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About the Book


One of Ireland’s best-loved novelists returns with a haunting novella of love, loss and memory.


Flora’s father has been killed in the Battle of El Alamein, one of the many victims of the Second World War. For Flora and her mother, life will never be the same again. Now, it’s just Flora - and Nellie, the family’s life-long housekeeper - left; to reminisce in old age, and what really happened between Flora and her brother, Eddie, at the end of that long Irish summer.


Appearing now with Jennifer Johnston’s classic novel, TWO MOONS.


In a house overlooking Dublin Bay, Mimi and her daughter Grace are disturbed by the unexpected arrival of Grace’s daughter and her boyfriend. While Grace’s visitors focus her attention on an uncertain future, Mimi must begin to set herself to rights with the betrayals and disappointments of the past.




For my two wonderful grandsons with hope and love, Sam and Atticos
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Six o’clock in the evening.


My name is Flora.


Some people think this is not a great name to have been landed with. They find it a simpering sort of a name, the sort of name that makes them smile an embarrassed smile; personally, I quite like it. My mother and father must have chosen it with care, well, my father anyway. I think though that my mother would have preferred another boy. She always preferred men to women, but still she would have chosen my name with care, because she knew he would have liked her to do that. Had he picked me up in his long hands and looked into my face with great love and said, ‘She is like a flower.’ I seem to hear his voice and her reply. ‘A rose, perhaps.’ Roses have thorns, she might have thought, and smiled her secretive smile. I remember all his gestures so well; he would have pushed his hair back from his forehead, blond, floppy hair. ‘It’s easy to see I must be descended from a Norseman,’ I heard him say once. ‘None of this Anglo-Irish nonsense for me. I am a Dane. Hamlet the Dane. Look at my Danish hair.’ I must have been very young, as the joke meant nothing to me. Mother laughed. She used always to laugh at his jokes. Bad or good, they were always followed by the gentle tinkling of her laughter. I don’t think my name was a joke, though. Funnily enough, he hardly ever called me Flora; chicken, chicky or even chuck-chuck were what he preferred to shout with glee or whisper secretly in my ear when he was carrying me on my way upstairs to bed. He loved his daughter; I had no doubt about that. He never told lies; of that I’m sure. And she, well, she was different to anyone else I have ever known in my pretty long life. She seemed to love lying. ‘Daddy will be home soon,’ she used to say. ‘Won’t that be great. You must be good. That will make him happy. We all want Daddy to be happy, don’t we?’ I remember Eddie muttering, ‘Bullshit’ once when she said that and I tried hard not to giggle. She pretended not to hear.


Six p.m., and across the autumn fields strolls the sound of the angelus.


The sky was lacquered indigo.


‘Bong,’ said Flora aloud and put her book down on the table.


A brilliant star, the only one in the sky at that early moment, winked at her from a million miles away. Flora winked back at it.


The other old woman looked at Flora and smiled; she stuck the needle through a fold in the sheet that she had been mending and blessed herself.


‘I thought you might have fallen asleep,’ said Flora, ‘and missed the holy moment.’


‘How could I have fallen asleep and all this mending to do?’


Nellie picked the needle up and continued with her work: her hands were never idle, she never sat without a basket of mending, darning, stitching, sewing buttons, making lace for the Communion dresses of the girls in the village, or lace collars. She always wore a white lace collar herself, clipped neatly on to the top of her dark blue dress and held in place with a pearl brooch that had been left to her by the mistress.


‘Five minutes, then I must be off about the dinner, just time to finish this sheet.’ She pulled the needle out and smoothed the linen over her fingers. ‘Mr Taggart sent the boy up with some kidneys and a nice leg of lamb. And a couple of garlic bulbs. I told you, didn’t I, that he grew real French garlic in his garden?’


‘Every time he sends us up some you tell me.’


‘So I do. I find it of interest. I expect we’re the only people around who he shares it with.’


‘Times have changed, Nellie dear, we’re all used to garlic here nowadays. It keeps the arthritis at bay and of course the werewolves and vampires.’ She laughed at her own joke.


Nellie bit the end off the thread.


‘Well it’s there now, in the oven, sizzling away under the lamb – we’ll feast on it – and I’ve made a blackberry and apple crumble. There’s no doubt but we’ll eat well this evening.’


‘We eat well every evening.’


‘I thought I might run down to the cellar and bring up a bottle or two of the Gruaud-Larose.’


‘There can’t be much of that left.’


‘It’ll see us through.’


She folded the sheet neatly and laid it on top of the basket that held her sewing accoutrements. She pushed herself up from her chair with care.


‘French garlic or no French garlic, the arthritis is creeping up on me. The joints creak.’


‘Perhaps we should go and live in the South of France. Wine, garlic and a soothing climate, very good for old age pensioners.’


‘Such rubbish you talk.’ She put the basket over her arm and headed for the door. ‘I always feel like a thief in the night, creeping down to steal the master’s wine. What would he say to me at all, if he knew?’


‘He’d laugh. He’d be so pleased to think that we were making good use of it . . . and Nellie, bring up a bottle of port while you’re at it, may as well be hanged for a sheep as a lamb. I’ll just sit here a while longer and watch the sun go down.’


‘And catch your death of cold.’


‘It’s only September. The summer warmth is still hanging round. You’re such a fusspot, Nellie. Fuss, fuss, fuss, always have been.’


