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PRAISE FOR WISE FOLLIES
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‘When you think Alice, think Bridget Fonda chasing Matt Dillon in ‘Singles’, think Kirsty MacColl singing, ‘I put you on a pedestal/You put me on the pill’…this is a novel about finding yourself, and we can’t but cheer for Alice’s gradual emancipation.’ IRISH EXAMINER


‘A superior romance full of wit, honesty and perception.’ RTE GUIDE


‘A gently amusing account of finding love in the nineties, an enjoyable read written with an observant wit.’ BOOKS MAGAZINE.
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‘The heart has its reasons that reason knows not of.’ Blaise Pascal









Chapter 1


MY NAME IS ALICE Evans. I’m thirty-eight, single, and very keen on art and gardening. I’m also growing increasingly fond of my cat and watch far more television than I used to. I’ve been celibate for over a year and occasionally find small spiky hairs on my chin. I don’t think these two things are necessarily connected. I think my not having sex has more to do with my being rather disillusioned with men in general. Get me on the subject of men on a chin-hair day and I can sound as knowledgeably resigned as any political pundit. This is because I’ve been waiting to meet my Mr Wonderful for years now, but he still hasn’t swooped me off on his white charger. In fact, I think by this stage he’s probably married or become bisexual or a Buddhist.


In my more realistic romantic moments I remind myself that men are not the answer anyway. They are just another question…and a very puzzling one at that. There’s even a book called Men are from Mars, Women are from Venus. Certainly many of my romantic entanglements have a fairly inter-galactic feel about them. I wish I could summon Captain Jean-Luc Picard from Star Trek to help me sort them out.


‘Love yourself’ – that’s what the self-help books scream at me. And I’ve been trying to, I really have. But the sex isn’t great and when I give myself a hug my arms only reach my shoulders. I know so many lovely women, I dearly wish I could become a lesbian. The thing is, I’m just not that way inclined.


As you may have guessed, I didn’t expect to be single at this stage in my life. Neither did my housemate Mira. We were under the impression that our Mr Wonderful would just inevitably turn up, as he usually seems to in films. As time passed and the biological clock started ticking, we attempted to speed up the screening process. In an effort to be businesslike we even drew up a long list of men we would not countenance:


‘No men who go on and on about themselves on the first date and don’t even get your name right.’


‘Indeed.’


‘No men who wear sunglasses in midwinter without good reason.’


‘Agreed.’


‘Or fanatical golfers.’


‘Certainly not.’


‘Or men with mobile phones perpetually stuck to their ears.’


‘Absolutely.’


‘Or limp hand-shakers. Or men who say they’ll call and then don’t.’


‘Or the really really difficult ones.’


‘Ah yes – Alice’s specialist subject.’


‘Not any more.’


I suppose you could say we’d got rather picky. We realized this when we saw the list had grown to cover almost everyone, and therefore couldn’t be right.


I think one of the reasons I’m still alone is that for ages and ages I only went out with the ‘specialist subject’ Mira referred to: difficult men. They seemed to draw me to them like magnets. If there was a difficult man in the room I’d find him. Obsessive meditators, alcoholics, workaholics, arrested developers, brilliant nerdy types with unfashionable sweaters – I sensed their misty sadness and frayed longings before we even spoke. I looked into their big bewildered eyes and saw my own. They were different. Broken in some way. They wouldn’t drag me blithely to their bonny beaming mothers and announce, ‘Here’s Alice. You’ll love her. She’s just like us.’ There was no ‘Us’ they could refer to. Unless, of course, they were married. I think what I hoped was that we could be mixed up together and this would be somehow comforting. The thing is, it wasn’t. We got our love ingredients all jumbled up. It was like trying to make chocolate sponge pudding with tomato sauce.


I think I’ve got past my ‘difficult men’ phase now. What I want these days is a more adjusted man who’ll stay around. Preferably someone who’s as sexy as Daniel Day-Lewis and almost as wise as the Dalai Lama. A man who’s warm and kind and funny and sees straight into my soul. The thing is by the time you’re in your late thirties many of the desirable men you meet are someone else’s and it’s a right pain in the ass. You glance at their left hand and – ah, yes – there’s another glint of gold. Of course, some stinkers don’t tell you they’re unavailable until you’re hooked, but the more responsible ones do – over and over again – by being rather liberal with their ‘we’s’. Their blatant plurality is almost offensive. I think they do it to remind themselves of their ‘we-ness’ as much as you. And even if they don’t say the ‘we’ word themselves someone else eventually does for them. ‘Yes – he’s a lovely person and his wife/live-in partner/girlfriend is lovely too.’ They say it so quickly that you feel like they’re part of ‘Neighbourhood Watch’ and you’ve been caught skulking. It really pisses me off. It’s just the kind of thing that has greatly increased my enthusiasm for painting and gardening.


I love gardening. It’s so sane and straightforward. Once you’ve read one book about it you’ll have grasped the basics. It’s a predictable pleasure. There’s no ‘we-ness’ about it. After months of tender care your geranium will not, for example, announce that it has another owner or ‘isn’t ready for this kind of commitment’. If it needs more space, you simply replant it. The nutrients it requires are well documented and not subject to random alteration. You can indulge your broodiness for, say, camellias, way past menopause. Plants also bring you close to nature and remind you of the transience of things in the nicest way. Sometimes, standing in my garden on a moonlit night, I feel such comfort in my smallness. In the part I play in the grand scheme of things. Only as crucial as a wave is to the ocean. Part of something so huge that, for a moment or two of deep bliss, I even forget my dreams. At such moments finding Mr Wonderful does not matter one whit, but as soon as I go inside it does again. ‘Transcendence is a hard thing to hang on to,’ as my friend Annie says.


