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AT THE BEACH

They sat opposite each other across the table in the small apartment. 
He was just out of bed. The first thing he had done was to peer 
through the slats of the shutters at the view – white apartments, two 
cranes and, beyond, the blue of the Mediterranean. He wore under-
pants and a shirt to cover his stomach. She had risen earlier to go 
to the Supermercado for some essentials. The Welcome-pack was only 
meant to get them through the night – tea-bags, some sachets of 
coffee, a packet of plain biscuits.

‘The price of cereal would frighten you,’ she said. He nodded, 
trying to open the cardboard milk carton. ‘I’m not exactly sure what 
it is in pounds or pesetas but that packet of All-Bran costs the same 
as a bottle of brandy.’

‘It’s worth it for the bowels. The bowels will thank me before the 
week’s out.’ He tried to press back the winged flaps of the waxed 
carton but they bent and he couldn’t get it open. ‘Fuck this.’ He stood 
up and raked noisily through the drawer of provided cutlery for a 
pair of scissors. She was looking in the cupboards under the sink.

‘Hey – a toaster.’ She held it up. He smiled at its strange design – it 
was as if someone had removed the internal workings of an ordinary 
toaster. She plugged it in to see if it would work and the wires glowed 
red almost immediately. The socket was beneath the sink so the toaster 
could only sit on the floor. ‘Stamped with the skull and cross-bones 
of the Spanish Safety Mark.’ She put on two slices of bread.

‘Is this goats’ milk?’ He made a face but persevered spooning the 
All-Bran into his mouth.

‘I didn’t get you a paper – they only had yesterday’s. And we read 
yesterday’s on the plane.’

‘We want a holiday from all that.’ He reached down and brushed 
an ant off his bare foot. ‘Did you sleep?’
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‘It was getting light through the shutters,’ she said. ‘The crickets 
went on all night. They’re so bloody loud.’

‘What’s it like outside?’
‘Hot – and it’ll get worse as the day goes on. The Supermarket 

has . . .’ She laughed. ‘I was going to say central heating but I mean 
. . .’ She wobbled her hand above her head.

‘Air conditioning.’
‘Yeah – you come out onto the street and feel that hot wind – like 

somebody left a hair-dryer on. The Supermarket’s a Spar, would you 
believe. I thought they only existed in Ireland. And I got Irish butter 
– here in Spain.’

He killed an ant on the table with his thumb.
‘These wee bastards are everywhere.’ He bent forward and stared 

down at the maroon tiled floor. ‘Look – Maureen.’
‘The toast.’ She hunkered down and turned the bread just as it 

was beginning to smoke.

When they had eaten breakfast they made love and after a while he 
said, ‘I love you,’ and when her breath had come back she said,

‘Snap.’ She reached out and touched the side of his face. ‘I mean 
it, Jimmy,’ she said and smiled, hugging him to herself. Their faces 
were close enough to know they were both smiling.

In the plane Maureen had bought a long-distance Fly-Travel kit 
which contained light slippers and a neck pillow. It also included 
some stickers which said Wake for Meals. Jimmy stuck one on his 
forehead and pretended to be asleep. Maureen laughed when she  
saw it.

‘It’s what life’s all about,’ he said. He put on his salesman’s voice. 
‘Have you seen our other bestselling sticker, sir? We give birth astride 
the grave.’

‘Wake for meals.’ Maureen said it aloud again and laughed. ‘Let 
me have a shower – then we’ll find out where this pleasure beach is.’

He laughed and said, ‘We know where it is.’

They followed the signs which said Playa. His hands were joined 
behind his back, she carried a bag with the camera and the towels 
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and stuff. They stopped on the hill overlooking the beach to study 
which part of it would suit them best. The place was crowded and 
colourful.

Sun-beds were stacked at intervals. When they got down they took 
one each and camped near the beach bar. Jimmy sat on his like a 
sofa while Maureen stepped out of her dress. She had her bathing 
suit on. She stood putting sun cream on her shoulders and legs.

‘Do my back,’ she said, handing him the bottle. She lay on her 
front on the sun-bed. He squeezed some cream into the palm of his 
hand and began to rub it into her skin. He looked around him. Most 
of the women were bare-breasted. Everyone seemed to be tanned. 
Mediterranean people with jet-black hair and dark olive eyes.

‘We’re pale as lard,’ Jimmy said.
‘Only for a day or two. Who cares anyway – nobody knows us 

here.’
‘I care,’ he said – then after a pause, ‘Nipples the colour of 

mahogany.’
‘What?’
‘Never mind.’
‘Act your age, Jimmy. They’re young enough to be your 

daughters.’
‘I can look, can’t I? Anyway, who’s talking about girls – the boys 

have nipples, too.’
When he finished doing her back he did his own arms and legs. 

He opened his shirt and saw the pallidness of his own skin. If anything, 
it was whiter than Maureen’s.

‘Don’t forget the top of your feet and . . . your bald spot.’
‘I meant to buy a fucking hat.’ When he had his body covered with 

cream he joined his hands and rubbed the top of his head with his 
moist palms as if he was stretching. Then he lay down on his back. 
That way his gut was less noticeable.

‘Do you miss the girls?’ Maureen said.
‘Like hell. It’s about bloody time we got away by ourselves.’ He 

laughed and said, ‘It’s like it used to be. Just you and me, baby.’
‘It’s different now.’ Even though her eyes were closed she made an 

eye-shade cupping her hand over her brow. ‘Maybe better.’
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‘God it’s hot.’
‘That’s what we paid all the money for.’
‘Did you remember to put the butter back in the fridge?’ Maureen 

nodded.
‘I hate butter when it’s slime.’
‘I hate anything when it’s slime.’
‘This place makes me so . . .’ Jimmy looked around at the people 

sprawled near him. If they were reading books he could tell by the 
authors whether or not they were English-speaking. Jilly Cooper, 
Catherine Cookson, Elizabeth Jane Howard. Others who just lay 
there sunbathing gave no clue. So he lowered his voice. ‘It makes me 
so fucking randy.’

A couple in their early twenties came up and kicked off their 
sandals. They dropped all their paraphernalia on the sand and began 
to undress. Jimmy watched the girl, who was wearing a flimsy beach 
dress of bright material like a sarong. Beneath she wore a one-piece 
black swimsuit. The lad pulled off his T-shirt. He was brown with a 
stomach as lean as a washboard. He said something to his girlfriend 
and she replied, laughing. They sounded German or Austrian. The 
girl elbowed her way out of the shoulder straps of her bathing suit 
and rolled it down, baring her breasts. She continued rolling until 
the one-piece was like the bottom half of a bikini. They both sat 
down and the girl took a tube from her basket. She squirted a 
teaspoonful of white cream onto her midriff and began rubbing it up 
and over her breasts. They lifted and fell as her hand moved over 
them. She looked up in Jimmy’s direction and he quickly turned his 
head towards Maureen.

‘What?’ said Maureen, sensing his movement.
‘Nothing.’ He shook his head.

About mid-day Jimmy put his shirt on and they went up to the patio 
of the beach bar for a drink and something to eat. They sat in the 
shelter of a sun umbrella looking over the beach. The luminous 
shadow cast by the red material of the umbrella made them look a 
slightly better colour. Maureen leaned towards him and said,

‘Don’t look now but I hear Irish voices.’
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‘Jesus – where?’ Jimmy, with his elbows on the table, arched both 
hands over his brows and pretended to hide.

