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  ONE




  Homecoming




  IT WAS ALWAYS like this, on the last leg of the journey.




  Everything conspired against her: the pale, yellowish light slanting irregularly across the airport motorway, the droplets of rain crowding on her windscreen, the menacing approach of speedy

  headlights in her rear-view mirror. Cars were hurtling along, ducking and weaving from lane to lane like large, demented insects, keeping her senses on edge. Even the motor-cyclists seemed to be

  more casually reckless than ever.




  Beth hated this surge of unreason, this uncharacteristic road-rage. She was normally a good driver. But coming home was never normal. Coming home, coming back, whatever – it was always the

  same. She was glad to turn off to the left, onto safer, more familiar territory.




  But even here, as she drove down Griffith Avenue, she could feel the backs of her knees growing stiff, the slow crawl of tension like a steel bar across her shoulder blades. She had always

  disliked hire cars. It took her too long to grow used to them. They had a mind of their own. The indicators would somehow manage to be on the wrong side, or the lights in an impossible position.

  This time, it was the driver’s seat that wasn’t right. She had already tried to ease herself into it, but the back stayed bolt upright, unforgiving. Her foot was beginning to cramp,

  resting at an awkward angle on the accelerator. She tried again, fumbling beneath her this time, keeping her eyes on the road ahead. Even a couple of inches back would ease the strain, surely. If

  she couldn’t do it on the move, then she’d have to pull over. Anyway, there wasn’t too much traffic around; the pubs wouldn’t close for a couple of hours yet.




  ‘Come on, come on,’ she urged out loud, crossly, as her right hand closed over the resisting lever. She never knew from one car to the next – was it push back or pull

  forward?




  Suddenly, there was a swift, sudden movement of oiled metal. It was enough to shock Beth’s hands off the steering wheel, enough to distract her eyes from the road ahead for a split second.

  The seat shot back. The car waltzed crazily, giddily, gleefully over the white line.




  She watched its mad dance with fascination. From somewhere way above, she could see her hands back on the steering wheel again, her eyes forward, her feet in the correct position. Through the

  rhythmic windscreen wipers, a huge lorry lumbered towards her. Bulk Cement Supplies, she read. She was surprised at how clearly she could see the letters. The headlights on the cab were bright,

  blinding. The drops of rain on her windscreen were crudely efficient magnifying glasses.




  The blare of a horn startled her then, and she jumped, finally alert, wrenching the steering wheel to the left. She went flying forward, hitting her chin painfully off its rigid surface. Then

  the seat belt locked and jerked her suddenly back again. The car lurched obediently out of the lorry’s way. It mounted the kerb, and came to an abrupt, muddy stop on the grass verge.




  It had all taken only a couple of seconds. Beth was surprised at how suspended she’d felt. She hadn’t even been afraid. Strangely, she had been rather interested, watching the way

  the windscreen wipers had measured the lorry’s rapid approach. Swish, swish.




  A face loomed suddenly at her, out of the darkness. A fist hammered angrily on glass. Calmly, she watched as the electric window slid down. She knew that its rainy surface would have been

  cleansed by the time she closed it again.




  ‘What in Christ’s name d’ye think you’re at, woman?’




  She saw the man’s black fingernails as he held onto the open window. He was huge in his grey padded jacket, bulky. Like his cement supplies, Beth suddenly thought. She wanted to laugh. His

  voice was loud, angry, but his red, creased face looked more frightened than threatening. His pores were huge, staring at her blackly. She looked around her. He had parked his lorry: the hazard

  lights were flashing. She thought that that was a sensible thing to do; she should do the same. There was no one behind her, she had only two wheels on the road, but still, just in case. She began

  to push at the switches in front of her on the dashboard. Now she couldn’t even remember which one it was. She shook her head.




  ‘I don’t know which one it is,’ she said, puzzled, looking down at his fingernails again. Square, they were, and broad. The hands of a man used to manual labour. When he spoke

  again, his voice was different, distant.




  ‘Are y’all right, missus?’




  ‘Yes, yes, thank you. I’m fine. Now I must be on my way.’




  She dismissed him with a wave of her hand and made to close the window. He stuck his head in then and filled the car with his rage. Drops of rain were beading across his forehead, running down

  the cracks and lines of his face.




  ‘Ya could’a killed both of us, ya stupid bitch? D’ya realize that?’




  Dimly, she was aware of the lilt of his accent, the slight interrogative lift at the end of each sentence. It was an accent she had never liked.




  ‘I’m sorry,’ she said, firmly. ‘I was trying to adjust my seat and it slipped. I got distracted. I’m sorry if I gave you a fright.’




  He glared at her, disbelieving. He jabbed a squat, solid forefinger in the air, pointing at her.




  ‘I’m takin’ your number. I’m goin’ to report you, so I am. You shouldn’t be let out, so ya shouldn’t!’




  He slammed his open hand on the roof of the car. Its whole body shook slightly. The sound he made was sharp, metallic, as though he wore a heavy ring. She imagined she had seen a thick, gold

  wedding band. Beth watched him as he ran across the road and hoisted himself up into his cab, his jeans straining at the waistband. The internal light was switched on, and he began to scribble

  something, leaning forward furiously on the dashboard. The stiff set of his shoulders told her: I’m goin’ to get you; you’ll pay for this, so you will. Then the sickly

  light went out and he eased the lorry back into the outer lane again. She could feel his glare on the back of her neck as he drove away, could imagine him muttering obscenities to himself.




