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Clio
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Cliona Whelan, Clio for short, had been many things in her fifty-nine years on this earth. A daughter, a sister, an aunt, a friend, journalist and now a published and, some would say, feted novelist, but there were things she hadn’t been too. Things she’d have liked to have been had fate played her a different hand. If she’d been born into these modern times, perhaps she would have had it all but in her youth, there was no such thing as, “having your cake and eating it too”. She’d had to make choices, hard decisions because she couldn’t have it all. She wasn’t a wife, nor a mother and she would never be someone’s grandmother. ‘I’ve got you though haven’t I, Bess.’ It was a statement not a question and she reached down to stroke the cat’s silky back as she meandered past on her way through from the kitchen where she’d finished her breakfast to bask on her favourite chair. Bess mewled but didn’t pause on her well-worn path. 

Clio took a sip of milky tea from her china cup. The dancing rose pattern, so delicate against the white, bone china, was beautiful and she paused briefly to admire it as she set it back down in its matching saucer. The Japanese knew the importance of things being just right when it came to drinking one’s tea. They’d understand her refusal to sip her morning brew from anything other than this rose teacup. It was a habit adopted from her mam. God rest her soul. ‘It tastes different when it’s not in my cup,’ Maeve Whelan used to say. Clio had thought her a terrible old fusspot suffering from delusions of grandeur when she was young, but now, she knew exactly what she’d meant.

She heard the familiar rattle of the cast iron letter slot being pushed open by Niall. He of the ruddy cheeks and ready grin who’d been the postman delivering to her street for forever and a day. It was followed by the soft plop of mail landing on the mat by the front door. Clio liked this time of year. Oh, she wasn’t a fan of the cold. She’d have been happier banging away on her trusty old typewriter somewhere warm and sunny like Spain. Dublin could be bleak in the depth of winter. What she liked about the month of December though, was the way in which people became kinder and more engaged with one another. Those that would hurry along the streets, heads down, keen to be on their way the rest of the year, would slow a little, look one another in the eye and give a nodding smile in passing. It was as if they’d suddenly remembered what really mattered in life. She enjoyed sifting through the post of a morning too knowing there’d be a pile of cards to open—it was much more enjoyable than eyeing the electric bill while munching her toast. 

Clio liked to eke out her morning routine, partly because it took longer to wind through the gears and crank into fourth these days and partly because she wasn’t, and never had been, a morning person. She got up and knotted her dressing gown tie before padding through on slipper-clad feet to the kitchen. She slotted her toast into the toaster pushing the handle down before going to fetch the mail. The white envelopes lay scattered on the floor and her eyes flitted over the different handwriting as she scooped them up, but as she registered the postmark on one such envelope her breath caught and her hand fluttered to her mouth. The envelope, as her eyes drifted to the lazy, looping script she’d never expected to see again, seemed to vibrate in her hand. It was nonsensical she knew. Her heart, she realised, had begun to race in a way she should perhaps at her age find alarming but the doctor had told her just last week her ticker was strong as an ox. 

‘Go and sit down, Clio,’ she ordered and with the envelope pulsing on top of the small pile she’d swept up, that’s what she did. She pushed her glasses onto the bridge of her nose and pinched her bottom lip between her teeth as she retrieved the letter opener from the dish on the table. Then, sliding it through the crisp white paper, she retrieved the card inside. The last correspondence she’d had from him had been a letter written on a sheet of notepaper. That was forty-one years ago, although, if you were to ask her, she could tell you exactly where that letter could be found. This card, she saw inspecting it, was rather nondescript, an expensive looking nativity picture, a slightly different version of the same scenes already draped over the string she’d tied around one curtain finial stretching it across to the other as she did each year to dangle her cards from. 

She wondered if he’d spent time in the newsagent’s loitering for an age by the rack of Christmas cards trying to decide which to choose, in the end playing it safe and settling on something rather stock standard. Or, perhaps it had simply come from a packet of ten, selected at random from the choice of Santa Claus with his sack of presents, a Christmas tree or the nativity scene. Nerves were making her procrastinate because it wasn’t the image on the front that mattered, it was what the card said inside. ‘Go on, Clio, old girl. Since when you were afraid of anything? Open it.’ She did so. 








