
   [image: Cover: May All Your Skies Be Blue by Fíona Scarlett]


   
      
         [image: ]

      

   


   
      
         i

         ii

         
            may all your

skies be blue

            Fíona Scarlett

         

         
            
               [image: ]

            

         

      

   


   
      
         iii

         iv

         
            To Dermot. My very best friend, to the end.

         

         v

      

   


   
      
         
vi
            Contents

         

         
            
               
	Title Page

                  	Dedication

                  	AS IT WAS IN THE BEGINNING 

                  	Morning Prep: 8.30 a.m. 

                  	DADDY OR CHIPS 

                  	Melody: 8.45 a.m. 

                  	THAT’S MY LEMONADE 

                  	Ma: 9.30 a.m. 

                  	THE BUGGY 

                  	Appointment 1: 10 a.m. 

                  	CRIMPING BLADES 

                  	Appointment 2: 10.30 a.m. 

                  	A PACK OF JOHNNY BLUES 

                  	Appointment 2: 11 a.m. 

                  	PULP FICTION 

                  	Appointment 2: 11.05 a.m. 

                  	ONE OF US? 

                  	Appointment 3: 11.30 a.m. 

                  	THE OUIJA BOARD 

                  	Appointment 3: 11.35 a.m. 

                  	OASIS OR BLUR 

                  	Appointment 3: 12 p.m. 

                  	TO THE END 

                  	Back Step: 12.30 p.m. 

                  	ALL ARE PUNISHED 

                  	Appointment 3: 12.40 p.m. 

                  	HOLIDAYS ARE COMING 

                  	Appointment 3: 12.45 p.m. 

                  	WE DON’T NEED NO EDUCATION 

                  	Lunch: 12.50 p.m. 

                  	THE FULL MONTY 

                  	Trip to Eurospar: 1.15 p.m. 

                  	THE FIRST KISS – ALMOST 

                  	The Inn: 1.20 p.m. 

                  	SILVER SKATE 

                  	The Flat: 1.50 p.m. 

                  	FAMILY TIES 

                  	The Flat: 1.52 p.m. 

                  	THE DEBS – THE BEGINNING OF THE END, OR THE END OF THE BEGINNING 

                  	Appointment 4: 2.20 p.m. 

                  	THE CAT’S PYJAMAS 

                  	Appointment 4: 2.30 p.m. 

                  	THE MORNING DEBRIEF 

                  	Appointment 4: 2.30 p.m. 

                  	THE GREEN SHAMROCK 

                  	Appointment 4: 2.55 p.m. 

                  	THANK GOODNESS IT’S FRIDAY 

                  	Back Step: 3 p.m. 

                  	THE WORM HAS TURNED 

                  	3.30 p.m. 

                  	THE BIG APPLE, TAKE TWO 

                  	4 p.m. 

                  	THE ODD ONE OUT 

                  	5 p.m. 

                  	WE NEED TO TALK 

                  	5. 15 p.m. 

                  	MAYBE JUST FRIENDS 

                  	Appointment 5: 5.30 p.m. 

                  	A CATCH-UP 

                  	Appointment 5: 5.45 p.m. 

                  	THE VENGABUS 

                  	6 p.m. 

                  	ROADS NOT TAKEN 

                  	6.15 p.m. 

                  	My dearest Shauna 

                  	Acknowledgements 

                  	About the Author 

                  	Copyright 

               



         

      

   


   
      
         
1
            AS IT WAS IN THE BEGINNING

            (1991)

         

         Dean felt the burn of it. The splitting sting of sun. Right through the back of his T-shirt as he sat, pure wedged, between Pamela and Mark, kicking the shite off the pebble-dashed wall with the swing of his heels.

         Pam’s ma dropped out three fat cool pops; the shock cold of it pained hands as cola-flavoured ice dribbled down wrists and plastic corners cut at mouths. Dean, as usual, finished first, tipped the end right up, rolled and sucked, getting every last drop, before flinging the wrapper into the garden behind.

         ‘Me ma,’ Mark said, eyeballing Dean out of it.

