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Chapter one
I NEVER would have been involved with Jack Ratcliffe at all if I hadn’t mixed up the train stations. We had planned to wrap up our one-year journalism course – or how to drink vats of alcohol, stay up all night and stagger into class red-eyed and rumpled without getting thrown out – at a journalism careers’ seminar in Cork. Where presumably we would learn how to drink even more.
I arrived early that Friday for the Cork train hoping me and Patrick – Patrick came before Jack – yes I know it’s a bit confusing – could sort ourselves out that weekend.
I hauled my rucksack down from the number 14 bus and smiled cheerily at the driver as I jumped off in Dublin’s city centre at D’Olier Street.
I ambled down the quays, over Butt Bridge to the train station on Amien Street and climbed the steps of the broken, litter-ridden escalator up to the platforms. At the top I peered towards the seats scattered around the echoey station hall, but wasn’t able to see anyone from my class. I was gumming for a smoke so took off my rucksack and rummaged. Found a squashed packet at the very bottom, lit one and headed for the ticket hatch.
‘Hi, when is the Cork train leaving please?’
‘The Cork train – that’s at 10.45, love, but you won’t get it here.’
‘What do you mean?’
‘This is Connolly Station, love, the train to Cork leaves from Heuston – always has done.’
‘But I was meant to meet my whole class, oh fuck (sorry). What if I got a taxi?’
‘You’ll be okay if it gets there in 25 minutes.’
I dashed out of the station and down the long ramp to the taxi rank with a cold sweat lifting up the hairs on my skin.
‘How…long…would…it…take…to…get…to…Heuston…Station?’
‘Take it easy, take it easy, what’s the hurry. It’ll take just as long as it takes love. You just throw your rucksack in the back there and relax.’
He held my scuffed rucksack gingerly by the straps as he took it from me and stowed it in his immaculate boot.
The taxi stuttered down the hill and headed towards the quays in appalling traffic. I couldn’t stop the tears of frustration rolling quietly down my cheeks and I could see the taxi driver sneaking the odd peak in his rear view mirror. Soon I couldn’t find any more dry bits in my well-used tissue. Every traffic light seemed to be red and when they were green pedestrians blithely ignored them. Lorries hemmed us in as we stop-started along by the Liffey. My throat was tight and my stomach hard as a rock.
‘Don’t worry love. Once we get past Capel Street Bridge, it’ll be grand.’
And right then the traffic did thin out and by Merchant’s Quay we started to move smoothly.
I managed to spill all my coins on the floor of the taxi when I pulled out a £1 note to pay the fare. I grabbed a handful of them, jammed them in my jeans pocket and dashed into the station.
There was a little old lady with a yapping dog foostering around with her handbag at the ticket desk while the woman behind the counter explained the timetable in a monotone voice.
I held it together for about 30 seconds before abandoning the queue and dashing out to the platform to see where the train was. There it was alright, just disappearing down the track from platform 2.
Slumping down on to one of the slatted wooden benches and staring pointlessly down the long, empty track I cringed at the thought of going home to face my father and his ‘I told you so’ spectacles – the brown ones he wore on his day off.
I wiped my nose discreetly with the back of my hand as I plodded to the ladies and washed my face with toilet paper. At the ticket desk I explained and the clerk got her supervisor.
‘What’s your name?’
‘Sinead O’Neill.’
‘Ah yes, your friend, Elizabeth Murphy, left your ticket. You can go down on the next train.’
I wanted to hug the life out of the capable-as-always Elizabeth.
With the ticket safely tucked into the inside of my wallet I headed in an excited daze towards the café and got a cup of coffee and some toast. At the red, chipped formica table I arranged my feast and fished out my musty copy of Pride and Prejudice that I had found on the shelves at home. Couldn’t concentrate on Elizabeth Bennett – all that moral outrage was beginning to get on my nerves.
Patrick had probably gone down on the train with the others. He probably didn’t even notice that I wasn’t there. Or care. It would never work with us anyway. Half the time he made me feel nervous. I hadn’t a clue what was going on in his head. Did he just want a quick fling or what, but, but, sometimes he gave me kind of significant looks. I didn’t know what they meant, but they made my stomach kind of flip.
I sighed, glanced up vaguely and saw a bearded man with long hair coming towards me. I had seen him somewhere before, but couldn’t quite remember where.
‘Hi there,’ he said expectantly.
‘Hello?’
‘Sinead, isn’t it?’
‘Yeah, that’s right, I’m sorry, I’ve forgotten your name.’
‘It’s Jack, Jack Ratcliffe. Can I join you?’
‘Yeah sure.’
Then I knew – I was flattered he remembered me. It was at my aunt’s house. He was a journalist on the Irish Guardian. And must be at least 25.
‘What are you doing here?’
I told him I’d missed the train, but left out the bit about going to the wrong station. Then I told him about the seminar.
‘You’re not serious,’ Jack said.
‘Yes, why?’ I asked.
‘Because that’s where I’m going too. I’m giving a workshop on “How to become a journalist”, or something. Don’t know what I’m going to tell all you young people.’
‘That’s one of the workshops I was going to do,’ I said.
‘Why, do you want to?’
‘Want to what?’
‘Become a journalist.’
‘Oh, yeah, well I hope so,’ I said, embarrassed and fiddling with my hair. ‘I’ve just done a year’s journalism course.’
Jack looked at me intently as he nodded his head. I blushed and lowered my eyes taking in his comfortably worn black leather jacket, clean denim jeans and well-polished loafers.
‘Well if you don’t want to miss this one, we better make a move,’ said Jack.
We got seats near the dining car. Jack took my rucksack, ushered me in beside the window and settled down facing me across the table.
‘So, what made you think of trying to get into the business?’ asked Jack.
‘Well, I worked as a copy girl on the Sunday Globe when I was at school…’
‘Good for you.’
‘And since I left I’ve been working on the parish newsletter, so you know, I thought I’d give it a try.’
‘That should all help.’ That intense gaze again. ‘Are you interested in any particular area?’
‘I think I’d like to get into financial reporting,’ I said, hoping he wouldn’t ask me too much about fiscal policy or something as the idea had only just struck me the week before.
I couldn’t think of anything else to say, and started idly looking at the mother and toddler at the table on the other side of the aisle, then through the window spotting cows and horses in the fields. Jack turned toward the window and caught my eyes in the reflection.
‘I forget the countryside exists when I’m in the city, and then when I’m out walking through fields I wonder how I last so long without it,’ he said.
‘Yes, I always mean to get out into the countryside more often,’ I lied.
‘Really? Well, would you like to go for a walk somewhere outside Cork while we’re down there?’
‘Well, I mean, are you sure you’d have time?’
‘No problem.’
I thought it was a funny request after knowing me for half-an-hour, but I said:
‘I’d love to,’ doing my best not to blush.
‘Good. I’m starving; I think I’ll go and get something to eat in the dining car, would you like to come?’
‘Yeah, great.’
I got up and walked quickly towards the dining car, so as to avoid any embarrassing bumping into each other. I sat at the one free table left and Jack followed me. I ordered first to make it clear that I did not expect him to pay for me. We both had the full lunch.
It was nice to be sitting with him rather than eating rubber ham sandwiches alone.
‘So, how did you get into journalism?’ I asked.
‘I worked on the Northern Democrat in Donegal for two years before getting a job on the Irish Guardian,’ said Jack.
We finished our meal and both lit a cigarette. I caught the eye of the waiter and asked him for the bill.
‘I’ll get this,’ said Jack.
‘No, no, we’ll split it,’ I said getting out my purse.
‘I insist, you can do the same for some impoverished student some day,’ said Jack.
When he had put it like that it seemed all right so I went along with him.
I dropped my purse on the floor and we both reached down under the table for it – for a second I felt the tips of his fingers touch mine. He smiled as he handed it to me across the table. I was too embarrassed to look at him, although I could feel him looking at me. I gathered myself together in the few seconds it took to replace the purse in my small green army surplus bag.
Back in our seats we started reading the papers. I gave myself a stern talking to. For God’s sake…relax…don’t get so emotional… He only asked you to go for a walk…it doesn’t mean anything…and what about Patrick? I could see Patrick clearly, all 6’3” of him with his unruly blonde hair, and brown eyes that could sometimes turn me to jelly. But his picture began to float away into the middle distance as I dozed off.
I woke up with a jump when Jack tapped me on the shoulder to say we were in Cork.
The stalwart Elizabeth was waiting on the platform. Patrick was there too.
‘Hi there,’ said Elizabeth.
‘Hello, I’m Jack.’
‘How are you Jack, I’m Elizabeth and thanks very much for coming down to the seminar.’
Elizabeth took my arm and steered me aside. She brushed off my enthusiastic hug of thanks.
‘Sinead, what happened you? I didn’t know you knew Jack Ratcliffe.’
I explained.
‘Hi Patrick, how are you?’ I asked.
‘Thought you’d changed your mind?’ said Patrick, ruffling my hair disconcertingly, pushing me affectionately on the arm and grinning that way he had.
I bent down to pick up my bag and gave him a wouldn’t-you-like-to-know smile.
‘Jack, the seminar is tonight at 8, I hope that’s all right?’ said Elizabeth all business like.
‘Yeah sure, that’s fine; it will give us a chance to have dinner. You’re all staying in the hotel?’ asked Jack.
‘Yes, we got a great deal,’ said Elizabeth.
They went outside and got a taxi. Elizabeth sat in the front and I was left to sit in the back between Patrick and Jack. Patrick put his arm along the back of the seat behind me. I was so befuddled that I left the conversation to the others. When we finally arrived at the hotel I got out of the taxi last.
‘Sinead, you’re sharing with me, and Jack your key is at reception,’ said Elizabeth. ‘The others are in the bar, and we’ve booked dinner for everyone at 7.00, so you’re welcome to join us for a drink whenever you’re ready. I’ll go upstairs with you Sinead.’
Jack and Patrick both went to pick up my rucksack but Jack didn’t seem to notice Patrick and deftly looped the straps over my shoulders. Elizabeth beckoned me and I went with her saying a general goodbye to the two men. ‘What’s yer man like?’ asked Elizabeth.
‘Oh, eh, nice.’
‘Patrick was very anxious to come to the station to meet you,’ said Elizabeth.
‘Was he?’ I said casually.
‘What’s wrong with you? I thought you were mad about him.’
‘I don’t know why you thought that,’ I said trying to sound as if Patrick was the very last thing ever on my mind.
‘Never mind. Oh yes, I knew there was something I wanted to ask you. Did you get that summer job in the bookshop?’ said Elizabeth.
‘I did, yeah, I’m starting in a couple of weeks.’
‘Brilliant. What’s the pay like?’
‘Thirty quid a week – it’s not great – but it’s better than working in that smelly office canteen again!’
‘Well, you’ll be a lot richer than me. I still have nothing. Listen, I’ve already had a shower so the bathroom is all yours. I’m going down to join the others, I’ll see you when you’re ready,’ said Elizabeth.
Elizabeth was very loyal and dependable, and her organisational skills were awesome but she could be a bit too practical sometimes.
I took advantage of the abundant hotel hot water and had a deep, luxurious bath. No sudden icy gush of water nor anyone moaning about wasting the immersion. I slid my shoulders under the suds and replayed the train journey with Jack. The next time I met him I would definitely play it cool.
Chapter two
When I got down to the bar Patrick and Jack were sitting opposite each other. I sat down beside Patrick.
‘Hi again Sinead,’ said Jack.
Those eyes again.
‘Hi Jack.’
‘I got you the notes from the earlier seminar,’ said Patrick.
‘Oh, right, thanks,’ I said.
I started chatting to Elizabeth and some of my other classmates. The afternoon seminar had been: ‘Making a living from freelance journalism’. Probably a short seminar: ‘you can’t’, I snorted.
‘No it was good,’ said Elizabeth slightly tetchily, ‘but they do make it seem a lot easier than it is. My cousin freelanced for four years and barely made ends meet.’
‘It’s a rat race out there. You need guts and perseverance,’ said Jack leaning over towards Elizabeth.
‘We’re going on a day trip to Sherkin Island tomorrow, do you want to come?’ Elizabeth asked Jack.
‘Sure,’ drawled Jack.
‘You’re coming, aren’t you Sinead?’ asked Elizabeth.
‘Oh, yes I think so,’ I said as enthusiastically as I could. What had happened to our walk?
‘And don’t worry about tickets or anything, I got sponsorship from Guinness’s,’ said Elizabeth.
‘God Elizabeth – you’re a genius. Put me down and I’ll let you know for definite as soon as I can,’ I said.
Elizabeth, some of the others I and went into the dining room. Patrick joined us just as I picked up the menu. I was still buzzing from my encounter with Jack and was delighted at the chance of being with Patrick without giving a damn about where our relationship was at.
‘How are you Patrick?’ I said a bit too gaily.
Patrick was slightly taken aback and raised his eyebrows at me quizzically. I ignored this and got out my cigarettes.
‘I thought you’d quit,’ said Patrick.
‘Yeah, well…,’ I said lamely, remembering that Patrick had successfully given them up.
Nobody else at the table smoked and I wasn’t really enjoying it so I put it out after a few drags.
I had chicken Kiev with mashed potato, green beans and a glass of Liebfraumilch. Patrick had steak, chips and a beer, and spoke mostly to Elizabeth.
The seminar was in a large room, not quite a conference hall, and there were about 100 chairs.
Jack was already sitting on the little platform at the top sipping water. He nodded to me as I came in and I smiled slightly.
We settled ourselves in the middle of the three-quarters full room. I was very aware of Jack up there on the dais and found it hard to concentrate on the conversation.
The lights dimmed and Elizabeth stood on the platform and introduced Jack. I sat back and didn’t hear a word he said but was far away imagining us setting up our own newspaper together – a new Sunday paper that would take the country by storm with its stunning design and investigative journalism. The applause at the end broke the fantasy.
‘What did you think?’ Elizabeth asked.
‘Oh, erm, great.’
‘Are you going to do his workshop?’ asked Elizabeth.
‘No, I think I’ll do Paula Murphy’s “Feature Writing”. I’ve heard she’s very good,’ I said.
I couldn’t handle going into Jack’s workshop and coolly discussing my career plans.
‘I’m down for that too,’ said Patrick.
There were about 15 people gathered when Patrick and I arrived at the room. I tried to juggle it so I would be sitting at the end beside one of the people already there, but somehow Patrick got in beside me.
Paula Murphy, a thin energetic blond woman, came bustling in with an overhead projector. The main thing, she said, was to remember: ‘Journalism is great fun’, then flipped her hand and made a high-pitched exclamation, ‘wooh!’ She did that a lot.
Sitting with my arms folded I became aware of Patrick’s fingers touching my fingertips and then curling around the tips of my fingers. I unfolded my arms, got out a notebook and made an attempt to look as if I were taking notes. This didn’t seem to put him off and he rested his arm along my leg. A week previously, I might have responded but this time I was relieved when the session was over.
Jack arrived at the door of the bar as we went in to join the others.
‘Hello again,’ I said.
‘Would you like a drink?’ Jack asked.
‘Yeah sure, I’d love a glass of Guinness.’ (Why did I say a glass, I usually ordered a pint?)
‘How come I didn’t see you in my workshop?’
‘Oh, well I was at your lecture, and I will be talking to you tomorrow anyway,’ I said.
I cursed myself for being too eager.
‘Elizabeth has given me a ticket for the trip to Sherkin Island tomorrow, how about going on that instead of the walk?’ said Jack.
‘That’s a great idea,’ I said, but I was disappointed.
We joined the others. Patrick brought over two pints and put one down in front of me. He turned and spoke into my ear conspiratorially.
‘Why don’t we skip that Sherkin Island trip tomorrow and go for a wander around the city instead?’ he said with his back towards Jack.
‘I already told Elizabeth I’d go.’
‘Oh, well if you’ve told Elizabeth. One way or the other, I wont’t be going. I have to deliver a parcel to my aunt,’ said Patrick.
‘So you couldn’t go to Sherkin Island anyway!’
One week he was all over me, then he seemed hardly to remember my name. This on-again off-again palaver was too much. I was damned if I was going to keep him amused for the day. I’d had enough of him. By one o’clock it was clear the others were in for an all-nighter but I was shagged and headed up to bed.
It was lovely to get in between the clean sheets in the peaceful room. I needed to think, read and then sleep.
Chapter three
I woke early the next morning with All The President’s Men lying open beside me. It was a beautiful, calm sunny day. Out of the corner of my one half-open eye I could see the untidy heap of Elizabeth still in a deep sleep with the bedclothes tossed around her.
I had the feeling something significant had happened but couldn’t quite remember what. Jack Ratcliffe! I smiled unwittingly.
What a beautiful day! How could I ever have felt as bad as I did yesterday at that train station? No problem is that bad – it’s just a matter of perspective. My mood was dampened slightly when I stood up and felt immediately nauseas. I retched into the sink and vigorously splashed my face with cold water remembering that the night before I had done what my mother always told me not to do and drunk the water from the bathroom tap.
I got into the shower and scrubbed myself enthusiastically. Pulling on my brother’s old stone coloured Levi’s and my fisherman style mustard chunky jumper, I pictured the day ahead.
I decided to go for a stroll and get a newspaper before breakfast. What a luxury to be so carefree and away from home – as free as a bird. I went down to the little newsagent I had spotted on the corner down the road from the hotel. As I went to push the shop door open someone pulled it from the other side. It was Jack Ratcliffe.
‘You’re up early,’ said Jack.
‘So are you,’ I said kicking myself for the inane reply.
‘I had an early night. Giving a seminar was harder work than I expected. Have you had breakfast?’
‘Not yet.’
Jack waited for me while I went in and got my paper; we headed back to the hotel. I made full use of the menu and thoroughly enjoyed my toast and ‘full Irish’ breakfast. Jack just had muesli and coffee.
We didn’t talk much as we read our papers, although I thought I saw him looking at me over the top of his. Eventually, the others started coming down in dribs and drabs. When I saw Patrick heading for the restaurant I swallowed down the last of mine and told Jack I’d see him later on the bus.
In our room, the beds were bathed in sunshine and I flopped onto mine and basked in the intense heat.
My peace was disturbed by a knock at the door.
‘Can I come in?’
It was Patrick.
‘Shit; all right, the door’s open.’
‘I’ve been trying to catch you, but you keep disappearing.’
‘Look, I’m glad you’ve come, I think we need to talk…’
‘So do I,’ said Patrick. ‘I’m sorry if I’ve seemed offhand, but you must admit you were playing hard to get, but Elizabeth…’
‘Oh my god. Have you been talking to Elizabeth about us? You know, I don’t think we’re really suited. We both seem to expect different things from each other at different times.’
‘I know our weekend in Wicklow wasn’t perfect but it was getting there,’ said Patrick.
‘That weekend was a mistake,’ I said.
‘A mistake! You didn’t think so then. I don’t understand. You were complaining we didn’t have enough time together and now I’m trying to fix that. I even went this morning and got a ticket for the Sherkin island trip.’
‘Well you needn’t have bothered on my account. Look Patrick, it always seems to be on your terms. I’m trying to tell you nicely, that that’s it; I’m sorry if there has been some misunderstanding, and even though it is a dreadful cliché, I hope we can still be friends.’
‘Friends! I don’t want to be your bloody friend. I thought we meant more to each other than that.’
‘Well, you had a funny way of showing it,’ I said.
‘You’re a fine one to talk. What about that do at my parents’ house last week – you wouldn’t even come.’
‘I told you I had already arranged to meet Elizabeth. You always expect me to fit into your plans and drop everything. I really don’t think we should keep this up; we’re getting nowhere. You’d better go.’
‘Well at least we agree on one point,’ Patrick said and stormed out the door.
I was confused when he’d gone. I’d expected to feel elated and in control, but I had a deep worried feeling as if there were something I’d forgotten.
I went down to meet the others in the foyer. Elizabeth was there busily counting heads and negotiating with the bus driver.
I bumped into Patrick getting on the bus and he looked straight through me. I was surprised that he could still hurt me like that. Jack was already ensconced half way down the bus with another of my classmates. Probably just as well. I sat in at the front with Elizabeth.
‘Sinead, where have you been hiding yourself – I’ve hardly seen you since we arrived?’ said Elizabeth.
‘I wanted to get a good night’s sleep so I could enjoy today. And it was such a gorgeous morning I got up early,’ I said. I felt slightly guilty – as if I were hiding something – but I hadn’t done anything, it was Patrick who should be feeling awkward.
‘Oh, okay. Early nights, what next, knitting patterns and acid drops?’ Elizabeth poked me in the ribs.
‘Ha, ha. Well I suppose I might as well tell you – Patrick and I have officially called it quits.’
‘Oh, so that’s it. Yesterday morning he said he wasn’t coming on this trip, then late last night he asked if there were any spare tickets. I wondered what was going on. Well Sherkin Island will really take your mind off things,’ said Elizabeth. ‘On a day like today it’s glorious.’
‘I’m really looking forward to getting a bit of fresh air,’ I said enthusiastically.
Elizabeth looked at me with an amused air.
‘Fresh air? You?’
The movement of the stuffy bus along the twisting road began to make me a bit nauseous.
‘My God, you’re green. Do you want me to ask the driver to stop for a minute?’ said Elizabeth.
‘No, you’re grand, I’m just a bit car sick. I’ll try to go to sleep, that usually works,’ I said.
I woke up as everyone was getting off the bus.
‘How are you feeling?’ asked Elizabeth.
‘Oh, I’ll be fine in a minute.’
I did feel much better when I got off the bus in Baltimore. At least the sea looked dead calm.
It was a quaint little village with houses scrambling up the hill behind the main street which looked out on to the sea. The small harbour had two piers. Along one were fishing boats and men preoccupied with nets; along the other were boats from the local sailing club. People stood around chatting and enjoying the sunshine. The bus driver pointed out Sherkin Island just across the bay.
The little passenger ferry was moored at the outer pier alongside the fishing smacks. Its green paint was flaking off and it was alarmingly weather beaten. The boatman look amused at our concerned glances as he helped us down the slippery steps on to the little boat. I had a look inside the dark, battered cabin and decided to stay on deck. As the ferry moved out of the harbour we waved enthusiastically to the people on passing boats.
I chatted with some of my classmates and I could see Jack looking out to sea with a couple of the others. Patrick was standing down at the other end on his own. My nausea returned as the ferry chugged across the little bay.
We got off the ferry one by one. Jack and I were the last two. Just as I was putting my foot on the pier I felt dizzy, missed my step and swirled into unconsciousness. When I came to, Jack was patting my face with a damp t-towel and holding a glass of brandy to my lips. I smiled wanly, turned over on my side and got violently sick.
‘I’m sorry, I’m all right really, it’s just the combination of the bus trip followed by the boat. I’ll just go over and sit on that bench.’
I failed miserably in my attempt to stand up.
‘Hold on there a sec,’ said Jack and helped me stagger over.
Elizabeth and Patrick came running back.
‘What the hell happened to you?’ Elizabeth asked.
Patrick looked at Jack and then at me.
‘Well, you’re obviously in good hands,’ he said and walked off after the rest of the group.
I was embarrassed and indignant. Jack looked after Patrick and I realised that he had picked up some of the vibes between us.
‘You go on I’ll stay with Sinead,’ said Jack.
‘Are you sure? I don’t mind,’ said Elizabeth.
‘No, I insist.’
This wasn’t quite the way I had imagined things.
Jack held my hair back as I leaned forward with my elbows on my knees. He gently stroked my back in a circular motion but I had to ask him to stop as even that motion was making me feel sick again. I smiled wanly at him.
‘What about some brandy,’ Jack said.
‘What I really want is to brush my teeth and have a cup of tea,’ I said.
‘Do you think you could make it to that coffee shop, and I’ll go and get you a toothbrush?’
Jack gave me his arm and this time his touch felt firm and comforting. I felt a definite shiver up my spine as his hand touched my wrist.
He settled me down in the coffee shop, ordered some tea and went off to the shop next door. The tea tasted wonderful and I began to feel better.
When Jack came back, I went and brushed my teeth, came back and assured him I was feeling much better. We admired the little harbour through the window. The atmosphere had slightly changed between us. Every so often there was a couple of moments silence when we just looked at each other smiling, and once we both laughed at the same time about nothing in particular.
‘I think if I went for a bit of a walk now, it might clear my head.’
‘I’d better accompany you – just in case,’ said Jack.
Now we were having ‘that walk’.
We strolled peacefully up the little road with its ragged line of grass down the centre that led from the harbour to the rest of the island. The sea disappeared and the sand dunes and bumpy, sheep-scattered fields undulated on either side of us. I had almost fully recovered and was happy to keep ambling. We rounded a corner up a little hill and the cosiness of the little road was blown away by a beach hollowed out of the side of the island.
The empty sandy expanse was a glimpse of paradise – it looked unreal as the sun glittered teasingly on the rippled water. It was hard to imagine the island ever beaten by wind and rain. We walked down to the edge of the shore and dawdled along.
Jack took my hand and pulled me away just in time to save my feet from a rushing wave. He held on to my hand caressing the back of it with his fingers. We went and sat down on some rocks warm from the midday sun. Slowly, Jack put his arm behind my back. I could feel my heart thumping and was afraid to move. We faced each other and when I caught his eyes they were so penetrating that I began to examine my shoes in great detail. Jack put his hand under my chin and tilted it up. I was still taken by surprise when he kissed me gently on the mouth.
Just as the kiss was growing more intense, we heard a babble of voices and looked around to see the whole tour group coming through the grassy sand dunes on to the beach.
‘Oh, shit,’ I said.
Jack grinned at me:
‘Sure it’ll give them something to talk about…back in a sec, got to take a leak.’
‘Well I see you’ve been well taken care of. Feel better now or did your recuperation start last night?’ Patrick hissed at me.
‘Patrick, it wasn’t like that.’
‘Forget it, I don’t want to hear, and you had the nerve this morning…’
Patrick stopped as the rest of the group trickled over and Jack came back.
‘We’re going down to see the old shipwreck, are you coming?’ asked Elizabeth.
Jack looked at me.
‘No I think I’ll stay here…I’m not really up to it,’ I said.
‘See you back at the ferry then.’
The group headed off.
