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              For Anthony Glavin, an inspiring writer, friend and mentor 

         

      

   


   
      
         

         Flight

         
            the action or manner of flying or moving through the air with or as with wings; a mounting or soaring out of the regular course or beyond ordinary bounds; an excursion or sally; a state of flutter or agitation; a trembling fright; the series of stairs between any two landings; a collection or flock of beings or things flying in or passing through the air together; the action of fleeing or running away from, or as from, danger; hasty departure or retreat, also, an absconding; a journey through air; the duning drift of imagination; the abandonment of place. 

         

      

   


   
      
         

            I

         

         The man of the house was mad when Sandrine came.

         
             

         

         It had happened rather all at once. One Wednesday morning he rang his daughter to demand an explanation for the goings on: the postman had intercepted the ten-ton delivery of pepper and confiscated it, claiming that duty had not been paid; the postal service would destroy it tomorrow, all of his beautiful Vietnamese pepper that he’d worked so hard for. Did they have any idea of the trouble it had taken to set up a pepper exporting business in Vietnam? The red tape? The taxes? The interminable negotiations? The vagaries of weather that could consume a crop? The mould that could ruin it? The loss of the pepper seemed inevitable, and he could not see a way out of it. Why was the postal service interfering, for God’s sake? Elizabeth reassured her father with as much calm in her voice as she could muster behind a computer screen at the office, and asked to talk to her mother. 

         At the next Sunday’s lunch, Elizabeth watched her father as he sat to the side of her mother at the head of the table, one fist stuffed into the pocket of a hooded fleece sweatshirt. It was his concession to modernity, this fleece, he had once joked, but only because he was back in Ireland and it was too cold for anything else; until then he had maintained a disdain for such invented fabrics. The other hand was fastened around a cigarette that explained the yellowing, claw-like nails of an otherwise elegant hand whose fingers had smoothed through barrels of ground spice, selected peppercorn and ajowan and star anise by delicate touch. As was becoming more usual, he did not hear everything that was said, sitting behind the only cloud of smoke in the room with an impassive face that seemed, with age and against character, determined to slouch into a frown. When Elizabeth shouted to him, inquiring whether he had seen a tennis match televised the night before, Tom leaned forward with an attempt at a smile, shaking his head and saying loudly, I can’t hear you. The tennis match, Clare bellowed. Elizabeth is asking if you saw the tennis match, the Agassi one we watched. They waited for a few seconds, and then Tom sat back, stabbed his cigarette into the ashtray on the left-hand corner of the table, and pushed it away. He smiled. Yes, he said, waste of time. I hear the fellow he was playing is going to retire, and the sooner the better, the way he played last night. The fool couldn’t ace anything.

         There was no talk of pepper. Elizabeth looked at her mother and relaxed.

         But the next week the postman was at it again, and Elizabeth’s mother rang her morning, noon and night. He’s driving me mad with his pepper talk, she said, I’ll crown him if he talks to me about the need for Vietnam to join the International Pepper Community and duties and postmen one more time!

         The cracks one begins to see in families. 
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         Sandrine had watched the flights of others from this airport. She had seen the diminishing windows through which one hoped to spy a face, a head, a desperately waving arm. And then it was Sandrine in the plane of diminishing windows, about to wave desperately towards where her husband and son might stand in the parking lot, or the sun-cracked fields encircling the airport, or in the lush ones further beyond, before the creep of the city began to turn the green to dust. But she realised from within the confines of that space that, just as they could not catch any glimpse of her, neither could she recognise those beyond. The departure had already taken place. And so her arm, poised to flutter like a bird’s wing, fell back into her lap and rested on the not-yet-child which she sensed in her belly as one senses the pause of a bee on the arm before it stings.

         As the sounds of the engines were lost in the clouds and in the static silence, Sandrine closed her eyes, unable to bear the blindness of her own mind. And in that moment none of it seemed worthwhile, despite all of the plans they had made for the future. On the ground, it had made a kind of sense to her, that, because they were certain George would be denied a visa, she should apply to go to Ireland – ostensibly to improve her English, but really to earn badly needed money and furnish their household with even more badly needed hope. In their conversations, there had even been the small, worrying possibility of remaining there, and of husband and son both joining her. And if they – if she – did not remain in Ireland, it would not be lost, that experience of hope, even beyond the usefulness of any money she might make and send home.

         George had said: Think of your return some day, think of a different president, think of our son, think of the experiences you will be able to tell him of in your letters. This country of ours, you will have seen all of it in an instant, from the perspective of the sky, and you’ll be able to tell him that. And so she opened her eyes and peered out of the window, half afraid to heed his advice, fearing illogically that her movement would affect the plane’s, and saw, to her amazement, her country spread out below as her husband had imagined. Plains and rivers and violence – all of that was there below, away from her, a miniaturised reality of which she was no longer a part. Farther and farther below her were the queues for petrol and for bread, the hungering bodies full of disease once banished by vaccination, the houses roofed with zinc that crackled when it rained, the wilting maize in tiny patches of garden. The far-away feeling and the not-yet-child in her belly made her ill, and for a long time she buried her head in her arms, bending towards her knees in what the laminated card in her seat pocket described as the brace position. What could be worth this, she thought, leaving my country, my home?

         Sandrine spoke to no one on the flight except a young woman she met in a queue for the toilet. She stayed sitting for as long as she could bear, and then ventured, embarrassed, to the midsection of the plane. The younger woman’s body lolled against the outer wall of the toilet. She watched Sandrine approach and, after glancing over her clothes, which were no longer unwrinkled, had relaxed into informality, spoke in English.

         You’re going to London too? she asked hopefully, her posture improving.

         Sandrine shook her head. No, she said, I’m going to Ireland. It was the first time she had spoken the words in an active present tense, and not in some mad futurity her mind never grasped.

         Why? the woman asked bluntly, her body contracting itself back into a hunch of a question mark. Why Ireland?

         The question brought her back to all of the discussions with George after Tobias was asleep. After they had been in to see the agency that arranged student visas and had heard of the possibilities from friends and relatives, they had debated. Don’t go to England, George had urged. I know that it would be better than here, but they did take over ours and many other countries. The Irish priests are so nice, gentle. Go to Ireland. They too have been conquered; they will be kinder. And everyone says the economy is doing so well. There is work.

         I don’t know, Sandrine replied. It was too much to explain in a queue for an airplane toilet.

         The young woman watched her for a moment. Sandrine’s hands unconsciously remained over the space of the not-yet-child, over the wrinkles that had developed in the lap of her plain skirt, recently rehemmed. Then, as one of the door latches broke the illusionary silence of the airplane, the girl turned to her. Don’t go there, she said, because they kick you out for being pregnant. Or you have to marry Irish man.

         She slipped into the toilet, leaving Sandrine to wait, full of a new terror. Despite her horror of leaving home, it would be far worse to be returned in disgrace. It could put her family in more danger if she were sent back. She cried in the toilet, wondering how she would survive the flight.
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         The second plane was smaller, and, as she made her way to her seat, Sandrine realised that there were no familiar faces; all of those on her flight from home had arced out in separate lines from London. She hadn’t thought either, before boarding, that she might be the only black woman on the plane. Until that moment, Sandrine had never been in such an overwhelming minority. Here she was, alone in her skin, feeling – for the first time – the gaze of those around her as it rested not on her but on an idea of her. This gaze was not unkind, but neither was it friendly. It was a look of greed, as she came to think of it, full of desire to know her, to know what her skin meant. And it was a look bound to be disappointed, for Sandrine had never discovered what her skin meant – if anything. She no longer listened when Mugabe and Hunzvi talked about ridding the land of white scum. She no longer listened to them about anything, because there was no food, and no money, and nothing was improving with their words. The children came less and less to school; there was no money to send them. One of the worst things about her departure was the knowledge that she would not be replaced and that the school would lack a teacher.

         What did she care if James Cloete, whose family had run the farm her husband now worked on for generations, was white? He paid the wages, and the community ate. Perhaps he shouldn’t be there any longer, but time enough to do things peacefully. She knew well that all of them, James Cloete especially, were afraid of the black-skinned men wielding sticks and guns who might arrive unannounced. So to be gazed upon because of her colour now, in the exhaustion of travel, was puzzling. Gradually the eyes averted themselves, and she settled into her seat, pulled a toddler-sized green plaid wool blanket over her belly, and stared out at what was, for her, all of England.

