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Praise for Scarlet Feather



‘That Binchy is a consummate story-teller who involves the reader in the world she creates is well istablished, and well recognised by her public . . . the Binchy public will not be disappointed at storyline or resolution’


Irish Times


‘Wit, warmth, straightforwardness, an ear for the telling anecdote . . . These are the perennial charms of the Irish and the prime ingredients of Maeve Binchy’s million-selling novels’


Mail on Sunday


‘Maeve Binchy’s greatest strength is in creating conversations through which the characters reveal their dominant traits’


Independent


‘If you’re a lover of Maeve Binchy’s warm, engrossing novels, you’re in for a treat . . . You’ll be hooked by the characters from the start and the fine storytelling simply sweeps you along’


Woman’s Realm


‘The storytelling is, as always, confident, sharp and funny’


Sunday Times


‘Scarlet Feather has all the distinguishing Binchy characteristics: human interest, pacy plot, judicious humour, warm sentiment . . . we get cracking from the start’


Evening Standard


Binchy’s success with romantic novels has always been built on good characterisation and storytelling’


Daily Telegraph


‘Maeve is just like a good fisherwoman: she teases you, reels you in and by the time you try to get away, you are well and truly hooked. I literally could not put the book down . . . she creates a world that is unmistakably her own . . . Her characters and their problems are totally believable and handled with enormous humanity . . . it doesn’t get much better than that’


Sunday Express


‘This is a wonderfully warm-hearted book with an endearing cast of characters and the Irish atmosphere that is Maeve Binchy’s trademark’


The Lady





To my dearest Gordon, with all my love






Scarlet Feather
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New Year’s Eve



On the radio show they were asking people what kind of a New Year’s Eve did they really want. It was very predictable. Those who were staying at home doing nothing wanted to be out partying, those who were too busy and rushed wanted to go to bed with a cup of tea and be asleep before the festivities began.


Cathy Scarlet smiled grimly as she packed more trays of food into the van. There could hardly be anyone in Ireland who would answer the question by saying that they really and truly wanted to spend the night catering a supper party for a mother-in-law. Now that was the punishment posting tonight, feeding Hannah Mitchell’s guests at Oaklands. Why was she doing it then? Partly for practice, and of course it would be a good way to meet potential customers. Jock and Hannah Mitchell knew the kind of people who could afford caterers. But mainly she was doing it because she wanted to prove to Hannah Mitchell that she could. That Cathy, daughter of poor Lizzie Scarlet, the maid who cleaned Oaklands, who had married the only son of the house, Neil, was well able to run her own business and hold her head as high as any of them.


Neil Mitchell was in his car when he heard the radio programme. It annoyed him greatly. Anyone looking at him from another car would have seen his sharp, handsome face frown. People often thought they recognised him; his face was familiar from television, but he wasn’t an actor, he just turned up on the screen so often, pushing the hair out of his eyes, passionate, concerned and caring, always the spokesperson for the underdog. He had the bright burning eyes of a crusader. This kind of whining and moaning on a radio show really drove him mad. People who had everything, a home, a job, a family, all telephoning a radio station to complain about the pressures of life. They were all so lucky and just too selfish to realise it. Unlike the man that Neil was going to see now, a Nigerian who would give anything to have the problems of these fools on the radio programme. His papers were not in order due to bungling and messing, and there was grave danger he would have to leave Ireland in the next forty-eight hours. Neil, who was a member of a lawyers’ group set up to protect refugees, had been asked to come to a strategy meeting. It could go on for several hours. His mother had warned him not to be late at Oaklands, it was an important party, she said.


‘I do hope that poor Cathy will be able to manage it,’ she had said to Neil.


‘Don’t let her hear you calling her “poor Cathy”, if you want your guests to get any food,’ he had laughed.


It was idiotic, this nonsense between his mother and his wife; he and his father stayed well away from it. It was obvious anyway that Cathy had won, so what was it all about?


Tom Feather was going through the property section of the newspaper yet again. A puzzled look was on his face. He lay across the small sofa – there was never room for his long limbs and big frame unless he draped himself somehow over the whole thing. If he could put a chair at one end for his feet to rest on, it was fairly comfortable; some day he would live in a place where there was a sofa big enough to fit him. It was all very well to have the broad-shouldered rugby-player’s build, but not if you needed to sit down and study the Premises Vacant ads. He shook out the newspaper. There had to be something he hadn’t noticed. Some kind of premises with a room that could be made into a catering kitchen. He and Cathy Scarlet had worked so hard to make this happen. Since their first year at catering college they were going to set up Dublin’s best home catering company. The whole idea of serving people great food in their own homes at reasonable prices was something that fired them both. They had worked so hard, and now they had made contacts and got the funding, all they needed was somewhere to operate from. Cathy and Neil’s little town house in Waterview, though very elegant, was far too small to consider, and the flat in Stoneyfield where he lived with Marcella was even tinier. They had to find somewhere soon. He was half listening to the radio programme. What would he really like to do on this New Year’s Eve? Find the perfect place for their company to set itself up, and then he would like to stay at home with Marcella and to stroke her beautiful hair as they sat by the fire and talked about the future. No, of course that wasn’t going to happen.


Marcella Malone worked in the beauty salon of Haywards store. She was possibly the most beautiful manicurist that any of the clients had ever seen. Tall and willowy, with a cloud of dark hair, she had that kind of oval face and olive skin that schoolgirls dreamed of having. At the same time, she had a quiet, unthreatening way about her that made older, uglier, fatter people take to her despite her beauty. The clients felt that some of her good looks might rub off on them, and she always seemed interested in whatever they had to say.


They had the radio on in the salon, and people there were talking about the topic. Clients were interested and joined in the argument, nobody really got what they wanted on New Year’s Eve. Marcella said nothing. She bent her beautiful face over the nails that she was doing and thought how lucky she was. She had everything she wanted. She had Tom Feather, the most handsome and loving man that any girl could want. And even more, she had been photographed recently at two events with very good connections. A knitwear promotion and at a charity fashion show where amateurs had modelled clothes at a fund-raiser. This looked like the year it could all happen for her. She had a very good portfolio of pictures now, and Ricky, the photographer who had taken them, was giving a very glitzy party. A lot of media people would be there and she and Tom had been invited. If things worked well she would have an agent and a proper modelling contract, and she would not be working as a manicurist in Haywards by this time next year.


It would have been lovely for Cathy if Tom could have come with her to Oaklands. Moral support and company in that kitchen, which held so many bad memories for her, and also it would have halved the work. But Tom had to go to some do with Marcella, which was fair enough, it was going to help her career. She was so beautiful, Marcella, she just made people stop and look at her. Tall and thin, with a smile that would light up a night. No wonder she wanted to be a model, and it was amazing that she wasn’t established as one already. But then Neil had said he would help and also they had hired Walter, Neil’s cousin, to be barman. And she had kept it fairly simple, nothing too tricky; she and Tom had slaved on it all morning.


‘It’s not fair, your doing all this,’ Cathy said. ‘She’s not going to pay us, you know.’


‘It’s an investment . . . We might make a rake of contacts,’ he said good-naturedly.


‘There’s nothing in this lot that could make anyone sick, is there?’ Cathy begged him.


She had a vision of all Hannah Mitchell’s guests going around holding their stomachs and groaning with some terrible food poisoning. He had said she was getting sillier by the hour, and he must be mad himself to have such an unhinged business partner. No one would have lent them money if they realised how the cool-looking Cathy Scarlet was actually a bag of nerves.


‘I’ll be fine with real people,’ Cathy reassured him. ‘It’s just Hannah.’


‘Give yourself plenty of time, go there early, fill the van with swirling music to calm yourself down and ring me tomorrow,’ he soothed her.


‘If I survive. Enjoy tonight.’


‘Well, it’s one of those noisy things at Ricky’s studio,’ he said.


‘Happy New Year, and say it to Marcella too.’


‘This time next year – imagine . . .’ he said.


‘I know, a great success story,’ Cathy said, looking much brighter than she actually felt.


It had been the way they got by. One being over-cheery and optimistic when the other was in any way down or doubtful. And now the van was packed. Neil wasn’t home, he had to go to a consultation. He wasn’t like an ordinary lawyer, she thought proudly; he didn’t have office hours or large consultancy fees. If someone was in trouble, he was there. It was as simple as that. It was why she loved him.


They had known each other since they were children but had hardly ever met. During all the years that Cathy’s mother had worked at Oaklands, Neil had been away at boarding school and then hardly home during his college years. He had moved out to an apartment when he was called to the Bar. It was such a chance that she should have met him again in Greece. If he had gone to one of the other villas, or she had been cooking on another island that month, then they would never have got to know each other and never fallen in love. And wouldn’t Hannah Mitchell have been a happier woman tonight? Cathy told herself to put it out of her mind. She was still much too early to go to Oaklands, Hannah would just fuss and whimper over things and get in her way. She would call and see her own parents. That would calm her down.


Maurice and Elizabeth Scarlet, known to all as Muttie and Lizzie, lived in the inner city of Dublin in a semicircle of old, stone, two-storey houses. It was called St Jarlath’s Crescent, after the Irish saint, and once the dwellings had all been occupied by factory workers who were woken by a siren each morning to get them out of bed. There were tiny gardens in front of each house, only ten feet long, so it was a challenge to plant anything that would look half-way satisfactory.


This had been the house where Cathy’s mother had been born and where Muttie had married her. Although it was only twenty minutes from Cathy and Neil’s town house, it could have been a thousand miles, and maybe even a million miles from the rarefied world of Oaklands, where she was going tonight.


They were delighted to see Cathy turn up unexpectedly with her white van. What were they doing to see the new year in, she wondered? They were going out to a pub nearby where a lot of Muttie’s associates would gather. The men he called his associates were actually the people he met up in Sandy Keane’s betting shop, but they all took their day’s business very seriously and Cathy knew better than to make a joke about them.


‘Will there be food?’ she asked.


‘At midnight they’re going to give us chicken in a basket.’ Muttie Scarlet was pleased at the generosity of the pub.


Cathy looked at them.


Her father was small and round, his hair stood in wisps and his face was set in a permanent smile. He was fifty years of age and she had never known him work. His back had been too bad, not so bad he couldn’t get up to Sandy Keane’s to put something on a cert in the three-fifteen, but far too bad for him to be able to work.


Lizzie Scarlet looked as she had always looked, small and strong and wiry. Her hair was set in a tight perm, which she had done four times a year in her cousin’s hair salon.


‘It’s as regular as poor Lizzie’s perm,’ Hannah Mitchell had once said about something. Cathy had been enraged – the fact that Hannah Mitchell, who had expensive weekly hair appointments at Haywards store, while Lizzie Scarlet was down on her hands and knees cleaning Oaklands, should dare to mock her mother’s hairstyle was almost more than could really be borne. Still, there was no point in thinking about it now.


‘Are you looking forward to the night, Mam?’ she asked instead.


‘Oh, yes, there’s going to be a pub quiz with prizes, too,’ Lizzie said. Cathy felt her heart go out to her undemanding parents who were so easily pleased.


Tonight at midnight at Oaklands, Neil’s mother would have a mouth like a thin hard line and would find fault with whatever Cathy produced.


‘And have they all rung in from Chicago?’ she asked.


Cathy was the youngest of five, the only one of Muttie and Lizzie’s children still in Dublin. Her two brothers and two sisters had all emigrated.


