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			Introduction


			Maeve’s mind was always full of stories. In all the years we sat writing, at each end of the long desk in front of our study window, I never saw her gazing at a blank page, wondering how to start.


			She plunged at the keyboard, like a swimmer into the sea, typing at breakneck speed, and without pausing to correct any errors in punctuation or spelling. If the devilish machine suddenly disappeared a page or two of text, she didn’t spend any time on technical fiddling. She said it was quicker to write the whole section again, there and then.


			And the stories and characters emerged, shaped and described with her smooth, straightforward and sensitive style. It seemed almost effortless, as if she had sat down to tell you eagerly about something that had just happened.


			Maeve always said that she didn’t write any better if she wrote more slowly – and she talked in the same way, the words almost tumbling out in their haste to be said. Storytelling was her natural and magical talent, and as well as her novels and books of short stories, she wrote many other stories for newspapers and magazines. I knew that her devoted readers would be delighted to see in book form so many stories they hadn’t come across before.


			So here they are in this new collection, A Few of the Girls, selected and gathered together by her agent Christine Green, editors Juliet Ewers and Carole Baron, and Pauline Proctor. The stories are just part of the truly extraordinary output of Maeve’s powerful and compassionate imagination, and the great storytelling legacy she has left to us all.
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			Georgia Hall


			Georgia had always been a leader.


			Way back at school, she was the one with style. When Georgia decided to carry her school books wrapped up in a red ribbon, everyone else abandoned their schoolbags and satchels and got ribbons also.


			It was the same when we arrived at university. She didn’t appear to try too hard but everyone wanted to do things her way. She read art history, always saying it was an undemanding thing to do, yet she was at the very top of her group. She had a little bedsitter which she said was so terrible she couldn’t imagine anyone wanting to visit it, yet every Friday there was a small drinks party there which people fought to be part of.


			Georgia’s hair always looked perfect. Compared to all the other girls, who had bad hair days every day, Georgia looked as if she had just left an expensive coiffeur. Which she had, actually. She worked in a posh salon on Fridays, their busy day, and in return got a few tips, a good cut every month and a shampoo and blow dry every week.


			She must have worked hard at her studies because she was never seen out on weeknights, but on Friday she played hostess to the college’s finest, Saturday lunchtimes she was often seen in a pub on the river surrounded by College Heroes, and she’d have a date at the best restaurants on Saturday nights.


			It was hard to know whether people liked her or not. There was something calculated about her even then. Georgia never giggled or confided: she looked at you in a measured way with her big grey eyes, as if she was taking you in, somehow. As though she was evaluating you, wondering was there something she could absorb from you for herself.


			That’s what I thought, anyway. But then, obviously I wouldn’t warm to Miss Georgia Hall.


			Well, I mean, she took James, my boyfriend.


			Of course there are those who could – and I’m sure did say – that he wasn’t forced to leave me for her, that nobody put a noose around his neck or a gun to his head. James walked very willingly to Georgia’s side that autumn.


			One week he and I were running around catching falling leaves for good luck and the next he was all dressed to kill in a new jacket, taking her to this expensive Grill place that he and I had never been to (and that he had often said was rather pretentious), because we couldn’t afford it.


			He handled it all very badly. ‘I suppose you’ve heard,’ he said awkwardly to me. Of course I had heard. College was like a steamy goldfish bowl: everyone heard everything. But I would not let him have the satisfaction of knowing I had already been told.


			‘Heard what?’ I asked. I was never Oscar material; I shouldn’t even try to act.


			‘I know someone must have told you,’ he said. ‘I’m seeing Georgia.


			‘Of course you see Georgia.’ I pretended to be dumb, forcing him to admit what I already knew.


			‘No, I mean seeing. In the sense of – of going out with,’ he said.


			‘Oh …’ I said. It wasn’t much of a response after all that manipulation.


			‘I’m sorry,’ James said foolishly.


			‘Well, if you’re sorry you’re going out with her – seeing her – then why do you do it?’ I asked.


			‘No, I’m not sorry I’m going out with her,’ he snapped.


			‘So what are you sorry about?’ I asked. It was childish, but then I was very hurt. I was entitled to some bit of revenge.


			‘I’m sorry for upsetting you, Moggie,’ he said.


			I have to have this stupid name, Moggie. It’s meant to be a pet name for Margaret. I only realised later that I needn’t stay stuck with it for life. I could have called myself something like Georgia. But by the time I realised that, it was too late.


			‘Me? Oh, I’m not upset.’


			‘You’re not?’ He looked very relieved. Men are so simple at times.


			‘No, not at all.’


			He looked at me as if he had never seen me before.


			I wondered what he actually did see. I’m not tall and graceful like Georgia Hall, I’m more dumpy, in fact, small and square and solid. My eyes look to me to be too close together and I always imagined it made me appear sinister, a bit like a criminal even, though James had always said that I was silly to run myself down. My hair never looked as if it had seen a posh hairdresser even if I did actually take it to one. It looked as if it had a life all of its own and grew in different directions.


			Unlike Georgia, I had no elegant clothes: no wispy scarves, no floaty skirts. Just the same jacket forever and a small variety of skirts and trousers. I was studying boring old economics, not lovely, ethereal art history.


			No one in their right minds would blame James for his decision.


			‘You’re amazing, Moggie, quite amazing,’ he said admiringly.


			And I suppose I was. Amazingly mad.


			Georgia was practically purring when I met her next. It was outside the dairy where she was buying cheese for her Friday evening soirée.


			‘James tells me you’ve been really super about everything,’ she said, and she rolled the words around before letting them out. I wanted to lift up a big wooden crate that was near us and break it over her head. I mean, it was a real urge, not just a passing fancy. But I beat it back.


			It won’t last, this romance, I told myself, and then he’ll come back on his knees to his Moggie. And I’ll make him sweat a bit before I take him back. I smiled at the thought.


			‘You look quite nice when you smile, Moggie,’ the patronising Queen Georgia said.


			There was an unspoken second half of the sentence, something like if only you got your teeth fixed or maybe if only you weren’t so unacceptably tubby … She just left it hanging in the air, allowing me to fill in the blanks.


			She can’t win forever, I told myself, and smiled again.


			But she did seem to be winning for a long, long time. Naturally she finished with James, who of course came bleating back, wondering if his Moggie could have it in her heart to forgive him. But actually I didn’t have it in my heart. I didn’t want him any more.


			He was no longer the great James who was going to change the world with me: he was a silly, vain man who liked the way the Prom Princess had smiled at him and brought him, temporarily, to a position of power in her court.


			And we all got on with our lives. I got my degree in economics and joined a research foundation where we did a lot of good work – and whether we changed the world or not, I don’t know, but we certainly dug around and found the facts and the statistics to help others change it. And James joined a rather right-wing firm of lawyers whose chambers handled a lot of corporate clients, the kind of people we once thought were the bad guys.


			And Georgia Hall?


