he was going back soon.
   A few nights later Dara crept from her room to the window just at the very moment Michael left his bed. They were never surprised that their timing was so exact, they took it for granted that they would turn up at the same time. In Fernscourt they could see him walking, touching this wall and that.
“If he loves it so much why is he tearing it down?” Dara asked yet again.
“Well he keeps saying he tried to think of ways of keeping the old ruin like it was,” Michael said, always his defender.
“He didn’t try very hard. He’s so rich, all he has to do is to say let it stay and it stays,” Dara grumbled. “Look, he’s leaving now. I wonder where did he park his car?”
“He leaves it up a bit when he comes at night, so as not to wake people when he leaves. Look, look he’s coming over the bridge.”
They watched as Patrick O’Neill paused on the little footbridge opposite their pub and stared across at Fernscourt in the same way that they had done so often, a hand on each railing of the narrow bridge.
“He’s saying goodbye before he goes home,” Michael breathed.
“Will you ever realize that to him this is his home?” said Dara.
The moonlight wasn’t bright enough for them to see the tears on Patrick’s face as he said goodbye to Fernscourt.




Chapter V

It took a little time to get things organized, but compared to the speed that most people would have moved at, Patrick was a human tornado. The finances had been organized already. The big white house in New Jersey, the symbol of his success, would be put on the market. Not at once, because that way he would have to take any price from any bidder. But it would be rented for a year first.
Bella and Andy, the couple who had looked after him, had to be paid off, thanked, found new positions. Aunts and cousins had to be placated and reassured that it wasn’t the act of a madman. He saw to passports, visas for the children, had endless discussions with numerous priests and nuns in the two schools, all of whom were sorry to see Mr. O’Neill, the number one benefactor, disappear off to Ireland with his two handsome children.
There were never quite enough hours in the day for all the form-filling, document-signing, telephoning, crating, packing, sorting, and deciding what had to be done.
But in a far swifter time than anyone would have believed possible, Patrick had everything done. He was ready to come home to Ireland.
   Patrick was so proud of his children when they stepped from the plane at Shannon Airport that he wanted to cry aloud to anyone who would listen that these two shining golden people belonged to him. Even after the night flight when others were blinking sleepily into the dawn, Kerry and Grace O’Neill looked untouched and stared around them with interest at the land that was going to be their home.
Patrick had noticed the looks of admiration that the brother and sister had gotten from onlookers both in Idlewild Airport, New York, and here in Shannon. They had clean-cut looks and they both seemed in such high good humor. They had always gotten along well together, no rivalry, no resentment ever. They had spent long hours together during their mother’s illness, and since he had been away from home before, after and even during that time, they had been thrown together a lot. They always enjoyed each other’s company. In the plane they had chattered together happily. He had never been close with Philomena or Catherine or Maureen like that. Nor with his brothers. There had been too much hardship in their family. The fight to exist had taken all their time. Friendship was a luxury they didn’t have when they were growing up.
He had hired a car from one of the big companies that had a desk at Shannon Airport. Jack Coyne had had only one chance. One chance to be in car rental in a bigger way than he had ever dreamed, but he had lost it forever. To have cheated Patrick O’Neill was the most foolish act of his life.
“Come on, kids,” Patrick called as he held the door of the car open. “Come on, climb in, I’m going to take you home.” Their faces showed the excitement they felt.
Patrick looked at them with a lump in his throat. They were extraordinarily beautiful, he thought, both of them. It was not just the pride of a father who has worked his guts out so that his children would have everything he never had. Surely he was being objective as he looked at them standing close together in the early morning sun.
Grace had a head of hair that looked like an advertisement for a shampoo, her curls seemed to be shiny and bouncy and there was no way they could be kept down. Two minutes after she came from her shower, or even running out of the waves when they went to the ocean, it was the same. She had big blue eyes and a dimpled smile. Her father called her his little princess, and her brother had called her a baby doll. Her mother said she was like an angel in human form.
It was just as well for Grace O’Neill that she went to a school where the nuns did not believe in praising the girls and that she had an aunt who regarded all good looks as a personal calling from the devil leading to sin and possibly damnation.
Grace was a cheerful child, not nearly as spoiled as she could have been, the idolized baby in that big house. She had realized early in life that you got your way much more easily by smiling and thanking rather than sulking and crying. Nobody told her this; she had always known, or else she had seen it work with her brother and picked it up from him. It was unusually nice to be the center of attention, with people admiring and patting her on the head.
Kerry O’Neill was tall and blond; he looked like a Swede, not as if he came from Irish stock. His hair curled softly around his neck; on another boy it could have looked sissy, but not on Kerry. His skin was always lightly tanned, summer or winter. His eyes were a bright and unsettling blue. They were rarely still, but moved here and there almost as if they were looking for something. It didn’t matter, though, because they looked back at whoever he was talking to often enough to show he hadn’t lost interest. You got the notion that Kerry’s restless eyes moved even when he was asleep.
His smile was wide and all-embracing. Nobody could smile like Kerry; all those white teeth seemed to crack his face in half. The smile never got to his eyes but that’s because his eyes moved very fast. They hadn’t time to smile. Grace had once seen a picture of the Blue Grotto in Capri, and said that it reminded her of nothing as much as Kerry’s eyes.
Kerry never said much, but people didn’t realize this. They usually thought he was very interesting because he agreed with them or listened or seemed to be taking part in conversations all the time. It was only with Mother that Kerry had talked a lot. When he came back from school he would sit and talk for ages in Mother’s room. Mother had been in bed for so long it was hard to remember when she had been up and around.
   They drove across the countryside in the early morning sunshine, pointing things out to each other. Patrick told them that this was a city, Limerick, and that Nenagh was a big town. City? Big town? They couldn’t believe it. It was like seeing one of those model villages he had taken them to once, where ordinary mortals seemed like giants.
“We don’t go on too much about how much bigger things are back in the States,” he began carefully.
“Of course not,” Kerry said. “They’d think we were boasting about home.”
“And it would be bad-mannered,” Grace agreed.
They couldn’t believe when they saw signs for Killarney. Please could they go there. It was in the wrong direction, their father said. People in Mountfern thought Killarney was the other end of the country nearly, but one day he’d take them there. And there were signs to Galway. Yes, he had seen Galway Bay on his last visit. Then the roads became narrower, they left the main routes and headed into the midlands. Soon the signs for the town came up. “Not far now,” Patrick said. His heart was beating faster at the thought of taking these golden children to the spot they had come from. Back to their home.
They wanted to know why were there no signs for Mountfern.
“It’s too small for a road sign. It’s only when you’re on the road going past it that there are directions. It’s only a little place.” He hoped he had explained this sufficiently to them.
“It’s only little now,” Kerry said “One day everyone will know it.”
Patrick flashed him a grateful look and then said no more. They came to the first of the two signs saying Mountfern half a mile.
“Hey, have you passed it?” Kerry called out.
Patrick explained that this was one way which brought you along River Road, he wanted to come in by Bridge Street so that they could get an impression of the place.
“Will they have a band on Main Street?” Grace giggled.
“Nothing would surprise me,” Patrick said as they came to the turn and approached the place that had always been a name on his father’s birth certificate.
   Everyone knew they were coming. From their garden the vicar and Mrs. Williams waved at the car.
Judy Byrne was parking her small car outside her house; she peered out of the window to get a good look at the handsome American and his family.
Mrs. Sheehan was looking out of the top window of the barracks. There were two or three people standing outside Conway’s, who held their hands to their eyes to shield them from the light and get a good view. It was too early even by Conway’s peculiar opening hours to have gathered drinkers; these must be people talking on their way back from mass.
Patrick explained that some people in the parish went to mass every day.
“Do we have to?” Grace asked anxiously.
“No way.” Her father patted her reassuringly.
Daly’s was opening for business, so was Leonard’s. Sheila Whelan’s blinds were up long ago, but normally it was a sleepy, slow-moving place.
On the bridge a group of children had gathered; they bent forward to glimpse the passengers in the car, then they hung back again, lacking in confidence. It annoyed Patrick to see the Irish children so uncertain when his own two were so sure, so easy.
Quickly he turned the wheel and maneuvered them into River Road. Loretto Quinn waved enthusiastically from the shop, young Father Hogan striding along in his soutane waved his breviary cheerfully. Then they were passing Ryan’s licensed premises.
“Is that a real place where they sell liquor?” Grace asked.
“Yes, why?” Her father was interested.
“It looks like a kind of toy shop, you know, in a board game. It just needs a thatched roof and it’s a typical Irish cottage.”
“Ah, we’ll be having the thatched cottage bit ourselves,” Patrick said.
“Why are we stopping?” Kerry asked.
“Let’s get out for a moment.” Patrick held the doors of the car open for them.
They scampered out, stretching their legs after the drive. With an arm around each shoulder he walked them to the footbridge and pointed out the ruins of Fernscourt.
“That will be our home,” he said. He was glad that they were looking at the old house which stood magical in the morning mists and sunshine, its ivy walls and odd shapes looking more picturesque than anything Hollywood could have dreamed up as a beautiful ruined castle. He was glad that they couldn’t see the tears in his eyes. The effect couldn’t have been more satisfying. His son and daughter looked in amazement at the sight in front of them.
Across the river from the little wooden bridge where they stood was a great path of laurel bushes. On either side cattle grazed among old rocks and boulders, some covered with moss. The ruins of a great house stood open to the skies. Ivy tumbled from the highest walls, and old portals stood open: doorways leading nowhere except into further open-roofed space. There were gorse bushes and heather dotted around the place, splashes of bright yellow and deep purple.
“You’re going to build all this up, make it like it was?” Kerry was unbelieving.
He had seen the artist’s impressions certainly, but nothing had prepared him for seeing the place as it was … a magnificent ruin.
“That’s what we’re going to do,” Patrick said proudly.
“It’s going to look like a castle,” Grace breathed.
“That’s the idea,” Patrick said.
“And how much land, Father?” Kerry was shielding his eyes with his hand and looking around the landscape of a dozen different shades of green.
“Not as much as I’d have liked. You see a lot of people were granted their land back, you know they were tenants but they were able to buy it outright, so naturally that’s theirs now and they don’t want to sell. It was only the house and the immediate surrounds we got from the Land Commission. I got a couple of acres from fellows who were anxious to sell … but you see the problem …” He was about to explain, but Kerry saw it too.
“You don’t want to be seen to be buying up the land, taking it away from the peasants again, in case you are seen to be the bad guy wearing the black shirt, instead of the good cowboy.”
“Right son, got it in one.” Patrick was pleased mainly that Kerry was so interested.
“And will this all be gardens …?” Grace gave a sweep of her hand.
“Yes, coming down to the river … there’s going to be a dock for boats there, and footpaths.”
“And where will the entrance be?” Kerry looked left and right.
“Funny, that’s one thing still in dispute. The original one went off that way. There’s a big overgrown path, that’s the way vehicles will be coming on site. I’ll take you around and show you. The Dublin architects want to keep it that way. They say it follows the original plan, even though nothing else will be like the original. The American architects say it would be better to open up that overgrown path over there and have the entrance coming from the town, from the big bridge.”
Kerry said nothing for a while, just looked at each side and then straight ahead.
“Why couldn’t it be here?” he asked.
“Here?”
“Yes. Just here, where we are. This is the best view you’ll get of the place with the river in front, and you say it’s going to be facing the river, so why not here?”
“But there isn’t room. People would have to get out of their cars and coaches and haul all their bags way up there. It’s only a footbridge, Kerry.”
“No, make it into a proper bridge and have that part of the drive. Hey, why don’t you do that? It would be very impressive.”
His handsome face lit up thinking of it.
“It’s a great idea but there isn’t room. Look how sharp the turning would be. The buses would back into the unfortunate pub, go through the front window.”
“Knock it down,” Kerry said simply.
“I can’t knock it down.”
“You’re going to knock Fernscourt down,” Kerry said, indicating the ruins.
“Yes, but it’s falling down and anyway it’s mine.”
“That pub’s practically falling down, and you could buy it, then it would be yours to do what you wanted with it.”
It was so simple when you were fifteen.
“Where would they go? Kerry, suppose we were to do it, where would the family who live there go?”
“If they’re publicans then they could work for us, just moving across the river from their home, and they’d have a nice lump sum.”
“I’ll think about it,” Patrick said. “But as I was going to suggest we have a drink there now, maybe we should sit on this possibility for a while, don’t you think? No point in alarming people or telling them too much.”
“You’re so right,” Kerry said. “Then they’d know we’re interested and they’d raise the price to the roof and stick, knowing they had us over a barrel.”
Patrick looked at his son with a mixture of dismay and pride. It wasn’t hard to know where he had gotten his business sense. But did it always have to be as cold as that? Transplanting a family who had hopes and dreams of their own. He looked back at his site. The boy was quite right, the only possible place to have an entrance was here at this little footbridge. A big wide entrance with lanterns maybe, and should there be old gates or not? It was something he would discuss with Rachel when she arrived. Later on.
   Kate and John had seen them coming and she had run in to change her blouse. She put on her best one, the one with the high neck, and fixed on the cameo brooch. This way she felt she looked more like the lady of the house than someone helping behind the bar. She dusted on a little face powder and added a dab of lipstick.
Carrie saw them as she was slipping out to give the hens a cake of bread that she had burned. The poor hens weren’t at all particular, but Mrs. Ryan was. Very recently she had been rather sharp with Carrie about the late hours spent with Jimbo Doyle and had reminded her tartly that she was responsible for Carrie’s welfare while she lived in the house. When she heard the voices and recognized Mr. O’Neill’s, her heart skipped a beat. Jimbo had taken a four-day job helping a roofer in the big town. Mr. O’Neill thought he was working for him. Oh God, there would be trouble in store.
Eddie and Declan saw them coming and sighed. It meant they would have to wash their faces; they went glumly to the kitchen and took up the facecloths like robots. They had the worst grime removed by the time their mother arrived to do the very same thing for them.
The twins saw them coming and stopped dead in what they were doing, which was playing chess on the landing window seat. Never in their lives had they seen anyone like Mr. O’Neill’s family as they stood in the sun on the footbridge pointing and waving and making a sort of diagram with their hands.
Dara looked at the face of the young man in the grey sweater and white flannels. His head was thrown back and he was laughing. He was the most magnificent boy she had ever seen in her life. And this wasn’t in a magazine, or at the cinema. This was here on their own bridge in Mountfern. She was about to say to Michael that he was gorgeous, but she saw her brother staring at the blonde girl. She wore a short tartan pleated skirt and a lemon-colored sweater. Her curls had a tartan ribbon in them, holding them up in what wasn’t really a pony tail because it wasn’t all tied in but could have been one if she had managed to squeeze in the curls. Michael was looking at her as if he had been blind from birth and had suddenly been given his sight.
   Judy Byrne was furious when she realized that she had not been quick enough. Mr. O’Neill had asked her about what he called her fine cottage. Had she thought of letting it and moving to some smaller place even temporarily? Judy had not seen the drift of his conversation. She had been anxious to make it clear to this handsome and charming American, the first serious bachelor to come their way for a long time, that her roots were firmly planted in Mountfern, that she was a woman of this place who would not be moved.
In fact the little house would have been ideal for the O’Neills. Every time Judy thought of it she raged again at her own blindness. It would have been central; it was just the right size. He would have paid most generously anything she had asked. But the real benefit would have been that Patrick O’Neill and his children would have been living there in her house. There were a million places Judy could have gone for the months that were involved. Sheila Whelan had a spare room. Poor Mrs. Meagher of the jewelry shop was thinking of letting a room. Oh why had she been so foolish as not to see that of course the man would want a place to live while he was building his hotel? She would have had every right to call, to be a family friend. What more natural than that she should return to her own house from time to time?
Judy worked three afternoons in the physiotherapy department of the hospital in the town. But there was plenty of work for her in Mountfern and around. She had come home when her mother was bedridden, and even after her mother’s death she saw no reason to leave the small quiet country practice. Dr. White made sure she had plenty of work. He always said that she was indispensable with patients who were recovering from a stroke or who had broken an arm or a leg. It was a satisfying life in many ways. But she was lonely, and there were so few chances to meet anyone at all suitable in these parts, at her age. And now that she had met one, and he had been very charming, she had sent him right into the arms of that foolish Marian Johnson.
   Marian Johnson had nearly died of delight when she realized why Patrick O’Neill was asking about the gate lodge. In the beginning she had been about to apologize for the place, saying that it was so run down there was hardly anything that could be done with it. In fact it was a perfectly serviceable house where Joe Whelan’s people had once lived. That was long ago; they used to open the gates and take the messages, and lived rent free for years, but the family had all scattered. Even before Joe Whelan hightailed it for Dublin after some peroxide blonde, he had been living in Bridge Street with Sheila in the post office.
There had been vaguely unsatisfactory people in it since then, but the Johnsons had never stirred themselves to arrange a better let. Suddenly she saw unlimited possibilities.
“I was hoping to do it up so that people, nice people, could live there. I can’t think who would like it, though.” She smiled an arch smile, but let it fade suddenly when she got the feeling that Patrick might have seen through it. He spoke quite directly.
“I had been thinking of asking you about it myself. I was wondering, though, if it might be a little too far from town.”
“Not at all,” Marian cried. “Don’t you have a car? Won’t the girl have a bicycle, and won’t the boy be off with the Jesuits or the Benedictines or wherever?”
Patrick had smiled.
“If you’re sure it won’t be too much trouble?” he said.
Marian Johnson said it would be no trouble at all. It would be a pleasure for her.
And indeed it was. Jimbo Doyle was in and instructions were given in crisp barks by Marian. No expense was spared, chimneys were swept, baskets of logs were cut, the best bedding from the Grange Hotel was brought to the Lodge. Some of the antiques that Patrick had admired in the house were also given a new home. Windows were stripped clean of the overhanging ivy; the little garden was dug, a space cleared for Patrick’s car, and he was assured that all would be ready when he came back from America with his children. He would also need someone to look after them.
This, Marian found a bit of a quandary. No young skit of a girl would be any use, it had to be someone responsible. A local widow, perhaps, Patrick had suggested, someone who might be glad of the chance to live with a family for some months. Marian thought deeply. Not Mrs. Meagher in the jeweler’s. She was too recently widowed to think of making any plans, Marian said. She was also a handsome if neurotic red-haired woman who would most certainly cause trouble of some kind. Not poor Loretto Quinn with her little huckster’s shop on River Road. She could hardly cope with her own establishment. Certainly not Mrs. Rita Walsh of the Rosemarie hair salon, whose reputation was widely known.
Marian decided to consult Sheila Whelan, who of course knew exactly the person. Miss Hayes. She was sixty if she was a day; she was efficient. She could cook, she could mend, and she would stand no nonsense if the children were troublesome.
Miss Hayes was an inspired idea. Marian Johnson took all the praise and the thanks.
“And what shall I call you, Miss Hayes?” Patrick said to her on the first evening.
“Miss Hayes would do very well,” she said.
“It’s just that everyone is so friendly around here. I didn’t want to do the wrong thing.”
“Oh I’m sure you would never do that, Mr. O’Neill.”
“I hope the children will settle in well here.” Patrick was not a man who was ever at a loss for a word, but Miss Hayes was proving that his charm was not as irresistible as he had hoped.
“I’m sure they will, Mr. O’Neill. It would be strange children that wouldn’t love a house like this, a room each, their own wireless and a bathroom for themselves and no one else.” Miss Hayes shook her head in awe of the second bathroom.
Grace and Kerry giggled behind Miss Hayes’s back after their first evening meal. But not too loudly; she had an air of authority about her, and also she had just fixed them a truly great meal.
Grace fell asleep almost at once. The door of her room was open and Patrick went in to kiss her forehead with the curls damp from her bath. She looked babyish, younger than her twelve years as she lay asleep there. He stood and looked at her for a long, long moment.
Kerry was not sleepy, he said.
“Do you want to drive over with me and walk in Fernscourt by night?” he asked.
Kerry shrugged. It was as if he had gone back to his old self—the Kerry who had nothing much to say to his father.
“Not really,” he said.
“Sure.” Patrick was easy. He wouldn’t rush the boy. “Go in your own time; see it your own way.”
“Yes, that’s what I’ll do, Father,” Kerry had said. His face, in spite of his golden tan and his piercing blue eyes, looked curiously empty.
   They were the talk of the town. Tommy Leonard said that he had asked Kerry how old he was. He had asked him straight out.
“You spoke to him?” Maggie Daly was over-excited by it all.
“Yeah, that’s the way people ask questions,” Tommy said. “With speech. Words and all.”
“What did he say?” Michael rescued poor Maggie.
“Didn’t you ask him yourself? Wasn’t he inside in your place for ages?” Tommy Leonard was jealous of the time that the two star-like Americans had spent in Ryan’s.
“I couldn’t ask much. Mam asked us to show them the animals. God, imagine asking anyone to look at our animals let alone people like that.”
Tommy Leonard was mollified. He was actually in the poor position of not knowing what age Kerry O’Neill actually was. He had asked, it was true, but Kerry had just smiled at him knowingly and asked him to guess.
Tommy Leonard had guessed fifteen, and Kerry had just smiled again. As an encounter it hadn’t pleased Tommy, he got no glory in recalling it.
“Wasn’t she beautiful?” Maggie said, in what was almost a whisper.
“She was more than beautiful,” Dara said firmly. “She had classic good looks.”
Dara didn’t know exactly what that meant, but she had heard it said once about some actress. It seemed the highest praise there could be to have good looks that were classic. It gave them a virtue somehow, took them out of the ordinary variety.
“Imagine, she’s going to be at school like the rest of us.” Maggie could hardly take it in.
“I’m sure she’ll hate it.” Dara was sympathetic to Grace and outraged that school wouldn’t live up to her hopes.
“Everyone hates school,” said Jacinta White, who hadn’t met Grace and Kerry personally. She had only waved to them as they passed in the car with Mr. O’Neill. Jacinta and her brother Liam were peeved not to have met the new arrivals; it left them at a disadvantage somehow.
They had planned to go fishing that day; often the six of them waded up the river with their simple fishing rods. They had all been catching fish for as long as they could remember, and they used to laugh at the fishermen who came from Dublin and far-off places with all their expensive tackle. Young Mr. Slattery had once told them that the whole principle of fishing for thousands of years had been some sort of an old hook, some sort of an old stick and a length of thread to connect the two. Only fancy folk who wouldn’t know a pike from a perch, or either of them from a brown trout, went to all this ungodly fuss about rods and tackle. Sometimes young Mr. Slattery came and sat with them and told them things about the river. He always sounded as if he were making some kind of joke about it, or as if he didn’t really believe what he was saying himself. He said that the Fern wasn’t cold enough or fast enough for game fish. You wouldn’t find any salmon leaping around it or refined sort of trout. These were classier fish that needed a load of oxygen. The Fern was a coarse fish for a coarser fisherman. It was low in oxygen, and full of slow ponderous fish like the tench that could live with no oxygen at all. Like the people of Mountfern themselves. Young Mr. Slattery puzzled the children, he was neither one thing nor the other.
Today, somehow, the fishing had lost its appeal. And they didn’t play in Fernscourt anymore. It was not the same now that they knew the bulldozers were coming to take it down. They were all restless and unsettled. They wanted Grace O’Neill and her big brother Kerry to be there again. Like they had been yesterday. But nobody said it. Jacinta White said it in a sort of way.
“Will we go up to the lodge and ask them if they want to come fishing?” she suggested.
They all looked at each other doubtfully.
The mood was against it. Grace and Kerry O’Neill were the kind of people who made the running. You didn’t go knocking on their door. They came to join you when they were ready.
   Jack Coyne made one attempt to regain the lost business. He called to the lodge formally. He was met by Miss Hayes, a quiet woman who did dressmaking and who lived in a couple of rooms in Bridge Street.
“What has you ending up here?” he asked ungraciously.
“Did you wish to see Mr. O’Neill?”
“Yes, I wished that, please.” He was mocking her now.
“Would you like to come into the sitting room? The family are at breakfast at the moment.”
“Who’s that, Miss Hayes?” Patrick’s voice called out good-naturedly.
“It’s Mr. Coyne, a car dealer.” Miss Hayes was disapproving.
“Oh, Mr. Coyne, I had the pleasure of doing business with you once. Do come in and join us for coffee. Another cup if you’d be so kind please, Miss Hayes?”
Jack Coyne was distinctly wrong-footed now. He came into a sunny alcove where two smartly dressed children were having breakfast, at a table by a big window. The children stood up politely at his approach. Jack Coyne wished he had dressed more smartly for the occasion. He had thought he would find them unpacking and confused.
“I didn’t want to disturb you but I was going to inquire if you wanted a car.” Jack decided to come straight to the point. He nodded at the two children who sat down again, realizing that there would be no further greeting. Patrick made a great play out of pouring the coffee and was extremely anxious that Jack Coyne had the right amount of sugar and cream. Then he turned his blue eyes and his crinkly smile directly on Jack.
“A car?” he said, interested and amused, as if he had been offered a flying saucer.
“Yes, you won’t want to be hiring that car-rental job outside for any longer than you have to.”
“No indeed.” Patrick still looked amused.
“And since I’m the local man, a businessman too, in my own small way, I thought I’d put it on the line for you, Mr. O’Neill, ask you to come down to Coyne’s Motor Works and tell me what you had in mind, and I could go and look for it for you.”
Patrick looked at him blankly. As if he didn’t understand “You mean you would go and get me a car from a third party? Is this what you are proposing?”
“Yes, well that’s what getting a car for someone is.” Jack was confused now.
“But why would you do that, Mr. Coyne?”
“Why? Well so that you would get a good deal, a proper car from someone you could trust.”
“Who would that be, this person I could trust?” Patrick’s eyes were innocent and blue.
Jack Coyne shuffled and stumbled over his words. “Like I’m here, I’d know the people, I’d be in the way of knowing who would give you a fair price and who would … well … who would be the kind of fellow who would see you coming as it were.”
Patrick looked at him directly. “I’d have to avoid those, wouldn’t you say?”
“You would too, and sometimes it’s hard to tell one from another; the man who would look to your interests and serve you well, and the man who would just try to make a quick few quid out of you.”
“Yes.” Patrick was grave.
“And we’re all in business, as I say, Mr. O’Neill, and there are those of us who might make a quick few quid always from passing trade as it were, people who had more money than sense, but when it comes down to a good working relationship …”
Patrick O’Neill beamed all over his face.
“I think that’s very neighborly of you, Mr. Coyne, and I will take your point about the kind of sharks who would fleece the passing trade for a few quick bucks … It’s that kind of thing that can destroy a place. One visitor leaving with one story like that could kill tourism stone dead. I agree with you so much. So thanks again for marking my card. I’ll be on the look out.”
Jack Coyne heard the goodbye in the tone. He stood up.
“So you might call in to Coyne’s Motor Works?”
“I’ll sure as anything see you around these parts, Mr. Coyne.”
In the hall Jack Coyne got the feeling that the wordless Miss Hayes had heard everything, and realized he was getting the bum’s rush.
“Haven’t you a good enough living below in the town making clothes for people without cleaning up after this lot?” he said to her.
“Like yourself, Jack Coyne, I’m always willing to see a business opportunity,” she said with a smile.
Olive Hayes had no relations left except a sister who was a nun in New Zealand. She had always dreamed of going out to spend a winter in the South Island. If she worked for Mr. O’Neill, if she let her little place behind Meagher’s jewelry to this building fellow who needed a place in Mountfern, if she continued her making of curtains and any other dressmaking she could manage, then she would have the fare in a year.
Mr. O’Neill thought he would be out of the lodge and into his new castle in a year but he didn’t understand about the way things were done here. It would be several years. And in that time Olive Hayes could gather a small fortune, enough to take her to New Zealand, and to give her sister’s order a financial contribution which would make her a welcome visitor for as long as she wanted to stay. Indeed she thought sometimes that if the weather was as good as her sister wrote it was, and if she liked it there, she might stay altogether. But these were only half-formed plans. And nobody except Sheila Whelan in the post office had any inkling of them. She hadn’t told that bossy Marian Johnson who hired her, and she certainly wouldn’t tell that crook Jack Coyne. She closed the door after him and went to refill the coffee pot.
The girl was a lovely little thing; the boy looked as if he could be a great deal of trouble.
   Judy Byrne called the Grange. She said it was about old Mr. Johnson’s arthritis.
“You said yourself there was nothing more you could do for him,” Marian said.
“Yes, I know, but in this fine weather he should be feeling a lot better. I was wondering did he want to go over the exercises I tried with him before.”
“He said they weren’t worth a curse. You can neither lead him nor drive him. It’s always been the same.”
“Oh I don’t know, sometimes the right word at the right time … I have to be over that way, will I call in and have a chat with him?”
“No point, Judy, he’s gone fishing.”
“Well tell him to take care of himself and not to get damp out on that river bank.”
“You’re very nice to be so concerned,” Marian said.
“Not at all. How are things?”
“Things are frightfully busy, what with the lodge and everything …”
“Oh, are you getting involved there? I thought they wanted to be left on their own.”
“I wouldn’t dream of interfering, but there are some things of course that simply have to be done, and poor Miss Hayes is splendid but she does have her limitations.” Marian gave a little tinkle.
Judy Byrne banged down the receiver and told herself aloud yet again that she was possibly the most stupid woman on earth. It would serve her right if she were to be invited by that Marian Johnson, whose face was like a meringue, to the wedding of the century at the Grange, with a honeymoon to be spent across the river in the elegant Fernscourt, new home of the bride and groom.
   The children of Mountfern could talk of nothing but the O’Neills but they didn’t know how or when they would meet them again. It was solved on the day that Grace was driven by her father to Fernscourt. And left there.
Patrick was engrossed in conversations with surveyors and engineers. Grace wandered around touching the long strands of ivy and holding them up so that they trailed in different directions.
With solemn dark eyes Dara and Michael watched her. After an eternity, Dara made the first move.
“We’ll ask her would she like an ice cream in Daly’s,” she said firmly.
“We don’t have enough money,” Michael protested.
“We have enough for two.”
“But we’d have to buy three.”
“You can suddenly decide at the last minute you don’t want one.”
“All right.”
They walked hesitantly up to Grace, who was standing on tiptoe to examine what she thought might be a bird’s nesting place.
“Would you like to come for an ice cream or something?” Michael asked gruffly.
Grace’s face broke into a dazzling smile. “Can I?” she asked.
Michael was wordless again.
Dara took over. “We’d love you to come down to Daly’s, and show you the rest of the town.”
“I was longing to see everything, but I didn’t want to …” Grace looked doubtful. “You’re all friends already, I didn’t want to get in the way.”
“Nonsense.” Dara was brisk. “You’re just as much entitled to have an ice cream and walk around Mountfern as anyone else.”
She linked Grace O’Neill’s arm and walked purposefully across the footbridge. Michael followed happily, and Patrick O’Neill watched from a distance with a pleased smile.
   Eddie Ryan was escorted home to the family business by an irate Declan Morrissey, the manager of the Classic Cinema. Eddie had drawn mustaches on Audrey Hepburn, and on Doris Day. He had drawn them not with a pencil, nor even a ballpoint pen, but with creosote which could not be removed and which meant that no new poster could be affixed on top of the mutilated ones. Declan Morrissey said he did not want the child to be disemboweled but as near to it as could be done within the law.
“You are a thorn in my flesh,” Kate Ryan told her son as she marched him upstairs to where John was working with papers and notebooks scattered around him.
“John, I know that Wordsworth and the lads never had this kind of distraction, but I’m going to have to interrupt you and ask you to beat Eddie within an inch of his life.”
“What has he done now?” John was weary.
“According to Declan Morrissey, he has defaced the Classic Cinema in a manner from which it will never recover.”
“Didn’t Declan do that himself with his rows of colored lights around it?”
“John!”
“I know, that has nothing to do with it. Right, Eddie, before I take my belt to you …”
“Ah no, Dad, please no.”
“Before I take the belt, have you any reason or explanation? I am a reasonable man. I will listen.”
There was silence.
“Pure badness, I’m afraid,” Kate said.
“There’s nothing else to do. If there was anything at all to do I’d do it, but there isn’t.” Eddie looked very sad.
Kate and John looked at each other, weakening momentarily.
“But the others don’t put creosote on Morrissey’s walls,” Kate said.
“And have us heart-broken every day of our lives,” John said.
“They’ve got a life of their own,” Eddie said. “A life with people in it.”
For some reason that he never understood the strap was not raised.
He was ordered to go and apologize to Mr. Morrissey, to take a scrubbing brush and Vim and do his best. To tell Mr. Morrissey that his parents would pay Jimbo Doyle to have a go at it if all else failed.
“A life of their own with people in it,” Kate said wonderingly to John. “Imagine, that’s all he wants, poor little clown.”
“I suppose it’s what everyone wants,” John said and went back to his writing, delighted that he didn’t have to beat his small and very difficult son.
   Nineteen sixty-two was the summer of the bicycle.
Mr. O’Neill had done an extraordinary deal in the big town. It all happened the time he went to buy a car. Apparently he got friendly with the man who sold it to him, and had gone to have a drink with him. The man’s brother had been trying to emigrate to America, but he had no one to stand for him at the other side, no one to give him a job and to be responsible for him. This was a great pity because the poor fellow had just been crossed in love. A woman he had his eye on for many years had upped and married another man entirely. So the brother had only one hope and that was to start a new life in the New World. He wasn’t a man who was afraid of hard work.
It all evolved in the conversation that Mr. O’Neill could get his manager back in the States, a Mr. Gerry Power, to sponsor him in, and the thing was arranged in a matter of days. All the man had to do now was to have his medical and get his visa. Nobody could believe the speed at which it was done. How could this benefactor be thanked? Mr. O’Neill had seen a load of old bicycles. What about a job lot of those at a knockdown price. A price? Not at all, they were a gift. Thirty-odd bicycles were delivered to Jack Coyne’s for nothing. Jack was to test the brakes and do any re-fitting that was necessary. The bikes were available for all who wanted them. Dara and Michael cycled around in circles on theirs; they were the first to get them. The Whites had bikes already, and so had Tommy Leonard, but Maggie didn’t, so a small one was found for her. Grace and Kerry had theirs and there had been some cans of paint thrown in with the deal. The bicycles were all the colors of the rainbow.
Jack Coyne scratched his head many times as children came to choose their free bicycles and to paint them on his premises. He had a suspicion that Patrick O’Neill had in fact pulled a fast one on him. The man had not bought his car through Jack, that was all right, that was his privilege to go where he wanted to. But this business of unloading all these broken bicycles on him. In theory it looked as if Coyne’s were being given the turn. But in fact it was different. There was no money anyway in fiddly jobs like that, and then added to it was the problem that Jack would have to charge half nothing to Patrick O’Neill anyway to try to show that he had mended his wicked ways. And half the kids in the town painting their bicycles on the premises.
He felt sure that Patrick O’Neill wasn’t so stupid as to think that this was doing him a favor.
“Who can have bikes? Is it only people of eleven?” Patrick looked down at the small furious boy with hair sticking out in all directions.
“Who are you?” he asked.
“That doesn’t matter,” the child said. “I just wanted to know if it was worthwhile or if I’d be belted out of there.” He jerked his head at Jack Coyne’s.
“What do people say?”
“Mr. Coyne says he can’t get them out of his sight quick enough. Father Hogan said we should give them to those in need first.”
“But aren’t we all in need?” Patrick asked him.
“That’s what I said, but you couldn’t argue with a priest.”
“I know it.” Patrick was sympathetic.
The small boy wasn’t prepared to let the conversation wander into philosophical waters.
“So what are the rules, Mr. O’Neill?”
Patrick liked him, he was a little toughie.
“You know my name, why can’t I know yours?”
“Because then you’d say there were too many bicycles gone to our family because of the twins,” Eddie said.
“Oh it’s young Mr. Ryan, I see.”
“Well it’s no use now.” Eddie’s hands were deep in his pockets.
“Are you able to ride a bike?”
“Everyone is.” Eddie was scornful.
“No they’re not. Come on, pick one out. If you can ride it straight up and down here for me without wobbling, you can have it.”
Eddie was back like a flash with a bike and a following of half a dozen children.
Patrick watched him attempt a few false starts and then get going. He came back triumphantly.
“Well?” he cried.
“No,” Patrick said.
“What do you mean no. I stayed on, didn’t I?”
“Yes, but you rode on the wrong side of the road, you young fool. You’d have been killed if anyone was coming toward you.”
“You didn’t say you were counting things like that.”
“Sorry, friend. Try again next week, same time, same place, new test.”
Eddie grinned back at him. This was the kind of deal he understood.
   Grace O’Neill said she thought that Mountfern was the most beautiful place she had ever been. She said that they were all so lucky to have grown up here, it was like a magic place. The children preened themselves when they heard this. Grace didn’t boast about all the places she had been. She didn’t say that New York was better than Mountfern, and she had been to all kinds of things and places they had only seen in the films. She had been up the Empire State Building, and on Broadway. She had been up the Statue of Liberty and she had been across the Brooklyn Bridge. But this was only revealed when they questioned her. Normally she said little about what had been her home up to now. Her chat was all of the future. They knew that her mother had died. They asked her was it awful. Grace said that the worst part had been knowing somehow for ages that she was never going to be really well. They had stopped making plans for the things they would do when mother got cured. She didn’t know when it began but that was the worst part. The time she had died was hard to remember, there were so many people coming in and out of the house.
She had looked so sad when she talked about that, they changed the subject. Maggie Daly had asked could they see some of her American clothes and all the girls had gotten on their bicycles and cycled off to the lodge just like that. Of course Tommy Leonard and Michael Ryan and Liam White were far too grown up and male to want to do anything stupid like cycling nearly three miles to see clothes. But they felt a bit empty sitting there by the river when all the girls had gone. It wasn’t that they would have gone if they had been asked. But they would like to have been asked. They would have preferred if the girls hadn’t gone at all.
   Kerry didn’t come and join in the games. He was far too old for them. He was nearly old enough to be on the bridge with the fellows and girls who were almost grown up. But he didn’t hang around there either.
Grace said he cycled a lot on his own; he had found some ruined abbey he liked. And he used to read too, and he was catching up on some work he had to do before he went to his boarding school, and he had some Latin lessons from Mr. Williams the vicar, who had said that life was very droll when you had the Protestant parson teaching the Roman Catholics Latin, even though it was never used in Mr. Williams’s church and nothing else was used in Canon Moran’s establishment down the road.
   “O’Neill’s children seem to have taken over the place like the Lords of the Soil,” Fergus said to Kate.
“I’m quick to find fault, quicker than you are, and I can’t see anything against them,” Kate said.
“Oh, cocky little pair of swaggerers,” Fergus grunted. “Sailing around on their bicycles as if they owned the place. Which they do of course. Own the place.”
“Ah, come on, Fergus, at least half the place is on wheels now, that can’t be bad.”
“That’s what the people of Hamelin said to each other about the Pied Piper. At least they’re all dancing, that can’t be bad.”
“God, Fergus, nothing would please you about that unfortunate family. Seriously, the children smile and they’re being patronizing, they don’t smile and they’re being standoffish. What could they do to please you?”
“Go back to America,” he said.
“You’re worse than Eddie when you have that puss on you. What have you so much against them?”
Kate was bright and fresh-looking in a pink blouse and a red pinafore dress. She had bought the blouse in a sale and the pinafore dress was something she had worn years ago, before Declan was born. With a smart black belt to take the maternity look off it she felt as smart as paint. Fergus looked at her, a long admiring look.
“The main thing I have against them is that they are going to take your business away.”
“Oh Fergus.” She was touched to the heart.
“Don’t ‘Oh Fergus’ me, go on being nice to them, silly little overdressed vipers in your bosom.” He blew his nose loudly. “Just wait until those children have taken away your children’s inheritance. See how you’ll feel then.”
Kate was totally at a loss.
“It’s not the children’s fault,” she began.
He put away his handkerchief. “You’re quite right. They make me feel old and grubby and silly. Your children make me feel … I don’t know, splendid, fascinating.”
“Which is what you are,” Kate said, and then went back to work.




Chapter VI

Everyone asked Miss Hayes what they were like at home, the Americans. Was there a ton of money spent in the place? What did they talk about? Olive Hayes was never sufficiently forthcoming. They were very nice people, she reported, thoughtful and considerate. She had never worked in a house before, it was all a very new experience for her. People thought Miss Hayes was a poor informant. Soon they didn’t bother to ask her anymore. She was a woman with no stories to tell.
Olive Hayes was a woman saving her fare to New Zealand. She was going to keep her position in this small comfortable house with the American family. There would be no tales about the arrogant resentful Kerry, the impatient father who could find nothing to say to his son, but who idolized his beautiful daughter. Nor would Miss Hayes talk about Grace outside the house even though there was nothing but good to report. She was a delightful child, anxious to help, willing to learn. She made her bed and kept her room in perfect order. She always asked permission if she were to invite the other children into the house. She had a ready smile and she soldiered on bravely to keep the peace between her father and brother. Miss Hayes had never felt any yearning to marry and rear a family. But sometimes when she looked at Grace O’Neill in the kitchen, helping her to wipe dishes and tumbling out stories of how the day had been spent, she sighed and a soft look came to her long angular features. It would have been good to have had a daughter like Grace O’Neill.
   Kitty Daly had thought that the summer would never end, long endless boring summers with that crowd on the bridge being so dismissive and all Maggie’s friends being so loud and awful. But it all changed when Kerry O’Neill came to town. He came into Daly’s Dairy from time to time Kitty hated working in the shop during the summer and was normally so sulky and unhelpful that her parents thought it was counter-productive to have her behind the counter. They had a girl from out the country, and Charlie who hauled and dragged things in and out and did deliveries.
Kerry held out his hand the first time he called.
“Hi, I’m Kerry O’Neill,” he had said, as if Kitty didn’t know. As if everyone for miles around didn’t know.
She shook his hand and mumbled.
“What’s your name?” he asked, as if he had expected her to give it.
“Kitty. Kitty Daly.”
“Oh this is your place?” He looked around the clean bright shop in admiration. Its cakes and bread in one section, milk, butter and bacon at another counter and the main body of groceries all together behind the main counter.
“Yes, it is.” Kitty wished she could think of something else to say, but she couldn’t. She gave a big shrug to let this gorgeous fellow know that she thought it was all terrible. So that he wouldn’t think of her as a poor country hick. But he didn’t seem to think it was dreadful.
“It’s a very handsome store,” he said. “You must like working in it, you must feel proud of it.”
Kitty was about to change her stance completely and express great pride in the dairy.
But her mother spoke first. “Oh there’d be white blackbirds before Miss Kitty here would do a hand’s turn in the shop.”
A dark red stain came into Kitty’s face, but Kerry seemed to understand at once.
“I’m just the same,” he said, looking straight at her, though he spoke lightly. “I’m very interested in my father’s hotel but he thinks I’m only fooling around. It’s not just, is it?”
“No it isn’t.” Kitty Daly was hoarse with excitement as the bright blue eyes of Kerry O’Neill rested on her for a little longer. Then he had bought a bar of chocolate and was gone. She watched him walk easily down Bridge Street and go into Leonard’s. She resisted the urge to run after him and talk more. She would see him again. He was here forever. And he liked her. He had made it obvious. Kitty saw her mother looking at her and immediately put on a face.
“I suppose you’ll go getting notions about him now, that’s the next cross we’ll have to bear,” Mrs. Daly said in tones of great weariness.
“It’s a pity that older people have such sad, sick minds,” said Kitty, and resolved to be very nice to Mrs. Walsh from the Rosemarie hair salon in case there was a chance she might give her a cheap hair-do.
   Grace O’Neill said that she would love to catch a fish. A real fish herself, and then she would cook it and eat it. Nobody she ever knew before had done anything like this. She made life seem much more exciting than it was for the children of Mountfern. She loved everything. She thought it was wonderful that they had a river all for them, not in a park or anything, but in their own town. And she thought it was great to know everyone’s names. Grace made a point of saying, “Good morning Mrs. Williams, Hi, Mr. Slattery; Good day Father Hogan.” She said that in the United States you never met anyone you knew or who knew you. Reluctantly the others agreed that it was all right. Before Grace’s arrival they had always thought it tiresome to be under the ever-watchful eyes of the whole town no matter what you did or where you were going. It was hard to see it as a positive asset.
But fishing. That was something the girls hadn’t been involved in.
“You won’t like it, the fish look terrible when you do get them out of the water,” said Maggie Daly.
“They have all blood by the side of their mouths,” Jacinta White said.
“And their eyes look terrified,” said Maggie, maybe with fellow feeling. Her own eyes often looked big and frightened.
“And they wriggle and twitch and you’d be dying to throw them back in,” Jacinta said.
“Except that the poor mouth is torn off them.” Maggie was perplexed by the enormity of the decision. “So you wouldn’t know what would be for the best, to kill them quickly and get it over with or let them back with half their jaw gone.”
Dara hadn’t joined in, which was unusual.
Then she spoke.
“I think that’s a lot of sentimental rubbish. If Grace says she would like to fish then we should. After all we’ve lived beside the river for all our lives and we’ve never objected before …”
Grace flashed her a grateful and admiring look.
“But we never did it ourselves …” Maggie began.
“Because we’ve no guts,” Dara said firmly, and with that female fishing was on. They were going to get rods and hooks. Michael was terrific, he’d show them.
“Michael won’t want us hanging around with them,” Jacinta said.
“I’m sure he won’t mind showing us how it’s done,” Grace said, with a sunny confident smile.
   Michael didn’t mind showing Grace how it was done, and he was pleased that his twin had suddenly developed an interest in fishing. Tommy Leonard was helpful too, and Liam White. They bent over hooks and bait. Maggie Daly forced herself to look into jars of maggots, even though it made her stomach heave. Michael explained that you had to just nick the edge of the maggot with the hook so that the maggot still wriggled about in the water and the fish would believe it was a live grub and snap at it. There was other bait too: bread made into a paste, or bits of crust. Maggie wondered could they stick to this, but Michael and Tommy and Liam said you had to use maggots and worms as well.
Jacinta said she felt sick watching the hook going through the worm But Grace and Dara looked on steadfastly. Taking a deep breath, Maggie looked on too and said nothing about the nausea rising in her, together with the feeling that this was all a silly phase. They would get over it soon, and go back to being as they were. She hoped Grace would like looking at the tombstones in the Protestant graveyard, but it was probably wiser not to suggest it too soon.
Grace wanted to know could she try out some of the rods which Michael said they had back at the pub. It was nearly teatime. There was indecision. Suddenly the twins looked at each other in the way they often did, as an idea seemed to come to them at exactly the same time.
“We’ll ask can you come to tea,” Dara said.
“Just what I was thinking.”
“Oh no,” Grace protested.
“Yes, then we can look at the rods.”
Grace was firm. “Miss Hayes will have my tea ready. No, I can’t call her, that would be very high-handed. But maybe I could ask Father if I can cycle back again tonight.”
That was agreed, and they scattered to go back to their houses as the six o’clock bell pealing out the angelus was heard all over Mountfern.
Maggie walked along River Road with her hands in her pockets. Dara hadn’t asked her to come back after tea. Michael hadn’t been keen to show her any rods. Tommy Leonard and the Whites were chatting on cheerfully. They didn’t notice that Maggie hung behind and was very quiet.
   But next day Maggie was called by her mother.
“Come down quickly, Maggie, your friend is here.”
Something about the way she said friend was unusual. Usually Mrs. Daly said that Jacinta or Dara was there, in a way that you knew she was casting her eyes up to heaven. Maggie ran down the stairs of Daly’s and into the shop.
There was Grace, full of chat to everyone, asking questions about what kind of pastry this was on the cream cakes, and what kind of filling was in the eclairs.
“Would you like to taste one?” Mrs. Daly asked her.
“Heavens no, thank you Mrs. Daly, thank you so much; I was only interested, that’s all. I ask too many questions, I’m afraid.”
“Nice to see someone awake and not half dozy all the time.” Maggie’s father was full of approval.
Maggie stood there, feeling very shabby in her beige shirt and brown shorts. Grace was in a yellow and white dress with a big white collar, she had little yellow shoes. She must have a dozen pairs of shoes, Maggie thought enviously, always something to go with her outfit.
Grace took her arm. “Is it all right if we go off now?” she asked to nobody in particular but to everybody at the same time. Grace forced other people to be charming too. Mrs. Daly was nodding and smiling, Mr. Daly was wishing them good weather, Charlie looked up from the boxes he was collecting, to grin at them.
Out on Bridge Street Grace looked at Maggie anxiously. “It was all right to come, wasn’t it? I wanted you to show me the tombstones you were talking about.”
“Yes, but …?” Maggie was bewildered. Surely Grace wouldn’t want to go off with her, with just Maggie when there was so much else to do, so many other people to meet and such an amount of revolting wriggling maggots to be threaded onto those hooks.
But apparently that was what Grace did want.
“Please, Maggie,” she said “I’d love to see the names and the things people said.”
Maggie was still hesitant.
“The fishing …” she began.
“Oh we can join them later, I met Liam on my way here. I said we’d be along in about an hour or more.”
“What did he say?”
“He said ‘fine’ or something.” Grace was unconcerned.
She left her bicycle parked at the back of Daly’s, and arm in arm, they went up Bridge Street to the top of the town. Grace peeped into the Garda barracks just to see what it looked like, she said.
Sergeant Sheehan told her to come in and have a look around.
“Do you have prison cells here?” Grace asked with interest.
“Not here, child.” He looked at her affectionately.
Seamus Sheehan had only sons; this was a beautiful sunny girl. The little one of the Dalys seemed dazzled by her almost.
“What do you do with criminals?”
“They go to jail in the big town. I’ve a room back there with a big padlock on it if you’d like to be kept in detention.”
Grace giggled. “No, I was only getting to know the place.”
“Quite right too.” Sergeant Sheehan seemed much more cheerful today, Maggie thought, like her father was, and her mother, and like Miss Byrne the physiotherapist who made it her business to come over and ask Grace how they were settling into the lodge, and hoping it wasn’t too damp for them.
Grace was fascinated with the graves and the tombstones. She said she would bring a notebook the next time so that she could write them all down.
“We won’t be buried here, of course,” Grace said conversationally.
“No, we’ll be in the Catholic graveyard. Well we will, anyway,” Maggie explained. “If you stay then I suppose you will too.”
“Of course we’ll stay, why would we not stay?” Grace sat on the edge of an old untended grave. “Hey, we should do something for this poor James Edward Gray, nobody’s weeded around him for years. Of course, we’re going to stay.”
Maggie was helping to remove some of the bigger dandelions from James Edward Gray’s resting place.
“People were wondering would you not find it all too dull for you here,” she said in a small voice.
“Heavens no, it’s fantastic. You want us to stay, Maggie? You don’t want us to go away, do you?” Grace’s beautiful face was troubled. She looked really anxious.
Maggie couldn’t remember why she had felt so upset yesterday evening as she had walked home along by the Fern, and how she had wished that the O’Neills had never come here.
She looked at the worried blue eyes of Grace O’Neill, and with a great big smile that went all over her face, Maggie Daly said, “Of course we don’t want you to go away, it’s great that you’re here.” And she meant it.
She meant it not just at that moment but for a long time. Like when they joined the fishing party which was waiting for them at the footbridge.
“Sorry,” Grace said casually, “I dragged Maggie off to show me the graves. You’re right, they’re fabulous. We’re going to try and smarten up James Edward Gray a bit.”
“Where’s he? In the corner near the wall is it?” Dara asked.
Maggie breathed a sigh of relief. Dara wasn’t a bit annoyed that Maggie had taken Grace away. People like Dara didn’t get annoyed, Maggie told herself. Only mean-spirited people like herself got jealous and possessive and annoyed. Grace was telling Michael that on consideration she wondered could he bait their lines with those lumps of bread they had been talking about yesterday; she said she thought it would be easier to learn on bait made from crusts and then she could progress to maggots later.
Dara was disappointed. She had a jar of maggots ready for threading onto hooks. But Michael said Grace was right, better get used to this kind first, because it was always easier to hand.
Grace flashed Maggie Daly a smile. Things were much easier than they seemed, the smile said.
   Kitty Daly thought that Mrs. Ryan wasn’t bad for a grown-up; at least she wasn’t a religious maniac like her own mother was. She was a woman you could talk to a bit.
“Do you think I could work for a bit in the bar, Mrs. Ryan?”
“No, Kitty, I’m sorry.”
“Why not?”
“You’re too young. That’s one reason. We don’t need anyone. That’s another.”
“I’m almost fifteen. That’s not young.”
“I know it’s not.” Kate sighed. All this terrible sulking and mulish behavior probably lay ahead with her own Dara. “But it is too young for bar work. I suppose this is a silly question, but why couldn’t you work in your own shop?”
She took one look at Kitty’s face and decided that it was a silly question. The girl looked distressed.
“Did you want the money for something in particular?”
“Yes.”
“Well, maybe you could try to see if there is any other way of getting what you want. Like if it’s clothes, could you make them?”
“It’s hair, Mrs. Ryan.”
“Hair?” Kitty had the Daly curls, frizz really. There was nothing startlingly bad about the child’s hair. It was clean and neat, and a brownish reddish color.
“Yes, a good cut would make all the difference, and no matter what else Mrs. Walsh is she does know how to cut hair.”
Kate let the comment pass. No point in drawing an argument on herself with this difficult girl.
“Could you do a deal with her? Sweep up the hair from the floor, make people cups of tea, put the towels out to dry for two weeks, say, and then she might give you a haircut free?”
Kitty considered it without much pleasure.
“It wouldn’t be much fun.”
“No, but if she agreed it would get you the haircut.”
“Two weeks is an awfully long time.”
“True. I suppose you’d have to work out whether it’s worth it or not.”
Kitty thought a bit. Mrs. Ryan was a lot better than most people’s mothers. She didn’t say things like, your hair was fine the way it was, or, at your age I didn’t have the chance to go to hairdressers. She put her mind to the question properly.
“Yes, well I’ll give it a go,” she said ungraciously.
“Kitty.”
“Yes, Mrs. Ryan?”
“Do you want a hint?”
“All right.”
“If I were you, I’d tell Mrs. Walsh how much you admire her own hair, and the way she cuts other people’s, and you were wondering if you could make her a proposition. I’d be over-polite if I were you, because Mrs. Walsh is a very busy person with a lot on her mind, and she’d be quick to dismiss an idea unless it was put to her nicely.” Kate Ryan saw the defensive look on Kitty’s face, and hastened to say, “I mean, Kitty, I couldn’t care less if you shaved your head bald and painted the Irish flag on it. I think your hair is fine as it is, but I know what you mean about a good cut giving it a better shape. So you can take my hint if you like, or ignore it if you like. Now I must get along with my work.”
Kitty thanked her, less grumpily than she had been going to. And in fact it was a good idea. She would ask Mrs. Walsh straight away. Imagine Mrs. Walsh going to bed with men for money. It was unbelievable, but that is what she did. Everyone knew, but no one talked about it much. Imagine men paying to go to bed with anyone as old as Mrs. Walsh.
   Kerry O’Neill had no great hopes about his new school. He had gone there with his father for an unsatisfactory visit, and Father Minehan had marked out a certain amount of work that would have to be done. He had agreed that since Kerry was fifteen it would not be practical for him to learn the Irish language at this stage, but he would be expected to master enough of it to get the general sense of things Irish.
He was a forbidding-looking man, white, ascetic, with a nervous smile. He had managed to suggest more than once to Kerry’s father that the school, which was a very illustrious one, had fallen on hard times due to a massive and expensive rebuilding program. There was a building fund that would cripple the community eventually; they couldn’t raise the fees yet again this year, so they often had to rely on the generosity of those parents who were lucky enough to be financially secure to help in some of the extreme times of need.
Kerry had been quiet and respectful through most of the interview. At an early stage in the proceedings he realized that Father Minehan didn’t respond to charm. He walked admiringly around the old buildings and asked bright questions about the original building and the time that the order had first set it up.
“It’s only been here a hundred years. It’s not one of our older foundations,” Father Minehan had said a little testily.
“Don’t forget, I’m from the United States. That seems very old to me,” Kerry said with a smile.
Father Minehan softened then. Kerry had said the right thing.
Coming home in the car his father looked at Kerry.
“You handled that one well, son. Our sort of cleric, wasn’t he?”
Kerry didn’t join in what he considered his father’s all-men-together mode. “I think he was all right, he has a job to do.”
Patrick was annoyed. “What do you mean, he has a job to do?”
“Well, just that. He has to keep me in my place, arrogant young American know-it-all, trample me down a bit. He has to try to fleece you for his building fund. Irish-American: more money than sense, get him to sign a check.”
Patrick gave a genuine shout of laughter.
“It didn’t take you long to sum him up. Still, it’s got a great reputation. It’s one of the finest schools in Ireland.”
Kerry turned away to look out of the window; he knew what his father would say next, and he knew the tone he would say it in. Patrick was about to say that he got the poorest of educations in grade school and had to go back when he was twenty to learn more than reading and writing. He often said this. But he never got the response he was hoping for. Kerry O’Neill never once said that it certainly hadn’t made any difference, as Father had done so well. He never said anything at all.
   Grace, on the other hand, was looking forward to starting school. It was different for her, she told Kerry, she knew all her friends already, she would be in the same class as Dara and Maggie and Jacinta. They had told her all about the worst things, and how to get around Sister Laura. Grace was going to have to learn Irish, and Sister Laura had suggested she become familiar with the alphabet and a small amount of vocabulary before term began.
The others had been very helpful, although the boys had taught her a really rude phrase which she might easily have said unless Dara had told her what it meant. She had gotten her navy uniform in the big town, and even the plain skirt and jumper and the pale blue shirt which looked so dull and drained the color out of the other girls, could not take from Grace O’Neill’s healthy good looks. She bought a navy hair ribbon and tied up her golden curls.
She paraded with her school bag for her brother.
“How do I look?”
“Great.” His mind was elsewhere.
“Thanks a lot.”
“No, seriously, you do look great. You look older than you are.”
“Older in this?” Grace was disbelieving.
“Yes, you look much more grown up than all the other puddings here. Don’t let these fellows make any more rude remarks. You hear?”
“Oh Kerry, it wasn’t fellows telling rude remarks. It was Tommy and Liam and …”
“Just not anymore.”
Grace wished now she hadn’t told him. He didn’t understand how funny it had been.
“Sure, sure,” she said to placate him.
“You’ve no mother, Grace, and Father lives in his own world. Somebody has to look after you. That’s why I sound like an old bear, an old hen … whichever it is that does the clucking and fussing.”
“I think it’s a hen,” she laughed, and ran toward him to give him a hug. “It’s hens that fuss. It’s the bears that hug. You’re very good to me, Kerry.”
The door opened and Patrick came in.
“Is that your new uniform? You look fantastic; a real scholar,” he said admiringly.
Grace still had her arms around her brother’s waist.
“Kerry’s been setting me right, and giving me all kinds of good advice about going to school.”
Patrick looked pleased. He often wondered what the children talked about when they were on their own. They seemed quite content.
“I just thought someone should mark her card,” Kerry said with a note of insolence that Grace noticed too. She looked up at him anxiously, and let her arms drop.
“Good.” Patrick was easy and relaxed. “I’m glad you’re doing it. I’m afraid that I have too much faith in you pair; I think you were born knowing everything, being able to do everything. I don’t mark your cards enough, I suppose.”
“That’s a good complaint to have, Father.” Grace was hasty in her attempts to avert this scene, whatever it was.
She spoke quickly. “I hear so many people complaining about their parents who tell them this and order them to do that. You just stay as you are. Tommy Leonard says his father is at him night and day.”
“Not enough to get him to keep a clean tongue in his head,” Kerry said.
Suddenly Grace felt weary. “Look, fight if you want to, I’m not going to keep chatting. I think I’ll go to bed.”
The light had gone from her face. Both her father and brother looked stricken.
“I wasn’t fighting, Gracie, really,” Kerry said.
“Listen to me, honey, I couldn’t fight with anyone, not tonight, now that I see you all dressed up to go to your Irish convent school. My heart is so full, Grace. I wish, I wish so much …”
They knew what he wished. They knew that Father wished their mother were alive. But he didn’t say it. He just said that he wished things were different.
   Grace had met most of the girls who would be in her class and who lived in Mountfern. But there were quite a few from out in the country. When they saw the newcomer they were dazzled. At first they giggled a bit at the beautiful girl with the golden curls tumbling down from a topknot tied with a shiny navy ribbon. And they nudged each other at her American accent.
Sister Laura made a small speech of welcome at assembly and said that she knew the girls of Mountfern convent would be, as they always were, welcoming to a stranger in their midst and help her to feel at home. Dara whispered to Grace that this was all nonsense. There never had been a stranger in their midst before. Grace was the first one. Maggie saw Grace and Dara laughing together at assembly, and tried to stop this feeling that she was being left out of things.
Sister Laura was speaking about the school year that lay ahead. She had every hope that 1962-1963 would be a year that they would all remember for the amount of hard work they put into their studies. Even those who had no formal examinations this year would, it was hoped, show a diligence that would long be remembered in the establishing of the convent in Mountfern as a legend in the houses of the order. Sister Laura said that sister houses had been achieving a reputation for scholarship which had so far evaded Mountfern. Let 1962-1963 be the year that all changed, the year they emptied their minds of silliness and let the sun of learning shine in.
They stood there in the navy uniforms. Kitty Daly splendid with the new hairstyle which had caused Kerry O’Neill to say “You look nice. Did you change something about yourself?” and sang the hymn to Our Lady to mark the beginning of the new term. Kitty had put all silliness out of her mind and was concentrating heavily on the information that Kerry did not go to his boarding school for another week. Grace would be out of the way at school. If Kitty were to feign a terrible sickness and go home, they would never suspect her of malingering, not on the very first day of term. Then she could walk up as far as the Grange, and if that old bag Miss Hayes didn’t get suspicious, she should surely find a chance to run into Kerry. Sister Laura was right, start the year as you mean to go on.
Dara sang lustily as well. It had been a great summer holiday after all, in spite of all the changes at Fernscourt. She and Michael had said last night, as they sat on the window seat, that they wished they had somewhere to go, some special place still like that room they had in Fernscourt that was theirs. But wasn’t it funny that none of them ever wanted to go back and play in the ruins now? They had only been once with Grace and it was like going back somewhere that belonged to another part of their life. Mr. O’Neill had urged them to continue playing there, but things had changed, there were bicycles for one thing, and the fishing for another. And it was great to have someone as lively as Grace around. Maggie was a great friend, but she was very mousy, and always afraid of what would happen, and of someone objecting or getting annoyed. Grace hadn’t a fear in the world. She was magnificent.
Sister Laura sang to Our Lady, Queen of the Angels and Star of the Sea, and wondered why she felt Grace O’Neill was unsuitably dressed for school. The child wore her navy school uniform; she had no hint of make-up. She did not have pierced ears and great loops of earrings. She had no bosom apparent beneath her navy jumper. She was singing the hymn as assiduously as the others. What was it about her that made her seem not a twelve-year-old, but something much more precocious? Sister Laura liked to consider herself a fair woman. She hoped that she was not taking an unreasonable dislike to the child just because she had a beautiful face, tanned skin and golden hair.
Jacinta White nudged Maggie Daly to ask her why she wasn’t singing.
“Sorry,” whispered Maggie, and joined in the hymn.
Jacinta was relieved. She thought Maggie’s face looked very worried, as if she had something that was upsetting her. But of course Maggie often looked like that.
   Fergus Slattery called to the Grange to see old Mr. Johnson about a sale. It appeared that Patrick O’Neill had made an offer, a most generous offer for a small paddock owned by the Johnsons, and the right of way to bring horses to and fro from this field from the main road across the Johnsons’ land.
“I can’t see a thing wrong with it myself, but the American said to be sure, and do it through a solicitor, so here we are, Fergus. I’m sorry for bringing you all the way up here, I thought maybe your father might come, and we’d have a bit of a chat.”
“He has a cold on his chest, and Miss Purcell won’t let him out of the house. He says he’s going to look for a writ of habeas corpus if she keeps him there much longer.” Fergus spoke absent-mindedly. He was looking at the papers. “What does this fellow want the land for up here?”
“I can’t tell you, that’s for certain. Marian says he’s doing it out of the generosity of his heart, because he knows we’re a bit strapped for cash. We wanted to get a bit of a paint job done but it costs the earth these days.”
“Is that field useful to you?”
“Not at all, it’s only a nuisance to us. The hedges and walls are all broken, anyway, but it says somewhere there, doesn’t it, that he’s going to build them up?”
Fergus had been reading this. “Yes, he can build walls and low constructions for the maintenance of cattle, livestock or horses. I suppose that’s what he wants, to set up a rival stables, take the one bit of business you have left.”
“I don’t think so.” Mr. Johnson was mild. “He’s signed an agreement with us about using our horses, paying a retainer even, in case he doesn’t have sufficient guests for them. He’s going to be the making of us, Fergus. Paying a great big rent for that falling-down Gate Lodge, too, and a year in advance because we had to do a bit of smartening it up.”
“Smartening it up! From what I hear, you practically built a new house,” Fergus snapped.
“What have you against him, boy?”
“It’s a good question, Mr. Johnson, and a timely one. I’ll look at this document now, and stop all this sounding off.”
Fergus read the totally straightforward deed of sale drafted by a perfectly honest solicitor. Reluctantly he agreed that if Mr. Johnson wanted to sell, then there was nothing here that was out of the way, and that the price offered was well higher than the normal rate per acre hereabouts.
As a last, and almost petty gesture, Fergus asked whether Mr. Johnson could see any reason, apart from the goodness of Patrick O’Neill’s heart and his wish to give them decorating money, why a businessman should suddenly make an offer for that particular field.
Mr. Johnson’s mild old eyes looked surprised.
“Well of course there’s a reason, Fergus. He needs a place where he can keep horses himself. And suppose he and Marian fall out, suppose Marian sets her cap at him too obviously and he isn’t willing, well he’d need to have a fall-back position if he’s offering his guests riding lessons, pony trekking, hunting and all. It’s to cover himself.”
Fergus was astonished at such clarity of vision.
“And does Marian see it like this?” he gasped.
“Now, now, now Fergus, do women ever see things the way they are? Have you known a woman who could see further than romance and yards of veil and wedding days? Let them go on like that, it doesn’t do anyone any harm.”
Fergus felt a chill. It was like playing God with people’s future, he thought, as he arranged the signature of the deed of sale.
   Olive Hayes wrote a long letter to her sister in New Zealand every month. She kept a carbon copy of it, and knew her sister probably did the same. They could refer back easily to small incidents that each had described over the years and they never forgot anything, no matter how trivial. Miss Hayes knew of the health of the elderly Reverend Mother who was always expected to die and then rallied, just when a successor had been more or less agreed for the community. Over on the other side of the earth in a convent on a cliff in South Island, Sister Bernadette knew about the O’Neill family, and how little Grace continued sunnily her life in Mountfern. Grace had even asked Miss Hayes if she would like to come to the sale of work up at the convent which was usually for the children’s parents.
“You helped me make all the jam and cakes. You’re more entitled than anyone,” Grace had said.
Miss Hayes had been very pleased, but she wondered was she stepping out of place.
“Perhaps Miss Johnson?” she had said tentatively.
“Ugh, ugh, no thank you very much,” Grace had giggled. “We don’t want to be giving her ideas, Miss Hayes.”
Olive had found that very endearing. She told her sister that Patrick O’Neill had gone to the States again. He traveled the whole way there as easily as some people took a train from the big town to Dublin. Miss Hayes felt that he had waited until Kerry was safely installed at his boarding school before he went. It was no trouble to look after Grace, but Kerry might have been a handful.
Miss Hayes looked back at the carbons of her previous letters and noticed with satisfaction that she had made this very same pronouncement in July when the O’Neills had arrived. Now, five letters later, she was interested to know that she had been right.
   Kate Ryan decorated the Slatterys’ office with holly at Christmas time. She thought how strangely unfestive it all was compared to everywhere else in Mountfern. The church had its huge crib and in the window of the presbytery there was a Christmas candle and another smaller crib, lovingly tended by Miss Barry who hadn’t touched a drop since the summer.
Leonard’s stationery and paper shop was all done up with the paper chains and streamers it sold. Mrs. Meagher was still in mourning for her husband, but she had sprigs of tinsel and glitter around the Christmas-wrapped brooches and earrings in the window of the shop. The cinema had two large Christmas trees with lights that flashed on and off. Declan Morrissey said it gave him a headache to look at them, and every single year he managed to fuse the lights in the cinema when he was putting up these ridiculous Christmas decorations. Daly’s Dairy had very smart plaited rings of ivy and holly twisted around each other and tied with a red ribbon. They had been made by Kitty apparently, who was a changed girl according to all accounts, and had seen how to do this home-made decoration in one of those American magazines she was always reading.
In the post office there were some colored paper chains, a big silver banner saying Peace on Earth, and a collection box discreetly placed in case anyone might interpret the season of good will as a time to give a few pennies toward gifts for a children’s orphanage. Dunne’s pub had a big plastic Santa Claus in the window. There was hardly any point in their putting up any further decoration since they were yet again on the verge of packing up and going to Liverpool. Jimbo Doyle had put a Christmas tree for his mother in the window of their small house, and had agreed after much nagging to get proper fairy lights that worked. His mother had said that she was sick of hearing all the work Jimbo was doing in other people’s houses while their own looked like a very good imitation of a rubbish heap.
In the Garda barracks, Seamus Sheehan looked in some doubt at the decorations Mary had bought on her last visit to Dublin. He wondered whether they were appropriate to the walls of a Garda Siochana station. Arty-looking cut-out robins and reindeer with little holes where you inserted mistletoe or holly. But Mrs. Sheehan had been adamant. She had read about them in a magazine which said that all the best people in Dublin had these in their homes now, and she wanted to drag a bit of style into Mountfern no matter how much they all resisted it.
Judy Byrne had planted two neat window boxes of her small house with holly bushes and miniature Christmas trees. They looked very festive and elegant at the same time, people told her. Patrick O’Neill had made a point of coming in to congratulate her on them. He had stayed for a drink at Judy’s insistence because of the season. She ran next door to Foley’s with a tray and came back with a large whiskey for Patrick and a small sherry for herself.
She told Patrick that she didn’t keep drink in the house. She thought it was a pity for single ladies to start opening the bottle at a regular hour each evening. Single women had to be so careful. Not that she was saying a word against Marian Johnson of course, and in a hotel poor Marian had to be sociable. Still it was a danger, and it could run away with you all too easily.
Across the road Mr. and Mrs. Williams had their house neatly draped in holly and ivy. The Protestant church had been decorated by their few parishioners. Dr. White and his wife had threatened to have no decorations this year if this ridiculous row about mistletoe wasn’t solved. Jacinta wanted a big bunch of it on the door just as you came in; Liam wanted none of it in or near the house. Never had a battle been fought so long and bitterly. Tommy Leonard said it was better than being at the pictures listening to the two of them. Dr. White decided eventually that a small discreet sprig of mistletoe be placed over the kitchen door, that it should not be publicly referred to, and that if this row began again, both Jacinta and Liam would remember Christmas 1962 as the year they not only had no decorations but no presents and no turkey either.
   Miss Purcell wasn’t best pleased when she saw Kate Ryan on a chair with a sprig of holly and a pack of thumb tacks.
“It was never the way here; Mr. Slattery never requested it,” said Miss Purcell, lips in a hard line and the two red spots coming up magnificently on her cheeks.
“I know, Miss Purcell.” Kate was falsely apologetic. “It’s quite ridiculous really, but the children went up to Coyne’s wood and they picked lovely bits full of berries, so I thought the least I could do … you know Mr. Slattery wouldn’t want to offend … and in the spirit of Christmas …”
She finished no sentence and did not explain that she had asked Michael and Dara to collect a big box and deliver it to the office for her. A Christmas card from Fergus’s sister Rosemary in England and then old Mr. Slattery, Fergus and Miss Purcell in paper hats sitting around a small turkey dinner. It didn’t seem nearly celebratory enough for someone as warm and funny as Fergus.
He was pleased and surprised. He had been at the district court in the town, his father had gone to talk to an old crony on the grounds of a will that might be changed, but really in the knowledge that a bottle would be opened. Fergus looked at the holly with pleasure.
“We never had that; it’s lovely,” he said simply.
“Not even when your mother was alive?”
“Not really. She was never strong, you know. She didn’t have all that energy like you have.”
To herself Kate thought that it didn’t really take much energy to stick a few bits of holly on a wall behind pictures, or around a doorway for a man and a boy. But she said nothing. She didn’t mention that Grace O’Neill had said the very same thing; her mother had been unwell always. They didn’t have Christmas decorations, it would have been tiring for her.
“I got you a present, Kate,” Fergus said. “You’re a hard person to buy for; you have everything.”
“I felt the same about you.” She produced a big wrapped parcel.
“Isn’t that great, to be the two people who have everything,” Fergus said, and waited for her to open hers first. It was a day excursion ticket to Dublin, two gift vouchers—one for Switzer’s and one for Brown Thomas—and a note saying: “On presentation of this paper to her employer, Mrs. Kate Ryan will be granted one day’s leave from her lawful employment during the working week.”
Kate stared at it in delight.
“I thought you could go to the January sales, and those vouchers are to make sure you go to Grafton Street and see nice things. You’re not to be buying up household goods in Clery’s, mind.” He spoke gruffly to hide his pleasure in her delight.
“I’ll enjoy every minute of the day.” She hugged him. “Fergus, you are a darling. Thank you very much.”
“Well now, let’s see what you gave me.” He opened the box. It was a beautiful edition of Moore’s Melodies with huge over-flowery illustrations by Daniel Maclise.
“I remembered you said you like Thomas Moore—that day at the concert, when Michael’s class was murdering some of the melodies. I thought you’d like this.” She beamed at him and saw to her consternation that his eyes were far too bright. She spoke quickly until he had recovered a calm voice himself. “I got it inside in the town. You know, Gorman’s bookshop, I asked them to look out for an old edition and they came up with this. John and I have been looking at it ourselves. I hope you like it.”
Fergus had recovered his voice.
“I love it. Miss Purcell and my father won’t know what’s ahead of them this Christmas day. They’re going to get a blast of the lot here … I might come over to your place and sing them through for you as well.”
Kate said that was a promise and she was holding him to it. At some stage over Christmas Fergus Slattery was to walk up River Road with his Moore book in a plastic bag in case it rained on it, and he would sing the entire repertoire for whoever was in Ryan’s Licensed Premises.
“That should empty the place for you and lose you your trade before O’Neill takes it away,” Fergus said.
“Now Fergus, it’s Christmas time. Stop talking about him. And wasn’t John Ryan right, as he is in so many things? For all his great chat and plans there isn’t a sod turned on that site yet. It’s going to take longer than he thinks to get his hotel going in a place that moves as slowly as Mountfern.”
   Kerry came home from school on a day when Patrick had to be in Dublin for further talks with the Tourist Board. The train would need to be met. Marian Johnson was only too happy to oblige. She had heard that Patrick was trying to arrange that Brian Doyle the builder see to it, and Brian had replied with spirit that he was a building contractor, not a chauffeur. He would be quite happy to do anyone a favor, but would not be asked to do a driving job as if it were part of his terms in getting the Fernscourt contract.
Patrick had admired this viewpoint and apologized. Many another man would have had less pride and courage than Brian Doyle, and would not have jeopardized their chance of the biggest building job in these parts in years. But Brian was not one to sit back and allow anyone to assume he was what he was not. He did himself more good by his truculent attitude with Patrick than he ever knew.
Marian was pleased too, although she thought Brian Doyle was insane. She stood on the platform raking the crowd of passengers who got off, looking for Kerry.
He seemed to have gotten taller or thinner somehow at school. Very handsome in his school blazer, and carrying his sports bag as well as his suitcase. He smiled pleasantly at Marian, and looked around for Grace.
“She’s busy decorating the lodge for Christmas,” said Marian, who had told the child there was no room in the car. “She’ll see you back at home. Your father has to be in Dublin. He said to tell you he’s very sorry.”
“I’m sure he is,” Kerry was polite and cold.
“So I thought we might have a little lunch, you and I in the hotel … to get to know each other.” She twinkled at him, but Kerry didn’t twinkle back.
“We do know each other don’t we …?” he said, bewildered. “You’re Miss Johnson … from the Grange.”
“Marian,” she said.
“Yes, well.”
It was most unsatisfactory. Marian had wanted to lean her elbows on the table of the Grand or the Central and have a lunch with this handsome blond son of Patrick’s Now it was all falling to pieces.
Kerry looked at her carefully and long It was as if he were deciding what to do. And then it was as if he had decided to turn on the electric light of his charm.
“Well Marian … if you’re sure I may call you that, I’d love to have lunch with you even though we do know each other already. That would be very nice”
They went to the Central. Marian waved at the people she knew whose heads went close together to discuss what she could possibly be doing with this teenage boy. They had tomato soup, boiled bacon and cabbage followed by apple pie and ice cream. Kerry told her little about school, less about his father and nothing about their life as it used to be in America However he did learn about what had been going on in Mountfern, and that Grace seemed to love her school, had plenty of nice little girls as friends. Grace and his father had been taking riding lessons and both were progressing very well. There had been endless delays about clearing the title for the final land purchase in Fernscourt.
Marian prattled on in what she had hoped would be their lunch of getting to know each other, and she managed to present herself to Kerry as three different ages during the space of half an hour. She was getting younger as the lunch continued. She said that she was quite demented trying to get the O’Neills to give up this ridiculous idea of having Christmas lunch on their own, as a family. They should join her and her father, and there would be four other guests, charming people whom they would like, one of them was actually the Honorable and was terribly natural and unassuming, as if she were like everyone else.
On the journey back Marian had the vague feeling that she had gotten to know Kerry O’Neill not at all, but he had gotten to know almost all there was to be known about her.
“I’ll call in later when your father gets back from Dublin,” she said as she dropped him at the lodge and he was thanking her courteously.
“Why will you do that?” He was perfectly polite.
“Well. Gosh. Well, to see if he got back all right and to tell him that I met you safely.”
Kerry looked at her, a clear unflinching look.
“Or maybe I’ll drop in tomorrow … or sometime,” Marian said foolishly.
She saw Grace racing out of the lodge to throw her arms around Kerry.
“Where were you? Miss Johnson said I couldn’t come. I’ve been looking out for you for ages. Come in and tell me all about it, I’ve been dying for you to get here …”
The door of the lodge closed behind them. Marian saw the long stern face of Olive Hayes who was washing up at the kitchen sink. Marian told herself, as she had done many times before, that she mustn’t rush it. Patrick O’Neill was a man not long a widower, a busy man with a million things on his mind. He had a tight self-sufficient little family. It would be foolish to try to break into it until they were ready.
That was the silly mistake Judy Byrne was making all the time, with her little invitations to a drink, and then fluttering in and out of Foley’s instead of realizing that any man likes a woman with a good Waterford glass decanter on the sideboard.
   They had a tradition in Mountfern that there was only one mass on Christmas Day. It meant that one priest was then free to go around and take holy communion to the people who weren’t able to leave home. The mass was at nine o’clock. And the whole parish was there.
Judy Byrne wore a mantilla to communion, which looked very well on her. Miss Purcell, who really would have preferred a seven-thirty mass but would never criticize the clergy, wore a nice blue scarf that Kate Ryan had knitted for her, because she knew Miss Purcell had a blue coat.
Sheila Whelan had had a tiring night: young Teresa Meagher had had yet another row with her mother and wanted to leave home. There were no buses on Christmas Eve. Sheila had spent a great deal of time making cups of hot chocolate and taking further bars of Kit Kat out of the shelves. She cajoled and soothed. She told Teresa that if somebody left home at Christmas it had a terrible effect because it didn’t just destroy that Christmas, but every other Christmas afterwards for both sides. She knew this, she told Teresa, very very well. She didn’t go into details about how Joe Whelan had left her at Christmas, and how the big row over the road many years ago with Rosemary Slattery had been at Christmastime also. There was something about the season and all its expectations. Sheila talked long and gently about Teresa’s mother feeling sad and lonely this Christmas, the first since her husband died; she must be given some little extra understanding; no of course, not over things that were totally unfair, but just an overall understanding.
Eventually the troubled child went to sleep on the sofa. Sheila put a rug over her, and a cushion under her head. Then she crossed the road and heard the whole story again from Teresa’s mother, the insolence, the selfishness … Again she tried to talk of a daughter who had lost her father, and eventually Mrs. Meagher’s red puffy eyes began to close, so Sheila left her.
She had urged them for form’s sake to dress properly and go to mass as if nothing had happened. They were all going to Christmas lunch with the Whites. Judy Byrne was going too. Sheila would have preferred to have spent the day stock-taking, or sitting and listening to Radio Eireann. They had lovely programs on Christmas Day for people at home. It would be a real treat not to have to leave the house at all.
Patrick O’Neill walked his son and daughter up the church for their first Christmas Day in Mountfern. They had given Miss Hayes a lift from the lodge, but she didn’t sit with them. She said she had friends to meet, and Christmas greetings to exchange. Everyone looked at the trio. Patrick in his camel-haired overcoat, stocky and handsome, smiling at this one, at that. Kerry taller definitely, he must have grown another two inches during his first term at boarding school. He wore a belted tweed coat, the kind many a youth of his age might wear, but it looked impossibly stylish because of the way the collar was turned up. Grace had a new outfit brought back from New York. It was a soft pale pink, a dusty pink coat with big velvet cuffs and collar in a darker pink. She had a velvet beret, a sort of tam o’shanter perched on top of all those golden curls as well. People turned to each other to smile at the beautiful child. Grace saw Dara and Michael and gave a little wave; they both stared at her open-mouthed.
Her father must have given this to her this morning already. She hadn’t mentioned it yesterday. Maggie Daly sat in her brown coat which used to belong to Kitty. She felt like a colorless blob. Canon Moran was blessing everyone and wishing that the spirit of the Holy Child be with them now and always, and all Maggie Daly could think of was her own awful coat. No wonder Our Lord wasn’t kinder to her, if she couldn’t even drag her mind to think of him on his birthday of all days. Maggie gloomily accepted that she didn’t deserve golden hair and a pink coat, or to be Dara Ryan’s best friend.
The children all went for a walk in Coyne’s wood on Christmas afternoon. It was a lovely clear, crisp day, and they wrapped up well and set out.
Kerry O’Neill came too. He told them about his school and spoke as if he were exactly the same age as everyone else, instead of being fifteen. Grace hung on to his arm a lot, and encouraged him to tell more tales, like the night the boy in the dormitory was listening to a transistor radio on an earphone and forgot where he was, and kept singing along with the Beatles. Yeah, Yeah, Yeah … and all the time Father Minehan was standing at the end of the bed watching him.
Kerry O’Neill remembered everyone’s names. He was interested in everything they did. Tommy Leonard did one of his great imitations of Miss Barry the priest’s housekeeper when she was on a tear. Michael explained to Kerry the best parts of the river, and told him a great hint about always noting a place where the cattle went to drink from. The cows stirred up mud, and also disturbed the water plants as they came to drink, so this meant fish would find it a good area for feeding, and you should position yourself about ten or twenty yards downstream and wait for them there. Kerry took all this in gravely and agreed with Jacinta White that Christmas wasn’t Christmas without mistletoe, and at the same time agreed with her brother Liam that too much palaver could go on about it, just let it be there was the best solution. He asked Maggie Daly if all their family had that nice auburn hair. Did her sisters who were away nursing in Wales have it too? And Maggie pinked up happily and said that nobody had ever called it auburn before. Kerry said he heard that Dara was a demon fisherwoman, great at threading the maggots on the hooks and had caught a huge pike that struggled and fought. He said he thought Mountfern was the greatest place in the world, and as dark fell and they all went back to their homes, there wasn’t one of the children who had come to Coyne’s wood that would have remembered the day six months ago when they thought it was the end of the world because somebody had bought Fernscourt.



PART TWO




Chapter VII

Old Mr. Slattery died in the spring. He died exactly as he would have liked, sitting on his fishing stool and leaning back against a tree. Many people must have passed him by that afternoon thinking he was asleep. Miss Purcell’s back was like a ramrod at the funeral mass. Her little wine-colored hat was replaced by a precisely similar one in black, and her disapproving face was set in harder lines than ever.
Fergus had felt achingly sorry for her.
She had mothered and bossed and bullied the old man for years. In return she had received a courteous fearful attention from him. What would she find as a replacement? He was very swift to tell her that he wanted no change in the situation.
“Oh indeed, and then when you up and marry, Master Fergus, when I’m an old woman, what will happen to me then?”
“I don’t think I’ll up and marry, I’m nearly thirty, and anyway if I do, won’t she be a lucky woman to get the both of us?” He didn’t say that Miss Purcell was an old woman already.
Fergus had one sister, Rosemary, married and living in Manchester. She came home for the funeral but she and he were like strangers. Rosemary was ten years older, she had been headstrong, he believed, and impatient. There had been rows, he remembered, when he was only six or seven and then she had left home. It had been made up of course but only in a fashion. Not properly. Letters at Christmas and cards on birthdays. No visits, no phone calls. There had been no rows with her little brother, but somehow Fergus hadn’t expected his sister to come home. She came without her husband James, and without her sons. There was little mention of her family during the preparations for the funeral. She wore smart black and smoked the moment they were outside the church. Miss Purcell, who had been with the family at the time she left, hated her and barely disguised it.
“Back for the money,” she hissed at Fergus, who only laughed. There was very little money, he had read his father’s will. A legacy for Miss Purcell, a couple of hundred pounds to the church for masses, a small insurance policy whose small proceeds went to his grandsons in Manchester. There was nothing for the long-gone Rosemary. She would know that too. The business and the house were for Fergus. There was a touching personal note of gratitude that the young man had come back to Mountfern to keep the business going. Fergus had blinked a bit over that, he hadn’t known how much his father had appreciated it. Rosemary sat and drank a whiskey with him; the conversation was brittle. He had the feeling that this was the last time he would ever see her, and he was determined for both their sakes that he would be pleasant and allow no recriminations to come into the conversation.
“Does it seem strange to be back home again?” he asked her.
She shrugged. “It’s not home to me, never was really.”
He hid his irritation. “I know. I forget. Well, people were glad to see you again.”
“Did you think so? I think most of them had forgotten I ever existed. Real country bumpkins most of them.”
“I suppose they must seem that way to you.”
“And to you?”
“Oh I’m jes’ an ole country bumpkin myself … like to sit in me ole rockin’ chair and talk about the times gone by.” He smiled at her, expecting some kind of an answering laugh.
Rosemary frowned at him. “You’re turning into an old man, Fergus. It’s a fact. You walk in small steps as if you were wearing slippers, and a sweater …”
Fergus felt the smile die on his face. He had been playacting to entertain her.
“Good Lord, I must watch that,” he said, deliberately taking giant steps across the room “Is that any better?” He took her glass to refill it and strode across the room as if he were playing grandmother’s footsteps. This time it worked. She laughed at him affectionately.
“You’re much too smart for here, Fergus. This is a dead-end town. Quit while you can, get to Dublin, even if you haven’t the guts to sell up entirely. Drop it before it’s too late and you turn into a vegetable or an alcoholic, or both.”
He didn’t comment on the fact that it was she who had had three whiskies while he had not finished his first.
“And what would I do that would be so exciting in … say Manchester?” he asked, hoping he kept the sarcasm out of his voice.
“You’d meet real people, not just the butcher, the baker, the candlestick maker. You’d find someone for yourself, instead of having to be like a eunuch here.”
“Is that what they say I am?” He was very angry indeed. But there must be no more screaming matches with Rosemary in this house. History must not repeat itself.
“It’s what I can see you are,” she said, her eyes too bright, her hair slipping from the coil at the back of her neck. “What else could you be in a place like this, making sheep’s eyes at that woman from the pub who does your typing? And never doing a thing about it.”
“Sorry, Rosemary, hold on a minute, I’ve got to get us more water,” he said.
He went into the kitchen and filled the jug, which he gripped with both hands to the sink until his knuckles were thin and white. How dare she speak of Kate like that? He would like to have hit her across the side of her silly drunken head. But it was a matter of hours. They would talk for another short while, then tomorrow she would have breakfast and he would drive her to the train in the big town. He would offer her something from the house as a souvenir. He had been going to suggest an old Victorian sewing box that had belonged to their mother. But, God damn it, no. It was too good for her, and Rosemary didn’t look like anyone who would ever sew. Just keep the peace for a few more hours. That wasn’t a weak thing to do, surely; it was a strong thing. He came back in smiling.
“Sorry, I was waiting for it to run cold. Where were we? I was making sheep’s eyes at Kate Ryan. Who would I be making sheep’s eyes at in Manchester?”
“I didn’t say you were to come to Manchester.” She sounded sulky now.
“But I will someday, surely. Not to work but to visit. I’d love to see my nephews. They must have nearly left school by now. Tell me about them.”
He settled himself in his chair, his smile of interest and concern masking his rage.
“They’ve left,” she said gruffly.
“Surely not? Hugh can only be barely sixteen?”
“Headstrong, impatient, won’t wait, won’t get an education.” She looked into the fire.
“And what does James say about it?”
“He’s hardly ever there to say anything. He’s not around much.”
Rosemary still looked into the fire.
Fergus poured them both a last drink, and moved to less troubled waters. He suggested that Rosemary take a silver cigarette box back with her as a memento. Awkwardly she accepted it, and before she went to bed she gave him what passed for a kiss on the cheek. A sort of lunge.
“You’re not the worst, Fergus, even though you’re a bit of an eejit,” she said, and her tones were those of love and praise, inasmuch as she could give either.
He lay awake for a long time and wondered about sheep’s eyes. What way did one sheep look at another that the world regarded as foolish?
   Eddie Ryan asked Mr. Williams the vicar if he could become a Protestant and be accepted into the Church of Ireland faith. Mr. Williams listened to him gravely and said it was a very big step and perhaps he should think more about it, maybe even discuss it with his priest or his parents. Mr. Williams was a kind man; never for a moment did he betray his knowledge of Eddie’s latest deed, which involved breaking the little shutter in the confessional, something that had never been done since the church was built and had hardly ever been done in Christendom according to Canon Moran and Father Hogan. Eddie explained that the church was empty at the time, and he wondered what it felt like to sit where the priest did, pushing the shutters back and forth to listen to the penitents. He got a bit excited and kept whizzing them to see which one would close quickest, and that was when one came away from its moorings entirely.
Jimbo Doyle had to be summoned, and it was all very serious and high level. Canon Moran said he couldn’t believe that the child would say the church was empty. Wasn’t our Blessed Lord in the church in the tabernacle, watching Eddie Ryan desecrate church property and disassemble the place where the holy sacrament of penance took place?
Father Hogan kept saying, “What Cromwell left undone Eddie Ryan will finish,” and pretending to panic when he saw him coming near the church.
It would be easier for him to be a Protestant.
“I have thought about it,” he assured Mr. Williams. “I’m dead certain. Would I need an admission card to start coming here on Sunday?”
“Of course not, Eddie, but …”
“And if there’s any questions, trouble like, you’ll tell them I asked to join. That it’s all above board. If they come hounding me?”
“Who would come hounding you, Eddie?”
“Almost everyone in the place, Mr. Williams, you wouldn’t credit it. My mother said if she set eyes on me again today she wouldn’t be responsible for what she’d do. Sergeant Sheehan said he has a room in the barracks with a lock on it and he’s thinking of putting my name on it because it’s where I’ll end up. I couldn’t tell you what the priests are like, because we’re all meant to be … whatever it’s called these days, you know loving all other religions … so it wouldn’t do you any good to know what they’re like down at the presbytery just now.”
“Life can be very difficult.” Mr. Williams was trying hard not to smile.
“You wouldn’t know the half of it up here, with no flock so to speak of, and pots of money.”
The impoverished Mr. Williams listened to this wryly.
“I don’t have all that much, Eddie.”
“I bet you have four pounds though,” Eddie said.
“Well, I do, but I need it. I can’t give it to you, no matter how great your need.”
“No, my need isn’t great. If I join your church I won’t have to pay it.”
“How, exactly?”
“I can say I’m a different faith, a different crowd altogether. I can’t be responsible for some sum of money they say I owe in the last faith. For repairs. I’d never make four pounds. Never.”
Mr. Williams was very kind. He could see that Eddie Ryan was not trying to put a touch on him; the sum was too huge to be possible even for the wildly optimistic.
“Why don’t you weed a few graves for me, Eddie, tidy up the graveyard. I could pay you say, five shillings. If you did a good job, then after several five-shilling days you could return to your old faith and pay your debts, and everyone would be happier.”
“I thought you were supposed to be looking for converts, and snatching people away from the true faith.”
“Oh no, we don’t do much snatching here, more patting people down; that’s what it seems to be about these days. Will I give you a sack for the grass and the weeds?”
   Dara and Grace were in the graveyard looking after James Edward Gray. They had brought cowslips and primroses and had made an unsuccessful attempt to remove some of the moss and lichen from his stone with Vim. It had looked much better before their efforts, they realized. Maggie had been a bit funny about James Edward Gray, claiming that she found him and she was the one to look after him. Grace and Dara had agreed and gone to look for someone else who was pretty neglected. But Maggie had come after them in tears and said they could have James Edward Gray and keep him, she didn’t care. Then she had stormed off home. She had been a bit like that lately, maybe it was trouble at home.
Maggie’s elder sister Kitty was a bit bossy, and she had two sisters who were nursing in Wales. They could have lost their religion or not written home, or something. Mrs. Daly was an awful one for doing the right thing and the trimmings on the Dalys’ rosary at night were as long as the rosary itself. Maggie must be getting some kind of trouble from her mother. That could be the only explanation of why she was so touchy these days.
   Tommy Leonard came to collect Michael.
“There’s no fish. What’s the point?” Michael said.
“There’s often no fish. As far as I’m concerned there’s nearly always no fish. What are you after, some kind of record catch?”
Tommy was indignant. He had spent half an hour explaining to his father why a boy of thirteen should be allowed to go and fish with his friend, and now Michael didn’t want to come.
“It’s pointless, can’t see any reason to drag all that stuff miles up the bank and miles back,” Michael said.
“Lovely! When did this happen, this road to Damascus? Just when I was assuring my father that there was no better, healthier way of spending the afternoon.”
“I don’t know,” Michael said.
“Listen Michael, you are a pain, and a big pain. What is it? Why was fishing what we did yesterday, and suddenly today it’s what we don’t do? I don’t mind, I just want to know.”
Michael punched Tommy to show that there was no personal ill-will involved.
“You know the way it is sometimes. There seems no point in anything. Anything at all,” Michael said.
“Do I know how it is? Of course I know how it is. I feel that way most of the time. But why today? Now I’ll have to go on my own or go back to the shop and say to my father he was right, I am a selfish pleasure-seeking lout …”
“Oh all right, I’ll come with you.”
“What about Dara and Grace and the others? Where are they? Did they all give up fishing too, suddenly? Did everybody except me?” Tommy wondered.
“Oh, who knows where they are? The Whites have gone to Dublin with their mother for the day; Dara and Grace are giggling somewhere, you can be sure of that.”
“Where’s Maggie?”
“I don’t know. I think she’s as angry with all this giggling as we are. Come on then Tommy, if we’re going to spend the day getting pneumonia for no fish, let’s go and catch it.”
“The sun is shining, you clown,” Tommy said.
   The sun had come out and Miss Hayes was planting some pansies that Kate Ryan had given her. Mrs. Ryan was very good about all kinds of flowers and Miss Hayes had heard some disparaging remarks that Judy Byrne had made about the appearance of the gate lodge of the Grange. Miss Hayes was feeling personally slighted. She had called at Ryan’s merely for advice. Mrs. Ryan had given her the pansies and gotten her a lift back too from a passing customer. It was too far to walk in the sun, she had said.
Olive Hayes watered them well in, just as she had been advised. She would make a macaroni and cheese for the tea, that little Ryan girl was coming this evening. She and Grace O’Neill were very thick with each other. They never stopped talking and laughing. It would do your heart good to see them.
   Grace and Dara left the graveyard hastily when they saw Eddie being instructed in the details of grave-tending.
“It’s more than flesh and blood could bear, we’ll have to leave,” Dara said as soon as she saw her small brother.
“He’s not that bad,” Grace laughed.
“You don’t know how bad he is, he’ll probably dig up half the bodies in the graveyard. We’re well out of it before he gets at it.”
They scrambled to the wall where they had left their bicycles.
“We’ll walk home through Coyne’s wood. That way we won’t get drawn into the fishing,” Dara said.
“Yes, sure. Or else we could just say that we’re not going fishing today.” Everything was simple to Grace.
They wheeled their bikes through the woods which looked beautiful in the Easter sunshine. They heard pigeons and cuckoos, and small rabbits ran across their path as they walked.
“It’s like fairyland here,” Grace said happily.
“Is your father glad he came?” Dara asked.
“Oh yes, of course he is. Why?”
“He was in our pub the other night. I thought he looked kind of tired and upset.”
“He gets upset over Kerry. Remember at Christmas I was telling you; and there’s been something on his mind at the moment. I don’t know what it is, he won’t tell me. That means it’s either about Kerry or about women.”
“Women?” Dara’s eyes were round.
“Yes, women falling in love with him. You know, I told you yucky Marian Johnson has.”
“Oh yes, but you wouldn’t mind that,” Dara dismissed Marian.
“And I think Miss Byrne, you know, the chiropractor.”
“Physio.”
“Yes, whatever. And there’s this woman in America.” Grace looked troubled.
“Lord he does collect them,” Dara said in mystification.
“I know, he’s very old and everything, but he’s very nice,” Grace said defensively. “And rich of course,” she added, in order to be strictly fair.
“Who’s the woman in America?”
“A Mrs. Fine.”
“Do you think it’s serious? Isn’t she married to someone else, if she’s a missus?”
“No, he’s dead or separated. There’s no Mister Fine around.”
“Do you like her?”
“She’s OK. I don’t want Father to marry anyone else. That’s all.”
“I know, but maybe he’s not going to. Wouldn’t she be here or he be over there if they were getting married? After all they’re pretty old. They wouldn’t want to be wasting time.”
“He calls her a lot. He called her twice on Christmas Day.”
“Oh that means nothing. Mrs. Whelan says people are always telephoning each other on Christmas Day and putting the heart across everyone else.”
“I don’t know.” Grace was doubtful. “I had this friend in the States, Brigid Anne Moriarty. Well, she told me that her mother said Father was going to marry again, that everybody knew it, that he had a lady friend he worked with, and that they were going to get married quietly in New York.”
“How did Brigid Anne know all this, and you and Kerry didn’t?”
“Who would tell us? Anyway I told Kerry this on the day of mother’s funeral.”
“You mean Brigid Anne knew your father had a lady friend before your mother died?” Dara’s face was horrified.
“But you see it wasn’t true; obviously it wasn’t. It was only a tale people told because Father was so well known among all these people, and because Mother was an invalid for so long.”
Grace looked wretched as she went over this. Impulsively Dara threw her arm around her friend’s shoulder.
“Don’t worry about it, Grace, please. It’s not happened. It’s not going to happen. We can head off the awful Marians and awful Judys, and Mrs. Fine can’t be any threat, otherwise she’d be here.”
“Yes, I’m sure that’s right.”
“So why are you still sad?”
“Because I’m thinking about the day of the funeral and how upset Kerry was when I told him about what people were saying. But you’re right. It’s not going to happen: I won’t think about it anymore.”
They came out of the wood and cycled to the lodge. Miss Hayes said that Mr. O’Neill had been on the telephone to say he would not be back for tea. He had gone to Kerry’s school. The boys had spent some of the Easter holidays there to take part in the Easter vigil and church services. They were meant to be getting holidays in a week. But Kerry was coming back tonight.
All through their macaroni and cheese they chattered excitedly about Kerry coming home. They cleared the table and washed the dishes with Miss Hayes. Dara marveled at the peace and quiet in this house, no Carrie clattering pans in the kitchen, no bar on the other side of the green door, no Leopold howling, no Declan complaining that he was going to be the baby in this family until he was an old-age-pensioner, no Eddie bringing some new doom and destruction down on them. No bustle. It must be lonely for Grace sometimes too, of course, so far from everyone.
They sat in Grace’s room, and Dara tried on all her clothes. The shoes were a little too small, which was a pity since Grace had so many she could have given Dara any amount without missing them.
“Does your father ever fight with Michael?” Grace asked.
“No, no he doesn’t.”
Grace sighed heavily. “No, I think it’s just my father and Kerry. It’s something in them that doesn’t mix.”
“Of course Daddy gets very irate with Eddie, almost every day of our lives,” Dara offered, in the hope of reassuring her friend.
“Eddie’s different, as you said yourself.”
“Yes,” Dara agreed. “Eddie’s very different, nobody could mix with him.”
Dara cycled home and saw a man slipping into the Rosemarie hair salon, having looked up and down River Road nervously first. Could the unlikely rumor they had heard at school possibly be true? She must tell Grace tomorrow morning. She hoped Grace wouldn’t be lonely as she waited for Kerry and her father to come home.
Grace wished she had never told Kerry about that stupid thing that Brigid Anne had said, about the gossip that Father had some other lady in mind to marry. Obviously it hadn’t been true. It was nearly two years since Mother had died, and Father had no intention of marrying again. Father Devine had introduced him to several likely people, awful women from the parish, widows and terrible people. But Father used to laugh about them with her so Grace had no worries.
Kerry had a picture of Mother in his billfold, and also in the plastic folder at the back of his assignment book. Grace had seen him taking it out to look at it one day when he thought nobody was watching. And the picture of Mother that stood on the piano … Kerry was always adjusting it and making sure it stood right where it was best lit.
There was a portrait of Mother hanging in the hall. Mother had never liked it, she thought it made her look as if she had been dressed up to play the part of a fine lady. Father had laughed and told her that she was a fine lady. Kerry didn’t like that picture, he never stopped to look at it. Once Grace asked him why he didn’t like it, and he had said that Father had only dressed Mother up in jewelry and silks and paid a society painter to do the portrait, to show what a big man he was. It had nothing to do with Mother herself.
Kerry had said that when things were his to do what he liked with, he would take the picture outside and burn it. Then Mother would know how well he had understood her. Kerry said some very odd things from time to time.
Grace wished she knew why her father had driven all the way up to his school to collect him. Perhaps it was a sign that Father was going to be warmer to Kerry, but somehow she didn’t think so.
   Father Minehan was a fussy man. Anything that could be said directly and simply, he managed to dress up and obscure. Patrick had been fifteen minutes in the dean’s study and still didn’t know why he was being asked to take Kerry away. That very day.
“So, when all aspects are considered, and taking everything into account, very often, the greater good is achieved by the simpler option,” Father Minehan said.
Patrick looked at the priest with disgust. His blue eyes were hard and unsmiling.
“Briefly, what did he do?” he asked again, but his tone was more curt.
“There are so many explanations and ways of looking at what we do and why we do it …” Father Minehan was beginning again.
“In two or three sentences, Father.” Patrick had never been so ill-mannered to a man of the cloth. His old training made him feel a thrill of wrongdoing because he was interrupting a priest with a bark of command.
“If it were as easy as that …”
“It is as easy as that. I have driven for two hours to a school where I thought you were educating my son, a school to which I have given generous contributions I may add, and I hear, or think I hear that you want him to leave. Now. Why?”
Father Minehan was at a loss to answer a question so directly put. He remained silent.
“Come on, Father, I can’t stay all week playing guessing games. What did he do?”
“Let’s take it slowly, Mr. O’Neill.”
“Let’s take it at a nice brisk pace, Father Minehan. Did he bugger one of the other boys?”
“Mr. O’Neill, please!”
Now, for the first time, the priest was shaken into a direct response.
“He’s a fifteen-year-old boy, Father, almost sixteen. Eventually, I suppose, if I ask enough questions we might get an answer. Was he drunk? Did he hit one of the masters? Did he miss mass? What in God’s name prompted all these letters and phone calls that the FBI couldn’t work out?”
“I’m trying to explain.”
“God damn it, you are not trying to explain. Did he screw one of the maids? Did he deny the infallibility of the pope? If I drive here and take him away with me leaving behind buildings I’m goddamn paying to erect, I would like to know why.”
“He took a great deal of money.”
Patrick felt an ice-cold pool in the base of his stomach.
“That’s not possible.”
“I assure you …”
“How much?”
“Two hundred pounds.”
“Have you any proof of this?”
“Oh yes”
“Perhaps you would be good enough to let me have it.”
“Do you want your son here?”
“Not immediately. Let me hear it from you first, then we’ll ask Kerry his side of things. Right?”
The old Patrick had returned on the outside. A brisk smile, the kind he used in his business deals … a charm not fulsome, just there. He composed his face to listen.
It was a tale of a charity football match in aid of deprived children. Patrick held his mask face with difficulty. The priest was so unctuous. He spoke of deprived children as if they were another species of life. The rugby match had attracted a lot of attention People came from all over to attend it. There were three Irish internationals playing on each side. It wasn’t often that you saw such talent gathered on one afternoon on the playing fields of an Irish school. The entrance fee had been two shillings.
The boys in the school all attended, of course, people from the neighborhood and rugby fans from all over Ireland, as well as some people from the newspapers. Father Minehan’s voice lowered again, in case someone from the newspaper might be in the room with them. It was all highly unfortunate. Over fourteen hundred people attended the match, many of them being men of property and generosity who gave much more than the two-shilling entrance fee.
Over two hundred pounds had been collected at the small tables placed near the school gate. It was taken into the school in leather bags, each with the amount it contained neatly written on a label attached to it. The money was in Father Bursar’s office ready to be checked into a bank account next day. It disappeared. There was a search. The search revealed among other things that some of the senior boys were not in their dormitory; they came in later over the wall. They were met by a reception committee.
Kerry O’Neill had an envelope with fifty-seven pounds of the collection still in his pocket.
“Balls,” snapped Patrick. “Nobody could spend all that in a night. What did he do? Buy a couple of properties down town?”
“He has not said what he did with it,” Father Minehan said simply.
“But he hasn’t said he took it, surely?”
“He cannot say otherwise. He is not a fool.”
Again Patrick felt ice water moving in his stomach.
   Kerry had packed. They had told him that morning that he was to have everything ready; he would be leaving with his father. When he came to the dean’s study he had his fawn overcoat thrown casually over his shoulders.
Patrick was annoyed by this, and by seeing the boy’s luggage outside the door. It was showing they were beaten before they began.
“Can you throw any light on this, Kerry?” He was firm, not accusatory, but wasting no time in pleas or expostulations.
“I’m sorry you had to drive up here, Father.” Kerry was perfectly calm.
“Tell us what you have to tell.” Patrick didn’t look at Father Minehan, who stood there in classic thoughtful pose with one arm across his waist, supporting the elbow of the other arm. A hand with long white fingers spread discreetly over his face.
“I’m afraid there’s nothing to tell, Father.”
“You deny you took this money.”
“No, I can’t deny that, I’m very sorry.”
“You don’t mean you took it?”
“Yes, I did.”
There wasn’t a sound from the priest.
“In the name of God why did you do that? I could have given you money. I give you a bloody allowance every month, for Christ’s sake.”
Kerry stood still; regret was the only emotion Patrick could see on his face. Mild regret. No shame, no sorrow.
“So what did you want it for?”
An inclination of the head toward the priest, that was all.
“Could you leave us alone, Father Minehan?”
“No, Mr. O’Neill, this is my study. I do not choose to leave it.”
Patrick made a decision.
“Yes, that’s your privilege. Now you asked me to take my son away. I shall do that. Thank you for the part your community has played in his education so far.”
Father Minehan had been prepared for a day of recriminations and explanations, and bringing in bigger guns like the Father Superior. He couldn’t believe it was over already.
“Well, I have to say …” he began.
“I hope you have to say very little. We will not discuss any fees that might be owing by me to you, since I think we will agree that donations already given would make the pursual of those fees a grotesque impertinence on your part …”
“I assure you that …”
“I accept all your assurances. If I am owed any balance why not add that to the already significant sum I have given to the college? And I expect full and favorable reports and references on my son’s progress and achievements in this school. I have fulfilled to the letter your request to me, once I understood it. I am taking him away with me in the next five minutes. Within the next five days I expect a detailed report which I can give to the principal of the next college he will attend. And, Father Minehan, I shall expect the most glowing of verbal references, should any school call you to inquire about Kerry.”
“Well, there will have to be—”
“You are quite right, there will have to be arrangements made to that effect immediately, otherwise, I will create such a stink and a scandal that the smell will remain over these college walls for three generations to come I will talk of the blackmail in order to get subscriptions, the extortion of further money from the children by making them pay to see rugby matches in your own premises. I will speak to the newspapers about the lax security and discipline that allows children in your care to scale walls and disappear in the evenings.” He lowered his voice suddenly. “But all this would be very unpleasant and I am sure quite unnecessary.”
He walked with Kerry from the school to his car. He looked at the creeper on the walls and remembered the day he had driven here to start Kerry off as a pupil.
Kerry sat in silence as they drove.
Patrick waited five minutes for an apology, an explanation.
He looked at his son’s arrogant profile; he remembered his dead wife’s hopes. He drew into a petrol station. Beyond the pumps where there was some waste ground.
He got out and with deliberate steps went around to Kerry’s side of the car and opened the door. Kerry got out, a look of polite mystification on his face. Patrick hit him.
As Kerry reeled from the blow, Patrick hit him again on the jaw and rained blows into his body. Winded, Kerry made no real effort to defend himself, except to cry out …
“You big ape, you bog man … you’re nothing but a bloody Irish bog man; that’s why you wanted to come back to the bogs, you never left them.”
Patrick had stopped punching anyway. He indicated a gents’ toilet. “Be back here in five minutes. We’re going home,” he said, and he got into his car, wearily watching Kerry stagger away, bruised and bloodstained, to try and repair the damage to his face and clothes.




