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Weekend
Special

CHAPTER 1—NORA MOLLOY

Nora was early as usual. She didn’t like being seen there too
soon, because if you arrived too early for the bus home it
looked as if you had nothing else to do. The others all arrived
at the last minute, pushing and shoving, afraid they’d miss it,
because if they did they really did. Jack always started up
the minibus’s engine at precisely 6 p.m. and quickly pulled
out on to the street. That way he had them all home by ten
o’clock. No use going home for the weekend if you weren’t
in time for the Friday-night barbecue at ten. That was his
motto. It wasn’t Nora’s motto, though—she’d be early regardless.
To pass the time, she went into a shop that sold perfumes
and creams. She studied them each Friday evening, so she
knew all the brands by heart. She opened a jar of cream
marked “tester,” and applied some on her hands and face.
She tried a hair spray next, and peered in the mirror to see if
she looked like one of the models she saw on a poster beside
the cream. Oh dear, she thought. I look nothing like them. It
was that haircut she’d given herself yesterday. She’d been in
a hurry, and it was difficult to see the back of her head. The
cutter had slipped and left her with more bald patches than
she’d care to admit.
She’d always cut her own hair with a clipper set she had
bought in a city discount store three years ago. It did a good
job most of the time, but if you were in a hurry, as she had
been yesterday, the results could be disappointing. People
often asked her why she didn’t go to the hairdresser’s and
get a proper cut. No fear—Nora Molloy wouldn’t be seen
dead in a hairdresser’s. She hated that awful smell, and the
black stuff they put on women’s hair. Once she’d had her hair
singed under a dryer, and it took weeks for it to get back to
normal. Besides, the price was well above her range—and
the more fashionable the salon, the higher the price. No,
Nora would continue to cut her own hair.
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Well, no use ruminating about her botched hairdo, she
thought. Better go and check for the bus. It was almost six
and the others should be there by now.
She found Jack adjusting his seat. He looked up and
smiled. “Ah, Miss Molly,” he said and helped lift her suitcase dolly into the luggage space.
She was annoyed. She hated him calling her Miss Molly,
but she had no one to blame but herself. When she had called
to book a place on the minibus she’d said her name was Miss
Molloy. Well, she was used to being formal on the phone—
that was her job for goodness sake. But how was she to know
that she should have said her name was Nora and that he had
mistaken Molloy for Molly? But it was very annoying that
he still refused to call her Nora, even though he called Mrs.
Muldoon by her first name, Mary, and she was old enough to
be his mother.
“The dolly’s handy,” he said pleasantly.
“It is,” she said, neglecting to add that it was useful in
more ways than one. There was no way she was going to
squander money on one of those fancy hold-alls like the others had. Besides, it was handy for bringing back bread and
cakes and other goodies from Harvey Bay. And then there
was the time when Mrs. Duffy, her mother’s friend, was giving away her patchwork quilt. Nora brought it back and it
was lovely on the bed in the apartment.
She sat down in one of the aisle seats, wiggled her toes
out of her shoes, and took out her Imperial mints. They had a
surplus of them at the hotel and she was told to help herself.
She didn’t eat them normally, but it was nice to have something to chew on a bus journey. The others often brought
marshmallows and toffees, but what was the point of spending money on sweets when they were there for the asking?
She opened a book that had been in lost property for
awhile. She got lots of bits and pieces this way. If no one
claimed them after a certain period of time, they were given
away. And Nora was always there, waiting for the handouts.
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There had been some nice finds over the years. Gwen, her
roommate, wasn’t impressed. As far as she was concerned,
lost property should be kept indefinitely. You never knew
when people would turn up to claim their things. Nora
sighed. Gwen was never content unless she had something
to moan about, like that incident on Thursday night.
***
She held up the book so Jack would think she was reading
and went over it all again—Gwen coming in on Thursday
night and tapping her fingers on the table like she was going to devour someone. You didn’t have to be an Einstein to
figure out that something had been bothering her. At first,
Nora had thought she was going to talk about the vacuum
cleaner again. Except for the cord letting off a few sparks
now and again, it was in good working order. What was
the sense in renting one of those modern contraptions that
claimed to clean, shampoo, and deodorize your carpets all in
one go? Gwen had suggested this as if they’d won the lottery
or something.
Nora had looked curiously at Gwen. No, it wasn’t the
vacuum cleaner she’d wanted to discuss—it was something
much more contentious.