			Oh, Georgia became famous.


			She looked so good she was a natural for television, so they always had her on to talk about this art acquisition, or that discovery, or to sum up what somebody had done for art, and she spoke in a clear, unaffected voice, prefacing everything by saying, ‘It’s only my opinion now,’ which covered her if she was wrong about something and heaped great praise on her if she was right.


			She helped to compile art books. It was suggested once that somebody she was collaborating with was going to sue her for taking the credit and doing none of the work, but that was all hushed up. Or possibly it was just gossip – I wasn’t the only flying bird whose wings had been singed by Georgia Hall.


			Sometimes I used to tell people I had known her both at school and university.


			But then I stopped. They always wanted details about her and I realised how very little any of us had known her at all.


			Did she have brothers and sisters? I didn’t know. Who were her real friends? Hard to say; people who mattered, possibly. That had always been a theme. Instead of the leading lights of the Debating Society, the Dramatic Society, or the Rugby or the Rowing Club, Georgia’s friends were now people in the arts, or politicians, captains of industry and even minor royals.


			She had long left the little bedsitter behind and I heard or read somewhere that she had a really elegant London home. It figured.


			She was really elegant everywhere: at the races, the opera, the Venice Biennale, some fund-raising dinner to keep a work of art in Britain.


			I sound as if I was obsessing about her over the years, as if I watched her sky-rocketing with some bitterness and a beady eye. But that’s not true, as it happens. I was very busy and had little time to spend thinking about and envying the Girl Most Likely, as she had always been known. I had a life of my own.


			The foundation where I worked got a lot of attention in the circles where I appreciated and cared about such attention, and I was head-hunted by a small, go-ahead agency where we did, though I say it myself, magnificent work on exposing inequalities of opportunity. We dealt with issues of class, education, race, religion, prejudice and ignorance. Soon our work and findings were greatly in demand from universities, investigative journalists and local councillors to campaigners, churchmen and politicians. And in the agency I met Bob.


			Everything changed after that. He had exactly the same dreams as I did, the same belief that life was short and that whatever good had to be done must be done now. Bob was an eager, enthusiastic person who believed that people were basically good and all you had to do was to encourage them.


			He seemed to like me a lot. No! Stop putting yourself down. He loved me.


			Bob loved me.


			I used to ask him was there something wrong with his eyesight when he told me I was beautiful. I didn’t expect to be considered beautiful. I expected people to think I was basically all right, and I worked hard and I cared a lot and my heart was in the right place. But beautiful? No. That would be pushing things.


			Bob would get quite annoyed. ‘Margaret, one more word and I swear I’m going to insist you wear a bucket over your head. You have beautiful, velvety-brown, loving eyes – so can you shut up about them?’ And I did, because in the great scheme of things the closeness of my eyes was quite a small factor.


			And life went on well. My picture was often in the newspaper over various projects and my parents were proud of me. They liked Bob and – after I had glared at them a lot – they stopped asking when were they going to see an engagement ring.


			Bob and I lived in a small basement flat very near work. We often had work meetings in our own sitting room, and that was where we thought up a great scheme for the agency which really worked well. It involved architects, planners and builders giving instruction to volunteers about building houses in Africa. We got sponsorship from all kinds of people, and huge cooperation from schools. It really caught people’s imaginations.


			Even the arts world had become interested.


			They were going to encourage ethnic design and murals for the projects to make them look less functional; now what we needed was someone who could be the public face of an appeal for sponsorship.


			‘We really need someone like Georgia Hall,’ Bob said. ‘If only we knew someone who could put us in contact with her.’


			I paused for a moment before wondering aloud would she even consider doing it.


			‘She would.’ Bob was definite. ‘I bet you anything she would.’


			All right. So I paused longer than I should have. But then my conscience took over.


			I must not deprive this campaign of Georgia Hall just because I feared her and resented her and had Definite History with her. No, I must tell Bob that I knew her from way back.


			‘You never said!’ He was astounded.


			‘You never asked,’ I replied dully.


			‘My life is an open book to you and now it appears you have all these secrets,’ he complained. ‘Is there anything else you never said? Are you married, maybe? Are you a millionaire? Do you deal drugs?’


			‘OK, Bob, I’ll write the letter,’ I said.


			She replied promptly. Very sorry but too many commitments already … desolate to have to refuse … very worthy cause … wish it well. And a small, handwritten PS.


			Imagine that being you, Moggie! I didn’t recognise the name Margaret, thought it was a different person. But on looking at the pictures I should, of course, have known it was you.


			She didn’t write that she would have known me anywhere. But she meant it.


			A part of me was relieved. Oh, all right, be honest, I was entirely relieved that she wasn’t going to do it.


			Bob was undeterred. ‘No worries, I’ll persuade her,’ he said confidently.


			My stomach felt as if there was a lump of lead wedged in it as he set about getting in touch with Georgia Hall. All the skills and determination I had so much admired seemed hateful now as he forced his way into a fifteen-minute meeting with her at a television studio. That was all she could give him, he was told. That’s all he would need, Bob said.


			And he came back triumphant. She had agreed.


			‘She’s very bright,’ he said admiringly. ‘Sharp as a tack is Georgia.’


			I looked at him wordlessly. The lead in my stomach had gone upwards towards my voice box. I couldn’t speak. I wondered what Georgia saw when she looked at my Bob.


			He was big and sandy-haired, with freckles on his nose. He had an eager, shambling way of expressing himself. He wore a corduroy jacket and a yellow open-necked shirt. He was so much not the kind of person she was always seen with, not suave or smooth or dissembling at all.


			But perhaps Bob’s transparent goodness was fashionable these days; maybe Georgia – who had always been one to spot a trend – had seen the future. A familiar sense of dread came over me, paralysing rational thought. Was I going to do the same this time? Pretend that it didn’t matter, that I didn’t care?


			Had it worked the last time?


			Well, in a way it had: James had come back. But by then I didn’t want him back. That would not happen with Bob. James was a student flirtation; Bob was my mature and permanent choice. I didn’t need the engagement ring or the semi-detached house that my mother thought were the indications of security. I just wanted his love and shared vision.


			And now it was all happening again. He had come back saying that Georgia was intelligent – sharp as a tack, whatever that meant. It proved conclusively that looks were the only thing that mattered in the end. Why had I been so blind for years?


			I went to a hairdresser that day, an expensive place. He was a very pleasant man, the stylist. He told me that he and a few friends were going out as volunteers to build houses in Africa. He had recognised me from an interview in the papers.


			I felt better after the cut. I told him that I thought I looked less of a fright than I had done before. He laughed uncertainly, as if I had been trying to make a joke. I asked him what he would do if he had my small eyes, and he said that he thought my eyes and my heart were huge and had done a great deal for the world already; and I was so touched that my small eyes actually filled with big tears and he had to give me a tissue.


			Bob was meeting Georgia at her house to discuss details of the campaign.


