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April 1981  

(US No. 7 - Woman - John Lennon)

My lover and I sat side by side on the white Caribbean sand. The setting sun shattered into a thousand glittering diamonds as it hit the turquoise blue of the sea, and the only sound was the rhythmic thud of the waves as they broke upon the shore.

My lover and I sat in silence. There was no need for words between us. We were together in body and mind and it was perfection. The electricity between us charged the otherwise tranquil setting. But we would do nothing about that charge until the sun had finally slipped behind the gentle ridge of the island, its dying rays spilling blood into the sea. Then he would lean over to me and breathe quietly into my ear as he always did.

‘Jane.’ The words, coming from just behind me, broke into my dream and shattered it completely.

I looked up from the file that lay open on the desk in front of me. Jessica Fitzgerald laughed. ‘If you didn’t spend half your life in a daze you’d be a brilliant worker,’ she said. She handed me a sheaf of papers. ‘All these are  fine. Can you get the confirmations out before lunch-time? ’

I nodded at her. I was still halfway around the world, still in the arms of my secret lover on the white sands of the Caribbean. It was difficult to come back to the fifth floor of the bank’s head office in Dublin, where the April rain drizzled miserably outside the opaque windows and there was no lover, secret or otherwise, in my life.

‘Are you certain?’ Jessica wasn’t convinced, I could see it in her eyes. I nodded once more, both to reassure her and to rid myself of the image of Sebastian lying bronzed and desirable on the beach beside me.

‘I’ll have them sent by twelve.’ I glanced at my watch.

‘Hope so,’ said Jessica. ‘And when you’ve done that I need you to do some photocopying for me.’

‘Do you need that before lunch too?’ I asked anxiously. ‘Only I’m meeting Lucy at half twelve.’

‘After lunch is fine,’ said Jessica. ‘Once you get those confirmations off.’

‘Don’t worry.’ I watched while Jessica walked back down the long, open-plan area to her desk.

Jessica Fitzgerald was my boss. She was twenty-six years old, an assistant manager in the International Trade department of the bank where I worked and she was frighteningly efficient. But she was good to work for. She didn’t make you feel stupid if you had to ask a question, she was always helpful and explained things thoroughly so that you were confident you knew what you were doing.

Some people said that Jessica was too helpful. That because she was so popular with her staff she had done herself no good in the further promotion stakes. The word in the bank was that you should always make sure that people knew less than you, that you kept an ace up  your sleeve at all times, and that you were helpful, but not overly so. And that you exaggerated your own abilities as much as you possibly could.

At first I’d been scornful of people who said that, but in my two years in the bank I’d learned that they were probably right. I wanted to get promoted soon and I wanted Jessica to realise that I was promotion material.

I sat at my desk and tore along the perforated lines of the computer-generated confirmations. Although I’d told Jessica that I’d have them done by noon, it had been a busy day yesterday and there were hundreds of them. It meant working flat out to meet an almost impossible deadline.

They were gone by five past. I sighed with relief, stood up and stretched my arms over my head. I left the huge bundle of copies on Jessica’s desk so that she could make a random check of some of them. Then I went to lunch.

The wind swirled around Baggot Street. It blew the rain directly into my face and whisked stray papers through the air. I pulled my grey, quilted raincoat around me and hurried down the street.

Lucy was already waiting for me outside Burgerland. She stood in the shelter of the building, calm and unruffled. Lucy would look calm and unruffled in a hurricane.

Lucy McAllister was my closest friend. We’d been friends since the day we met at St Attracta’s Secondary School for Girls. I’d arrived at school the first morning feeling very alone. I hadn’t gone to St Attracta’s Primary School like most of the other girls, and I didn’t recognise anyone in the crowd that swarmed around Class 1A. Everyone else seemed to know someone. A group of very pretty girls laughed in the corner together and glanced in my direction. I flushed with embarrassment, wondering if  they were sneering at me for some reason. I looked around anxiously.

A small, fair girl sat at a desk near the back of the classroom and ignored everyone around her. She didn’t look as though she was keeping a space beside her. She didn’t really look at anyone very much. I took a deep breath.

‘Are you keeping this space for anyone?’ I asked. The fair-haired girl shook her head.

‘D’you mind if I sit here then?’

‘Feel free,’ she said. ‘Don’t let me stop you.’

‘I’m Jane O’Sullivan.’

‘Lucy McAllister.’ She looked around. ‘Don’t you know any of these people?’

‘No,’ I said.

‘Me neither. It’s weird not knowing anybody.’

I nodded. ‘You didn’t go to St Attracta’s before?’

‘The Holy Faith,’ she told me. ‘But St Attracta’s is much more convenient for me, so my folks decided I should change. I didn’t want to, really. I liked the Holy Faith.’

‘I’m sure you’ll make loads of friends,’ I said.

She took a long look at the classroom full of girls and sighed. ‘Maybe.’

After that, I couldn’t think of anything else to say. I wanted to say something to show that I was bright and witty and that I was a good person to know. I pulled at a fingernail.

A tall, severe nun walked into the classroom, introduced herself as Sr Elizabeth, the head, and began to talk to us about our responsibilities as adults.

Lucy yawned and Sr Elizabeth stared at her.

‘In this school we expect our students to behave in a mannerly fashion,’ said the nun. ‘It is the height of bad  manners to yawn when somebody is talking to you. You’re Lucy McAllister, aren’t you?’

Lucy nodded while thirty girls stared at her.

‘Well, Lucy, it’s nice to have you in St Attracta’s,’ said Sr Elizabeth. ‘I hope you will spend your time here profitably and that you won’t find it all too boring.’

Lucy flushed. ‘Cow,’ she muttered under her breath.

I gave her a sympathetic smile and she grinned at me.