         ‘Your ma what?’ Pamela with a playful dig in the ribs, them knowing only too well, Audrey pure famous around the place for hoovering the driveway.

         ‘Sorry, bud.’ Dean stretching, taking his wrapper, burrowing it deep into his pocket.

         Mark leaned back, holding the edge with the underside of his fingertips.

         ‘A cycle,’ he said, teetering near falling.

         ‘Not a fucking chance.’ Pamela, fanning at the top of her T-shirt, bright orange curls plastered to her sweating face. ‘But you go on yourself, if you’re so gagging for a ride.’

         Rush of red flamed at the front of Mark’s neck and face, blending with the blistering sunburn of the rest of him.2

         ‘Would ya look.’ Dean, nodding in the direction of The Green.

         ‘Yeah, the little shits,’ Mark, grateful for the distraction, throwing a disgusted eye-roll to his younger brother and co., playing tip the can across the long-scorched bonfire patch.

         ‘No. The new hairdresser’s.’ A big white truck. O’ Mahony’s Removal Service printed in thick blue on its side. Parked outside the freshly painted Maggie’s Salon sign that had gone up the week before.

         Dean rubbed at the back of his thighs, ledge-scraped white on his way down as they slid themselves off, walked to the middle of The Green, getting themselves a good gawk at this Maggie and her salon.

         They had tried to get a look in before. Back when they saw it being painted; the sinks, the leather chairs, the big mirrors put in and fitted. But they were shooed away to fuck. The shutter pulled and locked when done – never got a proper goo at all. Yet they were getting a bit of a goo now, so they were, at a tiny woman with a great scattering of a laugh, joking with the removers, even though no removing was being done. Only adding. Dark patches of sweat gathering at armpits and backs – that little woman laughing through it, filling every crevice with it. And there. Standing behind her. A girl. Carved sharp edges. Well shielded. Eyes dark. Haunted like the rest of her. Dean gave a quick wave, a smile. She looked about. Back. The realisation the wave was hers as she lifted her hand. Tentatively. Hiding herself even further; Dean wondering if he’d imagined seeing her at all.

      

   


   
      
         
3
            Morning Prep: 8.30 a.m.

            Another day, another dollar

         

         Shauna dips her mop into the freshly filled bucket of sudsy water, splash of Dettol, smidge of Lenor. Just how Ma had forever done it, the Lenor her addition over the years. Mopping always done first thing, never the night before. Leaves the place smelling fresh. Settling her thoughts. Ready to battle the day ahead. Well into her groove now, the monotony taking over, paying extra attention to the deep scratches and nicks etched across the vintage black-and-white chequerboard lino. Showing its age – a bit like herself.

         Pam’s always begging to be let loose on the place. Brings over posh paint colour cards full of elephant breaths and arsenic greens, and sophisticated, glossy, Italian marble tiling brochures. Time to put your stamp on it, she says. But this stamp will always be Ma’s. Shauna has no room for ink of her own.

         She empties her bucket down the staff sink, the small space out back for teas, coffees, products. Rolls her shoulders, stretches her spine. Puts the kettle on and grabs the packet of smokes from behind the till counter, slips out back, sparks up. Inhales. Sighs right back out. Continues until the speckled tanned filter burns right through to her fingers. Held tight between the pads of index and thumb. 4Feeling the singe of it before flicking it to the ground, stubbing with a white Penneys want-to-be Converse toe.

         Around the entrance. Hunkering down to get the key in the shutter lock, a faded yellow graffitied Fuck Off scrolling past as it lifts. Tina will need the hose again; remnants of some lad’s late-night escapades regurgitated to the left of the front step. A fleeting scan across The Green. Straight into the blank reflective windows of his gaff. His family home. She refuses to think about him. Or the last conversation they had. Or that she left him waiting. Or that he left her completely on her own. But this ritual continues. Day after day. Shutter up. Turn. Look. Her penance. Her forty lashes. Needing to feel the fresh raw pain of it. Of him. Over and over.

         Tina is in when she gets back, sitting on the tea counter, swinging her patent black Docs, leaving chunks of The Green across the freshly mopped floor.