  
  

Chapter 1
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London, December 21, 1999





Roisin O’Mara was not feeling festive. In fact, she was feeling decidedly foul and full of fecks as with her free hand she closed the gate. It clanged shut with a force threatening to snap it off its hinges. The plastic bag with the presents she was carting banged against her leg as she stomped up the path to the front door. Its green colour was a beacon on a day that was threatening more snow and she sent a flurry of the sludgy stuff that had settled overnight flying as her feet skidded on the icy surface. ‘Fecking, Colin,’ she muttered, her breath coming in huffy, white puffs. You’d have thought he’d have swept the path for them. Mind you, she shouldn’t be surprised. Considerate had never been a word that sprang to mind when she thought about her estranged husband. She was beginning to agree with her sister Moira, Arse was a much more fitting term for Colin Quealey. 

Sure, a girl could fall over and do an injury on this path, she griped silently. ‘Watch your step, Noah.’ Her son was in a hurry to reach the house and she’d rather he made it there intact. They were late, which wasn’t helping her mood because she knew their tardy arrival would be noted with a sniff. Her soon to be ex-mother-in-law, Elsa, was the queen of the disapproving sniff. The annoying thing was it wasn’t even her fault. They’d left their tiny flat in a leafy, overpriced pocket of Greenwich in plenty of time but her old banger had protested against the cold by refusing to start. Her language, muttered under her breath, had been ripe as she turned the key for the umpteenth time knowing she was in danger of flooding the engine. She’d been about to tell Noah to unbuckle because they’d have to go back inside and ring Daddy to ask him to pick them up when she’d given it one last try. She’d sent a “thank you” heavenward as the engine spluttered into life. 

The traffic despite the busy time of year had been light on the drive over. Roisin was guessing most people had the sense to hunker down for the day than to venture out and about. She envied them, she’d thought, turning into Staunton Mews ten minutes later. It was the sort of Sunday that should be spent in pyjamas, snuggling under a duvet on the couch watching videos while stuffing one’s face, not partaking in a farcical Christmas day with whatever you called your mother-in-law and husband once you’d pulled the pin on your marriage.

She’d managed to slide into a parking space a few doors down from number nine and even though she’d only walked from the car to the path her feet were already icicles inside her boots. This was despite her having worn socks so thick over her black tights she knew her boots would be pinching before the day was out. 

Oh yes, this two Christmas days lark was a pain in the arse and she’d have rather left Colin, Elsa and Noah to the goose that was undoubtedly on the menu but Elsa had other plans. She’d been insistent she come, giving a loud sniff before remonstrating, ‘It’s important to present a united front you know, Roisin. That poor boy deserves a proper Christmas with both his parents given everything he’s been through.’ 

Roisin knew she wasn’t being overly sensitive—there was a definite accusatory tone in Elsa Quealey’s voice. She’d been tempted to point out that her son had played a lead role in their marriage disintegrating too. Elsa seemed to have forgotten all about the bank having foreclosed on them, selling their home and assets to clear debts Colin had amassed, unbeknown to his wife, with his ill-fated, investments. This was why Roisin and Noah now lived in a flat the size of a shoebox and why she drove a temperamental car that would have been right at home cruising the streets back in nineteen seventy-one. It was also why her husband at the ripe old age of thirty-nine had slunk home to lick his wounds at his mother’s house. She’d have dearly loved to have rubbed Elsa’s nose in all of this as she looked down that long beak of hers waiting for her to say yes to her Christmas dinner invitation. 

It rankled too the reference to ‘poor Noah’. He was doing fine. Sure, the first wee while had been rough as he adjusted to all the changes their separation wrought, but of late he’d settled down and was back to his usual, happy self, pestering her constantly for a gerbil. He hadn’t shut up about it, in fact. He’d forgotten all about wanting Mummy and Daddy to live together in their old house again because becoming the owner of a small, furry brown rodent was the number one priority in his life. 

