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			For Kate, my bright shining star.

		

	
		
			

			1

			My nails dig into the skin of my palms and my feet are glued to the floor as I watch Gabe force the creaky sash window up as far as it will go then empty my linen sack of treasure onto the filthy street below. The precious fabrics I’ve been gathering for months and the hats I’ve designed and created from scratch. My ideal man, my cool lead singer with the Hozier hair has morphed into my waking nightmare and he’s blaming me. And Christmas, of course. It’s only mid-October but Gabe always manages to channel his inner Grinch before we make it to Halloween.

			I should stamp straight over there and shove him out that bloody window. But I’m too much in shock. To hell with him anyway, I need to get outside and rescue my hats. Or my Christmas will be cancelled this year.

			I’m taking a stall at the Galway City Christmas market in December. It’s one of the best in the country and I was lucky to get in. But Gabe’s not impressed. I found fairy lights and a string of tinsel in my favourite charity shop and I left these sitting on top of my oatmeal linen sack. I store my fabric and the hats that I’m working on in there and I was going to use the lights and tinsel later to start a mood board for my plans. But Gabe can’t stand Christmas. And he hates twinkling lights.	

			‘I’m not having Christmas tat all over the flat!’ he bawled as he spotted my stash. Now the nightmare before Christmas is playing out in front of my eyes.

			Amélie from the flat next to ours must have heard the commotion; her husky French accent calls after me as she follows me down the stairs. ‘Is everything all right, Jas? I heard shouting again.’ You’d think she’d be used to it by now. 

			

			‘Sorry, Amélie, I have to get outside. Gabe just threw a fortune’s worth of fabric and six months’ work all over the bloody street.’

			I pull back the cherry-red door and a blast of icy wind whacks me in the face. The smoke-grey clouds above threaten to open up and carry me and my discarded treasure off into the Corrib and all the way out to Galway Bay. But I’m a woman on a mission and I stride purposefully ahead. Straight into a leaf-filled puddle. In my pink fluffy socks. I wouldn’t mind but I know this puddle. I curse this puddle every morning as I lift my Docs and leap right over it. 

			Amélie places a hand on my shoulder and urges me onward as she edges past me and around the murky pool. She stares for a moment at a creamy waft of antique lace floating from the wing mirror of a white HiAce van. She reaches out and disentangles the delicate fabric then folds it into a perfect square. ‘We need a sac, a bag…’ She dashes across the street and persuades a young male passerby to part with his Bag for Life. Amélie has soft blonde curls, rosebud lips, and cobalt eyes. She could probably persuade him to cut out his heart and offer it to us if she wanted to.

			We scurry along the street grasping what we can from mucky puddles and grimy windscreens. A high-pitched whine catches at the back of my throat as I spot my green velvet bucket hat dangling from the handlebars of a mountain bike. My perfect creation, my lucky charm. Thank God, there’s something left to salvage. Of my work that is. There’s definitely nothing left to salvage between Gabe and me. 

			I’m back upstairs again, emptying the Bag for Life onto the kitchen table. I managed to retrieve most of my stuff, with Amélie’s help. Gabe didn’t even bother to come down. He’s sprawled on the armchair with a face as long as his rangy legs. 

			

			I lean my palms on the worn pine table top and stare down at my bedraggled pile. ‘I can’t do this anymore.’ I shake my head as I groan. Most of my pieces are still intact. But there’s muck and debris everywhere and I wonder if those stains will ever wash out. 

			Gabe slumps in his chair and thrusts his lower lip. ‘I had a shit night last night,’ he says. As if I said nothing at all. As if I was the one in the wrong. ‘You should have been there. I need you to keep me on track.’

			‘One night.’ I grit my teeth. ‘One bloody night. I’m always there.’

			‘Yeah, well, you weren’t there last night and I was crap. I couldn’t focus and I kept forgetting the words. They told me that’s it.’

			‘What? What’s it?’

			He drags himself up and leans over me with a sullen pout. ‘The lads. They kicked me out of the band, and it’s all your fucking fault.’

			This doesn’t exactly come as a big surprise. Pretty much everything bad that has happened over the last few years has been my fault. That’s the gospel according to Gabe. But I’ve finally seen the light. I’ve got to get out of this place. And I need to leave that boy behind.   
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			I’m on my way home now, back to Ballyclane. I offered to work a month’s notice but Della said there was no need. I told her about Gabe and my fabrics and she was almost as upset as me. Viva Vintage is a special place and Della works hard to make sure that everything in her shop is unique. She’s been gathering scraps and offcuts for years and in March, for my birthday, she curated them carefully into an oatmeal linen sack and presented them all to me. Velvet, silk and antique lace; buttons, bows, flowers and threads. All the raw materials I need to make my dreams come true.

