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  I find the older I get the bolshier I get too, so this may very well be my last ever batch of acknowledgements in a book. There are those, however, who supplied factual

  information, like Lillias Grant and her fine body of women at the National Trust for Scotland’s Glenfinnan Monument Centre, who gave of their time, and unbeknown to at least one of them, her

  personality. And the Barras people deserve a mention, the vast army of Pearsons who contributed snippets here and there, and the Barras Enterprise Trust. Most of it, though, the streets, the

  stories and characters I remember from childhood expeditions to the Barras on a Sunday afternoon, a ritual for many Glasgow children of the time. And there was no particular Father Frank McCabe: he

  didn’t exist. He is an amalgam of all the priests I ever knew. Parts of his personality can be traced back to the many tyrants who tried to impose themselves, unwanted and uninvited on my

  childhood, so I suppose it’s only fair that they should now take a bow. At a public appearance years ago I was ambushed by a coven of rabid nuns complaining that in an earlier book I had used

  the real names of the nuns who scarred the schooldays of many children, my own included. I pointed out then that those women had enjoyed a great deal of power – which they abused – over

  little swine like me and the price they had to pay for that power was the risk that one of the little swine would grow up to be a big swine who one day might tell the world about them and name

  them. However, I enjoyed the Battle of the Rabid Nuns so much that I thought I’d go for the priests this time.




  







  Questions About Angels




  Of all the questions you might want to ask




  about angels, the only one you ever hear




  is how many can dance on the head of a pin.




  No curiosity about how they pass the eternal time




  besides circling the Throne chanting in Latin




  or delivering a crust of bread to a hermit on earth




  or guiding a boy and girl across a rickety wooden bridge.




  Do they fly through God’s body and come out singing?




  Do they swing like children from the hinges




  of the spirit world saying their names backwards and forwards?




  Do they sit alone in a little garden changing colours?




  What about their sleeping habits, the fabric of their robes,




  their diet of unfiltered divine light?




  What goes on inside their luminous heads? Is there a wall




  these tall presences can look over and see hell?




  If an angel fell off a cloud would he leave a hole




  in a river and would the hole float along endlessly




  filled with the silent letters of every angelic word?




  If an angel delivered the mail would he arrive




  in a blinding rush of wings or would he just assume




  the appearance of the regular mailman and




  whistle up the driveway reading the postcards?




  No, the medieval theologians control the court.




  The only question you ever hear is about




  the little dance floor on the head of a pin




  where halos are meant to converge and drift invisibly.




  It is designed to make us think in millions,




  billions, to make us run out of numbers and collapse




  into infinity, but perhaps the answer is simply one:




  one female angel dancing alone in her stocking feet,




  a small jazz combo working in the background.




  She sways like a branch in the wind, her beautiful




  eyes closed, and the tall thin bassist leans over




  to glance at his watch because she has been dancing




  forever, and now it is very late, even for musicians.
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  from his collection Taking Off Emily Dickinson’s Clothes




  







  Chasing Angels




  The entrance to the Barras Market, and to generations of Glaswegians especially, gateway to exotica. There’s not much you can’t get there, from candyfloss to snake

  oil and beyond. For me as a child the real delight was in watching the people, like Chief Abadu and Cockney Jock, and my now famous one-legged Uncle Hughie, who lived in nearby Stevenston

  Street.




  







  1




  She had never much liked her brother, that was what it amounted to. In her hand was a snap of the two of them, taken many years ago when she was a child. She turned it over and

  saw her mother’s small, careful handwriting: ‘Peter and Kathleen,’ it said, ‘1956.’ She traced the letters with her finger, listening to Lily’s voice in her head

  as she did so. Funny how deeply touching someone’s handwriting was when they’d gone, she thought, a link more personal and lasting than anything else she could imagine. No chance of

  that with her father then; she doubted if Old Con’s fingers had ever been free of a glass or a bottle long enough to learn to write. She tried to control the smile flickering around the

  corners of her mouth. She didn’t understand why, but she had been laughing a lot in the last few days, and she was beginning to wonder if it was perhaps getting out of control. She looked

  again at the studio-posed photo of herself aged three and her fourteen-year-old brother. The child Kathleen was sitting in a wicker chair, her best dress decorously arranged around her, and that

  peculiar ribbon bow Lily always tied in her hair that made her look as though she had a budgie sitting on her head. She looked at Peter, standing well to the side and looking uncomfortable, as

  though he didn’t want to be there; how significant was that? The distance between the two frozen images was almost palpable, she thought, even on a piece of paper. And it wasn’t caused

  by the eleven-year age difference; they would have disliked each other even if they had been twins.




  She disliked everything about him. The way he whistled ‘Pedro the Fisherman’ as he came up the stairs, in the sure and certain knowledge that whoever heard it would

  rush to the door to let him in, which, of course, they always did. Who else but Peter would have his own theme song? There was a sureness, an arrogance about him that made you either adore him or

  loathe him. He always knew everything better than anyone else, and he didn’t hesitate to tell them so; Peter Kelly was the arbiter of the universe, and what Peter Kelly said went. That was

  the odd thing, other people were only too happy to accept his version of their lives, grateful even. Even if they were older and more battle-scarred in life, they accepted that Peter was more

  knowledgeable than they were themselves, and they revered him for it, honoured almost that he had taken the trouble to involve himself in their humble little existences. For Kathy, though, it had

  always been like the King’s New Clothes, and she was the boy who had noticed he was naked; her brother had never fooled her for an instant, and she sensed that he knew it too. Watching him,

  listening as he pontificated, she felt his unease at her scrutiny, almost to the point where he couldn’t stop himself glancing at her from the corner of his eye, knowing what was in her mind

  and wondering if she would put her thoughts into words. His sarcasm could be cruel, but it never made any impression on her, even when she was a child and he an adult. There was that one time, that

  defining moment, when he had seen through him. As a child she had loved reading and writing little stories, and she was good at art during her schooldays, so naturally Peter had to find a way of

  putting her down. ‘You are,’ he once said scathingly to her, ‘interested only in yourself. All your pastimes are solitary, which proves that you have no interest in other

  people.’ And even as she listened to him declaiming from on high, the thoughts that sprang into her mind weren’t of hurt or anger, she felt no impulse to argue her corner. Instead, she

  suddenly thought, ‘He’s jealous! The great Peter Kelly is jealous of his wee sister!’ He didn’t return her smile in response, but then he knew why she was smiling.

  ‘What an arse!’ she thought, her usual insult towards her brother, and everyone else who annoyed her, come to that. Lily used to chide her for it, but it wasn’t as bad as

  some of the things you heard on the streets every day, it was quite ladylike in fact. ‘Ye shouldnae call yer brother that, Kathy!’ Lily would say. ‘But he is an

  arse!’ Kathy would repeat joyously. Blood may well be thicker than water, but it wasn’t glue, certainly not in their case, and the fact remained that she had never really warmed to him

  and, in truth, a truth furthermore that bothered her not at all, he had never really warmed to her.