‘Behind me and to the left.’
Jimmy looked over her shoulder. There were three men around a 

table smoking. They all were wearing shirts and shorts. One of them 
had a heavy black moustache. Maureen was about to say something 
when Jimmy shushed her. He listened hard through the foreign talk 
and rattle of dishes. He heard some flat vowels – but they could have 
been Dutch or Scottish. American even.

‘I’m not sure,’ said Jimmy.
‘Well, I am.’
‘Let’s steer well clear.’
A waiter approached their table.
‘Try your Spanish,’ said Maureen.
‘Naw – it’s embarrassing.’ But when the waiter opened his pad 

Jimmy said, ‘Dos cervezas, por favor.’
‘Grande o pequeño?’
Jimmy cleared his throat.
‘Uno grande y uno pequeño,’ he said.
‘That’s one large and one small, sir.’
Jimmy nodded. ‘Gracias.’
‘De nada.’ The waiter disappeared indoors to the restaurant. Jimmy 

raised his eyebrows in a show-off manner.
‘Not bad at all,’ said Maureen. ‘I hate all the th’s – like everybody’s 

got a lisp.’
When the beers came they toasted each other. Every time he raised 

his glass an ice-cold drip would fall down the open front of his shirt 
onto his belly and startle him. He cursed – thought there was a crack 
in the glass or the beer mat was wet.

‘They put the stupid fuckin beer mat round the stem instead of 
underneath.’ Maureen pointed out to him it was condensation. The 
beer was cold – the air was hot – condensation formed on the outside 
of the glass – each time he picked it up it would drip on him. The 
beer mat round the stem was a none too successful attempt to prevent 
this.

‘You’re too smart for your own good,’ he said.
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Maureen looked up at the menu displayed on the wall.
‘We’ll have to eat a paella some night.’
‘Yeah – seafood.’
‘It’s a kind of enforced intimacy. They only do it for two people.’
‘No paella for spinsters.’
‘Or priests.’
‘If it was in Ireland they’d make it for his Riverence and throw 

the half of it out.’
They both smiled at the thought. There was a long silence between 

them. Jimmy shifted his white plastic chair closer to hers. His voice 
dropped to a whisper.

‘Who – I don’t know whether I should ask this or not . . .’
‘What?’
‘Naw . . .’
‘Go on.’
‘Who was the first man you ever did it with?’ She stared at him. 

‘You don’t have to tell me – if you don’t want to.’
‘I don’t want to and it’s none of your business.’ She spoke quietly 

and without anger.
‘Can you remember the first time you had an orgasm? I mean – 

not even with somebody. By yourself, even.’
‘Not really. All that early stuff is smudged together.’
‘Come on,’ he whispered. ‘That’s one of those questions like where 

were you when they shot Kennedy. Everybody knows. The first time 
that happens to you it’s like being in an earthquake or something. 
You remember. It’s like your first kiss . . .’

She hesitated and screwed her face up. ‘It might have been the back 
of a car . . .’ He leaned forward to hear her better. ‘This is nonsense. 
Why do you want to know?’

‘We’ve been married twenty-five years. We should have no privacy 
– no secrets from one another.’

‘This is just stirring up poison.’ She looked away from him at the 
sea. There were pedalos and wind surfers criss-crossing the bay.

‘I just want to know.’
‘It’s like picking scabs on your knee. No good’ll come of it.’ She 

finished her beer and stood up. ‘I’m going for a swim.’

508FF_tx.indd   394 9/6/13   12:34 PM



AT THE BEACH

395

When she had gone Jimmy sat staring at the white table top. He 
raised one finger at the waiter and said,

‘La cuenta, por favor.’

They swam and dried off, then reapplied the sun cream. They did 
each other’s back.

‘It was a bit nippy getting in at first,’ said Maureen. ‘I didn’t expect 
that. But it was lovely when you got down.’

The German or Austrian couple had gone off. Jimmy picked them 
out from the other bathers. They were playing knee-deep in the waves 
with a velcro ball and bats which fitted onto the hand. If the ball 
touched the glove even lightly it stuck fast.

Maureen settled down on her front, crossing her arms as a pillow 
for her cheek. She sighed.

‘This is so nice. I deserve it.’
‘I’m sorry about that – that before the swim – up at the bar. But 

sometimes – there’s a thing in me that . . . wants to know about you 
before I met you. There’s a part of me that’s jealous of the time when 
I didn’t know you.’

‘Jimmy . . .’
‘What?’
‘You’re starting again.’
‘Sorry.’
‘Where do you think the girls are? Right now,’ said Maureen.
‘God knows. Half way across the Nevada desert. New Orleans? 

L.A.? I just hope they don’t hitch. Them hitching makes me nervous. 
Bloody lorry-drivers.’

‘They’ll be fine.’
The German couple came up the beach, laughing, their hair sleeked 

and wet. The boy dropped the bat and ball game beside Maureen. 
The girl rolled down her bathing suit again and lay down on her 
back just a few feet from Jimmy. She was breathless. Her wet stomach 
rose and fell as she gasped for breath. Jimmy stared at her. Gradually 
over a minute or so her breathing became normal. She turned to get 
the sun on her back and her breasts appeared columnar before she 
eased herself down.
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‘How does that work?’ Maureen asked.
‘What?’
‘That bat and ball game.’
‘Velcro.’
‘Oh . . .’
‘Two materials – one has hooks, the other loops. When they hit 

they stick.’
‘I’ve only seen it used as a zip.’
‘It was one of those ideas that came from nature. The burr sticking 

to the animal hair.’
‘Clever balls.’
‘I’ve just expanded your world for you, Maureen. You should be 

grateful.’

To avoid the risk of sunburn they went back to the apartment at 
three o’clock. They walked slowly through the heat.

‘I feel utterly drained,’ said Maureen. There was a flight of steps 
to where their apartment was and they both paused half way up.

‘It’s the heat,’ said Jimmy and they both smiled at each other. He 
leaned against the wall which was in shadow. The stones forming the 
wall were round and porous.

‘They build everything here out of Rice Crispies.’
A lizard suddenly appeared on the sunlit side of the wall. ‘Behind 

you Maureen.’ She looked and stood still. It had come to a halt in 
an S-shape. It was bright green. With a flicker of movement it was 
gone as suddenly as it had appeared.

‘Wasn’t it lovely to see that?’ said Maureen. ‘I’ve never seen one 
before. They move so fast.’

‘They’re cold-blooded, that’s why they seem so energetic in this 
heat. It’s like us going for a run on a frosty morning.’

‘I feel my world expanding all the time.’

The shutters were closed and the place was dark. They had a shower 
together and Maureen got to choose the luke-warm temperature of 
the water. Then they made love again.

‘We’ll not be able to stick the pace’, said Jimmy, ‘– without the kids.’
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‘Today is lovely but I don’t want you – y’know – every time we 
close that door. We need our own space.’ She was boiling the kettle 
for a coffee and it seemed to take ages. The room was still dark but 
slivers of the harsh hot light and white buildings could be seen through 
the top slats of the shutters. Jimmy sat in his white towelling dressing-
gown looking down at the table. The ant population had increased 
since the morning.