			I’ve been working at Viva Vintage since I moved to Galway, nine years ago. Mam took me and my sister, Cathy, to the Christmas market as a pre-Christmas treat. I fell in love with the city as soon as I stepped off the train. Cathy was in her final year of teacher training and I had just finished school. I had no clue what I wanted to do. I wasn’t academic like Cathy, and I knew how hard Mam had to scrape. I worked in Mullins supermarket and scrimped until the following May. Then I packed a bag and stayed on a friend’s couch until I got my own place. Half of the Midlands go to college in Galway so it wasn’t a stretch to find somewhere to crash. I worked in a bar for the summer until one day in September I was walking towards Sea Road and I spotted the sign. I stopped at this window every day on my way to work and I went inside almost every day I had off. Della didn’t even ask for a CV. ‘I’ve seen you,’ she said, ‘gazing at my garments as though you’ve found your soulmate. I can tell we’re going to be friends.’

			

			‘It’s not the best timing,’ says Cathy, as I watch the windscreen wipers swoosh away the driving rain. ‘You’re welcome to stay with me and Brian instead.’

			For Mam, she means; it’s not the best timing for Mam. 

			I lean my head against the side window and peer out into the unrelenting grey. ‘I’d like my own room for a while. It’s been a shit year and I was really looking forward to home.’

			She presses one hand to the back of her perfectly straight bob and focuses on the road ahead. ‘It’s just that Mam has been on her own for so long. All through the pandemic.’ She takes a measured breath and carries on, ‘And now she has Donal, and they’re so good together—’

			‘And I’ll be in the way.’ 

			Cathy doesn’t roll her eyes but she might as well, I know she’s not impressed. She and Mam kept trying to get me to move home during Covid. Mam was on her own and Gran passed away near the start of it all. But I wasn’t ready then, still holding fast to the hope that Gabe and I might work things out. We both got the pandemic payment and I dreamed we’d get closer and more creative and fix everything that was wrong. I could have built my own fashion empire with all the time and energy I poured into fixing that man. Until I finally realised it was me that needed to change.

			Now the pandemic is over and everyone’s getting on with their lives. Mam has got a man, Cathy’s got a promotion, and I’ve got no home, no partner, no job. And, according to Cathy, even my lovely mother doesn’t want me around anymore.

			‘I’ll just crash with Mam for the first week and see how it goes. Donal’s not living there, is he?’

			

			‘Not yet, but he stays over every weekend.’

			There’s silence for a while and I realise that I’m holding my breath. It’s a thing I do when I get a bit stressed.

			We pull off the motorway and tear into the Plaza food court, slicing through the sideways rain. The place is heaving with soggy travellers and we zigzag through the fast-food queues and head for the Bewley’s Barista bar at the end. We bag an empty table near the door then we sit hugging our warm KeepCups and Cathy asks me seriously if I have a plan. Cathy’s always had a plan: Brian, college, becoming principal of our local primary school. I think she’ll be taken aback when I announce that, actually, I do. I’ve had this plan for a while. I just couldn’t get the headspace to follow it through. 

			I set my cappuccino down and run a hand through my hair to tame my bedraggled curls. Then I rap the table with my palm and declare, ‘I’m going to make hats, reclaimed vintage hats’. I stare across at my sister as she sips her latte and widens her eyes. It’s clear she’s waiting for more.

			‘I’ve been making them for a while. I took courses online during the pandemic so I know what I’m doing. And Della gave me loads of fabric from her collection, all sustainable, and gorgeous, of course.’

			Cathy looks interested now. She lowers her coffee and nods. ‘That sounds great, Jas. You could definitely do that; you were always creative.’

			‘Really?’ I’m surprised at how wobbly I feel that Cathy believes I can do this. She’s so focused and together I always feel she just thinks I’m a mess.

			‘Absolutely, remember when we were teenagers, you’d take the most basic outfit, pull out Gran’s sewing machine, and put your own twist on it. You could make anything look cool.’

			

			I sit up a little straighter now. I’m not sure Cathy’s version of cool is the same as mine but I’ll take it. Della said pretty much the same, and she’s a punky Helen Mirren, iconic.

			‘Gran’s sewing machine is part of the plan, and hopefully, her wardrobe too, if Mam is okay with that.’

			Cathy nods again, and this time she adds a smile. ‘I think she will be. Maybe your timing is not so bad, after all.’

			I throw her a quizzical look and she carries on. 

			‘Mam’s been talking about clearing out Gran’s place for ages but she hasn’t been ready to face it. I’ve offered to help but she keeps wanting to wait. This could be just the nudge she needs.’

			Cathy’s right about that, I can feel it. I was really close to my gran, two peas in a pod, Mam used to say. I begged Gran loads of times to let me raid her wardrobe but she was young at heart and upcycled and re-wore most of the contents herself. 

			‘You can have them all when I’m gone,’ she used to laugh, swirling her tea dresses and asking my advice on what she should wear to the dance. She and her friends were having a better social life in their seventies than anyone else in the town. That bloody pandemic hit everyone hard but sometimes I think it hit them hardest of all. At least I still have time.

