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				Praise for The Last Dance


				


				‘Romeo and Juliet to the sounds of the Hucklebuck.’


				Martin McGinley – Derry Journal.


				


				‘He writes a compelling story that the reader can’t wait to finish yet they never want it to end.’


				Ivan Martin, The Sunday World


				


				‘It is well written… He includes a series of well-researched statistics and he has an encyclopaedic knowledge of the decade’s most successful showbands. His book, evocative, nostalgic and written with a wry humour will bring back fond memories.’


				Sam Smyth, Irish Independent. 


				


				‘A vivid page-turner packed with believable three-dimensional characters. The Last Dance also serves as a loose history of a country in transition and the birth of the beat group era. Charles with a laconic style, the easy pace of the action and the lyrical dialogue of his characters transports readers to a more innocent time and place.’


				Terry Staunton, 4 Star Review, Record Collector


				


				‘It’s a history of that musical era which no-one else could have written… this towering novel… the best book ever about that time in the 1960s when we spent too much time in the ballrooms of romance. You will be intrigued all the way to the last page.’


				Eddie McIlwaine, The Belfast Telegraph.


				


				‘Mixing nostalgia with humour, Charles gets to the core of what was for its time a glamorous environment full of mystery, mystique and promise, but he also has a deft touch that can make the romance between McCelland and his childhood friend Hanna Hutchinson crackle with drama. This is about as close to the real thing as it’s possible to get… you have to remind yourself time and time again this is fiction.’


				Jackie Hayden, Music Book of the Fortnight, Hot Press


				


				‘Brimming with wry humour and appreciation for the genre, it provided insight into the history of a great showband and lives of those at its heart. Nostalgic and funny The Last Dance with stay with you long after the final page.’


				De\Code Magazine


				


				‘Paul Charles perfectly captures the magic of the showbands. Setting the novel against the backdrop of real drama and stories anchors the entire book and grabs the attention from the start. Paul has written this book so brilliantly you really are convinced that The Playboys were probably one of those bands you missed out on along the way.’
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				Chapter One


				Life went on in Castlemartin, like it had been doing for nearly one hundred and thirty years. That was how long it had been since the first church had been built on the rich lush land, not so far from the shore of Lough Neagh. This small Ulster village was nestled between two orchards, one with apples and one with pears. In Castlemartin another day began the same; (mostly) the things the six hundred and seventeen residents did they’ll do again.


				This particular day hadn’t been a day to remember in a way that say, for instance, 22 November 1963 had been a day the world was incapable of forgetting. No, nothing like that day at all. Michael Gilmour, matchmaker to the parish of Castlemartin, County Derry in Northern Ireland, could recall in great detail the events of 22 November 1963. He could remember every single thing he’d said and done and, equally, he could recollect every personal thought he’d had.


				But save for a meeting with the Kane twins, Michael Gilmour could remember precious little about the other day we are discussing. It had been a Sunday, of that he was sure. Sure because farmers could not, and would not, take time – excepting the Sabbath – from their fields or their chores for the recreational purpose of finding a wife.


				The matchmaker’s wife had shown the Kane twins, Joe and Pat, into the ‘good’ room, just like she would have done with any other prospective clients. This particular room – sometimes referred to as the Sunday room, the parlour or even the sitting room, but mostly the ‘good’ room – was so named because it was saved only for special occasions. As such, it had an unused smell and feel to it. The furnishings were nearly all good as new, not because they were new but because they, like the room, were hardly ever used and whenever marks accidentally appeared on the table, chair, sideboard or anywhere else, the matchmaker’s wife could be seen, apron and spittle at the ready, frantically removing the offending stains. This precious furniture always smelt freshly polished, unlike the battered pieces in the living room, which the furniture from the ‘good’ room would eventually replace but only when the matchmaker and his wife could afford to upgrade.


				The sooner this could happen the better because the furniture in the living room suffered a continued threshing from the matchmaker’s three children: Paul, ten years old, and Nick, five years old, separated by Marianne at seven years old. As well as the general wear and tear, there was also the negative impact caused by the continued smell of food, dogs and children.


				The good room was at the front of the white-washed, pebble-dashed, two-storied house, although all callers to one of the oldest houses in the area entered by the back door. Neither Michael nor his wife Dorothy could remember the last time anyone had entered or left the house through the front door. In fact, in trying to recall such an historic event, they guessed it would have to have been some twelve years prior – before they were married and while Michael was still living under the same roof as his parents. Michael’s father had used the front door – or, at least, it had been used on his behalf – while making his final journey out of the house following a wake the entire village of Castlemartin was to talk about for years.


				It was not intentional, nor however a disadvantage, that people in search of husbands or wives would have a chance to view the happiness of the matchmaker’s family as they looked through the living-room window while crossing a busy and toy-packed yard to the back door.


				No, Michael could remember little about that fateful day. He knew that his wife would, as ever, have encouraged him to fasten the top button of his shirt and tighten up the knot of his tie. She would also most certainly have gone to their bedroom and fetched Michael’s ‘good’ jacket – a Harris Tweed – and helped him to put it on before answering the door.


				There is also an odds-on chance that Dorothy, on showing the twins through to the front room where Michael would have been waiting to greet them, large leather-bound notebook always nearby, would have offered the twins tea and home-baked shortbread. And she would have delivered the tea and shortbread shortly thereafter, serving it on their best china.


				Before the arrival of the liquid refreshments the matchmaker would have indulged in small chat with the twins. Then he would have used Dorothy’s timely interruption as a key point to shift the direction of the conversation. After his wife had left the front room, social chores accomplished, Michael would have gotten down to the business at hand: the matchmaking.


				Michael Gilmour knew of the twins, having gone to the same school as as they had. They were still what could loosely be described as fresh-faced. They were definitely good looking, in a Paul Newman kind of way. They were identical, slim, green-eyed and about five foot ten-and-a-bit inches tall. Michael the matchmaker could tell them apart only when they smiled. Joe had a stern, begrudging and somewhat unforgiving smile, whereas Pat had a warm inviting grin that lit up his entire face. It seemed to Michael that Patrick Daniel Kane, to give him his full name, liked to laugh. On the other hand, Joseph David Kane laughed only when he felt it would be inappropriate not to do so.


				Their arrival at the matchmaker’s house, on that Sunday in the long distant past, went pretty much unnoticed and unheeded by all apart from the matchmaker himself. Even Dorothy soon forgot they were in the house; Michael was in a session so she helped herself to a cup of the freshly brewed tea, turned on the radio and resumed her knitting – a large barrel affair of a jumper, supposedly for her husband but which threatened to grow out of control and become a multi-coloured bedspread unless she took command of the constantly swishing needles. 


				No, the Sunday we are discussing, that Sunday in the long distant past, had not been a day to remember – it was just another non-descript lazy Sunday afternoon. A Sunday afternoon when you are happy to have nothing to do so you can relax and lounge off your large meal, maybe go for a bit of a walk over the fields or steal a nap on the sofa, with your peace being disturbed by nothing other than the distant chimes of the ice-cream van.


				But this particular Sunday was a day that drove the twins, the matchmaker, Dorothy and a few others onto an path of unavoidable conflict. A path which would become etched in the brains of all those involved and a path that, in its own way, proved to be as significant, volatile and life-changing as the event which had forever rattled the foundations of the entire world a little over a year earlier on Friday 22 November 1963.


				


			


		


	

		

			

				Chapter Two


				It should also be pointed out at this stage that Michael Gilmour was not in the least surprised when Pat and Joe Kane turned up on his doorstep, seeking out his specialist skills. He was nonetheless shocked, as in very shocked, by their unique request.


				If truth be known, the matchmaker had been expecting a visit from one, if not both, of the twins. They were both of that awkward age of either finding a wife or being forever doomed to bachelorhood. They were in their late twenties – so late in their twenties, in fact, that their next birthday would see them leave their twenties forever, if Michael was not mistaken. And Michael made it his business never to be mistaken in such personal details. 


