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It was the day the world ended but no one on Gomorrah Grove even noticed. 

	Apart of course from Adie Moran but she had seen it coming, ever since Mona Blood had shown her the scrap of newspaper with the nun's prediction on it. Mona had promptly forgotten all about it in favour of the next sensational titbit: the dead rock star, idol of a generation, who turned out to be alive and well and living as a woman with five children in Shackahack, Arkansas; the leading British politician whom photographs conclusively proved to be an alien.

	But Adie, eleven and three quarters, near enough, on that day in dismal February, ignored such irrelevancies and stared at the smudgy photograph of the Polish nun who had firmly stated, not in those precise words, of course, that God had had it up to here with mankind. Like any craftsman worth his fee, He couldn't tolerate a flawed creation and had decided finally � although all time since the beginning of the world was as a blink in the eye of God � to scrap the lot and start over with a fresh dollop of primal clay.

	From the window of the box room she shared with her older sister Martina, Adie looked out over the grey wet street and wondered exactly when the thunderbolt would fall. Now when nearly everyone on this day of rest was still sleeping? At mass � the virtuous being beamed straight up to heaven? In the greasy aftertaste of Sunday dinner? While everyone stared at TV as early darkness crept over Paradise Hill? At the stroke of midnight? Though midnight here would already be tomorrow in Moscow. It was a puzzle.

	As Adie peered through the window, a figure lurched along the pavement. For some people it was still yesterday.





Martina, fourteen and with unwashed off lipstick on pouting lips and gritty mascara swimming in violet eyes (Martina was only something else) rolled and curled in her cosy bed. In her dreams, the duvet transformed itself into her lover, pushing between her legs so soft, so soft, caressing those already embarrassingly huge breasts that left the boys speechless as she passed, only smirking among themselves and making smart remarks after she had gone. Two years previously she had been as flat as her kid sister. How much bigger were they going to grow?

	But her lover had the face of none of the gangly, blotchy, greasy�haired youths who hung around at night trying to look intimidating and cool as they wheezed on robbed cigarettes. He was a rock star � any one of the teen icons whose images, torn out of fanzines, were stuck to the walls around her bed. He was a movie star. He was the fella from the Crescent who rode a motor bike and looked moody. He was River Phoenix.

	Across the landing, four of Adie's brothers fiddled with themselves on the two bunk beds that left little space for anything else. One wall, including the doors of the fitted wardrobe, was completely covered with pictures of Manchester United team players, even though thirteen�year�old Hughie affected to be different by supporting AC Milan and quiet introverted Joseph, aged sixteen, disliked team sports and collected Real Crime magazines, piled up in a cardboard box within easy reach of his hand � he slept on the bottom bunk � Geoffrey Dahmer rubbing shoulders with Fred West, Denis Nillson and the boys from Bootle.

	It was the older lads, Bernard and Mark, who were football mad, though Mark more than Bernard, who had recently discovered that he was attractive to women and who had made it his secret ambition to sleep with every girl in Gomorrah Grove aged between sixteen and thirty, excepting the idiot Barbara Cheevers and if possible including the nurse that lived at the top of the road who must be nearer forty but who had the pertest, roundest bum Bernard had ever seen under the stretched white cotton of her uniform. Nevertheless, it was Bernard who was the brains of the family with a place at university no less � and quite the Renaissance man, combining a mathematical and scientific bent with a wide taste in reading from Terry Pratchett to Dostoevsky. Mark, in his last year at school and applying to all sorts of technical colleges for all sorts of courses from catering to the leisure industry to satisfy his mam, was less of an intellectual titan, dreaming only of being discovered by some major league team and, even as he turned over in bed, scoring yet another brilliant goal.





As Adie Moran's dad slept in a sonata of snores, her mother stared open eyed at the flaking paint on the ceiling. In the early light she spotted a cobweb and nearly wept. Really, life was too hard. The moment you nearly got on top of things another spider sneaked up and deposited another web. She had so many worries, never mind making ends meet, just forcing them round to point in the general direction of each other was hard enough. Everything had the tendency to fly off and before you knew it, it was another visit to the Credit Union. Thank God, so far she'd avoided the money lenders that bled some of her neighbours white but she could see it coming. And she hated refusing the kids, particularly Bernard, such a charmer, whose grant seemed to go nowhere and who could always get around her with a hug and a wink. The older girls were all right, thank God, with husbands in employment, and Francis was making good in an Irish bar in Germany and even sending home the few bob to her personally, knowing that if his da got wind of it, that would be the last she'd see of it. But it was Declan was the biggest worry of all. Wherever did she go wrong with Declan?

	Snoring Jack Moran slept a blameless, dreamless sleep. Or was his brain still pickled? Saturday night always made a big hole in the housekeeping but what was a man to do, worn down by life. He deserved the bit of pleasure after so long with his nose to the grindstone.  He harrumphed towards the borders of consciousness, then slumped back into oblivion again.





God will not be mocked, the nun had written, words transcribed from the mouth of the Virgin Mary herself when she had suddenly appeared hovering above the nun kneeling all the long night in motionless prayer. It was understood that Mary herself, soft as whipped cream, if it were up to her would give the erring children yet another chance. Mothers, I ask you! God, on the other hand, no wishy�washy sentimentalist but a Victorian dad determined not to spare the rod since the children were spoiled already, had decided the time was long overdue to smite. Not that the righteous need fear, of course. The gates of heaven were already swinging open for them. Adie hoped she was one of the righteous since the alternative was too horrible to contemplate. On the other hand, the prospect of an eternity spent praising God sounded deadly tedious, worse than school assembly because that was only forty minutes long and occasionally the head teacher even cracked a mild joke. Adie didn't think God had much of a sense of humour although Mona Blood said sure you'd know He must have if you've ever seen a naked man.

	Adie hoped Mona was one of the righteous to brighten up eternity a bit but she had to admit that her friend could be a terrible bitch, even vicious and spiteful at times, like when she stuck a notice saying SCREAMING FOR IT on poor simple Barbara Cheevers' back. To be honest, Adie didn't give Mona more than an outside chance of numbering herself among the blessed. And, looking on the bright side, Mona, always bonking off mass, probably wouldn't enjoy it anyway.

	Still, perhaps when you're dead you don't think of things in the same way. Maybe they'd all have a really cool time singing hymns for ever and ever, like at some mega rock concert, God and Jon Bon Jovi, and Halleluia the all time number one hit.

	Adie generally stayed away from thinking too much about what eternity actually meant. The few times she had � at night before sleeping � it was like a great hand squeezed her guts. No beginning and no end. How could that be? Her brother Bernard, the brainbox, had tried to explain the theory of how time and space curved back on themselves and from then on Adie had seen herself as in a giant transparent egg floating in nothingness. It didn't really answer the questions, though.





Adie's mother, Jean, could take no more of the snoring. No matter how hard she tried to push Jack on to his side, he remained an immovable object steadfastly � and against all the laws of physics as Bernard might have pointed out � resisting an irresistible force. Anyway, it was nearly eight o'clock, the time she usually got up on weekdays, even though there was really no need. Everyone could in theory get their own breakfast, even Adie who always just shovelled a bowl of Rice Krispies into herself. Jean fitted her feet into soft mules and pulled on her dressing gown before creeping out on to the landing. In a way, she thought, the house was at its nicest at this time when everyone else was sleeping (how could she know that Adie lay wide awake on her top bunk, her small face almost pressed against the window pane, waiting for a pale horse to gallop up the suburban street?).

	Jean silently glided down to the kitchen where the old dog lifted her head, too tired even to wag her tail. She glanced out of the back window at the coal shed as she put the kettle on for tea, then felt in the pocket for her cigarettes. There were three left, enough not to panic yet. As she lit one and drew the first billow into herself, her body curled with a rough cough that she tried to suppress. The tea was strong and bitter, boiled in the pot the way her mother had made it for her own brood of ten. Jean had gone one better with Adie and then was persuaded by the doctor, who feared for her loss of weight and her apparent ability to go on breeding indefinitely, to have her insides out.

	Jack had made a fuss of course, thinking she'd be no sort of a woman for him after, then coming round when the doctor had had a word, frightening him with the information that another pregnancy could be life�threatening for Jean, leaving him to bring up the kids alone. And then Adie had nearly died of convulsions that first year, as if God were punishing them for the sacrilege. But really, Jean thought, looking at the coal shed again, heaven would have to be very good indeed to be worth it all.





Next to the Morans' house, Neillie Kearney, newly returned home from his night out, having noisily fumbled with his keys, dropping them twice and cursing, having stumbled up the stairs grunting and muttering, was now vomiting his social welfare into the lavatory bowl. His wife, Marion, lay rigid with rage in her half of the bed. Let him try to climb in beside her. Just let him try. Fecking waster.





Across the road, the four Rotweilers that the O'Connor boys were trying to breed, woke and clamoured loudly for meat. Mickser opened his eyes and shut them again instantly while Joey burrowed his head deeper into the pillowy belly of his girlfriend, Linda.





The new baby in the house next door to the Kearneys, screaming with hunger, suddenly went quiet when her mother, breasts spurting milk in a primal response, let the baby attach her mouth to one large nipple, while Jim, the naughty man, twisted round in bed and sucked at the other, Caroline laughing and trying to push him off � "There'll be none for Aisling if you scoff it all." And Jim, relishing the sweetness of the warm blue milk, imagined, cuckoo�like, how pleasant it would be to keep everything for himself, Caroline, the milk, the warm nest of a bed. Then looked across at the guzzling head of his wonderful daughter and conceded that after all it was nice to share.





Little Miss McHugh peeked out through the window. Still safely dark. She opened the back door, stepped out into the back garden and stood under the rain while her puzzled cats, Peter, Cuddles and Jeremy, rubbed up against her ankles and miaowed for their breakfast. The clouds that churned across the sky gained a lighter tinge even as she looked. She sighed and went indoors to pull down the blinds that had to keep the light of day out. Because poor little Miss McHugh couldn't tolerate daylight � "Like Dracula," Bernard Moran had quipped, "maybe she's a secret vampire." "Not at all," his mother had reproved him. "It's a serious disease. Lupus."

	"Sorry," Bernard had replied. "I shouldn't have said Dracula..." He'd paused for effect. "Obviously, she's a werewolf."  Then had to explain to Adie that lupus in Latin means wolf.

	But poor little Miss McHugh � and everyone on the street prefixed her name with the epithets � had an even heavier burden in the shape of the large, cantankerously senile, eighty�six year old father who lay in bed wringing a crinolined lady by the neck � a small brass bell � every time he wanted, or thought he wanted something. Quite often, by the time Miss McHugh had struggled up the stairs, he had forgotten or changed his mind.

	Luckily he slept a lot. Dr Duffy, seeing her predicament combined with a refusal to have her father "put away" as she expressed it � and after all, if she did, what would she have left to live for, how would she fill her suddenly empty, imprisoned days? � compromised by giving her plenty of tranquillisers for the old boy, to knock him out.

	She switched on her radio, softly for Pa had sharp ears yet, and listened to early Mass while she drank some fennel tea and caressed the ginger and white fur of her cat Peter.





Ted Cheevers, on his side of the bed, stared at his wife's thin back, encased in a brushed nylon nightdress that tied tightly round the neck and wrapped round her feet. He suspected she kept her panties on all night, too, in case. In case the nightdress should ride up to her waist during the dreams that tormented her, in case he should roll against her in his need and feel her flesh against his hand. He suspected but never had occasion to find out, for at the first touch of their bodies she instinctively jerked away from him.

	He got up and sat on the edge of the bed. Was it his imagination or did he hear a sigh of relief from Helen even as she slept? He went and ran himself a bath, though the only sweat he would wash off as ever was his own.

	Of course she wasn't sleeping. She only ever half slept, anyway, one part of her brain always ready to register any flicker of movement, any sound. She allowed herself now the pleasure of rolling on to his side of the bed, into the hollow made by his form, of shedding dry tears into the pillow that smelt of the coconut shampoo he used on his hair.





The snores that emitted from the marriage bed of the Bradys came both from large Brendan and chubby Jacinta, both pinned down on their backs by the chintzy percale sheets she tucked in so firmly under the mattress. It was like a duet for two horns in atonal counterpoint. The couple luxuriated in a bit of a lie�in on Sunday mornings, especially in winter when the gas central heating was programmed to switch on at 7.30 am. Waste not, want not, Jacinta always said, and they wanted for very little.

	Or actually to be precise, Jacinta wanted for a great deal but still had more than most of her neighbours. Make that more than all of her neighbours. But then, as she often said, the neighbourhood left a lot to be desired.

	Young Brendan, sleeping his apparently innocent sleep, sandy�haired like his dad, with a sprinkling of freckles over his snubby nose,  looked like a dote, the shiny apple of any mother's eye and especially Jacinta's. As for his dreams, the less said about them the better � his mother would have had a fit.  Bred to be devious, young Brendan had already learnt to dissemble in his sleep. Meanwhile, in the back bedroom, the girls were lying in twin beds, as unlike twins as it was possible to be and anyway they weren't, four years separating exemplary Michelle, nice and round in all the right places, from her kid sister, Celine, skinny and doomed. Celine's nails were bitten down and bleeding. Now in her sleep, she rolled over and found her sister's outstretched hand and feasted on those manicured vestiges of claws, while Michelle dreamed that she was swimming in a sea as thick and brown as the ox�tail soup her mother made out of a packet, that glistening silver fishes nibbled at her as she tried to move her sluggish limbs.





Mona Blood listened through the thin partition to her parents having a screw in the next room. God, her da must have been dreaming of yer one Cher again. Mona, of course, had forgotten that it was the day the world was supposed to end and was thinking with dread of the two projects � one on fish and one on local history � she was to hand in on the Monday, neither of which she had even started. The Apocalypse she might welcome if it let her off the hook.

	Her da roared � the climax was approaching � and Mona heard her mam emit several appropriate whimpers. A few moments later the lavatory flushed and then her mam went down to make breakfast. It was always a fry on a Sunday morning, crisp rashers, pink sausages like plump fingers, fried eggs the edges slightly curled and crunchy from too hot fat, black and white pudding, slices of white pan turned golden with oil. Soon the smell wafted up to Mona, torn between the warm bed and the desire to stuff grease into her face. Greed won and she thumped down the stairs to where her mam, the flush already fading but the bite marks on her neck standing out livid, shook the great iron pan and turned the rashers.





Gomorrah Grove, a strip of street in a thirty�year�old estate of grey houses, lined up with military precision in a turn off Babylon Avenue that you'd miss if you didn't know it was there. Cut off by a railway line with only a footbridge that was guarded by gangs from the flats on the other side, who saw it as their patch, no place for the Seasiders. For the sea hemmed the inhabitants in on the other side, across a long wavering strip of dirty beach adorned with sanitary towels and disposable nappies and lumps of shit and dead fish washed in by the tides from the promontory that was Paradise Hill where the wealthy lived staring across the sea to Sellafield.





Blue with cold in the stone�flagged chapel, Mrs Tolly knelt whipping her bare, shrivelled shoulders with regular though weak strokes. God, she hoped, would forgive an enfeebled old woman her apparent lack of zeal. She would tighten the metal chains around her torso to make up for it.

	As morning advanced, a sliver of grey light crept across the flagstones. When it touched the hem of her gown, tied around her waist to leave her top half naked, she would go down to breakfast. But not till then. Across her grey flesh crawled long red fingers as she whipped herself with those rhythmic strokes and muttered prayers of devotion to her mediatrice, Our Lady in heaven. 

	It was the biggest house on Paradise Hill. The oldest. All the land as far as the eye could see had belonged to Mrs Tolly's father, also now in heaven it was devoutly to be hoped. The sale of the land had not been precipitated by need, for Mrs Tolly's father had been fabulously rich, his money mysteriously made through an unspecified import�export business that had connections with obscure and barbaric regions of the globe where black people, Mrs Tolly had always understood, wore few if any clothes. Mr Tolly, also now long deceased and twanging his harp no doubt alongside Mrs Tolly's father, had been brought into the business and had taken to it like the proverbial duck to water. No, there had been no reason to sell the land except that it was too much for one family and a worry as well as an embarrassment in the days of ever greater democracy when such differences of wealth and class were supposed to be declining. The big houses that dotted Paradise Hill had been the concession of Mrs Tolly's father, each purchaser vetted for his suitability as a neighbour. Mrs Tolly, for her part, seeing herself as a philanthropist, and of course with the approbation of the late Mr Tolly, had sanctioned the building on old grazing land of the housing estate that contained Gomorrah Grove to bring inner city families to the healthier environment of the seaside. That was over thirty years previously and the snotty kids who had not been content to stay in their place outside the gate, and who had scaled the walls to wreak havoc in the ornamental gardens and more particularly the orchard, now had thin and unhealthy children of their own. The sea air, it seemed, had done nothing for them, due, as Mrs Tolly informed the parish priest over and over, to bad diet and unhygienic habits, exhorting him to harangue his congregation on the subject.

	The fact that her own two girls survived only in a framed photograph of them aged eight and seven, huge bows askew in ringletted hair, their faces pinched and wasted, was beside the point. It was an inherited weakness � on Mr Tolly's side, needless to say. Now not even their ghostly voices shrilled in the garden for they had never been considered strong enough to play outside except on the balmiest of days and under the strictest supervision.

	Mrs Tolly gathered her robe over her skinny dugs, wincing as the cloth touched her back. The repeated strokes had, after all, cracked the dry skin into open wounds.

	"Halleluia!" said Mrs Tolly.





�8.30 am � 1.00 pm�PRIVATE ��



Lights were now on in many of the houses on Gomorrah Grove on this Sabbath morning. Lights to dress by, to make and eat breakfast by, to read the latest lurid tales by in papers where the ink came off on your hands.

	A frightful smell wafted over the street from the O'Connors' kitchen where Mickser was boiling lights for the Rotweilers. Sheba was heavily pregnant and he was hoping to see some return at last for the outlay on the beasts. Mickser was a large youth with scars all over his body, for these creatures had no qualms about biting the hand that fed them or the leg that kicked them. They threw themselves at the wire of their enclosure in a hysteria of anticipation.

	His brother's girlfriend waddled into the kitchen wearing only a bra and panties. He wished she wouldn't do that. He didn't know where to look, especially as she took up half the small space.

	"Fuckin hell," she said, "I hope that's not Sunday lunch."

	"Yeah," he slid his eyes past her pale bulk, "for the dogs."

	She sat down on the kitchen chair that buckled slightly under her weight and spread her mighty legs. Out of the corner of his eye, Mickser peered at the pubic hair that sprouted over and under her briefest of panties. She would have said, as she had done before when he told her to put something on, that you could see more on any beach, come the summer.

	"Got a cig?" she asked and he took a pack from his jeans' pocket.

	"Bit squashed," he offered it to her.

	"And still warm." When she smiled her fat cheeks almost met her brow, burying her eyes. Fuck her. She was doing it on purpose, knowing he wouldn't dare touch her with Joey around.

	He took the pan off the heat and opened the back door to the yard. Cold wet air gusted in.

	"Fuckin hell!" he heard the girl say as he shut the door behind him and busied himself with his dogs.





Next door, charismatic Mrs Cheevers heard Mickser go out to the animals and hoped that would put a stop to the barking for a while. She called Barbara, who was doing God only knew what in the bathroom, to come down. Mrs Cheevers felt the need to talk to Jesus. She often felt the need to talk to Jesus and often in quite unsuitable places: the railway station, the street, the public library. Mrs McFadden had assured her that this was quite normal. Why should God be boxed up in church, only to be opened for an hour on Sundays? He was here, there and everywhere in the words of the song, as Mrs McFadden put it, a twinkle in her ever�smiling eyes. The manager of the supermarket was so used to the little group that he had institutionalised a prayer meeting for them in the precinct every Saturday where two or three gathered and praised the Lord in word and song.

	Barbara shuffled downstairs, the usual amiable expression on her face. She had Downs Syndrome which Mrs Cheevers saw as a judgement, since she was a woman who had once walked in darkness but who, thanks in large part to Mrs McFadden, had seen a great light. Now she dragged Barbara into the front room to the little statue she had bought in Lourdes. She switched on the halo which twinkled pleasingly but Barbara started to whimper. The girl hated kneeling on the nylon carpet that scratched her knees. She dreaded the sound of her mam's voice droning on. She was hungry and thirsty but knew that she wouldn't get anything from her mam, not for ages. Barbara never listened much because she couldn't concentrate and her mam talked fast. But her own name came up often, along with words like "trial" and "burden" and "penance"  that she didn't understand. After ages and ages her dad came in and she turned to smile at him. He was holding a mug.

	"Let the child have some breakfast," he said.

	Mrs Cheevers continued to intone "Oh blessed Jesus...." as if she hadn't heard him.

	"Here Babsie," he said, "here's some tea."

	"No," Mrs Cheevers snapped. "Not till I've finished. It's not... respectful."

	He winked at Barbara, her dad, her dear dad, and very quietly put the mug down where she could reach it if she shuffled back just a bit.

	"You should join us, Ted, instead of walking in the halls of the ungodly," Mrs Cheevers said.

	"I'm afraid your dad will never get to heaven," she told her daughter as her husband shut the door rather loudly behind himself. Barbara started whimpering again at the thought and left the tea where it was to get cold.





Over the road, in the rented house, a young man stared at the living room wallpaper with unblinking grey eyes. It was a particularly unpleasant design featuring livid green creepers with fleshy, sulphurous flowers, whose gaping petals looked capable of swallowing a rat. Perhaps the young man was wondering what sort of person would choose such a pattern over and above all the other options. Or maybe he was thinking of something else entirely.





The lazy bitch who wrote radio plays and whose house was upside down, whose windows were so filthy that Jacinta Brady, directly across the road, could hardly see through them although the woman didn't run to blinds or even net curtains, was no doubt sleeping soundly, she and her children. Two she had, forever dressed in fantastical clothes bought, it looked like, in second hand shops.

	Jacinta, houseproud and proud of it, wondered at the woman's slovenliness. Apparently there was no man to keep her on her toes, apart from an occasional visitor who stayed the night  - no doubt for the usual as she informed Big Brendan - and made his getaway in the morning. Jacinta supposed her to be an unmarried mother � she was certainly the sort � but had no actual evidence to back it up bar the fact that the woman wore no wedding ring: in this day and age, unfortunately often an unreliable indicator. It puzzled Jacinta considerably. Whereas she could fully appreciate why a single woman, particularly one over thirty might wear a plain band on the fourth finger of the left hand, or at least a ring with a stone that might be construed as signifying a prior engagement, she simply couldn't fathom why any respectable married woman would want to conceal her status. In the case of the person opposite, maybe the husband had fled from the chaos, maybe he had been kicked out. But whatever had happened, there was no excuse for the mess she occasionally, tantalisingly glimpsed through a window. She, Jacinta Brady, would never drop her standards under any circumstances. Big Brendan often joked she'd still be tidying up on Judgement Day. Well, whatever about that, and he could joke all he wanted, there was something very satisfying about gleaming surfaces, the smell of cleaning fluids, the defeat of dust. Maybe, Big Brendan said, she doesn't have time, what with the writing and all. But Jacinta had an answer to that. She had listened to bits of the woman's plays. There was nothing to them, just females droning on. If she had time or could be bothered, she could probably do better herself.

	Most riling of all was that the woman was friendly with everyone and even gave Jacinta herself a friendly wave when tottering down the street in her preposterously flowing robes � were they supposed to look artistic or what? Or when, looking up from the typing she sometimes did in her front room, she caught sight of her neighbour, Mr Sheen clutched in one rubber gloved hand, peering across at her.

	Jacinta never invited the woman over, although it occurred to her that if she did, the woman might be forced, from politeness, to invite her back and then she could witness for herself the true horrors of the place. But she seldom asked people into her house because she knew that most of them were envious and would resent the decor and the appurtenances which graced her life. Also because they might tread in muck or rub greasy hands on the upholstery.  For that same reason her daughters and son were not encouraged to bring friends home although the eldest, Michelle, whom everyone said was so like her mother, without the glasses of course, used to have round a particular friend from school, a girl who lived on Paradise Hill no less and who therefore knew to keep her feet on the plastic carpet covering in the hall and up the stairs. Michelle had, of course, been asked back and returned with tales of style beyond the dreams of Jacinta: a puce�coloured bidet with a gold tap, if you please, a spiral staircase to the attic conversion where the girl had her "pad" with a view across the whole city, a fountain in the garden with white plaster statues of women and cherubs with nothing on except a bit of drapery over certain parts. When Jacinta had related these wonders to her neighbours, if was as if some of the glory reflected back on herself, though she'd had to explain in graphic detail to Bridget Blood exactly what a bidet was, the woman couldn't understand her delicate hints. And then the woman had laughed uproariously and crudely and said well, she'd like to try it and Jacinta must certainly have a bidet warming party if she ever decided to get one in. And Jacinta shuddered again and again at the sort of people with whom she was forced to hob�nob. But at least Michelle was now engaged to be married to a young man with good prospects, partner in an estate agency � another triumph. The younger daughter, not as bright or pretty as the elder and frankly something of a disappointment, kept out of her parents' way as much as possible, which suited both parties (Celine in the house played discordant rock music really loud, so it was a blessing really that she stayed out till all hours) while Jacinta's darling, the little son of whom so much was expected � a company director or airplane pilot at the very least � played with his pals in the back garden and brought them out plates of custard creams and minerals in disposable plastic cups (you never knew what resilient germs such children might deposit on the rims, better safe than sorry). When it rained, they all went into the shed or into the house of one of the others, young Brendan reporting back to his mother on the domestic details he knew would interest her.

	The woman over the road was one of many thorns in Jacinta's side. One of the chief ones. She peered out again but the faded purple curtains were still drawn closed as she knew they would be. Not until noon or later would there be any sign of life from that particular household. Jacinta sighed as she poured bleach on to the tiles of the coal�effect fireplace and started scrubbing.





The boy asleep next to his mother in bed stirred and created a tiny wave as she shifted against the girl on the other side of her. They all breathed evenly in the darkened room, as cosy as creatures in a burrow.





Adie, having decided the world wasn't going to end before breakfast, was spooning Rice Krispies into her mouth as her mother had predicted. She too shot glances at the coal shed while rubbing her chilled bare feet on the rough coat of the old dog.

	"What are you going to do today, Adie?" her mam asked her, lighting her last cigarette. 

	Adie, her mouth full, shrugged. She couldn't tell her mam they were all going to meet their maker. Her mother had enough worries as it was. She was sure, at least, that her mam was one of the meek who would inherit the earth.

	"Martina not up yet?"

	It wasn't really a question. At weekends Martina stayed in bed all morning. 

	Adie looked out past the coal shed at the unkempt garden with its clumps of grass unmown since the autumn. Her mother did her best without any help from anyone but only managed to keep the front garden nice. Adie would almost have offered to mow the back if it wasn't raining, if there had been any point.

	"Run up to the kiosk and get some Silk Cut for me, love...When you're dressed."

	It was something Adie could do for her mam even though it was against the law, Adie being under age and all. But the woman in the kiosk knew her mam and knew that Adie herself didn't smoke.

	She went upstairs and quietly pulled on her jeans � no point in washing � changed her tee�shirt for a clean one and put on the black Nirvana sweat shirt she had been given for Christmas. Maybe in heaven you got to keep the clothes you had on at the moment of death: her cool gear would beat flowing white nighties any day. She glanced at Martina, sprawled on the bottom bunk, her tits making a gigantic mound in the bed. At least, Adie thought, I'll be spared that and periods and boys.

	"Get an Indo as well," her mother said, "and a News of the World for your dad." Pretending she never read it herself. Adie thought it might mention the end of the world. "And put a coat on or you'll catch cold," her mother shouted down the hall after her.

	Adie shrugged again. What did it matter? She grabbed Bernard's black leather jacket that hung down to her skinny knees and lost her hands completely. He'd kill her if he found out.

	Outside, despite the rain, it was mild and the air was deceptively fresh�smelling, notwithstanding the industrial chimneys across the bay that belched out orange�coloured smoke into a grey sky.

	Adie felt quite light�headed. It was like the time she was in hospital to have her tonsils out, after Mona Blood had told her that lots of people going in for minor operations like that die under the anaesthetic, that Mona's mam had said how someone had died just the other day having their appendix removed. Or else you could go into a deep coma from which you never ever woke up. Sick with terror beforehand, when it came to it, Adie hadn't been scared. It was as if all responsibility had suddenly been removed from her. That if it was to be, then it was to be and there was nothing she could do except quietly lie back and sleep. The last thing she had seen was faces with white masks crowding over her and then she had gone hurtling down a dark tunnel with a pinpoint of light at the other end that had grown brighter and brighter and light had exploded around her. Now she reckoned, having seen a programme about it on TV, that she'd had a near death experience.

	She crossed the road and passed the O'Connors' where the Rotweilers, scenting young flesh, set up a chorus of blood�hungry barks. Then she waved to Barbara Cheevers, whose face stared out of the window at her as she went by. After a few seconds in which her mind processed the information, Barbara's face creased up into a smile, her lips moved in speech and she waved back vigorously, almost knocking a potted begonia to the floor. Adie looked at Belle's house, with its nice purple curtains. Belle of course was still fast asleep but Adie thought she might call on her later, if there was time. She might even confide in her about the end of the world, if Belle was in one of her chatty moods. She threw a quick glance across at the rented house. Adie couldn't forget the day the previous summer when she had gone to the park to feed the ducks and the plumpish figure of a man wearing a Batman mask and cloak and brief black swimming togs and nothing else except for trainers with purple and silver stripes and white socks (white socks!)  had burst out of the shrubbery at her, waving a limp pink willy. She had stared and walked on briskly having learnt from a recent episode of The Bill that flashers are unlikely to attack and not wanting to give him the satisfaction of seeing her scream or run. However, she had later observed the same distinctive runners and white socks on the feet of the young man in the rented house and she couldn't help wondering. Especially since she'd overheard her mam and Marion Kearney giggling together because Marion had passed the house one evening when the upstairs lights were on and the curtains open and seen him parading around in his nude. Now, though the house appeared still and empty, unbeknown to her the young man sat staring at the wallpaper, evidently an all-absorbing study.

	Adie bought the papers and Silk Cut and some sweet cigarettes for herself with the odd change and went round to Mona Blood's back door. Mona, who looked cool even wearing an old silk dressing gown and huge slippers made to look like twin heads of Garfield, the cartoon cat, was reading a magazine and drinking yet another cup of the coffee she was addicted to � her mother having often put it in her bottle when she was a toddler.

	"There's an article here says tits are definitely back in. Your Martina will be glad."

	"What about the end of the world?" Adie asked.

	Mona Blood looked at her blankly.

	"Remember, the Polish nun."

	Mona shuffled through the card index of her memory. "Oh yeah. That."

	"It's today."

	"Jesus H. Christ," Mona, who picked up odd expressions as readily as chewing gum on your shoes, looked about anxiously. "You sure?"

	"Remember."

	"Maybe she was wrong."

	"Maybe she was right."

	"Jesus H. Christ."

	While they were staring at each other Mona's mother sailed in.

	"Hello Adie," she said, "How's yer mam?"

	"Fine."

	"Haven't seen her in ages. Tell her I was asking for her."

	She shook some coffee into a mug and poured water on it, stirred in milk and two sugars and sailed out again.

	"See the hickeys on her neck?" Mona whispered. "They did it again this morning."

	Mona took in her stride the, to Adie, amazing fact that her parents were still having sex. Mona had a married sister at one end of the scale and a four�year�old brother at the other, although there were only six children altogether.  Adie couldn't imagine her own parents still actually doing it too, but noticed that some days her mam looked even more wrung out than usual.

	"Thought I'd go up the Hill later," Adie said casually, changing the subject.

	"Mm," replied Mona, studying her horoscope. "Says here romance will blossom at the end of the week," she pronounced, "so it must be wrong."

	"The horoscope?" Mona would usually be over the moon at the prospect of romance and the two of them would discuss endlessly who the mystery lover might be.

	"No, the end of the world, stupid. How can romance blossom if I'm dead?" Her small heart�shaped face lit up in a smirk. "How can it?"





Cornelius McHugh grabbed the brassy lady in the crinoline and shook her vigorously by the neck. He continued shaking her even after the girl came in. Something had occurred to him and the jingling of the bell helped it stick in his mind.

	"Yes, Pa. What is it? D'you want the bottle?"

	Sometimes Miss McHugh's father remembered to wait to go to the toilet.

	He started coughing and shaking apoplectically. She looked alarmed. Despite everything, she didn't want him to pass on. Not really. But he was trying to say something.

	"Yer one..." he choked, "Yer one..."

	"Who?" as he shook the bell more and choked.

	"How come," he articulated finally, "if she's a woman, she's got such a big hard cock?" And he reached under the brass crinoline and grabbed the clapper of the bell, waving it under his virgin daughter's nose and convulsing with laughter.





Jean drummed her fingers on the table and looked out at the rain. Where was the child with her cigarettes? She'd been forced to get one off Bernard, some disgusting French brand that burnt your tongue.

	Upstairs, Mark showered. At length so that the bathroom would end up steamy as a sauna. He was going to play in a match and would need to shower again when he came back but, despite the waste of hot water, Jean didn't have the energy to say anything to him. She stubbed out the butt of the Gauloise and glanced anxiously at the coal shed. It couldn't be long now.

	Bernard, hammering on the bathroom door, was about to amaze his mother by going with her to mass. He had discovered that the sexy nurse sang in the choir and intended sitting where he could ogle her successfully. Of course he'd have to watch out for the husband who, however, looked a bit of a wimp.  Maybe he was away. He had some job that often seemed to call him out of town.

	"Hurry up, wanker!" he yelled through the bathroom door, thereby approaching closer to the truth than he realised. Mark was at that very minute examining his penis with a close attention that gave rise to sensations of considerable pleasure.

	"Fuck off!" Mark shouted back as the little pin pricks of water scalded his skin.

	Jack Moran lumbered out of the bedroom, holding up his pyjama bottoms because the elastic had gone from the waistband.

	"That bleedin bastard in the lav again?" he thundered on the door. "Let me in. I need to crap."

	"I was first," Bernard protested.

	"D'you want me to dump the bleedin load on the carpet for your mam to clean up?"

	With loud curses, Mark finally unlocked the door for his father to go in, followed, before Mark could shut the door again, by Bernard.