			‘As long as you’re not after the house,’ Cathy quips, bringing me back with a land. 

			‘Ha, ha,’ I play along. ‘Just the sewing machine and anything else I can use for my hats.’ I consciously unfurrow my brow. Is Cathy really asking if I’m thinking about taking over Gran’s house? Or maybe she’s just assuming that something so ambitious could never be part of my plan.

			Gran’s house, Mam’s home place, lies right at the heart of the town. A narrow three-storey building perched on the edge of the Square. It’s a beautiful Georgian square and most of the houses are huge. Gran’s is down at the back corner and is half the width of the imposing mansion straight across on the other side. That belongs to the Hamiltons. Hard-nosed property developers, and the wealthiest family in town. 

			

			Mam comes out to meet us as soon as we pull up outside. It’s only when I see her that I realise how much I’ve missed her. She and Cathy look so alike but Mam is softer round the edges and just being near her makes me feel safe. She wraps me in a hug and then I tear up the stairs with my suitcase before Cathy has time to protest. So, nobody has time to warn me that my room doesn’t exist anymore. The space is still there, I presume. But there’s no way to get in, just a full-length shabby chic mirror where my bedroom door used to be.

			‘Oh, sorry, love, you’re in here. I should have said.’ Mam opens the door to Cathy’s old room. 

			I stare at the pale lemon walls and the giant Westlife posters over the bed. I don’t even get to ask before Mam grabs hold of my arm and gives an excited coo. 

			‘Come and have a look at what I’ve done. Donal did the work but I designed it all. It’s absolutely fabulous, you’ll see.’

			I’m whisked back out onto the landing and straight through Mam’s room into what used to be mine. My haven, my oasis, my world. It is fabulous, she’s right. But it’s a bloody walk-in wardrobe now. I feel like I’ve been rubbed out.

			I lie on Cathy’s bed that evening and message Shane. I should have messaged him days ago but it’s hard to admit he was so right. Shane is my best friend since school and it’s putting it mildly to say he wasn’t fond of my ex. He always said Gabe didn’t appreciate me and only cared about himself. Gabe never wanted him around and one night when we were all very drunk at the same party, Shane, who can’t sing a note, stood against a wall and belted out ‘Fake’ by the Frames while pointedly staring at Gabe. Gabe’s friends had to hold him back from going after Shane, and the next day, he said it was time for me to choose.

			

			I still messaged and FaceTimed Shane all the time but I made sure to hide it from Gabe. I pick up my phone and start typing.

			Hi, Honey, I’m home.

			Where? Ballyclane?

			Yep. 

			With or without?

			Without. Permanently.

			Shane hits FaceTime immediately and I accept.

			I’m waiting for ‘About time’ or ‘What took you so long?’ but he just beams and says, ‘I’m proud of you, Jas.’

			‘For what? For taking six years to cop myself on?’

			He offers lots of nice platitudes about how it probably wasn’t all bad. Then he adds, ‘He only loved you if you did everything his way. That’s not real love.’ Then he grins. 

			‘But it can’t be easy letting go of a flaming hot Rock God, I suppose.’

			‘Easier than you’d think,’ I say, and I smile as I realise that it’s true. I always thought that if Gabe and I broke up I’d be wiped out. But there’s no heartbreak, no devastation, all I can feel is relief.
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			I’m at Gran’s house now. I told Mam I’d go and have a look, see how much work there is in clearing the place out. Quite a lot by the looks of things. Mam’s house is warm and cosy and bright. Gran’s was too when she was alive but she didn’t have Mam’s neat streak and she hardly ever threw anything out. No wonder Mam couldn’t face it alone. It still feels welcoming to me, though, and I get a sense of Gran here as though she’s been waiting for me to come home. I’m not sure how to broach my plan with Mam, me moving into Gran’s. She seems so happy to have me back but we haven’t talked about what happens next. It was nice just chilling on the couch last night with a big pot of tea, hearing about her new, happy life. She’s going to join me in an hour or so. She has to cancel an appointment first but she says it doesn’t matter, she’s thrilled to have me back, and everything else can wait. 

			I trace my fingers along the old Singer 201. I have my own machine but Gran worked on this for over fifty years, sitting right here, facing her front-room window. Even with her head bent in concentration, the woman never missed a trick. She knew everyone in town and anyone who needed a garment altered or a dress made for a special occasion came to her. She was the queen of upcycling before anyone had heard about climate change.

			The sun is shining bright this morning and the Galway grey fades from my memory as I sit at her work table and gaze out onto the town’s historic Square. It’s weird being back after all this time. Gran’s house, my home town, and my old school just down the road. I can see the arch over on the other side of the Square where Shane and I used to sneak off to smoke. I draw back the net curtain to take a better look. Only I can’t see much as my view is obscured by a stranger in shades peering straight in. He’s waving at me now. Some people have no shame. I scrape back my chair and storm out into the hall. I presume he’s gone on his way but I pull open the front door just in case. I rush out and wallop straight into a broad white T-shirt instructing me to Just Breathe.