“I’ve told you once, Nora, and I’ll tell you again—that
fridge has to go. It’s a health hazard. I can’t be coming in
here every night to sour milk, rotten meat, and God knows
what else.” She’d given a little nervous laugh, but Nora was
too astounded to join in. “Don’t you remember,” Gwen had
continued, “when we took out the lease on this apartment,
you agreed to replace or repair all the electrical appliances,
while I agreed to take care of the blinds, locks, and furniture.
That was the arrangement. You did agree . . .” Her voice had
trailed off guiltily.
“But the fridge is working fine. Why on earth do you need
a new one?”
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“Because I’m sick and tired of secondhand junk. That
fridge and a few other questionable appliances in this unit
will be the death of one or both of us one of these days.”
“But why do you want me to buy it? Don’t I help with the
rent, electricity, and buy food? Didn’t I get a quilt for the
bed?”
“I know you do, Nora; there’s no question about that.”
“So why?”
“No reason in particular. Why don’t you just go out and
buy the fridge and stop all this confusion? Just live up to
your side of the bargain and I’ll live up to mine.”
Nora had been livid. Gwen, who worked as a shop assistant, bossing her about, the same Gwen, who had failed her
year-ten exam, ordering her to buy a new fridge. Granted, she
had gotten the fridge in the first place. Gwen’s aunt, a friend
of Nora’s mother, had said she was getting a new one and offered Nora her old one. Nora had accepted the offer and had
a trucker friend bring it down from Harvey Bay to the apartment in Brisbane. It was in perfectly good working order then,
except for a loose seal and a bit of rust on the bottom. So what
was wrong with Gwen? Why the sudden notion she wanted a
new fridge? The worst thing was Gwen didn’t seem to know
or care. She wanted a new fridge, and that was that.
At that point Nora had made two cups of tea and settled in
for what she thought was going to be an in-depth discussion,
where Gwen would say not to worry, we’ll buy one between
us when our finances get better. But no, Gwen was looking through an appliance catalogue. “This one will be fine,”
she’d said, pointing to an expensive brand. “It’s on sale until
the end of November, just six weeks away.”
“But where am I going to get the money?” Nora had
wailed.
Gwen had shrugged. She didn’t know—maybe Nora could
get a loan. She had a good record with the bank. She should
have no trouble getting the money for a new fridge. Gwen
had shrugged again as if it didn’t concern her.
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The next morning, Nora was having her tea in the kitchen.
She never bothered with breakfast since there was always
food at the hotel, and what was the point of being a receptionists to all those high-ranking executives unless you got
some perks like free meals and mint sweets? Gwen rushed
in late as usual, and Nora had asked if she’d changed her
mind.
“About what, Nora?”
“About the fridge?”
“No Nora, I have not. And I want a new one this time, not
those secondhand scrap heaps that you seem to have a passion for.” She was buttering some toast and trying to buckle
her belt at the same time. Gwen loved that belt. It was an
Eastern design and had cost its weight in money. Extravagance in the extreme, Nora thought.
“What will I tell them up at Harvey Bay?” Nora asked
solemnly.
Gwen was startled. “About what?” she asked, bewildered.
“About the fridge.”
“Are you serious? Who would be interested?”
“Everyone—my mother, your aunt, Mrs. Duffy, the neighbors.”
“For God’s sake, Nora, you aren’t going blabbering all over
Harvey Bay about our domestic troubles. We’d be laughed
out of house and home.”
“But I got the fridge from Mrs. Duffy. What will she
think?”
Gwen had flared up suddenly. Nora still shook at the
thought of it.
“Mrs. Duffy! You think she’s going to be interested in a
secondhand fridge you relieved her of three years ago? She
probably couldn’t get anyone else to take it. Your mother,
Aunt Sadie, and most certainly the neighbors, have better
things to do than gossip about us 185 miles away in Brisbane.
They’re not interested if we have a fridge in the unit or not
and they are certainly not interested in our financial affairs.
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They don’t want to know about you being irresponsible and
not living up to your lease agreement.”
“I do live up to it.”
“You don’t—you’re irresponsible.”
“How?”
“Oh Nora, please.” Gwen was stricken. “We agreed last
night to be sensible about this and not have pointless rows
and recriminations. We agreed, and now look at what you’re
doing. Although I must admit I’m irresponsible myself
sometimes—it’s just being human.” She noticed the time.
“Look, I must go,” she’d said.
Nora’d had an awful day. She’d looked at fridge prices and
they were sky-high. The smaller the store, the more expensive they were. The big stores agreed to let her have one on
layaway. And they wanted $25 delivery fee. That sort of thing
worried the daylights out of Nora. What if she couldn’t keep
up the payments? She had thought too about what Gwen had
said about her being irresponsible. She was very responsible. Hadn’t she contributed to the food? She didn’t smoke
like Gwen and some of her rowdy friends did. Hadn’t she
always cleaned up after their partying? And she didn’t talk
incessantly on a mobile phone. She didn’t even have one.
