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  When Laura Anne Robinson offered £10,000 for Addie Jeffries’ youngest son Ian, Addie thought she was joking. After all, they were on their second bottle of Chablis, and Ian was, as they say, a street angel and a house devil. Why would this wealthy woman with her perfect figure, flawless make-up and beautiful home part with so much money to secure a summer playmate for her own son?


  For the Jeffries family, life in 1960s suburban Ireland is a constant battle with leaky roof, school fees and repeatedly darned socks. While Addie hankers after the finer things for herself and her family, husband Roy lacks ambition and lets promotion opportunities pass him by time and again, until Addie loses patience and takes matters into her own hands.


  It’s a risky endeavour, she knows. If all goes to plan, the Jeffries will never have to worry again about getting the roof fixed, but if it doesn’t, they stand to lose the one thing no amount of money can buy.


  Prologue


  Laura Anne was only joking. Well, that’s what Addie thought. It was the 21st October 1960: lunch at the Shelbourne Hotel. The two friends were on their second bottle of Chablis when Laura Anne offered £10,000 to buy Addie’s son, Ian.


  ***


  Addie Jeffries and Laura Anne Robinson met for the first time on the school sports day. Addie’s son, Ian, was struggling through the three-legged race attached to a small, pale-faced boy. Ian, several inches taller than his partner, practically carried the smaller boy across the line to a stumbling finish.


  “Who matched those two up? That little fella is hopeless!” Addie protested, turning to the stylish-looking woman beside her, receiving a polite smile in reply.


  Laura Anne Robinson was becoming more accustomed to the outgoing informality of the Irish, and this woman, with dramatic flashing eyes and spectacular mop of auburn hair who was so incensed over a three-legged race, was of interest to her. Laura Anne had intentionally positioned herself beside the unsuspecting Adelaide Jeffries.


  “Absolutely,” she said with a laugh, “but they’re good friends. I’m the little fellow’s mother.”


  Addie’s attempt to apologise was brushed aside by the wave of a well-manicured hand and a generous smile.


  “My Christopher is no athlete, I’m afraid.” The smile stayed in place as she held out her hand. “I’m Laura Anne Robinson, and I’m so pleased to meet Ian’s mother.”


  Ian had never mentioned a friend called Christopher Robinson, and Addie was curious. She took the proffered hand, receiving a vigorous handshake. Before she could frame a question, the Audrey Hepburn look-alike began to hastily unbutton her jacket.


  “It’s the mothers’ egg-and-spoon race next, and I promised Christopher I’d take part. Are you going in it?”


  “No, I’ve got to help with the teas.” Addie hesitated, gesturing towards the tea tent.


  “Would you mind holding these for me? I’ll only be a minute. I’m always the first to drop the egg, there’s a darling.”


  Addie took the beautiful jacket and shoes.


  “Oh! And this!” Laura Anne removed her scarf and placed it on top of the precious items in Addie’s arms.


  Addie held the exquisite headscarf and designer jacket close to her face as she watched the slim-figured Laura Anne, in stockinged feet, tiptoe across the grass to join the start of the race.


  The pure silk was light and soft against her cheek, the scent of expensive perfume invading her senses. She closed her eyes and was transported, imagining herself owning such things, shopping at the stores in Grafton Street, stepping from her sports car to the gate of Ivy Lodge—“Addie Jeffries, pleased to meet you. Would you please park my car? Keep the change—it’s only ten shillings.”—the builders arriving to fix the roof, the outstanding grocery bill paid at the corner shop, school fees taken care of—“I’ll write a cheque.”—Roy taking her and the kids for a drive in a beautiful car…


  She smiled in her reverie, burying her face deeper into the world of Laura Anne’s possessions.


  “I came fourth.” Laura Anne, breathless and smiling from her efforts in the egg-and-spoon race, had returned.


  Addie, unaware, didn’t feel the touch on her arm.


  “My things?” Laura Anne looked enquiringly. “Adelaide?”


  “Oh! Sorry!” Addie raised her head as Laura Anne gently removed the silk scarf from her tight grasp.


  “Oh dear!” Bright red smears of Woolworth’s cheap lipstick merged with the en vogue Dior design. “No matter. I have another one just like it.” Laura Anne released the scarf and reached for her jacket and shoes. “You keep it. It’s a present,” she said generously, with a smile.


  But to Addie, the smile and the generous gesture only added to her feeling of mortification.


  “I’m so sorry, I’ll have it cleaned and return it to you.” She appealed to the top of a perfectly coiffured head as Laura Anne bent to slip on her shoes.


  “Please don’t worry. I have lots of them.” Laura Anne stood upright as Addie held out the jacket. There was a very slight lipstick smudge on the suede collar, but neither woman commented.


  Nor were they aware that this encounter signalled the beginning of events that would influence both their lives for many years to come.


  Chapter 1


  New Year’s Eve 1955


  I hope she doesn’t kiss me on the face when she’s leaving, was the thought paramount in Ian Jeffries’ mind, his eyes transfixed by his mother’s smiling lips, bright red with newly applied lipstick.


  Hands on hips, Adelaide twirled and posed, her eyes shining, Greta Garbo, Bette Davis style. Ian’s dad, tall and dapper in his rented tuxedo suit and with a large box of Tara Chocolates gripped in a strong, tanned hand, beamed his approval.


  Ian’s older sister Debbie and brother James watched their ma and da make the final preparations for the New Year’s Eve Company Dinner Dance.