‘Will we go back down to the harbour?’ Jack asked taking my hand.
I smiled at him and nodded. I wished Patrick hadn’t seen us. I stopped to get some sand out of my shoe. When I stood up I walked with my hands in my pockets.
‘I’m sorry that must have been awkward for you. I gather there was something between you and Patrick.’
‘Well, it’s been off and on for a while. What about you, have you been seeing anyone recently?’
‘I was, it didn’t work out. She was 10 years older than me and married.’
‘What?’
‘Have I shocked you?’
‘Surprised. That’s all. And now, I’m six years younger than you,’ I smiled but immediately thought shit! Over-eager again.
As we reached the harbour the afternoon ferry was just about to pull out.
‘Look, why don’t we get this ferry and head back on the earlier train?’ said Jack.
‘Let’s go,’ I said.
We ran laughing down the pier and just made it. I asked the ferryman to pass a message on to Elizabeth.
We caught a bus from Baltimore and I began to relax in the crook of Jack’s arm. We didn’t talk much but a few times we looked at each other and kissed gently. At the hotel in Cork, we each went up to our rooms to collect our stuff. Just as I was finishing packing, Jack put his head around the open door, came in and shut it behind him.
‘Well I’m ready. We have about half an hour, will we go down and have a cup of coffee?’ I suggested.
Jack didn’t answer. He caught my hand and pulled me gently towards him. This time we kissed passionately ending up sitting on the edge of the bed. Jack began to inch my tee-shirt out from the waist of my jeans. I felt almost overwhelmed by desire and confusion.
‘No, I’m sorry no, it’s too soon and I’m not ready to go so far so soon.’
‘It’s all right, don’t worry, everything will be fine.’
‘No Jack, really, it’s not all right.’
‘I thought you wanted to come back here with me?’
‘I did. But to go back to Dublin with you on the train, not to my hotel room. You do understand don’t you?’ I said.
‘No, Sinead, I don’t,’ Jack said in an unfamiliar cold voice. ‘I know you want to, so what are you worrying about?’
‘Look, it’s just too soon, I don’t take these things casually.’
‘Well you were obviously sleeping with Patrick.’
‘What? That’s absolutely none of your business.’
‘Now you say that, but on the beach you were pouring your heart out about him.’
‘I think you’d better go,’ I said, fighting back tears.
Oh my God, that was the second time that day I’d said that in that room.
‘I think I’d better stay and straighten you out,’ Jack said taking hold, roughly this time, of my two wrists.
‘Jack, I’m telling you to leave,’ I said.
‘I don’t think so. You young ones are all the same so don’t come over all virginy on me.’
I tried to control my shaking. Was I about to become one of the rape statistics? The voice of my teacher at the Self-Defence-For-Women class came back to me: don’t waste energy arguing with him. Forget the luggage, somebody else can get that. Jack was on my right-hand side. I stamped as hard as I could on his left foot with the heel of my shoe while shouting at the same time. When the fright made him let go, I struck him hard under his nose with the ball of my right hand. Without waiting to see if I had done any damage, I ran out the door and down into the lobby. I went into the bar and asked for a brandy.
‘Are you all right love, you look a bit pale,’ said the bartender.
‘I, I, I…just heard my granny died,’ I whispered.
‘Oh God, I am sorry. Can I do anything for you?’
‘Thank you so much. Could you please ask someone to get my luggage from my room and phone for a taxi to the station?’
‘Certainly love.’
The bartender went off and in no time I found myself being left off at the station. I looked along the platform, but there was no sign of Jack. Just to be sure, I got into a no-smoking compartment and settled down with my book.
I breathed a grateful sigh when the train pulled out, but I barely had my book out of my bag when the door of the carriage slid noisily open and there was Jack. He sat down out of breath.
‘Look, I’m sorry Sinead, that was unforgivable of me. But did you have to hit me quite that hard?’ he grinned, rubbing his nose. ‘Mind you, I can’t say it didn’t turn me on a bit!’
‘Jack you might think it was funny, but I certainly don’t. And if you don’t mind I’d rather not sit with you.’
‘It’s a free country, I can sit anywhere I like.’
‘Then I’ll move and if you follow me I’ll tell the inspector there is a strange man harassing me. In case there is still any misunderstanding, I want to make it quite clear that whatever might briefly have started between us, there is nothing now. As far as I am concerned I hope I never lay eyes on you again.’
‘Oh come off it Sinead.’
I began to get my rucksack and coat.
‘All right, all right, I’m going, but I won’t let you off that easily.’
I wished I had never met him. I felt so humiliated and foolish for not realising what he was like. And what did he mean ‘he wouldn’t let me off?’
I was beginning to shiver so I closed the window.
I got a cup of coffee when the tea trolley came and sipped it anxiously. I tried to do the crossword in the paper but couldn’t. I forced myself to read the paper even though the words danced disjointedly on and above the page. Whatever else about Patrick I had never felt frightened of him.
Chapter four
I started getting my stuff together when the train entered the outskirts of Dublin. People looked so cosy as we flashed past their houses and caught a glimpse of them in their kitchens and sitting rooms. As if they didn’t have a care in the world. I got my stuff together in plenty of time so I could make a quick exit and walked briskly to the taxi rank. I didn’t want to walk down the quays for a bus and risk bumping into Jack again. It was a relief to sit back with a total stranger driving. I could breathe again.
When we turned into Palmerston Gardens, I felt as if I had been away for a year. I let myself in, told mam I hadn’t been feeling all that well and asked her for taxi money. The fire was lighting in the sitting room, dad was doing the crossword and Donal was watching telly.
‘Sinead, you’re as white as a sheet,’ said dad.
‘I think I got a tummy bug.’
‘How did you get that, did anyone else get it? Would you like some soup and toast?’ said mam getting up and generally fussing.
‘That would be absolutely perfect, no one else got it, I don’t know how I got it, maybe it was the food on the train.’
I collapsed into the warmth of mam’s armchair and let the atmosphere envelop me. The light from the fire, which dad always insisted on lighting even in summer, was reflected in the shiny black piano.
For once I welcomed mam’s fussing, although there was no way I could tell her what had happened.
‘Don’t eat anything until I have a look at you,’ said dad.
‘No dad, I’m fine; I don’t think I’m going to be sick again – I just need the soup and then I’ll go to bed.’
‘Here you are dear, do you want anything else?’ mam said coming back into the sitting room with a tray. ‘Move away from the fire, you’ll only come out in a sweat.’
‘Oh for goodness sake, Nora, stop fussing,’ said dad. ‘You just need a nice rest.’
‘Yeah. I think I’ll take the tray up to bed.’
‘Don’t say yeah dear,’ mam said.
‘Donal, you carry it up for her,’ dad nodded at Donal.
I went up and was sitting on the edge of my bed when Donal brought the tray in.
‘What’s up, Sinny, you really look awful?’
‘Aw, I just feel a bit sick.’
Chapter five
It was a full two weeks later when I took the pregnancy test. The house was strangely still that morning as I waited the agonising 30 minutes for the test to reach its verdict even though I was pretty sure I knew. And there it was, the thin blue line. Now I could see the evidence, I didn’t really believe it. It must be happening to someone else. How was it that just the previous day I had assumed I could float along on life and make plans as I chose? Why hadn’t I cherished that freedom?
It was also the morning that I was starting my job in Hodges Figgis bookshop and I had to be at St Stephen’s Green by 8.45. I swallowed and pulled on my ‘work outfit’ newly purchased by mam in Richard Alan’s on Grafton Street. I found the trouser suit strangely comforting; I felt lousy and my thoughts were muddled, but at least I knew what I had to do for the next hour.
I was barely dressed when I had to run into the bathroom to retch up the last few ounces of last night’s late-night snack. Already things were out of my control.
Everybody was their usual polite selves at the breakfast table and hoped I would have a good day. But mam couldn’t stop herself from saying how washed out I looked. I wanted to shout at her to shut up and mind her own business.
I managed to eat a couple of slices of dry toast and then was grateful to be able to say my goodbyes and get out of there and catch the bus. I had to get off at the top of Harcourt Street and walk the rest of the way down as every lurch of the bus sent my stomach whirling.
Two other students were starting at the bookshop that day too, Margaret and Shane. I hit it off with Margaret straight away and it was great to be out of the claustrophobia of home, and away from Patrick, Jack and the whole bloody lot of them.
Shane was a nice friendly boy with a passion for motorbikes – he seemed very young for his age but in a kind of charming way. He kept trying to tell Margaret and me about the intricacies of the latest Suzuki and which one he was going to buy at the end of the summer. He seemed genuinely disappointed when we were lacklustre in our enthusiasm.
Mr Byrne was in charge of schoolbooks, and of us. He took the whole thing extremely seriously and explained that the credit-card device, which he handled like a piece of Ming china as he admired it reverently, was to be used by him only. Mere students could not be trusted to master the intricacies of fitting in the bits of flimsy paper and running the slide thing precisely across the credit card.
This meant that Margaret, Shane and I were confined to taking school lists from people and looking for their books on the shelves. It was all very boring. I had imagined that working in a bookshop was somewhat erudite and romantic.
By the end of the morning Margaret and I were already irritating the life out of poor Mr Byrne. And when he found us for the second time collapsed into giggles in the storeroom, he looked so sad.
‘I thought you were two sensible girls,’ he said in a mystified tone.
We tried to look suitably contrite but barely lasted until he was gone out to the counter again. We did make more of an effort and by that evening Mr Byrne seemed suitably placated by our attempts to speed things up and bring out the correct books. And so I got through the days.
With Grace away I was lonely – Margaret was great but I didn’t want to go into the whole pregnancy thing with her.
I managed to cover the bouts of vomiting at work by telling them I had an eye problem and needed eye drops regularly. I even put a bit of salt in my eyes from time to time to make it look convincing.
Mr Byrne turned out to be totally harmless and tolerated Margaret and me quite well – we did actually work hard. Shane joined in our conversations from time to time but had learned there was not much point in trying to interest us in the respective merits of Yamahas, Triumphs and BSAs.
Chapter six
Being busy all day was just what I needed, even though it meant that I was putting off dealing with the growing reality. I almost convinced myself that it would all just go away – it had just been a nightmare. And now I was awake in the real world.
Stuck in traffic on the bus was often the time that I allowed myself to wallow a little. I was idly looking through the Evening Press one such evening when an ad caught my eye.
‘Spacious bedsit.
Suit single girl.
£7 p.w. Tel: 973576.’
The more I looked at the ad, the more I liked the idea. Why not, I earned £12 a week so I could probably just about afford it and I could get another job after I finished up in Hodges Figgis.
But I’d have to tell mam and dad.
‘I need to tell you both something,’ I said gearing myself up for my major announcement at dinner later that night.
There was silence. I half-hoped they would figure it out themselves.
‘You’re not going to like it.’
Still silence.
‘I’m moving into a flat and I’m…’
‘You’re doing no such thing,’ mam said.
‘And you’re what?’ dad asked.
‘I’m…I’m…’ but no words came out.
‘In God’s name, tell me you’re not trying to say you’re pregnant?’ dad finally whispered.
‘Yes, right first time. I’m preggers.’
‘Oh my god!’ Mam said. ‘You can’t be. Are you sure?’
‘Yes, I’m sure. Do you think I’d say anything if I weren’t one hundred thousand gazillion per cent sure?’
‘How could you go and get pregnant?’
‘I didn’t “go and get pregnant”. It just happened. And we did use contraception, but it…it didn’t work; if you want to know the stupid thing burst,’ I lied. ‘So it’s not my fault, I couldn’t help it. So just leave me alone.’
I ran out of the kitchen up to my room.
A few minutes later mam tip-tapped on my bedroom door.
‘For God’s sake will you leave me alone.’
I was lying on my bed smoking a cigarette.
‘Sinead, I have to talk to you.’
Mam strode into my room.
‘Sinead! You’re not smoking on top of everything else are you?’
‘As if that bloody well matters now anyway.’
She let this pass, but I could see her struggling to contain herself as her dream of my life was shattered.
‘Sinead, how many weeks are you?’
‘104, 120, six million, what’s the difference?’
‘But you’re so young. Too young for this. I couldn’t bear to watch you go through the gossip, the pity, the nausea – and we couldn’t possibly give the baby away for adoption…I’ve reared two children already…who is the father?’
‘Never mind, it doesn’t matter who he is, he doesn’t know.’
‘Sinead, how many weeks gone are you; it’s important?’
‘I dunno, I suppose about 10 weeks, as if it makes any difference.’
‘Ten weeks! You didn’t deliberately plan to have a baby, did you?’
‘Jesus no, of course I didn’t.’
‘Well, you know, you don’t have to.’
‘What do you mean? Oh, I see, you’ve always gone on about how wrong abortion is, but it’s different for us. We can’t have our nice tidy life upset. Well I’m having this baby and I’m keeping it, even if you kick us both out on the street.’
Even I was surprised at this pronouncement.
‘Oh don’t be ridiculous, you know there’s no question of anything like that.’
‘Just leave me alone will you?’
‘All right, all right, I’m going – you should try and sleep, you’ve worn yourself out.’
I woke from a deep sleep when it was getting dark – I was starving and went down to the kitchen where the others were having tea. My mouth watered at the smell of the food. I helped myself to toasted cheese and rasher sandwiches from the china plate in the middle of the table.
‘How are you feeling now?’ dad asked.
‘I’m fine and please for the next six months, don’t keep asking me how I feel. If there’s anything wrong I’ll let you know.’
Dad restrained himself from saying anything else.
‘Donal, how’s your study going?’
I exchanged looks with Donal. Dad was always deriding Donal’s choice of the ‘so-called profession’ architecture.
‘Fine.’
‘Good keep that up. At least you’ll be able to earn a salary and lead a decent life. Not like some people.’
Oh, god he was building himself up to one of his explosions.
‘But this! How could my own daughter have got herself into such a mess? Sinead, you’ll have to tell us who the father is. His parents will have to be told.’
‘What for? No, dad, no. I’m not going out with him anymore. He doesn’t even know.’
‘Sinead, is it that Patrick?’
‘I told you Daddy, I don’t want to get into all that.’
‘All that! We’re talking about the father of your child, of my grandchild for God’s sake. You can’t just ignore it and hope it’ll go away. You have no choice but to go “into all that”. Sinead, you do know who the father is don’t you, or were there so many that we’d have to have an identity parade?’
‘You fucker.’ I had never used bad language to my parents before.
‘Sinead, I’m sorry, I’m so sorry. I know you’re not like that, it’s just me, I’m so worried. I want to do what’s best for you and the baby. Please I’m sorry.’
I was sobbing.
‘If you would only tell me who the father is. How could anyone abuse your youth by seducing you? Sinead, it’s all right. Let’s forget about the father for the time being. Maybe you should go back to bed. How’s the job going?’ he said desperately.
‘It’s alright. Helps keep my mind off things.’
‘Yes, I expect it does,’ dad sighed.
‘Goodnight, Dad…I’m. I’m…see you in the morning.’
‘Goodnight sweetheart.’
Chapter seven
I couldn’t stand it at home and did move into the ‘spacious’ bedsit the following Saturday.
It was the converted boxroom of a small redbrick house in Ranelagh. My bed occupied the right-hand side of the room and on the left were wall-to-ceiling cupboards that housed my clothes, kitchen and everything else. There was a space about two feet wide down the middle of the room stretching from the door to the window. This tiny patch of floor was covered with flecked gray lino over which I had put a cotton Indian rug, folded in two. The cupboard doors were chipboard covered with battered gloss purple paint. And the shiny vinyl wallpaper was pink and grey. The net curtains featured a little boy going fishing and the dirty flowered curtains were brown and orange. I had been in the room an hour when the door came off its hinges. It was a week before the landlord fixed it. In the meantime I had to pick it up and move it to one side to ‘open’ and ‘close’ it.
I told myself I didn’t care about the grottiness. At night-time I brought home a frozen dinner, heated it up in the tiny oven and ate it on my bed, read magazines and fell asleep. Dinner was my first meal of the day because I was too sick to eat anything except dry crackers before then.
I was overcome by tiredness and by having to put on a brave face all day.
But I was surviving.
I went home for Sunday dinner the week after I moved out but the worried anxious faces of my parents were too much to bear. I wouldn’t give them my address, but said they could phone me at work in case of emergency. I did give it to Donal and made him swear he wouldn’t tell them.
I longed for Grace to come back from her summer working in Germany – she was the only person I felt I could have talked to.
I was on my feet all day in the bookshop. It was mind-numbingly boring, but the repetitive nature of the work was all I could have coped with. And working with Margaret helped a lot.
Dad kept phoning me to get me to go to the hospital. And by early August, when I was 14 weeks pregnant, he finally persuaded me to attend an obstetrician in a maternity hospital in town – an old college friend. I gave in – I was absolutely dying in the heat – and thought he might be able to give me something.
I got Mondays off in lieu of Saturdays and made my appointment for Dr King’s 10.00am clinic. There were four other women waiting, one had a toddler with her, one a new baby, one looked as if she were about to go into labour at any second and the fourth was at about the same stage as me. They all wore wedding rings and the woman with the toddler also wore a very conspicuous diamond engagement ring.
For seven weeks I had been living day-to-day with the 24-hour nausea taking over my life. I had been unable to think about the future, but the women in the clinic suddenly brought to life those drawings in Everywoman, ‘the foetus at 30 weeks’, ‘the baby at six weeks’.
‘What a beautiful baby,’ said the mother with the toddler. ‘Is it a boy or a girl?’
‘It’s a girl,’ said the woman who, after breast-feeding her six-week-old baby, had put her on a blanket on the floor and was gazing at her enraptured as she cooed, smiled and kicked her legs.
‘What weight was she?’
‘Seven pounds 12.’
‘That was a good size.’
‘How many weeks are you?’
‘I’m 24 now, thank goodness,’ said the mother of the toddler.
‘You don’t look it; I was huge at that stage.’
I hid in a magazine to make sure they wouldn’t try to include me in the conversation. I was in shock at what lay ahead – a real baby, just like the one on the floor, who needed to be smiled at, picked up, fed, who would depend on me and whom perfect strangers would feel the right to question me about.
‘Is this your first visit?’ the nurse asked as she came into the waiting room.
‘Yes,’ I said startled.
‘Come on in then.’
I followed her out to a little room.
‘I just want to take blood and urine samples and your blood pressure, all right dear? And hop up on those scales ‘til I get your weight. That’s it, now take a seat here, good girl. Now, your name is?’
‘Sinead O’Neill.’
‘Oh yes, your father is a friend of Dr King, isn’t he? When was your last period?’
‘Around the middle of April.’
‘Hmm, that means you’re due about the last week in January. Now, I know you’re not married but what is the father’s name? We need it for our records.’
‘I’d rather not say,’ I said.
‘This is totally confidential,’ the nurse said kindly.
‘Just put unknown – I know but he doesn’t,’ I said and much to my embarrassment found myself sobbing convulsively.
‘Oh you poor thing. Have you spoken to anyone about your “situation”?’
‘No, not really.’
‘What about your parents?’
‘They tried to help but they just kept on arguing about it,’ I sobbed. ‘Couldn’t stand it any more so I moved out.’
‘So where are you living?’
When I started describing my bedsit to the nurse the reality of how awful it was hit me for the first time.
‘You know, we have a social worker here. I can put her in contact with you if you like; she could talk to your parents too.’
‘I don’t know. The worst thing at the moment is the sickness and the heat – is there anything you can do about that?’
‘Well, you are 14 weeks now, it should start easing off. Otherwise, I know it sounds cruel, but mothers just have to put up with it. It’s just too dangerous to take any medication. Are you eating properly?’
‘Kind of.’
‘Maybe it was a good idea to move out from home for a while. But don’t you think that now everyone has got used to the idea you should go back where you will be properly looked after. You are a bit underweight for your stage and you don’t want to feel sicker than you do already.’
‘I’ll think about it.’
‘Good girl. And I’ll give you the social worker’s number so you can contact her when you’re ready, all right? Now, in you go to Dr King; I’ll see you in four weeks.’
‘Ah yes Miss O’Neill, come on in,’ said Dr King. ‘And how are we feeling today?’
‘Not great, I feel sick all the time.’
‘Good, good, well that’s to be expected you know, it’ll pass. Now hop up there till I have a look at your tummy. Hmm, yes that’s fine, nothing much to feel yet of course, but everything is in order, well done, good girl. Come back again in four weeks then, goodbye.’
I found myself out in the corridor before I had time to say anything. I was stunned. Was that what I had been waiting three quarters of an hour for? What all those other women were waiting for?
‘Don’t forget your appointment card,’ the nurse called to me from the examination room. ‘And take good care of yourself, dear.’
I looked at the card with my dates, hospital number and edd – expected date of delivery. I rushed into the ladies and got sick.
No one could do anything about how miserable I felt. I walked briskly from the hospital into town. There was a queue at my bus stop and when I got on the bus I had to stand. I felt as if I were going to faint - I had been in such a rush for my appointment that I hadn’t had any breakfast and it was now 12 o’clock. I stared at the seated passengers: ‘I’m pregnant and I’m going to die unless one of you gives me a seat,’ I screamed to myself.
‘Sinead.’
I turned.
‘Grace, Gracie! I can’t believe it.’
I edged my way towards the back of the bus where Grace was sitting.
‘Oh my God, Sinead, you look awful, you better sit here,’ said Grace getting up.
‘Were you up all night or what?’ I collapsed into the seat.
‘I thought you weren’t coming home until the end of August?’ I said.
‘I know, I’m only just back. It didn’t work out. Well actually, I was fired for complaining about the wages,’ Grace laughed. ‘It was a relief, I really hated it and there were no decent fellas there either.’
Grace had idled away her final year at school and got a nasty shock when her brains alone had not been enough to get a good Leaving Certificate. She drifted into a secretarial course, but had found that so boring she spent most of the year doing crosswords at the back of the class and managed to fail shorthand and typing, which, she realised too late, was pretty much the whole course.
‘I’ve moved out.’
‘You’ve what?’
‘I had a row and moved out.’
‘You lucky thing, where are you living?’
‘I’m going there now, can you come over?’
‘This is brilliant, I was going to surprise you and call over to your house this afternoon anyway.’
I told Grace about my boring bookshop job and she filled me in on the joys of fruit canning. When we got off the bus I began to feel a bit better.
‘Here we are,’ I said at the battered, red hall door. When I opened the door of my room, Grace’s face dropped.
‘Sinead, it’s tiny, how much is the rent?’
‘Seven quid.’
‘What a nerve – for this.’
I started crying.
‘Sinny, I didn’t mean it, and imagine you in your own place, you’re great. It’s not like you to go all weepy.’
‘I’m just so glad to see you; I’ve been so depressed and miserable.’
‘Don’t worry,’ Grace said. ‘I’ll help you get a better flat.’
‘It’s not that Gracie.’
‘It’s not Patrick, is it?’
‘Grace, I’m pregnant.’
‘Jaysus, Sinny. Come off it. Oh my God. When did that happen? How did our sweet Patrick react to that?’
‘He didn’t. He doesn’t know.’
‘You’ll have to tell him pronto. How much pregnant are you?’
‘Nearly four months. Well it had got kind of complicated between me and Patrick, hadn’t it?’
‘Sinead, you were an awful fecking eejit. Even I’d heard about Jack the rat, he’s a notorious lech.’
‘How the hell was I supposed to know that? I’m obviously not as well up on these things as you are.’
‘You poor old thing,’ Grace said putting her arms around me. I fell asleep. When I woke up there was a note.
‘Gone to get a Chinese (meal that is), back soon, Gracie.’
I heard the hall door opening and footsteps coming up the stairs. There was a knock at the door.
‘Sinead?’
‘Donal?’
‘Yes.’
I opened the door and we hugged.
‘God, Sinead, this is an awful kip.’
‘Don’t you start.’
Chapter eight
Donal saw Grace’s note.
‘Gracie’s back! Will there be enough food for me?’ he asked with a grin then changed to big brother mode. ‘Sinead, there’s ructions at home. Dad got Patrick and his parents over to our house and told them about you. Patrick’s father nearly had a fit and Patrick told them that you two had split up and you had gone off with an older man.’
‘He what?’
‘Did you Sinny?’
‘Donal! He was hardly an older man, he was 25. I only went for a feckin’ walk with him, once!’
‘So, is Patrick the father?’
‘What do you think? Maybe I’ve slept with half of Dublin and we’ll just never know.’
‘For feck’s sake Sinny, I’m only trying to help.’
‘I know Donal, but nothing does. It’s just a complete nightmare.’
The hall door banged and the smell of Chinese food came wafting up the stairs.
‘Donal it’s Gracie, try and be polite - please.’
‘Oh, hello Donal,’ said Grace.
‘Hi there, back from your travels early?’
‘That’s a long story, which I won’t bore you with, want some Chinese?’ said Grace.
‘Never say no,’ said Donal.
‘You can have mine, but you’ll both have to get out of here, I can’t stand the smell,’ I said barely making it to the sink.
Donal and Grace left the room politely to let me get on with it, then whispered through the door to follow them out to the back garden. I dabbed at the sweat on my face and followed them out. Grace and Donal were lounging in the overgrown garden in the dappled sunshine eating the takeaway.
‘Just keep that food about ten feet away from me and I’ll be all right,’ I said.
‘Another fine mess Sinny’s got herself into,’ said Donal doing his Oliver Hardy impression, twiddling an imaginary necktie.
‘Thanks Donal, you’re a great help, and exactly what were the other fine messes?’ I punched him on the arm.
‘Ouch, that hurt. One thing for sure Sinny, you can’t stay here on your own. You need someone to look after you; you should come home. The old pair aren’t too bad; in fact they’ve been on their best behaviour lately.’
‘That’s nearly worse,’ I said. ‘I can look after myself, you know, Donal, but I was thinking of coming home so I could save my money to get somewhere decent to live after the baby is born. I don’t think I can stand this place much longer.’
‘What about Patrick?’ said Donal.
‘What about him? I never want to see him again.’
‘Yes, well,’ said Grace. ‘Why don’t we pack up your things now?’
‘Now?’ I said.
The three of us looked at each other conspiratorially like we used to when we were children. I wrote a note to the landlord and Donal rang for a taxi.
