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Chapter 1

 

Healthy Exercise

 

‘There is just so much to do in life.’

Jane was panting heavily as she jogged along. The words came out
punctuated by deep breaths. She was sweating profusely in the hot
summer’s air but kept up the relentless pace that Mark was finding
hard to maintain. He too was breathing heavily and chose not to
respond. Instead he eased off his pace a little and let her move on
ahead. He enjoyed watching her trim figure as it swayed from side
to side in its rhythmic motion. Her top was saturated with sweat
and clung to her back. He admired her firm muscular legs and
thighs. She was a real beauty and clever also. He worried at times
that he would never be able to hold onto her. She turned the heads
of all men and he could see the competition in their eyes. He had
to fight to keep her. When she came out with words like that, he
shuddered in fear. He knew that she was a free spirit that could
not be contained. Any attempt to restrain her would increase her
desire for escape. He had to play a very strange game with her. The
more she craved freedom the more he gave her. But all the time he
held firmly onto the leash, no matter how long it got.

She had been talking about the future quite a bit of late. She
was unhappy at the extent and pace of her experiences. Boredom was
setting in. He was at a loss to do anything about it, being tied
down in his job - a well paid bank job that gave them the
wherewithal to have a good life. They had a luxury apartment
overlooking the river. They could dine out in all the best
restaurants. They were members of an up-market sports club. All
these things he greatly valued and felt they were worth working
hard to retain but Jane just took them for granted. She never
realised that her teacher salary could not support such a
lifestyle. When he had to put in long hours at the office she
complained at the lack of time they had together. She always
finished early and had long holidays. He, on the other hand, rarely
was able to take all his holidays because of work pressures. They
had interminable arguments over this. Jane felt that life was for
living, not being a slave to another master. She wanted them to be
able to do things on a whim, to have novelty and adventure in their
life. Mark knew that such attitudes were not practical in his
world. His world was one of undying loyalty to the corporation. If
he placed his private life before the demands of the bank, he could
forget forever about advancement and would be dumped in a dead end
job for life. He had no real choices. After all, it afforded them a
great lifestyle.

Jane was beginning to pull away from him and he quickened his
pace feeling great strain. He pulled up beside her, his face
beetroot red from the effort.

‘Mark, you are so unfit!’ she was being critical again. Her
frequent use of the word “so” had begun to irritate him. He was
about to reply sharply but stopped short of showing anger deciding
that meekness was a better response.

‘I do my best.’ he replied lamely. He had avoided another small
confrontation. He was always avoiding confronting her. It was part
of giving her more freedom. It was part of his survival
strategy.

They did another round of the park and finally Jane decided she
had enough and headed out into the city streets, with Mark still
struggling to keep up. As they approached the apartment building
they slowed down and eventually were at walking pace.

‘That was great.’ enthused Jane. ‘I feel so alive after a good
run. It must be the adrenaline. Hey, maybe I’m hooked on the high!
What do you think?’

Mark knew she was addicted to the physical high. She was an
addictive personality. She could not resist the temptations
presented to her by life. He knew that she was addicted to luxury.
That was the trump card in his otherwise poor hand. He had not
great looks or charm but he had the promise of affluence. Not that
he felt that Jane loved him for his money - far from it. She was a
very principled, independent lady but subconsciously she sought out
the good things in life. She hung out with all the right people and
joined all the 'in' clubs. This seemed to be a natural choice for
her.

‘You’re just a natural athlete, Jane.’ Mark replied. Jane looked
at him to see if there was a hint of mockery in his eyes but smiled
instead when she realised the words were meant sincerely. She liked
compliments like that - ones that praised her ability rather than
her appearance. She felt that complimenting a woman’s appearance
was somehow demeaning to her liberal feelings. She was happy with
the comment. She was happy with life. There was so much to do and
she intended to do as much as possible. She linked her hand with
Mark’s, leaning into him shoulder to shoulder. Mark felt suddenly
very happy and close to Jane.

As he closed the apartment door, Jane was already making her way
towards the shower. She pulled off her wet top and disappeared into
the bathroom. Mark stood in the bedroom facing the mirror. He
started to do his stretching exercises. Before he had finished Jane
emerged, wet and naked, from the bathroom, towelling dry her long
hair. As she bent over to dry her legs, he was aware of a sudden
arousal at the sight of her bare buttocks. Unable to resist he
approached her and leaning forward, kissed her back. He licked the
water droplets from the depression of her spine. He waited for her
reaction. For what seemed ages he waited, beginning to feel like an
idiot for having been so forward. Then Jane turned around and he
could see in her eyes that she was aroused.

After making love, they both lay back on the bed, naked. The
sheets were in disarray. Her hair was spread out on the pillow,
framing her face which was still red from the exertion of the run
and the frenetic sex. She was breathing evenly and began to fall
into contented slumber. Mark quietly arose and went to the
bathroom. Under the shower he closed his eyes and thought of their
lovemaking. Jane had a very healthy libido and was, if anything,
more sexually driven than him. At first he was delighted at this,
relishing in the physical pleasures in an almost hedonistic way. He
thought how lucky he was that he had found someone so sexually
liberated and confident. He had heard awful stories from his
friends of their partner’s sexual inadequacies. Some were just too
inhibited or inexperienced. Others had moral foibles that prevented
them enjoying physical intimacy. Some were just frigid. He would
not be able to survive in such a relationship. Jane was not at all
like that. She was relaxed in her body and felt that exploration
was fun and pleasurable. She frequently reached orgasm and even if
she didn’t, had no problem enjoying bringing him to climax at
whatever pace suited his mood. It was sometime after they had moved
in together that the niggling feeling began to arise. He began to
feel that the freedom of her sexuality could not always be
satisfied by him. He began to worry about the adequacy of his own
libido. He feared that if he didn’t satisfy her, that he might lose
her. This fear began to affect his performance and he lost some of
the spontaneity that had added such zest to their lovemaking.
Whether Jane had noticed or not he was not sure but he dared not
talk to her of his fears. It was as if talking about them would
make them more real.

When he emerged from the shower Jane was already dressed. As she
slipped on her sandals she looked up at Mark and smiled. He knew
that she was totally relaxed when that soft smile broke across her
eyes. It warmed him to feel she was happy. This was the way it
should be always.

 

 

Chapter 2

 

Meeting for Lunch

 

‘By the way I’ve arranged to meet the girls for lunch.’

Jane continued drying her hair not expecting a reply. She made
the announcement matter of factly. She did not take into account
the fact that it was a Saturday, which Mark normally liked to share
with her. She did not see the disappointment in his eyes as he
glanced in her direction. He felt let down but struggled to conceal
his pain. He knew that his voice would reveal his dissatisfaction,
so he did not reply at once. He counted to twenty slowly in his
head and only then, as he regained composure, did he respond.

‘Oh yeah, and how are the girls?’ he asked as airily as he could
muster.

‘You know the girls - they are just the girls. Amy will talk
non-stop about her kids and her successful husband. My, how she
repeats herself every time we meet. She has such poor
self-awareness. And Debby is nearly as bad about her artists. Ever
since Jack set her up in her new gallery she just gushes about her
sexy art world. She can be such a pain.’

‘Do I detect a hint of jealousy? I bet you would love to immerse
yourself in such an intellectual world. Think of all the
interesting people you’d meet.’

Mark knew that what he’d said was absolutely true. Jane would be
in her element in such a world. She could use her alluring presence
to woo clients and artists alike. Perhaps that is her true
calling.

They were meeting for lunch in a trendy new fish cafe
overlooking the water. It was an emerging part of town and lots of
good eateries had sprung up along the wharf. The cafes had taken
over the cobbled stone street. Cars had been banned and pedestrians
were able to stroll along taking in the social scene.

As Jane made her casual way along the street she took in the
cosmopolitan atmosphere. She loved the noise of animated
conversations and glasses tinkling. She loved the glamour of the
women with their dark sunglasses and blond hair. Everyone was
dressed casually in simple yet quietly elegant summer clothes. Jane
wondered had she overdressed this morning, having decided to wear a
bright floral summer dress that clung to her body as she walked
into the gentle afternoon breeze. Her high heeled sandals were
finding the cobbled surface difficult. She struggled to maintain
that confident gait that she liked to display in public. Every now
and again she almost stumbled and she chided herself on her choice
of footwear. From behind her dark sunglasses she was able to peer
at the world without being spotted. Her eye caught the sight of an
acquaintance sitting at a forward table. She almost shuddered. How
she despised Julie. She was uncouth. She had a foul mouth and a
vicious tongue. She could cut a person to shreds in seconds. Yet
she herself was an ageing, overweight bore. She pretended not to
see her and quickened her stride. Too late, Julie called her name.
For a moment she thought she might pretend not to hear but the call
was repeated again only louder. Jane turned her head and a broad
smile broke out on her face.

‘Julie, how fabulous to see you. My, you are looking as
glamorous as ever.’

Julie knew that not a word of it was meant but she too smiled.
She liked Jane, not because of her personality, but because of who
she was. Being seen chatting to Jane was good. It made her feel
part of that glamorous world from which she felt excluded. She
didn’t have a rich young husband. She didn’t have the healthy good
looks or the slim body. Her hair was perpetually flat and greasy.
Her skin did not have that silky smoothness. In fact she had very
little in common with her teaching colleague.

‘And won’t you introduce me to your friend?’ Jane chided
playfully, inwardly squealing at the sight of this balding rotund
man. He was sweating in the afternoon heat. His thick bushy
eyebrows hid his eyes as he raised his hand in greeting. Jane took
the thick sweaty hand in hers. The sense of revulsion almost made
its way into her eyes as they met his for the briefest of
moments.

‘Well, it was nice meeting you but I must rush off - I’m late as
it is. Bye!’

Jane used the excuse to pretend to rush off - anything to get
away from this undesirable company. In doing so, she stumbled on
the cobbles and almost fell to the ground but the sweaty hand
stretched out to arrest her fall. She mumbled a brief apology,
feeling very embarrassed. She removed her hand from his and, with
more care, walked as calmly as she could away. Her mind teemed with
fury. Why had she stopped at all. What an indignity. Julie was
probably gloating at her embarrassment - delighted to take her down
a peg or two. What if she had fallen and gashed her bare knees on
those awful cobbles? The very thought was horrific and made her
feel a tinge of gratitude to that oafish man who had restrained
her. It’s these shoes she thought - such a bad idea to wear them
when walking was required. What had her friend Debby always
maintained about high heels - ‘only from car to bar!’. How right
she was.

Now as she walked along the wharf, the world had lost a bit of
its sunny glow. The sky was still blue and cloudless and the
overhead sun was burning brightly but something inside had darkened
ever so little. She tried to regain her joy in the day but it had
been sullied. Once disturbed like that, the day can never recover.
Jane thought back to her pleasant morning jog with Mark. The image
of their making love flashed before her and she recognised there,
in her muted passion, the first glimmer of the dark. And now this
ignominy, and in front of that fat cow Julie with her moustachioed
lips and long jowls. Jane was almost cursing her, in her
frustration at the turn of events. She checked herself. Such
thoughts were unbecoming and gross. She would not descend to the
level of Julie. She reproached herself for being so common. She
raised her head and tossed back her long blond hair over her
shoulders. She straightened her back and assumed a casual elegant
stride. Once more the gentle breeze pushed the light material of
her dress against her figure. She felt aroused by the secret
revelation of her curves to the upraised eyes of the seated males.
Swinging her hands to the footfall of her high heels she was once
more in command. She was the princess, the queen, Helen of Troy,
Cleopatra, St. Joan, modern woman.

Amy and Debby were already seated at the kerbside table in deep
conversation. As they saw Jane approach their chat stopped abruptly
and smiles broke out on their faces. Both stood up to fondly
embrace their friend and exchange kisses. Compliments on
appearances were passed back and forth and the three settled down
for a long extended lunch. Jane sipped contentedly on her freshly
made orange juice and surveyed the scene. She gazed from table to
table taking in all the details, searching for faces she should nod
or wave to. She delighted in the background noise of the constant
chatter and kitchen sounds. The chef was very ostentatious and made
loud shouts and commands as the dishes emerged through the half
swing doors from the cooking area. There was a delicious smell of
good cooking wafting on the air. All in all, the scene met with
Jane's complete approval.

‘I love this restaurant.’ she enthused. ‘There is a real sense
of complete decadence. Not just the food but the clientèle also. We
are the decadent generation!’

‘Hey, speak for yourself!’ Amy did not want to be part of such a
classification. ‘There is nothing decadent about my lifestyle. On
the contrary, mine is a family centred life. I live for my kids and
my husband.’ She sipped on her aperitif and gloated in her
perceived domesticity. She thought of her gorgeous twins. They were
probably playing under nanny supervision in their big garden. She
had a tree house made for them with its own TV and internet access.
Even though there were barely ten years old, they could surf the
net as good as any teenager. She was proud of their computer
prowess. Ken, her husband, approved and felt that their future was
probably in the IT area, just as his was. Train them young - was
his motto. Give them direction. Set them on the chosen path. There
were only some trails that led to the life that they lead. Their
aim was to shepherd the children along the route that they knew was
safe. She knew her twins were safe with the nanny. She could relax
now on this Saturday afternoon and indulge herself a little. Ken
had been strong about her keeping up her social contacts. She
should not become just a housebound mother. That was not part of
the good life. So Amy felt happy about indulging in a drink at this
early hour. It relaxed her. It was a luxury but that did not make
her decadent.

‘But I agree with Jane, we are the decadent society.’ Debby was
more compliant. ‘Just look around you! What you see is gross
indulgence and isn’t it wonderful? It’s this affluence that allows
me have a successful gallery. These same people, who spend a
fortune on lobster and foie gras, are happy to spend the same on
execrable works of abstract art.’

‘Is that what you display in your gallery? Shitty art?’ Jane
laughed knowing full well that the works of art in her gallery were
only those most sought after in the whole city. Debby courted the
business of the rich and famous and only fed them the art of the
established and trendy. Her openings were social events of the
calendar and invitations were much prized. The reviews were as
famous for their social commentary as for the stunning art. When
you bought from her gallery you knew that the artist had already
arrived.

‘Shitty art - how revolting! But you know there is already such
a thing. And if the shit is famous enough then the punters will be
delighted to acquire same.’

‘I must object to the tone of this conversation.’ Amy was
becoming uncomfortable at the use of such common language. She
glanced around to see if anyone had overheard. Ken would be
appalled to hear such talk especially as he was a serious patron of
Debby’s gallery. ‘Please maintain some decorum,’ she pleaded.

‘Sorry,’ said Debby realising that the sensitivities of her
friend had been offended. ‘But sometimes I feel like calling it
like it is. I feel that we are living in a cocoon. We are insulated
from the real world where there is despair and hardship. I wonder
how I’d cope if I were dropped into a plain worker’s household in
the dreary suburbs. How would I cope with the banalities of babies
and washing up and angry husbands. I’d stifle in the claustrophobia
of the semi-d. I’d drink myself into oblivion to escape the
drudgery of long boring evening watching soaps on the TV.’

‘You make it sound so awful,’ Jane was shocked at the picture
she had painted. ‘Could life be so bad? I wouldn’t allow that to
happen to me ever.’

The waiter came with their starters. As they gingerly forked
their varied salads into their mouths, the image of the poor
household created a bad sauce for their food. Feeling they needed
an uplift Jane suggested they order a bottle of chilled white wine.
The first sip cleared her palette and allowed her to dispel the
distaste. They clicked their glasses together and toasted
decadence.

The wine had loosened Amy’s tongue and she started to talk
non-stop about her twins. The others indulged her for a while but
as the long drawn-out, mundane accounts of domestic trivia seemed
endless, Jane eventually called an exasperated halt.

‘Amy! There’s more to life than your kids. We’ve a life of our
own and so should you. So enough about your little darlings
please!’

There was an awkward silence. Debby’s eyes caught Jane’s and
there was a look of shock and merriment commingled there. Suddenly
she burst out laughing.

‘It must be the wine,’ she gurgled as if slightly tipsy. ‘but I
think that’s the funniest thing ever. Jane is jealous of your
domestic bliss. I can see she resents not having children of her
own. But you know? They’d totally destroy her life as it is now. I
don’t think she be able for it.’

Debby was speaking about Jane as if she were not present. She
directed her comments at Amy whose face softened into compassion.
Now it was Jane who was becoming incensed.

‘That’s complete rubbish!’ she asserted. ‘I have no desire for
children - at least not yet.’ She was about to continue but felt a
nudge from Debby’s knee. She realised that it was all a smoke
screen to diffuse Amy’s embarrassment at having been so rudely
interrupted. She bit her tongue and tried to appear interested, as
the conversation was manoeuvred away from the touchy subject. Jane
smiled and laughed as appropriate but inwardly she was hurting. Her
beautiful day had been marred. She was angry at the silly Amy for
not having the sense to avoid boring chat about her family life.
Jane never mentioned her home life in social conversations. She
knew that such trite subjects were a social downer. Perhaps she
should take her friend aside and advise her for her own sake. She
would be ostracised in normal good company if she continually came
out with such banality. No-one wants to hear of family bliss least
of all the singles or childless couples.

She was surprised at the extent of her hurt at Debby’s defusing
comments. She certainly was not jealous of Amy. She almost despised
her parochial domesticity. How could she ever give up the social
whirl of parties, dinner dates and openings. She loved the
diversity of it all. Meeting people was like a drug to her.
Shopping for new outfits for up and coming events was one of the
sweetest pleasures. Meeting for coffee at a whim with colleagues
and friends, added interest to the day. She lived her life in the
public eye. That was her life. Home, for her, was just a base
between events. She slept there. Her wardrobes were there. She
bathed and dressed there. She had quick meals there. Mark was
there. The more she thought of it, the more she began to feel that
her home might be lacking something. She was suddenly very
uneasy.

‘Jane are you all right?’ Amy asked looking concerned. Amy had
gotten over the criticism aimed at her and she could see that Jane
was still upset.

‘Yes, Amy, I’m fine. Just fine.’ Jane pushed back her chair and
excused herself. While she was in the bathroom Debby took the
opportunity to give Amy a few words of advice.

‘You know, Amy, we all envy you your idyllic life. If I had
beautiful twins like that I’d probably never shut up about them.
But not everyone can have children, let alone twins. Poor Jane, for
all her external socialising, may be one of those repressed mother
types who are in denial about their real desires.’

Amy was taken aback at this assertion feeling that the Jane she
knew did not fit into the maternal mode. But time plays funny
tricks on the mind and the biological urge, that was always with
her, may just have triggered with glamorous Jane. Strangely she
didn’t feel that Jane had the stuff of motherhood in her. She could
not see her changing dirty, smelly nappies or getting up in the
middle of the night to care for a sickly child. No, if anything ,
Jane was in love with the notion of a romantic motherhood. She
perhaps saw it as a painterly scene where she was dressed in a
long, white, cotton dress that swirled in a gentle breeze, as she
pushed her child on a swing that rose up into the sunshine. That
would be Jane all right. She revels in the sublime but put her in
the mundane and she feels dirtied. She feels common.

When Jane returned she was composed once more. Debby immediately
started a new topic of conversation to ease her back to normality.
She was promoting an exciting new young artist and was very excited
about his début solo exhibition.

‘You’ve both got to be there. And Amy, tell Ken to leave his
wallet at home. He has already bought some of the best works I’ve
ever discovered. He is so astute. He will probably want to take all
of this artist’s work - it is so exciting and new.’

‘But you haven’t told us his name yet,’ complained Amy.

‘He calls himself Toto, simply Toto. He has this idea that
artists should be like pop stars and adopt a totemic name. That’s
why he chose Toto. Sexy isn’t it? He is gorgeous too. He has long
black hair that he wears in a simple ponytail. He has such
presence. And he knows what he’s at. He is driven by his art. He
feels that he is part of a new movement in current art. He has yet
to try and name this movement but you should hear him talk almost
feverishly about it.’

Debby could not stop talking about her artist. The more she went
on, the more it became clear that her interest extended beyond his
art. This lent an added dimension to the conversation. Now both
Jane and Amy had their antennae out to detect the signs of an
affair that certainly Debby was not admitting yet.

There was always the current affair. Amy took an interest in
these stories as much from erotic curiosity as anything else. They
were the 'no go' area for her but all the more tantalising for
that.

Amy knew that to taste of the forbidden fruit would be to cast
her out of her special Eden. Yet the temptation was always
erotically there. She sometimes exercised it in her imagination in
the privacy of the bathroom. Over the bidet she lived through the
drama of a turgid affair that always ended in glorious
consummation. She did not think of herself as a prude. She was
pragmatic recognising the value of what she’d got, in comparison to
the temporary value of a tempestuous relationship that is always
doomed to failure. Neither was she a hypocrite. She did not condone
or despise the affairs that her friends frequently ended up in.
Where she felt needed, she offered support and at times an alibi.
She was the best of alibis. Being an alibi gave her a sense of the
thrill of the affair, without the potential personal fallout. She
loved the thrill of subterfuge and wilful deceit that it entailed.
Yet she knew she was not hurting anyone she loved. She remained
true to her own loves.

‘And what does Jack think of this new artist?' Jane threw out
the question just to be playful. She knew Jack was a man about
town. There were always stories about him. It almost seemed that
their's was an open marriage. Perhaps that is the way of the modern
partnership. Everyone knows that relationships must break up at
some stage. It is part of modern living where the constant
bombarding of sexual and erotic imagery, coupled with the
opportunity afforded by increased travel and mobility,

 

 

 

 inevitably lead to chance encounters and affairs.

‘Jack quite likes him and is very enthusiastic about me taking
him on at the gallery.’ There was not a hint of complicity in her
voice. She had not picked up on Jane’s playful barb. She was
engrossed in eulogising her new find and to Amy’s amusement went on
and on about him. My God, if she ever has kids; Amy smiled to
herself.

 

 

 

Chapter 3

 

Rehearsals

 

‘There’s got to be dramatic tension!’

The words were almost raised to a despairing shout. Simone
clutched the script in her right hand and gesticulating with her
left, paced up and down the floor. Her hair was in disarray and her
eyes had dark patches underneath, from long hours at the theatre
and little if any sleep. She was under pressure and it was showing.
The tension was palpable throughout the cast. It was affecting
performances, with exasperation taking over from emotion required
by the scene.

‘This is a play about people. It is not simply words spoken
without feeling. There has been a serious fall-out in relations.
You have to get the enormity of the event across - not just by
speech but by the rigidity of your whole body. The audience must
sense the innards of your soul. They must feel the utter despair,
the hopelessness. There is no way out. They must feel trapped, like
you. They must be staring death in the fearful face. They must be
looking into the very depths of a dark future. That is how they
must feel.’

There was a deep silence after this outburst. Simone was very
near the edge. She was pushing too far, further than the cast felt
they could safely go, without entering the world of near insanity.
This was taking its toll. Ciara felt a severe headache coming on.
She excused herself and fumbled in her bag for the paracetamol that
she always carried with her. She swallowed two tablets without
water. She coughed and felt nauseated. Fred handed her a glass of
water and placed his hand on her shoulder in a comforting gesture.
Simone did not seem to notice but continued pacing the floor and
talking herself into a lather of frustration.

‘Maybe we should take a coffee break,’ Fred felt that the
situation had to be defused.

Simone stopped pacing and asserted her authority.

‘No, we’ll give it one more try. Positions please.’

The scene was a bare stage with just a couch as a prop. There
were two characters, a man and a woman. Ciara laid herself back
onto the couch and Fred positioned himself to one side. Simone sat
alone in the front row of the small, intimate theatre. She was so
close that she could hear the uneven breathing of both actors.
That’s good she thought. Acting is not just words. The presence is
as important as anything else. She tried to decipher the presence
as she was experiencing it. The scene was communicating to her. The
couch was a symbol of intimacy; particularly the way Ciara was
lying. It suggested that there was emotional and perhaps erotic
past between the two characters. Her submissive pose gave a signal
of her vulnerability and an empathy develops for her plight,
whatever it might be. Fred is standing and is telling us that there
is confrontation. This may be ahead or in the past but is the
eternal confrontation between misogynistic man and frail woman.
Yes, I like it, she thought. The erect man is a phallus, the couch
a soft vulva and Ciara, well? Simone studied Ciara as she lay back
on the couch. She really liked this young actress who was so
vulnerable in her beauty and lack of experience. Suddenly she was
moved to see the pained frail look in her eyes. She realised that
she was pushing too hard. This girl was near breakdown. Her hand
had a shake as she raised it, in a manner of self defence from the
approaching figure. There was real terror on her face as the man
lunged at her and she started to scream. The screams were more real
than Simone could ever have hoped to achieve. They were the screams
of millions of abused women, throughout the aeons of time. They
were the current screams of women at this very moment who beseeched
their aggressors to have mercy on the weak. Ciara’s cries for help
shocked her in their ferocity. She could feel the audience want to
leave their seats and rush to help, console, avenge, change,
destroy. This is the theatre she really wanted to achieve. It was
there without words just a primal scream stretching back in time
and onwards into a tragic future. She was in despair and elated at
the same time. She rose and put up her hand and called a halt. She
went over to Ciara and wiped back the real tears that were flowing
down her cheeks. Gently she led her to the bathroom. Ciara lent
over the washbasin and doused her face with cold water. Simone
standing behind her massaged her shoulders.

‘That was a unique performance, Ciara. Only you could have
achieved such intensity. It was disturbing but yet beautiful.’

Ciara turned around and water dripping from her face, like
tears, she barely uttered the words: ‘You fucking bitch!’. Simone
caught her face in her hands and pulled her lips to hers and
kissed. Ciara’s initial struggle faded and she relaxed into a state
of intense eroticism. Her headache disappeared. A feeling of
calmness descended on her troubled mind. She pushed her body into
Simone’s and without further words they simply melted into each
other.

When they emerged from the bathroom Fred made his way towards
Ciara.

‘I think we satisfied her madameship there, didn’t we?’

‘Well, I did anyway!’ Ciara laughed, her mood suddenly
brighter.

‘Let’s have a coffee break, everyone!’ shouted Simone and made
her way to the corner which was their impromptu canteen.

Ciara sipped on her coffee. Her hair fell forward over her face
and the cup held by both hands provided a prop between her and the
outside world. She was still shaky but happy that the paracetamol
had taken effect. She could not stand pain. As a little girl she
shied away from all sports, because inevitably they led to pain.
The thought of the strike of a hockey stick across her fragile
bones was abhorrent to her. As a result she was always physically
delicate. People wanted to protect her from her own vulnerability.
She did not display the confidence of the physically strong. She
used her feminine weakness as her strength. There were always
knights in shining armour ready to lay their life on the line in
her defence. She accepted their sacrifice without a thought. She
never wondered was she worth the effort. It was just the way it
was. Her parents were very slow to let go of her, fearing that
without their protection that the world would be too rough a place.
In many ways they were right. She foundered from situation to
situation, looking for safe harbours of humanity. Her friends often
tired of her passive disposition and grew contemptuous of her
timidity in the face of anger. Men were always attracted to her
weak feminine exterior. She ploughed her way through many
relationships that always had the same driving motive, of male
strength luxuriating in the mire of female docility. She found that
most men tired of the role eventually. In older times, she would
have been dispatched to the harem - a possession no longer to the
forefront of desire.

In drifting into acting, Ciara found an out for her sensitive
personality. She was able to explore the many dispositions that in
life she could not tolerate. In bringing this fantasy world to the
stage she gave to it an immediacy and newness that was very real.
Simone had recognised this trait in her. She nurtured the talent
delicately at first, then in a dramatic reversal, threw all the
force of her creative drive at her to produce the emotion that she
knew would make her play. As she became more involved in her acting
development Simone also fell into the trap that all stronger people
fell into, in dealing with Ciara. She became a protector and wanted
to shield her from the vagaries of the world.

For Simone, many of the problems in life emanated from the male
of the species. She had become an ardent feminist and along the way
had lost any physical attraction for men. She did not hate men.
Indeed she was hard pressed to think of a single individual male
that she didn’t like and get along with. It was the role of man as
leader, politician, father, sexual predator and most importantly as
violent aggressor that really agitated her. The patrician nature of
history infuriated her. This fury she wanted to harness in her
stage plays. She wanted her audiences to understand the nature of
the sublime tragedy that has been the man, woman relationship. It
had become her obsession.

‘Okay, guys! Coffee break over. Back to work!’ Simone’s tone was
brighter and less forceful. She wanted to defuse the level of
emotion for the remainder of the session. She knew that it could be
harnessed on the night. Until then it had to be saved as a precious
commodity. It was going to be the secret ingredient that was going
to make the play a major critical success. She felt sure of that.
They worked away until late in the afternoon, until tiredness made
them call a halt for the day. On their way out of the theatre,
Ciara took the opportunity to pull Simone aside and have a quiet
chat with her.

‘About what happened in the bathroom today.’ she started but
Simone stopped her short, placing a finger to her lips.

‘Say nothing. It was beautiful but it is the past. The future
brings its own stories. Now go and have a relaxing weekend and
we’ll see you on Monday.’

Ciara was about to complain that she wanted to speak about the
incident but she felt the force in Simone’s exhortation and as
always relented. She gave her a quick peck on her cheek and headed
off down the street.

Simone looked after her full of desire but confident that she
had done the right thing for both herself and the play. She needed
Ciara in her power. She needed her charged emotion for the critics
who had savaged her last play. All men, she thought, not a single
female critic of importance in this city. It sucks but she had to
kowtow to their power. She knew she had a wonderful weapon in Ciara
to get them on her side. She was the type of heroine they loved to
write their flowery reports about. No, Ciara was very important in
her life at the moment. She had to be managed very carefully. She
would love to have a wild affair with her but to do so would
endanger everything. Relationships demand equality and she was not
yet ready to cede that to Ciara. She still had more moulding to do.
If anything, she thought, keeping her at bay will intensify her
desires. Simone pulled the theatre door shut behind her and
proceeded towards the car park.

 

Chapter 4

 

Home

 

Amy arrived home a little flushed from the unintended wine at
lunch. She did not like this feeling on a lovely summer afternoon.
It somehow detracted from her sense of expectation of the rest of
the day. Saturdays in the Bell household were special days that had
relaxation written all over them. Ken, away from the pressures of
the weekday work demands, melted into a laid back unfussy type that
was the opposite of his working persona. He donned his oldest gear
and set about chores in the garden with a relish that no paid hand
could emulate. He weeded with gusto and took pride in loading up
the wheelbarrow to the limit and then plonking Adam or Cathy or
both on top. He loved the shouts of pleasure and fear that the
short trip to the compost heap brought out in his beloved twins.
They had just turned ten and were great companions with their
constant questions and comments. Ken always gave their questions
total consideration, sometimes finding in them nuggets of childish
wisdom that he would recount to Amy over a fireside nightcap
later.

‘Why does a wheelbarrow have only one wheel?’ Adam asked, as he
watched his father tilt it towards the mound of garden clippings.
Ken stopped to consider the question but was interrupted by the
appearance of Amy at the back kitchen door.

‘Hi honey, had a nice time?’ he greeted her and she made her way
to exchange their habitual hug of greeting. Amy picked up Adam in
her arms and kissed him profusely.

‘Stop that Mummy, your breath smells funny!’ Adam was not
interested in his mother’s attention at the moment. He had his
father’s complete attention for the entire morning and now his
mother had come and spoiled it.

‘Answer my question Daddy!’ he demanded impatiently.

‘Oh,’ Ken tried to think back on what it was. The flushed look
on Amy’s cheeks had told him that she had had a few drinks over
lunch. This irritated him. He felt that Amy should be able to
forego the drinking at these lunches. He knew that both Jane and
Debby with their constant socialising were well able to hold their
drink but not so with Amy. He had been in the embarrassing
situation several times where she had drunk more than she could
handle and had to be escorted home earlier than planned. There
usually followed the rare rows that they had as a couple. The
effect of alcohol seemed to loosen out a side to her character that
she kept deeply repressed. She would raise her voice and use vulgar
expletives. Once she made a vulgar sexual advance to him in the
middle of a fierce argument. He snapped her hand back from his
crotch and with his other hand he had pushed her back. He had
almost struck her. A wave of revulsion, both for himself that he
had sunk so low, and for her that she had brought him to this
brink, overwhelmed him. He luckily had held back, gathered his
emotions and quickly brought the situation around by pretending to
be aroused. The love they made was that of two people acting out
roles that were foreign to them - she the wild sexual predator and
he the false aroused male.

‘Come on Daddy, answer it!’ Adam was pleading, angrily pulling
at his arm. Cathy was now in Amy’s arms receiving the same
attention but unlike Adam loving it. She was much more attached to
her mother than to her father. She had a similar personality to Amy
being shy and not outgoing. In ways she was overshadowed by her
twin who always seemed to set the agenda. Now straddled in her
mother’s warm embrace she has deliciously happy.

‘Ah yes, the wheelbarrow question!’ Ken was inwardly delighted
that he had remembered the boy’s question. He was still perturbed
that Amy had taken drink but decided to say nothing. He moved on to
answer the question making it up as he went along. When he had
finished, he lifted him back in and wheeled it along the lawn at a
fast trot. Adam squealed in delight and Cathy laughed at him from
her mother’s arms.

‘Like a cup of coffee, darling?’ asked Amy as she lowered her
daughter onto the grass. She suddenly felt very flushed and wanted
an excuse to go to the bathroom. She hurried back in, aware that
the eyes of her husband had followed her, noting the walk and the
urgency. In the bathroom she threw water on her face and, looking
in the mirror, berated herself for being such a fool. She didn’t
need wine, on a sunny summer afternoon, to lift her day. Her world
was already raised high by her loving husband and kids. She gazed
out through the Venetian blinds at a wonderful happy scene. The
garden was glowing with colour and fertile growth. The trees cast
dappled shadows on the closely cropped lawn. The flowerbeds were
being lovingly tended by a tall athletic man in old, yet stylish,
clothes. The children were contentedly playing or helping their
father with his chores. And here she was, with the start of a
headache building up over her eyes, brought on by that accursed
wine.

She made the coffee and brought it out on the sunny patio. She
was now wearing sunglasses to protect her pained eyes from the
strong mid-afternoon glare. Ken joined her, stretching his arms and
back before sitting.

‘Well, how did it go this time?’ Ken asked leadingly. The last
outing Amy had with the girls had left her feeling a bit unsettled.
She had perhaps foolishly discussed this with Ken afterwards. He
had been a bit understanding but was at the same time critical. She
was unsettled at the sense of domesticity that the girls felt she
was mired in. She took this not as a compliment but as a sign that
they were losing interest in her. She had been very upset for some
time, forcing her to examine and re-evaluate her life. But when she
looked at it, she saw that perhaps the girls were just envious and
that her life, in many ways, was idyllic. Ken realised this and had
harsh comments about both Jane and Debby. Amy was surprised at his
comments about Debby being a hedonistic social voyeur. She knew
that, secretly, he had quite a thing for her. He tried to impress
her with his knowledge of art and was always the first to buy at
her openings. Most of the paintings in their house were from the
gallery. So his remarks were not true to form. Yet she knew he
meant them. Was he too subject to the same feelings of unease from
similar feedback from Jack or Mark. If he was, he did not admit to
it. Men never admit a frailty, she thought.

‘Great, just great!’ Amy replied not wanting to go into it,
fearing the issue of drink might crop up. She changed the subject
to the children, knowing always that Ken could never resist talking
about them, even to her.

After having exhausted the subject of the twins, Ken and Amy
just sat staring at each other. The looks were not threatening or
confrontational both were exploratory. They lasted but an instant
but in that small time, a world of communication took place. There
was affirmation of mutual love and identity of desire. Ken saw
before him the female form that for him was the most precious in
the world. He loved her soft features that had not the strains of
beauty but were nevertheless of a noble tenderness. Her figures was
not the hourglass of physically, desirable women like Debby, but
had the curves and cherubic plumpishness that gave an added
dimension to desire. Here was a hint of the maternity that all men
seek in their partners. It is a primeval trait that the process of
evolution has maintained in the male over tens of thousands of
years. Instinctively, Ken realised that nurturing temperament was a
vitally important factor in a female partner. He had recognised
this characteristic in Amy from the moment he had been introduced
to her. She could not compete with the svelte looks of most of the
other girls in his circle but they, for their part, lacked that
essential ingredient that Ken wanted for his future family. He
played around and gratified his senses but never messed with Amy.
He treated her with great respect, only making romantic advances to
her when he knew he needed to settle down. Amy also recognised in
Ken, a future partner from the outset. She had saved herself for
him against all the pressures of her partying friends. She had
sensed that her future would lead to this scene, of a contented
family enjoying the sunshine on a summer afternoon. She was relaxed
now as she stared back into Ken’s eyes.

‘We shouldn’t be too smug, you know.’ Ken was trying not to
overindulge his happiness. ‘We’ll turn into right bores.’

‘But happiness is boring.’ Amy’s face had regained its balance.
Her headache had eased and she was looking forward to the rest of a
relaxing day at home. ‘Our life is boring but I wouldn’t swop it
with that of the girls for anything. They live in a topsy turvy
world of ups and downs. I could not handle that and I know that
neither could you. We like the simple things - things that aren’t
sexy or new. When I try to explain that to the girls they get
impatient or angry. Maybe it’s time I broke away from them and
accept that our lives have moved on - let them get on with their
mindless parties and events. I don’t need any of that. I’ve got you
and the kids.’

Ken saw that she was defending her way of life to herself still.
He understood her pressures but still wanted her to retain her
links. It gave their life a small frisson of interest. It kept him
in touch, however tenuously with Debby, whose presence in his life
added that necessary tinge of erotic potential that although,,
untouched was an essential for his own libido.

‘Amy, you can’t lock yourself away in the family. You have to
maintain your own identity and the life you despise is not all bad.
We have had some great nights over at Mark’s place. The gallery
openings are always a major social highlight for everyone. We can
still enjoy them without sacrificing out own world.’