  “You look like a movie star, Ma.” James, the eldest, held up the corsage, his eyes level with his mother’s.


  Roy Jeffries put down the box of chocolates and carefully took the flower from his son’s hand.


  “A beautiful flower for a beautiful lady.”


  Addie twirled and looked up into Roy’s handsome face. He leaned down, doing his best to attach the tricky pin arrangement to the low-cut bodice. The grand gesture, though well intended, was doomed to failure. Fingers strong and weathered from gripping the handlebars of the bike and hauling the heavy gas company collector’s money bag from house to house were not suited to the delicate task.


  “It’s OK.” She smiled. “Here, I’ll do it.”


  Taking the fragile arrangement from his hand, she smoothed it between her fingers and expertly pinned it in place. “Now the coat.”


  Across the back of a dining room chair, it lay like a beautiful, sleeping, furry Persian cat. The coat itself was much like it had always been: cream with a cinched-in waist. It was, however, the huge fur collar newly attached by Mrs. O’Neill, a talented neighbour, that made the difference. Addie admiringly held it at arm’s length and then, with a twirl and the willing attention of Roy, the beautiful coat was around her shoulders. Running her hands up under the heavy collar, she lifted it on both sides to frame her face.


  Debbie clapped and started to dance and sing, “She wore red feathers and a hula-hula skirt,” skipping and cavorting around the room while Ian held on to her hem and tried his best to knock his big sister off her feet. Addie hitched up her evening dress and danced with them while Roy rescued the box of chocolates from the table.


  “She lived on just coconuts and fish from the sea.” James, at fourteen, older and wiser, held back until, unable to resist, he grabbed his mother around the waist to attempt a slow, slow, quick, quick, slow quickstep.


  “With a rose in her hair and a gleam in her eye and love in her heart for me…” they sang. The doorbell rang, but nobody heard it.


  ***


  Standing on the doorstep, Owen Ferris, the taxi man, rang the bell again. It’s going to be a long night. With a resigned sigh, he plunged his hands into his pockets and did a soft-shoe shuffle against the cold.


  This small village on the coast south of Dublin City was a lively place, especially on New Year’s Eve; its inhabitants and those from the surrounding countryside would need ferrying on this celebration night.


  Owen bent his large frame and peered through the letterbox, feeling the warm breath of the house on his cold face. At first, all he could see was the ornate tiled floor of the porch. Stooping lower and adjusting his position, he was greeted with the view of a long hallway, the floor covered in linoleum with a fairly threadbare carpet running along its centre. Down the hallway, a light came from a doorway, and he heard voices, mainly children, making a hell of a noise.


  Returning to his warm-up dance, Owen looked back along the gravel path to the love of his life. Beyond the high laurel hedge, the car, sleek and stylish—a Wolseley Ten—was parked on the road, engine running and the lights on.


  “Why were they not waiting, looking out the window, ready to open the door, watching out for me?” It was a cold December evening, and the Wolseley was not a great car for the cold weather. If he turned off the ignition, it might be difficult to restart. He blew on his hands and shuffled from foot to foot, some people have no consideration.


  Ringing the doorbell again, he kept it pressed down this time with a large, nicotine-stained finger. Eyes raised to heaven, bending double, he pushed the brass flap of the fancy letterbox. The racket from inside could still be heard. “TAXI!” he roared. “It’s fuckin’ freezin’ out here!”


  The door suddenly opened, and the portly Owen was presented with a close-up of a set of pearly shirt buttons.


  “Sorry, we didn’t hear the bell. Come in.”


  “Yer chariot awaits.” With a sweep of the arm—and still bent double—Owen stepped back and indicated the Wolseley that could just be seen through the small gate in the gap in the hedge that ran the width of the large garden.


  Three kids appeared behind the tall, handsome, smiling man standing in the doorway.


  “Ma’s not ready,” said the smallest one with a grin, looking at the other two. “She had to go to the lav.”


  “Now then,” the dad admonished with a raised finger. “Don’t be rude.” He turned to Owen. “Would you care for a drink?” he asked with a slight nod of his head and an inviting smile. “It’s New Year’s Eve.”


  “No, no, you’re grand,” Owen replied unconvincingly as, with a grimace, he straightened up, holding the small of his back.


  “Are you sure? It’s a cold night.” Roy repeated the invitation.


  Owen paused. “Well, maybe a quick one. I’ll just turn off the engine.”


  Stepping back, the man introduced himself, “Roy Jeffries.” He stuck out a hand. “This is James, Debbie, and the little fella is Ian.”


  With exaggerated gravity, Owen introduced himself. “The Lone Ranger,” said he, shaking each of the children’s hands in turn and then to Roy, “Owen Ferris is the name. A whiskey would be nice. It’s a cold night, much appreciated.” He rubbed his hands together and stepped into the warm porch.


  Addie appeared down the hall and overheard the last part of the conversation. “Come in, come in!” she invited with a smile.


  “This is Owen Ferris,” said Roy. “Go on, go on. I’ll turn off the engine of your car for you.”


  “Your husband is a nice man, Mrs. Jeffries,” said the cold taxi man as he followed her down the hall to where a Jameson waited.


  ***


  Roy opened the door of the large, sleek, black car. What a beauty! He ran his hand over the heavy, shiny leather upholstery, his eye taking in the beautiful rosewood dashboard. Slipping in behind the steering wheel, he listened to the purr of the engine. On his salary, owning such a car wasn’t even a remote possibility. The interior was warm, luxurious and comfortable. Roy sat back with a sigh and ran his rough palms over the smooth, polished steering wheel.


