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			Praise for Chestnut Street


			‘The author gives us one last extraordinary look at ordinary people as they struggle with family relationships, romances gone awry, and the possibility for a better future … all with Binchy’s thoughtful and loving touch that will be sorely missed’  Publishers Weekly


			‘Maeve Binchy’s work continues to inspire … thought-provoking, warm and funny in equal measure’  Woman


			‘Thanks to Binchy’s characteristic compassion, we find ourselves sympathising with her underdogs, welcoming the punishments visited on her scoundrels, and wishing for justice for those long-suffering characters who keep trying to do the right thing without any hope of recompense … an unexpected treat’  Irish Mail on Sunday


			‘In Chestnut Street [there is] enough kindness, wisdom and insight into human nature, to remind readers why Maeve Binchy was one of the most beloved writers this country has ever produced’  Irish Times


			‘Written over the past decades, these heartwarming stories of Dublin life, set around Chestnut Street, are collected together for the first time … one to treasure’  Woman & Home


			‘Binchy wrote as naturally as she breathed, and this collection has all her trademark humanity and humour’  Saga magazine
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			Foreword


			Gordon Snell
Dalkey
Dublin


			The places Maeve created in her novels and stories – Knockglen, Castlebay, Mountfern and so many others – became just as real for her readers as those of the real Ireland. In fact the Irish Tourist Board often had to explain to visitors that they couldn’t actually get on a bus or train to go and see them.


			Chestnut Street, too, is fictional, but the Dublin portrayed there is very real: a city changing over the years in ways that come vividly to life in these stories of its residents and their families.


			Maeve wrote the stories over several decades, reflecting the city and people of the moment – always with the idea of one day making them into a collection with Chestnut Street as its centre. I am very pleased with the way her editors have gathered them together as she intended, to make this delightful new Maeve Binchy book Chestnut Street.
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			Dolly’s Mother


			It was all the harder because her mother had been so beautiful. If only Dolly’s mother had been a round, bun-like woman, or a small wrinkled person, it might have been easier for Dolly, this business of growing up. But no, there were no consolations on that score. Mother was tall and willowy and had a smile that made other people smile too and a laugh that caused strangers to look up with pleasure. Mother always knew what to say and said it; Mother wore long lilac silk scarves so elegantly they seemed to flow with her when she walked. If Dolly tried to wear a scarf, either it looked like a bandage or else she got mistaken for a football fan. If you were square and solid and without colour or grace, it was sometimes easy to hate Mother.


			But only for a moment, and not real hate. Nobody could hate Mother, and certainly not the dumpy daughter that Mother treated like a princess. She always spoke of Dolly’s fine points. Her lovely deep-green eyes. People will get lost in those eyes, Mother had said. Dolly doubted it – there was precious little sign of anyone looking into them for long enough to realise that they were green, let alone run the risk of sinking hopelessly into their depths. Mother always called on Father to admire Dolly’s wonderful texture of hair. ‘Look,’ Mother would say excitedly, ‘Look at how thick it is and how healthy it is; we may well see the shampoo companies begging Doll to do advertisements for them.’ Father would look obediently and with some mild surprise as if he had been called to see a kingfisher that had just disappeared. He would nod eagerly to please his wife and daughter. Oh, yes, he would agree, a fine shock of hair, all right, no moulting there.


			Dolly would examine her dull brown hair without pleasure. The only thing to be said in its favour was that there was a lot of it. And that was what Mother had unerringly been able to identify and fasten on in her extravagant compliments.


			All the girls at school loved Dolly’s mother – she was so friendly they said, so interested in them. She remembered all their names. They loved coming round to the house on Chestnut Street on Saturday afternoons. Dolly’s mother used to let them play with her old make-up. Ends of lipsticks, little, nearly-empty pots of eye shadow, compacts almost worn away by dabbing. There was a big mirror with a good light where they could practise; all Dolly’s mother insisted was that every trace of it be removed with cold cream and tissues before they went home. She managed to make them believe that this was what kept the skin healthy and fresh; and Dolly’s friends enjoyed the cleansing almost as much as they had liked the painting of their young faces.


			Dolly’s friends. Were they really friends, she often wondered, or did they just like her because of Mother? At school they didn’t make much of her. After class Dolly often sat alone while others went off arm in arm. She was never the centre of any laughing crowd in the playground, nobody chose her to go shopping after school, she was usually one of the last to be picked for any team. Even poor Olive, who was fat and had thick, whirly round spectacles, often got picked before Dolly. If it hadn’t been for Mother she might have sunk without trace in that school. She should be very, very grateful that, unlike almost everyone else around her, she had a parent who was universally approved of and liked. She should be grateful, and she usually was. She was happiest playing with her cat.


			Mother always baked a funny cake for the sale of work, not a big showy one that would embarrass you or a little mean one that would make you feel ashamed, but like the one covered in Smarties, or the one with nasturtium flowers on it and a cutting from a newspaper saying that they were safe to eat. Mother had lent marvellous things for the school play and hadn’t complained when they got torn. Mother had asked Miss Power for the knitting pattern of her cardigan, and then had actually gone and knitted the thing, telling Miss Power that she had chosen a different colour in case they looked like identical twins. Poor Miss Power, plain as a pikestaff and not willowy and lovely like Mother, had pinked with pleasure and had become nearer to human than any of them had ever seen her.


			For Dolly’s sixteenth birthday, Mother was making a marvellous production. And every step of the way she consulted her daughter.


			‘Now, you must tell me what you’d like and what the other girls do. There’s nothing so silly as a mother getting it all wrong, and taking you to the pictures and McDonald’s when that’s far too young for you.’


			‘You’d never get it wrong, Mother,’ Dolly said in a dead sort of voice.


			‘But of course I would, darling Doll. I’m a hundred years older than you and all your friends. I have ideas from the last century. That’s why I’m relying on you to say what you want.’


			‘You aren’t a hundred years older than us.’ Dolly’s tone was level. ‘You were twenty-three when I was born; you’re not forty yet.’


			‘Oh, but I soon will be.’ Mother sighed and looked at her perfect face in the mirror. ‘Soon a wizened, stooped, eccentric old forty-year-old.’ She pealed with laughter and Dolly laughed too. The notion was so ridiculous.


			‘What did you do when you were sixteen?’ Dolly asked, trying to put off the moment when she would have to say she didn’t know how to stage the celebration, and was dreading it in any form.


			‘Oh, love, that was so long ago. And it was a Friday, so we all did what everyone did then – we watched Ready, Steady, Go! on the television, and we had sausages and a birthday cake and we played all the Beatles on my record player. And then we went to a coffee bar and drank cups of frothy coffee and giggled and everyone went home on the bus.’


			‘It sounds lovely,’ Dolly said wistfully.


			‘Well it was the Dark Ages,’ Mother admitted ruefully. ‘Nowadays things are much more advanced. I suppose you’ll all want to go to a disco? What did the others do? Jenny’s sixteen, Mary must be sixteen, Judy?’ Mother looked at her brightly, listing the names of Dolly’s friends, alert and interested. Caring that her daughter should not be left out of whatever was the scene.


			‘I think Jenny just went out to the pictures,’ Dolly said.