She didn’t get involved in overseas lottery scams like Gwen
did. She went out of her way to help. Didn’t she buy all the
generic brands in the shop to save money?
Nora often suggested to Gwen that it would be better to go
to Harvey Bay every weekend instead of staying in Brisbane.
There were too many distractions in the city, and it would be
more economical too. How could she call her irresponsible?
Even this very morning she’d demonstrated to Gwen how well
the fridge was working. It kept the meat fresh for weeks on
end and made superb ice cubes. But Gwen wasn’t interested.
Nora had offered to get the fridge in six months’ time, but
in a low soft voice—unlike the outburst of the previous morning—Gwen had said there would be no waiting, and she expected Nora to be cooperative and get the fridge right away.
***
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She looked up at the sound of voices. Stella Cosgrave had
arrived. She still wore her university blazer, even though she
had left University of Southern Queensland three years ago,
and she carried a leather briefcase, which she dumped on the
seat beside her.
Jack was laughing at her. “Is that full of Heritage Listings
ready for the demolition squad?”
“Could be. I was told to leave it at the courthouse with no
questions asked.”
“Can I have a look, Stella? Maybe Miegunyah is among
them.”
“Really, Jack? What do you know about Miegunyah?”
“Plenty, I have a book on old homes, which I consult
regularly, and Miegunyah is an aboriginal name for this fine
home. It was built in 1884 at Bowen Hills for a man called
William Perry. It remained in the Perry family until 1926. It
had a few owners after that, but was about to be demolished
in 1966 when the Queensland Women’s Historical Association stepped in and saved it. The Association restored it in
the gracious style of the Victorian era as a memorial to the
pioneer women of Queensland.
“Oh, Jack,” interjected Stella, I saw a film on those homes,
and I’m sure Miegunyah was one of those featured. It’s a
single-story building with the veranda made up of cast iron
balustrades, filigree posts and valences. There seemed to be
brick piers instead of timber stumps.”
“And did you notice the solid ornamental masonry on the
entry porch?” asked Jack.
“Maybe we should have a look in my briefcase and see if
any of these grand homes are in danger,” said Stella.
“Ah, no, Stella—I was only joking about that,” said Jack.
“Glengariff is another favorite of mine,” he added. “The
house was built in 1887 by Edward Stuart. He lived in it
for awhile but it later it stood empty for years. Then an
Irishman called Charles Beirne inspected it. Beirne later
recalled that the call of the curlews and the croaking frogs
made it a very eerie place. The garden was overgrown with
giant bamboo hiding a collection of dismembered statues.
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The Beirnes transformed the house and grounds of Glengariff. They planted bunya pines, pineapples, rosellas, and
lucerne on the western boundary. Beirne lived at Glengariff
for fifty years. The house is a two-storied brick residence
surrounded by lavishly edged verandas. The arches and
paired columns are finely sculptured in, fitting for such a
gracious home.”
“Oh, Jack—you are well learned on our historical homes,”
said Stella.
“They were built by our British and Irish ancestors,” said
Jack, “and even if some of them look like upper-class British
mansions or reduced castles, they are still part of our heritage. Many of them do survive, but many of them have been
turned into restaurants, schools, and institutions. Maybe we
could make people aware of these grand houses of a bygone
affluent era and save them from being defaced or getting lost
because of progress or development.”
Nora was amazed that Stella, who was Judge Cosgrave’s
daughter and lived in a big house overlooking the sea, could
joke with Jack Dempsey in such a relaxed manner. Stella was
a bit of a rebel and always had been. She didn’t drive a car
because she wanted to mix with the public and get to know
genuine people. Still, Nora would have thought this minibus
would have been beneath the Cosgraves. They were people of
such high standing in Harvey Bay. They must think it odd that
their daughter traveled with every Tom, Dick, and Harry.
It didn’t seem to bother Stella, though. She had a smile for
everyone—even that anachronism, Johnnie Flanagan, who
was a mystery even to himself, with that devil-may-care Pat
Cassidy and his silly riddles.
Stella had a soft spot for Nora. She sat beside her and
inquired as she often did about Nora’s job. It was amazing
how Stella remembered the names of the executives Nora
worked for. She knew one was a general manager, one a
director of marketing, and one was a financial controller.
She knew there were a Mr. Warner, Mr. Davis, and Mr.
Atkinson. Even the reception staff wouldn’t know that.
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As for Gwen, she could hardly remember the names of
her own bosses, never mind Nora’s.