I’m sitting with Annie now at my distressed-pine kitchen table. She is one year older than me and has a smile that’s as sweet as Winona Ryder’s. She has honey-blonde hair that frames her pretty, thoughtful face and has no shortage of male admirers. She is a puzzling exception to the ‘we-ness’ syndrome. It doesn’t seem to affect her at all. Sometimes I suspect she’s found an ‘available men’ EU stockpile and is keeping it all to herself.


‘These are nice mugs, Alice,’ Annie is commenting as I plug in the kettle. ‘Are they new?’


‘Yes, I got them free with my supermarket saver points,’ I reply, reaching into a cupboard for the Bewley’s Earl Grey tea bags.


‘You should have waited until you’d got five thousand points and applied for a Toy Boy,’ Annie chuckles, and I smile. It is one of her older jokes. Another is that I should practise being more adventurous by attempting to sneak nine items through the ‘Eight Items Only’ check-out.


‘Maybe you should find yourself a Toy Boy, Alice,’ Annie adds cheerfully. ‘They haven’t developed any nasty habits and are great in bed.’ She almost purrs as she says this and I know she’s remembering Serge, a French exchange student who could do incredible things with grapeseed oil.


‘It’s all very well for you to talk,’ I reply resignedly. ‘You’re not as insecure as I am. You don’t mind when your young men get sense and find someone their own age, but I would.’


‘I had to beg Serge to go back to the Sorbonne,’ Annie protests. ‘I persuaded him it was in his best interests, but he still cried and cried.’


‘Yes, but he was French,’ I reply as I look out the window at the May afternoon. I glance at the delphiniums, which seem a bit subdued, and then my gaze drifts to an upstairs window of the house that overlooks the garden. A handsome young man seems to be dancing on his own. He’s wearing a tight black T-shirt and denims. My interest is, of course, purely aesthetic. I went to life-drawing classes some years ago and know a good set of biceps when I see one. The young man is jumping around as if he’s in a disco. He’s holding what looks like a can of aftershave, pretending it’s a microphone. The song ‘Shiny Happy People’ is drifting bouncily through his open window. He’s obviously attempting to be R.E.M. The whole band. He must be that new chap. The one who’s just moved in. I saw a furniture truck outside his house the other day. A pretty woman was struggling to wedge a huge framed poster of the Manhattan skyline through his front door. Oh dear – he’s sensed that I’m watching him. He’s glancing out the window at me. I turn away quickly and start to make the tea.


‘What were you looking at just then?’ Annie enquires. ‘You seemed deeply engrossed.’


‘Oh, I – I was just studying the delphiniums,’ I mutter. ‘I think they could do with a bit of that well-rotted organic manure I bought the other day.’ I don’t tell Annie about my new neighbour because I just know she’d insist that I ask him over for lunch or something. Immediately. Any suggestion that he might be far too young for me would be treated with an airy dismissal. She has no shame about that kind of thing.


‘Did you know that Mira is taking up windsurfing?’ Annie asks as I start to pour out the tea.


‘Yes, she did mention something about it,’ I sigh. The enthusiasms of Mira, my housemate, no longer surprise me.


‘I love to hear of people taking up new interests.’ Annie’s voice is slightly muffled by a chocolate-covered Polo biscuit.


‘Well, Mira is certainly developing lots of new interests lately,’ I reply, in as non-judgemental a manner as I can manage. ‘In fact, at this precise moment she’s at a motorcycle maintenance class.’


‘But she doesn’t have a motorbike.’


‘I know. It’s part of her training.’


‘What training?’


‘Her training to become an eccentric spinster. She’s getting very dedicated about it. She’s given up on romance completely. She says if she had a choice between a man and a Mars bar, the Mars bar would win out every time.’


‘Oh dear, what am I going to do about the pair of you?’ Annie clucks maternally. ‘You haven’t been out with anyone for ages, Alice. Don’t you miss the sex?’


I look at her forlornly. ‘I’m deluged with sex, Annie, didn’t I tell you? Sex, sex and more sex. It’s driving me up the wall.’


‘Gosh!’ Annie leans forward excitedly. ‘Have you been having orgies without telling me?’


‘Of course not,’ I groan thinking of the glossy woman’s magazine I work for. ‘Sarah keeps asking me to write about sex lately. You’d swear it had just been designed by Terence Conran.’


‘Oh, I see.’ Annie sits back in her chair and fiddles with a teaspoon. She was clearly hoping for a more exciting answer.


‘Sometimes I wish I worked for the kind of magazine my mother used to read,’ I continue dejectedly. ‘You know, the ones full of knitting patterns and cake decorations and tips on stencilling…even if the women in the short stories were a bit like the Canadian Mounties.’


‘How so?’


‘They always got their man.’


‘Just tell Sarah you need a change. I’m sure she’ll understand,’ Annie says briskly. Annie knows Sarah, the magazine’s features editor. She was one of our pals at college.


‘Sarah’s not as malleable as she used to be,’ I reply. ‘Sex sells, you see, Annie. People want it.’


‘You don’t seem to be too enthusiastic about it.’


‘I think I would be enthusiastic about it again,’ I sigh ‘…if I met the right person.’


‘Oh, you will, Alice.’ Annie regards me tenderly. ‘Of course you will.’


‘I can’t believe the last time I slept with someone was fourteen months ago,’ I continue morosely. ‘I was with Eamon – you know, that fellow I went out with for a while. We were in his house and he had the Ryder Cup on in the background. Ian Woosnam had a birdie.’


‘What’s a “birdie”?’ Annie frowns.


‘I dunno. He had one anyway. People cheered.’