			‘Of course she had Nick – that’s right,’ Dolly’s mother nodded sagely. She was the confidante of all the girls.


			‘I don’t know what Judy did,’ Dolly was mulish.


			‘But you must, darling. She’s your friend.’


			‘I still don’t know.’


			Mother’s face softened visibly. Dolly could see a change of approach. The note was soothing now. ‘Of course, of course, and let’s not forget she may have done nothing at all. Or just had a family gathering. No, there’s no reason why you should know.’


			Dolly felt worse than ever now. She was revealed to Mother as a person whose friends had celebrations without her, as someone so pathetic that she had to give some kind of cringe-making party herself so as to buy their friendship. Dolly’s heart was heavy. She knew her face looked heavy and sad as well. She wished she could smile for this bright and lovely mother who was trying to help her, who had always been there supporting and suggesting and admiring. But the smile wouldn’t come to her face.


			Mother would have every reason to play the martyr, to feel that her daughter was monstrously ungrateful. But Mother never behaved like that. Judy’s mother was constantly saying that daughters were a scourge to the flesh and a torment to the soul. Jenny’s mother was like a Special Branch officer, so suspicious was she of even the most innocent activities. Mary’s mother looked like a medieval painting of a mourning Madonna; she seemed stooped under the weight of her responsibility for a teenage girl. Only Dolly’s mother was full of hope and plans and enthusiasm. Wasn’t it bad luck that when the cards were being given out she had been dealt dull old Dolly instead of someone more colourful and lively who could respond.


			‘Why are you so nice to me, Mother?’ Dolly asked seriously. She really and truly wanted to know.


			Mother’s face showed hardly any surprise at the question. She answered it as cheerfully and with the same kind of smile that greeted almost everything …


			‘I’m not being nice, darling, I’m being ordinary … but it’s your sixteenth birthday and that should be a happy day, something you’ll remember … even if it’s silly, like mine was. At least I remember it, and all our idiotic clothes and hairstyles. That’s what I want you to have, a happy day.’


			Dolly thought for a moment. Every single one of the girls who had been to their house had praised Mother, they had all said she was like a marvellous big sister – you could tell her anything, she always understood.


			‘Mother, don’t bother. Honestly. It won’t be a happy day. There aren’t any happy days. Honestly. Days just aren’t happy like they were for you, like they are for you. I’m not complaining. It’s just the way it is.’


			She willed her eyes not to fill with tears, she prayed for some understanding to come on her mother’s face. What came was a look of great concern, but Dolly knew that it wasn’t real understanding. It was just more of the same. Like it had always been.


			Mother’s words washed over her, reassurance, everyone feeling down when they were fifteen, being neither old nor young, more reassurances, soon everything would look rosy again, Dolly’s beautiful green eyes would shine again, her lovely thick, shiny hair would fly about her as she raced off, full of excitement about life and all the adventures it held. Dolly sat there glumly as her mother stroked her hand.


			She looked down at Mother’s long, thin white fingers with their perfect, long shell-pink nails, she saw Mother’s rings, not very huge in themselves but making Mother’s little hand seem still frailer by having to bear them. The hand stroked Dolly’s square hands, with their bitten nails, their ink stains, and the scratches from the blackberry bush.


			Dolly knew that the fault was hers, Mother was so good; it was Dolly who was rotten. Rotten and un­giving to her core. Right to the base of her hard, square, unattractive heart.


			Father often looked melancholy, Dolly thought, a little stooped and tired as he walked up the hill from the railway station carrying his briefcase, but as soon as he saw Mother he cheered up. She might wave to him from an upstairs window and then run lightly down the stairs to embrace him when he came in the door. She didn’t peck at him; she threw both her arms around him and encircled him, briefcase, overcoat, evening paper and all. Or else she might be in the kitchen, where she would drop everything and run to him. Dolly saw how pleased and even slightly surprised he was each time. He was not given to such spontaneous gestures himself, but he responded like a flower opening to the sun. The worried look of the commuter tired after a day’s work disappeared. Mother never laid any problems on him the moment he arrived. If there had been a burst pipe he heard about it later. Much later.


			And so, as Dolly knew would happen, the subject of the sixteenth birthday was raised as an excitement, not a problem. Mother’s eyes shone with the excitement of it. A girl turning sixteen – it was a symbol, a landmark, a milestone. It had to be marked. What would they do to make the day marvellous for Dolly?


			Dolly saw Father’s face become tender. Father too must know of other households where the mothers were not as Mother was here. Where there was strife about children having any kind of party. How blessed he was to have the single exception, to have married the only woman in the world who positively relished a celebration for teenage girls.


			‘Well, now.’ He beamed. ‘You’re a lucky girl and there’s no doubt about that, Dolly. Well, well, a sixteenth party, no less.’


			‘I don’t mind if we can’t afford it,’ Dolly began.


			‘Of course we can afford it. What else do we work for, your mother and I, except to be able to afford the odd little treat like this?’


			Again, Dolly found herself guiltily wondering, could this possibly be true? Did Father go out on that long journey to the faceless office and come back tired every evening so that he could afford birthday parties? Surely not. And Mother, who went to work mornings in a big florist’s shop, was it all for a nest egg so that they could have these kind of treats? Dolly had always thought Mother liked being among the beautiful flowers, and having lunch with her friends there and getting tired flowers to take home, where they often came to life again. She thought that Father went to work because it was what men did. They stayed in the office and dealt with files. She realised she must be very stupid about a lot of things. No wonder she couldn’t have these great conversations with people, like Mother did. Only the other day she had heard Mother talking to the postman about happiness. Imagine talking about something as huge as happiness to a man who came to deliver the letters. And he had seemed very interested and said that not enough people ever took those kind of things into consideration.


			‘Mother, I’m bad at knowing what people like and what they want. You are very good at it. What do you think my friends would like?’


			Dolly felt about as low as she had ever felt. And who in the world would have an ounce of sympathy for her? A spoiled brat, is what they would say she was. A girl who was being offered everything and could accept nothing. Mother didn’t know any of these thoughts. She was too busy being helpful.


			‘What about a lunch?’ she said suddenly. ‘A Saturday lunch at The Grand Hotel – you could all dress up and you could have one bottle of wine between all of you, if you have lots and lots of mineral water. You could order from the menu, choose … whatever you like. How about that?’


			It had definite possibilities. It was so utterly different.


			‘Would you come with us?’ Dolly asked.


			‘Nonsense, darling, your friends wouldn’t want an old fogey like me …’


			‘Please, Mother,’ Dolly begged.


			Mother said that since she would be working on Saturday, well she could wear a silly hat and just drop in and join them for a drink … or whatever.


			Dolly’s friends thought it was a great idea. Jenny said she would wear her new outfit and it would make Nick sick as a parrot to know she had been lunching at The Grand. Mary said she’d go and grab a look at the menu so they’d know what to order. Judy said there might be film scouts there or men who ran model agencies. They said Dolly’s mother was a genius to have thought of it.


			‘How is it that your mother is so fabulous?’ Jenny asked with interest.


			‘Meaning that I’m not,’ Dolly said.


