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For Cathy,

cherished friend, mentor, inspiration.



‘Never judge a man until you’ve walked two moons in his moccasins.’ Native American proverb.


Prologue

   
The Scene with Harry Fegan

Dublin’s social scene has been dealt yet another dastardly blow by the departure of high-flying businessman Charlie Fitzgibbon to far-flung shores.

Cheeky Charlie, as he is known to friends and, indeed, foes alike, has been keeping a remarkably low profile since the sudden and rather public demise of his property and investment empire just last month. Repeated attempts to contact Charlie for interview have been refused by his solicitor and company phones play a recorded message.

His lovely wife Shelley, who featured regularly in the social pages along with her husband, has been unavailable for comment.

Friends of the convivial couple remain tight-lipped but concerned. ‘Times are tough for all of us,’ said a neighbour on the exclusive Glenhill Road in south Dublin where the imposing Fitzgibbon family residence appears to be spookily uninhabited, ‘but we all wish Charlie and his family well.’

Reported sightings of maverick man-about-town Charlie with a beautiful blonde in both Portugal and South Africa remain unconfirmed.


The Scene says come back Charlie, all is forgiven. Dublin’s lamentably dull without you.




Shelley


Don’t ask me how we got through Christmas – I really don’t know how, but we must have done, because it’s been and gone. And unbelievable though it still seems, so has he.

It’s funny, actually saying that – in a way it’s sort of a huge relief. The worst has happened, I thought. Things can’t get any worse.

But then, of course, they did.

‘I’m not answering it,’ Emma, my fifteen-year-old, said, shooting me a look that managed to combine both utter disdain and terror. I couldn’t say I blamed her.

Returning her attention to Coronation Street, which was the only thing that allowed us to sit together amicably (or perhaps, rather, in grim silence) in the same room these days, she studied the television mutely as the doorbell rang for the third time.

‘Mum!’ Mac yelled from the kitchen. ‘Could somebody actually, like, get that? I’m trying to do my homework here.’ The plaintive tones of my eleven-year-old ‘beautiful boy’, as I privately called him, roused me to action. Mac could get to me when no one else could, with a mere tilt of his head or a bat of his eyes, or in this case, an inflection in his adoringly pre-adolescent voice, even from another room – make that another continent. Shameful admission, I know, but I’m nothing if not honest. It’s not that I don’t love my daughters – I’m mad about them, they’re beautiful and talented – but Emma can be unbearably moody, and Olivia . . . well, let’s just say that these days Mac is so much easier to love.

‘Mum!’

‘Okay!’ I yelled back, struggling to my feet. ‘I’m getting it.’

I’m not old – only forty-five – but, God, I feel old, and tired, very tired. The past few weeks had been, well, challenging.

‘Yes?’ I said tersely to the well-built man standing on my doorstep.

He stood proudly, the ringleader, hands on hips, a slight swagger, well-dressed too, I noted, casual but thought out. He was accompanied by two others behind him, shuffling and studying their feet with great interest, one of them mindlessly kicking my meticulously groomed gravel.

‘Do you mind?’ I said, glaring at the offender pointedly.

‘Sorry, ma’am.’ He stopped, shamefaced.

I returned my enquiring gaze to the leader, who was now eyeballing me and clearing his throat. He seemed vaguely familiar, with those piercing blue eyes. A woman remembers these kinds of things, even during times of great stress.

‘I’ve come about the kitchen,’ he said, matter of factly.

Of course! The penny dropped. That’s where I remembered him from. This rather attractive man and his team had installed our state-of-the-art designer kitchen, oh, about what? Eight months ago, now. How could I ever forget? The upheaval, the dirt, the hell that was workmen – even very good-looking workmen.

‘That’s very kind of you,’ I replied, smiling. ‘If it wasn’t such a bad time, I’d invite you in,’ I said, thinking absurdly of Corrie and the plot I was missing that would be unravelling in my absence – not unlike my life. ‘Everything is working perfectly, thank you, couldn’t be better. In fact, I recommended you to all my friends – every one of them.’ Which wasn’t many, I reflected grimly. Not since . . .

‘I don’t think you understand, Mrs Fitzgibbon,’ he said, firmly planting another foot forward on the upper doorstep. ‘I realise this may be difficult for you, but I’ve been as patient as I can. Seeing as how your husband has blatantly ignored our claims and clearly those of a lot of other people,’ at this he raised his eyebrows, looking very grim and meaningful, ‘I’m left with no choice but to remove my kitchen.’

My kitchen, he called it – my kitchen. I stood there, transfixed.

‘I take it,’ he ventured with a little less severity, ‘that Mr Fitzgibbon is not at home?’

I blinked rapidly in response.

‘Because I’ll gladly take the matter up with him,’ he continued in the absence of any sensible contribution to the surreal conversation from myself.

‘I don’t relish this, you know.’ He was looking uncomfortable now, his deep baritone rising a notch. ‘I really do not like having to have these kinds of exchanges with a woman – no offence, of course.’ He rubbed his nose.

I circumnavigated the crucial question, focusing on the imminent, more pertinent matter. ‘I’m afraid, Mr, er, Mr . . . ?’

‘O’Callaghan. Alan.’ He held out his hand, which I shook.

‘Yes, of course, Mr O’Callaghan—’

‘Alan, please,’ he insisted.

‘Yes, er, thank you, Alan. You see, it’s a very bad time . . .’

‘I don’t doubt it, Mrs Fitzgibbon.’

‘And if you could just give me a few weeks . . .’

‘It’s been six months now, Mrs Fitzgibbon.’

‘Shelley, please,’ I smiled weakly.

‘Er, Shelley. Even the deposit cheque bounced. We usually don’t install anything without a deposit, but given the circumstances and the long-standing working relationship we had with your husband, we thought, well . . .’

I winced.

‘But at the end of the day,’ Alan continued, ‘still no payment. So, much as it pains me to, I’m taking my kitchen back. And I’m very sorry about the inconvenience, Shelley, but business is business, whatever time of day it is, so if you don’t mind . . .’

‘No, of course not,’ I said politely, ushering him in, years of conditioning coming into play. ‘You must do whatever you have to, but if you wouldn’t mind giving me just a moment,’ I was babbling. I could hear the fear bubbling in my own voice like a runaway brook. ‘It’s my son, you see, he likes to do his homework there. I’ll just get him settled somewhere else.’

‘We’ll make this as painless as possible,’ said Alan, looking genuinely upset as he stood uncertainly in the hall. ‘I give you my word.’

I ran to the kitchen then, down those three familiar steps, coldly oblivious to the gleaming expanse of glass walls, the seamless sheets of stainless steel, the Viking Range oven and Subzero fridge, the shining white presses and cool terrazzo worktops that had given me such undiluted pleasure, and noticed only Mac’s hunched, skinny form crouched over the table, head bobbing in rhythm to his headphones. But it was his finger, trailing conscientiously along under every line in the book he sought to understand, to memorise, that made me stop short and gasp for breath, for words. That, and the habit he had acquired lately of brushing back a forelock of hair repetitively, nervously, even, from his forehead that made what I had to do so painfully hard.

‘Mac,’ I said, gently putting a hand on his shoulder.

‘What?’ he started, regarding me accusingly. When I just shrugged, the helplessness of the gesture frustrated him further. ‘What?’ he demanded, pulling his earplugs out and glaring up at me. ‘What is it now?’

‘I need you to go to your room, Mac, and finish your homework there. Now, please.’

It must have been the ‘please’ that did it, or maybe it was my face – who knows? But suddenly Emma was standing there beside me, her face flushed, tossing her ringlets over her shoulders. ‘C’mon, Mac,’ she said. That got his attention. His über-cool fifteen-year-old sister commanded poorly feigned derision at the very least and open adulation at most. ‘Let’s go upstairs. I’ll help you with your homework, then we can play Mario Kart.’

He went then without further protest, soundlessly gathering up his books and iPod, following his sister, grateful and unquestioning of her sudden, unsolicited interest.

As they disappeared from view, her arm slung carelessly over his shoulders, I watched wordlessly as she first prodded, then chased him up the stairs, their pounding feet receding with each flight. And suddenly I felt more alone than I could ever remember.

‘Ahem.’ It was Alan and his helpers interrupting my thoughts. ‘Is it all right if we . . .’ he gestured, a sort of sweeping wave that said more than he could ever know.