				Two summers past, the twins had been made parentless when their mother, ‘who’d a good innings’, passed away peacefully in her sleep, outliving her husband by ten years.


				The matchmaker had guessed that right around the time they came calling on him, the two would have just begun to miss a woman’s touch about the house. He had guessed correctly. Neither Pat nor Joe had much time in the day, or inclination for that matter, for domestic chores. No, they were forced to work all the hours God sent them, and some more besides, to make their small farm just pay for itself.


				‘Well, gentlemen, what can I do for you?’ the matchmaker asked, as he reached for his leather-bound book, which he had rested on the sideboard to his right. He spoke with a distinct Ulster accent, which was part hurried, part jovial.


				The twins had chosen to sit together on the sofa. They looked so out of place both in the somewhat formal setting and from the discomfort they were experiencing wearing their Sunday best.


				Joseph Kane, the twin seated furthermost from Michael, used the opportunity of the matchmaker’s opening question to raise his teacup to his lips, thereby encouraging his brother to answer.


				Michael considered Patrick and Joseph Kane as he awaited an answer to break a silence as bleak as a dawn walk by the nearby shores of Lough Neagh.


				The twins’ suits were matching in cut and style but differed slightly in colour. They were perched on the edge of the sofa, like two hyper magpies on a fence, juggling teacup, saucer and shortbread. The matchmaker knew full well that should the brothers be in the comfort – and disarray – of their own farmhouse, the tea would be in rinsed-out mugs grasped firmly in fists while the other hands shovelled biscuits, or usually something more substantial and nutritious, like a sandwich or a chicken leg, down their throats.


				But here they were, jet black hair permanently dishevelled due to receiving the threat of a comb only once a week, usually on Sunday mornings following their weekly shave. They were trying so hard to fit in with the matchmaker’s surroundings, to show him that they could fit in so that he would ‘take them on’. But they weren’t (fitting in) and the harder they tried, the more awkward the opera became.


				Patrick smiled, half to himself, noting that Joe was keeping the teacup to his lips, frozen in a mock sucking pose, for an incredible amount of time, and half to the matchmaker indicating that he, the twin with the natural smile and sparkling eyes, was to be the spokesperson on this issue. 


				‘Well, it’s like this. We’ve been told – Joseph and me, that is – that you can … that you could find a wife for a man. Is that true?’ Patrick enquired, thinking that it seemed such an easy solution to their problem – well, at least the first part of their problem. He now raised the white china cup to his lips as a signal to the matchmaker that he had completed his question.


				‘Yes.’


				Michael Gilmour smiled as he opened his well-worn book and removed a fountain pen from his inside pocket. He unscrewed the greenish marble-patterned top and fixed it on the other end, exposing a nib that betrayed signs of blue ink. There was nothing unusual in this except that he executed the manoeuvre with one hand, a trick neither Joseph nor Patrick had ever seen before. They both openly marvelled at this display, impressed as though they were children discovering for the first time that there are not, in fact, little men sitting inside your wireless.


				‘Yes, that is what I do, Pat: I make matches. You see, in the first half of this book of mine,’ Michael paused as he used his thumb to flick through the pages, ‘I take down all your details, along with all the other men I deal with. And in the second half of the book,’ again, for effect, he flicked through the pages, ‘I have the details of all the women looking for husbands – and I see if I can match them up. Mind you, my father, when he passed all this over to me, he told me never to forget the words of Oscar Wilde: “Men marry because they are tired; women, because they are curious.” So the perfect match may not always be the perfect match to start off with.’


				The matchmaker felt, as ever in these circumstances, it was inappropriate, not to mention untimely, to reveal the end of Wilde’s quote, it being, ‘Both are disappointed’.


				Pat looked at the book on the matchmaker’s lap. Joe’s eyes were still glued to the fountain pen as he tried to work out if he could pull off the same trick.


				‘Let’s get the business bit out of the way first, shall we?’


				The twins nodded in agreement.


				‘Fair play to you both. I charge you ten pounds to register with me, in this special book of mine, and then if and when I match you up satisfactorily and you get married or move in together’ – the matchmaker showed a sign of disapproval regarding this last option but he was, first and foremost, a businessman, and if a couple chose to commit the ‘big sin’, they weren’t going to be allowed to commit another even bigger one by not paying him – ‘I charge a final 100 pounds – that’s calculated as fifty from the lady and fifty from the gent. In my experience, the man always tends to pay the hundred; whether it’s the lady’s cash or not is none of my business.’


				The twins, without consulting each other, nodded agreement to the matchmaker’s terms.


				‘So, who do we get then?’ Joe chipped in at last, speaking with his mouth full of biscuit.


				‘Ah, well, it’s not as easy as that, I say, it’s not as easy as that. As I’ve already mentioned, I need to take down your details, all your particulars as it were: your age, build, height, weight, hair, teeth – you know, all those personal kind of things, plus all my own notes and observations. And I’ll need to know about your financial position, details about the farm, the stock, the debts, all your assets. All this stuff might seem a bit nosey, lads, but it’s all stuff I need to know in order to allow me to make a good match. And then I need to know, well, if you would want to have children and how many, or, equally, if you are not prepared to have children,’ Michael advised them. He’d already started to make his notes and after a bit of nib scratching across the clean page he continued: ‘Then I’ll need to know what each of you is looking for in a wife. Looks, age, whether you want your prospective wife to have a dowry. You have to think what you’re really looking for – a wife? A housekeeper? A mother for your children? Financial support for you and for your farm or –’


				‘Isn’t that all the same person?’ Joe enquired.


				‘No. Well, no, not really; some people don’t really want anything other than someone to look after them and after the marriage has been consummated, well, they don’t really want to be called upon for, well, to … look, shall we just say they won’t want to be responsible for those kinds of chores any more, if you know what I mean.’ 


				The twins nodded, signalling that they knew exactly what the matchmaker meant. 


				The matchmaker refilled the twins’ cups with tea and invited them to help themselves to milk and sugar (three for Joe and one for Pat).


				‘So, Pat, shall we start with yourself? Shall I take your details first?’


				Pat did not reply, rather he merely allowed his face to transmit a dumb grin, just like a drunk who has fallen on his behind and finally realised he doesn’t have the wherewithal to resume the vertical.


				‘Look, ah, would you feel more comfortable if we did this part separately?’ the matchmaker offered, thinking he’d found the reason for the resistance.


				‘No!’ Joe replied, very nearly shouting the word. He eyeballed his brother with a ‘you tell him’ kind of stare.


				‘Look, this is a bit awkward,’ his brother began, putting his tea down on a small pinewood coffee table in front of him and slipping back into the full wealth of the sofa’s comfort. Joe followed suit but kept his cup and saucer with him, one hand supporting the saucer from underneath and the other thumb and forefinger poised on the handle of the cup, ever ready to raise the cup to his mouth when either silence or thirst decreed the necessity.


				‘Well, I’m sure you’ll understand, Michael, we’ve only a small farm.’


				Joe rolled his eyes.


				‘And you know it’s barely able to support the two of us,’ Pat continued, ignoring his brother. ‘You know, I’m amazed at how our parents managed to get by – I mean, when we were growing up I don’t remember being poor.’


				‘We certainly weren’t rich,’ Joe interrupted.


				‘No, perhaps not,’ Pat continued unperturbed, appearing almost to smile at the memory. ‘But I don’t remember us ever going hungry, or going without clean clothes on our backs, or suffering the embarrassment of hand-me-down school uniforms. I never really thought about it at the time. I suppose I really was guilty of taking for granted what my parents did for us. But now that I am aware of their limited resources, I appreciate it all the more.’


				The matchmaker couldn’t be sure, but he thought that Joe faked a yawn behind his brother’s back. In the end Michael gave the apparently reluctant twin the benefit of the doubt, graciously figuring the yawn came not from disrespect but from the hours on the fields.