Annie has begun to study me rather concernedly. I know by the way she’s pausing that she’s about to say something blunt. ‘Alice, you’re going to have to start being more proactive,’ she announces.


‘What do you mean?’


‘More proactive about men. You’re going to have to get out there and find one. There must be far less of this lounging around evening after evening watching Emmerdale and saying “Fancy a cuppa?” to Mira. It’s getting far too cosy.’


‘Oh, really,’ I reply, trying to really emphasize the irony. ‘And this from the woman who watches every soap opera on the schedules. Even the ones on cable.’


‘Yes,’ Annie agrees patiently. ‘But the difference is I sometimes go out afterwards. I’m sociable. I haven’t developed hermit tendencies like you have.’


I listen resignedly. Annie has always been more daring than me. When we were at university I was the one who bought an Afghan coat and burnt joss sticks and said I was going to India, but she was the one who went there.


‘What about joining a dating agency?’ Annie urges. She’s really getting into her stride now. ‘You could choose your dates yourself. They supply photos and personal details. Or you could put a personal ad in a newspaper. Lots of people do that these days. There’s no stigma to it.’


I grimace and start to pull at a loose button on my cardigan. As Annie starts to tell me about an ‘acquaintance’ of hers who met a ‘very nice’ chiropodist through the personal columns of the Buy & Sell magazine, I begin to wonder why she and I are still close friends since we’re obviously so different. I think it’s mainly because we share the same background. We grew up in the same village and have known each other since we were kids. We know the naughty pleasure of testing half-dried cow-pats with our sandals, pressing on them until they released their thick green ooze. We know what it’s like to scamper through fields of long tickling grass and sweet meadow smells. Of finding plump cream mushrooms on a dewy morning and rushing home with them to see if they were the ones that could be fried. Of testing our gumboots in that mucky place where the cows drank from the river. Of being free in a way few city children know and so unsophisticated that we regarded the Eurovision Song Contest as a crucial cultural event. We used to be so similar but somewhere along the line Annie became braver than me, more savvy and less prone to disenchantment. I don’t know how this happened but it did.


‘Alice! Alice! Come back from Wonderland, will you?’ Annie is waving her hand in front of my face.


I stare at her, somewhat startled. I have a tendency to drift off in mid-conversation.


‘You haven’t been listening to me at all, have you?’ she demands.


I regard her bashfully. ‘I’m sorry.’


‘I was telling you about a singles dance that’s being held at the Island Hotel this weekend. Look – there’s a big ad about it in the paper.’


‘Oh, is there?’ I mumble cautiously, wondering how to sidetrack her. I glance at my watch. ‘Gosh, is that the time!’ I exclaim. ‘I really should be getting on with some work. I’m rather late with an article about masturbation.’


Annie doesn’t say anything. She’s looking rather exasperated.


‘There’s this place in New York where you can get orgasm lessons,’ I continue cheerfully. ‘They sit in a big room with vibrators. Eric McGrath would be fascinated.’


‘Who?’


‘You know, the boy I sat beside in primary school. He was the first person who told me where “men put their thing”. I thought he was making it up because I wouldn’t let him borrow my Monkees ruler.’


Annie’s exasperation lifts and she chuckles. ‘Eric McGrath…goodness, I’d almost forgotten about him. He kissed me behind the bicycle shed once. It was awful.’


‘Oh, yes, that’s right! You told me. Your braces got stuck together and you were sure it would lead to pregnancy.’


We’re both spluttering with mirth now like two gleefully naughty little girls. All the differences between us have gone, if only for a moment.


As Annie leaves I wonder if she’s right. Maybe I do need to become more proactive about men again. Go out more. Be less fastidious. The Gold Blend man is most unlikely to run out of coffee in my vicinity. Romance isn’t going to come to me out of the blue – that’s become painfully clear. Just as I’m thinking this the phone rings. I approach it wearily. Someone’s probably phoning Mira. Her friends tend to leave rather complicated messages. I reach resignedly for a notepad as I pick up the receiver. But the call is not for Mira.


It’s from a man. And it’s for me.









Chapter 2


THE PHONE CALL WAS from Eamon. The last man I had sex with. He was ringing to invite me out to dinner. I must say I was extremely surprised. Eamon hasn’t contacted me in ages. Even though it means missing a particularly interesting episode of Coronation Street, I’ve accepted his invitation. In fact, I’m sitting with him now in a swish French restaurant. Céline Dion is singing about everlasting love in the background.


Eamon looks older than his thirty-nine years and is quite handsome in a restrained, well-ordered kind of way. He takes regular exercise and is generally moderate in his views and lifestyle. He is very practical and methodical enough to save coupons from the back of food packets and get cut-price dinner-sets. His longings don’t seem to lunge at him, like mine do at me, and he doesn’t talk much. Not usually anyway. We are very different.


He is currently surveying the wine list and I’m wondering whether to order the lobster or play safe with the Chicken Kiev. The lamb sounds pretty good too but I can’t bring myself to consider it. Lambs to me mean fluffy white creatures gambolling through spring meadows. It may sound sentimental, but that’s just the way I am. I’m frowning at the menu. I wish there wasn’t such a large selection. I wish someone would just march up and say, ‘Here, take this,’ and get it over with. Procrastination has been a bit of a problem for me for some time now.


As you may have gathered, I am not in love with Eamon. If I was I’d be gazing into his dark brown eyes and not fretting about whether to ask the waiter if the chicken is organic. I’d be scanning his solemn, perfectly symmetrical features tenderly. I would have asked him what he is thinking at least five times instead of wishing I hadn’t read my weekly horoscope in The Sunday Times. Apparently the sun is changing signs and Neptune, ‘the planet of deception’, is in a challenging aspect to the ‘unsettling’ Uranus. There is also talk about intensified feelings being triggered by a Full Moon. I should have stayed with the gardening column.