It’s funny how you sometimes click with another person. Lucy McAllister and I clicked. Despite the fact that we were completely unalike in looks - she was like a china doll with her fair hair, blue eyes and pale complexion and I was a sturdy, well-built redhead - we were the same sort of people.

We were both ordinary. Averagely clever, with average looks and an average background. We weren’t as popular as the stunningly beautiful Stephanie McMenamin or her select group of friends, but neither were we avoided like some of the other girls. We never did so brilliantly in class that we were envied; but we were never sent to Sr Elizabeth’s office with a note from the teacher to say that we were a complete waste of space. We were middle-of-the-road girls. We came from the same sort of families who lived the same sort of lives and we understood each other.

‘What d’you want?’ asked Lucy now as we stood in the queue for our burgers.

‘Quarter-pounder, chips and Coke,’ I said. ‘No - wait - no chips. I’m trying to cut them out.’

Lucy laughed. Not a very caring laugh, I thought. ‘Come on, Jane! You can never resist chips.’

‘I’ll have to,’ I told her. ‘I hardly fit into my jeans now and I can’t afford another pair. I badly need to lose a few inches.’

‘A small french fries will hardly make any difference,’ said Lucy. ‘There’s nothing in it worth talking about anyway.’

‘All the same,’ I said as we inched forward. ‘I’ll just have the burger. It’s all right for you - you never bloody well put on an ounce.’

Lucy grinned. ‘Metabolism,’ she said.

We brought our food to a white-topped table in the window. I shivered involuntarily as I watched the rain lash against it.

‘So.’ Lucy unwrapped her burger and daintily removed the dill pickle. ‘Have you decided what you’re going to do on Friday night?’

I made a face. ‘Not really.’

‘Oh Jane, for God’s sake! It’s your twenty-first birthday. You must have some ideas.’

I took Lucy’s pickle and put it on my burger. ‘No.’

‘But you can’t let your twenty-first go by as though it meant nothing.’

It was all right for Lucy. Her parents had thrown her a massive party. Although we were still close friends, her job at the temping agency meant that she met lots of different people. Easily enough to fill the room that Mrs McAllister had hired. And Michael, her older brother, had brought all his friends. I smiled at the memory. It had been a good night.

‘It’s my folks,’ I told her. ‘You know they’ve organised for us to go to the Walnut Rooms for dinner and a cabaret on Saturday night. They think it’s very touching that my birthday and their anniversary should be on the same day.’

‘I think it’s bloody unfortunate,’ said Lucy.

‘Yes, well.’ I robbed one of her chips. ‘There’s not a lot I can do about it. They’ve booked a table for twenty.  Twenty! All of the aunts and uncles.’ I took another chip. ‘They think I’ll like it.’

Lucy smothered a giggle. ‘Sounds like a barrel of laughs.’

‘Fuck off, McAllister,’ I said.

She smiled at me and removed her chips from my reach. ‘You’re on a diet, remember?’

‘I thought maybe we could just go out for a drink,’ I said.

‘Oh, Jane. We do that every week.’ She crumpled her burger wrapping. ‘Why don’t we at least come into town and then maybe go to a nightclub or something afterwards? You, me and the twins.’

The twins, Brenda and Grace Quinlan, were our other old schoolfriends. They were like one person really, because they were almost identical and you rarely saw one without the other. But we got on well as a foursome and we’d stayed friends even when we’d finally shaken the dust of St Attracta’s off our shoes.

‘OK,’ I said. ‘Will you be talking to the twins or d’you want me to give them a call?’

‘You’d better ring them,’ said Lucy. ‘I can hardly breathe in that office without them looking sideways at me. Thank God it’s only for another couple of weeks.’

I didn’t know how Lucy could stand going from office to office like she did. I liked knowing that I’d be meeting the same people every day and that I knew where everything was. Lucy was more adventurous than me.

‘I’d better get back,’ she said as she checked her watch. ‘They give me such horrible looks if I’m late that I’m quite sure they’re plotting something evil.’

I laughed at her. ‘They’re probably really nice people.’

‘Huh,’ said Lucy. ‘They’re solicitors. How can they be really nice people?’

I worked late that evening. International Trade was a busy department and there was always plenty of work to keep you past five o’clock if you wanted. I worked late whenever I could. I wanted the overtime and there wasn’t anything else to drag me out of the office.

God, my life was dreary. Here I was, nearly twenty-one, and I hadn’t achieved anything. I lived at home with my parents. I had a safe, but boring job in the bank. I didn’t have any vices. I was still a virgin.

Lucy wasn’t. Lucy had lost her virginity in France. When we left school she’d gone au-pairing for a year. Mam wouldn’t let me go au-pairing although I desperately wanted to. We had a screaming match about it, but in the end I rang the bank and said that I’d be delighted to accept the position that they’d offered, and Lucy went to France on her own. It didn’t bother her in the slightest. She wrote to me once a week to let me know how she was getting on, loving every minute of her time even if she thought that the two children she looked after were over-indulged little brats. Then, one day, a different letter came, falling over itself with underlined words and exclamation marks.

‘He was tremendous,’ she wrote. ‘I knew that it probably didn’t mean anything to him, because it’s definitely  different with the French, but I just had to, Jane, I just had to. And he was so good-looking and so charming. He brought a bottle of wine and we went out into the country and we did it in the open air! I felt great about it. Mind you, I was terrified that Mme Lemartine would find out about it and send me home! I wasn’t worried about getting pregnant, because I had sorted myself out about that the minute I met him! I just knew, you see! You just know, Jane, you’ll understand y ourself. Unless you and your latest have already done the deed! Write  and tell me. In the meantime, I am having a great time with Étienne and I know that I’ll be heartbroken when it’s over.’

