



[image: Cover Image]












THE INVISIBLE WORM



Jennifer Johnston


[image: image]











Copyright © 1991 Jennifer Johnston


The right of Jennifer Johnston to be identified as the Author of 
the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the 
Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


First published in this ebook edition in 2014 by Tinder Press 
an imprint of HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP


Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.


All characters in this publication are fictitious 
and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


Cataloguing in Publication Data is 
available from the British Library


eISBN 978 1 4722 2599 3


Cover art © The Image Bank


HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP


An Hachette UK Company


338 Euston Road


London NW1 3BH


www.tinderpress.co.uk


www.headline.co.uk


www.hachette.co.uk











About the Author


[image: image]


© Caroline Forbes


Jennifer Johnston is one of the foremost Irish writers of her, or any, generation. She has won the Whitbread Prize (THE OLD JEST), the Evening Standard Best First Novel Award (for THE CAPTAINS AND THE KINGS), the Yorkshire Post Award, Best Book of the Year (twice, for THE CAPTAINS AND THE KINGS and HOW MANY MILES TO BABYLON?). She was also shortlisted for the Booker Prize with SHADOWS ON OUR SKIN.











Praise for Jennifer Johnston


‘An immaculate artist: understated, unshowy, a careful and economical craftswoman of language and all the loose, unwieldy stuff of emotion’ Scotsman


‘Jennifer Johnston is masterly at creating atmosphere and evoking period and place’ Daily Express


‘Cool, crafted poise and sly wit’ The Times


‘Roddy Doyle called Johnston the best writer in Ireland. Mesmerising, powerful fiction’ Red









By Jennifer Johnston and available from Headline




The Captains and the Kings


The Gates


Shadows on Our Skin


The Christmas Tree


The Railway Station Man


Fool’s Sanctuary


The Invisible Worm


The Illusionist


Two Moons


The Gingerbread Woman


This is Not a Novel


Grace and Truth


Foolish Mortals


Truth or Fiction


Shadowstory


A Sixpenny Song











About the Book


It starts with a funeral. The great and the good have assembled: the President has sent a representative, and dignitaries are there in force. And Laura remembers those two terrible events. But was the tragedy out at sea an accident? Was the experience in the summerhouse cause rather than effect?


With wonderful delicacy and economy, Jennifer Johnston has stripped bare the lives of a family overwhelmed by more than one of the deadly sins. The Invisible Worm contains greater power and passion than most novels three times its length.
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O Rose thou art sick!


The invisible worm


That flies in the night,


In the howling storm,


Has found out thy bed


Of crimson joy,


And his dark secret love


Does thy life destroy.


William Blake


Songs of Experience











I stand by the window and watch the woman running.


Is it Laura?


I wonder that, as I watch her flickering like blown leaves through the trees.


I am Laura.


Sometimes I run so fast that my legs buckle under me; ungainly, painful.


This woman runs with dignity.


I have to say that for her.


Sometimes it is dark and I find it difficult to see her as she passes below the trees, running.


Her clothes are dark colours, the colours of weariness.


It is hard to tell from where or what she is running.


Perhaps, I think to myself, she is running towards something.


I think that on good days.


On the other days I know she is running away.


That makes me laugh.


What’s the point in that?


I ask the question aloud and the words spring back at me from the four walls of the room.


She always wears dark clothes.




Sometime, someone must have said to her . . . Black suits you, Laura.


No, I am Laura.


I must remember that, but I seem to remember a voice saying that . . . Black suits you, Laura. Maurice, perhaps.


I do wear black from time to time.


I also like bright colours, pinks and yellows, flame colours and purple. I have always thought purple to be a noble colour, a colour worn by courageous people, by people longing to be noticed.


The running woman never wears purple.


If she were to wear brighter colours it would be easier for me to see her; perhaps it would be of some comfort to me, if I could see her more easily.


Perhaps not.


Perhaps, perhaps not.


I don’t suppose it matters much.


‘Laura!’


When she passes into the darkness of my unseeing, I still stare out through the panes at the fields, and beyond these fields there are more fields; sand-coloured fields at this time of the year, with patches of grass growing up through the dead winter stubble. Beyond the fields are the hills, and then the sea.