‘That’s just it,’ Amy interrupted, ‘there is a tension between
the two worlds and I seem to feel it more than you. I feel I must
kind of renounce one whilst in the other. I feel like an interloper
in their world - a reluctant participant who is almost a constant
moral critic. If I succumb to that life I then feel like a
charlatan when I return to this happy domesticity. I can’t do
both.’

Amy was getting agitated again and the tension behind her eyes
began to rise. She put her hand to her forehead and felt it cold. A
nausea descended over her and without a word she rose from the
table and walked back into the house.

Her room darkened, as she closed the blinds. She threw off her
clothes and sank onto the bed. Lying on her back she felt the throb
in her temple and the knot in her stomach. Her mind teemed with
scenes from the restaurant and from the family garden. She longed
for sleep, to escape from the unease that was creeping into her
life. Deep down she knew something had changed. She knew that there
was a void in her life that was getting bigger. She wanted to flee
from the possible consequences but the depressing reality of its
ever presence was a dark shadow lurking in the brightness of her,
otherwise, happy existence. The nausea overcame her and she rushed
to the bathroom and was violently sick. She washed down the sink
robotically and then searched in the overhead cabinet for some
medicine. Swallowing the pills she stumbled back to her bed and
shaking in pain waited for a fitful sleep to descend and release
her.

Outside Ken still sat at the table, staring after her, surprised
at her sudden unannounced departure. His face had an unhappy look
of someone who realises that there are small fault lines appearing
in the perfection of the edifice constructed around him. He took a
last sip of his coffee and returned to the garden.

The twins were deeply occupied in the act of making a tent out
of cut off twigs and did not notice his return. They were
cooperating calmly yet intensely. He gazed at them for a moment and
felt the surge of love and pride of a contented father. He forgot
about his concerns for Amy and started to dig the flower bed.
Before long he was sweating profusely and his breathing was heavy.
A good way to work out, he thought, and its creative too. He loved
the sense of control over nature that gardening gave him. After a
long afternoon’s work, he could sit back and survey the physical
impact of his efforts. He didn’t get that same visual feedback from
his office work. There the effort was all intellectual and the
results were only available on the computer screen. There was no
sense of permanency. Once the computer was switched off,  his
work disappeared. It had no independent life of its own. His
garden, however, was there for all to admire, for the children to
play in and, for him, to further change and improve. It was also
the fact of working with his hands and getting them dirty. Sweat
like this doesn’t fall from my brow at the office, he reflected.
The effort in the office led only to mental sweat, which was
stress. He hated stress but it was an inevitable part of his work
life. There were constant deadlines to be met and there were always
last minute hitches. It would be different if he were not such a
perfectionist. He hated errors, either his own or those of other
colleagues. Perhaps that’s why he was such a good professional - he
minimised mistakes. If Ken has done it, it has to be right! He
hated that almost insidious criticism that his colleagues regularly
trotted out. It was as if they wanted to knock his perfectionism,
making it out to be mono-dimensional and a negative. And Amy thinks
that I love going into work everyday! How wrong she is! I guess
from her domestic perspective, it seems that work is one social
whirl of positive, human interaction. She hears of work canteen
jokes and banter that I sometimes relay to her but I shelter her
from the norm of work which is not quite so glamorous. Ken was
letting these negative work thoughts dampen the happiness of the
day and physically stopped the strain of thinking. He upped the
pace of digging so that his mind blanked under the increased
effort. Sweat was now flowing in rivulets down his back and he felt
the saturation of his cotton t-shirt cling to his skin.

‘Ken, you will get a heart attack if you don’t slow down.’ The
words took him by surprise. He had not noticed the nanny approach.
He had asked Eva to do some errands for him at the local shop and
she had been delighted to take his BMW for a drive and get out of
the house. She handed him some receipts and change and made her way
into the kitchen. When she returned she was carrying a towel and
without asking started to mop Ken’s brow. He was suddenly conscious
of her nearness. As she reached up he struggled to keep his eyes
off the slight protuberances on her stretched top. He felt the
softness of her hand, as she used it to hold his head as she mopped
it dry. Her smell was of a cheap perfume which had a sweet flowery
scent. Realising the sensuousness he was feeling, he took the towel
from her and completed drying his neck and smiled a thanks. She
stood there for a moment and he realised she was waiting for him to
return the towel. In that instant he realised how easy it was to be
unfaithful. He could easily have reached across and made a slight
advance. He knew she would respond. He knew she liked him with his
easy familiarity. ‘Call me Ken, no misters in this house,’ he had
exhorted her from the start. Other nannies always preferred to use
the formal approach and keep a certain distance but not Eva. She at
once started talking to him as if he were her best friend. She
seemed to ignore the employer role he had and yet was very
efficient in doing her duties. She had a self confidence that he
found refreshing. In that instant before she took back the towel,
he had had to struggle very hard not to give in to his
instantaneous desires. As he realised this, he almost backed away
as he handed her the wet towel. She took it and brought it back
into the kitchen. His eyes followed her trim figure then self
consciously turned away, calling out to the twins that Eva was back
and that it was time for their afternoon snack. The twins, still
engrossed in their construction efforts, did not hear his call.

 

 

 

Chapter 5

 

A bit of Sport

 

After Jane had gone out to meet her friends, Mark made himself a
fruit juice. He liked to top up on vitamin C after exercise and as
he swallowed the acidic mixture, he felt it adding to his
well-being. His muscles felt toned after the jog and his libido was
satiated after their love making. Can life be better, he wondered
to himself? Saturday mornings were his favourite time. Just as he
laid down his glass, the phone rang.

‘Hi Mark, Jack here.’ a bright chirpy voice greeted him. ‘Fancy
a game of squash while our beloveds are out wining and dining?’

Mark, tired as he was after the morning’s exertions, could not
bring himself to turn down his friend. He enjoyed Jack’s company
not so much as a foil to the dullness of his banking colleagues but
for the variety he brought to his conversations. He felt that Jack
was also trustworthy and he was able to confide in him more than to
anyone else - Jane included. They met once or twice a week and on
special occasions such as the gallery openings. Jack was quite
proud of his gallery and of Debby’s professional running of it. It
was, in a way, his pet hobby. He was independently wealthy and
didn’t have a regular day job, a fact that made Mark envious. Mark
often advised him on investments but took care not to let business
take over their relationship. When they met for their regular games
of squash, there was never a mention of stocks and shares or indeed
gallery. They contented themselves to talk about the current
sporting news. They could talk for hours about football or golf,
revelling in the exploits of favourite teams or individuals. They
enjoyed the sense of male competitiveness on the sports field,
particularly as they were not too adept themselves on the squash or
tennis court. They lived their glories in the exploits of figures
on the television. They criticised or extolled the virtues as
applicable.

They talked strategy. They dissected strengths and weaknesses.
But most of all they simply enjoyed the exclusive maleness of their
sports world. They knew their wives had no knowledge or interest in
the issues that consumed them. They did not understand how a match,
at the weekend, could be a major event to look forward to. It was
their world and the women in their lives were excluded. So Mark
accepted the offer of the game of squash. Let his muscles ache as
they would.

Mark loved the Sporting Club. He loved the smell of chlorine
that was always in the air. He loved the swinging door that greeted
his entry to the dressing rooms. The hot steamy air, with the
fragrance of sweat and body creams, met his nostrils. At once he
felt his body become alert. The tiredness of the morning
disappeared. He was ready for action. He threw his bag on the bench
and started to tog out. When Jack arrived he was already fully
kitted out and doing stretching exercises.

‘That’s what I like to see.’ Jack joked at his friend’s
enthusiasm. ‘Why not take a quick jog around the track while you’re
at it?’

‘I’ve already had my work-out this morning.’ Mark replied with
undue emphasis on the words ‘work-out’.

‘Hey man, I don’t want to know about your private life,’ Jack
was laughing. ‘but I hope it was with your good spouse.’ Mark
didn’t reply to the taunt not wanting to engage on this level.
Instead he crouched down and started to do some press-ups.

‘Very impressive for an old codger,’ he commented. ‘Come on,
let’s get our court.’

They played their game as if each shot was a life or death
issue. The racket head imparted maximum acceleration to the little
black ball that made a loud ‘pong’ as it bounced like lightning off
the clear white wall. Each tried to take control of centre court
but, knowing each others game too well, had to cede ground
continually, darting forward or chasing to a back corner. Soon the
sweat was rolling off their bodies and the timber floor was
speckled with little drops, making it slippery. Undeterred, they
upped the pace of their game, driving each other towards the limit.
Mark loved this stage of the game where the combined noise of ball,
squeaking shoes and grunts of effort, formed a sort of sweet music
to his ears. Everything was subsumed in the intensity of the
effort. It was like a fight to the death. The one, whose fitness
let him down first, was the loser. Pride made up for lack of
fitness and the effort went beyond the bounds of what seemed
possible. They twisted and turned, swinging the rackets in tight
arcs from the elbow, causing a whooshing sound that seemed to be
left behind by the speed of the head. The intense white light was
filtered through streams of sweat that fell over their eyes. The
ball as it shot through the humid air seemed to leave after images
on their retina, everything happened so fast. And then the lights
suddenly went out. The game was over. Both slumped against the
nearest wall and when they had regained their breath started to
laugh uncontrollably.

‘Jesus, Mark you are a stubborn bollocks. You never give up. Do
you want to kill me?’

‘I wish I could.’ Mark could hardly get out the words, he was so
whacked.

Jack was singing in the shower when Mark entered. He threw his
towel on a wooden peg and let the water run until it warmed up.
Stepping under the strong jet of hot water was one of the delights
after a hard slog on the court. He let the water flow over his body
for some seconds and enjoyed the massaging effect on his neck and
back. He stretched his hands upwards and felt his tight muscles
ease under the heat. He watched water trickle down along his
stomach. There was the first hint of the development of a paunch
and self consciously he pulled in his tummy muscles to conceal the
lack of body tone. He found himself staring at the figure of Jack
whose profile showed none of the signs of ageing. He was obviously
keeping fit in the gym. Mark did not have the time to do much gym
work but now resolved to make it a greater priority. The thought of
a flabby mid-riff was frightening. He still considered himself a
very young man, even though he had long passed his thirtieth year.
He put some gel onto the palm of his hand and started to scrub his
body firmly, as if the rubbing would in some way erase what he
found distasteful. He wondered if Jane had noticed. He often walked
around the house naked, confident in his body image. What would
Jane think of a flabby naked man in her presence? He was sure that
it certainly would not be a turn on. He rubbed even harder and
turned down the temperature control of the water until it ran
completely cold. The sharp darts of cold drops cleared his mind of
all thought as he gritted his teeth to endure the pain. Slowly his
body acclimatised and then a glorious tinge of freshness enveloped
his skin. The coldness was causing his hot skin to contract and the
tightening was like an all over massage. He let out a shout of joy
and started to sing. Jack looked over, smiled and joined in.

After they had dressed Jack suggested they take a light lunch in
the bar. Over coffee and toasted sandwiches, they chatted about
their games, going through the moves and arguing over where points
had been won or lost. On this occasion Jack had come out the winner
but Mark protested that it was only because he had run out of
wind.

‘You shouldn’t have had that early morning work out with Jane.’
Mark prodded his friend.

‘Well, it was a double work out if you want to count that.’ Mark
joined in. ‘No wonder I’m whacked. I’m not the fit young man I used
to be.’

‘Young! You left that adjective behind you a long time ago. Get
real man, act your age. You are nearer to middle age than to your
youth.’

‘Yeah, I guess you’re right. My mind is still in my teens. I
still see everything from the first half of life perspective. I
don’t want to lose that, but the body is telling me to get a wake
up call. For Christ sake, I’ve almost got a beer belly and I don’t
even drink beer!’

‘That’s just the good life. Jane is looking after you too well.
Too many candlelit dinners. I’ll have to have a word with her. I
wish Debby were doing the same for me. There’s no fear I’ll have a
tummy with her cooking habits.’

‘How is Debby? I haven’t seen her in weeks. Are you keeping her
in hiding or something?’

‘Oh, she’s fine. You'll see her at the next opening. This guy
Toto - what a ridiculous name. She’s nuts over him. Just as well
I’m not the jealous type. But the guy's a creep. He has this arty
air and appearance that seems to go down a treat with the girls. I
have to admit his work is good though.’

‘That’s typical of you.’ Mark smiled. ‘You put him down on one
hand and because it’s in the interest of the gallery, you praise
his work on the other. I love it. But are you not fearful that he
might elope with Debby? Then where would you be? Lost I bet.’

‘Not in the least.’ Jack smiled at the prospect. ‘We all live in
an open world. If you cage an animal then when you accidentally
leave the door open he will run away to freedom. If, however, you
have already given it it’s freedom, then there is no need to run
away. It’s that way with me and Debby, as you well know. There is a
symbiosis to our partnership. We bring complementary goodies to the
table but we do not insist that all meals are taken at our own
table or that we must eat together all the time. What we have
agreed upon is that we do own a table together.’

‘Hey, you’ve lost me in this table talk?’ Mark objected. ‘Call a
spade a spade. You’ve got an open marriage.’

Mark had never said this directly to Jack before and as he said
it, he was sorry for being so frank. He should have realised that
the way Jack was alluding to it, circuitously, was evidence that
neither he, nor Debby, wanted it announced so firmly to the world,
even though the world and his mother knew it already. Sometimes it
is better to live within a lie.

‘I wouldn’t put it quite like that.’ Jack was defensive and even
hurt. ‘We have a special relationship that we don’t expect others
to understand. I don’t want to get into a conversation where I’m
defending our marriage. No marriage is perfect, except perhaps for
yours.’

Mark felt that this comment was jab of attack. He knew that his
was anything but a perfect match. He, alone, was aware of his
insecurities about Jane. She was by far the most attractive wife in
their group of friends. She also had that sense of wanting more,
all the time, that made him constantly struggle to keep up with. He
felt that these fears were known only to himself but Jack’s words
warned him that they must be apparent to others also.

‘Jack, you know my marriage isn’t perfect. No marriage is
perfect. What makes a perfect marriage?’

‘The perfect marriage! Oscar Wilde should have a play on such a
topic. Let’s define the necessities for a perfect marriage.’

Jack playfully posed the question and they spent the next hour
debating the issue. There wasn’t even agreement on the basics. Mark
had maintained that a marriage had to have at least a male and a
female.

‘That is so not so.’ Jack responded. ‘Gay marriages are all the
rage now. So how can you exclude them. ‘

‘If you allow gay marriages, then you exclude children from the
definition of a perfect marriage and that would be nonsensical, as
children are perhaps the evolutionary reason for marriage in the
first place.’

Mark was aware that the subject of children was not something
that he wished to talk about but he had brought it into the
argument by accident. He was aware that neither he nor Jack had any
children, at least that they were aware of. Lately he had been
having funny feelings about having a son. He had not discussed them
with Jane as she had given no intimation, at all, of wanting to get
pregnant. He felt that child rearing was not on Jane’s priority
list at the moment and maybe not at all. She was more interested in
having a good time, in her appearance and in her social life. She
had no time for kids. Mark felt that he was now the right age to
have a son. He would still be young enough to play football and
other sports with him, when the boy was a teenager and even a young
man. Perhaps they would be able to slog it out on the squash court
together like today and afterwards share a hot coffee and chat. He
was idealising the concept of fatherhood, as only the non-father
could. The innate yearnings were making the prospect of being a
father into a Hollywood ideal. This was circular and only served to
increase his desire. Yet for all that he was afraid to talk the
issue over with Jane. Why, he wondered.  Was he afraid that it
might lead to him losing her? What was more important -Jane or his
son to be? This brought him back to the issue of the perfect
marriage. He saw clearly that his was not as yet the perfect
marriage.

‘No,’ Mark continued, ‘marriage has to be between a man and a
woman, with the possibility of children as offspring. Other unions
are just that. Perhaps they should be given a different name. When
two pensioners get together, it is not really a marriage in the
sense of a young man and woman getting hitched. They are
solidifying a relationship legally, that is all. There should be a
different form of contract for that.’

‘Okay,’ conceded Jack, ‘suppose for the sake of the argument,
that there has to be a young man and woman, both of child bearing
age. What is the next aspect that will make the perfect
marriage?’

‘I think,’ Mark chose his words carefully, ‘ I think that both
must want to have children. Because if one doesn’t, then the other
can never be happy. To want to have each other’s children, they
must feel they are compatible both physically as in body types,
looks, fitness and general health but also emotionally in
temperament, humours, libido and intellect. All those put together
I suppose constitute what we call mutual love.’

‘Wow!’ Jack was surprised, ‘you certainly don’t demand much! If
you had to tick all those boxes you would never get married. Surely
there must be weightings on those attributes. Surely there are must
haves. For instance I feel libido is perhaps the strongest urge in
the mating game.’

‘I agree, I agree!’ Mark raised his voice as if their was no
issue. ‘But libido is a multi-dimensioned animal. I use the word
animal advisedly because there is something of the animal in our
sexual desires. The libido seems to be able to take in all these
factors in a potential mate, before deciding whether its subject
should be aroused. So it is the first filter on whether a perfect
marriage is possible. Without desire sex does not happen and
without sex there is no offspring.’

‘I knew we’d find sex at the root of the perfect marriage.’ Jack
was almost gleeful. ‘It is the biggest driver of human behaviour.
The male of the species is condemned to think about it continually.
He spends his life searching for it and marriage provided the
perfect vehicle for providing it, albeit without the spice of
variety. So perhaps the perfect marriage must also have some
spice?’

‘You know, I almost agree with you.’ Mark was surprised at
himself. He began to see where Jack and Debby were at in their
relationship. He feared deep down that Jane was somewhere there
too. He himself was quite happy with monogamous sex but maybe he
was not far enough down the line yet.

‘Maybe the French men have had this solved all along!’ Mark felt
the sudden realisation. ‘They have lovely wives who are slim and
elegant. They have exquisite taste and culinary skills. They
produce wonderful, well-behaved children and form happy contented
households. And wives allow their husbands to maintain
mistresses!’

‘You’re right.’ Jack burst into laughter. ‘You’re damn
right!’

 

 

 

Chapter 6

 

The Meeting

 

Amy had been first to leave the restaurant, leaving Jane and
Debby chatting over their espressos. Neither was in any rush to
leave. They had no agendas for the rest of the day.

‘Would you like a brief preview of the gallery show?’ Debby
asked idly stirring her coffee. ‘You might even meet Toto - they
are in the middle of setting up at the moment. I generally stay out
of their hair when they are so busy but a short visit won’t
interfere too much.’

Debby left all the day to day running of the gallery to her
general manager who was adept at administration and organisation.
She found that side of the business boring preferring instead to
court customers and promote artists amongst an elite clientèle. She
was very good at that and the resultant sales figures meant that
the gallery was one of the more successful in town.

The gallery was situated in the new bohemian part of town. Its
grand façade had the tall windows of an old drapery shop. The
interior, with its high ceilings and rugged timber floors, still
retained that sense of older times. As she entered, Jane noticed at
once the smell of oil paint that always reminded her of home. Her
mother was an artist and she worked from a home studio that was
Jane’s favourite place as a child. She had spent hours there
quietly reading while her mother worked on her latest oil painting,
usually portraits for which she was becoming quite famous. Those
were incredibly happy hours for Jane as the only sounds were the
chirping of birds in the garden and the slow deliberate scraping of
brush on canvas. Every now and then her mother would let out a long
sigh and the sound was soothing to her ears, as she knew it was a
sigh of contentment, of pleasure, of creation and completion. Those
special times were a strong bonding process for mother and
daughter. There was a simple non verbal communication in their
breathing, where each knew the others’ moods. The sense of peace
was such that it gave Jane the time and tranquillity to read the
literature that she loved. There she had read the long novel ‘War
and Peace’. She had made her way through Dostoevsky and Dickens,
Mark Twain and Swift, and all the other books from her mother’s
library. Her mother encouraged her to read but strangely never to
paint. Perhaps she realised that her daughter was not a visual
person but one for words. The image of her beloved mother flashed
before her eyes as she inhaled the smell of paint and turpentine
that was pervasive in the gallery. The image melted back into her
memory and left a warm feeling. Jane smiled.

‘I knew you’d like him.’ Debby said, slightly nudging her
friend. She was looking in the direction of a tall man, dressed in
simple blue Levis and a brown, cotton t-shirt. His hair was pulled
back tight on his head in a long pony-tail. His bare white arms
were busy unwrapping the bubble wrap from a frame. The noise of the
popping bubbles and tearing plastic meant that he had not heard the
gallery door open or the approach of two figures. When he looked
around he was startled and then his face turned into a broad
welcoming smile as he came forward to kiss Debby on both cheeks and
take the offered hand of her friend.

His hands are so soft, thought Jane impressed by the first
impressions of this artist, whose eyes did not avoid hers as they
were introduced. Did she hold onto his hand for too long? She felt
him pull it back and noticed a small tattoo of a bird in flight on
his wrist. This slightly disturbed her because she had a hatred of
tattoos, thinking them a vulgar form of body ornament but in this
case she felt it had taste. The thought lingered and he noticed her
looking at his arm.

‘It’s a swallow - I love the way they return every year. There
is something so noble in their sense of place. Do you like it?’ He
caught her off-guard and she blushed.

‘Oh, no, I mean yes, it’s lovely.’ she stuttered embarrassed at
having been caught. ‘I’m sorry I’m not usually that nosy. I don’t
know what came over me.’

‘Not at all,’ Toto was amused, ‘I quite like the idea of being a
human gallery. Maybe I should have more images painted all over
me.’

‘Oh, please don’t!’ Jane exhorted before she had time to check
herself.

‘Can I give Jane here a quick peek at your work?’ Debby
interjected saving her friend further embarrassment.

‘Of course, of course, I’d be interested to get Jane’s
impressions. Go ahead and I’ll join you when I’ve finished
unpacking this picture.’

Jane was delighted that she had time to peruse the pictures
first, without having to give instantaneous responses on her
feelings. She was afraid that she might not like them and have to
feign interest. But such was not the case. She was amazed at the
impact that the painting style had on her. She felt she had to step
back, with the force emanating from them. They were on a grand
scale and the colours danced forth from the canvas with a life of
their own. She tried to pigeon hole the style but felt it didn’t
classify into any existing norm. It was like a cross between the
colour and freedom of a Kandinsky and the modernity of pop art. She
felt that the mind that created such imagery was a very special
mind.

‘I can see you’re impressed.’ Debby had been watching her
reaction. ‘They are wonderful and they will fly out the door. This
is going to be my most successful event. I’m so excited.’

‘Yes, I think they are so,’ she hesitated trying to find the
words, ‘so modern yet of a tradition. He seems to have captured the
Zeitgeist of the twenty first century. Maybe I should be saying
they are post post-modern.’

‘Wonderful, I love that description!’ Toto beamed at her having
approached unnoticed. ‘I will take that as the finest compliment
that an artist can ever receive. Jane, I can see that we are going
to get along excellently.’ He placed his tattooed arm lightly
around her shoulder and guided her along, showing her the rest of
his work. Jane felt the lightness of his touch and shivered
internally. She pulled herself together and tried to concentrate on
the paintings and his words. Struggling to retain her composure she
saw the knowing smile on Debby’s face as she excused herself and
went into her office to make a few calls. Left on her own with this
man who had had such an initial impact on her, Jane felt very
vulnerable. She knew that she should extricate herself from this
temptation but there was no easy way out, without being offensive
or, worse still, revealing to him her vulnerability. In her
dilemma, it was impossible to concentrate on his words or the work.
She merely nodded and kept a silly smile on her face, a weak
disguise to her inner turmoil. She was delighted to see Debby
return and rescue the situation.

‘Jane, darling, I’m going to have to pull you away from dearest
Toto. The shops will be closed if we don’t get a move on.’

Jane mumbled a goodbye to the artist and Debby pulled her out
the door. When they were a good distance down the street, Debby
started to laugh in glee.

‘Wow, I’ve never seen anyone that helpless in front of a man
before. You were besotted. Mind you, I don’t blame you. He is a
dish. Just as well he’s not my particular cup of tea or he’d be
nabbed by now. But I can see that you like his blend.’

‘Debby, you are being silly.’ Jane protested. ‘I was overcome by
the works, not the man.’ Her lie was weak and ineffective.

‘I suppose you don’t want to meet him again so? I’ll cancel your
invite to the show.’ Debby was playing with her. ‘Or perhaps I
should cancel Mark’s invite and give you two some time
together.’

‘Oh, Debby, you are wicked.’ Jane started to see the humour of
the situation. ‘But yes, I have to admit, he made some impact on
me. That hasn’t happened to me for such a long time. I thought that
I had outgrown such teenage crushes. I guess I’m still young at
heart.’

‘Jane, you are like a baby sometimes.’ Debby admonished, ‘Let
yourself go a bit. Enjoy the moment. Take up the opportunity.
You’ll see it isn’t as catastrophic as you might think.’

Jane was shocked to hear her friend urging her to have an
affair. How could she? She knows the effect that would have on
Mark. It could lead to them splitting up and she talks of loosening
up. It is far more dangerous than that. Jane wished for a moment
that she had the freedoms that Debby had in her marriage. Then the
thought of an illicit romance would take on a less fearful aspect.
She could give in to the excitement and ravish herself in the
moment. But alas, in her world, actions had consequences and, in
this type of deceit, very severe consequences. She also had a sense
of loyalty to Mark. It was more, she still loved him, even though a
bit of the spark had gone out in their physical attraction. But
that was perhaps transitory. The deeper love that comes with time
could heal that small rift. You have to ride out these small trials
in a relationship if it is to last. Jack and Debby have chosen not
to take that course. Good for them, but deep down Jane knew that
their relationship was eventually going to break up. It was built
on too shaky a foundation. Her own foundations were now faltering.
This was a time to maintain her individual strength.

‘No, Debby, I’m afraid I can’t follow a physical whim like that.
That’s not me!’

Debby could see the confusion in Jane’s face and let the topic
drop.

 

 

Chapter 7

 

Bad News

 

Debby’s mobile was ringing and as she struggled to find it in
her handbag, Jane looked at her curiously. She had a real warmth
for her and did not mind that, in some ways, she was a potentially
bad influence. Her bright outlook on life was good and Jane wished
that sometimes she could maintain such a cheery façade to the
world, but she was too prone to self analysis and criticism. She
often felt that happy people were those who had the skill and the
luck to be able to live in the present; to ignore the past and
particularly the negative past. It was such a gift, really, and it
enabled you to overachieve, compared to those who were constantly
struggling with past misfortune or worry. It was such a waste of
good time to mull over what could not be changed. There was no real
benefit - the benefit of learning from the past was far outweighed
by the discoveries of new experience. You could sit in a room and
contemplate the life you had lived for the rest of your life, and
what would you learn - absolutely nothing. Whereas to go out and
meet life head on would bring constant new experience and ideas
directly to your door. Maybe she should be more proactive. Her
thoughts had returned to the impressive man she had just met and
she suddenly felt that she was on the brink of making a life
changing decision. She thought of her current life and saw that she
was in that room just looking back. The door was open and beckoning
to her.

These thoughts flashed across her mind in the instant she caught
Debby’s eye go suddenly cold. Her face had gone pale and shock
enveloped her as she listened to the voice on the cell phone. Words
couldn’t come out but her face had panic written all over it.

‘What’s wrong?’ Jane put her arm around her shoulder knowing
that she had had very bad news.

‘It’s Jack,’ Debby almost whispered. ‘He’s dead!’

The words were a shock to Jane. Debby let the phone drop from
her hand and just creased into Jane’s embrace, convulsed in tears.
Passers-by stared at the two girls hugging in grief. One picked up
the phone and handed it to Jane. She put it to her ear and found
that there was still a voice at the other end. It was Mark. Despite
his anguished state, he was able to give details of the address of
the hospital and a rough account of what had happened. Jane now was
in shock. She thought that Jack was the last person in the world
who would get a heart attack. She pictured his rude good health and
strong body. She loved the way he flirted with her, not in a
condescending way, but in order to cheer her up. He was always
cracking jokes and driving on the conversation along interesting
lines. He could be the life and soul of the party. And yet he was
sensitive and kind. He was the ideal man except perhaps for his
fondness for pretty women. But he was even able to indulge himself
here, without destroying his relationship with Debby. Jane clutched
the grieving woman tighter to her breast as if the pressure of her
hands would squeeze out the unbearable grief.

Mark did not know how to break the tragic news. He felt
overwrought himself at the memory of the harrowing scene of Jack
convulsed in a heap on the floor. He remembered the spilt coffee
and the white shards of broken cup as the stricken body fell to the
ground. There was an eternity in the look of Jack’s eyes as he
stared in pain at his friend’s shocked face. Jack groaned in an
intense pain and stretched out his hand to Mark as if he could save
him from this terrible nightmare. His cold hand clutched Mark’s in
an iron grip and Mark felt the incredible desire to continue living
coming from the terrorising groans. Jack was now struggling to
catch his breath and was violently inhaling like a drowning man.
Each in-breath caused a searing jab of pain across his chest and he
roared in agony. This was not how it was to be. Just a short time
ago he was racing about the squash court like an athletic young man
should. He could push his body to the limit and it responded,
delivering sweet shots that could defeat his opponent. Now suddenly
he was faced with an incredible abyss. He was in mortal terror of
the chasm before him. Visions of his life began to flash in random
before his waning consciousness. He saw the angry face of his
mother now turning into a warm smile, as she saw the humour of her
little boy with jam all over his jumper. His father was hammering
away at something. The knocking became louder and louder. The
hammer fell on the counter and the judge cried out that it was time
for judgement. Stop, stop, his heart cried. I have not presented my
case in full. There is not much more evidence. I can call on all
the beautiful women in the world. They will speak for me. They can
testify that I still have loads of life left in me. But the women
vanished and there, in a corner alone, was Debby, softly weeping.
He suddenly felt the pain of her isolation as she valiantly endured
his many wanderings from her bed. Please forgive me, he cried to
his heart that responded by delivering a thunderous bolt that sent
him into an agonised foetal position. He was going back to the
womb. He was a baby again and he cried. He cried out as loud as he
could, a death’s roar of desperation at being taken too early from
the world. Suddenly the black abyss beckoned and he panicked. He
shivered at the cold loneliness of the space. The temperature
dropped to real zero and he shivered uncontrollably. His entire
body shook with the desolation of this friendless universe. He
blinked his eyes in the dark but no images emerged. The feeling of
coldness intensified and finally in one agonising burst of terrible
pain, nothingness came.

Mark looked on in helpless terror. Through his dying friends
hand, he got intimations of the terror of the experience. He had
never seen anyone die before and was in horror of the experience.
Death was meant to be a calm event that was delivered by a happy
old age. It was to be a gentle relief from the pleasant strain of a
long and fulfilled life. What he saw before him was a nightmare
worse than any dark film portrayal. There was no nobility in the
event. What emerged was man’s weakness and lack of courage. The
bravado of healthy life was replaced by the paranoid fear of the
end. The end that we all know must come but neurotically deny.
There was no preparation for this sudden visitation. There were no
prayers to be said or time to say them. It was a stark end to
life.

How could he pass on the news to Debby when all these thoughts
were still racing through his mind. The immediate aftermath was
still a blur. The barman had quickly called an ambulance. The
paramedics were ruthlessly efficient when they arrived on the
scene, pushing him aside as they shot question after question at
him. Had he taken any drugs? Had he any medical history? What age
was he? All the time they manoeuvred him into a position where they
could administer resuscitation. They soon had him in the back of
the ambulance and they motioned to Mark to follow them, shouting
the name of the on-call hospital. Mark drove in a daze not able to
keep up with the speeding ambulance as it wove its way through the
light weekend traffic. The car radio was on and the voices of the
panel were in heated argument about racism and immigration. The
words passed over him as dull sounds from another life. What did it
matter once you are dead? He was convinced that Jack was dead or
about to die. There was something about the terror in his eyes that
told him that he had seen the end and that there was no escape. The
world was going on as if nothing was happening but a very real and
vibrant life was ending and no one noticed. Tears came to his eyes.
What a sad way to go! Is this what it’s all for. You struggle
through life learning a career and various skills. You store up
layers of knowledge and experience and then suddenly it’s all over
in a moment’ whim. Whose whim? He had not thought of God for years.
Religion was not part of his life. He lived in the here and now,
not in the past or future of religion. He couldn’t see a divine
hand in this lurid event. Nor could he see a malign hand either. It
was just fate happening as it happens all the time. He thought of
earlier that morning after making love to Jane, how he had noticed
a small spider in the bathroom. He had raised his foot and stamped
it, snuffed out its life, even though it was causing him no grief
nor was it interfering with his existence. Yet he had extinguished
it. Something had extinguished his friend’s life equally
heartlessly. No great intent, no reason. The tears welled up in his
eyes and he sobbed.

The emergency area was busy with all types of people, from kids
with broken limbs to drunks with bloody wounds. He sat with them in
the waiting area, waiting to hear news. The level of activity
behind the double doors in the treatment area was frantic. Then it
all calmed down and stopped. His heart started to beat loudly. He
prayed that the news was good. He closed his eyes and as he opened
them he just caught a glimpse of the stretchered body being led off
into a back area. There was no sign of life there. He hoped that
this was only due to the drugs and that Jack was in a gentle sleep
but the face of the duty doctor said it all. There was no need for
words. He shook his head. Mark felt the bottom fall from his
self-satisfied world. This was unfair. It should not happen. Jack
was too young. He held his wretched head in his hands for what
seemed like ages, until the doctor gently enquired about next of
kin. Suddenly he thought of Debby and shivered at the prospect of
having to deliver her such tragic news. Life doesn’t coach you for
these obligations. Tears, blinding his eyes, he tapped in her
number onto his mobile. He blurted out the message in sobs. There
was silence at the other end and then the thud of the phone
falling.

 

 

Chapter 8

 

Grief

 

The two women rushed from the taxi to the hospital emergency
ward. Mark saw the distress on Debby’s face as she approached him.
He clutched her to him as she broke down in tears. No words could
console the feelings she was experiencing. Gently he led her inside
where she froze at the sight of her dead husband. He was so still.
Jack was never still, not even in his deepest slumbers. Now he was
lying motionless on his back, on a hospital trolley. His skin had
tightened, making him look young and serene. His eyes were closed
to the living world. He did not see his wife lunge forward and try
to lift him up by the shoulders, to hug him like she had in life.
He did not hear her wailing and crying and asking why. There was no
why any more, just a lifeless cold body that had stiffened so much
that it could not be hugged like a normal body. This was not the
husband and friend she had known for nearly twenty years. Where
were his laughs, his witticisms and edgy jokes. She wanted so much
for him to wake up and take her from this nightmare. She still
hadn’t accepted that he was gone from her. There had to be a way to
get him back. Surely all this technology could save a healthy man
from going, needlessly. Her head raised up and tears falling in
rivers from her eyes, she appealed to each person present to help
her to save him.

The on-call doctor had seen it all a hundred times or more since
his recent graduation from medical school but each time was as
harrowing as the others. He wondered does it ever get easier. Can
death ever be normal. Perhaps for an undertaker who deals with it
daily. But even the undertaker is shielded from death, only dealing
with the after product, the lifeless body. He does not see the
agony of the dying and the initial shock of revelation to family
and loved ones. No, it is the doctor who must come to terms with
the ever presence of death more than any other, priest or social
worker. He stiffened his resolve and gently indicated to Mark that
there were further procedures to be undergone. Reluctantly Debby
released her iron grip of the cold body and collapsed into Mark’s
arms again. Jane tears rolling down her cheeks wrapped her arms
round both of them and slowly they made their way out.

Mark, feeling the need to take control of things, suggested that
they have a strong coffee in the adjacent canteen. He knew that the
sooner they started doing the things of the living that the sooner
the process of mending would begin. He sat them at a corner table
and came back from the counter with three steaming mugs of black
coffee. He persuaded Debby to take hers in her hand and to drink.
She raised the mug to her lips and felt it burn. She swallowed the
scalding coffee and felt the searing pain in her throat. It didn’t
dull the pain she felt all over her body. She swallowed again and
again as if the very act were a sacrifice to his memory. As she put
the mug back down on the table, she was a little more collected.
Now she had questions to ask. The details were gone over again and
again, in a vain attempt to find cause or reason. Were there any
possible clues that she she could have deciphered before, and
perhaps avoided the tragedy? She started to look to find blame for
herself. But even there she met a blank. What had happened could
not have been prevented. Perhaps it was fate. She didn’t believe in
fate but it seemed fate had struck her unbeknownst.

After the coffee Jane took her back to her house. As she opened
the door, the familiarity of the place gave no suggestion that
anything had changed. Jack’s coats were still hanging on the hall
stand. Some men’s sport magazines were scattered on the lounge
table. Two cups stood still unwashed on the kitchen counter. That
very morning they both stood together by that counter planning
their day. And now. Debby felt the tears come again and struggled
to retain her composure.

‘Cry if you like.’ Jane gently soothed her. ‘It’s good to let it
all out.’

‘Thanks, but I must try and control myself. There is so much to
be done.’ Debby struggled. ‘I must plan his funeral. But I don’t
know what he’d have liked. We never, for a moment, talked of death.
We were so far from old age or ill health. Now it suddenly comes
and smashes us across the jaw like a ton of bricks. I must plan -
make a list or something.’

Jane got her a note pad and pen from a sideboard drawer and they
both sat down to plan. It was a welcome relief to be doing
something other than thinking of the great loss. Jane did the
writing as Debby tried to concentrate on what Jack would want for a
final party. After they had made their lists Jane went over to the
drinks cabinet and poured two big whiskeys over ice. She handed a
glass to Debby.

‘If only we could drown our sorrows.’ she said morosely, taking
a long drink. She lay back on the sofa and closed her eyes as if
that would make all the grief disappear. Slowly she fell into a
fitful sleep.