			‘Oh don’t be so boring, Dolly,’ Jenny and Mary said together, walking away from her, and Dolly sat in the classroom wishing the world would end. Suddenly and in a big splash of sunset. There seemed to be no point in living in a place where it seemed like a good idea for your parents to pay huge money to take people out to lunch, people who accused you to your face of being boring. Miss Power came in and found her sitting there.


			‘Stop slouching, Dolly. Go out and get some fresh air, get some colour in your cheeks, and for heaven’s sake, don’t come to school with a torn tunic and a ripped jumper. You can be sure your mother was never like that when she was your age.’


			‘No, I’d say she was perfect then too.’ Dolly’s voice was sour and hurt. The teacher looked after her and shook her head in disappointment.


			Mother had arranged a hairdo at Lilian’s and a manicure for the Saturday morning of the birthday lunch. Dolly hadn’t wanted it, any more than she had wanted the voucher for the new outfit.


			‘It will be a disappointment, Mother,’ she had said. ‘Everything is.’


			Had Mother’s eyes grown a little steely or did she imagine it?


			‘Shall I choose something for you to wear, then?’ Mother had said. And of course she had found a lovely green exactly the colour of Dolly’s eyes, she had said, and it did fit, and the other girls loved it; they were being polite to her today of course, because she was getting them taken to The Grand Hotel, Dolly realised. But still, they did seem to think that she looked well. And her hair was shiny and her nails, though short, were pink and neat, and the girl had given her a thing to paint on that meant you couldn’t bite them any more.


			The hotel manager had welcomed them warmly; the booking had been made in Dolly’s name.


			‘And your lovely mother will be joining you later,’ he had said.


			‘Yes, she’s working, you see,’ Dolly explained.


			‘Working?’


			‘In the flower shop,’ Dolly explained.


			For some reason he found this amusing. He smiled and then quickly reassured her. ‘Of course she is. Wonder­ful woman, your mother. We see her from time to time here. Not often enough.’


			When Mother came in, it did appear as if everyone were admiring her. She seemed so excited by the group of girls that she was joining, you would have thought it was the most glittering gathering in the land, not four ill-at-ease teenagers lost in a world of too much splendour. Suddenly the lunch looked up; a very, very little wine was allowed to toast the newly sixteen-year-old. The girls felt grown up, and they felt as if they belonged. Dolly saw them looking around more confidently now. The day would be one they would all remember. Would she remember it? she wondered to herself. Would she be able to recall it years and years later, like Mother had about records and television programmes and coffee bars?


			Mother had said that they should all take a little stroll down town after lunch, see the musicians and dancers by the fountain. She had a few things to do later – she’d leave them to their own devices. Feeling adult and in charge of their own destinies, the girls got their coats from the Cloakroom.


			Dolly had no coat, her soft green jacket and skirt was complete in itself. She waited while the others had gone to titivate still further, and idly pushed open the door to the manager’s office, where Mother had gone to pay the bill personally. She wanted to thank Mother, and thank her with warmth and say that it had been great, and that she did like the green outfit. Mother and the manager were standing very close. He had one arm around Mother and with the other hand he was stroking Mother’s face. She was smiling at him very warmly.


			Dolly managed to get back, but the door still stood open. She sat down on one of the brocaded sofas in the hall.


			In seconds they must have noticed the open door and they came out, Mother looking flushed, as did the hotel manager. Their fear of discovery took on a new horror when they saw the girl sitting solidly on the sofa. At the same time the chattering schoolmates arrived, so it was goodbyes and thank-yous and off with Mother down town for the action. Jenny, Judy and Mary went ahead. Dolly walked thoughtfully with her mother.


			‘Why am I called Dolly?’ she asked.


			‘Well in order to please your father we called you Dorothy after his mother, but I never liked the name, and you were like a little doll.’ She had answered, as she would every question, simply and without guilt.


			‘Do you do everything to please other people, to make them happy?’


			Her mother looked at her for a moment.


			‘Yes, I think I do. I learned that early on; it makes the journey through life much simpler if you please other people.’


			‘But it’s not being honest to how you feel, is it?’


			‘Not always. No.’


			Dolly knew if she asked her about the hotel manager she would get an answer. But what would she ask? Do you love him? Are you going to leave Father and live with him? Do other men take you in their arms? Is that what you are going back to, what you meant when you said you had a few things to do?


			And suddenly Dolly knew she would ask no questions. No questions at all. She knew that she would have to think about whether her mother’s way was in fact the right way – life was short, why not smile, why not please people … people like her old mother-in-law, Dorothy, now long dead; like Miss Power at school by knitting a cardigan; like Father by running to the gate to meet him; like her lumpen, surly daughter by giving her a birthday party.


			And, as she linked Mother’s arm to walk towards the fountain, Dolly knew with a shock that she would never forget her sixteenth birthday. It would always be there, frozen for ever as the day she grew up. The day she realised that there were many ways to go, and Mother’s was only one way. Not necessarily the right way, and not at all the wrong way. Just one of the many ways ahead.


		


	

		

			It’s Only a Day


			It was great the way they always found something to talk about. Schoolgirls in a small town. The nuns thought they talked about their careers, and plans for living a Christian life. Their parents thought they talked about getting good results in the Leaving Certificate. The boys in the Brothers thought Maura and Deirdre and Mary talked about clothes and records because that’s all they ever seemed to be going on about whenever you came across a group of girls in their school uniforms.


			But in fact what they talked about was love and marriage. In all their aspects. The love bit would naturally precede marriage. And there was all kinds of love – there was first love to consider, and false love, and love that was untrue, and love that was unreturned, and love that went through difficulties. But then it would all be crowned with marriage.


			Maura and her friends – Mary and Deirdre – didn’t talk much about love after marriage because, once you got there, then surely that was it. Then everything else would fall into place. Well, of course you were going to be happy ever after. What was the point of the whole thing if that wasn’t the way it would turn out?


			And wouldn’t it be great to be married. Your own home – you could come home whatever time you liked. And get up whatever time you liked. And eat whatever you liked. You could get chips seven nights a week if you wanted to. And people would be giving you presents; you got new things. Not pillows that gener­ations had slept on, or saucepans that had the bottoms all black. Everything was shiny when you got married. Of course it would be great being married once you had fallen in love and he had fallen in love with you.


			They were fourteen when they thought like this. When you thought the best bit would be being able to come home as late as you like.


			When they were fifteen, Maura and Mary and ­Deirdre talked about the kind of people they would fall in love with and the general view was that the pool wasn’t nearly large enough to choose from; in fact, the choice was particularly limited once you looked around you. Few young women had ever been given such a poor field of exploration.


			In films there were casts of thousands, in films handsome strangers rode into town. In real life there were the fellows from the Brothers, who would make a jeer and call you names. You couldn’t love any of them.


			When they were sixteen they got technical. The actual physical business of love, how it was done and the etiquette surrounding it all.