Nellie stopped at the door.


‘Haven’t I kept you well with my fussing, and me besides. If it had been up to you, we’d have both been dead years ago.’


She stooped and put her basket on the sitting-room floor. She raised her voice to make sure that Flora heard. ‘Isn’t Dr Carey always telling me how pleased he is with the pair of us, never a spot of bother. That’s what he always says to me: You’re a wonder, Nellie, never a spot of bother.’


Flora laughed.


‘Well we don’t cause him any bother anyway, he gets enough of that from the rest of his patients, and God knows he got enough of it from Mother.’


‘I’ll shut the door over so the damp won’t come into the house.’


Flora waved a hand at her. The door squeaked as Nellie pulled it towards her and a wisp of cloud floated across the sinking sun. This corner of the house, the western edge, looked at that moment as if it had been built of gold, and the windows flashed private signals to the distant hills.


She cuddled herself back into the comfort of her chair.


Mustn’t tease Nellie, she thought to herself, no indeed. She knew too well where she would be without Nellie, out there in the cold, unkind world. Mmm hmm. Out beyond grandfather’s trees: chestnut, ash, beech, hornbeam, and that mighty avenue of oaks. ‘There’s a fortune in them trees,’ someone, she couldn’t remember who, had said to her once, and she had laughed and said, ‘Maybe that will come in handy some day.’ But no matter what misfortune fell, you couldn’t cut grandfather’s oaks. She could see them now, tall, marching it seemed down the hill towards the village, sturdy, their green leaves just beginning to turn. No Gruaud-Larose, no indeed. I mustn’t tease Nellie. I must keep my giggles to myself. I would hate to be a woman alone. That was what Mother used to say to us, to make us behave ourselves.


‘Your father is battling in the desert and I am a woman alone. You must help me by being very, very good.’


She used to say it to other people too.


‘Paul is battling in the desert. Poor dear Paul.’


Paul, Father, Daddy. And of course they called him Major when he was away in Africa battling in the desert.


It was his second war. Flora used to feel quite sorry for him when she thought of that. He got the tail end of the first one, eighteen, straight from school. There are pictures of him all round the house looking so handsome in his uniform. So very handsome. Men always look handsome in uniform, I have never been able to work out why that is. He was my dear friend, she thought, but he never explained to me why he felt he had to go and leave us all, leave grandfather’s trees, leave Mother to be a woman alone. I missed him so much when he went away.


I missed him so much when he never came back. He had this wonderful hearty laugh. He used to throw his head right back and roar with laughter. Eddie used to do that too. He had that same laugh. Father used to lift me in his arms and put his lips to the side of my neck and blow warm air on to my skin. I remember that, I remember shivering with joy when he did that.


‘You’ll ruin that child, Paul,’ Mother would say.


I dreamed I would marry him when I grew up; all in white as she had been. ‘Chicken, I will love you for ever,’ he said in my dreams and blew warm air on my neck. ‘Bye, chicken,’ was what he said when he left. ‘We’ll meet again some sunny day.’ He never even mentioned the possibility of death. I was not in any way prepared for that.


Death.


Either time.


No. Not death.


El Alamein.


We had this map of North Africa on a table in the drawing room, with all those names on it. Tobruk, Mersa Matruh, Himeimat, Benghazi, El Alamein. They make a pattern in my head, even now, the sound of those words.


After we got the news, she drew a little black cross by El Alamein in indelible pencil, and a few days later she rolled up the map and put it away as if the war didn’t exist any longer.


‘We don’t need that any more,’ were her words.


At school, Miss Ross taught us history: the slave trade, the Boer War, Khartoum. She had a fine black moustache above her upper lip, but she was decent enough. I put my hand up.


‘Yes, Flora?’


‘Is Khartoum near El Alamein?’


‘No. Africa is a very large country, you know, Flora.’ A giggle swept around the classroom. She blushed. ‘That is enough.’ Her voice was embarrassed. ‘I’m sorry, Flora. So sorry,’ she said. ‘We’re all sorry.’ I would have liked to tell them about him, about the black cross in indelible pencil, but the words stuck in my mouth. Dry words like biscuit crumbs stuck to the roof of my mouth. Maybe it was just as well. You learn as you get older that there are things you should keep to yourself. Not go blurting everything out of your head. I am afraid that I find this hard to do, I am afraid that I am a blurter.


Then there was the song; on quiet evenings like this I can hear the woman singing it in her gravelly voice. I don’t remember her name, just the low timbre of her voice.






Vor der Kaserne bei dem großen Tor


Stand eine Laterne und steht sie noch davor


So wollen wir uns da wieder seh’n


Bei der Laterne wollen wir steh’n


Wie einst, Lili Marleen


Wie einst, Lili Marleen.








That’s it. I can still remember all the words. It’s as if she was standing down by the gate, singing that mournful tune.


Mother used to play it on the wind-up gramophone.


‘What’s that song you play every night?’


‘I didn’t realise that you could hear it all the way up the stairs. “Lili Marleen”. Daddy listens to it in the desert.’


‘But it’s German.’


‘They all listen to it. He says so in his letters to me; all our enemies and all our friends, tired men lying out under the desert stars. Trying to fall asleep, trying not to think about the next day. I call it “The Desert Lullaby”. Isn’t that a good name?’


