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‘Despite an impressive body of work, which extends to plays for the stage and radio, she remains relatively little known and is often described as the most underrated of Irish authors. She has the power of a quiet talent … her authorial voice is restrained and it is her dialogue which dominates the narrative … Foolish Mortals gives us a few glimpses of New Ireland, and Johnston’s view of it is bleak, but not without hope’ TLS
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About the Book

All families are complicated, but some are more complicated than others. And Christmas can only make matters worse.

After Ciara’s estranged father is nearly killed by his second wife in a car accident – or was it an accident? – Ciara begins, gingerly, to re-enter his life. As her troubled family gather for the holidays, is it too much to hope that they begin to find peace at last? Of course it is.

With cross-dressing twins, new loves and an unpredictably monstrous matriarch, Christmas was never going to be easy. But it proves both more disastrous and happier than any of them could have guessed.


To H. E. Geoffrey, with much love and many thanks for the kindnesses he has shown me. And, of course, to Jane, and I must not forget Norah, Cat of cats.


Autumn

‘He’s coming out …’

My head was filled with coloured reverberations but I heard the words.

Purple, green, yellow.

It was a deep unknown voice.

‘Out.’

Red.

Red, flashing in front of my eyes.

Someone had sewn them shut.

I tried to pull them open, to see who had spoken, to see the world.

No luck.

The colours in my head flashed, red and deepest purple, the purple of kings and queens and cardinals.

I laughed inside myself and the pain came.

Wave after wave, filling my body and my head. Nothing, no part of me was free from that pain. The colours deepened into black and I fell.

I seemed to be forever falling.

Beside me someone sighed. Someone was holding my wrist. Was it the same person, I wondered.

I wondered, and then I realised that I was wondering.

Oh dear God.

I heard the words echo in my head.

Oh dear God.

I felt my jaw, my mouth forming the words, opening and closing.

The fingers holding my wrist loosened, fell away.

‘What was that he said?’

‘Unh?’

‘He spoke. He spoke.’

‘Sssh.’

‘He must be—’

‘Sssssh.’

Silence.

I wondered again.

Someone covered my hand with a soft cloth.

They whispered. I could only hear the soft hissing of their breaths as the words pushed out of their mouths.

Clink and then the sound for a moment of running water.

I surprised myself by knowing what these sounds were.

I knew whispers. I knew water. I knew that someone had put a soft cloth over my hand. A chair leg squeaked on the floor and then someone sighed once more.

I knew those words.

Chair.

Cloth.

Water.

My mouth needed water.

I tried to raise my hand, the one that someone had covered with a soft cloth.

Then the pain began again.

Not this time like the coloured pain. No.

Grey.

I could bear this.

I could wonder where I was, who were the whisperers.

I could try to open my eyes.

Oh dear God.

‘He spoke again. Henry.’

‘Ssssh. Leave him. He’s not yet ready.’

Oh dear God.

‘Please let me, please. Henry.’

The chair leg scraped again and someone stood beside me. I felt the shadow of someone there on my right-hand side.

Oh dear God.

‘Henry.’

‘I’m tired.’ It was my voice. I spoke quite clearly. I surprised myself by the clarity of my voice.

‘Henry. You’re going to be all right. Can you hear me? Henry?’

More words.

Shadow.

Henry.

Tired.

Water.

I turned my head away from the voice. I was truly tired. More tired than I could remember ever being. I was weighted down with tiredness. Long and thin, I was, and covered with heavy stones: shoulders, chest, arms, legs, smooth, heavy stones.

Murmurs reached my ears, but meant nothing. Soft steps moved. I went into blackness.

***

Stephanie, who had been his wife, left the room, followed by Dr Cairns, hot on her heels. He closed the door carefully behind him and turned and lookd at her. She was pale, with deep black rings under her eyes.

‘Is he …? Will he …?’

The doctor sighed.

‘Mrs … ummm …’

‘O’Connor.’