‘What are you having?’ I ask Eamon. He has picked up his own menu and has looked at it for about ten seconds.


‘The lobster,’ he announces, with exemplary lack of equivocation. I bathe in his decisiveness for a brief moment. Whatever one may say about men, they can be very soothing.


‘Yeah, I think I’ll have the lobster too,’ I reply, closing the menu firmly before I’m tempted to scour it again. The starter was easy. We opted for salads.


‘I’m so glad you could come,’ Eamon is saying as he unfolds his thick linen napkin.


‘Well, thanks for inviting me,’ I smile chirpily. ‘I haven’t eaten in such a swanky place for quite a while.’


Eamon seems unusually pleased at this revelation. ‘So you haven’t – mmmm – been going out much then?’ he asks, smiling.


‘No, I haven’t,’ I concur. ‘Ah, here come our watercress salads. My! Don’t they look pretty!’ My exclamation is entirely sincere. It’s so nice to feel pampered. No one has stuffed a tomato for me for a very long time. Eamon looks at me happily. I know he finds women rather complicated so my simple delight in my salad must be rather reassuring.


As I tuck in, he refills my glass of wine and I glance at him gratefully. He’s wearing a very fetching taupe-coloured Armani jacket and looks highly presentable. I really liked the skilful way he ordered the wine and the diligent manner in which he enquired whether I was warm enough and if he should ask the waiter to return my rose-coloured wool shawl. His attentiveness is comforting. He seems so masterful and grown-up sitting there. We fit in perfectly with the other couples in the restaurant – his casual but perfectly groomed appearance somehow compensating for the fact that my Laura Ashley floral-patterned cotton dress is inadequately ironed. There are four yellow freesias in a vase on our table, which is covered with a crisp linen tablecloth. I touch them tenderly. The luxuriance of the setting seems almost sensual. I suddenly realize that I’ve been missing this kind of thing – when we used to date, Eamon frequently wined and dined me at nice places. We tended to eat in virtual silence so I entertained myself by earwigging on conversations nearby, which were often fascinatingly indiscreet.


However, this evening Eamon is far more talkative than usual. He tells me that he has had his kitchen redesigned and that his cousin has given him a book called Talking to Ducks – Rediscovering Joy and Meaning in Your Life. He says the name of this book carefully, as though it is some sort of secret code. Getting to know Eamon requires being alert to these sorts of signals, because he rarely speaks of his own emotions directly.


I restrain myself from asking him about the ‘duck’ bit. I have talked to ducks myself occasionally and they haven’t answered back. ‘That book sounds interesting, Eamon,’ I say encouragingly. ‘I could certainly do with a bit more “joy and meaning” myself.’


‘Yes, you can borrow it if you like,’ he smiles affectionately. ‘I knew it would appeal to you. I’m afraid I haven’t got beyond the first chapter. I haven’t much time for reading these days.’


I look down at my napkin and wonder if Eamon ever will find the time to address his more murky personal issues. The fact that he mentioned such a book at all must, however, be in some way significant. ‘Are you doing a bit of mid-life reappraisal?’ I ask gently. ‘It’s all the rage these days.’


‘I suppose I am in my own small way,’ he agrees, most surprisingly. Then he says, ‘Ah, here comes the lobster,’ and I know he’s decided to swerve off the subject as deftly as Jensen Button in an Alfa Romeo. Eamon prefers cars to feelings. He likes the way you can just open the bonnet and sort things out there and then, so his evasion does not surprise me. On the rare occasions that Eamon has been open with me, he has done it in his own good time. Any attempts I’ve ever made to get him to ‘open up’ have resulted in emotional withdrawal.


Sometimes it seems like a little game of his. A ‘now you see me, now you don’t’ kind of thing. It’s a kind of defence I suppose. Though he appears strong, silent and sophisticated, deep down Eamon is very sensitive and doesn’t really want people to know it. I sensed this side of him the first moment we met at a friend’s barbecue two years ago. Frankly, I think it’s what drew me to him in the first place, so of course it was rather exasperating to find he had walled this side of himself off quite so neatly. Bits of it slip out sometimes in conversation, and when they do he almost seems relieved. But, just as quickly, he tucks them back into their box and it’s as if they were never there at all. Because of this our conversations tend to be rather bland – as though we’re skirting around something. It can get very lonely and is one of the reasons we drifted apart.


Though we are still skirting around things in this swish French restaurant, I do sense that Eamon is trying to be more open. I sense he is working up to something, however laboriously, and I wonder what it is. I order chocolate mousse for dessert and he has profiteroles. As we drink our post-prandial liqueurs I restrain myself from playing with the melted wax on a tall vermilion candlestick and listen. He’s telling me more and more about his house and things he’s had done to it. He is looking at me fondly as he speaks, as though these details somehow involve me. Then, after a generous glass of chartreuse he suddenly announces, ‘But the place is far too large for just one person, Alice. It’s just a house, not a home. I need someone to share it with me.’


‘You could advertise in the “Flat Sharing” section of The Irish Times. That’s how I found Mira,’ I reply.


He looks at me with such obvious disappointment that my tentative decoding is confirmed. When he said ‘someone’ he meant me, though he doesn’t seem able to acknowledge this. Instead he starts to talk about a Van Morrison CD I gave him for his birthday and how he often plays it in his car. He says that the Fair Isle sweater we chose together is now one of his favourites and that even though he’s tried to follow my chocolate sponge pudding recipe, his puddings never taste as good as the ones I make myself. He says he doesn’t have much time for cooking anyway. He buys most of his meals pre-prepared at Marks and Spencer. When he starts to tell me, rather nostalgically, that he came across my ‘occasional’ toothbrush in his bathroom recently, I decide it is time to broach the matter he is obviously avoiding.