‘They’re after our toast crumbs,’ he said. They seemed to be 
forming a line to and from the table, clustering round a crumb or 
an almond flake from a biscuit. There were too many now to start 
killing them.

‘Just let them be,’ said Maureen. ‘It’s not as if they bite.’
Jimmy was following the line to its source. Down the table leg and 

across the kitchen floor to the jamb of the bathroom door. There was 
a millimetre gap between the wood and the tiles and ants were disap-
pearing into it. Others were coming out.

‘There must be a nest somewhere.’
‘Or a hill,’ said Maureen.
‘Maybe they’ve been on this route for ten million years,’ he said. 

‘Somebody just built this place in their way fifty years ago. This is 
their track – why should they change just because some bastard of 
a developer puts a house in their way.’

She poured two coffees and set one on the table for him. She side-
stepped the shifting black line of ants and said,

‘They do no harm to anybody.’
He decided to watch one – it seemed sure of itself heading away 

from the table with news of food. It came face to face with others 
and seemed to kiss, swerve, carry on. Away from the main line there 
were outriders exploring – wandering aimlessly while in the main 
line the ants moved like blood cells in a vein.

‘There’s no point in killing one or two. The whole thing is the 
organism. It would be like trying to murder somebody cell by cell.’

‘Just let them be.’
‘The almond crumbs are yours,’ he said but still he flicked ants 

from his bare feet whenever he felt them there.

*
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The next day they went to the beach and sat in the same place. Jimmy 
looked around and saw that Jilly Cooper, Catherine Cookson and 
Elizabeth Jane Howard were just behind him.

‘We’re all creatures of habit,’ he said. ‘It’s as bad as the fucking 
staff room.’ The mid-day sun made the sand hot to the touch. Maureen 
had moved from Factor Fifteen and was putting on Factor Six. He 
did her back for her and she lay down.

‘We agreed not to talk about things like that.’
‘Okay – okay.’
‘Until we get back.’
They lay there roasting for about thirty minutes, Maureen flat out, 

Jimmy resting on his elbows taking in the view. He had bought a 
white floppy hat with little or no brim and a pair of sun-glasses in 
the Supermercado. The glasses gave him greater freedom to look 
around without noticeably moving his head.

‘The Germans are absent,’ he said, ‘and no note.’
‘Which Germans?’
‘The Velcro Germans.’
‘I didn’t realise they were Germans. What is the Assistant Head’s 

particular interest there?’
‘Nothing. They just haven’t turned up.’
‘Liar.’
‘The girl is a class act – a bit magnificent.’
Maureen laughed and rubbed a little cream onto her nose with her 

little finger.
‘Do you fancy a walk?’ she said.
‘Yeah sure.’ He put on his shirt and let it hang out over his shorts 

and they walked to the rocky cliff at the far end of the beach. People 
here were brown and mostly Spanish-speaking. There was a lot of 
laughing and shouting.

‘It seems to be compulsory not to listen. People all speak at the 
same time.’

‘That’s because you don’t have the faintest idea what they’re saying. 
Two people from Derry would sound just the same – if you didn’t 
know – if your English . . .’

‘They just seem to interrupt each other all the time.’
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They swam off the rocks and the water seemed warmer than the 
previous day. As they walked back across the beach Jimmy took 
Maureen’s hand. They nudged up against each other and fleetingly 
she put her head against his shoulder.

‘This is so good,’ she said. ‘I like Public Displays of Affection – no 
matter what you say.’

‘Why does it matter when nobody knows us?’
‘I know us,’ she said. ‘Sometimes you can be so bloody parochial.’
In the middle of the afternoon the German couple arrived and sat 

down about three feet to the left of the spot where they had been 
the day before. From behind his sunglasses Jimmy watched the girl 
undress. Today she wore the bottom half of a white bikini. He heard 
the boy use her name. Heidrun, he called her. Jimmy tried to nod 
hello to her but she didn’t notice. She shook out, then spread a large 
towel, adjusting and flattening the corners. All her attention was taken 
up with her friend.

‘They might as well be on a deserted beach in Donegal,’ said Jimmy, 
nodding at the couple. Heidrun knelt down on the spread towel and 
her boyfriend leaned over and nuzzled into her neck. They both lay 
down face to face, their feet pointing in Jimmy’s direction.

‘They’d be covered in goose-pimples,’ said Maureen. Jimmy stared 
at the gusset of the white bikini facing him. It was as if the closeness 
of the German couple had some influence on them and Jimmy and 
Maureen moved closer together. He whispered in her ear.

‘Why is it that the only woman on the beach who seems to have 
any pubic hair is you?’

‘You mean you go around looking?’
‘A man cannot help but notice these things.’
‘You mean a Catholic repressed man. A lecher. A man with a problem.’
‘You lie there like some kind of a farmer’s wife from the backa-

beyond or . . . or somebody from Moscow.’
‘I meant to do it before I came away – but with the rush and all 

. . . It’s not that obvious – is it?’ She looked down at herself.
‘Not really but . . .’
‘Anyway, who’s looking at me in that tone of voice – at my age. 

Catch yourself on, Jimmy. Go and buy me an ice cream.’
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He got to his feet and put on his shirt. ‘What flavour?’
‘The green one with the bits of chocolate in it.’
‘What’s it called?’
‘Jesus, you can point, can’t you?’
He fiddled in her purse for pesetas, then went off towards the bar.
At the bar he noticed again the three suspected Irishmen from the 

first day. They sat beside the counter. Jimmy listened as he pointed 
out and bought the ice-cream. Maureen was right again. They were 
definitely from the North of Ireland. They were talking about football. 
Something about Manchester United and the English league. Two of 
them wore tartan shirts, the third a T-shirt with Guinness advertising 
on it.

When he got back to Maureen he gave her the ice-cream.
‘I saw your friends up there. I think they’re RUC men.’
She licked the peppermint green and crunched a bit of the 

chocolate.
‘What makes you think that?’
‘I dunno. They look like Chief Constables or Inspectors. I feel sorry 

for them. If you were a policeman in the North where would you go 
for your holidays?’

She didn’t answer. She nodded towards the German couple.
‘There’s been plenty of PDA since you left.’ She smiled and winked 

at Jimmy. The couple were lying with their faces an inch apart staring 
into each other’s eyes. Occasionally the boy would trail the back of 
his knuckles down her naked side. Maureen beckoned Jimmy’s ear 
to her mouth.

‘Meine Liebe,’ she whispered.
That evening on the patio of Nino’s they decided to have the 

seafood paella for two. They had been given complimentary glasses 
of a local sherry and Jimmy asked to have the order repeated. He 
would pay for them. As he suspected, when the waitress brought the 
drinks she said, ‘On the house.’

Jimmy drank Maureen’s second drink as well as his own two.
When the waiter brought the double paella he showed it to them. 

They both nodded in appreciation at its presentation. It was served 
from a much-used, blackened pan and the waiter made sure to divide 
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everything equally. Three open navy blue mussel shells to one plate, 
three to the other. One red langoustine to you and one to you.