‘Yes.’ He said the word angrily. He knew. He bloody knew what her name was, but he had a lot of things in his head. Everyone expected you to be sharp. All the time. ‘I’m sorry, Mrs O’Connor, of course I … Yes. He’ll be all right. Broken leg, ribs, collarbone, they’ll all mend. Bones mend. I mean to say when he’s about sixty or so, arthritis will probably set in. But.’ He laughed a little awkwardly. ‘That happens to a lot of people, doesn’t it?’

‘I suppose.’

She chewed at her lip for a moment.

Her teeth were white and very straight.

Expensive, he thought.

‘It was really … well, I meant in his head. Yes. What do you … ummm?’

He pulled himself together.

‘Tomorrow morning, Mrs … O’Connor. We’ll know more tomorrow morning. I will be in my consulting rooms at eleven.’ Cautiously he put a hand on her arm. ‘In the meantime get some rest. Please, do that.’

He turned and walked away down the highly polished corridor. His shoes squeaked as he walked; that embarrassed him slightly.

Stephanie watched him go.

Damn you.

She turned back towards the door of Henry’s room and wondered whether to go in again or go home to bed.

Damn you too.

She decided to go home. She’d see about bed when she got there.

Damn everyone, she thought as she ran down the steps from the hospital to the car park. Most especially Henry.

She sat in her car for a few minutes staring out of the window, looking at people coming and going; people with flowers or plastic bags full of clean clothes, bottles of lemon squash, books. One woman carried a large fluffy toy dog with long ears and another a small radio. They walked with purpose.

I’ll bring him some flowers tomorrow, she thought, and the children must come in then, both of them. Not of course at the same time, that might be too much for him. That might make him lapse back into unconsciousness again.

She turned the key and set off for home.

***

Ciara was at home, sprawled on a pile of cushions on the floor watching EastEnders.

‘What’s for dinner?’ she shouted as her mother closed the front door.

Stephanie didn’t answer. She hung her coat up and went into the sitting room.

Her daughter waved a hand at her.

‘The BBC’s really gone mad.’

Two people were kissing on the large screen. ‘They’re brother and sister. Incest. I mean to say … What is the world coming to?’

Stephanie picked up the zapper and switched off the set.

‘Hey!’

‘Your father is still unconscious.’

‘Should we care?’

‘Darling, don’t be like that. Of course we care.’

Ciara got to her feet and stood for a moment or two staring at her mother.

‘Sorry,’ she said. ‘Of course I care. I think he’s a bastard but I love him. Is he going to be OK? What do they say?’

‘Bones mend. That’s what the doctor said.’

‘That was all?’

‘More or less. I’m seeing him tomorrow morning. I expect he’ll have more to say then. We can have omelettes or we can go down the road. Which would you prefer?’

‘You look exhausted. Whackerony. I’ll do us omelettes. You go to bed.’

‘I’ll have a bath. I don’t know about bed. I’m tired but I don’t think I’ll be able to sleep. My head’s a whirl. Have you not got work to do?’

‘Nope. Done it all.’ The lying words flew out of her mouth and round the room, like autumn leaves fluttering in the wind.

Stephanie smiled.

They went their ways; Ciara to rattle and bang in the kitchen and think thoughts about her father; Stephanie to the bath where she fell asleep and was wakened by Ciara’s voice calling her.

***

It was night-time when my eyes opened. The lights in the room were dim. A figure stood by the window. It was a woman. She was watching me.

Ah.

‘Who are you?’

I suppose it was less of a cliché than where am I?

She smiled.

‘I’ve come to say goodbye.’ Her voice was low, almost like a man’s.

‘You have to say hello first.’

She moved silently towards me; there was not even the rustle of her skirt nor the slur of a shoe on the polished floor. She put out a hand and touched my face. A breath of a touch, no more.

‘Hello.’

My head hurt with the effort to remember.

‘Have we met?’

‘Oh yes, my dear.’

‘I … I’m sorry …’

‘You have forgotten me?’

‘I …’

I didn’t know what to say.

She leant over me, her face hovering above mine. I had never seen her before. I could swear that.

She sighed.

‘Such inconstancy.’

I closed my eyes.