         ‘Ah, here,’ Shauna, giving her a slap at the side of her hot pink fishnetted thigh, ‘go out and hose them down, and hose the front step too while you’re at it – another delightful present left there for you this morning, so there is.’ A look of utter repulsion on Tina, but she goes and gets the hose all the same. Shauna packs away the bucket and mop, holding the mop in place with the bungee cord attached to the inside panel of the press, a trick learned from Granda once upon a time, rubbing at the dull aching throb at the base of her back. One year off forty, and every bloody creaking joint letting her know about it.5

         ‘Dirt birds.’ Tina stomps, places the rolled-up hose under the sink, goes to wash her hands. ‘You could see bits of chicken and sweetcorn and Jaysus knows what floating around in it. Fucking gick.’ Scrubs her hands harder. Flicks. Dries. Then off to get the magazines sorted.

         Shauna makes her way to the welcome desk, takes out her book, opens it flat on the counter. Runs her index finger down the length of the page, feeling the smooth turn to rough with each ball-pointed letter. Tina has been trying to get her to go online for the appointments, get herself some new customers to boot. But she embraces the familiarity of the book. Likes writing in the names. Seeing the pages fill up. Physically see each new day, full of possibilities.

         It’s not as if she hasn’t attempted modernising before. Sure, they’d nearly got a hernia when she replaced the hard uncomfortable sweat-the-arse-off-ya plastic-backed chairs in the waiting area with a two-seater leather couch. Too soft, they’d said. Too comfortable, they’d said. What would your mother say, they’d said. So returned it was.

         Never walk-ins here. Always regulars. She did try, in fairness, to get new clients through the doors. Placed discount promotions on Facebook. Had vouchers offered on Groupon. Put signs up for hair models in the Eurospar entrance, right there beside the missing dogs and numbers for cleaners and piano lessons for your budding little Mozarts. But it was the regulars who came clutching their 20 per cent off savings. Regulars cashing in their free blowdry coupons. So, it was meant to be. Wasn’t it? And the 6young ones are into their Dylan Bradshaw in town or their Mark’s up in The Centre anyways. None of them trusting the bang of blue rinse off the local suburban hairdresser any more.
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            DADDY OR CHIPS

            (1991)

         

         ‘Ours, sweetheart.’ Ma reaches out, takes my hand, both of us lounging in big bottle-green leather padded barber’s chairs she got for half nothing from a clearance sale in town. Gold-plated footrest. Recline lever. Pedal to move up and down. The absolute business. Three chairs to the left. Three to the right. Oak-imitating countertops beside each one; for the bits and bobs, Ma says. Fresh peach Melba sponged walls, all the rage apparently, large gold-sprayed framed mirrors in front, our reflections grinning at each other.

         ‘I see Xtra-vision rent out video players now, we could get one later, and a video, what do ya say, to celebrate?’ Ma, extending her feet right out.

         ‘Yeah, Nicole saw Kindergarten Cop, said she blew Fanta out her nose she was laughing so much.’

         ‘You’ll miss her.’ Ma, squeezing my hand.

         ‘It’s grand’ – a squeeze back – ‘she can get the bus out anyway,’ but I know that will never happen. Not that I mind – much. I like being on my own. And I don’t think her ma would let her come. Plus, we already had the long goodbye. With hugs. Swapped teddies. Were crying and all. Decided we’d be pen pals, like what Ms McNamara got us to do in first class with that school Down The Country. So, it really would be too weird if she came. Wouldn’t it? 8We’d have to do that goodbye stuff again. The crying. We mightn’t even get to do the pen pal shenanigans if we were seeing each other, and I’d already bought that fancy smelly paper. And stickers. And a purple glitter pen. No. Would be perfect, just pen pals.

         ‘It’ll be all right, pet.’

         ‘It’ll be brilliant, Ma.’

         She nods, gets up, arms out wide, spinning, helicopter style – pure mad.