  She rested her arms on the steering wheel and leaned her forehead on her hands. Her chin had suddenly begun to hurt. A broad band of sweat started at her hairline, sliding its way hotly down the

  back of her neck. She closed her eyes and saw it all again – the dark, gleaming road surface, the big painted letters on the lorry’s cab, the back and forwards of the windscreen wipers.

  Then she remembered the man’s fingernails, could see them still, right under her nose. She could imagine the smell of diesel from his hands, the stale stench of damp clothes and male sweat in

  the lorry’s cab where he sat for hours on end. Her stomach began to shift restlessly as the smells grew stronger; something black and sour plucked at the back of her throat.




  ‘It’s just shock, it’s only shock,’ she whispered to herself. ‘Fresh air. I’ll be fine.’




  She turned the key in the ignition and opened the window again. She breathed in lungfuls of the sharp October night. Cars passed up and down the avenue, squashing the winter leaves to a yellow

  and brown sludge. Her hands plucked weakly at her seat-belt, not able to undo the buckle. She sat where she was, breathing deeply, dragging her damp hair back from her forehead a couple of times.

  Gradually, she began to feel better; the nausea subsided. The grey lights before her eyes cleared and she glanced at the clock on the dashboard. The numerals glowed redly. The steady, pulse-like

  rhythm of the passing seconds made her begin to feel sleepy. She made an effort to sit up straighter. She had to get going. She was nearly there.




  She checked both mirrors several times, indicated right and drove slowly off the slushy grass. The low skirt of the car made a pained, grinding sound as it bumped in slow motion off the high

  kerb. Once she was on the move again, she began to feel suddenly better, almost light-hearted. Nothing awful had happened. She was safe, the car was in one piece. She felt cleansed, her anxiety

  calmed. Maybe she didn’t need to feel so full of dread about what was waiting for her. Maybe this near miss was a sign that things wouldn’t be so bad, after all. Even the memory of

  dirty fingernails and diesel smells began to lose their power to sicken.




  She steadied herself at the traffic lights, willing them to stay red a little longer. She tried some more deep breathing. The road to home was quiet, its rush-hour evening chaos long over. Once

  in her own street, she welcomed its silence, the orange glow of the lamps, the winter-night emptiness. Its narrowness was even more exaggerated by the long files of parked cars on either side. It

  was a street made for trikes and two-wheelers, for scooters and roller-skaters. It was just about wide enough for hopscotch. It had never been made for the growing gridlock that was now Dublin

  traffic.




  Beth eased her foot off the accelerator. Now that she was almost there, she felt a little thrill, a small stirring of hope. No matter how often she came back, each time a part of her believed

  that, this time, things would be different. No matter how reluctant she had felt, this time it was the right thing, the only thing to do. She had a sudden vision of herself as, finally, a competent

  adult – calm, responsible, rising to the crisis. No one need know how she really felt. She owed it to James, and he would be waiting for her.




  He was standing at one of the downstairs windows. He had a book in his left hand, closed over the index finger, marking his place. The short, capable fingers of his right hand restlessly combed

  the grey hairs of his beard. Beth had known he would be standing there, just like that, felt the familiar mix of tenderness and impatience as he stooped, peering short-sightedly through the bottom

  pane. Making sure it was her, she supposed. She wondered what he would do if it were someone else. Would he not answer the door anyway, no matter who it was? Why stand so thoroughly on guard, all

  the time?




  The thought made her feel guilty. He was worried about her; she was late. It was normal: a warm, brotherly reaction.




  She turned the car in the broad driveway and pointed it towards the house, the wheels spitting out gravel. The hazy sweep of headlights caught the wooden plaque on the right-hand side of the

  front door. Woodvale. Even the name started a tug somewhere towards the bottom of Beth’s heart. It spoke of tranquillity and shelter, something which she felt this house had not

  offered her, not since she was a very small child. Somebody, no doubt James, had picked out the black lettering again, and the wood was shiny with new varnish. She had never known a man with such

  passion for detail.




  He was at the car window even before she’d switched off the ignition.




  ‘Beth? Are you all right? I was getting worried.’




  His eyes were a deep blue, magnified behind the solid lenses of his glasses. Before she had time to reply, before she was even properly out of the car, he put both his arms around her and pulled

  her to him. She was at least a head taller than he was, and she had the impression of being hugged by a large, overgrown boy. He was doing his best to balance a huge umbrella over their heads.




  ‘I’m fine,’ she smiled at him. ‘We were almost an hour late taking off. Fog at Heathrow.’




  ‘I thought you might have had car trouble at this end. I was going to ring Laura in a little while, but I didn’t want to worry her. I’m glad you’re here.’




  He was taking her case out of the boot, folding her coat over his arm, motioning towards her for the car keys. Minding her again. She took the umbrella from him.




  ‘I can do it, James,’ she began, handing over the keys nevertheless. Although his hands were full, he managed to lock the driver’s door with ease. The taillights flashed twice

  as he switched on the alarm.




  ‘Nonsense. You look exhausted, you’re like a ghost. Come on inside. The fire’s lit.’




  Beth followed him into the large front sitting room, feeling too tired to argue. The familiar pattern of the leader and the led was instantly re-established, as though all the intervening years

  had suddenly fallen away, crumbling to nothing under her feet like a rickety bridge in a bad dream. It was almost as if the past decades had never happened: they were swept away abruptly,

  completely, by this surge of the familiar. Beth was irritated and comforted at the same time by all the old assumptions she could read in her brother’s broad, slightly stooped shoulders. They

  obviously weren’t going to talk about anything until they were inside, until he judged that she was ready. Even in times of crisis, James’s instinctive hospitality had never deserted

  him.




  She handed him the duty-free bag.