				‘We’ve had a few bad years since our father died,’ Pat offered. ‘It’s been touch and go sometimes, I can tell you. Any time we get a few bob in, the bank manager is there, knocking on our door, threatening to call in the papers on our loan and take the farm away from us. But now we’re getting the hang of it and I think we are beginning to make it work, but only just. However, since our mother died, well, her part of the housework – her chores – well, that’s all been a bit of a disaster, if you know what I mean.’


				‘Fair play, to you,’ was the matchmaker’s only reply.


				‘Some days we don’t even get a chance to eat at all we’re so busy and then by the time it gets to the end of the day we’re too tired to worry about cooking or cleaning or washing or anything other than sleeping,’ Pat Kane said, as he continued to circle the point.


				‘Yes, I understand. That’s perfectly understandable. Now you want wives and you don’t have a chance to go to dances or socials or parties to meet the women, so you’ve come to me. That’s all perfectly normal, nothing to be ashamed about,’ Michael coaxed, as he proceeded to write Patrick Daniel Kane in the left-hand column of his opened page.


				‘Yes, we know and we’re fine with all of that – aren’t we, Joseph?’ Pat said, not venturing from the safety of his circle.


				‘Yeah,’ came the indignant reply from his brother.


				‘But, as I was saying, well, it’s a small farm and the money from the crops is spoken for and, well, you know, I don’t think that it could support two more people, well, at least not at this stage … but ….’


				‘Oh, I see! One of you wants to get married immediately and the other one wants to wait?’ the matchmaker prompted hopefully.


				The twins looked like they were Native Americans trying to converse with Palefaces for the first time.


				‘Well, lads, which of you drew the short straw?’ the matchmaker gamely asked, not realising he was risking his own scalp. His long ginger mane would have made a fine trophy on anyone’s belt.


				Joe stared at Pat with another of his ‘you tell him’ stares.


				‘No, no – it’s not like that. You don’t understand … I … well, we … you see ….’


				Joe placed his cup and saucer firmly on the coffee table, his impatience getting the better of him.


				‘Look, Mr Gilmour, what my brother … what Pat is trying to tell you is that we – the both of us – want to take the same wife!’


				


			


		


	

		

			

				Chapter Three


				‘Absolutely out of the question! Totally impossible,’ the matchmaker hissed, spluttering his most recent mouthful of tea in a spray over the carpet and his shoes. He regained his composure, but only slightly, to continue, ‘Not to mention illegal in every county on the island of Ireland. What do you want to do to me – put me out of business?’


				Joe started one of his ‘I told you he wouldn’t understand’ stares at Pat who, now he was able to come in from his circling, was happier to get into the conversation with the matchmaker. 


				‘No, no, not at all!’ he said, sounding enthusiastic for the first time. ‘Tell me what part of what we’re suggesting is illegal?’


				‘I’m sorry, lads, but there’s a little thing called “bigamy”. God, if anyone even knew I was having this conversation with you I’d, I’d, I’d …’ When the matchmaker obviously couldn’t imagine anything worse that could, or would, happen to him, he took a different tack. ‘I don’t know whether to laugh or throw you both out on the street.’


				‘Look, Michael, we don’t want to get you in trouble, nor do we wish to get into trouble ourselves and we certainly wouldn’t like to start a relationship off with a poor girl by having her commit bigamy,’ Pat started.


				‘Well, that’s good to hear,’ the matchmaker stated, feeling compelled to interrupt. ‘I say that’s great to hear.’


				‘But don’t you see, Michael, she wouldn’t be? She wouldn’t be committing bigamy; she’d only be marrying the one of us!’


				‘What? But I thought you said—’


				‘No, no! Look, let me explain. We’ve thought about this, thought about it a lot, and believe me there is absolutely nothing illegal about what we are suggesting. We just need to find a partner who will agree to it,’ Pat said, as he smiled at the matchmaker. 


				The matchmaker had the feeling the twin had reasoned this through a lot in his mind. Even Joe forced a smile of hope as his brother, circling over, continued to plough the field.


				‘Firstly, you find us a potential wife and on the wedding day only one of us will be at the wedding. As you know, we both have “D” as a middle initial so this, this lucky woman will be marrying a “D. Kane” and even on the day she won’t know which one of us turns up, which one of us she will actually be marrying.’


				The matchmaker couldn’t believe he was hearing what he was hearing. In all the years he and his father and his father’s father before that had been matchmakers there had been some weird and wonderful twists, but never, ever one quite as far around the corner as this.


				‘There’ll be no fuss,’ Pat persisted, as Joe twisted nervously on the sofa. ‘We’ll go down to Belfast and do the business in a registry office – no-one from here will be aware of anything and then our wife will move into the farm with us and look after us both.’


				‘I can’t believe you lads. I really can’t,’ Michael said, staring only at Joseph, since he felt Joseph D. Kane was the real culprit behind this folly. Joe refused to meet his stare so Michael continued. ‘How on earth do you think you’ll ever find a woman to agree to this? Eh? And I suppose you mean by “looking after you both” she’ll also be expected to have sexual relations with the two of you? God, if the wife knew I was even in a room where this conversation was taking place I’d be for the high jump!’


				‘Come on, Mr Gilmour, it’s no big thing,’ Joe began. ‘It’s not a big thing with us – you know we’ll be too busy most of the time to even talk to our wife, let alone bother her, and we’ll give you a guarantee that our joint demands on her time, you know, in the bedroom, well, it will be no more than if she were married to just the one husband.’


				‘Would you ever listen to yourselves, would you? You mean, of course, “if she were married as normal”, don’t you?’ Michael began to laugh. ‘I really can’t believe this – I’m sorry, but I really can’t.’


				The matchmaker started to pour himself another cup of tea only to realise that his cup was still nearly full. He sat down and scratched his head with his thin fingers and sighed a few times before saying: ‘Look, part of the thing here is that when I am, in normal circumstances, asked to do this I take down all your details. I make a few notes of my own. I consider all the information I have. I then go to the back of the book and I check through the details of the ladies I have on file to see if there are any of them who I feel might make a good match. You have to know that I think about all this for a long, long time. I like my matches to work. Don’t you see? Good, solid, successful matches are like my best advertisements: successful matches are my reputation. I’m not like you. I don’t deal in things I can sell, things like potatoes, like milk, like hay or like cattle. I’m not a carpenter; I can’t make a great table or chair and take it into the market next Thursday in Magherafelt and sell it and feed the family for a week on the proceeds and have enough left over to buy some more wood to make another table and so on.’


				The twins looked on and listened in amazement. They were like two kittens being chastised for playing with a ball of wool and now they watched, hardly daring to move a muscle, as their master rolled the wool back into its ball, all neat and tidy. However, given an opportunity, they would be right back in there, in the thick of it, messing with the wool again. The twins realised this was the time to remain quiet, so quiet they remained and let the matchmaker continue uninterrupted.


				‘No, I’m a matchmaker, I’m proud of that. It’s a grand thing to be and it has served the last two generations of Gilmours well, very well. But, as I say, it’s all down to reputation. That’s all I have to sell – my reputation and to a lesser degree the reputations of my father and grandfather. So you can see I’m very careful and before I even suggest my matches I’m pretty sure something will work out. You know, even if it’s not love at first sight that’s OK. I’ll tell you what I believe to be true: where there is no love, put love and you will find love. My granddad always used to tell me that and I couldn’t get to grips with it when I was younger. But the older I grow and the more I see people together and working with each other, the more I believe that to be true. Of course the couple in question has to at least like each other in the first place. There has to be a basic bond and trust there. There has to be a willingness to try and make it work.’


				The kittens were growing restless again but the matchmaker continued unperturbed.