I remember being angry when we had that conversation. I remember the little bubbles of rage that burst in my chest. I so desperately wanted him to write to me. I didn’t just want messages at the bottom of her letters. Love to chick-chick. Kisses to my favourite chicken. That sort of thing. I really wanted him home.


This was of course before Alamein, and when I heard the singer’s voice drifting up the stairs I used to think of him lying under the stars, thinking of us, of home, of me. His chicken. It was comfortable to think of us both listening to the same woman singing us to sleep.


After we got the news, she never played the record again. She probably broke it in pieces. That was the sort of thing she used to do; banging the shellac against the edge of a marble mantelpiece or cracking it under her heel.


She never wore black. That was considered strange round here.


Eddie and I had black bands sewn on to the sleeves of our good coats.


Respect and sorrow.


That was what the black band meant. Nellie told me that when I asked her; she bit through the black thread and then she said that, respect and sorrow.


‘He never liked me in black.’ I heard Mother say that to someone. I used to listen carefully; that way, you hear a lot of useful things. I could hold my breath and become invisible. You learn a lot of things that no one would tell you, if you can do that. I always wanted to learn a lot of things that I could tell Eddie when he came home from school for the holidays. I was always so afraid that he would get bored with only having me to play with. He heard me singing that song to myself one night when he was passing my door.






Steht ’ne Laterne, und steht sie noch davor . . .








‘What the hell are you singing that for, Flora? That’s not a song you should be singing. That’s the song of the enemy. The sales Boches. Where did you learn it? The men who killed Daddy, they sing it. It’s their song.’


‘They all sing it, everyone. Out in the desert. Every night. Mother had a record of it. She told me. Daddy used to listen to it. It made him happy. That’s what she said.’


‘Well they’re not in the desert any longer and I bet they don’t listen to it any longer either and you shouldn’t be singing it and I’ll tell Mother if I catch you at it again.’


‘Blah, blah, blah,’ I said to him, but I stopped singing the song.


I never sang the words or tune aloud again, but I sang them inside my head. I told nobody. I hadn’t the foggiest idea what the words meant, but they kept Daddy sleeping in my mind, not dead.


‘After all, what is death?’


Flora asked herself the question aloud. She looked up at the sky, now almost navy in places away from the fiery west. ‘Only a long sleep, and when you’re tired, what is better than a long sleep?’ She laughed aloud. Poor Nellie, she thought, she doesn’t think I know what day it is today, but I do. I know all right. I knew when she bustled in and pulled my curtains this morning and slammed down the window muttering about autumn and draughts and pneumonia and all that sort of stuff. Hear me, Nellie. I knew.


She settled back into silence once more. Daddy had told her once that if you kept very, very quiet you could hear the grass growing. She had believed him, but in all her years she had never been able to find that perfect stillness.


Mother had sent her away to school. Flora had begged and begged to be left at home, but her mother had been adamant.


She never learnt German at school.


‘You must broaden your horizons,’ Mother had said.


She was too busy being a woman alone and running the place to be able to occupy herself with broadening Flora’s horizons.


No German. A modicum of Latin: a, ab, absque, coram, de, that sort of thing.


‘You’ll meet girls of your own age,’ Mummy had said. ‘You’ll make friends.’


Algebra, arithmetic, geometry; the square on the hypotenuse is equal to the sum of the squares on the other two sides. All that wearisome stuff.


‘It’s what Daddy would have wanted.’ Mother’s voice sounded as if she was bored by the whole conversation.


The Statutes of Kilkenny, the Diet of Worms, the repeal of the Act of Union, the abolition of the slave trade.


In one ear and out the other. In, out. In, out.


A little shiver of autumn wind touched her ankles. I must go in before I get cold. I must go and partake of the feast that Nellie has prepared.


I wonder if she will have lighted candles?


She stood up and walked slowly across the dampening grass. At the door she stood for a moment and looked at the sky. The sun was gone and a pink glow was all that remained, and the bright star was now directly above the house; it appeared to wink at her again. With a little wave in its direction, she went into the drawing room and closed the door behind her.


Nellie had indeed put candles on the table, and two small posies of flowers, one in front of each place.


The old ladies ate always in a corner of the kitchen at a round mahogany table that had once sat in one of the windows in the dining room.


‘Aha,’ said Flora as she came into the room. ‘Should we change for dinner?’


Nellie laughed; she pushed a pot from one side of the Aga to the other.


‘Have you clean hands?’


Flora held her hands up in front of her.


‘Clean as clean can be.’


‘Then sit you down and have a glass of wine. That’s a nice dry September sort of wine there, suitable for us to drink now.’ She nodded to a bottle on the table. Open, ready for pouring. ‘Did you close the door behind you? With the lights on in the house these evenings the bats come in. We don’t want bats in the house, do we?’


Flora sat down in the wicker chair, which crackled as it took her weight. She shook her napkin open and placed it neatly on her knee. Nellie poured two glasses with great care.


‘You know, Nellie, bats have a most sophisticated radar system. I saw a programme about them on television not long ago. I really don’t think that they will come in and bother us.’


‘They get in your hair, that’s what I’ve always been told, and they cling. Imagine a bat clinging in your hair.’


‘Well they seemed quite charming little things to me. No danger to life or limb. But to put your mind at rest, I did shut the door.’


