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An unusual
family

 


Garda Inspector Fionn Mac
Convery spoke softly as he interviewed Mariana Rivas for the au
pair position. He interviewed her on Skype and Mrs Mac Convery and
their two children waved to her. He asked her if she was a
smoker.

‘No,’ she said. The
inspector smiled.

She was to mind a boy and
a girl in their home in Stillorgan on the south side of Dublin.
Their house was called St Monica, which Mariana thought was nice
because Monica was her mother’s name. The boy was four and looked
so cute with his black curls and light blue eyes, like his father.
He was called Ruairí, and the little girl Doireann was three and
fair-haired like her mother. The children had been in a crèche but
when they employed Mariana, Inspector Mac Convery would take them
out. ‘It will be right to have them in their own home and cared
for,’ the inspector said.

Mariana Rivas was going to
Ireland to improve her English, which she was studying at the
University of Málaga. She was a bit nervous about leaving her
mother, who was an abandoned wife; Mariana was her only child. But
her mother encouraged her to go, implying, as she shot her eyes to
heaven, that the sacrifice was as much hers as Mariana’s. She
wanted her daughter to be a teacher more than anything, more
perhaps than Mariana did herself, because that was what she would
have liked to have been, but never got the opportunity.

Inspector Mac
Convery collected Mariana from the airport in his silver Toyota
Avensis with its tinted glass and, when they arrived in the house
on Maple View Drive, he sat her on a leather sofa in the living
room. He looked her up and down for a while, which made
Mariana feel uncomfortable, and he told her to call him Fionn. He was a
handsome enough man, Mariana thought, except for a protruding bone
that distorted the shape of his nose. Mariana did not feel that it
was right to be so familiar so early in their acquaintanceship and
continued to address him as Inspector Mac Convery or
Sir.

Mrs Mac Convery
sighed from her armchair when her husband left the room. She looked
paler than on Skype and thinner. Dressed in a loose-fitting gown, her nails were bitten to a quick. She didn’t smile but was polite
and introduced Ruairí and Doireann to Mariana. The children said
hello and continued with their Lego game on the oak floor. ‘They’re
not good sleepers,’ Mrs Mac Convery said as she showed Mariana to
her room, which was upstairs in the converted attic.

It rained the
following morning, and Mrs Mac Convery was blowing out smoke
through the open kitchen window. When her husband came into the
room, he grimaced and waved his hand to try to banish the smoke.
‘Get out with dat. With that,’ he corrected, sounding his
th.

‘It’s raining,’ she
said.

‘I don’t care,’ he
said.

Mariana was embarrassed
standing there in the kitchen, a witness to the intimacy of a
family quarrel, constituting as it did a husband’s onslaught on his
wife in her presence. What he was doing didn’t seem to register
with the inspector, carried away as he was with his own
righteousness. And how Mrs Mac Convery must have felt about this
humiliation in front of the au pair girl and her own children, who
stood with their heads bowed as she went out into the
rain.

Mariana discovered that
Fionn drank a lot. Especially when the Irish rugby team were
playing. He went to the weekend matches in Lansdowne Road and
sometimes brought his friends home afterwards. They would sit
discussing the game and drinking in the living room. They talked
loudly and used phrases that Mariana did not understand. They left
an awful mess after them, which Mariana had to tidy up while
Inspector Mac Convery snored off the after-effects of his
self-indulgence on the sofa.

The children
were endearing
but quite demanding. Ruairí insisted stories be
read to him, and not only at bedtime. It took an age to get both of
them to sleep and sometimes Ruairí woke up in the middle of the
night screaming. Mariana thought Mrs Mac Convery would have gone to
him on such occasions, but she didn’t, and Mariana found herself on
more than one night interrupting her own repose to go down to
comfort the children. She would tell them of Don
Quijote and Sancho Panza and their adventures, or sometimes she
would relate to them the donkey story of Platero y Yo, a favourite of her
mother’s. Ruairí whinged. He said he missed his friends in the
crèche.

Besides minding the
children, Mariana had lots of other chores to do as well. She had
to cook the meals, hoover the rooms, clean the bathroom, hang out
the washing and iron the family clothes, in particular the
inspector’s shirt and trousers, the creases of which had to be
razor-sharp so that he would look his best for his frequent media
appearances. There was not much time left for Mariana to study and
her English practice became largely confined to the children. Mrs
Mac Convery rarely talked to her and, as for the inspector, all he
did now, after his early niceness, was to give her orders. Except
when he had drink taken of course, and when he was not ogling her.
She sensed him doing that from behind, especially when she went up
the stairs.