				‘So I make my match. I don’t work out a wish list in advance – I make my match and suggest it. I don’t have a second and third choice ready in the wings just in case the first doesn’t work out. A lot of people think that I do. But, Pat and Joe, let me tell you: it’s much more of an exact science than that, this matchmaking business. Obviously if it doesn’t work we go back to the drawing board and I consider why the match didn’t work before I’m willing to try another recommendation. But anyway, when I make the match I insist on a few casual meetings between the potential partners. You must remember we have to try to make this as natural a process as possible,’ the matchmaker added.


				Four arched eyebrows confirmed that his audience was confused.


				‘OK, for argument’s sake, let’s say that you are not as busy as you are and you both have some time to spend in, em … shall we say, “recreational pursuits”. So you go to a dance, you go to a pub, you go to a party or you go to a friend’s house for a bit of craic. And you see a girl, a girl who catches your eye. Now, nine times out of ten you won’t do anything about it the first time you see her. You’ll wait until you see someone you know who knows her – could even be her brother or sister who happens to be a friend of yours. And you ask about this girl: what’s she like? Has she got a boy? Does she go to dances? Where does she hang out? You’d have lots and lots of questions. Then you’ll maybe go to a dance or a party or your friend’s house with an excuse to see her again without actually doing anything about it.’ Michael smiled – the twins didn’t realise he was recalling the exact way he’d chased his then wife-to-be, Dorothy.


				‘Maybe you’ll be introduced, find an excuse to say something, just make that vital connection. So next time you see her, no matter where it might be, you’ll have the confidence to talk to her a bit more. And then you might check back in with your first friend to ascertain if she likes you. You might ask one of those hypothetical questions, you know, “Em, you know, so and so, well, em, I was thinking: do you know what would happen if I … There’s this friend of mine and he really likes her and he was thinking, and I said I would check for him, so do you think if he asked her out, you know, would she go, you know, out with him?” And the friend will probably answer, “Oh yes – where were you thinking of taking her to?”’


				Pat and Joe smiled, forgetting the underlying concern the three men in the room were feeling.


				‘Then you ask her out. You go for a walk, you talk a lot, you leave her home, but before she’s returned to the safety of her parents’ house you ask her when you can see her again, and bit by bit you get to know one another and start to like each other and it develops from there and maybe, just maybe, after a couple of years you will discuss marriage. Whereas when my potential matches go out for their first date, yes, even on their first date, marriage is on the agenda. It might be in the very back of the minds of both parties, but it is still there. So I’ll go along on the first two or three meetings and stay with the matched couple for the entire time. Then I’ll talk to both of them separately and try to gauge how sincere they are about each other. Then and only then will I suggest the couple go on a date with a chaperone. After they’ve had a few such dates I’ll chat to them again – separately and together – to see how it’s going. I’ll encourage the two of them to openly discuss with each other what they’re feeling and then, if it’s going to fly, I let them get on with it. But it’s important, vitally important, that the early stages are as natural as humanly possible. Do youse understand that?’


				The twins nodded.


				‘So at what point in this procedure were youse two perverts going to tell the sorry lass that she’d be sleeping with both of you?’


				The matchmaker stood up, undid the top button of his white shirt and loosened his tie. Dorothy would be cross at this but he would do it back up again before she saw him. He always felt very uncomfortable with all his shirt buttons and tie done up, to the extent that his wife had started buying him shirts a size bigger to help him out, but all her efforts proved to be in vain. He was fine now though, at ease in his brown cords, light tan shoes, Harris Tweed jacket, starched white shirt and brown tie. He had a light frame at five foot eight inches tall and clothes hung well on him, the way they tended to on school teachers. The heat in the front room, either from the conversation or from the continuously burning peat and wood fire, had brought a flush to his cheeks to match his hair. He opened the window, allowing the sounds of the countryside to spill in.


				‘Nah, nah! You’re making it all sound sordid,’ Pat complained.


				‘Well, look at the facts, gentlemen; from where I’m standing it all sounds pretty sordid to me,’ the matchmaker replied. He had remained by the open window to bask in the cool breeze. ‘If I went and told the wife, if I said, “Oh, by the way, Dorothy, you know the meeting I’ve just had with the twins? Well, they’re looking for a wife,” and she’d say, “Oh that’s nice, Michael, they’re good people,” and I’d say, “That’s what I always thought, but get this: they just want the one wife between the two of them.” And do you know what she’d do if I told her that?’


				If the twins did know, and they could only guess, neither of them was saying.


				‘Well, I’ll tell you – she’d have us all out of this house and over in the mucky ditch across the other side of Apple Orchard Lane, Sunday clothes or not!’ 


				‘No, look, Michael – it’s much simpler than that,’ Pat began.


				‘It is?’ Michael replied, stretching the ‘is’.


				‘Yes, look, here’s the thing: we – Joe and me – each go separately to these meetings and dates and whatever and when you feel the time is appropriate we can make our suggestion. It’ll have nothing whatsoever to do with you. No-one will be aware that you know anything about it. In fact, no-one, full stop – except for her, Joe and I and yourself – will be aware of the details. But when we make the suggestion, well, if it goes down as badly as you think it might, then we can make out that it was a joke all along and that we were only kidding.’


				‘A joke? Only kidding? I’ll tell you, youse two with all your jokes and kidding about, you’re funny enough to get on Sunday Night at the London Palladium. Fair play to you, aye, I say, fair play to you, but it’s certainly on the stage youse two should be.’ 


				The twins could see that this particular ball of wool was about to be put away on a high shelf and out of their reach forever.


				‘OK, why don’t we do this, Michael – why don’t we just give you all our details now and we pay you a tenner each today? We’ll go away and then you can think about it for a while and if you decide that you can’t or don’t want to do anything about it, well then that will be absolutely fine. There it will stay forever. Just think about it will you?’ Pat pleaded.


				Forty minutes later the twins were walking down Railway Terrace, homeward bound to their small farm on the opposite side of Castlemartin on the way to the townland of Toome.


				While the matchmaker was redoing his tie, Pat was hurriedly undoing his and the top button of his factory blue shirt. He walked in silence, deep in thought, for about fifty yards before he addressed his brother.


				‘I told you he wouldn’t go for it, didn’t I?’


				‘Oh, I wouldn’t be so sure if I were you. Don’t you remember Gilmour at school? He was a tight bastard then and if he can make two hundred and thirty quid for the one match, and providing he can prove to himself that it’s not illegal – which it’s not – then, just as sure as the Pope’s a Catholic, Gilmour’ll go for it. Just you wait and see.’


				


			


		


	

		

			

				Chapter Four


				Michael Gilmour had heard many strange requests during his dozen years of matchmaking. Even before that he’d heard, on numerous occasions, his father’s forty years of matchmaking stories. But he’d never heard, never even heard of, a request as bizarre as the one the Kane twins had made to him.


				Discussing the situation with Dorothy was purely and simply out of the question as far as he was concerned. However, should he have had the courage to entertain her opinion on this he would have found, to his surprise, that she would have had a much more liberal slant on the situation than he would have given her credit for.


				Instead, he chose to discuss the unique circumstances with his wife’s sister, Margaret Watson. The matchmaker and his sister-in-law had always been very comfortable with each other and had often sought each other’s counsel on a variety of private and personal subjects.


				This dated back to Michael and Dorothy’s courting days. How, in fact, does a matchmaker make a match for himself? In Michael’s case it was easy: he’d been good friends with Margaret at school and, as such, he’d discussed each and (well, very nearly) every move in his budding relationship with her sister. So in point of fact, you could say that Margaret had acted as matchmaker in that particularly smooth romance.


				Margaret Watson had inherited her father’s spirit and her mother’s sculpted looks. Dorothy was much the opposite, but that was fine for Michael, since he found her qualities more reassuring in a wife. Margaret had shunned the attention of many a bachelor, some eligible with looks and money, some eligible with looks and no money, some eligible with money and no looks and some with none of the above but tempting nonetheless. Although tempted she seldom was. Not yet for her the married life; no, instead she helped to marry off her sister and, in the process, retained her own freedom to search for adventure. Dorothy, on the other hand, had been at that stage in her life where she needed a husband, needed to start a family. She’d been unlucky in love, but only, Maggie felt, because she’d been more preoccupied with the hurt she’d suffered, rather than considering that she’d had a lucky escape from a life spent with the wrong man.