Maureen hated it – wet sloppy rice with too much salt and the 
most inaccessible parts of shellfish. Things that had to be broken 
open and scraped, recognisable creatures which had to have their 
backs snapped and their contents sucked. At one point Maureen raised 
her eyes and gave a warning to Jimmy. The three Northern Ireland 
men were sitting down at the next but one table from them. She 
scrutinised them.

‘I’m sure they’re not policemen.’ They were directly behind Jimmy 
and he had to twist in his chair to see them. One of them caught his 
eye and recognised him from the beach. They nodded politely to each 
other.

‘They’re like people out of a uniform of some kind,’ said Jimmy. 
‘Maybe they’re screws – from Long Kesh.’

‘Or security men.’
Maureen gave up on the paella.
‘How do you tell a lie in Spanish – it was lovely but there was 

too much of it?’ There was a lull in the noise of conversation and 
dish-rattling and Maureen heard a name float across from the next 
but one table. Jimmy said,

‘If you are not willing to talk about your early sexual experiences 
– I am.’

‘Not again.’
‘In those days I was a vicious bastard – every time I went out with 

a woman I went straight for the conjugular.’
She laughed and said, ‘You think I didn’t notice.’ She paused and 

looked at him. ‘You made that up.’
‘Of course I did. I just said it, didn’t I?’
‘No I mean you thought it up one day and then waited for a time 

when you could use it. Tonight’s the night.’
He nodded vigorously, pouring himself another glass of wine. 

Maureen put her hand over the top of her own glass.
Another, different name came floating across from the Northern 

Ireland table. Maureen made a face as if something was just dawning 
on her.
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‘I know,’ she said when she had swallowed the food in her mouth. 
‘They’re priests. The first name I heard was Conor and now there’s 
Malachy.’

‘Catholic names don’t make them priests.’
‘But black socks do.’
‘Keep your voice down. If we can hear them they can hear us.’
‘Two of them’s wearing black socks,’ whispered Maureen. ‘It all 

fits now. Why would three aging men go away on holiday together?’
‘A homosexual ring?’
‘They never go on the beach. They never take their clothes off. 

They are keeping an eye on each other. Since the Bishop of Galway 
nobody trusts anybody else.’

‘One of them has a moustache.’
Maureen looked over his shoulder and checked.
‘So?’
‘I’ve never seen a priest with a moustache.’
‘Maybe there’s two of them priests and the one with the moustache 

is the priest’s brother. You’re right – the one with the moustache is 
wearing white towelling socks.’ Jimmy checked under the table. 
Maureen smiled and said, ‘There’s nothing worse than a priest’s 
brother. All the hang-ups and none of the courage.’

‘Are they drinking?’
‘Yes.’
‘They probably are priests then.’ They laughed at each other. Jimmy 

reached out and covered her hand with his. ‘Would you like coffee 
or will we get another bottle?’

‘Coffee is fine for me.’
‘I’m sorry to go on about this – but there must have been no 

shortage of men trying it on before me.’
Maureen stared at him. ‘What is this – where did all this shite 

suddenly come from, Jimmy?’
‘I’ve just been thinking. Seeing things that remind me. You were a 

very attractive woman when we first met . . .’
‘Gee thanks . . .’
‘No I don’t mean that. You still are. I’m saying – in comparison 

to others in the field.’
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‘In the field – you’re making it sound like a cattle fair – have a 
good look at her teeth.’

‘That’s a horse fair you’re thinking of.’
‘Jimmy.’ She stared hard at him. ‘Teach me how to be right all the 

time?’
‘It wouldn’t work – two in the one family.’
‘Then one of us would have to leave,’ said Maureen. ‘It’s that time 

of life. Everybody is leaving everybody else. They stayed together for 
the kids. Now that’s over.’

‘You don’t feel like that, do you?’
Maureen looked at him and smiled. She shook her head.
‘Not yet.’

They walked back to the apartment across the dark beach. They both 
took off their shoes and walked ankle deep at the water’s edge. It 
was warmer than during the day. There was a white moon reflected 
on the water. They held hands again until Jimmy stopped for a piss 
in the sea. Maureen walked on.

In the apartment Jimmy fell down onto the sofa.
‘I’m going to have a drink of that duty-free whiskey before it’s all 

drunk.’
‘And who’s liable to drink it?’
‘Me.’ He grinned and rose to pour himself one. She laughed at him.
‘Have you drunk all that since we came here?’
‘Lay off. I’m on my holidays too.’
‘But we drink a bottle of wine – minus one glass for me – every 

night as well.’
‘Over dinner.’
‘That makes no difference.’
‘Plus a few beers. Maureen, will you stop counting. And some of 

that Spanish fucking gin.’
‘With no ice.’
‘Ice is where the bugs get in.’ He diluted his whiskey with bottled 

water sin gas he had bought for the purpose. ‘Speaking of which . . .’ 
He moved to the bathroom and looked down at the tiled floor.
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‘Holy shit! Maureen will you take a look at this.’ He hunkered 
down and sipped his whiskey.

‘Oh my God,’ said Maureen. What had been a trickle of ants was 
now a torrent – a stream that was moving both ways. From the chink 
in the bathroom tile they moved across the floor in a bristling stream 
to the table leg, up the table leg onto the table – into the cereal 
packets. The stream divided and part of it went to the rubbish bin 
where they had thrown their leftovers – melon rinds, tea-bags, stale 
bread.

‘It’s fizzin with them,’ said Maureen, lifting a bread wrapper from 
the bin between her finger and thumb. ‘Are they just a fact of life. 
Will we have to put up with them all the time we’re here?’

‘As long as they’re not in the bed,’ said Jimmy. As he stood up 
some of his whiskey slopped over. The ants panicked, began moving 
faster. The stream parted and moved around the droplets of whiskey, 
ignoring it. ‘Why don’t they get pissed?’

‘Maybe they will do – after work,’ said Maureen.
‘They’re really prehistoric, aren’t they. And so silent. In the movies 

there would be a soundtrack.’
Maureen made tea with a tea-bag in a mug and they went out 

onto the small balcony. There was a candle in a bottle left by a 
previous tenant and Maureen lit it and set it on the white plastic 
table. Jimmy sipped his whiskey and put his feet up on the balcony 
rail.

‘I just love being in my shirt-sleeves at this time of night. Can you 
imagine what it’s like at home?’ Maureen sighed a kind of agreement. 
The moon was low in the sky and criss-crossed by the struts of two 
cranes. Had the moon not been there the cranes would have been 
invisible. Jimmy nodded towards the candle.

‘Somebody from the north. Remember that holiday in Norway?’ 
Maureen nodded. ‘Candles everywhere. The kids loved it. Flames 
burning outside restaurants. Never pulling their curtains – you could 
follow people moving from room to room.’

‘You certainly did.’
‘The electric bills – light shining out of everywhere. Here it’s  

the opposite. Shutters – keep the light out. It’s impossible to get the 
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slightest glimpse inside a Spanish or an Italian house.’ Jimmy sipped 
his whiskey and held it in his mouth for a while, savouring it.  
It was a thing he knew annoyed her. They didn’t speak again for 
some time.

‘You really don’t like to talk about this stuff, do you?’
‘No,’ she said.
‘I just want to know what happened to you before I met you.’
‘I’ve told you everything there is to know – chapter and verse. 