	"Fucking hell!" Bernard sprayed Mark's Lynx Tempest deodorant everywhere. "What a stink!"

	Hughie and Joseph sat in the front room in their pyjamas, eating crisps for breakfast and watching Sky Sports. Hughie was shouting abuse at the referee. 

	"D'you see that, Joe? D'you see what the fuckin cunt did? Fuckin shite decision. D'you see that?"

	Actually Joseph, whose eyes were glued to the set, saw nothing but moving patterns, his mind fixed on the latest dismemberment. But at a recent Italian match a fan of one team had stabbed a fan of the rival's to death, instigating a nasty riot that had to be broken up by armed police, and he was half hoping for an on screen repetition.

	Still in the kitchen, Jean heard the row and craved another cigarette. Where was Adie? If she could afford it, Jean thought, she'd hit the bottle.





Mickser kicked the pregnant Sheba, not hard, just to get her away from his arm as he scattered the steaming lights over the yard. Some landed in dog shite. Well, those brutes didn't care. Half the time they ate each other's shite anyway. Mickser wondered vaguely what it tasted like. Some people seemingly drank their own piss � an old actress had been rabbiting on about it on the telly. Better than drinking someone else's anyway. Wasn't there a story about that too? Some doctor giving someone a complimentary bottle of cough mixture he found in his press, only for it to turn out to be a piss specimen he'd forgotten about. That was a good one all right. He'd like to have seen that person's face when they realised. Rocky, the biggest male, jumped up at the saucepan. Randy bugger. At least at the moment he was more interested in food. Mostly Rocky went around with his big dick hanging down and you had to watch your leg. Mickser grinned to himself at the memory of a joke: What do you do if a Rotweiler humps your leg? Fake an orgasm.

	When he went into the kitchen his brother Joey was slobbering all over the fat bitch, Linda. At least she'd draped a robe over herself, albeit inadequately. Mickser felt his own dick harden as Joey put his hand between the girl's fat legs. Fuck it, he was as bad as Rocky. But couldn't they at least do it in the bedroom. Was it on purpose to get him going? Because Joey suspected the truth, that he'd never? Nineteen already and never done it. Mickser banged the empty saucepan down on the counter and slammed out to the front room where the TV was showing the real life trial of an American baseball hero, accused of murdering his wife, along with some poor sap who just happened to be passing but whom the jealous husband thought was her boyfriend.

	That'd be the fuckin pits, Mickser thought, to be killed by mistake for someone else.

	In the kitchen Linda shrieked with laughter. Then Joey pushed her on to all fours on the floor and lifted her robe and pulled down her panties, nuzzling into her bum. For, unlike his younger brother, Joey knew what shite tasted like.





At the bottom of Paradise Hill, acting as a buffer between it and the shops, pub, church and school of the estate, Mrs Tolly had caused to be established a park incorporating some of the features of the old gardens of the big house. But now, despite a scrap of a rose garden and an ornamental pond, most of the park was a wilderness of unkempt shrubs. The little pagodas where the gentry had wandered in summer, the ladies careful to keep the hems of their long dresses out of the mud, had become covered in graffiti, vandalised. Crowds of youths congregated as light failed, to drink cider or lager, to smoke or experiment with prohibited substances, to have groping sex or the next best thing. Under the shrubs where, in the daytime the smaller kids played hide�and�go�seek, were strewn cans and plastic bags, empty crisp packets, syringes, dog shit, rifled handbags snatched from lone women, curled condoms like dead worms.

	Yet in the spring, daffodils and crocuses knifed up from nowhere, their flowers turning the ground gold with fallen sunbeams, and later bluebells deepened the shadows under tall lime trees. Ducks swam sleekly on the pool � wire trolleys and plastic bottles hardly visible under green algae � the delight of the younger children being to feed them crusts of bread. In the summer the little rose garden bloomed red and white and pink and yellow and blazing orange and perfumed the air so that Mrs Tolly, taking a turn on the strong arm of her chauffeur, thought the place well named (by herself) Eden Park. Adie's favourite time was the autumn, when you kicked great heaps of leaves with every step you took and found gleaming conkers under great chestnut trees. And once in winter, Belle Crean, the writer of radio plays, had sat in the bandstand with its broken balustrade, watching snow fall and fill the park and bandage the wounds and cover the detritus while her two small children had thrown snowballs and built a snowman and then Belle had given him eyes, a nose and a mouth made of pine cones. 





Marion Kearney was rummaging through her husband's trouser pockets, dismayed to find how little remained of the forty pounds he had taken from her bag. Dismayed but not surprised. She had meant to hide some of it but he had got there ahead of her and now she didn't know how they were going to eat for the rest of the week. Not to mention the fiver Anthony needed on the Monday for a school tour to some ancient burial mound and the tenner she wanted to put aside for the electricity bill. 

	Hatred bit at her as she looked at the snorting, red�faced piece of meat heaped on top of her nice candlewick quilt, drooling over its pink flowers with their little green leaves. Why couldn't he have a heart attack? Why couldn't he choke on his own vomit? It would be so easy to cover his head with a pillow and press hard. She clenched her nails deep into the palm of her hand.





Two thousand pounds worth of wedding dress and every pearl sewn on individually, hundreds of them, scattered all over the bodice and full skirt of wild white silk. Big Brendan had clicked his tongue at the expense but Jacinta knew it was worth it. Such a dress had never been seen before on Gomorrah Grove and was unlikely to be seen again unless someone local bought it second hand. For certainly she would recoup a large part of her investment reselling it. Or even renting it out. But she would prefer not to see anyone else actually wearing it. It was unlikely, of course, that anyone would look as good in it as Michelle. Impossible. But better not take the chance.

	She studied the specifications again, running her finger over the sample of fabric, thinking ahead to the day in May when her first daughter would walk up the aisle of the local church � Jacinta had turned over the idea of holding the ceremony in a more salubrious area of the city but had to consider the neighbours. Few would cross the tracks to be dazzled. At least the reception was booked for a fancy hotel near the airport � to underline the fact that Michelle and Paul would be flying to Barbados for the honeymoon. Jacinta was still agonising over the menu � Chicken Kiev or Beef Wellington? Salmon mousse for starters, of course. It was so very classy. Profiteroles for dessert. Or fruit salad for the figure�conscious? Red and white wine. Champagne. Big Brendan had been horrified at the estimates per head but as Jacinta had informed him, it's not every day your daughter gets married.

	"We have two daughters," Big Brendan had pointed out. But Jacinta had breezily ignored this comment. She couldn't imagine the day ever coming when Celine would be looking for a two thousand pound wedding dress. Or any wedding dress for that matter.

	Jacinta had her own outfit bought already in the January sales. It had been too good an opportunity to miss, that big department store selling off all its stock at less than half price. She had fallen head�over�heels in love with the suit in peacock blue viscose, draped over the hips � Jacinta would have to try and lose some weight in that area before the event. To complement the outfit, she wanted a co-ordinating hat of shiny bird feathers � she knew exactly what, she could see it in her mind's eye though she hadn't yet managed to track it down. But she would, she would.

	The only sticking point with Michelle, who had amiably gone along with everything else her mother had decided � even Celine as bridesmaid in peach, even young Brendan as page in pale grey � was with regard to the bouquet. Michelle insisted she wanted daffodils, irises and other spring blooms � so common! A spray of white lilies would be far more suitable in Jacinta's opinion. Or even a tasteful arrangement  of silk flowers, like the ones in the bridal shop. Both women had dug in their spiky heels. Now Jacinta's eyes glinted behind their green�rimmed spectacles as she considered the point.





Upstairs, young Brendan sat at his megadrive and zapped everyone in sight. It was a new game based on the Terminator sequence of films and he couldn't wait to get a few of the boys in to see it. One by one, of course, his mother would never sanction a crowd. Hughie Moran, he'd be totally gobsmacked though he'd pretend to be cool: he never had anything himself, not even a computer, not even a TV in the room he shared with three brothers. Brendan looked round in satisfaction at his own room with its framed posters of footballers and motorbikes � not ripped from magazines but bought in a shop for several pounds each. The collection of toy cars he'd assembled as a small child still laid out on the shelves his dad had put up specially, the remote control racing cars still in their boxes, only played with on special occasions in case they got broken.

	Another kid he'd have to show was Andrew Blood, only ten and somewhat below Brendan's consideration but easily impressed, although his big brother David had a super megadrive with better games than Brendan's, even one of those porno yokes that were banned but which the brother�in�law had brought back from the States. Not that Brendan had seen it but Andrew had told him about it in precise detail.

	"You can see their cunts," Andrew had told him. "You can see the fellas doing it to them."

	Brendan terminated one of the cyberdwarfs just as his mother called up the stairs that it was time for mass.





Someone was hammering a nail into Celine Brady's skull. Her mouth, as she thought to herself, tasted like a knacker's lavatory. Her pussy felt bruised, probably it was. Who'd she been with last night? Someone who kept giving her cider spiked with vodka. Thought she didn't realise, stupid prick.

	She rolled over and almost screamed out with pain. Something had happened to her leg. Carefully she removed the duvet and examined her knee. It had a nasty scrape that had oozed over the sheet. Trying to remember, she saw herself stumbling through the undergrowth of Eden Park, tripping maybe on a root or wire, face down in shite.

	Michelle was sitting up in bed, her hair rolled up in sausages, reading Bride magazine (wouldn't it make you puke!). She was in a sour mood because some of her nails had inexplicably got gnawed in the night and she suspected her sister, particularly after Celine had murmured sleepily that it was probably rats. Now she looked unsympathetically across and remarked, "You'd better get that lot cleaned up before mam sees you." 

	Celine pulled the cover up over the evidence, put on a pale pink bath robe with satin edges and limped out to the shower � only her parents had en suite facilities.

	Down the plug hole ran the blood like in the famous scene from Psycho. Celine giggled as the water ran down her, as she emptied Michelle's expensive shower gel all over her fifteen�year�old aching body, rubbing Vidal Sassoon into her short, spiky hair, washing away the traces of the night. She put TCP on her knee, wincing as it stung her, almost enjoying the pain, whipping would be too good for her, she could hear her mother saying it, if she knew, if she knew. But TCP was good enough for now.





Mona Blood's da didn't look like a ram though that was what he considered himself to be. A weedy little man who never looked you straight in the eye, a sly little, devious little fellow everyone thought was put upon by his large red wife. But he'd lifted his hand to her more than once and sent her flying across the room. She had a broken tooth to prove it though this was a subject, unlike most others, she was unwilling to discuss with the neighbours, except for Jean Moran whom she considered even more put upon than herself. As for that nosy bitch, Jacinta Brady, it was none of her fucking business and Bridget Blood had never risen to the bait, even on the one and only time she had been invited into the house supposedly to see yer one's latest state of the art washer�drier, with a computer on it if you please, as if to say "beat that". And was only offered those cheap biscuits that taste like the stuff brushed up off the bakery floor, custard creams, chocolate bourbons. Even if they were on some sort of silver plated tray with a little paper doily on it, that didn't make the biscuits taste any better.

	She knew what the ould bitch was after, all those little hints, the sympathetic hand on the arm � the whole street had heard the row that time and seen Bridget's bruised face the next day � but over cheap instant coffee and "bikkies" as Jacinta kept calling them, Bridget had just laughed in her face and instead told her how whenever yer woman Cher was on TV or even on the radio, Ollie would be seized with an uncontrollable urge � know what I mean? �  and order her up to bed on the spot, even in front of the kids. Tears of laughter rolled down Bridget's red cheeks as she recounted the scene on to Jean, Jacinta's gasping mouth, her darting tongue.

	"Told her he wants me to have a couple of ribs taken out of me chest and put in me face to make them high cheek bones like Cher done," Bridget coughed on her Silk Cut. "She believed me, honest to God. You should have seen those staring froggy eyes of hers, thinking what would it cost, how could we afford it."

	It was perfectly true, however, that Ollie Blood had a thing about Cher. She was actually older than his own wife, for fuck's sake, unbelievably had also borne a raft of children. When she came to play a gig in the city, he had been in the middle of the very front row. She'd smiled just for him, he could have sworn as he watched her gyrate about the stage in one of those costumes that left nearly nothing to the imagination. He bought Bridget a see�through black negligée after and though it didn't have the same elegant effect over the thirteen stone of her, did well enough, especially when she danced in front of him, tits and belly and arse hopping all over the shop. He was sorry then for knocking her about. Really she was a decent old skin.

	Mona heard the rows, heard the music and the drunken laughter, the grunts and groans of coupling. She longed for romance, not with someone like her da or her sister Gemma's Ger, with his long thin face and beginnings of a beer belly. Certainly not. Vicious�tongued, streetwise Mona longed for a handsome Prince and for love ever after.





Black Jack Moran was still in bed, sweating into the sheets. He could feel the heart jumping in his chest and wondered if today was the day. All his brothers and sisters, seven of them, his father and uncles had died of heart attacks. Sweating was part of it too, but then he had always been like that, drenching the linen with the pungent excrescences of his big body. He spread across virtually the whole of the bed but he did that even when Jean was next to him, she clinging to the very edge as he pushed relentlessly towards her.

	She had brought him a cup of tea and he reached over for it, noticing how his hand was shaking. Perhaps he should call the doctor, though on a Sunday it would like as not be some locum like that wispy girl who arrived one day and told him briskly to cut out the smokes and go on a low fat diet. Cut them out, mind you, not like his own Dr Duffy, who understood, being a smoker himself, and who just said to try and cut down. The wispy girl with flashing eyes, she'd be one of those would refuse to treat you if you didn't cut out completely. Didn't understand. Hadn't a fucking clue.

	Black Jack lit a Major, inhaled deeply and felt himself calming down. What wispy girls like that didn't realise was the stress factor. It was stress, so Black Jack had read, was the big killer. And twenty�five smokes a day kept him calm.

	Jean came into the bedroom with a fry on a tray, slices of black and white pudding nearly burnt, the way he liked them. Maybe she was trying to finish him off. But the smell was irresistible. If you couldn't enjoy this sort of thing, life wouldn't be worth it.

	"I've drank me tea," he told his wife, draining the cup.

	She took it off him, "I'll get one of the boys to bring you up another."  She was wearing her coat and hat. "I suppose you aren't coming to mass."

	"Sure I'll go later maybe," the two of them knowing he wouldn't.

	Down in the kitchen, Jean bumped into Adie coming back.

	"Where've you been?" Jean asked, reaching hungrily for the cigarettes � she knew better than to take any of Black Jack's.

	"I just called in to see Mona."

	"Bring those papers up to your dad and then get ready for mass... And take off Bernard's jacket. He'll kill you if he finds you wearing it."

	Adie turned what she hoped was a significant look at her mother. We'll all be dead before long, her bluey brown eyes seemed to say, though her mother didn't get the message.

	"Now, miss, or we'll be late."

	Jean put the packet of cigarettes on the table and filled the electric kettle. Then she went into the living room to where Hughie was staring at the TV screen and Joseph was thumbing through one of his magazines.

	"Anyone coming to mass?" she asked without hope. It hadn't been like this with the older children but times had changed and so had she. She couldn't be bothered any more. So what if they all went to hell! So what! It couldn't be worse.

	When she went back into the kitchen the cigarettes had disappeared from the table. She couldn't believe it. Hadn't she only been gone a moment? She looked at the coal shed in despair. Whatever was she going to do?





Sixteen�year�old Joseph Moran was good at reading. Words like "mutilation", "putrefaction", even "necrosis", failed to throw him any more. The magazine told about a Russian serial killer who had chopped up his victims and eaten bits of them. There was a lot of it about � "cannibalism" it was called. Joseph had seen a programme on TV about how primitive tribes ate their enemies to absorb their power into themselves. But he rather doubted whether serial killers did it for that reason. He thought people probably just did it for kicks. He didn't think he'd like to eat human flesh himself or maybe just once, to see what it was like. They said it tasted sweet, like good pork. He liked pork with plenty of crackling. Sometimes his mam bought a rolled shoulder when it was on special offer at the supermarket. He liked the crackling but not the oily part underneath. That was disgusting. However Joseph decided in that moment that he would eat even the disgusting lumps of fat and gristle in future, even stewed heart or liver or kidney, to prepare himself in case anyone ever offered him a slice of human meat.

	"Goal!" shouted Hughie in excitement. It was a recording of his favourite team, AC Milan, and they were beating the shite out of their opponents. But no one as yet, unfortunately, had been stabbed. Joseph wondered if it was easy to stab someone, if the knife just slid in or if it met resistance. He supposed it depended on what part of the body was stabbed. The belly would be easy, the chest with its cage of bones, less sure. And would the person die at once, as in films, or continue to twitch and flail and roll up his eyes? Her eyes? From his reading, Joseph reckoned it was both harder and easier to kill someone than you thought.

	"Fuckin hell!" growled Hughie as a penalty was awarded to the opposing team. They scored but his team were still one goal ahead. Seventeen minutes to go. Make or break time.

	Martina appeared at the door, draped in satin.

	"Anyone got twenty pee?" she asked. She had a particular reason for wanting to ring her best friend Clare but her mam, faced with a hopelessly enormous bill, had recently installed a pay phone.

	"Fuck off!" said Hughie.

	Joseph took a gold coin out of his pocket and tossed it in the air.

	"Thanks, Joe," Martina said.

	"If you give me back thirty pee later," he told her.

	"In me bollix," she replied.

	"You don't have any," Hughie giggled.

	"No more have you...." tartly � she'd paid attention to that part of the biology class �  then wheedling. "Go on, Joe... I'd lend it to you if I had it, if you asked."

	His face broke into a thin grin.

	"Sure," he said, putting the coin back in his pocket.

	"Fuck off!" Martina flounced out. She'd wait until her mam had gone out, then ask her dad.





Adie pulled another sweater on over Nirvana and hoped her mam wouldn't make her wear that awful anorak she'd been given by the Vincent de Paul. It was mortifying. She had visions of someone recognising it as his own rejected property and making a joke of her in front of everyone. And then if the bolt of lightning finished them all off at mass, she might have to spend eternity wearing the horrible thing. What a thought! Maybe, maybe Hughie would let her borrow his bomber jacket.

	She went downstairs.

	"Adie," her mam said, not looking at her and Adie knew it wasn't going to be good. "Would you ever go and ask Declan to give me my cigarettes back."





Other people's coal sheds had coal in them. Or else, if they weren't needed for coal any more � if the owners had switched to gas central heating like the Bloods � they were crammed with ladders, broken electric fires, bikes children had grown out of or not yet into, bags of cement spilling over the concrete, moss peat, flower pots, paint pots, their lids rusty and the contents set hard, an old baby seat for the car.

	The Moran's coal shed was different. What it held was Deco, eldest sprig of the Moran's branch, banished from the house on account of his unsavoury habits, his occasional wild rages, his thieving. It was wired for a single dim electric light. An oil stove kept it warm, a scrap of old carpet covered the concrete floor; a card table and an upright chair comprised his furniture, a foam bed that folded into a seat only he never bothered, seeing as how he'd only have to unfold it again.  His clothes and other meagre possessions were heaped on the lid of the coal bunker, retained, though its sides had been knocked away to make more space underneath.

	Some of Adie's and Hughie's friends, peering in the bit of window, envied Deco. It seemed to them an adventure, like living in a tree house or a boat or a caravan. Hughie didn't care about it, even when Brendan Brady finally got the other fellas to gang up and shout insults after him in the street: he just gave them the two fingers. Martina, knowing how it shamed her mother, hated the whole business and wished Declan would go away or die � he smoked in bed, maybe he'd fall asleep and burn to death or be asphyxiated by the evil� smelling oil stove. For Adie it was just a fact of life � Deco had been living there ever since she could remember � but still she feared and dreaded this red�eyed, unshaven tramp, who wandered about the house when someone forgot to lock the back door as she had done this day, coming back from Mona's. That was why her mother had asked her to get the cigarettes back. Because it was her fault.

	She tapped on the window of the shed. Silence. He was pretending to be asleep. She opened the door. The place stank of filth and cigarette smoke. Bloodshot eyes peered at her over the edge of the sleeping bag. 

	"Mam says can she have her smokes back," Adie said.

	The red eyes stared.

	"Her smokes. She wants them now."

	"Don't have 'em." The voice was gruff and hoarse.

	"They were on the kitchen table and now they're gone."

	Adie could see the crack in the curtains that gave the man a clear view into the house. She shuddered at the thought of him watching and waiting for his opportunity and remembered waking one night to spot his horrid face peering round the bedroom door at her and Martina. Only looking for money probably and he had disappeared silently when she sat up. But still.

	Suddenly, thinking of her poor suffering mother, hate overcame fear.

	"You'd better give them back," she told him, "'cause you'll be dead tonight and God'll be asking you questions."

	The man laughed and she could see his green teeth.

	"Who are you?" he asked.

	"You know who I am. I'm Adie."

	"Here ABCD," he said, tossing the packet at her. It was half empty but she wasn't going to argue. "Will God let me off the hook now d'you think?"

	She rushed out on his coughing laughter, leaving the door open on purpose for the wet wind to sweep in, cleansing the air, maybe cleansing her lost brother too.





Baby Aisling looked an absolute dote in her pink and white outfit, bundled up like a package to protect her from the cold and rain, installed behind the plastic window of her buggy. Her loving parents gazed at her proudly, made silly noises at her to get her to widen her fat cheeks into a smile. Jimmy was still amazed that he and Caroline could have produced such a phenomenon, though Caroline seemed to take it all in her stride, even the broken nights, even the nagging of her mother, who thought it was absurd to be breastfeeding an eight�month�old baby with teeth and warned that the baby ought to be doing this and that by now but wasn't; that Caroline herself, as well as her sister Margaret and brother Stephen were already almost walking and potty trained by that age, well almost, at least they were sleeping through the night, so evidently Caroline's milk was deficient in some respect.

	Caroline, who in the past had shown signs of being intimidated by her mother, just smiled. Of course, she'd privately asked the nurse at the clinic, who'd replied, just look at the baby, how happy and healthy she is, no need to worry about anything, sure she's coming on grand.

	And she was. Jimmy was sure he'd heard her say "dada" already, stretching out her little plump arms to him to be lifted and cuddled, and how could he resist, even though Caroline's mam had looked disapproving and accused them of spoiling the baby.

	"If she's been fed, let her cry," she pronounced, "that's the way we did it in my day and none of you took any harm from it." 

	But how could they ignore the soul�wrenching sobs? It would be inhuman � and Jimmy thought privately Caroline's mam was a bit that way, telling her daughter it was disgusting to see the dark wet patches on her blouse where the milk leaked out, when it was beautiful and natural. Not to mention sexy.  Luckily, Jimmy thought, it wasn't their turn to have Caroline's mam for Sunday dinner. They'd go to mass and then Caroline would serve up the little chicken they were having with a bit of breast cut up for Aisling and mixed with potatoes and gravy. And then he'd watch sports while the other two had a nap and then, if Aisling stayed quiet, he'd creep up between his wife's sheets and stroke those beautiful breasts, that still swollen belly � she'd put on pounds during the pregnancy but it suited her, she looked like one of those fertility goddesses � and make gentle afternoon love till baby woke up again.





Barbara shook her head. She hated the feel of the itchy wool that tied the hat on to her head.

	"Now Barbara," her mother said with the patience of a martyr, "it's chilly out."

	"Leave her alone," her dear dad said. 

	"I don't want her catching cold. It's difficult enough looking after her at the best of times."

	Her dad smiled at her and shrugged his shoulders and smiling back she forgot to shake her head and so her mam was able to get the horrible thing tied on tight. Barbara pulled at it, only ensuring the knot tightened even more.

	"Rain's easing off at least," her dad said as they walked up to the church. "Might turn out nice later."

	"Thank God," commented Mrs Cheevers, who endeavoured to see all good things as coming from God. And all bad things?

	"Maybe you and me'll go for a bit of a walk after dinner, Babsie. Give your mam a break."

	And Barbara smiled at her dear dad and let out one of those loud whoops that signalled either extreme pleasure or distress. Mrs Cheevers smiled cheerily across at Marion Kearney, walking up the other side of the road with those two adopted children of hers, God love them, startled expressions on their three faces. Barbara whooped again.

	"Hush Barbara," Mrs Cheevers smiled, conscious of all eyes on them. "We're going to Jesus's house and you have to be quiet there." 





Anthony and Rebecca (given a slightly foreign�sounding name to go with her sallow skin that tanned mahogany at the slightest bit of sun, brown eyes and gleaming black hair) � adopted by childless Marion and Neillie before he was laid off the job at the factory and went completely to the dogs, now loved and despaired over by their mother who these days often couldn't even afford to feed them properly � stared at the strange big girl, whooping her way up Gomorrah Grove.

	Marion couldn't think of a comforting explanation. 

	"She's not well," she told them. "Don't stare. It's rude."

	She had wanted to cross the road to avoid passing in front of that bitch Jacinta Brady's house. Marion had never forgiven her for what she'd said that time young Brendan had started calling Anthony a knacker in front of the other kids and told Rebecca she was a monkey out of an African tree � which just showed his ignorance as her father had apparently been an Indian medical student of high caste � and offered her a banana which she had gravely eaten to general glee. When Marion had gone to complain, Jacinta, through the slit of her chained door, had simply retorted sure what did Marion know about child rearing, never having borne any of her own.

	But if she crossed now she would be level with the Cheevers and forced to walk alongside them. So she continued past St Jude's, the Brady's house, sure that she glimpsed from the corner of her eye a twitching blind.

	How she hated this place. She'd give anything to get away. If it wasn't for the children, she told herself, she'd be on the boat in the morning. But she loved the two abandoned babies � she still thought of them that way even though they were now eight and six � with an aching pain. They knew they were "nadopted" as Rebecca said, without understanding what it meant, for they snuggled up to her trusting her, their mam, to look after them no matter what. No matter what.





School, shops, church, Mrs Tolly had taken a special interest in the amenities of the place and of all of them the church was nearest her heart. She didn't like newfangled designs, pyramids and the like and had insisted that the building should look traditional, to the great dismay of the ambitious young architect who had rather fancied letting his imagination soar on the church building. But though old style in shape, the material hadn't been stone but grey concrete and the result was dim and dark and cold, despite the stained�glass window depicting Philomena, Mrs Tolly's favourite saint before it was revealed that she probably hadn't ever existed.

	Now the place was packing for mid�morning mass, steam rising from the damp bodies, from out their open mouths, the air dank. Neighbours nodded in a friendly or briskly cool way at each other, some noting absences as much as presences.

	Jacinta Brady was one of these � it could not have been she at any rate who twitched the blind as Marion Kearney walked past. But now she muttered to Jean Moran as the young family came in, "Neillie not here again. Hung over as usual, I suppose."

	Jean smiled politely, without comment.

	"Big Brendan went to mass last night," Jacinta went on in a louder whisper. "He likes to read the papers of a Sunday morning."

	"Jack's not feeling too good," Jean felt compelled to explain and Jacinta's face immediately creased into concern and she put her hand on Jean's arm.

	"Nothing serious, I hope?" she asked, hoping against hope.

	"Please God," said Jean and ducked away to another part of the church, where her son and daughter were already seated.





Bernard opened his mouth and boomed out with a strong baritone. He had a fine voice, so he thought. Perhaps he could join the choir. That would be a good way of meeting the nurse. But it would take time and too much effort. He thought, during the sermon, that she had looked at him occasionally, but it was true that her eyes darted all over the place, so perhaps he wasn't after all singled out. During prayers he stared at her bent shiny head and willed her to look up at him but she didn't. Maybe she was really praying. Maybe she really believed all the cobblers. The priest was harping on about neighbourliness: Love thy neighbour. That was a laugh for a start. Half the people in his road weren't talking to each other over minor slights committed even years previously, never forgiven or forgotten. While those who smiled were the least trustworthy of all. Stab you in the back as soon as look at you.

	Although the nurse now seemed to be looking everywhere but in his direction � and perhaps that was a good sign after all � Bernard was very conscious of other eyes on him. That prick�teaser Michelle Brady for one, waving her diamond engagement ring in everyone's face. He'd had his tongue down her throat a good few times. He'd squeezed those perfect tits, through her maidenform bra, of course since she was saving her flesh for her wimpy estate agent. Maybe now, however, the sight of handsome, beef�cakey Bernard, as he thought of himself, would make her pause and realise what she was missing, never mind the thousands in the bank he didn't have. Her little sister, Celine, was at fifteen already anybody's if you bought her enough vodka diluted with coke. So it was said. Bernard couldn't be bothered with that. He wouldn't be that desperate ever, and anyway she was underage and trouble, sniffing glue in the park with the fellas. If her tight�assed mam ever knew or guessed.

	Jean was over the moon. Her tall, handsome son next to her in church. Adie too of course but she didn't count, she had no choice, not until after her confirmation. The absurd little hat Jean persisted in wearing, even now when nobody demanded it any more, nodded in delight towards Bernard as he sang or responded or stood or sat. Maybe at long last some of her prayers were being answered.

	Adie looked round, wondering how the assembled congregation would meet their judgement. How many would find themselves this day in paradise, seated on the right hand of God. She caught Mona Blood's eye � had fear of her latter end sent her friend scurrying to mass too? Mona winked and slowly slit her own throat with her finger.

	"Stop fidgeting," Adie's mam whispered.





Mrs Tolly had long since given up descending the hill to attend the concrete church on the edge of the estate. Instead she required the priest to climb the hill and minister to herself and her household in the little chapel where, in the predawn gloom, she had mortified her flesh.

	For this special service the priest received a brown envelope satisfyingly full of crisp new notes depicting the head of a pious nun.

	But on this chill, wet day, his duties to his other parishioners at last fulfilled, the priest inwardly cursed the feudal remnants that dragged him up the steep slope in his chugging little Toyota to a woman with a sleek Volvo that could so comfortably have brought her down to him. The fact that she looked frail failed to move him to pity or remorse. She had looked frail for the past fifteen years that he had provided this extra service, while more robust others had passed on. It was generally believed that Mrs Tolly was over a hundred but the priest knew her to be a mere chicken of eighty�three and himself nearly seventy and of the old school. For Mrs Tolly the priest said the mass in Latin, usually delighting in the stern beauty of the forbidden language but on this day of days unaccountably weary and heavy.

	In beaded black she led the way to the cold stone chapel, as grey as the sky and sea beyond the windows. And for a full half minute, the priest forgot what he was about until the boy he had brought with him pulled discreetly at his robe.

	Then he mumbled through the mass and gave wafers of consecrated bread to Mrs Tolly and her housekeeper and chauffeur, looking into their gaping mouths with their bad teeth and yellow tongues and feeling again that dreary, deadly weight on his back.



�1.00 pm � 3.15 pm�PRIVATE ��



Where do street names come from? Sometimes the intention is descriptive: Overhill Way, Ocean View, Meadow Park � frequently of course without a hill, ocean or meadow in sight. Sometimes they are named after flowers or trees: Beechwood Avenue, Verbena Drive, Cherry Tree Lane. The names of famous people or people historically connected to the locality or just famous also feature: Sir John Rogerson's Quay, Percy French Road, Armstrong Walk. More and more frequently names associated with American soap operas occur in new estates: Melrose Place, Tuscany Downs. If anyone ever thought about it, it was assumed that the biblical associations of the street names around Gomorrah Grove were directly connected to the extreme and possibly fanatical piety of Mrs Tolly herself: her own domain stretching across the peak of Paradise Hill, connecting her directly with her God; the lower reaches where the indigent were rehoused named to remind them of their dangerous proximity to hell and damnation. Thus Wormwood Walk, Revelation Crescent, even Babylon Avenue itself, the main road sweeping round the bay and connecting the estate with the rest of the city. However, Paradise Hill had acquired its name long before Mrs Tolly herself was thought of and, far from having religious associations, was, as Mona Blood would have found out if she had gone to the library and studied her local history properly,  so called because it was the notorious haunt of prostitutes who were forbidden to enter the gates of the city � they did of course, but that's another story. Sailors and good citizens of the city alike would make their way along the coast to the shebeens concealed in what was once considered a wild enough, remote enough spot, where Mary Magdalen and her sisters, it could be imagined, serviced the lusts of their clients on rough heather under the stars.

	No, it was in fact the ambitious architect, that same young man who, instructed to build a concrete nightmare of a church, and feeling that his creativity had been demeaned and stifled by that and by many other little stringencies placed on it by Mrs Tolly, initially conceived the idea as a joke and who then surprised himself by persuading the lady of the redeeming features of the notion.

	"It will be a constant reminder, a kind of memento mori," the young man stated earnestly, biting the inside of his cheek all the while. "It may even send more of them to church." 

	Mrs Tolly, to be fair to her, was originally dubious. It was only while she was still considering the matter that a delegation from the council � and in a democratic system the council after all had to have  the last word �  arrived on the hill with mud on their shoes, demanding in an intolerably hectoring way that she think again. Whereupon Mrs Tolly dug in her heels. Ever stubborn, she was blowed if she'd let a crowd of jumped up auctioneers dictate to her. Men, moreover, who seemed under the impression they were dealing with a simple�minded widow woman who could be swayed by male bluster. So in return she hit them where it mattered, in their annual council budget, by threatening to bump up her demands for compensation for the lease of part of her fiefdom. And by hinting that she might just decide to cut her by no means paltry donation to the funds of the party of which they were all, coincidentally, members.

	Gomorrah Grove, Judgement Way, Apocalypse Alley stood, the signs fancifully rendering them in the native language as well.

	"No one will want to live there," groaned one of the council delegation. But he was wrong. No one cared. A house is a house and better than a flat in a condemned inner city block. The architect and his clever friends laughed and laughed. His next design was for a trendy restaurant called Hell's Kitchen for which he won an award.





Dogs, as everyone knows, don't bestow their affections in the same way as humans. They judge neither by appearance nor by personality. Often it is the one who feeds them who earns their devotion, although in the case of the O'Connors' Rotweilers, this was certainly not the case. Adie, who loved dogs, wondered if Rotweilers as a breed were capable of affection and imagined that if they were treated properly, with kindness, that they might be. Treat them like savage beasts and they would behave accordingly.

	On this, the last day, she was squatting in a favourite place between the couch and the floor�to�ceiling window in the front room reading a book with blood and green slime on the cover, waiting for Sunday dinner, when she noticed that the O'Connors' Rotweilers had escaped from their compound and were roaming about. Mickser mustn't have shot the bolt properly.

