
The plan was for Ciaran and Ugly to pick me up, and then Ciaran would drive us to Dundee in the early morning before heading to the airport on his own. The restaurant was where I had arranged to meet them. I didn't want them to find out my home address. I had three days' worth of clothes in my duffel bag, some personal care items, and a few books. If this trip turned out to be incredibly boring, at least I'd have a good book to choose from. At ten past six, the restaurant didn't open for the first breakfast guests until half-past six, when Ciaran's large SUV pulled up. The woman was in the back seat. Instead of sitting next to the driver, I climbed into the backseat next to her.
“Good morning, Miss O’Connor”
“Good morning. I will not call you Ugly. Forget it.”
“But it’s my name, Miss O’Connor.”
“No, it’s not. I will call you U-girl. If you want to hear Ugly in that, that’s up to you, but I’m not on board with that. And my name is Cheape, and not Miss O’Connor, by the way.
U-girl was wearing a deep purple long skirt, almost black, with a transparent white top with lots of embroidery on it to cover the breasts somewhat. Impossible black high heels were tapping to the beat of the music. Instead of the A9, Ciaran drove to Dundee using the Old Military Road, the A984, to Dundee. A beautiful route with stunning views. Ugly didn't seem to notice and sat dozing next to me. Early riser, I thought, somewhat sarcastically. Ciaran didn't seem bothered by it, as he was busy with a long spiel about how the British army was receiving more and more personnel and resources as Europe moved closer to a European army. Ugly gently shifted from her chair until her head landed on my lap. She made a few approving groans and seemed to continue sleeping with her head resting on my thighs.
I'd spent a long time thinking about what to wear, especially since Ugly always dressed elegantly in incredibly long, ankle-length skirts. I'd only ever worn jeans or other pants, but I had two skirts. A midi skirt with cheerful flowers, a summer item I'd bought on a sunny day, and a leather miniskirt. Well, I think a miniskirt is already short, but this one was extra short, so to speak. I wore it twice to a party with a then-boyfriend. Never again after that. Until today. And now I felt Ugly's breath on my bare legs. For a moment, I wanted to stroke her hair, like you do with a small child, but I felt Ciaran's eyes on me, and then I didn't dare.
We arrived in Dundee within the hour. Our hotel was close to the River Tay in Dundee. It was huge and near the city. Paying no attention to anyone, they said goodbye to each other as if Ciaran was going to the front and there was a good chance that he would die there. Three, max four days, mind you. 
After I'd brought the suitcases upstairs and the luggage cart back, I found Ugly at the window. I stood next to her to see what she was looking at. Downstairs was a small playground, nothing more than a few play frames and a swing. A father was pushing a little girl back and forth with endless patience.
Suddenly, Ugly broke the silence. My father was like that too. My brothers were much older than me, but I was my father's favourite. I still remember how it felt when I leaned against his broad back on my bike. I've never felt so safe. He could do anything for me. All I had to do was look him in the eye, and I got what I wanted. He died when I was 12. And I was so angry with him as if he'd abandoned me on purpose. Of course, he hadn't. He just died after falling six stories down from scaffolding. Back then, scaffolding didn't have all the protective measures it does now. Before I went to sleep, my father read to me. Not from a book, but he sat next to me on the bed and made up a story on the spot. Often a nonsensical tale, sometimes a scary one, but never so scary that a kiss on the forehead wasn't enough to help me fall asleep contentedly. Even when I reached the age when fathers had long since stopped reading to me, my father would sit with me every night and tell me a story. My friend Sylvia had already got her first kiss from a boy, and I was still being read to from my father's imagination. The night before he died, he told me a story. I would give anything to remember his last story, but I can't. I felt guilty about that for a long time. As a teenager, I hated him for leaving me alone with my mother. Sure, quite a few of my friends didn't have their fathers at home, but at least they'd simply run off with other women. They were alive. They could just go to their fathers if their mothers drove them crazy.
She turned over and flopped onto the bed. A king-size bed, too big for her father's little princess.