         ‘Jesus, Shauna,’ out of breath, lugging me towards her. ‘Ours,’ a big bear hug, Body Shop White Musk perfume transferring to the static mohair of my jumper. I hug tighter. ‘Would ya ever have thought it?’ Shaking her head, letting me go, running her fingers over countertops – but there, at the window. Gawking in. The ones from earlier, and eyes at the back of me head has twigged, is going towards them, unlocking the door, and I’m caught. Can’t turn around. Or hide out back. They’ve smelt blood and are circling.

         ‘This place is massive,’ the girl says. They’re in shorts, T-shirts, sweating. ‘You should have seen the state of it before,’ she continues, ‘and wasn’t a hairdresser’s, just a barber’s for the auld lads.’ The others murmur, agree.

         ‘And it didn’t have fancy chairs like this.’ The boy who waved earlier hops up into one. ‘I’m Dean, by the way,’ he says, ‘and over there is Pamela’ – she gives a non-mastered wink, both eyes squinting – ‘and that eejit over there is Mark.’ With a hey shouted. They’re staring, waiting for me 9to say something. I look down, inspect my clear jelly sandals, don’t know what to do with my hands.

         ‘This is Shauna,’ Ma, willing me with a bob of her head.

         ‘Hi,’ I say; it comes out a whisper. Clear my throat. Try again – none of them notice, they’ve found the reclining lever.

         ‘Here. Tell you what,’ Ma says. ‘How’s about I go get us some chips, yeah?’ She can’t. Leave me here with them. But I can’t tell her not to. Everyone’s excited to get their chips. Shouts of extra salt and vinegar from Mark and no chance of a battered sausage too from Pamela, and she’s off out the door.

         Pamela comes up beside me, links her arm into mine – tell me, what do I do with my hands?

         ‘So, where did ya move from?’ Too aware of how close she is, plotting how I can break away, but Dean is smiling, encouraging me, like Ma usually does.

         ‘From town.’

         ‘Jaysus. She left town for Hoodstown?’ Pamela, finally releasing me, hopping into a chair beside the lads.

         ‘We used to live with Nanny, but she died last year,’ eyes back to the floor.

         ‘Ah, sorry,’ Mark says. ‘My nanny used to live with us too – she’s dead ages, so we’ve no one to save us from Ma.’

         They laugh. Should I be laughing too?

         ‘Seriously. Wait till you meet his ma,’ Dean continues, ‘she’ll be your first customer.’

         ‘Beating down the door to get the scandal,’ Pamela adds, pumping her foot pedal.10

         ‘Where’s your da?’ Mark, using the counter to spin himself.

         ‘Jaysus, you can’t be asking her that.’ Pamela, giving him a thump.

         ‘Ow’ – rubbing his shoulder – ‘and why not,’ shrugging it back.

         ‘Why not? Ah, here,’ Dean, glaring.

         ‘It’s OK,’ I say. ‘I don’t have one.’

         ‘But everyone has one.’ Pamela, curiosity getting the better of her.

         ‘Leave her be.’ Dean adds, ‘Shauna, you don’t have to answer any of that,’ standing, inching nearer.

         ‘Well. Yeah. I have one. He’s off in London. Doesn’t ever want to meet me,’ or even want to know I exist. Dean right beside me, barely any space.

         ‘His loss,’ Mark says.

         ‘See. Told you you shouldn’t have fucking asked.’ Pamela, glower of death.

         ‘Honestly. It’s fine,’ a quick smile. ‘You can’t miss what you never had. That’s what Ma always says anyway.’

         ‘Yeah,’ says Dean.

         The others join in. ‘She’s dead right.’ Prowling. Penning me in. Saved by the stench of salt and extra vinegar.

         ‘Turn over the lock and come up,’ Ma, from the back stairs, us rattling after, torn Romayo’s bags laid out on the new Formica kitchen table, only two stools but the others don’t mind – they fill their plates and head to the couch.

         ‘This place is lovely.’ Pamela, mouth stuffed with chips.11

         ‘Thanks,’ Ma says. ‘We think so anyways, don’t we, Shauns.’ She reaches over, pats my hand, holds up a chip. What to Jesus is she doing now?