	One of the beasts, no doubt scenting old Bess, the Moran's aged pet, came right into their garden and started rooting among Jean's beloved fritillarias. Adie banged on the window, enough to make most dogs turn on their heel and slink away. But Rocky, for it was he, threw himself in a rage against the window, causing it to vibrate. Adie could see his slavering mouth and, as he jumped up again, the bright red rigid penis.

	"Fuckin hell," said Hughie, who had been watching TV on the couch. "You didn't ought to have done that, Adie. You got him mad."

	"D'you think he could break the window?" Joseph had a sudden exciting vision of Adie being mauled, spurting blood, heard the screams of the victim, the shouts of the helpless onlookers.

	"Mam," screamed Martina, "One of them bleedin Rotweilers is loose."

	"They all are, mam," shouted Hughie, who, now standing on the couch, had a better view.

	Jean came into the room, wiping her hands on her apron. "My God," she said, "I'd better ring Mickser."

	Adie had stayed silent and still following the attack and after a while Rocky lost interest, wandering off to scrabble in the soil again. He dug up a tuber and ate it.

	Jean couldn't find a coin for the phone at first and when she did, got no reply from the O'Connors, for they were all up at the pub, enjoying a lunch of Guinness stout and bacon fries.

	"There's small kiddies about," Jean said to Jack, wringing her hands in worry.

	"Well, I can't go out," Black Jack remarked, "Not with me heart."

	"Call the guards," suggested Mark, not wanting to play the hero either.

	"We could lure them back with some meat," Adie suggested, sniffing the Sunday joint.

	"Our dinner, d'you mean?" asked Martina.

	"That bugger'd take your arm off," Bernard put in � everyone was in the living room by now � "for its horse's doovers."

	Jean rang Ted Cheevers, who shared the driveway with the O'Connors. He was already aware of the situation, having been notified by the vigilant Barbara screaming  "Doggies! Doggies!".

	"If you ask me," he remarked to Jean, "it was that little devil Andrew Blood opened the gate. I saw him running hell for leather down the driveway a while back."

	And it was Ted who thought to phone the pub. "If they aren't there, I'll get the guards on to it," he promised Jean.

	"There'll be little kids about," she said.

	"Let you ring around and warn people to stay in while I try the pub," Ted told her, not realising how she had to hunt for change.

	As she asked and hunted, Martina beamed a smile at Joseph, his hot hand in his pocket clutching his twenty pee.

	"Joe's got one," she said.

	"No I ant."

	Jean looked at him and held her hand out. "You don't want some poor kiddie to be attacked by that monster, do you."

	Yes, he thought, passing over the coin, yes, that would just about make my day. 

	A few moments later, Adie informed them that Mickser was haring down the road from the pub. They all watched him burst into the house. Next he came out again, banging on a saucepan. The dogs bounded across the road towards him and straight back into their prison, where he had thrown the remaining boiled lights. Their snarls and guzzlings could be heard the length of Gomorrah Grove.





Brendan Brady, watching from his bedroom slightly further up the street, was ever so slightly disappointed, like Joseph, that there hadn't been more trouble. Not one of the dogs had even attacked anyone � living on the same side as the Morans he hadn't noticed Rocky flinging himself at their window. However, there was every good chance that Andrew Blood would get into deep shit because someone would surely have seen him creep up the drive with evident wicked intent and then come racing out again, grinning, obviously as guilty as hell. Brendan himself had, for one, and if necessary would mention it to his mam. And if Andrew even suggested that Brendan had put him up to it, then he would never ever get to see the Terminator game, let alone play with it. Brendan always acted on his threats. But even if the little worm squealed, nothing would happen to Brendan. He would deny everything as usual and his mother would back him up. As usual.





Dogs, as everyone knows, don't bestow their affections in the same way as humans. Take old Bess, for example, who, for some inexplicable reason, utterly adored the outcast Declan.

	"She likes the way he smells," surmised Bernard.

	Perhaps that was it, for he seldom fed her, except little scraps from his plate, and caressed her rough coat no more often than other members of his family and less than Adie, though the dog loved her as well. Perhaps back in the distant past, when Bess was a pup and Declan a teenager they had romped together through Eden Park, Declan imitating squirrel sounds and driving the dog into a frenzy of excitement. Or perhaps he had thrown sticks far into the waves off the scrap of beach for her to plunge after and retrieve. And maybe she had even gone scrumping apples and plums from Mrs Tolly's orchard with him, sharing the fruit out of sheer delight and being sick together afterwards.

	Now, given the chance, she would drag her old body out to the coal shed and nudge open the door and try to jump or clamber on to the foam mattress where he lay for days on end, blowing rings of smoke, observing how each one was different, whether in size or shape or direction. He found the activity endlessly diverting.

	What had gone wrong? Neighbours muttered that Jean spoilt her kids rotten. Remember the occasion when the whole place was snow�bound, the electricity was cut off and Jean, with her incipient bronchitis, had struggled out to get fish and chips for the entire family while six strong men and boys toasted their tootsies round a blazing fire � even Declan had been admitted to the house that time, no one wanting to explain a frozen corpse to the guards.

	Bernard, twenty already, said to be bright and at college, was making no effort to get a part�time job to supplement his minuscule grant, but sponged off his mother � his father needless to say wouldn't give him a penny. And now here was Mark, in his leaving cert year, also looking to pursue third�level education, another continuing burden. Declan, well Declan didn't merit more than a passing mention, the shocking horror of that set�up had been analysed to death. True it was that Francis seemingly sometimes sent money home but only a fraction of what he must be earning in Germany and that would surely stop soon, when he married his Fraulein and she started laying down the law. Even Jean's own settled daughters � one in Pittsburgh, one in Colchester �  never thought to contribute in any way. The neighbouring women shook their heads and agreed that Jean should take a tougher line, especially with Black Jack, whose income � imagine that! � was unknown even to his wife, who just gratefully pocketed the inadequate housekeeping money he gave her each week.





Adie, despite the damning evidence, doubted that Andrew Blood had let the dogs out off his own bat. He was a bit of a pain but not particularly naughty, though easily led. She reckoned that Mona would anyway get the story out of him later. Meanwhile she noticed that Belle's youngest, Ben, had wandered out on to the road to kick a ball around. Several minutes earlier and he would have provided a tasty morsel for the dogs.

	"Mam," said Adie, going out to the kitchen, "can I go over and play with Ben?"

	"Your dinner's nearly ready and I wanted you to lay the table," Jean replied.

	"Ah mam, can't one of the boys do it?" Adie, an incipient feminist, left out Martina, the lazy bitch, because she resented the fact that her mother's attitude still seemed to be that it was women's duty to wait on men.

	"Adie..." Jean looked stern but Adie knew it meant nothing. Her mam was as soft as a chocolate mousse.

	"It's not fair. I already went up to get your smokes. And I got them back for you after."

	It was true, Jean thought: she was always getting Adie to do things. So far Adie was the one who complained least.

	"Tell Hughie and Martina to do it," she told her daughter. "You can go out for a few minutes." 

	Adie kissed her mother and then passing on the instructions � so much for sisterhood � without waiting to see whether anyone bothered to carry them out or hear the inevitable protests, ran outside to play football with little Ben, an absolute dote. And to pursue her other, secret agenda.

	It was Bernard who had suggested to Adie that she read the Book of Revelation. That was after she had confided in him on the way home from Mass � she was bursting to tell someone other than the unfazed Mona Blood � about the Polish nun and the end of the world. He was gracious enough to take her reasonably seriously.

	"Well, one of these days they're bound to get it right," he said.

	The problem was that there was no bible in the house. But Belle had one. Adie had seen it, a huge old family tome that Belle had inherited from her husband. Adie had once spent a wet afternoon with Jess and Ben looking at the pictures, wan Victorian scenes showing a pretty pink baby Moses in the bullrushes, a man with a long beard and robes about to kill his daughter, who turned out when you read the captions to be his sissy son Isaac, all golden curls and a skirt. Ben had been disgusted but had cheered up again at a picture of himself, Benjamin, he could see the B and the E and the N quite clearly written. Even more gratifying was that there was no picture of Jessica. 

	"Nor of me," Adie had said quickly when Jess started to get upset. And then she found a line about David, who killed Goliath with a catapault in one of Ben's favourite pictures, being the son of Jesse, so all was peace and harmony again.

	Now after letting Ben score eight goals in a row between the gateposts of Miss McHugh's garden, Adie asked him if his mam was in.

	"She's in bed," he told her.

	"What about Jess?"

	Ben led Adie into the house with its bare boards that passed for stripped pine, walls where yellow paint had been slapped over paper and then decorated with posters of art exhibitions or plays or films � coloured circles by someone called Sonia Delaunay, a black and white and blood red Hedda Gabler, Marlene Dietrich sultry in The Blue Angel � primitives by Jess and Ben and even real paintings and drawings � one of Belle's friends was cartoonist on a newspaper and he sometimes gave her the originals. A Chinese paper lantern hung wonkily over the light bulb, casting, when it was lit, a dim pinky light. Adie loved it. It was about as far from fitted carpets and curling lino, flowery wallpaper and three piece suites as she reckoned it could ever get.

	"Mam's asleep," Jess said but gave her the bible anyway. "She won't mind."

	Adie carefully pressed the leather bound tome against her chest and took it back to her room.





Miss McHugh had heard the laughter and roars, as before she had shivered at the howls of the loosened dogs � she who was even terrified of Bess. She had peeped out of her window between the space between the frame and the blind and saw a football heading straight for her window, straight for her. She tapped timidly on the glass as the laughing girl came to collect the ball, which after all had fallen short, but the shout of "Great goal!" drowned out the smaller sound.

	Anyway, no damage had been done. It wasn't as if there were flowers in her garden. When she got sick and the doctor told her no more pottering about among the herbaceous borders, she had got Joseph and Michael O'Connor to concrete it over for her. The result was distressingly bleak � and none too professional either � but she compensated by filling the windows with vigorous house plants that effectively soaked up and thrived on the daylight she was forbidden to indulge in herself. Now the downstairs rooms resembled a sort of jungle. Her father would have a heart attack if he saw what she had done and she sometimes giggled to herself at the thought of him staggering downstairs and wandering lost among the cistus, the variegated ivy or Swiss Cheese, glimpsing the tawny or sable or striped coat or tail of a cat disappearing under thick, rubbery leaves.

	



Although Brendan Brady's mam always defended her darling boy against criticism, the same could not be said for Bridget Blood. When word got back to her about the release of the dogs, she laid into her son with a wooden spoon. Then, for good measure, she told Ollie about it and he cuffed his son on the side of the head, sending the child to his room screaming with hysterics.

	"Someone could've been killed," his mam shouted up the stairs after him.

	"Someone has been," Mona commented looking out from her room, where, sat on the bed, she was wrestling with local history on a smudged page.

	"Who?" her mam demanded.

	"Andrew, of course, " Mona replied, coming out on to the landing. "You've probably given him a blood clot on the brain and now he's going to sink into a coma from which he'll never recover and in thirty years' time you'll be asking them to switch him off."

	"I'll coma you!" her mam shouted.

	Mona started down the stairs,  local history gladly forgotten. She liked nothing better than a good row.

	"Oh yeah!" she said. "I bet it wasn't his fault at all. I bet someone put him up to it. That eejit wouldn't think up something like that by himself."

	"He would've said," her ma retorted, stopping, however, to think.

	"Not if he was scared."

	Later, Mona, comforting Andrew and hopefully feeling his head for a bloody lump, found out, after being sworn to silence on the subject, that Brendan Brady had promised that if Andrew unlatched the gate of the compound, he could come in and play Terminator.

	"Little fucker," Mona commented thoughtfully, contemplating revenge.





Belle Crean, Ben's mother and the writer of radio plays, was still lying in bed at one o'clock. Pursued by maudlin thoughts, she had sat up until the early hours watching an Italian film about ancient revenge by a director who had himself subsequently been murdered under peculiar circumstances. She had also drunk two whole bottles of Valpolicella and eaten a tub of black olives. Now she felt strange and furry, even after the bitter coffee made from a bag, brought her by her daughter, Jessica.

	The light in the room was diffused through an Indian print, casting purple and indigo swathes across a chaos of flung clothes and books.

	Something would have to be done, she thought, falling back against the pillows and groping for the stories of Jean Stafford that she was currently reading, enraged at the neglect of this writer who was at least as good as the men who had undermined her. Hadn't she even drunk herself to death, like so many other talented people? Belle's stomach heaved as she remembered the red wine.

	She flipped open the book and started reading at random but her eyes couldn't focus on the words. At her age, someone had said to her recently, she probably needed glasses. What a cheek! It was true, however, that she's been having a lot of headaches in the last few months, something she'd put down to stress � and hangovers. She threw the book aside and swore that she'd change her ways � the very next day if necessary. She would lead a more focused life, set herself deadlines for her goals, be moderate in what she ate and drank. She would be more pro�active towards her children, too, taking them to exhibitions and plays, signing up Ben for Sea�Scouts, perhaps, or Jess for ballet, interesting herself more in their little doings. It was so easy, as a lone parent, to lose sight of their less immediate needs � especially as their bloody fathers apparently had no interest whatsoever in their offspring, which really wasn't fair, though unfortunately the way of the world. But in future she would take positive steps to avoid this neglect. The thought cheered her and she closed her eyes and daydreamed about the wonderfully together person she was about to become. 





The Cheevers ate their roast lamb, Barbara, despite the fact that it was all cut into small pieces, still managing to get food everywhere except into her mouth. Gravy varnished her face. Her mother tried not to be exasperated, to consider what Mrs McFadden would do, to offer it up.

	Ted, always a taciturn man, was sunk in thought. He was still wondering how the Blood boy could have been so foolish as to release the dogs. Thank God no harm had come of it, as it so easily might. He wondered if he should have a word with Mickser, get him to install a padlock. In any case those dogs should be permanently muzzled. It pleased him, however, that Jean Moran had turned to him. He had always liked her a lot, a gentle woman, the way they should all be and Jean's menfolk certainly not the support she needed. He looked at Helen, his wife, her mouth twitching with irritation, as she followed Barbara's every move. Some people, he thought, considering his sweet�natured daughter, didn't know when they were blessed.

	"We'll go for that walk after," he smiled at Barbara, who had just dropped a lump of lamb on the carpet. "Here, Babsie, I'll help you."

	And despite his wife's protests, he fed his daughter like a baby � here comes the big train into the tunnel � and Barbara started laughing so much at her dear dad that the train flew out of the tunnel again and crashed on to the tablecloth.





Mrs Tolly, a vegetarian, claimed a delicate stomach but ate everything in sight bar meat, being particularly partial to cabbage, brussel sprouts, onions and leeks, vinegary pickles of all sorts, lentils and beans. Perhaps it was this that gave rise to her unfortunate little weakness. For Mrs Tolly was given to "passing wind" as she told the specialist, farting in fact on a grand scale. It was even impossible to conceal her identity as the responsible party, for her farts were never stealthy but trumpeted their passing, on any occasion, even at mass, which was one reason for her preferring a private service and not the least reason, either. The odour, moreover, was of rot and decay, truly horrible, as the altar boys gleefully informed their friends.

	Father Galloghly never said a word, of course, or even blinked, though it was to be observed that he swung the censer more vigorously at certain moments during the service.

	The specialist had assured Mrs Tolly after extensive tests that no, she did not have cancer of the stomach, liver, kidneys or colon, nor in fact did she have any other life�threatening disease. He recommended a change of diet to blander foods, poached eggs, boiled millet, milky puddings.

	"Invalid food," snapped Mrs Tolly suspiciously. Was there something he wasn't telling her?

	Not at all. For her age, though frail in appearance,  she was incredibly healthy. 

	"You'll outlive us all," he told her, almost seriously. He himself, after all, was a heavy smoker and brandy drinker with something of a weight problem, to boot � oh, those creamy desserts that his wife concocted so irresistibly � tira misu, zabaglione, syllabub!

	So Mrs Tolly farted on, for she had no intention of changing her diet either.

	From the window of her living room, she could stand observing the view that extended over her lands to the cliff edge, where a right of way threaded round the head of the peninsula, concealed from her by high dense shrubs. On fine days city dwellers came to escape the smoke and fumes. But now as a cold easterly wind whipped spray off the sea to merge with a thin drizzle and slap against the panes of double�glazing that protected Mrs Tolly from the elements, she could be fairly sure that she was solitary in her grandeur. Even the housekeeper and the chauffeur had the afternoon off and had no doubt gone their separate ways, she to her sister's as usual and he to some match or bar or film, whatever it was single men did on a Sunday afternoon. For all Mrs Tolly knew, he could be with a woman, this burly man of few words, who drove her around and otherwise acted as a caretaker. For all she cared. Because on silent Sundays Mrs Tolly, her praying done, listened to the echoes of the past in the old grey stone house, seemed to hear a door slam somewhere, the patter of feet, whispering behind the panelling and then she feared and longed to confront the ghosts that hid there, her father, her husband, her two dead daughters, herself.





Neillie Kearney splashed cold water on his face and rubbed it in through the grizzle that made his skin feel like sandpaper.

	Never again, he thought hopelessly, knowing it was a vain wish. He'd be back there soon, tonight even, supporting the bar, feeling the thrill of power as the alcohol surged through him. Seeing hard edges dissolve, meeting the floor as it rocked up towards him, as the lights crashed around him.

	He gripped the basin and stared at the stranger in the mirror. He couldn't say "pleased to meet you" because he wasn't. He'd run a mile if he ever encountered such a face. Maybe that was what had turned Marion against him. The purple features squeezed into thick folds, grime distending the pores of his nose, inner filth trying to burst out. Between blinks he could see a quite different face, eyes bright and alert instead of dull yellow, pale skin with healthy pink cheeks, his mammy's favourite little fellow. And even though he was almost sober, tears ran down the deep grooves of flesh on his jowls at the thought of his mammy. The only person, thought Neillie to himself, who ever really loved me.

	He's up, Marion said to herself drearily, hearing the rush of water in the bathroom above her, as she peeled the potatoes into the sink, cutting off as little of the black bits as she could get away with. The price of potatoes these days, almost a luxury, and Neillie always ate a pile, especially when as today, there was so little meat on the chicken and she wanted to make sure the children got enough protein. She herself, as always, would chew on the wings � bone, gristle and oily skin � and if anyone asked, which they didn't, she would say that she liked them best.

	Anthony and Rebecca were playing zoo train with that Fisher Price yoke that Jean had given them. God bless Jean, she was always passing stuff down. The TV was on but Anthony and Rebecca only glanced at it occasionally, they were that absorbed. Marion put her head round the door now and then to check up on them, weak with love.

	Here he comes, she heard him, lumbering down the stairs. God, he looks awful, a waxy yellow tinge underlying the purple of his complexion. She switched the kettle back on wordlessly, him coming up behind her and clasping her round the waist. Despite the pity that was already overcoming the disgust, she pushed him away. He had to learn.





Michelle Brady's young man was going to take her out in his pearl grey Opel Ascona, only two years old and with many additional features that he had demonstrated to young Brendan � sun roof, multi�lock braking, fuel injection, side impact bars, you name it � who then boasted about them to the other fellas, whose fathers all had inferior cars. Paul was treating Michelle to lunch in some out�of�town hotel that featured a superior Sunday dinner, not your reheated roast beef and instant gravy, she told her mother, who felt slightly let down. Jacinta had always used gravy powder and then those granules after they came on the market and up to now Michelle had not complained.

	"I thought you wanted her to get above herself," Big Brendan commented drily.

	"What do you think? Is there anything wrong with it?" Jacinta asked the rest of the family aggressively, as they tasted the gravy specially, at her insistence.

	"Lovely," Big Brendan said, lashing it over his roast potatoes. "Just like me mam used to make... She got it out of a packet, too."

	"You couldn't make some of them... those... sauces yourself, not without spending a fortune on herbs and spices and suchlike."

	"It's all right, mam, we love your cooking, don't we, fellas?" Big Brendan winked at Celine and his young namesake.

	"It's lovely," young Brendan smiled obediently and also helped himself to more gravy.

	Celine said nothing, but no one really expected her to. She pushed the mush around her plate a bit more, then got up.

	"Where you going, miss?" her mother asked.

	"I finished."

	"I still see a pile of food on your plate."

	"Yeah well..."

	"Poor people would be glad of that."

	"Give it to them, then."

	"Celine, watch your mouth," said her father.

	"Or what?" She grinned at him, sticking out her chest.

	Young Brendan quickly looked down at his plate to hide his smirk and started carefully cutting his meat into even smaller pieces.

	"Don't you want dessert?"

	"Mom's home�made apple pie?" Celine asked cheekily.

	"Angel Delight," hissed her mother.

	"Ah no, not for a devil like me," and she swept out.

	"That's it," shouted Big Brendan, thumping his hand on the table.

	"Leave it," Jacinta said with a warning look at young Brendan. The child was so sensitive. "You'd like some dessert, wouldn't you, dear?" she asked him.

	"Sure thing. Just let me finish this first." And young Brendan popped the last morsel of meat into his mouth.





The Morans never sat down to a meal together, not even at Christmas. They didn't have a big enough table. The younger ones generally stayed in the living room in front of the TV with plates balanced on their laps, while Black Jack and the older boys sat around the dining room table. Jean had given up trying to get the younger ones into the kitchen. They fought all the time. It was quieter to leave them be in the living�room and Jack didn't get so agitated, even if the occasional row erupted over what channel to watch. Usually they compromised on MTV, though Hughie always tried to flip away if there was a video on that Martina particularly liked.

	Adie was just raising her fork to her mouth when one started.

	"Ooh, I love this," Martina said and started to sing along, "It's the end of the world as we know it...It's the end of the world as we know it... It's the end of the world as we know it...And I feel fine."

	It had to be a sign, Adie thought, knocking the remote control out of Hughie's hand before he could change the channel.

	"Fuck off," said Hughie, groping under the coffee table and pinching Adie's leg, making her screech.

	"Children!" warned Jean's voice from the dining�room.

	There was a dog in the video, the only living creature left on earth apparently, except for the boy in the wrecked house, surrounded by the debris of unknown lives.

	"The dog wandered on to the set by mistake," Joseph remarked � he always knew odd things like that, "and they decided to still use it."

	Adie found the dog, now scratching itself, a reassuring presence. The world, it seems, could end and there would always be dogs, friendly ones of course, not Rotweilers or pit bulls, still unconcernedly scratching themselves.

	"It's the end of the world as we know it...."

	"Shut the fuck up, Martina," Hughie brandished the retrieved remote control, "yer voice is only brutal." 





Jean gave seconds to Black Jack: unlike his namesake, he loved the strips of fat. Then she prepared another plate, which she took out to the coal shed.

	"Declan," she called timidly, "I've brought your dinner."

	She pushed open the door. His red eyes gleamed at her over the top of the duvet. The dog looked up with a similar expression from the foot of the bed.

	"Are you getting up, dear?"

	She brought the plate over to him. A filthy hand came out from under the covers and took it.

	"Cheers," he said. Then, "Looks good."

	He was being nice to her, buttering her up. That meant if she let herself be taken in, if she relaxed for a second, he would try and touch her for some money in the next moment. And she could never say no, even when she didn't have any. She fled.

	And as she locked the kitchen door behind her, she started to weep. Treat them like animals and they become animals. Worse than animals. Without self�respect.





"Going out after?" asked Bridget Blood of her husband conversationally, passing the carrot and swede mash.

	"Might," he grunted, taking a large dollop. Where did he put it? she wondered, he was thin as a lath. "Yeah."

	"Only I thought I'd go over to Gemma's this afternoon."

	Ollie didn't bother to respond. That meant he didn't mind. Bridget cheered up.

	"What about you, pet?" she asked Mona, whose mouth was full.

	"Umm...ahh..." said Mona.

	Andrew was eating in his room, out of sight of his da, although Bridget had already relented towards him.

	"Maybe you'd mind Richie this afternoon, Mona," Bridget said. "I don't want to take him over to Gemma's."

	"Ah, mam!" Mona swallowed quickly.

	"She's got the house so nice and you know how he is."

	Richie liked to draw on walls, something encouraged in his playgroup. Unfortunately Richie was unable to make the distinction between permissible and forbidden surfaces. He had already drawn a wavy line in red wax crayon on Bridget's freshly papered wall all the way up the stairs, as well as roundy shapes in the living room in startling combinations of colours. And although, as a result, his bottom had on several occasions been turned a matching shade of red, it made not the slightest difference to his compulsion for self�expression.

	"I've two projects to do for tomorrow, mam," Mona protested.

	"He won't bother you, will you Richie?"

	Richie, who hardly ever spoke for some reason, shook his head and gazed up under long lashes at his sister. To all appearances, a little angel.

	"Well, if I get into trouble, it'll be your fault. You'll have to give me a note," Mona pouted.

	"You should've done them before, not leave it till the last minute," Ollie growled.

	"I have, only I got to write them up. That's what takes the time." Mona lied, but with authority. "Those nuns always have to have everything just so."

	Mona knew her dad hated the nuns at the school, having had run�ins with them before in which he always came off the worst.

	"Tight�arsed bitches," he muttered, peas showering from his mouth.

	"Ollie!" exclaimed Bridget, both at the language and the uncouth manners. There were limits.

	That was all right then. Mona resented minding Richie but if he helped her delay the evil moment of having to hand in the projects, even for a day, it was worth it. And look on the bright side. Adie might be right. The world might end.





"See Babsie. I told you it would clear up," Ted Cheevers zipped his daughter into her anorak.

	"Don't forget her hat," Mrs Cheevers called from the kitchen.

	"She doesn't need it. The anorak has a hood," he called back. A flimsy bit of cotton, admittedly, but the day wasn't cold. It wasn't going to rain again. The sky from the west even had scraps of blue in it. He dashed out of the house with his daughter before his wife could emerge with more proscriptions.

	But for once Helen Cheevers felt less than charismatic. No, not for once. As usual these days. She bent over the sink and stared at the greasy suds. No revelation there. She waited to hear the sound of voices fade. Then she wiped her hands on the tea�towel and went into the living room, resisting the urge to close the curtains. The netting was thick enough to blot out the view from outside in. For the second time that day she knelt on the scratchy nylon carpet in front of the twinkling image.

	"Oh dear God," she prayed," Please help me..."



 

"And when he had opened the fourth seal," read Adie, "I heard the voice of the fourth beast say, Come and see." (The fourth beast, she ascertained, had a face like a flying eagle). "And I looked, and behold a pale horse: and his name that sat on him was Death, and Hell followed with him. And power was given unto them over the fourth part of the earth, to kill with sword, and with hunger, and with death and with the beasts of the earth..."

	Her eye ran down the page.

	"And I beheld when he had opened the sixth seal, and lo there was a great earthquake: and the sun became black as sackcloth of hair, and the moon became as blood; 

	And the stars of heaven fell unto the earth, even as a fig tree casteth her untimely figs, when she is shaken of a mighty wind."

	There was a lot of wrath and vengeance and beasts and Adie couldn't help thinking that maybe God wasn't quite the nice guy people had always made out.

	"And the fifth angel sounded, and I saw a star fall from heaven unto the earth: and to him was given the key of the bottomless pit.

	And he opened the bottomless pit; and there arose a smoke out of the pit, as the smoke of a great furnace; and the sun and the air were darkened by reason of the smoke of the pit.

	And there came out of the smoke locusts upon the earth... And it was commanded them that they should not hurt the grass of the earth, neither any green thing, neither any tree; but only those men which have not the seal of God upon their foreheads. 

	And to them it was given that they should not kill them, but that they should be tormented five months...

	And in those days shall men seek death, and shall not find it; and shall desire to die, and death shall flee from them."

	Holy fucking shit, thought Adie, using one of her brother Hughie's favourite expressions. This was heavy stuff. 





Michelle Brady sipped her sharp white wine and looked attentively at her fiancé. Not that she was listening to what he was saying, it just looked that way. This is the life, she was thinking, amid the chandeliers and hunting prints, the starched linen and heavy cutlery, a posy of real flowers in the table centre. And poached salmon had to be streets ahead of a greasy roast any day. A life of aperitifs and starters seemed to stretch off into a rosy�tinted future. She smiled at Paul. He would go a long way. Especially with her pushing from behind.

	He leaned across and grasped her hand, his mouth opened, about to say something complimentary, no doubt. To remark on her new blouse, perhaps, tantalisingly open to just above her cleavage? To tell her again that he loved her? She hoped he hadn't noticed her two short nails, chewed by her sister and only partly reconstructed. She couldn't tell him: it was so unlikely, he might even think she was concocting an excuse to cover up the fact that she herself had started biting her nails. Suddenly an old granny at the next table pointed at Michelle and screeched, "That's the one. That's the one as took me teeth."

	Michelle jumped in shock, then looked helplessly at Paul, whose mouth still hung open. Shouldn't he leap to her defence? 

	Clearly the woman was senile. The person beside her, the daughter or something, was already grimacing apologetically and trying to hush her up. But the old witch wouldn't.

	"Give me back me teeth. I know you got them. Hand them over." 

	It was impossible. Everyone was looking at her. Michelle blushed deep red. 

	"Can't eat me dinner without them. Hand them over."

	"For God's sake. Just give her back her teeth," whispered Paul with mock sternness. She started to giggle then. And then she couldn't stop. It was the worst moment of her entire life. 

	Now the woman was being ushered out by her daughter, still complaining and shooting looks of hatred and resentment in their direction. The man came over, leaving three children whispering at the table and peeping over at Michelle.

	"I'm really sorry. Mother's not quite... Well, she's very old."

	"That's OK," said Paul, too quickly, thought Michelle. "Comes to us all."  She tried to think of something cutting. It would probably occur to her too late. As usual.

	And then, as their dinner plates were being removed, as the devil's food cake was being served, the old woman was brought back to ruin the rest of the meal for Michelle. Repositioned with her back to them, but all the same Michelle was unable to relax any more. The whole occasion was  spoiled. Really, she thought, old people and children shouldn't be allowed.

	Only later did she calm down, as they sat in the car overlooking the bay and the up�market development where they were hoping to buy a house, while Paul ran his hand up and down the silky smoothness of the nylons covering her inner thighs. It was a pleasant sensation but every so often she had to twist away as his hand went too high. Until the wedding there were still no go areas as far as Michelle was concerned.





The sand of the beach was grey, the sea was grey, the sky. Barbara skipped on ahead of Ted, every so often stopping short to pick up something to bring back to show him: a twisted stick whitened in the salt water, a trail of bubbly brown sea�weed, a knotted length of blue nylon rope, a dead crab. At least she no longer picked up condoms or turds or sanitary towels, she had learnt that much.

	He walked behind her, drowned in his own thoughts, about what exactly he would have found it difficult to say. Getting through each day was troublesome enough without brooding on what might have been but sometimes he felt the need to give himself up to the ache in his heart, to go forward and meet it and not deny it. He would never have thought to put a name to it � yearning, disappointment, loneliness � though this wide, empty and spoiled beach might almost be said to embody it. That was why he liked to come here occasionally, to indulge himself. As Belle, the writer, might have put it, to transmute the banality of his life into something more meaningful and even almost of tragic dimensions.

	Barbara had stopped short again. She was staring at something on the ground and whooping in distress. Ted ran over to her with easy, lanky strides.

	Protruding from the sand was a shrunken head, a negro with curly black hair. Its eye sockets were empty, full of sand.

	The thing gave Ted a start, even though close up you could see it was a doll, the moulded plastic crudely joined. He thought of a documentary he had seen on TV about the British colonising Australia: a pastime among the cavalry having been to bury a few Aboriginals up to their necks in sand and then try to  break off their heads with immense whacks from polo sticks wielded from galloping horses. 

	He lifted the head out of the sand. There was no body attached. Just shoulders. The top of a glove puppet perhaps.

	"We'll leave it here, pet. It's not very nice."

	But Barbara sobbed and stamped her feet. She took the horrible thing and put it in her anorak pocket. Ted would have to think of a way of disposing of it before Helen found it.





For the sixteenth time that day Mrs Tolly read the first sentence of the book in front of her: "Of late years, an abundant shower of curates has fallen upon the north of England..." The notion had attracted her at first but, reconsidering, she thought it suggested a certain frivolity of attitude, even though the author, one of the Miss Brontës, had apparently led an unexceptional life and had even, in middle age, married a clergyman, Church of England, of course. The book claimed to be serious, the second paragraph continuing "...it is resolved that the first dish set upon the table shall be one that a Catholic � nay, even an Anglo�Catholic � might eat on a Good Friday in Passion Week: it shall be cold lentils and vinegar without oil; it shall be unleavened bread with bitter herbs and no roast lamb."

	The sort of food Mrs Tolly ate all the time, though the thought didn't occur to her. She looked at the small black letters again, unable to bring herself to turn the page but that was nothing to do with the book. Her mind couldn't fix on it. There was a weight of dreariness pressing her down. Probably just a reaction to yet another dull wintry day, even though the clouds had started to break up. But the light was so grey, the sea churned so relentlessly. Cold lentils and vinegar indeed. Unleavened bread with bitter herbs.

	This would not do, she suddenly thought briskly. Surely she had chastened herself enough already. It was not more of the same that she needed. It was something different. The chauffeur was gone, so no chance of an outing. She would, as Miss Brontë might have said, take a turn in the garden.





Belle looked despairingly at her typewriter. She really must get moving on the novel. It would be her ticket out of the slough of despond, that much she had decided long ago. A blockbuster, written with the sole idea of making pots of money. In preparation, Belle had ploughed her way through acres of the things and had made a list of specifications. She noted first that such books were all very long, forests of pages. The characters were the sort of people who might be written about in Hello! magazine � with no low lifers except on the periphery, speaking with some sort of stylised uncouthness. Belle had never had much to do with the sort of people who might feature in Hello! but reckoned they were all fairly fictional anyway and the lives they were described as living bearing little relation to the truth of mornings after, gut�aches and exhaustion, those little irritations that could drive you to the point of suicide not to mention despair, spots on your nose or chin, vaginal itches that interfered fatally with the enjoyment of sex, the twenty�four�hour�a�day responsibility of kids. She had amassed piles of the magazine, liberated from dentists' waiting rooms, Well Woman clinics, even the odd time from newsagents � well, she wasn't actually going to buy the thing, was she? Other magazines were similarly acquired, when they contained articles that peeped in on the houses of the rich and fabulous and described in detail the appurtenances with which they surrounded themselves. Belle, however, kept finding herself drawn to the odd and quirky � the ageing film star who kept the dead bodies of all her pets stuffed around her. "I feel their spirits are still with me," as she stated beside a photograph showing her caressing a moth-eaten fur head � dog or cat or monkey, Belle wasn't sure � with her own red�tipped claw, her startling blonde hair no less dead�looking than theirs. Or there was the fashionable artist � bald and aggressive, with a metal spike through one cheek and apparently emerging through the other �  who painted with his own shit, then varnished it over and hung the result on his walls or on the walls of anyone wanting to purchase such a chef d'oeuvre. Belle had firmly to repress any  tendency that drew her to such characters. The last thing a blockbuster needed was eccentricity.