I crumpled up the paper. I was embarrassed that Lucy could write to me about it and envious that she had managed to lose her virginity in such a romantic way. And that she didn’t seem to care that it was in a relationship that was purely for sex. Being in France had changed her outlook on life completely.

How many girls were virgins at twenty-one in this day and age? Hardly any, was my guess. I was one of them. Still. Despite my best efforts.

I snorted as I thought of my best efforts. In my entire life I’d had three boyfriends and none of them had been remotely close to dragging me to bed. Jesse, an American and my first love at seventeen (which shows that I was a late developer), lasted all of three weeks, the duration of his holiday in Ireland. Then came Frank. My relationship with Frank had been longer-lived but out of a Victorian novel. He was the sort of guy you’d never be afraid to bring home to your parents. He was too good to be true - scrubbed face, straw-coloured hair and a permanent expression of happiness. Frank couldn’t cope with my moodier side and we split up after six months. Anyway, Frank wasn’t The One, the man who would banish my imaginary lovers for ever. I hadn’t met that man yet, although I yearned to find him. The one who would make me complete. The other half of myself. When I joined the bank, I almost fainted with the excitement of seeing so many men of my own age walking around the place. This was my opportunity, I thought. This time I would find the man of my dreams.

Actually, I found Dermot. It wasn’t his fault that he couldn’t live up to my imaginary lovers - to Sebastian  or Nicholas or Rupert or Andreas. He did his best, but it wasn’t enough. We split up after three months.

So here I was, without a man in my life for the last year. It was stupid to think that I needed a man to feel good. I told myself over and over again that I was happy just as I was, but I wanted someone. I needed someone to put his arms around me and to hold me and to make me feel loved. I ached with the need of finding him.

Mam and Dad were watching TV when I arrived home. I walked into the kitchen and draped my wet coat over the radiator. Pieces of the car that Dad was currently working on were laid out neatly on the kitchen table. Dad was the part-owner of a garage. I was probably the only girl I knew who could change an oil filter more quickly than she could shave her legs.

‘You’re very late,’ said Mam. ‘Your dinner will have dried out.’

‘I didn’t think you’d keep any for me,’ I said. ‘I told you I might be late when I left this morning.’

‘I thought you’d ring and let me know.’ She opened the oven door and took out the plate. ‘You might want to make some gravy.’

The lamb chop was shrivelled and the potatoes dry. Mam was not a cook, she often said so, but she’d be hurt if I didn’t eat it.

I brought my food into the living room with me and settled down in front of the TV. That way Mam wouldn’t bother asking me about my day. She drove me nuts sometimes. She still treated me as though I was a child when I felt like an adult. Both my parents drove me nuts. They couldn’t accept that I was a person in my own right now.

My birthday, for example. I probably wouldn’t have had a big party anyway - I wasn’t a party sort of person  - but I certainly didn’t want some family night out to mark my supposed coming of age. I’d been horrified when Mam told me of her plans but I hadn’t the nerve, or maybe the heart, to say that I didn’t want to be part of a joint birthday and anniversary celebration.

I sighed. I was very hard to please these days.

‘Do you know who I saw in the shop today?’ Mam worked part-time in the local supermarket.

I shook my head.

‘That nice boy you used to know. Frank Delahunty.’

‘Really?’ I was indifferent.

‘Yes. He didn’t stop at my checkout but I recognised him straight away.’ She looked pleased. ‘Why don’t you give him a ring?’

‘Because I’m not interested in Frank Delahunty any more,’ I told her firmly. ‘We split up. He went to London. He probably doesn’t even remember me.’

‘Of course he remembers you.’ Mam looked affronted that anyone could forget her only daughter. ‘He was very keen on you.’

‘I suppose he was,’ I said. ‘But it wasn’t to be.’

‘Maybe now that you’re older . . .’ She sounded hopeful.

‘No.’

‘But--’

‘No,’ I said. Very decisively.

‘Leave the girl alone, Maureen,’ said Dad, coming to my rescue. ‘If she isn’t interested in the chap, she isn’t interested.’

I must have been a terrible disappointment to my mother. She’d been beautiful when she was younger. Sometimes when she took out old photograph albums I’d stare at the snaps of her and wonder how on earth she’d produced a daughter like me. And, unlike me,  she’d been popular with men. Not difficult, I suppose, when people said that you were a cracker. She was, too. Stunningly beautiful. Small and slender, with golden hair tumbling around her face. How could a woman like that look at her tall, well-built daughter and not wonder what on earth had happened? That was probably why she was always trying to find out about my boyfriends. She was afraid that nobody would ever find me attractive enough to marry, and she wanted me to get married.

I wanted to get married too, one day. But I wanted it to be to the right person, not someone Mam liked, the man who would love me through thick and thin. The man who would protect me.

I was an awful fool when I was twenty-one.

I met Lucy and the twins in O’Brien’s on Friday night. Lucy and I arrived at the same time and went upstairs while we waited for the twins. They didn’t get out of the department store where both of them worked until after six.

‘What’ll you have to drink?’ I took my purse out of my bag.

‘I’ll get you one,’ said Lucy. ‘It’s your birthday after all. And here . . .’ She handed me a gaily wrapped package. ‘Happy birthday.’

‘Oh Lucy, thanks! Will I open it now?’

‘Of course,’ said Lucy. ‘You’re not thinking of sitting here all night without opening it, are you?’

I slid my finger under the Sellotape and unwrapped her present carefully.

‘It’s gorgeous,’ I said as I held the delicate gold chain out in front of me. ‘Really lovely.’

‘Glad you like it,’ said Lucy.

‘Thanks, Lucy.’ I kissed her lightly on the cheek and fastened the chain around my neck while she ordered the drinks.

‘So how are your solicitors?’ I asked as we settled into seats in the corner of the lounge.

