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‘What the hell?’


At half past two on Thursday, 1 November 2018, Grace McGee stood on the threshold of her kitchen, the contents of her bags-for-life spilling on to the floor and over her feet. She was staring at what her twenty-two-year-old daughter had visited on the room.


The intervals between these episodes were growing shorter.


She was sick of them.


In front of her, cupboard doors and drawers hung open. Their contents – cutlery, crockery, glasses, condiments, sauces – showed under a patchy rug of cornflakes, porridge oats, pasta and rice. Given the context, the primary colours of their boxes and bags seemed inappropriately merry.


In addition, the toaster dangled into empty air at the end of its cord, while the handle of the electric kettle protruded from a sinkful of water, its plug, like that of the toaster, still attached to a socket. On the floor, much of the crockery and glassware was in bits.


Struggling to find her mobile, she upended her handbag over the mess at her feet, retrieved it, then attempted to call her middle daughter, Jacqueline. Her fingers were shaking, though, making contact with the wrong buttons.


She knew better than to call her eldest, Adeline, unless it was a matter of life and death. What had happened here, although troubling, was hardly an emergency, merely a classic Leonie episode.


That her youngest’s outbursts, while not insurmountable – so far – were increasing in frequency, was a worry. She herself was also, to use her daughters’ vernacular, more and more pissed off that she’d been left alone to manage not just Leonie’s episodes but Leonie. Very little help anywhere. To say she felt trapped was a serious understatement: she had forgotten what freedom might feel like.


With her daughter temporarily absent at a ‘lunch with Dad’ in town, Grace had been looking forward to a couple of hours’ peace with the crossword, a cup of coffee – and even a clandestine doughnut.


Off the agenda now. Peace? What was that?


She gave up on the call and crunched across the kitchen floor to rescue the toaster. But what to do about the kettle? Wasn’t it dangerous to touch an electrical appliance in water? Should she pull out its plug? Or was that dangerous too – hadn’t people been killed that way? A thought struck her: had that been the plan?


Of course not. Nobody wants to murder you – you’ve been watching too much television, Grace …


She contemplated calling Harry, her ex-husband, nested cosily for the past seven and a half years with his second wife, Charlotte, known as Cherry, and their seven-year-old daughter, Jasmine, in a nice red-brick Victorian in Ranelagh (a far more fashionable address than that enjoyed by his former marital home here in Baldoyle). Having had lunch with Leonie, he could maybe shine a light on their youngest daughter’s current mood.


But she gave up on the idea as quickly as it had occurred to her. This was just a clean-up job and she saved her Leonie-calls to Harry for situations she felt were beyond her. Her ex, though, while never overtly dismissive, usually made her feel that, in venting, she was interrupting something crucial to his life.


Skirting the worst of the mess, she fetched a dustpan and brush. Before she set to work, she picked up her phone again and managed to punch in the correct information.


The call went immediately to voicemail.


Fed up, holding the dustpan in one hand and the phone in the other, Leonie’s mother flopped onto a kitchen chair, squinting myopically at the little screen as though willing it to light up.


Leonie had never before perpetrated anything quite on this scale in their home. There had been no shortage of explosive behaviour but that was par for the course. In the nearest equivalent to today’s incident she’d taken a large number of empty glass bottles from the recycling box, spaced them carefully over the tiled floor in the cloakroom and closed the door so that whoever next opened it – Grace – would scatter them, shattering most. Luckily, the only damage had been to the glass.


In many ways, these days she and her daughter played a sort of silent cat-and-mouse game around these incidents. Exhausted by years of rows, Grace now confronted Leonie very rarely. She told herself that this was for her own sanity. Rather than fight, it was easier to deal with behavioural blowouts by turning the other cheek. To issue a challenge meant that for the days – or weeks – following, communication between them was non-existent. Confrontation normally released the dogs of war.


In any event, she had gradually come to recognise the other side of the story, that these explosions, intended to cause her grief, were simply outlets for Leonie’s constant frustration.


She knew what many others – including their GP – thought of her own passivity: the prevailing attitude was that bad behaviour shouldn’t be tolerated. Period.


She would respond with a rueful smile and leave the stage as quickly as possible, outwardly as Grace the Serene, inwardly spitting fire, rehearsing the retorts she should have employed.


In truth, her overwhelming desire for herself and her daughter was both the simplest and most difficult thing to achieve: a quiet life. She was now resigned to the fact that this might never happen, but her own frustration at being trapped in a prison of stress and watchfulness was hard to bear.


Meanwhile, one drama of recent months was potentially far more serious than a few bits of broken crockery: her daughter’s upcoming court appearance in February 2019 to face a first charge of shoplifting two lipsticks and a lash curler from a discount outlet and a second of resisting arrest. But Grace had mastered the art of compartmentalising. This was only November and, for now, that particular worry resided as far back in her brain as she could place it.