	So far her work on the novel had amounted only to research. She had not yet put finger to word processor.  And while she would have liked to set the book in some exotic location, her only recent experiences of foreign parts had been a couple of self�catering packages with the kids in Majorca and the Costa del Sol, shamefully naff as she confessed to her friends but all she could afford and providing copy at least for two gently ironic radio plays. They were not, however, the sort of resorts the high fliers frequented.

	The sex was, however, something she thought she knew about, even though writing it down was perhaps something else. Her plays were rather mild in that respect, of necessity as the national radio station tended to avoid the overtly steamy, while nonetheless encouraging more and more smutty innuendo.

	She had analysed at tedious length the story�lines and identified what seemed to be winning patterns: for example, heroine involved with obviously (to the readers) unsuitable man; enter great lover, whom she initially hates or else falls for hook link and sinker, only there are misunderstandings and insuperable difficulties; or possibly she is misrepresented to the hero by some scheming vamp. After endless complications and intrigues involving a host of fascinating and mainly wealthy minor characters, hero and heroine are inseparably fused. Jane Austen, thought Belle, had figured it all out nearly two hundred years ago.

	Now all that remained was to write the darn thing � two thousand words a day, nine weeks to write, add a bit more for revision, three months and it could be over. Of course it wouldn't work out like that. She had already spent weeks trying to think, albeit in desultory fashion, of how to start. She remembered, for Belle had once inhabited a higher intellectual plane than the one on which she now found herself, a character in a French novel agonising endlessly over the first line of the book he was writing and never progressing any further. Now crossing to her bookcase (boards on bricks), she picked out the novel from an apparently haphazard heap and thumbed through it for the reference: "On a beautiful morning in the month of May," the would�be author has written, "an elegant amazon on a superb sorrel mare was riding through the flowery avenues of the Bois de Boulogne." But "elegant" as an adjective doesn't satisfy him and is changed to "slender". "In the month of" is discarded as prolonging the trot too long. The author then agonises over "superb" and considers "plump", "glossy" and finally, triumphantly, "black", only to be told that sorrel is a colour as well as a type of horse and that a sorrel mare could never be black. Another worry is that the paths of the Bois de Boulogne aren't flowery enough to merit the adjective. He works and reworks the sentence and finally, on his deathbed, imagines he had found the right formula: "On a beautiful morning in May, a slender amazon, mounted on a sumptuous chestnut mare, and surrounded by flowers, was riding through the avenues of the Bois...." "But" he says to his doctor, rising up with almost his final breath "I see now beautiful isn't the right word (le mot juste)...." And he instructs him to burn the pages.

	Rather depressing really, except that Belle seemed to remember that the character didn't die after all but recovered miraculously with the intention of starting all over again, which perhaps was even more depressing. Or else inspiring, depending on how you looked at it. Belle reckoned she'd be happy enough just to find even a draft of a first line.

	She drifted into the kitchen and, amid the general debris, found an unused coffee bag and drowned it in boiling water. First things first. 





Ted, turning at the end of the beach to walk back, saw that he and Barbara were no longer alone. In the far distance, someone was walking a dog. An old dog, it seemed, shuffling reluctantly. As they approached one another, he saw that it was as he thought. Jean Moran.

	They started smiling at each other before it was possible to say hello, forcing them to try and sustain their smiles far too long. Ted felt uncomfortable but Jean turned as if to look for the dog, which was trundling at her heels as ever. This diversion brought her up close to him. She smiled again, her face lifting away from the tired lines that usually dragged it down, becoming, to his eyes at least, beautiful. 

	"Bit of excitement over the dogs, eh," he said, pausing.

	"Oh, it was terrible! One tried to break our window."

	"Really?"

	"Adie banged on the glass to try and get it out of our garden and it threw itself at her. The pane rattled," she said, shivering as if she had witnessed it herself.

	"They're vicious brutes, those Rotweilers."

	"Yes."

	A pause. Then:

	"Thanks for tracking down the O'Connors." /"Day's improved, anyway." She said and he said at the same time.

	They laughed in embarrassment. Ted at least was conscious that it was the first time they had ever been alone together � Barbara was off at the edge of the sea with Bess, whom she was loving to death. Screeching gulls wheeled above them. Grey water swelled into lappets of spray.

	"I think there's a breath of spring in the air," she said, raising her face to the wind, her hair whipping round her head.

	Just say something, he thought to himself desperately, the moment might not come again. But his mind was as if paralysed.

	"Oh, look at Barbara!" Jean suddenly cried with concern.

	Barbara had thrown a stick for Bess to retrieve but the dog had just stared at the waves without enthusiasm, so now Barbara in her shoes and stockings, was wading out to sea to fetch the stick herself.

	"Babsie!" shouted Ted, running lankily across the ridges of wet sand.

	Jean followed. He was a nice man, she thought sadly. One of a rare breed.

	The girl was soaked. The edges of her skirt had been splashed by higher waves and dripped down on her sodden runners. At some stage, too, she must have sat down on the wet sand, for a damp patch ringed the seat area of her skirt. But triumphantly she waved the stick and whooped with excitement..

	"Oh my God, Babsie, Mammy will be furious."

	For Helen would blame not only Ted, who should have kept an eye out, but Barbara too, for being stupid and thoughtless. For being herself.

	"Come back to my place and we'll soon get you dry," Jean said. "Dry enough to pass muster."

	"What about your walk?" Ted asked.

	"Bess isn't able to go far. Nor am I, for that matter," she laughed self�deprecatingly.

	They started to walk back together, Ted feeling irrationally elated.

	"Wasn't the water very cold, Barbara?" Jean asked.

	"Very, very, very cold," the girl giggled.





"Great minds think alike," Marion's neighbour Caroline, mother of baby Aisling, called across the hedge dividing the two gardens, at the sight of Marion taking advantage of the break in the rain to hang out some washing. She herself had just put out some babygros in different shades of pink and yellow.

	"I don't suppose they'll dry," Marion said wearily. Her glass was always half�empty.

	"Well, let the rain rinse them again," Caroline smiled.	

	Marion smiled back.

	"Fancy dropping in for a coffee?" Caroline asked. "The kettle's just boiled."

	"Oh...I don't know..."

	"Come on. I'm going for a nap soon but I have to feed baby first... Come and talk to me while I do it."

	"OK so."

	She could, after all,  leave the children. They were playing quietly enough and wouldn't disturb Neillie. She finished hanging out the washing � the shirts at least might blow dry in the wind though Neillie's jeans were bound to stay sodden, fated to hang for days in the kitchen or in front of the meagre fire. She told Anthony and Rebecca where she would be and went round the side of her neighbour's house and let herself in the back.

	Caroline was already feeding Aisling, presenting, with her sweet plump face and breast, a classic Virgin and Child pose, like in a painting. She smiled up at Marion, who felt a pang, she who had never suckled. How wonderful it must feel, she thought, to fed your babies from yourself.

	"Greedy guts!" Caroline chuckled, "She can't ever get enough."

	Marion made the coffee, spooning Maxwell House into two mugs, one decorated with scenes from Disney's Beauty and the Beast, the other with a friendly pink pig. The baby, without relenting from her vigorous sucking, watched Marion's every move.

	She could hear the television in the distance, a match. Jimmy was home then, the way a father should be on a Sunday afternoon, reading the paper and watching sport on TV at the same time. The way Neillie was for once, though under duress. Caroline asked her how the children were and informed her that Aisling had suffered from a sniffle but that thank God it had cleared up. She hadn't been able to sleep for three nights and neither had Jimmy. Well, Marion knew herself how it was, didn't she. Marion flipped through a travel brochure that was lying on the table and Caroline said they were thinking of going to Cyprus for their holidays but didn't know if it would be too hot for baby. What did Marion think? Marion didn't know.

	"Of course, Aisling'll be one in June."

	"So soon," said Marion. "It hardly seems possible."

	The conversation lapsed and they watched the baby, as Caroline shifted her to the other breast.

	"Do you have any holiday plans yourself?" Caroline took up the thread. 

	"Not really. Not unless Neillie gets a job."

	"Yes, that's terrible. It's so hard these days," she chucked the baby gently under the chin and made goo�goo noises down at her. "But you're working yourself, aren't you?" Marion had started a cleaning job four mornings a week up at the local pub, the Pipes. It paid badly, was frequently disgusting, especially in the toilets, but was cash in hand, often the only money left for them to live on; that and the children's allowance once a month.

	"We might go down the country," she told Caroline. In her dreams.

	"That'd be lovely. This is the best place in the world. When we get the weather."

	"You said it." Marion suddenly recollected holidays spent in a remote part of the country with her family before she got married. They always went to the one place, almost as far from the city as they could go. Her father liked to fish while her mother would sit for hours on the beach doing nothing at all, letting the sand run between her fingers while the children played. Her mother said she enjoyed doing nothing: it made a nice change, she said. In the distance was an island that had looked to Marion like a whale's back, and she fantasised that that's what it was. There used to be a village on the island, but no one lived there any more.  Once the whole family had gone there in a boat made of tarred cloth stretched over a wooden frame and they'd had a picnic on the beach. Then, while her mother dozed, Marion and her father and brothers had walked among abandoned houses and her father had told them to try and imagine the hard bleak life the people there had lived. But at least it was a community, Marion thought now. At least they were surrounded by beauty.

	"You're miles away," Caroline said almost reproachfully. She had after all invited her neighbour in partly to alleviate the boredom of the feed.

	"Sorry," replied Marion and they discussed the recipe for the banana bread that Caroline had served with the coffee. Apparently she always added walnuts.





Mona called for Adie with Richie in tow.

	"What's he doing here?" asked Adie, unsympathetic regarding younger siblings, being the youngest herself and mostly ignored when smaller.

	"I have to mind him," Mona told her.

	"We can't go up the hill, so."

	"We could go to the park."

	Adie grimaced. She had set her heart on the hill. Now everything was spoiled. And on such a day when there might be no other chance.

	"I've an idea," she said.

	She took Richie by the hand and led him over to Belle's house and knocked on the door. Jessica answered.

	"Richie wants to play with Ben," she said. "Ask your mam if it's all right if he comes in."

	"Mam's working," replied Jess, but standing aside so that they could enter.

	Ben was in the back garden, making a fort in the sandpit that after the rain was half mud. His Lego men � spacemen, policemen, pirates � were all become, for present purposes � soldiers. Ben had the great gift of being able to make up games for himself which absorbed him for hours. Richie stared warily.

	"Can you mind him for a bit?" Adie asked them. "Only Mona and me've something to do... I'll bring you some sweets," she added, knowing, however, that Belle frowned on sugary things. "A tenpenny bag. One each."

	Jess smiled and Ben looked up.

	"Fizzy chewits," he said.

	"Whatever. Anyway, we won't be long," Adie lied, dashing off followed by a slightly bothered for once Mona.

	"Will he be all right?" she asked

	"Jess'll mind him. But you might have to give him a bath after."

	Meanwhile Richie, in his Sunday best, was stepping gingerly into the sandpit, where he was soon busy dismembering and decapitating the Lego men and burying the bits under mounds of sand.





Belle had heard the doorbell and hoped it might be a friend calling to take her off for the afternoon. She would, she thought,  after displaying suitably ink�stained fingers � though she actually wrote straight on to the word processor �  at last be persuaded to accompany them to hear jazz in a pub or march in some politically correct demonstration. Then she recognised Adie's voice and turned with reluctance back to her work. With irritation: how could she concentrate with so many disturbances? Given peace and quiet she could have filled pages without difficulty. Under these intolerable circumstances it was impossible.

	At least she had fixed on a name for her chief heroine: Pippa. Or perhaps Poppy. Something anyway with plenty of pees.





Bridget Blood settled back in her daughter Gemma's living room, in a pink plush armchair, holding a glass of gin. The deep rose velvet curtains were drawn, even though it was daylight outside, and little lamps glowed on the walls under maroon shades, diffusing a soft light everywhere. It could be a film�set for a high�class brothel, though the comparison did not occur to Bridget, who thought it was only gorgeous.

	Gemma, a younger version of her stout mother,  entered with the canapés �  crackers with Brussels paté and a stuffed olive on top, cream cheese with half a glacé cherry, salami and cucumber as well as a garlic mayonnaise dip with raw carrots and sticks of celery, tortilla chips.

	"This is the life," said Bridget, kicking off her shoes and stretching out her plump stockinged ankles.

	The doorbell rang. It was Majella from the street that backed on to Gomorrah Grove, Revelation Crescent, a misnomer for it wasn't a real crescent at all, just had a bend at one end, like a hurley stick. And no one had ever had a revelation there except one night Neillie Kearney, who thought he saw the ghost of Roy Rogers, complete with his horse Trigger. Bridget regularly went to bingo with Majella, a small, thin shadow of a woman whose eldest son had died tragically in a motorcycle accident the year before, the whole estate attending the funeral, even though everyone knew Peter to have been a desperate tearaway altogether.

	Majella's eyes glinted at the sight of the gin. She had bought a box of Roses.

	"I always enjoy chocs at the cinema," she commented. They all laughed.

	Gemma turned on the video and as the title of the first film came up, she switched off the lights. The blue glimmer from the screen was enough to see the goodies by.

	"Navel Officers and Raunchy Ratings!" read Bridget. "That's a new one."

	The three women packed snacks into their faces as busty girls allowed their tight sailor costumes to be ripped from them by men in white uniforms. They laughed hugely as the busty girls unzipped the men's trousers and pulled them down.

	"Be God, is that real?" Majella's eyes bulged at the sight of a gigantic erection.

	"They can get an injection for that these days," commented Gemma knowledgeably.

	"Is that a fact?" Majella asked. "I’ll have to get one for me old man, then."

	"Can you get injections for the opposite?" asked Bridget and they all collapsed again.

	The afternoon swam in a mist of gin as they watched every imaginable orifice invaded. They commented lewdly on the attributes of the male actors � Bridget liked the nifty little fellow who seemed able to get in everywhere, while Gemma and Majella both fancied the blond hunk with the enormous penis.

	"It has to be faked," Bridget said. "No man I've ever met could keep it up that long." And they laughed and finished the canapés and Majella imagined aloud rubbing the Brussels paté on to their nipples for Blondie to lick off.

	"Stop!" screamed Bridget, laughing fit to explode. And then Gemma told them how she and Ger had once put honey on each other and it had got over the bed and everywhere, and hair and tissues and everything you could think of stuck to it and really it wasn't very sexy at all and Majella and Bridget laughed even louder. And then two of the actresses started groping each other and Majella said "yuk!" and demanded the film be fast forwarded and that was the end of it.

	Only Gemma had another film and another bottle of gin and the other two looked at each other and said "Shall we?" and they knew their husbands would be back soon looking for their tea but they said "What the fuck!" and Gemma opened the gin and Bridget put on the film, "Rubberless in Rio", and they settled back for another hour and Majella said she hadn't enjoyed herself so much for years.





After a secret word with Hughie, Adie and Mona free as a breeze had run up Gomorrah Grove, past the shop, the school, the church on Babylon Avenue, past Eden Park, past the beach where Adie spotted her mam walking with Barbara Cheevers and her dad, up the winding path that led round the head of Paradise Hill. But that was not the way they were going. After a while, they had ducked through a small hole in the thick spiny hedge that was supposed to protect Mrs Tolly's domain from the incursions of the Seasiders. But never did. 

	Now dark bushes dripped around them. These were rhododendrons with thick leaves that kept out the light and stopped any growth on the woodland floor. In late spring and early summer they would light up with large flowers of incredible, tropical vividness. On that February day, however, there was nothing nice about them: their stems twisted in sinister contortions as if about to grab at you.

	"Spooky!" commented Mona Blood, who came to the place less frequently than her friend.

	Adie herself ducked confidently under them, climbing all the time up granite rocks, some slippery from rain and moss. Suddenly they came out on a plateau from where they could see the beach beneath them and Adie's mam and Mr Cheevers still in conversation, while Barbara paddled in the sea.

	"In her shoes and stockings!" giggled Mona. "What a dope!"

	"Come on," said Adie. It was more tantalisingly dangerous on the other side, nearer the house, in the formal garden. The old woman might see them. She might, as once happened, send another woman waving a broomstick chasing after them. Without a hope of catching them, of course. They were far too nimble, hopping and leaping over tree trunks, scrambling down slippery banks, burrowing through viciously barbed undergrowth, gasping with laughter at the fading yells of "Stop! Stop! I know your mothers, I know where you live."

	Adie loved that part of Paradise Hill, the gloomy house, the overgrown fountains. It was like in some horror film and Adie was always hoping to catch sight of a ghost or zombie. No doubt about it �  it was certainly an appropriate place to spend the last day on earth.





Having rinsed and neatly stacked the dinner ware into the automatic washer, Jacinta Brady added the neat little pellet of soap, closed the door and set the machine in motion. The humming joined in counterpoint with the swishing of the state�of�the�art washing machine, also performing its allotted task. The sound was soothing and to Jacinta almost pleasanter than any music. Except for Julio Iglesias, of course. Or Michael Bolton, despite his pansy hair.

	Jacinta felt she deserved a cup of tea and after some thought filled the cordless kettle to the one cup mark: Big Brendan was in the shed he used as a workshop in order to make useful things around the house. At the moment he was constructing a bookcase for young Brendan's room. Jacinta decided not to disturb him just yet. She replaced the kettle on its stand and switched it on. Then she stood at the counter waiting the interminable two minutes for it to boil, staring into space.

	She was generally pleased with her kitchen � gleaming white and chrome, with its pale pine presses and easi�wipe worktops.  It could do with being bigger, of course. And she would have liked a utility room like Big Brendan's sister had. Though of course Mairead's house was so much larger and could accommodate so many extra features.

	"Sure you can have a utility room," Big Brendan had told her one time, " only we'll have to get rid of the back garden." And laughed richly.

	One day, she thought, when I win the Lotto.

	As she stirred the skimmed milk into her tea and added an artificial sweetener, she felt something niggling her. It was that gravy business still. Funny how a thoughtless remark could upset her so. If Celine had said any such thing, of course, it wouldn't have mattered. She had accepted by now that Celine went out of her way to be hurtful. But Michelle, that angel, for whom, moreover, she was doing so much! Jacinta absentmindedly took a jaffa cake, forgetting that she was off them for Lent.

	The washing machine clicked on to drain and she glanced across at it. A cold hand clutched at her heart as she noticed that the water swirling about was bright yellow. And all Big Brendan's good shirts in there as well. How could such a thing have happened? She switched the machine off instantly and wrenched at the door, forgetting about the security timer that kept the door locked for half a minute more. And cursed the technology and blessed it in the same moment. For had she opened the door at that point, the floor, newly mopped, would have been flooded with yellow water. She switched the machine on to drain again. How could she have forgotten such an obvious thing? Was she losing it or was she � at only forty�four years old � reaching the change of life? God forbid. Surely she was still quite a young woman.

	The culprit turned out to be a tee�shirt of Celine's, some cheap thing that Jacinta certainly did not remember adding to the wash load. Possibly Celine herself had put it there (as indeed she had, earlier, slipping it in stained as it was with blood and mud). The result was catastrophic. Everything was affected by the colour. The light blue shirts young Brendan wore to school had turned greenish. A pink blouse of Jacinta's was now streaked orange. And three of Big Brendan's good white shirts were become pale saffron. It was enough to make you burst into tears.

	But in the nick of time, Jacinta remembered observing a product in the local supermarket that claimed to reverse the effects of such inadvertent dyeing. First thing Monday morning, Jacinta decided, she would purchase the item and pray to God that it worked. In the meantime she removed the offending yellow tee�shirt � embellished, she noticed with a shudder, with the message "CLIT POWER" � and finished the rinse cycle for the rest of wash. What else could she do?





Cosied up in a large dressing�gown and slippers of Jean's, Barbara Cheevers sat in the Moran's living room with her dear dad, furtively eyed by Joseph � everyone else had gone out. Her wet garments hung on a rack in front of the open fire and her sodden runners sat on the hearth, dangerously near the flames. Jean brought in four mugs of tea and some currant buns, home�made but not by Jean who hadn't the time but who had bought them at a cake sale in aid of Rwandan refugees.

	"This is nice, isn't it?" Ted said to Babsie, who smiled at her dear dad.

	It would have been perfect, he thought, except for that pale, staring boy with an eruption of bright red and yellow spots aross his forehead. But Joseph, bored, soon got up and went to his room to pick at himself and read his magazines and root among his brothers' things.

	"Your tea, dear," his mother called after him but he simply made an unintelligible sound back at her.

	"Well, it's spare then," she smiled, "if anyone wants seconds."

	Jean herself wasn't agitated in any way. Her concern was all for the unfortunate girl whose mother, apparently, would not be sympathetic.

	"Helen would insist on dosing her with all sorts of horrible remedies to prevent her catching cold..." Ted looked rueful. "She seems to think Babsie is more susceptible than other children, though I must say I've never noticed it."

	"She looks like a fine strong girl to me."

	The two of them gazed across at Barbara, staring at the TV and clutching at the tasselled cords of the gown.

	The characters on the screen prattled on, filling emptiness with sound.

	"I always thought," Ted said after a while, "it would have been better if we'd had more children. But Helen didn't want to take the risk."

	"Very understandable," Jean replied, "It's just a shame Barbara was the first." At the sound of her name, the girl looked across and Jean smiled at her.  "She'd probably have benefited from sisters and brothers."

	One of nine herself, a small family was unimaginable to Jean.

	What Ted could not say was that after Barbara was born, Helen had become neurotically tense when making love, even when it was completely safe, in case she should conceive again. Now and for many years, since neither of them could take pleasure in it, they hadn't bothered.

	Barbara had found Adie's old teddy bear, Michael, stuffed behind a cushion on the couch and was scrunching him gently in her hands and rubbing his fluffiness across her cheek.

	"A pet, perhaps," Jean suggested, her heart going out to the girl.

	"Helen couldn't stand it. She's very...well... conscious of hygiene."

	Jean looked at the man. There was something in his eyes, his earnest pale freckled face, which suddenly disturbed her. She unaccountably found herself blushing and looked down at her hands, cracked and dried from all the washing, one nail split and ridged from the time she was chopping logs and the axe slipped. What a ridiculous thought! She was almost a pensioner. Fifty�three years old. No man would look twice at her, in that way at least. And yet, here was Ted Cheevers, a younger man, in the presence of his daughter, informing her in so many words of the inadequacies of his wife, while his eyes called out to her. She was imagining it, she told herself, he probably saw her as his mother.

	She got up to feel the stockings.

	"They're drying nicely," she remarked, to say something.

	And then Martina, her bust preceding her, burst into the room asking for three pounds to go to the cinema with Clare to see Brad Pitt. Jean rummaged in her bag, dismayed to see how little remained for the week but ashamed to admit in front of a neighbour, that she really couldn't afford it. And then Ted gave Martina a pound to buy popcorn and before Jean could say under no circumstances, Martina had grabbed it with a smile and dashed out.

	"A lovely girl," Ted said.

	"Thank you," Jean smiled back, "but you shouldn't have..." and they looked into each other's eyes and then the moment slipped by.





Belle had been vaguely aware of the constant screaming of a child in the distance. And then the doorbell rang again. After a few seconds, Jess came big�eyed into the room where Belle was printing out a few half�hearted paragraphs, and said, "Mam, there's a man."

	Things are looking up, thought Belle, only revising her idea when she saw the man in question, a tramp with that customary irritatingly ingratiating expression on his face and then looking again and seeing that it was Declan Moran.

	"Yes?" she asked.

	He muttered something and she had to ask him to repeat himself.

	"...a couple of pounds till tomorrow..."

	He was asking her for money.

	"No smokes, see," the man was outwardly polite but she thought she could detect a certain underlying insolence.

	She had no change, only a fiver, and she strongly suspected that if she handed it over to him, she'd never see it again. However, for Jean's sake, to prevent him going elsewhere and shaming his mother further, she gave it to him.

	"I expect it back and don't ask again because things are very tight at the moment," she told him sharply.

	"You're an angel, St Catherine herself," he said. Belle almost expected him to add, the way travelling people did, "I'll say a prayer for you." But he didn't. It would, after all, have been ludicrous.

	Belle went back to her room, noticing vaguely the presence in the hall of a small, filthy, unknown child, who was sobbing uncontrollably while Jess tried to calm him.

	"Ben hit him," she told her mother, "because he was eating Ben's Lego men's heads."

	"Oh," said Belle, shutting her door on it all again.

	Jess found some strawberry yoghurt in the fridge and gave it to Richie, who spilt most of it down his already damp and muddy Sunday suit. But he stopped crying.

	Belle meanwhile screwed up what she had been writing and slung it on the floor, amid the other papers and books that were lying there. What a load of crap! How could she enter the rarified world of Poppy and her lovers, surrounded as she as with the likes of Deco, not to mention all these kids. If Pippa and her friends had children, she'd make damn sure they had adequate care facilities, day and night. It reminded her of an occasion when she'd gone over to London, to the BBC to receive an award for a radio script � those were the days! � and the women there, with their fruity accents and designer clothes, discussed the nanny question and asked Belle how she managed with hers.

	Perhaps she could write a novel about the lower classes of society and still make a fortune, like Roddy Doyle, who had won the Booker prize. But she dismissed the idea. It was too close to her, too real. She wanted to enter into some fantasy world and lose herself there and enable her readers, mostly the sort of women who were her neighbours, to lose themselves too.

	She glanced out of the window, across to Jacinta Brady's gleaming house. Upstairs in the box room she could see the son sitting at his desk playing on his computer. There was movement too in the main bedroom. Belle could not discern that it was Celine, who was searching for money or something to sell among her parents' things. In the front room downstairs the blind was half pulled down and she could see only Jacinta's bottom half moving around. Really, the woman was always on the go. What she couldn't see was that Jacinta's face was streaked with tears of mourning for her stained shirts that she feared no remedy bought in the supermarket could ever restore to their pristine condition.





"Rubberless in Rio" was short, only twenty minutes and disappointing. But there was another unlisted film after on the pirated video. The women, for whom it had all become something of a blur, settled down to watch.





On the field of play, Mark Moran kicked the ball and hit the cross�bar. It was the second near miss for him that afternoon. His team was a goal ahead and the other crowd were shite but that wasn't the point. He wanted the glory of scoring more than anything else. Especially with Andrea O'Callaghan watching from the sidelines. Even if she was supporting the other team. He'd always fancied her, ever since fourth year anyway, which was when he seriously started getting interested in girls. Only ten more minutes to prove himself. And then, as the ball soared to his team's end, putting his goalie under pressure for the first time in the match, he forgot everything except for the mad pursuit of the inflated globe of animal skin.





Deco Moran, muttering to himself as he shuffled up the street, already with an old man's gait, was on the horns of a tantalising dilemma. Five pounds. Two pints and ten smokes. Or twenty smokes and one pint. Although one pint was never enough and you couldn't be sure of meeting anyone who'd stand you another. On the other hand, he'd get through ten smokes in no time, especially if he was drinking, and he only had two left from the pack he'd found on the kitchen table. He stopped and lit one of them. Of course, there was always the horses. Buy ten smokes as insurance and put the rest on some frisky mare.

	Luck was on his side. In The Pipes he caught sight of Joey O'Connor with his mot. He sat down next to them and watched them drink their pints, her as well, with the look on her saying she could drink any man under the table. Joey bought him a pint, too, the next round, fair play to him, and Deco pulled the last crushed cigarette out of his pocket and lit up. When he'd nearly finished he asked Joey if he had any good tips on the races and Joey told him Rolling Dancer in the three o'clock. Joey was always close with his tips, which were usually sound because Joey had inside info, but Deco reckoned he tell him anyway this time just to get rid of him, he'd tell him anything to stop him sitting there staring at them lifting their glasses and eating their crisps and smoking their smokes, like a dog hoping against hope.





The man tightened his grip on the woman's throat. Her eyes bulged almost out of their sockets, she was trying to gasp and her mouth hung open almost ludicrously. But worst of all, far worse than anything else, was the small naked child who ran around her, clutching at her, screaming it seemed � the music was loud enough to drown out any other sound. The moment seemed to extend endlessly. Then a terrible shudder ran through the woman's body and she slumped still. The man dropped her on the floor, said something inaudible, kicked at the child who was grabbing at his mother's floppy breasts, and walked out of shot, dragging the child with him. The camera lingered for some moments on the motionless body of the woman. Then the screen went dark.

	Silence. Then, "It was faked, wasn't it?" said Majella.

	"Must have been," replied Gemma.

	Bridget said nothing, her breath coming short, was she about to have another of those asthma attacks? She had heard of such films, made in South America, using desperately poor prostitutes who of course weren't informed that part of the deal was that they would be murdered on camera. She ran wheezing out of the room and just made it to the downstairs lavatory before being sick into the pan. Then she leaned against the cool white and peach tiles until they stopped spinning round her. She splashed cold water on her flushed face until she stopped sobbing, until her breath came more regularly. When she finally went back into the living room, the curtains had been drawn back, the mess was already being cleared away by Gemma, suddenly turned sober. Majella had already left.

	"You all right, mam?"

	"Where the fuck did you get that film?"

	"Ger got a lend of it from some guy at work."

	Bridget took the cassette out of the video machine and broke it in half with her two hands. Gemma watched her.

	"Ger will be raging," she remarked.

	"Think I fuckin care, fuckin filth." It was only when the destruction was complete that Bridget considered it might have been better to turn the evidence over to the proper authorities. But then after all that gin, she wasn't really thinking straight.





Mark didn't score a goal but Andrea O'Callaghan smiled at him anyway.





Rolling Dancer came in at eight to one and Declan spent the rest of the afternoon losing his winnings again, backing a series of duds, ending up with enough to buy himself the one pint. Although, of course, one pint was never enough.   

��3.15 pm � 5.30 pm�PRIVATE ��



The garden was grey. Raindrops pearled the grass of the long lawn that stretched from where the girls were crouching, up to the granite of the old house. 

	"Wow!" exclaimed Mona, "How'd you like to live there?"

	Adie stared at the windows with their lead�edged diamonds of glass, no concession to the modern taste for aluminium or PVC window frames.

	"Long as you had someone to hoover and dust for you," added Mona fervently. That was the job she hated most in her own compact home.

	"I wouldn't bother with any of that," Adie said. "A place like that ought to be full of cobwebs and rats scurrying across the flagstones and heavy curtains that crumble to dust at a touch."

	Adie liked reading fantasy horror stories and had become addicted to a collection called Spinetinglers. She also watched a lot of late night movies.

	"Yeah," said Mona doubtfully. She preferred Sweet Valley High and weepie screen romances.

	There was no  movement visible in the house. No light shone, despite the dimness of the day.

	"P'rhaps the angel of death has already rode by here," Adie remarked and Mona shivered.

	"I hope Richie's OK.," she said.

	Adie spat on the ground, like Hughie and the fellas did.

	"Only I'd get killed if anything happens to him."

	Adie refrained from mentioning that Mona was about to get killed anyway. She suspected once more that her friend had no faith in the prediction of the Polish nun.

	"Let's go to the tower," she suggested and the two of them burrowed back into the bushes.





"Want to see the view from the bridge?" Celine Brady was saying to Mickser O'Connor.

	He looked at her blankly.

	"What view?"

	"You mean to say you never noticed it?" she asked, wide�eyed with wonder.

	Under the concrete buttresses her girlfriends choked on their giggles. It was a dare and Celine, who else, had picked up the challenge. What the girlfriends didn't know was that Celine had had her eye on fat Mickser for some time. Him walking those wild dogs excited her, the scars on his arms. He surely couldn't be as timid as he seemed.

	"A view of wha'?" Mickser was puzzled.

	"Come on, I'll show you," and she swayed ahead of him up the steep steps. He started to follow, still wondering � the grey hill, the grey sea in one direction, the city with its haphazard houses in the other, industrial chimneys, giant oil containers.

	Halfway up, she stopped and turned. The sight of his bemused, upraised face irritated her.

	"You stupid or wha'?" she asked. 

	In confusion, for he genuinely feared women and especially these loud, mocking, pretty girls, especially Celine Brady, he lowered his eyes and suddenly realised that from that angle, he could see up her very short skirt, that apparently she was wearing long socks up to mid thigh but nothing else. Nothing else.

	She grinned down at him and continued to walk up the steps, him fixed rigid where he was, and staring, staring.

	The other girls emerged from their hiding place, nudged each other and giggled at the sight of the deep blush that suddenly suffused Mickser's already ruddy face. At the top of the steps, Celine bent right over, exposing her creamy buttocks, the fur�edged slit of darkness that was her cunt.

	The girls were roaring with laughter now, and Mickser, terrified ran back, pushing past them, away.

	"Lovely view, eh Mickser," one shouted after him.

	Celine � wasn't she dreadful! � straightened up and stared after him, an unreadable expression in her dark blue eyes.





Fetching the pints and the vodka and white for the girl called Shelley, who lived on the other side of the city, who had brought her perfect little breasts with her to visit her friend Maeve, currently doing a line with his best mate Pat, Bernard suddenly spotted the nurse sitting without her long drip of a husband, in a crowd of women. He could see that in profile she had the adorable beginnings of a double chin. It was a fair bet that everything about her was round and soft.

	He took the drinks back to the table on a tray and then, instead of just leaving the tray where it was, he carried it back to the bar again, making the slightest of detours to cross the nurse's line of vision. She was laughing and lighting a cigarette and � he was certain � glanced up briefly as he passed. Returning trayless at last he threw a vague smile in the general direction of her table. After all, they were neighbours.