  ‘Your namesake.’




  He peered inside, knowing exactly what he would find.




  ‘Jameson,’ and he beamed at her, eyes glinting. He became immediately busy. ‘A gin and tonic for you?’




  Beth nodded.




  ‘Let me just give Laura a quick call, to let her know I’ve arrived. I’ll be back in a minute.’




  When she returned, glasses had appeared from the cabinet in the corner, there was the chinking of ice. There was even a lemon, sliced, waiting damply under cling-film. How long had he been

  standing there at the window, prepared, waiting for her?




  ‘You sit down, Sis; I’ll get the drinks.’




  Sis. The word suddenly brought Beth back forty years. Their first trolley, a proud wooden structure, with ball bearings for wheels and a steering mechanism made out of string. She remembered its

  smooth planed seat and the smell of oil from the sturdy handles her dad had fixed at either side. She could see herself, in tears of frustration, unable to go either forwards or backwards. Her legs

  were too short: she couldn’t get the necessary momentum to send her whizzing down the grassy slope. Suddenly, two warm hands were on her back, James’s voice at her ear.




  ‘Hang on tight, Sis, and I’ll push you. Keep your feet on the steering bar and don’t move them until I tell you.’




  Rippling shafts of sunlight pierced the bright green of the trees on either side as Beth hurtled down the hill. She had liked the feel of stronger, older hands on her back.




  ‘Here you go.’




  Beth took the glass James offered her, and settled herself in the armchair on the opposite side of the fire to his. His book was now open, face down on the floor beside his chair. She strained

  to see its title: a biography of Cromwell this time. Sometimes, Beth felt that James kept on reading while he waited for his life to begin. She had never understood his passion for history. All

  those dates, all those long-drawn-out battles, all that endless rummaging around in the past. Even as a child, he’d never gone through an Enid Blyton phase like everyone else had. He’d

  never hungered for the next Secret Seven or Famous Five adventures, where children led lives impossibly different from theirs, where parents were conveniently absent and picnics were an everyday

  wonder on islands, in caves, near mountain-tops, with three types of lemonade and lashings and lashings of food. He’d always preferred reality, badgering his mother to get him books from the

  adult library from the time he was ten.




  ‘How is she?’ Beth asked finally.




  He shrugged.




  ‘You know, much the same. The nurse will come in at this time every evening, to settle her for the night. Sometimes she gets restless, but most of the time she just sleeps. I think the

  sedative they’ve prescribed for her is pretty heavy stuff.’




  James sipped at his glass thoughtfully. Beth had the feeling that he was choosing his words carefully.




  ‘Does she know you, James?’




  ‘Sometimes I think she does. A couple of times in the hospital, she pressed my hand. And she’s opened her eyes once or twice. But to be honest, I don’t even know if she saw me.

  It’s very hard to tell.’




  James’s voice had gone quiet. He turned his back to Beth and began to poke the fire vigorously. The silence between them was not an uncomfortable one. Beth looked around the room, taking

  in its shabby grandeur. It was a big, sprawling old Victorian house, but every time Beth came back she was struck by how small it was compared to her childhood memories. Then the rooms had been

  vast, bright, honey-coloured deserts in summer; huge, bare, freezing plains in winter where a game of hide-and-seek could take all day. The broad, pockmarked floorboards had been varnished again,

  but the old rug was now badly worn in places; the fabric on the sagging armchairs was threadbare. She felt suddenly overwhelmed by a sense of being home. A great wave of affection washed over her

  as she watched James’s bent back, heard the orange and red sigh of turf briquettes as they hit the flames. When he turned back to her, his round face was glowing from the heat.




  ‘I’m sorry I couldn’t come sooner,’ she said.




  He smiled down at her, his back to the fire, hands spread behind him towards the flames.




  ‘That’s okay, Sis. They only let her home this afternoon. The easiest thing for me was to move some stuff in straight away. I’m glad you’re here now, though.’




  ‘Are you still going to stay over?’




  Beth did not want to be left on her own. Ever since James’s phone call, she had felt as though she were drowning in quicksand. She had flailed uselessly from one activity to the next.

  She’d have delayed for much longer, too, had it been up to her. Even her own daughter had been puzzled by her slowness. On the night of James’s call, it was Laura who kept saying:

  ‘But Mum, you have to go now.’ And Tony had been angry, which had surprised her. She’d hardly ever seen him angry before, not even while they were still married. It was his

  strength of feeling that had finally jolted Beth into some form of reality. Without it, she knew she’d have allowed herself to be dragged down by a creeping paralysis, sucked under by

  inertia. She had moved, dreamlike, from one urgent task to the next, her limbs leaden, her mind soggy and unresponsive. Now that she was finally here, the thought of being left on her own filled

  her with alarm. Especially as the dying woman upstairs was her mother.




  James was nodding, looking at her over the tops of his glasses.




  ‘Yes. I want to be here. They don’t think she’ll hang on too long.’




  Beth felt herself gaze stupidly at her brother. There was nothing to say. She knew she should feel shocked, sad, anything. But there was nothing there. The earlier feeling she had had in the

  car, of being suspended, beyond reality, had not gone away. It was as though all her emotions had been hung up somewhere and were waiting quietly, like clothes hanging limply in a wardrobe, until

  Beth came back to fit them around her again.




  ‘I almost had an accident on the way from the airport, you know,’ she confided suddenly.




  She hadn’t meant to blurt this out to James, but she felt a need to make up to him for her lack of connectedness, her inability to feel grateful to him for the awful few days he had just

  been through.




  He was immediately concerned, as she had known he would be.