				Maggie adopted her sister’s new family as her own and by doing so she was filling a very evident gap in her own life – well … evident, that was, to all excepting herself. She liked Michael more than she ever felt she should like a brother-in-law, but because they both shared a genuine love for Dorothy there was never a moment of awkwardness between them. And on top of all of that, Paul, Nick and Marianne got to enjoy the unselfish love of their dear aunt.


				‘Eh, you know the Kane twins, Joe and Pat, don’t you?’ Michael began tentatively as they walked away from his house and up and over the field that the neighbouring farmer rented from Michael to graze his small herd of cows and two horses.


				‘Yes, yes, of course. Sure, weren’t we all at school around the same time? Oh God, Pat had such beautiful eyes – that was the only way I could tell them apart,’ Margaret replied, as she side-stepped a still-steaming fly magnet.


				‘Well, it’s funny. I mean, it’s not really funny, but they came to see me a few Sundays ago and …’


				Michael hesitated to such an extent his silence encouraged Margaret to offer: ‘What were they looking for – wives?’


				‘No,’ he uttered hesitantly, shaking his head slowly, his ginger hair blowing this way and that with the wind, ‘not really.’


				‘Not really? Sorry, so this wasn’t to do with your wedding factory?’


				‘Em, well, kind of, but they weren’t exactly looking for wives.’


				‘Oh Jesus, come on, would you ever tell me? What’s the big mystery?’ Margaret smiled. He loved it when she smiled. She had natural blonde hair but she didn’t look blonde until she smiled.


				‘Well, it’s kind of … kinda like unusual.’


				‘And?’ Margaret was beginning to get annoyed with Michael. Here it was, a beautiful spring afternoon; the sky was blue, a deep blue whose perfection was spoiled only by a few small fluffy clouds. It was quite sharp, as in refreshingly cold. That was in contrast to an Ulster cold that you could feel through your coat. She enjoyed their walks together – they had become less and less frequent with the passing years, so now they had managed to steal one, she felt it was too precious to waste on the twins. No, she wanted to discuss her favourite topic – a topic she wouldn’t dare discuss with anyone other than her brother-in-law: namely how and when she would find her true and great love. Margaret was confident that she would, and her confidence was encouraged by the matchmaker – not as a matchmaker, mind you, but as a friend. Margaret often joked with Michael that if a matchmaker didn’t know when, and from where, a true love was going to appear, then no-one ever would.


				‘And?’ she repeated.


				‘Well, they’re both looking for a wife!’ Michael blurted out as he looked away from her over the fields to their left.


				‘But you just told me that they weren’t ….’


				‘Weren’t what?’


				‘Oh, Michael, for heaven’s sake! Weren’t looking for wives!’


				‘But they’re not,’ Michael explained, now starting to enjoy the confusion he was creating.


				‘Sorry, Michael, stop!’ Margaret took her hand out from the warmth of her pocket and caught the matchmaker by the arm of his sheepskin jacket, turning him towards her. ‘What on earth are you going on about?’


				‘They want a wife!’ Michael whispered like the seagulls whisper mid-ocean. ‘They want to take a wife – one wife between the two of them!’


				‘What?’ Margaret shouted.


				‘Yes, I thought the penny would eventually drop and I’d get your undivided attention.’


				‘Oh Jesus!’


				‘Yes, and it’s probably a new one for Him and all.’


				‘What did you say to them, Michael? Which of them did the talking? What type of woman are they after? Would she have to sleep with the both of them? Can you charge them double? God, what would they do when they went to church?’


				‘I couldn’t possibly tell you. Patrick. Anyone who’d be available. I think so. Not exactly and God only knows. I think that answers all your questions, and in order!’ Michael replied, smiling – not at the fun of it, for he was sure the situation wasn’t in the least bit funny, but a) at the look of disbelief on Margaret’s face and b) at the relief of finally being able to share this unique, disturbing request with someone else.


				‘Amazing!’ was all that the matchmaker’s sister-in-law could utter as she let go of his arm and returned her hand deep into the pocket of her warm, well-worn brown leather jacket with its snug snow-white wool collar. They both headed out further into the pleasant northern wind.


				The matchmaker had expected a much bigger reaction from Maggie; in fact, he was surprised at just how quiet she was as they strolled back to the house.


				


			


		


	

		

			

				Chapter Five


				Gentleman Jim Reeves was on the wireless singing ‘Welcome to My World’ and Margaret Watson found herself unconsciously adding a top harmony to Jim’s dark-brown dulcet tones. She also found herself thinking about the Kane twins’ strange request.


				Maggie had begun to dwell on the previous week’s revelations from her brother-in-law. Dwell on them quite a lot in fact. Well, if Maggie was being truthful, and we need her to be so, she would have to admit that she now rarely thought of little else. She couldn’t help imagining what it would be like to be one of the three principals in this rural drama. For instance, would they all sleep in the one bed? That would be just too weird – or would it? After all, why not? The reasons for it to be too weird were social ones, weren’t they? Wasn’t that how she was supposed to think?


				But would the reality be the total opposite? A woman with two men continually vying for her affection and attention: shouldn’t that be an ideal scenario? Each one aware, because of their twin, that they could never, ever take her for granted. Mind you, when Maggie thought of ‘her’ she didn’t mean herself, of course – no, she meant the hussy to take the both of them on. That was, of course, if they should ever be lucky enough to find a hussy brazen enough.


				The single factor that intrigued her most about this scenario was that two other people – the twins themselves – were already considering the possibilities. Now maybe even her brother-in-law could be added to the short but exclusive list.


				And what about the twins? There had always been something about Pat which had intrigued her, but Joe had always left her cold. So what would the prospective wife be taking on? What were they like now? She knew what they were like in public: quiet, handsome, clean and well-mannered, but not the best-dressed boys in the parish. When she’d known them – that is to say, when their mother was still alive – if their clothes lacked something on the fashion side, perhaps even growing a little threadbare, no-one could ever fault them in the hygiene stakes, as their garments were always spotlessly clean and smelling fresh. But now, with their mother gone, what would they reveal about themselves behind closed doors? Would they be exactly the same or completely the opposite? Would they find their ideal woman in all of this?


				Her sister, Dorothy, claimed that she knew immediately after her first date with the matchmaker that she’d found her ideal man in Michael. Maggie had advised her to be cautious due to her sister’s notorious previous train-wrecks. She’d long given up trying to work out whether Dorothy’s frequent dark moods descended upon her because a boy had broken up with her or if the boys broke up with her because of her dark moods.


				The matchmaker was different though: he was sensible and he and Dorothy seemed to hit it off pretty early in their relationship. They had become engaged at Christmas, four months after their first date, and were wed the following June.


				But Maggie herself hadn’t had much luck with her choice in men over the years. Her main flame to date had been a musician, Davy, who played bass with the local showband, The Playboys. But the flame had blown out very quickly for Maggie when she discovered Davy was two-timing her with a hairdresser from up in Cookstown. Apparently, as well as comforting Davy on his away nights, the hairdresser was also throwing a bit of black hair-dye in for good measure. Now how could Maggie possibly compete with that?


				Poor Maggie had been devastated and she’d spent days crying in her room. Going out with a local celeb had done wonders for Maggie’s profile, but equally the very public falling-out was impossible to hide from. Even the sanctuary of one’s own room barely kept the storm at bay as wave after wave after wave arrived at her front door to enquire, discreetly of course, ‘Is Maggie over her man yet? Is she ready to come out?’