‘Every one of them,’ Lizzie said proudly. ‘We were blessed in our family.’


Cathy knew they had all sent dollars to their mother as well because they sent the envelopes to her address rather than to their parents’ home. No point in driving their father mad with temptation, letting him see American money when he knew sure-fire winners were waiting up in Sandy Keane’s betting shop dying to gobble it up.


‘Well, I’d like to be with you tonight,’ Cathy said truthfully. ‘But instead I’ll be disappointing Hannah Mitchell with whatever food I produce.’


‘You took it on yourself,’ Muttie said.


‘Please be polite to her, Cathy, I’ve found over all the years it’s better to humour her.’


‘You did, Mam, you humoured her all right,’ Cathy said grimly.


‘But you won’t start making a speech or anything, not tonight?’


‘No, Mam. Relax. I agreed to do it, and if it kills me I will do it well and with a smile on my face.’


‘I wish Tom Feather was going with you, he’d put manners on you,’ Lizzie said.


‘Neil will be there, Mam, he’ll keep me in control.’ Cathy kissed them goodbye and practised her smile as she drove to Oaklands.


Hannah Mitchell had contract cleaners these days, now that there was no more poor Lizzie to terrorise. Twice a week four women swept in, taking no nonsense from anyone, vacuuming, polishing, ironing and bringing their own equipment in a van.


They charged time and a half for working on New Year’s Eve. Hannah had protested at this.


‘Up to you, Mrs Mitchell,’ they had said cheerfully, in the knowledge that plenty of other people would be glad to have their house cleaned on a day like this. She gave in speedily. Things were definitely not like they used to be. Still, it had been worth it, the house looked very well, and at least she wouldn’t have to lift a finger. That Cathy with all her grand notions was in fact able to serve a presentable meal. She would be coming shortly in that big white deplorable-looking van: even the women who came to clean the house twice a week travelled in a far more respectable vehicle. She would come into the kitchen huffing and puffing and throwing her weight about. Poor Lizzie’s daughter, behaving as if she owned the place. Which, alas, she probably would one day. But not yet, Hannah reminded herself with her mouth in a hard line.


Hannah Mitchell’s husband Jock stopped on the way home from his office to have a drink. He felt he needed one before facing Hannah. She was always nervous and tense before a party but this time it would be magnified many times – she so hated having Neil’s wife Cathy doing the catering for her. She had refused to accept that the couple were happy, well suited and unlikely to leave each other no matter how she schemed. Cathy would always be poor Lizzie’s daughter, and somehow a villain who had seduced their son in Greece. She had always believed that the girl had got pregnant deliberately to trap him, and been most surprised when this had proved not to be the case.


He drank his single malt Scotch thoughtfully and wished that he didn’t have to worry about this as well as everything else. Jock Mitchell had been severely disturbed by a conversation with his nephew Walter today. Walter, an idle layabout, the eldest son of Jock’s brother Kenneth, had revealed that all was not well at The Beeches, his family home. In fact, things were very far from well. Walter said that his father had gone to England just before Christmas, and had left no indication of his whereabouts. Walter’s mother, not known to be a strong character, was reacting to this turn of events by a heavy reliance on vodka. The problem was their nine-year-old twins, Simon and Maud. What was happening to them? Walter had shrugged; he really didn’t know. They were managing, he implied. Jock Mitchell sighed again.


As she arrived at Oaklands, Cathy heard her mobile phone ring. She pulled in and answered.


‘Hon, I’m not going to be there to help you unload,’ he apologised.


‘Neil, it doesn’t matter, I knew it would go on a bit.’


‘It’s more complicated than we thought. Listen, ask my dad to help you in with all those crates, don’t go dragging and pulling just to show my mother how wonderful you are.’


‘Oh she knows that,’ Cathy groaned.


‘Walter should be there . . .’


‘If I were to wait for Walter to help me unload and set up, the party would be halfway through . . . Stop fussing and go back to what you have to do.’


Cathy told herself that there were only six hours or so of this year left, only six hours or so of being nice to Hannah. What was the very worst that could happen? The very worst was that the food was awful and no one would eat it, but that could not happen, because the food was terrific. The second worst thing was that there wasn’t enough of it, but there was enough in this van to feed half of Dublin.


‘There are no problems,’ Cathy said aloud as she looked down the tree-lined drive to the house where Neil had been born. A gentleman’s residence, a hundred and fifty years old, square and satisfying somehow, with its four bedrooms above the large door and the bay windows on either side of it. Ivy and Virginia creeper covered the walls and in front lay a huge gravelled circle where tonight twenty expensive cars would be parked. A house as different from St Jarlath’s Crescent as you could imagine.


Shona Burke often stayed late in her office up on the management floors of Haywards – she had her own key and code to get in and out. She had listened to the programme on the radio and was wondering if she really and truly had a choice about how she would spend New Year’s Eve. Long ago in a happier life there would have been a celebration, but not in the last few years. She had no idea what her sisters and brothers would do, and if they would go to the hospital. Shona would make the hospital visit out of duty, of course, but it was pointless, she wouldn’t be recognised or acknowledged.


Then she would go to Ricky’s party in his studio. Everyone liked Ricky. A pleasant, easygoing photographer, he would gather a lot of people and make a buzz for them all. There would be a fair crowd of poseurs and empty-headed types dying to see themselves in the gossip columns . . . She was unlikely to meet the love of her life or even a temporary soulmate, but still Shona would dress up and go there simply because she did not see herself as the kind of person who would sit alone in her apartment in Glenstar.


The question nagged her, what would she really like to be doing tonight? It was so hard to answer because everything had changed so much. The good days were over, and it was impossible to imagine doing something that would make her really happy. So in the absence of that, Ricky’s would do fine.


Marcella was painting her toenails. She had new evening sandals which she’d bought at a thrift shop. She showed them proudly to Tom. They had been barely worn; someone must have bought them and found they didn’t suit.


‘They must have cost a fortune new,’ she said happily, examining them carefully.


‘Are you happy?’ Tom asked.


‘Very,’ she said. ‘And you?’


‘Oh, very, very,’ he laughed. Was that strictly true? He didn’t want to go to this party at all. But just looking at her did make him happy. He couldn’t really believe that such a beautiful girl, who could have had anyone she wanted, really found him enough for her. Tom had no idea that he was attractive, he thought he was big and clumsy. He honestly believed that all the admiring glances they got as a couple were directed at Marcella alone . . .


‘I heard a radio programme saying people were never happy,’ she began.


‘I know, I heard it too,’ Tom said.


‘I was just thinking how lucky we were; poor Cathy and Neil can’t do what they want tonight.’ Marcella stood in her thong and picked up a tiny red garment from the back of a chair.


‘Yeah, Cathy will be there now, at her mother-in-law’s house, laying up the tables. I hope she keeps her temper.’


‘Well she’ll have to, it’s work, it’s professional. We all have to at work,’ said Marcella, who had bent over too many imperious hands already in her life, and wanted her day in the sunshine, walking down the ramp as a model.


‘Neil will be there and that pup of a cousin he has, so she should be all right.’ Tom still sounded doubtful.


Marcella had put on the red outfit. It was actually a dress, short and tight, clinging to her and leaving nothing to the imagination.


‘Marcella, are you really wearing that to the party?’


‘Don’t you like it?’ her face clouded over immediately.


‘Well of course I like it. You look beautiful. It’s just that maybe I’d like you to wear it here, for us, not for everyone else as well to see you.’


‘But Tom, it’s a party dress,’ she cried, stricken.


He pulled himself together at once.


‘Of course it is, and you’ll be the success of the night.’


‘So what did you mean . . .?’


‘Mean? I meant nothing. I meant you were so gorgeous I didn’t want to share you with people . . . but take no notice. I didn’t really mean that at all.’


‘I thought you’d be proud of me,’ she said.


‘I am so proud you’ll never know,’ he reassured her. And she was a beauty. He must have been insane to have had that sudden reaction.


Hannah Mitchell stood in her navy wool dress, her hair hard and lacquered from her New Year’s Eve visit to Haywards. She always dressed as if she were going out to a ladies’ lunch. Cathy never remembered her wearing a pinafore or even an old skirt. But then, if you did no housework, what was the point of wearing things like that?


Hannah watched Cathy carry in all the boxes and crates, one by one, standing in her way and fussing and blocking her journey. She offered to carry nothing at all. Instead, she was hoping the crates wouldn’t mark the wallpaper, and wondering where would Cathy put the van so that it would be out of the way when people came. Grimly, Cathy marched to and from the kitchen of Oaklands. She turned on the ovens, laid her tea towels on the backs of chairs, placed her bag of ice in the freezer and began to sort out the food. It would be useless asking Hannah Mitchell to leave her alone, to go upstairs and lie down. She would stay put, fuss and irritate until the guests arrived.


‘Will Mr Mitchell be home shortly?’ Cathy thought she might ask him to help her unpack the glasses.


‘I don’t know, Cathy; really, it’s not up to me to police Mr Mitchell about what time he comes home.’ Cathy felt her neck redden in rage. How dare this woman be so offensive and patronising. But she knew she stood alone in this resentment. Neil would shrug if she told him. Her mother would beg her not to annoy Mrs Mitchell any further. Even her aunt Geraldine, who could normally be relied on for encouragement and support, would say what the hell. It just proved that Hannah Mitchell was an insecure nobody, not anyone to waste time worrying over. Cathy began to peel the foil from the dishes she had prepared.


‘Is that fish? Not everyone eats it, you know.’ Hannah had her very concerned face on now.


‘I know, Mrs Mitchell, some people don’t, which is why there’s a choice, you see.’


‘But they mightn’t know.’


‘I think they will. I’ll tell them.’


‘But didn’t you say it was a buffet?’


‘Yes, but I’ll be behind it serving, so I’ll tell them.’


‘Tell them?’ Hannah Mitchell was bewildered.


Cathy wondered was there a possibility that her mother-in-law was actually a halfwit.


‘Like asking them would they like fish in a seafood sauce, or herbed chicken, or the vegetarian goulash,’ she said.


Mrs Mitchell tried but found it hard to find fault with this.


‘Yes, well,’ she said eventually.


‘So will I just get on with it now, do you think?’ she asked.


‘Cathy, my dear, may I ask who is stopping you?’ Hannah said with her face hard and unforgiving at all this confidence in poor Lizzie Scarlet’s girl.


Neil looked at his watch. Every single person in this room had some kind of New Year’s function to go to except the student that they had all gathered to protect. They would be finished soon, but nobody must be seen to hasten away. It would be terrible for the man whose future hung in the balance if he thought that the civil rights activists, the social workers and lawyers were more interested in their own night’s fun and games than they were in his predicament. He was trying to reassure this young Nigerian that there would be justice and a welcome for him in Ireland. Neil would not let Jonathan spend the dawn of a New Year on his own.


‘When we’re through here, you can come back to my parents’ house,’ he said. He was already late, but it couldn’t be helped.


The big sad eyes looked at him. ‘You don’t have to, you know.’


‘I know I don’t have to, and a barrel of laughs it won’t be, but my wife is doing the catering so the food will be good. My parents’ friends are . . . well, how will I put it . . . a bit dead.’


‘I’m okay, Neil, truly, you’re doing so much for me and all this has delayed you from it already . . .’


