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                      T HE  F IRST  S TEP 
OF  C HRISTMAS   

       





J  enny and David gave wonderful Christ-
mas parties. Always on the Sunday before. 

They asked the whole family, his and hers, 
they produced Timmy for just enough time 
for everyone to think he was adorable and 
never for that one moment too long when peo-
ple would tire of him. They made the party a 
huge buffet so that nobody was too trapped 
with anyone else. The house was festooned 
with decorations, usually real holly and real 
ivy gathered from the countryside where it 
was growing wild. There was nothing vulgar 
about their tree. Clever ribbons and angels 
and paper f lowers, not expensive-looking 
packages. But everyone  knew  that somewhere, 
discreetly, were the gift-wrapped presents that 
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must have poured in to a couple so loving and 
considerate as David and Jenny. 

 As the years passed, fi ve Christmases to be 
precise, Jenny stood sometimes in her immac-
ulate kitchen listening to the murmurs of 
appreciation. David’s fi rst wife had never done 
anything like this. Oh, no one had been invit-
ed across the door in Diana’s day. Diana had 
been far too hoity-toity to bother with family. 

 That was Jenny’s reward. That was the glory 
for the weeks, no, months, of preparation and 
planning and shopping and making it all seem 
so effortless. David had grumbled slightly 
when Jenny said they should have a second 
freezer, but then he wasn’t there when she 
made the mountains of mince pies and the 
stacks of savories. David didn’t know how 
Jenny worked in that kitchen on the nights he 
had meetings or had to stay out of town. He 
would never know. She would be as different 
from the beautiful, selfi sh Diana as it was pos-
sible to be. And her child Timmy would be an 
angel, not a devil, as Diana’s child had turned 
out. Not a dangerous, destructive girl like Ali-
son. 

 Alison had been nine when Jenny met her 
fi rst. Very beautiful, with untamed curly hair 
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almost covering her face. She had made no 
pretense at politeness. 

 “How much did that cost?” she had asked 
Jenny about the new dress. 

 “Why do you want to know?” Jenny was 
spirited from the very start. 

 “I was asked to fi nd out.” Alison shrugged 
as if it didn’t matter very much. 

 “By your mother?” Jenny could have bitten 
out her tongue the moment she said it. 

 “Heavens no, Mother wouldn’t be remotely 
interested.” The way she said it, Jenny knew 
she was speaking the truth; the lovely, lazy 
Diana would not indeed have cared. 

 “Who then?” 
 “The girls at school. One of my friends said 

you must be after Father for his money.” 
 It hadn’t really got any better. 
 When she was ten, Alison had come to stay 

for a weekend and had tried on all Jenny’s 
clothes and used all her makeup. It wouldn’t 
have mattered so much if every single lipstick 
had not been twisted out of shape, and every 
garment marked with makeup. 

 “She was only dressing up, all little girls like 
doing that,” David said, his eyes pleading. 
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 Jenny decided not to have their fi rst row on 
the losing battlefield of the stepchild. She 
managed a smile and planned a lengthy ses-
sion at the dry cleaners. When Alison was 
eleven, Timmy was born. “Did you forget to 
take your pills?” she asked Jenny when her 
father was out of the room. 

 “We wanted him, Alison, just as your moth-
er and father wanted you.” 

 “Oh yeah?” Alison had said, and Jenny’s 
heart was leaden. It was true that she had 
wanted the child much more than David had. 
How could this monstrous stepdaughter have 
found her vulnerability? 

 When Alison was twelve, she was expelled 
from school. The counselor said that it was all 
to do with feeling her father had rejected her. 
She must be allowed to spend more time as 
part of his life. David was out at work all day, 
and so was Jenny; they treasured the time they 
took together with Timmy. Time when the 
quiet Swiss au pair went to her room and left 
them to be a family. Now they had Alison on 
long visits sulking, yawning, contributing 
nothing, criticizing everything. 

 When she was thirteen, she didn’t want to 
come near them, which was bliss, except that 
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it made David feel rejected. Jenny worked in a 
publishing house. She told colleagues ruefully 
that she could see why there were so many 
books on stepparenting, she had read them all 
and she could have written half a dozen more. 
But none of them had ever had to face any-
thing like Alison. 

 When Alison was fourteen, her mother died. 
Suddenly and unexpectedly, after a routine 
operation. David had gone to Alison’s board-
ing school. “I expect you’ll have to have me 
now,” she had said to her father. David said it 
had nearly broken his heart to think that his 
only daughter considered herself a package to 
be passed from one place to another. Jenny 
forced herself to think about Diana, dead 
before she was forty. Dead without ever hav-
ing lived properly. She put the thought of Ali-
son to the furthest part of her brain. She knew 
it would spoil everything. There were going to 
be no happy endings in this story, no one 
would walk hand in hand into the sunset 
swearing undying friendship. She would do it, 
she would do it for David and, oddly, for the 
dead Diana, whom she had feared and mis-
trusted in life. If Jenny were to die young, she 
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would like some other woman to look after 
Timmy, to try to make a life for him. 

 She slaved as never before over their Christ-
mas party. Sometimes she got up ludicrously 
early in the morning. David would come down 
to breakfast and fi nd a smell of cooking in the 
kitchen, even though all the mess had been 
cleared away. 

 “You are a funny little thing,” he said to 
her, giving her a squeeze. 

 Jenny was not funny, nor was she a little 
thing. She would look at herself thoughtfully. 
She was tall, not as willowy as Diana, but tall. 
She was deadly serious about her family and 
her work. Why was it the action of a funny 
little thing to get the party right? He used to 
tell her how much he loved it, that he had 
always been one for ceremony and for celebra-
tion, but Diana had never wanted to bother. 
But Jenny would pick no fi ghts, manufacture 
no rows. Not at the festive season. 

 Alison arrived a day earlier than she was 
expected. Jenny came back from work and 
found her halfway through eating a tray of 
intensely complicated hors d’oeuvres. Each 
one had taken three minutes to assemble, they 
would take one second to eat, and Jenny had 
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made sixty of them, shaping the curls of fi lo 
pastry with endless patience, and leaving them 
to cool before freezing them. It represented 
three hours of her life. She looked at Alison 
with pure hatred. 

 Alison looked up from behind the curtain 
of hair. 

 “These aren’t bad. I didn’t know you were a 
homemaker as well as a career woman.” 

 Jenny’s face was white with rage. 
 Even Alison noticed. 
 “These weren’t for supper or anything, were 

they?” she said with mock contrition. 
 Jenny took the deep breath that all the books 

on stepparenting seemed to recommend. It 
was so deep, it reached her toes. 

 “Welcome home, Alison,” she said. “No, 
these weren’t for supper…not at all. They were 
just something for the party.” 

 “Party?” 
 “Yes, on Sunday. We have the family. It’s a 

tradition.” 
 “I think things have to be more than just 

three or four years to be a tradition,” Alison 
said. 

 “This is our sixth Christmas together, so I 
suppose that feels like a tradition.” Jenny’s 
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shoes were hurting, she wanted to take one of 
them off and beat her stepdaughter senseless 
with its high sharp heel. But she felt it would 
have been both unseasonal and counterpro-
ductive. There was no way Jenny was going to 
enjoy this Christmas; what she must try to do 
was to contain it. She tried to remember that 
phrase people used—what was it? damage 
limitation?—she had never known quite what 
it meant. Had it something to do with saving 
what you could? She often found at work that 
if you thought of something quite irrelevant 
and allowed your mind to click through the 
motions, then it prevented you from fl ying off 
the handle. 

 She saw Alison looking at her with interest. 
 “Yeah, I suppose six years is a tradition,” 

Alison agreed, as if she were struggling to be 
fair. 

 A glow of sympathy toward the girl began 
to shine through the mists of dislike and 
resentment. But Jenny was too experienced to 
mistake it for the swell of violins surging at the 
end of the movie. 

 “About the party,” Jenny said. “Are there 
any of your mother’s relations that we might 
ask?” 
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 Alison looked at her in disbelief. “Ask 
here?” 

 “Yes, it’s your home now, they are your rela-
tions, too. We want to make it a family Christ-
mas, we would be very happy to have them.” 

 “What for?” 
 “For the same reason that anyone asks any-

one under their roof at Christmas, for good-
will, for friendship.” Jenny hoped her voice 
wasn’t getting tinny, she could feel the edge 
developing. 

 She willed her eyes away from the tray of 
canapés that she had worked on so meticu-
lously. The crumby, mangled remains. Even 
those that had not been eaten were somehow 
used-looking. 

 “That’s not why people have Christmas 
parties, it’s for showing off,” Alison said. 

 Jenny took off her shoes and sat down at the 
table. She reached out for the perfectly formed 
pastries with their exquisite fillings. They 
tasted very good. 

 “Is that what you think?” she asked Alison. 
 “I don’t think it. I know it.” 
 Jenny did a calculation in her head: four-

teen now, Alison might be with them until she 
was eighteen. With any luck, this school might 
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not expel her, so it was only the school vaca-
tions and half terms they had to consider, four 
Easters, four summers, four Christmases. 
Timmy would grow up in the shadow of this 
moody girl. He would be a grown-up seven-
year-old by the time Alison left their home. 
She would lose these lovely years because of 
the hostile girl who sat at her kitchen table. 
She wondered what she would do if it were a 
problem at work. But that was not a useful 
road to go down. If Alison had been a mulish, 
mutinous junior, she would have been sacked 
or transferred with such speed that it would 
have electrifi ed everyone. She contemplated 
telling this discontented girl that life, far from 
being a bowl of cherries, could often be a bed 
of nettles and that everyone had to make her 
own happiness. But Jenny was familiar enough 
with teenagers to know that they wouldn’t 
share that kind of pain as an older woman 
might. Someone of Alison’s age would shrug 
and ask, Why bother? 

 She wondered, was there a chance that Ali-
son might be into the bond of the friendship? 
Should she offer to exchange some of her 
blood with her and swear eternal solidarity? 
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 But sadly, she remembered the school 
reports. They had all stressed how much Ali-
son resented any of the school conventions, 
even those enjoyed by her peers. No, the sis-
terly loyalty act didn’t look as if it would 
work. 

 She ate her fi fth canapé, thinking that this 
now represented a quarter of an hour’s work 
early that morning. Soon David would be 
home, tired and anxious to have a restful eve-
ning. She hadn’t even seen her beloved Timmy 
since she came in the door. 

 All over the country, families were getting 
ready for Christmas, some of them certainly 
had tensions…but not one family, in the entire 
land, had Alison. The time bomb. Theirs for 
four long years, ready to explode at any time. 

 She saw Alison’s luggage strewn all around 
the place. She would  have  to get an agreement 
with David that Alison keep everything in her 
room. Her room! Nothing had been done to 
it. 

 In fact, it was fi lled with boxes; worse still, 
packets of fi r cones and a huge canvas bag of 
holly sprigs. If ever the child was going to feel 
unwanted and unwelcome, it would be because 
of Jenny. She had intended to leave many, 
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many clothes hangers and a small understated 
vase with greenery and a couple of fl owers as 
welcome…nothing that could be considered 
showy or vulgar or uncool, or whatever were 
the favorite hatreds of Alison this festive sea-
son. 

 She had been silent as she had been glumly 
rejecting every possible method of relating to 
her stepdaughter. Alison must have noticed 
the lack of chatter. Her eyes followed Jenny’s 
and landed on the luggage. 

 “I suppose you want me to take all that out 
of your way,” Alison said in the voice of a mar-
tyr who had met a particularly unpleasant tor-
turer. 

 “About your room…” Jenny began. 
 “I’ll keep the door closed,” Alison groaned. 
 “No, not that…” 
 “ And  I’ll keep the music down,” she said, 

rolling her eyes. 
 “Alison, it’s the room I wanted to 

explain…” 
 The girl stopped in her bag-laden trudge to 

the bedroom. 
 “Oh God, Jenny, what is it  now?  What else 

can’t I do?” 
 Jenny felt so tired, she could cry. 
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 “I just wanted to explain what there was in 
there…” she said in a weak voice. Alison had 
opened the door. 

 She stood looking around her at all the 
preparations, the trimmings and the garnish 
for a festive Christmas. She lifted a fi r cone 
and smelled it. Her eyes went all around the 
room as if she couldn’t take it all in. “We 
didn’t think you were coming until tomor-
row,” Jenny apologized. 

 “You were going to decorate my room.” Ali-
son’s voice was husky. 

 “Well, yes. Well, with whatever you 
thought…you know.” Jenny sounded con-
fused. 

 “With all this?” Alison looked around her. 
 Jenny bit her lip. There was enough green-

ery in that room to decorate a three-story 
house, which was what they lived in. The child 
couldn’t possibly have thought it was all for 
her bedroom. 

 Then with one look at Alison’s radiant face 
she realized that that was exactly what the tall, 
rangy Pre-Raphaelite with the wild hair and 
the sullen mouth was. She was a child. A 
motherless child who was going to have a room 
decorated for the fi rst time. 
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 In publishing they always told you that the 
best decisions, the best books, came by acci-
dent, not by dint of long and clever planning. 

 “Yes, well, with most of it. I thought we’d 
make it look really nice, nice and welcoming 
for you. But now that you’re here…maybe…” 

 “Maybe I could help?” Alison said with eyes 
shining. 

 It wouldn’t last forever, Jenny knew that. 
The road ahead was not lit with soft, fl attering 
lighting like a movie. They wouldn’t fall into 
each other’s arms. But it would last a little bit. 
Maybe through the party and through Christ-
mas Day. 

 She heard the sound of her son running to 
fi nd her. 

 “Where were you, you didn’t come and see 
me?” he called. 

 She picked him up in her arms. “I was just 
welcoming your sister home,” she said, almost 
afraid to look at Alison’s face. 

 Alison leaned out and tickled Timmy with 
a frond of ivy. 

 “Happy Christmas, little brother,” she 
said. 

      



T HE  T EN  S NAPS 
OF  C HRISTMAS   

       





M  aura loved Christmas. Jimmy 
endured it. When Maura was a 

child they used to make a great fuss of it, an 
Advent calendar opening a window each day, 
the Christmas cards examined with all the 
verses read aloud, then each one threaded on 
colored string. They would start talking about 
the tree as early as October, and every present 
was lovingly wrapped and labeled and laid 
under the tree for at least a week’s squeezing 
and prodding in the hope and even fear of 
fi nding out what it was. 

 When they got married, fi rst Jimmy thought 
this was very endearing, he used to kiss her on 
the nose and say she was sweet. As the years 
went by, Maura noticed that it had become 
less sweet, like so many things. So she kept 
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her sense of Christmas excitement a secret 
that she hugged to herself and the babies as 
they arrived one by one. This year there was 
only Rebecca for Santa Claus. Rebecca was 
four, John and James and Orla were far too 
old. But you couldn’t be too old for trees and 
lights and candles and a holly wreath for the 
door. Maura worked alone and happily, and 
didn’t burden Jimmy too much when he came 
home from work in the evenings. She only 
consulted him about what Big Present each 
child was to get. 

 James was ten: he would get a bicycle. John 
was eight: he would get the electronic game 
that had been much hinted at. Rebecca would 
get a dozen small, noisy things—she wasn’t 
old enough for the Big Present yet, but Orla…
what would they give the tall fourteen-year-
old? Maura said she thought Orla might like a 
voucher for clothes in that trendy shop where 
her school friends spent hours just looking in 
the window. Jimmy thought that Orla might 
like a typewriter and a quickie typing course. 
They could come to no meeting of minds over 
this at all. Maura said to give anyone a typing 
course for Christmas was like giving a woman 
a diet book or a membership to Weight Watch-

This Year It Will Be Different
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ers. Jimmy said to give a child a voucher for a 
shop like that was like a license to buy per-
verted transsexual clothing with a parental 
imprimatur. It had better be neither of these. 
They decided they would give her a Polaroid 
camera. The kind that would take pictures 
instantly there and then. Festive for the sea-
son and urgent for today’s generation. So that 
was what they bought, and wrapped it in many 
other boxes and corrugated paper so that Orla 
prodded it a hundred times and still had no 
idea what it contained until the day itself. 

 Maura bought some heated hair rollers for 
her mother, who came to stay for Christmas. 
Her mother was glamorous and fashion-con-
scious in Maura’s mind; in Jimmy’s mind she 
was mutton dressed as lamb, a woman who 
refused to grow old gracefully. He never 
objected to her Christmas visit, but he didn’t 
look forward to it either. His own parents were 
kept at a safe distance, presents posted and a 
call on Christmas morning to wish them the 
compliments of the season. Jimmy’s family 
was a lot less demonstrative. 

 Maura bought a nice Tara brooch for Marie 
France, the French au pair girl. Marie France 
had this disconcerting habit of wondering 

T he  T en  S naps of  Christmas
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were things real silver or pure silk or was the 
wine vintage or if they had the best seats at 
the theater. At least with something so obvi-
ously ethnic and Irish she could hardly com-
plain. Marie France was all right, Maura 
thought, a bit pouty and shruggy and eyes-
up-to-heavenish, but maybe that was the way 
twenty-year-old French girls banished to learn 
English behaved. She did exactly what she was 
asked to do with Rebecca and about preparing 
the vegetables and vacuuming the downstairs, 
but not one single thing more. Maura had 
often wished she had set out a slightly more 
demanding timetable; after all, Marie France 
had a room of her own, three marvelous meals 
a day, and endless time to study as well as go 
to her course. But nothing, not even the minor 
sense of grudge toward Marie France, could 
spoil Maura’s Christmas, she felt the familiar 
excitement just as soon as they started to play 
“Mary’s Boy Child” and “The Little Drum-
mer Boy” over the tannoy at the supermar-
kets…and that was fairly early on. By the time 
the streetlights were up, Maura was in a high 
state of happy fuss. Her mother arrived with a 
yet more outrageous outfit than usual, her 
friend Brigid who had left her husband again 
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wondered was it possible if she could join the 
family, and Maura said, “Of course,” for 
Christmas was a time to be happy and Brigid 
had been a friend since school. Jimmy groaned 
a bit about Brigid. He said she was a nutcase 
and that the husband was well rid of her, but 
he agreed that since she could only eat a plate 
of turkey and ham, and since the day was 
ruined already by the presence of Maura’s 
mother, then honestly he saw no objection to 
Brigid coming, and sure sure if she brought 
her sleeping bag why not, why not let her sleep 
in the sitting room on the sofa. Since the crazy 
mother-in-law was taking up the guest room 
why not? 

 They sang carols on Christmas Eve. Maura 
closed her eyes in happiness and in gratitude 
for all she had. Her face was so happy that 
even Orla who thought it was yucky, and 
Grannie who thought it was over the top, and 
Brigid who thought it was barking mad, and 
Jimmy who thought it was pathetic, all joined 
in. James and John thought it was funny and 
sang one louder than the other. Rebecca 
thought it was a game and banged on her tam-
bourine in what she thought was in time with 
the music. 

T he  T en  S naps of  Christmas
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 Next morning after Mass they sat around in 
a circle while the presents were given out. 
Maura’s mother loved the hair rollers and took 
a plug off one of the lamps immediately in 
order to try them out. Marie France shrugged 
and pouted over the Tara brooch, Jimmy was 
genuinely pleased with the anorak because he 
hated waste and he wanted one anyway, and 
Maura showed pleasure at the carpet sweeper, 
which Jimmy said might be useful on those 
occasions when she didn’t think it worthwhile 
taking out the vacuum cleaner. 

 Orla was very quiet all morning as the gifts 
were being opened. Maura felt a pang of 
regret. Perhaps she should have fought harder 
for the voucher for the child. It was becoming 
harder and harder to talk to her, but all moth-
ers said the same about teenage daughters, 
and really it was only now when she was well 
and truly married and had a grown family that 
she could relate properly to her own mother. 
Maybe that was one relationship that would 
never work. It would be the same when chub-
by, adorable Rebecca had a decade behind 
her. Orla wasn’t rude or surly like other peo-
ple’s daughters. She never defied them or 
insisted on her own way. It was just that 
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recently she seemed…well…a little bored with 
them. It was as if she didn’t rate them very 
highly as a family. Nothing you could put your 
fi nger on and certainly nothing you could say 
to Jimmy, who thought the sun and the moon 
and all of the stars shone out of his eldest 
daughter. It would look like some kind of crit-
icism, which it was not. Maura had decided 
on this occasion, as on many others, to say 
nothing. But she chewed her lip as Orla’s long 
blond hair fell over the well-disguised present 
and fi nally revealed the camera that would 
take instant pictures. 

 “It’s beautiful, thank you, Dad, thank you, 
Mum,” she said in roughly the same voice that 
Maura had thanked Jimmy for the carpet 
sweeper. 

 “You can get people to take pictures of you 
so that you can chart your progress from ugly 
duckling to swan,” said Maura’s mother. 

 “Thank you, Grannie,” said Orla. 
 “Or you could take pictures of fellows and 

congratulate yourself later that you had noth-
ing to do with them,” said Brigid, who was 
sitting smoking, angrily rejoicing in her aban-
doned husband. 

T he  T en  S naps of  Christmas
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 “Yes, terrific idea, Auntie Brigid,” said 
Orla. 

 Maura could see the annoyance, but yet she 
too felt disappointed. If only Orla knew what 
she had been saved from…a typing course to 
be taken during the school holidays at Easter 
and a reconstituted typewriter and a book to 
practice from. If Orla knew that, maybe she 
might smile more warmly at her mother. Again 
Maura wished she had stood out for the gift 
token. If Orla had that in her hand, maybe the 
day would have been fi lled with dreams of 
gear to be bought, to be discussed, tried on, 
rejected, taken out on approval. Still it was 
done now and a camera with a whole fi lm of 
ten snaps in it was a marvelous gift for a four-
teen-year-old girl. 

 “Will you take one now?” James was anx-
ious to see if it worked. 

 “We’ll all make faces.” John wanted it to be 
a joke. 

 “Let me take the rollers out fi rst.” Maura’s 
mother was already testing the strength of her 
new gift and her head was a forest of spikes. 

 Orla shrugged. She was developing this very 
unattractive shrug, Maura thought. Far too 
like Marie France, far too distant. 
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 “It’s Orla’s camera, she can take what she 
likes,” Maura said, and hoped for a grateful 
smile, a thank-you look. But Orla just shrugged 
again. 

 “It doesn’t matter,” she said. “I’ll take one if 
you want to.” 

 They spent a long time posing. Marie 
France had to put on her lipstick, Maura 
noticed she didn’t bother to put on the Tara 
brooch. Soon they were assembled, four adults 
on the sofa, the three children in front. Orla 
pressed the button and like magic it came out 
a piece of gray-green that turned in front of 
their eyes into a picture of them all. 

 They looked oddly dead, Maura thought, 
and some of them had devil-like red eyes. 

 They all said it was very clever and won-
dered what would savages who had never 
heard of such things think if they saw one. 

 They had little jobs for the Christmas lunch; 
the boys had to clear up all the paper and put 
it in a neat pile. Jimmy was to get the wine, 
Grannie was to arrange the crackers on the 
table and lay out the chocolates on little glass 
dishes to be served later. Brigid was given a 
new linen dishcloth to polish the glasses. 
Marie France had been given nothing, so 

T he  T en  S naps of  Christmas
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nothing was what she would do. Maura went 
out to do the gravy and the bread sauce. 
Everything seemed to boil at once, the dishes 
were heavy, and Rebecca was under her feet at 
every turn. Sharply she ordered the child out 
of the kitchen and then felt guilty. It was 
Christmas Day, why was she being so irrita-
ble? She just felt that something was wrong. It 
was one of those silly fears, like recovering 
from a bad dream. In her annoyance and con-
fusion she let the turkey slip right off the dish 
onto the fl oor. She grabbed it furiously by the 
legs and rammed it back in the baking tin. 
Thank God her mother and Jimmy hadn’t 
been in the kitchen, they were both great at 
wrinkling up the nose and sighing at what 
were called Maura’s slapdash methods. What 
they don’t know won’t harm them, she thought 
as she rescued the sausages from under the 
cooker and picked off the surface dust. She 
hadn’t noticed Orla in the kitchen, but the 
child was there still examining the camera 
thoughtfully. 

 “Do you really like it, my love?” Maura 
asked kindly. 
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 “Oh yes, didn’t I say I did?” The girl was 
withdrawn. She would only resist any attempt 
at a heart-to-heart. 

 “Did the fl ash go off just then? I was won-
dering was I seeing lights in front of my eyes, 
or was it lightning?” 

 Orla shrugged. I’m going to get that bloody 
shrug out of her without having to go as far as 
physical violence, Maura thought purposeful-
ly. The boys came into the kitchen. 

 “Will you take another? Take one of us out-
side,” they begged. 

 “No.” 
 “Oh go on, Orla, that’s what it’s for.” 
 “No, they said I could take what I liked.” 
 “What  are  you going to take?” They were 

impatient with her now. 
 “Just casual pictures here and there; you 

know, to get a picture of Christmas the way it 
really is, not all people just posing and smil-
ing.” 

 They lost interest in her. Maura beamed, 
however. Perhaps Orla did like the gift and 
she might even take up an interest in photog-
raphy. That would be marvelous. Maura didn’t 
praise the idea too much in case Orla might 
shrug it off. 

T he  T en  S naps of  Christmas
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 Orla went to the shed where the wine was 
kept. Daddy didn’t hear her come in and had 
no idea she was there until the fl ash and the 
soft whir announced her. 

 “ Orla ,” he roared, moving toward her very 
fast. It was almost like a speeded-up fi lm to 
see how quickly he had drawn away from 
Marie France and how his arms had fallen 
from her. Marie France looked at the door 
with a half smile. She was straightening her 
blouse. 

 “What kind of a silly trick is that?” Her 
father wasn’t quick enough. Orla was back in 
the house and Maura had come out to see 
what the commotion was. 

 “Nothing, I’m just taking my own pictures 
for myself like you said I could.” 

 “Oh leave her, Jimmy. It’s her camera, let 
her take what she likes.” Maura went back to 
the kitchen. 

 “It’s just a game, you know, a sort of Christ-
mas game,” Jimmy said, desperate, but Maura 
had lost interest and Orla had gone off some-
where to examine the picture in peace. 

 Brigid was in the dining room thoughtfully 
polishing the glasses for the festive lunch, but 
her thoughts were in no way pleasant. Why 
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was she being forced to camp out in someone 
else’s house, share another family’s Christmas 
because of that bastard? She would show him. 
She would certainly punish him for this. If 
only she had some money. Life was so unfair. 
Look at all this cut glass and silver in Maura’s 
house, they hardly bothered with it. That little 
dish on the sideboard might be worth a few 
pounds, and there it was with pencils and 
sticky tape in it. 

 As she slipped it into her handbag Brigid 
heard a hiss and saw the f lash. Orla stood 
impassive at the door. 

 “I was just dusting it Orla, you know, rub-
bing it against something in my bag.” 

 “I know, Auntie Brigid.” Orla was gone 
before she could be asked to show the pic-
ture. 

 In the sitting room where Grannie was 
meant to be sorting sweets and crackers, 
Grannie was actually drinking the festive 
brandy from a bottle that she was holding by 
the neck. She nearly choked when Orla came 
into the room and her look was wide-eyed 
when she heard the camera make its whishing 
sound. 
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 “Don’t be a silly child, that’s a very babyish 
thing to do wasting your ten snaps, throwing 
them away.” 

 “I know, Grannie, but I  am  very babyish,” 
said Orla. 

 It was almost time for lunch, soon there 
would be excited calls from Maura and every-
one would gather. The boys were suspiciously 
quiet. Orla went to their room and entered 
without knocking. John was coughing over his 
cigarette but James was fl ourishing his in fi ne 
style. 

 “Captured for the future generations,” Orla 
said as the camera fl ashed. 

 “We’ll be killed,” James said simply. “It’ll 
ruin Christmas.” 

 “Only if they see it,” Orla said. 
 In her own bedroom as she waited for her 

mother to call, she laid out her collection. The 
group on the couch and the fl oor, scarlet-eyed 
and sure of themselves. Then her mother and 
the turkey on the fl oor, her father and Marie 
France, her grannie drinking the brandy from 
the bottle, her mother’s friend stealing the sil-
ver, her two brothers smoking in their bed-
room. She still had four more to take. Maybe 
one when the plum pudding came in and one 
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when they were all asleep with their mouths 
open. 

 “It’s ready.” She could hear her mother’s 
excited voice from below. 

 She tore the picture of the turkey into tiny 
pieces. Her mother was kind. Pathetic but 
kind. Orla’s eyes went back to her gallery. And 
look at the great Christmas that her mother 
had as a result of being kind. No, there was no 
need to keep the turkey disaster, but she would 
keep the rest. 

 She went down to her Christmas lunch with 
her head held high. She knew somehow she 
would be a person of importance this year. A 
person not to be taken lightly anymore. 
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W ISH   

       





E  lsa Martin had never been to New 
York. She had a passport, even a visa 

to go to the United States, dating from when 
she had thought that she was going on her 
honeymoon in Florida. 

 That was when she had thought she was 
going to have a honeymoon. 

 The passport lay there in a box. It was in 
the same drawer as her grandmother’s little 
silver bag, and all the good-luck cards in an 
album that the children had made for Miss 
Martin. She could have thrown them out, but 
the children had gone to so much trouble, put 
so many horseshoes and wedding bells on 
them, such glitter and decoration. It would 
have been like breaking up blossoms or stand-
ing on seashells. 
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 For a while she had kept Tim’s letters there; 
the letter where he told her he had never really 
loved her and couldn’t go through with it, 
where he begged her forgiveness. But then 
after a year Elsa had taken the letter and 
burned it because often she found herself 
going to read it over and over again. As if she 
might fi nd some insight, some reason why he 
had left; some thread of hope that he might be 
coming back. 

 People said that Elsa had been magnifi cent, 
they said that Tim must have been a rat or 
mentally unstable. They said she was well rid 
of him, and they marveled that she had taken 
it so calmly, ten days before her wedding day. 
She had returned gifts with a courteous and 
noncommittal note: “Since by mutual consent 
our marriage will now not take place we would 
like to return your generous present with our 
gratitude for your kind wishes.” And she had 
continued teaching the following term as if 
nothing had happened, as if her heart had not 
broken into two separate pieces. 

 The children were more honest. 
 “Are you very sad you didn’t get married, 

Miss Martin?” a child might ask. 
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 “A little sad, not very sad,” she would admit 
with a smile. 

 In the staff room they didn’t ask about the 
canceled wedding, and Elsa didn’t want to fi ll 
them in, so it remained one of life’s mysteries. 
Probably a mismatch, better they found out 
before the ceremony, really, than afterward. 