“My mother wasn't an evil woman. Only later did I understand she must have been grieving too, and that it wasn't easy for her. Especially during my adolescence, I was an unruly child. I can still remember going on holiday to Spain with Sylvia for the first time, and we did everything that God forbade. And it was all my father’s fault.”
She stood up abruptly and looked at me. “Have you checked your app to see if the money has arrived?”
“No, not yet.” I said.
“Do that first. And then transfer it to your savings account, if you have one. That way, you'll at least be sure we can't retrieve the money as an incorrect entry. No one but you will be able to access your savings account. Come on, a girl has to be careful not to get cheated, even by a nice old lady like me.” She smiled. “Dutch directness, once it's in you can never get it out again.”
Obediently, I transferred the £1,000 into my savings account. 
“Tell me, what are we going to do today? We will not stay cooped up in this beautiful hotel room, will we? I'm so curious about what you've got planned for me.” She clapped her hands like a little girl on her birthday. 
I looked at her stately appearance and then said hesitantly, “I think we should go shopping first. This skirt is the only one I have, and frankly, it's a bit too cold for it.”
She looked at me sternly. “That skirt is damn sexy, and you saw as well as I did Ciaran couldn't take his eyes off it. If it's too cold, don’t you have pants with you? At work I always see you wearing pants.”
“I have two pairs of jeans with me.”
“Then wear it! Wear whatever feels comfortable; that’s what I do. Don't worry about what anyone else thinks. You should always do what feels right.”
“You’re sure?” I hesitated. The temptation to give in ultimately proved too great. I went to the bathroom to change.
“Shall we go? Do you have the key with you?”
I showed her the card and put it in my purse. We took the elevator down. She checked everything in the elevator mirror to make sure it was still presentable.
“I've never been vain, you know. Until a few years ago, I never wore makeup, but since Sylvia came to live with me for a while, I started wearing it. She taught me how to apply it and what products to use. Ciaran likes it when I put in some effort to look nice. So I do.”
A family of four joined us on the fourth floor. Sylvia was crooning a tune. I couldn’t help but laugh. 
“You’re so vain?” I recognised.
She smiled. “I’m surprised you know that song.”
“Carly Simon. My dad was into the seventies. I know a lot of those old songs.”
“Yes. Dads…” 
Once outside, we walked arm in arm, just like last time, toward the city centre. We could easily have been a grandmother and her granddaughter. We weren't; I was her babysitter. The conversation touched on Dundee, a city unfamiliar to either of us, and the weather, comprising casual chat without uncomfortable silences. I felt some of the tension I didn't know I had, slip away. 
Suddenly she said, “I never thought you would come with me. What made you change your mind in the end?”
“I don’t know, really. There’s a magnetism for me towards people who possess a certain eccentricity. At school my best friend was a goth girl with tats on her body and all. I once thought about becoming a social worker or something, but I’m not cut out for school. Being a waitress is kind of like social work as well, I suppose.”
“Is that why you’re the only one at the restaurant who is not freaking out about Ciaran feeding me?”
“Yeah, it’s weird, alright. But there's nothing offensive about it. And if people don't like it, they can just look the other way.”
“So you don't mind if we go into a pub later and you have to feed me?”
“That's between you and Ciaran, and that's fine, but something we will not be doing in these three days.” I said firmly. 
“I don’t want to worry you or anything, but if you don’t feed me, I won’t eat. We could deal with a much larger problem in three days’ time. And three days without food might be doable, but three days without fluids really might be a problem.”
I had stopped in total shock. She walked a few steps back to me. “Look on the bright side, I walk and talk without your help. So don’t look at me as if I’m completely depending on you.” She said with a sparkle in her eyes.
“Are you kidding me? You can’t be serious. You expect me to…”
“Unless you don’t want to walk here in Dundee with the walking dead, I suggest you water and feed me. And don’t worry so much; I don’t expect you to spit water into my mouth. In the restaurant you can simply pull my head back and pour some of that cold drink into my mouth. I will swallow, I promise. I will keep my hands in my lap though, so you will have to help me a bit with drinking. Don’t pour hot coffee in my mouth, please. My tongue won’t like it.”