But then Stella was a bit of an aristocrat, Nora always
thought. She had an innate quality for finding the best in
everyone, regardless of their station in life.
James Darcy arrived next. He was wearing a kilt. “Oh
heavens above, James—is that Irish or Scottish?” asked
Stella, feeling the fabric as James got in.
“Irish, of course.” James’s eyes twinkled mischievously.
“Can’t you see the green squares?”
“Well, what color are the Scottish ones?”
“Red. This one belongs to a friend of mine. She said she’ll
give it to me if I wear it in the St. Patrick’s Day parade next
year.” James was reveling in the attention.
“Oh, you don’t say,” laughed Stella. “Your father would
have to budget for a month of Sundays if he had to buy that.”
James’s father was a surveyor and Mr. Darcy was instrumental in getting her into the surveying field.
Nora was filled with awe. It must be great for them to have
such a rapport with each other. Professionals seemed to be
naturals at it. She felt a slight irritation that her own father,
now deceased, had been a laborer and not a surveyor. The
irritation was followed by a twinge of guilt. Her father had
spent his hard-earned money on her and her sister Fidelma’s
education, ensuring they all got decent jobs.
James went to the back seat, and right behind him was
Mrs. Muldoon. Dark haired and olive complexioned, she
looked like one of those gypsies who roamed the countryside long ago. It was hard to define her age. Nora reckoned
she was in her early fifties. But that was only a guess—she
could be any age.
Mary Muldoon worked in some sort of novelty shop
that sold stuffed birds and buckskin gloves. She even did
some work on them herself, which is why she went home
every weekend to stuff and mount creatures, then bring
them back to the shop in Brisbane. Stella said the shop
attracted all sorts of weird and wonderful characters.
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She told Nora she should go and see for herself. But Nora
took her position as receptionist to three of Brisbane’s highranking executives very seriously, and it just wouldn’t do for
her to be seen going in and out of some quack’s shop.
Mary joined James in the back seat, and Pat Cassidy ran
after them, stopping in the middle of the bus to ask, “What
happened to the dog that swallowed a watch?” He waited for
an answer but got none. “He got ticks.” Pat went back to the
front seat, happy he’d shared one riddle for the evening. He
looked out eagerly. Will I be lucky and get the lovely Carol
beside me, or do I get Mr. Flanagan? Oh dear, just your luck,
Pat—here comes Mr. Flanagan.
Johnnie Flanagan slunk into the bus, darting nervous
glances at everybody over his horn-rimmed glasses. Nora
thought she had never seen anyone who looked so furtive. If
anyone asked Johnnie Flanagan how he was doing, he cowered in his seat and replied “Why do you want to know?”
Last one on was Carol, tall and willowy, with blond hair
and a friendly smile. Nora wasn’t keen on people being too
tall, but Carol seemed to carry herself well and she did her
nurse’s uniform proud. Carol sat beside Jack. The last person
always sat beside the driver. They set off with five minutes
to spare. Jack praised everybody for their punctuality and
nosed the minibus out into the Friday evening traffic.
“No stopping at all-night cafés until we pass Noosa,” said
Pat, looking around for approval. Since he didn’t get any, he
said it again. This time he got a few nods of the head.
Nora told Stella all about Mr. Warner, Mr. Davis, and Mr.
Atkinson, and how they all had board meetings on certain days
of the month and how she typed the minutes of the meetings.
Some of the guests were nice to her and some weren’t. The
nice ones would give her a tip or a small present to show their
approval. Stella wanted to know if people spoke highly of the
executives and if they were good businessmen. Nora said she
didn’t know about that side of things—she only did administration. Stella wanted to know if she mixed socially with them and
Nora had to laugh at the thought that such a thing was possible.
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That was the beauty of being a judge’s daughter—you didn’t
think class distinction existed. No, she never mixed socially
with them.
Mr. Warner’s wife was a physiotherapist and they had no
children. Mr. Davis’s wife was Russian—they had one little
girl. And the Atkinsons had twin boys. They were all very
polite to her over the phone and even remembered her name.
“Hello Miss Molloy,” they would say.
Stella dozed off while Nora was explaining how one afternoon a guest complained about a bit of jewelry going missing from her room when she and her children were at the
pool. Since she and Nora were the only ones with access to
the room at that time of day, the probability was that she had
lost it. Nora was a bit embarrassed at that.
Maybe she had been talking about the possibility that
she was a bit irresponsible by talking too much about trivial
things. More than once people had gotten up in the middle of
a conversation and walked off. Gwen might have a point after
all. But this was not so in Stella’s case. She had been shoving questions at her all evening. No, Nora couldn’t blame
herself for being boring this time. She sighed and looked at
the landscape flying by. Then she dozed off, too.