         Somewhere beyond the hundreds of planes parked, taxying, landing, taking off, spouting grey and black smoke like awful, voracious furnaces, beyond the complexes of hangars and sleek glass-walled buildings, England lay. Big Ben was not far off, the Tower of London close by. And something in those buildings contained something of the history of her own country. Of missionaries and railroads and the desire for gold and diamonds, space and victory. Sandrine could not connect these things to the people in the airport who stamped her passport and poured her the cup of tea she had allowed herself to buy, people who looked tired or troubled or stalwart, and whose accents were so starkly different from the neat BBC version she had heard. This England was beyond them, too, and belonged only to a handful of men, most long dead, whose legacies survived in place names and tales of flag planting.

         England from the perspective of the sky was pale green and gold in an early morning sunshine as thin as glass, the landscape veined with blue-black rivers. When the captain announced that to the left might be spied the Thames and all of historical London, Sandrine’s stomach tingled. She watched that central vein and pretended to make out the buildings she had recreated in poor pencil sketches for a history project as a child in the missionary school. She imagined the queen having her breakfast at that moment, with a tiara on in the palace and perhaps looking up through the window at the patch of sky where Sandrine was. Perhaps the queen was looking up, daydreaming, drinking tea from some other country, alone except for her circle of red guards and their gold braid and puffs of black fur that sat still and dead on their heads. Sandrine watched the river that down there was flowing in some direction but to her seemed stock still, a line only, and knew quietly that it was the river that was England. The waterway meant something that she intuited but couldn’t name: empire? And yet other lands had rivers and did not conquer. Her eyes blurred on the ribbon of river that faintly glowed in the sun. The plane tipped then, and she watched amazedly as the sky reared into view and England disappeared: the sky was larger than England. When the plane righted itself, there was water, flat and blue and far away, and then there was Ireland.
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         Despite the small trauma of the airport, Sandrine’s first real memory of Ireland was the patterning of the fields as she saw them from the air, and then, when she was outside, rain. 

         From where she sat in the sky, Ireland was a green puzzle of shapes. Narrow runnels of fields that were scarred a deep, earthy brown, awkward triangles of gnarled pale-topped trees, squares of august green grass, rectangles of golden and green-apple crops. At the edges of cliffs and shores and townlands the shapes grew stranger, more curving, and also more abrupt as Ireland plunged into the sea and the field was forced to stop and yield, or a road interrupted the vegetation with no apologies for its mean grey streak. The sun fastened itself on favourite fields, aiming beams into clouds that the plane now skimmed through, so that here and there below were glowing golden nuggets of land whose greens were shot through with a wealth of spangling light.

         As the plane lowered itself to the fields, Sandrine began to see the rain, tiny droplets hurtling past and dashing the windows of the plane like bombs. She felt a fondness for it, immediately, simply because it was the first thing of Ireland that leapt to her, and once she had managed to come through the difficulties with the airport officials, she found that the rain was still there. It was the softness of the first rain that she remembered. Soft rain that gemmed and misted on her hair and coat and sweater in colourless water jewels as she walked along the grey pavement outside the airport terminal, rain that clung to her and so seemed determined to be familiar, to tickle her earlobe or her neck or instep when she least expected it. The rain was a weeping that she could not herself submit to. Her photographs of Tobias were out of order, her bags didn’t close properly.

         Sandrine stood uneasily in the rain along with five other men and women from all over the African continent, awaiting the opening of the doors to a bus that would take them to their residence. A security man of some kind stood by, thumbing a small newspaper distractedly. The driver of the bus was talking into a phone and smoking a cigarette with the window rolled down slightly, aiming his smoke at the crack and sending it sinking into the rain and the heavy air. He took no notice of the passengers standing patiently with hastily re-packed bags, and dark skin and eyelids that twitched as drops of rain slid down their foreheads; it did not matter to him what the weather was.

         Nor had it seemed to matter to the Irish officials in the airport that Sandrine held a valid passport (this was taken from her) and a student visa that would allow her to attend classes and work part-time: she was African, and so must be arriving illegally. Her papers would be returned to her, Sandrine was told, if they proved valid.

         Remembering the mild British interrogation now, Sandrine protested quietly, asking why they didn’t simply confer with her country’s embassy in London, since there was not one here, or check with the Irish Embassy in South Africa that had issued the student visa. There was a bit of sniggering at this and one of the men said, right, love, we’ll see about that then and ushered her out of the room. On the long bus ride, she tried to forget the snigger.
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         Later, when she had moved in with Tom and Clare and the new chaos had begun, Sandrine looked back at the ten days she spent in the small Wicklow town as a strange sort of holiday. The two-storey stone house was on a quiet road, surrounded by plum-leaved maple trees, run by a woman whose husband had died and whose children had grown up and long since absconded from the town. Deirdre had been a nurse and, later, a teacher at a nursing college, and when she discovered that Sandrine too had been a teacher in Zimbabwe, she began nodding vigorously. They were at the table in the kitchen, late in the evening on the second night. The others with whom Sandrine had arrived were in their rooms, as were a family of Romanian sisters who had been there for several weeks. Sandrine had crept downstairs, feeling the beginnings of nausea, to make herself a cup of tea, and found Deirdre sitting there reading a slab of newspaper, her fingers and a spot on her temple smudged with ink.

         You’re not like the others, she said after putting on the kettle and telling Sandrine to sit down. You’re quiet, reserved. You speak good English. Married, she gestured at the ring.

         I was a teacher at home, Sandrine said, faintly.

         Her nods began. A teacher. And good English. And legal, from what your papers say, she added. Sandrine looked surprised.

         Have my papers been returned?

         Deirdre raised the newspaper from the table and indicated an envelope. Sandrine took it carefully.

         I was going to tell you in the morning, Deirdre said with no embarrassment. They told me you could go, to tell you that. And to remind you that you’re allowed only twenty hours’ work a week on a student visa. But you can stay here for a few days, if you like, until you get an idea of what to do and where to go. They haven’t anyone else coming down to me for another bit. It’s nice to have someone who speaks English for a change. So, she said, dunking the tea bag with a spoon and watching as Sandrine fingered the envelope, what are your plans?

         I’m not certain, Sandrine shrugged, suddenly open, the relief of the papers in her hands allowing her a respite. I have the phone number for an English school, and the name of a woman from two towns over who is somewhere here.

         I have a friend, now, Deirdre sat down and leaned in conspiratorially, a retired nurse like myself, who runs a home care agency. They send people to live with the elderly, to cook and clean and chat to them. You could do that. No rent. It’s not many of you that are married and speak English. And you’re Christian, and amn’t I a Christian myself?

         Sandrine said that she would like that very much.

         Right, Deirdre said, I’ll ring her in the morning. Lots of blacks like yourself already work for her, the ones of you like yourself. 
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         There is a strangeness in arriving at a house as Sandrine did: suddenly, with two bags, to stay. The strangeness is that the house is already lived in, already functioning. There are schedules: the times people eat, sleep, wake, retreat to the television, bathe, run errands, listen for the post, stare at themselves with no recognition in a bathroom mirror after washing their hands. And into that schedule of life Sandrine arrived with her student visa and the silent pregnancy. It was hard to remember later what exactly she had expected. To find them not as mad as they’d been described to her in interviews? To find that these people, even if mad, might somehow help her? Tell her what she could do to remain in Ireland with her child? Or to find that she would be happy there, amongst madness?

         When she arrived, Tom was well past the pepper preoccupation, and Clare beyond the wearing of watches. By that point the daughter was close to admitting that the madness had begun not so suddenly after all. Only a few years earlier – was it four already? Or three? – Tom had retired and returned to Ireland after thirty years in Vietnam and America broken by the odd visit home.

         The boxes preceded them for weeks. Souvenirs and gifts – decades old – came back in crates that had been packed years earlier and shipped to the new quarters to remain unopened there. Now they all returned to Ireland like forgotten presents, a once-in-a-lifetime Christmas morning.