‘Fire ahead,’ I said breezily, leaning back against a pristine countertop while I could. The two helpers followed him, avoiding my eyes, setting down their tools of the trade and donning their overalls. I watched them all, deliberately. I wasn’t going to make this easy.

‘Can I offer you some tea? Coffee, perhaps?’ I asked archly. The Polish guys had the grace to look uncomfortable and muttered something hopeful but unintelligible. Their boss Alan, on the other hand, perked up greatly. This was Ireland, after all.

‘That’s very decent of you, Shelley.’ He gave me a man-to-man smile, relieved that I was being sensible about the matter after all. ‘Tea with two sugars if you don’t mind, and the lads like a cup of coffee, isn’t that right, lads?’ he looked at them expectantly.

‘Right,’ I said briskly. ‘One tea, two coffees, coming up.’ I pulled out the jar of instant coffee I kept for unwanted callers, studiously ignoring the Nespresso machine the Poles looked at longingly. Banging the kettle on, I flung a tea bag into the first mug I could find from the back of the cupboard, which turned out to be an effort from one of Mac’s early school art classes that he had made for his dad. It was bright blue, chunky, uneven and had the face of a weirdly grinning fox on it. Inexplicably, the sight of it suddenly made me burst into tears, which, despite Alan and his Polish helpers’ mortification, became loud, unrestrained sobs that I seemed quite unable to control.

‘Ah, here. Ah, now. Ah, Jaysus,’ said Alan despairingly.

‘Please, madam,’ murmured a Polish voice, and I felt a consoling hand on my shoulder. Of course, that only made me worse.

In the event, Alan made the tea while Marcus and Marik (I learned their names later) helped me sit down at the kitchen table and stood looking awkward until I had composed myself, which wasn’t easy, considering I had been doing some seriously ugly crying, the kind that leaves your face red and swollen, eyes like slits. Not attractive. I wiped a hand under my streaming nose. Marik handed me a tissue. Alan set a mug of tea in front of me that you could trot a mouse on, as my late mother would have said. ‘Good and strong with two sugars, for the shock,’ he explained. They seemed to have all the answers.

Then I left them to it. With as much dignity as I could muster, I went back to the empty study. The news was on, more earnest reporters telling me things I already knew. I changed channels and poured myself a brandy. I never drank brandy, ever, but then, I had never drunk tea the colour of tar with two sugars in it before tonight, which had, as Alan pronounced, proved strangely comforting. Or maybe it had been the company of three strong men sitting beside me, even if all they were feeling for me was pity. I didn’t care. It was better than nothing.

It didn’t take long, just a few mindless programmes – America’s Next Top Model, A Place in the Sun and an amazing episode of Planet Earth, which, along with the brandy, had tears coursing down my face again as I watched brave little seals hurling themselves into shark-infested waters, blindly following a time-honoured tradition in which instinct would force them to dice with death as their predators lurked before them, pouncing menacingly. And all their poor mothers could do was watch and hope and try to protect them, pulling them out of the sea, some already savaged, and bleat pathetically as they tried to nudge their babies back to life. It was all so bloody cruel. Three programmes was all it took for a kitchen that had taken weeks and weeks to be installed to be very efficiently taken out. It struck me, even then, as rather ironic.

‘That’s it, Shelley.’ Alan knocked discreetly on the open door. ‘We’re all done.’

I got up to see him out. ‘Well, that’s it then,’ I repeated.

‘We’ll be off now, leave you in peace,’ he nodded.

‘Yes, well, goodnight.’

Marik muttered something in Polish to Marcus, who shook his head. It sounded ominous.

‘You’re all right, here, Shelley?’ Alan enquired. ‘On your own, I mean?’ Concern flickered.

‘I’m not on my own,’ I said firmly. ‘I have my children.’ I raised my chin fractionally, reminding him we were still a family, still a unit. Even if our surroundings were being dismantled, our spirit would remain intact. I was channelling Anne Boleyn prior to her execution in the current series of The Tudors.

‘Well . . .’ He looked uncertain, and again there was a murmured exchange between the Poles. ‘Just you mind yourself.’

‘Thank you,’ I said. And I meant it. He had been nice, under the circumstances.

I said goodbye to them all, and just as I was about to close the door, Alan looked back. ‘I know it’s not my place to say this, and maybe it’s not what you want to hear, but I think he’s an absolute louser, that husband of yours, leaving you here to face all this. A bloody little louser. A lovely woman like yourself deserves a lot better.’ And with that, Alan got into his Jeep and drove off, followed by Marik and Marcus in the lorry.

I closed the door and wandered down to the bleak landscape that used to be my kitchen. All that was left was the kettle and the microwave, not even the table to sit at. I briefly remembered another time, another kettle, another microwave and a lot less space, and it had been pure, unadulterated bliss. Not like this. A million light years from this.

‘It looks a bit like an aircraft hanger, doesn’t it?’ It was Emma, standing at the doorway, head tilted as she surveyed the expanse of carcasses and tiles. She walked towards me and stopped. I tried to meet her eyes and failed. I was afraid of what I would see. It might have been compassion, or fear, or both, and that would have destroyed me. I had to hold it together – for the children, of course.

‘Are you okay?’ It should have been me asking the question, but she got there first.

I nodded and smiled a tight little smile. ‘Where’s Mac?’

‘In his room, downloading porn.’

‘What?’

She grinned. ‘Music. He’s done his homework and he’s downloading Dizzee Rascal.’

I tried to smile but covered my face with my hands instead and took a deep breath.

‘Mum?’

‘Yes.’

‘What’s going to happen now?’

‘I don’t know, Emma,’ I said. ‘I don’t fucking know.’ That’s when it really hit me how bad things were. I never used language in front of my children. Not knowingly, anyway.

‘It’s only a kitchen, Mum,’ she said. ‘I’m going to bed. You should too.’

She was right, of course. That’s what was so wonderfully annoying about Emma. She was almost always right.


Emma


‘We’re screwed,’ I said nonchalantly before taking a sip of my cappuccino. Better to bite the bullet, I figured.

Across the table, Sophie chewed her lip and looked worried.

‘How d’you know? For sure, I mean,’ she added hastily, looking around as if she was scared someone would overhear us.

‘Three men came in and took out our kitchen last night.’

Her face expressed the words she couldn’t. ‘You’re telling me . . . ?’

‘Exactly.’ I shrugged.

Sophie wasn’t usually lost for words, but this stumped her. ‘Well,’ she said, searching, ‘it’s only a kitchen, I guess.’

‘That’s what I said.’

‘So how are you managing?’

‘Without a kitchen, or in general?’

‘Jeez,’ she said, pausing to consider. ‘This sucks.’

We were in Dundrum, the mall where we hung out after school when we could. Sophie’s mum was picking us up at five p.m. sharp. ‘I’ll get this,’ she insisted as we went to pay.

‘It’s okay,’ I said. ‘I’m still good for a coffee – might as well enjoy it while you can.’

We wandered aimlessly for the half an hour or so that remained, checking out the usual stores, smearing on lipstick and anti-ageing creams. I bought a purple-red nail polish with the pleasing name of Scab. That’ll come in handy,’ I quipped, ‘when I’m picking it off.’

We were passing a major low-priced chain store that previously we wouldn’t have been seen dead in. I marched through the entrance.

‘What’re you doing?’ Sophie hissed.

‘Embracing reality,’ I said. ‘You don’t have to come in if you don’t want to.’

‘You’re being ridiculous,’ she said, reluctantly following me. I knew her purchasing curiosity would get the better of her, however offputting the venue. I soon found what I was looking for.

‘Oh, God, Em, not shoes, please not shoes. I mean accessories or tees, maybe, but not shoes.’ She turned her back and pretended to examine some allergy-inducing jewellery while I rummaged through the already dishevelled shelves.

‘Result!’ I said, pulling on the suede, flat-heeled, over-the-knee boots that folded down in a cuff. I had seen them featured on a slot on Morning TV – fashion on a budget. They were twenty euro. I found my size in every colour – brown, green, black and deep purple. Smoothing them over my skinny jeans, I fought to look at them in the knee-high mirror provided, where three other girls jostled to view shiny, platformed and ankle-strapped footwear, respectively.