The phone in her hand tinkled – Jacqueline. ‘Hi, Mum, saw a missed call. Everything okay?’


‘Hi, Jack.’ Grace pitched her voice high and bright. ‘Yes, everything’s under control here but I need a bit of advice. Is Mick still at work?’


‘He is, yeah. Why?’


‘I was rushing earlier, filled the kettle while it was still plugged in – stupid I know! Anyway, I dropped the bloody thing into the sink, full of water, and now I’m kind of afraid to touch it. Would you mind ringing him to see if it’s safe to pull out the plug? Electricity and water and all that!’ Her ‘careless’ laugh failed horribly.


‘Sure.’ Jackie’s tone, resigned, patient, signified no surprise at this news. ‘Okay, Mum, why don’t you simply turn off the electricity at the mains? Then you can take the kettle out of the sink. You know how to do it? That little trip switch at the end of the row at the top of the fuse board in the utility room? Remember we showed you that time when you thought you’d smelt gas?’


‘Of course.’ Grace swallowed hard. ‘I should have thought of it. Sorry to make a fuss. Thanks, Jackie. How’s Tommy?’


‘Great.’ Her daughter’s voice lightened. ‘It’s nap time, thank God. I’ll be putting him down now. Today’s his seventeen-month birthday, can you believe it, Mum? I don’t know where the time goes. We’re going to have a cupcake later …’ she turned away from the phone ‘… when Daddy gets home, aren’t we, darling? Aren’t we going to have a cupcake? Yeah! Cupcake!


‘You should see his little face, Mum,’ she was back, ‘he’s actually doing clap-handies! Such a clever little dude – aren’t you?


‘So, anyway,’ she added briskly, ‘do remember not to stand on a stool or a chair to reach that fuse board, okay? Use the stepladder I bought you. And this is very important. Don’t use that kettle again until you’ve dried it out completely – put it in the hot press for a day or two.’


‘You’re a genius, Jackie,’ Grace said. ‘I’m clearly losing the plot. Don’t worry, I’ll be careful.’


‘Stop it, Mum, you’re far from losing the plot. You’re brilliant, the way you cope. I’ve said it before, I don’t think I could do it.’


‘Well, thanks again, sweetheart. Talk soon. Cheerio for now.’ Grace pressed End Call.


Although she accepted that both of her older daughters had their own lives to live, she was increasingly irritated by what she saw as pointless paeans of praise about her management and tolerance of Leonie. They came not just from Jackie and Adeline, but from Harry too – and even from some of the neighbours. The admiration, almost universal and, she knew, very well meant, was nevertheless in danger of driving her over the edge.
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Grace had never voiced it but privately had acknowledged that she would prefer a little less flattery and a little more ‘How can I help?’ Or ‘Here’s a thought, something I can help with, so why don’t I …?’


But she’d end up berating herself for being an ungrateful whinge. In general, people were disposed to be sympathetic and helpful, but were as flummoxed as she was.


She had learned to choose her battles with Leonie. A few of her friends, with well-balanced ‘normal’ offspring, had repeatedly advised that Leonie, whatever her problems, should be turfed out of the house and left, sink or swim, to fend for herself. In not ‘allowing’ her to grow up and take responsibility for herself, Grace had become part of Leonie’s problem.


She carried a supply of quiet, well-worn responses to these well-meant exhortations. Such as ‘It’s hard to describe what it’s like unless you’ve been through it’; or the more challenging ‘Have you had any experience of this yourself?’


For who among her friends and acquaintances had lived with someone like Leonie without at least one other person available – family member, partner, psychiatrist – to offer practical relief, a week’s respite, useful advice or, at the very least, to act as a witness to Leonie’s behaviour so that she, Grace, would be believed when she reported it? She had been abandoned to manage someone like her daughter when even some of the medics were throwing up their hands about a specific diagnosis. The MRI Grace had insisted on putting Leonie through had shown no brain damage or lesions (although the process had terrified the girl). Heavy anti-anxiety medication hadn’t helped, by turns either sedating her excessively or seeming to increase the verbal aggression.


There were two exceptions to this shortfall in empathic support: two women with whom she had made friends during a Carers’ Workshop. She had found the sessions of little use: the tutors had been excellent but had concentrated largely on depression, a serious condition but in no way comparable to the daily conflagration she confronted.


Jennifer and Harriet had each faced the ultimate tragedy when their offspring, unable to deal with the ‘real’ world, had died by suicide.


Each had striven to change her child’s future, had fought the system, had written to politicians, had been fobbed off with the we-haven’t-the-resources excuse, had borne a reluctant daughter to suicide-prevention charities. On advice, Jenny had practised ‘tough love’, now the deepest source of her grief because, despite universal reassurance that she’d been in no way to blame for the eighteen-year-old’s death, she believed she had failed as a mother.


Although society agreed that the two girls’ decisions had been theirs alone, both mothers were afflicted with guilt: they could have done more, they felt, or had misinterpreted the advice offered.