Jane stayed by her side. She made herself another drink. Its
effects were calming to her troubled mind. She too was in severe
distress. It was a different kind of distress. She had not lost a
husband but had lost a good friend. Yet there was something else
that deeply troubled her. She tried to figure out what it was but
was unable to put it into words. It was something deeper than
words. It was the first sense of her own mortality. Up to this,
death was something that happened to others. It was so far in the
future that it had no reality for a young mind. Life for her was
there to be lived, without a clock running down continually. Her
only sense of time moving on, was her biological clock but because
she had no great desire for kids that didn’t overly concern her.
She was aware of it but not in the overall framework of her
allotted time for life. Now the real limitations of time had hit
her with Jack’s untimely death. She was frightened at the prospect
of not having her life that she so loved. Living was all she knew
and all she wanted. No thought had been given to a possible after
life, just as she unknowingly fully accepted that she had no before
life. There was just the now; the living for and in the moment.
Tears came to her eyes as she realised that for Jack there was no
now. With Jack’s death had gone his past and future. She thought of
the image of his cold body and felt that it had nothing to do with
the person she had known. It was a mere dead organism. The real
person, the lively fun character that she had such a liking for,
had disappeared. But to where? She thought of the Christian
possibilities of heaven, hell or that silly limbo. Was Jack lonely,
wandering, crying out for help in the netherworld? She discounted
such an idea as childish nonsense. She made herself another drink.
Better watch myself or I’ll be drunk, she warned herself as she let
the whiskey splash over the ice cubes.

Debby was breathing deeply and seemed to have settled into a
calmer sleep pattern. Jane threw a coat over her and let her hand
softly touch her forehead. She felt the cold moistness and realised
she needed more cover. She went upstairs and grabbed a duvet from
the main bedroom. She stopped for a moment to stare at the scene of
a room that had the presence of Jack all over it. The half open
wardrobe revealed a long row of suits and jackets. Shirts and jeans
were scattered over the old clotheshorse. By the bed was an
assortment of shoes and runners. Nowhere was there a hint that
today this scene that he had left behind him, as he went for his
game of squash, would be his last. Jane shivered at the thought and
hurried back to cover Debby.

She finished off her last drink and snuggled under the duvet as
well. Sleep was stubborn in its absence. Her mind was still reeling
from the realisation that her time too, must some day come to an
end. She thought back to her college days where she had done
philosophy. She tried to remember how the great thinkers had dealt
with the ending of time - death. There seemed to be no clear
meaning for death offered by any thinker. We all die, yet we have
no knowledge of death. Jane repeated these words to herself in a
mantra. She was meditating on death in the hope that some secret
would be revealed to her. What is death? She posed the question to
herself. The answer did not jump out at her. Perhaps it is simply
the end of life. I know what an end is, so the question is really
about the meaning of life. She almost smiled at the irony of death
being the meaning of life. Can there be life without death. Is
there anything that doesn’t die? She tried to find something
eternal. Everything biological dies - it is programmed into all
life forms. Rocks too have an end, even though on a vaster time
scale. The earth itself must end, just as the sun must end. So too
the cosmos must end. She remembered reading an article somewhere
that suggested that the cosmos could go on forever, re-birthing
itself continuously. If so, that then was the only thing that
didn’t die. But the cosmos isn’t life, she suddenly realised. Life
is different. She tried to define what life was. It was organic and
it reproduced. Did it need to be organic? Surely reproduction was
enough to define life and this automatically had death built into
the equation; because all beginnings have ends except perhaps the
cosmos.

Jane realised that she was wide awake and that sleep would not
come easily now that her mind was thrashing about ideas without
conclusion. She gently pulled back the duvet and silently made her
way to the kitchen. She took some orange juice from the fridge and
sat on a high stool at the counter. Her head was throbbing heavily
both from the excess of whiskey and the strain of thought. She
searched in a cupboard for some paracetamol but found none. She
poured herself more orange feeling the vitamin C might clear her
head. The thoughts were still there and she felt that the reasoning
she had come up with was very barren. The earth or cosmos was not
life. Life was singing and dancing. It was being vehement in your
goals, achieving great things. It was about enjoying the weather
and the scenery. It was the warmth of another’s love. These were
the things that defined life and these were the very things that
Jack would never more experience. It is what is inside your own
head, that is life. Life is me - not anyone else. When life ends it
is my life that ends. Today it was Jack’s life. Tomorrow who knows.
Life isn’t singular. It is as many as there are sentient beings.
Each has his own unique set with no intersection with any other.
True we can look into other lives but we can not be a real part of
them. If we were, something of us would die with their death. This
doesn’t happen.

She placed her half-empty glass on the counter top. Her head was
still throbbing and she went upstairs again to the bathroom to
search for some pills. As she popped them into her mouth she stared
at her features in the mirror. Is that really me, she wondered. I
recognise the face but the face gives no clues to the mind. She saw
that her mascara had run with her tears and that she looked like a
drunkard, with her eyes heavy from lack of sleep. If Toto saw me
now, would he smile at me as warmly as he had today, she wondered.
A wave of guilt came over her as she remembered her temptation and
how she had nearly succumbed to it. She splashed her face with cold
water and gently wiped her eyes clean. Feeling better she went back
downstairs and rejoined Debby under the duvet.

 

 

Chapter 9

 

News Spreads

 

Simone was applying polish to her toe nails. She made smooth
strokes of the tiny brush and marvelled at the glossy red shine
that the still wet varnish reflected back at her. She was about to
start another toe when the phone rang. She muttered a good natured
curse and hobbled over to pick it up. It was Mark and he sounded
very perturbed. Simone dropped the brush she was holding in her
hand. The news hit her like a thunderbolt. She was speechless.

‘Are you still there?’ Mark’s voice was concerned. ‘Listen wait
I’ll come over.’

Simone slumped down onto the carpet. Her dressing gown smeared
her nails. She stared at the red blood like marks on the material.
It was if she were bleeding. She was bleeding, drained of all
emotion. How could it happen? Jack was gone.

Simone let her tears flow. They flowed for all the good times
they had had together. Wild times, where college days were
frittered away in a drugged haze. It was he who had introduced her
to cannabis. He had walked into their lecture hall dressed in a
frayed long coat and trailing scarf. She remembered that it had
been snowing that morning and there was a general buzz around the
campus. Students were enjoying the strange elements and were
throwing snowballs at each other and at hapless lecturers and
stewards. All was in good fun. Everyone was late for first lecture
and there was an unsettled air in the hall. Simone sat at the back
of the theatre and took in the sense of excitement. Her first year
at college was proving to be great fun. She loved the new sense of
freedom to do as she pleased. She was pushing the boundaries of
her, up to this, limited experience. She went to all the parties
and took part in any demonstrations that were organised by the
student council. She felt that, at last, she was an individual able
to influence her own and others’ lives. Already she had the first
real intimations of her preference for girls but was not yet ready
to give up on men. She found most of the young boys in her class to
be very naive and immature, and had declined the many advances made
on her at parties. But when she saw Jack walk into the hall that
cold winter’s morning, she knew she would like this wild,
Byron-like character.

That morning he had come in, stared carefully and purposefully
about the room and spotting a free seat next to Simone, had made
his way toward her row. Simone felt strange as she anticipated his
presence. She tidied her folders in front of her and made plenty of
room for him. As he sat down, he turned to look at her and offered
his hand. There was no real need for introductions, the chemistry
was already there. Afterwards they skipped lectures and went to his
friend’s room where he rolled a long joint. Simone had never smoked
grass before but was eager to try. Jack laughed at her spluttering
and coughing on her first drag. Then, more gently, he showed her
how to inhale deeply and hold, and then let the smoke out slowly.
Soon she was merry and giggling. Jack was more dazed and relaxed.
They made love several times on that first day. It was a day that
Simone never forgot.

Their relationship lasted the full term but Jack’s eyes had been
distracted by another girl. This for Simone was devastating. She
had fantastic rows with him. She was immensely disappointed that
their relationship was not going to last, but rather than lose
total contact with him, she decided to hold onto his friendship.
And so they became best mates. Soon he was confiding in her his
many sexual conquests and slowly the envy and jealousy receded.
Simone had by now found a new love and she was not likely to run
away as men do. It was as if in Jack she had experienced the best
part of mankind and it had let her down. She was not going to
suffer that ignominy again. She resolved always to be the stronger
party in any relationship.

They kept in touch throughout college and after. Jack never had
to really work for a living, having had the luck to come from a
rich background. While, after graduating, she served her
apprenticeship in various roles in the arts and theatre, he
developed his sense of aesthetics by purely experiencing life.
Meeting Debby seemed to slow his sense of adventure for a while but
soon the old itch returned. Simone knew that he loved Debby just as
he had loved her, but the difference was that Debby indulged his
dalliances, whilst she did not. She admired this in Debby and they
had become, through him, good friends.

Simone let the tears flow. She would not see his sprightly
figure enter her theatre again. She would miss his support, both
financial and emotional, for her sometimes unconventional projects.
He would miss her opening night, on this, the one occasion, she
knew was to be a great success and he would have shared in the
pleasure of that success. She knew that he was particularly fond of
Ciara, having seen some of the rehearsals and that she, too, was in
his future sights. It was always like that with Jack. He was
voracious for the delights of new conquests. He tried not to hurt,
but hurt he did. She still had not gotten over the hurt she had
felt, but time had just made it irrelevant and his physical
closeness and friendship had softened it. How strange that one,
with more life in him than most of us, should be the first to
go.

She picked herself up from the floor and adjusted her dressing
gown. I’ll continue painting my nails, she thought, knowing that
occupation was an antidote to emotional pain. The brush had hairs
on it and the varnish did not apply smoothly. Simone didn’t
care.

When Mark arrived he was surprised to see Simone doing her
nails. He felt revulsion that she could be worried about appearance
at such a time, just after receiving such bad news. He was about to
criticise her when he noticed the tears rolling down her face and
realised she was just trying to shut out reality. When she saw him,
her tears became a cry of despair and they held each other, as only
brother and sister can. Mark knew that the news would be especially
terrible for Simone, as she would have no one to share it with.
That was why he had come over. He was afraid that she might try
something silly, as she had before. He was in perpetual fear over
his volatile sister, whose ups and downs were constantly draining
her, of her will to live. She could be so enthusiastic one day
putting gargantuan effort into her work. On those days everything
was possible. She pushed herself and others to the limit and always
achieved what she set out to do. These days sowed the seeds of the
other days, black dog days when she couldn’t get out of bed, when
the mere tasks of everyday life were too much to endure. It was on
one of these days that she had tried to end it all, but luckily
Mark had paid an unplanned visit. He had her rushed to hospital and
her stomach was pumped clean of all the paracetamol. She was out
that night, none the worse for wear physically but very vulnerable,
emotionally. Jane had been great, offering to stay with Simone for
a few days until the worst was over. She had tried to marshal new
regimes into her life, making her take up yoga and more physical
exercise. It seemed to work or maybe it was the constant
medication. Simone got back into her theatre projects and then the
visits of the black dog became less frequent.

Mark made coffee for the two of them and they sat morosely at
the table. Mark too was still in shock. He had not had time to take
in the magnitude of what had happened. He was avoiding the flashes
of memory that kept appearing before his vision. He felt that he’d
never excise that look of unexpected horror on the face of his
dying friend. Instead, for the moment, he concentrated on consoling
Simone.

‘He was always my best friend you know.’ Simone had wiped away
her tears and was able to talk.

‘Even after we broke up all those years ago, he was there if I
really needed him. How can you replace such a lovely person? Oh why
did he have to go?’ Her question had no answer. Mark looked blankly
at the dregs of his coffee. He had both hands wrapped around the
mug as if to get the warmth into his bones. He thought of Jack's
hands and how strong his handshake was. Like his life, he grasped
it fully, no holding back. Now those hands were deathly cold, mere
dead skin enveloping lifeless bones, the muscle and tissue no
longer functional and starting to decay. He shivered at the
thought. He must keep negative thoughts out of his mind. If Simone
thought like that she would definitely go down.

‘How are you feeling?’ he asked her with sudden concern.

‘I feel numbed. There is a blank pain lurking out there
somewhere. It is part of me yet strangely remote, like an astronaut
floating in space, yet attached by a light umbilical chord to the
spacecraft. The pain is waiting to return and pull me down, but for
the moment it is insulated from me, in the ether. I don’t want it
to return but I know it will. I know it will.’ Her words were slow
and deadpan. She was on the verge of another visit of the feared
blackness. Mark knew that he must help her and went to her bathroom
to search for her medication. The cabinet was full of pill boxes.
Most of them were vitamin supplements but at the back he found the
prescription tablets. He filled a glass with water and returned to
Simone.

‘You must take these now, Simone.’ he handed her the glass and
tablets. Normally she resisted taking her medicine, feeling that
she could cope on her own. The medicine was a reminder that she was
sick and this thought upset her. She wanted to be better so much
that she was in denial of her illness. But now she knew her
defences were down and that she was vulnerable. She swallowed the
capsules and took a long drink of water. She would not be able to
work tomorrow. The medicine killed off her creativity, as it
quelled her depression. She had no energy or zest for life. But she
was stable and never sank too low. It was as if the waveform of her
life was truncated, cutting off all the peaks that led her to
achieve so much artistically, and sucking back the troughs that
threatened her very being.

‘You go home now, Mark. I’ll be all right now. Thanks for your
support.’

Mark was worried leaving her but was incredibly tired and wanted
to find the peace of his own bed. Reluctantly he left.

Alone Simone felt glad that Mark had made her take her medicine.
She knew she needed all the support she could muster at this time.
Psychologically, she felt stronger because of the support of the
tablets, that she knew were powerful enough to shelter her from the
excesses of her condition. She thought of ringing Ciara but decided
against it. She could not let her see her, in such a condition. She
always let the outside world think she was in complete control.
Ciara would be shocked to learn of the fallibility and
vulnerability she could be subjected to. Slowly she pulled herself
up from the table. She needed the relief of sleep. She longed to
kill the sensations of loss that pulsed through her veins. Her mind
needed a break from the excess of emotion. She hoped the sleeping
tablets would take her from her agony.

 

 

Chapter 10

 

The Wake

 

‘What will I wear?’ Jane was perplexed. This was not going to be
the usual funeral. Debby had been definite that Jack would have
wanted a party. She had busied herself preparing for it with
meticulous detail. The poor undertaker had struggled to come up
with a white modern coffin. Every model he proposed seemed to have
some inadequacy; too square, too old fashioned or too severe.
Eventually a coffin was found that satisfied his client. Debby knew
that Jack would approve. She then organised that gay flowers were
distributed about the house in a summer’s riot of colour. Drinks
and food were brought in. The display of canapés along with the
rush of colour from the background flowers had a heavenly paradise
feel to it. All that was now needed was some live music. Here Debby
was torn between some classical pieces or more modern jazz - both
of which Jack had really appreciated during his foreshortened life.
At last she decided on having both - a live string quartet to set
the initial mood, followed by an eclectic jazz trio to make things
more up tempo. All the while Debby put her grieving to one side,
immersing herself in what she did best; organising events. She
checked the invitation list and made sure that no one was omitted.
As the time approached, she even began to feel excited and knew
that Jack was somewhere smiling his approval.

‘This is so difficult.’ Jane was frustratingly going through her
wardrobe, unsure of the nature of the outfit she was to choose.
Mark looked at her as she threw clothes with abandon on the bed.
She looked sexy in her bra and G string. He wanted to go over and
embrace her but knew that it was an inopportune time. He thought of
Jack and knew that he would have understood his arousal and even
would have approved of his manly desires. He was about to change
his mind but the phone rang. He picked it up. Simone wanted a lift
to the party and asked would he mind also picking up her friend
Ciara too. Mark agreed somewhat impatiently. He was annoyed at
having been interrupted in what might have been a beautiful erotic
interlude but also because he didn’t appreciate being used as a
taxi service by his demanding sister.

‘Who was that?’ Jane was only half interested, holding up a
light cotton top against her chest and surveying herself in the
mirror.

‘Oh, just Simone, she wants a lift.’ Mark’s eyes had returned to
the sight of his wife, arching her back to get a profile view of
her chosen garment.

‘Do you like this?’ she asked, knowing that Mark always answered
in the affirmative not wanting to displease her. She twirled around
and Mark laughed.

‘You know I like everything on you. Now get dressed quickly or I
won’t be able to withstand my carnal desire for you and what would
Jack think? On his funeral day and all?’

He went over and threw his arms about her and gave her a long
passionate hug. As they loosened their embrace he was surprised to
see tears in her eyes. The emotion was still just below the surface
and could not be hidden by false jollity. He felt his own eyes
moisten and turned away.

‘How hypocritical of me to be worrying over what I’ll wear and
poor Jack lying cold in a coffin! What does it matter?’ Jane let
the tears come and slumped down on the bed. Mark consoled her and
fought back his own tears.

They got dressed slowly and now in silence. Jane now agonised in
front of the mirror at her eyes, puffy from the tears. She took
longer at her make-up and Mark went downstairs. He made his way to
the drinks cabinet and made two stiff margaritas. He never drank
during the day but today he felt they both need some Dutch courage.
When Jane finally came down, she looked beautiful - dressed simply
in a white cotton summer dress that showed off her trim tanned
body. She took the cocktail and they toasted their lost friend. The
strong taste of alcohol made her wince but she knew that its effect
would be to relax her. She finished it off and handed her glass
back to Mark.

‘One’s enough I think. We don’t want to arrive drunk, now do we?
Come on let’s go.’

The drive to Simone’s place was quiet. They had their thoughts
for company. Each felt that the journey was special - a last trip
to see Jack before he was cremated and disappeared from this earth
forever. The enormity of the thought was frightening for Mark. That
such a real presence should vanish from his life, was too much to
countenance. He still had the fresh memory of his friend grunting
with effort as he lunged for an impossible ball, and the look of
satisfaction on his face, as the ball bashed off the wall with
lightening speed past the outstretched arm of his opponent. How
could someone so seemingly fit and healthy be now gone from the
world. It was a mystery locked in the arbitrariness of fate.
Chillingly, it heralded the fact that someday Mark, too, would meet
death, a fact that he didn’t, at all, like to acknowledge.

Simone was waiting for them on the pavement outside her
apartment. Jane was horrified to see her dressed totally in black.
As she climbed into the back seat she, in turn, expressed surprise
on seeing Jane’s cheerful white.

‘Oh, maybe I should change?’ she groaned. ‘I wasn’t really
thinking. I felt that it was to be a funeral but you’re absolutely
right, Jack would not want to see us all in dreary black.’

‘Too late for that now,’ Mark was not going to be delayed,
‘anyway you always seem to wear black, so Jack would be none too
surprised.’

Simone smarted at the comment, knowing it to be true but not
particularly wanting to accept it. After all, the colour suited her
complexion which was always very pale. She never took the sun and
had never acquired the healthy brown tan that most of her friends
felt a style-must. Long days in the dark of the theatre do not lead
to bronzed skin.

‘Black really suits you.’ Jane was being nice. ‘It's not
necessarily a mourning colour and, so what, if it is. We are in
mourning no matter how Debby might want to deny it.’

‘Do you think she is in denial?’ Simone’s voice was
concerned.

‘In a way she is.’ Jane didn’t want to sound critical. ‘She is
doing what she feels she has to but, in a way, it is denying his
death for the rest of us. Death is a sad event not a party!’

‘I think you are being a bit harsh there.’ Mark was aghast at
the coldness of Jane’s remarks. He fully understood why Debby was
going about the funeral as she was. It was not a denial but a
celebration of his life. She was not saying that she, or his
friends, wouldn’t miss him terribly but she felt that tears and
dolefulness were not a fitting tribute to a free spirit like
Jack.

Ciara too was in black but no one made any comment. The rest of
the journey was again in silence. Against their wishes they had
assumed a funereal air. The morbidity of their thoughts seemed to
have a strange effect on their sense of time. They did not notice
the rest of the journey. Mark drove as if on autopilot and arrived
at Jack’s house as if by apparition. There were lots of cars parked
everywhere on the street and in the driveway. As they entered the
sound of people chatting greeted them . Debby rushed forward and,
with a smile on her face, welcomed them. She was radiant and seemed
almost on a high. She ushered them in and, having gotten them
drinks, waltzed off to see to some other newcomers. Soon the place
was thronged with people and the atmosphere at once assumed the air
of a great party. But this was no ordinary party because the host
lay silent, resplendent in his white coffin in the middle of the
lounge.

Jane waved to Amy, as she and Ken entered, looking sheepishly at
the prostrate body in the midst of so many people. Amy wanted to
cry but felt that this was not the place. There was no one else
crying, in fact the mood seemed to be quite happy. The general
level of chat was loud and broken here and there by hearty peels of
laughter. Amy felt uncomfortable at the seeming lack of respect for
the dead. She was appalled to see that one guy had even used the
base of the coffin as a drinks rest and casually reached for his
drink, only inches from the covered feet of the corpse. She
shivered at the thought and quickly made her way over to Jane.

‘This is just so strange.’ she almost complained. ‘Whatever
happened to the solemn ceremony of death that took place in a
hallowed and sacred place? It is almost a blasphemy of death.’

‘I know how you feel,’ Jane sympathised.’ I find it hard to get
into the swing of this approach. But we must respect Debby’s wishes
and make the best of it. Have a stiff drink and you’ll soon get in
the mood.’

Ken’s eyes darkened at the thought of Amy having an afternoon
drink but couldn’t be seen to intervene as Debby had come over.
Debby beamed at him, and threw her arms around him, thanking him
for coming. She pulled him aside and introduced him to some other
guests leaving Amy free to imbibe without his watchful eye.

Just then Jane noticed Toto enter the room. Her pulse suddenly
quickened. She followed his movement through the crowd. He passed
the coffin without even a glance. This disturbed Jane. Perhaps he
had been in already and had already paid his respects. But a doubt
lingered. He made his way purposely towards her and drink in hand
he stood before her. Jane stuttered an introduction to Amy, who by
now had been settled by her drink and was in the best of moods. Amy
hung onto the artist’s hand for what seemed a long time then,
flustered, released it. Jane recognising that Amy too was taken by
this handsome man, felt a flurry of jealousy. She knew that Amy was
not a potential adversary but her female instincts had been alerted
to the threat. She quickly turned to him and engaged in mild
flirtatious conversation. She gently rebuked him for not paying
respects to the corpse but Toto was not at all put out by the
observation.

‘You have been following my movements then?’ attack was the best
form of defence.

‘No, absolutely not.’ Jane was embarrassed especially in front
of Amy who immediately understood that her friend had a special
feeling for this man. ‘My eyes have been fixed on Jack since I’ve
come in. I can’t believe that he is with us here in such a social
setting yet only his corpse. I am intrigued by the various
responses to his presence and I just noticed that you had no
response. In fact you didn’t even look at him.’

‘Did I not?’ Toto was not in the least worried by the
observation. ‘Perhaps I should. I’ll go now and pay my respects,
will I?’ Jane was suddenly appalled that she had offended him and
put out her hand to restrain him. He had no intention of going over
to the coffin however. He was playing games with Jane. He did not
tell her that he had helped Debby with the set-up of the coffin. He
did not tell her of their short private vigil at the body before
the rest of the guests had arrived.

‘Sometimes appearances are not what they seem.’ his voice had a
slight reproach in it. Jane realised that she had accused him in
the wrong and felt a real idiot. No point in apologising, she
thought, just move the conversation on. She told him of Amy’s
wonderful twins and at once Amy took over. Jane excused herself
leaving him trapped. She had a delicious feeling of victory as she
made her way across the room.

At the top of the room, four musicians, one a dark haired young
girl, took up position. As the first string was plucked to tune an
instrument the room suddenly quietened. Debby came forward and
introduced the string quartet.

‘Jack was a great lover of music and was torn between the
perfection of classicalism and the riotous abandon of modern music,
particularly jazz. In trying to choose something for this, his
farewell party, I had to search long and hard over the many works
he adored. Eventually I chose this work, not just because he loved
listening to it on quiet evenings at home, but because we shared
the experience of first hearing it at an intimate music festival in
an old estate house. The experience was magical for both of us, in
that we shared the sublime beauty of music, setting and
togetherness. If that were not enough the piece, Debussy’s String
Quartet in G Minor, bridges the gap between his beloved classicism
and eclectic modernism. Jack listened to this work over and over
again and each time seemed to get something extra from it. He felt
that in some way it touched on the infinite or the eternal. That
was the nearest he ever got to religious experience. I ask of you
all to set aside the next half hour to settle down and listen to
this noble music. Find a chair, sit on the floor, anywhere, be
relaxed and enjoy.’

There was a rustling of bodies as people made for the few seats
and the rest sank to the floor surrounding the coffin in a wreath
of bodies. The strings were once more tuned and then a total
hush.

Those who could, took in the scene of the dead corpse laid out
in his splendour, quietly awaiting the last performance of his
favourite piece of classical music. The music started and the
refined sounds of the vibrating strings filled the room. The sounds
seemed to dance about, chasing each other and playing hide and seek
in every corner, only to emerge again in triumphant glee. The eyes
of the room jumped between the rapid movements of the bows on
violin and viola and the placid stare of the body. There was almost
a sense of the macabre to the event. People felt uncomfortable at
the presence of death in an otherwise real scene of life. The
thrusts and reversals of the music exaggerated the sense of things
being out of place.

Jane, who had taken up position on the floor in front of Jack’s
coffin, had adopted the lotus position and was trying to meditate.
She cut out the scene from her vision and concentrated on the
melody and harmonies coming into her ears. She tried to focus on
Jack and in some way contact him in his other world. She found
herself enter a strange world where there was no essence, just
sound and voices. The voice of her mother greeted her. She suddenly
felt so very happy. She was at her mother’s feet reading and her
mother was painting. Her mother’s voice was soft and warm.

‘I wish I could paint this moment,’ she said with longing in her
voice, ‘but there is no colour or mix or shade that can capture how
I am feeling inside or indeed how you are feeling. Words are the
brush strokes that can reveal the interior but they are like
primary colour, too bold and monochromatic to express the nuances
of experience. There are words like love, pride, affection,
empathy, enjoyment, warmth, cosiness, protection, but they fall so
far short of how I am feeling right now. I wish I could bottle this
emotion and store it up for you in later life. I wish that I could
appear to you in a dream, when you are an assured young woman and
give you some of this feeling.’

Jane strained to understand the feeling her mother was alluding
to but could not put words on it. Was there some lore that was
coming to her from the otherness to help her in her present. If so
what was the message. She thought of the happiness she had
experienced at her mother’s feet and suddenly longed to be able to
impart such happiness to her own daughter. Was that what was being
said to her? Was her maternal instinct coming to the fore. She knew
she had to recreate that same bond that she had felt as a child for
her mother. It was a compelling force over which she now had no
control.

The music had reached an intensity that was mesmerising and
Jane’s eyes opened and she came back to the real world. The now
dolorous tones of the music reminded her that she was at a funeral.
She searched the faces of the congregation and found Mark’s head
bowed in concentration. She thought of the love she had for him.
She remembered the wild days of infatuation when they had first
started dating. They couldn’t keep away from each other. And then
there were the ugly phases of jealousy when Jane had felt that she
was too young to settle and wanted to experience more of life. This
for Jane meant dating other men and he couldn’t handle that. His
jealousy threatened to tear them apart and, in a desperate attempt
to save their love, she agreed to marry him. How quickly the fires
of passion waned. The bond of companionship grew and love grew but
excitement died. That critical element in her life was missing. Was
it possible to square the circle now. She needed excitement and yet
wanted to satisfy her maternal instincts. She thought of Jack. He
would have no problem solving that riddle. He took what was to hand
and preserved as best possible what he already had. And now he was
dead. He had perhaps unknowingly packed more into his short life
that was normally possible. Tears came to her eyes as she realised
that she’d no longer hear his flirting voice again. How very sad,
she thought. The music had come to a sudden end and there was a
polite applause. Debby was clapping loudly and everyone began to
follow suit and the applause grew as much a tribute to a past life
as to the artistry of the music.

Food was served. People queued up along the buffet table. Amy,
at the head of the line, filled up two plates and with consummate
skill managed to balance the plates on one arm while using the
other hand to grab napkins and cutlery. She found Ken, chatting to
some older women, in a corner. She offered the plate to her husband
and the old ladies smiled approvingly at this woman who obviously
looked after her man. Excusing himself Ken joined her on one of the
newly free sofas. Placing the food on their laps, they started to
eat, the hunger of the long afternoon suddenly hitting them.

‘You know I’m getting used to the idea of a dead body being in
the room.’ Amy was able to talk with her mouth full, a mannerism
that increasingly was irritating to Ken. ‘At first, I felt it was
weird but now I feel that it isn’t Jack any more. I felt as I
listened to the music that Jack was somehow in the air. He had gone
to a higher plane. The body is just a soulless shell.’

‘That’s a bit harsh, Amy and don’t speak with your mouth full.’
As soon as he’d said the words he’d regretted them. He kicked
himself for not checking his obvious distaste and knew now that the
day had turned. Amy got up without saying a word and made her way,
plate in hand, to a vacant seat at the other end of the room. It
was glaringly obvious to everyone that they’d had an argument and
eyes turned away not wanting to be part of petty, domestic
squabbles. Only Debby acted, going over to Amy and consoling
her.

‘Are you okay?’ she put her arm around her hunched shoulders and
Amy burst into tears. The emotion of it all was too much for
delicate sensitivities. She could take the sadness of death but not
the contempt of her husband. As Debby tried to calm her, she
realised how utterly selfish she was being, creating a scene over
something trivial,  while the person consoling her was
battling the grief and loss of a loved one. She pulled herself
together and forced a smile of thanks to Debby. They both got up
and rejoined the company. Ken was immediately at her side with a
look of complete penitence on his face. He put his arm around Amy’s
waist in a friendly manner and was delighted when she did not pull
away. A public row at least had been avoided.

Jane who had decided to forego the food, strolled over to where
Toto was standing, having what seemed like an animated conversation
with Simone.

‘I don’t believe it!’ Toto was aghast, ‘you have become
religious. I almost said in your old age but you haven’t even that
excuse.’

‘Who needs an excuse to delve into the bigger questions of life.
And certainly the earlier you start, the more likely you are to
come up with some answers.’

‘And you have the answers?’ Toto was being sarcastic on purpose.
He wanted to goad this intelligent woman into revealing where she
felt she was, in this mysterious existence called life. He had
struggled to find meaning and was intrigued at anyone who came up
with a plausible explanation for the crazy world, whether past or
present.

‘Answers can only exist in my personal space.’ Simone had a
serious look on her face. Ciara was studying her intently, taking
in every word. ‘I search for answers using a language that only I
can understand. I look inward not outward. I bring my perceptions,
worldly knowledge and experience, and let them gestate in the inner
reaches of my conscious mind. From there they can seep into the
unconscious and by osmosis, the revealed truth can emerge from that
uncharted, unconscious world. Maybe this is a shared world for all
of us but we are not allowed to visit it by will, only doing so
when the conscious mind has gone to sleep, or even has died. When
we go there, we can experience the reality that for our real world
is a deep mystery. The why of life is not a mystery there because
there is no why in the unconscious world. Awakening from our dreamy
visit we put ordinary words on our memories but there are no words
to describe what hasn’t been experienced.’

The audience was engrossed in Simone’s words as she tried to
convey her new found sense of spiritualism. She called it a
connectivity with the cosmos.

‘You have become a pantheist!’ the accusation from Toto was
delivered with delight, in that he had been able to label her.
‘Years of development of human religion have led to great
monotheistic religions - Christianity, Islam and Judaism - and you
have regressed to a classical pantheism. Wonderful. Should we
regress in art too? And music. Are we going round in circles?’

‘You are trivialising my sentiments, Toto, that is unbecoming of
you as an artist.’ Simone chided him for his obvious lack of
respect. ‘It is better to have some belief than to wade through
barren nihilism.’

Toto was hurt by this remark. He didn’t live in a barren
intellectual world but was constantly searching through his art for
purpose. He felt that an open mind could only explore the strange
territory of the unknown. He had to ditch all his conventions and
norms. He threw aside all accepted knowledge and from the blankness
emerged his art. How could he get that across to this newly born,
spiritual woman for whom he had immense respect. The production of
exquisite theatre demanded a different paradigm than good art. It
was at this point in the conversation that Jane had appeared and
his frowning countenance broke into a welcoming smile.

‘Ah, Jane! You have come to rescue me.’

 

Ken, carrying his plate, looked around for somewhere to berth
himself. He was hungry and was looking forward to eating his fill
of the delicious canapés that had been provided. He liked his food
very much and if there was one small gripe he had with his life, it
was that Amy was a somewhat unadventurous chef. She provided good
wholesome meals but they were lacking in the delicate touches that
made food such an enjoyable part of living. Ken was always glad to
accept the many business lunches and dinners that came his way. He
took delight in sampling the more exotic items on the menu and
always liked to accompany them with a good wine -  all on the
company credit card of course. When he went for a meal with Amy, it
was usually to a steak house to suit her more timid palate. He
liked a good steak but it always reminded him of home cooking which
somehow was never a pleasant experience. As he surveyed his piled
plate, thinking a nice glass of wine was what was needed, he was
delighted to see Debby coming towards him with an uncorked bottle
of wine and some glasses. As she poured his glass, he thought how
like blood was the deep red colour of the wine. It swished around
the glass as she poured leaving an oily trace on the sides.

‘Just in time, Debby as always. You are a darling to think of
me.’ Ken was already feeling warm from his previous drinks and was
flirtatious with this newly widowed woman for whom he had always
had a soft spot. Debby flirted back at him, knowing that it was
only a harmless game. She liked Ken but found him totally unsexy.
It was this lack of interest that allowed her to continually play
with him, without any risk to either party. She knew that he could
never betray Amy. He was too tied to her, not just emotionally but
a lot of his business opportunities had arisen because of her
family contacts and he was not about to jeopardise those for a
casual fling. So their banter was always good natured and at times
became full-on flirting.

‘Ken, darling I never stop thinking of you.’ Debby replied but
there was something in her tone that told him that now was not the
time for light talk. He changed his tone and asked her how she was
coping. Debby found this serious personal tone more difficult to
handle and tears came to her eyes. She fought them back.

‘I’m coping, Ken, thanks. I do hope everyone is enjoying the
party. Jack would so want that. Are you enjoying it?’

‘Of course, of course, it’s a wonderful party and I’m sure Jack
is looking on and enjoying the fun too.’

His comments were lame and lacked great conviction. Ken was like
that -  he failed to bring enthusiasm to his words. There was
sincerity by the bucketful but the joy of action was missing. His
voice was a monotone and not given to vibrant inflexions. He
conducted conversation in the same manner that he delivered those
endless business presentations. The smiles were forced and had the
appearance of being pre-planned. He was incapable of seizing the
moment. All his actions had to be calculated in advance with the
pros and cons worked out to a fine degree. Spontaneity had been
excised form his life and that was why most people found him nice
but boring. He was too predictable. Deep down he knew all this
himself and realised that in his line of work it was a great asset.
He was confident in his professional abilities and conducted
himself with distinction at the various association gatherings. Yet
he knew that this approach did not work that well in his personal
dealings but was at a loss to change the way that was ingrained in
him.

‘You know Ken, sometimes I feel like shaking you.’ Debby
surprised herself with her lack of discretion but she continued.
‘Let your feelings through sometime. Speak from the heart and not
from the brain. You know Jack is not looking on. He’s dead. Gone.
Left. Disappeared. No longer with us. You don’t have to make silly
comments like that. Jack would hate that. ‘ She now let the tears
come and Ken, realising that he had said something wrong without
knowing what, tried to console her. He put down his plate and took
her into his arms. She wept on his shoulder and he was surprised to
realise that he was intensely excited by the nearness of this
exotic keening woman. He stroked her hair and inhaled her smells.
Perfume, hair and skin made a powerful brew with the salt of tears.
Without thinking Ken kissed her damp forehead, then fearful that
the room was watching, helped her to find a seat. But the incident
was over in a second and no one had noticed. A shiver went down his
spine at his recklessness. Had anyone seen, he was in deep trouble
for surely word would get back to Amy. Some people would delight in
revealing that their envied marriage was not all it was cracked up
to be. What also frightened him, was the wonderful feeling he had
felt as he held her in his arms. The electricity of kissing her was
still tingling through his body. It was not like that with Amy.
Their touch had lost that deliciousness of risk that routine had
slowly erased. He knew that that feeling was what was missing from
his life and it now was like a drug - once tried there was no going
back.

He offered to get Debby a glass of water but she declined saying
she had to look after the other guests.

Ken took up his plate again but now the hunger had left him. Yet
he still felt an emptiness.

After the food, the jazz band made their appearance. They spent
some time setting up their equipment, tuning strings and checking
sound levels. The drummer laid out an array of sticks, wiping them
individually as if they were surgical implements. He adjusted some
screws and lightly tapped the skins and then adjusted further. A
tall gangly man, with long unkempt hair, was checking the reeds on
his saxophones. He laid them down carefully in a row and paused to
take a long swig of mineral water. The bass player was making the
most noise checking the tuning of each string in turn and then
repeating the exercise. The band leader was a chubby balding man
who sucked into his trombone and then made gurgling noises with his
mouth as if he were sucking a sweet. Debby watched on and when she
felt they were ready she came forward clicking, her glass for
attention.

‘This is the second part of our entertainment for you today.
Jack was a great lover of jazz and we spent so many hours listening
to the strains of John Coltrane or Miles Davis - right through to
modern, less familiar names, such as Jason Moran or Avishai Cohen.
Latterly Jack’s taste veered to the ultra modern jazz that was
being played in small venues where experiment was the name of the
game. It was in one such small venue in New York that we attended,
what Jack was to say, was the most exciting gig in his life. The
music was so strange that he said that his mind almost cracked
under the mental strain. I felt it fitting that that band should be
the one to see Jack off into the otherness. Its music is the
nearest one can come to the mysteries of existence. I hope you will
appreciate what you are about to experience.’