‘Actually,’ Sophie conceded from a discreet distance, ‘they’re not bad.’

‘Why don’t you try a pair?’ I met her eyes; it was an unspoken challenge.

She hesitated for about thirty seconds, then pulled a pair on. ‘They’re as soft as gloves,’ she said wonderingly, ‘but . . .’

I could tell she was wrestling. Sophie never bought anything that wasn’t designer labelled. It was just the way things were, but the boots looked good on her.

‘Sophie,’ I said, gathering mine up and heading for the checkout, ‘get with the shift – labels are really over.’

Her eyes darted uncertainly, then she caved. It might have been a gesture of solidarity, or pure common sense – who knows? ‘I’ll get the black. You can’t have too many pairs of black suede, right?’

‘Right,’ I said. I paid cash and waited while she used her card.

‘I don’t need a bag,’ she said to the cashier. ‘I can put mine in with yours, can’t I?’

‘Sure,’ I said, smiling inwardly. This was a first. I couldn’t expect Sophie to go all the way and sport a Pricerite bag – she was still in shock.

‘I’m going to wear mine now.’ I pulled off my Uggs and put them in the bag with the other boots. The soft black suede moulded perfectly to my black skinny jeans.

‘You’re so lucky, you have such long legs,’ Sophie grumbled. Hers were just an inch shorter, but it was a fairly constant, good-humoured refrain. ‘Let’s go,’ she urged. ‘Mum will go mental if we’re not outside on the dot.’

She was afraid someone might see us, of course. ‘C’mon, then,’ I said, linking her arm as we left the store.

I had known Sophie since we were five years old. This was hard for her. She was doing her best, I knew, and it was a pretty good best, all things considered. I mean, it’s not easy, is it, to have a best friend whose father has vanished into thin air, leaving behind a lot of what was beginning to look like serious trouble – but I wouldn’t think about that now.

‘Are you okay?’ she ventured as we waited for the lift.

‘Sure, I’m fine.’

‘Really? I mean, you’re being so, like, strong about all this.’

‘I have to be.’

‘How’s your mum coping?’

‘She’s doing okay,’ I lied. ‘It’s Mac I’m worried about.

‘What about Olivia? She must be a support,’ she said, referring to my twenty-four-year-old narcissistic, publicity-craving older sister.

‘Are you crazy?’ There was only so much pretending I could do. ‘All she cares about is the press coverage and how this is going to affect her non-existent career prospects and her relationship with Bob the Builder.’ Olivia’s body-building, sunbed-worshipping boyfriend, Robert, was a regular topic of derision for us both.

‘So how is Mac?’

‘Crushed,’ I said as we got the lift.

She digested the information as we descended three floors and got out, heading for the car park. ‘Has he said anything?’

‘No. He doesn’t have to.’

Sophie shook her head. ‘That sucks.’

‘You could say that.’ I could see her mother’s black Porsche Cayenne pulling up.

‘He’ll talk when he’s ready,’ I said knowledgeably, hoping I was right.

‘You’re scaring me.’ Sophie looked at me, shaking her head and grinning, trying to lighten the mood. ‘You’re getting so, like, what’s that word?’ She scrunched up her forehead in concentration. ‘Wise,’ she said. ‘That’s it – wise.’

I looked at her and smiled. ‘Sophie,’ I said, feeling the familiar weight settle on my shoulders, ‘I was born wise.’

‘Hi girls!’ Sophie’s mother, Jackie, said brightly as we got in, Sophie in the front, me in the back. ‘You’ve been shopping, Emma. What did you get?’ Her eagle eyes took in the Pricerite bag.

‘Just boots.’

‘Boots?’ I could tell she was thrown, but she recovered quickly. ‘Good for you. I’m always telling Sophie she should shop around, look for good value, but Sophie loves her labels, don’t you, hon?’ She glanced fondly at her daughter. ‘Wonder who you got that from, hmm?’ she laughed. It was a light, tinkling sound. ‘You’re so sensible, Emma.’

‘I have my share of labels too, Jackie,’ I reminded her.

‘Of course you do, but you know,’ she said, allowing her voice to drop as if she was sharing a conspiratorial truth which had just dawned on her, ‘everything’s different now with this horrid credit crunch business. We’re all going to have to tighten our belts.’ She made it sound like an unwelcome fashion statement, sort of like eighties shoulderpads and power suits making a come back.


You don’t know the half of it, I felt like saying, but didn’t. I could already feel embarrassment seeping from Sophie’s every pore. You couldn’t hold anyone responsible for their parents – after all, we all had them. And most of the time I liked Jackie.

‘Sophie got a pair too,’ I said.

‘A pair of what?’

‘Boots, like the ones I got. In black.’

‘That’s nice.’ She smiled at me in the rearview mirror, but I knew she thought it wasn’t nice at all. ‘You’ll have to show them to me when we get home, Soph. So what do you think of my hair, girls?’ She gave her blow-dried curls a little shake. ‘I had quite a lot off.’

‘It’s really nice, Jackie,’ I said. ‘You always look great anyway.’ This brought the conversation back to safer ground, but it was true. Jackie was tall, blonde and thinner than anyone in our year. The other mothers always compared themselves to her, accompanied with a lot of if onlys. If only I looked like Jackie, if only I had Jackie’s hair/legs/figure/husband. Jackie was the benchmark. Sophie pretended not to like it, but I knew she loved it.

Her dad was nice too – a bit scary, but nice. He was something to do with mobile phones and media stuff and they were loaded. He travelled a lot and was always in the papers, buying and selling companies and giving his view on the ‘current situation’. People seemed to listen to him, even politicians – especially now. But as far as I could tell, nobody knew what to do – not now. Anyone could see they hadn’t a clue. All those parents and friends of parents who had got us all into this mess – they kept talking, but no one knew what to do.

Me? I was happy with my own mum, which was just as well, as she kept reminding me she was the only one I had. She was pretty, the kind of mum you often saw in American sitcoms. Not scary pretty, but cute. She had a good figure, although she was always giving out about her too-tight size twelve jeans, but she said buying a pair of size fourteens would be giving in. She had nice skin that always tanned really easily, and she got these freckles on the bridge of her nose when she had been out in the sun without her sunblock. Her hair was light brown and shiny and sometimes she got highlights in it. Her eyes were what I liked best about her, though. They were green with hazel flecks and crinkled up when she smiled, and she had really long thick eyelashes I’d have killed for, even without mascara. Most of all, she was fun. She really made us laugh, even when we were sick or miserable. Except now, even she couldn’t laugh . . .

‘Here we are, Emma.’ We had pulled up outside my house and I barely noticed.

‘Here,’ I said to Sophie, taking out her boots from the bag. ‘Don’t forget your boots.’

‘Oh, wow, yeah, thanks, Em. See you tomorrow.’

‘See ya,’ I said, getting out of the car. ‘Thanks very much for the lift, Jackie.’

‘You’re welcome, Emma.’ She smiled at me. ‘Tell your mum I’ll give her a ring next week – we’ll have a bite of lunch maybe.’

‘Sure. I’ll tell her.’ I closed the door and waved them off. I knew she probably wouldn’t. Jackie had already had one of her lunch parties and hadn’t invited Mum. Another friend of hers had let it slip and Mum had been really upset. She hadn’t said anything, but I could tell. She wasn’t especially close to Jackie, not like me and Soph were, but she had always been invited to stuff Jackie gave – they ‘mixed in the same circles’, as the gossip columns put it. Or they had up until recently.

I let myself in the front door and imagined the conversation Sophie would be having with her mum in the car on the way home without me. And I wished I could have seen Jackie’s face when Sophie told her about our kitchen incident. It almost would have made it worthwhile.

Our house was really nice; everybody said so. My parents had done a lot of work to it since they had bought it twelve years ago – in 1997, I think it was, before property prices had gone mad. I don’t remember, of course, I was only three years old. But I remember running around the huge garden and Olivia chasing me with a dead jellyfish on a stick that the boy next door had given her. She got into trouble for that.

I looked into the empty aircraft hanger kitchen and saw that Mum – or someone – had moved the table from the formal dining room into it, and some chairs. It looked weird. I was just about to head up to my room when I heard her voice calling me from the study.

‘Emma, is that you? Come in here, would you?’

