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CHAPTER ONE


I am in the monkey house at Dublin Zoo.The chimpanzees are doing my head in. Screeching like banshees. Demented.

No, dammit, I’m not at the zoo. I’m in bed and that racket is the alarm hammer beating hell out of the tin clock on the other side of the room. I keep it there so I have to get out to turn it off.

‘Go away!’ I pull the duvet over my head. I’m on breakfasts this Saturday morning, due to clock in at a quarter past six, double dammit, but I don’t want to open my eyes. Not yet. I always sleep badly on weekend nights. That’s from Thursday to Sunday, these days - I don’t know where people get the money for all the carousing lately in Dublin: like, the Celtic Tiger business, all the prosperity and so forth, is supposed to be over, isn’t it? Well you could have fooled me. In this house we’re persecuted with thugs and gurriers yelling and brawling and smashing bottles in the street outside. After two in the morning it’s all the same to us whether they’re enjoying themselves or killing each other. Last night was especially bad and I’m particularly affected because my bedsitter is on the ground floor at the front of the building.

The din from the clock is getting on my nerves now, so I extricate myself from the lovely soft warm groove in the mattress to bang it into silence.

I stand there in the middle of the room. Stupid. It’s only five o’clock. It isn’t the alarm at all.

A telephone call? This early? It can be nothing but bad news.

Rowan. He’s in the cells again. Well, this time he can sing for it. How many fecking times have I gone down there to bail him out of the cells in that bloody Gárda station? I snatch up the receiver so violently I nearly brain myself. ‘Hello?’

‘Am I speaking to Arabella Moraghan?’


Ay-rabella Morragayan: certainly nobody I know. The slow deep tone is straight out of High Noon. Some bloody customer, probably. Left his wallet in the dining room. Was able some way to find my number and thinks he can ring me any time he likes. ‘Yes?’ I switch on the bedside light and make myself sound indignant.‘This is Arabella Moraghan. Who’s this? It’s five o’clock in the morning, you know.’

‘I’m sorry to call at such an hour but—’

‘Have you lost something?’ I cut him off.

‘I - ah - I beg your pardon?’

‘Have you left something behind you?’ Thick with it, I think.

‘I - ah - guess we’re at cross-purposes here, Arabella. My name is Dale Genscher and you won’t have heard of me. I’m calling from the States.’

With that accent? Talk about stating the bleeding obvious - but my skin prickles as though someone has pelted it with a handful of sand. This isn’t about Rowan. But whatever it is, the news isn’t going to be good. ‘Yes?’

‘Arabella, I’m sorry to be blunt,’ this guy says, ‘but are you prepared for a shock?’

I’m clutching the receiver so tightly to my chest that my  palm hurts. He doesn’t have to say any more. I know why he’s rung. My whole life has prepared me for this call. Eve’s dead. This man with the cowboy voice is ringing about the arrangements.

Well, screw that for a game of soldiers! Those arrangements are not my concern. My involvement in them has to be earned. It hasn’t. Not by a mile. Someone else can deal with them. As far as I’m concerned, Eve’s remains can rot in a skip.

Against my chest, I can hear my name being repeated: ‘Ay-rabella? Are you there?’ but I squeeze the receiver tighter and crash back on to the pillows. Damn her. I’ve loved the idea of her for so long and now she’s taken away even that. I’ve found her in America but too late, when she’s already dead. I’ll never forgive her for this, ever, ever - how dare she?

‘Ay-rabella?’ Muffled.

‘I’m here.’ I bring the receiver back to my ear. ‘This is about my mother, isn’t it? She’s dead? Are you a policeman? How did you get my number?’

‘Whoa, whoa there. I’m glad to tell you that your mom is not dead. But the rest of the news is not so good. She’s had an accident, Arabella, that’s why I called. And I’m not a cop—’

‘Could she not have rung me herself? Coward too, is she? Getting someone else to do her dirty work?’

Unbelievably, I hear a little chuckle. ‘What’s so funny, might I ask?’ I jump off the bed again. I want to ram the receiver down his throat. Down someone’s throat.

‘She’s far from being a coward,’ this character isn’t fazed, ‘but she was fearful to call you. Now I can see why.’

‘All right.’ I can’t get the words out fast enough. ‘So she’s had an accident. Big deal! What are we supposed to do about  it? How about us? Bit late to be ringing us now when it suits her - we could have been having accidents all these years. Rowan could have even been dead.’ I take a breath, the rant sounding like a piano out of tune as it bounces back against my ears. ‘Did that ever occur to her, d’you think, Mr Whatever-your-name-is?’

‘Genscher. Dale Genscher.’

The line is so clear I can hear the slow, relaxed breathing. It isn’t his fault after all. Don’t shoot the messenger - that’s Greta’s favourite line. Greta’s my best friend. We’ve soldiered through various hotel dining rooms together until we landed up a few years ago in the Leicester’s. ‘I’m sorry, I shouldn’t take it out on you, it’s not your fault. You have to admit, though, that after the guts of forty years—’

‘She felt every week of it.’

‘Oh, really?’

The silence at his end is glassy. Crystal glassy. You can almost hear the ting. I force myself to calm down and now I feel something else. Something weird. Fear? Excitement? ‘Look, Dale, I don’t mean to get at you. I’m sorry. No offence.’

‘None taken.’

More breathing. Both sides. Then, it’s me: ‘What kind of accident? What injuries?’

‘Car wreck. She was crossing the highway and she was hit by an SUV—’

‘SUV?’

‘Sports Utility Vehicle. One of those high four-wheel-drives with the bull bars out front? She hadn’t a chance. Her leg is broke some. So’s a few ribs - one of ’em punctured her lung. And now she has a chest infection. She’s messed up good, Arabella. We’ve brought her home from the hospital but—’

‘Is she going to die?’

A chuckle. Then, ‘No, I don’t think so. Not Eve.’

‘Who’s this “we”? What’s your connection with Eve?’

‘I’m a friend. I’ve known her for many years now and she asked me to call. She wants to see you, and Willow and Rowan. I guess the accident concentrated her mind.’

If that was supposed to be a joke, I ignore it. ‘Well, let her come here, then. I gather you have aeroplanes over there - you know, big silvery things with wings?’

‘I’m afraid that won’t be possible. We did investigate it, but the connections from Arizona to Ireland are too weird, and even with invalid assistance through the airports, it would be too hard right now.’

‘Arizona?’

He goes quiet again and the silence pushes and pulls while I try to take it in. She had been thinking about us all these years. That’s something, I suppose. But how did she get to Arizona? When? Was it straight away? When I picture Eve, or when Willow and I discuss her, I always feel for some reason that she’s in the north of England. Willow’s opinion is that our mother is either dead or swanning it in Australia.

I can’t adjust. I need a bit of time.

When I’m cornered, or caught in an awkward silence, I gab. And now I fasten on the impossibility of changing my roster at short notice. ‘Sorry, I’d like to help but it’s not on, I’m afraid. We’re very short-staffed, you see. I’m a waitress and it’s a fact of life over here in all restaurants, Mr Genscher—’

‘Dale.’

‘Right, Dale. You see, there’s only two Irish waiting staff in our place now - me and my friend Greta. We’re old-timers at this stage because the others are kids, Australians,  Yanks, Eastern Europeans. We have to teach them, Greta and me. Not only how to wait tables and fill milk jugs but how to say ordinary things like “bacon”,“cabbage”,“stew”,“prawn cocktail”. So you see, Dale, I can’t just up sticks. My manager would freak.’ Gab, gab. On and on until I can’t stand the sound of my own voice and slither to a sheepish full stop. What did this man care about the New, or newish, Ireland?

‘What’s the big rush, anyway, that you should ring me at five o’clock in the morning?’ I try to sound brisk. Like my sister,Willow.‘From what you’ve said, she’s not exactly dying, is she? Another little while won’t make any difference.’

‘She asked me to call. She seems to think it’s urgent. She couldn’t sleep until I agreed.’