 Elsa’s sisters had never liked Tim because 
he had small eyes. They told each other, but 
did not tell Elsa, that their little sister had had 
a lucky escape. 

 Elsa’s friends hadn’t really got to know Tim 
very well. They were sympathetic but vaguely 
relieved. Tim had come out of nowhere very 
quickly and taken all Elsa’s mind and atten-
tion. Perhaps it was doomed from the start. 
And the years went by, fi ve of them. The chil-
dren grew up and forgot that Miss Martin had 
ever planned a wedding for which they had all 
made cards. The other teachers in the school 
forgot too. If a new teacher came and inquired 
about Miss Martin’s private life, they would 
have to root around in their memories of the 
incident some years back. A wedding called 
off at the last moment? It didn’t rate as impor-
tant in their lives. But it was still the center of 
Elsa’s life. She tried everything possible to 
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uproot the burning anxiety to know why 
someone thought she was a fine person to 
share his life hopes and dreams with one day, 
and the next day was able to say that it had all 
been a mistake. If it wasn’t anything she had 
 done , then it must be something to do with the 
person she  was . It was a huge matter to put 
behind you, but of course you had to pretend 
to—otherwise people accused you of brood-
ing and tried to take you out of yourself, which 
was wearying and irritating. Elsa’s friends 
thought she was very absorbed with her school 
work, her colleagues thought she had a busy 
life with friends. It was easy to remain within 
yourself, which was where she wanted to be. 

 Christmas was always meant to be the poi-
gnant time, the season that pointed out what 
the lonely were lacking; but, oddly, Elsa never 
found that Christmas was any worse than 
other times. One year she had gone to one sis-
ter’s, a tense household in South London 
where a lot of the discussion centered around 
alcohol and whether her brother-in-law was 
possibly partaking of too much of it. Another 
year to another sister’s, a haphazard home 
where Elsa did most of the cooking and clear-
ing up; and then to a colleague’s house where 
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they had rather too much carol singing and 
rather too little food. Last Christmas she had 
spent walking in the Scottish Highlands with 
a recently divorced friend who wanted to talk 
angrily about the innate badness of men and 
how they should all be wiped from the face of 
the earth. 

 And now it was the fi fth Christmas. For 
some reason this year she refused every offer, 
always grateful, always assuring them of some-
thing else long planned, but never specifi ed. 
At the Christmas concert in the shabby pre-
fabricated annex that served as a school hall, 
she adjusted the wings of the angels, the fl eece 
of the shepherds, and the crowns of the Three 
Wise Men as she had done for so many years 
in this school. The children were overexcited, 
surrounded by their admiring and proud par-
ents. They all fl ocked to Elsa and hugged her 
goodbye. And as she did so often, Elsa thought 
that teaching was so much better than any 
other job, particularly at Christmas. Imagine 
if you were in an office with interminable 
Christmas parties. How could anyone bear 
the false cheer, the fake bonhomie? 
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 “Where are you going for Christmas, Miss 
Martin?” they asked her from the comfort and 
safety of their parents’ arms. 

 Usually she said something vague and non-
committal, and that she would try not to eat 
too much Christmas pudding. But this year 
for some reason one of the children, little 
Marion Matthews, said confi dently to the oth-
ers, “She’s going to America. She told us she 
was.” 

 Had she? Elsa hadn’t remembered saying 
anything of the sort. 

 “Remember? Miss Martin’s going to make 
a wish for us from the Statue of Liberty,” cried 
Marion triumphantly. 

 Elsa remembered. There had been some 
story they read in class about people making a 
wish when they passed the Statue of Liberty 
in New York. 

 “Have you made a wish there, Miss Mar-
tin?” they had asked. 

 “No, not yet,” Elsa had said. “But when I 
go I’ll make a wish for you all.” 

 They had considered it with the seriousness 
of seven-year-olds. Would Miss Martin wish 
for the new hall for them? If they had a new 
hall, they could do all kinds of things, dancing 
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classes, basketball, proper gymnastics. Elsa 
had said lightly that of course she would, but 
they must remember that all wishes didn’t 
necessarily come true. 

 The Christmas vacation began. The chil-
dren would have forgotten next term that Miss 
Martin was going to make a wish for them. 
Their minds would be too full of the adven-
tures and gifts of a busy holiday. But Elsa 
didn’t forget. She went to the drawer to look 
for her passport. Her face had looked different 
then, she thought, the eyes less weary, the 
mouth more relaxed. But perhaps this was 
fantasy. 

 At the back of the passport were ten folded 
bills, each for twenty dollars. They had been 
there for fi ve years, losing value. Why had she 
not changed them back into pounds? Perhaps 
it had all been too painful at the time, and 
then she had forgotten them. Still, it was a 
good omen. A whole two hundred extra dol-
lars to spend on herself when she got there. 
She would give herself some little luxury. She 
would think not at all of what the money had 
been intended for. She didn’t even know why 
it was there. Had she changed it herself, was it 
a gift? Strange that she could remember so 
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much about that time with frightening clarity 
and other things not at all. 

 It was surprisingly easy for a single woman 
to buy a ticket to New York and ask a travel 
agency to book her a hotel room. Nobody 
asked her why she was going there. Elsa was 
an adult, she presumably had plans of her 
own, her own  agenda . 

 Other passengers read their books, watched 
the movie, or snoozed on the fl ight. 

 “Have a good Christmas, you hear?” the 
man at Immigration instructed her. 

 “Enjoy your stay,” ordered the man at Cus-
toms. 

 “Best city in the world,” volunteered the 
bus driver. 

 At the hotel the receptionist asked if she’d 
like a little Christmas tree in her room or not. 
“Some folks do, some folks want to forget the 
holiday, so we always ask,” she said. 

 Elsa thought for a moment. “I’d love a little 
Christmas tree,” she said. For fi ve years she 
had not even placed a sprig of holly in her 
apartment at home. 

 She put on her comfortable shoes—she had 
already forgotten what time it was back in 
Britain—and went out to mix with the shop-
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pers and the crowds coming home from work. 
She had heard that New York was a busy, 
frightening place where they pushed past you 
on the street, but the people seemed courte-
ous to her, and smiled when they heard her 
accent. 

 She watched the skaters at Rockefeller Cen-
ter and marveled at the fairy lights twinkling 
on every tree along the huge avenues of Man-
hattan. She stared, fascinated, into the win-
dows of the great department stories, and the 
lavish displays of gifts. Exhausted, she 
returned to her own hotel and the individual 
tree trimmed in her honor by a little oriental 
chambermaid. 

 “Do your family celebrate Christmas?” Elsa 
asked. Back home she would never have asked 
a personal question about anyone’s back-
ground or culture. Perhaps being in New York 
was changing her personality. 

 “Everybody love Christmas holidays, peo-
ple are happy and good-tempered,” said the 
girl, as if it were the most obvious thing in the 
world. 

 At the reception desk they had a brochure 
advertising a Christmas Eve treat. It was a 
special tour: it began with children singing 
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carols, then it took you around New York in a 
big bus pointing out the sights and the way 
various communities celebrated Christmas. 
There was a festive lunch and then a boat trip 
to blow away the cobwebs. They would go 
past the Statue of Liberty. 

 “Do people make a wish there or is that in 
my imagination?” Elsa asked. 

 “I don’t know that they do, but then I was 
born and raised here so I wouldn’t know. Per-
haps all visitors or fi rst-time people seeing the 
statue make a wish,” answered the reception-
ist. 

 Elsa studied the tour again. It was certainly 
full of interest, but it was expensive. Then she 
remembered her magic money, the ten twen-
ty-dollar bills she had not known were hers. 
“I’ll book it,” she said. 

 There were twenty of them setting out. 
Couples and people on their own. They each 
wore a paper name badge as big as a dinner 
plate. “Merry Christmas—I’m Elsa.” Some of 
them photographed each other. 

 “Shall I take one of you with your camera?” 
a man asked Elsa. She didn’t like to tell him 
that there was nobody on the face of the earth 
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to whom she would show such a picture, but 
he looked kind. 

 “I’d love that,” she said, not to disappoint 
him. 

 They got to know about each other, the 
people on the tour: the Japanese couple whose 
son had been killed in the war more than fi fty 
years ago. They had corresponded over the 
years with an American couple whose son had 
been killed on the same day. This was their 
fi rst visit. Elsa looked at the four old people in 
their seventies sitting together in such solidar-
ity and mystifi cation at what had happened to 
them all half a century ago. It made her own 
problems seem small. 

 There were a mother and daughter who 
fought good-naturedly and almost automati-
cally as they had done for a generation and 
would do for another. There was a scattering 
of people on their own, all extroverts, all able 
to talk as if they were old friends. The only 
quiet person was the man with the kind face 
who had taken Elsa’s photograph for her. He 
smiled as they passed places by. He looked as 
if he knew New York well, and might even be 
from the city, but that would be odd. Why 
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would a native New Yorker take a guided tour 
of his own place? 

 Light snow began to fall as they approached 
the Statue of Liberty. Elsa looked at it with 
awe. You  must  be able to make a wish at a place 
like this, a symbol so important to so many 
people who had come to start a new life with 
hearts full of hope. She closed her eyes and 
wished that the children in her school would 
get a new hall. 

 “It’s not a very important thing,” she said, 
struggling to be fair, mouthing the words 
without realizing it. “There must have been 
more important wishes made here, but I did 
promise the children I’d ask. And it would 
make a difference to music and concerts and 
everything as well as games. It’s not just for 
showing off, and there aren’t any funds left to 
build one, you see.” 

 She felt a camera fl ash; the man with the 
kind face had taken a picture of her. 

 “You were praying so hard I wanted to 
record it for you,” he said. He was easy to talk 
to. She told him about the hall and the school-
children back in London, and later when they 
were having eggnog in a tavern with the group 
she told him about Tim and how he had left 
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her and about the dollars in the back of her 
passport. 

 And he told her about his friend Stefan, who 
had died six months ago. How every year on 
Christmas Eve, Stefan had come out to thank 
the Statue of Liberty for giving him a home in 
America, but that he had never been able to 
give Stefan a real home because his father was 
old and his mother frail, and they could not 
take on board their only son’s having a friend-
ship with a man. They still lived in hope that 
he would marry and that all their great wealth 
could be handed on to future generations. 

 He had never been able to spend Christmas 
Day with Stefan; for years he had sat, mute 
and miserable, trying to be cheerful for two 
elderly people who were disappointed in him, 
trying to put out of his mind the thought of 
Stefan sitting lonely and confused in an apart-
ment drinking a bottle of vodka but assuring 
himself that he was loved even though it 
couldn’t be acknowledged. 

 So every Christmas Eve they had been 
together and come out to salute the Statue of 
Liberty at the gate of New York’s harbor. And 
sometimes Stefan played the violin to say 
thank you for being invited into America. 
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People had smiled at him, some had thought 
it sentimental, some had thought it touching. 

 He had tears in his eyes as he spoke of Ste-
fan and how he had promised him that one 
day he would build a great auditorium in his 
name so that everyone would know of him. 
He wouldn’t be one more immigrant, he would 
be a violinist who loved this city. But he 
couldn’t do it yet. Not yet while his parents 
were alive. He must allow them peace in their 
last years, months even. Stefan would under-
stand. 

 “Did he play in concerts?” Elsa asked. 
 “No, he taught music in a school,” said the 

man with the kind face, and then suddenly 
they both knew how Stefan’s monument could 
be built and where. A hall with his name on it 
could go up three thousand miles away. The 
children would be pleased but not astonished. 
Miss Martin had made a wish, that was all. 
And Stefan could be honored in another great 
city until the time was right for him to be 
acknowledged in New York, his own home-
town. 
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E  llie liked them mainly. The old people 
who had come to live and die in Wood-

lands. There were very few trees in Wood-
lands, but that didn’t matter, it was as good a 
name as most and better than some. The place 
down the road was called Rest Haven, and the 
one across the road, Santa Rosa della Marina. 
Woodlands had a bit more dignity somehow. 

 Ellie was popular with the guests, she didn’t 
call them dear or dearie like some of the car-
ers did. She didn’t speak to them as if they 
were deaf or mad. She never asked how are  we  
feeling today. She didn’t lower her voice in 
respect of their huge age and imminent death. 
Ellie would admit to them when she had a 
hangover or had got involved yet again with a 
highly unsuitable man. She was twenty-seven, 
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eager, untidy, and loud. She brought life and 
energy into their bedrooms with their early 
morning tea and into the Day Room with their 
midmorning coffee. 

 Kate Harris, the matron, watched Ellie with 
amused exasperation. She was certainly no 
advertisement for Woodlands with her stained 
white coat…yet she had got those stains by 
helping the old people to move to more com-
fortable positions and maybe knocking over 
their coffee while doing so. Her hair escaped 
from its cap because she was always running 
to be somewhere that she was needed. She 
spent little time in the staff room preening 
herself at a mirror. Ellie had held the hands of 
dying men and women, she had prattled on to 
them about their families, she had a natural 
kindness that more than made up for a sloppy, 
careless, and overfamiliar style of going on. 
She remembered the names of the visitors, 
too, which was a bonus, and had a tendency to 
fl irt with some of the sons or grandsons who 
came to visit the elderly. 

 Kate Harris felt that Ellie’s judgment in 
men left a lot to be desired. The most recent 
one, a dark, brooding-looking man with an 
irritating tendency to hoot his car horn just at 
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the time the residents were settling down to 
sleep, was no great addition to the scene. But 
then Kate Harris had not been a wise chooser 
of men: her ex-husband had left eventually 
with a woman half Kate’s age and somehow 
without leaving Kate half the community 
property. It had never been sorted out, and it 
never would be. 

 Kate’s mother had always said that it was an 
unwise marriage. It was doubly and trebly irri-
tating that she had been proved right. There 
was nothing Mother had not been right about. 
She had even been right about the future. 

 “Don’t come and live with me, Kate,” 
Mother had said. “We would be enemies in a 
week. Get started in some kind of business. 
You had quite a brain before that man set 
about destroying it.” 

 She had decided to go into business herself 
and established Woodlands in a Melbourne 
suburb, an only moderately successful retire-
ment home. Kate Harris sighed; she wasn’t 
one to criticize young Ellie’s poor choice in 
men. And at least she hadn’t married any of 
them. 

 Ellie was going to spend her Christmas hol-
iday in Sydney with the dark, brooding man 
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called Dan. She had told them all about the 
apartment he had rented. Well, was going to 
rent. From people he knew, or friends of his 
knew. And they were going four days before 
Christmas or maybe three. There was no pres-
sure, no fuss. It would be great. And some-
body had asked Ellie yesterday did it have a 
sea view and she had bitten her lip and said 
yes, sure, probably. 

 Kate Harris got the impression that Dan 
and the apartment hadn’t quite fi rmed up as 
expected. Still, let them work it out. It wasn’t 
Kate’s problem, she was not Ellie’s mother, 
there was no need to advise or warn as her 
own mother had. 

   There were thirty-two people in Woodlands, 
twenty-eight of them were going out for Christ-
mas. Four, the Hard Core, would remain. Kate 
Harris would manage this herself, she had 
done so last year and the year before. These 
were the complainers, the moaners, the groan-
ers. It was not hard to see why no one wanted 
them to spoil Christmas peace. 

 Twenty-eight old people would be collected 
and driven to their children and grandchil-
dren, or to their nieces or the children of their 
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cousins. They were people who would smile at 
a barbecue on Christmas Day, men and 
women who would choose presents from a gift 
catalogue, or arrange a case of a nice vintage 
to be delivered from a winery. They would 
come back with photographs of Christmas 
and New Year’s festivities. 

 The Hard Core would sit, resentful and 
unyielding, refusing always to be interested in 
the activities of others. Kate sighed. It was not 
the most glorious and celebratory way to spend 
Christmas, listening to the collective com-
plaints of the Hard Core. But she owed it to 
them. They paid to live here, it was their 
home, if they had nowhere else to go for 
Christmas, then she wasn’t going to turf them 
out to other places like so many parcels. She 
couldn’t say that Woodlands was closing so 
she could place them in Santa Rosa della 
Marina or Rest Haven and retrieve them later. 
Christmas was an unsettling time anyway and 
too full of memories. Besides, Kate was glad 
to be busy, it shut out the thoughts of her hus-
band, the unhappy years before he left and the 
lonely years after he had gone. 
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   She was totally unprepared for the phone call 
from Darwin. It came fi ve days before Christ-
mas as the guests and staff were beginning the 
long, slow business of winding down opera-
tions. Her mother had had a stroke, she was in 
hospital, miles away; a fl ight and a long drive. 

 The Hard Core would have to be resettled. 
Kate sighed a heavy sigh. At least it put the 
shock and fl ood of racing emotions about her 
mother onto one side. Would she call Rest 
Haven fi rst? Perhaps they might take Donald. 
They might, but he was so choleric and bad-
tempered and waved his stick so imperiously. 
Yet Rest Haven had pretensions about snob-
bery and class. Donald was the most top-
drawer of the Hard Core. She wondered which 
was going to be harder, persuading Rest Haven 
or persuading Donald. Then there was Geor-
gia. She would hate Santa Rosa della Marina, 
she would say that Italians and Spaniards 
made wonderful maids but one shouldn’t have 
to talk to them socially. She had once gone to 
Rest Haven but then had been barred from 
there, so it was Santa Rosa or nowhere. And 
then there were Hazel and Heather, sisters 
who hated each other even more than they 
hated everyone around them, which was very 
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deeply. Their days were spent plotting dis-
comfi ture and distress each for the other. Kate 
sat for a while, head in hands. Ellie came in 
and saw her. 

 “A few scoops too many last night?” She 
was quick to relate to what would have been 
her own reason for holding her head in her 
hands. 

 “No Ellie, this may come as a shock to you 
but I am not in the habit of getting drunk on 
duty.” 

 “Sorry, you look as if you’re feeling crook.” 
 “My mother’s had a stroke, I have to close 

Woodlands for Christmas, I have to relocate 
the Hard Core, wouldn’t that make anyone 
crook?” 

 Ellie’s face was full of concern and sympa-
thy; she asked about Kate’s mother, how much 
speech and movement had been lost, what was 
the prognosis. Not for the first time, Kate 
wished that Ellie had studied, qualifi ed as a 
nurse, gone into paramedical management. 
She had so many of the right qualities. She 
was wasted on the loser Dan, the man with 
the dark, empty eyes and the unconfi rmed 
plans for Christmas. 
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 “But anyway, Ellie, these are the burdens of 
being a tycoon and running a place like this, a 
goldmine.” Kate’s voice was bitter. Everyone 
knew that Woodlands only paid its way 
because she put in so many hours there. 

 “They’ll throw Donald out on the side of 
the road,” Ellie said. 

 “Maybe  we  should have a long time ago.” 
Kate was reaching for her telephone book. 

 “And Georgia, she’s actually barred from 
Rest Haven, you do know that?” 

 “I know, which is why I’m gritting my teeth 
and getting ready to face Santa Rosa.” 

 “Isn’t it a pity there’s nobody…” Ellie said. 
 “I know, but there  is  nobody…I just can’t 

ask any one person to cancel her Christmas 
and stay here for the Hard Core. No money 
would pay them.” 

 “I know,” Ellie said. 
 Kate looked at her sharply. Could Dan have 

been darker and more brooding than usual 
and have forgotten Christmas? Kate couldn’t 
ask. She reached for the telephone and dialed 
Santa Rosa. 

 “Stop for a minute,” Ellie said. 
 With great relief, Kate replaced the receiv-

er. 
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 “I’d need a lot of money,” Ellie said. 
 “It’s yours,” Kate said. 
 “And double-time off afterwards.” 
 “That too.” 
 “You see, I thought I’d go to a health spa 

and have a makeover or whatever they call 
them. He likes smaller, younger, thinner girls, 
it turns out.” 

 “They all do, that’s what it’s about,” Kate 
said grimly. 

 “So after New Year’s, I go for two weeks to 
one of these places and get a new me, and then 
I go off with Dan.” 

 “As you say,” Kate said, hardly daring to 
believe it. 

 “Well, pack your case and go see your moth-
er,” Ellie said. 

 “You do remember how terrible the Hard 
Core is?” 

 “I do. Did we mention how much money?” 
 “We’re talking about a week. Five times 

your weekly salary.” 
 “Six.” 
 “Oh come on, Ellie…” 
 “Think of Georgia in Santa Rosa, think of 

Donald in Rest Haven.” 
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 “Six, but you have to cook properly and you 
are not to shout at them.” 

 “It’s a deal.” 

   The hard core were not at all pleased when 
they were told that Ellie was in charge. 

 “A slattern, that’s what we would have called 
her in the old days,” said Donald. 

 “She’s not a nurse, she’s a carer, a servant 
class,” said Georgia. 

 “I suppose her boyfriend has left her,” 
Heather said to Hazel. 

 “At least she had a boyfriend, which is more 
than you ever had,” Hazel said to Heather. 

   Kate Harris telephoned from the airport. “I 
must have been mad,” she said to Ellie. “My 
mind is unhinged, otherwise I wouldn’t have 
left them to you.” 

 “Thanks for the vote of confi dence,” Ellie 
said. 

 “Nothing personal. Listen, we could still 
get them in. Rest Haven owes me a favor or 
two, they’ll take Donald and maybe the terri-
ble twins.” 

 “Hazel is eleven months older, you  know  
that,” Ellie said. 
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 “Ellie, this is no time for inessentials.” 
 “If I am to look after the Hard Core until 

you get back, let me be the judge of what’s 
essential and what’s not. Kate, get on that 
plane, and be pleasant to your mother, for 
God’s sake.” 

 “Don’t alienate them, Ellie, please. Wood-
lands is all I’ve got; if they leave, we go 
under.” 

 “Safe journey, Kate,” said Ellie, and hung 
up. 

 She squared her shoulders and went in to 
face the grumblings of the Hard Core. It was 
going to be hard enough to tolerate them for a 
full week without the knowledge that the place 
was in worse fi nancial condition than any of 
them had suspected. 

 “I suppose you’re going to skimp on the 
food and pocket the profi t for yourself,” said 
Donald, his face purple already with anger at 
the thought of it. 

 “If she ate less herself, she wouldn’t have 
lost her boyfriend,” Heather said. 

 “Tell us how  you  would know what a boy-
friend might or might not like,” Hazel coun-
tered. 
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 “This is the last Christmas I spend here,” 
said Georgia. “It was bad enough when Miss 
Harris tried to cope with us on her own, hav-
ing let the staff go to save money, but to leave 
a carer. That’s inexcusable.” Georgia sniffed 
so loudly, it was like a pistol shot. 

 “At least they have a cook in Santa Rosa,” 
said Hazel. 

 “And some company over what is meant to 
be the festive season,” said Heather. 

 “And people of one’s own kind to talk to in 
Rest Haven…they don’t let the dross in,” said 
Donald, glaring at Georgia. It was generally 
known that Georgia was not allowed to dark-
en the door of Rest Haven again. 

 Ellie’s heart felt heavy. She had in her hands 
the future of four people, one-eighth of Kate 
Harris’s clientele. They would all leave. Pos-
sibly during Christmas, with maximum pub-
licity involving television coverage. Ellie could 
see Donald giving interviews and waving his 
stick as he crossed the road to Rest Haven. 
She could literally see the interview as if it had 
already happened, and could imagine Kate’s 
face at the other side of Australia as she saw it 
too. And the place would close. Kate would 
lose her investment. Ellie would lose her job. 
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Twenty-eight people would come back from 
their Christmas holidays and fi nd that their 
home was under sentence. And these four dif-
fi cult old horrors would have to be resettled 
somewhere. Not an easy task. 

 All this would happen simply because of the 
Hard Core and their selfi sh refusal to believe 
that Christmas could be hell on earth for lots 
of people, and their refusal to admit that their 
destiny was in their own hands. What a trag-
edy that she had promised Kate not to alienate 
them. It would be so good to tell the Hard 
Core what they were putting at risk. 

 “This place will close,” Ellie heard herself 
say. “Between the four of you, you will man-
age to close it down. The rest of us will sur-
vive somehow. Kate will get something for the 
property if not the goodwill. The other guests 
are normal, they’ll fi nd other places to take 
them. I’ll even get a job somewhere; as you’re 
all so keen to point out I am a lowly person, 
there are still lots of lowly jobs about. But you 
four are the ones to worry about. I wonder 
where you will all be next Christmas. Wher-
ever I am then, I will think of you, all four of 
you, and wonder.” 

 There was a silence. 
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 Ellie couldn’t believe that she had actually 
said it. Only fi ve minutes after being pleaded 
with by Kate, who was on the way to her para-
lyzed mother’s bedside. How could she have 
been so selfi sh and thoughtless? But it had 
been said. And there were no words that could 
take back the insult and the hurt. She hardly 
dared to raise her head. 

 To her surprise, Donald wasn’t pounding 
his stick on the fl oor, Georgia wasn’t giving 
one of her unmerciful sniffs, neither Hazel 
nor Heather had said anything about Ellie’s 
unlikely prospects of keeping any man if this 
was an example of her social behavior. 

 The silence was more powerful than any-
thing. It was not a feature of life with the Hard 
Core. 

 When she looked at them, she saw that their 
faces were stricken. They had all aged in front 
of her eyes. They looked what they were: old, 
frail, and frightened. Ellie’s eyes fi lled with 
tears. Tears for their future, for her own future 
when she was their age, for what she had said 
and done to them. And childish tears of frus-
tration because she had no idea what to do 
now. 
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 After what seemed the longest silence that 
Woodlands had ever known, Donald spoke. 
He spoke without moving his stick, and there 
was no sign of the sneer that Ellie had thought 
was built into his face. 

 “What should we do?” he asked. 
 Georgia also looked like a frightened child. 

“I mean this is not the  worst  place in the world, 
and you, Ellie, even if you have no qualifi ca-
tions, you are…well, you are kind. They were 
not kind in Rest Haven. Even if they would 
have me again, which I gather they will not.” 

 Ellie looked at her openmouthed. This was 
such forbidden territory, and here was Geor-
gia admitting it. 

 Heather had begun to whimper, but Hazel 
reached out her hand. “Now, now, none of 
that, Heather. I’m here, Hazel is here, didn’t I 
always know what was best for my little sis-
ter?” she said. 

   Ellie blew her nose loudly, but somehow it 
only made her cry more. Dan was on his way 
to some job up on the Gold Coast. At the last 
minute there had been a job as a driver, driv-
ing lots of leggy girls to and from a resort…
Surely Ellie would understand. It wasn’t as if 
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this Christmas was defi nite or anything. Was 
it?…Dan had looked at her with troubled eyes, 
and Ellie had been too hurt and tired and sad 
to tell him just how defi nite and important it 
had been. And Kate Harris, who had worked 
hard and been cheerful all her life, had been 
deserted by her rat of a husband, her business 
was about to collapse, her mother was going to 
be an invalid. But somehow saddest of all were 
these four self-destructive people who looked 
at her with frightened old eyes. 

   “I don’t know what we can do.” Ellie found 
herself speaking to Donald as an equal for 
once. “The place isn’t quite making ends meet 
as it is, and if Kate’s mother means she’s going 
to have to be away a bit she won’t have the 
money to pay a proper person to come in 
here.” 

 Georgia bit her lip. “We don’t need really 
proper people, we could sort of get by,” she 
said. 

 “But Kate’s a qualifi ed nurse, she mightn’t 
be able to keep her license…” 

 “We don’t need nursing,” said Hazel. “We’re 
as strong as horses, aren’t we, Heather?” 

 “Horses,” Heather repeated dutifully. 
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 “But there are no new people coming and it 
costs so much for Kate to advertise…” 

 “We could do word-of-mouth,” Donald 
said. “You know, we could write and tell peo-
ple it’s a fi ne place.” 

 “But if they  do  come here, you’ll just tell 
them that everyone is being poisoned,” Ellie 
said, with spirit. 

 “No, no, it would all be different.” Donald 
sounded as if he meant it. 

 “I could go and try and get some of the peo-
ple in Rest Haven and lure them here,” Geor-
gia said. 

 “Kate wouldn’t allow that, no poaching on 
other people, that’s always been her rule.” 

 “We could write to our old school, Heath-
er,” Hazel suggested. “Lots of past pupils of 
our age might like to know of a place to 
come.” 

 “Chaps who retired same time as I did,” 
Donald said. “There’s an offi ce newsletter, I 
could write a fi rst-person piece for it, I was 
always good with words, I could describe all 
the full days we have here…” 

 “But you  hate  it, Donald, you absolutely 
hate Woodlands, no point in luring them all 
here and then telling them the place is fi lled 
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with dunderheads and lower-class people.” 
Ellie didn’t want to raise Kate’s hopes only to 
have them dashed again. 

 “I wouldn’t if…” Donald didn’t fi nish the 
sentence. 

 “You couldn’t change overnight…people 
don’t,” Ellie insisted. “There’s no one who 
wants this place to survive as much as I do, 
but come on…you’re all old enough to know 
that it might only be a dream.” 

 She saw that they were looking at her with 
hope. Suddenly Ellie realized that they never 
thought of her as someone with any real 
involvement in Woodlands. After all, she had 
only told them about her hangovers, the par-
ties she went to, the fellows who came in and 
out of her life. Perhaps it was only now that 
they saw another side to her. The feeling that 
this place had been good to her and was in 
many ways her home. 

 “When I was in business,” Donald said, “at 
the first sign of trouble we always called a 
meeting around a table to have a conference.” 

 “When I was a hostess, with anyone who 
was anyone in the state wanting to come to my 
dinner parties, I always began with a list,” said 
Georgia. 
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 “When we ran the house for Father,” Hazel 
said, “Heather and I would always work out 
with each other what was the very worst that 
could happen, and we sort of worked back-
wards from there.” Heather smiled proudly at 
her older sister. 

 “That’s a good idea,” said Donald. “Deal-
ing with the negatives fi rst.” 

 Ellie pulled up a table and they settled 
around it. 

 They would eat sparingly over the Christ-
mas season, no need for festive banquets, they 
would save money for Kate there for a start. 

 “I’ll forgo my bonus for looking after you,” 
Ellie offered. 

 How much was it, they wanted to know, and 
were horrifi ed when they heard it was six times 
the weekly rate. 

 “But you  are  pretty terrible,” Ellie said, and 
they nodded. Almost proudly. 

 They listed the people they could contact 
about how much they loved Woodlands. Don-
ald said they might contact a local television 
station to do a heartwarming interview for 
Christmas, about how four elderly people had 
refused all the offers to go to members of their 
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family because they liked being together in 
their normal surroundings. 