I walked slowly back, and as I got closer to the room, I heard muffled sobs and a few half-hearted wails. I recognised Olivia’s voice immediately.

‘Hi,’ I said, taking in the scene. ‘What’s up?’ At a quick glance, things didn’t look good. Olivia was crying and hiccupping and Mum had her arm around her, trying to console her. Mac was sitting on the sofa opposite them, staring over their heads at a spot on the wall. He looked as if he wished he could be anywhere else. I braced myself.

‘Sit down, Em,’ Mum said gently.

I sank onto the sofa beside Mac and looked enquiringly at her. She had been crying and her face was sort of tense looking, as if her skin was stretched too tightly across her cheekbones. For a second, I was scared rigid. Please God, oh please God, let no one be dead, especially not Dad. In that moment, I hated him more than at any other time in this whole mental scenario.

‘There’s something I have to tell you,’ said Mum. Judging from the lack of general enthusiasm in the room, I thought the others were already in on the act. I was wrong.

‘What’s happened?’ My voice sounded strangely high.

‘What’s happened?’ shrieked Olivia. ‘What’s happened is everything’s gone! Everything! And I’ve been manhandled out of my apartment. That’s what’s happened.’ She relapsed into sobbing. I looked at Mum.

‘Olivia’s had a bit of a shock.’ She stroked her hair and held her to her, rocking her gently.

‘A shock?’ I was still in the dark.

‘Three men,’ my sister hiccupped, ‘three – this morning. And Robert’s left me. I’ve lost everything. Everything.’ She wasn’t making a lot of sense.

‘Hush, sweetheart.’ Mum looked helplessly at her. ‘It’ll be all right, I promise. I know this is all horrible, but—’

‘Horrible?’ Olivia looked up at her, aghast, her sobbing momentarily abandoned. ‘Horrible? Is that what you call it?’ She looked at Mum as if she was mad. ‘We’re ruined! Don’t you get it? We’re all ruined! I hate him, I hate him, I hate him, I hate him!’

‘Well I must say,’ I interjected, ‘I was never a big fan, as you know.’

If looks could kill, I would have been flat out on the floor. ‘Not Robert,’ she hissed at me. ‘Dad! I wish he was dead! I wish—’

‘Shut up!’ I said, springing up, my fists clenched. ‘Don’t you dare say that, you selfish little cow!’

‘Stop it, girls! That’s enough.’ Mum’s voice was a whip crack. I followed her gaze to Mac, who was sitting immobile. His face had gone very white, with two red spots flaming on his cheeks.

‘Sorry,’ I mumbled, sitting down again. I looked at Mac, but he kept staring straight ahead.

‘I need you to listen very carefully to what I have to say,’ Mum said. Even Olivia straightened up.

‘Whatever has happened – or might happen – the important thing I want you to remember is that we are still a family, right? Whatever happens, wherever Dad is, whatever anyone might say to you, or infer, the only thing that matters is that we are still the same and we’ll make it through this together. Do you understand?’

We didn’t, but we nodded anyway – you couldn’t not have. It was something in her face, her tone of voice.

‘What Olivia has said is partly true.’ She paused. ‘We have lost everything – financially, that is.’

I studied the floor. It wasn’t exactly a surprise, but it was weird, hearing Mum talking in this voice, as if she was an air hostess giving us all instructions to evacuate the emergency exit, without panic. Proceed as normal, in an orderly fashion.


‘Dad is in trouble. A lot of trouble – I know that now. That’s why he had to go . . . away like this.’ Her voice almost broke, but she kept it together. ‘And it’s up to us to do the best we can in his absence.’ She took a deep breath.

Here it is, I thought, here comes the proverbial. But even I wasn’t prepared for what came next.

She swallowed. ‘The house is gone. Our home, here, it’s been sold. It belongs to – to someone else now.’ She took another breath and gave Olivia another reassuring squeeze, and smiled. ‘That’s why Olivia had to, er, leave the apartment at such short notice – all of Dad’s properties have gone.’

Olivia sniffed reproachfully, but she was listening, acutely.

‘So . . .’ I tried to formulate the question that was hammering in the front of my brain. ‘Where are we going to go? What’s going to become of us?’ I willed her not to bullshit us.

Mum smiled bravely at me – at all of us. That’s when I knew it was going to be bad. But nothing could have prepared me for what was coming – nothing.

‘We’re going to live with Granny,’ she said quietly. ‘For the immediate future, at any rate.’ She said it as if it was the most natural thing in the world, but even she couldn’t disguise the horror of the words that escaped her.

Let me just explain something here. In our house, the word ‘Granny’ probably doesn’t have the same meaning it would in, say, everybody else’s. First of all, us kids had met her on barely a handful of occasions, mostly involving churches – you know, baptisms, first holy communions, confirmations, that sort of thing. Second of all, my dad had cut off any normal contact with her years ago – or she had with him – probably over something totally insignificant, who knows, but the subject was never broached – not by us, anyway. And thirdly, from the little I knew of her, she lived alone in a really, really small house. I had never been in it, of course, but Dad used to laugh about it and tease us when we didn’t know what words like ‘larder’ and ‘pantry’ and ‘scullery’ meant. He used to say things like, ‘When I was young we only had one bathroom in the house – and even that had a separate toilet.’ We didn’t believe him, of course, until Mum said it was true, and that that was what a lot of houses had been like until they had had work done on them – sort of like those makeover programmes, I suppose – and that before we had gotten rich in this country and the standard of living had improved, a lot of people had only ever had one bathroom. Apparently Granny was one of them. That was the bit I was having trouble getting my head around.


Vera


How did it happen? How in the name of God did it happen? That was the question that reverberated in my mind as I tried to go about my duties in any kind of normal manner. The shop was busy today, more so than usual, and that helped. I worked there three days a week and loved it. At my age it’s important to keep occupied. I’m a firm believer in hard work, not that you could call working in a charity shop hard, as such, but these days we were busier than ever – a sign of the times.

I had started here ten years ago now, after Arthur had died, and it had got me through those awful bleak beginnings of sudden widowhood that nothing or nobody can prepare you for, long after the wake and funeral, and long after the kind and thoughtful words and deeds of friends and neighbours have passed. Those terribly strange moments when you feel as if your world has utterly diminished, becoming grey and lifeless, and uncommon sounds that you never noticed before, like the ticking of the kitchen clock, or the slight crackle of the television when you switch it off, suddenly beat long and loudly in your ears. For a while I almost thought I was going mad until I was told by countless women in the same situation that it was entirely normal – to be expected. Keep busy, everybody said, that’s the trick. But I have kept busy all my life, I thought. I was a keen gardener, I knitted and I did the flowers at the church on a regular rota. Ah, but those are solitary occupations, a wise soul pointed out to me. You need to get out, be around other people, engage. She was right, of course; I had no idea how right. And so I walked in off the street to the charity shop, filled out a form the rather brusque young woman gave me (I later understood she had been particularly stressed that day; once I got to know her, Joan was a sweetie), waited rather anxiously at home while they checked my references and breathed a sigh of relief when she phoned me a few days later to ask when I could start and how many hours I would be prepared to put in. I started off doing three mornings, Monday, Wednesday and Friday, which quickly turned into full days – well, until four o’clock, at any rate, when we older people left it to the youngsters, who closed up shop at six. They were a dear bunch I worked with. Joan was the boss, really, a wonderful girl who had left her very high-powered career suffering from stress. From what I understood, I think she and her husband had been trying to start a family without success, and she had been advised to give up her position in a big law firm and pursue something less cut throat. So far, sadly, there was no sign of the much longed-for baby. I had to keep myself once or twice from telling her that this might have been a blessing in disguise. Children, even the most longed for ones, can sometimes be a source of great misery. I should know. But nobody ever tells you that, and of course, it wouldn’t do say such a thing, but all the same, I often think . . .

Then there were the oldies: myself, a sprightly seventy-nine; Maura, seventy-seven, a retired nurse, also a widow who lived with her increasingly demented younger brother; and Tom, a confirmed bachelor, very dapper dresser and the youngest of our lot at seventy-five.

The youngsters came on sometimes later in the day but mostly worked weekends: a rather overweight and bossy girl, Barbara, who dressed in ridiculously inappropriate clothes for her shape; and Zoe, a dear slip of a thing, studying social science, who sported a terrifying amount of piercings in her ears, her lip and even, I shuddered at the thought, one on her tongue. Roger, an environmentalist, who looked and dressed like a twig, in varying degrees of shabby greens and browns, completed our happy band.