Ice in my eyes. Eve couldn’t sleep? Eve nagged him to call us? He’s creating a flesh-and-blood person out of this woman who has lived so long like a ghost in my imagination. ‘Listen, Dale, I’m not that long awake. Give me your number and I’ll ring you later in the day.’

‘Sure thing. Don’t worry about the time. I guess I owe you one on that.’

‘Hold on, I’ve to get something to write with.’

I fly around trying to find my handbag, and spot it under the latest pile of library books on the floor; I rummage until I come up with an electricity bill and the stub of a Leicester-issue pencil.

When I get back to the phone I can now hear a TV in the background. Speeded-up singing, as though it’s one of those clever, cheery cartoons. Jesus, this guy is so laid-back he turned on the TV while I was looking for a pen. But I’m not going to get annoyed again - I’m not, I’m not! ‘Shoot.’

When he’s finished, I check the number by calling it back to him. ‘You got it, Arabella.’

‘Where is she at the moment? Is she there with you?’

‘I apologise that I’ve given you a shock, but Eve can be persuasive and, anyways, there’s no point pussyfootin’ around. You should take time to think this through, babe, but not too much time, OK? Let me hear from you real soon.’

Babe? Babe?


‘You’ll hear, I promise. One way or the other.’ I bang down the receiver so hard I miss the cradle. I am no longer tired: blood pumps through veins I didn’t even know I had, like some in my scalp. How simple! After nearly four decades, my mother has decided she wants to see her family. So she gets a guy to wake me up at five o’clock in the morning after a bad night’s sleep to issue the royal summons.

I stare around my personal world, at the forget-me-not wallpaper, so fresh and cheery five years ago. Now it just looks juvenile. As for the black and white lino tiles on what you can see of the floor! And that rickety table, literally on its last legs . . . How can a person of my age live like this? Like a bloody student! Cooking on a two-ring breakfast cooker and in a second-hand microwave. Any mother would hate to see her elder daughter living like a teenager just starting out.

Suddenly it seems very important to tidy the place, make it real clean.


Get a grip, Bel. I stop dead. Even if my mother had deigned to pay me the royal visit, so what? It would have done her good to see how far up the ladder of life I’d climbed - not. It would have done her good to feel guilty.

The alarm is due to go off in less than half an hour. I walk the few steps to the sink, fill the electric kettle, then go across the landing to the gloomy, peeling lavatory I share with three other tenants on the ground floor.

Back in the bed-sit, I open the curtains and gaze out at the street, empty now, under an even, cloudless sky of pearl pink and grey. It’s going to be a lovely day. Funny to think that it must still be dark in Arizona.

Arizona. It sounds so exotic. Half the world away. Even if we do want to make this trip, where are we going to get the money? There’s no way we can afford it, at least not Rowan and me.

And there’s the problem of finding Rowan. God alone knows where he is. If we do decide to go, the Gárdaí, the Vincent de Paul or the Salvation Army will have to help us find him. As it happens, one of my fellow tenants is a member of the Vincent - he helped once before. I didn’t ask him a second time, though, because I hated the way he began to make Rowan into a sort of intimacy between us. Plus, I hate being under an obligation to anyone. I’m self-contained. I think that’s what people would say about me.

Maybe Jimmy Porter could help. He’s a member of the Vincent too: his conference sends him prison visiting. I’m reluctant to ask him, though, because not for the first time I’m at a stage in my relationship with Jimmy Porter where the very last thing I want to do is involve him in anything personal, certainly not something as personal and emotional as this. I can just hear him pontificating. What I should do, what I should say. I try to calculate where I would get the money for such a trip . . .

The row of shuttered shops on the far side of the street seems to lean towards me like a smug jury: Broke, broke, always broke! Can’t pay her own way to America. Why didn’t she join the Credit Union when Greta told her to?


‘Shut up, shops!’ In more of a stew than ever, I close the curtains.

The kettle clicks off and I cop on. Who made the rule that I have to shout, ‘How high?’ when, after all this time, Eve orders me to jump? She’s the guilty party here. My brother, sister and I are the innocent ones.

The hell with her. We’d waited all this time. She can wait now - she has no right to land in on top of us like this.

But—

Big but.

Suppose she dies? According to this Dale character, the main injury is a broken leg, but he did say something about internal stuff too. Infections. Maybe he was playing it down. Drip-feeding the bad news.

This may be the only chance I will ever have to know my mother. To learn things about myself, dammit.

I sag against the sink. I thought I’d grown out of all that stuff, but here they come again, all the doubts and longings and fears and rages, hissing in my brain like a tangle of snakes.

I make the tea, then climb back into bed. It is twenty past five. If I sip slowly, it will get me as far as twenty-five to six. Only ten minutes to put in after that, then I can start getting ready for work and take my mind off things.

Outside, the sparrows start up on top of the rumbling from the Corpo’s street-cleaning machine. Normal, everyday, good sounds of the coming summer.

I’ve always loved April, maybe because I was born this month, but for whatever reason, since I was old enough to notice, I’ve looked forward to the immediate stretch in the evenings when the clocks have gone forward. It doesn’t matter if it’s bucketing or howling from the heavens, I’ve always fancied that the air on that day is milder against my cheeks and (I know this is going to sound mushy) my imagination  fills up with lambs and bluebells, baby birds and clean new leaves on trees.

Not that we see much of Mother Nature down here in central Dublin. It’s more the idea of it.You know that a few hundred yards away in the Basin, or in the Phoenix Park, or a short bus ride away in the countryside up beyond Finglas, it’s all there. Waiting.

I’ll bet you’re surprised that someone like me even thinks about Nature. After all, Nature is for people who have the time and money to drive their kids to bird sanctuaries or bogs. People who read posh newspapers and poems. Educated people who have time to save the planet and don’t want incinerators. ‘NIMBYs’, they’re called in the newspapers, I think.

Not for waitresses who were brought up in orphanages and who’ll never own a car or get Botox.

My tea is almost cold now and I can hear the milk van outside; he delivers to the shops around this time, rickety-clickety-tickety over the potholes as if nothing has happened, as if I hadn’t answered that phone. How the hell are we going to get to Arizona?

It will have to be a joint effort. Willow is Eve’s daughter just as much as I am: she’ll have to take some of the responsibility.

Hey! The solution to the money problem, at least, is obvious. My sister and her husband are dream clients for any bank: two civil servants, index-linked, benchmarked, two good, predictable, pensionable salaries automatically going into their accounts every fortnight. They have a threebedroomed house, even if it is mortgaged. Feck that. They can’t owe all that much now compared to the value of the place; they bought it fifteen years ago, the value of it has to  have increased a lot. They can raise money on it - these days, the telly’s crammed with ads about ‘releasing equity’. For conservatories. For ‘That Dream Holiday’.

How about for going to see your long-lost mother?

It won’t be as if Rowan and I are looking for charity: I’ll pay them back on the never-never, all of my fare and my half of Rowan’s, and if Paddy whinges about it, it’s Willow’s problem not mine.

Too right: I’m now seriously self-righteous. She can do her twitchy I’m-a-mother-and-that’s-my-first-priority bit as much as she likes, but I won’t bite. It’s time Willow and Paddy pulled their weight: I’ve been left to deal with the Rowan situation by myself for far too long. Like, why am I always the one who has to go to the police station or the squat just because Willow has something on, or her kids have, that can’t be changed at short notice? Why am I penalised for being the single sister?

I look at the clock for the umpteenth time. Nearly ten to six. I am now behind schedule. I might even be late, unheard of for me: one of the positive legacies from our bell-regulated orphanage is the virtue of punctuality.

I get out of bed again, this time to face the day. Whether we manage to get to Arizona or not, nothing in my world will ever be the same. Eve is found.




CHAPTER TWO


‘I don’t believe you!’ Greta’s blue eyes inflate like tiny beach balls. ‘You’re kidding, aren’t you?’ She’s having to shout because of the early-morning music programme blasting from the wireless in the corner of the kitchen. We’re expecting two large groups of Americans in for breakfast and the pressure is on. Just as well, because if it wasn’t I might give in to the sinking, wavy feeling of sickness in the pit of my stomach.