Everything about my home and school . . .’
‘But not sexually. You never mention anything about that.’ She sipped 

her mug of tea holding it with both hands – the way she would sip 
tea in the winter. ‘I’m jealous of not knowing you then. Your school 
uniform. Your First Communion. I am jealous of all the time I was 
not with you.’

‘That’s a kind of adolescent – James Dean – kind of thing to 
say.’

‘I am jealous of every single sexual act in which I was not 
involved.’

She looked at his face in the candle light and realised he was 
serious.

‘Jimmy, why are you torturing yourself about this? Leave it alone. 
Why should all this come up now – after twenty-five years? Maybe 
you feel threatened. Now that you’re out of shape and balding you 
feel threatened.’

‘Fuck off.’
‘I’m going to bed.’ She got up and went the long way round the 

table so he wouldn’t have to take his feet down off the balcony 
rail.

He heard her shut the latch on the bedroom door and the creak of 
the bed as she got into it. He poured himself another whiskey larger 
than the last because she was not there to see the size of it. He drank 
several more glasses equally large and listened to the crickets and the 
English voices that were continually passing in the street below.

When Maureen woke at 4 am he still had not come to bed. She 
found him in the chair, his head tilted back, his mouth open and 
slanting in his face.
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‘Are you okay, Jimmy?’ She put her arm beneath his and got 
him to his feet. He was mumbling something about ‘those fucking 
priests’ as she eased him down onto the bed and started to take 
his shoes off.

He was sick the next day and, although he tried to hide the fact 
by going out of the room, Maureen could hear the crinkling of him 
in the bathroom pressing indigestion tablets out of their tinfoil 
pack. When she accused him of drinking foolishly he blamed the 
paella.

‘You’ve never done that in your life before, Jimmy. Not to my 
knowledge.’

‘Got a bit pissed?’
‘No – passed out – sitting in your seat.’
‘I fell asleep, for fucksake.’
‘I’m going to get you one of those wee stickers printed which says 

Wake for Drinks.’ Maureen went to the fridge to put away the butter.
‘Oh my God,’ she said, ‘would you look at this?’
‘What?’
‘There’s ants crawling up the rubber seal of the fridge door.’
‘We’ll have to do something.’

In the coolness of the Supermercado Maureen, with the help of a 
small Spanish dictionary, made herself understood to the man she 
liked at the checkout. She wanted to kill ants. The man nodded, went 
off down between the aisles and came back with an orange-coloured 
tube.

‘You have children?’ he asked.
‘Yes – two girls.’
He made a face which said – oh well, I don’t think this is a good 

idea. He pointed at the black skull and crossbones on the side of the 
tube. Maureen realised what he meant and laughed at herself.

‘My children are not here. They are big. Away.’ He smiled and 
raised an eyebrow which Maureen interpreted as – you don’t look 
old enough to have grown-up children. It was soft soap but she still 
liked him.
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‘Where ants come in.’ He directed the nozzle downwards. Maureen 
nodded that she understood.

When she got back Jimmy was lying on the sofa still looking hung-
over. She handed the tube to him and he insisted on looking up the 
instructions and ingredients in the dictionary.

‘Jesus – it seems to be honey and arsenic.’
‘The guy says you have to put it down where they’re coming in.’
Jimmy heaved himself off the sofa and squatted down by the 

bathroom door. The stream of ants was now so dense that they 
blackened the floor in an inch-wide band. Millions coming, millions 
going. He unscrewed the lid and aimed the oily liquid into the crack 
they were pouring in and out of.

‘Try this for size, my little ones.’ Several drops fell on the tiles of 
the bathroom floor. Jimmy stood up and washed his hands thoroughly. 
Maureen came to see the effect the stuff was having.

‘They are going daft, Jimmy. They’re all lining up to drink it. Look 
at them.’ The ants were now streaming in all directions but the main 
movement was to line up along the edge of the liquid. ‘They can’t 
leave it alone. Look they’re dying.’ The ones on the margin of the 
poison had ceased to move. Others nudged them aside to get at it. 
Maureen looked at the tile where the single drops had fallen. Ants 
had gathered round the edge of the drop and ceased to move.

‘They’re like eyelashes round an eye,’ said Maureen.
‘Christ – it’s very dramatic stuff.’ Jimmy looked down at the floor 

still drying his hands. ‘Goodnight Vienna.’

Maureen went out to go to the beach. If Jimmy felt better he would 
join her later. She had to pass the Supermercado so she stepped inside 
and gave the thumbs up to the guy at the checkout about the effi-
ciency of the ant stuff. He nodded his head and smiled.

It was on the way down the hill that it occurred to her that maybe 
he didn’t know what she’d been referring to. She became embarrassed 
at the thought. Maybe he didn’t even know who she was – a man 
like him would smile at all his customers.

*
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It was nice to be on her own. She felt good about herself. Her tan 
was beginning to be evident without being red. The pale stripe beneath 
her watch-strap acted as a kind of indicator. She was in no hurry to 
get to the beach and walked towards the old town looking in shop 
windows. She did not want to buy anything – just to look. Most of 
the shops were closed and she realised that it was siesta. The streets 
were empty. It was eerie – like in a movie after the bomb had been 
dropped. The flat stones of the pavement were hot and shining and 
she got the notion that she would slip on them if she was not careful. 
Pasted to a wall were posters for a fiesta which coincided with their 
last night. There were to be fireworks starting at 11 pm in the square 
at the harbour front.

She was now moving through an area of the town where she 
hadn’t been before. The façade of a church appeared as she came 
round a corner. It seemed to grow out of a terrace of houses and 
looked very old and very Spanish. She walked along the street 
towards it. She was not knowledgeable about these things but she 
guessed it was mediaeval. In the curved arch above the door white 
doves blew out their chests and made cooing, bubbling noises. The 
main door was huge and ancient – studded with iron nails, each 
shaped like a pyramid. There was a smaller door cut into it. She 
tried the handle but found it locked. Now that she was excluded 
she wanted to see the inside more than ever. Several yards to the 
left of the main door was another side door. She was unsure whether 
it belonged to the next house or the church. She tried the handle 
and it swung open.