  If he got the inspector’s job, the Company would give him a van to drive. That would do him. Some of the inspectors took their vans home for weekends, depending on the proximity of the area they had to cover on the following Monday morning.


  Collecting from house to house, especially in the winter months, was not a job for the physically weak or fainthearted, the big leather money bag getting heavier as the working day wore on, facing down angry dogs and coping with hard-pressed individuals short of cash. A part of Roy resented the toughness of the work; that was what had driven him towards applying for the inspector’s job.


  “Nobody deserves it more than you.” Addie’s words echoed in his ears. But Roy, not by nature one of the world’s most ambitious individuals, had his reservations. With the inspector’s job would come a lot more office work—reports to write and meetings to attend, responsibilities—and there would be a trial period. What if he wasn’t up to the job?


  He sighed again. Well, never mind. Count your blessings; money isn’t everything. Turning off the ignition and removing the key from the dash, he stepped into the cold night air.


  “Good night, Roy, it’s a cold one. Happy New Year!” two neighbours greeted as they passed on the country road heading in the darkness towards the lights at the crossroad and the local pub. They eyed the car but didn’t comment, and Roy didn’t enlighten them. He smiled. That’ll be a bit of gossip for them.


  He went through the doorway in the high wall. Ivy Lodge: the brass plate with its engraved letters stood out against the green paintwork. He headed on under the arched laurel hedge to the gravel path bisecting the lawn leading straight to the lighted porch.


  ***


  “A very nice house, Mrs. Jeffries.” Owen Ferris took in the big marble fireplace and the crackling fire in the hearth. “Yeah, and a very nice man, your husband.” He cradled the large whiskey in a practised hand and held it up to the light, admiring the amber liquid, smacking his lips. “Mmm, they broke the mould, Mrs. Jeffries.” He downed the whiskey in one. “Yes, they broke the mould when they made that husband of yours.”


  “Yes, they did,” replied Addie with a smile at the obvious attempt at flattery. “You know, I don’t believe I have ever heard anyone say a bad word about him. Would you like another, Mr. Ferris?”


  The taxi man nodded, his big shiny cheeks glowing red from the effects of the whiskey and the fire. “Owen, Owen,” he corrected her lightly. “Don’t mind if I do, thanks. A little bit of what you like does you no harm, am I right? Well, speak of the devil.”


  He raised his glass as Roy joined them and handed over the car keys.


  “Better make tracks.” The comfortable taxi man reluctantly clambered to his feet. “Duty calls. Do you mind if I use your toilet before we go? Or do you mind if I go before we go, if you get my meaning.” He gave a little chuckle at his own humour, finishing off the second neat whiskey in one glorious gulp.


  ***


  Roy was waiting in the hall when Owen, having completed his ablutions, joined him.


  “A fine size wooden toilet seat you have there.” He chuckled. “If I had the time, I might have lingered awhile. Very comfortable.” They headed to the front of the house.


  Grandad Hugh, Addie’s father and a man not given to frivolity at the best of times, stood in the porch flanked by his daughter and grandchildren.


  “And who is this?” He eyed the tipsy taxi man approaching him.


  Owen, taking in the severe face, the waxed moustache and stiff upright tweed-suited stance, did not miss the note of disapproval.


  “Evening, sir. I’m here to whisk your daughter away to the ball in my golden chariot.”


  “A taxi, no less,” Grandad Hugh muttered disapprovingly. He transferred the severe look to Addie. “How can you fritter good money on a taxi. What’s wrong with the bus?” He rocked on his heels, hands clasped behind his back in his best Duke of Edinburgh imitation.


  Ignoring him, Addie was saying her goodbyes to the kids. “Be good for your grandad, no fighting.” She managed to grab a dodging Ian. “And you do as your brother tells you. He’s in charge.”


  “But Ma!” he began to protest. “Don’t kiss me!” he pleaded, too late; the bright red lipstick had done its work.


  “Now, be good.” She hugged the squirming Ian before turning to the two older ones, who dutifully received their lipstick kisses. With a last parting glance of warning and another “be good!” she quickly followed the two men out the front door.


  ***


  “Good boy.” Grandad Hugh, showing his softer side, ruffled Ian’s dark curls with a gentle, blue-veined hand. “Here.” He bent down, producing a well-laundered white handkerchief from his top pocket. Spitting on it, he rubbed at the lipstick mark. The action only resulted in making things worse as the boy’s upturned face took on a pinkish hue.


  Ian obediently looked up at his grandad. He always hated it when grown-ups spat on handkerchiefs and cleaned him.


  “Can I borrow your sharp scissors? We’ve got a shoe box, and James is going to help me make a house.”


  The three children waited expectantly. A request for Grandad’s coveted sharp scissors was often refused, but it seemed Ian had judged the mood of the moment to perfection.


  “Please?” he said, his voice soft, head to one side, looking into the old grey eyes.


  The boy has his father’s looks and charm, but his mother’s eyes, the old man thought as, handkerchief poised, he peered down into the upturned face.


  “All right, but be careful, and James is in charge. Just wait till I lock the front door.” Folding the lipstick-stained handkerchief to return it to his top pocket, he thought better of it and stepped into the porch, just in time to give a cursory wave to the figures departing down the path.


  “A taxi, and them without two brass farthings to rub together,” he muttered to himself. “Whatever next? Well, that’s it,” he mused as he turned the key in the lock. “New Year’s Eve. Another year gone—another year without Betty.”