			

			‘You’re not Bernie,’ the stranger grunts as though I’m the one in the wrong.

			‘No, I’m not.’ I reel back and set one hand on my hip. ‘But who may I ask are you? And more to the point, what are you doing lurking around my gran’s?’

			His face – a very handsome face, I have to reluctantly admit – breaks into a broad smile. He takes off his sunglasses and peers down at me with twinkly grey eyes. 

			‘Lurking? I’m hardly lurking. I was about to ring the bell only I didn’t get a chance.’

			I feel light-headed and I realise that I’m holding my breath again. I grab on to the door frame and gaze into that very fit chest. Was this guy looking for a way to piss me off when he opened his wardrobe this morning? Just breathe. I’m doing my bloody best. 

			‘Are you okay, you look a bit off?’

			I stretch myself up to my full height and jut out my chin. ‘I’m perfectly fine but you still haven’t said who you are.’

			He takes a step back and holds out a hand. ‘I’m Niall, Niall Hamilton, from over the road.’ He nods towards the mansion on the opposite side of the Square. I’m supposed to meet Bernie here this morning.’ He narrows his eyes and studies me. ‘Are you little Jas?

			

			The bloody cheek. I give him my fiercest glare.

			‘Sorry, I mean, Cathy’s little sister… Cathy’s sister, Jas?’ He lowers his hand, looking embarrassed now. And so he flipping should, I’m five foot six and twenty-eight years old, I’m nobody’s little anything anymore.

			His phone pings and he frowns as he scans the message. Seriously, this guy is getting ruder by the minute. 

			‘Ahem,’ I clear my throat. ‘You asked me a question, so yes, I am Jas, Bernie’s daughter. My mam owns this house, it used to be my gran’s.’

			‘Sorry, yeah.’ He points distractedly at his phone. ‘Bernie just sent me a text postponing our meeting. I’m a bit early. I thought I saw someone inside and I presumed it was your mum.’

			He peers over my shoulder and I stare at him hard. Does he think I have my mother hiding down the hall?

			I take a firm hold of the door as I step back inside. ‘Well, if that will be all,’ I say in my most officious tone. I sound like a butler so I haughtily add, ‘I’m a very busy woman and I need to get back to my work.’ 

			Shit, I sound like the housekeeper now, I just can’t pull this off. I often wonder who I might have been in a former life and now it seems abundantly clear. Niall Hamilton would have been Lord of the Manor, or at least the heir, and I would have been the flipping scullery maid.

			He holds up his palms and backs away but I can see he’s stifling a grin. Glad to have been of some amusement, I’m sure. I shut the door and lean against it then blow out a long hard exhale. I haven’t seen Niall Hamilton since secondary school. He was four years ahead of me, in Cathy’s class. A quiet, dark-haired boy that I barely gave a second glance. I think he was tall even then but I don’t remember him taking up quite so much space. What was he doing here? And when did he get so hot?
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			Mam arrives an hour later with a roll of black bags and a bucket of cleaning supplies. Looks like I’ll be scrubbing in this life too. I shove up my sleeves and accept my fate, at least I’ll be earning my keep. Mam’s cleaning out kitchen cupboards and I’m mopping the floor when I decide to ask about Niall.

			‘You had a visitor earlier,’ I say. ‘Posh lad from over the road.’

			She laughs. ‘Niall’s not posh. And he’s been very helpful,’ she adds, although she doesn’t say how.

			‘They’re bloody loaded, the Hamiltons. His dad built half the town.’ I swipe my mop across the tiles. ‘And as far as I remember, his uncle fleeced the other half.’

			She climbs down from the wooden countertop and drops her cloth into the worn Belfast sink. ‘He’s nothing like his uncle.’

			‘That floor’s wet,’ I remind her. You’d split your head on Gran’s tiles. 

			‘He was in Cathy’s class at school. He’s a very sweet boy.’

			I pull a face. He’s a bit big for a boy and he didn’t seem that sweet to me. 

			I head out into the hall with my mop and we don’t say any more until we break for a pot of tea. Mam lets out a sigh as I pour her a cup.

			‘This place needs so much work.’ She shakes her head as she looks around. ‘I don’t know where to start.’

			

			I narrow my eyes as I set down the pot, I thought we already had made a start. But maybe that’s not what she means, I suppose it does need more than a clean. Gran poured most of her time and talent into her dressmaking, and anything left over went into her social life. There’s little or no insulation and the windows rattle with the faintest breeze. There was always a fire going when Gran was alive but there’s no central heating and now the place does smell a bit damp.

			Mam takes a sip of her tea and starts to butter her scone. She lowers her knife and goes on, ‘It needs a major overhaul and a heap of money too.’