Chapter VIII

They knew that something had happened in the O’Neill family. And whatever it was, Grace was not going to talk about it.
Tommy Leonard thought that it was because Mr. O’Neill was being bad-tempered. He had heard stories of him shouting at people about delays and messing and inefficiency. And to Tommy Leonard all fathers were bad-tempered, because his own was a demon altogether.
Jacinta and Liam White thought that it might have something to do with someone being sick. Their father had been called up to the lodge one evening. So maybe it was an illness. Dr. White wouldn’t tell them; he never talked about his patients. But if it was something simple like measles or mumps he would have said, so it could be a fatal disease.
Maggie Daly had heard that they were going away, people had said that Mr. O’Neill was so fed up with not getting the hotel built straight away he was going to pull out and forget the whole thing. Maggie half hoped they would, but in another way she wanted them to stay. She didn’t hate Grace; she wanted to be her friend. The best that could possibly happen was that Grace would want the three of them—Dara, Maggie and her—to be friends, to be a proper gang with nobody left out.
Kitty Daly kept asking Maggie why Grace didn’t come to play anymore, and whether Kerry had come back from boarding school. She was not at all satisfied when her little sister didn’t seem to know.
Dara knew that Kerry had come back from school because she had been there the evening that Mr. O’Neill had gone to collect him. But the next day she had a telephone call from Grace asking her not to say anything to anyone about anything.
“What do you mean?” Dara was totally confused. “If someone says hello, am I not to say hello back?”
“This is serious,” Grace said.
“I know it is. I’m serious too. Why can’t you tell me what I’m not to say anything about? Why aren’t you here anyway?”
“Is anyone listening to you?”
“No, I mean Dad’s in the pub. Mam’s at work, Carrie’s in the kitchen, Michael’s in the yard, Eddie is probably eavesdropping somewhere. What is it?”
“There’s been a bad row, and I can’t come out for a few days. Not till we’re back at school, we might even be going away.”
“Where, where are you going?”
“I don’t know, please Dara, don’t tell anyone what I told you.”
“You didn’t tell me anything. I don’t understand any of this.”
“About my father and Kerry not getting on. You know?”
“Oh that. No, I won’t tell anyone I wouldn’t have anyway.”
“And could you try to take the drama out of it all?”
“I didn’t know it was a drama …”
“I’ve got to go now.” Grace hung up.
   They didn’t see Grace until the first day of term, a whole week. She looked very pale.
Jacinta was triumphant. “I told you it was a disease,” she said proudly. “It could be TB.”
“Why don’t you ask her?” Maggie said.
“You don’t ask people who are riddled with TB if they’re riddled with it; you pretend everything is normal,” Jacinta, the doctor’s daughter, replied.
Maggie noticed that Dara wasn’t racing up to Grace as usual. Dara was on her own.
Good, Maggie thought. Now she knows how it feels to be left out of things.
But if anyone looked left out of things it was Grace. She was like someone recovering from a bad bout of flu.
Even Sister Laura warmed to the girl.
“Did you get any time to do those Irish lessons I set you?” she asked, in a kinder tone than she usually used when checking on homework.
“Yes, Sister, I have them here.” The girl produced pages of sentences:
“I am going to town. Was he going to the town? We were not going to the town.” All neatly written in the slopy writing and purple ink that the nun objected to, and was annoyed with herself for the unreasonable objection.
“That’s very good,” she said, impressed. “You must have spent a lot of time working.”
“I spent all last week. I sat in my room all day, Sister.” She looked downcast.
“Well, you’re an example to them all, I must say. How is your brother getting on at his school, tell me?”
It was a courtesy, a little personal remark to show that Sister Laura cared about Grace and her family. The girl’s face flushed a bit.
“He liked it very much, but the place was a bit damp so they decided because he has a weak chest … they thought … they said it would be better if he went to another school. Which isn’t damp. More modern. So he’s going there.”
“Very wise, you can’t be too careful with chests,” Sister Laura said.
It was an odd thing to move the boy at the beginning of the summer term, very upsetting to child and school to have changes in the middle of the academic year. And surely the place couldn’t be all that damp in the summer.
Still it was no business of hers. Sister Laura put her mind to the business of keeping the children’s minds on school when everything outside was tempting them out of the classroom and on to the river bank, into the woods and over the springy green fields around Mountfern.
   Patrick and Kerry sat at the breakfast table in the lodge. Miss Hayes left the refilled coffee pot on the table and explained that she was about to cycle into Mountfern for the messages. She wished Kerry good luck at his new school and said she hoped it wouldn’t be damp like the last place. There was nothing as bad as a chill that settled on the chest. And she was gone.
She knew of course that there had been hell to pay between father and son.
Mr. O’Neill had said to her on that evening when he came back with the boy, looking as if he’d been in a fight with a crowd of thugs, that there were a few things the family wanted to discuss in confidence and they would probably go away for some days to do so in privacy. Olive Hayes had given it a little thought and said that it would be much better if she were to go away and let them have the house on their own. She had stocked up the larder and gone to a cousin in Galway without either giving or getting any further explanations. She knew that she had done the right thing; Mr. O’Neill had gripped her hand firmly when she returned and said that they had been greatly blessed to have found someone like her. He had also added that there would always be a place and role for her when the new hotel was built. If it was ever built. Life was full of obstacles, he had said with his engaging smile.
And so now she left them alone once more so that the father and son could say goodbye in whatever way they wanted to without having to lower their voices for fear of her overhearing them.
In fact they sat in silence for some minutes after they heard her bicycle creak out through the big iron gates of the Grange.
“I’ve done a lot of thinking, Kerry.”
Kerry looked at him politely.
“We seem to have discovered that it wasn’t for drugs, or for alcohol. It was not for anyone else … you do not appear to have made any friends. It was hardly for a woman, and at your age you are unlikely to have done anything for which you could be blackmailed. There was no race meeting where you could have lost it, and you aren’t known in the bookies near the school, so it couldn’t have been that. If you bought anything with it then that item was not delivered. You will not tell me and I have not been able to find out.”
Kerry said nothing.
“Is that a summary of what has happened?”
“Yes, you left out a bit here and there.” Kerry rubbed his bruised jaw.
“I wish that I hadn’t beaten you. I’ve said that.”
“I don’t mind. It makes us quits.”
“It does not make us quits. In no way does it make us anything like quits.”
Patrick stood up and walked toward the window.
“It leaves me knowing that I can’t control my temper; that’s a weak position to be in. I am also left with the knowledge that you stole an enormous sum of money for a purpose which you cannot or will not explain, which leaves me in an even weaker position. How am I to continue in this way of life that I am trying to build for us if I cannot trust you? You may take money from Miss Hayes’s purse; you may reach over the counter in Daly’s and put your hand in the till. I may have to drive to this new school and hear a similar story.
“All that’s happened to you is that you got beaten. Your life goes on exactly the same—new school, clean slate, reputation totally unsullied even to your little sister.”
Kerry remained very still.
“In five minutes Marian is coming to drive you into the town, and you are getting the train to a school I have not seen. The principal has had a lying letter from that death’s head Minehan. I’ve seen a copy of it. He will not have gone behind my back, so you start here with nothing on your record. This is your last chance, Kerry, your only chance.”
“Yes, Father.”
“No, I mean it. We’ve done a cosmetic job on it; we’ve papered it over. The last school was damp, you had a wheeze in your chest, medical advice … even Grace more or less believes it now. You’ve been given a new start. I’d like to embrace you and come with you to the school, and tell this new head priest, whoever he is, that I’m proud of my son and I want him to do well, like I did last time, but I don’t have the stomach for it. So Marian is taking you to the train. And we agreed that in front of anyone around here we act as normal, as if we were the best of friends.”
“Sure.”
They heard the wheels of Marian’s car.
“And maybe we can be the best of friends again someday.”
“I hope so, Father.”
He looked so handsome and straightforward standing there. Patrick really did believe that it was going to be all right. He had gripped Kerry’s hand and put his other hand on the boy’s shoulder when Marian came in.
“Yoo hoo! I’m not too early am I? I always think it’s best to leave plenty of time, that way nobody’s rushing too much.” She glanced eagerly, like a bright fluffy bird, from one to the other. Patrick felt a sense of shame at using her like this. She was an honorable if boring and fussy woman. It was not fair to keep involving her like this when he had no intention of involving her more permanently. Marian would be useless in a crisis. She was perfect for domestic trivia. But she would have no idea what to do in any important area of life. Unlike Rachel Fine.
Patrick had telephoned her immediately after he had gotten his son cleaned up, seen by the doctor, and sedated. After he had reassured Grace with bland words, he had asked Rachel what to do. Rachel said that since he hadn’t beaten it out of the boy, he was unlikely to discover it by any further force. She said that if she might draw on a metaphor taken from her own trade, the design and decor business … he should paper over the cracks. Pretend that everything underneath was as elegant as the surface, and make sure he created a believable surface. He had waited long enough to get back to his roots and realize his dream. Surely he wasn’t going to let it all disintegrate into a public dog fight that would entertain the locals and people for miles around. Dignity had to be kept, position maintained. Give Kerry one more chance.
For a week Patrick had worked on her advice; it seemed the natural thing to do. He had almost forgotten how practical Rachel was, and how well she knew the right thing for him.
He wished Rachel were here in Mountfern.
He wished he had encouraged her to come with him.
   After the first day of term Grace seemed to be all right again. Not as cheerful as last term but still more like her old self.
“Do you mind if we don’t talk about it?” she asked Dara.
“That’s all right.” Dara was a bit huffy.
“It would be the same if there was a problem in your family, you wouldn’t want to tell an outsider …”
Dara agreed grudgingly.
Maggie was much more understanding.
“I’m sorry I’ve been a bit … I don’t know … recently, Maggie. I was just worried about something. Do you know the way it is?”
Maggie knew. She said so clearly. Grace was pleased.
Arm in arm with Maggie she went off to the graveyard, and they finished the tomb of James Edward Gray to everyone’s satisfaction.
Mr. Williams said it was wonderful to see young people be so helpful. Not far away Eddie Ryan gloomily chopped nettles and gathered up sacks of grass and groundsel and dandelions. Grace discovered that Maggie took the same-size shoes and said she must come along to the lodge some evening and see if she wanted any that were there. Maggie never asked Grace what it was she had worried about. From time to time she wondered but still didn’t ask.
Dara made a few pronouncements that if you were a true friend you could tell everything and any holding back meant that it wasn’t friendship at all. But Dara bore her no ill-will, and organized Irish classes for Grace which worked so well that soon Grace O’Neill was getting better marks in class than the rest of them. Maggie’s wish had come true, they were a gang, with Jacinta on the fringes of it.
They were all very disappointed when the summer holidays were approaching and Grace announced out of the blue that she was going to go on a trip with her father and brother. It was meant to be a familiarization tour of Ireland, she confided, but really it was a spying mission. They were going to spend a night in lots of different hotels and see what they were doing right or doing wrong. They would get ideas for their own hotel. A friend of Grace’s father, who used to work with him back in the States, had suggested this would be a good thing to do. They were off as soon as term ended, just after Kerry came back from his boarding school.
   Kerry had liked his new school very well, he said. No, he didn’t want to ask anyone back during the holiday; it wasn’t a place like that. You got to know everyone a bit, rather than a few people a lot. He was very enthusiastic about the voyage of inspection.
Once more Patrick O’Neill marveled at the wisdom of Rachel Fine. Even at three thousand miles she seemed to know what was best both for him and his troubled son. He would call her and say that she must come to Ireland this summer. After all, if John Fitzgerald Kennedy, the President of the United States, was coming to Ireland, why shouldn’t Rachel Fine do the same?
   It wasn’t only the O’Neills who went away. Suddenly their whole gang started to disintegrate. The twins looked at each other in dismay.
Tommy Leonard was told that he was a grown man now, thirteen and a half going on fourteen, no less. He could stand in the paper shop this summer and work to build up the business that was going to be his one day. And he would like it. There would be a smile on his face, and none of his scruffy friends trick-acting in and out of the shop.
The Whites were sent to Irish College. Their father said it was pointless half learning a language, and they were both packed off to learn Irish dancing, to a place where they fined you if you were heard to speak in English and the man who ran it, An Fear Mor, was a person of great power and authority.
Maggie Daly had to work in Daly’s Dairy, just like Tommy had to be in Leonard’s. They both envied Dara and Michael for living in a business that didn’t allow them to be behind a counter.
The twins were on their own again. They never actually admitted that they had grown apart in the last year or so. But they knew it. They missed golden-haired Grace with her plans and her excitement; they missed Tommy with his good humor, and the two Whites who argued with each other about everything and had outlandish views on almost every subject. They missed Maggie, who never dreamed anything up, but who always, after a little hanging back, would join in whatever they suggested.
The only problem was getting rid of Eddie.
Eddie wrongly thought that because Dara and Michael were now without their usual group, they would be delighted to have his company. More than once he got ready to go out with them and was bitterly disappointed when he was not allowed to go.
“I’d be better than no one,” he said.
“No you wouldn’t,” Dara replied.
“You’d be much worse than no one, actually,” Michael said.
“Why can’t I come?”
“Because you’re not our generation. You’re a different generation to us. We are going to be thirteen in September, teenagers. You are only a very juvenile person.”
“How will I ever grow up, unless I am with older people?”
Eddie was stung by the lack of avenues.
“Listen Eddie, enough is enough; it doesn’t matter if you ever grow up, it couldn’t matter less. You begin all nice and please this and please that, but by the time we’d have gone twenty paces with you, there’d be some row.”
“No Dara, there wouldn’t.”
“Look at the past,” Michael said mildly. “It’s always happened.”
“Now we must be off.” And they were gone. Eddie kicked the stones around the back yard in disappointment.
“I can find you plenty to do if you like,” Kate said. “And stop kicking. You’re taking the top off your new shoes.”
“They’re not new,” Eddie said mulishly. “Nothing is new, they’re only Michael’s shoes.”
“And we’d like to have them for your brother Declan too, please, so kindly stop kicking with them or you’ll have them taken away for the day, and you won’t go far in your bare feet.”
John had watched sympathetically. He waited till Kate had gone, and then called Eddie into the bar.
“Come here, I want to show you something.”
“I don’t want to do any work,” Eddie said.
“Not at all, why should you, haven’t you done the crates?”
“Yes.”
“Well come on then. I’ll show you something funny.”
This was better than anything that had been offered so far. Eddie went suspiciously into the bar, his hair standing up in spikes that no amount of combing, brushing or even dampening would ever change. His father had an old, faded chocolate box out on the counter. Eddie scrambled onto a high stool to see.
“Look at this, Eddie, come on, it’s funny.”
“What is it? It’s only an old picture.”
“It’s me years ago.”
“Why are you wearing women’s knickers?”
“Those aren’t knickers; that was trousers.”
“Go on.”
“Yes, that was the day your Auntie Nuala went to Australia with the nuns, there was a picture taken here outside the door. That’s your Aunt Nuala all dressed in black.”
“She’s very young-looking to be a nun.”
“Ah she was too; they gave them a school education you see, and then in turn she became a nun and educated children out there.”
“It seems daft to me,” said Eddie, who was not a great scholar.
“There’s a bit of daftness in it, certainly,” his father agreed. “Wouldn’t she be better up with Sister Laura in her own home town? Still, what I was going to tell you was this: look at my feet.”
“You’ve no shoes on.”
“Didn’t I kick the front of my shoes out just like you were … No, no, not giving out to you. Shoes are your mother’s province. I wanted to tell you the whole front came away, and I couldn’t go with them all to see her off in the town. That was the last I ever saw of her, that day in 1930. Imagine. And I was so put out that I didn’t get the trip to the town, I went for a walk up to Coyne’s wood, and in my poor bare feet I spent the whole day building myself a house in a tree. I was covered in scratches and cuts, and when they all came back sobbing and crying from seeing Nuala off, they nearly murdered me, but the house was there. It’s still there. I went past it the other day.”
“It couldn’t be.”
“It is, bits of it, thirty-three years in the wood where it’s very hard to find. Anyone could have a house that’s easy to find. I thought having a secret one was better.”
“You never told anyone?”
“No, not until now.”
Eddie believed his father absolutely, but he was suspicious.
“So why are you telling me?”
“I’ve been having all kinds of old rheumatic aches; I don’t think I’ll climb into it again. I thought you might go and keep an eye on it for me.”
“How would I find it?”
“Good question. When you go into Coyne’s wood from this side, you go up the path; you know, the one that has all the rowan trees.”
“The red ones, is it?”
“Yes, the mountain ash trees. Anyway where they end you go in to the right, you’ll have to bend down a bit and then it’s in there. You’ll find it. Maybe you could even build it up a bit.”
Eddie was looking enthusiastic at last. “It’d be better than having a place of my own,” he said eventually.
“Much better.”
“You won’t tell Dara and Michael, and have them spoiling it? They’d come and take it over and turn me out of it.”
“Not at all. Not a word.”
“Right.” Eddie gave a last look at the box of photographs. “Were we desperately poor in those days that they couldn’t get you a new pair of shoes?”
“We’d be hard pushed to get you a new pair of shoes these days, so will you wear your old ones when you go up to Coyne’s wood?” his father said. “And for the love of God, will you make sure you’ve done your jobs before you go.”
They all had chores to do each day before they were free to play. Michael had to polish the brass and shine up the counter in the pub. The ashtrays would have been emptied, and the glasses washed the night before, but he had to air the place and see that there were no grease stains or dust where the customers would sit.
Dara had to feed the hens, now moved to the backyard, as their coop had become very smelly and messy in the side garden and completely spoiled the classy look of the place.
The hens clucked enthusiastically over household scraps mixed with bran. She also collected the eggs they laid in their nesting boxes; she gave Jaffa her breakfast; took Leopold for a run up as far as the Rosemarie hair salon and back; and inspected the whereabouts of Maurice the tortoise, in case he had got stuck under a stone, or in case Eddie and Declan had broken their vow and started to play with him again.
Of all these jobs, Dara hated most being seen out with Leopold. Whenever another human being approached, Leopold would cower and shiver and whine piteously, rolling his eyes as if expecting a further beating. Never had a dog been lavished with such love, never did a dog give the impression of being whipped by his masters to within an inch of his life every evening.
In the Rosemarie hair salon, Rita Walsh, who sometimes had an overnight guest leaving in the morning, didn’t like the regular appearance of the Ryan girl with that awful dog racing up to her doorstep and turning around again every morning.
“Why don’t you take him down toward the bridge?”
“I’m too ashamed to be seen with him, Mrs. Walsh,” Dara said truthfully. “Up this way I don’t ever meet anyone except you, or maybe Mr. Coyne, so I don’t have to explain.”
The child probably never noticed anyone leaving at an early hour. That was a relief.
Eddie and Declan had to stack boxes neatly for the distributors and collectors who picked them up when they brought new supplies. All four young Ryans had to bring in vegetables from the back field: potatoes that had to be washed at the yard sink, cabbages or cauliflowers, carrots or turnips. Then they were free for the day, lunch at one sharp.
Patrick wanted a history of Fernscourt written, and who better to ask, he had said, than the local scribe literally on the very doorstep. Of course there were people in Dublin who would do it, and do a professional job on it. Later indeed some aspects of their expertise might be used in editing and layout and even some of their hints in how to express parts of it. But there could be nobody who would do the job with such local knowledge and in such personal terms as John Ryan.
“You’re never going to do it for him?” Kate was astounded.
“Why on earth not? It’s a job, a writing job, there’ll be something at the end of it, not just a few pages of a child’s notebook scribbled on. That’s what you’ve always looked for, something to show for it.”
“But not this. Not glorifying him and what he’s doing.”
“It’s not glorifying, and he’s doing it whether I write the history of Fernscourt or some Ph.D. up in Dublin writes it. It’s a professional job, there’s a fee, whoever does it.”
“I don’t know.” Kate was troubled.
“Well I do. My only problem is, will I do it right? Maybe he has too much faith in me; I could have sold myself too well.”
Kate changed immediately.
“I don’t know what you’re talking about. Won’t you do it as well as anyone? Better, because you’re from these parts. You’re the obvious one to do it.”
John smiled quietly. The battle had been won. First it meant he had to do a lot of reading and research. His head was ever now in books about Georgian houses, antiquarian journals and the records of archaeological and historical societies. He became a familiar figure in the library in the big town where he went once a week, and they bent the rules in order to let him take some of the reference books back to his pub. It was different when a man was writing a book. He wasn’t an ordinary borrower.
He discovered that Fernscourt was only one of many houses built at the time and all over the country. That year 1780 seemed to have been a great year altogether. He told that to Brian Doyle one day, and Brian said that it was always a feast or a famine in the building trade. You either sat on your backside for three years eating crusts or you had them screaming at you to dig the foundations for almighty jobs in three counties. It was interesting to know that the lads in 1780 had the same kind of aggravation.
Of course it was the time when Grattan’s Parliament was sitting; it was the eighteen years when there was an Irish Parliament in College Green in Dublin, before it was snuffed out and the Act of Union was passed. Those parliamentarians needed big houses all over the place. But the Ferns didn’t sit in Parliament, they were farmers with estates in the north of England. They had bought the land here in the 1770s for one of their sons. The house itself had been built in the same style as many others.
John Ryan was affronted to read in one journal that Fernscourt was considered a minor and rather inferior example of the art. He had shown it to Kate in disbelief.
“The wise man would forget that piece of information,” Kate advised. “Patrick O’Neill is not paying for any reference to minor and inferior houses: you should pretend you didn’t uncover that particular bit of lore.”
“I’m meant to be doing serious research.” John’s face was very red.
“Of course, and you are, but that’s only one person’s opinion. You don’t have to give some crackpot’s view, do you? I mean if I met someone up in Bridge Street who said that you were no good to man or beast would I believe them?”
“What?”
“Of course I wouldn’t anymore than you have to believe that fellow. Just get on to the facts, the things that can’t be challenged, how many windows there were, what kind of people worked on it. Oh, Fergus said to tell you that he’ll help you get documents from the land registry if you want; he says that once you translate legal documents into English instead of fusty old law you get great information out of them. I don’t agree with him myself, typing them as I do all day. But Fergus would understand anything you put in front of him. He could make sense of the Dead Sea Scrolls at a glance.”
“He’s got a very quick mind, Fergus,” said John admiringly. “You must find it a great change working with him.” He smiled quietly.
Kate thought for a moment.
“Yes, he is great to work for. He’s a real schoolboy though, a tall thin overgrown schoolboy, he’s not a fellow you’d fall in love with like you are.”
“Okay, that’s all right, then,” John Ryan said in mock relief.
   It was a great relief to get rid of Eddie. The twins knew they were harsh to him, but Eddie wasn’t like other people. He didn’t understand hints. You had to be fairly brutal. They didn’t have any money for ice cream, so there was no point in going to Daly’s. It would only embarrass Maggie and make Mrs. Daly cast her eyes up to heaven and mouth silent prayers. Mrs. Daly’s mouth was moving the whole time. Maggie said she got through dozens of memorares that she was saying for special intentions, while she was serving in the shop.
The twins knew that they mustn’t be seen in Leonard’s unless they were buying the paper or getting a writing pad. Grown-ups were allowed to leaf through the magazines, but there was no similar facility for children with the comics. And Tommy would hate them there.
There weren’t many people on the bridge. Those who were there had organized a jumping competition. Usually you jumped from the big rock at the side. But today they were raising it and making it higher in stages. First by an old box, then by a stone on top of the box. Then by a plank on top of the stone. Dara and Michael watched for a bit. It was mainly boys that were jumping, shivering in their underpants. But there were a few girls too. Teresa Meagher in a black bathing costume much admired by all, and laughing overexcitedly as she jumped with the best.
The twins tired of it after a while. They walked across the bridge away from the town and back down the river bank on the other side. This was the road which would soon change. Instead of being a path with reeds on one side and a hedge on the other, it would be a road to the huge hotel. They didn’t talk about things like that; it had been long accepted. The hedge was full of fuchsia growing wild as anything. Mam had told them that in city places this was a very rare flower, and people paid big sums of money to buy little bushes of it to put in their gardens; sometimes it didn’t even grow properly. Dara stopped beside a huge tree of it.
“Isn’t it like something in the South Sea Island picture book?” she said.
“Here, I’ll climb it and be like a native,” Michael said, leaving their picnic bag on the path.
As he went to the back of the tree to find a good starting-off place, he gave a great shout.
“Dara, look, careful, careful you don’t fall.”
In front of them, totally hidden by the trees and bushes, was an opening. A cave, or better still, a tunnel. They couldn’t believe it. They had found their new home at last. They hardly dared go in beyond the entrance in case it was already somebody else’s home. Those colorful tinkers who came by once a year and annoyed everyone old, by stealing chickens and leaving all their mess and rubbish behind them. They might be in there. Mad Marty who disappeared for months on end and then turned up again, wilder than ever. It could be his home. It was too good a place to be nobody’s.
“Helloo …” they called as they went around the corner. It was pitch dark.
They paused and shouted again.
“Do you mind if we come in?” Dara called.
“Just for a moment,” Michael added.
There was no reply. Surely if anyone was there they would have said something.
The twins looked at each other in delight and pealed with laughter at their over-caution and politeness.
“There’s nobody here at all,” Dara said.
Michael ran to Mrs. Quinn’s for candles; he was back in no time and they went in together. They each held two of the half dozen candles that Loretto Quinn had parted with so willingly, as well as a box of matches. It wasn’t like a cave or a tunnel in books or comics. There were no dripping rocks, just earth and stone, and it was quite high. Even grown-ups could have walked without bending.
The twins stepped forward, each with a tight feeling of anxiety about what might be ahead.
“It doesn’t smell like coffins or anything,” Michael said.
“We don’t know what coffins smell like.”
“No,” Michael agreed. “But it doesn’t smell frightening.”
Dara wanted to show she hadn’t been superior. “It doesn’t look as if it’s going to fall and block our way back, either,” she said, more to reassure herself than her brother.
“No indeed, it’s very sound.”
“And it might be coming out somewhere soon?” Dara’s voice was thin.
“Bound to, we must be up at the house now.”
And then, around the next turn, they saw the urns and the long shallow steps at the back of Fernscourt. They saw them through the branches of thorns and brambles. Beyond those were huge big beds of nettles. That’s why they had never seen the opening. Who would want to wade through feet of nettles, big high stinging ones, when there were so many other things to explore?
They realized it couldn’t belong to them if they told anybody. So they told nobody at all.
But they thought about it all the time, and they brought back their belongings, slowly and little by little, so as not to create any suspicion. The old orange box, the tableware, the so-called curtains and rugs, the broken cutlery. Once more it was home. This time by candlelight. When they were older and could do what they liked they would ask Brian Doyle, if he wasn’t dead, if they could make a skylight in the tunnel, because sometimes it was a bit hot and dark, and they would have liked the sunlight.
The roof looked sound enough. Surely Brian Doyle and his workers would be able to put in a window for them. There was a scaffolding: a very rough and ready kind of arrangement of wooden poles and boards keeping the ceiling up. It looked very firm and steady. The twins tested it gingerly, and then more firmly. It was rock solid. They wondered who had built it and why it was there. But they were afraid to ask anyone about it now in case it might all be taken away.
At home they tried to find out what an underground tunnel might be doing in these parts.
“Would there have been other ways into big houses in the old days?” Michael asked one suppertime. Dara frowned. It was too obvious.
Their mother had noticed nothing out of the ordinary.
“Like back doors, do you mean?” she asked absently. “Carrie, don’t leave the saucepan on the table, there’s a good girl. It just means it harder for you washing the cloth.” Mammy was very good at scolding to Carrie; it didn’t seem like scolding at all.
“I don’t know. I suppose there were, and in those kinds of places people probably didn’t bring in a ton and a half of mud with them. Eddie, do you have to bring half of Coyne’s wood home with you every day?”
Mam obviously didn’t have any idea of a tunnel. But then she hadn’t been brought up here. Maybe Dad knew. Dad had been here forever.
But they’d have to be even more careful approaching him.
“You’re very interested in old houses, aren’t you, Dad?” Dara had a prissy kind of face on, not her normal look at all.
“Well, I suppose I am a bit,” John Ryan agreed.
“Would you remember what Fernscourt looked like before it was burned down?”
“No, child, I wouldn’t. I was only two when it was burned. Tommy Leonard’s father would remember, and Maggie Daly’s dad, but don’t go asking them too much about it. They were there at the burning of it. In those days it seemed the right way to go. My own father stood looking at the flames from our front doorstep. He said to me often. But there’s pictures of it of course, you’d be able to see what it was like in those.”
“Yes well, but …” Dara didn’t want to be sidetracked by old pictures and the possibility of a history lesson.
“Would they have had secret rooms in it do you think? You wouldn’t be able to see those in photographs.”
“I don’t think so. Why, did you think they might?”
Michael came in hastily. “We were just wondering, you know, taking an interest in everything around us, like you’re always saying to do.”
“Oh that’s great,” John said approvingly. “Yes, I love to see you doing that.”
“So we take an interest in all kinds of things you see,” Dara added. “Like, would they have had tunnels out of a house like Fernscourt, you know, underground tunnels?”
“All tunnels are underground,” Michael said quickly, not to put her down, but to warn her not to be too explicit.
If John saw the way the wind was blowing he gave no sign.
“I never heard of any underground tunnels around here,” he said absently, brushing the earth and dust off the thin shoulders of his son. “But as I say, the place was well gone by the time I was old enough to play in it, so there could have been. I’m sure it would be quite possible to find one if you looked hard enough.”
He caught the look of alarm, and went on. “But it would be so well covered over, that sort of thing, that I don’t think anyone would ever find the entrance.”
There was a hint of relief in their faces.
“What would they have been for, if there were tunnels? That is from houses like Fernscourt, say?”
“Do you mean, say, possibly going from the house to the river? That is if there was a river?”
They nodded eagerly.
John Ryan paused; they waited for an explanation. He seemed to know the kind of thing they were talking about, but then his face became puzzled again.
“It’s very hard to say. It would have been exciting, whatever the reason was. Of course if you found one of those things you’d have to be very careful. I mean a person would have to take great care that the roof wouldn’t fall in, or that it wasn’t all crumbling before they went and explored it.”
“Oh there’s no danger, it’s quite safe,” said Michael. “I mean I’d say they’d be quite safe.”
“No parts where it’s supported with props or anything?”
The twins looked at each other. How could he know?
“Like scaffolding,” their father said helpfully.
“Well …”
“Um …”
“That’d be the bit to stay well away from if you ever found one,” John Ryan said firmly. “It’s like in old mines; those would be the parts where it would all cave in.”
“I suppose you could test it by pushing and pulling at bits near the entrance if you ever found one,” he went on.
They went away in case they let anything slip.
“He said it would have to be an exciting reason for it,” Michael said.
“We knew that,” Dara said. “But what could it have been?”
It provided hours of happy speculation for them.
Dara decided it was built by a young Miss Fern to meet her lover in a boat.
Michael decided it was built by a cousin of the Ferns who had an intent of storming Fernscourt one night and claiming it as his own. But they told no one. Without actual lies they managed to suggest they spent the time hanging around the bridge in the town. Kate was glad to think that they were making other friends.
   “Am I beautiful, Carrie?” Dara asked. She was sitting on Carrie’s bed, watching the preparations for the day off.
“I don’t know.” Carrie giggled at the question, but mainly concentrated on her own appearance in the speckled mirror over the dressing table. The table was covered with powder and hairpins and nearly finished pots of make-up that had been cast-offs of other people.
“I think I might be beautiful, if only I had curly hair,” Dara persisted.
“You might be.” Carrie was doubtful. “Isn’t it sickening that we don’t have curly hair. Your Mam has a rake of it, and she doesn’t need it at all.”
“Why doesn’t she need it?”
“Well she’s old and she’s got her fellow. It’s the likes of yourself and myself that need curls.” Carrie looked at her reflection without pleasure.
“Why do you want to get all dressed up just for going home?” Dara asked with interest.
Carrie looked at her suspiciously. “Well, why do you want to be beautiful?” she countered.
“I want to be beautiful so that Kerry O’Neill will admire me,” Dara said simply.
Carrie looked at her and softened. “You’re grand as you are,” she said. “And listen, I’ll tell you a secret; I’m not going home to my people at all today, I’m going on an outing, with a fellow. With Jimbo Doyle.”
“Not Jimbo Doyle,” Dara screeched.
“Why not? He’s very nice, Jimbo is, and he said he’d take me for a walk up to Coyne’s wood on my day off.” Carrie looked annoyed now, and a little uncertain.
Dara bit her lip. She had offended Carrie greatly, she must make it up somehow.
“I know he’s nice, and he’s a great singer. I heard him singing “The Yellow Rose of Texas” when he was building the rock garden. You could ask him to sing to you up in Coyne’s wood.”
“Yes, I suppose I could.” Carrie was doubtful. She felt that Jimbo Doyle hadn’t planned on an afternoon of singing among the quiet trees and on the springy moss of Coyne’s wood.
   They held their resolve to tell no one about the tunnel. No one at all.
“Not even Grace?” Michael said.
Dara paused. She thought about it.
“Not even Grace,” she said.
“If we told Grace, we’d have to tell Maggie and Tommy and everyone else,” Michael said.
“Yes.” Dara frowned. “And that would change it. Do you think we’re being a bit childish about all this?”
“Not at all,” Michael reassured her. “I think we’re doing the right thing.”
They grinned at each other. The twins were back where they had always been. Best friends against the world.
   There was a postcard from Grace from Donegal where the waves were huge and they had been swimming. They were having a great time, she said, and whenever she thought they were coming back to Mountfern, Father thought of somewhere else to visit. But they would be home soon; she missed everybody and longed to see them again. She sent cards to Tommy and Maggie too, and sent her love to Jacinta and Liam but didn’t dare to write to them in case they would be punished for having communications in English rather than Irish.
   Ryan’s pub filled up with all the men who were working on the site. Every lunchtime there was a good crowd around the bar. Kate found herself rushing back from Slattery’s office and straight in behind the bar. Sometimes she looked at John with a smile of triumph. At least some of their fears about the new hotel were proving groundless. There was a bit of business coming their way. For the moment anyway.
   Judy Byrne ran into Marian Johnson in Meagher’s jewelers. Mrs. Meagher had to send out the repairs and she was most apologetic that the clock wasn’t ready.
“I did want it for the lodge by the time they came back,” Marian was saying.
“Oh, when will that be?” Judy Byrne had come in to buy a brooch for her niece’s birthday. She was looking without much pleasure at Mrs. Meagher’s selection.
“Hard to say. Any day now, I imagine,” Marian said airily.
“He doesn’t keep in touch, then?”
Marian was furious.
“Heavens, Judy, it’s their house to come and go as they please. I’m not a boarding house landlady type, you know, Judy. They’ve just rented our gate lodge, that’s all.”
“So he doesn’t write. Well, I expect we’ll know they’re back when we see them.” Judy thanked Mrs. Meagher for letting her see the brooches and said she would think about them and come back later.
   Sheila Whelan knew exactly where the O’Neills were, and when they would be back. She had telegrams from America and messages that didn’t go through to Brian Doyle the builder. Patrick rang her every second day.
Brian Doyle had the demolition men ready; he was surprised that O’Neill said they could go ahead and make the arrangements to take down the walls without him. He thought the man would have been on the crane that swung the great ball himself.
Brian Doyle didn’t know that Patrick O’Neill and Rachel Fine had discussed this lengthily on the phone. They agreed that it would be wiser for him to stay away from the tearing down. Be there for the building up, not the pulling down.




Chapter IX

Patrick O’Neill had discovered that few Irish hotels stayed open in the winter time. Very few of them. They said that nobody would come to Ireland in the bad weather, and it cost a fortune heating a place up and paying staff all through the lean months when there would be no business.
Patrick thought that this was short-sighted. Nobody ever came to Ireland for the weather anyway. When you thought of sunshine, you didn’t immediately think of Ireland. It was the people who brought visitors to Ireland, the people and the scenery and the activities. Those things were there in the winter too, and cheaper to get to.
Charter flights in winter from the United States would be very reasonably priced. But there was no point in telling that to these hotel owners. They saw their season as beginning in May and ending in September. Some of the more adventurous opened as early as the Easter weekend.
Patrick O’Neill sighed at the waste of it all. But then he sighed a lot these days. It had been much harder than he would have believed possible to get this far in his attempts to rebuild Fernscourt. It had been a year since he had bought the place. Twelve months of delays and impediments, and only now was he able to get the ruins knocked down so that the building proper could begin.
It was the biggest test of Patrick O’Neill’s character that he had ever known. A vein began to jut out on his forehead with anger and frustration. He found himself standing up, sitting down, taking long deep breaths in the middle of ruinously expensive transatlantic phone calls.
Twice he decided to abandon it, but slept on the decision, and the following morning decided that he would go ahead. Three times he was on the point of firing Brian Doyle and shouting that any builder in the goddamn Western world would be on his knees for a lifetime, begging for such a job. Three times he restrained himself. He did bawl out an architect, a mild man who said that it was always the same with Americans. They came over here like God Almighty and expected the people to change their ways for them. Patrick didn’t see himself in that role; he liked to think of the O’Neills as the sons of the soil coming back, not the overlords giving orders. He apologized to the architect, who told him not to think of it again. Everyone knew that the pressure in New York drove most people mad most of the time.
He had been back to America twice. At the end of that time not one stone had been laid on another. But he kept his smile.
And he convinced the conservationists that he wasn’t destroying anything valuable. That had been a stroke of luck, sighing over it in Ryan’s pub one day, and then John Ryan discovering a quote from some archaeological journal to back up his claim that the house was of minor importance architecturally.
He found himself telling genial lies in two continents. Standing on the bridge with Fergus Slattery: Was he disappointed at the length of time things took? No, no, this was the pace, this was the way it had to be done. He would not have the town typecast him as a rushing, bustling Yank. And then back in the other home, in his New York headquarters talking to Gerry Power: Sure, sure, things didn’t get done at the same speed. They hadn’t the technology; no of course he didn’t have second thoughts. No, he wasn’t mad at them.
And to Rachel Fine, sipping a brandy in her red-gold apartment, which always looked so soft and restful compared with the rest of New York, he told more truth than to anyone. He told her that at times he thought he would blow up into a million pieces with frustration over it all. He could see now why his countrymen back home had achieved nothing, nothing. No wonder their economy was so pathetic, so shabby. He knew now why they stood toothless and laughing with their hats on back to front, because they had never bloody learned to work. They knew nothing of the actual ache that work brings, and they didn’t want to know it. No goal was high enough to force them to do more than the very minimum. He could rail like this to Rachel because he knew she would never agree with him. She would smooth his forehead and tell him that Irish people rose in every walk of life … they had their own country … well almost … Look at her people, the Latvians … they had let the Soviets take over and Latvia would never rise again. All the Latvian Jews who could escape had come to America, but there would be no going back and building castles there nowadays.
Rachel would encourage him softly, remind him of all he had achieved so far, tell him that no other grandson of a cottage dweller had gone back to buy the big house and make it into a great business that would employ his own far and wide. He liked to hear that; it gave some reason to all the work and the endless delays and complications. One evening he asked Rachel why she encouraged him. She had been against it at the start, and wanted him to make his life in New York.
“Only a very foolish woman wouldn’t encourage a dream. What would you be if your dream were to be taken away, or people talked you out of it? You would lose your fire and enthusiasm. You would only be a shell.”
He held her closely to him. She was a wonderful woman. What a shame, what a bloody great shame that she was who she was, a divorced Jewess. Even if everyone else would let him, he could never marry her. It just wasn’t possible.
   But the day came, and the machinery moved in, huge cranes and a great ball that swung backward and forward, and the stone walls of Fernscourt came down. Rachel Fine had advised at long distance that the stones should be kept to form any walls or rock gardens. There must be a place to store them and surely big stones dating from the days when America was still a fledgling must be attractive and beautiful in themselves. Brian Doyle had said it was a cracked idea, but then he had been hoping to use the stones himself in other building work if they had been thrown out, so he secretly admired the Yank with the big notions and the belief that everything could be done in five minutes.
   Grace linked arms with Kerry happily as they walked in the Irish countryside. This was the first real holiday they had taken together. She chattered on about the convent in Mountfern and told him tales of the girls and the tricks they played on the nuns. She begged him for stories of his school. Did he like being away at boarding school? Was he lonely? Was he glad it was holidays now? Grace wanted Kerry to be glad about everything. Like she was.
“It’s a shame we can’t be there,” Grace said for the tenth time, as the O’Neills walked along a cliff path in Donegal. “I’d love to see it.”
“Yes.” Patrick was absent-minded. He looked out at the ocean. Had his father seen these hills when he was leaving Ireland, or were they too far north? He could never discover whether it had been from Galway or way down in Cork from the harbor at Cobh that those earlier O’Neills had taken a ship for the United States. None of the family knew or ever wanted to find out. John Ryan said it might have been Galway. It would have been a likelier place to have started from rather than all the way down in Cobh. Ships used to go from Galway all the time in those long-ago days.
“It wouldn’t take us all that long to go back. Why didn’t we leave last night?” Grace was insistent.
“Oh, I don’t know, Gracie. We’ll see it in a few days when we get back there. Aren’t you having a good time?”
“Oh yes, but …” It was such a big thing, why were they missing it? She wished he would explain.
“Father doesn’t want us to be there for the demolition, it would be better not to associate ourselves with destroying … with knocking down what’s there.” Kerry spoke without blame or praise, just as if he were giving directions from a map.
Patrick looked at him sharply. “Hey, what makes you say that?” He half laughed.
“Well it’s true, isn’t it? That’s the way I’d feel.”
“Yes, it is true in a way.” Patrick was very surprised.
“We’re the good guys, the ones who ride into town when all the shooting’s over. Right?”
“Right in a sort of a way.”
“I think it’s ridiculous,” Grace argued. “Everyone’s delighted we’re building a new hotel; they love us for being there. Why all this running away and hiding for the best bit, the big machine going boom boom? I’d love to see that.”
“So would I,” Patrick said simply.
He was going to call Brian Doyle and find out how it all went. He wished that Brian had the gift of explaining things in style, with some description, a little color. Doyle would be likely to tell him about the overtime, the breakages, the need to revise this figure and that, and leave out completely any of the symbolism about the old order changing.
“I wonder what they’re doing at this very moment?” he said as he led his son and daughter down a sandy path onto a magnificent beach and they ran along beside the waves like any ordinary family.
Not like a man who watched his son nervously, wondering what could have made the boy step so out of character and remain so adamant about not discussing it again. Not like a man who had arranged the demolition of a huge house and planned to build his own monument on the spot where his father and grandfather had been turned out onto the roads.
   Half the town came by and watched the demolition machinery getting into action. The best view was from Ryan’s pub on River Road and many of them watched with a glass in their hands.
Jack Coyne stood with a look of false cheer. He cursed that day long back when he had shortchanged Patrick O’Neill. The man had always been perfectly courteous to him since, but not one bit of business had he thrown his way. Jack Coyne’s small pointed face glanced from one to another. Everyone else had benefited from the Yank. Look at the trade that John Ryan had, and it was the same in the town; there wasn’t a business that hadn’t been promised or already received some profit. Why on that day of all bloody days in the world had he taken the quiet American for a fool who didn’t understand the rate he would get for a dollar? Why had he not seen that those blue eyes were the sharp eyes of a businessman?
Jack Coyne stood, hands in pockets, looking across the river at all the machinery which could all have been hired through him. Coyne’s could have gotten the demolition people in and taken a legitimate ten per cent. He shook his head and told himself that in this life you never knew. You never bloody knew.
“Big day this,” Jack Leonard said to no one in particular.
“Nearly as big as the day we burned it down,” said Tom Daly, and there was an uneasy laugh. Nobody talked much about those times now, the days and nights when big houses all over the country were burned as a symbol of all they represented.
It was forty-one years since Tom Daly, Jack Leonard and a dozen more had joined hastily organized groups from the big town to go out on their mission. Old Mr. Leonard and old Mr. Daly were so respectable now, such pillars of Mountfern with their dairy and their newsagent businesses, it was quite impossible to imagine them as twenty-year-old firebrands. It was a different time, a different culture. Neither Tom Daly nor Jack Leonard had a good word to say for those young fellows who had been going up north on the border campaign blowing up electrical installations, taking pot shots at sentry posts and considering themselves national heroes. No, the 1920s had been a proper war.
John and Kate pulled pints, filled small glasses of whiskey, and even dragged a few chairs out into the sunshine. Leopold stood shivering with terror at the noise across the river and recoiled from every attempt to stroke or reassure him.
“You’re such a kind woman, Kate, why don’t you have that animal put to sleep?” Fergus asked as Leopold turned two anguished eyes on him and bayed to the skies.
“That animal is healthier than most people here, and much better looked after,” snapped Kate. “I can’t bear people who make superficial judgments about things they know nothing about.”
“Don’t bite the nose off the man,” John laughed. “Leopold’s a great actor, Fergus, he plays to the gallery. He goes and lies outside Reidy’s the butchers every day after he’s had a good meal here and they give him a bone, every single day. And he howls at Loretto Quinn until she gives him half a pound of biscuits. Wherever the unfortunate cat sits he goes and wails at it, until Jaffa has to get up and let him sit there.”
“He’s just making up for having had a desperate childhood,” Dara said. She was nearly thirteen now, tall and strong. Her thick dark hair went in slightly underneath as a result of heavy hair-grip work at night. She would have loved a perm in the Rosemarie salon, and Mrs. Walsh said she would do a light natural perm, but Dara’s mother wouldn’t hear of it. A perm at twelve? Who would permit such extravagance? It was all very well for her mother, who had curly hair anyway, to speak like that. Dara was full of resentment. To make matters worse Michael, who didn’t need curls, had a great sort of wavy fit in his hair. And he had longer eyelashes. Much. It was so unfair, like almost everything.
“Tell me about Leopold’s childhood.” Fergus liked the leggy girl who was so like her mother in looks, and in that independent streak.
“He was found in one of Jack Coyne’s trucks.”
“That’s a poor start,” agreed Fergus.
“And someone had squeezed his throat, and hurt his hind leg,” Michael finished for her.
Fergus often thought they could make a good double act on stage.
“And for ages after we got his poor back leg mended, he used to hold it out to people to shake hands with them,” Dara said.
“Oh all right, you’ve convinced me, he had a rotten childhood, puppydom wasn’t the best time of his life. Let him live, let him grow older and madder like the rest of us.”
The twins giggled.
“I thought you two would be very upset to see it all come down.” He indicated across the river.
“No, one time maybe …” Michael said.
“But not now, not now …”
“Not now that we’re more grown up …”
“And have our own life. It used to be a bit of pretend life there, you see.”
“Oh well, it’s different now that you’ve grown up. I see what you mean.” He could have been laughing at them, but they didn’t think so. “And have you found somewhere else to live when you grow old, really old like me? Now that you won’t be living across there?”
“We have our plans …” said Dara.
“Nothing definite of course …”
“That could be spelled out …”
Fergus hastened to agree. “No, no, much better not. Spell out as little as possible, I always say.”
“There is one thing, Mr. Slattery …” Dara said.
“Yes …”
“It’s sort of advice we might need …”
Michael flashed her a warning look.
“No, it’s all right, I’m only going to speak sort of generally.”
“Best way to start,” Fergus agreed encouragingly.
“Yes, well, it’s like this. Does every bit of land have to be owned by someone?”
“I beg your pardon?” They had never taught him how to answer questions like this when he was up in Dublin at the Incorporated Law Society.
“I mean, is the whole of Ireland all divided up and parceled up? You own your house, we own this place, Mr. O’Neill owns Fernscourt now. Are there bits nobody owns?”
“That’s a bit difficult to answer in general terms. There are bits, I suppose, that nobody really owns, like say the Curragh. You know, in Kildare. If you have land near it you can graze your sheep there, and it’s the same with some bogs. A lot of people can cut turf there without actually owning it. Is that what you mean?”
“Not quite. You know, would all fields and ditches and boreens be owned by some one person? You couldn’t say suddenly, I own this ditch because I found it.”
Fergus scratched his head.
“But you couldn’t really find a ditch, could you? It would be there all the time. You couldn’t look at it one day and claim it?”
“But suppose you couldn’t see it?” Dara persisted.
Michael didn’t want her to say any more.
“God, Dara, you have me foxed,” Fergus said. “But as your mother will tell you, I’m no good at all as a solicitor. I ask stupid questions like how in the name of the Lord could you try to own something you can’t see? I only irritate clients. I’ll be struck off the rolls any day and be left wandering around with straws in my hair.”
Dara looked alarmed. “No, please, it’s our fault. You see, it’s that we have to ask these questions so that you won’t actually know what we’re talking about … No, shut up, Michael. It’s all right. Mr. Slattery’s not going to tell anyone, he’s like Canon Moran.”
“The image of him,” Fergus said ruefully.
“No, you can’t tell people’s business, like he can’t tell their sins,” Dara insisted.
“That’s a fact. They’d strike me off the rolls.”
“Would they hit you?” Michael asked interested.
“I think it might mean rolls, like the rolls at school. You know, for roll call,” Dara said helpfully. “But anyway, it won’t happen, because you won’t tell anybody what we’ve been discussing.”
“I most certainly will not,” he said solemnly, not that he had any idea of what they had been discussing.
   “Wouldn’t you think Patrick would have been here to see his day of triumph?” John Ryan said as a great cheer went up when the last bit of wall fell down.
Kate neatly scooped the froth off the top of five pints of stout with a wooden spatula.
“He knows all about it, you can be sure. He’ll be on the phone to Brian Doyle in ten minutes’ time.”
“I was sure he’d have been here. He hates that house and all it stood for. He doesn’t want me to say a good word about the Ferns, he hates the bit about them being fairly decent in the Famine. He would be delighted to see the stones going down.”
“No, Patrick O’Neill is more interested in what’s going up there instead,” Kate said, putting the pints on a tray and coming around the counter to take them outside. “He’s forward-looking like all the Americans.”
“Would we have been better if we had gone to America, do you think?” John asked, half seriously.
“I don’t know, maybe now isn’t the time to debate it.” Kate laughed good-naturedly as she swept out with the tray of pints to the people outside.
   Rita Walsh wondered if the arrival of the hotel might mean that there would be a proper living out of hairdressing after all. It would make a nice change. She had heard a great deal about the plans for Fernscourt from Marian Johnson who now had her hair done regularly and had even sought advice about skin creams and manicures. Rita thought it unlikely that a man like Patrick O’Neill would think seriously about Marian Johnson, whose dry scalp and flyaway hair were getting so much attention these days. Yet it was hard to know. A man like that might be keen to ally himself with old money, and the quality. The Johnsons knew everyone in the hunting set.
Rita surveyed her little salon without much pleasure. American women or rich Dublin women might not find it to their liking, but it would be madness to spend good money on new equipment. Rita had a fair bit saved for the days when she would no longer be able to stand on her feet and give perms. And indeed earn money from a position that didn’t at all involve standing on her feet. Both of these sources would end eventually. She kept all her savings in Sheila Whelan’s discreet post office. There was no bank in Mountfern and Sheila often acted as an unofficial adviser on people’s finances.
Rita decided to be swayed by the advice of the postmistress. Sheila was not one to inquire why the earnings were large sometimes, and irregular. She would answer only the questions that were asked, never raising any others.
Sheila Whelan said that her advice would be to hold on a while until the building of the hotel got under way, then when it really did look as if Fernscourt were rising from the ground and about to bring new life into the town, that was the time to buy new hairdressing equipment. And chairs and anything else that would make the Rosemarie hair salon attractive to visitors. There was no sense of irony in any of this, no hint of what might be the present attractions of the establishment. Just wait until the hotel got under way, then everyone could make their plans.
   In Rachel Fine’s New York apartment the small travel clock on the table beside her bed said that it was six-thirty in the morning. In Mountfern it would be lunchtime and the ruins might well be down by now. Rachel had not slept well. All night she had dreamed that there had been some terrible incident at this demolition ceremony.
That a body had risen from the ruins calling out, “I am the spirit who will not be mocked … you shall not build here in peace.”
She had gotten up twice in the night and sat beside the window, looking out on the moonlit city to reassure herself that everything was normal. She wished this part was all over. Perhaps when this part was finished, then things might go well. He might send for her and she would come to Ireland and make herself part of the place, so that he would never send her away.
   Patrick found the afternoon went very slowly. He didn’t want to call until he was absolutely certain that it had actually happened. Later that evening he would talk to the States, tell Gerry Power that it had been done, and tell Rachel. Already it was a picture in his mind …
He could imagine it. Even before he called Brian Doyle, he could see knots of children coming onto the bank to watch. He hadn’t realized that the rest of the town would come too and that they would drink pints in John and Kate Ryan’s during the day, and cheer when the walls fell. He made Brian tell him every detail. At first Doyle thought he wanted proof that the job had been done properly, and had been full of huffing and shrugging, but when he realized that the man only wanted a description of the day, he became most lyrical.
Patrick couldn’t believe it when he heard that the people had cheered the walls coming down.
“What did they say … did they call for three cheers or what?”
“Well, it was just a big cheer went up,” Brian said.
“Like what? Did they say ‘Hurrah,’ or ‘More, more,’ or what?”
Brian was beginning to wish he had never mentioned the cheer. “You know, a big shout. No words, just a shout.”
“There have to be words in a shout.”
“No there don’t, Mr. O’Neill. It was like, let me say a great Waaah! Now do you know what I mean?”
Patrick said he did. He was very pleased.
   “Do you know they gave a great cheer when the last walls of Fernscourt went down?” he said when he called Gerry Power.
“Is that a fact?” Gerry was a man who was quite happy to go back to Ireland sometime in the future for St. Patrick’s Day and maybe ten days there. He thought Patrick was insane to plow all his fortune into this venture.
“I wonder why they cheered,” Patrick said.
“So shocked to see a proper day’s work done for once, they couldn’t help cheering, I guess,” said Gerry.
   He told Rachel that evening. “A big cheer, Brian Doyle said. Like a great Waaahh! sound. Oh God, I wish I had been there I would have given anything to be there, to have heard it.”
“I think you were quite right not to go,” Rachel said. “Your instinct is always right for that sort of thing. Don’t associate yourself with the knocking down, only with the building up. You’ve always done it here.”
Rachel knew why they had let out a cheer. It was something to do, something to see on a dull morning in a one-horse town. It all meant a bit of work here and there and the promise of more work for the people who stood around, apparently, if the story was to be believed, with great double glasses of beer in their hands in the middle of the morning. No wonder they cheered.
“They cheered because the dream is coming true,” she said. “Because the old house is gone and the new life is about to start.”
   The site had been excavated, the foundations were ready to start. Brian Doyle had already had four major rows with the architects. The Irish architects had refused to work with the American architects unless guarantees were received that there would be no more last minute interference. The Irish Tourist Board had revised its grant, the situation on charter groups was still not clear from Aer Lingus. Two farmers whose land had not been bought up by Patrick O’Neill tried to get Fergus Slattery to claim they had been victimized. Two small tenant farmers, who had willingly sold him half an acre each a year ago, now felt they hadn’t gotten enough for it, and wanted Fergus to represent them. Fergus refused to have anything to do with any of them.
“Greed. That’s what this man has brought to Mountfern, inordinate greed. Those men never thought of profits on their miserable bits of land before, they were bloody glad to have it.”
“I don’t think you can go around preaching to them like that, Fergus,” Kate Ryan said disapprovingly. “You should shrug and say that it’s a pity but there isn’t really a case. Pretend to be on their side, be clever.”
“Like Hereford bullock O’Neill,” Fergus growled.
Kate laughed. “He has got curls but that’s no nickname for him. Yes, like him. He’s great at being tactful. That’s what’s got him so far, I suppose.”
“Or telling downright lies,” Fergus said.
“He hasn’t really, has he? I know you don’t trust him, and neither do I. I don’t trust him because I think he knows he’ll ruin us if his business ever gets off the ground. I don’t know why you care about him.”
“Because he’s hurting you … all of you,” Fergus said.
Kate looked up, startled, and Fergus remembered his sister’s drunken slurred accusation … he was good for nothing except making sheep’s eyes at the local publican’s wife. Was that so?
No, in truth, hand on heart, it wasn’t just Kate, it was the whole household. That stupid dog with the terrified eyes trying to shake hands with you by raising its twisted back paw. That John Ryan scribbling his poetry in a child’s exercise book and thinking that Patrick O’Neill was a great fellow. Those two small lads with a face on each of them that spelled out devilment. Those dark handsome twins, entirely self-contained, speaking half a sentence each, suntanned and energetic as wild monkeys; he used to see them scrambling in those brambled hills on the other side of the Fern … There was something about the whole family that touched him in a way it was hard to understand. Truthfully, it was not the handsome mother with her quick wit. No, eunuch or no eunuch, he was making no sheep’s eyes at her.
Fergus made a series of promises to himself there and then. He resolved that he would go off for a long weekend to a seaside town and have a sexual adventure of great passion with a young attractive woman. That he would close the office when President Kennedy arrived and drive as many of the Ryans as wanted to come with him to Dublin to see the parade. He would speak in less eccentric tones to local farmers who were, after all, only anxious to get a bit of whatever was going. And lastly, he would watch Patrick O’Neill like a hawk. Never in his life had he known a feeling so strong and convincing as this one. That O’Neill and his family were going to destroy the Ryans.
   The O’Neills were back. Everyone knew it half an hour after they had driven down Bridge Street. Judy Byrne knew because she was polishing her brass. She hated being caught doing anything so domestic. She preferred Patrick to think of her as a woman in an important medical role.
Sheila knew because she heard someone in the post office calling out that their car was parking. Sheila gathered her telegrams and messages quietly, and put them in a big anonymous-looking envelope to have them ready.
Maggie Daly knew and was delighted.
Grace and Kerry came into the shop. They were buying cream cakes and bacon and eggs for their tea. Miss Hayes hadn’t expected them, so they were getting supplies. Maggie’s smile nearly split her face in half when Grace raced over to hug her. Kitty, who was filling the shelves in a very bad humor, was equally delighted when Kerry came over to her without any prompting at all.
“Hi,” he said, “did you miss me?”
“Were you away?” Kitty asked with spirit.
Kerry liked it. He had his elbow leaning on the shelf.
“Yes, we were, and I bet you knew it,” he said.
“Sorry.” Kitty was triumphant now “I don’t really keep up with all the comings and goings of people I hardly know. I’m much too busy.”
“Then I’ll have to get to know you better, so that you will notice when I’m not around,” Kerry said, with a smile that would melt all the ice in the deep freeze.
   Tommy Leonard knew they were back because he saw their car, and his father said he hoped there would be no racing out on the road and abandoning his post. Tommy fumed behind the counter, but the O’Neills came in to buy papers and postcards. They were going to send a card to all the hotels where they had stayed, to say thank you. To show them what Mountfern looked like. In a few years they would all know only too well where it was and what it looked like.
Kerry asked Tommy about the fishing, and wondered had they been swimming in the river. He said that, after all the beaches they had seen around the country, he was dying to go for a swim.
“Not until after the shop closes,” Tommy’s father said firmly.
Tommy wished his father wouldn’t. Not in front of Kerry O’Neill, who was a grown person, and who seemed to be treating Tommy as equally grown.
“Workers of the world,” Kerry said sympathetically.
“We close at six,” Tommy said rapidly. “It would be lovely then.”
“Tea at six,” said Mr. Leonard.
“Seven then?” Kerry suggested.
“Right oh.” Tommy was thrilled.
“At the bridge?”
“It’s a bit crowded and noisy there.” What Tommy meant was that he and his friends were considered too young for the gang on the bridge.
“The footbridge, then?”
“That’s it.” Tommy started patting the papers and magazines, proudly happy.
“See you then, Tommy.”
Grace looked gorgeous. Very suntanned, in a blue and white striped dress.
“See you, Grace,” Tommy beamed.
“My God, when I think of the time you children have today,” said Tommy’s father, a sour displeasure coming over his face.
   The twins didn’t know they were home because the twins were in the tunnel. Kate Ryan said they were out. She didn’t know where. Hadn’t they been down on the bridge? No? Well, they’d be back for their tea at six. Had Kerry and Grace enjoyed the tour? Were they impressed with Ireland? What did they think of the land over the river there without the ruins? It took a bit of getting used to. Wasn’t it a pity they had missed it all? Kate chattered on cheerfully to the two blond children who stood in the crowded bar as easily and confidently as they stood in any other place in Mountfern. Their father was getting a drink for a group that was busy describing in detail the moment when the old ivy-covered masonry toppled down.
The twins would be very sorry to miss Grace. No, she had no idea where they were; they always came back at teatime covered in dust and dirt. Like they did every day.
Going swimming at seven o’clock, yes that was a great idea. Not right in front of the pub, if they didn’t mind. People liked the idea of a quiet stroll down River Road in the evenings, not to get into the middle of a screaming mob of children splashing. A bit further along. No, not exactly opposite the Rosemarie hair salon either, that mightn’t be such a great idea; just on the bend. Sure, she would send any stragglers up that way, and tell Dara and Michael.
“Aren’t you marvelous the way you can talk and work, Mrs. Ryan,” Grace said admiringly. Kate was pleased.
“Ah, it’s a knack, like riding a bicycle. You find yourself pulling pints and washing glasses almost automatically. I don’t even notice myself doing it, like those people who can knit and look at television. You’ll find it yourself if you work in the bar over beyond. Or will you work in the hotel, do you think?”
“I don’t know, Mrs. Ryan. Isn’t that funny? We never seem to talk about what it’s going to be like when it’s a working hotel. Just getting it built seems to be as far as we go.”
She smiled almost apologetically, and Kate realized, with a sudden stab, the power of such beauty. A man would do anything for a face like Grace O’Neill’s, anything to keep those blue eyes laughing and happy.
Patrick asked the children to telephone Miss Hayes and let her know they were on their way. Brian Doyle had a litany of complaints that had to be heard. Jimbo Doyle had backed a lorry-load of tree branches into the presbytery and broken the front windows, and had to spend two days replacing them with new glass.
Father Hogan had been very droll about it, and said that the canon and himself had been very relieved that it was only Jimbo and a lorry-load of timber. They had been afraid it was something serious like Eddie Ryan about to dismantle the place on them.
Teresa Meagher had hitch-hiked to Dublin and sent a message through the post office that she was never going to come back to Mountfern as long as she lived Mrs. Meagher was going to sell the jeweler’s. Brian Doyle wondered did Mr. O’Neill want to buy it.
“What do I want with a souvenir shop like that?”
“It might be useful as property on Bridge Street. She’d be glad of a few thousand now; you’ll always need an office or some kind of base in the town.” Brian was a businessman.
“That’s the kind of thing I’d expect from Jack Coyne, not from you, Doyle. I have no intention of buying a woman’s only property when she’s in a state of distress. What will she feel in six months? Conned and resentful.”
“You’re a smart man, all right,” Brian said grudgingly.
Papers Flynn was at the back door asking to speak to the lady of the house; he had some lovely little bantam eggs for her.
Declan asked, could he bring a ladder around to the front of the house. Eddie was stuck in the chimney.
“Mother of God! What is Eddie doing in the chimney? Is he all right?” Kate was very alarmed.
“He’s all right, it’s just that he can’t get out.”
“Which chimney did he go up?” Kate’s eyes were wild.
“He didn’t go up any. He went down one.”
“He couldn’t have! He wouldn’t fit.”
“Only his arm,” Declan said.
“Oh God, what are we going to do with him?” She ran out and was relieved to see Eddie perfectly safe but with his arm wedged in a chimney pot.
“Don’t move,” she shouted up at him. “I’ll send someone up to you, though by rights I should leave you there for the night.”
“I’ll explain it all when I get down.”
“Indeed you will,” said Kate.
She turned to Declan. “I don’t suppose you could throw any light on what possessed him to start climbing into the chimney, could you?”
“It was going to be his new career, I think.” Declan sounded doubtful.
“Terrific,” Kate said. She went back into the pub and looked around to see who might go and rescue him. Who would be the best person to disturb? Her eye lit on the tall figure of Kerry. She explained the problem and told him where the ladder was kept. Kerry said he had always fancied himself as a knight doing brave deeds for beautiful ladies.
Even though she thought it was far too flowery, it pleased Kate.
“It’s all great fun,” Grace said wistfully. “It’s so quiet at home. It’s like a three-ring circus here.”
“You can say that again,” said Kate resignedly.
Eddie’s sweeping brush had fallen down the chimney. He had bent down to try to retrieve it, and in the effort his foot had slipped. He was well and truly stuck now, no way of getting his footing on the slippery roof from which three slates had already been dislodged and many more were beginning to shift.
Kerry climbed up easily and, watched by an admiring Grace and an anxious Declan, walked lithely over to the struggling boy.
“Relax friend, Superman is here,” said Kerry.
“This is not as easy as it looks,” Eddie said firmly.
“It doesn’t even look easy,” Kerry said. “It looks very dangerous indeed.”
That was the right thing to say. Eddie didn’t have to worry about his dignity anymore.
Kerry maneuvered Eddie’s feet onto a sure base, then he was able to withdraw his arm from the chimney himself.
“Something very wrong with the flue,” he said.
“You could be right,” Kerry said.
“Should have a cowl, in my view.”
“Very possibly.”
Kerry had no idea what the child was talking about; possibly he was even mentally deficient. He always looked fairly sinister, and was reported to be in constant trouble.
“I’ll be off now,” Eddie said, sliding down the roof. “It was handy you happened to be passing.”
“Yes, one of those coincidences.”
Eddie slid to the drainpipes and nipped down the ladder, which he was about to take with him.
“Leave the ladder, you bonehead,” Kerry shouted.
“I need it for my trade,” Eddie shouted back. Then thought better of it. “But I don’t mind leaving it here for a bit.”
Shamefacedly he went around the side of the bar and in the back door. Nothing, not even his rescue from the jaws of death in the chimney, would excuse his walking through the pub during opening hours.
“Were you frightened, Eddie?” Declan asked.
“Oh shut up, Declan, you’re a stupid pudding,” Eddie said ungratefully to the agent of his rescue.
   Kerry sat on the roof of Ryan’s and looked over the river at the site where the new hotel would rise. How much better it would be to approach it from here, turn the footbridge into a magnificent wide bridge with big lanterns on each end. On the other side of the river he saw Dara and Michael walking along the towpath.
They were startled to see him sitting on their roof. When they got near enough to shout, they saw Grace. She ran across the footbridge to meet them, and they all stood in a little semi-circle looking up at him.
“What can you be doing up there?” Dara called.
“If I told you, you’d never believe it, so let’s say I came early for Christmas,” Kerry laughed.
He looked so handsome up there with the sun shining on his hair, a white open-necked shirt and a dark suntan. Dara shielded her eyes as if she were looking at an angel.
“Will we all go up there?” she asked.
“I don’t mind, but your folks might object,” Kerry called.
“It’s six o’clock,” Michael said. “Time for tea, anyway.”
“Typical male, thinking of what to eat,” Dara said scornfully.
She ran to the ladder and climbed easily up. Kerry reached his hand down from the rooftop to haul her up over the slates. He made room beside himself.
“It’s great up here,” Dara said excitedly. “Look at all you can see.” River Road below them wound slowly to the bridge. They could see the cars inside Coyne’s Motor Works. Usually you only saw the outer walls. They saw all the empty boxes and crates in the back of Loretto Quinn’s, and further over they could see into the small back gardens of Mr. Slattery’s house and of the other houses in his terrace, the back of the Classic Cinema and as far up Bridge Street as into Dr. White’s. Companionably they pointed out places to each other. Behind them Coyne’s wood stretched away up toward the Grange and down the river to the other side they could see the banks getting greener and more country-like as they were further from Mountfern and leading on toward the ruined abbey. From here Dara could see very clearly the big bushes of thorn and bramble that hid the entrance to their tunnel at the Fernscourt end. The fairy fort had remained untouched. Her eyes followed what must be the path of the tunnel—a slow incline, easy for rolling barrels or shifting crates or whatever they used to do in years gone by.
She felt Kerry looking at her and following her glance.
“Where do you go during the day?” he asked.
She wondered if he was psychic.
“Here and there, different places,” she shrugged. A bit too casually, maybe.
His arm was touching hers as they sat side by side. He picked up her hand.
“Well, wherever you go, you sure get scratched,” he said, looking at a great scrape from a coarse blackberry bush at the mouth of their tunnel.
“It’s nothing.” She was about to take her hand away.
His fingers traced the length of the scratch from the inside of her wrist up her arm.
“Looks painful,” he said sympathetically.
“No, no it’s okay.” She found her voice was suddenly hoarse.
“You should take more care,” he said.
“Why?” Her voice was quiet. He was still holding her arm and lightly tracing the long red mark.
“We’re all going swimming later. You don’t want to have cuts like this that will sting when we go swimming.”
She looked up at him in alarm. His words were innocent, casual. She felt suddenly that he was saying something else.
It was like a lot of little electric shocks prickling all over her.




Chapter X

Kerry came home for a long half term.
Without the others knowing exactly why, this seemed to change things for everybody. Having him join in made things different, more grown up somehow.
Sometimes Kerry came along when they went swimming up at the bend of the river. And sometimes he didn’t. They never knew if he was going to be there or not. Grace never knew either.
Sometimes he would cycle along with her, other days he would head off in a different direction. Or he would lie in his room and read.
Kerry got on much better with Father these days, Grace thought. There had never been anything like those awful days at Easter when she had to go to her room and work all day on those Irish exercises, while her father and brother had this war that involved Kerry refusing to explain something, and Father alternately wheedling or shouting threats.
Grace didn’t believe that Kerry had left his first boarding school because the walls were damp. But Father had said he would greatly appreciate it if Grace did not interfere and ask questions. Kerry had only shrugged when she asked him. They had both said she should put it out of her mind, and that was what Grace had tried to do.
Sometimes it was easier than others. When the three of them were running along the beach up in Donegal and laughing. Then it was easy. Sometimes when they were there in the lodge, all three of them, Father’s eyes would leave his papers and look at Kerry long and thoughtfully. Then Grace knew that whatever it was had not been forgotten.
She loved it when Kerry joined them. She was so proud of him, and he was such fun to be with. It was Kerry who said that it had to be simple to make a raft. After all, people had been doing it to explore the world or escape from desert islands for years now. It had to be only a matter of binding bits of wood all the same length together, didn’t it? Suddenly they were all looking for wood—Tommy Leonard in the back of his shop, Maggie trying to break up the packing cases behind the dairy, or beg bits of wood off Charlie, who worked there. Michael found old poles in a shed in the back yard. Liam White sent a postcard from the Irish College which he said was diabolical, with awful girls giggling and terrible dances that four-year-olds would be ashamed to do at night, and nobody being able to speak any longer in any language. He had been driven mad with jealousy by Grace’s letter telling him about the raft.
“You wrote to Liam?” Michael asked.
“Sure,” Grace said. “Didn’t you?”
Michael felt mean, somehow, that he hadn’t. Grace was so nice to everyone. First she had made certain that it wouldn’t cause dreadful punishments for Liam to get a letter in a language like English, and then she sat down and wrote. Michael wished he was away somewhere so that Grace would write to him. He could imagine her going in to Mrs. Whelan to get a stamp and licking it carefully to put on the envelope. He could imagine her sitting at the desk in the sitting room of the lodge, looking out the window and thinking of more things to say.
The raft looked great and Kerry had been quite right, of course it floated. They wondered why they had never made one before.
“I hope it’s not dangerous,” Kate said when she heard about it. “Kerry’s much older than you lot. Make sure you don’t do anything foolish.”
The twins were annoyed. It was like a criticism of Kerry. And some days when they expected him, he never turned up.
On Wednesdays it was early-closing day, and so Tommy and Maggie could escape from their shops. Kitty came along too, unexpectedly. She was much more pleasant than usual, and admired the raft greatly.
“Can it go on long journeys?” she asked.
“Yes, to the sea, if you like,” Kerry offered.
Dara didn’t like Kitty coming along, with her waist and her chest. She looked around for support but didn’t get any. Maggie was Kitty’s sister after all; she had to be nice to her, and Grace was literally nice to everyone. Nobody seemed to be shooing Kitty away.
“I expect you could take the raft all the way down to the old abbey, if you wanted to,” Kitty said.
Kerry was interested in the abbey; it didn’t sound too bad, but there’d be a lot of paddling the raft, coming back upstream from that far. Wouldn’t it be easier by bicycle?
“Much,” Kitty said, and they exchanged a long look.
That had been a lovely day. Kitty had drifted off and Dara was glad she hadn’t sulked over her having joined them. In a way it was a compliment, older people wanting to be with them.
They climbed on and off the raft all day. Tommy had said it was a great pity that they couldn’t get empty barrels, or oil drums, then it would float magnificently. But who would give them anything like that?
“They’d have them in Coyne’s Motor Works,” Kerry said.
“Mr. Coyne wouldn’t give you the time of day,” Michael said.
“I’ll ask him nicely.” And Kerry had raced down to Jack Coyne’s yard.
Jack Coyne thought there might be a belated chance to get back in O’Neill’s good graces if he were nice to the lad. He carried up two empty oil drums and even gave them a couple of lengths of rope.
It bobbed up and down like a dream then, and they all jumped on and off it. Dara’s long hair got into her eyes, she envied Grace’s springy curls which seemed to dry in seconds. Even Maggie’s frizz looked great when it was wet. Only drippy, dopey Dara looked awful. She sniffed and pulled at the damp, straight locks in disappointment.
“Here, I know, we’ll gather it up with a rubber band,” Kerry said.
“It would look worse than ever then.” Dara hated him looking at her, suddenly. She felt cold and ugly in her navy swim suit and all this lank wet hair. But Kerry was full of practical ideas. Just as he had insisted it was easy to make the raft, he knew what to do with Dara’s hair. Unselfconsciously he got his own comb and combed the long wet strands. It felt lovely sitting there on a tree trunk while he combed. She never wanted him to stop. The others were maneuvering a complicated way of climbing on to the raft straight from the bank; nobody noticed Kerry combing Dara’s hair.
He went to where his trousers were folded on the bank and found a rubber band; he tied the wet hair neatly into a pony tail, having pulled out the dark fringe first.
“Now,” he said triumphantly, “now that’s better. It won’t get in your eyes. And it looks great too. Truly grown up.”
Dara saw the admiration in his eyes and she yearned for a mirror, but of course there wasn’t one.
“Look in the river,” he said, reading her thoughts.
She looked and she could see the reflection of the clouds racing across the sky and she could see herself. A bit stern, she thought, and severe. But she saw the reflection of Kerry behind her and he was smiling.
“Thanks,” said Dara in a shaky voice. “I think it’s much better like that. Tidier, you know.”
“And prettier, you know.” He smiled.
Dara felt an ugly red flush like a rash starting on her neck and going down her chest. She was terrified he would notice.
“Race you into the river,” she said suddenly.
He had dropped the comb and was there before her. A clean dive far out into the center of the river. Dara flopped in at the edge and swam out toward the raft.
“Your hair is smashing like that,” Maggie said admiringly.
“Kerry always says that Dara looks like Pharaoh’s daughter,” Grace said.
“Is that good or bad?” Dara had seen a picture of Pharaoh’s daughter in a book of stories from the Bible; she looked terrific.
“Oh good, of course,” Grace said.
“But old, definitely ancient,” Tommy added.
“Not in her time, she wasn’t, Tommy.” Michael was defensive.
Kerry was sitting on the raft.
“Don’t forget what she found down by the river, Dara, a baby in a basket. I don’t think they’d believe you here in Mountfern if you came home with that story.”
“I don’t know. Canon Moran might, he’d believe anything.”
“He’s about the only one who would,” Maggie said seriously. “I think we’d better look away from the weeds and the rushes in case we find anything like that. It would only lead to endless trouble.”
They all laughed at Maggie; Grace put her arm around her, and Kerry said that she was magnificent. Maggie was never so pleased in her life, and quite glad that Kitty had gone away. She would have felt foolish being the center of all this praise and laughter in front of Kitty.
   Her mother thought her hair looked better like that, which gave Dara grave doubts about it.
“It would look great if I had pierced ears,” she said without very much hope.
“Out of the question,” Kate said.
“I knew you’d say that, no debate, no discussion, just out of the question. It’s always the same.”
“No, it’s not. I’m a magnificent mother,” Kate said.
“Huh.”
“I was just telling Fergus the other day how good I was. How I didn’t murder you and Grace when you wrote Maurice’s name on his shell with nail polish.”
“We took it off with polish remover,” Dara protested.
“But it might have hurt him.”
“It’s a shell, Mammy. Next you’ll be saying it hurts the potatoes to dig them up, or the cabbages, and we’ll all die off like flies because you’ll be afraid of hurting things.”
“I am endlessly patient. Fergus agreed.”
“He must be bored to death, listening to you telling this litany of how great you are.” Dara was full of scorn.
“No, he was fascinated. And so was Grace when I was telling her about what it was like when I was young. She thought it was very interesting. Not like you, my Dara, who would run a mile rather than hear my views on anything.”
Kate spoke lightly, but Dara felt that her mother was being serious.
And it was true, Grace did love to hear tales of the old days. She wasn’t just pretending in order to be polite, she would sit and ask all kinds of questions. She told Dara and Michael that their parents were far nicer than anyone else’s, which was true, but it was nice to be told. Dara wondered what Grace would do if she wanted to have pierced ears. She would ask nicely and she would get what she wanted. That’s what happened every time.
“Do you know, Mammy I was just sitting here thinking.”
“And what were you thinking, Dara?” Kate looked at her and smiled. “You know, pet, you really do look very nice with your hair pulled away from your face like that. I think you’ve inherited my excellent bone structure, instead of the puddingy, sandy looks of the Ryans.”
“I was just thinking that a fine-looking woman like yourself would want to be proud of her only daughter. Glad that her one girl would be a credit to her, with a smart appearance … and possibly to complete the look, pierced ears.”
“No, Dara.”
“Why?”
“Because you’d look like a gypsy, like a tramp. No.”
Dara looked crestfallen. She could read the tones, and this was a very definite no.
“Listen, I know it’s not the same thing, but I’ll get you a nice ribbon for your pony tail, you know the way Grace wears those ribbons.”
“Oh Mam, Grace could wear anything in her hair and it would look great. I’d look like a jack-in-the-box with ribbon.”
“You’ve no idea how lovely you are,” said her mother. “And we will discuss your ears when you’re sixteen. Not a day before then, not an hour.”
“That’s over three years. I can’t believe it’s going to be as long as that,” wailed Dara. “I’ll be so old then, nobody will want to look at my ears, or any part of me.”
“Yes, well that’s possible, but just to get value out of these days when everyone is looking at you, I’ll get a ribbon. Would you like a striped ribbon or spots?”
   Dara spent a long time curling her pony tail with pipe cleaners. It looked great next morning, tied up with an old blue ribbon she had found in Carrie’s room.
Dara was first at the raft, but Kerry O’Neill didn’t turn up. Dara thought the day was very long. No Maggie, no Tommy, no Whites, and mainly no Kerry. Three times Dara asked Grace where he might be. Three times Grace shrugged, you knew what Kerry was like. He turned up or he didn’t.
Grace and Michael lay on the raft for ages, just talking. Dara felt very discontented, and dangled her feet in the water from the bank as she looked back up at Coyne’s wood in case she would see Kerry O’Neill approaching on his bicycle.
   The twins sat on the window seat and looked at the moon shining on the river.
“Can we take Grace to the tunnel, do you think?” Michael asked.
“We said it was going to be ours,” Dara complained.
“Yes, well it is, of course.”
“So why take Grace?”
“She’s your best friend.”
“I know. That’s not the point; we’d have to take Maggie and Tommy. It would stop being special.”
“We wouldn’t, we could have it as a secret, the three of us.”
“You can’t keep secrets in threes.”
“How do we know? I bet you and Grace have secrets. Things you don’t tell me.”
“So, if we do, what is the point?”
“The point is that if you do, then it means she is able to keep a secret. It would be great to bring Grace to the tunnel.”
“No,” said Dara.
“Okay.”
“What do you mean, okay?”
“Just that. If you say no, then we don’t. If you’d wanted someone to come and I’d said no it would be the same.”
“No sulks, Michael?”
“No sulks, Dara.”
   Fergus Slattery left his invitation to Dublin too late. The O’Neills had gotten in before him. Just two hours before him. He called formally to the pub and told John that he was going to hire a station wagon to take the Ryan family to Dublin to see President Kennedy. He had friends with a solicitor’s office on the very route of the cavalcade and they could sit at the window there above the crowd and see the whole thing.
John’s good-natured face had a look of sorrow to refuse such generosity. But hadn’t Patrick O’Neill been in that very morning with a similar suggestion? Imagine the Ryans being asked twice in the one day to go to see the President of America! Patrick was taking his own big car, Marian Johnson was taking her station wagon, and between them they were inviting the Ryans—John had decided to close the pub—and Sheila Whelan, whose nephew was going to be at the post office to deal with emergencies.
“Well, well, that’s a pity,” Fergus said between clenched teeth. “And what a chance to pass up. A seat on the very route itself.”
But it appeared that Patrick had some American friends with three hotel rooms overlooking the route so they would miss nothing.
Fergus had a whiskey, which burned his throat. Would he even bother to go now? The whole outing had gone as sour on him as the drink. He could hardly swallow. And to think that O’Neill had the decency to ask Sheila Whelan. That was something Fergus should have thought of himself, but hadn’t. Why did the man make all the right moves, and make them first?
Fergus walked back down River Road and back home.
“Miss Purcell,” he shouted. “Miss Purcell, would you like to go to Dublin next week and see John Fitzgerald Kennedy with me?”
“Are you drunk, Mr. Fergus?”
“No, Miss Purcell, I am sober. I am, however, inviting you to watch the President of the United States visit Ireland.”
“There’s no need to shout, Mr. Fergus. I’ll think about it.” Miss Purcell was flustered—the red spots were beginning to burn brightly, like bicycle tail-lamps.
“Good, while you think about it I am going across the road to invite Father Hogan if he’d like to come too. I think the canon’s a bit too frail for the journey, and anyway some cleric had better mind the shop in case there’s a call for spiritual assistance.”
“You’re inviting Father Hogan?” Miss Purcell was now in seventh heaven. To travel to and from Dublin with the curate!
“Yes, I hope he’ll have the graciousness to say thank you Fergus, I’d love to come, rather than deciding he’s going to think about it.”
“I’d love to come, Mr. Fergus, thank you very much,” said Miss Purcell. “You see, I didn’t really believe it was true. I didn’t want to say yes too quickly.”
Fergus found a strange stinging behind his eyes, and wondered was he going soft in the head, or had the whiskey in Ryan’s been drugged.
   Dara dreamed that Kerry could drive and that he had invited her to go to Dublin in his car, and it had broken down, and they had to stay in a wood. They built two beds out of bracken and moss and slept beside each other holding hands.
   None of them would ever forget the day that John Fitzgerald Kennedy came to Ireland. He was so boyish and young, they all said. Imagine him having that huge responsibility, and being in charge of half the earth, in a manner of speaking.
Fergus met Jimbo Doyle, who said that a van had been arranged on loan from Jack Coyne for a few pals, and he was taking Carrie out of Ryan’s with him. He told Fergus that he had asked her only just in time, because there was a question of Mr. O’Neill himself including her in his party as part of the household.
“Would you believe that?” Jimbo said wonderingly. “And Carrie just a maid in the house.”
“She’s not just a maid, she’s your girlfriend. Hasn’t she as much right to go and see Kennedy as anyone?” Fergus snapped.
“I know she’s my girlfriend, Mr. Slattery, but she is the maid in their house too. I mean, that’s her job.” Jimbo spoke in some bewilderment.
“I’m sorry. I’m an ignorant lout.”
“You are not,” Jimbo said. “You’re one of the most educated men for miles around these parts.”
   The solicitor who had invited Fergus to bring some friends with him may have been startled at the young priest and the elderly housekeeper. But then he was a city man to begin with; he probably expected country people to be eccentric.
The crowds were shouting and cheering long before the cavalcade even came in view. Two newspaper photographers perched from nearby windows and they could even see a television camera team on the corner. Father Hogan and Miss Purcell waved the Irish and American flags they had been given, and as he saw their great excitement and pleasure, a lump came in Fergus’s throat, and he made himself a promise that he would try to be less selfish. All right, so he didn’t walk over people like that O’Neill did, but on the other hand he didn’t have the same genuine feeling for what would make people happy. Once or twice he had wondered how the Ryans were faring in the unfamiliar posh hotel. But soon the momentum had gathered and taken over, and like everyone else he was leaning out of the window waving, certain that there was a special wave and smile up at them.
   Marian talked a lot about the trip to Dublin. She told everyone in the Rosemarie hair salon that Patrick O’Neill was a simply superb host.
“Has he done much entertaining in that cottage of yours?” Judy Byrne asked as she waited, thumbing through Rita Walsh’s rather old magazines.
“No, they keep very much to themselves in the lodge, just family, you know.” Marian sounded much more knowing than she was. She could not believe it possible that a family could live in her grounds and she would know so little of their everyday life. They were perfectly pleasant, if mildly startled when she came to call; they refused all offers of hospitality that she and her father showered on them. Marian had heard that a woman was coming across from New York, a Mrs. Fine. There had already been two phone calls to the Grange for her. It was a mystery. Patrick had made no booking; usually he was assiduous about booking well in advance and paying a full rate.
Who was Mrs. Fine?
She longed to ask if anyone in the salon knew, but she hated to reveal her hand.
She would call at Ryan’s perhaps, and inquire there.
   Marian didn’t even need to do that. She met Grace and Dara as soon as she left Rita Walsh’s door.
“Your hair looks lovely.” Grace was always so enthusiastic, so willing to praise.
“Thank you, dear. Grace, who is Mrs. Fine?”
“I don’t know what you mean.”
“I mean is she somebody who is a family friend?”
“No, she’s not a family friend.”
“Is she coming over here to Ireland?”
“Not that I know of, Miss Johnson.”
“It’s just that there have been two calls for her, and I hadn’t heard anything. Your father is usually so good about booking people in; I was wondering whether it had slipped his mind …”
“No, it wouldn’t have slipped his mind. She can’t be intended to stay in the Grange. They must have gotten it wrong back in the States.”
“So who is she then, dear?”
“A sort of designer, I think; someone rather old who works with Father.”
“And she and Mr. Fine aren’t friends of yours back home?”
“No, I think it’s all a work thing.”
“I see.” Marian was satisfied.
Grace linked arms with Dara on the way toward their raft on the bend of the river.
“I’ll tell you something, because I tell you all my secrets.”
“You don’t have to.” Dara still felt guilty about the tunnel.
“Well, I will. The woman that Marian’s rabbiting on about, she’s the woman I was telling you about. The one that was meant to be interested in Father. You know, the things people said.”
“Oh heavens.” Dara was worried for her friend.
“No, it couldn’t be anything. I know that now. Father isn’t interested in women and all that sort of thing. It’s too late, and he’s only interested in being part of things here.”
“Well, that’s all right then.” Dara was relieved that there were no more storm clouds on the horizon.
   “Kerry, Mrs. Fine’s coming.”
“She’s not. He wouldn’t dare.”
“I thought I’d tell you now, so that you wouldn’t make a scene.”
“He can’t mean to bring her here.” Kerry looked around the lodge in dismay.
“No, not here, I mean to Mountfern.”
“Is she staying in the Grange?”
“No, or Marian knows nothing about it, if she is.”
“It’s revolting.” Kerry was walking around, agitated.
“Please don’t make a scene. We’ve been over this a hundred times. We’ve said it can’t be true. Not all this time, not at their age.”
“Look at what we hear about the people going to the Rosemarie hair salon, they must be about a hundred.”
“But not Father!”
“Why not? He’s just the same.”
“I’ll ask him if you like. Let me ask him.” Grace was anxious to avoid what would happen if Kerry asked.
“No, don’t ask him. Don’t sink to asking him. If she comes to this place then he’ll have to explain her, let him explain her himself without us asking.” Kerry’s lip was curled in disapproval.
   Papers Flynn called to Dr. White’s office as if he were the most regular visitor there, coming for prescriptions and patent medicines. Mrs. White was surprised to see him at the office door; his usual approach was to the kitchen door in search of cardboard, when he would not be averse to a cup of tea.
Then she saw he had a gigantic bump on his forehead and a cut all around it.
“Oh Papers, have you been in the wars?” she asked, concerned for the gentle old man whose wits were long gone.
“I don’t know what happened, Mam, but I was sitting there minding my own business in the dump near the brothers’ school and I saw Miss Barry from the presbytery, who often gives me a cup of tea. Anyway she threw this bag of bottles in, and she didn’t look at all to see if there was anyone there, and it’s opened my head. I can’t imagine what came into her.”
Mrs. White sighed. It was about time for one of Miss Barry’s batters. But really and truly she was getting quite dangerous, if she had nearly laid out Papers. Still she could hardly be faulted for thinking that a rubbish dump might be free of people sitting on the debris having their tea. Mountfern was a very mad place, Mrs. White often told her husband, on the frequent occasions when she was trying to encourage him to find a practice somewhere with a bit more life in it.
   Jimbo Doyle put his head around the door of Leonard’s paper shop.
“Tommy, do us a favor.”
“What is it, Jimbo?” Tommy looked around to see if his father was watching. His father had accused Jimbo of reading every paper in the shop and buying none of them; it had been highly embarrassing.
“Look up the paper and tell me what’s on in the Slieve Sunset tonight.”
“What’s on there? Is it turned into a cinema?”
“No, smartie, they have different kinds of talent contests. I wanted to know about the Country and Western one. If it’s tonight I might have a go, get Carrie out there, have a real night.”
“I’ll look it up for you.” Tommy was good-natured. It wouldn’t cross his mind that Jimbo should be buying a paper.
“Ah there you are, Jimbo,” his father cried suddenly. “Come to mend your ways and buy a paper at last, have you?”
Jimbo was very hard to insult.
“Not a chance of it Mr. Leonard, just called in to say hallo to your fine son here. We were having a bit of a chat about matters musical.”
Tommy loved this; his eye had been racing down the advertisements in the local paper and found the appropriate listing.
“Yes, Dad, Jimbo and I were just talking about these talent contests. There’s a very interesting one on tonight out in the Slieve Sunset, tonight at eight o’clock sharp, it says Jimbo, and it’s Special Nashville Nite, spelled n-i-t-e, with fun for one ’n’ all.”
“Isn’t it terrible to think that it was for the likes of this the republic was born,” Mr. Leonard sighed. “For people who spell night, N-I-T-E. For half-wits who name their hotels half in one language and half in another and who encourage louts to get notions, togging themselves up in fancy dress as cowboys.”
Jimbo thought Mr. Leonard must be talking about some loutish element which he imagined patronized the Slieve Sunset.
“No, it’s a very nice crowd you’d get out there,” he explained. “They have all kinds of restrictions, and there’s no bad language of any kind allowed near the tables. The bar is different, but once you get near the tables where the ladies sit, it’s out you go if a curse word is heard. You’d be impressed by it, Mr. Leonard, I tell you.”
“I would,” said Jack Leonard. “Oh I know I would.”
   “I’m taking Grace into town, she wants to get a couple of things to wear. Would you like to come for the trip?” Marian asked Kerry.
She loved this motherly role with Grace and thought she could extend it to the whole family.
“No thank you, Miss Johnson, I’m off to go bicycling.”
“Will you be back for lunch? Did you tell Miss Hayes?” Grace asked him.
“Oh, I’ve explained to her, I’ll be gone all day. I’m going to look at that ruined abbey down the river. She’s making me some sandwiches.”
Grace knew that Kitty Daly was taking a picnic off on her bike too that day. She knew also that Kerry was keeping well out of Father’s way. He was very annoyed to hear that Mrs. Fine might be coming to Mountfern.
   Rachel Fine looked at the Slieve Sunset hotel in disbelief. It was quite bad enough of Patrick to say they couldn’t stay in the same hotel for discretion … but to put her up in this dump was inexcusable. The Grange was a country house, covered in virginia creeper, the Grange had horses in stables. It had a decanter of sherry to which the guests helped themselves before dinner. It had a lady with a plummy voice called Marian Johnson who was the daughter of the house and who ran the place very well. So what was Rachel doing in this fleapit? It was such a low-grade motel, it was definitely an insult.
She pulled off her long cream gloves and sat on the bed to inspect the room. There was no chair to sit on. Hideous drapes in huge sunbursts clashing with a carpet of equally hideous, but non-toning, shades. The light switch was not even beside the bed. There was no bathroom, you could share a tub or shower room with Lord knew how many people. A handbasin with a dripping faucet, a small uneven-looking wardrobe as an excuse for a closet. Four rattling wire coat hangers inside.
Rachel’s head was aching. She had flown from New York to Shannon. She had rented a car on Patrick’s suggestion. He had been hard to pin down on the telephone, but it was something to do with wanting her to see a bit of the country. Big clown. She could still see the countryside if he had come to meet her.
And what was all this need for discretion, here of all places? Here nobody knew them. It could be like that one week they had spent in Mexico where they could check into any hotel as man and wife, where they could hold hands at dinner. Who in Ireland would know or care that they stayed in the same hotel? Why, there was even his daughter as chaperon.
Tired and angry, Rachel began to unpack. She smoothed out her best silk suit; she had expected to hang it over a tub of steaming, scented water when she arrived, but that was not on. She looked at her face in the mirror. She looked every day of forty-eight and a few more days as well. She could kill him. But she wouldn’t. She hadn’t waited this long, and put up with so much already, to blow the whole thing in a dump in a one-horse town in a second-rate country.
   Patrick was locked in a never-ending argument with architects and structural engineers all morning. He had said goodbye to Kerry the previous night, glad that the boy would be gone before Rachel arrived. He hadn’t even said anything about her coming. With Grace there was no problem; the child had no idea of any relationship, and anyway she was so taken up with the Ryan twins she had no time for anyone else.
It was a warm day and the architects were being excessively stubborn; the whole planning could be negated even at this stage, they insisted, if he wouldn’t tell them where he had finally decided to place the entrance.
“I’ll tell you any goddamn place to get the show on the road, but we can change it again later, that’s the deal,” Patrick said.
That was not the deal, apparently. It was very wearing. Brian Doyle had been no help either.
“There’s only two places you can put the entrance, in the name of God, Mr. O’Neill,” he shouted, exasperated. “Where it is, where it was always meant to be. Or where the Yank architects say, which is along that sort of overgrown towpath, which will cost you another thousand pounds just to cut back the brambles. All you’ve got to say is one or the other.”
None of them had seen what his son had seen, that the best and indeed the only place to have an imposing entrance, was from the small piece of ground where Ryan’s Licensed Premises stood at this very moment.
Patrick decided to end the meeting. Kerry had left. Rachel was arriving. Marian was billing and cooing about dinner for the two of them that evening, when he most certainly would not be free. But most important of all, he realized, he had to talk to the Ryans. He had always despised other businessmen who pussyfooted about. He was going to ask those people straight away if there was any chance that they would consider selling. It was tempting to let other people do the dirty work, ask the questions that were almost impossible to ask. But Patrick O’Neill knew that in almost every aspect of life, if you want to do something it’s best to do it yourself. If he did it quickly he might even have the conversation finished one way or another before lunch. Then he’d hightail it up to the Slieve Sunset and pray that Rachel wasn’t spitting blood once she had seen the style he had relegated her to for her visit.
   Miss Purcell had been in a very good humor since the trip to Dublin. She had been treated as the highest in the land with a window seat at which the young president looked up and waved directly. There had been tea and sandwiches, and Father Hogan had been a delightful companion for the day. Mr. Fergus was so odd of course, and put people off by his funny manner, but there was no doubt he had a heart of gold. She had ironed his shirts lovingly for him; she hoped he would look very well in this nice hotel he was going to, and people would admire him. She hoped he would meet a nice class of person, and have a good social life. He refused to play bridge, and he was on his own far too much. Miss Purcell didn’t really want to see a wife for Mr. Fergus—that would mean too many changes—but she would like him to have more people of his own class and education to talk to in the evenings. He had taken to long walks, and heavy pints in Ryan’s Licensed Premises with farm laborers.
She was glad of the thought of two weeks on her own. She could spring clean the house properly. It would be very quiet, of course, without Mr. Fergus and Kate Ryan and the clients trooping in and out. But the Lord knew the man was entitled to his two weeks off, and she went out on the doorstep to examine the skies, hoping for good weather for the young master on his holidays.
At that very moment a small car drew up and a very well-dressed woman jumped out.
“Pardon me, but seeing that you live here, can I ask you where I should go to find Mr. Patrick O’Neill who is doing major building works in these parts?”
Miss Purcell was delighted, an American lady just arrived in town. What a chance to meet her at once, just because she had gone to look at the weather.
“Of course I can tell you,” she said. “You turn right at the big bridge you see here before you, then go along River Road. Park your car outside the public house called Ryan’s and cross a footbridge. It’s a bit of a walk but that’s the site.”
“That’s where the old Fernscourt was …” the American lady said.
“The very place,” Miss Purcell said. “Mr. O’Neill’s building a fine new hotel there, they tell me.”
“So I walk over the footbridge and it’s a fair way?” The woman looked down at her very elegant high-heeled shoes. “Well, I guess I’m going to have to get used to different ways.”
Miss Purcell was bursting with assistance.
“Seeing you have the car with you, you could always go back the way you came up to the main road, along a bit and then you’d see a rough sort of entrance, and a narrow path where there are lorries and tractors and the like. They have all kinds of signs telling people to beware of this and beware of that, so you should blow your horn at them all the time to let them know you’re coming.”
The woman thanked her. “No, I’ll risk the little walk. And if I can’t make it the whole way, I’ll just holler.”
Miss Purcell looked after her with interest. Now, who could she be? She looked a bit … overdressed, a bit foreign to be any kind of lady friend. Maybe someone he had met on an aeroplane or somesuch. Time would tell. They’d soon know.
   Fergus Slattery had been out in the country making a will for a dying farmer. It was the last thing he had to do before he went back to pack. The old man clutched at him and thanked him for his patience.
“But then you wouldn’t be your father’s son if you were any other way,” he wheezed.
“Was my father patient?” Fergus had worked beside the older man for years and realized that he was certainly well read and certainly slow.
“He had all the time in the world for you. It’s the hallmark of the busy man; they never look rushed.”
That was true of Patrick O’Neill, Fergus thought ruefully; he seemed to have time for chats and pints and strolls along the river bank. He had time to come and talk to the angling club and show them new flies he had brought from somewhere on his travels, chatting in a leisurely way, while all the time there were huge deals being done in New York to move money here and there, to finance even huger investments for his Fernscourt project. Already the walls were in evidence—only feet above the ground, but within a few months of leveling of the ruin the new order was beginning to appear.
Fergus shook himself back into the present.
“Well, I do have all the time in the world, so now if there’s any little thing here that isn’t clear to you, I can read it over again with you, Danny.”
“No, it seems fair enough, fair enough.”
“And sure, you’ve all the time in the world yourself, if you want to change anything,” Fergus lied into the man’s eyes. “When I come back from my holidays you can ask me to come up here again, if you’ve anything you want to add or take away.”
“When you come back from your holidays, boy, I’ll be in the churchyard, and we both know that I’ll tell your father that you’re doing a good job.”
“If you see him, will you ask him to send me a message about what in God’s name he did with the papers in the Scanlan case? They’re irretrievably lost and I have someone on to me about them every month.”
The old man laughed, the thought of death pushed further away.
Fergus felt better himself. He thought he might call into Ryan’s for a lunchtime pint. Since he had closed his own office he was childishly light-hearted; he felt his holiday had begun. He said goodbye to the old man he would never see again, and drove off toward Ryan’s.
   That funny thin woman with the dutch-doll coloring hadn’t lied, Rachel thought, when she saw what a fair step it was to walk toward the busy site. She looked again at her shoes and said this was madness. Even squinting into the sunlight she couldn’t see Patrick among the bulldozers and the men going in and out of a prefab hut which must be the site office.
She stood for a while looking at the scene which was the heart’s desire of the man she loved. It was as incomprehensible to her, now that she was four hundred yards from it, as when she had been three thousand miles away from it. Perhaps she had been foolish to come here on her own. Maybe she should have waited. But that hotel was beginning to make her flesh crawl. She had lain without closing her eyes on that uncomfortable bed in the garish room. Sleep would not come. But it had benefited her nothing to come this far. Unless, of course, he was in the habit of calling at this public house for his lunch. She went up to the front door and into Ryan’s.
She had assumed it would be a simple place; it certainly didn’t look much from the outside but at least they had the good sense not to change the front and destroy the whole feel of the place like so many others, notably the dreaded Slieve Sunset, had done. She had thought it might be dark, and there might be men who would resent a woman calling in for a morning drink.
What she had not expected was a totally empty saloon with a husband and wife embracing each other behind the bar. The woman was dark-haired and good-looking, with tears running down her face. The man was sandy and plump, and looked as if someone had just told him that he had won the Irish Sweepstake.
But it was far better than that. John Ryan was holding the Irish Press newspaper of that day, in which his first poem had been published.
It was a poem called “Sleep in Peace,” and it was telling the Fern family to sleep peacefully in their graves because the old order had changed. They must rest on and never come back because everything was so changed that they wouldn’t be able to walk as Lords of the Soil, as they once had. It was both gentle and savage. John had written it to put in the book that he was doing for Patrick, then his confidence had failed and he thought that perhaps Patrick wouldn’t like it. Kate had urged him to show it to someone who might know. She had typed it out and posted it to the Irish Press, which sometimes published poetry.
There it was, in black and white in the paper. He had only turned to the page five minutes before, and had come in shouting and roaring like a bull from the garden. Leopold, genuinely frightened for once, was whimpering under a table.
Rachel Fine had never seen such intense excitement and pleasure. She felt utterly out of place, as if she had intruded into a marriage bed.
“I guess I’m a little early for bar hours,” she said.
They disentangled themselves and Kate wiped her eyes.
“You must excuse us, Ma’am,” said John. “But you arrived at a big moment for us. Can we ask you to share it … whatever you like to drink. Anything at all. This is a big celebration.”
Kate was composed. “My husband has just had his first literary work published. Here it is in the newspaper. We’re so pleased. It’s been so long.”
“And Kate never lost faith in me; she never thought for a minute that I wouldn’t succeed.” The man’s face gave off rays like the sun.
Rachel looked politely at the paper. “Oh, it’s about the Ferns,” she cried.
“They used to own that house … well the house that was over there.” John was so excited he could hardly talk.
“John, give the lady the promised drink and give me one too,” Kate said.
Rachel looked from one to other. “I’m useless; I’m an orange-juice lady. I have no business being in a bar at all. I’m sorry not to be more festive on your great occasion.”
“I’m often an orange-juice lady myself,” Kate confided. “But I daren’t say it in a public house. It’s bad for business. You are most welcome to a nice glass of Club Orange if you’re sure that’s what you’d like.”
John was staring at the paper as if it might vanish before his eyes.
“I’m Rachel Fine,” Rachel said, stretching out her hand. “I work for Patrick O’Neill, I’m his designer and adviser.”
Kate thrilled with sudden recognition. My God, he’s got a fancy woman, she said to herself as she shook hands with the well-groomed woman and poured her a Club Orange to celebrate the success of the poem.
   Rachel suggested that John go and buy up several copies of the paper, which he thought was a great idea. If Leonard’s didn’t have any more copies left, they could telephone somebody in the big town to keep some copies, or even the paper itself. They could get them copied too on a photocopier. He would inquire about that too when he was in Bridge Street.
“Don’t be gone all day,” Kate said. “There’s bound to be a bit of a crowd in at lunchtime.”
“I’ll be back. Won’t I want to show them?” Like an excited child he headed off down River Road. Kate knew he would stop first to tell Loretto Quinn, and could see her clapping her hands with pleasure for him.
“You must think we’re quite mad,” Kate said to Rachel. “Any other day of the year, you’d come in here and find us the most quiet respectable pub in the country. In fact I’d be up in the solicitor’s office where I work in the mornings. But today is such a red-letter day, you have no idea, you really don’t.”
“I do, I can see only too clearly how pleased you are for him,” Rachel said.
It wasn’t the words, which were ordinary enough, but it was the way she said them that made Kate more expansive than usual. Normally she never told anyone what she felt about John.
“You see I wouldn’t mind if he never wrote a poem that was published. I wouldn’t want any fame or money or anything for me or for us out of his writing. But it’s him. Often he says he’s only a fool to be scribbling and writing, and maybe he’s half-cracked to have such notions. Now he’ll never think that again. His dream is official, as it were.” She gave a little laugh at this definition of John’s dream.
“That’s a wonderful way of putting it,” Rachel said. “His dream is official. Like Patrick’s dream. I suppose now that he sees brick going on brick, he knows it’s official.” The two women looked across the river at the huge building site up the slope.
In a gentle voice Kate said, “Patrick will be over shortly, he nearly always comes in at lunchtime.”
In a couple of sentences they had exchanged a great deal of information. And without saying very much at all they knew they were going to be great friends.
   It was indeed busy at lunchtime as Kate had predicted, and with all kinds of unexpected people. Miss Barry had decided to begin what looked like a spectacular breakout by sitting on a bar stool and ordering a brandy and port. She had rarely been seen in a public house before; all her drinking had been done from surreptitious paper bags bought in off-sales in the big town.
Kate managed to get her out by saying that they had neither brandy nor port for sale in the pub, but if Miss Barry liked, she could give her a half bottle of each in a private transaction since she was sure that Miss Barry wanted them for medicinal purposes at home. This brought Miss Barry to her limited senses and she slipped away with two small brown-paper parcels toward a three-day binge and a spectacular hangover.
Fergus Slattery came in to say goodbye and said the place was like Portsmouth on pay night, with all the activity. When Kate told him about the poem, his pleasure was so genuine it touched her heart. He went straight to John and congratulated him loudly. He promised to tell everyone at the hotel he was going to that he knew the poet himself, and John Ryan’s ears pinked up with the pleasure of it all.
Jimbo Doyle, who wouldn’t have read a poem in a million years normally, said that all the children above with the brothers and the nuns should be made to learn it off by heart, and that it should be recited at the next concert.
In the middle of it all Patrick O’Neill came in. He didn’t see Rachel, now on her third orange juice and happily settled in. He looked preoccupied and somehow annoyed to see so many people.
“Any chance of a word with yourself and John today?” he asked.
“Fire ahead,” Kate said. “I may have to interrupt you, John’s buying drinks for everybody, he had a poem published.”
“That’s good,” Patrick said mechanically. “It’s just that …”
“Oh Patrick,” Kate’s face was stricken. “Don’t say, ‘That’s good,’ it’s much more than good. For God’s sake the man has had his first poem published and you just say ‘That’s good.’ It’s magnificent, that’s what it is.” Her eyes had begun to blaze at the inadequacy of his remark.
Patrick realized he had been crass. “I’m sorry, I had something on my mind … I beg your pardon … where is he … must tell him how pleased I am.”
“That’s more like it.”
“I am sorry, I know it sounds mean-spirited of me, I genuinely am pleased, it’s just that there’s something I’m anxious about …”
“Oh, she’s here …” Kate cried triumphantly. “I’m sorry, I should have said it before … she’s over there in the back rooms. Rachel, Rachel, Patrick’s here.”
Patrick’s face was in a tight line where his mouth had been. How had it happened that Kate Ryan seemed to have guessed immediately that Rachel was more than a member of his staff, and why did she feel able to call this fact out familiarly across the pub?
He had been mad to let Rachel come here in the first place. He saw her then, surrounded by local people and laughing. But she looked wrong, she could never be part of this place. He must make that clear soon. Sweet Lord, how had it all turned into this, making things clear to people, speaking his mind?
Rachel looked up and waved at him nice and casually, as she would have done back home.
“Well Mr. O’Neill, I made it to Ireland. Isn’t it a great place?” she said, and his heart softened toward her again.
Things were getting very complicated indeed.
   By three o’clock the bar was empty. John and Kate were exhausted. The glasses were washed; two clean cloths, washed through after the polishing, lay across the beer and stout pumps. The place was ready for any afternoon visitor who might stray in, and for the teatime trade.
“God, if we were to have a crowd like that again we’d have to hire a young lad,” John said.
“There speaks the man with the second income,” Kate teased.
“Wasn’t it great when Patrick read it out?” John said.
Kate had thought Patrick’s mind was miles away but she didn’t say that.
“I’m very, very proud of you,” she said.
“Would we risk it and go up to bed for a while?” he said.
“Are you mad?”
“Ah go on, we could ask Carrie to step in here.”
“And what would she think?”
“Does it matter what she thinks?”
“Don’t be ridiculous, John, the children could come home.”
The twins had gone for a picnic with Grace, Eddie was out with his gang of toughs, Declan could be anywhere.
“Let them, the door would be locked.”
“We’ll lock it tonight instead,” she said.
“And what am I going to do here, mad with desire for you?”
“Why don’t you look through your other poems, the ones we liked, and you could maybe give me some of them. I’ll type them and you can always say I have had work published already, I enclose an example …”
“But there’s only one example …”
“You don’t have to tell them that,” Kate said.
“God, you’re a fox, Kate. Between yourself and Patrick O’Neill you could rule the world. There’s a pair of you in it.”
“I hope not,” Kate said, shivering slightly.
“And what are you going to do if you’re not going to fulfil your marital duties?” John asked sulkily.
“I’m going to have a little walk. I’m restless and over-excited … but no I do not see a way to cure all that. I’m not going to let us become the talk of the neighborhood by abandoning our pub and going off to bed in the middle of the afternoon.” She skipped out of his way and took her cardigan off the back of a chair.
“Go on, John, get your poems down, truly now … I love the one about the nun looking into the river, the nun with the very sad face.”
She walked out and stretched in the sunshine. She had said the truth, she was restless and over-excited. She was happy for John in a way she had never expected to be, but everywhere around her, like a big black cloud, she felt a sense of danger. Even when Patrick had said he wanted to talk to them she had thought it was going to be something bad, and was glad that the crowds and the circumstances had meant he couldn’t bring up whatever it was. It was like a reprieve.
She felt there was something odd about Kerry. It wasn’t that he never smiled—his face was one big smile, for God’s sake, with those perfect white teeth. And he couldn’t be more polite. It wasn’t anything to do with Grace. The twins seemed to love her, and she was a warm little thing, all smiles too.
She really couldn’t say that the work on Fernscourt had harmed their business. When else had they been full on a Tuesday at lunchtime? And perhaps these people would keep coming back even when the building works were over. So why then was she restless? Was it the holidays and knowing that young Fergus was off to find himself a woman? Surely not. She wanted Fergus to find himself a woman.
She crossed the footbridge and looked up at the site. Patrick would not be there now, he had told Rachel that he would drive out to the Slieve Sunset with her and see if they could make any improvements. Kate wondered why on earth she hadn’t been allowed to go to the Grange and then remembered that Grace was at the lodge and might suspect something. Could that be it?
It would be very hard to be in love with Patrick O’Neill, hard to come first in his life. There would always be business, or the children, or travel or long-distance telephone calls. Kate sighed thinking of it all, and wished Rachel Fine luck in her uphill struggle. She remembered how warm and nice Patrick had been that day last week when they had gone to see President Kennedy arrive in Dublin. He had been so anxious to please them all with drinks and sandwiches in the big Dublin hotel. He had hardly ever stopped smiling and laughing. It would be easy to fall in love with him. She walked up the slope that the twins used to think of as their own private path at one time, now more open and exposed with a lot of the brambles and briars cut away. She hadn’t been in to look at the site since the foundations were dug and already the walls were showing, so that you could see the shape it would be.
Kate felt she must know what it was going to be like, no point in being like an ostrich anymore. She was going to go right up there and look, and ask Brian Doyle which room was which, and talk about it to Patrick O’Neill, and ask Rachel Fine what kind of colors it was going to be. She quickened her step and threw back her head with confidence. There’s a time for everything, she thought. I wasn’t ready to know about it before, but I’m ready now.
She saw Brian Doyle waving at her frantically as she approached the site. He had both hands in the air and was shouting something. But she hadn’t heard what it was by the time she felt the terrifying sharp pain. It was so sudden and worse than anything she had ever known, like the terror in a dream or a nightmare. And it only lasted seconds, because that was all it took for Kate Ryan to be hit sideways by the huge bulldozer, flung up in the air and crashed to the ground. It only took a few seconds to break her spine.
   John knew only when the third person rushing away from the site to get help refused to look him in the eye and tell him what had happened. Roaring like a bull, he ran across the footbridge and had to be held back from the scene by three men. White-faced Brian Doyle begged him not to go near her.
“Jesus, the only thing we do know, John, is not to move her. For God’s sake believe that. Stand back from her, don’t touch her. You could make it worse.”
John sat down like a child and put his big face into his hands. Strong men who had known him and had drunk pints in his pub for twenty years couldn’t find the words or the gestures to touch him. They stood awkwardly around, eyes averted from the crumpled body on the ground.
   Patrick O’Neill knew when there was a great hammering on the door of Rachel Fine’s room in the Slieve Sunset hotel.
“No, of course Mr. O’Neill is not here,” Rachel called through the door. “What on earth makes you think he is?”
“Sorry ma’am,” the young girl called. “We’ve had a message from Brian Doyle, he said he’s trying everywhere in the country to find Mr. O’Neill, there’s been a terrible accident … a terrible accident and Mr. O’Neill’s got to come at once.”
Patrick was out of bed and had pulled his trousers on.
“What kind of an accident?” He shouted through the door.
“On the site of the new hotel in Mountfern.”
“What happened?” Patrick had opened the door now; Rachel was cowering behind it. Patrick had pulled his shirt on at the same electrifying speed.
“Someone’s been killed, I think. Some woman.”
“A woman, killed on the site?” Patrick’s shoes were on and he had picked up his car keys.
“Did he say what woman? What was a woman doing there? Did he say how it happened?”
“No, he said if we found you to get you over there as quick as possible.”
Patrick was down the corridor by this stage and the girl was round-eyed at the thought of the American millionaire who was building the big hotel five miles away being in bed in the middle of the afternoon with a strange American woman and not being a bit ashamed of it. Weren’t things going to liven up a bit here when the Yanks started coming over in force?
   Mrs. Whelan in the post office knew fairly early on because Dr. White stopped his car outside her door and ran in to collect her.
“Put some kind of sign on the door, do anything but come with me, Sheila. They’re going to need someone sensible at the pub to look after them.”
She didn’t question whether she was the right person or not, she just closed the door behind her and stepped quietly into his car.
“Have you told the canon?”
“Someone has. Father Hogan will be there in a minute, he’s got his own car.”
“Do you know is she bad?” Mrs. Whelan’s voice was calm.
“No, all I know is that they’ve had the sense not to move her. I’ve got the ambulance coming anyway. I didn’t wait to see her, we can always send it back if it’s not needed.” His face was set hard as he headed for the accident.
 

 
The twins were the last to know. They had been in their tunnel all afternoon. Grace had gone to the big town with Marian Johnson to get some more summer clothes. The invitation had not included Dara and Michael, pleasant but scruffy children from that pub. Anyway Marian wanted to get to know Grace, make an ally of her.
So for the first time in days they had a chance to play again in their home. They had been happy to note from the Fernscourt end of the tunnel that there seemed to be no intention of clearing the undergrowth and bramble which disguised the tunnel’s mouth. The new gardens would end well over two hundred yards further on. The string had already been stretched over the part where the high hedges were going to be planted and the stone walls were to be built.
All they had to worry about now was whether the entrance would be down by the towpath.
They had torches with batteries, and an old bicycle lamp up high on a ledge. They had rescued a torn tablecloth that Mammy had said was beyond mending. There were two boxes filled with hay which were sofas and would double up as beds when they came to live here permanently. The day’s play had seemed long for the first time. The kind of games they used to invent in the ruins seemed suddenly rather childish. But neither wanted to admit it to the other. Nor even to admit it in the heart. If the game was over, what was there?
In the hot tunnel, which for the first time seemed a bit close and smelly today, they played and hoped it was soon going to be evening.
They came out and pulled across the fuchsia bush as they always had done. Not twenty yards down the towpath they heard the people calling them. There must have been a search party out for them.
It was Loretto Quinn who saw them from across the river. She waved and shouted. “Where on earth have you been?” she cried.
Dara and Michael looked at each other in dismay.
“Nowhere.”
“Just playing.”
But by this time the children from the bridge had come toward them in a group, and then suddenly hung back as if not wanting to be the first to say the words.
“You’ve got to go home now,” Tommy Leonard said eventually. “They’ve been looking for you for hours.”
“We’ve only been just around …”
“Just around here and there …”
Tommy’s face was serious. “Something very bad’s happened.”
The other children held back.
Loretto Quinn was there by now, she was kneeling down on the ground in front of them to be nearer to their height, but that made her much too low and then they had to bend to hear what she was saying.
“You have to be as brave as two little lions now. Do you hear me? They all need you to be brave.”
“What happened?” They spoke together, faces calm, timing precise.
“Your Mammy got hit by a machine up in the site, she hurt herself very badly. They’ve taken her to the hospital in an ambulance.”
The children crowded closer to hear. Now that someone else was telling the twins, now that a grown-up had taken the burden off them, they wanted to be part of it.
“Is she dead?” Dara asked.
“No, she’s not dead,” said Loretto Quinn.
“Is she going to die?” Michael asked, equally calmly.
Loretto remembered the people who had given her false hope and told her that her Barney might recover when they took his lifeless body from the River Fern all those years ago. They had meant well, but they had been no help.
“They think she might die, yes,” she said. The group of children drew back suddenly and Loretto held the twins in her arms and supported them from the towpath, across the bridge in the eyes of dozens of people, and back to the pub.
Mrs. Whelan took them into the kitchen. “Your daddy’s in hospital now. Do you think your place is in there with him, or is it here with me looking after the children?”
Eddie and Declan’s faces were swollen from crying. They sat in unaccustomed stillness on kitchen chairs while Carrie made bread at Mrs. Whelan’s suggestion.
Dara thought for a minute. “I suppose she’d want us to keep an eye on Dad in case he’d get too upset at the hospital.”
“Right,” said Mrs. Whelan and she sent someone in the bar for Jack Coyne who would drive them into the town.



PART THREE




Chapter XI

The church was crowded at eleven o’clock mass on Sunday. The two priests, who were faced with getting their own lunch due to the non appearance of Miss Barry, had answered many requests to say masses for Mrs. Ryan. Young Father Hogan became impatient when a poor old tramp called Papers Flynn came with half a crown to have a mass said for the poor woman in the pub.
“No need to give an offering, Papers,” Father Hogan had said gruffly. “We’ll be saying mass for her anyway.”
“I want my mass said for her,” Papers insisted. She had been very good to him always, he said, given him a yellow blanket to wrap around him under all the newspapers he normally wore when sleeping in a ditch. She had never given him a lecture about sleeping out. It was as if she understood somehow.
The young American girl had come with five dollars.
“I guess this might not be the way to do it, but when my Mother was alive she used to give an offering for a mass. Could you write Mrs. Ryan’s name in your book, Father? And could you say a mass for her?”
Tramps and children. Father Hogan had never thought it was going to be like this. Tramps, children, drunken housekeepers, kind if doddering parish priests. And trying to explain why it was God’s will that a young woman, mother of a family, should be struck by a huge bulldozer as she walked unheeding on a summer’s day. They never told you in the seminary that it was going to be like this. But maybe, of course, they didn’t know.
It was Canon Moran who would say eleven o’clock mass; Father Hogan would go and struggle with the range. He sighed as he folded his own vestments from the earlier mass in the vestry and watched Canon Moran take tottering steps out toward the altar. He had arranged sensible altar boys like Tommy Leonard and Liam White. With the canon you couldn’t have any possible troublemakers.
The canon turned to face the congregation and in his thin reedy voice he said, “Your prayers are asked for the happy death or speedy recovery of Katherine Mary Ryan of River Road.”
   Fergus put a finger in his collar to loosen it. He wondered what he was doing sitting here listening to this mumbo jumbo. Happy death! Should it not be speedy death rather than lying there paralyzed, in traction, so heavily sedated because of the pain that she didn’t even know her own family or where she was? What did this old fool mean? Praying for happy deaths and speedy recoveries, that’s what you said about old people lingering on and on, it was a way of announcing to the parish that old Jimmy this or Michael that was on the way out. Like the old fellow he had made the will for a few days back. It wasn’t for Kate Ryan, a young woman. A young woman who had been killed—or almost killed—by a machine on that man’s land.
Fergus felt himself getting a hot flush of anger and loosened his collar and tie still further.
He thanked God for the wisdom of Sheila Whelan who had phoned him the night it had happened. She had simply said that she knew he would want to know, rather than come back a week or two later from his holiday and find out what had happened in his absence.
Miss Purcell had sniffed, of course, and said that Mrs. Whelan had a deal of impertinence interrupting the man on his holiday. But Miss Purcell knew nothing, and Sheila Whelan knew everything. She knew that he would have come back from the ends of the earth.
Loretto Quinn was not following the mass; she was saying the thirty days’ prayer. She had promised Our Lady that she would start the prayer immediately. She knew that Our Lady would realize how important Kate Ryan was to her family, and spare her. She prayed determinedly, trying to mean the words, and never once thinking that Our Lady might also have known how important Barney Quinn had been.
Sheila Whelan wasn’t following the mass either. She was trying to work out a plan in her head. The Ryans hadn’t thought a day ahead of the day they were living. Someone had to think for them. They couldn’t live on the way they were. They needed a woman in the house, someone who could serve in the bar, someone who could keep an eye on the children, and see to it that Carrie did what she was meant to do. She had a cousin.
She wondered would it work. The cousin had been disappointed. A man had given her an engagement ring and there were plans for the wedding. Mary Donnelly had given up her fine job teaching and drew out her savings to put a deposit on a house. The man had disappeared, with the savings.
In fact Sheila Whelan was the only member of the family to know anything. Mary Donnelly felt that Sheila, having been abandoned by her own husband, might understand. She had told her everything only six weeks ago.
Mrs. Whelan decided to ring her and suggest it anyway. No harm could come from suggesting something and for poor Mary, bruised and betrayed, anything would be better than staying where she was and enduring the pitying glances of friends and relations.
   John Ryan was not at mass, he was at his wife’s bedside. Kate’s face was very white, her breathing was troubled and she gave little snores and half-choking sounds. Kate had never snored although she claimed that John would raise the roof unless she nudged him and pinched him to change his position in bed.
There was a tube attached to her arm and another to her bladder. She didn’t look like Kate, she looked like a picture of Kate that had been given to medical students to experiment on.
Once or twice she seemed to know him.
“John,” she said once.
“I’m here, love.”
“I’m sorry, John.”
Then nothing more for a long time.
“The children?” she asked quite clearly.
“Fine, not a worry about them, in great form.”
“Who … who?”
“Carrie’s coping very well, Loretto’s in and out, Sheila Whelan came in all three days. We’re fine, they’re fine.”
“Three days?” She seemed mystified.
“Since it happened,” John said.
“My God, three days.”
“Don’t think about it, you’re getting better, they say you’re on the mend.” His face was red with exertion.
Kate had slipped away into unconsciousness again.
   Dara had washed Eddie’s neck and Declan’s ears before they went to mass. She had refused their protestations.
“Mammy says she could plant rows of potatoes in your neck, Eddie. Stand still and let me scrub it.”
“Put some soap and water on the facecloth,” roared Eddie.
“There’s plenty on it. It’s just that you’re so filthy.”
Declan stood waiting for his turn. “Maybe I’d do my own ears to save you the trouble,” he offered.
“No,” Dara said. “I’ll do them.”
Michael sat saying nothing. Carrie had come back from early mass and was standing unhappily wondering about the lunch.
“Are you clean, Michael?” Dara asked.
He shrugged.
“Ah, come on, Michael, it’s the only thing we can do for Mammy, not to be like tinkers. That’s what she’d say.”
“We don’t know what she’d say.” He was mutinous.
“What do you mean?”
“You have half of Mountfern saying ‘Your mother would say this,’ and the other half saying ‘She’d say that’ … When will she be able to say something for herself, not have us all listening to other people saying it for her?”
“When she is able to say something I’m sure she’d prefer you to stop moping and do something.”
“All right.” Michael went at Declan’s ears with such savagery that the boy roared for mercy.
“Isn’t it disgusting to think that our mother has to look at such awful things as necks and ears,” Michael said.
“I bet yours were just as bad and maybe still are, for all we know.”
“Stay still, Declan. It hurts less if you don’t move, you clown.”
Michael thought he’d like to skip mass; he felt sure that God would understand that he could pray better for Mam if he were to walk up the bank a bit. He remembered a great day he had walked off for miles up the Fern and met old Mr. Slattery who was deep in conversation with a Dutchman. The Dutchman was telling him all the names they would call the fish if they were in Holland. A perch was a baars, and a pike was a snoek. Old Mr. Slattery had been delighted with that word and had said that if ever Michael went to foreign places like Amsterdam or The Hague he could talk about snoek with the best of them.
Michael had often thought that he and Dara might take trips to foreign parts when they lived in Fernscourt. They would travel once or twice a year. How stupid and babyish they had been. He should have known that good things never happened really. Everyone said that Mam was going to get better, and they said she’d be running in the door again like she always did in no time. But Michael didn’t believe it. People were saying it the way they said that it was going to be a great summer or that they were going to beat Offaly in the match. Just a hope. Not something real. Michael wished he could tell God about this on the river bank, and explain without being all mopey and dismal-sounding that it couldn’t help anyone to keep Mam sick in hospital, but it would help everyone to make her better. He was sure that God would listen better on the banks of the Fern than in the church with everyone coughing and fidgeting. But there was no way you could explain that to anyone.
Only a madman or a heretic would suggest not going to mass on a Sunday when his mother was lying with a broken back.
   Mrs. Daly caught sight of Maggie leaving the house. “Where are you going, Maggie? It’s too early for mass.”
“I was going down to collect Dara and Michael to walk them to the church,” Maggie said.
“Don’t be going in there on top of them all, they’ll have the house filled with people.”
“No, their Dad’s gone into the town, they’ll have nobody,” Maggie said.
“You can see them in the church. Don’t be dragging up there and living in their pockets at a time like this.”
“But isn’t this the time they would like people around?” Maggie asked simply.
“Stop contradicting me at every hand’s turn. Comb that mop of hair of yours, will you, Maggie, and wait till the bell rings before going to mass.”
Mrs. Daly’s mouth was in a thin disapproving line.
 