         These were followed by small pieces of furniture picked up at markets and craft and antique shops over the decades that they had decorated their hotel suite with. Other, larger pieces had been in storage: carved teakwood tables from Laos, a 1960s American refrigerator with a rusty chrome door handle but a perfect icebox, a hardwood Shaker dining table with twelve chairs, embroidered silk duvet covers from Thailand, rolls of oriental rugs, carpets, throws and tapestries from Vietnam, Hong Kong, Laos, India, and Persia. These, Clare’s extravagance, the items of which she remained hopelessly enamoured, came rolled in layer after layer of brown paper that concealed their weft, their imperceptibly perfect patterns woven by hand in an eye-aching array of coloured thread.

         The other things – photographs of Tom and Clare with various businessmen and personages now forgotten, bolts of Thai silk, statues of Buddha in cold jade, sanded ebony, weathered brass, monstrous masks of papier mâché painted with the leaching dyes of spices, beaded necklaces whose beads were in fact miniscule seeds, hard and imperfectly oval – all of these came at the last, following the most significant items: the drums, barrels, jars and small plastic sacks of spices that Tom insisted they bring home.

         It was very strange, Tom’s love of herbs and spices. Men of his generation in Ireland didn’t cook for one thing, and for another there were only a few herbs and spices to be found in the typical Irish pantry. Pepper, yes, and salt – although this, Tom corrected hundreds of people during his lifetime, was a mineral – and vanilla, but an artificial kind made into a brown alcoholic liquid, not the shrunken pods with their sticky dots of beans. Sometimes sage, a bit of parsley, cinnamon, clove, nutmeg. Beyond these, there would have been few staples. Even garlic, which grew wild in the forests and scented the steps of walkers and galloping horses and fat wild hares with strong legs, was shunned. It was too strong, too pungent, too likely to make one sweat the odour indefinitely or, worse yet, be overtaken by a temper or a passion better suited to an Italian or a Spaniard, or so his brother and his wife argued, in any case, when Tom suggested on a visit home they try some garlic bread with their Sunday lunch.

         How, his daughter Elizabeth often wondered, had he come to care for spices? Just, she supposed, the chance of having gotten a job in a spice as opposed to a shoe factory. She imagined him in that factory with his nostrils flaring over vats of paprika, while his mind soared to Spain, into the Balkans, imagining goulash on an autumn night, the orange of the grind a glow that his mind would return to, earmarked as the very colour orange: warm, insensible to yellow, edging towards a fine passionate brown.

         In his Arbour Hill bedsit, already bereft of parents at the age of twenty-four, had he tried to cook himself meals seasoned with pinches from the vats that filled his pockets: cumin left-hand trouser, fenugreek breast, brown bark of cinnamon interior jacket, close to the heart? Had the landlord wondered at the perplexingly sweet aroma that carried up the stairs, something like coffee but also vanilla and, mystifyingly, pepper as he tried to make the Moroccan coffee he’d been reading about? Had the other boarder watched Tom pat chicken with the pocket pinches, crinkled his nose in curiosity? Was he asked to taste, to describe for Tom the result of a chilli rub?

         Elizabeth didn’t know. Her father spoke nothing of those days when he shared a house with a family of nine and another male boarder. He spoke nothing of his morning walks along the Liffey, regardless of weather, before he caught an O’Connell Street bus to the factory, and the heat of the scents that warmed him in winter as soon as he spied the building. He never mentioned the occasional visits he paid to his parents’ old home in Wexford, the small plot of land farmed by his brother now and his wife, the cooking seasoned only with the salt of endurance. He never told Elizabeth of the morose mood of the Sunday afternoon train back to Dublin, the sublimity of such early darkness for half the year, the parading noise of the wheels and tracks, rain sliding across the windows and the way he could see nothing except his youthful but aging face in the glass. This part of Tom’s life, the several years of solitary time in a room he lined with books for insulation as well as company, he dropped from the registry of what he described to his child.

         It was to Clare he had described it, but only briefly, because when he met her it was just as things were changing. His devotion to the spices had become obvious to every worker in the factory, and his knowledge of their uses and origins was beginning to be relied upon by his superiors. Realising this, Tom had swiftly and painfully hacked at his smoking habit so that his senses of smell and taste would heighten. Only after he left the place on a dry day and had taken his reverse journey back to the Liffey did he allow himself one cigarette, which he took leaning over the solid stone while the smoke swirled like rococo dreams into his nostrils, lips and lungs.

         When the boss’s son, the one who’d take over, began to drop down to the floor and call him outside on exceptionally sunny days for a smoke and a chat, Tom could not refuse: here was his chance. And so it was over reluctant cigarettes in the doorway that Tom’s plans hatched themselves into the boss’s son’s ears, and the boss learned about the possibilities in Jamaican ginger and Caribbean allspice and Mexican chilli. The results of that early labour saw he and Clare leave Ireland.

         Returning home from Vietnam after decades away, Tom could not bear to see the last of his sample stock thrown away or left behind. And so sealed jars of star anise, tubs of green peppercorns and lidded jars of different grades of cinnamon and cassia came with them. All of it, including the spices and their mingling scents, was piled up in a massive, specially built garden shed roofed with opaque perspex that paralleled the house and ran the length of the garden wall. It was undoubtedly the only house on the street that had a real photograph of the pope, taken at a short distance in Vatican Square one Sunday when Tom had closed a handshake deal to ship chillies and small amounts of lemongrass from Hanoi to Rome for an Italian businessman whose brother was a bishop. The photograph was in a cardboard box, beneath corrugated plastic in the shed, which leaked and drummed its own rain when it had collected enough moisture.

         The garage, necessary on a sea road where salt would corrode car paint and the underbelly of the vehicle itself in a season or two, was quickly converted into a storage closet for trunks of ao dais and slippers encrusted with pale amber beads. The converted attic took on the appearance of a carpet showroom, with carpets for every imaginable space – for stairs, hallways, dining rooms, bedrooms, living rooms – enough for the rest of the suburb, laid out in a layered, ungraspable pattern all over the attic floor.

         Following their return, the man of the house had increased his commitment to his smoking habit – it had been simply too hot to smoke in earnest in Vietnam, he remarked to Clare, and, anyway, excessive smoking would have interfered too much with his all-important sense of smell. He began another of reading every newspaper that was sold locally on a daily basis that had a business section. (Weeklies he thought hardly worthwhile since, if one read daily, there was little need for a summary chapter on a Saturday or Sunday.) It was because, he told his wife, he had gone without any reliable English-language newspaper for so long in Vietnam, where in the early days he had read what had happened at least several days after the fact, and sometimes, if he was waiting on the arrival of an Irish newspaper, weeks. Publications of the International Pepper Commission took even longer, and he struggled to keep up with the events of the trade. And it all arrived, eventually, but his knowledge had often been useless then, too tardy to make sense of the world, too late to take advantage of a jump in pepper prices, a Chinese need for star anise, or too late to know that the dockers in Rotterdam were planning strike action and a shipment already on the way.

         Only when a colleague arrived on business and carried trade newsletters was Tom up to date. Only when a visitor arrived from somewhere like London or Paris or New York did he get a chance to enjoy an only day-old paper. Like scavengers, many of the permanent hotel residents crowded the front desk each afternoon to see if new arrivals had discarded their newspapers in the woven waste baskets scattered about the compound – and if they had, it called  for a glass of lime juice at the bar with a cigarette whose smoke sank around the sheets of the used newspaper like lead.

         Now Tom had the opportunity to consume the world as fast as the newspapers could print it out and transmit it to him. He subscribed to every publication of the IPC, of the European Standards for Spices, even the American Standards. But these were not daily publications, so there was a need for other material: The Irish Times, The Guardian, The Times, The Wall Street Journal, and the International Herald Tribune. Each day, he devoured broadsheets from the time he sat down at the table for breakfast, guarded by his wife’s gaze and the ten empty chairs, ate a soft boiled egg sprinkled generously with freshly milled Vietnamese Chu Se pepper that made her sick to look at (it was he who cooked it), one croissant purchased from the local Londis that did a fair imitation of the Metropole croissant, and one piece of toast with jam from Bonne Maman, a French company that Clare found she particularly liked. Even though I could never live in France, she told Tom. They just eat the strangest parts of animals and they left such a mess in Vietnam, but they do make nice confiture.