         ‘To new friends and new beginnings,’ she says. Everyone raising their own, repeats, knocking them together in a sláinte, before throwing them into their gobs, big cheers before digging straight back into their grub. And I’ve waited too long. Missed the blessing. They’ve moved on. So I do it myself. Silently though. In my head – to new friends and new beginnings – chip outstretched, when Dean leans in and touches his to mine.
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            Melody: 8.45 a.m.

            Morning cuppa & chat

         

         ‘Is it a bit cold, Tina love?’ Shauna from the back room, checking stock, taking note of orders she’ll need to get in before the end of the day.

         ‘Yeah, is a bit,’ Tina, flicking through the magazine stack, drawing out a selection.

         ‘I’ll throw on the heat so, and I’ll probably need to get a few more of those,’ nodding in the direction of the mags.

         ‘Definitely. If you don’t want Audrey wrecking your head.’ She fans them out, leaves them on the counter in front of her. ‘Although she relishes a good moan regardless.’

         ‘Ha, understatement of the century,’ the flip of a switch, boiler gurgling into action.

         A rap on the glass out front. Big smiley head waving in at them.

         ‘I’ll get it,’ Tina shouts.

         Shauna moves to fill the kettle, puts it on to boil, removes a packet of chocolate digestives from the press, runs to pull Melody into a huge hug as she enters. Vanilla. Coffee. Warmth.

         ‘Look at you,’ Shauna says, holding her at arm’s length.

         ‘Would you get out of that,’ Melody, conscious of eyes on her.13

         ‘You’re a fucking ride,’ Tina says, ‘the hair,’ with a whistle.

         ‘Stop that now,’ familiar blast of a laugh as she strokes her new short locks.

         ‘Real cougar energy.’

         ‘Tina,’ Shauna says, ‘don’t be listening to her, Mel. Scamp,’ yelled back, as Melody takes off her plush burgundy velvet fitted mac and powder-pink silk scarf, and hangs them on the rack by the door.

         ‘Was time for a change,’ she says, trying to tuck an invisible strand behind her ear.

         ‘Seriously, it looks great. Very swanky,’ Shauna, with another tight cuddle.

         ‘I’m not here to be chatting about myself – how are you doing?’ Uncomfortably holding Shauna’s gaze, as Tina places two steaming mugs of tea and a plate of bickies between them.

         ‘Doing grand. You know yourself,’ she says, lifting her tea to take a sip.

         ‘You don’t look grand.’

         ‘Hey,’ Shauna grins. ‘And after me giving you all those compliments,’ but she can’t hold contact, occupies herself with dunking a biscuit instead.

         ‘You’re at least getting out? Doing your own thing a bit?’ concern transforming the shining gleam of her face, her beautiful black skin ageless, not even a sliver of a line of time gone by. Shauna shrugs, another slurp of tea. ‘Right,’ Melody, taking Shauna’s freshly chilblained hands in the papery smoothness of her own, bringing her lips and kissing 14each one in turn. Shauna swallows hard, rubs her thumbs over Melody’s. ‘Well. That’s the end of that chat for now,’ tapping Shauna’s knee, downing her tea, getting herself up out of the chair, making moves for the door. ‘It’ll be about half nineish I’d say, by the time we get here – traffic and that.’ Keeps her back to Shauna, giving her time to compose herself. Without an audience.

         ‘Maybe I should have taken the day off.’ Shauna’s shadow crawls over Melody.

         ‘No, pet. No. That’s part of it. She needs to see a normal routine, it really does help.’ Shauna responding with a required smile, back teeth unconsciously grinding as she gets Melody’s scarf and coat down from the rack. Holds on to the soft luxury of the velvet a little too long before extending it out, helping Melody sashay herself into it.

         ‘It was hardly worth the taking off,’ Shauna half laughs, letting her hands rest on Melody’s shoulders.

         ‘Yes it was.’ Melody, giving her a kiss on both cheeks. ‘It always is,’ she reassures, tying her scarf in an effortless bow with a later my chickens, as she leaves.