Roisin’s friend Stephanie had warned her not to go there and she was inclined to agree, as was her landlord, who’d enunciated loudly—he was hard of hearing—that no animals were allowed. Was a gerbil an animal? Roisin wasn’t sure but it was a good excuse to appease Noah, so she’d run with it. ‘They look small and innocuous enough,’ Stephanie had said. ‘You could even say they’re quite sweet looking but Rosi think about the havoc Charlie caused bringing Beyoncé to school on pet day.’

Roisin had nodded. She well remembered the story of Stephanie’s daughter’s gerbil escaping and terrorising the headmistress by hiding out in the toilets. Still, the look on Noah’s face when he’d asked whether she thought Father Christmas would get his letter in time because there was NOTHING he wanted more in the world than a gerbil and he’d been ever such a good boy had made her waiver. Perhaps she could get away with a soft toy version. Ah, who was she kidding?

That’s what she needed to remember, she told herself looking down at her son. Today was about him, not her, and besides if she hadn’t agreed to come then Colin might have put his foot down regarding her spending Christmas day proper with her family in Dublin. They’d yet to iron out all the nitty gritty finer points of custody where their son was concerned but seemed to have settled into an unspoken arrangement whereby, he spent every second weekend with his daddy and Granny Quealey. 

Her son’s hat was pulled down low and he was dwarfed inside the jacket Colin had bought him a few weeks ago despite his proclamations of trying to get back on his feet and that the maintenance he was currently paying out was daylight robbery. There’d been nothing wrong with Noah’s old jacket but Colin was a show pony, always had been and appearances mattered to him. She could sense, despite his five-year-old body being hidden inside an expensive layer of goose down, Noah twitching with an energetic excitement at the thought of what lay in wait for him inside Granny Quealey’s house. Throw in some sugary treats that were bound to be coming his way very soon and he’d be bouncing off the walls in no time.

That was another thing, she thought, a gloved finger pressing the doorbell and holding it down for longer than was necessary; those weekends spent here saw Noah get spoiled rotten. He’d burst in through the door of their small flat on a Sunday afternoon full of stories about ice creams and trips to the cinema. She felt as though she were in a competition for her son’s affections, one in which not only the financial odds were stacked against her but the opportunity to simply relax and have fun with him too. What annoyed her most of all and yes, she knew it was irrational but she couldn’t help how she felt was Elsa serving him up chicken nuggets and chips, his all-time favourite. Her son was very quick to point out that she didn’t put anything green on his plate to ruin his dinner either. He’d say this while waving a piece of broccoli at her in an accusatory fashion. Colin would have told her off when they were still living under the same roof if she’d put an unbalanced meal like that in front of Noah. Would he say “boo” to his mother, though? No, he would not. 

Their roles had changed since they’d parted ways. He it seemed, got to play at being jolly, good time daddy every second weekend, something he’d never been good at before but seemed to be hitting his stride with now, while she did the day to day parenting hard yards. It wasn’t fair. 

Her mood darkened as she jiggled inside her coat waiting for the door to open. She’d never breathe a word about how their new arrangement made her feel to Colin because his face would scrunch up in that annoying pinched way it did when something pained him and he’d say, ‘Well, Roisin, it wasn’t my decision to separate nor is it my fault Noah has to split his time between his parents.’ He’d be right too; it had been her decision and not one she’d taken lightly. She and Colin had not been a good match. It was also one, despite her and Noah’s flat with its moaning and groaning pipes and dodgy hot water, she didn’t regret. ‘Hurry up,’ she muttered, her breath emitting another puff of white into the air. 

‘You look like you’re smoking, Mummy.’ Noah grinned revealing two new front teeth finally beginning to grow down. His lisp was still pronounced though. He reached over and snapped a twig from the spindly hydrangea in the front garden. 