I sat now in the tiny back room where we made tea and kept the huge mountains of black bags containing donated clothes and bric-a-brac that would have to be sorted through, deemed saleable or not and eventually priced and displayed. It was eleven o’clock and Maura and I were having our tea break. She helped herself to a chocolate digestive and gestured for me to do the same before sitting down and letting out a long breath. I wondered how much to tell her and then decided to come clean. The older I become, the less inclined I am to bother with pretence of any kind.

‘What is it?’ she asked, looking at me shrewdly. ‘You haven’t been yourself for days, Vera.’ Her plump face radiated concern.

‘It’s Charlie,’ I began, and then stopped, struck yet again by the sudden, tragic absurdity of the situation. How could I possibly explain? And how much of this sorry saga had they all already worked out?

Sooner or later, most people always asked me the inevitable question. ‘Is Charlie Fitzgibbon a relative of yours?’ they would enquire eagerly. And I would tell them yes, that in fact he was my son, the younger of my two boys. They would make nice comments along the lines of how lovely it must be to have such a success story in the family, how proud I must be of him and so on. I would smile and nod and make some sort of agreeable reply, something they would expect to hear, and they would go away pleased that they had made and commented on the connection, sometimes even noting the physical resemblance between us. If they had known, really known, about my relationship with my son, they would have never mentioned him to me. But there was no point going into that. People wouldn’t understand. They would feel awkward, embarrassed, even, for me. It was easier to let them think what they wanted to – that I was the proud and happy mother of a successful and indulgent son who cared for me and no doubt kept me in a manner to which I had, during the course of his meteoric success, become accustomed. The truth, or the bits of it I felt able to reveal, was known to very few people. Maura and Tom, whom I worked with, were among those few. There are some things that only people of your own vintage are really, truly able to grasp. Younger, more inexperienced types meant well, of course they did, but it took the accumulation of years to acquire the realisation and eventual acceptance that some events and situations in life were just plain sad, and there was no fairness or accountability in the matter.

‘It did occur to me,’ Maura said kindly, ‘that all this must be dreadfully difficult for you, but I didn’t like to, you know . . .’ She stopped, unsure of how to proceed. She was referring, of course, to the spectacular and very public collapse of Charlie’s investment empire, which had been covered by every newspaper in the country, not to mention national television. In the light of the ever-increasing horror stories about the economy in general that followed, Charlie’s debacle almost seemed inconsequential. But it was the insidious, invisible threads linking it, and indeed him, to the frenzy of greed that had brought our country to its knees and wiped out diligent and innocent people’s savings and pensions that filled me with skin-crawling horror whenever I thought of it – which was constantly.

‘Everyone thinks the world of you, Vera,’ Maura was saying now. ‘You mustn’t upset yourself about what’s happened. Even if you had known anything about it, what could you possibly have done? You’re a victim of these horrible events as much as anyone is.’

‘He’s my son,’ I said quietly, silently acknowledging the conflicting emotions of guilt, loss, love and acute sorrow that fact brought me.

‘How are they coping, his wife and the children, without him?’ She went on. ‘Have you heard anything from them?’ Maura knew how delicate the situation was, not to mention unconventional, and not in a good way.

‘I have, yes, and that’s what’s been on my mind.’ I took a deep breath and told her. ‘It’s worse than they thought. Much worse. The house is gone and they have to be out within two weeks.’

‘Two weeks?’ She looked appalled. ‘But it’s the family home – can’t she apply to the courts? They can’t just put you out.’ Maura was nothing if not practical.

‘It’s not that straightforward,’ I said. ‘Nothing ever is with Charlie. He sold the house from under her, without her knowledge – forged Shelley’s signature, apparently.’ I let that sink in and watched her face redden.

‘But all the more reason to get legal help, surely. I mean, that’s illegal, isn’t it? Oh, I’m sorry, Vera, I didn’t mean to imply . . .’

‘It’s all right, Maura,’ I reassured her. ‘But to answer your question, yes, of course it’s illegal, but the people he signed it over to apparently are some Russian crowd, people he owed money to – a great deal of money – and her solicitor advised Shelley that they are not the kind of people you want to tangle with, if you get my drift.’

It was clear that she did as Maura shook her head wordlessly at me, well-meaning advice momentarily abandoned. ‘Dear God.’

‘Precisely.’

‘What are they going to do?’

‘The only thing they can do, under the circumstances. Move in with me. Come and live in my house.’ I had hoped saying it like this, matter of factly, would make it feel like the plausible resolution it should be – but it didn’t. Not since the moment I had picked up the phone and listened incredulously to Shelley’s stilted, tremulous and heartachingly apologetic account of what had happened had any of this unfolding saga seemed a part of anything that remotely approached reality.

‘But – but,’ Maura was doing the maths, ‘will you have room? I mean, there are what, three children? And you have how many rooms?’

‘Three – and one bathroom,’ I confirmed as Maura chewed her lip. ‘Shelley will have Charlie’s old room, the girls will have to share the spare bedroom and Mac, the youngest, will have to have the box room, the attic. I’ll get someone to fix up a bed in there.’

Maura rallied bravely. ‘Well I think that’s terrific, I really do. And I’m sure it will work out wonderfully. You won’t know yourself with all the company – it will be good for you.’

I allowed myself a smile. ‘We’ll just have to make the best of it. One day at a time and all that.’

‘If there’s anything I can do, you just holler, you know that, don’t you?’

‘Of course,’ I said. ‘You can count on it.’

‘Now that I think of it,’ she said as she finished her tea and got up, ‘I’m sure a lovely set of unopened bed linen came in last week. I remember distinctly thinking it would come in useful for someone – let me just have a rummage.’

I brought the mugs to the sink and began to rinse them under the taps, listening to Maura prattling on determinedly, happier now that she had a practical task to apply herself to. Extra bed linen, I thought to myself, was the least of my worries. It was the many other, terrifyingly unfamiliar emotional resources we would all have to call on that would test us.

But then I remembered what my dear late Arthur would have said. ‘One hurdle at a time, Vera. One hurdle at a time, old girl.’

I went back into the shop and relieved Joan from her position behind the till.

‘That’ll be four euro,’ I said briskly to the man buying the bunch of five CDs.

‘Recession, how are you?’ he said derisively, attempting to haggle. ‘You can do better than that, surely? This place is daylight robbery.’ He grinned in what he probably thought was an engaging manner. I knew his type. He was well dressed, clearly not in any need. They were always the worst, always the ones looking for something for nothing.

‘This is a charity shop,’ I said, ‘not a chain store. It says so right above the door as you come in.’ I gave him a look that brooked no nonsense. ‘It’s all in a good cause.’

‘Humph.’ He handed over his four euro grudgingly. ‘That’s what they all say.’

Later, when I had got the Dart home and done a bit of dusting, I thought about things as I made my dinner – a reheated chicken breast, steamed spinach and some nice pan-fried potatoes. I set my tray as I always did, right down to the linen napkin I rolled in its silver ring, and sat down in the living room to watch the six o’clock news. If Arthur could see me he’d be spinning in his grave, and I can’t say I’d blame him. He was a stickler for discipline and good manners, and having your dinner on a tray in front of the television would have been his idea of complete debauchery. It wasn’t that he was difficult, not at all, he just believed in doing things the right way, and the more I see of life, he had a point. I crossed myself, said the few words of grace I still remembered and then said aloud to him as I took up my cutlery: ‘Arthur, I know you can hear me, and I know you don’t approve of my eating in front of the television like this, but it’s lonely here without you. And it’s practical, this tray. Why would I want to be setting a table for just one? And I get to see the news as well and keep up to date,’ I said with a touch of defiance. ‘But I won’t be on my own for much longer, Charlie’s family are coming to stay, Shelley, Olivia, Emma and Mac, and I’m looking forward to it.’ That’s when I cracked (I could never hide anything from Arthur). ‘Oh God,’ I said, flinging down my knife and fork and covering my face, ‘Oh Arthur, it’s awful, it’s dreadful, worse than you could ever imagine. They’ve lost the house. He sold it from under them, and you know Shelley’s parents are gone, she has no one else, and of course I said they must come and live here. But Arthur, they’ll hate it – and they’ll hate me. We don’t even know each other. I’ve barely met the children on more than three occasions – and you were with me then. I don’t know how I’m going to manage, I really don’t.’ And, I’m ashamed to say, I began to cry. When I looked up through the blur of self-pity, Arthur’s straight, handsome features looked right back at me from the mantelpiece. I loved that photo, I really did. It was one of the few I had where you got to see the real man. Integrity radiated from his face, and although his expression to a stranger might have seemed stern, to me, or anyone who knew him, the kindness shone from his beautiful brown eyes. Of course, he was wearing his regalia, the wig and gown he’d donned as a barrister before he became a judge, but even then he could never fool me. Underneath the steely exterior that was Arthur Fitzgibbon to the rest of the world was a man as soft as butter to those he loved, which, I never ceased to thank the good Lord, included me.