Behind her, Mary Muldoon and James Casey were discussing the art of trophy-head mounting. In front of her,
Johnnie Flanagan was looking vacantly at Pat Cassidy as Pat
was telling one of his riddles “If you were locked in a room
with only a calendar and a bed, how could you survive?”
“I don’t know,” said Johnnie.
“You could eat the calendar dates and drink from the bedsprings.” He laughed. “I’m talking like an idiot Johnnie so
as you can understand me.” In front of them, Carol and Jack
were in deep conversation.
It was a cozy atmosphere. Nora was asleep. Her head was
slumped on Stella’s shoulder. She wouldn’t have allowed that
to happen if she had been sitting beside one of the men, or
next to that Mary Muldoon. There was something very odd
about her.
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***
Her mother was sitting at the veranda table when she got
in. She was writing a letter to her daughter in Canada. “Oh,
hello Nora,” she said when she noticed Nora.
“Hello, Mother,” she said. It was a half-hearted greeting
between mother and daughter, considering Nora had come
all the way from Brisbane. But the Molloy family was well
known for their half-heartedness.
“Did you stop at any all-night cafés on the way?” her
mother asked.
“Only one or two, so a few of us could have a snack and
go to the toilet.”
“Oh, that wouldn’t do for me. I couldn’t resist those big
round doughnuts and frothy coffee to keep me going.”
Oh you would, thought Nora. Food on the brain is your
problem.
She dared not voice such thoughts to her mother, whose
generous size was a sore point between them. Nora looked
around, “Any news?” Her mother was lax at giving out news.
She would have liked her to get up and get some lamingtons—sponge cake—and ginger beer from the fridge and
come back talking nine to the dozen about the comings and
goings of Harvey Bay during the week. But somehow it was
never like that.
“What news? The only news I hear is on the TV, and that’s
all foreign stuff.” Her mother sighed and went back to her
letter writing. “Don’t you ever write to your sister in Canada?” she asked. “It wouldn’t hurt you to drop Fidelma a line
and let her know what’s going on. She loves to hear from
home, you know.”
“So do I, but I never even get a phone call,” Nora cried in
complaint.
“What would you be wanting to hear? Aren’t you only
down the road in Brisbane? Poor Fidelma is over 9,500 miles
away in snowy Ottawa.”
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“Poor Fidelma indeed! Hasn’t she got a grand colonial
home with a private terrace and a bay window in her living room, and a grand husband and two children to share it
with?”
“Stop begrudging your sister’s affluence—get out and better yourself.”
Nora’s lip trembled. “I have bettered myself.”
“Well, stop moaning about your sister and drop her line.
You can put it in with mine, save buying a stamp.” Her
mother shoved a writing pad across the table. Nora hadn’t
even sat down yet. Her dolly was still on the step.
She felt dejected. She wasn’t into letter writing much, but
this was as good a time as any—and her mother might bring
out some lamingtons and ginger beer if she was in a good
mood.
Nora wrote a few lines, hoping that Fidelma, Patrick,
Shaun, and Tara were all well and asked if the weather was
cold over there and if they were looking forward to a white
Christmas. She invited them all over to Brisbane next year
so the children could play on the beach and have a grand
Christmas altogether. She told Fidelma about Mr. Warner’s
new boat and about Mr. Davis going to Russia to see his
wife’s parents, and Mr. Atkinson’s wife having a new car—
a flashy red convertible.’’ She added that it was nice to get
home to Harvey Bay at weekends because . . .
She paused at this point. It was nice to get back to Harvey
Bay because . . . She looked at her mother, intent on her letter writing. No, that wasn’t why she came home. Her mother
wouldn’t be put out if she didn’t come home. If Nora wasn’t
here, there would be the TV or Mrs. Duffy or the roulette
table to amuse her. Sometimes Nora would come home with
her mother away the whole weekend. She didn’t come home
for the country-and-western dance as Carol did. She didn’t
have many friends in Harvey Bay. She finished the letter. It’s
nice to come home at weekends because it was cheaper than
staying in the city.
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Her mother was dragging herself inside—no lamingtons,
no ginger beer. “I think I’ll have a yogurt,” Nora said.
“Imagine coming home with one hand as long as the other.
I thought you might have bought a fancy cake at one of those
all-night cafés on the way up,” said her mother as she closed
the screen door behind her with a grunt.
***
It was a warm October Saturday. The whale watching was
in full swing. Nora wandered along the Esplanade with no
particular destination in mind. She could have gone down to
the Returned Services League club and had a juice. But she
didn’t like sitting in there by herself.