***

Stephanie brought flowers the next morning, an extravagant bunch of freesias, deep red, orange, purple and white, whose strong sweet smell she hoped would drown the hospital smell of floor polish and disinfectant. She also brought the Irish Times and a Venetian thriller by Donna Leon, in case he might be well enough to feel like light reading.

He was propped against a hill of white pillows, strapped and bandaged; the bruises on his face showed black and purple on his yellow skin. His eyes were closed, but he opened them when he heard the door.

‘Hello,’ she said.

She stood by the door for a moment, waiting … for what, she wondered. Then with an idiotic gesture she waved the bunch of flowers at him. He closed his eyes again.

‘Steph?’

‘Yes.’

She went across the room and put the flowers down on a table near the window.

‘I’ll get a nurse to—’

‘It is you, isn’t it? Steph?’

‘Yes. It is. Yes. I am Stephanie.’

‘Thank you,’ he said.

His voice, she thought, was scratched and faded, like an old shellac record.

She went over to the bed; her crêpe de Chine scarf had been neatly folded and placed on the locker beside him. She picked it up and put the paper and the book in its place. The scarf she unfolded and draped across her shoulders; it was a wonderful red with the faintest of grey-blue traceries across it. She had bought it in Venice many years before when they had been happy. She always had the remembrance of that happiness when she wore it.

‘There’s nothing to thank me for,’ she said and touched his hand, the hand she had covered with the scarf the night before. ‘I’ve brought you the Irish Times. I didn’t know if …’

‘That is good,’ he said.

His hand twitched under hers. He scrabbled at her fingers, tried to clasp them, but she pulled away.

‘The children will be coming in …’

‘No,’ he said.

He opened his eyes as wide as he could and stared up at her.

He flipped his hand at her.

‘Not yet. Please.’

‘They want to see you. It’s been over a year since—’

‘No.’

‘All right. I’ll tell them not to come.’

‘I want to be able to think when I see them. I want to be able to remember their names.’

His eyes drooped shut.

She looked at him for a while and then turned and left the room.

At the door she stopped for a moment.

‘Donough and Ciara,’ she said.

At eleven o’clock precisely she knocked on the door of Dr Cairns’s room.

‘Come in.’

His secretary looked up from some papers.

‘Mrs O’Connor?’

‘That’s right.’

‘Doctor is expecting you. Go right in.’

She nodded towards a door on her left.

The doctor got up when she came into the room. He held out a hand.

‘Mrs O’Connor. Good morning. Was I grumpy yesterday? Don’t tell me. I know I was. Please sit down. I’d had a dreadful day. The bedside manner wears thin from time to time. I hope you will forgive me.’

She sat down.

‘Not at all. I mean, yes, of course. I … I saw him earlier. I just popped in. I brought him some flowers. I thought he seemed better. He knew me. That was better. Wasn’t it?’

‘Yes.’ He picked up a pen and tapped the table with it.

Rat-a-tata-tat. Quite rhythmic and soft.

‘Am I right in thinking that you and Mr O’Connor are separated?’

‘Divorced, actually.’

Ratatata ratatatat.

‘I don’t really see what—’

‘How long?’

‘Several years. Look …’

‘How long, to be exact?’

‘Two years. It seems like forever.’

‘Mrs O’Connor, it seems to me that you are taking on your shoulders the role of next of kin. Do you really think this is what my patient would want?’

‘It doesn’t really matter, does it? Someone has to care.’

‘He has a wife? Hasn’t he? Didn’t he marry again?’

‘She was killed in the accident. Did no one tell you that? Dear God, do you think he doesn’t know?’

The rattatting faltered.

‘That is likely. Yes. He has been unconscious until last night. I don’t know what, if anything, he remembers, about the accident, about anything at all. As I said to you yesterday, his bones will mend, but no one can say anything about his head. Not yet. It will take time. He may be perfectly all right, but …’

He looked at the pen and then dropped it onto the table. He sighed.

‘I’m sorry,’ he said at last. ‘I can’t say much more to you until … well, until I discover more about who … You have children?’

‘Two.’

‘Yes. Grown up?’

‘Well …’

‘Perhaps if one of them or both of them were to come and see me.’

Stephanie got to her feet.

