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Chapter One


Rhoisin held on to her mother’s hand as they waited to cross the road.


‘Mum, why haven’t I got a dad?’


Linda’s grip on her small daughter’s hand tightened. The question she had always been dreading. And what a time to choose! Just as they were lining up with several of her school friends waiting for the lollipop lady on the other side to stop the traffic. Linda looked down at Rhoisin’s serious little upturned face; the fine arched eyebrows meeting in a frown over the wide-set grey eyes; the mouth puckered, poised with another question.


‘Everyone’s got a dad, love,’ she began. The fat woman next to them inclined her head a little closer. ‘It’s just that some dads stick around and other dads...’


The pelican crossing bleeped and the man on the sign turned from red to green, changing his posture, now striding out, encouraging the waiting pedestrians to do the same. The lollipop lady, easily visible in her white coat, stepped out into the road, holding aloft the sign emblazoned with two children crossing. Two mums with toddlers in pushchairs led the way, followed by other mothers and young children straggling across the road in an untidy procession. From behind them Linda could hear the wail of a siren. As it increased in nerve-shattering decibels, there was a squeal of tyres as a battered black Ford Cortina careered around the corner knocking over the lollipop lady and missing the two pushchairs by a hair’s breadth. The lollipop lady lay quite still in the middle of the road, her crossing sign perched at a crazy angle on top of the two pushchairs. For a second there was a deadly hush, then, as the crying and screaming started, the screech of the siren surrounded them as a police car rounded the corner at an even more dangerous speed than the Ford Cortina, swerved round the inert body of the lollipop lady and drove on in hot pursuit.


Several hours later, slowly recovering from the shock, Linda realised that one day she would have to answer her daughter’s question. That day had only been postponed.


It was over a year before Rhoisin again broached the question of the whereabouts of her father. In that time she did a great deal of thinking as she listened to her school friends comparing notes on what daddies did. At the time when she had first questioned her mother on the subject she was still unaware of human conception. Now, as her ninth birthday loomed, Rhoisin was beginning to put two and two together.


The callous death of the lollipop lady had shocked the community. It was clear that the driver of the Ford Cortina car had caused her death but as he had shortly afterwards killed himself by driving into a wall the matter never reached the courts.


For weeks following the horrific accident Linda and Rhoisin took an alternative route to school. Although ten minutes longer, which meant getting up earlier, they both agreed it was well worth it. Occasionally, as they walked to school by their new route, Rhoisin began to think about her father. By now the two issues had become inextricably linked: violent death and the disappearance of her father became confused in her childish mind. Perhaps her father had died a violent death? Or perhaps, worse still, he had caused the violent death of another? Rhoisin held on tightly to her mother’s hand as they walked to and fro from school, careful not to stand at the front of those waiting to cross the road; to avoid, as it were, a ringside seat of another possible tragedy.


It was August. Four more weeks of the summer holidays still stretched ahead. For Linda it was the most difficult time of the year. It was the time, above all, when the phrase: ‘single parent’ acquired its full meaning. She felt deep pangs of guilt as she left for work each morning leaving Rhoisin alone for the day in the drab dingy flat. Until two years ago life during the summer holidays had been a great deal easier. She had worked in a small family owned newsagent and confectioners in the High Street. There was no problem having Rhoisin in tow in the holidays. Mr. Patel even encouraged it. He said it enhanced the family atmosphere. But Mr. Patel had sold out two years ago and moved to a better neighbourhood where he could educate his children privately. Now many of the small family concerns in the High Street were moving or closing down, forced out of business by the expansion of chain stores and supermarkets, encouraged by the late post war boom in the early 1960s. For a few months Linda took a job in Boots, but gradually the hierarchy in the assistants’ pecking order got her down and she moved across the road to Posners, a small family fabric business, though as far as Rhoisin was concerned the change made no difference. There was a total ban on all employees bringing their children in to work.


As the hot and seemingly endless August wore into its third week, Linda received an unexpected invitation. For the past few months she had been going out on an irregular basis with a man called Jim Banks whom she had met at a St. Valentine’s party. The difficulty of finding a babysitter in the evenings had rather curtailed their outings, but none the less Linda and Jim found each other’s company quite congenial.


Jim owned a static caravan which he kept on a site near Margate. It was a very large caravan – more like a cottage really – with a spacious lounge/diner, small kitchenette, shower room and three bedrooms; one a reasonably sized double; the two smaller ones more like boxrooms. It was a well-kept caravan site. As Margate is within easy reach of London, many owners visited their caravans most weekends in the summer months, so the place had a tidy well-used look, with flowers adorning the small area in front of each caravan. Linda was pleased, flattered and rather excited when Jim invited her to the caravan for the last week of August.


‘But I have a young daughter,’ Linda sounded apologetic, almost as if it were her fault.


‘That’s fine,’ Jim had replied. ‘Bring her along. We’ll have a great time, the three of us. I like little girls.’