  Two years previously, Addie’s mother Elizabeth had passed away. Hugh Arthur, not a man given to much emotion, stood for a moment in the porch reflecting on how she had been on that spring day: a minute figure lying in the bed, bedecked with pink and white apple blossom from the garden, the neighbours all coming in to say goodbye. She had informed them all that morning in her beautiful lilting voice, “I want to say goodbye and I want the bed to be covered in apple blossom.”


  That afternoon at around five o’clock, she had passed away, the cancer in her system having the final say.


  With a sigh, Hugh straightened his back and stood ramrod straight, hands clasped behind him, always the composed gent, and eyed his three grandchildren waiting in the hall.


  “Come with me, you little scallywags, and I’ll get the blessed scissors for you.”


  Chapter 2


  Outside the Centre City Hotel, one of Dublin’s finest, the taxis came and went, depositing the would-be Errol Flynns and Van Heflins along with the Deborah Kerrs and Lauren Bacalls. If the truth be told, there was a pretty liberal smattering of Mickey Rooneys and Sophie Tuckers, all dressed in their best, no expense spared, the one night in the year when Dublin splashed out: New Year’s Eve.


  In the large reception area, Roy stood by while Addie mingled, eyes flashing. She was in her element, moving from group to group.


  “Wow, you look great!”


  “Haven’t seen you since last year! How are the kids?”


  “Try these—they’re called Craven A. What a name for a cigarette!”


  The drinks were flowing, glasses of gin and tonic, and vodka and orange, pints of Guinness and Carlsberg Special passing from hand to hand. Waiters buzzed at high speed, swerving skilfully, trays aloft in the smoke-filled air. Roy watched with amusement as his popular and attractive wife moved ever closer to her goal, smiling to himself as Addie eventually manoeuvred to a position back to back with the chairman of the board.


  Mr. Roger Blackwell was regaling some of his cronies with an anecdote or two when he thought he had jostled a person behind him. Turning to apologise, glass in hand, his face transformed to a welcoming smile.


  “Why, hello.” He knew she was the wife of one of his collectors, but her name momentarily evaded him.


  “Hello, Adelaide.” One of his cohorts came to the rescue. “How is Roy? Don’t tell me you’re here without him?”


  Recognising one of the company’s managing accountants, Jim Bradley, Addie assumed an exaggerated impersonation of a Hollywood femme fatale and struck a pose.


  “Not tonight, Boogie Boy. He’s over there and you’re out of luck.” The couple of whiskeys in the house earlier and a swiftly downed gin and tonic when she arrived were taking an effect.


  “That’s put you in your place, Boogie Boy,” laughed Roger Blackwell.


  Ultra-conservative Jim Bradley was on the verge of a testy retort but thought better of it. He took himself and his position in the firm very seriously, especially in the company of the chairman, and was offended at the familiarity shown by Addie, whom he considered to be merely the wife of an underling. In an effort to regain some ground, he placed a patronising hand on her elbow and tried to deflect her from the management group and the presence of Mr. Blackwell.


  “Now then, Adelaide, why don’t you join the girls? Joan is over there—she’s been looking forward to some girlie talk.” His grip tightened as he redirected her towards his wife: a shrewish-looking woman standing alone.


  “Au contraire, Au contraire,” the chairman interjected. “Adelaide…Addie, it’s a night for celebration. Join us, join us. I see your glass is empty, what are you having?”


  “A gin and tonic, please.” She smiled as she felt Boogie Boy’s grip loosen.


  “Where is your husband, did you say? And what’s he having?”


  Addie pointed across the room. “The best-looking man at the ball,” she proclaimed and then, with a laugh, “Present company excluded, of course. He likes a Jameson.”


  Roger Blackwell accepted the light-hearted banter in the fun and spirit it was offered. He had an aversion to these evenings of toadying up and fawning, and enjoyed the light relief this refreshing, pretty woman offered. He looked across the room at Roy Jeffries, taking in the aspect of the man. On impulse, he turned to Jim Bradley.


  “I’ll have a brandy, and fetch a gin and tonic for the lady. I’m sure you know Jeffries over there. Ask him to join us. I believe he likes a Jameson.”


  “Of course, Chairman.” Immediately releasing Addie, he hesitated, flustered at the reversal of roles.


  “Go on, go on, Jim, there’s a good chap,” the chairman urged.


  Roy, who was unaware of the scrutiny from across the room, felt a touch on his arm and turned around.


  “Hey! What’s the jazz?” Mick Moroney, fellow collector and a decent bloke, beamed and rubbed his hands together, full of the New Year spirit. “Come and join the gang,” he invited. Mick’s wife Gladys, a big, blowsy, peroxide blonde, smiled by his side.


  “Of course, yes. Hello, Gladys.” Roy returned the smile.


  “Where’s Addie?” Mick looked around and spotted her across the room. “Ah! There she is, hobnobbing with the boss, I see. God! Look who’s heading this way—that Creeping Jesus Bradley. What does he want? We’re not in working hours. He’d best behave himself or I’ll flatten that big beaky nose for him.”


  Head erect and with a slightly sickly smile, Jim Bradley made his way through the throng. For some reason, he always felt ill at ease in Roy Jeffries’ company. There was a quiet confidence about the man along with his obvious physical stature and apparently imperturbable calmness that Jim found disquieting, even though, as his immediate boss, Jim had a lot of power over him. The last thing he needed was the chairman taking an interest in Roy Jeffries. He adjusted his bow tie and pulled down on the sides of his perfectly tailored dress-suit jacket as he approached the two collectors, the last few yards taken in a purposeful stride.