 
In the lodge Olive Hayes was sitting at the kitchen table writing a long letter to Sister Bernadette on the other side of the world. Miss Hayes had put a breakfast on the table but none of the O’Neills had been able to eat. There had been yet another row between Mr. O’Neill and his son. And Grace had wanted to go and stay in the Ryans’ pub after the terrible accident. But her father had said no. You could have cut the atmosphere at breakfast with a knife. As Olive Hayes wrote page after page she paused now and then to think how true it was that riches did not automatically bring happiness. This very morning she had seen the O’Neills sit white-faced around their table leaving the scrambled eggs, crispy bacon and home-made bread untouched. She had seen Marian Johnson go by in a ridiculous hat that must have cost a fortune and looked like a bird’s nest. Marian’s face was tense and anxious.
And now Mr. O’Neill and his daughter had driven off to eleven o’clock mass but Kerry had not gone with them. He had gone to his room. That meant he would miss mass entirely this Sunday. Olive Hayes wrote on in wonder to her sister about how changed the world had become. Could either of them ever imagine a situation where a boy of sixteen would refuse to go to mass on a Sunday because of some row with his father? It was outside their comprehension.
   Tommy Leonard came up River Road and called to collect the Ryans for mass.
“I thought I’d walk with you,” he said to Dara. “It’s the only thing I can think of that might help.”
Dara was grateful.
“And Dara, I did something else. I went up to Miss Byrne and asked her did backs ever mend, and she was full of information. She said that after a bit when they know how bad the injuries are they will decide on what program to follow. It’s programs, you see, one kind for one kind of a back one kind for another. She said they do marvelous things now.”
Tommy’s face shone with the good news. Dara managed a watery smile.
Michael looked very white, Tommy thought, as if he had been sick.
“I’d say you could have a dispensation not to go to mass,” Tommy said after some reflection.
“Did you get that straight from the pope?” Michael asked with a sort of a grin.
Tommy was pleased. At least he had made both of them smile a bit. They walked down River Road, the four Ryan children and Tommy.
“Will I have to walk ahead of you or behind you?” Eddie asked.
“Of course not,” Dara said.
“You’re all right with us,” said Michael.
Eddie’s face registered great alarm. Things must be worse than he thought if he was allowed to walk with the twins and Tommy Leonard. Mam must be in a very bad way altogether.
   Kitty Daly wheeled her bicycle out quietly.
If anyone asked her why she needed a bike to go the few yards to mass she would say that she was going out to her best friend’s house afterward. This was a girl who lived on a farm three miles out beyond the bridge.
But nobody asked her, so Kitty looked up and down Bridge Street and set off at a great pace toward Coyne’s wood. While the mass bell was ringing over Mountfern she pedaled on and got to the old stile at the same time as Kerry O’Neill.
Hand in hand they walked through the paths that had hardly changed since their grandparents and great-grandparents had been young and had visited Coyne’s wood all those years ago.
   Patrick O’Neill could have done without this parade. But he knew that not to have come to mass would have caused more comment still. His face was grim as he walked into the church. A year ago he would have known nobody here, now there wasn’t a face that he didn’t recognize nor a person who didn’t know him.
He knelt beside Grace and wondered to himself how the church had survived so long with ineffectual old men like Canon Moran in charge of parishes. Possibly because there were no thrusting young men anxious to topple them as there were in ordinary business.
Or if the thrusting young men did feel like that then they were not in the right calling. Thrusting young men reminded him of his son, and the great wave of annoyance came over him again. As it had when he had spoken to Kerry and told him about the accident.
“We’re insured aren’t we?” Kerry had said.
Patrick had remained silent.
“Well we are, Father, hey?” Kerry’s voice had sounded impatient.
“Yes we’re insured,” Patrick had said.
“And Father, the whole place is hung with notices. Christ, they can’t even expect our insurance to pay.”
Patrick hadn’t trusted himself to speak. He realized that if Kerry O’Neill reacted this way he had inherited it from his father.
Patrick saw Fergus Slattery loosening his collar and tie and looking around him a bit wildly. He wondered was the lawyer coming adrift in some way. There had been that very unpleasant and unexpected scene in the hospital where Fergus had shouted at him, not caring who heard.
“Don’t think you can buy your way out of this, O’Neill, as you bought everything else.”
The man had been almost deranged.
Patrick had put out a hand to calm him and Fergus had flung it away.
“Your tactics won’t work with me, O’Neill, you can’t glad-hand me like you do everyone in the county. Kate Ryan was injured—possibly fatally injured—on your premises by a machine in your ownership by a man in your employ. Making a few grand gestures about American surgeons, friends of yours no doubt who’ll say that her spine was broken always … that’s not going to change the mind of the courts of law.”
“Ah Fergus, will you stop and think? Who’s talking about courts of law? We’re talking about making Kate better.”
“I’m talking about courts of law, district courts, circuit courts, the High Court, the Supreme Court. Don’t worry, O’Neill, this time you’re not getting away with it. This time you won’t smile your way out of ruining people’s lives.”
They had calmed him, other people had. Patrick had walked away knowing that his presence was inflaming Fergus Slattery more every second.
Patrick wondered if Slattery was sweet on Mrs. Ryan. There was something very passionate and personal in the way he talked. But he realized that in fact it didn’t matter whether Fergus Slattery was in love with Kate Ryan or not, what mattered was that he held Patrick totally responsible for the accident. And so might a lot of other people.
   Marian Johnson was at eleven o’clock mass. She had tried on her three hats and examined herself with distaste in all of them. They were aging, every single one of them. She looked like a middle-aged frump.
But then she didn’t want to wear a headscarf. People like Marian Johnson always wore hats, it said something about who you were to wear a hat at mass.
She had driven quickly to the church and looked in the mirror of her car without pleasure. She saw Patrick and Grace, and thank heavens there was no sign of that foreign-looking American woman who had arrived a few days ago. She had heard some very unsettling stories about Patrick being discovered in the same room as this Mrs. Fine when they were searching for him after the accident.
But that couldn’t be so. Anyway she would be here at mass with him if she were a close friend of any kind.
She had hardly spoken to Patrick since Kate Ryan’s accident. He was so preoccupied and either on the phone to America or over in the hospital as if it were his fault.
Heavens, everyone was saying that he hadn’t a thing to blame himself for. It wasn’t his fault if that woman didn’t know what dangers and hazards there were there. Living right across the river from them. It was terrible for her of course, and all those children.
Marian’s eye fell on them in a row: the solemn dark-eyed twins who were such friends of Grace O’Neill, and two scruffy little boys with spiky hair.
She heard Canon Moran’s reed-thin voice pipe on about happy death or speedy recovery. The man must be getting senile. How could you recover from a broken spine speedily, for heaven’s sake? Then she saw Dara taking the smaller scruffy boy by the hand and leading him out of the church.
With his other hand rolled into a fist and stuck into his eye, the child was roaring.
“He said happy death, Mammy’s not going to have a happy death; they said she was all right. They said she was all right.”
   Kate struggled during the night. She was very agitated and wouldn’t be comforted.
“Shush shush now. I’m here, there’s nothing to worry about,” the night nurse soothed.
“There’s everything to worry about.” Kate was suddenly clear and rational. “I can’t stay here, I have to go home. They’ll never manage.”
“Of course they’ll manage, they’re managing fine, isn’t that what your husband has been saying to you every day for a week?”
“A week? I don’t believe it.”
“Don’t think about it now, try to rest.”
“It can’t be a week,” Kate Ryan said, and her over-bright eyes closed heavily as she went back to something that was neither sleep nor complete unconsciousness. She had been there for a time that she couldn’t work out. Every time things cleared people told her some different time scale.
Her breathing was heavy and jerky.
The night nurse took her pulse and marveled at the resilience of the human body. To be able to survive those injuries. To be able to lie still while people worked out just how bad those injuries were.
   They were managing in a sort of a way. Often it was the well-meant curiosity and concern that was the hardest to take. People came with stories of bone setters who had made the crippled walk, with details of saints who had interceded with God in startling ways and with herbal cures which had been known in these parts for years and never once known to fail.
People came with kind worried faces saying that Kate should be kept still for six months or that she should be on her feet now before the paralysis had time to set in, or that she should have hot seaweed baths.
The support of a small community had its good side and its wearying side. Nobody could be offended, nobody could be ignored. And it didn’t have the advantage of taking their minds off things. Everyone was talking about the same thing. How to get Kate Ryan cured and back in their midst.
   Jack Coyne was the last person John wanted to see come into the pub.
“It’s all right, don’t stand up. I’m not here socializing.”
“Sorry, Jack, what can I get you? It is a public house; I have to try and keep things normal for everyone’s sake.”
“No you don’t, things are not normal. You’ve contacted a solicitor, I suppose.”
“Ah Jack, stop will you …”
“Someone has to keep you straight, John. You’ll need a big firm of solicitors, Fergus will be the first to tell you that. Don’t just go to someone in the town, go right to Dublin. You’ll have to in the end.”
“It’s doctors she needs and a run of luck, not lawyers for Christ’s sake.”
“She’s the businesswoman in this family, she’d be the first to agree with me.”
“Please, Jack. I know you mean well. You’re not helping.”
“I can give you the name of a big firm. I let one of the partners have a car last year, he came down here fishing. Jesus Mary and Joseph, John, O’Neill has to be stopped. He has to be stopped, I tell you, and you’ll need the big guns on him. He can’t come in here to this parish throwing his weight around, favoring one, ignoring another and in the end getting Kate into this terrible mess.”
“It’s not the time … I beg you.”
“If you don’t act now it’ll be too late, he’ll outfox you. There’s a lot of people in this place standing up for you, John, don’t let them down.”
   “Mr. Ryan?”
“What is it, Carrie?”
“Mr. Ryan, Jimbo asked me to find out kind of if you were going to be taking Mr. O’Neill to the law for all that’s happened to Mrs. Ryan.”
“And what on earth business is it of Jimbo’s, can I ask?”
“I know, Mr. Ryan. I didn’t want to ask you at all, but he said a lot of the fellows who work for Mr. O’Neill were wondering and that I was in a grand position to know, working here and all.”
She looked wretched, her long lank hair falling into her eyes. John knew that if Kate were standing here she would hand Carrie a hair clip so that she wouldn’t blind herself.
He looked at her helplessly without saying anything.
“I’m very sorry, Mr. Ryan.” Her face was scarlet. “It’s just that he said it would be easy, but I didn’t know what else to do but ask. There’d be no point in my listening at doors.”
“No point, Carrie.” He was weary. “Tell Jimbo that you think suing Patrick O’Neill is the last thing on my mind. There’s no plans to stop him in his building, their jobs will be all right. That’s what it’s about.”
“I suppose it is,” Carrie said miserably.
   “Was that Miss Johnson from the Grange leaving in such a hurry?” Mrs. Daly from the Dairy wanted to know.
“It was indeed.” Rita Walsh tossed her head. She had just had words with Marian Johnson. Unpleasant words. Rita had said like any human would have said that it was a tragedy about Kate Ryan, wasn’t it appalling to think she had been so badly injured only yards from her own home, in a place that used to be green fields and wild brambles.
Marian Johnson had taken this as some kind of criticism of Patrick O’Neill; she had answered hotly that the Ryan woman should have been able to read the dozen notices around the building site.
It had all been very unfortunate; the hair-do had not been a success. Every attempt to organize a parting in Marian’s many-crowned head had been interrupted by further defense of the American. Rita had been foolish enough to pass some remark about Patrick being well able to look after himself and if he wasn’t, hadn’t he that foreign-looking woman, the one he had installed over in the Slieve Sunset, to look after him? This had caused an unexpected reaction, and Marian had left before her hair was finished.
“It’s pathetic at her age,” Mrs. Daly said disapprovingly. “She’s well into her forties, what does she think is going to happen? A big white wedding up in the church with Canon Moran blessing the happy couple? She should have sense.”
Mrs. Leonard from the stationer’s was coming out from under one of the big heavy chrome hairdryers. She didn’t want to miss anything that was going on.
“I was in Conway’s this morning—you know, the shop part, not the pub of course.” She gave a tinkle of a laugh. “They were saying in there that they hoped there’d be no bad feeling over this. An act of God is all it was.”
“Well yes,” Rita said unthinkingly. “But an act of God that happened because of that man’s machinery and bulldozers. If he hadn’t come back and filled the place up with things you’d never expect in the heart of the country …”
She felt Mrs. Daly’s shoulders tense slightly under the pink cotton cape. She knew that for a second time that morning she was going to find herself in disagreement with a client.
“That’s all very well, Rita,” Mrs. Daly said, “but it doesn’t do to forget what benefits that man is bringing to this place. It would be a pity if people were to go around saying things carelessly that might drive him out of it. He’s in a terrible way, I hear, near to tears over the whole thing, and he’s like a child about Mountfern and wanting to be part of it. The smallest thing could blow him away from here like a puff of wind. We’ll have to watch what we say.”
Rita looked in the mirror and her eyes met Mrs. Daly’s eyes, small and round like Mrs. Daly’s face, satisfied with life the way it now was since the American had come to breathe hope into the town and to give Daly’s Dairy the chance of supplying a large hotel.
“I know what you mean,” Rita Walsh said. “It doesn’t do to give the wrong impression.”
“Exactly.” Mrs. Daly wriggled her plump little shoulders and waited for Rita’s expert fingers to arrange the finger wave to the best advantage on her forehead.
   Dr. White came into the post office with relief. Here at least nobody would expect him to know the ins and outs of Kate Ryan’s injuries, the likely chance of her ever being able to walk again.
The door to the back room was open and the doctor saw the big stocky figure of the American at the telephone.
“Well, Sheila,” Dr. White said mildly, “I didn’t know this was going on. Is it a serious romance or are you just setting up an opposition to the Rosemarie hair salon?”
“Ah, leave poor Rita alone.” Sheila Whelan didn’t bother denying the reputation of Mrs. Walsh’s establishment. Neither did she offer any explanation for the presence of Patrick O’Neill in her sitting room, but she had quietly closed the through door with her foot.
“Can I get you stamps, or are you eligible for the old-age pension suddenly?” she asked.
“God, I feel I could do with the pension. Be like old man Slattery used to be, take my little stool and bag and spend my days eyeball to eyeball with lovely eight-pound—ten-pound, even—pike. Dangle a few little herrings in front of them, that’s what a man should do with his days on this earth.”
“Never saw the sense of it myself,” Sheila Whelan said. “Taking one kind of fish to attract another kind of fish, and not even eating the ones you take out of the river. Still.”
“That’s it. Still, let people do what they want to. I came in for one thing and one thing only, to avoid running into the canon. I saw him coming up the road, and I fled in here. I can’t take another dose of the Lord’s will, and the goodness of Our Blessed Lady.”
Sheila Whelan smiled. “Come on out of that, you’re a very saintly man.”
“Yes I am, but it’s not the kind of saintly that sees the hand of God and his mother in paralyzing Kate Ryan all in the cause of building a flashy hotel.”
“She’d have been paralyzed whether the hotel was going to be flashy or whether they were building a library for cloistered nuns over there.”
“You always stand up for him.” Dr. White jerked his head toward the door.
“No, that’s not so. I don’t always stand up for him or always stand up for anyone, but Lord God it’s not his fault, is it?”
“I suppose like the rest of the town you’re terrified he’ll go, and take his money with him.”
Sheila was mild. “What do I see of his money? I’m hardly making a fortune from his being here. A lot more work, and certainly revenue for the Department of Posts and Telegraphs. I’m hardly benefiting myself.”
“Of course not.” Dr. White was ashamed.
“I know what you mean though, Martin. And it’s very hard to look at it. The way people look out for themselves. But it’s not a thriving place, this. I suppose you’d have to expect it.”
“You’re too tolerant.”
“I’m not I can’t sleep at night thinking of Kate Ryan’s injuries, but that doesn’t mean I blame that poor man in there. He can’t even make a call without a circle of people around him waiting to hear what he’s at.”
“And hasn’t he a phone above in the lodge?”
“A lot of these are calls to the States, it’s easier on him to be here. I’ve shown him how to get through.”
“Oh well, that’s all right. Business as usual then, or maybe he’s onto some smart lawyers over there, fellows that will come over here and say he isn’t even in the remotest way responsible for what happened.”
“That is very unjust and very unlike you, Martin White.”
The doctor looked at her, startled. Perhaps he had gone too far. He waited to see if she would explain why it was so unfair. But Sheila Whelan said nothing. It wasn’t up to her to explain that Patrick O’Neill was on the phone to America trying to get a particular specialist to come over from America and examine Kate Ryan.
He had been on the telephone all day trying to get the right people. His phone bill would be staggering.
   Patrick said he didn’t care how offended anyone was, he was flying the specialist from New York and he would be here on Monday. No, he didn’t care whose toes were being stepped on, in a case of life or death, in a case of paralysis he would presume that medical men and women would be large enough and sufficiently generous-spirited to realize that the patient came first. No aspersions were being cast, no offense should be taken.
He knew that the New York man would probably confirm everything that was being done here, so where was the harm, where was the insult?
The hospital, which had been horrified to hear of outsiders, succumbed as Patrick had known they would.
He couldn’t bear to think they might bungle it, move her when she shouldn’t be moved, or leave her in a country hospital when she should be at the remedial center in Dublin. Only when he heard an independent and expert view from a man he had chosen and paid would Patrick believe that everything possible was being done.
The whole thing had an air of unreality to it. He thanked God that he hadn’t broached the matter of the entrance to them; if he had spoken of it then he would always have felt sure that Kate’s accident was in some way connected.
   One night John found the twins asleep on the window seat.
Before he woke them he made three mugs of hot chocolate, and they drank them together as the summer moon shone down on the river and the building site.
“You’re very good the way you manage, but you’ll have to get some proper sleep, not with crooked necks and cramps here on the window.” His voice was gentle.
“Everything’s different,” Michael said.
“I know, son.”
There was a long silence.
“Do you think …” Dara began.
“I don’t know. I hope so, but I really don’t know.”
A little later he took their empty mugs and left them on the chest of drawers under the Sacred Heart lamp and saw the twins off to bed.
Dara had wanted to have Grace O’Neill to stay. She said it would be lovely to have someone to talk to at night.
John Ryan had hated saying no, but he felt it would be wrong in some way. He felt that until things were sorted out, O’Neill’s child shouldn’t really sleep under their roof.




Chapter XII

Kate stirred in the hospital.
“Mrs. Ryan, you’re fine. Fine. Don’t move too much.”
“Nurse, is my husband here?”
“He’s been here all morning, he stepped out for a smoke. Will I get him?”
“No, send him home.”
“He doesn’t want to go home, he wants to be here with you.”
“He has no business wanting that, he’s got a business to run. How will he keep it if he’s here?”
Kate was fretful and worried. Sometimes it was clear to her that she had cracked her spine and broken several vertebrae, sometimes nothing was clear. There were bits when she wanted to cry and cry it all out of her and then she knew she would feel fine, she could get off this ridiculous table she was on and tear out these tubes and go home. There were other bits when she thought she would never move again. It wasn’t clear to her what happened.
Sometimes she would ask. But she would drift off before the explanation.
John had peeped through the circle of glass in the door and seen that Kate was awake. He had stubbed out his cigarette and come in eagerly.
“What time is it?” she asked.
“It’s midday, love, I just heard the angelus.”
“Then what are you doing here?”
“What?”
“The pub opens in half an hour, John, who’s going to open it?”
“Not today, love, they all know I’m here with you.”
“They won’t know that till they get to the door and find the place closed. John, have sense. Please. Please don’t leave me to make all the decisions, even though I’m lying here with a broken back. For God’s sake do something on your own initiative. Just once.”
The nurse had called for assistance and the houseman came in. Kate was thrashing around and the injection was swift in coming.
John stood rooted to the spot.
Kate’s face was calm again as if in a normal peaceful sleep.
“I don’t know what to do,” he said to the young nurse pitifully.
“I think you should go home, Mr. Ryan, she’s had a very strong sedative now, she won’t be able to talk for a while.”
“But what would I do at home?”
“I don’t know, maybe you could open the pub as she said.”
John Ryan turned and went out with a heavy tread.
Sitting outside in a hired car was Paudie Doyle, the younger brother of Brian. He was eighteen and had a drivers license. Patrick O’Neill had hired him with the car and said that he was to drive the Ryan family backward and forward from the hospital to Mountfern—a hundred times a day if needs be. And to be there always at their beck and call.
He was a kind young fellow and he couldn’t bear to see the look of pain on John’s face.
“In about twenty-five minutes the pubs will be open, or maybe you might know someone who’d open early for you. Would that be nice? A drop of brandy maybe?”
“Thanks, Paudie. Drive me home to my own place like a good lad. I’ve got to open up, got a business to run, you know.”
“Of course you do, I thought you’d have someone else doing that. They would you know, people are very willing to do anything to help. You know they are.”
“I know,” said John dully. “I just don’t seem to be able to think of anything they could do.”
   Kate had been right of course, there were plenty of people anxious to know how she was and to give the Ryans their custom.
Grace wanted to know was it all right if she stayed to lunch.
“Certainly.” John was pleased that the twins would have company. He sent her on into the kitchen behind and concentrated on serving. Patrick sat on a stool and asked about everything, and when Fergus came in, he sat on the stool beside the American.
“And what did the injection do, did she go out at once or did it take time?” Patrick asked.
“Why don’t you ask him to put a bulletin up on the door as they do in Buckingham Palace?” Fergus asked suddenly.
Patrick looked at him, startled.
“There are fourteen people in this public house needing pints, half ones, glasses of whiskey, bottles of minerals opened for them. Would you not have the common sense to let the man get on with it instead of interrogating him about every twist and turn of his unfortunate wife.”
“Fergus.” John was shocked.
“I mean it, John, you get on with serving while you still have a pub to serve in.” Fergus had a voice very near tears.
“He’s right, of course.” Patrick stood up. “I’ll call back to ask about Kate when you’re not busy, John.” In four steps he was out the door.
John Ryan was very upset.
“Ah, Fergus, what did you have to go and do that for? Now I’ll have to go after him. He’s been so good to us, Fergus, you have no idea. He has cars for us everywhere, we’d never be able to get in and out to the hospital, and he’s paying for a specialist to come from America, someone who actually treated the Kennedys coming the whole way to look at Kate What did you have to go and insult him for? He was only being interested and asking.”
“I’m interested but I want you to keep your business,” Fergus hissed, indicating a small group at the other end of the counter needing refills. “And I could drive you in to see Kate, I could give you my car, for God’s sake. He’s not the only one who wants to help.”
“But that’s it. He does want to help. Don’t be on at him like you were up in the hospital. It only makes things harder.” John was still looking at the door wondering if he should run after Patrick.
“No, you’re right.” And Fergus swung off the stool to stride out also—leaving John Ryan without two customers he realized as he walked sadly along River Road and saw the figure of Patrick O’Neill walking sadly among the machinery and small walls of his building site on the other side of the river.
 

 
Kerry O’Neill had bought a get-well card in Leonard’s. He had chosen it carefully. Not a funny one, and not a mournful one either, full of flowers and verses about Good Friendship and Health.
Tommy Leonard thought that Kerry was very considerate to put so much thought into it. A lot of people just bought the first thing or the cheapest thing they saw.
Kerry’s father didn’t share this view. He thought Kerry was cold and distant about the accident, he felt there was something a little calculating about finding a meaningless printed card and signing it “… from all your friends in Mountfern, and Kerry O’Neill.” But then very little that Kerry did or said pleased Patrick these days. The boy seemed to be entirely wrapped up in himself. There was no room for anyone else in his life.
   The chicken was boiled a long time now. Carrie looked at it anxiously—it was beginning to break up in the pot. Usually the mistress came out and made a white sauce at this stage; she used to come like a whirlwind into the kitchen. Up to the stove and pound pound pound in a small saucepan, flinging in the milk, the butter and the flour at random, it seemed. The instructions were given to Carrie like a series of short and rapid machine guns being fired. Kate Ryan used to speak firmly but kindly:
“Potatoes drained and into the dish, now. Thanks, Carrie, and plates warming, there’s a good girl. Thanks, Carrie. Pass me the carving knife and fork. Right, call Michael, it’s his turn to serve today.” It used to go like clockwork. But today nothing was right. Carrie didn’t have enough hands. The children were all sitting inside like lords and ladies waiting to be served, the master was in the pub where it seemed half the parish had come up to drink like pigs at a trough.
Carrie was flustered and confused. When she put the chicken down it started to go cold out of the pot so she put it back in again while she got out the potatoes, then the chicken seemed to have broken into fragments with all the shifting it about.
Since the mistress wasn’t here to criticize her, she thought she’d risk taking the potatoes to the table in the big black pot. She ran with it because it was so heavy. She hadn’t known that the young O’Neill child was sitting at the table inside. She began to run out again but the pot slipped. She banged it on the table and there was a noise, a sizzling noise. The pot had burned a huge weal into the table.
Carrie looked at it, her face as aghast as the five children’s faces that looked first at the burning table and then at her.
She couldn’t bear it anymore. There was nobody to advise her. Carrie ran from the room in tears.
   John heard a commotion and excused himself from the bar.
In the breakfast room the children were trying to scrape the burn marks from the table. They looked up guiltily.
“Well God, that’s a nice way to behave,” he said, looking from one to another to see who was the culprit.
“Nobody here was responsible, Mr. Ryan.” The clear voice of the little American Grace was coupled with a dimpling smile.
She was like a little blonde angel interceding for frailer folk. But he knew without her having to tell tales that poor Carrie had done it again.
In the kitchen things were worse than he had expected. The chicken looked more like chicken soup than any kind of boiled fowl. The cabbage was overcooked and smelling badly in its saucepan. A pot of something else that might have been a milk pudding had burned dry. Wearily he took the burning saucepan from the stove and looked glumly at the scene.
There was no sign of Carrie but he thought he saw a figure in the back yard near the old pump, sobbing into her apron.
Dara was beside him. “Try to pick the best bits out of the chicken, Dara, and give everybody two potatoes. Leave the table, we’ll see to it later.”
“What about the cabbage?”
“Give it to the hens when it cools down.”
“And the rest of the chicken, all these stringy bits?”
“It would hardly be tactful to give that to the hens, if you see what I mean.”
Dara giggled. “You’re very funny, Daddy,” she said approvingly.
“Wouldn’t I need to be?” said John Ryan.
   “It’s all hopeless, Father,” Grace said. “There’s this maid and she brought the pot of potatoes to the table and burned the table top and then she ran out and cried, and it’s all just hopeless.”
“What do they need?” Patrick asked.
Grace was thoughtful. “I think they just need proper help, you know, someone efficient like Miss Hayes.”
“Yes, yes.”
“Well, will you get them someone?”
“I think not, Grace. I think we might do more harm than good. We wouldn’t know who to send in, we could pick the wrong person.”
“Marian should know, she runs a hotel.”
“I don’t want to get Marian involved.”
“She has a crush on you,” Grace said.
“Don’t be silly.”
“You know it too. Don’t you like her?”
“She’s fine, but don’t give me this silly talk about crushes. That’s teenage stuff, not old men and old ladies.”
“So we won’t get them a maid? The Ryans I mean.”
“No, there are times when I think you have to stand back a bit.”
   Grace said she wanted to help. Please, she didn’t mind things being untidy, or whatever they were trying to keep from her because she was a guest. Couldn’t she just join in like the family?
Michael and Dara found things for her to do. She took Leopold for his walk, she picked vegetables, she brought the washing in from the line.
She encouraged them to go out to play. They hadn’t been allowed to visit their mother in the intensive-care ward but Grace said she was sure Mrs. Ryan wouldn’t want them sitting around the house being gloomy. She’d want to think of them swimming and doing normal things. Little by little they agreed, but there was always such confusion at home it was easier not to go out at all.
“I never knew running a house was like this,” Dara wailed.
“I don’t know what anyone gets married for,” Michael said with feeling.
“But it needn’t be like this, I suppose.” Grace meant if you had enough money to pay someone to do it properly.
Like Miss Hayes was being paid to keep things right in the lodge. There was always bread in the bread bin, cake in the cake tin. There were clean towels and sheets. Why were things so confused in the Ryans’ household?
“We used to think that we’d live in Fernscourt once,” Michael said unexpectedly. “Dara and I had a section of it all planned. And we’d have no proper mealtimes or bedtimes, or sheets or cleaning shoes … I think it would have worked.”
He sounded very wistful.
Grace patted his hand. “It’s terrible for you being the eldest,” she said.
“Yes, well, joint eldest,” Michael said, struggling to be fair.
“But it’s harder on boys, I remember—” She stopped suddenly.
“What?” The twins spoke together.
“Nothing.”
“Go on, Grace, what do you remember?” Dara was insistent.
“I don’t want to remember it, I can’t remember it.”
“Please, Grace.” Michael had a better way with him, obviously.
“Okay, the reason I didn’t want to finish it was because … well, I remember when my mother was ill, Kerry said it was harder being a boy because you wanted to cry just as much as a girl wanted to cry but the world didn’t let you cry, you had to pretend somehow that it didn’t matter so much to you. Kerry said that was the hardest bit because he couldn’t show Mother how much he loved her by crying with her.”
The twins were silent.
Grace looked apologetic. “So now, so you see why I didn’t want to finish it, I didn’t want to talk about my mother who did die in the same breath as talking about your mother who is not going to die. Do you see?”
Dara gave her a great hug and Michael squeezed her hand.
Grace lost her troubled look and smiled with them both. “Let’s finish these goddamned apples and then we’ll go for a swim.”
They peeled and cored the apples in the gloomy knowledge that somehow Carrie would make a brown unappetizing mess from all their hard work.
   Mrs. Whelan was quiet and to the point, it would be doing everyone a great favor if John could see his way to providing a busy life and home for her cousin Mary Donnelly. There was no need to go into details but the girl had a bit of a crisis in her private life and the last thing she needed was to be left alone brooding. She was extremely capable, she would not want a large salary—just a change for the few weeks, months, whatever it was until Kate was home.
John was never so relieved. He had been shattered by the events of the day: Kate wrestling with her pain and shouting at him that he couldn’t take the initiative, ever; Fergus and Patrick almost coming to blows and then both walking out of the pub; Carrie having retired to bed in hysterics and the kitchen looking as if a bomb had hit it. Opening time in another half an hour. He was never so relieved as to hear of this efficient Mary Donnelly who could come on the bus in two days if called for. Where would she sleep?
Mrs. Whelan had thought of that too. There was an outhouse at the back and it didn’t need a great deal of work. They could get a couple of men off the site to fix it up, run an electric wire through it, a coat of paint.
There would be plenty of beds up in the Grange and Marian Johnson had offered any kind of help, a small second-hand bed would be great.
John didn’t know if he could accept all this. Sheila was adamant that he should.
“When something awful happens people feel helpless, the one thing they want to do is to be of assistance. Let them help, John, it will make them feel much better if nothing else.”
John held her hand gratefully. Only this morning he had been thinking, when young Paudie Doyle had said that people wanted to help, that he didn’t know what to ask them. And now Mrs. Whelan was making it possible.
Once she got the green light from John, Sheila went to Brian Doyle.
“You said you wondered what you could do,” she began.
And it was done in a trice. Men and materials were arranged. The old outhouse was stripped of its rubble, broken wood and boxes were carted away. Other things which most certainly were rubbish but should not be thrown out without reference to Kate were transferred into an even older outhouse which was around at one side of the pub. They were stacked neatly there waiting the verdict of the mistress on her return.
The whitewash on the walls was done three times to make sure it looked presentable.
The new house became the focal point for all the children.
Jacinta and Liam White were back from their Irish College, even more at loggerheads with each other than usual and according to themselves still unable to speak a word of Irish.
Liam said that Jacinta had been tiresome and in love with the boy who taught dancing. Jacinta said that Liam had been embarrassing and was caught smoking first and then caught being sick later as a result of the earlier smoking. They told the twins that their father had said Mrs. Ryan was most definitely not going to die, but he said that nobody knew when she’d be home. They had asked him would it be days or months or years and he still couldn’t say.
“I suppose it must be months anyway; this is why we’re doing the place up,” Dara said gloomily.
Maggie Daly wanted a more cheerful view. “Listen, it could be tomorrow for all we know, but she’ll still need someone to help her. Didn’t you say yourself it’s non stop?”
Dara brightened. “That’s what it is, non stop. As soon as one meal’s finished and washed up it’s time for the next. People eat far too much, you know.”
Maggie burst out laughing.
Brian Doyle who had come to supervise, gave them a shout. “If you two girls have come to be entertained by all this and to giggle would you think of putting on a kettle and getting some tea for these men here? All right?”
This reduced Maggie and Dara to further hysterics.
“Non stop, a woman’s work, non bloody stop,” Dara said as they headed for the kitchen.
“Dara, you’d better mind your language, your mother’d make a swipe at you if she heard you saying bloody,” said Carrie, shocked.
Dara paused a moment thinking how great it would be to have Mam running around the place like she used to and able to make a swipe at anyone instead of lying on her back in the hospital.
   Grace told Marian Johnson about the new room and she sent down a bed from the Grange. Fergus Slattery brought a wardrobe he said he didn’t need. He drove it up in his car and carried it in himself. Maggie’s mother sent Charlie with a small table, a blue cloth and a statue of Our Lady with a little blue glass that held a night light which you could put in front of the statue. The Leonards sent a rug for the floor and a brand-new unopened pad of writing paper and envelopes, in case the new lady wanted to write home. Loretto Quinn gave a chair. The Williamses said they had a roll of linoleum which they had bought by mistake and the shop wouldn’t take it back; they had been hoping to hear of a place that might need it.
John looked in from time to time and said that as far as he could see it was better by far than any other room in Ryan’s Licensed Premises and private house.
When Mary Donnelly got off the bus on Tuesday her new home was ready for her.
She was given a short briefing by Mrs. Whelan in the post office and then she walked purposefully down River Road carrying her small grip bag. She had left her big case with Sheila Whelan so that the family would not realize how long she was coming to stay.
She knew the most important place to head for, and went straight to the kitchen.
“I’m Mary,” she said to Carrie. “It must have been an awful shock for you and nobody telling you what’s expected and what’s not.”
Carrie looked at her gratefully. “That’s just it, Miss,” she said. “If only I knew what they all want …”
“We’ll have to sort it out,” Mary Donnelly said, hanging up her coat on the back of the door.
   “Why didn’t you come to me, Sheila? I’d have gotten a better job done, anything you wanted,” Patrick said.
“I thought it was better not to deal with you directly.” Her voice was bland.
“Whyever not?” But he knew. He knew exactly why.
“Better let others do it, I thought.”
“I feel responsible, yes, that Kate hurt herself on my property, but I don’t feel guilty about it, for Christ’s sake.”
“Of course not.”
“And everyone else must feel the same. They do, don’t they?”
“Not really. People take sides easily in a thing like this. For one reason or another.”
“I thought it was that crackpot attorney that was the only one, and that he was upset because he’s got the hots for her.”
“Really!”
“No, sorry, I shouldn’t have said that, but you know …”
“I don’t know, and you should not have said it, and it is not true.”
“Sheila, don’t turn against me, you were the first person who welcomed me to this place, don’t turn on me.”
She patted his hand. “Don’t be so dramatic,” she said “I’m just marking your card a little like I did at the start, and you were glad then. Maybe I’ve stepped over the limit.”
“Do they really think it’s my fault?”
“Some of them do.”
“But it’s so unfair,” he cried out.
“Who said life was fair?”
He remembered her own personal circumstances and nodded in silence.
“You see …” she began.
“Yes?”
“You see, logical or illogical, this is what they think. If you had never come here, there would have been no machines and no bulldozer on that site. None of this would ever have happened.”
“If I hadn’t come here, everything would have been all right?” he asked quietly.
“Well, for the Ryans it would,” Sheila said simply.
   Dr. White didn’t like the American. It had nothing to do with his importing a Yank specialist. That rather pleased White because it got up the noses of the hospital consultants, always an arrogant bunch.
But the American felt that money or business was the universal answer.
Once he had commented that Dr. White’s practice would expand considerably when the hotel was built.
“I hope that your guests will have scant need of my professional services. It would spoil their holidays,” Dr. White had said politely.
“Yes, but when they do get a bellyache they’ll be people of substance, you can charge them properly.”
“I’ll charge them what I charge everyone, I won’t fleece sick people just because they happen to be rich and American,” Dr. White had said haughtily.
He knew Patrick called him a stuffed shirt.
The doctor was surprised to see him calling at the office.
“Can you give me something to make me sleep, knock me out for eight hours at a time?” Patrick asked.
“No. Not just like that I can’t.”
“What do you want, my life story?”
“Why didn’t you ask that Yank doctor who treated the entire Kennedy family? He could have given you something.”
“Goddammit man, he’s an orthopedic surgeon.” Patrick’s annoyance was so great that Dr. White smiled, and the American smiled too.
“Sorry, I’m very edgy, a proof of lack of sleep.”
“Tension, I suppose. Strain. Do you have a prescription already?”
“Never needed them in my life, thought they were the tool of a weak man. But if you’re lame you use a walking stick. I guess I’m lame as regards sleep.”
“Fine, whatever you say.”
“You’ll give them to me?”
“Mr. O’Neill, you are a grown-up man, you could buy and sell everyone in this town and probably will. Who am I to deny you a prescription for two weeks of non-addictive sleeping pills?”
“What do you mean, buy and sell?”
“It’s an expression, Mr. O’Neill. If you meet a bright child, you say, ‘That boy would buy and sell you.’ It’s a term of high praise.”
“Why are you mocking me, Doctor?”
“I beg you not to think that. Will two weeks be sufficient? One a night, warm milk. Keep warm, don’t try to go to sleep. It will come, I assure you, with these.”
He signed his name with a flourish and handed Patrick the small piece of paper.
“Do you think I’m responsible for Kate Ryan’s accident?”
“No, of course not.”
“You don’t?”
“No, how could you be? Weren’t you miles away, they say, at the time?”
“But morally responsible?”
“I suppose we could argue that since no man is an island, we are all involved in everyone’s life and death and success or injury. No more than that.”
“I’m so sorry it happened, if you knew.”
“I know. Most people do know. Aren’t you moving heaven and earth to get her better?” The doctor’s voice sounded kind.
“But she’s not going to get better, that’s what they say.”
“They say it will be long.”
“They say she’ll never walk again. Your doctors say that, my doctor says that.”
“They say long useful life.”
“In a fucking wheelchair.”
“Alive not dead.”
“It’s like talking to the priests talking to you, Dr. White.”
“I hope you use better language talking to the priests.”
“I hope so, I’m sure I forget sometimes.”
“Listen, it was great that your man from Cape Cod or wherever said they were doing things right in the hospital. Now everyone’s happy.”
“Up to a point,” Patrick said.
“Sure, I know, but if you see as much difficult birth, hard life and rotten death as I do you’d realize that a wheelchair isn’t the end of the world.”
“No,” said Patrick. “It’s not. Thank you, Doctor. Your bill?”
“Forget it.”
“I can’t do that.”
“I don’t see why not. I only wrote my name.”
“It has a price, your years of training, remember?”
“No, it has no price if I wish it to have none. Believe me, there are things without a price on them.”
“And you believe me too, Dr. White.” Patrick’s eyes blazed with anger. “I know there are things that have no price. If I was out for a return on my money do you think I would be building this folly here? That’s what my manager back in the States calls it, O’Neill’s Folly. There’s no price on this that anyone could recognize. It’s an act of love. Of faith. It’s not the act of a businessman who wants to make a quick buck, or indeed any bucks for a very long time.”
Dr. White shook his head sadly and said nothing.
“Well, go on, say it whatever it is?”
“But of course there’s a price. The price is your wish to be home, and to be a person of importance in these parts where your grandfather came from, not just one of a few million Irish in America. That’s what you want—isn’t it?—much more than money. I was just saying there are some people who want nothing or very little.”
“Like the Ryans,” Patrick said sadly. “They wanted very little indeed, and look at what they have now.”
   “It will be better for you now that you’ve got someone to look after things,” Grace said.
“She looks a bit fierce,” Dara complained.
“It doesn’t matter, she’s going to run things, that’s what it’s about.”
Grace was always so sunny. Dara wondered did she ever have great times of doubt and worry? Was it only Dara? Maybe if you were as beautiful as Grace was, there was no need to worry about things. Everyone loved you.
“Are things okay at your home now? You remember you asked me not to talk about that row ages ago between your father and Kerry, so I didn’t, I didn’t even think about it until now …”
Grace was full of understanding. “I know you didn’t tell anyone. You’re a great friend.”
They were sitting in Dara’s bedroom. Grace got up to walk about, she seemed restless.
“No, things are not great at home. But I don’t know whether that’s because of Kerry and Father, or because of Father being so worried about everything, your mother and all that.”
She looked terribly young somehow. Those curls could make her look like a toddler sometimes, otherwise they made her like a film star.
“Do they fight?”
“No, that’s just it, they hardly talk at all. They sort of talk through me, if I weren’t there I think not a word would be said.”
“It’s hard to believe that with Kerry, he’s so nice and such fun.”
Dara was wistful for those carefree days which seemed so long ago now. Kerry was one of the few people within miles who had not come to the pub to say how sorry he was, but perhaps he had not been able to think of anything to say.
“He’s definitely no fun with Father,” Grace said. Then she deliberately forced herself into a good humor again. “But I think it will all blow over, you know, this Mrs. Fine. I think Kerry was very uptight that she came to Ireland. You know, in case she and Father … Well, I told you.”
“Yes, but it’s not true, is it?”
“No, not true at all.” Grace was her sunny self again. “No, she’s staying miles away and she doesn’t see Father at all, it was all a false alarm. Kerry must realize that now, and things will be back to normal again.”
   Maggie Daly wished that her mother wouldn’t see things in such black and white ways. Her mother had this fear now that if everyone made too much of Mrs. Ryan’s accident it would look as if they were criticizing all the progress Mr. O’Neill brought to Mountfern. This was the biggest and best thing that had ever happened to their town and they must be sure that no foolish sentimentality was allowed to intrude.
Whenever Maggie said she was going up to Ryan’s, her mother said that she should watch her step and not make herself into a camp follower on one side or the other. Yet when Grace asked Maggie to come to the lodge Mrs. Daly was delighted. She spent ages hunting for a nice white collar to sew on Maggie’s dress and gave her a cream cake free to present to Miss Hayes with her compliments.
Mrs. Daly had not said anything about it being camp following to go to tea at the lodge.
   Judy Byrne was delighted to see Patrick O’Neill at her door.
“This is a professional call, and I must ask you to keep it very much to yourself,” he said.
“Certainly.” Judy’s eyes sparkled with interest and anticipation.
“We don’t have the same medical schemes in the States as here. Can you tell me how you work? Are you attached to the hospital?”
“Only in a part-time capacity Sometimes I do a day here and there when some of their staff are away. And I cover for people’s holidays.”
“But mainly you are in private practice, is that it?”
“Yes.” Judy wondered where this was leading.
“But you don’t have a clinic, an office here. Is your work mainly done at people’s homes?”
“I do go to people’s homes, or I can go to Dr. White’s office if I am needed. If it’s a matter of teaching people exercises or movements they can come here.” She looked defensively around her small sitting room with its desk and her shelf of text books. She didn’t like him dismissing it so casually.
“And who pays you?”
“I beg your pardon?”
Judy’s eyes were round in disbelief.
“I am sorry. I did say it was a business call. I must learn to speak less crassly.” The famous O’Neill smile was there now. Lines radiating out from his eyes, head on one side, half contrite, half mischievous. It was the little-boy look that Patrick O’Neill had been wearing for so many years he did not even realize when it was on his face. Not until he saw Judy smiling back. Then he pressed on.
“You see, I’m just a poor hick from the States, I don’t understand the way things work here. The hospital is free … for one thing. I didn’t know that.”
“Well, the county hospital is free if you go through the dispensary doctor, certainly,” Judy said. “If you are a person of means then of course you would go to the nuns in the nursing home, or perhaps to one of the private rooms that the consultants have for their patients in the hospital.” She thought she was explaining what he wanted to know clearly but she couldn’t see the drift of his conversation.
“Yes, I see that now.” Patrick had endless patience.
He knew the system now. Kate was in intensive care, when she left it she would go to a ward. Unless he got her a private room. This he had arranged to do. But she would also need physiotherapy both in the hospital and when she returned home This was the knotty problem he had come to discuss with Judy and had wrongly thought that it could be done crisply and quickly if he designated it a business call. He must learn—he would learn eventually—that in Mountfern the dividing line between business and socializing was a minefield.
“And in your own case?” he tried delicately. “Are you reimbursed by hospital, patient, or is there someone else like the doctor that one goes through?”
He thought that if he said “reimbursed” she might find it less offensive than using the word “paid.”
Finally, like drawing teeth, Patrick O’Neill extracted the information he needed.
Judy Byrne was indeed a private physiotherapist. She did not make what anyone could call a living wage by her work. She had come back to live in Mountfern when her mother was elderly. Her mother had died leaving her this small attractive house, a car and a small undisclosed sum of money in the bank.
It was possible for Judy Byrne to live comfortably on the fairly limited amount of work that came her way through Dr. White, through part-time work in the hospital, and anything else that consultants recommended her for.
She was fully qualified; she would be ideally placed to give Kate Ryan the physiotherapy she would need. Her rates were, to Patrick, very reasonable, and he thought that others would think so too. But he reminded himself yet again how different were his circumstances from anyone else’s in Mountfern.
If he were to book Judy Byrne to come three times a week to Kate Ryan on her return, surely it would suit everyone? Kate, Judy and himself. But perhaps it would humiliate everyone and be the worst thing to do.
   “You’re doing very well, Mrs. Ryan,” the nurse said.
“Did they tell you it was going to be like this?” Kate asked wearily.
“Like what, Mrs. Ryan?”
“Like wiping bottoms and pulling soiled sheets out from under people?” Kate said.
“That’s only a small part of it, the main part of it is people getting better.”
“It’s not much better if I can’t decide when to go to the lavatory. It’s not better if I’m going to relieve myself over anyone and everyone who comes near me.”
“Tut tut, it’s not like that.”
“It is like that, Nurse, for God’s sake, that’s the second time this morning. If I had ten seconds’ warning I’d shout for you, but it just comes out.”
“It doesn’t matter to anyone but you.”
“I hope it will always matter to me; I don’t want to get to a stage where I expect people to wipe up after me.”
“I’ve told you it won’t always be like this.”
“But when? When will it get better? Last week you said it would be better this week. The week before you said it would be better last week.”
“If you knew how well you’re doing, Mrs. Ryan, you’d be pleased instead of worrying about things that honestly don’t worry us. You’d be rejoicing like we are that you’ve made so much progress.”
“That’s a load of nonsense and you know it, Nurse.”
“Now Mrs. Ryan, please.”
“What’s your name, Nurse?”
“Geraldine.”
“Right, Geraldine, and you call me Kate. We’re obviously going to be together for years and years, let’s not have any formalities.”
“It’s not going to be years and years, Mrs.… er, Kate.”
“Will I be home by Christmas? Answer me that.”
“I can’t. I don’t know.”
“It’s only July and you don’t know if I’ll be home by Christmas. Oh God, oh God, what am I going to do?” Kate began a low moan.
“I only said I don’t know. I’m only a nurse, I’m not a doctor or a surgeon.”
“Stop apologizing for yourself. What do you mean only a nurse?”
Geraldine grinned.
“Stop laughing at me,” Kate snapped.
“You’re marvelous, no wonder they’re all mad about you back there in Mountfern,” the girl said.
“They’re not mad about me, they’ve forgotten me.”
“Well they don’t sound as if they have, we get a ton of requests from people wanting to see you, but we say only the family.”
“Requests. Who in the name of God would want to come and see someone who might have diarrhea all over the bed in front of them?”
“There’s a Mr. Slattery telephones two or three times a day, a Mr. O’Neill telephones every day over and over, and others—Coynes, Walshes, Quinns, Dalys—and there’s a foreign woman called twice to see you, she was the one who left the plant.”
“I don’t know anyone foreign, she can’t have been for me.”
“Mrs. Fine.”
“No.”
“Well I’ll check again, she thinks she knows you—small dark American but foreign at the same time.”
Something stirred. But the events of the day she had met Rachel Fine were still blurred. It was the day John had his poem published, so he had told her. And the day that Patrick O’Neill had come into the bar urgently saying he wanted a consultation with the pair of them. John had told her that too but she couldn’t remember it. Was there a Mrs. Fine? It seemed familiar and the memory was good rather than bad.
“If she comes back I’ll see that Mrs. Fine,” Kate said.
“And what about these other men—the Slattery man and the O’Neill man?”
“No. Not yet. I’d cry with one and I might fight with the other.”
“Right. That’s understood. Now.”
“Oh God,” Kate said. “I know what ‘Now’ means.”
Now meant more of the same. The endless round. Changing her position in the bed every four hours to avoid the bed sores that she felt sure were going to come anyway, so great was the pressure where she touched the bedclothes under her. Now meant the physiotherapy. So far she only had to lie there but they told her that soon she would be taking part herself and strengthening her own muscles.
There were the hopeless attempts to make her control her bladder and her bowels. It was useless trying to go at certain times, the body didn’t work like that. It betrayed you. There was the painful business of putting in the catheter and taking it out. Lord, had she ever valued the whole business of being able to run into a bathroom and close the door behind you with no agony and pulling of flesh?
Had she ever given one minute of thought or sympathy to all the people she heard having records played for them on Hospital Requests? People having catheters and bedsores and drips all the time. Did they ever learn to accept it as normal? Would Kate ever learn?




Chapter XIII

On the day that Mary Donnelly arrived in Ryan’s, Leopold got ready to give her one of his traditional welcomes. He cowered against the wall shivering from his large misshapen head to his long awkward-looking tail. Then he rolled his eyes, flinched and gave a whimper of terror.
“Oh for goodness sake dog, will you stop that?” Mary Donnelly said to him firmly.
Leopold looked at her doubtfully. Usually he got a different reaction: people said, “Poor dog,” “Nice dog,” or “What has him so frightened?” There was nothing of this in the new woman’s tone.
“I saw you, dog, not half an hour ago up in the main street of this town and you had a bone the size of a hurling stick.”
Leopold hung his head as if he had been discovered.
“Now I’m not against that, it’s good that a butcher gives a bone to a dog instead of burning it, but all I want is you to quit putting on the poor mouth, there’s no call for that.”
The children stood open-mouthed as Leopold almost nodded in agreement.
“We’ll get on fine once we realize that there is no point in either of us feeling sorry for ourselves,” she said.
Her eyes moved around the watching group.
“What is this fine animal called?” she asked.
Eddie was the only one with enough breath to deliver the dog’s name.
Mary pronounced it several times, rolling it around to see if she liked it. She decided she did.
“Leopold,” she said loudly. Just hearing his name was usually enough to set Leopold baying to the moon as if he were being tortured. He began, but stopped in mid yowl.
Mary smiled. “That’s better,” she said. “Any other animals?”
“Jaffa and Maurice,” said Eddie, an unaccustomed spokesman for the family.
“Can I see them?”
Gravely she inspected Maurice in the mudroom and Jaffa on the wall.
On her first day she toured the house, asking the role of this and that.
Everywhere she nodded with instant understanding and convinced them that she knew the place had been run magnificently before the accident. This way they didn’t feel they had to keep explaining or apologizing.
   When the pub closed the first night she asked John to give her a quick instruction in her pub duties.
“It’s not a thing that can be done quickly,” John smiled. “A pint must be poured lovingly, slowly. No, a lot of bar work is the complete reverse of speed.”
“You may or may not be right,” Mary said, “and in the matter of the slowly poured pint, I have to believe you because there can be no other reason why men would sit in a bar and wait interminable lengths for froth to settle. But there are other aspects of the pub business which must be swift. Can you explain the measures to me, and what people call them, naggins and noggins and jorums and the like.”
“There’d be a month of explaining in that,” John said.
He saw a frown of impatience cross her face. “But we can make a start on it anyway,” he added hastily.
   Mary Donnelly seemed to settle in immediately. She introduced herself to the local women Loretto and Rita Walsh as the cousin of Mrs. Whelan who had come to help out until Mrs. Ryan was home. Nobody felt threatened by her. She was a small woman in her thirties, with curly brown hair and freckles. She might have been attractive with a little effort, but she wore brown jumpers and skirts and brown laced shoes. Around her neck she wore a gold chain with a cross on it, and she never put on any make-up.
Because she had been a teacher she was able to make everyone listen to her without even raising her voice. The house became much more quiet with Mary Donnelly’s arrival. If anyone shrieked for each other as they had been accustomed to do she would walk purposefully over to them and say, “I wonder why you had to raise your voice like that?” It was very effective.
Because she had been a teacher she knew exactly what they should all be doing at school, and prepared a small amount of holiday work for them. This was badly received, and the children appealed to their father for a judgment against it. However, Mary had presented her case so well that they found him firmly on her side.
“She says it’s only a matter of half an hour a day. It will keep you well up with your books, she’ll correct it like a teacher above in the school. It’ll distract you a bit in the mornings not to be thinking about your mother, and best of all your mother will be delighted with you for it.”
Mary Donnelly gave most of her attention to Dara. “You’ll need it in this world,” she said gloomily.
“Why will I need it more than anyone else?” Dara was alarmed.
“What life is there for a woman unless she equips herself and trains herself and gets on? Women have to fight in this world. Better believe it and know it now, and don’t let any soft soap about love and marriage get into your soul and start to rot it.”
It seemed a bit far fetched as a reason for doing fractions and parsing sentences.
At the start she hadn’t wanted Mary Donnelly at all. They could manage, she had said, she was nearly thirteen. It was grown up. In some countries you could be married at that age. But everyone had insisted and it was true that Mary did make things easier.
After the homework, she gave them their jobs like Mam used to. The hen feeding, the box stacking and the pub sweeping went on, and she was just as adamant as Mam was about being home in time for lunch. Then there was the journey in to see Mam in the hospital and the instructions to bring all the news and information. And there were books provided for them to read as they sat in the waiting room while Dad was in with Mam alone.
Mary served the bar for the afternoon. She fixed all the clients with a baleful glare, filled their pints and gave their change, but would be drawn into no conversation. If any of them dared to pass her a compliment she would say that she had no time for fancy talk, which came cheaply to an Irishman. She would ask them cuttingly if they gave such praise to their wives and indeed if they ever favored their wives with an invitation out to share a drink with them. No. No indeed. And they really thought the wives would not want to join them? How very interesting. How fascinating a mind which thought that a wife liked being at home sweeping floors, cleaning boots, minding children, cooking, serving and washing up meals. How hysterically funny to think that men assumed women liked that sort of thing.
The men in Ryan’s took no more notice of her than they did of Leopold cringing and whining by the wall. Mary Donnelly was obviously cracked in the head over some imagined slight or wrong that some man must have done to her in the past. But she poured a pint properly and she was a great help to poor John Ryan and his family in their time of need.
At night Mary Donnelly helped in the bar by washing glasses, joining not at all in the conversation. John gave up trying to make her feel part of the place. Without being actually rude she made it clear that she thought his clientele were the scum of humanity. She would withdraw to the kitchen and tell Carrie that she was setting up a store of trouble by painting and preening herself for the weekly dance, or else attempt to teach Declan and Eddie to darn.
“Why are you teaching the little fellows?” Carrie asked, mystified.
“Because there might be some hope for these as the young men of the next decade if we teach them to be normal and share in women’s work,” Mary said.
Eddie was quite good at darning as it happened and said he regarded it as a puzzle where you had to fit all the pieces in. He threatened to knock Declan’s head off his neck if he ever told anyone at the brothers that they were being taught darning at home.
Mary had no time for Michael. At first Michael was very pleased about this. He considered himself well off to be away from this bossy woman. But as the days went by and she had become part of their lives it was somewhat galling to be dismissed so summarily. He was never asked to clear or serve as he used to do, his role as a shoe polisher was laughed out of the way. Mary said she would prefer to be in charge of the shoes herself so that she would know for certain that they would be done. She didn’t like leaving things to a young man to do.
She said the words “young man” as others might say “village drunk” or “known criminal”. Sometimes Michael felt that there was no need for him in the home—everyone else had their little jobs to do, only he stood there useless and idle.
He offered to help Dara and Carrie clean some candlesticks. They seemed to be enjoying the Brasso, it got all over their hands and they were laughing companionably. But Mary Donnelly refused him. She was courteous but firm. Thank you, but she would really prefer the job to be done properly without any trick-acting or distraction.
Moodily Michael left the kitchen. Kicking a stone all around the back yard, he was spotted by his father.
“Would you have a moment, son?”
Michael was pleased. His father had a great box of papers out on the table in the breakfast room. Since the accident he hadn’t opened any of the research he was meant to be doing on the book for Mr. O’Neill.
“Michael, I have to do something about this, even if it’s only tidy it up and let Patrick give it to someone else to finish. He must have his book, that’s only fair.”
“I suppose he’d wait a bit, with everything.” Michael sounded very down.
“Oh of course he’d wait, but that’s not the point. I must leave it in some kind of state that another writer—well, that a real writer—could see what I’ve done. Could you help me here for a minute?”
“What am I to do?”
“Suppose I were to fill this folder with what has already been written … not very much of it, I’m afraid. Then this one for under way, and that one we could call ‘still to look at.’ ”
Michael separated the three piles on the table and his father called out which category the pages and the scribbled notes were to go to. In spite of his low form Michael became interested.
“Look at those drawings. Is that what it looked like?”
“No, that was a much grander house. It’s in the style, though, so we could point out the feature that would have been the same.”
“Is that what his hotel is going to look like?”
“No, no, it’s going to have the middle bit the same. He’s building up the old house more or less like it would have been, then there’s going to be a wing back on each side from the main house, that’s where the bedrooms will be.”
“I wish he hadn’t come here.”
“Michael.”
“I know. I’m sorry. It’s so hard, you see.”
“Ah, don’t I know myself,” John sighed. “Look, that’s an old engraving of what the river used to look like years and years ago.” He was deliberately changing the subject, trying to steer them both away from the fruitless wishing for the impossible. “Isn’t it extraordinary to think that’s the same river, that’s our Fern, all those years ago. Lord, George the third was still the king of England then. Do you know anything about him?”
“Was he the one who was always half cracked, in and out of mental homes most of the time?” Michael asked.
“I don’t think there was a question of mental homes, but he was certainly wandering in mind. Not that the Ferns of Fernscourt probably ever knew anything about that, they’d have been snug there in their grand house and no news of the royal goings-on would get to them for months and by that time it would all be changed …”
Michael wasn’t listening to him … he was looking at one of the line engravings that had come from an old journal.
His father followed his gaze. It was a drawing that showed a barge delivering goods to what looked like a flat landing place behind which there was the mouth of a cave.
It was just like their tunnel even though it was a picture of some other county entirely. Michael studied it intensely, turning it around and drinking in every detail. He raked through the text to see if there was any mention of it.
John Ryan broke in on his thoughts. “Oh, I see you’re getting interested in it now! That’s the whole problem I find, anyway. You start reading little bits and they make you interested and you read more little bits and you travel far from what you were meant to be writing in the first place. What’s that you’re looking at?”
His voice was deliberately casual—he had seen the boy find a prosaic explanation for the magic tunnel.
Michael’s face was red and white alternately.
“Nothing. I mean it’s not anything.”
“Oh, that’s one of those ways they had of getting deliveries up to the grand houses without offending the eyes of the quality. You know, like a tradesman’s entrance.” John was light but not dismissive.
“Oh, is that all they are?” The disappointment was huge.
“Well, that’s one use for them of course, those kind of tunnels, but like anything they could have a million other uses.”
“Like what?”
“Well, like whatever was needed, I mean a tunnel’s a tunnel isn’t it? It could be used for anything—smuggling, for lovers’ meeting, for secret societies, kidnappings, escapes … Come on, Michael, it doesn’t matter what it was built for, it’s what happens to it that’s important.”
The boy was greatly cheered. “Do you think there might be one across there?” He nodded toward the river.
“There might well be.” John was mild. “Kind of thing that could be left unearthed for years and years. Even with all the big hotel coming.”
“I don’t mind helping you whenever you need a bit of a hand,” Michael offered. “I have a bit of time on my hands these days, Mary doesn’t think I can do anything.”
“Ah, be tolerant of her, will you, she has a mad figario in her head about men, that’s all.”
“But it’s very unfair. I’d do as much as anyone to make things a bit better, or keep things going …” His lip trembled.
“Listen to me, Michael, I’ll tell you a secret. Not for anyone else—is that all right?”
“Dara?”
“Yes, if you tell it properly, but not to be talked about outside of you two. Poor Mary was all ready to get married, she had saved all her money and given up her job, she was making her wedding dress, even sewing things on it so as to look lovely on the day—”
“Mary Donnelly married? Looking lovely on her wedding day, you must be joking.” Michael interrupted.
“No, shush or I won’t finish it.”
“All right …”
“So anyway this fellow was a rat, he didn’t love Mary Donnelly at all, he only loved her money, and she had given him everything she saved for to put a deposit on a house …”
“And he ran off with it?” Michael’s eyes were bright and he was rushing ahead in the story.
“It’s easy known you’re so young you can see anything in it except black treachery. Think of it, every week—or every month I suppose, teachers get paid by the month—she put so much away for the great day, and this boyo took the lot …” John Ryan’s kind face was misty at the thought of it.
“Yeah, well it wasn’t fair.”
“It was worse than just taking her money, you see, he took everything else, he took away any pride she had, and made a fool of her in front of everyone in her place … Like she’d always be remembering how she had talked of her plans, saying we’re doing this and we’re doing that, and all the time he had no plans for anything except to separate her from her bit of money.”
“Maybe he didn’t always intend to steal her money, he could have loved her and then went off her,” Michael said as if it were only too possible to go off Mary Donnelly.
“I don’t know whether that would be better for her to believe or worse.” John spoke thoughtfully.
“Anyway she’s sure taking it out on the rest of us,” Michael grumbled.
“But big strong men like yourself and myself can cope with it surely?”
“We’ve a lot to cope with these days.”
“Indeed we have, son.” The sigh was very deep.
“Dad? I don’t ask you this in front of people, but …”
“Ask away.”
“Will Mam ever be able to walk again? Nobody ever says.”
“That’s the problem, they don’t ever say. Not to me either.”
“But what do you think, Dad?”
“I think there’s a possibility that she may not. And that it’s going to be very hard for her, Michael. The hardest thing in the world.”
   Fergus invited Mary Donnelly to the pictures.
“Why?” she asked him.
The real reason was because Fergus, hearing how good she was in the Ryan household, feared that Mary Donnelly might leave unless some little diversion was planned for her.
He could hardly say that.
“Because I like you and would like to get to know you more,” he said.
“How would you get to know me at the pictures?” she asked.
Fergus felt sorry he had started on this course.
“Well it’s a way to go out, isn’t it? Perhaps you would prefer just to go for a drive if you don’t like the cinema.”
“I never said I didn’t like the cinema. I just wondered what way two people would get to know each other if they sat in silence watching a film.”
“I suppose it would be a matter of talking about it afterward,” Fergus said desperately.
Mary thought about this.
“Usually it’s a matter of taking liberties during the film, that’s what I’ve noticed,” she said.
Fergus had never gotten such a shock in his life.
“I assure you nothing would be further from my mind,” he began, horrified. “I am a solicitor, a grown man.”
“What a pompous thing to say, Mr. Slattery, as if desire were confined only to the lower orders. It is there in men of every class and breeding.”
“Yes, well,” Fergus said, totally at a loss. “If there’s ever anything.”
“I doubt if there will be, but thank you for raising the matter,” Mary said.
   “How in the name of God do you get on with that one?” Fergus asked John when they had some privacy.
“She’s a godsend, that’s what she is. It’s the one thing that keeps Kate anyway calm in there, the thought that we’ve got a cousin of Mrs. Whelan looking after us. It’s the next best thing to having Sheila.”
“But Sheila’s normal, John, she’s not a nutcase like this one.”
“Ah, she has her ways like everyone has their ways. She’s a bit off men, that’s all.”
“That’s a bit steep, to be off half the human race, and isn’t she living in a family of four men and a girl, for God’s sake?”
“I think she prays for us.” John was tolerant.
“I’m surprised she hasn’t taken a pike to you, and the day might well come when she does.” Fergus was still smarting.
“She’s certainly taking no chances, she got Jimbo to fit a lock to her door. I suppose she was afraid I’d lose the run of myself and come in and savage her.”
“Do you tell that to Kate?” Fergus asked wistfully.
“I do, she doesn’t believe me.”
“I’d love to go and see her,” Fergus said.
“She’ll tell you when. You know Kate, she’s very proud. She hates people seeing her the way she is, with all the tubes and the bags.”
“As if I’d mind.”
“She minds.”
“Tell her … well, just tell her.”
“Sure, Fergus, I’ll tell her.”
 

 
Dara and Michael had finished their work. Mary had made them sandwiches and a flask of soup. They weren’t normally given a flask. This was an honor.
“I understand that you can go off on your own.”
It had been cleared with their father. The twins nodded. They were nervous. This was their first day going back to the tunnel since the day of the accident. They were almost afraid it would be bad luck to go back there again. They might come out and find the whole of Mountfern waiting to tell them more bad news.
Without saying it they both remembered that it hadn’t even been much fun in the tunnel that day, even before they learned of Mam’s accident.
They had almost forgotten how much earth and rubble there was around the place and how dirty it made everything. Still, in the new system that Mary Donnelly had set up they all had to steep their own clothes in a big zinc bath of detergent. Twice a week all the shorts and shirts and underwear and pajamas went in. That way extra grime wasn’t really noticed.
They pushed forward and there it was, with the tables and chairs they had been arranging at the very time that Mam was having her accident overhead. It was strange and almost frightening to think about.
They went around the tunnel as they had often done before, stroking its sides and marveling at how well made it was and how long it had lasted.
“They must have been desperate in those days to keep their groceries hidden from the public if they went to all this trouble to hide them, building a whole tunnel just so the neighbors wouldn’t see,” Dara said in wonder.
“They didn’t have neighbors.” Michael was more authoritative. “It was so that they wouldn’t have to look at them themselves.”
“What was so bad about groceries?”
“I don’t think it was just a few brown-paper bags like we’d get in Loretto Quinn’s, it was barrels and boxes.”
“Well that’s even more posh, they must have been half cracked, the Ferns,” Dara said.
“Apparently it’s all over the country, I read it in all that research Daddy’s doing. Mr. O’Neill says that the book will be on display at the hotel with Dad’s name on it.”
“Do you think the hotel will ever get built?” Dara asked suddenly.
“I don’t know, I suppose it will. Why?”
“It doesn’t seem real anymore.”
“Nothing does.”
The twins sat there for a long moment. Neither wanted to say anything falsely cheering.
As usual they spoke at the same time when they did speak.
“Do you think Lourdes would work …” Dara began.
“I wonder if there really are miracles …” Michael began.
They burst out laughing.
“Maybe our minds got divided,” Dara said. “We didn’t get a full one each but between us we have a fantastic Super mind.”
“Which is why we can only work out things when there are the two of us,” Michael agreed.
“So what do we think about Lourdes?” Dara said.
“There must have been some miracles there, some of them have to be real.” Michael’s face was full of hope.
“Yes, Sister Laura said that if it was all a fraud the enemies of the Church would have found it out.” Dara was eager also.
“So maybe if we could get her there. It could work, couldn’t it?”
“And it would be better than just sitting around waiting.”
Dara and Michael were much revived. It was like old times, having some kind of project. Something important to do.
   The twins didn’t know that the village of Mountfern was already planning to send Kate to Lourdes. Money had been collected, people had been in touch with the travel agencies in Dublin and had received details from the Joe Walsh Travel Agency and the Michael Walsh Travel Agency.
The collection had begun Sheila Whelan was approached to put the money in the post office. She thought it should be a proper fund administered through a solicitor’s office.
At first Fergus didn’t want anything to do with it. It was grotesque to build up people’s hopes, Kate’s hopes too Why let simple people believe that there was a way that a place would mend a broken spine? Perhaps John Ryan would feel patronized, he might not like the idea that the people of Mountfern should pay for his wife to go to Lourdes instead of waiting for him to send her himself.
“If you don’t start it for us then as sure as anything Patrick O’Neill will organize it,” Sheila said.
“I’ll open a bank deposit account tomorrow,” said Fergus.
“Father, did you know that there’s a collection being organized to take Dara and Michael’s mother to Lourdes?” Grace asked.
“Yes, people are very generous, they’re digging very deep in their pockets.”
“Who’s organizing it?” Kerry asked.
“I don’t know, I don’t think anyone is. You can give your money at the church to either of the priests, or at the post office or to Mr. Slattery, you know—the lawyer.”
“Slattery. That figures,” Kerry said.
“Why?” Grace asked.
Kerry smiled knowingly. His hair was longer than he usually wore it, it clustered around his neck. His father thought it made him look like a girl. Kerry said that there wasn’t a barber within miles and that he might be misjudged if he went to the Rosemarie hair salon. He was tanned and relaxed looking, like a boy who had been on a holiday in a resort, Patrick thought with some annoyance. He had seen the young Ryan boy and Tommy Leonard today; both of them looked peaked and as if they had not seen a ray of sun all year.
“Well, your sister asked you a question. Why does it figure that Slattery is taking up the money? Sure he is. He’s a lawyer, as Grace said.”
“And he’s the leader of the other side.”
“Yes, but when the time comes for litigation the Ryans will have other lawyers.”
“I mean the other side here in Mountfern. He’s the head of the pack that wants to run us out of town. So naturally he collects money to send the injured Mrs. Ryan to Lourdes.”
“He doesn’t want to run us out of town. Does he?” Grace looked alarmed.
“Of course not, your brother is playing games.”
“Not so, Father. He hardly welcomed us here with open arms, did he? And now we are blacker still, one of the great and good has been injured on our property. Of course he wants us out, like a lot of them do.”
“Where do you get these kinds of ideas?” Patrick’s tone sounded a lot milder than he felt.
“Because I’m not stupid.” It was very arrogant the way Kerry said it. The direct implication was that Patrick was stupid. Very.
“Neither am I, Kerry. I’m not at all stupid no matter what you might believe.”
Kerry shrugged as if it were a matter of indifference to him what his father thought or was.
“I do know all about the collection, Grace.” His remarks were now addressed to his daughter. Patrick didn’t trust himself to speak to Kerry.
“I think it’s a great idea. I don’t believe it will cure her but they do say, and I’ve heard all kinds of people say this, even people who would scorn the whole idea of miracles … They say that nobody ever comes back from Lourdes the worse for having been there, they all come back better in some way. Happier, more resigned, feeling that compared to what they saw there then they aren’t too badly off.”
Kerry smiled. “That’s well put,” he said admiringly. “Send people off there so they see what terrible things other people have, they come home resigned … I never heard that line.”
Patrick ignored him. “I could have given Kate Ryan a check to take her to Lourdes, Gracie, but I didn’t, I felt it had to come from her own people here. Not from us.”
“Like Mary Donnelly?”
“Exactly. So of course I’ve contributed to the fund, but nothing excessive.”
“You know, I misjudged you, Father.” Kerry seemed genuinely admiring now But with Kerry it was often hard to know.
There was no time to discuss it. A shadow passed the window.
“Oh Jesus,” Patrick said, “it’s Marian.”
Marian was full of chat. She had come to invite them all to be her guests at an upcoming angling festival.
Patrick would simply love it, she said, it was tailor-made for him, he would get the entire atmosphere of one of these occasions at first hand, he would know how to describe it to those Americans who were keen fishermen. There would be an excellent buffet lunch in a tent to which they would be invited.
It would be frightfully boring for the young people of course, lots of standing around talking and drinking. But possibly they would love it too. Or it might even be that they would prefer to be with their own friends that day. They must do whichever they pleased, come with her to the lake or stay here in Mountfern and have a great time. Their decision entirely.
Covering the snuffles and giggles of his children, Patrick said graciously and firmly that he would let her know tomorrow. He hadn’t yet been able to work out their plans next week.
Patrick thought that it was no mean achievement that he had managed to conduct the entire conversation extremely courteously but without allowing Marian to sit down. In what was after all her own house.
   Brian Doyle telephoned Patrick to say that it was probably unimportant but there was some paint daubed on the wooden fences around some of the digging on the site. They’d have it removed but he thought Patrick should know.
“What does it say?”
“It says Yanks Go Home, but I wouldn’t take a blind bit of notice of that,” said Brian Doyle.
   Marian Johnson was extremely put out when her offer to show Patrick the lake and introduce him to the people who ran angling in the country was so suddenly and almost curtly refused.
Patrick had been apologetic but had given no real explanation. Marian had the bad luck to run into Jack Coyne who had said that it was devoutly to be hoped that Patrick O’Neill hadn’t any plans to build a monstrosity like the Slieve Sunset, because that was the place he was seen hurrying in and out of at all hours of the day and night, and that he was there at this moment with that foreign-looking woman, the one with the beautiful hair.
Marian Johnson patted her own sparse hair, newly arranged in the Rosemarie hair salon for an outing which was not now going to take place.
It was impossible to make sense of Patrick O’Neill. He had spent his entire life getting ready to come home, to mix with the best in the land. She had been ready to introduce him to people from Prosperous and Belturbet, from Boyle and Ballinasloe. She knew the families who owned the fishing rights from Lough Ree to Lough Allen, from the Erne to the Lee. She had already made sure he had met the Master socially so that he would not be considered an outsider when it came to foxhunting. And what was the thanks she got, his sneaking away to see that woman in the Slieve Sunset. But there couldn’t be anything in it. Not after all his hopes of coming home and being Irish, properly Irish. He could never get involved with a foreign woman, not at this stage.
   Kate didn’t remember meeting Rachel Fine before. She was dark and exotic-looking, with a beautiful suit that must have cost a fortune. She wore a scarf in such an elegant way too. Usually you only saw people in photographs wearing scarves like that; when they moved it would go into a rag.
She came toward the bed. “Your husband says you have a very sketchy memory of the day.”
“Very.” Kate felt at a loss with this elegant woman.
“Perhaps that’s good, it means you won’t remember too much about the shock and the pain.”
“No, I can’t remember that at all. I can only remember waking up here and someone telling me it was three days before.” Kate’s face closed up in pain at the memory.
“I believe there are some wonderful surgeons here, Patrick tells me that his hotshot from New York was highly impressed.”
Patrick. She called him Patrick Nobody else who worked with him did. It was coming back to her. John had told her that Rachel Fine was some kind of decorator or designer, she had been staying out in the Slieve Sunset, and then she went on a tour to see about ordering Irish fabrics and things. John had been very vague.
“You’re very good to come and see me. Especially as I’ve been a bit like a madam and saying I didn’t want people to come.”
“No way should you have people gaping at you if you don’t feel like it.”
Rachel was gentle and easy, she was no effort to talk to. She explained that she had brought glossy magazines, the kind of thing you wouldn’t dream of buying for yourself or reading when you were well. Kate, who had read nothing in the weeks she lay here, was pleased Those magazines she could just about manage, she felt.
“Why did you come?” she asked suddenly.
“Because … when I had just arrived in Mountfern you made me welcome. I was sitting in that pub waiting for Patrick to come in, I was anxious and tense and you were kind to me. I liked you.”
It was a flowery speech. Kate paused for a moment. Then it came back to her the way it had before. She was Patrick O’Neill’s woman!
Perhaps the woman saw the recognition in her eyes. Anyway she went on to speak of it.
“I thought you were someone I could talk to. I can’t tell you how distressed I was. How unreal it seemed when you were so lively and laughing …” Her eyes filled with tears.
Something in Kate responded to her warmly. Here was someone who was not afraid to say it was a bloody tragedy. For the first time since it happened, she looked into the face of another human being who was prepared to admit that Kate was very very unlucky, someone to be pitied rather than jollied along. It was a huge relief.
“Thank you,” Kate began, and found to her horror that she was beginning to sob. “Thank you. I was lively and laughing, wasn’t I? I wasn’t always like this. I was able to run and move and grab things up rather than lie here while people rub oil and powder on me like a giant baby. I used to decide what to do and where to go myself. I did, I did.”
“Yes, that’s the way you were.” She was matter of fact.
Kate waited for the cheery sentence saying that she’d be like that again someday. But it didn’t come.
“It’s so unfair,” Rachel said instead. “I’d be able to cope with life if it wasn’t so terribly unjust. All you were doing is looking. Standing looking and thinking about what the place was going to be like, and you end up with your back broken, lying here.”
Such warmth and sympathy meant that Kate didn’t have to put on any act in return, she didn’t have to bite her lip and be stoic like she did for John, nor pretend a jolly getting-better-every-day role as she did with the children.
She cried and cried and Rachel held her face to her and didn’t mind about the tears all over her good suit, and didn’t call the nurse. After a while the crying stopped as unexpectedly as it had begun. Kate looked tired.
“Can I come and see you again?” Rachel asked.
“Please. Please.”
   Patrick wasn’t pleased.
“Why didn’t you tell me you were going to see her?”
“I don’t have to tell you everything.”
“It was sneaky and underhanded.”
“I honestly think you can’t be well to say something like that. What on earth could be underhanded about going to see someone in the hospital?”
“You didn’t ask me if you should go.”
“I am not your servant, nor your ten-year-old child. You have told me often enough that you want us to lead separate lives here. I am trying to do that, and now that doesn’t seem to please you either.” Rachel’s eyes flashed in an unaccustomed display of anger.
“No, but you wouldn’t have mentioned it, I would never have known if Grace hadn’t told me.”
“Grace. Yes.”
“Oh, don’t take that tone, Grace was full of how much Mrs. Ryan loved you and how nice you were, she got it all from the twins. She told me in innocence, not tattling as you are trying to imply.”
“This conversation is getting nowhere. Shall we talk about something else? Work perhaps. I have some samples to discuss with you for wall hangings.”
“To hell with wall hangings … What did she say?”
“Kate Ryan? Not much really. She cried a lot. But that was between us.” Rachel stood up and walked restlessly around the plastic and formica lobby of Slieve Sunset. Since the incident of their discovery in Rachel’s bedroom on the day of the accident Patrick had been most anxious that all meetings should take place in the public eye and that they be known as colleagues.
“It’s just that it wouldn’t be a good idea to say anything,” Patrick began. He looked troubled and not like his usual decisive self.
“Say anything?” Rachel was nonplussed.
“Yeah, well I know this sounds a bit odd, but the lawyers said not to say anything, anything that might admit liability.”
“You can’t be serious.”
“I know, that’s what I said, but they say you’re not dealing with decent people like the Ryans, there’s always a load of gangsters waiting to get on the bandwagon if they can. Urging people on to litigation.”
“But what litigation? You said you’d pay?”
“Yes I did and I will, but there’s a danger that people could take you for all you had if you admit too much, that’s all.”
“I don’t understand you at all. You told me that you had made several attempts to see her. So why are you going? Isn’t it much more likely that you would commit yourself or whatever?”
“No, because I’m a careful man. I guess I was just afraid you might have said something like Patrick will look after everything.”
“I didn’t say it because I assume she knows it, and so does everyone.”
“Let’s stop this, Rachel,” he said wearily.
“Yes, let’s.” She was back in her passive role of pleasing him now. She didn’t remind him that it was he who had started the conversation and refused to let it go.
He looked old and worried.
 

 
“Wouldn’t it be great if Mary Donnelly would smile sometimes?” Fergus said confidentially to Sheila Whelan. “She’s not a bad-looking woman, but there’s a terrible ferocity about her.”
“She puts that on. Underneath she’s as nice as anything.”
“Well, life is short. You wouldn’t have the energy to dig down for it,” Fergus said.
“She’s doing well enough above in the pub, I think?” Mrs. Whelan’s voice was anxious. “She’s not putting people off by glowering at them, is she?”
“It would take more than a glower to put a thirsty man off his drink. Not at all, she’s part of the furniture there now, and John is delighted with her. He says she’s the most efficient person he ever had working in a bar in his life.”
“She’s grand if she has plenty to do.”
“There’s plenty in that house all right. How poor Kate ever managed and did my work as well I’ll never know.”
“You speak of her as if she were dead, Fergus. She’ll be home in a matter of weeks.”
“She might as well be dead for all her life can give her now.”
“Lord Almighty, I hope you don’t go saying that to her.”
“I haven’t been allowed near her to say anything.” He sounded bitter.
“Well, she just wanted the family for a while.”
“Oh, but I think I’ll be allowed to go next week. After all, O’Neill’s tart has been in so that should open the floodgates.”
“That is not only unlike you, it’s disgusting.”
Fergus said nothing.
“We’re all upset by what happened, you’re not the only one to feel it. You’d be a very unwise man to talk like that. I mean it.”
He had never known her so sharp.
He nodded. “Right.”
“If you know how much I mean it. We need people like you of good sense, people who are right about things and know what to do. Half the people have gone mad in Mountfern since Patrick O’Neill came, and Kate’s accident is only one of the big changes we’ll have to see here. Fergus, let you not change too, I beg you.”
“It was a cheap, vulgar thing to say. I’m glad I have a good friend like you to put me right from time to time.”
“That’s the only time I ever tried to put you right in my life,” Sheila said simply. She patted his hand. They were indeed friends.
 

 
The traction was over. They were moving her into a chair. Everyone spoke about it as if it were a huge breakthrough, as if she were going to be able to fly.
Kate felt leaden. She’d had a low feeling since she woke but she tried to take part in all the enthusiasm around her. After all it would be ungracious and mulish not to show pleasure at a step forward.
It didn’t hurt, the moving, they were able to lift her and anticipate what would give a stab of pain and what would be fine, and really there was a lot of her that didn’t ache at all.
There was a little team around her, the nice young nurse Geraldine and the staff nurse, there was Sister Winston, and two of the hospital porters who seemed to be on call for everything that involved movement, from ambulance stretchers to windows that were stuck with paint. The great Mr. Brown the surgeon was there, and so were two physiotherapists.
She got her first shock when she saw the chair. It was a wheelchair.
“I didn’t think …” Her hand was at her throat.
Sister Winston was quick. She must have been used to this reaction. “Why be in a chair that can just face one way when you can face any way in this?”
“But an ordinary chair would do …”
“It would do, certainly, but you wouldn’t be able to go to the window and back to your bed or to the handbasin.”
“I don’t want to go to any of those places, I just want to sit in a chair like an ordinary person.”
“This one’s been prepared for you; tomorrow we can discuss an ordinary chair.”
There were so many people looking and hoping for her to be well and upright in the chair, Kate could say no more.
“Of course,” she said in a small voice. “I’m sorry.”
The lifting was surprisingly easy, just a gradual movement. After those weeks of lying down and thinking it was normal to wake looking at the ceiling and that people always talked bending over you slightly, it was going to be hard to readjust to sitting up again.
They had eased her into the chair, her legs wrapped well in a rug. The family would be so pleased to see her sitting up, the nurses said. The porters who had brought the chair smiled their pleasure. Mr. Brown said she was making great progress, the two physiotherapists moved here and there to settle her. And that was it. She sat and tried to smile back at all the good humor around. But the smile wouldn’t come.
She felt faint, and a roaring in her ears.
They saw it at once, and her head was pushed down. A glass of water, medication was discussed and waved away. It often happened. Sister Winston had seen it all before. That’s why she never let the friends and relatives in until much later.
Kate Ryan’s mouth was in an O of horror, her hands gripped the sides of the chair.
“I can’t feel …” she cried “I can’t feel it.”
“What can’t you feel?” Geraldine was on her knees beside the chair, holding Kate’s hand. “Shush now, you’re grand altogether, everyone’s delighted with you …”
“I can’t feel my bottom, I have no bottom, no legs, nothing. There’s only emptiness where I’m sitting in the chair.”
Mr. Brown was gentle. “You’ve known always … you’ve known about the paralysis. The realization comes and goes. You’ve adapted so well in traction, now it’s just a new adapting.”
“It’s like air, it’s not real. I can’t be going to live like this till I die, can I?” Kate looked around piteously at the semi-circle.
“No, no,” said Geraldine soothingly.
“I couldn’t stand years of this, I couldn’t stand it. There’s nothing there,” Kate cried.
The silence of sympathy broken by clucks of encouragement frightened her even more. Perhaps there weren’t going to be years ahead. Perhaps her life might be nearly over already.
They put the family off. It seemed the wisest thing. They said there was no cause for alarm, but she needed sedation and it would be tiring for Mrs. Ryan rather than comforting to have to cope with visitors.
They didn’t tell John that his wife sat for her first day in a wheelchair staring ahead of her and thinking of a life of dependency on others. Thinking of the fears she would have … or they all would have if she got any infection and she might not have the strength to fight it.
She thought about the children having to push an old mother around in a wheelchair; because she would be an old mother, she might as well be their grandmother for all the say she was going to have in things, for all the fun and companionship she could give them.
She thought about the bar and what would happen if Patrick’s hotel took away all their business from them as she had been afraid it would. They couldn’t go on living on his charity as they already were, a private room, a car at John’s beck and call, and anything she said she’d like she knew he would give her.
It wasn’t his fault that she had walked past those notices saying danger, and men at work. It wasn’t Patrick’s fault that she had walked across the line of a man with a digger who had not expected there to be another human on that part of the site.
But Kate wept as she had never wept lying flat on her bed. This was the best she could hope for. This terrible dependent sitting posture worse altogether than lying down, which everyone knew was only temporary.
And when she had learned how to propel the bloody thing with her weak arms and learned how to lift her wasted legs out of it and onto some hideous-looking lavatory bowl, they would say she was cured and send her home. Cured! Cured to go home a cripple and watch this Mary Donnelly, whoever she was, taking Kate’s place.
   Mary Donnelly didn’t want to speak to the men from the brewery or the men from the distillery who called to the pub.
“I’ve had quite enough huggermugger with men since I came to this establishment,” she said to John. “And in any event you are the man of the house, whatever that expression means. You should talk to them yourself.”
John sighed. Every day he realized more how much of the running of the household Kate had done. Had he been properly grateful? No of course he had not. He had taken it for granted. Now there was no time to go and write his poems, there was no time to take a walk to clear his head after the smoke and noise in the bar. The days fell into a pattern.
As August became September and Mary got the children ready to go back to school, John began to think he had known no other life than the one where he was picked up at two o’clock in the afternoon and driven in to see his invalid wife in a hospital bed. Like any life, some days were better than others. Sometimes Kate was tired and impatient after long sessions trying to use the wheelchair and maneuver herself from bed to chair, with failure all the way. Some days she was elated. There were times when he was tired and depressed and picked a row, there were good afternoons where he sat and talked to her easily without either of them thinking how the situation had changed and would still be changed when he got her home.
He was glad that she seemed friendly with Rachel. He couldn’t quite see what they had to talk about and giggle at, but it was undoubtedly good for her.
She didn’t want too many visitors, she said, it tired her, so it was rationed to one a day apart from the family and Rachel. John was pleased that she now saw Fergus Slattery, the poor fellow seemed to be most upset about her and very black about apportioning blame and responsibility. He even kept trying to make appointments with John to talk about the case and the compensation.
“What case?” John had wanted to know. “There’s no case, surely. It was a terrible accident.”
Fergus had become more impatient than ever about it. And finally Kate said that John should agree to talk about it. Just to calm Fergus down.
“You don’t know the way he is, John. I worked for him, remember? He’s up to his eyes in the letter of the law, not what things people are really involved in. You should see the small prints, and the clauses about this and about that, and the whereases. It’s a different world. Just do me a favor and go to see him in his office, tell him how good Patrick has been, tell him we’re not the kind of people who sue over things, it would be flying in the face of God.”
“The office? But that would be like as if I’d gone in order to take him on.”
“You’re not going to get much talked about in the pub, are you? The door opening every time you’re getting somewhere?”
He agreed. Unwillingly. And went to Fergus on a bright September morning.
Miss Purcell had told him of a novena that was being done for Kate, and a bouquet of masses which would be offered on the first Tuesday of the month. She wondered when would poor Mrs. Ryan be able to travel to Lourdes, the fund had been generously subscribed. Eventually John got away from her and sat down in the room where his wife used to work every morning.
“Haven’t you got anyone yet?” he asked kindly, knowing that Fergus Slattery had put off getting any permanent help out of loyalty to Kate and to the belief that she might work again.
“Your wife told me off about that too. I’ll have to, I will. Soon.”
“Right.” John didn’t nag him, he knew how irritating it was to be told to do something if you didn’t want to. Jack Coyne was always urging him to get a new roof or a light-up sign over the pub. Things that sounded sensible, things that he might do one day, but not immediately.
“I’ll speak as simply and quickly as I can, John. I know you don’t want to be here in case it looks as if you’re going to take Patrick O’Neill to court, so I’ll try to put you in the picture as best I can.”
“I know you will, Fergus.” John nodded politely like an obedient child.
Fergus felt his collar a bit tight around his neck and loosened it with his finger. He seemed almost reluctant to begin now that he had the undivided attention of the man who was usually moving away to pull pints or to greet those who came in the door.
“Well, it’s a matter of just spelling it out,” he said.
John looked at him and waited.
“And if there’s anything you don’t agree with you’ll say … of course.”
“Of course,” John agreed.
“Well, obviously it wasn’t the time before, with everything being so upset and on top of us, but now we have to think in terms of practicalities. Like what happens when Kate comes home.”
John was silent. He was looking around the room thoughtfully as if imagining Kate working here, moving quickly from typewriter to cupboard, from big scales where she would have weighed the long narrow envelopes of documents before they were taken to Sheila Whelan’s to mail.
“John,” Fergus said.
“Yes, I know, practicalities. Well, those are being thought of in most ways. Judy Byrne will come in three times a week at first to keep Kate doing the exercises. And Patrick’s getting his builders to even out the floor levels so that she can come into the pub on the chair without anyone having to lift it. He’s been very generous, Patrick has, generous and thoughtful.” John’s glance went around the lawyer’s office again, slowly and deliberately.
Fergus could barely conceal his irritation.
“I don’t doubt that. No, look at me, John, I know you’ve heard me giving out about the man, I don’t doubt that he has been generosity itself, but can I beg you to listen? Now two years ago there was this act passed, the Civil Liability Act of 1961, and up to this there were just three kinds of person who were deemed to exist on your land: an invitee, a licensee and a trespasser. There were no other people. So if anyone got injured the decision was, which kind of person were they? If they were an invitee they got one kind of compensation, a licensee got another—a licensee would be somebody, say, who had permission to be there in some category or other—and the trespasser got another.”
He saw John fidgeting.
“Please listen John, I’m making it very short and you’ll see why it is important in a minute. There used to be lots of innocent trespassers, people who weren’t intending trespass …”
“But Kate wasn’t …”
“Listen, will you, like children or like Kate, say, who was a neighbor and friend. So the law was changed making the landowner more liable than he used to be in the old days. So Patrick or his insurance company has a legal liability to pay compensation …”
“But he has, I tell you, we don’t want to be blackmailing him …”
“The law; God Almighty, the law of the land we live in says he has to pay it, he knows he has to pay it, he doesn’t live in some cloud-bloody-cuckoo-land like you do.”
“Why are you shouting at me, Fergus?”
“I don’t know. I don’t know. I think it’s because I’m being so long winded and you won’t wait till I get to the point.”
“All right.”
“So the system is you have to sue Patrick. Kate has to sue him. That’s the machinery, that’s the way it’s done. His insurance company won’t pay, can’t pay until there’s a case set up, until the proper requirements of the law are complied with.”
“We don’t want to sue him.”
“He knows that, you know that, I know that, his lawyers know that. Even his insurance company knows that. Jesus, Mary and Joseph, people are suing each other day in and day out who are the best of friends.”
“I don’t believe you!”
“But it’s the way, it’s the system. You know Marian Johnson up at the Grange. When she was about eighteen she drove her father home from someplace out the country and they had an accident, he was badly injured, he sued her. The insurance company gave him compensation. He didn’t sue her because he was her enemy, he sued her because that’s how it’s done. That’s the way you unlock the money.”
“It seems very hypocritical and devious to me.”
Fergus was weary. “It’s not really, John, it’s sensible, it’s the only way to keep control, otherwise insurance companies would have to be paying out huge awards and they couldn’t afford it and the premiums would be enormous. This way at least they know it’s a genuine case when the parties are prepared to go to court about it. It gives them a sort of authenticity, if you see what I mean.”
“You’re very good at explaining the law, and you obviously understand it too, which is more than a lot of lawyers … but Fergus, do you have any understanding at all about what it is to be a neighbor? I mean, you’re here in this house in the middle of the street, nothing changes for you no matter who comes to live here. You don’t depend on good will and rubbing elbows with people like we do in a pub. It doesn’t make sense to go into a court of law and say things about a neighbor, things that cannot be unsaid.” John was calm but he seemed very resolute.
Fergus tried again.
“There’ll be very little said, and you and Patrick won’t have to do any of the saying. The question is, would you like a different solicitor?”
“Not you?”
“I’m very close to you, to all of you. Perhaps it might be easier with someone from the town. It often is.”
“If we want to have anyone, Fergus, then Kate and I would want to have you.”
“Right.”
“Do we need to do anything immediately?”
“No, not for a while, leave it with me.”
“Oh and Fergus, could you explain to Patrick O’Neill about it all being friendly when it starts? You know, tell him about Marian Johnson in the Grange and her father and all. It would make it a bit less formal.”
“I don’t need to tell him that, he’s a businessman, John, he knows.”
“I’d like you to tell him all the same.”
“If it comes up easily I will,” Fergus said.




Chapter XIV

Patrick was pleased to get a message from Rachel that Kate would like to see him on Friday afternoon.
“She must be getting better.” He said.
“She says she is,” Rachel said doubtfully. “I think she looked a bit feverish, excited. Still, it’s better than that terribly depressed way she was last week.”
“What would she like? She has a radio, you say?”
“Yes, she hardly listens to it. She might like a game—Scrabble, say. She could play it with the little guys when they go in.”
“That’s a great idea, Rachel,” he beamed. “Where in the world will I get Scrabble? I may have to go to Dublin for it, or Shannon.”
“Don’t be silly. I’ll get it for you.”
She had already got a set, and many other things. She wanted Kate to think that Patrick was thoughtful and concerned.
   John sat on the edge of the bed and told Kate everything.
“He seems dead set that there’s going to be a case,” she said, biting at her lower lip.
“I’m just reporting everything that he said, and trying to give you the sort of tone he said it in.”
“You’re doing very well.” She grinned ruefully. “I can practically hear him speaking.”
“He’s so out for our good, he wants the best for you.”
“The best for me is not to have to lock horns with Patrick O’Neill in public. The best would be not having to lie here worrying myself sick what he’ll think, what he’ll do when we turn on him like an ungrateful dog. That’s what it’s going to be like, John, no matter how many fine words Fergus says about the law …”
She was distressed, her eyes full of tears and her face red with exertion.
John took her hand. “You’re not going to spend any time lying here worrying, not even five minutes I’ll tell you what we’ll do … and you’re the one who can do it.”
Soothing and shushing down her protests he explained to her that she could sort everything out if she happened by accident to arrange that Patrick O’Neill and Fergus Slattery should both turn up at the same time in her hospital bedroom.
Then it could all be said out in the open.
   Fergus was told by the hospital that Friday would be a good day to come in and see Mrs. Ryan. He drove glumly to the hospital. She had been so low the last time, it had been an effort to keep up any kind of conversation at all.
He had brought the application forms of the four young women who had applied for jobs as his secretary. He knew two of them, daughters of local farmers who had done secretarial courses. He thought they would be very unlikely candidates, he wanted Kate’s advice badly. Wouldn’t it be great if she was in good sparkling form? Dr. White said that some days she was the old Kate, laughing and joking, and you would think she was just lying down for a rest. Other times she had been awake all night, convinced she had not very much longer to live, and was railing at the injustice of it.
Please may it be a good day. For all their sakes.
   She was as flushed as a girl, he hoped it was a good sign. She was delighted that he had brought the confidential files and urged strongly in favor of Deirdre Dunne, a girl who lived about three miles away.
“Look, she’s given you all kinds of detail, like how it will be no trouble to get a lift in and out. That’s sensible. And I know Deirdre, her father comes into Ryan’s. A tighter-mouthed man you never met. He wouldn’t tell you what day it was let alone anyone else’s business.”
She was indeed like the old Kate, teasing him, sending him up, full of plans. Rachel Fine had said that her room should be moved downstairs; soon builders would go in and flatten out all the steps in the downstairs so she could come into the pub and the kitchen. The parlor was going to be made into a big bed-sitting room for her, with a special bathroom beside it. There would be a rail all around it, and garden doors—you know, those French windows with glass in them down to the floor—out to the side yard, which would be made posh, and she could wheel herself out there.
Fergus took off his glasses and wiped them because they had misted up with delight that she was able to think of a life after this white hospital room, and with pity that it would be limited by wheelchairs and rails around walls.
John Ryan came in then, told him to sit where he was, no need to go, he’d been in and out a dozen times during the afternoon and would be again. Just then there was a tap, and Patrick stood there.
He looked shy in his country tweeds and his crisp shirt, and his curly hair combed just outside the door. In his arms he held a big gift-wrapped parcel and a glass bowl with fruit in it. Nothing very dramatic, just healthy-looking apples and thick-skinned oranges and two yellow pears.
Fergus wished he had brought something like that instead of the box of sweets which lay on the cabinet beside the bed.
“They tell me that I’d find you better today than any day.” Patrick was lit up with pleasure. You could see it.
Kate stretched out her arms in greeting from the bed.
“Thank you for all you’ve done. I can never thank you enough. The room, the car for everyone to come in and out. You’ve been too good.”
“I couldn’t do enough, Kate, to tell you how sorry I am that it had to happen. And if it did have to happen why did it have to be on my land, with bulldozers working for me?”
There was no mistaking his sincerity.
“Don’t I know that. I’ve every proof of it,” Kate said.
Patrick seemed to notice for the first time that John and Fergus were in the room. He went to John first and shook him by the hand.
“My, doesn’t she look well, after all she’s been through.”
It was just the right touch, Fergus thought miserably. He in no way minimized her agonies, yet he concentrated on the hopeful side. Then it was Fergus’s turn.
“Slattery, you must be as pleased as all of us. It’s a good time to meet.”
“Yup.” Fergus got this urge to behave like a taciturn cowboy every time he met Patrick O’Neill nowadays. The fact that he was somehow ungracious made him even more annoyed with himself.
“And I’m very glad you both happen to be here at the same time,” Kate said, looking at them eagerly from her bed, her cheeks pink, her hair tied with a yellow ribbon matching the ribbon in her lacy bedjacket, both given to her by Rachel Fine.
“Why is that?” Fergus was suspicious: Kate was too bright, John was looking at the floor.
Patrick knew nothing about it, whatever it was. He smiled to know what Kate was going to say.
“Because I am determined to get out of here and live a proper life again, and I’m tired of people coming to my bed and talking about formalities. All I want to know now, and it will help me to get better, is that there will never be any animosity between us no matter what formalities there are.”
“How could there be animosity?” Patrick cried.
“Kate, why don’t you leave this until later? Until you’re better,” Fergus said levelly.
“One of the things stopping me getting better is this,” she said. “Honestly it is, I swear it, at night I wake up and think my life is over, it’s so unfair; and other nights I wake up and think of the things people tell me down in physiotherapy—that I should claim this and I should claim that, and it would make life more bearable, and it’s all from faceless insurance companies anyway so nobody gets hurt. Then I think of Patrick living beside us and what it’s going to be like, and of Grace and Kerry and the twins and how I’d hate a fight more than anything … So that’s why I’m asking you, my friends, will it be done without animosity?”
Fergus opened his mouth and closed it again like a fish.
John said nothing, but laid his hand supportively on Kate’s arm.
Patrick O’Neill smiled more broadly than ever as if he could have heard no better news than this current subject Kate wanted to discuss. “But of course we’ll talk about it, from now until you feel too tired. Kate, John, I assure you I was only waiting until you felt able to talk about it. And obviously since you have Mr. Slattery here too I feel he would be glad it was brought up as soon as …”
“I assure you, Mr. O’Neill,” Fergus began a trifle pompously.
“No, I know it just happened to come up, but let me say something, straight out. For weeks now I’ve been wanting to say to someone of you three and never finding the right moment. I know the law, I am so well insured it would make your head swim. The courts will decide a compensation and they will pay it.
“Kate, you can never get your spine back, but you can get some comforts, goddamn it. I’ll see to it that you do.”
“But we don’t want to go to court against you, Patrick,” John said, avoiding Fergus’s eye.
“Nobody wants to go to court and maybe we mightn’t even have to go inside the door,” said Patrick. “It could all be settled at the last moment. That’s what always happens. But that’s the machinery, that’s the formula … the same way as there’s a process for getting a license for a pub or permission to hold a raffle … That’s right, isn’t it, Attorney?”
Fergus nodded, not trusting himself to speak. The man was making himself clear in a way that Fergus hadn’t been able to do. John and Kate hadn’t trusted him. He felt his mouth full of acid. “That’s right,” he said.
“So, let’s get the insurance guys, hey? God, if you know how much they get me for every year. It will be a pleasure to get them to give you as much as we can squeeze from them. All I say, though, is that it’s a tremendous shame that it has to be over something like this.”
He was so full of generosity, no mention of the no-claim bonus he would lose, no mention of the pressure that giant insurance companies who handled his business both here and in America would put on him. Fergus felt moved by the man’s warmth. But in his heart he felt sure that Patrick was right. Some settlement would be reached on the steps of a courthouse, and at this moment Patrick knew exactly how much it was.
Fergus felt an urge so strong that it was almost overpowering to take him on and fight him in every court of the land, refusing offers, settlements and recommendations until he got for Kate Ryan something that would even in a paltry way compensate for the life that Patrick O’Neill and his mechanical bulldozers had taken away from her.
Later he remembered, with his mouth in a thin line, that the cute fox O’Neill had said nothing about the private room in the hospital being a gift from Patrick to Kate or the use of a car for the Ryan family being a gift from Patrick to Kate. Oh, no. These would be included in the settlement when the time came.
He remembered how pleased Kate had been with the game of Scrabble. He wished he had thought of it, with a pain that almost tore him in two.
He felt that there was great truth in Mrs. Whelan’s words that everyone had gone a little mad since O’Neill came to Mountfern. He hoped he hadn’t gone madder than most. Fergus knew that he must do something practical rather than sit and rage against what had been done and couldn’t be undone.
He decided to teach John Ryan to drive and get them a second-hand car somewhere so that O’Neill couldn’t claim months more of transport when the day of reckoning arrived.
   It was so strange going back to school without their mother to harass them and organize the huge hunt for satchels, text books and clean shirts, and shoes being taken to the mender’s. This is what the end of the summer holidays meant before.
Mary Donnelly had it all in order. The Ryans’ house had never worked in such a streamlined way before. There was no fuss about going back to school. All the clothes were ready mended and ironed anyway. The children had almost forgotten a time when they didn’t strip and air their beds every day, and when there wasn’t a weekly examination of shoes and clothes, so that the one could be brought to old Mr. Foley’s odd wordless brother who stitched away silently at the soles of Mountfern in the back of Foley’s bar. Clothes were all darned or mended at that weekly session too.
Kate Ryan in her hospital bed looked in amazement at neat patches and false hems to be told that Dara and Eddie were a dab hand at any kind of dressmaking now. Michael and Declan had resisted it and were responsible for shoe polishing instead.
A cupboard had been cleared in the dining room and all schoolbooks and bags were stored there. The four children had a shelf each. The summer exercises had continued, and even Eddie was able to approach an exercise book now without scribbling all over it. Mary had always shown such surprise and horror at any doodling it was easier to leave the book clean.
And when school did begin Mary seemed to regard it with a reverence that the children found disconcerting. She almost spoke of school in hushed tones. She managed to inquire about their progress and particularly about what homework they had to do with an air of such interest that they did not realize how much they were giving themselves away and putting their lives into her hands.
“Now, Dara, let me help you clear away, you’ve got all those geography questions to do tonight, you said. And Michael has that big long poem to learn. Eddie, you aren’t too badly off—only ten sums, was it?”
They would look at each other glumly. Why had they been so specific? Now there was no escape.
The breakfast room became a study both before and after tea. There was always a dictionary, an atlas, rulers, pencils and spare paper. The wireless was turned down respectfully. Callers were discouraged and if their father ever came looking for them for anything, the children heard Mary speaking to him in low urgent tones explaining that they were doing their homework. It was said in the voice that someone might have used about the College of Cardinals being in conclave to elect a pope. And after a few false starts it worked. The homework did get finished, and almost in silence. It was easier to learn the poem, Michael would decide, rather than have Mary offer to hear it to him at breakfast and expose his ignorance. Dara would find that Mary, when approached about homework that had been completed, was always cooperative and helped to get her better marks, but Mary would not even discuss work that had been left undone.
Eddie felt life was too short to have to put up with Mary mentioning that she must ask Brother Keane why the children in Eddie’s class got no homework. It really was simpler to admit to the homework and do it. Then at least he would be free.
Declan at seven didn’t have very much homework, but he liked the scene around the table. Mary had drawn him a map of Ireland and he spent each evening coloring in the different counties and labeling them. He had asked Mary was this the kind of thing a person could do in a circus as a trick. Mary had said that to be truthful it hadn’t been done much, but there was no reason why there couldn’t be a first time. And she could say hand on heart that to know the thirty-two counties of Ireland, how to spell them and where they all were would be something that would advance you in any career. So Declan sat happily mastering difficult spellings like Monaghan and Laoghais.
Sometimes John looked in at the industry and gave a deep sigh of relief.
By the time he got Kate home, some kind of order would reign in the house, and all the time Kate’s new domain was being built. With huge financial help from Patrick O’Neill, and great advice and care from Patrick’s lady friend Rachel Fine. Even Leopold was better behaved these days, John noticed, and slept outside Mary’s door on a sack which he dragged out to the yard each evening. It was as if he lay there protecting her from the world.
   “What does Kerry do all the time? He’s never around and his school doesn’t open for another week.” Dara and Grace were sitting in Dara’s room. Sometimes Grace came to do her homework too; Mary Donnelly looked in and out casually to make sure that the time was not being wasted around the table, but the little O’Neill girl seemed industrious enough.
“Kerry never says. I think he studies quite a bit. This is his last year, he wants to get a good Leaving Certificate.”
“And will he?” Dara loved to hear news of the handsome Kerry. “Will he get a lot of Honors do you think?”
“He thinks he’ll get four. Or so he says, I don’t know.” Grace seemed doubtful.
“Why don’t you know?”
Grace wondered whether to speak and then decided she would.
“Well, I just said I think he studies a lot, I’m not sure. You see, he goes to these extra lessons”
“The Latin, with Mr. Williams?”
“No, as well as those. He goes into the town twice a week, there’s a schoolmaster there and Kerry’s meant to be going for math.”
“Maths,” corrected Dara automatically.
“Yes, well, whichever, he’s not going to it. He takes the money from Father and he gets a lift with Paudie Doyle or Brian or someone, but the teacher called last week to say he was sorry that Kerry hadn’t showed up for the lessons.” Grace shook her head.
“Where was he?”
“That’s it, I have no idea; and as it happened, I answered the telephone. Not Miss Hayes, and not Father. So I just said that I’d pass on the message and the man said he just wanted to clear things up because Father had sent him some kind of letter thanking him for his time.”
“Oh dear,” Dara said.
“So it looks as if Kerry wasn’t going at all. But saying that he was.”
The girls sat in silence to contemplate the enormity of this.
“What could he have been doing instead?” Dara hoped he didn’t have a girlfriend or anything awful like that.
“I asked him, but he just laughed, said it was great I had headed the guy off at the pass, that was the way he said it. And you know Kerry, Dara, he didn’t say any more and he will not say any more.”
“Does your father know?”
“No, he doesn’t know.”
“And Miss Hayes, she wouldn’t …”
“No, I have a feeling that even if she did know she wouldn’t …”
“Well then, it’s all right.” Dara was always optimistic.
“I suppose so.” Grace was less sure.
   Tommy Leonard told Michael that the Lourdes fund for Mrs. Ryan was getting huge now. There was going to be enough for someone else to go with her. People were wondering who it would be. Would it be Mr. Ryan? Or would one of the children get to go? Imagine Lourdes, in France. Imagine being there.
“Do you really think Our Lady came there? She did, didn’t she?” Michael was very anxious to have it confirmed. If Our Lady hadn’t, if it had all been some kind of misunderstanding, then there would be no chance for Mam.
“I suppose she must have,” Tommy said. “I mean, it would be the kind of place you’d go, France.”
Michael agreed.
Tommy said that Maggie Daly was often afraid that Our Lady might come to Mountfern, like she came to Fatima. Maggie didn’t look up into trees in case she saw her.
“Why doesn’t she want to see her?” Michael was interested. “I mean, if she came here you’d want to see her.”
“Maggie thinks that you’d be martyred if you saw her, it’s what always happens,” Tommy said.
“Poor Maggie, she’s always worrying,” said Michael sympathetically.
“Not like Kitty. Kitty was off on the back of a motorbike with Kerry O’Neill.” Tommy loved a bit of excitement.
“Kerry’s not old enough to have a motorbike, is he?”
“Oh, Kerry’s old enough for anything, he took it out of Jack Coyne’s yard and brought it back secretly, and he and Kitty went off miles on it.”
“How do you know?”
“Maggie told me. Did she not tell you?”
“No. I wonder why,” Michael said.
 

 
“Why didn’t you tell me all about Kerry and the motorbike and everything?” Dara was furious with Maggie.
“I—I don’t know. It was a secret,” Maggie stammered.
“If it was a secret, Maggie Daly, why did you tell Tommy Leonard?”
“I don’t know.”
“Oh, you don’t know, you don’t know,” Dara blazed. “You’re so boring, Maggie. You don’t know anything, you have nothing to say.”
“I know,” Maggie said wretchedly.
   There were Halloween games in Ryan’s kitchen. Snap apple with everyone’s hands tied behind their backs and the apple hanging from a string in the middle of the room. And bobbing for apples in the sink of water, and trying to pick up the sixpence in your teeth from the floor.
Carrie loved the fun of it, and John Ryan came in from the pub occasionally.
Rachel Fine looked on, she had been seeing to Kate’s new room and was in and out of the house a lot. The Whites were there, bitterly disputing whose turn it was to play, and Tommy Leonard was there.
“Where’s Maggie?” Tommy asked at one point.
“I didn’t ask her,” said Dara. “I forgot. Like she forgets sometimes.”
Dara’s face was set and cross. She was very annoyed that Maggie had not told her about her sister’s carrying on. And she was even more annoyed to hear about Kerry O’Neill off gallivanting on a borrowed motorbike.
“I’ll run down for her,” Michael said. “She’d be upset. I’ll just go to Daly’s now.”
“I’ll come with you,” Grace offered.
Dara felt that she had been too mean. She would go herself for Maggie. But it was too late. Michael and Grace had run off.
They came back later without her.
“Her mother said she had a cold, she was in bed.”
“Oh well then, it wouldn’t have mattered anyway,” Dara said airily. But in her heart she felt ashamed of herself. And she felt that Maggie didn’t really have a cold.
 

 
Grace was very nice to Maggie. She insisted too that Maggie come with them on the day that Patrick O’Neill drove some of the children in on what he called an official visit to Mrs. Ryan in the hospital.
The twins were delighted to show their mother off to Liam, Jacinta, Tommy and Maggie, and Kate was touched to see the small crowd around the bed.
“There’s a small fortune in the Lourdes fund, Mrs. Ryan, you’ll be able to take the whole family with you,” Tommy said enthusiastically.
“My goodness, isn’t that generous? But if anyone’s going it should be other invalids, don’t you think?” Kate said.
“Mrs. Williams has a broken arm,” Jacinta suggested.
“You don’t go to Lourdes with a broken arm, eejit, you have to have much worse.” Liam looked half fearfully at Kate.
“Oh, I think you can go with anything, really,” Kate said, trying to make light of it.
“Now.” Jacinta was triumphant. “And Mrs. Williams is always very nice, giving us things out of her garden. She should be one of the first to go.”
“She is a Protestant of course,” Tommy said doubtfully.
“Not to mention a vicar’s wife,” Kate said, trying to keep her face straight.
“It might convert her to the real faith, though, if she was taken there,” Maggie suggested.
“Particularly if her arm was cured.” Patrick O’Neill laughed.
He shooed the children out of the hospital room and told them there would be lemonade and biscuits.
“You’re marvelous to bring them all in to see me,” Kate said. She felt easy and relaxed talking to the big American.
“I love playing the big guy,” he mocked himself.
“No, you don’t, not at all. You’re very fatherly to them all. My twins tell me how kind you’ve been up at the lodge, teaching them chess and Scrabble and spending the time playing with them, a busy man like you.”
She smiled at him warmly.
“They’re very easy to like, your children,” he sighed.
“Well, aren’t yours also?” She was genuinely surprised.
“Grace is.”
“Fathers and sons always have friction. It’s a known thing.”
“John doesn’t.”
“You should hear him with Eddie.”
“Kate, I know you’ll forgive my saying this, but most of the Western world has some kind of friction with Eddie at some time or another. No, my case is a bit different.”
He looked very strained somehow.
“Would it help to tell me about it?”
“Someday, maybe. Yes, it might help a lot. But not just now. I have a gang of people who were promised refreshments, I can’t go back on that. And you’ll be back home to us soon, isn’t that great?” He seemed genuinely delighted.
“In a couple of weeks,” Kate said. “Then it will be as before.”
His eyes rested on her for a moment. “It will not be as before, Kate. But please God it will be a good life.” He had so much concern in his voice that it quivered a little.
Kate swallowed and gave him a smile.
They didn’t say any more because there wasn’t any need.
   Dara got a postcard from Kerry O’Neill from the town near his school.
“We are here for a half day, they took us to see a castle on a river. The river is brown and muddy, I think it’s nothing compared to the Fern. Glad to hear your mother is coming home soon. Hope to see you all in Mountfern during the Christmas holidays. Kind wishes to all, Kerry.”
Dara hugged it to her and knew every word, not only every word but how every letter of each word was formed.
“Just tell me straight out, Maggie, no dithering, did Kitty get a card from Kerry O’Neill too? Just a yes or a no would do.”
“No. There was no card from Kerry for Kitty. I can tell you that.”
Maggie spoke firmly. Because what she said was true. There had been no postcard for her sister. But Kitty had been looking very cheerful, and there were letters from time to time, which were not discussed. And they did have a postmark of the county where Kerry’s school was. But it would be foolish to enter into that kind of speculation. Maggie never wanted to draw things on them. And she had been asked specifically about postcards, nothing else.
Maggie was glad when Dara took her arm. It would have been stupid to upset Dara over something that might not even be true. Kitty could have been getting letters from anyone.
   “I hope Mrs. Ryan will like the way I run things,” Mary Donnelly said doubtfully.
“Why wouldn’t she?” John was unused to Mary in an insecure role.
“She’s the mistress of this house, it will be hard for her coming back after five months and seeing another woman in her place.”
“But hasn’t she told you over and over how delighted she is with you, and all you’ve done for us?” John was bewildered. Mary had been a visitor several times to Kate in the hospital. They had gotten on very well.
“But her coming home, and to that grand room, it will be hard for her not being in total charge again. If you’d like me to go I’d quite understand.”
“Mary, we’d die if you went.” John was alarmed. “You couldn’t go, not now that she’s coming back at last. Please don’t think of leaving. Is it that you think she’d be giving you orders? Because Kate’s not like that. She’ll be only too glad for things to go on the way they are. You’ll be happy here. Please don’t go.”
“I’m very happy here, Mr. Ryan. It’s very nice, it’s the first place I ever thought of as home, and it’s a place where people don’t make your life a torture for you.”
“But who would make your life a torture for you. Ever?”
“My mother did, my colleagues at the school. The other women around where I lived.”
John was at a loss for words.
“Well,” he said eventually, aware that it wasn’t enough.
“So what I say is that Mrs. Kate Ryan, if she had to be married and evidently she had, could have done far worse for herself with the husband and three sons that she found.”
John knew he would never hear such praise again.
“Thank you,” he said very seriously. “I hope we will always be able to have your trust, my sons and I.”
   Fergus had found Mary a surprising ally when he was trying to teach John to drive. She had urged the two of them to go out as often as possible, saying that she could well keep an eye on the bar. It never occurred to her that Fergus might have any work to do himself, so she was always putting forward unlikely hours like 11 a.m. as good for a quick lesson.
As it happened the little girl Deirdre he had gotten for the office was every bit as reliable as Kate said she would be. She was always able to tell a caller that Mr. Slattery had gone out on urgent business with a client, and she would take all the details. Somehow, like her father, she gave off a look of utter secrecy. You felt that she would survive well under torture, rather than reveal the most trivial of business.
And she wasn’t telling lies, she explained to Fergus. After all, Mr. Ryan was a client, and teaching him to drive was important business.
It took twenty lessons, and then John felt confident enough to drive all on his own into the hospital. This, too, was a secret and a surprise for Kate. Several times he nearly blurted it out, and Rachel Fine nearly let it slip as well.
Then together Fergus and John went to Jack Coyne and put it to him squarely: he was to supply the soundest second-hand car in the world. Not just the country, but the world.
It was to be ready and roadworthy and shining clean on the morning of Friday November 23, for that was the day it would be driven into the town by John Ryan, and he was going to pick up his wife and bring her home to Mountfern.
   They all wanted to go, all the children. John said there would be no room in the car. But they wanted to see her face when she saw him driving, that was part of the fun.
Very well, they went with Paudie Doyle as usual, they drove in convoy. Fergus first with Sheila Whelan, then John in the Vauxhall, and then the four Ryan children speechless with excitement in Paudie Doyle’s Austin.
There were a lot of tears in the hospital, and Geraldine the nurse said she would miss Kate more than any other patient.
People in wheelchairs came out to say goodbye, and in her own wheelchair she went to say a word to people who weren’t even able to move.
She said she’d be in and out of the hospital for treatment.
All the time she thought she was going to be in Paudie Doyle’s Austin.
“Where will all the children fit?” she asked Rachel.
“Hush, wait, wait.”
Kate knew something was up but she could never have believed anything as splendid as the sight of her husband drawing up in the big black Vauxhall.
Both her hands went up to her mouth as she saw him at the wheel. “Glory be to God, he’ll kill himself,” she said, and then they all cheered.
John Ryan got out with a flourish. “Here’s your coach, Katy Ryan, and your coachman come to take you home and anywhere in the world you want to go.”
In a blur she saw the children’s faces in front of her. The twins were struggling with what looked like a banner and Kate saw it had a welcome-home message on it. Eddie and Declan looked faintly mutinous as if they had wanted to share in the banner but had not been allowed to have any part of it.
John had learned to drive, this was their car, he kept saying it. In the confusion it was hard to take in, they had a family car now. The children were racing around it in excitement, Rachel Fine was trying to line them up so that she could take a picture.
John had learned how to drive a car! They could maybe go off for a day without having to ask Jack Coyne or Fergus or Paudie Doyle. How had he learned to do that? Were there any more surprises and could she cope with them?
“I’m only crying because I’m so happy,” she said into Declan’s tousled head. He had run to throw his arms around her when he saw the tears.
“I wanted to have a welcome home,” he snuffled.
“But you have a welcome home for me,” she protested. “Isn’t all this lovely? It’s the best welcome I could have.”
“I wanted to put my name,” he said, fists digging into his eyes still. “They wouldn’t let me”—a hate-filled glance at the twins.
“But you can do your own when we get back, when we’re back in Mountfern. Tell me, Declan, Eddie, am I really going back or is it a dream?”
Eddie took it on himself to explain the realities of the situation. “It’s real enough,” he said grudgingly, pleased to have been singled out to define things.
Kate put her hands out to the twins and their banner. “Let you both hold it high up there so that Rachel can get it into the picture,” she said.
Her eyes told the twins that the banner was something that had touched her so much she hardly dared speak. She sat with her hands holding theirs tightly as the picture was taken.
And then they moved her to the car. She was near to hysteria as they lifted her into the front seat.
“Don’t tell me you can really drive this, John Ryan,” she gasped. And then out the window to the nurses: “Listen, don’t give my room away, I’ll be back with more injuries in half an hour.”
But the pride as she sat beside her husband in their own car was shining out like a beacon.
The entourage would follow them, Fergus with Sheila as his passenger, Rachel in her own car, and the Ryan children traveling for the last time in Paudie Doyle’s car.
A rug had been placed over Kate’s knees, and she sat straight and proud like a queen in the front of the second-hand Vauxhall that Jack Coyne had found as the bargain of the century.
When Rachel turned aside so that nobody would see her brushing away the tears, she saw that the nice nurse and the lawyer were doing the very same thing, wiping their eyes at the sight of so much delight.
   Mountfern never forgot the day that Kate Ryan came home from the hospital. Years later they could remember every detail of that evening.
It had been arranged that the bar remain open as usual, with Mary Donnelly serving. Sheila Whelan was brought in as well, in case there would be extra people there pretending to be having a drink but in reality waiting to see the return of the invalid.
There was a great cry that they were coming when the car was reported to have come in view of the Rosemarie hair salon, and Rita Walsh was out waving from the salon doorstep. Loretto Quinn ran up from her shop, and Brian Doyle ran over the bridge to be there too.
The procession went through the bar, where old men got off stools and shook hands, unable to say the words. They were relieved she was back, and stricken to see her still so pale and sitting awkwardly in a wheelchair.
Carrie was excited, in a new navy dress with a white collar, and she ran in and out of the kitchen a dozen times asking Mary when would she serve the tea. A dozen times Mary replied that she should ask Mrs. Ryan.
But Kate was beyond listening to any subtleties like this. There was so much to admire.
Why had nobody told her that the whole place had been repainted? And the steps, all those steps—one down here and one up there—had gone. That must have been huge work, leveling everything.
It was a big undertaking, John Ryan agreed, as if he had done it himself. All they had done was stand back and use the back doors while Patrick’s men were withdrawn from work on the hotel to do a job on it.
Then there was the room. Kate couldn’t believe it. Walls of light green, huge glass doors framed by green flowery curtains. The big bed was white, with a green and white cover. All around the room there was a broad white shelf like a counter, almost. The wheelchair would fit under it, and there were magazines, sewing things, books, files laid out at intervals to suggest activities for Kate. One section of the shelf was a dressing table. It had a mirror and lights around it like a film star would have in a dressing room.
The bathroom was huge. Rachel called it the dressing room. It had huge presses for Kate’s clothes, on rails that could be lowered so that she could reach them and choose what to wear. There were drawers that moved in and out silently, effortlessly. Not like the drawers that stuck and had to be pushed and pulled. The bath had a seat, and a shower, the lavatory had rails. But it wasn’t like the hospital bathroom, all white and clinical. It was soft green colors, with big fluffy green towels and bath salts in a big green glass jar.
In her life Kate had never seen anything so elegant. And it was hers. It wasn’t something she was looking idly at in a magazine.
They crowded around, Fergus and Brian Doyle, Rachel and Loretto, John in the middle and the children on the edges pushing in and out to see her face.
And that’s how they all remembered it because that was when the news came in from the bar where the wireless was on. The news that President Kennedy had been shot in Dallas.
They all went slowly toward the bar to wait for more news. The phone kept ringing, people wanted to tell other people. There was television up in the Grange and some of those with cars said they would drive there and see if they could find out any more. Anything was better than not knowing what had happened to him—the president who had waved at them all in Dublin only five months ago.
“It’d be better for him if he died, poor bastard,” Brian Doyle said in the middle of a silence. “Young man like that stuck in a wheelchair for the rest of his life. He couldn’t take it, he’d go off his head.”
It was a long minute before anyone realized what he had said. They were all thinking of John F. Kennedy, not about Mrs. Ryan, a younger woman stuck in a wheelchair for the rest of her life.
Then Brian Doyle noticed a couple of faces crumpling up and remembered.
“But of course they can do great things now,” he said desperately. Nobody helped him out.
“Great things altogether,” said Brian, wishing he were dead and six feet under the clay.




Chapter XV

The spring of 1964 was a wet one in Mountfern. The river flooded its banks twice, and there were even photographers sent from Dublin to take a picture of the Fern in flood. The trees hung heavy over River Road and let loose what felt like waterfalls when anyone shook them.
The children’s raft broke loose from its moorings and bobbed down to the big bridge in the town, where it remained battering itself against the side.
The schools smelled of wet clothes and everyone had colds.
People still managed to go out for a drink, however, and often the wet weather meant that there was more custom than ever in Ryan’s bar.
In her light room with its soft green colors Kate Ryan sat and spent the first spring in a wheelchair.
She would have gone mad, she realized, if she had not got the side garden to look out on through the big glass doors. She was the first to know when snowdrops came, when crocuses started to open and when the primroses and cowslips began in a yellow corner that she had never noticed before.
Jaffa the big orange cat looked out longingly, waiting for the days to come when the sun would shine and she could sit and sleep on the old stone walls. Sitting still in her chair, Kate Ryan scratched the cat’s ears and told Jaffa that for her the day would come. She sighed a lot and wondered had it rained like this always but because she had been so busy she had never noticed it?
Little by little the people of Mountfern came to accept that this would be Kate Ryan’s life. They ceased to shake their heads over the sudden accident, the one quick blow that would leave her forever paralyzed. Once people had seen the bright attractive room and the handsome dark woman in her chair, laughing and cheerful for their visit … then that was how she remained in their minds. They didn’t tell each other any more about how swift she had been, and how light running up and down the steps of Mr. Slattery’s office. They talked no longer of the way she ran down River Road like a young girl.
   Rachel had found a great roll of green rush matting. She said they should cut it off in lengths and spread it out to make a path over Kate’s new carpet. Otherwise people would be afraid to visit her in the room for fear of bringing in mud with them.
Rachel came every day; she had become adept at helping to lift the two white, wasted-looking legs out of the bed and on to the wheelchair. Then she would bend while Kate pulled herself out of bed by putting her arms around Rachel’s neck.
She wasn’t able to do it with Carrie; the girl was too nervous and might move away. She didn’t want to ask Mary Donnelly to help her. It would place too much of an emotional burden on Dara. And she didn’t want John to see her like that every day. On the mornings when he came in and found her dressed and sitting at some part of the giant desk that went three sides of the room, he could almost believe that things were normal.
The two women had tea and a chat, as if they had been neighbors for many years, as if they had been young married women together and shared all the years of childbirth and watching toddlers. Neither of them ever felt it was odd that they had only met on one day before they were in the roles of hospital patient and visitor. It was as if they had always known the easy companionship and the undemanding shorthand of friendship.
Kate could tell of her unreasonable dislike of Mary Donnelly, Rachel of her irritation with Marian Johnson.
“He has no interest in Marian Johnson,” Kate assured her friend.
“She’s much more suitable for this life … the life he wants.”
“Oh, but no, you mustn’t think that. Can you imagine him loving her? Even loving her a little bit?” Kate shook her head at the idea of it.
“He can’t love me much, either. One day I’ll accept that I’m not part of his plan. Then I’ll be free.”
“But you’d be very lonely,” Kate said.
Rachel smiled, relieved. This was the counsel she had wanted to hear.
   “Will Mrs. Fine be here for long?” Dara asked.
She had gotten into the habit of sitting with her mother as soon as she came back from school, and the others agreed without ever saying it that this was Dara’s time.
“I don’t know, my love, I don’t ask her. Do you mind if we ask her for meals now and then? It’s terrible for her up in that awful hotel all the time.”
Dara agreed immediately. “Oh we must ask her as much as possible, she’d start talking to herself if she had to stay in the Slieve Sunset all the time.”
Kate laughed. Dara had become so grown up, she was able to talk to her much more freely than before. The months must have made a huge difference to the girl, living here in the pub without her mother, unsure of what was going to happen and if Kate would ever come home. It was a very noticeable change Before the accident Dara had been a tomboy, dying to get away from the house, to escape any kind of involvement or conversation, sighing at grown-up conversation, and flinching away from any confidences. And now, that was all gone. She seemed older than Michael too, while once she had waited for his every move before she decided what to do herself. She was technically a woman, and Dara already felt the stirrings of … well if not love … at least hero worship. Kate had noticed how her face changed when she spoke of Kerry. That little crush must have developed since the previous summer.
Kate felt she could tell Dara things that sometimes might seem a bit petty when she told them to John. Maybe it was a conspiracy kind of thing between women … she hoped she didn’t overdo it. Dara seemed to approve of Rachel coming to the house. Her connection with Patrick O’Neill was never mentioned; Kate was far too loyal to bring up the matter herself, but she felt that Dara instinctively had some understanding of it.
 