It may have been naïve of me, but I had not at all expected that we would have conditions here that were similar to the restaurant back home. Ugly walked along calmly, holding my arm, as if I hadn't had the shock of my life. We passed a pub that looked open. I hadn't had breakfast yet, and it was almost lunchtime. Mentally, I wasn't nearly ready to face the challenge of eating, but physically, my stomach was protesting so much that I couldn't ignore it any longer.
“We come to Perth regularly, but I’ve never been here in ...” As I opened the door of the Pub to let her in, she suddenly fell silent in the middle of that sentence. We quietly searched for a nice table. It was pretty quiet here, except for two old guys at the bar being really loud. The waitress came over to us.
“Do you still offer breakfast at this hour?” She just nodded. A waitress with few words is a waitress with few tips. “I would like a full breakfast, please, and for the lady just a glass of water, please.” The waitress glanced at Ugly, but all she saw was her beaming smile at me. When breakfast arrived, it was clear Ann wasn't in charge. Two rolls, a generous amount of toppings, and a glass of orange juice. And a glass of water for Ugly.
“Can you get her a straw?” I asked. The waitress returned with a straw. 
“Thank you,” I answered for Ugly. “Is there a reason you suddenly stopped talking? Something I did?”
She smiled only and looked at me. She opened her mouth a bit, and she looked from the glass of water to me and kept repeating that a few times. Her hands still lay motionless in her lap. Apparently, the thirst and starvation had not been an empty threat. You've got yourself into this mess, Cheape. Be glad she didn't ask you to spit the water into her mouth, but use a straw instead. At least, that's what I hoped. I lifted the glass until the straw reached her lips. Her lips were closed now. 
“Come on, drink while you can.” I said irritably. She didn’t. She just gaped at me. Just in time I remembered Ciaran had been holding that fork in front of her and that she hadn't opened her mouth until he said open or something.
“Open,” I said. ‘Open, Sesame, open!’ I felt like Ali Baba when her mouth opened wide enough to put the straw in her mouth. She sucked the water eagerly and drank three-quarters of it in one gulp.
“My, my, my. You were thirsty after all.” I started to eat breakfast, I was hungry. The-woman-named-Ugly looked at me with a peaceful gaze on her face. She got up at the same time as I did, probably earlier to pack those three suitcases, so she must be as hungry as I am. The waitress is looking at us. It's so much easier to just eat my breakfast. The waitress wouldn't have batted an eye at me feeding the woman bite by bite like a little bird in a nest. I’d be full and set for dinner if I keep my breakfast to myself. Did I have reason to believe the situation would be different at dinner tonight? I'd already looked stubbornness several times in the eyes and knew she'd rather starve to death than eat a bite herself. A hunger striker without a goal. 
So the question is, was I cowardly enough not to cause a commotion and just eat my breakfast, or was I brave enough to ignore what anyone thought and give her bites of my food? The answer came quickly. I was a coward and started on my last sandwich. I ate it as quickly as possible so the woman-named-Ugly wouldn't think she was getting anything from me. As I presented the glass with the straw, I averted my eyes. I forgot to say "open" again for six seconds. When I corrected her, she drank the glass down eagerly. I paid, and we left the pub and the memories behind us. 
The moment the door closed behind us, Ugly started talking again. It was as if someone had pressed play after pausing her. "Somehow Dundee is too far away, or Ciaran doesn't like the route..." I zoned out. Too much to think about. As if not noticing that I had fallen silent, Ugly kept on chatting, her voice cheerful as if she were enjoying this outing.
“Oh, my Lord,” she suddenly cried out. “Isn’t that the most beautiful skirt you’ve ever seen?” We were standing outside of a thrift shop. “Let’s go inside. I buy most of my stuff in thrift shops. Ciaran calls me frugal, but he’s wrong. I just don’t see the point in buying something expensive if you can buy it for a fraction of the price, just because someone has worn it before you. You put in into the washer and it’s perhaps cleaner than you buy it new from the store.”