‘We’ll go through it once more,’ Neil said to the meeting, ‘then Jonathan and I will go and party.’ He saw them look at him in admiration. Neil Mitchell really went the distance. He felt a bit guilty at not being there to help Cathy as he had promised, but this was much more important – she’d understand. Cathy would be fine. His father and his cousin Walter would be there to help her by now . . . Everything would be fine.


Hannah still hovered, which meant that Cathy had to talk, answer inane questions, pat down unnecessary worries and even bring up topics of conversation, lest she be considered moody.


‘It’s nearly seven-thirty, Walter will be here any minute,’ Cathy said desperately. She could have got things done far faster had she not been under the scrutiny of the most critical eyes in the western hemisphere. Fingers could have been used more often than they were, things could have been flung into places rather than placed elegantly.


‘Oh, Walter! Like all young people, I’m sure he’ll be late.’ There was a sniff of disapproval and resignation.


‘I don’t think so, Mrs Mitchell, not tonight. It’s a professional engagement, he’s being paid from seven-thirty until twelve-thirty. That’s a five-hour booking. I’m certain he won’t let us down.’


Cathy wasn’t at all sure of this; she had no evidence that Walter Mitchell was reliable. But at least it was going to be known what his terms of business were. And if he didn’t turn up, then his own relations would have been made aware of his shortcomings. She heard someone outside.


‘Ah, that must be Walter now,’ she said. ‘I knew he’d be on time.’


It was in fact Jock Mitchell, who came into the kitchen rubbing his hands.


‘This looks just great, Cathy. I say, Hannah, isn’t this an amazing spread?’


‘Yes,’ said his wife.


‘Welcome home, Mr Mitchell. I thought it was Walter. He’s actually working for me tonight,’ Cathy said. ‘Did he leave the office at the same time as you, by any chance?’


‘Ages earlier,’ her father-in-law said. ‘Boy keeps his own time. I’m getting a bit of stick from the partners over him, as it happens.’


Hannah Mitchell hated family business being discussed in front of Cathy.


‘Why don’t you come upstairs and have a shower, dear? The guests will be here in half an hour,’ she said crisply.


‘Fine, fine. Don’t you want any help, Cathy?’


‘No, not at all. As I say, my wine waiter will be here shortly,’ Cathy said.


‘And Neil?’ he asked.


‘At a consultation. He’ll be along when he can.’


She was alone in the kitchen. So far she was surviving, but it was only fifteen minutes before eight o’clock. There were hours and hours to go.


Ricky’s party was only starting at nine, and they would go much later, so Tom Feather had plenty of time to go up to his parents and wish them a Happy New Year. He caught the bus from outside the door of Stoneyfield flats, and it went directly to Fatima, his mother and father’s house, weighed down with statues and holy pictures. He longed to call Cathy and ask how it was all going, but she said she had better not bring her mobile into the house – it seemed to irritate Hannah Mitchell beyond all reason. She would leave it in the van. Cathy would not appreciate being telephoned and called to the hall at Oaklands. He would have to leave it.


Tom sat on the bus, his heart heavy. He was so stupid to be upset by that skimpy dress Marcella was wearing. She was dressing up for him; she loved only him. He was so mean-spirited to grudge the hour it took to go and sit with his parents in their cluttered sitting room. It was just that they were so pessimistic, so willing to see the downside of things, while he had always been the reverse. He was a fool to be upset because they hadn’t found premises for the new company yet. They would: it took time, that’s what everyone said, and then the right place would come along.


Tom’s mother said they had heard nothing from Tom’s brother Joe, nothing at all even on Christmas Day. There were phones in London, he could lift one of them. Tom’s father said that there was an article in the paper saying that the building industry was going to go through the roof, and yet Tom Feather was chasing after moonbeams trying to set up a catering company instead of entering a ready-made office. Tom was pleasant and cheerful, and talked on and on until his jaw ached, hugged them both and said he must go back.


‘I don’t suppose you’d make an honest woman out of Marcella next year. Could that be your resolution?’ his mother asked.


‘Mam, I wanted to marry Marcella about twenty-five minutes after I met her. I must have asked her at least a hundred times . . .’ He spread his hands out helplessly. They knew he was telling the truth.


Walter Mitchell looked at his watch in the pub where a group of his friends were having a New Year’s Eve drink.


‘Shit, it’s eight o’clock,’ he said.


Cathy would be like a devil over this, but still, Uncle Jock and Aunt Hannah would stand up for him. That was the great thing about being family.


There was no sign of Walter, so Cathy unpacked the glasses, filled thirty of them with a sugar lump and a teaspoon of brandy and laid them on a tray. Later, once the guests arrived, she would top the glasses up with champagne. That boy was meant to be doing this while she got her trays of canapés ready. Cathy caught sight of herself in the hall mirror – she looked flushed and uneasy. Wisps of hair were escaping from the ribbon that tied it back. This would not do.


She went into the downstairs cloakroom and smoothed a beige liquid make-up over her face and neck. She dampened her hair and tied it more expertly back. This is where she needed Marcella, to put something magical on her eyes. Cathy hunted in her handbag. There was a stubby brown pencil, and she made a few stabs at herself with that. She put on her clean white shirt and her scarlet skirt. It looked a bit better, she thought. How wonderful if she got a lot of business for the company out of this party! But Cathy knew she must be careful. Any sign of touting for business, or giving a card, would be frowned upon by her mother-in-law. Please may it be a success, otherwise days and days of effort, and money they could ill afford, would all have been wasted.


Ricky’s studio was in a basement, three rooms opening into each other, drink in one, food in another and dancing in a third. You didn’t so much come in, you made an entrance by walking down a big staircase which was brightly lit.


Tom and Marcella had left their coats on the ground floor, and he felt every eye in the room was on Marcella in her little red dress as she walked gracefully ahead of him down the stairs, with her beautiful long legs and the gold evening sandals that she was so proud of. No wonder they looked at her. Every other woman seemed suddenly drab by comparison.


Marcella never ate or drank at these functions. She might have a glass of fizzy water. But she genuinely wasn’t hungry, she said, with such sincerity that people believed her. Tom, however, was dying to see the food, to compare it to what he and Cathy would have done. For a party like this they would serve a choice of two hot dishes with a lot of pitta bread, something like the chicken in herbs and the vegetarian dish that Cathy was preparing at her in-laws’ house. But Ricky’s caterers seemed to have endless plates of insubstantial and tired-looking finger food. Smoked salmon already drying and hardening on bread, some kind of pâté spread sparsely on unappetising-looking biscuits. Cocktail sausages congealing and allowed to cool in their own fat. Bit by bit he tasted and examined, identifying a shop paste here and a bought biscuit base there. He ached to know how much they had charged a head. He would be able to ask Ricky eventually, but not tonight.


‘Tom, stop tearing those unfortunate things to bits,’ Marcella giggled at him.


‘Look at them, will you – soggy pastry, far too much salt . . .’


‘Come and dance with me.’


‘In a moment. I have to see what other awful things are lurking here,’ he said, poking around the plates.


‘Would you like to dance with me?’ A boy of nineteen was staring at Marcella in disbelief.


‘Tom?’


‘Go ahead. I’ll come in and drag you away in a minute,’ Tom grinned.


It was considerably later, and after three glasses of inferior wine, that he found his way to the little dance floor. Marcella was dancing with a man with a big red face and big hands. The man’s hands were spread over Marcella’s bottom. Tom moved up to them.


‘I’ve come to drag you away,’ he said.


‘Hey,’ the man said, ‘fair’s fair, find your own girl.’


‘Oh, this is my girl,’ Tom said firmly.


‘Well have some manners, then, and let us finish the dance.’


‘If you don’t mind . . .’ Tom began.


‘Let’s just finish this dance,’ Marcella said. ‘And then I’ll dance with you, Tom, I have been waiting for you.’


He moved away, annoyed. Somehow it was now his fault that this lout had his hands all over Marcella. He saw Shona Burke, nice girl from Haywards, one of the many people in Dublin who had been asked to look out for premises for the new catering company.


‘Would you like me to get you a glass of red ink and a piece of cardboard with a scrape of meat paste on it?’ he offered.


Shona laughed. ‘Now, you’re not going to get anywhere by bad-mouthing the opposition,’ she said.


‘No, but this kind of thing really does annoy me. It’s so shoddy,’ Tom said. His glance went back to Marcella, who was still talking to and dancing with that horrible man.


‘It’s all right, Tom, she has eyes for no one except you.’


Tom was embarrassed to have been so obvious. ‘I meant the food. It’s really outrageous to charge Ricky for this. Whatever he paid he was robbed.’


‘Sure you were talking about the food,’ Shona said.


‘Would you like to dance?’ he said.


‘No, Tom, I’m not going to be any part of this. Go and get Marcella.’


But by the time he came over, another man had asked her to dance and the man with the big face and the big hands watched her approvingly from the sidelines. Tom went off to have another glass of the unspeakable wine.


Walter arrived at eight-thirty, when there were ten guests already installed in the sitting room of Oaklands. He came in cheerfully kissing his aunt on both cheeks.


‘Now let me give you a hand, Aunt Hannah,’ he said with a broad smile.


‘Such a nice boy, isn’t he?’ said Mrs Ryan to Cathy.


‘Indeed,’ Cathy managed to say.


Mrs Ryan and her husband had been the first guests to arrive. She was totally unlike Hannah Mitchell; a humble woman, who was full of admiration for the canapés and had plenty of small talk for Cathy.


‘My husband will be annoyed that we were here first,’ she confided.


‘Somebody has to be first. I think it’s nice to be one of the early arrivals.’


Cathy wasn’t concentrating. She was looking at Walter, small and handsome like all the Mitchells, and she was trying hard to keep her temper under control. He was being praised and fêted by people like her mother-in-law and stupid guests for having turned up one whole hour late. She was barely listening to what the apologetic Mrs Ryan was saying about being a poor cook herself.


‘One thing they always wanted was apple strudels, and I just wouldn’t know where to begin.’


Cathy brought her mind back. The woman was having some business friends of her husband to coffee and cake next week. Was it possible for Cathy to deliver something to the house and not stay to serve them?


Cathy looked carefully as her mother-in-law left the room, then she took down Mrs Ryan’s phone number.


‘It will be our little secret,’ she promised.


It was their first booking. Not even nine o’clock, and she had got a job already.


‘Do you intend to stop dancing with strangers at all tonight?’ Tom asked Marcella.


‘Tom. At last,’ she said, excusing herself with a smile from a man in a black leather jacket and sunglasses.


‘But maybe I’m not good enough to dance with,’ he said.


‘Don’t be such a fool, put your arms around me,’ she said.


‘Is that what you say to all the lads?’ he asked.


‘Why are you being like this?’ She was hurt and upset. ‘What have I done?’


‘You’ve lurched around half naked with half of Dublin,’ he said.


‘That’s not fair,’ Marcella was stung.


‘Well haven’t you?’


‘It’s a party, people ask other people to dance, that’s what it’s about.’


‘Oh, good.’


‘What’s wrong, Tom?’ She kept glancing over his shoulder at the dance floor.


‘I don’t know.’


‘Tell me.’


‘I don’t know, Marcella. I realise that I’m a spoilsport, but would you come home?’


‘Come home?’ she was astounded. ‘We’ve only just got here.’


‘No, of course. Of course.’


‘And we want to meet people, be seen a bit.’


‘Yes, I know,’ he said glumly.


‘Do you not feel well?’ she asked.


‘No. I drank too much very cheap wine too quickly and ate five strange things that tasted like cement.’