She saw Biddy Fitzgerald, Carol’s mother, watering plants
outside the bar-restaurant. She looked a bit stooped, with a
wide-brimmed hat hiding most of her face. Nora shouted
hello to Biddy but she didn’t answer—she just kept on hosing the plants. Barney Flanagan was a chef and did all the
cooking at Fitzgerald’s. Biddy served behind the bar and
Carol waited at the tables.
It was good of Carol to come home weekends after standing on her feet all week as a nurse. She usually kept to herself, so it was odd to see her talking away to Jack Dempsey
on the bus last night. Usually she had her head stuck in a
book, unaware of anyone else—not like Stella, who was so
lively and interested in everything. Nora wished she could
visit Stella on a weekend and go off somewhere with her.
But going up to her private residence would be out of the
question.
She passed Mary Muldoon’s trailer and saw signs of great
activity out front. A large canopied table stood in front of the
trailer, with skin scrapers, scissors, and tamping rods on display.
Mary was wearing overalls and had her hair rolled up under a
wide-brimmed hat. The trailer itself looked more like a circus
wagon, with its turrets and strange drawings. Nora thought that
it was odd so many people skinned and mounted birds for Mary.
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She wasn’t the kind of woman people would like at all. She’d
rather euthanize a trapped bird and have it stuffed than save it.
She never spoke of her husband and son, who’d, disappeared years ago. Nora could hardly remember a time when
there were any children in that trailer. The family had been
there one day and were gone the next. There’d been a big
police investigation—about what, nobody knew. People said
there must be a few skeletons in her closet that were better
left alone.
For years she’d been working in this shop that sold thermometers and ashtrays made from animal parts. Yet Mary
Muldoon seemed to attract people like molasses drew
flies. Even now Johnnie Flanagan’s brother was there helping her. And last week Pat Cassidy was there with his skin
scraper. Young James would probably be there too, but his
father was poorly. That was why he’d been coming home
every weekend. Nora hesitated and wondered if she should
help too, but decided against it. She wasn’t into mounting birds or whatever Mary Muldoon did. She had better
things to do.
She wondered what they were when she got back home.
There was a note on the fridge. Her mother had scribbled
that she and Mrs. Duffy had gone down to Jumbo’s to try
their luck on the roulette table. Mrs. Duffy spent every waking minute in front of that table. She was a bad influence on
Nora’s mother. Indeed, there was talk that the pair of them
were going down to Jupiter’s on the Gold Coast. According
to the talk, they would stop off in Brisbane on the way and
stay at Gwen’s apartment. After all, Mrs. Duffy was Gwen’s
aunt. Now with all that controversy over the fridge, that was
probably out of the question. Nora felt a lump in her throat
thinking about it all.
There wasn’t a scrap of food in the house, and no mention
of when they were coming back. Nora picked up her bag and
went over to Flanagan’s delicatessen in the shopping center.
“Can I have three pork sausages please?” she asked when
she got there.
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“Three pounds?” Johnnie Flanagan’s mother assumed
when people ordered two or three of anything they meant
pounds.
“No—just three single sausages.”
“My, my,” she said, disentangling three and weighing
them.
“There’s no food in the house my mother hasn’t done any
shopping.”
“Well three sausages won’t go far,” said Mrs. Flanagan
gloomily, wrapping them in greaseproof paper and putting
them into a plastic bag. “Wouldn’t it be the decent thing for
you to buy a cart full of groceries and surprise your mother
with it when she got home?”
She heard a laugh, and to her annoyance saw Jack
Dempsey standing beside her. For some reason she didn’t
like him hearing what was being said.
“Oh Miss Molly is a great risk-taker.” Nora managed a
smile and went on home.
The afternoon seemed long. There was nothing on TV and
nothing to read. She ironed her two dresses and hung them
up. She was glad no one had noticed her botchy hairdo. She’d
have to be more careful with those clippers in future. Maybe
she could get one of the receptionists to cut the back for her
next time. She’d have to ignore comments about going to a
hairdressers and getting it done properly.
At five-thirty she decided to water the plants. She was just
hosing the bottlebrush trees when a car pulled into the driveway. Her mother and Mrs. Duffy got out of the car.
“Oh, is that you, Nora?” Her mother always seemed surprised to see her. “Mrs. Duffy and I had a small win on the
wheel—great excitement altogether.”
“That’s nice,” said Nora sulkily.
Her mother looked expectant. “Have you cooked any
tea?”
Nora was taken aback. “No—there wasn’t anything to
cook.”