  ‘I knew something was wrong with you. What happened?’




  Beth told him, feeling her chin begin to throb.




  ‘It was a really stupid thing to do . . . I was lucky he didn’t come ploughing right into me.’




  ‘You’re upset, that’s why you got so distracted. Do you need anything for your chin? I think there’s some painkillers down in the kitchen.’




  Beth shook her head.




  ‘No, I’ll be okay. What really worries me is that he threatened to report me. I saw him take down my number and . . . God, that’s the last thing I need.’




  James took her glass.




  ‘Here, let me get you another one. Don’t worry about that, Sis – there’s no way he’ll do that. He won’t want to get tied up in paperwork over something that

  didn’t happen. Trust me.’




  Beth was about to respond when there was a soft tap on the sitting-room door. They both looked around. A young woman entered almost at once.




  ‘She’s comfortable now, Mr Keating. I think she’ll sleep through the night.’




  James stood up straighter as the woman was speaking. He gestured towards Beth.




  ‘This is my sister, Beth. Beth, this is June, our ministering angel.’




  The nurse smiled at him. Then she turned to Beth and shook hands.




  ‘Pleased to meet you.’




  Still holding on to Beth’s hand, she looked pointedly at James.




  ‘I hope this means you’ll be getting some sleep, Mr Keating.’




  Beth felt instantly guilty. She drew her hand back at once. The nurse looked right at her.




  ‘He needs a bit of looking after. I don’t think he’s slept since last Sunday.’




  Her tone was cool, her handshake had been unemphatic. James had always had the ability to inspire fierce loyalty. Beth now had the long-familiar sensation of falling short of everyone’s

  expectations. She felt suddenly, thoroughly, depressed.




  He was leading June towards the door now, his hand under her elbow.




  ‘Thanks again, June. We’ll see you tomorrow. We’ll call Dr Crowley if there’s any change.’




  ‘Good night,’ called Beth.




  ‘ ’Night.’




  Beth heard the scrunch of her feet on gravel, saw her fling a scarf around her neck as she went, head bent low against the wind and rain. She watched at the window until the young woman was out

  of sight, battling her way towards the bus stop.




  When she turned around, James was watching her. She hadn’t heard him come back into the room.




  ‘I chose to sit with her in the hospital, Beth. I’d have done it every night, even if you’d been here, right from the very start.’




  Beth nodded; it was suddenly necessary to bite down hard on her lower lip. She smiled at her brother.




  ‘I know you would. Now that I’m here, at least we can keep each other company.’




  He held out his hand to her.




  ‘Do you want to go up and see her now?’




  She hesitated. James immediately gestured towards her chair instead, as though he had just had a much better idea.




  ‘Tell you what, let’s finish our drinks first. Then we’ll go up together, okay?’




  They sat quietly in the firelight. Beth knew she was on the edge of something momentous. It existed separately from her sense of gratitude and her brother’s kindness; it was something

  else, something that hung heavily in the air between them. She waited, sipping, hoping for courage to fill her.




  *




  The bedroom was in darkness, filled by an intense, dry heat. There was a peculiar smell in the air that Beth instantly recognized but could not name, and a depth of stillness

  which she had never known before. James lit a new night-light on his mother’s dressing table. Together, they turned to face the bed.




  Beth’s first reaction was a start of surprise. This was not her mother! Had there been some grotesque mistake? Where was the cloud of robust energy, the unmistakable air of

  authority and capability? Although Beth had thought she’d understood the implications of her mother’s sudden, massive stroke, she had not expected to find her so thoroughly

  absent from herself.




  James was caressing the soft hair back from her forehead, murmuring to her. Beth was horrified. She saw that one corner of the half-open mouth was curving sharply downward, that the whole

  left-hand side of her face seemed to have collapsed, defeated by years and gravity. Abruptly, she moved away from the bedside and left the room. At the top of the stairs, she paused, holding on to

  the banisters.




  Steady yourself.




  James followed her out onto the landing almost at once. Anxiety was everywhere, clouding all around him.




  ‘Sis? Are you all right? She’s not in any pain, you know.’




  Beth nodded, trying to swallow. Her throat and chest felt obstructed somehow, she had difficulty breathing deeply. How did he do it, night after night? How come he was able to face it, and she

  wasn’t?




  ‘Sorry. It’s just the shock – seeing her so unlike her old self. It’s okay. I’ll be fine.’




  From a point somewhere beyond feeling, Beth forced herself to make the return journey back towards her side of the bed. She understood that James, from a position of long standing, occupied his

  mother’s right side, the side towards which her head turned automatically. That had always been his privilege. Had she opened her eyes, his gaze would have illuminated everything for her.

  Light of my life.




  Beth had always understood her place.




  She sat now on the little armchair by the window which James had thoughtfully provided for her. It had been hers since early childhood, a permanent resident in her old room. The bo-bo-dee. Her

  childish efforts to name this chair had christened it for ever. No one in the family ever knew it as anything else but the bo-bo-dee. The bedside seat; the seat her mother had occupied during so

  many bedside vigils in the past. Nights of steaming basins of water, warm towels and Friar’s Balsam. Times when she, Beth, had been sick with croup, bronchitis, asthma. Now its newly

  upholstered seat spoke to Beth of those times. She would rather have not remembered. They carried a debt which she didn’t know if she was able to repay.




  ‘She’s very peaceful, Sis, isn’t she?’




  There was a note of pleading in James’s voice which Beth hadn’t ever heard before. It shocked her. Surely he wasn’t looking to her for reassurance? He was way older

  – a full five years, just recently past his half-century. He had to have all of this under wraps; he was in charge. If he weren’t, then where did that leave her?