  “Hello, Jeffries, Moroney…mm…Happy New Year.”


  “Mr. Bradley,” the two collectors nodded in unison. Mick’s reference to Jim’s beaky nose lingered in the air and the men found it hard to contain their amusement at the pompous figure before them. Jim Bradley misjudged the expressions.


  “Jeffries, Royston…Roy.” He beamed as he put out a friendly hand to grasp the taller man’s arm in an over-the-top attempt at sociability. “Your chairman would like you to join him in a celebratory drink.”


  Taken aback at the invitation, Roy glanced at Mick and Gladys then back again, his natural sense of loyalty coming to the fore. “I was just going to join the lads.”


  “Of course, no problem.” A much-relieved Bradley looked into the open, friendly face, anticipating and savouring the prospect of telling the chairman that one of his collectors preferred not to drink with him. A little smile tweaked at the corner of his mouth as he took a step backwards, turning on his heel, and spotted Addie across the room, glaring angrily at her husband. She made a minute but violent beckoning motion with her right hand from waist height and out of sight of all except Roy and the observant Jim Bradley. There’s one to watch out for… He made a mental note.


  “Go on, ya big eejit,” Mick encouraged Roy. “Put in a good word for me. Tell him I want the inspector’s job.”


  “Are you sure?” Roy hesitated. Addie was still looking fierce.


  “Go on, see you a bit later.”


  It took two strides for Roy to overhaul the retreating figure. “I’ll have a Jameson please, Mr. Bradley,” he said.


  Mick Moroney, an ambitious grafter in the process of trying to better himself but lacking in much of the basic equipment for success, looked after the retreating figure of his colleague.


  “That fella hasn’t got a clue,” he said, turning to his wife. “If I had half of what he’s got, I’d own the bleedin’ place. Look at him—‘The chairman would like you to join him in a celebratory drink,’” he mimicked. “My arse—that Bradley fella hardly gave me a rec, and he didn’t even say hello to you!”


  Gladys Moroney looked at her downcast husband. “Never mind, you’ll get your chance.” A good four inches taller than Mick, she hung a fairly hefty arm around his neck, pulling him to her and giving him a big lipstick kiss. “Cheer up, lover, it’s New Year’s Eve.” Holding hands, the two of them headed towards the group of co-workers.


  “Hiya, Mick. Put that woman down and have a pint.”


  “Are you going to give us a song later?”


  “Who are you sittin’ with for the dinner?”


  “Where’s Roy disappeared to? I saw you talkin’ to him a minute ago.”


  The party was really getting going as Mick and Gladys joined the group. Mick held up two hands in front of him, palms out.


  “Wait till you hear this. You’ll never believe it. We were invited by the chairman to join him for a drink. It’s no lie, am I right, Gladys?” Mick regaled them. “Up came auld Bradley, the Creepin’ Jesus, and invited us for a celebratory drink.” He did a pretty good impersonation of the unpopular accountant’s voice and manner, much to the amusement of all.


  “And Roy went and you didn’t?” a voice came from the amused group. “Good on ya, Mick.”


  There were a good few nods and sounds of approval.


  Mick hesitated a moment but then honesty won the day. “Well, not exactly, ye see. Like, Bradley put the emphasis on Roy, like, he was lookin’ at Roy when he said it.”


  “Ya weren’t asked, were ya?” came a voice from the crowd. “Get out o’ that—he wasn’t asked, sure he wasn’t, Gladys.” The general good-humoured banter continued.


  But Roy went. The possibility of gaining the inspector’s job lurked in most of their minds and Mick was a decent bloke; he couldn’t betray his friend.


  “No, I have to say, in fairness, Roy turned him down—said he was goin’ to have a drink with the lads. Am I right, Gladys? I think it was his missus, the beautiful Adelaide. She gave him one of those looks.” Mick made a mad face. Tipping his head back, he downed the remains of his pint, then smacked his lips as he examined the empty glass with a minute scrutiny. “Get’s another one of these,” he said, to no one in particular.


  ***


  Roy was unaware of the effect he was having on the assembled company as he joined the chairman and management group. Many curried favour and toadied up, but very few were invited.


  “Jeffries, Roy.” Roger Blackwell extended his hand, “Happy New Year. Your wife has been regaling us with your great virtues. You know all here.” With a sweep of his hand, he indicated various members of his management team and their wives.


  The tall, quiet-mannered Roy, appearing totally nonplussed by the occasion, smiled his big smile and greeted the company with a slight bow.


  “Thanks, Mr. Blackwell, and a Happy New Year to all.” He turned as he was handed a whiskey by a far from happy yet smiling Jim Bradley. Addie positively glowed with pleasure at her husband’s calm finesse.


  “A word.” The chairman took Roy to one side, his expression grave and concerned as he excused himself from those in the immediate vicinity with a cursory wave of the hand.


  “Your wife here was telling me that you are acquainted with the Murdochs?” He looked enquiringly at the younger man and received an affirmative nod. “How are they? I haven’t seen them for a while—lost touch, you know. You see,” he went on earnestly, “I can remember Geoff Murdoch mentioning a good friend of his called Roy Jeffries. He was full of admiration for this man, often talked about him. Am I in the presence of the same Roy Jeffries?”