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“Oh, come on Margaret—she must be joking,” Mrs. Duffy
said to Nora’s mother. Then to Nora, she said, “Surely you
have something ready for your mother?”
Nora felt like training the hose on Mrs. Duffy and drowning her right there where she stood. “As I said, there was
nothing to cook. I thought you all were bringing something
home.”
There was silence.
“And there was nothing for lunch either,” she added in an
aggrieved tone. “I had to go to Flanagan’s delicatessen to get
some sausages.”
Mrs. Molloy brightened up. “Well, we’ll have some sausages for supper.”
“I ate them,” Nora said.
Mrs. Duffy was disbelieving. “The whole lot?”
“I only got three,” she said.
“Right,” Mrs. Duffy said. “Well, that settles it. I wanted
your mother to come home with me, but she said no, that
you’d have the tea made for us all and she didn’t want to disappoint you. I said it was far from likely, judging by what I’d
heard. But she insisted on coming back. There was no stopping her. Come on, Margaret—leave Nora be. She has better
things to do than look after the likes of us.” Nora looked at
her mother, whose face was set in a hard likeness of disappointment and shame.
“Enjoy your evening, Nora,” she said, and they were
gone.
What had Mrs. Duffy been referring to? Gwen must have
been telling her all sorts of tales. What could she have been
saying—that Nora was irresponsible? Was that it?
She didn’t want to be in when they came back. But
where could she go? She hadn’t arranged for a ride to the
dance. She wasn’t going to stoop to thumbing a lift for entertainment she probably wouldn’t enjoy anyway. She supposed she could always go to Fitzgerald’s. She’d be bound
to know people there—after all, it was her own home town,
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she was twenty-four years old, and she could do as she
pleased. She decided her haircut wasn’t that bad after all.
She gave herself a spray of perfume she’d bought at the
discount store last Christmas and set out.
When she arrived at Fitzgerald’s, she saw that some of the
boating fraternity were there and decided it wasn’t too bad.
“Imagine seeing you in here,” said Carol, who was waiting on tables.
“Have you got a problem with that? I’m over twenty-one,
you know,” said Nora snappishly.
“Oh, jeepers!” Carol said. “I was only being sociable.”
She noticed Stella Cosgrave by the pay phone. Her own
phone must be out of order, Nora thought. She waved but
Stella didn’t see her. Kitty Daly, who helped out at her mother’s stall at the flea market, was playing cards with a group of
girls at a table. She waved Nora over and, rather than sit on
her own, she joined them.
“We’re fund raising for Kitty’s mother to go to the States
to have her operation,” said one girl expectantly. “Each of us
bet a sum of money on a game and whoever wins donates
her winnings to the fund.”
“Oh, I only popped in—I won’t be staying,” Nora said
hastily, and noticed a few odd looks being exchanged. She
waved at Pat Cassidy, who was carrying two plates over to
a corner. “Tell us a few riddles Pat,” said Nora, hoping he’d
take the attention off her for awhile.
“I’m busy, Nora,” he said and didn’t even pause—Pat,
who would do anything for notice! He was heading for the
high stool counter. A woman with a sad face sat there; it
looked like Eamon Cassidy’s wife. Eamon was Pat’s younger
brother—the handsome enterprising one, people said.
There was a bit of commotion over at the bar. Carol’s
mother was shouting at her. It was hushed up, but Carol
looked very anxious. She guided her mother over to a chair
and stepped behind the bar and began serving.
Nora felt weak. She’d had nothing to eat since lunchtime.
She decided to walk along the Esplanade and get something
to eat. She could always come back.
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Nora got a hamburger and sat on a seat near the Burger
Shop. There were great views from here; the Cosgrave’s
Gothic-styled house with its sweeping lawns and gracious
palm trees was among the best. She thought she saw Stella
on the veranda with a glass in her hand, but she couldn’t be
sure. There was the Dempsey’s Variety Store, Jack’s family
business. His brothers and sisters worked there as well as his
mother and father.
Mrs. Duffy lived in Torquay, so she couldn’t stare at her veranda and imagine her mother eating fillet steaks and tossed
salad. They’d be discussing the Gold Coast and planning a
trip to Jupiter’s. Gwen had actually encouraged them to go,
something that went against Nora’s grain altogether. The sun
was going down and her hamburger was nearly gone. She
walked back to Fitzgerald’s and thought she’d go in the garden entrance. She nearly fell over Mrs. Fitzgerald, who was
slumped over one of the tables.
“Oh, it’s Miss Molly,” the woman said, grabbing one of
her hands.
“Are you all right, Mrs. Fitzgerald?” asked Nora nervously.