 “Won’t the members of our families who 
see it be surprised!” giggled Georgia. 

 “Wipe their bloody eyes for them,” said 
Donald. 

   Kate called when her plane got to the airport 
at her mother’s town. 

 “Tell me it’s all right, Ellie,” she said. 
 “Are you going to do this every day, are you 

going to waste the profi ts, meager as they are, 
on interstate phone calls?” 

 “What about you taking six times your sal-
ary for one way of wasting the profi ts?” said 
Kate crossly. 

 “Oh well, yes, I sort of rethought that.” 
 “What are you trying to do now, bleed me 

dry?” 
 “No, double time will do.” 
 “Speak to me, Ellie, are any of them alive?” 

Kate begged. 
 “Have one quick word, say Happy Christ-

mas to each of them and then hang up, this 
place isn’t made of money,” Ellie ordered. 

 They all gave her a greeting. 
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 “We decided not to be fulsome, in case she 
suspected something,” Donald said. 

 “Good senior management thinking,” Ellie 
said, and she got the fi rst genuine smile Don-
ald had managed since he arrived in Wood-
lands. 

     Late that night, they were still planning and 
structuring. They had cocoa and biscuits. A 
great car-hooting was heard outside. 

 “It’s your young man,” said Heather. 
 “Let him come on and knock at the door 

like a normal person then,” said Ellie. 
 Dan arrived. “Didn’t you hear me?” he said. 

“I called to say that I asked them could you 
come to help. Told them you’d worked at a 
place, you know, a place. I didn’t say it was 
like this.” 

 “No indeed,” said Ellie. 
 The Hard Core shook their old heads. 
 “So if you want to, you can come, company 

for the journey.” 
 “Happy Christmas, Dan,” Ellie said. 
 “Is that a yes or a no?” Dan asked. 
 “It’s geriatric speak for goodbye,” Ellie 

said. 
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 They sat in silence while his car roared off. 

   There was still postal time before Christmas, 
they must get letters into the mail tomorrow. 
There were phone calls too. Messages of good-
will to people estranged, cut off, or neglected 
because of real or imagained slights. Invita-
tions to come and visit before the New Year. 

 “The place looks shabby,” said Georgia, 
“they might not think it was smart enough. 
You know the way that some people judge by 
appearances.” 

 They agreed to ask local children to come 
in and whitewash the walls, help with the gar-
den, build up the window boxes. Churches 
and community groups would cooperate. 

   On Christmas day they were having a barbe-
cue when the phone rang. Georgia answered. 

 “No, Kate, better not talk to Ellie, she’s as 
drunk as a lord, Donald just insisted we get 
her some wine. She has been absolutely mar-
velous. How’s your mother, by the way?” 

 Kate lost her power of speech, and sat down 
on a chair in the hospital corridor. Ellie was 
drunk. Georgia was cheerful. Donald had 
insisted that Ellie have some wine. They had 
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remembered her mother was in hospital. The 
world was ending. 

 “I think I’ll get back very soon,” Kate said 
in a strangled voice. 

 “Not until your mother is ready to travel,” 
Georgia said brightly. 

 “Travel?” Kate squeaked. 
 “Well, you will be bringing her home?” 

Georgia said. “That’s what the committee 
thought.” 

 “The committee?” 
 “Yes, we searched for a name but we decid-

ed to call ourselves the Hard Core,” Georgia 
said with the smile that had made her famous 
years ago, before she had fought with every-
body and ended up with no friends. 

 Miles away, outside the ward where her 
mother was recovering but would always need 
permanent residential care, Kate held the 
phone and hardly dared to think about the 
spirit of Christmas. 

 “Kate, I think you should hang up now, 
Ellie said we must all be very careful of fi nanc-
es if Woodlands is to be the success we all 
want it to be.” 

 “Ellie said that?” Kate’s voice was a whis-
per. 
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 “When she’s sober, which is most of the 
time, she is a fi ne person,” said Georgia in a 
tone that implied the only dissenting opinion 
had been Kate’s. 

 “Give my love and thanks to the Hard 
Core,” said Kate. 

 Georgia was pleased. Pleased and sur-
prised. 

 “You remembered the name,” she said 
approvingly. “I think there’s hope for this 
place yet.” 



      C HRISTMAS  T IMING   
       





T  his would be their fifth Christmas 
together, or not together. But the prin-

ciple was the same. Chris hated the smugness 
of married people who went on and on about 
anniversaries, as if a thing could only be cele-
brated when it was legit. She couldn’t believe 
that her friends didn’t know that she and Noel 
had got together in the winter of 1984. A mag-
ical winter when they kept fi nding out how 
much they had in common; they were both 
Christmas babies, one called Chris, one called 
Noel in deference to the season. They had 
both been bored rigid by the Olympic Games 
and never wanted to hear of a decathlon, a jav-
elin, or a discus ever again. They had loved 
the fi lm  Amadeus  and felt that at just touching 
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thirty they were a little too old for Michael 
Jackson. 

 It had been the Christmas of Stevie Wonder 
and “I just called to say I love you.” Chris 
would never forget that as long as she lived. 
And the way Noel  did  call to say he loved her, 
from every phone box, hotel foyer, railway sta-
tion. And from the family home whenever his 
wife was out of earshot. 

 The children were so young in 1984. Noel’s 
children. And of course, to be fair, his wife’s 
children. They were very young, they were 
seven and eight. That was young. And oddly, 
as the years went by, they still seemed to be 
young. Chris couldn’t understand it, every-
thing else changed. But those children of 
Noel’s were still clinging toddlers expecting 
him home, needing to be telephoned, wanting 
presents, demanding postcards daily on the 
few occasions when Noel and Chris  did  man-
age to get away together. They seemed to be 
getting younger in their photographs too. Or 
else dressing younger and assuming babyish 
positions. They were twelve and thirteen now. 
Why did they still get photographed cuddled 
up to Daddy, leaning on him, needing protec-
tion? Did a devilishly cunning wife always 
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manage to snap them this way, knowing that 
these would be the pictures that got shown 
rather than complete family scenes? 

 They were very sensitive with each other, 
Chris and Noel. He never mentioned aspects 
of the family Christmas that might upset her, 
the parties for relatives and neighbors. She 
was the same with him, she never talked about 
how her parents always invited her father’s 
junior partner, a man who had the huge advan-
tage of being single. She never told him how 
her sisters talked to her darkly about the bio-
logical clock ticking away and how liberation 
was all very well but did one want to put off 
babies forever? 

 In fact Chris thought that they were much 
more courteous to each other and anxious not 
to offend than were most married couples she 
knew. She often did those quiz-type articles in 
magazines. “Are you compatible?” In all of 
them, answering honestly, she thought they 
came out with top marks. They always lis-
tened, fascinated, to stories of the working 
day. They never slouched around the house in 
slovenly and unattractive gear. Neither of 
them would dream of turning on a television 
rather than having a conversation. They were 
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tender and giving in their lovemaking rather 
than selfi sh. They didn’t need to cheat. They 
were compatible. 

 Sometimes she did an “Are you romantic?” 
test. And they were, they were! 

 He brought her a single fl ower; he remem-
bered what she wore and praised it. She always 
served dinner on a table, no trays on the lap in 
Chris’s fl at. 

 And it was the same in the “Is he a chauvin-
ist pig?” tests. He wasn’t, he wasn’t. With her 
hand on her heart she could say that he 
admired her mind, thought her job was worth-
while, asked her advice about his own, treated 
her equally in all things. There was no way 
she could be considered his little bit of fl uff. 

 There were no tests she shied away from. 
Not even the “Will your love survive?” She 
went through it remorselessly and decided 
that it would. Triumphantly, when all others 
had fallen or cooled down. They had all the 
right ingredients for survival. They were clear-
sighted, they knew the limitations and yet 
could travel to the furthermost boundaries. 
Even the regular Christmas promise that next 
year they would be together. Properly. That 
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wasn’t a weak link in their love. It was a neces-
sary pronouncing of commitment. 

 Noel loved doing these little psychological 
tests too. Sometimes he found more that Chris 
hadn’t seen in management magazines. “Is 
your love life suffering because of stress?” 
They would laugh confi dently and agree that 
Noel’s love life with Chris was doing nothing 
of the sort. He found a serious one called “Are 
you a cheat?” They went through it very care-
fully and decided that he wasn’t, because 
nobody was being let down. And that when 
the time was right everything would be out in 
the open. 

 So they had no fear of any Christmas Quiz 
dreamed up in a family newspaper to keep the 
readers happy and partially alert over Christ-
mas. And though they were separated by many 
miles, they wouldn’t be unhappy on Christ-
mas Day. Noel had a picture of Chris sitting 
down in her family home surrounded by sis-
ters and brothers-in-law, nephews and nieces, 
and good old family friends. He could imag-
ine her sitting by the fi re and picking up this 
marvelous questionnaire and fi lling it in qui-
etly, smiling to herself in the knowledge that 
he, too, would be doing it by his fi reside and 
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that everything they answered to the ques-
tions would be almost word for word the same. 
Chris thought of Noel, after all the family fun 
with those two children who seemed to have 
reversed the aging process, possibly getting 
rattles and soft toys in their stockings this 
year. He would ask for a little peace for Daddy 
to read the papers and it would be given to 
him. She could see him nodding and smiling 
over the kind of thing that might have other 
couples riddled with anxiety. Compatible, 
romantic, clear-sighted, nonchauvinist, non-
cheating? They would win in every category. 
At around the same time on a crisp, cold after-
noon on the day that was both Christmas and 
the day they had reached half of three score 
and ten, they sat down to do the Christmas 
Quiz. 

 This year it was in a different format. Not 
the usual boxes to tick for Yes and No and 
Possibly. Not the usual scoring scheme at the 
end: “If you scored over 75 you are ridiculous-
ly happy” or “If you scored under 20, are you 
 sure  this relationship is for you?” 

 This year it was a completely new depar-
ture. You had to write in words, sentences, not 
ticks and crosses. There was no scoring at the 
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end, only the suggestion that you leave the 
newspaper around the house so that the loved 
one could read it. That’s if you wanted the 
loved one to change. Deep in their armchairs 
miles from each other, Chris and Noel, the 
thirty-fi ve-year-old Christmas babies, nestled 
in to do the questionnaire. It was called 
“Those little irritations,” and under a whole 
lot of different headings you had to fi ll in the 
things about the loved one that caused you to 
wince.  BE HONEST  the headline screamed at 
you, and said there was no point in doing it 
unless you did it honestly. 

 In the house where Chris sat, children 
played with their new games by the tree, her 
sisters talked of new arrivals in the new decade, 
her parents slept contentedly in their chairs. 
Her father’s junior partner, who had the merit 
of being single, mended the Christmas lights 
and put batteries into all the gadgets that had 
been gift-wrapped without them. He saw 
Chris take up the questionnaire. 

 “Only a couple who were seriously mad 
would attempt that,” he said genially. 

 Chris looked at him pityingly. He must not 
know about her happy love life in case he ever 
let it slip to her parents. 
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 “Oh that’s right, only us singles would dare 
to do it. Fantasy life and all that.” 

 He smiled at her; he looked kind of differ-
ent this year, perhaps he, too, had a secret life. 
She drew the paper up to her closer so that she 
could begin without his seeing the pure con-
tentment on her face. 

 In Noel’s house the children had gone out 
with their friends; they said there was nothing 
to do at home and now that they had opened 
their presents, couldn’t they please go up the 
hill and fl y kites like everyone else. Noel’s wife 
talked excitedly with her father and mother 
about the business she was going to start. Yes, 
of course it would mean a bit of travel, but the 
children were well grown up now and nothing 
made youngsters as independent as having to 
look after themselves a little in these formative 
years. 

 Noel opened the paper and smiled at “Those 
little irritations.” He knew before he started 
that there would be no irritations, little or 
large, about his life with Chris. 

 Now, if it had been a questionnaire about 
him and his wife. Aha,  that  would be a differ-
ent matter altogether! Look at the very fi rst 
question. 
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 “Does the loved one have any one phrase 
said over and over that drives you mad?” Chris 
hadn’t. She was forever fresh and new in every-
thing she said. But his wife, if she said “Let’s 
face it” once a day she must say it four hun-
dred times. And her other phrase was “To be 
strictly honest.” God, how he could scream 
when she said that. She always felt the need to 
say that she was being strictly honest when she 
told him the most trivial detail, like how long 
she had waited for a bus or what time some-
body had telephoned. “No, to be strictly hon-
est it was at three o’clock she phoned not 
half-past two, but let’s face it, she does phone 
every day.” No, there was nothing at all in that 
category that he could hang on Chris. His 
wife, however, had another phrase that he 
hated. It was “Right?” Said as a question after 
the most banal statement. “I saw the new next-
door neighbors today. Right?” Why did she 
say “Right?” With an effort Noel dragged 
himself away from this bubbling rage. The 
quiz was meant to be about him and Chris, for 
heaven’s sake, and so far she had passed with 
f lying colors. Now on to question two. “Is 
there any item of clothing that the loved one 
wears which you would like to consign to the 
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dustbin?” Well, yes of course, that hideous 
mink cravat, and the line of chat that went 
with it. “I don’t approve of killing animals for 
their fur, but mink are different, they’re ver-
min,  and  they’ve never known freedom.” But 
wait, that wasn’t Chris, that was his wife. Chris 
wouldn’t wear any kind of fur, nor would she 
have a list of excuses ready if she did. She wore 
lovely soft colors, gray-blue like her eyes and 
lilac sometimes, then when he would least 
expect it she might appear in a scarlet dress, or 
a yellow sweater. No, nothing for the dustbin 
there. He sighed with pleasure as he thought 
of his luck in love. A girl who never said a word 
astray or wore a garment that he didn’t love. 

 In another house Chris was Being Honest, 
as the headline had urged her to be. Any 
phrase, over and over? Well, only the way he 
 always  said “I must go to the little boys’ room” 
when they went out to dinner, or even when 
they had dinner in her fl at. But that wasn’t 
something you hated. Just a bit predictable. 
Oh, and of course he always said “Ice and 
slice?” when he got her a gin and tonic, as if it 
were mint new. But that was sort of a joke, he 
had imaginary quotation marks around it. No, 
she wouldn’t write it down, that would be nit-
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picking. Across from the fire she saw her 
father’s partner. She thought he had been look-
ing at her, but she must have imagined it, he 
was very busy installing new batteries. He had 
brought a seemingly endless supply of them, 
which was good thinking on the part of some-
one who didn’t have any children of his own. 
Chris read on. Was there an item of clothing 
belonging to Noel that she would throw out, 
apart from the underpants with the words 
“Hot Stuff” on them? Well, there was the red-
and-white-striped nightcap that had been 
funny once, and the fur hat after the Gorbach-
ev cult, and the socks with sandals in the sum-
mer, and the driving gloves that were perfectly 
reasonable gloves in themselves but looked 
self-important on a driving wheel somehow. 
But these weren’t real irritations. Not in the 
sense of being able to fi nd a list of them. 

 There were twenty questions in the list. 
Twenty times Noel found at least fi ve fl aws in 
his wife and not one in his girlfriend. When 
Chris answered the twenty questions, howev-
er, she found twenty fl aws in Noel. Twenty 
times, with tears beginning to start at the back 
of her eyes. Yes, she had found three unpleas-
ant eating habits, and yes, she had observed 
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two signs of corporate dishonesty, as well as 
an alarming six signs of petty personal mean-
ness. She wrote none of them down. She didn’t 
need to. It wasn’t a paper to be left around to 
improve his habits. It was an eye-opener. As 
the scales fell from her eyes so did the glory 
seem to fall from Noel. She knew he would 
call soon and sing the Stevie Wonder lines 
down the phone. She knew she wouldn’t tell 
him now that she knew he would never leave 
his home for her and furthermore she didn’t 
want him to. It would be an ease to him too. 
He wasn’t a basically bad man, just a basically 
irritating one. 

 In another house, Noel had counted seven 
unpleasant eating habits in his wife, and such 
high levels of corporate dishonesty that he 
feared she would be in a major criminal league 
when she got her business going. Noel knew 
that this was the time he would tell his wife 
that he wanted to leave. He would tell her 
today, this very day. It would be fairer and she 
could go ahead with her plans without taking 
him into consideration. He hadn’t realized 
just how far they had grown apart. Just how 
little his children needed him. What a revela-
tion it had been. 
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 He would tell her straight out and then 
phone Chris. And this time no need to go up 
to the bedroom saying he needed to go to the 
little boys’ room to make the call. No need to 
go down the road to the phone box on the cor-
ner. He would be honest. 

 Noel could hardly wait to know what Chris 
would say. Perhaps she would leave home 
immediately and drive back to her fl at in the 
city. What would there be for her to stay at 
home for? He would drive around to see her, 
take a bottle of tonic, possibly, and a lemon, 
she’d have gin, it would be silly to duplicate 
but he did know how she loved a gin and tonic 
with its ice and slice. 

 He wished he could see her now. But later, 
afterward, he would ask her what it had been 
like in the hours before he had rung to tell her 
that he was free. 

 Chris sat and played a game of electronic 
ice hockey with the friend of the family, her 
father’s partner, who happened to be single 
and who also happened to be very nice. 

 They were the only ones who heard the tele-
phone ring, and he agreed with her that there 
was no point in answering it. Only very irritat-
ing people rang on Christmas Day. 
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T HE  C IVILIZED  
C HRISTMAS   

       





I  t had been a civilized divorce, people said. 
What did that mean? It meant that Jen 

never said a word against Tina, the fi rst wife, 
the beautiful wife who had run away and run 
back half a dozen times. It was civilized 
because Jen wrapped Stevie up in his scarf 
every Saturday and took him by two buses to 
Tina’s house without complaining. She smiled 
an insincere smile as Tina, often in housecoat, 
always lovely, came to the door. Tina used to 
ask her in at one time, but Jen had always said 
no, thank you, she had some shopping to do. 
Tina would repeat the word “shopping” in 
wonder, as if it were a very unfamiliar and 
outlandish thing for someone to do on a Sat-
urday. When Stevie’s visit was over, Tina put 
him in a taxi and Jen took him out of it and 
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paid the taximan. Tina had a house, a ter-
raced house, she had a three-piece suite with 
beautiful fl owers on it, she had a mirror with a 
big gilt frame in her hall, but she never had 
the taxi fare home for her son. 

 They said it was civilized because Tina 
hadn’t contested the custody. Her job took her 
away from time to time—she was a casino 
croupier and was often called on to go to big 
functions in the country. Her hours were 
unsuitable, much better not to try and rear an 
eight-year-old boy, better for the child. And 
anyway, the boy’s father wanted the child so 
much, let’s be civilized about it, Tina had said. 
Martin was so delighted that there was no 
battle, he had started to think almost warmly 
about Tina. Stevie loved going to see his beau-
tiful mother and her bright chatty friends. It 
was all much better than the days when Mum 
and Dad had been fi ghting and crying. They 
had told him it would be better this way and 
they were right. Mum had bought him a com-
puter, so usually he spent the time at that 
when he went to Mum’s house. All the people 
had wine and sandwiches and they would 
come in and watch him and say wasn’t he 
marvelous. Mum had a big bottle of apple 
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juice all for him, as well as the sandwiches, 
and she used to ruffl e his hair and say he was 
very brilliant as well as handsome, and that he 
would look after her in her old age when all 
her looks and her friends had gone. 

 Mum’s friends would pat him on the back 
approvingly and it was all very grown up and 
exciting. Mum even realized that he was old 
enough to take a taxi on his own. She would 
run lightly down the steps and whistle, a real 
ear-splitting whistle, and passersby would 
smile as they always did at Mum. 

 At school people asked Stevie was it awful, 
his parents being divorced, and he said no, 
honestly, it was fi ne. He saw them both, you 
see, and they didn’t fi ght, he was welcome in 
two places. And in the pub where Martin had 
his half pint on the way home from work, the 
kind motherly woman who polished glasses 
and listened to life stories asked him if it was 
all working out and if the boy was settling 
down with his new mother. “Uh, Jen isn’t his 
mother,” Martin would say happily. “Nothing 
is ever going to replace his real mother, he 
knows that, we all know that.” The woman 
smiled as she shone up the gleaming brass on 
the pumps and said it would be a happy world 
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if everyone was as civilized as Martin and his 
wife. 

 This would be their fi rst Christmas togeth-
er. Jen, Martin, and Stevie. Jen had planned 
every detail to make it perfect. She worked in 
a supermarket for fi ve hours every Saturday 
morning, a tiring job particularly at this time 
of year. She worked the cash register and sat 
in a cold, windy part of the shop where the 
doors were always opening and the December 
wind came biting around her shoulders. They 
didn’t like her wearing a jacket, so she wore 
three vests and a small jumper under her nylon 
coat. She looked much fatter than she did at 
school, where she was the secretary in a nice 
sensible wool dress. The school had central 
heating and nobody leaving doors open. Jen 
saved the supermarket money to make it a 
great Christmas for them all. She bought 
crackers and table decorations, she bought 
mincemeat for the pies, she got the kind of tin 
of biscuits they would never have dreamed of 
buying normally, she had a tin of chestnut 
puree and a box of crystallized fruits. 

 Jen wasn’t a great cook, but she had planned 
their Christmas lunch so often that she felt 
she could now do it in her sleep. She even 
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knew what time she should start the bread 
sauce. It would be the fi rst  real  Christmas Day 
for Martin and Stevie, she reminded herself. 
The lovely Tina had never been very strong 
on home cooking, and she liked to spend the 
festive season drinking to people’s health in 
wine bars or restaurants and clubs. 

 Jen felt a wave of unease, as she often did 
about Tina. She hoped there was no danger of 
Tina spoiling their fi rst Christmas by arriving 
suddenly and being sweet. Tina being sweet 
was sickening. Martin seemed to forget how 
she had humiliated him so often and so pub-
licly. How other men had been found sipping 
wine and eating dainty delicate sandwiches 
when Martin got home tired from work. In 
the days when Stevie was a toddler and well 
out of the way in his playpen and a wet nappy, 
Martin could barely remember the number of 
times when Tina had disappeared, overseas, 
sometimes for weeks on end, or how her work-
ing hours in the casino seemed to stretch to 
midmorning and Martin had been unable to 
go to work until she returned. 

 Tina had been able to think of Stevie alone 
in the house; Martin had not. 

T he  C ivilized  C hristmas 



This Year It Will Be Different

100

 But nowadays, when Tina was so charming 
and undemanding, it seemed that he could no 
longer remember the bad old days. Tina was 
so unfairly good-looking: long legs, long fair 
hair, and whatever she wore looked marvel-
ous. She looked girlish and in many ways too 
young and irresponsible to be Stevie’s mother. 
Jen, on the other hand, looked matronly, she 
told herself sadly, and as if she were the moth-
er of many older children. Life was unfair, Jen 
was the same age as the leggy Tina, twenty-
nine. Next year they would both be thirty, but 
one of them would never look it, not even 
when she turned forty in ten years time. 

 Jen pinned up the Christmas cards, attach-
ing them to ribbons and trailing them across 
the wall. 

 “That’s nice,” Stevie said approvingly. “We 
never had that before.” 

 “What way did you put them then?” 
 “I don’t think we put them at all. Well, last 

year Dad and I were in a hotel, remember, 
before you came along, and before that I don’t 
think Mum had much time.” 

 He was neither wistful nor critical. He was 
just seeing things the way they were. 
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 Jen seethed to herself. Mum had no time, 
indeed! Mum who had no real job, who just 
played about in that casino, had no time to put 
up Christmas decorations for her husband and 
little son. But plain old Jen had time, boring 
Jen who worked in a school from nine to four. 
Industrious Jen who dragged herself and 
Tina’s son on two buses so that the boy could 
see his mother with minimum fuss.  And  took 
the money out of her own purse to pay for the 
taxi in order to keep the peace. But nobody 
ever said Jen hadn’t got time to do anything. 
There was no mercy, no quarter given second 
time round. 

 Martin approved of the decorated house; he 
went round touching the sprays of holly and 
ivy over the pictures, the candle in the win-
dow, the tree that was waiting for them all to 
fi ll. 

 “This is lovely,” he said. “It’s like a house 
you see on telly not like a real house at all.” 

 It was meant as high praise. Jen felt a strange 
stinging in her eyes. It was a hell of a lot more 
real, she thought, when bloody Tina was here 
with her high-fl ying friends and her idiotic 
chat and no time to make a Christmas for any-
one. 
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 Well, at least this year, like last, Tina would 
be miles away on a cruise ship dealing the 
cards, calling the numbers, and looking divine 
for the passengers. That’s what she had done 
last year, just before the divorce was fi nal. Jen 
had gone home to her mother, who had warned 
her all through the fi ve days of Christmas that 
it wouldn’t be easy to marry a divorced man 
and raise his child. Martin said it had been a 
lonely Christmas in the hotel, though Stevie 
had enjoyed the organized games. They had 
both thought it was better not to spring too 
much on him at once, let him have a Christ-
mas alone with his father to show him there 
was some stability in a changing world. He 
had only been seven, poor little fellow. Still he 
had adapted very well, all in all. He certainly 
didn’t think of her as a wicked stepmother, 
and he didn’t cry for his golden-haired mum. 
Jen just wished they wouldn’t think of her as 
so ordinary and of Tina as something special 
and outside normal rules. 

 She had lit a fi re for them and they sat, all 
three of them, around it talking. For once 
nobody asked what was on the television, 
Martin didn’t say he had to go out to his work-
shed, Stevie didn’t say he wanted to go to his 
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room. Jen wondered why she had felt so uneasy 
about Tina and their Christmas. It was child-
ish to have these forebodings. She laughed at 
the other school secretary who read her star 
signs carefully before taking any action each 
morning; people would laugh too at Jen with 
her premonitions and funny feelings that 
something was going to happen. 

 “Tina rang me at work today,” Martin said 
just then. 

 Martin hated being rung at work, he was on 
the counter in a busy bank, he hated being 
called away from his window. Only the great-
est of emergencies would make Jen pick up the 
phone to call him. Surely it must have been 
the same with Tina, and this must have been 
an emergency. 

 “Her cruise has been canceled apparently 
so she’s not going abroad. Only told them at 
the last minute, and no money or anything. 
Very unfair of the company.” Martin shook 
his head at such sharp practice. 

 “So Mum will be at home at Christmas?” 
Stevie was pleased. “Will I go over to see her 
in the morning or what?” 

 Jen found that her eyes were tingling for the 
second time that evening. Damn her. Damn 
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Tina forever. Why couldn’t she be ordinary? 
Why couldn’t she have found a man and lived 
with him and married him like ordinary peo-
ple did? Why did it have to be this fl apper life 
of cruises and casinos and clubs? And Lord, if 
it had to be that, why did it have to be this 
shipping company of all of them that had to 
fail? There had to be a reason. Now they would 
have to disrupt their nice Christmas Day, just 
so that Tina could see her son for a couple of 
hours. A son she couldn’t care about or why 
would she have given him away? It was so 
unfair. Martin was shaking his head doubt-
fully. 

 “That’s the problem,” he said, looking from 
one to the other. “You see, she had all her 
plans made to go abroad and she has nobody, 
nobody at all for Christmas. She doesn’t think 
she could stay in her house all alone. She 
doesn’t like the idea of being all alone for 
Christmas.” 

 “Lots of people are alone for Christmas,” 
Jen said suddenly before she had time to 
think. 

 “Yes, well sure they are. But this is Stevie’s 
mum. And you know Tina, she likes to have a 
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thousand people round her, but they all think 
she’s going away.” 

 Jen stood up pretending to fi x the curtains 
which didn’t need to be touched at all. They 
didn’t seem to notice her. 

 “So what will Mum do then if she doesn’t 
want to be alone? Will she go away somewhere 
else?” Stevie wanted to know. 

 “I think she will, she said she was ringing 
round a bit,” Martin said. Of course she was 
ringing round a bit, but who better to ring fi rst 
than the kind ex-husband. Just to make him 
miserable and guilty, just to make him offer 
her Christmas Day with her son, with a nice 
meal cooked for her. Yes, obviously Tina 
would ring Martin fi rst, the old reliable, always 
there. No matter if she ran away, she knew 
he’d take her back. Until he met Jen and found 
that life could be lived on a normal level. 

 It had taken Jen to open Martin’s eyes to 
Tina and her way of going on. But, Jen thought 
grimly, she mightn’t have opened them 
enough. It was hovering in the air between 
them.  The invitation . It had to come from Jen, 
but she was not going to issue it. No, she was 
most defi nitely not. She would pretend that 
she hadn’t understood the tension. 
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 “Then I won’t be able to see her on Christ-
mas Day?” Stevie said. 

 Jen was bright. “If she had been on the 
cruise you wouldn’t have seen her anyway, 
remember?” she said. “And you’ve given her 
your Christmas present and hers to you is 
under the tree.” 

 “But if she has nowhere to go…?” Stevie 
said. 

 “Oh Stevie, your mum has a thousand plac-
es to go, you heard your father say just a sec-
ond ago she has a thousand friends around 
her.” 

 “I said, she likes a thousand friends—it’s a 
different thing.” 

 Jen knew what she would like to do at that 
minute. She would like to have put her coat on 
and walked out in the rain and wind. She 
would like to have hailed the fi rst taxi she saw 
and gone to Tina’s house. Then she would 
have taken Tina by the neck and shaken her 
until there was only a fl icker of life left in her 
body. Briskly she would get back into the taxi 
and come home to inquire if anyone would 
like drinking chocolate as a treat. 

 But Jen wouldn’t do this because it was not 
a civilized thing to do. It would be considered 
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the act of a madwoman. In England, that is. 
In the more hot-blooded Mediterranean coun-
tries it would be totally understood. But this 
was not a country of Latin lovers and passion-
ate jealousy, this was a civilized place. So Jen 
fi xed a slightly dim smile to her face, as if she 
were talking to a very senile man and a very 
young baby instead of her husband and step-
son. 

 “Well, no point in us bothering about all 
that now, is there? Your mum is well able to 
sort out her own problems, Stevie. Would any-
one like some drinking chocolate?” 

 Nobody felt like any, so Jen stood up delib-
erately and made some for herself. She knew if 
she had put three mugs on the tray they would 
all have had it, but why should she? Why 
should she play nanny to them both? While 
they stared into the changing pictures of the 
fi re and worried about beautiful Tina and her 
troubled Christmas. 