Mariana
enrolled for the autumn term in the School of English in the city
centre. Her formal English was very good and had been highly
commended by her professor in Málaga. She could read almost
anything without the aid of a dictionary, but what she needed and
what she didn’t get enough of perhaps were the nuances of the
language, the idioms in particular, which, according to her
professor, were the key to understanding a people. And that was
indeed true,
for what she wanted to understand were not so much
the niceties of language but the grammar of people.
How to parse a person,
for even at twenty-two she wasn’t at all
sure of herself
as yet and had little experience of the world. But
she was excited at the
prospect of experiencing a new environment,
mingling among a new people, a different race.

She met a girl
from her country in the English class. Carlota del Olmo was from
Huelva, and in her Red Valentino patterned sweater and a gold stud
in her tongue was not in the slightest homesick as Mariana was now,
a little bit. She told Mariana she had found herself a real softie
of an employer who paid her fees and allowed her to travel or
return to Spain any time she wished. Carlota’s boastful talk had an unnerving effect on Mariana
and made her wonder if she had been rash in signing
the contract with Inspector Mac Convery, which
stipulated that she would not return home during the
year.

Mariana tried
to connect with her mother on Skype through the Mac Converys’
computer. As it didn’t cost anything, they didn’t mind her using
it. But her mother at the other end couldn’t manage the working of
it despite Mariana having shown her before she left, and her
mother’s image invariably disappeared from the screen. The last
time Mariana tried, they wound up having the conversation from
Mariana’s mobile phone, which turned out to be quite
expensive. But
that communication was vital and shocked
Mariana, for her mother told her that she had collapsed as she was about to
enter her flat only two days after Mariana had left for Ireland.
Álvaro Laforet, their family friend, who was home on leave from the
army in Africa, had found her and brought her to the hospital. It
turned out she had had a stroke.

Mariana asked Inspector Mac Convery
if she could use the house phone. She told him her mother was
unwell. ‘No overseas calls,’ he said, ending the matter.

She was upset
that she was so far away from her mother. Texting was merely
utilitarian, which she duly did just to get the unsatisfactory
answer the following day: Estoy
regular. Her mother said she had only suffered a minor stroke which
they had caught in time thanks to Álvaro and she was recovering
well. She would be out of hospital in a few days. But Mariana
looked down despondently at the text messages, at their
lifelessness and non-tactility. Oh, how she would have liked to hug
her mother at that moment and be hugged in return. Or to hear her
mother’s voice confirming that there was no need for her daughter
to come home. Mariana knew her mother had
been lacking in energy for some time but she had put it down to age
and hadn’t made much of it. She would not have gone away from her
if she had known she was going to be ill.

When
Mariana’s domestic duties were finished for that day, she took herself
off to her attic bedroom where she fretted the evening away. Nobody
had asked her about her mother. Nobody called her to come down and
talk or share supper. Nobody cared.
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Escape

 


Mrs Mac Convery
didn’t go out to work. She didn’t bother to dress either in the
mornings, Mariana
noticed, and moped about the house
in the same
loose dressing gown. Except one afternoon a week
she went for what she called her ‘appointment’. Mariana tried to
talk to her, to tell her about her mother. Mrs Mac Convery
said she was sorry to hear that but
added it was ‘the boss’ she would have to approach if she wanted
leave.

Mariana
performed the housework conscientiously but was still worried about
her mother and a couple of
days later she asked Inspector Mac Convery
if she could have compassionate leave. He got annoyed.
‘Dat would
not do. That,’ he corrected, ‘would not do at all.’ The inspector
had made a conscious effort over the years to rectify his
mispronunciation of his ths, but occasionally he would slip up
despite himself. He looked over at his wife who was stirring her
coffee at the worktop. It was a look of disapproval, as if he were
saying she would not be able to look after things.