‘I’ll talk to them, but if I may say so, Doctor, I think you are a bloody pain in the ass.’

He looked startled.

‘Mrs … ah …’

‘O’Connor.’

‘Yes. Yes. I do remember your name. You must realise that your … ah, that Mr O’Connor is very ill. I have to be aware of his best interests. You seem to me to be a rather intemperate lady.’

‘Possibly. But I am the person who cares. I’ve told you that.’

He waved a hand in her direction.

‘I was his wife for over twenty years. I am the mother of his children. I do care, Doctor. Believe me. Goodbye.’

She stamped out of the room and past his secretary and out of the door into the passage. She left both doors open behind her; why bother slamming them, she thought, as she stamped down the passage.

She stood at the top of the steps outside the hospital main door and looked across the car park. She took a deep breath of fresh air.

‘I care,’ she shouted. No one paid any attention.

***

A nurse came into my room and asked me what I would like for lunch.

I told her I wasn’t hungry.

She said I must try something.

‘Soup, perhaps. A few spoonfuls of soup?’

I didn’t answer her.

‘You must eat something.’

I shut my eyes.

I could feel the pain starting again. A distant wave which I knew would grow and grow, wash over me, wave upon wave like the tide creeping in, like the sparkling heads tossing, like the undertow pulling gently at first and then washing, pulling, sucking, tugging on and on. I groaned.

Featherlike fingers touched my forehead, slid down over my cheekbone, my jaw, to my neck. I forced my eyes open to see her face; it was the same face, pale as death. I had never seen her before and yet …

Her fingers touched my forehead again. She whispered warm words into my ear. I couldn’t make out what she was saying, but her breath was warm.

The wave of pain washed, washed washed.

***

‘Well one of you will have to go and see the doctor. He won’t talk to me. He thinks I’m up to no good and then of course I was rude to him.’

‘Trust you. The words fall out of your mouth before you think. Don’t they?’

‘And Daddy. Just pop in and say hi. He is after all your father.’

Donough sighed.

‘Yes, yes, yes, yes.’

‘Say your name. Tell him your name, just in case …’

‘In case of what?’

‘Just in case. He might be a bit dopey. You know. He said …’ She stopped. She turned away from her son and looked out of the window. Someone had left a deckchair in the middle of the lawn and its seat flapped, dispirited, in the wind. Brown leaves lifted and then fell again, the trees were nearly bare and in the low sun the shadows of their bare branches danced on the grass.

‘He said what?’ her son asked.

‘Nothing much. Just that he mightn’t recognise you: any of you. He didn’t want that to happen … so he said …’

‘Yes?’

‘Not to come.’

‘Well there you are then.’

‘But …’

Donough sighed again.

‘I think you should. I really do; and go and see the doctor. Get some sense out of him.’

‘No. I won’t go.’

‘You said yes a few minutes ago.’

‘You hadn’t told me the whole of it. About him saying that.’

‘For heaven’s sake Donough, stop arguing. I want you to go and see the man.’

‘You’re bullying me.’

She began to cry. She felt in her pocket for a tissue and dabbed at her face. He watched her in silence for a few moments and then got up and went over to her. He put his arms around her.

‘It’s OK, Ma. I’ll go. Tomorrow morning, I’ll go. Come on, don’t cry. Please don’t cry. Everything’s going to be all right.’ He rocked her in his arms and kissed the top of her head. ‘Mamma mia, sssh. Don’t cry. There, there, there.’

She lifted her head and gazed out at the garden over his shoulder.

‘Someone’s left a deckchair out there.’

‘I’ll get it.’

She dabbed at her eyes again.

‘Thank you.’

He unlocked the door and went out into the garden. She watched him pick up the deckchair, fold its legs together and carry it over to the shed on the other side of the lawn; the leaves scuttered round his legs as he walked and she thought of Henry, his whole unbroken self, cutting down the apple trees and putting up the shed and how angry she had been with him. They had been lovely apple trees, Beauty of Bath, pink, crunchy and sweet. She could taste the juice in her mouth as she thought about it. You couldn’t buy Beauty of Bath in the shops any longer, she couldn’t think why. Maybe you never could buy them. Maybe only those people privileged enough to have apple trees in their gardens had ever tasted Beauty of Bath apples. Henry had not cared; he had preferred the shed, so that his expensive garden tools might not get wet, where he could keep things in order. He had used the work bench quite a lot. She wondered how he managed without it now, in his new life, and then thought that now his new life was changed, he had entered a new phase.