         Aside from offering an occasional answer to his wife’s comments on confiture or the weather or her small plans for the day – the rehooking of a rug’s corner, the tending to her orchids and her struggling lime tree that lived at the conservatory end of the kitchen – while at the table, he did not speak. He ate his peppered egg as he had his pho back in Vietnam, spooning it hurriedly into his mouth, slurping, then the crispy, flaky, strangely oily croissant with which he mopped any egg on the plate, then the toast and its oozing red mountain of jam. When his plate was stained with yellow and red and stuck with crumbs, Tom settled properly into the newspapers, which he had until then attempted to flip through with one hand over his food. When he sensed that his wife was finished with her toast and jam and her occasional indulgence of a rasher done to a crisped turn, he pushed his chair backwards, gathered the unread  sheets of paper into his hands, and walked the ten yards to another chair in the corner by an enormous window that cast the shimmering light of the sea onto his sheaf. There he would remain uninterrupted until it was time for tiny cups of strong, thick coffee that, along with marzipan sweets as close to green bean candy as he could find in Dublin, leant his mouth the memory of Vietnam.

         When friends from abroad directed visitors to his door, the newspaper information shaped conversation before it began. If a foreign visitor arrived, he was treated to an expedient run-down of all that had happened in his country in recent weeks, if not months, and was then expected to answer a barrage of questions about the issues at stake, particularly in terms of business, and, if it was at all possible, in terms of the spice business. Was there one? Was employment needed in the country? What was the export market like? What kind of export taxes were in place? Had the vanilla crop recovered in Madagascar yet, after last year’s storms? Was Laos still trying to charge a fortune for second-rate lemongrass? Was the saffron reliable? Were the green cardamom pods able to dry properly in that climate? Was Israeli sea salt coming down in price this year? What kind of cleaning process were they using for Malabar pepper now? Cycloning? Destining? Or still winnowing, sieving? The Sarawak – what particle size was it ground to? What had the prices been like at Kuching after the last harvest? What was the volatile oil content of the Malabar berry like now? How was Nagpur doing as a site for trading? Did the EU really expect that banning irradiation in its own territory would mean that it didn’t occur in the country of origin?

         If no spice trade was to be hit upon, and if the guest showed bewilderment beyond an awareness of table salt and pepper of no distinct or known kind, Tom might try the carpet business – you know my Clare loves carpets. What kinds of thread did they use? Silk or wool? Or a combination? Was Sardinia still importing Moroccan carpets and selling them on at outrageous prices? Was Assif still running his own showroom on 57th Street, or had he retired and let his son-in-law – who wasn’t Pakistani-born and didn’t know a good carpet from a bad – take over? (Clare might, on occasion, interject, if the visitor was from New York.) Had Tintawn corrected the flaw in the cleaning machine that ruined Henry Kissinger’s order? Had they not heard the rumour?

         God, it was funny alright, Tom would say. Kissinger had placed a huge order with the Tintawn company, and it had all arrived as it was meant to, it had been installed perfectly, and good old Kiss was happy as Larry. But then over the next coupla weeks his staff started noticing strange marks appearing on the carpet. At first faint carnation pinks, then plum, then crimson. As if someone was going around in the middle of the night, spilling dribbles of wine in the same places and then coming back the next night to make the stains more pronounced.

         Kissenger’s assistant called Tintawn, who were puzzled by the story of the marks. After trying to get off the hook by saying that the carpet had been in perfect order when they’d installed it, the company sent a representative out to take a look at it. And the rep is looking and looking, and in the other parts of the house he can hear someone he presumes is Henry Kissinger himself shouting and carrying on, and he’s getting nervous, and it suddenly dawns on him, as he’s thinking of how much he’d like to pack in this job and just go back home to his father’s farm in Ireland. By God if the stains don’t look like the spraypaint his father uses to mark his initials on his sheep. He looks closer, gets right down on his hands and knees on the creamy, knobbled carpet and looks the ink in the eye. It has to be. And sure enough, when he gets back to the office and rings the warehouse in Ireland and tells them what he thinks has happened, a fella eventually comes on and tells him, yep, you must be right. The machine that washes the wool is broken and ink rises again like invisible ink. So there’s Henry Kissinger with the remains of the initials of Irish farmers coming up all over his carpet, and the whole thing has to be taken back. And that, Tom always finished the story, is why I never went into the carpet business – or any business – in Ireland. Bloody fools, thinking they can close down for a day and not answer their phones because Tipp are playing Kilkenny.

         Elizabeth and her mother often had a good laugh at his dissections of world business, even if he did tell the Henry Kissenger story a few times in the space of a month. He could seem at times more like his old self. The former self that he sometimes resembled seemed to have been a much more jovial fellow, if just as obsessed with spices, and an uxorious man who once wouldn’t have dreamt of slurping his egg behind the rustle of inky newspaper while Clare sat near him on the other side of the bedsheets.

         But the madness, once it set in, made the former self only a shadow, only a memory, and the new man, the one that Sandrine knew, sat with his trade newsletters and his head full of international spice pricing and carpet designs and postal disputes that he undoubtedly read of on a particular page of one of the day’s papers, or clung to in the vestiges of his slowly changing mind.
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         The interview at the agency had been nothing like Sandrine thought it might be. Anxious about being late, she had pored over the train and bus timetables like prayers, calculating how long it would take her to walk down Rathdrum’s paint-peeling main street, whose shopfronts and buildings declined as the street did – rapidly. She would calculate on the train being early or late, but certainly not on time. This much she had learned about Ireland from Deirdre so far.

         Deirdre watched Sandrine during breakfast. The youngest Romanian girl had realised that she didn’t touch anything but toast and eagerly sat beside her to eat the extra sausages and eggs, and Sandrine sipped black tea and nibbled the toast, holding the Dublin bus timetable in her free hand. Deirdre said nothing and then suddenly stood up. Well, Sandrine, she said, we’d better make a move. I’m going into town to do a bit of shopping and I’ll drop you off.

         The relief – knowing that she didn’t have to negotiate the train and buses and directions and the worry about missing her stop and rude stares – made her tremble. She could have wept. Deirdre was kind, but Sandrine thought too, as she gathered her bag and the coat that was already proving far too thin for Irish weather, that Deirdre liked the stares of the neighbours when she set off with a black in her car and waved daringly at their suspicious faces.

         Stuck running a bed and breakfast for foreigners sent to her by an overstretched government, Deirdre herself felt she belonged elsewhere. She told Sandrine as much as she drove towards Dublin, describing the dullness of life in a small Irish town, the constant demands to stop and chat even if one were in a hurry, to prune the roses and clip the hedges so that passersby could stare in at your front window, to turn out for another quiz fundraiser at the parish hall, to pretend to give a damn about another GAA match that would mean only that wives would be given a terrible time afterwards with all the drink that was taken.

         Now I know I have nothing to complain about compared with the likes of you, I know that much, she said, wagging her chin at the road ahead, but a woman wants a bit of a life, now. I told my husband, I told him I wasn’t a country girl, but we ended up there near his people instead of mine, and I’ve been called a blow-in from the dawn of the first day until this day here. Our own children hightailed it out as soon as they were able, and who can blame them, not wanting to end up celebrating the end of another week at Pineto’s with a hot bag of chips?

         Sandrine listened and didn’t listen, absorbing the constant stream of Deirdre’s voice mingled with the road works and the ebbing flow of cars streaking after one another, trying not to worry about the interview. Deirdre didn’t mind Sandrine’s silence, in fact she was grateful for it. I’m just going across the way to do my bit of shopping and I’ll come back for you in an hour, she told Sandrine as she idled the car outside of the agency. Sure we can head back together then, and you can tell me how it all went. I’m sure you’ll be grand, now.

         Deirdre’s friend was an enormous woman with dyed hair the colour of ripe bananas who had not so many years ago escaped the very town they’d driven up from, so Deirdre had told Sandrine. Not to worry, now, Moira’s a decent sort, was the way she’d put it. But Moira was hurried and curt, and seemed entirely uninterested in Sandrine’s experience as a teacher or in her education, or in the status of her visa. Never once did she ask how many hours a week Sandrine was entitled to work. Can you work here legally? she asked immediately. Applying for a work permit is an awful hassle, now.

         Sandrine told her that she had a visa and that it allowed her to work. She didn’t volunteer that it was a student visa that officially limited her to twenty hours’ work a week. She sat stiffly, a slight muscle in her lower back twitching while the woman scanned a listing of clients, and was relieved when the fattening finger rested at one line of print.