			I wasn’t planning to say this yet but it seems like it might be the time.

			‘There are grants going once the house has been vacant for over two years. It can’t be that bad, Gran managed fine and she was really happy here.’

			‘It’s too much work for me.’ She shakes her head. ‘I don’t think I can take that on.’

			‘Maybe I could?’

			Mam nearly chokes on her scone. 

			‘I don’t mean buy the place, no one would give me a mortgage. I don’t even have a job.’ She frowns but I keep going. ‘But I could rent it from you and work on it while I’m living here. And we could use the grant to pay for the repairs. I’m hoping to start selling my hats soon and I could do alterations and upcycle clothes like Gran did.’ I squeeze my fists under the table and take a slow breath. I need to sound calm and at least a bit like I know what I’m talking about. ‘I could use the front room for my work and fix up the house over time.’

			Mam gives me a sympathetic look. The sort of look she used to give me when I was a kid and I’d regale her with my latest crazy scheme. We should go on a family holiday to Disneyland, Florida was one. That was when I was ten and Tracey Hamilton arrived back at school with a princess tiara, bragging for months about her trip to the States. We had a weekend in Trabolgan the following summer, although I have to admit it was fun.

			

			She tilts her head. ‘I’m not sure you understand how much work would be involved, and how much it would cost.’ She sighs again. ‘This is a protected structure, Jas, and it hasn’t had any work done in years. I need advice from someone who knows a bit more. What if you want to go back to Galway, or move on somewhere else? I know how much you loved your gran but she wouldn’t want to tie you down.’

			I open my mouth to protest. I’m definitely not going back to Galway, not while Gabe is still there. But Mam carries on before I get the chance.

			‘It might seem like a good idea now but life can change so fast. You might meet someone now that you’re home. You might want to have children. There’s no garden, only a tiny yard. There’s no parking and there’s a busy pub just around the corner. It’s hardly ideal.’

			I splutter a cough. I’m barely home a day and she has me settled down with a brood.

			‘It sounds ideal to me. I don’t have a car, I have zero interest in getting a new man, the last one was bad enough. And I’m definitely not ready for kids.’

			‘Well, what about your business then? Don’t you want to focus on that? I know you’ve made all those gorgeous hats but you haven’t really told me your plans.’

			I haven’t had the chance. I thought I’d have weeks mooching around Gran’s before I’d put forward my case.

			‘I’ve made some hats, not as many as I’d hoped thanks to Gabe, but I’m planning to make a lot more. I’ve been looking through Gran’s wardrobe for fabric, I hope you don’t mind.’ 

			‘Of course not, she’d want you to,’ she says with a nod.

			‘Della gave me lots of fancy pieces but Gran had really good wool and felt and tweed. If you don’t object to me cutting her stuff, I can make beautiful hats from her clothes.’

			

			Mam’s eyes well up and I bite my lip. I’m a heartless bitch threatening to rip up her mother’s precious things.

			‘That would be lovely, pet, you’ll be keeping her memory alive.’

			I breathe a sigh of relief. ‘I’m hoping to have a decent batch ready for the market,’ I tell her.

			‘What market?’ 

			I swallow the last of my scone and roll my eyes with a smile. ‘What market do you think? The Christmas Market in the Square, of course. I’m going to ask Cathy if I can take a stall.’ I thread my fingers through my chestnut curls and then stretch out my arms like a cat. I’m running the reel in my head. Me in my green velvet bucket hat with my creations laid out on display. Mulled wine and twinkling lights and a steady stream of customers queuing up to admire and pay. ‘It’s how I plan to launch,’ I proudly declare.

			Mam says nothing but I watch her wince.

			‘What? What’s wrong? Have I left it too late to book a stall? I’m Cathy’s sister, for God’s sake. Surely the queen of Christmas will find a way to squeeze me in.’

			Mam scrubs at her scalp and blows out a breath. ‘I’m not sure there is a market this year, pet. I do know Cathy’s not involved.’

			My mother has lost the plot. Gran’s house, my proposal, it must all be too much. Cathy has been organising the town’s Christmas market for years. She started helping as soon as she got her job at the school and they elected her chairperson the following year. She’s the most focused person I know and she never lets anyone down. Mam has got to be wrong, there has to be some mistake. I’ve been slaving away all year preparing for my big reveal. It may not be a big city market like Galway but when it comes to Christmas, Ballyclane always punches above its weight. A stall at the market here is how I plan to launch my new start. New business, new life, new Jas.
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			I cycle over to Cathy’s later that evening. I’m fairly tired as I tore into the cleaning for the afternoon. I park my bicycle under the kitchen window and let myself in the back door. Cathy’s sitting at the table looking a bit peaky herself. I notice dark circles under her caramel-brown eyes. Cathy, Mam and I have similar colouring. Mam says we have a bit of Spanish blood in us as Gran’s ancestors hailed from somewhere down near Kinsale. She did try to explain about the Spanish Armada but I switched off as soon as Cathy got all excited and said she’d studied that at school. I look at her more closely now and I see that her honey-   toned skin has taken on a faint green tinge. Cathy is one of the healthiest people I know so this really pulls me up.