She kept babbling. At some point in the store where she kept looking at clothes, I couldn't take it anymore and blurted out: “I'm sorry.” 
To her credit, she didn’t ask what I was sorry about, but took my face in her hands and said ever so gently, “Don’t worry about it, girl. I understand. It’s scary. I remember the first few times I did this with Ciaran; I wanted to run out the door from shame and humiliation. You want to know what helped me, just to get over that threshold?”
“Obviously,” I said.
“My bestie Sylvia and I used to play a game. She made up some story, and while she did that, I would adjust into the supporting role. We were in a jeweller store several years ago and she wanted to buy a necklace for me. A pretty one, I will show you later because it’s in the suitcase. Anyway, the moment the saleslady shows it to us, she asks her if I can feel it, because I am blind so I have to feel it in order to say whether I liked it. Ciaran liked the idea of that and he told the server that I didn’t have the strength in my arms to lift stuff, even light things like food on a spoon, so he had to feed me. It helped us in the early days. I think it took some of the embarrassment from him as well. It made us feel freer, as if we now had a legitimate excuse for the behaviour I wouldn't have missed for anything. Until one day, we went somewhere we'd never been before, and suddenly there was no reason to tell a story. The story was still there, but it was in our heads and didn't need to be verbalised. It was good without words.”
“Can I help you?” the saleslady butted in.
“No, thanks, but I promise we will be back soon,” Ugly said. 
Outside, I took her in my arms and hugged her. “Thank you. Do you mind if I call you Ugly from now on?”
“I think you already did?”
“Not in my head, I didn’t.”
“I see. Well, you’re very welcome to say Ugly. It’s my name after all.”
She could have pointed me toward the emergency exit sooner. A way to deal with, well, what is it, embarrassment? Doing something outside the box, where people are watching and judging you. It wasn't just feeding snacks when a babysitter is feeding a toddler. I think it was mostly feeding snacks to someone older and wiser than you. It's almost irreverent and disrespectful to do that in public. Maybe we could normalise the situation a bit with a story around it?
After we'd been to the pub and wandered the streets of Dundee, taking pictures of ancient buildings, I hadn't fed Ugly anything. I was already getting hungry again around four o'clock, let alone Ugly, who had eaten nothing all day. She didn't say a word about it. I could hear her stomach growling softly. Maybe I shouldn’t have lingered a little longer in front of a bakery that smelled delicious. Maybe I shouldn't have eaten that second apple I'd bought for myself. It really stinks having to get back at an old lady for hiding stuff from you. But I did it regardless.
Once back in her room, Ugly went straight to the bathroom. When she still hadn't come out ten minutes later, I knocked on the door. It looked unlocked.
“Ugly, are you okay in there?” No answer. Detailed images of everything that could go wrong flashed through my mind, prompting me to do what I'd previously thought impossible: I opened the door.
Ugly wasn't on the toilet. She wasn't in the bath or lying unwell on the floor. She was standing in front of the toilet, rocking back and forth with an almost desperate look in her eyes. At that moment, I wanted to slam the door shut, shove my things in my bag, and leave. This wasn't what I'd signed up for. This was practically sexual perversion. The only thing holding me back. Her wordless pleading. Those eyes, full of despair.
With angry steps, I walked past her and lifted the toilet lid. Roughly, I grabbed her skirt, shoving it in until I could see her white buttocks. I heard her make very soft moans. All of us know that if you hold your pee for a while, how painful it can be. More gently than I'd intended, I guided her into a sitting position on the toilet seat. Not a second later, I heard the floodgates open. Her sigh of relief was enough reward for the little piece of humanity I had shown her. I had gone to the toilet in the pub myself, but it hadn't occurred to me at all that she might have had to go too. I went to the room to give her some privacy, a deep ingrained ritual in solitude. One boyfriend long ago used to walk into the bathroom when I was doing my business. It was the final straw to break up with him. 