The day after her request
for compassionate leave was refused, Mariana discovered her
passport was missing. She asked Inspector Mac Convery about that.
‘Yes,’ he said, ‘I hold it and you get it back at the termination
of the contract.’ She realised he had come into her room when she
was at class and rooted through her personal belongings. Had he
thought she was going to run away, back to her mother? She fully
intended to protest at this barefaced intrusion into her privacy
but, having witnessed his temper in action towards his wife, she
was afraid of how he would react.

Mariana looked at her
mother’s photograph beside her bed, at the stress-worn face trying
to register a smile in the curl of her lip and the black Andalusian
hair with the touches of grey. She thought of her far away, maybe
suffering another stroke, and her own heart gave a jump.

Doireann wandered into the
room at that moment and saw her with a tear in her eye. She put her
arms around Mariana and hugged her. ‘Don’t cry, Mariana,’ she said.
‘Mummy cries.’

‘Why does your mummy cry,
Doireann?’ Mariana said dabbing away her tear.

‘Because … because …’ She
was getting agitated.

‘It’s okay,’ Mariana said,
returning her hug.

 


A
few days later Mariana received
another text message from her mother. She said she was out of
hospital and was fine now. But Mariana was not so sure. She knew
her mother said these things so as not to worry her. She asked if
her daughter was okay and hoped her Irish family were nice, to
which Mariana replied that everything was fine. That night Mariana
was unable to sleep. She stared out the skylight of her room at a
crescent moon and thought of her mother and the big family she came
from. She often told Mariana she was glad she only had her. Someone
to whom she could give all her love. But right now Mariana would
have liked to have had a sibling. Someone to open out to in testing
times. And she wondered about her father who had abandoned them
when she was nine; returned to Vigo where he came from, she
presumed, or maybe he emigrated, who was to know? Her mother tried
to dismiss him from her memory but when certain songs came on the
radio such as Bésame mucho,
a favourite of her husband’s, she became maudlin,
then angry, and railed against her radio as if it were the radio’s
fault that she had been left as bereft as the sable-dressed widows
of Andalusia.

 


 


 


*

Mariana decided to ask
Inspector Mac Convery one more time if she could return to Spain to
see her mother.

‘Just a couple of days is
all I need,’ she said, ‘a weekend, perhaps, when you are off work.’
But her timing was not right. That weekend the Irish rugby team
were playing against England. It was a very important match,
Inspector Mac Convery said. Ireland had already beaten Wales.
England were the old rivals and if Ireland could beat them at
Lansdowne Road, Ireland would then win what he called The Triple
Crown.

Inspector Mac Convery
brought his friends home after the match. Mariana didn’t know if
Ireland had won or not; she thought they might have won judging by
their upbeat voices, and one of the men began to sing a song called
‘The Fields of Athenry’. He did not have a sweet voice. It was more
like a shout. She had to make sandwiches for them, and they drank
whiskey and gins and tonics and cans of beer. One of the men asked
Mariana where she was from.

Mrs Mac Convery came into
the living room holding an unlit cigarette and retrieved a box of
matches from the high white marble mantelpiece. Inspector Mac
Convery, who never addressed his wife by her name, gave her a stern
look. There was a moment of silence among the men until she walked
out of the room. Soon the singing resumed with Inspector Mac
Convery leading them into ‘Ireland’s Call’.

Mariana looked for Mrs Mac
Convery in the kitchen. She was not there. Mariana went upstairs.
She could hear from the bedroom door, which was slightly ajar, the
sound of Mrs Mac Convery’s sobbing. Mariana was about to go into
her room when Inspector Mac Convery shouted from downstairs that
his friends wanted more sandwiches.

 


*

It was late
when his friends left. Inspector Mac Convery turned to Mariana in the hall. He swayed and his eyes
were glazed over as he addressed her. ‘A little kiss for Ireland’s
win,’ he said and he drew his face towards hers. Mariana pulled
back.

‘Please, Inspector Mac
Convery, I want to ask you something.’

‘A little kiss first,’ he
said, ‘and I told you to call me Fionn.’

‘Please …’

‘Fionn.’

‘Please,
Fionn.’

He forced himself on her
this time. She could not fight him off and just a little kiss, she
thought, as she felt his lips crushing into hers, if that was all
he wanted perhaps that was not too bad.

‘Fionn, my mother
…’

‘What about your mother?’
he snapped.

‘She had a
stroke.’

He paid no attention to
what she was saying as he tried to pull down the zip of her
jeans.

‘Please stop, Fionn. She
needs me.’