	Up to that point, Bernard had been doing rather well with Shelley: luckily no one had pointed out to her that the unsavoury tramp who had lurched past their table earlier in the afternoon was Bernard's brother. Luckier still that he hadn't noticed Bernard sitting there. But Deco was long gone now and he could relax and give all his attention to the girl. She was small and sharp � pointed nails, teeth, nose � a bleached blonde who favoured a cloying combination of pinks. She was also something rather successful, which surprised Bernard because Maeve was just a good sort who worked in a shop and followed the local football team. In fact she had just informed Bernard that his brother, Mark, had played very well that afternoon and in fact had nearly scored a goal. Furthermore, Maeve drank pints of Guinness with the lads and could sink a few without obvious effects except on her generous jeans�and�sweat�shirted figure. To all appearances, therefore, the two women could scarcely have had less in common.  But Maeve and Shelley went back to early school days, before their differences had become pronounced, and affection for those simpler days or sheer habit at least, kept the friendship going.

	Bernard now moved his seat slightly so that he could observe the nurse, half turned towards him. It also brought his knee in contact with Shelley's, encased in shiny nylons. She gave him a knowing look.

	That afternoon, Bernard, always witty, positively shone. The table rocked with laughter and other people frequently looked across at them, including, a few times, the members of the nurse's table. It seemed to Bernard, however, that she herself almost resolutely looked away. It had to be a good sign. It had to be.





The extraordinarily fat man had been forced to eat himself to death.

	"Gross!" whispered Martina to Clare with satisfaction, as they settled back in their plush seats and munched their gigantic tubs of buttered popcorn and slurped their half�litres of Pepsi.

	"Sure we're eighteen," Martina had said to the fella selling tickets, thrusting her tits under his nose. He'd blushed scarlet and pushed the tickets at them. The two girls had gone off twisted double with glee.

	"He fancies you," flat�chested Clare had said without envy. And they collapsed some more.

	But once settled in their seats, they soon forgot the ticket�seller.

 	Brad Pitt was a ride, no doubt about it, even in this film where the character he played was rude and stupid. An hour and a half of stomach�churning murders later, they were kept on the edge of their seats waiting to see if he'd shoot the serial killer who'd delivered his pregnant wife's head to him in a hat box.

	Clare thought he probably wouldn't, Martina thought he probably would.

	And finally, after the director had spun the tension out as long as bearable and then some, he did.





While Mrs Tolly's housekeeper dozed in her sister's house in front of David Niven and Deborah Kerr after the usual huge Sunday lunch � "Not at all, Carmel, you spend your life doing other people's dishes. Me and Ray'll see to them. You rest yourself." � and while Mrs Tolly's chauffeur sat in a certain notorious city centre pub and drank himself into a stupor and ogled the perfectly formed young men that he never dared to approach � their employer herself was putting on a grey mackintosh and fur�lined boots and setting out to get some air. Her small feet left wavering impermanent imprints across the wet  grass. 

	She noticed how the spear�shaped leaves of daffodils and crocuses were already slicing up through the soil. Would the snowdrops be out in the woodland? In times past her borders had been objects of wonderment but the jobbing gardener who now came in merely kept the grass down and the weeds at bay. It wasn't stinginess that prevented her but indifference. It had been her husband's pride to take care of that side of things, to browse over catalogues of seeds and unusual shrubs and drive the poor gardener demented with his instructions on plant care � never getting dirt under his fingernails himself. Mrs Tolly couldn't be bothered and even took pleasure in the notion that after her death all would revert to wilderness again. Although of course it wouldn't. The executors would probably parcel out the land into more of those horrendous haciendas or neo�classical nightmares with cardboard pillars for rich lawyers or doctors or media stars. And the house, the house would be turned into a hospice or old folks' home or even a hotel with some of the land shaved and sculpted into a golf�course. She would have liked to arrange that it would not be so but she lacked the energy. And after all what matter? She didn't anticipate that she would ever be looking down from her particular cloud, agonising about the philistines who were busy eradicating all memory of herself and her ancestors. She would surely have other things on her mind by then. Only to walk here now, under these dripping trees, their skinny black twigs as if adorned with diamonds, to hear through the silence the orchestra of small lives, the odd crackings, birds in the bush worth � to her now � any number in the hand � their bright cruel eyes unblinking. In the distance she could hear, couldn't she, the crashing of waves against the cliffs, the screaming of gulls. In an access of unusual abandon � but she had been in a strange mood all day � she suddenly felt she would have liked to walk to the very edge of a high promontory, releasing her grey bun of hair to the wild wind. But sense prevailed � after all the rain the path would be dangerous, especially for a doddery old woman. So much, she thought, was now denied her. She felt her life shrinking down. Soon this too, these enchanted woods, would be beyond the bounds of her stiffening legs.

	In the distance she seemed to hear the sound of children's voices, girls. "Philomena," she whispered longingly, "Agatha." They shook their ringletted heads and ran about suddenly stronger, their pale faces taking life from the exercise, becoming pink. "Be careful," she smiled, no longer admonitory as they clambered up the slippery tree�trunks, tearing their snow white stockings, staining their velvet dresses with green and brown vegetable juices. Through thick leaves their eyes sparkled down at her. "My daughters," she sobbed, stretching out her withered arms. "My daughters."





Neillie Kearney, watching the two brightly clad groups of men racing up and down the one hundred and forty�five metre field, found himself overcome with a dreadful thirst. It was made worse by the fact that Marion had forbade him to leave the house that day, thus condemning him to the company of the small box in the corner of the room, and also by the fact that he hadn't a penny piece left on him. And neither had Marion, from the state of her purse, unless she had hidden the cash elsewhere. But he had looked in all her usual places. He eyed again the box on the mantelpiece. It was a worthy charity, he knew it, but charity begins at home, didn't it say so in the bible or somewhere like that. He picked up the box and rattled it. It was quite heavy though Marion only put coppers in. On the other hand, he knew from experience how amazingly quickly coppers could build up to quite a decent sum. He could probably take out sufficient for a couple of jars and still leave enough so that Marion wouldn't even notice. The men in blue and white scored a point and embraced each other, while the men in green and gold looked pissed off.





Shelley had become very gloomy when Bernard jokingly had told them that according to his little sister, the world was about to finish that very day. True, she had drunk a large number of vodkas and white, as the crowd of empty glasses on the table testified. 

	"Like there was no tomorrow," Bernard quipped, bringing her yet another. To everyone horror the girl started to sob hysterically.

	"She's scared stiff of death," Maeve informed them.

	"Sensible woman!" Bernard commented. "So'm I."

	He wondered if he could summon the nurse to assist but when he looked round he found she had gone.

	"Listen," he put his arm around the girl, "we're probably already dead and this is heaven."

	Shelley looked up at him � calmed by his touch � and he noticed that her spiky black lashes were rather charmingly studded with tears. 

	"People are always saying the world is going to end and it never does," Maeve put in sensibly, adding, "I'd better get her home."

	"To your place?"" Bernard asked. 

	"She brought her car but she'll have to sober up first. God knows when she'll be fit enough to drive it." 

	Maeve was exasperated. She'd been looking forward to a heavy petting session with Pat while her parents were out visiting her gran in that home they'd had to put her in since she went round turning on the gas and forgetting about it.

	"I'll run her back if you like," Bernard had a provisional licence although alas, no car.

	"How much have you had to drink?" asked Maeve, not completely willing to grab at this particular straw.

	"I'm OK I had a huge dinner. And I'm a big boy."

	"He'll be all right," said Pat, whose palms were already clammy with anticipation.

	"OK so," Maeve replied. Behind her back, Pat made an obscene gesture with his fist, and though Bernard responded with a grin, he wasn't totally comfortable about it. In the first place, would he really manage to drive a strange car and in the second � in the second, he didn't really fancy Shelley. She looked like you could cut yourself on her tits.

	But actually the car was a dream to drive, with power steering, not like the heavy old banger Bernard had been learning in. He felt like someone in one of those expensive TV ads as he tore along the beach � Maeve had sensibly suggested he acquaint himself with the machine on that wide open space before taking to the congested roads. Shelley was barely conscious as he swished to the very edge of the sea and then swung around, carving deep tyre prints into the grey sand. This was the car for him. It was even bright red. He looked at the girl, considering. She had suddenly become much more attractive to him.





Joseph didn't want to give Hughie the magazine but Hughie took it anyway when Joe wasn't looking, the sap. It was one of those yokes you couldn't buy in the local shops, not even in the city. Joe had robbed it off his sister Maura's husband, Bob, when they were visiting from Pittsburgh in the U S of A as Maura with a stupid sounding American accent always called it.  Joe insisted he never robbed it, Bob left it behind, but Hughie wasn't born yesterday. The thing was fuckin dynamite � hard porn, women with animals, women and men in leather bondage gear, that class of thing. Made your fuckin hair stand on end. Bob wouldn't have left it for their mam to find, no fuckin way. Hughie wouldn't have touched the thing now only Adie said Brendan Brady needed to be taught a lesson for getting Andrew Blood nearly killed and this is what they thought up. Brendan Brady always burst Hughie's footballs on purpose, kicking them hard against the stone walls, jumping on them, even one time throwing the new white one with reproductions of the signatures of the international team off the railway bridge just as a train was coming. So Hughie needed no encouragement to collude with Adie and Mona over getting even.

	A crowd of the fellas were playing football in the street, kicking the ball off the parked cars, Brendan Brady, short as he was, weedy as he was, the self�appointed king pin.

	Hughie was no fool, biding his time, not jumping in feet first, letting a bright flash of the rolled�up magazine show from the deep pocket of his bomber jacket.

	"What you got?" asked Lyncher from the Close.

	"Nothin," Hughie said coolly. "Nothin for youse," he winked across at Brendan.

	"Stupi' football magazine," opined Lyncher, knowing Hughie's predilections. "Fuckin AC Milan wankers."

	Hughie smiled knowingly and winked again.

	"Sure," he said.

	Later, under the railway bridge, he showed the magazine to Brendan, keeping hold of it all the time and only opening a few pages.

	"Robbed it off me brother," he said. "It's American."

	Brendan looked with greedy eyes. "Gi'us a lend of it," he demanded.

	"Can't," Hughie replied. "Joe'd murder me."

	"Just tonight."

	"Can't." He rolled it up and put it back in his pocket. "He's probably missing it already."

	"I'll let you come in and play Terminator."

	Hughie considered.

	"What about your mam?" he asked.

	"She'll let me. If I ask."

	"No, what if she found it."

	"She wouldn't."

	"She might."

	"I got a place to hide it."

	"Where?"

	"Where she won't find it?"

	"I always think that," Hughie said, lying convincingly "I always think there's a place me mam won't look. But she always does. And then am I in big shite."

	"No but see I've this big plastic box with Lego in it." Brendan's eagerness to convince was pathetic, even Hughie could see that. "Only there's like a false bottom and I can put it there. She wouldn't look. Even me mam doesn't go round polishing me Lego." 

	"Mm," said Hughie, as if thinking hard. "Well maybe for one night then... If I can come in and play Terminator."

	"Right now," replied Brendan. "After I ask."

	Piece of cake, thought Hughie.





Up went the swing and little Anthony's skinny legs went up too, as if he was going to leap away over the tree tops. And then down again, passing his sister Rebecca on her way up. Marion had got into a soothing rhythm, push with the left hand, rest,  push with the right. It was better than aerobics, she thought to herself.

	The wooden playground had astonishingly so far withstood most attempts at vandalism though a fire had once been lit at the base of one of the climbing poles. It must have been treated with a flame retardant because the pole was merely scorched. There was a suspension bridge, which the kids raced across at terrifying speed as it swayed; a fortress with a big slide for the big children and a short, gentler one for the tiny tots; swings with tyres to sit on; a maze made of poles that Anthony and Rebecca loved to walk along the top of, Marion shaking with anxiety lest one of them fall, even though she insisted on holding their hands. But the ground was covered with the soft shavings of bark and branches, not the hard grazing asphalt of the playgrounds of her own childhood.

	Left and right, left and right, her arms were tired now and still the children wanted to soar, up and higher. What had happened to all the time since she herself was a little girl, a brilliant life awaiting her over the trees in some  fairy tale country?  In real life, she thought bitterly, it's the opposite of what they tell you: the handsome prince turns into a beast, not that Neillie was ever what you'd call handsome exactly, nor yet a prince, but good enough for her once upon a time.

	And now the gold she wove turned to straw,  she'd never made it to the ball but stayed in raking the ashes and was constantly so exhausted that if it hadn't been for her darling babes in the wood, she would have been happy to fall asleep for ever and ever and never wake up.

	"Mam," shouted Anthony. "Higher! Higher!"





He had touched her hand when he left the house, stroked it lightly. Or was she imagining it. She must be reading too many romantic novels. Jean looked at herself in the mirror arching her neck to stretch the skin and smooth away the heavy flesh around her chin. Her complexion was still good, she thought, even without expensive preparations � she sometimes rubbed some baby lotion in when she remembered �  despite the fine lines round her eyes, the deeper ones across her forehead and round her mouth. But it wasn't the sort of face to launch a rowing boat, let alone a thousand ships.  There was no disguising the fact that she was a plain, middle�aged woman who wouldn't merit a second glance. Ted Cheevers' own wife wasn't particularly pretty either, but was certainly much younger than herself � by ten years at least � slimmer, thin even, gaunt perhaps. A religious nut, some said, which couldn't be easy for him if it was true. A tense and nervous person who, when you thought about it, never looked happy even when she was smiling. Jean smiled at her own reflection, observing that it transformed her. Then laughed at her own vanity. She had imagined it all. Of course she had.





Helen Cheevers wouldn't have noticed anything about the state of Barbara's clothes had the girl herself not told her.

	"I went in the sea," she said proudly. "With Bess."

	"What!"

	Ted shrugged. He wouldn't have told the child to keep it a secret from her mother, wouldn't have involved her in any deception. Just hoped she might forget.

	"Was wet. Was very very cold."

	"Ted!"

	"I didn't notice until it was too late."

	"Who's Bess?"

	"Doggie," said Barbara. "Dear doggie."

	"She went in the sea with a dog?"

	"Jean give me a bun."

	It was strange, Ted thought, how many very publicly religious people, instead of looking to find the good side of things, always seemed to seek out a darker motive, as if everyone but themselves was soaked in sin.

	Helen looked at him as if he had committed murder. 

	"You took her into their house!"

	"Jean offered to get Barbara's things dry."

	"And can't we dry her things ourselves? Are we too poor to possess radiators, fires, dryers?"

	"No."

	"Actually I imagine we are better equipped than the Morans to deal with such a situation."

	"I knew you'd be annoyed with Barbara. But it wasn't her fault... I didn't notice until it was too late."

	"Why? Because you were in dreamland as usual?"

	"I was talking to Jean."

	Helen looked as though he had struck her across the face.

	"She was on the beach with the dog?"

	"Yes."

	"That's why you went."

	"What?"

	"To meet her."

	"What are you saying?" Ted shot a look at Barbara who was calmly chewing her blanket.

	"I don't think I can go on," Helen said. "I think I'm at the end of my tether."

	Ted knew he should put his arm around her and tell her it was all right, he should tell her that he knew how difficult things were for her, that he never looked at another woman � although on the other hand he might have asked how could she blame him if he did, she had been no wife to him for many years. Had she always been jealous, he wondered, and was it only now that he had a bad conscience that he noticed? He knew he should comfort and support her, this stranger he had been living with for seventeen years. He didn't want to but he knew he must. So he did.





James Bond was spreadeagled on a table with a lasar burning its way up between his legs towards his crotch. Joseph looked on entranced. Was this the one where Bond forced the nigger to swallow a pellet of gas and explode and Bond joked that he'd got an inflated opinion of himself. No, that was Roger Moore and this was Sean Connery. Still Joseph liked James Bond's little jokes: after electrocuting Odd Job with his own metal bowler, Bond's cool comment had been "Shocking!" He chuckled to himself at the memory. Of course, the lasar never reached James Bond's crotch. As usual the villain didn't stay to watch the results of his fiendish plot (Joseph would have, otherwise where was the fun in it) but conveniently left James Bond alone to figure out a way of escaping at the last minute. One of the actresses was really a man who'd had a sex change operation. Joseph had read about it in a magazine. Tula her name was, or something. Really sexy she'd looked from her picture, who'd have thought it. Imagine finding out you were shagging a man with tits and a hole where his cock used to be. Joseph, watching James Bond effortlessly floor several villains, lay back on the armchair to get comfortable. There was something hard under the cushion, a rock or something. He groped around and drew out a shrunken head, sand trickling from its empty eye sockets instead of blood. It was horrible, shrunken and sticky and although, as he ascertained, only plastic, it still managed to appear sinister. In the first place he thought, gazing at it as if hypnotised, how did it come to be there at all? 

	Later, when Martina came home from the cinema, saying the film was deadly, that that wanker Brad Pitt was brilliant, he asked her about it.

"How should I know?" she said resentfully. "Looks like something the dog brought in."

	"Maybe," replied Joseph, thinking if so it would be the first time ever. "Maybe not."

	"Throw the nasty thing out," Martina said. "It gives me the creeps."

	But for that very reason Joseph decided to keep it.





The fourth person Belle rang was free for the evening and agreed to come over. It wasn't unfortunately the gorgeous guy from the environmental group Belle had joined, who was separated and whom she finally plucked up courage to ring.

	"Someone let me down," she lied, "And I have this duck. It seems a shame to let it go to waste... I was just... ha ha... browsing through my address book and thought you might be at a loose end." How long it had taken her to think that up, to phrase it to sound almost convincing.

	"Sorry but I've got the kids for the weekend," he told her.

	"Bring them over," she answered cheerily . "I've kids too."

	He laughed, a deep chuckly sound.

	"I don't think that would be...er...appropriate," he said.

	"Oh well...some other time," she said.

	"Sure... sure."

	William and Maurice (William and Mary, their friends called them, affectionately but behind their backs) a gay couple who were always good fun, were off down the country an intriguing voice told her. She nearly asked him to come instead but remembered in time what their house guests were all too frequently like.

	Sally she had been at college with just wasn't in but Belle didn't feel like leaving a message on the answering machine and simply made a rude noise which afterwards she regretted.

	So now Fran, another one from the environmental group, an aromatherapist who had not so long ago been a primary school teacher, had agreed to come over with her tarot cards and a bottle of gin.

	Anything to get a break from Pippa, thought Belle, who had covered a few pages with what was probably total garbage. After all, she couldn't work all day.

	Once she would have, when burning with ideas, scribbling till all hours those early stories she'd had published in an experimental magazine whose editor was her lover at the time and father of Jessica. Her first and only husband, if the truth be told, though the marriage had taken place after the birth and had lasted less than a year. He had given up literature at the same time as his marriage and was now editor of a magazine that served the grocery trade. But it was his money that had paid for the house she lived in. 

	"It's built of baked beans," she liked to say, "Campbell's soup. Digestive biscuits. Gingerbread."

	She saved what was on disk without rereading it � no need to depress herself unduly � and went out into the kitchen where a strange and filthy child she seemed to remember having encountered somewhere before was eating spilt raisins off the floor. In the living room Ben and Jess watched James Bond.

	"Can't you kids do something more constructive � read a book or something?" she asked. 

	They didn't even look up.





Mickser stretched on the armchair while Joey fingered Linda on the couch. They were all drinking cans and watching a match.

	But Mickser couldn't concentrate. He kept thinking of Celine Brady's pussy. And the way she had looked at him � those blue, blue eyes. He knew the name she had, that she was considered anybody's ride, that the fellas laughed in a certain way at the mention of her name.

	"Anyone'd be crazy to go near her," Tony had said prissily. "She must have all the diseases going by now."  But Tony was doing a steady line. He was all right.

	No, Celine made the fellas uneasy simply because she didn't give a shite about them. Only there had been something else in her eyes when she looked at Mickser, he was sure of it. Like she knew he wasn't like the others. Like maybe she knew he'd never had it.

	"Here," he said to Joey. "You goin' to do that, go up to bed to do it."

	Joey swore and Linda laughed and spread her fat legs wider. So as usual it was Mickser who got up and left the room, slamming the door loudly behind him. He went out to the dogs, who leapt against the wire at his approach. It would have been pleasant to be able to caress one of them without running the danger of having his arm taken off. Maybe he should get himself a different sort of a dog for the house. The sort that looked up at you with adoring eyes and slept on the end of your bed. Or maybe he should get shot of the lot of them, dogs and brother and this whole bloody lot and go off to London or New York or Germany where Francis Moran was apparently making a pile. Anything would be better than this.

	There were a couple more hours of daylight, dim grey light maybe, but still. If he had a proper pet dog he could walk it round the park. Instead of which he turned towards the pub, noise and people and pints of oblivion.





They charged into the playground despite the sign saying "12 years and under only" � teenagers, loud and large, smoking, cans of lager in their hands. The small children and their parents gazed at them in alarm. Next to Anthony a big fellow actually stood on the swing and started to manoeuvre it up, curling his body, causing the whole structure to vibrate.

	"Can't you read?" Marion snapped. He looked at her. "Are you under twelve?"

	"Fuck off!" he replied, and curled and pushed.

	"Come on, kids," she said, gathering them to her and turning once more to the youth remarked. "I hope you break your neck."

	To which he yelled something incomprehensible at her and spat.

	She was shaking with rage. Even the little they had got contaminated, the slightest pleasure spoilt. What kind of a world was it, how would it be for her two angels, would they soon, God forbid, become coarsened too? She pushed out of the playground through a crowd of girls.

	"Hi, Mrs Kearney," said Celine Brady, who turned in astonishment at the look of hatred the woman fixed on her.





Playing Terminator with Brendan Brady wasn't the most exciting thing that Hughie had ever done. In fact it was more a case of watching Brendan play. If Hughie himself was allowed one go in five, Brendan breathed on his neck, constantly telling him what to do. And the mother kept putting her head round the door as if checking that Hughie wasn't wiping his feet on the duvet.

	"You won't sit on the bed in your shoes, will you, Hughie?" she'd called as the boys had gone up the stairs. He was almost insulted. Did she think all the Morans were like Deco?

	Once Brendan had secreted Joe's magazine under the Lego, once he had demonstrated the wonders of the game and how good he was at it � "See," he said, "I'm already on the third level" � he was quite anxious to get rid of Hughie. But Hughie was thick�skinned anyway, and anyway had an agenda.





After calming Helen as best he could � for once it seemed like maybe she wanted him to take her to bed, though with Barbara around it would be impossible and in any case he wasn't sure if he would be able for it � Ted Cheevers felt the urgent need to get out of the house. The excuse he called up the stairs to Helen was that they were short of milk, that he'd go to the twenty�four hour garage on Babylon Avenue and get some.

	But on leaving the house, he turned in the opposite direction, towards the sea again. And he stared at Jean's windows as if willing her to look out. As if, seeing him, she'd feel the same way and immediately slip out herself. My God, it even crossed his mind to call and thank her for her kindness to Barbara and then ask if she wanted to finish her walk. It was pathetic, he knew that, adolescent, but suddenly he felt it was all he had, all he would ever have. And a panic hit him in his belly and he started to walk away as fast as he could, pounding the streets, past the rows of identical grey houses, past the park, up the path that led round Paradise Hill, where once you had rounded the head you lost all sight of the city, you could pretend you were in the remotest part of the country away from everyone else, the last person left alive on earth.





Helen Cheevers heard the door slam shut, heard his footsteps on the path, the gate open and shut. She buried her face in her pillow and sobbed silently. Sometimes she was plagued by sinful thoughts � she'd told Mrs McFadden they were like little devils buzzing around her head � being so tired of it all. A woman from the flats on the other side of the railway line had fallen in front of a train recently and been killed. Some said she was drunk at the time. Some said she had done it deliberately. Probably she drank to give herself courage for the final act. Helen had been struck by the simplicity of the solution � she'd almost felt envious of the woman, though secretly. That was nothing she'd tell anyone except Father Galloghly in confession, thinking he'd be horrified. But he'd just sighed and told her Our Lord had felt the same, only on a much greater scale of course, when he called on God to let the cup pass from him.  And that if, after all, Our Lord was prepared to accept the cup, to drink it to its bitterest dregs, then so should we. Our first thoughts should not be for ourselves but for others, our duty to others: there's a job to be done, he said. Just get on and do it. The priest hadn't told her, as she'd expected him to do, to think of all the good things of life, of her life in particular, of the beauty of God's creation. He hadn't even given her a penance, saying that it was enough that she should continue. She'd been puzzled, then suddenly realised � he understands because he feels the same. Lying on her bed in the darkness she suddenly heard more footsteps, the shuffling pad pad pad that was her daughter, disturbed by the sudden silence in the house, hunting for her, whimpering. She waited a moment, composing herself. Then called out, "It's all right, Babsie, I'm up here."





Black Jack Moran flung darts at the board with the vigour of an ancient Roman at the martyrdom of St Sebastian. He was in a white rage at the prospect of being beaten by Ollie Blood. Never a good loser � the board games that Jean bought every year at Christmas to try and promote family togetherness always ended in blazing rows or in Black Jack, on the rare occasions on which he won, gloating over his defeated partners as if he really had made a killing in property speculation or was victorious in the game of life until everyone vowed never to throw a dice with him again. The boxes piled up, gathering dust, for no one ever wanted to sit around a table guessing who killed stupid old Dr Black anyway when they could watch Columbo or Jean's favourite, Morse, on TV solving it for them.

	Ollie Blood was smiling a self�satisfied little smile that drove Black Jack even more wild. He sent a dart spinning to the very heart of the board but inexplicably it deflected and hit the wall.

	"Bad luck," chortled Ollie.

	"Luck!" growled Black Jack. "Luck doesn't come into it. Some fucker opened the door...Didn't you see it? It was right on course. A gust of wind hit it smack, sideways." And he thumped his great hand off his side.

	Ollie laughed out loud.

	"Ah now..." he said.

	"I'm telling you."

	Ollie took up his stance and aimed carefully, to clinch the game.

	"Keep them doors closed, Mick," he shouted at the barman. "Just so the tornado don't spoil me aim." Black Jack felt uncomfortably that the piss was being taken.

	Thirteen and triple six. Lucky for some. Ollie had won.

	Jack gave him the fiver, the second one, Jesus � he looked at his wallet � where the fuck did it all go? At least Ollie had the decency to buy him a pint, so it wasn't all loss.





The wind was rising, that much was true. For whatever reason � and Bernard, the college student, blamed global warming � the weather patterns were changing and ferocious storms were commonplace, like the wrath of God ripping tiles from roofs, knocking trees to the ground or across roads, pulling down telegraph poles with them and cutting off communications and electricity. Flash floods drowned playing fields, streets ran like rivers and jetsam was found far inland, tossed by the seething swollen breakers of the radioactive sea.

	Ted Cheevers, on the headland, thought he saw lightning far off, but as it wasn't followed by thunder, dismissed it as the flash from a distant light house.

	The O'Connors' dogs growled restlessly and flung themselves slavering against the wires of their cage.

	Marion Kearney shivered in her inadequately heated home and wondered where Neillie could have gone without a penny piece on him, hoping he wasn't on the scrounge, failing to notice the torn cardboard of the charity box, inexpertly regummed.

	The girl called Shelley knelt on a hairy bathroom carpet the colour of dried blood and threw up into a rose pink lavatory bowl while Bernard stood ready with quilted Kleenex to dab her mouth.

	Barbara Cheevers sat rocking herself and sucking her blanket in front of the television in the front room where Gentle Jesus pulled his heart right out of his chest.

	Mickser O'Connor was already legless, staring into space with a fixed, aggressive air that warned everyone to keep off.

	And all the while the wild wind battered the city like an abusive husband his victim wife.





Beyond the tower, which they had climbed for a view over tossing tree tops, was the most neglected place in the grounds. Brambles had taken over the banks of flowering shrubs, binding them tight, strangling their new growth, making progress a treacherous, painful business. Adie was used to it but Mona swore constantly as the prickly branches tore at her hands and face.

	"Why the fuck have we come here, Adie, tell me that please...?"

	But Adie just pushed on relentlessly, as if she knew the answer, as if she expected to find a sleeping treasure at the heart of it all.

 	It was a forgotten part of old Mr Tolly's scheme. Now murky even when the sun blazed which on that day it didn't, dank with rotting tree trunks fallen in the storms that had previously lashed the headland, that blazoned with the occasional flash of poisonous orange where a fungus flourished, a place for old gods or fallen angels banished from Paradise to hide themselves and wait.

	Here, Adie thought, on such a day, anything could happen.

	In a glade of yew trees, where nothing grew under their poisonous branches, was the stone bowl of a fountain, now overflowing with weeds. The girls were ambling by, wondering what to do next, when Mona suddenly gripped Adie's arm and pointed with her chin.

	Adie looked. A grey figure, barely visible in the gloom through the stalks of long grasses, reclined on the far rim of the fountain. It looked like a statue only Adie didn't remember any statues.

	"Creepy!" commented Mona.

	At the sound of her voice, the statue suddenly jerked into movement, stretching out a withered arm towards them, dripping with blood. Or at least that was the way Mona recounted it later.

	At any rate it was enough for Mona. She screamed and fled as fast as she could. Adie, terrified too, but thrilled that her expectations of the place had at last been fulfilled, lingered on safely out of reach.

	"Help me..." she at last heard a feeble voice call and, approaching nearer, her eyes accustomed to the gloom, she saw not a ghost, not a ghoul but a very old woman, evidently in distress. She went over and got her to sit up. Bone and flesh, though not much of it, could be felt through the gaberdine. Thickening blood dripped from a gash on the hand and leg on to the coat, the ground. 

	"I fell," said Mrs Tolly. She too was disappointed. Pursuing the noisy spirits of her long dead daughters through the undergrowth, led by chatter and laughter to peer into the fountain in the hope of seeing their reflections, she had lost her balance and found only a dry spring, a foolish old woman and two trespassers. But she wasn't in a position to be severe. For perhaps the first time in her life, Mrs Tolly found herself at a complete disadvantage and having to rely on the kindness of a stranger.

	She peered at Adie. An unlikely saviour at that. Scrawny and grubby, with short, spiky hair and pale pointed features. An elf or woodsprite.

	"We'd best try and get you to the house,"  said the elf.





She couldn't move, she couldn't breathe. Waves of darkness lapped over her eyes. An insistent throbbing banged in her ears, the pulse in her temples, the beat of a song: "If you want to know if he loves you so, it's in his kiss... That's where it is....."�PRIVATE ��

	Bridget Blood opened her eyes suddenly and saw Ollie leering at her crooked from across the room. 

	"I got you where I want you," he said, unzipping his trousers.

	"No," she croaked. Her mouth was dry where she had slept with it open, her throat rasped.

	"That word in't in my dictionary," he said, his skinny, hairy legs ludicrously revealed between lime green socks and baggy y�fronts stretched to a point by his erection.

	"Leave me alone," she said.

	"Ah now, Bee, it's me lucky day. Took a tenner off Jack Moran at darts."

	All she could see was the purple penis of the man in the adult movie who may or may not have killed a woman in front of her eyes. When Ollie came towards her, grinning inanely and jerking to the music � "Is it in his eyes? Oh no no no. Is it in his arms? If you want to know if he loves you so, it's in his kiss"  � she stumbled out of the bed and made for the door.

	"Here," Ollie shouted, "where you goin?"

	"I'm not in the mood, Ollie. I'm going to be sick."

	And indeed the sudden movement seemed to churn up what remained of the gin and rich snacks she had been gorging all afternoon. But Ollie was barring the way to the lavatory.

	"Honest to God, Ollie. I'm going to throw up."

	He looked like he wanted to hit her. Hadn't he hit her before for less? Hadn't he hit her to the ground and then come into her from behind so hard that afterwards she'd found she was bleeding?

	But whatever there was now in her face he moved aside, muttering with disgust, "Fat pissed bitch. Who'd want you anyway?" 

	So for the second time that afternoon, Bridget Blood gained the blessed relief of vomiting her guts into the lavatory, while Ollie masturbated in time to lovely lean Cher, singing along: "If you want to know if he loves you so, it's in his prick, that's where it is.... It's in his prick..."





Jacinta peered through her green�rimmed spectacles at the note, scribbled almost illegibly on a dirty scrap of paper: "Lok in yor sons lego box."

	What could it mean? Who had posted it through the flap on her door, so stiff with a bristle lining it nearly took your fingers off? Brendan and Hughie had long abandoned Terminator and were once more kicking the football up the street with their pals.

	"Not in front of our house please, Brendan," his mother had once told him � and he was good like that, he didn't need to be told twice, "I don't want the ball breaking off my hydrangea heads."

	So now the little chaps were using the ball instead to hammer the shite out of Ted Cheever's car while Barbara watched with interest through the curtains, her mother unaware in the kitchen, making the tea.

	What could there possibly be of interest in Brendan's Lego box? What could keep her away from checking it out? And as Jacinta climbed the stairs, the friction from the nylon mix carpet caused a tiny current of electricity to run through her.

	Big Brendan almost sawed off his thumb when his wife burst into the shed shortly after waving a lurid magazine.

	"This is what he hides from us. Look at it... I can't believe it." And Jacinta sobbed on to the work bench.

	Big Brendan was also shocked. Not that he hadn't seen such things before, a man of the world like himself. But he had strict views � they certainly weren't suitable for the eyes of women and innocent children.

	"Call him in," he said ominously.

	A few moments later and Jacinta was wondering how she could have doubted her son for an instant? He looked blankly at the magazine, then said, "Oh, it must be that thing Hughie Moran asked me to mind for him. You remember, mam, he came up to the bedroom to play Terminator... I didn't want to look after it but he said if his mam found it, he'd be killed... What is it? I didn't even look at it."

	Big Brendan eyed his son doubtfully, being of the secret opinion that butter would melt only too quickly in his mouth. Jacinta, however, was totally reassured.

	"I'll burn the horrid thing," she said.

	"Ah mam, you should take it back. It is Hughie's property."

	And that would turn the tables nicely on the fuckin cunt, thought young Brendan to himself. 





When Mona finally paused for breath, she realised that Adie wasn't with her and it was to her credit that, terrified as she was, she went back, cautiously, to look for her. But she wasn't as well acquainted as her friend with the grounds of the big house and couldn't even find again the clearing with the overgrown fountain. If she'd been more imaginative or if she'd read more of the fantasy horror stories to which Adie was addicted, she might have concluded after extensive searching that the place didn't exist in reality or even that it was a wormhole into another dimension and that Adie had got swallowed up. But all she thought in fact was that Adie had gone home a different way and that they would meet up later. As for the identity of the moving statue, she was prepared to believe in the supernatural but secretly imagined there would be quite a reasonable explanation.