‘Well, will you sit down until it passes over.’ Marcella had no intention of leaving. She had dressed up for this; looked forward to it.


‘I might go home a bit before you,’ he said.


‘Don’t do that; see the new year in here, with all our friends,’ she begged.


‘They’re not really our friends, they’re only strangers,’ said Tom Feather sadly.


‘Tom, have another cement sandwich and cheer up,’ she said to him, laughing.


Cathy tried to show Walter how to make the champagne cocktails. He barely watched her.


‘Sure, sure, I know,’ he said.


‘And once they have started to drink the red and white with the supper, can you collect all the champagne flutes and get them into the kitchen. They need to be washed because champagne will be served again at midnight.’


‘Who washes them?’ he asked.


‘You do, Walter. I’ll be serving the supper . . . I’ve left trays out here ready for—’


‘I’m paid to help pass things around, not to be a washer-up,’ he said.


‘You’re being paid to help me for four hours to do whatever I ask you to do.’ Cathy heard the tremble in her voice.


‘Five hours,’ he said.


‘Four,’ she said, looking him in the eye. ‘You got here an hour late.’


‘I think you’ll find . . .’


‘When Neil comes, I think you’ll find that we’ll discuss it with him. Meanwhile, please take this tray out to your uncle’s guests.’


Cathy lifted the trays of food from the oven. This night would end, sometime.


Shona Burke watched Tom Feather standing moodily in a corner. She knew she wasn’t the only woman in the room looking at him. But the place might as well have been empty for all that he saw of them.


‘I think I’ll go home,’ he said aloud to himself. Then he realised that was exactly what he was going to do.


‘Will you tell Marcella, if she notices, that I’ve gone home,’ he said to Ricky.


‘Not a lovers’ quarrel on New Year’s Eve, please.’ Ricky always put on a slightly camp accent. It was part of the way he went on. Tonight it irritated Tom greatly.


‘No, not at all: I ate five things that disagreed with me,’ Tom said.


‘What were they?’ Ricky asked.


‘Search me, Ricky, sandwiches or something.’


Ricky decided not to be offended. ‘How will Marcella get home?’


‘I don’t know. Shona might give her a lift – that’s if the man with his two big shovels of hands which he has all over her doesn’t take her.’


‘Tom, come on. It’s under an hour to midnight.’


‘I’m in no form for it, Ricky. I’m only bringing other people down. My face would stop a clock.’


‘I’ll see she gets back to you safely,’ Ricky said.


‘Thanks, mate.’ And he was gone, out into the wet, windy streets of Dublin where revellers were moving from one pub to another, or looking vainly for taxis; where closed curtains showed chinks of light from the parties behind them. From time to time he halted and wondered was he being silly, but he couldn’t go back. Everything about the party annoyed him; all his insecurity that he wasn’t good enough for Marcella would keep bubbling back to the surface. No: he must walk and walk and clear his head.


Eventually Neil got away from his meeting. He and Jonathan drove through the New Year’s Eve streets of Dublin and out onto the leafy road where Oaklands stood, all lit up like a Christmas tree. He saw that Cathy had tidied her big white van as far out of sight as possible. He parked the Volvo and ran in the back door. Cathy was surrounded by plates and glasses. How could anyone do this for a living and stay sane . . .


‘Cathy, I’m sorry things took longer, this is Jonathan. Jonathan, this is Cathy.’


She shook hands with the tall Nigerian with the tired face and polite smile.


‘I hope I’m not causing you additional problems by coming here,’ he said.


‘No, heavens no, Jonathan,’ Cathy protested, wondering what her mother-in-law’s reaction would be. ‘You’re most welcome and I hope you have a good evening. I’m glad you both got here, I thought I’d be singing Auld Lang Syne to myself.’


‘Happy New Year, hon.’ Neil put his arms around her.


She felt very tired suddenly. ‘Will we survive, Neil, tell me?’


‘Of course we will, we’ve covered all the options, they’re not going to move on New Year’s Day, are they, Jonathan?’


‘I hope not, you’ve given up so much time for this,’ the young man smiled gratefully.


Cathy realised Neil thought she had been talking about the extradition. Still, he was here, that was the main thing.


‘Is it going all right in there?’ Neil nodded towards the front rooms.


‘Okay, I think, hard to know. Walter was an hour late.’


‘Then he gets paid an hour less.’ To Neil it was simple. ‘Is he any help to you?’


‘Not really. Neil, go on in and take Jonathan to meet people.’


‘I could perhaps help you here,’ Jonathan offered.


‘Lord no, if anyone needs a party it’s you, after all you’ve been through,’ Cathy said. ‘Go on in, Neil, your mother’s dying to show you off.’


‘But can’t I do anything here for—’


‘Go distract your mother. Keep her out of the kitchen,’ she begged.


She could hear cries of excitement as people welcomed the son and heir of Oaklands, and told him they remembered him when he was a little boy. Neil moved around the room easily, talking, greeting and kissing here and there. He saw Walter having a cigarette by the piano and talking to a woman who was about twenty years younger than the average age.


‘I think you’re needed in the kitchen, Walter,’ he said briskly.


‘Surely not,’ Walter said.


‘Now, please,’ Neil said, and took over the conversation with the vacant-looking blonde woman.


Tom Feather didn’t go straight home to Stoneyfield flats. He walked instead up and down little streets that he had never walked before, lanes, mews and even backyards. Somewhere in this city of a million people there was a place which he and Cathy could find to start their catering company. All it really needed was someone with the patience and the time to go and look for it. And he had plenty of time tonight.


The phone rang in the hall of Oaklands.


Hannah Mitchell hastened out to answer it; she felt she needed time to collect her thoughts. She was so confused: Neil had brought this African man to the party without letting them know. She had nothing against the man at all, of course. Why should she? But it was annoying that people kept asking who he was, and she didn’t really know. One of Neil’s clients, she said over and over, adding that Neil was always so dedicated. But she felt she had been getting some odd looks. It was a relief to escape.


‘I’m sure that’s Amanda phoning from Canada to wish us a Happy New Year,’ she trilled. Her face showed that it was not her daughter who had phoned.


‘Yes, well, that’s all very upsetting, but what exactly do you think . . . Yes, I know . . . Well, of course it is hard to know what to do, but this isn’t a good time. Look, you’d better talk to your brother. Oh, I see. Well, your uncle then . . . Jock, come here a moment.’


Cathy watched the little tableau.


‘It’s Kenneth’s children, apparently they’re in the house on their own tonight. You talk to them, I told them Walter was here but they didn’t think he’d be any help.’


‘Too damn right,’ grumbled Jock Mitchell.


‘Well, well, well, tell me the problem,’ he said wearily down the phone.


Cathy moved among the guests, passing little plates of a rich chocolate cake and a spoonful of fruit pavlova on the side, giving them no time to dither and make a choice when everyone knew they wanted both.


She saw Jonathan standing alone and awkward at the window while Neil went around the room greeting his parents’ friends. She spoke to him as often as she could without making it look as if she was trying to mind him.


‘I could work in the kitchen, I’m good at it,’ he said pleadingly.


‘I’m sure you are, and it would probably be more fun, but honestly, it’s not on – for my sake. I won’t let Neil’s mother say I wasn’t able to do it by myself. I have to prove it – do you understand?’


‘I understand having to prove yourself, yes,’ he answered.


Cathy moved on and found herself within earshot of Jock on the phone.


‘That’s fine then, children, I’ll put Walter on to you and I’ll come round tomorrow. Good children, now.’


Neil had just managed to galvanise Walter into doing some work when Jock removed him from the scene again. Cathy listened as the boy talked to his brother and sister, who were over ten years younger than he was.


‘Now listen to me, I will be home, I’m not sure what time, I have to go somewhere when I leave here but I will be there sometime, so not one more word out of you. Just go to bed, for heaven’s sake. Father hasn’t been there for ages and Mother never comes out of her room, so what’s so different about tonight?’


He turned round and saw Cathy watching him.


‘Well, as you will have gathered there’s a crisis at home, so I’m afraid I’m off duty.’


‘Yes, so I hear.’


‘So suppose I just take what’s owing to me . . .’


‘I’ll ask Neil to give it to you,’ she said.


‘I thought you prided yourself on this being your own business?’ He was insolent.


‘It is, but Neil is your cousin, he’d know how much you’re owed. Let’s go and ask him.’


‘Four hours will do,’ he said grudgingly.


‘You haven’t even been here for three hours,’ she said.


‘It’s not my fault that I have to—’


‘You’re not going straight home, you’re going to a party somewhere. But let’s not fight, let’s ask Neil.’


‘Three hours then, cheapskate.’


‘No, that’s what I am most certainly not. Come, let’s not do it in front of the guests, come into the kitchen.’


Her heart sank when she saw the washing-up, including the champagne glasses that would be needed at midnight.


‘Goodnight, Walter.’


‘Goodnight, Scrooge,’ he said, and ran out of the house.


Tom stood by the canal and watched two swans gliding by.


‘They mate for life, swans, did you know that?’ he said to a passing girl.


‘Do they now? Lucky old them,’ she said. She was small and thin, he noticed; a druggy prostitute with an anxious face.


‘Don’t suppose you’d like any casual mating yourself,’ she said hopefully.


‘No, no, sorry,’ Tom said. It seemed rather dismissive. ‘Not tonight,’ he added, as if to say that normally he would be utterly delighted. She smiled a tired smile.


‘Happy New Year anyway,’ she said.


‘And to you,’ he said, feeling hopeless.


The doorbell rang at Oaklands.


Hannah teetered out on her high heels, wondering who else it could be, arriving so late. Cathy leaned against a table at the back of the hall to support her tired legs and to see what new confusion was arriving now. A late guest wanting a main course?


It appeared to be two children in a taxi which they didn’t have the money to pay for. Cathy sighed. She almost felt sorry for Hannah. A Nigerian student, and now two waifs – what else would the night throw at her?


‘Please get Mr Mitchell immediately, Cathy,’ Hannah ordered.


‘Is that the maid?’ the little boy asked. He was pale and aged about eight or nine. Like his sister, he had dead straight fair hair and everything looked the same colour – his sweater, his hair, his face and the small canvas bag he carried.


‘Don’t say “maid”,’ the girl corrected him in a hiss. Her face was frightened and there were dark rings under her eyes.


Cathy had never seen them before. Jock Mitchell and his brother Kenneth were not close; the nearest they had ever come to solidarity was in the apprenticeship of Walter in his uncle’s office, something that hadn’t proved to be entirely successful, Cathy gathered.


Jock had come out anyway to see who was at the door. He was not enthusiastic at the sight of them.


‘Well?’ he began. ‘What have we here?’


‘We had nowhere to go,’ the boy explained.


‘So we came here,’ said the girl.


Jock looked bewildered.


‘Cathy,’ he said eventually, ‘these are Walter’s brother and sister, can you give them something to eat in the kitchen?’


‘Certainly, Mr Mitchell, go back to your guests, I’ll look after them.’


‘Are you the maid?’ the boy asked again. He seemed anxious to put everyone in a category.


‘No, actually I’m Cathy, married to Neil, your cousin. How do you do?’ They looked at her solemnly. ‘And perhaps you might give me your names?’ Maud and Simon, it turned out. ‘Come into the kitchen,’ she said wearily. ‘Do you like herbed chicken?’


‘No,’ said Maud.