Actually, I knew what was coming next. I just didn't want to think about it. Just like the previous meal at the restaurant, this was a test. Should I come over and wipe her or not? How long was she willing to stay there if I didn't? Hard to say, but I estimated at least two days. I have done this with children when I was a babysitter. Ugly was less self-reliant than the children I'd cared for in the past. If I wanted to keep that thousand pounds, I had to make a mental change and start seeing myself not as a companion, but as a babysitter. I promised myself I would completely freak out and trash him in the debriefing I would have with this Ciaran bloke. With that comforting thought, I walked into the bathroom.
The only thing a normal person can do in a situation like this is to adopt a baby’s voice.
“Is my little girl finished? Next time you need to pee, you’ll have to tell Mama, do you hear? It’s not healthy for you to keep it in for so long.” I pulled a piece of toilet paper off the roll. “Stand up, girl. Skirt up. Yes, you can do that yourself. Go ahead. Good job! Legs a little apart so Mom can reach you. Yeah, that's it. Big girl.” I wiped her bald kitty dry. No panties. No surprise. I pressed her head against my breasts and whispered “good girl” in her ear. She wrapped her arms around my waist and pressed herself tightly against me. I could do nothing but gently stroke her hair with my hand. It was time to stop overthinking and just go with the flow.
“OK, take a shower, put on some clean clothes. Don't take too long, because in 20 minutes we're going downstairs to eat.” I ordered her in my best mommy voice. She grinned and dropped her skirt even before I had left the bathroom. 
“Good evening. We would like a table for two, but if possible, it would be nice if we could sit somewhere sheltered. I have a client with me, and well, a little privacy would be nice.” I told the restaurant fellow who would seat us. He glanced at Ugly, an elderly lady who looked so stately.
Ugly as always, firmly arm in arm, said in a huff, “I'm not a client, you're my Mama.” 
“Of course I am,” I said soothingly. That was enough to seat us at a table behind two large planters.
Not long after, a handsome young man came to ask what we'd like to drink. “A white wine for me, please, and still water for the lady.”
“I don't want water; I want a Coke,” Ugly protested. 
“Water is better for you.”
“Mama, I WANT WATER,” Ugly almost screamed. 
“Behave yourself; we are in a restaurant. You're not a little kid anymore.” I turned back to the waiter. “Sorry about that. I guess we will have a Diet Coke for her. With a straw, please.” 
“If you can’t behave, we will go upstairs and you will go straight to bed.” I told the woman 40 plus years older than me. 
“Yes, Mama.” It sounded remorseful.
“Let’s have a nice dinner without quarrelling, shall we? Are you hungry?”
“I could eat a horse.”
“There are no horses on the menu, Ugly. Shall I order a children’s menu for you with fries and a burger?”
“I want a grown-up meal. Sooooo much.” She spread her arms as far as she could reach.
I had to laugh. “No way, missy. Last time you had a grown-up meal, you left most of it on the plate. We’re not doing that again.”
“One coke with a straw for the lady and a white wine. Are you ready to order? Yes, I would like the baked salmon please and a children’s menu with a hamburger and an extra cheeseburger, please.” I looked at my child on the other side of the table. “No protests.”
“No, Mama.” 
“Good girl.” 
When the food was served, I pushed her menu to my side of the table. I gave her fries, which she ate out of my hand. She ate them at breakneck speed.
"Blow!" I admonished her when one was too hot.
"Open," and a piece of hamburger went in. "Open." A fry. "Open," another piece of hamburger.
Feeding someone is a time-consuming task, especially when they're starving. It's like a hungry baby bird constantly sitting with its mouth open, hoping something will come in. My piece of salmon had already been gruesomely discarded by the time I'd filled the gaping mouth on the other side. In contrast to the silence in the pub, the discussion on her part was lively, but only at the level of a six-year-old. Whether or not I wanted to, I found myself captivated by the old lady across the table, as she effortlessly slipped into the skin of a six-year-old girl.
“Come on”, I said, “It’s time for you to go to bed.” 
She yawned. I swear. She yawned and said, “I don’t want to go to bed.” 
“You’ll have to, little girl. Big day tomorrow.”
I'd never thought about it before, but the downside of a child going to bed early in a small hotel room essentially means you either lock yourself in the bathroom or you go to bed early as well.