Sand, stones, waves, shells, birds, pebbles, ripples, waves breathing, waves heaving, rolling, spume, spray, pools, wrack, weed, glitter, tiny torn claws, glitter . . . diamonds, pearls . . .


All this I see through these panes of glass with my x-ray eyes.


‘Laura!’


I love lists.


I spend a lot of time making lists; lists of the things I love; lists also of the things I hate. Sometimes I write them down on coloured pieces of paper, but most times I say them inside my head.


Incantations.


‘What is this?’


Maurice said it to me once, handing me a yellow rag of paper. I took it from him and held it between my thumb and forefinger.


Tree, branch, twig, bark, leaf, sap, bud, flower, wood, ivy, trunk, smooth trunk, knots, coruscations, axe, cracking, splitting, raging death.


‘It’s a list.’


‘A list of what, for God’s sake?’


‘A tree list.’


He snatched the paper from me and threw it into the fire.


It was consumed.


‘Sometimes I think you’re mad.’


I watched the flames consume my tree.


Mad.


‘What is mad?’ I asked Maurice.


It must have been winter. The fire consumed my tree.


‘The way you carry on.’


That’s right, it was winter. It was coming up to Christmas time; ivy trailed from the pictures and red ribbons held holly branches above the doors and windows; another tree, laced with silver and glitter, stood in the corner of the room.


Maurice’s family always come here for Christmas; old Mrs Quinlan, that’s Maurice’s mother, Doreen and her husband Bill, Sean and his wife Madge, and Brigid, who isn’t married. They bring the children and we all have a very good time.


It’s nice to have the house full.


All the rooms full of sound and movement.


This is my house.




It’s strange, really; for three generations it has descended through the female line.


I inherited it from my mother and she inherited it from hers.


I did try to have a daughter.


I believe in continuity, the handing down of secrets; I want someone else to hear the whispers, the breaths from the past, as I have always done; someone else to be stirred by the tremors of memory.


Some of the tremors of memory.


I did try. All those seeds were rejected.


‘Laura!’


‘Yes.’


‘Are you ready?’


‘Ready?’


‘That’s what I said.’


‘I have my black gloves and my black bag and a scarf to cover my head.’


‘You’re ready, then.’


‘I suppose so.’


Maurice comes across the room towards me and takes my arm. He bends and kisses my cheek. He smells faintly of Eau Sauvage. I bought him that for his birthday.


I continue to look out through the window. The leaves are acid green, uncurling; the wind lifts them and makes them tremble.


‘Don’t worry,’ he says, in his kind voice. ‘Everything will be all right.’


‘Spring,’ I say, for no reason.


He takes my elbow and walks me towards the door.


Such scenes stay with me.


The feel of Maurice’s fingers pressing through my coat and my black woollie will stay with me for ever . . . not of course in the front region of my mind, but I will be able to recall, when I need to, the feel of those fingers, the faint smell of Eau Sauvage, the sound of his steps, confident on the polished parquet as we cross the hall.


Such scenes reverberate and conjure up other scenes in the past: my father’s soft, white fingers imprinting their marks on my arms, as he shook me and my feet clattered on the floor and a dog barked at nothing, outside in the sunshine. The sound of my own voice screaming, tears suddenly at the soft corners of my brain.


Some memories are so joyful that you could bask forever in them; other you long to shove back, away, back into the darkness out of which they have sprung uninvited.


I try to exorcise that picture of my father and myself in the hall, as we drive in the car towards the church, by calling into my mind happier, more tranquil recollections. Maurice talks, but I don’t hear him; his words patter round me like a summer shower.


The streets round the church are lined with cars; the car park is full; women with nothing better to do stand near the church gate waiting to catch a glimpse of something or someone out of the ordinary; a cabinet minister, a bishop, the diminished red-rimmed eyes of the bereaved.


I will not be crying.


It is a huge, ornate church. We walk past the waiting hearse and the watching women. Maurice holds my arm tight; maybe he thinks that I might escape, fly away like a balloon slipping from the fingers of a child; I don’t suppose he does, really; he is not the sort of person to indulge in flights of fancy.


My mother never put her foot inside this church.