Palmerston Gardens looked so relaxed and carefree in the sunshine, with its flower beds and shining brasses compared to bedsit-land with its tarmac front ‘gardens’ full of bins, old cookers, broken railings, cracked and dirty windows and peeling paint.
When I opened the hall door, there was the comforting distinctive clean, polished smell and an aroma of good cooking.
‘Sinead,’ mam came running into the hall and wrapped her arms around me so hard I could hardly breathe.
‘You don’t have to squeeze the life out of me.’
‘You don’t look well, we’ve been so worried about you. I’m so glad you’ve come home. That’s the important thing.’
Dad came down the stairs looking benign and pleased.
‘Sinead, it’s good to have you home again,’ he said hugging me.
‘I’ll make you a mushroom omelette and chips just how you like them,’ said Nora.
‘Excuse me, it’s throwing-up time again,’ I said just making it to the loo.
‘Oh, my poor girl,’ mam said beginning to cry. ‘And you all on your own, it’s all my fault.’
‘Yes it is mam, you got me pregnant. Don’t be ridiculous. Let’s not start sharing out the blame. I’d love some soup and toast though, have we got any?’
‘Of course we do.’
For the first week we were all on our best behaviour. Mam started showing quite an interest in the baby and fussing a great deal over my health. At first, I quite enjoyed it, but after a couple of days it began to get on my nerves. The Sunday after I had returned home, mam nabbed me as she was on her way upstairs.
‘Sinead, can I talk to you for a minute?’
‘I was just going for a nap.’
‘Just for a minute?’
‘All right,’
‘Come into the sitting room.’
I went in and curled up in one of the armchairs, mam sat on the edge of the couch.
‘I’ve been giving the whole situation a lot of thought, and I think I’ve come up with the best way of dealing with it,’ mam said.
‘I don’t want to hear this. I’m too tired and worn out.’
‘Sinead, just give me a minute. I’ve been thinking, there’s no need for this to change everything – you wanted to go on to college and your father and I wanted you to too. Well you can. I’ve been planning, I’ve looked after two babies before and there is no reason why between the two of us we couldn’t look after this one.’
‘Ah mam. I’m not planning it like that. It’s very nice of you and everything, but it is my life and my baby.’
‘Now, Sinead, you couldn’t possibly…’
‘Mam! I have to decide how to manage this, it’s not just a holiday or a course, it’s the rest of my whole bloody life.’
‘Well, I’ll leave you to work it out then,’ mam sniffed. I realised she had probably spent days planning how together we would do up the spare room as a nursery, choose baby clothes, how she would show the baby off to her friends, and how people would marvel at the way she was managing: ‘Isn’t she great, some would have thrown them both out,’ they’d say.
Of course I had no plan at all, but I would have to make one. I phoned Grace and arranged to meet her for a drink in town in Toner’s. I was waiting for her outside the pub when she arrived full of excitement.
‘Sinny wouldn’t it be great if we could get a place together?’
‘And pay for it with what? My job finishes at the end of September and you haven’t found one yet!’
We went in past one of the Toner’s regulars, a Simone de Beauvoir type, except she had a black eye patch, who was sitting along her customary seat under the window in deep conversation with her fellow intellectuals.
We went down the back where we slid along the red leatherette banquette into the corner.
‘Couldn’t we go on the dole or something?’ I said desperately.
‘Don’t fancy that, we’d probably get very little,’ said Grace.
‘What are our assets?’
‘Let’s see, “two reliable teenagers, one with sparse knowledge of contraception, the other with fleeting experience of peach canning, animal lovers, seek nice accommodation with sea views”. That should do the trick nicely,’ said Grace.
‘Hey, hang on, that’s it. We’ll put an ad in the paper offering to caretake someone’s house and mind their dogs, cats, snakes, zebras, children and anything else. If we do it now they won’t need to know about the baby. We’ll say we’re both students doing an EC-funded course – we can get the name of one from somewhere.’
‘I’m a genius. I told you it’d work Sinny – anyway what have we got to lose?’ said Grace.
‘What do you mean you’re a genius? Have you got a pen?’
Grace found one in her pocket and we tore one side off the pub glass mat to leave a blank surface.
‘Two female students
with experience in vet’s
clinic will caretake
house and animals
in Dublin area’
‘Grace, two weeks on a summer placement in the local vet – “experience”, do you think they’ll fall for that?’
‘Why not? Anyway animals always love you – one look at you talking to their animals and they’ll be convinced. We’ll have to put in a box number though so the folks don’t land us in the shit.’
Grace brought the ad into the paper the next day and it appeared on the Tuesday. We rang every day but it was the following Tuesday before we got any response.
‘One reply Grace, after all the waiting.’
‘Don’t despair hunny-bun. One good reply is all we need.’
We went into Bewley’s in Westmoreland Street to open the envelope. We sat down with our cups of coffee and nearly tore the letter inside to pieces with excitement.
The Laurels
Enniskerry
Co Wicklow
Tel: 045 6811
Dear female students!
You two sound just what I am looking for. I have a large house on some land in Dundrum. I am going to sell it in a year or two and I need someone to look after it until then. If you are interested please give me a ring. We can meet and I’ll see if you fit the bill. If you have references please bring them along.
Yours faithfully,
Peter Armstrong
‘I told you, I told you, I told you, yippee. Freedom here we come,’ said Grace.
‘It sounds too good to be true – you don’t think he’s a gangster or something and we’d really be minding his loot?’
‘Don’t be ridiculous Sinead, with a name like that. He sounds like one of those rich Wicklow Protestants – probably a property developer. Let’s go and ring him now.’
‘You go Grace, I feel sick again, I’ll mind the stuff.’
Grace was back in less than five minutes.
‘Was he not there?’ said Sinead.
‘Sinny it’s gone, I’m sorry.’
‘What!’
‘I’m kidding, I’m kidding. He’s coming into town today he wants to meet us in the Shelbourne Hotel at 4 o’clock, bring us out to see the house and then go to his solicitor. He’s going on holiday next week and the insurance company need him to get a tenant in pronto.’
‘Today!’
‘Yessiree, at 4 o’clock.’
The rich Wicklow Protestant turned out to be the Roman Catholic son of a Waterford farmer. He was tall and ruggedly built, in his mid-forties with balding mousy hair and large hands. He wore a dark brown, tailor-made three-piece suit, a fawn felt trilby and soft leather shoes that looked almost feminine. We had had no time to get references together but Mr Armstrong seemed to like us and said they wouldn’t be necessary. We went straight out to the house, a large Georgian affair, surrounded by trees and fields just three miles from the city centre in Dundrum.
‘It’s unbelievable, I never even knew this was here,’ said Sinead.
‘Yes I’ve just bought it. I’ll hold on to it for a few years, get planning permission for new houses and sell it.’
Mr Armstrong opened the front door and they went into the huge hall.
‘I’ll show you the kitchen. Now, there’s not much in it. I pay the electricity, but you will have to pay the phone and gas. I’m afraid there’s no central heating.’
Grace and Sinead wandered around the enormous house with their mouths open.
‘What do you think?’ asked Mr Armstrong.
‘We think it’s just perfect, don’t we Sinead?’ Grace nudged me to respond.
‘Yes, it’s brilliant.’
We reached agreement quickly. His stipulations were: no more than four people could live in the house at any one time; it was never to be left vacant for more than one night; Grace and I were the leaseholders and thus responsible; and the rent was £10 a quarter.
We went to the solicitor’s office, signed the agreement and Mr Armstrong gave us the key.
‘You mean we can move in now?’ I said dumfounded.
Grace dug me in the ribs and hastily tried to make up for my gaucheness.
‘I’ll take the key and organise a van for tomorrow,’ she said.
We managed to control ourselves until we got outside the solicitor’s office and then we danced down the street.
Both sets of parents were dead against it, but reconciled themselves because at least we would be together, and this time they had the address and telephone number.
‘And mam, you can come over any time you like,’ I told her.
Chapter NINE
After a week or so, we no longer noticed the echoey sounds from the mostly empty rooms and ceased to marvel at the huge spaces. We shared a bedroom, as neither of us wanted to sleep in one of the huge rooms alone. Otherwise we lived in the big square red-tiled kitchen with its old cream Aga. It still worked and we kept cosy by running it off the plentiful supply of fallen wood from the large semi-wild gardens. We’d sit up beside the Aga drinking tea in the evenings after dinner.
Money was beginning to dominate our conversation. My job would finish at the end of September and although Grace had got some work in a pizza joint, four hours pay a day was not going to be enough to support us indefinitely.
I was beginning to feel less nauseous and had applied for a job making up ads in Ardragh Publishing. But I did not hold out much hope for that. We decided to augment our income by taking in a couple of people to share the house.
‘My class from college is supposed to be having a party when everyone gets back from holidays. One of them is bound to be looking for a place - and I could get the big news over with.’
‘Well Sinny you’re already four months pregnant so by then I think they’ll be able to work it out themselves – even if they weren’t brainy enough to get into medical school.’
‘Thanks Grace, that’s very comforting.’
‘You’re welcome sweetheart, any time. Anyway who’s having the party – what will you say to Patrick if he’s there?’
‘”Piss off” would perhaps be the most appropriate expression.’
‘Now, now, I was thinking more of a nice romantic reconciliation,’ said Grace.
‘Well dream away then.’
Grace did not press me on it. I think she was afraid of putting me off going to the party. She had met Patrick once and I knew she liked him. She kept telling me how much easier it would be for the baby and me if the father were around. I think she was afraid of getting too tied up with the baby and me. I felt a bit guilty. Grace should be free to do her own thing, but I knew she would never abandon me.
A couple of days later, I was surprised to get a letter asking me to go for interview for the Ardragh Publishing job the following Tuesday. I changed my day off work from Monday to Tuesday even though it would mean missing my next antenatal appointment at the hospital.
On the morning of the interview I woke up with a dose of the runs and felt sure I looked as wretched as I felt.
‘What do you think Grace, do I look pregnant?’
‘No way José, you look brill – you are preggers, aren’t you, it’s not just wind?’
‘Very funny. Are you sure?’
‘Yes, I am, you’re amazing, you still fit into all your own clothes.’
‘Not for much longer, they’re beginning to pinch.’
I felt sick on the bus into town. In the end I got off three stops early and went into the toilet of a coffee shop to throw up, and had another burst on the lavatory. I walked as briskly as I could past the people eating to the door – I was sure everyone had been able to hear me. Entirely against my body’s wishes, I trailed the rest of the way down along by the Liffey to Merchant’s Quay for the interview.
I rang the intercom at Ardragh Publishing’s dingy looking door and was surprised at the plush interior when I got inside. At the reception on the first floor, I was a bit taken aback when the woman told me I could go straight in.
‘Come on in. Sinead O’Neill isn’t it?’
I liked Vincent Knox. He was in his late thirties and was warm and friendly without being patronising. The job was not really making up ads at all, but doing a bit of everything in the production department.
Ardragh Publishing produced: Forklift Truck Quarterly, Hauliers Monthly, Sheep Farmers’ News, Fitness For You, Homecrafts, Builders Bulletin and Sport Ireland. I could see I had been right to say it was the experience I was after rather than the money. Mr Knox said he would let me know by the end of the week.
Grace and I were in the kitchen on the Friday evening having egg and chips – well Grace was having egg – I pushed the slimy looking egg aside and fiddled with the chips – when the phone rang.
‘Sinny, it’s for you.’
‘Hello, Sinead, this is Vincent Knox of Ardragh Publishing, you came into to see me the other day. Well I’m pleased to offer you the job at £45 per week – if you’re still interested.’
‘Yes, yes I am, that’s brilliant, thanks very much.’
‘Good, marvellous, when can you start?’
‘Well, I’ll have to give a week’s notice at the bookshop. So would Monday week be ok?’
‘That would be fine, good. It’s 9-5.30, all right? See you then.’
‘Sinead, you’re a genius,’ said Grace.
‘Amn’t I just.’
The phone rang again just as I got my bum comfortably positioned on the kitchen chair.
‘Oh, no, he’s made a mistake and mixed me up with someone else.’
But it was the perpetual organiser, Elizabeth.
‘Sinead, when did you move out, you sly old thing? I rang you at home and your mother gave me the number. I’m trying to organise this final fling and we still haven’t got a venue. Your mother told me that you have a big old house with your friend. I was wondering if we could have the party there?’
‘Here? Well, I don’t know. Is it just our class?’
‘Yes and I’ll only let everyone bring one person with them. I promise I wouldn’t allow any messing.’
‘Well hang on a sec, I’ll ask Grace.’
Grace was already listening in on the conversation and nodding her head enthusiastically.
‘Well, okay then,’ I said against my better judgement.
‘That’s fantastic. Can I come over at the weekend to have a look?’
‘Yeah, sure. What about tomorrow night or is Saturday too hectic for you?’
‘No that’s great. See you then.’
I sat down at the table and stared vacantly ahead.
‘Come on Sinead, it’s not that bad, you said yourself Elizabeth was good at organising things.’
‘Hmmn,’ I said and when I looked up I was startled to see tears in Grace’s eyes.
‘Grace, what is it? I thought I was the one who did all the crying around here.’
‘I’m sorry Sinead, it’s just that I’m so worried about you. I mean it’s all right now, now it’s all kind of exciting, but what’s going to happen when there’s an actual baby here? What are you going to do then? How are you going to go to work? Even if you find someone to mind the baby what if your boss gives you the sack? …Although I’m a great one to talk with my four hours a day…at least you’ve got yourself a full-time job.’
‘Oh, Grace you’ve been so good to me, you’ve kept me going. Don’t give up on me now. It’ll be all right, don’t worry. Please, please have faith in me.’
I felt a surge of panic, perhaps Grace was right, and I would end up destroying my own life and the baby’s. Grace’s words angered and hurt me and I felt as if I were starting to collapse. I wanted to go off into a dark corner and curl up on my own. It was a bit too much.
‘I’m sorry. I don’t know how I could have said that. I didn’t mean to. I suppose I just think sometimes that we are living in dream land.’
‘I am, you mean.’
‘No, you know we’re in this together.’
‘I know we always have been. But I’m going to have to start making decisions on my own this time. That’s the reality,’ I said.
Grace tentatively put her hand on my shoulder. I didn’t respond but she persevered.
‘Sinny, Sinny. It’s all right. I’ll be here for you. You’re right, of course it will work out. I’m just not feeling very confident about my own life and I’ve taken it out on you. I didn’t mean to. I think I’m actually a bit jealous of you, do you know that? – I’ve been wanting to ask you how you felt about Patrick, but I was afraid you’d bite my head off.’
‘I’ve been annoyed with myself because I wanted you to ask me too. The thoughts of him coming to a party here in this house…it made me realise I haven’t got him out of my system at all. I don’t really know how I feel except that it hurts a lot. I feel Patrick should have known that he was the father and not that bastard Jack. But I suppose that’s not fair. We got our timing all wrong, when I wanted to develop our relationship he didn’t and when he wanted to I had got sidetracked. I don’t want to get back together just for the sake of the baby. And unless we were together I don’t want him to be involved at all with the baby. Why do things have to be so complicated?’
‘But it wouldn’t have to be like that.’
‘I don’t know. Sometimes I feel like emigrating to Australia and starting all over again, or going to some tropical island and being on my own with the baby, living on pineapples and coconuts.’
‘Yes, Sinny, very practical. I see you have everything all worked out.’
‘Don’t be so patronising,’ I said shoving Grace. ‘You have been a bit low this last week?’
‘I’m just a bit fed up. I’ve no real job or the prospect of one – and there you are pregnant and you still manage to go out and get yourself a job. And I know you and Patrick aren’t functioning very well but at least it’s something – and then it’s silly, but sometimes I almost envy that you are going to have a baby of your own – something to look forward to.’
‘Grace, I’m sorry, I didn’t realise you were so down. But I don’t recommend pregnancy as a remedy for anything. You’ll be all right, something will turn up. You could always repeat the Leaving Cert at night and work during the day.’
‘Yeh, I’ve been thinking about doing that but what’s the point of it all? I still don’t know what I’d like to do and I don’t want to go to college just for the sake of it. Anyway I don’t want to move home again and I couldn’t pay for it myself. And I’m not going to go crawling to my parents…eeuch! I’d love to start off my own business and become a millionaire,’ said Grace.
‘And you accused me of being impractical! Sorry, Grace, but I’m dying to go to the loo.’
‘Again!’ Grace smiled. ‘You’d better get to bed anyway – you look exhausted.’
‘Yeah, I think I will. Goodnight Gracie. See you in the morning.’
I couldn’t sleep thinking about Patrick and rehearsing what I would say to him if he turned up at the party. Part of me wanted to have a romantic reconciliation with him, but part felt like showing him that I didn’t need him one little bit. Maybe Grace’s idea for setting up a business was a good one. Why shouldn’t we? Then we wouldn’t have to kowtow to anyone.
‘Are you still awake?’ Grace asked tiptoeing in to our bedroom.
‘I couldn’t sleep. Maybe you’re right. We should set up a business, form a company, sell sandwiches to offices, we must be able to come up with something,’ I said.
‘Are you serious, Sinny? I was just dreaming.’
‘I don’t see why not, it could solve all our problems. Other people do, why not us?’
‘Sinny, you’d never be able for all that. What about when the baby is born?’
‘What’s wrong with you Grace? I thought you wanted to do something.’
‘I do. I just don’t want you to take on too much.’
‘You mean you want to do something on your own, is that it?’
‘No, that’s not it,’ said Grace. ‘Oh, I don’t know. Another reason I’m pissed off is that creep Jason at work. He’s really getting on my nerves. He criticises everything I do. Do you know he asked me out, and when I said no, he said I’d want to watch my step, that he had influence with the boss?’
‘I don’t believe it Grace. You never told me. You should complain to the boss before he does.’
‘You’re never going to believe this,’ said Grace giggling, ‘but the boss asked me out too.’
‘Jesus, when did all this happen?’
‘Yesterday.’
‘What did you say?’
‘I said yes.’
‘My god, Grace, what’s he like, what age is he?’
‘His name is Neil McDonagh. He’s about 25 or 26. He’s all right – quite good looking; for a Pizza Barn manager.’
‘Well, you’re a gas ticket. When is this rendezvous?’
‘It’s tomorrow afternoon, I’m meeting him outside Trinity – he works most nights.’
‘Remember Grace be careful of these older men.’
‘Don’t worry, I’m not as daft as you are.’
‘Hmph, goodnight Gracie.’
‘Sweet dreams Sinny.’
Chapter TEN
I heard Grace stumbling out of bed and down to the kitchen the next morning. It was already after 11 but I lay snugly under my duvet, listening to the rain on the windows…until the customary wave of nausea sent me dashing to the bathroom.
Grace brought me up some of the sweet blackcurrant drink I had developed a yen for. I gulped it down gratefully.
‘Stay there and I’ll get you some toast and make us a big breakfast.’
‘Just toast for me, Gracie, you’re a saint.’
As my stomach eased, the smell of the fry began to make my mouth water. I staggered down to the kitchen with my coat on over the old tracksuit I wore in bed.
‘Is there enough for me?’ I said sheepishly.
‘I guessed you’d change your mind!’
Both of us were in much better spirits than we had been the previous night. In a fit of extravagance, Grace went out and got two newspapers and we sat companionably with cups of coffee and the strewn table until it was nearly lunchtime.
‘I suppose I’d better think about getting dressed,’ said Grace standing up, yawning and stretching luxuriously.
‘Oh, yeah, your date. Hey, would you mind if I went in on the bus with you? I was thinking of having a look at, you know, maternity clothes – I’ll have to get something to wear soon.’
‘Great, you could probably do with a change of scene. I’ll be back before Elizabeth comes this evening, okay?’
‘You don’t have to check in with me you know Gracie. I’m a big girl…in every sense. Don’t worry about Elizabeth coming over tonight. See how it goes. You never know, maybe you won’t come home tonight.’
‘Sinead, for shame!’ said Grace in mock horror.
By the time we were ready the rain had stopped and the sun was out.
‘You look great. What time are you meeting him?’
‘Two o’clock. Are you sure this jacket is all right?’
‘Really Grace, I love that jacket and shirt together. You’re gorgeous, come on let’s go.’
The bus came straight away and sped into town.
‘I’m dead early,’ said Grace chewing a fingernail. ‘Will you keep me company for a few minutes at Trinity?’
‘Grace Farrell, I do believe you’re nervous,’ I said.
We were standing at the old black iron gates of the university with people milling around us when Grace gave me an almighty poke in the ribs.
‘Jesus, there’s Patrick.’
‘Quick, turn around Grace, I don’t want him to see us.’
‘Oh my God, he’s with someone,’ said Grace.
I couldn’t help turning my head to look. It was Patrick, and as he came nearer he let go of the girl’s hand.
‘I don’t believe it,’ I said under my breath.
‘Hello Grace. I don’t think you’ve met Elizabeth from our class?’ said Patrick.
‘No, I haven’t,’ said Grace.
‘Hi Sinead, how are you?’
‘How do you think she is Patrick?’
‘Grace, please,’ I said.
‘Yes, well, it’s not my fault, is it?’ said Patrick.
‘Don’t tell me you really believe that Patrick. Surely you can do basic arithmetic, or were you out sick when they did “the birds and the bees” at school!’ said Grace.
‘What are you talking about?’ said Elizabeth.
‘Sinead’s baby, of course,’ said Grace.
‘You never told me she was pregnant,’ said Elizabeth.
‘I don’t suppose he would,’ said Grace.
‘Grace, why don’t you just mind your own business? Come on Elizabeth,’ said Patrick and he stormed off up towards Grafton street.
But Elizabeth didn’t follow him.
‘I’m so sorry about this. Can I take you for a cup of coffee Sinead – I swear I knew nothing about this.’
The last thing I wanted was to go for coffee with Patrick’s new lover, but I knew Grace would never go on her date and leave me on my own after this scene.
‘I suppose so.’
‘Are you sure Sinead?’ said Grace.
‘Yes, why not, I’ll be fine,’ I said trying to sound as normal as possible. Grace did not look very convinced.
‘Grace it’s me. Remember, we had a date?’ said Neil McDonagh tapping her on the shoulder.
‘God, sorry. Didn’t see you there.’
‘I’ll see you later, Grace, don’t worry I’m fine,’ I said.
‘Everything all right?’ said Neil.
‘Hmmn, oh yes. Well I think so. See you later then Sinead,’ said Grace.
‘Don’t worry, Grace, for god’s sake. Go off and have a good time.’
‘Quite a little greeting party,’ I heard Neil saying as they headed off towards O’Connell Street.
‘Let’s go to Bewleys,’ said Elizabeth.
‘All right,’ I said wondering why I was letting this happen to me. I asked for orange juice and after the first sip regretted it as I felt the acid beginning to tear at my stomach.
‘Listen, Sinead, you’ve got to believe me, I had no idea. And I know this sounds lame, but there’s nothing in it. We were both just enjoying a mild flirtation really. I don’t know why, just out of boredom I suppose, but we never slept together or anything. It was just fizzling out anyway.’
‘He doesn’t think it’s his, he thinks it’s Jack’s,’ I murmured and much to my annoyance the tears started trickling silently down my face.
Contrary to my best instincts, I told Elizabeth everything that had happened.
‘That bastard,’ said Elizabeth. ‘But why didn’t you tell Patrick?’
‘I couldn’t, the way he assumed the worst, I was so angry.’
‘How do you feel about Patrick now?’
‘I don’t know.’
‘You poor thing, what are we going to do with you? What about the party?’
‘Oh, I suppose we’ll go ahead with it.’
Having poured my heart out to Elizabeth, I suddenly felt very irritated by her over-the-top concern – in fact by everybody’s concern. Why didn’t they all just piss off and leave me alone? What was it about being pregnant that made everyone feel they could poke their nose into my affairs? It was doubly frustrating that I was prone to bursting into tears – not little-girl-lost tears – but anger and frustration tears. They didn’t represent the way I felt; it was so humiliating. I thought of myself as a strong person and would like other people to see me that way too.
‘Why don’t I stay with you this afternoon, and then come out to the house with you?’
‘No, thanks, you have been very good, but I have things to do. Come over tonight like we said. Listen I’d better go, see you later then,’ I said standing up and getting my coat off the back of the chair.
‘You’ll be all right?’
‘Yes, yes,’ I forced a smile.
I was relieved when I got out on to Grafton Street and had the luxury of an idle afternoon on my own ahead of me. Where did one go for maternity clothes? I hadn’t a clue. I went into Harley’s, a big department store. It took me ages to find the right section because I was too embarrassed to ask anyone. Partly because of my “marital status”, and also because I didn’t feel particularly maternal. What I found astonished me, rows of flowery dresses with big bows at the neck. And disturbing-looking synthetic slacks with a sort of elastic patch at the waist. Was there some law insisting on these clothes? And the prices – at least three times that of normal dresses in a chain store. There were only two pairs of trousers and they were £18 each. I’d have to borrow some of my father’s shirts, put fabric inserts into my own clothes and buy a few yards of elastic. What was I going to wear to work? I decided I didn’t care – I’d be all right for another few weeks anyway. Maybe I’d just wear tracksuits.
I went up Grafton Street and sat in Stephen’s Green reading the paper in the sunshine. There were children feeding the ducks and I imagined my own child in a couple of years doing the same thing and felt a glorious knot of excitement.
The bread reminded me that I needed to eat again. I had only been a couple of times to the new McDonald’s on Grafton Street and wanted to try a Big Mac. But when I opened the door to the restaurant, the smell of hamburger and chips was too much. Instead, I went around the corner to the Coffee Inn in South Anne Street and had one of their pizzas. I enjoyed the familiar food and was pleased I could still have a pleasant afternoon on my own in spite of my ‘condition’. Fiddling with the menu I wondered what Al Dente pasta was and why it was 20p more expensive than ordinary pasta.
I was going to make it clear to everyone that I could cope perfectly well; I would draw up a plan for the next two years and let them know I had everything mapped out. There was no need for any of them to concern themselves. In this heroic mood I meandered off and got the bus home.
The doorbell woke me and I struggled out of a deep sleep to a room that had faded into the darkness. I had been exhausted by the time I got home from town and had struggled into my tracksuit and gone straight to bed. I stumbled down the stairs cursing Grace for not bringing her keys.