‘Here’s your wine.’ Her hand trembled slightly as she handed the glass to Flora.


Flora stared for a moment at the reflection of the candle flame deep in the glass, like a small animal struggling to get out. She smiled.


‘Who shall we drink to? Give me a name, Nellie.’


Nellie laughed nervously.


‘I have only the one name.’


‘That won’t do at all. Here’s to Paul, the Major, Father, Daddy. Peace be with you.’ She hoisted her glass in the air. ‘And Paul, Major, Daddy, darling Father, thanks for the wine.’


‘The Major.’


They both swallowed lavishly. Flora giggled and thumped back down into her chair.


‘I always thought I would marry him when I grew up. Imagine, such silliness.’


‘I never seen him even. He was gone just before I came here. Far away out in that desert. A gallant gentleman, everyone said he was. She never wore black.’


‘It didn’t suit her.’


They both drank their wine in silence for a few moments, their minds back in the past, and a little wind blew up from the south and rattled the windows.


The silence was broken by Nellie.


‘D’you remember I used to go to the pictures on Thursdays?’


‘A vague recollection.’


‘On our bikes. I used to go with Bernie from the post office. We would pedal in to Bray . . . mostly Bray, though we had to push the bikes up a lot of that hill. We’d do the shops, have our tea and pop into the picture house. Hail, rain or shine we did it. It was touching the world, not just stuck at the bottom of a muddy hill in County Wicklow; we touched the world on Thursdays. And then on the way home we would sing the songs from the film we had seen. We never could remember all the words, but we stitched it together as we pedalled, and then we would name the stars . . .’


‘Name the stars?’


‘Yes. All those thousands of stars, hanging there above us, and we’d throw the bikes in the ditch and we’d give them names: Mickey Rooney, Clark Gable, Judy Garland, Claudette Colbert, Fred Astaire. We could have gone on for ever giving names to those beautiful winking stars, and we’d dance little dances, singing the tunes that Judy Garland had taught us.’ She laughed. ‘It was fun. I asked the mistress once if I could bring you one Thursday; you could have sat on the carrier and you’d have loved it, but . . .’


‘She said no.’


‘She said no. She said . . .’


‘It doesn’t matter what else she said, no was what mattered. No was what she always said.’


‘She had a hard life.’


‘What rubbish you do talk.’


Nellie filled up her own glass and then Flora’s, then she headed across the kitchen, leaving Flora to think about her mother’s hard life.


The holidays were almost over.


Two thirds of Ireland remained indomitably non-combatant; there was very little petrol and no bananas.


Flora had become a weekly boarder at a small school in Dublin, and Eddie braved the war and submarines to remain at the school in England that he had been at when Daddy was killed. Mummy wouldn’t hear of him retreating to the safety of Ireland.


‘It was your father’s school,’ she had said, and that was that, no arguments. ‘Do not argue with me,’ she would say. ‘I cannot cope with arguments.’ She would leave the room.


Now the long summer holidays were almost over. In less than a week their cases would be packed, name tapes would have been sewn on every article of clothing, the bottle of whiskey and the smoked salmon for Eddie’s headmaster and the dozen eggs for the housemaster’s wife would have been carefully stowed and the house would have become quiet again. Mummy would be able to take up her argument-free life again.


The playroom faced downhill, towards the village; it was possible on very still nights to hear the last bus, or on Saturday nights the music from the Capitol Ballroom, and even the laughter from the young people as they spilled out into the dark at eleven o’clock sharp and collected their bikes and began the journey home, or wherever it was they were going.


If you were the only girl in the world and I was the only . . .


The record was scratched with overuse and sighed as it rotated.


Eddie let go of Flora’s hand and did a splendid reverse turn, ending with a flourish and a bow in her direction.


‘It’s quite simple really.’


‘It’s all very well for you, you’ve had lessons. We don’t get dancing lessons at school, unless you stay there at weekends, and anyway you have to be fifteen. It’s so unfair. I bet if I had lessons I could be as good as you.’


‘You need the aptitude.’


‘I have the aptitude. Just as much as you anyway.’


‘And a sense of rhythm.’


He rattled his feet on the floor.


There would be such wonderful things to do. If you . . .


‘You’re such a show-off. A bloody show-off.’


‘Naughty, naughty, what would Mummy say?’


‘What she always says. N. O. D’you know that Nellie asked her last week if she could take me to the pictures and she said no. How nice of you, Nellie, she said, very nice, very kind, but it’s too soon.’


Eddie saw tears rising in his sister’s eyes and threw his arms around her. ‘Dance,’ he ordered, loud and clear. ‘Slow, slow, quick, quick, slow. That’s a great girl, you’ll be a splendid dancer one day.’ They whirled across the parquet floor and he hummed the tune in her ear. If you were the only girl in the world and I was the only boy. The music stopped and they stood looking at each other and the gramophone needle went round and round and round: whick, whick, whick. Eddie walked over and turned it off.


‘She doesn’t mean to be unkind, you know. She feels she has a duty to keep us safe.’


‘Safe from what?’


Tears had left their tracks on her face.


‘The comments of the hoi polloi. Cruel comments. Perhaps you’re too young to have heard the way people make comments, quite decent and kindly people. The world’s quite wicked you know. Dangerous.’