         ‘Later,’ Shauna says, door propped open with the swell of her right hip, hand suspended at the inside frame. Watching. Until Melody turns the corner. Vanished. Without a trace.
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            THAT’S MY LEMONADE

            (1991)

         

         ‘Tip the can, I free all,’ Dean shouts, slapping the pillar with his hand just as Mark finishes his count.

         ‘Ah, here,’ Mark, hands up shielding his eyes, me and Pam running from our hiding spots, ‘I said no flies around me,’ us cheering as we make a queen’s chair, Dean sitting himself into it. ‘No flies,’ Mark says again, us walking in circles around him, Dean blowing kisses. ‘Well, I’m not being on again,’ he continues. ‘Seriously, lads, I’m not,’ as Dean jumps down – ‘Get counting, sonny’ – us scampering to find a new hiding spot.

         ‘Dean. Over here. Dean.’ His ma. Shouting from their just-opened door. ‘Here. Deano.’ He keeps his back to her. Not registering.

         ‘Hey, Mrs Whelan.’ Mark waves, her beckoning us over. ‘Your ma, Dean, come on,’ him and Pam legging it, Dean’s face tense, hands opening and closing, back still turned, staring straight ahead.

         ‘Here, are you OK?’ I say, quiet though, not wanting the others to hear, not wanting the others to know something is up.

         ‘Yeah, grand,’ he says, after a while, looking at me like he’s pissed off or something, goes and follows Mark and Pam, letting me feel the cold of his shoulder. I take a deep breath. Hold it in. Traipse after.16

         They’re in the kitchen, music blaring from the radio plugged in on top of the fridge. ‘I’m Too Sexy’, Dean’s ma singing along, shimmying up and down her catwalk. Pam and Mark join in. Big overhead claps. Dean at the kitchen table, watching his ma’s every move. I sit in beside him, throw a smile. He doesn’t return it, straight back to analysing his ma.

         This is the first time I’ve ever been in Dean’s. We’ve been in Mark’s and Pam’s. Loads of times. But never here. He always meets us on The Green. Or tells us to wait outside when we knock in, his face only peering through the crack of the door, never left open long enough to get any sort of a look in.

         ‘Deano, Shauna, come on,’ she says, yanking us up, swinging out our arms, Dean resisting – ‘Get off, Ma’ – a stumble on release.

         ‘Ooooh, OK so cranky pants, looks like it’s just us,’ her arm around my shoulder, nudging me with her hip, starting a conga, Mark and Pam connecting, us roaring the lyrics as we weave ourselves around the kitchen table. Dean’s eyes still following his ma. Not leaving her once. Us laughing. Out of breath. Plonking ourselves down when the song ends. ‘Don’t know about youse, lads, but I need a drink.’ Dean’s ma, hand on the handle of the fridge. ‘Bit of 7UP, yeah?’ opening the door, backlight humming, burying herself in it.

         ‘Ma, you’re grand, we’re heading back out.’ Dean, standing in front, blocking her from view.17

         ‘Back out? Sure yis only just got in, was dying for a chinwag.’ Sticks her head out of the fridge, tray of ice, bottle of 7UP slammed on the counter.

         ‘Well, we need to get back, don’t want Mark weaselling his way out of being on again.’

         ‘Hey,’ Mark, opening a packet of Burger Bites Dean’s ma has just thrown onto the table, ‘doesn’t count as it was cheating anyway.’

         ‘Don’t think you’re getting out of it that easy.’ Dean laughs, relents, picks up a packet of crisps too, as his ma pours them a large coloured plastic beaker of the fizzy stuff.

         ‘Here, Deano, pass these out.’

         He takes one in turn, places it beside us, we gasp it down; he takes the glass closest to his ma.

         ‘Hey, no love, that’s mine,’ but he won’t let go of it. ‘Dean. Let go. That’s my one,’ she says again, firming her grip.

         ‘You can just have my one.’ He grips tighter; she pulls back, the beaker drops, contents splattered over the floor, Dean’s ma just standing there, staring. I grab the towel in the middle of the table, run to soak up the spill, a strong smell hitting me as I wipe, like Ma’s countertop cleaning spray. Dean rushes and snatches it off me. ‘I said just take mine, Ma,’ he says, not looking at her, or me. ‘They’re all the same anyway, aren’t they?’ He throws the towel in the sink. ‘Come on. Finish those and let’s go, before someone else takes our spot.’