‘Nope.You don’t think I could make something like this up, do you?’We’re filling salt-cellars. (You use a plastic funnel. I’ve often wondered who invented these helpful things - they must make a fortune and I don’t begrudge them a penny of it.) As usual the United Nations, as we call the crowd we have to work with, had only half completed the job of setting the breakfast tables after last night’s dinners. We always check first thing for what’s missing or out of order: that morning, two of the tables had been laid with only three napkins, one had a knife that was less than clean, there were three suspect coffee cups and more than three quarters of the salts were less than half full. We don’t complain any more, even to each other, we just get on with it - hardly noticed, even, when the place changed hands about a year ago and yet another set of renovations started.We could let things slide, Greta and  me, but we have our standards, and when there’s drilling going on, we just turn the wireless up louder.

Their lack of training or commitment isn’t the kids’ fault and we have a nice crop right now. Cheap labour, of course, average age about twenty and willing enough. But, as ever, my impression is that none of them plans to make a career out of hotel work or waitressing: they’re passing through. If I thought about it too long, I could envy this generation, with their college education and their expectations that every job they do is either just a step on a ladder or a holding operation. Unlike us, whose ambition as youngsters was always just to get a job and earn a living wage. Period.

‘Have you told Willow yet?’ Greta picks up the last unfilled salt-cellar and runs it under a hot tap to loosen the cap. They’re a new design and inclined to stick. (They never consult us, you know. What do we know, after all?)

I pick up a handful of butters, Floras and Low-Low portions and count them into silver dishes. ‘Do you really think I’d ring her at half five in the morning to land a bombshell like this? I’m dreading it, Gret. It’s like a fairy story . . . No, not a fairy story. In one way it’s like Nightmare on Elm Street. I can’t take it in, after all these years.’ My stomach lurches again. I drop some of the butters on the floor and stoop to pick them up. ‘I don’t even know whether I even want to go. I’m half terrified to see her, half want to. It’s driving me mental.’

Greta rolls the salt-cellar in a dishtowel and twists the cap off. ‘It’s a shock. But of course you want to go. It’s going to be hard, but think of the years to come.You’d never forgive yourself if, God forbid, she died and you’d had the opportunity to see her and didn’t. Now, listen to me, Bel . . .’ She’s glaring at me, head down like a bull calf’s.

I know what’s coming. ‘I’m listening.’

‘Don’t let Willow get to you this time. Do you hear me?’

‘I hear you.’

‘I mean it. I’ll kill you if you come back to me and tell me that she stomped all over you again.’

‘I won’t let her.’

‘You’re too soft altogether.’

‘Not this time.’

‘Good.’ As she resumes pouring salt, I notice how red and puffy her hands are and I’m stabbed with affection for her. Hard work never did anyone any harm. That’s what they all say, the nuns, the government. They should spend twenty-five years in a hotel kitchen and dining room! Like Greta, they should raise eight children at the same time.

‘How’d this chap find you?’ Expertly, click-clack-cluck, she lines up the salt-cellars, a glittering miniature army, on the stainless-steel counter.

‘I didn’t ask him. I suppose because my number’s in the book. I’m the only A. Moraghan - with a g - in the Dublin directory.’

As soon as I say it, it strikes me that being so easy to find adds injury to Eve’s insult. If it had been that easy for Mr Cowboy, it had been easy all along for anyone. Including her. Since February 1991, anyway, which was when I managed to join the human race and get my own phone.

We know each other so well that I can see Greta is thinking the same thing. ‘Maxi plays great stuff in the mornings, doesn’t she?’ She hums along with the Supremes’ ‘Baby Love’ while flipping switches on the boilers and coffee-makers. She’s bossy enough but she can sometimes be very tactful, Greta can.

Under the music, I can hear loud talking and guffawing  coming from the dining room. Americans get up early, especially if they’re being herded about on a coach tour. ‘I’ll go out there and start the war, will I?’ I pick up my order book. All this might sound as if I’m behaving real normal, but nausea is still a problem.

‘Ah, shite!’ Greta turns down Maxi. ‘We’re not supposed to start serving for another ten minutes.’

‘The sooner we start the sooner we’ll finish. How’s the ice?’ To us, having Americans in the dining room means we have to have gallons of iced water. Greta bustles to check. ‘It’ll do,’ she surveys our stocks, ‘but don’t offer. Wait until they ask.’

‘Here goes.’ I head for the swing door. ‘Well, good morning, Dilip,’ I say, as one of the Asian kids, still wearing his anorak, rushes in. ‘Nice of you to join us.’ I aim a pretend box at his ear. ‘Get a move on, will you? Most of the tables out there need salt - that’s them on the tray there - and . . .’ I point to three industrial-sized sliced pans on one of the countertops ‘. . . that bread needs to be defrosted and separated for toast.The butter dishes are over by the microwaves. I’ve taken out the rashers and sausages but you’ll have to cut up the puddings. Did you see our distinguished breakfast chef on your travels by any chance?’ The chef, a Malaysian, should have been with us by now. I had already placed a honeycomb of eggs beside his griddle.

‘I saw him pushing his bicycle down the lane, Mrs Bella. I think perhaps he had a flat tyre.’The boy pulls off his jacket and flashes me his Colgate smile, knowing full well that, because of it, every woman within a five-mile radius, including me, will be enchanted and will forgive him everything.

‘But you didn’t have a flat tyre, did you? What’s your excuse? Come on, move your skinny bum!’

Yet I can’t help smiling as, glad to be busy, I push through to face the crowd, many of whom are already lined up along the buffet, adding seeds and hi-fibre stuff from personal jars to our Bran Flakes and fruit juices. Americans care about their bowels.We’re used to them now but sometimes, if you’re in a hurry, talking them through a menu and what exactly  each item contains, or is cooked in, can really slow you down. If it isn’t dairy or yeast they can’t have, it’s refined sugar or nitrates or animal fats or sunflower oil or nuts.This morning, thank God, they’re quite adventurous. Some of them are even willing to try black pudding as part of their Full Irish.

Two of the girls come in to help with the eight o’clock rush but we’re all so busy I don’t get a breather to contact Willow until just after half past nine when Greta and I can safely leave the kids to deal with the stragglers.

‘I think I’ll go to see her instead of phoning. She’s at work by now and it’s not the kind of thing you land on someone in a busy office, is it?’ The two of us are puffing on our post-breakfast fags in the back lane, leaning on the wall beside the rubbish skips and trying to ignore the fragrance of cats and old piss. As usual, I’m trying to give up but doing it the hard way, curving down: twenty a day for the first week, nineteen for the next, and so on. This week, I’m down to twelve but, given the way I’m feeling right now, I have my doubts as to whether I’ll be able to stick to that number today.

‘Good idea.’ Greta stubs out her butt, rolls it in a paper napkin and puts the little parcel into the pocket of her uniform. She is a thrifty person. By some trick of the sun, her hair, blonded so often it’s frizzy beyond repair, seems to  surround her face like a halo of wire. It’s a halo she deserves, does Greta: not only did she bring up her own eight but she and her husband are now rearing two grandchildren, the kids of their eldest daughter, while the daughter and her husband work all the hours God sends to scrape together the deposit on a house.

Greta stares right through me now. ‘You’re already going easy on her,’ she says, ‘I can see it, not wanting to bother her and all that crap. Don’t worry about her reactions, think about yourself for a change.’ She pucks me in the shoulder. ‘Be brutal, Bel. She’d be brutal with you.’

‘Yeah,’ I say unconvincingly.

‘And tell Jimmy Porter to get off his arse and do something useful for you for a change. There’ll be a lot to do.’ Greta’s husband is a Jimmy too so we always add the surname to my Jimmy. She feels entitled to give out about him because I met him at one of her parties; like mine, her Jimmy used to work on the buses.

I stub out my own cigarette, number three that day, and put it away. ‘I’m not even sure I’ll tell him, actually. It might be more trouble than it’s worth.’ My Jimmy is inclined to see every little thing as a big thing. God knows how he’d respond to something so enormous.