Linda was relieved and very grateful. Rhoisin was excited. She had met Jim for the first time that morning when he had called for them in his car. He breezed in, loud and large, dwarfing the tiny flat, swinging Linda round, ruffling her carefully coiffed hair.


‘You look a picture, Linda, you really do.’


Linda patted her hair self-consciously, murmuring: ‘This is Rhoisin,’ as she pushed the child forward.


Jim looked down at the small child, twisting her hands together awkwardly, rubbing one leg down the back of the other as she did when she was embarrassed.


‘Rhoisin, eh? And how do you spell that?’


‘R H O I S I N.’ replied the child. ‘But it’s pronounced Roosheen.’


‘And who thought that one up?’ enquired Jim. ‘I’ve never heard that name before.’


‘My Mum likes it,’ said Rhoisin. She liked it too. It was different, unusual and she enjoyed getting people to spell it correctly. She look up cautiously at Jim for the first time and didn’t care too much for what she saw. A halo of red hair framed a pale freckled face. A squashed nose like a small turnip squatted uneasily in the middle. Glassy pale blue eyes set too closely together were fringed by almost white eyelashes, above which the off-white eyebrows were almost invisible. The lower part of his face was a slight improvement on the upper half. The mouth, shapely though insensitive, with lips curling upwards as if accustomed to laughter, the podgy chin deeply dimpled. He was a big man, and though not fat, aware now that in his mid-thirties, he had to keep a weather eye on his beer gut. It was his hands that particularly struck Rhoisin. They were hairy and covered with pale red freckles. Even the fingers had a sheen of downy red hair and squidgy, misshaped freckles. The hands reminded Rhoisin of an orang-utan.


Mother and daughter took to the caravan right away. It was lighter and more spacious than their council flat in Kilburn. It was only the second season that it had been in use so it was almost new; the paintwork, chintz upholstery and the curtains still looked fresh. Linda cooked a simple meal on the Calor Gas stove and the three of them passed the evening playing cards and chatting.


The next few days passed pleasantly in the pursuit of the usual beach activities. The weather was glorious so they swam several times a day, relishing the hot sun on their already sunburnt bodies as they came out of the chilly sea. They rubbed suntan lotion onto each other, Jim’s hairy, prehensile hands lingering just too long as he neared the pubic area, fingers creeping ever so little underneath the bra. Rhoisin squirmed under his touch and rolled off her towel into the sand.


Jim laughed. ‘I won’t hurt you lass. Sure you’re just like a daughter to me.’


Friday, the last day of their holiday dawned hot and still like all the others. The night before Jim had proposed taking them out for a meal on their last evening. The next day he drove Linda into Margate to the hairdresser, planning to return for her in about an hour and a half.


Rhoisin lay on her narrow bed, reading. It was already very warm and she still wore her nightie. She looked up as the door opened slowly and softly. Jim stood in the doorway, large and lumbering, bare-chested, his red body-hair gleaming in the sunlight. Rhoisin’s heart beat faster.


‘Hello,’ said Jim. ‘You not dressed yet?’


Rhoisin said nothing. Jim sat down on the edge of the bed.


‘Enjoyed your holiday?’


Still Rhoisin said nothing.


Jim started to stroke her leg; slowly, gently, relishing the smooth, silky, pre-pubertal skin. Rhoisin froze. The sound of children’s voices playing outside wafted in through the window. Jim continued to stroke, higher and higher, above her knee, over the top of her thigh, past the pubic area, now caressing her flat smooth child’s stomach. Rhoisin lay inert, paralysed. With his free hand Jim unzipped his flies and took out his penis, hard, covered in downy red hairs. Shaking with excitement, he plunged his finger right inside the helpless little girl. Rhoisin screamed out in agony and fear. Carried away by lechery and stimulated by sheer sadism, he ripped off her nightie, mounted and raped her.


Rhoisin fainted.


‘How did you get on, Roosh?’ asked Julie.


‘Badly,’ replied Rhoisin.


‘You can’t have done badly – not in both of them. Not in either of them, in fact. You’re much too good. Which one did you think was the worst?’


‘Biology.’


‘Really? Even worse than chemistry? I thought that was quite impossible. I couldn’t even finish it.’


‘There was too much choice on the biology paper. I spent simply ages just trying to decide which questions to do.’


‘Which one did you do? The sexual reproduction of the lizard or the glow worm?’


‘I didn’t do either,’ said Rhoisin shortly. ‘I’m not into sexual reproduction of lizards or glowworms,’ she added quickly.


‘Just humans,’ said Julie lightly.


‘Yes... no, I... I...’ she trailed off.


Julie looked at her curiously. It was strange how Rhoisin shied away from any conversation connected with sex. After all, at sixteen she couldn’t think of anything more absorbing.


‘Well,’ said Rhoisin, ‘at least we’ve got tomorrow off to revise for history. I bet that’ll be a scary one.’


‘Yes,’ said Julie gloomily, ‘that’ll give us writer’s cramp all right. Are you ready to go home, Roosh? If you are you can give me some tips on what to mug up on the way?’


