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As her long limbs stepped out of the rental car, Jenny lifted her head and flashed me an open, 

wide-mouthed smile, pushing some unruly curls aside before shading her eyes to take in the 

scene. The twenty-something grabbed a large roll of white drafting-paper and a hard hat 

before turning to the empty property in front of her. Max McLoughlin’s shorted-up tenure, 

derelict, abandoned and neglected. Empty for more years than many cared to remember. 

 

Max is hardworking, honest and straight to the point. He lives quietly and takes life seriously.  

He just gets on with his abandoned house projects. He is a man I can respect. His wife, Marilyn, 

much younger than Max had, they said, given up a great deal to join him in the rural idyll. A 

dancer, she likes to remind us, of some note. He wanted a family, but it didn't happen. Marilyn 

harped on about it and didn't care if the entire village heard her remorse. But, over time, the 

public discussions on the matter stopped, as she seemed to grow comfortable living in a 

couple of two. Marilyn threw herself into various projects, each one surpassing the other, 

always expecting perfection. Her goals driving her to the point of exhaustion. She was strongly 

supportive of Max, and he of her – a great pity then, perhaps, that they had no children, but 

the village saw it as their great luck to have their time and devotion. The refurbishment of this 

house is their latest project, but where Max whistles as he works, Marilyn grinds her teeth. 

 

The course reddish brown hair betrays his roots. Max's eyes, an intense blue, shine out from 

his weather beaten face. I knew his mother, she described her son's nose as a 'strong'. The 

truth was it was oversized and wide – but 'strong' was kinder. He has plump, dry lips, but only 

his wife knows that, as they are hidden beneath the bushy moustache and beard, reddish 

brown with grey at the edges. His large hands are comical, calloused, and hard, a stark 

contrast to the softness that lay at Max’s core. His bulk is immediately noted by many, and 

working alongside Max this bulk has been a bonus on many jobs. 

 

I do my best to be a quiet individual. I worked with Max often, but I didn't feel comfortable 

around her. Marilyn would see me on a site with her husband, or about the village tidying 

someone’s garden. But I hardly spoke to her, apart from the odd 'hallo'. My friendship with 

Max was enough, and I was happy to keep to myself, not interacting much with the locals. 

Then, one day, Marilyn came up to me and said, 'Mmh, there’s a bit more to you than meets 

the eye.' I guess she was right; I listen more than I speak, taking notice of all goings on, the 

village gossip, and occasionally passing on the odd comment. Aye there isn’t much that gets 

past me. But I don't yammer on like most, not like Marilyn, and I was damned if I was to feed 

the village gossip.  

 

Those eyes. Intense blue. The hair confirming what I already knew. What Marilyn instantly 

came to know. I watched as Jenny made her way -- assuredly at first -- through the space for 

the gate, dodging the ‘crazy golf’ runnels and deep rain-filled holes, finally arriving at the 

peeling, weather-beaten entrance. In the absence of a bell or a knocker, she turned, briefly 

anxious, to look behind, before knocking resolutely at the door. 

 

Max's usual surveyor wasn't available. They said they'd send someone new. A girl, just out of 

University. They promised she'd be up to Max's standards. This girl had arrived almost 

silently, baring a secret she knew nothing about, a secret that would not be kept quiet for long. 

 



The old house had stood empty for years with no outward sign of care until Max declared a 

vested interest and the people of the village heaved a sigh of relief. No more eyesore, a means 

of attracting new life to the village. Marilyn woke early that day to meet me at the site, the sun 

was shining. When I arrived at the house, setting down my tools, she told me she had a 

strange dream, or was it a nightmare? She made us a cup of tea from a flask and sipped it 

slowly while telling me extracts from her dream. She didn't care if I was listening; she was 

trying to figure things out. 

 

Marilyn went about her daily routine, using my presence as an excuse to think aloud. She 

worried about her past. Did years spent maintaining a lean dancer's figure have repercussions 

on a future family? She always had confidence, but now there was this overwhelming feeling 

of low esteem, distant memories and regrets. A life forgotten was rising to the surface, and 

this she did not like. She muttered, only glancing at me and my ladder a few feet away, that 

she was ‘tired of pushing away’ her past, but still afraid it was about to catch up with her. 

 

From my stance at the hedge by the window I had a view of inside and outside the house. 

Marilyn knew who was on the other side before the door was opened. Jenny waited, and 

Marilyn’s knuckles turned white, tightly wrapping around the doorknob, like a penitent hand 

grasping a rosary bead. I was white knuckled too, with my fingers desperately clinging to the 

shears, paralysed to make another cut. I placed my foot on the last rung of the ladder to force 

a better view. 

 

It was something Marilyn had said the night of the ceilidh dance. It inferred a past life for Max 

– a relationship, a child. But for once Marilyn only hinted, returning quickly to her own 

infertility. Many in the village ignored the rumour. To these villagers a history did not exist 

outside the town walls, and perhaps this is the reason Max and Marilyn moved here. Until that 

day, I questioned Marilyn's notation; I wondered why Max, if it were true, had he not 

remained in contact with his child? 

 

Sunlight danced on her reddish brown hair. Vibrant. Very much alive. Very much true. My 

tongue felt heavy – lead in my sandpaper mouth. The realisation. 

 

Jenny was organising her papers when Marilyn finally opened the door. The two women 

smiled, instantly taking in each other’s facial features, 'Hello. Good of you to meet me.' The 

first words Jenny spoke as she offered her hand. Max’s footsteps from the back room to the 

foyer stopped my thought. I could only see Marilyn, the doorknob, and Jenny’s delicate frame. 

I couldn’t yet determine if Max had yet taken sight of those piercing blue eyes mirroring his 

own. Surly she had to open that door further to allow Jenny in. Surely Marilyn had to make 

way for the reality about to hit the poor girl and Max. Marilyn couldn’t deny fate’s impatient 

tapping shoe. I watched as Marilyn’s shoulders tensed with Max's every approaching step. 

 

What was it about a simple abandonment project that managed to change lives? 