  She was sitting on the floor of her father’s home in Stevenston Street, sifting through the detritus of the life Old Con had shared with her mother and beyond, sorting

  through the papers and family photos, deciding which she would keep. It had been a feature of her nature since her teens, this need to tidy up, to tie off every loose end. Even when whoever held

  the other end wasn’t bothered or wasn’t there to be bothered, when arguments were gone and forgotten, to Kathy there was always something more to say, a final comment to really

  finish it off, and only then could she file it away in one of the many compartments of her mind. The tendency had been there already, of course. ‘It doesn’t matter!’ Lily would

  say. ‘Let it be!’ She smiled, thinking of the number of times she had heard that, and still she couldn’t do it. It wasn’t as if she wanted to pursue things to the bitter

  end, it wasn’t really something she could control, that was what even Lily never understood, and after Lily had, well, when Lily was no longer there, the tendency had taken a real grip. She

  could never forget anything, unfinished business of any kind worried her. It was how she coped, how she stayed in control, which was why she was here, she thought, looking around Con’s house,

  going through the meagre goods and chattels of a dead man. There was little in the entire house she wanted, and that was a fact, maybe because she had never lived here, apart from these last

  months, and she didn’t see that as living, more like boarding or just passing through. Even so the usual nightmares had gathered in intensity while she had been here. Since the day she had

  left, all those years ago, she had been constantly waiting for a giant hand to reach down from the sky and drag her back to the East End of Glasgow where she had grown up, and where so many of her

  worst memories lay in wait for her, not to mention the recurring nightmare that was rooted here. That was how she thought of it, as though her life in Glasgow wasn’t so much in the past as

  dormant, waiting for her to stray near enough to lay claim to her once again. Her life in these streets lay some twenty years or more in the past, but it was as though she couldn’t believe

  that her escape was permanent; the hand was ever-present, ever hovering above her, just waiting for an opportunity. In those black dreams she was always back here, and even though she would protest

  throughout that she didn’t belong here, whoever was directing the dream would ignore her, till she woke, sobbing and drenched in sweat, in her cottage all those miles and years away, her legs

  twisting the bedclothes in a desperate attempt to get away.




  When she was a child she had lived with her family in Moncur Street, beside the Barras market. The Barras had been part of her life, the noise, the bustle and the characters. She only had to

  think back to hear the gramophone records of the Fifties playing in her head as loud as they were all through her childhood, echoing and reverberating through the market to the streets beyond.

  Patsy Cline, Hank Williams, Connie Francis, Guy Mitchell and Perry Como formed the backdrop to her early life, with their booming laments to lost and crossed love. People now enshrined in Glasgow

  folklore were part of her daily existence, the McIver clan who started the Barras and still controlled it, Freddie Benedetti, Chief Abadu with his cure-all snake oil that would blow your head off

  before it cured whatever ills you might have, Curt Cook who sold jewellery, though he wore more on his hands than he had on his stall, and the entire Pearson dynasty in Moncur Street itself. They

  were as much part of her life as her own family, and the old Moncur Street tenement was where she still placed her mother in her memory; it wasn’t until Con was on his own that he had moved

  into the new house, just round the corner. They had lived two up on the right in Moncur Street, with Lily’s mother, Aggie, above them, and the Crawfords next door, across the landing. Jamie

  Crawford had been her childhood companion; even though he was two years older, an enormous gap to children, Jamie had been closer than a brother. In the bags of photos spread around her, there were

  lots of snaps of herself and Jamie because they were never apart. They walked to the Sacred Heart Primary School in Reid Street together, met up at playtimes, then after school they walked home,

  dumped their bags and went out to play together. Lily used to shake her head and smile. If you saw one, she used to say, the other one wouldn’t be far behind; they had been inseparable in

  those days. In her secondary years Kathy had been sent to Our Lady and St Francis Convent School in Charlotte Street, though strictly speaking Moncur Street fell out of the catchment area. But Old

  Con, who felt that nuns were holier than mortals without habits, had asked Father McCabe to plead his case and Kathy went to the convent. Not that it bothered her, one school was as good as

  another. Jamie went to St Mungo’s Academy in Crownpoint Street, but they would still walk together along London Road till their paths diverged at the junction of the Saltmarket and High

  Street, and meet up again at the same spot every afternoon for the return journey. Looking at the snaps she was struck by how familiar he still was, it might all have been yesterday. Jamie was

  always a solid boy, solid in looks and solid in nature. He stood there, foursquare in the photos and in her life, looking the camera straight in the eye, a shock of dark fair hair falling over his

  forehead. She hadn’t seen him in over twenty years now, not since, oh well, it didn’t matter; it was all so long ago. Everyone had to grow up, grow older, she hadn’t been alone in

  that at least.




  She looked around Old Con’s domain and wished she could find a bin liner big enough to hold it and all its contents, and a hole in the ground big enough to throw it into. That had been her

  instinct about Old Con Kelly himself come to that; it always had been, she thought wryly. But it was in hand now, she thought, good things come to those who wait, though it would be a box instead

  of a bin liner, and he wouldn’t so much be dropped into a hole as scattered to the four winds, much to Father McCabe’s irritation, which of course was an added bonus. She had irritated

  Frank McCabe all through her childhood and teenage years and he had always let it show, believing that his position was unassailable, that no one knew the secret that could destroy him. And why

  not? After all, there wasn’t another person alive on the planet who did know; what a sigh of relief he must’ve let go when that funeral was over. But Kathy knew, and that little secret

  would keep, she thought, smiling quietly to herself, till the time was right.




  Earlier they had taken Con to St Alphonsus’s. He would lie in the chapel overnight, a ritual she had never understood, but then it was Con’s funeral and Con’s religion, and now

  that the battle was over she didn’t feel strongly enough to go against either. Con had been one of those loose ends she found it so hard to put up with, and now she just wanted the whole

  business over, finally, completely, permanently over. The undertaker had asked what she wanted him dressed in, as if she cared. She’d looked out a few things, feeling almost giddy with the

  nonsense of what she was doing. Eventually she decided on the blazer with the Highland Light Infantry badge on the pocket, the grey flannels he wore with it, and the white shirt and regimental tie

  that he donned faithfully for every reunion. At least that would get rid of all the irritations at once. She remembered the tears springing to his eyes and his chest swelling with pride every time

  he wore his civilian uniform. He was useless at family life, but he felt a real sense of belonging to the HLI, though he’d only spent the Second World War years within its ranks. ‘The