         Here’s one for you, she said, and if you can stick it out, you’ll be the first. So don’t worry if you can’t, is what I’m saying. Give it a few weeks and see how you get on. Couple around seventyish, both losing the plot, need an all-purpose, live-in carer. That means you cook their breakfasts and dinners or make sure they don’t burn the place down if they want to cook themselves, do the laundry, dust the grandchildren’s pictures if there are any, that kind of thing. Clare and Tom Hughes. It’s a gorgeous house, she added, putting down the list and giving a toss of her banana-yellow hair, right on the seafront. And if I remember, their daughter said they lived abroad for a long time, in Asia or Africa, I can’t remember which, so they won’t mind you being a black from the get-go. I know I shouldn’t say so, but Deirdre likes you, so you won’t mind my saying it. Some of the clients are just an absolute nightmare that way.
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         When she came, the daughter told Clare and Tom that Sandrine was going to tidy up and sort through the boxes that had remained unpacked since Vietnam. Maybe even since before that, Elizabeth added ruefully a moment later. They might have packed these here when they went to the States. Whatever country the boxes had been packed in originally, they sat stacked in piles that made the house look as if it was in a constant state of being moved out of or into, but for Tom and Clare they had merely become part of the furniture, so long had they rested in the places that truck drivers had set them. I don’t mean for you to actually unpack them, Elizabeth said to Sandrine, it’s just a way of explaining why you’re in the house without having to explain really. Sometimes my father can be a bit odd, Elizabeth apologised. Not to mention my mother. After the way she reacted to the first three people we tried, I realised I had to come up with a reason for someone coming to stay in the house, or it would never work.
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         Sandrine was driven to the house that first morning by a curious Deirdre, who even hugged her at the gate after writing out both her mobile and landline numbers on a card and telling Sandrine to let her know how she got on. Sandrine was touched. She watched Deirdre climb back into her car and hoped that she would see her again. Deirdre would be delighted to have an excuse to get up to town, as she put it, and perhaps when Sandrine had saved some money she might buy Deirdre a cup of tea somewhere. She waved as the car pulled out and traced its way along the coast towards Dun Laoghaire’s spires, and then turned to the house.

         The gate was heavy wrought iron, curled and curlicued in wave patterns that mirrored the sea that unsettled itself over and over again across the road. At the door the wife greeted her, shook her hand and smiled, and the daughter looked relieved. Sandrine followed softly down the hallway whose wooden floor gleamed dully in the autumn light.

         She was gradually overcome by a faint but distinct scent of ginger as she was brought into the sitting room to greet the man of the house. Oh hello, Tom said. Something of the former self wakened. He rose and offered Sandrine a drink, though it was mid-morning, and then, when she declined, asked in conspiratorial tones if she too had flown in to attend the convention. Did she have any special shipping prices for large orders? And what was the coriander like at this time of year?
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         Sandrine had never seen people quite so old. For days, it was an astonishment to her, the whole experience, and she didn’t know which had shocked her more, the age of these people or the extraordinary array of colour and objects in their home. She stared and stared at the couple whose skin fell into beautiful, concentrated lines on their faces and hands, the tone so uneven that it could be pale as milk in tender places like the inside of a wrist, rivered by blue veins, and then as brown as autumn leaves where spots had spread and joined, as on an arm. Then there were the yellows that seemed to dawn across Tom’s face at the end of the day, when he was exhausted, and the pinks and reds that fought to determine Clare’s countenance. Their hair she was fascinated by, the wispy softness of it. How fine it seemed, thread-like, and how odd that what had evidently been blond hair on Clare’s head had become like glowing platinum, while Tom’s had drifted towards a sullen, stern grey.

         There was no one so old as this at home. There was her grandmother, it was true, who was alive at 70, but she had lived most of her life, unusually, with good food and in relative happiness, managing to skirt around the major troubles of her country, and her smooth brown skin had found only a few large creases as she aged, not these hundreds of thin lines and tracks. Sandrine’s own parents were not as healthy, and that had contributed to her own anxiety to get away and earn better wages. Such people as these she had never observed up close before. It amazed her that they were still alive, and she had realised quickly to keep this amazement to herself. The daughter explained to her that, as her parents weren’t yet very old, she wanted to try to keep them in their own home for as long as possible.

         And then there was the house. The colour in it: the layers of carpets, the softest carpets she had ever seen, everywhere, strewn over those gleaming dark wooden floors, and full of the intensities of reds and oranges and browns and golds in the sitting room. It did not feel at all how she had imagined Ireland, all of this texture and colour on the floor, on the walls, which were covered with tapestries and vivid sketches in bold blacks and reds. The bookshelves were laden down with fat volumes and interspersed with so many ornaments and curiosities that Sandrine still, after a few weeks, felt she had not examined them all. She loved the squat Buddhas, the bellies of them in their different materials. How, Sandrine wondered, did one come to acquire so many things?

         The bedroom she had shared in Deirdre’s house in Wicklow had been plain, white-walled, flat-yellow curtained, duvets covered with a simple floral pattern in pale colours. There was no carpet, only a small shag rug between the beds. The kitchen had been orderly and clean and, to Sandrine’s gaze, marked by every convenience. This house, with its chaos of colour and strange objects, with its excess of light from the sky and noise from the sea and its enormous kitchen that ended in a wall and ceiling of glass that sheltered orchids and lilies, was for her like entering a museum, like sleeping in a gigantic shop that sold everything.

         
            [image: ]

         

         November in Dalkey: the light low, fighting to descend through pillows of clouds stacked relentlessly in the sky. She is on her way. He knows this somewhere in the straining depths of memory. Sitting in the chair they moved him to after he’d woken, he gazes around the room, smoking the ghost of a cigarette. He raises his empty hand to his lips, pursing them into a stream of clear air, waiting for a few civilised seconds before taking another puff, even though what he wants this morning is to smoke like a train, one cigarette and then another and another.

         At least there are things he can look at as he waits for she who comes bearing grapes. Elderly women, who are to him gnarled trees, sit in similar chairs, slightly atilt, contemplating their riverveined hands, their lips occasionally pursing, as if having reached some decision or heard something that has tried their patience. One man whose face is purpled frustration rocks incessantly to the quieting music that plays softly from hidden wall speakers: his cheeks are shot through with paprika and cayenne. Tom watches the colours merge like a sunset. The other men do not interest him: they mumble things he cannot hear, shuffle about the room like wayward atoms, bounce back in different directions, their trouser legs skating beyond their heels. He ignores them, looking instead to the relative still life of the rest of the space.

         She is on her way. The memory of breakfast – salt, a cheap, sandy one – is in his mouth, but not in his mind; he licks his lips. For a fleet few seconds he wonders if he is at a salt factory to sample their wares. The thought vanishes as he blinks, thin eyelids sinking and rising. He fastens his eyes on figures he does not recognise as nurses, as they enter and begin to touch the gnarled tree women on the shoulder, their bright smiling teeth glittering. The mood in the room changes. The zigzag men gravitate towards them and they too are touched, patted, led to vacant chairs, wheeled into window patches of frail, struggling sunlight by a gentle hand on their elbow. One comes to him, touches his shoulders.

         How are you today Tom? Are you ready to go for a walk?

         She is cheerful and pretty in a fluffy way, high-coloured with flyaway straight blond hair. He stares at her, the static-raised strands recalling a small blond child who then vanishes from his mind. He then nods and says, thank you, thinks: Tom.

         He does not experience the movements across the clean smooth floor. On either side he is supported by arms that talk to him. A deep voice. That’s terrific Tom. There’s life in these legs yet. You’ve just been joking with us, have you, trying to stay in your chair all day? I hear you used to play tennis. You must have done a lot of walking then.

         In America, wasn’t it, Tom, adds the other arms, a higher voice.

         America. Tom. He stops without knowing it.

         America, he says loudly. America. A few of the old women look up from their chairs, startled out of the trance of their knuckles. Tom stares at them.