			Mainly, they talked about the first night, because the first night of marriage would be the first night of making love also. You couldn’t think of one without the other. Even in the modern up-to-date 1950s only a fool would do what poor Orla O’Connor had done. Her fellow had run off to England as soon as he heard the news. And there was Katy, who had to marry the eldest Murphy boy in such a hurry. Katy stayed at home and looked after her enormous baby, the one who was born prematurely after six months of marriage and she never went out anywhere even though her husband drank like a fish until all hours. Well, he had married her, hadn’t he? He had done his duty, faced up to it. He could hardly have a word said against him now. Katy wouldn’t want to say a word against a husband who had stood by her at the time of her disgrace. No matter if he drank himself senseless from one end of the county to the other.


			So these were awful warnings for Maura and her friends, Mary and Deirdre. Stronger and more terrifying than a thousand warnings from the pulpit, school or home, were the two living examples in their own hometown, the feckless Orla and the grateful, trapped Katy.


			For Maura, Mary and Deirdre it was as clear as anything. There was nothing to be gained and everything to be lost by having a first night of sex or love or whatever it was that was separate from the first night of marriage.


			As if acting in a play, they went over and over what would happen when they got to the hotel on the first night of the honeymoon. Presumably they would unpack, and maybe kiss a bit and say hadn’t it all been a great day?


			‘Remember, you’re married – you don’t have to do anything like the unpacking or anything at all,’ Mary said excitedly.


			‘Yeah, but you’d need to get your clothes out of the cases; they’d be awful crushed for the honeymoon,’ said Deirdre, who was the best dressed of them.


			‘And you wouldn’t want him to think that he’d married a slut or anything,’ said Maura, whose mother went in a lot for what people might say or think.


			So they agreed that you would unpack and then change into something smart for dinner and you’d go down to the hotel dining room together and the waiter would call you Mr and Mrs. And they all giggled at the thought of it, and then because you couldn’t make the meal last for ever, you’d come back upstairs … and now there were different schools of thought.


			Did you go down the corridor to the bathroom first and come back and wait for the man to do the same, and if so, did you get into bed or did that look too eager? Or did it look stupid sitting on a chair?


			Or did you let him go to the bathroom first, so that you could be even fresher and even more non-offensive when the time arrived? That was a possibility but then they had heard a story once of this couple where the man had been asleep by the time the girl got back from the bathroom, and she didn’t know whether to wake him or not and it had all been terrible.


			They wondered would it hurt, would it take a long time or a short time, they wondered did you say thank you, or did he say thank you, or maybe you both might say, that was wonderful!


			They also speculated at great length about the actual wedding feast itself.


			Mary was going to have the menu with the slice of melon and ginger to start instead of soup. It was a shilling dearer than the one with mushroom soup but it was very sophisticated.


			Deirdre was going to have the soup because her people would be bound to choke on the ginger and embarrass her, and she was going to have an accordionist who would play during the meal to cover the silences, and then to drown the noisiness when people became somewhat livelier later on.


			Maura wanted all the women at her wedding to wear hats. Big hats with brims and flowers and ribbons on them. Not small, close-to-the-head navy or wine-coloured velour hats like older women wore at Mass, but big coloured ones, straw or silky, dressy like you’d see in a film or a newsreel about a wedding or show-business people or royalty. And she wanted every man in the church to wear a flower in his buttonhole.


			Mary said she was daft – who round here would dress up like that? Deirdre said they’d only think she was cracked and trying to ape the British aristocracy. Men would go in their good suits as usual and open the collars of their shirts and take off their ties after the second drink, the way they always had. Women would buy a costume and maybe a small matching hat but probably not, just a mantilla in the church and then nothing on the head. This garden-party thing was the stuff of dreams.


			Maura feared it might be so, but she was also quick to criticise the melon and ginger and the permanently playing accordionist as pretty much creatures of fantasy as well.


			And then they were seventeen, and they all went their ways, Deirdre to do nursing in Wales, and Mary to the tech to do a course in bookkeeping, and then to work in her parents’ shop, and Maura to Dublin, where she did a secretarial course, and enrolled as a night student in UCD.


			They all met every summer and they laughed and talked like the old days. Deirdre reported from Wales that everyone was sex mad and that no one, literally no one, waited until the first night, and they made remarks like:


			‘Blodwyn’s getting married.’


			‘Oh, really – I didn’t even know she was pregnant.’


			Mary and Maura listened in wonder to the tales of such a free-and-easy society.


			Mary said that they could all say what they wanted to about Paudie Ryan, but his spots were gone now and he was a perfectly reasonable fellow.


			‘Paudie Ryan?’ Maura and Deirdre chorused in disbelief. But Mary was unyielding. The other two had gone off to Wales and Dublin and left her. She had to go to the pictures with someone, for heaven’s sake. Paudie Ryan’s father owned the other grocery shop in the town. Maura and Deirdre sensed a merger might be in the air.


			Maura’s mother said that a wedding was indeed very much on the cards between Mary and Paudie. She nodded about it a lot with an approval that drove Maura mad.


			‘Very best thing for both of them. Very sensible of them. The right thing to do for their families, for their futures.’


			Her head seemed to be going up and down, nodding with pleasure like clockwork. Maura was incensed with rage.


			‘God Almighty, Mam, you’re talking about them as if they were crowned heads of Europe.’


			‘I’m talking about them as two privately owned groceries with the threat of the supermarkets hanging over us all – why wouldn’t we all be pleased?’


			Maura knew there was little point in talking to her mother about love. It wasn’t a subject that had much future in a conversation. In fact it always ended the same way, in a snort. ‘Ah, love. Love is the cause of many a downfall, let me tell you.’


			She never told her. And Maura didn’t really want to know. It seemed to underline what she had always believed, which was that her own parents tolerated each other and lived in a state of barely contained neutrality, which they saw as their destiny.


			Love certainly seemed to have little to do with what had brought them together, which appeared to have been her mother’s dowry and her father’s ability to run a hardware shop. It wasn’t anything she could discuss with her family. Maura’s elder sister was a nun. Her big brother, as silent as her father, worked in the shop, and her young brother, Brendan, the unspeakable afterthought, twelve years younger than herself, was a nightmare.


			As the years went on, Maura felt that her real life was in Dublin. She earned her living by typing people’s theses and even manuscripts of their books. She met the kind of people that she would never have met at home. Professors, writers, people who often went into pubs in the middle of the day for hours and stayed up all night to write or study. People who didn’t go to Mass; people who had companions rather than wives, friends rather than husbands.


			She met people who worked in television and radio, actors and politicians, and found that they were all very normal and easy to talk to, and lots of them lived desperately racy lives and didn’t go home to their own homes every night.


			Maura pretended not to be shocked in the beginning and very soon she didn’t have to pretend any more; it was the sixties, after all, and even Ireland was changing.


			She fell in love with a man who was married, but she said she couldn’t see him any more because it would break up his marriage and that wouldn’t be fair. Maura noticed with rage that he had a series of other companions after her, and that his wife still appeared on his arm at premieres and at cocktail parties. It made nonsense of this love and marriage thing. But maybe they had been very childish, she and her friends Mary and Deirdre, back in the awful, old-fashioned fifties.


			After what seemed an endless courtship Mary eventually married Paudie Ryan, and Deirdre came home from Wales in a very short skirt that caused a lot of comment, and Paudie Ryan’s awful sister, Kitty, was the bridesmaid. Kitty wore a particularly horrible pink, which pleased Maura; at least it meant that Mary had stayed true to some of her principles anyway – like decking out an enemy bridesmaid in the worst gear possible. And there were melon slices instead of soup.