  Germans called the HLI “The Ladies from Hell”,’ he’d say proudly, ‘because of oor kilts.’ Kathy would stare at him. ‘Ye’ve no’ much in yer life

  if that’s wanna the highlights,’ she’d reply. Her mother had tried to excuse his emotional attachment; he must, she would say, have gone through some terrible times with his

  comrades during those years, so it wasn’t really surprising that he felt the way he did, probably they all did. ‘We’ve been through some terrible times wi’ him,’ Kathy

  would reply, ‘but Ah don’t feel sentimental when Ah see him fa’in’ through the door, dae you?’ and Lily would laugh. Poor Lily. She had no love for her

  husband, and the guilt of that drove her to defend him, to indulge him more than he deserved, but Kathy had never really accepted his tears as purely sentimental, though God or whoever knew,

  sentimentality was a mainstay of whatever personality he had. Everyone knew that reunions were excuses for boozing; Old Con was just filled with joy at the prospect of being filled with booze, that

  was all. Still, she had gone through the motions for this last time, picking out the blazer, flannels, shirt, tie and socks; burning them was a satisfying thought, it would be the end of them as

  well as him. She drew the line at underwear, it seemed too bizarre somehow, and besides, where he was going the last consideration would be keeping him warm, and he wasn’t likely to get

  knocked down by a bus now either. Then she’d laughed at the thought; as if any of it made sense. Finally she’d looked at his various pairs of shoes, then deliberately picked the ones

  that had blistered his feet. By that time he was paralysed and couldn’t feel his feet, so the blisters had burst and become infected before anyone had known they were there. Eventually

  gangrene had set in and the doctors had wanted to amputate his leg, but they tried skin grafts over his heels instead as a last gasp, harvesting healthy skin from inside his thigh, and somehow it

  had been a success. She handed the shoes to the undertaker. ‘Put them on the old bastard,’ she said.




  Later, as she followed the coffin into the church, where it would lie on the night before the funeral, she had caught sight of a notice advertising the Christmas Dance only a few weeks away.

  ‘Come and dance the night away!!!’ some enthusiastic believer had painted freehand; three exclamation marks conveying, she supposed, that three times the pleasure was to be had. Then

  she’d thought of the shoes old Con was wearing in his box and she’d laughed out loud. ‘No’ in they shoes he won’t!’ she giggled. The undertaker’s

  men carrying the coffin ahead of her turned their heads slightly and looked at her, but made no reply. For some reason she found it hard to control her laughter, her mind seeking out amusement and

  finding it, whether it was there or not. Before the undertaker had taken Old Con out of the house for the last time, he had asked if she wanted to place anything in the coffin. She stared at him

  blankly.




  ‘Some people put in a note,’ he had suggested helpfully.




  ‘Whit for?’ she had asked. ‘Sayin’ “Haste ye back” or somethin’? That’s the last thing Ah want noo that Ah’ve got the upper hand at

  last!’ Then, as she’d looked around the house, her eyes had fallen on Old Con’s collection of religious tat. He had been devoted all his life to the Child of Prague, a figure of

  the child Jesus wearing an ornate scarlet and gold robe, a crown on his head, his right hand raised in blessing and an orb in his left hand. There were pictures and cards of it everywhere, and

  statues of every size, Con being unable to pass up the chance of buying yet another, including her favourite little ones inside clear, hard plastic shells, like preserved birds or wedding cake

  tiers in Victorian times, only in miniature. When she was much younger she’d twist their heads off, replace the tiny mutilated figures inside the plastic tubes and leave them lying around for

  Old Con to find. He used to go berserk, screeching, yelling and falling on his knees to offer up prayers for forgiveness. Then she had perfected the ultimate blasphemy in his eyes, by performing

  the Papal blessing over him as he prayed. ‘Whit’s up wi’ ye?’ she’d ask innocently. ‘Ah’m giein’ a blessin’, an’ Ah’m wearin’

  a dress just like the boy there! A’ Ah need is the crown and the tennis ba’ in ma hand tae finish it!’ It was the only revenge she was able to get, in those days at least, and it

  raised her spirits greatly. Beheading the plastic figures had been a vent, she supposed, and performing the blessing was simply enjoyable vengeance.




  She had never really got her head round the Child of Prague. A fascination with angels she could understand. They had this ability she had always envied; whenever they felt like it they could

  flap their wings and take off into the wide, blue yonder. The times she wished she could just close her eyes and wake up somewhere else, somewhere Con wasn’t. In the cold winters, with the

  ice forming inside the windows and the air so cold in her unheated bedroom that she could see her breath, she would close her eyes and pretend to be somewhere warm. She would lie sandwiched between

  patched sheets, with a couple of ex-army blankets on top and a coat or two in an attempt to generate enough heat to make sleep possible. But in her mind she was somewhere else, sunbathing in some

  hot country, swimming in a warm, sparkling blue ocean, walking along a deserted beach at sunset, being washed by a balmy breeze. She had no clear notion of where this magical land might be, that

  didn’t matter, just as long as it was hot, the kind of place where she’d need calamine lotion to soothe her pale, freckled skin as it turned red, as it always did – Sunnyland,

  that would do. And, gradually, as she inhabited her fantasy, she’d make herself relax, muscle by muscle, limb by limb, till her teeth stopped chattering, under the gently waving palm trees in

  deepest Moncur Street. And getting to Sunnyland wouldn’t be a problem, she had already worked that out. The journey wouldn’t involve an aircraft, because no one she knew had ever been

  on one, so it simply didn’t figure in her Moncur Street life or her Sunnyland one either. Planes were tiny dots you saw in the sky, leaving white trails behind them, or they were props for

  film stars to be pictured waving from. So it seemed to the young Kathy that sprouting a pair of functional, as well as aesthetically pleasing, wings from the shoulder blades was infinitely more

  realistic, more interesting, too, than the possibility of flying on an aeroplane anyway. She would’ve given anything to have wings, to be able to fly away to Sunnyland, to anywhere, and

  disappear. She would look at the angels on the statues in St Alphonsus’s or at school, where the main subject was always someone supposedly bigger, better and, more importantly, holy, with

  the angels kind of tacked on at their feet almost as an afterthought, gazing upwards in adoration. Why, she wondered, didn’t they realise that their wings gave them an advantage, a skill the

  holy people didn’t have, something she’d have made better use of if she’d had them? But her angelic days would have to be on a strictly freelance, independent basis, she knew

  that; there was no way she would consider sitting by the feet of saints, waiting for orders to take to the sky. Winged or wingless, Kathy Kelly had never taken kindly to being ordered about. So she

  had always liked angels, she could see the point of them, and there was a certain kind of logic to liking them that was entirely missing from Con’s thing about the Child of Prague, for

  instance. Why would a boy be wearing a dress? And Jesus was Jesus, wasn’t he, the lad from the Holy Land, so where did Prague come into the story? While she was still at school she had

  discovered that Old Con had no idea who the figure was or what it represented, he simply liked it, and Kathy had taunted him about it for as long as she could remember. Being unable, as usual, to

  leave the thing alone, she had gone to her favourite place, the local library, to find out about it, and discovered that the original wax statue had been made for a Spanish royal family, who passed

  it on to some count and countess at their seventeenth-century wedding in Prague. Then the count had died – so much for the figure bringing good luck – and the countess had got rid of it