‘I don’t see anything dangerous in going to the pictures with Nellie. It’s not Tobruk, it’s bloody well not Tobruk, and anyway she lets you go to school over there, where there’s a war on. A blitzkrieg. That’s what one of our teachers calls it. A horrid word, don’t you think? I just don’t understand.’


‘You will. When you’re older. I’m sure she has her good reasons.’


‘I’m only two years younger than you and they always say that girls grow up quicker than boys. Their understanding of things is in advance of boys. They do say that. I have heard people say that.’


‘Oh do stop snivelling, Flora.’


‘I’m not snivelling.’


‘Yes, you are.’


‘You’re being mean.’


‘Oh God, it’s so boring here. I can’t wait till I’m back on that boat again, steaming down the Liffey, seeing the last for a while of smoky Dublin and you and Mummy waving your handkerchiefs. It’s so boring, boring, boring.’


He stamped his foot on the floor. He did a little tap dance. Heel, toe, heel, toe. His mood lightened as his feet tapped the floor. Heel, toe. Tippy tappy. He smiled at her. He held out a hand towards her. Come and tap-tap, the hand said. She shook her head. She smiled as his feet tippy-tapped.


‘You’re good,’ she said. ‘Nellie would say you’re good. Nellie knows all about dancing. She goes to all those pictures. She tells me about them. Fred Astaire, Judy Garland. I do wish Mummy would let me go. Even just once.’


He put his arm around her shoulder.


‘She will. She’ll have sense one of these days. One of these days she will see what she is doing to us. She’ll see that we’re prisoners and she will let us go free. I have plans in my head.’


He bit his finger and stood looking at her.


‘Plans?’


‘Oh nothing really. I didn’t mean to say that.’


‘Plans, Eddie, what plans do you have?’


‘Isn’t it odd the way you can say something that you don’t mean to say. The words just sort of fall out of your mouth.’


‘What plans? You’ll have to tell me or I’ll tell Mummy that you’re up to something.’


He walked over to the window and stared out into the darkness.


‘You know I think that girl is a bit of a snooper.’


‘What girl?’


‘That Nellie girl. Every time I turn a corner, there she is, always watching.’


‘Watching who? Watching what? She works jolly hard. She’s at Mummy’s beck and call all the time. Fetch this, mend that, where is the child – that’s me, I’d have you know. She doesn’t call you child. When will she stop calling me child?’


‘She’s Mummy’s snooper. I bet she knows everything we do, everything we say, everything we think.’


The trees bent and swayed; soon, he thought the leaves would start to fall and the ground would be orange and red and he and Wilkinson would have put their plan into action and no one would be able to stop them. His heart beat fast. He looked at the reflection of Flora in the window. She was only a child yet and Daddy was gone. He would have let her go to the pictures with the snooper; he had been a man who created fun and lightness wherever he went. I will be like him, Eddie thought, I will make people happy. He turned from the window and went over to his sister.


‘Come and sit by me, dear Flora. We have a while yet before she comes calling you. Missee Flora.’ He thought he was imitating Nellie’s voice, but it was nothing like. Flora grinned at him and settled herself on the sofa beside him.


‘Missee Flora, your bath is run.’


‘It’s not a bit like her.’


‘I’d like to tell you my plan. I’ve been wanting to all hols, but I promised not to mention it to a soul.’


‘Promised who? You never have secrets from me, Eddie. Who?’


‘Don’t get worked up or I’ll not tell you a thing. I promised Wilkinson not to breathe a word. We swore just to keep it tight inside ourselves, but I trust you. Honestly, I really do. Love you, baby pigeon.’


She folded her hand into a fist and pummelled his arm.


‘Who is Wilkinson?’


‘He is my friend.’


‘You’ve never mentioned him to me.’


‘Why should I? What can I say to you about Wilkinson, Baggot, Evans, Baillie? What would they mean to you? You don’t know what they look like. You don’t know the sound of their voices. I might just as well tell you fairy tales. They don’t belong in this life. Nor do I any more. This is a prison we live in here. You know that as well as I.’


‘Wilkinson, Baggot, Evans, Baillie.’


‘My friends. We mess around together. Talk. We go on long route marches over the hills. Wilkinson and I . . . well. His father’s gone too. Missing believed . . . We have that in common.’ His voice trembled for a moment. He bit his finger.


‘Wilkinson, Baggot, Evans, Baillie. What’s his name?’


‘His name?’


‘Yes, dopey. He must have a Christian name. Everyone has a name.’


Eddie stared at her.


‘Yes, of course. His mother calls him Patch . . .’


‘You’ve met his mother?’


‘But I think his name is Patrick. To us, the rest of us, he’s Wilkinson P. H. He has a younger brother, Wilkinson R. J. He’s only thirteen. Quite a decent kid.’


‘How silly it all is, not to know people’s names.’


‘It’s all right, you know. We’re friends.’


‘Well?’


‘Well what?’


‘What about telling me this great secret, this Wilkinson secret, or have you changed your mind?’


He stood up and bit once more at his finger.


‘Eddie . . .’


‘I promised. I want to tell you, I really do, but . . .’


He ran quickly to the door and opened it. There was no one in the passage. There was no one outside in the garden hiding in the swaying trees. There was no sound in the house at all. Just emptiness.


‘I do think you’re mean. Indescribably mean. When have I ever told on you? I promise I won’t breathe your secret to a soul. You know you can trust me with your life.’