         She is on her way. Perhaps when she who comes bearing grapes arrives, he will remember to say this word again – America. 
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         It is morning now. Clare knows this because she can hear the garbage men on the streets outside. She climbs out of the sagging bed draped with fading hand-embroidered sheets and stuffs her feet into her shoes, wriggling her toes into them. There is no need to dress since she kept her clothes on. It had been too cold the night before to take them off – always too cold to undress in this hopeless country – and she had argued to that effect with Sandrine as they climbed the stairs. Fat chance, she’d shouted when Sandrine had suggested getting ready for bed. She remembers this now, the fact of Sandrine, and that she was cross with her. Remembering makes her more cross: that Sandrine was there at all, in her house, was aggravating. She would ring her daughter now and tell her that she was sending Sandrine packing.

         Down the stairs then, stopping to pick up a painted porcelain knickknack in the shape of a tiny Buddha, his bellybutton a clean perfect circle of a black paint dot. She closes her eyes with the Buddha in her palm.

         Vietnam, she says aloud. Hué. Puts it back on the shelf and goes down the stairs, which audibly ache in places. Footsteps start upstairs.

         Clare? A voice comes falling down behind her. Are you up, Clare?

         She doesn’t reply at once. She ambles into the kitchen first, turning on the lights, opening the refrigerator and walking away from the slow-swinging door, eying the beautiful curtains before the conservatory glass made from a yellow and green silk tapestry of birds on branches she’d chosen where? Yes, she calls, I am up. I’m on my way to Tom, and you can just go home because I’m finished with you. Where?

         Vietnam, she says softly again to herself, her hand remembering the cold little Buddha. And the tapestry curtains with their singing birds and sunshine-made fabric colour? 

         She leaves this question in the kitchen, goes to the front door then, automatically opening it (as she had done the fridge) and peering out. It is dark for morning, but she does not notice this. She watches her breath, small steaming clouds hovering over her, looks at the still-lit lamps of the quiet street that is full of the creeping, cold, sea air. The sea echoes over the road, sound falling into her ears. November in Ireland is miserable, she tells the street. It is dark all the time. The words in the dark are white smoke.

         Clare? A voice behind her. You’ll get a chill in that air. Sandrine is in a pair of thick flannel pyjamas with a kerchief tied over her hair, her eyes full of disturbed sleep, a slight, almost imperceptible ripple and bulge in the top speaking of something she does not.

         I missed the garbage men again, Clare tells her. I wish you’d remind me to put out the rubbish. At this rate, the whole house will fill up! Clare walks past her in irritation but is not sure where she wants to go. She hesitates in the kitchen.

         I wouldn’t worry, Sandrine tells her, her voice gentle, her hand pushing closed the front door, shutting out the cold and the dark. They don’t begin their collections for another few hours. It’s only three a.m. She watches Clare to see how she takes this piece of news, but Clare is standing still with limp arms, gazing at a row of cupboards that are walnut like the floors. Something must have woken you. Will I make up a hot water bottle for you and you can get back into bed until the rubbish men come? It’s still cold down here, the heating is not yet on. Sandrine watches her back, sees a slight droop of the shoulders that means that it will be okay, that Clare will go up without a fight this time, that there will not be a need to bolt the doors or call Elizabeth because Clare has run off across the dark street towards the sea with no coat on.

         It is cold down here, Clare says, her voice slumped as her shoulders are. November in Ireland is always miserable. Sandrine is startled out of her half-consciousness by this. Clare knows what month it is. Clare turns to the stairs and pauses after climbing only a few. But I wish you’d reminded me! What will Tom think when he comes home to find we’ve a house full of rubbish? He has a sensitive nose, you know, he’ll smell it out. Even if it’s gone a day, he’ll know it wasn’t put out on time.

         Back in her bed, twitching a bit of coverlet between thumb and finger, Clare watches the space that is Tom’s and talks to it. I don’t know what to do Tom. My house is full of strangers from all over the world and I don’t recognise any of them. What’s-her-name is always jabbering to her relatives on my phone, eating my food, and my daughter does nothing. Your daughter, Tom. I think the pair of us should run off back to Vietnam. We should just go and never come back. And I could grow lilies again. And it would be warm. And sunny. And you could sell your spices and we could go to Hong Kong for the weekend and the markets in Shenzhen, eat dim sum in one of the giant houses. And it would be bright and warm and sunny and never so cold as this, even when it’s January and that mist blows in from the Red River. And we wouldn’t have to talk to anyone but ourselves.

         Sandrine comes with the hot water bottle wrapped in a button-down shirt of Tom’s – this is a trick she has invented, knowing that Clare will recognise the smell, somewhere, or the shirt itself that once held her husband – and leaves quickly. She pretends to close the door and then half opens it again and stands outside to ensure that Clare is staying in bed. Clare holds the hot water bottle against her breasts, her arms folded around it.

         When you were still here, Tom, I never needed one of these. The heat makes her close her eyes. It is like holding her life in Vietnam against her heart. Vietnam, Tom, she says quietly. But the fatigue of climbing the stairs makes her mind porous, and, without realising it, she is losing the memories that are those two words, losing the sense that they are memories at all, and she sleeps again, her still-blond hair spreading on the pillow like a faded peacock fan. 
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         It seemed to Clare that Tom had gone before she knew it. One minute he was there in the bed beside her when she woke in the morning and there was no need for hot water bottles or electric blankets, and the next her days were filled with the arduous maze of trying to reach him in whatever home or hospital he happened to be. And no one seemed able to tell her exactly where he was, either. She couldn’t remember exactly when all of this had happened. Initially he had been brought for tests to a hospital nearby. This, Clare remembered, had something to do with an adventure he’d had on Sandrine’s first afternoon off, only two weeks after Sandrine had arrived, and so she vaguely linked Tom’s disappearance to Sandrine’s arrival.

         On that particular afternoon, after Sandrine had left for her three hours of freedom and quiet, walking around the newness of Ireland thinking what to do about the not-yet-child and the fact that she had not yet attended an English class, Tom had gone into the last of the October garden. Drawn to its beech hedges the colour of the palest cinnamon bark, he’d decided to hack down an old apple tree that he violently proclaimed to Clare never to have liked. Not having wielded any tools beyond a hammer since he was a child on the farm in Wexford, Tom very quickly hurt himself with the shears he was hacking the tree with, and then, heading back into the house with bleeding arms, had slipped. Clare had bandaged up his arms in warmed tea towels without much real alarm, and hadn’t called Elizabeth. When Elizabeth, knowing that it was Sandrine’s afternoon out, appeared for a visit, she got a land. It was only several days later, after two trips to his GP, that Tom was taken to hospital by his daughter for some tests.

         What kind of tests they were didn’t concern Clare because Elizabeth had told her there was nothing to worry over, and she accepted this. She did not experience the weight of a new silence in the house. In fact, there was more conversation now that Tom was absent, for this absence provided an infinite stretch of enquiry about how Tom was, where he was, and when he might be coming home. For the first few days Clare had been startled to wake to an empty space in the bed, and immediately set about trying to find him, asking Sandrine where he’d gone and where she’d hidden him. Clare developed an acute sense of purpose. She single-mindedly sought her husband.

         This sense of purpose took her over as these things do, suddenly, so that within a week she would have been hard-pressed to remember what she had done with her days before. When her daughter called in to drive her to the hospital to visit him, she often found Sandrine alone, helplessly explaining that Clare had insisted on going already, just ten minutes ago. She would have spent the morning gathering together bills and bits of mail, bags of soft sweets, bundles of backdated spice trade newsletters, and a small bunch of grapes, all to be thrown into one green Superquinn cloth shopping bag, and then snuck out when Sandrine had gone to the loo. Sandrine had been torn between looking for Clare and staying at home; she had run around the corner a few times and rushed back to see if Clare had returned, then had run across the road to peer over the railings that marked the start of the sea, to make sure that Clare was not in the water. It was time, Elizabeth told Sandrine exhaustedly, that she bought Sandrine a mobile, and time, too, for a new, more complicated lock on the front door.