‘What are you doing?’

Noah didn’t get a chance to answer because the door swung open to reveal Elsa Quealey. The smile on her face drooped as she took in the sight of her beloved grandson holding a twig between his fingers and sucking on it as though his life depended on it.








  
  

Chapter 2
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‘What are you doing, Noah?’ Elsa frowned, watching as he exhaled a white plume into the air with the kind of satisfied gusto reserved for those that had just done the deed. 

‘Smoking like Mummy.’ 

‘Noah, I don’t smoke.’ Roisin was indignant.

‘No, but it looked like you were, Mummy.’

Elsa shook her grey chin-length hair which was as inflexible as she was, thanks to the liberal misting of Elnett hairspray each morning. Roisin watched her lips purse signalling disapproval and it made her think of a cat’s arse. Jaysus, she was really getting into the swing of things, Roisin thought, giving her Christmas finery the once over as they were swept in from the cold. Elsa had teemed her handknitted red reindeer sweater with a pair of fat twin Santa Clauses dangling from her ear lobes. As the front door was closed behind her, Roisin’s sense of smell was assaulted simultaneously with the aroma of roasting goose and her mother-in-law’s heady floral fragrance, Joy. She’d be a nightmare to get stuck in a lift with, Roisin had often thought, sure you’d suffocate from the fumes coming off her before anyone come to the rescue. 

‘Shoes off, Noah, please,’ Roisin bossed as Elsa busied herself unwrapping him and hanging his coat up on the hooks by the door leaving her to stamp the snow off her boots and shrug out of her coat. She felt very un-Christmassy compared to her mother-in-law in her plain grey wrap dress. It had seemed simple and stylish when she’d put it on that morning, the perfect outfit for a date with her ex-husband and his mother, nothing flashy, no hint of cleavage or thigh to be disapproved over, but now it just seemed drab. She fluffed her hair up knowing the woolly hat she’d pulled on would have flattened it. 

‘Colin’s just on a business call. He works so hard that boy, he never stops,’ Elsa said, herding them into the front room. ‘The fire’s roaring. Go and warm yourselves up. I’ve just got to baste the goose and then I’ll bring some light refreshments through. I’ll be back in a jiffy.’ 

You’d think she was entertaining the landed gentry, Roisin thought. It was going to be a long day. She poked her head back out the door and called out, ‘I feel terrible arriving empty handed. I would’ve been happy to bring a dessert or a bottle of wine.’ The older woman had been insistent she not bring anything and the bag of begrudged presents she was clutching didn’t count. Elsa’s sprightly form didn’t falter as she marched down the hall waving the comment away.

‘Nonsense, Roisin, I always think homemade is so much nicer than shop bought and Colin has a good nose for wine.’ 

Roisin mouthed, ‘Bitch,’ behind her back and Colin had a fecking big conker, that’s what he had, nose for wine my arse. She stood still for a moment and breathed in slowly through her nostrils then exhaled in a slow hiss through her mouth just as she did in her yoga sessions. She was a long way from feeling mindful but it did unknot the twisted feeling her mother-in-law was so adept at bringing out in her.

‘Mummy, look at the tree!’ 

It was real of course, Roisin thought, turning to admire it. It was standing proudly in its bucket giving off a gorgeous scent of pine which was mingling with the woodsmoke from the crackling fire in the hearth. The house had central heating and Elsa only got the fire going on special occasions but there really was something inviting about an open fire, and she looked at the flames leap and dance for a second before turning her attention back to the tree and her son who was squealing with delight at the packages laid out around it. 

The decorations dripped from the green fronds which bowed under the weight of them despite the sturdy branches. Roisin knew amongst all the tinsel and baubles were the ornaments Colin would have hung. A new one bought for each of his birthdays. It was a tradition Elsa was carrying on with Noah and five would be set aside for him to place on the tree today. She felt a pang, thinking about the measly fake excuse for a fir tree brought on a rushed trip to Argos earlier in the week. She’d poked it in the corner of their flat trying not to feel let down by its lacklustre appearance which seemed to scream, ‘I couldn’t be arsed!’. There’d been no point in sourcing a real tree though, not with them heading over to Dublin tomorrow. 