				Maggie’s mother and father had advised the very worried Dorothy not to be overly concerned about her sister: she’d be sure to get over it. ‘Time is the great healer in affairs of the heart,’ her father had offered in comfort.


				Maggie would get over it – in fact, she duly did nine days later when she happened upon Freddie Miller, a shop assistant in Dawson Bates’, a large grocery store in neighbouring Magherafelt.


				Freddie had his own car, a Black Ford Vauxhall, and Maggie was made up to be driven the length and breadth of County Derry. The novelty of this constant road work soon wore off when Freddie tried his seldom practised Ulster Octopus technique in the back of the car. The octopus in question did live to tell the tale, albeit slightly wounded and speaking half an octave higher.


				At this point Maggie had decided that she was off boys for good and she was as good as her word, remaining unattached for a full two-and-one-half weeks until she met a friend of Michael’s at her sister’s new house. Michael’s friend was nice. That was the problem – he was nice and all the girls grew to learn that nice boys are boring.


				So began her discreet journey into the unknown in search of a man.


				She wanted a man she could feel good with, a man who would excite her, could surprise her, but also a man who would always treat her well. Following many a failure, Maggie envied Dorothy’s luck in finding her man – her brick – relatively easily. In fact, she began to worry that this was the secret: you find your man, your one true love, your partner for life, first time. Or you don’t – not at all, ever. Dorothy had a few partners before this who were chased off by her dark moods.


				Despite her failed relationships, Maggie felt her virginity was not something to savour but a gift to give away – so she did. At first she had simply wanted to gain experience in that area so she could meet her man on an even plane, but she was shocked, surprised and extremely pleased at how much she enjoyed sex. She was overwhelmed by it even on her first occasion, out in Hutchinson’s hay shed on the Magherafelt Road.


				This particular ballroom of romance, an old run-down shed used to keep the hay dry in case of frost or snow, was so popular with those locals eager for a play in the hay that Maggie and her partner had to return on three separate occasions before finding room at the inn to consummate their joint virginal passion.


				For that special night (well, more like half an hour) of passion Maggie had selected a former friend from technical college, Stuart Gibney, because he was good looking and honest, he didn’t have bum fluff on his upper lip, he knew how to laugh, she knew he’d bring protection and, chiefly, she knew he didn’t have a blabber mouth – and even if he did, he was no longer around much to do any blabbering, having recently left Castlemartin to study at Queen’s University in Belfast. Besides all of the above, they’d nearly gone all the way during their previous four-month courtship prior to his leaving town, when they’d become all hot and bothered on several (more than seven) occasions. Perhaps the most important reason in picking Stewart was that Maggie knew he was also a virgin and she wanted to venture on this journey of sexual exploration as an equal.


				Maggie was surprised, after all the horror stories from her friends about how unpleasant and painful the first time was, by how absolutely pleasurable the experience turned out to be. To make sure they weren’t doing anything wrong, they repeated the race of the fiddler’s elbow to get full value from the infamous ‘packet of glee’.


				Similar experiences had been repeated on rare occasions over the following eight years – twice more with Stewart, one over an exquisite weekend down at his digs in Belfast, and with three other partners. Maggie had hoped that one of these partners, Scott Grade, might be the one, but the sex had been so boring (he hadn’t cared in the least for her pleasure) that shortly thereafter they stopped stepping out together.


				Now, here she was pottering around her room in her parents’ house, a detached bungalow on the Magherafelt side of Castledawson, listening to RTÉ radio and ruminating on the Kane twins and their search for a solitary wife.


				On the spot, right there in her bedroom, as Larry Gogan came on the air to announce the next single, Liverpool’s new singing sensation the Beatles with ‘Can’t Buy Me Love’, Margaret Watson made a decision and the decision was to have as much impact in her world as the Beatles were to have in theirs.


				She decided to pay a visit to her brother-in-law the following day.


				


			


		


	

		

			

				Chapter Six


				On the way to Michael and Dorothy’s house – up the Lough Road, filled with terraced houses, to the Pear Tree Roundabout, second exit to the left and down the steep Briscoe Street, right into the uninhabited Wood Lane, straight into the narrow Wood Path, right along the tree-lined, sparsely housed Apple Orchard Lane and it was the fourth soldier’s cottage (of four) on the left – Maggie raced over all of her ideas, which were whizzing around in her head like leaves caught in a wind trap. You don’t know where they are going to land and for how long – you only know that they are sure to stay contained in the trap. She was trying to find a way – the easiest way – of announcing her intentions to the matchmaker. She certainly knew that she could never put a brave enough face on to tell her sister. No, Michael was going to have to look after that one, not to mention selling the entire project to Dorothy.


				Michael greeted her at the door. It was the back door and normally she would just have strolled in, but tonight she wanted the comfort of greeting Michael first. Protected by the cloak of darkness, she knew the man of the house would answer her gentle tapping.


				‘Guess what?’ Michael announced to the family indoors, reading the apprehension on Maggie’s face and grabbing his jacket from behind the door. ‘Margaret and I are off for a bit of a dander.’


				Dorothy seemed to be pleased to have the both of them out of her hair, while Maggie was equally pleased at how quickly Michael had read the situation, although she neglected to impart all this information to the matchmaker. Instead they fell into step together and wandered off up the lane in the general direction of the hay fields.


				How many times had they paced this journey? She felt she knew every bump and dip in the lane. They both knew instinctively when to veer to one side to avoid the long, dangling, thorny blackberry branches that hung out threateningly, like tentacles, from the hedge on either side of the lane.


				The sister-in-law wondered when two people, such as she and her brother-in-law, wander in silence, was it because they were both lost in their thoughts, or was it because one of them was lost in their thoughts and the other was trying to find the right thing to say? Or could it possibly be because both of them were trying to find the right thing to say? Maggie found herself trying several opening lines under her breath as if she were a sailor holding a recently licked feather up towards the heavens to see what way the wind blew. However, in Maggie’s case she could only guess which way the wind might blow because, of course, the matchmaker was not able to hear any of her proposed opening lines.


				‘How’s it going?’ the male voice eventually offered as he interrupted their silence. Maggie thought she could hear a little shake in Michael’s usually confident hoarse tones.


				His voice was amazing really – he always sounded, to Maggie at least, as though he had a cold or sore throat. In a way his voice was not too dissimilar to Dylan’s raggedy vocals – you always felt they were doing permanent damage to their throats with their ever-present raspiness. Maggie had often tried to imagine how Dylan would sound if he sang in an Ulster accent, but her mind could never quite make the connection. However, once when Michael, Dorothy and she were drunk she’d had Michael sing ‘The Times They Are a Changin’. That did work – that could have been Dylan if he’d had the luck of being born not in Minnesota but in Bellaghy, or Toomebridge, or Ahoghill, or Cullybackey or even Ballyronan. Now that would have been one, wouldn’t it? What if Bob Dylan, the voice with the message of warning from the ‘excuse me, it’s our turn’ generation, had been born and bred in Ballyronan? What on earth would the likes of the Mid Ulster Mail have made of that?


				‘Yeah,’ was her only reply, barely whispered, making it obvious it was his turn to serve.


				Michael looked like he’d been expecting a longer reply, perhaps a reply behind which he could better prepare himself to make his revelation.


				‘I think I’ve sorted out the Kane twins’ situation.’ Michael smiled, trying to pull off the air of someone casually oblivious to their ace serve.


				Maggie stopped dead in her tracks, but obviously thought better of it and moved on, the break in her stride barely noticeable.


				‘You … you took it on then?’ was all she could utter, hoping she was hiding her disappointment as she picked up the imaginary ball from the rear of the court.


				‘Well, not exactly.’


				They were, by this point, passing the cowshed. Maggie remembered a few summers ago, Michael – much to the amusement of his family – had ridden up this lane on the back of one of the cows doing his best Clint Eastwood (as Rowdy Yates in Rawhide) impression. This was a time when making Clint’s day meant no more than tending to a peaceful herd of grazing cattle while satisfied with a full belly of beans.