  “Well, yes. I would consider Geoff Murdoch and Barbara friends of ours. We’re on the parish committee together.”


  “Well I never!” Roger Blackwell looked at the younger man. “Small world! You’re a bit of a dark horse, aren’t you?” He hesitated as if considering whether to continue the conversation, then abruptly made up his mind. Leaning closer, he confided, “You’re probably aware that Barbra Murdoch is my sister?” Not waiting for a response, the obviously tipsy chairman of the board proceeded to unload some family details that normally would not have been divulged. He explained in detail how there had been a falling-out and he and his sister had drifted apart.


  Nearby, Addie was engaged in conversation with a couple and gave the appearance of being totally unaware of the exchange, but she heard every word.


  “Perhaps you might mention that you were talking to me the next time you meet the Murdochs?” the chairman continued. “You know, remind them of my existence so to speak. You know what I mean, you’re an honest broker. It seems that they have great respect for you.”


  “Of course, I understand. You’d like me to break the ice,” Roy replied, quite astonished at the revelations and equally surprised at the fact that the chairman of the board, was confiding in such a personal manner. He felt sorry for the man, who was so obviously sad about the rift in his family.


  “Yes, that’s right. You know what I mean. You’re a good man.” Roger Blackwell patted Roy on the shoulder and raised his half-empty brandy glass to his lips, making another visit to the golden liquid.


  “Yes, Roy, old chap, it’s a sad world, and things aren’t always as they appear to be.” With a sigh and a shake of the head, he looked at the floor, brandy glass poised.


  Roy could detected moistness in those eyes that had, in their time, stared down many a challenge across the boardroom table.


  “I hope you don’t think I have been too indiscreet.” The chairman offered Roy a slightly apologetic smile.


  “Not at all.” Roy often found people confided in him. He had never tried to analyse why. It wasn’t in his nature; nor was it in his nature to criticise or judge.


  “Well, well, I think dinner is about to be announced.” Roger Blackwell was back to his normal self. The exchange had only taken a few minutes. “Perhaps you’d join us at our table.” He turned to the astonished Jim Bradley, “Bradley there’s room for two more, surely?”


  Those in the immediate vicinity pricked up their ears, including Addie.


  “Why, yes, of course. We’d love—” She didn’t finish the sentence.


  “Thanks.” Roy smiled openly. “But I arranged to sit with Mick Moroney and his wife and a few of the others. I hope you don’t mind? Nice talking to you, I’ll remember what you said about the Murdochs.” With a nod and a smile, Roy said, “C’mon Addie,” and took her hand, leading her across the floor towards a group making their way to the dining room.


  Roger Blackwell watched them. “Well, now, there goes a unique man,” he said to nobody in particular.


  “Bad manners, if you ask me.” Jim Bradley couldn’t resist the comment.


  “No, Bradley, to the contrary. Loyalty and a bit of style.” The words hung in the air as the chairman looked after the two figures.


  “Are you right, dear?” Doris Blackwell, who had been circulating, joined her husband, and the two headed for the dining room, Jim Bradley and his wife dutifully tagging along. “Bradley, that Jeffries chap is one of our collectors, isn’t he? Has he applied for the inspector’s job?” the chairman enquired.


  ***


  “It would have been nice to sit at the chairman’s table,” a slightly miffed Addie commented as they moved away. “Can you imagine the comments?”


  “But we’ll have more fun with the others.” Roy laughed. “It wouldn’t be very nice after arranging to sit with them. They’re a great bunch. There’s Alex Matthews and his wife, and Mick Moroney is a gas man.” Roy had no regrets whatsoever.


  “Did you mention anything to Blackwell about the inspector’s job?” Addie persisted with a raised eyebrow and a sideways glance.


  “There they are.” Roy pointed with his glass, ignoring the enquiry, as they were greeted by the sight of round, white-cloth-covered tables flanked by gold-backed, red-velvet-cushioned chairs, floral decorations, balloons and the excited sounds of five hundred people searching for their places beneath glittering chandeliers stretching the length and breadth of the vast ballroom. Dress-suited men guided their charges to their seats with a feeling of spontaneous and unaccustomed grandeur.


  “Over here! We saw the two of you hobnobbin’ with Blackwell and his cronies!” Mick Moroney shouted from amongst a group gathered round a table near the centre of the room. “There are place names—you’re here.”


  The good-natured banter continued as Roy and Addie took their seats. Word had spread quickly through the room.


  “Invited to the Chairman’s table, no less.”


  “More fun here.” Addie laughed, grabbing Des Lennon by the ears and giving him a big lipstick kiss on the top of his bald head.


  As the ultimate celebration, the Annual Company New Year’s Eve Dance never failed. World War Two, an event of the recent past, with the misery that goes with such a conflict—ration books and meagre living—was still fresh in the minds of all. Ireland was just beginning to recover, and the people felt they owed themselves a party. Women were coming more to the fore, playing a more dominant role in every aspect of Irish life—the cinema had a great influence. Smoking cigarettes was an art—how to hold a cigarette, silver cigarette cases, cigarette holders and Zippo lighters—head back, blow smoke rings in the air…now that was something to aspire to.


  The menu boasted five courses, an impressive feast to those who rarely, if ever, dined in a restaurant other than the Company canteen. Waiters deposited bottles of red and white wine amongst the forest of drinks on the already laden tables. The Jeffries sat with their friends and exclaimed at the choice of delicacies.