  by gifting it to the Carmelites. Over the years it had been destroyed and re-built several times, before being put on permanent display at the Church of Our Lady of Victory in Prague, complete with

  different robes for different seasons. It reminded her of the dressing-up dolls she had played with as a child, cardboard figures of impossibly beautiful children with shining cherubic faces and

  mops of irritatingly golden curls. They had paper wardrobes of equally impossibly beautiful clothes, with little tabs at strategic positions that you had to cut round very carefully. The folded

  tabs held the clothes onto the doll figure and you could change outfits as the mood took you till they fell apart. She couldn’t see the difference between the dolls – who at least

  promised nothing more than a few hours of harmless fun and dreaming – and the Child of Prague, who demanded adoration in exchange for possibly enriching his followers’ lives in some

  way, or possibly not, depending on his mood. When she told Old Con that his revered icon was nothing more than a wax dressing-up doll, he rewarded her tenfold by becoming even more beside himself

  with rage. He screeched that she was making it all up to mock God, the Child, the Pope and all Roman Catholics across the globe, especially himself; well, at least he was right with the last one.

  He refused to believe the true story she had recounted to him, but when she’d challenged him to come up with an alternative he couldn’t. That was when she realised that Old Con had

  never had any idea of the figure’s meaning, such as it was, or its background, he just liked it, and it had given her a weapon to use against him for the rest of his life. ‘Ye’ve

  got a thing aboot blokes in dresses, haven’t ye?’ she’d taunt him scathingly, as Con raged with injured pride. ‘First your HLI kilties, an’ noo this wee guy, the

  transvestite frae Prague. There has to be somethin’ wrong wi’ somebody who likes statues an’ pictures o’ boys dressed in frocks!’ Knowledge was indeed power, and her

  knowledge of the Child of Prague drove Old Con wild whenever she aired it, as it was intended to. It was a means of evening up the score for Kathy, or as near as she would ever get, and having it

  at her disposal, she often thought, had probably stopped her many times from lifting a hammer and bringing it down on Old Con’s head. She still wasn’t sure if that had been a good or a

  bad thing. ‘Here,’ she said to the undertaker on impulse, gathering up Old Con’s Child of Prague collection, ‘stuff his gay icon in beside him. Then him an’ the boy in

  the frock will burn thegither.’




  And so, as he was carried into St Alphonsus’s, in his HLI regalia and wearing the shoes that hurt his feet, she laughed again, listening for clunks and knocks as the collection rolled

  around inside. She laughed too when two large candles were placed at either end of the coffin.




  ‘They won’t last a minute!’ she said.




  ‘They will last for twenty-four hours,’ Father McCabe intoned solemnly.




  ‘Ah doubt it!’ she giggled.




  Father McCabe shook his head, his face a mask of distaste. What he didn’t know was that Old Con had pinched candles from the chapel all his life for the next time the family’s

  electricity got cut off, and it often did, because Con had better things to spend their money on, all of them alcoholic. He didn’t see purloining the candles as theft, even if he never went

  out of his way to inform his parish priest; he was one of the faithful, one of the family, so it was probably a kind of honour among thieves as far as Old Con had been concerned, she thought. So

  she had a mental picture of a hand emerging from the coffin in the quiet silence of the night, clutching the candles and dragging them, one by one, into the dark recesses with him and the

  Child.




  Later, in the vestry, where the priest had wanted to discuss the finer details of the funeral service the following morning, a man had knocked on the door and come in.




  ‘It’s you, John,’ Father McCabe had said. ‘Thanks for coming. We’ll need the usual people tomorrow for the service. Could you round them up and be here for ten

  o’clock?’




  John’s silent nod veered dangerously near to a bow as he left, and Kathy asked who he was.




  ‘We have a faithful band of parishioners we can call on to attend services like this,’ Father McCabe explained; he meant funerals where there might be few mourners, or where the

  faithful might be in the minority. Couldn’t have heathens taking up pew space. If he had his own back-up troupe, then the niceties of the service would be performed as they should, with the

  congregation giving their responses on time, getting up, kneeling and sitting down on cue and knowing all the words of the hymns.




  Kathy laughed at that too. ‘You’ve hired “Rent a crowd”?’ she asked. ‘That’s terrific!’ She mopped at her eyes, once again unable to hold in the

  laughter, unwilling to even try, come to that.




  ‘For God’s sake behave yourself,’ the priest said, ‘and show some respect.’




  Well, that was good, coming from him; respect indeed, given what she knew about him. Still, she’d hold her fire on that, for the moment anyhow. ‘Look, wee man,’ she replied,

  still laughing, ‘Ah’m the wan doin’ the decent thing here. Ah’m havin’ Auld Con done as a Catholic, but Ah don’t havtae, ye know. Ah could just as easy get him

  done withoot a’ the mumbo jumbo. Ah could just stand up at the crematorium, announce “Game over” an’ press the button.’




  Father McCabe glowered silently at her. He was a portly little man with wild, bushy white hair that seemed to be only just contained by the pom-pommed biretta he wore at all times. One of his

  habits, when he was thinking, was to hold the biretta aloft with his thumb, and scratch his head with the fingers of the same hand, revealing the shiny, pink dome of his bald head underneath. It

  always came as a shock, because the vigorous white growth that was visible ear-to-ear gave the illusion of a full and luxuriant head of hair. The whites of his watery blue eyes had a glistening

  hint of yellow, the result, she had always suspected, of giving the communion wine a fair whacking when no one was about, and they were completely surrounded by heavy folds of skin, so that from a

  distance he seemed to be wearing thick-framed, legless spectacles. He was never without a cigarette, held downwards between the thumb and first finger of his right hand, with the lit point towards

  the palm, as though he was trying to hide it. It was, she thought for some reason, the way gangsters she’d seen in films held their cigarettes. In moments of deep conversation, when regular

  drags at the cigarette weren’t possible, he would reluctantly nip it out and place it behind his right ear, half-hidden in the white hair, and over the years a little reddish patch had grown,

  coloured by the smoke and the nicotine. As far as she could tell his appearance hadn’t altered in all the years she had known him. He hadn’t so much aged as gradually faded somehow, but

  you’d still know it was him, even if you hadn’t seen him for years. Whatever modernising ploys had been tried by the spin doctors in Rome, he had remained untouched; he still wore his

  long black robe and biretta and on his feet a pair of beige boot slippers, with zips up the front. She had never known him to wear shoes, and no matter when she saw him the slippers seemed to be

  exactly the same as the last time, with no more or less apparent wear, even if, like now, decades had passed. If she were any judge he still muttered the mass in Latin under his breath too, like in

  the good old days.




  ‘The least you could do was to let him be buried in St Kentigern’s with the rest of his family, with his mother and sisters, with his wife,’ he said, establishing his

  credentials as an intimate of her family, and emphasising the last word, in an attempt to bodyswerve her question by provoking an argument on something else. An old ploy, that one.