I wonder to myself if, had she lived, she would have been with us now, walking beside us with immaculate dignity.




‘A vulgarity,’ she once said to me. ‘Built on the backs and out of the pockets of people who could hardly afford to feed their children. They paid more towards it than your father ever did, or any of his like, because they felt what they gave; those few pounds impinged on their lives.’


My father always hoped that she would turn.


I remember her laughing at him once.


‘Divil a bit of it,’ she said. ‘Haven’t you got my house and my land and my beautiful body? What makes you think you should have my soul as well?’


He hated such irony.


She was the only person in my world who didn’t jump when he snapped his fingers, who didn’t succumb to his enormous charm. Perhaps I shouldn’t say that; perhaps she had indeed succumbed, and thereafter had to protect herself from it.


The organ is playing something sonorous and unrecognisable. Our feet clatter on the tiles as we walk to the front of the church.


The tall windows, alive for a moment as the sun comes from behind the clouds, glow into patterned life; heads, hands, haloes, wings are rich with jewel colours, and cast their muted patterns on the tiles and on the congregation; the brightness passes and the church is dark again.


Of course we have to sit in the front.


I do not look to left or right as I follow the little fellow who leads us along the aisle. I don’t recognise him, dressed in sober black; black tie, sombre face . . . a professional, I would think. His walk is that of a professional, unobtrusive, almost obsequious, adapted to my pace, consoling in its smoothness.


He turns and inclines his head slightly towards me as we reach the front pew.


I move past him and kneel down.




Our Father which art in Heaven.


The only prayer that trips from my tongue.


Hallowed be Thy name.


A poem.


Thy Kingdom come.


Thy will be done on earth . . .


Maurice settles to his knees beside me, dipping his head down towards his hands.


. . . as it is in heaven.


Give us this day our daily bread.


My mother’s voice is still in my ears.


And forgive us our trespasses . . .


. . . as we forgive them that . . .


‘Laura!’


. . . trespass against us.


I can’t.


I cannot forgive.


Forget it, God.


Forget I ever said those words.


No point in speaking lies to You.


‘Laura.’


His elbow nudges me.


‘Laura.’


I get up from my knees, angry with myself, that even at such a moment I am unable to overcome hatred.


‘What?’


‘The President’s A.D.C. has just arrived.’


Across the aisle from us he is being settled into the front pew with all due obsequiousness.


My flowers are the only ones on the coffin. Maurice must have organised that gesture.




Spring flowers, yellow and green and white; a laugh almost escapes through my lips. Green, white and yellow.


I never intended such a statement, but I’m sure that the President’s A.D.C. has made a pleasant mental note; that the ministers and other dignitaries present will commend me in their hearts.


Along the aisle the flowers are heaped, wreaths, crosses, cushions, sprays; a great sheaf of waxlike lilies lies to the right of the coffin.


There is a rustling at the back of the church; the sound of the organ swells.


We stand up.


The ceremony will take its course.


Oration, peroration, homily, sermon, valediction, obsequy, exequy, benediction.


If I got up and spoke the words I have inside me, what a shock they’d get.


The hole that they dig for you won’t be deep enough, dear Father.


How petty to think such a thought in the middle of all this formality.


They dance: the words like music punctuate the movements.


With each amen the tempo changes.


They dance to the glory of whatever God may be: advance, retreat, turn, bow.


Candles dance, men dance, boys dance.


They dance in celebration of my father’s life.


I feel cold. As if a wind has penetrated the stone walls and is numbing my body; or perhaps the cold is spreading out from me; maybe it will embrace the whole church, the whole town, the whole island: I will infect this race with my hatred.




Maurice is praying, his hands placed together like some saint in an Italian painting. His eyes are closed. His face still is tinted with brown from his two weeks in January spent in Mustique.


‘Will you come, dote?’


‘How can I come. Isn’t my father dying?’


‘There’s nothing you can do about that.’


‘I must be here.’


‘Suit yourself.’


He’d have got a rare shock if I’d said yes; if I’d rushed up to town and bought the bikinis, the silk shirts, the Ambre Solaire.


That would not have been playing the game at all.


Requiem aeternam dona eis Domine, et lux perpetua luceat eis.