‘I
need you,’ he said pressing into her.

‘Stop it,’ she
shouted.

She broke away from him
and ran up the stairs to her bedroom.

‘Come back,’ he called
after her.

There was no
key to lock the door of her bedroom, so she pushed the small teak
wardrobe against it. Still in her jeans and denim jacket, she lay
on the bed looking up at a bright star through the skylight
wondering what she was going to do, when she heard the door
heaving. Inspector Mac Convery had no trouble forcing the wardrobe
back and he pushed himself in beside her in her single bed. He
started to grope her. ‘If you’re nice to me,’ he said, his speech
slurred, ‘you can have your days off.’

She kneed him in the
groin, which made him cry out and afforded her enough time to run
out of the room and down the stairs.

He cursed and shouted
after her. Mrs Mac Convery moaned and Mariana heard the children
howling from the landing as she opened the front door and
fled.
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A room for the
night

 


The night
beckoned her, the howls and cries from the Mac Convery household
propelling her forward. She had no passport, she kept reminding
herself; she was a persona non
grata. She had very little money, just the
few coins she now felt in her jean pocket. She walked, semi-dazed,
under the high pear-drop street lamps of Maple View Drive, hearing
traffic further up, which she knew was the motorway with all its
lights and bustle. She would go to Carlota. Hopefully she would
have returned by now from wherever she had been. Mariana remembered
the address Carlota had given her in Kimberley Downs in nearby
Leopardstown.

She followed
the tributaries
of streets until she located Kimberley Downs, a
quiet cul-de-sac. She walked till she spotted the correct house
number near the end of the street. She fastened the top button of
her denim jacket as a cold wind blew. What would have happened she
wondered if she had been in her night dress that time Inspector Mac
Convery had pushed in the door of her bedroom? Would she have
escaped so easily? Her shudder, she realised, was not only induced
by the cold November weather. Oh, how she wished she were back in
Spain.

There was no answer when
she rang the doorbell. She thought for a moment. Yes, she was sure
she did have the right house as she looked to the garden and
spotted the golden Irish yew tree Carlota had said was in the front
lawn. She glanced up at the windows: there were no lights
on.

How was she going to get
back to Spain? She agonised as she moved away from the house. She
reached the Stillorgan Road and boarded a bus for the city centre.
At the garda station she would report, make a complaint about … no,
how could she? They would not listen to someone complaining about
one of their inspectors. She had inherited a slight wariness of the
police from her mother and had been somewhat nervous on taking up
the post in the Mac Convery household in the first place. Her
mother had told her stories about the Guardia Civil in the old
days, how they were a tough crowd used by Franco. Her father hated
them. Called them fascist pigs. Her mother had been harassed by
them because of her husband who was declared a communist; and he
had only been a Galician socialist protesting in solidarity with
the peasants of Andalusia against the big landowners. But that was
long ago, her mother said and the modern police are ever so
friendly. And Mariana realised she said that because her daughter
was going to Ireland far away to work under one of these people and
she wanted her only child to feel at ease.

Mariana passed by the big
wooden door of the garda station and peeped in. There were two
ragged people, a man dressed only in a sheet and a scrawny woman
altercating with a garda at reception. Homeless people, she
thought, noticing their cardboard box and sleeping bag at their
feet. She took in all the garda cars outside the station, some
double-parked. She shivered; her whole frame shook from the cold,
the likes of which she had never experienced in her part of Spain.
She stood for a moment at the bus terminus and received a welcome
blast of hot air from the running engines. She looked across the
street. A bar called Doyle’s was still open.

She went in and
sat at a bar stool, resting her soft blue leather shoes on the
chrome rung. She felt the eyes of a few solitary men on
her, the pub stalwarts, economically nursing their black liquid,
except for one who was drinking coffee. She ordered a sherry and
asked the barman if he could make it hot. It was the drink that
ushered into her mind Jeréz, the city from which her mother’s
people originated.

The man drinking the
coffee smiled.

‘Of course
we’ll make it hot for you,’ the barman said. He winked at
the coffee
drinker. The barman, a middle-aged fellow,
bald except for the sideburns, chuckled at the idea of a young
woman on her own sitting at a bar stool this late at night
requesting a concoction as preposterous as a heated sherry.
Normally they’d be in groups after Friday’s work from the
surrounding offices, not in the bar, but in the lounge sitting
around a table flicking their mobile phones saying oh my god every
second phrase.