Rhoisin laughed good-naturedly. ‘OK. C’mon then. You’ve been picking my brains for the last four years. I can’t really stop you now.’


‘Hello, Mum. It’s me. ‘I’m back,’ Rhoisin called, as she let herself into the flat and closed the door. Linda came into the hall, wearing a dressing-gown, her hair in curlers.


‘Hello, love. How did it go?’


‘Lousy.’ Rhoisin dumped her heavy school bag on the floor and threw her blazer on top.


‘What, both of them?’ asked Linda, automatically bending over to retrieve the blazer from the floor.


‘Oh, leave it there, Mum. It’s only the ‘school sack.’ Christ! I’m hungry.’


‘I’ll put the kettle on,’ said Linda, holding on firmly to the blazer. I’ll hang this up first, though. I’ve paid for it. ‘Now let’s see. It was biology today and history? No, history tomorrow.’


Rhoisin smiled affectionately at her mother.


‘Not bad, Mum. It was biology and chemistry today. We’ve got tomorrow off so we can revise for history on Thursday.’


‘Tomorrow off, love? That’s nice. Jim’s got the day off tomorrow as well. He said he might pop in and have a go at that leaking tap while I’m out at work. It’s only the washer I’m sure, but I find it awfully stiff even with...’


Rhoisin felt her stomach heave. She wanted, as she had on several occasions, to tell her mother about the rape but something stopped her. It wasn’t that she felt her mother wouldn’t believe her. It was more that Linda might stop believing in Jim. Rhoisin realised that by now her mother somehow needed Jim.


‘Mum; can’t Jim stay out of our flat during the day if you’re out. I mean, he must have other things to do in his own flat.’


‘Jim’s a very kind, thoughtful man,’ replied Linda. ‘Really, if he offers to do us a favour I can’t turn him down. He might be offended. And after all, it’s not as if I have anyone else to do the little jobs around the house.’


‘Well, that settles it,’ said Rhoisin, gritting her teeth. ‘I’ll go round to Julie’s for the day. Her mum won’t mind. I’ll take a bite of something for lunch so she won’t think I’m trying to eat them out of house and home. Julie will be pleased. she’ll do better if I cram her a bit.’


Linda frowned. ‘Rhoisin, why is it that you always seem to be avoiding Jim? I mean, don’t you like him?’


Rhoisin gathered up her tea things and put them in the sink.


‘He’s OK, Mum, he really is. But I need a bit of peace and quiet if I’m going to get good grades. Even the O Level grades go on the UCCA Form. I work better if people aren’t around.’ She looked at her watch. ‘Five o’clock. Can you give me two hours to work before dinner?’


The afternoon sun streamed through the wide open kitchen window. The table was strewn with books: text books, study aids, notebooks, jotters, pens and pencils. Rhoisin was gradually making order out of chaos; distilling the notes taken in class, fleshing them out with tips from the Pan Study Aids. Romeo and Juliet. Pity they had to dissect it. She had enjoyed it before they had started picking it to pieces. Only one more exam after this; history. She was fairly confident of doing well in that; hopeful of an A. French had been the bugbear, but it was no use worrying about it now. She heaved a deep sigh and didn’t hear the front door key turn quietly in the lock. Absorbed in her work with her back to the kitchen door she was unaware that the door opened slowly and Jim Banks crept into the room as silently as his large bulk allowed. He stood behind her for a full minute watching her at work. Her slim white hand sped deftly across the page, her dark shining hair obscured her face revealing the two soft curves at the back of her shapely neck. Jim felt lust stirring in his groin. His breath coming in short, shallow pants, he took a step towards her and reached out his hand to caress her neck. Now was his chance; the opportunity he had frequently been denied.


Rhoisin continued to write, totally oblivious of the man’s presence; standing behind her, evil and menacing, ready to pounce on his prey. One more step, thought Jim, his excitement rising. Then he paused. She had a tendency to faint when frightened. Was there really any point in fucking a woman who was out cold? Part of the fun was their reaction. He wasn’t a rapist – well, not entirely.


Jim stepped back and gave a gentle cough.


‘Jesus Christ!’


Terrified, Rhoisin leapt out of her chair.


‘What the bloody hell do you mean creeping in on me like that? This isn’t even your flat! And who gave you the key?’


She was shaking, sweating with fear.


Jim walked calmly round to the other side of the table and stood facing her. ‘We had to see how the clever little student was progressing, didn’t we?’ He gave her a lecherous smile, fingering his flies. He took a step towards her. ‘I thought perhaps it was time the young lady took a break from geography and history and did a little study of a more practical nature.’


He reached out and tore the top button off her blouse.


Consumed with anger, Rhoisin momentarily forgot her terror. With one swift movement she stepped up to the table, picked up a pair of sharp pointers and drew them viciously across his face, just missing his left eye. Howling with pain, blood pouring down his face, Jim leapt around the room, rushed out of the front door and bounded down the stone staircase, taking the steps two at a time.