	In any case, the sight of Richie, virtually unrecognisable in his wrecked Sunday best, threw up a much more pressing problem.

	"Is he yours?" Belle had asked doubtfully when she'd inquired, as if surprised that anyone would admit to ownership of such an object.

	Mona looked at him in despair. Tracks of tears ran down a filthy face, although Richie was by now amazingly resigned to his lot. His hair had something sticky and disgusting in it, he had mislaid a runner (a £59.99 Nike with flashing lights on the back that he had got for Christmas).

	"Give him a bath if you want," Belle said, not wholly insensitive to the problem. "I'm not like the woman in the ad who throws the clothes in the washing�machine and removes them a few minutes later as good as new, but he can borrow something of Ben's." 

	A curling poster on the bathroom wall charted the wide and narrow way � to hell or heaven, apparently, with accompanying cryptic references: I Cor. 6. 9,10. Jam. 5. 3. Mona, peering at it through the steam, thought the road to heaven looked very dreary indeed, while those who were hell�bent were having a ball in taverns and dances and such like. Was Belle religious then, to put up such a thing?

	Belle laughed when asked, "Only when I crap," she replied, rather crudely, Mona thought.

	But now, a bit like in the ad after all, a rosy, curly�haired little cherub gradually emerged from the grime as if he'd discarded his chimney sweep's skin and only spoilt the illusion by screaming when Mona tried to eject him from the tub filled to the brim with green water and bubbles from a bottle in the shape of a pirate. Richie was drowning Ben's  power ranger figures systematically and relentlessly.

	But at last there he was, almost his old self, in a slightly oversized Jungle Book track�suit, his lost runner found buried in the sand pit by Jess, its flashing light mechanism slightly impaired, stained mysteriously but otherwise, Mona considered, not too bad. Now her only remaining problem was to sneak his clothes into the wash and in that regard she was lucky because her mother was still in the bathroom and her father sulking in the bedroom and nothing could have been further from either of their minds than the condition of their youngest. But when Mona saw Adie she'd kill her.

	After she'd left, Jess and Ben took the two tenpenny bags Mona had actually remembered to buy for them � and she'd make sure she got half the price out of Adie, too, she was the one had promised them in the first place � and made a camp behind the couch and examined the contents. Ben swopped a black jack for a fizzy chewit and crammed a luridly green gummy snake into his mouth all at once, while Jess ate hers slowly, bit by bit, the head last.





It was just like in Jimmy Mooney's fantasy: the baby suckled to capacity and now asleep, Caroline herself drowsy but not averse to his light caresses, after he'd climbed in naked under the duvet with her and Aisling and started stroking his wife's heavy breasts, her swelling belly, her strong thighs and pillowy buttocks and the soft moistness between. In her half�doze she had begun to moan softly and turn towards him. It would be quiet and lazy afternoon sex, a gently rising slope to climax.

	And then the doorbell shrieked peremptorily. Mother and baby both jumped, though Aisling amazingly didn't actually wake up.

	"Who's that?" said Caroline and "Fuck!" said Jimmy at the same time.

	"Perhaps they'll go away," he whispered into her ear.

	The doorbell rang again. Longer.

	Aisling's ears were covered by the duvet and this time she didn't register the sound.

	Jimmy got up and went over to the window, to peer through a crack in the curtains but saw nothing.

	"They'll go now for sure if we don't answer."

	The bell rang again.

	Naked and all as he was he crept down the stairs to study the shape of their visitor through the frosted glass door. He instantly recognised the familiar bulky outline of his mother�in�law. Fuck. She must have had a row with Caroline's sister's husband again over Sunday lunch and left in a huff. Dermot had a shorter fuse than Jimmy. Well, he thought, she could think again about landing on them. It was their week off.

	It was a bit of a stretch but he could just about reach up and flick off the mains electricity, so that she could stand there ringing all she wanted but they wouldn't have to hear her again. When he looked in her direction again, she was a different, curled�up shape and he realised she was trying to peer through the letter box. On his way upstairs again, he hoped that either she'd spot his bare arse or else pinch her nosey old  nose. Or both.

	"Did you see who it was, Jimmy?" asked Caroline a moment later.

	"No," he replied, taking the bedside phone off its hook before snuggling up and hoping the fridge wouldn't have time to defrost. "They'd gone."  





Jean looked in puzzlement at the heightened colour of the woman in front of her, screaming some meaningless phrases and waving a magazine under her nose. Finally she realised that Hughie was supposed to have hidden the thing in Brendan Brady's Lego box, though why he should do such a thing was beyond her.

	"I don't go searching through my children's things," she remarked slightly sharply. The woman was getting on her nerves and spoiling the delicious mood she'd been in all afternoon.

	"No more do I," Jacinta said affronted, although of course she did, especially in the girls' room, in the drawers of their presses under their fancy undies, in handbags carelessly abandoned, you couldn't be too careful when it came to girls today.  The fact that she never found anything attested less to the high moral character of her daughters than to their ingenuity, Celine in particular, in finding hiding places beyond their mother's cunning.

	"Hughie," Jean yelled across the road. "Come here."

	He admitted it was his magazine � well, Joseph's actually �  and said that yes he'd lent it to Brendan, at which point the latter covertly drew the tip of a forefinger across his throat.

	"He begged me," Hughie said emboldened by the fact that he had nothing left to lose. "He said if I lent it him he'd let me come in and play Terminator."

	To Jean this had the ring of truth but if Jacinta faltered in her defence of her son she certainly wasn't prepared to show it.

	"How can you," and Jacinta was always good at getting the last word, "possibly exercise any parental control over your children when you never exercised control over yourselves in the matter of bringing so many of them into the world?"

	And she swept away with that little apple of her eye, Brendan Brady, smirking behind her.

	Hughie was horrified to see that his mam was crying.

	"I only did it to pay out Brendan for setting up Andrew Blood with them dogs," he explained contritely.

	He didn't add that it had been Mona and Adie's idea. Why land them in the shite too?

	But Jean just brushed his shoulder absently and went in search of Joseph. It was true in a way, she thought. She'd always been so busy with the newest baby that she hadn't had time to see to the rearing of the older ones. That would account for the way Deco was. But she was damned if she'd accept Jacinta Brady's right to lecture her, with her daughter Celine the scandal of the whole street. And at least, as far as she could see, none of her kids were vicious little sneaks like young Brendan.

	Joseph looked up from his magazine as his mother entered, then felt sick when he saw what she was holding.

	"Bob give it me," he finally said sullenly.

	"Do you have any more?" she asked.

	"Not that sort. Just me Master Detective and that."

	He watched in silence as she ripped it up. He'd do the very same to Hughie later, he thought, he'd pull out his intestines in front of him, he'd extract his teeth one by one.

	"And if you lay a finger on Hughie," Jean added, "I'll tell your father." 

	No one thought about the note. No one knew about it except Jacinta, who in the passion of the moment had forgotten it entirely, and Hughie who wrote it and who would have been hard put to explain it without revealing his secret agenda. If Big Brendan had seen it, he might have put two and two together and made four and a half, but he simply assumed his wife had been on one of her cleaning sprees. Young Brendan knew he had been set up but wasn't quite sure how. And why wasn't even an issue. In the amoral world which young Brendan inhabited, landing other people up to their necks in shite was all part of the fun. 

	Nothing, he thought, would prevent him getting his revenge on all those Morans, however. Sooner or later.





Pride, anger, greed, envy, sloth � which meant laziness � lust � she knew what that meant, covetousness � wanting other people's things � it was an amazing picture, the little brown people in their old�fashioned costumes looking quite ordinary and even unconcerned at the path leading them to hell. 

	"It's medieval," Mrs Tolly told Adie. "From the twelfth century."

	Adie had been gratified to discovery that indeed Mrs Tolly's house, though spick and span without a cobweb in sight, was full of creepy old pictures and statues and even those carpety things � tapestries, Mrs Tolly called them � hanging on walls behind which she was sure there had to be a secret passages. There was even a suit of armour, unfortunately empty, and old wooden chests big enough to conceal a body.

	Painfully slowly they had made it up to the house, Mrs Tolly leaning on Adie and weighing much more that you'd have imagined to look at her.

	Then Adie had found the kitchen unaided � Mrs Tolly having an incredible ignorance about the lay�out of what she actually referred to as the servants' quarters. Adie had made tea and found biscuits. She had even discovered a first�aid box and had cleaned up Mrs Tolly's cut hand and stuck a big plaster on its papery whiteness. In fact Mrs Tolly had looked so pale when they had first come in that Adie wanted to telephone the doctor, but Mrs Tolly insisted that it was unnecessary.

	"He's a silly fool," she said. "And he charges me a fortune."

	Which I bet you can afford, thought Adie to herself, looking around.

	Mrs Tolly soon rallied after the sweet tea and was even gracious enough to compliment Adie on it, although it was in fact much stronger than she normally liked. But the undersized elf�like girl pleased her, her big solemn eyes eating up the room.

	"What happened to your friend?" she asked.

	"Oh, she probably got scared," Adie replied. She'd been wondering the same thing herself. Some ally Mona was. Supposing there really had been a ghost.

	She looked out of the big window at the sweep of the grey sea. Wild, she thought.

	"Shouldn't you been getting home? It'll be dark soon." Mrs Tolly asked.

	She didn't want to. Who would? 

	"I'd rather stay till your woman gets back, to make sure you're all right, like."

	Adie had already established the pecking order in the house.

	"If Raymond comes back early he can run you down in the Volvo."

	Wow, thought Adie.

	"You should phone home so they won't be worried."

	Sure, thought Adie, so they can tell me to come back at once. 	She phoned Mona instead but Mona was still seeing to Richie in Belle's house, Bridget was locked in the bathroom and Ollie still sulking,  and Andrew, who took the message, instantly forgot about it. 

	Afterwards Adie and Mrs Tolly sat making conversation, Adie asking most of the questions and the old lady answering, even the cheeky ones about Mr Tolly and Mrs Tolly's father and the two dead daughters, one of whom was called Agatha (yuk!) after some saint who ripped off her breasts rather than be defiled, whatever that was. Mrs Tolly actually showed Adie a picture in a little frame of St Agatha holding her two breasts on a plate like two jellies (yuk! yuk!).  And then Adie was telling Mrs Tolly incomprehensible things about a seemingly endless number of brothers and sisters, one of whom lived in the coal shed (surely not, thought Mrs Tolly, she must have misunderstood) and if they could see her now, wow,  and then she told her about the end of the world and then they both looked out of the window as if to catch a first glimpse of the angel of death wielding a mighty sword, but instead a bleached sun suddenly broke through the massed granite clouds for the first time on that bleak February day and cast a fan of pale rays over the choppy sea.





Unseen below them, on the path around the headland, Ted Cheevers paused to watch the same splendid sight. It cheered his desolate heart in the way simple natural phenomena can do, the watcher projecting a mood or interpreting what is seen as if it applied to a personal circumstance. As if Nature cared in any way for the single beetle crawling on the surface of the earth, for any poor bare forked animal. But Ted read hope into the sight, the promise of  better times to come, something worth living for.





Across the city, at the fashionable address, Bernard juddered into the still pissed Shelley, shutting his eyes and trying to imagine the nurse. But with difficulty for where Shelley was tight and hard, the nurse would surely be all yielding softness. Still the sheets and duvet were clean and of good quality, the furniture was honey pine, not chipboard or even cheap wood like at home and after it was over, Shelley was quite charmingly grateful, snuggling up to him on his return from the bathroom where he had disposed of the condom.

	"I suppose you've been with lots of girls," she remarked wistfully.

	"Not that many," Bernard lied, running the palm of his hand absentmindedly over the sharp point of her tit, causing her to jerk and moan.

	"I thought you came," he said.

	"I did.... Ah...."

	The bitch was ready for it again. Already! Fucking hell, maybe he was on to a good thing after all. A nymphomaniac, a rich and successful nymphomaniac, with her own fancy apartment and a fast red car. What more could a poor boy from the wrong side of the tracks ask for? Bernard kissed his way down her slippery body and buried his face in the brunette darkness of her pussy. And this time thoughts of the nurse didn't occur to him at all.





The city centre wasn't exactly deserted, but it lacked the buzz of weekdays. A few tourists and other pleasure�seekers walked hopefully through the trendily redeveloped riverside area or up the pedestrian thoroughfare that comprised the fashionable shops, where a lone busker in a doorway sang of the rare ould times. People in groups didn't even notice the tramp who lurked near the busker as though with him, holding out an empty palm, while lone men marched straight past and women skirted him warily. Finally someone gave him a cigarette, then hastened off at the sight of the red eyes and the green grin. The busker, thinking he'd been given money, shouted abuse and threw an empty can at him. Grinning again, and puffing and coughing, Deco Moran, for of course it was he, shuffled off up the street, like an old man, notching up yet another small victory.





�

�5.30 pm � 9.15 pm�PRIVATE ��



They made their way down a dimly lit stone corridor, the old woman and the girl, to a wooden door marked with a cross. Mrs Tolly opened the door, which creaked obligingly,  and stood aside to let Adie enter before her.

	"Wow!" said Adie.

	Grey light filled the chapel from a narrow window in the west wall. Two stately figures could be made out standing tall on either side of the door. They gave Adie quite a turn until she realised they were statues:  one of St Anthony and the other of the Blessed Virgin. When Mrs Tolly flicked a switch, electric candles lit up on a plain wooden altar, on which stood as well a golden chalice, partly covered with a white cloth. On the stone wall behind, hung a wooden crucifix with a writhing, suffering Christ nailed to it. Blood dripped in huge carved and brightly painted gouts from his hands and feet.

	"It's German," Mrs Tolly said, seeing Adie stare. "What do you think of it?"

	Adie thought it was horrible but replied politely that it was very nice.

	"Nice!" repeated Mrs Tolly thoughtfully. "That's an unusual description."

	"I didn't mean nice," Adie said. "It's scary."

	"Ah, well that's because it's to remind us of the agony of Christ and of our own agony if we don't repent."

	"Hell and that," commented Adie.

	"Well yes. Of course these days it's fashionable not to believe in hell. But in my day we all thought that unless we were good we'd suffer for all eternity."

	"The bottomless pit and the beast and that, I was reading about it today."

	"Were you?" To say that Mrs Tolly was astonished would be an understatement.

	"Yes, 'cause, like I told you before, this is the day the world's supposed to end according to this Polish nun. So I told Bernard and he said I should read the Book of Revelation, in the bible like."

	"Revelation," said Mrs Tolly.

	"Yes, so I got Belle's big old bible, 'cause we don't have one, and it's full of all this smiting and avenging angels and torturing of the ungodly and I thought..." Adie stopped.

	"Yes?"

	"Well, I thought if God's supposed to be so kind and forgiving and all�merciful how come he goes in for all this sort of thing and I kind of agreed with Bernard...."

	Mrs Tolly's small eyes shone bright and not altogether pleasantly.

	"And what does Bernard say?" she asked.

	"He says it's not worth bothering with."

	What Bernard had actually said was that if the world ended and he was told that he would be admitted to paradise if he walked for a quadrillion kilometres, he wouldn't do it, because he thought God was a cranky old sod and would refuse to give Him the satisfaction. And Mark had commented that Bernard wouldn't do it simply because he was a lazy fucker and not for any other reason, and mam had giggled but got upset as well and said that the boys shouldn't talk like that and that it was wrong to mock. And Bernard told them it wasn't his own idea about walking for a quadrillion kilometres at all but that he'd read it in a book and that if God really wanted us to be good, He shouldn't have put all these difficulties in our way, that he often felt like that guy in the Gary Larson cartoon. What guy? Mark had asked, as usual giving Bernard his cue. And then he showed them a card he'd bought with God playing a computer game and about to press a button labelled "smite" and drop a piano on some poor sap's head. And Bernard had laughed and laughed and said after all wasn't life like that. And mam said all these things were sent to try us. And Bernard had winked at Adie and said well anyway he didn't think God was the great and loving person we were told he was. And mam had looked sad and said it was all a mystery and Adie remembered thinking in that case it was like doing a test when the teacher didn't know the answers either, there was no point. But she didn't say anything like that to mam, who looked so very very sad, as if her heart would break, and had gone up and given her a hug instead and mam had said, "You're my best little girl, aren't you Adie?" And Adie had said yes, mam, yes.

	She gave Mrs Tolly an edited version of this and Mrs Tolly looked grave.

	"Your brother is dangerously mistaken, my dear, not to mention glib."

	Glib? thought Adie.

	"You see, Adie, your mother's right. It is a mystery."

	Yeah, thought Adie. I know.

	"I'm going to tell you something now that I've never told anyone except Father Galloghly..." 

	A confession, thought Adie. Wow.

	"I spend a lot of my time here in the chapel praying."

	Adie nodded.

	"Once I felt very bad, dizzy and ill. My heart was pounding in my chest and I was sure it was the end. Suddenly I saw her." She pointed to the Blessed Virgin. "She walked right up to me. It isn't time yet, she said to me. You'll be all right. Then she touched me on the forehead and covered me with her cloak. And when I woke up I was in my own bed, completely rested and recovered."

	She paused. "What do you think of that?"

	Adie didn't know. "Was it a miracle?" she asked.

	"I think so. But Father Galloghly didn't want me to tell anyone. I imagine he thought I was a deluded old woman who spends too much time lying on a cold floor." 

	Adie looked at the statue dubiously. It was conventionally painted piece of plaster, even she could see that. Not old like Mrs Tolly's other things.

	"I want to pray now" (Oh hell, thought Adie.) "You can join me if you wish. I suggest you pray for the soul of your brother Bernard."

	So Adie knelt down beside the old woman and clasped her hands together but didn't pray because she didn't know any more who this God was that she was supposed to be praying to. And as she looked around, glancing occasionally at the bland face of the Virgin, just to check, or staring at the contorted face of the suffering Christ, a band of golden light suddenly fell through the west window and touched her head but left Mrs Tolly in darkness, muttering her prayers and fingering her beads.





The sun was setting over the city with more éclat than the dreary day had promised. But it was a still rising wind that drove the gilt�edged clouds, a rising wind that tore at the tops of trees, at the wires suspended between telegraph poles, that brought a veil of rain and a briefer faint arc of a rainbow over the already empurpled skies of the east.

	Few down the hill in Gomorrah Grove were witness to any of this splendour, keeping cosy inside in front of the prismatic screen of the television or, in the case of most of the wives, trapped in the kitchen preparing the tea, cold meat from the mid�day roast, sandwiches, soups, salads.

	Belle was staring in despair at the still partially frozen duck crouching waxily on her counter next to the jars of brown rice and pulses, the packets of herbal tea, the seldom used cafetière with its ancient gravelly remains of cold coffee. She'd run the fowl under the hot tap for ten minutes but the insides remained resolutely icy. How she wished she could enter into the cushioned world of Pippa, who had to contend with none of this but who, as a successful career woman above and beyond the realms of housework, regularly ate out with a series of handsome and rich men in ethnic restaurants that Belle hoped to be in a position to research at some stage, preferably in the company of an at least presentable and atavistically bill�paying male. Funny, she thought, how much she enjoyed planning the activities of her heroine and how little pleasure she took in actually committing them all to paper. The Colombian novelist Garcia Marquez had remarked in a recent interview in a Sunday paper that writing was a job like carpentry. Belle was tickled by that notion. She would have liked to repeat it to her mother, who had always disapproved of the fact that her daughter hadn't ever had either a proper job or a proper husband. But, sighing as she perfunctorily rinsed some cups under a running tap and failing to remove in the process the tide lines of congealed beverages, Belle had to that admit her mother, dead anyway for many years, would hardly have given credence to the words of some foreign writer she'd never even heard of, let alone read. The same interview had also uncovered the fact that Garcia Marquez had for many years been married to a totally supportive wife who dealt with all the minutiae of daily living. Belle sighed again as she shoved some natural yoghurt,  mayonnaise and crushed garlic into a bowl and mixed them up. He wouldn't have been able to write all his books, he'd told the interviewer, if it hadn't been for Mercedes. Belle peeled raw carrots, chopped celery and sprigged a cauliflower. They'd start with crudités and dip and she'd worry about the duck later on.





Red�faced Jean in the steamy kitchen buttered bread as if her life depended on it. It wasn't unusual for the family to get through a whole sliced pan at one sitting: sandwiches of picnic ham or cheese for the younger kids, the remains of the roast pork with Branston pickle for Black Jack, Bernard, Mark and Declan. In fact, she frequently gave the tastiest morsels to her outcast son, to salve her conscience maybe or console herself. Occasionally she chewed a mouthful of bread and margarine � often she forgot to include herself in the rations and would find there was nothing left. But the bitter tea she brewed on the stove, which she drank with plenty of milk and sugar, the cigarette she smoked with it,  somehow effectively dulled her appetite.

	She was trying to think urgently of anything but the malevolent, green�rimmed eyes of Jacinta Brady, her bright thin lips spewing poison, that horrible magazine that had to be the product of men who hated women, hated and feared them to the extent of seeking to humiliate them at every opportunity. She tried but their images kept coming between her and the limp damp bread. Was that how her own sons regarded women? Not herself, probably, she wouldn't be a woman to them, she'd be mam � but every other member of the sex including their sisters? Was that how most men secretly viewed women? Belle had said as much to her but she'd smiled it off as another feminist cliché. Did Ted Cheevers view women like that? � there, she'd said it to herself, finally. But she couldn't believe it, not of him at least. Ted Cheevers was a good man.





There was still no sign of Neillie as Marion made soup. Stone soup, she called it after a story she sometimes read to the children. A tramp asks a miserly old woman for some water for his broth and she gives it to him at last after warning him that she won't give him anything else. "I don't want anything else," the tramp replies. "Amn't I able to make the most delicious soup in the whole wide world with this stone." And he puts a large stone into the boiling water. The miserly old woman looks on in amazement as the tramp tastes the soup and pronounces it excellent. "Of course," he says, "delicious as it is, it would be greatly improved with the addition of an onion." The old woman hastens to give him one and he chops it up and throws it in. "You know," he says after a while, "a carrot and a bit of turnip would do wonders for this soup." The old woman, impressed, gives him a carrot and a turnip. In the end after a whole range of further ingredients have been tossed into the pot, he suggests that all the soup lacks to be utterly delicious is a marrow bone. In goes the marrow bone and after a while the tramp and the old woman eat the soup all up: the old woman astonished at the fine taste of a dish made only out of water and a stone. But Marion had no marrow bone, only the chicken carcass and some pearl barley to add to the chopped vegetables. Nonetheless, the result, with home-made soda bread, was perfectly acceptable and the children ate it up with appetite.

	It was Anthony who was first to notice that the little box in the shape of a house was torn and that all but a few coppers had gone from inside it. The children cowered away from her as Marion let out a strange howl like an animal and then bit the side of her hand until it went red, and deep tooth marks stayed carved into it for a long time afterwards.





Bridget Blood beat the eggs as if they were Ollie's brains. The chips spluttered in the deep fryer. Ger had just phoned to give out about her destruction of the video and she'd sent him back an earful. 

	"I already told Gemma," he'd said, " You needn't think I'll give you a lend of any more of them films."

	"You needn't think," she'd come right back, "that I'd be wanting to see any more trash like that. In future, if I want any kicks I'll get it from them Chippendales." 

	"It wasn't what you thought," he'd said. "Dave wouldn't give me nothin' like that."

	"Did you see it?" she'd asked. 

	"Sure, just a bit of fun, a bit of a laugh. Dave'll be raging."

	"Dave'd be arrested if I took that shit to the guards," she'd snapped. "I know what: why don't you tell Dave to come and have it out with me if he has a problem."

	Ger had nothing to say to her then, bar a few curses. Bridget grinned fiercely to herself.

	Ollie was still sulking. He'd get locked tonight and then try it on again with her when he came home. She knew what he was like. Just let him try, she thought, ferociously whipping the eggs one last time and then tipping them into the sizzling fat, where they instantly formed a skin. Men thought a poke solved everything. For them, seemingly, it did. Perhaps it would for her if she enjoyed it more. But Ollie's idea of foreplay was to squeeze her tits once or twice. She could count on the fingers of one hand the number of orgasms she had in the last few years. If only he'd come quickly. But most times he fucked about and then came just as she was starting to get going. Fucking men. She shovelled the omelette on to the plate beside a mountain of chips, bloody with ketchup.

	"Here Mona," she yelled, "take yer da in his tea."

 



"Where's the milk?" asked Helen Cheevers, wiping her hands on her apron.

	"What?"

	"The milk you went out to get."

	"Damn!" exclaimed Ted, slapping his forehead. "I must be going senile," he grinned as if that would explain everything. "Will I go back out?"

	"Don't bother," she was looking at him sourly. "We have enough, as it happens."

	He went into the front room where he found his daughter staring out the window. With huge interest she was following the progress of some dog as it sniffed for a satisfactory place to pee. He watched her fondly for a few moments, before she realised he was there behind her. A special gift from God, he thought, if only Helen had been able to see her that way and not as an almost intolerable burden.

	"Come into the garden, Babsie," he said at last. "Come and see the rainbow."

	She jumped up smiling and trustfully took his hand. She'd let her dear dad take her anywhere.

	Father and daughter stood gazing at the arc delicately coloured against the heliotrope sky.

	"You know what: you can find what you most want in the whole world at the foot of a rainbow," he told her.

	"A choc ice pop."

	He laughed. "If you like. But I can get you that. You should wish for something you'd never hope to find otherwise, a pot of gold, your heart's desire."

	She screwed up her face to think.

	"A dog like Bess," she said finally.

	"Yes," he replied, burying his face in her hair and kissing the top of her head, "that sort of thing."

	"Are you mad, Ted Cheevers, letting Barbara stand out in the rain!" Helen pulled her daughter in and looked hopelessly at her husband, the droplets running down his face like tears.





Jacinta was quizzing Michelle about her day, the meal in detail.

	"Poached salmon! I could do that!... What sauce did you have with it?" She sniffed on being told hollandaise. Some Dutch muck, probably. It didn't sound that great to her. "How much was it?" And on being told £30, "My God, Paul was robbed. You should have gone to that carvery place, like I told you. Only £6.50 a head and that includes starters and desserts and Mary Mulholland said the roast lamb she had was an inch thick and covered the whole plate. Not that I care for roast lamb myself but it just goes to show. Of course, you young people today don't care about value for money. And I suppose Paul can afford to splash out. Still they had salmon steaks on bargain offer at the supermarket the other week. The only reason I didn't get them was you always turn your noses up at fish."

	"Fish fingers," muttered Michelle, but luckily her mother didn't hear her.

	Michelle was answering the questions automatically as usual, Jacinta at first not noticing anything particularly half�hearted about her responses. But reliving the meal, the image of the old woman had risen up again in front of the girl, more twisted and crabbed in memory than in life, and she shuddered again at the vindictive expression in her eyes, her quavering voice as she pointed her skinny finger at her accusingly, "You took my teeth."

	And though it was absurd, it now seemed to Michelle that the other people in the restaurant had all turned round to look at her as if thinking maybe, maybe she had indeed robbed the teeth. That maybe after all she was guilty.

	"I was asking about dessert," Jacinta, said sharply. Really, no one ever bothered to listen to her any more.

	"Devil's food cake."

	"Oh that was nice, oh I like that, that must have been nice."

	"It was all right." Bitter as gall. She had broken it into pieces on her plate and abandoned it.

	"Actually Paul ate most of mine." He'd picked up the mashed crumbs and popped them in his mouth. The sight had been slightly nauseating to witness.

	Jacinta's eyes bulged behind her glasses at she contemplated the unthinkable � not eating a dessert you had to pay for anyway. "Why?...Wasn't it nice? Of course, it's very rich and after the creamy sauce, I suppose..." Then, suddenly a thoroughly reasonable  explanation hit her.  "Yes, of course you were right to leave it. It's far too fattening. I mean, we'll both have to start thinking of cutting back from now on to get in shape for the big day." 

	This made Michelle indignant but for some reason she lacked the will to riposte. Her mother, bulging all over the place, could only, she considered, speak for herself. Michelle was barely plump and anyway, as Paul often said, in all the right places. She changed the subject.

	"We went to see Hampton Park as well."

	"Lovely. How's it coming on."

	"Grand. The show house will be open soon."

	"Oh, I'd love to see that. So would your father."

	"We were thinking of going for one of the four bed�roomed."

	"Lovely, dear."

	"A guest bedroom." 

	"Space for me, then,"  said Jacinta, adding hastily when she saw the expression on her daughter's face. "When I'm baby�sitting."

	Michelle smiled at that. "Oh, we've no plans in that direction for a few years."

	"As long as you get married first," her mother smiled back. 

	And as the conversation developed, with talk of furnishings and fabrics, wallpapers, en suite bathrooms, fixtures and fittings, the two women, who up to then had each had a rather difficult day, felt somehow soothed and cheered. 





In the living room, father and son sat watching a video together. The apparently idyllic scene of bonding concealed, however, a turbulent subtopia. Young Brendan, knowing he could wrap his mother round his whole fist if necessary, was however wary of his father whom he suspected was less taken in by the good as gold image he worked so hard to project. His dad wasn't saying anything yet, his eyes as if superglued to the flickering screen. Probably, thought young Brendan, his father knew all about magazines like that one, bought them all the time and drooled over the tits and cunts in that old tool shed of his. Tool shed, young Brendan grinned to himself, that was a good one. His dad probably kept that old tool of his busy in the shed, wanking over those wet�lipped blondes, giving them one in his dreams. That's why he didn't say anything. Because he did it too.

	Big Brendan wasn't taking in the story of hoods and betrayal. He was wondering how to broach the subject of the magazine with his son. He'd never been very good at that sort of thing, and of course with the girls the issue had never arisen. Jacinta had always been the one to do the talking. But in this case, he knew that it was up to him. He glanced covertly at his son, apparently innocently absorbed in the film. He was still a child. Probably hadn't a clue what the magazine was about. Maybe making a big deal out of it was the worst thing he could do. It would probably be better to draw a veil over the whole incident. After all, maybe young Brendan was telling the truth when he said he was only minding the filthy rag for Hughie Moran, although even at the time that hadn't sounded very convincing. Big Brendan couldn't help feeling there was something slightly devious about his young heir. He'd keep an eye on him, that's what he'd do. Say nothing for now and keep an eye on him.

	"Good film, son," he smiled just as the mean�faced guy strangled the black cop with piano wire.

 



Another day nearly over, thought Miss McHugh, peering out at the darkening sky. A day like so many others, stretching back in an undifferentiated block to that fateful moment in time when Doctor Duffy had leaned forward over his desk, a concerned frown on his face that told her already that the news was bad. Discoid lupus erythematsosus, he'd said. Or Lupus, to you, Winnie. It might as well have been Greek. A skin disorder affecting the face. Doctor Duffy talked of a distinctive butterfly pattern, which sounded rather attractive. But the grey scales over red suppurating blotches on her cheeks and nose reminded her of no butterfly she had ever seen. Only living in a dim twilight certainly helped, that and the tablets she diligently took several times a day. Helped but did not cure.

	Not that the days before had been particularly diverting. She often wondered where all her time had gone, although, truth to tell, there seemed to be so much of it. It was like they said, the days dragged, the years flew. Her timid disposition prevented her resenting the fact. The way she saw it, that's the way it was. And if there had been chances of taking a different direction long before, if she hadn't always fled in terror from the tentative approaches of one or two young men, if she hadn't turned down that position in the draper's, first to look after her mother when she took sick and keep the household going for her father, and then, after her mother's death and her father's rapid decline, to resign herself to the twenty�four�hour care of him, she never really regretted anything. Not really. She wasn't even bitter about the final blow, just as the end seemed near and her life looked like becoming her own at last, struck down by the illness which made her a prisoner. When Dr Duffy had said, winking at her in his kind way, now she'd have to stay in during the day and only go out to nightclubs and bars, she'd giggled at the very thought and never did, not even getting a baby�sitter so she could go to the bingo. People stared so, or she thought they did, which was the same thing, and she couldn't enjoy herself any more. She always got the groceries delivered and Mrs McFadden from the Crescent and Helen Cheevers, who lived just up the road, were good at helping out if absolutely necessary, sitting with father when she went to mass of a Saturday night, her only regular outing, even if they insisted on saying a prayer with her as well first, which seemed a bit excessive to poor little Miss McHugh.

	Dozing on his bed, big Connie was floating on a river of time, glimpsing as if on its banks scenes from a life that almost astonishingly had been his. Himself saving the hay with his three brothers, Jer, Mossy and P.J. the eldest, who was marked for the priesthood and disappeared off into the missions years before, never to return, succumbing to some tropical disease. But on that eternal summer's day they'd raced down the field with the pitchforks, turning the hay to dry, or driven the tumbling paddy to make the winds, or trodden the spiky stalks to ensure a firm base � and woe betide you if you didn't make a proper circle. Best of all was being allowed to stand on top of the pile, while the others piked up their grass cocks, narrower and narrower, higher and higher, all the time you'd be getting nearer and nearer that flaming sun. And then when it was as high as could be, launching yourself out into space laughing, hoping to be caught before crashing to the ground.

	Then there he was a burly man, swinging a tiny delicate little scrap of a girl into the air, the apple of her father's eye, the dead spit of her mam who'd nearly died giving birth to her, and who stayed frail all the years afterwards, Winnie... Winnie... where was that tiny girl now? Where had she gone? And Maura, his wife, where was she? Standing on the bank in a white dress, waving at him. Connie, like a tree branch in a rushing river, was carried past and could not stop.

	He rang his bell, the crinolined lady, but when Miss McHugh came upstairs to find what he wanted, he couldn't tell her. He couldn't remember.





Bernard sat up in bed, smoking one of his sour Gauloises and watching television, while Shelley, wearing his shirt that barely covered her bum, cooked up some lean cuisine for the two of them.

	This is the life, Bernard thought, chuckling as Homer Simpson was mistaken for Big Foot. He'd really landed on his feet this time.

