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a toast

Tell me, she says, the worst thing you’ve ever done.

Bloody hell, Ryan thinks, some opening line for an old bird.

The other guest, you-can-call-me-Gerry but Ryan’s trained to say Sir, leans back, raises his eyebrows at her in a way that if you want Ryan’s opinion he’s practised in the mirror.

Ryan’s job, just now, is to stand there, near enough the table to anticipate their desires and not so near as to intrude. He’s being impassive, like a soldier on parade, like one of the guards at Buckingham Palace not reacting to tourists acting daft, and only a bit more sensibly dressed, at attention in his borrowed penguin suit with a white damask napkin over his arm. Ryan’s been enjoying being in the kitchen, more than he thought he would, but there are only two of them tonight, him and Donal the chef, working Christmas Eve for the two guests who made it through the weather.

The dining-room curtains are open. Ms Horsley, call-me-Janice but he’s trained to say Madam, asked him to open them, so she could see the snow falling while she eats her dinner. He can watch Sir and Madam’s reflections against the night, see them mirrored under the tossing fairy-lit trees outside, negotiating the amuse-bouches which are, unfairly, more than a mouthful each, definitely a knife-and-fork situation.

Oh now, Gerry says, I’d have to kill you, if I told you that.

Come off it, she says, pushing back her white hair. Men are always saying that kind of thing.

He looks discomfited, maybe not the kind of man who’s always saying that kind of thing, just possibly the kind of man who means it when he does.

Fine, she says, we’ve a deal, tell me a good story and kill me. I’m eighty-two and widowed, already in God’s waiting room. I don’t doubt the locals would help you dispose of the body.

She eyes him, Gerry, in his herringbone tweed jacket, dark hair dappled grey and receding only at the temples. You can, if you’re looking, see the muscle moving under the shirt and tie, a man who knows how to handle himself.

Gerry smiles at her, slowly. Twinkles, Ryan thinks, another Hollywood move.

Ah sure, Gerry says, there’s no craic worth dying for, not at Christmas, why don’t you tell me the worst thing you ever did yourself and then we’ll see?

Oh, she says, I’ve lived a quiet life, I doubt there’s anything much to tell.

But you can see her thinking, the way anyone would. Ryan’s not going there, not right now.

You can’t be without sin, Gerry says, not at eighty-two. Not, of course, that you look eighty-two.

Nonsense, she says, this is what eighty-two looks like. And no, I’ve sinned, I sin, but is this dinner or confession?

You started it, he says, sure wasn’t the weather terrible on the way down, must be people all over the country realising they won’t make it home for Christmas, though it’s good to see snow all the same, been a long time since we had a white Christmas in the west of Ireland.

He pauses. Now, he says, if murder’s not on the menu tonight, you’ll be telling me about the white Christmases of your childhood, maybe a tobogganing anecdote, skating on a frozen lake. We’ll be shaking our heads over global warming. That might get us through the starter, and then for the main course I’ll be telling you about growing up in Ballydall, you’ll tell me what it was like over in England, come dessert we’ll agree how times have changed. Or?

Janice, Madam, lifts her glass to him. Ryan assesses the level; you’re not supposed to refill after every sip but you have to get in there before it’s empty, you can’t let the customer actually finish.

She leans back. Ryan sees her eye call-me-Gerry as if she were about to lend him money. Or not.

Very well, she says, you win. I dare say you’re used to it, winning.

She lifts her glass, a toast, half a smile.

To mutually assured destruction, she says.

To mutually assured destruction, he says, sláinte.



   
naked flames

Janice wasn’t sure about it, coming here. It’s a long way to go, at this time of year and at her age, because age, she finds, does affect the passage of time and the dimensions of space. Things go faster and further away, things including her children, Meg who moved to Australia, the way doctors do, and married an Australian doctor the way Australian doctors do, and is now bringing up Janice’s only grandchild in an impressive house in Brisbane that Janice is ashamed to say she hasn’t actually visited herself, and Charlie who has spent every Christmas of his life but this one with her and is now rightly with his husband’s family in Wales. You can come too, he said, they’re inviting you, but she didn’t feel like it; one thing to be cordial when they overlap at Jack and Charlie’s place in London – you’d have to be mad, she’s always thought, to make trouble between your child and your child’s partner if you can possibly avoid it – quite another to go stay with the relentlessly cheerful owners of big dogs and big televisions in suburbia. And then her ex-colleague – ex-boss, really – Hugh suggested coming here. Outrageously comfortable, he said, great food, wouldn’t it be nice to be cossetted for once, to have someone else cook a turkey and a ham and all the trimmings, the trimmings being what people who’ve never cooked a Christmas dinner call the bits that take weeks of planning and days of execution, as if once you shove a turkey in the oven the rest just idles itself into existence, four vegetable dishes and two sauces and the stuffing and God alone knows how many ways of titivating bits of pig not to mention the pudding and the other pudding for people who don’t like pudding and the cheese and fruit for people who make a song and dance about not having a sweet tooth but then eat mince pies all the same.