			I tried to concentrate on work all day but it was hard. And it was hard even to continue breathing when he called later to say that Georgia was fixing something for them to eat in her house.


			When he came home the first thing he did was to admire my hair.


			‘It’s lovely,’ he said simply.


			Pure guilt, I assumed. But I smiled a feeble smile and listened while he told me how quick she was and how streetwise and a dozen other good things he seemed to have noticed about her.


			She was coming to the office next day, she wanted to meet the team, and she would go to Africa next week.


			‘That will cost a bit, knowing the style she’ll be used to,’ I said sourly.


			‘No, she’s making a point of paying her own way,’ he said. He was under her spell, just like all the others. Suddenly I knew why witch doctors existed and still exist in different forms – agony aunts, counsellors, lifestyle gurus, people who will help us to find a stronger spell, better magic to vanquish the rival.


			Bob was still talking about her. He seemed to have noticed nothing of her house, only Georgia and every word she said.


			‘She spoke very well of you,’ he said.


			How dare she talk about me before she replaced me – I found myself contemplating killing her when she came in to the office the next day. I might ask her to look out of the window and then elbow her through. Or maybe just push her downstairs. It didn’t make me feel any better but it did tire me out and I was asleep in no time.


			I dressed in my best outfit next day and put on a serious layer of make-up – but of course you could never second-guess Georgia Hall. She was in blue jeans and a floppy sweater and she had her shiny blonde hair tied back with a rubber band. Her grey eyes were enormous as she listened to everyone on the team describing the work that was being done in an African township.


			She appraised me as I came in. I felt like a shabby piece of artwork that she was about to expose as a fake.


			‘Well, Moggie, what a wonderful place for you to work,’ she said.


			The others looked at me enviously. They thought she was magical … they hadn’t noticed that she left hanging the rest of the sentence which went something like considering you are so hopeless and dumpy and stupid …


			And, as I knew she would, she found Bob the most wonderful part of this wonderful place she had come to.


			‘What a performer!’ she said when he had finished speaking about the work that was being done with African communities. ‘He should have his own television show,’ she purred, ‘he’s so very powerful.’


			I felt very dizzy. It would happen in front of my eyes, and I was powerless to prevent it. Bob was not a performer; he believed everything he said. But under her corrupting gaze he would become a performer. Everything he had worked for would be thrown away.


			I didn’t kill her. I was just too tired and sad. I suppose I worked on autopilot for the day, which seemed to last for about eighteen months. I thought it would never end. And as I had predicted, Bob took her home to go over all that she had learned so that she would be ready for the interview at the airport as she left the following morning for Africa.


			I waited for him to telephone me to say that he would be going with her, to organise things, to oversee it all. I waited patiently. He wouldn’t actually say that he had to go in order to hold her hand but that’s exactly what it would be.


			When the phone rang I was almost ready for it.


			But it was Georgia. He had actually asked Georgia Hall to ring me. He couldn’t even face telling me himself, he knew how upset I would be, he had asked her to do it.


			‘Oh, Moggie,’ she said, her voice silky. ‘You are soooo lucky, Moggie, but then I always envied you. Always, from the very start.’


			‘Yes, I suppose you did.’ She clearly expected me to bluster and say nonsense, Georgia, you were the one we all envied and still do, so of course I decided to go along with the mad premise that I was the object of admiration.


			‘You always had everything: parents who cared about you and came to school plays and knew how you were getting on, little brothers who thought you were great. And at university you had marvellous friends, real people, not just poseurs. Now you have real work with real values, not just posturing like I have to do.’


			So that was the route she was going take. I had always had a charmed life so I should be prepared to give up Bob without a squeak because poor Georgia had nothing.


			‘So?’ My voice was glacial.


			‘So Bob asked me to call you to say he’s on his way home but he’ll stop to get a takeaway. Now that’s what I call real devotion.’


			She was such an actress! If I hadn’t known better I’d have believed her and thought she truly did envy me, but I knew he would be back shortly with the food and that, when we had opened the bottle of wine, he would tell me that he needed to go with her.


			When he came back he was full of plans for the press conference tomorrow at the airport and how he hoped Georgia wouldn’t make it into a three-ring circus.


			‘Maybe it’s just me, maybe I bring out the worst in her, but honestly, she’s hard going, isn’t she?’ he said.


			I hadn’t an idea what he meant.


			‘I know we should be sorry for her really,’ he argued with himself. ‘But it’s such a fragile existence, thinking entirely of herself. She has to be centre stage every step of the way: what people will think of her, what she should wear, how she should sound knowledgeable about tribal art that she doesn’t really know inside out. Whether it might mean she will get an honour and, if so, would it be an MBE or an OBE? She would drive anyone insane. No wonder you never mentioned her to me.’


			He had opened the wine. He had said nothing yet about leaving with her tomorrow. But surely he would; he was only softening me up by telling me how feeble she was, too feeble to go on her own.


			But still he didn’t say it, and we finished our food talking on about the media attention she would draw to it all, and how tragic it was that we needed gimmicks like this to get good people to do good things.


			And then he said, ‘In an entire evening of self-absorption and self-pity she said only one thing of any interest: she said she had always envied you, that you were very sure about everything – what you wanted to do, that your family and friends would always be there, in your belief that the world could be a better place. She said she had lived by image alone and it wasn’t necessarily the right star to follow.’


			‘She revealed all that about herself? She must really think highly of you!’ I was astounded.


			‘Well, I had her number from the start, of course. I could see it was the most important thing to her. That’s how I got her to agree to it in the first place. I told her that her image was slipping, that it was too brittle, too uncaring, always being seen at the races, the first nights, the parties. It was time for something more substantial, time she got involved in something – and she bought it.’


			He smiled gleefully.


			‘We’ll get more support for the project, more houses built and a higher profile, but, goodness, at what a cost. Come here and give me a hug to cheer me up.’


			I hugged him, and over his shoulder I caught my reflection in the mirror. Maybe it was the light, but perhaps I did, after all, have beautiful, velvety-brown, loving eyes …


		


	

		

			The Afterthought


			She said that she’d come away with him when the children were old enough. How old is old enough? he had wanted to know. Old enough to understand, she had thought, but he was very sad about this and thought they would never be old enough to understand, not even if they were as old as anything. You never understand your mother going off with the great family friend. It’s not the kind of thing anyone could understand. So things went on the way they were for a long time.


			The way things were was extraordinary. He went to lunch with the family every Sunday, summer and winter, except the three Sundays they were away in the west for the summer holidays. And they saw him at least once a week, either at one of his suppers, as he called them, or else they went to the theatre or the National Concert Hall. And in the summer he saw even more of them because they had a garden and he only lived in a flat so it made sense to drop in to have a drink and admire what Rita had done with the flowers that day. He hadn’t been very interested in gardening before but he had bought himself a beginner’s book and asked her lovely intelligent questions, which made her very happy. Mostly he was there before Alec got back from the office. Alec would park the car, see him, and be very pleased. Sometimes that gave Frank’s chest a small, tight feeling of guilt, but he was able to stifle it. There was no point in loving someone, offering them a new life and being loved in return if you were going to cloud the whole thing up with guilt and destroy it for everyone. No, it was all luck and chance. Alec had the luck and had met Rita by chance before Frank had, otherwise everything would have been different and he would have married Rita. Think of it as chance, not betrayal. It was more positive.