‘We never had it,’ said Simon.


Cathy noticed them lifting some chocolate biscuits and putting them in their pockets.


‘Put those back,’ she said sharply.


‘Put what back?’ Simon’s eyes were innocent.


‘There’ll be no stealing,’ she said.


‘It’s not stealing, you were told to give us something to eat,’ Maud countered with spirit.


‘And give you something I will – so just put them back this minute.’


Grudgingly, they put the already crushed and crumbly biscuits back on the silver tray. Swiftly Cathy made them sandwiches from the cold chicken and poured them a glass of milk each. They ate hungrily.


‘In your lives so far did anyone mention the words “thank you” at all?’ she asked.


‘Thank you,’ they said ungraciously.


‘You’re most welcome,’ she said with exaggerated politeness.


‘What will we do now?’ Simon asked.


‘Well, I think you might sit here – unless you wanted to help me wash up?’


‘Not really, to be honest,’ Maud said.


‘Should we be inside at the party, do you think?’ Simon wondered.


‘Not really, to be honest,’ Cathy echoed.


‘So will we sit here all night until we go to bed?’ Maud asked.


‘Are you staying here?’


‘Where else would we go?’ Maud asked innocently.


Hannah came into the kitchen, with her tottering, tiny steps which always set Cathy’s teeth on edge.


‘Oh, you’re sitting here, Cathy, I think people’s glasses need—’


‘Of course, Mrs Mitchell, I’ll go and see to it. Walter, who was meant to be seeing to glasses, seems to have disappeared, and I was, as you asked, giving supper to Walter’s brother and sister . . .’


‘Yes, well, of course,’ said Hannah.


‘So I’ll leave you to make all the arrangements with Maud and Simon, then,’ said Cathy on her way to the door.


‘Arrangements?’ Hannah looked alarmed.


Cathy paused just long enough to hear Maud asking in her bell-clear voice, ‘What rooms will we have, Aunt Hannah, we’ve brought our pyjamas and everything . . .’ Then she circulated the party refilling glasses.


‘Are you finding it all insane?’ she asked Jonathan.


He smiled his weary smile. ‘At school I was taught by Irish priests. They told me all about Ireland, but I didn’t expect New Year’s Eve to be quite like this.’


‘It’s not meant to be, believe me,’ Cathy grinned at him.


She moved on, topping up glasses here and avoiding people’s eyes there. That nice Mrs Ryan had had quite enough already. To her surprise, she saw that Maud and Simon had joined the party easily as if it were their natural place.


Cathy worked and worked. She removed plates, picked up scrunched-up napkins, emptied ashtrays, kept things moving. Soon it would be midnight and things might begin to wind down. Most people here were in their late fifties and sixties; they wouldn’t have the stamina to party on until dawn. She looked towards the window where she had left Jonathan to fend for himself. He was talking animatedly to someone. Cathy looked again. The twins were in deep conversation with him.


‘Jock, what are we going to do with them?’


‘Calm, Hannah, calm.’


‘They can’t stay here.’


‘Well, not for ever, no, certainly not’


‘But for how long?’


‘Until we get them settled.’


‘And how long will that be?’


‘Soon, soon.’


‘So where . . .’


‘Put them in Neil’s and Mandy’s rooms, or wherever. Haven’t we a house full of bedrooms, for heaven’s sake?’ He was clearly irritated and wanted to get back to the party. Hannah went over to the ill-assorted group at the window.


‘Now children, don’t annoy Neil’s client, Mr . . . um . . .’ she began.


‘Oh, but they’re not annoying me at all – delightful company,’ Jonathan begged. They were, after all, the only people who had talked to him normally all night. Certainly the only people he had ever met who had asked him whether or not his tongue was black and if he’d had a lot of slaves amongst his friends.


‘Are you staying in this house?’ Maud asked hopefully.


‘No, no indeed, I was very kindly asked for supper,’ Jonathan said, looking at the ashen face of Neil Mitchell’s mother.


‘Time for bed, anyway,’ Hannah said.


‘Can Jonathan come round for breakfast?’ suggested Maud.


‘I’m not sure that . . .’ Hannah began.


‘Very nice having met you both – we might meet again but sometime, not tomorrow,’ Jonathan said hastily and the children left with reluctance.


Hannah ushered them up the broad, sweeping staircase of Oaklands before any more invitations could be issued; she showed them their bedrooms and said they were to remain there quietly in the morning, since the house didn’t wake too early on the day after a party.


‘Are your nerves bad? Like our mother’s nerves are bad?’ Maud asked.


‘Of course they’re not,’ Hannah snapped. Then she recovered herself. ‘Now it’s all been very upsetting for you but it will get sorted out. Your uncle will see to that,’ she said firmly, attempting to distance herself.


‘Which is my room?’


‘Whichever one you like.’ Hannah pointed to the corridor where Amanda and Neil’s old bedrooms still held souvenirs they had never collected for their new lives. There was a bathroom in between.


‘Goodnight, now, and sleep well. We’ll talk about everything in the morning.’ She went downstairs with a heavy sigh. Her shoes were very tight, Neil had brought an African man and left him for everyone else to entertain and Cathy was being insufferable – who ever said it was easy giving a party? Even if you did have a caterer?


‘Which room will you have?’ Simon asked. They had done a complete tour.


‘I’d like the one with all the coats in it,’ Maud said.


‘But she didn’t say . . .’


‘She didn’t say not this one either,’ Maud was determined.


‘It could be their own bedroom, look, it opens into a bathroom, I don’t think you should sleep here, Maud.’


‘She said wherever we liked. We could put the coats on chairs.’ They stood for a while in Jock and Hannah Mitchell’s large bedroom.


‘There’s a television in this one.’ Simon was sorry he hadn’t found it first.


‘Yes, but I have to move all these old coats and scarves and things.’ Maud felt that made things equal. They pushed the coats on to chairs and, mainly, on to the floor.


‘Look, she has all this make-up that Mother used to have on her dressing-table before her nerves got bad.’ Maud picked up some lipsticks.


‘What are the black things?’


‘They’re for eyebrows.’


Simon drew heavy dark eyebrows and then a moustache. The sudden ringing out of bells and celebratory shrieks startled him and the pencil broke, so he used another one. Maud put on a dark red lipstick and then used a pinker shade to make little spots on her cheeks. She picked up a cut-glass atomiser and began to spray.


‘Hey, that got in my eye,’ Simon said, picking up what looked like a large can of hair lacquer in retaliation. It turned out to be some kind of mousse. It went all over the dressing-table. ‘What on earth is that?’ he wondered.


‘It could be shaving cream,’ Maud thought.


‘That must be it. Imagine her wanting that.’


There were long earrings which Maud tried on, but they were for pierced ears, so she went to the bathroom and found some Elastoplast. She admired herself. Simon had found a short fur jacket and put it on with a man’s hat. They were bouncing happily on the two large beds with white counterpanes when two women came in.


They gasped when they saw the clothes on the floor; and one of them screamed when she saw Simon wearing her recently remodelled mink jacket. Her screams frightened Maud and Simon, who screamed back, and Hannah and Jock came running up the stairs – followed by a small crowd – to find out what had happened.


Neil was in the kitchen.


‘What in the name of God’s that caterwauling upstairs?’ he asked.


‘Stay out of it, if you investigate, you’ll only become part of it,’ Cathy grinned.


‘But listen to them!’


‘Keep well out of it,’ she warned.


‘We’ll give Jonathan a lift back when the time comes, okay?’ Neil said.


‘The time won’t come for me until everyone else is gone. You should take him home yourself and let me come back under my own steam in the van.’


More voices were raised upstairs.


‘I’d really better go and see what’s happening,’ Neil said, and he was gone.


Jonathan brought some ashtrays into the kitchen and wiped them.


‘Terrible smokers, the older generation,’ Cathy smiled at him.


‘I’d like to slip away now, do you think I could get a taxi?’


‘Not on New Year’s Eve, but Neil’s going to drive you home anyway.’


‘I don’t want to put him out any more.’


‘It won’t put him out at all, but he won’t be able to go for a while. Do you want to use that bike out in the back?’


‘Do you think I could?’ His eyes were full of relief.


‘Certainly. It’s an old one. It used to belong to Neil. Go now, Jonathan, while the third world war is being fought upstairs.’


‘I suppose I could make things worse and ask if I could have a bed for the night,’ he said with a grin.


‘Now, that’s something I’d like to see,’ Cathy said.


‘Who are the children anyway?’


‘A long story, cousins, children of Neil’s very hopeless uncle and aunt. It’s their first night here.’


‘It could very well be their last.’


Tom walked on up from the canal, and over and through the Georgian streets and down a lane he had never been down before. And that’s where he saw it. A wrought-iron gate leading into a cobbled courtyard, and what looked like an old coach house that had been converted for some business. He pushed open the iron gate and went up to the door where there seemed to be some kind of notice. It was a piece of cardboard where someone had written For Sale. There was a phone number to contact for details. Bells were ringing all over Dublin, it was midnight, a new year had arrived. Tom peered through the windows. He had found their premises.


Mrs Ryan told Cathy that she was a little the worse for wear. Cathy said the solution was three glasses of water and three small slices of very thin bread and butter, never known to fail. Mrs Ryan ate the bread and drank the water dutifully and pronounced herself fine. Cathy filled the champagne glasses for midnight, and as the bells rang over the city they all toasted each other and sang Auld Lang Syne. Hannah Mitchell looked almost pleased with it all. Cathy decided to let her have her moment, and moved quickly and quietly away from the circle of entwined hands.


She cleared and washed and dried in the kitchen, she packed crates and neatly arranged several little dishes of goodies for Hannah to discover the next day, in the refrigerator. She moved in and out between the kitchen and the van; the bulk of the work was done. Now all she had to worry about was serving more wine, and more coffee. She could scoop the coffee cups away later. She felt tired in every one of her bones. She heard the telephone ring, thank God. Neil’s sister had finally called them. Then she heard Hannah say in tones of disbelief, ‘Cathy. You want to talk to Cathy?’ She moved to the hall. Her mother-in-law stood there holding the receiver as if it might be transmitting a disease.


‘It’s for you,’ she said, astounded.


Please let it not be bad news from home, Cathy prayed; may it not be her mother or father taken ill having chicken in a basket at the pub. Or some terrible phone call from Chicago where all her sisters and brothers had gone to live so long ago.


‘Cathy,’ said Tom, ‘I’ve found it.’


‘Found what?’ she asked, not sure whether to be overcome with relief that it wasn’t bad news, or with rage that he had phoned her here.


‘The premises,’ he said. ‘I’ve found the place where Scarlet Feather is going to live.’





CHAPTER ONE



January


The year began in different ways in different houses.


Tom Feather woke in Stoneyfield flats with a pain in his shoulders and a stiff neck . . . The armchair had not been at all comfortable. He got some cold orange juice from the fridge, and fixed a flower to the glass with some sticky tape. He marched straight into the bedroom.


‘Happy New Year to the most beautiful, saintly and forgiving woman in the world,’ he said.


Marcella woke and rubbed her eyes. ‘I’m not saintly and forgiving, I’m furious with you,’ she began.


‘But you haven’t denied that you are beautiful, and I have totally forgiven you,’ he said happily.


‘What do you mean? There was nothing to forgive me for.’ She was very indignant indeed.


‘Quite right, which is why we will say no more about it. I should thank you instead, because last night I found the premises.’