At the end of the workshop the three of them had formed a WhatsApp group, and for Grace, now, it was only to the other two that she felt free to speak of her sense of entrapment; neither ever tried to contradict her, judge her or to foist on her the psychiatric mantra of ‘no expressed emotion’.


All three had found this particular advice impossible to follow when dealing with their daughters. They accepted that anger and frustration had to find expression or cause worse damage.


And neither ever said: ‘At least your daughter is still alive.’


As yet, as far as Grace could tell, Leonie had manifested no sign of taking her life. Still, Grace lived in fear of it.


Throwing Leonie out would leave her at the mercy of the inadequate state apparatus or, more likely, sleeping rough, with all its dangers. Anyhow, whatever they thought privately, family, friends, even neighbours knew that Grace McGee would never render her daughter officially homeless.


The standout was Maxine Smith. Grace and Max had been best friends since they’d met at their County Mayo boarding school and, as best friends do, had followed the ups and downs of their lives ever since.


Outspoken in the ‘You know me, I call a spade a spade’ way, Maxine frequently expressed outrage at how her friend had been forced into too close a ‘minding’ relationship with her youngest daughter. She also believed that, soon after Harry had left her, Grace herself had made that choice: ‘Everyone has a choice to make, Grace, however difficult it is. In your case, evicting Leonie will be hard but that choice is available. You’re far too lenient and accommodating. Your personality is vanishing before my eyes. Leonie is consuming you!’


For the sake of their friendship, Maxine had eventually accepted that her pal, caught in an intractable situation, wouldn’t throw out her daughter. Ever. She didn’t like it, though, and kept trying to force Grace into action: ‘I don’t approve of the way you manage her, but it’s your choice. I love you to bits and I’ll try to live with it.’ Then, at the end of each such conversation, the ominous: ‘We’ll talk again.’


During the last call between them, Maxine had made another try: ‘Not even as a temporary device to wake her up to reality, Grace? Wouldn’t it give her a shock? Show her how lucky she is? Nice home, good food – you at her beck and call? For God’s sake, she’s in her twenties, not five!’


Grace had hung up. It hadn’t been the first time she had done so – Maxine was used to it and always called back after a few days, not mentioning it, cheerily imparting gossip from her local Galway neighbourhood. But this time she hadn’t. And the longer the mutual telephone silence dragged on, the more difficult breaking it became. Grace missed her pal, but she had decided she couldn’t stand any more of Maxine’s advice, even though, deep down, she knew there was more than a grain of sense in it. She was not (yet) prepared to go there.


As for Leonie’s father, Harry, where was he in all of this?


Nowhere, apart from springing for his monthly lunches with his daughter, spotting her a generous allowance and making sure that Grace, too, wasn’t short of money. When he called to discuss something, he nearly always ended the conversation with a cursory ‘And how’s Leonie, by the way?’ But, in Grace’s opinion, Harry didn’t actually want to be given the details of how Leonie was.


By contrast to her life, Harry’s, regularly exhibited on Cherry’s Facebook and Instagram postings – Jasmine in her First Communion outfit, himself grinning on golf courses, with Cherry in south Dublin restaurants – rankled: she wondered why she had been abandoned like this, not just by Harry but essentially by Jackie and Adeline, who were always, it seemed, too busy with their own lives to offer their mother a little respite by taking Leonie into their own homes from time to time.


Jackie feared, she had explained, that Leonie’s antics would scare little Tommy. As for Adeline, in the school holidays she was always either on a professional development course or bound for, perhaps already in, somewhere like Zimbabwe or Brazil, having volunteered with a charity as a tutor.


Frequently, Grace fantasised about moving to one of those places. Or maybe Hawaii?


She accepted her own part in their seeming abandonment of her: not ten minutes ago, she had instinctively lied to Jackie about the kettle fiasco. Why the hell couldn’t she just demand family help?


She groaned. She hated giving house room to such resentful thoughts but had found lately that each time their mean little heads poked out, it was more difficult to shove them back where they’d come from. She reminded herself of the lifetime pledge she’d made to all three newborn children, when cradling each for the first time in the crook of her arm. She would love them as fiercely as she had not been loved by her own mother, she told them: there would be no abandonment. Ever.


Leonie, of course, was the one most in need of the pledge’s fulfilment. Grace had regularly to remind herself that she was not the victim of this circumstance, Leonie was, and that acceptance of her daughter’s humanity was key.


‘Shit!’ she cried to the ceiling. Then, realising she still had her coat on, she jumped up and took it off. No more of this navel-gazing – it never resulted in any positive outcome. Her newspaper was unopened, her coffee unmade. She’d already wasted too much of today’s ‘free’ time: Leonie would be home soon and everything would tick back to Ground Zero.


Among the mess, she found the bottle of floor-cleaner, then turned on the radio to listen to Joe Duffy’s Liveline.