‘Ah . . .’ She stepped in. It wasn’t really inside the church but in 
a colonnade alongside. At this end it was dark and cool but the 
far end was brilliant with sunshine. In between the colonnade of 
columns, arches of shadow sliced onto the walkway. She had a 
memory of looking out from a dark wood into sunlight. The door 
closed behind her with a rattle as the catch clicked. There appeared 
to be no way into the church from here. She walked down the 
colonnade towards the sunshine, listening to the slight itching sound 
the soles of her shoes made with the sandstone floor. The arches 
were curved, held up by pillars of blond stone which got lighter 
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and lighter as they neared the source of the sunlight. Was she 
sufficiently dressed to go into the church? Her white T-shirt left 
her arms bare, but nobody could object to her Bermuda-length 
shorts. She felt slightly nervous – like a child expecting to be scolded 
for trespassing or intruding where she had no right to be. What if 
some Monsignor were to turn the corner and begin shouting at her 
in Spanish, yelling at her that this was the Holy of Holies. She 
paused and thought of going back. But she was so curious to see 
what lay beyond the source of the light. She walked hesitantly 
down the arcade and came upon a small square. It took her breath. 
There was something about it which made her love it with an 
intensity she had rarely experienced. There was no fear now of 
being caught. In some way she felt she had the right to be here. It 
was a square or atrium made of the same blond stone as the columns 
which formed the cloisters around its perimeter. In the centre was 
what looked like a font set up on a dais of steps. It had a spindly 
canopy of wrought iron. Maureen moved near the font and turned 
slowly to look around her with her head tilted back, looking up. 
Windows, three sets in each wall, overlooked the small courtyard 
but there appeared to be no one living behind them. There were 
no shutters, no curtains. Empty rooms. The sun was almost directly 
overhead. When she sat down on the steps the stone was warm. 
She was aware of the absolute silence – aware that outside this 
cloister was the quietness of a town in siesta. Inside, everything 
was intensified. Suddenly the silence was broken by the clattering 
of wings as several white doves flew onto the tiled roof. Maureen 
stood up and climbed the steps to the font. She leaned her elbows 
on the rim and looked at the round hole or shaft in the middle of 
it. She gave a little jump and leaned on her forearms, her feet off 
the ground, and looked down into the shaft. There was a white 
disc at the bottom.

‘It’s a well.’ She unslung her bag from her shoulder and found a 
25 peseta coin – the one with a hole in it – and dropped it down. 
Nothing happened and she was amazed at the silence. How could 
there be nothing? Where was the sound of the coin dropping into 
the water below –
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spluck!

She couldn’t believe the depth. She took another coin and dropped 
it and counted as if making an exposure. A thousand and one – silence 
– a thousand and two – silence – a thousand and three – still  
silence – a thou –

spluck!

She heaved herself up again and looked into the well. The disc of 
light at the bottom rippled. There was something so right about this 
place. It was affecting her body. Her knees began to tremble. She held 
tight to the well head. She had to sit down on the steps and lean her 
back against the font.

She sat for the best part of an hour, sunbathing and absorbing the 
place. Occasionally she changed her position on the steps or walked 
in and out of the shadow of the cloisters. The place emphasised her 
aloneness. It felt as if it had been made for her and she should share 
it with no one. The cloister was a well for light – the cloister was a 
well for water. The word Omphalos came into her head. She connected 
the word to a poem of Heaney’s she’d read somewhere. The stone 
that marked the centre of the world. The navel.

The sunlight and the clarity of the air squeezed into such a small 
space by the surrounding roofs became a lens which made her see 
herself with more precision. She did not think of herself as a middle-
aged woman – she was still the same person she had been all her life 
– a child being bathed by her own mother – a teenager kissing. She 
was the same bride, the same mother-to-be in white socks and stir-
rups on the delivery table. Her soul was the same as that younger 
girl. She felt the same.

Soul was a word. What did it mean? People talked of stripping 
away layers to reveal the soul. It was not buried deep within her.  
It wasn’t like that at all. Her soul was herself – it was the way 
she treated other people, it was the love for her children, for the 
people around her and for people she had never seen but felt 
responsible for. Her soul was the way she treated the world – ants 
and all.
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She smiled at herself. In this place she knew who she was. In the 
hour she’d been here it had become sacred. She would remember this 
haven – this cloister – for the rest of her life.

By the time she got to the beach Jimmy was already there. He was 
lying flat out on a sun-bed with his back to the sun. Maureen went 
up and nudged his elbow with her shin.

‘Hi.’
‘Buenos días,’ he said. He looked up sideways at her. ‘Where have 

you been?’
‘Around. I went up into the old town.’
‘See anything?’
‘The shops were closed. So was the church. Siesta.’
‘What kept you?’
‘Exploring. I had a coffee. Sat in an old courtyard for a while.’ 

It was too late in the day to get the value out of lying on a sunbed 
so she began spreading a towel, having flapped it free of sand.  
‘Oh there’s a fiesta tomorrow night – fireworks, specially for us 
leaving.’

‘That’s nice of them.’
‘How are you feeling now?’
‘Hunky dory.’ But he groaned all the same when he was turning 

over to get the sun on his chest. He cradled the back of his head in 
his hands and from between his feet watched the German girl and 
her boyfriend. ‘You missed it earlier on,’ he said. ‘I’m sure she was 
lying on his hand.’

‘Jimmy – leave them alone. Don’t be such a . . .’
‘Remember that?’
‘Sometimes I don’t know what goes on in men’s minds.’ She took 

off her shorts and T-shirt and lay down on the carefully spread towel. 
The beach was noisy – an English crowd were shouting their heads 
off at the water’s edge – there was a baby crying having its nappy 
changed – euro-pop played and dishes rattled constantly in the beach 
café. ‘Or whether they’ve got minds at all.’

The next evening before they went out to eat they decided to try and 
get the whiskey ‘used up’ before going home. Because it was their 
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last night they decided to dress up a bit. They sat on the balcony 
while it was still light. Maureen had a small whiskey and he a much 
bigger one.

‘I better leave enough for a nightcap,’ said Jimmy.
‘But you’ll be drinking all evening.’
‘A nightcap’s a nightcap. We judged the bottle well.’
‘We?’
‘Almost as well as the All-Bran. If we were to stay here a day 

longer the bowels would grind to a halt.’
They sat staring at the view – the sea straight at the horizon – the 

white buildings, the palm trees, the cranes.
‘I’m going to miss this,’ said Maureen. All that week they had seen 

no-one working on the unfinished apartments. The cranes were 
unmanned but they moved imperceptibly – at no time did they respond 
like a weather vane to the wind but whenever Maureen or Jimmy 
had occasion to look up the cranes would be in different positions 
and at different angles to each other.

‘The recession must be hitting here too,’ said Jimmy.
‘It’s back to normal next week.’
‘Don’t mention it – don’t ruin our last night.’
‘I think – I’ve been thinking . . . now that the kids are practically 

gone I might try and get a job.’
‘Doing what?’
She shrugged.
‘I might train for something.’
‘At your age?’ said Jimmy. ‘No chance.’
‘Why do you always put me down?’
‘I’m just being realistic, Maureen.’
‘I got three distinctions in A levels. I held a good job in the photo 

works up until you came along.’
‘They were the days of black and white.’ He laughed.
‘They were the days when they sacked you for being pregnant.’
He finished his whiskey and stood.
‘We’d better go if we want to eat and firework. Do I look  

okay?’
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‘Yeah, fine.’ She picked a few grey hairs off the collar of his navy 
blazer and dusted away some dandruff.

‘You look good,’ he said and kissed her.

During the meal in the restaurant Jimmy drank three-quarters of the 
bottle of wine. He dismissed white wine as not drinking at all – 
‘imbibing for young girls’, he called it. By the time they’d had their 
coffee Jimmy had finished the bottle. Maureen noticed that he was 
looking over her shoulder more than usual during the meal. She 
glanced round and saw an attractive, tanned girl in a white dress 
sitting by herself.