‘You what?’


‘I know it’s all due to you: if you hadn’t behaved so badly and forced me to leave that party, I’d never have found the place. I’ll take you to see it as soon as you’re dressed so drink up that beautiful elegant drink I’ve prepared for you and—’


‘If you think for one moment that I’m going to leap out of bed and—’


‘You’re so right. I do not think that for one moment. Instead I think I’m going to leap into bed. What a truly great idea.’ And he had his crumpled clothes off as he spoke.


In Neil and Cathy’s house at Waterview the phone rang. ‘It’s your mother, saying all the guests are dead from salmonella,’ Cathy said.


‘More likely to be some shrink saying that you’ve been committed to a mental home for advanced paranoia,’ Neil said, reaching over to ruffle her hair.


‘I suppose we could leave it?’ she said doubtfully.


‘When do we ever?’ Neil replied, reaching down under the bed where the phone was nestling. ‘Anyway it’s probably Tom.’


It wasn’t Tom, it was about Jonathan. Neil was half out of bed.


‘Tell them I’m on my way,’ he was saying.


Cathy put on the coffee as he dressed.


‘No time,’ he was protesting.


‘Listen, I’ve put it in a flask. Take it with you, you can drink it in the car,’ she said.


He came back, took the flask and kissed her. ‘I’m very sorry, hon. I did want to go and see this place with you this morning, you know I did.’


‘I know, this is more important. Go.’


‘And don’t sign anything or accept anything until we’ve had someone take a look at it.’


‘No, Mr Lawyer, you know I won’t!’


‘Now of course I do have the address in case this thing ends early. I could come straight there.’


‘It won’t end early, Neil, it will take all day. Go and save him before it’s too late.’


Cathy watched him from the window. As he put the flask down on the frosty ground in order to open the car door, he must have known she would be watching. He waved up at her. Jonathan was lucky that he had Neil Mitchell in his corner. Neil would worry at the case like a dog with a bone, just as he would get a colleague to examine the title deeds of this place, which looked like the perfect premises at last.


JT and Maura Feather woke up in Fatima, a small red-brick house in a quiet road. They used to be workers’ cottages, but the Feathers had noted with disapproval that a lot of trendy younger people were buying. Attracting burglars to the area.


‘I never thought we’d live to see another year, JT. The Lord must have spared us for some purpose,’ Maura said. She was a tall, thin woman with a long, sad face permanently set in the lines of a sorrowing Madonna bent low by the wickedness of the world.


Her husband was big and broad-shouldered, made strong by years of hard physical work in the building trade. His weather-beaten face had looked the same always.


‘It’s not that we’re really all that old in terms of years, but I know what you mean,’ JT agreed with her. He turned on the tea-making machine between their beds. It had been a gift from Tom. Maura had thought it was more trouble than it was worth, what with remembering to wash the pot and get fresh milk, but it was handy enough not to have to go down to the cold kitchen.


‘Another year begun and not a sign of either of them wanting to do a hand’s turn in the business,’ he sighed heavily.


‘Or settling down in marriage as God intended,’ Maura sniffed.


‘Ah, marriage is a different thing,’ JT said. ‘Anyone can marry or not marry, but no two other boys from this area have a ready-made business to walk into, and you have Joe making girls’ dresses over in London and Tom making cakes and pastries. It would drive you to an early grave.’


Maura hated it when he got grey with worry. ‘Haven’t I told you to stop getting your blood pressure all het up over him,’ she warned. ‘He’s like all young people, just looking out for himself. Just wait until he has a couple of children, then he’ll be round to the door pretty fast wondering can he work in the business.’


‘You may be right,’ JT nodded, but in his heart he didn’t think that he was ever going to see either of his boys ask him to put the words Feather and Son over his builder’s yard.


Muttie Scarlet woke with a start. Something good had happened last night, and he couldn’t remember what it was. Then it came back. He had drawn a horse in the pub sweepstake. That was all. Most people would be pleased about this. But to Muttie, who was a serious betting man, there was no skill or science in that kind of thing.


You just bought a ticket for a raffle and then twenty-one people got a horse, you couldn’t even choose your own animal. He had something called Lucky Daughter. No form, nothing known about it, total outsider, probably had three legs. Lizzie didn’t understand it at all. She had been pleased for him, said he’d have all the thrill of the race without having to put a week’s wages on a horse.


Poor Lizzie. It was awful trying to explain anything at all about horses to her. And she was very sure that nothing she earned ever ended up at the bookmaker’s. But to be fair, she did put the food on the table and didn’t ask him for much from his dole money. Muttie hadn’t known a week’s wages for a long time. He had a bad back. But still and all, it wasn’t too bad to get out of bed and bring Lizzie a mug of tea. She’d be going out to people’s houses later to clean, to clear up their New Year’s Eves for them. Lizzie was a great support to them all, the children in Chicago and to Cathy. Muttie smiled to himself as he often did over the fast one that their Cathy had done, grabbing Neil, the son and heir of Oaklands, Hannah Mitchell’s pride and joy. Even if he hadn’t liked the boy, Muttie would have been overjoyed at that marriage. Just to see the hard, hate-filled face of Hannah at the wedding was vengeance enough for all that she had put poor Lizzie through up in that house. But Neil himself, as it happened, was a grand fellow. You couldn’t meet a nicer lad in a month of Sundays. It was odd the way things turned out, Muttie told himself as he went to make the tea.


Hannah and Jock Mitchell woke at Oaklands.


‘Well,’ said Hannah menacingly. ‘Well, Jock, it’s tomorrow now. You said you’d decide “tomorrow”.’


‘God that was a good party,’ Jock groaned. ‘I feel it not exactly in my bones, more in the front left-side of my head.’


‘I’m not surprised,’ Hannah was terse. ‘But there’s no time to talk about your hangover. We are talking about those children. They are not staying another night in this house.’


‘Don’t be hasty,’ he pleaded.


‘I’m not being hasty. I was very patient when you and Neil said they had to stay last night. I was a saint out of heaven, not breaking every bone in their bodies when I saw the wreckage they had achieved in here. That jacket of Eileen’s will never clean, you know, never. God knows what they managed to smear into it . . .’


‘Best thing if it doesn’t. Makes her look like a vole,’ Jock whimpered.


‘You’ve done enough for Kenneth over the years . . .’


‘That’s not the point.’


‘It is the point.’


‘No, it’s not, Hannah. Where else can they go? They’re my brother’s children. He seems to have abandoned them.’ He winced with pain.


‘It’s too much,’ Hannah protested. ‘And they were very rude, both of them, no apology, saying I’d said they could have any room and they had chosen this one. Enough to crucify anyone at what was meant to be a party, a celebration.’


‘You didn’t over-indulge yourself?’ He had a faint hope that she might also have a hangover, which might tolerate the thought of a Bloody Mary at breakfast.


‘Someone had to keep an eye on things,’ she sniffed.


‘Well, didn’t Cathy do that very well. I heard a lot of praise for—’


‘What do men know of what needs to be done?’


‘She left the place like a new pin.’ He tried to defend his daughter-in-law.


‘Well, at least some of the training I gave her poor mother must have paid off eventually.’


Hannah would say nothing good about Cathy. Jock gave up. Some things weren’t worth fighting over, especially with this hammering in his head.


‘True,’ he said, feeling he had somehow let that hard-working girl down. But Cathy of all people would know how it was easier to take the line of least resistance with Hannah.


‘And then running off at the end because she got some phone call in the middle of the night about premises for this crackpot idea of hers.’


‘I know, ridiculous,’ said Jock Mitchell, getting up to get a painkiller and feeling like Judas.


Geraldine had been up since seven o’clock. She had been alone in the Glenstar swimming pool: usually she would have had the company of half a dozen other Glenstar residents, who loved the amenity of their swimming pool. But New Year’s Eve had taken its toll. Geraldine did her twelve lengths, washed her hair and went through the arrangements again for today’s big charity lunch. She had advised a group to have their function on January the first, since it was often a flat day when people were eager to recover in company. And indeed, the response to the invitation list had been overwhelming. She had been wise to leave that photographer’s party early last night. There had been nobody that interested her to talk to, a lot of them much younger than she was. She had slipped away quietly before midnight. She had seen Tom Feather and his dizzy girlfriend there but couldn’t get to meet them across the room. Cathy and Neil would have been there, but of course Cathy had been catering the Mitchells’ party last night; Geraldine hoped that it had gone well and that there had been a chance to make some useful contacts. Cathy hated that woman so much it was really important that the night had been some kind of success for her in terms of business. Geraldine wished they could find premises soon. She had agreed to back them for the loan when the time came, as had Joe Feather, Tom’s rather elusive elder brother. All they had to do was find the place. And then brave, gutsy Cathy wouldn’t have to nail a smile on her face and work in the kitchen of her mother-in-law’s house, something she hated with a passion. One of the advantages of being single was that there were no mothers-in-law to cope with, Geraldine thought as she poured more coffee.


In a different part of the Glenstar apartments, Shona Burke woke up and thought about the year ahead. Many other women of twenty-six would wake today with a comforting body on the other side of the bed. In fact, she was sick of people asking her when she was going to settle down. It was so intrusive. Shona would not ask people why they didn’t have a baby, or when they were going to have their facial hair seen to. She never queried why people drove a car that was falling to pieces, or stayed with a spouse so obviously less than satisfactory. How dare they speculate openly and to her face about why she hadn’t married?


‘It could be because you look too cool, too successful. Fellows wouldn’t dare chat you up and go home with you,’ a colleague had suggested helpfully.


Last night’s party at Ricky’s would have provided plenty of people who might have chatted her up and come back to the Glenstar apartments with her; in fact, she had had one very definite offer and two suggestions. But these would not have been people who would have stayed. Not anyone she could trust or rely on. And Shona Burke was not one to trust easily. She would get up soon, go out to Dun Laoghaire for a brisk walk with a neighbour’s dog, come back and get ready for the charity lunch. Because she was considered the very public face of Haywards, she was often asked to such things. Haywards was the store in Dublin. It had survived takeovers, makeovers and the passage of time. And today it would give her the chance to wear the new outfit which she had bought at a discount in Haywards. Ridiculous to have so many nice clothes at twenty-six, and not enough places to wear them.


‘Neil, is it all right to talk?’


‘Not really, Father, we’re in the middle of something . . .’


‘So are we, we’re in the middle of those two children taking the house apart brick by brick.’


‘No, I mean what I’m in is really serious. I can’t talk about Maud and Simon now.’


‘But what are we going to do?’


‘Father, we’re going to look after them, it’s as simple as that. We’ll help you, Cathy and I, but now, if you’ll excuse me . . .’


‘But Neil . . .’


‘I have to go.’


Jock Mitchell hung up wearily. The twins had unpacked all the desserts Cathy had left in the fridge and eaten them for breakfast. Simon had been sick. On the carpet.


In a garden flat in Rathgar, James Byrne was up and at his desk. Ever since he had retired six months ago he had continued the routine and habits of working life. Breakfast of a boiled egg, tea and toast, ten minutes’ minimal tidying his three-room apartment, and then a second cup of tea and twenty minutes at his desk. It had been such a useful thing to do when he worked in the big accountancy firm. Cleared his head, sorted his priorities before he got into the office. Now of course there were no priorities. He didn’t have to decide whether or not to oppose some tax scheme on the grounds that it was evasion. Other, younger people made those decisions. There was less and less to do, but he could always find something. He might renew a magazine subscription, or send for a catalogue. To his surprise the telephone rang. Very few people telephoned James Byrne at any time, and he certainly hadn’t expected a call at ten o’clock in the morning on New Year’s Day. It was a girl.