‘I’m sure there are loads of wonderful solicitors,’ said Lucy, ‘but I hate this job. Still, I was talking to Anna at the agency yesterday and she said that there were a couple of new jobs coming up soon. I told her I wanted something nice this time and she said she’d see what she could do.’

‘Any preferences?’

‘Human beings,’ she said.

I laughed. ‘They can’t be that bad.’

‘I don’t want to talk about them,’ she said. ‘We’re supposed to be having fun tonight.’

I drained my glass. ‘My turn,’ I said. ‘Same again?’

The twins arrived as I came back from the bar with the glasses of beer. I got another couple for them and they handed over their present - a beautiful pale cream angora jumper and a multicoloured chiffon scarf.

‘Happy birthday, Jane.’ Brenda lifted her glass.

‘Thanks.’

‘So we’ve all finally made it to twenty-one,’ grinned Lucy. ‘We’re all fully-fledged adults.’

‘Tell that to my mother,’ I groaned. ‘She told me not to be home late tonight.’

The others laughed. Mam’s concern for me was legendary. I suppose it was because I was an only child, but it was stifling all the same. Lucy’s mother was far more relaxed than mine. Mrs McAllister never asked Lucy what time she’d be home. And the Quinlans’ parents seemed to think that because the twins were together all the time it meant that they’d look after each other. I was the only one with parents who fussed.

‘Brenda and I were thinking about getting a flat,’ said Grace suddenly. ‘What would you think of that?’

I stared at her. ‘Would your parents mind?’

‘I’m sure they’d prefer it if we stayed at home, but you can’t live at home for ever. Besides, we want to live somewhere that’s our own.’

‘It’s a great idea,’ said Lucy. ‘Maybe you and I should think of doing it, Jane.’

‘We were kind of wondering if you would like to share with us,’ said Grace. ‘It’d be a lot cheaper.’

I looked at them in amazement. I’d never thought of leaving home before. Not to live in a flat, anyway. I assumed that I’d move out when I got married, but in 1981 Dublin girls didn’t just up and leave and move into flats.

‘What a brilliant idea,’ breathed Lucy. ‘It would be fantastic. I’d love to be out of our house. Michael’s moved back home while he’s saving up for the new bike and Joan and Emily are driving me crazy. My parents aren’t too bad, I suppose, but the idea of living somewhere myself . . . what do you think, Jane?’

‘I’d love it,’ I said. ‘Have you thought of anywhere?’

‘Not yet,’ said Grace, ‘but we’ve been looking at the papers. If we get somewhere purpose-built, it would be best.’

‘An apartment, you mean,’ said Lucy. ‘Not a flat.’

‘Absolutely. We want to live somewhere nice. Not some crummy tenement in Rathmines.’

‘Wouldn’t that be terribly expensive?’ I asked. I hadn’t a clue about the cost of renting anywhere. It just seemed to me that a pretty, purpose-built apartment would cost a lot more than any of us could afford. It wasn’t as though we were earning huge salaries.

‘It would be OK if the four of us did it,’ said Grace.

I shivered with anticipation. It would be fantastic to be four girls living together in an apartment. It would be freedom at last! We’d be able to do exactly what we wanted, whenever we wanted. I wouldn’t have to account for every minute of my time. No more panicking on a Friday night because I’d had a couple of drinks and my clothes reeked of smoke from a pub. Mam went berserk whenever I came home smelling of drink or smoke. She immediately assumed that I’d been on a massive binge. It was terribly unfair of her. I’d only been utterly drunk once before, and that was such a disaster that I vowed never to get into that state again. I shuddered as I remembered leaning over the toilet bowl while my parents stood outside the bathroom door ready to give me an earful when I could stand up again. God, that was awful. I hated being sick. I hated the loss of control. That was why I’d never drunk eight vodkas, two pints and a bottle of wine in a single night again.

‘So what d’you think, Jane?’ asked Lucy.

‘I know my parents will go mad,’ I said, ‘but I’m all for it.’

‘Great.’ The twins looked pleased. ‘Does anyone have a definite idea of where the apartment should be?’

‘Not me,’ said Lucy. ‘Although something near town. I need to be near a bus stop so that I can get in early if I’ve got a job in some out-of-the-way place.’

‘I don’t mind at all,’ I told them. ‘Anywhere will do me.’

We spent until closing time talking about our flat. Our apartment. It was great. I finally felt grown up whenever I thought about living in an apartment. You couldn’t really feel an adult when you lived at home. No matter what, you were always the child. I suppose it’s difficult for a mother to think of a child as anything other than  someone who needs their love and attention all the time, but I was ready to move on. I knew Mam wouldn’t be happy about it. I knew there’d be a scene and I hated scenes, but it would have to be done.

When we were finally thrown out of the pub, Lucy insisted that we go to a nightclub.

‘You can’t possibly go home yet,’ she told me. ‘It’s your twenty-first, Jane. It’s appalling that you’re not having a party.’

I sighed. ‘I told you before - I’m not a party person.’

‘I know, I know.’ She looked at me in exasperation. ‘But you’ve got to make the effort. Come on, let’s go to Annabel’s.’

The twins were all on for Annabel’s and I gave in. I couldn’t be a party-pooper all my life. We joined the queue outside. The doorman stared long and hard at me before he let me in. I looked too young, I knew. I was the youngest of the four by about three months but I looked at least a year younger than the others. The twins were both elegant girls. Tall and dark, they had a great sense of style. That was why they’d got jobs in the department store - they simply loved clothes. Lucy, who had looked young for her age in school, had found her look in France. Tiny and demure as a teenager, she’d blossomed in the last year. But I was still the same. I hadn’t quite managed to tame my wild, curly hair or find a look that fitted me yet. I was growing up inside, but my appearance hadn’t caught up with how I felt.