He took a deep breath and then the words streamed out of his mouth.


‘We’re going to join up, Wilkinson and I. It’s all arranged. Friday. The day after tomorrow. I’m getting off the train at Crewe. He’s going to meet me there.’


She didn’t understand what he was saying. She clutched at his arm.


‘Eddie . . .’


‘He’s found out all the know-how. He’s great like that. He’s an organiser. I got a . . .’


‘No, Eddie. What are you saying? You’re going to join . . . No.’


‘. . . letter from him saying it’s on. Imagine . . .’


‘No . . . no.’ She began to slap at him ineffectually with her hands.


‘Imagine, Flora, in three days I will be in the war.’


‘No. You . . .’


‘Yes. I will be preparing to be a soldier.’


‘You’re too young. They won’t let you. They can’t . . .’


‘They can, you know. I’m nearly eighteen. We could have joined up at the end of last term, but we wanted to see our people before we set out. We’re going to the depot at Crewe and . . .’


Flora jumped from the sofa and ran towards the door. He was after her in a flash and caught her by the arm.


‘Where do you think you’re going?’


‘To tell Mother. You’re such a fool, Eddie. She won’t let you go. You’re still at school. You’re hurting my arm. Let go of me. You can’t do this. You mustn’t leave us. You . . .’


He shook her so hard that one of her shoes fell off, clattering across the floor.


‘Stop making that racket. You’ll have the snooper in on us. Flora. Flora, for God’s sake, shut up. Come on, sit down. Stop that noise. Sit. Here. We must talk. You promised. You know you promised.’


He picked her up and threw her on to the sofa and then quickly sat on her legs. He pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and shoved it into her hand.


‘Now shut up, wipe your face. You’re behaving like a little kid. Blow your disgusting nose. Why oh why did I tell you? Why could I not keep my mouth shut? Do stop crying. I’ll be OK. Mop up, darling Flora. Everything will be fine.’


‘You’ll be killed.’


He laughed.


‘Of course I won’t be killed.’


‘Daddy was killed.’


‘That’s no reason why I should be. And I know, I positively know that he would have wanted me to go.’


‘He would not, he would have wanted you to stay at school. He would have . . .’


‘You’re too young to know anything about it. I only told you because I thought you would think it was a lark. I didn’t want you to think that I was deceiving you, and now you’re behaving like a baby.’


‘I am not.’


‘You’re spoiling it all. You’re making me feel rotten.’


‘Oh Eddie.’


She threw her arms around his neck. He could feel the heat of her face through his clothes.


‘Come on, baby. Don’t cry. Please. Smile, just a little smile. I’ll miss you. I’ll write to you, I promise, and the war will be over and I will be home. I will be a hero, just fancy that. I know it’s what Father would have wanted me to do. Step into his shoes.’


‘And I can only say no and go on and on saying no.’


‘It doesn’t matter what you say. It’s all arranged. I can’t back out now, even if I wanted to. I have promised and you must promise too. Please, Flora. A secret. Just between you and me. Please. We mustn’t be enemies. Look, tomorrow night we’ll dance. Here. Just you and me. My last night at home. I’ll pick out all the best records. We’ll put on our best clothes and we’ll dance our feet off. It will give me something to remember. Hey? What do you say?’


She mopped at her face with his handkerchief. He shifted himself from her legs and stood up. He held out a hand towards her.


‘I don’t know,’ she said. ‘It’s a bit like a seal of approval, isn’t it?’


‘Silly. You mustn’t think of it like that. It will be a ball. Our ball. Like the night before Waterloo. We’ll have candles . . . yes, and champagne. Why not? There’s all that champagne in the cellar that Father bought. We mustn’t let it go to waste. And we’ll dance until our feet give up and then I’ll be off in the train and no one will be the wiser. Please say yes, Flora.’


She put her hand in his and he pulled her up from the sofa.


‘You always win, don’t you?’


‘That’s the girl.’


He pulled her towards him in a great bear hug, and then putting his lips to her neck he blew warm air on to her skin. She jumped away, pushing him as hard as she could.


‘Never,’ she shouted the word, ‘never do that again.’


Then suddenly through the door came the sound of Nellie’s voice.


‘Missy, Missy Flora.’


Calling.


‘Missy Flora, your bath is run.’


‘Missee Flora, your bath is run,’ echoed Eddie.


The two of them looked at each other and then burst into laughter, great swoops of laughter.


‘Missy Flora.’


Nearer.


‘Coming.’


Flora’s voice was quivering with laughter. She picked her shoe up from the floor and ran to the door.


She turned at the door and curtsied to her brother.


‘Missee Flora gratefully accepts your kind invitation.’


She was gone.


That was a close shave, he thought. He wandered over to the window. He opened one side of the glass door and stepped out into the garden. He could hear the sound of music from the dance hall, and above his head a million stars stared down at the earth. He felt enormously happy; his life was about to begin. His real life, his life with a capital L.