She’d done her best to make decorating it fun, popping on the Christmas CD she always played this time of year. Christmas wasn’t Christmas without a bit of Band Aid and she did so love doing the Simon le Bon bit. She’d straightened its sparse wire branches, getting Noah to unearth his favourite trimmings from the old suitcase she’d brought with them from their old house. They’d whiled away all of five minutes dressing it, and Noah had asked, as he hung the wooden gingerbread man he’d painted when he was three, if the tree was sick. ‘Mummy, it really doesn’t look very well you know.’ 

He was right and as she’d stood back to look at their handiwork she’d sighed. She could hear Mammy in her ear and knew exactly what she’d say if she was there, ‘You can’t make a silk purse out of a sow’s ear, Roisin.’ Feeling Noah’s eyes on her she’d been tempted to tell him that sometimes in life you got what you paid for but he didn’t need to know that, not yet anyway. So, instead she told him she thought the tree might be suffering from tinselitis. He’d whiled away a good hour after that with his little red doctor’s kit. Yes, even dripping with Christmassy embellishments their Argos special came a very poor second to this majestic fir tree that had taken up residence in the Quealeys’ front room. The sheer size of it rivalled Enid Blyton’s Faraway tree. If only she could clamber up it and escape through the cloud at the top to the land of anywhere but here. 

She remembered the bag of gifts she’d bought. There was a bar of Joy soap for Elsa—she couldn’t stretch to an actual bottle this year but the Boots’ girl had assured her the soap was a triple milled, French luxury that wouldn’t turn to sludge as it sat beside the bath. There was the usual bottle of malt whisky for Colin and, just because she wanted her presence registered under the tree where Noah was concerned today, a box of Lego. The bloody stuff cost a fortune and should come with a health warning for parents to always wear shoes once opened she’d griped, wrapping it when her son had been brushing his teeth earlier that morning. 

‘Here, Noah, put these under the tree.’ He was already on his hands and knees inspecting the labels on the cheerily wrapped packages leaning against the bucket and ignored the rustle of plastic she set down next to him. He picked one up and prodded at it, a frown of concentration on his face. It was mean the way Elsa always made him wait until after lunch to open his presents. She was a stickler for her traditions and Roisin knew the drill. There would be drinks and nibbles first, followed by a lunch far too big for the four of them, then it would be back here where Noah could finally rip into his presents before doling out the rest of the gifts. Then, it would be time for a game of charades followed by coffee, served in the silver plunger which, like the fire, was reserved for special occasions, and finally a film. The Quality Street would be produced with a flourish but a beady eye would be kept on those attempting to take more than one at a time. Roisin sighed at the thought of it all. She planned on making their escape by four thirty which was the earliest they could politely do so. This would give her enough time to pack for their flight in the morning. 

The thought of her mammy and sisters lifted her, she was looking forward to seeing them. It had been over two months since they’d last all been together and although she spoke to one of them every other day it wasn’t the same as being there amongst it all. So much had happened since she’d returned from that last trip to Dublin, a newly separated woman who had to somehow find a new life for herself in London. Her brain was still whirring with it all but she hadn’t looked back, not once. 

Mammy of course had been insistent on meeting them at the airport and that she and Noah come to her in Howth when they arrived. The thing was, her new apartment chosen for its seaside location wasn’t O’Mara’s. The apartment on the top floor of the family guesthouse was home. Roisin wanted to be back in her old room, to join in with the bickering between Moira and Aisling. Truth be told she’d have given anything to have Mammy and Daddy back under that roof too, but time didn’t stand still and things had changed with Daddy’s passing. She didn’t blame Mammy for moving, she could understand the need for a new beginning after her life had been thrown off course.