‘She’s lovely, isn’t she?’ said Jimmy.
Maureen nodded. ‘Why’s she by herself?’
‘Because her lover has just gone to the crapper.’
‘And there was me building a romantic story . . .’
‘Do you want the rest of your wine?’
Maureen shook her head. He poured what was left of her glass 

into his.
‘Get the bill, Jimmy.’ He put his arm in the air and attracted the 

attention of the waiter. Left alone again he said,
‘A woman by herself is the most erotic thought a man can have.’
‘What d’you mean?’
‘By herself she is the complete item. The brain, the body, the 

emotions. In the shower, in bed. Uninterfered with. Herself.’
‘I still don’t understand.’
‘Sexy. Absorbed. Unreachable. Aloof. Detached.’
‘I thought sexy was the opposite of detached.’
‘A woman in a shop’, said Jimmy, ‘by herself is absorbed – choosing 

something to wear – looking through a rack of dresses.’
‘Or even studying a book – or even writing a book.’
‘You’re really fucking bolshie this evening.’
The partner of the woman in white returned to the table.
‘He’s back,’ said Jimmy. Maureen twisted in her seat to see.
‘They can’t be married,’ she said. ‘She smiled at him. That’s very 

early days. Second or third date.’
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‘Remember that?’
She smiled and put her hand on his.
‘I do,’ said Maureen. ‘Vividly.’
‘That was a time of finding out . . . of knowing everything there 

is to know . . . There must be no privacy between people in love.’
‘Crap Jimmy. You’re talking the impossible. Anyway, there can 

never be a situation where you know everything about another person. 
It’s harder to know one thing for sure.’

‘Maybe.’
‘When there’s nothing left to know there’s no mystery. We would 

all be so utterly predictable.’
The waiter brought the bill and they paid and left. Maureen checked 

her watch and saw there were only a couple of minutes before the 
fireworks were due to start. They walked quickly towards the main 
square.

It was a large open area overlooking the harbour. At the back of the 
square were the dark shapes of civic buildings. Gardens and pave-
ments and steps descended to the sea. There were trees of different 
varieties symmetrically spaced. Looped between the trees were what 
looked like fairy lights but they were not working. Jimmy pointed 
them out to Maureen and laughed.

‘They’re about as organised as the Irish,’ he said. ‘If they had a 
microphone it’d whine.’

The square was filled with local people waiting for the fireworks. 
Amongst them, holidaymakers like Jimmy and Maureen were obvious.

Suddenly there was a whoosh of a rocket followed by an ear-shattering 
bang. Both Maureen and Jimmy jumped visibly. There was a sound 
of drums and the raucous piping noise of a shawm and ten or so 
figures pranced into the middle of the square.

‘It’s the fucking Ku-Klax-Klan,’ said Jimmy.
They were dressed in white overalls, some like sheets, some like 

rough suits. Their heads were hidden in triangular hoods with eye-
slits. Two or three of them were whacking drums, all of them were 
dancing – leaping and cart-wheeling.

‘I don’t like the look of these guys.’
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‘They’re really spooky.’
‘Like drunk ghosts.’
‘They’re more like your man – Miro,’ said Maureen. The figures 

danced and dervished around, whirling hand-held fireworks and scat-
tering fire crackers amongst the crowd who screamed and jostled out 
of their way.

‘Jumpin jinnies, we used to call those,’ shouted Maureen. The troupe 
of dancers pushed sculptures on wheels with fireworks attached – 
shapes of crescent moons, of angular trees, of whirling globes – from 
which rockets and Roman candles burst red and green and yellow 
over the heads of the public. Between the feet of the bystanders 
crackers exploded. The air was filled with screams of both adults and 
children as they leapt away from them.

‘Jesus – this is so dangerous,’ said Jimmy. ‘They’re breaking every 
regulation in the book.’ The drums pounded and the pipe screeched 
on. As the sculptures were swung round they gushed sparks – some-
times it looked as if the sculptures moved because of the sparks 
– jet-propelled.

‘Those robes must be fire-proofed. This wouldn’t be allowed at 
home. It scares the shit outa me – All-Bran or no All-Bran.’

‘It’s so utterly primitive – prehistoric,’ said Maureen.
‘How could it be prehistoric. Gunpowder was invented in the 

middle ages.’
‘There would have been an equivalent – fire, torches, sparks.’
‘Come on let’s get outa here before somebody gets hurt.’
The troupe had split up and before Jimmy and Maureen could 

move three dancers had run up the steps and appeared behind them. 
Close up their robes were embroidered with Miro-like symbols. One 
of them held aloft a thing that looked like the spokes of an umbrella. 
Suddenly it burst into roaring fire – five Catherine wheels with whistles 
on them spraying sparks in every direction. They rained down on the 
crowd – white magnesium sparks – drenching them in light and 
danger and everyone screamed and covered their heads with their 
hands.

‘Fucking hell,’ shouted Jimmy. Maureen saw the white hot sparks 
bouncing off the cobblestones like dashing rain – white, intense, like 
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welder’s sparks. She tried to cover her head – she knew the skin of 
her shoulders was bare. But she felt nothing. Neither did Jimmy. They 
ran, Jimmy elbowing his way through the crowd away from the 
dancers, pulling Maureen after him by the hand. On the edge of the 
crowd they looked at each other and laughed.

‘They’re like kids’ hand-held fireworks,’ said Jimmy. ‘They’re harm-
less. Fuckin sparklers.’

‘Are you sure?’
‘I’m not going back to check, I’ll tell you that.’
Again there was a series of enormous explosions just above their 

heads so that Maureen screamed out. What Jimmy had thought were 
broken fairy lights were fire crackers going off a few feet above their 
heads. They both ran holding hands.

They stopped at a small pavement area outside a bistro still in 
sight of the fireworks and they were both given a free sherry. The 
three supposed priests sat at a table near the door. They nodded 
recognition to each other. Jimmy ordered Menorcan gin and because 
he was going home the next evening allowed the barman to fill the 
glass with ice. They sat at the same side of the table, shoulder to 
shoulder, at a safe distance from the fireworks.

‘It’s pure street theatre,’ said Maureen. ‘The audience are involved 
because of their fear. The adrenalin flows. The costumes, the music, 
the fire –’

‘It could never happen at home.’
‘Yeah, we kill people outright.’
‘The danger brings pleasure. It involves the audience totally.’
‘Look,’ said Jimmy. The young German couple were walking away 

from the fireworks. They had an arm around each other. They stopped 
to kiss and the boy slid both his hands down onto Heidrun’s backside 
to hold her closer.

‘They make a fine couple – even though we don’t know their 
language.’ When the kiss was finished the lovers walked past the 
bistro. The boy’s hand was worming its way down the back of her 
shorts and Heidrun was leaning her blonde head against his shoulder.

Jimmy mimicked the gesture and laid his head on Maureen’s bare 
shoulder.
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‘I’d still be interested to know how far you went with previous 
– the men before me? You knew some pretty good tricks.’

She looked at him tight-lipped then moved away from his head.
‘I wouldn’t like to see you with another man now – but I’d like 

to have seen you with one then.’
‘This got us nowhere before,’ she said quietly. ‘Jimmy, give it a 

rest.’
‘No, why should I? Tell me about the first time you came, then.’
‘I would if I could – if it’s SO important to you. But I can’t so I 

won’t. Would you like to ask your daughters this question the next 
time you see them?’