‘Hang on, I can’t find my keys.’
They were on the kitchen table. I came back out to the hall and started to open the door and then felt as if I were going to choke.
‘Hi, Sinead.’
‘Patrick! Elizabeth.’
‘I need to talk to you Sinead,’ said Patrick.
‘Well I don’t need to talk to you,’ I said staggering back down the hall and heading for the stairs.
I could hear Elizabeth saying she’d go into the kitchen and make some tea, and Patrick’s footsteps following me up.
I sat on the edge of my bed staring out the window unable to move. Patrick tapped tentatively on the door and when I didn’t answer he came slowly in.
‘Sinead, why didn’t you tell me? All these months I’ve been missing you so badly and despising that asshole, Ratcliffe.’
He came over and sat beside me. Almost imperceptibly his body moved closer until I could feel the gentle pressure of his shoulder against mine. My anxiety was dissipated by a surge of warmth and desire, but I also felt like punching him in the face for the months of confusion – he should have known.
Patrick took my hand, but still I didn’t move or say anything. This time I wanted him to be the one making all the first moves. I had to know he really wanted me, he had to make the effort. He had to take the responsibility – this time it wasn’t going to be my fault. He raised my hand and kissed it gently and with his other hand turned my head towards him and touched my lips with his, then my eyes, my cheeks and finally took my face in both of his hands and kissed me.
The tears trickled down my cheeks. It was partly panic at what we were doing, but I didn’t have the willpower to resist his presence. Against the warmth of his body I slowly calmed. It was a relief from all the weeks of worrying on my own. He guided me under the bedcovers and lay down beside me. We drifted gently into lovemaking.
Later we woke at the same time and looked at each other blearily. I felt I could stay there forever. I kissed him.
‘God I can’t believe it – we’re going to have a baby,’ said Patrick.
‘I forgot to tell you, I’m actually giving birth to a walrus. Yes, that’s generally what happens at the end of the nine months.’
Patrick gave me a shove.
‘I wonder if we’ll have a boy or a girl. It’ll be great Sinead. My sister was born six weeks premature and when they finally brought her home from hospital, they kept her in the upstairs bedroom so she would always be warm. And I used to go up there every day to talk to her. She was so tiny.’
I didn’t know what to say so I just squeezed his hand and kissed him.
‘Oh god, what about Elizabeth?’ I said.
I dragged on some clothes and went down to the kitchen. Elizabeth had left a note on the table.
‘I think we should postpone the meeting to another time! Be good to each other – Elizabeth’
I switched on the hot-water immersion heater and went back up.
‘She’s gone.’
‘You know there wasn’t really anything between me and Elizabeth?’ said Patrick.
‘Yeah, yeah, I heard all about it.’
We snuggled back under the covers. Eventually I dragged myself up and started running a bath. Patrick came into the bathroom.
‘Allow me to help madam undress.’
I couldn’t resist the warmth or smell of his body. By the time we got into the bath it was almost cold.
‘Ouch, watch those toenails.’
‘Sorry your loveliness. You know pregnancy suits you, you truly do look radiant.’
‘You’re only saying that because my boobs have got bigger ye big pervo!’
The front door slammed.
‘Shit, there’s Grace – sounds as if she has company.’
‘Sinead, Sinny,’ Grace shouted up the stairs.
We heard them going into the kitchen.
‘We’ve brought some chips, come on down.’
We got dried and dressed giggling like schoolchildren who had managed to get away with some mischief. Patrick caressed my belly.
‘Where is that baby anyhow? Your belly is still almost completely flat.’
‘I know. Sometimes you don’t show until five or six months with a first. I’m only 19 weeks. Come on. Let’s go and meet Grace’s latest,’ I said.
Grace’s laugh came up the stairs. She was satisfyingly flabbergasted when Patrick and I arrived in the kitchen. I gave her a restraining look.
‘This must be Neil. How are you? This is Patrick. God, I’m starving, the smell of those chips. I’m dying for a chip sandwich.’
Grace threw her eyes up to heaven and produced a sliced pan out of a plastic carrier bag.
‘So did you have a nice time?’ I asked.
‘We went to the 6 0’clock showing of Annie Hall, but I don’t know if we had as nice a time as you two.’
Patrick and I looked at each another and collapsed with laughter.
‘Obviously not,’ said Grace.
‘No, I’m sorry,’ I said, gasping for breath. ‘Excuse me, I’ll have to go to the loo.’
In the bathroom upstairs I caught sight of my reflection grinning foolishly, but it only made me laugh again. I was bouncing down the stairs humming and even though I saw the loose bit of carpet it was too late. Before I could do anything about it I tumbled to the bottom. I was not unconscious, but it was several seconds before I could lift my head. By then the others had come out of the kitchen and were on the floor beside me. Patrick took my head onto his lap.
‘It’s all right, I’m fine really, just a bit dazed,’ I said trying and failing to get up.
‘Are you sure? I thought at first you were dead. You were just slumped there. We better take you into hospital,’ said Patrick.
‘No, no, I only fell a few steps. Stop fussing.’ I did feel half dead but I didn’t want a big commotion.
Patrick helped me stand up and brought me into the kitchen. I couldn’t control the tremble in my hands. I had to drink the sweet tea with my left hand because I had strained my right wrist in the fall.
‘Please can I take you to hospital?’
‘No Patrick, I’m fine. I just need to rest. I’m going to my parents tomorrow for dinner and I’ll get my dad to have a look at me then.’
‘I suppose that’ll have to do,’ said Patrick. ‘Do you want me to stay the night?’
‘You wouldn’t mind Grace, would you?’
‘God no, of course not, I’ll use the other room.’
Patrick got into bed while I went to the toilet. The fright from the fall had given me a dose of the runs and I had terrible cramps. By the time I was getting into bed with Patrick I was completely drained. I was shivering too. I got in beside him and fell into a light doze. I kept waking up with cramps, but when I went to the toilet nothing happened. I went downstairs for a glass of water at about 4 in the morning. At the sink I got the worst cramp yet and my knuckles were white from gripping the edge of the counter. I dashed to the loo and sat there shivering and shaking and the cramps gradually eased off. As I pulled myself up I felt a warm, sticky dampness between my legs and when I turned to get some toilet paper I saw that the water in the toilet was swirling red.
I was lonely and frightened, but too traumatised to deal with the fuss that would ensue if I woke anyone up. I cleaned myself up and put three sanitary towels in my knickers and went back to bed.
I slept like a baby.
Chapter ELEVEN
Patrick and I parted the next morning. I promised him I would get a taxi over to my parents’ house. I didn’t tell him about the dead-of-night bathroom ordeal – the worst was probably over.
The smell of Sunday lunch when mam opened the door was a welcome change from chipper takeaways. Everyone seemed particularly relaxed and I couldn’t bring myself to break the atmosphere by telling them about the fall. Mam would fuss and dad would insist on going to the hospital to get me checked out.
‘You’re very pale Sinead, are you taking your iron?’ asked dad.
‘I’m grand – much better than I was. Of course I’m taking my iron,’ I lied.
Dinner was ready and we went into the kitchen. On the way in I sneezed and then felt an uncomfortable wetness in my pants.
Oh no, not here, not at home.
I headed upstairs to mam’s chest of drawers for some clean knickers and then went into the bathroom. When I looked down I nearly fainted – more blood and this time my pants were already saturated. I howled.
‘Sinead, Sinead, what is it?’ mam was knocking at the bathroom door.
I couldn’t answer. I didn’t have the strength to speak or reach the door. I sank into nauseas blackness. When I came around I was on mam and dad’s bed - still with that sticky feeling around my bottom. Dad was holding my hand.
‘Daddy, sorry, I should have said…’
‘Sinead, don’t try to speak, you’re haemorrhaging. The ambulance will be here in a moment.’
Dad stared out the window. He went with me in the ambulance and saved me from answering the myriad questions at the hospital. But when he was saying that no, as far as he knew, I had not fallen. I managed to get his attention and murmured that I had fallen down a few steps the night before.
The look of anguished surprise on his face made me so tired, so tired, so tired.
When I woke up the next morning the nurse told me they had had to rush me into the operating theatre, do a D&C, whatever that was, and give me a transfusion.
‘Probably just as well, in the circumstances,’ said the nurse smiling brusquely at me.
‘What? What’s a D&C?’
‘You’re not to worry about that, but you’re not pregnant any more, that’s one worry off your mind. You’re lucky to be still here you know - you should be grateful,’ said the nurse.
The baby had occupied almost all of my waking minutes and much of my dreams for the last 18 weeks. My future plans had all included an adorable little boy or girl depending on me for love and support. It couldn’t be just gone. It couldn’t.
At visiting time dad was the first to arrive. Even though he dealt with sick people every day, he looked shocked when he saw me. There was a drip coming out of my arm and I could barely open my eyes. His concerned face made me feel worse.
Dad sat there silently patting my hand. I wished he would go. Patrick was the only person I wanted to see.
Mam and Donal came up that evening. Mam chattered away cheerily as if I were recuperating from an embarrassing case of piles. No response was requested or expected for which I was grateful. Donal said nothing, but kissed me briefly on the forehead when they were leaving.
As I became aware that seconds could turn into minutes and hours into days, I began to accept that I was alive and my baby was gone.
But every time I heard footsteps tapping down the corridor towards my ward, I dared to hope it was Patrick, and each time I was disappointed. It was as if he were taunting me. My previous problems seemed petty compared to a future without the baby that had been safely curled up inside me. Not so safe after all.
The idea of going back to the big old house with Grace and taking up my new publishing job was overwhelming. I would have to have some time away, without the caring, awkward glances I had seen people in the hospital cast at me when they thought I was not looking. Several times, I felt an urge to stumble down to the phone in the corridor and call Patrick. Maybe he didn’t know. Maybe he’d lost my number. Maybe he’d been knocked down by a car.
I was just drifting off, my stomach in knots and my breathing strangled, miles away, getting ready to throw myself off a roof, when I heard the doctor repeating:
‘And how are we today, hmm, better, yes?’
I just looked at him. My baby was further and further away from me each day – things could only get worse. But I wanted to get out of the hospital, to disappear off the planet, so I managed to murmur:
‘Yes thank you.’
‘I think you should be able to go home tomorrow, now isn’t that good news?’
‘Yes, I suppose so.’
‘Good, good girl. You’ll be as right as rain in a week or so, you’ll see.’
I was afraid to say anything in case I exploded. I wanted to appear as normal as possible so I could get away from them all. I was terrified they would think I was mad. I felt I would die unless I regained control over my life.
‘Thank you doctor,’ – it was worth the cringing effort to ensure my escape.
That afternoon dad arrived looking a lot more cheerful.
‘Well now, isn’t that good news? Home tomorrow. Your mother is so pleased. She’s looking forward to taking care of you.’
‘What? But I’m going home to my own house.’
‘Sinead, please don’t start that. Have you any idea what you have put us all through? You must come home and that’s final. You will not be allowed leave this hospital unless you are being discharged into our care.’
I decided to cut my losses.
‘All right, all right. But just for a short while.’
‘We’ll talk about that when you’re better.’
Dad was obviously relieved.
Dad collected me from the hospital the next day. Mam opened the hall door as the car drew up outside the house. She pounced on me.
‘Let me take your bag. Your bed is ready and the electric blanket is on. You must be exhausted. Now you go up and I’ll bring you up a nice cup of tea. Or would you like a bath? The immersion is on.’
‘I’ll just go up to bed,’ I said immediately irritated.
Towards the end of my first week at home, mam and dad started muttering that now that I had finished the journalism course, perhaps I should go on and do a ‘proper degree’ in UCD or Trinity. But I felt it would be impossible for me to go to college as if nothing had happened. Anyway, I didn’t want to. I didn’t even want to stay in Dublin, half-hoping I’d bump into Patrick and half-afraid that I would. If he wasn’t bothered to call me I didn’t want to be bothered with him. I felt my heart, having broken slightly, was healing itself with a harder shell.
I began hatching a plan for my escape. I had a school friend in London, Joanne Armstrong, who was just friendly enough to put me up for a few days without wanting to smother me or recapture the ‘good old days’. I’d phone her that night. Mam and dad knew Joanne’s parents and I might even get their reluctant approval. I could do temping, or maybe even a bit of typesetting – I had earned some money doing it on the side, while doing the journalism course.
‘I said it’s Sinead, Sinead O’Neill.’
‘Sinead, my God, how are you? Are you in London?’
‘No, not at the moment, but I’m hoping to go over next week.’
‘Are you? That’s great,’ said Joanne, but I could hear the slight dismayed suspicion in her voice. I didn’t care, I was desperate.
‘Listen, I know it’s a bit much, but is there any chance I could stay with you for a few days until I find a flat.’
‘Well, you know, I just have a bedsitter…it would have to be just a few days.’
‘I understand completely, I promise I won’t be a nuisance. I’ll let you know when I’m arriving, we’ll talk then, you’ve saved my life, Joanne, bye.’
I cringed after I put down the phone. Half the class from school had probably asked to stay with Joanne at some stage. Now, to tell the parents. To my surprise they took it quite well.
The next thing was to ring Vincent Knox. Dad had already told him I was ill, but now I had to let him know I wouldn’t be taking that job at all.
‘Oh, I see, off to London, a bit short notice, disappointing, but I suppose, thanks for letting me know.’
And Grace. Jaysus, I forgot about Grace. Grace was going to kill me. She did. She couldn’t believe I was throwing the house away and had made all these plans without telling her.
‘You’re just in shock – about the baby and everything. You shouldn’t go off on your own. What about the house – I don’t want to stay here on my own.’
‘Please Grace. I’m not going forever. I just want to sort myself out. I knew you wouldn’t want to stay on your own so I asked Donal – I said it would depend on what you said – but what if he moved in and held my place for me?’
‘Donal? Jaysus, I don’t know. Your parents would probably freak – hey that’s a good enough reason – I suppose Donal would be better than nothing.’
‘I’ll tell him you said that.’
‘Sinead, don’t you dare.’
‘All right, all right – and Grace thanks for everything.’
‘You’re welcome, I’m sure.’
I reluctantly agreed with mam and dad that it might be a good idea if dad’s brother, Kevin, who lived in London, checked out some of the temp agencies. Dad insisted that I wouldn’t be fit enough to take the boat and bought me a plane ticket. He tried to make me take £250, but I beat him down to £50.
Kevin rang them to say he had gone into see a very pleasant girl in the Frederick Jones agency who assured him she would look after me. It would be no problem, and the Frederick Jones lady had agreed that the typesetting would be a great advantage.
London
Chapter TWELVE
London was much warmer than Dublin and the air still smelt of summer. When I rang the bell of Joanne Armstrong’s Camberwell flat on that sunny Saturday in early October, I felt better than I had done since before…but I tried not to think about all that. It was a relief when Joanne opened the door with a welcoming, smiling face.
Her flat at the top of the house had a battered friendly feeling to it and the sun streaked through the tall sash windows. It was all students living in the house. Joanne was going to art college, specialising in making jewellery. It seemed such a luxury that Joanne could live independently of her parents with the state paying her fees and giving her a maintenance grant.
The flat was one big, pleasantly untidy room, with two single beds and a small kitchenette off it. Joanne shared a bathroom on the landing below. Joanne’s face hadn’t changed a bit, but she had had her white-blonde hair cut from the pageboy style she had worn at school, to a short all over fluffy style, which suited her. At first glance she looked fairly ordinary, but when she laughed and talked, she had a mischievous, sparkling look that brought her face to life. She mostly wore a waistcoat with little mirrors sewn into it and blue Levis. On her rather dirty feet she wore Indian thong sandals.
I felt a bit silly in my blue Laura Ashley dress with the neat pin tucks down the bodice when Joanne’s bohemian housemates, Debbie and Andrew, called in to see the visitor.
Later we all went down to the local pub and on the way home called in at a Chinese takeaway for delicious spring rolls, which I had never tasted before.
It was a bit awkward the next day as the household drifted into Joanne’s room around lunchtime and discussed what they should do that day. I didn’t know if I were included or if Joanne expected me to be out during the day.
I was grateful when she asked me if I’d like to go with them to the local park – the brass band would be playing for the last Sunday that year.
It was a beautiful afternoon and I briefly considered the merits of Andrew, who lived on the floor above Joanne. There didn’t seem to be anything going on between him and Debbie or Joanne. Stop, stop that, I reprimanded myself.
#
I got up the next morning at 7 o’clock to get ready for my 9.30 appointment at the Frederick Jones agency. I wore my thin blue cotton skirt with the frill around the end, a white t-shirt and a beige cotton jacket. Standing at the bus stop in the early morning sunshine waiting for the number 19 to Elephant & Castle I felt I was taking my first step to recovery – this move to London was a brilliant idea! At Elephant & Castle I paid for my tube ticket nonchalantly as if I had been going into the centre of London every day for years.
The woman at the desk in Frederick Jones on Bond Street barely glanced up when I went in. I started to explain that I was there to meet Joan Cusack, but the receptionist cut me off mid-sentence, pointed to a chair in the row against the wall and snapped:
‘Wait there.’
I flushed and sat down. She carried on typing and seemed to have no intention of telling anyone I was waiting. I wondered if the woman had heard me correctly – perhaps she didn’t realise I had an appointment or she didn’t understand my accent. Should I go up again and explain that I was actually expected at 9.30 and it was now 9.40? Joan Cusack would think I was late and then I’d never get any work.
Another young woman came out from a back office and took the seat behind the receptionist who muttered something to her over her shoulder.
The woman stood up to the counter.
‘I’m Joan Cusack, you wanted to see me?’
‘Yes, I’m Sinead O’Neill, I have an appointment. My uncle rang you?’
‘Did he? Ok, well fill in this form and we’ll see what you can do.’
I asked her for a pen and was dismayed that I had to leave so many of the boxes blank.
‘Oh dear. You don’t have audio and that shorthand speed is not very fast is it? And hmm… you’ve no experience?’
‘What about the typesetting?’
‘We don’t have any demand for that. Give me your telephone number; I’ll ring you if anything you could do turns up.’
Dejected, I left the bureau. I had thought everything was set up – that there were loads of jobs just waiting. I walked up the street looking in the shop windows – a whole shop selling nothing but Kickers’ shoes! I had always wanted a pair of those.
I went into a tiny little sandwich bar that didn’t look expensive and had a toasted banana sandwich. The smiley Italian man behind the counter was friendly and chipper. I began to feel better and I said yes I was from Ireland and thanked him for saying I spoke English so well.
On the bus from Elephant and Castle back to Camberwell a woman got on with a tiny baby and sat opposite me. The little scrap in the pink blanket was so beautiful. My eyes filled. But the woman was idly looking out the window hardly noticing her sleeping bundle. My stomach cramped like it was feeling for my missing baby and I got a stabbing pain up through my cervix as if my body was reprimanding me for not taking enough care of its precious cargo.
That night I didn’t take Joanne’s up on her half-hearted invitation for a drink, but went to bed early with ‘The L-shaped room’, and sobbed my heart out.
#
I rang Frederick Jones in the morning to see if anything had turned up.
‘It’s who?’
Jesus.
‘Sinead O’Neill,’ I repeated.
‘Oh, yes, you’re that Irish girl, no we’ve nothing. Hang on a mo, what’s that Joan? Yeah, I suppose she might be able to do that. Hello, can you get into the City by 10 o’clock?’
‘Yes, sure.’
‘Ok then. Get the tube to Bank and go to 42 Old Broad Street – London Photo Copiers. Be there for 10. Good bye.’
‘What…?’ But she was gone.
What the fuck. What bloody bank? What was the work? Shit. I scribbled the address on the side of a magazine.
Joanne was asleep and I was a bit nervous about waking her – but I needed that work.
‘Jo, Joanne, listen I’m sorry to wake you but I’ve just got a job and I don’t know where it is.’
‘What do you mean?’
‘They said go to the bank, I think, and then Old Broad Street, do you know where that is?’
‘Oh you mean Bank tube station – Bank is the name of the station – you know it’s in the City where all the banks are?’
‘It’s the actual name of the tube station? It’s not like the Bank of England or something.’
‘No no, it’s just Bank,’ said Joanne pulling the blankets back over her head.
On the third floor of London Photo Copiers there was a row of desks butted up against each other facing the wall. I was shown to one of them and given a list of names and phone numbers. I had to ring each number, and get the customer to read out the long number on their machine that indicated the number of photocopies made on their machine. I was given directions on how to instruct customers where to find this number on the different types of machine that London Photo Copiers supplied.
‘Ok, now lift the lid. Do you see the little flap at the side? You don’t? It should be on the top right-hand side. No? Just check the number on the lid again – it is a 440 isn’t it? Oh it’s a 450, that’s in a different place…’
By 12 o’clock my finger was stiff from dialling all the phone numbers and I had to use the pencil supplied to turn the dial. Then it broke and the splintery bit kept sticking into my palm and I could hardly write with the other half. There didn’t seem to be anyone around to get another one from.
I waited until the guy beside me finished the call he was on.
‘Excuse me, you wouldn’t have a spare pen or pencil by any chance would you?’
‘Sure.’ He smiled and gave me a biro. ‘It’s hard on the old fingers isn’t it – I’m Oliver by the way.’
‘Hi, I’m Sinead?’
‘You’re Irish aren’t you?’
‘Yes.’
‘My mam and dad are Irish.’
‘Go away, what’s your second name?’
‘Phelan.’
‘God, that’s gas. Where are your parents from?’
‘They’re from Dublin – Glasnevin, do you know it?’
‘Glasnevin, yes! My granny lives there in Mobhi Drive. But I live on the other side of the city in Rathmines.’
‘Oh the posh side of Dublin.’
‘No, no it’s just ordinary,’ I said blushing.
‘So what’re you doing in London?’
‘Oh, you know, just wanted to get away from the parents for a while.’
‘I know the feeling…watch it…there’s the supervisor.’
‘Right.’
‘Talk to you later.’
Oliver was already sitting down in the canteen at lunchtime when I joined the queue. I could see him more clearly now – his sandy cropped hair, sallow tanned skin and muscled build.
He smiled at me from his table and I half-smiled back just in case he was not actually looking at me. He beckoned me so I headed for his table.
‘What you got there?’
‘Some salads – they’ve a great selection.’
‘Looks nice, but I need some real food.’
Oliver had Shepherd’s pie, mushy peas, lemon meringue pie and a pot of tea. It made me feel hungry and I regretted I hadn’t got something more substantial.
‘Have you done much work for Frederick Jones?’ I asked him.
‘Frederick Jones? Oh no, I got this work from Temps Unlimited,’ said Oliver.
‘Oh, are they any good?’
‘They’re not bad. Miss Spence usually keeps me going for the summer anyway – this job is a cushy number.’
‘Yeah, it’s not too bad. Are you a student?’
‘For my sins. I’m doing engineering. What about you?’
‘I’m kind of in-between. I’ve just done a journalism course – I’m not really sure what I’m doing to do next.’
‘You should enrol at Temps Unlimited, I’ve heard Frederick Jones is not great.’
‘They’re not very friendly.’
‘I’ll show you where it is if you like. I’m going there after work – we usually finish up here at about half four – customers can’t be bothered answering the phones after that.’
‘Would you? That’d be brilliant.’
‘Sure. Do you have far to travel into the city?’
‘I’m staying with a friend out in Camberwell at the moment, but I have to move soon – she doesn’t have much space.’
‘Bummer.’
#
Temps Unlimited turned out to be just around the corner from Frederick Jones. At the top of the rickety stairs was a shabby room stuffed with filing cabinets and folders of paper. Miss Dorothy Spencer was comfortably squashed into her battered, green, leather chair. She wore a heather tweed suit with a cameo brooch at the throat and a narrow mauve silk scarf knotted at the side. That was it – there were no other staff.
‘Ah Oliver, lovely to see you, and who is the young lady?’
‘Hi Miss Spence, it’s Sinead O’Neill, the girl I rang you about.’
‘Ah yes, typesetting wasn’t it? I think I have just the thing for you – just came in this morning – ah yes here it is, McKenzie & Hill, they’re stockbrokers…looking for someone to help them out on their internal publications…would that be of interest to you at all? Have you used an IBM Roadrunner?’
‘Yes…yes… – that’s the machine I learnt on.’
‘Well, well, that’s just wonderful. Could you start next Monday? They’re just near Bank tube station.’
‘Oh, yes I know where that is.’
‘Now it will mostly be typesetting so it’s a good rate – how does £6.50 an hour sound.’
‘Wow, that’s fantastic.’
‘Good, you seem like a bright girl to me, I’m sure you’ll do wonderfully. Now Oliver, here’s your details for the next job.’
‘Thanks Miss Spence.’
Oliver turned back and winked at Miss Spencer as he went out the door.
‘She’s brilliant Oliver,’ I said when I caught up with him outside at the street entrance.
‘Isn’t she. Let’s go for a drink to celebrate your newfound wealth. I should learn that typesetting lark – it’s a lot better than our usual £2.50.’
‘You should, it’s easy but a bit tedious. Hardly anyone seems to know how to use those Roadrunners yet.’
The pub was newly done up in fake old panelling. Oliver guided me through the main bar where a jukebox blared at one end and a television was on full blast at the other, into another section that was media-free.
‘Thank God for that, how do people talk in there?’ I said.
‘I know, not like the pubs back home, eh,’ said Oliver.
I had a soda and lime and Oliver had a glass of lager.
At first we did not fall easily into conversation. I had no interest in sport and Oliver was not really interested in contemporary music. In desperation, I asked him about his parents and how they had come to live in London. With some probing he began to tell me about his family.