‘He needn’t think he’s going to come back here.’

‘What?’ asked Donough as he closed the door behind him.

‘I was just thinking about your father. I didn’t realise I’d spoken. I didn’t mean to speak aloud.’

‘You’re a terror for uncontrolled speaking.’

‘Life goes in fits and starts, but forwards, always forwards. I don’t want to go back to all that.’

‘I don’t suppose he will either.’

‘You’re probably right.’

‘While we’re talking …’ He paused and licked his lips. ‘I’ve got a house. Em. Yes. Mespil Road, looking out on the canal.’ He laughed nervously. ‘Jolly nice.’

Stephanie looked at him for a while, trying to collect her thoughts, trying not to allow herself to fall into uncontrolled speech. She smiled finally.

‘Great, darling. That’s wonderful. I didn’t know you were looking.’

‘On and off. This just came up and it sounded too good to miss.’

‘Terribly expensive?’

‘Could be worse. You must come and see it. The painters are there at the moment and we’ve put in another bathroom. Nowadays you have to have two bathrooms.’

‘Of course. You say we. Who do you …?’

‘Brendan.’

‘Oh.’

He put his hand on her shoulder.

‘It was going to happen sometime or other, Ma. You know that. We’re not kids any longer. Time to move out. Lead lives of quiet desperation like everyone else. You like Brendan. You know you do.’

‘Yes, I do. I just thought … well are you sure? Really sure?’

‘Yes, darling, I’m sure. And he’s sure too. We’ve talked a lot about this. We’re doing the right thing. Don’t worry about us. It’s going to be fine.’

They stood there; he held her shoulder for a long time without speaking, then she looked up into his face and kissed his cheek.

‘That’s OK by me, son. I just want my kids to be happy and then I think, what’s happy but a terrible illusion? And we keep pushing them towards this thing that barely exists. Pushing gently but nonetheless pushing. We always think we have an overview, that we are right, but we seldom are. I think it’s time for a drink, don’t you? I’ll have a large gin and tonic.’

He laughed. He took his hand from her shoulder. He touched her hair.

‘Thanks Ma. You’re a star.’

***

Bright autumn morning fell in squares on the floor.

I was washed and ready for the day, whatever that might bring: doctors, nurses, assessments, reassessments, pokers and pryers.

All I wanted was to remember what had happened.

It’s all right, they say, it will all come back in time.

All I had in my head was the grinding sound of metal, and the engine’s squeal as if it were being pushed beyond endurance and then a voice crying Nooooo, which was probably my voice pitched so hectically that even my own mother wouldn’t have recognised it.

I was wearing blue-and-white striped pyjamas, which I didn’t very much like, and there was a thin gold ring on the third finger of my left hand. That was clear, unequivocal. I was a married man.

And Stephanie had come to visit me and talked about children. Yes. And she had brought me flowers which sat there on the windowsill in a blue bowl, in the sunlight.

I could hear feet on the corridor and an occasional laugh.

If I keep very still I have no pain.

The woman who visits me in the darkness who whispers warm words into my ear is not Stephanie. Today I am determined to find out the wheres and whos and whys of my current situation.

Donough.

I remember. That is a name I remember.

Suddenly I see her face, pale, drained of energy but so happy.

‘Pick him up,’ she had said. ‘He is yours too.’

And I had bent and picked up the tiny creature from the cradle and held him in my hands. That was where he fitted, in my two hands.

She had laughed and a little colour flushed into her face.

‘You look so frightened. Don’t be frightened. He won’t break.’

‘His head might fall off.’

She laughed again and I had felt so happy, that she had laughed, that this creature there in my hands was mine. I held him up to my face and kissed his cheek. She patted the bed and I sat beside her and we both stared at our child, in my hands, and smiled and were at that moment happier than anyone in the world had ever been before.