 
“Will Mary Donnelly be here for much longer?”
Kate tried to look concerned and kind. “I’ve no idea, she must suit herself.” A sharp note had come into her voice.
“Why don’t you like her, Mam? She’s very helpful.”
“I know, I know. What do you mean I don’t like her? Don’t be silly, Dara.”
“But you don’t. Why? It’s not as if she’s after Dad or anything. She hates men, she even hates them when they’re only Michael’s age.”
“She’s so childish to be going on with all that kind of rambling out of her,” Kate snapped.
“Is that why you don’t like her, because she’s against men?”
“No, I’ll tell you the truth, I don’t like her because she’s doing what I should be doing, she’s standing there serving people in the bar and not talking to them when I would be talking to them pleasantly, she’s going down to Loretto Quinn and beating her down over the price of this and that instead of paying her. She has the kitchen clean and tidy, better maybe than I’d keep it. She has Leopold changed beyond recognition. But she has Carrie terrified of her, and crying if she breaks a saucer. She has the sheets clean on the beds but she has a smell of boiling in the house from Monday to Saturday.”
Dara looked at her mother open-mouthed.
“And mostly I don’t like her because she has two good legs that start at the top and go down to her feet and she can put one of them in front of the other and walk. If she’s in a hurry she can put one in front of the other quickly and she can run. She doesn’t have to drag herself by her arms and strain and stretch and pull and at the end of it be just a few inches toward the edge of the bed. I suppose that’s why I don’t like her.”
Dara still couldn’t speak.
“Because I’m a mean old pig,” Kate added as an explanation.
Dara flew into her arms, literally hurled herself at Kate.
“You’re not a mean old pig, it’s the unfairest thing in the world that you should be like this. I told Sister Laura that God must have a very cruel streak in him to let you be just in the path of that machine.”
Dara sobbed into her mother’s shoulder as Kate patted the dark hair and the heaving slender body.
“What did Sister Laura say about God’s mean streak?” she asked gently.
Dara drew away from her for a moment and looked at her with a tear-stained face.
“She said that Almighty God had a purpose in everything, and that we couldn’t see it now. In years to come we’ll see it. Do you think we will?”
Kate held the hands of her daughter and spoke slowly “I don’t know. That’s the truth. I don’t know. If it was something that might be cured, then perhaps all these months and even a couple of years in a wheelchair might have a purpose”
“But …” Dara waited anxiously.
“But because it’s not going to be cured, and I will never walk again, I find it hard to believe that God has a purpose. God can’t believe that I’m a better citizen, a better Christian to him stuck in this chair. Maybe it’s just that he knew I might be a desperate sinner if I was out of the chair so he keeps me in it. That could be his purpose, I suppose.” She half smiled.
“But you wouldn’t have any sins would you, Mam, in or out of the wheelchair?” Dara could never imagine that grown-ups committed sin anyway, they were allowed to do everything just because they were grown up, it seemed impossible to know what was left except murder and worshipping idols which Mam wouldn’t be likely to be at.
“I suppose the biggest sin I have is not accepting what God has sent me. That is a sin, you know, Dara. I’m going to have to confess it to Father Hogan when he comes today, and I’m going to tell him also that I don’t want to go to Lourdes. That’s going to be even harder.”
Dara’s eyes were filled with tears again “You must go to Lourdes, Mam, you must, it’s the only hope. That’s what Michael and I say all the time. There have been miracles and you could be one of them.”
“No, darling Dara, I’m not going, there’s no miracle for me there. If Our Lady wants to cure my spine she can do it in Mountfern, I am not going to spend all those people’s money going there, and have all their hopes disappointed That’s it. I didn’t mean to tell you so suddenly, I was going to put it gently, maybe even differently. But you’re such a joy to me and such a comfort, I treat you like a grown-up daughter instead of a child.”
The tears had dried and Dara was as pleased as anything. “Well, I’m going to have to look after you properly if I’m a grown-up. If you get your way about Lourdes can we have your word that you’ll be sensible about Mary Donnelly and be civil to her in case she packs her bags and leaves?”
Kate burst into peals of laughter. Dara’s voice was such a good imitation of her own when she was being bossy. Even her face had the same look.
“I’ll be so civil, it will frighten you,” she laughed.
“There’s no need to over-do it, Mam,” Dara said disapprovingly.
   John was taking a stroll with his daughter along the river bank.
“I’m glad that Rachel is here,” he said. “Your mam likes her a lot. It will take her mind off things.”
“Do you think her mind’s on things a lot?” Dara wanted to know.
“It’s so hard to know. She says she’s almost forgotten her life before the wheelchair. She doesn’t even dream of herself as being able to walk anymore.” He sounded sad.
“Don’t get all depressed, Daddy, she hates that more than anything.”
“I wouldn’t be depressed in front of her, Dara. But Lord, on my own or with you, can’t I let the mask drop a bit?”
They walked on companionably past the people fishing, careful not to disturb them by idle chatter. They were both remembering some of the scenes when a red-faced and furious Kate would shout and cry that she wanted no sympathy, no sad faces around her. She had even thrown a jug of milk and had broken plates and saucers, flinging them at John when he was in what he considered a gentle and concerned mood. Kate had taken it as defeatist and said it made her worse.
“I can’t even bloody walk, you can all do everything, so for Christ’s sake stop moaning and saying, ‘Poor Mam, Poor Kate’. What is the point of that? I’d prefer to be dead. Dead, dead and buried long ago than to be poor Kate, poor Mam.”
She had frightened them so much they had rung for Dr. White. He came to see her, and the family waiting outside got little consolation from him as he came out.
“Nothing wrong with Mrs. Ryan except that she is paralyzed,” he said bluntly. “And that she is surrounded by people who don’t give her any reason or point in living. They call the doctor if she shows any bit of fire and life, and their way of supporting her is to offer her pity. Good evening.”
They never forgot it. Even Declan and Eddie knew that the mood was to be optimistic. Mam wanted to believe that things were getting better all the time. That’s what gave her the energy to drag herself from bed to chair, from chair to lavatory or bath stool, and to push herself to the garden or the kitchen or the pub. If she didn’t believe that things were getting better all the time, she wouldn’t even sit up in the mornings.
Dara linked her father as they turned to come back along the road. “What do you think really, Dad, about the hotel? Is it going to take away all our business? Mary Donnelly says it could be the ruination of us.”
“Mary, for all that we are blessed to have her, is wrong about almost everything.”
Dara looked at her father affectionately “It would be a terrible thing to hate men, not to see them as friends.”
“I think it would be a pity all right,” John agreed. “I think you’d lose out on it in the long run. And on the same subject, what’s a beautiful girl like you doing on a summer evening walking the river bank with her old father? Why aren’t the Tommy Leonards and the Liam Whites and the others of Mountfern beating me out of the way? Tell me that.”
“Because they’re all eejits, Daddy, and you’re not.”
“That’s nice to hear. But isn’t there anybody who isn’t an eejit? Anybody at all?”
“Not a one.” Dara was airy about it. It was just a fact. “I might be hard to please, like Mary Donnelly, or just a bit slow in seeing my chances. I keep dreaming of course, that something marvelous would happen, like that beautiful Kerry O’Neill would notice me.”
“Would you like that?”
“I’d love it, but I’d have to fight the whole town for him. Grace says he and his father don’t get on.”
“Nobody gets on with their father,” said John, patting Dara’s arm.
“Stop fishing, Daddy,” she said.
   “I think Declan’s turning into a proper hooligan,” John said to Kate.
“God, he must be really bad if you say a word against him” Kate was surprised to hear such criticism. “What has he done now?”
“He hasn’t done anything, it’s just that he has the instincts of a gangster. He goes around punching things for no reason.”
“What kind of things?” Kate was alarmed.
“I don’t know, the hen house for one thing, he nearly knocked it down.”
“I could knock that down myself even in this thing.” Kate gave a disgusted wave at her wheelchair.
“You could knock the house down in that chair, you look so terrifying when you head for us,” John laughed. “No, he just seems to tear things apart automatically without even knowing he’s doing it.”
“He’s upset.”
“We’re all upset,” her husband said.
“No we’re not, we’re fine. He’s just a baby. Send him in to me when he gets back. I’ll play with him for a bit.”
“He’ll probably have you on the floor.”
“It’s just being the youngest … poor little fellow.”
“I was the youngest, I’ll have you remember, and look at how well I turned out.”
“You did, too.” She looked at him admiringly. John Ryan had lost some of his beer belly, he stood more erect and, despite new lines on his face, he looked a younger man than he had been at the beginning of the summer.
Kate found herself turning to him for a lot more than just physical assistance. He had been able to manage in some kind of fashion without her for almost half a year. There were a lot of areas where she had to look to him now for advice.
“Do you think it’s going to affect them all?” She spoke in a small voice “You know, will it change their lives altogether … all this?” Again she waved in exasperation at her legs and the chair.
“No, I think they’ll be less affected by it than we expect. You know how adaptable children are, they get used to any old thing after a while.” He spoke gently and lovingly to take the possible hint of indifference out of his words. “I think that now you’re home they’ll all get on with their lives. Normally—almost embarrassingly normally.”
“I hope so.” She closed her eyes.
“Kate, we’ve been through all this before. What makes you start worrying now?”
“I expect hearing that Declan’s going around kicking things, and I think maybe I treat Dara as too much of a grown-up. I’ve taken her childhood away from her.”
“No, no.” He was soothing. “She’s flattered that you talk to her as an equal. No, don’t worry about that.”
“And Eddie?”
“He’s with a gang of toughies, he hasn’t time to think about anything except walls to be climbed, orchards to be robbed, jam jars to be discovered in far places so that he’ll collect enough to go to the pictures.”
“So that leaves Michael. He’s too quiet these days, isn’t he?”
“He is, and I was going to say that if you don’t think it’s the act of a madman I was going to ask him to go off fishing for a day with me. We keep telling people the Fern is full of pike. Why don’t we go and see is it true?”
She reached over and touched his hand. “Do, of course, and tell Michael I love him.”
“I won’t tell him anything of the sort, he’d knock me into the river.”
“No, I mean say it without saying it.”
“He knows, but I’ll say it without saying it anyway.”
   “Will you come out fishing with me on Saturday?”
“Fishing! In this weather? We’d be frozen, and what would we catch?”
“We spend our time telling people that the Fern is alive with pike all year round. Shouldn’t we see are we right?”
“God, Dad, it’d be miserable out there. Why would you never ask me a thing like that in the summer, I’d love it in the summer.”
“I’d love it in the summer, too, son, but the pub wouldn’t be half empty like it is this weather.”
“But why, why now?”
“I wanted us to have a day out—a chat even.”
“What have I done?”
“Oh Jesus God, you haven’t done anything. It’s great when your son thinks the only reason you’re going to ask him out for a treat is to attack him, punish him.”
“But you never ask me out,” Michael complained with what John had to admit was some justification.
“And I don’t seem to make too good a fist of it when I do. All right, if it’s not fishing what would you like to do on Saturday after lunch?”
“I suppose the pictures are out?”
“You suppose correctly.”
“Could we do the book?” His eyes lit up.
John genuinely didn’t know what he meant.
“The book, Dad, Mr. O’Neill’s book, you haven’t done it for ages. I mean, take out the boxes of papers and things …” His voice trailed away. John was just standing there with a blank expression. “I mean, you are going to do it … to finish it?”
“What? Oh yes. Yes.”
Michael looked relieved. “Well then, could we look at some of the research and I could help you like I did before?”
“Yes. Certainly.”
“Is anything wrong, would you prefer to go fishing? I suppose if we wrapped up …”
“No. No, you’re a very good fellow … no.”
“So have you been thinking about doing the book … or maybe after everything … you sort of didn’t want to?”
“I think you’re a genius, that’s the very thing we’ll do on Saturday. We’ll take the boxes upstairs out of everyone’s way and you can indeed help me. What with everything that happened I never found a moment to get down to it again, and it’s been there at the back of my mind …”
He beamed at Michael, but the boy had the feeling that there was some sort of struggle taking place. His father had been deciding there in front of him whether to go on writing the story of Fernscourt for Grace’s father.
“It’s not as if it would make Mam any better by not doing it,” he said suddenly, and his father gripped him on the shoulder.
“That’s the truth, Michael. We must never forget that.”
   “Well, how much purgatory did he give you?” Rachel asked when Father Hogan had left and she was allowed to come in to see Kate.
“It’s not purgatory he gives me, you heathen, it’s penance, it’s to keep me out of purgatory.”
“It’s all nonsense, you’re a saint already. Did you tell him about Lourdes?”
“Yes, he hated it, poor man, but he’s going to help me. He said to put it a different way, say that I’d like it to go to a parish fund to send others there, get even more money, and not to dwell too much on the fact that I’m not going to take it up myself. It might hurt people or offend them.”
Rachel nodded.
“You look restless. Is anything wrong?”
“Hard to hide anything from you, Kate. I’ve been thinking, I should go back. Back to the States.”
“You don’t call it home, you don’t say back home.”
“It doesn’t feel like home, not this year.”
“Maybe because you are in the middle of moving … all these plans about the hotel, and what it will look like and what will be here. No wonder the office in New York doesn’t seem real. But your flat—think of that. It’s going to be like paradise compared to the Slieve Sunset.”
“Yes.”
“You don’t have to go, you could stay here with us.”
“No, I have to go. I’m only inventing work here … and …”
“But isn’t he glad that you like the place so much, feel so at home here in Mountfern? I’d have thought he’d have been delighted with you.”
“I thought that too.”
“Whyever not? What did he say?”
“He just wondered why I was spending so long here. I stupidly said something about getting the feel of the place. He was extremely curt with me.”
Kate reached for Rachel’s hand. It was hardly credible that this elegant woman with the wine suit trimmed with suede, with a silk blouse which must have cost a fortune—a cream silk with a floppy bow—should be as awkward as a child when it came to the great Patrick O’Neill. No sixteen-year-old could have been more distraught.
“You’ll come back here again, it’s not just a job.” Kate soothed her as she had soothed her daughter earlier in the day.
“But the message is loud and clear. It will never be my home.”
Rachel had never been so careless of her make-up, her silk blouse or the fine wool rug that lay on Kate’s lap. She cried as she had cried in Yiddish to her mother years and years ago when the children on the block had called her a little Jew girl.
   Each time Kate got a letter from Rachel she wrote back that very day. That way their letters stayed in order. They weren’t crossing in the mail; they could ask and reply.
Rachel must have written just as quickly.
They learned to depend on each other in a way they would never have believed possible. Rachel wrote about working for O’Neill Enterprises in New York, though finding that the heart had gone from the business since Patrick O’Neill was many miles away in an Irish village.
Kate found it a great ease to be able to tell someone how boringly well Mary Donnelly ran the house, and how irritating it was to be told a dozen times a day, perfectly accurately, that they were blessed to have found her. It was true, which made it worse! Kate said it was a sneaky relief to be able to tell Rachel that if she heard one more Mountfern person say that Mary Donnelly was a genius she would go berserk and race around the pub in her wheelchair knocking over tables and pouring drinks onto the floor.
Rachel wrote that she had to put up with the insults and veiled triumph of Gerry Power, who had said in one hundred different ways that he was sorry it didn’t work out for Rachel in Ireland. In one hundred different ways she had deliberately misunderstood him and said with a broad smile that it had all worked out magnificently and he must go over someday himself and see the wonderful place that Patrick had bought for himself.
Kate could admit that her new-found all-girls-together relationship with Dara was becoming very rocky, and Rachel could admit that sometimes weeks went by without Patrick telephoning her, even though she stayed in to wait for his calls.
Week after week the two women wrote of their lives, month after month they told of the changes that were happening. Neither really noticed things changing, it was only by looking back over the old letters that each realized how the other’s life was moving from one direction to another.
Kate wrote of John more and more as the man who made the decisions, not as the man who was trying to cope. She never said it in so many words but Rachel could read it like a thread in the letters. There was the tale about John and the rough crowd of tinkers who came into the pub. Everyone had feared a fight if he were to throw them out, and a worse one if he were to let them stay. But there had been no fight in Ryan’s, the tinkers were served as pleasantly as they could have wished. It was just the number of times that John said how heartbroken he was from Sergeant Sheehan dropping in that sent the band on their way. John had leaned conspiratorially over the counter and said that a man wasn’t free to breathe in this day and age without that sergeant coming and poking his nose into what people had in the boots of their cars or on the crossbars of their bicycles. The tinkers, who were practically festooned with pheasants they had taken illegally from Coyne’s wood, were on their way, with grateful glances at John and vaguely dispiriting promises that they would return.
Rachel read how John Ryan now had poems published by two newspapers, to a total of seven published works, and there was the distinct possibility of an anthology. The history of Fernscourt and its surroundings was proving long and complicated, but there were no pleas to hasten it from the man who had commissioned it, so it was taking its time.
There was the story of John and the man trying to sell him an insurance policy: John had refused it and the man had turned ugly. He had said that John must be expecting to come into a big windfall from the Fernscourt insurance people. John had been icy in his dismissal, but the man had retorted that he was only saying what half of Mountfern was saying behind his back. Kate had been upset but John had shrugged and said that a village had to have something to talk about, and since they hadn’t had a two-headed calf born recently, nor a cure at the may bush, nor even a visit from a politician, they had to fill in the long winter evenings somehow.
Kate read about art galleries that Rachel had visited, and a course of ten lectures that she had been attending. She heard of trips taken by train to cities in the United States which were further apart than the whole width of Ireland.
She knew that Rachel had seen a lot of movies and heard too little from Patrick, and that she was now considered a world authority on Ireland by the people in her circle.
Without Rachel having to write it, Kate knew there were a lot of empty nights.
Without Kate having to put it down on paper, Rachel knew that Kate sometimes found the imprisonment in her chair almost more than she could bear. The frustration seeped across the Atlantic in spite of herself. The days when it seemed to rain and rain and her lovely side garden with all the plants that she was meant to admire from her green room had turned into a mire of mud.
There were the times when it was obvious that Kate Ryan might in fact explode if she hadn’t this safety valve, this marvelous friend she could write to and explain everything as it was.
Like how irritating Dara could be, how downright maddening her own lovely daughter had become.
Dara had lost her unruly look, Kate said in these letters, she had become graceful in a way that was very hard to describe. She had also become almost impossible again. Everything was a shrug, a sulk and a sigh.
The record player that had been a gift from Grace played high and loud in her room, then the sounds of that dreadful Radio Luxembourg and its awful music replaced the record player.
Kate wrote in a matter-of-fact way about Patrick. She told how he was working night and day, and had little time for socializing. She knew this would please Rachel on the other side of the Atlantic Ocean. It was also totally true.
Judy Byrne, who came twice a week to do the exercises that were meant to strengthen Kate’s arms, and improve the muscles that would pull her from chair to bed to bath and back, often let slip how she had invited Mr. O’Neill to this concert, or that exhibit, but never had he been able to accept. Judy shook her head sadly as she pummeled Kate, and made her repeat again and again the tiresome and stressful movements, saying that there hardly seemed to be any point in having all that money and power if you were never able to enjoy yourself.
Marian Johnson had said more or less the same thing: How sad it was that Patrick O’Neill didn’t get more cooperation from everyone so that he would have some leisure time, poor man. Marian would tinkle in that unwise little-girl laugh and say that he had been simply desolate not to have been able to go to the hunt ball, or the charity dinner or whatever social ruse she had tried yet again in vain.
Life went on as before in the lodge, Kate wrote, or so she thought. Grace was utterly charming, and the more loathsome Dara became the more sweet and endearing did Grace appear to be. She would sit for any length of time talking to Kate, asking her advice, begging to hear stories about Kate’s own teenage years. Dara couldn’t bear to be in the same room as her mother these days.
Kate had heard some disturbing things about Kerry. That he had been in a game of poker up in Foley’s bar, that he had been playing for high stakes with men who should have known better than to play cards with the son of the man who was going to change the face of the town and make their fortunes for them. She didn’t tell that to Rachel, since it was only a rumor, no point in worrying her over something that might not be at all likely.
Several times she apologized for the trivia and small-town gossip, and she said she was sure Rachel thought of her as a poor country cousin who was to be pitied for the narrowness of her life.
But as the months went on Kate apologized less. She realized that Rachel did indeed love to hear of the small town where she had felt so much at home. Rachel wrote about how she had glorified Mountfern in her memory now. She had forgotten that there was any rain, any mud or any bad temper. She had begun to think of the terrible Slieve Sunset as a place of worth. As she spent Christmas in the Catskills the notion of her ever sitting down at a table and having turkey with the Ryans seemed so remote that she wondered how she could ever have considered it as part of her lifestyle.
   John realized that without the trade from the site they would be in a poor way. The foremen, the surveyors, the visiting experts of one sort or another came for drinks at all hours of the day. They didn’t necessarily drink a great deal but they sat and discussed plans … opened out big grey bits of paper, argued over lists of supplies.
It was all much more comfortable for them than the prefab site offices that Brian Doyle had put beside the actual Fernscourt, which was rising very slowly from its foundations. It was Mary who noticed that they bought packets of chips and this was often their only lunch.
“Do you think there’d be a future in sandwiches at all?” she asked Kate.
Kate was annoyed she hadn’t thought of it first. Grudgingly she agreed that there might be a small profit in providing something to eat. She arranged to make a dozen sandwiches a day—ham and salad, cheese and home-made chutney. Anything that wasn’t eaten would be devoured by the family in the evening.
John was against them at first. Turning the place into some kind of café, he sniffed, not what ordinary men wanted. But when he saw Brian Doyle and the two engineers eating two rounds each the very second day, he changed his tune.
Kate and Mary smiled their first genuine smile of friendship. And Kate said that they might even think of serving soup later on if there seemed to be any demand for it.
Mary nodded her head approvingly. “You’re absolutely right,” she said. “I think you should get the soup going as soon as possible. Better do something before the Yank takes all the business off you with a smile.”
“That’s what’s going to happen, isn’t it?” Kate said.
“Unless we try to fight back,” said Mary gruffly. “And we’ll have to fight the way he does. Like a man, of all things. Like a dirty, rotten man.”
   In fact there seemed to be delay after delay in building the hotel. Patrick O’Neill said that if he were a superstitious man he would think that he wasn’t really meant to build it.
First there was an earth subsidence, not too serious, but serious enough to mean a rethink. And then, expensively, a redoing of a whole wall.
There was the time that all the cattle had gotten in through a hole in a fence and done unimaginable damage to wood that had been stored in an open shed. The hole in the fence was never explained, but was said to be the work of a crowd of kids after school one day. Patrick tried to find out if it had been malicious but Brian Doyle told him that children were the devil incarnate. There was no use looking for malice or virtue in them, they were just bestial by nature.
There was the time that no vehicle seemed able to start or move on the site, and it was discovered that those which didn’t have bags of sugar poured into them had water mixed with the petrol. Jack Coyne couldn’t be blamed because he was away at Shannon Airport on the day it was all discovered. But there were definitely tales that he had been telling youngsters how to immobilize cars should they ever need to know, and further tales that he had said it would be a real laugh if none of the cars up on the site could move. Nothing could be proved. Those who were most protective of Patrick were those who most wanted to ensure that he stayed. They would never confirm any of his suspicions that there was vandalism and that much of it was directed at him.
Then there was a problem about a farmer who had said he would sell his acre of land and it turned out when the title was investigated that he didn’t own the land at all, it had been signed over to his son years ago. The son being a cunning man realized there was capital to be gained and the deliberations delayed the work that should have been underway long back in that particular area.
Patrick wondered whether the bad-tempered attorney Fergus Slattery had anything to do with it, but was reliably informed by Sheila Whelan that the reverse was true. Fergus had refused to act for the mean-minded son on the ground that opportunism was something best left to wily Americans, and that since a fair price had been offered, the normal man should accept a fair price.
Each time Patrick visited Kate Ryan he felt better in his heart. The frailty, the wan look seemed to be less. Or maybe he was only telling himself this.
He liked to sit in her airy green room and talk. Here he was far from the problems that seemed to beset him everywhere else. It was a peaceful room even though it was only yards from a noisy bar. It reminded him of Rachel’s apartment, an oasis of calm right in the middle of the mad Manhattan noise. Then he remembered suddenly that it was the same woman who had created both places. He never discussed Rachel although he knew how friendly the two women had become; he spoke no words of his increasing despair over ever finishing his project, his life’s dream. Nor of the anonymous letters he had gotten telling him that Irish businessmen could well have developed that site, or even more upsettingly that he was responsible before God and man for Mrs. Ryan being in a wheelchair.
He smiled as he talked. The crinkly lines were still there around his eyes, but Kate thought they had etched a little deeper and there were other lines too. His voice was still cheery and his laugh hearty but some of the evenings they sat and talked she wondered was he forcing his humor and begging his laugh to echo a little more.
Kate suspected that he was a man who had a lot of doubts about the way his life had taken him. She never brought the subject up.
He had accepted her paralysis when she was in the hospital. But it seemed totally out of place in Ryan’s pub. He kept looking up expecting her to swing in as she used to behind the counter. It seemed to come as a repeated shock each time he heard the high slow whine the wheelchair made on its approach.
Sometimes she did serve there, if there were friends in. A ramp had been made to a corner wing of the bar where Kate could position herself.
But usually it was that appalling virago Mary Donnelly who looked at him as if he were the devil made into flesh each time he appeared. He had been told that she felt some similar distaste for all men, but he felt singled out for her particular dislike.
   Leopold had a new collar. Mary had been at a carnival where they made dog collars with names on them. In a fit of generosity she had bought one with the words Leopold Ryan. The dog had been suitably grateful and seemed pleased with it. He would approach people and arch his neck pathetically, looking like a whipped hound showing off his wounds, but in fact wanting his collar admired.
“We have to have you looking well for Princess Grace,” Mary whispered to him.
Dara heard her. “Why don’t you like Grace?” she had asked straight out.
“I couldn’t like the seed or breed of anyone who would do such harm to your poor mother.”
“But it wasn’t their fault … the accident,” Dara cried.
“I don’t just mean the accident. I mean the living, taking the living away from her.”
“But Mam has a very good life,” Dara said, not understanding. “She always says that she hates us not to think of it as a real way of living.”
Mary had opened her mouth and closed it again. “That’s a fact,” she said unexpectedly. “She’s a great deal happier than most.”
   In the hope that it might soothe some of Dara’s outbursts Kate suggested that she invite Grace to spend the night with them. They might enjoy chatting together and it would save Grace the long journey back to the Grange.
“Oh, so I am allowed to have her to stay now. There was a time when it wasn’t suitable.”
“I never said that,” Kate said.
“No, but Daddy did when you went to the hospital first. It wasn’t suitable, he said, because of … oh, I don’t know why.”
Kate sighed. “That was a long time ago, Dara, all those kinds of worries are long behind us now.”
“I don’t think she’d really want to stay here anyway.”
“Whyever not? She always seems happy when she comes to visit.”
“Oh, that’s just being polite.” Dara was lofty.
“The offer is there, if she’d like to come.” Kate kept her temper with difficulty.
“She might come, of course,” Dara said as if it were all a favor to her mother.
Rachel had written that although she didn’t know from personal experience, every other mother of every other thirteen-and fourteen-year-old girl in the entire world told her the same story. And the story had a happy ending. They grew out of it. Kate hoped with all of her heart that Rachel was right.
   It’s hard to change the habits of a lifetime, and when Deirdre Dunne came across the two young Ryan boys as part of a gang that wrote silly things on the walls of Fernscourt, she said nothing. She just walked past with her eyes ahead of her as if she were slightly wandering in her mind.
The kids, who had hidden when they saw her, breathed with relief and told each other that Deirdre Dunne was as mad as Papers Flynn and Miss Barry and would be no threat to them. Happily they carved out “Yank Go Home” and “This is Ireland not America” with big nails, scratching away.
Deirdre Dunne had grown up on a small farm where the great philosophy had been to say nothing. She had been warned not to say anything since she was a child, and even when the neighboring farmer was known to come back drunk from a market and beat his wife senseless, the same rules had held.
It would sort itself out, she was told, and indeed it had. One day the farmer fell into a ditch on the way home. It was a cold night and he had a weak chest anyway. Deirdre had seen his wife pass the ditch where he lay, and throw more brambles and briars over it in order to make sure that there was even greater delay in finding the body.
Or had she pieced together afterward that this is what the woman had been doing But like a true Dunne, and the daughter of her taciturn father, she said nothing.
She was almost designed to work in the office of a law firm which dealt in the human everyday business of the community. Sometimes she wondered whether she stood too far back. People like Mr. Slattery and Mrs. Whelan did get involved when they saw things as a matter of right or wrong. Perhaps it was more honorable.
Fergus Slattery was very pleased with Deirdre. A pale girl with sandy hair, she was quiet as a mouse and efficient as one of those huge new computers people were always talking about. She was as discreet as he could have hoped and when a rich farmer left a totally untoward sum to Mrs. Rita Walsh of the Rosemarie hair salon you would never have known from Deirdre’s impassive face that it was anything except the norm.
She had high praise for Kate’s filing system and was just as adamant that he kept in touch with how it worked. It had fallen into great chaos in the months after Kate’s accident and it was a measure of Deirdre’s intelligence that she had brought a notebook to the hospital to Kate to ask for confirmation of new decisions she had made.
One of the files that Deirdre had to open was called Katherine Mary Ryan versus O’Neill Enterprises and the International Insurance Society.



PART FOUR




Chapter XVI

The twins were to have a fifteenth birthday party in September. The excitement was intense, there weren’t many parties in Mountfern. To be honest none of them had been to a party since they were children. But Kate Ryan had insisted. By letter she and Rachel had decided that something which would concentrate and channel all Dara’s energies would be a good idea. Kate didn’t suggest the party herself, of course, that way Dara would reject it as some plot. The wish had to come from the twins themselves.
So Kate spoke of the party to everyone else in a sort of sighing voice, saying she supposed now that Dara and Michael were so grown up they would want a party when they were fifteen.
It didn’t take long. Carrie wanted to know what they would do at the party, would there be dancing? Loretto Quinn said she’d love to be fifteen again and she thought it was the best age of all.
Grace was asked by Miss Hayes what she was going to wear to the twins’ fifteenth birthday party. And Tommy Leonard’s father told him that he would have thought that poor John and Kate Ryan would have had more sense than to lash out money entertaining hulking young folk who wouldn’t give them a word of thanks for it.
And so Michael and Dara realized that a party was a possibility.
“Where could we be?” Dara wailed. “We can’t be in the pub, or in Mam’s room, and the kitchen is a mess and the breakfast room is tiny.”
“There’s no point in asking for a party unless there was somewhere to have it,” Michael agreed.
But Kate had that planned too. The big outhouse attached to the pub looked fine from the outside. It was whitewashed and as its only entrance was from the side garden nobody knew what a mess it was inside.
If it were to be cleaned out …
They could always use it for something …
And it would be ideal for the party.
So John suggested that as a way of earning more pocket money they should all work on it. Even involve their friends if they wanted to. It involved a few days of dragging rubbish off to the dump. There were broken beds, old bits of wood with nails sticking out of them. There was a box of jam jars with spiders in them, and a load of things that had been taken from the other outhouse in the other yard to make room for Mary Donnelly.
On the afternoon that the boys had whitewashed the big room, Jacinta looked around it in admiration.
“It’s fabulous looking, it’s good enough to have a party in.”
And that was it.
They wheedled and begged and cajoled. And pretending an unwillingness, Kate and John gave in. The music was not to be too loud. Everyone was to be well gone home by midnight, the children had to organize the food themselves. There was to be no trick-acting, overexcitement nor people jumping into the river. They agreed to everything and began the preparations.
Kate wrote to Rachel saying that she felt as guilty as anything pulling all these strings but it did seem to be working like a dream. Dara had even hugged her in excitement one day.
She wrote that the invitation list had been assembled and discarded and readjusted more often than anyone could believe; there had never been such a magnificent way of keeping them all totally content.
Grace had all the Beatles records, and Gerry and the Pacemakers and Freddie and the Dreamers, so she would bring those.
Tommy Leonard wondered about the lighting, they would need some kind of power brought out into the place.
John Ryan said he wasn’t made of money, installing electrical lighting into a place that would be used once. But he would be able to get them one extension lead which meant they could plug in one lamp, and the record player as well if they had an adapter.
Maggie said you could make marvelous lights with old turnips and pumpkins like people did at Halloween.
There was endless scooping and hollowing, and Loretto Quinn provided a box of night lights that would be put inside.
Kitty Daly said it all sounded terrific, which alarmed Maggie greatly. She had hoped that Kitty would think it was childish and beneath her and not want to come. Maggie knew that Dara had set her heart on Kerry O’Neill being on his own and maybe taking an interest in Dara herself. It would be very complicated if Kitty was there too. But before Maggie had to discuss it with anyone a letter arrived in Daly’s with the good news that Kitty had been accepted for nursing in Dublin. It was a good hospital and the Dalys were pleased; their elder girls had gone to Wales where there was a shortage of any kind of nurses, so Dublin seemed like a step up to the Dalys.
Dara asked Rita Walsh was there anything in the world that made hair look shiny like all these advertisements, or was it all a cod? Mrs. Walsh told her that it was all a cod really, but gave her some sample bottles of conditioner and said to comb it through and leave it on for as long as possible.
Carrie said that if Dara was really badly stuck she could use the new hair lacquer she had bought, but to go sparingly on it.
Eddie said that Dara was trying on lipstick in the bathroom and rubbing it off on bits of toilet paper. They all said that Eddie was a boring sneak to have announced this for no reason except getting Dara into trouble because Mam said she looked like a tart with that white-colored lipstick on. Eddie said he didn’t care what people thought of him because he’d be grown up soon and out of this place and he would never write to anyone not even at Christmas. And when he got rich he’d send a telegram saying “Yah Boo” and Mrs. Whelan would have to take it down and have it delivered.
Eddie’s mother said that he was going to end on the gallows, and that if she had her legs she would get up and catch him and paste him into the wall.
Eddie’s father took him aside and said that life was all about rubbing elbows with other people and not making fights out of nothing.
“But if I do anything, I’m murdered,” Eddie complained. “Dara can do anything she likes and people think it’s grand.”
“To be fair,” said John, “you do things like daubing the walls of Fernscourt with white paint. Dara only puts white paint on her own mouth in the privacy of the bathroom.”
That startled Eddie, who didn’t know that his father was up to date on the last little activity.
“Yes, well. Yes,” he said, at a loss.
“And another thing, Eddie. You don’t really want the O’Neills to clear out, do you?”
“Well, you know. It’s not right him coming in here and changing everything.” He was a small parrot of Jack Coyne’s whining tone.
“So no more of it. If you’re going to write on walls and get caught for it, then for God’s sake get yourself caught for writing something you mean, not something a fellow with a grudge told you to write.”
“A fellow. What fellow?” Eddie was too innocent.
“Do you know why Jack Coyne does all this? He doesn’t give a damn about Mountfern and whether it’s changing or not. He doesn’t give a damn about your mother having the accident there, for all that he claims he does.”
“He says it was all that man’s fault.”
“That’s balls, Eddie, and if you think about it you’ll realize it is. Patrick O’Neill doesn’t send any business to Jack Coyne because he was cheated by Jack years back, and he knows what a gangster he is. Jack can’t bear that, and it makes him look a fool.”
Eddie’s eyes were round.
“I’m telling you this not so that you’ll tell all those other beauties you hang around with, but just so that you’ll know. When you’re sent to a reformatory or whatever you should know why you’re going.”
“I wouldn’t be sent to a reformatory?”
This was much more frightening than his mother’s belief he would end on the gallows. What made him sure that he was in real danger of a reformatory was this plain speaking. His father was treating him as a grown-up and telling him that Mr. Coyne was a cheat. And he had said “balls.” As far as Eddie was concerned that clinched it. Things must be in a bad state if his own father would use words like that to him instead of belting the ear of anyone else who might be heard to say it.
   Eddie was allowed to help at the party, he was told, but under no circumstances was he to join in. And when asked to leave he must leave at once with no arguments. It seemed a poor sort of deal. But it was the only way he would be let near the place at all.
“Will I empty ashtrays?” Eddie asked helpfully.
Dara and Michael looked at each other in despair. Wouldn’t you know that Eddie would manage to bring up the subject of smoking somehow.
“There will be no need for that, thank you,” Dara said in a glacial voice.
“Just be generally helpful,” Michael said.
“Doing what?” Eddie asked.
It was unanswerable.
He couldn’t take their coats; they wouldn’t have any. He couldn’t pass around the bottles of orange and lemon because they would all be on a table. He wouldn’t be allowed near the record player and it was probably better to keep him well away from the food too. The thought of Eddie presenting a plate of sausages or serving a trifle was not one that gave any pleasure.
“Maybe you needn’t help at all,” Dara said after some thought. “Maybe you would like an early night.”
Michael was more sensitive; he knew that an early night was something Eddie Ryan would never like, now or anytime in the future.
Eddie’s face was bitterly disappointed. “I can’t go to bed on the night of the party,” he said, hurt disbelief all over his round freckled face.
Even in her wish to have him one hundred miles away from the scene Dara saw that this would be too harsh.
“Perhaps you could control the animals,” she said.
“What animals?”
“Our animals—curb them, sort of.”
“Do you mean Leopold and Jaffa?” Eddie was totally bewildered.
“Well yes, and Maurice.”
“God, Dara, what could a cat and a tortoise do at the party?” Eddie asked.
“Aha, you put your finger on it. Not much, but Leopold might break the place up. Perhaps you could be in charge of Leopold.”
“Like how? Not take him on a walk now, that wouldn’t be fair.” Eddie was cunning.
“No, but … um … put him on a lead and sort of patrol with him. They do that at parties in America, I saw it at the pictures, somebody patrols the grounds with a dog. You know, you must have seen them, they wear sunglasses and uniforms.”
Dara was thinking of a security guard she had seen in a film.
It worked like a dream.
“All right, I’ll borrow some sunglasses and get Leopold’s lead and patrol a bit.” Eddie sounded pleased with this role.
“Not inside, of course,” Michael said hastily.
“Of course not.” Eddie was superior. “Leopold mightn’t know it was all posh now, he might think it was the old shed still and squat down.”
“Yes, that’s what we don’t need,” Dara said, feeling faint.
   They spent ages on the invitations. Nothing in the Leonards’ shop was right for them. Either they were teddy bears holding balloons asking people to come to a jolly party or they were heavy silver lettering saying “You are invited.” One was too babyish, one was too formal.
In the end they bought plain white cards and wrote them out individually. They knew that these invitations would be kept for a long time in the different homes of Mountfern. Written invitations didn’t often arrive in the mail.
There had been long debates about the food. Dara had wanted food on a plate, like a real supper. Michael said that sausages and rolls would be better, food on a plate would be messy, people might let bits of gravy fall off.
Carrie was looking out big dishes that could cook lots of sausages at the same time. Mary got one of the beer companies to give them brightly colored trays which they could use for serving the rolls. There would be sandwiches too on the ground that everyone loved tomato sandwiches at moments of high excitement, and there would be tons of chips and nuts.
The pudding was a trifle which Kate would make herself. She loved putting on the hundreds and thousands, she said, and she explained to Grace that it was because she never had jelly and cream or trifle herself when she was young that she got so excited over party food. Her parents had not been festive people, birthdays were low priority.
Grace told Mrs. Ryan that her own mother had often been too ill for any real birthday, but she did remember years back when Kerry was twelve and Grace was nine, Mother had put on paper hats and they had all had a birthday tea in the garden. The three of them.
Father had been out at work. Like he always was.
Kate patted the golden curls and wished that Dara would be eager and confiding like this.
Still, it had to be said that since the party was planned Dara was a much easier soul to live with. Kate was forgiving, it was hard being fifteen whether you had a family that loved you or not. Dara did, Kate hadn’t, but at fifteen nobody was too clear about that sort of thing.
The cake was to have thirty candles, and it was a surprise. Kate had asked Marian Johnson, who knew all kinds of people, to recommend a firm that would deliver a cake already iced.
Marian had been very cooperative and even got something off the price because she knew the people who owned the firm.
Kate thought it was sad to see Marian boasting of all the connections she had and the people she knew socially. It was not at all the way to make Patrick O’Neill think more warmly of her. Patrick needed someone like Rachel. How blind and stupid he was not to realize it. How insensitive he was to write her a note every three months or so just at the exact moment when she was making a resolve to forget him and get on with her own life.
Rachel had sent the twins magnificent shirts for their birthday. Michael’s was black and red, Dara’s was silver and white.
Kate had encouraged Dara to buy a white pleated skirt. But not directly. She had just left a magazine about, and let enough hints fall without saying she thought it was nice. Grace as usual did the persuading. She said she thought the skirt looked fabulous and when Dara got her birthday money in advance of the day she went into the big town and bought it.
They were dressed and nervous, ages before people came. Michael was handsome in the unusual colors, Dara dazzling, Kate thought, in the shimmering silver and white. Her eyes were huge and dark, her hair shone like satin. Kate looked at them proudly.
“I hope it will be a night you’ll always remember,” she said, trying to keep the choking emotion out of her voice.
“I wish you were able …” Michael began.
“To be able to run in and out a bit,” Dara finished.
Kate brushed the tear away quickly and decided to be very unsentimental. “Not at all, that’s the last thing you’d wish. If I had to come in and upset the proceedings you’d hear this old chair a mile away. It will be great altogether, the place outside looks like a palace. Your father will go in from time to time to make sure you have enough of everything.”
The twins nodded. That was understood. Their father would be calling in to make sure there wasn’t too much of everything, that’s what was really meant.
 

 
It was awkward in the beginning, because these were people they saw every day. The girls were at school together in the convent, the boys in the brothers, they knew each other from Fernscourt in the old days, some of them from the bridge, and some from the raft, Coyne’s wood or just around the town. They saw each other a dozen times a week, in the cinema, on their bicycles. They were suddenly ill at ease in their finery in a room hung with hollowed-out shells holding lights.
The conversations began and died.
Apart from Grace O’Neill: she seemed not to notice any little silences any shyness, her laughter pealed, she begged for chips, and more fizzy orange. She praised the room over and over, she admired the girls’ dresses, and said that she was just dying to dance. Could they get some music started? And arm in arm with Maggie, who looked nervous in a pink dress with a thousand polka dots on it, she rummaged through the records, exclaiming over them even though they were her own. In no time the party had started.
Eddie, patrolling, would stop wistfully and lift his sunglasses to watch the dancing inside what used to be the old shed. It was full of mystery and enchantment tonight, but Eddie could never pause too long. Leopold would look up thoughtfully at the sky and Eddie knew that an unmerciful baying was about to begin, so the dog had to be hastened away to the river bank until the wish to howl at the stars had passed.
Tommy Leonard told Dara that she looked beautiful.
“That’s the only word for it,” he said, anxious that there should be no misunderstandings. “It’s not just pretty, or nice, it’s beautiful.”
“Thank you Tommy, you look great yourself,” Dara said, pleased.
“No, it’s not just a question of looking well or not looking well. This is a description of what you are. Beautiful.”
Poor Tommy was bursting with eagerness to make it clear that this was no ordinary exchange of pleasantries. But Dara wasn’t really listening. She was looking at the door.
Kerry O’Neill had sent a note saying that if he was able to make it he would very much like to attend the party.
The note had been addressed to both of them.
Grace had said that Kerry was very unpredictable. He had left school, had gotten six Honors in his Leaving Certificate, and he was about to start work in a hotel in Donegal. Father had thought the best way for Kerry to learn the business of running a hotel was to start in someone else’s. Nobody knew when he would be off.
Grace hoped it wouldn’t be before the party, but with Kerry she said you never knew.
Dara hadn’t wanted to keep asking. It looked so babyish.
   Maggie wondered if her dress clashed with her hair. Pink and polka dots would not have been her choice but this was a dress which had never fitted Kitty properly and was therefore pronounced almost new in the Daly family. Maggie had brought it to Miss Hayes over in the lodge and Miss Hayes had trimmed it with a red ribbon and assured Maggie that all girls with red in their hair wore this color now.
Maggie danced with Liam White a lot at the party. Liam said that Maggie was easier to dance with than the others because she was smaller than normal girls and there wasn’t the same danger of being knocked down by her doing rock and roll. Maggie thought this was a mixed compliment, but at least it did mean she was being asked out into the center of the floor a lot.
Jacinta White asked Tommy Leonard did he intend to dance with the hostess all night, because there was a good variety of other partners around.
Michael realized that as host he must dance with everyone, but his head turned from time to time to watch Grace as she whirled with her golden curls tied in a huge black velvet bow, and her head thrown back laughing. Grace was so alive and so beautiful. He would love to have danced with her all night, but he knew he couldn’t. He went over to Maggie Daly, who looked very nice. Maggie was talking to Liam by the record player.
“Will you dance?” he asked her.
“Who, me? Are you sure?” Maggie looked startled.
Michael was annoyed. He was only asking her to dance, for heaven’s sake, why did she have to look as if it were some huge thing and she wasn’t worthy of it?
   John looked in on the pretense that they might need more mineral water from the bar. He sneaked back and reported to Kate that all seemed to be under control.
“Nobody smoking, no one with a bottle of brandy under the table, and they all have their clothes on,” he said.
“My God what a terribly dull party!” Kate exclaimed jokingly, and the two of them smiled at each other in the bar. He touched her face suddenly and she held his hand to her cheek.
Brian Doyle at the counter saw it and wondered if all that sort of thing had gone by the board for the Ryans. He presumed it had. You couldn’t get up on an unfortunate woman who had all those injuries, could you. It was a terrible thing to happen to them. But still, Brian brightened, they were in their forties after all, they’d probably given all that sort of thing up long ago. Brian was thirty-four with a girlfriend in the town who was going to pack her bags and move off to another town if he didn’t make a move one way or another. He put the idea out of his mind and ordered another pint.
   Carrie wanted to know should she serve the sausages and Mary said give them a bit more time yet.
Mary kept a weather eye out for Leopold and Eddie. She could see why the twins had resisted having their brother around, but she wanted to make sure that Eddie didn’t tie Leopold to some far-off tree and forget him. The animal wasn’t used to being taken on such heavy walks with the lead.
When Mary saw them pass again, she made signs and invited Eddie to join her in the kitchen.
“What’s it about?” Eddie was suspicious.
“I thought you and Leopold and I might have a sausage or two ourselves before the rush starts, what do you think?”
Eddie thought it was great. Carrie served them all and brought a big bottle of tomato ketchup as well, which was more than the people outside at the party would have.
Jimbo joined them for a few moments and gave Carrie’s ear a nuzzle.
“Enough of that, Jimbo,” Mary said firmly.
“It’s only a bit of affection,” Jimbo said.
“It’s roguery and trickery and what’s more it’s unhygienic in a place where food’s being prepared,” Mary said.
“All right.” Jimbo was good-natured.
Eddie was given another sausage to reward him for his hard work patrolling.
“What are you patrolling?” Jimbo asked.
Eddie was at a loss. He didn’t rightly know.
“What is it exactly?” he asked Mary.
“Anyone knows you have to patrol at a function,” Mary said.
“Will there be patrolling across the river when the hotel starts?” Jimbo asked.
“Bound to be,” said Mary.
“Maybe I should get in quick and apply for it.”
Eddie smiled to himself. It was a real job, he had been afraid it might have been Dara and Michael making something up to keep him out of the way.
   Kerry was the last to arrive. Dara was the first to see him; she tried to stop herself running to the door, but she got there very speedily all the same.
Kerry looked wonderful. He wore a pale blue shirt with dark blue stitching all over it, it was like the kind of thing a cowboy might wear. He carried two packages, one he left by the record player, one he gave straight to Dara.
“Happy birthday, Princess,” he said.
“Why do you call me that?” It was what Mary Donnelly called Grace when she was speaking disparagingly.
“All beautiful girls are princesses on their birthdays, and you more than most.” He smiled at her warmly.
Dara got that breathless feeling as if she had been running.
“May I open it?”
“If you like.”
She was almost afraid to lose him by struggling with the wrapping paper too long, and yet it would be terrible to rip it off.
She managed to open it, and he was still standing there. It was a beautiful hair clip with a big red rose attached. If you wore it, it would look as if there was a rose in your hair. Dara looked at it in delight.
“I must put it on, I’ll go to a mirror and see what I’m doing.”
“Don’t run away. Here, I’ll put it on for you.” He lifted the thick dark hair and slid the grip with its big silk rose into place. He had drawn the hair right back from her face on that one side; it gave her a faintly gypsyish look.
“Is it nice?” Dara asked eagerly.
“It’s quite lovely,” Kerry said.
At that moment the record player began to play a slower number, “Michelle.” Without asking her or breaking the mood, Kerry’s arms went straight around Dara and they were dancing.
Dara looked around her and sighed with pure pleasure. The lights from the lanterns were twinkling on the white walls, the paper garlands hung artistically around, the tables looked festive with all the bottles of fizz and plates of snacks. Outside the night air was warm and the flowers in Mammy’s side garden looked romantic and like something in a calendar picture. She and Michael were fifteen, almost grown up, all their friends were here. But mainly Kerry O’Neill, who was eighteen and the most handsome man in Ireland, had come in the door, given her a magnificent rose for her hair, told her she looked beautiful, and was holding her in his arms as they danced to Paul McCartney. Dara hadn’t known it was possible to be so happy.
   Maggie Daly said to Michael that she thought this party was like something you’d dream about.
Michael didn’t really listen, he was wondering if as host he could reasonably change the music. He wanted to put on something more lively, like the Rolling Stones. And it was particularly silly to have Grace dancing with that good-looking but basically thick fellow John Joe Conway. Grace was so nice to everyone, she shouldn’t be so polite to stupid John Joe Conway, letting him hold her close like that.
   The sausages were passed around, the trifle was eaten, every bit of it. The parents and a few people from the pub, plus Declan and Eddie in his dark glasses clutching Leopold for dear life, gathered for the birthday cake. Mary Donnelly, Carrie, Jimbo, and by chance Papers Flynn who was passing by, all gathered at the door for the blowing out of the candles. There were no speeches but a lot of clapping and cheering which made Leopold over-excited and Eddie had to clench his mouth closed for fear of rousing the neighborhood.
Then the grown-ups, relieved that the party was going so well, retired, and someone had taken out the bulb of the only real light so now the place was lit entirely by the lanterns on the walls.
It smelled of the end of the summer, of Nivea Cream and Blue Grass perfume, of cheese and onion potato chips, of sausages and of the September flowers in the garden.
The music was almost all slow now. It was as if the energy for jumping around to the noisier tunes before supper was no longer there.
Michael didn’t mind if there were girls he hadn’t danced with yet; they probably didn’t want to dance with him, they all seemed happy. He stood and talked to Grace or they moved out to dance. All the time she laughed and listened to him and told him things, and many times she said, “Michael, you are wonderful,” and he knew she meant it.
Liam White danced a lot with Maggie.
Tommy Leonard looked wistfully for an opportunity to dance with Dara again, but he never got one because Dara had never left Kerry O’Neill’s arms from the moment he had come into the room and given her the beautiful rose for her hair.
   “It’s a quarter to twelve. I suppose we should start making some noises,” Kate said.
“You don’t know the whole principle of drinking-up time,” John said.
“Jesus, Mary and Joseph, you scared me to death. Tell me they have no drink in there.”
“No, I was speaking figuratively,” John said.
“Don’t,” said Kate.
“I meant we told them twelve, so just after twelve we go in making noises, that’s the way things are done.”
“How right you are,” Kate said. She felt a yearning to hold John close to her tonight. And she knew he felt the same.
She had always thought that people in wheelchairs didn’t feel like that anymore, that the feeling just sort of disappeared when so much else had gone.
There were so many things she hadn’t known.
   “I hope this isn’t all very babyish for you,” Dara said to Kerry.
“How do you mean? It’s lovely!” He looked at her fondly.
“No, this party, lemonade, no real drink, no band, it must be a bit …”
“I don’t want real drink, we’d never get a band as good as the Beatles to come to Mountfern so we have their records instead … What are you worried about?”
“Nothing,” she said.
“That’s good,” said Kerry, “because you’re very beautiful when you are not worried. I don’t want to see you frown again. Is that a deal?”
“It’s a deal.”
Tommy Leonard asked Jacinta White to dance.
Jacinta was pleased.
“It’s been very successful, I suppose,” Tommy said.
“Yes, it’s terrific.” Jacinta liked Tommy a lot.
“But the O’Neills took over a bit, didn’t they?”
“Did they?” Jacinta was genuinely surprised.
“Maybe they didn’t.” Tommy struggled to be fair. “I just thought they did, for a bit. Like as if they were the only ones that mattered.”
John Ryan came in and collected the empty bottles rather noisily.
“It can’t be time yet, Daddy,” Michael hissed at him.
“No, not at all, only about ten past twelve. I was just clearing a few of these away.” John was pleasant.
He noted that the light bulb was laid neatly beside the record player. He put it back in its socket and the place became suddenly very bright. John continued collecting the bottles as if he were unaware how the appearance of the place had changed.
In ten minutes, without his having to call out any message or threat, the party ended.
The youngsters of Mountfern walked home by River Road or up toward the main road or in some cases with their bicycles they headed off to the small farms around Mountfern.
The river rippled and rustled in the dark, the moorhens and ducks clucked gently in their resting places as children’s feet swished by. The moonlight shone on the nearly completed buildings in Fernscourt, where a new Georgian mansion had risen from the ruins, and where the two great bedroom blocks swept away behind it looking like half-folded wings. For most of them it had been the first night like that they had ever known, and they were filled with thoughts of a future where there would be many more.
The twins sat on the window seat and talked for ages about the party. They talked about how funny Liam was and rude without meaning to be, and how pretty Maggie had looked, and what a clown that big John Joe Conway was, and wasn’t Eddie a scream with the dark glasses, and how nice Carrie had been and wasn’t it great that Declan had been shy and hung back, and how Mam hadn’t come near them and how funny Dad was at the end.
Dara didn’t tell Michael about the end of the party.
Michael didn’t tell Dara about how much he loved Grace. Yes, love. That wasn’t too strong a word for it.
   Dara ran her tongue across her lips again and tried to remember Kerry’s kiss. It had been so soft.
His mouth had pressed on hers gently at first, and then a little more firmly. That was the first time, that was when they were in the darkest corner of the room, where nobody would see.
She had closed her eyes. She didn’t know why but it seemed to come naturally, and he had said again that she was beautiful, so it must have been a normal thing to do.
Then when the party was over and they were all going through the side yard and filing out, he had pulled her back suddenly and behind that archway with the climbing rose, he had held her face between both his hands and kissed her again for a long long time.
“Happy birthday lovely Dara,” he had said.
During all the goodbyes, he had said he would see her soon. She stopped herself from asking when.
The next day and the day after she stopped herself asking Grace had he gone away to Donegal. She knew he wouldn’t go without saying goodbye. Not after that kissing.
Dara hugged herself and wanted to cry out to the night skies about it all. But she didn’t; she told nobody. Not Michael. Not Grace. Not Maggie.
And certainly not Tommy Leonard, who had said he loved the party himself personally of course, but he would have thought that Dara might have found it a bit dull, what with only dancing with the same person all night.
“No,” Dara had said airily. “Funny that. I didn’t find it dull at all.”
   Rachel was responsible for the entire design and decor of Fernscourt. She knew she would come to Ireland again, since this could not be done at long distance. For a while she had hoped she could cut Patrick and his hotel from her life totally. Then she would hand over her meticulous files to her successor, or to whatever firm of interior decorators Patrick could employ.
But this was not to be.
Too much of her life had been spent too deeply enmeshed. She was not going to leave before she saw his dream castle built and built right.
Patrick would not allow himself to be convinced by the unscrupulous in any other field, but when it came to the design of this hotel he had several very blank spots. He had been going to build a phony castle with turrets and Disneyland looks because someone had suggested that this would be suitable for a conquering O’Neill. Rachel had been the one to insist that the original house be built again and the bedroom wings tucked away at an angle.
He would have had it filled with shamrocks, shillelaghs and leprechauns if her watchful eye had not been through every stage with him. Now that the building was complete, and the decorating about to start, it was time for Rachel to return.
She was stronger now, and harder. She was a more lonely woman than the Rachel who had left here eighteen months ago hoping every moment that he would beg her to stay. Now when she came back it would be with fewer illusions.
And with fewer millstones around her neck.
Like she knew she would not set foot in the Slieve Sunset.
She asked Kate to put her mind to thinking about this, and within hours of getting the letter Kate was on the phone.
“I’ve found you the perfect place,” she said, overjoyed that her great friend was coming back to Mountfern and coming to be beside her. It had taken a little persuasion. But she had found exactly the right place for Rachel to stay.
   Loretto Quinn was appalled.
“A smart American woman with all those grand clothes like Mrs. Fine. No Kate, honestly, I couldn’t cope with that. I only agreed to do all this because you said there’d be a few shillings in it once the hotel was built. No, I don’t want the fright and the worry of trying to please people that are way beyond me like that.”
“Shush, Loretto, listen. This is the best thing you could have. Rachel will be coming back and forward all the time, she will want her own place, she might even take them permanently.”
“Won’t she be staying in the hotel yonder when it’s finished?”
“It won’t be finished for ages and the Grange is too far away. Your place would be just ideal. I only thought of it this morning when she was on the phone. I am a sort of genius so I am.”
“You might be and all, Kate, but you scared me to death. There’s only beds and chairs in those rooms, there’s no proper furniture, only the plainest of white curtains on them that you’d see in a lunatic asylum …”
“Leave it just as it is, I beg you. That’s Rachel’s job; that’s what she gets paid a fortune for, knowing what to put on this and what not to put. You and I couldn’t see it in a million years. She’ll give you great advice altogether. I mean it. Look at what she did for me. She’ll have your bedrooms the talk of the town. Marian Johnson will be green with envy; she’ll be climbing the drainpipes to get a peep at them.”
The thought of Marian Johnson being envious of poor little Loretto Quinn was such a happy one that the women laughed imagining it.
“What’ll she put her clothes on till it’s all done up though?” Loretto was practical.
“I know, we’ll get one of those coat rails they have in shops, a big long one. Jimbo could get you one from one of the bigger shops away in the town. I’ll ring a few places for you.”
“It wouldn’t be too bare?”
“Nothing can be too bare, apparently. That’s what having style is all about.”
   Rachel brought them all gifts. For Dara a red dress with white tassels, bright and showy and ready to transform her into the colorful girl that Kate always knew she could be. For Michael a huge book about fish and fishing all over the world, for Eddie a bicycle lamp that looked like something from outer space, for Declan a box of horrible joke items including a cushion that made a sound like a fart when you sat on it.
Rachel had remembered that John had lost weight—there was clearly nothing she had forgotten from Kate’s letters—so she had brought him two smart linen jackets: one in navy, one in a daring gold-tan color. He looked bashful trying it on but delighted with the inspection in the mirror.
Kate was right, John Ryan had slimmed down and looked somehow taller. He was so pleased with the tan jacket he planned an entire outfit based on the color and said Rachel would have to come to the big town with him one day to advise him.
For Kate there were magnificent green, blue, and gold silk scarves, each one more elegant than the next. Rachel had magic in her fingers when it came to draping them and arranging them. Everyone gasped as Kate spun her wheelchair around for admiration in the blue and silver scarf. Leopold, who had been watching through the glass door, set up a howl of approval and chased his tail happily.
It was lovely to be back in this place, and better to be back on her own terms. Rachel didn’t have to worry about Patrick, about what mood he would be in, or what time he got back from Dublin. She didn’t have to feel alarmed when Marian Johnson put her ludicrous oar in trying to drag up remembered incidents and share jokes. No indeed, she didn’t miss Patrick here, and as Kate had said, it did make her feel more independent. More her own woman.
She was touched at how welcome they made her and especially by the nervousness of Loretto Quinn, who was up at Ryan’s apologizing for the bedrooms before Rachel had even seen them. She hastened to inspect them and put the nervous woman at her ease.
“This is magnificent, Loretto,” Rachel had said. “And if you wouldn’t take it amiss I’ll have plenty of spare samples of fabrics and little extras and if you like we could do these rooms up for next to nothing while I’m here.”
Loretto thought that she was in heaven. In days beautiful lilac-colored curtains had arrived—and by an extraordinary coincidence they were just the right size—together with the heather carpet and the cream fabric with lilac flowers for bedspread and cushions. In front of her eyes and with no fuss Loretto saw her rooms transformed. She would walk upstairs and look at her tasteful guest rooms and clasp her hands with pleasure.
There had also been some extra material in big heavy red for a bedspread for Loretto’s own room, and red and white curtains. Rachel for all her glamor was as nice as anything; she had even found a very bright colorful extra piece of linoleum that was just the right size for Loretto’s shop, and since it looked so smart in that nice green and red, why not paint the counter red and the shelves green? Those young lads of Kate Ryan’s would only be delighted to help out. People began to praise Loretto in terms that they never had before. Wasn’t she the smart little thing now to brighten up her huckster’s shop in readiness for all the visitors? Who would ever have thought that she had so much sense?
   When Patrick called on Loretto Quinn he couldn’t believe the transformation. Her pathetic little place looked smart and cheerful. Even the woman herself looked as if she had been made over by some women’s magazine for a before and after feature.
“Mrs. Fine about, is she?” he said casually.
Loretto had been given her instructions very clearly.
“She’s away on business, Mr. O’Neill.”
“What business?”
“Mrs. Fine didn’t tell me, sir.”
“When’s she coming back?”
“She didn’t say that either, Mr. O’Neill.”
“She’s being mighty secretive about her movements, I must say.”
“Oh no, nothing like that, she’s full of chat, Mrs. Fine, such a nice person. I was nervous of her coming here in the first place, but now I can’t think why. She couldn’t have been more help to me.”
Patrick had suspected he saw Rachel’s hand in the transformed shop.
“Yes, I’m sure that’s true, Mrs. Quinn, it’s just that I expected her here to give me a report on everything.”
“Did she know you were coming here, Mr. O’Neill? She couldn’t have surely?”
“No, well it was a last-minute thing.”
“There you are.” Loretto was triumphant that her new friend Mrs. Fine hadn’t been at fault.
“I’ll take a look at her rooms while I’m here,” Patrick said grumpily.
Loretto looked embarrassed. “I don’t think … I mean …”
“Oh, Mrs. Fine wouldn’t mind, Rachel would like me to see that she had a nice place to stay.”
“It’s just that … you see. If I let rooms to one person I can’t be responsible to let other people in. You do see that, Mr. O’Neill. I can’t be letting people traipse through.”
“I’m not other people, I’m not traipsing through …” Patrick was very annoyed now.
“But you do see. Perhaps when Mrs. Fine gets back, if she would like to show you her rooms, it would be different.”
Patrick banged out of the shop.
The woman was right, of course, but for God’s sake the last time he had been here she was like a bag lady shoveling potatoes out of dirty old bags. Now she was all dressed up, the potatoes were in big clean containers, Loretto was taking attitudes and striking poses about showing the rooms upstairs. It was too much.
   Patrick didn’t risk going into Ryan’s Licensed Premises. He had managed to fight with everyone he met since getting back, so he decided to put off the possibility of taking John by the lapels or entering into a screaming match with Kate in her wheelchair. He parked his car out of sight of them, and walked across the footbridge. The mansion gave him scant pleasure this morning. All he could see were the faults—the ugly angle of the drive for one thing. How much better it would have been to have come straight down in one long tree-lined sweep to the river. But how could he have suggested that when, the very day he was going to propose buying their property, Kate was crippled for life on his own building site? Then he didn’t like the huge forecourt, either. It was too bare, too like a parking lot. Which was what it was. Rachel had urged him to leave three trees there but he had thought they would hide the house too much and they would be just further objects to negotiate for buses and cars. He had been wrong and Rachel had been right.
Where was she for God’s sake?
Brian Doyle was glad to see him anyway. That made a nice change, Patrick thought grimly. He took off his jacket and sat down in Brian’s site office.
“Tell me why you’re glad to see me, Brian, is it because I am such a good kind employer responsible for the livelihood of at least two hundred people give or take, responsible for your own inflated lifestyle and yet another new car which I see parked outside? Is that why my presence makes you glad? Or is it because I’m the first peasant within five hundred miles who bought the Big House and made it live the way we want it to live? Or is it because of my curly brown hair and twinkling blue eyes?”
Brian looked at Patrick in alarm. He supposed the man must have been drinking, it could be the only explanation.
“Would you like a cup of coffee?” he began.
“This may come as a shock to you, Brian, but I would not like a cup of coffee. I have never, since all this began, liked any cup of coffee I have had here. It has become an interesting guessing game to know whether it is coffee, or tea or Postum or the water that all these things have been washed up in.”
“Oh well then, forget it.” Brian wasn’t at all offended at the insult to the coffee made on site, he took it that Mr. O’Neill was beyond coffee, and wanted a drink fast.
“Will we go down to Ryan’s and talk then?” he said agreeably.
“We will not go down to Ryan’s, we will talk here. It may have escaped your notice that it is ten-fifty in the morning, not a time for adjourning to a pub even by your standards.”
“Jesus Christ, nothing would please you today.”
“You may be right. Why were you glad to see me?”
“There’s been a lot of messages for one thing, people wanting to get in touch with you. The phone’s not stopped all morning.”
“Right,” Patrick grunted. “Where’s Rachel?”
“Who?”
“Rachel Fine. Has it escaped your notice that she has been working with me since 1963 in the design and interior decoration of this hotel which has made you a millionaire ten times over?”
You couldn’t insult Brian Doyle, which was one of his great strengths.
“Oh, Mrs. Fine? I’ve no idea where she is, she’s been in and out, but you know what she’s like, a very helpful lady—never gets in the way, does her work, leaves a note about it and is gone.”
“Yes, well what note did she leave?”
“It was measurements, someone here gave her the wrong figures for the dining room, they’d got it all wrong, the shop was going to send twice too much material. Mrs. Fine headed them off. She’s saving you a packet that lady, I tell you. A packet.”
“I’m glad somebody’s saving me a packet, with the way that other people throw it around.”
“Maybe when you feel more yourself,” said Brian in the tone that you’d use to talk to a drunk about to fall off a bar stool.
“I am myself, you idiot,” said Patrick. “I just want you to ring these guys as you call it. Ring them on that phone, as you call it, and tell them I’m not here.”
“Everyone calls it ring, it’s not a word I made up,” cried Brian, stung at last to some kind of response. “And you told me yourself that you always grasped the nettle, Mr. O’Neill, you always took the bull by the horns, you said that was the one sure road to success. I’ve been following your example, I’ve been doing it myself, and it does seem to work. I’ve been doing much better.”
“You’ve been doing much better because I handed you the job of a lifetime on a plate and you are taking a lifetime to complete it!” Patrick was aware that his bad temper was doing him no good but he wasn’t ready to stop yet.
“Now Brian, listen to me. You do what I say, and do it now. I’m getting the hell out of here before I have a heart attack and the litigation about the hotel becomes legal history and with any luck you’d never get paid the last bit.”
“And when do I say you’re going to be here?”
“You don’t know. You haven’t a goddamn clue.”
Patrick grabbed his jacket and got up to head for the footbridge.
“But Mr. O’Neill, can’t I show you what we’ve done …”
“I see what you’ve done, the front is like a tarmac in an airport.”
“Shit, Mr. O’Neill, everything was in the plans …”
“Don’t you say shit to me …”
“But don’t you want a tour of the site as usual?”
“How can I if I’m not here?”
Patrick was half way down to the footbridge when he saw Dara Ryan running toward him excitedly.
“Hallo, Mr. O’Neill,” she called, pleased to see him.
“Well Dara, good to see you.” He noticed that she was becoming a striking-looking girl, tall, dark, in a white tee shirt, jeans and a red flower tucked behind her ear—or maybe it was a bit of jewelry.
“When did you get back?” she asked.
“A little while ago. Everyone I’ve met has fought with me so far. You’re not going to have a fight are you?”
“Lord, no.” She seemed eager to talk. “Did you have a good time?”
“In Dublin. No, not really, not at all in fact. Nothing but meetings and more meetings and nothing much at the end of it. Despite what you may think I actually don’t enjoy fighting.”
“I never thought you enjoyed fighting,” Dara said. She was anxious to ask him something. He wondered what it was.
“Well, you’re right.” He smiled warmly at her. It was true, he didn’t enjoy a fight. He had not enjoyed the scenes some weeks back after a demarcation dispute between two sets of workers. In front of fifty men he had told Brian Doyle that they had three hours in which to decide which men did what work. If it were not agreed then every single man would be paid off that afternoon. There had been something in his face that sorted out the dispute in far less than the three hours he had given them.
It was a victory but he hadn’t enjoyed it.
“And what are you doing here on the footbridge? Were you lying in wait for me?” he asked.
“Not really, I was wondering when you’d be back, there’s a folk concert up in the grounds of the ruined abbey, lots of quite well-known singers, and I was wondering …”
“I think I’m a bit old for it, Dara,” he teased.
“No, I meant if Kerry was interested in going. I wasn’t sure when you were both coming back so I kept an eye out.”
He looked at her and sighed. “Kerry won’t be back for the concert,” he said.
“He’s not with you?”
“No, he wasn’t in Dublin, he went straight to Donegal, did he not tell you?”
“I must have gotten it wrong,” said Dara Ryan. The light had gone out of her big dark eyes.
   “Can we go out for a walk?” Rachel said. It was a very sunny afternoon but with a nice breeze.
“Sure, hold on a moment until I get some gum and stick my spine together, then I’ll leap up and come with you,” Kate said without rancor.
“I meant me going for a walk, you going for a push.”
“It’s boring,” Kate said. “You have to shout over my shoulder, I have to crane my neck. I wish I had a pram, people can talk to babies, not over their heads.”
“We can talk when we get there,” Rachel said.
“Get where?”
“Mystery tour.”
“Why not? Let me drape one of your scarves elegantly around me so that I’ll knock the eyes out of anyone we meet.”
They went first to Loretto Quinn’s. Kate couldn’t believe the changes that had been made. Normally Loretto was so indecisive she couldn’t decide whether to wrap your potatoes in newspaper, put them into a paper bag or feed them straight into your shopping bag. Now it appeared that in under two weeks her entire shop had been refurbished. There was even a man redoing the sign over the door.
Two men in the shop lifted Kate’s wheelchair inside so that she could see. She propelled herself around touching this and stroking that. There was so much room here now. The place looked an entirely different class of a shop. Much more upper-class or something. Yet her prices were the same. Kate was full of praise.
“But it’s all Mrs. Fine, Kate, she’s a walking saint—a bit like yourself. I don’t know why she did all this for me, I really don’t. I’d never in a month of Sundays have been able to think of it all myself, or if I thought of it, I’d never have been able to do it.”
Loretto looked taller, Kate thought, suddenly, which was nonsense. But maybe she was standing up more straight now, and she had tidied herself up. It wouldn’t do to be the old wishy-washy Loretto with pale hair falling into her eyes and a grubby pink overall. She wore a smart brown shopcoat, with a white blouse underneath. Her hair was clipped back with a smart red barrette, undoubtedly a gift from Rachel.
Kate sighed. “You’re a sort of magician, you know, you’ve changed Loretto’s life,” she said to Rachel as they went back along River Road.
“It’s easy to change other people’s lives, it’s your own that’s the problem,” Rachel laughed.
“Hey, is the tour over? That was very short as a mystery tour—up to Loretto’s and back.”
“No, no, it hasn’t begun. I thought we’d go across the footbridge and look at the hotel.”
It was said lightly, but they both knew it wasn’t light. Kate hadn’t been across the Fern for more than two years. Not since the day she had walked across the footbridge herself and been carried out of the site unconscious in an ambulance.
“Oh I don’t think so, Rachel.”
They were at the footbridge. Rachel came around to the front of the wheelchair and squatted down in front of Kate. Her perfectly arranged hair in its short natural looking curls that took her thirty minutes to arrange every morning hadn’t been disturbed. Her make-up made her look like a young girl. Her big dark eyes were troubled and fixed on Kate.
She spoke very seriously.
“I’m not some kind of psychologist trying to get you over the shock of where you had your accident. Lord, Kate, why would I want to do that? You could live for the rest of your life without going back to the spot where your back was broken. What good on earth would it do you to see the place? Not that you will be able to see the place now anyway.”
“So why do you want me to go over there?”
“I want to talk to you.”
“Can’t we talk here or go back to my green room and talk?”
Kate sounded upset but Rachel pretended not to notice.
“Please, Kate, I want to talk to you about the hotel. We might as well talk about it in Brooklyn if you don’t come with me and see what I mean.”
“I know what it’s like, I’ve heard.”
“Please.”
“You’re the one with the legs, I might as well give in graciously.”
“This is giving in graciously?” Rachel laughed.
The little path that Rachel hadn’t been able to walk on that summer day because of her high heels and flimsy shoes was now a tarmacadamed all-weather pathway. With little seats placed here and there, often set into rocks or under trees. It wasn’t neat and orderly like a public park, it was more as if someone had decided here would be a good place to sit and talk. The ground had been turned and dug and planted, with evergreen bushes here and lawns there. The steep slopes were planted in terraces.
“I had no idea there was so much work done here,” Kate breathed as they paused to look at shrubs and rock gardens.
“It cost a fine penny I can tell you, fleets of gardeners still working on it, but it’s destined not to need too much maintenance once it’s finished.”
On and up they went toward the house.
Although she had seen it many times from her own home across the river, Kate was unprepared for the sheer size of it. This was a huge place. She looked at the big sweep up to the front door. A dozen tour buses could come in and turn here, and perhaps fifty cars park as well, but this wasn’t the real car park, that was around the side. The three-story house faced across the river. It was a reproduction of a classic Georgian house, with its high windows, its fanlight over the door. Plain and clean-lined and already, Kate noticed, at least twenty well-watered plants of virginia creeper. In five years the place would look as if it had always stood there. Patrick had been given very good advice.
Kate noticed the broken urns that she had heard about, the expensive ornaments that had been dashed to the ground one night. There had been talk about it in the pub, children some said.
There had been much more than the usual run of vandalism and hooliganism around the place. Sergeant Sheehan had confided that it looked as if it were orchestrated, which seemed hard to believe. After all, who would have a grudge against Patrick O’Neill setting up a business that would bring prosperity to everyone, the Sergeant had asked.
Kate looked up at the house in wonder. It was so like those old pictures that John had unearthed in journals and lithographs of the time. It was like the sepia pictures that he had also shown her. A big house with its two bedroom wings folded away neatly behind, not spoiling the impression of the main house. She could hardly wait to see inside.
There was a ramp into the hotel at one side, where Rachel pushed the wheelchair easily.
“What made you think of this?” Kate asked in self-mockery. “Was it so as I could come to call?”
Inside there were men working still, putting in light fitments. Others were working on the huge staircase going up from the hall. Some of the men knew Kate to see and came over to welcome her. Others remembered her from the day of the accident. Everyone knew Mrs. Fine and everyone could have given their view on her relationship with the big man Mr. O’Neill, if pressed.
“The elevators are installed but they haven’t been passed as safe yet, so all things considered I don’t think we will …”
“Too right,” Kate agreed enthusiastically. “To be carried unconscious from here a second time would be overdoing it.”
Brian Doyle, who was surprised to see her there in the first place, scratched his head in wonder.
   Kate decided she had been very stupid. Rachel had taken her on a tour of the Thatch Bar, a huge place with seating for two hundred and a stage for the entertainment. Four thatchers had been working on it for months and the roof looked like velvet. Not at all like the real thatch around here, often neglected and full of weeds, but perfect and what was more the perfect American idea of a dream Irish cottage.
They had been around the back and seen the terrace where little stone tables had been installed. The plan was to serve drinks out here in the summer.
Then inside the house one of the paneled rooms was called the Study Bar. Here, from a bar surrounded by old books in glass cases, further drinks would be served. Of course there would be a cocktail lounge too, just before going into the dining room.
Slowly it sank in.
“I see why you took me on the mystery tour, Rachel, dear Rachel,” Kate said.
“Can you wheel me to one of those nice stone seats we passed, somewhere where no machinery can fall on us? And we can have our little talk.”
In silence Rachel found them a quiet place. Looking downhill and over the footbridge they could see Ryan’s Licensed Premises nestling where it always had nestled.
“I didn’t realize. I really didn’t realize,” Kate said simply. “Nothing was hidden from me, no lies were told, but I just couldn’t see.”
“That’s why I wanted you to come here,” Rachel said.
“We might as well close down now, rather than wait until the opening.”
“No, that’s not what I was trying to tell you,” said Rachel.
“Well what then?”
“I’m not sure yet, something different.”
“What’s different than closing down when you’ve no business?”
“No, I mean could you do something different, could you change things a bit?”
“Dancing girls maybe?” Kate was bitter-sounding now. “That’s about the only thing he hasn’t thought of … a big neon sign, Ryan’s Raunchy Roadhouse … see the ladies in corsets flinging their legs around. Maybe Canon Moran could come and take the money at the door.”
“What would make them come down a path, cross a bridge to go somewhere else?”
“Somewhere much duller.”
“What would make them?”
“If I knew that, would my heart be pounding inside me?”
“Think, Kate, think what visitors want, what do you want when you go somewhere?”
“I don’t ever go anywhere. I go to Mass, and what do I want then, I want it to be Father Hogan because he’s quicker, I want there not to be two collections, I want not to be parked in a draft.”
“Kate. I’m trying to help you.”
“I know you are, but why ask me what do I want when I go somewhere? I swear I don’t go anywhere. I’ve only been on three holidays in my life, the first one down here when I met John, the second our honeymoon in Killarney and the third when we went to Dublin to see President Kennedy. How do I know what I’d want or what anyone would want?”
Rachel gave up trying to draw things out of her. She leaned over. She counted on the well-manicured fingers of her hands.
“Listen, one, they might want fishing gear, you could specialize in bait and hooks.”
“Bait?” screamed Kate. “Bait in a public house where people are supposed to be drinking, a nice smelly jar of worms and a glass of Guinness!”
“No, I meant around the side. Two, they might want stationery to write home, postcards. You could sell those.”
“How could I tell Jack Leonard I was going to sell writing pads and envelopes? Have sense, Rachel, you’ve been here long enough to know that we wouldn’t do that sort of thing to each other.”
“What else do people need?” Rachel went on remorselessly. “Three, they’ll need their hair fixed, and I can tell you that Rita Walsh is getting ready for that in the Rosemarie hair salon. She has offered me a free permanent in return for a little advice about how to make the place right.”
“And did you help her?”
“Sure I did, I got her a bit of this and that, suggested she rent a few new dryers—hers would frighten you just to look at them. Then I told her the truth, that Patrick had been planning a beauty salon in the hotel itself and I had said give the Rosemarie a year to see if it can cater for the guests. Rita has no time for her other activities these nights, she’s too busy getting the place right before the grand opening.”
Kate was impressed. “That’s Rita and Loretto fixed up, and I suppose Jack Coyne might get a bit of business now. Is the feud over?”
“Not really, but Patrick must see that it is handier to have someone across the road in case the guests want to rent a car. He’ll have to watch him like a hawk, and all accounts direct to the hotel, not to the client.”
“So that only leaves the poor Ryans, and we won’t sell bait or stationery. What had you planned for us?”
Rachel took Kate’s hand. “Please, Kate, don’t be like that with me.”
“It’s unforgivable, you’re quite right. Here, lean over and give me a kiss, I’m afraid to lean over at you in case I upset the wheelchair and roll down into the river.”
They held on to each other for a long minute.
“Right. Seriously, I’ve gotten over it now, that rotten spiteful temper of mine. Please help me, Rachel.”
“I was wondering would you consider doing traditional Irish teas, and selling souvenirs. Potato cakes maybe, toasted brack, Irish soda bread.”
“We couldn’t. Not in a pub. Rachel, you don’t understand pubs and drinking people. They would go stark staring mad if there was a hint of a leprechaun for sale or a cup of tea being served.”
“Not in the pub. Beside it.”
“Where we had the twins’ party?” Kate asked in disbelief.
“It wouldn’t be a big job,” Rachel was saying thoughtfully.
“It would be way beyond us even if we’d consider it, which we would not in a million years.”
“No, it wouldn’t be expensive, a couple of the men could come from here, they’re paid by the week anyway and sometimes there just isn’t any work for them, and Patrick is never anxious to pay people to stand about, he prefers to have something for them to do—”
“And I know,” Kate broke in, “there’s going to be a few extra pieces of linoleum and carpet and end rolls of tablecloths and starts of rolls for curtains, and you’ll furnish the whole place for us and we’ll think we did it ourselves. And one day when Dara is dressed as an Irish colleen and the boys are all doing step dancing between tables of soda bread, we’ll say to each other, ‘Whatever was it like in the old days?’ ”
Rachel looked at her and saw the tears were pouring down Kate’s face. “I’m so sorry, Kate. Oh God, I’m sorry.”
   Kate sat alone in her room for a long time. She told herself that she hadn’t learned much since her accident, she was still impatient and quick to judge what was right and what was wrong. But at least she had learned something about thinking before you speak. She wouldn’t burden John with all she had discovered today, no more blurting out everything. She would definitely think before she spoke. In the old days she used to say it was the hallmark of a knave and a con man, someone who would have weighed up the pros and cons before venturing an opinion. But that was the old days.
   She tried out some of her notions.
You need to test market ideas, she had read somewhere.
“Dara do you think we should run a guest house? You know, have people to stay and charge them. For staying like?”
“I know what a guest house is, Mammy,” Dara said.
“Well, should we?”
“Here? There’s hardly room enough for us in this house, let alone other people. Where would they sleep?”
“I suppose we could build rooms for them?”
“But why? Why on earth would we do that?”
“I don’t know. I just thought we might. Everyone else seems to be—Loretto, and I believe Rita Walsh is thinking of it too.”
“What would we want to get into it for with all that competition?”
“We have a license, they don’t. We could have a bar trade. Maybe keep commercial travelers.”
“Are you feeling all right, Mammy?”
“Perfectly. Why do you ask?”
“Only a very unwell person would think up such an idea. And now of all times, where’s all this business going to come from suddenly? Nobs across the river by the busload, ordinary people on this side, and now you want a guest house full of drunks.”
“I didn’t say that.”
“Yes you did, you said there’d be a whole lot of commercial travelers who’d want to get blind drunk at night and stay in rooms that we’d have to build on for them.”
“I never heard of anything so mad,” Kate said, exasperated.
“That’s what I thought, Mam, that’s why I asked you were you feeling all right. If there were all these drunken commercial travelers roaming the land looking for places to stay we’d have heard of them surely?”
   “Loretto, where do you buy your eggs?”
“From about four farmers’ wives, I spread it around a bit to give them all a turn, and then I have four families who come and deal with me as a result.”
“Are they very dear?”
Loretto was puzzled. “No of course they’re not, they’re whatever the cost, you know.”
Kate felt that Loretto should really be able to explain things a bit more clearly. “I meant it must be hard on you having to depend on farmers’ wives.”
“It’s not a bit hard, aren’t they dying to sell the eggs and make a few shillings? What made you think of that?”
“I was thinking of how much handier it would be if you had someone near you with a lot of hens, someone you could rely on.”
“Oh, I’d hate that,” Loretto said airily. “I’d have to pay them whatever they said, it wouldn’t be the same at all. I like the women coming in and chatting. Everyone likes that, that’s the way they buy eggs above in Bridge Street too.”
“I see.” So there was no point in thinking of a small poultry farm.
Loretto’s face suddenly took on a new expression.
“Oh, Kate, I’m very thoughtless, I forgot you had a few hens. Did you want to sell me the odd half-dozen or anything?”
“No, we’ve only five hens and we eat all they produce and more. No, I was just thinking about the economy, that’s all. I do sometimes, but it’s always a mistake.”
   “Sheila, did you ever wonder why nobody ever started a launderette in this place?”
Mrs. Whelan said the thought had never crossed her mind.
“It has to be something that nobody thought of, that’s all. You can rent the machines, you know, you don’t have to have any great outlay. Then all you do is watch the people coming and filling them up with coins.”
“It wouldn’t ever take off here, of course,” Mrs. Whelan said simply.
“I don’t know, the place is getting bigger, what with the hotel and everything, it’s going to be a much bigger place than we thought.”
“It is and it isn’t, Kate. But the hotel will have its own laundry, you won’t see the guests taking a pillow case of dirty washing down to Bridge Street …”
“Or …”
“Or to wherever someone would put it.” Mrs. Whelan seemed anxious for Kate to divulge no mad little hopes.
“A laundermat or whatever they’re called would need a place where there’d be young people living on their own, there isn’t even a bank here employing a dozen youngsters. No, nobody would be seen going to a laundermat. Can you see Miss Purcell taking Fergus Slattery’s smalls to a public washing place? The humiliation of it!”
“You don’t think it would work?”
“No, Kate, I think it would be foolish.”
“I see.”
“Times will get better.”
“Times are fine now. It’s later I worry about.”
“You’ll manage, you always have.”
“I don’t know, I really don’t.”
   “Fergus, it’s Kate Ryan.”
“Well now.” The warmth and delight in his voice were obvious.
“I wanted to talk to you about a worry. Would you be able to come out here at lunchtime?”
“I’ll come right away.” He took a file from the cabinet. Deirdre paused in her work to notice that it was Kate Ryan’s compensation file.
“Is she going to talk about it?” she asked.
“I think so,” Fergus said.
Mary Donnelly looked at him suspiciously.
“She’s been a bit flushed and feverish. You won’t upset her?”
“I never upset any woman, Mary,” said Fergus. “That has been my weakness and sorrow in life.”
“Don’t make a mock out of something very serious.” Mary banged into the kitchen but she was back in twenty seconds.
“I forgot, Mrs. Ryan, you said you’d look after the bar for an hour …”
“I forgot too,” Kate said agreeably. “Still, I can do it. No one comes in this early, we’ll have the place to ourselves. You go on about your business, Mary.”
Fergus marveled at the easy graceful way Kate maneuvered the wheelchair into the bar. Up the ramp behind the counter.
He went to his accustomed place on a high stool.
“Would you like a drink since you’re in the right place for it?” She smiled.
“No, even mad country solicitors don’t start this early.” He looked at her. Mary was right, her eyes were very bright, her color high.
“What is it?” He was gentle.
“I hate saying this to you of all people, because I always shut you up about it, but I’m worried. I think that we’re going to be in big trouble when Fernscourt opens.”
“You’re in big trouble already.” He looked at the wheelchair.
“No, we are not going to go over that again. I can’t fight a man on the grounds that I went in despite all those notices and got hurt. I’m talking about something else, about the trade. I think he and the hotel are going to take all our trade.”
Fergus was silent.
“So I just wanted your advice. I was thinking of all kinds of things we might do. I mean I could do anything. Anything.”
“Oh Kate.”
“Don’t ‘Oh Kate’ me … I can and will do anything to keep this place in the black, I really will. It’s just that I got a bit frightened. I seem to be the last person in Mountfern to realize how changed everything is going to be.”
“But I tell you.”
“No, don’t go on about how terrible he is and how he should have stayed in America, that’s useless. It’s practical advice I want. Look at everyone else: Loretto is all smartened up, and have you seen Rita Walsh’s place, it’s like something in Grafton Street.”
Fergus smiled bitterly. “I’ve looked at everyone all right. Oh, they were all able to jump at the smell of money. Simple country town, how are you? This lot have their eye to the main chance, they’d be a fair match for the shysters on Broadway or the Bowery or the Bronx, wherever it was your man made his money.”
“Don’t make people out to be grasping, they’re not, they’re just …”
“No, not all of them are, I give you that. There are a few who have their loyalty. Not a lot, but a few.”
“But what loyalty?” Kate was puzzled. “Who are they being loyal to if they don’t want to make a bit of money out of all the changes?”
“To you for one,” Fergus said simply.
“Oh, don’t be ridiculous.” She was really annoyed now. “What has it to do with me? I don’t want to be the cause of any fighting. I was talking about the changes and how we should all be ready for them. Yes, us too. I’ve been thinking about nothing else. How it’s going to change our lives. How everything’s going to be different.”
“It will be different all right.” Fergus was grim. “You were up there yourself, Jimbo told me that Rachel brought you up for a gander at the place. How many bars did you see? Not counting the ones they’ll have in the function rooms whenever there’s a do on. I counted them. I counted four, didn’t you? That’s a fair amount of drinks for a guy to get through before dinner, if he wants a hightail or a screwball.”
“Highball, screwdriver,” she corrected him automatically, as she would Michael.
“I know, I wondered if you did.”
Her eyes flashed at him angrily. “All right, Mr. Know-it-all, if you know so much can you tell me what to do?”
“Yes, certainly I can.” He took the file from its big brown envelope and laid it on the bar.
She flinched away from it. “No, that is not what I want. I don’t want his charity, I don’t want it all to be in court. That’s not what I want at all, a future based on money I got from him by a trick of law. I want to earn a living, be his equal that way.” She was both troubled and annoyed.
So was Fergus. “Stop being a Christian martyr, Kate, it’s too late for all that.”
“I will not have this place divided over my accident, I will not have them taking sides, I don’t want the whole of Mountfern getting upset about this and fighting over it …”
“If I have to tell you this once more I will lose what marbles I have left, and I assure you they are not many. It is not his charity it is his insurance, and the whole of Mountfern is not fighting about you. Can you get that into your thick skull?”
“Fergus!”
“I mean it. I really have lost patience with you. You pay insurance here, if a man falls off this stool and breaks his head, it’s your insurance that pays for it, Einstein, not you and John. That’s why you pay the bloody thing.”
She laughed and relented. “I suppose you’re right. I’ll talk to John about it tonight. We must stop behaving like ostriches.”
He looked a little mollified.
She reached across and took both his hands in hers. “You are a good true friend to us, I mean that.”
As they sat holding hands the pub door opened silently and in the way nuns have of moving without appearing to take steps Sister Laura rolled silently into the bar.
Kate cursed the greater freedoms that allowed nuns to enter public houses instead of denouncing them.
Fergus wondered was there a law of timing like a law of gravity. Something that almost made people arrive in places at the wrong time.
“I hope I haven’t come at a wrong time, Mrs. Ryan.”
Sister Laura had a great devotion to St. Francis of Assisi which was unfortunate because Leopold sensed an animal lover and opened his great jaws, closed his sad eyes and gave a treble wail drowning any possible explanation that Mrs. Ryan and Mr. Slattery might have been about to make about their untoward conduct.
“There’s no doubt about it, Sister, but your lot are everywhere now,” Fergus said admiringly. “I’ll be off.”
“Well, if you’re sure you’ve finished.” Sister Laura’s eyes were innocent.
“It’s very hard ever to be finished in a pub, Sister, but of course your lifestyle hasn’t as yet led you to explore that side of the human condition.”
He waved from the door. “Kate, I’ll come up with some ideas and when you’ve talked to John I’ll come and discuss them.”
“Thanks.” Kate waved back.
“Very nice young man,” Sister Laura said, sitting down as if she had been used to going into pubs all her life. “Does the most marvelous work for the community for minimal cost. Of course it’s really time he got married and settled down. Bachelors don’t seem to fit into today’s world like they did in previous generations. Steady him down, don’t you think?”
“Well yes …” Kate was at a great disadvantage now. Anything she said would be bound to be taken the wrong way.
“I won’t stay long, Mrs. Ryan, it would turn away trade seeing a nun in here. What I wanted to say was that we’ve had a letter from a convent in France and there are a lot of families there who are very anxious to make contact with Irish Catholic families and have Irish Catholic girls come out there.”
Kate sighed. “You know, that was something I had really hoped for Dara, to do an exchange with a French girl, but we didn’t have the money this year when I was working it out. The cost of having a girl here would not be great, I know, but we’d have to entertain her, take her places. That would cost money.”
“No, this is au pair. You know, doing a little light domestic duties and speaking English to the children.”
“When would that be, Sister?” Kate was interested.
“It was summer they were really thinking about. Two families in particular. We have the highest references. It’s in the Loire country where the châteaux are. It would be a great opportunity.”
“I’ll have to talk to Dara’s father, Sister Laura. There are a lot of things to take into account. The fare, and that. And if she’ll go! She’s very thick with the Americans, she may not want to go off to France in the middle of her summer.”
“She’ll learn no French and very little else from an American girl.” Sister Laura had fairly trenchant views about everything. “I’ll be off anyway and if you do decide, let me know.”
“I will indeed, Sister. Thank you for your interest.”
“She’s a nice bright girl that Dara,” Sister Laura said. “She’s a very bright girl. She lost a lot of ground the year you had your accident, poor child, she was grieving for you a lot.”
“I don’t know how she managed at all,” Kate said.
“Of course she’s probably like a lighting devil nowadays, they all are at home.” Sister Laura spoke in a matter-of-fact way that made Kate giggle.
“I don’t seem to be able to do much right, that’s true,” she admitted.
“I think you’d find her a lot more appreciative after a spell in France, they learn to be grateful for home comforts.”
The nun had bright laughing eyes. Kate wondered what life would have been like for Sister Laura if she hadn’t entered the convent. Would she have been an all-wise all-knowing mother of a fifteen-year-old? Very possibly.
   “John?”
“Hold on a minute, I’ll come in to you.” He came in and perched on the edge of the long table that went around the walls. He looked at the pages of notes and files strewn around Kate but didn’t ask her what they were.
“Wasn’t that a great idea, that long table? In a million years I’d never have thought of anything so useful.” He patted the furniture admiringly.
“Is there nobody in the bar?” Kate didn’t want business neglected.
“Divil a one.” He was hamming at her. It annoyed her suddenly, there would be enough call for all that stage Irishry later.
“Well listen, if you have a minute I want to tell you … well to ask you really. To discuss …” She shuffled all the papers with her writing on them together.
“Yes?” He was mild and encouraging. Could he really be so blind to his surroundings, and to the fact that his business was going to the wall?
“We’ll have to change a lot, I was thinking.”
“I know. I know.”
She didn’t want to hear a soothing voice, she wanted some fire, she wanted him to take the initiative.
“I think we’ve been fools sitting here believing that it’s all going to be sunshine and laughter when the place beyond opens …” She paused for a moment, half expecting him to say something in defense of Patrick, but he said nothing.
“I think we’ll have to start up something else, it would be mad to think they’ll leave all the bars they have over in that place to drink in ours.”
“Particularly on a bad day,” John agreed. “And our own crowd will want to be where there’s all the activity. So we’d better offer them something else apart from drink.”
Kate looked at him surprised. “What would you think about a café, you know, traditional sort of teas? I know it’s not what you’re used to, what you expected things would be like.”
John didn’t look at all taken aback by the idea, she realized. He must have come to the same conclusion himself.
“Nothing’s what we were used to,” he said, touching the wheelchair. “Nothing was what we expected things to be like. But we’ve survived, and we’ll go on surviving.”




Chapter XVII

Fergus Slattery told Kate that the case was on the court agenda for next September. That it would now have to be heard, no further delays would be tolerated. Fergus hoped that the case would coincide with the hotel opening. He would love the thought of the great O’Neill missing his party because he was in court hearing a huge award for compensation being given against him. The thought of it made Fergus almost dizzy with delight. He felt his life had become grey and tired; only the thought of Kate’s compensation gave it any fire at all.
Sometimes Deirdre saw Fergus finger the slim pile of documents as he took out a letter or added one to the pile. It was moving very slowly, and even when Counsel had been briefed and it should have gone much further ahead, all kinds of things intervened. There was the delay caused by the courthouse in the big town being declared unfit for use, and so cases were adjourned. Then there was a backlog occasioned by that delay. Then the insurance company changed by merging with another insurance company and all the documents had to be reissued.
Fergus had never failed to refer briskly and efficiently to the delays and adjournments, he was always up to date on the last letter that had been sent backward and forward and you would believe that he had no other case on his files.
Patrick was invariably polite and equally informed; he made it his business to be equally up to date in case he might be accused of not caring what happened.
He had offered on more than one occasion to pay some money on account. It had always been coldly refused. Barely within the bounds of civility, Fergus would hint that by paying any sum now Patrick would be getting himself in well as a philanthropist with the courts later when the assessment came.
“Any sum I paid now would be without prejudice and would be to alleviate hardship.”
“They don’t live in hardship, they don’t need handouts and American food parcels to alleviate poverty,” Fergus had snapped.
“Do you dislike all Americans, or is it only me?” Patrick had asked one day, exasperated.
“I’m interested to note you describe yourself as American, O’Neill. Anytime I’ve heard you speak you always call yourself an Irishman …”
It was never announced that the Ryan compensation case had been listed for hearing, but still everybody knew. Kate and John realized to their alarm that people had begun to take sides. There were those who wished the Ryans to take O’Neill and all belonging to him for as much as they could win in the Irish Sweepstakes. There were, it seemed, as many who said that the whole thing was flying in the face of all the generosity that Patrick O’Neill had shown to this parish. That they hoped the compensation would be insignificant and that somehow by this he would know that nobody in Mountfern or anywhere in the environs wished him anything but good.
“We’ll have to pretend we don’t know what they’re saying, after all they never say it in front of us,” John said.
“But that’s very hard, why don’t we tell people that we have no fight with him, and try to explain all that business about insurance companies and how it’s all a formula?”
“We can’t start explaining our business like that, you’d be the last to want us to air it all.”
“But it’s so unfair,” wailed Kate. “Why should we spend our lives pretending that things are fine.”
“A lot of people do,” John said mildly.
“Not the whole time,” she stormed.
“A fair bit of the time.” He spoke so quietly she stopped in her tracks. She picked up his hand and laid it to her face.
Perhaps John was pretending things were fine for a fair bit of the time. And she had never noticed.
   Michael couldn’t see any difficulty ahead about the court case. Several times Jack Coyne had said that the twins shouldn’t be too friendly with Grace O’Neill since one day they were all going to have to face each other across the bar of the court. But that was nonsense. Everyone knew that it was all a matter of what insurance the companies would pay, nothing to do with Mr. O’Neill himself who had been so good to them all.
When Michael talked to Grace they never felt there was any problem between their families. That’s what made it so galling to hear the fellows at school talking about the big battle ahead. And even more infuriating to have those two eejits of younger brothers joining in all the silly antics and writing “Go home O’Neill” on the walls.
In the summery feeling of his first love Michael Ryan was able to brush all these annoyances aside. It was only Grace he thought of.
The lodge was three miles away. He could cycle two and a half miles and she could cycle half a mile and they could meet in that nice clump of trees on the hill which looked down on Mountfern. But it took so long, and then there were the explanations of where he had been. And Grace had to explain.
And all he wanted was to lie with her and stroke her and read her the poems he made up about her, about her eyes and her feet and her soft skin. And recently her beautiful breasts. Oh God, how he yearned for it to be like it had been just after the party, but there was nowhere they could see each other now without causing the most immense fuss.
Perhaps Mam understood more than he thought because occasionally she would ruffle his hair and say that it wouldn’t be long now before the hotel was open and Grace would be living across the river from them all. But Mam said it with a shiver too, as if it were going to be somehow very frightening when the hotel opened. Michael was counting every day until his Grace could move from the lodge, which seemed a million miles away.
She had told him she loved him, she told him she had never dreamed it could be so lovely lying beside him as he stroked her from head to toe, and she trusted him and let him linger where he wanted to, she said she liked it too, and she knew he would never force her to do anything she didn’t want to. Which of course he wouldn’t. Never in a million years.
   Kerry was learning a lot about the hotel business in Donegal; old Mr. Hill who had been running a family hotel for years there was a good teacher. He was getting a sizable fee to have O’Neill’s son in his place for a type of apprenticeship, and he was determined to earn it.
The boy would learn the business from every angle. He would work in the kitchens and at the reception desk, he would groom the ponies for the day’s trekking, he would stand by the trolley as the beef was being carved. Dennis Hill said that he could give a better training than the Shannon Hotel School if he was asked to.
“Why don’t you?” Kerry asked him one day. “You could easily set up a sort of training course here.”
“And build up a whole breed of rivals to myself?” Mr. Hill shook his head.
“Well what about us, aren’t we rivals?”
“Not at all, boy, aren’t you down in the midlands there where no one in their right mind would want to spend a holiday, a big turf bog of a place miles from the sea. You’re no rivals to anyone there.”
His eyes were laughing. Dennis Hill was no fool, he knew that O’Neill’s Fernscourt would be no threat to him as it was so far away; he also knew that if he did a good job on this handsome troublesome playboy then O’Neill would send business his way for a long time.
Hills of Donegal was a famous hotel already, its name easily remembered, its clientele faithful, its food vastly superior to almost anything Ireland offered. Dennis Hill had a large family; he kept his hotel open at a loss all winter so that they could practice for the very busy summer season.
He had never taken a foolish step.
Sometimes he looked at Kerry O’Neill’s striking face and cold eyes and wondered what would become of the boy. At the first sign of any trouble here Kerry would be packed off from the Hills of Donegal household back to his father, who seemed a grand fellow all set to make an outstanding success of his venture if reports could be believed.
   Dara got postcards from Kerry, but they were inside envelopes so that anyone and everyone couldn’t read what he wrote. There were things you wouldn’t want anyone to read, like how he wanted to kiss her lovely lips again, and he wanted to smell her beautiful hair and hold her in his arms. And there were things you would want everyone to read, like how much he missed Mountfern and was looking forward to being back.
She wished he realized that he didn’t have to write on a postcard, he could have gotten a notepad and written pages and pages to her. Dara wrote pages and pages back.
Tommy Leonard said when she bought the notepad that she must be going to get like St. Paul and write epistles that nobody read.
“What do you mean, that nobody reads, aren’t we demented with St. Paul?” Dara said.
“Yes we are, but the Corinthians and the Ephesians and whoever didn’t take a blind bit of notice of him.”
“They did too. He converted the lot of them.”
“No he did not. Most of them went on their own way.”
Tommy’s father came over and asked through gritted teeth would it be possible for his son and young Miss Ryan to continue this interesting screaming match about the New Testament outside working hours.
   Kitty Daly came home from Dublin for a weekend. She looked very much more grown up, they all thought. Her skirt was very short and she had a lot of make-up. Instead of taming her wild frizzy hair she let it all hang in a long curtain down her back. They nudged each other at mass when she went up to holy communion.
“I’d say she’s up to no good in Dublin,” whispered Dara, who always feared that Kitty had her eye on Kerry O’Neill.
“She can’t be up to that much if she’s going to communion,” said Michael, which settled it.
   Mrs. Meagher told Kate Ryan in great confidence that her bold strap of a daughter Teresa was pregnant at last. It had only been a matter of time. Mrs. Meagher wept. It was bound to happen. What in the name of the Lord was she to do? Kate soothed her, sent for more tea and spoke in low tones. Teresa could stay in Dublin, that was one thing, or she could have the child and they could bring it up in Mountfern together, that would be another. It would be a nine-day wonder and then Mountfern would let them settle down, mother and daughter living together, and then a new life to look after. It might be the making of them. Mrs. Meagher didn’t think so.
There was no question, apparently, of the father being forced to marry Teresa; the girl was vague to the point of confusion about who the father might be. Mrs. Meagher wept again.
Kate said that they were living in 1966, not the dark ages, surely she wouldn’t want to force some child to marry another child over this?
Mrs. Meagher said if there was any chance of it that is exactly what she would like.
“Wait for a little while,” Kate begged. “Don’t go around telling everyone, just wait, something will turn up to make it seem clear to you.”
She was so calm, so confident sitting there in her chair, unruffled, and unshocked. Mrs. Meagher really did feel better and was glad she had come to see her.
She would have been interested to know that five minutes after she left Kate Ryan had reached out of the wheelchair, and caught Carrie’s arm in a hard grip.
“Listen to me, Carrie, listen to me good. Get some kind of organization into your life with Jimbo, do you hear? Fix a day whenever you like, and don’t get yourself thrown aside.”
“What do you mean?” Carrie was frightened.
“I don’t care if you have a baby, I’d like a baby for God’s sake, I’d love to be playing with it, looking after it. I’m never going to have any more of my own, but it’s going to be no good to you. It may well be 1966 but as far as Mountfern is concerned it’s centuries ago and you’d be an outcast.”
“B-but there’d be no question of that …” Carrie began to stammer.
“Of course there would, Carrie. I’m not a fool. And you do like him, don’t you? So put it to him straight. Say you’d like to get married. Give yourself some kind of a chance.”
“But he wouldn’t think I’m good enough. You know he’s doing great as a singer, he’d want someone with a bit more class.”
“Then for Christ’s sake develop a bit more class.”
“Why are you shouting at me, Mrs. Ryan?”
“I don’t know, Carrie, I really don’t.”
   “Will Kerry be home for a weekend soon?” Dara asked Grace.
She got the usual reply. “Oh, you know Kerry.”
It was a very unsatisfactory reply indeed. Because she didn’t really know Kerry. She would love to get to know him much, much better. She wished he would say in these cards if he was ever coming back home.
   Brother Keane said that the boys were to write a letter to Mr. O’Neill that would try to put into words how grateful they were for the new playing field. It would have taken years and years to have gotten what they now had through the generosity of this good man. Their own sons would have barely been playing on a good field like this if it hadn’t been for Mr. O’Neill.
Tommy Leonard was the best at English; he was chosen to write the letter. Every boy in the school was to sign it. It would then be framed in carpentry class and presented to Mr. O’Neill at a public ceremony.
Tommy’s first three efforts were refused. Brother Keane said to him in a voice like thunder that it was hard to believe Tommy could be so insensitive as to begin by saying “Despite the fact that you did not think this school good enough for your own son …” Really and truly, Brother Keane thought, all this jazz and the like had young boys half cracked these days.
   Brian Doyle liked Rachel Fine. She had a very good way with people, he noticed, she spoke in a very low voice so that they strained to hear rather than shouting over them. Sometimes he felt she wanted to criticize something here and there but never did. Once or twice he actually asked her did she like something or if she could suggest an alternative. Very reluctantly she would give her views. Like the dock. Brian was going to paint it brightly. Rachel wondered would it be better in natural woods. It looked much better without the garish paint, but Rachel never claimed any of the credit, she joined in the general admiration and praise of Brian Doyle.
He wondered why O’Neill hadn’t married her yet.
   “Kerry’s coming back this weekend,” Michael said.
“Never!” Dara felt something like a lump of coal in her throat.
“Yes, he called last night, he’s got a couple of days off. Grace’s father was very surprised.”
“When does he arrive?”
“I think he’s going by Dublin so it won’t be till Saturday.”
“He never said.”
“Does he write much to you?”
“The odd card.” Dara was deliberately casual.
“It may have been a last-minute thing.” Michael was reassuring. “He probably didn’t tell any of the other girls either.”
“What other girls?”
“Oh, can’t you be sure that Kerry would have girls everywhere?”
Michael looked at Dara’s face and was sorry that he had said that.
   Maggie Daly’s mother had sent her in to inspect Loretto Quinn’s and see was it true that the place had smartened up beyond all recognition since the Jewish lady had gone to live upstairs. The Dalys had heard disturbing rumors that it would nearly be a rival for their own place. Loretto of all people! God help her, she used to look like a poor tinker.
Loretto was kind to Maggie and spent ages helping her choose between one kind of sweet and another while poor Maggie did her best to spy on the lay of the land.
“Wouldn’t you have these sweets for nothing in your own place?” Loretto asked innocently.
“Yes, but I’m not meant to be eating too many of them.” Maggie knew she was hopeless at this kind of subterfuge.
Mrs. Fine came down the stairs just then; she had armfuls of materials with her.
“Heavens, haven’t you the most beautiful auburn hair!” she said, standing in admiration.
“Who me?” Maggie looked around in case someone else had come into the shop.
“It’s gorgeous, isn’t it Loretto?”
Privately Loretto thought all the Dalys had terrible heads of frizz, but maybe Mrs. Fine was just being kind.
“Lovely altogether,” she agreed.
“It’s Maggie, isn’t that right?”
Maggie was delighted. “That’s it, Mrs. Fine.”
“Listen Maggie, I have something here that will look lovely with that hair.” She put down her materials and found a length of ribbon. It was in a copper satin.
“Shall I fix it in your hair for you, would you like that?”
Maggie was thrilled. This woman looked like something out of a magazine herself. She was very old of course, but her style was the talk of the place and here she was playing with ribbons in Maggie’s hair.
“I’d love it,” she said.
Rachel took a strand of the hair and half plaited it in with the ribbon. She swept back some of the rest of the hair. Then she took a compact out of her handbag and showed Maggie the mirror.
“Look, aren’t you lovely!” she said.
It was true. Maggie did look much nicer. Her face split into a huge smile.
“You must keep it, you’re like a little Pre-Raphaelite,” Mrs. Fine said.
Neither Loretto nor Maggie knew what it meant but it sounded good. Loretto’s eyes held genuine admiration and Maggie could see it. She went home to abuse from her mother because she couldn’t remember how or in what ways Loretto’s shop had improved.
Liam White told her she wasn’t looking as scraggy as usual, and Michael Ryan stopped on his bicycle for a chat.
“You look a bit different today,” he said in approval.
   Mary Donnelly said that if they were going to make any kind of a fist of this café they were going to run in the hopes of getting a bit of custom, they should have a plan.
“We’ll have to get into the minds of Americans, that’s a hard thing to do,” Kate said.
“Aren’t you best friends with an American woman, for heaven’s sake?” Mary said as if she expected Rachel to help them every bit of the way.
And in many ways Rachel did. She told them of places that sold cheap but very authentically Irish pottery and even ordered it for them so that she could get a proper discount for them. She told them that American visitors would love to feel they were somewhere that was really Irish.
“Do you mean leprechauns and begorras?”
“No,” said Rachel, but she didn’t say it with a great deal of conviction.
“Do you mean a hint of leprechauns and begorras?” Kate suggested again.
“That’s exactly what I mean, a hint of it.”
“Jesus, Mary and Joseph,” Kate said. “It’s worse than I thought.”
   Eddie had another breakage. This time it was the side mirror of Judy Byrne’s car. It had been parked outside Ryan’s while Judy was inside doing the exercises with Kate. Eddie had been seeing how far it would turn around. Not as pliable as he had thought.
It was there in his hand when Judy came out.
“I’ll fix it.”
“You won’t,” said Judy. “You’ll pay for it.”
Mary suggested a source of money to him. “Your mam will pay you piece work for hemming the green napkins for the café.”
“Me hem table napkins? You must be mad,” Eddie stormed.
“Look at it this way: there aren’t many jobs open to you, and you’ve done the Protestant graveyard already, so what else is there? You’ve a fine hand with a needle, I’m always telling you that.”
“Just as long as you don’t tell anyone else …” Eddie warned.
“Do a dozen a night, up in your room if you don’t want anyone to see you, or you can come out to my house if you like, and sit there with Leopold and the wireless.”
It wasn’t the life Eddie Ryan had planned for himself. Sitting in a converted outhouse hemming green linen serviettes with a mad dog and Radio Eireann for company. Mary’s wireless didn’t seem to get Radio Luxembourg.
Still, it paid for Miss Byrne’s old mirror, and Mam was very nice to him and sometimes said that he was an old dote despite everything.
   Dara and Michael waited for Grace to collect them on Saturday to go to the pictures. They met Tommy and the Whites just outside—it was going to be very crowded. Declan Morrissey rubbed his hands happily. If he had his way he’d show musicals all the year round. This was the third or fourth time he had Seven Brides for Seven Brothers and it was always the same, you got the old and the young alike to come to it.
Michael was pleased to see the queue, it meant that they might all get separated. Then he and Grace could go to the back somewhere. There couldn’t be any touching Grace if the others were all there.
Maggie was late. “Sorry,” she apologized, even though it didn’t matter, they were still in the line waiting to get in.
“Sorry, Kitty called from Dublin, she wanted me to think up some story about why she’s not coming home for the weekend.”
“She picked a poor one to invent a story for her,” Tommy Leonard said affectionately.
“I know, I get so flustered,” Maggie said.
“Why can’t she tell them herself?” Dara said.
“She didn’t want to talk to Mam, because Mam would worm it out of her, so she called when Mam was at benediction.”
“Worm what?” Dara said.
“She’s meeting Kerry in Dublin, that’s why she’s not coming home,” said Maggie excitedly, and looked around at the faces of her friends.
   Kerry arrived on Sunday evening. He called into Ryan’s at a slack time. Kate was behind the counter in her wheelchair.
“What can I serve you?” Her smile was pleasant.
“I don’t drink alcohol at all, Mrs. Ryan.”
“Very sensible of you, but then that’s a little hypocritical of me. If everyone was to feel like you do where would our business be, I wonder?”
“Your business is going okay, isn’t it?” He looked pointedly around the almost empty pub.
“Usually a little more lively than this.” Kate felt annoyed somehow that this young fellow hadn’t come in when they were doing a really good business. She wondered why she was trying to impress him.
“I just came to find out if I could take your lovely daughter for a walk by the river on this beautiful evening,” he asked.
“My lovely daughter has homework to do.” Kate smiled.
“I’m sure she’ll be able to do it later.” Kerry smiled.
“At just fifteen she’s a little young to let walks with young men get between her and her studies.” Kate was still smiling a smile she didn’t feel.
“Oh now, Mrs. Ryan, she’s not just fifteen. I had the pleasure of being at her fifteenth birthday, a long long time ago. Way back last September, if I remember rightly.”
“You remember rightly, Kerry.”
“So you are saying she can’t come out with me. Is this what I hear?”
“No it is not what you hear, you must go and ask her herself.”
“Oh well, that’s all right then. May I go into the house?”
“No, I’ll call her.”
Dara had seen him coming from the window seat. She had combed her hair and rubbed a little lipstick on and off again.
“Hi,” she said.
“Lovely to see you again,” he said warmly. “I was trying to persuade your mother here to let us go for a walk.”
Dora looked at him levelly. “I’d love to, Kerry, but I have all this homework to do,” she said.
He was surprised. “Can’t you leave it till later?” He was sure he would convince her.
“No, at this stage there’s so much to be done. I wish I’d worked harder earlier in the year but you know how it is, I’m afraid I’ve left it all to the end.”
“You’re not graduating this year.” There was an edge to his voice.
“You’ve obviously never met Sister Laura, she thinks this is the most important year in our lives. We have exams nearly every week.”
Kerry was furious. “Another time then,” he said, and walked out.
Kate looked at her stricken daughter.
Round One to Dara, she thought with a mixture of pride and anxiety.
   Miss Hayes had never known a prayer to St. Anthony to fail, but this time it had. Nowhere could she find the two silver salvers that had stood on the sideboard.
Marian had admired them often and said that they were magnificent silver. She had been startled to discover that Mrs. Fine had bought them for Patrick at an auction, at his request.
Mrs. Fine often bought old Irish silverware, and had said that the O’Neills should have the pleasure of looking at it before it went to the hotel eventually.
Every two weeks Olive Hayes cleaned the little collection. Mrs. Fine had visited once and praised her highly for the wonderful way it had been cared for. Now Miss Hayes was worried—what could have happened to them? It was unlikely that they had been robbed. There had been no break-in, and anyway there was always someone in the house.
Marian Johnson did drop in from time to time but she would never … of course not. And those little Ryan twins and Maggie Daly from the dairy. No, it was out of the question.
She would have to think again—was it possible that she had placed them somewhere else? Or perhaps Mr. O’Neill had already taken them to the hotel, or to have them valued.
Olive Hayes was very troubled.
   Americans would want entertainment. Kate knew that.
But what kind? It couldn’t be amateurish in their café when it was professional and well organized across the river.
What would they expect in an Irish café? If it was to be truly authentic then of course there wouldn’t be singing and dancing, nobody would be doing anything except getting stuck into their tea and scones. But this plan was for something that wasn’t quite authentic but looked as if it might be.
What a pity that none of them played the harp, and that they didn’t have a big tuneful harp handy in one of their outhouses.
   Carrie asked Jimbo would they get married sometime.
“Sure, we’ll get married sometime,” Jimbo said.
Carrie felt vaguely dissatisfied with this reply.
   Jack Coyne asked Loretto did the great O’Neill spend the night above in the rooms with your woman.
Loretto said certainly he did not.
Jack said Loretto was right to keep her mouth shut. He would do the same in her place. Loretto was annoyed about that, since she was not being diplomatic. It was the truth. Patrick O’Neill came to call sometimes but he never stayed the night.
   Dennis Hill telephoned to know whether Kerry’s father had recovered from his illness.
Olive Hayes told him that there had been no illness.
“There has to have been an illness, why else did he go home?” Mr. Hill wanted to know.
Miss Hayes decided to rescue the situation. “There was a bit of trouble all right, it wasn’t exactly an illness,” she said.
Mr. Hill never pried. He had just been calling out of courtesy, he said. When would they expect Kerry back?
“I’ll ask him to call you himself,” said Miss Hayes.
She told Kerry that he should call Donegal. She told him that Mr. Hill was now under the impression that what he had thought was an illness was in fact a little trouble.
Kerry smiled a great charming smile at her. “You are a great ally, Miss Hayes,” he said.
“I wouldn’t rely on it, Kerry,” she said.
“I get the picture,” Kerry said.
   Dara and Maggie were on the footbridge, when Kerry came along.
“Maggie, could you do something for me? Please.” His eyes were a piercing blue. They looked straight at little Maggie.
“Sure,” she said good-naturedly.
“Could you go up to the hotel and see if my father is around? I want to go up and talk to Brian Doyle about something, but my father thinks I’ve gone back to Donegal so I want to make sure he isn’t there. Can you look and see if his car is there? Do you mind?”
“Not at all, but am I the right one …? I often get things wrong.”
“No, you’re perfect, you look so innocent no one would know you were my spy”
Maggie scampered up the path by the laurel bushes.
“Well,” Kerry said to Dara.
“Well what?”
“Well what was all this drama, you had homework to do? I came straight out and put myself on the line and asked your mother … and you turn me down. What was all that about?” He looked very angry. Dara’s heart began to pound. It had been a very risky thing. She had wondered afterwards had she been mad.
“No reason,” she said, shrugging.
“Don’t do that, it’s so silly, it makes you so cheap, so common. I came to see you. I thought you liked me. Why are you playing silly games?” His handsome face looked hurt.
“Well …” She didn’t know what to say.
“Because if you don’t want to see me, that’s fine, just say it straight out. But if you do, let’s go up to Coyne’s wood.”
“When?”
“What’s wrong with now?”
“You can’t mean now. You’ve just sent Maggie on a message.”
“That was so that I could talk to you. My father’s in Shannon today.”
“You told her a lie …!”
“It was so that I could ask you what was wrong.”
“And you met Kitty in Dublin too!”
“Silly little Maggie, getting everything wrong. I saw Kitty in Dublin and she clung and clung. Kitty the clam I call her.”
“We can’t go off and leave Maggie to come back and find us not here.”
“Yes we can if you want to.”
It was the longest moment of Dara’s life.
“No, I’ll wait for Maggie. You sent her on a fool’s errand,” she said.
If Kate Ryan had been watching she would have said, “Round Two, Dara.”
   “John, will you read me some poetry?”
“Aren’t you too tired, love?”
Kate sat in her green room, her eyes too bright, her face drawn.
“No, I have that feeling I’m not going to sleep.”
“Let me get you into bed first then I’ll go and find something you might like. I haven’t written anything for so long.”
“How could you?” She touched his hand in sympathy. “But tonight I want you to read me other people’s poetry, not just your own, and no, I won’t go to bed yet.”
“Other people’s poetry?” He was disappointed.
She was deliberately light and joky. “Yes, isn’t it very presumptuous of them, but other people did write poetry, like Yeats, or Oscar Wilde or James Clarence Mangan.”
“Will I read you the Lays of Ancient Rome? I love that …”
“No, something Irish.”
“Or Hiawatha … I’ve never read the whole of Hiawatha aloud. That will send you off to sleep all right.”
“No.” She gripped the sides of the wheelchair in impatience.
“All right, all right …” He went to the bookshelves and ran his finger along the backs of books for what seemed a long time. Eventually he took out a book and began:


“Oh my dark Rosaleen

“Do not sigh do not weep …”

   “Stand up over there so that I can see you,” Kate said. “Now start again.”
He read the poem with gestures, putting a lot of emphasis into it and giving the repetition a fine sonorous sound.
“That was very good,” Kate said approvingly.
John’s face was empty. “That wasn’t me reading poetry to you, that was an audition, wasn’t it?”
“Yes,” Kate said in a small voice.
“Well?”
“It was very good. Could you bear it?”
“Of course, if we have to.”
“We have to.”
   Rachel was adamant about not letting him stay the night. If Patrick wanted to preserve the fiction that he and Rachel were just good friends, then preserve it. She did not even countenance making love in her rooms. She was a respectable woman staying in Loretto’s, she didn’t want any reputation, thank you very much. And Patrick always had to leave early.
Once or twice they had managed it in Coyne’s wood, and in the back of the car and in a far distant corner of the river bank on a rug. It had been exciting and uncomfortable at the same time.
“I may have to go back to New York for a week, come with me,” Patrick said suddenly one May evening, in Loretto’s.
“What for?”
“Well, we could make love properly for one thing without risk of half the town discovering us or getting curvature of the spine.” He was grinning at her in the way she loved and hadn’t seen a lot recently.
“No, I have a lot to do here.”
“You’ve nothing to do here, stop fooling yourself.”
A flash of anger. “Shall I list the things I have to do here …”
“No, don’t be tedious, Rachel, we both know why you’re here, we both think it’s a great idea, so what? Just quit pretending it’s a real career and you can’t be taken from it to come to New York for a week.”
Never had she been so angry. Never.
They both knew why she was here, it was so obvious was it?
She knew she must keep calm. Nothing must be thrown away for the very unimportant luxury of losing her temper.
“What had you in mind for us in New York?” she asked levelly.
“I don’t know.” He put on a teasing smile. “Maybe we could get ourselves to a justice of the peace and get hitched, that way I wouldn’t have to be thrown out of here like a college boy at ten o’clock at night.”
“Would you like to get married?” Her voice was calm.
“No, what man likes to get married? Hell, of course I don’t want to get married, Rachel, I’m too old, you’re too old, we’re fine as we are. Hey?”
No response.
“Hey? Rachel, you’re not sulking now, are you? We’re fine as we are. Why complicate it? Why think I love you more if you tie me down by some bit of paper?”
She looked at him levelly.
“Well, say something, woman, for God’s sake, have I done the one unforgivable sin saying this? You did ask me would I like the idea of being married. I’m telling you. Straight up.”
“Sure,” she said.
“What does that mean?”
“Not much, I guess.”
“So what did I say that was so terrible?”
“I suppose what was terrible was that you thought a piece of paper would only tie you down, you never thought that it might also tie down whoever you married. It’s a bargain you know, marriage, not just one person being lassooed by another. It’s a sharing thing.”
“You didn’t do very well during your attempt at it,” he lashed out.
“You weren’t exactly faithful during your attempt at it,” she said straight back.
He was silent.
Rachel sat still in her chair. Her cream linen suit and her little sprig of purple heather worn at the lapel matched the room perfectly.
She didn’t look at Patrick, she looked across at the sun setting over Fernscourt. Her face was not sad, she was calm and entirely in command. She was thinking that this was the end of the road. She had traveled so far, so many years and so many thousands of miles and it would end now, in recriminations like so many relationships.
“It’s got nothing to do with you. With you as a person,” Patrick began.
Rachel said nothing, she didn’t even listen, it was as if she had always known it was coming, this conversation, the goodbye.
“In fact I want your company and to be with you more than anybody. You know that.”
She looked across and saw men still working in the fading light. They were getting overtime now to finish the job in time.
“Shit Rachel, why did you have to go and suggest we get married? Why couldn’t you let things go on the way they were?”
Almost reluctantly Rachel lifted her eyes from the men who were finishing the stone wall around the forecourt, and brought her glance to Patrick.
“I did not bring up marriage, Patrick, you did. You said we would find a justice of the peace in New York and get hitched. Please be fair.”
He was wrongfooted over this. “Yeah sure, but you said …”
“Forget what I said. Don’t let it end in a war of words—you said, I said. What does it matter? And as you said it has nothing to do with me as a person.”
She stood up, straightening her skirt. “I’ll show you out now.”
“Well …”
“Good night, Patrick. I’ll be going to Connemara in the next day or two, probably tomorrow. We’ll consider we said goodbye now. Right?”
He put his hands on her shoulders. “Listen …”
“Yes?” Her eyes were large and dark, they looked into his very directly, they didn’t dart about anxiously trying to read his face.
“Listen Rachel, I’m not worth it.”
She smiled patiently as she might have smiled at a child.
He was struggling for words.
“Even if I were, if I could … even if I did feel … there would be so many complications, there’d be all hell to pay. You have no idea how much trouble and everything …”
He looked at her, pleading, begging her to understand that their marriage would be opposed by Church and society even if he could bring himself to propose.
Rachel Fine had some dignity left. She chose not to understand what he was saying.
“Patrick, you’ve a lot of work to do tomorrow and so have I.” She kissed his cheek.
“But …”
She had closed the door behind him.
She leaned against the door as she had seen so many heroines do in movies. But no heroine had ever behaved as stupidly, she thought, no woman who ever leaned against a door like that had been such a downright idiot as Rachel Fine letting her man go like that.
Possibly to the arms of Marian Johnson. And even, when the hotel was built and he was lonely, possibly he might marry Marian Johnson. Church and society wouldn’t oppose that, they’d be delighted with it, and the divorced Jewess could be moved from the scene. She didn’t cry, she felt too empty to cry. She didn’t go to the window to see him driving off.
She just stood motionless for a long time.
   John Ryan sighed. Sometimes he wished he could discuss things with someone. Mary Donnelly was out, she hated Patrick O’Neill with a passion. He couldn’t speak to Fergus because young Slattery seemed to hold the O’Neills personally responsible for Kate’s accident and could only think of the day when the huge compensation would be paid over.
Dr. White was not a good ally. He seemed to think that John was a bit of an old misery. On more than one occasion the doctor had told him straight out that Kate’s condition could be made much more bearable if her immediate family surrounded her with hope and optimism.
No point in talking to his son, the boy was like a moonstruck calf pining over the little American girl.
He felt unwilling to bring his worries to Dara. She was still a child and it made him seem weak to tell his own daughter that he couldn’t communicate with her mother.
As he went ahead with the preparations for Ryan’s Café, John’s heart was heavy.
One afternoon when Mary was minding the bar, when Kate was busy hemming green table napkins for the café, when the children were at school and the menagerie reasonably peaceful—Leopold snoring in the garden, the cat purring like an engine on the windowsill—John sat down to write a poem.
This time he didn’t write about the land or the people who had once walked this land. This time he wrote about the cage he found himself in; the cage which he couldn’t escape from because he himself had built the bars. They were bars of concern and love and good manners. They were rules he had made so that he would not hurt anyone else. He wrote how by forcing yourself to take one course of action and adopt one set of attitudes you can also be untrue to yourself and deny your real worth.
It was the cry of a strong man who found himself trapped and couldn’t see an escape. He looked into Kate’s room—she had fallen asleep over her sewing. Gently he took the needle and green linen from her hands and arranged the cushion behind her back in the chair. He left the poem beside her and went for a long walk. He walked up to Coyne’s wood and beat at the undergrowth with a stick for a while. Then he found himself climbing that big mossy hill toward the Grange.
He went in and asked for a pint of beer.
Marian’s place was slipping, he noticed, the bar was not clean and it was late afternoon, there were still ashtrays full and glasses uncollected. The stocks hadn’t been checked, you could see some bottles had nearly run out and others had marks of liquid down their sides.
It had been years since he had come here and it used to be much smarter in the old days.
The youth serving had neither manner nor charm. He gave the wrong change and didn’t apologize when it was pointed out.
Who would stay in the Grange when there was a luxury place like Fernscourt opening three miles away? John gave a little shiver. He had heard too of the way that Patrick had interviewed the staff, how he had told them that American guests liked to be made much of, to have their names remembered. They liked people to say “You’re welcome” when they said “Thank you.” Patrick had searched Ireland for the right manager and, not being satisfied with any of the applicants, had gone to another hotel and offered Jim Costello twice his salary to leave at once and come to manage Fernscourt. Costello, an attractive go-getting young man, had given the matter five minutes’ thought, which had raised his salary even higher, and then left the hotel after serving three weeks’ notice and finding a successor for himself. Costello was the right man for Patrick O’Neill. A man who would not burn his bridges, he had left his old employers on good terms and he could always go back if Patrick and he had a falling out; on the other hand he had impressed his new boss with his quick thinking and decision. He was a man of great charm; he had drunk many a pint in Ryan’s and delighted everyone with his easy ways.
Patrick O’Neill and Jim Costello wouldn’t have employed a surly youth like this boy behind Marian Johnson’s bar. John pondered on just how much the old order was changing.
He left, thanking the boy and getting no response, and walked down the hill. There was a scurry at one stage when he passed the big clump of trees, as if he had disturbed a courting couple. He smiled to himself, thinking how stony and uncomfortable the ground must be.
For half a moment he wondered whether it was Michael and Grace he saw disappearing into the bushes. But he dismissed the notion. For heaven’s sake, it was the middle of the afternoon.
What would they be doing up here? And anyway they were far too young for that sort of thing.
   Mary Donnelly was glaring at an inoffensive couple of farmers who took no notice of her whatsoever.
“This is a great pub, Mary,” John said as he came in.
The farmers looked up, amused.
“If you can’t say it who can?” one of them laughed.
“Have you been drinking?” Mary asked suspiciously.
“You’re right, Mary. God, it would need to be a sharp man to fox you. I was up having a pint in the Grange, as it happens.”
“And it wasn’t to your liking?”
“It was not. There was no warm service with a smile like you get when you come in this door. Oh boy no. There was only glares and surly shrugs. What human would want a pint in a place like that? People want to be made welcome in a place, that’s what running a pub or a hotel is about, it’s not just about pouring alcohol down their throats.”
The farmers looked at each other and grinned conspiratorially.
Mary flushed a dark red. “If you’re saying that I …”
“I’m saying that it’s lovely to be back in a friendly atmosphere,” he said firmly. “That’s all, and if we’re going to keep any custom from going over to O’Neill’s Thatch Bar we’ll have to let them know that they’re welcome here, and really welcome too.”
He banged out of the bar and into the house.
Mary was open-mouthed. That was the first time John had ever admitted publicly that there was a threat from O’Neill, and imagine admitting it in front of two customers. He must be really upset.
   Kate was sitting by the open french window, wearing her gardening gloves and tidying up one of those high urns that Rachel Fine had cleverly positioned, one on each side of the door. These were Kate’s alone, she grew herbs and heathers in them, they were easy to reach and made her feel she was really gardening.
“I’ve been thinking,” John said.
He pulled off her gloves and held her hands.
“So have I. When I read your poem and realized what it’s like for you, not wanting to upset me, and not knowing how to talk to me, I felt I could have put the power into my body and run after you. I woke up and read it and I could feel such energy surging through me, I was sure I’d have the strength to stand.”
Her eyes were wild with trying to explain, she was like a child straining to have more movement than she had.
“Gently, Kate. Gently,” he soothed her.
She would not be calmed. She thought as she had so often thought about that summer’s day when he had wanted to make love and she said no, it was ridiculous in the middle of the afternoon, and that she had felt restless. Restless indeed! If she had stayed with him as he had wanted she would never have wandered into Fernscourt and into this life in a chair.
“You do have great strength,” he told her. “Aren’t you the strongest woman in this county? I mean it.”
“But tell me that you know I’d be nothing without you. The children will grow up and go away, and the pub may win or lose but the only thing I want is for us to be together. Insofar as we can ever be together because of this bloody chair.” She hit the arms of the wheelchair in frustration.
“But you’re only saying what I know. I know you love me.” He was smiling a huge smile of pleasure.
“I can give you nothing. Nothing a wife can give.”
“Stop, stop.”
“I’ve been so selfish, I never sort of helped you or anything.”
She was talking about some of her earlier attempts to give John pleasure. They had both been embarrassed and Kate had cried at not being able to do it properly. John had been embarrassed at something so obviously selfish that could not be shared. They had attempted it less and less.
“I’m all right, look at what you have to bear, for God’s sake. It doesn’t seem all that important to me that we can’t make love as we used to.”
“But I was thinking we could.” Kate’s eyes were definitely excited, her color was high.
“How do you mean?”
“Draw the curtains,” she said.
He closed the glass doors and pulled the soft green and white curtains.
“Come here,” she whispered.
“Wait till I lock the door. It would be the one time we’d have Leopold, Mary, Carrie, the children and half the bar arriving in on top of us.”
She laughed like a teenager.
“Get me out of this bloody chair, John Ryan, and love me.”
He lifted her onto the bed. Her dress opened easily; she had all her clothes made front-fastening so that she could dress herself with the minimum of fuss.
“But we c-can’t …” he stammered.
“Why not? It’s my body. It won’t hurt, I won’t feel much but I can feel above the belt, if you know what I mean. That’s nice.”
“But can I … inside you … wouldn’t that be bad for you?”
“Why would it? It’s just paralyzed, it isn’t out of bounds.” She was high with excitement and was stroking him encouragingly.
“Kate, I don’t want to do anything that might damage you …”
“It won’t. I checked.”
“You checked? When did you check?”
“This afternoon. I called Dr. White.”
“My God! What did he say?”
“He said fire ahead, and that he was delighted, he thought we’d never get around to it.”
 