The drummer raised his sticks and with a rhythmic beat set the
scene. He gently grazed the cymbals in between strikes and then the
slide trombone seemed to suck out a long wailing sound, that
suddenly tailed off into a whine that led the the saxophone, to
give an ear piercing belch. The overall effect was stunning. The
raucous sound continued, with intervening small lapses of wondrous
harmony and melody that seemed to have escaped into the piece. The
tune developed, travelling a random-like course across the sense of
what is not right in music - off key and shrieking yet still
managing to gel into a harmonic whole. The off timbre notes gritted
on the teeth like using tin-foil as an tooth abrasive. The sound
seemed to vibrate on the cranium and migrated from there to the
rest of the skeletal form. Just when the noise seemed unbearable,
the sax suddenly mellows into the softest sound and all is at peace
with the world. But it is a false sense of calm as the sound once
more dives into chaos, slapping the senses like an angry wave and
throwing the perspective into utter confusion.

For those un-initiated in jazz, they found the sounds confusing
and un-aesthetic. Because they knew that Jack had loved this sound,
they strained to find the value in the discordant tones. Each small
piece seemed to stand out as a mess of out-of-tuneness but when it
relapsed into melody, the memory played tricks and made the
original sound inviting. In the gentleness of the sonorous notes,
one longed for the chaos of the previous movement. The
dissimilarity brought out the unity of the music. When the first
number finally came to an end, it was impossible to decide whether
one was relieved or not. The more the music went on the more people
began to understand what Jack had found in this mishmash of sound.
It had, in some way, tapped into the unconscious mind and the
lapses into melody were lapses back to conscious reality.

When the music finally ended, there was complete silence. It was
almost embarrassing. Everyone wanted to clap, but it seemed
inappropriate. The silence was for Jack. The music had transported
them into his psyche and the realisation that he was now gone was
all the more startling. After what seemed like ages, Debby put her
hands together and made a gentle clap. The sounds built up and soon
the applause was general, not wild but deeply appreciative. The
band turned to the corpse and applauded too. Then the applause
became louder, as everyone wanted to acknowledge the passing of a
loved, young man who was leaving too soon.

 

As the clapping died down, the buzz of people partying returned
to the room. The effects of the food and wine had lightened
everyone and the sounds of laughter could be heard throughout the
house even in the bedroom to which Debby had retired. She lay face
down on the bed and was sobbing hysterically. Out of the public
gaze, she no longer had to preserve her equanimity and had let the
feelings surface. She wailed her misfortune to lose someone she had
loved more than any other in her short life. She saw how lonely she
was going to be in the days and weeks ahead. She knew she had to
face the morning waking to an empty bed. The place where her
husband used lie, would be empty, as would her life without him. At
the moment it was best just to cry and cry.

 

 

 

 

Chapter 11

 

Trouble at home

 

Ken woke up with a slight hangover. His head was groggy with a
slight ache in his neck. His mouth tasted foul and he made for the
bathroom to wash his teeth. Afterwards, he entered the shower and
felt better as the hot water poured over his skin. He stretched
back his arms and sighed. All had not gone well last night. They
had returned quite late after the party and all were in bed. Amy
had been in a sulk all the way home in the taxi and hadn’t said a
word. He was very uneasy at this, knowing from experience that it
was the calm before the storm, and sure enough as soon as they got
in, she had let fly. She accused him of demeaning her by making
comments about her eating habits, as if she were some common
animal. How dare he, she shouted. Ken was mortified that the nanny
or the kids would hear and begged her to keep her voice down.

‘Now it’s my voice!’ Amy yelled in greater anger. ‘I’ll raise my
voice in my own house if I so choose. You nor anyone else will not
order me around. You can go to hell!’

‘Please Amy don’t say things like that, they don’t become you.’
Again Ken didn’t realise that he was only stoking an already raging
fire.

‘Don’t become me!’ Amy mocked his voice in trite repetition.
‘I’ll tell you what doesn’t become me. It’s you! You and your
hypocritical sense of what’s right and wrong. If you loved me, you
would not care how I ate. Yet you criticise me in front of people
as if I were your chattel.’

‘I didn’t say anything in front of anyone else. You know I have
more discretion than that, Amy.’

‘You may not have said it openly, but your face said it all. I
was not alone in reading the disdain on your face as if you were
appalled to be seen beside me.’

‘Amy, that is totally off the wall. I don’t know where you are
getting that idea. Maybe you’ve had too much to drink.’

‘Oh, here we go again, Amy is drunk. Amy can’t hold her drink!’
Amy had again put on a mocking voice and now Ken was getting really
angry.

‘Okay, Amy, that is enough. I will not stand here and be mocked.
If you can’t have a normal conversation, then I’m going to
bed.’

‘Listen, Ken, dear,’ Amy assumed an authoritative voice, ‘feel
free to go anywhere you like. Just shut the door after you. Good
riddance.’

The argument had taken it’s usual course of going to extreme.
Ken checked himself, recognising the similarity with so many of
their other arguments. They became personal and counter insults
were meted out. He realised that to prolong the issue would only
serve to further inflame his out of control wife. He stood up and
declared that he was going to take a walk to cool off and, grabbing
a coat, he walked out the door to the taunts of his now, bitter
wife.

 

As he walked along the suburban street in the semi darkness, he
knew that his forceful ending of the argument would further
infuriate Amy. She would feel more helpless, in that the object of
her scorn had turned his back on her and unilaterally called a
halt. By walking away he held the upper ground, he was in control.
He knew she was left there fuming, with no outlet for her venom. He
shrugged. That was the way it had to be. Was he to stay and listen
to her continuing taunts? It really infuriated him when Amy mocked
his voice. It reminded him of his sister when they were young. He
could knock her about at will but she always responded by mocking
him and his actions. He had gotten into huge trouble with his
strict father for responding physically to her. He had only boxed
her about the head. There was no blood but she had made a meal of
it. His mother didn’t speak to him for days and his father grounded
him for weeks. There was talk of seeing a child psychologist. The
thought of this horrified him and he never hit his sister again. Of
course, she exploited this and made his life a misery. And now Amy
was making his life a misery.

The night air was mild and the slow walking pace eased his sense
of frustration. He felt he had to put things into perspective. True
the night had not ended well but overall the day had been quite
successful. Jack had had a good sending off. Debby was happy with
the way the party had gone. He had managed to spend some time with
her over the course of the afternoon. This had given him great
pleasure. He would love a woman like Debby. She was warm and
interesting and she seemed to know how to humour a man like Ken.
Maybe Amy had noticed the time he had given Debby and that was the
real reason for her outrageous behaviour when they had got home.
She had been silent in the taxi and was obviously harbouring a
major grudge. If that were so, I can understand her reaction, he
thought. But still, it was a very base reaction.

He had got to the corner of the street and decided to do a round
of the block. Too soon to go back yet. Best to give her time to
think things out a bit more. The street was totally quiet at this
hour of night. The houses set back from the road were mostly dark,
with the odd curtained window lit up to show some sign of life. It
was a conservative neighbourhood where most were in their beds at
an early hour. The age profile of the children was still very young
and the appearance of noisy teenagers had not yet occurred. No
doubt in years to come this estate will have matured into a noise
disruptive neighbourhood just like all the others around. But for
the present, they were lucky, the streets were safe and quiet,
unruffled by gangs or boisterous youths on drugs or alcohol. Ken
liked the estate and took part in the community association and
other local organisations. He liked to keep a public profile as a
concerned family man and community member. It was good for his
business and moreover it gave him great satisfaction when locals
deferred to him for his opinions. He shuddered at the thought of
what the residents would think of his current dilemma. Would his
reputation remain as unblemished?

He must try and resolve the argument as quickly as possible. He
knew that such problems can suddenly take a life of their own and
from being a temporary setback can lead to major rifts and even
separation. The thought of divorce frightened him. He thought of
the business and how it would inevitably be affected. It could even
go to the wall and then where would he be with alimony and another
mortgage. He could end up almost destitute. From the comfort of his
present circumstances, this thought was ominous. He resolved to
make up with Amy when he got home. Perhaps he had been wrong to
walk out. At the time it seemed the right thing to do. It had given
him the upper hand but, that in itself, may have further embedded
Amy’s resentment. He quickened his pace, then slowed it for fear
anyone would see him and suspect that something might be wrong. He
had to protect appearances.

When he got back home, the light was still on in the lounge but
there was no sign of Amy. He tip-toed up the stairs taking a quick
peek at the twins who were sleeping soundly. He silently opened and
closed the bedroom door and quickly undressed in the soft light
coming from the street. He saw the huddled figure of his wife with
the duvet wrapped tightly round her. He pulled back the duvet and
slid in. He cuddled up to Amy and let his hand fall gently over her
naked breast. He immediately felt her freeze and she pulled away.
He turned over and knew at once that this particular argument had
not yet run its course. He found it very hard to fall asleep and
spent the night tossing and turning, mulling over the events.

Feeling more refreshed, Ken emerged from the shower. He rubbed
gel into his beard and started to shave pulling the razor in long
sweeps across his cheek. Wouldn’t it be wonderful to be able to
clean away our troubles like a simple razor stroke, he thought as
he admired the clean skin set against the white foamy background.
He finished shaving and splashed on some aftershave. He felt much
better now and pulled a white towel around his waist. He tightened
the towel to accentuate the trim stomach muscles of which he was
very proud. He worked out ferociously in the gym to keep this trim
and keep the middle age spread at bay. He looked at himself in the
mirror and approved of what he saw. What woman could resist such a
trim figure, he smiled forgetting for the first time the troubles
of the night before.

As he emerged from the bathroom, Amy was slowly getting out of
bed. She did not look up, so he tried to give her a breezy good
morning hello. There was no response so he went over and standing
over her placed his hands on her shoulders and started to gently
massage.

‘Oh that’s lovely!’ her voice was conciliatory. Ken was ecstatic
that she had warmed to his approach. He increased the pressure
using his thumbs and fingers to knead her aching muscles. Then he
slowly worked them upwards and tenderly pulled her face to look at
him. He smiled a smile of contrition and was delighted to see her
respond with the same. Slowly he lowered his face to hers and
kissed her tenderly on the mouth.

‘Hey, let me wash my teeth first!’ Amy laughed now happy that
peace was restored. As he was about to dress he heard the shower
running. He let the towel slip from his waist and entered the
bathroom. As he opened the shower door, Amy turned around in
surprise and seeing his excitement pulled him towards her.

 

 

Chapter 12

 

Getting Better

 

Sometimes there are mornings when you open your eyes to a very
grey world. The murky shadows of dreams fade slowly. It's as if
they want to be your real world. They know you want and desire
escape. The world inside your head is much more preferable to the
pain of the exterior. You close your eyes again and sink into the
subconscious arbour where images of serenity appear. You drift
weightless in clear blue skies. Your body feels like a bird - the
airflows gently caress your skin. You need to sing and thrill your
sense of joy, to be so set free from earthly troubles. But the
image fades and in its place that nagging dullness that resides at
the bottom of your throat, perhaps in your heart, returns. You open
eyes again and the aspect of the dark room becomes apparent. The
light streaming in through the gap in the blinds tells you it's
late. You know you should get up but the thought of making your way
to the bathroom is like a Trojan task. Why bother? You lie back and
close your eyes again but the dream world has vanished. There is a
slight tension in your forehead, over closed eyes. You feel it
rising and your hand stretches over, for some pills. The glass of
water tumbles to the floor. You curse.

 

That morning Debby really struggled out of bed. It was only two
days since the anniversary of her husband's death. The intervening
time had not erased the memory of Jack. As time passed she seemed
to reach a greater love for the one who was no longer with her. She
often wondered how she could maintain a relationship with a dead
person but for her the person, she loved, was a figure forever
trapped in the vigour and beauty of full manhood. She was ageing
but the images were not. As she stared at her image in the mirror,
she noticed the tell-tale lines on either side of her eyes. Time
was passing for her, for her body. Time was standing still for
Jack. He was locked in a time cell where time no longer existed but
only for those on the outside.

Of course she knew his body was gone. She had his ashes in an
urn on the sideboard. Funnily she gave no thought to them. The
ashes of the body were not of interest. The real Jack survived in
her memory. She nurtured it. She exercised it each day trying to
recall the many forgotten instants in their long relationship. She
struggled to reconstruct the little moments; his hand gently on her
shoulder as they drove along the coast; how he sometimes was the
perfect gentleman and stood back for her to enter; the way he
twiddled his hair. Each scene she rigorously brought back to life
and stored it in her mind. It was like getting to know him all over
again.

But death is final. This kept hitting her like thunder every
morning, as she stretched out her arm to find his side of the bed
empty. Mostly she cries and keens his loss. At these moments the
stored memories are no protection to the woe of loss. Her hand
yearns for the warmth of his flesh. She thinks she can sense his
smell. She imagines his presence. They make love and she reaches
orgasm. Afterwards she lets him recede once more and struggles to
call forth her store of memories. Yes death is final. Strangely she
doesn’t think about her own death. She still feels too young for
that. Death is a remote prospect but she knows it’s there for her
too. Will she meet him after? Can she find his timeless cell?

The sun had come out and the ray of light, through the gap in
the blinds, shone like a laser into the darkened room. She put out
her hand to catch it and sensed the warmth of its rays. It seemed
to tug at her and slowly she pulled herself from the bed. She
opened the blinds and the day poured in. She soaked up the early
morning spring glory and for the first time felt stirrings of life,
of hope for the future. She had put in her time of sorrow and
grieving. She was still alive. She had to get on with it.

That was the start of her recovery. She spent that day packing
away all of Jack’s things. She carted them up to the attic and when
she was finished suddenly felt better than she'd had, since the
awful moment of hearing of his death. She knew that Jack would
approve. He was always one for moving on and he would look on her
period of stasis as excessive, if understandable.

She re-entered the world. It was only then that she realised
that she had shut herself off completely from everything. Her grief
had been like a curtain falling across the stage of her life,
cutting her off from the rest of the world. Eagerly she caught up
on how life was for everyone. She was amazed to find how little had
changed. There were still the same parties and coffee mornings.
Simone’s play had been a tremendous success. She was in great form
having started a relationship with her leading lady, Ciara. Poor
Jane had had a miscarriage and was very put out by it. And Amy,
well she was still Amy.

‘Hey, great to see you,’ Simone put down her drink and rose to
greet Debby. The bar was full of people dropping in for an after
work bit of socialising. Simone had managed to keep a stool for her
friend at a corner of the counter. She ordered Debby a drink and
they clicked their glasses in a toast.

‘What will we toast?’ Simone asked, her hand raised and the
champagne sparkling. ‘Perhaps we toast to the future.’

‘Yes,’ agreed Debby, ‘the future.’ They clicked their glasses
and drank heartily. The bubbly wine made them both giggly and they
laughed and embraced.

‘Tell me all about your new friend Ciara’ Debby enquired, ‘she
seemed such a lovely, young girl.’

‘Hey she’s not that young! You make out as if I’m
baby-snatching. She is twenty five and a very mature twenty five. I
find no problem with our age difference. After all what’s ten years
these days.’

‘Oh Simone, you are terrible. The poor young thing - carried
away by the wiles of an experienced older woman!’

‘That’s so untrue, Debby. You know me better than that. I would
never deceive a person, to get them into my bed. I have some self
respect, you know. Anyway the feelings were mutual from the moment
we met. She is such a sensitive soul and so good natured. I feel so
lucky to have found her.’

Debby took another sip of her drink and stared at Simone. She
was looking radiant and full of life. It was such a change to see
her friend so animated and happy. There had been so many bad times.
She deserved some good cheer.

‘But are you both intellectually compatible? You know how
dogmatic you can sometimes be. You expect so much of others, in
terms of knowledge and appreciation of culture. I bet Ciara
struggles to keep up with your theorising and consumption of art
and culture?’

‘But that’s just it, Debby, we are very compatible. We share the
same love of culture. Obviously we are both extremely caught up in
drama but we sit on differing sides of the fence. She brings the
world of acting to me. I can get a deeper understanding of how the
actor understands theatre. I, in turn, help her see the director’s
perspective. We can have arguments but they are constructive
disagreements that usually synthesise a new and better perspective.
It’s wonderful to have such a soul mate.’

Debby was silent for a moment and Simone realised that she had
touched a raw nerve. She quickly pulled the conversation away from
soul mates.

‘And did you hear about poor Jane. She was over the moon at
being pregnant at last. Mark was delighted too, and they were
planning ahead for their first child. But behind it all she was
having a very hard time - constant nausea and pain. And then it
happened. She was so full of grief. The poor thing.’

Debby could empathise greatly with Jane’s experience. She was
well aware of the pain of loss. Life was so strange. It gave
happiness and in the next instant took it all away. Who was the
mystical conductor orchestrating such a cynical and harsh symphony.
She never had faith but now felt that the concept of faith was
meaningless, where the world threw up such constant tragedies and
injustices.

‘It’s hard to understand these things sometimes.’ Debby said the
words as if in thought to herself but Simone understood.

‘You know when I was younger and in college studying literature
and philosophy, I felt that I would contribute in some way to
increasing our understanding of the happenstance of life. I really
felt I could. I devoured the thinking of the great philosophers and
writers and searched constantly for a common thread that could be
woven into the cloth of wisdom.’

Simone rubbed her index finger around the top of her glass and a
faint tone emerged. Debby was looking at her intently wondering had
she ever come to any conclusions.

‘Go on,’ she urged, ‘and did you make any progress?’

‘Progress,’ Simone laughed, ‘not at all! I went backwards. I
started out feeling I could conquer the world and ended knowing
that I couldn’t even find the world. The more I searched the more I
realised that the answers were not of this world. But I was a
dedicated young atheist and did not dare to admit there was another
world. You see there had to be another world, where the whole sorry
mess of our beleaguered lives made some sort of sense, because it
sure as hell made none on our dear planet earth.’

‘But Simone, those are very negative thoughts. You surprise me
sometimes.’ Debby was shocked at the picture of despair that her
friend was painting about existence. She was taking the
philosopher’s road of logic and understanding when she could quite
easily follow the common man’s road of appreciation and awe.

‘Simone, when you look at a beautiful scene, what do you do. Do
you try and deconstruct it and develop a deep understanding of it
or do you sit back and take it in and relax in total wonderment?
The mystery of life is like that. It is better to appreciate it and
just accept it.’

Simone took another drink and smiled at her friend. She knew
that the approach she was recommending was but the first stage of
wonderment. All mankind wonders at the beauty of existence but what
comes after wonderment - why the questions and the desire to
understand. She felt there was equal beauty in the quest for
knowledge but did not put that point across to her friend who
seemed happy at her response to life’s mysteries.

‘Enough of this chat. Let’s have another drink!’ Simone felt the
topic was not one for a woman who was trying to escape her own
personal grief. Debby needed to dwell in the real world for a
while.

‘You know I feel like going on an exotic holiday.’ Debby had
suddenly brightened at the thought.

‘That’s a great idea!’ Simone agreed. ‘Mind if we come too?’

‘What’s with this we? Can’t you come by yourself?’ Debby hadn’t
bargained for a twosome accompanying her, any more than she had
expected Simone to offer to come.

‘I couldn’t go anywhere without Ciara at the moment. It is just
the start of our relationship and it would be sheer folly to put it
under pressure. Anyway you’ll love her. She can be such fun and
three is always better than two. It keeps off those preying men.’
Simone laughed. ‘Where would you like to go?’

‘Somewhere exotic -  where I’ve not been before. You know
I’ve always wanted to go to Hong Kong. Why not try there?’

It didn’t take long for them to agree on the destination and
they paid their bill and headed off to find a travel agent. They
walked arm in arm down the street and for the first time since
Jack’s death Debby felt happy to be alive. There was a swagger to
her stride and she felt liberated by the prospect of getting away.
As she flicked through brochures in the agency, Simone was on her
mobile to Ciara. The smile on her face told Debby that Ciara was on
for the trip.

 

 

 

Chapter 13

 

Going Down

 

Jane sat at the sitting room window looking out. The day had
turned grey and the clouds were threatening rain. A light breeze
was making the branches move in a slow pendulous motion. There was
no one visible along the road. It was that time of afternoon when
all is quiet. Children are at school and mothers were indoors. It
was a deserted scene, showing no signs of human life. Even the dogs
had made themselves scarce.

Jane was still depressed. She had not the energy to go to work
and Mark had informed the headmistress that she would be out for a
few more weeks. She had been very sympathetic and kind. That was
one of the joys of a teaching job - it was more humane compared to
the cut throat world of business. Jane had hardly reacted when he
told her. She seemed to have lost interest in everything. Even her
clothing, which she was normally meticulous about, failed to take
her attention. Mark was worried and felt bad leaving her behind as
he had headed off for work that morning. As he kissed her goodbye
he felt no emotion in return, merely a robotic response that
frightened him. For a moment he almost felt anger at her, for her
indulgence. Hadn’t he too lost a son? He was deeply troubled too.
But life goes on. The world keeps spinning. The thoughts were
momentary and soon evaporated into concern, as he noticed that she
had her jeans unbuttoned. Gently he helped her right her appearance
and then reluctantly left.

Jane just sat there by the window. There was nothing to do or
say. Her mind was a pained blank across which the image of her lost
foetus floated back and forth. Her whole world grieved for the dead
child. She didn’t conjure up the adult he would have been or the
loving kid playing football or the spotty teenager having growing
angst. None of these images were there. She just saw the tiny
helpless form that should be now at her breast. He was forever the
small foetus unable to feed on her nourishing milk. What was wrong
with her? Was her milk that sour? She was consumed in self loathing
and despair. She knew that now she would never have a son. The
doctor had only hinted at the possibility but she knew it to be
true. It was that thought that was frightening her to the very
marrow of her bones. She suddenly felt no purpose. What else was a
woman for but to procreate and give forth fresh new life, to
continue on the great flow of the living cosmos. She had failed,
failed miserably. She wanted to cry but that effort was even beyond
her. She was dead within. The land she found herself in was barren
and cold. She could wander for an eternity and still find no
solace. There were no oasis left for her. She was now of no use and
was cast adrift on the fierce grey seas.

Her eyes were vacant and did not follow the swings of the
branches. She did not see the light green hues that heralded the
approach of summer. Time could move on its inexorable way but for
her it was over. Time was due to start for a little boy but for him
it was over before it started. He never had the chance to enter the
ever expanding balloon of time and experience. Space was not for
his eyes to perceive. His mother now stared into a vacant space,
void of the one she loved and would have loved and nourished and
esteemed and ultimately venerated. Had time been kind. But time is
unaware of our troubles. It marches with the coldness of a cold,
ruthless sergeant major. It despises our weakness and our softness.
Brace yourself woman! Worse has happened before my eyes! I have
seen sights that even the hardest of men must cower before. Even
the devils in the higher spheres, shy away from some of the sights
that I must endure. Your little tragedy does not register on the
scale of human suffering! Jane banged her fist against the glass
and the pain was not felt. She did not care for time’s trivialising
of her real pain. She ignored the jibes he cast her way. She wanted
to cry but could not. She needed to release the pent up anger at
time and at God.

But God was unaware of her or her pain. He was there in His
kingdom from which He could never understand or feel for the
tragedies of man. Man who was His child but once created was
forever lost. Maybe God could understand how a woman must feel when
she loses her baby before he finds life.

Jane had no religion to fall back on. She felt no betrayal of a
God she had never known. She felt betrayed by fate and the strong
deterministic hand that orchestrates life and matter. She could
make no sense of her loss as she sat mutely staring out the
window.

Her baby was gone. His fickle existence had ended. Things start
and must end. Is the end the goal towards which we are all moving?
Is the end death? Jane was close to the end in empathy with her
dead son. For her to go over the edge into the abyss was an easy
task to the mind. The physical exertion was all that was impeding
her. There were no thoughts in her head, just the same image
recurring of her floating dead son lost in the ends of space. She
could almost stretch out, enter and touch the dark ether of the
end. It beckoned to her and was, in a way, her only hope of
solace.

She did not feel herself rising. She turned in a slow motion
and, next, she was in the bathroom. Her mind had not sought out the
implement. It had always been there for her, waiting. The pain,
inside, killed all other pain. As she lay on the floor and the
blood began to form a hot red pool on the bath rug, she felt her
son tug at her hand. He was pulling her towards him, away from the
horror, into the calm. At last the image was receding and there was
peace.

Mark had left the house a very troubled man. He knew his wife
was very sick and was torn between his responsibility to nurse her
and the ongoing pressures of the workplace. The first thing he did
on arriving at the office was to call Jane. There was no answer. A
shiver ran through his body. The thing was not to panic and look
silly in front of the staff. He could easily over-react fearing the
worst. There was probably a simple explanation. Maybe Jane had
finally gotten enough energy to go out and meet some friends. But
the memory of her blank look as he left told him otherwise. Making
some reasonable excuses, he tried not to hurry out of the office
but as soon as he was out of their sight he broke into a run. He
jumped into his car and drove off at speed neglecting even to put
on his seatbelt.

As he turned the corner, out of the office underground car park,
he heard the siren and saw the flashes of the police car. He didn’t
stop convinced now that there could be a major emergency. He
increased his speed and drove through the traffic lights, narrowly
missing another car. He saw in the rear mirror that the police were
in pursuit but had been slowed at the traffic lights. He panicked.
What the hell am I at, he wondered. He knew that he was now in deep
trouble but the thought of potential tragedy at home spurred him
on. The next two sets of lights were luckily green and he spun
right into his estate.

As he fumbled with the lock, the police car came to a screeching
halt in front of his drive. Ignoring them he raced in, calling
Jane’s name. She was not downstairs. He rushed past the two
policemen and shot up the stairs into the bedroom and saw the
bathroom door ajar. He feared the worst and shouted for help. His
shouts intensified into a scream as he saw the pool of blood beside
Jane's pale body. He roared at the policemen to get an ambulance,
as he cradled his wife in his arms. Mercifully he found she was
still breathing.

The ambulance escorted by the police, got Jane to the hospital
just in time. In a daze, Mark tried to explain to the police what
had transpired and was grateful that they were now sympathetic and
would press no charges. For what seemed like ages, he waited until
the doctor finally emerged and told him that she’d be okay. His
head sank into his hands and he cried the tears that Jane was
unable to shed.

 

 

Chapter 14

 

Empty

 

It was evening when Mark finally got back home. The place was
eerily silent and empty. Wearily he made his way over to the drinks
cabinet and poured a long glass of whiskey. After his first sip he
shivered and moved over to the couch. He sat there for some moments
just staring into his glass. His thoughts raced about searching for
meaning.

His life had changed utterly. First he had lost a best friend,
then his unborn son and now he had almost lost the woman he loved.
Fate was delivering a strange package to him. He felt that the gods
were playing games with his life.

The phone rang. It was Simone.

‘I just heard the news. How awful! Is she all right? Can I visit
her? Oh my God, how dreadful!’

Mark did not notice the irony of Simone being shocked but let
her rant on. He was in no mood to talk to his sister or to anyone.
He half listened for some minutes and, declining her offer to come
over, he put the phone down. He pulled the phone jack from the
socket. He reached into his pocket and powered off his mobile. He
wanted to be alone for a while to think. He needed to get his
thoughts together. His life was falling apart.

 

What was that pained feeling that was clawing at his being? It
was a revulsion at the proximity of death. It was fear of loss of
one he loved. Why had Jane taken such an action? There was still so
much to live for. They had themselves at least. There was a nagging
sense that that was, now, not enough for Jane. He worried that he
was about to lose her, not to death, but to life. Whatever it was
she wanted, was not to be provided by him. His love and physical
attraction was not enough to satisfy her craving for fulfilment.
Perhaps he had seen the birth of their baby as the gel that would
keep them together. Now that having a child was no longer a
possibility, what was there for their relationship to build
towards? Self gratification is no end in itself. Their being
together was not some self centred exploit with no issue.

He took another long drink and felt the liquid tear into his
throat. The drink was having no effect. If anything he was feeling
worse, becoming full of bitterness at fate and fearful of the
future. He tried to think affectionately of poor Jane alone in her
hospital bed. She was drugged to sleep, her bandaged arms propped
at her side. Was she dreaming of him or of her dead son? He feared
for her waking and discovering that her attempt at taking her own
life had failed and that she was staring into a bleak future. He
hoped that her first thoughts would be of her husband and that love
would return, that the loss of their son would be put in some
perspective and that she could see a real future for their
marriage. Because at the moment he felt that the future for their
partnership was not bright or secure. Maybe if he really loved her
he would let her go. Given her freedom she might re-find herself
and, with this, realise that his love for her had special
value.

What was he thinking? He was overreacting. There could be no
threat to his marriage! He resolved to fight any threat all the
way. Sure he wanted a family but there were other ways of realising
that, if Jane could not conceive. They could adopt and then there
was even surrogacy - anything rather than lose Jane. But first,
Jane had to be happy. She had to get out of that humdrum teaching
job and find something exciting. Maybe Debby would take her on at
the gallery. The thought of Debby brought the image of Jack into
his mind. He saw him in his squash whites as they came off the
courts. Both covered in sweat. Now he was in a cold sweat and Jack
could sweat no more. Again the sense of loss was overwhelming. He
felt like crying but some sense of maleness impeded him. He took
another drink, finished it off and went to the cabinet for another.
As he went, he realised that the phones were still off the hook and
that he was not contactable if there was an emergency with Jane.
Guiltily he put back in the phone jack and powered up his mobile.
Several texts came in from friends and acquaintances enquiring
after Jane. He began to feel gratitude at the warmth of people.
They were genuinely concerned and caring. He felt embarrassed at
his own egotistical response. He was beginning to regain control.
He went into the kitchen and tossed the whiskey down the sink.

The phone rang and this time he picked it up in expectation. It
was the doctor from the hospital. He said that Jane was faring well
and that she could be discharged after her overnight. Mark was
suddenly very happy. He began to look forward to bringing her back
to her home. He put the phone down and for the first time noticed
the untidiness of the place. He pulled off his jacket and set to
work on a clean-up. He worked solidly for hours, losing himself to
the mundanity of the toil. At the end he was sweating, as he stood
back and assessed the results. Jane would be pleased. She always
loved a tidy house. He made a mental note to get loads of fresh cut
flowers to brighten up the tables and counters. He then tore off
his shirt and made his way to the shower. Afterwards he felt clean
and relaxed and in control. He went straight to bed and fell into a
fitful sleep.

He awoke very early with the first light that streamed through
his un-curtained windows. Before breakfast he made his way to the
local market and bought fresh provisions and bundles of colourful
flowers. When he had laid them, out he stood back and admired the
scene. Satisfied he set off to collect Jane.

On seeing him, her eyes brightened a little - enough to tell him
that his presence was welcome. He felt good and with one hand still
clutching a big bunch of roses, he leant forward and kissed
her.

‘Jane, I love you.’

The words brought tears to her eyes but he knew they were tears
of joy. He hugged her tightly and only let go when the nurse
entered making noise purposely.

‘Going home then?’ she said airily checking Jane’s chart and
breezily casting an eye over her bandaged hands. ‘Well, lucky you,
lucky you.’

Jane managed a feeble smile and Mark knew that this was the
beginning of the end of her depression. She had not smiled since
the miscarriage. Now, there was a smile of hope across her lips. He
wanted to hug her again but was shuffled out of the room by the
nurse.

‘Just wait outside for a brief moment and I’ll deliver her to
you, ready for the road.’

In the bright corridor Mark suddenly felt a kind of happiness
that he had not felt for a long time. The sun streaming through the
tall windows shone on him giving him energy. He was already
planning the day ahead. Deep down he was planning their future
life. For him there was no question but that their future was
together with or without a son.

As they drove home in the car, Jane started to talk for the
first time since she had descended into her dark days.

‘Mark, thank you for understanding.’ Mark listened to the words
and wondered had he been as understanding as she felt.

‘I wished I could have done more.’ he responded. ‘I wish I could
have prevented you hurting yourself. If I had been more aware. I
was so caught up in myself and then there was the pressure of
work.’

‘Don’t blame yourself.  You too were caught up in grief.
Because that is what it was. I see that so clearly now. Perhaps it
took such drastic action for me to come out of it. I needed a major
jolt to push me back to the land of the living. I guess it was the
compounded grief of first Jack and then the miscarriage.’

Mark noticed that she had used the word miscarriage where up to
this she had always referred to the baby as “my son”. This
signified a shift in her perspective on the loss of the baby. He,
too, needed to let go but he hadn’t the benefit of a grand
cathartic experience of near death. He must work on it alone,
slowly and by degrees.

‘I guess we both have come through a lot in the last while.
Let’s not dwell on it too much. We have so much to look forward to,
don’t we?

‘We do.’

Jane’s simple restrained response was what Mark wanted to hear.
He lowered the window and let the clean, fresh, morning air stream
into the car. He rested his free hand on Jane’s shoulder and she
responded by gently leaning towards him and snuggling up to his
shoulder.

 

 

 

 

Chapter 15

 

Private thoughts

 

‘Ken!’ Amy shouted from downstairs. Ken only faintly heard her
over the noise of the shower. He turned off the jet and stuck his
head out of the cubicle.

‘What is it? I’m in the shower.’

‘I’m taking the kids over to visit Jane. I’ll be back in the
afternoon. Do you want anything from the shops?’

‘Uh, no darling. Give my love to Jane. Tell her I was asking for
her.’

Ken turned on the jet again and let his face linger under the
warm stream. The water massaged his face and neck. It felt very
good. He breathed in the moist ionised air and let his lungs
expand, pulling in his stomach. He caught sight of his reflection
in the glass. He admired the false trimness of his figure in the
exaggerated pose. If only he could maintain this shapeliness. But
as he exhaled his stomach muscles relaxed and his slight tummy
returned to disappoint his ego. He reached over and poured some
shampoo onto his hands and started to massage the cream into his
scalp. He took his time. There was no pressure to meet deadlines at
the weekend. He loved that feeling of having lots of time to do
nothing if he so pleased. He didn’t feel guilty at taking a long
shower on a Saturday morning after a late rise. This was one of
life’s little luxuries.

He rinsed his hair and then stepped dripping wet from the
shower. Towelling himself dry, his mind strayed to thoughts of Jane
and Mark. He felt a little guilty at being so happy and content
while they were going through what must be a hell. He suddenly had
a fear that the visit of Amy with the kids might not be the best
thing for Jane. It was almost like parading their good fortune in
front of the less fortunate. A happy mother and boisterous twins
might just upset her. He thought that Amy had been bit unwise to
bring along the twins but then again there comes a time when you
have to face up to reality. Maybe, in a way, it could be a very
positive thing. He thought of the sight of the lively beautiful
twins. Adam would surely win her over with his warm smile and wild
antics. Cathy’s mild temperament always elicits warmth from adults.
He was really proud of his two offspring. They were so like
particular aspects of him and yet so different, so individualistic.
He was sometimes surprised by the traits he saw in them not
recognising either himself or Amy. Cathy, at times, could show a
self determination that was never present in her parents. It
revealed a strength of character that was mostly hidden by her
seeming timidity. This always surprised him and only for his
certainty of her conception, he would suspect that she was not his
child at all. Likewise Adam, at vulnerable times, showed a
sensitivity that was almost feminine. While finding such
sensitivity moving, Ken was also a little perturbed, having that
primal fear that his son, his pride and joy, might not be as
masculine as he should be.

Ken thoughts had strayed away from concern for Jane, to the
perennial concern for his own family. The envelope of altruism
stretches only briefly beyond the inner family. Quickly it shrinks
back to its innate close state. Now his mind was consumed about the
future of his son. He resolved to spend more time with him doing
the sort of things that reinforce a man’s role. He had not had a
bit of rough and tumble with him for some time. Was he failing in
his role model duties? Anxiety had replaced the euphoria he had
felt in the shower. He tried to shrug it off. He dressed quickly
and went downstairs.

Eva saw the look of consternation on his face.

‘Good morning, Ken. Everything okay? You look a bit bothered
this morning.’

He did not mind her intrusion into his privacy. In fact he found
it quite pleasing that she was worried about him. He smiled at her
and ignored her question.

‘Morning, Eva. I thought you’d be off gallivanting on your free
morning.’

‘Oh, I’m just relaxing about the house for a while. Like some
orange juice?’

She bent over and plucked two big oranges from the fruit drawer.
As she did so Ken couldn’t help himself noticing her trim figure in
her tight jeans. He fought off the rising sense of physical arousal
and averted his eyes at once. Eva moved to the counter where she
started to cut the oranges in half. Suddenly she let out a cry of
pain and Ken saw the small droplets of blood fall from the tip of
her forefinger. He rushed over and took her hand. Seeing that it
was only a small cut, he used his fingers to apply pressure and
stop the bleeding. Her hand was so small in his that he released
the pressure for fear of hurting her. He felt the softness of her
skin that made his own feel old and rough. In embarrassment he let
go. Eva cupped her hand, the cut still stinging. She shuddered at
the thought of the sharp knife cutting though her soft flesh. Ken
put his arm around her shoulder and reassured her that it was only
a minor wound, not even needing a bandage. She smiled
apologetically saying that she was the most terrible coward when it
came to blood. Ken laughed and took over the job of making the
juice.

They sat opposite each other at the breakfast table. Eva had
forgotten her cut finger and was vigorously tucking into a bowl of
muesli. Ken looked at the immature way she was eating and wondered
if young people were not given instruction in table etiquette these
days. He disapproved of the way she was lowering her head to meet
the spoon half way from the bowl. He wanted to tell her to keep her
shoulders square and use her hand to bring the spoon to her mouth
and then to chew slowly. Yet she munched excitedly, having started
to tell him of an interesting film she had been to the previous
night. He found it charming that she could get excited over a
simple film. He had long lost that youthful enthusiasm for screen
adventure. In fact, he could not remember the last time he had gone
to the movies. Amy had always enjoyed the experience of the cinema
but after they got married the sense of excitement, that the
privacy of the darkened cinema offered, seemed to disappear.
Perhaps they no longer had that need for privacy, having it every
night at home on their couch in front of the television. He thought
of what it would be like to be in the darkness beside Eva and knew
the excitement would be there. Once again he felt the stirrings of
desire. Immediately he rose from the table and excused himself,
saying he had work to do in the garden before Amy and the kids got
back.