Damn, I thought to myself. Damn, damn, damn.

I drifted off and then the doctor came. I opened my eyes and saw him standing over me, my wrist held delicately between his fingers.

‘Doctor?’

‘Yes.’

He placed my hand gently on the bedcover and wrote something in his notebook.

‘Yes, yes.’

‘Well first of all, where am I?’

‘Vincent’s.’

‘And why?’

‘I would have thought that was … hum … yes … well as the result of a motor accident. You have multiple injuries, but nothing life-threatening. Ribs, collarbone and leg. You’ll be as good as new in a few weeks. Anything else?’

‘Where did it happen? How …’

‘How I can’t tell you, but it seems you ran slap bang wallop into the wall of Blackrock College, just down the road. A mile, half a mile. Car was a total write-off.’

He smiled happily at me.

‘You mean I ran into—’

‘No, no, no. Not you, the driver.’

‘Who was the driver?’

He stopped smiling.

‘I was rather hoping that we might have a few more days’ recovery time before …’

‘Doctor.’

‘Well actually …’ He bent and picked up my hand again. ‘We think it was your wife.’ He squeezed my fingers.

‘My wife?’

‘Yes. I’m terribly sorry. She, ah, was killed instantly. No pain, nothing like that at all. Her brother came and identified her.’

He replaced my hand on the bed and stood looking at me.

‘My wife?’

That did puzzle me.

‘Stephanie. Surely she—’

‘Charlotte. Your wife’s name was Charlotte.’

It was as if the corner of a curtain in my mind was tweaked and something moved behind it. I closed my eyes for a moment or perhaps it was more than a moment because when I opened them the doctor was gone.

‘Charlotte.’ I spoke the word aloud.

I heard the shadow of a laugh.

Later that morning Donough came in. Awkwardly he carried a bunch of flowers, dahlias, picked from the remaining ones in the garden; now how did I remember that, I wondered.

‘Donough,’ he said as he laid the flowers on the table by the bed. ‘Your son.’

‘I know.’

I held out my good hand towards him and tentatively he touched it.

‘You remember me?’

‘Why wouldn’t I?’

He shrugged. Then he gave me quite a pleasant little smile.

‘It’s been a long time. Nearly two years. The last time we met was the night of my graduation. Do you remember? Probably not. We were all poleaxed. In the Lincoln … even Mum was there and you came in and …’ His eyes filled suddenly with tears. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘Really, really sorry.’

‘I don’t remember, son, I have to admit I haven’t got control of my remembering yet.’

‘You brought a bottle of champagne and … and you handed it to me and said, “Congratulations, son.” And I said we don’t want your bloody champagne, so fuck off.’

He put his head in his hands and began to cry.

‘Hey,’ I said. ‘Hey. Don’t cry, son. Please don’t – there must have been a good reason for such intemperance.’

‘Oh yes. Yes, of course there was, but … but I would like to say here and now that not a day has passed since then without me wishing that I had never said it. So here we are now and you don’t remember and I am apologising. Sorry, Dad.’

‘Em, thanks. That’s OK, son. Let’s leave it at that, shall we?’

We were silent for a while.

‘So,’ I said eventually. ‘What are you doing now? With your life? What sort of job do you have?’

‘I’m a sub-editor on the Irish Times. Working nights. Hoping that one day soon I’ll get a foot on the ladder. Up, up the ladder.’

‘I’m sure you will. That sounds good. Did I know about this?’

‘I think you knew about everything. I don’t believe you stopped caring.’

‘I’m sure I didn’t.’

‘Mum wants to know if you need washing done, anything like that, you know, shopping. Anything.’

‘Tomorrow. I’ll know more tomorrow.’

‘Ciara will be in tomorrow.’

‘Ciara?’

I saw a flash of long red hair. I heard intemperate laughter, just for a moment.

‘Hair. Long red hair.’

He nodded.

‘She’s still at school. She’s up to her eyes at the moment. She does her leaving next summer. She’s nice. You’ll like her. She has the most amazing hair. I’m not surprised you remember that.’