	Shelley, in the kitchen and now sobered up, smiled at the sound of his deep laugh, equally gratified at the outcome of the afternoon's event. Possibly her smile wasn't altogether a pleasant one. Not the warm and grateful one that she would shortly turn on in his presence. This time she was thinking, she wouldn't make the mistake of revealing her hand too soon, a mistake that had cost her the attentions of several young men. Pushy, one had called her on his way out. Bossy. This time she'd let him smoke, let him have her as often as that other drug if necessary, until he became totally dependent. And then, when he tried to move, he'd find he'd been tied down, to the very last hair on his head like what's his name? Gulliver. It was after all, humiliating at her age (twenty�three) not to have a steady boyfriend � never mind an engagement ring � when even the likes of fat butch Maeve had her man.

	Her friend had told her Bernard was very bright but lazy. He'd thank her for the hand up she planned to give him � in the beginning and no doubt also in the end. It was the middle bit that was dicey. When he discovered what hard grind was involved in being successful. What sacrifices. She glanced at herself in the mirror in the passage as she carried the tray towards the bedroom. She was satisfied with what she saw, though the mirror under the harsh hundred watt bulb revealed how cruelly she had bleached her naturally brownish hair, how thick pancake covered a less than perfect, even spotty, complexion, how the little teeth that ever so slightly protruded were, if viewed uncharitably, ever so slightly reminiscent of those of a small rodent.

	"Lasagne al forno," she smiled warmly, entering the bedroom.

	Bernard looked up. Her nipples aimed at him through the thin polyester of his shirt like two torpedoes.





There was something he should do... Something... Only he couldn't think. There was too much going on. He couldn't concentrate � everything spinning around him like in a kaleidoscope while every movement of his seemed slow and heavy. The noise of voices, laughter, shouts, fragments of conversations boomed to a crescendo, pounding loudly like a hammer on his brain, till he could hardly bear it and clutched his head.  Louder and louder and louder. Then suddenly, unbelievably, everything went silent. He looked round, puzzled. What had stopped them? But lips still moved only he couldn't hear what came out of  them any more. He must be gone deaf! He stared at the bar to focus himself but suddenly it shot away from him as if down a tunnel. Deaf and going blind! He reached out to stop himself falling but couldn't get a grip. He was tumbling into a pit, down, down. Panic hit him then. He tried to cry out, and maybe he did only he couldn't hear himself. He crashed across the table, shattering glasses to the floor, the ashtray, his face in a pool of porter. Mickser O'Connor had finally  passed out.

	The barman sighed and phoned Joey, who said fuck but got out the van anyway and came and fetched his brother home, throwing him big as he was, only Joey was bigger, like a sack of spuds on to the couch to sleep it off. Then Joey pulled off his jeans again and climbed back into bed beside Linda to watch TV and mess about some more.

	Unattended in the back, the starving dogs howled for their dinner.



 

When you have eleven children, even if only six live at home, seven with Declan, it's sometimes difficult to remember to account for the whereabouts of all of them. That's why it wasn't really until the sky was totally dark that Jean realised that she hadn't seen Adie since lunch�time.

	"She's probably at Mona's," Martina offered, the most likely explanation.

	But when Joseph, with extreme distaste on his face, was sent up to see, Mona, once more about to tackle her homework � having abandoned local history and turned to bogs �  stated that she hadn't been with Adie since the middle of the afternoon.

	"We were up the hill," she remarked vaguely. No need to give away more than was required.

	It was assumed for a while that Adie must have gone to one of her other friends, maybe Zoe Clinton on Babylon Avenue, maybe Emma Cleary that she knew from Tai Kwondo, but Mona hated that stuck�up bitch and didn't know where she lived and neither did anyone else.

	At this stage, Jean was annoyed more than anxious. Adie could have phoned if she was going to be late. There were such strange people about these days, you had to be careful.

	"I'll kill her when she comes home," she told Joseph, who received the news with a lack of enthusiasm directly related to the fact that it was a blatant untruth.

	No one thought to ask Andrew Blood, still grounded but allowed watch the Simpsons while he ate a whole can of reheated spaghetti hoops, on condition that he stay out of his father's way.





A large clock ticked, as if underlining the lack of sound.  Adie had never realised before how silent silence could be. Sometimes waking at night with everyone else asleep, you got the same feeling but even so usually there'd be something � her father snoring, youths sitting on a wall outside and occasionally erupting into laughter or shouts or strange grunts or vomiting, the O'Connors' Rotweilers barking, barking, barking, Miss McHugh's cats yowling, a radio thumping its music somewhere, a car alarm that stayed ignored for hours, or if none of these, then the sense that in a moment all hell could break loose. Nothing like this stillness that even Mrs Tolly's whistling breathing as she dozed, the howling of the wind and maybe, maybe the distant dashing of sea on the rocks below the house failed to disturb.

	It was like holding a glass that was filled so much it was above the brim and yet didn't spill. As long as you held it completely steady. Adie felt a funny tingling in her feet, as if she was about to lift off the ground and float away. As if the moment swelled out and filled all eternity.

	But Adie, being a child, thumped to earth again and spilt the liquid. Not that she was bored � there was too much to look at  � just easily distracted.  For example, it was funny, Adie was thinking, how the people in the old picture seemed to resemble people she knew. One of the figures in the tableau representing Envy, for instance, was the living spit of Jacinta Brady. The reclining woman who personified Sloth � and what did that mean again? � was Belle's twin, while her father in one of his moods could definitely have provided the model for Anger. The absurd little man cavorting round the large naked woman, all huge tits and bottom, looked like lustful Ollie Blood with Bridget, while the figure of Pride had to be Mrs Tolly herself, not so much as she was now, snoring lightly in the chair, but as depicted in the imperious portrait over the mantelpiece.

	Adie had been relieved when Mrs Tolly finished praying in the chilly grey chapel and she had helped the old woman, still shaken by her experience in the garden, back to the warmth of the living room where she had said very little and nothing more thank goodness about God or hell and damnation but had dozed off, leaving Adie to entertain herself as best she could.

	Now Adie wandered off in search of the lavatory, just for something to do and to give herself an excuse to look around on her own. In a house like this, there was probably a downstairs loo but she shrank slightly from opening any of the heavy wooden doors in case they creaked and woke up the old woman � who could yet, she thought half�hopefully, turn out to be a witch intent on feeding off the flesh of young virgins with all that religious stuff just to put her off the scent.

	Upstairs was a corridor with several doors leading off. The first she opened was presumably Mrs Tolly's own bedroom, though it was furnished much less lavishly than Adie would have expected for someone so rich. Not a frill in sight, a stark, functional room with brown papered walls, a solid wardrobe and another of those coffin�like chests, filled only, disappointingly, with blankets. Even if there was no corpse, Adie reckoned there might at least have been a pile of yellowing documents or an old wedding dress ready to crumble into pieces at a touch. A crucifix, plainer and less disturbing than the one in the chapel hung at a nonetheless dangerous angle over the narrow and hard�looking divan bed and on the opposite wall, facing Mrs Tolly as she slept, a reproduction depicting the Last Judgement, horrible things as usual being done to the damned. Not a sight to encourage a restful night's sleep. A standing clock, too small to be a grandfather, so maybe you'd call it a grandmother, enamelled black with gold and white Chinese people walking up it, ticked relentlessly, your life away. The ticking reminded Adie that the Chinese had invented water torture. Sweet dreams, she thought, closing the door again, not noticing behind it something that might have gladdened her heart, an implement of knotted leather, stained darker in places, a whip, a scourge, a cat�o'�nine�tails. 

	Another bedroom was possibly where Mrs Tolly had slept when Mr Tolly was alive, or had perhaps been the bedroom of Mrs Tolly's formidable father, its big brass bed now covered in plastic sheeting, more plastic wrapped around the heavy frames of carved wooden chairs and presses. Spook�ee, thought Adie. 

	She opened the door of the huge wardrobe expecting at last at the very least, the mummified body of Mr Tolly or Mrs Tolly's da to swing out at her but found it was simply filled with heavy coats and jackets, smelling strongly of mothballs,  rows of small�sized men's boots at the bottom. Though Adie didn't know it, the wardrobe was thus almost as much as a mausoleum to dead Mr Tolly, as if he had indeed been locked in there, that sometimes, though less and less frequently, the old woman opened the doors and rubbed her hands over the rough tweeds, hardly knowing, for it hadn't ever been a love match, why she did so.

	But if Adie sensed the presence of a thin ghost in the master bedroom, she was totally and satisfactorily freaked out by the nursery. No sign here that two ringletted little girls weren't about to enter demurely and pull on white shifts preparatory to an early night. It would be almost astonishing if they didn't. As Adie lay down experimentally on one of the little beds,  the creaking springs seemed to cover giggling spiteful whispers. She sank right down into feathers. The linen smelt freshly washed. Two golden teddy�bears and a line of dolls with china faces and beautifully made dresses looked down at her disdainfully. Which servant's daughter are you? they seemed to be asking. 

	A book lay on the table between the two beds. There was a marker in it, and Adie opening at the place began to read. It was the life of someone called Maria Goretti, who seemingly had been canonised for preferring a terrible death by stabbing � "twelve times the knife pierced her young body, one for every year of her life" � to giving up her pearl (Huh? thought Adie), her maidenhead, the text explained, to the man who wanted to seduce her. There was a drawing of him, Alessandro Serenelli, as a massive hairy brute of a man, attempting to overcome the girl, her hands clasped together in prayer, the white shirt she had been mending trampled and soiled on the floor.

	The narrative concluded with the words, "Maria Goretti, an example to all girls, went straight to heaven," accompanied by another picture of the Blessed Virgin clasping the newest angel to her breast. 

	Adie wondered if she'd be prepared to die to protect her pearl and rather thought not. All that virginity stuff was overrated and these days no one seemed to bother with it much except a few ould ones. But the story also reminded Adie once more that God was about to cause the end of the world, at least if the Polish nun hadn't got it wrong. Something, Adie had to admit which, as the hours went by, seemed increasingly likely.  

	She found the lavatory at last at the end of the corridor, a tiny cubicle, icy cold with no hand�basin. She opened the next door expecting to find a place to wash but instead nearly jumped out of her skin at the sight dimly revealed by the light from the landing, of a naked man lying on a bed.

	He didn't move or speak to her and at first she thought he must be sleeping very soundly. But then she realised how silent it was, no breathing. Was he dead then? How totally and utterly creepy! This was more like it. This would be something to make Mona Blood sit up and pay attention at last. A dead man. A murdered man. A zombie, even, who'd rise up at midnight and walk again.

	But as Adie's eyes grew accustomed to the dark she realised that there was something very odd indeed about this still figure.  She abruptly switched on the light. The guy was looking right at her with shiny black eyes, his skin was bright pink, he had an enormous erection. She giggled aloud. He was a balloon, an inflated man.

	She slammed the door and ran downstairs, forgetting all about washing her hands.

	"I thought you'd gone," Mrs Tolly said, almost reproachfully. Not mentioning however, that she'd cast her eye around to see if anything was missing.

	"I just went to the toilet," Adie replied, still thinking about the plastic man. Surely he wasn't Mrs Tolly's.

	"It's boring for you here," the old woman remarked. "Perhaps after all we should call a taxi."

	"I'm not bored,” Adie asserted, "but I'll go if you want."

	"Dear child, you have no idea how nice it is for me to have you here. Unfortunately, I have no television... The radio perhaps...."

	Adie shrugged and thought. "D'you have any cards?" she asked.

	"Cards?"

	"Playing cards. We could play a game."

	"Ah... Well, yes" Mrs Tolly replied. "Certainly I have cards. I enjoy laying out patience, you know. In fact, I'm quite good at it." Nor, though she didn't say as much, was she above cheating a little to make it work out.

	"Do you know Old Maid?" Adie asked. "That's a good game."

	"Why don't you teach me?" said Mrs Tolly. "The cards are in the drawer of the card table." She indicated a small square table with a green cloth over it. "You can lift it over. It's very light."

	A special table for playing cards on! Wow, thought Adie. This is the life!





After the babies, as she still thought of them, were bathed and cosied into their brushed cotton pyjamas, Marion brought them both into her double bed, one on either side of her, and read them a story. She had tried to put Neillie out of her head, at least until the children were settled, but her own raw red teeth marks still stared up at her from her hand as she turned the pages, a constant reminder. Rebecca gently touched the place.

	"It's all right, love," Marion put more reassurance into her voice than she felt. How could it go on? How could she bear it?

	Anthony wanted to hear Mr Forgetful as usual, prompting Marion when she pretended to forget the right word because he knew it by heart and laughing himself silly when Mr Forgetful told the farmer there was a goose asleep in the rain instead of a sheep loose in the lane. If only I could be Mrs Forgetful, thought Marion, life would be much easier to bear. Then, for Rebecca she read On The Way Home, about a little girl who has hurt her knee and who makes up all manner of amazing stories to account for it to the friends she meets on the way until finally she arrives home and sobbingly tells her mother the truth:  that she fell off the swing.

	"I didn't fall off the swing, sure I didn't, mam, " said Rebecca.

	"Nor did I didn't," said Anthony.

	"No, sweethearts, you didn't."

	"You told that bold boy you wished he'd fall off," said Anthony.

	"Well, I was cross because he spoiled our fun."

	"Did he fall off and hurt his knee?" asked Rebecca.

	"Maybe."

	"And did his mam put a plaster on it?" Anthony added.

	"If it got cut."

	"I hope it did," said Rebecca savagely. "I hope he bleeded to death."

	"Ah no," Marion was appalled � she'd have to curb her temper at least in front of the kids, "you mustn't wish anything like that."

	"And I hope dad falls and bleedés to death too."

	"Yes," said Anthony.

	And then Marion was crying and couldn't stop. And the children were crying too and clinging to their mam and all of them clinging together as if they were adrift on a raft being tossed by the wild seas, instead of on their own bed, safe in their own house.





Belle had all but forgotten about the duck, still dripping pink fluid down the draining board into the sink. She and Fran had already polished off half the bottle of gin and all the crudités but the prospect of lifting herself out of her chair was daunting indeed.

	"We could send out for Chinese," she finally suggested.

	"Whatever," replied her friend through the fog of cigarettes and dope.

	"Now?" asked Belle.

	"Whenever.."

	So Belle slumped back.

	"Are you going to give me a reading?" she asked.

	"If you like."

	"Should we eat first or after."

	Fran looked at her. "You need to be relaxed," she said. "If you're anxious about food, if you're hungry, best to eat first."

	"No," Belle replied. "I'm not anxious at all." And she lifted the dirty dishes off the coffee table and brushed off the slightly sticky surface with her sleeve.

	Fran was a big woman in a heavy hand�knitted sweater and flimsy Indian cotton skirt over yellow and green striped stockings and Doc Martens boots. Her long grey hair � she was in her late forties � hung unkempt. Her face was as if carved out of unyielding rock. Belle admired her for her what the fuck attitude and her ability to attract a stream of delicate young men, though whether they shared her bed or let her rub her aromatic oils into their white bodies or just sobbed out their problems on that huge maternal breast  Belle had never plucked up courage to ask. Out of a bag covered in buttons she had bought off a travelling woman, Fran now took a small wooden box from which she removed a swathe of purple silk. Her large, blunt hands caressed its softness for some time. Then she opened out the silk into a square, spreading it on the table, and discovering in its centre the battered pack of tarot cards.

	In the kitchen, Jessica looked with distaste at the duck. Then took chicken nuggets and potato waffles out of the fridge and popped them under the grill. When they were golden on both sides, she removed them and took them into the room with a bottle of ketchup where Ben was watching Beverley Hills 90210. The two of them wordlessly swallowed the comforting greasiness down inside them while American teenagers agonised over their interpersonal relationships..





"Going out," called Celine Brady, opening the door.

	"Just a minute," Jacinta opened the kitchen door, rubbing damp hands on her apron, "What about your tea?"

	"I'll get something at Yvonne's."

	"What does Yvonne's mother think of that?"

	Celine shrugged.

	"What about your homework? Have you it all done?"

	"Sure."

	"Show me your journal."

	"Ah mam, I'll be late... I've done it, honestly. It was only learning."

	"I don't know," Jacinta said later to big Brendan as they ate slices of corned beef with cole slaw (on special offer at the supermarket), "I don't know what we're going to do with that girl."

	"It's just her age," Brendan replied hoping they weren't going to go through all that again.

	Celine meanwhile raced down the road, not to Yvonne's, that bitch, but to another friend altogether whose parents were visiting a sick relative for the evening and who, it turned out, had unwisely left the remaining five cans of a six�pack of lager in the fridge.

	Celine grinned as she flicked one open, passed it over to Hazel and took another for herself. Then she showed her friend what she herself had bought, a ten pound note taken out of her father's jacket pocket, hanging in the hall. 

	"Jesus, Mary and Joseph!" Hazel commented admiringly, "What if you get caught?"

	"He'd threaten to leather me. But he never does... worse luck."

	Hazel nearly choked on her drink, it dribbled down her tee�shirt, that read WHAT'S THE STORY, the name of song by a band who wanted to be more famous than the Beatles, the way the Beatles thought they were more famous than Jesus Christ.

	"So what?" Celine was asking, lighting up one of Hazel's brother's cigarettes, "A bottle of vodka? We can get one for £9.99."

	"We'd never drink a whole bottle, sure we wouldn't." Hazel was a chubby girl who liked her food and whose idea of heaven would be to curl up in front of the TV with a twelve inch pizza with double pepperoni and extra mozzarella to watch Zombie Flesh Eaters. 

	But that wasn't what Celine had in mind at all.

	"I want to get totally locked and then, 'cause I feel really horny, find something to screw." Something mean and dirty, she might have added.

	Hazel laughed nervously, hoping Celine was joking. She didn't know her very well though her mam said she was wild and would have gone spare if she'd found her in the house. But after all, the money, though robbed, was Celine's to spend how she wanted. The bit of lager, though only a couple of mouthfuls, was already fuzzing the brain of the young one, not really used to it at all.

	"They won't sell us any," knowing that even as she spoke Celine would surely have an answer.

	"See, what we do is this," the other girl said. "We go up to the off�licence and get some spa to go in and buy it for us."

	She pocketed the cigarettes, Hazel knowing that Barry would waste her when he found out. Maybe he'd think he lost them. Or smoked them already � some hope.

	"Finish your can and let's go."

	Hazel swallowed back the rest of the icy fizz water. She felt unpleasantly bloated afterwards and her stomach churned with nerves. But after all, this was really living. Wasn't it?

	"Maybe we'll get some dope later," Celine promised as they left the house.





Helen Cheevers liked to get Barbara to bed early. Why, Ted never knew because it wasn't as if they then spent what the papers called quality time together. They would generally sit staring at the television or reading, each one enclosed in a private world. Or would exchange the politenesses of strangers.

	Now Barbara was splashing in her bath, trying to swim. She loved water and often went to the pool with her school group, all of them shrieking, Helen thought, like souls in the torment of hell but seeming to enjoy it all the same. Ted would have taken her more often but was faced with the problem of the changing rooms. Barbara needed help undressing and even more drying herself afterwards but it wouldn't have been considered seemly for him to provide that help.

	Helen, now trying to soap the girl, could have mentioned why. Barbara was completely developed as a woman, with heavy, maternal breasts that Helen hoped would never be called on to suckle. Living in such an area, with such rough types, she felt it was only a matter of time before Barbara was taken advantage of unless they were ever vigilant. Dr Duffy had suggested putting her on the pill but Helen didn't like the idea � wouldn't it be a sin? � even though even Mrs McFadden had said that for once God would surely look the other way. It was another worry among so many. And Ted couldn't be relied on. Look at his behaviour today. Just thinking about it made her feel sick. Barbara yelled as Helen vigorously scrubbed her back, already bright pink from the brush. A great wave of water splashed on to the bathroom floor.

	"Look what you've done now!" Helen exclaimed, exasperated, lashing out at her daughter with the brush. Barbara let out a scream, then started to choke.

	Ted raced up the stairs and banged on the door.

	"You can't come in!" Helen screeched.

	"What's happening?"

	"Nothing. It's all right."

	But Barbara was already standing in the bath, rocking herself and whooping, Helen kneeling on the wet floor trying to grab at her slippery skin. When Ted opened the door, the cloud of hot steam almost took his breath away. The wild pink body of his daughter, ripe and womanly, her familiar face concealed by hair, the imploring prone form of the older woman was like a scene from a medieval painting. He took a towel off the rail and wrapped it around Barbara, horrified to note, first, a series of weals on her breasts, the imprint of the brush.

	"Leave her, she's still soapy," his wife cried out but he soothed the girl and led her to her room, where he helped her dry herself and climb into her nightdress.

	"Will I get you some hot chocolate?" he asked her once she was tucked up.

	"I cleaned my teeth." No food or drink after: one of Helen's rules that couldn't be broken � think of the dentist's bills, she always said,  not to mention the difficulty of keeping Barbara still and seated while the dentist probed her mouth.

	Her dear dad put his finger on his lips and went downstairs. First things first, he thought grimly.

	And really Barbara was all right. As she sipped the creamy drink and looked at him with an almost embarrassing adoration, he could see that she was all right. But he felt that something more was needed.

	"You know what, Babsie," he said to her as he kissed her blank forehead. "This week you and me will go and get you a little puppy dog."

	It was important, he thought as he hugged her now laughing body, that pots of gold should be found at the end of at least some rainbows. Then sighed at the more difficult task ahead. To talk things through with Helen, maybe even suggest the counselling she should probably have had years before. But when he went to find her, she was once more locked in silent communion with her God and would not turn to him.





It was past nine and there was still no sign of Adie. Jean felt sick in her stomach and even Black Jack was moved to growl from his armchair that he would beat the hell out of his youngest when she came back. Joseph was starting to get interested in the situation and envisaged dismembered forms lying under bushes in Eden Park, maybe not discovered for days or even weeks. He was not so thoughtless as to mention this possibility to his mother, though he whispered as much to Hughie, who immediately piped up, "Mam, Joe says Adie's probably been raped and murdered."

	Bernard,  returning torn and bitten by the sharp nails and teeth of his new girlfriend, fast reconsidering his role as Casanova and feeling slightly bewildered by the turn events had taken � it had after all been the nurse he'd lusted after, all those hours before, and certainly not Shelley, who now however apparently regarded them as almost engaged and who had planned a month's activities ahead for the two of them � was immediately sent out to search for his sister, as was a very reluctant Mark.

	"Mam, Man United's on the telly!"

	Jean commandeered twenty pence pieces from everyone and even phoned the guards, who however were reluctant to do anything except take details and promise that the squad car would keep an eye open. After all Adie had only been missing a few hours and girls would be girls.





To represent herself, Belle had selected the Queen of Cups. Highly imaginative and artistic, Fran had explained, she is loving and romantic and has an otherworldly aura. Belle recognised herself instantly. 

	"But on the negative side," added Fran, drawing deeply on her joint, "she's a dreamer who can't be trusted and can lead others to destruction in pursuit of some idle fantasy."

	That too perhaps, thought Belle, who, especially after a few drinks, had a tendency to self�denigration.

	Fran smoothed out the square of purple silk and spread the cards over it, face down. She rolled her hand over them three times in some ritualistic way. This would have looked more impressive, Belle thought, if Fran hadn't had the joint hanging from her bottom lip all the time. Then Fran gathered them up and shuffled them carefully, handing them to Belle to cut three more times. Belle passed them back and Fran started the reading, first insisting portentously that the reading would not provide hard and fast divination. That it was up to Belle to interpret the meaning according to the circumstances of her own life. That indeed she could intervene in her own fate. Then Fran placed the Queen of Cups, about to quaff from a chalice, in the centre of the square of purple silk. 

	Cheers, thought Belle. 

	The first card, which covered her and indicated the main aspect of Belle's present circumstances was the Seven of Cups reversed. Fran shook her head and muttered about self�delusion, reliance on false hopes, opportunity lost through failure to act. Belle wondered if she was being got at. The second card, indicating the best that Belle could expect at the present time was however more positive, the Queen of Coins, a lover of comfort and the good things of life, but sensible and compassionate with it. The third card, the background to the present situation, was the Eight of Swords: restriction, major difficulties, enforced isolation that can be gradually overcome by patient effort and attention to detail. (Hmm, thought Belle.) Fran commented that though the card appeared negative in meaning � and in its picture a bound woman with a tear falling from her eye was apparently about to be pierced by eight flying knives � it indicated in fact that with a little effort � and the bonds were rather loose � adversity was about to come to an end. Belle was delighted to hear it.

	The fourth card related to the past. The Five of Cups reversed. (Cups again! commented Fran significantly). This meant bad luck, worries and unexpected anxieties. So tell me something I don't know, thought Belle.

	Card five referred to the probable outcome � all things being equal, frowned Fran, draining her glass. Eight of coins. 

	"Things are certainly looking up for you," said Fran, holding out her glass for a refill. "A huge improvement in material circumstances as a result of hard work."

	Hard work, Belle sighed inwardly, pouring out drinks for the two of them.

	The last four cards were less specific and gave an outline of probable progress in the near to distant future. The first was the Four of Batons. Again a positive card, Fran said. Achievement in the realm of ideas. The next card, however, the Empress reversed and the first card of the Major Arcana to feature and therefore a strong element, signified domestic upheaval, sterility or unwanted pregnancy. 

	"Heaven forbid," smiled Belle. "Without even a tall dark stranger in sight."

	"She is also," commented Fran severely, shutting Belle up, "Kali the mother�goddess who devours her own children." 

	The eighth card was again from the Major Arcana, the unwelcome figure of Death, the Grim Reaper, wielding his scythe over bits of the bodies of king and beggarman alike. But this, as Belle already knew, wasn't a card of bad omen at all but a liberator, signifying change, the shedding of the old self to make way for something better.

	The final card fell to the floor as Fran, rather drunkenly, Belle thought, fumbled for it, so it wasn't clear whether it was the right way up or reversed. Upright would mean joy in accomplishment, justified pleasure in achievement. Reversed would signify loss, guilt, reproach for wasted opportunities. Punishment for failure. It was the card representing the Last Judgement. 





��9.15 pm � 1.00 am�PRIVATE ��



Outside the rings of cold blue light thrown by the street lamps, the darkness was as thick as paste. Heavy clouds swaddled the city though travellers on a late jet bound for another continent had pierced through them to find a bright moon beyond, plating the sky with silver. They rejoiced at their escape, the place they had left already fading from memory as they laughed and chattered and scanned the duty�free listings. Far below, though the heart beat loudly and vigorously enough, the limbs seemed anaesthetised to numbness, streets empty, windows veiled. It wasn't peace that overlaid Gomorrah Grove with silence but a kind of brooding, a kind of waiting. 

	And yet there was movement behind the apparent stillness. Little Miss McHugh, not longer terrified of the outdoors since the setting of the deadly sun, stood in her back garden and whispered for her cats, grateful to the chill breeze like an ointment on her poor lacerated skin. She looked up vainly searching the heavens for a star, any star, that she could wish on as she had done for sixty and more years, though the nature of her wishing had changed and now all she wanted was that poor Cuddles' indisposition wouldn't turn out to be the cat flu after all and that she wouldn't be taken untimely from her. At the moment of her wishing, without a star, the same Cuddles, having climbed in the crack of an open window, was depositing the headless body of a mouse on Miss McHugh's brown candlewick bedspread as an offering to her mistress. Its head had already been added to a little heap under the Cheevers' snapdragons.





Celine's friend Hazel was being pushed up against a wall by a boy of whose identity she was unsure. The hard rod in his trousers prodded at her as his hands groped for her breasts. Although woozy with drink � and Celine had indeed acquired some cheap vodka � Hazel knew she didn't want this and pushed the boy with such force that he fell back. Then she ran. The boy grabbed at her jacket and she vaguely heard a rip. Street lamps danced in her head, she could hardly keep on her feet but knew it was extremely important that she must. Celine's blank face turned to her away from whoever was buried in her neck.

	"Stay or go..." she seemed to say. Did she? Is that what she said? "I don't give a fuck."

	And soon after, when the vodka streamed almost pristine from Hazel's throat over someone's ceonothus, she muttered to herself over and over, thank God, thank God, thank God, thank god, thank God...

	While God himself sat somewhere in front of a screen, his hand poised over the button labelled "smite".





Barbara Cheevers, snuggled up and cosy under her flowery duvet, was making snoring noises like a train trying to get up a mountain, higher and higher, would she ever get to the top, get it over with. Helen on her way to and from the loo was irritated, to have to put up with this on top of everything else.

	"We'll have to get her sinuses seen to," she told Ted on re�entering the living room, where he was scanning through a paper without actually reading it, an annoying habit he had, though he claimed to be making mental notes of articles to go back and read later. Why he wasted precious money on all that newsprint in the first place she could never understand.

	"What?" he asked.

	"Barbara's sinuses.... we'll have to get something done about them."

	"Oh...yes..." Ted had actually been engrossed in an interesting piece on neo�Nazis in Germany, whose leader � beautiful blond, blue�eyed � had finally got disenchanted after his acolytes had set fire to an apartment block, burning to death a Turkish woman and her two small daughters. He would like to have shown the piece to Helen, but knew that she'd just have sniffed dismissively as always, as if nothing that ever happened in the wider world had anything to do with her.

	"Go and listen to her."

	He looked blankly at his wife, then registered what she had been saying. He got up and went out into the hall. She followed him out.

	"Hear that," she said. "And you want to get her a dog!"

	Ted didn't see the connection.

	"If she's bad now, she'll be tend times worse with all those dog hairs about the place."

	"We'll get a short�haired dog."

	"It still won't do her any good."

	"It'll do her the world of good. Anyhow, I promised."

	"She won't remember."

	"I think you'll find she will."

	This was one issue on which Ted had made up his mind. He even considered that having a dog in the house might do Helen some good, too. Might melt her frozen heart.

	"I didn't really hit her hard," she said. "She made a lot of fuss about nothing."

	Ted said nothing.

	"I won't be responsible for walking it."

	"Of course not. Barbara can do that."

	"On her own?"

	"She'll be all right."

	"In the park? You know yourself the sort that hang around there."

	"I can go with her."

	"Yes," she said, almost bitterly. The trouble was, and she'd tried to explain as much to Mrs McFadden who'd just regarded her inscrutably from behind those pebbled spectacles, she couldn't love the child. Only it was shameful to admit it in so many words. Especially when Ted seemingly had no difficulty, and even cherished his daughter more for her inadequacies. But how many times had she knelt on that scratchy nylon carpet and demanded that God explain why he hadn't taken Barbara at birth � she'd had breathing difficulties even then � taken her and spared them all this desolate life. She saw herself so easily with some perfect little boy, some Stephen or Alan. What a wonderful mother she'd have made then. Not, as she always hastened to tell God and Mrs McFadden, that she had failed in any material way towards Barbara. The girl was always fed and clothes and ministered to, as God surely knew already. At least Mrs McFadden always reassured her on that score, "No one could have done more for the child, Helen," she'd said on numerous occasions. Tonight's outburst was a very unusual phenomenon and probably her nerves were on edge because she was coming to that time of the month. That was probably it, especially as her periods had been becoming heavier and more painful recently, the effect on her mood more extreme.

	They went back into the living�room and Helen resumed watching a rural soap opera in which everyone knew that the handsome middle�aged lawyer was having an affair with a young one, everyone except his wife, though she was beginning to suspect the truth. Ted finished the article on neo�Nazis and then turned the pages of the paper mechanically, reading a sentence here and there, half�seeing, half�thinking.





Caroline Mooney replaced the telephone receiver thoughtfully. Jimmy, who had overheard one side of the conversation while pretending to be absorbed in the TV, looked up.

	"That was mother," Caroline said redundantly. "She's terribly upset."

	"How come?"

	"Apparently she called round this afternoon and rang the door bell for ages and got no answer. It must have been when we...." she flushed a little, "when we were in bed."

	"That time I went down?" he asked innocently. "I didn't see anyone. Maybe she was looking round the back just at that moment. Anyway, I thought she was going to Margaret and Dermot's today."

	"She did, only Dermot started winding her up about something or other � women priests or married bishops or something � and eventually she stormed out. She came here for some sympathy and we didn't answer. Now she thinks none of us care about her."

	Too right, thought Jimmy.

	"She has such high principles," sighed Caroline.

	"Just as well she didn't catch us doing it then, isn't it."

	Caroline giggled then said it wasn't funny really.

	"She got thoroughly chilled standing out there because at first she thought we must be in and then she thought that if we'd popped out it wouldn't be for long because the car was there and then she said that when she finally went home, she was phoning and phoning but the phone was always engaged. So then she got really worried and thought something terrible had happened." Caroline diplomatically didn't elaborate. Her mother had surmised that Jimmy had murdered Caroline and the baby and then, in a fit of remorse, committed suicide, like that case on the news the other week. "She was just about to call the guards, if I hadn't answered. I said we were all fast asleep after a hard night. With Aisling, I meant. It was the first thing I could think of."

	She looked up then, timidly, and caught Jimmy's eye. He was almost choking with laughter. Caroline burst out laughing too and went over and gave him a big hug. Hardly knowing why.





It was only when a distraught Jean Moran called to the door asking for Adie that Belle realised she should have eaten something before drinking all that gin, smoking all those joints. Frances was snoring on the couch so audibly that Jean must have heard her. Maybe she would think Belle had a man in there. If only, Belle wished, her loins convulsing in need.  But she had to concentrate on Jean. What she was saying. Something about Adie. Jess came out in her nightdress, looking sensible though she and Ben were still up watching Voodoo Goddess, and the explorer had just had his heart ripped out and it was still beating in the palm of the goddess's hand.

	Jess said Adie and Mona had gone off together but only Mona had come back to get Richie ages and ages ago. And that Adie had been over even earlier to borrow the bible. 

	"My bible?" asked Belle, when in fact it belonged to her husband and traced his family back five generations.

	"Why?" asked Jean.

"Because of the ending of the world," Jess replied solemnly. "It's today."





Bernard and Mark had been sent out to the park with torches to search for what? For Joseph's dream come true that was beginning to fill even that hardened witness of life's perversities with a sort of sinking dread. Not that Bernard or Mark shared their brother's sense of doom or really expected to find their sister in any state anywhere they looked. 

	"She'll turn up with a good excuse," grumbled Mark, "after we've caught our deaths."

	Bernard tended to think the same but felt he owed it to his mam to look anyway, directing the torch into bushes that reflected back shining eyes, rustles and squeals.

	It was amazing, thought Bernard a little later, that an apparently empty expanse of herbiage could contain so much animal life and he didn't just mean rats and mice and beetles. For he and Mark were causing general consternation among the glue sniffers and gropers, the cider and vodka drinkers, the pushers and the pullers.