Once in the garden he relaxed and gently berated himself for the
ease of being aroused. He chided himself for mentally being
unfaithful to Amy with whom he was having a particularly good
relationship at the moment. They had not been arguing of late and
their sex life had been very stimulating, as they had decided to
have another child. This had added a renewed vigour to their love
making and Amy seemed to have acquired new techniques that he
secretly suspected she had studied in magazines. Either way she was
exciting him in ways that he had not thought possible and his
libido was healthier than any time since the excitement of his
teens. As he weeded a side bed, he thought of how eager Amy had
been to take him in her mouth. Where had this eagerness come from,
when before she had been so reticent? Despite his sense of
curiosity he did not once cast any negative suspicions on his wife
whom he knew to be the most faithful wife a man could ever hope to
have. The magazines were not that explicit so perhaps she had
picked up a book on sexual technique. He had often seen those books
on Kama Sutra on the top shelves of magazine stores but had always
been too shy to take one down and peruse it. It was only on foreign
business trips that he came in contact with pornographic material
which his colleagues took to be the norm. He never told Amy of any
of their exploits when away - always focusing on the food or
drinking experiences. Yet, when away, he unleashed his libido in
ways that at home he would deem immoral.

As he tugged at the stubborn weeds, he tried to take his mind
off such salacious thoughts and onto more normal things. Yet there
was no current sporting event to take up the void. Nor did he want
to think of work - it was a Saturday after all. It’s curious but a
man only thinks about these few topics nearly all the time. What of
politics and religion, art or literature? Try as he might, the
subjects just wouldn’t develop. His mind kept seeing images of
Eva’s tight little ass as she bent over. He squirmed at the use of
such smutty words. It was like those dirty movies where the women
used foul language to get the viewer aroused. As if arousal is
associated with smut! Quite the contrary he thought - it should be
noble and high minded. It should be encased in love and good
feeling. Ugly words had no place there, as the body ached to fulfil
its destiny. The love between man and woman should be sacred, he
thought. He immediately felt guilt at the profanity of his desire
for the young body of his nanny. He was being unjust to both
himself as a supposed good person, and to her as an innocent almost
immature young woman. He found himself blinking his eyes as the
image of her lithe buttocks kept coming before his vision. The
brain has a mind of its own and from deep in the depths of his
existence, he imagines stretching out his hands and touching the
soft roundness of her bottom. Then the animal rage takes over. he
pulls her towards him and the words ‘I want to fuck your little ass
off’ come from his speech centre to shock him. Try as he might, the
words keep coming and the images dance about, of her naked loins
waiting for his aggressive entrance. He is shocked to find himself
fully aroused and sinks to his knees to avoid anyone seeing his
tumescent bulge protruding from his trousers. He puts his hands to
his face almost to hide his inner thoughts. The damp smell of soil
reminds him that he is being a wild animal, his snout stuck now in
the mud searching for grubs, now smelling a woman’s privates for
that musk of lust inducing scent that will drive him to mount her.
On his knees he knows that his behaviour is perverse to all that he
holds dear and he is immeasurably contrite. He feels dirty and
rushes back inside and goes straight to the bedroom. Under the cold
shower he wills his erection to subside and chides himself on his
weakness of spirit.

For the second time that morning the water flows over his face.
How different he feels this time. He is almost nauseated at his
animal instincts over which he feels no control. Where had these
foreign thoughts come from. He must banish them from his mind
forever. They are not part of his nature which he prided himself on
its high-minded-ness. The water was not cold enough to expiate the
stain of that primal baseness. He scrubbed his skin until it was
red and sore. The pain was the only way to excoriate the badness
that had escaped into his world.

‘Ken! Where are you?’ Amy and the kids were back. Ken only
barely heard her over the noise of the shower. He stuck his head
out and shouted that he be down in a second. ‘Are you having
another shower again?’ Amy voice posed the accusing question. Ken
unsure what to answer chose not to answer.

 

 

Chapter 16

 

Tender Moments

 

 

 

Simone’s hand stretched lazily over to the other side of the
bed. She expected to find the soft warmth of Ciara’s skin but
instead found the emptiness of crumpled sheets. Disappointed she
raised her head and her sleepy eyes gazed around the room. The
blinds were still down and the half light of day gave the space a
gloomy look. The scatter of clothes and underwear on the floor and
chairs did not make for a pretty sight. Simone felt annoyance that
her space was being transformed into a dump. Her normal tidiness
was being upset by this young carefree spirit. She reined in her
anger knowing that the state of the room was nothing compared to
the joy she felt when Ciara was around. She jumped out of bed and
opened the blinds. In the bright light of day, the room took on a
sunnier complexion and Simone soon had cleared away the offending
garments.

Ciara entered towelling dry her long hair. She laughed to see
Simone tidying up.

‘You really are a tidiness freak.’ Ciara commented, the mirth in
her voice softening the mild criticism.

‘You know nature abhors a mess. Did you ever see a messy tree or
a bedraggled flower. No! They are all beautifully symmetrical and
clean. I am in touch with my nature when I try to maintain a clean
environment. But you, my pretty gazelle, are not. You are a
feckless soul when it comes to the order of things. You are an
agent of entropy trying to seed disorder in your midst. You are the
anarchist hell bent on destroying the regimens of the normal. Hail
Ciara!’ Simone put her hand aloft in a mock Nazi salute and with
the other free forefinger she feigned a moustache. Ciara looked at
the naked body in front of her. The outstretched arm had made her
tuck in her tummy and her breasts looked more firm and youthful.
Her eyes roved from the feigned imagined black moustache to the
real moustache lower down. Then suddenly taken by the absurdity of
the scene, she fell into a fit of giggles. Simone at first felt
that she was being made fun of but then she too saw the absurdity
of her stance and joined in the laughter.

Ciara sat down in front of the dressing table mirror and started
to comb out the tangles from her hair. Simone went over and took
the comb from her hand and gently worked the long tresses of hair.
A contented silence descended. The mild concentration of the use of
her hands gave Simone a serene pleasure. She was grooming and deep
inside her, she felt that grooming was almost a primordial activity
among loved ones. She knew the efforts she invested would be
rewarded in other ways. The pleasure she felt was in fact the
expectation of future reward but she did not put such a monetary
construct on it. The concept of reciprocal altruism was known to
her but was not a part of how she felt she conducted her affairs in
life. At least so she thought. But why else would she do this good
deed for her friend if not for some personal gain. Were life’s
activities just a big buy and sell bazaar.

The slow strokes of the comb through her hair were becoming
almost hypnotic. They carried her away into a world of ideas.
Ciara’s mind was open and alert to new sensations and explorations.
She was enjoying this fling with Simone not because it was her
first longer term lesbian attachment but because she was learning
so much from an older, wiser and more intellectual partner. She was
no longer interested in lithe young bodies be they women or men.
She was attracted to the mind and was in effect not too worried
about the sexuality of the person. The overall package was more
important than the detail. She had lived her life like that,
jumping from one intellectual roller coaster to another. Her family
and friends despaired of her ever settling down with a life
partner, seeing her fecklessness as endemic to her sexuality. But
they were wrong because it was due more to her incessant search for
meaning that she flitted about romantically. She was searching for
a paradigm not a person. The person brought with him not just a
body but a whole universe of experience and change. She loved
entering that new world and sampling its delights, exploring its
crevices and discovering its secrets. She had to be in a learning
process for attraction to work or exist. There had to be an
intellectual goal driving on her attraction.

Ciara sighed in happiness as she felt the teeth of the comb
gently massage her scalp. She loosened the towel around her chest
and let it fall over the chair. Through misty eyes she admired the
scene in the mirror before her. She moved away from the interior of
her body and looked from outside at the two naked figures before
her. The slim standing figure, with the slow movements of arms and
shoulders, reminded her of her mother. Her mother had always been
very free and easy about nudity around the house, ever since father
had left. Their world was unfettered by male presence and they
could wallow in their femininity. It was a statement of freedom to
be naked in your own home without the prying lustful eyes of male
perversion. For her mother, nudity was natural and simple. If the
temperature was okay, then it was okay to be without clothes. At
first Ciara was shy of revealing her natural state but soon the
association of shame and bareness disappeared and it was second
nature for mother and daughter to shed their clothes. So it was
that the abiding image of her mother was of her naked body but not
of her nakedness. She saw the whole person without the mask of
daily clothes to distort the image. Simone standing so elegantly
there in her nudity was so like her mother that the fear of losing
her threatened to engulf her. But she fought it and concentrated
instead on her feelings for this person, gently massaging her
scalp. She was happy with the paradigm presented by Simone. The age
difference presented a bigger world view which she knew provided
continual change. It revealed nuggets of wisdom or knowledge that
life would be be slow to uncover. Through her she had been
introduced to many cultural experiences that otherwise she may not
have found. Their common grounding in theatre was the foundation of
their intellectual travels. They could spend hours discussing
modern theatre and how important it was for society. They held the
same firm views on the crassness of mass produced entertainment,
hating the low common denominator that television and latterly
cinema had settled for. Through Simone she had come to understand
the underlying political and economic forces that gave rise to such
banality. She empathised with Simone’s desire to save the world
from total homogeneous banality by producing mould breaking
innovative drama. She knew that this was a lonely and not very
lucrative road to take but that it was an honourable one. One that
she could look back upon in later years with a sense of pride.

All these thoughts suffused the image of Simone as she patiently
stroked her hair. The snags had long been disentangled but there
was a mutual pleasure in the rhythmic strokes that neither wanted
to end. Simone looked at the two naked forms before her and dreamed
of capturing them in a surreal painting full of colour and nuance.
She would hang the picture over the hearth where it would be a
constant reminder of the beauty of the moment, a testament to the
fact that there is happiness here on this wild planet. At times she
despaired of this fact, feeling that it was all darkness. Those
were the times she descended into her depression. The days of
depression were like a wet grey blanket stored at the back of the
cosy wardrobe of her life. It stained the elegant clothes that she
loved to wear with abandon. It was what told her that behind every
moment of happiness were aeons of pain. These dark thoughts had not
returned to her much since she had met Ciara and this made her all
the more precious to her. Ciara’s bright good humour was enough for
the two of them and kept them on the road to happiness. This was
the only road to be on in life. Take any other route and it leads
away from what is the goal of existence.

Was she on the right road now? She wondered and immediately
berated herself for self doubt. At thirty five years of age she had
found a loving partner who fulfilled her needs. Surely that was a
milestone on the correct road. However as she thought about it, the
coldness of filling one’s needs had a very selfish tinge to it.
Maybe she was on the route to destructive egoism. There is no
respite on such a road as the ego is insatiable. As soon as a
craving is satisfied, the pleasure is lost. The hunger is the
pleasure and following it defeats the purpose. The correct road had
to be outside one’s desires, then long lasting happiness can be
attained.

As Simone took in the beauty of Ciara’s body she found her hand
slowly drawn to her breasts. The instant reaction of her nipples
told her that the urge was reciprocal. Ciara held her breath as a
finger gently circled and barely touched her skin. Being unable to
contain herself any longer she turned around and embraced Simone
about the waist. Simone’s waist weaved back and forth slowly
entreating her lovers lips to descend. She felt the light moistness
of Ciara’s tongue trace a sinewy path down from her stomach. The
comb fell from her hand.

Their lovemaking was sympathetic. Neither set off on a personal
trip of private pleasure seeking. They sought to give more than
receive. This reciprocal generosity led to long sessions of slow
languid caresses. The orgasms were always there at the end of the
journey but were all the more precious for being in the future.
When they finally arrived they were complete and full. Nothing more
could be added. Afterwards they let their bodies soak in the
exhaustion of pure pleasure.

An hour passed before Simone finally made a move to get dressed.
She quietly made her way downstairs to the kitchen to prepare
breakfast. As she squeezed some oranges, she thought of their
lovemaking and how different it was to that of being with a man.
Her erotic experiences with a variety of men had always left her
feeling as if she had no control. It was the wild sexual drive of
the male that dictated the pace and intensity of the lovemaking.
She felt the primal urge of the male to penetrate and ejaculate.
His genes were driving him along and for him one woman was equally
good as another in the quest to spread his essence. Well that was
not strictly true; she chided herself on not being fair to mankind
but it was true to a certain extent. Some men were interested in
the woman behind the body but when it came down to physical sex, it
was the body that took over. It was the separation of body from
person that had turned her off men in the first place. She was not
innately lesbian but became so because of her strong feminist
beliefs. She set her independence on a higher plane than her desire
to be a mother and wife. This, at once, set her on a crash course
with men who through their nature wanted her to be in that type of
role. At first she had taken pleasure in experimentation of male
sexual antics but soon began to see penetration as a defilement, an
imposition on her body, almost as a rape of her being. Her pride in
her independence meant that she no longer could accept male sexual
advances. At the same time, her cravings for physical comforts were
still there and it was not long before she found satisfaction in
her own sex. She was delighted in her retention of control and the
innate equality of the union. She also found that, more and more,
her feminism made her want and desire the company of women.

She poured the fresh juice into two glasses and brought them to
the breakfast table. Ciara came down, now fully dressed and in
chirpy mood.

‘Oh yummy, lovely orange juice. You are a dear, Simone.’

She sipped her juice as Simone made coffee.

‘I feel wonderful, on top of the world.’ Ciara hugged her now
half empty glass in both hands as if she was warming it. She took
another sip and sighed. ‘This is too good to last. Happiness
doesn’t exist - it is only to be sought after and must never be
found. Is that too philosophical? If I ever find full and complete
happiness then I will have found the right time to die. A happy
death - didn’t Camus write a story about that. Yes I remember
reading it one summer’s day when I was as student. Funny it wasn’t
a happy book at all - it was in fact quite depressing as if finding
a happy end is a downer. Have you read it?’

Simone was busy trying to retrieve a slice of toast stuck in the
toaster and was only half listening. ‘Camus? Yes I’m sure I’ve read
it - I read all his works at some stage. It was the thing to do
when I was a young radical. Radical? Did I use that word about
myself? I was more a thought radical than an action radical. But
what about Camus again?’ The toast popped out but in two pieces.
Ciara laughed.

‘You’ll never make a master chef. You can’t even manage to make
a slice of toast. Here, let me help you.’ As she wrestled with the
internals of the toaster Ciara continued. ‘I think Camus was being
ironic in calling his story the happy death because he knew that
death and happiness are opposites. Like who looks forward to
death?’

Simone looked troubled. She had not revealed to Ciara her own
close brush with death. Now she felt a pang of guilt not only at
her knowing-reticence but also at the terrible waste taking your
own life now appeared to her. This happy person in front of her was
full of life and hope. To her the dawn of each new day was an
opportunity to live more of life. It had not the dread that the
depressed feared.

‘Are you okay? Have I touched on a raw nerve somewhere.’ Ciara’s
eyes showed true concern for her friend.

‘No, not at all. Some memories have just come back to me - not
pleasant memories. I guess I should have told you before but there
was a time in my life when I no longer wanted to live. I took it to
the very edge but didn’t fall over. Now I feel so glad I didn’t. I
was depressed and had no hunger for living. It’s like the loss of
appetite - food has no more attraction. The flavour of my life had
soured and become banal. It is a terrible realisation.’

Ciara came over and put her hand on Simone’s shoulder. ‘That’s
awful. I can’t think of the world without you. How could you get so
low? You, who has so much to give the world with your driven
creativity. What a tragedy that would have been. Never, ever, think
like that again.’

‘Hey, don’t cry.’ Simone could see the tears begin to well up in
Ciara’s eyes. ‘A few minutes ago you were on about how happy you
were. Don’t change the mood because of me. I’m over all that now,
especially since I have you. Those days are truly gone. Come on,
have a piece of broken toast.’

They finished breakfast and the day took it’s course. The
morning was spent browsing around the shopping malls, trying on
clothes and shoes. They revelled in their shared interest in
fashion. Only the depleting balance in their bank accounts put a
hold on the spending spree. Weighed down by shopping bags they met
Debbie for mid-morning coffee. She was envious of their purchases
and warned them that such hedonist extravagance would not be
permitted when they went to Hong Kong. They laughed and chatted and
time slipped away towards lunch.

‘No, we can’t stay for lunch.’ Simone assertively informed
Debbie who was all for it. ‘We have to get these bags home and try
on all our purchases. Why don’t you come with us and I’ll prepare a
nice lunch in our place. We can stop at the deli on the way.’
Debbie reluctantly agreed and they made their way back to Simone’s
apartment. The day was taking it’s languorous course.

 

 

Chapter 17

 

Escape

 

The air in the jet plane was becoming clammy. Debby shifted in
her seat but no matter how she twisted her tired body, she could
find no comfort. The novelty of the seat back screen with its
hundreds of viewing choices had long worn off and she just channel
flicked out of boredom. The hazy images flashed before her eyes
without sound. She wondered what a world without sound would be
like. She wouldn’t miss the constant drone of the jet engines that
never allowed her sleep, or the constant wailing of the baby, a few
rows back. No, there were few sounds she’d miss at this moment when
all she wanted was peace and sleep. She put the earphones to her
head and listened for a while to a comedy channel. The humour that
normally she’d enjoy was now mildly irksome and dull. The antics of
Mr Bean did not travel well on intercontinental flights.
Particularly when the traveller was feeling lonely and in
trepidation of her trip.

Debby was at first annoyed and then understanding when Simone
and Ciara pulled out of the trip. Ciara had felt that with the
sudden illness of her mother that she couldn’t travel and of course
Simone was not going to leave her, in her time of need. But what
about me, was Debby’s first emotion and then realising how selfish
she was being, made great efforts to hide her disappointment. The
trip was taking a totally different complexion without her friends
coming and, for a while, she was on the point of cancelling. But
something inside her told her to go ahead. Perhaps it was the
knowing that Jack would have pressed her to go in any case. He
loved the idea of pushing fate in the face of changed plans. But
she had not the childish delight in the expectation of the
unexpected. She had forced herself to continue with the travel
plans and felt alone and isolated as she boarded the plane.

Luckily the plane was not full and she had spare seats on either
side. As the plane’s lights dimmed she snuggled down into a stiff
foetal position and closed her eyes. The time seemed to pass in a
demented, slow motion. The more she checked her watch the less the
minute hand had moved on. She felt a stiffness come over her
shoulders. She got up and walked down the isle. Passengers were
settling down for the long mid section of the flight. Blankets were
tucked up to chins and heads propped on small pillows. She stopped
near the toilets and did some stretching. This made her feel
better. She entered the toilet and freshened up. For the first time
a sense of excitement began to well up in her. This will be a great
trip, she repeated over and over again in her mind, willing it to
be true.

Back in her seat, she finally fell into a fitful sleep and when
she woke up the cabin crew were preparing to serve dinner. She took
a small bottle of red wine with her meal and afterwards felt really
good. The plane began its descent into Hong Kong airport and she
was able to get to a free window seat. The landscape below was
different to anything she had seen before. The mountains were steep
and dark but the lowland was full of tall stick-like skyscrapers
that looked almost surreal. The plane dipped into cloud and emerged
to descend onto the runway. The landing was so smooth that she did
not notice it happening. She exhaled in relief. She had
arrived.

The airport, gleaming and modern, was surprisingly un-crowded.
Debby had been expecting huge masses of people but the arrival
concourse was modestly peopled with travellers. The queues at the
emigration desks were orderly and the sullen officers in their
ill-fitting navy blue uniforms hardly raised their eyes to check
her identity with her passport. This disappointed her somewhat,
feeling that Chinese people should be polite and deferential in her
personal stereotypical view. She collected her suitcases and made
her way to the arrivals hall. Again it was large and immaculately
new and clean but again not overcrowded. Her eyes searched for the
sign of her tour company. Eventually a small wiry man asked her for
the name of her tour party and bid her follow him. She signed some
forms and was given a sticker for her bags and was led to the
waiting area for the bus to her hotel.

It took a long time to get everyone assembled and loaded onto
the bus. Debby at times wished she had been a bit more adventurous
and taken the high speed train into the city but she had feared
that the early morning commuter trains would be packed solid. She
would be a sitting target for thieves or muggers with her two
suitcases, struggling amongst the teaming masses. So she had to
grin and bear the excessive delay. Yet when the journey started,
she was glad she hadn’t taken the high speed train connection. The
bus ride gave her a chance to see the outskirts of the city. As the
bus made its way from Lankau Island where the new airport had been
recently built, the nature of the city began to enfold before her.
As the bus crossed onto Kowloon the sight of the incredibly tall
and slim apartment blocks standing like spires touching the clouds,
thrilled her and also filled her with trepidation at the scale of
the living blocks. Each block must have housed thousands of people
and there seemed to be hundreds of these match-like skyscrapers
each nestled so close to each other that she wondered why build
then separately at all. She shivered to think of living in such
crowded anonymity. Yet each person living there had a home and a
family and an identity. She smiled to herself as she thought of a
typical address for an inhabitant of one of these monstrosities. I
live in Apartment 10 Level 90 Block 50 District 5 Kowloon! She was
delighted at her humour then a little guilty at the realisation
that so many people must live in what to her were inhuman spaces.
Imagine your only space to call your own - an eight meter square
floor, high up in the clouds. She shivered at the thought.

Soon the bus passed the really high tower blocks and the
buildings took on a more normal high-rise nature. Debby could see
the small verandas on the lower levels of these older buildings and
was delighted to see the arrays of potted plants and bird cages,
signs of better living. Each building had great big advertising
sings in ancient neon tubing, hanging from the first few floors. In
the daylight these signs looked monstrous and ugly with their
cantilever construction and mazes of supporting wires and cables.
Underneath the streets were now throbbing with the masses. Debby
imagined that each and every person who lived in those weirdly tall
apartment blocks, must get out and about in the city just for a bit
of space or even just to exercise. The streets were full of shops
for every conceivable type of product. Some were new but most
looked as if they had been there since early colonial times.

The hive of activity reminded her of colonies of ants, each
determined to complete his individual errand but the whole giving
the impression of mad confusion.

The bus stopped at various hotels, dropping off passengers at
each. The steward with a file under his arm, marshalled the
unloading and then ticked off his numbers as people disembarked. He
was a friendly, thin man with a cheeky smile permanently posted on
his face. Debby began to wonder was it his teeth that kept his
mouth wide open but when he came and talked to her between
drop-offs, she saw that it was a genuine smile.

‘Where you staying?’ he smiled as he prepared to cross-check his
list. Debby gave him the name of her hotel and his face contorted
into a wild laugh. ‘Yes, a good hotel, a good hotel. Now at least a
good hotel.’ Debby asked him what he meant by that and he
continued. ‘You know SARS? It started her in Hong Kong. Terrible
terrible sickness. Everyone going round like this.’ He put his hand
up to cover his mouth and he chuckled with mirth behind it. ‘Yes
SARS bad, very bad. It made your hotel famous.’ Again he could not
control his mirth and he chuckled openly, enjoying the quizzical
look on Debby’s face. She asked what SARS had to do with her hotel
and the laughter erupted in glee. ‘SARS first discovered in room in
hotel!’ He almost burst the information out and revelled in the
look of revulsion in her eyes. ‘Don’t worry, don’t worry. Now is
over, gone, end. You no worry.!’ He explained to her that the hotel
had long been given the all clear and was now once again a popular
hotel for tourists and business. He made his way to the back of the
bus to check on the only other remaining passengers. Debby saw him
laugh again in the same manner as she suspected he went over the
same story. She almost smiled herself at the make up of this man
who enjoyed frightening new guests to his overcrowded island. At
least he meant no harm she thought.

The hotel turned out to be okay despite its recent SARS history.
Her room was on the twenty ninth floor and gave grand views over
Kowloon and Hong Kong Island in the distance. Debby stood at the
window taking in the enormity of the scale of this island
metropolis. The thought of the millions of people cramped into this
tiny space between the dark surrounding mountains was frightening.
How do you maintain order in a population of this size where a body
could disappear without trace in an instant. Her mind began to play
games on her and she imagined being pulled off the street by local
Mafia types and just disappearing into the underworld of the city.
Who would know of her disappearance? Even the hotel wouldn’t care
if she never turned up to collect her bags, having already prepaid
by credit card for her stay. She shivered that the alarm would only
be raised in a weeks time when she never reappeared home. By then
all manner of things could have happened to her.

She forced these thoughts to the back of her mind and determined
to go out at once, lest the fear overcome her and trap her in her
hotel room. Not bothering to shower, she headed out into the
teeming street. The wave of people meant she couldn’t just stand
and take her bearings but she was swept along by the moving stream.
She had never been in such crowds before and a sense of panic was
about to envelope her. Suddenly a hand caught her arm and
unwittingly, she let out a scream. As she turned around she saw a
Chinese face entreating her in broken English to come into his
shop. Debby pulled her arm away and almost broke into a run. But as
running was impossible in such a mass of people she she just went
with the flow. As she made her way along, she realised that no one
was taking any notice of her even though she seemed to be the only
European face in the crowd and her height and colouring made her
stand out. Everyone was moving with intent and their faces seemed
friendly. This reassured her and she chastised herself for
overreacting and fabricating fear. All along the street there were
men outside shops urging customers to enter. She learned that it
was best not to catch their eye and to walk also with intent. She
relaxed and started to enjoy the experience. Here she was in one of
the most populous cities in the world and she was on her own. A
thrill of excitement and daring ran through her body and she
suddenly found she had now more courage.

She entered one of the shops just to test the waters. Ignoring
the man at the door, she browsed over the counter whose glass top
revealed an array of gold jewellery. At once an attendant came to
her and in broken English started his sales pitch. She ignored him
with a bright smile and moved along. She felt in control even
though she was been pestered by the fawning attendant. Again she
smiled at him and left the shop ignoring the card the doorman
proffered to her. So there, that wasn’t too bad, she thought with
satisfaction. She realised that she was going to enjoy this trip
all the more for being alone. Had the girls been with her, she
would be following in the frantic steps of Simone who liked to take
in everything at first go. No, Debby wanted to relax and just
experience the city.

As she walked along she only now began to notice how noisy the
city was. There was no hooting of horns like she’d seen in other
foreign cities but there was the constant sound voices, traffic and
yes that was what it was, footsteps. The patter of millions of
footsteps on the pavement, gave off a continuous hum. Then there
was the music coming from the shops to add to the mixture. She
mused that given the wrong frame of mind that the noise could drive
one to distraction. She imagined clutching her ears and shouting
for it to stop like some weird Hitchcock film. She was glad she was
relaxed and in a stable frame of mind.

Across the busy street she noticed a high wall that enclosed
what appeared to be a park. Carefully she crossed and consulting
her small guide discovered it was indeed Kowloon Park. She climbed
the steps that led to the interior. She was amazed at the
transformation. Outside was the mayhem of the city but here was
calm. The sculptures were calm. The trees were calm. The birds and
the attendants who swept away the fallen leaves seemed to be in
harmony. Sparrows skipped over the twigged brushes and searched for
flies or grubs left behind. But what gave the park its innate
quietude, was the sight of people of all ages doing soft delicate
movements. It was like a huge ballet spread throughout the big
park. In all corners, under shady trees, beside modern sculptures
or in the middle of gravel areas, they stood almost motionless
except for the slow deliberate movement of limbs. Their faces
exuded peace and awareness that this was a special oasis, in an
otherwise impossibly crowded city. Debby was intrigued by the
practitioners of Tai Chi. They were like human statues, each pose a
work of art. She sat down on a bench and watched them. Some were in
pairs and went through their motions as if all the time in the
world was theirs. A gentle pull of an arm responded with a forward
jab of the fist over the shoulder of the lowering partner. Each
movement practised to beyond the senses so that it is instinctual.
The movements generated a feng shui that gave the park a serenity
that Debby had never before experienced. Yet it was crowded along
the main pathways as people meandered along. Alongside the main
paths were track for runners where to Debby’s surprise old men and
women jogged along at their desired pace. How wonderful that these
people overcome the odds of a cramped environment and still manage
to keep fit and healthy, she thought feeling guilty at the luxury
and waste of going to an indoor gym at home.

She rose and continued along the path towards what seemed to be
an aviary. The steps into the aviary were unusually quiet. A notice
in Chinese with English underneath explained that it was closed as
a precaution against bird flu and apologised to users. As she read
the words she recalled the bus attendant and the SARS story. Funny
that now there was the threat of another epidemic. It must be the
huge density of people that makes such epidemics so scary and
possible. She remembered that she had not washed her hands since
coming to the city and made a mental note to be more vigilant. She
retraced her steps to the street and made her way back to the hotel
well pleased with her outing and feeling much more confident at
being able to handle this teeming city.

After freshening up she set out again this time with increasing
confidence in the safety of the streets. Her guide book map had
indicated the presence of an ancient temple close by and she wound
her way through the less busy back streets to find it. As she
walked along she realised that she had not eaten since the plane
meal and suddenly felt very hungry. There were lots of eating
houses along the route. The smells emanating from them varied from
the spicy richness of stir frying to the humid sweetness of
boiling. The food on display sometimes shocked her, being composed
mainly of what seemed like the innards of animals, guts and knobbly
bones and other shapes that she couldn’t and moreover didn’t want
to identify. The odours from the steaming cafes was almost
nauseating and she passed on hurriedly lest the nausea overcome her
and make her want to retch. Eventually she settled on a small cafe
that seemed to specialise in hot dim sum and stir fried noodles.
She entered and took a place at a small table. A menu was handed to
her but as she looked at the strange characters and realised there
was no way to make out what was on offer, she felt like getting up
and leaving. The look of panic in her eyes had attracted the
attention of a young Chinese man sitting alone at the next table by
the doorway. He leant over and asked in perfect English if he could
be of assistance. Debby smiled acquiescence and with great charm,
he patiently explained the various dishes. Debby hadn’t an idea
what to order from the strange selection and asked him to choose a
not too spicy noodle dish for her.

‘Ah yes, I can get you a nice egg noodle and a selection of dim
sum. You must try our dim sum. By the way my name is Lin, Lin Tse
Hsu, very pleased to meet you.’ He stretched out his hand and Debby
had no choice but to take it and mutter her own name in reply.

Debby felt uncomfortable at having exchanged names with a
stranger in a strange city but Lin appeared to be a genuine person.
She admired his jet black hair with it glittering sheen. The
whiteness of his skin was, in contrast, startling in its clarity.
He had a pleasant face with handsome good looks that all Chinese
seemed to possess. His slight frame disguised his height but she
guessed he was still taller than her. His expensive casual dress
suggested that he was used to the finer things in life. When the
dishes came he explained the various dim sum to her and showed her
how to tackle them with the timber chopsticks provided. She laughed
as the oddly shaped balls of battered meat fell from the chopsticks
just as she was about to take a bite. She tried again and squealed
in delight at her success. Lin ordered a pot of green tea and
poured her a small cup. She sipped it and realised that Lin had
turned around his chair and had practically joined her table,
uninvited. The smile went from her face as she realised that she
was being over friendly with this complete stranger. He sensed the
change and pulled his chair back to his own table saying that he
hoped she enjoyed her meal.

Debby continued to eat driven by hunger but no longer in the
happy mood that she had started out with.  In a panic, she
noticed Lin paying his bill and preparing to leave. Throwing
caution to the wind she asked him if he could help her find the
temple she had set out to find. He explained how to get there but
the directions were confusing and Debby struggled to follow
them.

‘I tell you what,’ Lin suggested, ‘you finish your meal at your
leisure and I will be back in fifteen minutes and I will take you
there myself.’ Debby was surprised at his offer and though wary of
it, still accepted.

As they approached the Tin Hau temple Debby was immediately
aware of the sweet smell of burning incense. All around there were
shops selling gaudy coloured incense sticks and other devotional
items.

Immediately outside the temple an old woman stood before a table
on which were fruit offerings. Slowly she waved her bundle of
burning sticks up and down in a supplicating movement. Debby
thought how sad and yet wonderful that this frail old lady was
placing her faith in such a primitive ritual. The woman, and indeed
the temple, were dwarfed by the surrounding tall skyscrapers and
both seemed so out of place. The temple itself was not an imposing
building but stood out more for its age in an otherwise drab modern
setting. The green pipe tiles were a delicate contrast to the red
banners on the walls and around the portal.

Lin beckoned to Debby to enter. At first she hesitated feeling
that she was a heathen entering a sacred place. She almost felt
like blessing herself as she had done as a child. Then she felt
hypocritical. Had she not left all that religious mumbo jumbo
behind long ago? She entered into the muted darkness and the smell
of incense almost burnt her lungs. She looked up and saw huge
conical frames suspended from the ceiling each carrying hundreds of
burning incense sticks. All the sticks were in deep red and the
smoke wisped upwards to the tarred rafters, covered in the blackest
of soot. Behind the main altar, a young man worked on a new frame.
Debby watched, in awe, as he methodically lit each stick and then
using a long pole raised it up to a hook in the ceiling. As she did
so she realised that he was raising the hopes and aspirations of
some poor soul somewhere, who was troubled or seeking simple good
fortune. She passed through the temple stopping before each shrine.
The figures in some of them were to her almost grotesque, and
frightened her. How could you venerate such ugly objects she
wondered. But she did not put her wonderment into words as all the
while she had that sense of the necessary quietness in sacred
places.

Outside Lin explained to her that Tin Hau was a favourite
goddess in Hong Kong - she was goddess of the sea and the sea was
everything to a merchant city. Debby wondered at how the concept of
a sea goddess could survive in this modern world but she was
putting her western world view on a culture, that while it aped
many western ways, was far from being western. She realised that
she knew nothing of this culture and that she should be very wary
in her criticisms or comments. But she didn’t voice any of this to
Lin who after all was still a complete stranger. Yet he had been a
kind and generous stranger. She did not know whether to feel relief
or sadness when he informed her that he had to go.

‘Alas, I have to get back to work.’ he said with a rueful smile.
‘I lunch at that cafe most days, so perhaps we’ll meet again.
Goodbye.’ Again he offered his hand and Debby took it now more
affectionately, expressing the hope that indeed they would meet
sometime.

They certainly did meet again. Debby made sure of that. She was
a woman alone in a strange city and the prospect of a pleasant male
companion to talk to was very attractive. She made her way to the
same restaurant every day and Lin always turned up at the same
time. He helped her go through the menu and showed her how to
tackle the more unusual dishes. She laughed as she sucked at chilli
red prawns in their shell and spat out the shards without
embarrassment onto a side plate. Later dropping all decorum, she
copied him and dumped them onto the table beside her plate. She was
horrified to think how the girls back home would be aghast at her
barbaric manners. But here she felt liberated and was enjoying the
strangeness of the Chinese culture. Lin was a great
conversationalist and filled her in on the nuances of life in the
teeming city. They chatted amiably and found fun in each others
company. After lunch they’d take a walk in the back streets and
browse through the small shops and stores. Lin brought her into a
spice shop and she was amazed at the splendour of colour and aroma.
The mountainous piles of yellow and red powders were like some
weird surreal landscape of one of those romantic Chinese films she
used to go to in art house cinemas. She could imagine herself light
as a feather, jumping from peak to peak, her delicate toes barely
touching the tips but enough to jettison her onwards into the air
towards the next. She imagined the scented air wafting past her as
she swooned in her being.

Lin looked at her with a grin on his face. She smiled back and
realised that she was deliriously happy. She felt reconciled to
life without Jack and with this man, and in this foreign place, she
could be herself again. She bent towards Lin and gave him a
friendly peck on the cheek. He blushed. From that moment she knew
that her holiday was going to be great.

Lin had to return to work each afternoon but they met again each
evening and their relationship developed. With him, she explored
the city by night. They took the Star Ferry across to Hong Kong
Island by night and Debby was amazed at the spectacle of the
incredibly tall buildings lit up in various colours and ways
against the night sky. The sheer scale of the city was like
something from the future. Each building vied with its neighbour to
excel in architectural extravagance. But as Lin explained, it was
not just extravagance but a gigantic city scale feng shui that was
at work. He was proud of the achievements of his city. She
delighted in that and wondered would she feel as proud of her own.
But then Dublin, at that moment, was so far away both
geographically and emotionally. She felt the break could easily be
permanent. What was she leaving behind that would hold her back? A
wild thought was entering her head and she felt a reckless thrill
flow through her. It was so easy to decide to pull away from the
norm. At that moment as she leant against the rail of the ferry
that she knew that it was time to move on. Not to Hong Kong no, but
to a new scene. The scene with Jack had come to an tragic early end
but if she was really honest with herself, the relationship was
doomed to end. The openness of their marriage had in it the seeds
of its own destruction. Friends not alone partners cannot survive
lack of commitment. She looked at Lin with his arm around her
shoulder in a protective manner and she realised that it was a
really long time since she had been really cherished. She now
longed to be pampered and protected. She felt she could set aside
her independence in exchange for the caring love of another. What
she really wanted was not to be alone again.

 

 

Chapter 18

 

Breakdown

 

 

 

‘What do you make of Lin?’ Amy eyes were wide open in the
excitement of it all. Everyone was amazed when Debby stayed on in
Hong Kong for nearly a month. They were worried and at the same
time slightly jealous that such excitement had entered her life.
She had texted them with details of her romance as it progressed.
Amy was shocked at first but was now excited for her friend. Jane
however was at pains to hide her jealousy. She understood the
freshness of the experience that Debby had found and it made her
own life seem so mundane. She had hoped that Lin might not be the
man that Debby had excitedly described to her over the phone but
when she met him at the airport, she was at once struck at how
orientally handsome he was. She fought back the jealousy, feeling
that she should delight in her friend’s good fortune.