Flora sipped her wine and thought her thoughts – well, they were recollections rather than thoughts; that, she decided, was the boring thing about being what seemed to her incredibly old. When you sat down peacefully to think about life, death and things of that nature, memories kept getting in the way, or sleep. She wondered why you needed so much sleep when you never did anything to tire you out. Nellie does all those things. She bicycles down to the village to give the orders in the shops and visit the post office, she goes to Mass on Sundays and confession, though God alone knows what she has to confess. Knocking back the vino, perhaps, and of course the gambles that the pair of them took on the horses once a week, and a bit more often if the great classic races were being run. Never did any harm to anyone. Never, never. She looked across the kitchen to where Nellie was beating something in a bowl with a fork. She had offered to buy one of those neat machines for beating things but Nellie had shaken her head most vehemently and said that she’d beaten eggs with a fork all her life and she would continue to do so till the day she died and if Flora didn’t like the way she did things she could find herself another housekeeper. She was singing now.


‘ “. . . in the ranks of de-ath you’ll find him . . .” ’


Was that Tom Moore? She couldn’t remember. She did know that Nellie had a great partiality for Tom Moore, and of course for Julie Andrews, Judy Garland, Pavarotti and others whose names she couldn’t recall at this very moment.


‘ “His father’s sword he has girded on and his wild harp sluuuung . . .” ’


‘Nellie.’


‘I thought you’d dozed off.’ She raised her eyes from whatever was in the bowl. ‘Did I wake you with my singing?’


‘I wasn’t asleep. I was just wondering, what do you think they call us in the village? That pair of old winos? Isn’t that the word they use nowadays?’


Nellie laughed, and put the fork down on the table beside the basin. She picked up the bottle and came over to Flora. She filled up her glass.


‘That’s not a very nice thing to have in your mind. If they knew about the master’s wine, they’d never use a word like that.’ As she filled her own glass, she was thinking. ‘Conisurio. That’s it. That’s what we are, conisurios. It’s the class of wine we drink makes the difference.’


Flora raised her glass.


‘Here’s to us. Two conisurios.’


‘Long may we last.’


‘Long may Daddy’s wine last.’


‘Amen.’


The candles flickered, the glass and silver shone. Flora squeezed Nellie’s arm.


‘How beautiful it looks, and grand. Sometimes it’s good to be grand. So tell me, Nellie, what is tonight’s anniversary? I really feel we should have changed our clothes, put on something more formal.’ She looked expectantly at Nellie.


‘You know well. Will you carve or I?’


‘You always carve, and I don’t know, my mind is in a muddle this evening. Not a serious muddle; a sort of misty one. Nothing to get worried about. There will be no need for Dr Carey and his soothing potions. Before we eat, I think we should drink to Eddie.’


Nellie put her glass down on the table and clasped her hands in front of her as if she was about to burst into a prayer.


‘He’s very close to us tonight. I can almost see him over by the window. Look, look, Nellie. Is he a ghost or a figment?’


‘I don’t believe there’s such a thing as ghosts and I don’t know what a figment is. I think you’re teasing me, pulling my leg.’ Her voice trembled.


‘Yes. I suppose I was. I suppose . . . I’m sorry.’ She put out a hand and squeezed Nellie’s shoulder. ‘What do you remember, Nellie? Out of all those long years, what remains in your head? When you’ve nothing else churning in your mind, can you browse on the past? Can a sound or the sight of some silly thing transport you back?’


Nellie looked puzzled. ‘Back where? Back. Sure I can click my fingers and I can remember anything I want. Is that what you mean? Haven’t I a memory like an elephant. The dinner will be ruined if I don’t attend to it.’


She plonked her glass down on the table and walked back over to the huge black range, her shoes creaking as she walked. She clattered and banged, she picked up the long whetstone and began to sharpen the fearsome-looking carving knife, whick, whick. Flora sat back into her chair again and wondered to herself about Wilkinson. All his fault, she said in her head. Wretched, wretched Wilkinson, but then how could it be his fault? You had to look at it sensibly; it was as much her fault as Wilkinson’s. If she had told Mummy, that would have put a stop to the whole thing, the whole D-plus-one fiasco on some damned Normandy beach. One day in the year I can moan and groan. I can throw blame around, I can mourn in my own way, not just for his fiasco, but for mine too. Nellie’s mourning takes the form of eating and drinking; mine is bewailing my own devastation. That was something Nellie did not know about.


Whick, whick.


‘Nellie.’


Whick, whick.


‘Nellie.’


‘Just coming in a minute.’


She pulled the dish with the lamb on it over to a suitable place and drew the sharpened knife gently across the meat.


‘Yes.’ She muttered the word to herself. ‘Yes, yes.’


The smell of garlic drifted across the room. Flora smiled.


‘He never lets you down. You know, when I came here first, all those many, many years ago, I saw myself becoming a person of consequence. Miss Maher, everyone would call me. Full of respect.’


‘They are full of respect, Nellie. It’s just that times have changed. Respect and love for you. Everyone has that. What could be better?’


‘Not a soul calls me Miss Maher. Even the little kids call out “Hello, Nellie” to me from their pushchairs.’


‘And you smile at them and give them sweets. Why do you want it to be any other way? Nobody calls me Flora, except maybe behind my back. I think that their heads are filled with misconceptions about me and I don’t think I care what they call me. No, I don’t.’ She took a swig of wine. ‘That’s good wine, Nellie. Well chosen.’


‘We conisurios only drink the best.’


They laughed. They were friends.


Yes. Yes, that was it. She put her knife and fork down on her plate and patted at her mouth with her napkin.


‘I remember what it was that I wanted to ask you. Wilkinson. Did he ever talk to you about Wilkinson?’


Nellie frowned.