         ‘Who else is going to be taking our spot? It’s Pam’s pillar,’ Mark says.18

         ‘You never know,’ Pam, scraping up out of her chair. ‘Come on, we’ll head,’ adding a thanks, Mrs Whelan over her shoulder, and so say all of us, Dean already at the front door.

         ‘Come here, would yis.’ Dean’s ma, a group hug, one last blast of ‘I’m Too Sexy’ sung as we tag after Dean.

         ‘Jesus, your ma is gas,’ Pam says.

         ‘Yeah, wish my ma was as sound,’ Mark adds. Dean says nothing. Dallies behind as Pam and Mark rush to the can.

         ‘Are you OK?’ I say.

         ‘Jesus. Why do you keep asking me that?’ scorching at me, a brutal stare burning straight into my eyes. ‘Everything is absolutely fine.’ He runs on ahead, leaving me for dust.
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            Ma: 9.30 a.m.

            Weekly wash & blow-dry

         

         Shauna places her wrist under the spray of the showerhead. Three quick interruptions. The automatic reflex that she has been taught to do ever since she was a young one sitting plonked on top of four freshly folded towels, watching Ma expertly turn the tap and check in one swift movement. Don’t be scalding the clients, she’d say, and no shivering them to shite either, she’d laugh. But no fear of Ma doing that. She’d always got it just right.

         Cradling Ma’s neck, she guides her back into the U-groove of the tilting basin, gently as she goes, the towel she has tightly tucked in around her neck already being pulled undone. But Shauna knows if she can only manage to get started, it will calm her. Give a chance to relax. As the water flows – over Ma’s forehead, right down to the ends of her hair, now octopus-sprawled across the brilliant white of the sink – Shauna’s shoulders slacken in perfect unison with Ma’s clenched-fist release. Still hands, still mind, and that.

         This has always been Shauna’s favourite part. The wash. Loves how the hair softens. Loves the feel of it through her fingers. How she is completely in control. She gets an extra pump of silky honey-infused shampoo and massages it in. Beginning at the temples, moving to the middle of the 20forehead, and down to the back of the neck. Get the pressure points, Shaunnie, see, like this. She goes again. Temples. Middle of her forehead. Back of the neck. The cadence of it. The habituality of it.

         Ma’s beginning to fidget, her forgotten-to-be-clipped nails now clawing at her arms. Shauna moves back to cradling, towel already in hand, hair up and wrapped. Quickly. Well-practised. She places her hand tenderly on Ma’s lap, done in one movement so as not to startle.

         ‘What do ya think, will we go for a curly blow-dry today?’ she says while leading her to a chair, capturing sight of themselves in the floor-length mirror in front. Ma insisted on floor-length – gives a better instinct for the cut, she’d say, seeing the whole person – but Shauna winces every time she catches herself in her whole person glory. She hasn’t wanted to see the full of herself in a very long time.

         ‘Yeah, pet, that would be great.’ Ma, patting Shauna’s arm gently with the palm of her now calmed hand. Shauna covers it in hers, tries not to let tears catch her out today, always grateful for Melody hanging back to give them this time on their own.

         Sometimes Ma won’t let her dry. Sometimes she makes her leave it wringing, dripping wet puddles onto the floor. Sometimes the noise and the heat affects her, makes her do and say things she doesn’t mean.

         ‘You need to take a break,’ Ma, as Shauna gets plugged in. ‘Yeah, a holiday or something,’ she continues. ‘Majorca. Somewhere hot. Or where’s that place yis go to now. Ibiza. 21Isn’t it?’ Astonished shock as the first blast of heat hits; Shauna lowers the setting, mutters a sorry. She should have tested first. Why didn’t she test the setting like always? Pushed off her game today. Off her usual. All his fault. ‘I’ll take over here. Yourself and Dean. Both of yis. Off to Ibiza. Those foam parties. Free shots at the bar. Jesus, I could nearly go meself.’