			Of course he also met Rita on Tuesday lunchtimes and Thursday nights. Tuesday was when she did her little ramble, as it was called, around the shops. Mummy was always being asked to buy this or that when she went on her little ramble. The ramble had been in existence before Frank came to redirect it towards his flat. It was so lovely and vague and a perfect alibi because if ever they were seen what could be more natural than their having met accidentally and going back to the flat to look at some new purchase? Same with the Thursday night bridge lessons. Frank had taught her to play bridge quite adequately and there were so many at the bridge classes, which were extremely badly organised, all she had to do was go in, say hello to a few people she knew and leave almost at once. They were all too busy frowning and puckering over their cards to notice which table, if any table, Rita had been given. The whole thing was foolproof and frustrating and it had been going on for three years.


			Sometimes in his office Frank had a little daydream. It went like this. Alec would call around, white-faced, to his flat and tell him that the most dreadful thing had happened. He, Alec, had fallen hopelessly in love with this woman from Brazil and he was going to leave with her the following week and become a partner in a solicitor’s office in downtown Rio de Janeiro. Oh yes, he spoke quite good Portuguese, actually. The thing was that this woman didn’t want him to have anything more to do with the children and he wondered if he could ask Frank to keep an eye on the family for him; move in, maybe, to look after them better. Then, as a parting shot, Alec would say that he had just realised that he and Rita had never been properly married because there had been an impediment at the time. Frank saw himself in a very supportive role over the whole business: manly handshakes, assurances of solidarity, a quiet, unobtrusive marriage to Rita.


			And always with a strong, supportive role towards the children. These things happen; you must not feel too harshly about your father; you must write him a cheery letter every month telling him how you are getting along. I know I can never replace him but at least I’m a friend. I’ve always been that. Gradually everything becomes natural and accepted and those early Tuesdays and Thursdays are long forgotten, part of a childish past, silly and never coming to mind again. Little by little, changes would be made. The kind of pictures that he and Rita liked would hang on the walls, a man would be paid to come and do the rough work in the garden twice a week to save Rita’s hands. They would put their car on the ferry and drive to France not to Galway. They would have garlic bread and vinaigrette dressing, not mayonnaise. Maybe if a good house that suited them came on his books in the estate agency then he might buy it and start a new phase in their lives. But the house wasn’t really important, nor the food, not the holidays abroad. The children were what mattered – or really, the youngest child, Eoin.


			Eoin had always been a solemn little boy with big eyes. He looked like those Italian children who broke hearts and box office records in the fifties in those subtitled films. He was nine now and very lonely. The others were a great hulking seventeen and sixteen. They had no time for Eoin and he spent a lot of his time this summer sitting in the garden with his mother, and from the later afternoon with Frank as well. He had said that he’d like to drop the word Uncle, all on his own. His big brother Jim and his big sister Orla had said he was being a show-off, but Frank said he thought it was a great idea because Uncle made him feel a bit ho ho ho-ish, like Santa Claus, but to be called Frank by young people made him feel a dashing young man again.


			They had rolled around with what he thought was unnecessary mirth at the thought of him being a dashing young man, but still he was Frank now and that was better. If you are going to run away with someone’s mother it’s better that the someone doesn’t call you uncle.


			Eoin always seemed glad to see him arrive at the house, Frank thought. He would ask him long, searching questions about his work in the auctioneer’s. You mean that one person wants to sell a house and another person wants to buy a house and they pay you? That’s brilliant, Frank. Frank felt somehow that he hadn’t totally explained the world of the estate agent to Eoin. But it was the same apparently with his father. Alec confessed that Eoin’s grasp of the law would make the Incorporated Law Society shudder. Rita laughed at both of them and said they should listen to Eoin talking to her. He thought she had been very clever to marry Daddy so that she need never work again.


			Yet despite all this they loved him, the three of them, and Frank and Rita were always happy to have him sitting there when they met in the summer afternoons. They never whispered or plotted; they talked the talk of close friendship and laughed as companions. Sometimes Eoin looked up from his book and laughed too.


			Eoin didn’t talk much about himself. He seemed to be happy enough at school and he had a few friends who came round to the house but not many. Not enough to console him, Frank thought; not enough to lean on when his Mummy was gone. He liked reading and said that he was going to have two jobs when he grew up – one would be writing books about children where the children were real, not eejits like they were in so many books and his other would be teaching hardened criminals to read. Probably in California.


			Once, he said they called him ET at school. He said it sadly.


			‘That’s because of your initials, Eoin Treacy.’


			‘No, I think it’s because of my eyes,’ he said matter-of-factly. ‘They’re a bit too big as eyes, you see,’ he explained.


			The three grown-ups, sitting sipping their summer drink, all leaned towards him with words and gestures of protest. He smiled back and accepted their assurances that his eyes were magnificent.


			‘You could be a film star with those eyes, a real Valentino.’


			‘Yes, but is it a real job?’ Eoin wanted to know.


			Sometimes he asked dangerous questions. Why did Mummy have to go on rambles on hot Tuesdays when they did all the shopping in the supermarket on Fridays anyway? Why did Frank not get married and have a garden of his own now that he knew all about gardens? Why did Mummy learn bridge with those awful people in that hall she didn’t like if she never played bridge? He seemed satisfied with all the answers. And full of innocent chat. Frank often felt he could talk to him for hours even if he wasn’t Rita’s son. In fact, he often forgot totally about the relationships as the boy chattered on.


			He told Frank that it was hard on him having nobody his own age but, really, he was lucky he was here at all. He was an Afterthought. Frank had laughed, delighted at the grown-up language thinking that Eoin had no idea what the term meant. But he was wrong. ‘Daddy and Mummy were having rows, you see, when Orla and Jim were about six and seven, and it was either go their own ways or have me.’


			‘Nonsense!’ Frank was shocked to the core. How could a child of nine know or think he knew such things. And anyway, Rita and Alec had no rows. There had not been a great deal of love or gaiety in their married life – Rita had told him this – but there had been no rows. That was why she found it so hard to leave Alec.


			‘Oh yes, honestly,’ Eoin’s huge eyes were full of sincerity.


			‘But how would you know, even if it were true, who would have told you?’


			‘Nobody told me, but people sort of forget I’m there. They say things in front of me.’ He looked at Frank levelly. Yes, that was true. They did, Frank remembered only too well.