There was always someone, many someones, worse off than Grace McGee.




3


In the TV room, crossword almost completed, Grace stiffened, then consciously lowered her shoulders: she’d heard Leonie put her key into the lock. Bringing her newspaper, she went quickly into the kitchen, sat into a chair at the table and opened it at random, looking up as her daughter came in. ‘Hi, Leonie. How did it go?’


‘You always ask that after I meet Dad. How do you think it went?’


‘It must have gone well because it went on for so long. I was just wondering if there was any news, that’s all. I haven’t spoken to a soul today …’


‘Well, actually …’ to Grace’s surprise, her daughter crossed the room and sat in the chair opposite ‘… there is news, as it happens. They were both in great form. They had Jazzy with them – she’s a fantastic kid, Mum, bright as a button and very nearly top of her class at school.’


‘They were there too? Cherry and Jasmine?’


‘Does that still bother you? Yes, they were. Get over it!’


Before this could develop, Grace smiled, folding the newspaper to signify her full attention. ‘I am over it. It’s been a good few years now – so tell us, what’s the news?’


‘Big. Dad’s in line to be captain of his golf club – he thinks it’s in the bag.’


‘That’s great, and well deserved.’


‘Are you being sarcastic?’


‘Of course not. It’s a big honour in the golf world, I know that. A big responsibility too.’


‘I hope you mean that, Mother – but anyway that’s not all! The really big story is that Cherry is to get an award, a really major one, Mum. She’s been given “Lifetime Professional PR Person of the Year” and she’s getting it at a big gala event in the Shelbourne Hotel and, Mum, I’m invited! And Adeline, Jackie! We’re all going – Jackie’s even allowed to bring Mick. It’s black tie. I can’t wait!’


‘I’m delighted to see you so happy – when is it?’


‘In four days’ time and I’ve nothing to wear. Can we shop?’


‘Of course. Tomorrow if you like – listen, on another subject, while we’re talking, has something upset you lately? Something recent.’


Leonie’s mood changed instantly. ‘What? What do you mean?’


‘I honestly think you know what I mean, darling.’


‘Well, if you know, why are you asking me?’ Her daughter jumped to her feet. ‘This is typical. You ruin everything – I come in happy and you just have to destroy it, don’t you? We all know I shouldn’t be living here! I should be with my dad and Cherry – she’s fun, Mother. Remember fun? No wonder my dad left you – I pity you, I really do. It must be terrible to be a failed wife.’


‘I’m talking about the mess I found in the kitchen when I came home from the shops at lunchtime.’ Grace kept her tone steady.


‘What mess? The kitchen? The kitchen was fine when I left.’


‘Leonie.’ Grace felt her blood pressure rise. Remember: no expressed emotion! ‘You know what I’m talking about. You do these things when something’s bothering you. You can tell me. I’m not angry, just concerned – I do know how hard life can be, and now that Sharon—’


‘Jesus! You’re evil. You’re a head-wrecker – you love messing with my head, don’t you? It’s your hobby. You have to bring Sharon into it, don’t you? You want me to be miserable and lonely so you drive away everyone from me. You’re in Dad’s ear, I know you are, talking about me, telling lies. He told me you were – but you know what, Mother? You’re crazy in the head. I’m going up to my room. Don’t come near me. You stink, by the way, do you know that?’ She flew.


Grace, sighing, folded the newspaper, stood up and, in a saucepan, boiled some water to make instant coffee.


Within the past few years there had been several genuine crises surrounding Leonie, many with repercussions far more serious than the weekly or even daily spats and bad behaviour, such as what had happened in the kitchen that morning.


The impact of some episodes was still playing out – in particular, one from the previous Christmas, which had resulted not just in Leonie going missing but in the permanent loss of her friend, Sharon, who had been loyal to her since their earliest days at primary school. In recent years, she had been not just a true friend to Leonie but the only one.


The split had occurred because of Leonie’s obvious and disastrous play for Sharon’s boyfriend at a family dinner in a restaurant to celebrate Adeline’s birthday. All of the family, including Cherry, had been there and Leonie had asked if Sharon could come with her new boyfriend, originally from Arizona.


With Harry presiding at the top of the table between Leonie on his left and Cherry on his right, Jaden had been seated between Leonie and Sharon. For the first hour or so, Leonie had behaved herself, reacting delightedly to flattery about her off-the-shoulder dress and a new pixie haircut emphasising her eyes. Jaden had enthusiastically joined in, remarking that she was the reincarnation of Audrey Hepburn.


All seemed to be going well and Grace had felt she could relax. For quite a while, she had chatted with Sharon, who talked excitedly about her plans to change job.


Two years previously, she confided, Jaden had sold his fledgling IT company to one of the giants and since then had been living on the proceeds (now, he’d confessed, much depleted). He had put his time to good use, though, and was planning a new venture.