Annabel’s was crowded. We pushed our way into the throng of people on the dance floor.

At least this was better than the cricket club dances of my teenage years. When we were at St Attracta’s, everyone went to the cricket club disco on a Friday night and tried to meet the man of their dreams there. It never worked,  of course. Blokes you’d never seen before would ask you to dance, hold you tightly in their arms and then leave you standing there like an idiot when the music speeded up again. I hated the cricket club but I always went. You knew that the night you didn’t show up would be the night that he would be there.

We were so naive, I thought, as I danced around my handbag. What chance did anyone have of meeting the man in their life at a bloody disco?

‘Would you like to dance?’

The lights had dimmed and the music was slow. He stood in front of me and smiled. The girls grinned at me and gave the thumbs up.

He put his arms around me and I leaned against his chest. He wore a denim shirt. I liked denim shirts. His aftershave was Brut.

But there had to be more important things in my life than love. I’d tried it, and I wasn’t very good at it. Each time I’d gone out with someone, I’d truly believed that this was it. That it was for ever. Even with Jesse. I hadn’t quite got the hang of simply going out and having a good time with someone. Was everyone as silly as me, I wondered, as I moved around the floor with him and tried to ignore the fact that the button on his shirt pocket was digging into the corner of my eye. Not Lucy - she’d had a few boyfriends since she’d come back from France, and none of them had lasted longer than a couple of months. Not the twins - they didn’t seem to need men in their lives. They were different from other people. Not anyone else I knew. I was the sole idiot in town.

‘Thanks,’ he said as the music speeded up again. ‘Would you like a drink?’

I shook my head. Suddenly I didn’t want to be here any more. The girls were standing beside the bar.

‘I’ve had enough,’ I said. ‘I think I’ll go home.’

‘Are you sure?’ asked Lucy. ‘It’s only one o’clock.’

‘I’m sure,’ I said. ‘Stay if you want to.’

‘No,’ she told me. ‘I’m tired, too.’

We all left together and piled into a taxi outside.

‘Riverview Estate,’ said Lucy. ‘Terenure.’

The driver nodded. I sat in the back with the twins while Lucy chatted away to him. I didn’t listen to the conversation but leaned my head against the window.

Twenty-one. It had seemed very old when I was at school. Now I realised that it was nothing at all.
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April 1981  

(UK No. 2 - Making Your Mind Up - Bucks Fizz)

I stood in front of the mirror in my bedroom and gazed in appalled fascination at my reflection. I looked like a Neapolitan ice cream.

Mam and Dad had bought me a watch for my birthday. It was a neat gold watch with a gold chain. They should have left it at the watch but Mam had also bought me the yellow dress. Some girls with flame-red hair could wear yellow dresses and not look ridiculous, but I wasn’t one of them.

I couldn’t understand my mother. She always looked so pretty herself, it was extraordinary that she didn’t know what looked well on me. Whenever she bought something for me, I think that she saw herself in it. The yellow dress would have been perfect for her.

I thought about not wearing it, but that would have hurt her feelings. I sat at my dressing-table and wondered if there was anything I could do to salvage my appearance. What I really wanted to do was to wear a pair of jeans and a T-shirt, but that would have caused a riot.

My face stared back at me from the mirror. Grey-green  eyes set wide apart, no cheekbones worth mentioning, generous mouth. At least I didn’t have freckles. I hated freckles.

I rubbed foundation on to my cheeks and went heavy with the blusher. I didn’t bother with make-up during the day but maybe I should have. It would make me better at using it at night. I brushed the silver eyeshadow on to my lids and loaded my lashes with mascara. Then I outlined my mouth with lip-pencil and filled in my lips with the red lip-gloss that had come free with Woman’s Own that week. I slid my cameo earrings on to my ears, hung Lucy’s gold chain around my neck and put on my new watch.

I still looked like a Neapolitan ice cream.

Mam didn’t say anything when I appeared downstairs. She must have thought I looked ridiculous. Compared to her, I was a complete mess. She wore a light green skirt with matching jacket and a white blouse. She looked great. Unlike any of the other mothers I knew, Mam was thin. Both Mrs McAllister and Mrs Quinlan were rounded sort of women. They looked like mothers. Mine still looked like a person. I wished she looked more like a mother. It would make it a lot easier for me.

We were late by the time we arrived at the Walnut Rooms and the rest of the family was already sitting at our table. We were escorted to it by a man wearing a dress suit and white gloves which I thought looked silly. I had never been to the Walnut Rooms before, since ‘Patrons’ were supposed to be over twenty-one. The rest of the family frequented it for birthdays or anniversaries or, in the case of Mam, a girls’ night out with her sisters, Olivia, Judith and Joan, three times a year.

The ‘Rooms’ were really just one room, but it was huge. At one end was a stage and in front of that was a large  dance floor, surrounded by tables. The backdrop to the stage consisted of hundreds of strips of foil paper in gold and silver, which fluttered in the draught of the room. Emblazoned across this in huge red lettering was ‘Stevie Cleere and His Band’ and the stage was ready for Stevie and company, silver coloured chairs awaiting their arrival.

Our table was near the stage. It was a big, round table, covered by two tablecloths, one pink and one mauve with a matching pink and mauve flower arrangement in the centre. It was all a little startling to the eye and clashed horribly with my yellow dress.

When we arrived all my relatives stood up and clapped which made me feel hugely embarrassed because people at the other tables turned around to look at us. I could feel my cheeks burn as I slipped into an empty seat. Aunt Olivia kissed me and congratulated the ‘birthday girl’, which again made me flush with embarrassment, and I squirmed uneasily. I looked around the table, trying to avoid the eyes of my relatives and smiling uneasily as I failed.