         While her daughter set off by car to search for her, Clare obliviously roamed away from the seafront through housing estates, taking short cuts across greens littered with leaves and seasonless cigarette butts, through gaps in walls that led to bicycle paths, collecting on her way bundles of sticks, for one never knew if Tom would need a fire lit. The weather often allowed her to forget that October – or November? – in Ireland was always miserable. The sun shone lower, but with a clarity that cast Clare into happiness. It had the appearance of heat, this sunlight, shot through with an orange glow, and the sky often a soaring, cloudless blue. Sometimes she would hum to herself as she walked blindly into the sun, or talk to Tom, and even if it was raining the time passed while she looked down at her feet in the puddles and pools that grew in spots on the paths. And, eventually, she arrived at the hospital, wet or dry, with her bag of things for Tom and a great deal of kindling tucked under her arm.
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         As a child Clare had occasionally collected kindling from the back garden of the house. It became a sort of competition, brothers and sisters frantically moving over the grass to peer beneath trees, into hedges, for sticks. Their mother laughed; she found the sight of the four of them dashing to the far corners of the garden amusing, their enthusiasm for the task charming. The smallest ones merely toddled, returning to her with handfuls of grass or, at a certain time of year, a few pinecones. Clare, since she was one of the two older children, took it more seriously. She wanted very much to win the unofficial game, to announce herself as the winner when her father came in the door in his train conductor’s uniform, to loll against the counter near the sink where he wrapped himself in an apron and washed dishes and told her stories about the trains that day (how they had had to stop when a cow had gotten onto the tracks near Bray, a big old brown cow with a mouthful of cud and a bursting udder), and to have her own story to tell, about finding the sticks. Sometimes, only once or twice, Clare snatched at a green branch from a tree, and carried it shamefacedly into the firebox.

         More than the others, she liked to see the firebox full. It had never been empty, and she had no reason to worry herself that the kindling would run out. Her mother, when she found the green branches, told her that her father had taken the pledge, and as a result they would never have to worry the way other Irish families did. The green sticks could be left alone to grow and flower in the spring. But despite her mother’s assurances, still Clare liked the firebox best full, when the sticks were wedged in so tightly that to remove a handful was to spill out most of the box onto the bare stone floor.

         It was the same with the pantry. If they were running low on something, milk, or sugar, or bread, and her mother decided she’d wait until the next morning to do a bit of shopping or baking that would fill the downstairs part of the house with smell and comfort, Clare worried privately. Her older sister Fidelma teased her that she was only afraid that she wouldn’t get any of the milk, or sugar, or bread. But in fact it was more serious and less immediately selfish than that.

         When she had been only a few years younger, the war had been on, and Clare had been much impressed by the rationing of butter. Before that time she had not liked butter more than any of the others, but she certainly felt its yellow absence on the table more than them. It was like the sun had gone in and never came back, except in minutely angled portions, and for a limited time. Unconsciously, in response, she had built the ideal of abundance into her mind, taking to an advance stockpiling for a time when the butter might become only a memory again. And while you couldn’t keep butter forever (she’d asked about this at school and had been told by her Mayo-born daughter-of-a-farmer teacher that the only way to keep butter was to dig it down into a bog, the thought of which repulsed her. She’d been in the bog with her father in the winter, and it was soft, squelching and frightening), you could always use sticks. Clare reckoned that if it came to a choice, really it was better to be always warm than to have butter.

         It was not hard for Sandrine to picture Clare as a child. Casually, unthinkingly, she told Sandrine these stories, the small details that make up a life, and Sandrine could see her: fair-haired with round cheeks, in a garden bordered with currant bushes that wept with fruit in the summer months and provided small children with hiding places that were filled with the scent of tangy, sun-warmed sugar. Clare gazed at her, after all, with the same watery brown eyes that had sought kindling in the bushes, and had admired the rubies of red currants as the sunlight filtered through their delicate, taut skins.

         What was more difficult was for Sandrine to imagine Clare as an adult, not yet an old woman, during the years when she first met Tom outside a carpet warehouse. Week after week, Clare and her sister, selecting rugs before Fidelma’s marriage, returned to the warehouse to check colour samples of fabric for curtains and upholstery against the rugs. And week after week, Clare noticed the gentleman who frequently appeared from the opposite warehouse whose business seemed to be something to do with cooking ingredients, and who occasionally smoked a cigarette, pretending not to look at her while she waited outside. After three weeks of watching each other across the road, Tom waved, called ‘Hello again!’ and bowed, the boldness of which made her laugh. Sandrine tried to picture this meeting, the casualness, the chance of it, and achieved an image of laughter crossing a street.

         When he’d said hello his accent was stuck somewhere between Dublin and Wexford, a half-a-bog accent, Clare’s sister joked for years. But Clare liked his accent, the strange awayness of it, the way it spoke of experiences beyond the port of Dublin. She listened attentively to his descriptions of his work as they strolled through Stephen’s Green one afternoon. He had twenty minutes only, he apologised, for he had run down to meet her on his lunch hour and still had to get back again. Clare didn’t mind, and for twenty minutes they wove their way between railings and flowerbeds that were edging towards autumn. As they parted at a side gate, Clare was already rather enchanted with the world that his ambition offered her imagination. They arranged to meet again for ‘lunch’ the following day, and, in the only love-struck daze of her life, Clare returned to her own job as a secretary to an importer of fabrics, up the road.

         Clare was remarkably quick as a typist and astute when it came to her own failings. The fabric importer was married to a Frenchwoman, and Clare thought her charming, witty and beautiful. She paled in comparison, she knew, even if the fabric of her clothes was exactly the same – which it often was, seeing that Clare received a discount on the cloth that made up a large part of the wife’s wardrobe.

         She took to wearing scarves and studying French at night at a local community college, and as she cycled home from work or the college, she would carry on conversations with herself in the language, causing those she passed to smile at what they took for her oblivion. But what they took for the unselfconsciousness of a girl only out of school was something else entirely: a determination to shape herself, to make sure that if the chance arose, she would be ready to go, to step into some role that demanded the poise and grace of that Frenchwoman. She would be ready for the stares that would come her way once she was the foreigner, once she was the beauty walking down new streets.

         Most difficult of all to imagine were the years that followed when Clare and Tom left Ireland so that Tom could buy and sell spices, while Clare along the way collected carpets and rugs and tapestries in palates far more complicated than anything her sister had dreamt of back in Dublin. He always said he knew we’d marry when I told him which carpets I liked, and which spices. He said I knew my carpets and I knew my cinnamon and I was the girl for him, the one he could take around the world.

         She told Sandrine about these years more than anything else, and of course there were many photographs, but to picture her happy, slightly pink-brown from the long-time exposure to the sun, strolling through a balmy stone courtyard with other expatriate guests, dressed in a tailored ao dai glittering with gold thread, or standing atop an exquisitely fine silken carpet tufted with dark blue in the house that had been hers in America – this was difficult. It was almost impossible if she returned Clare’s gaze. When Clare spoke of such times, her eyes glistening and remote, Sandrine couldn’t help but stare past her at the paintings on the wall, at the small carvings and statues, to avoid seeing only an old woman in unwashed clothes whose husband had disappeared into his own breaking-up mind.
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         When Tom was allowed to return home after a week, it had been on the understanding that permanent live-in help was already in place, and that he must not be left to his own devices. All sharp objects should be locked away, including knives, and the door was to be locked from the inside at all times. The doctor had recommended a nursing home, but Elizabeth could not yet face moving him out of his home permanently. It was one thing to tell Clare that Tom would be home soon, quite another to simply pretend it, or tell the truth. And Clare was delighted to have him at home again. Instead of trailing around town in search of him on foot, her eyes followed him round the room. Her lips turned into easy smiles, she celebrated with rashers for herself every day at breakfast, and urged her daughter to come for dinner each day, even if Elizabeth continually turned down the invitation.

         Tom didn’t notice this attention one way or the other. He still shuffled down the stairs in the morning, but began to go straight into the sitting room and to forgo his usual breakfast – prepared by Sandrine now – for palmfuls of sweets, biscuits and grapes that Sandrine learned to pull into small sprigs and branches that he toted round with him. When she managed mid-day to sneak into Clare and Tom’s room to change the sheets, Sandrine found the bloodied stains of grape juice on the pillowcases, smears of jam clutched into the edges of blankets. Like a child, he hid things in his pockets and then forgot them utterly, melted a chocolate bar over the course of a day with a fistful of heat and then sometimes licked it off absentmindedly, other times leaving odd and irregular prints of chocolate on the walls, the banisters, the toilet seat. Windows and mirrors saw splayed fingerprints, and the lines and fine folds of his skin were traced in chocolate.