Sharon wanted to leave her own well-paid job to work with him, although they hadn’t yet sorted out the terms of her employment.


The conversation continued as the main courses were served. Each woman turned to the guest on her other side, and it was then that Grace, alarmed, saw her youngest daughter was in full-on flirt mode with Jaden.


Sharon had seen what was going on (it could hardly be missed) and even Harry and Cherry had noticed, he transfixed, she stony-faced. Intervention, Grace feared, was already too late: Leonie had worked her strange magic and was at that moment engaged in touching the guy’s hand, teasing him about his collar-length hair, even taking a forkful of food from his plate and, eyes fixed on his mouth, popping it meaningfully into her own.


Despite Grace’s warning look, twinned with Sharon’s dagger-like glare at Jaden, both had carried on regardless.


Sharon had left the dinner early and alone; a few minutes later, Jaden followed, but not before he’d written his telephone number on Leonie’s hand. Immediately afterwards, defying even her father’s pleas, Leonie had grabbed her handbag and coat, leaving the rest of them speechless, except for Adeline, who called, ‘Good riddance to bad rubbish, the pair of ye!’


After that no one had had the heart to continue eating, especially as they were attracting smirks from other diners in the restaurant, and the party broke up.


Early the next morning, Sharon had rung Grace. She had spoken quietly, apologising for what she was about to say. (She was apologising? Grace was incredulous.)


While she would not for very long mourn the loss of the boyfriend whom she’d known only a few weeks, she’d said, Leonie had gone too far this time and they could no longer be friends. ‘I couldn’t bear even to ring her, Grace. I’d be afraid I’d go ballistic and I know only too well how vulnerable she is. I’m sorry to lay this on you, but I think it’s best she hears it from you. The bottom line is, though, that what she did, betraying me in front of your whole family, was beyond the pale. I may ring her eventually, but it won’t be as her close friend. Any friendship should be one of equals but ours has been wide of that mark for years. I’d felt I owed it to her to stick with it because she’d nobody else, and I’ve done the best I can, but I can’t do it any more.’


‘I’m so sad,’ Grace had known instantly what this would mean for her daughter, ‘but I do understand. The way she behaved was appalling. I’m so sorry.’


‘Grace, you have nothing to apologise for, and I do know that she can’t help what she does. I have the greatest respect for you and how you cope – I can barely imagine what you have to put up with – but there’s no point, really, in saying that we can stay friends. It just wouldn’t work – you and I both know that.’


Grace had reassured Sharon that she understood: it had been a miracle that the friendship had lasted for so long. ‘All these years, you’ve been true and loyal to her.’ But she was devastated, having frequently taken comfort in thinking, Well, at least she has Sharon.


She held off from telling Leonie about the phone call and, as time went by, realised that her daughter must have noticed her friend’s absence, although she had never mentioned even Sharon’s name until today.


She’d been surprised that Cherry and Jasmine had come along to the restaurant that day because, only a few weeks ago, Leonie had blotted her copybook with her stepmother.


Harry had persuaded his wife, against her better judgement, to let him bring his daughter to one of her professional lunch events, promising he’d take responsibility for minding her.


The event was being held to celebrate her firm’s acquisition of a contract to market the services of a large German company opening in Ireland. Everything was fine until after the meal, when Harry went to the Gents. Then Leonie had decided to make her relationship with their hostess known and to welcome the newcomers to Ireland. She had walked up to the top table beside which the company’s managing director stood chatting to Cherry. Leonie had introduced herself to the woman and had asked her pleasantly how soon her baby was due.


The woman, large but not pregnant, had not been amused.


So Grace had her doubts as to whether Cherry had indeed invited her daughter to next week’s awards dinner, but it wasn’t her place to voice them. She had agreed to shop for it and that was what she would do. Tomorrow Leonie would have a new outfit.
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The next day it was noon before Leonie emerged from her bedroom. Grace concentrated on scrubbing the kitchen sink. Experience dictated that if her daughter was in a good mood, it wouldn’t last, and if she was defensive or hostile, Grace would be the loser if she said the wrong thing. So in most cases, it was lose-lose to the mother.


Eventually she said, ‘I’m going into town, Leonie. Arnotts is having a pre-season sale, and we need new sheets for your bed and the spare room. Here’s an idea, though,’ she added, as though it had just occurred to her. ‘Why don’t you come with me? They’re advertising bargains all over the store, including women’s wear. We could find you a nice outfit for that awards do you told me Cherry had invited you to.’


Leonie was staring at her, clearly puzzled. She must have been expecting some kind of pushback from yesterday’s row, Grace thought.


‘Have a think, Leonie,’ she went on cheerily, ‘while I’m putting on my coat – but I’m going anyway.’


She fetched the coat from its hook in the hall and called, ‘I’ll probably eat when I’m out. So if you don’t come, you’ll have to look after yourself for dinner this evening. That all right with you?’ She went into the kitchen and put on her leather gloves.