 When Stevie had gone to bed, Jen talked 
about the supermarket. They wanted her to 
work Saturday, Sunday, and the two days 
before Christmas. Should she do it? It was a 
lot of money, in the middle of January they 
would be sorry if she hadn’t done it. On the 
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other hand, maybe it was just tiring herself out 
for the sake of a wage packet. Might they be 
happier if she were to stay at home a bit and 
relax? She wondered what Martin thought. 

 “Whichever you like best,” he said. His face 
still looked preoccupied to her. Suddenly it 
was all too much effort. Suddenly the mask of 
civilized behavior fell right down to the 
ground. 

 “Whichever I  like ?” she said in disbelief. 
“Are you actually mad, Martin? Whichever I 
 like ? Do you think anyone in the whole world 
would  like  to get out of a nice warm bed and 
leave a gorgeous man like you still in the bed, 
get dressed, fl og over there and deal with bad-
tempered customers, watch that people don’t 
nick things at the till, see women with big 
rings on spending forty, fi fty, sixty pounds a 
time on food? If you think anyone would 
choose to do that, you must be insane.” He 
looked at her, dumb-founded. Jen had never 
spoken to him like this before. Her eyes were 
blazing and her face was contorted with 
anger. 

 “But why did you…I mean, I thought you 
wanted to earn…you never said…” He was 
stammering, unable to cope with the woman 
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in the other chair who had turned into a 
stranger. 

 “I wanted to have extra money to make this 
a nice home for you and Stevie and me, that’s 
what I wanted. And I never allowed myself to 
think about the sum of money that goes from 
your salary every month towards Tina’s mort-
gage. Not even on a Saturday afternoon when 
I look at her house, which is bigger and better 
than our house, do I question the fact that you 
pay towards its upkeep when we all know that 
sometimes Tina earns three times what you 
and I earn together. I know, I know her work 
is uncertain. Some weeks she might earn noth-
ing. I know, but isn’t she lucky, my, my, my, 
what a bit of luck that we never suggested that 
she should get a regular job like the rest of the 
world has to do?” Jen paused for breath and 
pulled away her hand which Martin was reach-
ing for. “No, let me fi nish, perhaps I should 
have said it before, perhaps I am the guilty 
one for pretending it doesn’t matter, for put-
ting on a brave little face, but that’s what I 
thought you needed. You’d had enough tem-
pers and tantrums with the last one, I thought 
you needed a bit of peace and calm around 
you now.” 
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 “But I need  you, you’re  what I want,” he said 
simply. 

 She went on, nodding her head in agree-
ment. “Well, that’s what I tried to be, calm, 
and putting a good face on things, and I sup-
pose that’s what I’ll go on doing. It was just 
when you asked me to suit myself or whatever 
you said—‘whichever I like’—as if there was 
any question. Of course I’d like to be at home 
here, getting up late, pottering around a bit, 
maybe doing the plants and sort of just enjoy-
ing ourselves, like people do. Like some peo-
ple do.” 

 “But I thought you found it a bit dull here, 
and that’s why you like to run off and be with 
people, meet them, and have a bit of money as 
independence, you know.” His big honest face 
looked at her bewildered. No wonder Tina 
had walked over this kind, uncomplicated 
man. 

 Jen opened the kitchen cupboard and 
showed him the store of luxury foods, the 
crackers, the table decorations. She gestured 
to the bright, shining ornaments and the elec-
tric lights on the Christmas tree. She word-
lessly touched the new standard lamp that 
stood up by his chair, the curtains on their 
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smart new rail, the brass box that held the logs 
for the fi re. “This is hardly spending money 
just for me to fritter away. I got these things 
for our house. I don’t hoard my salary for me 
any more than you do with yours. I spend it 
making a nice home for us all, and I’m sorry, 
Martin, I do  not  want to have Tina here to 
wreck our fi rst Christmas, I really don’t, and 
that’s why I’m so upset. I just want you and 
me and Stevie and a bit of time. Time to talk. 
Is that so awful?” 

 “Tina? Come here for Christmas? There 
was never any question of that!” 

 “Oh yes, there was. I saw it in your eyes, 
you wanted brave Jen, nice calm Jen to say 
Let’s be civilized, let’s ask Stevie’s mother to 
share our groaning board. Well, I won’t and 
that’s that.” 

 “But you can’t think I want Tina here, can 
you? After all the Christmases she ruined on 
me and on Stevie, after all the heartbreak and 
the lies and the deceit. Why would I want her 
here again? I am divorced from her remember, 
I’m married to you. It’s  you  I love.” 

 “Yes, but what about Tina’s Christmas?” 
 “Oh, she’ll fi nd somewhere, don’t worry.” 
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 “I’m not worried. It was you who sounded 
worried when you were talking earlier. With 
Stevie, you defi nitely looked upset about her.” 

 “I was and I am a bit, you see I didn’t fi nish 
while Stevie was there.” 

 “What was it?” Jen was anxious. 
 “Oh, just Tina upsetting people. As well as 

the Christmas fiasco, she has plans to go 
abroad in the New Year. More or less perma-
nent job, she says. We had a talk about the 
house, her house. She won’t need any more 
help towards it, she’s going to let it apparently, 
and she said she’s sending us something to 
recompense me.” 

 “I’ll believe it when I see it.” 
 “Yes, well, so will I but the main thing is no 

more monthly check to her.” 
 “Are you upset because she’s going?” 
 “Only for Stevie. I was thinking that he will 

miss her, but then tonight when I came home 
to this lovely place I think he’ll only miss her 
for a little while, he’s got such a good home 
here. You’ve made it for both of us a real 
home.” 

 But she wouldn’t give in completely, she had 
come out in the open and she wasn’t going to 
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put on her gentle Jen mask again immediate-
ly. 

 “So what was the upset about if you’re not 
going to miss Tina, and you think Stevie’ll get 
over it. Why were you so depressed?” 

 “I was thinking that I might be a very dull 
sort of husband. Tina ran away from me, you 
ran off to work at weekends, I thought it was 
because I was dull.” He looked so sad, she 
knelt down in front of him. 

 “I thought I was dull too, I wanted to be 
tigerish like Tina, but I never thought you 
were dull for a moment, not for one second. I 
swear it.” 

 He kissed her in the fi relight. 
 “Men are very silly really,” he said. “We 

never think of saying the obvious. You are 
beautiful and fascinating and I’ve always been 
afraid since the first time we met that you 
might be too bright for me, and think I was a 
dreary sort of bank clerk encumbered with a 
son. I couldn’t believe it when you wanted to 
take us both on. I never think of Tina except 
in relief that she gave me Stevie and that it 
turned out as it did. It never crossed my mind 
to compare you. Never.” 
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 “I know.” She soothed him now, he seemed 
so worried. But he was struggling to find 
words. He was determined to pay her the com-
pliment that was in his head and his heart but 
he had never been able to say. 

 “Years ago,” Martin said, “they used to 
have mainly black-and-white fi lms and when 
one was in color they used to say ‘In Glorious 
Technicolor…’ That’s what you’re like, Glori-
ous Technicolor to me.” 

 He stroked Jen’s mouse-brown hair, and her 
pale cheek, he put his arms around her and 
hugged her to him in her gray cardigan and 
her gray and lilac skirt. He kissed her lips that 
had only a little lipstick left, and closed her 
eyelids that had no makeup, and kissed her on 
each of them. 

 “Glorious Technicolor,” he said again. 



      P ULLING  T OGETHER   
       





P  enny wrote an air letter to her friend 
Maggie in Australia every week. Every 

week she wrote about life in the staff room, 
how Miss Hall had become like a caricature of 
a schoolmarm, how the children were now  all  
delinquents instead of just a steady thirty per-
cent of them. She wrote about the parents, 
some of them fi lled with mad hopes and belief 
that their daughters were going to conquer the 
world. It was a hard thing to live in a land that 
seemed to have been ruled forever by a woman 
monarch and a woman prime minister, Penny 
wrote, it gave girls notions that they could get 
anywhere. That was nearly as bad as the old 
notions, the notions that they could get 
nowhere. 
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 She wrote about the time passing so quickly 
that it was quite impossible to believe she was 
facing her fi fth Christmas in this school. If 
anyone had told her that when she started. If 
anyone had said that at twenty-seven Penny 
would have had one job, and one job only, in a 
girls’ school in a city miles from her home. In 
a small, shabby fl at that she had never done 
up because she had never intended to stay in 
it. She wrote to Maggie about cold autumn 
evenings where she stood, hands deep in her 
pocket, cheering on the hockey team because 
it showed a bit of school spirit and pleased the 
games mistress, how she helped at the school 
play because it was solidarity and how, even 
now, without a note in her head she would 
help for the fi fth time to organize the carol 
concert. 

 She didn’t need to tell Maggie  why  she did 
all these things. Maggie knew. And Maggie 
was a good friend, she never mentioned it. Not 
once, not even in the middle of her own air 
letters about teaching in the bush, about hav-
ing killed a kangaroo and thinking everyone 
would be furious but in fact they had congrat-
ulated her; about how the school seemed to 
empty at sheep-shearing time, about Pete the 
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fellow she had a De Facto with. De Facto 
meant a real proper live-in relationship, it 
counted if you wanted to become an Austra-
lian citizen. 

 Maggie never inquired why Penny didn’t 
leave if it was all so wearying. Maggie knew 
about Jack. And she knew enough about Jack 
not to ask any questions about him. In the fi rst 
days of the romance Penny had written fl ow-
ingly about him, about the way Jack had come 
into her life, suddenly and surely. Knowing 
that he loved her, knowing that he needed her. 
Jack had been so sure of everything, Penny 
felt foolish in her doubts. Doubts about his 
being married for one thing, about his not 
leaving home, about his wanting to keep it all 
quiet. 

 Jack loved everything about Penny that was 
funny, he said. Funny, lively, and free. She 
was so different from the predictable women 
who all came up with the same self-centered 
line over and over…. Penny felt that this line 
had something to do with wondering when, if 
ever, the man would be free. So that was a 
road which she had never gone down in the 
early days. She had sworn to him that she, too, 
wanted to be free, she couldn’t bear the idea 
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of being tied down, she couldn’t change her 
horses in midstream now, she couldn’t sud-
denly, when she passed her quarter-of-the-
century mark, tell this man that she wanted a 
little security. She had picked up Germaine 
Greer’s book  The Female Eunuch  and read 
again the chapter which said that there is no 
such thing as security. She willed herself to 
believe it, and refused to read any articles sug-
gesting that Germaine Greer herself might 
have had a change of heart. 

 Because of Jack’s position and the fact that 
he and his wife had to go out to a lot of func-
tions, even though it was all meaningless, of 
course, and the smiles they had for the cam-
eras were phony and empty…Penny could tell 
nobody about their relationship, about how he 
came to the little fl at whatever evenings he 
could steal and how she had to be there most 
of the time just in case, and not complain on 
the many evenings that he had  not  been able 
to steal time. She had hinted a little of that to 
Maggie at the start, but Maggie, secure in her 
De Facto, had been too kind to pursue it. 
Maggie had simply said that if you loved some-
one you did, and that was it. You took the 
package. You couldn’t break down the kit and 
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reassemble it, much as  she  would like to reas-
semble Pete without his insatiable thirst for 
ice-cold beer! It had been heartening, and 
Penny hugged the notion to herself when 
things were bleak, which was more and more 
of the time. 

 There had been three years of Christmas 
Days of loving Jack, and now a fourth was 
upcoming. They had been the saddest days of 
her life. Sitting watching gleeful television 
shows, telephoning her mother and stepfather 
miles and miles away, assuring them she was 
happy and thanking them for all the gifts. 
Fingering whatever scent bottle Jack had given 
her, and waiting all the time until he could 
steal the minutes. Last year he had only come 
for a quarter of an hour. He had pretended he 
needed to pick something up from his offi ce, 
he said. The children had insisted on coming, 
he had left them in the park to play. He 
couldn’t stay. 

 She had cried for two hours after he had 
gone. She had put on her dark raincoat and 
walked past his house later in the afternoon. It 
was full of lights and Christmas trees and 
cards on the wall, and mistletoe on the light. 
Who was that for? The children were too 
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young. But don’t ask him. Never let him know 
that she had seen it. 

 It had been so very lonely that this year she 
had decided to go away. To somewhere where 
there was sunshine, and preferably no Christ-
mas. Morocco she had thought of, or Tunisia. 
Somewhere Moslem and warm. But Jack had 
been appalled. Hurt and even a little 
shocked. 

 “You must think very little of me, and how 
I have to go through this facade if you just run 
away,” he had said. “We could all do that…
run away from things. I thought you loved me 
and that you would be here. Have I ever failed 
to come and see you at Christmas? Answer me 
that.” 

 Penny realized it had indeed been selfi sh of 
her. But now that it was the season of fuss and 
school hysteria, now that the shops had been 
playing Christmas songs for weeks already 
and her eyes felt tired from looking at so many 
pictures of domestic bliss, Penny wished that 
she had been fi rmer, wished that she had told 
Jack in level tones without any catch in her 
voice that going away for eight days did not 
mean an end to the love that had consumed 
her for almost four years and would continue 
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to be the center of her being forever. She 
should have been strong enough, and found 
the words that didn’t make it look like a ges-
ture, a hurt little reaction…. Something from 
the I-can-stand-on-my-own-feet brigade. But 
now it was too late. He was going to take her 
to supper on Christmas Eve, in a new place, 
very simple, no one he knew or his wife knew 
would go there. It sounded like a cafe from 
what he said, Penny thought glumly. She could 
imagine herself having sausage and beans and 
a nice cup of milky tea. 

 Still, it was better than…She stopped and 
racked her brains to think what it was better 
than. She looked over at Miss Hall, fi fty-fi ve 
possibly, same old jumper and skirt for years 
and years, same old shabby briefcase, sitting 
tucked away in a corner reading her newspa-
pers, face gray, hair gray, outlook gray. Yes, it 
was much better than being Miss Hall, with 
her big house that must have been worth a for-
tune in the square and her lack of interest in 
anything except being left alone with her pre-
cious papers. Penny often wondered what, if 
anything, she ever read in them, she seemed 
to have no interest in current affairs, in politi-
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cians or in gossip columns. She had not been 
seen doing crosswords. 

 There was a knock on the staff room door, 
it was Lassie Clark. Lassie was one of the 
pupils that Penny liked least, a big sulky-look-
ing girl with hair deliberately arranged so that 
it covered most of her face. She had a way of 
shrugging her disapproval and boredom with-
out even seeming to move her shoulders. 
Without bothering to move the curtain of hair 
that hid her eyes and mouth, Lassie muttered 
that she had been told to report here at three-
thirty. 

 “What was it for this time?” Penny asked. 
Lassie was one of the familiar faces reporting 
because of essays not done, excuses not given 
in by parents, homework unfi nished. 

 “Don’t know,” Lassie said. “Something 
about an old school pageant, I think. Or else it 
was something else.” 

 Penny longed to give her a good hard smack. 
She must remember to tell Maggie in her next 
letter that teaching in an all-girls school, work-
ing in an all-female staff room, was defi nitely 
not natural. It made you mad, sooner rather 
than later. And in Penny’s case, now. 

 She controlled her urge to attack the girl. 
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 “How old are you, Lassie?” she inquired, 
her voice overpleasant. 

 Lassie looked out from the mane of hair 
suspiciously, as if this were a trick question. 

 “What do you mean?” she asked. 
 “Come on now, it’s not one of the hard 

ones.” 
 “I’m fi fteen,” Lassie admitted without any 

pleasure. 
 “Good, well by that age  I’m  sure you know 

what you were asked to report here about, was 
it the bloody pageant or was it some other god-
damned thing. Say which it was and don’t 
have us all here all night.” 

 Lassie looked up in genuine alarm. The 
teacher seemed to have lost control. 

 “It was the bloody pageant,” she said with 
spirit, knowing she could hardly be corrected 
about the word since the teacher had used it 
fi rst. 

 “Well, what did you do? Not go to rehears-
al?” 

 “Yeah.” 
 “What a fool you are! What a stupid, foolish 

girl who can’t see further than her own foolish 
face. Why didn’t you go to the rehearsal and 
get shut of it? Now you have to stay in and 
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spend a half an hour in the classroom writing 
for no reason, and they’ll be looking out for 
you tomorrow, and they’ll probably insist you 
dress up as a shepherd or an angel or some-
thing. Why the hell couldn’t you have just 
gone along with it and stood there like the rest 
of us have to year after bloody year just because 
it’s easier.” 

 Penny had never seen Lassie’s eyes before—
they were quite alert, interested and fright-
ened at the same time. 

 “I suppose so,” she said grudgingly. 
 “You can be sure of it. Right, come on, it’s 

my day to take all the rebels, the burning 
young women protesting against the system.” 

 “What?” Lassie asked, confused. 
 “Forget it. I’m as bad as you are. I’ll see you 

down in the hall.” 
 She went back into the staff room to collect 

her books and saw Miss Hall. The older 
woman was looking out of the window at the 
wet branches. 

 “Sorry for that outburst,” Penny said. 
 “I didn’t hear you. What happened?” 
 “Oh, I shouted at Lassie Clark,” Penny 

explained. 
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 “I wonder why her parents had a child if 
they wanted a dog,” Miss Hall said unexpect-
edly. 

 “Perhaps she made it up herself as a 
name.” 

 “No, she was always called that, for the last 
nine years anyway. I remember when she was 
in Juniors thinking how silly it was.” 

 Penny was surprised. Miss Hall wasn’t 
noted for remembering anything about the 
children. 

 “Lord, but she’s a troublesome child any-
way, no matter what she’s called,” Penny said. 
Her voice was down and unlike her normal 
cheer. 

 “It’s just Christmas,” said Miss Hall. “It 
brings everyone down. If I had my way I’d 
abolish it totally.” 

 Penny, who had been feeling precisely the 
same way, didn’t think she could agree. 

 “Oh, come now, Miss Hall, it’s lovely for 
the children,” she said. 

 “It’s not lovely for people like Lassie,” Miss 
Hall said. 

 “Nothing would please  her , spring, summer, 
autumn, or winter.” 
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 “I think Christmas is particularly hard, we 
have such high expectations, and it never lives 
up to them.” 

 “You sound like Scrooge,” Penny said with 
a smile to take the criticism out of her voice. 

 “No, it’s true, whoever felt as happy on Box-
ing Day as on Christmas Eve? Child or 
adult.” 

 “That’s too gloomy.” 
 “What about you, you’re a cheerful little 

soul. Since you came here you have always 
been able to see the bright side, even when 
there  is  no bright side. But isn’t it true what I 
say? You will have a happier day before Christ-
mas looking forward, than after it looking 
back.” 

 Penny had never had a conversation like this 
with the crabbed Miss Hall before. Defi nitely 
Christmas brought out if not the best in peo-
ple, at least something different. 

 “Funnily enough, in my case Boxing Day 
will be better, because then Christmas will be 
over and I won’t have to sit on my own worry-
ing and waiting for it to be over. But I do take 
your point for other people.” 

 Miss Hall’s eyes rested on her, and she 
thought she saw tears in them. 
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 Penny had been so brave for years that she 
bristled at the thought of pity or even a hint of 
sympathy. “No, no, I don’t want you to feel 
sorry for me,” she said hastily. 

 “I don’t have time to feel sorry for you, 
Penny, I feel so sorry for myself there isn’t 
room for anyone else in my sympathy.” 

 The older woman looked so wretched that 
Penny, with her hand on the door and about 
to leave to supervise those girls who had been 
kept in after school, paused. 

 “Is there anything I could do…?” She was 
hesitant. Miss Hall was always so sharp and 
caustic. Even now, having admitted she felt 
miserable, she would surely somehow turn 
against any warmth that might be offered to 
her. 

 But Miss Hall looked not her usual confi -
dent self, she looked as if she were teetering 
on the brink of saying something, of giving a 
confi dence. 

 “No…thank you…you are very kind to ask. 
But it’s not something anything can be done 
about really.” 

 “Something can be done about everything,” 
Penny said with false cheer, as if she were talk-
ing to a child. 
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 “Then why can’t you do something about 
 your  Christmas and make it a day to be happy 
about instead of sitting wishing it was over?” 
The old teacher spoke with concern, not with 
malice. There was no way the question sound-
ed offensive. 

 “I suppose because, in my case, there are 
things I don’t  want  to change. And I have to 
take what goes with my having made this 
choice.” 

 “Yes, that’s reasonable, if you know it’s 
something you can cure by choice, then I 
agree you’re right in saying that something 
can be done about everything.” Miss Hall 
nodded, as if pleased to have teased out the 
logic of the thing. 

 “And in your case?” Penny felt very bold, as 
if treading on dangerous ground. 

 “It’s not a matter of simple choice, there’s 
something I should have done years ago, or 
rather not done years ago. But let’s leave me 
for a moment. That poor sulky child, Lassie, I 
don’t suppose she has much choice.” 

 “She could make herself a bit more pleas-
ant,” Penny complained. 
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 “Yes, but it’s not going to affect her Christ-
mas. Pleasant or unpleasant it will still be the 
same.” 

 “How do you know?” Miss Hall had never 
been heard to speak a word about the chil-
dren, as if they had no lives outside the school 
wall. 

 “Oh, the usual way, through the gossip. Her 
parents are divorcing, her mother is already 
pregnant by the new chap, her father has 
already moved into a fl at with his girlfriend. 
The last thing any of them want for the festive 
season is the big gloomy face of the child they 
called Lassie lurking around them.” 

 “So what’s she going to do?” 
 “What can she do? Demand as much atten-

tion in each place as she can, make them all 
feel miserable and guilty. That looks like the 
form. No amount of being charming is going 
to bring about what she really wants, which is 
her old home back again as it was. Solid and 
safe.” 

 There was such sympathy in Miss Hall’s 
voice, such understanding. Penny dared to 
speak again of personal things…. 

 “I am on my own at Christmas, as I told 
you. If there’s any way I could come and see 
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you or meet you…or…” She couldn’t ask the 
woman to her fl at in case she would be there 
when Jack found his stolen half hour. He 
would be speechless with rage to fi nd an old 
schoolmarm on the premises. But at least she 
could offer to go to the old woman’s huge ter-
raced house later in the evening, when Jack 
had gone back to what she considered the 
bosom of his family and what he described as 
an empty charade which he had to stay in for 
the sake of the children until they were old 
enough to understand. 

 “No, no, you are very kind.” 
 “You  said  that already. Why not?  Why  can’t 

I come?” Penny sounded bad-tempered now. 
 “Because I won’t be there. My house is no 

longer mine. It has had to be sold.” 
 “I don’t believe you. Where are you living 

now?” 
 “In a hostel.” 
 “Miss Hall—is this a joke?” 
 “It would be a very unfunny one if it were.” 
 “But why? That was your home for ages I 

heard, your father and grandfather lived there. 
Why was it sold?” 

 “To pay my debts. I’m a gambler, a compul-
sive gambler. I would like to say I  was  a gam-
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bler, but like alcoholism, we must always use 
the present tense.” 

 “You can’t live in a hostel…forever.” 
 “I may not have to. When the sale of the 

house is completed I shall probably have 
enough to get myself something small.” 

 “But how terrible for you. I had no idea.” 
 “No, nobody has any idea, nobody except 

my group…you know, the support group, and 
of course the people I owe money to, they 
know only too well. It would be disastrous if at 
this stage the school were to know. I don’t 
think the Head would extend a great deal of 
seasonal charity and understanding, I’d much 
prefer if she weren’t to fi nd out.” 

 “No, no, of course,” Penny gasped. 
 “There can always be some cover story 

about my selling the house and the pictures, 
and all the lovely furniture because it was too 
big for me, too much to manage.” 

 “Was it horses or cards, Miss Hall?” 
 Miss Hall smiled. “Why do you ask?” 
 “I suppose it’s all so unlikely, and I wanted 

to keep the conversation sort of down to earth 
rather than getting upset on your behalf.” 

 Miss Hall approved of this. She gave a wry 
sort of smile. 
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 “Well, to make it even more unlikely still, 
let me tell you it was chemin de fer.” 

 “In a club?” 
 “Yes in a plush club an hour’s journey from 

here by train. Where nobody knows my name. 
Now you’ve heard everything.” 

 Penny realized that she must leave. This 
minute. There were no parting shots. No sym-
pathetic reassurances. Just close the door 
behind her. 

 In the hall, sitting sulkily at her desk, was 
Lassie. Alone. 

 “Leave it and go home,” Penny said. 
 “I can’t, I  have  to do it. You said yourself it 

was silly not to have gone to the thing, I’d bet-
ter not be done twice.” 

 “True. I just thought you might like to get 
home.” 

 “No point really, no one there,” Lassie 
said. 

 “Like me,” Penny said with a grin. 
 “Yeah, but you chose it, and you’re old.” 
 “No, I didn’t choose it, and I’m not old.” 
 “Sorry.” Lassie managed a half smile. 
 “Get on with it then, I’ll just think some-

thing out.” 
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 Penny sat in the big classroom they used as 
a detention hall. In front of her Lassie Clark 
struggled with a page and a half of essay, 
“Changes in the Neighborhood,” which 
nobody would read once it was written. Its 
only function was to be a punishment. 

 Penny thought about her mother and step-
father and how it was too late now to come 
home to them for Christmas even if she want-
ed to, which she didn’t. It would startle them, 
it would bring back too many memories of the 
house when Daddy was alive, when she had 
been a little girl, when there were no problems 
ahead. 

 It was too late to go on the trip to a country 
where there would be no Christmas, only 
swimming pools and palm trees and buffets in 
the sun. 

 But it would not be too late to rescue Christ-
mas if she  chose  to. If she  chose  to open up some 
of the windows in her heart that Jack had made 
her close. That she had closed out of blind 
love for him that was not real love, it was infat-
uation and fear of losing him. 

 She thought it all through, slowly, clearly, 
and without emotion. It would suit them all, 
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but there would be problems, of course, fool-
ish not to face the problems. 

 There must be no aura of pity about it. No 
hint of the Last Chance Saloon. If Penny were 
going to do it, she would spend not one min-
ute of her time trying to keep the peace 
between the gruff and distant Miss Hall and 
the sulky, resentful Lassie. She took a deep 
breath and looked at the child sitting at the 
desk in front of her. Was it her imagination or 
had she actually pushed her hair behind her 
ears. Her face looked if not alert, at least 
responsive. 

 “Lassie,” she said. 
 “Have you thought it all out?” Lassie 

asked. 
 “Yes, and I’m going to offer you something. 

A lot depends on what you say, so listen to me 
until I’ve fi nished.” 

 “All right,” Lassie said agreeably. 
 She listened and there was a silence. 
 “Do you have a nice big fl at?” she asked. 
 “No, it’s  not  very nice, I never did much 

with it, I never thought I’d stay there long, you 
see. But there is room. A spare room with a 
sofa bed for Miss Hall, you could bring a 
sleeping bag and have the sitting room and 
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the telly if you turn it down low. I have my 
own room.” 

 “There’s ten days before Christmas,” Lassie 
said impassively. 

 “Yes. So what?” Penny didn’t know whether 
to be pleased or annoyed that the child was 
taking it all so matter-of-factly. To be invited 
to stay with two teachers for Christmas was 
surely not something that came your way every 
day. 

 “I meant we could get it looking nice, paint 
it up a bit maybe, put up a tree, practice cook-
ing. I don’t suppose any of us are much use at 
that.” 

 “No.” Penny couldn’t hide a smile. 
 “Will she have any money?” Lassie cocked 

her head toward the staff room. 
 “No, I don’t imagine so, but I have enough. 

Nothing luxurious.” 
 “They’ll probably give me some money, I 

can bring that, I mean they’ll be so glad to get 
rid of me.” 

 “You can’t live with me  forever , you know, 
Lassie, just Christmas.” 

 “That’s all right, that’s all we’ll need each 
other for,” Lassie said. 
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 “I’ll go and tell Miss Hall. I’m sure she’ll 
agree.” 

 “She’ll be mad if she doesn’t,” Lassie said 
sagely. 

 Miss Hall listened impassively. Penny began 
to wonder was the world fi lled with people 
who took everything very lightly. 

 “Yes,” she said eventually, “that would be 
very nice. I’m glad you told her about my pre-
dicament, after all, I told you about hers. So 
 we’re  all right.  You’re  the only problem.” 

 “What do you mean I am the problem?” 
Penny was so indignant, she could hardly 
speak. Here she was offering these two misfi ts 
a home for Christmas and now suddenly  she  
was defi ned as the one with the problem. 

 “Well, it must be a man, a married man,” 
said Miss Hall without any condemnation in 
her tone. “And since you haven’t had time to 
discuss this new arrangement for Christmas 
with him, is there not a possibility that you 
may regret your invitation to us, or that he’ll 
resent it, or that it will seem somehow the 
wrong thing to have done?” Miss Hall asked 
as mildly as she might have asked were there 
more biscuits with morning coffee. 
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 “No. No, there is no possibility of that. 
None whatsoever,” Penny said. 

 “And you mustn’t take this kind of thing on 
every year, dear.” Miss Hall was solicitous. 
“You are such a good warm girl, it would be 
easy to find yourself taking on lame ducks 
instead of taking on someone undamaged to 
love them and to be loved back.” 

 It was said softly and with great warmth, 
and yet Penny knew she must respond in prac-
tical brisk tones. 

 “You  are  good to say that.” She smiled. 
“And of course you’re right, it’s just one-off, 
just this Christmas, after that we’ll all be 
cured and ready to get on with whatever there 
is to get on with.” 

 She would have plenty to write to Maggie 
about, and little to say to Jack. Because Jack 
would know it was no empty gesture, no seek-
ing his attention. Just a sign that she was 
indeed cured and well on the way to recovery. 

  P ulling  T ogether   





      A H UNDRED  
M ILLIGRAMS   

       





I  f you stayed with Helen’s mother until 
Easter, she’d still complain that you were 

leaving too early after Christmas. So this year 
they decided to be fi rm. They would arrive on 
the Sunday night and they would leave on 
Thursday. Four nights under her mother’s 
roof and almost four full days. This year, their 
tenth Christmas together in Mother’s house, 
they would avoid all the pitfalls of other years. 
They would list them in advance. 

 There was the cold. Mother’s house was 
freezing. So they would give her a gas heater, 
one you could buy cylinders for, then she 
couldn’t complain that it was eating electricity 
or running away with fuel bills since they 
would provide the cylinders. They would wear 
warm clothes and take two hot-water bottles 



This Year It Will Be Different

144

each. They would never shiver in public nor 
would they spend any time at all trying to per-
suade her to get central heating. 