			Maura’s desperate brother Brendan and his horrific friends kept asking Maura and Deirdre were they on the shelf now and would they like to play a game of Old Maid. That was bad enough but a lot of the older people were just as rude and intrusive.


			‘Time you two were settling down yourselves now,’ they would say, wagging their heads in a way that made Maura want to scream.


			‘Too choosy, that’s what they are,’ said Maura’s father gloomily.


			‘Wouldn’t want to wait too long all the same,’ said Maura’s mother.


			‘Is there any hardware shop in the neighbourhood you’d like me to marry into, by any chance?’ Maura snapped, and regretted it immediately.


			‘You could do worse,’ her mother said, mouth in a hard line.


			Later on in the day, Deirdre whispered to Maura that she too might be getting married, but that David’s people were Chapel and hated the whole idea of priests and it was all very problematic. They went to Mary’s room as she was getting changed into her going-away outfit.


			‘Well, I’ll be the first to know,’ she said excitedly.


			‘Know what?’


			‘About the first night,’ Mary said, as if it were obvious. It was the middle of the liberated sixties. Even the swinging sixties.


			Deirdre, seven years in permissive Wales, looked aghast.


			Maura, seven years in bohemian Dublin, with a total of three consummated romances to her record, looked at Mary in disbelief. But it was their friend’s wedding day, so they recovered quickly. And they all giggled, as they had done ten years ago.


			‘Imagine,’ they said. ‘Imagine.’


			Maura found her family particularly trying that weekend of Mary’s wedding. Her sister the nun was home from the convent, dying to know every detail of the ceremony, and had Mary promised to obey. She had – good, good. There was a lot of nonsense talked about that these days, said her sister. The women’s liberation people were only doing more harm than good.


			Maura snapped at her that just because nuns took a vow of Obedience, it didn’t mean that half the human race, the female half, should do the same thing. Her sister’s eyes looked hurt and pained, but Maura saw their mother making terrible facial gestures and signs behind her. It was as if to say, ‘Go easy on poor Maura – she’s obviously very jealous of Mary getting married.’


			This annoyed her even more.


			‘What do all those antics mean, Mam?’ she demanded.


			‘Oh, very touchy, very touchy indeed,’ said her mother.


			Her elder brother said, ‘That friend of yours, ­Deirdre, is a bit of a goer – I’d say she’s no better than she should be over in Wales,’ and Maura wanted to smash him into the ground. He had reached this view after feeling under Deirdre’s short skirt and getting a knee in the groin as a response.


			Her young brother, Brendan, who normally had a variety of songs to sing tunelessly to his unmusical strumming of a guitar, had only one song and the chorus was, ‘I’ll die an old maid in the garret’.


			Her father, as usual, said nothing, had no views on any subject, and her mother’s face was set in such hard disapproving lines it didn’t look like a face any more, it looked like a diagram.


			Maura couldn’t wait to get back to Dublin. To Dublin and to Larry. Larry, the love of her life. Maura hadn’t told them anything at home about Larry, and she told Larry a fairly edited version of things at home. It wasn’t that she was being secretive or deliberately trying to live two separate lives, pretending to be different things to different people, it was just that the vocabulary wasn’t there. There weren’t the words to say to her mother.


			‘Look, please don’t worry about me. I’m not remotely jealous of poor Mary marrying that ahmadahn Paudie Ryan. I have a terrific fellow altogether in Dublin, and we’re as good as living together, I’m in his flat so much and he’s in mine, and it’s all great.’


			She might as well tell her mother that Martians had arrived in the hardware shop with an order for a spaceship.


			And even though she could talk about everything to Larry, and they got on so well on every level, she couldn’t really explain her inquisitive mother, who automatically counted up to nine on her fingers when she heard of a pregnancy to check that it was all within the correct timescale. How could you tell Larry about her sister, the nun, with the earnest face, saying that the women’s movement had a lot to answer for, or about her silent father, or her discontented brother making swipes and gropes at women because he was afraid of them. Or about Brendan, the evil-tempered spoiled brat who got away with pure murder.


			The worlds would have to continue to live apart. Maura sighed as she got into her car to drive back to Dublin.


			‘I wonder would some men think driving a car was a bit fast,’ her mother said, having given the matter some thought.


			‘I wonder,’ Maura said, keeping her temper with difficulty by stamping a nightmarish grin on her face.


			‘It couldn’t be that that’s holding the men back,’ her mother speculated.


			‘Perhaps I should take the car into the square and burn it symbolically – would that do, do you think?’ Maura offered, still smiling idiotically.


			‘Oh, wait till you end up like your Aunt Anna – that’ll soften your cough for you,’ said her mother.


			Maura drove back to Dublin wondering had her mother ever even remotely loved the silent man in the hardware shop. Why had they had four children together, one of them at an age when people might have thought they were past that sort of thing. It was a mystery.


			Larry cooked dinner for her. He told her that she looked beautiful when she was tired. He said he had another short story accepted. He said they should go to Greece for a holiday. He told her about the beautiful light out on the Greek islands. He told her he loved her. And she fell asleep in his arms.


			Maura got the letter from Deirdre a few months later. She and David were getting married. David’s father and brother loved fishing; if they could combine it with a week on a river­bank then they’d swallow the Catholic ceremony and come over to Ireland by car. Would Maura be the bridesmaid? She could wear whatever she liked, honestly, none of that caper of dressing her up in puce like Mary had done to poor Paudie’s unfortunate sister. Please, would Maura do this for her – it would be just one day out of their lives, then they could go on living as they wanted to live. For ever.


			Maura read the letter many times. Something in it had touched her. Deirdre, fast Deirdre, leading a liberated life in Wales, was going to give her parents the day they wanted so desperately, the day that would mark them out as respectable people in their community; they would marry off a daughter in the parish church, everyone would come and listen to them make their vows. Deirdre didn’t need it; she had been living with David for two years, she would not be living back in her hometown afterwards, it wasn’t as if she sought the neighbours’ approval.


			And this Welsh David was agreeing to it all, even if disguising it as a fishing holiday. Maura felt a pang. She felt very disloyal even allowing the thought to seep into her heart. She and Larry had been of the same mind since the start. Love did not need chains. Ceremony and ritual were in fact fences and padlocks. They were like saying to society, All right, we’ve promised in front of you all and now there’s no getting out. You’ve seen us make the bargain so if one of us cheats on it, then the full force of public disapproval can come down.


			Making public marriage vows with all the dead old words and the meaningless ritual was reducing love to a series of charade-like phrases.


			Larry and Maura loved each other – of course they were forsaking all others, of course it was for richer and poorer and sickness and health. Larry had paid for the holiday in Greece out of his new contract; Maura hadn’t left him when he got pneumonia – she had sat beside him until he got better.


			Love wasn’t a contract with small print entered into by two suspicious parties who each thought the other was going to rat on the deal.


			Marriage made little of love.


			Larry and Maura knew too many married people who lived according to the letter of the thing rather than the spirit of it. Their love would not be brought down like that.