  St Kentigern’s; she hadn’t been there since the day before she had escaped. The memories flooded her mind and she shook her head to banish them, turning her attention back to Father

  McCabe. ‘Aye, well,’ she smiled at his disapproval, ‘if anybody knows aboot ma family, wee man, it’s you, Ah’ll gie ye that. Ma Granny always said ye were a great help

  tae her when she was married tae the Orangeman. Accordin’ tae Aggie, whit she woulda done withoot your support a’ they years didnae bear thinkin’ aboot. She said it

  often.’




  ‘Easy, Kathy,’ she chided herself silently. ‘The time will come!’




  Frank McCabe looked at her. ‘Your grandmother was a fine woman,’ he stated. ‘She was loyal to her faith and kept it alive even after she made her mistake and, when she could

  be, she was reconciled with the Church.’




  ‘Ye mean when the Orangeman died? That’s ma Granda, ye know, an’ that’s a helluva nice way tae put it, “her mistake”.‘ she shot back at him, feigning

  hurt. ‘But then, him bein’ a heathen, no’ bein’ really human, like, he wouldnae matter that much, would he? Ah don’t know why ye didnae just set the dogs oan him. But

  Ah’m sure yer God blessed yer Christian charity in waitin’ tae he died a’ by hissel’, a few plenary indulgences marked up there, surely!’ She’d never met her

  grandfather, known to one and all as ‘the Orangeman’, as though even mentioning his name would incur the wrath of Rome, he’d died long before she was born. For all she knew he

  could’ve been a monster, and neither had she any time for his kind of bigotry, but it always annoyed the good Father to hear her defend him, so she did.




  Frank McCabe didn’t answer her, but instead continued with his usual lecture. ‘You, on the other hand, never had to fight for your faith, you had it handed to you on a plate, and you

  turned your back on it!’ he accused, stabbing a stubby, nicotine-stained finger in her direction. He hated having his authority either challenged or demystified, even after all the years she

  had been doing it to him.




  ‘Put that finger doon or Ah’ll bite it aff at the knuckle!’ she replied tartly, smiling to herself at the priest’s angry expression. ‘Dae ye no’ get bored

  sayin’ the same things ower and ower? Ah mean, Ah don’t think either wanna us will ever convince the other. Surely you don’t, dae ye? The difference is that Ah don’t

  really care a mad monkey’s fart aboot convertin’ you, so that’s you lost the argument before it’s even started, because you dae care, daen’t ye?’




  Father McCabe made no reply.




  ‘Checkmate!’ she thought gleefully. ‘But as for buryin’ the auld sod beside wee Lily, you’re not on. Ah think my mother deserves no’ tae have him

  lyin’ beside her,’ she said quietly. Then she raised her voice again. ‘Besides, for a’ you know,’ she said merrily, ‘it might be time for another miracle.

  Y’know, wi’ the trouble ye’re havin’ these days tryin’ tae force folk intae yer wee club, an’ tryin’ tae keep them there even if they’ve been born

  intae it. At this very minute some big daft angel might be scoutin’ aboot, tryin’ tae find some way o’ reversin’ the trend, so tae speak, an’ he could see Con

  lyin’ there, an’ decide he’s the very man tae restore the numbers of yesteryear! He might decide Con’s unfortunate demise is the very dab, an’ afore ye know it

  he’ll have Con risin’ frae the grave! This dump could become the next Lourdes, wi’ bus loads o’ people comin’ tae see the place where Lazarus Kelly jumped tae his

  feet! Noo, dae you think that’s a chance Ah’d be prepared tae take?’ She didn’t wait for an answer. ‘Naw, naw, there’ll be nae burial for Con. Ah’ve never

  been sure about angels, so it’s the burny fire at the Linn Crematorium for him, just in case!’




  ‘Blasphemy is a sin!’ Father McCabe said, taking another puff from his cigarette and peering at her through the smoke.




  ‘Christ, is that the best ye can come up wi’? Besides, as Ah say, it would suit me a damned sight better tae cut the proceedin’s tae the minimum. Ah’m quite prepared tae

  let ye aff the hook, an’ Rent-a-crowd tae for that matter. A quick trot in an’ oot wi’ a pause tae press the button, an’ then Ah’ll go back tae my ain life. Whit

  d’ye say?’




  The little priest glared at her in silence.




  ‘Aye, Ah thought so,’ she said. ‘Ye aye hing oan in there, frae the cradle tae the grave, daen’t ye? He’ll be yours till his ashes grow cauld. Ye’d climb in

  the urn wi’ him for wan last look just tae make sure if ye could. But just grit your teeth, efter this Ah’ll be oota your life, an’ merr tae the point, you’ll be oota mine.

  Noo is that no’ somethin’ worth shuttin’ your mooth for?’




  Later, as she sat on the floor of Old Con’s house, going through the pictures, birth certificates and insurance policies, laughing again at the evening’s events, she knew that Father

  McCabe had been right, though; she really would have to get a grip. After all, in the morning, after the final act took place, she would be free at last. After three months of camping in

  Con’s house, nursing him out of life, she would be able to return to her cottage and her real life on the West Coast. ‘But there again,’ she thought, feeling another burst

  of giggles approaching, ‘that’s likely why Ah’m laughin’ in the first place!’




  Her brother Peter hadn’t been there when Con died, in fact the beloved son hadn’t been there for many a year, but his name was still the last word on the old man’s lips. Father

  McCabe was in at the kill, of course, he’d almost kept vigil by Old Con for months, in case, she’d mused to herself, he really had taken up his bed and walked instead of doing the

  decent thing and pegging out. During that last week especially he’d hardly been away; the whole place reeked of his cigarette smoke.




  ‘Just as well my auld man is dyin’ already,’ she said, pointedly sticking another ashtray under the priest’s nose, ‘or ye’d dae him in wi’ fag fumes!

  Have ye nothin’ better tae dae than hing aboot here a’ day clutterin’ the place up anyway? Is there no’ a statue somewhere ye could be noddin’ at?’




  ‘My place is with your father,’ he intoned mysteriously, ‘as you well know.’




  ‘Ach, yer arse!’ Kathy retorted. ‘Ye’d have thought ye’d have merr tae dae wi’ Christ’s birthday coming up. This no’ wanna yer busy times?

  Ye’ve gied the auld man the Last Rites that many times Ah’m beginning tae wonder if ye’re oan piecework.’




  Father McCabe glared at her. There was once a more respectful age when that glare alone could control his most errant parishioner, though never, it had to be said, Kathy, and it was still the

  first weapon in his arsenal, long, long after that time had passed. ‘Will you never learn to show respect, Kathleen Agnes Kelly?’ he demanded, mentioning her grandmother’s name as

  a jibe.




  Kathy smiled to herself, flicking cigarette ash off the surfaces with a tea towel, refusing to take the bait. ‘Ah shouldnae think so,’ she replied coolly. ‘Whit aboot

  you?’