			‘Are you okay?’ I ask. ‘You look a bit pale.’

			‘I’m fine, just tired.’ She smiles. ‘How was your first day back? Did you and Mam go to Gran’s?’

			‘We did.’ I nod. ‘It was a mixed bag, to be honest.’ I grab a glass from the cupboard and turn on the tap. I lean against the sink, sip some water, and then I start to unload. ‘It was strange going through Gran’s stuff but we got a lot done and I found some wonderful fabrics for my hats.’ I plonk down on a chair facing Cathy and come straight to the point. ‘I was hoping to take a stall at the market to show them off. But Mam says you’ve cancelled Christmas this year.’

			

			Cathy widens her eyes and gives me a look. ‘That’s a bit harsh.’

			I raise my palms in surrender. ‘Sorry, I’m just a bit disappointed. And I don’t understand. You always organise the market. I know there’s a committee but you do most of the work. Why not this year?’

			She places a hand on her stomach and lowers her eyes. ‘Because I’m pregnant,’ she says.

			Christ. Now it makes sense. Cathy has had two miscarriages and she and Brian desperately want a child. There’s a fair bit of administration in organising a small-town Christmas market but most of the work is lugging tables, sweeping streets and cleaning up the mess. And Cathy is always at the heart of it all. This year she has to put herself first.

			‘How many weeks,’ I ask. She lost both her babies at eight weeks so I’m keeping my fingers crossed. 

			‘Fourteen weeks on Wednesday,’ she says and I sigh with relief. 

			‘You shouldn’t have driven all the way to Galway,’ I tell her. ‘If I’d known, I would have taken the train.’

			‘It was fine,’ she reassures me. ‘Just no heavy lifting and definitely no stress.’ 

			Now I understand why she left the bigger bags to me. I did wonder if she was making some sort of point. 

			‘That rules out the market then,’ I agree. 

			‘It does for me but there are ten weeks left until Christmas, it could still go ahead.’

			I FaceTime Shane again as soon as I get home.

			‘You won’t believe what’s happened!’ I flop onto the bed and prop myself up.

			‘I’ve known you for most of your life, there’s not much left to shock me with.’

			

			‘Feck off, not me. Cathy.’

			Shane widens his eyes in mock surprise. ‘What has she done now? Put too much sugar in her tea? Given the kids extra homework for the weekend?’

			‘She’s bloody well cancelled Christmas! Well, the Christmas market anyway.’ I feel bad complaining, I know Cathy has a good reason and I can’t tell Shane what it is yet. But I need to vent to someone.

			‘Oh, no.’ Shane knows how important this is, I’ve told him all my plans. ‘What are you going to do?’

			‘Well, according to my sister, it’s easy, I’ll just organise it all by myself.’ 

			He snorts a laugh. ‘Sorry, it’s just being organised is not exactly your strength.’

			‘I’ve gotten better,’ I huff. Shane spent our school days following me around with my phone, my bag, my leaving cert timetable. Whatever I’d left behind. ‘The biggest problem is that there’s not a lot of time. They usually start working on it at the end of the summer, not halfway through October.’

			‘I’m not saying you couldn’t do it but do you really need a market?’ He rubs at his cheek. ‘Your hats are great. Can’t you just post pics on Insta, set up some reels… Hey, maybe you should start a blog. Hat Girl. No wait, I think that’s gone. Jas Hats?’

			‘Gone too, at least in Australia. See, I am organised, I’m already planning all that for the New Year. But I want to see some reactions first, for real. I want to watch people’s faces, I want to see them touch the fabric, look at themselves in the mirror when they try on a hat. I want to get how it makes them feel.’ I squeeze my fist against my chin and hunch forward. ‘I know they’re good in my head but I need to feel it in my bones.’

			I stay in my room pondering for a while. Donal has my spot on the couch so I’m giving Mam and him a bit of space. I’ve only met him once before and he seems nice. He has a distinguished look about him: grey hair, neat clothes, and kind eyes. But he keeps smiling at me and trying to make conversation like he’s desperate for me to like him from the start. I can’t work like that; I like to take my time so he’ll just have to wait. I told them I had a lot of work to do for the market and I made my escape.

			

			I grab a notebook from Cathy’s shelves – she always has spares – and root through my bag for a pen. I need to make a plan. Shane suggested I take a stall at another Christmas Market in one of the nearby big towns, but I don’t see the point. If I was going to launch somewhere else, Galway would be my first choice. Gabe wouldn’t be seen dead near the market; he’d consider himself too cool. But I really want to do this at home. I want to prove to the Tracey Hamiltons of this town that I’m on my way to being somebody after all.

