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  First Time


  MARGARET AND I were born in the same year to two sisters. I had my own sister; she was always six years ahead. Margaret had none. We became surrogate sisters.


  It was a sunny Sunday in Portstewart. We were wearing our smocked swimsuits. Every now and then a wave from the sea beyond added an extra thrill as we fell in and out of the rubber dinghies in the relative safety of the open air pool. Our parents close by were forgotten until we needed a rub of a towel or someone to marvel at our antics.


  Too soon it was time to go home. I made a pact with Margaret that I would return the following day on foot. The fact that Portstewart and Ballymoney were eleven miles apart was irrelevant.


  The next morning I took a last look around before heading off. My mother had a full line of washing out. The sheets billowed and tacked like great white sails. I had covered my tracks already knowing that my brothers and sister would in time reassure her that I would be fine…just gone to the sea for the day. Meantime they were sworn to silence.


  I walked past the familiar houses, shops and churches en route to the main road. As I was nearing the town boundary, I passed the home of my friend Stephanie. Stephanie lived on a farm, the nearest one to town, next to the park. She didn’t have brothers or sisters. Come to think of it she didn’t have a father either. She had two uncles instead. Her farmyard was familiar territory, but even those sweet and sour smells didn’t lure me that day.


  I was a seasoned walker by now, but this walk was different. I was on my own. I knew I could be courting trouble, that was the best part. I knew that my rapid heartbeat was triggered by more than the physical challenge. I could now see Coleraine in the distance. I was more than halfway there. I guessed by now my mother might have figured I was missing. It was a school holiday so that gave me some extra leeway.


  Cars passed occasionally but I looked straight ahead. I knew enough to recognize that a lift with a stranger was out of the question, so when a green Volkswagen slowed its pace and the window was rolled down, I kept on walking. The car kept pace with me as though the driver was looking for directions. He recognized me, and I in turn recognized him as one of Stephanie’s uncles. It was okay to take a lift with a family friend and I knew that when I’d explain my destination he’d offer to drive me there.


  The fact that I was eight years old and he was probably four times my age didn’t deter me from sharing my plan with him. His smiles of approval were obvious. I knew he’d love to be heading for a day at the sea himself except he had to go to the mart.


  He stopped the car at the first phone-box on the way into Coleraine. I waited impatiently, eager to see Margaret again. I don’t remember what he said as he turned the engine on and swung the car back in the direction of home. We drove back in silence. I didn’t wish to confide in him my feelings of first betrayal.
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  Thumbs Up!


  MY DAD HAD BIG HANDS and big pockets. His name was Sam. I always knew he loved me and I loved him. He was a tall striking man. He and I used to go for walks. He took long strides. I had to run to keep up with him.


  He used to bring me in the car with him as he’d go around inspecting installations all along the coast of Co. Antrim. I remember especially a trip to Ballycastle. The Lamass Fair was in full swing. On the way I wrote and rewrote, sang and resang the song The Oul’ Lamass Fair. All my lyrics added up to one thing…a request for pocket money.


  My Dad’s left thumb was his trademark, proof that he himself was once a young boy helping his father make furniture when the hammer slipped and permanently reshaped his thumb. It was pink, rounded at the top and without nail…you could say a tale of hammer and nail…


  When I was eight years old I learned something new about my Dad. He was afraid of heights. We were visiting Nelson’s Pillar—well that is to say I climbed Nelson’s Pillar and for the only time that I can recall I waved vigorously at my “little Dad” who waved just as vigorously up at me.


  Twice I saw my father vulnerable, once when his sister, my Auntie Molly died suddenly in England. He was heading out the door to bring her body home. He reached for the clothes brush—the head of a duck with the brush as the innards encased in a duck’s torso—a present from Auntie Molly. He burst into sobs and we all cried, Mam, Dad and me. The other time was in the same hallway when he headed downstairs to get tablets to relieve my mother’s arthritic pains and tumbled, making as much noise as a heavy wardrobe. The groans of pain were haunting as my mother and I fumbled about helplessly in our broken sleep, waiting for the ambulance to come.


  My last memory of my Dad remains vivid in my mind. I was visiting him in a nursing home across the road from the family home. My youngest daughter was with me. She was ten at the time and uncomfortable in this strange setting with her Granddad who spoke to us here and there with long silent gaps. He took her little hand in his big hand and examined it while I choked back the tears noting the difference in size and colour, his wrinkled and worn and spotted with death marks—hers fresh and smooth, pale and new. My Dad was from Derry and every time I hear The Derry Air I say hello and goodbye all over again.
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