			‘So that’s how I heard of Mummy’s friend then. He was in Daddy’s office. But he went away when they decided to have me as an Afterthought.’ Eoin felt he had explained enough and decided to talk about cycling instead and whether you’d have to be very good very young like swimming or if it was something you could take up in later life like at about nine. ‘You shouldn’t think of yourself as an Afterthought,’ Frank said. ‘All that business about your Mummy’s friend – who was he anyway? It’s all nonsense.’


			‘He was called Stephen something, I don’t know. I wasn’t here, but that’s what I heard when people were talking, you know. Ask Mummy?’ he said innocently but as a sort of question, knowing it was far from likely that Frank would ask Mummy.


			


			‘Who was Stephen?’ he asked her the next Tuesday.


			She sighed. ‘I knew Alec would mention Stephen sooner or later. He must suspect.’


			‘Alec suspects nothing. He never said a word.’


			‘Then how …?’


			‘Eoin told me.’


			‘Don’t be ridiculous.’ She threw her head back and laughed. ‘Eoin wasn’t even born when I knew Stephen.’


			Frank was silent.


			‘Not that there was anything in it,’ she added.


			‘No,’ said Frank.


			‘But who was gossiping, who really tried to stir things up?’


			‘I told you, it was Eoin, but he wasn’t stirring things up. I think he was trying to dampen things down.’


			She looked at him slightly amused. ‘And has he?’


			‘I think he has, for a while. A lot of the colour seems to have gone, the freshness. I don’t know, the romance.’


			‘Ah yes, my love, the romance is all,’ she was mocking him gently.


			‘So,’ he said. ‘Did you have little rambles and bridge lessons to meet Stephen?’


			‘No. No, different things entirely.’


			‘Good,’ he said.


			‘You’ll still come round to the house?’ she asked.


			‘For a little while anyway,’ he said.


			He told Eoin later that he thought he might be going to the firm’s office in Cork and leaving Dublin altogether. Eoin was interested. ‘Do you think Mummy’ll have another baby? She’s forty, you know. Would that be too old for another afterthought?’


		


	

		

			The Mirror


			It would have been all right if on the day of the viewing she hadn’t overheard the couple talk about how valuable the mirror was. Geri would never have even considered taking it otherwise. It was enormous for a start, very old fashioned, and rather over fancy. They were each to choose one piece of furniture from their Aunt Nora’s possessions before the auction took place.


			Geri’s sister had taken the piano, her brother had taken the rocking chair, and she had been about to select a little octagonal sewing table when she heard that the mirror was worth a lot of money. Geri loved a bargain; the others used to tease her about it, but she said that she got such genuine pleasure from knowing she had bought something valuable, they surely couldn’t begrudge it to her.


			So she told nobody about the overheard remark and said that the mirror was what she would choose.


			‘We don’t want a huge mirror,’ her husband Seán said.


			‘Why don’t you take the bath with the funny legs?’ asked her son Shay, who was eighteen and into weird ideas.


			‘It would fall on someone and kill them,’ said her sixteen-year-old daughter, Marian, who would disagree with anything on Earth that her mother suggested.


			But it was Geri’s aunt who had gone to the retirement home, and Geri’s choice when it came down to it, so the huge mirror was taken down from the hall and delivered to their house.


			Aunt Nora had been surprised. ‘You don’t have a hall big enough for it, dear,’ she had said.


			This was, of course, true, but Geri hadn’t wanted it for a hall: she wanted it as a big showpiece in her dining room. She knew just the place, and there would be candlesticks beside it. It would knock everyone’s eyes out and gradually she would let slip how valuable the ormolu mirror was and how rare a piece, how lucky she was to get it.


			She wouldn’t need to say that to their neighbours Frances and James – they would know at a glance. And what a wonderful glance that would be. Even though Geri didn’t like to admit it to herself, she was very anxious indeed to impress this couple. They seemed to have effortless style and confidence.


			Geri would enjoy their reaction when they saw the mirror at the dinner party.


			‘Where are you going to put the mirror, dear?’ Aunt Nora wanted to know.


			Sometimes her aunt irritated Geri: she seemed to know everything and be right about all subjects.


			‘In the dining room,’ she said, and waited for the objection. She hadn’t expected it to be so forthright.


			‘You can’t be serious!’ said the old woman, who had settled herself into the nursing home with a small selection of perfectly chosen pieces around her. Aunt Nora did have good taste, that couldn’t be denied, but she was also very, very dogmatic.


			‘That’s where I’d like it, Aunt,’ Geri said, with more confidence than she felt.


			She wondered why she felt so defensive, so apologetic.


			Geri often asked herself this. She was a perfectly acceptable-looking woman of thirty-eight, she worked in an office five mornings a week, she went to the gym two afternoons a week. She was married to Seán, a civil servant, a man who loved her in as much as we ever know if anyone loves us. She had a handsome son, Shay, who would eventually get his act together and realise he had to work for a living, she had a discontented daughter Marian – but all girls of that age hated their mothers. She had a nice house, and she worked hard to keep it looking well.


			Geri would go miles to get an inexpensive rug that people would think was much more classy than it actually was. But when you thought about it, was this a crime? Was this something that should make her feel guilty and humble? And in front of an elderly aunt?


			‘Why is that a bad idea, Aunt Nora?’ she asked, keeping her temper.


			‘My dear girl, nobody has a mirror in a dining room, you must know that.’


			Geri hadn’t known it and doubted if it was true. She listened patiently while her aunt, speaking from the point of view of another generation, told her it was unwise to let people see their own reflections. They spent ages titivating and making faces at themselves in a mirror and totally lost interest in the art of conversation, which was what a dinner party should be all about.


			‘Everyone knows that, Geri,’ Aunt Nora said disapprovingly.


			Geri decided to be very understanding – this was an elderly woman who had just been forced to leave her own home. Allow her to have the last word. Pretend to agree.


			‘I’m sure you’re right, Aunt Nora. I’ll have to think of somewhere else to put it,’ she lied soothingly.


			Aunt Nora snorted. She had been around a long time and she knew Geri hadn’t a notion of changing her plans.


			By chance, that evening on a television programme about interior decorating someone made the remark that you’d never put a mirror in the dining room. It unsettled Geri for a moment but she rationalised it. It was one of these old superstitions, like not walking under ladders, some fuddy-duddy thing about having to have antimacassars on your sofa.


			The mirror arrived in Geri and Seán’s house and was hung over the mantelpiece.


			‘It sort of dwarfs the room a bit, doesn’t it?’ Seán said tentatively.


			‘You have no idea how valuable this is,’ Geri implored.


			‘Oh well, all right then.’ Seán was all for an easy life.


			‘I’d have loved the bath. It was like something from a horror film,’ said Shay wistfully.


			‘It’ll fall down in the middle of their dinner party, mark my words,’ said Marian confidently.


			But Geri took no notice. She planned the party relentlessly. Seán had met some fellow who was in the running to be an ambassador and Geri insisted that he and his wife would be invited. She planned for happy hours how she would drop this piece of information in front of Frances and James.