Greta throws her eyes to heaven. ‘Suit yourself! Go on,’ she gives me another puck, ‘fix yourself up. Take as much time as you need - I’ll cover for you.’

‘Thanks a million. You’re a pal.’

‘Will you get a move on, ya big mooch? I’ll be dying to hear - and, trauma or no trauma, don’t you dare cry off tonight.’

‘I won’t!’ I give her a watery smile. ‘I’m looking forward to it.’ Greta and her Jimmy are twenty-six years married  tomorrow. They hadn’t been able to afford a party for their twenty-fifth so they’d saved up and are having a big splash tonight, getting the celebration in just before the year is up.

Willow’s office is only minutes’ walk from the hotel, not that we often take advantage of our nearness - mostly when we want to exchange Christmas presents before she and her family go down the country to Paddy’s folks, or there are family birthdays. We usually meet in Clery’s rooftop cafeteria: it’s reasonably priced and handy, and I have a friend on the staff there who, braving dirty looks from the rest of the customers, reserves a table for us.

Her front office has been gussied up recently. It used to be all dark wood with cigarette burns and splinters out of it, service hatches and grumpiness. Now, with the new openness and transparency in the public service, everything’s on view and sincere and mission statements: we’re treated to pastels and glass, counters only as high as your waist, and ‘Can I help you?’ The queues, though, are still long, bored and irritable.

I ask for Willow, give my name, and while I wait, out of habit, take out my ciggies but then see the No Smoking sign and put them back into my pocket. It’s just as well I’m giving up. Us smokers are being crucified in Ireland.They’re talking about bringing in a total ban in all public areas, including pubs, would you believe? Pubs!


Willow comes down the stairs behind the public counters and, automatically, I straighten up.

She waves to me, but then stops to talk to a colleague. I watch her, trying to be objective, trying to work out for the umpteenth time why my sister intimidates me so much. As a higher executive officer, with security, status and a pension, even the look of her makes me feel inadequate. Spick and  span today in her navy suit and starchy white blouse, highlighted hair swinging like a shampoo ad when she moves her head, it’s not hard to see why she makes me feel like the poor relation. Which, leaving Rowan out of it, of course I am, with my plastic handbag, Dunnes jacket, worn Doctor Scholls, and my hair scraped back for work in an unflattering French pleat. To say I’m not clothes-conscious is the understatement of the year. For me, Dunnes or Penneys is the height of fashion, otherwise it’s Fred’s Fashions at the V de P and all the other charity shops. There are millions of them and they’re all doing a roaring trade, not only because of people like me but all the immigrants and asylum-seekers. And they’ve a great turnover. Every week you find new things on the rails.

And it’s only when I’m with Willow that I become conscious of the strain on my blouse buttons. By design my sister is lovely and slim; she power walks, works out at a gym, swims, plays tennis in summer, golf in winter.

We were brought up in the same orphanage, had the same foster-parents. We got the same punishments and the same education until we were let loose on the world. To be fair, it isn’t her fault that at sixteen I’d had enough of school, wouldn’t stay on to do the Leaving, and ended up as a waitress with a sweet tooth and no inclination to do formal exercise.

I shouldn’t be in awe of her like I am. After all, I’m the eldest of the three of us, so it should have been the other way round: she should be afraid to cross me. I’m even an inch taller than her: I’m five eight and she’s only five seven.

How tall was - is - Eve? We haven’t a clue. It might seem like an insignificant thing but, believe me, it’s quite important to know if you’re bigger than your mother, or shorter, or what.

Willow glances in my direction and I smile at her too quickly and too brightly, dammit. I close my mouth and narrow it, to show I’m not being craven. ‘Craven’ is a good word. I looked it up when I came across it in a library book a few years ago and it fits perfectly the way I feel around Willow.

She finishes the conversation with her colleague and comes towards me, eyebrows signalling questions. ‘This is a surprise, Bella.’

‘Hello, Willow, sorry to appear out of the blue like this, but something’s happened—’

‘Come through.’ Now it’s her lips that go thin, but she doesn’t have to work at it.

I can see exactly how this meeting will go. Who is this man, Bella? What precisely is his relationship with our mother? When did the accident happen? Where exactly does she live? You mean you didn’t even ask?


She is out of sight for a couple of seconds, then reappears through a doorway a few feet away, beckoning to me. ‘What’s happened now?’ She sighs.‘What’s he done this time?’




CHAPTER THREE


This morning was real bad. The wind was coming from the north-east and that’s the fucking cruellest. When you’ve been on the streets as long as I have, you get to know these things - exactly where the wind is coming from, et cetera, et cetera. For instance, did you know that, for us, drizzle is a lot more miserable than heavy rain? Even though the blokes with the Styrofoam cups say that the takings go up during a downpour, we all hate that fucking drizzle. It seems to make you wetter. Certainly more fed up. I’m still trying to work that one out, but it’s a fact.

Speaking of Styrofoam cups, the first thing I’ll say is I’m not one of that gang. If I ever find myself begging I’ll top myself and that’s a promise. I’ve managed to survive without it. All right, some of how I’ve survived may not be all that legal - but you try living out here on the poxy Social! You try it not for one fucking night as an experiment but one whole fucking month. In November or February.Then come back to me and tell me I’m being mollycoddled by the Social Welfare.

So I look after myself. Right? I do lift the odd time, but even there I have my principles. Only shops. Never individuals.

Except that one time when I did a car. Well, who’s really  to blame there? I mean, the stiff should have locked his car, shouldn’t he? And he shouldn’t have left his CDs all over the seats in full view of everyone, should he? (Barry fucking Manilow, would you believe? The Corrs. The Cranberries. The bleedin’ Eagles! I got only a tenner for the bleedin’ lot. Wanker.)

And, by the way, no violence either. Any time I’ve been nicked, usually through CCTV - we all hate CCTV - I’ve gone peacefully. The blokes in the inner city clinks aren’t that bad, to tell you the truth - if you don’t give them lip, that is. They’ll even give you a cuppa and, although I hate to admit it, sometimes it isn’t too bad to have a mattress up off the floor for the night, even if you don’t know who was there before you. Sometimes you’re just so tired, you sleep anyway.

No, I don’t give nobody lip, not even bouncers or security guards. It’s easier all round. They’ve a job to do. My job is to stay one step ahead of them.

Bet you never thought you’d hear a street person saying the pigs aren’t all that bad.

So, to get back to this morning. Early morning is a bad time for me. Maybe I’ve got to the stage where I’m feeling my age. For whatever reason, I always feel most sorry for myself when I have to get out of that sleeping-bag; I’d give anything to turn over and snuggle in again but, of course, I get no choice.

At least I’ve got a great pitch at the moment. Haven’t had to spend any of the Social on a hostel since I got it.

Some of the hostels aren’t too bad but I avoid them unless I’m on my last legs. If I have the flu or something. The noise in them and the smells do my head in. And the wasters that are in there. Dickheads, the lot of them. Although you do  hear the odd sob story when you feel sorry for someone. Like an old guy I met who’d lost his entire family in a fire in Croydon or someplace. Had a job and all, he had, but he was away from the house that night. He went off his head afterwards with the gargle, you know. Lost the job, lost the house, lost everything. And would you blame him?

I inherited my pitch from a bloke who decided to move on to Cork. His granny lives there and he was going down to see what’s what. He’d had it with Dublin, he said, and even if she blew him off, the competition in Cork isn’t as bad as it is in Dublin and he felt he’d make out.We’d become pals, sort of, as much as you can be pals when you’re like us. You can make friendships, but they’re not very lasting because out here it’s every man for himself. This geezer was young, much younger than me, only twenty-two, so he still had a chance of making a go of things. Good luck to him, I say, especially since I’m the beneficiary of his move. I miss him actually, even though you had to be careful around him because he was a header when he was strung out. To be avoided. Anyway, bottom line, if it’s a choice between the kid’s friendship and his gaff, there’s no contest.