  ‘Even at your christening you were the same,’ he said, shaking his head. That was his other weapon, a headshake of disapproval guaranteed to keep the most defiant, rebellious child

  awake for a week with fear, though once again, never Kathy. ‘I’ve never known a child struggle so, screaming and squirming and refusing to lie quietly.’




  Kathy shook her head, laughing at the priest. ‘It was probably the Orange blood in me,’ she replied, ‘but ye still held on though, didn’t ye? There’s nae chance

  o’ escape wance ye get yer hands on somebody, even if it’s a wean wi’ nae say in the matter, eh, wee man?’




  ‘Your father was a good, faithful Catholic –’ the priest said wearily, going through a litany he had delivered to her remorselessly throughout her life without it ever having

  any effect.




  Right on cue Kathy interrupted. ‘He was a useless auld drunk as well! See when ye started dolin’ oot the wee drink o’ communion wine, ye made his day, he was never away frae

  the chapel efter that! Drinkin’ was his real religion, believe you me, but Ah don’t recall ye ever recommendin’ Ah follow him in that tae.’




  ‘– so,’ he continued, ignoring her intervention, ‘you should have been one too.’




  ‘Ye know, that’s wanna my highest achievements in life,’ she said. ‘It bothers the hell oota you that Ah got away. Go oan, admit it, it’s only us here and we know

  it’s true anyway. It does, doesn’t it? An’ Ah see ye havnae changed your tactics ower the years either,’ she laughed. ‘Still very selective aboot what questions ye

  answer, ye shoulda been a bloody politician! It must drive ye daft, though, seein’ that you really believe your religion is passed on through the bloodline, only wi’ wee Lily an’

  me there’s that other bloodline frae her faither. Whit a helluva problem ma Orange Granda has been tae ye, auld man!’




  ‘Just once in your life, at this time of all times, you could call me “Father”!’




  ‘Christ, Ah don’t know,’ Kathy sighed. ‘You know fine whit ma experiences o’ the real thing have been like, an’ ye really want me to call you

  “Father”, dae ye? Ye’re a sad case right enough, wee man!’




  ‘You’ll never change, Kathleen Agnes Kelly,’ he said bitterly.




  ‘Aye, an’ neither will you,’ she retorted. ‘As long as Ah can remember ye’ve been a mean-minded wee sod, an’ a devious wan tae. An’ just like the good

  faithful Catholic in the bed there, ye’ll die that way. Get somebody tae tip me the wink when your time comes, an’ nae matter whit Ah’m daein’, if Ah havtae come frae

  the ends o’ the earth, Ah’ll be there tae remind ye o’ yer biggest failure! Rest assured, wee man, you’ll feel me dancin’ oan your grave when ye dae!’




  But Con’s final moment was always going to come first and, when it did, Father McCabe asked if he wanted his daughter. The dying man shook his head. ‘Peter!’ he gasped, turned

  his face to the wall and exhaled his last breath. ‘Ye’re merr like auld Aggie’s son than her son-in-law!’ she spat loudly, inches from him. ‘You miserable auld

  sod!’ She laughed bitterly, hoping it would be the last sound he heard. The priest glared at her disapprovingly. ‘An’ you can shut it!’ she told him.

  ‘Ye’re only here under sufferance as it is, an’ yer only supporter has gone tae meet his maker noo. So wan word frae you an’ yer arse will bounce aff the edge o’ every

  step on the way doon! Comprendez, pal?’ Father McCabe turned away, busying himself in performing his magic once again, presumably in case Con had managed to squeeze in a silent response to

  her jibe on his way out.




  Then the doctor arrived to certify Con dead as well as saved. ‘He’s gone,’ he announced solemnly. A pleasant enough young man she thought, though she didn’t know him. He

  was probably whichever anonymous name on the health centre notice board had been available, or else some equally anonymous locum. These days it was hard to tell; you saw them once then never again.

  She wondered if it was a defensive ploy in case something went wrong; in these more writ-conscious days it would be harder to apportion blame if it was shared out among so many instantly

  forgettable faces. If she had to pick this young man out of a police line-up, could she, she wondered. She looked at Con, now visibly stiffening, his face an ashen grey. ‘Ye’re

  sure?’ she asked him, sarcastically.




  ‘I’m terribly sorry, dear, but yes, I’m afraid he has,’ the young man replied with quiet sympathy.




  ‘Ah’m obviously an auld biddy,’ she thought, ‘bein’ called “dear” by a wean like him.’ ‘What Ah’m askin’

  ye,’ she replied coolly, ‘is to be certain. Can ye no’ hold a mirror under his nose tae be sure, like? Ah don’t want ye raisin’ ma hopes.’ She immediately

  regretted it. The lad was doing his best. He knew nothing about her, the family or even his patient, except that he was dead and the daughter was a bit odd; he was probably putting it down to her

  time of life and making allowances.




  ‘You are the next of kin?’ he asked. ‘Mrs…?’




  ‘Kathy Kelly, originally spinster o’ this parish, but against ma will. An’ aye, Ah’m his daughter, son,’ she replied. ‘Ah’ve tried a’ roads tae

  find a way oota that wan, but Ah’m sad tae say Ah canny. Ah’m thinkin’ o’ applyin’ tae the European Court for a definition of “Father” that doesnae just

  depend oan a quick fumble under the blankets, but Ah don’t hold oot much hope, dae you?’




  The young doctor looked pained.




  ‘It’s a’ right, son,’ she smiled, ‘just sign the certificate an’ ye can go.’




  He smiled tightly, in a vain attempt to persuade her that he wasn’t offended by her manner, or confused at being dismissed. ‘Will it be cremation or burial?’ he asked, in a

  determinedly businesslike tone.




  ‘Oh, definitely cremation!’ she smiled. ‘No’ that Ah doubt yer word or anythin’, but knowin’ ma faither there’s still an outside chance he’s

  fakin’ it. He spent his life playin’ the martyr for a bitta attention, an’ noo that Ah seem tae have the whip hand, Ah don’t want tae gie him a way back! Though Ah think we

  should warn the crematorium. Wi’ a’ the booze he’s soaked up doon the years it might be a case o’ lightin’ the blue touch paper an’ standin’ well back,

  wi’ the fire brigade in attendance, just in case.’




  ‘In that case you’ll need another doctor to see the body and give a second signature,’ the young doctor replied diplomatically, obviously deciding to do what had to be done

  without risking entering into lingering family conflicts by offering more sympathy. ‘I’ll arrange for someone else to call as soon as possible.’ He spoke on his mobile phone and

  within fifteen minutes another doctor, possibly even younger than the first, arrived and confirmed that Cornelius Patrick Kelly had died from the complications of a long-standing condition of the

  nervous system. No mention was made of the part booze had played in compromising his nervous system, but it hung in the air anyhow.