			So, because this was undoubtedly true, Maura felt guilty when she wondered why they couldn’t give her mother and father the day, just one day, out of their lives. And her sister could come down from the convent, and Brendan, well maybe she could bribe Brendan to behave. But it went against everything they believed in, so Maura put it firmly out of her head. She wrote to Deirdre and said she would be honoured to be the bridesmaid and would wear a lemon-coloured linen suit and big white hat with lemon ribbons on it. Deirdre wrote back pleased and said that Maura had always been a devil for hats even when she was a kid in the convent.


			‘I’m dying to see you in the outfit,’ Larry said.


			‘I’ll do a fashion parade for you before I go.’


			‘Am I not coming with you?’ he asked.


			This startled Maura. Life had never been better for the two of them. They lived almost entirely in Larry’s flat on Chestnut Street; since they had come back from Greece it seemed foolish to be apart. Little by little she had moved in her clothes, her pictures, her books. They were getting to the point of sub­letting her flat to someone else.


			Everything Larry wrote was being published, and Maura’s own typing business had gone so well that she now had an office and employed someone to help her.


			Things were on an even keel – why did he upset them by wanting to come to her hometown?


			‘You wouldn’t like it. Too much ritual, feudal,’ she said.


			‘Well, you have to go through it for your friend, I’ll come and hold your hand.’


			He really didn’t get it. He didn’t realise what expecta­tions his visit would cause, what speculation, how he would be inquired about, his motives questioned, his whereabouts checked and his name brought into conversation for evermore.


			It was different for him. Larry’s mother was long dead, his brothers and sisters scattered, his father a vague, reclusive man who seemed mildly pleased to see his son, but never to worry about him. How would he know the frenzied interest that his visit would create.


			But he was adamant.


			‘I love you, I want to see you up there at the top of the church all dressed in lemon and a big hat and everyone admiring you. Let me be there. I’ll be so proud.’


			She looked at him in frustration. If he would be proud of her in lemon, why not in ivory in the real starring role, it was only a day; one day out of their lives.


			It would get her mother off her back, the nuns in her sister’s convent could cease their novenas, Mary, now the serene Mrs Paudie Ryan, would stop telling her about some very nice commercial traveller who was about to settle down, her brother Brendan would not be able to ask her, as he did now with sickening regularity, whether the family was normal at all, one sister a nun, a brother a confirmed bachelor, the other sister an old maid.


			She would ask him. She would propose to Larry. There and then. All he could say was no.


			‘Would we get married ourselves, do you think?’ Maura heard herself say, through the roaring sound in her ears.


			He didn’t look shocked, he didn’t look guilty or reproachful. He wasn’t even slightly apologetic. He was just interested.


			‘What for?’ he said.


			‘To tidy things up, sort of,’ she said lamely.


			‘Are you serious?’


			‘Half serious, yes.’


			‘But I love you, you love me – what would we need it for?’


			His much-loved face was honest and open. He was genuinely puzzled.


			‘There’s a way,’ Maura began slowly, ‘that if you really loved me, and I believe you do, then you wouldn’t mind going through one day of ritual and vows and rubbish, as we may see it, just to make other people contented.’


			‘But it’s our life!’ cried Larry. ‘We’ve always said, believed, that the world is the way it is because people did a whole lot of things without even thinking what they meant in order to please other people. That’s what makes love lose its meaning.’


			‘I know.’ She spoke from the heart.


			She did know and she agreed with him. Real love had nothing to do with Deirdre pretending to David’s family that it was all a fishing holiday, just so that Deirdre’s family could sleep easy in their beds.


			The next weekend she went home, she told her mother that she would be bringing a friend to stay for Deirdre’s wedding.


			‘She’ll have to share your room,’ Maura’s mother said. ‘Your sister will be home for the weekend, you know how she loves a wedding.’


			‘It’s a man friend,’ Maura said and had the pleasure of watch­ing her mother’s face change colour.


			‘Well, why in the Lord’s name didn’t you say so earlier and we could have booked the hotel. Now it’s full with all those Welsh people coming for the wedding.’


			‘Can’t the holy nun share with me? It’s only a night.’


			‘Maura, I’ll thank you not to make fun of your sister and the vows she took – you know she can’t share a room, not since she went into that nun’s cell.’


			‘God, Mam, it doesn’t matter where he sleeps. He can sleep in the dining room, can’t he?’


			‘He cannot. And tell me, is he by way of being a boyfriend?’


			‘Mam, I’m twenty-five going on twenty-six – you don’t call it that nowadays.’


			‘What do you call it, might I ask?’


			‘A friend, like I said. Larry’s a friend.’


			‘It doesn’t do getting your name up with a man like this and just telling people that he is a friend, and really I don’t know what your father will say.’


			‘I don’t know what that expression means, “getting your name up” with someone, and you and I know very well what my father will say – he will say nothing, as he has said for the past thirty and more years.’


			‘You’re a very difficult young woman, Maura. I’m not surprised that no man has seen fit to take you on.’


			‘Mam, Larry is coming to Deirdre’s wedding. I don’t care whether he sleeps with you or with me or with the nun, but could we drop the lectures.’


			And later Larry said, ‘I’m looking forward to it all. And if there’s anything I can do to help, you must let me know.’


			It was too late to say that the most helpful thing would be to stay in Dublin, so Maura smiled wanly.


			‘Entertain the Welsh,’ she said. ‘That might be the best help.’


			Maura and Larry drove down together. There was barely time for introductions before Maura left for Deirdre’s house to get ready. Deirdre was very over made-up, her white lace dress a little loose around the waistline to hide the very good news that had been confirmed a couple of months ago.


			‘I hear you brought a fellow,’ she said as she put on more eye shadow.


			‘A sort of a fellow,’ Maura admitted, not daring to think about the conversations now taking place between her mother and Larry. ‘You look lovely, Deirdre.’


			But the bride had little time for compliments.


			‘Just pray that David’s family stay good-humoured,’ she said. ‘You’ve never seen them when they glower; it’s a terrible thing to see.’


			Deirdre had hired an accordionist, as she had planned to do all those years ago. He was a man with a very, very red face, and there was some doubt expressed about his staying power.


			‘Don’t worry about him,’ Maura said to Deirdre. ‘He’ll be fine when the time comes.’


			She didn’t think it necessary to tell the bride about to depart for the church that the accordionist was on a high stool in the hotel already getting himself in the mood. His first few squawks were so disastrous that a shuffle of embarrassment began to ripple around the wedding party. Somewhere in the body of the dining room, Larry was quietly asking did anyone have a guitar, and to her horror, from the top table, Maura saw her lover and her poisonous young brother, Brendan, heading out together. No scenario could have been as bad as this. Minutes later, she saw in disbelief, Larry begin to strum and to sing in a very uncertain and shaky voice the first three lines of ‘Men of Harlech’. As if by magic the Welsh chests swelled up and the hotel dining room echoed to the sounds of a male voice choir singing their hearts out. They barely paused to swallow the soup and roast chicken as they thundered through ‘The Ashgrove’ and ‘We’ll Keep a Welcome in the Hillsides’. Larry kept ‘Bread of Heaven’ till just before the wedding cake and the speeches. By this time the wedding was such a thundering success that David’s family hardly wanted to go off fishing at all; they wanted to spend a week singing in this hotel.