‘Eamon – are you suggesting that we get back together?’ I ask.


‘Yes! Yes, I am!’ he grins delightedly. ‘I’d like you to move…to move…’ He fumbles with his napkin. He just can’t seem to spit it out.


‘Move in with you?’


‘Yes! In fact, something a bit more than that.’


‘A bit more? In what way exactly?’


He doesn’t reply. Instead, he reaches across the table and takes my left hand in his. He presses it tenderly and looks rather pointedly at my marriage finger.


‘Is this – is this something to do with marriage?’ I enquire cautiously. I’m beginning to feel like a contestant on Name That Tune.


‘Oh, yes, Alice. It is. Absolutely.’ He looks at me with great relief. I stare at him, gobsmacked. Even when we were dating Eamon had seemed a confirmed bachelor, though now he has decided not to be his decisiveness should not really surprise me. Eamon approaches life the way he ordered lobster from the menu. He scans his alternatives and swiftly reaches a decision. I often wish I was more like him.


After his pronouncement, neither of us speaks for at least half a minute. It feels like half an hour. ‘Why didn’t you say you felt like this before?’ I eventually ask, taking a gulp from my glass of Grand Marnier. ‘You haven’t contacted me in ages. You seemed to have forgotten all about me.’


‘Oh, no, I hadn’t, Alice,’ he replies earnestly. ‘I thought about you a lot – it’s just – it’s just that I’ve been away on assignments. I’ve been incredibly busy.’


I get that forlorn feeling you get when someone says they’re going to transfer your phone call and clearly doesn’t know how to. The ‘bleep’ just doesn’t sound right, and neither does Eamon’s explanation. Being ‘incredibly busy’ wouldn’t have stopped me from contacting him, if I’d wanted to.


‘Eamon’ – I begin the sentence cautiously, but with as much firmness as I can muster. ‘Eamon, I think you should know I’m not at all sure we’re suited.’


Eamon does not seem surprised at this remark. ‘I’ve been thinking a lot about commitment lately,’ he says slowly. ‘My younger brother got married last month and it just didn’t seem right.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘I’m the older one,’ he frowns. ‘It should have been me.’


‘I don’t think they keep scorecards about that kind of thing.’


‘I went to the wedding alone,’ he continues dolefully. ‘My sister kept saying, “Where’s Alice? Why didn’t you bring Alice?” And I thought, “Yes, why didn’t I? Why isn’t Alice here?’” He says it somewhat reproachfully. I shift uncomfortably in my seat.


‘Life has got rather bland without someone to share it with – but it was never bland with you.’ His tone has changed to fond nostalgia. ‘I’ve been remembering all the good times we had together and wondering why I let us drift apart. We could both wait forever to meet our ideal person, but what is “suited” Alice?’ He looks at the wine bottle as though it might speak. ‘We’re comfortable together. We have similar interests. I find you attractive. Sexy too.’


I watch this lob land in my court with a rogue bounce. It’s hard to respond to compliments with an overhead smash, and yet I want to be truthful. ‘Look, Eamon,’ I sigh. ‘You’re a handsome, intelligent man and, yes, it is true we are quite comfortable together. Sometimes. That pine shelving you put up has been invaluable. And I think all those subtitled movies we saw together did improve my French. But we don’t have that many similar interests, do we?’


‘We’re both alone, Alice.’ Eamon looks deep into my eyes. ‘We’re both nearly forty and, maybe, want a family. That, added to the rest, adds up to quite a lot.’


I wish he hadn’t said that word. Forty. It wasn’t fair. Sometimes I feel as though I’ve got romance mixed up with tennis. I really don’t want to be ‘forty–love’ – that is, loveless, like some score at Wimbledon. As Eamon speaks I can almost hear the old biological tick tock, and other tick tocks too. He seems to be treating his proposal like some sort of business agreement. The romantic side of me is, frankly, rather offended.


I just know my Mr Wonderful, if he exists, would have found a better way to broach this subject. He would have looked deep into my eyes like Tom Hanks stared at Meg Ryan in Sleepless in Seattle. But maybe watching too many Hollywood films has skewed my judgement. Maybe Eamon is right to treat marriage in this methodical manner. There’s no ‘whoosh’ about his proposal. No sudden dislocation. It’s nothing like the rabbit holes I have so frequently wandered into. It seems practical. Sensible. So why am I gripping the edge of my seat so fiercely that my fingers have begun to ache?


Eamon leans towards me earnestly. ‘Look, I’m going to Peru tomorrow.’


‘Peru?’ I repeat, somewhat startled.


‘Yes, I’ll be away for five months. I know I should have mentioned it earlier but it does give you time, Alice. Time to decide what your answer will be. I sense you need that.’


‘Yes, I do,’ I agree with considerable relief. ‘Leave it with me,’ I add, as though he’s put a memo on my desk. ‘I’ll let you know what my answer is when you get back.’


Eamon studies me carefully. He’s a consulting engineer. He knows about construction. About the weights that things can take. Is he surveying me to see if I could bear him? There is always a heaviness about him. But would I just add to it? And what would he add to me?


After the meal, Eamon drives me home in his new Audi. As we cruise along the dual carriageway I press the buttons of the car radio, trying to find something brazen and unsentimental. ‘And now we have Laren Brassière’s new CD, “Little Fishes”,’ an Australian disc jockey says with practised brightness. As a loud wailing sound invades the car I lunge towards the control panel and surf on to Barbra Streisand who is singing ‘I Am a Woman in Love’. I wince and am about to press the buttons again when Eamon says, ‘Leave that on. It’s nice’. He glances at me tenderly, conspiratorially, as though I am ‘A Woman in Love’ myself. But I’m not, that’s just the point. I’m not.