‘Forgive me,’ he had said.


I had to stoop towards him to catch the words, so frail was his voice.


He pulled with his anguished fingers at the sheet that seemed to weigh him down into the bed.


‘Laura?’


Exaudi orationem meam ad te omnis caro veniet.


‘Will you?’


The nurse read a magazine in a chair by the window.


That was last week, only last week.


The spring sun, weak and all as it was, hurt his eyes, and we had to keep the blinds half drawn.


I put my hand on his; for a moment his fingers were still; then, as I lifted my hand, the restless, tearing and plucking started again.


‘Child?’


Agnus Dei qui tollis peccata mundi . . .


‘Yes.’




. . . dona eis requiem.


I whispered, Yes.


‘That’s all, now,’ said the nurse, putting her book on the table and getting up from the basket chair that crackled as she moved, and her starched apron crackled as she came over to the bed.


Agnus Dei qui tollis peccata mundi . . .


‘He’s tired. Aren’t you tired, pet?’


She took his restless hands in hers and bent smiling towards him.


. . . dona eis requiem sempiternam.


‘Laura.’


The procession is forming, the dancers moving slowly from the altar down into the aisle. Without much grace the coffin is lifted onto the shoulders of my four cousins, my father’s nephews; their feet clatter as they move slowly down the church. Maurice takes my arm and together we walk between the watching people, as we had done on the day of our wedding.


About a month after the funeral, Maurice brought Dominic O’Hara to the house for tea.


The fields were greening at last, no winter dun to be seen, the gold of whin bushes now lighting the slopes of the hills.


Laura was standing by the window when they came into the drawing room.


A book dangled between her fingers.


‘Dr Urbino caught the parrot around the neck with a triumphant sigh: ça y est. But he released him immediately because the ladder slipped from under his feet and for an instant he was suspended in air and then he realised that he had died without Communion, without time to repent of anything or to say goodbye to anyone, at seven minutes after four on Pentecost Sunday.’


What a way to go, was what she was thinking as they came into the room; they presumed that she was staring out of the window at the green fields below the house.


She was startled when Maurice spoke her name.


‘Oh . . . ah . . . sorry . . . Hello . . .’


She put the book down on the table by the window and rubbed her hands on her skirt as if she were wiping some unfriendly substance from them.


‘This is Mr O’Hara, dote . . . I brought him back for a cup of tea.’


She moved across the room towards the men, her hand outstretched.


‘How very nice.’


The tall man with her husband smiled and took her hand.


‘Dominic,’ he said. ‘I hope this is O.K.’ He held onto her hand.


‘Lovely. I’ll just . . .’


‘This is my dote, my lovely Laura.’


‘Laura,’ said the strange man. He still held onto her hand.


She wriggled her fingers.


‘. . . run out and . . .’


He let go.


‘. . . put the kettle on.’


She left the room and closed the door behind her.


‘Come over to the fire. Sit down . . . Cigarette?’


Maurice took a packet of cigarettes from his pocket and held it out towards Dominic – who didn’t appear to notice. After a moment he took one himself and lit it.


‘Beautiful.’




‘Hmn? Ha?’


Smoke drifted from his nose.


‘This . . . all this . . . and her, too. She is . . .’


Suddenly embarrassed, he moved across the room to a glass-lidded case in which several medals and miniatures lay on a velvet cloth. He bent down to get a better view.


‘What an interesting medal,’ he said. ‘No . . . no thanks, I don’t smoke.’


‘Her grandfather.’


‘May I?’


Without waiting for Maurice to answer, he opened the lid of the case and took out the medal.


‘I’ve never seen one of these before.’ He peered at it closely. ‘Indian? Is it Indian?’


‘Probably from Inja. I wouldn’t know. I . . .’


He closed down the glass lid and came towards the fire.


‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘I shouldn’t be poking round among your . . .’


‘Hers. They’re all hers. She’s a magpie . . . never throws anything out. Her mother was the same before her. The place is like a bloody museum.’


‘Yes. Yes, I can see that. Wonderful.’


The door opened and Laura put her head round it.


‘Some people prefer coffee.’


‘Tea’s fine for me.’