         Tom accepted Sandrine’s presence more readily than Clare. He still managed to offer her a cup of coffee at odd times, whenever it struck him that he might have been rude in the lack of such an offer. And while he occasionally asked Clare who she was, he never listened for the answer, as if sensing that Clare knew little more than he did of their situation. While doing the dishes and gazing out at the autumnal blur of colour gradually fading to winter in the back garden, Sandrine sometimes felt a puzzled gaze in the room and turned to find Tom staring hard at her, trying to remember how she had come to be there, who she was, what he was meant to say or do, if anything, at such a moment.

         His eyes would barely blink. He would stand in the doorway like this, slightly swaying, silent, until Sandrine took her hands from the sink, dried them, and came over to him. Why don’t we go and sit down, Tom? It’s too cold for you to stand here in the kitchen, there’s a draft from all the windows. Sandrine spoke in her schoolteacher’s voice, gently and firmly, looking him squarely in the eye as she would when soothing an out-of-sorts child. Look, the fire is lit, and you can sit and talk to Clare.

         He would allow her to move him into the sitting room, near the fire surrounded now with a gate bolted against the wall. He would wind his fingers into his pockets or accept Clare’s offer of a biscuit, then spend the next hour engrossed in breaking it into particles of grain that he sprinkled into lines on the sitting room carpet, creating a new design that Clare watched develop with as much attention and which, later, Sandrine would briefly admire before hoovering up.

         More often Sandrine would find him standing in the kitchen before a specially built teak spice rack, its doors swung open to reveal a century or so of small silver canisters, each stuck with a label covered in his own slanting, calligraphic hand and indicating not only the spice or herb, but its origin and its date. Tom would pile the lids up in a neat stack until they toppled, but by then he was engrossed in his true project: smelling the spices, tasting their colours on the tip of his tongue, painting them onto his lips. Some mornings he would seem to be concentrating on sweet spices. He would grip freshly shaved nutmeg under his nose, or break a pod of cardamom into sticky beans. Other days, Sandrine was alerted to his position in the house by a sudden spate of sneezes that usually meant the peppers were being examined, the many mills he had fallen in love with at different times lined up on the kitchen counter, small drifts of the grinds in front of them. And oddly enough, no matter what chocolate prints were left on furniture or clothing, the spice tins always remained pristine. Their lids were tightly replaced and they were stowed away from light behind the narrow slats of wood. Sandrine would find that clean sheets and towels crawled with cinnamon and pepper, made to act as dusters of the tins, the lids, and the labels.

         Only about two weeks after his return from the hospital, though, Tom refused Clare’s usual suggestion that it was time for bed, and lay down in the crimson and saffron-coloured sitting room to sleep. He was not a tall man, but a rather large, big-boned one, with a squat farmer’s build like his brother. Watching him lower himself to the floor seemed to Sandrine an eternity of anxiety over which she was powerless. She envisioned herself attempting to stop him, or attempting to haul him up on his feet, but the not-yet-child butterfly-flew through her mind and she knew that this was impossible.

         Eventually, Tom lay on his back on the carpet. Once there, he closed his eyes and swam his hands through the luxuriance of carpet pile, his eyelids tremoring with ideas. Clare headed furiously on up the stairs, stomping over the carpeted, creaky boards, leaving Sandrine wondering what to do. After looking at the clock and deciding it was too late to summon Elizabeth for a relatively minor event such as this, Sandrine, kneeling by Tom, murmured calmly to him while she raised his head and placed a pillow beneath his neck, draped a small square of a throw over his legs and settled into an armchair in the hall outside of the room to begin a half-sleepless vigil, listening for floorboards and voices. Clare’s footsteps died above her, and Sandrine assumed she’d gotten into bed. There was no sound, only the beginnings of an earnest rain slapping at the windows, drilling at the roof.

         Sandrine went in and watched Tom intently for a few moments, and when it appeared he was fast asleep, let herself gaze around the room. She remained fascinated by the house, by its abundance, and in moments like these liked to imagine George and Tobias arriving, to dream up their gasps and delighted reactions. Tobias would love the Buddhas as she did, Sandrine knew. After a while she returned to the hallway armchair and dozed off, sitting with her hands over her belly, her mind dreaming past the drumming of the rain and past the nausea that she was battling.

         In her dream she was back in Zimbabwe, and the child was born, shouting, speaking, telling her that she was not feeling well, was feeling sickly and wanted to go home. Sandrine was telling her girl child that yes, they would go home to Ireland soon and her husband was shouting too, saying that he couldn’t go to Ireland, that he had no visa. Sandrine woke with a start only when Tom appeared in the hallway half undressed and seemed to be looking for his clothes. It was still raining, harder now. She fought the urge to ignore him and remain in the few moments when she could still remember the dream. But she rose with the sound of the rain thumping irregularly in her ears, and she and Tom found his clothes in the hallway, draped neatly over the walnut stair rails that gleamed in the dim light.

         Excuse me, he said politely, there seems to have been a bit of a mix up. I thought I was to collect my suit this afternoon. Is it ready now?

         Sandrine told him that it was okay, the suit was ready, and he nodded gravely.

         Just as Sandrine got his shirt on, Clare appeared at the foot of the stairs, her eyebrows arched high into her forehead, her mouth a perfect O. Trying to steal my husband! she shouted. She ran – Clare never ran – to Sandrine, snatched Tom’s fleece and socks from where they were caught in the crook of Sandrine’s arm, and put her slight arms protectively around him. Sandrine retreated to the kitchen, leaving the two of them alone in the rug-strewn hallway, listening to the confused sounds of Clare’s sobbing and Tom’s surprisingly fitting there theres and the noisy drops of rain slashing at the front door’s mottled stained-glass panes.

         After only a few moments, the stairs groaned that they had managed to go up, and Sandrine herself sat down and wept. She wept because she had been in the house by the sea almost a month, and the baby was growing and demanding more of her physically. But she had not had time to think of her. Since she had arrived in the house the child had become something physical only. Sandrine might feel the illness of the child in the mornings, or feel the child’s growls of hunger as she lay down to rest, but other than that, Sandrine could not bring herself to think of it as a pregnancy. It was like a condition that made her feel unwell from time to time, but one that she had not had time to digest would change and lead to something else, another stage, and another, and another. And the child sensed this; that she was receiving far less of her mother’s time since they – that was the fact of it – had arrived in this house. The dream was the way the child now found to speak to her, to let her know that things were going to change. Sandrine sat sobbing, counting the weeks in her mind over and over again. Seven weeks, the first at home, the fourth in airports and the Irish countryside, and this week, next week, all the weeks to come – in a madhouse. What was she to do? Leave? Write to George and tell him what? I am in a madhouse? It’s bad for the child? But George didn’t know about the child. Sandrine sat sobbing until the thought arrived in her mind that this too was bad for the child, and then she made some tea and toast and tried to hide the rest of her thoughts from the baby. She would talk to the daughter, Elizabeth. She would tell Elizabeth that she could not handle so much at once, and see what she said. In the back of her mind was the anxiety that she was only meant to work twenty hours a week. Perhaps something could be done to reduce her hours, make her compliant with her visa, and allow her to get out to the English classes. Slowly, she rose and followed the ghost of the couple up the stairs, pausing at their door, behind which was a reassuring quiet. Sandrine went into her own room, and, hands stretched over the not-yet-child, fell asleep in the deep darkness while listening to the rain.
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         Elizabeth heard the news of the previous night over the phone and promised to come over as soon as she could. Sandrine did not have to say that it had been too much for her, Elizabeth immediately admitting that Tom would have to go into a home, if only to give Clare a chance to live a more normal life. It couldn’t be good for Clare, she said, to be up and down in the middle of the night, worrying about him. And, Elizabeth added when she arrived, I know that the two of them are too much for one person to care for. She looked at Sandrine sympathetically, but the look immediately put Sandrine on her guard. Did Elizabeth know? That she was two people?

         Sandrine was not sure what to make of Elizabeth. Most of their dealings so far had been to discuss rates of pay and afternoons off. Elizabeth had asked few questions about Sandrine’s life or her purpose in being in Ireland and in this job. Instead she asked whether Sandrine was finding everything that she needed in the house, showed her how to use the washing machine, drew disproportionate maps directing her to shops, and gave her several photocopies of a list of phone numbers – for herself, for doctors, for the police.
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