Surprisingly, Leonie was nodding. ‘Okay, I’ll come. I haven’t got much in the formal line and it’s black tie, as I told you.’


‘Grand.’ (Result! Leonie loved shopping.) Grace kept the tone light: ‘I’m sure we’ll find something. They’re open until eight this evening, but we need to leave now, so we can get back on the Dart before the rush-hour crush.’


*


It was early afternoon when they got to the station so the city-bound Dart was half empty. And as they sat together quietly, Grace imagined that to others they would appear to be just an average mother and daughter travelling into the Big Smoke on a shopping spree.
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As expected, Arnotts was crowded and they headed straight for the first floor, where they had to queue for a fitting room. When they finally secured one, Leonie installed herself while Grace acted as a spotter, pushing through the melee to select dresses and separates glamorous enough to fit the bill, sized to fit her daughter’s slight frame. To the limit of the number allowed by the store, she brought them in batches into the fitting room, taking back the discards, leaving Leonie excitedly getting into and out of each garment, even, astonishingly, asking her for an opinion. Grace’s task, the choosing and handling of sumptuous, sinuous silks, satins and form-fitting jerseys, was enjoyable and, for a while, she could park her unease about the reality of Cherry’s invitation, instead concentrating on finding the best outfit.


She was bringing a fresh armful of CC Petite dresses to Leonie when, buried in her coat pocket, her mobile rang. She took it out. Harry. Did she really want, right now, to talk to him? If she did, she’d have to ask him point blank about the veracity of this invitation.


She took the call. ‘Hang on, Harry,’ she said. ‘I need to finish something here. Thirty seconds?’ Back in Leonie’s cubicle, she dumped her cargo. ‘There’s a few here. I won’t be long but I have to take a call. I’ll be back as quickly as I can but try this one first.’ She offered a shimmering, ankle-length sheath in gold lamé. ‘It’s lovely, isn’t it? When I was young we used to call this Cloth of Gold, and I’m willing to bet this is the dress for you. And the size is perfect.


‘Sorry about that, Harry,’ she said. ‘What’s up?’


‘Of all the stupid questions you’ve ever asked, Grace,’ he sputtered, ‘that has to take the biscuit. What could it be about but our daughter? Is she around at the moment?’


‘Yes, Harry,’ she said steadily, ‘she is. We’re clothes-shopping. For her attendance at your wife’s awards ceremony next week. It’s black tie, she tells me, and she doesn’t have anything appropriate.’


There was silence at the other end.


‘Are you still there?’


‘Yes, I am,’ he said, and her heart sank. Please, God, please! I don’t pray but I’m begging now, not for me but for her.


‘Bear in mind,’ Harry had always sounded pompous when he was nervous, ‘that I know what I’m going to say will be difficult for both of you.’ He hesitated, then, in a rush: ‘Cherry refuses to have Leonie at the awards. There was no argument about it, Grace. I want you to know I did try but it’s a point-blank no.’


‘But they’re all going – Jackie, Adeline, even Mick.’ Her instincts about that invitation had been proven right. She felt nauseous.


‘She’s adamant,’ he said. ‘The German thing was the last straw and this awards do is huge for her. Try to understand, Gracie, she’s getting the biggest award in her business, a lifetime award for services to PR, and she’s absolutely determined she’s not having it ruined – and, before you ask, yes, I agree with her decision.


‘Leonie got hold of the wrong end of the stick. Cherry was on a high and, as far as I remember, she said something along the lines of “It’ll be great to have the family there.” She meant her own family, Grace. Her brother is even flying in for the occasion with his wife.’


‘Will Jackie and Adeline be going?’


‘I guess so, but I don’t actually know. Even if they are, Leonie has to wake up and smell the coffee. She has to realise, sooner rather than later, that bad behaviour has consequences. I’ll make it up to her. I’ll bring her somewhere nice for dinner. Listen, Grace, Cherry deserves to have a fantastic night and I want that for her. She’s worked hard for it for years and should enjoy every minute without worrying about— Ah, for Chrissakes!’ He lost patience. ‘You know what I mean.’


‘But Cherry has frequently invited Leonie to her big things. I’m grateful for that, Harry, and almost all of them went fine. If she’s still annoyed about that German thing, it was a blip. Is your wife that insecure? Leonie had meant well, I certainly believe her about that, and from her account the woman was huge.’


‘It’s not just that, it’s an accumulation of – dammit, I’m not going through everything. You know what I’m talking about, we all do, and Cherry’s adamant about this.’


Grace said nothing for about ten seconds, then: ‘So when were you going to tell Leonie? She came home yesterday full of it. All right, I accept she might have got the wrong end of the stick, as you called it. But why didn’t Cherry make things clear? She’s in PR – she could have thought up some reason to keep Leonie away if she didn’t want to tell the truth.’


