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1 MEGAN’S FATHER FEELS FUNNY





  




  Megan usually arrived home from school an hour and a half before her father got in from work, and it had been her habit for as long as she could remember to run downstairs to meet him at the front door. This day was no different in that regard, but she stopped at the foot of the stairs and watched him take his jacket off.




  He had the look of someone who had just run his first marathon without ever doing any training for it. He looked as if he were worn out and in great pain.




  “Whatever is the matter, Daddy?”




  “Hello, darling? How are you? I’m fine. Just a little tired, that’s all.”




  She went to him and kissed him on the cheek as she always did.




  “You look pale too, Daddy. Come in and sit down. Have a cup of tea. It might make you feel better.”




  “I’m sure it will. Lead on, Mc Duff!”




  She took his hand and led him up the narrow passageway to the living room door and opened it.




  “Mam! Dad’s home and he’s looking worn out. Is there tea in the pot or shall I put some fresh?”




  “Away with you, girl! You know I always make a fresh pot of tea for six when your father’s due! Go and pour us all a cup.”




  “What’s the matter, love? Still not feeling quite right?”




  “No. I can’t say that I feel any worse than yesterday, but I can’t say I feel any better either. It’s odd. I can feel fine for a few hours and then it’s just as if someone has thrown a switch or my batteries have run down, and I feel worn out. Perhaps, I’m coming down with the flu, or maybe it’s the change in the weather. It is a lot warmer and the summer will be here soon. That’s probably it… a lot of people suffer from the changes of the seasons, don’t they?”




  “Yes, they say that they do, but you never have before.”




  “No, that’s true… Maybe it’s because I’m getting old.”




  “Perhaps, I’ll see if I can get you some sort of tonic tomorrow.”




  Megan brought a tray in with tea and biscuits.




  “There’s some cake in the tin, Megan, I baked it this morning.”




  “Shall I bring it all in, or just three slices, Mam?”




  “Do it properly. Put it on a doily on a cake dish and bring three tea plates and a cake slice.”




  “Yes, Mam.”




  “Are you really feeling as bad as you look, dear?”




  “I look that bad, do I? I ache all over, I feel dog-tired and I’ve got a headache. It’s like the flu, but worse.”




  “You men and your man flu, really! You all pretend to be big, brave and macho, but you allow a simple cold to floor you. Most women go through worse than the flu every month of their adult lives.”




  “Yes, well there you are then… You get used to it, but we only get sick once every year or two and our bodies forget how to handle it. We feel it more.”




  Robert wasn’t sure whether he was talking sense but it sounded good enough to him at the time.




  “Is this how you mean, Mam?”




  “Yes, dear. That’s the way to do it. I want you to get used to doing things properly for when we have visitors.”




  “But we never get any visitors, Mam! You say that the house is too small to receive visitors.”




  “And so it is, but we may not be living here for ever. People have been known to move… We may move too, … one day. Perhaps, we’ll have a nice semi in the suburbs with a front and a back garden.”




  She looked at her husband who managed a faint smile. He’d heard it all a hundred times before, but she was allowed her dreams.




  Everyone was.




  “Do you mind if I skip dinner tonight, love. I think I’ll eat my cake and drink my cup of tea to keep my strength up, but all I really want is a couple of paracetamols and a sleep. I’ll see how I feel then, but I’ll probably just sleep on through till tomorrow.”




  “No, that’s all right, my dear. If you are not up to it you are better off in bed. It’s cauliflower cheese tonight, so I’ll put some up for you and if you fancy it later, I can microwave it for you, otherwise I’ll freeze it for another day.




  “What time do you want yours, Megan?”




  “The usual time, Mam, seven to seven thirty, whatever suits you best.”




  “OK, early and I’ll have an early night as well, so I can take care of your father.”




  




  ∞




  




  At breakfast the next day, Robert looked a lot better and everyone hoped that he was over the worst of his bout of the flu. He ate a hearty breakfast of sausage, bacon, eggs, tomatoes, mushrooms and cauliflower cheese and thoroughly enjoyed it, as did everyone else.




  Megan studied her father over the breakfast table, but she wasn’t convinced that he was yet fully recovered. She thought that he certainly looked better, but she noticed that his eye sockets were darker than normal and that his eyes looked dull.




  It struck her that he looked like a toy, the batteries of which had had a flash charge rather than the full overnight job. Still, she went to school and he went to work, leaving Suzanne at home alone to continue her endless and thankless task of cooking and cleaning. As Suzanne saw it, it was what she was supposed to be doing to keep her family running as it should be. It was what her mother and every other woman in her family had done. Forever.
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