“I’m fine Miss Molly, Miss tight-fist. Tight-fisted as
scrooge himself, they say.”
She didn’t sound drunk. Her voice was cold. “Who says
that about me?” Nora’s voice was equally cold.
“The whole of Harvey Bay and beyond—in Frazer too.
Kitty Daly and those girls in there, for example. You took
advantage of their hospitality and didn’t offer a cent towards
the fund for her poor sick mother to go to the States. That
took nerve, Miss Molly. Not many could pull a stunt like that
and get away with it.”
“Why do you call me Miss Molly?”
“Because that’s the title you have given yourself and that’s
what you purport to be—and a leopard doesn’t change its
spots. No man would touch you with a fifty-foot barge pole,
Miss Molly.”
“Let go of my hand, Mrs. Fitzgerald I’m going home.”
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“I think you’d better be off home, Miss Molly. Those girls
in there will have your hide unless you are prepared to put
fifty dollars in their basket.”
Put how much in their basket? Nora was stunned. But her
ire was up now, and she pushed past the woman and went in
to face the music.
“Sorry, Kitty,” she said loudly. I went home to get some
money. I want to put this in the basket Can I bet on the next
game. And I’ll have a bottle of champagne from the bar to
celebrate your mother’s recovery.” They looked at her in disbelief and shame.
“Champagne for Nora,” they called.
Carol looked surprised. Nora Molloy ordering champagne? “It’s going to cost you a bit Nora,” she said.
“Oh, stop preaching at me and bring it over,” Nora said
and the others all laughed.
They were dealing the cards but Nora wasn’t focusing.
Tight-fisted! That’s what Gwen thought when she insisted
she buy the fridge. That’s what Mrs. Duffy thought and what
her mother had felt tonight. That’s what Mrs. Flanagan at the
delicatessen was referring to, and that’s what Carol thought
now, talking about the price of champagne. That’s what that
ignorant Mrs. Fitzgerald meant tonight. But she wasn’t tightfisted—she was careful, that’s all. She was sensible. She was
only going to buy what she wanted. Which was?
Well, she didn’t know yet. It certainly wasn’t entertainment or clothes. And it wasn’t going to cinemas or weekends
on the Gold Coast. And it wasn’t on smart hairdressers, or
Swiss shoes, or Indian take-out food.
They’d all put their glasses together once more, saying
“Cheers, cheers.” Mrs. Fitzgerald had come back in and was
shouting obscenities at everybody. “You’re a pack of conniving hypocrites, talking behind my back, accusing me of all
sorts of evil deeds—and all under my own roof!”
Carol, who was serving behind the bar, gave Jack
Dempsey a troubled look. He went over to restrain Carol’s
mother and try and calm things down. Tears came down
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Nora’s face at Mrs. Fitzgerald’s words. Tight-fisted? She
wasn’t tight-fisted. But if people thought she was, then she
must be. Fidelma had once said she was a bit tight with money.
But she had thought her sister was just being facetious.
Her brother in Sydney had once said she must be rolling
in money, what with her getting free meals and walking to
work. She must have a hefty bank balance. What did she
spend it on? She’d said nonsense, that it cost a bundle to live
in Brisbane. Suppose people really thought she was tightfisted? Should she explain that she was only trying not to
throw money away?
No, somehow it was one of those things you couldn’t explain. People believed what they wanted. And so, unfair as
it was, the only remedy for it now was to change people’s
perception of her. Tomorrow she would take her mother for
a nice Sunday lunch in the hotel. She would buy the fridge
Gwen wanted, and maybe replace some of the other faulty
appliances.
And maybe she could get some wildlife pictures of
Queensland and send them to Fidelma’s children. Happy
birthday Patrick, or Shaun, or Tara, from your Aunty Nora in
Australia. And her brother in Sydney—she could invite him
up to do some whale-watching. It would be the answer.
Kitty Daly and the girls were delighted with her. Why
shouldn’t they be—hadn’t she had put a whole fifty-dollar
bill the basket? But it seemed to please them a lot, and they
were cheering her on, saying, “Nora is one in a million.”
There was no sign of Mrs. Fitzgerald. Jack must have
helped her upstairs. Nora would like to have thanked her,
because now she knew why people were trying to avoid her.
And the great thing was, it needn’t cost a lot of money
to make a different impression. In fact, if she was careful,
it needn’t cost hardly anything at all. She could get regular
gifts from lost property, wrap them in fancy paper, and give
them to her mother for a present. And she could give others
hotel calendars as presents. And wasn’t it just as well that
she’d told no one about her recent raise in salary?
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