He stood up.

‘I must go. I’m glad … you’ll be OK. I’m glad … I’ll be in again.’ He touched my hand again. ‘Take care.’ He went red in the face. ‘God, what a stupid thing to say.’

‘I will try not to fall out of bed.’

‘Yes. Bye, Dad. See you.’

He waved his hand at me and left.

Things could not be too bad. I could remember the colour of my younger daughter’s hair.

I must begin to bend my mind towards Charlotte.

All those whys and wherefores.

For the moment I was tired so I closed my eyes.

In my sleep she came to me again.

Someone came.

She held my hand, her thumb rotated on the back of my wrist and she whispered words to me that I couldn’t catch.

‘What?’ I bent my head towards her. ‘What? Sorry but I can’t … I didn’t quite get that. Do speak up. Yes. Up.’

She smiled and continued to whisper.

Someone.

The feel of her hand was good and her thumb circling, circling.

***

Grey mist was falling from the sky, making everything damp and slimy.

I really don’t like autumn, she thought; it’s beautiful and colourful, but carries with it, flaunts in fact, the inevitability of winter.

She was alone in the house.

She had always liked that. She liked to breathe the air unbreathed by anyone else. She liked the emptiness, the knowledge that there was no one behind any door, no voice would call her, no footstep disturb the tranquil silence. When she wasn’t working she listened to music, the slow mournful coiling and uncoiling of Monteverdi or Pergolesi; Schubert, ‘il supremo’ she called him in her mind, and of course Johann Sebastian Bach. She worked in silence. Tapped out on her processor tight, bleak short stories about the relationships between men and women.

Now she was reading and thinking intermittently about Henry.

What, she wondered, would happen to him when he came out of hospital?

I can keep an eye on him, but have him here, occupy myself fully … heavens no. No. I must take a stand. No. That sounds too dramatic. There must be no dramatics. I will just leave him be in his own flat and keep a weather eye out. Make sure he doesn’t dwindle away. Like not eating properly. I’m damned if I’ll do his laundry though. Uh-huh. That he can sort out for himself. Supposing though he isn’t able? Can’t put his dirties into the machine and switch it on. He was never able to do that when he was here. Why should things be different now? Maybe he learnt lessons from Charlotte. Ha ha. Bitter laughter. He is not my business any longer. Ay, thank God for that. My mother always said he was the wrong man for me. Even when we were happy she said that. And we were happy. I distinctly remember that.

The sound of the hall door scraping on the tiles; automatically she thought I must get that seen to, an automatic thought she’d had for over two years now.

‘Yoo-hoo.’

Donough’s voice.

‘Sitting room.’

He came in and slung his briefcase on the floor.

‘Hi. Filthy day.’

‘Umm.’

He sat on the sofa and leaning his head on the back of it stared up at the ceiling. For a moment or two neither of them spoke.

‘I went to see him.’

‘That’s good. How was he?’

‘Not too bad. His memory’s shot, but I think he’ll be fine. Time is what he needs. The doctor wasn’t there. But the ward sister was quite cheery about him. I told him Ciara would be in tomorrow.’ He gave a little laugh. ‘He remembered her red hair. I thought that was pretty good.’

‘Not bad.’

‘Pale and wan.’

‘Yes.’

‘Only to be expected of course. I … ah … apologised.’

She was startled.

‘Whatever for?’

‘My graduation day.’

She thought for a moment.

‘Oh that! I had forgotten about that.’

‘So had he.’

She laughed.

‘I felt better. It’s something I’ve felt rotten about.’

She patted his shoulder.

‘Personally I thought it was pretty noble of you. Rude, of course, but noble.’

Donough waved his hands in the air.

‘I’m a hero?’

‘I wouldn’t go quite that far.’ She got up. ‘I must go and make the dinner.’

‘Count me out. I’m on the early shift, and I won’t be back tonight.’

She left the room without saying anything.

He hated that. He had done nothing wrong. He was the way he was. It was nothing to do with her. She was not complaining, never, but she wished he were not the way he were, she couldn’t help showing it in her face.
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