         ‘Dean’s not here any more, Ma,’ Shauna, quickening her pace, curling with the roll of her brush.

         ‘What are you on about, he was here yesterday, so he was, helping ya sweep up Natasha’s hair. Remember? There was loads of it. She wanted to go for the bob, and I knew it would be a disaster, hair thicker than a Brennans Batch, but she was adamant, do ya not remember?’ Frustrated. Fingers plucking at the cord of the dryer. ‘Wanted me to glue it back. Remember? Glue.’ Hands more aggressive. Agitated.

         ‘I remember, Ma. Yeah, I’ll say it to him later.’

         ‘That’s my girl,’ releasing the cord, unwinding it, letting Shauna finish the do. ‘And take loads of photos,’ she says. ‘We can get a new album for them and everything.’

         ‘That’d be nice.’ Shauna done, getting the spray to set it, a round mirror to show the back.

         ‘Maggie, Maggie, Maggie, it’s going to be a good day today, no? I can smell it in the air.’ A slam of the back door. Melody. Deliberate. To let Shauna know she’s there. Straight over to Ma, spinning her round. ‘Look at you,’ a woot-woo from freshly glossy lip-balmed lips.

         ‘Would ya get off me,’ Ma says. ‘You only just picked me 22up, saw me earlier so you did,’ but she’s laughing. Melody has that effect. Infectious.

         ‘Right. Your list.’ Melody takes out her notebook. Beige. Plain. Inconspicuous.

         ‘Can we forget that for today? Can we not just go to The Centre, without me being placed under a test tube?’ Melody ignores her, repeats the daily words. ‘Mel. Please. Can we not just go?’

         ‘Come on now, say them with me: key, door, window, lock …’ She persists down the list, saying them over and over, Ma eventually relenting, joining in. ‘Maggie, go get your coat, I’ll be with you in a bit,’ Melody giving a wink at Shauna.

         ‘You can just ask me to leave.’ Ma, making her way to the coat stand. ‘I know you’re only dying to get me out of earshot.’

         ‘Us? Want you out of the way? Never,’ Melody says, huddling to Shauna. Both keeping their backs to Ma. ‘So. How is she really?’ Melody whispers.

         ‘Good. Really good,’ Shauna, prickling at the look Melody is giving. ‘She is,’ more insistent, rearranging the dryer at her station, to give her something to do.

         ‘OK,’ Melody says, ‘but love, I’m here to help,’ she goes on. ‘It’s all right if she’s having an off day.’

         ‘Well, she’s not.’

         ‘All right,’ Melody relents, ‘we’ll try to get the most out of today, maybe back around dinnertime? Back here before we head home?’ Shauna flinching at the mention of home 23being anywhere other than here, where Ma belongs. Where she still should be.

         ‘No, Ma, no. That’s mine.’

         ‘I know that one’s yours,’ her arm stuck in Shauna’s silver puffer. ‘Just trying it on for size,’ attempting to de-sleeve herself, tugging harder, throwing it to the ground when finally freed; Shauna picking it up, too aware of Melody gorging on every tiny little detail.

         ‘Here. Look. The red one is yours,’ Melody, holding it out for her. ‘Come on, or we’ll miss our bus’ – getting Ma to hurry – ‘down The Centre, and maybe even the cinema too, will we see what’s on?’

         ‘Sounds good.’ Ma, coat on, buttoned, hand on the back door. ‘Been ages since I’ve seen a good film.’ She’s opening it up.

         ‘Right so, we’re off,’ Melody, following Ma out, turning before she goes. ‘Do you want to come?’ Shauna rigid. Stiff. Puffer still in hand. ‘Tina could manage here for the day,’ she says, quieter this time. Hopeful.

         ‘Ah, no, you’re grand, Mel, I’ve things to do,’ but she steps closer, gives Melody a quick hug. ‘And I’m sorry, yeah, for earlier.’

         ‘Hush now. Hush,’ Melody, catching up with Ma, Shauna watching them, both arm in arm. Two friends going about their business. Except they’re not.
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