She nodded and disappeared.


The two men were silent for a moment.


‘Her family did that sort of thing, you know . . . Inja and all that. Empire building . . . soldiering. You know the sort of thing?’


‘There’ll never be enough jobs for everyone in this country.’




Dominic picked up a china figure and looked at the marks on the bottom of it.


‘People don’t care enough.’ Carefully he put the figure back again on the mantlepiece.


‘Care?’


‘I do like that.’ He hunkered down beside a small model of an early railway train in a glass case.


‘It’s all around. The uncaringness of people . . . the government . . . no one really cares . . . do they? Now, this is truly smashing. Don’t you think so? I’ve never seen anything like this before.’


‘Oh . . . yes.’


‘What’s its history? Who made it? It’s so perfect. Do you know?’


‘Laura will know. It’s hers. She knows . . .’


Laura came into the room with a tray which she put down on a table by the fire.


Dominic got to his feet.


‘That . . .?’ he said, gesturing with his hand towards the model.


‘Isn’t it lovely,’ she said. ‘I love it so much. My great-grandfather had it made as a toy for my grandfather, but then he couldn’t bear to give it to him, so he had that case made for it and kept it for himself. The doors open and shut . . . you can actually take the people in and out. I was never allowed to play with it unless someone was in the room with me. It’s just so perfect.’


‘Toys,’ said Maurice, almost under his breath.


‘Let me pour you some tea,’ said Laura.


There was silence as she poured the tea and handed the cups to the two men.


‘Mr O’Hara teaches at the college.’


‘Dominic,’ said Dominic quietly.


‘What do you teach?’ she asked politely.




‘I was up there about the extension to the playing fields and he . . .’


‘Classics.’


‘Really?’


‘. . . seemed at a . . .’


‘Really.’


‘. . . loose end, so I asked him home for tea.’


‘You don’t come across too many classics teachers these days. Do you have many pupils?’


‘Not too many . . . well, not too many worth having. The majority of them have no love in their hearts for Virgil or the plays of Aeschylus. They’re only doing classics because they have old-fashioned fathers.’


‘He’s a rugby man. That’s your real strength, isn’t it, O’Hara?’


‘Well . . .’


‘I never liked Latin . . .’


‘Amo, amas, amat . . .’ said Maurice.


‘I couldn’t unscramble the grammar.’


‘Caesar adsum jam forte.’


Dominic O’Hara sipped at his tea and said nothing.


‘Brutus sic in omnibus.’


‘Aeschylus to Ibsen,’ she said, aloud but to herself.


Dominic laughed.


‘Boyoboyo . . .’


‘I once met a man who taught drama in an American college. Aeschylus to Ibsen in three terms, he said. Imagine that!’


‘Boyoboyoboyo!’


‘Or maybe it was three years.’


‘That would be a mite more reasonable.’


‘It was probably three years.’


‘Have a piece of cake?’ said Maurice.




‘Thank you,’ said Dominic.


He took a piece of chocolate cake from the offered plate and stared at it for a moment before he took a bite.


‘She makes very good cake.’


Maurice put the plate down on the table as he spoke, and took a piece for himself.


‘But she never eats it.’


Dominic, whose mouth was full of cake, looked at her and smiled.


‘She only picks at her food, don’t you, dote? Like a bird.’


She smiled briefly and walked across the room to the window where she had been standing when they came in. She turned her back to them and stared through the panes at the hills. The shadows of the clouds moved over the earth; patterns of light and shade folded and unfolded.


Behind her their voices sounded, the fire cracked, someone placed a teacup on a saucer.


An unfinished man, she thought, as if he were made from unfired clay: hair, skin, lips, lashes, eyes, all the one dun colour like the fields before the greening happened. I bet he burns in the sun, unlike Maurice. Maurice blossoms in the sun, grows like a healthy plant, shines.


‘I always wanted to learn Greek,’ she said, to no one in particular.


Maurice laughed. ‘My wife is crazy. Hark at her.’


‘It’s never too late,’ said Dominic. She turned round towards them. ‘I suffer from lethargy. Energetic intentions, but no follow-through.’


‘Dote . . .’


‘It’s never too late . . .’ he repeated the words.