Shaking with terror, Rhoisin sat down and burst into tears.


‘Mum, are you sure you’re OK?’ Rhoisin sounded anxious. She sat down at the kitchen table opposite her mother. Linda had clearly been crying. She looked up at her daughter, fresh tears welling up in her eyes.


‘I went to the doctor’s today,’ said Linda slowly, ‘because I found a lump. Here.’ She touched her right breast nervously with her left hand. There was a long pause. Rhoisin looked up, frightened.


‘Oh, Mum!’


‘The doctor thinks it could be – could be cancer,’ she whispered.


Rhoisin got up, went round to the other side of the table and put her arms round her mother. ‘Oh, Mum!’


Linda put her head on her arms and sobbed. Rhoisin knelt down beside her mother and stroked her gently. Her thoughts were in a turmoil. Cancer! No! Surely not! Not her mother. Not at forty-one. People didn’t get cancer at the age of forty-one. Old people got cancer. People in their eighties. Not young people. There must be a mistake. The doctors at the hospital would surely sort it out.


But what if there wasn’t a mistake? What if her mother did have cancer? Would it be curable? She had heard of people who were cured of cancer. But say it wasn’t curable and then her mother wasn’t there any more? What would she do completely on her own? No brothers, sisters, or even aunts or uncles as far as she knew. And what about her father? Where was he? Was he still alive? Should she try and find him, especially if...


She tried to banish such dreadful thoughts from her mind. It was impossible to think of her mother not being there any more... She must try to be strong, supportive, cheerful if possible.


‘Mum, it’ll be OK. You’ll see. Have they actually confirmed it yet? Said that there’s anything – you know – malignant?’


Linda looked up. ‘No. Nothing’s been confirmed yet.’


‘Well, then. Nothing’s definite yet. It’ll be OK. You’ll see. Medicine has made enormous strides in the last ten years or so. Doctors can do wonderful things nowadays. Just look at all the people walking round with other peoples’ hearts, livers and kidneys. Not to mention half the population over sixty-five with pacemakers, who are running marathons after open heart surgery. It’ll be OK. They’ll do microsurgery and you won’t even notice the difference.’


Linda sobbed louder. ‘They’ll cut it off! You wait. Cancer’s different. It’s not clean and straightforward like a heart attack. It’s a growth, malignant and deadly like a poisonous mushroom, slowly eating the body away.’


‘Mum, it hasn’t actually been confirmed yet, has it?’


‘N – no. They haven’t actually spelt it out yet. They’re afraid to. They’re afraid to tell me the real truth.’


‘But, Mum, how far has the investigation got? Have you seen a specialist yet?’


‘No,’ said Linda, sitting up and brushing the tousled hair from her tear-stained face. I’ve an appointment at the hospital first thing on Monday.’


‘Well,’ said Rhoisin, trying to sound cheerful. ‘You see? All isn’t lost yet. The doctor will examine you and you’ll have one of those mammogram things you were telling me about and we’ll take it from there. Try and cheer up, Mum. Look, I’ll make some tea and then I’ll go out and get something special for our dinner.’




Chapter Two


‘What can I get you, love?’


‘Oh, I haven’t ...’ Rhoisin, lost in reverie, was suddenly jolted into the present. She quickly scanned the short menu. ‘I’ll have... egg mayonnaise and cress please.’


‘White bread, rye bread, granary bread, French bread, pitta-bread, Nan-bread or pumpernickel,’ intoned the waitress. ‘Or you can have the whole lot toasted.’


‘Even the Nan?’ said Rhoisin, rather surprised.


‘Egg and cress on toasted Nan.’ The waitress wrote it down on the order pad.


‘No, no,’ said Rhoisin confused.


‘No?’ said the waitress, drawing a vicious line across her pad. ‘Make up your mind, then. There’s lots of other customers waiting.’


‘Yes, sorry,’ stammered Rhoisin. ‘I only meant, well, toasted Nan does seem rather a contradiction in terms, doesn’t it?’


‘We don’t go in for contradictions here,’ replied the waitress tartly. ‘We just try and give the customers what they want as quickly as possible.’


‘Yes, of course. I am sorry.’ Rhoisin could feel herself blushing. ‘I’ll have brown bread.’


‘Granary or rye?’ The waitress was a stickler for accuracy. She’d been sacked for less. ‘Toasted or not?’


Rhoisin felt weary. The argument had sapped her appetite. ‘I think I’ll just have a coffee,’ she said.


‘Nothing to eat? You’re wasting your money. There’s a minimum charge of £3.50 at lunchtime. Otherwise we’d have every Tom, Dick and Harry, not to mention Sharon and Tracy, coming in here for a cup of coffee that’s only 70p after all, and taking up the space where the boss could be making £3.50 or more. But it’s up to you, love.’ The waitress’s aggression was slowly abating. ‘Take my advice and have a nice sandwich.’ She stared hard at Rhoisin. ‘Looks to me as if you need a bit of feeding up. Have the granary. It’s fresh today so it don’t need toasting. And here –’ she became almost confidential, ‘have a cappuccino. They do ’em nice here.’