‘Mr Byrne? Is it too early to talk?’


‘No, no. How can I help you?’


The voice was young and very excited. ‘It’s about the premises, Mr Byrne, we’re so interested, more than you’d believe. Is there any chance we could see them today?’


‘Premises?’ James Byrne was confused. ‘What premises?’


He listened as she explained. It was the Maguires’ old place, the printing works they hadn’t even entered since the accident. He knew that they had been listless and depressed. They had been unwilling to listen to any advice. But now, apparently, they had disappeared, leaving a For Sale sign on their gate and James Byrne’s phone number. In years of business James had learned that he must never transmit any of his own anxiety or confusion to a client.


‘Let me see if I can find them, Miss Scarlet,’ James said. ‘I’ll call you back within the hour.’


Cathy put the phone down carefully and looked around her in Tom’s apartment, where the little group had been following every word of the conversation. Tom leaning forward, like her father always did to a radio when he wanted to hear who was winning a race. Marcella in an old pink shirt of Tom’s and black jeans, her dark eyes and clouds of black hair making her look more and more like the top model she yearned to be. Geraldine, crisp and elegant, dressed for her smart lunch but still giving time to be present for the great phone call and what it might deliver.


‘He’s not an estate agent, he’s an accountant, he knows the people who own it and he’ll ring us back in an hour,’ she said, eyes shining. They could hardly take it in.


It felt like three hours, but Geraldine told them it was only thirty-six minutes. Then the call came. This time Tom took it. James Byrne, ex-accountant, had been in touch with his friends in England. They reported they really did intend to sell. They had made their decision over Christmas, and had gone away to England yesterday now that it had been made. James Byrne had been asked to set it all in train. And as quickly as possible. Cathy looked at Tom in disbelief. It really was going to happen, exactly the kind of place they wanted. And they were the first potential buyers, they were in there with a chance. Tom was thinking the same thing.


‘We are very lucky that you made this enquiry for us, Mr Byrne, and now if you would like us to let you know—’


The voice interrupted him. ‘Of course you will understand that my first loyalty lies with the Maguires who own the premises. They will have to be represented by a lawyer, an auctioneer, and I will have to try and get them the best price possible.’


‘Yes, of course,’ Tom sounded deflated.


‘But I am very grateful to you, Mr Feather, for bringing this to my notice, otherwise it might have been some days . . .’


Geraldine was scribbling something on the back of an envelope and showing it to him.


‘Is there any chance you could show us inside the place, do you think?’ Tom asked.


There was a pause. ‘Certainly,’ the man said. ‘That would be no problem. In fact, the Maguires were anxious to know what kind of people had discovered the notice so quickly; they only put it up yesterday before they went to the airport.’


‘Yesterday?’ Tom was astounded. ‘But it looks as if the place has been abandoned for a long time.’


‘It has; the family had a lot of trouble.’


‘I’m sorry. Are you a friend of theirs?’


‘In a way. I did some work for them once. They trusted me.’


It was a sober sort of thing to say. Tom hoped that they could get back to the bit about letting them in. Then Mr Byrne cleared his throat.


‘Suppose we meet there in an hour?’ he suggested.


The city was still partially asleep, but James Byrne was wide awake. Small and rather precise-looking, wearing a navy overcoat and gloves, with a silk scarf tied around his neck, he was a man in his sixties who might have been cast in a film as a worried bank manager or concerned statesman. He introduced himself formally and shook hands with everyone as if they were in an office instead of standing in the bitter cold on the first day of the year outside a falling-down printing business. At first Cathy was pleased to see him take down the ludicrous cardboard notice while tut-tutting at the amateur nature of it all, but then he explained again that the place would of course have to be sold professionally, maybe even at auction. It could still be snatched from them. They sensed somehow that he wasn’t going to tell them anything about the Maguires and what sorrows or confusion there had been in their lives. This was not the time to enquire.


They walked through in wonder. The place that could be Scarlet Feather’s new home. First home.


All this middle section could be the main kitchen; this would be the freezer section, that would be the staff lavatory and washroom, and they would have storage here. And a small room where they could greet clients. It was almost too perfect: everything was what they had hoped. And it was so desperately shabby and run-down; perhaps others might not realise the potential. Cathy was aware that she had clasped her hands and closed her eyes only when she heard James Byrne clear his throat. He seemed to be concerned that she might be too happy about it all, too confident. She knew she must reassure him.


‘It’s all right, James, I do know it’s not ours. This is only the first step of a very long journey,’ she smiled at him warmly.


They had been talking to this man for forty-five minutes, calling him Mr Byrne all the while. He was a stranger, twice their age and she had called him James. She felt a slight flush creep up her neck. She knew exactly why she had done this; subconsciously it was part of her wish never to feel inferior, never to crawl and beg. But perhaps she had gone too far this time. Cathy looked hard at him, willing him not to take offence. James Byrne smiled back at her.


‘It might not be too long a journey, Cathy. The Maguires are very anxious to get all this over; they want a quick sale. It might move much more quickly than you all think.’


Cathy did not go home. She didn’t want to sit alone in the house while her mind was racing – and there were very few other places she wanted to be either. Tom and Marcella would need time to be on their own together. She couldn’t go to St Jarlath’s Crescent and hear a detailed description of their night at the pub when she ached to tell them the excitement in her life. There was no way she would go near Oaklands. In that big house at this very moment, there would be a terrible war raging. Those strange children, with their solemn faces and total disregard for anyone else’s property or feelings might well have wrecked the place by now. She knew very well that sooner or later she and Neil would have to take some part in their care; but for now it would seem the wisest thing to stay away from Oaklands.


Hannah Mitchell would be on the phone to her friends, laughing and groaning, or complaining to her husband that their daughter had not telephoned from Canada. She would not yet have discovered the neatly covered plates in her fridge with perfectly labelled chicken, vegetables and desserts. Cathy knew she would never be thanked for these. That wasn’t part of any deal. The best she could hope for was that Hannah Mitchell would leave her alone.


No, that wasn’t true. The very best thing would be if her mother-in-law fell down a manhole. Cathy was restless, she needed to walk, clear her head. She found that she was driving south, out of the city towards Dun Laoghaire and the sea. She parked the car and walked on the long pier, hugging herself against the wind. Many Dubliners with hangovers seemed to have had some similar notion, and were busy working up a lunchtime thirst for themselves. Cathy smiled to herself; she must be the soberest and most abstemious person here, one half-glass of champagne at midnight and nothing else. Even her mother who claimed that she didn’t drink at all would have had three hot whiskeys to see the New Year in. It was probably wiser not to speculate on how many pints her father might have had. But there was nobody else walking this pier on this, the first day of the New Year who was nearly as excited as Cathy Scarlet. She was going to have her own business. She would be self-employed. Joint owner of something that was going to be a huge success. For the very first time since the whole thing had started she realised now that it was not just a dream.


They would paint the logo on the van, they would turn up in this funny mews every morning, the premises would have their name over the door. Nothing violent or loud that would be at odds with the area. Perhaps even in wrought iron? Already she and Tom had agreed that they would paint the two doors the deepest of scarlet red. But this was not the time for hunting down fancy door handles and knockers. No money could be spent on a detailed image at this stage. They had gone over so many times how much they could afford. They would not lose their business before it had even begun. One of those men at the Mitchells’ party last night owned a big stationery firm; perhaps Cathy could go to him about a quote for printing brochures and business cards. They needn’t accept it or anything, but it would remind the man and his rather socially conscious wife of their existence.


There were a million things to do; how could they wait now until they heard from these strange people who had apparently locked up a failed business and without making any arrangements about fixtures and fittings disappeared overnight? If it had not been for the calmer manner of James Byrne, Cathy would have feared that they were dealing with mad people who might never agree to the sale being closed. But there was something reassuring about this man. Something that made you feel safe, and yet who kept well at a distance at the same time. Neither she nor Tom had even dared to ask him where he lived or what company he had been with. They had his phone number from the strange cardboard notice, but Cathy knew that neither she nor Tom would telephone to hurry him up. They would wait until they heard his news. And in his perfectly courteous but slightly flat voice he had told them he was very sure that it would be sooner rather than later. Cathy wondered whether he had gone back to his house where his wife had prepared a lunch for him. Or would he take his family out to a hotel? Perhaps he had no family, and was a bachelor catering for himself. He had looked slightly too well cared-for: polished shoes, well-ironed shirt collar. It might take for ever to know such information about him. But after James Byrne had introduced them to the strange, elusive Maguires, then they would probably never see him again. She must take his address sometime, so that when Scarlet Feather was up and running she could tell him that he had been in there at the very start of it . . . It would be a success, Cathy knew this. They hadn’t spent two whole years planning it for it to end up as one of those foolish statistics about companies that failed.


And Cathy Scarlet, businesswoman, would be able to take her mother shopping and to lunch in a smart restaurant. And soon the consuming wish to kill Hannah Mitchell would pass, and she would be able to regard her as just another ordinary and even pathetic member of the human race. Tom Feather badly wanted it to succeed for all of his reasons, and she wanted it even more badly for all of hers. Which were very complicated reasons, Cathy admitted. Some of them very hard to explain to the bank, to Geraldine and even at times to Neil. There was a general feeling that life would be much safer if Cathy Scarlet was to bring her considerable talents to work for someone else. The someone else taking the risks, paying the bills, facing any possible losses. Usually, but not always, Cathy was able to summon up the passion, the enthusiasm and the sheer conviction that she was totally sane and practical. Cathy at top speed was hard to resist.


Sometimes during a wakeful night she had doubted herself. Once or twice when she looked at the opposition she wondered could she and Tom ever break into the market. At the end of long hours working in one of Dublin’s restaurants, she was sometimes tempted to think how good it would be to go home and take a long bath rather than spend a couple of hours with Tom trying to work out what the food would have cost to buy, and how they might have cooked it better, presented it more artistically and served it more speedily.


But last night when she had seen the premises, and today when she had realised that they might possibly be within their grasp, she had no doubts at all. Cathy smiled to herself with all the confidence in the world.


‘Well there’s someone who had a nice New Year’s Eve, anyway,’ said a voice. It was Shona Burke, the very handsome young woman who was the head of Human Resources or whatever they called it at Haywards. Always very calm and assured, she was a friend of Marcella and Tom’s and had been very helpful in trying to seek out contacts for them. She was being tugged by an excited red setter, who wanted to go and find other dogs or bark at the sea – anything except have another dull conversation with a human being.


‘What on earth makes you think that?’ Cathy laughed.


‘Compared to everyone else I’ve met, you’re radiant. They are all giving up drink for ever, or they’ve been abandoned by their true loves or can’t remember where they’re meant to be going for lunch.’


‘They haven’t begun to know hardship . . . They weren’t catering a party for Hannah Mitchell.’ Cathy rolled her eyes. Shona would know the dreaded Hannah, always the stalwart of fashion news and Valued Customer evenings at Haywards.


‘And you’re still alive and smiling.’


‘I wasn’t smiling over the party, believe me. You don’t sell any untraceable poisons in that store of yours, I suppose? Where were you last night, anyway?’


‘I was at Ricky’s party. I met Marcella and Tom . . . Well . . . Tom just for a bit.’