  Beth reached out tentatively and took her mother’s left hand in hers. It was surprisingly warm in her grasp. The skin was papery, almost translucent, with blue veins prominent. The thin

  gold wedding band sat loosely on her ring finger, held in place only by the protruding, shiny knuckle. Beth felt her breath begin to ease somewhere at the back of her throat as she stroked the old,

  freckled skin. The warm hand resting in hers felt real and solid, a weight that would be reckoned with. Beth was glad; there was no slipping away here. This was still a woman of substance.




  Her own fears began to dissolve as she held on to her mother’s hand, covering it with her own, protectively. Some of that old, familiar strength seemed to seep through the fingertips into

  Beth’s, so that she felt suddenly hopeful, more grounded, as she relaxed into her chair. It was as though a long period of waiting had finally come to an end. This was not going to be as bad

  as she’d feared. She answered James quietly.




  ‘Yes, she looks as though she’s just . . . resting.’




  Beth would have continued, but the doorbell startled them both. Its shrill unexpectedness made each of them look questioningly at the other.




  ‘That’ll be Olive,’ James offered, finally.




  Ah, Olive.




  ‘You go down, James. I’ll stay with her.’




  ‘Are you sure?’




  Beth’s heart was no longer racing. It was peaceful here, nothing else was expected of her but her presence.




  ‘Absolutely. Take your time.’




  James noticed the way his mother’s hand lay quietly in Beth’s. He left the room quickly, satisfied.




  Beth leaned towards her mother.




  ‘Tell you what, Mam,’ she whispered, ‘I’d much prefer to sit here with you all night than have ten minutes of the lovely Olive.’




  It pleased Beth to see her mother’s fixed grimace as a sardonic smile. No love lost there.




  She could hear voices downstairs. She hoped Olive had come on her own, that she wouldn’t have to face any nieces and nephews just yet. Somewhere, a door closed, too loudly. Beth could feel

  her mouth going dry. Please, God, not a scene. Not now, not tonight.




  Quick, urgent, footsteps up the stairs. She braced herself.




  Olive’s head and shoulders appeared abruptly around the bedroom door. Beth was shocked at the sudden, discordant notes which seemed to swell from her in waves, disturbing the air all

  around the room. For an instant, the absurd blackness of Olive’s hair and her heavily painted face made Beth think of Hallowe’en. Olive held on to the edge of the door with both hands,

  her red fingernails standing out sharply against the white paint. Finally, she motioned towards Beth with her head, barely meeting her eyes.




  ‘Can I talk to you for a minute?’




  Her whisper was urgent, almost aggressive.




  Beth sighed inwardly. She laid her mother’s hand gently on the bedspread. She was surprised at how offended she felt by Olive’s intrusion; she had to make a promise to herself

  not to lose her temper.




  Olive was standing on the landing, her arms folded. Beth noticed how dressed-up she was, her skirt and jacket much more in keeping with the cut and thrust of the boardroom than the sick room.

  She tried to manage a smile, conscious of James beginning his slow, heavy ascent up the stairs. Olive began speaking, almost at once.




  ‘You can manage Alice on your own for one evening, can’t you? After all, James has been cooped up in the hospital non-stop for almost a week.’




  Her voice was full of sharp edges. Her movements, too, were uneasy. She was smoothing her hair, straightening her skirt, her hands restless; she did not look directly at Beth.




  ‘Hello, Olive,’ said Beth quietly. ‘You’re looking well.’




  Her own response startled her. It was as though she were suddenly floating in a bubble of lightness and brightness. It took no effort to glide over the solid wall of Olive’s resentment.

  Up, up and over; down the other side.




  James was almost at her shoulder.




  ‘Of course I’ll stay on my own tonight,’ she said. ‘I’m very conscious that James has had to do everything all week; on his own.’




  She was still able to keep her voice soft. She allowed no trace of the earlier shock of fear she’d felt at the thought of having to do this alone, so soon. Olive looked right at her,

  reacting to the sting in the tail. On his own.




  He’s been on his own for twenty-five years, ever since he married you.




  Beth turned to James, now beside her on the landing.




  ‘Why don’t you and Olive go out for the rest of the evening? I’m quite happy to stay here. Just show me where Dr Crowley’s number is and you head off. I’ll be

  fine,’ said Beth, emphatically, watching her brother’s frown deepen. He knew, of course he did. Now he would try to protect her.




  ‘But you’ve only just arrived,’ objected James. ‘You haven’t even had anything to eat yet.’




  ‘I’m not hungry,’ she said, keeping her voice steady. The palms of her hands felt all warm and prickly. ‘I can always get something later on. Go.’




  And she gave him a gentle shove.




  Olive’s arms were folded again. Beth noticed, irrelevantly, that her sister-in-law’s earrings actually matched the intricate gold buttons of her cuffs. She thought, suddenly, how

  nice it would be to slap her face.




  ‘How are Keith and Gemma?’ she asked instead.




  ‘Fine, thank you,’ replied Olive, keeping her eyes on her husband, hurrying him.




  ‘Good,’ said Beth politely. ‘I hope I’ll see them soon. The twins still taking New York by storm?’




  There was no answer. Olive wanted to be gone. She was already making her way downstairs. James turned back to his sister, his eyes troubled.




  Beth shook her head at him.




  ‘Go on; I’ll still be here when you get back.’




  She kissed the top of his head. He followed his wife, without a word.




  Beth waited until the front door closed behind them. Then she went back into the bedroom, back to her side of the bed, back to her little seat.