Rhoisin smiled gratefully. ‘Thanks. That sounds lovely.’


The small coffee bar was cramped and noisy. Clouds of blue cigarette smoke hung in the air, making her throat prickle and her eyes smart. She sat at a table for two just inside the door. Each time the door opened to admit yet another person who would take up space, make a noise, and probably add to the pall of smoke, a blast of cold air vent its full spleen upon Rhoisin before wafting round the stuffy room, breaking up the dense coils of smoke into thin grey ribbons. She was undecided about whether or not to shed her thick duffle coat. Once the door was closed for more than a few minutes the room became unbearably hot. She decided to risk it, struggling out of the heavy coat with difficulty in the cramped space, feeling more comfortable in her thin black cotton skinny-rib sweater, which she wore with freshly laundered jeans.


‘This seat taken?’


Rhoisin looked up to see a well dressed man of indeterminate age standing with his hand elegantly placed on the back of the opposite chair.


‘N – no. Please do,’ she murmured, indicating the seat.


Long tapered fingers, well-manicured nails, reached languidly for the menu. The waitress hovered, clucking impatiently.


‘Yes, sir?’


‘Egg and cress, please.’


Out of the corner of her eye Rhoisin noticed the finely chiselled profile.


‘White bread, rye bread, granary bread, French bread, pitta-bread, Nan-bread or pumpernickel; plain or toasted,’ droned the waitress. The man laughed.


‘I didn’t catch all that. Would you start again, please.’


The waitress leant towards him aggressively. Her voice became a hiss. ‘White, rye, gran, Nan, French, pitta or pump-er-nick-el.’


Fine eyebrows arched above deep set brown eyes. Sensitive lips curled in amusement. The man spoke again in a resonant well-modulated voice.


‘Granary, please.’


‘Toasted?’


‘I think not.’


‘A good choice, sir. The granary’s fresh today. Which is more as can be said for the rest of them. Coffee, sir?’


‘Please. A cappuccino.’


The man glanced at his watch, then stood up and took off his overcoat, folding it across the back of his chair. His clothes were casually smart. Navy cashmere sweater exactly matching his trousers, crisp white shirt. He smiled across at Rhoisin.


‘Warm in here. You come here often?’


Rhoisin looked startled. She hadn’t expected to be addressed directly.


‘No. It’s the first time.’


‘You work near here?’


‘No. I just happened to be passing.’


The waitress arrived bearing two plates of sandwiches.


‘Egg and cress on granary bread, sir, and the same for the young lady. Two cappuccinos coming up.’ She set down the two plates of sandwiches, returning seconds later with the coffees.


Rhoisin glanced at her companion without moving her head. Although he was a complete stranger she felt some social constraint in starting on her food before he did. She eyed her plate. It was a substantial sandwich; a thick creamy filling, palely yellow, spotted with streaks of dark green cress, oozing out from between two moist slices of health-giving brown bread. A gourmet’s delight, it was cut into four triangles, two of which were covered with a white paper napkin. Unsure whether to use the napkin to guide the unwieldy portion to her mouth, or use it to mop up the aftermath, Rhoisin glanced at her companion, more directly this time, to see how he was planning to tackle the operation.


The man smiled again, reassuring crows feet appearing around the eyes, lines of laughter deepening round the mouth.


‘Looks a pretty hefty sandwich. Hope you’re hungry.’


Almost as if she were his guest.


‘Oh, yes,’ murmured Rhoisin, still uncertain as to what to do next.


The man placed both hands on the first triangular portion; slim elegant fingers folding round the white paper napkin, smoothing the thin protective layer of paper round the succulent morsel, raising it to his lips. He took the first bite; his even, shapely teeth making a smooth semi-circle in the triangle away from the crust, in the part of the sandwich where the bread is at its best; moist, damp and soft. A large glob of egg oozed out and fell with a plop onto the plate, gleaming, translucent with mayonnaise. The man passed his tongue round his lips and glanced down at his plate.


Rhoisin watched, fascinated.


The doctors hadn’t told Linda how ill she was. Instead they had placed the burden on Rhoisin’s frail and inexperienced shoulders. Rhoisin, twenty-one, vulnerable and insecure, now had to grapple with the fear of being orphaned in the very near future. She had no one to turn to. No one with whom she could discuss her fears, for her mother or for herself. She had never watched anyone die before and she felt totally unequal to the enormity of it all. She couldn’t actually imagine death itself. What happened? Where did the deceased go? Was there any pain? She was afraid to ask her mother if she suffered pain or if she was frightened. She felt unable to give comfort or even adequate sympathy. She could only feel her own fear at her approaching bereavement, and she did not as yet possess the experience and maturity to deal with it.