Maurice clattered his cup and saucer down onto the table.




‘I have to be off. I always make it my business to be down at the mill for the last hour or so of the day . . . just in case any problems arise. Know what I mean? So . . . can I give you a lift or would you prefer to . . .?’


‘No,’ said Dominic. ‘I prefer not to walk if I can get a lift.’


He came over to her at the window. ‘Lovely view.’


She nodded. ‘They knew where to build houses in those days.’


He picked her hand up and looked at it, rather as if it were some interesting object that he had seen lying on a table.


Maurice jangled the coins in his trouser pocket.


‘Thank you for the tea.’ He dropped her hand as he spoke.


‘Any time,’ she said.


She turned back to the window and listened to their footsteps, listened to Maurice’s laugh in the hall, listened to the hall door slam.


Studs.


Cuff links: gold, silver, some with woven initials, some with polished stones, amber, ruby, onyx; two speckled uncut turquoise stones set in rims of gold.


Tiepins, none as flamboyant as the cuff links.


A gold wristwatch with a black face; it had been a present from someone for whom he had done a favour and he had never worn it. He used to wind it every morning and leave it to tick undisturbed on his dressing table.


A wristwatch, plain silver, with large roman figures. This was the one he had worn as long as I could remember.


A fob watch that had belonged to his father and had a thin gold case, smooth as silk to touch.


Two ivory hairbrushes and a hand mirror to match.




An ornate silver manicure set; he had been very vain about his hands.


‘You can always tell a gentleman by his hands,’ he said once to my mother and myself, holding out his hands to be admired. My mother had merely smiled and said nothing.


All these objects cover the dressing table in front of me; they are, today, all that is left. I think I will distribute them among his nephews. Maurice has his own more contemporary style of decoration. He wears rings, and a gold chain round his neck with a cross dangling from it, carefully hidden during his working hours.


Yesterday I spent most of the day packing his clothes, suits, shirts, woollies, jackets, shoes, even his underwear, into plastic bags, and this morning I sent them off with Maurice, who was going up to Dublin, to the St Vincent de Paul.


I kept back his evening clothes and the morning suit, the top hats, the silk ties, as I didn’t think it would be seemly to send them; I thought that whoever unpacked the plastic bags might laugh at the sight of such old-fashioned and almost useless finery. They still hang in the wardrobe behind me, with little mauve moth-deterrents looped round the tops of the coat hangers.


There’s feeding for an army of moths there for years to come.


I threw out all his pyjamas and the sheets and blankets that had covered him for the last year . . . That was some form of superstition on my part and I didn’t tell Maurice; he would have laughed at me and then lectured me about extragavance.


The windows are open behind me and a warm breeze pulls gently at the curtains. I know that when I close the windows the smell will return, but in a week or two I will get the painters in and then the room will become healthy.


There were no papers to go through, no letters, business papers, press cuttings; no diaries, nothing to remind him of his past.


When he came to live here with us, or should I say die here with us, he brought nothing except his clothes and these objects in front of me on the dressing table.


‘I will be no bother to anyone,’ he said as he came in the front door, leaning on the arm of Nurse Mulcahy. Her shoes squeaked as they walked across the hall.


He held out his hand towards me, but I pretended not to see. I, even after so many years, so much water under the bridge, didn’t want to feel the touch of his hand.


May God forgive me.


Maurice took his hand instead, and he and Nurse Mulcahy helped him up the stairs to this room.


‘This isn’t my room,’ he said.


‘It’s got a great view . . . a better view . . . the evening sun, Father. It’s good to get the sun in the evening . . . and on stormy days you can smell the sea.’


He grunted. The sea meant little to him.


I had put an armchair by one of the windows so that he could sit there and look out towards the hills, read a bit if he wanted to, sleep; the doctor had said he would sleep a lot.


‘And Nurse Mulcahy is next door.’


He grunted again. ‘I thought I would have my own room.’ His voice was like a fretful child.


‘I think Mrs Quinlan’s arrangements are very good.’ Nurse Mulcahy moved him gently towards the chair as she spoke.


‘Who is Mrs Quinlan?’


I laughed. ‘I am Mrs Quinlan. I, Laura. You know that perfectly well.’