 
Fergus Slattery called and was told that Mr. and Mrs. Ryan were in Mrs. Ryan’s room and weren’t to be disturbed.
“Nothing wrong?” Fergus inquired.
“John is like a lighting devil today, perhaps they’re having a row,” Mary Donnelly said. “There isn’t a man in this house that will speak straight to you, I’m afraid.”
She was still smarting from Michael’s cross-questioning. He had been highly alarmed to find that his mother and father were closeted together, and felt sure that the only reason could be that Dad had actually seen him with Grace. The thought was too mortifying even to entertain for a moment.
What could Dad be telling Mam, and how soon would he be called in and what would he say? And why couldn’t that awful Mary stop snarling at him and tell him what kind of a peculiar humor had his father been in when he came home?
Michael, white with anxiety, had gone to throw stones from the footbridge, and pray. If God arranged it so that Dad hadn’t seen, then he would … what would he do? He couldn’t offer to give up being with Grace because that was what he wanted most in the world. Suppose he offered God a rosary. Not enough. God was known to be particularly against Immodest Touches, and whatever he and Grace were up to it would certainly come into that category. Perhaps if he gave God a promise that he would go to confession soon, and fixed a firm date. Perhaps that might do.
“Was it important, your message?” Mary remembered belatedly John’s startling instructions that she was to be high on charm.
“You could always write it down, Mr. Slattery, and I’d see that they got it.”
“No, I’ll phone them later,” he said.
“They’ve taken the phone off the hook,” Mary explained.
“God, it must be a terrible row altogether,” Fergus said.
   Rachel looked into the window of Meagher’s. As always she was looking out for the kind of thing that Kate might be able to display in a glass cabinet when they got the café going.
Meagher’s window was not the most inspiring of places, and the woman who ran it seemed to know little or nothing about the odd selection of stock she carried. People had told Rachel that it was the late Mr. Frank Meagher who was the one who knew something about the business. The window held the usual collection of musical boxes, travel clocks and some really appalling candlesticks, and there in a box with tissue paper were the two silver salvers that Rachel had bought for Fernscourt. Salvers that had been on Patrick’s sideboard on the only occasion when Rachel had visited the lodge. She had been there once when she knew both children would be far away.
Rachel stared unbelievingly at the two pieces of silver. They were worth everything else in the window three times over. Patrick surely could not have sold them. Surely, surely not. Rachel went in and bought a brooch shaped like an L which she would give to Loretto. She spoke to Mrs. Meagher, a sad-faced, worried-looking woman about the silver salvers, and with shaking hand managed to pay for the brooch. She needed to be in the open air quickly.
   In the Lodge Olive Hayes had come to a decision. She was going to mention the salvers to Mr. O’Neill.
The only question was the matter of approach. Should she ask whether he had in fact taken them elsewhere for safekeeping? Or should she say that she had not been able to find them?
There was nobody she could discuss it with. If only her sister Bernadette were not at the other end of the earth.
She could have talked about it with Sheila Whelan of course. Even if it had been Marian, Sheila would not have told the whole town.
She could even have approached Mrs. Ryan in the pub. She would never have thought of it as a slight on her own twins.
Sergeant Sheehan was the kind of man she could speak to quietly, but it wouldn’t have been fair. Once she spoke to him it would have to be official.
No, it would have to be Mr. O’Neill himself, without the luxury of asking advice from others.
Patrick came in, his face weary.
She decided to give him a while to settle down.
But he had read her face. “What is it, Miss Hayes?”
“How did you know there was anything, sir?”
“I haven’t worked with people since I was fourteen years of age without learning something. What is it?”
“It’s the silver salvers, sir, for the hotel, that used to be on the sideboard.”
“It’s all right, Miss Hayes.” He looked very weary.
“I only noticed today they aren’t there.”
“It was a misunderstanding. They’ll be back.”
“Oh, that’s all right then.” She moved away, about to go back to her kitchen.
Patrick realized that she was not going to launch into a line of questions or explanations.
“Miss Hayes.”
“Sir?”
“I value you more than you’ll ever know.”
Her face became brick red with pleasure. “Thank you very much indeed, Mr. O’Neill. It’s a pleasure working here. You are all very appreciative people.”
“I meant what I said about coming to the hotel with us. I think we’ll need you.”
“Oh, we’ll discuss that nearer the time, Mr. O’Neill.”
“How sensible you are. I’m afraid those nuns in your sister’s place will snap you into the convent and you’ll never be heard of again.”
She went away smiling. But she looked back at him before she got to the kitchen and saw that the smile had fallen away and under the genial affable face that he presented to the world Patrick O’Neill was angrier than she had ever seen anyone in her life.
   Brian Doyle had handed him a note. It was all sealed with sticky paper.
“Mrs. Fine said you were to open this on your own over a desk or something. It’s got something very fine in it that might fall out.” Brian was uncaring, but keen to deliver the message exactly as Rachel had instructed.
“All right.”
He had opened it in his car. Alone.
   Patrick,
I am writing this because there is no way you and I could discuss it usefully.
In Meagher’s the jewelry store on Bridge Street you will find the two silver salvers. Mrs. Meagher bought them from Kerry three days ago for a fraction of their worth. Mrs. Meagher is not to be blamed for trying to cheat him, she is also selling them at an equally impossible price.
I have no idea, nor do I want to know what happened. For all I know you may be party to this, but I think not and I wanted to forewarn you. Naturally I said nothing at all to Mrs. Meagher that would indicate I knew anything about the pieces.
For your own information Mrs. Meagher is a gossipy, unstable person who is unhappy here in Mountfern and has been considering leaving. Her problem is that she has little capital and even less get up and go.
I leave it with you. Obviously I will be happy to do anything to help but I feel this is something you will want to handle on your own.
I told Brian Doyle a rigmarole about this letter needing to be opened carefully, I thought that way you would be sure to read it on your own. I feared if I said it was very urgent and private he would have had every kettle on the building site at work on it. But perhaps I misjudge him.
Love always,
 Rachel
   “Mrs. Meagher, how are you this fine day?”
“Dragging the divil by the tail as usual, Mr. O’Neill. How is it that you are always so cheerful?”
“It’s in my nature, I expect.” Patrick smiled broadly.
He pulled up the small rickety chair close to the counter. “About those salvers that my son brought in, the ones that are in the window.”
“He said he had full authority …”
“Oh yes, no problem like that at all …”
“And if you want them back, Mr. O’Neill … I did think that maybe it wasn’t a good enough price but your lad seemed very pleased …”
“Not at all, nothing like that … no no.” Patrick’s voice was soothing.
“So I hope I didn’t do anything out of turn …”
“You know the way children are, Mrs. Meagher, you do your best and then you wonder what was the right thing to do …”
Mrs. Meagher sat down on the other side of the counter and leaned across to Patrick.
“Mr. O’Neill, you don’t know the truth you’re saying …”
   Patrick O’Neill drove himself slowly back to the lodge to wait for his son. In his briefcase he carried the two silver salvers.
“I’ll give them a little polish, will I?” Olive Hayes had suggested.
“That would be lovely, Miss Hayes.”
The evening shadows lengthened, he sat alone looking in front of him. He had telephoned Loretto Quinn’s. No, there was no sign of Rachel and she had not said where she would be.
He had telephoned Ryan’s and she was not there. The ridiculous harridan who looked after the bar for them said that Mrs. Ryan was not to be disturbed.
There was no sign of his daughter either.
The key turned in the lock.
Kerry came in.
He was surprised to find his father sitting alone and with no work in front of him.
Surprised but not alarmed.
“This is all very peaceful,” Kerry said slightly mockingly.
“I’d like to go out, Kerry.” Patrick’s voice was very calm.
Kerry decided to be flip. “Well then you must go out, Father, don’t let me stop you,” he said.
“We’ll go right away.”
Something in his tone made Kerry follow his father’s look, and on the sideboard he saw the two gleaming silver salvers.
His face did not change. “I see,” he said.
“Good.” Patrick looked dangerously quiet.
They left the house without words.
Miss Hayes watched them from the kitchen window. They walked toward the woods.
   “Why did you do it?” Patrick asked his son.
“I needed the money.”
“You are a fool as well as a thief. Do you have any idea how much they were worth?”
“A great deal more than that woman gave me, but that wasn’t the point.”
“What was the point?”
“The point was that I needed that amount and she could give it to me, so it couldn’t matter less what the real value of those trays was. They only represented to me a way to get what I needed.”
“So if you are going to steal from my house and make us a public exhibition in my town, my place, it doesn’t even matter that you get a fraction of what these items were worth.”
“No. Their worth is not important.”
Patrick’s hand went into a fist without his having any control over it.
Kerry saw. “Don’t forget all you spent on that orthodontal work, Father. I mean, if you’re talking about value for money, why smash it all up? It cost you a fortune to get me all this bridge work.”
The spasm of white anger passed; it was replaced with something much deeper. Something; Patrick felt, that was going to be with him for a long time.
“Do you hate me, Kerry?”
“Of course I don’t, Father.”
“Then why?”
“I told you, I needed money. Why do you have to be so Italian about everything? Love, hate—life isn’t like that.”
“What is it like then? Tell me, I’d love to know what life is like.”
Kerry leaned against a tree. He looked impossibly beautiful in the evening light. He looked like a painting of a young hero, not a cheat and liar who had stolen from his own father and showed not an ounce of remorse.
“Life is about excitement, Father, it’s not about the past and the old days and the old order and righting wrongs that were done centuries ago—if they were done at all.”
“Excitement?” Patrick said.
“Yes, that’s about the best I can do to explain.” Kerry seemed bored.
“Is there not sufficient excitement, as you call it, in Donegal? Why did you have to come to that center of excitement—Mountfern—and humiliate me in my own place?”
“You are not humiliated, Father, I’m sure you got out of it.”
“You’re goddamn right I did. I bought Meagher’s shop.”
“Hey,” Kerry laughed. He gave a natural, amused little laugh. The boy was not even remotely touched by what he had done.
“I told Mrs. Meagher that there had been a misunderstanding, she told me that children were all the same. I listened to her woes, one of them being that she couldn’t find a buyer. We need a place in Bridge Street. She’s leaving almost at once. She will say nothing about your misunderstanding. I will say nothing about some of her circumstances.”
“Like her daughter being a teeny bit pregnant.” He laughed again.
“We don’t have you to thank for that, do we?”
“Teresa Meagher, Father. Please. You must think I’m hard up!”
“Why did you need the money?”
“My business, Father.”
“No, Kerry. My business now.”
“Are you going to beat me again?”
“No, of course not.”
“There’s no of course about it, you want to.”
“No, I want you to tell me. Tell me why.”
“You’re such a man of the world, you have this sixth sense, you tell me, Father. You always say you have a feel for things.”
“Cards?” Patrick said.
Kerry paused. “Yes,” he said.
“Was that it at school all that time ago?”
“Sort of. Betting, big talk.”
“Aren’t you a fool.”
“No, sometimes I win.”
“I’m sure you do. At the start of every game in the sucker’s buildup.”
Now it was Kerry’s turn to look scornful. “How would you know, Father? You’re much too cagey, too cautious to play a hand of cards.”
“I did once. For long enough to know I hadn’t the time to invest in it.”
“Very praiseworthy,” Kerry mocked.
“No. Very practical. That’s what it was. If I wanted to play cards I’d have learned how to do it, not get taken by every half-assed two-bit man around, like what seems to be happening to you.”
“I was unlucky one night, that’s all.”
“Unlucky? Do you even know the odds?”
“It all depends, Father.”
“It does not depend. There are odds on filling a straight, there are odds, you fool, on getting a house if you have two pairs. Actual odds—you don’t know them and you expect to steal my silver to pay for your idiocy.”
“Yes, I can see that from where you stand, it’s hard.”
“No it’s not hard. It’s easy.”
“How do you mean?”
“You get taught, taught to play properly. If that’s what you want.”
“It’s not like that. You can’t enroll in night classes.”
“You can if you want to.”
“How on earth?”
“Brian Doyle’s brother is a card player, deals in a club somewhere out the Galway Road. One of the best, they tell me.”
“He can’t be great if he’s dealing cards in a club near Galway.”
“He liked the liquor as well. That’s what slowed him down. Go to him next time you’re home, bring him a bottle of Powers, say you’d like to learn a few fancy deals, waterfalls, that kind of thing. He’ll straighten you out.”
Kerry’s mouth was open.
“He doesn’t deal from the bottom, he doesn’t have marked cards. He’d be the first to tell you of people who have no fingers to play with if they do that sort of thing.”
“This is Ireland, Father, not Chicago in Prohibition.”
“This is card playing all over the world, Kerry.”
“Do you mean that I should go to this guy? You’ll set it up?”
“I won’t set it up, you set it up. You heard of him, turn up there. Meanwhile get your ass back to Dennis Hill. I suppose you told him some lie.”
“I had to. They were pushing me a bit for the money, these guys.”
“Are they in the hotel?”
“God no, the hotel’s as dead as a dodo. They’re over the border, in Derry.”
“That should be excitement enough for you.”
“They’re good people, it’s just that someone else was pushing them.”
Kerry got a feeling that his father wasn’t interested.
“How did you find out, Father? About Meagher’s?”
“My business.”
“And you don’t seem to have … well, too many hard feelings.”
“I don’t have any feelings. That’s what is so strange. I have no feelings at all. Maybe you always felt that toward me so you know what it’s like. But it’s new to me. When I got up this morning I suppose if anyone asked me how I felt about you, I’d have said I loved you. When I saw those salvers in Meagher’s and had to negotiate with that stupid woman, and saw you leaning against the tree there … I might have said I hated you. But now. Nothing. Nothing at all.” Patrick seemed mildly regretful.
Kerry knew that his father was speaking from the heart.
“What happens to me now, Father?”
“As I said, you go back to Dennis. After the opening you and I talk again, it could be you want to go to the Shannon school. You could go abroad to a hotel in France, Germany, Switzerland. We’ll have visitors from there too, and that seems to be the way of the future.
“Of course you might want to go to university. I don’t know, Kerry, let’s not look too far into the future.”
“And this … this business?”
“It’s over now, isn’t it? I mean there’s nothing else gone in the house, I won’t go into the church and see our candlesticks on the altar?”
“No, Father.”
“Well that’s it. Twice. Anyone’s allowed two mistakes. The third time is it.”
“How do you mean, it’s it?”
“It’s goodbye, it’s notice in the paper time, I am not responsible for the debts of … That sort of thing.”
Kerry was silent.
Patrick rattled his car keys. “I don’t expect you to stop playing cards—that would be childish of me—and anyway if you’re going to talk to Francis Doyle, you may get quite good and make a nice living. I don’t expect you to stay clear of debt. If you do get into debt again come to me, come back and we’ll discuss it. Within reason, and in return for work or whatever, I will try to help you, and you must come home here for the holidays and stand by my side at the opening and all of that. But if you steal from me or from anyone else, then it’s over, it’s as if you were never my son.”
No emotion in his voice. No pleas no hate. No wishing for love.
For the first time in his life Kerry felt a chill of fear.
   Rachel and Patrick missed each other by minutes. She went to walk along the towpath in the evening light. He went into Ryan’s for a drink. There was always company there, he thought, always a welcome.
It was odd that the only people who should make him feel really welcome were the very people whose business would suffer most by his coming to Mountfern in the first place. He looked at John and Kate Ryan and how they seemed to sparkle so well at each other. As if they were still very much in love. After all these years. After that terrible accident.
He wished that Rachel were at home. He had seen that there were no lights, and there was no car outside Loretto’s.
He would have liked more than anything else to talk to her tonight and to have slept with her, to have laid his head on her breast while she stroked his hair and soothed away his worries. She knew him so well, and he had hurt her so badly.
Rachel walked alone on the towpath past bushes and brambles and briars. She couldn’t understand why they hadn’t been cut back to give the guests a better walk to the town. But there had been some story about a fairy ring which it would have been bad luck to cut down.
She met Maggie Daly walking along.
“All on your own?” she asked. A foolish question, she thought, just as she said it.
“Just like you, Mrs. Fine,” the child said with no hint of insolence. She was only stating a fact.
“Where’s everyone?” Rachel persisted.
“I think Grace went for a cycle ride with Michael, and Tommy’s been playing football with John Joe Conway and Liam White, and Jacinta’s gone to get a new coat, and Dara’s … I don’t know where Dara is. So I came for a walk on my own.”
“I don’t know whether it’s a great idea or not. I do that sometimes.”
“What else is there to do?” Maggie asked simply.
“What would you like to do? Now, this minute.”
“I think I’d like a gorgeous new dress in just the right color that would make everyone notice me and people say, ‘Would you look at Maggie Daly?’ That’s what I’d like.”
“Well come on home with me and we’ll look through some books and magazines and we’ll see what might suit you.”
Maggie hesitated for a moment. Her mother had been a bit disparaging about Mrs. Fine, something to do with her not being baptized, and leading an immoral life. But her mother didn’t know where she was, and wouldn’t it be lovely to have Mrs. Fine give her ideas like she had with that beautiful ribbon that everyone had admired?
“I’d love that,” she said, and they went across the footbridge, away from the sound of Ryan’s and up to Rachel’s rooms.
   Mary Donnelly was glad the row had blown over. In fact it must have ended in some kind of reconciliation. They kept smiling at each other that evening in the bar. At one stage she even saw them holding hands.
It was probably about that business of John going to be reciting poetry in the bar. He had been dead against it at the time, but tonight he had books of old Irish poems out on the table and was busy marking some of them as if he were a boy back at school. And talking about boys back at school, Michael had recovered his good temper and even apologized to her for being short with her earlier. A misunderstanding, he had said humbly.
She saw John take his wife’s hand and bring it to his lips when he thought nobody was looking. The way they smiled at each other gave her a lump in her throat. For the first time for a long while she thought of the man who had let her down and wondered what it would have been like to have him take her hand like that. Then she put the thought out of her mind and concentrated on being charming, which frightened the farmers more than anything she had done so far.




Chapter XVIII

“Wasn’t it odd that the Meaghers left so quickly?” Loretto said.
“Oh I don’t know, they got a chance of a place in Dublin, a small lock-up shop, and Patrick paid them a good price for the shop in Bridge Street. It was all for the best to go quickly. She’s never been the same since poor Frank died.”
Kate had congratulated herself several times on the amazing foresight she had had in telling Mrs. Meagher to hang on for a bit, something was bound to happen. And hadn’t she been right! Imagine Patrick O’Neill wanting a small place in the center of town. It had solved the Meaghers’ problems at a stroke.
Loretto was still musing. “She’ll have the divil of trouble with that strap of Teresa in Dublin. If she was able to run wild in Mountfern, imagine what she’ll get up to in Dublin.”
Kate didn’t agree. “She may have done all her running wild, she could be about to settle down for a bit now, have a quiet period for a change.”
Loretto looked at her in wonder. “Isn’t that extraordinary, Kate. Her mother said almost the very same thing to me herself.”
   “Would Dara be insulted if I offered her some material to have a dress made?” Rachel asked Kate.
“Insulted? She’d grab it out of your hands. But you can’t be giving them things. You’re too generous as it is.”
“No truly, I have lovely bits of material, really nice pieces of fabric. They’re samples, some of them are for drapes or wall hangings—furnishing fabrics. But they’re quite elegant enough for a skirt or a dress.”
“Well wouldn’t she love it!”
Kate was never without something in her hands these days—if it wasn’t the table napkins it was tray cloths. They were sitting companionably in the green room. The summer was almost with them, and the weather was warm enough for the two glass doors to be left wide open.
Carrie served tea on a trolley, another gift from Rachel; she said she had ordered some for the hotel. Kate hoped she was telling the truth; sometimes she thought that Rachel disguised her generosity by pretending it was some cast-off from the hotel.
“Am I imagining it or is Carrie thickening around the waist?” Kate whispered.
“You are imagining it.” Rachel pealed with laughter. “My goodness, what a suspicious mind you have. Perhaps Carrie and Jimbo just sit and talk when they’re out together.”
“Not very likely,” Kate said dismissively. “But you’re right, I mustn’t start fancying things.”
“Is anything worrying you? Anything apart from Carrie?”
“No.” It was not very convincing.
“I don’t mean to pry,” said Rachel.
“I’d tell you if it was sensible.” Kate sounded as if she were ashamed of herself.
“Worries are rarely sensible.” Rachel smiled.
“I’ll tell you. I worry a bit about Dara and Kerry. I get this feeling that Kerry is a bit … well, a bit dangerous.”
“I worry about Kerry too,” Rachel said unexpectedly. “And I think Kerry is very dangerous.”
The two women sat, heads close together, sewing forgotten, and sighed over the impossible situation. The more that Dara was warned against him the more attractive he would be to her. And if Kate were to put difficulties in his way about meeting her daughter, he would enjoy the challenge and come home more often still from his Donegal posting to move heaven and earth in pursuit of Dara.
 

 
Jacinta White told Dara that Mrs. Fine was the mistress of Mr. O’Neill. They had been lovers for years in America. Jacinta knew this on the highest authority. She said that Liam didn’t believe it because he didn’t really understand mistresses and lovers. But it was true.
Dara, who thought it was indeed true from the days when Grace had told her of their fears that Mrs. Fine might become their stepmother, denied it utterly.
“You’re full of drama, Jacinta,” she said, defending her own friend Grace from having a wicked father and defending her mother from having a wicked friend.
“And you’re full of airs, Dara, and you haven’t a hope with Kerry O’Neill.”
Jacinta flounced off in a bad humor.
“What’s wrong with Jacinta, why won’t she come with us anymore?” Grace’s eyes were big and innocent.
“Oh, Jacinta’s an eejit, she’s always taking notions over one thing or another.” Dara gave no explanations.
“She’s very jealous of you, of course,” Grace said.
“Of me?” Dara sounded like Maggie now.
“Yes, she likes Tommy and Tommy has time for nobody but you.”
“Oh that’s not true. Is it?” Dara was pleased.
“Michael tells me that Tommy writes your name all the time on his notebooks at school. Michael says he writes mine, but he says Dara is interleaved with all those celtic letters—you know, on the front of notebooks.”
“Heavens.” Dara wasn’t quite sure what to say. It was nice to be someone fêted on the cover of exercise books, as Grace herself was. But it was not Tommy Leonard that she wanted writing her name.
“I wish I was really really beautiful like you are, Grace,” Dara said suddenly.
Grace stared at her in amazement. “But you are much more beautiful than I am.” She seemed to be burningly sincere. “I’ve only got a round chocolate-box face, I look like that silly boy blowing bubbles in the picture up in the Grange. I have no looks, you are the one with the gorgeous face … Dara you must know that. Kerry was saying …”
“What was he saying?” Dara was eager.
“He was saying that,” Grace said.
“How did he say it, I mean what was it exactly …?”
“Just that.” Grace couldn’t see any need to dawdle on what Kerry, who was only her brother, said “And you look terrific when you have a suntan, Dara, you look great. I look as if I have a skin disease if I stay out in the sun.”
There was going to be no more about what Kerry had said and when he had said it. Dara hadn’t much pride, but she had too much pride to ask again.
   He was home the next weekend.
“Fair and square. Permission and everything.” He grinned at his father, and to Grace’s pleasure Father smiled back.
Things were definitely better these days.
“How do we spend Saturday?” Kerry asked his sister when Father had gone off to the hotel. Patrick O’Neill didn’t work office hours, he worked a great deal too many hours for Brian Doyle’s taste.
“Oh good, are you going to be around?”
“Well yes. I think so.”
“Michael and I are going fishing. I’ve gotten rather good at it lately.” Grace giggled a bit. “We cycle off for miles and find really quiet places.” She looked down and up again and caught Kerry’s eye.
He wasn’t smiling.
“You are sensible aren’t you, Grace?”
She pretended not to understand.
“Oh very. Anyway the places we go, the river isn’t dangerous. It’s narrow and shallow, usually.”
“That’s not what I mean.”
“Oh.”
“Father’s not going to look after you, as long as he has his folly …”
“Why do you call it that? You used to love Fernscourt.”
“Someone has to. You’re very young, Grace, it would be terrible if you made a silly mistake.”
“No, Kerry, I wouldn’t.”
“But it’s different for boys. Does Michael respect you, or does he take advantage of you?”
“We just kiss a bit. That’s all.” Grace looked down again.
“That had better be all, and don’t go to far-away places to kiss. Listen to me, Grace, I know what I’m talking about. Michael’s only a kid but he could make you do something … something foolish.”
“No, it’s not like that …” She wished the conversation would end.
Just then there was a ring at the door. Miss Hayes didn’t go immediately so Grace seized the opportunity.
It was Rachel Fine.
Kerry looked annoyed.
“I’m sorry, but Father has gone up to Fernscourt,” he said, barely politely, when Grace had ushered Mrs. Fine into the room.
“I’m very sure he has.” Rachel smiled pleasantly. “He was always an early worker, and all days of the week. No, I didn’t come to see your father, Kerry. I came to visit with Miss Hayes.”
Kerry smiled at her as if this were the way things should be. Rachel Fine was welcome in the lodge if she had only come to talk to the help.
   Olive Hayes had spoken once or twice before to Mrs. Fine—a very pleasant woman, she had always thought. A Jewess they said, and a lady friend of Mr. O’Neill, but there had never been any impropriety in this house and not in Loretto Quinn’s either. She was surprised to see her come into the kitchen.
“Patrick has told me how well you run this household for him, Miss Hayes, and perhaps I am speaking out of turn when I ask you if you have enough free time to make a few simple summer dresses.”
“For you, Mrs. Fine? I’d not be able to make anything good enough for you.”
Rachel smiled easily. “No, I won’t ask you to take on my complicated figure, Miss Hayes, you would have nightmares trying to get anything to hang straight on me. I meant for some of the girls, for Dara Ryan, Maggie Daly …”
“Make dresses for them …”
“Yes, I’ve been told that you’re the dressmaking genius of Mountfern …”
Rachel took out two lengths of silky material—one copper-colored, one in a clear aquamarine. They were beautiful fabrics.
Miss Hayes ran her hand lovingly under the folds. “Oh, these are too good altogether for children, Mrs. Fine.”
“Suppliers send me samples, Miss Hayes. There’s two and a half yards there in each of them, they’re no use to me and I was thinking that if you could make a dress each for the girls—”
She broke off. Grace was standing at the kitchen door.
“Aren’t they gorgeous,” she said in admiration.
Rachel was pleasant. “I have all these pieces, Grace, and I was asking Miss Hayes if I could persuade her to make dresses for Dara and Maggie. Miss Hayes is very gifted. She made a wedding dress last year that was the talk of the town, Loretto told me.”
Olive Hayes looked very pleased.
“I didn’t know that.” Grace was interested.
“Oh, I do a bit now and then in the afternoons.” Miss Hayes was as pleased as punch.
“So if you and I could come to an agreement about a fee, do you think …”
“It would be a pleasure, Mrs. Fine.”
Grace fingered the copper silk weave. “Who’s this for?”
“It’s for Maggie, it’s the exact color of her hair.”
“Is it?”
“Yes, it will look quite lovely on her. This is for Dara.”
“Do they know, or is it a surprise?” Grace had heard nothing about it.
“They know that I was coming to see Miss Hayes, and they’ve seen the fabric.”
“Heavens,” Grace said.
“I’ve plenty more, Grace, if you …”
“I didn’t mean to ask.”
“No, and I’m sure Miss Hayes …”
“I’d love to make something for Grace, but she has such expensive clothes already, I didn’t like to …”
None of them were finishing their sentences but there was already an easy friendship between the three.
Kerry could see this when he came out to see what was happening. And his handsome face frowned slightly.
   Sister Laura didn’t know that there was such an interest in clothes, but she did realize that there wasn’t sufficient interest in work. And she was disappointed that she couldn’t drum up any greater enthusiasm about these exchanges with little French girls. All the families would have to find was the fare, and Lord knew they were well able to find money for other things like drink and television sets.
Sister Laura wished that she’d had such opportunities when she was young. Nobody ever went anywhere then. She had always wanted to see the great cathedral of Notre Dame in Paris, and go to Chartres. Girls had so many chances today. And an easy life too! No school on Saturdays now. Sister Laura’s lips were pursed about that. It was better far when they had lessons right up to lunchtime, and this new way made the weekend far too long, they got up to all kinds of mischief.
Dr. White had urged Sister Laura to take more exercise and get more fresh air. Dutifully she took a Saturday constitutional through Coyne’s wood, down to River Road, along up Bridge Street and back to the convent by the Protestant church and graveyard.
In Coyne’s wood she found Dara Ryan sitting on a stile watching eagerly to see who came through the trees. The child seemed disappointed—even dismayed—to see her teacher.
Down by the river bank she saw Grace O’Neill—holding hands, no less—with Dara’s twin brother. They were much too young to be at that class of thing. Sister Laura barked a greeting at them that made them drop hands hastily.
When she called into Daly’s for a cream cake—which Dr. White had told her should form no further part of her diet—Sister Laura was met by a saga of complaints about little Maggie who, according to her mother, had taken up with the foreign woman and was spending all her waking hours admiring herself in the mirror. Across the road from Daly’s was Dr. White’s. Sister Laura quickened her step and lowered her eyes in case she might catch the doctor’s observant eye and he would read the cream cake written in her guilty face. Instead she saw Jacinta swinging on the gate and for once anxious for a chat.
Jacinta said that it was great to see nuns being normal now, and eating cream buns. Everything had gotten much better since the Vatican Council.
Sister Laura realized she had a mustache of cream on her face and pounded up Bridge Street in a very bad temper, thinking that fifteen-year-old girls in 1966 were a severe cross to have to bear.
She was glad she had not been called to the Married State. It was quite enough to have to deal with them in the classroom.
   Kerry came through the wood and smiled easily.
“Well this is a lovely thing to discover in the woods on a summer day.”
“Hello Kerry.”
“Is that all you have to say to me?” He slid his arms around her but she wriggled out of them.
“What is it? Don’t you like me?”
“I like you well enough.”
“So what’s with all the hard-to-get nonsense, then?”
“I’m not being hard to get, it’s just that I haven’t seen you for a while, I thought it would be nice to talk, you know, rather than … straight away.”
“Sure, let’s talk.” He sat down on the ground and stroked her foot. “Could we talk about your ankles, for one thing? They’re very beautiful …”
“Oh, please.” Dara was at a total loss.
“Why don’t you like me to admire you?” He looked genuinely bewildered.
“Because … because it’s like as if you’re not admiring me as a person, it’s only an ankle or a mouth or whatever.” She looked troubled.
“Oh Dara, that’s not so, if you must know I like you as a person. You are totally special. I’ve told you that so many times.”
“No you haven’t, we haven’t talked much at all, you and I.”
“You’re right!” he said, grinning broadly. “We haven’t talked nearly enough. I think about you so much, that’s what makes me think we did talk much more than we have. Will you come and walk with me, we’ll walk through here and down to the river, and honestly”—he held both his hands up in the air—“no touching, promise.”
Dara felt very silly, but it did look like a sort of a victory.
“That would be nice,” she said and leaped from the stile.
Kerry got up lithely from his sitting position without putting his hands on the ground.
“That was clever,” Dara admired.
“Oh come on, anyone can do that,” Kerry challenged.
“Maybe, but you had your legs crossed.”
“Go on, try it.”
Dara sat down on the mossy ground and crossed her legs. “Let me see, what did you do?” She automatically kept trying to put her hands on the ground.
Kerry stood looking at her, laughing.
“It’s not nearly as easy as you make it look.” Dara was cross.
“Here, I’ll sit down beside you and show you.”
But when Kerry sat down beside her they were very close.
He looked at her flushed face.
He bent a little closer to her.
Dara bit her lip with indecision.
“It’s very easy,” Kerry said. He put his head slightly to one side and smiled at her.
“I don’t think I’m going to be able to do it …” Dara said.
“Oh, I think you are,” Kerry said. His face was closer still but he made no move to hold her.
She moved toward him. Their lips brushed lightly.
Kerry pulled back slightly. “No hands,” he said triumphantly, showing both hands as he had done before.
But it didn’t matter now. Their lips were together and nobody was working out technical details like that.
   Kate was impatient that evening.
“Dara, where on earth were you? You look as if you rolled around on the ground, you’re so full of leaves and dirt.”
It was so precisely what Dara had been doing that she got a shock, but she realized her mother was on a different track.
“Really and truly you twins are like tinkers. When you see how neat and clean Grace looks, and even Maggie has smartened herself up a lot. I don’t know what we’re all working our fingers to the bone earning money to dress you pair for, we might as well buy the clothes and just rub them in the ground.”
“I’m sorry,” Dara said automatically.
“No, you’re not. Where were you anyway?”
This was the question she had been trying to avoid.
“Oh, Michael will explain, I’d better go and have a wash,” she said, and ran off.
Minutes later Michael burst into her room “That was beautiful,” he said furiously. “Why did you have to do that?”
Dara giggled. “I’m sorry, I couldn’t think of anything else. What did you say?”
“I said we were down playing on the towpath. Where all the brambles were. You should have warned me.”
Dara was sitting on her bed hugging her knees.
“I think that if we’re going to spend this summer with the O’Neill family in different parts of the forest we should think up a story and stick to it,” she said.
“Were you with Kerry?” he asked.
“Of course.” She looked triumphant.
“Gosh, Dara. What were you doing?”
“Never mind!”
“You’d better be careful. Kerry’s very old, and experienced.”
“I know.”
“You’re awfully silly when you put on that face. You think you sound grown-up and clever, but in fact you sound silly. Like Jacinta when she’s having one of her awful moods.”
“You should hear what you sound like sometimes—Grace says, Grace thinks, Grace always believes, Grace was wondering … Like a record stuck and going on over and over.”
“I don’t,” Michael said. “Do I?” he asked anxiously after a minute.
“A bit. Listen, let’s not have a fight about it. Mam’s on the warpath. The main thing is to keep the peace.”
“Sure.” Michael was distracted. “Does everyone else notice, about my mentioning Grace I mean?”
“No.”
“Grace always says that I believe people too easily, I get taken in,” Michael said.
   Miss Purcell had a problem. Old Mr. Slattery had once said there was no problem that could not be solved by walking along by the river. Canon Moran said that God often spoke to the heart in peaceful riverside surroundings more clearly than he spoke in the midst of rush and bustle.
Miss Purcell took a riverside walk to try to work out her worry. Should she leave Fergus Slattery and go to work at the presbytery? To leave your post was an act of desertion. That was true. To work for the priests of God was a high calling. That too was true.
To forget the Slattery family who had been good to her for many years would be base ingratitude. To replace Miss Barry would mean that Miss Barry would definitely have to go for treatment to the county home. Would that be a good or a bad thing?
Miss Purcell walked on long and purposefully, hoping to hear some voice that would make things seem clear.
What she did hear among the reeds and rushes was some giggling and laughing. She craned her neck to see what was going on and stepped up to her ankles in water.
She saw two fleeing figures, children she thought. One of them was almost definitely that little O’Neill girl, she couldn’t identify the boy. When she came back bad-tempered, with soaking feet and no decision made, she met Fergus in the hall.
“Really, Miss Purcell, if you go paddling the point is to take off your shoes and stockings,” he said in a mock-reproving voice.
Miss Purcell was in no mood for light hearted banter. “I don’t know what this place is coming to,” she said. “I saw that young O’Neill girl and she’s only a child, up to no good at all, keeping company up in the reeds. She can only be fourteen or fifteen. It’s disgraceful.” Two red spots burned in Miss Purcell’s face.
“Oh a chip off the old block, her father’s the greatest whoremaster for a hundred miles,” Fergus said casually.
“Mr. Slattery, please.” Miss Purcell had never listened to this kind of conversation before and she didn’t intend to now. Unwittingly Fergus had made the decision that no voice had made for her on the river bank. Miss Purcell would spend the autumn of her life with the Clergy. Where she wouldn’t hear words or sentiments like that.
   Kerry had a long weekend, he didn’t have to go back until Monday night he told Dara. He would be able to see her on Sunday and on Monday.
“Don’t come to the pub … I’ll go out and meet you,” Dara said.
“I’m trying to be respectable,” Kerry said. “Do the right thing, ask your parents’ permission and everything. Is that not the way to go?”
“Of course it’s not,” Dara said. “They’d never give their permission for what we do.”
Kerry smiled. “They wouldn’t know.”
“They’d guess. I’ll say I’m going up to the lodge.”
“Whatever you say.”
“And where will I meet you?”
“I’ll come and find you in the wood.”
He did. But only late in the evening. Dara had been waiting, she was upset and annoyed.
“We didn’t make a time,” Kerry said. “We didn’t fix a date and a place, you wouldn’t let me come and pick you up. So what’s all the drama?”
“There’s no drama,” Dara said.
“Good, I hate girls that make a fuss over nothing,” Kerry said.
Dara heard two warnings in that.
One warning. There had been and probably still were plenty of other girls. And also the warning that fussy girls mightn’t last long in the picture.
Dara gave a watery smile.
“Sure, anyway it was nice here. I love this wood, I always have.”
“It’s beautiful in the evening,” Kerry said. “I think it’s one of the loveliest places ever. Imagine Jack Coyne having a wood called after him. I wish we had an O’Neill’s wood.”
“It’s not really Jack’s wood, there have always been Coynes in this part.” Dara didn’t want to give the ferret-faced man from the motor works any part of the mossy, flower-filled place.
Kerry seemed restless. Edgy almost.
“What did you do today?”
He looked at her in surprise. Dara swallowed. It hadn’t been such a terrible question, had it?
“I beg your pardon?” he asked.
“I was just wondering what kind of things you did.” She bit her lip and wished she had let the silence be. It was so hard to talk to him today; yesterday he had been like an angel.
“If you must know I went to a bar way out on the Galway road.”
“A bar. But you don’t drink?”
“No, Miss Curiosity 1966, you are right. I do not drink. But I do play cards and that’s what they were doing there.”
“Cards in a pub on a Sunday?”
“In a back room. Brian Doyle’s brother works there—well, sort of deals cards there. It was great.”
“Did you play for money?”
He paused. As if he were debating something.
“No. Not this time.”
“Will you another time?”
“Yes, no point in it otherwise.”
“Why didn’t you put money on the cards today then?”
“Francis said not to, just to watch, watch him dealing. It was great.”
“Could I come with you next time?”
“No way. I’m even a bit young for this place, they’d think you were a baby in a cradle.”
“I’m pretty grown up.”
“You are very pretty, and very grown up,” Kerry said, slipping an arm around Dara. “So I won’t let them set eyes on you.”
Dara smiled happily. She wriggled out of his arm for a moment as Sheila Whelan walked past, greeting them both briefly.
“I hope she won’t tell,” Dara said.
“What can she tell?” Kerry sounded bored.
She changed the subject. “Did you have woods like this back in America?”
“Not like this. We had trees of course on our property … but it was different from this.”
“Did you walk under the trees?”
“Yes. With my mother, when she was well.”
Even Grace hardly talked about their mother. Dara held her breath a little.
“What was it like?” she asked tentatively.
“It was good. We used to walk in the evenings, and watch the fireflies. You don’t have them here?”
“Fireflies?” asked Dara.
“I’ve never seen any. I wonder why that is.”
“What are they like?”
“Like little points of light, like a million tiny stars.”
“They must be lovely,” Dara breathed.
“It was lovely then, but it all changed. Anyway, it’s silly wanting fireflies when we have so much else here.”
“What have we here?”
“We have some very beautiful girls for one thing.”
“Oh, lots of them is it?” Dara pretended a sense of outrage and started to run off down the slope.
“Yes thousands, but you’re the most beautiful. By far.” He ran after her and caught her easily.
Because Dara wasn’t running very fast.
   Dara Ryan is too young for Kerry O’Neill, Sheila Whelan thought to herself. Far too young. She shouldn’t be up in Coyne’s wood alone with him at this time of the evening.
But Sheila had never told anyone anything about anyone else’s business. And even though it was a fifteen-year-old girl, she felt this sense that she must not interfere.
She wondered, if she had a daughter of her own, what would she like a good friend to do? It was impossible to know.
   Fergus Slattery had a distressing case to cope with. The parents of a fifteen-year-old boy came to him saying that their son had been named as the father of a girl’s baby. It was a matter of a paternity order.
They were stern unblinking people who did not believe such a thing to be possible.
“It couldn’t be done, a child of fifteen to father another child,” the farmer said in bewilderment.
“It could be done all right,” Fergus said. Even though he was twice the boy’s age and had fathered nobody he knew it could indeed be done.
“The girl’s a dirty tramp who lay with half the country,” said the farmer’s wife.
Fergus had already spoken to the terrified schoolboy.
“We’ll get nowhere talking like that. Your son is too young to marry, it’s a simple case of finance. We have to work out what can be fairly paid.”
“You’re not saying that our child is responsible for this girl’s bastard?”
“I’m saying that we’ll save ourselves a heap of trouble if we try to bring it down to pounds, shillings and pence, and keep all the recriminations for your own kitchen around the fire, or even better not have them at all.”
“God knows what you can be thinking about Mr. Slattery, you mustn’t be of this world at all.”
“I’m probably not of this world,” Fergus agreed. His face was grim, what he had been thinking of was Michael Ryan. Suppose by some horrendous ill chance Michael were to father a child of Grace O’Neill’s. What in God’s earth would happen then?
He wondered should he warn Kate Ryan or was it the action of a mad maiden aunt?
   Dr. White called to see Kate as a matter of course and courtesy rather than because he could do anything for her.
He never referred again to her inquiry about whether sexual intercourse would be wise or indeed possible. He was a dour man without great charm but Kate liked him. She trusted him because he never gave her false hopes, and he had always been able to interpret the more flowery pronouncements of consultant doctors at the hospitals, and the specialists she had seen.
“Nothing wrong with you these days except a broken back,” Martin White said in a manner that some would have found offensively direct.
“No, not a thing. That and being the mother of teenagers. It’s a hard old station, isn’t it?”
“Ah, don’t talk to me. We have Jacinta around the house day and night now, a fit of the sulks. Some awful slight or row or something, she has us demented.”
“Oh dear. Who with?” Kate hadn’t heard any of this.
“Your lot I think, and that little one of the Dalys’ and Tommy Leonard. Never mind, it’ll pass, that’s what we keep telling ourselves. The only thing is will we survive it?”
“Oh, I hope Dara and Michael weren’t out of turn with her …”
“You wouldn’t know what it was all about. Jealousy I think, mainly. Jacinta complains that Dara and Michael have fallen in love with the O’Neill children and are wandering around starry-eyed hand in hand, and the old gang as they knew it isn’t the same. Fat lot of time we had for that sort of thing or indeed talking about it, at their age.”
“I thought they all played together still.” Kate’s voice was tinny.
“God, Kate, they may well do. Jacinta would remind you of one of those circular saws when she gets started, I don’t listen half the time.”
Kate allowed him to change the subject.
   At supper the children’s father spoke sternly.
“There’s going to be an end to all this rambling off on your own from now on, you’re all to be where we can keep an eye on you.”
“That would mean being in the bar,” Eddie was quick to protest.
“Shut up, Eddie, not you for once.”
“Why not?” Eddie was outraged.
“I meant not only you, I meant all of you. Dara, Michael, are you listening to me?”
They exchanged glances.
“Where do you go anyway?” their father persisted.
“Here and there,” Michael said.
“Mainly the lodge,” Dara lied.
“That’s odd, your mother had a message from Miss Hayes above in the lodge asking if you could favor her with your presence for a fitting for this dress she’s making you. She hasn’t seen hair nor hide of you up there all weekend, apparently.”
“She must have been in a different part,” Dara mumbled.
“Yes, it’s a huge place all right, four rooms I believe, you’d easily lose a battalion up there.”
John’s face was not amused. He hadn’t liked what Kate had reported to him. The thought of anyone making free with Dara made him feel bile rise in his throat. The fact that Dara was so obviously lying made it quite sure that Dr. White’s information had been correct.
“Where do you want us to be?”
“Where I can call you, by the footbridge, or down by the real bridge at the end of the town.”
“We’re not old enough for the bridge,” Eddie said.
“Get on with your tea, Eddie,” John Ryan said wearily.
“Why’s nobody interested where I’m going to be?” Eddie wanted to know.
   “Do you think he suspected?” Michael asked Grace that evening. They stood on the footbridge while Michael explained the new edict.
“No of course not.”
“I want to be with you, on your own. We’re not doing anything really wrong.”
“We can still be together,” Grace was soothing.
“It’s not together with awful people about.”
“They’re not awful people, they’re our friends.”
“People like John Joe Conway.” Michael was mutinous.
“Don’t be ridiculous, Michael, you’re always imagining that he has some interest in me.”
“Everyone’s interested in you, Grace, we know that, it’s just that John Joe is so coarse, I couldn’t bear him looking at you, touching you …”
“He doesn’t touch me.”
“Looking at you even.”
“That’s crazy to talk like that.”
“I am crazy about you.” He put out his hand toward her.
“Watch it,” Grace said, “we’re in full view of the pub.”
“This is going to be great for the rest of the summer,” said Michael.
   Olive Hayes asked Mrs. Fine to be present for the fittings.
The dresses were all at the same stage—the aquamarine for Dara, a soft rosy pink for Grace and the unusual burnished copper for Maggie.
“Don’t you have another friend, isn’t it Dr. White’s daughter who goes about with you? I could get her some material too,” Rachel offered.
“Jacinta. Oh, she’d love that,” Maggie said.
“She doesn’t deserve it,” Dara said sternly, remembering Jacinta’s view of Mrs. Fine as a mistress.
“Come on, Dara. Don’t be mean. We’re all having a dress, why not Jacinta?” Grace was always generous.
Rachel looked at the beautiful blonde daughter of frail Kathleen O’Neill and Patrick. She had always felt the child was withdrawn and hostile toward her until recently. Now Grace was looking at her delightedly as if she were her closest friend.
“Could you suggest it to her, Mrs. Fine? We had a sort of falling out with Jacinta. Could you tell her about the dresses? It would mend things again.”
“Oh please, Mrs. Fine,” Maggie asked.
“What do you think, Dara? I’d need to have everyone’s point of view.”
“I think Jacinta’s being silly. But Grace is right, and if you said it she couldn’t snarl and take offense.”
“All right.” Rachel was pleasant about it. “I’ll stop by the house, I have an excuse anyway.” It was true. Rachel wanted to ask Dr. White if it would be too tiring for Kate to go on a shopping trip to Dublin with her. She felt her friend needed a break away from the pub and the worry about the new café.
“This needs to be lifted a little here, do you think, Mrs. Fine?”
Miss Hayes didn’t want to take any initiatives. She held the fabric in place where she was going to put the little dart that would shape it.
The others looked at Maggie Daly’s small thin shoulders and her little pointed breasts seen to their best advantage.
“You look great, Maggie,” Dara said spontaneously. “You look totally different to usual.”
Maggie saw only the compliment, she didn’t want to believe it. “You’re only saying that,” she said.
“Why would I say it? Doesn’t she?”
Grace was looking at her wordlessly. “Honestly Maggie, it’s extraordinary, you look like a painting.”
Maggie clasped her hands together and pulled them apart in delighted embarrassment. It was as if she were clapping.
“I’ll never be able to thank you enough, Mrs. Fine, imagine there being this bit of curtain just the right color.”
“I know, isn’t it extraordinary!” Rachel marveled, thinking of the hours she had spent in the material departments of Brown Thomas and Switzer’s looking for the exact shade.
“You’re terrific, Mrs. Fine,” Grace said, delighted that Maggie was getting the Cinderella treatment.
Rachel looked at the beautiful daughter of the man she loved and knew she must not say anything that would threaten this new friendship.
“It makes a very nice change for me to see three good-looking girls getting dressed up than to see yards and yards of wall coverings, and to work out why half the bedroom carpets are one shade and half are different when they were all meant to have come from the same batch. This is the fun part here, I assure you.”
She mustn’t give them any hint about how it was the only part. This and her conversations with Kate Ryan.
Why else was she in this town? She felt that she and Patrick were miles apart. Further than they had ever been, even when they were on different sides of the ocean.
   Jacinta White didn’t want a dress.
“I don’t have to follow everyone else, be a copycat,” she said.
“I think you’re right. Anyway you look good in those pants.”
Jacinta looked down at her jeans and boots in surprise. “What?” she said suspiciously.
“I was never able to wear anything like that—slacks, trousers, pants, whatever you call it. My bottom was too big. I always wanted to, though.”
Jacinta would not be won so easily.
“Oh, I haven’t much time for clothes,” she said loftily.
“Sensible of you. Anyway, it’s always there if you want it.”
“Thank you, but I haven’t time for fittings and choosing and all that sort of stuff.”
Rachel saw the aching loneliness of a fifteen-year-old who had fallen out of the pack. She knew that any more persuasion would result in further refusals.
“Maggie and Grace were saying that they wanted you to have a dress too. But don’t be dragged in if you don’t want to.” Rachel prepared to leave.
“I bet Dara didn’t want me to have a dress. Dara’s a pain in the neck, she thinks Tommy Leonard is her little slave. It would sicken you.”
“I think Dara did want you to share in all these remnants, actually, and I definitely heard that she fancied Kerry O’Neill rather than Tommy Leonard.”
“Well, she’s out of her mind fancying Kerry O’Neill, he’s far too old for her, and he has girlfriends all over the place. You don’t have any material that would make jeans, do you?”
It was very ungracious.
“No, but what I do have that might be nice is a bit of leather fringe. We could put some on your shirt and some on your boots.”
“On the boots?”
“Yes, isn’t there a man up in Foley’s who does shoe repairs? If we asked him nicely he could stitch some of this fringe onto the top of the boots.”
“And you would give it to me, would you?”
“With pleasure,” Rachel smiled.
Fringes on her shirts and her boots, that would make Tommy Leonard sit up and wipe the smile out of Dara’s eye, Jacinta thought.
“I’ll come along with you now and get it,” she said in case Mrs. Fine might change her mind.
   Patrick was in Meagher’s with Brian Doyle organizing the changes.
The place was going to be a small office and travel agency.
He would employ just one person, who would arrange tours for the guests and do any other business that Mountfern might need.
He saw Rachel coming down Bridge Street with that sulky child Jacinta, the daughter of the gloomy doctor fellow.
Patrick was about to go over to them but he stopped himself.
In front of this child they would have to behave as near-strangers. They would have to play a role.
Was it worth it? There were so many of these non-conversations all day. What was the point of another? He stopped just on the door way of the shop and turned back in again. Rachel saw him, and her heart felt cold. He had actually gotten to the stage of avoiding her now.
   “Kerry?”
“Yes Mr. Hill?”
“A word if I may?”
“Of course.”
“My own sons don’t listen to my advice, you probably don’t listen to your father. That’s the way things are, always have been possibly.”
Kerry held his head politely on one side, waiting for the old man to come to the point. He was working in the bar this week, and liking it. The summer business was beginning to build up and Kerry was an easy conversationalist, people got on well with him.
Dennis Hill looked at him without speaking for a few seconds.
“That crowd who were in last night, McCann, Burns, those …”
“Yes Mr. Hill?”
“They’re not the class for this hotel. Too rough. They don’t fit.”
“Are they barred?”
“Of course they’re not barred. They were never here before, they came to see you. They’re from Derry.”
Kerry’s eyes narrowed slightly. The old man noticed more than he thought.
“Yes, I did meet them outside the hotel, I thought it was good to ask them to come in and swell the crowd. But if you think they’re not the right kind of guests, I won’t encourage them to come back here. Is that what you’d like me to do?” The insolence was well hidden, you’d have to dig deep to find it. But it was there.
“No, I don’t mind if they come in or not, we’re well able to move people on if they’re difficult, don’t worry about that. It’s you I’m thinking about.”
“Me?”
“You. They’re a rough crowd. I don’t mean their accents or the way they dress. I mean what they do.”
“What do they do?”
“A good question. A very good question. Nothing you could describe too well, or put down in the space on your passport where it wants to know your occupation.”
“I think they’re in business.”
“Yes, that’s what I think too. Mainly criminal business.”
“Oh Mr. Hill …”
“Some of it’s just on the right side of things, but only some of it and only just.”
“So?”
“So. I’m warning you about them. You need take no notice, you might appreciate having your card marked. You might just wish that I’d clear off and shut up.”
“No, Mr. Hill, I appreciate your advice.”
“Which means to hell with your advice. All right Kerry, I’ve done my duty. Now about your holidays. Would you like to take off now before we get really busy in July and August?”
Kerry got the feeling that the old man was sending him away from his new friends. He was about to make an excuse and then he thought of Mountfern in the sunshine, and the sparkling river and the beautiful little Dara waiting like a fruit to be plucked.
“That’s very nice of you, Mr. Hill, and I’ll think about what you said.”
“I’m sure you will Kerry,” Dennis Hill sighed.
Kerry went out with Tony McCann and Charlie Burns that night to play cards. He was luckier than he had been before. Or was the advice of Francis Doyle, Brian’s pisspot brother, really working? Anyway he would be going back to Mountfern with a billfold full of pound notes and fivers.
   Patrick told John and Kate that young people’s lives were like a holiday camp nowadays. There was his Kerry being offered three weeks’ holiday from Hill’s hotel. Kerry was buying a car no less, imagine it. Not nineteen years of age, and he had everything he wanted.
“Isn’t that why you killed yourself working, so that your children could have everything they wanted?” Kate asked him.
“I suppose so.” Patrick was doubtful.
“Well it certainly was,” John said. “What else would any of us do anything for, if we didn’t have the next lot coming after us to provide for?”
“What would you do if you hadn’t a family and children?” Patrick asked with interest.
“I think I’d put a pack on my back and wander off around the world talking to people about this and that, as it took my fancy.”
“Like Papers Flynn,” Kate scoffed.
“I’d go further afield than Papers, but that’s what I’d do.” John was adamant.
“You would not!” Kate flashed. “Even if he had none of us trailing out of him, he’d still stand here looking at his river.”
She wanted to find out Kerry’s plans for his holiday at home. She didn’t like the sound of the car, she felt it might be used to spirit Dara to places well beyond the jurisdiction.
“Won’t Kerry find it very quiet for him here? Playing with youngsters?” Her eyes were innocent. But she swore that Patrick saw what she was getting at.
“I’ll keep an eye on him as much as I can,” he promised.
“Perhaps he’ll go off to other parts of the country. Specially if he gets a car?” Kate was hopeful.
“No, I’ve a feeling that he sees a lot of attraction here. Still, as I said, we’ll make sure that he doesn’t get too carried away.”
He had said nothing, and he had said everything.
Kate gave a little shiver of fear.
   “I wish there could be another party,” Maggie said.
“Why don’t you ask your family if you could have one? There’s plenty of room in your house,” Dara said.
Maggie rolled her eyes. “Us have a party! It’s on our knees saying the thirty days prayer tacked on to the rosary and ending up with a trip to devotions. That’s my mother’s idea of a good evening.”
The others giggled. Maggie seemed to have much more confidence these days. She apologized less, she was even joining in the swimming from the bridge. Maggie used to be shy to be seen down in the middle of town in her bathing suit; nowadays she would sit and laugh with the others, not self-conscious anymore.
The old raft they had made way back, which had floated down to the bridge, became their center of activities. They used it to dive from. Sometimes they piled boxes up on it to make a higher diving platform. Tommy Leonard could dive from the bridge itself. He was like a swallow, Dara said admiringly, he just seemed to swoop down. The rest of them bent their legs or belly flopped.
Only Tommy, John Joe Conway and Jacinta were any good diving from the bridge, they were the undoubted champions.
Gradually Jacinta had come back into things. She couldn’t stay away anymore, the fun had moved to the bridge at the end of the street where she lived. This was the summer they were old enough for the bridge, there was no way Jacinta would stay out of things.
And being so athletic was an advantage. It was no use when you were at the pictures or being watched parading up and down Bridge Street, but it was marvelous when you were the only girl who could dive from the wall of the bridge and when Tommy Leonard admired you.
   “Do you mind if I buy a car from Jack Coyne? I know you and he don’t get on,” Kerry said.
“How have you enough money to buy a car?”
“We said there would be no discussion about money, ever again.”
“No, we said there would be no discussion about stealing unless it happened again.”
“Well it hasn’t.”
There was a silence.
“I won it up north.”
Patrick nodded. “Very well. Now about Coyne, he’s a mean, dishonest little shit, but Rachel warned me against alienating locals, however unlikable. Go ahead. Watch out that it’s a real car, mind. Make sure he doesn’t sell you a lemon.”
“No, he’ll be so anxious to get into your good books he’ll give me a fantastic bargain.” Kerry grinned.
Patrick smiled too. This was good thinking. That is exactly what Jack Coyne would do. How sensible his son was to capitalize on it.
“You might find that the pattern has changed a bit this summer,” he said.
“Changed in what way?”
“Not so much wandering off on your own, it looks like, everyone swimming by the bridge.”
“Well, I’ll have a car, that should change the pattern a bit more.”
“You might find a bit of resistance along the way. Dara Ryan’s mother for one.” Patrick spoke lightly.
Kerry was sunny. “That’s no problem, there are plenty of other girls to take for drives. And anyway I like swimming too.”
He smiled at his father as if there weren’t a problem in the world.
   Loretto Quinn told Rachel that Jack Coyne was like the cat that got the cream. The young O’Neill boy had said he would like to buy a second-hand car from him. Jack Coyne had sped off to the town in high excitement. He said he was going to find a little honey of a little car for the boy. Loretto hadn’t known him as pleased for years.
“He calls in here a lot. Is he an admirer do you think?” Rachel asked.
Loretto pealed with laughter. “Jack Coyne an admirer? Lord, all that man ever admired was a roll of fivers. But it’s very flattering of you to think I might have a caller, Mrs. Fine.”
“You’re a fine woman, Loretto. Why wouldn’t you have callers and admirers?”
“Ah, Mrs. Fine, you’ve improved me but not that much. Not in a place like this. Anyway I wouldn’t want them, I’m happy as I am. Much happier since you came.”
Rachel was pleased. Even if she had to resign herself that her coming to Mountfern had not achieved its aim, at least she could console herself that she had done a lot to help the women and girls of the place. Rachel was reading about the women’s liberation that seemed to be sweeping the States at the moment. Not much of it had found its way to Mountfern. But she was definitely helping to improve the quality of life for a few of the female citizens of the place anyway.
   Maggie Daly hung up her new dress all by itself on the back of her door. She didn’t want to put it in the wardrobe in case it got crushed. And anyway she couldn’t see it in the wardrobe.
She wondered what Kitty would say about it. Kitty was coming home for a weekend.
   Kerry’s car was red and had an open roof. It wasn’t quite a sports car but it was almost.
He took Grace for a lap of honor up and down Bridge Street, turning neatly in front of the Classic Cinema, which nearly gave Declan Morrissey a heart attack as he thought the boy was through the cinema doors. Grace’s hair, blown by the wind, stood like a halo around her head. Michael fixed a smile on his face and wished with such intensity that it hurt him physically that he was old enough to drive, that he had the money to buy a white sports car and that he and Grace could drive around Mountfern like that.
Dara fixed a smile on her face as she sat beside Maggie on the wall of the bridge.
She wished with an intensity that hurt her that she could be sitting where Grace was and that Kerry and she would do one more tour of the town and then drive off for miles in the beautiful car. She wished that her hair curled under and that she had her ears pierced. Then she would be truly happy.
   Father Hogan and Canon Moran were taking a walk when they saw the red car. They were about to cluck at each other and say that Mr. O’Neill really spoiled his children and gave a bad example when the car stopped.
“Do you want to test it out? I only have it an hour.” Kerry sounded excited.
“Test it out?”
“I’ll take you for a test ride.”
The priests looked at each other in amazement. Nobody had ever offered them anything so racy.
“Us?” Canon Moran croaked in disbelief.
“Yes Canon, one at a time, it only seats two.”
“It’s very nice of you, Kerry … but my old bones.”
There was naked longing on Father Hogan’s face.
“What about you, Father, you’ll risk it won’t you?”
“Aren’t you very good to be bothering with the clergy …” Grace had gotten out and was holding the door open, Father Hogan had gathered up the skirts of his soutane and settled himself in.
“But of course I bother with the clergy, Father Hogan, aren’t they the most important people in town?” Kerry smiled and slipped through the gears to roar off with Father Hogan in the passenger seat.
   It was a warm evening, warm enough to come back to the bridge and swim again after tea.
At seven o’clock they gathered there again.
Jacinta did some spectacular dives. This was the first time Kerry had seen them, he was full of praise. Jacinta was gruff and red with delight. She looked at Tommy Leonard to see whether he had noticed. But Tommy’s eyes were wide. Maggie was approaching in her new dress. She looked quite different to the Maggie they all knew.
“I didn’t know we were going to wear them now, I thought we’d wait till there was something special,” Dara grumbled.
“What will there be special?” Maggie asked.
“You look like a picture,” Michael said.
“That’s exactly what I told her,” Grace said eagerly.
“Hey, you’re even more dazzling than your big sister,” Kerry said.
Dara felt plain and foolish.
Mam had been watching her like a hawk—where are you going, what are you doing, will you be with Michael? It was maddening Just as she was coming out Mam had told her not to be dressing up like as if she was going to a ball, so she wore her striped tee shirt and the plain blue skirt.
She felt like a deck chair in the outfit, canvas and stripes. Who would look at her? And here was Maggie with her hair all brushed and shimmering and reminding Kerry of Kitty up in Dublin.
The light went out of the evening for Dara. Hands in the pockets of her dull plain skirt, she turned away. The others were so busy admiring Maggie they hardly noticed.
Dara began to walk toward River Road. There was nothing here for her, every moment she stayed just pointed out how dull she was. She couldn’t do dives like Jacinta, she wasn’t lovely like Grace was or Maggie was turning out to be. She was boring old wooden Dara.
She had turned into River Road and was nearly at Jack Coyne’s when she realized Maggie was running after her.
“Why won’t you stay?”
“What do you care?”
“We were having fun, weren’t we?” Maggie asked anxiously.
“Oh Maggie, can’t you ever make up your mind about anything?” Dara snapped.
Maggie looked at her, dismayed.
“You’re so weak. You don’t even know whether we were having fun or not. You ask me were we? I don’t know about you. I wasn’t, so I came home. But at least I know. You never know.”
“What don’t I know?”
“See!” Dara was triumphant. “You don’t know if you’d like an ice cream, you don’t know if you’d like a trip in Kerry’s car, you don’t know if you want to swim or to wear a bathing cap. You don’t know anything.”
“What did I do, Dara?” wailed poor Maggie after Dara’s back.
Dara didn’t even turn around, she just shouted over her shoulder. “You did nothing. You never do anything. That’s just the point.”
Maggie stood stricken on the river bank, Dara stormed home and threw herself on her bed to cry.
Mary came up and knocked on the door. “Your mother would like you to go to her room and talk to her.”
“Tell her I’m in bed.”
“Dara. Please. Your mother sent me up specially.”
“I’m in bed, I’m not going down.”
“She can’t come up.”
There was a silence.
“So please, Dara, will you come down?”
The door opened and Dara’s tear-stained face appeared. “That’s the most cruel blackmail I ever heard. Reminding me that Mam can’t ever get up the stairs. How mean and unfair.” She stormed past Mary and nearly took the hinges off the door of her mother’s green room.
Mary sighed. It went against her principles to say that boys were easier around the house than girls at this age. But maybe it was because women were so much more sensitive.
   “Yes?” Dara stood inside the door she had just banged.
“I was wondering if you could help me.”
“Do what?”
“To think of a name for our café. We will have to get it painted for one thing and then if we call it something we can start painting that on trays and perhaps even embroidering it on aprons.”
Dara looked at Kate as if her mother had gone mad.
“I don’t care what you call it,” she said.
“You’ll be looking at it for a long time.”
“Not necessarily,” Dara said.
“Well, even if you’re going to leave home, you might want to have a say in what the café is called.”
“No, Mam, honestly I don’t. I’m not being rude, I don’t mind what name you choose.” She made as if to go.
“Ryan’s Ridiculous Café, maybe?” Kate tried. “Ryan’s Rubbishy Café, Ryan’s Wreck of a Café. Ryan’s Roadhouse.” She pretended to be considering each of them. Dara couldn’t raise a smile even.
“Could you sit down do you think?”
“No Mam, if you don’t mind … I’d prefer to go to bed.”
“It’s not eight o’clock, you’re the one who told me not two hours ago that it was inhuman to ask people to be home by ten o’clock. Do you remember?”
“Yes.”
“Is there anything I can do? Anything at all.”
“No. No there isn’t, really. Thanks all the same.”
“Dara?”
“Yes.”
“I asked you to come down because I love you, no other reason, I love you with all my heart and I don’t want you to be unhappy. I know it’s not much use just to have me loving you, but it might be a help sometime, so just remember it will you?” Kate smiled at her and continued, “No, of course you don’t need to sit here anymore. I got lonely too sitting by myself and I thought it might work if you came and sat with me, we might get less lonely. But it didn’t work. Off you go to bed. Good night now, love.”
“You’ll think of a name.”
“Yes I will, or you will or someone will.”
“Why does it have to have a name at all?”
“I’m not sure,” Kate said. “Rachel thinks it would stick in people’s minds more. You know the way they like things to be defined—Emerald Isle, Land of Shamrocks. I suppose we’re the same with other places, we think of Spain and we think of castanets.”
“You could call it Shamrock Café,” Dara said.
“Ryan’s Shamrock Café,” Kate said slowly. “That might do.”
“Good night Mam.”
“Good night my love.”
Dara longed to rush back and throw herself into her mother’s arms, but it would have meant too many tears and trying to explain what she was crying about. So she resisted it and went back upstairs to the window seat, where she sat and watched the sun set over the River Fern, and saw Michael walk disconsolately home at five minutes to ten.
Grace flashed by in Kerry’s little red car.
“Were you swimming and all till now?” Dara asked Michael.
“Jacinta said you went off in a sulk. Did you?” he asked.
“Of course not,” Dara lied. “What did everyone do?”
“If you’d stayed you’d have found out,” he said and went into the boys’ room and closed the door.
Dara felt more alone than she had ever felt.
She thought about Mam saying that she loved her. It was a nice thing to say but Mam was right, it wasn’t much use at the moment.
   The next evening they had all made separate resolutions.
Dara was not going to sulk. She wore a red shirt over her black bathing suit, and the silk rose that Kerry had given her on her fifteenth birthday all those months ago behind her ear. She smiled at everyone.
Maggie had decided not to wear her good new dress. It had been overdoing it, they had all gotten annoyed with her somehow. She wore an old Viyella dress that used to belong to Kitty once, it was faded and shrunk now. It made Maggie look about ten.
Jacinta’s father had told her that he was prescribing himself headache remedies because of the continuous whine tone in her voice, so she had resolved to speak more cheerfully.
Michael had decided that it was not the end of the world if John Joe Conway said “Fine girl you are” every time he looked at Grace. And that it only made him look the stupid one if he reacted all the time.
Tommy Leonard had decided that Dara did like him, she wasn’t sighing at him, she was sighing at everything around her.
Liam White thought that he might ask Maggie Daly to the pictures. She was so small he could even get her in for half price as an under twelve.
Grace made a vow to be much nicer to Michael. It was awful for him, his parents had turned into policemen and insisted that they all move in packs. Someone must have seen them. She shuddered to think what her own father would say if anything was reported to him. But then he was so busy and out so much he wouldn’t notice.
They sat swinging their legs on the bridge, the four girls, Dara, Maggie, Grace and Jacinta. The boys perched on their bikes and chatted to them.
Half a dozen others came and went, John Joe Conway with his loutish laugh saying there was nothing to look at since the girls were all covered up.
There was no sign of Kerry.
Then they saw him walking down Bridge Street, the evening sun hitting his golden hair. He looked like a young god as he walked, in his open-necked blue shirt the exact color of his eyes, and his white trousers gleaming. He looked like a cowboy in a Western, the good guy who had come in to save the town. Tonight he did not have the red car—he had left his bike slung casually against the railing of Slattery’s house.
He was coming to join the gang on the bridge. The evening could begin.
   They had never seen Kerry swim in this part of the river. Up beyond the footbridge yes, long ago. But here was more public somehow. Up in the old place with the raft it had never mattered whether you could swim or not, it was wallowing and flapping about in the water from the bank to the raft and back.
But here it was altogether more showy.
They watched as Kerry kicked off his canvas shoes and slipped off his trousers. He was wearing his swimming trunks underneath. He stood in the golden rays of the evening sun, blinking. Then he threw off his blue shirt, and laughed at them.
“It only gets worse thinking about it,” he said as if he were totally unaware that all their eyes were on him. Lean and tanned, golden and confident, he stood on the parapet of the bridge and did one long clean dive into the River Fern.
Tommy Leonard thought gloomily that that was that. There went his only chance of being good at something. Kerry O’Neill turned out to be much better at diving than Tommy. Wouldn’t you know?
Dara looked at Kerry in wonder. He was perched on the raft, the drops of water clinging to his tanned shoulders and arms making him look shimmering. He was so very very handsome and he was smiling straight up at her.
“Come on, Dara, let’s see you do it.”
Without thinking, Dara peeled off her red shirt, took the silk rose carefully from her hair and scrambled up on the wall of the bridge.
“Careful, Dara,” Michael said.
“Move more to the middle,” Tommy Leonard warned.
Dara dived in. She seemed surprised at herself when she surfaced, shaking the water from her face.
“Great stuff,” Kerry said, moving over on the raft to make room for her.
“Very good, keep your legs straight though,” Jacinta called.
“Is it very high?” Grace shouted.
“Not bad, don’t stop and consider it.” Dara laughed.
In her smart stripy bathing suit Grace turned to Michael for advice. “What do you think?”
“Why don’t we go down the side? We can dive from the raft,” he said.
But Grace wanted to do the high dive.
Once up there it looked very far.
“Stop thinking about it!” Dara called.
This was good advice. In a splash Grace was beside them in the water. She looked back up at the bridge.
“I never thought I could dive that far,” she said in wonder.
And so it was that they all managed it. It was the only summer when they were all able to jump or dive from the bridge itself. They all remembered summers years ago when some people went from the high bridge, but there was never a summer surely where everyone was able to do it.
Little Maggie Daly realized that. It looked like a million miles.
“Try a jump first,” Liam White encouraged. “Once you’ve done the jump it’s easy to do the dive.”
“Is it deep enough?” Maggie asked fearfully.
“It’s over twenty feet,” Liam laughed. “That’s enough water for you, Maggie.”
Quivering with determination that she would not be left out, Maggie clambered up onto the wall.
“Hey Maggie, it’s too high for you,” Kerry called.
“Come down the side,” Grace shouted.
Maggie took no notice. She leaped out as far as she could and appeared from the huge splash she had made still quivering. She climbed onto the raft beside Dara and Kerry.
“It’s not that cold,” Kerry said soothingly.
Maggie was shivering not from cold but from fright.
Now they had all done it, even Maggie, and in the evening light, pleased with themselves, they climbed back up again. Dara straightened her legs, Tommy Leonard did a back flip which Kerry said was terrific and insisted on getting Tommy to teach him.
Suddenly Tommy felt important again.
Grace told Michael that she thought he dived better than either Tommy or Kerry because he had more style and less showing off.
Jacinta said they could get a much better angle if only they could have a proper springboard attached to the bridge.
Maggie climbed up again. This time she was going to try a dive. Just as she was poised to go her foot slipped.
Maggie Daly fell at an awkward angle, not into the deep water that flowed under the bridge. But to the side where her head hit the corner of the raft with a sickening crack.
For years afterward they remembered that sound. It was so sharp. It was like the crack of a rifle shot, or of a big twig snapping on the mossy earth up in Coyne’s wood.
And they looked unbelievingly as Maggie lay splayed half in the water and half over the raft.
At a very awkward angle indeed.
It wasn’t the blood coming from the corner of her eye that was so frightening. It was the way Maggie lay.
As if her neck was broken.
They didn’t have to go for Jacinta and Liam’s father. Dr. White heard the screams himself.
He was coming out of the presbytery where he had been talking seriously about Miss Barry’s limited life expectancy if she were allowed to continue in her present ways.
His heart lurched when the sound of panic and crisis reached him. He started to run. As he ran he knew the thought that was going through his head like a refrain was unworthy. Please God let it not be Liam or Jacinta, Please God not Liam or Jacinta. Please God.
   Charlie who worked in Daly’s was coming out of Conway’s pub when he heard the commotion.
Charlie was a man who frightened easily. He ran back into Conway’s and ordered himself a brandy.
“That’s not like you, Charlie,” Mr. Conway said.
“There’s been an accident on the bridge,” Charlie said.
Mr. Conway lifted the flap and ran out from behind the bar.
“Mother of God may it not be John Joe,” he cried, and ran down Bridge Street to see if he could find his big bostoon of a son John Joe, whom he had given three blows in the ear earlier on.
He saw John Joe running up toward him and his face flooded with relief.
John Joe was crying, fighting for words.
“It’s Maggie Daly,” he cried. “They think she’s dead. She can’t be dead, can she?”
   Mr. Daly was given a sedative. Dr. White was able to get him on to a bed and to roll up his sleeve while it was injected into his arm.
Mrs. Daly was different. Her face was white and still. But she was calm to the point of being unnatural.
“It was the will of Our Lord,” she said in a matter-of-fact way. “He wanted Maggie this evening. Tonight she is with our Blessed Lord and his Holy Mother. She is in a better place by far than Mountfern.”
Martin White looked at her angrily. How could a mother be so philosophical? What kind of God would want Maggie by dashing her to her death from a bridge at fifteen years of age with the complete understanding and acquiescence of her mother? A vein started to throb in his forehead.
“It’s all right, Martin.” Sheila Whelan was gentle at his side. “Everyone has to mourn in their own way.”
“This is grotesque,” he whispered.
“No, isn’t it great that she has this kind of faith?”
“It’s not faith, it’s hysteria. Her child is dead, she hasn’t shed a tear.”
“You’re always very good to people here in this place, don’t start making judgments on them. Not now.”
It was a timely warning. Martin White looked gratefully at Sheila Whelan. He spoke now in his normal voice.
“I’ll leave you with Mrs. Daly, Sheila, and I’ll try to sort out the children. They’re almost all in shock.”
He left the Daly’s house, walking through the little knot of people who had already gathered around the door to sympathize.
   The children were in Fergus Slattery’s house.
Miss Purcell had made cups of tea and opened a tin of biscuits.
Dr. White had told them to get out of their wet things and put on their clothes.
He had asked Fergus and Miss Purcell to get them rugs and blankets. Fergus had turned on two electric fires. One at each end of the room.
He had been coming out of his house when he heard the screams. He was at the bridge in moments, at the same time as the doctor. His eyes had met Martin White’s, and the doctor had shaken his head.
“Get them into your house, Fergus, and let someone tell Seamus Sheehan to come down.”
Fergus shepherded the children into his house and sent them off to various rooms to change.
Then he went to telephone the Ryans. John wasn’t there. Kate said it was his only social engagement in the year, a meeting of the county Historical Association. As a published poet and a man finishing a book about Fernscourt, he was now highly regarded there.
Fergus cut across her pleasantries. “I have your twins here in the house with me. They’re fine, they’re both here.”
She caught the tension in his voice at once. And knew something terrible had happened.
“What is it? Tell me immediately,” she said.
He did. Without frills. She would hear within minutes. He wanted her to know that what could be done was being done, and that he would look after Dara and Michael.
“God, why does it have to be the night that John is out, the one night in the whole year? Will I come up there? Eddie could push me.”
“No, there are too many people up at the bridge. There’s nothing you can do. The children are all right here. I know it’s hard, but stay where you are.”
She saw the reason in this.
“I’ll call Patrick,” she said firmly. “Otherwise he’s bound to get a garbled version too, above in the lodge. Are his two there?”
“They’re here,” Fergus said grimly.
He looked at Grace and Michael clinging to each other wrapped in a blanket, Grace unable to stop shivering and refusing to be parted from Michael even to the point where she could remove her wet bathing suit under her dress.
Kerry was sitting on a chair, his handsome face drawn with shock. Tucked into his side, almost under his arm, was Dara Ryan, white and still disbelieving what had happened. Kerry absently stroked Dara’s dark hair, which had a curiously inappropriate artificial rose stuck in the side.
Fergus didn’t like to see the young Ryans so firmly enmeshed with the O’Neills. But this wasn’t a time for such thoughts. He tried to put the haunting little face of Maggie Daly—those huge worried eyes and all that massive hair—way out of his mind. What could have possessed a frail nervy little thing like that to jump from a high bridge? And why didn’t some of the others stop her? Looking around the stricken group in his house Fergus realized that this is what they must all be thinking too.
The night seemed to go on forever.
John Joe Conway’s father excused himself from the bar and went into his workshop at the back. There would be need of a small coffin.
John Joe followed him out and railed at him. Why did his father always have to think of business, and making money, when someone was dead, for God’s sake? John Joe kept saying the word over and over because he couldn’t believe it.
His father was short on explanations and excuses.
“What would you like us to do with Maggie? Leave her lying there looking at the sky? The only thing we can do for the dead is to give them a decent burial. If this is ever going to be your place John Joe, you’ll have to learn that.”
“I don’t want to run a business, I don’t want to be grown up,” John Joe said.
His father gave him a long look. “I know son, it’s not the greatest thing in the world being grown up and being in business. But look at the alternative.”
For the first time in their lives John Joe Conway and his father looked at each other with something like understanding.
   Rachel was in her room reading when she heard the commotion from the bridge. At first she thought it was just horseplay and high spirits. Then she became worried. She closed her book and came downstairs. Loretto was standing fearfully on the doorstep, her hand at her mouth.
“There’s been an accident,” she said to Rachel. “Jack Coyne’s just run up to see what happened. I couldn’t go myself.”
“Of course not.” Rachel knew the story of how Barney Quinn had been taken from the river in his new truck that he was so proud of. She put her arm around Loretto’s shoulder.
“Come back in. Can you make us a cup of tea? Jack will come and tell us soon. We can’t help by peering out here.”
Gratefully Loretto went back into the kitchen.
They were barely sitting at the table when Jack Coyne rushed in. He had tears in his eyes, something the women had never expected to see.
“Poor stupid little girl,” he said over and over before he could even manage to give them her name.
“Poor stupid little thing, she hadn’t begun to live and now she’s lying under the bridge with a broken neck.”
   Even though Jacinta and Liam’s mother had come down to collect them, they wanted to stay with the others. They wanted to stay in the unreal world of Mr. Slattery’s, where there were cups of tea and people pressed biscuits on them, where the night began to fall outside and the electric bars of the two fires began to glow red in the room where nobody turned on the light.
Fergus was in and out, reassuring without fussing them. Comforting them by the very fact that he didn’t say it was all right, he said it was terrible.
Marian Johnson arrived to know whether she could take the O’Neill children back to the lodge. Fergus looked into the room and raised his eyebrows in a question. The children had heard her voice in the hall. Kerry shook his head. Grace said nothing, just huddled closer to Michael.
“I’m sorry, Marian, they think they should stay here for the moment. I’ll get them home later, or their father will.”
Marian was disappointed not to be able to participate.
“One feels so helpless,” she said to Fergus. “I just wish there was something I could do to help.”
He felt a wave of affection for Marian. She was ridiculous and snobby at times of course, but she was lonely, and what was so vile about regarding Patrick O’Neill as possible husband material? Marian was a decent honorable person for all her nonsenses. Fergus added to his list of things he disliked about Patrick O’Neill the way he made a fool of this woman. Leading her on to believe there was some interest, when everyone knew he had installed his mistress in rooms above Loretto Quinn’s huckster’s shop.
   Sergeant Sheehan had seen a few sad things in the course of his work. And many accidents that were the result of thoughtlessness. He had no daughters, only sons, he would always have liked a little girl. He thought fondly that a daughter would have hung on his every word in a way that his wife did not. A daughter would not have been ambitious for him and wanted his promotion and preferment, and even for him to meet people of importance and be recognized by them. He knew it was a sentimental notion. People with daughters had just as many problems with them as he had with his sons.
Look at poor Mrs. Meagher and that Teresa for example. And Dr. White’s little girl could be a bit of a madam, they said.
But poor Maggie Daly. Nobody had ever anything to say against her. Even her own disagreeable mother could only complain that the child was not constantly in the church at prayer.
Seamus Sheehan’s hands were gentle as he lifted the broken body off the raft and laid it on the stretcher.
He and Martin White had been up to their waists in water pulling the raft toward them. The doctor had pronounced life extinct.
Seamus Sheehan had closed Maggie Daly’s huge frightened eyes tenderly and arranged her thin body with the arms straight by her sides. He was watched by a crowd of about fifty people.
The child looked incongruous and unsuitable for death in her skimpy blue bathing suit. Young Grace O’Neill had lifted a shabby print dress in a faded color and given it to him.
“That’s what she was wearing.”
“You’re meant to be back up in Mr. Slattery’s house.”
“I couldn’t bear her to be without her clothes. You know Maggie,” the child said.
Then Michael Ryan had come running to take Grace away.
Sergeant Sheehan thought the shabby dress was even less suitable. But he laid it over her, before they drew the sheet over her head.
Quietly and with great dignity in front of the shocked and silent crowd Dr. White and Sergeant Sheehan carried Maggie Daly back up to the stretcher. The ambulance had come from the town very quickly. But now that there would be no need to speed back the men stood waiting while Maggie’s own people lifted her body from the river. She would be taken to the hospital; the post-mortem formalities would have to go ahead. The date for the inquest would be fixed and then the body would be released to come home to Mountfern, to lie surrounded by candles in her own house, and then the church and then the graveyard.
A great sense of heaviness came over Sergeant Sheehan. He wished he could stand in the water and cry all alone.
The sun was becoming a red ball of fire, and mocking them with its beauty and its sense of peace in the light it shed over the small town.
 

 
Fergus realized that when the O’Neills went home everyone else would.
Patrick’s big car drew up outside his door and he came in with his quick light step.
Grace had somehow managed to disentangle herself from Michael, and was in her father’s arms.
Then Fergus saw him put a hand on Kerry’s shoulder.
“I’ve come to take you home,” he said firmly. “None of us are going to help Maggie by sitting here in the dark. Maggie is at peace now.”
It was a good thing to say somehow. Fergus wished he had said something like that himself. It seemed to break the stranglehold.
The children began to move normally, not like puppets. They even got ready to go back to their homes.
Tommy Leonard said he’d walk up River Road with the Ryans.
Liam pulled Jacinta and said to come on, their mother would be annoyed and would come looking for them again.
“I can’t believe it,” Dara said. “It’s not something you can believe, I keep looking around for Maggie, I feel she should be here, coming with us. She should be running to the door ahead of us.”
Dara had put into words what they all felt.
Their group was never together without Maggie, and running to the door is exactly what she would have been doing, hurrying people up, apologizing to Mr. Slattery for having stayed so long, asking anxiously where they were going to meet next morning in case there was some change, and they were all going to meet without her.
There was a charged silence when Dara spoke. It was almost too true in its realizing the way they were all thinking.
Suddenly something in Jacinta snapped. “Well, if it hadn’t been for you, Dara, she’d never have done it,” she said. Taking no heed of the horrified looks she went on. “Stop being all upset now that it’s too late. You were horrible to her yesterday and had her crying and running after you, and even today you were just showing off and didn’t throw a word to her.
“Maggie would never have done a dive like that unless she was trying to show that she was as good as the rest of us. Show Dara, please Dara. That’s all Maggie ever wanted to do. It wasn’t much, and now she’s dead, she is dead from trying to please Dara …”
Jacinta began a laugh which veered from tears to laughing, and the sound got higher and higher.
Patrick O’Neill let go his daughter and strode over to Jacinta. The one quick crack across the face was all it took. Jacinta was silent.
“I want to go home,” she said eventually.
“Take her home, Liam. I suppose your father will dislike me more than ever now but try to tell him it had to be done, will you?”
Patrick took his children out of the door, down the stone steps and into the car. Fergus saw him lift Kerry’s bicycle and fling it into the boot as lightly as if it had been a toy.
Tommy Leonard and Michael took one of Dara’s arms each.
“She was hysterical,” Fergus said. “It takes people different ways. She didn’t mean a word of it. None of it is true.”
The little procession went silently to the door.
“It was a terrible accident, that’s what it was. An accident,” he called after them into the night. And it stirred something in his mind, something about people telling him it was a terrible accident three years ago when Kate Ryan had gone into the town in an ambulance.
   As expected the hospital released Maggie Daly’s body within twenty-four hours.
Mr. Conway had been in there to see to things.
Mrs. Daly wanted her laid out in the house.
Dr. White protested. This was a child, it would be too distressing for everyone. A child didn’t have the tradition that a lot of the older people might know and want. Better to close the coffin and leave it overnight in the church.
Mrs. Daly had said with that ominous calm that she thanked the doctor for all his services so far, but his words were useless. Friends and neighbors would come to pray for Maggie’s soul by her body in the way it had been done for centuries.
Martin White went in a rage to the presbytery.
“Canon Moran, you have a duty, a duty I tell you to stop that madwoman talking about sins on Maggie Daly’s soul. There are no sins, for God’s sake. What kind of a mockery is this, getting people into a hysteria, coming and droning prayers for nonexistent sins?”
“Calm yourself, Dr. White, I beg you.” The old canon’s faded eyes looked at him kindly. “You’re not going to tell me that prayers to God and his Blessed Mother could ever be wasted, could ever go unheard?”
“Oh, forget it, Canon,” Dr. White said and banged the presbytery door behind him.
“He’s under great strain, poor man,” the canon said forgivingly to young Father Hogan, who was making a poor attempt at scrambling some eggs for the two of them.
   Martin White had to admit that the American had done the right thing to his daughter. He had heard an account of the scene both from Fergus Slattery and from young Liam.
Jacinta was unwilling to speak about the incident.
Her father came and sat by her bed.
“We all lose our tempers, you know,” he began.
Nothing.
“I lost mine with the canon now, it’s an easy thing to do. You must have inherited it from me.”
Silence.
“The only thing to do is to apologize for it as soon as possible. That neutralizes it a bit, like an acid and an alkali. You know?”
“You never apologize,” Jacinta said. It was true. He rarely did.
“Say something to Dara. She’s very upset.”
“We’re all upset,” Jacinta said.
“What is all this?” Dr. White looked old and tired suddenly.
Jacinta bit her lip as she looked at him. “You wouldn’t understand, Daddy,” she began.
“I might,” he sighed. “I just might if you told me.”
“It’s just I got cross with Dara, she’s got everything, she’s gorgeous-looking and they’re all mad about her, Kerry and Grace, and her brother Michael’s lovely to her not like Liam, and Maggie sort of worshiped her, and Tommy Leonard can’t stop talking about her.” Jacinta’s face was red and her shoulders were heaving.
“Of course I shouldn’t have said it but it’s not all that terrible, people often say things in a hurry and don’t mean the half of it.”
She looked at him to see if he had any glimmer of understanding. To her surprise he was patting her hand.
“I know,” he said. “It’s very hard.”
“Oh Daddy, I’m sorry,” she wept.
He held her while she cried and he patted her as if she were a baby.
Then when the storm had died down he said gently, “I’ll go and bring the car around, you get up out of this bed now and get dressed. I’ll take you over to Ryan’s, and you can tell Dara you didn’t mean it. That it’s not true.”
“Do I have to?”
“Yes, you have to.
“Dara has been sitting there all day, apparently, and not taking in what’s going on all around her. She’s in a very bad way.”
“It’s not due to me surely …”
“No, it’s not all due to you. This time yesterday your little friend died. Died, Jacinta, that’s a terrible thing to have seen. No wonder you are all upset. What we have to do is try to make it a bit easier on everyone, not harder.”
“Very well.” Jacinta swung her feet out of bed.
She stood in her pajamas choosing which garments to wear. She looked for a moment at the shirt with the leather tassels on it. But she rejected it, it was too festive for these times.
   Kate was surprised to see Dr. White and Jacinta. She had heard various versions of the incident. But in view of everything else that had happened it seemed almost minor. Surely Dara would understand when the shock lessened that Jacinta had only been grumbling and complaining the way she always did.
“I’m afraid Dara’s up in her room,” she said.
Dara had come down for meals and said nothing. She had eaten nothing either. She said that the food literally would not go down.
Kate had decided to leave her for one day.
John had been up to see her several times, maddened with his grief not to have been in Mountfern when it happened. Shocked still at the news that was waiting when he came back happily from his meeting and the beer and sandwiches that had followed it.
But Dara hadn’t talked to him. He told Kate that she sat there white-faced, twisting this false rose on a wire stem and a clip back and forth in her hands. Sometimes tears came down her face. Strange tears without any sobs, they looked as if they were painted on.
“Can Jacinta go up and see her?” Dr. White asked tentatively.
“She doesn’t seem to want to talk to anyone. It’s terrible times for all of them, all of you.” Kate gave Jacinta a slight pat on her arm as some kind of token that she wasn’t siding against her.
Jacinta understood. “I said something a bit stupid yesterday. I wanted to tell her I didn’t mean it.”
“Well then, why don’t you go up and tell her? I’m sure she’ll be relieved,” Kate said.
She poured a whiskey for Martin White without asking him whether he wanted one or not, and he took it without asking himself the same question. They sat and waited for their daughters to make their peace.
   “Dara?”
“Yes.”
“Can I come in?”
Jacinta stood at the door.
Dara looked up listlessly.
“I’m sorry for what I said.”
“What?”
“It had nothing to do with you. She just fell. She would have fallen anyway.”
“I know.”
“But I’m sorry I said it.”
“That’s all right.”
Jacinta and Dara had never had the arm-in-arm friendship of any of the other girls. There would be no embracing, no tears, no emotional reconciliation.
“It’s like a nightmare, isn’t it?” Jacinta said.
“I wonder did she know,” Dara said.
“Did she know what?”
“That she was going to die.”
“She couldn’t have. It was so quick.”
“But they say people do …”
“No, Dara, she couldn’t have, it was too short. Try to think of a jump or a dive, it’s over in a second, it would have been for her too.”
“Yes.”
“Will you … will you be all right?”
“Who, me?” Dara sounded like Maggie without realizing it. “Yes, I’ll be all right.”
   Jacinta came back into the bar.
“That didn’t take long,” Dr. White said.
“She doesn’t feel like talking. She said it was all right.”
“I’m sure it’s all forgotten now,” Kate said. She didn’t really feel that at all, but she had to say something to try to console this wretched child in front of her.
“She looks very lonely there, as if she could do with some company,” Jacinta said.
“I know. But what company? Even if I could get up the stairs I’m not what she wants. And she can’t talk to her father, or even Michael.” Kate looked anxious.
Dr. White stood up. “Come on, Jacinta, we’ve done what we came to do, no point in wearing everyone out.”
“Will they have her in an open coffin?”
“Apparently.” Martin White was grim.
“The children shouldn’t go.”
“Of course they shouldn’t, it’s not the goddamn middle ages, but that madwoman will probably go out to the highways and byways finding children to terrify them.”
“I wouldn’t be afraid of seeing Maggie lying in a coffin,” Jacinta said suddenly. “In fact I’d prefer to. Anything would be better than seeing her all broken on the raft.”
Martin White and Kate Ryan exchanged surprised glances. They hadn’t thought of it like that.
   They brought Maggie’s body back that evening. Twenty-six hours after she had died Barry Conway’s hearse drove down Bridge Street and parked almost opposite his own premises.
The front parlor in Daly’s had been made ready. Candlesticks burned and holy water fonts hung on the wall.
Her father looked a broken man, her sisters from Wales looked unfamiliar and startled. Kitty, who had been going to come home from Dublin for the weekend, sat white-faced in a corner. Charlie brought more and more chairs into the parlor.
They were not going to sit there all night, it was not a wake in the old sense of the word. But between nine o’clock and midnight almost every single man and woman in Mountfern would call to tell the family how sorry they were about what had happened.
They would look at the face, and say a prayer. Then they would leave their mass card, a silver or black-edged card stating that the holy sacrifice of the mass had been offered for the repose of the soul of Maggie Daly. Most of them wrote Margaret Daly. Maggie seemed the wrong kind of name for a dead person.
   “I’m not going to go,” Kate stormed to John.
“Of course you’re not to go,” he soothed.
“No, I mean even if I had my own two good legs I wouldn’t go.”
“Easy, Kate, easy.”
“The children? Do you think Jacinta was right? Would it be better for them to see her …?”
“I think it might.” He was quiet but firm. “Don’t forget they have already seen her dead. This has to be better.”
“Will you tell Dara?”
“Yes.” His heart was heavy “I’ll go up now.”
   “If you like, Dara, I’ll walk along to Daly’s with you. Is that what you want to do, or would you prefer to remember her the way she was, laughing and running around?”
“Will her eyes be open, Daddy?”
“No, pet, they’ll be closed.”
“I couldn’t bear to see her eyes, but I would like to say goodbye to Maggie in some way.”
“You tell me when you want to go, I’ll come with you.”
“Michael?” It was the first time she had mentioned him all day.
“He says he would like to say goodbye to her also. You always say the same you two, it never changes.” His smile was gentle.
“It must be the only thing that doesn’t. Everything else has changed. For the worse.”
“Call me when you want to go, Dara.”
“Is Michael ready now?”
“Yes, he is, love.”
“Can we go right away?”
   They walked in complete silence by the river.
They didn’t even look into Loretto Quinn’s. They might have seen Rachel sitting by her window. And Loretto sitting downstairs with all the memories of the night that Barney died clear in her mind. They didn’t look into Coyne’s Motor Works. They might have seen Jack Coyne doing something he hadn’t done for a long time. He was sitting at his table with his mug of tea in front of him as usual.
But Jack Coyne was not reading the newspaper, which is what he usually did at night, hunting bargains through the small ads. Jack was reading aloud to himself a verse of poetry.
He had been trying to remember it all day and in desperation had gone up to the brothers. Brother Keane had lent him an anthology.
And he had found it under Yeats.
   Come away, O human child!
To the waters and the wild.
With a faery, hand in hand,
For the world’s more full of weeping than you can understand.
   He didn’t read any more of the poem. He didn’t even know what it was about, but it seemed to sum up what had happened in Mountfern.
   Tommy Leonard stood at the door.
He knew that sooner or later Dara would come to Daly’s.
He moved over to join the three Ryans. “I wanted to wait so that we could go together.”
“Thank you,” Dara said simply.
John Ryan almost felt he should let them go in on their own.
Just as they got to the door of Daly’s Dairy, Dara paused. The others stopped, thinking she didn’t want to go in.
“We should ask Jacinta and Liam to come as well,” she said.
Michael ran up to Whites’ in minutes he was back with the two White children behind him.
“Grace’s father didn’t want her to come,” Dara explained. “He doesn’t understand that this is the best thing we can do.”
Just then a car drew up. Grace got out and she walked slowly, almost hesitantly over to the others.
“Father didn’t want me to come, but Mrs. Fine saw you all walking down the road so she called him, and he drove me here at once.”
Nobody asked where Kerry was. It was as if they had forgotten him.
Unaware of the sympathetic looks they were getting from the adults, the six children walked into the house. They went to the front room where the candles flickered and they heard the rise and fall of prayers.
Maggie looked like a wax doll. Her face was a clear almost transparent white. Because she had been injured so badly by the fall her hair was arranged to cover the sides of her face. The great cut over her eye wasn’t visible.
She was dressed in a white gown with long sleeves, and had a rosary threaded through her hands.
She didn’t look what they thought of as dead, she looked odd. Too still, and as if she were acting a part.
Mrs. Daly sat by the coffin. “Thank you for coming to pray for Maggie,” she said.
The children knelt down. They hadn’t intended to, but that was what Mrs. Daly seemed to expect.
They said a decade of the rosary together, then they stood and looked again, a last look.
It was as if they had forgotten the presence of her family and the other adults in the room. They talked to each other in low voices.
“It doesn’t look too frightening,” Tommy said.
“She doesn’t have that worried look she sometimes has,” Grace said.
“She won’t have to worry about things anymore,” said Michael.
“It can’t be possible that she won’t get up,” Jacinta said.
“She was very nice, you know, very, very nice,” said Liam White.
“I’m terribly terribly sorry, Maggie,” said Dara.
   Eddie Ryan arrived at the door of Daly’s.
Sheila Whelan exchanged glances with Martin White and Judy Byrne who were standing in the corridor.
She was about to discourage him.
“It’s all right,” said Eddie. “I know nobody would want me here.”
“It’s not that …” Sheila began.
“I’m too young to see anyone dead. But I brought some flowers.”
Sheila looked at the wilting collection in his hands. Some of them were wallflowers taken from Judy Byrne’s windowboxes, some were the purple wild valerian that grew in the cracks of walls. There was a selection of cowslips and some dandelions.
There was little life or bloom in any of them since they had been squeezed in a hot hand.
They were almost entirely weeds. To Eddie Ryan they were flowers.
Sheila took them gently from the boy’s hand. “Thank you very much, Eddie. I’ll see that these are put in a special place. Mrs. Daly will be very grateful that you had such a kind thought.”
“They might need a bit of water if they’re to go on the coffin,” Eddie said anxiously.
And Mrs. Whelan said she’d see to it, never fear.
   Everyone said that it would break your heart next day to see the children at mass. They sat so still near the front of the church. The nuns were all there from the convent, and all the brothers too. The men had come from the building site; many of them knew the Dalys in one way or another.
Rachel asked Kate if it would be out of place for her to attend the service. She didn’t want to do anything that would be out of place.
“You’ll be expected to be there,” Kate assured her. “Weren’t you one of her great friends?”
The small coffin covered in summer flowers stood at the steps of the altar. Father Hogan had asked Sister Laura if she could assemble some of the better singers in the school to act as a choir.
She found a dozen of the older girls whom she hoped would not cry. Girls who were two classes ahead of Maggie. She arranged they should sing “Ave Maria” and “Panis Angelicus,” and at the end of the mass they would have “The Lord’s My Shepherd.”
There was no time for a rehearsal, Sister Laura said to them, it had to be right first time. She put all her sorrow and loss into conducting the hastily formed choir. It meant that she didn’t have to think of why the Lord saw fit to take Maggie Daly so soon in such a strange way.
Rachel had been to one Catholic service in her life. A big Italian-American wedding where the church had been filled with mink coats and expensively decorated by a florist. She had particularly remembered the incense, it was a heady thing and went up your nose, making you slightly light-headed.
She got the same feeling in the church in Mountfern. Tommy Leonard and Michael Ryan were serving the mass; this meant they were attending the priests as assistants of some sort, Rachel noticed. They wore choirboy surplices, both of them were pale and they swung the thurible with the incense around the coffin that held the body of their friend. Rachel didn’t see Patrick in the church, though she knew he was somewhere there. She hadn’t told him she was coming nor asked his advice. This was nothing to do with Patrick or her wish to fit into his community. This was all to do with the death of Maggie Daly, her friend.
As the pure high voices of the girls from Mountfern Convent sang the words of the Twenty-third Psalm, the tears came down Rachel’s face. It seemed curiously inappropriate to hear the children singing the words about “He leadeth me the quiet waters by.” It was odd to be able to think of quiet waters as a kind of heaven when the child had ended her life in the water not two hundred yards from this church.
Rachel remembered the excitement on Maggie’s face over the dress. The look of disbelief when she saw herself in the mirror that day up at the lodge, the way she had clapped her hands with pleasure.
Rachel thought about Maggie’s anxious look and her unsureness: “Are you sure I’m not staying too long, Mrs. Fine?”
“Is it really all right if I keep this ribbon all for myself?”
“I used to want all my hair to fall off and start again until I met you, Mrs. Fine, now I think it’s grand, I’m delighted with it.”
“Tell me what it was like for you growing up, was it all Jews and Jewesses where you lived or were there ordinary people there too?”
And on that last day: “I did wear the dress once, Mrs. Fine, but it wasn’t really the right time to wear it. You know me, I’d get it wrong. But next time I’ll make sure that it gets a proper showing.”
Rachel heard that Sheila Whelan had suggested Maggie should be buried in her new dress, it had meant so much to her.
Mrs. Daly had not even considered it. The child would not go to Eternal Life in the trappings and vanities of this life. She would wear a white shroud.
The dress still hung on the back of Maggie’s door.
Rachel felt an overwhelming urge to ask for it back, but she knew it would be misunderstood.
She couldn’t bear to think of Kitty Daly wearing it someday. Or it being given away and worn by some other girl in some other town who had no idea how much it had meant in the short frightened life of a girl who was being buried before her sixteenth birthday.
Uncaring of the careful make-up and the streaks that must be all over her face, Rachel let the tears fall. She looked across the church and saw Kate Ryan, still in her wheelchair. There were tears falling on her face also.
   They followed the small coffin to the grave. In the background the river sounds went on, familiar and almost unheard now by everyone who lived by its side. The June sunshine came down on the graveyard and marble headstones shimmered and shone as if they were lovely exciting things instead of the record of death.
The children stood almost huddled together for comfort. Kerry was a few paces behind.
As the last holy water was shaken and the last prayers said, the grave diggers began to fill the great dark hole in the ground, a space that looked far too big for Maggie.
The children waited motionless until the very last sod was in place. They gathered up the flowers and wreaths and laid them on top. Only then would they leave.
As they walked through the other headstones—the celtic crosses, the plain iron cross shapes, the marble slabs—they remembered all the times they had spent examining the words on the tombstones in the churchyard. Fingering the inscription to William James Fern who died young at Majuba Hill in the Transvaal. He had been young all right but not as young as Maggie. And the tombstone of James Edward Gray which had been so neglected and they had tried to smarten it up for him. They decided that they would go again and do something to James Edward Gray’s resting place.
Maggie would have liked that.
   “I suppose you think it’s barbaric that people will come in here to spend hours drinking on account of the funeral,” Kate said to Rachel.
“No, I think it’s very comforting somehow,” Rachel said. “I’m becoming more and more assimilated you know. Not looking from the outside in anymore.”
“I’ve always said they gave your mother the wrong baby in that hospital, you’re more Irish than we are.” Kate said it as a high compliment.
“It was the last thing I expected when I came here,” Rachel said. “I used to hope that he would find it a disappointment, and decide to go back, back home to New York. I never thought for one moment that I would feel it was home myself.”
Kate looked at her in concern. Despite her praise for Mountfern there was a very lonely note in Rachel’s voice. As if she had been abandoned.
“You do know how much you mean to everybody here.”
Rachel smiled. “Yes, I feel very much at home, very peaceful here. More so than Patrick does in ways. He expected so much, and I expected so little. That must be it.”
“What kind of things do you expect now?” Kate spoke gently.
“I’ve no long-term plans anymore, no strategies, hardly any hope. I just go along one day at a time.”
   Dara walked up to Coyne’s wood with Leopold.
Mary Donnelly said you should never underestimate Leopold. There were times when no human being could give you the company and solidarity you needed and Leopold often rose to those times.
More to please her than from any great hopes of companionship Dara took Leopold to the wood.
To her surprise he was very well behaved, pausing considerately to inquire her intentions at every turn rather than racing off wildly on one direction or sitting down whimpering and refusing to follow.
Dara thought that secretly Mary must have been training Leopold. He actually looked much better too, as if somebody had been brushing him. Dara had never thought you could make any impression on that coat but in fact it looked quite shiny and his eyes were bright rather than alternately dulled with despair or rolling in a madness.
She sat on a tree trunk and Leopold went sniffing and snuffling but keeping a courteous eye on Dara in case she decided to move. She didn’t move. She sat there with a long daisy, and threaded the heads of other daisies on its stem to make a flowery bracelet.
She hadn’t wanted to spend any more time with the others. Tommy Leonard had been nice, he said it was bad at a time like this to go off on your own, you needed others around you whether you felt like it or not. Michael said he was going to go up the river and fish on his own. He hoped Dara didn’t think that was rude. She squeezed his arm. She understood completely, as people always said they seemed to feel the same about everything.
She didn’t expect Kerry. This was a part of the wood she had never been with him. It was a place off the main path, a big bank of fuchsia hedge surrounded it. Kerry came in softly through the trees.
“If you like to be on your own I’ll go away,” he said.
He was still in the dark grey suit he had worn at the funeral. He had opened the collar of his shirt and his black tie was loose around his neck. She had never seen him more handsome.
“No, no I’m glad to see you.” She spoke simply.
She sat playing with the daisies, her hair falling over her face as she bent in concentration. She wore a plain white tee shirt and a denim skirt, changed from the good navy dress with the white collar she had worn at the funeral. She looked very young and lost.
Kerry squatted down beside her. He picked a daisy and started to make a collection of daisy heads on one stem too. For a while they said nothing.
Leopold realized that this was somehow important. He stopped his burrowing and sniffing. He sat politely with his head on one side as if waiting for the conversation to begin.
“I wish I could do something to help you,” Kerry said.
“I’m all right. It’s just so terrible for Maggie.”
“It’s like being asleep,” Kerry said.
“And she wouldn’t be in purgatory or anything. You know, waiting to get into heaven.”
“Oh Dara, of course she wouldn’t!” Kerry laughed tenderly at the very idea.
“Well why were we all praying that she’d be forgiven her sins and soon see God? She can’t be there yet can she?”
“Where?”
“Heaven. She’d not have gone straight to heaven unless she died coming out of confession.”
Kerry was confused. “Dara sweetheart, it’s like being asleep, I tell you. I saw my mother when she was dead, it was a big sleep. Grace said she saw Maggie’s face last night, her eyes were closed. That’s all it is.”
“And are you sure that she’s not in the fires of purgatory?”
He reached out and held her close to him. “I’m very sure. I know definitely.”
Dara sobbed into his chest. “Oh, I’m so glad, I couldn’t bear Maggie to be all by herself in purgatory, she’d be terrified.”
   Sister Laura said that there would be a lot of delayed shock about the accident. The girls were taking it too calmly. They went up and tended a grave in the Protestant churchyard, they planted a tree near the footbridge. They had asked Mrs. Daly without success if they could have her copper-colored dress. They didn’t know what they wanted to do with it but they wanted it anyway.
Sister Laura couldn’t understand why Dara, Grace and Jacinta did not want to come up to the school to join in a special novena for the repose of Maggie Daly’s soul.
“It’s reposed already,” Dara had said, and the others had gone along with it.
Sister Laura was confused. Dara really meant this, as if she had been given a special message that Maggie was sleeping the sleep of the just. And the others all agreed with her.
   Grace and Michael went fishing a lot. Or that’s what they said they were doing. Michael left early and came back late.
Nobody expected any games or swimming to continue on the bridge. Tommy Leonard had to work in the shop almost all the time, Jacinta and Liam had a horrible cousin from Dublin staying with them and they had to entertain her. They were rightly too embarrassed to bring her anywhere near their friends so it was a matter of cycling energetically to the old ruined abbey by day and going to the pictures at night.
Dara was all alone.
This is what she wanted to be.
She wanted to walk by herself, she wanted to think.
Sometimes Kerry O’Neill came to find her, and when he did they walked, often without saying a word for a half hour or more. Then he might take her face in his hands and kiss her gently. Or he would lay his arm comfortingly around her shoulders as they walked.
“It will pass one day,” he said. “One day you’ll realize that it’s a different sort of memory.” He looked very thoughtful.
“Did you feel that about your mother?”
“Yes. One day it didn’t hurt as much thinking about her. I didn’t believe people when they told me. I thought they were just being nice.”
“What did it feel like, after the day you changed?”
“I felt she was at peace and I must leave her there and not keep thinking of her all the time, and regretting, and wishing and getting angry …”
“Ah, but you loved your mother, you were good to her. Grace told me you used to sit by her bed and read to her.”
“That was hardly much consolation.” His face looked bitter.
The silence fell again, easy and companionable.
Dara didn’t ask him why he thought his mother needed consolation. He didn’t ask Dara why she sounded so guilty about her friend.
   “Do you dream about Maggie?” Dara asked Grace.
“No, I haven’t.” Grace seemed apologetic. “I do think about her but I haven’t dreamed of her at all.”
She looked at Dara anxiously. Dara’s face was very white.
“I do,” Dara said simply. “Every night.”
   “Were you nice to your father?” Dara asked Fergus Slattery unexpectedly.
“No, I expect I was fairly unpleasant to him. I am to most people. Why do you ask?”
“I was wondering do you wish he was back here so that you could explain things to him?”
“No, Dara, he was old. His life was lived. It’s different with Maggie, everyone wishes she were back so that they could explain things to her. And anyway you have nothing to explain, you were all very nice to her, she had a load of grand friends even if her mother was a bit of a trial.” He was trying to be light without being flippant.
“No, I don’t think her friends were good to her,” Dara said. “I think she was lonely and frightened all her life, and I didn’t know it until now when it’s too late.”
 