Rhoisin left the ward as the bell sounded for the end of visiting hour. The mournful hand bell sounded as if it were tolling for the dead. Linda had become weaker, even in the last twenty-four hours. She had been in hospital now since the end of October. Nearly two months. Soon it would be Christmas. Usually Rhoisin looked forward to Christmas, despite the regulation visit from lecherous Jim. Now she was dreading it. She felt she could even put up with Jim; for the day if necessary, just to have her mother home and well for Christmas.


As the bell jangled on, Rhoisin stood up and bent over her mother to kiss her good night. Linda lay limp on the fresh pillows, her skin shrivelled and yellow; eyes lack-lustre; her body emaciated. Rhoisin smelt her fetid breath coming in short shallow gasps. She felt frightened and very alone.


‘Night, Mum,’ she said, trying to sound cheerful. ‘Sleep well.’


‘Night, love,’ said Linda weakly. ‘I’ll see you tomorrow, won’t I?’


Will you? thought Rhoisin desperately. ‘Yes, Mum. Of course you’ll see me tomorrow.’


She walked slowly down the ward towards the exit, her feet heavy as lead. Coming briskly towards her down the corridor was a young female doctor; supremely confident, her white coat open, revealing a well-cut navy blue dress beneath. As she played with her stethoscope she emanated an aura of omnipotence. She nodded as she passed and gave Rhoisin a brief smile. Then she walked on and turned into the ward next to the one where Linda lay. Rhoisin suddenly had an enormous urge to speak to the doctor; to confide all her fears: to ask her about death; whether it was painful or whether one just slipped away into blissful oblivion. She wanted to ask the doctor if there was anything positive she could do; if she should stay with Linda till the end. But she lacked the courage and confidence to follow the doctor into the other ward. She was afraid to see more suffering and afraid, too, to confide in the doctor who had made a profession of alleviating suffering; whose whole life was involved with seeing people die and who possibly could no longer understand what it felt like for those who were inevitably left behind.


So Rhoisin went home quietly, full of loneliness and despair, leaving Linda to die all alone.


There were over fifty people in The Church of The Holy Child Jesus in Kilburn. Rhoisin was surprised. She hadn’t realised her mother knew so many people. She had put an announcement in The Daily Telegraph and another one in Hibernia, the Catholic weekly read by many of the Catholics in London, British as well as Irish. It always struck her as odd that her mother had been a Catholic. Especially nowadays when most people in England weren’t really anything at all.


I did well to steer clear of religion, she thought. Pure superstition, and so divisive. Still, there must be some force for good in the world otherwise there would only be war, murder and greed. There must surely be something or someone to oversee the wonders of nature, literature and beautiful music. The choir was singing now:


‘Abide with me; fast falls the eventide:


The darkness deepens; Lord with me abide!


When other helpers fail, and comforts flee,


Help of the helpless, O abide with me.’


Rhoisin choked back a sob. She was helpless now. Was there a God to come to her rescue? Had He deserted her because she had never done anything for Him? Maybe she should have taken the whole religious bit more seriously. Learnt her catechism; gone to confession; taken communion. But it was too late now. Or was it too late? Some say it’s never too late. Maybe she could try saying a prayer or two. She was entirely on her own now. She had no one. Not even a distant relative. And what about her friends? At first she had kept up with a few friends from her school days but as the years went by there seemed to be less and less reason to keep up the contact. There had been Julie, of course. Julie had been a real brick and a great laugh. They had shared most things at school. But Julie had mucked up her A Levels twice. Her Dad had paid through the nose for a crammer the second time and she had done even worse. He had told her in no uncertain terms to go out and get a job, so unable to find anything suitable in England, she had gone off to live in Australia. Her talent for letter-writing barely came up to her A Level attainment, so Rhoisin had felt quite bereft.


For some reason she had made few really close friends at university. She thought it was possibly because she had gone to university in London and, like many of the other students who also lived in London, she just went home at night. Also, even if she really had wanted to be more part of the student scene, she didn’t have a great deal of spare cash to spend on drinks in pubs and in the Students’ Union.


Then there was life at the flat. Linda had not encouraged her to bring friends home. In her teens Rhoisin would occasionally ask her mother if she could bring a friend back to tea after school. After all, other girls invited their friends and quite often invited Rhoisin, for although rather shy, she was certainly not unpopular.


‘No,’ Linda would say, ‘not today, love. Maybe next week.’ But when next week came Linda always had an excuse. ‘It’ll be a tiring day at the shop tomorrow,’ she would say, or ‘I can’t really run to the extra expense this week after splashing out on those new curtains.’


So in the end no one came at all. Except Jim.


Jim. Nervously Rhoisin half looked round. Surely he was here. At Linda’s funeral. Rhoisin wondered with a shudder if he still had the scar she had inflicted on him that day when he had just walked into the flat when she was studying. She was so terrified he was going to rape her again that she had just picked up the first weapon that came to hand. She had almost blinded him. Her mother was so shocked and upset that Rhoisin had nearly told her about the rape, but she wasn’t convinced her mother would believe her. After all, it was just her word against Jim’s.