His parents came to London in the 1950s when his father who was a plumber couldn’t get any work in Dublin. They left their close families in search of a life with less hardship – but instead it had taken his father two years to get any work at all. Both his parents missed their families terribly and didn’t have the money for phone calls or trips home. His father had turned to drink and his mother soon followed. When Oliver made his First Communion, envelopes kept arriving for him in the post with 10-shilling notes. His parents got their hands on most of it, but he scrabbled £4 7/6 for himself. If you had money you could get anything you liked – you could just go into a shop and buy your dinner – instead of scavenging in the kitchen cupboards looking for scraps. When his parents were gone to the pub, he would go down to the corner shop and buy rashers, sausages and sometimes eggs and cook a feast for himself and his little sister, Helen. He bought himself new copybooks and pencils for school. When the First Communion money ran out he took an early-morning milk round. His mother didn’t know he was keeping half of his earnings. He paid for the extras at school for himself and Helen – trips to the museum or the cinema. At home they kept out of the way of their parents. They’d stay up in their room doing homework until their parents went down to the pub, then they’d go down and make themselves something to eat and be in bed before their parents got home. When they left for school, their parents would still be asleep. When Helen got older, she took on the milk round – though the milkman was reluctant at first to hire a girl – and Oliver took on a local paper route.
He shared a flat now with Helen and rarely saw his parents – they only ever made contact when they wanted money. Helen was in first year at college and he was in third.
‘You’re a real journalist all right, I don’t usually pour out my guts like that – and on a first date too,’ Oliver smiled. ‘You’ve no choice now but to spill the beans on your family.’
I was embarrassed to tell him about my own privileged, smug upbringing with no real problems other than what dessert to serve when the Parish Priest or my dad’s doctor pals came for dinner. And I wasn’t ready to tell him about my more recent past.
‘There’s nothing to tell – just a boring middle-class Dublin childhood. Shite, I’m sorry, boring is not really a valid complaint is it – where did you get your determination from?’
‘Sink or swim I suppose. Do you want to go and get something to eat?’
‘I’d love to, but I’d be a bit nervous about travelling back to Camberwell late at night.’
‘I can see you home, there’s a bus from Camberwell Green back to Clapham where I live.’
‘Would you? God that would be brilliant.’
‘You can get great pizza in a place near here. Do you want to try it?’
There were plastic, red gingham tablecloths and wine bottles with candles in them on the small square tables in Pizza Parlour. The waitress wore blue jeans with floral triangular inserts from the knee to the ankle and a close-fitting blue and white cheesecloth top with small buttons all the way up the front and little bows at the wrists. Her black clogs with wooden soles clattered satisfactorily as she showed us to our table.
‘What’ll you have?’
‘I don’t know – what do you recommend?’
‘The pepperoni and olive is great.’
‘Ok, I’ll have that.’
‘Now, really, what are you doing all alone in London? How come you didn’t bring a friend? Escaping from a tall dark stranger?’
I looked away towards the group of waitresses at the counter, realising that what Oliver had said wasn’t too far from the truth.
‘I’m starving I hope it doesn’t take too long.’
‘I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to embarrass you.’
‘What, oh no, I’m just hungry.’ I was annoyed. Was it that obvious?
‘No I mean, it’s just a bit unusual a nice middle-class Irish catholic girl, I presume you’re catholic, away from home on her own – didn’t your parents object?’
‘I’m old enough to make my own decisions.’
‘Right, mind my own business, fair enough.’
For the rest of the meal we kept to neutral ground – London, the tube, the weather, temping work. Oliver wasn’t interested in fiction – too ephemeral – although he devoured history books.
When we came out of Pizza Parlour I was glad he was seeing me home. London at night seemed a much more threatening place than in the cheerful sunshine of earlier on. Outside Joanne's house in Camberwell we leaned against the railings.
‘I’d ask you in, but you know, I’m only a visitor.’
‘No problem. I’ll see you at work tomorrow.’
As he half turned to leave he leaned in and kissed me. I kissed him back. We were getting more entwined when Joanne appeared at the window and waved.
‘Shite.’
‘What?’
‘My flatmate saw us.’
Oliver laughed.
‘See you in the morning for another finger-breaking session at dial-a-copy,’ he said.
‘See ya.’ I watched him go until he disappeared around the corner.
CHAPTER THIRTEEN
‘Well, you don’t waste much time. Tell us, who was that, if you don’t mind me asking?’ asked Joanne as soon as I put my head in the door.
I filled her in.
‘I’m jealous. I was here four months before I met anyone – and that didn’t last. By the way, I don’t mean to be rude, but how’s the flat hunting going? It’s great seeing you and everything, but this place is small…’
‘Sure, I understand. Have you heard of anything going anywhere?’
‘No not really. You could try the hostels.’
#
At work the next day, Oliver said Natalie, the tall one with long fair hair, lived in a hostel in Chalk Farm. It was the other side of the city but perhaps it would do until I found somewhere else. Natalie said the hostel was fine and even had some single rooms. I rang and it had a vacancy.
I arrived at Hart’s Hostel For Girls that evening and the woman in the little booth said no, she was sorry, she had no single rooms but she had a bed in a dormitory and there was another Irish girl there, Mary, so I should feel right at home.
I took it. I packed up the next evening and Joanne waved me off cheerily saying to give her a ring sometime.
By the time I had dragged my bags half way across London I was exhausted. I was a bit dismayed after I was shown up to the room and saw that it really was a ‘dormitory’; there were two sets of bunk beds and one single bed. I put my toilet bag on one of the two top bunks that were free.
The other ‘Irish girl’, Mary, definitely had a few screws loose. Then there was Mary’s friend Margaret who was just a bit slow. Catherine was from the midlands and highly intelligent but a manic-depressive always talking about Peter back home. The only sane person in the room was Ayesha from Tanzania. Ayesha had one hand missing, but Mary, the irony escaping her, always asked Ayesha to help her make her bed because ‘I can’t really do it on my own’.
The first night, Mary and Margaret attempted to sneak two middle-aged men into the room and Ayesha and I had to shoo them out.
‘Are they…prostitutes or what?’ I asked Ayesha.
‘I don’t know. Probably so. I don’t interfere.’
Ayesha wouldn’t tell me anything about her own life and seemed to accept her position with stoic good humour.
#
Friday was the last day at London Photo Copiers and Oliver asked me back to his flat for dinner. The night before I had pulled all my clothes out of my wardrobe and examined them. I wanted to look nice for dinner at Oliver’s, but I didn’t want to be too dressed up at work. In the end I chose my Penny Black grey and white check all-in-one thing with the divided skirt. It had a little white, picot-edged Peter Pan collar and the short sleeves were cuffed with the same fabric. It would have been just too cute but the divided skirt gave it a twist – and I got out my flat red leather pumps to brighten it up. I would bring my black crochet shawl to dress it up for the evening.
I brought a bottle of wine with me into work and we went straight out to Clapham when we finished up that evening. Oliver’s flat was on the top floor of a two-storey over basement, red-brick, terraced, shabby-looking house. But when Oliver opened the door he led me into a large room that was immaculately clean. The tidy kitchen area had three spotless saucepans hanging over the sink – they were cream decorated with orange, brown and black flowers. The table was already laid for dinner, for three, with a check tablecloth, napkins and a posy of flowers.
The old-fashioned sofa and armchairs were covered with neatly ironed Indian throws. The furniture was arranged around a cotton rug with the Greek key pattern in black and red at the edges. There were two doors opposite the window that looked like they led to bedrooms.
Oliver took my shawl and lit the candles on the mantelpiece over the gas fire.
‘What do you think?’
‘Oliver, it’s fantastic, and so clean and tidy. Is that you or Helen?’
‘I’m afraid it’s me.’
‘I’m not complaining.’
‘The bathroom is back down on the landing if you need it; we share it with May on the floor below. She’s Irish too – born and reared over there.’
‘Who lives in the basement?’
‘May’s sister, Kathleen. Poor thing is in hospital – I think she has Alzheimer’s but May can’t face up to it.’
Helen came up the stairs and into the flat just as Oliver was draining the rice for the beef curry.
‘Hi Sinead, I’ve heard all about you,’ Helen said with a broad grin.
Helen’s hand was so tiny I could hardly hold it to shake hands. She was just about 5’2’’ and everything about her was miniature apart from the huge blue eyes and her energy that dominated the room. She looked about 14. Her skin was milky white and her sleek fair hair was cut Cleopatra style. Her drain pipe jeans, navy Ked runners and a striped T-shirt added to her elfin look.
There was nothing small about her appetite though – she ate more of the delicious curry than I did and nearly as much as Oliver. I felt a bit awkward during the meal. Helen and Oliver were busy eating, and I felt I had to fill in the gaps or we would have eaten in total silence.
‘Tell us about May downstairs. Does she live alone?’
‘May, yes – she’s how we got this flat. She used to work in Harrods – she’s retired this year – but when I worked there last summer for a while I told her we were looking for a place and she gave me a glowing reference for the landlord.’
‘She knew when she was on to a good thing,’ I smiled.
I moved over to the sofa for the ice-cream and fruit salad and Oliver settled into the armchair.
‘More wine?’ asked Oliver.
‘No thanks, I’d love some coffee though.’
I felt self-conscious drinking alcohol around them given the family history.
I was a bit disappointed when it became obvious Helen was going to join us. I was just going to suggest a walk, when Oliver turned on the telly. It was kind of nice to sit on the sofa and watch inane TV. Starsky & Hutch was just over when Helen announced that she was off down to the pub to meet her mates.
‘Anyone coming?’ Helen asked.
Oliver looked at me.
‘Thanks Helen but we’re both wrecked after a hard week at dial-a-job, aren’t we Sinead?’ said Oliver.
‘Maybe I should go, it’ll take me a good while to get home,’ I said.
‘Yes you have a long way to go don’t you?’ said Helen.
‘Couldn’t Sinead bunk in your pigsty?’ asked Oliver.
‘Stay here? Oh, yeah, of course.’
‘I should probably get back,’ I said getting up.
‘Don’t be silly, Helen has a spare bed in her room – and we wouldn’t have to worry about the last tube or anything,’ said Oliver.
‘I suppose it is a bit late already. If you’re sure you don’t mind Helen,’ I said.
‘Oh no,’ said Helen going out the door.
‘I was hoping you’d stay,’ said Oliver.
He got up to pour me some more wine and then sat down beside me with his arm along the back of the sofa. Now that Helen was gone, I was slightly apprehensive – the Jack experience kept flashing back. I didn’t know Oliver very well really. I sat forward on the sofa pretending to concentrate on the Two Ronnies.
Oliver stroked my hair, ran his hand down my arm and took my hand.
‘Are you all right Sinead?’
‘Yes, I’m fine.’
I was beginning to sweat and the muscles in my body tensed.
‘I hope we didn’t push you into staying the night,’ said Oliver. ‘It’s not really too late I could still see you home.’
‘God, Oliver would you mind? I don’t feel great.’
‘No problem, we’d better get a move on though.’
I got my bag and shawl and Oliver put on a jumper and left a note for Helen. I stood beside Oliver on the landing as he locked up. He put the keys in his pocket then stepped towards me and took my hands in his.
He kissed me gently first then took my head in his hands and kissed me more intensely.
Oliver started going down the stairs leaving me standing on the landing a bit dazed.
‘Aren’t you coming?’ he said chuckling and holding out his hand to me.
We held hands all the way back to Chalk Farm and then lingered outside the hostel until finally, Oliver had to go.
Chapter FOURTEEN
I had nothing organised for Saturday night – had half-hoped I would be spending it with Oliver, but he was doing his regular shift in the local Chinese.
I had bought some pasta and a few tomatoes to make dinner. I went down to the kitchen – I was looking forward to using the saucepan, cutlery and crockery I had just bought – but my kitchen cubby-hole was empty. Mary and Margaret were eating dinner at one of the long tables and then I spotted my stuff – haphazardly stacked up, and dirty, on the worktop.
‘Mary, did you take my saucepans?’
‘Yeah, I did…thanks.’
‘Well I need them now – I never said you could take them – I’ve never even used them.’
‘Yeah I know, so I didn’t think you’d mind.’
‘Well would you wash them so I can use them.’
‘But I’m having my dinner.’
‘Well I would like to have mine.’
‘Don’t get your knickers in a twist, I’ll only be a few minutes,’ Mary said sniggering under her hand.
I knew I should make allowances for Mary and Margaret but sharing a room with them had desensitised me. They’d already borrowed money from me – God knows how they paid the rent. They thought nothing of rooting in everyone’s wardrobe to find a pair of jeans and were puzzled when Ayesha was annoyed to find them reading a letter sent to her from home. They seemed to have no awareness of privacy nor any sense of the hopelessness of their own situation.
I went to the TV room to cool down. The curtains were drawn in the semi-dark and dust motes were the only thing moving. There were about 15 seats most of them empty except for three that were occupied by three motionless girls well spaced out from each other. One of them wore a dressing gown and her hair was in curlers. It reminded me of One Flew Over The Cuckoo’s Nest.
I grabbed my handbag from upstairs and headed for the village.
I decided to go to the little family-run bistro on the main street. The husband and wife owners gave me a big welcome as usual and fussed over me. I had their delicious stuffed green peppers and then apple tart and cream. They told me I was too thin and made me have a complimentary second helping of tart.
Reinforced, I headed back to Hart’s Hostel for Lunatics and Prostitutes and up to my bedroom. Thankfully the serene Ayesha was there.
‘Ayesha how do you stand it here?’
‘It’s not too bad. I manage, I…’
We were interrupted by the sound of a drunken Mary and Margaret stumbling in the hall outside the room. I peeped out the door to see an equally drunk, fat balding middle-aged man and a grey, skinny mean-looking man with a bristly moustache – heading for the dormitory.
‘Ayesha, quick, that chair.’
Ayesha got the chair under the handle of the door just as Mary fumbled for the knob.
‘Go away,’ I shouted. ‘You can’t bring anyone back here.’
‘Open the fucking door you fucking mean bitch,’ screamed Mary.
I heard someone opening the door of an adjacent room.
‘Can you keep it down out there; some of us are trying to sleep.’
After much kerfuffle and cursing, the drunken party eventually crashed down the stairs.
‘Jesus Christ, I swear Ayesha, not all us Irish are like that.’
‘Don’t worry, I have met many Irish here and most of them are very well behaved. Those two they are you know…’ and she put her finger to her head and turned it.
Ayesha pointed to the packet of cards on the table in the middle of the room.
‘Maybe we should play?’
‘Sure, do you know Knocky Knocky?’
‘Yes, that is good fun, but what about poker – a bit more exciting,’ said Ayesha.
We played for pennies and within half an hour I was down £1.50.
‘That’s enough for me tonight. Have to get my laundry sorted out for Monday – new job and all that.’
I went down the two flights of stairs to the entrance hall, opened the door leading to the basement and turned on the light at the top of the rickety open stairs. I stepped cautiously down to the basement laundry room to get my clothes from one of the wire clotheslines draped through the cobwebs – hoping my clothes were still hanging where I left them. As I was disentangling myself from a large damp, brush-nylon sheet a crash made me jump. An old wooden kitchen chair had fallen off a crate in the corner. As I strained to see into the gloom I saw a high-heeled shoe, then an ankle and then a man’s shoe.
‘Shush, they’ll hear us.’
‘Mary, is that you?’ I said.
Mary appeared with hair and clothes askew.
‘Hi, Sinead, I just dropped my earring.’
‘Who else is over there?’
‘What do you mean, there’s no one.’
‘So who were you telling to keep quiet?’
‘Me,’ said the stout man I had seen earlier. He dusted himself off and fastened his suit jacket.
‘Just having a bit of fun, you know,’ he said laughing nervously. ‘I’ll be off now.’
‘Hang on,’ said Mary, ‘you owe me...you know.’
The man took a roll of bills from inside his jacket and carefully peeled off two.
‘That’s not what we agreed,’ said Mary.
‘Well, we didn’t finish, did we?’ the man said.
I grabbed my clothes and left - didn’t want to witness any more.
‘You just have to ignore it,’ said Ayesha. ‘I think the people who run this place know, but they don’t seem to care. As far as I know they charge Mary and Margaret a higher rent.’
Ayesha kept her own iron and ironing board under her bed and I gratefully accepted the offer to use them. I hung my pale blue cotton dress with the seersucker bodice up ready for Monday, polished my red shoes, and even got out a decent bra and pair of knickers and hung them over the dress. The methodical preparation helped me calm down and I got into bed trying to think positively about my new job.
But, for God’s sake, the hostel had the nerve to charge £18 a week to share a room with three others, sometimes four, and then use it as a brothel! Management was probably acting as Mary’s pimp. And all these parents thinking how safe their girls would be at the ‘Hart’s hostel for girls’.
#
In the morning, I couldn’t face hanging around the hostel for the whole day especially since Ayesha wouldn’t be there – she seemed to work seven days a week. I decided to ring Joanne – I didn’t have the nerve to ring Oliver.
‘Great to hear from you Sinead, but I’m sorry I’ve already got plans for today,’ said Joanne.
‘Oh sure, sorry to bother you.’
I could go to a gallery or something but I was dead lonely and longing for some friendly company. Maybe I would ring Oliver, even though he seemed to have every day mapped out.
‘Sinead, I didn’t expect to hear from you today. Why don’t you come over – I’ll make you dinner if you like.’
‘Are you sure Oliver?’
‘Of course I am.’
I was so relieved at the friendly response that my voice began to break and I could just about say goodbye.
I smelled dinner cooking when Oliver opened the door. He had textbooks on the kitchen table and a container of pens and pencils.
‘Oh, I’m sorry, you were studying.’
‘Don’t worry I’m nearly finished. The chicken will be ready in half an hour – the newspaper is there if you want to read while I finish off.’
I sat comfortably in one of the armchairs. Every so often I peeped at Oliver as he concentrated purposefully on the array of material arranged on the table. His determination was awesome. He had scheduled this time for studying and that was what he was going to do.
After exactly half an hour he put away his books and let me set the table while he made the gravy.
‘Now sit down, dinner is served.’
He gave me a big plate of chicken, stuffed rashers, roast potatoes and French beans. It was delicious.
‘That’s the best gravy I ever had.’
‘Thanks – I made stock from the giblets and stuff and added a drop of wine – makes a difference.’
‘It’s fecking gorgeous. Where’s Helen tonight?’
‘She’ll be back later, I said I’d keep her dinner – so if you hadn’t come I would have had to eat alone.’
I relaxed and reached across the table to hold Oliver’s hand briefly.
‘Thanks for making me feel so welcome Oliver – when I asked myself over and everything.’
‘Don’t be silly.’
We didn’t talk much while we ate, but this time I didn’t feel the need to fill in the gaps.
Oliver started clearing up and at first he resisted my help, but I insisted. I was intrigued to see how meticulously Oliver scraped the dishes into the bin. He sorted everything into groups: glasses, dishes, cutlery and saucepans. He washed each group separately changing the water each time and rinsing everything under the hot tap. He gave me two pristine tea towels.
‘Is Helen as domesticated as you are?’
‘Helen,’ Oliver laughed. ‘No, Helen I’m afraid is a complete slob. She leaves me to it. I can see you’re a dab hand though.’
‘Not really. My mother always did everything for us – oh sorry.’
‘Don’t worry – I suppose I was trying to make up for my parents. It was great to have Helen to look after – it gave me some purpose, some control. She’s much more laidback than me and a real party animal - she’s hardly ever here. Mind you she works hard too - I don’t know how she fits it all in. Maybe we should go out tonight, do you feel like it? Grease is on up the road.’
‘I don’t mind,’ I said lying. Grease sounded pretty naff to me.
Oliver made coffee and brought it over to the sofa where I had curled up. He sat down and idly picked up the newspaper off the coffee table. As he read the paper he took my hand in his own and held it in beside him. I uncurled and moved closer to him.
‘Let’s not bother going out,’ said Oliver turning to me and kissing me gently on the lips.
My eyes filled.
‘What’s wrong?’ said Oliver.
Oliver fingered my hair absent-mindedly while I told him what happened at Chalk Farm Hell the previous night.
‘That’s why I rang you. I really can’t stand the place. I mean I was dying to see you as well.’
Oliver gave me a shove.
‘I should hope so. I’m surprised that place stays open - people must be really desperate.’
‘Thanks!’
‘You don’t have to stay there.’
My heart skipped a beat.
‘I’m sure I could find you a place - May knows everything going on around this area.’
‘May? Oh, the lady upstairs. Yes, hmm.’
‘Wouldn’t you like to get a place?’
‘Yeah, I suppose so, but I was thinking of waiting till I met a girl I could move in with. I lived alone for a while before and I wasn’t very good at it.’
‘Did you? I thought you lived with your friend - what’s her name - Grace.’
‘I did but I lived on my own for a couple of months when I first moved out from home - until Grace got back from her summer job. I kind of began to rot away - Grace rescued me.’
‘What about Ayesha?’ said Oliver.
‘I hadn’t thought of that - that’s a brilliant idea. God I wonder does May know if there’s any place going?’ I said getting enthusiastic.
It was the answer to everything. Ayesha and I could get out of the hellhole, I could be near Oliver and I would have somewhere normal to go home to.
‘You know I would ask you to move in here, but I’d find it kind of awkward with Helen here.’
‘Afraid I might corrupt her,’ I said smiling. He does like me, I’m not just a two-night stand.
‘Well you are a bit of a wild spirit,’ said Oliver kissing me on the forehead.
Oliver travelled over to Chalk Farm with me again and I watched him as he raced back down the road to catch the last tube.
#
‘Sinead thank you so much for your kind invitation, but I cannot accept.’
‘Why not?’ I said bitterly disappointed. I thought Ayesha would be thrilled to be rescued from the dump.
‘Sinead I need to know my position. Here I am not obliged to anyone, no one is dependent on me and I am not dependent on them. I’m sure it would be lovely in the flat at first but it might not last. Then what would I do? Someone like me can find it hard to find any place to live.’
‘What do you mean?’
‘You wouldn’t understand and I don’t wish to explain,’ said Ayesha.
I was hurt and a bit angry. How could Ayesha misjudge me like that - I wouldn’t let her down.
‘Sinead, I’m sorry I can see I’ve upset you, but I have to be very careful. I know you mean well, but I prefer to be independent. Please understand.’
I realised I didn’t really know Ayesha at all. She never spoke about her family or her past - I comforted myself with the idea that there was something mysterious about Ayesha - perhaps she was a secret political refugee.
‘I’m sorry Ayesha, I didn’t mean to put you under pressure.’
‘Thank you Sinead, I appreciate that.’
Ayesha put out her arm on me and we hugged.
‘I’m sure you’ll find someone, don’t worry,’ said Ayesha.
CHAPTER FIFTEEN
I arrived at Bank a half an hour early for the job at McKenzie & Hill, and enjoyed walking around the area in the sunshine. Eventually, I ambled up to the swish building where the stock-broking company had its office on the second floor. But when I entered the cool, dim building and walked across the marble-floored foyer with its circular abstract design, I felt like a fraud. I had been told to go straight up, but I was half afraid the glamorous woman behind the matching circular desk would know damn well that I was just a kid out of college and march me off to security. But Miss Vogue barely looked up from filing her nails when I turned my head slightly and gave her a nervous smile.
Upstairs, an efficient looking woman with short blonde hair and a pale green suit met me at reception.
‘Sinead isn’t it? I’m Linda Newman,’ she said warmly.
I was surprised to hear the broad cockney accent. ‘You’ll be working with me. Come on in.’
We went into a large open-plan office full of files with an IBM Roadrunner typesetting machine jammed on to a desk squashed between two filing cabinets.
‘I’ll bring you in to meet Peter Nesbitt, he’s our boss.’
‘Miss O’Neill, you’re very welcome to the firm. Linda will fill you in and do feel free to knock on my door whenever,’ said Mr Nesbitt.
‘Hello Mr Nesbitt, nice to meet you,’ I said.
He had a friendly handsome face and looked about 29, although his hair was already beginning to go grey. I had expected someone much more intimidating.
I was relieved that the job was very straightforward. The company had just got the Roadrunner and no one knew how to use it. I was to do any typesetting that had piled up and, whenever I had time, teach Linda how to use the machine.
On the first day I showed Linda how to input text and run out galley proofs of the printed files on bromide paper. I wrote everything down step by step for Linda and by the end of the day she was beginning to get the hang of it.
Linda was a little nosey in a friendly way and when she heard I lived in a hostel asked me back to her house for dinner. I was embarrassed to accept but Linda kept insisting and I did not want to go back to the hostel before I had to.
On the tube after work Linda told me that she lived with her mam and dad and her brother.
‘Here we are,’ Linda said pointing to a large tower block as we emerged from the tube station.
I couldn’t help being surprised. I didn’t expect normal people who worked in offices to live in a tower block. I was ashamed – I had imagined another species living there, people I would be afraid of - not friendly hospitable people like Linda.
Linda’s mother was elderly and had white hair and rosy apple cheeks. She was just as welcoming as Linda and made me sit in an armchair from which she had obviously just got up. Linda’s father sat in the corner smoking a pipe and didn’t look up. The son of the house, Derek, came noisily in the front door shouting hello, and put his arms around his mother, half crushing her to death.
I was fascinated that the interior of the flat was exactly the same as a house except it was all on one level. In through the front door there was a small hall with a kitchen to the left and a bathroom to the right. The door of the large comfortable sitting room was opposite the hall door and there was a corridor to the right leading to three more rooms. The kitchen was too small to eat in so there was a dining table at one side of the sitting room. It was set with place mats illustrated with hunting scenes, coloured glasses and a vase of flowers.
Linda showed me her bedroom, which was furnished like the display area in a posh department store. The bedroom suite - a bed, dressing table, bedside table, chair and wardrobe - was solid mahogany. On the elaborate dressing table were a silver-backed hairbrush, an ornate mirror, a carved wooden box and a larger silver one. Everything was neat and tidy with not a trace of dust or fluff.
We went back into the living room to have a dinner of lamb chops with mint sauce, peas, carrots and mashed potatoes. Mr Newman ate the entire meal in silence while Mrs Newman chattered away about Linda’s great job and wasn’t McKenzie & Hill a wonderful place to work and wasn’t I lucky that I got my foot in the door there. I sat back and relaxed, nodding at the appropriate moments. I could see Derek giving me the eye whenever he thought his mother wasn’t looking. I liked him but not in that way.
I excused myself fairly soon after dinner because I wanted to get back to the hellhole to ring Oliver. Linda and Derek saw me down to the tube station and Derek made a great show of asking me out. He wouldn’t let up and in desperation I told him I had a boyfriend already. That was the first time I had thought of Oliver as my boyfriend - we had only had a few dates but still...