  Old Con, as everyone knew, had spent a lifetime literally pickling his nerves in alcohol, and for the five years leading up to his death he had been paralysed from the waist down. She had been

  at home in her cottage just outside Glenfinnan in Inverness-shire when he first became ill, and she was not at all amused. As far as she had been concerned he was part of a life she had left behind

  and would never return to, even if he had remained, against her will, in the back of her mind. She’d told the doctors this five years ago, when the long, final act had started. She’d do

  the necessary when the time came, and that was more to do with her own need to round things off than affection for Con, but she would not devote her life to caring for him indefinitely. It seemed

  that Old Con had set out for the Barras market as usual that day. It was how he had always earned his drinking money, doing odd jobs for the market traders. Then he had settled into the next part

  of his routine, propping up the bar of the Saracen’s Head pub across the road in the Gallowgate. Occasionally, in the weeks leading up to the great collapse, his legs had felt tingly, as

  though he had pins and needles, he said later, but if he sat down to rest for a while the feeling went away. And on this particular day the tingly feeling had happened again, so he’d sat down

  for a moment, but this time, when he tried to stand again, he couldn’t. From that moment on he was paralysed, it was as quick as that, though the gradual pickling of his nervous system had

  been underway for many years beforehand.




  There had been all sorts of tests done, and at one point he had been transferred in the middle of the night from the Royal Infirmary to the Neurosurgical Unit at the Southern General, by an

  overenthusiastic medic who thought Con had a brain tumour. That’s when Kathy had been summoned from Glenfinnan, the first of several summonings in the years to come, because in the absence of

  the adored son and heir she was the next of kin, and she felt the touch of the hovering hand as it grazed her life. In time the tumour had been ruled out, as had various other exotic conditions,

  until the consultant asked to see her.




  ‘Tell me,’ he had said tactfully, ‘does your father drink much?’




  ‘Only as much as he can get down his throat,’ she’d replied, ‘and believe me, his throat is wider than the Clyde.’




  In that case, the consultant had told her with the deepest regret, it was his considered opinion that Old Con was suffering from a form of polyneuritis, brought on by years of alcohol abuse. He

  would never regain the ability to walk, he would have to depend on a catheter to drain urine from his bladder into an externally-worn plastic bag, and for the rest of his life his bowel movements

  would be, as they coyly put it, assisted. As he had no feeling, and therefore no control, over the muscles from the waist down, the nurses would administer suppositories to evacuate his bowel when

  necessary, and if that didn’t work, as happened from time to time, they would perform manual evacuations, a process that didn’t bear thinking about as far as Kathy was concerned, but

  better them than her. She had often thought of poking her finger in his eye, but it was the only part of his anatomy she had ever considered, and she wasn’t about to change her mind now, so

  let the nurses get on with it.




  ‘Ah always knew he was dead frae the neck up,’ Kathy had replied, when his condition and future care requirements were outlined by the consultant that day, in the vain expectation

  that she would take them on. ‘Noo he’s dead frae the waist doon as well. Doesnae leave much, does it?’




  The consultant didn’t reply.




  She had served her time looking after her father, her apprenticeship had started the moment she was born, and when Lily died she had taken over completely. His entire life had been spent in the

  care of women. His own father had been a merchant seaman who died on a voyage and was buried at sea, leaving his widow with two daughters and one son, Con. When his mother decided she

  couldn’t cope, it was her daughters she had sent to the nuns at Nazareth House, and Con she had kept. That decision had set the pattern Con would live by; for the rest of his life he had to

  be the centre of attention for every woman he encountered. His two sisters had died in the care of the nuns, one of TB, the other after falling three storeys while cleaning windows. Quite why it

  should have been thought safe or appropriate for a nine-year-old girl to be cleaning windows so far from the ground, said much about the standard of care destitute children received from the good

  Sisters, but in a way their early deaths at least saved the two Kelly girls from the worst excesses of the nuns. Old Con, being as he was, decided to embrace both deaths with his usual Celtic

  sentimentality. In his mind he had been specially selected by some cosmic influence to suffer greatly; Con Kelly, being an Irish Catholic, was a martyr, born to be persecuted and discriminated

  against, as Irish Catholics were in turn-of-the-century Glasgow. The deaths of his sisters were part of his lot in life, but he would bear it bravely, if not in silence. Kathy doubted if he had any

  clear memory of the unfortunate Kelly girls, but he indulged himself in the fantasy that their deaths were somehow targeted at him alone, his tragedy to carry and weep over whenever he’d had

  a few, and he had a few often, to forget, he said. Not that it stopped at the people in his life, Con was prepared to accept any sad event as his and his alone. In 1962, when Glasgow finally got

  rid of its ‘caurs’, its legendary tramcar system, the old vehicles had been driven in one last procession through the city, and great crowds of people had turned out on a rainy Monday

  night to bid the ‘caurs’ farewell and to put coins on the rails for the trams to run over as mementoes. Con, overwhelmed by his loss, had lined up twelve brown pennies on the rail and

  then arrived home bearing the deeply dented coins and sobbing; what no one seemed to realise was that the tramcars were being withdrawn from service to cause distress to Con Kelly alone.

  ‘He’s only greetin’ because he’s realised he canny use the pennies tae buy booze,’ Kathy snorted. ‘That’s an entire bob that’ll never find its way

  doon his throat!’ And so to sentiment was added cruelty, prompting Con to subside once again in another rush of tears, for the beloved trams he would never see again and the insensitivity of

  his daughter. Later, when he had been carted off to bed and was safely if loudly snoring, Kathy picked up the twelve ruined pennies that had slipped from his grasp. Then she made her way across

  London Road and down to Glasgow Green where she scattered them into the air. Next morning Con asked if anyone had seen his souvenirs, and she replied caustically, ‘Mibbe the caur fairy took

  them!’




  ‘It was you!’ he accused, tearfully.




  ‘Whit a thing tae say!’ Kathy replied with gleeful innocence. ‘Ah’m cut tae the quick! As if Ah would dae that!’ It was amazing how childish you could be, what

  silly ways you could find to extract revenge when there was nothing more substantial available. She had been a child of less than ten years, and already so angry, so bitter. At the time she had

  thought she was in control, that she was handling her situation, but sometimes Kathy would think back to those years and look at that child she had been, and she would almost weep with pity.