  “Prawn cocktail, vegetable soup, grapefruit in a glass with a cherry in the middle…” They scrutinised the menu.


  “A prawn cocktail to start? No, thanks!”


  “What is it? God, no thanks! Grapefruit, please.”


  Most went for the vegetable soup. The waiter patiently stood, pen poised taking the orders.


  “Prawn cocktail, please.” Addie couldn’t resist. “I’ll have the prawn cocktail, whatever that is.” With a giggle, she nudged Roy as heads turned.


  “Addie, you’re never!” Gladys exclaimed. “There’s vegetable soup and grapefruit with a cherry! I’m having the grapefruit with a cherry. I had the soup last year. Mick, Addie is having the prawn cocktail. It’s a drink, you know,” she said knowledgably, nodding her head to add gravity to the statement, displaying her fount of knowledge.


  “Now there you’re wrong,” Alex Matthews, well known for his great wisdom, interjected. “I’m sorry to say you’re wrong there.” Pausing for effect, he removed his cherry-wood pipe from his mouth and tapped down the tobacco with his thumb as everyone waited. “It’s fish, in a sauce—a crustacean presented in a wine glass.” Well, nobody was going to argue with that.


  “Are you still having it, Addie, after what Alex just said?” enquired Gladys. “I wouldn’t.”


  Thinking of how nice a bowl of vegetable soup would be, but seeing that the waiter had moved on, Addie nodded positively. “Of course I’m having it. It’s probably like sardines in tomato sauce.”


  The good-humoured conversation swung back and forth. Cigarettes were exchanged: Gold Flake, Players Please and Sweet Afton.


  “There’s a poem on the back of the pack. ‘Flow gently Sweet Afton among thy green braes’,” Des Lennon read aloud, “by Robbie Burns.”


  “What’s a brae?”


  “It’s what a donkey does.”


  “No, it’s a little town about ten miles from Dublin on the coast.”


  Amidst the laughter, all-knowing Alex could not be heard as he attempted to give the correct definition.


  Then the starters arrived. Cigarettes were extinguished into overloaded ashtrays as the soup and grapefruit were placed in front of the anticipating diners. Heads bent, spoons moved rapidly, buttered bread rolls in some cases were dunked, cherries were immediately plucked from the centres of grapefruits.


  “Nice soup, pass the butter.”


  But all eyes followed the waiter’s hand as he placed the prawn cocktail in front of the not-so-sure Addie, who managed a confident smile.


  It stood in solitary magnificence: a shallow champagne glass on a dish with a small, delicate spoon and fork. Transfixed, they watched, soup spoons poised, grapefruit without cherries on top forgotten momentarily.


  Addie looked around the table as she lifted the miniature fork. She then gave the prawn cocktail her complete attention. It seemed innocent enough. There was a creamy, light-brown sauce and some lettuce. She glanced again at the spectators; not a word. They waited. She plunged the little fork into the middle of the concoction and rapidly withdrew it.


  “It’s a caterpillar!” Mick Moroney cried out, breaking the silence. “It’s a caterpillar! Don’t eat it!”


  “There’s a caterpillar in your prawn cocktail.”


  “That’s a prawn,” the all-knowing Alex Matthews interjected. “Perfectly edible, and though I have never had one myself, I believe very good for you.”


  “Nothing will convince me that that thing is not a caterpillar,” Mick persisted. “Addie, call the waiter and complain.”


  A passing waiter overhearing the comment stopped. “Is everything all right, sir?”


  “Well,” said Mick, not used to being put on the spot. “My soup’s grand an’ all that, but there’s a caterpillar in this lady’s prawn cocktail.” He pointed at the fork still held in front of Addie.


  “It’s all right.” Alex rescued the situation. “May I?” He reached across the table and, politely taking the fork from Addie’s hand, popped the prawn into his mouth.


  The waiter hurried on about his business finding it difficult to keep a straight face but making a mental note to regale the kitchen staff later.


  Adelaide looking around at the other tables spotted a few prawn cocktails being consumed enthusiastically, especially by some at the management tables. She took the spoon and helped herself to a prawn, reaching for the wine glass at the same time, just in case. The taste of the sauce was nice but the caterpillar description persisted. Quickly, she downed half the glass of wine.


  “Mm,” she said, “very nice.”


  “The French eat frogs,” someone said. “And snails.”


  “Ah, stop, you’re putting me off me soup.”


  “Here, did you hear the one about the fella in the French restaurant? ‘Have you got frogs legs,’ he said to the waiter. ‘Wee, wee,’ said the waiter. ‘Well, would you ever hop over to the counter and get me a cheese sandwich?’ said the fellah. Ha! Ha! Do yah get it?”


  The joke provoked such laughter several heads turned to see what was going on.


  “I see our collectors are having a good time,” Jim Bradley commented to one of the inspectors sitting beside him. The inspector turned to look, slightly enviously, at the happy group. He turned back to his soup without commenting. Bradley tucked into his prawn cocktail.


  Back at the Jeffries’ table the main course of beef or salmon was going down a treat.


  “Did you ever see so many knives and forks?”


  “You start from the outside and work inwards—the one that looks like a putty knife is for the fish.”


  There was a whip-round and more drinks were ordered. The waiters were working overtime keeping up. The coffee, after the sherry trifle, didn’t get much of a look-in.


  Speeches followed. The head of the social committee had his moment of glory…well, too many moments. A bit on the longwinded side, he was eventually heckled into silence.