	"We'll be lucky if we don't get murdered ourselves," Mark grumbled, calling "Adie, Adie!" to cover himself.

	As for Bernard, he was impressed � not with the drinkers or the druggies who were out of it anyway � but with the stamina of those once upon a time referred to as courting couples, baring their bits to the elements, raw and primitive. Not to mention uncomfortable, the earth being hard and cold as iron. 

	Having explored the park as best they could, the brothers then made their way down to the beach where the wind whipped into them with tips of icy spray off the pounding breakers and where no sensible human would linger. Out of the darkness a torch picked up a distant huddled form and their hearts jumped as they raced to look. But it was only a dead sheep pushed and shoved by the sea to this unlikely beach. At the sight of its gutted swollen form Mark retched and Bernard was touched by desolation and disgust at an unexpected and inappropriate memory of Shelley and himself grinding into each other all afternoon. He suddenly for some reason promised himself that he wouldn't, even despite the smart fast red car, the sex on tap, see the girl again. Whether or not he found his sister.

	"Adie!" he called hopelessly into the wind.





The faintest echo of his voice reached across the dunes to where Neillie Kearney lay cushioned from the wintry blast with a bottle of the rotgut whiskey he'd been able to buy with the money from the charity box. He didn't know whether the numbness in his legs was the result of drink or of cold. He no longer cared. With only a distant interest, he simply felt it creeping up him, up his feet and calves, his thighs, his crotch � his willy was shrunk almost outside in � up his belly, into his lungs painful with inhaled sand and spray, almost to his heart. 

	What was the sudden wailing cry? A gull? His wife Marion calling him back? Back to the hopelessness of his life. He'd actually robbed the poor box to buy his drink � what a worthless bastard he truly was � and in recognition of the fact raised the bottle and drained more of the caustic liquid inside himself. But it was nearly gone. What would he do then? If it hadn't reached his heart by then. What would he do?





"Terrible worrying about Adie, isn't it?" Bridget Blood said to her lump of a husband, as he scowled at the TV. If he was any sort of a man he'd be out looking too, she thought.

	Ollie still burned with thwarted sexual energy. He'd like, he was thinking, to give that woman detective one right in her glossy pussy. Maybe he'd get round Bridget later. At least she was talking to him again. What was she saying?

	"Yeah," he agreed. "Terrible."

	Upstairs Mona stared despairingly at her project that would never never be finished. She thought of Adie and the moving statue in the garden. She wouldn't tell just yet. Maybe Adie was round at Emma Cleary's (the bitch) watching a video, losing track of time. It was after all only eleven. Early really. No need to make more grief for herself than necessary. With any luck her mam didn't ever need to know that she had dumped Richie for the afternoon: he hadn't told after Mona threatened that he'd be dead for ruining his new runners.

	The coasline is very good for fishing, wrote Mona with an effort and a fountain pen that kept blotching, with shelltred harbers and very deep water. Howandever there is a lot of overfishing as well as polution and unless the problem are dealed with the future looks grime.

	It had been a shock to see the apparition in the garden but Mona didn't really believe in ghosts or witches or any of that stuff. Not really. Her two little feet were in fact quite firmly fixed on the ground. Maybe the old woman had arrested Adie for trespassing. That was more like it. Adie in prison not able to call her attorney because the old woman had the guards wrapped round her tiny finger and had forbidden it.

	The most important seafish and shellfish are cod herring place mackral, whiting, prowns and other shellfish. Then she doodled some mutant fish with bulbous eyes and sharp teeth and coloured them red and orange.

	It was impossible to concentrate. Mona thought she might get her mam to write another note stating that Mona had been unable to complete her projects because her best friend had gone missing, but then, thinking it through, that would expose the fact that she had left it all till the very last minute. 

	Soner or echo sounder is only one of the names given to MODERN FISING EQUIPMENT. The soner traces sholes of fish very clearly the radar can see thrugh mist and darkness and the compas shows the dircetion.

	She put on her new CD and turned it up really loud. Andrew, in the next room, moved in his sleep, unaware that he possessed the key to the solution of a mystery.

	"We'll crucify the insincere

	Tonight...tonight...."  she sang along with the band.

	Mona's mam yelled up the stairs after Ollie had started swearing he'd smash them smashing pumpkins all right. Mona grinned. The world was as usual. Still turning. Nothing really terrible could happen, could it?





Mickser stared down at the dogs. He couldn't believe it. Sometime in the evening while he was out cold Sheba had started having her pups � five of them � and now all but one lay dead, killed and half eaten by Rocky, at last apparently replete and dozing while the mother stood whimpering and licking their poor little corpses. Mickser tied up the two younger dogs in one corner and then gently picked up the surviving pup � a bitch � feeling Rocky's glance follow him through the slits of glinting eyes � and carried it through to the kitchen, letting Sheba come after him, agitated. He made a nest under the table with a blanket and settled mother and offspring there, Sheba touching the little blind creature with her nose. Then he went back out to the dogs with the raw lights he was to cook for the morning. And a black plastic bag. And a hammer. And as Rocky, still starving after all, started guzzling the food, Mickser carefully and with all his weight brought the heavy implement crashing down on the middle of the dog's skull.





An almighty row had broken out at the Bradys'. The residents of Gomorrah Grove, even Jean Moran who had enough to think about, came to their doors to see what was happening. Some even displayed a blatantly gleeful interest, the more so because Jacinta had rubbed most of them up the wrong way at some time or another. 

	What had happened was this. Celine Brady, having suddenly had enough of the boy outside the pub, had decided to go home early. Staggering with the drink, her make�up smudged over her face, her blouse open, her skirt soiled. And met her mother in the hall. Who totally freaked out, screaming at her daughter that she was a slag, no better than a knacker, to get out, get out, get out, hitting her with her hands, tearing at her face.  Michelle, who had been watching a weepy � Susan Sarandon's son was dying of a disease that had no cure � came to the living�room door to watch for a moment then ran out to the tool shed to get her father. Young Brendan, officially in bed but still playing on his computer stood at the top of the stairs in his pyjamas. This was better than TV, he reckoned. Or even maybe Terminator.

	Now Celine, who had at first taken the blows, started retaliating, lunging at her mother, knocking Jacinta's spectacles off her face and pulling at the short, hard hair. Jacinta scraped her daughter's face, leaving a long red scratch on one cheek. Celine kicked sharply at her mother's shin and tried to get a hold on her armoured breasts.

	"I'll poke out your fucking spying eyes," she hissed.

	Big Brendan raced up then and pulled them apart.

	"You little bitch!" he yelled at his daughter

	"Born of bigger bitch!" she screeched back. "She started it. Fat ugly cunt!"

	He hit her then sharply across the face, causing her to stumble backwards and crash against the glass door with her head and fall to the floor. She stayed motionless for a few moments, eyes closed, milking it. There was a shocked silence as everyone peered at her. Then Celine, peeping out and seeing her family frozen around her, started to laugh. How she laughed and laughed as she crawled up off the floor again.

	"Get out!" yelled Jacinta. "Go away. Don't come back."

	Celine, still screaming with merriment, turned to leave, first extending her middle finger in an obscene gesture. Then slamming the door behind her, that same glass door that perhaps had already been weakened when she had fallen against it. In any case her leaving gave the spectators a stunning finale as the glass exploded behind her into a thousand tiny gleaming shards and the frame fixed the remaining Bradys in a snapshot instant of shock.

	Marion Kearney watched the proceedings with mixed feelings. As one who had fallen out with Jacinta she should have been pleased at seeing the high and mighty brought low. But a word she had recently encountered nibbled at her consciousness. "Dysfunctional" � that's what the Bradys were � a dysfunctional family. It wasn't pleasant to witness especially as she thought uncomfortably there but for the grace of God go I, or might well go in the years ahead. All she could do, she thought, watching Celine attempt to walk with dignity away from it all � and she'd always felt sorry for the demonised little thing, never as pretty as her sister, never the boy that was the rotten apple of his mother's blinder eye � all she herself could do would be to cushion her babies in unconditional love and hope that would be enough. As for Neillie, wouldn't she have to give up on him, hadn't he already sunk too low for redemption? And where was he, now the pubs had shut? Where in God's name was he?

	Jean also turned away with sorrow, ashamed to witness the public humiliation of Jacinta. How, she wondered, could the woman ever face the street again, not able to comprehend that her neighbour had the hide of a rhinoceros, that finer feelings were something tuned out of her, that her short-sightedness wasn't merely a physical condition. And turning, Jean suddenly saw Ted Cheevers at his gate looking not at the Brady's but at her. On impulse she ran over to him.

	"What a spectacle!" he commented, wondering at her agitation.

	"You haven't seen Adie, have you?" she asked in a rush. "She's not back."

	"Not back from where?"

	"I don't know," suddenly she was crying, "I don't know. She went out in the afternoon with Mona and..."

	"Is Mona back?" How he wanted to hug her, to comfort her.

	"Yes, hours ago."

	"So where were they?"

	She lifted her face to his then. "I don't know. Out and about."

	"I'll ask her if you like."

	"I already asked."

	"I'll ask again."

	Decisive, Jean thought. Not like Black Jack, slumped almost unconscious in front of the TV, not imagining anything bad could happen despite the daily news of young girls abducted, raped and murdered, not even considering supporting his wife, however irrational he considered her fears. Ted was already loping up the street, an unlikely knight gallantly serving his lady. She almost giggled at the thought. And suddenly felt that with him on her side everything would be all right.





Even going by experience Belle had to admit that the young man who drove up to take Frances home was the most beautiful her friend had ever sported. And French, to boot. With the most darling curls. Belle wished she was more sober. More in control. She heard herself laughing too much, too loudly as he told her something about an exploding door. Probably some untranslatable French expression. No, he replied in answer to her offer, he wouldn't take a drink because he was driving. But he would have a coffee. Certainly. And so would Frances; he spoke for her, having no doubt decided the better option would be to sober her up rather than try and carry her � twice his size � out to the car.

	So there was Belle in the kitchen trying to remember how to make coffee, assembling with difficulty three mugs, milk, sugar � biscuits might be nice � trying to avoid looking at the duck until, overcome with revulsion, she grabbed it just as Jean�José came into the kitchen to help.

	She waved the bird at him merrily.

	"Fancy a midnight feast?" she asked as he looked at her puzzled.

	"No thank you," he spoke carefully. "Only the coffee."

	"Well then," she replied and flung the bird in the bin.

	The boy's face � and he was a boy, twenty�five at most � was inscrutable as he followed the last flight of the fowl with his eyes. Forgetting to wash her hands, Belle took three coffee bags from the pack and put them in the cups � "So convenient," she gave an unnatural squeak of mirth, "real coffee instantly!"  Then grabbed the kettle with her sticky hand and splashed water over the bags and the biscuits.

	"Let me," he said, lifting the tray.

	He was so beautiful, she thought, watching him sway away. She'd put him in her book for sure.





Mona didn't see why she should talk to Ted Cheevers of all people. The dope's da. She was sulky in the kitchen where Bridget put them, hovering herself, even though she was dying to know how the film ended, had Jeff Bridges murdered his wife or what.

	But Ted was very kind. He didn't badger the girl and when Bridget finally decided it was safe to leave him alone with her while she just popped in to find out whether or which, Mona opened up to him and told him everything, even about leaving Richie with Jess and Ben, about  trespassing on the hill, about the scene by the fountain, even though it sounded stupid about the end of the world. But he didn't laugh. He took her seriously.

	"So you last saw Adie in the late afternoon with this old lady." Ted knew about Mrs Tolly by reputation at least, and had see the grey Volvo streaking down the hill on many occasions.

	"Well, if it really was a real person," Mona replied big�eyed. "It was ever so spooky. At the time, like."" The little girl charming the big man with her innocence, Ted thought amused. Where had she picked it up? She looked like that one, Winona Ryder.

	"Why didn't you mention this before?"

	"I thought she'd turn up. Adie would."  

	And didn't want to get into trouble, Ted thought, naturally enough.

	"You don't think... She will turn up, won't she?" The girl wasn't acting now. She looked truly upset.

	"I expect so. Oh yes," wishing he felt more optimistic. Seven hours.

	He tapped on the door on his way out and waved in cheerily at Bridget and Ollie. She smiled vaguely and the husband scowled.

	"Any joy out of her?" asked Bridget, one eye still on the film. Glen Close was in bed. Waiting. With a gun.

	"She remembered something that might help... I'd say it'll be all right."

	But there was no answer from the Tolly stronghold when he phoned, though he let it ring and ring. He knew this was strange since the old woman had the reputation for seldom going out. And felt another faint misgiving. 

	"I'll drive up," he said to Jean. "Do you want to come too?"

	"Of course," she replied, and sat in beside him, watched bleakly through the curtains of a darkened front room by Helen Cheevers, who had dully tried to tell her husband that it was none of their business, that Jean had a husband herself in case Ted had forgotten. Then Ted was able to take the moral high ground, for once, and reply what were neighbours for, only to be neighbourly, surely it was the Christian thing to do, didn't Jack Moran have a heart condition and no car. So all Helen could do was watch her husband and another woman � ten years older than herself, plain and worn, mother of eleven, but nevertheless another woman � climb with a soft exchange of smiles into their old car and drive off together into the night, while she imagined their conversation and dug her nails into the palms of her empty hands.

	"I've decided to get Barbara a dog," were Ted's first words that his wife would never have anticipated. He had decided a neutral topic was preferable for many reasons.

	"I'm so glad," Jean smiled and it was evident that she was. "So Helen's come round."

	Ted said nothing to that but seemed to concentrate on the road, the dangerous junction with Babylon Avenue. The route up Paradise Hill was much longer by road than by the footpath, and the traffic, most of it heading north, swept by at high speed. He commented on this as they waited for a space. It was safer.  He wouldn't make Jean a party to his marital difficulties. That would be taking advantage. And so the two of them, neither speaking much, both however filled in this moment with an overflowing joy, took the dark winding turn up the hill and left behind them the pallid lights that mapped out their ordinary lives.





Mickser, hammer still in hand, bone and brain on its head, had witnessed the Bradys' row from the darkness of his alleyway. Had seen Celine emerging as if through an aureole of shattered glass and walk away from her home. Which of her friends would she go to? he wondered. Who would take her in? She turned after a hesitation in at the gate of the strange young man who lived by himself. Did she know him? Mickser wondered. And if so, jealously, how well? Instead of knocking at the door of the house which was anyway entirely in darkness, she went round the side. This suggested either close acquaintance or furtiveness. Mickser waited and watched. No lights came on. No doors opened into the resumed stillness of the night. After a moment he followed her, up the path, round the side, into the overgrown garden with its deep shadows under unpruned trees. Then he stood and listened.

	She saw him before he saw her. He, like some anachronism, large and primitive against the thinner darkness, holding what in his hand, a weapon, a club? � all the better to kill you with.

	She held her breath, then thought better of it and made a noise so that he would find her, a sob that in any case she had been holding in too tight so that it burst out of her. 

	He turned and stared, finding her at last with his eyes, there under a pine tree where the ground was aromatic from the rain.

	"Are you all right?" he asked softly. Not come to harm her then. Far from it perhaps.

	She looked nevertheless at the hammer.

	"I killed me dog," he said and flung the hammer away, "He ate the pups so I killed him."

	That was reasonable, she supposed. That's no more than a parent deserves who hurts its children.   

	Mickser sat down next to her and touched her wet face with the same hand. No one else had found her crying, no one ever, not since she was a baby. Not that she'd ever cried much but never before with someone there beside her.  And she bit gently into the fat pad under his thumb and then harder � make him cry too, at least with pain � and he held her tight as she bit and then she sobbed silently against his big body. For a long long time they lay like that together and he would have been happy to lie like that forever only his dick got other ideas. And he was sorry for that because now she would think he was like all the rest, only she seemed glad and pulled him to her like she was drowning and he was the only thing keeping her afloat. And he tried to be kind and gentle but after all it was his first time and he was crazy about her. Crazy, that was it, and she was the gentle one, showing him how and climbing on top of him and then moving faster and faster until he didn't know where he was or who he was or even cared, only that this was the greatest thing that had ever happened to him, much better than getting drunk, and he couldn't hold back and he burst up into her heaven like a great firework and she was laughing too then and said he'd have to marry her because he'd certainly just given her a baby and how she'd love to see Michelle's face when the bridesmaid turned up five months gone and the lilac dress would have to be altered and Mickser said all he wanted was to marry her and have her make his babies and that she could move in right away and she said he'd be arrested because she was still under age though not for much longer and he said when and she said March but that they could go to Turkey and be married straight away if they became Muslims like that girl on TV and he said let's do it and she laughed and cried and laughed some more and Mickser knew it would be all right. Everything would be perfect.





Joseph sat watching TV with a great big grin on his face. It was starting to annoy his da.

	"What you got to laugh about?" Black Jack finally asked his son.

	"Nothin," Joe replied, but still grinning.

	"Wipe that smile off yer face till we find what happened to yer sister," Black Jack ordered and Joseph immediately complied. Every so often however, glancing at the youth, Black Jack observed a smirk hovering round his lips. It was enough to send his blood pressure soaring.

	"I've had enough. Get the fuck up to bed."

	"Wha'?"

	"You heard."

	"Ah da, it's only half eleven," Joseph protested, the smile completely gone from his face. "I'm watching the film."

	"Get the fuck out," growled Black Jack and finally, cursing, his son shuffled off.

	"What's that about?" Hughie, already in bed, asked him.

	"Didn't like me smiling. I'm not allowed smile any more, I suppose."

	"He's worried about Adie."

	"Him!"

	"Anyway, why were you smiling?" Hughie asked.

	"Just thought of something funny."

	"What?"

	"I dunno. I forget."

	But Joseph, splashing Clearasil lotion on his face, found himself grinning again. He'd actually have liked to tell Hughie, for once, but thought it would sound stupid. When Adie had gone missing and when Joseph decided he didn't really want to learn that she'd been horribly murdered, being his sister and all, he'd gone in search of the voodoo head, as he thought of it, that had mysteriously appeared on the couch. Not that he was superstitious or anything. Far from it. He just thought it was a horrible thing to have lying about the place. So he took it and crept out, having decided whom he wanted to inflict grief on, and chucked it into the Bradys front garden, just under one of her sacred hydrangeas that she always accused them of trying to break with their footballs, when her own little darling inflicted much worse on the gardens and property of his neighbours. Joseph threw the voodoo head in so that it rolled right in under the bushes and then made off. And the next thing, almost immediately, was the row with Celine and the wonderful moment when the door disintegrated. Joseph wasn't superstitious, oh no. But you had to wonder. And to laugh.





It was Bernard who spotted the prone form among the dunes. Not another sheep, he hoped, though that would of course be better than finding his sister. Realising as he approached that clearly it was too big for Adie. What then? Or rather, who? He yelled to Mark as soon as he ascertained it was human, his cry torn and strangled on the wind so that Mark, some fifty yards away, discerned panic in the sound and almost wrecked his ankle stumbling at speed to the place.

	Neillie Kearney was very very cold. Mark would have said dead but Bernard said no, just suffering from exposure, all his natural functions slowed right down, breathing, heartbeat. The two of them tried to lift the man but it was hopeless. He was big anyway and a dead weight. Mark, despite his throbbing ankle, elected to run for help. He didn't fancy sitting here with what he still suspected was a corpse. He left his coat, since he'd be running, and Bernard tried to make a blanket for the man with it. Finally, once his brother had disappeared into the night, the spot of his torch dancing like a firefly even after the figure holding it was no longer discernible, he climbed in under the coat with Neillie and tried to chafe his limbs and rub his heart, straining to remember basic techniques from his days with the boy scouts. He switched off his own torch. No need to waste the battery and it'd be needed to signal later. Darkness descended � itself like a blanket for a moment and then gradually diffused into the thicker and thinner blacks of the night. After a while, Bernard could even make out the forms of the clouds, scudding across the sky, across the crouching beast that was Paradise Hill.





No one answered the doorbell of Mrs Tolly's house � (House! thought Jean Moran. More like a castle) � even though there were lights dimly visible through the chinks of thick curtains. Even though they'd been ringing and hammering for ten minutes.

	"What do we do now?" Jean asked Ted.

	He was at a loss, though unwilling to admit it. She seemed to think he had the answers and he didn't want to disappoint her.

	"There's a car coming," he said suddenly, spotting the lights over her shoulder like the eyes of some animal approaching through the trees of the drive.

	The chauffeur, unfulfilled, over the limit and aggressive as a result, was unimpressed to find them on the doorstep and clearly found their story unconvincing. 

	"Wait here," he ordered them, even though Jean, who hadn't put on a coat, was shivering. Ted put his arm around her and after a second she allowed herself be pulled against him, tweedy�smelling, clean�smelling.

	When the chauffeur returned he had what almost looked like a grin on his stony face.

	"Come here," he said. "Quietly."

	They walked wonderingly through the marble hall with its elaborate stucco ceiling, along a picture�lined corridor into a room where a large open fire had died to a cosy glow and where soft lights soothed. Side by side on a couch Mrs Tolly and Adie, snuggled together, slept soundly, Mrs Tolly snoring lightly.

	"Babes in the Wood," grinned the chauffeur. "Babes in the fuckin wood."

	Jean was already gently shaking Adie's shoulder until the child, confused with dreams, opened her eyes.

	"Mam," she said.

	Then Mrs Tolly � who claimed she never slept, as the chauffeur recalled only too well � also woke up, annoyed to be caught at such a disadvantage. Soon, as she came to herself, and finding Jean enunciating her worries to her daughter,  realising that for once she was rather in the wrong.

	"Your daughter phoned down, as I understood," she tried to stand on her dignity.

	"Not to me," said Jean.

	Everyone looked at Adie. 

	"The phone was engaged," she lied lightly, "so I called Mona."

	"She didn't know where you were," Ted said.

	"No, 'cause she wasn't there. I left a message with Andrew."

	"Ah!"

	Jean had burst into tears.

	"I'm all right," said Adie remorsefully.

	"I know, I know, but I was so worried." She took the clean tissue Ted offered her and wiped her face and blew her nose.

	"Well, I'm very sorry," Mrs Tolly conceded, her tone almost belying her words, "but I sincerely thought Adie had let you know where she was. Admittedly," and now she really did sound repentant, "we shouldn't have let it go so late. I was waiting for Raymond here," they all looked at the chauffeur who, it seemed was where the buck was ultimately to stop, "to run your daughter home. I had no idea he would be so late."

	The chauffeur shrugged. It was his day off. He would have been entitled to come home at seven in the morning if he wished, if one of those nice young men had wished. But let the old girl think she ruled the roost if it gave her pleasure. He didn't give a shite.

	Adie, regarding the burly and muscular chauffeur � he worked out when he could � suddenly let out a yelp of laughter, making everyone jump. She had just remembered the inflated man on the bed.

	"Sorry!" she said, unable to think of an explanation.

	"Anyway," Mrs Tolly went on, "I'm very grateful to your daughter" (nodding both to Jean and to Ted) "for looking after me when I had a funny turn in the garden and keeping me company here tonight. I can't tell you how much I appreciated it. You have a very dear child. A very special child."

	So what, Ted thought, though tickled to be taken for Adie's dad, was so special about her trespassing on the holy ground. On another occasion Mrs Tolly might have set dogs on the girls.

	"Would you like... er... a cup of tea... something stronger, maybe?" Mrs Tolly wasn't used to unexpected guests. Especially with her housekeeper away. "I think there's some sherry.."

	"No, thank you," Jean said. "We must be getting Adie home. She has school in the morning."

	"School! Oh dear me. Oh, I'm so sorry. It's so late."

	"No, no. Never mind. It was just a misunderstanding." Jean was embarrassed to be the recipient of apologies from such a formidable, such a rich old lady.

	"I wonder," Mrs Tolly said, seeing them to the door, "if Adie would like to come up here again some time. If you" (again nodding at Ted as well as at Jean) "would let her. As long as you knew where she was. She could even bring her little friend."

	So that was it. The old lady was aching with loneliness. Up here behind all her fortifications. On impulse Jean bent and kissed the downy cheek, so short of kisses after all.

	"If Adie would like to come," and Adie nodded vigorously � what a feather in her cap! And Mona along to witness it � "I'd have no objection. Of course not."

	Driving away at last, Adie waving madly though hardly visibly from the back seat of Ted's car, they could see the old lady, tiny to start with shrink down to a point of blackness against the bright light of the hall, before they turned down the drive, down down the hill again. Back home.

	"She thought you were my dad," Adie laughed merrily.

	"Yes," replied Ted and, glancing across at Jean, saw that she was staring straight ahead, into the darkness.





"No!" screamed Marion when Mark called to her door to inform her that Bernard and himself had found Neillie on the beach. He stuttered so, was so incoherent, that at first she thought Neillie was dead.

	It hadn't crossed Mark's mind to tell her at all but Martina, of all people, insisted that he should � making him almost wish he'd stayed on the beach as the easier option � and adding to be sure to let her know that she herself would mind the children if Marion wanted to go with the ambulance.

	"Why don't you tell her the whole thing?" Mark had complained.

	"Because you found him. You were there." And that was incontrovertible.

	Now Marion was throwing on a coat and being reassured by Martina that the kids would be grand for as long as it took, that sure everything would be grand, while all the time Marion felt sick with dread that it was too late, too late for anything to be grand ever again.

	It seemed to take forever for the ambulance to arrive so that Marion was all for running down to the beach without waiting but Martina said, very kindly, don't be silly, you wouldn't get there sooner, you'd never find the place, what would you be doing there only getting more upset? Flighty Martina not even realising how she was drawing on previously untapped resources of sense and sympathy. Inherited from where? From her mother? From some deeper instinct?

	Mark meanwhile paced up and down the street, watching out, waving his arms madly as the ambulance swerved into the Grove, the paramedics unwilling to take both Mark and Marion to the place, trying to persuade her to stay home but Mark said he could walk back after, so there would be room, so they didn't delay any longer arguing.

	Bernard heard the vehicle before he saw it, himself already almost frozen even in the shelter of the dunes, half covered by now with sand, since that seemed to be the best protection. Neillie was hardly breathing but at least he hadn't quite stopped and wasn't as icy as before. First securing his charge under all the coats, Bernard leapt up at the sight of the bobbing lights and waved his torch in a crazy signal, looking in the distance, as Mark said afterwards, like Tinkerbell on Ecstasy.

	Marion whispered prayers under her breath and jumped out first when the ambulance stopped. She was covering her husband's face with kisses and calling his name while the paramedics tried to pull her off.

	"We have to treat him," one said gently, giving her into Mark's care, as if he knew what to do with her. Bernard, teeth chattering, was more use. He took her hand and told her that Neillie was all right, would be all right, not mentioning the bottle of whiskey he had flung off into the darkness, though he'd muttered as much to the paramedics, so that they would know their man had drunk maybe a whole bottle.

	"I love him so much," Marion wept, believing it at that moment to be the truth and maybe after all, after all it was.

	"He's so depressed at not working, he thinks he's let us all down, that's why he drinks, that's why he has no self�respect, that's why he..." robbed the poor box she almost said but held back. No need to bare all.

	In the end everyone except Mark was taken off in the ambulance, the paramedics deciding that Bernard should be looked at, too. They were grave about Neillie's condition but seemed to think, or at least told Marion, that his life wasn't at risk.

	Mark, watching them all bouncing off, leaving him bereft and cold, could only shout, "Shit! Shit!", into the wind, as reluctant a good Samaritan as could be found on a benighted beach.  





Midnight. Adie peered at Ted's car clock.

	"Is that the right time?" she asked him.

	"Indeed it is."

	"Way past your bedtime," Jean said, not really cross. Almost happy.

	Midnight and the angel of death, who had been hovering all day, who had toyed with their lives, finally passed over. The Polish nun, for whom it was already tomorrow, shuddered and prayed on. The message was true, only the interpretation had been flawed.

	And yet and yet, as Ted and Jean turned into the estate, they were flagged down by an ambulance, not the one rushing Neillie and Bernard to hospital, but another summoned even more recently.

	"We're looking for Gomorrah Grove," the ambulance man told them. 

	"Follow us," Ted said, "We're going there."

	"Cheers," the driver said, "This place is like the bleedin Bermuda triangle."

	"What's happened?" Jean asked.

	"Young fella found dead, seemingly," the man replied.

	This was it, then, after all, thought Jean. 

	The oil stove in the coal shed, sucking up all the oxygen, she'd warned him about it before. Or maybe he'd fallen asleep with a cigarette in his hand, as he'd done before, only this time the conflagration was taking hold. Without her there to notice. Or maybe his heart just gave out, inheriting the condition from Black Jack. It could happen, even with young men.

	"Who can it be?" Ted asked, then bit his lip. Young fella � Jean had a tribe of them. But there were lots of young fellas, from twelve to thirty, loitering on the corners, spitting as you passed, no need to think the worst, though mothers always did.

	"Probably Deco. I hope," Adie's little voice came from the back seat.

	"No," said Jean. "Don't say it." So that was what she thought.

	But it wasn't their house where the small crowd gathered though it looked that way at first. Not the Morans. Not the O'Connors or the Bradys. Not the Bloods. It was the house of the solitary young man, whose name few even knew. He'd been sitting there all day peacefully staring at the excruciating wallpaper until the dusk had mercifully hidden it from his wide�open eyes. Then Celine and Mickser, intrigued to find the back door swinging open, had investigated, calling "hello, hello, is anyone there?" in case the young man, whom everyone said was very strange, should think they were breaking in. And switching on the lights at last to see if there had been anyone ahead of them, thief or murderer, and finding your man at last with a bottle of brandy and a bottle of pills, both empty, beside him.

	And Celine had screamed and, screaming, ran into the street and people had come out of their houses again, wondering what is it this time and seeing Mickser and thinking perhaps he had tried to rape her but then rethinking it couldn't be that. Not Celine Brady, the bicycle. Ollie Blood had even remarked that maybe she'd tried to rape Mickser and he'd refused and Bridget had been about to laugh out loud. But by then Mickser had shouted that there was a dead man in the house and he had to call the guards, and someone said under his breath that that was the first time in living memory that an O'Connor had called the guards and not the other way round. And the guards came and the ambulance came and behind them all Ted Cheevers with Jean and Adie Moran, looking grand, so at least that had worked out all right, even though poor Jean was as white as a sheet.

	And finally the young man whom no one knew was taken away, though a guard stayed on at the house to look around, and everyone drifted in to bed after exchanging views on this and that, wasn't it great that Adie was OK and wasn't it a terrible thing about Neillie Kearney, dead drunk on the beach and nearly froze to death, it's his poor wife I'm sorry for, but please God he'll be all right which is more than can be said for your man, whatever his name was, still I always thought there was something peculiar about him. And Jean said goodnight to Ted and thanked him for all he'd done and brushed his fingers with her fingers, which would have to do for the two of them. And Adie was soon tucked up in bed on her own for once as Martina was to stay over in the Kearneys' minding Anthony and Rebecca. And Black Jack had fallen asleep in front of the TV, missing the excitement as well as his daughter's safe return, and Jean sat in the kitchen for a while with a cup of tea, smoking one cigarette after the other until Bernard came home in a taxi from the hospital and saw she was all in and helped her with Black Jack and made her go to bed and then she called him back to tell him about the young man because she had already forgotten, having been thinking of something else entirely. And Bernard said that statistics showed the rising incidence of suicides among young men but that, as for himself, he'd never take that way out. Over the road, in the darkness of his dear daughter Babsie's room, Ted Cheevers stood and stared at her for ages, listening to her light snores. Finally he picked up one of her teddies and tucked it in beside her and smoothed her forehead with his hand, at last, reluctantly, going to his own bed, his side as ever cold. And Ollie Blood finally got inside his wife's knickers, so one of them at least was satisfied. But Brendan Brady didn't get inside his wife, who wore no knickers in bed but only a peach satin negligée that seemed to promise so much and despite the fact that he'd worked so hard to fix the door. Still, she was upset and who wouldn't be. You'd think she'd like some comfort but she turned away as if � and he often felt this these days � she somehow considered him to blame: for where they lived, how they lived, for giving her an ungrateful daughter. As for Celine herself, after providing a toned down statement to the guards, who however took one look at her and knew what she'd been up to, she stayed with Mickser, she'd be damned if she'd go back to that house, now temporarily boarded up at the front anyway and looking, she was delighted to see, like a right kip. And for the first time ever, though maybe not the last, Mickser O'Connor felt the fearful pleasure of a warm, naked woman next to him all night and thought to himself it was a day and a half, wasn't it. And half asleep Caroline Mooney, hair down her naked shoulders, looking more than ever like a renaissance Madonna nursed hungry baby Aisling at her breast. Then baby snoozed off and Caroline slept and Jimmy dead to the world threw a protective arm over the two of them. And Belle lay for a while  planning all sorts of adventures for Poppy and deciding that at long last she was on to a winner, if she could only remember all of it the next day and almost thought of stretching out an arm for the notebook that lay by the bed but between the thinking and the doing sank down into a bottomless pit filled with stars. And poor little Miss McHugh slept virtuously with her beloved cats while Connie, spritely again, raced around the cornfields of his boyhood. While up on the hill, Mrs Tolly lay alone in her icily starched sheets, as she had done for forty years, staring out of the window at the scudding clouds until the new dawn started to come up and soothed her to sleep. As it did all the others that snored, and shifted, even Marion Kearney, dozing at last in hospital beside her husband that was wired up to all sorts of contraptions. 

	Only  Adie before succumbing � and remember she'd slept already and so wasn't all that terribly tired � thought about the day and wondered at it and reckoned that like the card of death in the tarot pack last didn't necessarily have to mean end. That it could also mean a new beginning. This is the first day of the rest of your life. That was the last day of the past of your life. It could also mean of course that the Polish nun was utterly and totally wrong but Adie, yawning loudly with no one there to complain if she did, wasn't about to go as far as that.

	And shuffling the quadrillion kilometres he was to tread before reaching Paradise, Deco Moran, without a thought in his head except how he only had two smokes to last until morning and how it was too late to bum any off anyone, suddenly spotted the guard next door locking up and got one off him so that made three, talk about a stroke of luck, found the old dog warming his bed and climbed in beside her to fall instantly into a sleep with no dreams.

	And the guard drove off and the street was silent at last, all eyes closed.

	Only the unknown young man in the morgue stared up through the sheet that covered him, seeing perhaps more than anyone, or seeing nothing. Nothing at all.







the end
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