  Even from her earliest days, listening to her father’s ramblings and his tears, Kathy would exchange looks with Lily, angry looks in Kathy’s case, always answered with pleading looks

  from Lily that her daughter had been reading all her life. ‘Please, don’t say anything,’ they said. ‘He’ll go to sleep soon if you leave it.’ Anything for a

  quiet life, anything to appease him and avoid upsetting him. It was an image of her mother she would never get out of her mind, and the memory increased her anger against Con. The slight figure of

  Lily, her reddish hair caught back in an untidy ponytail from her tired face, a functional arrangement rather than a hairstyle, her brown eyes silently begging her daughter to keep silent, to let

  it pass, though she knew that Kathy was unable to leave any business unfinished. When had she developed that resigned expression, Kathy wondered, like a trapped animal that knows there’s no

  escape? Had her involvement with Con done that, or had she always been one of nature’s victims? But Kathy could never hold back, even though there was no real satisfaction in fighting with a

  drunk man, especially one she could have tied in knots mentally even if he’d been stone cold sober. Fat chance of that, though. ‘Ye don’t gie a bugger aboot yer sisters!’

  she’d shout at the sobbing Con. ‘Six months it took ye tae find oot they were even deid. Ye hadnae seen them in a’ that time, so that shows ye how much they mattered tae ye. But

  still we get the crocodile tears aboot the tragedies in yer life. Did ye ever think it was a bigger tragedy for they two weans?’ And he’d shout and yell his protests – oh what it

  was to be so misunderstood, abused and put upon by your own daughter, even though you sheltered the cruel creature under your roof! How much more sorrow was one man supposed to shoulder? He would

  throw his arms about in all directions till he overbalanced and fell down, still sobbing about how Fate had so badly mistreated him, before launching into his party piece, an uplifting ditty that

  started ‘Into each life some rain must fall, but too much is falling in mine.’




  ‘Ah wish it would build up intae a bloody flood,’ Kathy would yell above his heartbreaking warblings, ‘an’ mibbe it would droon ye, ya auld swine!’ Finally, beset

  on all sides by life, fate and the ungrateful fruit of his loins, Con would fall asleep on the floor, snoring loudly. Kathy’s anger when she looked back on those useless, pointless battles

  was always against Con, but she knew she was really angry with herself for increasing the pressure on Lily. After all, it achieved nothing; each time it ended in Lily and Kathy carrying Con to bed,

  as they had so many times that it was as routine as breathing. The memory of it still disgusted her all these years later. The stink of stale booze and cigarette fumes, the peculiar way the body of

  a comatose drunk fell in all directions; it was like trying to grasp water, or in his case, alcohol.




  She had often wondered why Lily had put up with it as long as she had, because it was clear she would have been better off on her own, without this dead weight ruining and ruling her life. That

  the marriage was a mistake was obvious, no one tried to pretend otherwise. Lily had been a young girl who had ‘got into trouble’, and in those days, 1942, there was only one respectable

  course of action for the truly innocent – marriage. For the more streetwise there were always backstreet abortionists, everyone knew where to find them, but Lily had been sixteen when she had

  committed her act of folly, no more than a child. So Peter had made his unplanned appearance, though God alone knew how Lily had conceived a second time eleven years later. Kathy always secretly

  suspected that her own birth had been the result of Lily being overpowered by Con in one of his drunken rampages, but in case that were true she didn’t ask, she couldn’t have lived with

  having it confirmed. Lily’s punishment for her lapse at sixteen had been a life sentence, she was sentenced to live with Con for the mere twenty-six years she had left, until she died in the

  James Watt Street Fire in 1968, at the age of forty-two.




  It was somehow symbolic of her married life that as she was dying, her husband was in a pub somewhere. Kathy had been at school, in the middle of an Art lesson, when someone came into the class

  and asked her to report to the headmistress, Sister Felicitous. There had been a fire at Stern’s, the upholstery warehouse where her mother worked. Mrs Kelly might be safe, but she might not,

  and had she any idea where her father might be? It was the wrong way round, she was only a child for God’s sake; it was one of the many things she would never forgive him for. For years she

  would go over it in her mind, much to her annoyance, because she knew it was pointless, that she should’ve been getting on with her life instead of looking back and trying to correct the

  uncorrectable. If Old Con had died that day instead, Lily would’ve heard first and broken the news to her daughter, her mother would’ve been there to comfort her, had she had a decent

  father at any rate. Instead, there she was, at the age of fifteen, being dealt the worst blow of her life and in the same breath being asked to help locate her father. Did she know where he might

  be? Yes, she knew where he was; hadn’t she done the rounds of all his haunts so many times that she could do it blindfold? Maybe not the exact pub, but she knew he was in a pub somewhere, and

  she’d been right. Not that he was any good to her when he was found, he was out of his mind as usual, and the only thing he’d taken from Lily’s death was that once again Fate had

  singled him out for tragedy. It gave him something else to sob about in the years afterwards. Oh, but he’d had a hard life, taken many knocks, and just why it should happen to him he had no

  idea! That, she thought, was the single aspect of his character that she hated most, his morbid, self-indulgent belief that every event in the universe was aimed at him personally, and the

  enthusiasm with which he embraced every opportunity to play the martyr. The worst disasters were intended to affect Con Kelly; add a liberal application of booze, as he always did, and the picture

  was complete in all its nauseating horror. Sometimes, when he wasn’t to be found in any of his habitual locations, he would finally be tracked down to St Kentigern’s, sitting with his

  back against the white marble headstone shaped like a heart – what else? – erected for his sisters and his mother, a bottle of Old Tawny cheap wine, usually empty, in his hands, and

  tears rolling down his cheeks. He would be singing ‘I’ll Take You Home Again, Kathleen’, the name of one of his sisters and his mother, the name Kathy had been given along with

  Aggie’s, her other grandmother. Ironic when you thought about it, seeing as it was always Kathleen taking him home, carrying him home.




  The maudlin melancholy of it repulsed her, so that from a very young age she became resistant to showing any emotion lest she remind herself of Con. She had mistrusted feelings all her life

  because she couldn’t tell the real from the phoney; look where feelings had got her mother after all. The young Lily’s feelings for Con had been genuine at the time, she had no reason

  to doubt that, but they were wrong; true but false, so how could you tell the difference? It was in the aftermath of Lily’s life that her need to be in control took a firmer grip, it was then

  that she truly learned to compartmentalise her life. You kept the various strands totally separate, tied them off as quickly and tightly as you could without dwelling too much on any one part, then

  you stored them in their allotted parts of your mind and got on with your life. That was it. Safe. If you thought about things too deeply you might let go, and who knew what would happen? Even

  Lily’s death had remained inside a mental file, on its own all these years, accepted but never analysed for fear of the emotions analysis might release. She had died, that was all,

  don’t go any further, don’t ask questions for fear of what the answers would be and how you might react. It went against her nature not to force every detail from wherever it hid, it

  threatened her need for completeness, but her fear of falling to pieces was even greater, and what good would it do to fall to pieces? So in situations where other people expressed affection, for

  instance, Kathy Kelly was glib and brittle; she perfected a self-preserving shield of hard cynicism that was never lowered. Well, not never, she thought, casting her mind back as she sat going

  through the family photos that night, then abruptly shaking her head to banish the memory that appeared. That was another file, another compartment. But that memory was itself proof, surely? Lower

  your guard, even with someone you trusted as much as you did yourself, and look what could happen, what did happen. She thought of Con once again, lying against the white marble heart and crying,

  and how her loathing for him at moments like that almost made her feel physically sick. The times she had found him lying by the grave and had wanted to take the bottle from his hand and crash it

  down over his head, the recurring fantasy of digging a hole as far away from the unfortunate Kelly females as she could drag him and quietly dropping him into it. No one would know – who

  would care?
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