There were still two seats empty, which surprised me because, as far as I could see, everybody was there. Except Declan, I suddenly realised. Aunt Olivia was sitting beside me. ‘Where’s Declan?’ I asked curiously.

‘He’ll be here later,’ she said. ‘He’s picking up Ruth.’

Ruth? I didn’t know any Ruth. She was not a McDermott, Mam’s side of the family, or an O’Sullivan. I’d never heard of her before.

‘Ruth who?’ I asked.

‘Good God, Jane, don’t you ever listen to anyone? Ruth is Declan’s girlfriend.’ Aunt Olivia looked at me as though I were an imbecile.

‘Nobody told me,’ I said defensively. ‘And I haven’t seen Declan in ages.’

‘Neither have I,’ laughed my aunt. ‘Since he met Ruth, I’m not sure he even knows we exist.’

They arrived five minutes later. I was sipping my Coke and listening to the conversation around me, when I saw Declan walk into the room, accompanied by a girl I presumed was Ruth.

An amazing girl. Declan was tall, just under six feet and Ruth almost matched him in height. Afterwards, I realised that it was probably because of her footwear, but the first impression was of a tall, thin, pale beanpole. Her hair was waist length and jet black, and fell in a straight sheet around her face. She wore a black T-shirt and long black skirt and a black shawl around her shoulders. She also wore spindly black shoes with an incredible heel which added inches to her natural height. The only colour she wore was provided by a huge silver cross hanging from her neck and her nails and lips, which were post-box red. She was incredible. I’d never seen anything like her before and felt even more foolish in my buttercup yellow dress.

‘Hi everyone, this is Ruth.’ Declan proudly introduced her as they sat down opposite me. He told her the names while she inclined her head graciously in the direction of each person, but didn’t speak. ‘And, of course, my Cousin Jane, the birthday girl,’ he said cheerfully. I tried to smile. She looked at me as though I wasn’t really there. ‘Jane and I used to be great friends when we were children,’ continued Declan blithely, ‘but we don’t see as much of each other now - do we, Jane?’

‘No.’

Ruth opened her black handbag and took out a packet of cigarettes and a lighter. I watched her with interest. My parents hated smoking. She lit a cigarette, still without speaking, and took a long, deep drag. Then she exhaled  the smoke very, very slowly. She turned and whispered in Declan’s ear.

He smiled benevolently at her and kissed her on the forehead. I wondered if he’d noticed that she looked like Morticia in The Addams Family. Declan was such an ordinary-looking person, I couldn’t believe that it hadn’t struck him that his girlfriend was extremely odd.

‘So what do you do, Ruth?’ Mam smiled at her.

‘I’m a hairdresser,’ she replied. Her voice was husky and low.

‘Really?’ Mam made it sound as though she had always wanted to meet a hairdresser. ‘Where do you work?’

‘Peter Marks,’ she replied. ‘I’m a colouring specialist.’

I choked back a laugh. Colour specialist! Specialising in black, no doubt. All the same, I had to admit that she was attractive once you got used to the black. Her skin was flawless, her eyes (after you discounted the make-up) were sultry brown and her neck was long and graceful. Her hands, too, were long and narrow with perfectly shaped nails. As I looked at them, I curled my fingers into my palms to hide my own nails. I didn’t bite them much these days but whenever I was nervous I picked at them and they were uneven in length.

The waiter came over and asked her if she wanted something to drink.

‘A martini,’ she said.

‘And I’ll have a pint,’ said Declan.

Our family stopped looking at Ruth and began its own conversations. I decided to head for the Ladies.

I stood in front of the long mirror and felt more uncomfortable than ever. In comparison to Ruth, I looked childish. Even if she hadn’t been there I would have felt silly but now my sense of discomfort was multiplied a thousand times. My face, which I had thought looked nice  when I left the house, now seemed bland and uninspired. My thin-soled sandals were ludicrous. I felt a freak.

They were bringing around the starters when I arrived back at the table. My seat was between Aunt Olivia and Granny McDermott.

‘You look very nice, lovey,’ shouted Granny. She was a little deaf and shouted at everyone now.

‘Thanks,’ I said.

‘I like the colour,’ she said. ‘Very bright.’

I wasn’t sure whether this was really meant as a compliment or not. I gave her the benefit of the doubt.

‘Thanks, Granny.’

‘Reminds me of a dress I once had,’ she continued. I sighed. Granny was a reminiscences person. Once she started, she just went on and on. I think that memories of things in the distant past were more clear to her than memories of things that had happened yesterday. She seemed to be able to conjure up people and places of her youth at will and retreat into their company. Or, as now, inflict their company on you. I listened with half an ear to the exploits of young Rosie McDermott and Ian and Glenda, without really hearing any of it.

Mam was talking to Joan about the supermarket. ‘People continually try to just walk out,’ she said. ‘It’s amazing. For the sake of a tin of beans or something. They need better security. And the kids try to rob the sweets all the time.’

Dad talked about cars. ‘It was the carburettor,’ he told Dick, Aunt Judith’s husband. It was always the carburettor, I thought.

‘Anyway,’ said Uncle Kevin, ‘I thought the best way to do it was to Rotavate the garden. Start from scratch. A big job. Worth it, though.’

‘So I tried on the size fourteen,’ said Dad’s sister,  Kathleen, ‘and it wouldn’t go near me! I was so embarrassed. Then she said, “Would madam like to try a larger size?” She said it loud enough for the whole damn shop to hear. So I told her no, that I didn’t really think it would do for the larger lady.’

Judith nodded. ‘Little upstarts,’ she said. ‘I won’t go near any of those boutique places.’

‘It looked lovely, though,’ moaned Kathleen.