 Then there was the matter of drink. They 
would just provide their own bar up in the 
bedroom, cunningly disguised as part of their 
luggage. They would need many more drinks 
than Mother’s sideboard would offer, and they 
would have to take them in private. Mother 
was a great one for spotting broken veins, 
shaking hands, signs of liver damage where 
none existed. Then there was Mother’s advice. 
They would listen to it with blank, polite faces. 
This year they would not rise to the bait, this 
year they would not be drawn into an argu-
ment they couldn’t win. They would say to 
themselves and each other as soon as they 
woke, the tips of their noses freezing in that 
igloo of a bedroom…they would say, “Mother 
is not technically very old. But Mother has 
always had the mind of an old woman. She 
will not change so we must change and not 
allow ourselves to be hurt by her.” They would 
chant that at each other. Then surely it 
couldn’t be too bad. 

 And indeed it wasn’t too bad. This tenth 
Christmas was a lot better than the ones that 
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had gone before. The house was warmer for 
one thing, and they had invited neighbors in 
for sherry and mince pies at intervals. That 
cut down on the amount of time left for Hel-
en’s mother to shake her head sadly and say 
she didn’t know what the world was coming 
to, and that values had all changed and not for 
the better. 

 It was Thursday morning. Today they were 
going to leave. They had planned to take 
Mother out to lunch. The boot of the car 
would be packed already. They would drop 
her home after the meal in the hotel and they 
would fl y off home, guilty but free, and this 
year congratulating themselves on having kept 
the peace. 

 Helen leaned over and gave Nick a kiss. He 
reached for her but she leapt smartly out of 
bed. That was another thing that you couldn’t 
do in Mother’s house. It felt wrong, you had 
the notion she could come in the door at any 
time. Anyway there was plenty of time for all 
that back home. 

 “I’ll make us a cup of tea instead,” she 
said. 

 “All right,” Nick grumbled. 
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 Her mother was in the kitchen. “Wouldn’t 
you think he’d get up and get you a cup of 
tea.” There was a hard, thin line of discon-
tent. Helen reminded herself to watch it, she 
must not allow herself to become defensive, 
she must let no note of anything mutinous into 
her voice. 

 “Oh, we take it in turns,” she said lightly. 
 “A lot else he has to do. Any man in his 

position should be glad to make you tea and 
take it up to you—honored to be allowed to 
make you tea.” 

 “Look, while I’m here why don’t you go 
back to bed too and I’ll bring you a cup.” 

 “No, I’m up now. I might as well stay up. 
It’s back to normal for me now that you have 
to go. I thought you were going to stay till the 
New Year at least, and Miss O’Connor was 
saying that she was surprised…” 

 “Yes, she has a great capacity for being sur-
prised, I’ve noticed that,” said Helen, banging 
out the cups and saucers. Then she remem-
bered. Only fi ve more hours. Be nice, be calm. 
Nobody except us gets hurt in the end. 

 “Did she have a nice Christmas herself, 
Miss O’Connor I mean?” she asked in stacca-
to tones. 
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 “I’ve no idea. She goes to a sister. It’s all she 
has.” 

 The kettle was taking an age to boil. 
 “Does he lie in bed all day at home now? 

Does he get dressed at all?” 
 Calm, Helen. Slow. Fix on the smile. “Oh, 

we usually get up about the same time, you 
know. One day I make the breakfast, the next 
day he does. Then we take Hitchcock for a 
walk and I get the bus; Nick gets a paper and 
goes home.” Her voice was bright and sunny, 
as if she were telling a tale of an ideal life-
style. 

 “And has he turned his hand to cooking 
even?” 

 “Oh yes indeed. Well, you saw over Christ-
mas how much he likes to be involved with 
everything.” 

 “He only carried plates in and out, from 
what I could see.” 

 The kettle must have two holes in the bot-
tom of it, no container ever took three hours 
to boil. Helen smiled on and fussed with a 
tray. 

 “Trays, is it? There used to be a time when 
two mugs of tea did fi ne in the morning.” 
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 “You have such nice things here, it’s a pity 
not to use them.” 

 “I suppose he can’t wait to get his hands on 
them altogether. I saw the way he was admir-
ing that cabinet. Fetch a good price, he said.” 

 “I think Nick was trying to reassure you, 
Mother, you said that you had no possessions, 
no antiques. Nick was pointing out to you that 
you do have nice pieces of furniture.” 

 “He’s in a poor position to point anything 
out, a man who did what he did. I wouldn’t 
thank him for pointing things out to me.” 

 “That would be a pity, Mother.” There was 
steel in her voice. Helen knew she was on the 
thinnest ice yet. Usually it had been hint and 
innuendo. Now it was being said straight out. 

 “No I mean it, Helen, to humiliate you and 
me. To make us the object of pity here. Don’t 
think that everyone doesn’t know. Everyone 
knows. It’s only because I have always been on 
my own, always had to bear the burden, that 
I’m able to do it again.” 

 “I don’t think it’s a humiliation for me or 
for you that Nick is redundant. All over the 
country people are being laid off work. The 
one it’s worst for is Nick, and we’re lucky that 
we have something coming in. And that we 
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don’t have fi ve children like some of his col-
leagues have.” 

 “Well, that’s another thing. Ten years mar-
ried and no children, just a dog with a ridicu-
lous name, Hitchcock. Who would call a dog 
a name like that?” 

 “We thought it was a nice name, and we 
love him. And we don’t infl ict him on you, 
now do we? He’s in a kennel, looking out, 
waiting for us.” 

 Wrong. Wrong. She shouldn’t have said 
that. It showed an eagerness to be away. Too 
late to try to retrieve it. Was that actually a 
sound out of the kettle, did it intend to boil 
after all? 

 “I don’t know how you put up with it, Helen, 
you who had everything. I really don’t know 
how you take it all, instead of having some 
spirit.” 

 “If I could get Nick a good job in the morn-
ing there’s no one who’d be more delighted 
than myself.” She had the smile of a simpleton 
on her face now, willing her mother to drop 
the conversation, to go no farther down the 
path where she was leading. 
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 “I don’t mean just about the job. I mean 
about the other thing,” her mother said. And 
now it was said, it had to be acknowledged. 

 “Yes?” Polite, interested, but giving nothing 
away. 

 “Don’t yes me, Helen, you know what I 
mean. The woman. Nick’s woman.” 

 “Oh yes, well, that’s all over now.” Still 
light, no evidence of the heavy lump of putty 
gathering in her chest. 

 “What do you mean it’s over? It’s not like 
Christmas that it’s here and then it’s gone. It’s 
not simple like that.” 

 “It is really, Mother, that’s exactly what it 
is.” 

 “But how can you let him away with it? How 
can you bear him with you after…after all 
that?” 

 “Nick and I are very happy, we love each 
other, that was just something that happened. 
It was a pity that people got to know about it 
but they did.” 

 The kettle had boiled. She scaled the tea-
pot. 

 “And you go on as if nothing has happened, 
after all that.” 
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 “What is the alternative, Mother? Just tell 
me. What else would you like me to have done? 
What would you have liked, Mother, if I had 
asked you?” 

 “I’d like for it never to have happened.” 
 “So would I, so would I, and I think so 

would Nick and so would Virginia. But it did 
happen.” 

 “Was that her name, Virginia?” 
 “Yes, that’s her name.” 
 “Well, well. Virginia.” 
 “But tell me, Mother. I’m interested now, 

what would you like me to have done? Left 
him? Got a barring order? Tried to get an 
annulment? What?” 

 “Don’t raise your voice at me. I’m only your 
mother who wants the best for you.” 

 “If you want the best for me, then stop tor-
turing me.” Helen’s eyes fi lled with tears. She 
went upstairs with the tray of tea. “I’ve blown 
it,” she sobbed to Nick, “on the last bloody 
morning I’ve blown it.” 

 He laid her head on his shoulder and patted 
her until the sobs ceased. 

 “Let’s put some brandy in our tea,” he said, 
“and get back under the covers before you 
become a relic of the Ice Age.” 
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 It would have been nice if nobody had 
known about Virginia, Helen knew. She had 
known from the start, but she had said noth-
ing. She thought that it would not last. Vir-
ginia was young and pretty and silly and 
worked in Nick’s offi ce. That kind of thing 
happened all the time, very very rarely did it 
break up people’s marriages. If the wife was 
sensible and kept her head. Only confronta-
tions were dangerous, and why make a per-
fectly decent, honorable man like Nick be 
forced to choose between his practical wife, 
Helen, and the pretty little Virginia? Why not 
take no notice and hope that Virginia found 
some other man. That is precisely what would 
have happened and was about to happen, and 
it would all be past history if it hadn’t been for 
the accident. 

 It was two Christmases ago and there was 
Nick’s offi ce party. Helen had begged him not 
to take the car. The place would be full of 
taxis. Why have the responsibility? They had 
argued good-naturedly about it at breakfast. 
They worked out milligrams, how many would 
make you drunk. They agreed that they could 
both drive a car perfectly after four times the 
permitted amount, but that some people 
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couldn’t so that was why the rules had to be so 
strict and the limit made so absurdly low. He 
had promised that if they all got really bad, he 
would leave the car there and sneak in for it 
the next morning. Helen knew that his 
romance with Virginia was coming to an end, 
she had been happier then than for a long time 
before. 

 She realized that Nick wasn’t staying out so 
late, there were fewer furtive phone calls. She 
congratulated herself on having weathered the 
storm. 

 At seven o’clock Virginia had telephoned 
her very drunk and tearful. Virginia had asked 
her to be especially nice to Nick over Christ-
mas because Nick was a wonderful person, a 
really wonderful person, and would need a lot 
of consolation. Helen agreed, grimly thinking 
that the only thing worse than being sober 
and receiving a telephone call from a drunk 
was to be the wife receiving a telephone call 
from the mistress. The combination of the 
two was heady stuff. 

 A little later Nick had phoned saying he 
hoped that some of the girls hadn’t phoned 
her saying anything silly. Helen said it was all 
incomprehensible but please don’t drive home. 
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Nick said he had to take this silly girl home, 
she was making a fool of herself. He hung up 
before Helen could beseech him to get a taxi. 

 Nick had told her later that the drive was 
something he would remember for the rest of 
his life. The drive rather than the accident. 

 The streets seemed to be full of tension and 
danger, the lights of every car were hostile, 
there were drivers peering through wind-
screens in the rain, there were unseasonal 
hootings, and abuse was hurled in a most 
unfestive manner. 

 Beside him Virginia, who had been sick, 
was sobbing and clutching at his arm. She 
hadn’t meant to telephone Helen, but it came 
over her that Helen should be informed. Ear-
lier that day she had told Nick she was going 
away for Christmas with someone else. Now 
she seemed full of regrets and second thoughts, 
she wanted reassurance that she had done the 
right thing at every turn. Nick was concen-
trating hard on the road and didn’t answer, 
she pulled his arm and the car swerved into 
the left lane right into the path of a big truck. 

 Virginia lost two teeth, broke her shoulder, 
and cracked two ribs. Nick lost his driving 
license for three years, the fi rm lost the car, 
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but since it also lost Nick and most of his col-
leagues some months later that wasn’t very 
important. The case went on and on, and 
insurance companies provided more and more 
explanations on each side, and Virginia gave 
an interview to a paper about how her chances 
of matrimony might well be lessened by her 
facial injuries and referred to having a fl ing 
with a married man in her offi ce, a married 
man who had managed to destroy her life 
completely. Somewhere in the world there is 
always someone who sees things in papers and 
brings them to the attention of other people, 
and somewhere there was somebody who 
managed to send it to Mother’s friend Miss 
O’Connor, with the name of the fi rm and the 
coincidence of the accident and everything 
they thought Helen’s mother should know. 

 For two years she had managed not to speak 
aloud about it, only making allusions. But this 
morning it had come out. And Helen hadn’t 
been ready. “I’m sorry,” she snuffl ed into her 
brandy-fl avored tea. “You’ve been so marvel-
ous, and now I’ve thrown it all away. She’ll 
sulk during lunch, and it’s all been wasted.” 

 Nick warmed his ice-cold hands on the nice 
cup of tea and brandy and stared ahead of 
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him. Downstairs they could hear Helen’s 
mother banging the furniture about a bit. It 
was a message as clear as any drumbeat in a 
jungle, a message that she was annoyed and 
upset and that things would not be easy when 
they got up. 

 “If only we didn’t have to come here. Just 
one Christmas, the two of us on our own with 
Hitchcock,” Helen said wistfully. 

 Nick’s eyes seemed misty, she thought, or 
was the early morning’s brandy making her 
feel a bit dizzy. 

 “I wonder how many milligrams there are 
in this tea?” she asked. More to cheer him up 
than anything else. He turned and looked at 
her. She had been right, there were tears in his 
eyes. 

 “Remember that plate you broke here years 
and years ago?” he said. 

 She was surprised. “Yes, the one that Moth-
er made such a fuss about.” 

 “Well, we mended it, remember, you held 
bits of the plate with an eyebrow tweezers and 
I painted on the glue.” 

 “And you couldn’t see the cracks in the 
end.” She wondered why he was thinking of 
this, it had happened years ago, just another 



157

occasion when her mother had behaved badly 
and Nick had smoothed it out. 

 “But when it was done she wanted to use it 
at once and we had to say no and put it high, 
high up so that it would have time to harden. 
It looked all right but it wasn’t really. You 
couldn’t use it. Touch it and it would all fall 
apart.” 

 “Yes, we put it in one of those little plate 
stands?” There was a question in her voice. 
What was he talking about? 

 “If anyone came into the room and looked 
at that plate, they’d have said to themselves 
that it was a perfectly sound plate, they’d have 
no reason to think otherwise. But it wouldn’t 
have been. Not until the glue hardened. It was 
fi ne in the end, of course, but for a long time it 
was only pretending to be a real plate.” 

 “Well, yes.” 
 “It’s a bit the same here, isn’t it? We’ve been 

pretending to be real plates in front of your 
mother. We won’t let her see any of the cracks 
or the glue or anything. We’ve been putting 
on such a brave face for her. We’ve not stopped 
to ask ourselves is it real or is it not?” He had 
rarely sounded so serious. 
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 “Yes, I suppose it was a way to go. We could 
have endless discussions and analyses, and 
what happened and why, and where did we go 
wrong, but I don’t know. Would it have made 
things much better?” 

 “It might have been more honest. You might 
have wanted to throw me out but couldn’t, not 
with us having to put on an act all the time for 
your mother, pretend that this was the suc-
cessful lovey-dovey marriage of the century.” 

 “Well, it’s been a pretty good marriage most 
of the time, hasn’t it?” Helen said. 

 “Is that you talking or is it you talking for 
your mother’s ears?” 

 “It’s me talking, do you not think the 
same?” 

 “I do, but I’m the villain, the cheat, the 
partner without a job, the drunk driver, I’m in 
no position to make defi nitions.” 

 “Oh Nick, don’t be so ridiculous, what’s 
over is over. I said that ages ago.” 

 “No, you’ve got too used to pretending, 
you’re being too tolerant…” 

 “Listen to me.” Her face fl ashed with anger. 
“When my mother attacks you I feel a sense of 
loyalty to you so strong it almost sweeps me 
away, when she says one word against you I 
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become so fi ercely protective you would never 
believe it. Perhaps she has done some good for 
us in that way, because her every attempt to 
drive us apart only glues us together.” 

 “Is it real glue, is it good fi rm glue, do you 
think, or are we only pretending to get along 
fi ne?” 

 “I don’t know how you test these things. We 
could go downstairs and fl ing the plate on the 
fl oor, for example, and if it broke we could say, 
‘Boo hoo the plate wasn’t properly stuck 
together.’” 

 He looked very pleased. “In a way your bad-
tempered old mother has a lot to be thanked 
for. She stopped us making any decision before 
the glue had hardened. It has hardened, hasn’t 
it, Helen?” 

 There was an almighty banging downstairs. 
The noise had increased in case it wasn’t being 
heard. Nick and Helen got up and tore the 
linen off the bed they wouldn’t have to sleep 
in that night. They heaved the furniture round 
the room for pure divilment and realized that 
for them there would be nothing gained by 
examining the cracks and pulling them to see 
if they would come apart. Other people might 
want to talk it to death, but they knew the face 
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they had shown the diffi cult woman down-
stairs was a real face, and they only had four 
more hours of putting slightly phony smiles 
on it. The kinds of smiles a million other peo-
ple were putting on their faces like children’s 
masks over Christmas. 



      T HE  C HRISTMAS  
B ARAMUNDI   

       





S  he had met him fi rst at the fi sh market 
on Christmas Eve. It was very early in 

the morning, but already crowded. Their 
hands touched as they each pointed to the 
same ocean perch. 

 “That one,” they said at the same time. 
 They all laughed, Janet the schoolteacher, 

Liam the banker, and Hano the younger son 
of the fi sh merchant. 

 “You have it,” Liam said gallantly. 
 “No, no, you were the fi rst,” Janet coun-

tered. 
 Hano said, “He has many brothers and sis-

ters, you can have one each.” 
 “I don’t like to think of his brothers and sis-

ters,” Janet said. 
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 “I know, but we’re very hypocritical, aren’t 
we?” Liam had a crinkly smile that lit up his 
face. 

 “Who was it said they could never eat any-
thing that had a face?” Janet looked thought-
fully at the slabs of fi sh, each one with a very 
definite face, some of them indeed with 
expressions that you could almost defi ne. 

 “Hey, you’ll have us eating bread and cheese 
for Christmas,” he said. 

 Janet sighed. “No, that’s the problem, point 
out all the disadvantages about something and 
then go ahead and do it all the same.” 

 “Mine’s different, I favor the ostrich tech-
nique; pretend things don’t have faces, or 
brothers and sisters. Just grill them and eat 
them.” 

 “Poach them surely, or cook them in foil. 
This is much too big to grill.” Janet took things 
literally. 

 “Have coffee with me,” Liam said sudden-
ly. 

 Hano wrapped their fish for them. Janet 
paid in cash, Liam used a gold credit card. He 
took her by the elbow and they went to where 
people drank small cups of coffee and ate deli-
cious Italian bread. Hano waved them good-
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bye. He would love to have gone with them, to 
have talked and laughed as they did so easily. 
Instead he would have his father’s eye on him 
and his uncles’ and the eyes of his two older 
brothers. This was one of the busiest days of 
the year. He should be working, reaching out 
toward customers, not dreaming. 

 More and more people bought fish for 
Christmas Day. Going to the market in Pyre-
mont was now almost a tradition. The cus-
tomers enjoyed the experience as much as the 
fish they bought. Look at that couple, for 
example: The man was rich, he had a jacket 
that Hano would have to work for fi ve years to 
earn. His watch was gold. He didn’t even look 
at the docket he signed. He surely didn’t  need  
to come here and buy fish; someone could 
have got it for him. Perhaps he was lonely; 
maybe he had a fi ght with his wife. Possibly he 
was a bachelor or a divorced man. He must be 
about thirty-fi ve or forty. 

 Janet was asking herself all these questions, 
too, as they went together for coffee. 

 But by the time they were sipping their 
espresso and eating the warm foccacio she 
didn’t care if he was married or single, if he 
had twenty people waiting at home for him or 
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nobody. He was just so easy to talk to. They 
sat on high stools and talked about Christmas 
Eve in other lands. Liam had been in New 
York some years, always a wet cold day. He 
remembered coming out of his offi ce and try-
ing to join the throngs getting last-minute 
gifts in stores where a million others had the 
same idea. They took such short vacations in 
New York City. Not like here in Sydney, where 
the world closed down for weeks. 

 “Well, it is our summer holidays,” Janet 
said, a trifl e defensively. She was always apol-
ogizing for the long school vacations that 
teachers enjoyed. Her other friends said her 
life was a holiday. But their lives weren’t fi lled 
with shrill young voices, clamoring young per-
sonalities, and the need to be onstage from 
the moment the fi rst bell rang to the last. Of 
course, she had never wanted to be anything 
else but a teacher, she told Liam, and she told 
him about a Christmas she had spent in France 
that was meant to improve her French but 
actually had only improved her interest in 
wine. 

 And then they talked about wines they both 
liked, and around them people wandered 
around the fi sh counters and water gushed 
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through the drains and lumps of ice that 
hadn’t yet melted fell to the ground. They 
talked, Liam and Janet, with the excitement 
of people getting to know each other and 
afraid to ask the question that might nip it all 
before it got started. Each was buying a fi sh 
large enough to feed a family. Neither wore a 
ring, but that meant nothing. They each 
noticed that the other was in no hurry to go 
home, but again that might have no signifi -
cance. When their third set of empty coffee 
cups was taken away they could pretend no 
longer. 

 “I suppose I’ll have the shakes if I drink any 
more,” Liam said. 

 “Me too.” Janet looked glum suddenly. 
 “What’s wrong?” he asked. 
 “I wish sometimes that I could get out of 

that schoolgirl habit of saying  me too , and  me 
fi rst . It’s the only downside of working with 
children; you start talking like them.” 

 “Do you have children?” His question was 
sudden and direct. 

 “About two hundred and eleven at last 
count,” she said, and then as if trying to make 
up for being fl ippant, added, “but I say good-
bye to them each day at four o’clock.” 
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 “I see.” He seemed pleased. 
 “And you?” She hoped her voice sounded 

light. 
 “About ninety at last count, but that’s only 

in the bank,” he said. And she knew that he 
left them behind when he left the bank too. 

 “I see.” She was very pleased. She might 
have to fi ght a woman for him, but no ador-
able little toddlers who needed their daddy. 

 They had been there for a long time. 
 “Would you like to meet again?” he asked 

simply. 
 “Yes please,” she said. It was a jokey thing 

to say. It hid her eagerness, her great relief. 
Would he ask her phone number? Would he 
give her his? When would he suggest? Janet 
felt the breath almost choke her. 

 “So what do you suggest?” he asked. He was 
leaving the decision to her. 

 “I think saying  same place, same time, next 
year  is a bit on the long fi nger.” She looked at 
him with her head on one side, waiting. Janet 
hated women who behaved like this, but she 
felt she had to. It was the only alternative to 
letting him see the eager longing in her face to 
see him again, to get to know him better. 
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 “Oh, I hope to know you very well by this 
time next year,” he said softly. “Very well 
indeed.” 

 Janet felt herself shiver. It was the kind of 
shiver that her mother said meant someone 
was walking over your grave. 

 “Well then,” he said. “Well then.” He sug-
gested a restaurant, he suggested lunchtime 
three days later. 

 “Will they be open?” Janet asked. She didn’t 
want to risk their missing each other. 

 “Oh yes, they’ll be open.” 
 They looked at each other as if there was 

still something more to be said. He picked up 
a brochure advertising all the different kinds 
of fi sh that were on sale and tore a piece off. It 
had a picture of a baramundi. He quickly 
wrote some fi gures. 

 “In case you change your mind,” he said. 
 She tore another baramundi off and wrote 

her number. 
 “In case you change yours,” she said. 
 “No, it’s the highlight,” he said, with a mock 

bow of his head. 
 “I look forward to it,” Janet said, and skip-

ping the puddles of water made from the hos-
ing of the fi sh stands, she made her way to her 
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car. She turned around to look back once, and 
he was still standing there. She wondered why 
they hadn’t wished each other Happy Christ-
mas. Everyone else was saying that to people 
that they had only just met. Perhaps it was 
because they each believed the other had 
something to do at Christmas, something to 
unpick or sort out. 

   Janet shared a house with three other teachers. 
They each had a large sunny room that acted 
as their own bed-sitting-room. They had a 
huge shared kitchen and two bathrooms. They 
had a small garden with four sun beds placed 
around it. Everyone said they were mad to rent 
this expensive property. They could each have 
found a deposit and a mortgage for a house of 
their own, but at this point none of them want-
ed that. And they got on very well together for 
women in their twenties and thirties. They 
didn’t live each other’s lives. They paid a 
woman to come in once a week to clean, 
nobody kept their television up too high, and 
if lovers were invited into people’s rooms, it 
was not discussed, nor was anything untoward 
ever audible. They always laughed about their 
living arrangement, calling it Menopause 
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Manor. But they could do that because it was 
far from the truth. 

 This year none of them had gone away for 
Christmas. They would eat together in their 
garden. There were various reasons. Janet had 
a new stepmother; she wanted to give the 
woman a breathing space before descending 
on her for holiday festivities. Maggie had a 
married lover who was not available for Christ-
mas Day. Kate was writing her thesis and had 
decided to give it three solid weeks of six hours 
a day in Menopause Manor. Sheila was from 
Ireland; sometimes she fl ew the whole way 
back there, but this year she had not saved the 
money and couldn’t fi nd the enthusiasm for 
rain and sleet, so she too was staying in Syd-
ney. It would be a happy, undemanding day 
for the four of them. They would be unsenti-
mental, probably a little tipsy. They would not 
mention Maggie’s man, and the futility of it 
all; they would not make Sheila sad about the 
Emerald Isle by singing “Danny Boy”; they 
would be supportive about Kate’s M.A. the-
sis; and they wouldn’t know that Janet had just 
met the most marvelous man in the whole 
world, so they could have no attitudes about 
it. 
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 On Christmas Eve, Janet sat out in the gar-
den; the night was warm and smelled of fl ow-
ers. She could hear the sea in the distance. 
She wondered where he was at this moment, 
the man called Liam with the crinkly smile, 
who said he was in banking. He had not said 
he worked in a bank; that was a subtle differ-
ence. It was ten o’clock. The telephone rang. 
Although she felt sure it must be from Ireland 
for Sheila, Janet went to answer the call. 

 “Janet?” 
 “Liam?” she said immediately. 
 “Just thought I’d wish you Happy Christ-

mas. We forgot to do that today.” 
 “So we did. Happy Christmas,” and 

although she hated waiting, she managed not 
to say any more. 

 “Have you still got the baramundi?” he 
asked. 

 “Yes, yes indeed.” Another pause. 
 “Have a happy day,” he said. 
 “You too.” 
 They hung up. Janet went back to the gar-

den and hugged her knee as she looked up at 
the starlit sky. She knew exactly why she had 
been so unforthcoming. She wanted to be 
allowed to dream over this Christmas. She 
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wanted to think of Liam and his smile, and 
the fact that he had been thinking of her at ten 
o’clock on Christmas Eve night. She did  not  
want to hear about his wife and children if 
they existed, or his longtime live-in lover who 
understood him, or his messy divorce. She 
wanted to think of him as a man who was 
looking forward to seeing her in three days 
time. A man who could talk about anything 
and who understood everything. A man who 
said that this time next year they would surely 
know each other very well. 

 She sat and hugged her secret to herself. 
She had not been in love for six years. Not 
since she was twenty-two. Since then there 
had been people, but nothing that counted as 
real love. She had forgotten how utterly won-
derful it felt; how silly and feathery and quite 
unconnected with the real world. She heard 
bells ring and she knew there must be church 
services. She heard merrymakers calling good 
night down the street. It was Christmas Day. 

 There was no breeze, but still she shivered. 
That was the second time today. For no rea-
son Janet remembered her mother helping to 
zip her into her fi rst formal dress on her eigh-
teenth birthday. 
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 “I’m so happy,” Janet had said, looking 
delightedly at her refl ection in the mirror. 

 “You’ll never be as happy as you are now 
this minute,” her mother had said. Janet had 
been furious. Her mother had taken all the 
gold and glitter away from the moment. And 
she had never forgotten it, even though her 
mother had been wrong. 

 Janet had been happier than on her eigh-
teenth birthday. When she was twenty-one 
she had fallen in love with Mark and been 
happy for fourteen months, every day and 
every night. Why did she have to remember 
her mother’s words now, the words of a woman 
who was never truly happy, who always saw 
the bleak side? Too much laughter meant tears 
before bedtime, too much good weather meant 
headaches later on, people being nice and 
warm and welcoming meant that sooner or 
later they would prove to have feet of clay. 

 Janet’s mother had been dead for four years. 
Her father had married again; a different kind 
of woman, small and round and giggling. 
Janet couldn’t understand what they saw in 
each other, but that was not remotely impor-
tant. Maybe they found what she and Liam 
had found, however unlikely it seemed. After 
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all, her father had met Lilian at a television 
studio where they were both members of a 
studio audience, and now they were married. 
Janet had met Liam at the fi sh market this 
morning, and he had told her that this time 
next year they would know each other very 
well indeed. He had just telephoned to wish 
her Happy Christmas. The good times were 
only starting. 

 On Christmas Day the others said that Janet 
must have had some attitude-changing sub-
stance. She had a funny, happy smile all day. 
Janet made the salads, set the table in the gar-
den, baked the potatoes, and chilled the wine. 
Not the most domesticated of the four in the 
household, she insisted on doing it all this 
time. She cooked the ocean perch lovingly. 
This was a fi sh that Liam had touched with 
his own hand. This was a fi sh they had laughed 
over, a fi sh that brought them together. 

 The day seemed curiously long; happy but 
long. Janet thought that it must be seven 
o’clock when it was still only five o’clock. 
Somehow the days passed. And then it was 
the morning. The morning of the lunch. Janet 
realized that she had shadows under her eyes 
because she had slept so poorly. She was plac-
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ing far too much hope on this, too much 
importance, reading more into it than there 
was. Very probably, but it still didn’t make her 
sleep. There was no hairdresser open so she 
shampooed her hair and spent hours trying to 
get into the kind of shape she wanted. She had 
planned to wear her peach-colored shirt and a 
gray denim skirt, but she thought it made her 
look as if she had stepped from the chorus of 
 Oklahoma ! It was too hot for a jacket, too smart 
a place for a beach dress. Janet had been wear-
ing jeans when she met him at the fi sh market. 
She wanted him to know she had other 
clothes. 

 By the time she had settled on a tartan skirt 
and plain white T-shirt, it was time to call the 
taxi. The taxi was late. Janet was red-faced 
and anxious when she arrived at the restau-
rant. 

 “I ordered us oysters,” he said, his eyes anx-
ious to know if he had done the right thing. 

 Normally Janet hated the pushy male thing 
of ordering for the little woman. But he was 
trying to be generous, to make a gesture. She 
smiled such a smile, her face nearly broke in 
half. 

 “What could be better?” she asked. 
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 The lunch was like their coffee break at the 
fi sh market only better. They talked about the 
world of banking and how hard it was for Liam 
to meet real people anymore. Instead he met 
corporate people and committees and read 
reports and acted on them. And Janet told 
him eagerly about school and how there was 
no time to get to know the children and fi nd 
out what they really wanted to do, and what 
they were like and what they hoped for. Instead 
you had to follow a curriculum, and get them 
to pass exams, and achieve a good result for 
the school. 

 They couldn’t fi nish the prawns, the sauce 
was too rich. As they pushed them around 
their plate he said unexpectedly. 