  ‘You’d have been proud of me just there, Mam,’ she said. ‘The lovely Olive didn’t win that one, and I didn’t lose the rag.’




  There was no reply; of course there wouldn’t be. Nevertheless, Beth had the strange feeling that she was on the brink of something that approached conversation. Her mother had rarely

  stayed silent before. Their words had, more often than not, collided in mid-air, becoming missiles hurled at one another. Beth had never felt that she had been really listened to. Her mother had

  always insisted it was because she spoke no sense.




  The silence in this room was almost like being heard for the first time. Each of them now had to play a different role from the usual. Her mother was unspeaking, but it was not the angry silence

  that was the prelude, or the sequel, to a row. Beth was neither defensive nor belligerent; she knew that this time her words would have the shape and sense that she intended. They would not become

  warped and loaded as they negotiated the gap between her intention and her mother’s understanding.




  Listening to the uneven breathing of the frail, elderly woman beside her, Beth hoped it wasn’t already too late for her to feel beyond the years of sharp exchanges, the slow foxtrot of

  anger and disappointment that had kept each of them at arm’s length from the other, dancing to the same old tunes.




  ‘I think you and I are going to get on just fine,’ she said softly, straightening the already immaculate sheet.




  ‘It’s nice to be home.’




  *




  It was a new feeling for Beth to be sitting still, to be doing nothing. For two hours, she had sat almost unmoving, watching every breath taken, every rise and fall of the thin,

  flat chest. She had not noticed the time passing; she was intent on her vigil. The woman in the bed did not yet look like her mother, although from time to time, Beth thought she saw in the ravaged

  face something which inspired recognition. The pink bed-jacket with its delicate ribbons and lacy edging drew her gaze back, again and again. She thought how absurd it was to be so moved by

  something as ordinary, as prosaic as a knitted pink bed-jacket.




  The collapse of feeling that had followed James’s phone call, the creeping sense of life being hung up somewhere, far out of her reach, now began to recede. Something akin to pain began to

  seep into all the cold spaces inside her chest. Being watchful, being attentive to this someone else, Beth could feel the lifting of the heavy curtain between her and the reality around her. In the

  absolute stillness of the sick room, yellow light guttering, sensation flooded back so suddenly, so ferociously that her heart began to speed up. She was afraid to move, to stand, didn’t want

  to disturb it. It was a tremendous relief to hear the front door close, and James’s heavy step on the landing.




  ‘Everything okay?’ he asked.




  She nodded, suddenly choked by the unbearable tenderness with which he stroked his mother’s face. For the first time, the long overdue tears began to well and fall, and Beth made no

  attempt to wipe them away. Their warmth was comforting. It was almost like melting. James looked at her anxiously. She had never been a weeper.




  ‘I knew I shouldn’t have left you alone. It was much too soon.’




  She shook her head.




  ‘No. No, it was just right. I haven’t been able to cry since I heard the news. This is a relief.’




  She half-laughed at him, resorting to wiping her eyes on her sleeve. There was no effort to this grieving, no sobbing. The tears were simply releasing themselves; they demanded nothing from

  her.




  James handed her some tissues from the box on the bedside locker.




  ‘Here,’ and he grinned at her. ‘Bet you haven’t used your sleeve since you were a kid. You used to be a snotty little urchin.’




  ‘I know. Some things never change.’




  She blew her nose, loudly. He was looking at her kindly.




  ‘Why don’t you go downstairs and make us both a cup of tea. There’s plenty of food in the fridge; get yourself something to eat. Go on,’ he urged.




  Beth’s stomach felt empty, but it was not the cave-like hollowness of hunger. It was something else, something she didn’t yet recognize, couldn’t put a name to.




  She patted her mother’s hand before she stood up. It was a reassuring touch; it said, don’t worry, I’ll be back in a minute. It would be wrong to withdraw her comfort abruptly,

  just to stand up and go. How much, she wondered, did anybody really know about what dying people felt? Maybe, like a blind person whose other senses become more acute to compensate for the loss of

  sight, the dying develop a kind of third eye, alert and watchful in the middle of their forehead, seeing and understanding things hidden from the rest of us. It gave Beth comfort to think like

  that; it went a little way towards explaining the growing sense of closeness between her and the small figure in the pink bed-jacket. Perhaps, if she believed in this other way of seeing, this

  frail old woman beside her might just become her mother again, in time.




  Beth made her way downstairs, then along the narrow passageway beside the dining-room. The bulb was blown so she felt carefully, with familiar feet, for the two steps which led down to the level

  of the kitchen. Switching on the light after the darkness of the hallway was like an electric shock. The kitchen looked suddenly floodlit. The red floor tiles, the scrubbed pine table, the

  press-doors which her mother had lovingly beeswaxed once a year, every year, just before Christmas. All of this was familiar to Beth. But it was familiar now in a different way. It was almost as

  though someone had reconstructed the kitchen to conform to her memory. It was a copy, not the real thing. Its core was missing. Beth realized with a shock, that never, not even once that she could

  remember, had she been in this house without her mother’s central presence in this room, at this table. She had a sudden, vivid image of a greying head bent over the Singer sewing-machine,

  competent hands easing yards and yards of fabric under the shiny foot, producing perfectly straight and even lines of stitching every time. An aproned figure sat with her back to the dresser,

  peeling and chopping vegetables, the old cracked baking-bowl full of salted water set in front of her. Her absence gave the kitchen an eerie stillness, quite unlike the reposeful silence of the

  bedroom upstairs, which now claimed her.