‘Derek, leave off, the girl told you, now scarper on home and let us have a gossip,’ said Linda. ‘You are a fast worker, good girl, you’ve only just got here, and already you’re showing us locals how it’s done!’
I felt a bit awkward - Oliver and I weren’t officially going out together or anything. Maybe he didn’t think there was anything to it - Friday had been just an end-of-work thing; and Saturday was a rescue operation. Maybe I’d never hear from him again.
‘It’s not serious or anything,’ I said.
‘But it might be, mightn’t it?’ said Linda.
‘I dunno really,’ I said.
‘You can’t fool me. I know by you, you’re mad about him.’
I said nothing but couldn’t stop a half smile escaping.
Chapter SIXTEEN
It was nearly 10 o’clock by the time I got back to the hostel and ran up the stairs in the hellhole to get my diary with Oliver’s phone number in it.
‘Hi Ayesha, talk to you in a mo, just need to get something.’
I had just pulled my diary out from under the mattress when I stopped - I couldn’t ring him - again.
‘By the way, Ayesha, do you know if there were any messages for me?’
‘No I didn’t get any for you. Check the notice board downstairs.’
I galloped down the stairs feeling sure there would be a message but it was just adorned with the usual ‘Lost’ items. Did no one in the hostel have any friends or relatives?
I was feeling exuberant – my success at work that day and the pleasant company at the Newmans had cheered me up. I really wanted to talk to Grace - but not in the public hall of the hellhole. I missed her badly. I walked down to the phone box outside the little bistro where I had eaten the other night. I had to wait outside the booth for ages while a middle-aged woman held an intense conversation and gestured emphatically. An impatient youth joined the queue behind me but kept sidling around the other side of the box – positioning himself to get in before me.
The woman left the box and the door nearly caught my fingers as I nipped in after her. Feck it, I’d forgotten my handbag. I was dying to talk to someone, but I couldn’t really reverse the charges on Grace.
‘Yes operator, I’ll accept the charges,’ I heard mam saying.
I never thought I’d be so comforted by the familiar voice.
‘Caller, you’re through now.’
‘Mam.’
‘Sinead! How are you? Is everything ok?’
‘Yes everything is fine - I came out to call you but forgot my bag - hope you don’t mind.’
‘Of course not darling. Doesn’t Joanne’s house have a call box?’
‘I forgot, I never told you I’d moved - to Hart’s Hostel For Girls,’ I said quickly.
‘That sounds nice dear. Is it comfortable?’
‘Oh…it’s fine.’
‘How are you feeling dear - I mean is your health ok?’
‘Sure I’m feeling fine - a bit lonely but I’m getting used to it.’
‘You know you can come home any time you like. Just let us know and daddy will get you a plane ticket.’
‘No I’m fine - thanks anyway. Any messages for me?’
‘No, no messages. You must send us your address. Well lovely to hear from you dear but it is long distance.’
‘Ok I’d better go, say hello to daddy and Donal.’
‘I will. Bye bye darling.’
I felt as if I had been cut short and mam sounded a bit distant. Speaking to mam made me realize I was definitely not ready to go home. I was doing ok here in London and coping on my own - not very well, but I was still alive - I had a job and I might have a boyfriend.
#
‘Sinead, don’t you have to go to work?’
‘What time is it?’ I said blearily.
‘It’s five to eight,’ said Ayesha.
‘Oh shit, I should have been up ages ago.’
The tube was late and when I at last arrived at McKenzie & Hill everyone else was already well settled in.
‘Sinead, there you are,’ said Linda.
I muttered an apology.
‘Never mind, you’re here now. Sinead this is Mr Nugent, the other partner in the firm.’
‘I’ve been hearing great things about you Sinead, you got through a great mountain of work yesterday, but I’m afraid we actually need all that copy run out in three columns instead of two, but you have it all on floppy disc anyway don’t you?’
‘Floppy disc, what do you mean?’ I said panicking. Mr Nugent was holding the previous day’s copy and I could see now that it clearly said ‘Please set across three columns’ - how could I have missed it?
Mr Nugent pointed to the unit on the floor. It had a thin slot and on top of it was a pile of flimsy, square bits of plastic – the floppies.
‘Oh god, I’m sorry, the machine I used before didn’t have one of those, it just took one piece of copy at a time,’ I said blushing furiously. ‘It must have been an older model - I didn’t know you could put them on disc…I can stay late tonight until I get it done if that’s all right,’ I said, hoping I could figure out how to use the discs from the user-manual in the drawer.
‘I suppose that will have to do,’ said Mr Nugent unenthusiastically as he walked off towards his office.
I was mortified.
‘Sinead, don’t worry, it’s not the end of the world,’ said Linda. ‘It’s lucky for you you’re fast because I hate to break it to you but that pile there needs doing today as well.’
‘Shite. Linda, is it ok if we leave the training for today and I just concentrate on all this?’
‘Certainly my love, that’s no problem, I’m up to my eyes anyway. Don’t you worry everything will be sorted.’
I wanted to hug Linda but instead just awkwardly patted her on the arm.
‘Thanks Linda you’re a star, I owe you.’
‘Just get the head down and we’ll all be right as rain,’ said Linda.
At first I struggled to understand the instructions given in the manual for using discs, but then I did a couple of test pieces using the floppies and it was straightforward enough. You typed in the text, put the floppy disc into the slot and told the machine to store it on the disc. Wow! You could keep the information for ever more and even go back and edit it. It seemed crazy now that I used have to create just one piece of text at a time and print it back through the golfball machine, and then it was gone for ever.
I was thrilled with this new technology and found it very satisfying to get to grips with it. Especially since no one else seemed to know how it worked. I was so engrossed that I had my lunch at my desk after buying a roll from, Geoff, the spotty sandwich guy.
I went steadily through the pile correcting spelling and grammar mistakes as I went along. I carefully read the instructions at the top of every piece and went the whole way through each page to check the format was the same throughout. Every time I ran out a finished piece of printed copy I rewarded myself with a cigarette. The day flew by and at six o’clock there was just one cigarette left in the pack I had bought that morning, that day’s work was done and I was half way through the previous day’s pile.
It would still take me a few hours to finish it – what if Oliver were trying to contact me?
Linda offered to stay on but I told her I would be fine – anyway it would be too tempting to chat in the empty office and then I’d never get finished. I took a cigarette break with a Mars bar and a cup of coffee from the vending machines on the floor below.
I wouldn’t let myself look up at the clock until I ran out the last piece of bromide paper.
Shit, it was a quarter past nine.
#
‘Sinead, you will be happy, I have a message for you,’ said Ayesha when I arrived back.
‘Oliver Phelan rang.’
‘That’s him. When did he ring?’
‘Just about half an hour ago. He wants you to ring him back.’
I was already fumbling in my purse for change for the phone downstairs and heading towards the door. I kept dropping the money as I was putting it in the slot at the top of the big black, metal box that supported the phone.
‘Hello.’
The satisfying clunk of coins as I pressed button ‘A’ calmed me and made her feel a bit more in control.
‘Hi, this is Sinead, is that Helen?’
‘Yeah, hi Sinead. I’m afraid you’ve just missed Oliver,’ said Helen.
‘Shite. When will he be back?’
‘He’s doing his shift down at the Chinese. I suppose he’ll be back around one o’clock.’
‘Oh.’
‘I’ll leave a note saying you rang. I’ll ask him to ring you tomorrow shall I?’
‘Ok thanks.’ I was dying to ask Helen for Oliver’s work number but I thought that might seem a bit needy.
The following evening I turned down Ayesha’s invitation to go to the cinema, but Oliver didn’t ring.
On Thursday evening I was lying in my bed fully dressed under the covers, not reading The L-Shaped Room that I was holding in my hands: what was that character so worried about? I wondered – at least she had her baby. I was dreaming up tragic sentimental endings for Lynne Reid-Banks’ novel when I was startled by someone knocking on the door.
‘Come in,’ shouted Ayesha.
It was Nathalie, the would-be model from the next room.
‘Hi Ayesha. Sinead there’s a call for you downstairs.’
I sat upright and got tangled in the sheets and half fell off the top bunk taking the sheets and blankets with me. The sheet ripped as I yanked my foot out and one of the blankets dipped itself into a cold scummy cup of coffee sitting on the floor beside Mary’s bunk below.
I ran down the stairs with my hair askew and my rumpled shirt sticking out below the grubby sweatshirt I had changed into when I got home from work. I was out of breath when I got to the phone.
‘Hello.’
‘Sinead, hi, it’s me Grace.’
‘Oh Grace, it’s you!’
‘Well don’t sound so thrilled.’
‘Sorry Grace, I had just dozed off, I’m not fully awake. How are you, what’s the crack?’
‘I really miss you here Sinead – you never even told me you moved out of Joanne’s. When are you coming back?’
‘I don’t really know yet. I might go home for Christmas.’
‘That’s ages away. I was thinking of coming over for a weekend – what do you think?’
‘Grace that would be absolutely brill, but this hostel is a kip, don’t tell my mother that by the way. I’m trying to get a flat - would you wait until then? I would really love you to come over but you can’t even sit down anywhere in comfort here.’
‘Jaysus, Sinny it sounds awful, why did you go there?’
‘It’s not that easy, Grace, in a strange city where you know nobody and don’t know where anything is,’ I said tetchily.
‘Sorry, Sinny, I know you’ve had a terrible time lately, that’s why I wanted to come over.’
I was a bit depressed by this. I had thought Grace would be missing me terribly – I didn’t want her just to be feeling sorry for me.
‘Things aren’t that bad. It’s actually better to be away from everything at home. I would love if you came over though Gracie – I expect to find a place pretty soon. I’m beginning to find my feet – I got a really good job typesetting.’
‘Did you, brill. Donal has moved in by the way. Your brother’s an awful slob Sinead, did no one ever try and domesticate him?’
‘I know, he’s spoilt rotten. He’ll do anything for you though if you ask.’
‘It’s not too bad. I didn’t like it when I was here on my own for the week – at least it’s another human being. Talking of male company, have you met anyone over there?’ said Grace.
‘No, not really.’ I didn’t feel comfortable talking about Oliver over the phone.
‘What does “not really” mean?’ asked Grace.
‘It means not really. I’m delighted you’re going to come over Grace – I’ll really get my skates on looking for a place now.’
‘You’d better. I have to go. I’m ringing you from home – better not ring up the phone bill too much. Keep in touch Sinead – write to me.’
‘I will Grace, I promise. Bye, thanks a million for ringing.’
‘Bye Sinead.’
‘Bye.’
I put down the phone thinking I definitely would write to Grace – maybe I’d tell her about Oliver.
I was just at the bottom of the stairs when the phone rang boisterously again.
‘Hello.’
‘Hi could I speak to Sinead O’Neill please.’
‘This is Sinead. Oliver, is that you?’
‘Yeah, hi Sinead, how are you? Sorry I missed you the other night and I had to work again last night.’
‘Oh don’t worry. I went out with Ayesha last night anyway,’ I lied.
‘Would you like to go out on Friday?’ Oliver asked.
‘I’d love to,’ I said grinning broadly and trying not to sound like some eejit ecstatically happy because this was the first time they’d ever been asked to anything by anyone.
‘How about the pictures? The Cineclub is showing a Bergman, Scenes from a Marriage, I think.’
‘Oh, I love that film,’ I said half-remembering it – I liked Ingrid Bergman anyway.
‘I can pick you up at work if you like and we can go for something to eat first?’
‘Brilliant. I should finish at about 6 on Friday, is that ok?’
‘Sure, see you then hon.’
I was grinning from ear to ear as I headed back upstairs. He had called me hon. I replayed his voice over and over in my head. And he was stretching out the evening – not just meeting me at the cinema, but picking me up as soon as I finished work.
Chapter SEVENTEEN
I dressed carefully that Friday morning – didn’t want the hassle of taking clothes to work and changing. I put on my cotton, brown and cream, flowery gypsy top; the cream cheesecloth skirt with the elasticised waist; my nicely faded saffron jacket; and my white clogs. I pulled my unruly auburn mop into a ponytail, put on my shell necklace and dabbed on a little of the peach lipstick. I felt clean and fresh as I stood at the bus stop.
In the office I sailed through the typesetting and in the middle of the day went to a coffee bar around the corner where I treated Linda to lunch. I was dying to talk about Oliver but felt it would be bad luck. Then after our toasted cheese sandwiches, as we were having a cup of coffee, Linda asked me what I was doing for the weekend and I couldn’t resist telling her I was meeting Oliver straight after work.
‘I knew you were serious about him,’ said Linda.
‘Ah no, not really, we’ve only been out a few times.’
‘But look at you, you positively glow when you talk about him.’
‘Will you go way out of that,’ I said grinning foolishly.
‘Why don’t you come to our place for dinner again on Monday?’ said Linda.
‘Oh, no I couldn’t, it’s too much trouble. And I don’t even know if I’ll still be working for you next week.’
‘Don’t you worry about that. They were very impressed at how you caught up with the pile of documents after the first day and I told them you were a hard worker. The last string of girls we had in were only interested in picking up their pay cheque.’
‘Linda, you’ve been so good to me. I really appreciate it – being away from home and everything.’
‘And you’ll come over on Monday night? My mam will be very disappointed if you don’t – she took a real shine to you.’
‘I’d love to – it’s great to have a real family meal.’
I was immersed in my work that afternoon when I realised that Mr Nesbitt was standing beside me and saying my name for the second time. I looked up.
‘Sinead, I’d like to have a chat, would you come into my office,’ he said.
Shit, what had I done now?
‘Sinead,’ he said sitting at the edge of his desk, ‘we’re very pleased with your work and we’ve noticed that you have even picked up on our typos and misspellings. How would you feel about staying on in a permanent job at McKenzie & Hill? Now, we couldn’t keep paying quite the same rate that you’re on – but how does £140 a week sound.’
‘Wow, that sounds fantastic Mr Nesbitt. I’d love to stay on here – I really enjoy the work and Linda is great.’
‘I’m delighted to hear it. I’ll do the necessary paperwork with Temps Unlimited?’
‘Great, thanks.’
‘Congratulations Sinead and enjoy the weekend.’
‘Thanks again – I will. I’ll have to celebrate.’
‘You do that.’
I tried to walk as normally as possible back to my desk but I wanted to skip and jump – now I could really look for a flat.
‘What are you looking so pleased about madam?’ said Linda.
‘I bet you know already! They’ve offered me a job.’
‘I thought they might – Mr Nesbitt was asking me a lot of questions about you.’
‘Thanks a million again – for everything – I really needed this job.’
‘You’re welcome; I’m delighted to have you on board.’
I found it hard to concentrate for the last bit of the afternoon. I was imagining my flat and the furniture I’d have and how I’d have Oliver and Linda over and cook them a gourmet meal. I’d never cooked anything except eggy sponge cake and burnt flapjacks, but I was sure I could learn. It couldn’t be that hard.
‘Sinead it’s ten to six, aren’t you meeting Oliver outside?’ said Linda.
‘Shit, sorry, I didn’t notice the time.’
I went out to the ladies and had a pee, tidied up my hair and put on some lipstick. I was too impatient for the lift and skipped down the stairs. At first I could see no sign of Oliver outside the building, but then I saw him waving and running towards me from across the road. I hoped he hadn’t seen the momentary disappointment on my face – I still wasn’t confident about letting him know how much I liked him.
‘Hi there,’ said Oliver putting his arms around me and kissing me.
I blushed when I turned around and saw that Mr Nesbitt had just come out of the building. He smiled and nodded at us as he headed for the car park.
‘Who’s that?’ said Oliver.
‘Mr Nesbitt, my boss.’
‘I hope he behaves himself.’
‘He just gave me a job.’
‘Did he indeed?’ said Oliver. ‘Congratulations, that’s brilliant. We should celebrate – what type of food would you like?’
‘I don’t mind – anything is fine.’
‘There’s an Italian near the cinema. We could go there.’
‘Great.’
We got the tube to Oxford Street and headed for the Italian restaurant Oliver liked. We had a bottle of Chianti and Spaghetti Bolognese – it was gorgeous. I animatedly told Oliver about the job and how much easier it would be now to get a flat.
‘Everything is coming together for you Sinead, isn’t it?’ said Oliver, sounding slightly as if it was hugely presumptuous of me to sort everything out for myself.
‘Well don’t sound so delighted.’
‘Of course I’m delighted for you. Why wouldn’t I be? But it makes it harder for me to be your knight in shining armour, that’s all.’
‘Yes, but I don’t need a knight, I need a friend and you’re the best friend I have in London,’ I said as I leaned across the table and kissed him.
‘You make me sound like your favourite uncle,’ said Oliver.
‘You’re not like any uncle I ever had,’ I said giggling.
I tried to pay half the bill but Oliver wasn’t having any of it.
When I was in the loo I got a five-pound note out and put it in my pocket so that I could be sure to nip in ahead when we got to the cinema and pay for our tickets. We got to the small film theatre just five minutes before Scenes from a Marriage was due to start. I bought the tickets before Oliver could do anything about it, but he didn’t seem too pleased.
‘I wanted this to be my treat,’ he said.
‘You already got dinner. You can’t pay for everything.’
‘But we’re celebrating your new job tonight and I wanted to spoil you.’
‘Well you can spoil me for the rest of the night then.’
I snuggled into the worn, red velvet chair for a perfect couple of hours - or so I thought. I found the film incredibly bleak and depressing, and soon discovered Ingrid Bergman wasn’t in it. Oliver told me afterwards Ingmar Bergman was the name of the director and he was, apparently, a genius. I felt stupid for never having heard of him. I was also disappointed that Oliver hadn’t kissed me during the film.
He was enthusiastic about the film as we walked up the street afterwards. I was trying to be good-humoured but felt a bit low. I wished we had gone to the re-run of Some Like it Hot in the cinema across the street. I was surprised when he suggested I go back to his place.
‘It’s a bit late to see you home and anyway Helen won’t be at home tonight, so you could sleep in her room.’
‘Oh I don’t know. I’d probably be ok getting home on my own – I’m getting more used to London.’
‘Well, as you’d say yourself, will you go away out of that and come home with me,’ said Oliver mimicking my accent, taking me towards him by the hand and kissing me.
I melted.
Back at the flat Oliver made some tea and toast and we sat at the electric fire. We chatted about temping jobs and Oliver told me about Helen and how hard she studied. I told him about Linda and her family and how surprised I was that Londoners had taken me to their bosom.
We kissed as well, but in between embraces, we carried on with their ordinary conversation as if nothing had happened. Finally, I just couldn’t keep awake anymore and said I had to go to bed.
Helen’s room was like a bombsite. I cleared some of the clothes off the bed and put them on the chair and rummaged around for a hanger to put my own on. I was sitting on the bed taking off my shoes when Oliver tapped at the door.
‘Can I come in?’
‘Oh yes, do, come on in Oliver.’
‘I thought you were asleep already. Sorry Helen’s room is such a mess. Have you everything you need?’
‘Yeah sure.’
I tensed as Oliver sat down on the bed beside me.
‘Are you okay?’ asked Oliver.
‘I’m grand.’
Oliver put his arm along my shoulders and bent to kiss my neck.
‘You seem tense, do you feel alright?’
‘I’m fine honestly.’
‘Come on Sinead, something’s wrong.’
‘No, nothing. Just, I had a bad experience with someone a while back. I suppose I’m not really over it.’
‘What happened?’
‘It’s kind of complicated.’
‘Tell me.’
How could I? I felt ashamed for wanting to elicit his sympathy for what happened with Jack, but that would mean telling him about Patrick, the baby and everything. I wasn’t ready for that.
‘I will Oliver, but not yet.’
‘Goodnight, mystery girl,’ said Oliver kissing me on the eyelids.
I was relieved and my breathing came easier when Oliver left the room.
In the morning I heard Oliver banging about in the kitchen. I pulled my skirt on over the old t-shirt of Helen’s I was wearing and staggered out half asleep.
‘That smells good.’
‘Good morning sleepy head – you do know it’s half past ten.’
‘That’s early for a Saturday.’
Oliver raised his eyebrows mock disapprovingly.
‘When will Helen be back?’
‘Not ‘til tonight – she’s at work.’
‘So we have the place to ourselves,’ I said without thinking. ‘I mean we won’t be in her way. Oh, you know what I mean.’
Oliver turned away from the cooker and wrapped his arms around me.
‘Yes, I do,’ he said kissing me.
I felt light-headed and secure at the same time.
He turned off the gas and guided me towards his room. Compared to Helen's it was like a showroom.
I didn’t have time to feel frightened or claustrophobic but was completely overtaken by Oliver’s tender seduction. The only awkward moment was when he opened the drawer in his beside table, nodded towards the small foil packet and said that seeing as how I had just come across from the-land-where-the-pill-was-a-mortal-sin he probably needed ‘to use one of these’.
‘Yes, I’m afraid so.’
I lay afterwards in a blissful state with his arms around me.
‘I hate to do this,’ said Oliver, ‘but I’m afraid I have to get up and go to work down at the Chinese. I hope you don’t mind.’
‘Shit, you’re not serious.’
‘Got to earn a crust,’ Oliver said getting out of the bed.
‘Aren’t you getting up?’
‘Me? Oh yes,’ I said.
Oliver saw me to the tube station. We kissed for about five minutes before finally saying goodbye.
I was deflated when I watched him disappear.
Chapter EIGHTEEN
I wanted to tell the people on the train that though I might look like another pale Irish girl trying to make it in London, I was not all alone; there was someone who cared about me. An old lady with several department store bags sat down beside me at Tottenham Court Road and I retrieved a bottle of her moisturiser that escaped from its bag and rolled down the isle. She thanked me and asked was I Irish? I wanted to say, ‘yes I am, top of the morning to ye, and by the way I had great sex this morning’.
The old lady was happy to chatter away with minimum input from me, as I was contemplating the rest of the weekend and kicking myself that we had made no firm arrangements. Should I presume that we would see each other again that night? Or at least tomorrow?
I emerged into the sunshine at Chalk Farm and headed for the hostel. Oliver would probably be too tired after work that night to meet up again, wouldn’t he? Or maybe not? Shit, I couldn’t stand this. I was going past the greengrocers when the scent of the herbs made me turn. Courgettes, green peppers, mushrooms – I’d make dinner for me and Ayesha. I bought the vegetables, walked briskly to the newsagents and got Cosmopolitan and the London Times.
I didn’t risk putting my food in the fridge where it might or might not survive until I was ready to cook it. I skipped up the stairs happily phrasing my invitation to Ayesha in my mind and visualising our cosy meal.
‘Hi Sinead,’ Mary greeted me. ‘Where were you last night? Maybe I’m not the only with an eye for the guys, eh, yeah?’
‘Mary,’ I acknowledged her perfunctorily and saw that Ayesha’s bed and chair were neat and tidy – no discarded jacket or shopping waiting to be put away.
‘Where’s Ayesha?’ I said in a slightly more friendly tone.
‘I dunno. You and Ayesha – you’re always huddled in a corner. How should I know where she is?’
‘But have you seen her around today at all?’
‘No, anyway she’s moved.’
‘Moved! Where? When?’
Mary gave her irritating sly, little laugh.
‘Don’t get your knickers in a twist – she got that single room next door, when your one, you know, the model, moved out.’
I was angry even though I knew I had no right to be; I would have jumped at the opportunity of a single room myself. I grabbed my stuff off the top bunk and moved it on to Ayesha’s old bed.
‘And just what do you think you’re doing?’ said Mary.
‘I’m moving – to this bed.’
‘But I wanted that bed,’ whined Mary.
‘Well you’re too late – finders keepers.’
I moved all of my stuff while Mary lay glumly on the bottom bunk. I felt a bit guilty because Mary had been there before me, but she brought out any bit of ruthlessness or survival instinct I possessed. If I didn’t stand up to her, I was a bit afraid I’d end up like her.
When I had finished setting up my new home, I went and knocked on Ayesha’s door.
‘Who is it?’
‘Sinead.’
Ayesha came and opened the door.
‘Sinead, so glad to see you. I was afraid it was Mary coming to complain to me again. What do you think?’ she said displaying her room with a wave of her arm.
It was about nine feet by seven feet and might have looked like a prison cell, but Ayesha had put flowers on the little table, a tapestry and some pictures on the wall, and an intricately embroidered quilt on the bed. She had placed invitingly cosy cushions all along the bed and hung a beaded curtain on the bottom half of the window hiding the grim view of the bins in the yard below. On top of the small, pine writing table was a box with neatly ordered paper, envelopes and pens. The lamp on the table doubled as a bedside light and the chair was pushed in tidily underneath. Ayesha’s book was open face down on the bed, God Is Love. It was the first time I had seen any of Ayesha’s personal belongings. Almost all the books on the bookshelf along the side of the bed had titles like Christians Today or A Christian Life.
‘I didn’t know you were religious.’
‘I’m a Christian, like you, but not a Roman Catholic.’
‘Oh,’ I said at a bit of a loss. ‘Anyway. You’ve done a great job here, it’s really cosy.’
‘Yes, I’m very happy to have my own space – at last! And you’ll be all right Sinead, you won’t be stuck here for ever. This is just a brief period for you, you will survive and move on; get married, have a family, yes?’
‘I don’t know about that. But you’re right, I don’t intend to stay here for too long. Listen, I was going to make some dinner for the two of us – would you like some? Maybe we could sneak it up and eat in here. And it’s vegetarian – you don’t eat meat?’
‘That’s right, how thoughtful of you to notice. That would be lovely Sinead.’
I always had to remind myself that Ayesha was only a year or two older than me. She felt more like a mother figure. She never revealed anything about her own life – she was very assured and self-contained.
I wouldn’t have minded curling up among the cushions to read the papers, but I could feel that Ayesha wanted me to go.
‘Ok, well I’ll leave you in peace. Dinner will be ready at about 6 o’clock – is that ok?’
‘That’s great, Sinead. I’ll see you then.’
I took a blanket off my bed and went out to the sunny spot at the end of the garden. I drifted off to sleep for a while half way through a Cosmo article about How To Get And Keep Your Man. When I woke it was already 5 o’clock and I went happily inside to gather up my pots and dinner ingredients. I sautéed the onions with garlic, added the vegetables, stirring them around for a bit, plopped in a tin of tomatoes and scattered in some dried basil. I put on a big pot of water for the pasta and continued reading the magazine in between. The dining room was empty, so I decided to set a table for us down there – Ayesha was pretty fastidious so she would probably prefer not to have the food in her room. Anyway it would be a bit stressful sneaking food up – and Mary was bound to complain.