Cathy paused. She would like to have told Shona their news, but they had all agreed nobody would know until there really was something to know. Geraldine and Marcella had agreed to be silent, so Cathy must say nothing. Nor did she ask why Tom had only been there for a bit.


‘What was the food like?’ Cathy asked instead.


‘Not you too. Tom practically had a forceps and swab out examining it.’


‘Sorry. I know we’re very boring.’


‘Not a bit, and the truth is the food was very dull. Not only did I ask them for a brochure which I’ll send you, I also asked Ricky how much he paid them and you’ll be stunned . . .’


‘Stunned good or stunned bad?’


‘Good, I imagine – I know what you two could do for that price. Sorry, this animal’s going to have me in the harbour in a minute.’


‘He’s never yours, how do you keep something that size in Glenstar apartments?’


‘No, I just borrowed him to get me out for a walk before lunch.’


Cathy realised that she knew nothing at all of Shona Burke’s private life. Maybe everyone worked too hard these days to have a private life. Or more likely, maybe they worked too hard to have any time to speculate about anyone else’s.


‘I swear I’m keeping my eyes open for a place for you. You will find one when you least expect it, believe me.’


Cathy felt shabby thanking her. But a promise was a promise. She looked into the faces that passed her by. Some people might never be their clients in a million years, but others might well need Scarlet Feather some time in their lives. There would be birthdays, graduations, weddings, anniversaries, reunions – even funerals. People no longer thought that caterers were the preserve of only the rich and famous. They had given up the nonsensical superwoman image of pretending that they had cooked everything themselves while holding down a job, looking after their children and running a home. In fact, nowadays you were considered intelligent to be able to find someone else to take part of a compartment of your life. Some of these people taking a morning walk and watching the waves might well be sending for the brochure that she and Tom would soon get ready. The brisk couple with their two spaniels might well be booking a retirement party or a thirtieth wedding anniversary. The well-dressed woman who looked so fit might need to organise a ladies’ lunch for fellow golfers. That couple holding hands might want a drinks party to announce their engagement. Even the man with the red eyes and white face, who was vainly hoping that fresh air might work miracles on whatever damage he had done to himself last night, might be a senior executive who was looking for a firm to run his corporate hospitality.


The possibilities were endless. Cathy hugged herself with pleasure. Her father used always to say that it was a great life just as long as you didn’t weaken. Not that her father had ever shown much get up and go except to Sandy Keane’s, or Hennessy’s the bookmaker’s. Poor Da: he would fall down if he knew how much she and Tom Feather were prepared to pay for these premises. And her mother would go white. Mam would be apologetic to the end of her life that somehow the maid’s daughter had snared the great Hannah Mitchell’s only son. It had been a terrible crime – ten thousand times greater than taking a half-hour off for a mug of tea, a smoke and a look at a quiz show on television. There was no changing her. In the beginning, Cathy had tried to force the two women to meet socially but it had been so painful, and Cathy’s knuckles would clench every time her mother leaped up from the table to clear away the dishes at Oaklands any time they were invited there, that she had given up the attempt. Neil had been relaxed and indifferent about it.


‘Listen, nobody sane could get on with my mother. Stop forcing your unfortunate mother to do things she hates. Let’s just go and see your family on our own, or have them to our house.’


Muttie and Lizzie were as welcome at Cathy and Neil’s house as any of the young lawyers, politicians, journalists and civil rights activists who moved in and out. And Neil dropped in occasionally to see his parents-in-law. He would find something that interested them to tell them about. Once he had brought a young man that his own mother would have called a tinker but Neil called a traveller, to see the Scarlets. Neil had just successfully defended the boy for horse-stealing and asked him to come and have a pint to celebrate. Shyly the boy had said that travellers were often not welcome in pubs, and when no persuasion had worked Neil had said that he must come and meet his father-in-law: they would bring half a dozen beers and talk horses. Muttie Scarlet had never forgotten it, he must have told Cathy a thousand times that he was happy to have been of service to Neil in the matter of entertaining his prisoners. Cathy’s father always called them prisoners, not clients.


Gradually her mother began to relax when Neil came to visit. If she started to fuss, throw out his cooling tea or sew a button on his coat, or, as she did on one terrible occasion, offer to clean his shoes, he just got out of it gently without the kind of confrontation that Cathy would have started. Neil found the whole scene seemingly normal. He never saw anything odd in the fact that he was having boiled bacon in an artisan’s cottage in St Jarlath’s Crescent with his in-laws, who were the maid and her ne’er-do-well husband. Neil was interested in everything, which is what made him so easy to talk to. He didn’t show any of the fiercely defensive attitude that Cathy wore like armour. To him it was no big deal. Which, as Cathy told herself a hundred times, it was not. It was only her mother-in-law who made it all seem grotesque and absurd. Cathy put the woman out of her mind. She would go back to Waterview and wait until Neil came home.


Their house at number seven Waterview was described as a town house. A stupid phrase that just added several thousand pounds to the small two-bedroom house and tiny garden. There were thirty of them built for people like Neil and Cathy, young couples with two jobs and no children as yet. They could walk or cycle to work in the city. It was ideal for Neil and Cathy and twenty-nine similar couples. And when the time came to sell there would be plenty of others to take their places. It was a good investment according to Neil’s father, Jock Mitchell, who knew all about investments.


Hannah Mitchell had delivered herself of no view about Waterview, apart from heavy sighs. She had particularly disapproved of their having no dining room. Cathy had immediately decided that the room should be a study, since they would eat in the kitchen from choice. The study had three walls lined with bookshelves and one window looking out over the promised water view. They had two tables covered with green felt, and they worked on them in the late hours together. One would go and get coffee, then later the other would decide it was time to open a bottle of wine. It was one of the great strengths they had, the ability to work side by side companionably. They had friends who often sparred and complained that one or the other was working to the exclusion of their having a good time. But Cathy and Neil had never felt like that. From the very first time they had got to know each other out in Greece, when he had ceased to be that stuck-up boy at Oaklands whose mother had given everyone such a hard time . . . When Cathy had stopped being nice Mrs Scarlet’s brat of a daughter, they had had very few misunderstandings. Neil had understood that Cathy wanted to run her own business right from the start. Cathy had known that he wanted a certain kind of law practice. There would be no short cuts for Neil Mitchell, no ever-decreasing office hours like his father had managed to negotiate; no pretending that he was somehow doing business by being out on a golf course or in a club in Stephen’s Green. They would talk late into the night about the defendant who had never had a chance because the odds were stacked against him, how to prove that he was dyslexic and had never understood the forms that were sent to him. Or they would go through the budgets yet again for Scarlet Feather, and Neil would get out his calculator and add, subtract, divide and multiply. Whenever she was downcast he would calm her and assure her that one of his father’s partners, a man who lived and breathed money, would advise them every step of the way.


Cathy let herself into number seven Waterview and sat down in the kitchen. This was the only room where they could really see the pictures on the walls. There was no room for paintings in the study because of all the books, files and documents. The hall and stairs were too narrow, you couldn’t really see anything they hung there, and the two bedrooms upstairs were lined with fitted wardrobes and dressing tables. So there was no room there.


Cathy sat at her kitchen table and looked up at their art collection. Everything there had been painted by someone they knew. The Greek sunrise by the old man in the taverna where they had stayed. The prison cell by the woman on a murder charge that Neil had got acquitted. The picture of Clew Bay in Mayo by the American tourist they had met and befriended when his wallet had been stolen. The wonderful still life by the old lady in the hospice who had an exhibition three weeks before she died. Every one of them had a history, a meaning and a significance. It didn’t matter to Neil and Cathy whether they were great art or rubbish.


A telephone in a quiet house can sound like an alarm bell. Somehow, from its very tone, Cathy knew this wasn’t going to be an easy phone call.


‘Is Neil there?’ her mother-in-law snapped.


‘I’m afraid he’s out with Jonathan. There was an attempt to hustle him out of the country this morning.’


‘When will he be coming back?’ Hannah’s voice was a rasp.


‘Well, when he’s finished, he won’t know when.’


‘I’ll call his mobile . . .’


‘He turns it off at meetings like this, he couldn’t . . .’


‘Where is he, Cathy, he has to come here at once.’


‘Has there been an accident . . .?’


‘There has indeed been an accident, and most of the kitchen ceiling has come down,’ Hannah cried. ‘They left bath taps running and the weight of the water . . . I need Neil to get those children out of here to wherever they’re going to be sent. We haven’t had a moment’s peace – and as for you, Cathy, those children have eaten entirely unsuitable rich desserts and have been sick. I need to talk to Neil. Now.’ Her voice was by now dangerously high and shaky.


‘I can’t contact him for you, I really can’t. But I know what he’d say.’


‘If you’re going to tell me to calm down . . .’


‘He’d say we’ll take them here. So that’s what we’ll do.’ Cathy sighed.


‘Can you, Cathy?’ The relief in Hannah’s voice was clear. ‘They’ve been allowed to run wild – they need professionals to look after them, to try to bring them back to normal. And I don’t want Neil to say I put them on to you . . .’


‘It won’t be like that.’


‘No. But get him to ring me the moment you can.’


Cathy smiled. She had now what her mother called her-meat-and-her-manners: she had offered and been refused – even if she had only offered because she could see it coming anyway. She dialled Neil’s mobile phone to leave the message.


‘Sorry to disturb you with trivia, but the twins have apparently brought down the ceiling in Oaklands. Ring your mother soonest. Hope it’s all going well for Jonathan.’


Then she went to the spare room and made up two beds. The twins would be there before nightfall.


Tom rang to say he wanted to borrow the van and would that be all right.


‘I want to go up into the mountains, I think. It’s just I can’t think or talk about anything else and I’m afraid I’ll drive Marcella demented. Do you want to come? Is Neil bearing up?’


‘He’s still out fighting the good fight. I’d better not come with you, though, we have another horror-story brewing. Remember the twins from hell who turned up at Oaklands last night?’


‘Have they burned the place down yet?’


‘They might have by now. But they’re probably packing their things and getting ready to come to Waterview as we speak.’


‘Cathy, they can’t!’ Tom was aghast. ‘You don’t have room, apart from anything else.’


‘Don’t I know it, but as my father would say, even money we see them here tonight.’


‘So what are you doing?’


‘Nailing things down, mainly. Removing anything breakable. You know, the usual.’


‘I’ll just sneak into the courtyard and take the van away,’ Tom said.


‘Don’t even look up at a window, they could fire something at you,’ she said with a laugh.


‘Just one word of warning, Cathy and then I’ll shut up about it all. Don’t let Neil take them on and then go off saving the world and leaving them to you.’


She sighed. ‘And will you take one word of warning from me. Drive carefully, we haven’t half-finished paying for that van and when you get excited you take your eyes off the road and your hands off the wheel.’


‘When the business is successful, we’ll get a tank,’ he promised.


Cathy made yet another cup of tea and thought about Tom. They had met on her first day at catering college; with his shock of thick, light brown hair he had an artlessly graceful way of moving. His enthusiasm and the light in his eyes had been the keynote of their years on the course. There was nothing Tom Feather would not attempt, suggest, carry out.


There had been the time he had ‘borrowed’ a car from one of the lecturers because it had been left in the college yard for the weekend and Tom thought it could take six of them to Galway and back. Sadly, they’d met the lecturer in Galway and it could have been very difficult.
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