			I lie back on my pillow and picture the scene in my head, the one that plays on a loop whenever I pass by our old school. Shane and I on our class trip to see Pride and Prejudice performed outdoors at Oakwood Court. Striding arm in arm up the yew-lined avenue, gazing at the neoclassical mansion basking in the September sun. Shane asked me if I felt like Lizzie when she first set eyes on Pemberley. Before I got to reply Tracey Hamilton turned around and called at the top of her voice to everyone else in the line, ‘Ooh, it’s Jas’s first trip to Oakwood. Hey, lads, let’s have a whip round after the show, buy the council kids a bit of greenery, I don’t suppose they have trees in Emmet Park.’ Then she glared at me as though I was a piece of dirt that she needed to scrape off the bottom of her shoe. She’s lucky that Shane held me back. ‘Rise above it,’ he would say whenever she’d start, which was practically every day. I painted her face on the bottom of my Docs with Tippex and whenever she made her smart comments, I’d grind my foot into the nearest patch of dirt and imagine it was me grinding her down instead of the other way around.

			

			I’m going to work my ass off on those hats, I decide. They’re going to be class. And I’m going to organise this bloody Christmas market if it kills me. I’ll show them all. I pick up my phone and call Cathy. I’m going to need her big orange folder and her list of names. She might have been chairperson, secretary and treasurer all rolled into one. But she had a team of willing helpers and I’ll need to get them on board.

			I’m back in Cathy’s the next evening, leafing through her folder. There are detailed instructions for everything. My sister leaves nothing to chance. 

			‘A lot of that is pre-pandemic,’ she tells me. ‘The last few years we tried to keep it small.’

			‘I’m all for that,’ I say. ‘No beer tents and plastic tat. Just quality, sustainable crafts and local home-made food.’

			‘You won’t get a licence for alcohol anyway, not at this stage.’

			I pause at a section with Traffic Management highlighted in yellow. And a bundle of emails printed off, between Cathy and the local council.

			‘You might be a bit late for that, too,’ she says. ‘It took ages last year to sort out. One of the businesses objected, they said we were taking all their parking spaces. I wouldn’t mind but we brought so many extra people into town that they did a roaring trade.’

			‘There’s always one.’ I click my tongue. ‘I suppose I should check if anyone wants to help before I make a start.’ 

			Cathy contacted her helpers back in August, as soon as she took her pregnancy test. She didn’t explain why, it was way too early, she just told them she couldn’t take charge this year. She offered her big orange folder and her willing advice to whoever might like to step up. All she got back were messages telling her how great she was at the job and how they hoped she’d change her mind.

			

			She sends a WhatsApp now suggesting a meeting tomorrow evening. There’s never much happening on a Wednesday so she’s hoping they’ll all be on board. They use a meeting room down a lane off the Square and Christy who is also on the Tidy Towns committee has a key. Half an hour later we have confirmations from Christy, Maura and Nadia and we’re all systems go for seven o’clock down the lane. 
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			I dismount my lavender bicycle and wheel it through the arch. Wow, this place has changed. The once shabby ruins and derelict outhouses have been transformed into a row of whitewashed cottages on one side and tasteful stone-fronted shop units on the other. The lane, which is really more of a road, forks off so that there are two narrow lanes with one long unit running down the centre. They join up again on the other side and lead down to a beautiful walled garden. It’s edged with amber solar lanterns and wouldn’t look out of place in a corner of Oakwood Court. On either side of the stretch that leads into the garden, there’s room for parking and there seems to be a one-way system running around the centre unit. I had no idea there was so much space, never mind that all this work had taken place to restore it. Shane and I used to skive off behind the arch to smoke cigarettes and bitch about our enemies, mostly Tracey Hamilton, but I never copped it had so much potential. 

			I lean my bike against the wall of the long rectangular building that runs down the middle and I take my folder from the front wicker basket. The units to my right are in darkness but the lane itself is lantern-lit and there’s a warm glow filtering through the voile-curtained window where I’ve parked my bike. The teak door is slightly ajar so I give a quick rap and wander in. Cathy is seated at the top of a long pine table chatting to a small, white-haired man holding a tweed cap and sporting a bright yellow hi-vis.

			

			I wave my hand in hello. ‘It’s toasty in here. Who pays the heating bill? Santa Claus?’

			‘Ah, we have our very own Santa Claus.’ Christy gives a chuckle. I know he’s Christy because he has a name badge stuck to his hi-vis telling me so. Looks like I’m dealing with a seasoned committee hack here. ‘Sit down, love,’ he instructs me, ‘and have a drop of tea.’

			I’m taking my first sip when Maura and Nadia arrive. Maura was an air hostess in her younger days and she still has that look. Perfectly coiffed hair and a neatly tied silk scarf. I know her of old and clearly she remembers me too. I can tell by the way her nose wrinkles as though she’s caught a bad smell. Christy chooses this moment to remark on how different my sister and I seem. 