When the water came to the boil, I went up and gave Ayesha a 10-minute warning. Ayesha seemed happy that we were going to eat downstairs and I was pleased when she came back down with me to wait for the pasta to cook.
I tasted the pasta until it was exactly right and we grated some cheddar cheese over the sauce. I was gratified when Ayesha marvelled at my cooking skills and said it was the most delicious pasta she had had in ages.
As we were clearing our plates, the phone in the corridor rang and I went out to answer it. It was Oliver.
‘Hi there, you still at work?’ I said.
‘I’m just home for a break. Afraid I have to go back after I’ve had something to eat.’
‘Well I’m delighted you rang.’
‘What are you up to?’
‘Just cooked some dinner for Ayesha and me. I’ll probably go for a walk and have an early night.’
‘Lucky thing – I could do with an early night myself,’ Oliver said chuckling. ‘Listen I have some good news – in unfortunate circumstances.’
‘What?’
‘You know Kathleen in the basement flat?’
‘Sure, May’s sister.’
‘Well she’s not going to be able to come back to it. So I rang the landlord and asked him if you could have it. He was delighted. What do you think?’
‘Wow! Oliver that’s fantastic – I’d do anything to get out of this kip – and it’d be great to be near, to be near… you. It’d be a bit nearer work too. When will it be available?’
‘I’m going to give poor old May a bit of help sorting out Kathleen’s stuff. And it is a bit dark, I thought we should give the whole place a coat of white paint.’
‘Sounds great.’
‘I’m off tomorrow if you want to come over and help me get started,’ said Oliver.
‘That sounds brilliant.’
#
Oliver was hassled and upset when he answered the door to me. May had been crying quietly in her comfy chair. Kathleen wasn’t getting any better in the hospital and was deteriorating quite quickly. It had hit May that not only was Kathleen not coming back to the flat, but she was probably not going to be around at all for long. Oliver told me that May and Kathleen had fought like cats and dogs for as long as he knew them – and he just didn’t know what to say to May now.
I went in to see if I could console May and suggested that maybe we should leave clearing up the flat for a while, but she was insistent.
‘It gives me something to think about other than poor Kathleen, so poorly and in that hospital bed. I should have been a better sister to her – I tried but then I’d always remember how she stole Jimmy Barry from me all those years ago. Silly I know, but I couldn’t help it. And now, it’s all such a waste; we should have been more of a comfort to each other. It’s too late now. Kathleen is fretting about her bits and pieces, she asked me to make sure they were all right. I want you to find all the photographs – they’re scattered all over the place – and then I can put them in an album and bring them in to cheer her up. And she has a little set of china cats that she loves, will you see if you can find them too dear? And, oh yes, the Dresden ballet dancer – she can put that on the windowsill beside her bed. Then there’s the small Waterford crystal vase – I’ll get some nice flowers. You know, dear, she’ll be happy someone nice like you is moving in. I got my friend at Harrods to bring me out some cardboard boxes for the rest of her things – you won’t mind storing them will you dear?’
‘No of course not,’ I said.
Oliver and I worked steadily on the basement flat for the morning. We found dozens of fading black and white photographs of what must have been May, Kathleen, and their brothers growing up in inner-city Dublin. Some of the children in the photos were barefoot. Without cars, buses or vans, the photographs taken on their street took on an eerie empty quality. And their family was relatively well off with their father working in Guinness’s – but he did have 14 children to support. May told us there had been 12 boys and she and Kathleen were the only girls – and neither of them ever married. Jimmy Barry had gone off with one of the Kennedys up the road.
May called us up to her flat at lunchtime where she had a pot of tea, ham sandwiches and Oxford Lunch laid out on a white linen cloth. We sipped tea from china cups and listened to May reminisce about her childhood in Dublin.
I felt slightly uncomfortable when May spoke about Kathleen as if she were already dead.
‘Oh don’t mind me going on,’ said May, ‘but I can’t bear to think about her, all white under those sheets in the hospital. She just about notices me when I visit. At least now I can put those photographs in the album and I’ll have something to talk to her about.’
We worked all afternoon, punctuated by cups of tea with May, until nearly seven o’clock when we were both starving. But we had done it. Everything was either packed up or thrown away. We stacked the boxes up in the bedroom and I could finally see what the flat would be like.
Oliver was right, it was a bit dark being slightly below ground level, but it would be mine – and that coat of white paint would brighten it up.
We looked in on May as we headed back up to Oliver’s flat and she was fast asleep in her chair. We took it in turns to use the shower – we had planned to go out for dinner but we both collapsed on the couch barely able to move.
Oliver volunteered to pick up a Chinese from the corner takeaway. I was fascinated to see the menu Oliver had in the flat. Most of the food I’d never heard of before. I settled on vegetable curry and prawn crackers. I was impressed by the nonchalant way Oliver stumped for crispy Peking duck with plum sauce. I shouted down the stairs that I’d like a coke too please.
I was getting cutlery from the drawer when the front door banged and someone tip-tapped up the stairs.
‘Helen!’ I was embarrassed to be found setting the table.
‘Oh, Sinead, hello, where’s Oliver?’
‘He’s just gone to the Chinese.’
‘I see. You two are getting quite serious aren’t you?’
‘Well I don’t know – we seem to get on all right. Oh, listen, by the way, em, I’m moving into poor Kathleen’s flat in the basement.’
‘You’re a fast worker, aren’t you?’
‘What?’ I was stunned. ‘Oliver knew I was looking for a place and asked me would I be interested. That’s all.’
‘Yeah, I’m sure. Sinead, let’s get this straight. You might have come over here looking for some man to take you on and support you. Oliver is not that man. He has his own life to lead – I’m not going to let him get trapped into something he’ll regret. Is that clear?’
‘I don’t know what you’re talking about, but I think you should mind your own business.’
‘It is my business. Oliver is too soft for his own good – I’m not going to let someone like you get your claws into him.’
Oliver arrived back to a tense silence.
‘Helen, you’re early.’
‘Sinead was just telling me she’s moving into Kathleen’s,’ said Helen.
Oliver glanced at me and I knew I should have kept my mouth shut and let him break the news to Helen.
‘Well it seemed like a good idea. May and Kathleen were all on for it,’ said Oliver.
‘Kathleen? I didn’t think she was well enough to think of anything like that.’
‘Well it was May’s idea really. She said Kathleen was anxious about her things and wanted someone to go through them and May liked the idea of Sinead moving in. So I think it’s going to work out well for everyone,’ said Oliver. ‘Do you want some of our Chinese?’
‘Don’t mind if I do,’ said Helen.
I had lost my appetite and just wanted to go home. I let Oliver and Helen chat – Helen as if butter wouldn’t melt in her mouth. I was hardly able to reply when Helen addressed me. My heart was pounding with embarrassment and rage. I ate enough so Oliver wouldn’t notice and then pleaded a headache and said I had better head off. I felt as if I had failed an audition.
I persuaded Oliver that I knew my way about London well enough now and I would be fine going home on my own.
He insisted on coming to the tube station with me and once alone with him again, I felt safe. The warmth of his arm around me, occasionally caressing the nape of my neck with his hand, made the thoughts of leaving him to go alone again on the dusty tube almost unbearable. But I wanted him and Helen to sort it out. I didn’t want to move in and then to spend my whole time trying to avoid Helen.
Oliver used his tube pass to go through the barrier and down to the platform. We sat kissing on the bench letting tubes go by.
‘You’d have been home by now if you let me take you,’ said Oliver.
‘I know, I know, I’ll definitely get on the next one.’
But when he wrapped his arms tightly around me as he stroked my hair, I didn’t have the willpower to pull myself away.
Chapter NINETEEN
When I woke the next morning, I didn’t know where I was. Then realised I was in bed. With Oliver. Well on a mattress on the floor anyway. In Kathleen’s flat. My face was against his chest. I breathed in his odour and pressed my fingertips gently against his thigh to enjoy the feel of his skin.
It was only 5.30, so I snuggled back down into the warm bedclothes.
We had abandoned the tube and gone to the pub. Three or four gin and tonics later we snuck back to Oliver’s and into Kathleen’s flat as if we were thirteen and our parents were waiting up for us. Oliver had said he’d go upstairs to appease Helen but never made it. We had lit a fire in Kathleen’s flat and dragged her mattress out in front of it – and everything had just fallen into place.
Oliver stirred awake, turned me around tucking me in against his chest as he put his arm around me and cupped my breast with his hand. We began to make love and Oliver was just about to enter me when I ran my hand along his penis. There was no condom. I had thought that he could somehow magically get it on without me noticing. I pushed him gently away.
‘Have you no more condoms?’
‘Well I don’t have any down here – Kathleen and I weren’t an item,’ grinned Oliver.
‘What! And last night?’
‘Sorry, but it was only once. I’m sure it’s fine.’
‘Are you crazy? Oh jaysus, I don’t believe this is happening. I thought you were so responsible, everything’s so organised, your room, your life, everything. I thought you were taking care of it... I can’t go through this again, I just can’t.’
‘What are you talking about; I’m sure it’s fine. What do you mean “you can’t go through this again”?’
‘I told you I was getting over something, I told you,’ I choked as I tried and failed to hold back tears.
Oliver put his arms around me and rocked me gently. I wanted to push him off but I wasn’t strong enough to break away from his comfort.
Oliver listened silently while bit by bit I gave him an edited version of the whole story. He dampened one of Kathleen’s tea towels, washed my face and tried to make me ring in sick at work. But I wasn’t going to phone in sick on my first day as a proper employee.
Oliver was suitably contrite about the previous night’s absent condom, but said this was not a fling for him and he would support me ‘whatever happens’.
I washed at the sink, put my underwear on inside out and tried to pull the wrinkles out of my clothes. It would be too soon after the baby to get pregnant, I told myself. It would probably be months before I would be at risk of anything like that again.
Oliver offered to get me something of Helen’s to wear but I didn’t think that was such a good idea.
Shit Helen. Deal with that later.
I had a slightly suffocating feeling. I had come to London to get away from all that and take control of my life. Oliver was the last person in the world I had thought would be careless.
‘Sinead I’m not like Patrick I would never go off with one of your friends – and as for that other one…if I ever met him.’
‘Look, I know you mean well, but you don’t really know what you’re talking about…it wasn’t all Patrick’s fault… my parents were interfering all over the place, and I didn’t do everything right either. Anyway I have to go to work now.’
Oliver looked a bit put out.
‘But yeah, if we ever meet Jack,’ I said, ‘be my guest.’
We could hear Helen walking about upstairs.
‘I think I better go…I don’t think she likes me. In fact I know she doesn’t – thinks I’ve come to steal you away.’
‘Don’t be silly, Sinead, of course she likes you.’
‘Okay, okay. I’d better go. You go up and distract her though so she doesn’t see me leaving. Will you try and talk to her, because I don’t want to be sneaking in and out of here.’
‘Now you’re being paranoid, it’ll be fine.’
I nearly told him what Helen had said but thought better of it.
‘Go on then, I’ll see you later,’ said Oliver.
‘Ok, oh feck, I can’t see you tonight, I promised Linda I’d go to her house – her mother is cooking a big dinner. She’s been so good to me…’
‘Oh, I see.’
‘No, I swear Oliver I already had this on. Look will you see about when I should move in here and everything? We could meet up tomorrow after work and talk about it…if you’re free.’
Oliver relaxed, kissed me and said he’d look forward to it.
#
Eating dinner with Oliver at his local chipper the next evening, he persuaded me that Helen would not eat me alive and that both Kathleen and May were very happy about me moving in. Still though, Helen must have said something because he did say it would be better if I didn’t come back to his place until everything was sorted out.
I was a bit annoyed to have come all the way over just to have fish and chips at his local caff; and disappointed that we weren’t going to be spending the night together. Did he not want to? Was he punishing me for going to Linda’s? Was he not crazy with desire like I was so that he wouldn’t care about Helen or propriety? He was pretty passionate when he was seeing me off at the tube. But I couldn’t really enjoy our snog knowing we could have managed to have the whole night – but he had decided we wouldn’t.
I had a knot of worry about the whole Kathleen’s flat thing but the alternative was staying at Loony Land in Chalk Farm. And I desperately wanted Grace to be able to come and stay for a visit.
#
Helen put a good face on it when she met me in the hall as I was moving in the following Saturday and actually asked me if I needed a hand. I declined as gracefully as I could, filling in the awkward space between us with platitudes about Helen having to go to work and it wasn’t fair to tire herself out before she even went in and Oliver was doing all the heavy stuff and I didn’t really know yet where I wanted to put stuff and suppose if it was to get done I’d better stop yapping here and get on with it.
Almost as soon as Helen went off, Oliver pattered down the stairs and helped me get the stuff into the flat. He left me to sort my things out while he went off to do his studying.
The space and the privacy were wonderful – even if it was a bit weird to be living in a place just like my granny’s.
The lino on the floor was black, broken up with diagonal yellow, red and blue lines and relieved by a Persian type rug in front of the gas fire. Two old red, tweedy chairs sat either side of the fire with cream lace-and-linen antimacassars protecting the backs from anyone who might place their Brylcreamed hair against it.
A Chesterfield couch covered with blue-grey carpet-like fabric and tilting down slightly where one of its castors was missing faced the coffee table in front of the hearth. An incongruous brass fire companion set sat uselessly beside the scorched metal of the bronze framed electric fire. A huge dark oak sideboard loomed out from the wall so that I had to squeeze between it and the Chesterfield to get to the small square kitchen table with the yellow-quartz Formica top and rust-marked metal legs. Two white-painted metal-framed chairs with red textured plastic seats lived tucked in under the table. The table was beside the door leading off to the kitchenette with its red quarry tiles on the floor and cream shiny, oil paint pealing off the walls. But at least I would be able to cook. There was a cream gas stove with a grill overhanging the four burners. The metal sink was stained but otherwise fine and Kathleen had kept the small fridge and chipboard, painted cupboards immaculately clean. The insides of the cupboards were almost unbearably forlorn. A battered tin of tea leaves, a small packet of sugar, some salt, flour, a few packets of Vesta beef curry and a biscuit tin with some old crumbs languishing in the corners. Two cups and saucers, two side plates, two dinner plates, two knives, forks, dessert spoons and teaspoons. Kathleen had obviously given up ever expecting more than her sister or perhaps Oliver or Helen to visit.
I copied Oliver’s example and went out to buy some cheap Indian throws to cheer the place up. They were semi-successful – Oliver’s always looked neat and tidy – but when mine had slipped off for the third or fourth time, I gave up and left them in their wrinkled mass covering some of the arms and twisted up along the backs of the seats. They did take the edge off the lonely atmosphere of the place. And my other bits and pieces – a red and white gingham tablecloth over the kitchen table, some books on the sideboard, Andy Warhol Campbell’s soup can and Moulin Rouge posters on the newly painted white walls – all helped.
Oliver and I had planned to christen the place with a Chinese meal that night. And in a sudden burst of enthusiasm I headed upstairs to ask Oliver to ask Helen if she would like to eat with us. Grazing the door with my knuckles in a perfunctory knock knock – I mean I wasn’t really a visitor was I? More of a-girl-about-town casually dropping in on my lover who conveniently lived upstairs, we both kept our own places, don’t you know, didn’t need to be in each other’s pockets, not us, and yes I was Irish and generally we were very conservative, but the new generation was moving away from dancing at the crossroads and doing their own thing. I skipped into Oliver’s sitting room but my sparkling reverie condensed into a stomach wallop. Helen, she-who-should-be-at-work, was standing at the half-set table with her cutlery-full hand poised mid-air interrupted by my exuberant entry.
Our two pairs of eyes stared while each waited for the other to make the first move. I gave in.
‘Helen, I’m sorry I thought you were still at work.’
‘No, no I wouldn’t give up my day and night on a Saturday, a girl has to have some fun. Thought I’d do Oliver and myself a nice meal,’ she said nodding towards the pots simmering on the stove.
‘Right, great…I think Oliver’s coming down to me for a Chinese but maybe that’s later on, I dunno, after the pub or something.’
‘Yeah that’s probably it. I would have asked you to join us, but I’m sure you’re really busy settling into Kathleen’s. Oliver’s gone to see her – May called down and asked him to bring her in some bits and pieces,’ Helen smiled. Well not really a smile, more of a threatening grin.
‘Ok right, well I better get back to it.’
‘See you then. What did you come up for?’
‘Nothing important, just saying hello.’
‘Ok then, bye.’
I felt like shit. I shouldn’t have let Helen zap me like that, I mean it was simple, I should have just said, oh sorry you’ve gone to all that trouble Helen, but Oliver has arranged to have dinner with me, but if you’d like to join us, please do. Now I faced hours sitting downstairs not knowing what was going to happen.
Shit, shit, shit, shit, shit, shit, shit, shit…shit.
Chapter TWENTY
I made up my bed with the new sheets, some blankets Oliver had lent me and a brightly coloured wool, fringed Foxford rug I had brought from my bed at home. I was exhausted from the day’s activity, emotional turmoil and the uncertainty I had tried to put to the back of my mind.
I lay down on the made bed ‘just for five minutes’ but woke up shivering hours later to darkness, silence and aloneness. Why hadn’t Oliver come? Loneliness beat pride hands down and I headed upstairs preparing a casual, unconcerned entrance while my insides coiled tight and mocked my strained smile.
I tapped so tentatively at the door that no one seemed to hear. My second knock was so loud that it reverberated down through the house.
‘Come on in,’ Oliver said.
I did my breezy thing.
‘Hi folks.’
Helen and Oliver were sitting at the table with the remnants of their meal.
‘You’re awake at last,’ said Oliver. ‘I looked in an hour ago and you were still out for the count.’
‘Oh, I didn’t realise. I didn’t mean to sleep that long – I suppose the move and everything…’
‘Helen didn’t know we had planned a takeaway so I’m afraid there were only two chops. But I was going to get you Chinese when you woke up. What would you like?’
But that was missing the whole point. Why hadn’t he told Helen he was eating with me? Could we ever make a plan that Helen couldn’t change?
‘Ah no, I’m grand, not really hungry,’ I said as my stomach gurgled. ‘I’ll leave you to finish your dinner. Do you want to come down later for coffee?’
‘Thanks, but I’m heading out,’ said Helen, ‘and after spending the afternoon visiting Kathleen, you have to study don’t you Oliver?’
‘I’m sure I can spare time for a coffee. You go on down Sinead, I’ll see you there in a while, ok?’
‘Yeah sure. And Oliver if you haven’t got time, I understand – I know you have to study and it’s great you went to see Kathleen and everything.’
‘Well if you really don’t mind, that would be great; I have all these damn essays to get through. What about having dinner tomorrow instead?’
‘Yeah great.’
‘Ok then, it’s a deal.’
I felt dismissed. Why had I said that? It was the exact opposite of what I wanted. I didn’t understand; he had said he was committed, it was all contradictory. I couldn’t believe we were going to miss another opportunity to spend the night together.
What was I doing anyway; why had I taken such a big step and moved in below Oliver? And I did feel bad about poor old Kathleen. What if things didn’t work out, what would I do then? I was never going to feel comfortable with Helen or even in this house. Every time I went out of my flat I hoped I wouldn’t bump into Helen at the hall door, on the stairs or in the bathroom, giving me those hands-off-my-brother-you-stealer-of-old-ladies’-flats looks.
If I lay there for the whole night I thought I’d go crazy – and I was starving. I was going to have to get a grip, why had I let myself go near another man? Was I absolutely bonkers? This whole thing was obviously a disaster – I should have stayed in Loony Land until I met some nice girl to get a place with – our own place with no strings attached. God I missed Grace. Grace! I grabbed my bag and dashed down to the phone box at the corner – I didn’t want anyone listening in while I was on the phone in the hall. Feck no change. I got a magazine in the corner shop – I could read it at the chipper – and ran back to the phone.
‘Sinny?’
‘Donal, Donal, is that you? It’s me. God it’s good to hear your voice. How’s everything? The house, the folks, any news?’
‘Sinny, we were just talking about you…hang on a sec…Grace is hopping up and down beside me, I’d better hand over the phone.’
‘I was wondering when you were going to call; I’m dying to go over to you.’
‘God Grace, I can’t wait. I’m in the flat now, why don’t you come and stay – you could get a job over here too. It’d be great – we’d have great crack.’
‘I’d love to come – for a couple of days anyway – I have a job here now, but what about the weekend after next?’
‘Brilliant. Let me know what time you get in and I’ll meet you at the train. Tell us about this job.’
‘I’ll fill you in when we meet up.’
I sighed with relief as I came out of the phone box. I couldn’t take much more of knowing absolutely no one, never bumping into a familiar face, and feeling too needy if I sought out Oliver’s company. If it wasn’t for work and Linda and Linda’s mam, life would have been intolerable. But two weeks – I could last until then.
And I did last, just about, and as each day went by I couldn’t believe that I had got through another 24 hours – time just passed with no help from me. Work was busy and busy was good; I went to Linda’s and I met Ayesha one evening at the Italian place I had gone to with Oliver.
I avoided going upstairs, but Oliver came in to see me most evenings. I could sense a caution in him that was not there before and I knew that Helen had got to him. It had been a mistake to come to Kathleen’s flat, but at least I was finding out fast that Oliver was not really who I thought. He was consumed with hard work and ambition and while I admired him for it, I couldn’t understand how he let it dominate his life. He didn’t seem to give himself any space for fun – and his type of serious, dogged commitment to the relationship was not what I wanted. He seemed to expect me to be completely grown up too and even questioned me about my boss and Linda’s brother, as if he had some right to. I was still glad of his company but couldn’t see us growing old together.
I began to try and cool our relationship down. Oliver kept checking with me if I had my period and eventually I said I did – I didn’t feel like having sex with him so much any more anyway. I went a bit overboard and told him I had unusually long periods – lasting at least a week (maybe a lifetime, I thought).
‘See I told you not to worry about that condom,’ Oliver grinned shoving me gently on the shoulder.
But come to think of it, shouldn’t I have had my period by now? The Dublin hospital doctor had muttered in his best bedside manner something about everything being back to normal in due course and not to worry about that type of thing. Just concentrate on getting better and let your parents take care of you, he had said smiling benignly.
At least Oliver was off my scent on that subject anyway. I found his fussing concern a bit suffocating especially combined with Helen turning the knife every time he was out of the room.
#
As one day became two, became four, became a week, I allowed myself to get excited about Grace’s visit. But on the first Sunday Grace rang the call box in the hall with the news that she had got the dates mixed up for a cousin’s wedding and would have to postpone the visit by a week. I just about managed to keep the tears out of my voice as I told Grace that no, no, it was grand, and what was another week and really the next weekend was probably better and the main thing was she was still coming over. I had got through one week, I could get through two more.
I had a bit of a crying jag that night – I was alone and where was that damned period? A part of me hoped I was pregnant, I missed the lost baby so badly. I lay down and gazed at the ceiling and dreamed again of prams and cots and heroism. But who was that becoming visible between the plaster cracks smiling down and admiring my guts and bravado on the one hand, and my wonderful motherly tenderness on the other? At first he had no face but when I closed my eyes he came into focus. I sat up with a jolt – it was Patrick.
Where the hell did that come from? I thought I had successfully banished him to that corner of my mind for ‘things best forgotten’. But then my musings over a possible baby had stirred everything up. Who knew what was going to happen? This time last year I was pottering along in an uneventful way – and look at me now. I had always looked on the couple of girls who had got pregnant towards the end of secondary school as being almost a different species. They didn’t seem real to me. Only stupid, tarty girls got pregnant. Not nice, intelligent ones like me and Grace.
Well, since Patrick had crept back out of the further recesses of my memory, what harm was there in just thinking about him? Why had he not contacted me? My parents weren’t that scary. I fantasised that it was like that Cary Grant film, the one where his lover never made it to the top of the Empire State, what was it – oh yeah An Affair to Remember. Deborah Kerr was tragically knocked down and crippled while on her way to their lovers’ tryst. Heroically she kept her accident a secret and her lover in the dark. But no, that was silly, Grace would have told me if anything had happened Patrick.
We had felt like such good friends that night in Dundrum – and it wasn’t just the sex. I had finally felt comfortable and at home with him – and I could believe that he really liked me. How had all of this happened to me? Well at least, I told myself, I had Oliver.
But as my second week’s wait for Grace went on, I felt more and more distant from Oliver. He was just too grown up. All that fuss about his study timetable, his immaculate tidiness, his devotion to his various part-time jobs, and most of all, his devotion to Helen. Helen would always come first. When I had hinted that Helen was a bit too much of a priority with him, he clearly had no idea what I was talking about.
‘She’s my sister – of course I look out for her. I know you’re close to Donal so you must understand.’
‘But I live my own life – I don’t wait for him to approve.’
‘You’re talking rubbish Sinead. Helen doesn’t control my life, you know that, she just wants what’s best for me.’
He was so sensitive on the issue that I was afraid to bring it up again. The Helen situation was just too weird and aggravating and I felt I couldn’t get through to Oliver. I wanted us to take on life as a team of two plunging into whatever adventures came along. Helen just didn’t fit into that picture.
I thought more and more about Patrick and it drove me to despair. Why hadn’t I heard from him – had I misunderstood his feelings so much? We had seemed to fit so well together – and he had been happy about the baby.
I definitely wanted to finish with Oliver, I couldn’t be myself with him. And it was just too exhausting negotiating a safe path between him and Helen.
Work was a great release even though I did come home exhausted every night. I was on top of things there and Linda was picking up the typesetting really well. It was good fun working with her. Linda said most temps thought that if they turned up in the morning looking glamorous that was enough. They sneered at Linda for taking her job seriously, then turned around and batted their eyelids at Mr Nesbitt.
I arranged to go to the pictures with Linda the Saturday before Grace was due to arrive, but Heaven Can Wait was not the most thrilling thing either of us had ever seen. Still Warren Beatty was pretty gorgeous and it broke up the weekend.
I tidied the flat and sorted out bedclothes that weekend too, because I knew I’d be too tired during the week. And I didn’t want Grace to think I was a total pig.