‘Don’t be stupid. That’s a totally different thing.’
‘I don’t see why.’
‘Why can’t you tell me?’ said Jimmy. ‘You’re repressed. Why can’t 

we talk openly about this?’
‘It’s you that’s repressed,’ she almost shouted, ‘wanting to know 

stuff like that. It’s becoming a fixation.’
‘It was a question I’d always wanted to ask. I thought – what 

better time. Holiday. Alone. No kids.’
‘No time is a good time for questions like that.’
When she lifted her sherry her hand was shaking.
‘Don’t make such a big thing of it.’
‘When you do those kind of things with people there’s a pact – a 

kind of unspoken thing – that it’s private – that it’s just between the 
two of you. Secrecy is a matter of honour.’

‘So you have done it.’
‘No – don’t be so stupid – it could be just kissing or affection or 

kidding on or flirting. Whatever it was it’s none of your fucking 
business.’

She did not finish her sherry but got to her feet.
‘I’m going home. You can stay here with your priests, if you like.’

At about three o’clock Jimmy crawled into bed beside her and wakened 
her from a deep sleep. He was drunk and crying and apologising and 
patting her shoulder and telling her how good she was and how much 
she meant to him and that he would never ever ever ever leave her. 
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He was a pest but that’s the way he was and she could like it or 
lump it. But she was a wonderful woman.

‘Jimmy, shut up – will you?’ Now that he had disturbed her she 
got up and went to the bathroom. When she came back he was 
snoring loudly. She closed the latch of the bedroom door so that he 
wouldn’t waken and tried to get some sleep on the sofa. She felt alone 
on the narrow rectangle of foam – lonely even – a very different 
feeling to the wonderful solitariness she had experienced in the clois-
ters. She couldn’t sleep. The thought of leaving Jimmy came into her 
head but it seemed so impossibly difficult, not part of any reality. 
Nothing bad enough had happened – or good enough – to force her 
to examine the possibility seriously. Where would she live? How could 
she tell the girls? What would she tell her parents? Jimmy was right 
about getting a job. It seemed so much simpler to stay as they were. 
The status quo. People stayed together because it was the best arrange-
ment. She slept eventually and in the morning she could not distinguish 
when her deliberations had tailed off and turned to dreaming.

‘Jimmy, I think we should try and salvage something from the last 
day.’ She spoke to wake him. Startled, he turned in the bed to face 
the room. Maureen had the large suitcase open on the floor. She was 
holding one of his jackets beneath her chin then folding the arms 
across the chest. She packed it into the case, then reached for another. 
Jimmy tried not to groan. He sat on the side of the bed and slowly 
realised he was still in his clothes. She must have taken his shoes off 
him. He put his bald head in his hands.

‘Is the kettle boiled?’
‘It was – a couple of hours ago.’
He got up and finished the packet of All-Bran – bran dust at this 

stage. He made tea and a piece of toast in the skeletal toaster. Maureen 
continued to pack.

‘What time’s the flight?’ he asked.
‘Eighteen hundred hours.’
‘I hate those fucking times. What time is that?’
‘Minus twelve. Six o’clock.’
Jimmy had a shower and changed his clothes. After he cleaned his 

teeth he packed everything in sight into his washbag. He came out 
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of the bathroom with a towel round his middle. He was grinning. 
Maureen was kneeling on the floor packing dirty washing into a Spar 
plastic bag.

‘I’ve got the hang-over horn.’
‘Well, that’s just too bad. There’s things to be done.’
‘Indeed there are.’
Maureen got a brush and a plastic dust-pan. The living room floor 

was scritchy with sand spilled from their shoes. Earlier in the week 
Jimmy had knocked over a tumbler and it had exploded on the tiled 
floor into a million tiny fragments. She thought she had swept them all 
up at the time but still she was finding dangerous shards in the dust.

Between the bathroom and the living room the dead ants still black-
ened the margins of the honey-poison. There was no mop and she had 
not wanted to sweep them up and make the floor sticky underfoot. 
Now it didn’t seem to matter and she swept the whole mess onto the 
dust pan. Individual ants had lost their form and were now just black 
specks. She turned on the tap and washed them down the plug hole.

Jimmy was sent down the street to the waste-bins while she put 
any usable food in the fridge as a gift for whoever cleaned up. When 
he came back everything was done and the cases were sitting in the 
middle of the floor. Maureen was drinking a last coffee and there 
was one on the table for him.

He stood behind her chair and put his arms round her.
‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘About last night. Going on and on about those 

. . .’ He kissed the top of her hair.
‘Jimmy – promise me. You mustn’t annoy me about that again.’
‘Okay – scout’s honour.’ He began massaging the muscles which 

joined her neck and shoulders.
‘Oh – easy – that hurts.’
‘What time do we have to vacate this place?’
‘Mid-day.’
He bent over and whispered, ‘That gives us twenty minutes.’

They left their luggage at the Tour company headquarters for the 
remaining hours and went down to the beach. They walked along to 
the rocky promontory at the far side.

508FF_tx.indd   419 9/6/13   12:34 PM



COLLECTED STORIES

420

‘I’ve really enjoyed this,’ said Jimmy. ‘The whole thing.’
‘Who did you meet up with last night?’
‘They said they were social workers. Which means they admitted 

to being priests in mufti. They were okay.’
‘What did you talk about?’
‘I’m afraid eh . . . Large chunks of it are missing. We seemed to 

laugh a lot. I think they were every bit as pissed as I was.’
‘I don’t like the look of them. They’re the kind of people who’d 

go out of their way to take a short cut.’
They sat on the rocks watching the sea swell in and out at their 

feet.
‘It’s very clear,’ said Jimmy. The water was blue-green, transparent.
‘You can be a real pest when you come in like that. You look so 

stupid.’
‘Sorry.’
They became aware of an old couple in bathing suits paddling into 

the sea close by the rocks. They looked like they were in their eighties. 
The woman wore a pink bathing cap which was shaped like a conical 
shell. Her wrinkled back was covered in moles or age spots as if 
someone had thrown a handful of wet sand at her back. The old man 
had the stub of an unlit cigar clamped in the corner of his mouth. 
Their skin was sallow. Mediterranean but paler than those around 
them for not having been exposed to the sun – although their faces 
and arms were the nut-brown colour of people who had worked in 
the open. The old man was taking the woman by the elbow and 
speaking loudly to her in Spanish, scolding her almost. But maybe 
she was deaf or could not hear, her ears being covered by the puce 
conical cap. She was shaking her head, her features cross. They were 
thigh-deep and wading. When the water rose to her waist she began 
to make small stirring motions with her hands as if she were 
performing the breast stroke. She made the sign of the cross. The old 
man shouted at her again. She dismissed him with a wave of her 
hand, then submerged herself by crouching down. She kept her face 
out of the water. The old man reached out from where he stood and 
cupped his hand under her chin. She began to make the breast-stroke 
motions with her arms, this time in the water. The old man shouted 
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encouragement to her. She swam about ten or twelve strokes unaided 
until she swallowed sea water, coughed and threshed to her feet. The 
old man yelled and flung his damp cigar stub out to sea.

‘Jesus – he’s teaching her to swim.’ Jimmy turned and looked up 
at his wife. Maureen was somewhere between laughing and crying.

‘That’s magic,’ she said. ‘What a bloody magic thing to do.’
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