The gaff is a doorway, of course, but with a difference: it’s grand and deep. Snug. And it has a security gate across the front so you can sleep without worrying all the time if you’re going to be fucking stabbed or robbed or whatever. I don’t want to say where it is - some other gouger might find out about it and fight me for it. I’m getting too old for fighting, but the reality is that you have to guard your pitch like it’s the Holy Grail. There’s fellas - and girls - out here that’d take the eye out of your head for a bit of shelter, especially a place as good as this. All I’ll say is that it’s up near Whitefriar Street church.

Hey - did you know that St Valentine’s heart is in that church? It’s the heart of the real St Valentine. I think they have an arm or a leg or something there too, but it’s the heart that tickles me. Much good it’ll do me but, still, it’s nice to know it’s there.

Another great thing about this place is that the gaffer who owns the shop is a good guy. He minds my sleeping-bag for me during the day and even lets me use the toilet in the place. If he’s feeling really good about himself, he’ll give me a cuppa and a few bob so I can get a breakfast roll. And he saves his cardboard boxes for me so I have a good layer underneath the bag.

That’s as far as his charity goes, though - he won’t let me hang around during the day. Says I’d put the customers off. I have to be gone by the time the girls come in to open the shop. Like I have the Black Death or something.

Ah, no - I shouldn’t slag him: he’s a decent bloke. And he doesn’t try to convert me, or reform me like my two bloody sisters do all the time.

So, about the two blisters. (I have real blisters too, by the way, the old plates are killing me these days - well, you try walking around Dublin all day with holes in your boots!) They are two pains in the arse. Well, one is more of a pain than the other, I suppose, I have to be fair about it. Bel’s all right in her way. Her heart’s in the right place. She’s the one helps me a bit, gets me out of clink when the pigs ring her up, that kind of thing, slips me a few bob when she has it. But she’s still a pain in the arse! Always at me to clean up my act, giving out, doing my fucking head in. One Christmas she even asked me up to her gaff for the dinner. It was nice of her, but no thanks. Her so-called boyfriend was to be there too. Don’t know what she sees in him, but, hey, there’s  no accounting for taste. I’ve always had it in my mind to tell her she could do better, but she’d hardly listen to me, would she? I’m not exactly Beau Brummel.

Anyway, that year I was invited to the Mansion House for my dinner. It’s not bad, turkey, the whole works. It’s the Lions Club, or the Knights or something.We don’t care who gives it or why - they’re probably doing it for the sake of their consciences, to make up for all the dirty looks they give us over the year, but as far as I’m concerned, fair play to them. It’s good hot food and no questions asked. Even a few bevvies, although, for obvious reasons, they’re stingy enough with the booze.

So that’s Bel, she’s not too bad, and I know that when I need help she’s there.

But the other one? She’s a snobby bitch.Thinks I’m scum and shows it. Blood thicker than water? My arse. I’m not scum, right? It’s the fucking system, isn’t it? Never gave me a chance.

Lookit, be fair. Is it my fault my ma was a whoring bitch? Is it my fault I got the shit kicked out of me in institutions when I was too young to defend myself? Is it my fault now that I can’t even get a fucking roof over my head? No. I’m telling you, it’s the system.

The blisters think I’m an addict. Sure, I drink a bit. Have a few cans with my mates. And I do a bit of other stuff when I can find the cash, which is getting harder, let me tell you. But I’m not an addict. I can stop any time I want.

To prove my point, I’m clean at the moment. I go to AA on and off (at least the rooms are warm and you get free tea and biscuits) and they say in the meetings that you should take your life one day at a time. But I’m different. I have to have goals. My goal this time is to stay clean until my fortieth  birthday. That’s in July 2004 and because it’s only April 2003 now it’s no easy task. It’s a milestone birthday, a kind of landmark, so I’ve decided to do it just to show that I can. It’s a quest inside me. A last go at it. Because if I can’t do it for even that length of time I’ll give up totally. Right? Become a junkie and that’ll be the end of it.

I was clean for a whole seven months a couple of years ago. That was the time I had a mot. A good one. She got up the pole and the two of us got clean together for the sake of the sprog, and we even got accepted on the list for a flat.

And then she got sick. Hep. Probably from sharing gear. It was a mockery, wasn’t it? Here she was, clean, and then she gets hep from some earlier time. She was so pissed off she went back on stuff, took it wherever she could find it, and you know what that means on the streets.You could be sold anything. Rat poison, even. Anyway, one night when she was high, she snuffed it.

So. No mot. No sprog. And, of course, off the list for the flat. It’s the system. People like me don’t count. We’re invisible except when reporters come around to do ‘stories’ about us. They’re all sympathy and quietness and can you read and write, Rowan?

Please! I might be temporarily on my uppers but I’m not a thicko, you know. At one point, the bint interviewing me congratulated me on being so articulate. Give me a break! What did she fucking expect? That just because I’m sleeping rough my brain doesn’t connect with my mouth? I decided I’d show her how much I knew about cinema. I turned her questions on her and asked her had she seen the latest French  noir? ‘It’s a jewel,’ I said. I’ve struck up a relationship with a guy in one of the arty cinemas - he lets me in for nothing  in the afternoons. As a result I’ve seen everything they show there, French, Hungarian, Polish, the indies from all over. I’m an expert, I am. The problem is I’ve no one to discuss them with on the streets. Anyway, this bint was so shocked at having the tables turned on her she nearly choked on her  latte.

I’ve seen and read some of the reports they do and it beats me why they do it. They’re all real angry against the government on our behalf. The system, they say, excludes us. Bit two-faced, wouldn’t you think? Like, what do they have against the system? They give out about the system, about politicians and so forth, but aren’t they part of it, with their cars and their watches and crèches, their smooth faces and white teeth and nice heavy jackets and windy-round-the-neck scarves? They’re making a nice fat living out of being against the system, aren’t they? So doesn’t that make them part of the system? And if they’re that upset about us, why don’t they give us some of their big fat money?

Their favourite words about us, the words they use a lot, are that people like me are ‘the most vulnerable in our society’. But so are the elderly, the handicapped, the first-time buyers, people who live in slums, single mothers. Every time you get to see the news it’s somebody else who’s the most vulnerable in our society. Like the people who won’t pay the bin charges. So who’s not the most vulnerable in our society?

Actually, sometimes I think they think we’re in a zoo. Look, folks! They talk English! They walk on their hind legs!

As a matter of fact I was on a programme recently. At the time, I thought the reporter was very nice. She bought me a cup of coffee and a fry-up in Bewley’s. Sat with me for the best part of an hour and a half while I spilled my  guts out to her.Told her everything, I did, about my whoring ma and so-called father and what went on in that fucking so-called home, and how I got into H because for a while it was bliss but how it’s now the enemy.

She was a great listener, I’ll say that for her. I suppose they’re trained that way - to get people to confide in them. But she did give me respect . . . at least, I thought she did. Something I haven’t experienced much, I can tell you.

And then that night she talked to me again, this time with the camera in tow. She chose the place, an alleyway up near Fatima Mansions. It was filthy, a shit place, but I didn’t care where she interviewed me, it was her decision and, to me, the back-streets and alleys of Dublin are all the one. He was nice too, the bloke with the camera. Polite. Not much of that either, round where I live.

‘Hey, here he is! Quiet on the set!’

‘Action!’

‘Ready for your close-up, Rocky?’

That was what I got when I dropped into the Focus coffee shop soon afterwards. The programme had been on the night before and a lot of them had seen it.

All day, I got that and some more all around the streets. Hadn’t seen myself, of course. I was in a squat at the time but I suppose if I’d known about it I could have gone into a hostel for the night, but although the bint had told me what night it was on, I’d forgotten.

I pretended to be embarrassed at the slagging, but deep down I was chuffed. Until my mates described the programme. Apparently there were millions of us on that programme. I was on twice. Twice only. For less than a minute each time. After the bint talking to me in Bewley’s for more than an hour and a half! And then bringing me up that alley  and keeping me hanging around for another bleedin’ half-hour while the fella with the camera was getting ready, and then making me repeat most of what I told her already in the café. Wasting my time.

Told you. We’re zoo people.