‘Where are you from?’
enquired the man with the coffee.

‘Who are you?’ she
surprised herself in saying.

‘Sorry, my name is Sam
Sinclair.’ He offered his hand to shake. She accepted
it.

When she told
him where she was from, he said, ‘Ah.’ He was perhaps in his
late thirties with thin blond hair and not unattractive green
eyes.

He smiled at her. ‘You
okay?’

‘Yes, thank you,’ she said
dismissively, for she did not want to draw others, least of all
more men on her. And yet at this juncture of her life she was
vulnerable and she knew it.

‘What brings you to
Ireland? Sorry I’m …’

‘It’s all right,’ she
said. ‘I’m an au pair.’

‘Ah,’ he said again. He
smiled at her once more and added, ‘Any time you need
transporting.’

‘Transporting?’

‘I’m a taxi driver, just
off duty. Often do the late shifts, airport runs
mainly.’

‘Airports?’

‘Yes. So you’re learning
English. You speak very well. Doesn’t she, Leo?’ he said louder to
the barman, ‘speak very well?’

‘Like a native,’ Leo said,
intent on polishing a glass.

She considered
moving from the stool, for she suddenly thought of Inspector Mac
Convery and how he had been nice to her too in the beginning. Oh,
she had so little experience of men, being sheltered by her mother
all the years growing up. Perhaps her mother wanted her all to
herself. Well, the distrust had already been spawned by the
exemplum of her father. Were all men like that? Mariana wondered.
Men were bad news in her mother’s eyes, except for Álvaro Laforet
of course, the crippled
boy from her town whom her mother adored and
Mariana used to mind and play with before he grew better and went
into the army. And her mother also had this quaint and perhaps
antiquated view of Ireland as a Catholic country and therefore more
attractive than godless England.

‘For the
señorita, my new concoction,’ the barman announced, ‘hot sherry to
warm the cockles before you go. The night is cold out there.’
Laying the drink down in front of Mariana the barman started to
sing: ‘And the night has come
...’

The words of the song
filled Mariana with foreboding at the thought of having nowhere to
spend the night. She accepted the drink and, curling the white
tissue around the stem of the glass, thanked the taxi driver who
had insisted on paying for it. But that mention of the airport had
given her heart a little flutter, like a sign of hope, a
possibility. Sam smiled at her and said ‘Cheers’. He seemed so
affable, so good. It wasn’t fair to tar all males with the same
brush and any kindness was welcome in an alien city.

But before she could take
a sip from her drink she felt herself about to weep, nearly
breaking down but not quite. From where inside herself did it
spring from, this overflow of feeling? She was one who prided
herself on self-control. She felt an arm on her shoulder: Sam’s. At
first she flinched but the sympathetic eyes looking into hers made
her relax a little bit.

‘Are you in some kind of
trouble?’ he said. ‘Don’t worry, I’ve been on the inside. I know
what the fuzz can do.’

‘The fuzz?’

‘The cops. Quite a few of
the foreign students were nabbed for shoplifting, you
know.’

‘I haven’t committed any
crime,’ she said. What did he think she was and was he looking at
her denims as if he were trying to gauge whether they were stolen
or not?

She told him how she came
into the employment of Inspector Mac Convery.

‘Mac Convery,
Jesus.’

‘You know him?’

Sam gave a low
whistle. ‘He’s an inspector now, is he? And where is his house that you work in?’

When she told him, he
exclaimed, ‘I haven’t had the displeasure
of crossing paths with him in a long time.’

‘I ran away,’ Mariana
said.

‘It’s okay,’ Sam said,
detecting the break in her voice. He pressed reassuringly on her
shoulder. ‘So you’ve nowhere to stay?’

‘No.’

‘You can stay
in my place. It’s not far, near Christ Church. It’s got a spare
room.’

Mariana
hesitated.

‘Just to tide you over
until you get on your feet. Don’t worry.’
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The mauve
door

 


Why did she trust him? She
had no choice, she kept telling herself. She didn’t even have
enough money in her pocket to pay for a bed in a cheap
hotel.