			‘Sure, I wouldn’t know you were Cathy’s sister at all with your fine head of curls and all your style.’

			Maura makes a half-strangled noise, somewhere between a snort and a sniff. She can’t argue with the curls but I’m sure she has plenty to say about my style. Cathy is still in her pale grey work suit with a crisp white blouse. I’m actually very subdued in a button-down burgundy midi, crochet pink hat, and pink and silver scarf. And my feet are under the table so she can’t see the Docs that I’ve embellished with tiny silver stars. The theme of the meeting is Christmas after all.

			‘They were always chalk and cheese,’ Maura remarks with a tight little smile, then takes a seat down the end across from me, as far away as she can find. 

			Nadia is much warmer with bright blue eyes and blonde hair scraped back off her face in a bouncy ponytail. She beams as she comes over stretching her hand. ‘It’s lovely to meet you, Jas. I’m so happy we are going to have a Christmas market after all.’ 

			

			Nadia volunteered to help last year as soon as she arrived from Ukraine. She lives with her mother in what used to be a tourist hostel on the outskirts of town. Ballyclane doesn’t get many tourists so now it houses Ukrainian refugees. It’s a nice place to stay for a few days but it must be hard living there long term, sharing a kitchen and bathroom and never knowing when or if you’ll be able to go home. Nadia’s a qualified preschool teacher and spent market day face-painting and telling Christmas stories to the little ones, which went down a treat. I know Cathy felt particularly bad about letting her down.

			Cathy gives a small cough. ‘Hopefully, there will be, that’s what we are here to decide.’ She sets her elbows on the table and joins her hands under her chin as though she’s about to say grace. I cross my fingers under the table and hope that what she has to say will be gracefully received.

			‘As I’ve already informed you all I can’t be involved this year.’ 

			Nadia and Christy look crestfallen. Maura’s eyes blaze but she only gets as far as ‘Well, I really—’ when Cathy raises her palm to call a halt.

			‘I’m pregnant, Maura, and I’m under strict instructions from my doctor. I’m sure you wouldn’t want to put my baby at risk.’

			Maura clutches her scarf with a face like she’s just been slapped.

			‘That’s great news, love.’ Christy beams as Nadia darts over to give Cathy a hug.

			Cathy settles everyone and clears her throat again. It’s about to get interesting now. ‘As you know,’ she starts, ‘I was hoping someone might be able to take my place earlier.’ She sweeps the table with a sympathetic smile. ‘But I do understand that it’s a very daunting task. That’s why I’m delighted to tell you all that Jas has offered to take on the role.’

			Christy gives a cheery thumbs up and Nadia claps her hands. Maura’s jaw is hanging and there’s a look of horror on her face but she doesn’t say a word. I have a feeling she’s biding her time.

			

			I open the orange folder, although I’m not really sure where to start. I take a slug from my reusable water bottle and decide to come clean.

			‘I should start by saying that I don’t have much experience with this sort of thing.’ Maura raises her eyebrows and I can hear her voice in my head. Tell us something we don’t know. She doesn’t say the words, though, and I continue, ‘But I have read Cathy’s folder and she has everything clearly laid out.’ I open the page marked insurance and glance around the group. ‘I think it might be too late at this stage to plan for the Square.’ I don’t wait for a reaction, I just cut to the chase. ‘You normally have the insurance and the traffic management in hand well before now. I phoned the insurance company this morning. It would be way more expensive this year, premiums have gone through the roof.’

			Maura smiles smugly as though I’ve just made her night. Why did the woman come at all if she’s determined to be such a Grinch?

			‘I propose we look at alternative locations. Somewhere that won’t involve relocating traffic and ideally somewhere with insurance cover in place. Does anyone have anywhere to suggest?’

			Maura pushes away her teacup as though she suspects it might be spiked. ‘I thought that’s why you were here, Jasmine. When Cathy said you wanted to take charge, I’m sure we all hoped you had some sort of plan.’

			I’m sure she hoped exactly the opposite but I give her my sweetest smile. 

			‘It’s Jas, thank you, Maura,’ I say. ‘I am going to put together a plan. But this is my first meeting and I’m hoping we can work as a team. You all have so much valuable experience and it’s important that I respect and make the most of that.’ That should shut her up. I hope. 

			Christy mentions the town hall and Nadia suggests a room belonging to one of the local schools. The parish held a fundraiser there for the first group of Ukrainian refugees and she says it’s cosy, although it might be a bit small. The town hall is much bigger but quite run-down and it’s on the corner of a busy junction so not as accessible or child-friendly as we would like.

			

			We arrange to meet again the following evening and Christy says he’ll lock up and come early tomorrow to switch on the heating and let us all in. 

			I volunteer to check out the possible venues and I have one idea of my own that I haven’t mentioned to anyone yet. I want to think it through and have the vision clear in my mind. If I have to battle with Moany Maura, I’ll need to be fully prepared.
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