 “Will you spend the afternoon with me?” 
 “Yes, of course, where?” she asked. 
 “I have a place.” 
 Her smile was broad again. He couldn’t be 

married or tied up or have a whole complicat-
ed lifestyle that he was cheating on. Not if he 
said he had a place. 

 “Oh, really?” Janet said, face full of hope 
and eagerness. 

 “Well yes, I booked, just in case, just in case 
you’d say yes,” he said. 
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 It was a motel. A place you book. He had 
been so sure of her, he had thought it worth-
while to make a reservation. Her heart felt 
heavy, and her face must have shown it. 

 “Something’s wrong,” Liam said. 
 “No, not at all.” Her smile was brave and 

his came back. He was so simple, really, and 
straightforward. He had liked her, liked her 
enough to invite her to lunch, to call her on 
Christmas Eve, to order oysters, to book a 
place for the afternoon, to be with her. Per-
haps  she  was the selfi sh one, she was the one 
demanding commitment, assurances that he 
was available, and a catch, and maybe even a 
meal ticket. She was a liberated woman. Janet 
knew you could meet and enjoy each other as 
equals if you wanted to. The days of demand-
ing that a man be a protector or a provider 
were long gone. 

 “So shall we stop pretending to eat these 
prawns?” he asked with a laugh. 

 “I’ve given up the struggle,” she agreed. 
 They drove to the motel. A place Janet had 

often passed and wondered idly how it made a 
living. Now she knew; they rented by the hour. 
It was clean and functional. He had a bottle of 
wine in a cool bag that he had brought with 
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him, another sign that he had known she 
would agree to the motel, and he poured her a 
glass. It was a good wine from a vineyard they 
had talked about, but today it tasted like vin-
egar. He was a gentle and courteous lover, and 
he lay afterward with his arm around her 
shoulder, protectively, as if they had often lain 
like this before and would for many more 
years. Her heart lifted for a while. Perhaps this 
is the way people were nowadays. Behavior 
had changed. You didn’t have to play games, 
pretend to be hard to get, exchange sexual 
favors for continued attention, trade sex for 
commitment. 

 “I got you a little gift, a silly thing,” he said, 
and he reached out for a wrapped parcel that 
he had on the bedside table. She couldn’t have 
loved him more. She was glad that she hadn’t 
played at being outraged when he suggested 
an afternoon in a motel. 

 “What is it?” 
 No present she had got this Christmas could 

compare. It was a little tin fi sh, the kind of 
thing you might hang on a Christmas tree or, 
if it had a magnet, it could be stuck to the 
refrigerator door. 
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 “It’s a baramundi,” he said, pleased with 
what he saw as her pleasure. “To remind you 
of when we met pointing at that fi sh and fi ght-
ing over it, and then becoming friends.” His 
arm was around her again, squeezing tightly. 

 “Great, great friends,” he said, apprecia-
tively. She turned over the little fi sh in her 
hand. 

 “It’s great,” she said. She knew her voice 
was fl at, her pleasure was not real. 

 “Well, it’s a jokey gift,” he said, embar-
rassed. 

 “No, it’s great.” She wanted to be a million 
miles from here. Why had she not taken her 
car? She tried to remember. It had something 
to do with being available for him. Well, she 
had been that all right. In spades. Now she 
would have to ask him to drive her to some-
where near her home or to a taxi rank. It would 
be squalid. But she would not let it be that 
way. If only she could guard herself, not say 
anything foolish. 

 “Where does your wife think you are?” 
Janet heard herself ask. 

 He looked as if she had hit him, but he ral-
lied. 

 “She didn’t ask. I didn’t say.” 
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 “And your children?” 
 Why was she asking these things, ruining 

what was good between them. 
 “They’re in the pool. They don’t know 

where I am. I work such long hours they don’t 
expect me to be around.” 

 He had answered her truthfully. He had 
asked her nothing in return. 

 They left the bed where they had been so 
happy, so close, and she noticed he took a very 
long time having a shower. As if he had been 
to a sports club or a gym. He passed her a 
clean towel when she went into the shower, 
and she held it for a long time to her face to 
force away the tears that she thought might 
come. 

 In the car he was still boyish and happy. But 
he was so intelligent, surely he must know that 
whatever they had was over? He asked where 
she lived and she suggested that he leave her 
in Balmain. 

 “No, no, door-to-door service,” he laughed, 
then looking at her face, realized it might be 
crass. He patted her on the knee. 

 “I didn’t mean to be fl ip. It was lovely,” he 
said. 

  T he  C hristmas  B aramundi   



182

 “Yes indeed.” She tried, but she couldn’t 
put any life into her words. 

 He drove her to the gate. Out in the back 
garden Maggie might have been half sleeping 
in the sun, dreaming of her married man who 
could not leave his family at this festive time. 
Kate would be in her room studying. Sheila 
might have gone to play tennis and beat back 
the guilt about not having gone home to Ire-
land for Christmas Day. None of them would 
know that Janet’s heart had cracked in two. 

 Liam was looking at her. 
 “Will we meet again?” he asked; his face 

was enthusiastic. He liked talking to her, 
laughing with her, holding her, making love 
with her. He couldn’t see any reason why it 
could not go on, as sunnily and easily as it had 
begun. 

 Struggling to be fair, Janet couldn’t see any 
reason either, except that she knew it was 
over. 

 “No, but thank you, thank you all the 
same,” she said. 

 He looked at her sadly. 
 “Was it the fi sh? Was it the little Christmas 

baramundi?” he asked anxiously. 
 “Why do you say that?” Janet asked. 

This Year It Will Be Different
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 His face was troubled. 
 “I thought you’d like it. I thought it was silly 

and sentimental and not commercial. I could 
have got you a pin, a brooch or something for 
fi ve hundred dollars, but I thought it looked 
wrong somehow.” 

 “The fi sh is great,” Janet said. 
 “And we did meet over a baramundi,” he 

said. 
 “Or something,” Janet said. 
 There was a silence. Liam looked at the 

house. 
 “It’s a nice place to live,” he said, as if try-

ing to bequeath her a good life. 
 “Oh yes, it is.” She realized he didn’t know. 

He had never asked if she lived with a man, a 
husband, or children. He just assumed she 
was a free spirit who could live life in com-
partments as he could. 

 “Has it a garden at the back?” They talked 
like strangers now, like people at a cocktail 
party. 

 “Yes, a small garden. Do you know, Liam, I 
was happier there on Christmas Eve than I 
ever was in my life, and than I ever will be 
again.” She knew her voice was very intense 
and that he was looking at her uneasily. But 
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somehow it was a great relief to have some-
thing defi ned. They said that women became 
more like their mothers as they grew older. 

 Janet shivered. She felt that she was becom-
ing very like her mother. Soon her face would 
tighten in a hard smile. What a pity there was 
nobody she could talk to about it. The man 
who was saying goodbye at her gate was some-
one who might have understood, had things 
been different. 

      



T HIS  Y EAR  I T  
W ILL  B E  D IFFERENT   

       





E  thel wondered had it anything to do 
with her name. Apart from Ethel Mer-

man there didn’t seem to be many racy Ethels; 
she didn’t know any Ethels who took charge 
of their own lives. 

 At school there had been two other Ethels. 
One was a nun in the Third World, which was 
a choice, of course, but not a racy choice. The 
other was a gray sort of person, she had been 
gray as a teenager and she was even grayer in 
her forties. She worked as a minder to a Self-
ish Personality. She described the work as Girl 
Friday; it was, in fact, Dogsbody, which 
scanned perfectly, and after all, words mean 
what you want them to mean. 

 These were no role models, Ethel told her-
self. But anyway, even if it weren’t a question 
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of having a meek name, a woman couldn’t 
change overnight. Only in movies did a hap-
pily married mother of three suddenly call a 
family conference and say that this year she 
was tired of the whole thing, weary of coming 
home after work and cleaning the house and 
buying the Christmas decorations and putting 
them up, buying the Christmas cards, writing 
them and posting them so that they would 
keep the few friends they had. 

 Only in a fi lm would Ethel say that she had 
had it up to here with Christmas countdowns, 
and timing the brandy butter, and the chest-
nut stuffi ng, and the bacon rolls, and bracing 
herself for the cry “No sausages?” when a 
groaning platter of turkey and trimmings was 
hauled in from the kitchen. 

 She who had once loved cooking, who had 
delighted in her family’s looking up at her 
hopefully waiting to be fed, now loathed the 
thought of what the rest of the world seemed 
to regard as the whole meaning of Christmas. 

 But there would be no big scene. What was 
the point of ruining everyone else’s Christmas 
by a lecture on how selfi sh they all were? Ethel 
had a very strong sense of justice. If her hus-
band never did a hand’s turn in the kitchen, 
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then some of the blame was surely Ethel’s. 
From the very beginning she should have 
expected that he would share the meal prepa-
ration with her, assumed it, stood smiling, 
waiting for him to help. But twenty-fi ve years 
ago women didn’t do that. Young women 
whooshed their young husbands back to the 
fi re and the evening newspaper. They were all 
mini-Superwomen then. It wasn’t fair to move 
the goalposts in middle age. 

 Any more than it was fair to stage a protest 
against her two sons and daughter. From the 
start those children had been told that the fi rst 
priority was their studies. Their mother had 
always cleared away the meal after supper to 
leave them space and time to do their home-
work, or their university essays, or their com-
puter practice. When other women had got a 
dishwasher, Ethel had said the family should 
have a word processor. Why should she com-
plain now? 

 And everyone envied her having two strong, 
handsome sons around the house, living with 
her from choice. Other people’s twenty-three-
and twenty-two-year-olds were mad keen to 
leave home. Other women with a nineteen-
year-old daughter said they were demented 
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with pleas about living in a bed-sitter, a com-
mune, a squat. Ethel was considered lucky, 
and she agreed with this. She was the fi rst to 
say she had got more than her fair share of 
good fortune. 

 Until this year. This year she felt she was 
put upon. If she saw one more picture of a 
forty-seven-year-old woman smiling at her out 
of a magazine with the body of an eighteen-
year-old, gleaming skin, fi fty-six white, even 
teeth, and shiny hair, Ethel was going to go 
after her with a carving knife. 

 This year, for the fi rst time, she did not look 
forward to Christmas. This year she had made 
the calculation: the thought, the work, the 
worry, the bone-aching tiredness on one side 
of the scales; the pleasure of the family on the 
other. They didn’t even begin to balance. With 
a heavy heart she realized that it wasn’t worth 
it. 

 She didn’t do anything dramatic. She didn’t 
do anything at all. She bought no tree, she 
mended no fairy lights, she sent six cards to 
people who really needed cards. There was no 
excited talking about weights of turkey and 
length of time cooking the ham as in other 
years. There were no lists, no excursions for 
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late-night shopping. She came home after 
work, made the supper, cleared it away, washed 
up and sat down and looked at the television. 

 Eventually they noticed. 
 “When are you getting the tree, Ethel?” her 

husband asked her good-naturedly. 
 “The tree?” She looked at him blankly, as if 

it were a strange Scandinavian custom that 
hadn’t hit Ireland. 

 He frowned. “Sean will get the tree this 
year,” he said, looking thunderously at his 
elder son. 

 “Are the mince pies done yet?” Brian asked 
her. 

 She smiled at him dreamily. 
 “Done?” she asked. 
 “Made, like, cooked. You know in tins, like 

always.” He was confused. 
 “I’m sure the shops are full of them, all 

right,” she said. 
 Ethel’s husband shook his head warningly 

at Brian, the younger son. 
 The subject was dropped. 
 Next day Theresa said to the others that 

there was no turkey in the freezer, nor had one 
been ordered. And Ethel turned up the televi-
sion so that she wouldn’t hear the family con-
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ference that she knew was going on in the 
kitchen. 

 They came to her very formally. They 
reminded her of a trade union delegation 
walking up the steps to arbitration. Or like 
people delivering a letter of protest at an 
embassy. 

 “This year it’s going to be different, Ethel.” 
Her husband’s voice was gruff at the awkward 
unfamiliar words. “We realize that we haven’t 
been doing our fair share. No, don’t deny it, 
we have all discussed it and this year you’ll 
fi nd that it will be different.” 

 “We’ll do all the washing-up after Christ-
mas dinner,” Sean said. “And clear away all 
the wrapping paper,” added Brian. “And I’ll 
ice the cake when you’ve made it. I mean after 
the almond icing,” Theresa said. 

 She looked at them all, one by one, with a 
pleasant smile, as she always had. 

 “That would be very nice,” she said. She 
spoke somehow remotely. She knew they 
wanted more. They wanted her to leap up 
there and then and put on a pinny, crying that 
now she knew they would each do one chore 
then she would work like a demon to catch up. 
Buzz, buzz, fuss, fuss. But she didn’t have the 
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energy, she wished they would stop talking 
about it. 

 Her husband patted her hand. 
 “Not just words, you know, Ethel. We have 

very concrete plans and it will begin before 
Christmas. Actually it will begin tomorrow. 
So don’t come into the kitchen for a bit, we 
want to fi nalize our discussions.” 

 They all trooped back to the kitchen again. 
She lay back in her chair. She hadn’t wanted 
to punish them, to withhold affection, to sulk 
her way into getting a bit more help. It was no 
carefully planned victory, no cunning ploy. 

 She could hear them murmuring and plan-
ning; she could hear their voices getting excit-
ed and them shushing each other. They were 
trying so hard to make up for the years of not 
noticing. Yes, that is all it was. Simply not 
noticing how hard she worked. 

 It just hadn’t dawned on them how unequal 
was the situation where fi ve adults left this 
house in the morning to go out to work and 
one adult kept the house running as well. 

 Of course, she could always give up her job 
and be a full-time wife and mother. But that 
seemed a foolish thing to do now, at this stage, 
when the next stage would be the empty nest 
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that people talked about. They were all saving 
for deposits, so they didn’t really give her 
much, and they were her own children. You 
couldn’t ask them for real board and lodging, 
could you? 

 No, no, it was her own fault that they hadn’t 
seen how hard she worked and how tired she 
was. Or hadn’t seen until now. She listened 
happily to the conversation in the kitchen. 
Well, now they knew, God bless them. Per-
haps it hadn’t been a bad thing at all to be a 
bit listless, even though it hadn’t come from 
within, it wasn’t an act she had put on. 

 Next morning they asked her what time 
she’d be home from work. 

 “Well, like every day, around half-past six,” 
she said. 

 “Could you make it half-past seven?” they 
asked. 

 She could indeed, she could have a nice 
drink with her friend Maire from work. Maire, 
who said that she was like a mat for that fam-
ily to walk on. It would be deeply satisfying to 
tell Maire that she couldn’t go home since the 
family were doing all the pre-Christmas prep-
arations for her. 
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 “You could always go to the supermarket.” 
Theresa said. 

 “Am I to do any shopping?” Ethel was fl us-
tered. She had thought they were seeing to all 
that. 

 She saw the boys frown at Theresa. 
 “Or do whatever you like, I mean,” Theresa 

said. 
 “You won’t forget foil, will you?” Ethel said 

anxiously. If they were going to do all this 
baking, it would be awful if they ran out of 
things. 

 “Foil?” They looked at her blankly. 
 “Maybe I’ll come back early and give you a 

bit of a hand…” 
 There was a chorus of disagreement. 
 Nobody wanted that. No, no she was to stay 

out. It was four days before Christmas, this 
would be a Christmas like no other, wait and 
see, but she couldn’t be at home. 

 They all went off to work or college. 
 She noticed that the new regime hadn’t 

involved clearing away their breakfast things, 
but Ethel told herself it would be curmud-
geonly to complain about clearing away fi ve 
cups and saucers and plates and cornflake 
bowls and washing them and drying them. 
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She wanted to leave the kitchen perfect for 
them and all they were going to do. 

 She wondered that they hadn’t taken out 
the cookery books. She would leave them in a 
conspicuous place, together with all those 
cookery articles she had cut from the paper 
and clipped together with a big clothes-peg. 
But she must stop fussing, she’d be late for 
work. 

 Maire was delighted with the invitation to a 
drink after work. “What happened? Did they 
all fl y off to the Bahamas without you or some-
thing?” she asked. 

 Ethel laughed; that was just Maire’s way, 
making little of the married state. 

 She hugged her secret to herself. Her family 
who were going to do everything. Things were 
exciting at the offi ce, they were all going to get 
new offi ce furniture in the new year, the old 
stuff was being sold off at ridiculous prices. 
Ethel wondered would Sean like the computer 
table, or would Brian like the small desk. 
Nothing would be too good for them this year. 
But then, did secondhand goods look shabby, 
as if you didn’t care? 
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 With the unaccustomed buzz of two hot 
whiskeys to light her home, Ethel came up the 
path and let herself in the door. 

 “I’m back,” she called. “May I come into 
the kitchen?” 

 They were standing there, sheepish and 
eager. Her heart was full for them. While she 
had been out drinking whiskey with lemon 
and cloves in it, stretching her legs and talking 
about the new offi ce layout with Maire, they 
had been slaving. Poor Maire had to go back 
to her empty fl at, while lucky Ethel had this 
family who had promised her that things 
would be different this year. She felt a prick-
ling around her nose and eyes and hoped that 
she wasn’t going to cry. 

 She never remembered them giving her a 
treat or a surprise. This is what made this one 
all the better. For her birthday it had been a 
couple of notes folded over, from her husband 
a request to buy herself something nice. Cards 
from the children. Not every year. And for 
Christmas they clubbed together to get her 
something that the house needed. Last year it 
had been an electric can opener. The year 
before it had been lagging for the cylinder. 
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 How could she have known that they would 
change? 

 They looked at her, all of them waiting for 
her reaction. They wanted her to love it, what-
ever they had done. 

 She hoped they had found the candied 
peel—it was in one of those cartons without 
much identification on it, but even if they 
hadn’t she’d say nothing. 

 She looked around the kitchen. There was 
no sign of anything baked or blended or stirred 
or mixed or prepared. 

 And still they looked at her, eager and full 
of anticipation. 

 She followed their eyes. A large and awk-
ward-looking television set took up the only 
shelf of work space that had any length or 
breadth in it. 

 An indoor aerial rose from it perilously, 
meaning that the shelves behind it couldn’t be 
got at. 

 They stood back so that she could view the 
full splendor of it. 

 Sean turned it on with a f lourish, like a 
ringmaster at a circus. “Da-daaaaa!” he 
cried. 

 It was black-and-white. 
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 “Terribly sharp image,” Sean said. 
 “More restful, really, on older eyes, they 

say,” Theresa soothed her. 
 “And you wouldn’t need more than RTE 1 

anyway, even if you could get it. I mean, too 
much choice is worse than too little,” said 
Brian. 

 “I  told  you this Christmas was going to be 
different to the others.” Her husband beamed 
at her. 

 From now on she could look at television as 
well as the rest of them; she’d be as informed 
and catch up on things and not be left out, 
just because she had to be in the kitchen. 

 All around her they stood, a circle of good-
will waiting to share in her delight. From very 
far away she heard their voices. Sean had 
known a fellow who did up televisions, Dad 
had given the money, Brian had gone to col-
lect it in someone’s van. Theresa had bought 
the plug and put it on herself. 

 Years of hiding her disappointment stood to 
Ethel at this moment. The muscles of her face 
sprang into action. The mouth into an ooooh 
of delight, the eyes into surprise and excite-
ment; the hands even clasped themselves auto-
matically. 
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 With the practiced steps of a dancer she 
made the movements that they expected. Her 
hand went out like an automaton to stroke the 
hideous, misshapen television that took up 
most of her kitchen. 

 As they went back to wait for her to make 
the supper, happy that they had bought her 
the gift that would change everything, Ethel 
got to work in the kitchen. 

 She had taken off her coat and put on her 
pinny. She edged around the large television 
set and mentally rearranged every shelf and 
bit of storage that she had. 

 She felt curiously apart from everything, 
and in her head she kept hearing their voices 
saying that this Christmas was going to be 
different. 

 They were right, it felt different; but surely 
it couldn’t be on account of this crass gift, a 
sign that they wanted her forever chained to 
the kitchen cooking for them and cleaning up 
after them. 

 As she pricked the sausages and peeled the 
potatoes it became clear to her. They had done 
something for her for the very fi rst time—not 
something she wanted, but something; and 
why? Because she had sulked. Ethel hadn’t 
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intended to sulk, but that’s exactly what it had 
been. What other women had been doing for 
years. Women who had pouted and com-
plained, and demanded to be appreciated. By 
refusing to begin the preparations for Christ-
mas, she had drawn a response from them. 

 Now, what more could be done? 
 She turned on the crackling, snowy televi-

sion and looked at it with interest. It was the 
beginning. She would have to go slowly, of 
course. A lifetime of being a drudge could not 
be turned around instantly. If, as a worm, she 
was seen to turn too much, it might be thought 
to be her nerves, her time of life, a case for a 
nice chat with some kind, white-coated per-
son prescribing tranquilizers. No instant with-
drawal of services. It would be done very 
slowly. 

 She looked at them all settled inside around 
the color television, satisfi ed that the Right 
Thing had been done, and that supper would 
be ready soon. They had no idea just how dif-
ferent things were indeed going to be from 
now on. 

T his  Y ear  I t  W ill  B e  D ifferent 





      S EASON OF  F USS   
      





 M  rs. Doyle used to begin fussing 
around October. There was so 

much to do. The Christmas cakes, the pud-
dings, getting everything out. It drove her 
children up the wall and down again, particu-
larly since they weren’t children anymore. 
They were grown-ups. 

 It would start when she realized that she 
had lost Theodora’s recipe for the cake, and 
everything would be turned out on the table. 
This would reveal new horrors—letters not 
replied to, knitting patterns that had been 
promised to friends. All was in disorder, all 
was confusion, and the very mess that was 
created served as further proof of how much 
there was to be done. 
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 “I bought her an album for her recipes,” 
wailed Brenda. “I even started clipping them 
out and putting them in for her, but she actu-
ally takes them out again and loses them. It’s 
too bad.” 

 Brenda’s own f lat was something that a 
business efficiency expert would envy. She 
was always able to retrieve Theodora’s recipe 
for the cake or the latest posting dates to 
America. She would photocopy them for her 
mother, but it only seemed to add to the fuss. 
Mrs. Doyle would speculate about where she 
could possibly have put the originals. 

 Her other daughter, Cathy, used to have to 
lie down with cold compresses on her eyes 
after any hour of Mrs. Doyle’s fussing about 
the Christmas dinner. To Cathy it was the 
simplest meal in the whole year. You put a bird 
into the oven and when it was cooked, you 
took it out and carved it and ate it. There were 
potatoes, sprouts, bread sauce, and stuffi ng to 
consider, but honestly, unless you were about 
to throw in the towel, you shouldn’t be fright-
ened of that lot. Mrs. Doyle would go through 
her schedule over and over, planning all she 
should do the night before, and what time she 
should get up. It was as if she were in charge 
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of mission control in Cape Canaveral instead 
of lunch for her two daughters and son and 
two extra spouses. It was a meal for six, not a 
space shuttle. 

 Michael Doyle said that he sometimes want-
ed to lie down on the fl oor and not get up until 
Christmas was over when his mother began to 
talk about the cost of everything. In vain 
would he urge her not to worry about the price 
of things. She only had to pay for a turkey and 
some vegetables. She would have made the 
pudding and the cake well in advance. Bren-
da, Cathy, and Michael provided all the wine 
and the liqueur chocolates, the little extras 
like a tin of biscuits, or packets of crisps, or a 
spare set of lights for the Christmas tree to 
cope with the annual failure of the bulbs to 
glow. 

 They all went away drained, back to their 
houses weary and tense, the spirit of Christ-
mas snuffed out by the buzzing and bustling 
of the woman who was unable to relax and 
enjoy the family that gathered around her for 
Christmas Day. 

 It was Brenda who decided that this year 
should be different. Brenda was single and 
successful at her work and allowed to be a lit-
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tle more bossy than the others. In fact, it was 
a role she was almost meant to play, and this 
year she played it for all it was worth. 

 Cathy had a small baby to think of, a gor-
geous fi ve-month-old boy who would be no 
trouble to anyone, who would sleep peacefully 
through the hurricane of fuss downstairs, if 
only Mrs. Doyle would allow him to. Cathy 
was tired this year, unused to the wakeful 
nights. She should not have to go through all 
this business with their mother. And Michael’s 
wife, Rose, was pregnant, so she too must not 
be stressed out by this restless, unsettling 
atmosphere. She should be allowed tranquil-
lity and a chance to talk about birth and babies 
to her sister-in-law, Cathy. 

 In September, Brenda decided on her plan 
of action. They told Mrs. Doyle that as a treat 
 they  would cook the Christmas meal. Cathy 
would make the cake, Rose would make the 
puddings, and on the day Brenda could cook 
the main course. Mrs. Doyle was to put her 
feet up. They would fi nd a Christmas tree for 
her and decorate it. They would even buy her 
Christmas cards well in advance and get the 
stamps so that she did not have to queue for 
hours at the post offi ce. Mrs. Doyle protested. 
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No, they all said, you’ve been doing it long 
enough for us; just this once for a change let 
us do it instead. 

 Coming up to Christmas they wondered 
why this had never occurred to them before. 
Mrs. Doyle was calmer than any of them 
remembered her having been in her whole life. 
Sometimes she would begin sentences of 
urgency, but then she would remember that 
she had no great onerous duties this year so 
she would fall silent again. They all lived near 
enough for her to have a visit from one of them 
almost every day, and Brenda, Cathy, and 
Michael congratulated themselves and each 
other on having reduced the level of fuss by 
eighty percent. She still worried about icy 
roads, and whether she had put enough stamps 
on the calendar she had sent to her cousin, but 
that kind of thing was just literally incurable. 
They had cured all that was available for cure. 
On Christmas Eve the house looked festive. 
They had put up a tree, bigger and much bet-
ter decorated than before. Michael and Bren-
da had enjoyed doing that, they laughed and 
poured themselves small vodka-and-oranges. 
It was like being children again. Cathy had 
come and decorated the room with holly. 

  S eason of  F uss   
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 Brian had tacked it up high and so that it 
didn’t fall down and scrape people’s foreheads, 
as often happened when Mrs. Doyle had tried 
to shove small spiky bits behind pictures. They 
had bought cheerful red paper napkins and 
colorful crackers. Michael had seen to it that 
there were plenty of briquettes to keep the fi re 
going and an extra box of fi relighters. They 
had set the table for lunch before they left. 
They kissed Mrs. Doyle and looked forward 
to the happiest Christmas yet. 

 She walked around the warm, neat house. 
Brenda had taken the opportunity of doing a 
little tidying, as well as just getting things 
ready for the next day’s meal. The saucepans 
that held the potatoes and sprouts were shini-
er, the turkey with its chestnut stuffi ng, and 
sausage-meat stuffing as well, was covered 
with foil. She was to put it in the oven at elev-
en a.m. That was all she had to do. Perhaps 
she might look through that kitchen drawer 
and sort out some of those old recipes. It 
would please Brenda to see them in that 
album. But fancy that! Brenda had already 
stuck them in for her. The drawers were suspi-
ciously tidy, and though she couldn’t actually 
pinpoint anything that was missing, she felt 
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that a lot of things must have been thrown 
out. 

 She would tidy up the food cupboard so 
that it would impress them when they helped 
with the washing-up. It was very tidy, actually, 
and nice clean paper lining the shelves. That 
was new, surely. Yes, that must have been what 
Cathy and Rose were doing as they laughed 
about babies and backache and insisted that 
Mrs. Doyle sit in at the fi re out of their way. 
And her tea towels had all been washed and 
were stretched over chairs, so that they would 
be crisp and dry for tomorrow, and a tray had 
been set for her own breakfast, the boiled egg 
she would have when she came back from 
Mass and waited for them to come. Waited 
doing nothing after she had made the big jour-
ney to the oven to put in the turkey at eleven 
a.m. The day would be so peaceful, compared 
to other years. They were very good to her, 
her children. Very good indeed. 

 She sat down by the fi re and thought about 
James. She even took down his photograph 
from the mantelpiece and looked at it hard. 
This was her twelfth Christmas without him. 
He would only be sixty-two if he were alive, 
the same age as she was. It wasn’t old. A lot of 

  S eason of  F uss   



This Year It Will Be Different

212

their friends had been older than they were 
and both husband and wife were still alive. It 
was far too young to have been twelve years a 
widow at sixty-two. James shouldn’t have died 
like that. They had hardly had time to say 
anything to each other and he was gone. Her 
eyes fi lled with tears as she heard carol singers 
going by. Christmas was very hard on widows 
and people who lived alone. 

 She was determined not to let her eyes get 
puffy for tomorrow. Her daughters would peer 
at her suspiciously and interrogate her. 

 No. She would remember the good bits of 
when James was alive; how excited he had 
been when the children were born; how he 
had bought drinks for total strangers when his 
fi rst daughter arrived, and ran around to the 
neighbors knocking on their windows at the 
birth of his fi rst son. How he had told every-
one of their successes, the number of honors 
in their exams, the unfairness of Michael’s not 
getting that job because of somebody else’s 
pull. She would think of him coming back 
from work laughing. She wouldn’t think of 
those last months with the pain and the bewil-
derment in his eyes, and the constant ques-
tion, and the constant lying reply. “Of course 
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you’re not going to die, James, don’t be ridicu-
lous.” 

 Somehow this Christmas it was harder to 
put things out of her mind. She couldn’t think 
why. But it was. 

 They arrived, arms full of presents, up and 
down the street people saw that Mrs. Doyle 
was loved and cared for by her children. They 
saw she had a bright Christmas tree in her 
window, and they may even have noticed that 
her brasses were nice and shiny. Brenda had 
given them a surreptitious rub when her moth-
er wasn’t looking. 

 The lunch was effortless. Their mother sat 
in her chair, the baby upstairs slept happily 
through it all, and Michael and Rose talked 
happily of next Christmas when their own 
baby would come to the feast. Brenda was the 
life and soul of the party and said that she had 
serious designs on a widower who had recently 
come to the offi ce, and if she played her cards 
right she might bring him home for Christmas 
next year. 

 They all agreed that it had been the happi-
est Christmas they had spent. 

 “Since your father died,” Mrs. Doyle said. 
 “Of course,” Michael said hastily. 
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 “Naturally we meant that,” Cathy said. 
 “Obviously, since Daddy died, that’s what 

we meant,” Brenda said. 
 They were surprised. Normally she never 

mentioned Daddy at Christmas, but she didn’t 
seem upset. It was as if she was saying it for 
the record. 