We met at a dance in the Gresham Hotel. I can still see it now, the huge, glittering ballroom, the band and everyone dressed to the nines, the women in wonderful evening dresses and the men in black tie. It was my first time there and I felt awfully immature, although my mother had made me a beautiful coral silk dress for the occasion modelled on one we had seen in a Doris Day movie. I was just twenty-three and had started work as a radiographer in a local hospital. The evening was proving tedious, so I decided to make my way to the powder room to escape our rather boring table (I had been asked to make up a party) and, more to the point, my extremely dull date for the night, when I heard a deep voice behind me say, ‘I’ve been watching you all evening and you simply must have this dance with me.’ I wheeled around to see a tall, very attractive man smiling confidently at me. He had dark brown hair, nice teeth and the most gorgeous dark brown eyes. He reminded me immediately of Cary Grant – all that was missing was the cleft in the chin.

‘I’m afraid I have a date for the evening, Mr . . . ?’ I said primly. It wasn’t done to just swan off and leave your party with someone you hadn’t even been introduced to – this was 1954, remember.

‘Well, that’s his problem, isn’t it?’ He grinned rather infuriatingly and held out his hand. ‘And the name’s Arthur, Arthur Fitzgibbon.’

I shook it, smiling despite myself. ‘I’m Vera. Vera Callaghan.’

‘Oh, I know who you are, Miss Callaghan. I’ve made it my business to find out your name. Dublin is a very small town, I’m sure you’ll agree. Now come and have that dance with me.’

‘Quite apart from anything else, Mr Fitzgibbon—’

‘Arthur,’ he insisted.

‘Arthur, then, I’m on my way to the powder room.’

‘Then I shall wait outside for you.’

And he did. He was there hovering discreetly to the left of the door when I came out, attracting, I noticed, many appreciative glances from the girls who passed him by.

Of course I danced with him, I was in his thrall by then. And he was a superb dancer – he jitterbugged, jived and waltzed divinely. Then, breathless after three twirls around the floor in succession, I allowed him escort me back to my table after taking my phone number and promising to call.

I was greeted with tightly disapproving smiles and my date for the night was scowling into his coffee, but I didn’t care.

‘That was Arthur Fitzgibbon you were dancing with, wasn’t it?’ said a girl to the right of me, inhaling deeply on her cigarette as she leaned over, throwing her arm across the empty chair between us.

‘Yes,’ I replied brightly, ‘do you know him?’

She smiled condescendingly at me. ‘We all know him. Arthur Fitzgibbon leads every girl in Dublin to the altar and then drops her. I wouldn’t get your hopes up, dearie, you’re just a new face – that’s all.’ She leaned back as her boyfriend reclaimed his seat. The flurry of excitement and flattery I had felt was crushed instantly.

But she was wrong. Arthur called me just as he said he would, and six months later we were married. And no girl on earth could have asked for a better husband. So it just goes to show: Believe none of what you hear and half of what you see, as my dear mother used to tell me.

I roused myself back to the present and tried to watch the news, but I was fed up with all the economic doom and gloom. It was really hard to take it all in without becoming quite extraordinarily angry. To see all the things my generation had worked so hard for, all the privileges young people today took so much for granted, be squandered and then to watch that crowd of nincompoops in government sit back and let the country be brought to its knees – it was thoroughly scandalous. I finished my dinner quickly and turned off the television, making a mental note to telephone my accountant tomorrow. Thank God I wasn’t in bank shares, but pretty much everything else was in a slump too. Still, I was more fortunate than many, and luckily I didn’t have a mortgage. In my day, debt really was considered to be a four letter word – now I understood why. Arthur had worked hard, back-breakingly hard, to pay off all our borrowings and leave me, as he used to say, nicely off. His judge’s pension also meant I was quite comfortable, and I had always been careful with money.

I took my tray into the kitchen, loaded the dishwasher and then stood back, looking at the room critically, the way a stranger might. I suppose it would be considered old-fashioned now, but when we bought the house in 1965 we had done what we thought to be the necessary amount of work needed to it. We had redone the bathroom with a nice rose-coloured suite and separate loo, painted the house inside and out and brought in what little furniture we had and added to it gradually over the years. The kitchen, which had really been in need of the most work, ironically was kept to a minimum. That was because Arthur liked things the old-fashioned way. He allowed me my new navy and white Formica presses as long as we left in the larder and the scullery, so we didn’t knock the whole area into one as everyone else seemed to be doing. But I got my electric oven and gas hob, so we were never caught out with a strike or a power cut. By modern standards it was still a small kitchen, still a series of little rooms, really, but there was never more than one person cooking, and we had always eaten in the dining room anyway.

Now, though, I dubiously regarded the place with new eyes. How would we manage, Shelley, the children and I? Meals, for example, shopping and cooking and so on? I suppose we would have to work out some sort of rota, establish some sort of ground rules that would be acceptable to us all. I wouldn’t think about that just now.

I left the kitchen and walked upstairs, passing the loo and the bathroom on the return, then on up three further steps to where the three bedrooms branched off the landing. There was the master bedroom that had been mine and Arthur’s, still with the double bed I couldn’t bear to part with. And why should I? In there, I could feel him with me, not physically, of course, but close, especially when I went to sleep. I had had it done in nice pale-pink wallpaper and pale green silk curtains with a pink floral pattern, and his silver brushes still sat on the mahogany dresser. Then there was my dressing table, with the small mahogany mirror on top that you could manoeuvre at a suitable angle, with two small drawers underneath. It was all really much the same as it always had been. The only addition was the electric blanket I had succumbed to – and it was bliss. Maura had quite rightly pointed out that it was a necessity and not a luxury, that it would keep my limbs warm and therefore more limber as age and all its trials encroached. That was the easy bit. I took a deep breath and walked into Charlie’s old bedroom. There was still the four-foot bed – not quite single, not quite double – and the row of built-in wardrobes along the facing wall. This was where I would put Shelley. It was neat and tidy and there was room for a few of her belongings. Then I went across the landing to Patrick’s old room, my elder son, who had emigrated and made his life in Canada. Patrick had been killed tragically in a car accident almost ten years ago now. I still found it hard to believe he was gone, even after the devastation. No parent should have to bury their child, and although he would be fifty now, he had never married, never settled. I used to worry about that when he was alive, but now, well, perhaps it was just as well. It was smaller, this room, but there was plenty of space for the twin beds I had installed for visiting guests. The girls, Olivia and Emma, would live here and they would somehow have to manage with the small freestanding wardrobe – I wouldn’t think about that now, either. Tomorrow, my odd job man, Billy, was coming to have a look at the box room in the attic. There was a trapdoor gizmo in operation at the moment, which I wouldn’t dream of attempting, but Cormac, or Mac, as they called him (I did hate abbreviated names), was eleven, he would probably enjoy it. Luckily the room had been wired, so there were a couple of sockets, but the thought of trying to get a bed up there seemed impossible. Still, it was the only way. We would have to make do as best we could.

I went back downstairs and made a cup of hot chocolate before turning in and tried desperately to quell the rising panic that was coursing through me. It would be all right, I told myself firmly for the umpteenth time – everything would be fine. For heaven’s sake, this was my own flesh and blood I was talking about. But that was the very problem. If I had got it so badly wrong before, who was to say I wouldn’t fare even worse this time? There was no telling with families, none at all. Just because you all came from the same gene pool didn’t mean a thing. Why, on paper, Arthur, me and the boys were a family made in heaven, and instead . . . well, things had turned out very differently, and who, if anyone, was to blame?