And I wonder if I ever will be.









Chapter 3


I HADN’T MEANT TO tell Annie about my meal with Eamon. The thing is, I let it slip that I got home rather late last night, now she wants to know the reason.


‘Yes, what did you get up to last night?’ Mira adds unhelpfully. She’s just appeared in the kitchen and has plonked her very wet wetsuit beside me on the floor.


‘Look, could you put that thing in the bathroom?’ I demand irritably. ‘Just because you’ve taken up windsurfing doesn’t mean we have to have bits of the Irish Sea dripping all over the lino.’


Mira pours herself a mug of freshly ground coffee and makes a face at me. ‘She dashed out of the cottage wearing her Laura Ashley dress,’ she murmurs sotto voce to Annie before she picks up her wetsuit and, with mug in hand, pads barefooted out of the room. She knows she’ll be able to prise the details from me later.


‘Was it a date?’ Annie is leaning towards me excitedly.


‘Yes,’ I mumble.


‘Oh, Alice, you’ve met someone. How wonderful!’ Annie almost spills her tea at the news. ‘Who is he? Come on…give me the juicy details.’


‘Oh, all right,’ I sigh, ‘if you must know it was Brad Pitt. You know how he’s been pestering me lately.’ I look at her, hoping she will laugh. Far-fetched claims that Hollywood actors have been competing for my company are among our older jokes. ‘We went by Learjet to Nice,’ I continue. ‘I had asparagus for starters.’


Annie eyes me stonily. ‘Who is he?’ she repeats.


I look wistfully at the cat who is stretched out and purring on a cushion. I have a good reason for not wanting to tell Annie about Eamon. She believes that he and I are completely incompatible. I think it’s something to do with a dinner party I gave when we were going out together. Annie didn’t like the way he just sat there and didn’t help me with the food, or the crockery, or the conversation. I told her he was shy, but she wasn’t impressed by this excuse. She also didn’t like the way he’d disappear for days on end to play golf but ‘didn’t have time’ to go away on holidays with me. I complained to her about all this myself, in great detail, so I suppose I have contributed to her bias. The thing is she doesn’t know the ‘other’ Eamon. The one who sat with me in that restaurant. The one who is masterful and attentive and sporadically sensitive. The one who watches me closely while I’m daydreaming and then gives me a little smile.


Annie herself is watching me – watching me with the resolve of a woman who bakes her own brown bread on a routine basis. I take a deep breath. It’s obvious that I’m going to have to tell her about Eamon’s proposal. And so I do.


‘Of course, you said “no”,’ Annie chuckles, as soon as I’ve spilled the beans.


‘No, I didn’t actually,’ I mumble, making a trellis with my fingers. ‘He’s in Peru for five months. I said I’d give him my answer when he gets back.’


‘You’re not actually taking this suggestion of his seriously, are you?’ Annie is looking horrified. I really didn’t think she’d react quite so dramatically.


‘Well, it does seem worth mulling over a little,’ I reply mildly. ‘I mean, it’s not every day someone asks you to be their wife.’


‘Your answer must be “No”.’ Annie says it most urgently. ‘You don’t love him. You know you don’t.’


‘Yes,’ I agree resignedly, ‘but he is quite practical. I mean, he put up that pine shelving very well. He’s very obliging, Annie. And he’s not at all difficult.’


‘Oh, Alice.’ Annie reaches out and pats my hand. ‘You poor sweetie. I didn’t realize you were feeling this – this romantically demoralized.’


‘It’s not just that.’ I pick up a biscuit and start to munch it. The crumbs trail down a corner of my mouth but I’m too preoccupied to wipe them away. ‘I’m trying to be sensible, Annie. If I want to have a baby I’ll have to get round to it soon. And I’m tired of these pipe dreams of meeting Mr Wonderful. Fantasies about him cheer me up on rainy evenings, but they don’t hug me when I get into bed. I can’t whisper to them, spoon up with them. They don’t give me cuddles – and I need cuddles.’ I stare at her bleakly. ‘I’m lonely, like Eamon. I don’t think either of us realized just how lonely we are until now.’


Annie rubs my back comfortingly.


‘No man has shown a romantic interest in me for ages,’ I continue. ‘Eamon may not be Mr Wonderful but he wants me. I’d almost forgotten what being wanted feels like.’


‘Oh, Alice, what has happened to your self-esteem?’ Annie asks. ‘You’re pretty and interesting and kind and…and a very talented painter,’ she adds loyally, knowing this will please me. ‘If you’re determined to marry then there are some very pleasant men I could introduce you to. Men who are far more suitable.’


I regard her with tender exasperation. ‘You’ve already organized quite enough dinner parties on my behalf, Annie. And, anyway, the men you introduce me to are already half in love with you. It is a tribute to your sweet and unassuming nature that you don’t realize this, but it’s a fact.’


‘Of course they aren’t in love with me!’ Annie says this with great vehemence. She looks just like she did at primary school when the teacher wouldn’t believe Alan O’Callaghan had given her a Chinese burn. ‘And what about Ernie?’ she adds, glancing at her watch worriedly and reaching for her handbag. ‘Ernie took your telephone number. He liked you.’


‘Yes, and he also borrowed my hand-painted silk scarf and didn’t give it back.’


‘What!’


I hesitate. ‘Look, I hadn’t meant to tell you this but…but Ernie is a transvestite.’


‘I don’t believe it!’ Annie exclaims.