‘Ah, yes,’ he said as they lowered him gently into the chair. ‘I could have seen the mill from my own room.’




‘No sun. I thought you should have the benefit of the sun.’


And now, today, the sun shines through those windows and ignites the gold objects spread here before me, and silver, rubies, an emerald even, glitter in the light. He was a vain man; he was a peacock.


He brandished his charm and energy like a conjuror brandishes his brightly coloured silk scarves. People loved the flamboyant insincerity of my father; the smiles, the jokes, the promises flourished in front of their eyes; sleight of hand, magic tricks.


Even then, when he came to us that day to die, he had his own teeth, a fine thick head of hair, and eyes that were still, from time to time, a most shocking blue.


The next time Dominic O’Hara came to visit her it was raining. She heard the jangle of the bell and put her book down. She wondered for a moment if she would leave whoever it was there on the doorstep.


The bell jangled again.


Page one seventy.


‘Someone had told him that Enrico Caruso could shatter a vase with the power of his voice, and he had spent years trying to imitate him, even with the window panes.’


Page one seven o. She put the book on the table and got up.


A wisp of smoke had escaped from the fire and tickled at the back of her throat. East wind, she thought.


The bell jangled again.


She moved across the room.


No one visited her.


She was not presumed to be part of the visiting circuit. Standoffish.




Snobby.


Cold.


Different.


Indifferent.


Protestant.


Whatever?


Not someone to be dropped in on.


The rain drummed on the glass dome over the stairwell and the bell jangled again.


She ran the last couple of steps, and remembered how she used to jump down the last three steps . . . sometimes four, five, six . . .


‘Laura . . .’ her mother’s voice wailed in her head. ‘The house will fall down.’


‘Oh.’


She opened the door and saw Dominic huddled into his anorak, his hair darkened by the rain was plastered to his head.


He stepped into the hall, brushing past her, not waiting for an invitation.


‘What a day.’


He spoke the words, then shook himself for a moment like a dog just out of the sea; drops spattered from him onto the floor. He took off his coat and looked around for somewhere to put it and then threw it onto one of the ornately carved hall chairs.


‘Do come in,’ she said, closing the door.


He smiled slightly. ‘Do you mind . . .?’


‘I’ll make some tea.’ She moved towards the kitchen.


His feet slap-slapped behind her on the flags.


Father’s feet made no sound when he came up behind her; his shoes were neat, well fitting, highly polished. In this dark corner

between the dining room door and the passage to the kitchen, he could catch at her shoulder or her arm before she was even aware of his presence.


‘Don’t bother about tea.’


She turned round and smiled at him.


‘It’s no bother. I’d be having some myself, anyway.’


‘You said I could come. I hope . . .’


‘That’s all right.’


‘I hope . . . I don’t want to barge in. I saw Mr Quinlan heading off in his car and I thought . . . well . . .’


‘He’s gone up to Dublin to a meeting.’


‘This is the moment. That’s what I thought . . . to go up and have a look round . . . you know, at . . . see you, actually. I thought it would be nice to see you . . .’


‘I’m delighted.’


‘. . . again.’


‘I’ll make tea. You know where my sitting room is. Go on up. I’ll be after you in a few minutes.’


She walked quickly down the dark passage to the kitchen.


‘I mustn’t run. I have to stop running.’


Behind her she heard his feet on the stairs . . . slap-slap. Two at a time he was running up them, like a schoolboy.


The lid of the kettle on the Aga was rattling gently.


Will he stay long?


What will I say to him? Or he to me?


I don’t mind listening. For a short while I am prepared to listen.


I don’t want to be forced to talk. I hate talking.


I don’t want to smile and smile and nod my head and smile again.


I will give him tea and wait in silence.




When she went into the sitting room with the tray, he was standing by the window with a tiny jade frog in his hand. He was peering at the perfection of detail, holding it up to the light, intent on the shadings, green and grey, dark, light, moving, changing as the light changed.


He held it out towards her. ‘This. Tell me about this.’


‘My great-grandfather collected jade. He travelled in China. He spent most of his life travelling.’