			She had also invited an old and rather tedious woman who was leasing her castle to Americans and a man who was involved with the development of film. It would be a guest list that would impress anybody; all that and the new mirror – Frances and James would be stunned.


			The children were being well paid to serve the meal, money to be handed over discreetly when the coffee was on the table and Shay and Marian had said a courteous goodnight to the company.


			To Geri’s great disappointment, nobody mentioned the mirror when they filed into the dining room. She just couldn’t believe it. Frances and James had been in this house before: they must have noticed it. Perhaps they didn’t comment on it out of sheer jealousy. The young wannabe diplomats must surely have been in smart places with heirlooms and antiques before, maybe they just expected such elegance.


			The elderly castle owner and the future film-maker said nothing.


			And so the meal was served. Geri noticed that Frances was constantly moving her hair from behind her ears to in front, twice she took out her lipstick and once even a powder compact. Her eyes never left her own reflection. She heard nothing of what was being said.


			The film man frowned at himself darkly, held up his chin with his hand, sucked in his cheeks and kept bringing the conversation around to liposuction, laser therapy and the unfairness that it should only be women who had a little nip and tuck under the eyes.


			The old castle owner sank into an ever-deeper despair and asked for neat whiskey.


			‘I had absolutely no idea I looked like this,’ she told Geri four times. ‘I’m a perfect fright. I shouldn’t be allowed out, what a depressing, depressing discovery.’


			The young diplomat couldn’t see himself, but he was so alarmed by the way everyone opposite him was looking over his shoulder that he kept turning around to see what was behind him. His wife said to him that he’d better stop acting so nervy if they were ever to land that plum post.


			Seán just talked on good-naturedly, smiling at her proudly from time to time, and noticing nothing of the disarray. Geri had never known such failure and let-down.


			Perhaps it was just too dark, the whole thing; she must light more candles. As she stood to do so, she saw her son Shay reflected in the mirror. He had worn a collar and tie, part of the exorbitant price she was paying him for his good behaviour. She noticed that for every glass of wine he poured he was drinking one himself.


			Her eyes hardened as she sat down.


			‘Perhaps you could just leave the decanters on the table,’ she said in a voice of steel. One of the candles was dripping wax, so Geri went to sort it out. Again she looked in the mirror to see how what she had fondly believed to be the most elegant dinner party in Ireland was progressing.


			This time she saw Marian, who had worn a rather shorter black skirt than Geri would have liked, being fondled by the lecherous film-maker. And Marian was not running away from him. She was smiling in a very upsettingly knowing way. Geri sat down abruptly. Nothing was going right.


			Her aunt had been right. Nobody should have a mirror in their dining room, it was a disaster. Why had she not understood?


			Frances had momentarily stopped pouting at herself in the mirror. She was smiling at Seán: a very fetching smile.


			‘Seán, will you please come and pour my wine for me, now that Shay has stopped being wine waiter?’ she said. Seán stood up obligingly.


			This was the moment that the silk flowers on the mantelpiece caught fire and Geri leaped to her feet. Everyone’s eyes and attention were on the activity.


			Tears of rage and humiliation were in her eyes. And as she doused the candles and rescued the charred silk stems, she saw Frances smiling at Seán and reaching out her hand for his. Geri had thought there was nothing else that could go wrong; she believed that she had seen as much upset as was possible for one human to see in this terrible mirror.


			Geri looked down at her square, practical hands. She wished they were long and narrow and white, and had long pink nails. She wished her watch looked too heavy for the fragile wrist as Frances’s did. But Seán had managed to move away from the perfectly groomed long white fingers and he was sitting back in his place.


			‘Well done, Geri, firefighter,’ he said. It wasn’t exactly the role she had wanted to play, nor the words she had wanted to hear, even though he spoke them with praise and love.


			‘And the mirror didn’t get burned at all?’ He was cheering her up.


			Please may he not mention the awful mirror and that it was valuable. Please let him understand that she had totally changed her view. There was so much she had to sort out, like Shay’s drinking, Marian’s sexual awareness, the fact that her admired neighbour Frances was coming on strong to Seán, that the two other guests were still staring at themselves gloomily in the damn mirror, and the would-be diplomats were in the middle of a major row.


			‘Geri took this mirror from her aunt’s estate,’ Seán said proudly.


			Geri closed her eyes.


			‘How very kind of you,’ Frances said patronisingly.


			‘Geri is the kindest person in the world,’ Seán said.


			Geri opened her eyes. She stood up slowly and walked to her aunt’s mirror, which she was going to sell tomorrow. She looked deep into it and she saw the wreckage of what had seemed an important dinner party. She was a better-informed person, a better-armed person.


			She knew much more than she had known four hours ago. She knew that whatever old fool had said you shouldn’t have a mirror in a dining room was right. She knew that you could never impress James and Frances, no matter how you tried. She knew the old trout with the castle was self-obsessed and would be of interest to no one. She knew that the film-maker was a pathetic old lech, driven to groping teenagers to prove he wasn’t over the hill. She knew that the future diplomats wouldn’t get to first base with the Foreign Service or with each other.


			She knew that Frances, elegant Frances, fancied Seán, her Seán, and that she couldn’t have him.


			Because Seán loved Geri.


			Geri hated to make a bad investment, and maybe the mirror had been a poor choice. If the sewing table hadn’t made its reserve at Aunt Nora’s auction she would take that.


			Seán was helping the guests into their coats and waving them goodbye. He came back in and stood behind her as she looked in the mirror. He put his arms around her shoulders.


			‘The mirror was a mistake, Seán,’ she admitted in a small voice.


			He smiled into her hair.


			‘Maybe, but it wasn’t a total mistake,’ he said to her, and held her tighter.


			‘I don’t know.’ She wasn’t convinced.


			‘Well, don’t the pair of us look fine in it,’ he said. ‘Doesn’t that make it the bargain of the century?’


		


	

		

			Be Prepared


			It was to be their last Christmas as a family, all of them together. Next year, Sean would be married, Kitty would be in Australia, and it would only be the two of them, and Martin. So Nora decided that it would be something really special, something they would remember when Kitty was drinking beer from a can on Bondi beach and Sean was dealing with his prissy in-laws. There was even an unworthy part of Nora that made her want this Christmas to be so good that they would remember it with longing for the rest of their lives and regret ever leaving the nest.


			Everything she read in the papers said it was all about being prepared – buying the cooking-foil in September, writing the Christmas cards in October, testing the lights for the tree, measuring the oven, cleaning out the freezer in November – all of it very admirable, and particularly for a couple as busy as Nora and Frank. She was very pleased with her progress; she had even booked the window cleaners, got a box of fancy crackers, and arranged for a neighbour’s child to bring her a ton of holly and ivy. And then she got the news that Girlie was coming for Christmas.


			Girlie was Frank’s aunt. Eccentric was the kindest word you could find for her. Somewhere in her late sixties, maybe older; always vague about details like that, always diamond-sharp at remembering the things you want forgotten.