			Maura was not a serious drinker, but the strain had been rather a lot for her, and mercifully she was so reached by it all that she did not realise the sleeping arrangements involved Larry, the one and only great love of her life, sharing a room with her brother Brendan, the most smelly and horrible person in Ireland.


			Maura slept a drunken, disturbed sleep and woke with an inexplicable thirst and a need for rehydration, unaware that Brendan had been filling Larry in on the situation. He thought Larry was one of the Welsh contingent. He made an attempt to explain Ireland to him. He told about the hardware shop, and how his father didn’t speak much at home, but loved talking to farmers about tractors.


			He told how his big brother didn’t know how to get girls and was always making grabs at them, which they hated. How his eldest sister saw visions up in the convent, and how his other sister had missed the boat. He didn’t know what boat, but there was some boat she should have caught somewhere, and then she would have got married like all her friends did, and all her mother’s friends used to come to the house and sympathise because Maura had missed the boat.


			Brendan said that he was going to be a famous guitarist himself and was very interested in the notion that he might learn a few basic chords and perhaps even read music one day.


			Larry and Maura were leaving around lunchtime, Maura with an unaccustomed hangover, Larry with a new understanding about life in a small town.


			Maura’s mother clucked around the car.


			‘Will we be seeing you around again? I mean, will you and … er … Maura be coming back here together?’ she asked, eyes darting from one face to the other.


			Maura wanted to reach out from the car and, with all the strength that remained in her weak body, deliver a stinging blow to her mother’s chin that would knock her senseless.


			‘He lives in Wales,’ said Brendan, amazed that people could be so stupid.


			‘Not all the time,’ Larry said diplomatically. ‘And if I were invited, I would love to come back here again and again and get to know you, as I hope Maura and I will get to know each other too.’


			Maura looked at him weakly; this was worse than she had believed possible – now their expectations were really high. Three miles down the road he stopped and asked her to marry him.


			‘You’re doing it out of pity,’ she said.


			‘No, I’m doing it because it’s right,’ he said.


			‘Ask me later when I’m better,’ she said.


			‘No. Tell me now.’


			‘It’s only a day, one day out of our lives; yesterday wasn’t bad.’


			‘If you think that wedding day was good, you ain’t seen nothing yet!’


			He told her that he wanted the church full of people in big hats like the one she had worn.


			It was only one of the many aspects of the dream they both shared.


		


	

		

			Fay’s New Uncle


			Fay barely knew that she had an uncle. He hadn’t come to her father’s funeral, he never got in touch with her and her brother, Finbarr, about anything at all. He had not been mentioned by anyone in the family.


			So it was a total surprise when she got the letter from a district nurse way at the other side of the city asking if Fay could become involved in the matter of her uncle, Mr J. K. O’Brien of 28 Chestnut Street. Mr O’Brien was, at present, in hospital and quite frail. He could be released only after a conference with a relative. Her name had been given as his only surviving relation.


			At first Fay was about to say it was a mistake. She didn’t know anyone in Chestnut Street, but then her name was O’Brien and on her mother and father’s wedding certificate the best man’s name had been written down as James Kenneth O’Brien. He could be her father’s brother. But why get in contact now?


			Fay was going to be twenty-five on her next birthday. What could explain the silence, coldness and distance of a quarter of a century? She would ask her own brother, Finbarr, but he was away. He worked as a steward on a liner and was often gone for months at a time.


			‘Don’t get involved, Fay, I beg you,’ her friend Suzanne advised. ‘You’re too kind, too easy-going. This old guy will want you to clean his house, wash his smalls, do his shopping, all in the name of family. But where was he when you needed him?’


			‘I didn’t need him,’ Fay said.


			‘Yes you did, when they came and took the house from under you after your father died.’


			‘To be fair, there were a lot of debts and he hadn’t paid the rent for a while,’ Fay said.


			‘Yeah, but a couple of hundred from Uncle James Kenneth would have helped.’


			‘He might not have had it.’ Fay was defensive.


			‘If he lives in Chestnut Street he has it. Those houses are going up in value every day; remember that before you agree to do every hand’s turn for him, Fay.’


			The girls had been long friends since school. They worked side by side in a dry cleaner’s and lived on dreams that one day two handsome, rich American men would come in to have their elegant suits pressed. Their eyes would meet the eyes of Fay and Suzanne and the next thing would be dinner, almost the next thing would be marriage and then there would be a life of ecstasy in Malibu.


			But these men never turned up, so Suzanne and Fay shared a bedsitter and saved some money every week to spend on a holiday in Ibiza in case the American movie men had taken their sharp suits there instead.


			‘I’ll go and meet the nurse anyway,’ Fay said.


			


			Nurse Williams was brisk and to the point. Mr O’Brien had suffered a mild stroke, they needed to be sure that there was someone to keep an eye on him, to make sure that he took his medication, that he ate sensibly and looked after himself. Often it was a matter of post-stroke depression, and if this were to be avoided they would need to be sure that he wasn’t left to wallow around on his own.


			‘I don’t think you understand, Nurse. This isn’t a loving extended family. I never saw the man in my life, and he never remembered me or my existence until he needed me.’


			‘He remembered you and agreed that we get in touch only after a lot of probing on our part and a great deal of reassurance that you would not be put out. We told him it would only be a formality.’


			‘And would it? Be only a formality, I mean?’ Fay asked.


			‘No, to be honest, I think it would be more of a commitment, unless of course you could come to some arrangement with his neighbours.’


			‘What are they like?’


			‘Well, Mr O’Brien has bad luck in one way. The neighbours on either side are absentee landlords, people who own the property but rent their places, so the cast keeps changing. Some teenager down in Number 18 feeds his cat for him. I know that there’s a nice, but fairly scatty, hippie girl nearby in 26, and a rather earnest couple in Number 25, but perhaps you could make further enquiries.’


			‘What do they call him? “James”? “Jim”? “Kenneth”?’ Fay asked.


			‘I’m afraid they call him “Mr O’Brien”, even us. It’s what he wants,’ Nurse Williams said apologetically.


			‘Everyone?’


			‘Yes, everyone.’


			‘Heigh-ho,’ said Fay.


			


			‘I’m Martin O’Brien’s daughter, Fay,’ she said to the small man in the hospital bed.


			‘And where did he get a name like that for you?’ the man said.


			‘He and my mother baptised me Mary Faith. I chose Fay.’


			‘Huh,’ he said.


			‘And what do people call you?’ she asked.


			‘You won’t be here long enough for it to matter,’ the man said.


			‘Are you normally this charming to everyone or is it only because I am your brother’s daughter that you’re making a special effort with me?’ Fay asked.


			‘Very droll, very smart-arse,’ he said. ‘Like your mother.’


			‘She needed to be both to survive without a penny piece from Martin O’Brien. If it had no sense of direction and four weak legs Martin O’Brien put the housekeeping money, the rent and the electricity on it. That was the system.’ Fay spoke without either bitterness or regret. It was the way things were.


			‘All I need is for you to sign me out – you can go your own way then.’


			‘I’m sorry, but I have a very great sense of duty. I can’t leave you alone to fall over and die.’