 
“Kerry, why do you like me? Seriously. I’m not joking.” Dara’s big dark eyes were troubled.
“Because I like to be with you. You are beautiful and loving, you are bright and intelligent, and funny. And that’s enough for a start, isn’t it?”
“I’m not old enough for you,” Dara said.
“What’s age got to do with it?”
“I don’t know enough, I’m only a schoolgirl when all’s said and done. You should have someone much brighter, who knows things.”
“You know enough things for me.”
“It’s very mysterious.” Dara shook her head. “If I were rich I’d say you were after my money, and you know I’m not going to sleep with you … So I can’t see why.” She spoke in a very matter of fact tone.
“You might sleep with me someday,” Kerry said.
“I don’t think so.”
“We can but hope,” he said lightly. “But in the meantime we have to try to take you out of this melancholy. Maggie wouldn’t have wanted you to be like this.”
“I’m sick of people telling me what she would or wouldn’t have wanted,” Dara snapped. “Her mother was telling me that Maggie’s in heaven looking down on us all and very heartsore about the kind of films that Declan Morrissey is getting in the Classic Cinema.”
“Gently, Dara,” he said, reaching for her hand.
“I’m not mad or depressed, I just feel very confused,” she said.
He held her close and the confusion seemed to go further away. After that, he held her close all the time.
They didn’t laugh and race away from each other as they once had. They didn’t swim and splash and shout in the river. They lay together on the mossy ground of Coyne’s wood and clung to each other.
The sunlight came flickering through the trees above and Kerry O’Neill peeled off the little blue shirt that Dara wore. He opened her simple cotton brassiere and took it gently away from her. He lay his head on her breasts and heard her heart beating.
At no stage did she stop him.
They lay like that and he stroked her so that it felt both exciting and peaceful at the same time.
At no time did she feel it was wrong.
Only when he made a move to take off his own clothes did Dara stir.
“I don’t want to,” she said.
He sat up coldly. “As you say.”
“Don’t be cross. Don’t change.”
“Don’t be a tease then, don’t promise and then go back on it.”
“I didn’t mean to,” she said piteously.
“But you liked it. You like my holding you.”
“I don’t know what to say.”
“Well, tell me when you do.” He had leaped to his feet and was walking angrily through the trees.
   “I think Dara spends all her days with Kerry in Coyne’s wood,” Kate said to John.
“Don’t they all go out together? I thought they were never out of each other’s sight,” John said.
“No. The Whites have this cousin, poor Tommy’s stuck in the shop, Grace and Michael are off fishing.”
“How do you know all this?”
“When Rachel took me up to Bridge Street today I was in Leonard’s. I was talking to Tommy. He looks very badly still.”
“Why do you think she’s with Kerry?”
“She looks flushed and nervy but she doesn’t have the look of a child who sat alone all day in a wood.”
“What will we do?” He was anxious.
“I don’t know. What can we do? I mean even if she is with him, we can’t upset her anymore by hounding her,” Kate said resignedly.
“I don’t suppose he …” John didn’t finish the sentence.
“And I don’t think if he wanted to that she would really …” Kate didn’t finish the sentence either.
   Olive Hayes was sitting at the kitchen table writing to Bernadette. The young Ryan girl knocked at the door.
“I’m afraid Grace has gone off out. I thought she was meeting you and your brother,” Miss Hayes said.
“Oh yes, they’re all down at the river,” Dara said, covering up for Grace and Michael. “I was just passing and I thought I’d call in just in case Kerry was here.”
“No, child, he went off in that car of his. Off to a place way out on the Galway road.”
“Oh I see.” Dara looked disappointed.
“Do you want a drink of milk or tea or anything before you go back down to the others?” Miss Hayes thought the child looked disturbed. It must have been harrowing for them all to have watched a violent death.
“The others?” Dara said vaguely.
“Down on the river. You said they were all on the bank …”
“Oh yes, I forgot. The others.” Her voice sounded dull.
“Are you all right, Dara?”
“Fine, Miss Hayes. I’ll be off now.”
Olive looked out of the window. The child didn’t take the road down toward the river. She headed out to the main road.
   Dara had never hitch-hiked before. She would have to be very careful not to stop anyone she knew.
A big and unfamiliar van came into view. It wasn’t anyone from Mountfern so she held out her hand.
It was a traveler looking for a bit of chat, even from a schoolgirl. He had a van of chips and peanuts.
“Do you know this place … it’s a kind of roadhouse?” Dara told him about the pub where Kerry said he had been playing cards.
The man knew it well, he’d be stopping there himself. A few other places on the way before they got there. Funny sort of a place for a girl to be going on her own.
Dara told him a story about looking for her brother. The commercial traveler thought this was perfectly reasonable. He chattered on, hardly noticing that the grave dark-eyed girl spoke little in return.
He talked about Mountfern.
“That place is going to get a rare shake-up, used to be the sleepiest town in the midlands,” he said.
He seemed to expect a reply. “Is that right?” Dara asked.
“Well, seeing as how it’s where you came from you’d know better than I would. I bet you’re looking forward to the new hotel?”
“Yes, in a way.” She was looking out the window.
“It’ll bring a fortune to the town, you might get a job in it yourself when you grow a bit older.” He was a good-natured man, he would like to think that this attractive girl could stay in her own place rather than be forced to emigrate.
“Of course there’s always going to be some who’ll lose by it. You’re not connected with the Grange there where I picked you up?”
“No, no, I was just visiting someone in the lodge.”
“Well the Grange will feel the pinch, I tell you. Who’d stay there when there’s the new place? And who’d have a drink in Ryan’s, come to think of it?”
“Why not?” She turned to look at him.
“Your man, the American’s going to have a real bar, not a fancy lounge with uppity prices, but a normal bar across the bridge there from them, it will take all their trade. Very hard on them. Poor man’s wife in a wheelchair already after an accident and now this on top of it all.”
Dara turned away and looked out the window.
“Tell me, did you know that unfortunate child who was killed there last week, wasn’t it the saddest thing …?”
His voice trailed away as he saw the glint of tears on the girl’s face. “Of course you must have known the girl I’m sorry,” he said, mad with himself.
Dara just kept looking out at the road taking them toward Galway.
   “Will I wait and see that you meet your brother all right?”
“No thanks, I’m fine now. Really I am.”
“You must take no notice of me, Mikey the big mouth, that’s what they call me.”
“No, you were very kind to give me a lift.”
“The little girl who died is in heaven of course.”
“Of course,” Dara said in an odd flat voice.
   There didn’t seem to be a back room when she went in first. Just a shabby-looking bar with a loud jukebox. There were cigarette butts on the floor and bits of litter everywhere.
It must be through the door that said toilets on a hand-scrawled sign.
She pushed through the door and saw ahead of her another one, she touched it and it opened a little. Kerry sat at a table with a drunk. Kerry was shuffling cards in a way that they seemed to make an are. His face was clenched in concentration.
She stood looking at him for what felt like a long time before he looked up and saw her.
His face didn’t change, he looked neither annoyed nor surprised.
“Hi,” he said and continued with the shuffle.
“Not that way, Kerry, get your thumb in there properly.” Francis Doyle’s voice was slurred.
Dara sat down and watched. The drunken man helped himself to more whiskey from time to time. Neither of them even acknowledged her being there.
“I felt lonely so I thought I’d come out here,” she said eventually.
“Sure.” Kerry was pleasant but abstracted.
“To find you,” she said.
“And you did,” he said.
Francis Doyle took no more notice of her than if she had been a fly that had buzzed into this close, overpowering room. She felt slightly light-headed as if she might faint.
“Are you going to talk to me?” she asked Kerry.
“Not now, no.”
“When?”
“When I’ve learned the waterfall,” he said.
   Dara’s mind went blank as she sat in the airless room. She was unaware of her surroundings or how long she sat there. Then she felt Kerry touching her shoulder.
“I’ll drive you home now,” he said in a light casual way as if it were the most normal thing in the world to find her in this strange place miles and miles from home.
He held open the door of the little red car. They drove back to Mountfern, fast through the twisty roads. Dara didn’t speak. But she felt more at ease. She settled herself low in the car and once or twice she closed her eyes. On a hill a few miles from Mountfern the car stopped. Kerry looked at her.
“What are we going to do with you, Dara?” He said it with a mixture of affection and irritation.
She turned to him. “I don’t know. I felt so empty. The only thing that made any sense was to be with you.”
“But you don’t want to be with me. You made that clear in the woods.”
“I don’t want to sleep with you.”
“We were wide awake.”
“You know what I mean.”
“I know you keep pushing me away. Why should I think you want to be with me?” He looked puzzled.
Dara took Kerry’s hand and held it to her lips. “I’ve never loved anyone before. You see this is the first time and it’s very confusing. It’s all mixed up with everything else that’s happened, and I feel strange and frightened.”
She looked terribly young. He took her hand and kissed it gently the way she had his. He said nothing.
“You mightn’t even love me at all,” she continued. “So I had nothing to lose by going to find you. I’m not playing any sort of game.”
“I don’t know if I love anyone,” Kerry said. “But if I do the nearest I’d come to it would be you. Come here to me.”
He took her in his arms and she stretched across the little red car to reach him.
   He had ten more days’ holiday.
Dara still looked pale and anxious. But she went to sit in the woods each day Some days he came there, some he did not. She never knew whether he would be there or not.
Each time he held her close to him, he seemed to be more demanding and urgent. Dara felt her resistance changing in degree. What she had fought off a week previously seemed acceptable now.
   “When is Kerry going back to Donegal?” Kate asked Rachel.
“Patrick says he still has a few days.”
“I wish he’d go now.”
“Don’t worry so much, Kate.”
“I can’t help it. She looks totally feverish and her mind is a thousand miles away when she’s here, or to be more precise three miles away up at the lodge.”
“I asked her to come for a drive with me, but she said no.” Rachel had done her best.
“I know you did, you’re very good. I suppose we can just hang on until he goes.”
   “Do you have friends in Donegal?” Dara asked.
“Not really. It’s mainly work, you know … I play cards sometimes, with a couple of guys I met, Tony McCann, Charlie Burns, they live in Derry across the border.”
“Don’t they have red buses and red letter boxes there?”
“You’ve never been to the north?”
“No, how would I go to the north, Kerry?”
“They have red everything, and red, white and blue flags.”
“Well it’s part of England.”
“It’s part of the United Kingdom.”
“Same thing.”
“Don’t you care about it not being part of Ireland?”
“Not very much. It will be eventually, I suppose.”
“McCann cares, and his friends care. They feel very strongly about it.” Kerry’s voice sounded as if he were quoting rather than talking.
“That’s all big talk because you’re an American,” Dara said.
“What do you know about it?”
“Nothing,” she giggled.
“Will you miss me when I go back?” he asked.
“Very much. Do you have to go back?”
“Maybe I could stay … perhaps I could think of an excuse to stay …” he said teasingly.
“Really?”
“If I stay will you be nice to me?” He had reached his arms out for her.
“I’m always nice to you. How would you get off work?”
“I can get anything I want,” Kerry said.
   “When’s Kerry going back?” Kate asked with an innocent air.
“I don’t think he is,” Dara said, eyes dancing.
“That’s right, Grace said he was hoping to get some more time,” said Michael.
“Doesn’t he have to work in Hill’s?” Kate’s voice was crisp.
“Oh, Kerry could talk his way out of anything,” Michael said.
Dara frowned: she didn’t want Kerry presented as too much of a playboy. “He’ll be able to arrange more time, there’s going to be no problem,” she said.
She looked excited and eager.
Kate’s mouth was a hard narrow line.
   “Would you like me to take Dara off on a trip somewhere?” Fergus asked Kate next day.
“Dara?”
“It would keep her out of Kerry O’Neill’s clutches. At least you’d know she was safe with me. Everyone’s safe with me,” Fergus added gloomily.
Kate didn’t give the usual good-humored riposte. She said nothing for a moment.
Then she said, “No, I think it’s time for Dara to go on a trip much further afield.”
“Where do you mean?”
“I don’t know. I’ll talk to John about it. We have to stop pretending it isn’t happening.”
“Of course we don’t know if anything is happening.” Fergus began to backtrack.
“We have an educated guess,” Kate said grimly.
   They sat in the side yard. The whitewashed walls of the big outhouse which had been where the twins had their party now had clematis and honeysuckle growing up and winding around. The front of that building out on River Road looked well too, bright-colored windowboxes getting ready for the day it would open as Ryan’s Shamrock Café.
John and Kate often sat for a while in the side yard. After a night in a room that smelled of cigarette smoke and porter it was like a cool waterfall to sit here where the flowers took over. The night-scented stock and the jasmine were everywhere.
“What will we do with Dara?” Kate’s voice was heavy and sad.
“I’ve been thinking,” John said slowly.
“I knew you would.” She looked at him hopefully.
“Do you remember what Sister Laura wanted us to do in the first place? Why don’t we send her to France?”




Chapter XIX

Madame Vartin looked like the Mother of Sorrows. She had a long white face and a thin mouth that trembled as if on the verge of tears constantly. She had pale blue eyes swimming in sadness. Monsieur Vartin was quite different—he was small and round and laughed like a machine gun firing in continuous rattles and blasts. Neither of them spoke a word of English. Mademoiselle Stephanie, who was a cousin of Madame Vartin, spoke enough to explain Dara’s duties to her.
She was to prepare breakfast for the three small Vartin children, she was to take them for a walk and teach them five phrases in English each day. Then she was to play with them till their lunch; after that she was free to study. At dinner she was to help serve at table and to clear afterward.
She got pocket money which worked out at about £3 a week and there was nothing to spend it on as they were miles from anywhere in the middle of the country. The children were horrible and Monsieur was inclined to touch her a lot, pressing up against her when he passed by. Madame’s eyes brimmed with such sadness Dara felt almost afraid to talk to her at all. If it had not been for Stephanie, Dara felt she would have gone mad. It was hard to know what Stephanie did in the house. She was often to be seen folding linen or gathering flowers. She made curtains for one of the rooms, a job that took her almost all the summer. Sometimes she took the small car and drove off in the afternoons, sometimes she picked fruit. Dara couldn’t make it out at all.
“Avez-vous un vrai job, Mademoiselle Stephanie?” she asked one day. Stephanie laughed at her and quite unexpectedly gave Dara a kiss on each cheek.
“Je t’adore, mon petit chou,” she said, still pealing with laughter.
Dara was confused. Why did Stephanie adore her? Why didn’t she say whether she had a job or not? Why did she use the familiar tu form? Ever since she had arrived she had known that she must be formal and call everyone except the children vous. It was a mystery. For a couple of days Stephanie would keep repeating un vrai job and shake her head with laughter each time.
Dara could hardly believe how quickly she had managed to find herself transported to France. She, Dara Ryan, who had never even been to London or Belfast had been through Paris in a car and had seen the Arc de Triomphe and the Eiffel Tower. Then she had been driven by Mademoiselle Stephanie to this far-away falling down house in the French countryside.
Mademoiselle Stephanie, blonde and curvy, said she liked the opportunity to practice her English; one day she would visit Ireland and meet all the great and famous people in Ireland. Dara wondered fearfully if Sister Laura had exaggerated the attractions of Mountfern or the connections of the Ryan household.
But mainly she wondered why she was here. It had been so sudden, the explanations all quite unsatisfactory.
Mam had been no help. She had been all excited and said it was wonderful, that Dad had found the money, and what a great, wonderful chance for Dara. Michael had said it was a pity they didn’t take boy au pairs, Grace said it was the most exciting thing she had heard of in her life. Tommy Leonard had said he would write to her every few days in case she was lonely. Mary Donnelly told her that of all men, Frenchmen were known to be the lowest.
Kerry had said nothing.
She had rushed to tell him in Coyne’s wood and he had shrugged.
“Well if you want to go, that’s great.”
“I don’t want to go and leave you.”
“Why don’t you do what you want to do, Dara?”
It was a frightening echo of the way she had spoken to Maggie. She remembered the way she had spoken to Maggie the night before the accident.
“You don’t ever know what you want.” She had shouted that as an accusation, and Kerry was saying the same thing to her. She looked at him aghast.
He relented a little. “Have a lovely summer,” he said, and kissed her on the nose.
“Will you write to me?” she asked.
“I’ll send you a card.”
“Will you?”
“I said I would.” He sounded impatient.
“Will you stay here now that I’m going back or do you think you should go back to Donegal?”
“Who knows, little Dara? Who knows?” He had kissed her again on the nose.
She had gone to the lodge twice in the hope of seeing him. But he had been out both times.
Grace thought he might have gone to some place he liked miles out on the Galway road. Miss Hayes said that she hoped he had not. It was a place with a bad name, full of drunks and layabouts.
“No it’s not, it’s just shabby and dirty,” Dara had said and they looked at her with surprise.
She longed to ask Grace to write and tell her about Kerry. She longed to tell Grace how much she yearned to hear of him. But it would be useless, Grace had no idea how much Dara envied her the easy access, the nearness and the closeness to Kerry.
She nearly asked Michael, but she couldn’t do that either.
“I’ll miss you a lot,” Michael said the night before she left.
“No you won’t, you have Grace.”
“That’s different, I’ll still miss you, Dara,” he said, surprised. “You’re my twin, for heaven’s sake.”
“So I am,” she said emptily.
“Is anything wrong?”
“Everything’s all changed.”
“We’re just getting older.”
“Maggie didn’t,” she said.
   And suddenly here she was in the French countryside taking children for walks down strange kinds of country roads that had no character in them at all. The fields didn’t have proper walls, they went on for miles and miles without any fences even. The farmhouse was terribly shabby on the outside, but very rich and full of huge furniture on the inside.
There was Maria, an Italian maid who had great tufts of long black hair at her armpits and who seemed almost as miserable as Madame. Only Madame, Maria and Dara went to mass on Sundays, which seemed to make nonsense of the nuns saying they were Catholic families looking for equally good Catholics to come and stay. Monsieur had been to the church five times he told her, for his christening, his first communion, his wedding, and the christening of two of his three children; the third managed without him. At least that’s what Dara thought he was saying; he seemed to be counting out the occasions proudly on the fingers of one hand for her. She shuddered to think what Canon Moran, or anyone at school would think if she told them, and for some reason she didn’t quite understand, she felt that she wouldn’t tell them.
Madame’s visit to Lourdes involved a lot of preparation. An open suitcase sat on the landing and there was a lot of folding and refolding of clothes, and placing and replacing of missals and small prayer books. There was never a smile or an eagerness, just a more determined business than ever Dara wondered what the woman could be going so far to pray for.
“Desirez-vous un miracle, Madame Vartin?” she asked boldly on the morning of the departure.
The thin dark woman stopped and looked at her as if she had never seen Dara before.
“Un miracle!” she repeated. “Un miracle. Tiens!”
And suddenly and totally unexpectedly, she took Dara by the shoulders and kissed her on each cheek. There were tears in her eyes.
Dara felt terrible. Perhaps Madame Vartin was very sick. How stupid to ask her if she was seeking a miracle! Dara wished she could have bitten back the words, but strangely Madame’s softness remained, and when she was being waved off by the entire family at the door she had a special pat for Dara. It was impossible to understand the French.
Dara went for her usual walk in the orchard to find apples that would stave off hunger until the impossibly late meal that evening. She decided to write a long letter to her mother and went upstairs to get her writing paper.
There was summer lightning out over the strange unwalled fields of France. She ate the green apples, and she wrote about Madame going to Lourdes and her own tactless remarks. Dara had gotten into the habit of writing to her mother just like she talked. She knew that the letters were not read out at home, but that her mother gave edited extracts.
“I wonder why she’s so sad,” Dara wrote. “I mean she doesn’t have any awful things to put up with like you do, not being able to walk, and getting stuck behind the counter listening to old bores drinking and chattering on for hours. I can’t understand why Monsieur married her really, he must have known she would be a misery. She looks like a disaster area even in their wedding picture. But I think you’d need to live here for a lifetime to know what any of them are at.”
Next morning she knocked on Mademoiselle Stephanie’s door to ask for a stamp. They gave their letters to the mailman when he arrived with the incoming mail.
Mademoiselle Stephanie was still in bed, which was odd. Beside her was Monsieur Vartin, which was so unexpected that the letter fell from Dara’s hand.
“I’m terribly sorry …” she began.
Mademoiselle Stephanie didn’t seem in the slightest put out. She indicated the middle drawer of the desk for the stamps, and asked Dara to remember to give the mailman some other letters which were on the hall table.
   Now that Dara had gone to France it was a little more difficult for Michael to meet Grace without calling attention to himself. Eddie and Declan were particularly revolting this summer; they made kissing sounds when he said he was going fishing with Grace. Admittedly Dad and Mam shushed them up, but it was very annoying.
Grace didn’t seem to care, which was a relief. She came into the pub as regularly as when Dara had been around. She asked to see Dara’s letters but Mam said that letters were only for the people they were sent to. If Grace wrote to Dara then she would get letters back, and so would Michael.
   Dara felt tears of homesickness fall down her face. Madame Vartin found her reading her letter, and put her bony thin arm around the girl’s shoulder. She said soothing things in French and Dara said cheerful things between noseblows, things like she wasn’t really lonely, and she was just being silly.
Then she looked at Madame Vartin’s long sad face and she became more weepy than ever.
She had tried to tell Madame Vartin about Maggie. It was so hard to explain, she had looked up words in the dictionary but even then it was too complicated. Sometimes she had to abandon the story in the middle. And anyway she was more sorry for Madame Vartin than she was for herself. It became almost unbearable when she saw Monsieur give Madame a little peck on the cheek as if nothing untoward had ever gone on in her absence.
Dara sighed. Perhaps men were by nature faithless. Sister Laura had more or less implied it, said that it came from nature where a male animal was used to servicing several female animals. Mary Donnelly never said anything else. Dara thought sadly of the world of men. Starting with Kerry.
There had been letters from everyone, even a card from nice Fergus Slattery. Pages from the Whites, and almost daily something from Tommy Leonard. But from Kerry nothing at all.
He couldn’t have found somebody else already. He couldn’t have. Why say all those things, and want to be so close to her if he could forget her so quickly?
But then Dara thought gloomily of Mrs. Whelan’s husband who had gone away, of Kerry’s father who wouldn’t make up his mind between Mrs. Fine, Miss Johnson and quite possibly Miss Byrne the physio-therapist. And Brain Doyle had a girlfriend in the town that he hardly paid any attention to.
And those men who called on Rita Walsh in the Rosemarie hair salon. Dara knew now they hadn’t come to fix hair dryers or to see to the hot water. No, now that she was a sophisticated woman who knew about the world. Now she realized only too well why they went there, and why they looked so secretive when they came out and scuttled off home.
Dara thought about all the men she knew and only her father and brother seemed blameless to her. Her father wouldn’t look at another woman and Michael had put Grace on such a pedestal that he probably just kissed her chastely. She couldn’t imagine Michael doing what Kerry had. She thought about Kerry for a bit and supposed she’d better tell in confession about all that stroking and kissing. Though how to describe it was a mystery.
It would be lovely to know enough French to confess to a French priest. By the looks of things you’d get away with murder here.
   “How’s Dara getting on minding the children by the Loire?” Fergus asked.
“It’s the poor French children I worry about,” Kate laughed. “I got a letter from her this morning and she said that she has taught them all to say pogue mahone. They think it’s Irish for good morning.”
Fergus laughed. “Knowing the French I’d say they’d be pleased to think their children were being taught anything as racy as kiss my arse. A very lavatorial sense of humor, I always found.”
“Don’t be lofty, you always found. When did you always find? On your five-day trip to Paris ten years ago was it?”
“How many days did you spend in Paris, brain box?” he asked.
“No days. And now I’ll never go.”
“Remember we wanted you to go to Lourdes.”
“Yes, but it would have been the wrong thing, Fergus. Lourdes doesn’t mend broken spines. Nothing does. People would have been so disappointed and I would have felt I would have failed them somehow if they saw me in a wheelchair for the rest of my life.”
“I think it’s a load of rubbish,” said Fergus.
“You can’t mean that.” Kate was shocked “Why would Our Lord let people believe it and go there in millions if it wasn’t true?”
“Have you ever considered that Our Lord mightn’t be there?”
“No I have not, and neither have you. This is being said to shock me, like a schoolboy. Of course you believe in God.”
“Well if I do I don’t like him much,” Fergus said. “He’s taken away my housekeeper weeping and wondering where her duty lies. She came to a tearful conclusion, Canon Moran and Father Hogan’s need is greater than mine.”
“I’m delighted,” Kate said. “Best thing for her, for them and for you.”
“Why for me?”
“You’ll have to live like the real world lives now, instead of having everything done for you, being a peter pan with occasional flashes of bold atheism now and then. It will be the making of you.”
“What will I do?” shouted Fergus.
“Find a wife,” Kate said.
“No, seriously what will I do now? Miss Purcell’s going.”
“I’ll get you someone to come in and clean the house. That’s all you need.”
“But the cooking, the washing.”
“I’ll teach you to cook. I’m teaching Grace O’Neill so I might as well have two pupils, and until you find someone who takes in washing properly you can bring it here.”
 

 
Kate wrote to Dara about the lessons. She said they were priceless. She said that Grace hadn’t known you could get rashers of bacon cut for you, she thought they started life in plastic wrappings. She said that Michael put half the dough in his hair and on the kitchen walls, and that Fergus was in grave danger of becoming a kitchen bore. He kept saying there was nothing to it, and when were they getting on to something a bit more elaborate?
   The entire Vartin family had taken to saying pogue mahone as a greeting each day, and Dara wished mightily that she could be around the first time one of them actually said it to anyone who understood Irish.
As an act of solidarity she decided to tell Madame Vartin what it meant. It was the only gift she could give her, a little superior knowledge. Laboriously she translated it: Va baiser ma fesse.
Madame’s face was quite stunned when she heard it, and Dara wondered had she gone too far? But no. Madame Vartin thought this was a nugget of information and hugged it to herself with glee.
“Pogue mahone, Stephanie,” she would say to her rival each morning, and she and Dara exchanged winks of delight when nobody was looking.
   Rachel told Patrick that he might need to organize activities for the bad weather. She chose a particularly wet and gloomy day to tell him this so that he could see what she meant.
“Fishermen would be out on a day like this, and golfers never let a little rain get between them and their game,” Patrick said.
“Their wives?” said Rachel.
“They can get their hair fixed, their nails done.”
“Not every day they can’t.”
“What do you think then?”
“Some activities, maybe cooking classes even. How to make traditional Irish fare.”
“Not a bad idea,” Patrick said. “Who would we get to do it?”
“Let’s think nearer the time. There could even be people around here?”
“Hey,” said Patrick suddenly. “Kate Ryan’s done well teaching Grace, and Grace says she’s very funny and has long stories about the ingredients and everything. Do you think she could do it?”
“I don’t know where you get your ideas, Patrick,” Rachel said in admiration.
   Jim Costello, the young manager, had not yet met Kerry, son of the house. Jim had been away finding staff and interviewing applicants when Kerry had come home.
He had not been in Mountfern for the tragedy. He knew the Dalys, of course, and remembered the little girl with the long hair and big eyes as a friend of Grace O’Neill’s. He called to the dairy to sympathize on his return.
He was surprised to see an older girl there. “I don’t think we’ve met,” he said and offered his hand.
“Mountfern is really looking up now that I’m off nursing in Dublin,” Kitty Daly said, eyeing him up with unconcealed pleasure. “You and Kerry O’Neill. I must say it’s the place to be.”
“I haven’t met him yet, I hear he’s a matinee idol,” Jim said.
“He’s all of that. He’s like something from another world,” Kitty said.
“Ah well, no chance for the rest of us then.” Jim was courteous, admiring and yet distant. He had come to offer his sympathies, it would be crass to let it turn into flirting. And anyway Jim Costello was much too cautious a young man to become too involved with anyone in a small town. His career was of much greater importance than any dalliance with a local girl, even one as pretty as this tall willowy girl with the beautiful crinkly hair.
As he left he said again that he was so sorry about her sister.
“It’s impossible to believe it happened,” Kitty said bleakly. “This is the first time I’ve been home since, and three times I’ve gone upstairs to call her. And I keep expecting all those friends of hers to come traipsing in looking for her.”
“I didn’t mean to upset you.”
“No, it’s nice to talk a bit. My dad won’t talk about her at all and my mam has more conversations with her in heaven than she ever had when poor Maggie was on earth.” She smiled gratefully as Jim Costello went out the door.
   “Let’s write to Dara,” Grace said.
“You always say that when you want to wriggle out of my arms,” Michael complained.
“Not true. Anyway I’m much better about remembering your poor sister stuck with all those awful screaming children than you are.”
“How can she be learning any French if she keeps writing to us and reading our letters?” Michael grumbled, annoyed to be distracted from his long embraces with the lovely Grace.
But Grace was sitting up and had gotten out the notepad. “Come on, Michael. Stop fooling around … I’ll start. What will I tell her?”
“Don’t tell her about Declan Morrissey getting drunk and asking Mary Donnelly why she was never married. I want to tell her that.”
“That’s not fair, that’s the best part. I can remember nearly all the speech.”
“No, I thought of it, you say something boring about clothes or something first.”
“I don’t write about clothes. Hey, I’ll tell her Kerry’s coming back for a weekend.”
“He’ll probably have told her that himself.”
“I don’t imagine Kerry writes, he’s bad at letters.”
“Well, to Dara he would surely?” Michael thought that it would be very bad of Kerry to be so neglectful.
“Yes, maybe.” Grace was doubtful.
“And I’ll write about Kitty Daly being back.”
“I don’t know.” Grace was still more doubtful.
“Grace, for heaven’s sake, you’re the one who said let’s write; now you don’t want to say anything.”
   Eddie Ryan went into Leonard’s. Tommy looked left and right. His father was busy talking to Mr. Williams. Swiftly Tommy handed Eddie three aniseed balls from a jar.
“Thanks,” Eddie said briefly.
“Don’t eat them here,” Tommy hissed.
Tommy paid Eddie protection money of a sort. He fed him a small amount of sweets that would not be missed from giant jars in order to buy some peace and quiet from Eddie’s gang. Eddie swaggered in most days and the arrangement was sweets of Tommy’s choice, otherwise they all came in together and Tommy’s father got into a temper, ordered them out and told Tommy that the young Ryan boy was an out and out hooligan. Tommy didn’t want any guilt to attach to Dara by association.
He wished that she would write. All he had so far was a picture postcard of some château on the Loire with a list of complaints about the food, and the price of ice cream and the price of stamps.
“Any news of Dara?” he asked Eddie.
“You ask me that every time,” Eddie said.
“And you usually have a smart answer rather than saying yes or no,” Tommy snapped.
“There was a letter this morning, Mam read bits of it at breakfast. What would be in the bits she doesn’t read, do you think?”
“Maybe about how great it is to escape from you, Eddie.”
“If you’re going to be like everyone else then we will drop our deal?” Eddie said with menace.
The thought of Eddie’s gang jostling and pushing and creating havoc in the newsagent’s shop made Tommy Leonard feel faint.
“We’ll go on the way we are,” he said.
“I thought that’s what you’d like,” Eddie Ryan said cheerfully.
Tommy watched him go out of the shop and head for the shop that used to be Meagher’s until Mr. O’Neill had bought it. It was a sort of travel agency and tours office. Surely Eddie wasn’t going to terrorize them and be paid off in excursions by coach to the Ring of Kerry?
Tommy found the days very long, and on his half day he found the hours very long. Twice he had headed off up the street to look for Maggie to come and talk to him. He didn’t dare tell anyone that in case they thought he was going mad or that he hadn’t cared about her death.
Tommy woke a lot with his heart beating thinking of Maggie’s fall.
   Jacinta and Liam had discovered that the cousin wasn’t too bad after all. Her name was Amanda, which was a bit rich for Mountfern, and she loved horses. She had been very disappointed that they didn’t ride, being in the country and everything. In desperation they asked their father if they could ask Miss Johnson to teach them.
Marian had two tame ponies she said, they were practically geriatric she admitted; nobody could come to any harm on them. She bit her lip when she had said that. The raw grief of the children in Mountfern was still in everyone’s minds.
“Why don’t they have the ponies and play with them up in the paddock?” she said to Dr. White. “There’ll be no fees, no lessons, it will take their minds off things.”
“You’re a decent woman, Marian,” Martin White said, and meant it. He used to think that she was a bit uppity and gave herself airs, but he didn’t like her being publicly humiliated by O’Neill either. And it would stop his children from driving him into the asylum on the hill where he had sent so many patients over the years.
 

 
Grace saw the activity in the paddock behind the Grange. “Would we be in the way if we joined in?” she asked.
Liam and Jacinta were delighted to see Grace again, at first they were ashamed of Amanda, but Amanda turned out to get on famously with Grace. Like everyone else.
When Marian saw that Patrick’s daughter was interested she brought further and better horses, and a regular little riding school began.
“Come on, Michael. Get a hat, that’s all. She insists we wear hard hats.”
“Don’t be mad, where would I get something like that? It’s like asking me to get a top hat or a bowler.”
“Please, Michael.”
“No. I can borrow yours if I’m going to have a go, which I may not, I haven’t decided yet.” Michael was very disappointed at the turn things were taking.
He had seen a summer ahead of them where he and Grace would sit and talk and fish and hold each other and kiss. He would wander with her, telling her the secrets of his heart as he was starting to do already. He would tell her his plans and hopes for when they were older, and how he would study hard—at accountancy perhaps, he had heard her father say that a man who was trained as an accountant was trained for everything. He would tell her how they would travel together. But Grace wanted to play childish games and walk round in circles sitting on an aged pony.
“Grace, we don’t have all that much time together, why are you wasting it?”
“It’s not wasting it, we’ll know how to ride horses,” she said unanswerably. “Your way we just sit and talk and whatever.”
“But remember, before, they sort of split us up, didn’t want us going off on our own. Do you remember, that’s why we all went to the bridge.” He gave a shiver.
“I remember.” Grace patted his hand soothingly. “But then isn’t this all to the good? If they know we’re all together with Jacinta and Liam and Amanda, they’ll be pleased. They won’t start breaking things up?” She looked at him with her big clear eyes as if it were the most obvious thing in the world and he was the only one not to see it.
“Don’t you want to be with me?” he asked nakedly.
“Oh, Michael, of course I do, but we have all the time in the world to be together. Can’t you enjoy this? It’s new, it’s fun.”
 

 
Jim Costello took about five minutes to sum up Kerry O’Neill as trouble. And he spent a further five minutes working out how he was going to cope with him. This job at Fernscourt was the prize; it was up to him to make sure that nothing ruined it for him. If he made a success of Fernscourt, then in five to seven years there wasn’t a bank in the country that wouldn’t advance him money for his own hotel. And in the meantime he would meet exactly the kind of tourists and have just the right way to entertain them as he could have dreamed. His last hotel had been a trifle stuffy, still concentrated on the business-lunch trade which was only a status thing. Jim Costello knew that you made nothing by serving unimaginative and underpriced set luncheons to the local solicitors and bank managers and insurance brokers, but in a small place, that was what kept the image of a hotel high. Here in Fernscourt it was different.
He liked Patrick O’Neill and admired him. But the son. Jim Costello had been in the hotel business all his life. Since he could remember he had been in his father’s small hotel, then in the Shannon training school and in France and Switzerland; he was twenty-four and he knew how to spot trouble. The man at the bar who was going to be troublesome, the customer who might not pay his bill. The respectable woman who was using a hotel foyer as a pick-up place. One of Jim’s strengths was that he always saw it in time, just before the incident happened, and managed to head it off.
With Kerry he spotted it the very first time he met him. When he sauntered into the hotel with Tony McCann from Derry.
There was something about Tony McCann that seemed like a challenge. He greeted Jim as if he expected to be thrown out.
Kerry on the other hand was full of charm. “My father tells me there’s nothing you don’t know about the hotel business,” he began.
“Let’s hope he still says that when his hotel is open,” Jim laughed back easily.
“Bit of a backwater this—for a hotshot like you,” said Tony McCann.
“I don’t think so, it’s a friendly place and we hope to be so busy that I won’t have much time for the bright lights myself.”
Tony McCann looked at Jim Costello without much pleasure. “One of these ambitious fellows, all work and up a ladder, I suppose.”
“That’s me, the fellows at school used to hate me too—study study, creep, teacher’s pet. Are you in the hotel business too, Mr. McCann?”
“No.”
“You’re in what?”
“This and that.”
Kerry stepped in smoothly. “Tony’s a friend of mine up in the far north, just brought him in to see the ancestral home rise again.”
“Are you pleased with it?” Jim spoke directly to Kerry.
He shrugged. “It’s my father’s dream, I guess he’s really got what he wanted. It’s looking good.”
“But you’ll be coming back …”
“Relax, Jim, there’s going to be no fatted calf killed for me, not for a long time. No, you’re safe here for a few years yet.”
Jim flushed with annoyance. He had to decide now how to handle Kerry. Did he remain poker-faced and remote, loyal entirely to his employer? This way he would build a wall of resentment between him and the boy, who was only a few years younger. Or did he make Kerry an ally of sorts? Wouldn’t that be easier? He decided to go the friendship way.
“I’d say there’s plenty to keep us both occupied if you do come back. Your father has some very grand plans.”
“Do you think they’ll work out?”
“Not all of them by any means, but enough of them will and I’d say he’s a man who would learn by mistakes. Am I right?”
Kerry seemed amused to be consulted. “Yes, that’s true in most areas. He’s extraordinarily practical, but I’m not sure about this one. He wants so much for it to succeed it could blind him.”
“As I said, let’s hope it will and the problem won’t arise.” Jim had decided how to play it: friendly but not servile, discreet but not what the Americans called tight-assed. He would always repeat pleasantly to Patrick any conversation he had with the son. With Kerry you’d need to cover your back.
He hoped McCann would clear off out of the place too. He was pleased to see Kerry’s car drive off to the big town with McCann and then come back without him. The fellow had obviously gone back north. What on earth had brought him down for such a flying visit? There was something watchful about him as if he hadn’t believed Kerry O’Neill came from this kind of set-up and had come down to check.
He reminded Jim of a very tough Guard he had once known who came on Saturdays for a steak and a few whiskies to thank him for being lenient about closing time during the week. That Guard had a swagger when he came in to collect. Tony McCann had the same kind of swagger, as if he had come to Mountfern to collect.
   It wasn’t easy to find Kate alone. Patrick made three tries. Finally he hit a morning when Mary seemed occupied with deliveries in the yard, when John had driven to the town and the guard seemed to be relaxed.
Kate was sitting by her big french window, studying the typing manual from which she intended to teach Dara. He had tapped lightly on the door, and she hadn’t looked up when he came in.
“I’d have thought you knew all about typing,” he said.
Kate looked up surprised. “It’s you Patrick, sit down won’t you? I didn’t know you were in the place at all.”
She smiled at him encouragingly but she got little response. He sighed deeply.
“Did you come in to draw big heavy breaths at me?” Kate asked.
“No. I’m just low, that’s all.”
“What has you low?” She was sympathetic but not totally sure that he was serious.
“I am low, Kate. I feel everything’s gone wrong. So many terrible things have happened. That child, that poor child dead and buried.”
“Ah, sure, Patrick, that has us all low. There’s neither rhyme nor reason in it.”
“It was never meant to be like this. Pointless tragedy, and confusion everywhere.”
Kate looked at him. It seemed out of character, this type of talk. She waited to hear what it was about.
“You see, I got everything I wanted—the land, the permission to build—and God knows how, I’ve actually built the thing.”
“So what’s wrong?”
He went on with his catalog of what was right first. “The children like the place. That’s not saying it as it is, they love it. This is a real bonus, I thought they would be pleading for brighter lights, but no. That’s largely due to your children, by the way.”
“I know, my twins have formed a welcome-the-O’Neill-family movement, haven’t they?” Kate was polite and almost hid her anxiety about just how warmly they were welcoming them.
“No, don’t worry about that, Kate. Grace and Michael are a couple of kids still, and you got Dara well away out of Kerry’s clutches.”
So he had realized! She laughed guiltily.
But he had moved on. “I worry now all the time. About the way it all happened, it’s as if it weren’t the right thing to do somehow …”
“Coming back?”
“Yes, or coming back in this way. Nothing’s gone right since …”
“That’s not like you—not the Patrick we know.”
“Shit, Kate, can’t you quit acting like someone’s li’l old grandmother? Every time I look at you in that bloody chair, I think to myself that if I’d stayed where I was, you’d be on your two feet. When I see all the signs being put up on the road, when I have to meet the people from the tourist board and talk about projections and over views and market share, I wonder what the hell it’s all about. Why I’m not out on the freeway in New Jersey buying up a couple more neighborhood bars. What am I doing changing every single thing I touch here, getting the priests and the parson to tidy up their graveyards? Christ, that wasn’t what I wanted to do. I wanted to be welcomed here, but nobody remembered anyone belonging to me—”
“Oh, stop all this self-pity, for God’s sake,” Kate interrupted. “You knew that on day one, nobody remembered the O’Neills from a hole in the ground, so stop saying it’s come as a surprise to you now. Four long years ago you knew that. You wanted a life here where you came from, and you’ve got it. Stop bellyaching about changing things and being remembered …” Her face was flushed with anger at him.
He reached over and took her hand. “I suppose you don’t believe me, but it’s looking at you that gives me the worst feeling of regret. Honestly and truthfully if I could turn it all back I’d never have come if it meant doing this to you.”
“You didn’t do it to me, you big loud-mouthed clown. I did it. I walked under the bloody bulldozer. You had signs, I didn’t see them. How many times do I have to say to you and to Fergus, to everyone. I’m not looking at you every day and saying ‘Why oh why didn’t he stay in New Jersey, and I’d be able to walk?’ ”
Her eyes blazed and she had flung his hand away.
“If I say I wish you had stayed in New Jersey—and I do, believe me, I do say it many times a day—it’s not because of that … not because of my being in this chair … oh no.”
“Then what …?” Patrick was alarmed.
“I wish you had stayed in your precious America because if you had then there would have been a living for us here, for John who never really wanted it in the first place but who worked so hard at it for us, for his wife and children, and a living for the children themselves if they want to stay here. It’s been in John’s family for years, it’s not easy to see it go up in smoke because of some Yank looking for his roots.”
Patrick’s mouth was open.
“I mean it, I knew I shouldn’t have started but since I have I won’t suddenly clam up like you do, I’m not cunning and watching what I say. That’s the reason I wish you hadn’t come here, not because I had an accident. I have to think of this whole bloody business as an accident otherwise I’d go insane.”
Patrick was shocked. “But we’ve been over this a dozen times, all of us. You’re not going to lose business, you’re going to gain it. You’ll have the customers from the hotel … We’ve been through this.”
“Yes, we’ll have them buying musical shillelaghs and leprechauns, that’s what we’ll have. They won’t come in to drink here, neither will anyone with an ounce of sense in their head when they can have your Thatch Bar.”
“You never said …”
“Why should I say anything to you? You never say anything real. You always work out where the advantage lies and then you speak. I was damned if I was going to tell you how I felt, specially since we didn’t put in any objections in the beginning. Like Fergus said we should.”
“Please, please let me assure you, let me promise …”
“I don’t want any charity, I just want us to be able to make our own way as we always did. Surely you’d understand that.”
“I understand that better than anyone would. Jesus Christ, I know about dignity and having your place somewhere. I was raised by a man who was a wino, a bum, we had no place anywhere, I wanted to be called Mr. O’Neill, I wanted to make my own way more than anything in the goddamn world …”
“You never said that about your father before …”
“Why should I tell you, or tell anyone? It’s my business, and it’s a part of my life I don’t boast about.”
“Oh no, you wouldn’t mention anything unless there was some purpose …”
“What do you mean? What are you saying?”
“Nothing much, just showing how bad-tempered I can be, I expect.” Kate seemed to have run out of steam suddenly.
“There’s enough for us both here, Kate.”
“I hope you’re right.”
“Do I really only say things that are for my own gain?”
“I never said that,” Kate insisted. “I said you didn’t speak without thinking—like the rest of us do.”
“I suppose you’re right, but you’ve got to cover your back in my world,” Patrick said. His tone changed.
“I came to say something to you, something quite serious.”
“What is it?” There was alarm in her eyes.
“No, serious, as opposed to trivial,” he reassured her. “I wanted to warn you about the case.”
Her eyes narrowed. “Fergus said it wasn’t proper to talk about it at all, that we must remember not to speak of it even to the children because of … well, because of Michael and Grace I suppose.”
“Yes, my lawyers said the same thing. Talk about covering their backs …”
“So?”
“So, I wanted to say this, just between the two of us. You’ve had a terrible injury, nothing will make you walk again. You must get something, the only thing, that can make life a bit better. You must get as much money as you can.”
Kate looked at him, startled.
“This is just us. For three days I’ve been trying to get you alone, and then we nearly messed it up by having a fight. You only have one chance, Kate.”
“Why are you telling me this?”
“So that you will get what is fair.”
“Still, it’s not right of you to talk to me about it. Fergus said that if you did then I was to …”
“Fergus said, Fergus said, don’t talk to me about Attorney Slattery, he makes me sick, that fellow with his calf’s face—”
“You will not say that about Fergus.” Kate flashed again.
“Sorry, sorry. Peace, peace.” Patrick spread out his hands. “Look, I’m just trying so hard and I seem to fall every step of the way …”
“But Fergus said that if you came and offered …”
“And for once he was right, the attorney Slattery. If I was such a bastard as to come and offer you a deal then of course you should not talk to me. But I’m not, Kate, I’m offering you a warning: They will try to make you accept a low offer out of court. If it goes to court they’ll try to trip you up, try to make you take less, try to prove to the jury, who are ordinary people without great wealth, that you live a fine life and that since your little pub would never have been a gold mine, and since you’re a woman who should be damn grateful to have a roof over your wheelchair, then the least compensation should have you on your poor broken knees with gratitude.”
“Why …?” she began.
“Why? Because I know you, I know your pride which is a great strength but also a weakness. The ‘I’m fine thank you’ air you wear around you like a cape … nobody is to dare offer a word of sympathy to Kate Ryan or if they do they’ll bear the consequences.”
“I cope the way that suits me,” Kate said.
“You cope brilliantly, and it’s not just to suit you, it’s to help your husband and your family and everyone. Nobody feels you’re a cripple, but in three weeks’ time if it goes to court you have to drop it, you have to lose this brave way of going on. You’ve got to tell them what it’s really like, otherwise you’ll get nothing.”
“You mean, lie? Act?”
“I do not mean lie and act, you stupid woman, I mean tell them the plans you had for this place and how you can’t damn well see them happening now. The life you had with your husband, how you wanted another child and that’s over.”
“Why do you want me to stand up and spin these self-pitying tales, make a public exhibition of myself, tell a tissue of lies just to get money in the bank? How little you understand anything.”
“Jesus Christ, how little you understand anything. I didn’t break your back, if I did I could pay for it. Sometimes I wish I had broken it, gone out with a cleaver and broken it. That way I could have gone to jail.” His face was working and he was close to tears.
She looked at him wordlessly.
“What kind of pride is this that means you are denying your family what is rightfully theirs?”
“You sound just like Fergus,” she said.
Patrick stood up. He shrugged helplessly.
“I’ll leave you, Kate, before we start again.” He smiled and his face was transformed as it always was. He looked at her sitting so still in the chair.
“It’s no wonder half the town is in love with you,” he said. “I could fall in love with you myself.”
“Oho, it’s a well-known thing that, to say you could fall in love with the unattainable. That’s very Irish, Patrick, you’ve inherited a lot of your forefathers’ little ways of going on. That’s the kind of thing all those mountainy old bachelors would say.”
“I’m a mountainy old bachelor too—by nature, I guess.”
“That will certainly disappoint the gossips here.”
His eyes were cold. “What do they say, the gossips?”
“That you intend to ask Rachel to marry you someday.”
He was startled. For Kate who was Rachel’s close confidante to speak like this.
“Well,” he said.
“However it’s not something Rachel and I talk about,” she said.
“You don’t, like hell.”
“You mustn’t flatter yourself too much. We used to talk about you certainly, but not nowadays.”
There was an unsettling truth in the way she spoke. There was a little silence.
“I don’t handle things very well sometimes,” he said eventually.
“There are some things that it isn’t a matter of handling, or coping with or sorting out like business deals.”
“I know.”
They sat companionably for a few moments.
Kate was a much more still person than she had been before. There was a time when Kate Ryan could not have allowed a silence of longer than two seconds.
Patrick was not a man much given to sitting and musing either. But here he sat and looked ahead of him into the flower-filled garden where the big orange cat sunned herself and the soft cluck of the hens in the distance was soothing. There was no sign of the terrible dog, perhaps someone had been dispatched to take it on a far-distant walk so that its baying could upset another parish.
“I must go now,” he said.
“You were very good to come and see me. Thank you for what you said. No matter what happens I’ll remember that and appreciate it.”
He leaned over lightly and kissed her on the forehead. He had never done that before.
“And you promise me you’ll remember what I said? It doesn’t make you weak, it makes you strong.”
“I’ll remember,” she said.
And he left.
Kate sat still for a long while. She could understand why Rachel was so enmeshed with this man. He was alive and aware and reacting all the time.
It must have been a heady thing for Rachel to realize how essential she was to him and how much he needed her.
No wonder she felt bereft now that he most likely didn’t need her anymore. Kate’s fists beat on her useless legs. The only point in living was to be needed, to be an inspiration, to be the power in something. Nobody understood that, nobody.
Fergus, with all his childish spite against the O’Neills didn’t have the glimmerings of an understanding. He didn’t know why she was a person who needed compensation. It didn’t have all that much to do with paralysis. It had to do with having no role.
John Ryan in a million years would not understand. He would say she was being hysterical, and that of course she was important, more than important … but essential to all of them.
But Kate Ryan knew she wasn’t essential anymore. They didn’t need her like they had once needed her. John was stronger and more his own man, he made decisions with certainty, he coped with the pub as she had once wished and prayed that he would. He still found time to write his poems. He was not as gullible as she had once thought him to be. He was firm with the children, he drove a car, their own car, around Mountfern. He was a slimmer, fitter man than the man of three years ago, more confident in every way.
But he didn’t lean on Kate as he once had. He didn’t need her at every turn of the day.
That was why she needed some goddamn compensation. Not that money was any good, but the reason she should get anything was because her husband didn’t depend on her anymore.
And the only man who had the faintest understanding of this was the man who was meant to be their great enemy. Patrick O’Neill.
   “I can’t like that young Costello,” Fergus said to Kate.
“You can’t like anyone with hand, act or part in Fernscourt.”
“Wrong. There’s a lot of decent people working for him. Don’t make me out to be unreasonable.”
“Lord, you’re the most reasonable man in the world usually; this is your only blind spot. What has poor Jim Costello done now?”
“I heard him talking to Canon Moran, meant to be a sort of private chat. But I could see what he was getting at.”
“You listened to his confession!”
“No, it was in the open air out in the church grounds. You know, beside the garden that O’Neill’s workmen built up for them. He was telling the poor doddery old canon how great it would be if the bishop came to the opening.”
“Well the bishop is coming to the opening, surely?”
“Yes, but Jim wanted him to speak at the blessing bit and he was explaining this awful insincere way to the canon that Mr. O’Neill wouldn’t like to suggest it, and Mr. O’Neill wanted it to be the canon who spoke, but wouldn’t it be great if the bishop were to say a few words too. You know, a lot of devious bullshit.”
“And you’re the one always giving out about Patrick’s language!”
“The poor old canon thinks he’s the one now who thought of asking the bishop, he’s back up at the presbytery trying to word the letter.”
Kate changed the subject. Fergus was getting moody.
“And how is your Miss Purcell up there with the clergy?”
“As happy as anything.”
“Well it leaves you a bit freer, anyway. Whatever you want to do you don’t have to take her future into consideration.”
“I don’t want to do much, Kate. I just want things to stay the same.”
To his surprise she leaned across from the wheelchair and patted his hand. “I know. I know just what you mean,” she said.
“Are you going to the hotel opening, Mary?” Fergus was civil.
“It’s very kind of you to be so interested but the answer is no. Some one person should be here to keep the door open in case in the Republic of Ireland there happens to be one or two souls who are not going to the opening and think they might be served a drink in a wayside pub.”
Mary’s face was flushed with anger and loyalty to her stance about the rightness of everything the Ryans did and the wrongness of the O’Neills.
Fergus blinked wearily. He had brought this attack upon himself and there were many ways that he supported her entirely. But she was a trying woman.
He had only broached the subject of the opening to her on instructions from Sheila Whelan.
“Say the odd kind word to Mary when you’re passing,” Sheila had asked.
“Have you a suit of chain mail for me to put on when I’m talking to her?”
Fergus had been bitten too often to feel easy about saying anything to Mary Donnelly.
“She’s a great woman when you get to know her. She has all the qualities of a good wife—loyalty, determination, everything.” Sheila sighed.
“Are you trying to make a match for her by any chance?”
“Oh, I think it would be a brave soul who would attempt to make a match for Mary these days.”
“Or for me?” Fergus teased.
“Oh, we’re dying to marry you off, Fergus,” Sheila said.
“Who’s we?”
“Kate and myself, we’d love to settle you down. But I’m only giving you a big head. Listen, when you see that cousin of mine, Mary, will you tell her she’s to go to the opening of the hotel. It’s only a false kind of loyalty to the Ryans saying she is going to boycott. Use your charms.”
“My charms haven’t much of a track record,” Fergus had said gloomily.
And indeed he felt he was right, Mary Donnelly showed no reaction to his charming manner except to reject the notion of going near the new hotel. She sniffed and said that the Ryans were going not to show offense, and because they had a standard of manners much higher and more generous than the O’Neill family.
Fergus sighed again. Talking to Mary was like trying to climb up a waterfall.
“Can I talk to Kate? I have to get her to see Kevin Kennedy, that’s the barrister. I want to fix up a proper consultation but Kate’s always too busy making potato cakes, or hemming serviettes or some other nonsense. If the woman could only understand that she must give her whole heart and mind to Kevin Kennedy and the court case, then she won’t have to hem all those table napkins.”
“Will you be able to get her a great compensation do you think?” Mary looked eager and excited. “I’d love more than anything for her to take a fortune off that man. I’d really love it.”
“That’s not the way it’s going to be, he’ll pay nothing, it’s the insurance company. I don’t know, I really don’t. These cases are like throwing a dice. It could be any figure that comes up.”
“There must be some system.”
“There is a sort of system, but it depends what way it’s presented. It’s very practical you know, very matter of fact. What were her earnings, what could be said to have been lost in terms of money? There’s something built in for pain and suffering, and then there’s a category called mental distress. But it all depends on judges and juries in the end, and they’re often cautious men, careful with other people’s money even if it’s insurance companies. Oh God, I wish I knew.”
“You sound very worried.” Mary’s face looked quite pleasant when she wasn’t making some strong point, she had a softness about her that wasn’t in her normal style.
“I am worried, Mary, I’m worried that Kate and John are turning down their only chance of getting what they deserve and are owed. They don’t seem to grasp that this is the one and only time they’ll ever get any stake together for any kind of life.”
“And show that bastard what the courts of Ireland think of him.”
“Yes, but with respect, Mary, mightn’t we do better if we played down that side of it?”
“I know what you mean, I’m as bright as the next man. I’ll sing low on the revenge bit—is that what you mean?”
“That’s what I mean.”
“I’ll feel it in my heart though,” Mary said.
“So will I,” said Fergus.
   “Oh bring him along, certainly,” Kate said when Fergus suggested a consultation with Kevin Kennedy.
“He’s quite important, Kate, you won’t just play along and joke and make eejity remarks about it being half your own fault?”
“I never make eejity remarks. Remember when I was your righthand woman in the office, don’t say I make eejity remarks.”
“I remember. I remember well,” Fergus sighed.
“So, I’ll be polite and use long words. But isn’t he on our side, is he not our lawyer, why do I have to be impressing him and putting on an act for our own counsel? Isn’t it the judge and the jury I have to do the tragic queen act for?”
“It’s no act, Kate. You are badly injured in the name of Jesus, will you stop being the bravest girl in the school about this and start thinking of your future and your family’s future?”
“You’re cross with me.”
“I’m furious with you. You think it’s not quite nice somehow to let anyone know how much your life was changed that day, how much your chances lessened. One day, one day when it’s too late you’ll wish you’d listened, you will be very sorry then. In three or four years’ time when the pub might need a new roof, or when Dara might wonder why there was no money to send her to university or the kids might want to go on a school trip to Rome or John, God forbid, might get a virus pneumonia and be off work for four months and you’d have to pay someone to come in and run the pub … Won’t it be a great consolation to yourself to say that way back in 1966 when you had your chance, your one chance to explain your case, you were too refined, too well-brought-up or some kind of bullshit to get the compensation you and your family deserved? Fine warm comfort these high and mighty principles will be to you and your family then.”
His eyes blazed with rage on her behalf.
Kate changed immediately. She sat upright in her chair and reached for a notebook.
“You are perfectly right as always,” she said without a trace of irony. “Tell me what kind of things will we cover with Mr. Kennedy when he comes.”
   Kevin Kennedy wore an expensive suit but it was crumpled, and his shoes needed a good shine. Kate looked at him and decided that he was a bachelor whose housekeeper was lazy and indifferent. He had a big mane of greying hair, a rather theatrical bow tie and nicotine-stained fingers which groped restlessly for more cigarettes still Kate judged him to be about fifty, and realized after a very short time that he was much sharper than he gave the impression of being. He seemed to shamble through explanations and accounts but yet he remembered everything that had been said and came back to points which she had been sure he had forgotten.
He was very good at drawing her out. Kate found herself responding easily to his questions about the limitations to her life caused by the accident. She agreed that their earnings were considerably diminished since she could no longer work for Fergus in the mornings and since they had to pay out a salary to Mary Donnelly. Kate told how her concentration had lessened, she found it very hard to read a book to its end, whereas once she always had her nose in some book from the library.
Fergus was startled to hear this, she had never said it to him. But that was often Kevin’s gift, he managed to make people tell things. Very often when he was on the other side of a case cross-examining, his gentle persuasive voice made people tell things they wished to keep secret. But here in Kate’s green room Kevin Kennedy was slowly drawing the picture he would need.
Fergus sighed with admiration as Kevin talked to the Ryan couple about how their life had changed, the pain, the huge incapacity, the lack of being able to act as a real mother to the children the way other mothers could, like going up to the school or joining in any outings and activities.
“And of course your normal married life, the life between the two of you that you would have expected to have?” Kevin Kennedy was gentle.
Fergus felt a hot flush coming up his neck.
Long ago, long before Kate’s accident, he had put the thought of her sex life with John Ryan far from his mind. He knew it must exist but he never wanted to think about it, and yet it used to come back to him, the notion of the two of them entwined. He assumed that since the accident it had been out of the question. To his embarrassment John was beginning to stammer.
“Well, I wouldn’t say that it was exactly over … you know, sort of …”
Fergus felt the bile rise in his throat. Surely John could never be so gross and unfeeling as to expect Kate … No, it wasn’t possible. He felt unsteady for a moment.
“I’ll slip out and get something from the bar …” he said.
“Thanks, Fergus.” Kate was cool. “I asked Mary to get a tray ready, perhaps you could bring it to us …”
He went out, loosening his collar.
“Kate said she thought sandwiches and a bottle of the good Jameson,” Mary suggested. “I have it here ready and all, I didn’t want to go and disturb you.”
“That’s good of you.”
“Are you all right, Fergus?” She looked genuinely concerned.
“Yes, I’m just tired. Give me a large one while I’m waiting.”
“What are you waiting for?” Mary obediently poured him a double and waved away the pound note he offered.
“I don’t know really, just giving them a chance to talk, I suppose,” he said, wondering how long would Kevin Kennedy spend on lack of conjugal rights, and compensation for same. Wildly he wondered whether John was saying that really it wasn’t fair to blame Patrick O’Neill in this area because he and Kate were able to have a very satisfactory coupling despite everything.
Fergus felt his hands shaking and he gripped the glass tightly with both of them.
“It must be very hard, this kind of thing, when you’re a friend of the family as well.” Mary was sympathetic.
“Have a drink, Mary.”
“No thanks, Fergus, I don’t think …”
“Have a bloody drink.”
“Very well, keep your hair on. I’ll have a vodka and tonic, thank you very much.”
“Not at all. Good luck.”
Mary raised her glass solemnly. “Good luck, really and truly good luck. They’re relying on you.”
“No they’re not, they think they’re grand, they think it’s lovely to be financially ruined and crippled.”
“Shush now.”
“I won’t shush. And anyway nobody would rely on me, it’s Kevin they should rely on.”
“Oh him?” Mary sniffed. “From Dublin, and a man.”
“Yes, I suppose those are points against him. I wonder has it crossed your mind that I too am a man, Mary. Perhaps you should take that into consideration when you and I are having these little social drinks.”
“I know you’re a man, Fergus,” Mary said.
“I’m glad someone does, I’ve almost forgotten myself.”
“But you’re not a real man, not like ordinary men.” Mary was full of beaming approval. “Here, will you take this tray in that you came out for or they’ll think you fell into bad company.”
“You’re not the worst, Mary,” Fergus said, picking up the tray and carrying it back into the room.
They seemed to have exhausted sexual dysfunction or the possibility of suing for removal of conjugal rights. They were on to the topic of what they could expect to be awarded.
The tray was left beside Kate on the big round table which Rachel had found and covered with a floor-length green cloth. Nowhere else in Ryan’s pub had the elegance of this room.
They looked like four ordinary people having a drink, Fergus thought as Kate poured generous measures and added a splash of water from their only cut-glass crystal jug. No sign of their business together.
   Sheila Whelan came back quietly by bus.
It should only be two hours and three quarters, but the bus visited every townland on the way. It took mountainy routes and it went almost full circles into the countryside to pick up and drop farmers from crossroads that were off the beaten track. There was plenty of time to sit and think.
Think about Joe with his gaunt face and his sad tales clutching her from the hospital bed.
It hadn’t turned out as he had hoped, he told her. He wanted to come home to Mountfern. To die.
“There’s no question of dying, Joe,” she had soothed him, her words automatic, her expression effortlessly kind. Even to the man who had left her all those years ago, hurling abuse to justify himself as he went.
His life had not indeed turned out as he hoped. There were children, four—two sons and two daughters—children that Sheila was not able to bear, and he had scorned the idea of adopting and raising another man’s sons.
The woman he had left everything for was a restless woman. The children had been reared wild, left to run wild. None of them would settle in anything, school or work. The eldest boy had gone to England a few hours ahead of the Guards, it turned out.
Joe had got to thinking about Mountfern in recent weeks. He thought of all the people he knew there, Jack Leonard and Tom Daly. He hadn’t heard that Tom Daly’s little girl had met with such a terrible accident. Sheila told him about Maggie, but his mind wandered away in the middle of the story. She stopped after a while when she saw he wasn’t concentrating. It was too sad a tale anyway.
He remembered Jack Coyne and that nice dour Dr. White. Was old man Slattery around? No, well the son was a grand young fellow. And of course the canon. It would be good to wander down River Road to Ryan’s like in the old days. He had heard of the new hotel across the river, there was a lot of talk about it in the papers. He hadn’t known of Kate Ryan’s accident but he was sure that they’d got great compensation.
And since there were no real ties with Dublin, no—for all that he had a home—it was a house really—and she would understand that he wanted to go home at the end. She’d probably be pleased for him When all was said and done. So could he come back to Mountfern? Could he come home?
Sheila had talked to the nurse who recognized instantly that Sheila Whelan was someone to whom the truth was told. She heard that Joe had weeks and possibly only days to live She had confirmed what she suspected—that he would never leave his hospital bed.
She told him he could come home.
She begged him not to worry what people would say and what people would think. Nowadays, she said, people were much too busy with their own business to worry about the middle-aged postmistress and her husband. She said that Dr. White would be able to continue any treatment.
Joe’s eyes had filled with tears at her goodness. He had never meant to hurt her in the past, he had never wanted to be cruel.
She said she understood. She sat and held his hand until he fell asleep. Three days she was there helping him make his plans, telling him where they would put his bed.
He said it would be good in a way for her to have a man around the house again, and that was the only time she had cried. The tears had come down her face and she wept at the useless lives most people led and how little anyone understood about anyone else.
She asked the nurse to make sure that nobody was kept away because of her visits but the nurse shook her head and said that poor Mr. Whelan’s wife wasn’t in the best of health and wasn’t able to come and see him. Sheila read this to mean that the woman who had borne Joe Whelan’s four children suffered from her nerves or drink or both. She discovered that there were neighbors who would supervise the funeral, kind people in the small Dublin street who had known nothing of any previous existence in Mountfern.
When he fell into his coma and she was assured that he would not know anyone around him again, she left as quietly as she had come and took the bus back to Mountfern. She did not feel saintly or unselfish; she felt a weary tiredness. And for the first time in her life she felt something like anger. Anger about people who stood by and let things happen. At herself for wasting all those years thinking that Joe knew what he was doing and that there was some sort of plan. She might have been better not to have been so dignified and discreet. She could have gone after him and fought for him. And got him back.
Or she could have gotten a court order and got maintenance from him if she hadn’t valued her good name so highly and been too proud to ask for it. That way she would have strong shoes to wear instead of making do with patched soles and avoiding puddles. She would have had the money to go to Rome when the diocese was making the pilgrimage. She could have given Mary Donnelly something better than she had, some holiday or some outfit to get her over the worst days of the pain, the days when you need some distractions.
Instead she was coming back on the bus to Mountfern where nobody except Kate Ryan would know whether Joe Whelan was alive or dead. She would ask Canon Moran to say a mass for his soul, but she would just say that it was for a friend. It wasn’t that the canon would ever tell anyone but she had been so silent and secretive about this, she would keep it that way to the end.
But for the rest of her life she was not going to sit and take a back seat. She was going to take part in things, not just observe them.




Chapter XX

Patrick finished the steak and kidney pie. “That was quite excellent, Miss Hayes.”
“It’s a pleasure to serve you, Mr. O’Neill.”
He sat by himself at the table. Grace was having supper at the Ryans’. It was a night of a cookery lesson, she had explained. He knew it was just another chance to see young Michael but he pretended to take the cookery classes very seriously. Kerry was miles away in Donegal. When Olive Hayes had gone back to her kitchen he sat quite alone. As he sat many an evening.
It would be different when the hotel opened, he told himself. There would not be this stark realization that he found himself reading through his meals, and sitting idly after them, fiddling with the television, if he didn’t get out more work. He had discouraged Marian from suggesting outings, and now she had ceased trying to interest him in little trumped-up schemes. He wished he could ask Rachel here.
He stood and stretched … the evening seemed to stretch as well.
He had put off so long and so firmly any thought about what would happen to Rachel when the hotel opened that he found himself doing it again automatically. But tonight somehow he felt able to think about it.
She could take instruction. And if she did, then there would be no problem about her previous marriage, since it wasn’t a Catholic marriage. Hell, it wasn’t even a Christian marriage.
And she could fit in here, there were ways where she seemed to have adapted better than he had.
Rachel got on so well with Kate Ryan, with Sheila Whelan, with Loretto Quinn. Brian Doyle said that she was the only person connected with the entire enterprise who might be considered sane. Mary Donnelly, that madwoman running a one-woman band for the annihilation of men, said that Rachel was one in a million.
Why did he hesitate to ask her even to something simple like supper in his own house?
He knew why, it was out of guilt.
He still felt that this woman was part of his past. He had gone willingly and excitedly to her arms while the children had stayed in a big white house in New Jersey with their always-ailing mother.
And Rachel wasn’t Irish, or part of the great scheme. That’s why he kept her at such a long arm’s length.
   Dara’s postcard arrived at Hill’s Hotel for Kerry. It sounded very casual with an attempt to be sardonic:
   I heard there was a bank strike at home, I didn’t know there was a postal strike as well!! But then how does everyone else manage to write to me, I wonder? It’s a puzzlement, as they say in The King and I.
France is magnifique.
I’ll be back in Mountfern on the last Thursday in August.
Love Dara.
   Kerry read it and smiled. He would have taken a hotel postcard and written straight back, but he had a lot on his mind. He had lost a great deal on three consecutive nights.
It was time to call Father.
But if he won tonight, it would all be sorted out. No need to tell Father about anything.
   Tony McCann was apologetic. If it were up to him there wouldn’t be a problem in the world, Kerry knew that, didn’t he? If it were only McCann himself or Charlie it would have been a no-problem area. But these fellows … McCann’s voice trailed away a little. For the first time Kerry began to feel a little afraid.
   “Do you not have any idea where he is, Miss Hayes?”
“No, Kerry, he doesn’t tell me where he goes. He just said that he would be back late.”
“Whatever time he comes in, do you hear me, whatever time, can you get him to call me?”
“I’ll leave a note, certainly. I don’t want to intrude but is there anything wrong?”
“No no—heavens no.” His voice was falsely bright.
“It’s just that you sound so urgent somehow. I wouldn’t want Mr. O’Neill to be alarmed.”
“No no, it’s nothing.” He sounded impatient.
“I’ll leave him a note then in case I’m gone to bed. I’ll say you’d like him to ring back but it’s not urgent.”
Kerry spoke very slowly and deliberately. “Tell him it is urgent but there hasn’t been an accident or anything. It’s very urgent.”
“Very well, Kerry, whatever you say.”
   Patrick came in at eleven-thirty.
He had spent a very pleasant evening with Rachel. He called at Loretto’s and asked whether she would like a drive. He wanted to look at the ruined abbey in case it would be a place they could take the guests on the barge that he was going to operate from the new landing stage.
“You’re going to have night boat trips?” Rachel was surprised.
“No, but maybe it’s not a bad idea. They could go through the trees and along the river, the only light … the fireflies in the darkness.”
“They don’t have them here,” Rachel said.
“Fireflies? Of course they do.”
“No. Didn’t you notice?”
“Anyway, will you come with me in the car and let’s see if this abbey is worth our time?”
“It’s been around since the fourteenth century, I think it might be worth a glance all right. Let me get sensible shoes.”
They had walked easily and companionably like the old days. Three times he was about to tell her that he wanted them to be more open and seen to be close friends. Three times he stopped himself.
After all he wasn’t yet ready to offer her anything much, and he would clear it with his children before changing things even slightly. He left things as they were.
   Next morning up at the hotel Jim Costello came to Patrick, there was an urgent call from his son in Donegal.
“Would you like a bit of peace and quiet to take it?”
“No thanks, Jim, it won’t be long.”
Jim had sensed the tetchiness in Kerry O’Neill’s voice. He moved away.
“Did she not leave you my message?”
“That’s some greeting, Kerry. Yes, Miss Hayes did leave a message but it was late when I got in.”
“What time?”
“Eleven-thirty.” Patrick took a deep breath. “I went for a walk with Rachel Fine up around the old ruined abbey … she thinks that we could …”
“I’ll hear Mrs. Fine’s thoughts another time, Father. I’m in a bit of trouble. Financially.”
Patrick’s voice was ice cold. “Yes, Kerry?”
“And I would be grateful if you would bail me out.”
A silence.
“Are you still there, Father?”
“Yes. I’m still here.”
“What did you say?”
“Nothing yet.”
“Will you?”
“I don’t think so.”
“You said you would.”
“No, I said I would discuss it, we are discussing it. How much?”
“A thousand pounds.”
Patrick was shocked. Literally shocked. “You can’t be serious.”
“I am.”
“Well find it then.”
“We made a deal.”
“We made no deal, I said I’d discuss it. I will not hand out a year’s wages to an insolent young punk who calls and demands it as if it were his right.”
“Father, this is serious.”
“You bet your fucking life it’s serious,” Patrick said.
“I thought you were going to—”
“I thought my father was going to do a lot of things for me too, like getting me enough to eat and shoes to wear. But it didn’t happen. Learn the hard way, Kerry.”
“Aren’t you going to discuss it?”
“Yes I will discuss it. When you come back.” Patrick’s anger was ebbing a little.
“I could come back today.”
“No you could not. You can stay there and do the work you are meant to be doing. I will discuss it in a few weeks’ time, when you’re back here for the opening. Meanwhile get out of it the best you can, and if you steal from Hill like you stole from me, I’ll see you go to jail.”
There was a silence.
“Life isn’t easy, Kerry, it’s a matter of finding ways around things; and if one thing doesn’t work, try something else. You’ll discover that.”
“Yes, I probably will,” Kerry said slowly.
   Rachel Fine sat in her sitting room and watched the evening fall on Fernscourt.
She felt very tired. The game was too arduous. She blew cold, he ran after her—she showed some response, he ran away. It was so immature, so unsatisfying. Somehow tonight, for the very first time, Rachel was prepared to stop the struggle, the never-ending spiral of hope, the belief that things were going well.
He was a man who hadn’t enough room in his heart for a full-time loving relationship. He never had time for it with his wife Kathleen either. Whether she had been frail or not he would still have wandered, and it was not without importance to note that he had wandered to a business colleague rather than find a sheerly social relationship.
She sighed, thinking of the years behind and the years ahead. The music on her record player was low so as not to disturb Loretto below. Chopin, soothing and familiar. Perhaps even at this late stage of her life she might even take up the piano again. When she was back in New York.
Would she be back in New York?
Yes, sooner or later. Why not make it sooner, go at her own time? See the opening just because she had worked so hard for it. Give him one ultimatum so that he would never say he didn’t know, and then go. But she had to be prepared to go, not to give herself nine lives like a cat, otherwise what was the point of giving ultimatums?
There was a soft knock on her door. Loretto would never have let him upstairs, and yet who else could it be?
She walked wearily over to the door and opened it.
There stood Kerry O’Neill, the boy she had always hoped would be her stepson one day.
He leaned against the jamb of the door. “Hi Rachel.”
“Hello Kerry.”
She made no move to ask him in.
“How are you?”
“Fine, and you?” They still stood there.
“Reasonably fine, I’d be better with a drink, to be very frank.”
“Well you know me, Kerry, a non-drinking lady. But I’m sure if you were to go to Ryan’s …”
“I don’t want to go to Ryan’s,” he said sharply.
She shrugged.
“Surely my father keeps something to drink here.”
“Your father lives in the lodge, Kerry. I live here.”
“So you never see him?”
“At work.”
“I want to talk to you, not him.”
“I told you I don’t have anything to drink.”
“I know. It doesn’t matter, I have.” He waved a bottle of whiskey. “Now can I come in?”
   Mary thought she had seen the blond figure of young Kerry O’Neill slip quietly across the footbridge earlier, but since he hadn’t come into the pub and there was nowhere else he could be heading, she must have been mistaken.
   Rachel stood back and let Kerry come into her sitting room. He stood looking at it with his cool objective eye.
“Lovely,” he said at last.
“Thank you.”
“I mean it, you have wonderful ways, Rachel. Anyone else would have ruined this place and filled it with clutter.”
He sat in the chair by the window where Patrick always sat and looked across in the darkening evening at Fernscourt.
“I can provide a glass and water,” Rachel said.
“Great, this is far too elegant a place for a man to sit drinking from a bottle.”
He was so engaging, just like his father. His compliments were not so frequent and lavish that they sounded automatic. Instead, they made people feel very touched and grateful to be praised.
She brought a tray to the little low table—Irish crystal glasses and a jug. A pretty china bowl with ice in it, a tray of cheese biscuits and for herself an orange drink. She sat down opposite him. She had not invited him, but since he was here she would be gracious. Being a hostess was second nature to Rachel Fine, she had waited on Kerry’s father for many years in the same elegant way.
“Your health,” she said politely, raising her glass of orange.
“And yours.” His eyes were bright, he raised the very large goblet of neat Irish whiskey and looked at the patterns of the glass admiringly.
Rachel was very good at not being the first to speak. She had learned that first from her mother, who said that the men in the family were the ones to be considered, and then from many many nights waiting to assess Patrick’s mood before she spoke. She knew how to leave a perfectly agreeable silence that would encourage the other person to begin.
Kerry smiled as if he could see into her mind. It was a knowing smile full of confidence.
“And how long are you going to be with us?” he asked genially.
Rachel was shocked by the insolence of his tone. So shocked that it made her speak sharply.
“I was just going to ask you the same question. Are you with us for long or do you have to get back to Donegal?”
Kerry smiled even more broadly; he sensed a fight and he welcomed it.
“Oh, I’m here for the duration, Rachel, this is my home.”
She controlled herself with difficulty. “Well of course, and has your father decided what part you will play in the hotel?” Polite interest, but letting him know that everyone realized it was Patrick who called the shots.
“I’m sure you’re much more aware of what my father has decided or has not decided than anyone.”
She smiled coldly but made no reply. From years of training herself not to over-react, not to fly off the handle, Rachel had perfected a calm and measured response even to situations that were outside the bounds of any manners or fairness.
“My involvement is always in ideas for design, and sometimes it’s an uphill job.” She forced a little laugh that she did not feel. “I can tell you the designer is the one who always ends up taking the blame—it’s too stark, it’s too cold, it’s not Irish enough—my, but you need extraordinary patience in this job. Lucky I have it!” Again her tinkle was very false and again she felt that Kerry recognized this.
“Perhaps you’ve been too patient.”
“How do you mean?”
“You know, hanging around too long, hoping that when this is over—when that is over—the world will settle down as you would like it, as you design it.”
She wondered how much more of this she could take, this pretense of deliberately misunderstanding his discourtesy.
“At least the day of the opening is in sight,” she said “We’ll see then if it works.”
“And what will you do then? Go back to Brooklyn?”
“I live in Manhattan.”
“Sure, but you do live in New York, will you go directly back there? After the hotel opens?”
His question echoed so much her own bitter thoughts and decisions of earlier that evening that it brought a heavy, weary feeling to Rachel. It was as if she suddenly decided to give up the bright sunny response.
“I don’t know,” she said simply. “I’m not sure.”
“Rachel!” He was teasing. “Not sure? Of course you are, you’ve every step planned out, haven’t you?”
“No. Not every step.”
“Most of them then. You’ve been part of my father’s life for a very long time. A lot of people didn’t rate your chances very highly.”
“I don’t know how you could know any of this. You were a child.”
“Sure I was a child, I didn’t know really, not for certain, not until my mother’s last illness. That’s when I knew.”
Rachel looked at him impassively.
Kerry poured another large goblet of whiskey, his hand trembling slightly.
“Those nights when she was alone in the house, and he was with you—in Manhattan, as you remind me. Out until the early hours of the morning. Sometimes I stood on the landing and watched him come in, go into the bathroom and rinse his mouth, freshen himself up before he came up to her bedroom. She was always awake, always waiting for him to come back from you. From your apartment in Manhattan.”
Rachel looked at his white and angry face.
“He sat in a chair drinking whiskey, that’s why he used a mouth rinse, it was not to hide traces of me. He sat talking about her illness, about you all. That’s what I gave him in those months, just a chair, a whiskey, and an ear for his troubles.”
“He had plenty of ears at home if he had come there.”
“Sure he had, but you were so young, your mother was so frail, he couldn’t …”
Kerry’s eyes blazed at her suddenly.
“Don’t you dare to talk of my mother, don’t bring her in casually like that … don’t speak of her.”
“Kerry, this is absurd. You mentioned your mother, you mentioned something that has upset you in the past, I was merely telling you what it was really like …”
“I don’t want your version of what things were really like. If it were a true version it would be fairly sordid.”
“You are unfair to your father and to everyone if you persist in believing all this …”
“Oh, it was all hand-holding and platonic. Don’t be pathetic, Rachel.”
“I am not pathetic, I am telling you what is true. During the time of Kathleen’s last—”
“I told you not to mention her name.”
Her eyes filled with sudden unexpected tears. She turned her head away in a vain attempt to hide them.
Kerry put his glass down on the table. “I’m sorry.”
She didn’t trust herself to speak.
“I mean it. I am sorry I guess I’m upset. I shouldn’t take it out on you.”
She stood up wordlessly as if to say that his visit was over. But Kerry decided that it was not over yet.
“Please, I said I spoke out of turn. Please?”
He had such a persuasive way, she noticed almost dispassionately. Kerry believed that if you were charming enough in sufficient doses it would open every door. And he had usually been right.
“I didn’t intend to come here and harangue you, I intended—”
“What did you intend?”
“I guess I wanted to know what was happening. Is that so bad? Things are fairly unsettled. Father has me up at the other end of the country, he’s so unapproachable, he tells me none of his plans, I hear from this side one set of things, from another side a different … It sure is a rumor factory here, isn’t it?” He grinned companionably, the shouting put well behind.
“And what do they say on all these different sides?”
“Oh, some say that my father is the object of a hate campaign, vandalism, slogans, mysterious happenings; others say that since the prophet Elijah there hasn’t been such a welcome appearance. Then they say that the hotel will be open on time and that it hasn’t a chance of opening; that Father’s going to marry Marian Johnson and she’s going to change her hairstyle and get some new clothes, or that he’s going to marry you and you’re going to keep all your nice clothes the way they are but change your religion … And I hear that he has hundreds of bookings from the States and that he has no bookings … So do you see why I came to have a talk in case you could set me straight on some of these issues, anyway?”
She looked at him, and realized that he was making it all up, there was no way that people in Mountfern would confide such things to the son of Patrick O’Neill. But he was right in his summing up of the different viewpoints.
Kerry patted the chair beside him. “Come on, Rachel, sit down and talk to me. I won’t get nasty again. Promise.”
She sat down, knowing it was a very dangerous thing to do.
“There, that’s better. And now have a drink. Come on Rachel, if you’re going to be an honorary Irish person you’ll have to learn to drink.”
It was easy and comforting to sit there with him instead of sitting on her own.
He had admitted his temper and his feelings. It was only natural that a boy should love his mother and want to keep his memories of her almost frozen in the viewpoint of the troubled teenager that he was at the time.
Rachel sipped the drink that he mixed for her, a whiskey and dry ginger. It tasted sweet and warming, not like the wine she sometimes sipped at functions, which was bitter and alien. Here in the sunset looking across the river with the handsome boy admitting his petulant temper and smiling at her like a conspirator it was easy to sit and talk and drink the sweet, fizzy, harmless liquor.
Kerry talked of the hotel in Donegal, how lonely he was up there and how the place seemed so remote. He often went to Derry across the border, it was exciting somehow to be in a place that was ruled by another country, to see other flags flying. Most of the people in Derry were basically Irish, he explained to Rachel, and they felt much more at home in the republic. He had met a few guys who were easy to get along with there. Rough guys, not the kind who would be welcomed with open arms in the front doors of Fernscourt, he said scathingly. Still, they were alive all through, which was more than you could say for many of the people you met in this country, north or south. Rachel took this to mean that they were able to play cards with him or point him to some kind of game down town.
And Rachel found herself telling Kerry more than she intended to about some of the problems in getting deliveries in time and how she always tried to shield Patrick from the more troublesome side of things, partly because he had so much to think about he really could not be expected to give time to wondering why some weavers in Connemara had not been able to come up with the consignment they had promised months back. And partly because any complaining or even mild criticism always seemed like a condemnation of his decision to come back to this land and build his dream castle.
Together they sighed amicably about the difficulties of dealing with the great Patrick O’Neill. There was none of the usual fencing between them and no hint of the flash of anger and the instructions not to speak his dead mother’s name.
Rachel told of how Maurice, the Ryans’ missing tortoise, had been discovered in the hen house where apparently he had been living for months in total contentment. And Kerry told how he had discovered that Jimbo Doyle really was making it big on the ballad-singing circuit; he was even booked for an appearance in Donegal, which had to be the Vegas of Ireland.
The sun sank behind the big house and the trees. The river took on its black rippling look where it seemed like a dark ribbon instead of a living, flowing thing.
Somewhere, possibly from down near the bridge, they heard the sound of a fiddle playing, an air that sounded sad and plaintive, but all Irish airs seemed sad to Rachel and Kerry. The boy reached across and patted her hand. There were tears in Rachel’s eyes again but this time she wasn’t hiding them, they fell down her face.
“I could have fit in here, I could have stayed and been part of it,” she wept.
“But now you think you’ll go back?” His voice was soft, like honey.
“I decided today I’ll have to go back. He thinks he doesn’t need me, he thinks he can manage on his own …” She let a sob come through her voice.
“I know, I know.”
“You can’t know.”
“Well I do, he doesn’t need me either. He never did.”
Rachel looked at him, tear-stained. He was so different tonight, vulnerable, understanding.
“I think he finds it hard to express himself to you …” she began, trying as usual to build bridges.
“I’m only his son, his flesh and blood. It shouldn’t be so very hard to express himself.”
“He does care for you … I know.”
“And I know how fond of you he is too. I didn’t always want to see it, I can tell you, but …”
He looked so straightforward. Rachel felt fuzzy and a little confused, but she could see that Kerry was being genuine toward her and she wanted to reassure him that he was important to his father.
And now Kerry was admitting that she, Rachel, was a part of Patrick too. She was certainly a little heady.
She placed her hand on Kerry’s knee. He lifted it to admire her rings.
“These are very beautiful,” he said softly. “Did you choose these yourself or were they a gift?”
She saw no guile in the words. It was a question. She held her hand away and admired the topaz and the emerald.
“Your father bought me the topaz a long long time ago. The emerald I bought myself. I have a little garnet too, but I don’t wear them all at once.”
“No, no.” He was holding her hand and admiring the way the light caught the stones.
“It means fidelity, a topaz,” she said dreamily “I remember that very well.”
“Is it your birthstone?” Kerry asked interestedly.
He was so relaxed and easy to talk to tonight, Rachel wondered why she had ever thought him prickly and difficult.
“No, I’m Gemini—that’s the emerald.” She turned her hand in his to examine the green stone.
“I got the emerald because of that and also because it means ‘success in love.’ I guess I wasn’t so lucky there”
Kerry said nothing, he fingered the tie tack he always wore these days. Even when he wasn’t wearing a formal shirt and tie he seemed to have this pin on his lapel somehow.
“My, that’s a topaz also,” Rachel realized for the first time.
“Yes. Topaz, that’s right.” His voice seemed strained.
“And was that a gift or did you buy it, like I bought my emerald?” She was being giggly now.
“It was both, in a way. I paid for it to be made into a tie tack, but it was a gift, from my mother. Father gave her a topaz for fidelity also, you see. He never asked where it was when she died, I don’t know if he realizes this is where it ended up.”
Rachel felt a sudden lurch in her stomach. “I think I’m going to be sick,” she said, staggering to her feet.
   Loretto Quinn was serving Jack Coyne next morning when Kerry appeared in the shop. He was in his stocking feet, walking lightly, and his clothes were crushed and rumpled.
“Hi Loretto. Well hi Jack, how are things?”
“Things are reasonable.” Jack wasn’t able to reply as quickly as usual, he was so startled to see O’Neill’s son come in casually through the back of the shop, meaning that he must have been upstairs.
Upstairs with O’Neill’s woman.
“So they are with me, pretty reasonable. Loretto, can I have some oranges please, perhaps half a dozen … Sorry Jack, am I cutting in ahead of you?”
“No, please.” Jack could hardly wait to see what else the young Kerry O’Neill was ordering.
Kerry said he’d take eggs, bread, four slices of that really great bacon—how could anyone in America think they had tasted bacon until they came to Ireland? And he’d better take a packet of those aspirin tablets too.
He smiled at them both, punched Jack playfully, and said that the little red sports car was a dream on wheels and he thought he’d either have to buy it so that it would be his own or possibly play Jack a game of poker for it.
Then light and cheerful he ran back up the stairs, leaving Loretto and Jack open-mouthed below.
   Rachel woke painfully. Her head was pounding and she had a sense of unreality. What could have happened to make her feel so ill? Bits of it came back to her. The whiskey, the long chat with Kerry.
Then with such a shock that she sat bolt upright she remembered vomiting.
Her hand flew to her throat and she looked around her wildly. The bed was rumpled. Kerry’s jacket was thrown on her chair. His shoes were lying on the floor where they had been kicked off. The other side of the bed had a little table and on the table was Kerry’s watch, his cigarette case and his lighter.
With disbelief Rachel tried to take it in. She felt too frail to contemplate what could have happened. She wanted to lie down and pull the sheets and blankets over her poor hurt head. But she couldn’t lie down. Not yet. Not until she knew.
As if on cue Kerry came into the room. He was wearing his shirt open, he was smiling.
“Hi there.”
“What … what?”
“It’s orange juice,” he said delightedly, misunderstanding her. “I squeezed six oranges so you’ll love it. And if you feel strong enough I’m going to do you some eggs.”
“Not eggs,” Rachel said.
“Oh yes eggs, Rachel, they’re known to be good for you. I got some bacon but I wasn’t sure. I didn’t know …”
“No bacon.” She struggled with the words.
“Sure sure. Well coffee anyway, after the juice.”
He sat on the bed familiarly, too close to her she thought in alarm, and pulled back.
She realized she was in her slip and that her brassiere was open. She realized that Kerry O’Neill was looking at her affectionately. The room seemed to swim and tilt a little.
“Kerry, how did … how did …”
“I got them in Loretto’s,” he said sunnily. “Oh, and I got you some aspirin too. Sip the juice first, then I’ll fix you some aspirin with the coffee.”
“You told Loretto …?”
“She’s really improved that little store, hasn’t she? Jack Coyne was in there, he’s an okay guy, I think. Father always says he’s a gangster but these things are relative. To some people Father is something of a gangster. But enough about him, let’s talk about you and me …”
Rachel gave a jump.
“… and what we’re going to have for breakfast if it’s too non kosher to fry a little bacon.” He smiled at her warmly and Rachel Fine with her drawn, lined face, her aching head and upset stomach looked up at him piteously. And knew she was somehow in his power.
   It was the last Thursday in August and Dara Ryan had returned to Mountfern.
She felt quite different to the Dara who had left two months earlier. Older, wiser, more a woman of the world, she thought. After all she had lived in a household which had things going on under its roof that Dara would not have believed possible. She was going to look with new eyes on the clientele, male and nocturnal of the Rosemarie hair salon. She hoped she had become more sophisticated-looking. A girl she was talking to on the train told her that she could easily be eighteen, she looked much older than almost sixteen.
Dad thought she looked older, which was great. He held her at arm’s length when he came to meet her at the station in the town. Grace and Michael had wanted to come too he said, but he had to refuse them, he needed the car for supplies.
Dara looked around and indeed the back of their old black car was filled with boxes. Things for the café, Dad said, every day now there was more stuff being brought in. They were ready to open it for business anytime now.
“And what kind of form is Mam in? She doesn’t get depressed too much now, does she?”
Dara kept looking lovingly at her father; she knew that in a changing world he would remain constant. It was hard to imagine Dad in bed with anyone, including Mam before the accident, but Dara knew that he wouldn’t ever cheat on Mam like that appalling Monsieur Vartin.
“Your mother is a marvel,” he said simply. “I don’t know where and how she gets the ideas and the energy. She’s an example to us who have the legs. She’s so delighted that you’re coming home. For ages now she’s been saying only eight days more, only six days more …”
Dara was pleased. “Isn’t that nice, I was just the same, I hope we won’t start to fight and ruin it.”
“Of course you will.” John was philosophic. “But not immediately. We’ll have a few days of a honeymoon period first.”
   They drove down Bridge Street. Liam White was waving, and John slowed to a stop.
“You look different, did you have an illness?” he asked.
“Jesus, Mary and Joseph, Liam, that’s lovely,” said Dara.
“No, you look foreign. Maybe it’s the air, or the food.”
“I think she looks great altogether.” Dara’s father was partisan and proud of his dark, handsome daughter.
“Oh, you look fine,” Liam said, as if that had never been in doubt. “The question is, will it last?”
“Where’s Jacinta?”
“Off somewhere with Tommy, she’s the only one able to get him out of the shop. His father is afraid of Jacinta.”
“Aren’t we all?” Dara said with some feeling.
   Dara looked over at Daly’s shop. It still looked the same. People came in to buy cakes and butter and groceries. Life went on. Dara swallowed hard. Everyone else had had two months to get used to Daly’s Dairy without Maggie. Dara would too one day. Charlie was cleaning the windows, he waved his wet cleaning rag at her. The shop that used to be Meagher’s seemed to have been all done up.
“What does Mountfern need a travel agency for?” she asked.
“Oh, there’s amazing needs created in this place nowadays,” her father said almost ruefully.
Dara’s eyes raked the town for Kerry.
Perhaps he was back. Could he be running the travel agency? Would she ask Dad was he around? No, she was only minutes from home. And she had sent him a card giving the exact date of her return. There was bound to be some message from him when she got there.
   The sign was up for Ryan’s Shamrock Café. Nobody had told her it would look so big. There was a new door now in the front of the building that used to be the outhouse, the place where they had their party almost a year ago.
The old windows had been repainted and new glass fitted. On each windowsill brightly colored boxes of geraniums stood nodding in the sun.
Dara gasped. “I never knew it was like this … like …”
“Like nothing on earth,” her father finished cheerfully. “Still, it might keep a roof over our heads. Now here’s your mother waiting for you.”
Kate sat in the door of the new café. She was all dressed up, one of Rachel’s scarves draped around her, which was what designated the outfit as for an occasion. She stretched her arms out in welcome as Dara scampered from the car.
Dara’s heart gave a little jump.
Mam’s smile was wide and warm, but she had big circles under her eyes and she was very pale.
Mam didn’t look at all well.
   There was huge excitement at Dara’s return.
Grace and Michael came rushing in. Grace hugged her and said that she had become very French.
Michael said she had begun to lisp and speak broken English.
“What ees zat you say?” Dara punched him until he admitted it was all jealousy on his part.
Eddie wanted to know why she hadn’t tried snails. He’d told all his friends that Dara was eating snails for her breakfast, dinner and tea and now he’d look like an eejit.
Declan asked could he go to France next summer, he wouldn’t mind looking after children, it would be nice to have something younger than himself that he could boss around and give orders to.
Carrie asked if they ate everything raw—Jimbo told her he had heard that.
Mary Donnelly said she was pleased to hear that Frenchmen were not always making free with their attentions, as had often been reported.
Grace and Michael giggled at this and Kate and Dara exchanged glances. Mary had not been told about the discovery of Monsieur Vartin and Mademoiselle Stephanie.
It was marvelous to be back at home with everyone speaking English and everyone speaking at once.
But it was awful not to be able to ask about Kerry. Nobody had mentioned his name.
   After supper Dara linked Grace out into the garden. They were meant to be doing a tour of the café.
“And what news of your big brother?” Dara tried to be light and joky.
“Oh, didn’t he write to you? I told him you were coming home today. He was on the phone looking for Father.”
“How was he?”
“He was mainly sounding off about Miss Hayes. I had to keep the telephone very close to my ear in case she’d hear, he’d called the night before for Father, and a … oh, I don’t know, she hadn’t given the right message. But I did tell him you’d be back today.”
“Thanks, Grace.” Dara was bleak.
“Was it great, France?” Grace was eager. “Did you go out at all to any parties or dances?”
“No, nothing like that.”
“What was the best part?”
“We had a picnic … they call it peek neek, honestly. They had huge loaves of French bread and cheese and peaches and wine … And we went to this place on a river, not the Loire itself but a smaller river like the Fern, and we went swimming, all of us. Even Madame. And we stayed there till quite late and it got dark, and they all seemed very happy …”
Grace looked at her, trying to see why this had been the high spot.
Dara went on. “They seemed so safe, sort of. As if they’d always be together, and I understood all the conversation, which I usually didn’t. I think it might have been the wine … And suddenly there were all these little pinpoints of light everywhere. Fireflies they were.”
“Oh, yes, fireflies are lovely,” Grace said.
“I told them we didn’t have any here, and Monsieur said I must look again when I got home. That was the best time, I think.”
Grace seemed pleased that Dara had a happy if unfathomable memory. She hugged her friend. “It’s great to have you home again,” she said.
And Dara felt a great ache.
It would have been great to come home if there had been a note from Kerry saying when he’d be back in Mountfern. If Maggie had been running up River Road after supper, hands clasped and eager to hear every detail. If Tommy had come in making jokes about the French.
And if Mam’s face hadn’t this tired look, and if she’d been able to eat her supper instead of moving the cold chicken and ham from one side of the plate to the other.
   Loretto Quinn had to tell someone so she picked Sheila Whelan.
“It could be totally innocent,” Sheila said.
“It has to be,” Loretto said. “Mother of God, you don’t think that they’d have been sleeping together as man and wife would you?”
Sheila sighed a “no”.
“But what was he doing back in town, let alone above in her room?” Loretto’s open face was puzzled. “Rachel told me herself that he wouldn’t be coming back until the opening. And young Dara Ryan said that Mr. O’Neill said he was still above in Donegal.”
“It’s a mystery all right,” Sheila said. She had a feeling that something was very wrong here. If Kerry really had been sneaking into Mountfern and to Rachel for any purpose under the sun, not to mention the interpretation which would be put on it, then why had he advertised it so publicly?
People didn’t die without orange juice and eggs. He could have waited until Jack Coyne had left the shop, he would have heard his voice before he came in. Kate Ryan had always been worried about Kerry, she had said there was something very strange about him, he didn’t react like ordinary people.
Maybe Kate had been right.
   Tommy Leonard was disappointed that he had missed Dara coming back. He had gone out with Jacinta to find good angles where Mountfern could be photographed.
Mr. O’Neill was having a photographer next week who would take glossy pictures of the place and they would be turned into postcards. Some would be sold in the hotel, some in Leonard’s. Privately Tommy thought that if the visitors could buy them at the information desk in the hotel they would be most unlikely to want to trek the whole way to Leonard’s to buy the same thing. But his father had been very respectful and over-thanked Mr. O’Neill.
Jack Coyne came in to buy a paper. He ignored Tommy and went instead to the older man. Jack lowered his voice so Tommy made an effort to hear. It seemed to be about Kerry O’Neill having breakfast with Loretto Quinn. Or was it Mrs. Fine? In either case hadn’t they little to talk about!
Tommy’s thoughts went back to Dara. He wished he hadn’t gone out with Jacinta, he felt sure no good would come of it. Liam White said that Dara had changed totally, gotten a smaller waist, a bigger chest and a sort of bold flashy look about her as if she had seen it all and done it all. Tommy knew that this couldn’t be true, but he did wish that he had been able to see her himself and make these observations about her chest and her waist instead of hearing it all from Liam.
He stood there, legs aching, wishing that his father had not been so infected by Mr. O’Neill’s diligence that he now kept the shop open until nine o’clock in the evening.
 

 
Fergus went for a stroll which took him, as his strolls nearly always did, to the door of Ryan’s.
“Can I have a look at the Parisienne?” he asked John.
“She’s within, chattering to her mother, saying ‘oui’ instead of yes half the time. The boys are giving her a desperate teasing over it. Take your pint and go in to see them.”
“Ah no, I’ll let them talk. I’ll see her plenty in the next few days.” Fergus knew how much Kate had been looking forward to the daughter’s return.
“Wasn’t it a great chance for her, Fergus?” John was very pleased with the way it had all turned out. “We didn’t know what we were sending the child to, really, it was just that …” He let the sentence trail away.
“Well, didn’t it all work out very well when you consider …” Fergus Slattery didn’t finish his sentence either.
He thought that this particular conversation was better left untold in this house. He hoped that the handsome young Dara Ryan had her head well turned by Frenchmen and that she would forget O’Neill’s dangerous-looking son.
   It was so good to have Dara home. Kate wondered how she had survived without her daughter. With Dara there was no need to pretend, with Dara there was a feeling of hope all around her. Kate knew that Dara could hear the true plans and the true worries about the Shamrock Café.
“It’s not what we had planned, like, for our lives,” Dara had complained.
“A lot of things weren’t what we had planned,” Kate said, touching the sides of the wheelchair.
Dara had noticed how much Kate hated the chair. Since the very first day she had been in it, it represented the prison bars to her. She could not make herself see it as a liberation, a way of getting about. Instead she regarded the chair as a hated object and put all her anger toward it, as if it were the cause of all her incapacity. She wanted it out of her sight when she was in bed, no matter that she might need it in the night. She disguised it by draping rugs and scarves over it.
Dara seemed to understand. Once she had written a notice on it: “I’m only a chair for God’s sake, Mrs. Ryan” Kate had pealed with laughter when she woke and saw it.
They could talk easily now, the trip to France had been an inspired idea.
Dara gave her mind eagerly to the problems of survival when the new regime arrived.
“There’s only one thing I don’t like, Mam.”
“Tell it then.”
“I don’t like you going up to the hotel to give cookery lessons.”
“Aha,” Kate said.
“What do you mean, aha?”
“I have a little plan about that, I can’t tell you yet, but let’s say it’s not going to be a problem.”
“Tell me, I tell you everything.”
“I’ll only go for a very very short time.”
“What’s the point in it, then?”
“This is the point, once I’ve gotten myself established, then Dr. White will tell me, and indeed tell Patrick, that the strain is too much, and I can’t do it anymore, so … so I’ll have to continue the lessons here. Do you understand?”
“Mam!”
Impulsively Kate opened her arms and Dara rushed to her.
“It’s so good to have you home, child. I missed you so much. What do people do if they don’t have a daughter? Tell me that.”
“Oh Mam, it’s great to be back. They were nice in their way and they went to endless trouble over things but they’d have you starved half the time and they were riddled with sin.”
Kate laughed until she nearly cried; her pale face looked more colorful now.
Dara felt happier but she still resolved to ask Mrs. Fine if Mam had been having any bad turns. She would ask her tomorrow. She half listened to Mam as she wondered whether Kerry might be home for the weekend. Grace was useless for any information. But of course he would come home this weekend. Now that he knew both from her postcard and from Grace on the phone that Dara was back.
Kate looked at Dara’s face, lightly tanned from the hot French sunshine. She knew how Rachel would admire her, and indeed make further representations about getting Dara’s ears pierced for her and giving her little gold studs.
It was odd that Rachel wasn’t here. She hadn’t been in all day.
   Rachel Fine stayed in her room all day.
She crouched like an animal in the forest that is afraid to move because it doesn’t know if it has been too badly injured. She heard the noises of Mountfern on a late summer morning. The carts that went by, the delivery vans, the sounds of hammering from across the river. She heard voices too in and out of Loretto’s shop and children calling to each other as they chased along River Road.
Kerry had gone as light-heartedly as she had ever seen him. He had kissed her affectionately on the nose; he had been teasing and flirtatious. As he would have been after a night in bed with any woman.
They hadn’t been together in that way. But she had no way of proving it.
A hundred times she told herself that no one would believe she could have opened her body to Kerry O’Neill, who was a boy, who had been a child when she first met and loved his father.
It would have been like an act of incest.
“So I’ll head for the hills of Donegal now before anyone knows I’ve been here. And thanks, Rachel, thanks for everything,” he had said.
What was he thanking her for?
“But people do know, they’ll think … You said you spoke to Loretto, to Jack Coyne …” she croaked.
“That’s not what I mean. They don’t count. I don’t want to meet my father, I’m going to have to tell him about some money I owe, sooner or later. No point in getting him steamed up before I ask him.”
Rachel looked at Kerry and fought back waves of dizziness and nausea.
And when he was gone she felt a coldness through her bones that made a mockery of the sunny summer day outside.
She didn’t answer when Loretto called up to know if she should bring up a parcel of materials that had just been delivered. So Loretto, more confused than ever, just left the parcel on the stairs and shook her head from side to side.
Rachel didn’t go to see Dara, newly returned. She didn’t call to collect mail at the post office, nor did she touch the parcel on the stairs.
When Brian Doyle sent round to know had some fabrics arrived, because young Costello was behaving like a pregnant cat over them, Loretto said there was no point in trying to get any answer from upstairs.
Brian said that he had always known it would happen, most people in the place had now gone clinically insane and the place for them all was the asylum on the hill.
He had been told that Kerry O’Neill was in Donegal and yet he had nearly been killed by the little bastard reversing his car at top speed this morning.
He had been told that Rachel Fine was waiting night and day for some swatches of material and now they had arrived she had apparently gone to ground like a broody hen.
O’Neill was like a lighting devil, and that leggy young Ryan child from the pub had snapped the head off him when he had addressed a civil word to her.
It was time to ring the asylum and tell them to come down with the straitjackets and take the people of Mountfern away.
   As soon as he got to Fernscourt, Patrick was called to the phone in Brian Doyle’s hut.
“Dennis Hill here, Patrick. I just rang to know if everything’s all right?”
“That’s good of you Dennis. It’s crawling along, crawling, but we might have hot water to make them a cup of coffee at the opening. You will come, I hope?”
“I meant about your little girl.”
“Grace?” Patrick was alarmed.
“Is she recovering?”
“Recovering?”
“The accident. The accident on the bridge.”
“Grace didn’t have an accident.” Patrick’s heart was beating very fast. Could something have happened to Grace this morning that he didn’t know about? He shouted to Costello. “Was there any accident on the bridge this morning, did anything happen? Answer me!”
Costello was quick. “Nothing at all,” he said crisply.
“And Grace, is she all right?”
“I saw her cycling by not five minutes ago with Michael Ryan.”
“Thanks, Costello.”
Patrick’s breathing had changed its pace now.
“Sorry, Dennis. I was away from the phone for a moment. What did you hear?”
Mr. Hill’s voice was cold. “I heard what your son told me yesterday, he had a call saying his sister had an accident in a fall from a bridge, she had been playing jumping and diving games with other children. He said that he had to go to Mountfern at once. Naturally I gave him permission.”
“There was no accident,” Patrick said dully.
“And I am delighted to hear it,” Dennis Hill said courteously. There was a pause.
Mr. Hill spoke again: “He’s a difficult lad, your son.”
“Come to the point. Did he steal anything?”
“No, nothing like that!” Mr. Hill was surprised.
“Well you’d better check before you fire him. You are going to fire him, aren’t you?”
Another pause.
“Yes, yes I think it’s better to send him back to you. There’s something there that attracts him.”
“Well I’m damned if I know what it is.” Patrick’s voice was weary.
“Could be a girl. He’s a handsome fellow.”
“The only one he spends any time with is an under-age schoolgirl. But that would figure. He’s never done anything that you’d hope he would.”
“They don’t, you know, children. I’ve got sons here in the business, and sons-in-law. They think I’m an old fool, they want me to clear out of it. That’s the thanks you get for building up a business and handing it to them on a plate.”
“Thanks Dennis.”
“What for? I’m letting your boy go, that’s not much to thank me for.”
“I mean for letting me know about your sons. It’s less lonely somehow.”
“You’ll survive. The girl’s good, isn’t she?”
“Ah yes, the best.”
“I’ve got one good fellow in my brood, wants nothing to do with the hotel, works out on a headland on a small farm. Best of the lot of them, it’s a pleasure to sit and talk to him for hours. You’ll find that with the girl.”
“When I see Kerry should I tell him to call you?”
“Why prolong it all? Speeches, lies, excuses. Tell him to pick up his things when he wants to.”
As Patrick replaced the receiver, he hoped he wouldn’t see Kerry for a while. Like a day anyway. He might lose control completely. A boy who could use the circumstances of Maggie Daly’s death, graft them on to his own sister. And all as an excuse to go to some gambling game or other. He might very possibly kill him.
 

 
Kerry looked across the Fern. His father’s car wasn’t outside the hotel. That meant he must be at home. He would set out for the lodge. Easier to talk to him there anyway. He would go by River Road—he would meet too many people on Bridge Street. This way he only had to pass Coyne’s, Ryan’s and the Rosemarie hair salon. Jack Coyne he had already met; Kerry smiled to think how the story would be reported. Jack would find a dozen excuses to talk to people that he would not normally have any business with.
He wondered if Rachel would offer any version of events. Probably not. He would hear soon.
He turned on the car radio and they were playing “Pretty Flamingo.” He turned the volume up high, pulled down the visor to keep the sun out of his eyes, and took a corner very fast.
The car that he pushed off the road was his father’s. The sound of Manfred Mann was silenced by the screeching of brakes.
Kerry stopped the car and let out a sigh of relief. It had been close and it had of course been his fault. He ran his hand through his hair as he watched his father climb out of the car that was half in the ditch. His father walked toward him slowly and flung open the door.
“Get out of that fucking car,” he said in a voice that Kerry had never heard before. It was as if he were being held back by two strong men. Kerry could almost see them straining to pull him back.
While all the time his father wanted to tear him limb from limb.
He got out. “I’m sorry. I was over too far …”
His father said nothing.
“And going a little fast, I guess.”
Silence.
“Still, no real harm’s done. Can we get it out, do you think, or should we walk back for Jack Coyne?”
“What are you doing here?”
“I was coming to see you. I wanted to talk to you urgently and then I was going to head for Donegal. I said I’d be back at lunchtime.”
“You don’t have to be back by lunch or at all.”
“But I said to Mr. Hill that I’d do my best to get back today, he trusts me, and I think I should—”
“Hill doesn’t trust you as far as he can throw you, Kerry, he’s just fired you.”
“He wouldn’t do that.”
“He has done that. Just that.”
Kerry thought for a moment.
“He suddenly made up his mind and called you to tell you, rather than tell me. That’s unlikely.”
He was cool still, not blustering or defending himself with excuses and lies.
“You probably find it unlikely because you forget that some people have generous human impulses. Dennis Hill didn’t like thinking of a girl falling off a bridge in a terrible accident, and her brother having to hotfoot it to her bedside. He called to learn how she was.”
“I see.” Kerry’s face was impassive.
“No you don’t see. You’ll never understand that it would turn anyone’s stomach, what you did.”
“I had to say something. I wanted to get away.”
“What a great thing to choose.”
“I needed to be out of there, I needed to be here.”
“Why?”
“I wanted to sort something out and see you”
“You’re looking at me, Kerry. Say what you have to say, and say it quickly.”
“Father, the money?”
“The money you called about yesterday, that ridiculous sum … You are not getting one penny of that from me.”
“I wanted to come and tell you personally the kind of people they are.”
“I don’t care if they are cousins of the pope, they’re still not going to find me coughing up their winnings at poker.”
“I’m not saying they’re respectable people we don’t want to offend. They’re the opposite, they’re very tough.”
“Good, then you’ve met it at last. People who are not going to give in to your every wish.”
“You wouldn’t say good, Father, if you knew … Tony said that they’re getting very annoyed with me.”
Patrick looked at his son.
“You are a spoiled selfish brat. It is my fault, it is not your mother’s fault. I didn’t see what was happening to you, I saw every other goddamn thing but I didn’t see you for what you were. I was too busy. God forgive me.”
“I’m sure he will forgive you, Father, God always forgives people who talk nicely to him and turn up at mass, no matter what they’ve been up to.”
“Don’t give me that.”
“And people who put stained-glass windows into churches, and new buildings into Catholic schools, God loves them mightily.”
Kerry’s eyes were flashing. He would not be stopped.
“You can get away with it, Father, you always have, you can cut corners, you can break promises, you can give every slut in town a topaz, but as long as the Easter donations are generous God turns a blind eye.”
Patrick moved at him, his arm up as if to strike.
Kerry went on. “And God understands a bit of battering too, if it’s done in the right cause. Go ahead. Go on, I don’t care. I don’t give a damn.”
Patrick withdrew.
“You’ll care when you’re working in a real job for the first time in your life to pay these punks, you’ll care then when three-quarters of your wages will go to pay off a debt that not one of these farmers here could sleep a wink if he owed in a lifetime.”
“You don’t think for a moment that they’ll wait to be paid at fifteen pounds a week. That would take more than a year. They want it now. On Monday at the very latest.”
“Give up, you’ll never get it. If you play for it you’ll just end up paying twice as much. Work for a year, two years, regard it as your apprenticeship. They’ll wait.”
“They can’t wait, they’re not ordinary people. They’re in an … organization.”
“Cut that shit, they’ve organized themselves to smell a sucker and to rob a bank or a post office or two. Those fellows have no cause but themselves.”
“You don’t understand …”
“I know that for a fact, Hill warned me about them a while back. There may be some fellows in a movement in Derry since the border campaign ended, but not your gang. They’re in it for themselves.”
“Hill’s an old fool, he knows nothing.”
“I said you would stop by Hill’s for your things, and he knows you’re not to be trusted so there’s no point in trying to make up any shortfall by dipping into the till before you leave.”
Kerry looked at him sharply. Things had gone very far if his father had warned an outsider against him.
“Can I stay at the lodge when I come back?” he asked.
“Yes.”
“Have you told Grace.”
“That she is meant to be lying like her friend Maggie under the bridge, but that in her case there’s some hope she’ll survive? No.”
“What will you say?”
“As little as possible. To you and about you.”
“That will be hard if we’re living in the same house.”
“I’m moving into the hotel shortly, so is Grace. You can have the lodge until Christmas. We’ve paid for it until then.”
“Miss Hayes?”
“She’ll be going to her sister in New Zealand in a couple of weeks.”
“And my room in the hotel?”
“Will not exist, Kerry.”
“I’m not going to make a speech or plead, Father, this isn’t about the future of the hotel or anything. It’s about now. Could you give me just this amount? Then I’ll never ask you again.”
“No.”
“Please. I’ve never said please before, maybe I should have. But I’m begging you.”
“No. If I do it now, then next month it will be fifteen hundred pounds. Go to them, tell them they have to wait a year or whatever it takes for you to make it.”
Kerry’s eyes narrowed.
“It’s on your head then, Father. If you won’t give it to me I’ll have to get it elsewhere.”
“That won’t be easy, you’re running out of credibility.”
“I think I know where I can get it,” Kerry said and he almost smiled.
He got back into his car and drove away toward the main road. Patrick walked to Jack Coyne’s and got three lads to come up and move his car. He didn’t tell them how it had ended up in the ditch but he did not like the way Jack Coyne was looking at him.
There was something knowing and triumphant about the way the small ratlike man kept glancing at him.
   “Have you been talking to Kerry?” Carrie asked Dara in a conspiratorial whisper.
“No, he’s not home yet, but he might be back at the weekend. I keep hoping,” Dara said.
“But he is here. I saw him.”
“You never did!”
“Yes, last night. I said that’s funny, Kerry home on a Thursday in the middle of the week. And then again this morning, he drove past here at a hundred miles an hour.”
“Had he anyone with him?” Dara was almost afraid to hear the answer.
“No, not at all. Why should he have anyone with him, isn’t he your fellow?”
Carrie saw things over-simply, Dara thought.
   Dara sat on the window seat looking out at the moonlight. She couldn’t believe that Kerry had been in Mountfern without even coming in to say hello.
Grace could never have told her a lie. There could be no awful thing that they were keeping hidden from her, like that he was going out with Kitty Daly. No, Michael would never be a party to that.
Michael came to sit beside her.
“There’s nothing you’re keeping secret from me, is there?” she asked.
“How did you guess?”
“Oh God.” Dara’s hand went to her throat.
“You see, Grace will soon be living across there,” he began.
“What is it?”
“I was wondering, I was wondering if I could … if we could show her the tunnel.”
“Is that all?”
“Well, I know it’s quite a big thing to ask.”
Dara didn’t seem to listen.
“Was Kerry home today?” she asked. “Did he stay at the lodge last night? That’s all I want to know. It’s not very much to ask.”
“Of course he wasn’t. If he was, he’d have talked to me. He talks to me quite a lot, as it happens.”
“He wasn’t back then?”
“No. How many times do I have to say it?”
“Carrie must be going mad, that’s all,” Dara said.
“And what do you say about …?”
Michael let his voice trail away. Dara was sitting happily on the window seat, her leg tucked underneath her, all the anxiety gone from her face. She didn’t want to talk about tunnels or to talk about anything, she wanted to think about Kerry O’Neill.
   Kerry said his goodbye’s briefly in Hill’s hotel. The staff were sorry to see him leave; some of the students who had been working as chambermaids for the summer were particularly sorry. He had been so sunny, so handsome, like summer lightning around the place.
He told McCann that he could get the money and have it on Saturday afternoon.
McCann had said he would come with him to get it.
That was not what Kerry wanted.
“Look you’ve been in Mountfern, you know the set-up, it’s a one-horse place. We’re the kings of the castle there, if I say I’ll get it I will, and then I’ll get it to you.”
“No point in your driving all over the country,” McCann said laconically. “I’ll come with you. Then I’ll get the bus back.”
It was a dispiriting drive. The back of the car was filled with Kerry’s stuff, they couldn’t give a lift to any of the girls they saw on the road even if they had wanted to. Which Kerry didn’t.
They listened to music the whole way down. Tony McCann liked “These Boots Are Made for Walking”. He said it was a great song, and sang it tunelessly with Nancy Sinatra.
Kerry said he liked “Pretty Flamingo”, he didn’t know why but it reminded him of Dara Ryan, who was only a kid but very attractive.
“Is she pink and does she stand on one leg?” McCann had wanted to know with a laugh.
Several times Kerry O’Neill wondered why he found McCann such good company.
   In Mountfern he told McCann there were three pubs he could drink in, and that he would be an hour at the most. Then he’d come with the money.
McCann had said that a check would be fine. His friends knew that Kerry wouldn’t be foolish enough to give them a check that didn’t work. That would be more stupid than not giving them anything at all.
Kerry had nodded fervently.
He settled McCann in Foley’s, realizing that between taciturn old Mr. Foley and the silent McCann little chat would be exchanged.
Then he drove down Bridge Street, looking neither right nor left of him. He realized that when he was back here full time it would be like living in one of those fish tanks that old Hill had in his hotel where people could look at the lobsters from every side. He averted his eyes from Fergus Slattery and turned right into River Road.
Loretto’s eyes were like dinner plates as he walked past her and up the stairs to Rachel Fine.
 

 
Her face was as white as a sheet. She was sitting at a table with papers on it. A coffee cup sat beside her, full but cold.
She looked up in alarm as he came in softly.
“We have to talk, Rachel, you and I,” he said.
And he pulled up a chair beside her.
   Friday afternoon. Could she really have been home only twenty-four hours? Dara felt she had been back for weeks.
She had gone to look for Jacinta and been told she was at her riding lesson with Marian Johnson.
Some time or other Dara would have to go into Daly’s. It had better be now.
Mrs. Daly smiled at her warmly and wanted to know all about France.
“Did you get to Lourdes at all while you were there?”
“No, Mrs. Daly, but the lady I was staying with did. I asked her to say a prayer for Maggie. I wrote the name down for her on the back of a holy picture.”
Mrs. Daly was pleased. She patted Dara’s hand.
“You’re a good child in spite of everything,” she said.
Dara repeated this to Tommy Leonard in a cross voice. “In spite of what? What did she mean?” she asked.
Tommy couldn’t take his eyes off Dara. She looked utterly lovely, he thought.
“In spite of being good-looking, she means. Mrs. Daly hates good-looking people, she likes them with faces like ironing boards.”
Dara giggled. “I don’t suppose you can come off with me for a bit?”
“I can’t. I used up all my time off going to hunt out sites and vantage points with Jacinta yesterday. You look just great, you know.”
“Thanks, Tommy. Well, if you’ve spent your free time with Jacinta I can but go in search of fun and games elsewhere. Sit out on the street and wait till King Kerry turns up for the weekend.”
“Oh, King Kerry as you call him is here already.” Tommy was pained to have to acknowledge it but at least it was good that Dara didn’t seem to be tied up with him the moment she came back.
“He can’t be!”
“Well then, he has a double. I saw him with a fellow from a horror movie going into Foley’s, maybe they’ve taken to drinking in there.”
“Kerry doesn’t drink,” Dara said.
“He could have started,” Tommy suggested.
“Today was it?”
“Oh, don’t go up looking for them in Foley’s, Dara, for heaven’s sake.”
“I’ve no intention of going looking for them anywhere,” Dara flounced. “Kerry will come and look for me when he’s ready.”
   Dara waited on the footbridge. She knew he would have to come and find her.
She saw the shadows getting a little longer. She leaned over and looked at her reflection in the water. She looked all right, she thought. Not a beauty, but all right.
Where was he?
She didn’t hear the car stopping and his light step behind her. She felt his arms around her waist and as she looked into the river she saw him reflected there. He kissed her.
“In front of the pub, with them all looking out the window?” she protested.
“Right, let’s go somewhere with no windows. Get in.” He opened the door of the little red car.
Dara walked toward it slowly. Was she being very cheap, very easy-to-get by going with him right away? He hadn’t written. Not once. Not even a card.
He hadn’t gotten in touch when he got back. But for seeing her now, he might never have stopped.
He looked up at her from the car. “You’re so beautiful, Dara. I hope those Frenchmen didn’t get what you wouldn’t give me.”
He was talking out loud. Anyone could have heard him if they had been near the pub window.
She scrambled into the car at once.
“I’m only getting in to keep you quiet,” she said.
“Aren’t I clever?” Kerry smiled at her and the car sped off up River Road and toward the stile in Coyne’s wood.
In the wood he stood and looked at her.
“I can’t take you in, I don’t know what it is. In two months you’ve changed. I missed you,” he said, head on one side, smiling to charm her.
“No of course you didn’t, you never thought of me at all. You never wrote, not once. You didn’t even come to see me when I got back even though I sent you a card to tell you.”
“I wanted to but I couldn’t, I just wasn’t able to,” he said.
Dara looked hard at him. He was so handsome. But of course he was making excuses.
“They tied your hands?” she asked.
“No, of course I should have written but I’m hopeless. No, I meant to be there to welcome you, but I had problems. A lot of things to sort out.” His face was troubled.
“What were they?”
“Okay, I’ll tell you. I was trying to get free from Donegal so that I could be here all the time. Here with you. It took a bit of organizing.”
“And have you organized it?” She sounded doubtful. She expected him to say it hadn’t worked out.
“Yes,” he said surprisingly.
“By good timing, by the most spectacular good timing in the world, I’m free, just as you come back.”
“You’re leaving Hill’s Hotel?”
“Yes, ma’am.” He did a mock salute.
“How did you do it?”
“Not easy, a lot of aggravation I assure you. I’m still tidying up loose ends. I’ve got all my things in the car, see?”
“You mean you’ve just left now?”
“Just now. You’re the first person I came to see.” He reached out for her.
He looked as if he didn’t want to talk about it anymore. Dara moved to what she thought were safer waters.
“I’m very pleased you’re going to be around. Even if you are faithless and forgetful, I like you.”
“Why am I faithless and forgetful? I raced here to find you. Let me hold you.”
“Not for a moment.”
“Why? What is it?”
“I’m much older now and I understand more. I don’t want to hold you and have you … um … touch me … and then for me to say no and you to get all upset.”
“Well it’s very simple, you don’t say no, and nobody gets upset.”
Dara looked at him with her big dark eyes. “That’s not what I want, and even though I like being with you, and like it a lot, when all is said and done it is my body, isn’t it? And I can do what I like with it. Or not do what I like with it.”
He stood smiling at her, and admiring. “Well, well, well,” he said.
“I thought I’d rather say it now. Sort of before anything got started so that you wouldn’t storm off.”
“Very wise.” He nodded his head sagely, making fun of her.
“So, it’s a bargain, then. You don’t get all upset if I say I don’t want to go any further.”
“Sure, and you don’t get all upset, as you say, if I don’t turn up all the time like a little lap dog. I’m going to be living here now and it will have its ups and downs. Give me some time and space to sort it out. Don’t go asking a lot of questions all the time.”
“It’s a deal,” she said. “And I promise not to keep asking questions, if you’ll tell me one thing. Is it true that you still don’t love anyone but if you did love anyone it would probably be me?”
“Where did you hear that?” He smiled.
“You told me once. When we sat in your car. After I had come to look for you in that roadhouse.”
“It was true then and it’s true now,” he said. “If the situation changes in either direction, you will be the first to know.”
   The weekend would be their last one before term began.
Grace said she hoped that she would be living in the hotel by the time school started.
“Kerry never said.” Dara was puzzled.
“Kerry’s not coming to the hotel yet. I mean I’m sure he will later.” Grace seemed flustered.
“Why on earth isn’t he going to the hotel? What happened?” Dara was astounded.
“Nothing, nothing at all.”
“I’m your best friend, for heaven’s sake. I tell you everything, Grace, why don’t you tell me?”
“I haven’t even told Michael. I think there was some kind of row, I think Father didn’t want him to leave the hotel in Donegal, but he insisted; he said he had to come back to Mountfern.”
He had to come back to Mountfern. Dara hugged this to herself with delight. He had indeed gotten into trouble over it but he had braved it all because he wanted to be back in Mountfern. With Dara.




Chapter XXI

By Sunday Kate was concerned about Rachel.
She hadn’t called on Thursday to welcome Dara home. She hadn’t been in on Friday, nor Saturday.
Sunday morning Loretto called to the pub to buy two bottles of stout.
“Going to have a bit of a spree?” Kate asked as she wrapped them in brown paper.
“No, I’m having Jack Coyne to his Sunday dinner, he was very helpful to me over a lot of heavy lifting and putting up shelves. I thought I’d cook him a meal for once.”
“Terrific. Where did Rachel go, by the way?”
“Rachel?” Loretto looked shifty.
“Yes, she must have told me but I’ve forgotten. She hasn’t been in here for days, was it to Connemara this time or Dublin?”
“I don’t … um … know.” Loretto wanted to leave. She had no intention of telling Kate what had been going on.
   Later that evening Kate looked across the footbridge and saw a figure walking on the other side, along the towpath that led down from the bridge.
It was Rachel Fine, wearing a headscarf and sunglasses.
It wasn’t cold enough for a headscarf.
It wasn’t bright enough for sunglasses.
It was almost as if she didn’t want to be seen.
   On Monday morning Dara knew she would see Kerry. He had told her that the weekend would involve a massive reconciliation job with his father, so he wouldn’t be around.
Dara did herself up to the nines. She was dying to see him again. She knew too that he didn’t want her telling too many people that they met. That suited her very well, she was anxious to keep her own parents as much in the dark as possible.
   “You’re looking very flash, Dara.”
“Sophisticated is the word,” Dara said. She was alarmed if Jack Coyne thought she was flash. She must have gone too far with the lipstick.
“Like a dog’s dinner, anyway.” He was admiring.
“Considering what Leo’s dinners look like, that’s not much of a compliment.”
“Leopold’s not a dog, he’s a freak,” Jack Coyne said. “You should have let me drown him instead of having him there turning away custom.”
“Oh, don’t be ridiculous. People love him.”
“Well, that’s debatable. Any sign of Kerry O’Neill, by the way?”
“No, why do you ask me?” Dara was suspicious.
“I thought you might have heard from him. Specially seeing you’re all dolled up.”
“Lord no.” She was overly casual “Kerry O’Neill isn’t my type, nor me his, I’m certain.”
“Well, they say his tastes run to the maturer lady all right, but you’d never know.”
“Maturer?”
“Much maturer. Old even, some would say. Still if you do see him tell him I have that poker game in mind. He mentioned one the last time he was here a few days ago.”
“Then he was here the other night.”
“He was certainly here at breakfast time in the morning getting aspirins and orange juice for his lady love upstairs.”
“His what?”
“No, I’m saying nothing, but I’m surprised Loretto hasn’t passed it on to your mother. Still, what with herself being your mother’s friend and everything I suppose it’s a bit complicated. Forget I said anything, will you.”
He was gone, leaving Dara fuming on River Road. She bent down and pulled up a handful of dried grass from the riverbank to wipe off her lipstick.
Jack Coyne was always a pain and she knew that Mam and Dad didn’t like Eddie and Declan hanging around his yard. But surely not even Jack Coyne could make up something like that about Kerry and Mrs. Fine unless he had some reason.
Mrs. Fine. She was older than Mam, surely. It was disgusting.
   “Oh, Patrick, this is a surprise!” Marian Johnson patted her hair with pleasure.
“Hardly a surprise,” Patrick growled. “It is my office.”
“No, I heard you were going to Dublin.”
“No.” Patrick was unforthcoming. “What can I do for you?”
“Nothing really, I just came down to have a look around the place, to see the coach house and stables.”
“They’re outside, Marian,” Patrick said dryly. “They often are in houses like this.”
He realized he had been overly sharp.
“Come on, I’ll take you on a tour,” he said good-naturedly. “Not that there’s anything to see of course, we’re only playing at ponies and horses here, the guests will all be taken up to the Grange.”
“I know.” She patted his arm gratefully. “I don’t know what we’d do without you. You’ve changed the whole face of Mountfern.”
“That’s not what I set out to do,” he sighed.
“All for the better, of course. You’ve improved the place out of all recognition. I mean, look at poor little Loretto’s place across the river there …” Marian waved a dismissive arm at the bright shop frontage of Quinn’s grocery and greengrocery. “That used to be a real huckster’s shop, and now it’s grand enough for Kerry O’Neill to be seen coming and going at all hours of the day and night.” She smiled what she hoped was a mischievous smile.
Patrick looked at her almost pityingly. “I know, Marian. I know. Don’t wear yourself out trying to think up ways of telling me what half the town has told me already.”
“I don’t know what you mean.” She flushed angrily.
 