She put the tray on a table. ‘Hats, fans, kimonos, parasols, jade, porcelain, ivory, paintings, toys . . . you know those little nodding men . . . wonderful, tiny nodding men. I have fifteen of them in my bedroom. Each one quite different to the others.’


‘Empire building. That’s what Mr Quinlan said.’


She shook her head. ‘Oh, no. He was just a traveller. He was lucky, my great-grandmother was able to keep things going here. There was the mill, you know. He didn’t fancy sitting here being a miller. My mother used to say that there wasn’t a country in the world he hadn’t been to. He had this man . . . well, servant I suppose, called Markey, who seemed to have the same notions in his head and they both spent all their time travelling. They came home from time to time and their wives had babies nine months later. Both of them.’


She laughed. ‘I always used to think that was funny . . . all those little Markeys and all those little Hansons, almost like twins. And their mothers, managing. Weren’t women amazing, that they could cope with all that? Such strength. I envy them that strength. It would have been easy enough, I suppose, for my great-grandmother, but I often used to wonder if Mrs Markey hated my great-grandfather for taking her husband away like that.’




‘Probably not,’ he said. ‘Think of all the babies she’d have had if he’d been here all the time.’


She poured two cups of tea.


‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘I’m chattering. I hate people who chatter. Milk?’


‘Mr Quinlan said empire building.’


‘Maurice isn’t always right, you know. He has odd notions about my family. My father was the same. Maurice never listens when you tell him things. He just shuts his ears to what he doesn’t want to hear.’


She waved the milk jug in his direction.


‘Just a drop,’ he said.


Carefully he put the frog back on the shelf, in its space among so many other jade objects: leaping fish, an old man weighted down by a sack on his shoulders, a dog scratching its ear, a man reading, a woman bending down, a child laughing, a child crying; some pale, almost white, others a deep, glowing green.


She stood, not quite sure what to do; she felt off balance somehow, as if she were no longer in her own room.


‘Aren’t you going to sit down?’ he asked. ‘Have some tea? Relax? You look like you’re about to fly away. Don’t do that.’


She nodded and poured some tea into a cup for herself and went and sat down in her armchair by the fire. He moved across the room and sat down opposite her, his legs stretched out in front of him, the cup and saucer tilting dangerously in his hand.


He never took his eyes off her. He was examining her as he had examined the frog; lights, shades, the carved intricacies of her body.


‘Yes,’ he said.


‘What?’


‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘I was just mumbling.’




‘What do you do?’ he asked after a very long silence.


‘Well . . .’ Her voice was cautious. ‘I pass the time. Why do you want to know? I am a wife. I don’t do anything. Yes . . . pass the time.’


‘People say you never go out.’


‘I garden.’


‘You know what I mean.’


‘I suppose you could say that I guard this house, this mad museum. I am the curator of my ancestor’s folly. Does that answer your question? I don’t like being cross-examined.’


‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘I didn’t mean to do that. I’m just curious, that’s all. I just wondered about you . . . about your life.’


She didn’t speak.


‘Curiosity killed the cat,’ he said after a while. Then he drank the tea in his cup in one long gulp.


‘Sometimes I have to do things for Maurice . . . meet people, that sort of thing. Give dinner parties. I have to do that. It really wouldn’t be . . . well . . . fair, if I didn’t. But I’m all right here, you know. On my own. People are right, I don’t go out. Not like other people go out. I don’t . . .’ Her fingers pulled at each other, fighting against the black of her skirt. ‘. . . feel the need.’


He waited in silence.


‘I am afraid.’


‘What of?’


‘I am afraid of my father.’


‘Isn’t your father dead?’


‘Yes.’


‘Ghost . . . spirit?’


She shook her head.


‘There are times,’ she said, ‘I feel his hands around my neck.’


She looked up and across the room at him and laughed.




‘I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said such a thing to you. Such a daft thing. It’s no wonder people think I’m a little gone in the head. You see, one of the reasons I don’t like talking to people is . . . things like that just come popping out of my mouth, unasked. People don’t like that . . . do they? They like words, thoughts they can understand. Wouldn’t you agree? People, by and large, don’t like to be disturbed. Now, if you want to have a look round, carry on. I will read my book.’
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