				‘And?’


				‘Let me explain,’ Michael continued as he opened the door to the cowshed, which was empty since the cattle were over at the main farm, close to fresher grazing pastures. However, it most certainly was not free of the pungent aromas of their hide, droppings and hay – a healthy smell as quick to fill the nostrils as the smell of another brute made famous by Henry ‘splash it all over’ Cooper.


				‘As you know, I was more than a little uncomfortable …with the… am… situation. So. So I went to Pat and told him that I thought there might be a better way to go about doing this.’


				‘Yeah?’ Maggie pushed, her eyebrows raised to the hay-packed rafters of the cowshed in disbelief. This was like … no, on second thoughts pulling teeth was easier, probably much easier. But she wondered if her impatience had anything to do with the feeling of emptiness growing in the pit of her stomach.


				‘And. Well, I … well, if you really want to know the truth,’ Michael began, only to be interrupted by Maggie on his case.


				‘Look, Michael – you keep saying that, and Dorothy and I keep telling you off about it. It’s so infuriating! “Well, if you really want to know the truth” – no, actually, could I have a lie, please? They’re much more fun. Of course I, we, want to know the truth!’


				‘Sorry, I know it’s a bad habit and you’re right, Dorothy is always on about it, but I just kind of do it subconsciously. My dad used to do it all the time and, well, women didn’t question their husband’s use of the English language in his day. Now all that’s changed so I had better, em … pull my socks up, hadn’t I?’ 


				The apology hadn’t been one hundred per cent necessary as Maggie’s words had kind of been in jest … if you really want to know the truth.


				‘Well, I explained to Pat that I was sure he didn’t exactly want the whole town talking about their particular situation. So, I asked, why didn’t he go about it in a more natural or usual way? I suggested he register on my books as a bachelor, part owner of the farm, a young, hardworking man, interested in starting a family – a dowry would be nice, but not vital, and a few other things I would add but not tell him about –’


				‘Like?’ she cut in, this time playfully.


				‘Oh, good looking, good head of hair, slim, strong, fine mouth of white teeth. You’d be surprised how many women look for men to have their own teeth, and white. I suppose it’s just that they don’t want to wake up in the middle of the night and see their husband’s smile on the sideboard in a jam-jar half-filled with water. Where was I?’


				‘White teeth,’ she prompted.


				‘Oh yes, teeth, and strong, hardworking,’ the matchmaker tried to complete his list, unsuccessfully.


				‘We’ve already had hardworking. What about lips – do you talk about lips in your list? Like are they thin, hard, chapped and uninviting or full, soft, rich and enticing?’


				‘I’m quite sure I can leave the couple to suss out those and other such details for themselves, thank you very much.’


				‘True, I mean, I was just trying to save your clients some time. Some women could very well like kissing something that feels like two pencils covered with sandpaper.’ Maggie smiled impishly. She liked being like this, flirting with an invisible man, with Michael as a witness. It was fun, but fun she would share with no-one but the matchmaker.


				‘Anyway, then I thought I could go about my task of matchmaking and then, when he met someone he felt good about he could … well, he … well, you know?’ 


				‘What, Michael, for heaven’s sake, what?’


				‘Well, at that stage Pat could subtly introduce his – their – special requirements, couldn’t he? Keep it all very private; in-house, or in-farm, as it were. You know, what people choose to do in the privacy of their own home is really only their business, isn’t it?’ Michael pleaded.


				‘I don’t know, I’m sure. Are you saying that it’s OK for them to break the law just as long as they do it behind closed doors and you and I don’t know about it?’ Maggie hopped on the bench at the work space created at the other end of the shed.


				‘Well, let’s think about it. Just what laws are they going to break exactly?’


				He sat down opposite her on a barrel and let her consider his question and then, without allowing her an opportunity to reply, he announced, lawyer fashion: ‘She’s not going to be a bigamist, because she’s only actually going to marry one of them. She’s not going to be unfaithful, and even if she was she wouldn’t be breaking the law and if it was a law – being unfaithful that is – then a good percentage of the adults of Castlemartin would be following her to her punishment. So she’s not going to be unfaithful because she’s going, well, they’re all going to, ah, well, you know, be in it together.’


				‘What you mean is they’re all going to end up in bed together!’ Maggie roared in disbelief.


				‘Shush, please, Maggie. Dorothy will hear you.’


				‘You hypocrite! You are prepared to instigate all of this, put them all together, nice and cosy in their bed, all neat and tidy with an eiderdown – no doubt the patchwork quilt made by the twins’ grandmother’s fair hand and stuffed with a few Kane Christmases’ worth of goose and turkey feathers. But at the same time you are scared that your wife, my sister, will hear me talking about it and be offended?’ Maggie said, forcing a laugh as sincere as one of Hughie Green’s lopsided smiles.


				‘Well, you know, if I make a match for Pat Kane, I’ll have done my job. What they do after that is between the three of them,’ Michael claimed and added, as an afterthought, ‘and God.’


				‘Oh, Michael, come on. You can’t just wash your hands of it as easily as that! If you make the introduction and take the money for it, then I’m afraid you have to accept some of the responsibility for what you are letting the three of them in for,’ Maggie stated harshly, but then smiled at her brother-in-law, softening her stance. She appeared a little down – well, a cross between disappointed and distracted would be the best description the matchmaker could come up with. She tried to be honest with herself as to the genesis of her disappointment. She looked down at her feet, dirty from the lane, as she swung her legs beneath the bench. After a time of this coming and going motion she ventured into the unknown, an unknown she wasn’t altogether sure she wanted to discover, but some little voice inside her head egged her on to ask the question. Eventually she voiced it.


				‘So, come on then. Tell me who you’ve matched them – oops, sorry – who you’ve matched Pat with?’


			


		


	

		

			

				Chapter Seven


				Three evenings later the matchmaker was sitting in Bryson’s with two of his clients. Bryson’s public house was situated on the corner of Hospital Road and Garden Street in Magherafelt. The publican, Mr Paddy Bryson, kept his pub clean, friendly and, surprisingly, free of drunks. His logic was a sound one: he wanted to offer his regulars, mostly survivors of the Second World War, an escape, particularly on Friday and Saturday nights, from the problems caused by their work, wives, teenage children and nineteen-year-old horrific war memories. He offered them a sanctuary with a comfortable space to drink, chat, play darts and dominoes, and to exchange the odd bit of local gossip.


				A public house, mind you, was not the most obvious place for the matchmaker to introduce prospective partners, or even spouses. However, it had been one of his clients who had suggested – no, sorry, make that insisted, yes, insisted on that very location. The client? Joan Cook, a thirty-four-year-old who had, three years previous, caused a local scandal when she’d become the first woman in living memory in Magherafelt to divorce her husband.


				Up to the ‘Cook Affair’, divorces were subject matter only for the Belfast or English newspapers, or sometimes even the wireless. Occasionally people divorced in London, rarely in Belfast but never, ever in County Derry. Eddie Cook, the poor man, had been disgraced for life and he left Magherafelt in shame to work the roads near Watford, north of London. The only thing Joan kept was his name; he on the other hand would have been pleased if she’d lost even that as she had always, post-split, particularly when she’d be in earshot of her husband, referred to herself as Mrs Cook.


				Surprisingly the marriage had started off on happy enough grounds; it was when Joan found out that Eddie was never going to be able to father a child that she decided to go off ‘in search of better stock, someone with a bit more lead in the pencil’, as she put it, and she would offer this to each and every one of the locals, digging them in the ribs at the last part and bursting into a high-pitched whine, which served as her laugh. It also served to let other people know she was coming and most used it as a signal to take evasive action. The truth be told, Joan probably would have forgiven Eddie his round of blanks had he had sufficient funds to keep her up with the Joneses. He was not in such a position and probably never likely to be so. And so for the previous thirty months Mrs Cook was in the market for a husband.