 
As Dara passed Loretto Quinn’s she saw Mrs. Fine standing at the upper window. She was looking out over the river. She hadn’t seen Dara.
For a moment Dara hesitated. Jack Coyne had been very definite. Then she shook herself. It was ludicrous. Mrs. Fine looked a hundred.
On a sudden impulse Dara decided to go up and tell her that Mam was upset. It might do some good and it couldn’t do any harm.
Loretto was out the back somewhere, so Dara ran straight upstairs.
“Mrs. Fine?” She tapped lightly on the door and went in.
Rachel Fine turned around from the window. However badly she looked from down below she looked worse now. Dara could hardly hide her shock.
“Sorry, Dara I wasn’t expecting you. You look very nice.”
“Thanks Mrs. Fine … um … Are you all right and everything?”
“I’ve had a bit of a cold, I think. Flu perhaps.”
“Oh, I see. Mam was wondering where you were.”
There was a silence.
“Well, I’ll be off then, I suppose,” Dara said awkwardly.
“You enjoyed France? It … it must have made you grow up a lot.”
“Yes, I got lonely a bit of course, I didn’t really expect that. I missed everyone here. All the time.”
Another silence.
“Mam’s very fond of you, Mrs. Fine, she wouldn’t be afraid you’d give her an old cold.”
To Dara’s fright, big tears came into Rachel Fine’s eyes.
   Rachel went to her bedroom and sat in front of the dressing table mirror. She looked old and tense, she looked lined and pathetic. Methodically she removed her make-up, cleansed her skin, applied a gel that was meant to restore the cells and carefully put on her make-up again.
As she did the feathery strokes around her eyes, Rachel Fine began to wonder was she going mad. First avoiding her friend for days and then making herself up like a call girl to go and see a kind woman in a wheelchair who wouldn’t notice if she arrived dressed in a pillow case.
 

 
Kate was a little prickly at first.
“I must say it’s nice to see you. Dara will be glad to know you called.”
“I’ve seen Dara. She told me you were wondering why I hadn’t been in.”
“I didn’t send her with that message.” Kate’s eyes flashed.
“I know,” Rachel said wearily.
The first silence they had ever known fell between them. Eventually Rachel spoke.
“It’s no use, Kate, I’m empty, drained, there’s no me to talk to. I’ll go away, you’ve nothing to say to me, nobody has.”
Kate’s eyes blazed with anger. “I have nothing to say to you! Don’t give me that. Take offense if you bloody want to, sulk, imagine yourself wronged, insulted in some way, but don’t give me that about my having nothing to say, I have a million things to say, to ask, to tell, to share. I’m not the one who slides past the door, I’m not the one doing the avoiding. I can’t avoid anybody for God’s sake. I don’t have that little luxury anymore.”
“I didn’t think you’d be upset.”
“No of course not, what right has a vegetable to be upset? Poor old Kate, she’s lucky she had anyone come and visit her at all.”
“Kate, you know …”
“I know nothing. I’m scared sick about this café I’ve talked them all into doing. I don’t want to make John into some kind of clown doing party pieces for Americans, the next thing we’ll have his cap on the floor and ask them to throw dimes into it. I don’t want the boys to be serving cakes and potato bread in case their friends call them sissies. I don’t want Michael to be besotted by Grace with her honeyed words and smiles. I don’t want that bloody Kerry O’Neill raising his little finger and taking the clothes off my daughter, my beautiful Dara, and then throwing her aside … So now tell me about the wonderful trouble-free family life I have.”
“What’s the worst bit?” Rachel asked suddenly.
“I think it’s Kerry. He’s playing her like a fish on a line. He’ll have her as soon as he wants to, he’s the kind that gets everything he wants, and doesn’t care about who he hurts on the way.”
“You’re right.”
“I’m so frightened, and I wanted to talk to you, and now you’ve turned against me too. I’m sorry to be such a fool.” Kate groped around ineffectually for her handkerchief and cried salt tears down her newly powdered face.
Rachel’s eyes were full of tears. “I couldn’t come near you because I didn’t want you to know how stupid I’ve been. I’ve done something so stupid you wouldn’t believe it, I was too ashamed …”
“You don’t have to tell …”
“It’s Kerry … I’ve done something so stupid … so terribly stupid …”
Hand in hand the two women sat in the darkening evening, and Kate patted the beautifully ringed hands of Rachel Fine, who told how she had put herself in Kerry’s power.
   Tony McCann did not have a bank account. But he had been in and out of this particular branch so often to get change, to cash checks made out to him by other people, that he always regarded it as his bank. He had missed it during the strike.
He handed over the check for a thousand pounds.
“In the money, I see?” the cashier had said to him pleasantly.
“If it were all mine I’d be hundreds of miles from here on a beach sipping rum and Coca Cola,” said Tony McCann.
The cashier sighed and thought about it for a moment. “How do you want the money?”
“Ten-pound notes, a hundred of them,” McCann said. He looked idly around the bank as she went away to verify the check. How did people work here five days a week for forty years? Surely they must all have been tempted to take a carrier bag of wads of fivers and run. It was remarkable that so few of them did when you came to think of it.
“Mr. McCann?” It was a man now, a senior man in a suit, with a pinched-looking face.
“Yes?”
“There seems to be a problem about the check.”
“That’s not possible.”
“I’m afraid so. It has been cancelled and reported stolen.”
   “It’s me. McCann.”
“Yes?” Kerry O’Neill’s voice was anxious suddenly.
“The check doesn’t work.”
“I don’t believe you.”
“You’d better believe me.”
“The bitch. The stupid bitch.”
“You’ll sort it out then?”
“I’ll sort it out.”
   “Mr. O’Neill?”
Brian Doyle was hesitant. Patrick O’Neill was like a devil these days, even the most mild request was met by a bout of bad temper.
“Doyle?” He was curt.
“Mrs. Fine wants to have a word with you.”
Once Brian had called Rachel by her first name, and that had not found favor either with his boss.
“Good, then I’m sure she will,” Patrick said.
“On the telephone,” Brian explained, as if he were talking to a child.
It had been as much as Patrick could do to stay sane when faced with the Irish telephone system. He had been assured that it was a European thing, not just Irish, but that didn’t make it any easier to bear. He said he would make a mental note not to open a chain of hotels on the continent of Europe, and people had smiled at him indulgently. The eager American, hustle bustle. He knew what they said.
But if Rachel was on the telephone for him that meant he had to leave his office and walk across to Brian Doyle’s headquarters, that was where the only phone link so far had managed to be installed.
Patrick moved quickly. He would not let Doyle see how annoyed he was to be summoned by Rachel, whom they all knew to be his fancy woman, to walk across the courtyard, through the Thatch Bar and over to those excrescences that Doyle called his headquarters.
“Yes?” He said curtly, watching Brian pretend to busy himself elsewhere in the cramped space.
“Can we talk?”
“Here?” He couldn’t believe it.
“No. Anywhere. It’s important.”
“Why didn’t you come up here in the first place instead of having me walk half way around the country to tell me you were coming?”
“I don’t want to come there.”
“I don’t have time to go over to Loretto’s.”
“No, I don’t want you to come here either.”
“Is this a game of hide and seek, by any chance?”
“Please.”
“Where then?”
“Coyne’s wood. At the far end up by the old ruined church on the small back road that leads to the Grange. There’s a gate.”
“Jesus,” Patrick said.
“I’ll leave now, I’ll wait. You get away when you can.”
He held the receiver in his hand for a while and out of the window of Doyle’s headquarters, through the clutter of the ledge, he saw across the Fern in the distance a figure come out of the door of Loretto Quinn’s shop and get into a small green car.
“Thanks, Brian,” he said as he replaced the receiver.
“Lovely day for a bit of a spin out into the country,” Brian said.
Patrick gave him a look that told Brian that the wise man addressed no words at all to the great O’Neill these days.
   Canon Moran was picking flowers near the stile up in Coyne’s wood. That was all Patrick needed.
The old man looked up with pleasure as the American approached. This was a bonus for him, he liked a good chat.
Patrick looked at him thoughtfully. It was a good life being a country priest in Ireland. Canon Moran had all the respect and none of the work in the parish. He had baptized and married and buried people from the place for as long as anyone could remember. There was no way he would be sent away nor his honors stripped from him.
He could wander in a second childhood, collecting summer flowers.
“You know what you were asking me, about marriage to those who had never been baptized?”
Patrick tried to keep the maddened irritation out of his face.
“Yes, Canon Moran. It was just something I wondered about in the abstract. Like I sometimes wonder about the angels. You know, thrones and dominations and seraphim. I wonder why they’d have a VIP system in heaven.”
Canon Moran had often wondered about angels too, and particularly about guardian angels. He couldn’t ever see on what basis the poor angels were given mortals to look after. Some angels must have had a very easy time and others a desperate job altogether.
Patrick wondered was he going to spend the entire morning debating guardian angels with an almost senile cleric who held an armful of daisies and heathers and some prickly yellow gorse. Still it was better than discussing marriages to infidels. He looked around wildly for any trace of Rachel.
The canon’s old eyes may have been sharper than Patrick thought.
“Well, I won’t hold you up, you’re a busy man, Mr. O’Neill, a busy man, a good man, and a generous man. It’s very heartening to know that men like you with all your worldy wealth still keep the laws of God.”
Patrick was rarely at a loss. But now he had no idea what to say.
Canon Moran filled the gap for him. “And if ever you should need any further talk—just in the abstract of course—about the marriage of unbaptized persons who convert to the Catholic faith, then I know just the man in Archbishop’s House. We were in the seminary together. He didn’t end up in a quiet place like Mountfern, he’s a big expert in canon law and there’s nothing he doesn’t understand about previous marriages contracted outside the Church or any other church which would be recognized as solemnizing a Christian marriage according to their own lights …”
“Yes, yes.”
“They would be entirely null and void and wouldn’t need to be taken into consideration,” Canon Moran finished triumphantly.
“Well yes, that’s good. I’ll remember that if I need to think about it,” Patrick said.
“It would be good if you needed to think about it, Mr. O’Neill. Life can be lonely at times, and we’re all very pleased here that you’ve come back to the land of your fathers. We wouldn’t want you to feel … well to feel a bit alone back there in that big place.”
For a second time Patrick was without words. He was touched by the old man; he felt a lump in his throat.
Again Canon Moran filled the pause. “So I expect you’ll want to be off for a bit to wander down there by the trees with all the climbing roses on them. They look so beautiful at this time of year, someone should make them into a calendar, I always think.”
The old man walked back toward the road and Patrick went slowly down to the trees where the roses did indeed wind around the big heavy trunks and the branches, and where Rachel sat on a fallen tree.
   “How’s Jimbo’s singing career these days?” Kate asked Carrie.
“He’s doing very well, he’s going to cut a record,” Carrie said proudly.
“Is that a single or an LP?” Kate was well up in records from hearing the children talk.
“It’s going to be an EP, ma’am. You know, the middle kind of one.” Carrie’s face was shining.
“And does he like all this traveling around? I hear he was as far afield as Donegal.”
“Oh he likes it all right, Mrs. Ryan, it’s grand for him. But I don’t like it all that much, to tell you the truth.”
Kate was sympathetic. “And does he not suggest you go along with him?”
“He’s always suggesting it, but how can I?”
“It’s hard all right.”
“Well it is. You see he’s never suggesting I go along as Mrs. Jimbo Doyle, if you know what I mean. Just as Carrie.” She looked very glum.
“Suppose he got work around here, wouldn’t that keep him at home?”
“But that’s the point, there’s plenty of work around here, with the hotel he could be working seven days a week. But he has his heart set on being a star, you see, so the work is only interfering with it.”
“But if he got singing work, I mean. When the hotel opened.”
Carrie’s face lit up. “Wouldn’t that be the makings of us. But Mr. O’Neill thinks of Jimbo as a handyman, he wouldn’t employ him as a singer.”
“I could have a word, maybe.”
“Oh ma’am, and if you were to say it to Mrs. Fine, maybe Mr. O’Neill would listen to her, too.”
“We’ll see what we can do.” Kate promised, and Carrie went out to the kitchen and made a big dinner for Leopold in order to have somebody to celebrate with.
   “Wouldn’t it be great if poor Jimbo got a chance to do a turn over in Fernscourt when it opens?” Kate said to John.
“Less of the poor Jimbo, there was a bit about him in the papers on Sunday. He’s doing fine.”
“Well then, it shouldn’t be hard to get him taken on now and then in the Thatch Bar.”
“I wouldn’t say he’d have time for that,” John said.
“What do you mean?” Kate couldn’t follow the reasoning.
“We’ll offer him a job singing in Ryan’s Shamrock Café. If he’s good then let him sing here, not have him across the river.”
Kate got a sudden cold feeling. There was a time when she was the one who would have thought up that plan.
“That’s a better idea altogether,” she said dully.
“Of course it is.” He patted her hand.
 

 
“Dara will you give me a hand with these table napkins?”
“No, Mammy, no, no, no.”
“That’s lovely, I must say.”
“I’ll do anything but that, I hate hemming bloody napkins.”
“Do you think I like it?”
“Well, you’ve got nothing—” She stopped.
“Nothing better to do. How right you are. Sit in a wheelchair, give her some napkins to hem, stop her hands from becoming paralyzed as well as everything else …”
“Oh Mam, really …”
“What do you mean, really? Really nothing. That’s what you were saying, wasn’t it?”
“It’s not like you to be so sorry for yourself.”
“It’s not like you to be such a selfish little madam.”
A pause. “I’m sorry, and that wasn’t what I was going to say …”
“What were you going to say?”
“I stopped but I’ll have to say it now because the way you finished it is worse.”
“Well what was it …”
“I was going to say you’ve got nothing more important to do like I have, I want to … well, I want to be around a bit …”
Kate looked at her blankly.
“Sort of outside, you know, not in here putting hems on squares.”
“I’d like to be outside a bit too.”
“I know, Mammy, I know, but you’ve sort of had your life. Oh God, I don’t mean that. It’s so easy to say the wrong thing. I mean, you’ve had this bit, the bit of hunting and deciding and doing things that matter.”
“Yes.”
“You don’t understand.”
“I do. I’ve had the bit that matters. You haven’t. Off you go, find the bit that matters.”
“Sometimes there’s no pleasing you, Mam, do you know that? You get annoyed if we don’t tell you what’s going on, you get more annoyed if we do tell you. It’s not just that you have all this …” Dara waved at the chair. They never used words like cripple or paralyzed or invalid in the house. Sometimes, not often they spoke of the “accident.”
Kate looked thoughtful, not annoyed, and not so sad, either.
“I will do a bit of hemming, Mam, but not now, I want to be around, if you could know what I mean at all.”
Kate seemed to have recovered her humor.
“No, I do see what you mean. You must be around. But Dara, he may not be back for fun and games this time, he may have other things on his mind.”
“Oh, him?” Dara flushed and flounced a bit. “I wasn’t thinking of him.”
“Of course not, and even if you were why should you listen to me about him? It’s just that I think he’s here for a purpose this time.”
“God, you’re very dramatic at times.” Dara was gone, mascara and lipstick in the pocket of her white jacket ready to put on when well out of sight of Ryan’s Licensed Premises.
   Patrick sat down on the fallen tree beside Rachel.
For a moment neither of them said anything. The wood smelled fresh and flowery. Canon Moran had tottered away; there was nothing to disturb them. Butterflies went in and out of the trees, and sometimes a bird rustled in some kind of activity. It was a peaceful place.
“We should have spent more time here,” Patrick said.
She smiled at him. Perhaps this might be a bit easier than she had feared. He had sounded so forbidding on the phone.
She twisted her hands together. “It’s so difficult to tell you this.”
He moved his cuff slightly so that he could see his watch. “But I am going to hear it. Right, Rachel?” he said.
He had the smile she had known for so many years. It was the smile when someone was going to waste his time. But he owed them. So he would listen.
It was to that smile that she would have to tell her tale.
   “Give me a large brandy will you, John.”
“Things must be bad over there if you’re at the large brandies before lunch,” John Ryan said mildly, putting the glass in front of Brian Doyle.
“I’ll be hiding it in a tea flask, I tell you.”
“Any one thing, or things in general?”
“Who knows? Nothing would please him. He went off to meet your one up in Coyne’s wood as if they were a pair of kids. That didn’t last long, he’s back inside there now with a face on him that would stop a clock.”
“It can’t have gone well, the outing,” John agreed. “Did Rachel come back with him or what?”
“Did she come back with him? Indeed she did not. Those two are like the things you see—you know, kind of statues of a man and a woman. When one comes out the other goes in, one means sun, one means rain. I saw them once somewhere. Blackpool I think it was.”
John laughed. “Are they as bad as that?”
“Oh, God, John, the older people are the worse it hits them, this love carry-on. I think I’m too old for it myself and I’m years younger than O’Neill.”
“You’d better hurry up and marry that girl of yours in the town before someone else does,” John advised him.
“I don’t want to be tied down. Men are miserable when they’re tied down; they’re meant to roam free, wild like nature intended.”
“It’s easy known Mary Donnelly’s over in the post office today,” John said.
“She is too, I went in to send off some forms for O’Neill that had been lying on his desk for a month and he wouldn’t look at, but today he took the face off me about them, and there was the hatchet face standing behind the grille, snapping and barking at poor Fergus Slattery because there was too much sealing wax or something on his parcels. God, wouldn’t a man want to be free, not tied to a woman who’d yap the arse off him.”
John was mild. “I don’t know, look at the people around here who are not tied to women—Jack Coyne, Fergus Slattery, Papers Flynn, O’Neill himself … You can’t say that makes a flight of free birds, now can you?”
“Go on out of that. You’ve one of the few happy marriages around, and look at the thanks you got for that. I’ll have the other half of that brandy now, if you don’t mind.”
“It’s just as well you weren’t laying into the booze like this when the structure was going up,” John commented. “Nobody would dare go into the place at all for fear of it coming down on top of them.”
   “You could do yourself a favor, Eddie,” Jack Coyne said.
“What’s that, Mr. Coyne?” Eddie was suspicious now. He saw in his mind the shadow of Sergeant Sheehan at every turn.
“You know where they’re digging out the road for the new entrance up on the road beyond. Where all the vehicles are parked?”
“Yes, I know it.”
“I was just thinking that if someone was to let the brakes off a couple of those vehicles, well there’d be an unholy mess when they started to move them again in the morning, there’d be people skating into each other and falling over … It would be great sport altogether.”
Eddie looked at Jack Coyne and remembered what his father had said about him. “There’s been enough accidents up in that place,” he said in a voice more courageous than he felt.
This was unanswerable. Jack was taken aback, but he rallied.
“It wouldn’t have anything to do with anything like that, and wouldn’t that make you of all people anxious to make sure that O’Neill doesn’t get away with everything and ride roughshod over the whole place?”
“I’m out of it now, Mr. Coyne.”
Eddie spoke in a cloak and dagger voice.
“You are like hell,” Jack said. “Wait till I tell your father, not to mention Sergeant Sheehan, what you’ve been up to with cans of distemper.”
“They’d want to know who gave us the distemper, Mr. Coyne.”
“I suppose O’Neill’s paying you more than I am. That’s what it always is in the end.”
“You never paid us anything, Mr. Coyne.” Eddie was stung.
“So you’re looking for something now, you mean little jerk.”
Eddie walked away in what he was sure was exactly the way the good sheriff would turn his back on the bad guys in town.
   “Don’t turn on the light.”
Rachel turned on the light and saw him lounging in her chair.
“Why did you do that?” Kerry asked. “I wanted us to sit and have another nice talk in the dark summer evening. Maybe you could have another drink and become amorous again. Hey, that would be good.”
“If you don’t leave I will,” she said.
“You’re not surprised to see me.”
“I got your message. I knew you’d be here sooner or later.”
“It’s sooner because there was some little misunderstanding about that check you gave me.”
“I changed my mind. I cancelled it.”
“That was a very foolish thing to do.”
“Are you going?” she asked him.
“No, and neither are you. This is Mountfern, Rachel; this is not an apartment; it’s a couple of rooms over a downtown store. It’s where you have to stay because you aren’t good enough to stay in the Grange, and because you’ll never stay in Fernscourt.”
She moved toward the door.
“Wait,” he ordered. “Just see how hopeless it is for you, Rachel. Write this check out again, with a note saying that it was all a mistake. Do it. Tell them that you apologize for the embarrassment caused to Mr. McCann.”
“Mr. McCann.” Rachel gave a great shout of mirthless laughter. “That guy’s never been called Mr. in his life, and never will be. You don’t frighten me, Kerry. I’m going for Patrick.”
“You’re going for my father.”
“Of course I am. If his son is behaving like this and harassing me then he will want to be told.”
“Rachel, Rachel.” Kerry was languid. “You live in a world of romantic movies and women’s magazines. You see yourself as the lady who has been slighted and insulted. Grow up. Look at the reality. You’re a has-been, you’re a passed-over, middle-aged woman …”
“You’re not hurting me.”
“I’m glad, because that’s not my intention. I just want you to see how ridiculous you are. Once people can see how absurd they are, they are better off for it.”
He walked over to her, a notepad and a pen in his hands. “Write it Rachel. It makes sense.”
“Like hell will I write it.”
“I’ll tell my father what fun and games we had.”
“You can, I’ve already told him.”
Kerry’s face didn’t change. Not a muscle moved.
“He knows nothing happened between us.”
“Does he?”
Kerry looked down at the check. He looked back at Rachel.
Something about his smile alarmed her.
“So could you explain why you wrote the check in the first place?” he asked.
He knew by her face that he had hit home. That was the one bit of her unsatisfactory conversation with Patrick in Coyne’s wood that had been worse than all the rest put together. He had listened impassively from his seat on the fallen tree. The drink, the dizziness, the passing out, the tears, the hangover, the arrogant behavior of Kerry going down to the shop in the morning … all those things were capable of some kind of explanation. But why had she given in so readily to the demand for money? Unless she had hoped somehow to pay him off.
   It had seemed a long day to Dara since she set out that morning all dressed up and had the upsetting meeting with Jack Coyne.
People were behaving strangely in Mountfern today. Jacinta said that there was some terrible row between Mrs. Fine, who was Mr. O’Neill’s mistress and Mr. O’Neill, and he had ordered her back to America because of something unmentionable she had done.
Dara asked what it had been but Jacinta said her lips were sealed.
Liam White said he thought Mrs. Fine had gotten drunk and made a pass at Kerry.
Tommy Leonard said there was some scandal about Kerry, he had had breakfast in the wrong place. But he, Tommy, knew nothing about it and wasn’t going to start speculating.
Mary Donnelly admired Dara’s dress and said that now that she was so grown up why didn’t she find herself some nice new friends instead of just staying all the time in the same little circle.
“It isn’t a circle, it’s just whoever is here,” Dara cried out in confusion.
Nobody had ever talked about circles before in Mountfern.
She came home confused and somehow let down. She sat with her mother for a little. Even Mam looked odd, she thought.
Kate looked with love at her beautiful daughter. Please may something happen that would take this dangerous Kerry O’Neill away from their place.
His deliberate cruelty to Rachel, his blackmail, the cynical way he treated everyone around him made Kate shiver.
“Are you all right, Mam?” Dara had noticed the way her body had trembled suddenly all over.
“I’m fine. Can you pass me that light wool stole … the new one Rachel brought me?” Kate settled it around her shoulders.
Dara had a look as if she were going to say something and had thought better of it.
“What is it?”
“Well, I don’t suppose it’s possible that Mrs. Fine could fancy Kerry. I know it sounds ridiculous, but do you think it could by any chance be true?”
When Dara saw the look of shock and embarrassment followed by anger come to her mother’s face, she knew that there must indeed be something in what awful horrible Jack Coyne had said. She wished with all her heart that she had never asked.
It was about the most revolting thing she had ever heard in her life, and the worst thing was that her mother had known about it already.
   “What are you going to wear?” Fergus asked Kate.
“To the hotel opening?”
“No, Kate, to your court case.”
“I thought you said it would be settled before we got to court.”
“I did, and that’s what Kevin thinks too, but we have to be prepared to go into court. All of us.”
“I didn’t think about it.”
“Well do think about it.”
“Do you want me to paint my cheeks white and draw circles under my eyes?”
“No, but I don’t want you dripping in all Rachel Fine’s silks and scarves and jewelry, either.”
“Fergus, I’m weary of this. It’s a sum. It’s a sum no matter what I wear. It’s going to be ten thousand pounds at most and two thousand pounds at least. Isn’t that what we all agreed?”
“That’s what you and John and I and Kevin Kennedy and about three others agreed. It’s not what those hotshots across the river and their big faceless insurance companies agreed. It’s not what a jury of pudding-faced farmers and shopkeepers agreed. Not yet.”
“What do you want me to wear? I’ll wear it.” She sounded tired.
“It will be over soon.” Fergus sounded tired too.
   Dara’s bedroom door was open, she was standing by a picture of Our Lady Queen of the May.
“What are you thinking about?” Michael asked.
“Should we pray for a lot of money next week or would that be wrong?” Dara asked.
“I don’t know.”
“I was just wondering what you thought. You say so little these days, I thought you might have some opinion.” Dara was annoyed.
Michael was even more annoyed. “I say very little, I have no opinions, you are the one who says nothing, you’ve this awful shrug, this awful way of just putting anyone down.”
“Ha ha.” Dara was bitter. “I’ve often heard of people accusing others of the very fault they have themselves. You haven’t a word to throw to a dog these days, yes even Leopold doesn’t bother to come and snuffle at you anymore, you might as well snuffle at a block of wood.”
“I only have to come into a room for you to leave it,” Michael cried. “Look at you now, standing up already, off again. I don’t care. I don’t care one tuppenny damn, just don’t go around saying that it’s me that’s being difficult, you’re the one like a bag of weasels.”
“I’m standing because I haven’t sat down yet, you great clown. I only asked you a civil question, a reasonable question, like should we be saying the thirty days prayer or not. It’s the kind of thing we used to talk about once. When you talked, that was.”
Dara’s lip was trembling a little. Michael saw it.
“I don’t think prayers work,” he said. “I’m not sure but I don’t think they do.”
“I’m not sure either, but suppose they did, would it be wrong?” She looked very near tears.
“Why the sudden interest in money?” Michael asked. “We never needed it before.”
“I know, I just thought it might help to make things better, stop everyone from being so worried. Stop all the terrible things happening.”
Awkwardly he put his arm around her shoulder. “It’s not as bad as that.”
“Sometimes it is.”
“I know, for me too.”
“Oh you! Everything’s fine for you.” She sounded envious.
“Not all the time. I’ll tell you sometime.”
“We never talk these days,” she said.
“Remember when we got into such tempers because we couldn’t sleep in the same room anymore!” Michael said.
“I still think you got the better room.”
“Yeah, but I got Eddie and Declan.”
She smiled at him. This was better, more like old times.
“Let’s go out,” she said. “It’s the last day of freedom. We’ll go to the tunnel.”
“It’s such a sunny day …” Michael began.
“Oh come on, it was always a sunny day when we went to the tunnel.” She looked eager.
With great misgivings Michael agreed. They walked along River Road past Loretto Quinn’s at the very moment that Rachel came out, in her cream linen suit with its cream and brown blouse.
She stopped when she saw them. Uneasily.
Dara stopped too.
Rachel spoke first.
“Can I give you a ride?” she asked.
“No thanks, we’re just going for a walk,” Michael answered.
Dara said nothing.
“Well, if you’re sure …?”
Michael looked at Dara, waiting for her to answer. There were no words so he had to speak again.
“Honestly, thanks. It’s our last day of the holidays.”
“Yes, the last day of the holidays,” Rachel repeated. “You will never forget this holiday …” Her eyes went toward the big bridge. “Nobody knew it was going to turn out like this.”
She got into her green car and drove away.
“Why were you like that?” Michael asked.
“Like what?”
“You know.”
“I can’t tell you. Not yet.”
“All right.” He looked disappointed, Dara noticed. Perhaps she would tell him in the tunnel.
   Miss Hayes had gone to Dublin. There were a lot of things she had to do. There was the matter of her passport, and her traveler’s checks. There were formalities about her ticket with a travel agency, a meeting with some distant cousins, and she wanted to buy material to make a few nice suitable garments for the journey. Mrs. Fine had been very helpful about the need for pure cotton, and avoiding synthetic fabrics. Mr. O’Neill got her a lift to the town, and she would take the day excursion train from there.
Kerry came to the lodge to see Grace. He looked disheveled and scruffy.
“I wish you wouldn’t behave like this, Kerry, like someone on the run. I know you and Father had some big row again, and nobody even told me. Grace isn’t supposed to know anything upsetting … but he hasn’t thrown you out, it’s you who are making the big drama out of it.”
“It’s sort of complicated. I just have to straighten things out and then it will all be fine. I don’t want to be at home, not until things are settled.”
“Can you tell me about it?”
“No, Gracie. Not yet.”
“Kerry, where are you staying?”
“I’ll tell you eventually, honestly.”
“You’re so jumpy, you said you wanted to talk to me about something. What is it?”
“Gracie, you believe that everything’s marvelous. Everyone’s good and all things are going to end happily ever after.”
“I don’t believe that, but I only concentrate on things that make me happy. You concentrate on things that make you miserable, like fighting with Father and only seeing the old fussy side of Miss Hayes. She’d be so pleased to do all your clothes for you …” Grace shook her head in wonder that Kerry couldn’t see the easy route to everything.
“I have to go out, there’s someone I have to meet, then I’ll come back, and you and I will talk about plans and the future and you can lecture me to your heart’s content.”
   They were barely into the tunnel when Dara felt at peace. She had been happy here with Michael like they had been happy when they played in the ruins of Fernscourt.
“You know, there are plenty of these tunnels, we used to think this was the only one in the world,” she said.
“For us it was,” Michael said.
They walked along the narrow passage to their special room. Dara chattered away more easily than she had done for a long time.
“It looks different,” she said.
“Of course we haven’t been here for ages,” said Michael.
They lit the candles in the old rusty candelabra they had found on a dump and polished.
The place was full of shadows and shapes, as it always was.
But Dara saw that there were bunches of grasses tied in a way that they never had them before. She saw there were cushions that they used to keep on the floor as seats all piled up on the broken couch. She knew instantly that this was not the way they had left it.
She knew that Michael had brought Grace to the tunnel. Her heart turned over at the betrayal.
She decided not to make an issue out of it. There had been too much drama. But she wouldn’t tell him about Mrs. Fine and the terrible story that she knew was true. She couldn’t trust him anymore.
So they talked lightly of other things. They talked about school tomorrow. And they talked a little about Mam’s case next Thursday. When they would both be in their classrooms trying to concentrate on their work.
Dara fought down the feeling that her twin brother had been disloyal. She tried not to think of him in this tunnel with Grace. She thought he looked a bit edgy and worried, as if he had seen something that was upsetting him, but since he didn’t say what it was, she didn’t ask him.
   Papers Flynn said to Sergeant Sheehan that it was going to be a cold winter; he had heard that as a fact.
“The winter is months away,” Sergeant Sheehan said, wondering what this was leading up to.
“There’s a very nice kind of a shed behind the presbytery, a place where no wind would come whistling through at all, if a person was to want a bit of shelter.”
“The very thing for a bit of shelter,” the sergeant agreed. “Unless of course you’d be lifted out of it by some housekeeper that isn’t herself a person of the cloth at all.”
“That would be a hard thing if it were to happen. I just mentioned it in case anyone would think of making it their headquarters,” Papers explained.
The sergeant nodded sagely.
Papers was getting old. There was a time when he would take his chances in anyone’s shed. His main priority in life was to avoid being organized. But now he found battles hard to fight. This was his way of asking Sergeant Sheehan to square it with Miss Purcell and the clergy that he could live there when the cold weather came.
   Patrick said that he didn’t mind if the rest of the hotel wasn’t finished for another decade, he wanted his own suite completed and ready to move into this week.
“That wasn’t on the schedule,” Brian Doyle was unwise enough to say.
“Your schedule, Doyle, should be published and bound and sold, it would be the comic best-seller of the year.”
It was totally impossible to insult Brian. “That might well be right but we’ll have to take men off other work to sort it out for you. It’s not just getting it ready, it’s making it so that we don’t have to traipse through it all the time.”
“That would be very acceptable,” Patrick said with heavy irony. “Not to have this army of craftsmen you employ traipsing through my quarters. Yes, that would be a great bonus.”
“When do you want to sleep here?” Brian was practical.
“Tomorrow night.”
He wanted to be resident in the hotel before the compensation case began. He wanted to be well out of his son’s way. It was becoming increasingly obvious he should be in his own place. At once.
He walked around the unfinished set of rooms that were to be his new home. Three bedrooms, two bathrooms, a sitting room, a study and a small kitchen.
The main rooms faced the Fern and were on the first floor of the house. He hadn’t wanted a kitchen but Rachel had insisted. He wouldn’t always want hotel food. There might be times when Grace would want to cook for the family. It was good to have a place where they could close the door and leave the hotel to get on with itself.
His study was the biggest room. Two walls were lined with shelves. Rachel said they could get antique furniture later, visit auctions in big country houses maybe, but for now he should have space for his papers and his books.
Had she ever seen herself with him there, he wondered. There was no hint ever in her suggestions, that she might join him in this life style. No room for her clothes was ever taken into consideration. Instead she had urged him to fit out rooms for both Kerry and Grace from the outset so that they would always consider it their home.
Grace had been busy throughout, deciding where she wanted her closet, her bureau. Kerry’s room, though it existed, had not been furnished or discussed, it was now an official dressing room.
Brian accompanied Patrick on his tour of inspection.
“Tomorrow night,” he repeated in the tone that he would use to soothe a dangerous drunk or someone who was both soft in the head and violent.
“Good.” Patrick deliberately misunderstood the tone, and averted his eyes from the open floorboards, the electric wires and cables still loose from the wall.
The windows were smeared with squiggles to show that there was glass in them, and there were heaps of wood shavings where the carpentry was still in progress. Furniture in crates stood in the corridors.
Patrick smiled at it beatifically.
“As long as I have my own little place here, Doyle, I’ll be fine,” he said.
“I often think, Mr. O’Neill, God forgive me, that if you’d come home and built yourself a nice bungalow on this site you’d have saved yourself and everyone else a lot of trouble.”
“How unselfish you are, Doyle. Imagine thinking that you could have passed over the entirely disproportionate wealth I have made available to you, not to mention all the extra you made on the side.”
He clasped Brian warmly by the hand and patted him on the back at the same time.
“Tomorrow around six o’clock I’ll move in. Come and have a drink with me here to celebrate.”
“I will, Mr. O’Neill, I look forward to that. I was always a great fan of Alice in Wonderland myself.”
   Rachel’s choking feeling in her throat returned as soon as she got into her car and drove away from the twins. Dara had been filled with scorn and hate.
And no wonder. A girl of barely sixteen, in love for the first time with a handsome boy who probably filled her head with lies and false assurances. And then the town is saying everywhere in whispers that he has slept with her mother’s friend.
No wonder those dark eyes blazed with contempt and hurt.
Rachel remembered those days in June when she had gotten very close to the girls. She had loved the elder-sister role. That was all part of a Celtic mist of fantasy now.
But it wasn’t time for self-pity yet; she must get into the hotel, get her business done, and be on the road as soon as possible.
If she were to have any tatters of dignity left over the whole incident, then she must keep calm and workmanlike until she was well out of sight of the cast of interested spectators.
She parked her car and walked purposefully up the hotel steps in search of Jim Costello.
   They had run into a problem over some of the Irish-linen panels. It was proving difficult to get exactly the same shade of dye in each batch. Young Jim Costello had understood the matter at once. It was a question of deciding whether to attempt to get them all the same or to have deliberately different toning shades.
Together they had walked the public rooms, climbing ladders and dropping swathes of material.
Jim wanted this hotel opening to stagger his rivals and quite possibly his future employers or backers. Rachel knew that he was as eager and keen as anyone to get it right.
Eventually they agreed that it would be gradings of color. They had to do this in case some wall panels were to fade in the sunlight and could never be replaced exactly.
It would mean another visit to the small linen mills.
The workmen saluted her on her way out to the car. They had respect for her since she never threw her weight around and had a quick smile, but didn’t stop to bore them with woman’s kind of chat.
Leaning against her small green car was Kerry.
“What are you doing?”
“Waiting for you.”
“You’ve waited in vain. I’m just leaving. Excuse me …”
She tried to get past him. He did not move.
She turned around and walked purposefully back up the steps. Kerry ran after her; it was as if he knew that she was heading straight for his father.
“I’m giving you one last chance,” he said.
She didn’t stop. He was beside her now.
“Look at this house, Rachel, this is your one chance to have it all, it’s what you gave your whole damn life for, isn’t it? Don’t throw it away. Write that check out. This minute. Or I tell him everything.”
“Come with me and we’ll tell him together.” She was heading for the staircase.
“I have to have the money. McCann’s people are very angry with you and with me because of you. These guys don’t play around.”
He stood in front of her barring her way up the stairs.
“Will you get out of my way?” She raised her voice so significantly that the workmen all stopped whatever they were doing and nudged each other. A barney between O’Neill’s woman and his son in full view of everyone was worth watching.
At that very moment Patrick O’Neill appeared on the landing at the top of the stairway. He took in the scene in a second and saw the gawping faces looking at the unexpected floorshow.
He did the one thing guaranteed to end the excitement and to wound more seriously than any other action he could have taken. He looked at them both dismissively and walked past them without addressing a word to either of them.
   Most of the journey to the weavers was on a good straight road, which was just as well. Rachel drove with minimum concentration. Her eyes blurred over sometimes, and she had to blink hard to clear her vision.
For no reason at all she thought of a little old man who was in the garden of the Hadassah nursing home, a psychiatric home for elderly Jewish clientele. It was the home where Rachel’s mother had died. The old man sat in the garden looking almost unbearably sad. Once Rachel felt compelled to ask him what was upsetting him so much.
“I’m not mad, you see,” he had said to her resignedly. “I’m as sane as you or any other visitor. My nephew put me in here because he wants to steal all my inventions and pass them over as his own. But it sounds like such a mad thing to say, that it only gives everybody further proof that I am indeed mad.”
She had been struck at the time by the logic of the old man’s argument. But she had only shaken her head sadly and marveled at how sane the very far from sane could sound.
Today, driving across Ireland in the late summer sun, pausing sometimes for a flock of sheep, a herd of cattle, or on one occasion for a great group of young laughing nuns who were going on some kind of outing, Rachel Fine remembered the old man and wished she had been more sympathetic to him.
   Grace was startled to see Kerry looking so wild when he came back to the Lodge.
“I’ve just seen myself reflected in the window and you are quite right, I do look a wreck. Listen, I’m going to clean up. Grace, can you put all these newfound cooking skills to work and fix me some eggs. Then we’ll talk.”
She heard him singing in the bathroom, and her face brightened as she went happily to the bright sunny kitchen of the lodge.
She would be sorry to leave this little house in the middle of all the trees. She would miss the pleasant company of Miss Hayes, and her bedroom where the small brown rabbits often hopped up on her windowsill and snuffled their noses against the pane.
Still, it would be exciting in the hotel.
Jim Costello had told her that there was nothing as heady as a successful hotel, the place buzzed with activity and you got the feeling that it was alive twenty-four hours a day. She smiled at the memory.
He had added that every hotel needed a really beautiful woman to be at the center of it, and now Fernscourt was going to have that as well as everything else.
Kerry came out, his hair damp, wearing clean white trousers and a white sweater.
“That’s more like it,” he grinned at her. “Now tell me what you’ve been doing.”
Grace felt that it was he who should do the telling. She had been doing nothing, she said.
“Nothing? Every day, all day, off on a bicycle with young Ryan. Don’t tell me you’ve been doing nothing.” His eyes were very bright.
“Well, you know, we’ve been fishing and talking and just fooling around.” She giggled apologetically.
His face looked hard somehow. “What kind of fooling around?”
“Oh heavens, you know. Nothing too serious.”
“It had better not be serious, it had damn well better not be.”
“What do you mean?” She was frightened.
“Don’t make yourself cheap; you’re not to throw yourself away on some kid from a pub who’s wet behind the ears but who knows like any animal what he wants and will do all he can to take it.”
Grace jumped up, eyes blazing. “Michael is not an animal. I will not have you speak of him like that.”
“I will until I know he has done you no harm, that he hasn’t forced you to do anything you shouldn’t have done.”
“I’ve done plenty of things I shouldn’t have done, like you have as well,” Grace cried with spirit. “Anything I do with Michael I do because I want to.”
“You must not want to; he must not make you want to. You’re so young, you’re my sister, you shouldn’t put out for any country hick.”
“It’s not like that.”
“It had better not be.”
“And what about you, you and Dara, why is nobody saying anything to you about all this?”
“That’s different.” He was dismissive.
“But why is it different?”
“I’m a man; it’s different for men.”
“Dara isn’t a man.”
The phone rang sharply into the silence between them.
“That’s Michael,” Grace said in relief. But it wasn’t; it was a man with a Northern Ireland accent to speak to Kerry.
   Kate sent Declan away when she heard that the doctor had arrived.
Martin White smiled at the youngest Ryan, who hadn’t yet turned into a hooligan like his brother Eddie.
“Will you miss them when they go back tomorrow, or will it be a bit of peace for you?” he asked.
“I suppose I’ll feel they can get up to less trouble inside the walls of the convent and the brothers’ than roaming wild around this place,” Kate sighed.
“I know, my two have gone cracked on this riding nonsense, hard hats and crops and boots, and God knows what else, you’re lucky you were spared that. You’re pale, any pains and aches?”
“I’ve an upset stomach, I seem a bit nauseous somehow, but I think that’s only tasting all this food we’re going to be offering in the café … if there’s anyone to offer it to.”
“Do you need to take this on?”
“It’s take this on or go under.”
“The compensation maybe?” he suggested tentatively.
“It won’t keep a family, Martin. Oh Lord God how I’m dreading Thursday, the palms of my hands start to sweat at the thought.”
   Dr. White said that he would give Kate a mild tranquilizer on the day of the case.
“Will it make me dopey and stupid-sounding?” Kate wanted to know.
“Nothing could do that.” Dr. White was amused.
“Maybe I don’t need any tranquilizer. I’m slow enough already.” She seemed very down.
“It will take the sharp edge off the anxiety, that’s all. It won’t affect your powers to say yes or no to a million pounds.”
“I’m not the one saying yes or no. It’ll be John—John and Fergus.”
He looked at her sharply. In the last few weeks she had seemed less alive to him. It was hard to pinpoint exactly what it was.
“I know I don’t have a degree in psychiatry, but is there anything wrong, Kate? Anything you want to talk about?”
She gave him a brittle smile. “Anything wrong apart from being paralyzed, in a wheelchair for life, possibly losing all our trade to a bar across the river? No, not much.”
Dr. White was often accused of having a poor bedside manner. He was unsparing of his time and energy to help a patient but he was never at hand with the coaxing and condolences that a lot of the parish felt they needed from time to time.
He stood up and prepared to leave. He didn’t even acknowledge what Kate had said.
“See you on Thursday,” he said briefly and was almost out the door when Kate called out.
“Martin. I’m sorry.”
“Why should you be sorry?” He had his hand on the door.
“I mean for being a smart aleck. You were being kind. There is something wrong. But it’s very hard to say it.”
Dr. Martin White stood sympathetically waiting for her to find the words. He would have stood there all day and all night if necessary and Kate knew it.
“I’m not in charge anymore. I’m not a person who decides things …” She fumbled with a lace-edged handkerchief. The doctor looked at her, trying to get her to say more.
“It’s just that there’s no me nowadays, as if I’d lost my personality or something.”
He was blank in his lack of comprehension. “I don’t know what to say to you except that you must be half cracked. Aren’t you a legend for miles around, and as for being in charge, wouldn’t you buy and sell the rest of us? They say it was you that thought up that café idea. Bound to be a gold mine.”
Kate knew when there was no more to be gained. She thanked the doctor, said that it must be just an attack of nerves over the court case, and told herself again that it was a strange irony that the only one in the whole place who understood what she felt was Patrick O’Neill. She had a very strange dream about Patrick that kept coming back to her because it was so vivid.
She dreamed that she was in Coyne’s wood with him and he had taken out a huge shovel and started to dig a great hole.
It was a grave, he said, like one of the mass famine graves and it was for all the people in Mountfern. They should have died over a hundred years back at the time of the Famine, but they had gone on living by mistake. That was why he had come back, to finish the job properly.
In the dream she asked him if anyone would be saved, and he had said only Kate herself could go free. She wasn’t from this place to begin with, and so if she ran now, she could go back to where she came from. She had tried to run and had woken in terror with none of the usual joy that a dreamer would feel waking from a dream like that. Because asleep or awake, Kate Ryan would never run through the wood, and she kept seeing Patrick’s face smiling sympathetically at her. He seemed to be across a room as he smiled. A courtroom.
   Michael and Dara walked quickly across the bridge.
They told each other they had better hurry to Leonard’s to buy exercise books and pencils for tomorrow. They ran past the presbytery and up Bridge Street. They weren’t really hurrying to buy their stationery, they wanted to be over the bridge before the thoughts started to come, as they always did.
And because in their different ways they wanted to think about the tunnel.
Dara thought that if Michael had taken Grace there, then she too could have used it. It made her furious to think that this was why she had lost Kerry O’Neill, because she wouldn’t trust him, she wouldn’t love him properly. And she had wanted to so very much. Why hadn’t she told Michael ages ago that she would take Kerry to the tunnel?
There it would all have been safe and it would have been like a home.
Grace and Michael obviously thought so, she told herself bitterly, remembering the sofa piled with cushions.
Michael had thought they would never leave the tunnel. Everywhere he could see signs of Grace and he being there together. It was astonishing that Dara hadn’t noticed. But what was alarming him much more was what he had seen. The cushions on the sofa like that—he and Grace hadn’t put them there, and there was a rug that didn’t belong to them. There were matches and some orange peel.
Somebody else had been in the tunnel.
He could not believe that Grace would have told anyone else. And it wasn’t possible to believe that she might have been there with anyone else.
   Jim Costello spoke briefly to Brian Doyle.
He said he knew O’Neill’s demand to have the rooms ready was ridiculous, but for God’s sake let Doyle not forget who was paying their salaries.
“He’s more nervous about the bloody court case than he is about sinking his whole fortune in the hotel,” Jim said wonderingly.
“Wouldn’t you think he’d have more sense?” Brian had little time for finer feelings.
“In a way I can see what he means. The whole place is waiting eagerly to know what will happen. If Kate Ryan doesn’t get enough, the mood will turn against him fast. It won’t be easy for him to carry on here.”
“Ah, that’s only a small problem compared to the troubles he has with his family life …”
Jim hadn’t gotten where he was by being a gossip. “I don’t know much about that, I only see the work side of him.”
“You do in your arse. You know like the rest of us know that his son had a go at his woman, and if the place doesn’t go up in fireworks over that, then it never will.”
“At least his daughter is no trouble to him,” Jim said primly.
Brian knew everything. “I saw you had your eye peeled in that direction. Sound man,” he said approvingly.
“She’s only a child, but are we going to see your fiancée Peggy at the opening?”
“Probably,” Brian muttered without any great enthusiasm.
“Good, make sure she’s on the invitation list, they’re posting them next week.”
“Isn’t it a miracle that it’s going to open at last?” Brian looked around him in surprise.
“Take that look off your face, Brian, people will think you’re surprised it’s staying up. That’s not good for business.”
   Kerry was listening carefully to the voice at the other end of the phone.
The lady had told the bank that after all she had made a mistake, the check had not been stolen.
Kerry let out a great sigh of relief. Rachel must have seen that it was pointless.
He had never felt so relieved in his whole life. But the voice on the phone told Kerry that his problems were far from over. They were only starting. There would be no criminal proceedings since the check was no longer deemed stolen. But it was still stopped. It could not be cashed.
Kerry still had to find his thousand pounds.
“It’s impossible,” he said in a thin unnatural voice.
There was a silence.
Then he was given a proposition. He could do something for them instead. Repay his debt that way.
His whole body strained and his knuckles were white as he waited to hear what they wanted him to do.
It would involve storing some merchandise out of sight in a very safe place. A place that nobody knew about.
Kerry could feel his muscles relaxing. He knew the exact place.
   Michael went to the lodge that evening.
Miss Hayes had come back on the excursion train from Dublin, she was showing her materials to Grace.
“I’d make you a dress for the opening, but you’ll want something smarter from the shops,” Miss Hayes said.
“Why can’t you wait till the opening?”
“The ship sails before.”
Michael seemed impatient and not anxious to join in the conversation. Grace eventually seemed to understand and went outside with him.
“Did you tell anybody? About the tunnel—did you tell anyone else?” His eyes looked wild.
“Why? What’s wrong?”
“I went there today with Dara. She didn’t notice we’d been there, but it’s all changed, someone else has been there, maybe even sleeping there.”
Suddenly it clicked in Grace’s mind. Of course that was where Kerry had been spending the nights.
Michael had made her swear she would tell nobody, but she had told Kerry the last time he was home from Donegal. She hadn’t thought it mattered. Not Kerry.
Looking at Michael’s face she realized it did matter.
“No,” Grace said. “Of course I didn’t, you told me not to tell anyone, didn’t you?”
   Dara walked in Coyne’s wood. She didn’t expect to see him, and she didn’t want to see him.
But he was there, as some part of her knew he would be. Because she didn’t feel very surprised.
He looked happy and relaxed, not strained as he had been before.
Dara said nothing. She stood there in her yellow and white candy-striped dress with the big artificial yellow rose pinned to it. Mademoiselle Stephanie had given her that when she was leaving France, that and a wink of complicity.
Tomorrow she would go back to school, and this strange summer would be over. There was no birthday party planned for the twins this year. Their party room was a café now, and the date was almost coinciding with their mother’s compensation case.
She looked at him levelly.
He put his head on one side and smiled.
Dara would not smile back.
“What is it? Tell me.”
“You know. The whole town knows.”
“I don’t.” He was innocent and bewildered.
“Mrs. Fine.”
“She’s pathetic,” he said with scorn. “She is quite pathetic. You know that she fancied my father for years, he got tired of her and now she made … Well, it’s too much to talk about really.”
“No it isn’t.”
“Well, she made some silly advances toward me, she got all drunk and slobbery, and crying, and saying she loved it here in Mountfern and these are her type of people and why couldn’t she stay …”
It sounded familiar and likely from Mrs. Fine’s conversations with Dara’s mother. From what she had overheard and picked up in the past.
“And then she became silly. Well, it’s gross, and I had to untangle myself, and put her to bed. I went back the next morning to see that she hadn’t done herself in or anything, and I got her breakfast and because I did these uncharacteristically nice things the whole place says I’m sleeping with her.”
Dara looked at him. Willing it to be true.
“I mean, Dara, look at me. Am I the kind of guy who would go for a woman of that age, a little tubby Brooklyn Jewess? It’s ludicrous.”
He was so handsome, he was not the guy to go for a woman old enough to be his mother.
“Are you going to say anything to me or will you stand there all day just repeating accusations?”
“I don’t know.”
He looked hurt and bewildered.
Dara spoke. “When I was in France I saw these fireflies. I didn’t know what they were, they were like little teeny weeny fires in the evening. I asked Madame what they were called. She said ‘mouche á feu.’ They used to make me pronounce words so that I’d get it right. I kept saying it, ‘Mouche á feu, voici la mouche á feu.’ Firefly, firefly. And I thought of you. I thought of you every time.”
He took her in his arms, and she laid her head against his chest. She could hear his heart beating.
Dara spoke almost dreamily. “I found out why we don’t have them in Ireland, I asked, and now I know. They’re sort of exotic fireflies, and Ireland is too cold and wet and windy for them. They wouldn’t survive here. They wouldn’t survive at all.”
   Grimly and with far less pleasure than he thought that he would feel, Patrick O’Neill moved into his hotel. He decided to do it without ceremony, without any marking of the occasion. He would reserve all the festivity for the grand opening.
He moved his own things in and slept a night in the place he had created. He did not sleep well.
All kinds of unwelcome thoughts came to him, dreams, and half dreams. He got up eventually and walked in the moonlight, as he had walked years and years ago it now seemed, when the place was a ruin.
The moon hadn’t changed much nor had the river that it shone down on. But everything else had.




Chapter XXII

Olive Hayes left Mountfern exactly the way she wanted to, in dignity and with style but with no razzamatazz.
For four years she had lived quietly in this family, kept their confidences and made no judgments about them. Now she would no longer be part of their lives.
Kerry barely acknowledged her departure.
She had known this would be the case. She was no longer of any use to him. There had been a time when he had been charming, but charm was a currency, no need to spend any of it on Miss Hayes.
She felt a great sense of peace and achievement, and no last-minute regrets about leaving. It was what she had always planned.
Mr. O’Neill’s generosity made it possible to come back if things did not work out. She was letting her little house in the town to a young couple with a baby. They paid a small rent and would continue to put that into Sheila Whelan’s post office for her.
When Olive Hayes called quietly and decorously to say goodbye to the people in the pub, she had a quick moment with Kate. Unlike most of the place who would have wished her luck in the compensation case, Miss Hayes had a different wish.
“I spent a lot of time, Mrs. Ryan, wondering what to say about this and perhaps I am just an interfering old busybody, but perhaps, being confined to the house, you mightn’t realize that Kerry O’Neill is a very dangerous young man.”
“Oh Miss Hayes, don’t I know it,” Kate sighed. “I know only too well how unstable he is. I did my best by sending her to France, but I can’t banish the child from her own town forever.”
“With respect, it’s not that he’s unstable, he is very aware of what he is doing and what he wants. He is totally self-centered. Perhaps with the help of God your daughter will see through him.”
“Get out there fast to those nuns and start them praying.” Kate smiled wanly.
Olive Hayes took her seriously. “When I heard that he would be living in the lodge on his own, I did ask Bernadette to get some prayers said for a special intention.”
Kate held her hand for a long moment before Olive Hayes left Mountfern.
   It was, as Michael expected, not nearly as easy to see Grace once she was in the hotel. The excitement of the new life, the attention and the fuss kept her busy all the hours that she had free from school.
They had arranged to wave to each other at certain times at night and make mirror flashes across the river.
Michael had worked out “I love you” in Morse code, but Grace said it was endless, and you’d be exhausted working out all the short-long short-longs of it just for one sentence.
Tommy Leonard seemed to understand. “Wasn’t it easier before girls?” he said to Michael.
“Like when there was just Adam in the garden of Eden?” Michael laughed.
“No, you know what I mean.”
“But you don’t have any problems with Jacinta; she’s there all the time, living on the other side of the street and everything.” Michael was envious.
“It isn’t Jacinta I want, you thick oaf.”
   Grace told Michael that her father was giving her a new dress for the opening. She was to go to Dublin to buy it. She was going to ask for the day off from school. Could Michael come with her and help her choose?
School had reopened and the notion of giving Michael a day off to go shopping with a girl in Dublin was about as acceptable to the authorities as suggesting a trip on a flying saucer.
“Come on, Mike, think of something.”
“But it’s not just Brother Keane, he’d have to explain to Mom and to Dad and if I went without saying anything to them, Eddie would hear and tell, or Tommy Leonard would. Lord, Grace, we can’t just waltz off to Dublin as if we were adults.”
“We are adults—in lots of ways.” Grace pouted at him.
“Yes, well.” Michael reddened, thinking of their last visit to the tunnel. He felt it was official to go there now, now that Dara had given permission. So he was more adventurous in his approach to Grace as a celebration of this.
“Don’t be such a mother’s boy,” she taunted.
That hurt. Especially since it was really his mother he feared most. He had the feeling that she worried about his friendship with Grace. And that she would be astounded to think he would even suggest the shopping trip.
That morning Kate had spoken for the first time to Dara and Michael about the upcoming court case.
She had said that she wanted them to give her all the support they could. What she needed was to know that they wouldn’t go around blabbing or being silly about it. That they would be the model of good behavior for just these few days, since the eyes of Mountfern would be on the whole family for a short time. Some people wished them to get a fortune; some wished them not to get anything significant in case it would prejudice the hotel in any way. But the truth of the matter was that there would be a respectable sum of money which would be placed in a bank for the children’s education.
It was all upsetting having to go to court, but what would make it worthwhile was the knowledge that the Ryan children were working hard and would deserve any benefit that might come to them.
She had been quite solemn, and for the first time for a very long while she had sounded sad.
She had said that in many ways her own life was over, and that this was not something to feel bitter about; people’s lives ended in different ways. But it would all have a meaning if her children were to be strong and to have a bit of class when faced with the wagging tongues and overexcitement of a small parish.
Michael and Dara had promised that they would not let her down.
Going to Dublin midweek on a train, telling Brother Keane a pack of lies—that would be letting her down.
Michael said he couldn’t go and help Grace choose a dress.
Grace said that was all right, then, she might ask Jim Costello was he going to drive to Dublin anytime soon, she could get a ride in his car. Michael wasn’t to give it another thought.
   The District Court sat every week in the town, and cases that were of a higher jurisdiction or that were appealed were heard when the Circuit Court came four times a year for a period of three weeks each time.
At one stage there was a judge who had been interested in fishing who had driven out to the Fern each evening after the summer sessions and sat on his little stool looking for all the world like an old tramp. He and Fergus Slattery’s father had struck up a friendship without either ever knowing the other was involved in the law, so great was their interest in the fish that swam the Fern and the methods of taking them out of the river.
Nowadays, with better roads and better train services, the barristers and judges didn’t spend long in the town. They rarely came as far as Mountfern.
Kate and John Ryan were surprised to see Kevin Kennedy come into the pub the night before the case.
“Fergus didn’t say you were coming,” Kate said, flustered.
She moved the wheelchair in her quick agile way back over the ramp, and they beckoned him into her big green room. How right it had been to make this room into a proper sitting place for her. Seeing that she was going to sit for the rest of her days it made it much more bearable to sit in pleasant surroundings and not to apologize for wherever you were.
John got Mary to take over his place pulling pints. Most of the clientele would know who Kevin Kennedy was anyway and what it was about.
“Good luck and get them a fortune,” said one man as Kevin squeezed his way past the counter.
“Luck is exactly what it’s about,” he said, turning around, “it has not a thing to do with what people deserve, or they would get a king’s ransom.”
His serious voice startled the drinkers. They had expected some sort of joky answer.
“Fergus doesn’t even know I’m here …” he began when they were in the room.
“Well, don’t you think maybe …” John began.
“No, no, I’m on my way to him, it’s just that we’ve had an offer. A firm offer. Six thousand pounds. A yes or a no. That’s what they say.”
“Yes,” said Kate.
“We must ask Fergus,” said John.
“What do you think?” Kate asked John.
“I don’t know what to think. We could go into court and fight all day and come out with less but the fact they offer it at all twenty-four hours before the case means they think it might go further against them.”
Kevin Kennedy looked from one to another.
There weren’t many consultations on his cases, usually it was a matter of working straight from the brief, from the case to advice. But when he had met the people involved in their houses, he had often felt his city prejudices against country people were confirmed. They were so often inarticulate, and often grasping. This time it was different. There was a gentle pace of life that he liked in Mountfern; there was a graciousness about this couple and their handsome dark-eyed children whom he had seen briefly.
There was a sense of repressed energy about the crippled Kate Ryan that gave her more life than most women who were able to walk and run. She was quick, opinionated and impatient, and she had had a long hard lesson in having to learn that she must lean on others. He liked the husband too. All very genial and easygoing on the outside, but he had a logical reasoning mind. Fergus Slattery had said the man was a poet too, in a small way.
He felt involved with these people in a way he hadn’t felt involved for a long time. He had been through every case reported: the factory worker who only this year had been awarded £3,000. The sum had been based on his earnings, and how much more he could have expected. He had been twenty-eight, he had lost an eye. Everyone had accepted that £3,000 was fair; he had been earning £14 a week.
There was an agricultural laborer in his mid forties. His injuries were terrible even to read about. He got £7,000. His case had included the plea that he would never be able to marry and have a family. The award was considered high. There was that woman who had spent four months in the special hospital in England. Her barristers had proved such mental anguish, the compensation was £7,000.
They were looking at him, as if he should know. And he didn’t know. He couldn’t tell them either what was fair or what would happen.
“It’s very tempting to say that we’ll take it,” Kate said. “It’s so tempting that I have to think it’s the wrong decision.”
John had his hand on hers as he spoke. “It would be such an easy way to finish it off. To say we’ll take it and put it in the bank for the children to go to university maybe, or for rainy days which may well come this way.” He nodded his head across in the direction of Fernscourt, and Kevin Kennedy remembered the danger to their small business from the new hotel.
“So you’d like to refuse it …?”
“I think we shouldn’t accept it too readily,” John said. “I know that sounds like sitting on the fence … I’m not a gambling man, and I’m not in the world of doing deals or bargaining, but I have this feeling you shouldn’t accept the first offer. Am I right?”
Kevin was about to say there was no need to accept anything now as there would undoubtedly be time to do so tomorrow, but Kate spoke first.
“I’m sure you know how much more than just a mere solicitor Fergus has been to us. It’s as if his own spine were broken.” She spoke clearly and without any sense of drama. She just wanted to be sure he understood how important the tall gangling country lawyer was in their lives.
“Yes, of course, of course,” he murmured.
“So I suppose you will bring him in on this, won’t you, and ask him what he thinks we should do. I don’t think John and I should really make any decision without Fergus being here.”
“Of course. I just wanted to get a gut reaction. Sometimes a surplus of lawyers can confuse people rather than help.”
“Did you get a gut reaction?” Kate asked.
“Yes. You’d take anything, Mrs. Ryan, anything not to have to face a court. It’s your back, it’s your legs, we should listen to you. Your husband is aware of all this, but he’s thinking about what you’ll both feel years from now, and trying to take that into account. I’m with Mr. Ryan, but then, it didn’t happen to me.”
   Fergus said, as they knew he would say, that it was not enough.
Kevin Kennedy said that it was about what they could hope for from the jury.
Dr. White said that was a lot of money, he had many patients with broken bodies after car accidents and they hadn’t got a third of that.
Fergus said that they were dealing with multimillionaires here, big foreign international companies with coffers of money which they guarded like misers and wouldn’t give out to the people that were struck down and obviously deserving it.
John said that he knew he was a cautious man but wouldn’t six thousand pounds go a very long way, and buy them everything they ever needed? And since no money would buy Kate the chance of walking again, then maybe they should take this now and be done with it. But, then …
Kate sat very still as they talked.
They leaned over to make a point; they interrupted each other. Four men all wanting the best for her, and coming at it in their different ways. She felt curiously detached from it. As if up in the air looking down at them, the doctor, the solicitor, the barrister and the publican.
They talked themselves out at around the same time, and they all looked at her.
“It’s up to you in the end, Kate. Whatever you say, that’s what we’ll do.”
She looked slowly around the little group.
“Fight,” she said. “I think we owe it to the children to do this for them. Let’s fight to the finish.”
   Kevin Kennedy said that he was going to spend the night in Mountfern. He had heard there was a delightful old-world place called the Grange. Everyone exchanged glances. What was wrong with it? He wanted to know. Nothing, it was just that Patrick O’Neill stayed there.
“He’s moved,” Kate said. “He went into the hotel.”
This surprised the others, but then Kate always knew everything ahead of most people.
“That’s fine then.” Kevin Kennedy was businesslike. “I’ll give them a call. If our friend Mr. O’Neill has moved out, that’s all right, then.”
   It was a sunny morning.
“I don’t know whether that makes it better or worse,” Kate said.
John had slept on the divan bed in her room. Not that either of them slept very much. He had gotten up to make tea twice. He pulled back the curtains over the glass doors to reveal Leopold sitting mournfully outside.
“If that animal lets as much as the smallest yowl out of him, I’ll kill him with my own bare hands,” Kate said.
Leopold seemed to sense the danger. He raised his front paw hopefully, as if someone might shake hands with him through the closed door.
She looked sleepy and anxious.
John stood beside her bed. “Could you get another hour if I closed off the light again, and left you in peace?”
“No, no. I’m too jumpy.”
“So am I. I can neither stand, sit, nor lie.”
“What are you going to do?” She saw him pulling on a jumper over the shirt he had worn the previous day. He obviously wasn’t going to get washed and ready for the court at this early hour.
“I don’t know. I feel trapped in here, somehow.”
Something in her face made him realize how trapped Kate must feel all the time.
“Not that I’m going to go out or anything,” he said hastily.
“Take me out too.”
“It’s only halfpast six in the morning.”
“Come on, we’ll go for a walk.”
He dressed her, and she slid into her chair. Quietly they let themselves out the front door of the pub—they didn’t go through the backyard for fear of waking Mary Donnelly.
The river was glorious in the September early morning. Leopold trotted with them, delighted with the chance of an early-morning outing but staying at a respectful distance.
Up past the Rosemarie hair salon, its pink curtains drawn firmly.
“Do you think she’s still at it?” John asked.
Kate laughed. “Not at all, she’s far too busy getting ready for American hairstyles, she even has books on how to do it so that they’d like it.”
“Oh, she always knew how to do it so that they’d like it,” John said. “They tell me of course, I wouldn’t know from any personal experience.”
And as they came back again to the footbridge and the day was about to begin for everyone else, they stopped and looked over at Fernscourt.
They could see Patrick O’Neill in his shirt sleeves at one of the windows on the first floor.
“It’s a hard day for him too,” Kate said.
They looked across the river to the dock, up the path with its rockeries and shrubs leading to the great sweep where the drive came in. They looked at the steps up to the big house, the bedroom wings fanning back on either side, the workmen beginning to arrive in twos and threes.
And they saw Patrick standing still at his window.
He must have seen them too.
But because it was the day that it was, nobody waved at anyone else.
   Rachel was coming to get Kate dressed.
They had been such friends for so long that nobody saw anything remotely odd about this merging of both sides of the case.
They had several differences of opinion about what she should wear with the simple gray-and-white dress which had been ironed by Carrie, and then done again by Dara, and finally given a going over by Mary.
Rachel said no lady could be seen without gloves. Kate said only the gentry wore gloves around here.
Rachel said a little eye shadow made Kate look much more attractive. Kate said that a country jury would think eye shadow meant she was the whore of Babylon.
“Stop making people into yokels, Kate, this is the sixties; they all move with the times here like everywhere else.”
Kate said she wasn’t going to risk it. She had promised Fergus she would look demure.
They were ready far too early.
Rachel tried to distract her with tales that didn’t have any bearing on what was about to happen.
That was harder to do than she had imagined. Almost all her conversation was related to Patrick or to his hotel.
“Grace is going to Dublin for the day,” she said, thinking this might be a fairly neutral road to go down.
“Don’t I know!” Kate exclaimed “My poor Michael is distraught over it all. I told him that it was very vain of Grace to go miles and miles to buy another new dress when she has trunks of them, but that was the wrong thing to say. No criticism of the lady.”
“Princess Grace,” Rachel said.
“She is a bit of a madam, isn’t she? But I’m prejudiced. Anyone who could lead Michael Ryan any kind of dance should be in the darkest hob of hell in my view.”
“Perhaps she’ll not get anywhere with the young hotel manager.” Rachel smiled at the wonderful partisan nature of Kate’s reactions.
“I’d prefer if she tired of Michael, really, and did it soon, so that both the twins could get over these glittering young O’Neills sooner rather than later.”
“Yes, we’d all be better if we had gotten over the O’Neills early in life,” Rachel said bitterly.
Rachel looked very sad, and for the first time since Kate had known her she thought that her friend looked old. The life had gone out from her face. And when that vivacity wasn’t there for all to see, there were lines instead, lines that looked quite deep.
She took Rachel’s hand in hers and stroked it silently for a moment. She hardly trusted herself to speak in case she said the wrong thing or that she started to cry.
“Stop it, quite enough self-pity,” Rachel said. “It’s your day of woe today, not mine. Do you feel all right?”
“Yes, Dr. White gave me something to calm me down. I feel fine.”
“Have you been to the lavatory?”
“Yes, and I’ve hardly had food or drink pass my lips so I should be all right.”
They talked to each other through the mirror, each seeing the reflection of the other. It wasn’t quite the same as talking face to face. You could be more indiscreet.
“Kate?”
“Yes?”
“He wants you to get a lot, you know that. He was delighted you refused the offer. He says …”
“No … please, no.”
“You’re my friend, you’ll always be my friend, even when I’m an old lady in a home in Flatbush.”
“Of course I will.”
“When he’s married to somebody with ten saints’ names who had the good fortune to come from this one-horse town …”
“Rachel …”
“What loyalty do I owe him? He says you shouldn’t take any less …”
The chair spun around. Kate’s eyes were blazing.
“No, do you hear me, no. You must stop. If there’s going to be any dignity, anything saved from this circus and farce that I’m heading off to, then the only way is to do it honestly …”
“I wasn’t going to …”
“Yes you were, you were going to tell me what his side are prepared to go to. I can’t know that, don’t you see that? I must never know what they’re willing to give.”
“It’s just because you’re my friend. I wanted the best for you,” Rachel cried, still bewildered by the intensity of it all.
Kate’s voice lowered. “I know you mean well, but can’t you see, if I have any hope at all of living what passes as a normal life with this man as my neighbor across the river, with my son head over heels with his daughter … with us depending on him for our custom from his hotel … then how would I feel if I had seen his hand?”
“He’s on your side, that’s all I was saying.”
“I know, I know. Now please, can I beg you to say no more than that. Now, Rachel Fine, can you kiss me goodbye and good luck?”
Rachel bent to kiss her in the chair. She put her arms around Kate and laid her cheek against Kate’s thin cheek.
“May you always have the best of all possible things and even things that are impossible,” she said in a shaky voice.
“Haven’t I you as a great good friend? That’s worth a lot to me,” Kate said as she maneuvered her chair to the door.
John and Dr. White were waiting for her in the pub, Fergus and Kevin Kennedy would be already at the courthouse.
Rachel stood in the green room after Kate had gone. She didn’t know if this was praying or not, but she went to the mournful picture of the Madonna, one she had chosen herself because there were a lot of green and blue hues in it and it went with the room.
She stood in front of it and looked into the big sad eyes of the picture.
“Please don’t let them cheat her, don’t let them talk her into a cheap deal. Go on, please. It’s not much to ask. There are thousands of good things and bad things happening all over the place today. Let this be a good one for Kate Ryan. Please.”
   The morning was hot and heavy. Dara’s mind would not stay on parsing.
“Come on, Dara, wake up. Subordinate adverbial clause modifying what?”
“What, Sister?”
“What is it modifying?”
“I’m not sure, Sister Laura.”
“You might be a lot surer if you looked at the book instead of outside the window, it isn’t written in letters of fire on the Dublin Road. The clause, for your information, reads … Come on Dara, this is very simple if you just concentrate.”
“I know, Sister.” The girl’s face looked wretched.
Sister Laura knew all about the case that was coming to court today.
“There’s no better way of taming the language than this. You’ll know forever how sentences are constructed.” The nun’s round face was eager to help the white-faced child.
“Who else knows …?” Sister Laura decided to take the attention away from Dara Ryan.
“Sister! Sister!” A few of them waved their hands.
Sister Laura looked around the classroom to choose, and her eye fell on the empty seat where Grace O’Neill normally sat. The child had gone to Dublin for the day. Her father had asked permission.
“Grace will say she has to see the doctor. That’s not true, she’s going to buy a dress. But it’s not as frivolous as it seems, Sister Laura. I want her to be out of Mountfern on the day of the compensation case, so I asked the young manager to invent an excuse to take her. It would be more diplomatic. More sensitive.”
He had been right, of course. He was a very good man. Not just because he had given them the money for the school hall or all that extra material for curtains that the Jewish lady had delivered. But he really was kind and out for people’s good. Sister Laura couldn’t bear it when she heard people speaking badly of him. It was only envy, envy of a man who had done so well and come home to spend his money where his father had been nobody. She knew that if the compensation had been up to him, he’d have given the Ryans all they ever needed. But of course it would have been very hard to live with for them, knowing that it was his charity.
Sister Laura’s eyes turned to the holy picture which hung in the classroom, Our Lady of the Wayside. She looked into the sad eyes of Our Lady and made a quick prayer that she would ask her Son to give proper compensation to the Ryans. Then she said that she would parse the sentence herself and would like the entire class to give their undivided attention.
   Brother Keane had warned them not to trifle with him today; he had a toothache. Nothing that was bad enough to mean he had to leave his charges and go into the town to the dentist, but certainly something that was bad enough to remind him of its existence every waking moment. He felt it was only fair to the boys to apprise them of this fact.
Michael wondered again and again where Grace and Jim Costello would be now. There had been no difficulty in her getting off school and she had said they were going to set out early.
Michael had cycled across the Grange early to wish her a good trip; she had come down the stairs all dressed up in a yellow flowery dress he had never seen before. She looked as fresh as a daisy.
“You look terrific,” he had said. “You don’t need a new frock at all. Wouldn’t that be lovely for the hotel opening?”
It had been the wrong thing to say. Still, she had been pleased he had cycled all that way to see her. She kissed him without his suggesting it. Just put both her arms around his neck and stood on tiptoe to kiss him, and at that moment Jim Costello’s car had pulled up.
“I know we swore we wouldn’t talk about the case,” she whispered to Michael.
“I know.” He swallowed.
“But whatever happens we’ll still be as we are. And I hope your Mom gets a lot, I really do.”
Something in the way she said it made him feel put out. But perhaps it was the fact of that awful Jim Costello with his sickening smile sitting waiting for her. That must have been what it was.
The classroom was airless. A dying wasp beat uselessly against the window. Even if it got out, it wouldn’t last another hour. Michael wondered if he should finish it off now with his ruler.
Brother Keane was looking at him. Did he imagine it or was there some sympathy in the teacher’s swollen face?
Today they were doing an exercise which the class hated more than anything. Brother Keane would ask them to speak on any topic for one minute. There were to be no ems or ahs. There was to be no fooling around or imitating the speaker. The brothers hoped it would make the boys more articulate and able to express themselves. The boys hated it, and though never short of a word in the playground, they were struck dumb when asked to speak in front of the class.
“Michael Ryan. Give us the benefit of your knowledge and experience of the pike, a fish which abounds in our River Fern.”
There was a snort around the room. Either this was a trick question of Brother Keane’s or else he was going soft. The pike was dead easy to talk about; they’d all been fishing for pike since they were old enough to be allowed near the water.
“What would you want to know about it, Brother?” Michael’s face was anxious. “There’s so many ways to start.”
“Well, kindly choose one, and don’t hold up the class anymore.” Brother Keane’s hand was on his face.
“Well, like any fish the pike needs oxygen, not for its lungs because they don’t have human lungs or animal lungs even; they don’t have any lungs to speak of. Not lungs as we’d know them.”
“Could you tell us what they do have instead of what they don’t, please. Start again.”
“Pike have to take in water through their mouths, and in that water there’s a bit of oxygen like there is in the air. And they let it out the gills. But that’s what all fish do. So what’s different about the pike? The pike has a bad reputation like a wolf has in the animal kingdom. They say he preys on the other fish and lies in wait for them in the reeds on the river bank. But in a way that’s all to the good because a pike is carrying out a function; he’s making the river bed a cleaner better place. It’s his nature to go for what he can. It’s only ignorance, really, to condemn the pike; we’d all be pike if we could, and the world might be a better place if there were more pike in it ready to go out and scavenge for themselves.”
The boy’s face was red and angry. Nobody had said a word against the pike. Not ever, to Brother Keane’s knowledge.
Out in the yard earlier, Brother Keane had heard voices raised about the court case which was being decided at this very moment.
The boy was said to be very friendly with the daughter of the house, and it was probably a question of divided loyalties.
Brother Keane liked Michael Ryan. Compared to his younger brother, Eddie, he was like the Archangel Gabriel.
“That’s very informative and well explained,” he said, to the mystification of the class. “Now Tommy Leonard, may we have your discourse please on the benefits of the Rural Electrification Scheme.”
“Ah, God, Brother, that’s much harder than pike,” said Tommy Leonard, who had been discovering that life was very far from fair.
   Mrs. Daly asked Rita Walsh when there would be any news from the court house.
But Marian Johnson answered first, she said that it could be anytime from eleven in the morning on. It might be settled outside without their having to go in. She knew this from the highest authority. A Mr. Kennedy, who was representing the Ryans, had stayed in the Grange last night. A very pleasant man, from Dublin. He was going to spend a second night there no matter what the outcome. He said it was too far to drive back to Dublin, and the Grange was exactly the kind of place he had always wanted to stay in but never come across.
Marian patted her hair reflectively and Rita Walsh sensed another reason to bring Miss Johnson and her thin flyaway hair back on a regular basis to the Rosemarie hair salon.
 

 
Canon Moran and Father Hogan had been asked by several parishioners to pray for a special intention. And indeed to offer Mass for that intention. Nowhere had the intention been defined.
The priests agreed that it must have to do with the court case, and that one side definitely wanted the Ryans to get a great deal of money and the others wanted them to get very little in case it would somehow offend O’Neill.
“It’s a poser, isn’t it?” Young Father Hogan had said.
“Not at all, we will just pray that justice will be done in the courts today. That covers it all,” said Canon Moran, who had lived a very long time and understood almost everything.
   “I’d better leave you and stop hiding here in this nice quiet place.” Sheila Whelan had drained the teapot.
“It is a nice quiet place. You were very good to settle me here.” Mary Donnelly spoke gruffly in her gratitude.
“Wasn’t it lucky they got you, just when they needed someone? They’d never have survived without you.”
Mary hardly remembered that summer and its shock and sadness now. She rarely thought of the man who had let her down so badly. Even when she was condemning men in general, the face of this one did not come easily to mind.
Sergeant Sheehan passed by as the women came out into the sunshine.
“Starting early, Sheila,” he said jokily.
“Lord, I’ve been discovered,” she laughed.
She looked thoughtful when he had gone.
“What is it?” Mary noticed her face.
“I don’t know, I was tempted to talk to him there about something, but I can see I’m getting as bad as the rest of them.”
“What was it?”
“Probably nothing, but I saw a lot of activity over on the towpath. You know, beyond the bridge on the other side of the river. Lights in the middle of the night over there, and banging about.”
“What on earth were you doing on the towpath in the middle of the night?”
Sheila had been walking because she couldn’t sleep.
She had heard that Joe had died. The nurse had let her know quietly, as she had asked.
She would go to no funeral in Dublin, nor would she tell anyone but Kate Ryan of his death.
Still, it had been impossible to close her own eyes, knowing that Joe Whelan was lying in the mortuary of that Dublin hospital where they had all been so kind to him, and where presumably his woman would recover enough to go and pay her respects, and three of his four children would be with her. The fourth mightn’t dare come back from England in case he faced charges.
It had been too hard to try to sleep, so she had walked instead.
“Oh, you know me, Mary, I’m as odd as two left shoes.”
“Maybe you imagined it,” Mary said.
“Maybe I did,” said Sheila.
   Fergus felt his hands shaking when he started to shave, so he had put down the razor immediately. He didn’t need to come to the court spattered with blood. He wondered what would make them steadier. He thought absently of a small brandy and port; his father used to take that concoction sometimes when he had what was called a chill.
But Fergus rejected it. Warming and steadying it might be, but very soon he might need one every day before shaving, even before getting out of bed.
By the time he was ready to leave the house, his hands had calmed down. He’d done a magnificent job on his face, he thought, not a nick anywhere, and he tied a firm knot on his dark gray tie.
He knew that Kevin Kennedy would barely comb his hair, and yet here was he—the poor country solicitor, an unimportant figure—titivating himself like a peacock. Like a medieval champion going to battle wearing his lady’s favors.
God, let him be right, urging them to go on. Kevin Kennedy had said to him a dozen times that it was impossible to know with country juries, but then Kevin was a city man who always feared the country and was never at ease when milk didn’t come from bottles and when land didn’t mean small manicured gardens.
Fergus gave a wan wave across the street to Sheila Whelan before he climbed into his car and drove to the town. He knew she was the one person in Mountfern who would have the tact not to wish him luck as if it was all a bet on the two-thirty.
Please God let them get twelve thousand pounds. A sum that would see them right for the next fifteen years, until the 1980s. Let them get that. Let Kate know no more anxiety and fear.
 

 
Kate sat in the car looking out calmly left and right as they drove the straight road into the town. The September countryside was beautiful this year, it had been a good summer but not too dry. They passed through villages as small as Mountfern, but places with somehow more importance because they were on the main road. Of course, that would all change soon. Already there were new signposts; they wouldn’t be a little Midlands outpost for much longer.
“I should come out driving with you more,” she said to John, who frowned furiously at the road. “You went to all that trouble to learn to drive for me, and I hardly ever get into the car with you. From now on we’re going to have grand drives together, the two of us.”
Martin White said gruffly that he hoped they’d be able to afford a better car than this one when the day’s work was finished.
“I never thought of getting a new car, did you, John?” Kate was startled at the very idea.
“Lord, not at all, isn’t this one fine for us and whatever we want to do in it?”
“Well, what will you do with the money?” Martin White had known them long enough and well enough to ask that question.
“The future, the children …”
“Shore the place up a bit …”
“Try to keep the business we have …”
“And maybe attract a few of the nobs that come to the place across the river.”
Suddenly they both laughed.
“We’re like the twins,” Kate said, wiping her eyes.
They were driving up to the steps of the courthouse.
It was a big ugly building. Neither John nor Kate had ever been in it. Dr. White said he had, a few times, and it was the most disappointing place you ever saw. From outside it was all pillars and steps and looked very imposing. But inside you wouldn’t give it the time of day.
The Garda station was attached to one end, and the library to the other, so most people had some kind of knowledge of bits of the building anyway.
It was right slap in the middle of the town, otherwise, they might have been able to pull it down and build something more suitable. Nobody would regret its passing; it was no national monument. It came from a time when justice was administered by the English anyway, so nobody would have any sentimental attachment to it.
But to take down the courthouse would mean dismantling the town. It would also mean losing the only landmark. “I’ll meet you on the courthouse steps” was as good a way of making sure you’d find someone in the crowded narrow streets as any other. The bus stop was opposite the courthouse. There were always a few people gathered on its steps, most of them having nothing at all to do with the business of law and justice.
But today they recognized a few people who had to do with their own case.
Mike Coyne, a cousin of Jack who worked on the local newspaper. Two of the hospital staff who would have been called as witnesses. And parked right at the bus stop where he was certain to be moved on was Fergus.
Fergus stood beside his car like a soldier on point duty. He could hardly believe it when John Ryan drove Kate and Dr. White into his sight and all three of them were laughing aloud, as if they hadn’t a care or a worry in the world.
   People stood around in little clusters. Kate’s wheelchair was taken without fuss from the back of the car and moved up to where she was sitting. Gracefully and without making any big production out of it, she slid from one seat to the other. She looked at ease in her chair.
She had been told that there were seventeen steps up to the courthouse door, and there were two choices: either two strong men lifted the chair with her in it—Dr. White and John would do that—or else she could go in a back way through damp long corridors.
She said she preferred the back way. It would be too nerve racking for those carrying and those watching. And she said that somebody should write a letter to the local paper on the lack of facilities for wheelchairs.
They headed toward the back door.
But they didn’t get there. Down the steps at a fast pace came two men, the Dublin solicitor and a local man; more men followed—one was in robes, a barrister—and behind him Kevin Kennedy, also in robes.
Fergus felt his heart turn over and realized there had been a last-minute offer.
“Wait for a moment,” he called in a strangled voice to the little procession with the wheelchair.
“Is anything wrong?” Kate asked, turning around.
John narrowed his eyes. “It’s Mr. Kennedy, he seems to want to talk to us.”
“Oh, Jesus, let them not have an adjournment,” said Dr. White, who had often made it known that he had little respect for lawyers.
Far far away, it seemed, Patrick O’Neill stood by himself at the other side of the wide steps.
Kate thought it was strange for him to be alone, she had so many people with her. Then who would have come? Grace was at school, Rachel was back in Ryan’s pub, and Kerry? Who knew where he would be?
Patrick looked nervous and very much alone. She longed to call out to him. She wished she could send him a message saying his own words back to him, telling him that they would always be friends. It was as he had told her, a formality that was necessary to maintain their friendship.
But she couldn’t speak. And anyway they were coming toward her, her side. Kevin Kennedy, and Fergus. Their faces were impassive. Neither of them spoke; they each looked at the other.
“You say it, Fergus,” Kevin Kennedy said, standing back a little to give the stage to Fergus Slattery.
“They have made a suggestion.” Fergus felt his voice was very thin.
“Yes, Fergus, and what do you think?” John asked.
“What do they say?” Kate was calm.
“They say eight thousand pounds,” Fergus said in a voice that came from a million miles away.
“Eight thousand pounds.” John said the words.
“Two thousand pounds more than they said yesterday,” Kevin Kennedy said, as a further explanation.
“My goodness,” said Kate.
There was a silence.
Behind Fergus and Kevin, the other side stood in a little group. Patrick was still at a distance from them. He was not joining in.
Kevin Kennedy spoke then. “As your counsel, I can only give you my opinion, you do not have to take it. You do understand that, Kate?”
He hadn’t called her Mrs. Ryan. Nobody noticed.
“Yes indeed, and what do you say?”
“I say that you should have a quiet moment with your husband, and ask each other do you believe that you can live with this as fair and reasonable compensation, and if you can, then I will accept it for you.”
There was a pause. Nobody moved.
“And if you think that you will always wonder and worry about what you would have gotten if you fought on, then we will fight on.”
Almost imperceptibly Fergus, Kevin, and Martin moved away, and John and Kate were left looking at each other.
John bent down and looked into her eyes. They didn’t say anything; neither of them said a word, nor did they nod a head. Then after the long look John stood up.
“We’d like to take it,” he said simply, his hand in his wife’s cold hand.
Fergus let out his breath like a whistle. “You’re doing the right thing, I’m sure of it. I’m sure of it,” he said happily.
Kevin Kennedy was smiling too. And Martin White.
The little circle was almost unwilling to break up, but Fergus was the one to do it.
“Come on, Kevin, let’s go and tell them,” he said like a schoolboy.
Kate held John’s hand to her cheek. She didn’t need to say anything and neither did he. Dr. White was the only one to speak.
“Look, they’re coming over,” he said, and there, moving first with halting steps, came Patrick O’Neill. But as he got near them he broke into a run.
   In the small dark public house behind the courthouse they went to drink a toast. They drank to insurance companies and to justice being done. Kevin had to go back into court as he was in other cases, cases that had not been settled so amicably on the steps.
He shook their hands and said he hoped to meet them again socially, as he was going to spend the rest of the week in the Grange. In fact, it was so infinitely better than the Grand, the Commerical, or the Central. It was fortunate for him that through this case he had discovered the ideal place to come when he was on circuit. He was delighted that everybody was satisfied. That’s what barristers actually wanted, despite their reputation as loving the sound of their own voices.
And Fergus told himself that £8,000 was almost what he had wanted for them, so near that it made no difference. It was worth so much not to have poor Kate go through all that ordeal she had been dreading.
And Dr. White was quite forthcoming for him, and told stories of cases way back where he had been called as an expert witness.
John noted that this pub would not survive if it hadn’t been lucky enough to be so well positioned right behind the courts, the library, the county council offices, and the barracks. It had shabby scored tables, and torn dirty linoleum, but it was in the right place. He found his mind straying and hoping that Ryan’s Licensed Premises was really in the right place, that it would really get all this extra business that had been promised. He didn’t want to worry Kate with it, not now, not for a long time until she had gotten over the trauma of all this.
He looked at her sitting there with them all. Nobody who came in would know she was in a wheelchair; she looked a handsome lively woman, her head thrown back; laughing at some silly tale the doctor was telling. They were all half hysterical with relief that it was over.
Patrick was in high good form too. He resisted the urge to keep buying drinks for everyone and waited instead while the doctor went to the counter or Slattery threw a ten-pound note on the tray of the boy in the dirty apron who was serving them. They were all so happy, so relieved that it was over. He knew he had to go along with the good will and the delight. Because it could do nothing but harm and destruction if he were to let them know that Kate Ryan hadn’t gotten half enough for her compensation. The insurance companies were prepared to go to £12,000 outside the court, and even to £14,000 as soon as the case began.
At £8,000 they thought they had gotten away very lightly indeed. But Patrick knew that if this were ever known it would destroy everything he had tried so hard to build.
   And of course it wasn’t known. It wasn’t the kind of thing that the insurance companies would ever reveal. Instead it was reported with excitement in Mountfern. It was quite possibly the exact sum of money that pleased everyone. It was large enough to seem like a sum you look at in the bank and consider yourself a family of substance, which the Ryans would never have been able to do under any other circumstances. But it was not so large it sounded like a punishment. As the news filtered through Mountfern, heads nodded with satisfaction. Even the Dalys, who had always said that anyone could be hit at any time by a bulldozer and that it was a scandal to go suing that good man who was such a benefactor, could find no reason to condemn the settlement. Even Jack Coyne, who said O’Neill should be hounded to the ends of the earth to prove he couldn’t go around throwing his weight and machinery into the citizens of this place, had to stop his tirade.
By anyone’s standards, including Jack Coyne’s, £8,000 was a lot of money.
   Sheila Whelan was one of the first to visit Kate.
“You must be so glad it’s all over,” she said. As always, she had said exactly the right thing and struck the note that Kate wanted to hear. There were no congratulations offered, nor curious questions on how the huge sum of money was going to be spent. Kate was grateful to sit and talk to her.
“There’ll be a procession through shortly, I’ll leave you alone,” Sheila said. “You’ll want to talk to everyone else.”
“No, I will not. I feel like issuing a bulletin and sticking it up outside over the fuchsias there, saying Mrs. Ryan would like to thank all the inquirers …”
“Sit out in the pub, I’d advise, then you won’t have to have heart-to-hearts with people, and if anyone you really want to talk to comes, you can come back in here.” There was a look of strain around the postmistress’s eyes.
“Did anything happen?” Kate asked.
“Not now, I’ll tell you all about it again.”
“Is it bad?”
“No, it’s all over now.”
“Oh Sheila.” They sat in silence. The sympathy was so great, there were no words for it. A man who walked out and who only wanted to come back when he was on his deathbed. Such things couldn’t be mourned in formal ways. They had to remain unsaid.
   Sheila had been right; the procession did go on all day. Rita Walsh was in, delighted at the news, overjoyed that it was all over, wondering should they invest it in something that a gentleman friend of hers had told her about. It was like a syndicate and you all put in so much and there was hardly any risk, and people had been known to double their investment in a year. Rita could get the details. Kate told her that she herself would like nothing better but unfortunately John was an old stick-in-the-mud. Rita sympathized over the dullness of husbands in general and said that the offer of advice was always there if Kate needed it. A woman has to look to herself, Rita advised sagely. Kate couldn’t meet John’s eye as he pretended not to be listening; she was terrified they would break out laughing.
   Canon Moran and Father Hogan came in together. They said they were out taking a little constitutional and good news of the happy outcome had reached them. They wanted to say how very pleased they were that God’s justice had been done, and it was a wonderful example of how patience and resignation to the will of the Lord was often rewarded, even on this earth.
At least, Canon Moran did all the speaking. Father Hogan looked in disbelief at the trays of currant bread and scones that he saw on the counter. The rehearsals for the Shamrock Café were well under way. There were tables and chairs already in position, and any day now it would be ready to go. John had decided on no big opening ceremony, just let it creep on people.
Father Hogan’s pink round face was alight with excitement. “We’ll be able to come by here regularly on our constitutional, Canon,” he said, as Kate was murmuring that out of their very generous compensation she and John were most anxious to make a small contribution to the needs of the parish. It had been a highly satisfactory visit for the clergy.
   Dara heard on the way out of the convent. Jacinta White told her.
“Eight thousand pounds. You’ll be the quality now.” Jacinta sniffed.
“Don’t make jokes like that.” Dara could hardly take in the amount.
“It’s not really a joke, you’ll be as good as anyone already.”
“We were always as good as anyone.”
   Jimbo Doyle rang Carrie to tell her.
“I know already, they’re all here celebrating,” she said.
“Will I come and bring my guitar?” asked Jimbo.
“I don’t think they’re celebrating that much,” Carrie said firmly.
   Miss Purcell, who was now happily installed in the presbytery looking after the canon and Father Hogan, dropped a note into her old employer, Fergus Slattery. She said that she was delighted that he had been able to get so much money for Mrs. Ryan and her family, and that his late father would have been proud of him. Miss Purcell added primly that money wasn’t everything, but she was sure that the Ryans would use what they got wisely, and perhaps Fergus could tell them about the damp that was seeping through at the Sacred Heart Altar since good people to whom much had been given were often anxious to give some of it back to God at the earliest opportunity.
   Michael and Tommy were walking out of the schoolyard when they heard. Tommy was still complaining about the unfairness of teachers. Brother Keane had now in fact succumbed and been taken to the town to visit the dentist by a delivery man who thought he had been bringing boxes of notebooks, pens and other stationery supplies to the brothers, not taking one of the brothers with a swollen face off to a dentist.
One of the younger lads came running up.
“Your Ma got a fortune,” he shouted.
Michael felt his stomach constrict.
“Eight thousand pounds,” shouted the young fellow, delighted to be the one who brought the news.
“That’s all right,” Tommy said. “That’s about what they said would be fair—in our house.”
   Patrick had told the Ryans that he would come in later for a drink, he had a few things to attend to in the hotel first. He had clasped their hands warmly, and any reserve that might have been between them was now gone.
Back in his office, he sat with a curiously empty feeling at his desk. For once there were no interruptions; most times he had never been able to have a full five minutes without some crisis. But today nobody came near him. Brian Doyle had said that he heard it was a fair settlement and Patrick had agreed.
The sour taste in his mouth just wouldn’t go. Last night he had wanted to offer £12,000 and had been told very sharply that it wasn’t up to him to offer anything.
“Let me add to it, secretly,” he had asked.
They wouldn’t hear of it. A claim had to be settled and be seen to be settled. It was not fair on other insurers if Patrick was going to play Father Christmas with awards.
If the Ryans were known to have received something way above what they would expect and were about to accept, then would not all other claimants have similar expectations?
There was nothing to stop Patrick O’Neill making any ex gratia payments himself, out of his own funds. But it must not come with the name of the insurance company.
But Patrick knew that if it came from him, it would be charity.
He sat at his desk and wished that his daughter was back from Dublin and that she would walk in the grounds with him talking to him as she once had, before she had become coquettish and head-turning.
He wished that Kerry was different. That was it, just different. Like another person. He could see hardly any way now that he and his son would have any warmth and understanding between them. A gambler, a liar, a callous boy caring nothing for anyone. And quite possibly Kerry had been with Rachel. The thought of his son in an intimate embrace with Rachel was a thought he had tried to keep far from his mind.
Rachel lying back on the bed, confused with unaccustomed drink, laughing maybe, in a silly way. Her thick hair spread out on the pillow, and Kerry, his own son, leaning over her. It was not believable. He hit his desk with his fist. He would not believe it.
He had always been able to cope before, or if there was something that he couldn’t deal with he had put it out of his mind. He had decided not to think about Kathleen’s illness when he was not with her, and so never in his long drives to work or in his business day had he let it come into his mind. After he had beaten and fired his first dishonest manager, he had allowed no thoughts of the man, no regrets to come back to him at any stage. Kerry’s expulsion from school, his stealing the silver, these he had managed to banish. But the image of his son and Rachel was too horrifying to get rid of.
Everything was turning out like a nightmare, just a few short weeks before the day he had dreamed about since he was a boy. The day he would open his own huge palace on the spot where the landlords had once driven his grandfather to an emigrant ship.
   Fergus Slattery sat alone in his office too. Deirdre Dunne with her usual discreet face, pursed lips and habit of looking left and right before she delivered any utterance had said that it was an excellent result and he must be very satisfied.
Now, as he sat by himself and tried to give time to the other files that were on his desk, Fergus let his mind go back over it all.
He still wished that O’Neill had never come to Mountfern. There was nothing the man could do which made Fergus glad that he had invested the savings of a life’s work and investment into changing the face of the village his grandfather left.
Why couldn’t he have just come back for holidays, like these people he was hoping to find to fill his hotel? He could have worn a shirt with shamrocks on it, bought a fake shillelagh, had his picture taken beside the tinkers with their donkeys, or at a cottage where he might conceivably have roots.
But O’Neill had to do it his way, no matter who got hurt. And to Fergus’s mind a lot of people had. Not just Kate Ryan.
People had changed and become greedy. Everyone seemed to be doing things for the wrong reason. Look at his own poor Miss Purcell, for instance, talking about having to do up the Sacred Heart Altar in the church and get rid of all the damp to smarten the place up for the visitors. If it was important to spend all that money getting rid of damp around the small side altar, and Fergus didn’t think it was one of life’s essentials, then it should be done for God surely, or for the people who were going to pray in the church, Mountfern people, so they wouldn’t have to see weeping walls and fungus around the statue of the Sacred Heart and drips coming down to endanger the altar lamp. The visitors in Fernscourt might not even be Catholics, and if they were they would probably go off to mass at the old abbey fourteen miles away and take in a bit of history as well. And the vicar was busy getting his graveyard weeded and cleared up before the visitors came. This had to be the wrong approach too, Fergus thought. If old Protestant graves and tombstones were to be honored, then why wait till some Americans, possibly of Episcopalian stock, came to see them?
But Fergus wasn’t going to get anyone to agree with him. Kate had often warned him against becoming an old eccentric before his time. He was thirty-one. Could his time have come now, by any chance?
   Loretto Quinn heard the news from Rita Walsh. She was dying to run up and say a few words of congratulation to Kate but she couldn’t leave the shop. At that moment Jack Coyne came in.
“Would you mind the place for me, just ten minutes? I’ll be back by then.”
“God, what am I, a messenger boy?”
The man who owned Coyne’s Motor Works and thought of himself as a substantial businessman did not like being thought suitable to fill in behind the counter in what he would always think of as a huckster’s shop.
Loretto was struggling out of her shop coat, one of the smart coats that Rachel had gotten her months back. Rachel had said it was always a good idea to have something to wear to show you were working and to take it off when work was over. Loretto had agreed eagerly, and also it happened that everyone said how smart she looked in the shop coats, anyway, so it had been a great suggestion.
Jack Coyne grumbled but agreed to hold the fort for ten minutes.
“One minute later now and I’ll leave and pull the door after me.”
Loretto was gone, flying up to Ryan’s to add her good wishes.
“Who’s minding the shop?” Mary Donnelly wanted to know. Mary was beaming like a sunrise and couldn’t do enough for people.
“Jack Coyne said he’d keep an eye on it,” Loretto said.
“He has his eye on you,” Mary said in a doomed voice.
“Never in a million years. He hasn’t said a word.” Loretto tossed her head. She had wondered why Jack Coyne came so often to call. And perhaps in his narrow mean face there were the traces of interest.
“Oh, certainly he has,” Mary said. “Wouldn’t it be a nice tidy little business to add to his own?”
“Yes. Well.” Loretto seemed a bit put out. And yet again Kate and John Ryan exchanged glances across their pub.
Happy to be on the same wave length and happy that the ordeal was over and their future was secure.
   Jim Costello was glad the court case was out of the way because now his boss could give undivided attention to the hotel opening. It had all been full of problems, and there was a pressing need for Patrick to call everything to order. Jim suggested a meeting with an agenda.
Patrick was scornful. This was ninnies’ work—agendas, and “it was agreed” and “it was decided”—that was the stuff for nobodies. He hadn’t made his fortune by sitting on his butt attending meetings.
“There are areas which have to be sorted out in the presence of other people,” Jim said—rather prissily Patrick thought.
“Like what and like which people?”
“Like line authority and what position you want your son to hold in the hotel, and that must be discussed in his presence. That’s one thing.
“Like what penalty clauses you have arranged with Brian Doyle about what he calls the last little finishing touches and I regard as work still left undone. Like whether Mrs. Fine is or is not in charge of the decor and the arrangements for the presentation on the opening day.”
Patrick felt stopped in his tracks. These were three punches he hadn’t expected to be hit with. He took the easiest one first.
“There’s never any problem with Rachel,” he said. “Give her complete charge. She’s had years of knowing how to get along with people, she doesn’t get their noses out of joint like I do. What’s the fuss anyway? Who’s objecting?”
“No, that’s not the point. Mrs. Fine says that you don’t want her to make the arrangements for the opening. She says that she won’t be here for it, and you want the public-relations people from Dublin to make the arrangements. They’ve been on the phone twice wanting to know. Mrs. Fine just smiles at me and says she won’t be here, you just say ‘Rachel will sort it out.’ I’m sorry, Mr. O’Neill, I know it sounds like whining and running to you with every little problem. But can you see how hard it is to decide what is and what is not my responsibility? They’re all quite major things and rather sensitive areas.”
Patrick looked at him. Costello was unflinching; he didn’t sound like a moaner. The man had right on his side.
“I see your point. First tell Doyle that I’ll kick his ass from here to Galway tomorrow morning and then from Galway right across to Dublin unless he has all those shithouses, or whatever they are, moved tonight. Do you hear me? Tonight.”
“The things he calls offices or store rooms.”
“I don’t care if he calls them the Cathedral, they’re shithouses and they are not to be here tomorrow morning. But he is, and eight A.M.”
“Yes. Will I arrange …?”
“Just tell him I’ll see him here at eight A.M. And Costello?”
“Mr. O’Neill?”
“If you see my son tell him to fuck off. If he wants to show up properly attired on the day of the opening then I shall of course be pleased to see him. Not otherwise.”
Jim Costello’s eyes flashed. “No, I’m afraid I can’t give any message like that for you. That is family business. I will not be put in the position of delivering one kind of ultimatum and then delivering back the news of another kind of shrug. I’m sorry, but no.”
Patrick looked at him with admiration. “I was right to pick you. Alright, I’ll deal with Kerry, but your side of it is clear. He has no position in this hotel.”
“And the other …?”
“I’m going to find Rachel myself. Do you have any idea where she might be?”
Jim shook his head and seemed about to say it wasn’t any of his business. But Patrick forestalled him with a laugh.
“Hey, relax. If you’re not going to do my dirty work for me with my son, then I don’t suppose I have any hope of getting you to patch up a lovers’ quarrel for me, do I?”
He punched his manager genially on the arm and went out the door of his hotel to stand on his steps and glare at the offending prefab huts that Brian Doyle would be asked to remove the next instant. He noted that Jim Costello had had the good sense not to acknowledge even by a glance that Patrick had just let slip to him that the dispute with Rachel Fine was a lovers’ tiff. Jim Costello had been a very good choice indeed.
   Where was Rachel?
Kate had expected her at any moment, but she knew now that she need not doubt her friend. Rachel would be here at some time, it didn’t matter when. She would be so glad to share the good news, and to know that a whole day and even more did not have to be spent arguing in open court.
She would be delighted too that Patrick was so pleased and thought it was a fair sum.
Kate looked at the door more than once. She was anxious to go back into her cool green room and talk to Rachel alone.
   Rachel walked alone along the riverbank. She walked from the dock upriver, on a path that was overgrown still but not as covered with briars and brambles as the stretch from Fernscourt downriver to the bridge.
It was quiet here and she would meet nobody. She walked, a small woman in her flat-heeled stylish brogues. Rachel had hardly walked without high heels since she was seventeen years of age, but in Mountfern she had learned to change so many of her ways that changing her footwear seemed minor. She had her hands in the pockets of her suede jacket, her Hermés scarf tied jauntily around her neck.
To anyone watching, she looked an elegant woman enjoying a stroll by the river. Over the years she had learned to keep her feelings well away from the public view. Her face was in a pleasant half smile. But her thoughts were very different from the gentle expression on her face.
Patrick O’Neill had said that Kate would get at least £12,000 and the insurance company was quite prepared to pay £14,000 without any great quibble. How had it come out at so little in comparison to that? And why had Patrick said or done nothing to show that he thought it had not been adequate?
From what she had heard, and Rachel had heard plenty of accounts, there had been roistering and celebrating, and banging each other on the back, and everyone was now everyone else’s best friend.
She felt sick to the bottom of her stomach that he could be so hypocritical. And even more sick that she had not had the guts and courage to shout down her friend and tell her what the bottom line had been.
If, a few short hours ago, Rachel Fine had been brave enough to resist this girl-guide mentality of having to fight fair that Kate had been babbling about, the Ryan family could have had £14,000 in their bank account. Enough to make them secure forever. No matter what happened to their business as a result of the building of Fernscourt.
Rachel turned and looked back at the hotel. She knew very surely that she would not now wait for the opening, she would go back to New York as soon as she could manage it without upsetting innocent people.
She would go back home.
   There were a lot of people in the bar when she came in. She went straight to Kate and kissed her on each cheek.
Kate’s eyes were full of tears. “Isn’t it wonderful? It’s like a dream,” she said.
Rachel swallowed.
“Have you been talking to Patrick?” Kate asked.
“No. No, not since.”
“He’s delighted, he thinks it’s fair.”
“I’m sure he is.” Rachel was pulling away.
“Oh, do you have to go, really? I wanted to talk to you more than anyone.”
Rachel had rarely been so moved. She couldn’t say anything.
“And Rachel, I wanted to thank you for trying to do what you did. But it wouldn’t have been fair, you do see that, don’t you? It couldn’t have worked. As it is, it all worked out just as we wanted. That’s what he said they were going to give, and that’s what we took.” Kate’s eyes shone. Her face was tired but her eyes were dancing with light.
“He said that?” There was no incredulity in Rachel’s voice, just a flat tone.
“Well, yes, we asked him, you see, afterward. In the pub.”
“Yes of course. Kate, I’ll be back, later or tomorrow, and we’ll talk for all the hours that are in the day, but this is something I can’t put off.”
“All right, I won’t hold you, and thank you again for all the support. I’m going to sleep well tonight, for the first time for a long while.”
Rachel laid her hand against Kate’s face in a way she had never done before. It was as if she were trying to say something through the palm of her hand that she couldn’t say in any other way.
Then she hurried out of Ryan’s and walked down River Road. She didn’t cross the footbridge to Fernscourt, nor did she stop at Loretto Quinn’s. Rachel Fine walked the whole way to the bridge and turned left. Then she walked up the steps and knocked at the door of the ivy-covered house where Fergus Slattery lived and had his office.
   It was short and it was clear.
Rachel found herself giving no complicated explanations, she did not stop to go into her motives, nor did she twist her hands and her handkerchief as she had when she was trying to explain to Patrick that she had gotten drunk with his son but had not made love with him.
Fergus was a different kind of listener. There was no stony impassive face, he reacted angrily and loudly to every sentence.
She gave him all the details of the various meetings, the strategy, the decision to offer six but to expect a strenuous refusal, the decision to go to ten the moment that eight had been refused and to settle at anything up to fourteen even as the case was about to begin. Then it was over and they sat in silence for a full minute.
“I suppose you wonder why I’m telling you all this.”
“No, it’s very natural that you should tell me, you’re Kate’s friend, you are hurt on her behalf.” He was gentle.
“But I’m also Patrick’s friend. You must know that.”
“Yes, of course I know that.”
“It’s not just because it’s over, and because Patrick doesn’t want me here anymore …” She saw him raise his eyebrows in surprise, and went on hurriedly. “No, it has nothing to do with that, surprisingly.”
“Of course,” he said, but she wondered whether he believed her.
“It’s because it’s not fair. Patrick has always been fair. And recently some madness has entered into him, and he’s not being fair at all.”
She looked very troubled. He saw what a very beautiful woman she was in this afternoon light, huge dark eyes moving restlessly about her.
“You do know that nothing can be done now?” Fergus said. “We have taken their offer and accepted it willingly. I thought it was enough, and so did Kennedy. But more important than that, Kate and John were perfectly satisfied.”
“I know.” Rachel’s voice was small.
“And everyone in this place thinks it was enough, so they have their pride, and people don’t say it was too much, so the Ryans won’t become objects of hate and envy.”
She looked at the tall gangling young man with the white face and the hair that would never sit in any order or style. Rachel could see that he had always loved Kate Ryan in a hopeless, ineffectual sort of way. His face was stricken to think how poorly he must have represented her on this, the only occasion he had ever had a chance to ride out to battle for her. Perhaps he was trying to justify the small award by saying that it was what the village would tolerate.
“She could have had so much more if she only would have listened to me this morning. I tried to tell her but she wouldn’t hear.”
“No, that’s Kate for you,” he sighed.
“But we were friends. It couldn’t have been unethical between friends.”
“What do you want me to do, Rachel?”
She looked at him, surprised.
“No, I mean it. What should I do now? My own instinct is to put it out of my mind, pretend we never had this conversation. Do you think I should do anything different?”
“Are you mad at me?”
“Most certainly not.” He leaned across his desk and took her hand to reassure her on this. “You have always been a great friend to Kate, I have to say that sometimes I thought she spent too much time with you, seeing that you were so close to O’Neill, and that O’Neill is in many ways her adversary.”
“He is her adversary, even though he doesn’t intend to be,” Rachel said. “He will close their business, and eight thousand pounds is not enough to compensate them for that.” She was agitated and distressed.
Fergus let a little silence fall between them.
“Fergus, would you have listened if I had told you, instead of trying to tell Kate?”
Again a little silence, but eventually he spoke.
“Truthfully, yes. I think I would have listened. It would be unethical and if anyone heard me saying this, I would be in danger of being struck off the rolls, but I would have listened.”
Rachel warmed to his honesty. “I don’t think it’s unethical to help a friend.”
“The Incorporated Law Society might not see it that way.” He smiled ruefully. “They mightn’t be so understanding about how fond I am of Kate.”
“You sort of love her, don’t you?”
“Yes, that’s it, sort of.” He spoke without embarrassment, but he looked out the window onto Bridge Street not at Rachel as he spoke.
“She has everything, you know, life and common sense, and a quick lively mind which I don’t, and … oh, a lot of things. But you’re right, it’s only a sort of love, not real love. I don’t want to take her away from John, I don’t want to go to bed with her. I suppose in ways I avoid getting involved with people, and this type of feeling I have for Kate does as a substitute. Very silly, really.”
“I had to tell you, Fergus. It’s up to you what you do now that you know. If you want to go along with this charade that it was the greatest award since Lord knows when, then do. I won’t be here. I’m going home.”
“Isn’t this your home?”
“I thought it was, but it’s not.”
“We’ll miss you. I wish you were not going away.”
   Eddie Ryan avoided Jack Coyne very deliberately. But Eddie couldn’t avoid trouble. He had been so used to playing around Coyne’s Motor Works that vehicles of every sort fascinated him now.
Mr. Williams had an old battered station wagon. He left it outside the graveyard where he was busy tending the graves. Eddie couldn’t see anyone around. The grass in the graveyard was high. Mr. Williams was bent low.
Eddie looked left and right and slipped into the driving seat. He would drive the car to the end of the road where there was a farmhouse with two gates. He could drive in one and out the other, and back to where the car was now.
He had reckoned without the herd of cows which were coming out one entrance on their way back to the fields after milking. They seemed to be coming in the windows, and his grasp of driving was not as sound as he would like to have thought.
The cows were delighted with a break in the normal milking routine and were prepared to stand chewing the cud and dribbling until the last day dawned. At that moment a tractor came around the corner. Eddie knew the explanations of what he was doing in the vicar’s station wagon would be difficult, not to say impossible. He left the car rapidly and slipped past the staring cows. He heard the tractor hit the car, and kept running until he got to Bridge Street.
His face was innocent when the story got to Ryan’s pub, the tale of poor Mr. Williams’s car, and poor Brigid Kenny’s cows, and Brigid Kenny’s poor son on the tractor, who was somehow held to blame for it all.
To his shock and outrage he heard Mrs. Whelan from the post office coming in and telling his father and mother that Brigid Kenny had seen young Eddie running away from the farm. Mrs. Whelan, of all people. She had always been so nice.
Eddie’s father was furious.
Eddie was asked to come out to the backyard.
That could only mean one thing.
   Kate was furious too. The danger, the stupidity, the downright disregard for human life.
“You’d think that in this house of all houses there would be some attention paid to what can happen when people get hit by vehicles,” she stormed at him as Eddie had slunk back into the house with his hands, legs and bottom aching from the hiding he had been given in the backyard. He looked miserable and wretched, and a tiny grain of sympathy stirred in her.
“Why are you so awful?” she asked him, interested genuinely. And he could detect the change in her tone.
“I don’t feel awful inside,” he said, his tears not far away. Tears that had not come during the beating.
“What do you feel inside?”
“I feel it’s all very boring,” he said truthfully. “I’d love to be somewhere else, somewhere that I’d be important, and that people would talk about me.”
“They’re talking about you tonight.”
She tried not to let her voice sound as if he had been forgiven in any way. Terrible things lay ahead, like the apology to Mr. Williams, like asking Jack Coyne to give an estimate on how much it would cost to repair the damage to the station wagon, like trying to explain to Brigid Kenny (a sour woman at the best of times) and to her son (who was slow by any standards, even among the Kenny family), what exactly Eddie Ryan had been doing on their property running amok.
“I suppose I’d like to be important to someone,” Eddie said simply.
Kate looked at him, and to his amazement she had tears in her eyes. “You’re very important to me.”
“Only to be giving out to and telling people you’re sorry about me.” He wasn’t complaining, that’s just the way he saw things.
“Why do you think that?”
“Well, when I asked was I getting anything to wear at the opening, they all laughed. Nobody even thought I’d be at that opening. That’s not being very important.”
He was totally unprepared for her to lean forward from her wheelchair and take him in her arms.
“I know what you mean, Eddie. It’s hard not being important enough to go to Dublin to get an outfit. I’d like to go too. I’d love to go in and out of the shops, in Grafton Street, and down Wicklow Street. Not to buy there, it would be too dear. Then I’d go to George’s Street, and I’d buy something there, and a bit of other shopping—oh, stuff that would bore you, household things. And maybe into a bookshop, get a present for your dad, and then give myself plenty of time and walk down the quays with all my parcels and get the train home. And your father would meet us in the town and drive us home, and I’d try on whatever I’d gotten, and turn around on my own two good legs and show it off, and you’d all say what you thought, and people would take notice of me, and I’d be important again.”
She was still holding him to her as she spoke. When she released him and held him away from her, she saw that the boy was biting his lip.
“I never knew, Mam … I never knew,” he said.
“It’s all right, Eddie,” she said. “We’ll survive.”
“If I had the money, Mam, I’d take you to Dublin for the day,” he said.
“I know you would.”
She was silent now, so Eddie crept away.
Things were very odd at the moment; there were no two ways about it. Mrs. Whelan shopping him, Dad belting the life out of him, and Mam throwing her arms around him and saying she’d love to have two proper legs again.
And there were more peculiar things happening at every turn. Mr. Coyne, who was a hundred if he was a day, had brought a bunch of flowers to Mrs. Quinn, who was nearly a hundred, and the two of them were carrying on like something out of a musical. And Kerry O’Neill had told him to fuck off when he had asked him what was he doing with a boat going up and down between the bridge and the dock. Marty Leonard, who was Tommy’s younger brother, said that Tommy had four pictures of Dara stuck up in his room and he kissed each one good night before he went to bed. And Father Hogan had asked him what were the opening hours going to be in the Shamrock Café and was there any chance that he could buy some of the potato cakes to eat walking along the road.
Eddie thought that everyone in Mountfern was going mad.
   Dara found that her mother seemed withdrawn and somehow wistful these days. She sat and looked out into her garden where the summer flowers were coming to an end.
“Will I bring you the trowel and fork?” Dara asked.
“No. Let’s leave it for a while. Who sees it?”
“You do, we do.”
“That’s what I mean.”
“Well, we were always the ones who saw it, it hasn’t been on Telefis Eireann or anything,” Dara replied with some spirit.
“Are you happy with your linen dress for the opening?” Kate asked suddenly.
“Happy isn’t the right word, it looks what it is, a boring linen dress that gets a huge balloony bottom in it if you sit down. It’s a nice blue color, and Mrs. Fine gave me that necklace. I suppose it’s all right, and for all that will be looking at me over there, it’s fine. Why?”
“You can have a new dress if you like,” Kate said.
“What kind of dress, Mam?”
“Whatever you like.”
This had never been said in the history of their lives together. Dara’s mouth was open. There had been a long lecture on thinking that they were millionaires because of the compensation. They had been warned against false expectations and a change of lifestyle. Now out of the blue she was being offered any kind of dress she liked.
“Do you mean something from a shop in Dublin?” she said in disbelief.
“Certainly.”
“But why, Mam? We’re meant to be saving the money for the day we might need to expand the Shamrock Café. And the fees for university.”
“It’s my money, it’s mine, I got it by breaking my back. If I say you can have a new dress you can have one. Do you hear me?”
Kate’s eyes were full of tears. Dara rushed to her and threw her arms around the woman in the chair.
“Mam, I’m sorry, of course I want a dress, I just didn’t want you to be spending all your money on me. That’s all.”
She could feel Kate’s body heaving.
“I’d love a dress. I’ll go to Dublin on the excursion train on Saturday. I’d love it.”
“And Michael, he can go and get a jacket. Will you go with him and see he doesn’t buy an old rag or anything?”
“I will, Mam.”
“You’re going to be dressed like the finest in the land. I’ll get you both off school mid-week one day. If Princess Grace can go to Dublin for her clothes, so can the Ryans take time off from their studies to do the same thing.”
   Sergeant Sheehan was tired. It had been a day when nothing that could have been straightforward was straightforward, everything had more turns in it than a corkscrew. Even the relatively simple business of organizing extra guards for the hotel opening had turned out to be a minefield of petty politics. Was there nobody who would talk straight left in the town? His face creased into a smile when he saw Sheila coming out of the church.
“What were you praying for? Let me guess. You were praying not to have to walk into one more person asking you eejity questions like I do.”
She looked at him affectionately. She had known Seamus and Mary Sheehan for years, she had been with Mary sometimes to see their unfortunate son in the home over on the hill. Seamus was usually too upset to go with his wife, and it was a long lonely journey for the woman to go on her own.
“No, Seamus, I wasn’t praying at all.”
“Well, God, you’ve enough to do. I hope that mad Miss Purcell hasn’t roped you in to clean the church and take the damp out of the Sacred Heart Altar.”
Sheila laughed. “Oh, I get roped in like everyone, but I was in there for a different purpose entirely, and you were the very man I was hoping to meet as a result of it. In fact, I was going to come over to the barracks.”
“Anything wrong?”
“I’m not sure. I think something may be very wrong. Will you come in and I’ll tell you about it?”
   “What’ll you be doing in Dublin?”
“Shut up, Eddie,” said Dara. “You know it’s meant to be a secret, we don’t want half the place to know we’re going. Mam’s saying it’s a special favor and not saying that we’re going on the train. Sister Laura and Brother Keane only think we’re going into the town with Daddy.”
“But what’ll you be doing, will you be going to George’s Street?”
“God, he’s heard of George’s Street, is there any end to his sophistication?” mocked Dara.
“I just want to know.”
“You’re not coming with us, you’re not.” Michael was vehement. “You’d ruin every single minute of the day, not just for us but for everyone on the train, and everyone in Dublin as well.”
“I couldn’t ruin the day for them all,” Eddie protested.
“You could, they’d be the worse off for your being there. Go away, Eddie.” Dara was impatient.
“I just thought maybe you’d take Mam,” he said.
“What?” They looked at him in amazement. Eddie had never suggested anything remotely unselfish in his life.
“Yeah, she might like an outing, and get something to wear herself.”
“She doesn’t need anything to wear. Mrs. Fine gets her things,” Dara said.
“She might like to get her own.”
“She’d hate all the fuss and the noise and how could she manage in the chair?”
“You could push it down the quays. Down to O’Connell Bridge,” Eddie said.
“Is this some trick?” Dara asked.
“What’s behind it?” Michael wanted to know.
“I was just being nice,” Eddie said.
They didn’t believe him, but they did tell their father.
   John Ryan thought it was well worth putting to Kate. He came into her room to suggest it.
“How about if the children were to take you with them tomorrow?”
She was flustered and pleased. But no, she couldn’t think of it; it would be too much of a drag. It would slow the twins down too much, it would spoil their day.
“Nonsense, I’ve talked to them, they think it’s a terrific idea; they’d love you to go. And if they want to wander off and leave you for a bit, they can, and come back to you, can’t they? It’d be just like here or going into town, or the time we went to the abbey on the lake, people came and went from you and you had a grand time.”
“I did.” She smiled happily. “Thank you for thinking of it, John.” Her voice was small and full of emotion.
“Oh, I didn’t think of it,” he said airily. “Credit where it’s due. It was Eddie, apparently, gangster Eddie who thought you’d like the trip.”
He grinned at her, expecting her to think it as unlikely and funny as he had. He was surprised to see some of the pleasure go out of her face. Kate had thought that this was all John’s idea to give her a treat. But it hadn’t been his idea at all.
   Fergus had known that he had to face the Ryans fairly soon. He would never tell them about his conversation with Rachel, and he knew that no matter how bitter and resentful on their behalf she might feel, she too would keep her counsel to herself.
But he had to go soon, otherwise, it would grow to become a huge secret and it would get out of all proportion.
He had hated having to go there knowing what he did, but after the first time it was easy. Nobody else knew that O’Neill’s side had gotten away so lightly. Fergus believed that O’Neill must accept a great deal of the blame in this regard. It was not, he thought, just his natural and long-standing dislike of the man; it was just the way things had to be.
To try to take some of the fire from Rachel’s anger he had pretended to think O’Neill might have been an innocent party. He knew that this is what she had wanted to believe. But in his heart there was nothing that would take away his belief that O’Neill was a villain and would remain one until the end, whatever the end might be.
Fergus was astounded that he had defined his feelings for Kate Ryan so openly to O’Neill’s woman. He had hardly defined them to himself before this. But the very act of articulating that he half loved Kate, and that it was not the kind of emotion that would destroy him or make him destroy anyone else, was a liberating thing.
When he sat in Ryan’s and joked about the potato cakes for the café, and planned outrageous stage Irish jokes to be played on the visitors to the hotel when they arrived, Fergus felt a kind of freedom. It was as if some burden had been lifted. As if he knew that he could leave this place if he wanted to, he wasn’t tied by any cords. He knew he would stay here forever. But now it would be because he wanted to, not because of anything unsettling that would never be said.
   Grace was in Fernscourt examining her room without much pleasure. Not long ago it had been great fun here. Mrs. Fine was pointing out where the light was best to put her bureau, Father had taken her in his arms and hugged her on almost every occasion, saying how wonderful it was that the dream was coming true, and Jim Costello had been around smiling and admiring.
It was all very different now. Father was distant and distracted, there was no sign of Mrs. Fine, and Jim had been so prissy. Yes, that was the only word for it.
“Grace, I’m going to have to ask you not to throw yourself at me, the situation is quite impractical.”
Impractical. How dare he come on like this, using words like impractical, and suggesting that she had thrown herself at him. She had merely told him she was a big girl now and ready for anything.
Jim Costello had told her that she was the most beautiful girl he had ever seen in his whole life. That bit, at least, was something. But he had said that it would be playing with dynamite to get involved with her at this stage, under the eyes of her father and brother.
And then he had gone and more or less said this aloud in front of them. Grace hadn’t known where to put herself.
She wished she hadn’t been so harsh to Michael about the trip to Dublin. It had turned out that Father had wanted her out of Mountfern on the day of the court case, and Father might have been able to arrange for Michael and Dara to have gone too.
Grace sat on her bed and felt that it had all been handled very badly. She was even having second thoughts about the very expensive dress she had bought.
Mrs. Fine would have chosen something better for her.
   Dara and Michael sat on the window seat. It was nearly like old times.
“What are you reading?” Michael asked.
“It’s a letter from Madame Vartin. It’s quite hard to read, she’s awfully squiggly writing.”
Michael grinned. “And an awful squiggly habit of writing in French.”
“Oh, I can read the French easily enough,” Dara said loftily, if not very truthfully.
“What’s she writing about then? Here, let’s see.” Michael reached for the letter.
“No, there might be things in it you shouldn’t read.”
“From Madame Vartin? You said she was a religious maniac.”
“Yes, but she might be writing about sex.”
“Oh, I know all about sex,” Michael said.
“Do you?” Dara was eager and begging. “Do you really know all about it? Is it great?”
“Well not all, not … well not everything. But it’s pretty great as far as it goes.”
“I often wondered did you …”
“Sort of, not completely …”
“How nearly …?”
“Give us the letter.”
The confidences were over, Dara realized. She read a paragraph from the letter.
“This is the bit I don’t understand, it’s got something to do with Monsieur leaving his job—or being sacked I think. I hope. Anyway she says he is too young to make a retreat. What in the name of God would he make a retreat for anyway? He’s full of mortal sin all the time and glories in it.”
“Where does it say about him going on a retreat?” Michael read the paragraph and began to laugh. “Fine use of money it was sending you off to France, even I know that, and we’re all desperate up in the brothers’. It’s retiring, you eejit, “Faire sa retraite means retire.”
“He’ll be jumping on Mademoiselle Stephanie all day,” Dara said gloomily, and then brightened up. “Oh, no, he won’t, she’s getting married, isn’t that great?”
“They all sound cracked to me,” Michael said.
“There’s Grace going down the towpath,” Dara said suddenly.
Michael jumped up on the seat to look. True, Grace was walking purposefully along toward the bridge. She wore her blue jeans and those funny little red lace-up shoes she had, and a blue and red stripy shirt, and there were red ribbons in her hair.
She looked as pretty as a picture.
Michael was pale and unhappy. Dara decided she would break their code of not offering advice.
“Do you know what I would do if I were you?”
“No,” said Michael gruffly.
“I’d ask Grace straight out. I’d say, ‘Is anything wrong, things seem to have changed?’ At least that way you’d know.”
“She’ll just smile and say nothing’s changed,” Michael grumbled.
“She might actually tell you if there is something wrong.”
“I don’t want to hear it if there is,” Michael said. He feared that Grace was greatly smitten by the handsome young hotel manager, and because Jim Costello had the sense to play hard to get Grace fancied him all the more.
“Do girls like being asked direct questions like that?” he asked doubtfully.
“I do,” Dara said. “If anyone asked me a direct question like that, I’d respect them, and that’s the truth.”
   “Dara, I was just passing,” Tommy Leonard said.
“Oh Tommy, how could you be just passing? The brothers’ is at the other side of the town to the convent.”
“I know, I heard they built them that way on purpose, so that we couldn’t all get at each other.”
Dara giggled. “Not at all, it never crossed their minds.”
“Listen, I hear you’re one of the few people in the world who likes direct questions rather than beating around the bush …”
In her head Dara heard a warning bell. She didn’t want to lose Tommy Leonard as a friend.
“I used to be like that, it’s true, but I’ve gone off it again,” she said hastily. “I hate direct questions now, and I snap the head off anyone who would ask me one.”
“Phew, I’m glad we sorted that one out,” said Tommy Leonard in a mixture of disappointment and relief.
 