They had been together for about twelve years, her mother and Jim. On and off. Sometimes Jim would disappear for months on end and Rhoisin would feel relieved and very thankful. She knew her mother saw other men during these periods for sometimes she would answer the phone to a number of different male voices, all of whom spoke of Linda in quite familiar terms. But as far as she knew they didn’t visit the flat. Then Jim would return unexpectedly, lecherous, more gross and groping than ever. On the one hand Rhoisin found it difficult to understand why her mother was so pleased to see him; on the other, as she grew older, she began to see that Linda needed some permanent male support.


And then, where were the relatives? Didn’t she have any? Most people did. You had to be related to someone. Of course not knowing who one’s father was didn’t help. Strange that Linda never wanted to talk about him. On several occasions Rhoisin had tried to draw her mother out but she had refused to be drawn. Once in the hospital, nearing the end, Linda had made an attempt to talk to her daughter.


‘Love, there’s something you ought to know about your father.’


‘Yes, Mum,’ Rhoisin said, all eagerness, drawing the chair up closer to the bed.


‘Your father was a good man,’ Linda went on. ‘You mustn’t blame him for going off the way he did. You mustn’t hold it against him.’


‘No, Mum,’ said Rhoisin obediently, hoping for some concrete information.


‘Your father wasn’t really irresponsible. It was just that his responsibilities lay in other directions.’


Rhoisin felt it would be cruel to remark that she thought a man’s first responsibility was jointly to the mother and his child before looking around in other directions.


‘His name was Thomas O’Hare,’ continued Linda, ‘and he was tall and very good looking.’


He would be, thought Rhoisin. Those sort of men usually are.


‘He was Irish,’ said Linda. ‘He said he lived on a large estate in the West of Ireland and that one day... one day... He said that one day he would come back... come back... and...’


Linda drifted off into one of her increasingly frequent sleeps and that was the end of the matter. She never referred to the question of Thomas O’Hare again and Rhoisin was afraid to allude to it.


The organ was playing soft, sad, slow music. The members of the congregation were crossing themselves and genuflecting before the altar, then filing out slowly and sombrely as befits a funeral. The priest stood at the door shaking hands. Rhoisin hardly knew him.


‘Ah, Rhoisin, Rhoisin, what a terrible thing, to loose your mother so young like that. Our prayers and thoughts are with you,’ he went on, pumping her arm repeatedly, Irish accent thickening through the smell of whisky. Rhoisin tried to smile, to say something, but her jaw stuck. She passed out of the church with the small band of mourners into the chill December air.


Out in the bleak churchyard they stood in small groups, some conversing quietly, others looking around, searching for a familiar face. On the periphery Rhoisin noticed four of the girls who had worked with her mother in the shop. One of them saw her and smiled. Otherwise she recognised no one. Although, wasn’t that a horribly familiar shock of red hair by the furthest gravestones? Her stomach heaved as she hurried towards the gate, hoping he wouldn’t see her and try to follow her.


Outside on the pavement she felt a hand on her arm. A male voice said: ‘Rhoisin?’ Turning round she saw a man in his forties who looked remarkably like her mother. Her heart thumped. Blood rushed to her face. Surely not? It couldn’t be. Linda had never mentioned a brother. Could she have an uncle?


‘Rhoisin?’ The eyebrows raised over quizzical, wide-set grey eyes just like her own, a faint smile playing round the mouth.


‘Yes,’ she said, uncertain of what to say next.


‘I’m Jack Hobbs,’ came the not entirely unexpected reply. ‘Linda’s brother. Your Uncle Jack. I saw your announcement in The Daily Telegraph. This is my wife, Liz. Can we give you a lift to the crematorium?’




Chapter Three


Miread Devlin blew up her small travel pillow, placed it on the headrest behind her and settled down to try and get some sleep. The bus could hardly be described as a luxury coach but Miread had become used to it over the years. The best thing that could be said about it was the low cost; less than half that of the train. Though she had travelled by train a few times at the beginning, when she had been as yet unaware of the existence of the coach; trundling across Ireland, cha-cha, cha-chum; cha-cha, cha-chum, in about half the time it took the coach, revelling in the comfort. It was a friend at the bank, another of the clerks, who told her about the coach. Miread was amazed at the low cost.


‘But it’s no luxury ride,’ her friend had warned her.


‘Beggars can’t be choosers,’ said Miread.


‘Sure it’s only temporary,’ replied her friend. ‘You’ll be a manager one day. You’ll see. You’ll be one of them high-flyers.’


In four years Miread had flown no higher than a desk in the inside office dealing with customers letters and phone calls, mostly complaints. However, it made a change from dealing with complaints over the counter.