It was a
short drive
to his flat at Christ Church. He was chatty as
they made their way through the relatively quiet late-night
streets and
seemed particularly interested in any additional
information she might have about the inspector.
Mariana did not reveal about Mac Convery’s assault on her in case it
gave Sam ideas and for fear it would show her up in poor light. She
told him she ran away ‘because… because…’

‘It’s okay,’ he
said’

‘He wasn’t nice to
me.’

‘I’m not surprised,’ Sam
said.

But she didn’t
hold back or consider it odd when he asked what make of car he
drove and what she knew about his rugby friends and the abrasive way he
treated his wife and how he had appeared so friendly when she met
him first.

‘Bloody hypocrite,’ Sam
said.

The flat was a compact
two-bedroom on the fourth floor. He showed her through a
kitchenette where there was a bird in a cage on the worktop near a
window.

‘Does the budgie talk?’
she asked.

‘He’s not a budgie,’ he
said. ‘He’s a parrot and no, he doesn’t talk. My late father had
him. I don’t even know what age he is.’

‘Your father is dead
long?’

‘Since I was a teen, and
yours I hope is alive and well.’

‘Gone since I was
nine.’

‘Oh,’ he said.

She was going to clarify
he wasn’t dead. At least not that she knew of, but he was as good
as and why complicate things with someone you hardly
knew?

He opened the cage and the
parrot flew out. Mariana cowered at its flapping wings in the small
space. ‘It’s all right,’ he said, as the parrot landed on his
shoulder. ‘Once he gets his nectar he’s fine, but not a word can I
get out of him.’ He rubbed his nose against the parrot’s beak.
‘Isn’t that right, you dumbo?’

Sam shook something from a
packet into the parrot’s food dish and topped up a bowl with water
before returning the bird to his cage. ‘They need daylight,’ he
said, ‘or they get ill. That’s why I keep him near the window.’ He
then led Mariana to a small box-like room but with a bigger bed
than what she had had in the attic in Stillorgan. She peered out
the window overlooking the cathedral. ‘Sorry about the mess,’ he
said.

She looked
around the room. ‘It’s okay,’ she said. A pair of black tights were
strewn on a chair near the
door. A previous guest who left a few
things behind or maybe had to depart in a hurry, Mariana
conjectured uncomfortably.

‘Well,’ Sam said, ‘I’ve an
early run tomorrow. There’s no rush. Just close the door after you
whenever you leave.’

‘Thank you,’ she said, and
added, ‘you know I can’t pay you.’

‘That’s no
problem.’

Mariana pulled at the
sleeve of her jacket.

‘Well … Good night,’ he
said closing the door.

 


*

She slept fitfully,
expecting her door to open at any time and to have to endure the
same experience she had with Inspector Mac Convery. Then she must
have fallen into a deeper sleep, for when she awoke early light was
shining at her window and she heard the front door closing and
guessed it was Sam leaving. She looked at her watch: 6:35. Had he
left for the airport? She would have loved to have gone with him.
To board a plane and head home. But what was he, this guy, and to
whom did the black tights belong? And were they left openly there
for that person’s return or – and she blenched – were they a
fetish, meant for her or any woman enticed into his snare to put
on? But he didn’t seem to be like that, although he admitted to
having done time in prison. What for? she wondered. And he
obviously had many girlfriends. Still, he was kind nonetheless. You
can tell by his eyes if a man is kind.

She only had a
few coins left on her person. The modest sum of money, which her
mother had insisted on giving her from her own savings, was
in her rucksack back
in St Monica. Only use it if you have to, if there
is an emergency – her mother’s words were still fresh in her ears.
She wouldn’t dream of asking Sam for money; it could send out the
wrong message. She could get a bus to see if Carlota had returned,
but if not she would be stranded. And anyway it would be going back
in the direction of the Mac Convery home.

She walked down Cork Hill
and onto Dame Street towards the city centre. She bought a coffee
to go from a deli, counting out her coins. It was then she saw her:
Mrs Mac Convery crossing the road at George’s Street junction. Was
she coming for or going from her ‘appointment’? She was all dressed
up in a pencil skirt and indigo-blue wool jacket and her fair hair,
usually straggly, was caught neatly at the back with a turquoise
rake clamp.

Mariana was about to call
out to her from the other side of the street and then thought that
no, she would follow her instead to see where she was heading. Mrs
Mac Convery walked past Trinity College and half way up Nassau
Street she stopped at a mauve door. She pressed an intercom button
and entered.