‘Yes, he is. He admitted it to me after a number of Guinnesses in O’Donnell’s pub. He wanted to dress up as a woman on our next date, and I’m afraid I said I’d find it too embarrassing.’


Annie is staring at me, dumbfounded. She is clearly distressed that her matchmaking went so awry.


‘But he was very nice,’ I add, now desperately trying to console her. ‘And’ – I smile at her wryly – ‘he gave me some really good tips about exfoliation.’


‘Oh, Alice, I’m sorry.’ Annie grimaces at me apologetically. ‘I’m beginning to understand why you’ve developed hermit tendencies.’ She gives me a hug and starts to head purposefully out of the room. ‘Sorry to dash,’ she adds, ‘but I’ve got to collect Josh from playschool.’


‘How is Josh?’ I ask, as I open the front door for her. Annie is a single mother and Josh, her five-year-old son, is one of my favourite people.


‘He’s decided he wants to be Wayne Rooney,’ she smiles, then she pauses and adds anxiously, ‘Alice, I know you’ve had some sobering romantic experiences, but I do hope you’ll start going out a bit more. I – I really do think you need to explore your options. Especially…now.’ She says the ‘now’ bit very firmly and I know she’s referring to Eamon’s proposal.


‘Yes, you’re probably right,’ I find myself mumbling, I don’t like seeing her this fretful.


After Annie has left I find myself wishing that she and most of my other female friends didn’t have such strong opinions about romance. For example, Sarah, the features editor, claims that finding Mr Wonderful is a bit like tracking down some extremely rare and fleet-footed mammal and Mira makes flat, disturbing pronouncements like, ‘Love often finds you when you’ve stopped looking for it.’ The minute you do this, apparently, you are as in demand as Sellotape at Christmas. What she doesn’t mention, however, is that not looking for love probably has to find you too. Find you after years of spent illusion. Find you when you’ve turned into a sturdy soul who rings up radio gardening programmes and talks excitedly about brassicas. The minute you start doing this, apparently, Mr Wonderful tracks you down with the unlikely determination of the man in the Milk Tray ads. He swoops you off while you’re still mulling over whether to relocate your rhododendrons.


I head grimly towards my laptop computer and the subject of solo sexual stimulation. As I do so I glance at the photo of my mother, smiling wistfully out at me from her silver frame. I wish she was still alive. I wish I could ask her about Eamon and about so many other things. Because I know she heard whispers in other rooms. Whispers from another life that she might have lived, and now I often hear them too. Sometimes I think I mislaid a part of me a long time ago, and I just can’t seem to find it. Without it everything seems different, yet I’m not sure what it is. And maybe that’s why I so often find myself dreaming of the carefree childhood days Annie and I so seldom speak of. The days when the loudest whispers came from the wind as it blew through the tall trees by the river. The time when I loved Aaron and Aaron loved me, though we would have giggled if anyone had said it. I somehow need these memories, and yet if I could run away from them I think I might. For they are the ‘long perspectives’ Philip Larkin wrote about in his poem ‘Reference Back’. The long perspectives ‘Open at each instant of our lives’ that:


…show us what we have as it once was,


Blindingly undiminished, just as though


By acting differently we could have kept it so.









Chapter 4


I THINK ANNIE IS right. I do need to get out and meet more people. I doubt if I could manage that ‘singles dance’ she spoke of. Maybe joining an evening class would be a good tentative step towards sociability. An adult education brochure from the local college came through the door last night. I think I’ll opt for figurative painting. I’ve a nice photo of my childhood home in my album and I’d like to try to capture it in oils.


I rather wish I hadn’t started to browse through that album actually. It’s made me very nostalgic. Even more so than usual. I didn’t know I’d kept quite so many photos of Aaron. He’s smiling out at me from every second page. As I look at his big wide smile memories come flooding back to me, startlingly undiminished. It’s almost as if I’m back in the small country village I grew up in. It’s as if he might tap gleefully on the window any moment.


Aaron was my first best friend. He lived near me in a big house. He had long legs and a mop of browny blond hair and was very keen on ants. He kept some in a special container. You could see what they were up to through the perspex glass. He also had one of those strange things between his legs I learned was called a ‘willy’. I’d seen a bigger one on my father when he was having a bath, and on that man who didn’t manage to keep the towel wrapped around him on the beach in Ballybunion. But, apart from his willy, Aaron and I were very much alike. He was a bit more daring than me, and he had a catapult. But we could finish each other’s sentences. And frequently didn’t need to speak at all.


Most afternoons, on the way home from school, Aaron and I used to go into the shop run by two spinster sisters – the Delaneys – and buy some pink marshmallow mice with proper tails. The Delaney sisters handed them to us with thin, careful hands. They always had the radio on and one bar lit on the electric fire. They were in their fifties and had Never Married.


Never Married. Those words had a strange ring to them when I was a girl. A bit like Never Washed, only marginally less surprising. I studied the Delaney sisters as though they were a kind of finch in one of Aaron’s bird books. What on earth made a woman ‘never marry’ and therefore be ‘alone’, even if she lived with her sister?


‘We just never met the right man,’ Ethel said when I asked.


This was not in fact entirely true. Agnes, her sister, had met the ‘right man’. I’d heard Mum talking about it. The thing was he lived in England and if Agnes went to join him who would help Ethel run the shop and look after their elderly mother? So she’d stayed in the village and this man was never mentioned, to us anyway. But when Agnes was behind the till she always had the radio on more loudly.


Primary school always had a smell of old apples to it. A sandy-coloured man called Mr O’Donovan gave us ‘special’ French lessons late on Thursday afternoons. You had to pay for them so only about half the class stayed on.