  Beth plugged in the kettle, looking out at the straggly, blackened grass. The big muddy field behind their home had long ago been transformed into a cluster of houses, each one with its own tiny

  front garden. The streetlights now cast long shadows over Beth’s old back garden, occasionally lighting up some corner as the glow was filtered through the swaying branches. She remembered

  her dad planting a line of spindly new trees near the solid oaks which had been there since his childhood, and way before. He’d told her they’d grow tall, reaching even higher, in time,

  than the stone walls of his sheltered garden. He’d been troubled by all the new housebuilding on his tranquil territory, upset by the intrusion of unwanted neighbours. But that, he’d

  told Beth, is life.




  A gust of sudden wind threw a shaft of streetlight onto the big apple tree, now gnarled and ugly in its winter bareness. Beth could only ever remember it as full and leafy, part of endless

  childhood summers. With a bright-green jolt of memory, she saw the swing her father had made for them, the toy with the edge of danger that had kept the neighbourhood kids swarming all over them

  one July, begging for a go. She had wanted to charge them a penny, she remembered, instinctively understanding the value of novelty. Her mother had been adamant that she should do no such thing. It

  was the first of many battles they had had over that swing. Beth had been cross that she had had to wait her turn. It wasn’t fair. It was their swing, in their garden. Why did

  they have to share it and wait in line, like the other kids?




  ‘You’re a selfish little girl, Elizabeth Keating. Why can’t you be more like James?’




  God, if she’d had a penny for every time she’d heard that, growing up. It was a wonder she didn’t hate James’s guts.




  Beth searched in the press beside the sink for the old wooden tray her dad had made.




  ‘You can have my go, Sis. They’ll all go home for tea soon and then we can have it to ourselves.’




  James, pleading, ever the peacemaker. Even as a very small child, she had known when to stop, when to surrender. His generosity had been irresistible. On the few occasions when she did persist,

  it was James who, unaccountably, ended up in trouble.




  ‘Stop giving in to her, James. She has to learn how to share, to be patient.’




  The kettle clicked off. Beth saw that the windowpane had become clouded by steam. It was cold in here. Shivering, she turned to the painted dresser in the corner where her mother always kept an

  array of old china. She had hardly ever thrown anything out: she’d believed that most things could be mended. Still there, on the second shelf beside the yellow one that she used every day,

  was the old willow-patterned teapot. Its glaze was cracked and spidery. Beth lifted it and shook it gently. It had been broken and jigsawed back together many times. There was no sound. She smiled

  to herself.




  It had always been known as ‘The Bank’. Into this, her father had put his wages on a Thursday evening, an unopened envelope. Her mother would divide the notes and coins into

  different piles, handing her father one of them, the smallest, for himself. On a Wednesday night, she would lift The Bank and shake it. Sometimes there was no sound at all; more often, there was

  the chinking of coin.




  ‘Only a rattle left, Jack,’ she would laugh. ‘Time to go again!’




  Beth poured boiling water onto the tea leaves. Her mother had never believed in tea-bags. She put the milk-jug and the two china cups and saucers onto the tray. Mugs were not suitable for

  tea, her mother had sniffed, on more than one occasion in the past when Beth had come to visit. You had to drink tea out of bone china. Beth’s eyes were drawn to the wall behind the kettle,

  where dozens of little yellow reminders were stuck to the tiles. ‘Set alarm’, ‘Lock downstairs doors and windows’, ‘Water plants’, she read, in her

  mother’s familiar, distinctive handwriting. Beth smiled. She was in the habit of leaving such notes to herself, too.




  She pulled the woollen cosy over the teapot, and went in search of sugar. James still took it; or perhaps Olive had won that battle, too. There were a couple of packets of Jacob’s Mikado,

  James’s favourite biscuits, in the tin; a chocolate cake was still in its cellophane wrapper. Beth grinned when she saw them. Evidently, the war was still in progress.




  She lifted the tray carefully, waiting for her eyes to grow accustomed to the dark hallway again. Must get a bulb tomorrow. Must get something to make a meal, too. James’s idea of a full

  fridge and hers were quite different. And she didn’t want to survive on chocolate cake.




  Slowly, she went up the stairs, feeling as though she had already been back for a long time.




  *




  After two cups of tea, Beth felt suddenly alert, all her earlier tiredness replaced by a surge of energy which made her feel she could stay up all night. She now wanted to; she

  was almost impatient to resume the silent conversation which had drawn her close, closer than ever before to the mother who was now listening to her presence with undivided attention. She turned to

  face James. They hadn’t spoken in quite some time, each content to watch and wait in the flickering silence.




  ‘I’ll stay with her for tonight. You must be exhausted.’




  James was finishing his second slice of cake. It was a little while before he answered. Beth noticed that he was having difficulty in stifling a yawn.




  ‘It’s funny, you know – before you came this evening, I hadn’t even felt tired, not once. Now that you’re here, I can’t keep my eyes open.’




  She smiled at him.




  ‘You’re off duty, James. We’ll take it in shifts tomorrow; for now, she’s all mine. Go on to bed.’




  ‘Are you really sure?’




  ‘Cross my heart.’




  He smiled at the childish echo. But still, he didn’t move. Beth prodded him again, understanding his need to be reassured.




  ‘I’m quite happy to stay, James, honestly. I’ll call you if she gets distressed.’




  Looking less reluctant now, he stood up.




  ‘You’ll also call me if you get distressed – deal?’




  ‘Deal. Now go on, it’s almost one o’clock. Get a good night’s sleep.’