‘She felt yesterday’s venue wasn’t appropriate, and in any event, to our surprise, she was behaving perfectly – I think it was because Jazzy was there …’ He trailed off.


‘You’re unbelievable.’ Grace was close to boiling point. ‘That lunch was a set-up, the two of you there all the while waiting for her to kick off and then there’d have been an excuse!’


‘Whatever you think, Grace, she can’t come to the Shelbourne that night. The beginning, middle and end of it is that Cherry is entitled to ensure that her big night isn’t ruined. Remember last year? The Trocadero? Vegas? What we – what I – had to do to extricate her from that bastard, Jaden? How much it cost me?’


‘Let’s not go there again, please, Harry. It was nearly a year ago and she’s suffered for it – still is suffering. She’s largely isolated now that Sharon’s out of her life. Bear that in mind before you go on about the money – it’s not as though you don’t have it.’


‘You’re right.’ Harry was using his resigned voice – the ex attacking me, believing she’s been hard done by …


Grace was having no more of it. ‘Get to the real point of this call, Harry.’ She knew what was coming but she was determined to make him say it.


‘Well, she’d take it better from you,’ he said. ‘She’d never speak to me again.’


‘And it’s all right with you, Harry, if she doesn’t speak to me? Anyhow, it’s Cherry pulling the plug, not you, so let Cherry deliver her own bad news. Why should I be the one to do it?’ Her raised voice was attracting attention from those around her. ‘I don’t want to do this, Harry, and I won’t,’ she said quietly. ‘You owe a bit of loyalty here to your daughter. She’ll be shattered. She’s this minute trying on the dress we’re buying for the event.’


‘I’m sorry, Gracie, but what can I do? Cherry’s made up her mind. It’s her big night, as I keep saying, and that’s the way it is. I’ll think of something to make it up to Leonie, I promise.’


Grace cemented her decision. ‘You do what you like, but I’m not going to tell her. Is that clear? She’ll be distraught and furious, no matter who tells her, and for once I choose not to be the one to deal with her reaction although she’ll blame me anyway.’


‘Gracie, c’mon …’ he wheedled. ‘Yes, you’re right, you are taking most of the burden and it’s not as though we don’t appreciate it, but that’s life, isn’t it? That’s what you sign up for when you have children.’


How dare you? Grace thought. Then: ‘Not going to happen, Harry!’


There was another pause. ‘Thanks for nothing, Grace.’ He ended the call.
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It had felt good to stand up to her ex, Grace thought, as she walked back to the fitting room, but the victory had been Pyrrhic. She knew in her bones that Cherry’s disinvitation would hold and that she’d be the one to break the news.


In her cubicle, her daughter had taken her advice and had put on the lamé sheath before trying anything else. It fitted like a glowing second skin. On seeing her pirouette happily in front of the mirror, Grace’s heart broke. At the very least, her daughter should have this dress.


‘You look wonderful,’ she said, fighting tears. ‘We’ll take it.’


Grace had never got her own kicks from shopping, and as the two of them pushed their way to the till, the crowd seemed to have grown, creating a sense of claustrophobia. Having finished the transaction, she asked Leonie if she’d mind going straight home and, for once, her daughter agreed without arguing.


At the last moment, however, as their train was arriving into Connolly station, Leonie’s phone pinged with a message. She smiled widely on reading it. ‘You go on, Mum, I’ll see you later – that was Arnotts again.’ She clicked off. ‘I signed up for notifications and this is the latest one. They’re pushing shoes in their sale now – I should have looked when we were there but I’ll hop back now. They’re sure to have something to go with my dress.’


‘Good idea!’ Grace smiled, relieved that her daughter’s brief taste of joy had been extended. ‘It’s lovely to see you so happy, Leonie! Do you want me to take the bag for you?’


‘Not at all. I need it to match up. It’s as light as a feather anyhow – you get on that train or you won’t get a seat!’


Miraculously, Grace did get a seat. Even at sale price that dress had cost a fortune, she thought, but it had been worth it: it had given Leonie those few hours of happiness. Ringing in her ears, though, she could already hear the bitter recriminations: You knew all along and you said it was lovely to see me happy. You’re a two-faced bitch, Mother, a fucking hypocrite, you’re sick actually, do you know that? You’re sick, sick, sick. All you want is to have power over me …’ Grace knew the routine, knew that in her own mind Leonie was always the tragic victim targeted by an army of enemies.


As the Dart squealed out of the station she knew that, for Leonie’s sake, she would have to tell her she was no longer invited to Cherry’s event. If she left it to Harry, Leonie would be dressed and getting into the taxi by the time he finally found the nerve to call.


Briefly, she wondered if she could persuade Jackie and Adeline not to go in solidarity with their sister.


Maybe, but why spoil their pleasure too?


It was no comfort to recognise that, as always, Leonie was largely the architect of her own misfortune. Isolated and lonely, Grace and Harry’s third daughter was frantically over-eager for love and acceptance but didn’t understand how to achieve it.