			Girlie was based, loosely speaking, in New York. She was mainly to be found travelling the world on the decks of expensive ocean-going liners. She would send irascible postcards from Fiji or Bali, complaining that the food on board was inedible or was so good that everyone had put on twenty pounds since embarkation. Nothing anywhere ever seemed to be right or good.


			Yet Girlie, whose late husband had left her a staggering insurance policy, sometimes saved everyone’s lives. She sent them money just when they needed it for Sean and Kitty’s school fees. She also sent a lecture about the appalling results of the Irish educational system that she saw all over the world, results that made her despair of the nation. She sent Sean a deposit for his house and Kitty a ticket to Australia that allowed her a few stop-offs so that she might see a bit of the world before she went to that God-awful place. Girlie disliked Australia as much as Ireland and the United States and, in fact, everywhere she had ever been.


			Martin wondered if she had forgotten about him. Nothing seemed to be rolling his way from Girlie. But then he was only fourteen, the others told him; his needs had not become significant. Martin felt his needs were very significant indeed, and he certainly wouldn’t waste his money on getting a horrible little box of a house and marrying some awful prissy girl like Lucy, as his brother Sean was doing, and he wouldn’t go the whole way to Australia to be free, like Kitty was doing. You could be free anywhere if you had a good bicycle and a tent and were allowed to stay out all night in summer. But Girlie hadn’t seemed to understand this, even though he had written it cunningly to her in many different ways.


			Frank said it was preposterous; this woman always laid down the law and she shouldn’t get away with it. How dare she impose on them, this, their last family Christmas? She was his father’s totally loopy sister who had cut off all connection with the family years ago and just communicated in barking postcards and air letters ever since.


			‘And very generous cheques.’ Nora reminded him.


			Frank wasn’t convinced. She only did what she wanted to do and people couldn’t buy affection; he was very muttery and growly about it. But Nora was adamant. Girlie had never asked for anything before; this year, it would suit her to come to Ireland and be with family. It was the least they could do.


			Frank said that not only could she afford to stay in the Shelbourne, she could afford to buy the Shelbourne – but that didn’t seem to be the point. She was going to come in the middle of November and leave before the New Year.


			The family met the news with characteristic rage. Kitty said that she was not going to give up her room; no way was she having that old bat living in there and poking around among her things. Her room was sacred; it had been hers for twenty years. Nora thought grimly about how eager Kitty was to abandon this room in order to go to uncharted lands in Australia but said nothing.


			Sean said it wasn’t fair for him to be asked to give up his room; he had so much to do, life was busy, he was at a hugely important, stressful period of his life. He couldn’t let this mad aunt come and take up his space.


			Nora did not mention that it would be difficult for Sean to bring Lucy in for the night so often if he had to sleep in the box room on the camp bed. Lucy didn’t stay for breakfast and there was a family fiction that she wasn’t there at all – which covered everyone’s honour and allowed Nora to meet Lucy’s mother’s eye with something like equanimity.


			Martin said glumly: ‘I suppose it has got to be me.’


			‘We’ll get you the bicycle,’ said his father in gratitude.


			‘And can I sleep out in the Wicklow mountains and by the side of a lake in Cavan, when it’s summer?’ he asked.


			‘We’ll see,’ said his mother.


			‘That means no,’ said Martin, who was a realist. ‘What’s she coming for anyway?’ he grumbled. ‘Is she dying or something?’


			The others, too caught up in their own lives, had never asked.


			‘God, I hope not,’ said Frank. ‘Not here anyway.’


			‘Not before the wedding,’ said Sean.


			‘I couldn’t put off going to Australia for her funeral; I don’t even know her,’ said Kitty.


			‘We don’t even know if there’s anything at all wrong with her,’ said Nora, alarmed that the family had the woman buried before she arrived. But to herself she wondered long and without any resolution what made this aficionado of all the cruise ships of the world come to a suburban house in Dublin for Christmas – and not for a traditional four or five days but for four or five weeks.


			Girlie did not want to be met at the airport; she had arranged her own limousine. Nora and Frank wouldn’t have known where you found a limousine but Girlie in America had no such problems.


			She had discussed the upcoming referendum on divorce with the driver and arrived at the house well versed in the arguments for each side. Barely were the greetings over than she asked if she might be told whether she was staying in a Yes or No household. They looked at her, a small, plump, over-made-up woman who could be any age between fifty and eighty. They raked her face, with its lines and its heavy-duty eyeliner. Which way would she swing? It was impossible to tell. So, reluctantly, they told her the truth, which was that she had hit a family of two Yesses and two Nos. Nora was a Yes because of all the women she met at work who should have had a second chance; Frank was a No because he felt that society followed the law and that the place would be like California in a matter of months. Sean was a No because he and Lucy were taking vows for life and not just until they had a falling out; Kitty was a Yes because she wanted freedom. Martin wouldn’t have a vote for another four years.


			Girlie asked Martin which way he would vote if he had one. Her small eyes had got piggy: he sensed a fight coming, whatever he said.


			Martin was depressed by the whole thing: his poky bedroom, his clothes hanging on a rail borrowed from a shop, the roster of duties his mother had put up in the kitchen as part of Being Prepared.


			‘If I’m not old enough to have a vote and to stay out on a summer night in a tent, then I’m not old enough to have any kind of an opinion at all,’ he said. And he imagined that she looked at him with some kind of respect, which was very different from the glares he was getting from the rest of the family who had recognised the mutinous rudeness in his tone.


			She was, at the same time, much easier and much more difficult as a guest than they had thought. For one thing, she asked for an electric kettle and toaster in her bedroom and did not appear before lunch. This was a huge relief. She had retained the services of the limousine and went on outings on which she disapproved of everything that she saw. St Kevin was barking mad, a basket case, she said when she came back from Glendalough – but then, if you thought that it might be safe to criticise the church on anything religious, you would be wrong. There was a conspiracy against all these unfortunate priests; none of them had ever done anything untoward; it was a plot to discredit them, that was all.


			One day Ireland was a pathetic backwater, the next day it was a society based on worshipping money and more affluent than most of the EU from which it was demanding Hardship Money. One shopping day the place was gross with its conscious spending, the next day it was like a Soviet supply hall in the worst years of the Cold War.


			‘She’s not very sane, is she?’ Frank whispered apologetically to Nora in bed.


			‘She’s not consistent, certainly,’ Nora agreed.


			Frank had always been kind to her relatives; she would put up with this disagreeable and unpredictable woman for a few short weeks. It was, however, making her plans to Be Prepared much more difficult. Who could Be Prepared when you had Girlie in the house? She had brought the limousine driver in last night and they had eaten all the brandy snaps that Nora had stored lovingly in a tin.


			Girlie would, of course, buy something unexpected and generous herself in turn. A fleet of Chinese waiters came up and set out an elaborate banquet for them on a night that Nora had been going to serve an Irish stew. Nora and Frank didn’t know you could do this sort of thing in Dublin. Girlie knew everything and enjoyed remarkably little.