  James kissed her on the cheek. After he left, Beth renewed the night-light on the dressing table, and lit an extra one on the bedside locker. It gave her pleasure to perform these little tasks,

  as though the ritual of light-making could somehow increase her mother’s comfort. Shadows danced on the walls until the flames settled. Her mother murmured and moved a little, her hands

  shifting. Beth stood up at once and leaned over her. In the pale, yellow light, she could see how dry and cracked the old woman’s lips were. There must be lip-balm somewhere.




  She did a quick mental check on the contents of her make-up bag. She had left home in such numb confusion that she could no longer remember what she had packed and what she had left behind.

  Anyway, she didn’t want to leave this room, not even for a minute. This was her night, her responsibility. She wasn’t going to let anyone down.




  ‘It’s all right, Mam, I’ll find something here; your poor lips look very dry.’




  Beth laid her hand on her mother’s forehead, glad to repeat James’s gesture, to learn from him. She bent down to the bedside locker and pulled at the wooden door. To her surprise, it

  wouldn’t give. She tugged harder. Pulling the night-light towards her, she peered at the doorframe, moving the light above and below the little ornate handle. A shadow confirmed it; the door

  was locked. Beth sat back on her heels, puzzled.




  ‘What are you doing? You are not to go poking around where you have no business!’




  Guiltily, a little girl sat on the floor, legs tucked under her, treasures arrayed all around her. It had been like finding her way into Aladdin’s cave. A gold locket wrapped in a red

  velvet bag, a plum-coloured lipstick in a shiny black case; a silver mirror that made your face huge, or smaller, depending on which side you used. A small, round bottle with a stopper that made a

  glassy sound when you pulled it out, and a delicious smell filled the room.




  Caught red-handed.




  ‘Those are my private things, and I’ll thank you not to go where you’re not wanted.’




  Her mother’s mouth was a tight, angry line as her hands swept the child’s treasures off the wooden floor. Beth wondered why her mother didn’t wear the lovely plum-coloured

  lipstick, or dab the delicious perfume on her wrists, or behind her ears, as she had seen other mothers do.




  ‘Now go downstairs and play. James is waiting for you.’




  Beth felt the pins and needles starting from her uncomfortable position on the floor. Was it ever since that day that her mother had begun to lock away everything that was precious to

  her? She tried hard to remember what age she had been. Younger than six, or older than six? It was important to know. If she’d been older than six, then her dad was already dead and such

  private memories should not have been disturbed. Her mother would have been right to be angry.




  But if she had been younger than that, and just a little girl playing among her mother’s things? Beth stood up, rubbing her right foot vigorously.




  There was a sudden movement from the bed. Instantly, Beth leaned over, taking her mother’s hand.




  ‘It’s all right, Mam, I’m here.’




  The eyes flickered open, focusing suddenly on Beth. There was a slight, but distinct, pressure from her hand.




  ‘Let her,’ she whispered, the undamaged side of her mouth moving urgently.




  Beth felt the first stirrings of panic. She was raving. Let who do what?




  ‘Of course I will. Don’t worry. I’m not going anywhere.’




  ‘Let her,’ she whispered again, and this time Beth saw some of the old energy in her eyes, in the expression that suddenly lit up half her face.




  ‘Don’t worry. I will. It’s all under control, I promise you.’




  Beth held her hand close, smiling down at her. She knew that her voice had acquired conviction, authority. Her mother would respond to that.




  As quickly as the wakefulness had begun, it slipped away. But at least contact had been made. Alice had allowed herself to be reassured by her daughter. Beth felt suddenly happy at the thought,

  felt that she could do whatever was asked of her now.




  The puzzle was, who was the ‘her’ and what was Beth to allow her to do? Maybe it was nothing at all, just the incoherent ramblings of a dying woman. But her eyes had been clear and

  direct. Maybe there was a clue somewhere in the room, she just had to find it. Beth knelt down again beside the locker and pulled harder on the handle. There was still no give. She looked around

  her. Where would someone hide a key? Where would she hide it? Her eyes lit on the jewellery box on the dressing table. James had given her mother that, years ago, for Christmas. Mahogany,

  inlaid with mother-of-pearl; he had bought it and restored it because it was the same age as the house.




  Beth lifted the hinged wooden lid and carefully took out the red velvet-covered tray. Underneath, there was a tangle of glass beads, old necklaces, a silver brooch or two. Beth moved them about,

  as though trailing her hand through water. Suddenly, she felt a small shock of recognition. There it was, the brass key. Now that she saw it, she remembered it again, remembered the abrupt way her

  mother had used it that day long ago, placing it when she had finished into the pocket of her apron.




  ‘Now go downstairs and play. James is waiting for you.’




  Beth fitted the key into the lock, moving the brass escutcheon out of the way. The door yielded at once. She put her hand inside, involuntarily glancing up at the bed. If she were caught in the

  act again . . . Her hand grasped at something large and silky. She pulled it out, into the dim light. A make-up bag. The one that she, Beth, had given her for her seventieth birthday. Purple silk,

  shot through with gold. Her mother had had a dress like that, once. Beth had thought that the memory would please her. And it had: she had written at once, warmly, saying how much she liked it.

  Beth had been very surprised. It was the first time in several years that her mother had written to her with such affection.




  She pulled the plaited drawstrings apart. Perhaps she would find the lip-balm here, or Vaseline, or her mother’s cure-all – a tin of Ayrton’s pink ointment. It had been a

  permanent feature of her childhood, the ready answer to wasp-stings, skinned knees and, occasionally, sunburn. Her mother’s response to every physical crisis had been to reach for the pink

  ointment. But there was nothing like that here. Instead, tied primly with Christmas-cake ribbon, were two packets of fat, white envelopes.
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