After leaving school Miread had been determined to get out of Killalee. She had obtained honours in her Leaving Certificate, giving her the confidence to try for a job outside the confines of that small, parochial town. By the time she was seventeen and a half she had grown to loathe the place; grey, drab and sunless. A place where nothing ever happened, where everyone knew everyone else; where you couldn’t go anywhere or do anything without the entire countryside, never mind the town, knowing exactly what you were up to. She had spent the summer after leaving school serving snacks in The Laughing Goat. It was great gas at times, specially in the evenings when the men would have a few jars too many and pinch her bottom or stroke her bare leg. She enjoyed that. But when the summer ended all the interesting people seemed to melt away: people from Galway and Donegal and even County Fermanagh across the border, visiting relatives and friends. There were tourists from Dublin and England too; posh toffs with smart clothes and refined accents, showing off and throwing their money around. But they were all good for a laugh and most were good for a healthy tip as well. Come the end of September there were only the locals left. Looking round at them Miread didn’t care a great deal for what she saw. Even to a country girl with her limited experience they all seemed to lack taste, style or any interest whatsoever.


It was not, at this early stage in her young life, that Miread was remotely contemplating marriage, or even sex. She had been brought up a strict Catholic to believe that sex outside marriage was a mortal sin. And while she still lived in Killalee she went along with this belief. After all, no temptation had come her way as yet; and there is nothing like temptation for altering one’s beliefs. It was more a need to stretch her wings; to see other places; to experience a different way of life. There were times when she felt she would just up and off and go to England. Lots of young Irish people were going to England. You read about it in the papers all the time. Some went for good, to get a better job. Some, the girls, went because they had to. Miread didn’t want anyone to think that she had had to do such a scandalous thing. Not that there was any young man she could be linked with. But it was amazing how people could invent stories when they wanted to. Especially in a small place like Killalee, where nothing much ever went on; in winter above all.


So by the end of September she decided to go to Dublin and try for a job; a better job than just serving snacks in a pub. At first her mother had been against it. Miread had known she would be. Since her father had died of cirrhosis of the liver when she was seven, her mother had become increasingly dependant on Miread, both practically and emotionally. After all, poor Eamon wasn’t up to much, but Miread tried to tell herself that it wasn’t his fault he had always been backward and wasn’t she the lucky one to have all the gifts and the looks. All the same, she couldn’t look at Eamon without feeling guilty.


It took Miread only about a week to break down her mother’s resistance to the idea of her going off to Dublin to look for a job.


‘It’ll be great, Mam,’ she said persuasively, ‘I’ll be earning good money so I’ll be able to help you out and I’ll come back weekends, especially at first.’


So at the beginning of October, just eighteen, Miread went bravely off to Dublin on her own to seek her fortune. That was nearly four years ago.


She had been lucky. There was no doubt about it. In retrospect she had to admit that she had been most apprehensive about the whole venture. In one sense she had nothing to lose because she hadn’t got a decent job in Killalee anyway, but what she had dreaded, without even admitting it to herself at the time, was that she wouldn’t be able to find a job in Dublin either and she would be forced to return to Killalee with her tail between her legs to face the humiliation of everyone gossiping behind her back.


‘There goes Miread Devlin. The one what went off to Dublin because she thought Killalee wasn’t good enough for her.’


‘That’s Miread Devlin, what left her poor widowed mother to go off and enjoy herself in Dublin.’


But luckily that hadn’t happened, not yet, anyway. Although there was so much talk of redundancies, especially in the financial sector, she was keeping her fingers crossed that her job would be safe. She had had a few promotions, been sent on a few training courses, and although she wasn’t among ‘the graduate intake’, a new phrase to her, she was smart, good at maths and most attractive looking.


At the Convent of The Immaculate Conception in Killalee the girls’ interest in their personal appearance was not encouraged. The Mother Superior was plain to the point of being ugly; wrinkled, lumpily fat and having reached that particular age which produces unwanted facial hair, was sporting a full moustache and straggling beard by the time Miread was ready to leave her spiritual care. None of the other nuns was anything to look at either, and as it was a very strict order still requiring them to wear the full-length habit and wimple, not much of them was discernible anyhow.


So it wasn’t until Miread went off to Dublin and met, for the first time, rather more sophisticated girls in her peer group than she had had the opportunity to meet before, that she began to notice her own appearance. Her new found friends advised her on clothes, make-up, shampoo, hair spray and a completely different range of exciting toiletries that she had no idea existed. They took her to parties and here she met the young men of the day. A whole new world opened up before her. A world of laughter, parties, drink, men and sex.


The bus jolted and the grinding of gears woke Miread up. She’d been dreaming and having sexual fantasies. It was happening more and more. Sometimes she would fantasise at work, just sitting in her glass cubicle at the bank, reading customers’ letters, studying their statements. The letters from women didn’t turn her on at all. She dealt with these speedily and efficiently, seeking advice where it was needed, typing suitable replies and leaving the letters unfolded in the OUT tray ready to be checked and signed by her superior. Then she could afford to take a little longer over the letters from the male customers. The names meant a lot to her: Patrick, Michael, Dermot, had a ringing sound to them. She was less attracted to Gerard, Eoghan, Sean, and of course Eamon was a complete turn off.
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