I applied myself to the egg mayonnaise. The conversation was inane. Who cared about dresses and carburettors and Rotavated gardens? I hoped I’d never become the sort of person who spent their time talking about their house. I wanted to be - different.

I watched Ruth, who pushed her food around her plate without eating it. I’d have loved to be able to ignore food like that, but once it was in front of me I had to eat it. That was probably why I wasn’t a willowy beanpole.

‘So how’s the bank?’ asked Declan suddenly, looking at me.

‘Oh, OK, I suppose,’ I said.

‘Fed up already,’ he teased. ‘You’re probably too intelligent for the bank.’

‘Don’t be stupid.’

‘I’m not. You were always clever, Jane.’

‘You’re clever,’ I said, blushing.

‘Not like you.’ There was real envy in his voice. ‘I thought it was unfair the way you passed exams without studying for them.’

I laughed. ‘Technique. At least we don’t have to worry about them any more.’

‘Thank God,’ he said feelingly. ‘I hated school.’

‘I was glad to leave school,’ said Ruth, suddenly joining in the conversation. ‘It bored me rigid.’

‘Where did you go?’ I asked.

‘Sisters of Mercy,’ she said laconically. ‘Bitches, all of them.’ I looked around anxiously in case my mother had heard. She wouldn’t approve of calling the nuns ‘bitches’.

‘Why?’ I asked.

‘Frustrated virgins,’ said Ruth. ‘It’s not normal for women to lock themselves away like that.’

‘But they’re not exactly locked away, are they?’ I asked reasonably. ‘Not if they’re teaching in the school.’

‘Not all of them did,’ she said. ‘In fact, very few, I think. And they were probably considered racy.’

I laughed and she smiled. It changed her face completely. Quite suddenly, I liked her.

‘So you work in a bank and you’re bored. I work in a hairdresser’s, but really I want to sing.’ I looked at her in alarm, afraid that she might suddenly burst into song there and then.

‘Professionally,’ she added.

‘Really?’

‘Oh, yes.’

‘Ruth is a brilliant singer,’ said Declan. ‘She’s like a female Rod Stewart.’

I imagined he was right. That husky voice would sound great on a record.

They cleared away the plates and brought the soup. Aunt Olivia turned to me.

‘How’s the job?’ she asked.

I wished people would stop asking me that. I answered non-committally. She extolled the virtues of hard work. I listened and said nothing.

The main course arrived but Ruth didn’t eat her chicken. ‘I’m a vegetarian,’ she explained.

‘That’s silly,’ said Donal O’Sullivan, who was on the other side of her. ‘People need meat.’

‘No, they don’t,’ Ruth said. ‘You can get all the nutrients you need in vegetables.’

‘Give me meat and potatoes any day,’ said Kevin, to a rousing cheer from the assembled men. ‘It might be all right for you lassies,’ he added, ‘but we men need our meat.’

Declan looked uncomfortable. I wondered if he was practising being a vegetarian because of Ruth. But he ate the chicken anyway.

The cabaret started. Stevie Cleere and his band played fifties music. Stevie was wearing a gold lamé coat and had his hair slicked back Teddy-boy style. My relatives loved him. I hated it. Declan and Ruth seemed oblivious. He watched her and she chain-smoked.

Then Stevie Cleere started playing requests. He called out a special one for ‘The O’Sullivan family at table number three. A wedding anniversary and a twenty-first birthday! Best wishes from everyone!!’ A spotlight spun in our direction and highlighted us. I was embarrassed but my parents were delighted. The band played a brief snatch of the Anniversary Waltz, then Happy Birthday, while the waiter brought a big cake over to the table.

Dad stood up and made a brief speech to the assembled O’Sullivans and McDermotts. He said that Mam had made him the happiest man in the world twenty-three years ago, and again twenty-one years ago, and that his family meant more to him than anything else. I cringed.

Once the cake had been handed around, various members of the family got up to dance. I stayed where I was with Granny O’Sullivan, Gramps McDermott, Declan and Ruth.

‘Why don’t you get up and dance?’ demanded Granny, at the top of her voice. ‘A young girl like you shouldn’t be sitting down.’

‘I hate dancing.’ I had to remember not to shout back at her, but speak clearly. She hated being shouted at.

‘No young one hates dancing. Your mother loved it. Always sneaking out to dances, she was.’

I looked at Granny in amazement.

‘Wearing too much make-up and shiny skirts. I didn’t like it, I can tell you, young Jane. I gave her a good talking-to.’

I loved the idea of somebody giving Mam a good talking-to.

‘And what did she say?’ I asked.

‘You know the sort of thing. Girls have to enjoy themselves. I told her that doesn’t mean staying out all night and kissing people on the street.’

‘Who did she kiss on the street?’ I asked.

‘Martin Farmer,’ she said. ‘I never liked him. I was glad when she gave him up.’

I’d never heard of Martin Farmer.

‘What else did she do, Gran?’ This was a great opportunity to get information.

‘All the things young girls do. Silly things.’ Her voice trailed off. She had retreated into the past, her eyes were distant.

‘You won’t find out anything from Granny,’ said Declan, suddenly turning around to me. ‘She’s too discreet.’

‘Oh, I don’t know,’ I said. ‘She’s already told me about another of my mother’s boyfriends - Martin Farmer. And I happen to know that she had someone called Fritz for a while. God knows how many else.’

‘She still only married one person,’ said Declan.

I made a face at him.

‘Come on, Jane.’ Dad came over to the table. ‘Time for a dance with my daughter.’

‘I’m useless at dancing,’ I moaned but allowed him to take me on to the dance floor.

‘You need lessons,’ he said.

‘Nobody dances like this any more,’ I said. ‘Lessons would be a waste of money.’