Mammy had done the hard sell and would have given any estate agent a run for their money as she emphasised her apartment’s seaside location and stunning views. To which Rosi had replied, given the time of year the water was fit for polar bears not people, come to that it was pretty much the same in summertime too. In the end it was decided they’d stay that first night at Mammy’s and then play it by ear. 

She wondered what the Christmas tree in the foyer of O’Mara’s looked like and smiled at the thought of Aisling and Bronagh, the guesthouse’s long serving receptionist, arguing over whether they should go with a silver and gold theme. Bronagh had won, Aisling had told her, adding that fair play to her it did look gorgeous albeit enormous. It couldn’t be bigger than the one she was standing here looking at though, surely? Either way she was looking forward to seeing it for herself. Yes, she thought, hugging her arms around herself, it would be nice to be back in Dublin, like putting on a pair of comfy slippers. She twiddled her toes, the fecking boots were already beginning to pinch. 

To distract herself from her squished toes, Roisin did a sweep of the room, noting the tidily arranged cards on the mantle. Her eyes moved to the sideboard and she saw the Royal Doulton ballerina and the collection of porcelain Beatrix Potter figurines that normally adorned it had been put away. When Noah had been a toddler, Jemima Puddleduck and her friends had been like a magnet to him and she’d been terrified he’d break one of them. The more she’d told him not to touch the more determined he’d been to do just that. In their place was a faux gingerbread house, a red glow emanating from inside its white trimmed windows and next to it was a nativity scene, the small wooden figures, Roisin knew, having once belonged to Elsa’s mother. 

‘Roisin, Merry Christmas. You’re looking well.’ Colin intruded on her inspection as he appeared in the doorway, the joviality in his tone sounding forced to her ears but she gave him ten out of ten for effort. Registering her normally staid suit-wearing ex was dressed in a navy version of his mother’s reindeer sweater she choked back a giggle. Elsa had him well and truly under the thumb. He was also wearing jeans, and not very well. He was one of those men who never looked comfortable in denim. Come to that he didn’t look comfortable in anything casual; it wasn’t his style. An awkwardness hovered in the air as they both pondered the best way in which to greet one another. Roisin decided to run with formal which while strange felt more honest than an effusive hug and kiss hello. ‘Merry Christmas, Colin.’ 

He homed in and gave her a peck on the cheek, his lips dry and cool as they grazed her skin. She inhaled his familiar Armani aftershave and for a moment she was tempted to grasp hold of him, to be back where everything was familiar, but she steeled herself. Just because something was familiar and easy didn’t mean it was good for you, and besides, she’d done the hardest bit, the actual leaving, and look how far she’d come. No, there was no going back. Still, she acknowledged as he took a step back and ruffled Noah’s hair, it was sad how it had all worked out. They’d both gone into their marriage full of hope and look where they were now. 

‘Thank you for coming,’ he said as Noah wrapped himself around his father’s legs. There was a time Colin would have been irritated by his son’s playful affection but since they’d separated, he seemed to appreciate these gestures more. There was always a silver lining, Roisin mused, and she smiled back at him. He hadn’t needed to say that, he was making an effort and so would she. ‘The tree’s a beauty.’

‘Mummy wanted the biggest we could find.’

But it was going to be hard.








  
  

Chapter 3
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‘Noah if you shake that any more whatever is inside the wrapping paper will be in a million little pieces by the time you get to open it.’ 

Noah looked at his mother, the frustration evident on his face and she felt a tug on her heartstrings. ‘Could he not just open one before lunch, Colin?’ she whispered, watching him pick up another parcel. ‘We don’t need to tell Elsa.’

Colin looked at her aghast. Her ex-husband was a rule breaker in the business world where he seemed to think they didn’t apply to him but when it came to the rules laid down by his mother, he might as well have been the same age as his son.

Roisin sighed and managed to inject some steel in her tone. ‘Put it down, Noah.’

He did so, sitting back on his haunches and crossing his arms sulkily.