Mr O’Donovan used tapes and a lot of them were about a certain Monsieur Thibaud, only sometimes the tape went funny and he was called M on S i eeeeur TH I I b a uud. I liked when that happened. Mr O’Donovan used to get annoyed and started to fiddle with his machine while the rest of us got a break from Monsieur Thibaud, who seemed to lead an incredibly boring life. He told us all about himself in French. He got into his car and he got out of it. He went into a shop and reached into his pocket for his purse. He counted things very carefully, saying every number. He said ‘hello’ in many different ways and repeated his name and where he came from over and over again, as if we hadn’t heard him the first time. He went on and on.


Mrs Forrest, the Sunday School teacher, did too. The best way not to let her get to you was to pretend she was a television. She was supposed to be talking about Jesus, but she went on a lot about herself. For instance, the Feeding of the Five Thousand might remind her of a picnic she’d organized when there hadn’t been enough bread rolls. If it wasn’t for the felt pictures I don’t know how we would have put up with her.


The felt pictures were great. You could move say, Jesus, around, but the felt background remained the same. You could put donkeys on roofs and sheep in boats. You could move entire mountains.


Aaron’s Dad was very keen on taking photographs. Mine wasn’t. I had to pester him about it. ‘Take one now – pleeeease,’ I’d plead at family gatherings. ‘Look – Berty has a rose stuck in his collar. That would be a good one.’


Berty was my Aunt Phoeb’s Yorkshire terrier and she fussed over him far more than she fussed over her husband, Sean. Berty had piles of toys and doggy chocolate and stuff like that. He was rather neurotic. Aunt Phoeb had to be adored by someone and she’d groomed Berty for this task. When she was absent he was desolate. When she returned he was ecstatic. In the long bits in between he watched her and waited.


Uncle Sean didn’t mind all this because he was a fanatical golfer. ‘I’m going to play golf,’ he’d say, as if the words themselves would clear a smooth, respectful space around him. Sean seemed more married to golf than to my aunt. She was not one of those wives who watch their husbands trot off on some ostensibly pointless pursuit with an indulgent smile. His preoccupation with small white balls eventually made her lose respect for him. She used to tell my mother he was ‘running away’ and ‘shirking his commitments’. In fact she became so angry with him about it one began to feel a certain reluctant sympathy for his absence. Though people spoke of marriage as the ‘icing on the cake’, my childhood observations led me to believe it was sometimes more like marzipan.


I wonder if marriage to Eamon would make me revise this opinion.


I’m looking at the adult education brochure again as I munch my breakfast. I decide that I’d better ring the college today before all the painting classes are booked up. Then, as I make myself a cup of coffee, I notice that the stray cat who has adopted Mira and myself is padding around the garden hungrily. He isn’t hungry actually. I know this because when I tried to feed him he just looked up at me in a bewildered manner. Mira must have given him breakfast before she left. I don’t know what he’s waiting for – love perhaps. The thing is, any time I try to stroke him, he just runs away. I open the back door and address him sternly. ‘Look, I’m tired of this charade,’ I say. ‘You’ll just have to conquer your fear of intimacy or you won’t get any more Whiskas.’ This of course is a lie, and he knows it. Cats are rather like men in that way.


The handsome young man who’s just moved in – whose house overlooks the garden – is playing ‘The House of the Rising Sun’ on his guitar. He must be sitting outside. I can hear him quite clearly. He pauses at every chord change. All his chords sound much the same – a sort of loose twang. He’s singing very earnestly, lending great emotion to every word, but he’s off key half the time. He moves quickly on to Donovan and then Paul Simon. He doesn’t seem to be looking for a song to play so much as one that will play him. That will spring from the instrument with its own volition. I hope he doesn’t make a habit of serenading his neighbours in this manner. I’d have to buy earplugs. The cat, however, seems fascinated by the noise. He jumps on to the wall to have a look.


‘Hello, puddy. Come to give me a bit of encouragement, have you?’ I hear the man saying in what sounds like a slightly American accent. The cat doesn’t run away. He usually does when strangers talk to him. Maybe he’s getting tamer after all.


I glance in the hallway mirror before I leave. Dear God, I’ve got another small spiky hair on my chin. I know this can happen when one gets older, but why? Where on earth do they come from? I glance at my watch. Oh dear, I’m late. Time does funny things in the morning. It seems to speed up when I’m at home and slow down as soon as I reach the office.


‘Blustery day,’ says Mrs Peabody, my elderly neighbour, who’s picking up a carton of milk from her doorstep as I blast out my front door.


‘Yes, but quite bright,’ I answer, smiling from the teeth out. I can’t do a proper smile yet. It takes me a long time to wake up properly. I sometimes wonder if I’ve ever managed it completely.


‘It’s quite mild, but there may be showers later,’ says Mrs Peabody, who is an avid listener to weather forecasts.


‘Indeed, there is some patchy cloud,’ I agree. ‘Well, I’d better dash if I’m going to get my bus.’


As soon as I get on the bus I put on my Discman earphones. It’s a good way of not getting into conversation. When passing acquaintances on the street one can observe the rituals of friendliness and distance. When they plonk themselves beside you on a bus you have to summon up a plausible personality, and I haven’t been feeling plausible for ages now – especially not this early in the morning.


Sometimes I find myself staring at men on buses. Men who, perhaps, have a toddler on their knees who they are being nice to. I watch them burying their faces sweetly into their child’s hair and wonder if I could have spotted their potential, say, ten years ago. Back when they were probably as footloose as I still am. Could I have spotted this tenderness under, say, four pints of Guinness and a World Cup T-shirt? Someone obviously did. Someone who knew that tenderness was what she needed.
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