Some nights I went up and had a cup of tea with May – all her stories were new to me and I found them fascinating. It was a revelation to listen to someone who was still living and breathing, but who had grown up with one electric socket, no indoor toilet or bathroom and no transport – apart from her father’s bicycle. Now, May was very bone-china-teacups-and-doilies; but then she had gone out to the outside toilet with her squares of newspaper like everyone else.
Oliver was so busy that he managed to come down to me only every second or third night. He was always apologising to me about it, but it suited me just fine. I still liked to have his company from time to time but I didn’t want him there all the bloody time! His ardour was damped down a bit anyway because I lied and told him I went to the doctor after that ‘week-long’ period and the doctor had warned me not to have sex for a few weeks.
‘After the thing that happened me before – you know,’ I told Oliver.
‘Yes, yes of course. We must be careful,’ said Oliver looking suitably contrite.
What did he mean ‘we’ – but I let that go. I had become emotionally disengaged from Oliver and didn’t really care that much what he said. I was completely focused on Grace’s visit – just a few more days – I could hardly stand the waiting.
#
On Thursday evening I got off the bus and walked up the road carrying a potted Busy Lizzy and humming cheerfully, but as I swung open the garden gate and clattered it behind me something was different. When I opened the hall door I could feel it even more. The light was stiller, there were footprints on the stairs and a breeze came in from the open backdoor. When I went into my flat, there were murmurings coming from May’s sitting room upstairs. I peered towards the ceiling as if I stared hard enough at it I would be able to see what was going on.
There was a hastily scribbled note on the kitchen table.
Sinead
Kathleen died this morning – I’m upstairs with May
Oliver
I couldn’t help thinking first of Grace’s visit in two days’ time. But Jaysus, poor old May. And she never even got to see Kathleen in hospital.
I was hungry so decided to have my pasta and tomato sauce with grated cheese before I went upstairs – that way I could stay with May for as long as was useful without sitting there with a rumbling stomach. I made my dinner as quietly as I could because I didn’t really want the others to know I was concerned with such creature comforts at a time like this. Then I couldn’t enjoy the food and gobbled it up for the sake of it, half afraid someone, especially Helen, would burst in on me mid-spoonful.
The noise upstairs had got louder. I headed up and tapped on the door as I let myself in. There were half a dozen people scattered around May’s sitting room in their Sunday best talking seriously to each other and looking very much as if they had a right to be there. They glanced up and down at me and I felt like an impostor – I didn’t really know Kathleen at all and May only a bit – I was obviously out of place. But May looked up and beckoned me over.
‘I’m so sorry for your trouble,’ I said. I’d never been a grown-up commiserating with someone after a death before and the words sounded forced and shallow to me, but May nodded as if I had said the right thing.
‘Thank you dear. I’m so glad to see you – you’ve been a great comfort to me these evenings. I never see this lot,’ she said waving dismissively at the others in the room. ‘And there’s cobwebs on my letterbox downstairs waiting for any letters. Poor Kathleen, what am I going to do without her? I never got up to the hospital you know. I feel so sad about that, but she never did ask me to. I suppose she’s better off where she is. Poor, poor Kathleen. But there’s no use thinking about all that now. God rest her lovely soul.’
May drifted off slightly while I tried desperately to think of something appropriate to say and was just about to resort to the weather when Oliver appeared from the kitchen with a tray of tea things leading to lots of busy questions about biscuits, chocolate or plain; milk and sugar, one lump or two; and a satisfying feeling that a job was being done.
I thought then of my father and how he had to deal with people dying every week. He used to tell mam little snippets from his day and now I remembered him saying that the bereaved just wanted to talk and talk about their loved one, even if they hadn’t been that loved when they were alive, and for someone to listen.
‘It must have been nice for you and Kathleen to have each other growing up, with 12 brothers and everything,’ I said as I handed May some tea and biscuits.
‘You’d think so, wouldn’t you?’ said Kathleen, ‘but we didn’t really get along in those days…’
Kathleen went on to outline how they had driven each other demented and who had stolen whose hairbrush on whose birthday even though the thief already had a perfectly good hairbrush of her own…all the time sniffling and dabbing her eyes with her handkerchief. I just had to nod occasionally and make commiserating noises.
I promised to come up and see Kathleen the following evening. I felt sorry for her but I still had Grace’s visit on my mind. There in London apparently, the funeral mightn’t take place for a week. In Ireland the whole thing would be over and done with in three or four days.
The next evening May dropped her bombshell, she wanted Kathleen buried at home in Ireland and she wanted me to go with her.
‘Mmm, erm, are you sure you want me?’ I said hoping for a reprieve.
‘Yes I really do, but it’s not till Tuesday. I know your friend is coming so I want you to go and enjoy yourself this weekend – Oliver will look after me, and then we can head off. I so want to see everyone again.’
Chapter TWENTY-one
Grace and I nearly squeezed the life out of each other on the platform at Kings Cross on Saturday morning. Standing back looking at each other with huge grins, my whole body drank in the pleasure of a long-familiar friendly face. I had forgotten how different it felt to be with someone who really knew me.
Back at the flat Grace was suitably complimentary about what I had done to the place. And I was appropriately impressed by Grace managing to land a job as a copywriter for an ad agency.
Sitting down at the table with two mugs of tea and our cigarette smoke companionably hanging over us I took a breath and filled Grace in on May’s plan to take her sister home.
‘But Sinead that’s brilliant, you’re coming home!’
‘Just for a visit Grace. I have a job here now, and this flat.’
There was a knock on the door.
‘Oliver! Come on in. We’ve just arrived back this minute…catching up and all that.’
‘So this is the famous Grace. Very nice to meet you. I hope you won’t lead our Sinead astray while you’re here,’ said Oliver sitting himself down on the arm of the couch. ‘You live in that commune-house thing in Dublin don’t you? And you work in a pizza place?’
‘How’s Kathleen? It’s so nice of you to look after her this weekend while me and Grace catch up.’
‘Okay, okay, I can take a hint.’
‘You girls behave now, you hear,’ Oliver said as he left us to it.
‘Hmmm. I have something to tell you, or rather give you,’ said Grace.
Grace rummaged in her bag and handed over an envelope with Sinead hand-written across it.
‘I hope that’s not money from my parents.’
‘Open it. I don’t know what it is – Donal gave it to me but I couldn’t get any details out of him.’
Grace was obviously bursting with anticipation.
It couldn’t be that exciting. I tore it open and there was a letter and another envelope inside. I took out the loose leaves and read the letter aloud.
82 Palmerston Gardens, Rathmines, Dublin 6
Tuesday 11 September, 1979
Dear Mr and Mrs Breen,
We regret we have to write this letter but the matter is so serious we believe we have no choice. It concerns our daughter, Sinead, and your son Patrick. Sinead is in hospital and is lucky to be alive. She suffered a complicated miscarriage and haemorrhaged badly.
As you can imagine we are all extremely upset. Sinead has asked us to write to you. She feels too weak to do so herself. She would like your assurance that Patrick will make no attempt to contact her. She feels she cannot make a full recovery if there is any more contact between them. She understands that Patrick is probably also upset by the whole matter, but feels that it would also be in his interest to break off contact.
We hope you understand our concern.
We regret that we have had to bring this matter to your attention and trust that Patrick will honour Sinead’s request.
Yours sincerely,
Nora and Gerry O’Neill
‘Your parents actually wrote this to Patrick’s parents! Jaysus. No wonder you never saw him at the hospital – and then you dashed off like that – how could he have made contact?’
‘I can’t believe my own parents would do this – he was the father of their dead grandchild – and they were banishing him. Do they think it’s the middle ages? They’ve no right, no right. I never want to see them again.’
I dragged my chair noisily away from the table and paced the room, exclaiming every now and then and wiping the streaming tears with my sleeve.
‘If I’d only known. It’s been awful here Grace. The Oliver thing didn’t really work out – he’s a bit too grown up and boring and as for his sister…’
I filled Grace in on Helen and Oliver, their awful childhood and the cooling off I’d been trying to induce lately. Grace nearly wet her pants at my ‘week-long’ period.
‘But you have had one since then, haven’t you?’
‘Grace, don’t… I don’t need a mammy.’
‘I’m serious Sinny; I read a bit about it, you know, when you were going through it all. It doesn’t take long before you’re at risk again.’
‘Give me a break. What are the chances of that happening twice?’
Later, when Grace came back from getting cigarettes at the corner shop, she pulled a pregnancy test kit from her bag and put it on the kitchen table. I picked it up and flicked it into the waste paper basket.
‘Sinny, you need to know; for god’s sake I need to know. Tell you what – you do that test and I’ll give you a really juicy bit of gossip about your big brother Donal.’
‘What? Tell me.’
Grace pointed towards the test.
‘All right all right if it’ll shut you up. Now tell me about Donal.’
‘After.’
We came down from the bathroom a half-hour later in silence.
I was pregnant, again.
We wandered around the flat bumping into each other and being polite, afraid to make eye contact. I couldn’t help irrationally feeling it was Grace’s fault – as if I were only pregnant because Grace had insisted on the test.
I was mortified. And I was exploding with rage at Oliver - it was his fault – how could he have done that? It wasn’t even an accident – he knew he had no condom on. But I had been taking this incredible risk without even knowing it. It was not as if I had decided ‘oh what the heck, let’s do it anyway’.
‘Grace, I will be going home with May. There’s no way I want Oliver any way involved in this – or even to know. I know you can’t help interfering on my behalf generally speaking and you’re usually right, but if you so much as hint at any of this to Oliver, I swear I will never speak to you again.’
‘Sinny, I wouldn’t, you told me what he was like.’
‘What was that gossip about Donal anyway, I could do with a bit of diversion?’
‘Oh that doesn’t matter.’
‘No, go on. Tell me.’
‘Well it’s about me too really.’
‘What do you mean?’
‘Well you know how he moved into Dundrum and everything.’
‘Yeah, so.’
‘And we really started getting along and then, and as well too, and em…’
‘What? You two are not an item are you?’
‘Well no not really, kind of, just for the last few weeks, sort of.’
Grace scrutinised my face as if she were praying for a favourable reaction.
I kept quiet for a minute and thought of my own miserable state – but why shouldn’t Grace and Donal be happy; I decided to be delighted for them.
‘I’m delira and excira for you both.’
I hugged Grace, smiling and crying at the same time.
‘Take it easy, we’re not getting married or anything. But Sinead it’s going to be okay…we have that huge house…you won’t be alone…me and Donal will help you. Donal will kill you first, but then he’ll help, I promise.’
It was strange to hear Grace talking about herself and Donal as if their being together was the most ordinary thing in the world. It was the first time Grace had sounded like that about any boyfriend she’d had.
I threw my arms around Grace and squeezed her tight.
‘What’s the other letter?’ Grace said dabbing at her eyes.
‘Dunno.’
But as I began to tear it open it clicked. I had seen that handwriting on the envelope before. My heart thumped and my hands became almost instantly damp. I pulled out the thin sheets.
‘It’s Patrick!’
‘Sinny, you know he already wrote to you at that Camberwell address? But you didn’t reply.’
I was jaded by surprises now.
‘I’m going to go in here and read this letter.’ I headed for the bedroom.
‘Okay, but I want the gory details!’
Dearest Sinead
I know you think I abandoned you at your worst possible moment, but I swear I didn’t mean to. I thought you couldn’t see visitors and then you were gone. It wasn’t easy to get your Camberwell address from Grace and then I heard you had moved on from there too.
I asked Donal to pass on the enclosed letter from your parents to my parents because otherwise I didn’t know how to explain why I never visited you at the hospital. I should have known it was a load of bunkum.
We’ve had so many ups and downs, but your miscarriage made me realise how much I want to be with you. And the whole baby thing, I keep thinking about it.
I’m sorry if this upsets you, but I want you to know that I’m thinking of you. I want to come over and see you. Sinead, please say it’s okay. Or at least write. Give me some idea.
All my love
Patrick xxx
‘Shit, shit, shit, shit,’ I said handing it to Grace.
‘That bad.’
Grace settled into the sofa.
‘I see what you mean.’
‘Isn’t that perfect? Now, he wants a baby, and I can give him one alright, ready made, but by the way Patrick it’s not yours; it belongs to this other guy…but never mind you don’t want to hear that story.’
‘You two do have the crappest timing I’ve ever heard of.’
‘Thanks. It’s funny when you think about it, in fact it’s fucking hilarious. He’s never going to understand this – in fact I don’t want him to. I’ve had enough of the lot of them, I’ll manage fine on my own, you’ll see.’
‘Of course you will.’
#
Oliver cooked Sunday lunch for everyone in the house. May relished the company and the attention as he fussed over her. He served us all at the table.
‘May told me she’s spiriting you off to Dublin for a few days.’
‘Yes, that’s right.’
I blushed and caught Grace’s eye briefly.
May rooted in her handbag.
‘That reminds me, I have the plane tickets here. Would you be a dear Sinead and take charge of them? I’m afraid I’ll forget them or lose them or something. There’s so much to do with getting poor Kathleen’s remains back and everything. But my nephew in Dublin, you know Paddy’s eldest Noel, has been wonderful and arranged it all.’
‘Sure.’
I knew I was being a bit unfair to Oliver, but I planned to write to him from Dublin and say I’d decided to stay. I was afraid that if I broke it off with him in London he’d get the real reason out of me – I had mad visions of him locking me up in a room until the baby was born and then taking it away from me.
I thought I must be the first girl in history leaving London and going to Dublin because I was pregnant.
Dublin
Chapter TWENTY-TWO
May’s nephew Noel was waiting for us in the arrivals hall at Dublin airport. He was a smiley, grey-haired, wiry man wearing workmen’s boots and overalls. He insisted he’d drive me home to Dundrum first and then go on to bring May to his house in Crumlin. I was a bit taken aback when I saw the battered builder’s truck, but May took it in her stride and made no bones about clambering in with Noel’s help. The three of us squashed into the front with the suitcases under the tarpaulin at the back.
Noel chattered away, and filled May in on what everyone was doing. A lot of the family were among the huge numbers of unemployed, but he was managing to eke out a living building the odd garden wall and doing some office maintenance.
For all her gentility, May took his banter in her stride and didn’t comment on his colourful fucking language.
As they drove up the drive to the huge Dundrum house I was quick to tell them that of course it was not my house, I was just caretaking it with my brother and friend. It sounded so wholesome, I thought, little did they know it was a den of iniquity, with Grace living-in-sin with my brother, and me setting up house there because I was having a baby for a man who didn’t even know I was pregnant.
#
Donal opened the door.
‘Well, look at you. You look a lot better than the last time I saw you. Where’s Grace?’
‘I flew back with May, she’d already bought me a ticket, but I think Grace should be here soon – she left last night.’
‘Shite – I let it slip to Patrick that you were coming back with Grace and he’s gone to meet you at the boat. I’m sorry Sinead but I knew he’d written to you – I couldn’t help feeling a bit sorry for the poor fella.’
‘Jaysus, I’m only in the door and the hassle starts.’
‘So I gather you’re not exactly dying to see him.’
‘Not exactly, no, wrong place, wrong time – that kind of thing.’
‘The mysteries of women, I’ll never understand you.’
‘It’s nothing like that, now let’s drop it, okay.’
‘Okay, okay. How about a nice cup of tea,’ said Donal in his fake little old lady voice.
‘That’s more like it – any chance of a hang sammidge?’
‘Sure, but this is a one-off, don’t think I’m going to be dancing attendance on you.’
‘Chance’d be a fine thing.’
When Grace arrived a few hours later we snatched a whispered conversation along the lines of ‘does-he-know’ nodding at Donal and a ‘no-and-don’t-you-dare-tell-him-or-I’ll-kill-you’ type.
Grace had managed to get rid of Patrick at Dun Laoghaire harbour by telling him that no, no, I would not be home until the end of the week, but she’d be sure to get me to contact him as soon as I got in the door.
The next few days were taken up with Kathleen’s wake and funeral. I had to tell May I was extending my stay and wouldn’t be travelling back with her. May was very good about it but asked me to be a dear and ring Oliver to collect her from the airport.
There was just too much happening to tell Oliver over the phone that I was not going back, so I rang him and said mam wasn’t too well and I was going to stay on for an extra week – but I would be in the Dundrum house a lot so he would probably be better off to ring me there. It didn’t sound true even to me as I said it and Oliver was obviously doubtful. But yes, he said, it would be no problem to pick May up in a taxi from the airport.
Of course that all blew up in my face. The very next day Oliver rang and shouted down the phone that he spoke to my mother, that she was in the whole of her health thank you very much and what’s more, she didn’t even know I was back in town and what the hell was I playing at?
I said I wasn’t playing at anything, but that it was only when I had got back to the Dundrum house that I realised how much I missed everything, Grace, Donal, the house, everything, and no I wouldn’t be coming back. No, not next week, not ever.
Just to make it a perfect day, mam and dad arrived at the house as soon as I put the phone back on the hook - bringing their special-occasion hurt-and-wounded-how-could-you-do-this-to-us faces with them.
‘But when were you going to let us know you were home and why did you tell Donal not to tell us? And Donal, why did you pay any attention to what she said?’ asked mam.
‘Why do you think I didn’t tell you I was home? I know what you wrote to the Breens – what did you think you were doing? Patrick is a perfectly decent guy, you slandered him, you slandered me, you don’t know what damage you did. How could my own parents be like that? You lied about me – whatever your own ideas are – but you made up lies about me. You had no right to do that. Patrick and I could have worked something out – I just don’t understand how you could do it.’
Dad asked me to calm down and come out for a breath of fresh air and so I could ‘show him around the garden’. I wanted to tell him to fuck off, but I supposed I should listen to him to see if he had some type of explanation. We walked around a bit pretending to admire the flowers, with me waiting for dad to explain.
‘Sinead, you don’t look well, in a way I’ve seen you looking before. I hope I’m mistaken; but is it possible that you’ve done it again?’
‘What are you talking about? I didn’t come out here to talk about that,’ I said giving away more than I intended. ‘I thought you were going to explain that poisonous letter.’
‘Forget about the letter. Have you got yourself pregnant again?’
I just looked at him challengingly.
How had all this happened? I knew mam and dad had never planned this life path for me, but it had been the last thing I had expected either. Events just seemed to overtake me.
‘I take it from your silence that you have.’
I longed to be able to tell him what rubbish, of course I wasn’t, I wasn’t that stupid.
‘Now you listen to me. Your mother is not to find out about this. You can go off to a mother and baby home or to Timbuktu for all I care, but as far as your mother is concerned you are going back to London and staying there for at least the next seven months.’
He looked witheringly at my stomach.
‘We’re finished with you. Go and do what you like.’
He stormed off back to the house.
‘Good, I don’t need your help anyway, I’m perfectly capable of looking after myself, thank you very much,’ I called after him.
How the hell had he known? Well, he was a doctor. At least I wouldn’t have the two of them fussing after me this time, I told myself while trying to stymie the panic bubbling up from the pit of my stomach.
I hung around in the garden for a few minutes until I heard the front door opening and the bustle of people saying goodbye. Mam called my name a few times until it felt too awkward not to make an appearance.
‘Your father tells me that you’re heading back to London almost straight away. I was hoping we’d all have a nice family dinner at home on Sunday. Is there no way you can stay?’
‘No, mam, sorry.’
I felt humiliated at being coerced into co-operating with dad’s lies. And I hugged mam in an uncharacteristic show of familial affection. Mam patted me rhythmically on the back.
‘There there, never mind. You can come home for longer the next time. And tell you what, I’ll come visit you in London soon. How’s that? I quite fancy a nice shopping trip coming up to Christmas.’
‘That’d be lovely mam.’
I looked over mam’s shoulder at dad.
‘Dad has all the details of how to get there, don’t you dad?’
Chapter TWENTY-THREE
I put my head around the door of my daughter’s bedroom on her first birthday.
‘Haaappy birrrrthday to yoooou. Who’s my best girl? You are, yes you are.’
Maria energetically rattled the ‘Activity Centre’ attached to the bars of the cot and beamed at me, then put out her arms ready to be lifted out. She was definitely the most cheerful baby I knew. She had a round face, which burst into smiles at the slightest encouragement and a silky dusting of reddish hair barely covering her baby scalp.
I dressed Maria in the little red velvet dress I had got second-hand even though it would probably only last an hour or two without getting dirty. I coaxed my daughter’s sturdy legs into a pair of cream tights and put on her red shoes. They were her first pair and been a birthday gift from Grace the previous week. Grace had insisted on going into town with us to buy them; she had said it was an historic occasion.
I wanted Maria to look special for her birthday and mam would appreciate all her finery when she came over to mind her.
Through all the chaos of the past 18 months or so, mam had come up trumps. She was a regular visitor over to Donal and Grace and it had been impossible to fool her into thinking that I had evaporated back to London. Even if at first I hid most of my stuff when mam came over, there were still bits all over the place. And mam demanded that Donal tell her the truth.
Eventually, too, I had run out of excuses to stop Patrick coming to the house and it had been torture to be in his company again. He had still made my heart thump when he came into the room, but I had played it cool. I had told him our ‘friendship’ was too valuable to risk going any further and I evaded his casual body contact. Even though I longed to throw my arms around him and bury my head in his shoulders.
I hadn’t wanted to tell him I was pregnant again. How could I? And this time there was no chance it was his. I had counted the hours until I was going to meet him, but the growing swelling of my belly had increased my anxiety. I had this sinking feeling I was heading for a fall. I knew I would have to tell him before he guessed and then I thought I would be alone, and pregnant, again.
When I had known I couldn’t hold out from his caress much longer, I had started leaving my pregnancy book lying around in the kitchen, offering him a glass of wine and then pointedly not having one myself, refusing food he knew I liked.
In the end, Patrick had picked up the pregnancy book one day and was idling turning it over in his hands, when he stopped as if he saw the title for the first time, looked at me when I was taking an iron tablet and having some orange juice, dropped the book on the floor and stood staring at me with his mouth open.
I nodded and he had grabbed his jacket and was gone before I could say or do anything.
#
Patrick had come to see me in the hospital and cooed over Maria - I had forgotten how much he liked babies. He told me he wished us both the best of luck and that he wanted to let me know he’d got a job with the Journal and would be working in their Belfast office.
Mam had told me she felt bad about how she’d handled the first fiasco and she really wanted to help me this time. Dad was still not speaking to me and he pretended he didn’t know mam was minding Maria on Mondays and Tuesdays - and cooking dinner for the household too.
At first, mam and I continued our stressful relationship, but I desperately needed mam’s child-minding help. I had to bite my tongue so many times. Little things, like when mam put Maria down for her nap on the couch downstairs instead of up in her cot. I then felt Maria didn’t get a proper sleep and she would be so tired she’d fall asleep again at five and then be up half the night.
But I was working in Ardragh Publishing and desperate to hang on to my job. Soon after I had come back from London, I had marched into their offices and managed to talk Vincent Knox into giving me that job. I told him I’d gained valuable experience working on a City publication. I was sorry I had bailed on him before, but if he gave me this chance he would not regret it. I left out the minor little detail about my pregnancy.
When Maria was born the previous July I had taken just my statutory 14 weeks’ maternity leave because at £70 a week I hadn’t been able to save any money. When I returned to work, I really threw myself back into it and Vincent Knox had increased my salary to £100 and made me responsible for the production of all the magazines. He even let me change to a four-day week on the understanding that I would take some pages home for proof-reading when necessary. He said I was one of his best workers and he wanted to hang on to me.
Friday was my day at home and I minded the little boy of Louise, a mother the public health nurse had put me in touch with when I came home from the hospital. Louise was also an ‘unmarried mother’ and under our child-minding swop, Louise minded Maria on Thursdays, and I paid her to mind her on Wednesdays. Louise worked as a receptionist in her father’s building supply warehouse on Fridays while the regular receptionist had her day off.
I knew how lucky I was to have so much support. Grace was settled into her job as a junior copywriter for an advertising agency owned by friends of her parents, and Donal was in his final year studying architecture in Bolton Street. He worked in a restaurant at the weekends. They were brilliant - in the mornings after I had got Maria up and given her her breakfast Donal would keep an eye on her until mam or Louise arrived. And they were great in the evenings too when they would take over if I was delayed at work.
I was always feeling guilty about how much they did and about not having enough time with Maria, but she was a particularly contented and easy child. She seemed to thrive on interacting with all the different people in her life and you could see her deliberately trying to entertain them and relating to the different minders in slightly different ways.
I avoided thinking about romance – there were already enough people in Maria’s life. I didn’t want the poor child to be completely befuddled. Oliver had made a few more enraged phone calls to me and then given up. I hadn’t told him about Maria and didn’t intend to.
#
Maria adored her granny, and mam always melted when she came into the kitchen on Monday and Tuesday mornings and Maria beamed at her. I grew to accept that mam and Maria had their own routine and stopped struggling to tell mam how to manage the baby. I had no choice but to let them get on with it – I saw mam in a new light. Mam never complained even though I knew it must be exhausting for her and she never seemed to get bored. Sometimes she even managed to get through the ironing for the whole household.
It was comforting to see mam’s pleasure in her granddaughter – I basked in it – after all I had produced Maria, this wonderful, beautiful child. Just being Maria’s mother made me sigh with contentment. But I never pined to stay at home full time – I would have gone mad being at home all day with no one to talk to or no projects to manage. It wasn’t as if I had a husband coming home at night who could have listened to the trivia of my domestic day. No, this was best for everyone.
#
Ardragh publishing was going against the economic grain and actually managing to increase slowly the size of its publications. Work got busier and busier as I had more and more pages to edit, layout and co-ordinate with photographers, typesetters and designers. Mr Knox had listened to me politely when I pointed out that some articles which were clearly advertising features paid for by the interested companies, were not labelled Advertisement Feature at the top of the page. He had made it clear in his gentle way that was how they were going to appear and if I didn’t like it, perhaps I should reconsider my position. I got the hint.
John O’Higgins from the Irish Journal came into the office once a month to liaise with Ardragh about Sport Monthly. He gathered all the editorial and photographs for the magazine and the production team used his material to put the magazine together. There were so many magazines that every week there were several coming up to their final deadline and going to the printers.
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/1080 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!