CHAPTER FOUR

‘How’s Maeve and Dermot, these days?’ I force myself to sound jolly. Willow’s two children, twelve and nine, go to private schools and are paragons of achievement. I am Maeve’s godmother but I don’t think she likes me: the thank-you letters she writes when I give her presents are obviously written to a formula, probably under strict supervision. I think she’s a bit ashamed of having a waitress in the family.

‘Great.’ Willow walks two paces in front of me along the corridor. Prints of the Dublin docks, fire extinguishers, notices about pub quizzes, union meetings, appeals for Concern, about the whereabouts of lost wallets and pens, ads for house-sharing. We go through the doorway of her office. ‘Maeve is doing a project on the decline of the pied wagtail in the city of Dublin.’

‘That’s marvellous. And Paddy?’

‘Paddy’s fine too.’ She plops into a chair behind her desk. ‘They’re all fine. Jimmy?’

‘He’s grand.’ I sit on the hard chair in front of her desk, like I’m here for an interview. Willow has never met my boyfriend, if you could call him that, and I suppose when I’ve talked about him to her, I’ve been guilty of pumping him up a bit. Or, at least, of not disabusing her of the impression she has that before he went on the disability he was an  inspector, and not just a conductor on the buses. ‘I’m seeing him tonight, as it happens. We’re going to a party in Greta’s.’

‘No move, though?’ Towards the altar is what she means: Willow likes her people packaged in pairs.

‘Willow, we’ve been through this. We’re fine the way we are. It’s mutual.’

‘Well, so long as it is mutual and he’s not just stringing you along. You’re not getting any younger, you know - but I presume you didn’t come here just to ask after the health of my family or to chitchat. What’s this about, Bella, or need I ask? Rowan, of course?’

Stalling, trying not to take insult at the ‘getting younger’ bit, I smile at the office’s only other occupant, a very young man - boy, really - who is poring over a stack of documents at a desk in the corner of the room. He smiles back. ‘Nice office. You had it done up since I was here last?’

‘Arabella!’ But her phone rings and she has to answer.

I study the nameplate facing me at the edge of her desk:  W. McCarthy. I don’t blame her for using only the initial: one of the many puzzles in our lives has been why Eve gave the three of us such unusual, non-Irish names. And why only two trees? Why was I Arabella and not Chestnut or something? We reckon the names were Eve’s choice: our mysterious father rarely figures in any of our family conversations. To me, Peter Moraghan has no body, face or personality; I even see his name flat, like a cartoon, squashed into the road by a passing steamroller.

Willow is saying goodbye on the phone. She hangs up. ‘So, what gives, Bella?’ Steepling her fingers in front of her chin. Head nun. Be brutal, I think.‘It’s about Eve. Our mother.’

The steeple collapses. Greta’s advice had been spot on. ‘What about her? Have you heard something?’

‘Yes. Look, I don’t have all that much time, I’m only on  a break, but do you want to go for a cup of coffee or something? ’

‘Is she dead?’ Suddenly Willow’s busy looking for something in a little tray she has beside the phone.

‘Not quite.’ I know, because Eve’s friend told me, that our mother is far from near death, but I also know my sister. To get her to react, I have to be a little creative. It has worked, obviously, because she lowers her head to get her handbag from under her desk. ‘I’ll be back in a few minutes,’ she calls over her shoulder to the boy, then walks ahead of me out of the room.

Although we don’t speak again until we get to the corner of Cathedral Street, I can nearly hear the confusion in her brain. This Burger King is all hard surfaces, black, red, a bit of ‘wood panelling’, but clean and well organised. Inside the door, she attempts to take charge as usual, ‘You want tea or coffee, Bella?’ but as an act, it’s horrible to see. I may have been too brutal.

‘I’ll get it.’ I shuffle the change in my jacket pocket. ‘You sit down there. Coffee for you, yeah?’

‘Yes, please.’ She sits.

As it turns out, neither of us is to take even a sip of the beverages. As I fill her in, as quickly and accurately as I can, colour bleeds out of her face until her lipstick looks like a scab against the skin round her mouth. She’s a trier, though: ‘So! Our mother clicks her fingers and we’re both expected to drop everything and go to Arizona?’

Exactly what I’d been thinking, of course, although I don’t say that. Instead I remind her that there are three of us involved here. ‘Rowan too.’

‘How the hell are we to do that,’ she’s not listening, ‘even if we could afford it? No. We can’t afford it.’

‘Let’s at least talk about it. And Rowan should have a say too—’

‘Rowan?’ The colour is returning to normal. ‘It’s long past time when that layabout was entitled to a say in anything in this family. How would we find him, anyway?’

‘Same way we found him before, I suppose. The Vincent, the Sally Army, Focus, Trust, Simon?’

‘You’re on your own with that.’

This isn’t fair of her, of course, but I can’t blame her: while I continue to see good in Rowan - sort of - she can see only the outside.To her, he’s a deadbeat, beyond redemption. I don’t think she sees him even as a human being any more, only as a sad thing.

You’d have to understand this and forgive her. I can remember him as a baby, how sweet and chubby he was (when he wasn’t roaring - I’ve conveniently forgotten the bad bits), but she was too young.And although we had supervised visits to him at the beginning, he never became part of our lives.

Right now, I’m not up to fighting her for ownership of the problem but I still feel she should take some part in finding him. ‘His social worker, maybe.’

‘I don’t even know who that is any more,’ she says briskly, ‘he’s had so many. Well,’ she brings her chin up, ‘even if we do find him, you needn’t think I’m going to be responsible for him - cleaning him up and finding clothes for him so he won’t disgrace us.’ She’s almost back to her usual bossy self so I sit back and let her go full pelt. Did I think she could leave Maeve and Dermot or her job, just like that, at the drop of a hat? Paddy is very busy, she is very busy, there are rules and procedures that have to be followed in these cases. It’s outrageous that I should have been rung up like  that out of the blue - who do these people think they are? There should have been contact through social workers, the health board. Our permission should have been asked by intermediaries, those laws are in place to protect us, what’s the use of having laws—

I make sympathetic noises during all of this - it’s good, I think, to let her get it all out. But as she cracks on, I’m amazed that she seems to be turning over the idea in her mind as if it’s a possibility.

The penny drops. The enormity of what has happened, what might happen, is rising inside me like a giant mushroom, choking off some of the air to my throat. You know how that is? How when something seems like just a possibility, you can consider it and work it out in your brain, but it’s only when it seems really to be on the cards that your heart joins in for real?

Willow winds down and stares into her cup.

I give her a few seconds. Then: ‘The bottom line, Willow, is that procedures don’t matter now.We have been contacted. We have to make the choice. I have to ring this man back to let him know one way or the other.’

‘I don’t know how to deal with this, Bella.’ She holds her head on her neck as rigidly as if it’s a stop sign. ‘I’m not sure I want to see her. I was getting along fine - my life is bloody in order. I don’t want it turned upside down.’ But as we look at one another, each reads the picture in the other’s mind. Our mother. Eve. A woman we know from one blurry photograph.

‘There’s no gun at your back.’ I’m gentle, and if it hadn’t been Willow I would have reached out to touch her. ‘You have to make up your own mind, but it depends on you as to whether I go or not.’

‘How does it depend on me?’ Her face, so much more beautiful than mine, becomes a little less beautiful.

Be brutal.

I stick my chin out. ‘I’ll need a loan from you and Paddy. I’ll pay you back, of course, but it’ll have to be on the drip. And if we do find Rowan and he wants to come, I’ll pay you back half of his fare too.’

‘Half ?

‘That’s only fair. He’s your brother too.’

‘Out of the question, Bella.’ A red tide rises through the V of her white blouse. ‘I’m sorry and all that, but do you have any idea how much it costs to rear children in this city? The fees, the uniforms, the outings?’ She’s off again. If children are to have any chance, they have to have the same extra-curricular classes as their peers, ballet, soccer, tennis, music . . .

I tune out and find myself thinking about Arizona, about cowboys galloping past cactus plants, those big ones that look like prehistoric hands. About dying of thirst in the desert. About rattlers and coyotes and cruising like Thelma and Louise in a car with the top down. Empty highways unrolling to the red horizon.

I’ve been reading too much.