  As near as possible to a respectful silence, in spite of the amount of alcohol consumed, prevailed during the chairman’s speech. Roger Blackwell, a man of much experience, knew how to work this particular audience with a nice balance of complimentary comments and some humour.


  Then Bradley was introduced to give a few words on the financial situation. He didn’t stand a chance.


  “Give us a song, Beaky!”


  “Why don’t you stand up? Oh! you are standing up.”


  “Len’s us a fiver, Beaky!


  Voices coming from every corner of the room provoked laughter, drowning out the unfortunate man’s attempts to speak.


  The chairman of the social committee came to the rescue.


  “Now then, now then, a bit of hush, please, please, a bit of respect.” The laughter and heckling gradually subsided. “Thank you, thank you very much.” The head of the social committee was a popular man. As the hubbub quietened, he turned to the accountant. “The floor is yours, Mr. Beak—Mr. Bradley.” He corrected himself but not quick enough. Pandemonium broke out as the entire company collapsed into uncontrolled laughter.


  Roy felt a bit sorry for the man, but really, he couldn’t stop laughing. People said afterwards they thought Mick Moroney was going to have a heart attack. Roger Blackwell, the chairman, did his best but had to hide his face in a big white handkerchief and turn away, his shoulders shaking uncontrollably and tears streaming down his face. One of the great moments in The Company’s Social Club history.


  The floor was cleared and the dancing began.


  “Ladies and gentlemen, tonight you are dancing to the fabulous Rhythm Kings!” The strains of Victor Sylvester’s ‘You’re Dancing on my Heart’ filled the room.


  “Happy New Year, everybody, it’s a quickstep.”


  The spotlights bouncing off the MC’s suit, dazzling and sparkling, were only outshone by the largest crystal ball in Ireland revolving slowly high up in the ceiling. Millions of coloured light-dots played over and around the dancers as they took to the floor.


  The printed programme for the dancing promised quicksteps, slow waltzes, the foxtrot, a Paul Jones, tango and, of course, the much-anticipated spot prizes.


  “I love to tango.” Addie read the card carefully. “There’s a Hokey Cokey, even a military two-step.”


  Everyone took part. Long dresses whirled as the women strutted their stuff, and the men felt grand in their tuxedos and dickey bows. The Rhythm Kings played their hearts out.


  The spotlight jerked and swivelled around and around, and side to side, adding to the excitement. When the music stopped, whichever couple were captured in the spotlight would win a spot prize.


  The prizes were displayed at the front of the stage, and if you were a lucky winner, you could take your pick. Every couple made a point of dancing near to the stage to see what was on offer.


  “Wow! A radio, there’s a radio this year and a record player and cash tokens for Cleary’s!”


  The spotlight swung, and the excitement grew. Suddenly the music stopped. The spotlight swung and bounced around the excited, expectant upturned faces.


  “And the winners of our first spot prize of the night are…” The MC built the tension. The room went dark, highlighting a young couple, who became frozen in disbelief with a mixture of excitement and embarrassment at being picked out. The spotlight followed them as they made their way to claim their prize.


  The dancers applauded the young couple as they stepped onto the stage.


  “Jim and Laura Jackson!” the MC declared. “Jim works in the stores.” He bent his head close to the girl, who spoke in his ear. “And they got married last month! Give them a great round of applause!”


  Some enterprising member of the orchestra played a few notes of the Bridal March as young Jim punched the air and claimed the beautiful new Bush four-valve, with special feature tuning eye, radio set.


  “Lucky blighters, there goes the bleedin’ radio…ah look, they’re only just married, I’m glad for them.”


  “Now, ladies and gentlemen, take the floor for a lady’s excuse-me. Don’t be shy, here’s your chance.” The dancing continued as midnight approached.


  There were novelty spot prizes, a great new idea. The lights went up and everyone crowded around the stage.


  “For our first novelty spot prize…” The MC paused, and the dancers shuffled forward.


  “…the first person up to me…” He hesitated. The dancers waited in anticipation.


  “…with a pair of nylon stockings over his arm!”


  “Quick! Get your stockings off!”


  Some had their suspenders half undone when the prize was suddenly awarded.


  “Ah, Jaysus!” one or two exclaimed, in the process of trying to coax a wife or girlfriend to hand over their stockings. Standing on the stage was one of the young lads from the accounts department, his girlfriend held high, knees bent, her stocking-clad legs dangling over his arm.


  A good few heads turned as Addie tried to readjust her suspenders. Many similar spot prizes followed.


  “The first person up to me with a complete set of black teeth!” The compere laughed as he delivered the challenge.


  Nobody could produce a complete set of black teeth, though a good few were close. With a flourish, some bright spark produced a black comb and another prize was claimed.


  “First man with a couple of redheads!”


  “It’s a matchstick,” the all-knowing Alex exclaimed. “A friendly match with a sulphur head, quick!”


  There was a mad rush for the stage, people holding matchboxes aloft.


  “I’ll never get the hang of this,” said a disappointed Mick Moroney. “Last year I won two prizes with the spotlight.”


  “That’s progress for you, Mick,” came the reply.


  “Maybe you’ll win the raffle.”


  “I wanted the radio.”


  The Rhythm Kings took a break and an interval prevailed. Various performers were summoned to the stage. This was a highlight moment.


  The compere had been furnished with a list of names. “Would Mick Moroney take to the stage, please.” He looked around expectantly. “We all agree he’s a great singer.” Mick strutted up amidst howls of approval and whistles.


  “Give us Danny Boy, Mick.”
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