Mariana
approached the door. A brass plaque was engraved
Dr Natalie Way, Clinical
Psychiatrist.

 


*

Mariana walked up and down
Nassau Street several times trying to avoid colliding with the
crowds and considering what to do: perhaps wait and follow Mrs Mac
Convery to her home, burst in and collect her things. Mariana was
still pondering these possibilities for the best part of an hour
when the mauve door opened and Mrs Mac Convery reappeared. Mariana
called out to her.

‘What do you want?’ She
looked affrighted and her eyes scanned the street, seeking refuge
from this girl.

‘Mrs Mac Convery, I need
your help.’

‘I can’t help you.’ she
said, waving her arm and walking away.

‘Your husband,’ Mariana
shouted after her. ‘He has my passport and all my things are in
your house.’

‘Stop shouting,’ she
hissed, slowing down and looking around her as if the passers-by
were eavesdropping conspirators. She turned her back on Mariana
and, stalling at a shop window, pretended to examine the Aran
sweaters on display.

‘Could you let me return
with you?’ Mariana asked as pedestrians jostled past her. ‘Just to
get my things? Inspector Mac Convery will be out at work, won’t he?
I could be gone before he returns. I need those things, Mrs Mac
Convery.’

Mrs Mac Convery turned and
Mariana could see the deep worry in her eyes. A nerve in her
cheekbone twitched. She pondered for a moment and drawing a deep
breath, as if in resignation, said, ‘You know I did not want you to
come into our house at all. I knew something like this would
happen. And not the first time.’

‘Please, Mrs
Mac Convery. You could say I broke in,’ Mariana
said, persisting with her plea
and raising her voice again as the traffic
snarled past, ‘that I was following you, stalking
you if you wish,
and the minute you opened the door I burst into
the house.
That way he couldn’t blame you.’

The older
woman sighed and looked at her
watch. ‘I can assure you he will find some
way to blame me; he always does.’

They boarded a bus. Mrs
Mac Convery paid the fares and they sat downstairs in silence. When
they reached the house, the crèche van arrived and Doireann and
Ruairí ran up to Mariana.

‘Where were you? We missed
you.’ Doireann said, giving her a hug.

‘I had to go away for a
while,’ she said releasing Doireann’s grip.

‘Will you tell us a story
about the fellow on the horse?’ Ruairi said.

‘I can’t right
now.’

‘Stop
talking, children. Mariana is in a hurry,’

Mariana looked to Mrs Mac
Convery who nodded and the au pair mounted the stairs to her
room.

The wardrobe
was back in its place and the single bed was made up as if it had
never been ruffled. She packed her clothes and personals into
her pink rucksack together with the white envelope, containing the
money her mother had given to her,

‘My passport,’ she
exclaimed.

Mrs Mac Convey was now
standing at the door. The children’s voices could be heard
downstairs.

‘Come with me,’ she said.
She led Mariana down one flight of stairs to her bedroom. Mariana
noticed a pair of handcuffs protruding from under the pillow of the
double bed as Mrs Mac Convery drew from a bedside locker Mariana’s
passport, which she handed to her.

‘You’d better go,’ she
said.

‘Thank you,’ Mariana said.
‘I’m also due a month’s pay.’

‘I can’t write a cheque,’
Mrs Mac Convery said. ‘He would be able to trace it and I haven’t
much cash on me. But we could go down the street to the ATM. I
could pretend it was for my appointments fee.’

Mariana would like to have
asked what the appointments were specifically for but she felt it
might be intruding too much, and besides, she was more pressed by
her own affairs now. ‘Okay,’ she said, ‘if that’s not too
inconvenient.’

Just as she said that they
heard a car pulling into the driveway.

‘Oh God,’ Mrs Mac Convery
cried out.

The inspector
opened the front door and Mariana pushed past him and ran out of
the gate and down Maple View Drive, rucksack on her back and
passport in hand. He shouted after her. She could hear
remonstrations with his wife. But Mariana knew he would not run
after her. It would not be seemly for a police inspector to do such
a thing, especially on his home patch. Perhaps he would follow her in
his car. But
as she made it on to the Stillorgan Road
the sound of all the Mac Convery voices were subsumed by the din of
traffic.
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‘A master storyteller.”
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