			Martin saw more of her than the others. Sean was out with Lucy’s family discussing the calligraphy on the wedding invitations; Kitty was with her friends arranging to meet them in Manley, or Randwick or King’s Cross and all talking as if they knew Sydney intimately.


			Nora and Frank were at their work until late in the evening.


			‘What are all these lists?’ Girlie asked Martin once, looking at a roster in the kitchen.


			‘It’s the nights we each do the washing up,’ Martin explained.


			Girlie took a ruler and made a few measurements. In minutes she had the right man in the right electrical store. It was never clear what she promised or gave, but he sent carpenters up to the house and the dishwasher was operational that evening.


			Everyone said they were delighted. But in fact Sean felt inadequate now because Lucy admired it so inordinately and he would never be able to afford one. Kitty thought they were all mad to be tied to possessions when everyone should be free. Frank was sad because that had been his Christmas surprise; he had ordered a much cheaper version and now he had to cancel it. And Nora was sorry because she knew all about the secret and wanted Frank to have the pleasure of giving it to the family.


			But they were all grateful for the thought and the speed and the gesture and they warmed towards Girlie until she said that it was a relief to have one in the house because this way you really knew that the cups and glasses were clean.


			And the referendum came and went, and when she was with Frank and Sean, Girlie said that they were typical men trying to hold back society and ride roughshod over women. And when she was with Nora and Kitty she said that they were selfish women advancing a world where no one would care about the young.


			To those who thought that the visit of President Clinton was over-hyped, she said they should be Goddamn grateful that the good old US of A was going to rescue them from their silly bickerings; to those who praised the trip, she said they were easily swayed by a vote-catching exercise. She took to reading the letters column in the Irish Times and would praise the side that appeared to have less support.


			About herself and her lifestyle, she revealed little. No amount of polite questioning about her late and extremely provident husband yielded anything.


			‘He was a man,’ she would say and the family, feeling they sensed a less-than-joyful marriage, tactfully asked no more. Girlie, however, had no such tact and reserve. She would ask the very questions that everyone had been skirting around. Like asking Sean: ‘Are your in-laws putting too much pressure on you over this wedding? Why are you going along with it? Are you afraid of Lucy?


			Or Kitty: ‘Aren’t you only going to Australia on this open ticket because everyone else is? You really want to go for three months and then come back and settle down.’


			Or to Nora: ‘Your job sounds terrible. Don’t tell me you’re getting any satisfaction out of it. You’re only doing it to keep up the mortgage on this place, aren’t you?’


			And to Frank: ‘You’re your father’s son, Frank, that’s for certain. He could never make a decision to save his life. You’d love a smaller place entirely but you have some notion that everyone wants this pile of red brick and that you owe it to them, and so you frown and wince over bills and estimates. I see you; you can’t hide anything from Girlie.’


			By the Friday before Christmas, Girlie had the household near a collective nervous breakdown. Only Martin remained outside her influence.


			‘Why aren’t you sulking and flouncing with me the way everyone else is?’ Girlie said to him as she left the house to get into her limousine as usual.


			‘You haven’t annoyed me like you’ve annoyed all of them,’ he said simply.


			‘Do you want to come out for a drive with me?’


			‘No thank you.’


			‘Please?’


			‘No thank you, Girlie. I don’t like shopping, I don’t have any money left, I don’t want you to give me money, and I won’t tell you things about myself that will make you know what’s wrong and then torture me like you do the others.’


			‘I don’t go shopping,’ she said. ‘Come on.’


			Martin got into the car and they drove out to Wicklow Gap. As soon as they were miles from anywhere, the car stopped and the driver brought them white linen napkins, a box of smoked salmon sandwiches, and a bottle of wine.


			‘I don’t drink,’ he said.


			‘You do today,’ said Girlie.


			‘Why did they call you Girlie?’


			‘I was the only girl in a family of six: they weren’t very bright,’ she said.


			‘Why are you so awful to them all? They’re doing their best to give you a Happy Christmas.’


			‘What I’m saying is true. You know that, don’t you?’


			‘It might be,’ he agreed.


			‘Well, don’t you hate poisonous little Lucy? Sean’s much too good for her, and Kitty is as nervous as a cat about seeing the world, and your mother hates that damn job and your father’s in a state of panic about the new roof he thinks the place needs.’


			‘Well, why don’t you give them money then? You’ve got lots of it.’


			‘Money wouldn’t solve their problems, it has never solved a problem.’ Girlie spoke very definitely.


			‘That’s easy to say when you have it.’ Martin was brave.


			‘No, it’s true: if I gave Sean money he’d buy that horrible prissy little thing an even bigger ring, and Kitty would have to see the Kalahari desert as well as the Outback when all she wants to do is to have a laugh with her friends in the sun. Your father would get the roof done and worry about something else; your mother would give up work and feel guilty and beholden to me. Much better make them see what’s wrong. What do you worry about, Martin?’


			‘I won’t tell you.’


			‘Why not? I have been utterly honest with you.’


			‘OK, but you’ve got to answer a few questions first.’


			‘Shoot.’


			He paused. Should he ask her about her husband? The one who left her all the money? Should he ask about how much she had left? Why she had come to visit them?


			‘Are you dying of something?’ he asked suddenly, surprising himself.


			‘Yes,’ she said.


			Wicklow Gap looked beautiful as it always did. But, of course, he had never seen it from a heated limousine eating smoked salmon sandwiches and drinking white wine, and he never would again.


			‘I’m sorry,’ he said.


			‘Sure,’ said Girlie. ‘Now tell me what’s worrying you.’


			He told her that next summer he would be fifteen and they wouldn’t let him have a tent and come out to places like this and spend the night under the stars. They were afraid he’d get murdered or rheumatism or something. She listened with interest and without comment. Then she gave back the glasses and the box of crumbs to the chauffeur and they drove to the shop in Dublin that sold the most expensive kind of tent in the world.


			‘They’ll kill me for getting you on my side,’ he said.


			‘I was always on your side,’ said Girlie. She didn’t need to tell him not to talk about their conversation. Some things never need to be said.


			It was a very strange Christmas. Nora said to Frank that a lot of this stuff about Being Prepared was for the birds. Look at all the great things that had turned out this year when they could prepare for damn all.


			They had decided to put the house on the market. Sean and Lucy had postponed their wedding indefinitely. Kitty said she’d be back from Australia at Easter.


			And Martin, he had been a positive saint with that dreadful old Girlie who had bought him an entirely inappropriate tent and said what did it matter if he got pneumonia from sleeping out of doors, weren’t there antibiotics for it nowadays? Which was actually true when you came to think of it.


			‘Do you think she liked it here? She’s as odd as two left shoes,’ Frank said.


			‘I think she liked it too much. We should be prepared – she may well come again next year,’ Nora said.


			And Martin just looked out the window into the garden and said nothing at all.
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