 This time they didn’t all rush home. The 
washing-up was done in relays, with others 
staying by the big roaring fi re talking to Mrs. 
Doyle. There was some television viewing, a 
walk for everyone except Cathy and Rose, who 
minded one baby and talked about the next. 

 There was tea and cake, and much later a 
small plate of cold turkey with some of Bren-
da’s excellent homemade bread. They all said 
he would be a lucky widower if Brenda trapped 
him. 

 They were gone and the house was warm 
and tidy still. The wrapping paper had been 
folded up and stored in the bottom of the 
dresser. Mrs. Doyle could never decide other 
years whether they should keep it or not; this 
year the decision had been made for her. Her 
presents were all on the sideboard. Perfume, 
talcum, a pen and pencil set, a subscription to 
a magazine, a hand-embroidered cover for the 
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 RTE Guide , a bottle of oranges in Grand Mar-
nier, gifts to a woman who was always remem-
bered at Christmas. Why did they make her 
feel a little uneasy? Perhaps it was the list 
beside them. Brenda had written out who had 
given her what. So that there would be no 
confusion, Brenda had said, when writing to 
thank. Well, yes. It was useful, of course, but 
she was sixty-two not ninety-two. They didn’t 
have to put a bib around her neck and feed 
her. They didn’t talk baby language to her. 
Why write down who gave her what? She had 
little enough to hold in her mind today. She 
might have enjoyed thinking over who gave 
which gift. 

 Normally Mrs. Doyle went to bed exhaust-
ed on Christmas night. This year she sat on 
long at the fi replace and took down the pic-
ture of Jim again and wondered why if God 
was so good, as the priest had said this morn-
ing, he had let Jim suffer for all those months 
and be so frightened and then let him die. She 
found no answer to the problem, only guilt at 
thinking badly of God. She went to bed and 
lay with her eyes open in the dark for what felt 
like a long time. 

  S eason of  F uss   
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 They all dropped in over Christmas week. 
This had always been the way, they would pop 
in and out as they felt like it. Usually she would 
fuss and say she had been about to make 
scones, but this year it was organized like some 
military campaign. When Rose and Michael 
came in the morning, they took her a plate of 
ham sandwiches just in case anyone dropped 
in. Then when Cathy and Brian came in the 
afternoon, hey presto, there was their tea! And 
Cathy brought a bottle of something that was 
lemon and cloves and whiskey, you just added 
hot water. So, lo and behold, when Brenda 
came by there was a nice unusual little snack 
for her to try. 

 But they all thought that something was 
wrong somewhere. Their mother was too 
quiet. It wasn’t natural for her to be so quiet. 
She didn’t speak until somebody spoke to her. 
She didn’t have any views or complaints or in 
fact anything at all much to say. 

 They conferred with each other. It didn’t 
look like fl u. She assured them she had no 
pains and aches. They began to notice it on 
Stephen’s Day and on Thursday it was still 
there. By Saturday she was positively taci-
turn. 
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 Brenda worked it out. She had nothing to 
fuss about, but she also had nothing to do. 
The central core of their mother’s life had 
become fuss, like the epicenter of a hurricane. 
Take that away and she was left with nothing. 
The others wondered was Brenda being too 
extreme. After all, it had been a wonderful 
Christmas. 

 “For us,” Brenda said darkly. “For us it 
was.” 

 On Saturday afternoon she called to see her 
mother. She had given her no warning and 
there was nothing prepared. She waited 
patiently until her mother revved up the fuss-
ing batteries and got into the mood where she 
would sigh and groan and complain about 
shops being open and not being open and how 
you never knew which they would be. Brenda 
nodded in sympathy. She did not produce 
food from her own well-stocked freezer and 
larder, as she had been about to do. She 
allowed the fuss to blow up into a good-sized 
storm. 

 Then she played her trump card. 
 “Are you going to the sales?” she asked. 

“They’re always so crowded, so hard to decide 
what to get.” 

  S eason of  F uss   
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 Mrs. Doyle showed a fl icker of enthusiasm. 
 “I don’t know why we do it,” Brenda said. 

“They’re real torture, but on the other hand 
there are great bargains. Now would you think 
that it’s best to go in fi rst thing on the very 
fi rst morning with the queues, or do you think 
that it’s better to wait till the rush has died 
down a bit?” 

 She was rewarded. Life, a sort of life, had 
come back to Mrs. Doyle’s face again. She 
entered eagerly into the confusion of it all, the 
exhaustion, the value and the lack of value, 
the problem of knowing what was rubbish just 
brought in for the sale and what was a genuine 
bargain, and as she went to rummage and fi nd 
the pieces of paper she had cut out during the 
year about things that would be good value if 
they were reduced by a third, Brenda sighed 
and realized that the Season of Fuss had 
returned and all was well again despite the 
setback of the perfect Christmas. 



      “A T YPICAL  I RISH  
C HRISTMAS …”  

       





E  veryone in the offi ce wanted to ask Ben 
for Christmas. He was exhausted try-

ing to tell them that honestly he was fi ne. 
 He didn’t look fi ne, he didn’t sound fi ne. 

He was a big sad man who had lost the love of 
his life last springtime. How could he be fi ne? 
Everything reminded him of Ellen. People 
running to meet others in restaurants, people 
carrying fl owers, people spending a night at 
home, a night away. 

 Christmas would be terrible for Ben. 
 So they all found an excuse to invite him. 
 For Thanksgiving he had gone to Harry 

and Jeannie and their children. They would 
never know how long the hours had seemed, 
how dry the turkey, how fl avorless the pump-
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kin pie, compared to the way it had been with 
Ellen. 

 He had smiled and thanked them and tried 
to take part, but his heart had been like lead. 
He had promised Ellen that he would try to be 
sociable after she was gone, that he would not 
become a recluse working all the hours of the 
day and many of the night. 

 He had not kept his promise. 
 But Ellen had not known it would be so 

hard. She would not have known the knives of 
loss he felt all over him as he sat at a Thanks-
giving table with Harry and Jeannie and 
remembered that last year his Ellen had been 
alive and well with no shadow of the illness 
that had taken her away. 

 Ben really and truly could not go to anyone 
for Christmas. That had always been their 
special time, the time they trimmed the tree, 
for hours and hours, laughing and hugging 
each other all the while. Ellen would tell him 
stories about the great trees in the forests of 
her native Sweden, he told her stories about 
trees they bought in stores in Brooklyn, late 
on Christmas Eve when all the likely custom-
ers had gone and the trees were half price. 
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 They had no children, but people said this 
is what made them love each other all the 
more. There was nobody to share their love 
but nobody to distract them either. Ellen 
worked as hard as he did, but she seemed to 
have time to make cakes and puddings and to 
soak the smoked fi sh in a special marinade. 

 “I want to make sure you never leave me for 
another woman…” she had said. “Who else 
could give you so many different dishes at 
Christmas?” 

 He would never have left her and he could 
not believe that she had left him that bright 
spring day. 

 Christmas with anyone else in New York 
would be unbearable. But they were all so 
kind, he couldn’t tell them how much he 
would hate their hospitality. He would have to 
pretend that he was going elsewhere. But 
where? 

 Each morning on his way to work he passed 
a travel agency that had pictures of Ireland. 
He didn’t know why he picked on that as a 
place to go. Probably because it was some-
where he had never been with Ellen. 

 She had always said she wanted the sun, the 
poor cold Nordic people were starved of sun-
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shine, she needed to go to Mexico or the 
islands in winter. And that’s where they had 
gone, as Ellen’s pale skin turned golden and 
they walked together, so wrapped up in each 
other that they never noticed those who trav-
eled on their own. 

 They must have smiled at them, Ben 
thought. Ellen was always so generous and 
warm to people, she would surely have talked 
to those without company. But he didn’t 
remember it. 

 “I’m going to Ireland over Christmas,” Ben 
told people fi rmly. “A little work and lot of 
rest.” He spoke authoritatively, as if he knew 
exactly what he was going to do. 

 He could see in their faces that his col-
leagues and friends were pleased that some-
thing had been planned. He marveled at the 
easy way they accepted this simplistic expla-
nation. Some months back if a collegue had 
said he was doing business and having a rest 
in Ireland, Ben would have nodded too, 
pleased that it had all worked out so well. 

 People basically didn’t think deeply about 
other people. 

 He went into the travel agency to book a 
holiday. 



225

 The girl at the counter was small and dark, 
she had freckles on her nose, the kind of freck-
les that Ellen used to get in summer. It was odd 
to see them in New York on a cold, cold day. 

 She had her name pinned to her jacket—
Fionnula. 

 “That sure is an unusual name,” Ben said. 
 He had handed her his business card with a 

request that she should send him brochures 
and details of Irish Christmas holidays. 

 “Oh you’ll meet dozens of them when you 
go to Ireland, if you go,” she said. “Are you on 
the run or anything?” 

 Ben was startled, it wasn’t what he had 
expected. 

 “Why do you ask that?” he wanted to 
know. 

 “Well, it says on your card that you’re a 
vice-president, normally they have people who 
do their bookings for them. This seems like 
something secret.” 

 She had an Irish accent and he felt he was 
there already, in her country where people 
asked unusual questions and would be inter-
ested in the reply. 

 “I want to escape, that’s right, but not from 
the law, just from my friends and colleagues—
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they keep trying to involve me in their holiday 
plans and I don’t want it.” 

 “And why don’t you have any of your own?” 
Fionnula asked. 

 “Because my wife died in April.” He said it 
baldly, as he had never done before. 

 Fionnula took it in. 
 “Well, I don’t imagine you’d want too much 

razzmatazz then,” she said. 
 “No, just a typical Irish Christmas,” he said. 
 “There’s no such thing, any more than 

there’s a typical United States Christmas. If 
you go to one of the cities I can book you a 
hotel where there will be a Christmas pro-
gram, and maybe visits to the races and danc-
es, and pub tours…or in the country you could 
go to somewhere with a lot of sports and hunt-
ing and—or even maybe rent a cottage where 
you’d meet nobody at all, but that might be a 
bit lonely for you.” 

 “So what would you suggest?” Ben asked. 
 “I don’t know you, I wouldn’t know what 

you’d like, you’ll have to tell me more about 
yourself.” She was simple and direct. 

 “If you say that to every client you can’t be 
very cost effective; it would take you three 
weeks to make a booking.” 
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 Fionnula looked at him with spirit. “I don’t 
say that to every client, I only say it to you, 
you’ve lost your wife, it’s different for you, it’s 
important we send you to the right place.” 

 It was true, Ben thought, he had lost his 
wife. His eyes fi lled with tears. 

 “So you wouldn’t want a family scene then?” 
Fionnula asked, pretending she didn’t see that 
he was about to cry. 

 “Not unless I could fi nd someone as remote 
and distant as myself, then they wouldn’t want 
to have anyone to stay.” 

 “Isn’t it very hard on you?” she said, full of 
sympathy. 

 “The rest of the world manages. This city 
must be full of people who lost other people.” 
Ben was going back into his shell. 

 “You could stay with my dad,” she said. 
 “What?” 
 “You’d be doing me a huge favor if you did 

go and stay with him, he is much more remote 
and distant than you are, and he’ll be on his 
own for Christmas.” 

 “Ah, yes, but…” 
 “And he lives in a big stone farmhouse with 

two big collie dogs that need to be walked for 
miles every day along the beach. And there’s a 
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grand pub a half a mile down the road, but he 
won’t have a Christmas tree because there’ll 
be no one to look at it but himself.” 

 “And why aren’t you there with him?” Ben 
spoke equally directly to the girl Fionnula, 
whom he had never met before. 

 “Because I followed a man from my home-
town all the way to New York City, I thought 
he’d love me and it would be all right.” 

 Ben did not need to ask if it had been all 
right, it obviously had been nothing of the 
sort. 

 Fionnula spoke. “My father said hard things 
and I said hard things, so I’m here and he’s 
there.” 

 Ben looked at her. “But you could call him, 
he could call you.” 

 “It’s not that easy, we’d each be afraid the 
other would put the phone down. When you 
don’t call that could never happen.” 

 “So I’m to be the peacemaker.” Ben worked 
it out. 

 “You have a lovely kind face and you have 
nothing else to do,” she said. 

     The collie dogs were called Sunset and Sea-
weed. Niall O’Connor apologized and said 
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they were the most stupid names imaginable 
chosen by his daughter years back, but you 
have to keep faith with a dog. 

 “Or a daughter,” Ben the peacemaker had 
said. 

 “True, I suppose,” Fionnula’s father said. 
 They shopped in the town and bought the 

kind of food they would like for Christmas, 
steak and onions, runny cheese, and up-mar-
ket ice cream with lumps of chocolate in it. 

 They went to midnight Mass on Christmas 
Eve. 

 Niall O’Connor told Ben his wife had been 
called Ellen too; they had a good cry together. 
Next day as they cooked their steaks they 
never mentioned the tears. 

 They walked the hills and explored the 
lakes, and they called on the neighbors and 
they learned the gossip of the neighborhood. 

 There had been no date fixed for Ben’s 
return. 

 “I have to call Fionnula,” he said. 
 “She’s your travel agent,” Niall O’Connor 

said. 
 “And your daughter,” said Ben the peace-

maker. 
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 Fionnula said New York was cold but back 
in business, unlike Ireland which had presum-
ably closed down for two weeks. 

 “It went great, the typical Irish Christmas,” 
Ben said. “I was about to stay on and have a 
typical Irish New Year as well…so about the 
ticket…?” 

 “Ben, your ticket is an open ticket, you can 
travel any day you like…why are you really 
calling me?” 

 “We were hoping that you could come over 
here and have a quick New Year with us,” he 
said. 

 “Who was hoping…” 
 “Well, Sunset and Seaweed and Niall and 

myself to name but four,” he said. “I’d put 
them all on to you but the dogs are asleep. 
Niall’s here though.” 

 He handed the phone to Fionnula’s father. 
And as they spoke to each other he moved out 
to the door and looked at the Atlantic Ocean 
from the other side. 

 The night sky was full of stars. 
 Somewhere out there two Ellens would be 

pleased. He took a deep breath that was more 
deep and free than any he had taken since the 
springtime. 



      T RAVELING  H OPEFULLY   
       





T  hey were full of envy at the offi ce when 
Meg told them she was going to Aus-

tralia for a month on December 11. 
 “The weather,” they said, “the weather.” 
 She would miss the cold, wet weeks in Lon-

don when the streets were so crowded the 
traffi c was at a standstill, when people were 
fussed and it was also so commercialized. 

 “Lucky Meg,” they said, and even the 
younger ones, the girls in their twenties, 
seemed genuinely jealous of her. This made 
Meg smile to herself. 

 Even though she was fifty-three, which 
didn’t feel terribly old, she knew that most of 
the people she worked with thought she was 
well over the hill. They knew she had a grown-
up son in Australia, but because they knew he 



This Year It Will Be Different

234

was married they weren’t interested in him. 
That, and because he didn’t come back home 
to visit his mum. Married or single they would 
have been interested had they only seen her 
handsome Robert. Robert who had been cap-
tain of his school, who got so many A levels. 
Robert, aged twenty-fi ve and married to a girl 
called Rosa, a Greek girl that Meg had never 
met. 

 Robert wrote and said the wedding would 
be quiet, but it didn’t look very quiet, Meg 
thought, when she got the photographs. There 
seemed to be dozens and dozens of Greek rel-
atives and friends. Only the groom’s family 
was missing. She tried hard to keep her voice 
light when she asked him about this on the 
telephone. He had been impatient, as she had 
known he would be. 

 “Don’t fuss, Mum,” he had said—as he had 
said since he was fi ve years old and appeared 
with blood-soaked bandages around his knee. 

 “Rosa’s people were all here, you and Dad 
would have had to come thousands of miles. 
It’s not important. You’ll come someday when 
we all have more time to talk.” 

 And, of course, he had been right. A wed-
ding where most of the cast spoke Greek, 
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where she would have to meet Gerald, her ex-
husband, and probably his pert little wife, and 
make conversation with them…it would have 
been intolerable. Robert had been right. 

 And now she was off to see them, to meet 
Rosa, the small dark girl in the photographs. 
She was going to spend a month in the sun-
shine, see places that she had only seen in 
magazine articles or on television. They would 
have a big party to welcome her once she had 
got over the jet lag. They must think she was 
very frail, Meg decided; they were giving her 
four days to recover. 

 Robert had written excitedly: they would 
take Meg to the Outback, show her the real 
Australia. She would not be just a tourist see-
ing a few sights, she would get to know the 
place. Secretly she wished he would have said 
that she could sit all day in the little garden 
and use the neighbors’ swimming pool. Meg 
had never known a holiday like that. For so 
many years there had been no holiday at all, as 
she saved and saved to get Robert the clothes, 
the bikes, and the extras that she hoped would 
make up for the fact that he was missing a 
father. Gerald had done nothing for the boy 
except to unsettle him about three times a 
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year with false promises and dreams, and then 
gave him a battered guitar which had meant 
more to the boy than anything his mother had 
worked so hard to provide. It was while play-
ing his guitar during his year in Australia that 
he had met Rosa and discovered a love and a 
lifestyle that were going to be forever, he told 
his mother. 

 In Meg’s offi ce they clubbed together and 
bought her a suitcase. It was a lovely light case, 
far too classy for her, she thought. Not at all 
the case for someone who never made a for-
eign journey. She could hardly believe it was 
hers when she checked it in at the airport. The 
plane was crowded, they told her, this time of 
year all the rellies were heading down under. 

 “Rellies?” Meg was confused. 
 “People’s grannies, you know,” said the 

young man at the desk. 
 Meg had wondered whether Rosa might be 

pregnant. But then they would never be head-
ing for the Outback, wherever it was. She must 
not ask. She steeled herself over and over not 
to ask questions that she knew would irritate. 

 They settled into the plane and a big square 
man beside her put out his hand to introduce 
himself. 
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 “Since we’re going to be sleeping together 
in a manner of speaking, I think we should 
know each other’s names,” he said in a broad 
Irish accent. “I’m Tom O’Neill from Wick-
low.” 

 “I’m Meg Matthews from London.” She 
shook his hand, and hoped he wouldn’t want 
to talk for the next twenty-four hours. She 
wanted to prepare her mind and practice not 
saying things that would make Robert say 
“Don’t fuss, Mum.” In fact, Tom O’Neill 
from Wicklow was an ideal neighbor. He had 
a small chess set and a book of chess prob-
lems. He perched his spectacles on his nose 
and went methodically through the moves. 
Meg’s magazine and novel remained unopened 
on her lap. She did a mental checklist. She 
would  not  ask Robert what he earned a year, 
whether he had any intention of returning to 
the academic studies he had abandoned after 
two years of university, when he went to fi nd 
himself in Australia and found singing in cafes 
and Rosa instead. Meg told herself over and 
over that she would say nothing about how 
infrequently he telephoned. She wasn’t aware 
that her lips moved as she promised that she 
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would allow no words of loneliness or criti-
cism to escape. 

 “It’s only a bit of air turbulence,” said Tom 
O’Neill to her reassuringly. 

 “I beg your pardon?” 
 “I thought you were saying the Rosary. I 

wanted to tell you there was no need. Save it 
till things get really bad.” 

 He had a nice smile. 
 “No, I don’t say the Rosary actually. How 

does it work?” 
 “Irregularly, I would say, like maybe one 

time out of fi fty, but people are so pleased 
when it does, they think it works all the time 
and they forget the times it doesn’t.” 

 “And do you say it?” she asked. 
 “Not nowadays, I did when I was a young 

fellow. Once it worked spectacularly. I won at 
the horses, the dogs, and poker. All in one 
week.” He looked very happy at the memory. 

 “I don’t think you were meant to pray about 
those kinds of things. I didn’t think it worked 
for gambling.” 

 “It didn’t in the long run,” he said ruefully, 
and went back to his chess. 

 Meg noticed that Tom O’Neill drank noth-
ing and ate little; he had glass after glass of 
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water. Eventually she commented on it. The 
meals were one of the few pleasures of long-
haul fl ying, and the drink would help sleep. 

 “I have to be in good shape when we arrive,” 
he said. “I’ve read that the secret is buckets 
and buckets of water.” 

 “You’re very extreme the way you take 
things,” Meg said to him, half admiring, half 
critical. 

 “I know,” Tom O’Neill said, “that has been 
the curse and the blessing of my life.” 

 There were still fi fteen hours to go. Meg 
didn’t encourage any stories of his life. Not so 
early in the trip. When they had only four 
hours left she began to ask him about his life. 
It was a story of a daughter who had been wild. 
Once the girl’s mother had died, Tom hadn’t 
been able to control her. The girl had done 
what she liked when she liked. Now she was 
living in Australia. Not just staying there, 
mind, but living there. With a man. Not a 
husband, but what they called a De Facto. 
Very liberal, very modern, his daughter living 
with a man openly and telling the Australian 
government this too, proud as punch. He 
shook his head, angry and upset by it all. 
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 “I suppose you will have to accept it. I mean 
coming all this way, it would be a bit pointless 
if you were to attack her about it,” Meg said. It 
was so easy to be wise about other people’s 
business. 

 She told him in turn about Robert, and how 
she hadn’t been invited to the wedding. Tom 
O’Neill said wasn’t it a blessing? She’d have 
had to make conversation to her ex and a lot of 
people who hadn’t a word of any language 
between them. Much better to go now. What 
was a wedding day? It was only a day—not 
that he seemed likely to be having the oppor-
tunity of seeing one in his circumstances. 

 His daughter was called Deirdre, a good 
Irish name, but now she signed herself Dee, 
and her man friend was called Fox. What kind 
of name was that for a human being? 

 The blinds were raised. They had orange 
juice and hot towels to wake them up. Meg 
and Tim felt like old friends by this stage. 
They were almost loath to part. As they wait-
ed for their luggage they gave each other 
advice. 

 “Try not to mention their wedding day,” 
Tom warned. 
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 “Don’t say anything about the living-in-sin 
bit. They don’t think that way here,” she 
begged. 

 “I wrote out my address,” he said. 
 “Thank you, thank you.” Meg felt guilty 

that she hadn’t thought to write her son’s 
address. Perhaps it was because she did not 
want Robert to think she was pathetic, pick-
ing up a strange Irishman on the plane and 
giving him her phone number. 

 “I’ll leave it to you then…to get in touch or 
whatever,” he said, and she could sense the 
disappointment in his voice. 

 “Yes, yes, what a good idea,” Meg said. 
 “It’s just a month is a long time,” he said. 
 Earlier they had both told each other that it 

was a very short time. Now they were on Aus-
tralian soil and both of them slightly nervous 
of meeting their children…it seemed too 
long. 

 “It’s in Randwick,” Meg began. 
 “No, no, you ring me if you’d like a cup of 

coffee someday. Maybe we could have a bit of 
a walk and a chat.” 

 He looked frightened. The endless glasses 
of water had left him in no state to deal with a 
man called Fox on equal terms. He didn’t look 
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like a man who was going to remember that 
his daughter called herself Dee and that she 
thought she  was  married, a De Facto being 
more or less the same. Meg felt protective of 
him. 

 “Certainly I’ll call you. In fact, I think we 
will both possibly need to escape a little from 
the culture shock,” she said. 

 She knew she looked anxious. She could 
feel the frown developing on her forehead, the 
squeezing of her eyebrows together which 
made people at work say that Meg was getting 
into a tizz, and made her son beg her to stop 
fussing. She wished she could go on talking to 
this easy man. Why couldn’t they sit down on 
chairs and talk for an hour or so, get them-
selves ready for a very different kind of Christ-
mas than they had ever had before, and for a 
different lifestyle. 

 She realized suddenly that this was what 
they were both doing. They were coming to 
give their blessing to new lifestyles. Tom was 
here to tell Dee that he was glad she had found 
Fox and he didn’t mind about their not being 
married properly. She was here to tell Robert 
that she couldn’t wait to meet her new daugh-
ter-in-law and all her family, and not to hint 
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that she ever gave her absence from their actu-
al wedding day a thought. It would be good to 
meet Tom again and to know how it was all 
going. If they had been old friends, then obvi-
ously they would have done, but being single 
and middle-aged and having just met on the 
plane it would call for many more explana-
tions. Possibly Robert would pity her. Or else 
Rosa would think that it was wonderful, per-
haps, that Mother had actually found herself a 
bloke on a plane trip. In either case it would 
have been embarrassing. 

 “I thought I might tell Deirdre,  Dee , her 
name is Dee. Lord God, I must remember her 
name is Dee,” Tom began. 

 “Yes?” 
 “I thought I might tell her that you and I 

were friends from way back. You know?” 
 “I know,” she said, with a very warm smile. 
 They could have said more, a great deal 

more. In fact, they needed to fi nd out a bit 
more about each other if they were meant to 
be friends. But it was too late. They were 
wheeling their trolleys through the passage to 
where a crowd of sun-tanned, healthy-looking 
young Australians waited for the crumpled 
rellies to stagger from the long journey. And 
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people were calling and crying out and raising 
children up in the air to wave. And it seemed 
to be the middle of summer. 

 And there was Robert in shorts with long, 
suntanned legs and his arm around the neck 
of a tiny little girl with huge eyes and black 
curly hair biting her lip anxiously as they raked 
the crowd to fi nd Meg; and when they saw 
her, Robert shouted, “There she is!” as if 
nobody else had traveled all those hours on 
the plane, and they were hugging her and Rosa 
was crying. 

 “You are so young, too young to be a grand-
mother,” she said, and patted her little tummy 
with such pride that Meg started to cry too. 
And Robert held her and didn’t ask her not to 
fuss. Over her son’s shoulder Meg could see 
Tom O’Neill’s beautiful daughter, the girl who 
had been wild all her life but didn’t look wild 
anymore. Dee was shyly introducing a round-
faced, redheaded, bespectacled boy who was 
loosening the unaccustomed collar and tie he 
had put on specially to meet the father-in-law 
from Ireland. Tom was indicating the boy’s 
hair, making some joke maybe about how he 
knew now why he was called Fox. Whatever 
he said, they were all laughing. 
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 And now Robert and Rosa were laughing 
too as they wiped their tears and led her 
toward the car. Meg looked back in case she 
could catch the eye of her friend Tom O’Neill, 
the old friend she had met by chance on the 
plane. But he, too, was being bundled off. It 
didn’t matter. They would meet here in Aus-
tralia, maybe two or three times so that they 
would not always be in the young people’s 
way. But not too often, because a month was a 
very short time for a visit. And Christmas was 
for families. And anyway they could always 
meet back on the other side of the world in a 
time and a place where there wouldn’t be so 
much to do. 

  T raveling  H opefully   
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T  hey had called him Parnell to show 
how Irish he was. At school they called 

him Parny, so that was it. Anyway Katy and 
Shane Quinn could always explain it to any-
one who mattered that his real name was Par-
nell, like the great leader. It was just as well 
nobody asked them too much about the great 
leader. They were somewhat hazy about what 
he was leading and when and why. They liked 
the Parnell Monument when they came to 
Dublin, but they didn’t like at all the news 
that the great leader had been a Protestant, 
and a womanizer. They hoped that this was 
just a local story. 

 Parny liked Dublin, it was small and kind of 
folksy. People seemed poor compared to at 
home and it was hard to fi nd the downtown 
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area, but it was much better than being at 
home for Christmas. Much much better. 

 At home there would have been Dad’s 
receptionist, Esther. Esther had worked for 
Dad for nine years, since Parny was a baby. 
Esther was a wonderful receptionist but a sad, 
lonely person according to Dad. Esther was a 
nutter who was in love with Parny’s father 
according to Mom. Last Christmas, Esther 
had come to the house and sat down on the 
doorstep and cried until they had to let her in 
for fear of the neighbors complaining. She had 
shouted at them and gone round and banged 
on windows. Esther had said that she would 
not be cast aside. They had all asked Parny to 
go to bed. 

 “But I’ve only just got up. It’s Christmas 
Day, for the Lord’s sake!” he had cried, not 
unreasonably. They begged him to go back to 
bed with his toys. He agreed grudgingly 
because his mom had whispered that mad 
Esther would go sooner. He had listened on 
the stairs, of course, it had been very bewil-
dering indeed. 

 He gathered that Dad must have had a 
romance with Esther at one stage. It sounded 
impossible what with Dad being so old, des-
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perately old now, and with Esther looking like 
she did, terrible. And it seemed hard to know 
why Mom was so upset, she must be well fi n-
ished with Dad now. But that was defi nitely 
what it was about. 

 There were enough kids at school who had 
moms and dads split up for him to know about 
this, and Esther kept shouting that Dad had 
promised to divorce Mom as soon as the brat 
was old enough. Parny was very annoyed to be 
called a brat and bristled on the stairs, but 
both Mom and Dad seemed very annoyed too 
and had rushed to his defense, so Esther had 
lost out on that one, and at least his parents 
seemed to be on his side. Parny gave it up after 
a while and had gone back to his room to play 
with his presents as they had advised. 

 “I want some happiness. I want to be happy 
too,” he heard Esther shouting downstairs. 
“What’s happiness, Esther?” he had heard his 
father asking wearily. 

 They had been right, it was the best thing 
for him to go upstairs. Later when she was 
gone, they came to get him. They were full of 
apologies. Parny was more interested in it all 
than frightened. 

  W hat  I s  H appiness ?  



This Year It Will Be Different

252

 “Did you plan to divorce Mom and go off 
with her, Dad?” he inquired, for the record, as 
it were. There was a lot of bluster. 

 Eventually Dad said, “No, I told her I 
would, but I didn’t mean it. I told her a lie, 
Son, and I’m paying for it dearly.” 

 Parny nodded. “I thought that was it,” he 
said sagely. Mom was pleased with this expla-
nation of Dad’s. She patted Dad’s hand. 

 “Your father is a mighty brave man to admit 
that, Parny,” she said. “Not all men are so 
severely punished for straying from the 
home.” 

 Parny said that having Esther screaming on 
the doorstep was a terrible punishment all 
right. Did she scream and rave in the surgery 
too? he wondered. 

 No, apparently not, she was nice and calm 
and offi cial when wearing her white coat. It 
was only in leisure times and particularly high 
holidays that she became upset and carried 
on. Labor Day, and Thanksgiving she had 
called, but she had not been so disturbed. 
During the year Esther had come to the house 
again; she came on New Year’s Eve, and on 
Dad’s birthday and in the middle of the St. 
Patrick’s Day party they held, and they saw 
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her turning up for the Fourth of July picnic 
just as they were unpacking the barbecue, and 
Dad and Mom had leapt back into the car and 
they had driven for miles looking over their 
shoulder in case she was behind. 