‘Oh, he’s all right.’ Jane answered feeling a fraud with her
reply. You are a bit of a dog in the manger, she thought to
herself. ‘Aw, come on tell me more. I’m dying with curiosity.’ Amy
wanted to hear more. Jane told her how when she had picked them up
at the airport that she hardly recognised Debby. She had changed so
much. She had dyed her hair jet black and it really suited her;
made her look younger and more sophisticated. She hardly recognised
this foreign looking couple before her. The other thing that
surprised her was that Debby was back to her vibrant animated
self.

‘It’s almost as if she has forgotten poor Jack. What’s more I
have never seen her so excited alongside Jack. It’s weird but she
behaving as if she’s never been in love before. That this is the
real thing.’

Jane’s eyes lowered to hide the pain that her good fortune had
exposed in her own relationship. She had long lost that tremor of
emotion that inflames the heart. Where had the spark gone from her
relationship with Mark? Mark was a lovely man; a good husband and
partner but something was missing. That missing link is what
separates the mundane from the blissful. Jane was decaying in the
mundane. Her eyes almost closed.

Amy didn’t notice her unease and pressed for more information.
For her it was just a bit of diversion; news she could daydream
about and news to tell Ken over dinner when he asks, as always did,
what news had she from her day. Her boring day. She had none of the
excitement of Debby’s life. She seemed to live through the kids or
the lives of her friends. Her stories were always the stories of
others. She purposely foraged for them and this story was a real
page one headline. She trawled for all the details - his age, how
he dressed, the colour of his eyes, did he wear designer clothes,
had he a big suitcase, could he speak fluent English, had he a ring
on his finger, had Debby a ring on her finger?

‘Hey! Stop! Stop!’ Jane almost shouted at the incessant
questions. ‘You are being a real nosey parker. He’s just an
ordinary man, not a Chinese superman. In fact he wouldn’t be my
type of man at all.’ She was being niggardly both to Amy in her
inquisitiveness and to Debby in her happiness.

‘Well, by all accounts he sounds a real hunk. If that’s not your
sort of man what is?’ Amy put it in a sort of chastisement. Jane
smarted a bit and her mind rushed through the men she experienced
in her life. What she found was that outside of Mark there were
really no men in her life. Then her mind drifted to Toto, the
enigmatic artist she had met at Debby’s. The thought of him set
something stirring inside her and for a moment a reckless thought
entered her head. She immediately pushed it back in the deep
recesses of her consciousness, afraid of its power over her
actions. She felt she must chain such thoughts in place lest they
emerge and wilfully destroy the little happiness she had.

But the thought had emerged and it was not possible to contain
it. She felt flustered and rapidly made excuses to a surprised Amy
and left the coffee house. She walked quickly down the crowded
street but had no idea where she was heading. It was as if she was
fleeing from something but was not sure was it her old life or the
fear of a potential turbulent new one. She realised that she was
crying and hoped that no-one noticed but she needn’t have worried,
The passers-by were all making their own haste, each equally
self-absorbed in their own world. She quickly pulled a tissue from
her bag and dried her eyes.

She made her way into a park and sat wearily on a park bench.
She had to gather herself. She rummaged in her bag again and found
another tissue to wipe her eyes. She worried that her make up was
ruined then thought what did it matter. Her mind swung from one end
to the other of feeling. She suddenly felt very excited at the
prospect of an impulsive change to her life, then fell into deep
despair at the thought of failure, of not being able to take that
desperate plunge. She now felt cowardly and her self esteem
plummeted. Only as it reached its lowest point would a grim
determination emerge to take control of her life and with it, the
hope that led once more to a happy elation. She knew deep in her
soul that this wild swinging of temperament was not good and that
it suggested that she was in the throes of a mild mental breakdown.
Her mind turned to ending it all. The memory of the failed attempt
to take her life, came back to haunt her. Even at that she had not
been successful. She was useless; no good to anyone least of all
her husband. Poor Mark, he didn’t deserve this. His dreams of a
happy home with loving wife and kids are shattered. She knew that
now she couldn’t ever return to that life that somehow had fallen
apart on her. Was it her fault or was it already doomed from the
start? The questions whirred around in her mind and she despaired.
Her hands clutched at the iron hand-rest of the park bench. She
squeezed as tightly as she could. It was as if she wanted to
squeeze the toxins from her soul. She sought the pain of the
physical, to douse the searing pain of her emotions that were
running riot. She rubbed her wrists off the jagged rust of the
metal and felt relief in the scratchy sensation of friction pain. A
momentary relief from her trauma was had as she savoured the pain
that ran up her hand and entered her teeming brain. There it
coursed a path through the turmoil and for brief seconds gave her
the peace that her soul yearned.

‘Are you all right?’ the voice seemed to come from the ether.
Her eyes opened and she fought back the tears. A caring hand was
laid on her shoulder and the question repeated. The voice was soft
and gentle. The face showed concern and love, the complete love of
a stranger that only a young child can give - unconditional and
focussed in the moment. Jane tried to smile and the look of concern
began to wane. The child smiled back with with blues eyes, happy
that this stranger was no longer unhappy. He was no more than seven
or eight yet he held the power to pull a sick woman out of the mire
of her depression, if only for the briefest of moments. Jane felt
like hugging him like she would her own son. She felt like pulling
him into her barren life to brighten it and give it purpose. Before
she could even utter a single word the child had upped and ran back
to the park playground where his mother was worriedly calling for
him. Jane raised her hand to wave goodbye to the son she was doomed
never to have. Once more the see-saw cast her down and she grieved
for her lost baby who should now be with her in his pram gently
sleeping for his afternoon nap. This time the pain was too great
and she started to weep openly. She did not care or even notice the
strange looks of the passers-by. She cried louder and louder and
banged her hands off the bench. There was no relief.

People passed by, not wanting to associate with this strange
unhappy scene of a well dressed women behaving as if she were drunk
or worse having a breakdown. Some felt sympathy for her but
experience of city living taught them that it was best to steer
clear of what was not your own business. Jane’s wailing ceased and
became a slight whimper of despair and loneliness. Eventually a
kindly middle-aged woman showed concern and in a no nonsense way
demanded her name and her home number. Then she dialled the number
on her mobile and heard the voice of a man on the other end.

Afterwards she sat down with Jane and awaited the arrival of her
husband.

After thanking the woman profusely for her kindness, Mark gently
led Jane back to his car. She was still weeping and seemed not to
be able to communicate properly with him. This distressed him
hugely and he decided to take her to hospital immediately. There
she was given sedation and the doctor informed him that she would
be detained for a few days at least. Finally she was calmed down
and in a drugged peace, as she was eased into a bed in a private
hospital ward. After filling in her details and giving their health
insurance number, Mark went back to her bedside where he kept vigil
until he was sure she had fallen into a deep sleep. Then he tiredly
made his way home in the falling gloom of what for him was to be a
long night.

 

 

Chapter 19

 

Blossoming

 

 

 

Debby’s stay in Hong Kong had turned from what could have been a
very lonely holiday into a delight of exciting experience and
happiness. Her friendship with Lin developed day by day as they
spent more and more time together. At first she was reticent,
fearing that he might be just having a secret affair but this fear
disappeared at once, and was replaced by guilt at her lack of
trust, when she saw his apartment on one of the higher floors of
down town Hong Kong. This was definitely a bachelor pad with no
signs of family other than a sedate photo of his parents, sitting
sternly in a studio pose. He laughed at her comment on it, saying
that they weren’t at all severe as the picture intimated.

The first visit to the apartment followed an afternoon of
sightseeing. The whirl of sights was almost unnoticed by Debby in
her happiness to be alongside this handsome gentle man. She cooed
in all the right places but in earnest was not really interested in
the amazing beauty of the city before her, but was rapt in the
beauty of this man who was literally sweeping her off her feet. As
the afternoon made its way towards evening, Lin suggested that they
watch the sun go down from his apartment which looked out over the
city skyscape towards the west.

Indeed, the apartment had one of the most spectacular views
possible, being high above most of the other buildings and close
enough to feel you could almost put out your hand and touch them.
Yet to the west, the way was clear to see the setting sun over the
distant sea. The sun threw a brilliant orange glow on the tall
office buildings whose shadows cast strange gigantic shapes on each
other. Lin opened a bottle of champagne and together they toasted
their new found friendship.

The romance, for that is how Debby now saw their relationship,
was clouded by the fact that her stay was due to end in a few days
time. As they clicked their glasses Debby expressed her desire that
the moment would never end and was taken aback when Lin replied
that perhaps it didn’t have to. It was from that moment on that
they both realised that there was a commitment over and beyond the
holiday romance that it could have been. It didn’t take much
persuasion for Debby to extend her stay and for her to plan Lin’s
visit to Dublin. She was surprised to find that it would not be his
first visit there, as his bank had a big office there in the
international financial services centre. In fact, he could perhaps
combine business and pleasure. There and then, they sealed their
fate with a kiss as the golden sun finally sank beneath a horizon
of lofty skyscrapers.

Debby came back to Dublin full of the energy that a new
relationship injects into an otherwise tired life. She had
recounted her experiences to her friends and they were shocked to
think firstly, that she’d met a Chinese man and secondly, entered a
relationship so soon after losing her husband. But these
conservative observations soon disappeared when they saw how happy
she was in her new experience. The romance had also made her throw
herself back into the gallery with renewed vigour. She wanted to be
able to show Lin that she was an independent spirit and one not
prone to cling to others. She wanted their relationship to be set
on an equal footing. She had organised an exhibition opening for
when he had planned to visit, partly to impress him but also as an
opportunity to introduce him to her world of people. The affair had
gone exceedingly well both commercially and socially. Lin had been
very impressed and Debby was delighted to be back in the thick of
things with a new and exotic partner.

Lin had just returned to Hong Kong when she heard the news of
Jane’s breakdown. This put a dampener on her happiness feeling
guilty that things were going so well for her and so terribly wrong
for her friend. She visited her in hospital and tried to throttle
back her own good spirits to try and understand what was troubling
Jane. She tried to eke out conversation from her but Jane had no
energy and was drugged into a careless apathy. As she left the
ward, tears flowed from her as she grieved for the happy Jane she
once knew. But the tears were only momentary, as the flood of
happiness returned that night and every night, as she spent hours
on the phone with Lin. They had to be together. She planned another
trip to Hong Kong and he availed of every business opportunity to
visit Europe with a stopover in Dublin. On one such visit, he had
revealed that he had an opportunity to transfer to the London
office for a year. He had put the information forth for her
approval and needed only the sudden glint of delight in her eyes to
know that this was very much to her liking. Debby sometimes had to
hold her breath to convince herself that she was alive and that all
this happiness was coming her way. At times it seemed too good to
be true.

‘You know I don’t deserve it.’ Debby was making her comment to
Simone who had just joined her for a mid morning coffee. ‘Life is
just so good. I can only ask myself why. Why me? There are so many
people in the world suffering frightful horrible experiences at
this very moment and yet here am I steeped in good, no, best
fortune. Is there a balance somewhere where this is all being
weighed? Perhaps I am just storing up huge misfortune in the
future.’

‘Don’t be silly.’ Simone rebuked her. ‘That is a childish idea.
No, it’s plain superstitious. There is no great judge in the sky
meeting out equal fortune or misfortune to the billions of souls
scattered across the globe. It’s all down to chance and chance is
luck. Some win, some lose. The odds are never fifty fifty.’

‘But that’s not right.’ Debby argued. ‘Have you heard of yin and
yang, the polar opposites. You see, nothing is fully yin or yang
but is a composite. Life is made up of a mix of oscillating yins
and yangs. Happiness is yin and sorrow is yang. Being fully happy
is like being on the crest of a wave. The only way to go is down.
Being happy means that sorrow is in a deep trough and the only way
to go for sorrow is up. It seems that I’m all yin now and poor Jane
is all yang.’

‘That is a terrible analysis.’ Simone cried out. ‘It means that
the happy can only look forward to worse times.’

‘Yes, but it also means that the sad can look forward to better
times, doesn’t it?’ Debby was thinking of Jane as she said those
words. She was still feeling guilty at her good fortune. She knew
it was an unreasonable and illogical response but couldn’t yet
shake it off. She mentioned it to Simone who admitted feeling
similar thoughts in her happy moments with Ciara. It seemed to be
ingrained in their moral outlook that to feel happy when others
were sad was wrong.

‘I’m not a moral person,’ Simone was happy to admit, ‘but I feel
we should constrain our happiness in the face of other’s sorrow.
It’s as if we recognise that there but for the grace of God be us.
The funny thing is, I can’t feel the presence of this supposed God
in a world that has so much cruelty and suffering.’

‘Hey, let’s not go there. I still have too much happiness in me
to talk such morbid rubbish.’ Debby wanted to put a stop to the
direction of their conversation. She was happy and was going to
enjoy it while it lasted, and hopefully that would be for a long
time.

 

 

Chapter 20

 

Angst

 

‘I think we’ll have to get rid of her.’ Amy said it in such a
forceful way that Ken realised that the decision was already made.
Of late Amy had shown a lot of ill will towards Eva, their young au
pair. There was even a sense of bitchiness that Ken had never
before experienced in his otherwise timid wife. Normally she showed
restraint in her expression of feelings, good or bad, on people.
With Eva lately she seemed to have unleashed her venom. He had
noticed it first when poor Eva had mislaid her car keys. Not a big
deal really as Ken, in his methodical way always kept spares in a
designated kitchen drawer for all important keys. Yet Amy revealed
an out of proportion angst by calling Eva names that were shocking
to Ken’s unaccustomed ears. She had called her bird brained and
dim-witted. The tears had flooded to Eva’s eyes as she looked for
help from Ken who knew better than to interfere at that precise
moment. Later when he remonstrated, Amy accused him of taking
sides. She was furious and Ken pulled back from the confrontation.
He was at a loss to make out what was causing her sudden
ill-feeling to the girl. He thought back over the preceding days
and wondered had she seen some sign of the increasing time he spent
flirting and joking with her. There was nothing in it. He just
enjoyed her youthful fresh company. She was good fun and looked up
to him. There was never any bad vibes from her, like he had been
getting from Amy of late.

Amy had changed for some reason and he struggled to divine the
cause. They had had some arguments but nothing of such import that
it would change their relationship. He remembered the wild row that
broke out after their night out with Debby and her new friend Lin.
It had arisen from an innocuous remark he had made about how lucky
Lin was to have found Debby. Somewhere in that comment Amy found a
threat both to her own marriage and to her esteem. At first she had
cried and then the tears turned to a wild anger. She railed at him.
She called him names that hurt him deeply. He had never been called
a parasite or a wimp before. The words stung him in a way that left
deep scars. He fought back the urge to hurl back insults. He knew
that were things to get much worse, Amy would up and leave and
return in tears to her parents. Then he’d have to deal with her
father who was a powerful, towering figure in respect of his
business dealings and social standing. He knew he’d be spoken to
like an errant child and that he’d apologise for everything, even
those things patently not his fault. No, that scene was to be
avoided. He placated Amy and sidled up to her, putting his arm
around her. He knew that if he could get her aroused then all would
blow over.

He had swallowed his pride on that occasion and afterwards they
had frantic sex and all seemed well again for a while. Until the
next argument. Again the same name calling and implied accusations,
as if he were cheating on their marriage. This time it was even
more innocuous in that it concerned a passing comment about one of
the girls at the office. It was true he had to admit to himself
that he really liked this girl, who was good looking and charming.
But nothing had ever happened between them other than mild office
flirting. Amy could have no idea even of that and yet she accused
him of infidelity with her. He was furious at the unfairness of it
all but reined in his anger, all the while soothing his wife’s
excessive jealousies.

And now it was Eva’s turn. She was the model of a good au pair.
They’d be mad to get rid of her. She was wonderful with the twins.
Adam and Cathy adored her and would do anything for her. There was
no problem putting them to bed. Eva simply took their hands with
the promise of a story and off they happily traipsed. Ken thought
back to the many weary nights spent trying to force the twins to
settle down for the night. He was eternally grateful for Eva’s
assured ability to get the kids to do her bidding. The house was
running like clockwork since this young German girl had come on the
scene. Early morning used to be crisis driven before her arrival.
Her sure presence and planning had undone all the pressure and
breakfast was now a delight.

Ken wanted to remind Amy of all this but he sensed she’d not
listen. Instead he tried his usual placatory response. ‘Now let’s
not be hasty,’ was his lame reply.

‘I am not being hasty. I want her out and the sooner the better.
Will you tell her or will I? Because quite honestly I have had it
with her. She acts as if she is the madam of the house. Why she
even had the effrontery to criticise the way I treat the twins. I
will not have that in my house. She should know her place. I have
made allowances for her German lack of tact and openness but
interference is not tolerable. And the way she wheedles up to you,
makes me sick. She literally licks your arse!’

‘Hey, please don’t use language like that,’ Ken was shocked at
her baseness. ‘That only demeans yourself. Let’s talk about this
sensibly like two mature adults. Words like that are only fit for
tramps.’

The minute he used the word ‘tramp’ he knew he had lit a fuse
that was a fast burner and would unleash a torrent of abuse and
venom.

‘Are you calling me a tramp?’ Amy shouted. Her voice must have
carried upstairs to where the twins were, hopefully, asleep and Eva
was reading in her room. He whitened with embarrassment that his
private life might be exposed like that. He still laboured under
the illusion that his was an idyllic home and shouting and cursing
had no place there. He begged Amy to keep her voice down but she
was in a state of wild anger. ‘How dare you use words like that to
me.’ Her voice was still raised but now had an icy tone of
revenge.

‘You wimp. You fucking wimp.’ She was as cutting to Ken as she
could possibly be. She had inserted the dagger and was not about to
withdraw it but rather wanted to twist it to inflict maximum pain
in her demented madness. ‘You are a nothing, do you hear. Without
me, you would be a cheap, lower middle class nothing. I dragged you
into the big time. Without Daddy’s good will, your business would
be where you belong in the gutter. Don’t you ever forget that.’

Her words were coming from a deep seated contempt that had lain
hidden perhaps since the first moment she had sensed that his love
for her may in some way have been linked to her father’s wealth and
potential influence. By that time it was too late to pull back.
Everyone approved of the marriage of the bright young graduate and
the pretty daughter of the powerful businessman. She buried her
misgivings and fooled herself that it was for her that he was
giving up his early bachelor life. As they settled into married
life, that seemed to be the best course. They were happy up to a
point. They both socialised and partied as if they were in the
throes of romantic love. Their friends saw them as an ideal couple.
The arrival of the twins helped to defer the problems that, as time
went on, she hoped were not real or at least had passed. But slowly
like an old wound the aches reappeared. She became sensitised to
Ken’s behaviours. She sensed his repressed sexuality. She saw in
his flirting a desire to experience the wildness that his early
marriage had denied him. She saw in his deference to her father the
lack of backbone or independence that now she realised she
despised. How can you love a man you despise?

Ken was reeling from the wild abuse. He held his breath and
started to count slowly in his head. It was a trick he had learned
at one of his management courses. It was to help in work situations
but no work situation had ever thrown up such an experience as
this. He reached ten and then realised that his eyes were closed.
He opened them and saw the furious, contemptuous eyes of a wife he
no longer knew. In that look he saw the decay of their marriage, a
threat to their way of life.  He saw the crazy desire for
destruction. He held back from hurling at her the pent up feelings
of the repressed. This was not the time. The end was already there.
He had to make an honourable retreat. He had to save as much of the
army as possible for future battles. He took a deep breath and
calmly spoke.

‘Amy, I think that you will come to regret those words. I hope
that they are not your true feelings. If they are, then we have
some serious talking to do. Now is not the time for it. You need to
calm down. Maybe you should go to bed.’ He didn’t wait for a reply
but rose with his tattered dignity and left the room.

As he poured himself a large whiskey, he heard the front door
bang shut. She’s off to Daddy, he thought contemptuously as he
swallowed the throat burning liqueur. He turned off the lights and
sat back in the couch. His mind was in turmoil. He knew that his
words and not hers, had spelled the possible end of their
marriage.

He had fallen into a troubled sleep when he was awoken by a door
opening. His sleepy eyes saw a figure approach and for a fleeting
moment, he had the mad fear that Amy was coming at him with a
knife. He raised his hands in defence but was surprised at the
softness of the hand that held them and gently lowered them.

‘Eva!,’ he exclaimed, ‘what on earth are you doing here? You
scared the living daylight out of me.’

Eva smiled coyly at him and replied that she had heard some of
the commotion earlier.

‘I was worried for you. The sounds I heard were not good. You do
not deserve to be treated like that.’

‘Thanks for your concern, Eva but the situation is quite
complicated and I don’t expect you’d understand. Amy is going
through a strange spell at the moment. I’m afraid she wants you to
go. Sorry to have to tell you so bluntly but I’m afraid she might
come back and tell you herself and I don’t want you suffering her
venom too. I think the best thing to do is to pack up and move to a
hostel for the moment. I will look after you, don’t worry. I might
be able to set you up with another family. Now be a good girl and
run along to bed. I’ve some serious thinking to do.’

As he said those words he leant over and kissed her forehead.
Eva was overcome with emotion and threw herself into his arms and
hugged him tightly. They remained there in the dark in mutual
embrace. A heavy tiredness descended on his mind. He wanted to
relax, luxuriate in the warm, friendly arms of this well-meaning
young woman. His breathing relaxed as he inhaled the sweet smell of
her hair and skin. He felt the soft breathing of her chest against
his and slowly fell into a calmed sleep.

The troubled mind does not find solace in sleep however. His
sub-conscious ran over the details of his row with Amy. The hateful
words came back to trouble him. The words were more hurtful because
they reminded him of when he was a schoolboy and he was bullied
with similar taunts by the tough guys in his class. He had always
fled, never confronted his aggressors. That became a way of life
for him. It made him what he was, and that word wimp was especially
hurtful because it was very close to the bone. Anger welled up in
his dream world, making him toss and turn but Eva hugged him
tighter and he relented to her tender restraint. Now he felt the
softness of warm lips on his and a delicious surge ran through his
sleeping body. Soon his dreams were in the realm of the senses.
There bodies whirled around with wild excitement. He was aroused by
their whiteness. It reminded him of the virgin whiteness of the
snow-covered hills outside his home as a child. He felt that same
rush of joy, as when a child he rushed out into the cold morning
air and left his sole footprints on the glistening white carpet
that covered the lawn. These were moments when he was truly happy;
moments when he forget the fear of the bullies or the threats of
his father who felt he wasn’t trying hard enough at school. All his
fears could dissipate in the primal joy of the first glimpse of
winter snow. He saw his little body roll in the icy powder and
lying on his back he stares at the blue sky. He wants this moment
to last forever. Once again he feels the soft lips on his and the
rush continues. Like a drug lighting up his senses, his dream world
is suddenly a multicoloured universe where every star takes on a
different hue. The vast depths of the Milky Way are on either side
of him, like hedgerows on a country path. He reaches out and picks
a star. He puts it towards his mouth. His mouth opens and he feels
it enter. It starts to push in and pull out. It is no longer a star
but a long necked dragon. He feels he’s going to choke. He gags for
air and his eyes open, leaving the dream world. Yet he still feels
the joy, no pain. His eyes, still half in the dream-world, in the
hazy dark make out a head moving up and down in a slow rhythm. He
feels intense pleasure and shouts out loud. The door opens suddenly
and the light turns on. Amy just stands there - speechless.

 

 

Chapter 21

 

Shared Woes

 

The leaves were falling from the trees. There was a red and gold
carpet covering the tarmac of the park pathway. It was getting
markedly colder and now the young children were tucked into fleeces
and wore caps and scarves. Their cheeks were red from the wind, as
they ran about on the grass in the mindful view of their mothers,
seated in adjacent benches. Mark looked at a little boy who was
chubby beyond his age. If that were his boy, he would not let him
get so obese. He would keep him fit by playing ball with him
everyday after work. He’d teach him to climb trees and swing in
wild abandon from the sturdy branches. They’d have races along the
beach on blue-skied wintry mornings. Together they’d make castles
in the damp sand or write their names in large letters and wait
until the tide came in to erase their traces. How he’d love to take
him to rugby practice and, along with all the other parents, roar
him encouragement from the sideline. He would massage his wounds
and his ego from some severe knock by a bigger stronger boy,
telling him that next time he could take him lower. Big boys have
further to fall, he’d console him. There was no need for tears.
He’d teach him that men don’t cry - that’s only for girls. We hold
it in. We bite our tongue. We cry internally.

Mark took a crumpled tissue from his pocket and wiped his eyes.
But there were no tears there now. He had cried his heart out
overnight. He was lost without Jane and without his son. He was
alone in the world and he felt very vulnerable without any
supports. He feared that Jane might never recover. The doctor had
said her breakdown was very severe. She had lost all touch with
reality and was living in a make-believe world of her own. She had
escaped from her fears. He had prescribed the strongest of
medication and recommended she be detained indefinitely, until
there was substantial improvement. The words had been like a
sledgehammer crashing down on his head. His life, in those words,
was blown into a thousand pieces - each shard so jagged that to
piece them back together would take a lifetime. All his hopes came
crashing down. The future took on a depressing aura.

He had sat in the park bench for over an hour, after coming from
the hospital. The sight of normal people had been comforting. The
sounds of the city, in the background, was familiar. The constant
roar of traffic, buses braking, sirens passing - all were part of
the norm for city life. Life had not changed for the thousands of
people passing the park gate. They hurried home from work to warm
rooms filled with loving family. How lucky they were!

He looked at his watch and saw that it was after six. No point
in returning back just yet. Curious, he thought, he had always
called it home not ‘back’. Now it was just a shell. Somewhere to
eat and sleep. It could be transfixed to any place on earth and it
would still evoke the same lack of emotion in him. No, he didn’t
want to go home just yet. He took out his mobile and flicked down
through his contact list. Ken might still be in the office. He’d
try him -  maybe he’d fancy a drink or two before returning to
his cosy nest.

They met in a busy pub off Grafton St. The noise level was high
and they had to almost shout to hear themselves above the din of
voices and glasses. They eventually found two stools at the bar and
Mark ordered two pints of Guinness. Mark had not noticed Ken's
almost dishevelled demeanour. He gave news of Jane and accepted
without emotion the sympathetic response. He mechanically asked
after Amy and the twins. It was always the same routine with Ken.
You had to mention Amy and the kids. They were almost an
inseparable entity - Ken, Amy and the twins. But Ken’s reply nearly
knocked out of his own self-indulgent misery.

‘What! Splitting up! I can’t believe it. Ken, what on earth
happened! Christ! I mean sorry to hear it and all. But fucking
hell, I still don’t believe it.’

Ken had a pained look on his face as he had revealed the news.
This was the first person he had told. For the last while at work,
he had kept up a pretence but already there were rumblings of
suspicion that something was wrong. He dreaded the day he would
have to let everyone know. His shame would be unbearable,
especially after so many years of talking up his family life to
anyone who’d listen. He had dreaded telling Mark and Mark’s
reaction hadn’t made it any easier.

‘Listen Mark, I can’t give you the gory details just yet but it
definitely true. True as I’m sitting here.’

He took a long gulp of his pint in a decidedly
uncharacteristically way and Mark knew that the man before him had
changed. The Ken he knew sipped all night on the one pint lest he
go home inebriated to his beloved Amy. Cripes, he thought to
himself, what is happening to the world. Everything is going
askew.

They both now gulped down their pints and ordered more. The
drinks were having their effect on Ken and he opened up more on his
ordeal.

‘I have moved into the apartment we had bought last year as an
investment for the future. I never realised how near and different
that future could be. Amy still is living between her parents home
and the house. She spends most weekends with her parents. I get to
see the twins every second weekend. Jesus, I find that very hard.
Already it seems that they are growing up without me. I miss them
begging me to read them their bedtime stories. I miss them in the
morning. I just miss them.’

He was on the verge of tears but Mark intervened and tried to
bring him round to practical matters.

‘But has Amy filed for separation. Is this a permanent thing?
What could have driven you apart like that?’ The question was so
direct that Ken had to reply openly.

‘She thinks she caught me being unfaithful.’

‘She thinks? Come on Ken. You either were or you were not and
even if you were, in this day and age, it would not be the end of
an otherwise great relationship and family.’

Ken explained exactly what had happened. Mark was incredulous at
first and then commiserated.

‘That is amazing. You could say that you were almost raped by
that young au pair. If not you were certainly assaulted while you
were asleep. But to be caught by Amy on top of that is just so
weird. Could you not explain it to her. Surely she’d see the
injustice of it all.?’

Ken was now half-way into his third pint and was getting drunk.
His words were beginning to slur.

‘Explain! Why fuck, I haven’t been able to speak to her since
she left. It’s all through Daddy now. You should have heard the
condescension and scorn in his voice when he rang me at the office
the next day. There was no explanations or negotiation. He was in
charge and he was going to protect his daughter and his
grandchildren. He literally told me not to return to the family
home, not to try to see either Amy or the twins. He gave me the
name of a solicitor I should direct all communications through. He
said it was agreeable to him that I should take up residence in our
apartment if I so desired, until the sordid mess was sorted out.
Jesus, Mark, that man has the power to ruin me. My business would
disappear overnight. I had to kowtow to him even though the thought
makes me want to puke. The only card I have in my hand is that
he’ll not want to destroy totally the father of his grandchildren.
Those are the only cards I can play. Otherwise he is the
grandmaster and I am just a worthless puppet.’

Mark had never seen Ken in such low spirits before. Ken was
always the lucky one. The one in the stable circumstances envied by
all. Now he was a pitiable skeleton of a man whose revealed
backbone was made of a soft metal. Mark wondered how he’d have
reacted to the call from an in-law about his marriage and he knew
that no matter what the hold was, he’d tell him to get the fuck out
of his and his wife’s life. If it was only human interference that
he had to deal with in his own marriage difficulties. Fate or
providence or whatever could not be simply told to get the fuck
out.

‘Maybe I am just a puppet in this life.’ Ken had a rare moment
of philosophical vision. ‘maybe we’re all puppets and what we do or
say is not of our own doing but controlled by some vengeful string
master in the sky. He’d have to be vengeful to contrive some of the
woes we experience. Look at you. Do you deserve to have your
beautiful wife turned into, into,’ he struggled for the word
realising that madwoman ,even in his inebriated state, was not
acceptable, ‘into a shadow of her former self.?’

‘What I deserve or don’t deserve doesn’t come into it.’ Mark
responded. ‘Have you ever heard of existentialism? Well, the little
I know of it seems imply that what is, just is. No patterns, no
design or ulterior motives. No God. At best a cruel chance operates
the dice of our life.’

‘No, I don’t believe that it is so empty and cold.’ Ken was
still a little bit religious. ‘There must be something out there
with a good intent. If not what’s the point? Why struggle here? Why
not become a total hedonist and maximise pleasure regardless of the
cost? That would be a terrible life.’

‘Ken, you have not moved on from a schoolboy mindset. Do you see
a guiding hand in the break-up of your marriage? If you do, just
ask it, what it’s planning for Jane and for me.’

Mark was tiring of Ken’s company and wanted to be alone. He
excused himself and set off into the now, dark city street. The air
outside was cool and fresh and he inhaled deeply into his lungs as
he walked along. Controlling his breathing was a mental exercise
that always helped to clear his mind. He passed through the busy
streets not noticing the throngs of passers-by. He found himself
drifting back to the idea of existentialism. He wondered what was
existence. What existence was Jane now experiencing. Are the
mentally disturbed in a different universe or are they just
perceiving our universe in their own private way? But don’t we all
have private ways of seeing the world? That makes us all mentally
disturbed. That might be nearer the mark. He had seen a recent
article, it must have been in the psychiatrist’s waiting room,
where it was purported that up to thirty per cent of people report
emotional disturbance of some kind. That makes defining the norm
very difficult. A normal person is able to understand and respond
to his environment in a beneficial way both to himself and to
others. Where had he got such a definition? Maybe it was talking to
the psychiatrist afterwards. He had been justifying the
prescription of heavy drugs to Jane, which Mark had found to be
excessive and worrying. The psychiatrist had assured him that
firstly her unhealthy world-view had to be broken and then he hoped
to be able, through therapy, to ease her back into the normal
world. Mark had ruefully asked him what was normal and had gotten
that reply that, at the time, did not really satisfy him. Surely,
he argued, the administration of drugs was only tackling a symptom
and depressing it. The symptom was the person’s response to some
unbalance in life, either physical or emotional. It was like a cry
for help. Preventing someone from crying was not going to deal with
what was causing them to cry. The psychiatrist agreed but pointed
out that sometimes the extent of crying was such that without
stemming it to some extent, it becomes the problem instead.
Reluctantly Mark agreed to allow Jane to be heavily sedated. His
heart sank when he saw her the next time in the hospital ward. Her
eyes were heavy and dazed. Their was no sparkle of recognition. She
was in a drugged limbo. He wondered how such a limbo could be the
start of her healing.

Gradually the drugs were reduced and the Jane he knew began to
return. The psychiatrist was happy with her progress and said that
now was the time to start therapy. He recommended a friend of his
who had a good reputation in the field. Jane had had several
sessions with this psychologist and was showing signs of being able
to face the reality of the world again. She now had a soft smile
for him when he came to visit her. They could talk about things in
the outside world. They were re-establishing contact, point by
point, building up the threads of their relationship. As he had
left that afternoon, the psychologist had asked him if he’d be
prepared to attend the next session with them. He looked forward to
this with huge trepidation. He wanted so much to help Jane but did
not want to see himself as part of the problem. There was nothing
wrong with his mental health and the thought of being subject to
analysis was frightening. He had this thing about psychiatry that,
being caught up in it, could actually harm an otherwise healthy
mind. He could hack physical illness but he felt something
contagious about mental instability. It was as if his own sanity
was only paper thin and could easily be torn apart by association.
He knew that this was an unreasonable attitude and kept his
reservations very much to himself. He determined to go to the
sessions with a strong suit of mental armour. It was bad enough
having his wife unwell.

 

 

Chapter 22

 

Good Counsel

 

He liked the room. There was a cosy lived in feel to it. The
tall wooden sash windows let in the afternoon light through white
net curtains. This gave the room the soft focus that he sometimes
associated with foreign romantic films. There was a three piece
leather suite in dark brown laid out around a low coffee table. The
old fireplace, with its white marble surround, suggested a sense of
aristocratic history. The tall book shelves that lined one wall
contained the tomes of many a generation, or so he imagined. He
walked over and was disappointed to find that most were books on
medicine or psychiatry. His eyes followed the spines and he bent
his head slightly trying to make out titles. As he put his hand out
to take a book from the shelf, he heard the door opening and the
psychologist entered.

‘How do you do, Mark, good that you could make it. I’m afraid
you won’t find many best-sellers in that collection. All are dreary
text books that are only read for exams. Do you like reading?’

For a psychologist, Mark felt Peter Daly was not what the
average person would envisage. He was short and really overweight.
His eyes had a permanent twinkle and he was wont to break into
smiles or laughter at the smallest provocation. This ordinariness
set him at ease and Mark felt that he liked this rotund talkative
character. He had not expected to see him alone when he had asked
him to attend a session but Peter had felt that it might be
beneficial to get another perspective on Jane’s life without her
being present.

Peter took a seat on one of the armchairs facing the windows and
beckoned to Mark to take the other.

‘I was expecting to be put on the couch.’ Mark made a lame joke
and realised that the same joke was probably tried by everyone and
gave a sheepish grin.

‘You can lie on the couch if you wish but it will cost you twice
as much. We have to make a buck somehow.’ Peter laughed.

The idle chat continued for some minutes and Mark realised that
this was a routine to put the prospective patient at their ease.
But I am not a patient, he thought. He wanted to hear how Jane was
progressing.

‘She is stable now and ready to undertake the journey to
recovery. That is why I asked to see you.’ Peter had now assumed a
serious business-like demeanour. He leaned forward and engaged Mark
fully with his gaze. Mark felt slightly uncomfortable as if he was
trying to look inside his mind. He averted his eyes and pretended
that his gaze was diverted elsewhere.

‘I’m glad to be here if I can help but I don’t understand how I
can.’

‘Maybe I’d better explain.’ Peter replied.

'There were many ways to practise psychology', he explained.
'Most tend to focus on the inner world of the patient, probing for
an understanding of some dysfunctional aspect of seeing the world
that was the basis of the problem. We all see and experience the
world in our own unique way and we respond to the stimuli and
perceptions in certain ways. These ways are innate to a certain
degree, in that we have a genetic inheritance of what might be
termed bio-cultural behaviour. These are the responses and
behaviours that are acceptable to our society, from which we have
sprung. These responses are reinforced by the external agencies of
the physical world such as education, religion or art.'

‘Are you saying we are mere automatons?’ Mark was incredulous.
He disliked the views being outlined, feeling that they would
essentially rob us of our freedoms, which were the joys of being
alive.

‘Not at all.’ insisted Peter. ‘The socio-cultural inheritance is
no more restraining than your bodily inheritance. It shapes your
life experiences but does not constrain your freedom to do as you
please. Just as with your body you can go out and abuse it by drug
or alcohol abuse; likewise, with your mind, you can choose to do
things that are not the norms favoured by evolution and that can
lead to mental ill-health. So the inheritance is a good thing in
that it has passed through the sieve of time and is best placed to
keep your mental state balanced and healthy. But I am digressing a
little. I said that some psychologists look to the inner mind to
find healing. Others, and I include myself in their number, look to
the broader environment of the person.’