They have big baths, Hugo said, because she’s taken to complaining about not having a bathtub in her downsized house, and smelly things from the local perfumery, Vicky couldn’t get enough of them when we were there and she still buys the stuff on the internet, never mind the import duty. You were always up for a trip, Hugo said, I think you’d love it.

He wasn’t wrong. Usually she’s not keen on carpet in hotel rooms, best to have something wipe-clean considering who might have done what, the kinds of things people get up to behind closed doors when they don’t have to clean up after themselves, but the pristine pallor of the one in her room is reassuring. It takes chutzpah, rose-white carpet in a hotel room. Shows confidence. She’s had two baths in twenty-four hours and agrees with Hugo’s Vicky, though smelly things have never really been her cup of tea, so to speak, and paying customs charges is absurd, there must be plenty of small-batch bath salts in England. And though one of the things she bought with Pete’s life insurance was a new mattress, latex all the way down, and mostly since then she’s thought every other bed is a come-down, she’ll admit this one is better, and the duvet is lighter and warmer than hers and the thread-count conspicuously higher and then there’s the window seat, looking right over the sea, almost within spitting distance – she was tempted to try – of some excellent waves, and the best-appointed tea-tray she’s ever seen and all in all, it was the right call, coming here; material luxury may not bring you happiness but if already, despite inevitable and on-going grief, you’re that way inclined, it certainly contributes.

She wasn’t planning to have dinner with anyone. She’d brought her book down with her, the way she always does and always has, alone in a hotel; apart from anything else people tend to assume that an older – well, old – woman with her nose in a book can’t hear or see whatever’s going on around her. And there she was, minding her own business and nursing a virgin Bloody Mary by the fire in the bar, her reading slightly discommoded by the twinkling of Christmas tree lights behind her, when he came over. Tweedy, well-fed, looked as if he ought to be wearing expensive cologne though there was only woodsmoke and pine and the musk of wealth on the air.

Just the two of us, he said, winter guests, we’re lucky they stayed open at all, you know there’s a red weather warning? Well, she said, I was already here, didn’t want to be travelling on Christmas Eve so I came early, and they can hardly throw me out in the snow. She looked at him, not asking, what’s a chap like you doing here on his own in a place like this.

I’m here for my old mam, he said, I moved away years ago, haven’t been back as much as I’d have liked. Made it this afternoon just ahead of the weather. Families, you know – that’s why I’m staying at the hotel. Mam’s in a poorly way and she was asking for me, and I thought I’d rather regret coming than not coming, if you know what I mean? Thought I might as well be comfortable in body, at least. This place – he glanced around: amaryllis, pale churchy candles, when it comes to hotels, the more you pay, the more naked flames you get – well, it wasn’t like this when I was a boy.

Yes, she said, yes, families can be difficult, sometimes it’s best to move away, and as she said it the nagging question about Meg came back. Not everyone who chooses to emigrate is escaping their mother, of course, there are plenty of other reasons, especially if you’re a doctor and it’s a choice between the NHS and Australia, but you might also say that no one who chooses to emigrate loves their mother too much to move away, to move to the other side of the world knowing that for the foreseeable future visits will be at most annual, that the mother’s involvement in her grandchildren’s lives will be at best virtual. And maybe that’s fine, maybe it just means she raised her daughter to be independent, which is after all the object of raising children, isn’t it, to make yourself obsolete?

Mind if I join you, he said, as if the question were a mere formality, as if it were obvious that she’d want company. He tipped his head as instruction to the waiter, the one and only waiter Ryan, who is over from England as part of his chef’s training and also, he’s already confided to Janice, not dismayed to be missing his family Christmas.

Not at all, she said, of course, yes, though she wondered why would he want to talk to her all night, is this the famous Irish hospitality, but she could hardly say no, could she, and sit there all evening pretending not to see him over her book. So here they are, the two of them in the dining room on Christmas Eve, and here’s Ryan, in and out; and out there, on the other side of the glass, is midwinter, is wind unbroken from Greenland, is darkness and chaotic snow, waves beaten white and flying foam.

Lord have mercy on the birds.
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