 So this year, to escape her, they had come to 
Ireland. They had always wanted to visit the 
home of their ancestors, they had said, but 
now with Parny being old enough to appreci-
ate everything, and the dollar being such a 
good little spender in terms of Irish money, 
well, why not? And actually things were get-
ting very urgent now. At this year’s Thanks-
giving Esther had arrived wearing a spaceman 
suit and they thought she was a singing tele-
gram and opened the door. Then she was in 
like a fl ash. 

 So that’s why they were in the land of his 
ancestors at last. Parny was glad, he missed 
his friends at Christmas but he was becoming 
as edgy as Mom and Dad about any celebra-
tion in case he saw the red mad face of Esther 
appearing. 

 He had half hoped she would turn up at his 
own birthday. It would have been something 
for the school to talk about for months. But 
she didn’t. It was only offi cial celebrations and 
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Dad’s birthday. She must be nearly mad 
enough to be put away, Parny thought. Seri-
ously he wondered why nobody had. “She had 
nobody to put her away,” Mom had 
explained. 

 Parny thought this might be Esther’s bit of 
good luck. If you had had as much bad luck as 
she had, then maybe it was only fair that fate 
should deal you the good card of having 
nobody around to get you locked up. She 
could roam free for a bit longer. 

 He asked why Dad couldn’t fi re her. Dad 
said there were laws about this sort of thing, 
and if Esther was a very good worker, which 
she was, and not at all mad in the offi ce, if he 
fi red Esther there would be a huge protest and 
he might be sued. 

 Dad and Mom seemed nice and relaxed 
now that there was no Esther. Parny saw that 
they held hands sometimes, which was very 
embarrassing to watch, but at least there was 
nobody here that would know them so it was 
okay. 

 The hall porter became a great friend of 
Parny’s: he told the boy all about the days 
when there were dozens and dozens of Ameri-
can tourists staying in the hotel, when they 
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came and hired his brother out to drive them 
all over Ireland and then back to the hotel 
again. The porter’s name was Mick Quinn, 
and he said it was an undeniable fact that he 
and Parny must be some kind of relations, 
otherwise why would they be called the same 
name? Mick Quinn had all the time in the 
world to spare for Parny since the hotel was 
almost empty, and Parny’s Mom and Dad 
were given to looking into each other’s eyes 
and having long conversations about life. 

 This was all to the good. Parny used to go 
with Mick to collect the newspapers in the 
morning and helped with the luggage; he even 
got a tip once. 

 He was most useful to Mick by holding the 
cigarettes. Mick wasn’t supposed to smoke on 
duty, so it just looked as if Parny was a for-
ward American brat allowed to do what he 
liked, including smoking at the age of ten. 

 Parny was great at sidling up when the coast 
was clear to give Mick a drag. Mick was mar-
ried to a woman called Berna. Parny asked a 
lot about Berna. “She’s not the worst,” Mick 
would say. “Who  is  the worst?” Parny always 
wanted to know. If Berna wasn’t, someone 
must be the worst, but Mick said it was only a 
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manner of speaking. Mick and Berna had 
grown-up children now, they were away, all of 
them. Three in England, one in Australia, and 
one at the other side of Dublin—which was 
the same as being in Australia. 

 What did Berna do all day when Mick was 
in the hotel? Parny wondered. His mom 
worked in a fl ower shop, which was very smart 
and a perfectly fi ne place for a dentist’s wife to 
work. But Berna worked nowhere. 

 She spent the day in a state of discontent, 
Mick revealed one time. She didn’t know the 
meaning of happiness. But he seemed ashamed 
he had told Parny this and never wanted to 
bring the subject up again. 

 “What is happiness exactly, Mick?” Parny 
asked. 

 “Well, if you don’t know, a fi ne young fel-
low like you who has everything he wants, 
then it would be hard for the rest of us to 
know.” 

 “I suppose I do have a lot of things,” Parny 
said. “But then so has Esther, and not only is 
she not happy but she’s crazy as a box of 
birds.” 

 “I don’t think there is anything crazy about 
a box of birds,” Mick said unexpectedly. 
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 “No, neither do I,” said Parny. “It’s like you 
said about Berna not being the worst. It’s only 
a manner of speaking.” 

 “I’m very fond of birds in fact,” Mick Quinn 
said, having a quick drag out of Parny Quinn’s 
cigarette. “I’d have liked pigeons, but Berna 
said they were dirty.” He shook his head sadly 
and Parny felt that Berna must be very nearly 
the worst. 

 “Who is this Esther anyway?” Mick said, 
anxious to drag his thoughts and conversation 
away from the unsatisfactory Berna. 

 “It’s all too long and complicated to explain, 
unless we had time,” Parny said. You couldn’t 
do justice to the madness of Esther in the fair-
ly uneasy atmosphere of the hall, waiting for a 
manager to appear suddenly or a guest to need 
some assistance and advice. 

 In fact something made Parny wonder if his 
new friend Mick would ever understand about 
Esther. “Maybe you might like to come on a 
tour with me this afternoon, you could tell me 
then?” Mick said. 

 “Yes, and you could tell me about the birds 
you might have,” Parny said. 

 “I’ll show you some birds, that would be 
better still.” 

  W hat  I s  H appiness ?  
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 Parny’s mom said they had been neglecting 
him. She and Dad had been feeling very guilty, 
but they had many important things to talk 
about. This very afternoon they would take 
him to a movie house. He could choose which 
one and if they could bear his fi rst choice, they 
would all go to that, but if they really couldn’t 
bear his fi rst choice, they might ask him to 
make a second choice. Parny said that he and 
Mick were going to visit some birds. 

 “That means girls in this part of the world,” 
Parny’s dad said. 

 “No.” Parny was very clear on this, it didn’t. 
Not with Mick. Mick had his fi ll of women, he 
had Berna who was always in a state of dis-
content, he wanted no more truck with women, 
he had told Parny that personally. 

 Parny’s mom thought Mick had made a 
right choice. She looked meaningfully at Par-
ny’s dad and said sooner or later most men 
come to that conclusion. 

 Mick looked different in his ordinary 
clothes, not as splendid as in the porter’s uni-
form, but he said he felt free as a seagull that 
soared when he put on his old jacket and trou-
sers. He led Parny to a bus. “Is it an aviary?” 
Parny asked, interested. 
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 “No. It’s more a house of a fellow. I have a 
part interest in some pigeons. Hardly anyone 
knows that except you and me,” Mick said, 
looking round in case anyone on the bus might 
have heard it and confronted them with the 
information. “They don’t know at the hotel,” 
he whispered. 

 “Would they mind?” Parny whispered back. 
He didn’t see the harm in having a part inter-
est in pigeons. But it was obviously fraught 
with danger. 

 “I just don’t want them to know my busi-
ness. They’d be asking how are the pigeons. I 
couldn’t be doing with that.” 

 Parny understood immediately. To have 
people who knew nothing about it asking, 
would diminish the pigeons. “I’m afraid I’m 
not what you’d call an expert myself,” he said, 
in order to make sure there were no gray 
areas. 

 “I know that, son, but you have an open 
mind. A young open mind.” 

 “Esther said that to me once. She said I had 
a young mind that wasn’t closed up like the 
older generation.” He was lost in wonderment 
that here at the other side of the earth some-
one should say exactly the same thing to him. 

  W hat  I s  H appiness ?  
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He hoped this didn’t mean that Mick was 
crazy, too, like Esther. “Have you anyone to 
put you away if you go mad?” he asked solici-
tously. 

 Mick was delighted with him. “You’re a liv-
ing entertainment, Parny Quinn. Who’s 
Esther, is she your sister?” Parny noticed that 
they asked each other questions and never 
replied one to the other. It didn’t matter some-
how, the questions weren’t that important. 
They got off the bus and went into a house 
that seemed rather poor to Parny. He hoped it 
wasn’t Mick’s house, he’d like Mick to have 
had more comfort. “Is this where you live?” 

 “Indeed not.” Mick sounded wistful, look-
ing at the shabby cupboards and the piles of 
newspapers on the f loor, the dishes on the 
draining board, and the empty milk bottle on 
the table. “No, I live at a place where you have 
to take off your shoes almost. No indeed, in 
my house there’d be a commotion that you’d 
hear at the other end of the country if I brought 
you in without an act of Parliament being 
passed fi rst. This is Ger’s house.” He said it 
with pure envy. 

 Ger was out in the back. He seemed pleased 
to see Parny, asked him was he a betting man, 
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and Parny said he was sure he would be when 
he was old enough to know what to bet on and 
to have some money to bet with. Ger accepted 
this as a reasonable answer and didn’t apolo-
gize for having assumed that Parny was rarely 
out of a bookie’s offi ce. Ger was an all-right 
guy, Parny thought to himself. 

 They showed him the loft, they explained 
the rules. Man to man, the three of them dis-
cussed the singularly poor record of Ger and 
Mick’s pigeons compared to other pigeons 
they knew and envied. They were homing 
pigeons certainly, the backyard was full of 
them, but would they go back into the box? 
Would they hell! Race after race could have 
been won if these birds could only have fol-
lowed the rules. But no. Instead they came 
and sat and cooed in the yard, delighted to be 
back to Ger and Mick. Some of them were 
defi nitely not the full shilling, Parny was told 
though it was a view that would not be 
expressed beyond these four walls. Parny had 
to admit that he didn’t know whether there 
was any pigeon fancying in the States, but he 
would inquire when he got back, he would 
write and tell Ger and Mick all about it. 

  W hat  I s  H appiness ?  
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 “A young fellow like you won’t think of writ-
ing,” Ger said philosophically as the pigeons 
swooped down on Parny and perched on his 
shoulders, glad to have a new playmate in this 
friendly place, a playmate that didn’t seem 
obsessed with their timings. 

 “I’m very good at writing letters,” Parny 
protested. “I’ve written to everyone I said I 
would…” He paused. “Well, except Esther.” 

 “I think you’d better tell us about Esther,” 
Mick Quinn said. 

 In the small backyard with the big soft birds 
landing and taking off, with the comforting 
warbling sound of their cooing as Muzak in 
the background, Parny Quinn told Ger and 
Mick about Esther. He could never have asked 
for a better audience, it was like telling a fi lm, 
they said to each other as they demanded 
details of her appearance at each festivity. 
Would you credit that? The family had to 
cross the Atlantic to escape her. 

 “And why would she want you to write to 
her?” Mick asked eventually. 

 “The day before we left, she said she knew 
we were going somewhere, and would I write 
her just one letter, to let her know if we had 
found happiness wherever it was we had gone. 
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But I couldn’t write. I couldn’t tell Esther that 
Mom and Dad look sort of happy with all this 
awful holding hands. She’d fl ip completely if 
she knew that.” 

 He stood there as the pigeons came and 
went, he stroked their feathers and they didn’t 
seem frightened, he held one in his hand and 
felt its heart beat under its plump chest. He 
closed his eyes as they swirled around. There 
wasn’t much to beat this, the company of birds 
and men. Undemanding, satisfying. He had a 
feeling that he might never be as happy as this 
again. 

 “You could send the poor woman a card,” 
Mick said. 

 “Not committing yourself to anything,” 
said Ger, who had always traveled alone in life 
and thought it was the best way to be. 

 “It’s too late now. We’re going back on Fri-
day, it won’t get there.” 

 “We could ring her from the hotel,” Mick 
said. 

 “Call Esther? Mom would turn blue and 
die,” Parny said. 

 “Without telling your ma.” 
 “I wouldn’t be able to afford it, calling the 

States is very expensive.” Ger and Mick nod-
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ded at each other. It could be done, they said. 
If he had anything to say to the poor tortured 
woman, then at Christmastime, the season of 
goodwill, he should say it. 

 Parny wondered had he explained how 
crazy Esther was, and how she wanted to run 
away with his father. But still Mick and Ger 
were so kind, it would be very bad-mannered 
to go against them. 

 The afternoon passed in a welter of feathers 
and timings and soft sounds. Then it was back 
on the bus to the hotel. It was six o’clock, so it 
would be Esther’s lunchtime. From the phone 
box in the hall Parny talked to the interna-
tional operator, they found directory inquiries 
and they found Esther. Parny also inquired 
how much it would cost and had to hold on to 
the door of the box for support. He told Mick 
it was out of the question. Mick was back in 
his uniform again, he worked a split shift some 
days, he had only the afternoon free. He 
looked up and down the hall. 

 “Get back in the box,” he said, and like 
lightning he dialed from the desk the number 
written on a piece of paper. Parny heard the 
phone ringing, he swallowed. Esther’s voice 
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was surprisingly thin, not like the excited roar 
he had come to know and fear. 

 “It’s Parny Quinn,” he said. 
 Esther began to cry, softly, it was defi nitely 

crying. 
 “Did your father ask you to call me?” she 

sniffl ed. 
 “He doesn’t know I’m calling you. Listen, 

Esther, the mail is very bad here, and you 
asked me to let you know about happiness and 
everything…” 

 “What’s happiness?” Esther said. 
 Parny was impatient. Why do people always 

say that, he was calling her long distance to 
answer her damn fool questions, now she just 
asks them back. 

 “Yeah sure, it’s hard to know but you did 
ask me to let you know if I’d found it, so I 
thought I’d call you and say it has a lot to do 
with birds.” 

 “Birds?” 
 “Yes, birds, pigeons, you could go to the 

library and get a book on them. I think you’d 
enjoy that, honestly, Esther.” 

 “Has your father taken up the bird business 
too?” 

  W hat  I s  H appiness ?  
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 “No, Esther, just me, you wanted to know 
what I thought and if I had found happiness, I 
did, so I thought I’d call you.” 

 He was annoyed that she was ungrateful. 
“Who cares what you think, kid?” Esther said. 
“Put me on to your father.” 

 “He’s not here,” Parny said, tears of rage 
stinging the back of his eyes. After all his kind-
ness and Mick risking his job connecting him 
on the hotel phone. “Dad and Mom are in 
Dublin Casino, they’re not back yet.” 

 “You’re in Dublin,” Esther screamed tri-
umphantly. “What hotel, speak to me, Parnell, 
you dumb child. Speak. What hotel?” 

 Parny hung up. Mick was waiting outside. 
“You did your best, lad, you kept faith with 
her. And there’s always the pigeons as conso-
lation, remember that.” 

 Esther got a list of hotels in Dublin and she 
had found Katy and Shane Quinn by seven 
p.m. 

 “I guess she must have traced us through 
the airlines or travel agent,” Parny’s pop said. 

 “They really will have to put her away this 
time,” said Parny’s mom with a grim little 
smile. 

 “Fancy saying that Parny called her.” 
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 “She seemed very defi nite about that.” Par-
ny’s dad sighed. “Said he’d called her up to 
tell her that he had taken up ornithology. It’s 
sad, really sad.” 

 “I wonder why she fi xed on Parny this time. 
She’s always steered clear of talking about you, 
she knows how upset it makes us.” 

 Parny sat there thinking about the events of 
the day. It could have been worse. Esther 
couldn’t get a fl ight what with it being Christ-
mas, she was just going to haunt them by tele-
phone. Dad had to ask the switchboard to say 
we had left the hotel. Parny had said nothing 
about his part in it all. He had thought it 
through very carefully. If they thought she was 
making it all up about his having called her, 
that would be further proof of her madness. It 
might speed up the day they put her away. 
And anyway he hadn’t been going to say any-
thing about Ger and Mick’s part share in the 
pigeons. He remembered that Mick never 
spoke of the pigeons in the hotel, they were 
too precious. Parny felt like that too. 

 Anyway Esther had called him a dumb kid 
and said nobody cared what he thought about 
anything. Why should he bail her out? Why 
should he? He would keep his interest in 
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pigeons a secret, just like Mick did, and one 
day when Esther was safely locked up he would 
pretend to have read a book about them, and 
he’d have his own loft. And he would have no 
truck with women. Ever. You could see that 
Ger in his free-and-easy house was like a king 
compared to people like his father and Mick 
who were heart-scalded. 

 Parny sighed happily and read the movie 
listings. He liked the sound of  The Company of 
Wolves , but you had to be eighteen to get in. 
He wondered could he tell the people at the 
cinema that he was from the States and more 
mature than other kids of his age. 



      T HE  B EST  I NN 
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T  hey should have liked each other, the 
two mothers. They were birds of the 

same showy kind of feather, after all. Full of 
notions, full of what they each liked to think 
of as style. But they hated each other the very 
moment they met eighteen long years ago—in 
1970, when their respective son and daughter 
got engaged to each other. Noel’s mother, who 
became Granny Dunne a year later, had a lip 
that curled all on its own without being given 
any instructions; and Avril’s mother, who had 
become Granny Byrne, had a line in tinkling 
laughs that would freeze the blood. They had 
both had husbands back at the wedding, mild 
men who managed to put the children’s hap-
piness before their own territorial struggles, 
but not even the shared experience of widow-
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hood had brought the two women together. 
They met one day a year, and that was Christ-
mas Day. They met to terrorize and destroy 
what might have been a fairly reasonable fam-
ily Christmas. 

 Noel was called Noel because he was a 
Christmas baby. Granny Dunne never tired 
of telling that. How the pains had come dur-
ing Christmas lunch. How there had been 
mistletoe and holly and paper streamers all 
around the maternity ward. Oh, they knew 
how to celebrate Christmas in those days, she 
would say accusingly to Avril, as if a labor 
ward in 1950 was somehow like the Versailles 
Ball in comparison with the kind of entertain-
ment she was being offered these times. 

 Granny Byrne never failed to explain that 
Avril had been given her name because she 
was born in April. A lovely month, full of sun-
shine and fresh fl owers, and little lambs and 
everything full of hope. In those days. There 
would be a sad, chilling tinkle of a laugh and a 
glower at Noel. The implication was easy to 
read. Life had lost its spring freshness since 
her daughter had married at the age of nine-
teen and thrown away all that hope forever. 
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 Noel and Avril had triumphed over their 
mothers’ great mutual dislike. In fact it had 
cemented them further together over the 
years. They were lucky, they said, in that the 
scales were fairly evenly balanced. For every 
one of Granny Dunne’s clangers there was a 
reciprocal salvo from Granny Byrne. And they 
were careful to treat each mother equally so 
that no comparisons could be made. On the 
fi rst Sunday of each month they visited one or 
the other parent alternatively. The three chil-
dren liked Granny Dunne’s house because she 
had an aquarium, and Granny Byrne’s house 
because she had a Manx cat and a book about 
Manx cats which they would read six times a 
year with total fascination. 

 No, it was no trouble for the children going 
to either granny’s house. For Noel and Avril it 
was always a trial. Granny Dunne had a very 
strong line about cats spreading diseases and 
that if you had to have a cat, wasn’t it perverse 
getting a poor dumb animal that was bred 
deformed and had its nether regions on dis-
play. Granny Byrne always managed to bring 
up what she thought of people who had warm 
tanks of stale water and poor crazed orange 
fi sh in them swimming despairingly around 
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for the sole purpose of being soothing for neu-
rotic humans. 

 Granny Byrne usually said it was wonderful 
that Avril managed so well without all the 
newest modern appliances which most hus-
bands bought for their wives. Avril just gritted 
her teeth and squeezed Noel’s hand to show 
him that her mother was not mouthing her 
own discontents. Then Granny Dunne would 
say, with a lip curl that might have remained 
permanent if the wind changed, that she really 
admired young women like her daughter-in-
law who didn’t bother with makeup and dress-
ing properly just to please their man and do 
him credit. Noel’s turn for hand-squeezing 
would come then. They agreed that they were 
forced into a great deal of reassurance and 
positive stating that they loved each other, just 
to counteract the effects of both mothers. And 
that this might be no bad thing. 

 They had called their children Ann, Mary, 
and John as a reaction against their own fancy 
tricksy names. Both mothers thought these 
names sadly unimaginative and each blamed 
the child of the other for the lack of vision and 
style. 
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 Ann was seventeen and had been put in 
charge of the entertainment program for 
Christmas Day. Ann was good at computer 
studies at school, which was a help because it 
was becoming more and more difficult to 
organize the grannies’ entertainment. The 
problem was the increase in television chan-
nels and the availability of videos. This Christ-
mas there was far too much choice. Ann 
explained seriously to her parents that it had 
been much simpler in the days when it was 
only  The Sound of Music  and then the usual 
row about the Pope and the Queen. Avril’s 
mother, Granny Byrne, thought that anyone 
with a bit of class watched the Queen’s Mes-
sage; it was nothing to do with being pro-Eng-
lish or West Brit or anything, it was just what 
one did. Noel’s mother said it had never been 
part of their culture to watch the Royal Fam-
ily. But then she did remember that a long 
time ago the maids in the house had indeed 
been very interested in reading little tidbits 
about royalty, so perhaps some people did fi nd 
it all very fascinating. For her own part, even 
though she didn’t go along with every single 
thing about Pope John Paul, she did think it 
would be a poor sort of Catholic who couldn’t 
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fi nd it in her heart to kneel for a papal blessing 
just one day out of three hundred and sixty-
fi ve. 

 Noel and Avril had stayed sane by incorpo-
rating both dignitaries into their Christmas 
Day. There were other ingredients too, like a 
good healthy walk after the Pope and before 
the mince pies and presents. They had agreed 
it would be straitjackets for supper if they had 
to remain cooped up all day. Even in the rain 
or the snow they got the show on the road and 
down to the strand. They used to walk past 
other families, and Noel and Avril often won-
dered if they were really happy or whether 
each family group was like their own, a pow-
der keg, a volcano, a collection of disasters 
waiting to happen. 

 And then, after the heavy cocktails which 
went with the Queen there was the Christmas 
lunch, and Serious Viewing combined with 
snoozing, until the Good-Lord-is-that-the-
time? What about a nice cup of tea and Christ-
mas cake before we drive you both home? 

 Since they had got the video, life had been 
easier. It wasn’t a question of zapping from 
channel to channel, nor of trying to decide on 
the spot. For the past couple of years the fam-
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ily had studied the advance Christmas sched-
ules with the intensity that had been given to 
the Normandy landings. Pop shows were out 
because of the torrent of abuse they would 
unleash. Comedy shows were doubtful. They 
wouldn’t be worth all the side looks and won-
dering if Granny Byrne had got the point or if 
Granny Dunne was about to say that for the 
life of her she couldn’t understand people who 
took offense over nothing. It was always 
impossible to program the grannies. One year 
one would have a high moral tone and the 
other have become bawdy, but you never knew 
which would be which. It was like the Christ-
mas presents, a feast or a famine. Indulge 
them while they’re young, or give them a sense 
of proportion. 

 Ann felt very important to be allowed to 
choose the entertainment, but she admitted 
that there were a lot of problems. If they 
recorded  Back to the Future  on one channel 
during lunch, then it would be ready to watch 
at fi ve o’clock, but could the grannies take a 
time machine on board? 

 The children would like to see  The Empire 
Strikes Back , Ann reported. They had been 
hoping that she would be able to fi t it into the 
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recording plan. But it went on from four till 
six and probably they’d need to be watching 
something then, and most likely something 
already on a video, so that meant they wouldn’t 
be able to record at the same time. 

 Ann wondered if they might record  Storm 
Boy  earlier; it sounded more suitable family 
viewing than  Falling in Love . They didn’t 
know what  Falling in Love  was going to be 
about, but if it had Meryl Streep and Robert 
De Niro there could be a lot of groping 
involved, and nobody knew how the grannies 
might respond to screen fondling. 

 Noel and Avril watched their daughter’s 
serious face as she juggled the schedules. The 
 Jo Maxi Show  that Mary and John loved had 
to be out; the grannies couldn’t take anything 
like that. Something called  Play the Game  was 
described as a Christmas frolic, and it was 
always unwise to think that a frolic might 
please either Mrs. Dunne or Mrs. Byrne. 
 Glenroe , obviously, at eight o’clock, but not 
necessarily the  Non-Stop Christmas Show —it 
was too varied for the grannies. They might 
love the Dublin Boy Singers, but would it be 
worth it for the tirades that might erupt at 
Johnny Logan or the Dingbats. 
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 Ann said she’d consult again with the 
younger ones: there had to be a way. All fami-
lies must have the same problems at this time 
of year, she said sagely, it was just that the 
youngsters kept bleating about  Top of the Pops  
and other things that were out of the question. 
It wasn’t as if Christmas was meant to be for 
children. 

 Avril and Noel’s hearts were fi lled with sad-
ness. Their daughter was not being even 
remotely ironic. All her life she had thought 
that Christmas Day had to do with the gran-
nies and keeping them as contented as either 
would allow herself to be. 

 Avril bit her lip at the memory at what 
seemed like a thousand Christmas days when 
Granny Dunne had looked her up and down 
and asked her when she was going to change, 
and then with a lip curl apologized and said of 
course, of course, she had changed, and how 
sensible she was not to get dressed up in any-
thing smart. 

 She remembered another thousand festive 
seasons when Granny Byrne had examined 
the label on the supermarket wine bottle and 
asked Noel who his wine merchant was and 
had they chosen something special this year. 
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A thousand times Noel had patted her hand 
under the table. It didn’t matter, he had told 
her. We have all our lives. 

 True, but their children were not having the 
Christmas Days they should have been hav-
ing. 

 If there were no grannies, think what it 
would be like. Think. 

 Avril indulged herself. They could get up 
later, they could have breakfast in their dress-
ing gowns. Cup after cup of tea watching the 
video of  Fawlty Towers . The episode of Manu-
el’s rat. They all loved that. There would be 
no sneaking glances at the two good armchairs 
to see how it was being received. 

 They could all have a short walk and wear 
old clothes and maybe go somewhere with a 
bit of mud and point things out to each other 
and laugh. Like they did on ordinary days. 
Not walking at Granny speed and fi elding a 
battery of Granny interrogation and point-
scoring. 

 They need watch neither Pope nor Queen. 
Their Christmas messages would be in their 
own family. 

 The turkey would taste better when it didn’t 
have to be analyzed and explained and apolo-
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gized for. They could have Greek yogurt with 
the Christmas pudding, which they all loved 
instead of making a brandy butter for show. 
The children could laugh out loud at the jokes 
in the crackers instead of nodding sagely with 
the grannies that it was a sin crying out to 
heaven for vengeance buying crackers that 
were such poor value. 

 Noel too felt a surge of resentment toward 
his two brothers and his sister who never 
thought of having Mother for Christmas. Not 
even once. It’s tradition that she goes to Noel 
and Avril, they all said with huge guilty relief, 
and gave her bottles of sherry and fl eece-lined 
hot-water bottles plus tiny boxes of liqueur 
chocolates, which she was instructed to keep 
for herself and which she did. 

 And couldn’t Avril’s sister in Limerick take 
Mrs. Byrne? Just once, just one year? Why did 
it have to be a tradition? The old bats would 
even  like  a change, a bit of variety, Noel 
thought despairingly. 

 But it was too late this year to think about 
it. The plans would have to be made long in 
advance, and it must never be allowed to look 
like…well, to look like what it was. 

  T he  B est  I nn in  T own   



This Year It Will Be Different

282

 Avril and Noel looked at each other and for 
once they didn’t reach out to pat, to reassure, 
to remind each other of a lifetime shared and 
to underline that one day wasn’t much to give 
up. For the fi rst time, it did seem too much. 
The day that everyone was meant to enjoy; 
and their family seriously believed that it 
wasn’t meant to be a day for children. 

 The feeling lasted through the days that led 
up to Christmas. The children knew there was 
something wrong. Their mother and father, 
normally so full of requests and pleas and urg-
ings, seemed to have lost the Christmas spirit 
somehow. 

 They didn’t even have those embarrassing 
middle-aged hugs and hand-pattings that 
used to go on. When Ann or Mary or John 
asked about plans for the grannies, they got 
scant answers. 

 “Will we bring down the screen in case 
Granny Byrne gets a draft?” Ann asked. 

 “Let her get a draft,” her mother said unex-
pectedly. 

 “Where’s the magnifying glass for the  RTE 
Guide ?” John asked on Christmas Eve. “Gran-
ny Dunne likes to have it handy to see the 
small print.” 
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 “Then let her put on her bloody glasses like 
the rest of us,” said his father. 

 They were very worried about them. 
 Ann thought her father might be having the 

male menopause: Mary wondered whether 
their mother might be having a midlife crisis. 
She didn’t know what it was, but there had 
been a program about it on television with lots 
of white-faced women of their mother’s age 
saying they were going through it. John 
thought they were just in bad tempers like 
teachers at school got into bad tempers that 
seemed to last half a term. He hoped his par-
ents would get over it. It was very glum with 
them like this, biting the head off everyone. 

 The night before Christmas the family sat 
beside the fire. They all wanted to see the 
same fi lm; in a few minutes they would turn 
on James Stewart. There would be no sense of 
peevishness about who sat where, about the 
position of honor nearer the fi re or nearer the 
set. Nobody was hunting for a magnifying 
glass or a draft excluder. 

 Noel and Avril sighed. 
 “I’m sorry about the grannies!” Avril said 

suddenly. 
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 “It would be nice if you could have normal 
Christmas Days like other children do,” said 
Noel. 

 Their three children looked at them in dis-
belief. This was the fi rst time that an apology 
had ever been made. Usually they had been 
told how lucky they were to have two grannies 
and even luckier that these grannies came for 
Christmas Day. 

 They had never believed it, of course, but it 
was like crusts being good for you and fast 
food bad for you—they heard it and accepted 
it as something people said. It had been said 
for so long now, it was part of the scenery. 
Much easier to listen to and ignore than this 
new unease between their parents and this 
sudden revelation that grannies were not a 
Good Thing after all. 

 Ann and Mary and John didn’t like it. It 
changed the natural order of things. They 
didn’t want things changed. And certainly not 
at Christmas. 

 “It’s your day too, you know,” Avril said. 
 “More yours than theirs, in fact.” Noel’s 

face was eager to explain. 
 In the fi relight his three children looked up 

at him. They were going to hear no explana-
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tion. No accusations about aunts and uncles 
who didn’t do their fair share. No words like 
“burden” and “nuisance.” Not at Christmas-
time. 

 They had to speak quickly to prevent things 
that shouldn’t be said being spoken. 

 “We thought that we could record  Star Trek 
Three , and sort of give them an update on who 
they all are, you know—Kirk and Spock and 
Scotty,” said John. 

 “And Granny Byrne might be one of her 
remembering-Dracula-and-Frankenstein 
moods,” Mary said hopefully. 

 Ann, who had grown up this Christmas and 
understood almost everything, suddenly said 
in a gentle voice: 

 “And there really couldn’t be much room 
for them in any other inn or they would have 
gone there, so they’re lucky this is the best inn 
in town.” 
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