‘Who?’


‘Wilkinson.’


‘Never heard of him. Who would be talking to me about someone I’ve never heard of?’


‘Eddie, of course. This is Eddie’s day. What other person would I be talking about?’


‘He hardly spoke to me. I don’t know why you’d be thinking otherwise. Good morning, Nellie. Nice to see the sun shining. Take care of yourself on that bike of yours. Good night, Nellie. I remember every word from him. Always the same. Never anything about someone called Wilkinson, never what you might call conversation. He never conversed with me.’ She stopped talking and gazed back into the past. When she did speak again, her voice was so low that Flora could barely hear her. ‘I longed for conversation with him. Tell me about Wilkinson.’


‘I don’t know anything except that they were friends. Bagot, Evans, Baillie and Wilkinson. He mentioned them for the first time the night before he left. He just said their names really, except for Wilkinson. He told me about their plan. They were going . . . just the two of them . . . they were going . . .’


‘They went.’


‘Yes.’


‘Why didn’t you stop them?’


‘I promised.’


‘Promises!’


‘We have to keep promises. I know I should have told Mummy. I should have run away from him as fast as I could. I should have shouted for her. For help. I should have . . . but he turned my thoughts away from sneaking. That’s what he would have called it. Sneaking. I couldn’t bear to sneak on him, be thought of as a sneak. So I let him go and be killed.’


‘And Wilkinson?’


‘I don’t know what happened to him. Did he live or die? Was he there to hold Eddie’s hand when the end came? Did they die side by side like the heroes of old? I used to have terrible dreams . . . terrible dreams. I . . . Oh dear . . . You know he didn’t even know what he was fighting for. He told me that Daddy would have wanted him to go, but that can’t be true, Daddy would have rather he’d stayed at school than be killed. I used to have terrible dreams.’


She picked up her knife and fork and began to stuff her mouth with food, as if she could block up the rush of words. Nellie stared across the table at her.


‘I never knew any of this.’


‘I . . . we . . . thought you knew everything.’


‘No.’


‘Eddie said you knew everything. You were always there, he used to say. Listening, staring, waiting in passages or out in the garden, stitching, mending, but always listening. You were like a spy, he said.’


There was a long silence between them. Nellie’s face was burning hot; finally she spoke in what was barely louder than a whisper.


‘He shouldn’t have said that. He got it all wrong. All. I . . .’ Her voice died away. She poked at the corner of her right eye with a finger. ‘A spy! How could he say such a thing? I always hoped that he would smile at me or say something, not just good morning, Nellie. Not just . . . not just . . . Mind the child, the mistress said, look after the child. That’s your job. See she comes to no harm. So I watched you like a hawk, so I did, and the stitching kept my fingers occupied. I enjoyed sewing and making little collars of lace and turn-ups for the ends of the children’s sleeves. A little lace turn-up and a collar spreading out around the neck makes a tired dress into something new and smart. I often wondered if I might get a job in one of those posh Dublin dress designers, but then things didn’t turn out the way I wanted.’ She jumped up from her seat. ‘Can I get you more?’


‘He was only joking when he said that. I promise. He didn’t mean it. He used to make silly jokes. I’m sure that going to the war started out as a joke and then became a reality they couldn’t do anything to stop. No, no more, thanks.’ She waved her hands at Nellie to sit down. Nellie remained on her feet.


‘You never made me any lace collars or cuffs, at least I’ve no recollection of any.’


‘The mistress didn’t hold with such things. You ran around the place in shirts and shorts, like a boy might. She thought you would have more freedom like that.’


‘Maybe she was right.’


‘You were a lonely little girl. I always used to think that.’


‘I had my books and all Daddy’s books. It always seemed like millions of books. You know I don’t suppose I’ve read them all yet. I wondered sometimes if he managed. Some of them are pretty dry and boring. He would have been too gay and cheerful to plough his way through such dry stuff. Those terrible Brontës. I’ve always loathed them, all mists and moaning. I bet he never read them. John Buchan would have been more his style. You know, Nellie, you’ve got the wrong day. Tomorrow. The twelfth of September, that’s the day we should be doing our feasting. That was his last day with us. You went to the pictures, and he and I . . .’ She threw her head back and roared with laughter. ‘We had such fun. Definitely the twelfth, Nellie dear.’


‘In the name of God . . .’ Nellie ran over to the kitchen table and picked up the newspaper. She peered at the top corner, she screwed up her eyes. She gave a little scream. ‘Bloody feckin’ glasses, I thought I’d manage to the end without them. Today’s the eleventh. You’re right. You’re right. Tomorrow’s the day. Tomorrow’s the twelfth. Amn’t I the old eejit? What’ll we do?’


Flora continued to laugh and after a moment or two Nellie joined in.


‘We’ll do it again tomorrow.’ The words puffed out of her mouth between the hiccoughs of laughter. ‘We’ll have another drink and our pudding and go to bed early, so we’ll be ready to do it all over again tomorrow, and then the next day we will go and see about glasses for you. Here’s to tomorrow.’ She picked up her glass and waved it round. The laughter had turned into silence. ‘Maybe tomorrow I will tell you something you don’t already know. There are things I have never told you.’


‘I know everything.’


Flora shook her head slowly from side to side. She sat down in her chair again and picked up her spoon and fork, then like a child might she began to bang them on the table.
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