			‘I haven’t a notion of falling over and dying. I’m still a young man. I’m only seventy-four years of age, I’ll have you know.’


			‘You probably had no notion of having a minor stroke either. Can you let me have the keys? I’ll go to your house with Nurse Williams and we’ll see what has to be done.’


			‘You’re not getting your hands on the keys to my house.’


			‘Right, Mr O’Brien, keep your keys, stay here, die in this hospital, let that child feed your cat till it dies. What do I care? I never gave you a day’s thought in my life up to this, or you me. Why should things change now?’


			‘Are you normally as charming as this to everyone or is it only because I’m your father’s brother?’ he asked.


			There was a hint of a smile on both of their faces. She held her hand out.


			‘The keys, Mr O’Brien, then?’


			‘It’s Jim, Mary Faith,’ he said sheepishly.


			‘It’s Fay, Jim,’ she said and headed off for Chestnut Street.


			


			‘You’ll have to be prepared for the house to be in a terrible state – sometimes they are.’ Nurse Williams had seen everything and knew it all.


			‘What do we do if it is?’


			‘Sanitation comes in if it’s really terrible.’ Nurse Williams said, putting a handkerchief to her face as they opened the door of Number 28. But the place was fine, bare to the point of being sparse. There were few pictures on the walls, chairs that had never been comfortable and never been smart. A very small tele­vision set and a very big old-fashioned radio stood beside each other on a table. Folded newspapers were piled high on a stool. Pale, faded and many times washed tea towels were stretched out on the backs of chairs. There was no smell of food or decay.


			A very small fridge held just butter and margarine. A kitchen cupboard held a lot of tins and packets.


			J. K. O’Brien of 28 Chestnut Street, no matter how upwardly mobile his address, did not live high off the hog. Fay thought of the near-tenement where her mother had brought her and her brother up. It was very poor compared to this, but there was more life in every floorboard there than there was here.


			What had the brothers quarrelled over? Would Finbarr know? He was older – he might remember some row. Still, she must get down to the problem in hand.


			‘It’s too big for one person really. Would he be better to sell it and get a flat in sheltered accommodation?’ Fay asked.


			‘Of course he’d be better doing that, but do you think he will?’ Nurse Williams knew people held on to places. ‘No, he’ll stay here until he drops.’


			‘Should he live downstairs? He obviously doesn’t use that sitting room at all and he could put a shower in the downstairs cloakroom.’


			‘He’ll do nothing, Fay – we have to do it before we let him out.’


			‘But who’d pay for it? He doesn’t look as if he’s got very much. I’ve got nothing at all.’


			‘If he let upstairs he’d get plenty, but then who’d come and live with him, a complainer like that?’ Nurse Williams tried to work it out.


			‘What was his job before he retired?’


			‘He worked in the post office, I think it says on his records.’


			‘He’d have to have a pension from that, so he’d be well able to afford the shower. Can we get someone in your outfit to put the money up for it first and then tell him he has to pay for it?’


			‘I’d say that would be best. I’ll get on to it from my end,’ Nurse Williams said.


			


			Mr O’Brien was outraged when he came home and heard that he would have to pay for the shower.


			‘If you were an ordinary person, Jim, you’d have all that money back in a couple of months just by letting the upstairs as a flat. It would be paid in no time.’


			‘But who would I have upstairs?’ He sounded aggrieved and very annoyed.


			‘Who indeed? I can’t think of anyone that would stay there for five minutes,’ Fay agreed.


			Jim O’Brien was confused. ‘But didn’t you and that bossy nurse just tell me that the upstairs could bring in a great income?’


			‘Yes, indeed it could, but only to someone normal, someone who didn’t grizzle about everything as soon as the door opened.’


			‘You’ve trapped me!’ he cried.


			‘No, you see Nurse Williams and I thought you were normal; most people are. That was the mistake.’


			‘Why did you think that?’


			‘Because we didn’t know you, Jim, and how you are over-interested in everyone else’s life and behaviour and over-secretive about your own. You’ve told me something about every single person in this street, how Kevin and Phyllis across in Number 2 were devoted to each other, how Lilian in Number 5 supports the whole household, how Miss Mack went blind, how Mitzi in Number 22 had a romance outside her marriage years and years ago, how Dolly’s mother overshadows her daughter over in Number 18.’


			‘Yes, but all those things are true,’ he blustered.


			‘The thing is, however, that none of them knows anything at all about you,’ Fay said. ‘They don’t know where you came from, what you did as a living, how long you’ve been here. They didn’t know I was a relation; they thought I was a social worker.’


			‘It’s none of their business,’ he grumbled.


			‘I agree, but I was asked in by the hospital to help them work out whether you could live on your own, so I have to do my job and find out for them.’


			‘And what have you found out?’ He was anxious, even though he was hiding it.


			‘That you’ll be much better off living on one floor, and that I’ll leave you my phone number for emergencies and I will call to see you every month. They’ll let you stay here, Jim.’ She gave him a grin.


			‘You’ve been very good in ways,’ he said. ‘Badly brought up, of course, no manners or anything, but I suppose that was her fault. But still, you came when you were needed – I’ll say that for you.’


			Fay looked at him for a long moment without saying anything. Then she spoke.


			‘I don’t know what you have against my mother. Finbarr and I have nothing but good memories of her. She loved your brother; she said she knew he was a gambler when she married him so she only had herself to blame. She worked long, hard hours cleaning floors and stairways to keep food on our table and the rent paid.’


			‘She was a vulgar woman who drank great big pints,’ J. K. O’Brien said, as if that settled it.


			Fay looked at him in astonishment. ‘She worked her hands to the bone cleaning in order to pay for what she called her “entertainment”, which was to take my father out on a Saturday and buy them two pints each in the local pub. She did that to the week before she died. And he died a year later of a broken heart. Whatever you heard bad of her it wasn’t from your brother.’


			He was silent now.


			‘So, have we finished with each other now for a month, Jim? My telephone number at work is here on this piece of paper. I don’t have a phone at home, nor a mobile.’


			‘Where’s home?’ he asked suddenly.


			The first question he had asked about her during all the days of negotiation about him and his health, his house and his future.


			‘I share a bedsitter with my friend Suzanne who works with me.’


			‘How much does it cost?’ he asked.


			She told him.


			‘Is it very smart?’ he asked.


			‘No, it’s quite shabby, as it happens.’


			‘So, would you and Suzanne like to come and live here at a cheaper rent?’ he offered.


			Fay paused. ‘At no rent at all and it’s a deal,’ she said.


			‘At no rent?’


			‘We’d keep an eye on you, do your shopping, tidy up the garden and cook you Sunday lunch every week,’ she offered.


			‘I could get a fortune for upstairs. You and that bossy nurse as good as said so,’ he complained.


			Fay shrugged. ‘You could get a fortune, if you were normal, Jim.’


			‘Yes, well that’s as maybe. And what do you and this Suzanne want to do with your lives? Or do you intend to go on working in this place for ever?’


			‘What place, Jim?’


			‘The place you work in, a laundry or something, isn’t it?’


			He had almost remembered.


			‘A dry cleaner’s, but you were near.’
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