‘No, they wouldn’t. People will always like this sort of dancing. It might go in and out of fashion, but it will last longer than that shaking around you go on with.’

‘I don’t much like shaking around either,’ I admitted.

‘Your mam likes dancing,’ he said. ‘Always did.’

‘She’s good at it.’

‘So would you be if you practised.’

‘No, I wouldn’t. I’m too - too lumpy.’

He held me away from him. ‘Don’t be silly,’ he said. ‘You’re perfect.’

I suppose all fathers think their daughters are wonderful, but it was nice to hear my father say so. What’s more, he almost believed it. I gave him a hug.

Stevie Cleere introduced ‘Josefina - with a voice like spun gold.’ She sounded like Edith Piaf. I hated Edith Piaf.

‘You sing better than that,’ Declan told Ruth, who looked pleased.

Around the table again people had switched places. Joan and Kathleen were beside each other and I eavesdropped on their conversation. Not deliberately, but my back was partially turned and I couldn’t help hearing them.

‘So if you like him, why didn’t you bring him along?’ Kathleen asked.

‘Not to something like this,’ said Joan. ‘This is not my sort of thing, really.’

‘Oh, I enjoy our get-togethers,’ said Kathleen. ‘We hardly get to see each other.’

‘This family sees each other far too often,’ observed Joan. ‘The McDermotts know too much about each other. But if I said I didn’t want to come, they’d go mad.’

‘So what is he doing tonight?’

‘I don’t know. Sitting in front of the TV, I suppose. Missing me, I hope.’

They both laughed. I was in shock. It sounded like Joan had a boyfriend. The thought was horrifying. She was old. Joan, I thought, should either be married or single. People her age didn’t have boyfriends. It was too ludicrous for words. She was nearly forty, for God’s sake! She should have more sense.

I got up and went to the Ladies again. I sat in a cubicle, picking at my nails. What if I never found another boyfriend? What if I was still looking for someone when I was forty? It was a horrible idea. I should be out having fun tonight with people my own age. Not hanging around with desperate forty year olds.

I recognised Judith and Olivia’s voices outside.

‘He’s besotted with her, of course,’ said Olivia tensely. ‘And she’s just stringing him along.’

‘But there’s no harm in it,’ said Judith.

‘Of course not. Not yet, anyway. But I would so like him to go out with a normal girl.’

‘She’s probably very nice under all that black,’ said Judith.

Olivia laughed. ‘It’s hard to tell, isn’t it? It’s simply that I imagined Declan would pick someone more - oh, I don’t know.’

‘More ordinary?’

‘I suppose so.’

‘He hasn’t picked her yet,’ said Judith comfortingly. ‘It’ll probably peter out. How old is he now?’

‘Twenty-two,’ said Olivia.

‘He’ll grow out of her. Or she’ll change,’ said Judith. ‘How old is she?’

‘I’m not sure. Something around the same, I suppose. ’

‘I’ll bet you any money that by next year she’ll have cut her hair and changed her colour scheme,’ said Judith.

‘Hopefully not to yellow,’ said Olivia, and I could hear the laughter in her voice. ‘Isn’t poor Jane’s outfit appalling?’

I froze.

‘She’s not a raving beauty, is she?’ asked Judith.

‘It’s strange when you consider Maureen at that age,’ said Olivia.

‘Maureen was beautiful,’ said Judith. ‘I always envied her. She was so much prettier than the rest of us. Poor old Jane must feel like the proverbial ugly duckling whenever she sees her mother.’

‘Oh, Jane will grow into herself,’ said Aunt Olivia easily. ‘Maureen never needed to. She just had an aura about her.’

‘Do you remember Nick Maguire,’ laughed Judith, ‘and how he kept pushing poems to Maureen through the letterbox?’

‘And she hated him.’ Olivia laughed, too.

‘Wonder what became of him?’

Olivia didn’t answer, but I presume she shrugged, consigning Nick to the heap of Mam’s spurned lovers.

‘We’d better get a move on,’ said Judith. They used the toilets, washed their hands and left. I waited for a few minutes before I moved. Then I wiped the tears from my cheeks.

I was outside my body for the rest of the night, an observer, not a participant. I could see myself sit around  the table and laugh at people’s jokes, dance with Dad and Noel, even once with Declan. But it was not me who was dancing with them, but somebody being watched by me. I talked to Olivia and Judith and hated them while smiling at them. Hating their pity for me, knowing they were laughing at me all the time. I watched Ruth and filed away her poise and indifference to use myself at a later date. I watched them all as they mellowed through the evening until it was time for us to go home. I could see some of myself in some of them, in a movement or expression, but I didn’t want to be like them, talking of their childhood and their houses and trivial things. I was beyond this and I now pitied them for the shallowness of their lives.

The drive home was quiet. We dropped Gramps back to his house where, contrary to his expectations throughout the evening, nobody had broken in and robbed him and where all was peaceful. Mam helped him get ready for bed while Dad and I sat in the tiny parlour. Dad nodded off while I read the paper, the silence of the room only broken by the solemn tick of the clock on the mantelpiece and an occasional snore from Dad.

He was cranky when Mam came downstairs to wake him up. She insisted on driving the rest of the way back home, which terrified me because she was an awful driver. It terrified Dad too, so he kept his eyes shut for the entire journey.

I climbed into bed and pulled the covers around me. It had been a dreadful night - no worse than I’d expected, but I knew now that I had to change my life. They were all sorry for me - I could see that. I needed to become someone else. Someone like Ruth. With panache. I couldn’t play it safe any more. At the very least, I would go to Ruth’s hairdresser’s and get my hair cut.

It would be different when I moved out, of course. When I moved in with Lucy and the twins, I’d be able to spread my wings a bit more. I was going to take my life in my hands and do things. I was going to grow up at last.
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