The play for her best friend’s boyfriend in the Troc that night, and the consequent flight to Las Vegas for an ill-fated marriage, had been a perfect example. He’d turned out to be a con man.


When eventually Leonie had revealed some details about what had happened, it transpired that she and Jaden had been married by a guy dressed as a Navajo, complete with war bonnet (the impulse to tie the knot had come from Leonie, apparently) but Jaden had vanished the next day, after asking her for money, claiming that while she’d been sleeping, he’d gone down to the hotel’s casino, but the result of his visit hadn’t been great.


She’d shown him what she had, a few euro and a hundred dollars she’d obtained at Dublin Airport. She’d told him that her modest monthly income was from a trust fund set up by her father, next payment due in four weeks’ time.


She had no savings.


‘But your dad has money, hasn’t he?’ he’d said, scribbling on a pad the numbers Harry would need to make a transfer into his checking account, and details of how to set up a Western Union app for the task. He’d told her to ask for ‘ten Gs’ – ten thousand dollars: it should see them through for a few weeks, he’d said, because he was due a hundred Gs from a debtor in the next month or so. This, he informed her, would be a short-term loan to be paid back.


Harry was no fool and, in response to a tearful call from his daughter, had been on the first flight he could get. He found her still in the Bellagio, quite disoriented. Luckily, she’d had enough sense not to tell her new husband about her bank debit card, which was how she had extended her stay in the hotel. By that time, her ‘husband’, was, presumably, far, far away.


While paying the hotel bill, Harry had discussed with the concierge whether or not he should involve the authorities, but Leonie had overheard and begged him not to. She just wanted to get home.


The most amazing thing for Grace was that Sharon, clever, and who had lived with Jaden for more than two months, had been convinced by his cover story of selling his IT company and, it turned out, had even invested some of her savings in his supposed new venture. Poor Leonie hadn’t stood a chance. ‘She actually did me a favour, I think, Grace.’


‘Harry says there’s a lot of these guys around,’ she’d told Sharon, during their final phone call, ‘so don’t beat yourself up.’ She was sad that Sharon hadn’t offered even to have a cup of coffee with Leonie.


She didn’t blame her, though: that betrayal, however much it had saved Sharon from worse, had been unforgivable.


*


Grace’s first heartbreak on Leonie’s account had happened when her daughter, aged eight, had come home from school crying her eyes out because the little circle of friends to which she’d belonged had expelled her. ‘They don’t want to play with me any more. They hate me now. They say I’m weird … A nutcase. And I don’t even know what that is. What is it, Mum?’


All her mother could do was to hold her close and try to convince her that the rift was temporary. As for ‘nutcase’, it was someone, she explained, who enjoyed playing conkers – And that isn’t you, is it, pet? They’ve got that all wrong. They’re just silly-billies. They don’t know what they’re talking about.’ But the little group never did let her in again.


For years in primary school, Grace’s daughter had had to hang around with those generally known by her fellow pupils as the ‘rejects’. She had developed attention-seeking strategies, such as being the bold girl, exasperating teachers but entertaining the pupils, and was tolerated as the class clown because she could distract the more boring teachers.


But she’d never been invited to the popular girls’ birthday parties.


Her mother had been helpless to fix this for her – she couldn’t make other girls like her daughter. All she could do was to stay steadfast and ‘be there’. Entirely unappreciated.


But when Sharon had arrived into the school in fifth class she had intuited that this one girl needed support, and had decided to take her on. When they’d graduated to the same secondary school she had remained loyal – and had kept it up in adulthood until that last disastrous night in the Trocadero. Her loss was immeasurable.


Right now, what words could Grace use in revealing Cherry’s new rejection? Bubbling with anticipation and pleasure, Leonie would arrive home this evening with her dress, showing off how her new shoes went with it. She was so rarely happy, Grace knew she couldn’t puncture that bubble straight away.


Standing up to Harry and his new wife had felt good but hadn’t lasted long. This time, though, rather than plunge into self-castigation, Grace reminded herself of an epigram uttered frequently by her friend, Jenny, who had lost her daughter to suicide: I am only one and I will not let what I cannot do interfere with what I can do.


She’d looked it up online. It had originated with Edward Hale, a nineteenth-century American cleric.


Neither Jenny nor Harriet could wind back the clock, but they could try to forgive themselves, making the most of their own lives in honour of their daughters’. Grace’s child was still living so she had the opportunity to make the most of that. She couldn’t live Leonie’s life or relieve her loneliness, though, couldn’t ameliorate her humiliation and sense of abandonment following the Las Vegas wedding, and it was too late to repair her daughter’s friendship with Sharon. But while she couldn’t change Cherry’s fixed mind, she was in a position to buy Leonie a magnificent dress. She could prolong her daughter’s happiness for a few hours by not immediately telling her that Cherry didn’t want her and that her father was too weak to stand up for her.
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