He went on to explain what he meant by the broader environment.
The body was just an organism of bio-physical composition. The
physical body responded to environment by evoking either pain or
joy. Joy in effect was an absence of pain. Pain was a wide spectrum
thing and included mental discomfort or what might be termed
unhappiness. Happiness, he said, was a very difficult phenomenon to
define. We tended to see it more in terms of its non-presence. We
all know what unhappiness is. We have experienced it so much in our
lives. It is more the norm than happiness. Life is the coping or
coming to terms with the constant state of unhappiness. Just as the
physical body reacts to a negative in the environment - a thorn
will make us bleed, a germ may cause us disease - so too the mind
reacts to negativity by becoming unhappy. For the healthy person
with their inherited mechanisms for dealing with the social and
cultural environment, this is not a problem. They know that
unhappiness is at the core of our existence and they try to
minimise it and move on. For some unfortunate others - just as only
some persons succumb to disease - instead of minimising the
unhappiness, they faultily maximise it and it becomes a disease of
the mind.

‘So you see the response to the external environment is
sometimes the origin of mental unhealth. And that is where you come
in. You, more than any other person, share Jane’s external
environment. From you I would hope to glean some idea of the
unhappiness that Jane is failing to cope with.’ Peter finished his
long explanation and let the silence hold as Mark mulled over his
words and their meaning.

‘As you say there is unhappiness in all our lives.’ Mark agreed.
‘That’s really what they mean when they say that life is a
struggle. We are constantly searching for ways around the impasse
of unhappiness. This idea that we inherit a bio-genetic ability to
cope with unhappiness is interesting. I can see sense in it, in
that we all eventually want to marry and have a family. The concept
of a loving family environment is one of the strongest cultural
imperatives yet it hardly ever exists in reality. For all it’s
faults though, people are more likely to avoid unhappiness if they
have a soul partner. I have Jane as a soul partner and she has me.
We were very happy together. What happened to us?’

Mark felt suddenly very desolate. He felt alone now that he
could no longer talk to Jane who now was a different person. He
held his head in his hands and wanted to cry but could not. Perhaps
his bio-genetic conditioning was restraining him. It did not help
for males to cry in company of others. It was a sign of weakness
and weakness could lead to attack by enemies and that would lead to
even more unhappiness. But Peter, the psychologist was not an
enemy, so he could lets his tears flow but flow they wouldn’t. It
was as if you couldn’t ever be sure who was enemy or friend in
life.

‘There was one central unhappiness in our life. It affected us
both. We wanted to start a family but it was denied us. I was
deeply sad when Jane lost our son - so was she. It had a huge
impact on our lives. We started all the usual courses to improve
our chances of making a baby but never succeeded. I guess that
could have been what drove Jane to flee the reality of the world.
She must have been so down, to attempt to cut her wrists that time.
I was in agony for her and when she came out I showered her with
love. I told her I didn’t care about children as long as she was
happy and with me. For a time, we seemed to be back to our old
happiness. She had resumed what appeared to be normal life and then
this sudden unprovoked attack. Rather it was more an escape back
into her own world. I can’t understand why. I felt we had resolved
our family problems and were reconciled to being a childless
couple.’

Peter got up and made his way to a side cupboard. He poured a
glass of water from a decanter and placed it in Mark’s shaking
hand. He went back to his seat and stayed silent for a moment to
let Mark take a drink. Then he gently probed further.

‘If Jane were to be better in the morning and return home, do
you think she’d be happy?’ It was a leading question and forced
Mark to consider where Jane and he were at in their relationship.
He knew she wouldn’t be happy at all. He tried to struggle to
cipher the reason why. It was not only the question of kids any
more. The life seemed to have gone out of their relationship. He
still loved her but did she love him? That potential realisation
was an icy blow to his ego and threatened to shatter the very
foundations of his life.

‘No,’ he tried to be brutally honest, ‘she would still be
unhappy. I guess I had been fooling myself of late into thinking
that we were back to our old selves. I enfolded her in a cocoon of
my love and in doing so may have left her feeling so trapped that
she felt there was no escape. There was no escape - at least not in
this world.’

Mark felt drained of energy. He was sapped of all the trappings
of happiness. He didn’t want to talk any more. He just sat there
staring into space until Peter gently took the glass from his hand
and suggested they leave it at that for the moment. He pressed his
card into Mark’s hand saying not to hesitate to call him at any
time if he felt the need.

 

 

Chapter 23

 

Acting

 

Simone had got to the theatre early. The place was empty and
felt cold, even though outside the early morning sun shone
brightly, casting it’s autumnal shadows along the pavement. She had
enjoyed her walk in. The early morning traffic was still light and
when she turned off the busier streets into Temple Bar, she was
alone except for the pigeons shuffling about on the lime grey
cobble. She loved the city when it was at its quietest. There was
no silence - you never get that in the city but there was a sense
of peace. The city had not yet fully awakened to its normal daily
trials and tribulations. It was a sleeping drowsy dragon.

Empty theatres are like graveyards, she mused, as she sat in a
front row seat of the small auditorium. There is a real sense of
absent people all around. She closed her eyes and let her mind
conjure up the hustle and bustle of the crowded room, as she had
experienced it on so many occasions. People talked excitedly in
expectation before the performance began. They moved around and
chatted. The social aspect of the theatre experience is as
important as the show in some respects, she thought. If only I
could dream up a play with no real beginning or end. Let it
insinuate into the normal life experience of the audience. Let them
bring the baggage of their life and incorporate it into the drama.
No it wouldn’t work. People want to be transported away from their
own lives by the play. A play is not successful if the audience
have not been brought to another world in an unconscious manner.
That is what Simone was trying in her current production. She had
written the script herself. Funny how she had used the word script
and not play. Had she written it more like a film? She worked her
way through the plot. There were three characters set in an
apartment. She had wanted them to represent the young Ireland as
she saw it - a boy, girl and a transsexual. The play starts with
the three coming to view a big apartment. They have not met before
but on a whim they decide to take the apartment together.
Attractions develop between boy and girl one, who is a covert
transsexual. The other girl becomes jealous. The relationships
develop with sometimes hilarious sometimes tragic consequences and
the play ends with the discovery of the transsexuals secret and the
realisation that all along there was a three way circular
attraction that by its nature could never be resolved. The three
agree to split up and the last scene shows them moving off to
different corners of the stage.

When she had written it, she wanted the play to seem modern.
Maybe that is why she had used the term script. It was written in
short scenes that built up slowly to develop the story. The stage
was bare, relying on the audience’s imagination to conjure up the
apartment décor and layout. She loved this idea in that each could
decorate the apartment as they saw fit from their experience and
taste. It was also so much cheaper to produce, she smiled smugly -
happy at her cleverness. The problem with this, was that she had to
imbue in the actors a mock physical presence of the furniture. The
floor was littered with words outlining where the television or
whatever should be. With a sudden horror she imagined a cleaning
lady coming in with a mop and bucket and wiping all the chalk marks
away. Her whole set could be destroyed in a few brush sweeps. The
chalk dust forming a heap in the corner would never reveal where
the television once stood. She made a mental note to remind herself
to photograph the stage floor before any such calamity should
befall.

That is the value of being in early and not disturbed by anyone
or anything. I can plan and also risk manage. What other risks are
there. She thought of the lighting. The scene changeovers were to
be facilitated by the dimming of the lights almost to total
darkness and in that moment of darkness the actors were to assume
new positions or exit stage to initiate the new scene. Now after
bright lights the eyes are always blind for an instant even though
the darkness is not complete. She wanted the scene changeovers to
be very quick, almost like those on screen so she expected the
actors to move quite smartly and assume their new positions in
time, so that when the lights brightened they were already acting
their new scene. She still hadn’t figured it out. Maybe I could use
fluorescent strips, she mused. Yes, that could be the solution.

Simone was happy as long as she pushed things along. She hated
the total impasse of the insoluble problem. There had to be a
solution and you searched it out and applied it and then you moved
on. She knew there had to be a solution for Ciara’s recent
unhappiness with her. The solution that kept popping up was not one
that Simone wanted to countenance. Their relationship had only
really started and it needed time to iron out the many things that
cause trouble in all relationships regardless of their sexual
orientation. Theirs was no different and Ciara’s sudden desire to
get pregnant had been a big surprise to her. She knew the solution
was simple. There were thousands of men out there who could act as
studs for her lover. But was it that simple. Would she be jealous?
How would she cope with Ciara giving the bulk of her love to a baby
that really was hers alone and not Simone’s. Would Simone love a
baby for which she had no biological connection. She herself had
never wanted babies and was repulsed at the invasion of her body
space that pregnancy intimated for her. These issues were at the
forefront of her thoughts for the last few days and were
distracting her from her work. The fact that Ciara was the central
character in the play meant that she was constantly reminded of the
problem throughout the day. But she liked to push things along and
had discussed the subject as openly and objectively as possible.
They talked over possible sperm donors. Wound the insemination be
as part of normal intercourse or self inserted? Ciara preferred
natural intercourse feeling that she wanted the child to come from
a natural act and not some pseudo scientific exercise This
disturbed Simone even more. It made the choice of donor even more
delicate. But they had to move things on. Simone finally agreed
that Ciara should get pregnant but, not now, later so that it
didn’t interfere with the play. She didn’t want to have to contend
with morning sickness, along with the usual actor’s tantrums on
set. Now she felt better at having reached the decision but then
had started to worry about the potential partner. No sooner than
one problem was solved than another moved in to take it’s
place.

Her thoughts returned to the stage setting and she became
irritated that the cast had not turned up early, as promised. She
could have dragged Ciara along but she wanted to start the day with
a bath. This was to be her new routine, feeling that bathing would
increase her fertility. She was already becoming obsessed with the
prospect of fulfilling her woman’s natural drive. Simone sensed
that the play would take second place to this new distraction. For
in a way it was a distraction to Ciara who, Simone felt was not the
motherly type. Never had she shown interest in children in all the
times they’d had together. The more she thought of it, the more she
felt that the whole thing was a fad and that once conceived the
baby might lose its interest for her. That scenario was frightful
to Simone who felt that she would end up picking up the
responsibility for the child, that she had no desire for in the
first place. A wave of resentment filled her mind, as she thought
of Ciara soaking in the bath, dreaming romantically of having a
baby. She would milk the experience for all it was worth and then
she could drop the desire once fulfilled, with the impetuosity of a
young woman just experiencing life. Simone would love to get her to
back off the plan but she knew that once Ciara had set on a course
there was no going back.

How utterly sad too, she thought, that there was Jane who madly
wanted a child and was unfairly denied by fate, and along comes a
young woman who on a whim desires the same thing and will probably
succeed without any trouble. The grief Jane had felt over her
miscarriage was nothing compared to the grief she felt when the
gynaecologist had informed her that she was unlikely to ever carry
a child to term successfully. This had been the blow that had
unhinged her. Simone had been very upset when Jane tried to commit
suicide but she understood the depth of depression that had led her
there. She was a fellow traveller on that lonely road to oblivion.
Luckily she had managed to turn back and so had Jane. Simone had
known that she herself had come to terms with her own life and that
such an extreme course of action would never again occur. She had
hoped that Jane’s recovery was similar, but had been completely
taken aback to hear of her recent breakdown. This, in Simone’s
eyes, was more permanent. It was as if Jane couldn’t leave this
world bodily then she’d leave it mentally. Simone shivered at the
thought of Jane struggling alone in another world where the demons
had full freedom to do their wont. What desperate mental anguish
she must be enduring.

At last the cast had arrived. Simone suddenly felt very alive
and full of energy. She at once set aside the morose thoughts that
had invaded her inactive mind. She set about setting up scene after
scene. She pushed and directed with the drive and purpose of one
who knew what she wanted of the players. She gave feedback and
advice when needed and constantly urged more and more from the
actors. The hours of the morning flew by. By lunch all were jaded
and ready to call a halt. As usual, she and Ciara took their
sandwich rolls out to the park. There they lay back on the cropped
lawn grass and chatted as they munched on the freshly baked bread.
They managed to steer the conversation away from anything to do
with the play or theatre during these breaks. They had an unwritten
rule that lunch was not for theorising or deliberating on what had
preceded it that morning. Without such a rule their break would not
be the break that both so needed. Here their roles once again
became those of lovers. The director ceded her authority and the
actor took up some of the acceded authority. They were as one both
in role and in importance.

Today Ciara was looking resplendent in her tight denim jeans and
blue cotton top. Her hair was shining and her skin was smooth.
There was not a hint of make-up to disfigure her natural look.
Simone looked at her face admiringly. She marvelled at how clear a
complexion she had managed to retain. Her own was drawn and showed
wrinkles about the eyes and mouth. She was very conscious that her
nose had lost that youthful look and was showing the skin pores too
clearly. Even Ciara’s teeth were chalk white and made her naturally
red lips even more luscious. Simone felt tingling of desire and
stretched out her hand to touch Ciara’s thigh. She slowly massaged
it. Ciara was stretched out on her back staring at the overhanging
branches. The few remaining leaves were making a dappled pattern on
her face and her eyes were closed. She was enjoying the sensuous
massage. Her face had a hint of a happy smile and she would have
purred if she were a cat.

‘You know,’ Simone said as she gently pressed into her thigh
muscle, ‘I had a curious and perhaps insane idea this morning while
waiting for all you lazy bods to arrive for practice.’

‘Mmm,’ sighed Ciara only vaguely acknowledging, lost in the
realms of indulgent pleasure.

‘Yes, a crazy idea. Then I thought maybe not so crazy. It was
the sort of idea that gave positives in all directions.’

Ciara gave a calm sigh. Her head was resting back on the grass
and her hands were stretched backwards in an almost balletic pose.
Her closed eyelids gave her face an angelic look.

‘You would get your pregnancy,’ Simone continued aware that her
words would startle, ‘and I would not have the jealousy of a man
having sex with you and best of all, a dear friend could have her
wishes fulfilled.’

Ciara opened one eye and stared at Simone to see if there were
some joke being played out but she saw that the words were
serious.

‘Simone you have me totally puzzled. What are you saying?’

‘Well, it’s perhaps off the wall. Yes it is. Forget it.’

Ciara was now getting annoyed that Simone had introduced this
strange suggestion and yet was unwilling to explain what she
meant.

‘Hold on a minute. This is my body you are talking about here.
You have to be more explicit!’

Ciara sat up, her eyes suddenly alert. ‘Am I getting the right
message here?’ she continued. ‘You want me to carry a baby for
someone else!’

‘Yes,’ Simone felt that she may as well be totally upfront. ‘For
Jane!’

 

 

 

Chapter 24

 

Dark Days

 

Mark’s days were consumed with worry. He put in his days at the
office mechanically and returned to a house that was a void. He
desperately missed Jane and wanted her back; not in her current
state but as the person he knew and loved. He realised he had to be
patient. Her recovery was progressing but could be endangered by
pushing things along too quickly. The psychiatrist was very clear
on that point. He had advised a slow and careful treatment. Mark
had to accept that and cope with his pain. Deep down he was afraid
that he too was in danger of entering a dark depression. After all,
it was already in the family. He thought of his sister Simone and
her travails to keep the dark forces in restraint. Suddenly he felt
the need to talk to her and dialled her number oblivious to the
fact that it was near midnight. He sat back on the couch in the
living room and anxiously swirled the whiskey in his glass. The
sound of the ringing tone was comforting.

‘Mark!’ Simone’s voice displayed both anger at the lateness of
the call and concern that there was something wrong. ‘Do you
realise it’s past midnight?’

‘Sorry, Simone, I just needed someone to talk to. I am being
selfish. I’ll call again tomorrow.’

‘No, hold on. I’m awake now. Just give me a sec. I don’t want to
disturb Ciara. I’ll ring you back in a minute.’

The minute seemed to take an eternity. Mark took a long drink
from his whiskey and felt that guilt that he had come to expect
from this new habit of a strong nightcap. But it helped him sleep
and was preferable to sleeping tablets which always left him dozy
the next day. He liked the burning sensation in his throat. It made
his eyes water as he swallowed. He stared at his mobile waiting for
the call to be returned. He wondered if Jane would answer her
mobile and then remembered that the psychiatrist had advised that
phone contact should be limited. ‘Jane must be maintained in a
controlled environment for the present.’ he had advised. So no
calls unless there was absolute necessity. This increased his sense
of isolation from her. He would often call her from the office and
have long idle conversations with her. He could make her laugh and
the memory of her bright carefree laughter made him all the
sadder.

The phone tone startled him when it came.

‘There that’s better.’ Simone seemed fully relaxed. ‘I have a
grand cup of hot chocolate in my hand and can chat away all night
if you want, little brother.’ She had not used the ‘little brother’
phrase for years and hoped that it would convey the family
solidarity that was her intention.

‘Thanks for ringing back, Simone. I just need to chat. The night
has been very long and I’m missing Jane so much. At times I wish I
were able to let my tears flow like a woman. Tears are such a good
catharsis of emotion. I guess I’ll have to settle for a good heart
to heart. You know, sometimes I feel as if I’m the most unlucky
person in the world. I had it all just a short time ago and then it
all fell apart like a feeble house of cards. I didn’t recognise
that my happiness was so flimsy. Could I have done things
differently, had I pre knowledge of my present predicament? I doubt
it. Perhaps Peter, Jane’s psychologist, is right. We are a product
of our interaction with our complete environment. How we cope with
the interaction is our state of mental well-being. When we can no
longer cope, we literally opt out of life. You’ve been through it,
Simone. Is that how it is?

‘Hey that’s very deep for this time of night.’ Simone tried to
lighten the tone. ‘And anyway what do I know. I’m no expert. Just
because your car has had a breakdown, doesn’t make you a mechanic.
I just know that from the perspective of the unwell, there is no
other reality than the bleakness of the now. The road to health in
hindsight was the discovery of small pathways that led out of the
maze of depression. How you find them is a personal voyage.’

‘But you have found them. That’s the great thing.’ Mark was
pushing for some hope. ‘You were as lost as Jane is to the world
and you have recovered. That is what I want for Jane.’ Tears welled
up in his eyes and he felt he could cry. There was no-one to see
him crying, to witness his failure, as a man, to hold back the
emotion that was a sign of weakness in his sex. Simone heard his
sobs and wanted to hold him and comfort his despair.

‘Mark, let your tears out. There is no harm in that. You too
need to cope with your environment.’ Simone knew that he probably
couldn’t hear her words over his sobs. Eventually when she felt
that he composed himself she continued.

‘Mark you must take a long term view of this situation. You must
remember that Jane will recover and hopefully recover completely.
That is where you must set your sights. That will help you through
the dark and lonely nights. You will have your wife back again and
you will rebuild your life.’

‘I wish I had your certainty.’ Mark was unconvinced. ‘Even if
Jane were better in the morning I cannot change the reality that we
can’t have our own family. I feel that it was that stark
realisation that has been Jane’s problem.’

‘There are ways around everything.’ Simone consoled. ‘First
things first. Let her get well. It will take time. Then start
worrying about starting a family.’

‘But don’t you see the two are inextricably linked.’ Mark was
exasperated. ‘I don’t see anyway out. I fear I am failing into
despair. Simone I am fearful for my own sanity.’

These words struck an icy fear into Simone’s heart. She knew
that there was a propensity to mental ill-health in her family. She
had been a victim and now fervently hoped and prayed that Mark was
not also a potential victim. Something had to be done and fast. She
knew how quickly depression entered the voids caused by lack of
hope. She needed to support and give hope. She knew it was too soon
to broach the subject but felt she had no choice. Ciara would be
furious but if it saved her brother from going over the precipice,
then it had to be done.

‘There is a way out. Mark.’ Simone’s words had the authority of
an older sister. They were uttered slowly and assertively. Mark
heard them and felt his despair sink deeper that he had ever
experienced in his life. He knew there was a way out but was too
frightened to mention it and now here was Simone, who had personal
experience of it, seriously advocating it.

‘Simone, how could you suggest that? After all you’ve been
through?’ Mark was appalled.

‘But Mark I don’t mean ..’ The phone went dead on Simone. A
terror possessed her as she realised the mistake in communication
that had just taken place. Frantically she redialled but there was
no answer. Panic set in. She had to get over to his house at once.
She jumped up and grabbed her car keys and raced out the door, not
even bothering to grab a coat. As she turned the key in the
ignition, she realised that she had inadvertently advised her
brother that he could take his own life!

She suddenly realised she was travelling at a very dangerous
speed after she only barely managed to bring her car to a
screeching halt before the red lights. She stared at the light,
willing it to turn green but it just seem to stay red for an
eternity. Her mind was in a turmoil. Flickers of memory of her
suicide attempt came back hauntingly. She would never forget that
twilight zone between life and death, after she had made her final
decision to end it all. She had the sheer terror of the enormity of
the power of free will. She could of her own volition destroy her
very being. But was not part of the problem that she was no longer
a being in the real sense of the word. The being, she was, had to
have so many adjectives added that it lost it real meaning. She was
a lonely, isolated, despairing, haunted, weary, stressed, fraught,
hungry being. The adjectives of the world had worn her down with
their pendulous weight. She could accept no more. Her decision
meant she could throw them aside as now irrelevant. She was now
left only with her being and the prospective demise of it. She had
entered a pure state and the finality of the decision had excised
all her cares. Strangely her sense of time left her and she still
can’t remember how long she had remained in that state before
taking the final steps. In making her choice, she had stopped time,
for it too was no longer relevant.

The light had turned green for a second before it registered
with her. She revved up the car and took off quickly but now not
recklessly. It was as if she had realised that such driving was
putting her own life in danger. Having come back from the brink of
throwing her life away, she was now certain that she wanted to live
her life out in full - let it take her wherever it might. She knew
the real value of living in this weird world. She had come to
realise that the world, though weird, was her world and hers alone.
She carried it with her wherever she went. It was like a giant
balloon into which was squeezed all her experiences, her recent
memory, her history, her life. It’s bounds were the horizons of her
vision and its atmosphere was her emotion and feelings. Like the
earth’s atmosphere, the weather could change dramatically. There
could be storms and hurricanes. Then there could be days when all
seemed right with the world. On such days she was at peace with
herself and the storm clouds had scattered, to be replaced by the
calming presence of blue skies. Right now the sky had darkened and
there was a threat of thunder. She always remembered that feeling
as a child playing in the local park. Everything was helter-skelter
and fun until a deep dark cloud appeared on the skyline. Dogs
started to bark and be frisky. Mothers called for their children to
come in. Birds suddenly seemed to disappear. She had suddenly found
herself alone in the centre of the grassed area. She felt the hairs
on her body go tense. The sky darkened and she felt a large drop of
rain on her arm. She stared at the droplet as it ran in a little
river down her wrist. Suddenly the sky grew immensely bright. Then
there was complete silence. Where was everyone? Where were the
birds? Time seemed to be standing still. Then the thunder came in a
huge, deep, raging roar. It felt as if the evil gods were raging in
the heavens and venting their anger on the earth below. She
screamed and held her head. The peel slowly faded away and the
silence returned to fill the vacuum. Another drop of rain fell and
then another and another. She was now almost saturated. She let her
hands drop from her head. She felt a little hand take her hand
gently. She opened her eyes and saw the frightened pale face of her
brother. He tugged at her hand and together they made their way
home in the rain and thunder.

Simone felt a sudden rush of love for Mark. The fear that he
might be about to do something terrible was too much to bear. She
again threw caution to the wind and started to go dangerously fast.
But she was almost there now.

The car screeched to a halt and she ran to the front door. She
had no keys and rang the bell furiously. She peered into the
hallway through the frosted glass in a side panel but saw no figure
approach. Her heart beat furiously as she tried to decide on what
to do. Once more she knocked. This time she used her clinched fists
to bang loudly on the wood and she started to shout his name. Tears
entered her eyes both from the frustration and also from the pain
of beating her knuckles on the hard wood. Finally breathless and in
desperation she leant against the door, weeping.

As the door opened she fell forward. ‘Mark, Mark!’ was all she
could say, as she fell into his arms. Mark not knowing what was
wrong led her inside and put her lying down on the sofa.

‘Mark I’m sorry,’ Simone sobbed.

‘Sorry? Well I suppose you ought to be. What you had suggested
was crazy coming from where we both find ourselves. There is
certainly a way out of everything but not the way you might
advocate!’

‘Mark, there was a mistake I didn’t for a moment suggest that.
You know that I, of all people, would not wish that on anyone. It
was a mistake of communication. If I’d had a chance to explain,
you’d know. But you hung up and I suddenly realised the mistake and
had the most frightful fear that I might have given you a terrible
way out. I raced over here to make sure that nothing happened.’

Mark almost laughed. ‘Me commit suicide. Never. No matter how
low. You can forget that!’

‘I am so glad you are all-right.’ Simone now was relaxing and
wiped her eyes with a tissue.

‘Mark, the way out I was going to mention had nothing to do with
losing life. On the contrary it was to do with making a new
life.’

‘We’d all love a new life.’ Mark was not impressed.

‘Well these are strange times and what I am going to suggest may
only be a solution for strange situations. Ciara has recently been
feeling the biological calling to have a baby. We have been
discussing it a lot. She is quite vehement but I am not so sure. I
suppose that selfishly I feel a baby will come between us. As you
well know I am not the mothering type anyway. Funnily I feel that
Ciara isn’t either and that the urge to get pregnant is just to
complete her sense of womanhood. Reluctantly I have agreed to her
having her way. Then an idea came to me.’

Simone paused before revealing her proposal. ‘Here, how about
getting me a whiskey. My nerves are shot from all this emotional
drama.’

She took a long drink from her glass and then continued.

‘Have you ever read about surrogacy?’ she asked leadingly.

‘Yeah, of course.’ Mark was now consumed with curiosity as to
what was about to be revealed. ‘Go on.’ He urged.

‘Well what I am proposing in outline is that Ciara could be a
potential surrogate mother for a childless couple if they so
wished.’

Mark looked shocked and then excited as the impact and potential
of what his sister had just said sank in.

‘It would be our baby?’ he asked.

‘Yes, totally. There are ways nowadays of implanting a
fertilized egg in a surrogate mother. The technology is far less
complicated than the legal side, particularly in Ireland. But
there’s always a first time for everything. It could be a very
special baby!’

‘Wow! What an idea.’ Mark was amazed.

They talked for a long time after. Simone suggested that he
sleep on it and they could discuss it again when Jane was
better.

Then avoiding the issue further she told him of the memory that
had come to her on the way over, of the thunder. Mark remembered
that day too and that led them to talk over their childhood and the
hours began to slip away.

 

 

Chapter 25

 

Discord

 

Ciara was not at all convinced. She had been angry at Simone for
being so presumptuous about her willingness to be a gestational
mother for Jane and Mark.

‘What do you take me for?’ she shouted the question to Simone.
Her fingers clinched the glass of wine she held in her hand with
such fury that Simone was afraid the glass would shatter.

‘You think that I will hire out my womb just like that. Like a
common prostitute!’ The words were bitter and full of contempt.

Simone realised that she had overstepped the mark and needed to
calm things down. The way she had explained it to Ciara was perhaps
too forthright. She should have been more circuitous, perhaps
focussing on the altruistic motives. How could one compare a
shining moral stance of self sacrifice to the sordid world of
prostitution. There were absolutely no parallels.

‘Ciara, please don’t use language like that.’ she begged. ‘What
is at issue here is a stance that can be taken to help a couple in
need. You know that your desire for pregnancy is not totally the
desire to raise a family. You have said it yourself that you want
to experience giving birth but do you want the lifelong commitment
that follows necessarily?’

‘You are making me out to be some egotistical spoiled child who
wants experience but not responsibility.’ Ciara’s voice was still
raised. ‘That is so unfair and untrue. It is natural for a woman to
want to give birth. I actually feel it’s part of her destiny. There
is no completion without it. But the time to do it is when you are
young and healthy not when your biological systems are waning.’

Ciara noticed tears forming in Simone’s eyes and suddenly felt
remorse for her insensitivity.

‘Oh heck! Now I've gone and upset you! Yet I’m surely the one
who should be more upset.’ She took a tissue from her pocket and
leant forward and gently dabbed at Simone’s eyes.

‘I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to imply that you are old.’

Simone took Ciara’s hand in hers and pressed it to her cheek. A
weak smile broke out on her lips. She too was vulnerable. She too
had sensitivities.

Ciara poured out the last of the wine from the bottle. Their
meal had started well but when Simone had raised the subject of
surrogacy the tone had changed to one of confrontation. Ciara had
initially felt a distaste with the whole notion. It was unromantic,
against nature almost. It was unnatural for a mother to gestate a
baby, even if it was not her own, and then abandon it after
birth.

‘But you are not abandoning it.’ Simone had argued. ‘You are
giving it up to a loving family environment. Neither are the new
parents strangers. We know them. Mark is my brother. They are
almost in-laws to you. Mark felt that if you were agreeable and if
Jane were to consent then he saw that our involvement with the
child would not cease at birth, but if we wished we could have a
loving involvement throughout its life. Like godparents except we’d
be more special. The child would be blessed with two loving pairs
of carers. So far, from being abandoned, it would be better off
than most. A lucky child!’

‘But would I be able to part with the child after giving birth?’
Ciara was unsure. ‘I can only guess at the attachment I will
develop for the child that I carry and nurture within me. And how
will the involvement of others in my liberty affect me? Suppose
they start interfering with my life. They might start prescribing
how I conduct myself. I couldn’t tolerate that.’

‘I agree.’ Simone saw the potential problems that such
interference could lead to. ‘These issues would have to be
absolutely clear-cut in advance. There could be no interference
whatsoever with your freedom.’

‘But how could that be achieved, short of a legal contract?’
Ciara knew that there so many pitfalls to the proposal.

‘I don’t think the legal contract route is the way to go. It
makes the whole thing impersonal and the legal precedents are not
yet in place in Ireland for such contracts. I don’t know how the
courts would rule on it were it to go wrong. No, I think for both
moral and legal reasons the matter can only be based on trust and
friendship - a dual responsibility.’

Ciara saw so many complications that she was confused and
totally negative to the whole proposal.

‘My God, what if the baby were born handicapped! The thought is
frightful. Jane could renounce him and where would we be. Even more
complicated issues could arise. Could I, for instance, choose at
some stage to terminate the pregnancy! This course is always open
to me as a woman but as a surrogate I may have to defer to others
for what should be a private decision about my own body. No! I
could not tolerate that. I value my independence too much.’

Simone could understand the feeling Ciara was verbalising. But,
she thought to herself, these issues are on the table for all
pregnancies. There are always third parties, be they boyfriends or
husbands. The decision in all instances rests with the woman. It is
her body. Simone, as a feminist, saw that a woman could never
compromise her liberty except in an act of friendship or within a
loving relationship. Maybe this was all too much to ask of Ciara.
She felt sorry for having broached the subject with Mark as she
began to understand the obstacles that were emerging.

‘Ciara, I understand what you are feeling. I have been foolish
to suggest this in the first place. I was looking for solutions but
I’ve only introduced problems. Let’s drop the whole issue. There’s
no harm done. I’m sure Mark will understand. Jane knows nothing as
yet. It’s easy to undo it all.’

Ciara started to cry. The emotions coursing through her, were
too much to put into words. Even though she had argued strongly
against it, the thought of being a gestational mother had not
totally horrified her. The more she thought about it, the more she
realised that Simone was right. She did not want to become a
full-time mother. Her career and independence were too important to
her. Yet deep down she knew she wanted to have a child, to
experience that most unique event in a woman’s life. Her sense of
altruism towards Jane and Mark was not a real issue in her
deliberations but it put a human gloss on what might otherwise seem
a very selfish indulgence.

Now it was Simone’s turn to wipe the tears from Ciara’s eyes.
She leant across the table and hugged her, willing the unhappiness
to pass.

‘We do not have to do anything we don’t like.’ Simone tried to
calm her. ‘Always remember that. We are nothing, if we are not
free.’

The next morning Ciara came downstairs to find Simone making
breakfast. The late autumn sun streamed in the kitchen windows and
gave the room a bright and cheery feeling. Her spirits were up
despite the turmoil of the previous night. The good night’s sleep
had helped ease her troubled mind and the freshness of a new day
had brightened her outlook.

‘It’s funny how all can look so gloomy one night and then the
next morning the whole context can change. It’s like looking at a
glass half full or half empty. It’s all about perspective. I
realise now that last night I was seeing the negatives, the glass
not only half but nearly empty. Just because I wake up refreshed
and the sun is shining I suddenly begin to see the other half and
it is fuller than I’d thought. I said to myself - idealise for a
moment. Think of a trouble free pregnancy. A blissful birth. A
beautiful baby in my arms. A delighted loving couple ready to love
and care for him all the days of his life. The delight we’d take in
his development!’

‘Hey!’ Simone laughed, ‘you have swung full circle there. I
think that reality is somewhere in between. After last night, I too
have begun to feel that the idea is just too far down the road of
possibility to reach.’

‘There are a whole load of issues we did not even consider.’
Simone continued. ‘We think we live in a liberal society where we
have freedom to do as we like with our bodies, as long as it
doesn’t impact on the good of others or of society in general. But
we are a long way from that in twenty-first century Ireland. My
God, thousands of women are going to England every year to have
covert abortions. This has been going on for decades and still the
country has nor legislated for it. Imagine the legal nightmare of
surrogacy? There is access to IVF treatment at home but not for a
surrogacy situation. I’m not even sure if that can be had in
England either. I know that France has a liberal attitude to
surrogacy but would that be available - who knows?’ Simone was
intent in outlining as openly as possible all the problems that
came to her. ‘Even if you get over the IVF issue, when the child is
born there are no simple adoption laws that allow the genetic
parents to adopt the child. The birth mother's name goes down for
the mother and if available the genetic father’s name goes down for
the father. Jane, even though she may be the genetic mother, does
not have any rights under law. She would have to go through the
normal adoption process without any certainty of outcome. So you
see a real legal nightmare for all concerned - potentially.’

Ciara was more chastened by Simone’s rather negative outline of
the practicalities. Yet she tried to maintain her early morning
up-beat humour. ‘Simone, you’re right as usual. But sometimes right
is not always the way to go in life.’

‘Perhaps,’ Simone replied, ‘but it’s still good to have right as
a general goal destination. We have to have some moral navigation
to help us make decisions.’

Ciara was not to be cajoled out of her early morning good spirit
and just laughed, crying, ‘Enough! You win. I give in. Now let’s
move on. It’s such a lovely morning and it’s the weekend. Let’s do
something - how about a trip around the galleries. I love the city
in the sunshine. It’s such a beautiful day!’

 

 

Chapter 26

 

Happiness for some

 

Debby was very happy this afternoon. She had heard two pieces of
great news. Lin had called as usual from Hong Kong. This time there
was an unexpected excitement in his voice and Debby knew that
something was up. Lin told her he had finally secured a position
for himself in their London branch and the bank wanted him to move
over almost immediately. Debby had squealed in delight and was even
more over the moon when Lin declared that he was in the process of
looking for a large apartment suitable for a family.

‘Is that a kind of proposal?’ she asked holding her breath.

‘I guess it is.’ Lin replied and that was it. They were engaged.
No rings, no pomp, just an affirmation. Debby was delighted to
affirm. They stayed even longer on the phone than usual, chatting
and making plans. It was only when her mobile started ringing that
Debby reluctantly said goodbye to her fiancée.

The mobile delivered the other less momentous good news. It was
Mark and he was inviting her over for dinner to celebrate Jane’s
homecoming.

‘That’s wonderful. Mark. I’m so looking forward to seeing
her.’

Debby brought a bottle of champagne and a bouquet of roses for
her friend. She hugged her and tears rolled down both their cheeks
but they were tears of happiness. Jane looked radiant, back to her
stunning best. She had always been a beauty but now there was in
addition a serene composure that Debby was delighted to notice.

‘Wow, roses? For me? How wonderful. You are a dote, Debby. Thank
you very much.’ Jane put the roses in a tall vase and placed it
centre stage on the set table. Mark called out a hello from the
kitchen where he was busy struggling with cooking preparations.
‘Hey, make yourself at home. Jane, can you fix her a drink - and
I’ll have one too. How about a margarita?’

‘Here, I’ll do them.’ Debby offered. ‘You go and give poor Mark
a hand. He sounds under pressure.’

‘Pressure!’ Mark laughed from the kitchen, ‘don’t know the
meaning of the word.’

Debby noted how happy the pair seemed despite all the trauma of
the recent past. It was great to see that even the worst of times
pass on and that the future can be brighter. She thought of her own
fortunes and could not keep silent about her news any longer.

‘I’m moving to London, shortly.’ she said cryptically. ‘For
good.’

‘What?’ Jane was amazed to her the news. ‘Do you mean… .’ But
she did not need to finish because she saw the look of happiness on
Debby’s face. Excitedly she called Mark.

‘What, you getting married?’ Mark was aghast and surprised.
Somehow he had always thought of Debby in terms of Debby and Jack.
Jack’s untimely death had not changed that outlook. Instantly he
chided himself on being so old-fashioned and congratulated her
loudly.

‘This calls for champagne, forget the margaritas.’

Over dinner, Debby talked so much about Lin and her new life
that barely a mention was made of Jane’s homecoming. Jane didn’t
mind. In fact she was glad not to have to talk about an experience
that she gravely wanted to forget. Her recovery had been slow but
for all that the steady progress in her mental state meant that
there was a more permanent cure. Peter, her psychologist, had been
wonderful. She felt that he gave of himself with each session with
her. She was not just a patient but a person to him. He treated her
as a person who just had problems in coming to terms with her
reality. He exposed his own vulnerabilities in trying to show her
that conflict with your environment is natural and exists for all
people. With her, it was just a case of not handling it properly.
He never pushed her or forced her to go to places of her reality
that she wanted to avoid. Rather he let her learn that avoidance
was an acceptable strategy that as long as it was handled sensibly,
it could be the basis of a normal life - at least as normal a life
as anyone else’s. She gradually began to feel that she didn’t have
to confront the issues that disturbed her and in accepting that she
found strangely that when she did entertain them, they no longer
took on such insurmountable proportions. The problems were still
there but she just accepted that maybe there were no resolutions.
Gradually her medicine was reduced and eventually she could get
along well without it. Peter was always there in support. Then she
noticed for the first time that Mark had always been there too.
Sometimes sitting silently at their sessions but mostly bringing
her to and from the therapy room. As soon as Peter felt she was
strong enough to face the real world Mark had collected her. He had
showered her with love and concern. She realised how lucky she was
to have Mark. The pressures she had felt to have a family with him
were still there but she could now cope with them. She had come to
accept her reality and realised that overall it was not that bad
after all. She was feeling so good now that she was considering
going back to work. Teaching didn’t hold that much interest for her
but it was her training. She needed to get back into the real world
as soon as possible.