				Joan had searched the market herself for the first ten months but, frustrated at her lack of success and the imminent falling of another set of autumn leaves, she was prompted to enlist the services of the parish matchmaker.


				Michael Gilmour, for his own part, thought Joan much too fussy by half. In fact, he found it amusing how his less-than-perfect clients always sought perfection from their prospective mates. But his latest suggested match was far from perfect; in fact, this match was based on the fact that if there was any woman listed in his book who was perhaps capable of taking on two men, it was Mrs Joan Cook. When he pushed himself, as he did when he first thought of her for this bizarre match, he couldn’t think of one other possible link of compatibility. But now here they all were: the matchmaker with Pat, the newest client on his books, and Joan, the client longest on his books, meeting for the first time.


				Bryson’s large valve wireless, on a shelf above the door which led to Paddy Bryson’s private quarters, was playing Roy Orbison’s ‘It’s Over’, which the matchmaker hoped was not an omen.


				Introductions concluded, Michael left the two romance-seekers at the table in the snug as he visited the bar to buy a round of drinks – a pint of Guinness for himself, a half pint of Guinness for Pat Kane and a double Old Bushmills for ‘yer woman’. One thirsty person who had completed the first stage of his matchmaking and wanted to satisfy his thirst; one who was restrained in his ordering so as not to create a bad first impression (not to mention he had to be up at 5:30 the following morning to start work on the farm) and one who cared not a hoot about the impression she created, keen only to take advantage of the matchmaker’s offer of a free drink.


				At the bar, Michael met local policeman and Sherlock Holmes fanatic Colin Doyle.


				‘Another successful match?’ the detective asked, nodding at the table recently vacated by Michael. 


				The matchmaker turned his head and stared back at Patrick Kane and Joan Cook and quickly noted how one was trying to create a good impression for the other, who in turn neither tried nor cared.


				‘Well,’ Michael sighed, through near-closed lips, ‘I wouldn’t be so sure there was a match there, Colin. Mind you, it’s their first meeting, but I’m still not convinced there’ll be another one.’ He looked back at Joan as he said this. She was wearing some contraption which had probably looked great on the young slim model in the catalogue Joan had purchased it from, but that night in Bryson’s it looked more like the three ugly sisters had pooled together their three worst items – one polka-dotted, one hooped and one tartan – from their pantomime wardrobe and not only forced their younger sister to wear the clashing garments but also tied her into them. Mrs Joan Cook’s bottle-blonde hair was done up in a bird’s nest bun, making her resemble one of the Beverley Sisters caught out on a windy night in Blackpool. Her make-up was thrown on and not really effective. The point of make-up, Michael thought, was to take what was there and enhance it; he felt no amount of cosmetics was ever going to transform plastic into marble. Joan appeared to think it sensible to fight even the direction of her eyebrows. ‘Nope, I wouldn’t bet on there being a round two, Colin.’


				As was his way, the matchmaker always accompanied his clients on their first date: one, to smooth the way; two, to fill any potentially embarrassing silences; and three, to avoid the randy male taking advantage of their date. You know, some of these farm lads, after a few months away from civilisation with only their sheep or cattle for company, think that anything in a skirt is pretty darn attractive. Some of them would go to any lengths, including paying the matchmaker the ten-pound registration fee, to get their leg over.


				Also Michael, like the majority of matchmakers, insisted on having the final say on the match. Should, as was rarely the case, he feel the match not workable or durable, he would advise the clients of this and help them find other potential partners. Should they then choose to ignore him, he would have nothing further to do with the relationship, including, surprisingly enough, the final billing.


				It has to be mentioned, though, that this was very rarely the case because Michael had a brilliant reputation for setting up successful matches and in order to protect his hard-won reputation he was not prepared to risk a doomed marriage. On the one occasion in his career when the couple had gone against his advice they had, sadly, lived to regret it. And now, seeing his two clients together at that table in Bryson’s, he accepted that perhaps his reputation was at risk a few feet away from where he currently stood.


				Colin Doyle reached into his inside pocket and took out a spectacle case. He removed the pair of silver wire-framed glasses, easing the pressure that had caused two red marks to form on the bridge of his long thin nose before placing the glasses into their case, which he had opened and rested on the bar in anticipation of such movements. He used his stubby forefinger and thumb to pinch his nose, just by the two red marks. As he did this he closed his eyes gently in order to soak up the relief. He turned to the matchmaker’s table.


				‘Now,’ he began in his ever confident tones, ‘oh, let me see now ….’


				After a few minutes’ consideration the small detective offered: ‘He’s a farmer, not much land, not a lot of money; he’s honest, hardworking; I’d say he has a brother – could even be a twin brother – but he’s definitely parentless. On the other hand, our desert beauty queen, she’s a different kettle of fish altogether. Divorced, I’d say. Getting on a bit, last chance romance and all that, and I’d bet she’s probably had more men than you’ve had fadge, and she doesn’t mind charging for it.’


				To say that Michael was impressed was an understatement.


				‘What?’ he uttered in sheer disbelief. ‘You can tell all of that just by looking at them?’


				Colin Doyle smiled his impish smile. ‘Now don’t be foolish, Michael, will you. Sure it’s Patrick Kane and Joan Cook – don’t I know them as well as I know yourself?’


				With that the detective replaced the spectacles on his person, flicking the jet-black hair back up from his forehead as he did so. He’d let his hair grow quite long on top so that on occasion it hung over his forehead and needed to be pinned back behind his ears. However, the back and sides were so short you could easily see his very white skin. He snapped the glasses case shut, took his freshly poured Guinness from the bar and disappeared in search of a quiet corner to steal yet another read of a Holmes mystery.


			


		


	

		

			

				Chapter Eight


				Meanwhile, back at the table, Pat was trying hard to strike up a conversation with Joan. He was being as unsuccessful in his endeavours as all the pop artists were in trying to keep the Beatles from the number one spot upon the release of each of their new singles. They’d done it again late last year with ‘I Want to Hold Your Hand’, the first ever single in the UK to have a million pre-sales. Joan was as quick at getting to her point as the Beatles were at reaching the coveted top of the charts.


				‘So, how many acres do you have?’


				‘Forty-seven, we, my brother and—’


				‘How many head of cattle do you have?’


				‘Sixty-four, all good milk—’


				‘You would be expecting me to take care of youse, would you? You and your brother?’


				‘Well, actually—’


				‘’Cause I won’t be a skivvy for anyone, you know. I’ve done that, you know. Oh boy, have I done that! And no thank you very much, sir, enough is enough,’ Joan announced as Michael interrupted them with the round.


				‘So, how have you been getting on?’ The matchmaker smiled as he placed the drinks in front of their owners, thanks offered from Pat but not from Joan.


				‘Well …’ Pat smiled his wonderful smile. Michael noticed for the first time the warmth in his eyes that his sister-in-law had been talking about, ‘we were just –’


				‘I was just telling him, actually, that I wouldn’t be his skivvy,’ Joan interrupted again.


				‘Yes, well, I’m sure that’s a long way down the list of things to discuss,’ Michael cut in, trying hard to lighten things up. And things obviously needed lightening up: Pat looked like he was about to bolt for the door and seemed well relieved by Michael’s return.


				‘Well, I believe in telling the truth, calling the kettle black – no point in hiding behind politeness.’


				‘No fear of that,’ Michael thought but said nothing, using the gap instead as an excuse to take the first sip of his delightful Guinness. He came away from the glass with a thin white moustache.


				‘I won’t be a skivvy for anyone, Michael Gilmour, and you know that. And I’ll need an allowance, a good allowance at that, mind you. And I’ll want—’


				‘Ah, that’s good,’ the matchmaker interrupted firmly and loudly, smacking his lips and removing his newly formed moustache quicker than any Gillette would. ‘No, no, listen, Joan, let’s not get ahead of ourselves.’
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