 
Grace told Michael that she couldn’t imagine what he was talking about. Of course she loved being with him. But there was so much school work to do, and she had a little table fixed up for herself in one of the residents’ lounges where she could work in the evenings. And she couldn’t be going out all the time. And sometimes when she did get through with homework there were things about the hotel she had to learn. After all, she would be living there and working there always.
“But not immediately,” Michael cried. “We’re going to go to the university, aren’t we? And get degrees and travel, before we come back to work in Mountfern.”
“Oh, yes, of course we are,” Grace said.
But she didn’t sound convinced.
“Then why are you learning about the reception desk now from Jim Costello?” Poor Michael let it all slip out.
Grace gave him a long look.
“I’m sure you wouldn’t want me to be discourteous to anyone on my father’s staff,” she said, and Michael heard a ring of the boss’s daughter in her voice that he had never heard before.
   Since the day Kerry had told her about Mrs. Fine and the awful scenes, Dara felt as if a huge boulder had been lifted out of her rib cage. She had known always, of course, that Kerry couldn’t possibly … not of his own free choice … but people had been so definite.
And of course, that was the interpretation that would be put to it. As Kerry had said, he had been uncharacteristically nice, and look at the thanks he had gotten for it. If he had fled, which is what you’d expect him to do from a drunk boring woman who was telling him her life story and looking for consolation of every sort … then things would have been better by far.
She didn’t get to see him often. He had told her that because of this very bad row with his father he was doing a very ordinary menial kind of a job, he was keeping quiet about it, and in a few weeks it would all be over and they could see each other as much as they liked. He had made her promise to cut school one day and he would drive her to Galway. They would walk along the beach in Salthill in the autumn sunshine, they would buy bag after bag of lovely crisp chips, they would eat those ice-cream cones with big bars of milk chocolate stuck in the middle of them. And best, they could wander around hand in hand and kiss each other in the main streets of Galway if they wanted to.
“I know a place we could go, Kerry,” she said suddenly. “It’s a tunnel. It used to be a secret place for Michael and me when we were younger but nobody uses it now.” She looked at him eagerly.
To her shock his face changed completely.
“No,” he said sharply. “No tunnel, that’s out of the question.”
He stood up. It reminded her of that time he had walked away before when she had refused his embraces. The sense of loss was sharp in her memory. She looked at him longingly.
“Will you promise without any whys. Just for me?”
“Yes, I promise,” Dara said, feeling slightly ashamed of herself as she did so.
   Martin White wasn’t surprised to hear that Kate Ryan wanted him to call. She said it was for a check-up before she committed herself to the big journey to Dublin.
“It’s about more than that isn’t it?” the doctor said.
“How did you know?”
“I thought it was possible one day there not long ago.”
“I couldn’t be …” Kate looked horrified.
“Why couldn’t you? You know the way it’s done, and I’m delighted you’re able to do it.” Martin beamed uncharacteristically.
“But not with me like this.”
“Of course it could, and will.”
She leaned forward and clutched his hand. “I’m very strong, you’ll admit that, and a lot of my strength came from you giving me things straight. Be straight now. Will it be dangerous?”
Martin took her thin hand in both of his. “Not only will it not be dangerous, it will be wonderful. I couldn’t be more pleased for you.”
   “Do you think you’ll go to jail?” Declan asked Eddie when they were both in bed.
“No. Not this time.”
“Will you next time?”
“I might. Why?”
“Then I could have your bed.”
“You’d be just as bad as I am if you were brave enough.”
“I am brave.”
“No you’re not, you think there’s a ghost in the press.”
“I don’t really think there is, I think there might be.”
“There is, a big one, but I’m not afraid of it. Good night.”
Eddie turned over and went to sleep knowing that Declan would be awake for hours looking at the door of the big cupboard in the corner of the bedroom, fearful over what might come out of it.
   The river had never looked so lovely as that night. There was a flutter of birds in the trees, and they heard the cry of a fox in the still night. For two city people to recognize a fox at a distance wasn’t bad. Rachel was wearing her flat shoes as if she had known they were going to walk, and he helped her over the fallen branch of a tree or through the complicated little gates that the local people called stiles.
They had driven there separately. Rachel insisted. They had parked both cars on the river bank. Behind them Coyne’s wood rose dark and mysterious and further over were the hills around the Grange.
The sound of their footsteps was soft and rustling in the leaves. They came to an old wall, a good vantage point to look up at Fernscourt. Until now they had talked not at all, yet there was no air of expectancy. No tension or waiting for one of them to bring up the subject.
It came up very naturally. Patrick laid his hand over hers.
“I wish it had been different,” he said.
“Oh, so do I,” she sighed. But not with accusation; more like people sighed when it was no longer spring or when the heat went out of the day.
“It isn’t anything to do with the not being Irish bit … believe me.”
“I do believe you. You see, you’ve always had a different feeling about being an American than the other people I’ve met in my life. They all loved being American, and being whatever else they were, but to you being American meant losing being Irish, so you had to come back and recapture it.”
She walked apparently contentedly beside him, and they came to the footbridge opposite Ryan’s.
She led the way across into Fernscourt. He had been hesitant in case on this, her last night, she might not want to go into the place that had taken all his money, his time and his heart. They walked to a seat which she had arranged a long time ago when the garden plans were being discussed.
They sat and looked across the Fern at the lights in Ryan’s pub where there were still a dozen or so in the bar. And at Loretto Quinn’s where the rooms were being held in case Rachel might change her mind. In the soft dark night dogs were barking, they could hear an owl hooting far away, and the moths flew around them gently. There was the permanent sound of the river, but they had grown so used to it, they didn’t hear it anymore.
“I’ll be very lonely here.”
“No, no, you’ll have far too much to do,” she said. “Your days will be filled from morning to night. I’ll think of you sometimes at this time, and I’m sure you will be in your office there or with Jim Costello as the host. You won’t be sitting idly here watching the stars over Mountfern.”
“And what will you do in New York?” He was gentle too, and wistful.
“I don’t know yet. I’ll work hard, I can come to anyone with great references now …” She waved her hand at the hotel behind them. “I’ve kept a portfolio of all my work. I must have known I’d need it.”
“Do you think we will be friends, you and I?”
“Sometime, not for a while.”
“Nobody has shared as much of me as you have. I’m not good at giving bits of myself.” He looked at the ground.
She wanted to shout at him and say she was the most betrayed woman in the land. She had worked ceaselessly for his dream and to keep his relationship with his family good. She had bought presents for his children’s birthdays for as long as she could remember; she had advised and cajoled and succeeded in keeping some kind of family love alive between them all. What was her reward? She was assumed to have slept with the son and then to have paid him to keep quiet about it.
“And because we are being so civilized, can I say just one thing … and you won’t get up and walk away?” she said.
“Certainly.” He was ultra formal.
“And you won’t put on that formal mask with me.”
“Very well, say it, Rachel.” He smiled at her, that familiar smile with the starry lines going out from the sides of his eyes.
There was a catch in her voice which she hadn’t intended. She had forgotten how much she loved his smile.
“About that night that Kerry came to my rooms.”
“Yes.” He sighed as if he had known it would be this.
“He came for a purpose, a very specific purpose.”
“Yes, so he said,” Patrick agreed.
“Don’t be absurd, Patrick, don’t be utterly ridiculous. There is really something lacking in you if you could believe that he could have wanted to … to be with me in that way.”
Her voice sounded confident and dismissive. This was not the woman who had wrung her hands in Coyne’s wood and explained and contradicted and apologized. Rachel was firm and decisive now, she was dismissive of Kerry and all his tales.
“For what purpose?”
“He came to warn me off, to send me home. And he has achieved that purpose.”
Her eyes were angry but her voice was calm.
“What was he saying …?”
“He was mainly saying that if I had any hopes of replacing his mother, I should forget them, that I was not worthy to mention her name, that our affair was sordid and disgusting and that her memory would never be … sullied, I think, by the insult of your marrying me. It was very bitter. Very violent.”
“I think this is all very exaggerated. Kerry has no feelings for me … Whether I marry or not, it hardly concerns him.”
“You may be right in that he has no feelings for you, but he has very strong feelings about his mother.”
“He doesn’t give any sign of them to me.”
“How would he, to you? To you of all people. He doesn’t tell you that he had Kathleen’s topaz made into a tie tack, that he has her picture in a watch chain, in his billfold, and in a plastic folder just loose in his pocket.”
Patrick started to speak, but Rachel went on. “And I don’t say this just because he told you a pack of lies about me; in itself, that’s not the worst thing.”
“What is the worst thing?”
“The worst thing is that you believed him. That he was able to make you believe him. That Kerry—with his record of deceit, gambling, theft, lies, and utter selfishness—was able to make you, an intelligent loving sensitive man, believe him rather than me … the woman who has loved you, worked with you, and for you all these years. That’s the worst thing, how he was able to convince you so easily …”
“And is that the reason you’re going?”
“That and one or two other things. I think you’ve changed. I think the effort of making this place changed you a lot.”
“How has it changed me?”
“You were always so honest. Back in New York when there was a fight you fought fair. If another guy won the contract, you shook his hand, you said it was only money, only work, you wished him well. If a guy lost, you shook his hand too. You were honest.”
“I haven’t cheated anyone here.” Patrick was bewildered.
“You cheated Kate Ryan.”
“I had to, Rachel. What else could I say? ‘You were robbed, madam, but please accept my personal check for the balance’?”
“You celebrated with them that justice was done. Justice was not done.”
“Do you really believe I am at fault over this?”
“Yes,” Rachel said simply.
He picked up her hand and stroked it. “We have grown apart, you and I. There was a time when we could have talked it out all night and you would have agreed that I did the only possible thing in giving them their dignity if I couldn’t give them an adequate settlement.”
“Even if we had been able to talk it out all night, if we still had that kind of life, I don’t think I would have agreed.”
“But you would have understood why I did what I did,” he sighed.
“Yes, I’d have understood.”
Together they sat and looked across at Ryan’s, where the lights had gone out finally and stragglers walked or bicycled home along River Road.
“Won’t you stay for the opening? Please, Rachel.”
“No, no, you can call me when it’s all over and tell me how it went.”
“It will be good to talk to you on the telephone, anyway. There are so many day-to-day things I’ll want to tell you about.”
“No, Patrick. No calls. Only on the day of the opening.”
“No calls?”
“If we’re going to live our own lives, it’s childish to keep calling each other.”
“But as friends, even?” He was begging her.
“No, we’re not friends yet. We will be some time.”
There was a long silence.
“I feel very empty. I let you down, didn’t I?”
“Let’s be the only couple in the history of the world who said good-bye without any recriminations,” she said, standing up to go.
She bent down and kissed him on the forehead.
He put his arms around her waist and held her to him.
Gently she released herself and walked away. Down the path to the footbridge and across the Fern.
Patrick sat in the grounds of his hotel and watched Rachel walk without turning back all along the river bank, past the old wall and the funny stiles.
He heard her car start and drive away toward the town.




Chapter XXIII

The weather forecast had said sunny with scattered showers.
“I hope they’ll be scattered over the rest of Ireland and not all concentrated in this direction,” Miss Purcell said sternly.
The canon had a chest cold that would not go away. Dr. White had said that a man the canon’s age was to expect chest colds and not to stay in a draft.
Miss Purcell would have liked more concern and a preciser prescription. The canon would have to be in a considerable draft during the blessing ceremony. She had been very insistent about woolen underwear, and the wearing of a scarf while not actually involved in the religious offices.
Father Hogan was reassuring. Most of the time Canon Moran would stay well away from drafts. The huge marquee built by the dock was meant to be utterly windproof. And then there would be plenty of activities inside the house proper. Miss Purcell was to have no further worries.
Father Hogan also described at great length what he heard was going to be served to eat. There was an amount of salmon being delivered to the hotel that would frighten you, and there would be plates of it all afternoon if people wanted it; they could come back for helping after helping. There would be potato salad, and all other kinds of salads, and buttered brown scones.
Father Hogan said that there had been considerable discussion about whether or not to have a hot lunch, but the salmon faction had prevailed. There would be soup first, of course, served in cups so that it would be easy for people to manage it. There were two huge tureens of soup on their own little heaters, and you could come back for second cups or even a third cup here too.
By the time Father Hogan had begun to weigh up the merits of the fresh fruit salad and lashing of cream as opposed to the hot apple tart with ice cream, Miss Purcell began to wonder if the young priest could possibly be becoming too interested in food. She had let out his soutane once already, and it needed a further easing at the seams.
But she dismissed the thought as unworthy. And almost blasphemous. What was better than to see a healthy young priest enjoy his food? She thought back on the days that Fergus Slattery wouldn’t notice what she served, so long as there was a bottle of tomato ketchup on the table.
   Papers Flynn stirred in the outhouse where he had slept well all night. There was something happening today. What was it? He remembered that it was the hotel opening.
A barge had been brought from a Dublin canal, and painted in bright colors. There were going to be tours up and down the river to the old abbey near the lake. It would be great sport to watch it. Papers would find himself a good vantage point on the bank to see the comings and goings.
He was pleased to think of a day filled with such activity. He had all the details from Carrie. Papers had called there about his usual business and Mrs. Ryan had invited him into the kitchen for a plate of dinner.
Mrs. Ryan was a lady he liked a lot. She never asked him to clean himself up. She wouldn’t give him any old guff about finding himself a roof over his head. Mrs. Ryan knew that Papers didn’t want to be tied down. She gave him useful things like a pair of big burlap bags with strong handles on them: she thought they might come in handy for transporting his belongings, and they were the very thing.
Mrs. Ryan had taken Papers aside and said that he may have heard that recently they had been given a very substantial sum of money as compensation for her accident. Papers had heard it, certainly. Up in Matt Foley’s at the top of the town they had said that the Ryans were going to spend it all on a carpeted lounge bar with music playing in the background. In Conway’s pub they had said that the lot had gone into a building society and there wasn’t going to be a penny of it spent ever. It was to be their nest egg, their insurance policy for years to come. He had traveled on further to Paddy Dunne’s pub, where the story was that the money had been set aside to send Mrs. Ryan to a hospital outside Boston where they were able to do miracles with what other places had said were incurables. It cost five thousand pounds before they would look at you, and there would be the fare and everything, but she’d be walking again by the springtime. Paddy Dunne had read an article about the place in a Sunday paper.
Papers would never dream of asking Mrs. Ryan which, if any, of these stories were true. He was surprised when she suddenly volunteered the information.
“We’ve been very lucky, Papers, and I was wondering if you’d join us in celebrating our good fortune.”
“Well, now, ma’am.” Papers was cautious.
“I mean, I wouldn’t normally dream of offering anyone money, but seeing as how we got so much ourselves. It’s mainly in a savings account and it’s going to be used for the children’s education, in case any of them are bright enough to be able to use it. But we kept a few pounds aside for ourselves, and for people we know.”
She handed him three pound notes folded over.
“It’s not a great deal but I don’t know whether you’d like a cap, I was going to get you a cap, but John said that a man should choose his own cap for himself.”
“He’s right there,” Papers agreed sagely.
“Or it might not be a cap at all that you’d like, so will you get yourself something, and regard it as sharing part of our good fortune?”
Papers had been very pleased indeed to have had his wishes considered and discussed so carefully without anyone making mention of the county home, which usually came up when people had his welfare at heart.
In an uncharacteristic burst of speech he had told Mrs. Ryan that he might buy himself a little spirit stove that he had seen in a shop. He had been debating if it was worth the investment, but it would give him more freedom, he’d be able to go farther afield if he had his own way of being able to make a cup of tea.
He had thanked Mrs. Ryan very formally and assured her that he would report progress on the spirit stove. If he bought it, he promised that he would be very careful with it. And ended his speech by saying that she was a great woman to be celebrating good fortune when there were many in the land who would say that it was no good fortune to have the two legs struck from under you, but was glad that Mrs. Ryan was able to rise above that.
He had been surprised to see tears in her eyes. And she had said that oddly she didn’t worry about her legs being useless, she had gotten over that part of it, she just felt that she herself had lost her personality and was useless as a person. Papers hadn’t understood that and he told her it was a bit deep for him. She cheered up then and agreed and told him to have a good plate of stew before he left, and to come and watch any of the activities on the day of the opening from Ryan’s bar.
“You know you’re invited like everyone else in the place to the Thatch Bar in the evening, he wants the whole of Mountfern to come.”
“Well …” Papers was doubtful.
“He’s not issuing personal invitations, just wants everyone to turn up for a drink and to wish the place luck. Of course, there are some who would prefer to inspect it at their own time rather than being herded together. Some people of the more independent kind, private people will take up his invitation at a later date.”
Papers had been relieved to hear that, he thought at first that he might be expected to go, but Mrs. Ryan had set his mind at rest on that point. Papers could join the private sort of people, the people of independent mind who didn’t want to go as part of the herd.
   Rita Walsh woke with a start. Why had she set her alarm clock for seven o’clock? Then she remembered.
It was the day of the opening. She had two young girls from the convent coming at eight o’clock to start shampooing. The schools had the day off and Rita had picked two of the more reliable Sixth Years to help her. She had trained them in the art of washing hair without drowning the client.
All the towels and capes were clean and ready in little heaps in the salon.
She would get milk and biscuits from Loretto; she had tea and coffee there already, and in honor of the occasion she had bought a dozen nice blue-and-white teacups.
There would be a steady procession all morning. And since everyone would want to be finished and out by twelve-thirty, she had decided to open very early and accommodate everyone.
It was only regulars today. Mrs. Daly, Miss Johnson, Miss Bryne the physiotherapist, Dr. White’s wife. Loretto Quinn was coming in to have her hair combed out, she had the set yesterday. She also had the ring. She told Rita Walsh that in your life you found one Barney. It would be too good to be true to imagine you’d find another. But Jack Coyne was a man often very much misunderstood, and he had told Loretto that it was lonely to be in business in a big way and have no company in the evening when he came in after a long day’s work. Loretto had understood this too.
Rita had been very pleased for Loretto and agreed that it was often easy to get the wrong end of the stick with Jack until you knew him. She had done Loretto’s hair free as a celebration and said she must come in for a lot of back-combing and lacquer since this was a special day, the day that people would hear about their engagement. Loretto must look her best.
Jack Coyne was going to the opening under sufferance. One of the terms of their very unromantic and highly practical contract had been that Jack would end his vendetta with Mr. O’Neill and that Loretto would smarten herself up and learn to drive. The new Mrs. Jack Coyne must be not only a successful shopkeeper in her right but a well-turned-out woman driver.
   John Ryan woke at seven. He had slept badly. Twice during the night he had gotten up to get a drink of water, his throat felt dry and he couldn’t seem to get comfortable in the bed.
If Kate had been lying beside him in the old days, she would have woken too, and gone to make them a cup of tea. They might have sat during the dark night and talked about the hotel that was finally going to open, and all the fears that they shared, as well as the totally different fears that one had and the other had not. It would have looked less shadowy, that big house across the river, and less full of terror.
But Kate had not been in the room for over three years. Sometimes John slept on the divan in her green room below. He was always aware of how much she hated it when she needed to use the lavatory, whether she dragged herself into the chair and wheeled herself to the bathroom, or used the bedpan. Either way it distressed her so much that he often felt he was more of a hindrance to her than a companion. It was more sensible for him to sleep upstairs, though it was lonely.
And sometimes he felt it was selfish, particularly after they had made love. But then, making love itself was a selfish activity these days. There was no trace of the pleasure and excitement for Kate that had delighted him before.
John looked across at Fernscourt as the morning light fell on the great marquee. Normally he never let his mind go down this particular train of thought, but today he didn’t pull himself up. He stood holding the bedroom curtain in his hand and looked at the dock, the brightly painted barge, and the first signs of activity in the big cultivated grounds, and wondered what things would have been like if Patrick O’Neill’s grandfather had been thrown out of a cottage in Cork or Galway or Clare, instead of in this small bend on the road in the midlands.
How different everything would have been then.
   Grace O’Neill woke with a jump because there was a noise in her bedroom. But it was only her new dress and its heavy coat hanger falling from the door of her closet where she had hung it last night. She wanted to see it first thing so that she could make an instant judgment. Now it was in a crumbled ball on the floor.
She leaped out of bed to rescue it and held it up against the light. It was beautiful. She had been silly to think it was baby-dollish; it would look classy and striking.
Grace hoped that Michael would be cheerful today. She hated to see that hangdog look about him, as if someone had taken away his favorite toy.
She went to the window and leaned out. The huge marquee blocked the view across the river. She could not see Ryan’s pub properly.
She felt sorry for Michael having to share a room with that terrible Eddie. Declan was harmless enough, but Eddie was too much.
Michael had explained that there was a partition. He had begged for one, and Jimbo had been instructed to build a plywood wall dividing the room.
She compared it to Jim Costello’s room. Well, it was more a suite really. He had a study, a bathroom and kitchenette, with a big bedroom that faced the river. She had seen it when he was taking her on a grand tour.
Jim had explained that the big sofa turned into a bed at night. By day the room looked expensive and impersonal. As if it were a genuine hotel bedroom, and Jim was just passing through. There were no photographs or personal things around his room.
Grace liked to think of the frank admiring looks he gave her, and the promise that when the day was over and there was time to think, he would be able to sit down and talk to her properly.
   Loretto Quinn woke and examined her hair to see how much of the set remained. Rita was going to brush it up for her and lacquer it like a board later in the morning.
There were several things she wanted to do before she opened the shop. She wanted to finish her letter to Mrs. Fine, telling her that there had been a dozen requests to rent the rooms, and that Loretto was going to give them to a young chef who said that he never lived on the premises, it always led to a hassle, and he had wanted something nearby. He had been very impressed with the little kitchen and said that the cooker was a very good make and one of the most expensive on the market.
Loretto wanted to thank Rachel for that as well; she had never appreciated it at the time. She wanted Rachel’s advice on what she should wear for her wedding next spring. Would a lemon-colored suit be nice, or would it take the color from her?
Loretto also wanted to leave a note in to Fergus Slattery. Jack Coyne had said to her that the country had never been the same since the Married Women’s Property Act. It was a joke, but she was going to ask Fergus just to make it clear to her in words she would understand that if she and Jack had a bust-up in the years to come, that Jack couldn’t take her little shop from her. And Loretto had to iron her dress, and once she had sorted through the potatoes and shaken the earth off them, she would paint her nails pink, as people would be admiring the ring.
And she had to decide about the picture of Barney that hung over the mantelpiece in her kitchen.
She took it down and looked at his face. It wasn’t a very big picture, nor a very good one. His hair was sticking out in a spiky way that wasn’t really like the way Barney was. The years in between made it hard to remember exactly the way he was.
As she looked at the picture, Loretto noticed that the big old frame was coming apart; it was old and cracked. It would be dangerous to leave it hanging in that position in case it fell on anyone. Loretto’s decision was made for her. She couldn’t put the picture up again the way it was.
She took out the photograph of Barney Quinn and put it in a smaller frame, a stand-up type which you could put on a shelf. In front of the potted plant. But in time it could be moved over beside the plant or toward the back of the shelf.
   Eddie Ryan woke and looked out the window.
He had promised his mother that he would do nothing today that would bring any disgrace on the family.
“It’s an important day, and I’m in a bit of a fuss and bother about it already, so it would be the living end, Eddie, if you were to be a worry to me, if I had to be looking around asking people where is that boy and what’s he up to now.”
“Maybe I’d better stay in bed all day,” Eddie had said quite seriously. It seemed to be the only way he could guarantee being no trouble at all.
“No, I’d be afraid you’d fall out of the window or hang yourself or something. I wouldn’t be able to take my eyes off the house while we’re over there,” Kate had grumbled.
Mam had bought him a great jacket that day in Dublin; it was full of pockets and zippers and wasn’t at all the kind of thing he thought Mam would buy. He’d been sure it would be something like a blazer or a suit jacket when he was unwrapping it.
“How did you know this is what I’d want?” His eyes were shining.
“I guessed,” Mam had said.
She told him it was in the nature of a bribe, a promise of peace on the day of the opening.
Declan stirred and rubbed his eyes. “Is it morning?” he asked. Declan sometimes behaved as if he were retarded.
“No,” said Eddie. “It’s the middle of the night, and all those ghosts you’re so afraid of have been at it again. They’ve bitten the head off Jaffa. Oh, God, it’s lying on the ground all covered with dried blood.”
Declan let out a screech that could be heard on the Dublin road, and leaped out to see if this was true.
Carrie, who had been getting sick in the bathroom for the fourth morning running and was beginning to work out that there might be a very unsettling reason for this, got such a fright at Declan’s screams that she knocked over the entire contents of a tray that was perched dangerously on a white chest of drawers. The tray held—or had held—talcum powder, Dettol, dried-up calamine lotion, milk of magnesia, a glass eyedropper, and a bottle shaped like a crinoline lady full of blue bath salts.
The recriminations were lengthy. The court of inquiry into why all those particular things were on a tray was endless. Kate said that it was a great thing for a woman in a wheelchair to be told that the bathroom she could never go up the stairs to see had now turned into some kind of boxroom or rubbish dump, filled with old chests of drawers and trays and the Lord knew what else.
Dara was accused of having weighted it down too much with the crinoline lady. Dara, woken from sleep with what she considered monstrously unfair charges, said that the crinoline lady was, if anyone would care to remember, a gift from Marian Johnson to say thank you when Dara had gone to help in the Grange at a function. Dara had thought she was being paid, which was the only reason she had gone, and had been outraged by the blue crinoline.
Mam had said then to put it up in the bathroom somewhere out of people’s sight, and now she, Dara, was being blamed for it.
Eddie said he would stick a compass in Declan’s heart if he told anyone why he had cried out, and that this was no joking matter.
Poor Declan tried to say that he had been having a nightmare; he had dreamed that a ghost had bitten off the head of the cat, and that the side yard was awash with blood.
John said that it was too much for a human to bear. One of his sons was a hardened criminal, the other a certifiable lunatic.
   Jack Coyne woke with a feeling of wellbeing that surprised him. What was he feeling so good about?
He remembered that despite all the trials and tribulations, a few of them aided and abetted by Jack himself, Fernscourt was going to open today.
Well, he was going to the festivities of course, no point in making any lone point over something that was happening, anyway, and passing up a free dinner.
Anyway, there would be lots of fellows there from the Tourist Board and from Aer Lingus and the American airlines. And there would be journalists and local councillors, two bishops no less, a rake of priests, four TDs at the last count, not to mention the high and the mighty for miles around. If he couldn’t get a bit of business out of today he’d be in a poor way.
Then he remembered Loretto and how she had agreed to everything. It had been well worth getting her those flowers back a bit, and saying that he would be happy to go dancing of a weekend. Women really and truly liked those kinds of things. It was the way they were. And Loretto had been very practical, too, and agreeable to some of his suggestions. She had been adamant about maintaining her own little shop rather than considering its possible sale as a site for some other business once the hotel got going. She had been equally firm about not learning anything whatsoever about maintenance work. She didn’t want to spend her life in greasy overalls lying under some lorry. She had agreed to learn how to drive, however, which would be very useful for car delivery or collection or going for spare parts.
She had a nice smile, Loretto had. He had never noticed her at all until recently, thought she was a streelish little one in a shabby boxeen of a shop.
It was extraordinary how she had livened up when O’Neill’s foreign woman came to live there. And would anyone be able to explain what had happened to send her packing so suddenly?
   Fergus Slattery heard the telephone ring at seven-fifteen. That had to be some crisis.
He dragged himself unwillingly from a dream where he was advising the Rolling Stones about their grammar, and telling them that the song “I Can’t Get No Satisfaction” actually and literally meant that they could get satisfaction, which was fine if this is what they wanted to say.
The Rolling Stones had been delighted with Fergus and had asked him to get on the payroll. He wouldn’t have to leave Mountfern but could advise by phone or letter on anything that needed revision. They promised to come and see him when next they were passing that way, and Fergus had told them they’d get a great bed and breakfast in Ryan’s. Dara had been so grateful to him and had apologized for ever thinking he should be put down like an old horse.
Loath to leave such entertainment, he went in his bare feet to the phone.
“It’s Rosemary.”
“Who?”
“I know we haven’t seen each other a great deal over the past while, Fergus, but I am your only sister.”
“My God, Rosemary, is anything wrong? It’s the middle of the night. Did something happen?”
“Of course something happened. I’m hardly ringing you for a chat out of the blue.”
“What is it? The boys … was there an accident …?”
“The boys are fine wherever they are. They don’t bother to let me know.”
He waited.
“It’s James. He had me out of the house, changed the locks. He can’t do this to me. He can’t throw me out of my own home.” She was near to tears.
“When did this happen?”
“The locks were changed last night, I stayed in a guest house. I was waiting until I could ring you to know what to do.”
A wave of pity came over him for this tall shruggy woman, with no warmth and no charm. He remembered her visit at the time of their father’s funeral, her lack of any kindness, her cruel taunting remarks.
And now, at this ungodly hour of the morning, she had finally been locked out of the family home in Manchester.
“Wait until nine-thirty, Rosemary,” he said.
“What will you do then?”
“I will do nothing, but you’ll go to a solicitor—a solicitor in Manchester, mind, not in Mountfern. And you’ll tell him what happened, and the circumstances leading up to it, and he will tell you what to do.”
“I don’t know any solicitors in Manchester, for heaven’s sake. If I did have any legal contacts, do you think I’d be ringing you?”
“No, I know that. I know that very clearly.”
“So what’s the point in saying find a solicitor, find a solicitor? I could have looked one up in a phone book myself.”
“I think that’s probably the best thing to do.” He kept his tone even.
“Are you serious?”
“Yes, Rosemary. It sounds distant and may even sound harsh, but I can’t give you any advice whatsoever. You must see that.”
There was a silence.
“I’m sorry about it all. Do you think it can be sorted out, the difficulties with James?”
“Difficulties.” She gave a snort of laughter and said the word again, mimicking his accent. “Difficulties! No, I don’t think they can be sorted out, as you say.” Her tone was scornful.
“Well, then, the best I can wish you is that you are able to work out adequate provisions and a settlement, and that it is done with as little hurt and animosity as possible.”
“Jesus, but you’re a pompous bore, Fergus.”
He had been going to say that if she wanted a holiday she could come to the house where she had grown up in Mountfern. He would not say this now.
He thought of the night that he had been going to give her the old Victorian sewing table belonging to his mother, and had changed his mind over some insult that she had slung at him. Perhaps her whole life was a series of such non-happenings.
“I hope I’m not as bad as you make me out, but I’m sure, like all of us, I must have my faults.” He put on a mad simper as he said this. He tried to look at himself in the hall mirror, but the light was bad and he could only see his tousled hair and his crumpled pajamas.
He did a little dance while holding the phone and leering at his reflection. It pleased him to know that Rosemary could have no idea of his manner.
There was no more to say now, so Rosemary had rung off. Fergus was well into his capering dance now so he continued it, round and round the hall, pretending to hold up a ball gown and curtsying at himself every time he came to the mirror.
As he passed the hall door in a spectacular twirl, he saw two eyes looking at him through the letter box.
Fergus stopped in his tracks. “Who’s that?” he asked fearfully.
“I’m sorry, Fergus.” A thin voice came apologetically through the slit in the door.
He threw open the hall door, and there was Loretto Quinn, a letter in her hand.
“I was just about to put this through the door, but I heard these swishing sounds so I looked in, in case something was wrong.”
Loretto had never looked so alarmed in all the years he had known her.
“But you were pleased to see that everything was as normal.” Fergus beamed at Loretto as he took the letter. “I always have a little dance like this to start the day. They advised us years ago in the Four Courts, they said there was nothing like it for settling the mind into a good legal way of thinking.”
Loretto’s mouth was still open as Fergus bowed to her theatrically and closed the door.
 

 
Jim Costello woke with a toothache.
He gave himself five minutes to decide whether he could bear it for the day or whether it would incapacitate him for the day. He decided it would render him speechless.
He rang Dr. White and asked the name of the dentist in the town. Then he rang the dentist.
The dentist was sorry, but he had limited surgery hours today; he was actually going to the official celebrations at the opening of a big new hotel.
“I’m the manager of that bloody hotel, and there won’t be an opening unless you do something with my tooth,” Jim said, maddened with pain and the man’s slow obstinate voice at the other end of the phone.
“Well well well.”
“Can you do it, or can you not?” As he spoke, Jim Costello realized how like Patrick O’Neill he was becoming in his speech. It sat better on a middle-aged American tycoon than on a young Irish hotelier.
He changed his approach.
“As you can see, I am utterly relying on you. Just a temporary dressing, anything. You’ve been highly recommended in these parts.”
“I don’t really …”
Jim played his final card. “And if you knew the whole story about the problems we’ve been having and all the celebrities who are expected today … Well, you’ll meet them yourself. If it ever gets going at all.”
That did it. The man said Jim was to get into a car and drive like the clappers, he’d open his office early for him. A chance to hear the inside story about Fernscourt was too much to pass by.
   Mary Donnelly woke and spoke to Leopold, who had been waiting patiently for her to stir.
Leopold was a more intelligent dog than many people gave him credit for. He knew the way to stay in Mary’s good books was by not waking her or snuffling around for anything interesting and certainly not by offering any of his paws in the form of a handshake. Mary was of the opinion that there was far too much insincerity and over-greeting going on in the world. She liked silent ruminative thoughtful encounters. Leopold had adapted to her ways.
He was surprised that she seemed to be making a speech to him; it was not her usual way of greeting the day. He held his head on one side and tried to understand what she was telling him.
It had nothing to do with a walk. But there was no abuse in it, either. He couldn’t fathom it at all.
“Leopold, this is a black day for this house. But apparently none of us are allowed to mention it. The new way of going on is to pretend a problem doesn’t exist. That way we can all go on drinking and slapping each other on the back.
“Listen to me well, Leopold. This is the beginning of the end. You and I could be walking the roads of Ireland with packs on our backs. There’s going to be nothing in the profits of this establishment to put a dinner on the table for either of us once this hotel gets going. But to be fair, Leopold, they never put your dinner on the table. More the floor.”
The dog looked at her trustingly.
“Don’t mind me, Leopold,” she said, scratching his ear. “I am totally mad. Not a little mad. Totally and completely mad.”
   Brian Doyle woke with a thick head. They had been celebrating until a late hour. O’Neill had said that as far as could be seen to the naked eye, the structure seemed sound, and more or less approximated to the plans that had been given to Brian Doyle. He had bought Brian several drinks on the strength of this. Then, back in the town, Brian had decided to finalize the arrangements for taking Peggy, his girlfriend of many years, to the opening. He would call for her at noon, his brother Paudie would drive them so that they need not worry if there were a few drinks taken during the day.
He had been neglectful of Peggy, particularly during these last weeks. He had wanted to explain to her that this was all over. He had not been prepared to meet her mother, a battle axe if ever there was one. The mother had said that Peggy would be going to no opening or closing of any hotel whether built by Brian Doyle or built by the Emperor of China.
Peggy had, according to her mother, belatedly come to her senses over Brian Doyle, she realized that having her name up with him for so many years had brought her nothing but heartbreak and humiliation and, what was more distressing still, had cut her off from any other avenue and future. So that was all in the past now, thanks to the good Lord who had opened her eyes, and she had instructed her mother to pass the burden of the message on to Brian if he ever made an appearance in the next year or so.
This was the heavy artillery.
Brian sat in Peggy’s mother’s kitchen letting the words wash over him and trying to work out where Peggy might be.
“Don’t start it all up again,” said the woman in front of him, who had not ceased to speak since he entered the house. “You’re a bachelor, Brian, stay one. For God’s sake, will you go back out to that hotel and pat it and stroke it and be with it morning noon and night? That’s what you want.”
“I can’t go to bed with the hotel,” Brian said eventually.
“And as sure as your name is Brian Doyle, you can’t go to bed with my daughter either. Sweet talk or no sweet talk. Ring or no ring.”
It hadn’t crossed Brian’s mind that a ring should form part of the proceedings. There was plenty of time for that.
He had left the house disconsolately and on the street run into Seamus Sheehan, the sergeant from Mountfern.
Since Seamus was off duty they went to a pub and Brian explained that he was not a knave or a philanderer at heart, it was just that he was too young to settle down.
Sergeant Sheehan said that basically all men were too young to settle down, his long life in the Guards had taught him that. He cross-questioned Brian about the tunnel behind the bedroom wing, and whether there was any entrance in it under the brambles and briars.
Brian said that he couldn’t bear to think of any more entrances or exits to that hotel than there were already. There had been an unmerciful carry-on about where the drive was going to be at the start; most people thought that it was never going to get off the ground at all.
But Sergeant Sheehan went on and on. Any entrances to old shafts or tunnels or anything they had come across?
Brian Doyle had said that when it was a question of a fairy fort, some of the men he had working for him were as superstitious as old shawlies who would go and tie things to a May tree. They had just avoided going anywhere near it and in the end the best thing had been to build a trellis and drape these creepers over it. Made a kind of wall of sorts.
No, he had no idea if there was anything in it. He didn’t give much thought to the fairy world himself, there was too much happening in the so-called real world. If they were there, which seemed highly unlikely, then leave them to get on with it; that was Brian’s philosophy. Oh, the sergeant meant non-fairies? No, he could not imagine that anyone with a marble left in their head would want to be burrowing around under all those blackberries and old thorns. But then Brian was always the last to be told anything. The whole Pioneer Total Abstinence Association could be having their annual general meeting in those bushes before anyone would think of telling the poor builder.
But wasn’t it a bloody miracle that the place was finished and none of them were in jail or up in the asylum on the hill?
Too late Brian Doyle remembered the youngest Sheehan boy was in that very asylum. He looked glumly into his pint. There were some things you could never backtrack your way out of, and it was wiser not to try.
   Sergeant Seamus Sheehan woke and made his wife a cup of tea.
“This is your big day,” she said sleepily. “Is the weather good for it?”
He opened the curtains a little and peered out.
“It’s bright,” he said. “It’ll be sunny with scattered showers, they said.”
“Ah, well, that’s grand, and they’ll have a tent set up so you won’t notice the showers.”
She was pleased that her husband would be on show and a man of importance today. There were very senior men from Phoenix Park, the Garda headquarters, coming to the reception, and there were local guards from around coming in to help with the traffic and because there would be VIPs coming to the reception. Seamus would have more responsibility than he ever had before.
Seamus Sheehan was glad he hadn’t told his wife about the plan to close in on the tunnel that morning. He had been in the town last night setting it all up with the force there.
He had been praised for the excellent surveillance he had kept, and the superintendent said that he was a model of what an efficient rural sergeant could do by knowing the people of his place and being able to spot anything untoward.
McCann, Byrne and Red Molloy were no mean prize to get in one net.
The plan was to take them early and have it wrapped up before the guests started arriving.
Whatever they were up to, that crowd, it must have something to do with the opening. A possible kidnapping.
Guaranteed, of course, to get the worst publicity for Ireland if it took place when a load of American journalists were actually on the spot feeding their faces with salmon and brown bread. They would get them into different cars and take them by different routes to the Garda station in the big town.
Charlie Byrne was the thicko, he’d certainly tell them what was going on.
Sergeant Sheehan was glad that it would all be over well before his wife had put on the new suit that was hanging up outside the wardrobe so that it wouldn’t get crushed, together with the frilly white blouse and a handbag so new that it was still in the paper bag from the shop and had tissue paper inside it to make it keep its shape.
   Kate felt that the day had started poorly. All that shouting and the upset in the bathroom.
But these were as nothing compared to the fact that Carrie was now almost certainly pregnant. That was the first thing to be coped with.
She called the girl into her room and asked her to close the door.
“Have a plain marietta biscuit, Carrie, take one there from the tin on the windowsill.”
Carrie’s eyes were huge. “I was just going to have a drink of bitter lemon or something, ma’am …”
“No, the biscuit is best. I remember myself.”
Carrie’s eyes were full of tears. “It must be definite, ma’am,” she said. “I’m very sorry.”
“Why are you saying you’re sorry to me?”
“Well, you’ve been very nice to me. I don’t want to go bringing disgrace on you. That’s the last thing I’d want.”
“You won’t do that. It’s all a matter of what way we look at it.”
“What do you mean?”
“Mrs. Fine used to say to me that life was all about how you looked at things. If you saw the sunny side, then things were sunny … You know, the Americans have some book about it.”
Carrie looked at her, bewildered.
“So what I mean is this, there’s going to be no tears, no apologies, no shame. No saying to Jimbo that you’re sorry. It’s not your fault, any more than it is his.”
“But he could say I’d been with anyone. Jimbo’s going to be a known singer. There’s going to be people here today who will have heard of him.” Carrie was full of awe.
“Yes, but he’s your Jimbo. He’s not going to walk out on you?”
“If I gave in to him, let him have his way, what’s to stop him thinking I let other fellows have their way?”
Kate’s face was very impatient.
“Loretto Quinn and Jack Coyne are going to announce their engagement today. I wouldn’t be surprised if Brian Doyle might even stir himself to propose to that long-suffering Peggy. What more natural than you and Jimbo too?”
“But ma’am, he mightn’t want to …”
Kate wasn’t listening. “Yes, a big occasion like this, a very good place, we could even get a bit in the newspapers about it: Singer to wed, it’s a good time of year to think of an Easter wedding.”
“Easter?”
“Yes, well that’s for Loretto and Jack. But you and Jimbo might find that to fit in with his career you might suddenly get married straight away, before Christmas.”
“Oh, ma’am, wouldn’t it be great if he’d agree?”
“Of course he’ll agree. He’ll be delighted,” said Kate with much more confidence than she felt.
   Sheila Whelan woke with a heavy heart.
Patrick O’Neill had been in last night, anxious to talk.
“You’re about the only one I can really sit down and talk to.” He looked tired and lonely.
“Haven’t you half the country to talk to?” She smiled.
“Not really.” He gave a heavy sigh.
“You’ll miss Rachel tomorrow?” Sheila was one of the few people who could speak like this without causing him offense.
“I’ll miss her, that’s for sure. She put so goddamn much into it, I wanted her to see the opening, even if afterward … well …” His voice trailed away.
“Probably better for her to go at once if she was going to go at all,” Sheila said.
“Yes, women see it that way. I’m going to call her tomorrow night. At midnight our time it will only be early evening in New York. She agreed that we would talk on the telephone tomorrow.”
He looked boyish and eager. Not the great O’Neill opening the most talked-of hotel in Ireland, who kept his lady friend in doubt about his intentions all the time she was here. Sheila Whelan thought that men were impossible to understand and that perhaps the less time and effort spent trying to understand them the better.
“What are you doing tonight? Getting a good sleep for tomorrow, I hope. You’ll have a long day.”
“I can’t sleep at all these nights. I walk the grounds a lot. I had a few drinks with Doyle. I don’t know which of us is more surprised that he hasn’t ended up in one jail for fraud and I haven’t ended up in another for attempted murder!”
“Go on, you’d be lost without Brian to give out about. You’ll miss him, I promise you.”
“Sheila, you’re very discreet—” Patrick began.
“Not any longer,” she interrupted him.
“What on earth do you mean?”
“Just that. I’m not discreet anymore. If I see something I don’t like, then these days I say it. It’s hard to get used to. I keep hoping I’m doing the right thing.”
She had told him no more despite his concern.
Sheila knew that if anyone was going to be hurt by what she had done it would be Patrick. She had discovered that Kerry O’Neill was taking boxes and packages into a disused tunnel which led to Fernscourt.
He was involved with a gang of hoodlums, probably thought they were freedom fighters instead of bank robbers, which was what they were. Sheila knew that on the morning of the hotel opening the tunnel would be closed off, the gang taken into custody, and as a courtesy to Patrick O’Neill and to all the employment he was bringing to the area, his son would not be questioned until the following day.
There was a belief that Kerry O’Neill, though most certainly some kind of an accomplice, was not involved in the criminal side of things. Or not yet. Sergeant Sheehan said that it was all being done to pay his gambling debts.
She thought of Seamus Sheehan’s son in the home, of Patrick’s son running with bank robbers, of her own husband’s son, who couldn’t come back from England for his father’s funeral.
Many times Sheila had wished that she had given birth to a boy. A child of her own who would grow up under her eyes. This morning as she dressed for the day and all it would bring, Sheila felt glad that she had no son. She was better off today only worrying about herself.
   Dara’s hopes of a long leisurely time to get ready had been dashed. First there was all the work clearing up the bathroom, then Mam wanted to be helped.
Mam looked very pale and even unwell. There was a light sweat on her forehead and she had that distraught look she sometimes got.
“It’s going to be fine,” Dara said soothingly.
“What is?”
“The opening. The day!”
“Oh, yes. Yes, of course.”
Dara looked at her, concerned. Mam hadn’t been at all well of late. Look at the way she had felt after the trip to Dublin. Don’t say it was going to be the same now. Dara held up the navy-and-white outfit. It had been chosen by Rachel Fine, of course. Hadn’t everything? It was smart, but Dara would have dressed Mam in something less severe. It had a lot of small buttons down the back which would need to be fastened.
Mam smelled of good soap and talcum powder. More gifts from Mrs. Fine. Perhaps as the years went by Mrs. Fine’s gifts would wear out, and her influence would die away. Mam had said very firmly and very briefly that she would not be coming back again to Mountfern.
Dara sat by the dressing-table part of the green room. She looked long at Mam’s face to see any signs of illness.
“Would you tell me if there was anything wrong, if you felt badly?” she asked her mother.
“Yes and no. Yes, if we could do anything about it.”
“Then there is something wrong!”
“No, I feel jittery today, that’s all, a bit like going to the compensation case. You know the feeling.”
Dara knew the feeling; she had the feeling. She wasn’t at all sure that Kerry would like her dress. She had spent such hours choosing it in Dublin, and spent so much money on it. It looked a simple red silk. In the hand it looked only like a crumpled scarf, but when Dara put it on, she looked great! Or she hoped she did. But you’d know with Kerry.
She had fastened the tiny buttons, and Mam looked very well, smart and stylish. The dress had a full skirt. Mam never wore clothes that let you see her legs properly, even though they looked perfectly all right.
Dara felt the overpowering sympathy that she sometimes did for her mother, who could not stand up and who knew that she would never be able to stand again.
“Dara, one little thing about today.”
Dara sighed. It was going to be about not smearing on too much make-up, not disappearing with Kerry, about being understanding to Michael, or keeping an eye on Declan, or trying to stop Eddie from alienating the whole parish.
“Yes, Mam,” she said dutifully.
“If I were your age, and I were as lovely as you … I would not want to listen to someone saying what I’m going to say now, but it’s only very short, and then we don’t have to talk about it again today. All right?”
Dara nodded. What alternative had she?
Kate took her hand. “I just want you to know how sad I am that Rachel isn’t here today. She worked on every stone of this place as much as any of Brian Doyle’s men, as much as Patrick ever did. And at this moment she’s in New York City, probably crying her eyes out and thinking of it all.”
Dara had taken her hand away and was moving restively.
“And the reason that she’s not here is Kerry. She did nothing wrong, nothing bad, nothing that she couldn’t stand up in the pulpit and talk about. She got a little drunk, and she’s not used to drink, that’s all.”
“Mam, please …”
“I said it’s short. Kerry drove her out, Dara, for these reasons: he didn’t want her to marry his father. He has always been much more fond of his mother than of Patrick; he thought that Rachel should not replace her.
“Then he got into great debt at a card game and he asked Rachel for money … It’s very complicated, but he didn’t get it finally, so he let everyone think that he and Rachel were together. You’ve heard that, I know. I just wanted to set it straight in your mind.”
“Oh, Mam, I heard the real story from Kerry,” Dara said.
“You heard a story from Kerry. I doubt if it was the real one.”
Kate’s eyes were far away. “You’re a grown girl, Dara, you are sixteen—although I think that’s young, I’ll still think you’re young when you’re twenty-six … I am not poisoning you, I’m warning you. That’s all. Of course you’ll be with Kerry today, and he will be charming and lovely and make you feel good. But I felt you had to know that he is dangerous.”
   Michael wondered for the fiftieth time was his jacket a bit sissyish. It had looked fine in Dublin. But hadn’t everything? Tommy had said it was great; you’d expect Michael to break into a waltz as soon as he put it on. Grace had been noncommittal. She had been slightly annoyed that he had found the time and possibility of going to Dublin with Dara when he hadn’t gone with her.
For no reason Michael kept remembering Maggie talking about the hotel opening. She said there would be television personalities coming to it and that maybe they would all be introduced to them on account of knowing the O’Neills so well. They had laughed at Maggie for her enthusiasm. And she was dead for over three months when the hotel did open.
Something had gone out of their summer, something more than Maggie. They stopped being a group somehow. They hardly saw Jacinta and Liam now, and as he had feared Grace was a million miles further away now that she was just across the river.
   Tommy Leonard wished that he had a new jacket like Michael’s. He wished that he didn’t have skin that looked as if it had been treated with Harpic lavatory cleaner and he wished that he had smooth blond hair that looked good whatever way it fell, instead of spiky awful hair not unlike Eddie Ryan’s.
He had heard there was going to be dancing in the Thatch Bar. His mind went back a year to when the Ryans had that great party in the outhouse that was now the café. He remembered not being quick enough or interesting enough to keep Dara’s attention when Kerry came into the room. He wondered could anyone ever be quick or interesting enough. It wasn’t only looks. Dara wasn’t so shallow that she would go for appearances only. But Kerry was so sharp and clever. He knew when to say nothing and when to smile. He seemed to know what people were thinking, and say it first.
Suppose Kerry was to get a job somewhere else. Would that make everything all right? Or would the whole place still be watching out for him, looking up the road, almost waiting for him to come back?
Whatever Tommy wore, Kerry would wear the opposite, and he was sure Kerry would look just right today. If Tommy wore his best suit, you could be sure that Kerry would be in some pale blue sweater and jeans, and if Tommy wore his corduroys and Aran sweater, Kerry would be in a formal suit and tie. Wouldn’t it be wonderful to see what he was picking out to wear?
   Kerry was up very early.
Everything had been neatly stored in the tunnel. They knew to keep well away, today of all days.
It all had been simple. Just provide a depot, they said, the tunnel was a fine idea. Better than a warehouse, a lock-up shed.
The boxes had been stacked. There were crates of drink, and big boxes with cartons of cigarettes.
Kerry understood about the weapons. He wasn’t so clear about the drink and cigarettes. McCann had been laconic. These things are sold, they make money, money is needed for supplies.
From time to time he wondered what kind of movement they were in. At times he even suspected basely that they might well be in no movement except a gang of their own. But it didn’t concern him now. He had stored their goods; he had wiped out his debt.
The day was starting. He felt that tingle of excitement he knew when something new was about to start. Kerry felt good. There was nothing he couldn’t do. Look at what he had done already.
He had shipped Rachel Fine back where she belonged.
He had paid his poker debt.
He would sort out the situation with his father. Father wanted a son around here, for Christ’s sake. He wouldn’t make a lot of waves.
There would be speeches, and no doubt Father would say something about how sad it was that his wife Kathleen hadn’t lived to see this day.
Kerry knew his mother would not have wanted to live here in this town. But if she were to see what was happening, she would be proud of him. That her son had not forgotten her. He fingered his tie tack. That he had not let anyone else take her place.
   Papers Flynn liked Kerry O’Neill.
He never understood that Kerry could be laughing at him. Kerry often complimented him on his clothes and said that he thought it was a great idea to tie so much string around the waist—it could be the in thing if the fashion writers got a hold of it.
Papers didn’t rightly know what Kerry was saying half the time. But the boy always seemed to be smiling, which was good. And of course Kerry sometimes slept rough too. Papers knew that he slept in that tunnel.
He had been in to investigate it for himself a few times. In theory it should have been a great place to stay, but Papers thought it was a bit closed in, he preferred somewhere less restricting.
Papers never asked himself why someone with Kerry O’Neill’s wealth slept out. There didn’t have to be a reason. He would greet him nowadays as a fellow knight of the road.
On the morning of the opening he was pleased to see Kerry on the river bank.
“All spruced up and ready for the great occasion, I see,” Kerry said to him.
Papers grinned, pleased. “It’s going to be a nice day for it,” he said, looking at the sky.
“Well, Papers, just so long as it won’t interfere with your enjoyment of the salmon.” Kerry laughed.
Papers felt he was being invited to more than a drink in the Thatch Bar. He didn’t know how to cope. He decided to change the subject and trade information instead.
“If you’ve still got your place in the tunnel, you’d want to keep an eye on it,” he said confidingly. “I saw Sergeant Sheehan and Mrs. Whelan looking at it last night, and the sergeant was there again this morning.”
Kerry’s heart turned into a lump of lead. It was one thing losing a thousand pounds at a poker game. It was another thing altogether losing the contents of those boxes in the tunnel.
If they were discovered and seized Kerry’s chances with the crowd he had been dealing with were very poor indeed.
He left Papers abruptly and walked to a point between Loretto Quinn’s and Jack Coyne’s establishments, where he could see the towpath properly. Sergeant Sheehan was walking back toward the bridge.
   The staff could hardly believe that Mr. Costello was not there to direct everything in his quick light voice that brooked no argument. Instead there was a series of conflicting orders. Nobody could say whose job it was to set out the glasses and whether they should get their final polish before they left the hotel for the marquee or when they were in place on the tables.
The drink which had been kept in cold rooms … should it be moved out early or left to the last minute? The temporary staff hired for the day, who was in charge of their arrangements?
Please God let it be true that it was only a quick visit to the dentist, they told each other. Otherwise there was going to be the most appalling confusion and nobody liked to think of Mr. O’Neill’s face, and the humiliation in front of all the people who were going to be arriving.
If Jim Costello were here the staff wouldn’t be making ten trips back and forth when two would do. Jim would have a timetable, a schedule, and a calm manner that would snuff out any crisis before it had time to develop.
If Jim Costello had been here he would have seen the red, sweating face of Kerry O’Neill as the boy plowed back and forth through all those brambles and briars around the fairy fort. As he got the last lot through, there was a groan and the sound of falling earth. The pit posts had collapsed, barring the way behind him.
Kerry laughed aloud with relief. His laugh could be free while he was underground. When he came to the surface he controlled it. From now it was simple.
Kerry was in his shirt sleeves, struggling with boxes and crates. To the staff who had been hired for the day he was just one more worker bringing just one more load to join the general store of food and drink.
To the regular staff he was O’Neill’s troublesome son who had decided to do a bit of work for a change because Mr. Costello had been struck with the toothache.
Nobody found it the slightest bit odd to see boxes being stored in the huge glass conservatory at the back of the main house. After all, this was a gala, there were probably going to be drinks in every room, not only the official bars, the marquee and the Thatch Bar.
There were more boxes than Kerry would have believed possible. His heart pounded with the fear of discovery, and his arms and back ached with having to carry the weight of so many loads.
The conservatory had been an inspired idea. It was one of the few rooms that would not be in use, and the chance of them being accidentally investigated by an eager barman would be unlikely.
It had been decided that there was too much glass in this room, too many panes, and too many plants to make it a suitable place for a party. Jim Costello had been at enough functions to know that it was not wise to mix euphoria, free liquor, and plates of glass.
Kerry’s carefully stacked boxes would be safe here. Until they could be collected tomorrow. One phone call saying what he had done. And then he was clear.
   “I can either take the tooth out now, which will guarantee you have no pain, or I can give you a temporary filling and we’ll try to save the tooth later.”
Jim Costello did not need a moment’s thought. “Give me a mirror,” he asked.
He looked. The missing tooth would show—only a little, but it would be seen.
“I’ll have the filling, if you will,” he said. He lay back in the chair.
He knew there was nothing to be gained by fussing and looking at his watch; the man was going to take his own time doing the job no matter how agitated the patient was. Better relax and realize that the world can, if necessary, go on without you.
   Grace was surprised to see Kerry.
“You look terrible,” she said.
“Can I use your bathroom?”
“Yes, but what happened?”
“I want to clean up. I have to go back to the lodge and get changed, and I don’t want anyone to see me like this and ask questions. God, how I hate questions.”
“Sorry,” Grace said sulkily.
In a few minutes he looked more presentable. Now no one would comment.
“Well, are you looking forward to the day?” he asked.
“Yes and no. Michael is still very down. I hate people not to be good-tempered.”
“What’s wrong with him?”
“Oh, he’s being silly, he’ll get over it. When can we go back into the tunnel?”
Kerry laughed suddenly. “Anytime you like,” he said, then he stopped. “Hey wait, don’t go back there; there’s been a subsidence. It’s dangerous now, some of those old posts have given way.”
“They couldn’t have—”
“They have,” he said curtly. “And anyway, no fooling around, you hear. You’re not to be just anyone’s. You’re Grace O’Neill, you’re very important.”
She hugged him. “Oh, Kerry, it’s nice that you’re all cheerful again. Maybe today … maybe Father …”
“Yes, it could happen. Why not?” Kerry left her room and ran lightly down the stairs, through the hall filled with sprays and blooms and people from the florist’s. As he was going down the steps of the hotel to his car, he saw Jim Costello coming up.
“Your big day,” Kerry said pleasantly.
“Yes, great beginning with a butcher in a dentist’s chair,” Jim said ruefully.
“I heard. Is it okay?”
“Look at it this way. I don’t think he loosened too many of the others, and I’ve wiped away most of the blood.”
Kerry laughed. He used to think Costello an arrogant little guy. But he did have a sense of humor. And a great sense of command. Kerry stood and watched while he managed to restore order to the huge hall in moments.
Jim Costello looked back at Kerry too. The fellow seemed high or excited. He laughed too readily, like people do when they are in the middle of something dangerous.
   Kate had sought the moment to tell John their news. She had not been able to find it.
She had thought that last night when the bar closed, they might sit in the garden and she would tell him then.
But the bar just wouldn’t close. The sense of excitement about the opening was everywhere.
Mary Donnelly had worked like an automaton. She said it might be the last good night’s business they ever had. Keep serving, keep pouring, keep clanging the till.
There was no danger of a raid. Sergeant Sheehan wouldn’t be so discourteous. And even if some of his superiors would be here for the official opening of Fernscourt, none of them would arrive the night before, so a little after-hours drinking would not be anything to come down on too heavily.
There was no time last night. They were both too tired. She had been going to tell him this morning, until all the drama in the bathroom and Carrie’s predicament had intervened. It almost seemed like a surfeit of pregnancy to tell John about hers!
Perhaps this evening, in the peace and quiet. Perhaps that would be a good time.
She settled herself in her finery, and waited for him to come and wheel her across the footbridge and to the party.
   The music was marvelous. Tales from the Vienna Woods, a selection from The Gondoliers and some rousing Sousa marches. Jim Costello had known the right band to hire, and the right repertoire for it to play.
On all sides of Mountfern they smiled when it struck up. The gala opening was under way.
 

 
For ages Dara sat on the window seat looking at the crowds gathering.
She could see cars coming down the big drive that led from the main road to Fernscourt. Local people walked up River Road and were crossing by the footbridge.
She saw Dad wheel the chair across, and a little lump came in her throat. Mam would so much have liked to have walked. Poor Mam, missing Mrs. Fine in spite of everything.
Dara had not been upset by her mother’s remarks. That was what Mrs. Fine would have said, after all. All that about Kerry being dangerous.
She stood up and smoothed the red dress. It did look very, very good. And nobody had said anything about the make-up, which meant that she didn’t have quite enough on. She would put on more lipstick and go across. Kerry would be waiting for her.
   Mary Sheehan couldn’t understand it. Her husband had said that he had to do one simple job, which would put him in great standing with the lads and the superiors today. He had brought guards in early from the big town, saying that there was a cache of stolen goods in some hole or tunnel over on the towpath.
The guards arrived early in order to have it all cleared by the time any festivities began. They had gone in and found nothing but children’s playing things.
Seamus Sheehan had looked in disbelief at the clay and the splintered wood. This hadn’t been heaped like that last night. The tunnel had stretched farther. Surely it had?
But then he hadn’t followed it. He hadn’t needed to. The boxes and crates had been here in this room. This room now with nothing but children’s tables, chairs, and a broken sofa.
Sergeant Sheehan stared in front of him as he sat stupefied in his chair. It was no use that Sheila Whelan backed him up. What did people from the big town make of Sheila except to think she was the local postmistress? They weren’t to know that she was the soundest person in the place.
He had been a fool not to have gone in straight after McCann had left last night. He had thought it would be better to do the thing by the light of the day.
He had been wrong.
 

 
One of the men from the tourist board stood near Patrick and told him who the people were. This was the Protestant bishop arriving now, a very big gesture; people would talk of this for a long time. There were TDs from all political parties and one cabinet minister. There were other hoteliers there, and the man from the tourist board said that their faces were forty shades of green. They muttered from one vista to the next about the size of the grant O’Neill must have gotten, the money he must have sunk in it, the hopelessness of trying to compete with anything like this, the folly of believing that there could ever be a return on such expenditure.
Patrick loved it. Every moment of it.
And he loved it when Mr. Williams, the vicar, introduced him to the Walters and the Harrises. People of substance, who had estates near Mountfern. Mr. Walters said his father used to come here a lot in the old days, and Colonel Harris said that he had old pictures of the place in its previous existence. It was wonderful to see it rise again.
They spoke as if a mere half century of being a ruin had been a slight inconvenience and that it had been no trouble for Patrick to get the place started again.
Patrick gave several grateful looks at Jim Costello. The man was a wonder. He managed to be everywhere and yet unobtrusive. Small, handsome, and efficient, courteous and determined. What he would give to have had a son like that!
His own son was behaving well for once. His face looked flushed and excited. He was the center of attention as he moved easily among the crowd.
But while Costello moved about seeing that people were all right, that no one was alone or feeling outside things, Kerry moved like a glorious light that has no purpose except to be looked at and admired.
   The twins crossed the footbridge together, as they had done so many times.
In the days when their lives were full of fantasy and imagination they could not have dreamed up anything as splendid as this.
“You look terrific, Dara.”
“Thanks, Michael. So do you. Very very smart.”
Dara wanted to hold his hand for some reason, to reassure him. They walked up through the laurels. The marquee for lunch was by the dock and the barge. But the drinks and welcoming party were around the steps and the main hall.
They came into the crowded forecourt and Dara saw him. There stood Kerry in his new white jacket that he had told her about, his pink-and-white shirt. He looked like a hero, not a man. She saw him laughing and bending a little to listen, then he threw back his head and laughed again.
He was with Kitty Daly, who looked stunning. Her long hair hung loose like a huge halo around her, almost like a cape over her magnificent dress.
Kitty was wearing the copper-colored dress that had been made for Maggie. On Maggie it had been a big flowing dress. On Kitty, who was tall and leggy, the copper dress was a mini-dress.
She looked at Kerry O’Neill with all the confidence of a beauty who doesn’t need to wonder if other people are looking at her.
She would expect them to be looking. And liking what they saw.
   “Are you all right?” Jim Costello spoke to Dara Ryan, who was holding on to one of the huge urns near the steps.
“Yes. Yes, why?”
“I thought you looked dizzy for a moment.”
“No. No, I’m fine. Thank you very much.”
Jim looked at her appreciatively. “You look very well, I must say, Dara, really very smart.”
“Thanks, Mr. Costello.”
He wondered why her voice was so dead. She really did look well in that red silk. Unlike Grace, who looked like a meringue in all that pink linen and broderie anglaise.
But Dara Ryan had no life in her eyes; she had hardly heard the compliment.
   Michael came back with two glasses of orange. They had sugar around the edge and a slice of real orange cut so that it was fixed to the glass.
“Have this,” he said.
Dara took it silently.
“She can’t know; she wasn’t here for the dress and everything.”
“I know, I remembered that.”
“She must have just found it at home.” He was trying to take the pain out of Dara’s eyes.
“Yes. Yes, that must have been it.”
“And I’m sure he doesn’t like her really, it’s only with all that hair and everything …” His voice trailed away.
   Papers Flynn and Mary Donnelly raised their glasses to each other as they sat in the warm autumn sunshine outside Ryan’s pub.
Mary produced soda bread and slices of ham.
“Much better fare here than we’d get across there,” she said.
“It’s that, all right.” Papers ate happily.
“I never go for salmon all that much,” Mary said.
“Full of bones, it would have your throat in ribbons,” said Papers, who had never tasted salmon in his life.
   Eddie saw Leopold crossing the footbridge.
He remembered his mother’s advice: do nothing, nothing at all, without careful thought. He stood there and tried to think carefully. What would a normal person do? Would they ignore Leopold? Or would they take him home? Would they offer him a plate of salmon? The more he thought, the more Eddie realized that careful thinking helped him not at all.
He watched the dog go around the hotel and out toward the back.
   The action moved down toward the marquee. Luncheon was being served. The band had started to play lunchtime numbers like songs from The Student Prince and The Merry Widow.
Dara watched as Kerry’s arm guided Kitty toward the huge lunch tent. He had never even looked for her.
She stood high on the steps of Fernscourt and watched them. Why had he not looked for her? Why had he said he loved her only short days ago; why did he hold her and say she was precious and beautiful beyond all imagining, if he was going to be with Kitty Daly? Did he know all the time that Kitty was coming, that she had turned out to be so beautiful?
Dara didn’t believe that he could have held her in his arms and thought of Kitty. It was impossible. Kerry was so good, so true, and he wanted the best for her. For everyone.
Suddenly it made sense to her. He did want the best. And up to now she had been the best in Mountfern. She had been young and not bad-looking, and she had loved him. But now there was a better best. There was Kitty, and he had to have her. The way he had to have that jacket which had cost a fortune. And he had to have the car. And money for gambling.
With a shock she realized that he might have had to get Rachel Fine out of Mountfern. He hadn’t liked her and she might have married his father and become a person of importance. She shook her head. All this and seeing Maggie’s dress. It made her feel dizzy, as if she were going to fall.
She sat down on the steps, and to her astonishment Leopold came and laid his head on her lap.
“What in the name of God are you doing here, Leopold?” she asked him, and he looked up at her from an awkward angle, trying to explain that he thought there might have been a bit of fun and he had come because everyone else was there.
Eddie appeared at that moment, looking anxiously around from behind an urn.
“Can I take it that you’ll be responsible for him now, could we say that I handed him over to you?” Eddie said.
“Wouldn’t you know that you’d have to let us down by bringing Leopold?” Dara said.
“I didn’t, he came across all by himself.”
“Yeah, carrying his invitation in his teeth.”
“What’ll we do, Dara?”
“We’ll take him home. Come on,” she said.
“But it’s not over. There’s lots more to go.” He was disappointed.
“Wouldn’t it be safer to go, Eddie, before you do anything dreadful that’ll be remembered for years, like the confession box?”
Eddie was philosophical. “I suppose it would be best,” he said.
They made a funny little threesome, Eddie with his spiky hair, Dara in her magnificent red silk dress, and Leopold, happy now that he had seen all there was to see.
Kerry O’Neill was coming out to look for Dara, and he saw them reach the footbridge. She had probably been sent to take that awful brother and awful dog home. She would be back later. He would see her then.
   Michael found Grace with Tommy and Jacinta and Liam.
“She didn’t know,” he said. “That it was a special dress for Maggie.”
They agreed. Grudgingly. Kitty couldn’t have known.
“It looks quite different on her, anyway,” Grace said. Grace was very disappointed with her own outfit. She wished that Mrs. Fine was still here; she was great at advising people. Mrs. Fine had been so nice to them that time, that short time at the beginning of the summer.
Marian Johnson could look wonderful, Mrs. Fine had said, if she wore tailored clothes. She needed well-cut almost mannish garments, not the soft fly-away things she usually wore.
Today Marian looked very smart in a dark blue and white suit and a blouse with a cameo brooch like Mrs. Whelan wore. She was with a very shabby big untidy man that people said was a barrister. Grace heard them say that he was Marian’s escort. Imagine having escorts at that age.
She went over to her father who was standing momentarily alone.
“Do you miss Mrs. Fine, Father?” she asked unexpectedly.
Patrick put his arm around his daughter. “It’s funny you should say that. I was thinking of her this very moment. She’s going to call tonight. Or I’m to call her. Anyway, when it’s over, we’ll talk.”
“So you’re still good friends with her?” Grace looked pleased.
“No, sadly not. But tonight is special; she and I will talk tonight and then not again for a long while.”
   Jim Costello toured ceaselessly. He found smears on some glasses. They were dealt with effortlessly, not by any shouts and roars but by a quick quiet word with someone and the use of the phrase “this minute, please” on almost every occasion.
He ensured that the rooms where valuable antiques were kept had people watching them, and he checked that the revelers had not got into the conservatory. He frowned slightly at the boxes which had been stored there. He looked at the top one. Whiskey.
It was probably some fail-safe idea of O’Neill’s. He was determined that nobody in the county would go dry. He must have ordered a few more crates put in this morning.
At least they were out of the way; nobody would think they were meant to come and carouse in here.
   “Where’s Dara?” Grace asked Michael.
“I don’t know. I’ve been looking for her.”
Michael was afraid that Dara might be crying somewhere.
“Do you think she’s upset about Kitty being with Kerry?” Grace asked.
“I don’t know. Do you think he really likes Kitty, or what?”
“I expect he just wants to have fun with everybody,” Grace said.
“Isn’t that what everyone wants?”
Michael saw Grace look around as Jim Costello passed by. A feeling of sadness came over him. Having fun with everybody. Yes, that probably was what everybody wanted. It was what the O’Neills wanted anyway.
   Everyone was in the marquee now listening to the speeches. The band was silent and respectful as the dignitaries spoke. All of them praised the courage and foresight of Patrick O’Neill, to come back to this spot and build his monument. They said that faith like his was needed more and more. They looked forward to the day when Americans who came to stay in his hotel would themselves come to build in Ireland and put stone on stone in friendship as their ancestors had done. There was hardly anyone in the main house to see the curtains move in the breeze that came in the open window. And there was nobody there to see when the curtains flapped against the ashtray and knocked it over. The cigarette smoldered on the carpet for a long time before the breeze fanned it into a flame and the flame caught the curtains. The long blue drapes that Rachel Fine had worked on so long to get the right texture, the right shade, and the right look for Fernscourt.
   The kitchen staff were far away from it, Jim Costello was hearing himself praised in the marquee, the staff who would serve in the Thatch Bar were busy setting up the place for the onslaught they would have descending on them as soon as the speeches were finished. There wasn’t a man in Mountfern who wouldn’t prefer a pint to the glasses of champagne which were on offer in the big tent.
There was nobody to see the way the singeing became a flame and the way a breeze carried the flame to the top of the curtains. The residents’ lounge burned discreetly and thoroughly behind the closed doors.
By the time the door burned down, the blaze was out of control.
   “Did you see Dara?” Kerry asked Tommy Leonard. “I’ve been looking for her all day.”
“Yeah, I can see you have.” Tommy’s eyes were fixed pointedly on Kitty Daly’s arm, which Kerry still held.
“Well, if you see her tell her I’ve been trying to find her.”
“Certainly,” Tommy said. “I’ll tell her your sight was taken from your eyes and you’re going around with a white stick bumping into things, desperate to find her.”
 

 
Sergeant Sheehan saw the fire first.
In years to come he would always remember that. The disappointments of the morning, the shame and the laughter were as nothing when compared to being the hero who discovered the fire and arranged the fire-fighting force.
He wasted no time, when he saw the smoke. He yanked Jim Costello from the marquee and together they ran toward it.
Then to the kitchen with shouts about telephoning for further help. By this stage the carefully placed fire extinguishers would be useless. A hose was in place within minutes, and the sergeant got Jimbo Doyle, who had the loudest voice in the county, to give the alarm through the main house in case there was anyone in any of the bathrooms or in any other part of the building.
The Thatch Bar was emptied of its staff, who were marshaled into a line of water carriers.
Chauffeurs of cars, three bus drivers, and five taxi men from the big town were roped in.
A serious fire-fighting effort had begun before they saw any need to alert the people in the marquee. There was no danger to life, and even if the fire could not be contained, there was very easy emergency escape for everyone across the footbridge and over the River Fern.
   Sergeant Sheehan had been the first to see the fire. The first in Fernscourt, that is.
Papers Flynn had seen the smoke much earlier.
A lifetime of never getting involved leaves its mark. Papers never brought up any subject first; he was a person who responded rather than initiated. You only got into trouble by paying attention to anyone else’s business.
He sat in the sun outside Ryan’s and saw the smoke coming out of a side window. Papers looked at it silently for a long time.
Mary Donnelly had gone into the house with Mrs. Ryan’s daughter. That boy who was always in trouble had come back, too, and the nice dog. Papers had always admired Leopold and thought him a fine animal.
He wondered should he say anything about the smoke, but the habits of a lifetime held him back.
Eddie came out and joined him on the seat.
“I could go back if I wanted to,” Eddie said.
“Oh, you could, right enough.”
“I wasn’t sent away or anything.”
“No, no, you wouldn’t be.”
“Well, I usually would be, but not this time.”
Papers nodded in agreement.
“I’ll have to make that clear to Mam. I came back of my own free will. I wouldn’t want Mam sitting in the chair there thinking maybe I’d been ordered to leave.”
The mention of Mrs. Ryan in her wheelchair galvanized Papers. Suppose there was a fire and Mrs. Ryan wasn’t able to get out?
“Would you think that’s smoke over there?” he said to Eddie.
Eddie squinted at it. “It is, it is all right.”
He ran back into the pub. Mary and Dara were just coming out.
“I’m going back, Eddie, it’s up to you, but maybe you’d prefer to stay here,” Dara said. She looked very serious but not as if she were fighting or giving out to him.
“There’s smoke,” Eddie shouted.
Dara took no notice of him.
“Mary has pointed out rightly that Mam and Dad paid a fortune for this dress, and I must go back and get value out of it for them. Even if I don’t feel like it.”
It was as if she were talking to herself.
“I think the hotel’s on fire,” Eddie said.
This time he managed to get their attention.
And by now the figures of Sergeant Sheehan and Jim Costello could be seen, running as fast as they could. Eddie was right; the hotel was very definitely on fire.
   Patrick’s speech was almost over. He had thanked everybody who should have been thanked, but it wasn’t tedious. The officials who had helped him all felt included in his generous tribute to the authorities, and the people of Mountfern felt individually acknowledged as he looked around the crowd and his eyes seemed to rest on them. Each and every person knew how much they meant to him, he said. He explained that a homecoming would be nothing if it weren’t for the people. Buildings were symbols but the people were the heart of it all.
He said his family meant a great deal to him, but in a sense he had found a greater and wider family of friends.
He was about to end by wishing that this new family of friends should join him in the Thatch Bar when the cry went up. It was a terrible sound, the cry that told them that Fernscourt was on fire and it was going to burn to the ground unless something was done quickly.
   They started to move the people from the marquee.
“Over the bridge” was the cry but nobody wanted to go. They stood in groups watching with horrified fascination as the flames leaped from the windows of the residents’ lounge and appeared, too, in the narrow windows of the piano bar. The line of people passing the buckets was slow. The hose seemed a trickle.
Men ran up, throwing off their coats, to join the firefighting. Orders were given and countermanded. The guards arranged for buckets to come from the river; everyone told everyone else that the fire brigade was coming.
“Ring them again, someone, and tell them to send everything they’ve got,” Martin White said.
Then he moved over to Kate Ryan’s side. “Back home with you now. That’s an order.”
“The children,” she said.
“They’ll follow. Come on, Kate. I’m taking you home.” John had moved the chair on and wheeled it rapidly toward the bridge.
Mrs. Daly blocked their way. “We should get people to pray,” she said. “That’s what we have to do now. It’s about time we realized it.”
“You’ve realized it for years, Mrs. Daly,” John said. “Now, could I get past you there? I’m a bit anxious to move Kate across so that I can go back and fight the fire.”
She stood aside, hands still clasped.
“God, she’s worse than I thought,” John muttered as he wheeled Kate swiftly across the bridge.
“She might be right,” Kate said grimly as they came to the pub.
Dara thought they looked very formal somehow, like a picture. A man standing, a woman sitting, both staring at something. Something impossible to believe.
Kate put her hand up on her shoulder to cover John’s hand which was resting there.
“How in the name of God did it start?” Kate asked.
“It’ll be all right,” he soothed. “Look, it’s less than before, it’s much less. They’ve got it under control.”
Dara came to stand beside them.
“Where’s Eddie?” Kate asked.
“He’s here, and there’s Declan coming across the bridge now.”
Eddie came up to his mother. “I was over here when it happened, talking to Dara and Mary and Papers. I had nothing to do with it, Mam,” he began.
Kate drew him close to her. “Of course you didn’t Eddie, darling Eddie,” she said into his hair.
Eddie pulled away and looked at her. Nobody had ever called him darling Eddie in his life.
“In fact I was the first to spot it,” he said.
“Of course you were.” She held his hand very tight and her eyes were full of tears.
Michael caught up with Declan on the bridge.
“Come on, Mam will want to make sure we’re all safe,” he said.
“Now we’re all here, I’m going back across,” John said.
“You’re going in that door behind the counter,” said Mary.
“I can’t sell a drink while the place is burning down across the way, I have to help.”
“Aren’t there plenty of big strong men huffing and puffing and playing fire engines over there? People want to buy drinks to calm their nerves. You’re a publican, it’s your duty to sell them.”
The Ryan family smiled, all together. The same smile. John went back into his pub.
   Patrick O’Neill had been quick to organize as well.
No standing dumbstruck at the awful and unexpected happening. Like Jim Costello, he was quick to see the frail and the feeble and get them organized.
“Colonel Harris, I wonder if I can ask you to help the canon out that way. That’s very good of you. Liam, it would be a great help if you could get a chair for Mrs. Daly; she wants to do a bit of praying but I think she should do it sitting down. Jimbo, get the drivers to get back into their cars and move them way down the drive.”
And all the time, with his dream burning before his very eyes, he kept assuring people it was under control, and that the brigades were coming, and there would be order restored in no time.
Carrie stood with a tear-stained face in a straw hat which had gotten very crushed by people trampling on it, but she had put it back on for some kind of comfort.
“Don’t worry now, Carrie,” he said. “We’ll all be in the Thatch Bar this evening laughing over this.”
It was then he saw that part of the roof on the Thatch Bar had caught.
 

 
Kerry worked with the rest on the fire line. Beside him Tommy Leonard and Jack Coyne passed buckets.
The hose was taken to deal with the straw roof on the bar. So they were relying on the human chain to keep the first fire under control.
“Well at least it’s only a hotel,” Jack Coyne said, panting. “Think what it would be like if it was an army barracks or something, with all those guns and explosives in it. Everyone here would be blown sky high.”
“Jesus Christ,” said Kerry, dropping his bucket.
“Kerry?” The people near him looked at him in alarm.
“Oh my God!” Kerry shouted. “Get back. Costello, get them back, get everyone away from it, get them away from it. Get back.”
They thought he was hysterical. They pushed him out of the way in their efforts to fight the fire.
They would pause to wipe their foreheads and look to the main road, hoping for the comforting sound of many fire engines.
But it was a long way from the town.
Jim Costello didn’t like Kerry’s manner.
“Will somebody get O’Neill’s son away from here?” he called in his cool voice, the voice that was used to being obeyed.
But Kerry had run onto the steps.
“There’s guns,” he shouted, “guns and gelignite! The whole place is going to blow up.”
“Don’t mind him.”
“It’s under control, we’re winning, we’ve beaten it.”
All around him were the soothing sounds of people who thought it was a brainstorm.
“I beg you, Costello.” Kerry was grabbing wildly at Jim’s coat. “They’re in the conservatory.”
Jim remembered the boxes. The boxes and crates.
“They’re whiskey, you madman,” he said.
“The top ones are. The others are ammunition.”
   At the pub they couldn’t understand it. Why everyone had started to run down to the river.
At first people protested, what was it about, they were winning, the fire was beaten. When they heard what it was about they ran too, helping others, and looking over their shoulders in the panic of disbelief.
 

 
Grace had been looking for Michael when the cry went up that everyone was to abandon the firefighting. There was something in the hotel that was about to explode.
She looked around wildly for Michael but there was no sign of him.
“Get Grace back over the river,” Patrick shouted to Jim Costello as he rounded others toward the footbridge.
“Come on, Grace.” Jim ran with her for a few yards, then he left her at the laurels. “Go on!” he shouted as she paused.
“I don’t want to be on my own …”
“You’re not on your own, stupid. Look, there are all your friends up by the pub.”
“Did Michael go without me?” Grace’s lip trembled.
“Go on, please, Grace. That’s my job, to get you over the river. Please, just go.”
“And you?”
“I’ll see you later on. I’ll come and look for you.”
“Promise?”
“I promise,” he shouted over his shoulder and ran back to the crowd trying to hold Kerry O’Neill back from the flames.
   The boy’s face was wild.
“I put it there, I have to take it out”
Jim Costello felt Patrick O’Neill standing beside him.
“What’s in it, Kerry?” Patrick asked.
“I don’t know. Guns, ammunition of some kind.”
“Of what kind?”
“I don’t know, I tell you.”
“Was it set to explode?” Jim looked at Patrick with new respect.
“No, Father, it wasn’t meant to be here, it was McCann’s friends.”
“What were they trying to do with it?”
“I was storing it for them in the tunnel until they collected it.”
Seamus Sheehan was beside them, and Dr. White.
The sergeant spoke. “Is it gelignite?”
“I don’t know, I tell you. How do I know what gelignite looks like?”
“Were there detonators with it?” The sergeant was quiet.
No tempers, no lack of control, and here they were, five men standing beside a possible inferno.
“What do they look like?” Kerry was piteous now.
“Were there separate containers, boxes?”
“Yes. Yes, I think so.”
“And you’ve put them all together. In there?” The sergeant indicated the burning building.
“Yes, I didn’t look, I didn’t have the time.”
“We’d better not risk it,” said Sergeant Sheehan, and they turned to leave.
“I’ll go down the driveway to tell the fire brigade.” Jim Costello was a quick thinker.
“Get any drivers, anyone in the buses far away down the drive,” Patrick called.
He looked at neither his son nor the doctor, neither his hotel manager nor the local sergeant as he began to walk away toward the footbridge.
“Father … Father, they’re in the conservatory, the fire hasn’t gotten there yet, we could get them out,” Kerry cried.
Seamus Sheehan shook his head. “It’s too hot, they could go any minute, flames or no flames.”
Kerry broke away and ran toward the house.
The sergeant made a move to run after him. Jim Costello was already half way down the drive toward the main garages of the hotel.
“Don’t die saving him, Sheehan,” called Martin White. “Let him go, he put the stuff there, let him go up with it.”
They heard the sound of the fire engines about five seconds before the explosion.
It wasn’t as huge as they had thought it would be. But it was huge enough to blow the back out of Fernscourt, and the fire now raged so that they knew it would never stop even if the fire engines dared come near it.
Nobody knew if there would be another explosion. To go anywhere nearer than they were would be suicide. And as it was they weren’t sure what had happened to Kerry.
   It seemed like slow motion as they watched it from the bridge. Hands to their mouths, stifling cries, and the sound of Mrs. Daly’s prayers as a low drone in the background.
Then they saw the figure of Patrick O’Neill walk slowly up the steps of Fernscourt.
It could only have been seconds, but time stood still before he came out dragging Kerry with him.
Kerry was walking, his face was in his hands.
The crowd saw Martin White take off his jacket and put it around Kerry’s shoulders. They couldn’t see what had happened when the doctor took Kerry’s hands away from his face but they did see Patrick and Sergeant Sheehan turn away in pain from Kerry O’Neill’s burns.
   They had to let some of it burn itself out. It looked stark and terrifying, the Thatch Bar naked apart from a scattering of scratchy burned straw.
Patrick had been handed a brandy of a size that nobody had ever drunk and survived. He stood in the very spot where the entrance to his hotel might have been.
If things had been different.
If Kate Ryan had not had her accident that day.
If things had all been quite different.
The son who had been sharp enough to see where the entrance to their hotel should be had not been sharp enough for anything else. He was heading into the hospital in the big town in the back of an ambulance.
   All around him Patrick heard the consolations and the encouragements. It would rise again.
The insurance would pay for everything, wasn’t it a miracle that nobody had gotten killed or seriously injured?
They clutched at his arm, he even felt himself being hugged by people too full of emotion to trust themselves to speak.
   All around him, he saw people finding each other, exclaiming they thought the other was lost.
He saw Jimbo wiping big tears out of Carrie’s eyes with a green table napkin that said “Ryan’s Shamrock Café.”
He saw the lawyer Slattery who had always hated him and the O’Neills taking off his coat to put it around the shivering Grace. The coat looked enormous on her and it hid her silly pink and white dress.
Slattery had gotten her a cup of coffee and was speaking to her soothingly.
Sheila Whelan was of course beside Patrick. Knowing that he wanted to say something rather than platitudes.
“My God, Sheila, look at the misery I brought to people,” he said. “Look at the sheer waste and misery.”
“You didn’t bring it, Patrick. It came all on its own.”
“Jesus, who brought it if I didn’t bring it?”
“You could say I did. I told Seamus Sheehan about the tunnel.”
“What in the name of God took him in with that gang?” Patrick asked.
“Seamus heard it was because he owed them money.” Sheila spoke gently.
“Yes. I wouldn’t give it to him.” Patrick’s heart lurched and he looked at his ruined hotel. “I expect he had to get it somewhere. My God, if I had known the price we’d have to pay.”
“You’d have had to call a halt somewhere,” she consoled him. “You couldn’t have gone on paying for everything all his life, that would have been worse than your father paying for nothing all of his.”
“Oh God, how am I going to tell Rachel?”
   The sun shone down as mockery on the smoldering ruins of Ireland’s finest hotel. Its light played on the remains of what had been described as the dream of international cooperation come true.
In groups they stood and ran it over in their minds, the causes and the possible outcomes.
As usual, because it was Mountfern there were as many theories as there were people speaking.
The electricity was faulty, the chimneys had never been right. It was a cigarette, it was an attempt to assassinate some of the VIPs. It was a bottled-gas cooker, it was a bonfire to get rid of the rubbish.
They said that he would rebuild it right away, it would open in the spring. That he would take over the Grange and put his guests there, that he would walk out tonight and never come back. And then the roof went in.
It went with a series of cracks and groans as the timber fell and knocked down further stonework, and the shower of slates fell on top.
There was something very final about the way it fell.
The people of Mountfern raised a great roar as it went in. It was a startling sound. A roar went up from all the throats at the same time.
It was neither a shout of triumph nor a great wail of regret.
It was just a roar.
Patrick’s eyes suddenly filled with tears. He didn’t understand these people at all.
He saw Jack Leonard and Tom Daly, who had cheered when they had burned this house down in 1922; they had cheered as the ruins fell, Brian Doyle had told him. Today they cheered again.
How had he thought that this was his place and these were his people? He didn’t even begin to understand why they had made that sound.
   The twins stood together. Very close.
They weren’t exactly touching but you could hardly have put a piece of paper between them. Tommy Leonard envied them their closeness. He had nobody like that. Nobody who would always be there no matter what.
For as long as he could remember they had been like that. Not so much this summer perhaps, but way way back. When they were both his best friends. Before he started to love Dara. He was right beside them but he couldn’t think of anything to say that wouldn’t sound appalling. He really was getting more and more like Eddie Ryan, he thought to himself grimly. It was an awful fate.
If he had been Kerry O’Neill he would have known the right thing to say. The word or the gesture that would have been what they needed.
He said, “At least we have each other. Everything else has changed and gone, but we’ll always be together in one way or another, won’t we?”
Dara’s eyes filled with tears.
“I don’t mean love or anything, but as great friends. Won’t we?”
Tommy looked from one to the other, anxious that there should be no misunderstanding. Anxious that he wasn’t being seen to presume.
Dara laid her hand against his face. She didn’t even try to wipe away her tears.
“I don’t know what I’d do without you, Tommy Leonard,” she said.
Although he could hardly believe it, Tommy knew, when he went over it again in his mind, that Dara meant it.
   Mary served, and Sheila had gone behind the bar to help her.
Carrie, face aglow with Jimbo’s delight and pride, ran back and forth with sandwiches and soda bread that they would never be serving now to American visitors.
Brian Doyle said he was glad that Peggy had gotten on her high horse and not come to the opening in the end, because a) she was highly strung and b) she might get very put out by all these weddings in the air—Jimbo Doyle’s and Jack Coyne’s, two of nature’s bachelors.
Brian said that it would be like a sacrilege to discuss who’d get the job of building the place up again, but he wanted it known that it was a heartbreak and an agony from day one and he wouldn’t wish it on his worst enemy.
   Kate sat with John in the side yard.
There were no words between them.
She had told him the news in the most natural way.
John had sat with his head in his hands, bemoaning all that had happened.
“I’m weary, Kate, weary and sad. There has been nothing but destruction and death since that place was begun. There’s never any hope, no beginnings.”
“I’ll tell you something about new life and new hope, that you’ll hardly believe,” Kate said.
They sat together in the yard that was filled with flowers. He held her very close, he pressed her to him.
He would take such care of her, he would make sure that it would all be all right.
A new life. Another person. Another Ryan.
   They called Patrick to the phone. Again. He had taken so many calls that Jim Costello had eventually monitored them, standing in Kate’s green room and dealing with whoever called.
But this time he called Patrick. It was long distance. From New York.
“Rachel, Rachel.” His voice choked and he couldn’t speak.
But at last he found the words. The words to tell her about the end of the dream. Then he put down the receiver and walked through the glass doors into the yard filled with flowers where Kate and John Ryan sat in a world of their own.
They looked up at him as he stood there, a big man always filling their place, dominating their lives.
“I came to tell you. I’ll be going home,” he said.
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I
Anna
Anna knew that he was doing his best to be interested. She could read his face so well. This was the same look she saw on his face when older actors would come up and join them in the club and tell old tales about people long gone. Joe tried to be interested then, too, it was a welcoming, courteous, earnest look. Hoping that it passed as genuine interest, hoping that the conversation wouldn’t last too long.
“I’m sorry, I’m going on a bit,” she apologized. She pulled a funny face at him as she sat at the other end of the bed dressed only in one of his shirts, the Sunday papers and a breakfast tray between them.
Joe smiled back, a real smile this time.
“No, it’s nice that you’re so het up about it, it’s good to care about families.”
He meant it, she knew, in his heart he thought it was a Good Thing to care about families, like rescuing kittens from trees and beautiful sunsets and big collie dogs. In principle Joe was in favor of caring about families. But he didn’t care at all about his own. He wouldn’t have known how many years his parents were married. He probably didn’t know how long he had been married himself. Something like a silver anniversary would not trouble Joe Ashe.
Anna looked at him with the familiar feeling of tenderness and fear. Tender and protective—he looked so lovely lying there against the big pillows, his fair hair falling over his face, his thin brown shoulders so relaxed and easy. Fearful in case she would lose him, in case he would move on gently, effortlessly, out of her life, as he had moved into it.
Joe Ashe never fought with people, he told Anna with his big boyish smile, life was much too short for fights. And it was true.
When he was passed over for a part, when he got a bad review, there was the shrug: “Well, so it could have been different but let’s not make a production of it.”
Like his marriage to Janet. It was over, so why go on pretending? He just packed a small bag and left.
Anna feared that one day in this very room he would pack a small bag and leave again. She would rail and plead as Janet had done and it would be no use. Janet had even come around and offered Anna money to go away. She wept about how happy she had been with Joe. She showed pictures of the two small sons. It would all be fine again if only Anna would go away.
“But he didn’t leave you to come to me, he had been in a flat by himself for a year before he even met me,” Anna had explained.
“Yes, and all that time I thought he would come back.”
Anna hated to remember Janet’s tearstained face, and how she had made tea for her, and hated even more to think that her own face would be stained with tears like this one day, and as unexpectedly as it had all happened to Janet. She gave a little shiver as she looked at the handsome easy boy in her bed. Because even if he was twenty-eight years of age, he was still a boy. A gentle cruel boy.
“What are you thinking?” he asked.
She didn’t tell him. She never told him how much she thought about him and dreaded the day he would leave.
“I was thinking it’s about time they did another film version of Romeo and Juliet. You’re so handsome it would be unfair to the world not to get a chance to look at you,” she said laughingly.
He reached out and put the breakfast tray on the floor. The Sunday paper slid after it.
“Come here to me,” said Joe. “My mind was running on the same lines entirely, entirely at all, ‘at all’ as you Irish say.”
“What a superb imitation,” Anna said dryly, but snuggling up to him all the same. “It’s no wonder that you’re the best actor in the whole wide world and renowned all over the globe for your great command of accents.”
She lay in his arms and didn’t tell him about how worried she was about this silver wedding. She had seen from his face that she had already been going on about it far too long.
In a million years Joe would not understand what it meant in their family. Mother’s and Father’s twenty-fifth anniversary. They celebrated everything in the Doyle household. There were albums of memories, boxes chronicling past celebration. On the wall of the sitting room at home there was a gallery of Major Celebrations. The wedding day itself, the three christenings. There was Grannie O’Hagan’s sixtieth birthday, there was Grandpa Doyle’s visit to London with all of them standing beside a sentry outside Buckingham Palace, a solemn young sentry in a busby who seemed to realize the importance of Grandpa Doyle’s visit.
There were the three first communions, and the three confirmations; there was a small sporting section, Brendan’s school team the year he had been on the Seniors. There was an even smaller academic section, one graduation portrait of Anna herself, very studied and posed, holding her diploma as if it were a ton weight.
Mother and Father always joked about the wall and said it was the most valuable collection in the world. What did they want with Old Masters and famous paintings, hadn’t they gotten something much more valuable, a living wall telling the world what their life was all about?
Anna had winced whenever they said that to people who came in. She winced now lying in Joe’s arms.
“Are you shuddering at me or is that passion?” he asked.
“Unbridled passion,” she said, wondering. Was it normal to lie beside the most attractive man in London and think not of him but of the sitting-room wall back in the family home?
The family home would have to be decorated for the silver wedding. There would be a lot of cardboard bells and silver ribbon. There would be flowers sprayed with a silver paint. They would have a tape of “The Anniversary Waltz” on the player. There would be window-sills full of cards, there might indeed be so many that it would call for an arrangement of streamers with the cards attached as they had for Christmas. The cake would have traditional decorations, the invitations would have silver edges. Inviting people to what? That was what was buzzing around Anna’s head. As a family this was something they should organize for their parents. Anna and her sister, Helen, and her brother, Brendan.
But it really meant Anna.
She would have to do it all.
Anna turned toward Joe and kissed him. She would not think about the anniversary anymore now. She would think about it tomorrow, when she was being paid to stand in a bookshop.
She wouldn’t think of it at this moment when there were far better things to think about.
“That’s more like it. I thought you’d gone to sleep on me,” Joe Ashe said, and held her very close to him.
         

Anna Doyle worked in Books for People, a small bookshop much patronized by authors and publishers and all kinds of media. They never tired of saying that this was a bookshop with character, not like the big chains which were utterly without soul. Secretly Anna did not altogether agree.
Too many times during her working day she had to refuse people who came in with perfectly normal requests for the latest best-seller, for a train timetable, for a book on freezer cookery. Always she had to direct them to a different shop. Anna felt that a bookshop worthy of the name should in fact stock such things instead of relying on its custom on a heavy psychology section, a detailed travel list, and poetry, sociology, and contemporary satire.
It wasn’t as if they were even proper specialists. She had intended to leave a year ago, but that was just when she met Joe. And when Joe had come to stay, it happened to coincide with Joe not having any work.
Joe did a little here and there, and he was never broke. There was always enough to buy Anna a lovely Indian scarf, or a beautiful paper flower, or find the most glorious wild mushroom in a Soho delicatessen.
There was never any money for paying the rent or for the television, or the phone or the electricity. It would have been foolish of Anna to have left a steady job without having a better one lined up for herself. She stayed in Books for People, even though she hated the name, believing that most of the buyers of books were people anyway. The others who worked there were all perfectly pleasant, she never saw any of them outside work but there were occasional book signings, poetry evenings, and even a wine and cheese evening in aid of a small nearby theater. That was when she had met Joe Ashe.
Anna was at work early on Monday morning. If she wanted time to think or to write letters, then to be in before the others was the only hope. There were only four of them who worked there; they each had a key. She switched off the burglar alarm, picked up the carton of milk and the mail from the mat. It was all circulars and handbills. The postman had not arrived yet. As Anna put on the electric kettle to make coffee, she caught sight of herself in the small mirror that was stuck to the wall. Her eyes looked large and anxious, she thought. Anna stroked her face thoughtfully. She looked pale and there were definitely shadows under the big brown eyes. Her hair was tied up with a bright pink ribbon matching exactly her pink T-shirt. She must put on a little makeup, she thought, or she would frighten the others.
She wished she had gone ahead and gotten her hair cut that time. It had been so strange, she had made an appointment in a posh place where some of the Royal Family went to have their hair done. One of the girls who worked there as a stylist came into the bookshop and they had started talking. The girl said she would give Anna a discount. But the night she met Joe at the benefit evening for the theater he had told her that her thick dark hair was beautiful the way it was.
He had asked her, as he so often did still, “What are you thinking?” And in those very early times she told him the truth. That she was thinking about having her hair cut the following day.
“Don’t even consider it,” Joe had said, and then suggested that they go to have a Greek meal and discuss this thing properly.
They had sat together in the warm spring night and he had told her about his acting and she had told him about her family. How she lived in a flat because she had thought she was becoming too dependent on her family, too drawn into everything they did. She went home, of course, on Sundays and one other evening in the week. Joe had looked at her, enthralled. He had never known a life where adults kept going back to the nest.
In days she was visiting his flat, days later he was visiting hers because it was more comfortable. He told Anna briefly and matter-of-factly about Janet and the two little boys. Anna told Joe about the college lecturer she had loved rather unwisely during her final years, resulting in a thrid-class degree and in a great sense of loss.
Joe was surprised that she had told him about the college lecturer. There was no hassle about shared property, shared children. He had only told her about Janet because he was still married to her. Anna had wanted to tell everything, Joe hadn’t really wanted to hear.
It was only logical that he should come to live with her. He didn’t suggest it, and for a while she wondered what she would say if she were invited to take up residence in his flat. It would be so hard to tell Mother and Father. But after one long lovely weekend, she decided to ask Joe would he move in properly to her small ground-floor flat in Shepherd’s Bush.
“Well, I will, if that’s what you’d like,” Joe had said, pleased but not surprised, willing but not overly grateful. He had gone back to his own place, done a deal about the rent, and with two tote bags and a leather jacket over his arm he had come to live with Anna Doyle.
Anna Doyle, who had to keep his arrival very secret indeed from her mother and father, who lived in Pinner and in a world where daughters did not let married men come to spend an evening, let alone a lifetime.
He had been with her since that April Monday a year ago. And now it was May 1985, and by a series of complicated maneuvers Anna had managed to keep the worlds of Pinner and Shepherd’s Bush satisfactorily apart while flitting from one to the other with an ever-increasing sense of guilt.
Joe’s mother was fifty-six but looked years younger. She worked at the food counter of a bar where lots of actors gathered, and they saw her maybe two or three times a week. She was vague and friendly, giving them a wave as if they were just good customers. She hadn’t known for about six months that they lived together. Joe simply hadn’t bothered to tell her. When she heard, she said, “That’s nice dear,” to Anna in exactly the same tone as she would have spoken to a total stranger who had asked for a slice of the veal and ham pie.
Anna had wanted her to come around to the flat.
“What for?” Joe had asked in honest surprise.
Next time she was in the pub Anna went to the counter and asked Joe’s mother herself.
“Would you like to come around and see us in the flat?”
“What for?” she had asked with interest.
Anna was determined. “I don’t know, a drink maybe.”
“Lord, dear, I never drink, seen enough of it in this place to turn you right against it, I tell you.”
“Well, just to see your son,” Anna went on.
“I see him in here, don’t I? He’s a grown-up now, love, he doesn’t want to be looking at his old mom, day in day out.”
Anna had watched them since with a fascination that was half horror and half envy. They were just two people who lived in the same city and who made easy casual conversation when they met.
They never talked of other members of the family. Nothing about Joe’s sister, who had been in a rehabilitation center on account of drugs; or the eldest brother, who was a mercenary soldier of some sort in Africa; or the youngest brother who worked in television as a cameraman.
She never asked about her grandchildren. Joe had told Anna that Janet did take them to see her sometimes, and occasionally he had taken the boys to a park nearby where his mother lived and she had come along for a little while. He never took them to her home.
“I think she has a bloke there, a young fellow, she doesn’t want a lot of grandchildren trailing in to her.” To Joe it was simple and clear.
To Anna it was like something from another planet.
In Pinner if there were grandchildren they would have been the central pivot of the home, as the children had been for nearly a quarter of a century. Anna sighed again as she thought of the celebrations that lay ahead and how she would have to face up to them, as she had to face up to so many things on her own.
It was no use sitting in an empty bookshop with a coffee and a grievance that Joe wasn’t as other men, supportive and willing to share these kinds of things with her. She had known there would be nothing like that from the first evening together.
What she had to do now was work out how the silver wedding could be organized in October in a way that wouldn’t drive everyone mad.
Helen would be no use, that was for certain. She would send an illuminated card signed by all the sisters, she would invite Mother and Father to a special folk Mass with the Community, she would get the day off and come out to Pinner in her drab gray jumper and skirt, her hair dull and lifeless and the big cross on a chain around her neck constantly in her hand. Helen didn’t even look like a nun, she looked like someone a bit dopey and badly dressed retreating behind the big crucifix. And in many ways that’s what she was. Helen would turn up all right if everything was organized, and in her canvas bag she would take back any uneaten food because one nun loved gingerbread and another had a weakness for anything with salmon in it.
With a sense of despair Anna could see into the future months ahead with her young sister Helen, a member of a religious community in South London, picking her way through the food like a scavenger and filling an empty cookie can with foil-wrapped tidbits.
But at least Helen would be there. Would Brendan come at all? That was the real worry, and the one she had been trying to avoid thinking about. If Brendan Doyle did not get the train and boat and then the train again and make it to Pinner for his parents’ twenty-fifth wedding anniversary, they might as well call the whole thing off now. The disgrace would never be disguised, the emptiness would never be forgotten.
An incomplete family picture on the wall.
They would probably lie and say that he was in Ireland and couldn’t be spared from the farm, the harvest, or the shearing or whatever people did on farms in October.
But Anna knew with sickening clarity that it would be a paper-thin excuse. The best man and the maid of honor would know there had been a coldness, and the neighbors would know, and the priests would know.
And the shine would be taken off the silver.
How to get him back, that was the problem. Or was it? What to get him back for? Perhaps that was a bigger problem.
Brendan had always been so quiet when he was a schoolboy. Who would have known that he felt this strange longing to go away from the family to such a remote place? Anna had been so shocked the day he told them. Utterly straightforward and with no care about what it would do to the rest of the family.
“I’m not going back to school in September, it’s no use trying to persuade me. I’ll never get any exams, and I don’t need them. I’m going to Vincent. In Ireland. I’ll go as soon as I can leave.”
They had railed and beseeched. With no success. This is what he was going to do.
“But why are you doing this to us?” Mother had cried.
“I’m not doing anything to you.” Brendan had been mild. “I’m doing it for me, it’s not going to cost you any money. It’s the farm where Father grew up, I thought you’d be pleased.”
“Don’t think he’ll turn the farm over to you automatically,” Father had spluttered. “That old recluse could just as well leave it to the missions. You could easily find you’ve put in all that graft for nothing.”
“Father, I’m not thinking of inheritances and wills and people dying, I’m thinking of how I’d like to spend my days. I was happy there, and Vincent could do with another pair of hands.”
“Well, if he does, isn’t it a wonder that he never married and provided himself with a few pairs of hands of his own around the place without asking strangers in to him?”
“Hardly a stranger, Father,” Brendan had said. “I am his own flesh and blood, his brother’s child.”
It had been a nightmare.
And the communication since had been minimal, cards at Christmas and on birthdays. Perhaps anniversaries. Anna couldn’t remember. Anniversaries. How was she going to assemble the cast for this one?
The maid of honor, as they always called her, was Maureen Barry. She was Mother’s best friend. They had been at school together back in Ireland. Maureen had never married; she was the same age as Mother, forty-six, though she looked younger. She had two dress shops in Dublin—she refused to call them boutiques. Perhaps Anna could talk to Maureen and see what would be best. But a warning bell went off loudly in her head. Mother was a great one for not letting things go outside the family.
There had always been secrets from Maureen.
Like the time that Father had lost his job. It couldn’t be told.
Like the time that Helen ran away when she was fourteen. That was never breathed to Maureen. Mother had said that nothing mattered in the end, everthing could be sorted out just so long as family matters weren’t aired abroad, and neighbors and friends weren’t told all of the Doyle business. It seemed to be a very effective and soothing cure when things went wrong, so the family had always stuck to it.
You would think that Anna should phone Maureen Barry now and ask her as Mother’s oldest friend what was best to do about Brendan and about the anniversary in general.
But Mother would curl up and die if she thought there was the remotest possibility of any member of the family revealing a secret outside it. And the coldness with Brendan was a big secret.
There were no family members who could be asked to act as intermediaries.
So what kind of party? The day was a Saturday, it could be lunch, there were a lot of hotels around Pinner, Harrow, Northwood, and restaurants and places used to doing functions like this. Perhaps a hotel would be best.
It would be formal, for one thing. The banqueting manager would advise about toasts and cakes and photographs.
There wouldn’t have to be weeks of intensive cleaning of the family home and manicuring the front garden.
But a lifetime as the eldest of the Doyles had taught Anna that a hotel would not be right. There were all those dismissive remarks about hotels in the past, destructive and critical remarks about this family, which couldn’t be bothered having the thing in their own home, or the other family, which would be quite glad to invite you to a common hotel, an impersonal place, but wouldn’t let you over their own doorstep, thank you very much.
It would have to be home, the invitation would have to say in silver lettering that the guest was being invited to Salthill, 26 Rosemary Drive, Pinner. Salthill had been a seaside resort over in the West of Ireland where Mother and Maureen Barry used to go when they were young, it had been lovely, they said. Father had never been there, he said there was little time for long family holdiays when he was a boy making his way in Ireland.
Wearily Anna made the list; it would be this size if there wasn’t an Irish contingent, and that size if there were. It could be this size if there was to be a sit-down meal, that size if it were a buffet. This size if it were just drinks and snacks, that size if it were a proper meal.
And who would pay for it?
Very often the children did, she knew that.
But Helen had taken a vow of poverty and had nothing. Brendan, even if he did come, which wasn’t likely, was working for an agricultural worker’s wages. Anna had very little money to spend on such a party.
She had very little money indeed. By dint of hard saving, no lunches, and a few wise buys at Oxfam, she had saved £132. It was in the building society hoping to become £200, and then, when Joe had £200, they were going to Greece together. Joe had £11 at the moment, so he had a longer way to go. But he was sure to get a part soon. His agent had said there were a lot of things coming up. He’d be working any day now.
Anna hoped that he would, she really and truly did.
If he got something good, something where they recognized him properly, something steady, then everything else could fall into place. Not just the Greek holiday but everything. He could arrange a settlement for his sons, give Janet something that would make her feel independent, begin the divorce proceedings. Then Anna could risk leaving Books for People and go to a bigger shop; she would easily get promotion in a large bookshop, a graduate experienced in the trade already. They would love her.
The time had gone by in thought, and soon the keys were turning in the door and the others arriving. Soon the door was open to the public. Planning was over yet again.
At lunchtime Anna made up her mind that she would go out to Pinner that evening and ask her parents straight out how they would like to celebrate the day. It seemed less celebratory than telling them that it was all in hand. But to try to do that was nonsense, really, and she could still get it wrong. She would ask them straight out.
She phoned them to say she would be coming over. Her mother was pleased.
“That’s good, Anna, we haven’t seen you for ages and ages. I was just saying to Daddy I hope Anna’s all right and there’s nothing wrong.”
Anna gritted her teeth.
“Why would there be anything wrong?”
“Well, it’s just been so long, and we don’t know what you do.”
“Mother, it’s been eight days. I was with you last weekend.”
“Yes, but we don’t know how you are getting on.…”
“I phone you almost every day, you know how I’m getting on and what I do, get up in Shepherd’s Bush and get the tube in here, and then I go home again. That is what I do, Mother, like a great many million people in London do.” Her voice rose in rage at her mother’s attitude.
The reply was surprisingly mild. “Why are you shouting at me, Anna, my dear child? I only said I was delighted you were coming over this evening, you father will be overjoyed. Will we have a little steak and mushrooms? That’s what we’ll have as a celebration to welcome you back. Yes, I’ll run down to the butcher’s this afternoon, and get it.… That’s simply great you’re going to come back. I can’t wait to tell your father, I’ll give him a call at work now and tell him.”
“Don’t … Mother, just … well, I mean …”
“Of course I’ll tell him, give him pleasure, something to look forward to.”
When she hung up, Anna stood motionless, hand on the receiver, and thought about the one time she had brought Joe to lunch at Salthill, 26 Rosemary Drive. She had invited him as a “friend” and had spent the entire journey making him promise not to reveal that he was (a) living with her and (b) married to someone else.
“Which is the more dangerous one to let slip?” Joe had asked, grinning.
“They’re both equally dangerous,” she had said with such seriousness that he had leaned over and kissed her on the nose in the train in front of everyone.
It had been all right as a visit, Anna had thought. Mother and Father had inquired politely about Joe’s acting career and whether he knew famous actors and actresses.
In the kitchen Mother had asked if he was Anna’s boyfriend.
“Just a friend,” Anna had insisted.
On the way home she asked Joe what he had made of them.
“Very nice but very tense people,” he had said.
Tense? Mother and Father. She had never thought of them as tense. But in a way it was true.
And Joe didn’t know what they were like when there was no outsider there, Mother wondering why Helen hadn’t been there on two occasions during the week when they had telephoned her convent. Father striding around the garden snapping the heads off flowers and saying that boy was so restless and idle that he could only end up with the job of village idiot sucking straws on a small farm, it was hard to know why he had to go back to the one village in Ireland where they were known, and live with the one man in Ireland who could be guaranteed to give the worst impression of the Doyles and all their activities, his own brother, Brendan’s Uncle Vincent. Just to inherit that miserable farm.
Joe had seen none of this side of things and yet he still thought her parents tense.
She had pursued it. Why? How did it show itself?
But Joe didn’t want to be drawn.
“It’s like this,” he had said to her, smiling to take any hurt out of his words. “Some people just live that kind of life where this can be said and that can’t. It’s a way of going on where everthing is a pretense, an act.… Now that doesn’t bother me if people want to live like that. It’s not my way, but people make up a lot of rules and live by them.…”
“We’re not like that!” She was stung.
“I’m not criticizing you, my love. I’m just telling you what I see.… I see Hare Krishnas shaving their heads and dancing and waving bells. I see you and your family acting things out just like they do. I don’t let the Hare Krishnas get up my nose, I won’t let your old man and old lady either. Right?” He had grinned at her winningly.
She had grinned back with a hollow empty feeling inside her and resolved not to go on about home anymore.
The day came to an end. One of the nicer publishing reps was there as the shop closed. He asked her to come and have a drink.
“I’m going to darkest Pinner,” Anna said. “I’d better set out now.”
“I’m driving that way, why don’t we have a drink en route?” he said.
“Nobody’s driving to Pinner.” She laughed.
“Oh, how do you know I don’t have a mistress out that way, or am hoping to acquire one?” he teased.
“We wouldn’t discuss such things in Rosemary Drive,” Anna said, mock primly.
“Come on, get in, the car’s on a double yellow line.” He laughed.
He was Ken Green, she had talked to him a lot at the bookshop. They had both started work the same day, it had been a common bond.
He was going to leave his company and join a bigger one, so was she; neither of them had done it.
“Do you think we’re just cowards?” she asked him as he negotiated the rush-hour traffic.
“No, there are always reasons. What’s holding you back, these moral folk in Rosemary Drive?”
“How do you know they’re moral folk?” she said, surprised.
“You just told me there’d be no talk of mistresses in your house,” Ken said.
“Too, true, they’d be very disappointed to know that I was one myself,” Anna said.
“So would I.” Ken seemed serious.
“Oh, stop that.” She laughed at him. “It’s always easy to pay compliments to someone you know is tied up, much safer. If I told you I was free and on the rampage, you’d run a hundred miles from me instead of offering me a drink.”
“Absolutely wrong. I left your bookshop to the last specially. I was thinking all day how nice it would be to see you. Don’t you accuse me of being fainthearted, hey?”
She patted his knee companionably. “No. I misjudged you.” She sighed deeply. It was easy to talk to Ken, she didn’t have to watch what she said. Like she would when she got to Salthill in Rosemary Drive. Like she would when she got back to Joe later on.
“Was that a sigh of pleasure?” he asked.
With Joe or with Mother or Father she would have said yes.
“Weariness: I get tired of all the lies,” she said. “Very tired.”
“But you’re a big girl now, surely you don’t have to tell lies about you life and the way you live it.”
Anna nodded her head glumly. “I do, truly I do.”
“Maybe you only think you do.”
“No, I do. Like the telephone. I’ve told them at home that my phone has been taken out, so that they won’t ring me. That’s because there’s a message on the answerphone saying “This is Joe Ashe’s number.” He has to have it, you see, because he’s an actor and they can’t be out of touch.”
“Of course,” Ken said.
“So naturally I don’t want my mother ringing and hearing a man’s voice. And I don’t want my father asking what’s this young man doing in my flat.”
“True, he might well ask that, and why he hadn’t a machine of his own and number of his own,” Ken said sternly.
“So I have to be careful about not mentioning things like paying the phone bill, I have to remember I’m not meant to be on the phone. That’s just one of the nine million lies.”
“Well, is it all right at the other end, of the line, I mean you don’t have to lie to this actor chap?” Ken seemed anxious to know.
“Lie? No, not at all, what would I have to lie about?”
“I don’t know, you said all the lies you had to tell everywhere. I thought maybe he was a jealous macho fellow, you couldn’t tell him you went for a drink with me. That’s if we ever get anywhere near a drink.” Ken looked ruefully at the tailbacks.
“Oh no, you don’t understand, Joe would be glad to think I went for a drink with a friend. It’s just …” Her voice trailed away. What was it just? It was just that there was an endless utterly endless need to pretend. Pretend she was having a good time in the odd (club place) where they went. Pretend she understood this casual relationship with his mother, his wife, his children. Pretend she liked these fringe theaters where he played small parts. Pretend she enjoyed lovemaking every time. Pretend she didn’t care about this heavy family business ahead of her.
“I don’t lie to Joe,” she said, as if she were speaking to herself. “I just act a bit.”
There was a silence in the car.
“Well, he is an actor, I suppose,” Ken said, trying to revive the conversation a little.
That wasn’t it. The actor didn’t act at all, he never pretended to please anyone else. It was the actor’s girlfriend who did all the acting. How odd that she had never thought of it that way before.
They sat and talked easily when they eventually found a pub.
“Do you want to phone your people to say you’ve been delayed?” Ken suggested.
She looked at him, surprised that he should be so thoughtful.
“Well, if they’ve bought steak and everything …” he said.
Mother was touched. “That was nice of you, dear. Father was beginning to look out for you. He said he’d walk down to the station.”
“No, I’m getting a lift.”
“Is it that Joe? Joe Ashe, the actor?”
“No, no, Mother, Ken Green, a friend from work.”
“I don’t think I got enough steak.…”
“He’s not coming to supper, he’s just driving me there.”
“Well, ask him in, won’t you? We love to meet your friends. Your father and I often wish you brought friends back here more often. That all of you did over the years.” Her voice sounded wistful, as if she were looking at her wall of pictures and not getting a proper charge from them.
“I’ll ask him in for a moment then,” Anna said.
“Could you bear it?” she asked Ken.
“I’d like it. I can be a beard.”
“What on earth is that?”
“Don’t you read your gossip magazines? It’s someone who distracts attention from your real love. If they get to meet upright fellows like me, they won’t get the wind of evil, sensual actor lovers who have their answering machines tied to your phone.”
“Oh, shut up.” She laughed. It was easy laughter, not forced.
They had another drink. She told Ken Green about the anniversary. She told him briefly that her sister was a nun, her brother had dropped out and gone to work on the farm of her father’s eldest brother, Vincent, a small rundown place on Ireland’s west coast. Feeling a little lighter and easier already, she told him that this was why she was having supper with her parents. For the first time in a long while she was going to come right out in the open, ask them what they wanted, tell them the limitations. Explain the problems.
“Don’t go too heavily on the limitations and problems, if they’re like you say. Dwell more on the celebratory side,” he advised.
“Did your parents have a silver wedding?”
“Two years ago,” Ken said.
“Was it great?” she asked.
“Not really.”
“Oh.”
“When I know you better, I’ll tell you all about it,” he said.
“I thought we knew each other well now.” Anna was disappointed.
“No. I need more than one drink to tell the details of my whole life.”
Anna felt unreasonably annoyed that she had told him all about Joe Ashe and about how he had to be kept a secret at home.
“I think I talk too much,” she said contritely.
“No, you’re just a nicer person. I’m rather buttoned up,” Ken said. “Come on, drink that back and we’ll head for the Saltmines.”
“The what?”
“Isn’t that what you said your house was called?”
Anna laughed and hit him with her handbag. He made her feel normal again. The way she had felt a long time ago when it was great to be part of the Doyle family, instead of walking through a mine field, which is what it was like these days.
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