‘Colin, can you get the door for me?’ Elsa’s voice trilled from the hallway and Colin moved toward it. She appeared with a tray, upon which three steaming goblets of mulled wine, a stick of cinnamon peeking over each of the rims, were perched along with an orange juice for Noah. It was proper juice with bits in it which for some strange reason was his favourite. 

‘Elsa, let me take that for you.’ Roisin remembered her manners.

‘I can manage, thank you.’ She placed the tray down on the coffee table. ‘But you could be a dear and go and get the mince pies for me. There’s a plate on the worktop in the kitchen.’

‘Of course. Noah, you’re not to wander about with that juice, do you hear me?’ His sulk over the presents was forgotten and he nodded as Elsa perched down on the sofa next to Colin. She left them to it and headed up the hallway, the walls of which were adorned with photographs of Colin at varying ages. She paused as she always did to smirk up at the last one, taken in his final year at high school. His face was spotty with adolescence and he looked like he was being strangled by his school tie. It was his hair that made her laugh though. It was hard to imagine her husband had ever idolised anybody other than himself but in that old pic he was rocking his curly mullet and had clearly been a fan of Hall & Oates. A tiny sign of rebellion because she was betting Elsa had pestered him day and night to get to the barber shop for a short back and sides. Colin’s dad had passed away when he was small and she used to wonder what Colin would have been like if Elsa had had someone else to fuss over in their family dynamic.

She pulled herself away from the photograph and followed her nose into the kitchen which despite the preparations was in an orderly state with neatly stacked dishes. It was the opposite of the last Christmas spent in Dublin two years ago now when the dishes had haphazardly been piled so high, an avalanche of china was a very real threat. There’d been the usual arguing over who’d been put in charge of the roasty potatoes and who’d left the cabbage stewing. She could hear Moira proclaiming the pot of boiled greens smelt like a urinal and the memory made her grin. Mammy had thwacked her with the wooden spoon for that one. 

She might not be a fan of goose but it did smell good and as she inhaled her tummy rumbled. The potatoes she saw, lifting a lid off one of the pots on the stove, were waiting to be parboiled before being tossed in the goose fat and cooked until they’d transformed into crunchy roast taties. The Brussel sprouts were ready to be put on along with the carrots and peas. Colin was terrible on the baby cabbages but it wasn’t her that would have to put up with the aftermath all evening, not this year. The thought buoyed her and she picked up the mince pies, homemade of course with a dusting of icing sugar over the top of them, and carried them back through to the front room. 

Noah was just hanging the last of his special decorations on the tree and as she stood in the doorway he began entertaining his granny and daddy with tales about Beyoncé the gerbil. He lived vicariously through Charlotte when it came to that gerbil of hers, she thought, wavering on her stance of not buying him a pet for Christmas. He loved that bloody gerbil and he thought of Charlie as an honorary sister ever since they’d stayed with Stephanie and Jeffrey after she and Colin had separated, lisping to her often that she was annoying, just like a real sister. She had a lot to thank the Wentworth-Islington-Greene’s for. If they hadn’t opened up their home to her and Noah she may well have come knocking on Elsa’s door with her tail between her legs. Stephanie had helped her find her way at a time when she’d felt really, rather lost. 

It was Jeffery who’d wrangled a position for her at the enormous accountancy firm in which he was a senior partner. She was now secretary for twenty-five hours of the week to Norman who really did look like a Norman with his little round glasses, small build and shiny domed head. She wasn’t a very good secretary but she was trying and Norman was a very kind hearted man so, they were rubbing along nicely. Stephanie had helped her source her flat which while tiny was in the right location and meant Noah didn’t have to change schools. She’d even started doing her yoga teacher training and the other night when she’d gotten up to draw the curtains and seen a star shooting across the inky sky, she’d made a wish that one day soon, she’d be in a position to open her own studio. For the first time in her life Roisin had a plan and she was determined to stick to it. Now as she stood on the periphery of the room, plate of mince pies in hand she felt disconnected from the tableau. It was a strange thought but it didn’t make her sad. 