These thoughts flew through her head as she half-listened to
Debby talk happily about her husband to be. Jane felt happy for her
now, where before, she would have had a tinge of envy.

Mark proposed a toast and they clinked their glasses in
celebration. As he clicked his glass with his wife’s, Mark inwardly
said a prayer of thanks and gratitude for the safe delivery of Jane
back home. He had been a transformed person since she had come
back. He was full of energy and enthusiasm. He saw the world in
warm colours. There was a purpose to his life now. He wanted to
make Jane happy and protect her to the limits of his ability. He
wanted to fulfil her every wish and dream. he wanted her happy and
fulfilled. When she had mentioned going back to teaching, he had
been fully supportive even though he felt that she should seek out
a more fulfilling job. Maybe it was the fear that the proximity of
little children would always be a reminder of the children they
never had. He thought of Simone’s proposal and realised that he had
never really taken up the issue with her since. Strangely neither
had she, even though they had had ample opportunity over the
period. He dared not mention it to Jane. He didn’t want to raise
false or unrealisable hopes. No, better to let life get back to
normal. In sitting in on some of the sessions with the
psychologist, he too had learned that it was necessary to live with
certain constraints and limitations. That they were there he could
not deny, but he could cope with them. He need not feel guilty in
grieving for the son he never had, as he watched small boys kick
football in the park. Let the feeling flow, Peter had urged. Jane
can sense your angst as much as you yourself feel it. You are part
of her recovery. There is a part of you that must recover too. As
time moved on he began to relax with the status quo. He accepted
that Jane was ill and in therapy. He no longer feared it or feared
for her. That was just it. There was hope and a future.

‘To a bright future!’ Mark toasted raising his glass again.

The dinner was intimate, just the three of them chatting happily
over steaks followed by a simple desert. Debby was so happy not
just because of her own good fortune but because she could see that
Mark and Jane were happy. It is strange that when you are happy you
want all the world to be happy also.

‘I’m going to miss you people terribly when I move to
London.’

‘Don’t be silly. London is only an hour away.’ Mark consoled
her.

‘But you’ll be back and forth to your gallery all the time.’
Jane reminded her.

‘Well no, at least that’s not the plan.’ Debby was delighted
that the subject had been brought up.

‘You see, I’m planning to lease out my gallery for a few years.
Lin wants my undivided attention and insists good naturedly on my
giving up the gallery. I don’t need that much persuading really. I
want to concentrate on my relationship - it is the most important
thing to me in the world at present.’

Debby was being reflective and a bit more serious. She
continued.

‘I have a proposal to make to you two. I don’t expect an answer
soon - don’t even give me a reply. Just promise me you’ll consider
it. I’d be delighted if Jane were interested in taking up the
lease.’

Jane’s face showed surprise and mild shock then delight. She
looked towards Mark who seeing her delight nodded.

‘Don’t say anything yet.’ Debby advised. ‘I have asked Ken to
draw up fair and good terms, to make it as attractive as possible
for you. Have a chat with him and then we’ll discuss it further.
Remember, I don’t mind if you feel it’s not for you but if you do,
then I’ll be very happy. Now say no more. Have we any more
champagne. Let’s celebrate further!’

They waved goodnight to Debby from the doorway. It was past
midnight. The clear night revealed some stars in the autumn sky.
For a while they both stood there, gently embracing. Jane resting
her head on Mark’s shoulder stared at the few twinkling lights in
the dark sky.

‘Look at that bright one.’ she said pointing towards Orion’s
belt. ‘I bet there’s another world circling that star. That’s a
wonderful thought. We are not alone!’

‘No, we are not alone at all.’ Mark comforted her. ‘We will
always have each other.’

He kissed her lightly on the cheek and tightened his hug to
reinforce his feeling of love.

Inside, they reclined on the couch luxuriating in the afterglow
of a very pleasant evening. Jane talked excitedly about the
prospect of running the gallery. Already she was planning ahead.
She wanted to talk to Ken as soon as possible. It was important to
put things on a sound commercial footing. She needed to learn as
much about the business as possible before Debby took off for
London. Mark reminded her that Debby would always be available at
the end of a phone to answer her initial queries.

‘Yes, I realise that but I also realise I am a total beginner
when it comes to art appreciation and more importantly to knowing
what is hot or of value in the modern art scene. I will have to do
loads of research. I’m really looking forward to it all. It has
given such a sense of direction already. Oh Mark, I feel so
happy!’

 

 

Chapter 27

 

Getting Back

 

Ken closed the laptop and rubbed his tired eyes. The office was
empty save for his presence. The staff had long gone home but he
had toiled on. Business was not good. The work was not coming in as
it should. Good clients were leaving him. He had had to let some
staff go and was making up the shortfall himself. The long days
were taking their toll on him. His eyes had dark patches that that
came from overwork and lack of sleep. He was struggling to save his
business but he knew that hard work alone was not enough. This
realisation angered and frightened him. He slammed the desk top
with his open palm in frustration and desperation. He had to do
something but what?

He struggled to hold back tears of despair. He thought of the
twins and what they would think to see him crying like a lost soul.
This fortified him a little and he choked back the emotion. I’ve
got to fight, he thought. I have to fight fire with fire but I have
to be clever too. There is no use going cap in hand to Amy with her
father orchestrating from the wings. He is the real maestro
controlling my destiny. I have to tread carefully with him. Haven’t
I always done that. Kowtowed to him literally. He always had the
hold over me with the business. If I let the business go I could
tell him to go and fuck himself. Wouldn’t that be great. I can just
imagine the pompous look of disbelief on his ugly face.

Ken was using words that he normally felt were base. He felt
dirty at their use yet, in some way, it relieved his anger. He
calmed down and tried to reassess. Let’s see, he reasoned, what is
the status quo? Amy definitely no longer loves me. She said so in
definite terms. ‘Love? No, disgust yes!’ That had really hurt him.
The venom in her voice told him that all was lost - no going back.
Her little sensibilities were affronted by dirty sex! Ken checked
himself again. Keep calm, such base thoughts are of no help. Where
was I? Amy is out of the picture. Therefore I’m in damage
limitation. Fight to retain my business is paramount. Fight for
access to the twins is vital. Fight to retain my dignity? What
dignity? Maybe all along my clients knew why they were giving me
their business and despised me for it. I have few friends amongst
them. That’s clear, otherwise they would not have deserted me.
Those who have stayed, are those I managed to attract on value for
money terms. They cannot sustain the business. They are not worried
about my dignity. If they see the big clients go then they will not
be long following.

Ken was slowly coming to the realisation that his business was
doomed. How to save the most from a sinking ship? His back was to
the wall. He felt a cold sweat break out on his forehead. Never
trap a rat, he thought, it will only turn on you and you had better
be aware! He got up and made his way to the records room. He knew
what he was seeking. In putting it away, he knew that in the wrong
hands it could be lethal for him and for others. He put some sheets
into a folder and silently closed the file cabinet.

Back at his desk he felt suddenly cold. His hands were white as
he picked up the phone and dialled. He knew the voice on the other
end. Usually he kowtowed but now he braced himself steely. His
voice was cold and emotionless. He requested a meeting. No not
tomorrow, not at his office. Here, now at once. The voice at the
other end was aghast and told him he was mad. But Ken managed to
convince him that this was serious business and not posturing. He
was at endgame stuff. By the end of the evening he would be either
back in business or ruined.

He put down the phone. He had a strange sense of power. It was
not a feeling he was used to. It was very clear yet cold. It was
not a human feeling. He made himself a coffee and returned to his
desk. He stared about the office and realised that all the lights
were still on. He, one by one, turned them off, leaving only a desk
light glowing sending shadows into the corners. He sat back in his
chair and sipped his coffee. He realised that his mouth was dry and
thirstily drank more coffee. Loneliness descended upon him. He was
taking this action alone. There was no-one in the world who knew or
would understand or even condone. He shivered at the isolation of
it all and prayed for strength. He consoled himself that this was
survival - survival of the fittest. Nature was not a sympathetic
beast. The lion showed no remorse that it had been given strong
jaws and claws to tear apart the beautiful defenceless gazelle.
That was nature’s way and man was part of nature.

He heard the sound of footsteps before the click of the office
door. The figure was a dark shadow but instantly recognisable by
his tall gait and broad shoulders. Small petite Amy had none of his
build. Ken had always found his size intimidating, almost as much
as his power. The figure stepped forward into the light. No words
were spoken. It was as if each man knew that this was a serious
business and any idle words could later cost them dearly. Ken rose
from his chair and handed over the file. Even in the half-light the
contents made themselves known and what was known already by both
men was confirmed.

‘If I go down I might bring others down with me for company.’
Ken’s voice was edgy but cold. The hate of years was condensing
into it’s steely tones.

‘Naturally those are copies, you may keep them if you like. The
originals are in safe keeping and will remain there provided my
business continues to flourish.’

He waited for a response but none was forthcoming. ‘There’s
another thing. You might not think it but I still love your
daughter - she is the mother of my children, your grandchildren. I
think it best that the twins are brought up in a stable family.
Your support can help sustain this family. I am not making it a
condition like the business end of things but let’s say it will
lead to a more secure and happy environment for us all.’

Again he waited but the was no response. The stiff body language
revealed an imminent attack and Ken felt an adrenaline rush. Did he
want to escape the danger or confront it but in any event he did
neither. The silence was broken by icy, scornful tones.

‘You cheap fuck! I never thought you’d have the guts. You’d
better deliver!’ He threw the file on Ken’s desk and left.

Ken suddenly felt he could breathe again. His heart pumped. He
did not know what emotion he was experiencing. Was it relief?
Disgust? Loathing? He rummaged in a lower drawer of his desk and
pulled out an unopened bottle of whiskey. Quickly he pulled off the
cork and drank greedily, directly from the bottle. He smashed the
bottle heavily onto the desk and let out a wild shout. Was it glee,
anger, fury? Again he couldn’t tell. His breathing was very heavy -
he must take control. He, Ken, had taken control.

 

 

 

Chapter 28

 

Back Again

 

Amy was tired. The flight had been delayed at Malaga and the
chaos at the airport had left her with a searing headache. She had
felt lonely for the first time since going on holiday. Sure she had
been reluctant to leave the twins with her parents but Daddy had
insisted that the break would do her the world of good. And it had
too. The spa and health centre had been just what she needed. The
constant care and healthy living along with the clear blue skies
had quickly elevated her spirits. She soon left behind her worries
and frustrations. Even her anger at Ken subsided.

As each glorious day passed in a routine of gentle exercise,
massages and healthy eating, her sense of self blossomed and she
found that there existed a new Amy that had never had a chance to
emerge. She became light-hearted and easily flirted with the male
staff. This was what life could, and should, be like. It was full
of new experiences and delights. Each was welcomed as a natural
pleasure. The daily massages were first a source of embarrassment,
as she felt shy at being uncovered in front of the young masseur.
But the initial reluctance soon gave way to a frisson of the
erotic, as she felt his hands tread the curves of her firming body.
It had awakened in her the desire for physical intimacy that she
had most missed since leaving Ken. Not that Ken could do for her
the things that these professional masseurs achieved. She would
wander off into a contented slumber and on awakening chide herself
for missing out on the experience of the event. But there were more
massages if she wanted. It was almost hedonistic in that her every
desire was allowed. There was no need for constraint and where
there is no constraint many things happen.

She had not wanted the attention on that final night. She had
gone for a walk in the town and had entered a quiet bar, for what
was to be her first alcoholic drink all week. The gin and tonic
poured for her was much more than a double at home but as she
sipped on it, the effervescent tang of tonic and lemon felt great
to taste. Then the man approached and started to chat her up.
Normally she would have instantly cold-shouldered him but with the
effect of the drink and her new found sense of abandon she led him
on.

When she woke the next morning a sick feeling arose in her
throat. She ran to the bathroom and threw up. She looked at herself
in the mirror and was aghast at the gaunt spectre staring back. Her
pallor was deathly pale and there were dark patches under her eyes.
Her hair was in a mess and she noted with horror that she had not
removed her make-up. She had no memory of getting back or of the
night before. In a panic she raced into the bedroom and searched
for her handbag. She rifled through its contents and was relieved
to find her purse intact. She opened it but it was empty. She sat
down on the bed and started to cry. What had she done? Her last
memory was of the man who had come to chat her up. After that, it
was all a blank. Nothing. Suddenly she realised she was still in
last nights clothes! A cold terror overcame her as she realised she
was not wearing knickers. The tears just flowed. There was nothing
she could do.

The plane being delayed just added to her distress. She wanted
to get home as quickly as possible. The heat and the intemperate
crowds were weighing in on her and the pressure was becoming
unbearable. The constant announcements were of little solace, as
the delays became longer and longer. Her head throbbed. She looked
around the airport for a pharmacy. She needed painkillers but no
pain killers could restore the lost time of the previous night. She
tried to reason out what may have happened but the scenarios were
all too fearful to contemplate. A sense of revulsion arose in her,
at herself, at men, at the whole world.

The flight was finally announced and the journey home was long,
filled with foreboding thoughts. Who could she turn to for help.
Her father? She imagined the look of hurt and pain that her
confession would have. Had she used the word confession? She had
not sinned. She had been sinned against. She should be angry and
hit out. But at whom and at what? The thoughts whirled around in
her head. She must think things out carefully. No-one knows about
this. Need anyone know? Could she keep it as her awful secret for
the rest of her life? That thought was frightening. It was lonely.
She felt alone in a hateful world. She knew that for her sanity she
had to let the secret out. Think! Think! She urged herself. Try and
be logical!

What was the worst thing that could happen? She could be
pregnant! She could have AIDS! She could have some awful venereal
disease. Solutions, I need solutions, she cried to herself. Okay,
try and take control. Actions can help. I will have a pregnancy
test as soon as possible. The ‘morning after pill’ - of course why
that’s the first step. But that’s like an abortion!

Amy’s moral sensibilities were those of a conservative Catholic
and she had a particular aversion to abortion even though she knew
many of her friends who had been driven to it. Yet the morning
after pill was more of a contraceptive, she tried to reason to
herself. It was totally acceptable in this case where she had been
effectively raped. But had she been raped? What if in her
inebriated state she had led the man on and had casual sex with
him? Was she now justified in aborting the consequences? This moral
quagmire was the last thing she needed at the moment and she tried
to change her thinking. I may not be pregnant at all, she thought
hopefully.

When she finally arrived back, her parents were amazed to see
her look so haggard and tired. Amy hugged the twins but with none
of the usual warmth that she customarily displayed. She made her
excuses quickly and took the children home. She went through the
motions of preparing their supper and put them down for an early
bed. The twins began to complain that it was far too early for
sleep but the tone of Amy’s voice quietened them .

Alone in the kitchen Amy stared at the table top and started to
cry. She needed help but there was no-one to turn to. Her parents
could not be exposed to such filth! They were too good for that.
She thought of her girlfriends but was afraid the story would turn
them off her, in revulsion. No-one wants to be associated with
rape. At her wit’s end she thought of Ken. Here, there at least was
nothing further to loose. He knew her more than any other person in
the world. He could help her if he chose. But since their split-up
she had treated him with contempt. Why would he now forgive her and
try to help her in this sordid matter? But there was no-one else to
turn to. Amy took up the phone and dialled his number.

‘Ken.’

‘Amy?’

‘Oh Ken, I need help!’ Amy burst into tears.

 

 

Chapter 29

 

Looking Up

 

Ken put down the phone and paused to gather his thoughts. The
call from Amy was not totally unexpected. Already after only a few
months his business was on the up. Slowly his old clients were all
returning, some with even more business. Times were looking good
financially. Socially, however, the barometer had barely moved. It
needed a catalyst and he knew that that could only come from the
normalisation of his family circumstance. He expected Daddy to
assist him here as part of their little deal but he knew that this
could take a lot more time than the transformation of the business.
Daddy might not have the same power with his female relations as he
obviously had amongst his business associates. And now the phone
call. But Amy was in tears and very distressed! This did not have
the hallmark of Daddy.

Somewhere deep inside Ken was worried for Amy. The events of the
recent past had hardened him more than a lifetime of knocks. He had
changed. He had to change or drown in the sea of his own cowardice.
Now he saw himself as a ruthless operator willing to risk all to
get what he wanted. There was no place in this persona for
sentiment or sympathy. He had to be thoroughly focussed on his
goals and be constantly aware of potential threats or ambushes. He
had become inordinately defensive. He was suspicious of everyone’s
motives. Naturally he had learned to hide this very well by keeping
a pleasant friendly exterior. The deception took its toll and
usually by the time he reached the sanctuary of his apartment late
each evening, he was exhausted both mentally and physically. He had
taken to having a few large brandies before bed more to
anaesthetise his troubled and weary mind. He worried that without
them he would not find sleep at all and one long hard day would run
into another. His mind, nor his body, could take that.

Despite the cold reality his life had become, Ken still felt
worried for Amy. He knew the tone of her voice and had never before
heard it quiver so, in exasperated distress. He wanted to rush to
her side but the recent caution stayed his ardour. He sat down and
tried to think laterally. Search for ambushes, he advised himself.
Do not be led by emotion that, on looking back, could be your
downfall. There is no love lost here, so why the sudden call for
help. Why not go to Daddy? It must be something that Daddy would
disapprove of. If so that could be to my advantage. Any little bit
of leverage helps. Ken felt no guilt at thinking in this manner
about the person he supposedly loved. His approach to life had
become very Machiavellian. He focussed on the goal - how he got
there was irrelevant. He wanted Amy back mainly for social and
business reasons but also because he loved her in as much as he
could now love anyone. Whatever he did now should be driven by
pragmatic goals, not emotional ones, he thought. The thought of a
trap entered his mind but he realised that this, whatever it was,
was a great opportunity. He’d better get over to Amy before she
changed her mind and sought help elsewhere.

When Amy opened the door for him he was shocked at the state of
her. Her eyes had a manic look of terror in them that he’d never
seen before. Her normally tidy appearance was gone. Her hair was in
a mess and he noted with distaste that her lipstick and mascara was
smudged. He thought that she had the look of a cheap prostitute and
for a moment was repulsed. He pushed such thoughts from his mind
and concentrated on his goal. On the way over he had practised
words that he could say that would lead the way towards
reconciliation, but he had not reckoned on the figure before him
and he was now speechless. But words were unnecessary, as Amy fell
into his arms in a sob of wild tears. He gently pushed her into the
room closing the door behind.

‘There, there Amy don’t cry. I’m here, you’re going to be okay’
Ken caressed her head as it lay against his chest. He thought it
best to say no more. Let her talk - tell him what was the matter.
He was becoming alarmed that there might be something wrong with
the twins but his caution told him to wait. Eventually Amy gathered
herself together and sat down on the sofa. Ken sat on an armchair
by her side and held her hand. He said very little as she explained
the trauma of the end of her holiday. The more she told him the
more Ken began to relax realising that this was just what he needed
to bring him back into the fold. He made sympathetic noises from
time to time but for the most part let Amy reveal her secret shame.
Amy talked and talked, relieved to be able to tell someone of her
ordeal, as if in doing so she could make it seem normal and consign
it to the past. It was only when she expressed her fears that she
might be pregnant or could have contracted a venereal disease or
worse HIV that Ken suddenly grew very concerned. He knew now that
he and Amy were back together. He would graciously forgive her and
accept what had happened to her and, more, he would keep it secret.
Always their secret, never to be revealed to Daddy or anyone. He
could have smiled at how things were turning out. Now he had
something on both father and daughter. He was in a position of
total power over his future. He even had the time to appreciate the
irony that in a way both he and Amy were date raped. One leading to
their split, the other leading to their reconciliation. Does life
throw up such irony to taunt us? Ken got a grip on himself as he
almost felt a wry smile break out on his lips. He caught it in time
and turned it into a warm consoling smile.

‘Don’t worry Amy. I’ll take care of you now.’

‘Oh Ken, you are so good and after all I’ve done to you. You are
an angel.’ Amy gratitude was unbounded. She hugged him again. Ken
felt aroused by the contact and would have made love there and then
but the mention of HIV was still uppermost in his mind. He knew
that the chances of having contracted HIV was very slight but the
threat of pregnancy was greater. Amy was always very fertile - the
twins were conceived on their honeymoon. No pregnancy was the real
risk. But there was a solution to that threat - the morning after
pill. He realised he had to tackle this one carefully else Amy’s
Catholic sensibilities would be a problem.

‘Amy, we have to get you to a doctor as soon as possible. There
are steps that can be taken to minimise the outcome of this
terrible event.’

‘Are you suggesting I take the pill?’ Amy had a worried look. ‘I
don’t think I want to do that?’

Ken was relieved to hear that it was not an outright rejection.
He slowly but deliberately went through the alternative. He pointed
out that Daddy would have to learn of what had happened. How would
the twins take to a child brought into their midst thus? When they
were older, they’d learn of their sibling’s terrible origin. How
would Amy feel about the child - suppose she couldn’t bond with it?
It’s life would be one of rejection by everyone - not the way to
bring a new life into the world. Ken teased out all the
ramifications and let Amy see that the counterbalance of taking a
pill was the only and correct course of action. By the end Amy was
once more in tears but was so overcome with emotion and tiredness
that she reluctantly agreed to see the doctor in the morning.

Ken stayed over that night. They slept together but no love
making took place. Next morning Ken took control and Amy followed
along. They visited the doctor and the business was dealt with
efficiently. Blood samples were taken and they were to await the
results. Afterwards Ken insisted they bring the twins over to her
parents and tell them the good news of their getting back together.
Daddy’s joy was muted and he was worried at the poor appearance of
his daughter. But it was best for Amy and the twins to be in a
stable nuclear family. That’s the way things were in the old days -
people stayed together for the kids despite the mostly barren
relationships of the parents. Had he not done the same?

Later that evening Ken put the twins to bed early and then gave
Amy her prescribed sleeping pills and urged to take an early night.
Having despatched her to bed he poured himself a large brandy and
sat back in his favourite armchair. He swirled the alcohol around
in the brandy glass and let the aroma waft up to his nose. Then he
took a sip and let it trickle down his throat. The pleasant burning
made him want to cough and the ether came back up his nostrils. He
breathed out deeply and sighed in contentment. He did not need this
to go to sleep tonight but he deserved it. A good day’s work. An
excellent day’s work, he thought. It’s great to be home.

 

 

Chapter 30

 

New Horizons

 

Jane and Mark had an appointment to meet Ken to discuss the
lease issue. He had suggested they meet in a local cafe rather than
his office. ‘It will be less officious and I know that Debby wants
you to feel the whole administration side of things isn’t too
daunting,’ he had said over the phone. Jane was delighted that
things were going to be more informal. Since leaving hospital she
had developed a distaste for anything institutional. Furthermore,
it was a lovely sunny morning and it would be a shame to spend it
cooped up under artificial light in a dusty office.

‘My office is not dusty!’ Ken had laughed but he knew what she
meant. He, too, was happy to spend more time out of the office now
that business was thriving. He was thinking of taking on extra
staff, to allow him more time to play the golf he had recently
taken up. Also he had become more attentive to Amy of late. The
period over which she fretted the outcome of the HIV test had
brought them closer together and the shared joy of the negative
result was followed by the most intense love-making he had ever
experienced. There was a new frisson of the exotic about Amy now
that he found most exciting. He was convinced that as long as there
was sexual tension in their lives they would be all-right. So life
at home had returned to its happy norm. They agreed that there was
never going to be a need for an au pair again. Ken was happy with
this arrangement as he knew that he could never fully trust himself
in a situation of sexual opportunity. So he did his best to avoid
any temptation. This led to a more settled and peaceful existence
and Ken realised that this was the lifestyle he preferred. So it
was back to the gardening at weekends and now golf. Life was now a
nice routine.

As Mark sipped his coffee and regarded the two people opposite
him he felt that life, too, was strange. Only a short while ago
things were so different. Jane had been a depressed woman yearning
for motherhood and Ken had been a broken man longing for his
family. Mark had been delighted when Ken rang him with the news
that he had moved back in with Amy. The change was almost
miraculous and it happened so fast. Even Ken’s business was going
so well. Mark, though not religious, almost detected a guiding hand
at work. But good fortune had also smiled on him too. Jane had made
a full recovery and was very relaxed and happy in herself. Things
were so good that he had even been able to bring up the subject of
children with her without any problem. They had a relaxed
conversation admitting openly to each other that they both would
still like a family. Jane was relaxed in admitting the reality that
she would never be able to carry a child. It seemed that the
illness she had gone through was a necessary journey in coming to
terms with that terrible fact, and having made that journey she was
now free of all inner turmoil and self blame. It was a fact of life
- not her fault nor anyone’s fault. Yet she still had the
confidence in her own mental strength to acknowledge that the
desire to have a family was still there. Mark, for his part, was
glad that he could talk openly to Jane about his own desires. As
they talked around the issue Mark had taken the bold decision to
bring up the subject of surrogacy. Jane had heard of surrogacy but
had not formed any particular opinion on the subject. Quite frankly
she had not associated the issue with their predicament. She saw it
as one of those modern American phenomena that were featured in
Time magazine from time to time. It was not an issue that could
happen in Irish society.

‘But it can happen here now, Jane.’ Mark had pointed out. He put
down his knife and fork side by side on his plate. They were just
finishing their evening dinner. Mark took a sip of wine from his
glass and then looking straight into Jane’s eyes to decipher her
mood, felt the time was right to discuss Simone’s proposal with
her.

‘Jane, there is potential hope for us in following the surrogacy
route. I know it sounds a weird road to take but modern medicine
makes it possible to place a fertilised egg in a surrogate womb.
That scientific part is perhaps the easiest. The harder part is
finding a suitable surrogate.’

Mark paused and waited for a response. He could see from her
eyes that Jane was not in any way distressed at the idea. If
anything she was more alert and showing a real interest.

‘You seem to know a lot about the subject already.’ Jane smiled
accusingly.

‘I admit I’ve done some research on the subject.’ Mark was
feeling a tad guilty, as if he had been keeping something from Jane
and in fact he had. Simone had brought up the subject with him
again and had intimated that Ciara was not totally against the idea
and that he was free to pursue the issue with Jane. He did not know
how to bring up the subject with Jane and was also afraid of the
impact on her, so he had avoided the task for as long as possible.
In the meantime he had looked up the internet and trawled through
the local library for as much information as possible. There was
not a lot of information to be had and none of it local. This was
disheartening at first but the time taken up allowed him to get his
own head around the issue and to feel happy that the course would
not be anything unnatural. So here he was finally talking to Jane
about it. He suddenly felt very anxious. He knew that he’d had a
long time to take the issue on board and he was going to throw the
whole topic onto Jane in a matter of a few minutes. Yet it was now
too late to hold back.

‘Yes, I’ve actually been thinking about surrogacy a lot lately
and I’ll tell you why. I’d have talked to you before this but I
wanted to make sure you were ready for it. I can see by your
initial reaction that you are.’ Once more Mark searched Jane’s
eyes.

‘Come on Mark, out with it! I know you have something on your
mind. Let’s have it.’ Jane was relaxed in herself and felt no
threat from mere discussion.

Mark recounted his meeting with Simone and her radical proposal.
Jane was shocked but not in a threatened way. Her face paled more
in the anticipation of the prospect of having her own baby in her
arms. Then tears came to her eyes but they were not tears of
sadness but of gratitude at the goodness of human nature that
someone was willing to do so much for her happiness.

‘Sorry I shouldn’t get emotional. Don’t worry these are just
women’s tears. That Ciara would do this for us, is to me, so
humbling. I know it’s only a remote proposal at this stage but the
offer of it alone is so, so … words fail me, Mark.’

Mark went over to her and hugged her tightly. There were tears
in his eyes also. His tears were of happiness too. Jane had taken
the revelation so well and so maturely. It was still very early
days but, for once, a childless future was not a necessary
certainty for them. As they kissed each other, they both realised
that.

That was a few nights ago and now as Mark looked warmly at Jane
as she engaged in easy conversation with Ken, he knew that there
were definitely no ill after effects. There was a sparkle in her
eyes that he had not seen since they were students together
starting out in the world. Maybe for her this was a form of rebirth
and the future beckoned brightly and optimistically as it only can
for the young at heart.

Ken had tactfully brought the conversation around to the
gallery. He was painting a very positive picture of the business
potential.

‘Debby has been very generous in her terms. She has only asked
that you cover normal operating overheads. Anything over that is
your profit. She didn’t even want to formalise the agreement
feeling that you as a personal friend were good for your word - a
lady’s agreement she called it. But I, as a seasoned gentleman,
advised that you both were better off to sign a type of agreement.
It took a lot of persuasion but eventually I prevailed and I drew
out a simple agreement that I hope you will sign. Just to put
things on a sound footing.’

He produced a file that contained copies of the agreement neatly
bound. Jane glanced at the terms and handed them to Mark who
studied them in more detail but even at a cursory glance he could
see they were very favourable. The lease was to be for one year and
renewable thereafter by consent on both sides. It meant that Jane
was not locked into the gallery for the longer term. He liked this
aspect as he foresaw that at the end of that period they might have
a small family to consider. He smiled his approval at Jane and
without further ado, she signed the copies. Ken handed over a set
of keys and wished her good fortune in her new venture.

Jane insisted that she leave Mark with Ken and that she go alone
to the gallery for the first time. She kissed them both goodbye and
headed off on foot. As she weaved her way along the crowded
pavement she thought how great life can be. The sun was out and the
blue sky was dappled with white clouds. She was glad she had chosen
to wear a dress today. She felt elegant as she walked along in her
high heeled shoes and her dress wrapped against her figure by the
gentle breeze. She felt the eyes of passing men momentarily scan
her and she felt the thrill of being attractive and feminine. This
is the way I used to feel, she thought. It’s good, very, very
good.

As she opened the gallery door she was greeted by the sales
assistant who immediately knew who she was. After a quick tour of
the routines of the business, Jane sat down at her desk in a quiet
corner of the space. She surveyed the scene and noted that the desk
afforded a view of all that there was in the gallery. Good old
Debby she had her hand on the business all right. The desk was neat
with only a phone, laptop and desk light. Jane powered up the
laptop and was greeted by a screen saver message from Debby wishing
her good luck. Jane smiled, just like Debby. How sweet! She opened
the drawers and found a diary. Leafing through the pages she
realised that already her life was being mapped out for her, with
appointments penned in for meetings with individual artists and
publicists. Her heart began to beat faster at the expectation of
being busy and driven. This is what I want, she thought. I am going
to thrive in this! She set down to work. There was so much to do.
She had to get to know each artist and their work. She studied
client lists and noted what kind of work that was popular with
whom. Already she was starting to plan ahead. She looked at the
exhibition calendar and mentally began to work out who was likely
to turn up and more importantly to purchase. She was fully consumed
in this when Mark came into the gallery. He had his hand behind his
back making a great play of hiding something. With a big grin on
his face he asked for the manager. The assistant laughingly pointed
towards the corner. Mark parked a large bouquet of roses on the
desk.

‘For the lady in my life and the best business lady in town,’ he
intoned regally. They both laughed and kissed.

 

 

Chapter 31

 

A Contract

 

Simone and Ciara had been invited over for dinner. Jane loved
their company. The conversation was always about the arts or
theatre. She revelled in the praise heaped on her over her first
gallery exhibition. Not only had it been a commercial success but
it had been a major social event - also making the social columns
of the Sunday newspapers. The event had brought out the best in
her. She had everything planned down to the finest detail. She
hounded every arts critic in town to get them to attend and when
they did, she lavished huge attention on them so that only the most
churlish would give her a bad write up. But she needn’t have
worried, because the show sold itself. The work by a group of
gallery artists, including her now good friend Toto, was a complete
sell out. Nothing influences critics so much as the fact that
people of taste spend good money on a work of a particular artist.
And Jane ensured that all her clients were those of the best of
taste. By the end of the night she was in heaven. Everyone went to
a party in a club afterwards and danced their way into the early
hours of the morning. When they finally got home Jane was too
excited to sleep and kept Mark awake as she continued to enthuse
about how great a night it had been and how good in general their
life had become. She admitted to him that the urge to have a child
was no longer so great. The hectic pace of life had replaced it or
rather left no time for it. The funny thing was that she was quite
happy with this waning of desire to have a family. They had talked
a lot about the surrogacy route and the more it became a
possibility the more it took the pressure off both of them. There
was now the possibility in the future and the ticking of time was
no longer a threat. Yet they both felt that they had at some stage
to discuss the matter with Ciara and Simone and that had been the
reason they had asked them over for dinner by themselves.

Mark did not know how to bring up the subject and avoided it
until the meal was finished. They were finishing their second
bottle of wine and the effects had relaxed everyone. Mark knew
that, now, the time was right and caught Simone’s eye. She
immediately knew what he meant and broke the ice for everyone.

‘It’s okay Mark, we want to talk about it too,’ Simone smiled at
Ciara who nodded agreement. ‘Maybe I’d better let Ciara speak.’

‘I know that Simone has mentioned the possibility of me being a
surrogate mother for your child,’ Ciara began. ‘I’d like to be able
to help you and I’m sure you are wondering why? Well, I suppose I
have been going on a bit of late about fulfilling my feminine
experience by having a baby. Simone was aware of my needs and saw a
way of doing so without perhaps constraining me into motherhood and
foregoing my career and ambitions. I must admit that she is right
in identifying career as being hugely important to me. So all told,
now is not the time to have a child for me but I know that at some
stage I want to have a child and to be a mother too!’

Simone paled at this. She had not been aware of a change of
heart. If Ciara wanted to be a mother then the situation changed
radically. She glanced at Mark and Jane and saw that the light had
gone out of their eyes too. The mood was turning. She looked at
Ciara and saw that there were tears in her eyes. Simone felt the
pain of love and wanted to hold her close and protect her. This was
not going the way it should. Why hadn’t Ciara warned her?

‘Wait! Let me explain,’ Ciara said through her tears. ‘Sorry, I
didn’t want to become emotional but this is serious stuff. Having a
baby is serious stuff. I considered how I would cope with being a
surrogate mother. I tried to imagine the child growing inside me.
How would I bond with it? Could I then abandon it, after it forced
its way out of my body? I said, hold on here Ciara! This is not to
be done lightly. The moral side of it I rationalised, as a good
feminist. I was going to do it to help a distressed sister. But was
that reason enough. I realised that to do it solely for the
fulfilment of my own feminine experience was not sufficient cause.
So I came to the realisation that I could not bring myself to do
it.’ Ciara sobbed a little and there was a difficult silence.
Everyone knew she had not finished and gave her time to gather her
thoughts.

Jane wanted to reach out to Ciara. She wanted to shout that this
was no longer necessary. She was no longer a distressed woman. She
now had a life and could cope with not starting a family. Yet deep
down there was a pain, achingly present. The cutting off of all
hope could unleash this pain. She did not want to cut off all hope
and she prayed that this would not come to pass. She felt Mark
clutch her hand and the pressure of his squeeze let her know that
he was feeling the same emotion. Together they prayed.

Simone handed a tissue to Ciara who wiped her eyes and loudly
blew her nose. She had composed herself enough to continue.

‘I’ve thought long and hard about all this. I’ve searched for
solutions. I’ve tried to empathise with your feelings. I know that
you want a child so much, Jane.’ She looked at Jane and Jane broke
down in tears, nodding agreement.

‘But I could never guarantee that I could give up the baby to
you. To say I could would be a lie! That would not be satisfactory
to you and Mark, I know that. You couldn’t take that risk. So you
see, the situation appeared hopeless. But one thing kept coming
back to me and that was Simone’s contention that I didn’t want to
be a mother right now. That meant that I was going to become a
mother in the future. How was I going to achieve that and still
maintain my relationship with Simone. I knew that for me to have
sex with another man to enable me to have a child, would probably
lead to a split with Simone. I love Simone too much to risk that!
It was then that a potential solution began to appear.’

Mark, Jane and Simone looked at each other in bewilderment.
Simone knew nothing of all this and was thoroughly confused. Mark
and Jane began to feel a faint glimmer of hope. No one dared
interrupt.

‘I could carry your baby for you and lovingly give it over to
you. I would need to be allowed a role in it’s life. Let’s say as a
very special aunt. Simone and I would make excellent aunties. What
would make this emotionally possible for me is not so much that, as
the possibility of my being a mother to the baby’s brother or
sister sometime in the future!’

There was a long silence as each tried to piece together the
implications of what Ciara had just proposed.

‘You mean that I would … .’ Mark faltered unable to bring
out the words.

‘Yes,’ Ciara was now deliberate and felt the time was right to
be forthright. ‘Yes, I am asking you to donate sperm for my future
child!’

The words shook Jane. This was becoming an emotional
roller-coaster. First her hopes were dashed only to be resurrected
and then this request thrown into the melt. What did she feel about
Mark providing fatherhood to Ciara’s baby? She was surprised that
the idea wasn’t repugnant. Rather when she saw that it made the
gift of surrogacy a bit quid pro quo, it took on a new light. Jane
was the first to speak.

‘Why, we could be a very special aunt and uncle to your baby!’
she shocked herself saying. The words were like a consent to
agreement. The tension lessened and at last everyone opened up to
discuss the issue and all it’s many ramifications. Another bottle
of wine was opened and humours relaxed accordingly.

‘But tell me this,’ Mark had a mock quizzical look on his face.
‘Does that mean that I get to … .’

‘No!’ Jane cut him off aghast.

‘Absolutely not!’ Simone was horrified.

Then everyone burst into laughter.
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