With a weary heart I locked up the house, turned on the alarm and went upstairs. In two weeks’ time, there would be a family in this house again. A real, live family. A family who, without doubt, would not want to be here. A family who would have lost a veritable mansion with their own rooms and rules and memories that lined the walls. No, they would not want to be here – I could understand that. But they were my family, even if we were all virtual strangers, and that was what I had to hold on to. Maybe, just maybe, this was my second chance. After all, hadn’t I prayed for one often enough?


Caroline


He can’t do this to me, he cannot do this to me, I won’t bloody let him! That was the loop that was playing in my head once it had really sunk in and the shock had begun to abate intermittantly. It was ridiculous, of course, because he had already done it, but it made me feel better to try to pretend there was something I could do about it. I had never experienced such all-consuming anger. I didn’t know it was possible to feel murdurous rage towards another human being, never mind the man who claimed to love me and who had been my lover, my soul mate. My job was gone, my investments wiped out and I’d had to get out of the penthouse appartment because he’d signed it over to some investors. If it wasn’t so bloody tragic, it would be farcical. Which meant, apart from anything else, that since I had let my mother move into my house that I had bought five years ago, I had to move back in with her. And she was acting all miffed and put out – as if it was my fault.

‘But surely you must have known something?’ she said, over and over again.

‘How many times do I have to tell you? I knew nothing, nothing, until the fraud squad came in with a search warrant for the office!’ I yelled.

‘But you were sleeping with him, Caroline,’ she pointed out obtusely, with that stubborn look on her face. ‘You said you were. And working with him – how could you not have known something?’

That was when I had slammed down my drink and stormed out the door. ‘There’s no need to take it out on me,’ she called after me, wounded. ‘This isn’t easy for me, you know.’

If I’d stayed a minute longer, I’d have slapped her. That woman had never done a day’s work in her life, she had probably put my father in an early grave with her nagging and I had looked after her royally ever since then. My two brothers, who were married, barely showed up except to be waited on hand and foot – they did absolutely nothing for her and she still worshipped them. Mistake number one had been letting her move into my newly built townhouse because she found the small house where she and my father had lived depressing. Then she promptly turned around and sold her own house, at the height of the market. I hadn’t seen that one coming either. Quite an operator, my mother, and at the rate she’d been spending on herself – ‘It’s about time I did something for me; after all, your father wasn’t exactly generous’ – I’d say she was getting through a fair whack of her capital.

Of course, I had the penthouse then that Charlie had given me – only he never got around to putting it in my name as he’d continually promised. I didn’t want to risk pushing him about it – being the other woman is about making things fun and uncomplicated for a married man, they get enough of the other stuff at home. He always said we were alike, Charlie and I – cut from the same cloth. You understand me, Caroline, you’re the only person I can really be myself with. Now I wondered what that said about me – apart from what a complete fool I was. I gave up everything for that man. Everything. I even believed him when he said we’d be together, properly, just as soon as the kids were grown up, only a few more years. Mac’s only eleven, baby, I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t leave them now, I couldn’t live with myself. It would destroy us, you know that. Seems he was able to live with quite a lot, as it turned out, mostly lies.

I thought I knew that man. All I knew now was what a complete and utter idiot I had been. Everyone knew about our affair – it was common knowledge in the office and Charlie was quite brazen about being seen in public with me; it was one of things I loved about him. I couldn’t stand those men who hid their mistresses away. Of course it helped that we worked together a lot. I was a tax consultant and worked out the roundabouts and loopholes of his clients’ deals and investments to make them even richer. Sure, I was well paid, but I’d been sensible, or so I thought, investing heavily in Charlie’s development schemes. Now I – and a lot of other people – had been simply wiped out. And I still had a mortgage to pay, to keep my mother living in the style she had so effortlessly become accustomed to. I couldn’t even live in my own house to lick my wounds in peace. More to the point, I could forget about getting another position even remotely resembling anything I was so highly qualified for. Quite apart from the financial sector debacle, my associations with Charlie would see to that. So you could understand why I was feeling bitter.

The only thing that made me feel even marginally better was that he had done the dirty on his own family too, his own flesh and blood, just upped and left and fled the country. And even that hadn’t been the worst of it – not as far as I was concerned. No, the very, very worst thing about it all – I still had to take deep breaths when I even began to contemplate it – was that I had discovered I wasn’t the only other woman in his life. He’d been involved with some South African woman for the past few months, the emails were there to prove it. He hadn’t even bothered to hide them that well – maybe he didn’t have time or maybe he wanted me to find them, who knows? And if he had been seeing her, then who else had he been seeing? The questions, all hideous to me, kept on coming. So you could understand how I now hated Charlie Fitzgibbon, couldn’t you? In fact, hate was much too small a word for what I was feeling. I wanted to kill the bastard.


Elsie


I knew him better than anyone.

It wasn’t just that I had worked for him for twenty years. You can work side by side with someone and know absolutely nothing about them. You can even be married to someone and know pretty much nothing about them. I imagine that’s what Shelley must be feeling now, poor thing. I could hardly bear to think of what she and the children must be going through. I had retired ten years ago, long before any of this madness had started. Thank God for that. At the time he had begged me to reconsider, but Larry, my husband, had come into a bit of money and, as he pointed out, we didn’t need the extra income any more. I was fifty-five by then, and the idea of seeing a bit of the world and maybe spending more time in the timeshare we had bought in Gran Canaria was becoming more and more appealing.

Although I did love my job as Charlie’s PA. He was a wonderful boss. I remembered the day he joined our firm, way back, as a keen young trainee accountant. Even then he had a way with people. I could have told anyone he would go far. It wasn’t long before he was given his own clients and of course needed his own secretary, and as old Mr Granger was retiring, they asked me I if I would like the job. It was much easier than getting in someone new, seeing as I knew the ropes. I worried that Charlie wouldn’t want someone older working for him, that he’d have preferred someone his own age, maybe younger even, but he had been delighted with the idea. And we worked well together. He was a quick study, never needed to be told anything more than once. A whizz kid, that’s what the directors called him, pleased at how successful their young turk was turning out. And he was such fun. The whole office used to perk up, especially the girls, when he was about. And the number of phone calls and messages I had to take from them, all lovestruck young things! He had a real way with the ladies – that was clear straight away. He didn’t even have to try, it was just his manner, I suppose, it was natural to him, that’s why he was so attractive. He had sex appeal, I suppose that’s what you call it – even I could see that, and I was, what? Eighteen years his senior, Moneypenny to his James Bond – that’s what he used to joke as he rose through the ranks, going from bigger and bigger offices and then bigger, more prestigious firms until inevitably, of course, he went out on his own. And he always insisted on taking me with him. It was very flattering, really, and he always insisted I got a good raise and a generous bonus every year.

‘Don’t be silly, Moneypenny,’ he’d say when I tried to protest, to say that I couldn’t face yet another move. ‘I couldn’t do any of this without you, you know that. Who would I tell all my deepest, darkest secrets to?’

He could always make me laugh, that Charlie. And I don’t mind telling you I was highly relieved when he married Shelley. A beautiful young girl she was, not just pretty, but kind and thoughtful, too. Not like some of the ones he went about with, glamour girls, to be sure, but hard nuts, some of them, cold as ice underneath all the cooing and hanging on they did to him. Yes, Charlie could have gone very wrong marrying a few I remembered. But he didn’t, he married absolutely the right girl for him. Shelley adored him, there was no hiding that. But she was genuine and sensible, and I knew she would make him a wonderful wife.

‘You like her, don’t you, MP?’ he said to me one day after he’d come back from lunch with her.

‘It’s not my business to comment on your girlfriends, Charlie,’ I said curtly.

‘But you do, MP. You have no idea how much you comment without saying a word.’ He grinned at me. ‘Your face says it all – I can read you like a book.’

‘Then why ask me?’ I said, rather miffed, although it was probably true. Not much got past that boy. ‘But yes, since you ask, I think Shelley’s a lovely girl, the kind a man should consider himself very fortunate to get – if he got her, that is.’ Of course there was no doubt that Shelley was madly in love with him at this stage, but it didn’t do to let any man think a girl was a sure bet.