I tune back in to Willow, who seems to be coming to the end of the current spiel. ‘. . . no, Bella, no way. No loans. Whatever about you, no loans for Rowan. It’s out of the question.’ She’s right back on top form now. I’m pleased. That glimpse of a meek, disturbed Willow had been too frightening.

What’s more, her aggression helps me make up my mind. I’m going to Arizona with or without her. I’ll do my best for Rowan, but if he can’t or won’t make the effort, so be  it. ‘No problem.’ I stand and zip up my jacket. ‘Keep your hair on. Forget I even asked. I’ll find the money somewhere. Because you know what? I’m going.’

This feels real good. There has been this great big hole in my life. It won’t be filled by saying a quick one-off hello/goodbye to my mother. (Quick because I won’t be able to get much time off. One-off because by the time I pay back the loan from wherever I get it, it’s unlikely I’ll ever have the wherewithal to make the trip again.) But it will fill some of that hole. It will place me somewhere on the scale occupied by normal human beings for whom the past is swarming.

Other women of my age and older, Greta for instance, moan about their mothers, are exasperated by them, give out about how demanding and unreasonable and selfish they are as they get older and more dependent, but the underlying theme is belonging.

From my point of view, even those whose mothers have died enjoy high status.Years after the event, they get sympathy, they have allowances made for them, they’re given Mass and thinking-of-you cards.To be motherless by death is far preferable to being motherless by dumping. It’s normal.

That sounds superficial and selfish, even bizarre, but it’s what it feels like to an outsider. These women with heritage know where they fit in the natural order. I was thrown out of it for the best part of four decades. Now I have a mother and I can take my place.

‘I’m going to Arizona, Willow,’ I repeat quietly. ‘You suit yourself.’




CHAPTER FIVE


The rest of that day was chaotic. And, yes, I got the promise of the money from Willow. All of it. For Rowan too. When she saw me marching out of Burger King and realised how determined I was, she caved in. Ran after me. Even apologised. I have stood up to her once or twice before and this has always happened. I guess I’m a bit lazy, confrontation-wise.

Neither of us had success, though, in finding Rowan. All through the rest of my shift at the Leicester, I was sneaking out to the public phone, making calls to all the usual suspects and checking in with Willow, who, in the middle of making bookings for the flight and organising her leave and so on, was making as little headway as I was with the agencies. The last people to see our brother, apparently, had been the staff at the drop-in coffee shop at Focus Point, the homeless place run by Sister Stan down in Eustace Street. But that had been more than a week ago.

I went down to Focus after the lunches. One of the staff there remembered seeing him ‘about eight or nine days ago, I think it was’, and that he seemed to be in good form. That was a good sign.They’re honest down there. She would have told me if he’d been strung out.

‘Any word since?’

‘No. But that’s not surprising. We see people sometimes ten days in a row and then maybe not for a couple of weeks, even months. They move around.’

I decided that, since I’d made the trek all the way from O’Connell Street, I might as well have a cuppa. ‘Did you see him on the telly?’ the girl, who was the chatty type, asked me while she was making it.

‘What telly? Rowan was on the telly?’

‘Oh, he’s quite the celebrity. We’re calling him Rocky, these days.There were two of them on it that we know from here.’ She gave me the coffee, and as she filled me in on the programme, I was kicking myself. I’d love to have seen it - why had no one told me? Dammit. As usual, I’d probably had my head stuck in a book. But Jimmy watches a lot of telly - why hadn’t he rung to tell me?

 



‘Did you see that programme about the homeless on the television the other night?’ It’s half a day later, twenty past eight in the evening and we’re in the taxi on the way to Greta’s party.

‘I saw the beginning,’ he says back, ‘but I switched over. There’s enough bloody depressing news in this country without putting even more of it on in the evening when you’re trying to digest your tea.’

‘Thanks very much. My brother was on that programme.’

‘Why didn’t you tell me? I’d have watched it. Of course I’d have watched it!’ He’s wounded now. He takes things personally.

‘Forget it. I didn’t see it myself. I didn’t know it was on.’

‘But—’

‘I said forget it! Don’t go making a meal of it, Jimmy. I only asked you in case you saw it and could tell me your  opinion of what he was like. So you didn’t see it. No big deal.’ It’s on the tip of my tongue to ask him now for help in looking for Rowan, but I get contrary and decide to keep my mouth shut. Jimmy has that effect on me. I don’t get contrary with anybody else. Is that what relationships are like? Familiarity breeds contempt sort of thing?

I can see he has certainly made an effort for this party. He’s wearing a bow-tie and his good suit, the one he reserves for state occasions, and you could choke on the pong of Brylcreem from his slicked-back hair. He’s proud of his hair and he has a right to be. It’s still thick and full, with only fifty-fifty grey. ‘The Porters always had a great head of hair’ - if I’ve heard that once, I’ve heard it a thousand times, always added on to the bit about when his grandfather died the undertaker had told them he had never in all his born days seen a finer head on a ninety-one-year-old corpse.

When we get to Greta’s cul-de-sac it’s chock-a-block with parked cars. The house, blazing like Christmas, is festooned with big red balloons and a banner saying HAPPY SILVER WEDDING GRETA AND JIMY - the spelling ruining the effect. ‘A bit of a do, eh?’ The taxi-driver takes the money from Jimmy. ‘Enjoy yizzerselves!’

‘We will!’ Jimmy’s cheerful again. ‘Keep the change.’

‘Thanks, boss.’ The driver grins.

Greta answers the door. ‘Come in, come in, the both of you! It’s bedlam inside, but that’s what parties are for, isn’t it? You’re just in time for the ceremonies.’ She’s wearing black velvet trousers and a sleeveless glitter top with a big butterfly picked out in blue sequins over her chest.

‘You look lovely, Greta.’

I go to hug her but she pulls back in alarm. ‘Mind me hair! It cost a fortune!’

She’s had it done upswept, with artificial curls on the top held in place by two big diamanté slides. She looks so happy I’m thrilled for her. ‘Congratulations, Greta! Here, this is for the two of you from the two of us!’ I give her our present, a set of six wineglasses. They’d been on special in Roches Stores.

‘We both chipped in.’ Jimmy’s anxious to claim credit where it’s due.

‘Sure what else would I expect, Jimmy?’ Greta winks at me. ‘I’ll just put it here with the rest.’ She places the package on the heap of similar parcels beside the coat-stand in a corner of the tiny hall. ‘I’m going to have a great time opening all of these. This party’s going to go on for days! Jimmy’s inside - go on in,’ she says to my Jimmy. ‘He’ll get you a drink. Ask him for anything. He’s been practising his crème de menthe frappés!’ She waits then until she’s sure he’s out of earshot. Not that she needs to: The Dubliners are blasting from the sitting-room stereo at a level to damage your eardrums and there are so many kids squealing and running and bumping into everything that I’m already making decisions about not staying too long. Greta’s terraced house is two-up two-down. Two bedrooms upstairs, sitting room and kitchen downstairs, weenshy bathroom on the return. You’d wonder how she reared eight of them in it. ‘Any developments?’ she hisses now.

‘Yes and no. Tickets booked for the day after tomorrow, but no sign of Rowan.That’s not tonight’s conversation, but!’ I push her firmly in the direction of the sitting room. ‘Tonight’s a celebration. Come on, let’s join the party.’

And some party it is. There’s hardly an inch of free floor space in the sitting room even though they’ve taken out all the furniture except a ring of chairs of all shapes and sizes  around the walls. Greta’s older kids, pressed into service as ushers and waiters for the night, are hard put to get anything to anyone but the mood is so raucous and gregarious that it’s impossible not to catch the spirit. ‘Hello, Granny!’ I push through to give Greta’s ninety-four-year-old grandmother a kiss on the cheek.

‘Bella!’ Rod straight on a hard chair, she bends not an inch to accept the kiss. ‘Isn’t it very noisy?’

Matriarch, sure. But hard to live with, I’d say. ‘It sure is. But it’s a party, Granny.’ I smile at her and go back to Jimmy.