‘Roisin, what are doing standing there letting the cold air in?’ Elsa brought her back into the room. 

‘Sorry.’ She pushed the door shut with her foot and put the plate down on the coffee table. 

‘Noah,’ Elsa said, ‘come and sit up here now and have a mince pie.’ She gestured to the low slung Ercol chair. Elsa and her late husband, Errol had bought the set of Ercol furniture not long after they were married and she was very fond of saying, ‘quality lasts you know’. 

Noah who knew all about being naughty or nice at this time of year decided to roll with nice. He had one more wistful glance at the shiny wrapped boxes under the tree before sitting down in the chair as his granny had asked him to do. Roisin eyed him and was reminded of an old film, Little Lord Fauntleroy. Her son knew which side his bread was buttered on, that was for sure. She sat down in the matching chair opposite him. 

‘Now,’ Elsa said doling out dainty china side plates and red serviettes. ‘Watch what I do.’ Roisin had the unnerving sensation she too was being given a lesson on how to eat a mince pie as Elsa flapped the red napkin before draping it over her lap. ‘That way you’ll catch any stray crumbs.’ 

Roisin quickly did the same, eager to get the show on the road and shove a mince pie in her gob. Colin was sitting straight backed, napkin in place, looking like he was waiting for his mother to pat him on the head and tell him he was a good boy. Her finger twitched with the urge to flip him the finger. He was such a goody-two shoes where Elsa was concerned, it had always annoyed her and still did, even now when it was no longer anything to do with her. She managed to keep her finger to herself moving her eyes away from him to watch as Noah set about demonstrating a strong future as a flag bearer with his napkin before finally draping it across his trousers. Elsa nodded approvingly before passing the plate around. 

‘Jesus, Mary and Joseph about time,’ Roisin hissed between her teeth.

‘Did you say something, dear?’ Elsa glanced over, questioning eyebrow raised. 

‘Only that you make a lovely mince pie, Elsa.’ 

Elsa sniffed as a spray of crumbs shot forth unbidden from Roisin’s mouth. Ah well, Roisin thought, Elsa had always thought her an uncouth Irish heathen. In for a penny in for a pound, she might as well knock the mulled wine back too. 

She wished she hadn’t when the spices, of which there were plenty, caught in the back of her throat. She felt it begin to close over a split second before she made a holy show of herself coughing and spluttering as though she were on her last legs. 

‘I’ll get you some water.’ Colin dashed off to pour her a glass and when he reappeared, she snatched it from him gratefully taking a big gulp only to cough once again and wind up with it dribbling down her chin and onto her dress. Fat lot of good, the fecking napkin was, she thought seeing the damp stain spread over the grey fabric. Her blurred vision cleared and she saw Noah staring at her wide eyed. Ah, poor love, she thought, I frightened him. ‘I’m alright now, sweetheart,’ she rasped, ‘It just went down the wrong way that’s all.’ She refrained from adding his witch of a granny had probably deliberately loaded hers with mixed spice. She really wasn’t feeling her usual sunny self because when her son piped up with, ‘Well, Mummy, you always tell me not to drink too fast.’ It took all her strength not to tell him to cork it if he knew what was good for him. At that moment he looked very much like a little version of his father. They were a bad influence these Quealeys so they were, she decided, finally getting her breathing back under control.

‘Alright now?’ Elsa had watched her carry-on with alarm. 

‘Mm,’ she nodded. ‘Sorry about that.’ 

So, Roisin, tell us how this new job of yours is going,’ Elsa said and she saw Colin’s ears perk up. She opened her mouth to tell them a funny story about how Norman had caught her in Proud Warrior stance in the empty boardroom during her lunchbreak, knowing they wouldn’t be amused but determined to tell the tale anyway, but Elsa cut her off. ‘I’m sure the reason Noah’s only just shaken that dreadful cold is because of the afterschool programme you’ve put him in.’

If there’d been another mulled wine sitting on the table, she’d have picked that up and gulped it down.
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