‘Well I agree with you, MP,’ he said. ‘I think she is particularly lovely.’ And he got a tender, faraway look in his eyes that warmed the cockles of my heart.

‘More to the point,’ I said, ‘what does your mother think of her?’ Personally I thought Shelley would be every prospective mother-in-law’s dream, which was why what he said next threw me somewhat.

‘I couldn’t care less what she thinks of her. Doesn’t matter to me in the slightest.’ He scowled, his face darkening in a most unusual manner. ‘In fact, I don’t think I’ll even bother to introduce her.’

‘You mean she hasn’t met her?’ I was incredulous. ‘You haven’t brought her home yet? But you’ve been dating for, what, over six months now.’ I knew I had said too much, put aside my natural reserve, but really, I could hardly believe it.

‘No,’ he replied, his mouth settling in a thin line, ‘no I haven’t, and I don’t intend to either.’ At this I was stumped for words, so I wisely held my tongue. That was when I first realised that Charlie was very odd about his mother. In fact, when I thought about it, he never mentioned her and only rarely referred to his father, who I knew was a successful barrister, then later a judge. It was all rather peculiar. I found out more later, of course, much later, which was when I discovered it was better never to refer to Charlie’s family. Not unless he brought them up, which was almost never, unless he felt it necessary to drop them into conversation with one of his bosses or a client who he knew would be impressed.

From then on I never enquired, and in some way I began to take on a more motherly role in his life. Charlie needed mothering. Oh, he was perfectly capable and smart as paint, but there was something vulnerable about Charlie, something only a more mature woman would spot. Which was why, as I said, I was so glad when he married Shelley. She was just the right girl for him. And of course he introduced her to his mother, sure she was there at the wedding, looking very elegant, I remember, in a pale yellow silk dress and coat. And he was the spitting image of her. That was the only time I had ever seen Charlie nervous, on edge, but it was to be expected, I suppose, grooms usually were.

And the children! Charlie adored his family when they came along one by one. Olivia was a honeymoon baby, and then they had quite a wait for Emma. I know (Charlie told me) they’d had to seek medical intervention, so to speak, which was why there was the ten-year age gap between the girls. And then finally little Mac came along four years later. Charlie was overjoyed to have a son, but it was Emma he loved best. He never said it, but you could tell, and she adored him too. That pair had a very special bond. Even Shelley said so. That’s what made this so terribly, terribly sad. Beyond sad – tragic. That Charlie would abscond like this, leave everything, even his own beloved family, and run away, abandoning them like this. It was simply unthinkable. I had gone over it time and time again until I drove Larry to disctraction. But there was something not right about it all. That wasn’t the Charlie I knew. But then, like I said, did you ever really know anybody, deep down?

I jumped as I heard Larry come in from his golf and call up to me. ‘Elsie, I’m home. What’s for dinner? I’m starving.’

I had made his favourite, steak and kidney pie. Larry and I had a good marriage, and at sixty-seven years of age, he was still a good-looking man. Only lately, since he had retired, he had taken to being very, um, demonstrative again, in the physical sense, if you know what I mean. We had always had a good sex life, perhaps because children had never come along to interrupt it, and we only had each other. But for the past six or seven years that had simmered down pretty much, and I had to say I was rather relieved. At my age, I found I liked going to bed for other reasons, apart from sex. I did even wonder occasionally if he had been taking Viagra. I knew a friend of his was because he had told me, joking about it. I said I thought it was absolutely ridiculous. But I wouldn’t put it past Larry, he’d try anything once. I sighed, finished my last email and got up. To be honest, I was finding this renewed passion a little tiring. Charlie would have had a good laugh at that, I thought to myself – not that I would have told him.

And that’s when it happened, when I heard the ping of a new email arrive and had to sit down again suddenly. It was from jame.s.bond, at an address I didn’t recognise – but then, I didn’t have to. Moneypenny, it read, you have to read this. There was only one person who ever called me Moneypenny. Dear God, I thought as all the breath was sucked out of me. And then I heard Larry call again and his footsteps coming up the stairs, so I shut it down, quickly. There was only so much I could cope with at the moment, and getting through dinner without letting slip about this extraordinary development would take all of my concentration. James Bond, and whatever he might have to say, would have to wait.

‘There you are,’ said Larry, bending to kiss me hello. ‘Steak and kidney pie, how did you guess that was what I’d been dreaming of?’ he smiled at me as he pulled off his golf jumper and headed for the bathroom. ‘I’ll just jump in the shower and I’ll be down.’

‘I have a nice bottle of red waiting too,’ I said. ‘I’ll just go down and dish up.’

‘What did I do to deserve you, Elsie?’ I heard before the shower roared into action.

I wouldn’t drink any, of course. I had to keep my wits about me, and with a bottle of red inside him, there was a good chance that Larry would actually fall asleep tonight, and soundly. Then, if I could summon the strength, I would read that email.


Lukaz


Why not Ireland? I say to myself. Thinking about it, is very clever suggestion of my friend Leo. Too many oligarchs in London – more than can throw stick at. London known as Moscow-on-Thames now, good joke, yes? No oligarchs in Ireland – none worth talking about, anyway.

This aeroplane very cramped, I am thinking. But I fly economy occasionally, just to remind myself. Of course, that is not total truth – I fly economy because it is the best introduction you can have to a country and its peoples. You can learn a lot from a plane ride. My smaller jet, the Gulfstream, will be flown in later, after nightfall, better for security this way. Not so many private jets in Ireland these days, I hear. Celtic Tiger got no claws no more – also good reason for coming to Dublin.

Russia not good for oligarchs now. Too many tax audits, criminal invstigations and so on. Besides, I have Irish ancestor. My late mother very proud of this and she tell me, Lukaz, never forget you have Irish great-grandfather. He come to Russia in 1920s, disillusioned with Irish revolution, dominated by Church and bourgeois, as usual. But he had sad story. He ended up prisoner in Stalin’s gulag. His crime? He was a foreigner and presumed capitalist. He lasted three winters – most men barely lasted one. That’s minus forty degrees winter. Of all the family, my grandmother say I am like him. I have his spirit – may he rest in peace. Now, I go to see his country. My countrymen! Is very emotional for me. Of course, I don’t tell nobody nothing about being an oligarch, not yet. For now, I am just ordinary tourist person.

I call air hostess for vodka. I must toast my visit to this new country. When she bring drinks I give her fifty euro note and say, ‘Keep the change, honey.’

She look at me strangely and say, ‘No, no, I can’t do that.’

‘Can do whatever you want, baby. Give it to charity if you don’t want it.’ I wink at her. She blushes. I like girls who blush. It’s cute. Means she likes me. I spend lot of time in America, so I know how to talk to Western women. But Irish women more like Russian, I think – we both share peasant heritage.

‘Hey, baby?’ I say to her before she pushes trolley away.

‘Yes, sir?’ She looks cross, but I know she’s flattered.

‘You got Mr Ryan’s number?’

‘Excuse me?’

‘Mr Ryan – his name is on aeroplane. I want his number.’

She looks worried. ‘Er, Mr Ryan, who founded the airline, died some time ago. A man called Michael O’Leary runs it now.’

‘Then give me Michael O’Leary’s number,’ I say.

‘I’m afraid that’s not company policy. Why, is there something you would like to comment on regarding your flight? If so, I can pass it on to management.’

‘Pity. I just want to tell him he has very pretty air hostess. Very important.’

‘Er, thank you, sir. I’ll pass that on.’ And she move away.

I pour my vodka and man next to me who smells a bit, wakes up. ‘May I offer you drink?’ I say, handing him one of my vodkas.

‘Thanks very much,’ he says. Not many teeth, he has.

‘This is my first visit to your country,’ I say. ‘Sláinte!’ I clink glasses with him (this is Gaelic toast – it means ‘good health’).

‘Is that so?’ he says. ‘And what brings you to Ireland?’

‘I come to buy horses – and big country estate.’

He is impressed. ‘You’re into the horses, are you?’

‘Yes,’ I say, ‘very big into horses.’ This is true.

‘Well in that case, let me give you my card. I have a cousin who works in Goffs, he’ll be the man to help you out.’

‘Very kind of you,’ I say. I know Goffs, is famous bloodstock agency. Prices down now, is very good time to buy bloodstock.
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