We’re among the last to arrive, and within five minutes there’s a great tapping of glasses and calls for hush. Greta’s brother-in-law, who’s a bar manager, has been appointed MC for the serious part of the evening and takes to the task with gusto. However, his speech extolling the blushing couple is mercifully short and when we all toast Greta and her Jimmy the place nearly combusts with warmth and love. I find myself crying, because this is what it is like to be part of a big, real family. Luckily, in the hoo-ha of hugging and thumping and cheering, nobody notices. Then Jimmy Porter gets a rush of blood to the head, calls for more hush, and when he gets it, self-appointed, thanks our hosts on behalf of us guests.‘Another toast, everyone: to the best friends and family in Ireland!’

We all drink again. ‘And now,’ Jimmy adds triumphantly before we’ve even swallowed, ‘let the proceedings begin. A noble call, anyone?’

This raises a chorus of good-natured groans and moans.

‘All right, all right,’ he yells. ‘I exercise my right and I call on the man of the moment, ladies and gentlemen, the groom himself, to give us a bar. He-eeeeere’s Jimmy!’ He does it like the guy who used to introduce Johnny Carson. We still get that show on satellite TV and Jimmy loves it.

To be fair, this first call raises a genuinely heartfelt cheer. And Greta’s Jimmy, although protesting, stands up immediately. His party piece, which I’ve heard at all of Greta’s parties, is ‘Abdul El Bulbul Emir’. We all know it and I get a chance to bury those treacherous tears while joining with the last line of every verse, of which there are an awful lot. Along with everyone else - even Granny’s waving one arm back and forth in a little arc - I cheer and whistle for Sheikh Abdul and his harem of harlots, stamp and boo with the best of them at the heinous doings of the villain, Ivan Skavinsky Skavar. All the time I’m worrying because I know what’s next.

Jimmy Porter loves performing. It’s as if, having lost nearly all joy in real life since he was forced off the buses where, according to himself, he was ‘every oul’ wan’s fantasy bit of stuff’, he’s channelled every little bit of what’s left into standing up in front of an audience. Again according to himself, he was always considered a bit of a card in the Broadstone depot and now takes himself seriously as a comedian. For the past couple of years he has collected jokes and joke books, practised at home in front of a mirror and has recently taken to entering talent contents. He is single-minded about this; the fact that he never wins anything doesn’t put him off. He is convinced his day will come. In the meantime, he can’t wait for the party pieces to begin. I can see him now across the room, greyhound in a trap, eyes glittering, as Greta’s Jimmy nears the end of Abdul and Ivan’s long, convoluted story. He can’t wait.

It’s too much to hope that he won’t get the next noble call, but of course he does, from Greta’s Jimmy - and having got it, he’s so fast into the tiny clearing in the middle of the room that I can feel the draught.

I brace myself. Despite all the wavering about my relationship with Jimmy Porter, I’m loyal to him and I’d hate him to embarrass himself. When you’re part of a couple, you feel sort of responsible, don’t you? If they don’t laugh, I’ll die. I’ve heard his patter before, though, and some of it is quite good.

But Jimmy has a surprise in store. This time, instead of launching into the well-worn jokes about fat mothers-in-law and thick Kerrymen, he tries out a new act. Seriously vulgar.Women’s bits and so forth. I’m mortified. I don’t think he meant to offend. And it’s only now, as he’s dying on his feet, I remember he had told me at some stage that Greta’s party was going to be the perfect opportunity to try out a new routine with jokes he got off some American website. I suppose he felt that everyone would be so well on that they’d take them in the party spirit.

The opposite happens and in five minutes flat that party goes from jolly to dead.You can hear the ice clinking in the glasses, real quiet clinking as though everyone’s fingers are as stiff as pokers. Even the kids are transfixed. To give him his due, he gets the message and after two awful stories involving licking (I can’t bear to tell you) he tries to retrieve the situation and goes back to a standard gag out of his blondes repertoire: ‘This little blonde girl, you see, comes home to her mammy and says:“Mammy, we learned to count today. Everyone else only counted to five but I counted to ten. Isn’t that very good? Isn’t that because I’m blonde, Mammy?”

‘“Yes, dear,” says the mammy, “that’s because you’re blonde.”

‘The same thing happens the next day with the alphabet. “Mammy, Mammy,” says the little blonde girl, “all the other  girls only got as far as D, but I got as far as K. Isn’t that very good, Mammy? Isn’t that because I’m blonde?”

‘“Yes, darling,” says the mammy. “That’s definitely because you’re blonde.”

‘The third day she runs in to tell the mother that at school today, they all went swimming. “And all the other girls had no breasts, Mammy, but look at me! I’m thirty-six D. Isn’t that good, Mammy? Isn’t that because I’m blonde?”

‘“No, darling,” says the mother. “That’s because you’re twenty-five!”’

At least that one gets a few titters, but it’s too late. Greta’s parlour has a carpet on the floor and, crowded though it is, I can hear every step of Jimmy’s feet as he returns to his place. She glances towards me and I mouth at her that I’m sorry, but I can see she’s bucking. I don’t dare look at her granny.

It’s not over yet.There’s worse to come. Jimmy’s not thick and he knows he’s bombed. He doesn’t even make his noble call and Greta has to call it. In desperation probably, she calls on one of her aunties, a woman who sings in her local church choir and whose rendition of ‘Panis Angelicus’ kills the party even deader than Jimmy’s jokes did.

Everyone’s in bad humour now and drinking too much and not knowing where to look, even though poor Greta tries to get a singsong going with another of her aunties, a big, happy woman whose speciality is ‘The Dublin Saunter’  à la Sonny Knowles.

Then, disaster upon disaster, one of Greta’s sons takes a half-hearted swipe at his da for giving out to him about drinking and refusing him another lager. Jimmy Porter, obviously anxious to make amends, is up like a light to intervene, smooth things over. He trips on someone’s handbag and cracks his skull against the mantelpiece.

Blood. Lots of it. End of ‘The Dublin Saunter’.

At least it gets us away, me apologising and grovelling and Greta telling me insincerely that there’s no problem.

Jimmy’s a basket case but he feels so bad I reckon it’d not be on to say what I feel so I keep it zipped.

Thank God it’s a quiet night in A and E: sometimes you’d be there for a whole night and half the next day, but we’re waiting for only four and a half hours. When he’s eventually called in he gets fourteen stitches.

In the taxi on the way home, I tell him about America and Rowan. He’s gob-smacked, of course, but picks a fight - probably because he has to have a go at someone. ‘Where’s the fire? You’ve waited this long, you can wait another week, can’t you?’

If I’d been determined with Willow, I’m rock now. ‘How about if I just want to go? How about that?’

‘So you’re just going to dump the plans we have for next week, are you?’ These involve a trip to some cousin of his who has a holiday home in the North of Ireland near the Giant’s Causeway. I’d been lukewarm about it in any event. The cousin drinks too much. ‘We can go another time, Jimmy.’ I notice the taxi-driver earwigging and I keep my voice down.

‘So it’s all right, is it?’ Jimmy has no such qualms. ‘That’s it? I can just ring him and tell him he can stuff his invitation? That you’ve found something better to do?’

‘Jimmy, shut up!’ I lose patience. ‘You go. Tell your cousin what you like about me. I’m going to Arizona. And it’s not just something better to do - it’s me and Willow finding our mother. Cop on!’

He slumps back into the seat and closes his eyes. We part not the best of friends.

You’re probably asking yourself - and not for the first time - why I stick with Jimmy Porter if he’s such a whinge. Well, he wasn’t always a whinge: when we met first he was gas - and from time to time we still manage to knock a bit of fun out of each other when I can persuade him to take me to a dance: he’s light on his feet. And, being practical about it, you can see that with my shift patterns it’s handy to have someone who’s nearly always available. Swings and roundabouts. You have to put up with each other’s quirks, don’t you? And I do feel sorry for him.

So OK, I do have to think about me and Jimmy. But not right now. I’ve bigger things to consider now. Like my trip the day after tomorrow. Jimmy isn’t perfect, that’s true, but - I ask you - am I such a great catch?
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