


[image: cover]






[image: image]





This book is for Elinor Lawless,


one of my favourite colleens




CONTENTS


LONDON


December 13th


December 14th


December 15th


TOBERCREE


December 16th


December 17th


December 18th


December 19th


December 20th


December 21st


December 22nd


December 23rd


December 24th


December 25th


December 26th


December 27th


EXCLUSIVE Q&A WITH CLAIRE SANDY


TOP FIVE CHRISTMASSY DRINKS


SURVIVAL TACTICS IF YOU EVER GET SNOWED IN FOR CHRISTMAS


TOP FIVE CHRISTMASSY DISHES


What Would Mary Berry Do?


A Very Big House in the Country




A snowflake begins life as a tiny droplet of super-cooled water which freezes in the sky to create an ice crystal.


If you’re not careful, something similar can happen to your heart.


[image: image]




LONDON


December 13th


Only twelve days to go.


How, thought Asta, does Christmas creep up on me every time, even though I spend most of the year looking forward to it?


Each and every December, it was as if Christmas jumped out of a cupboard shouting Surprise! Asta was thinking so hard about wrapping paper, and batteries, and whether or not the gravy stains in her red tablecloth would come out, that at first she didn’t hear the supermarket cashier’s joke.


With her surname, you became immune; Asta had heard them all before.


‘And are you?’ the woman giggled as she looked at Asta’s debit card. ‘A looney, I mean?’


‘Sometimes,’ Asta replied, distracted, struggling to pack the toilet rolls, soup cartons and Christmas crackers hurtling towards her on the till’s conveyor belt. A London Looney, transplanted from her native soil, she itched to blurt out, ‘Actually, where I come from there are loads of Looneys,’ but that would only make matters worse. It didn’t help that she’d strung scarlet baubles through her earrings.


Trudging home with Kitty beside her, Asta was replaying the conversation in her head, editing the dialogue so that her hilarious repartee left the cashier dumbfounded, when something stopped her in her tracks.


To the naked eye, they were simply sheds. A conga line of wonky DIY huts, shivering in the drizzle outside the garden centre. But these sheds possessed magical powers: they sent Asta time-travelling, whizzing her back two decades to touch down in the middle of a far-off summer afternoon.


[image: image]


Asta feels the dry warmth of Etienne’s palm in her own. She hears the drone of bees in the waist-high grass. She watches Etienne’s face smudge out of focus as he leans down to whisper, ‘Tu es sure?’


‘Oui, I’m sure,’ Asta answers in that summer’s mongrel dialect.


The rope ladder dips and spins, then holds as she clambers upwards.


Panting, Etienne is close behind. His excitement is contagious, his expectations terrifying. Asta’s bare foot slaps on the rough wood of the treehouse floor.


‘So.’ Etienne has to stoop in the jerry-built cube. He blocks the light from the square unglazed window.


‘So,’ repeats Asta. Her nose is full of the juicy smell of untreated wood; her mind is full of Etienne. His beauty, the feeling he ignites in her: the step she’s about to take. Asta is eager, impatient. It’s a moment she’s fantasized about, probably imagined all wrong . . . she reassures herself that it’s probably like riding a bike.


Oh, hell, she remembers. I can’t ride a bike.
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‘Mu-um! We can cross!’


The hum of London traffic reasserted itself. ‘Sorry, darling.’ Asta picked up the plastic bags lolling like drunks at her feet.


Kitty sprinted over the crossing, the rolled cuffs of her Topshop jeans precisely calibrated to satisfy the teen fashion tyrants of Chelsea. Asta marvelled, as she had countless times over the years, at just how she’d managed to conjure up such a gorgeous creature from her own shabby genetic bits and pieces. Although she had, of course, had help on this front.


‘What,’ asked Kitty as Asta caught up with her at the entrance to their block, ‘was so fascinating about those sheds? You were in a trance.’


‘Thinking of getting one.’ Asta stabbed the security code into the keypad with her nose (don’t try this at home) and they shouldered a door each.


‘Eh? For our tiny balcony?’ Kitty’s voice echoed in the concrete stairwell, as ‘Mistletoe and Wine’ floated through a closed front door.


‘They reminded me of something.’ Someone. Asta wrestled with the contrary lock of their third-floor flat. ‘It’s not important,’ she fibbed.


‘Anyway, Mum, can I?’ Kitty returned to the debate that was dominating the run-up to Christmas.


‘It’s may I,’ said Asta, as haughtily as she could manage while falling through the suddenly co-operative door.


‘May I, pretty please, share a flat with Maisie?’


‘No.’ The carrier bags were unfeasibly heavy. Gibbon-armed, Asta struggled to the tiny kitchen and swung them up onto the worktop. ‘Nein. Non. And, er . . .’ Asta had exhausted her knowledge of foreign languages. ‘Ninchen,’ she improvised.


‘Ninchen?’ Kitty looked doubtful.


‘Why don’t you unpack the decorations?’


The tactic worked. Raised by her mother to be bonkers about Christmas, at sixteen Kitty was still young enough to be distracted by tinsel.


‘I love this year’s theme.’ Kitty danced away with two of the bags.


‘Modern brights,’ said Asta pompously. Last year had been Victoriana, the year before Cupcakes. Very little about their life would impress Elle Decoration, but whatever their financial situation (over the years, it had swung from so-so to yikes and back again), the Looney ladies had a fresh theme for each Christmas.


Goose fat, thought Asta. Then, wildly, ham? Her mind would lurch like this until the Big Day, all the things she hadn’t done ganging up on her.


Mistletoe, she thought as Kitty spilt the bags onto the low white coffee table. Stuffing. Colour exploded in the small white room. Decorating such a confined space, Asta had kept the palette neutral. She loved their orderly, comfortable flat, but she also loved the way Christmas forced its tacky way in every year.


‘I wish it would snow,’ sighed Kitty, jiggling a set of bright orange sleigh bells. ‘Snow makes everything magical.’


‘And disrupts public transport. And makes the pavements treacherous.’


Tearing the netting off the diminutive tree – real, it had to be real – Kitty attacked her favourite topic from another direction.


‘If Maisie and I shared a flat, you could bring boyfriends home, Mum.’


‘Boyfriends?’ Asta let out a snort that reminded her, disconcertingly, of her Aunty Peg. No woman in her right mind would aspire to be like Peg, so she converted the snort into a girlish ha ha.


‘I know you go on dates, Mother dearest.’


‘I don’t. Well, I do, but . . . shut up.’ The parenting manuals on Asta’s shelves sighed to themselves as she blushed. ‘You’re too young to live on your own, Kitty.’


‘Am I, begorrah, to be sure?’


‘Oi! Less of that!’ laughed Asta as she pulled out the foldaway dining table. Her accent was still indisputably Irish after nearly two decades as a born-again Londoner, but she’d never uttered a ‘begorrah’ in her life. Asta wanted to fit in. She’d come a long way: her Irishness was consigned to the past. Along with the treehouse.


A stickler for accuracy, Kitty pointed out, ‘I wouldn’t be living on my own, I’d be with Maisie.’


‘Hmm.’ Asta, like her own mother, had perfected the art of painting a lurid picture with a well-timed hmm.


‘What’s wrong with Maisie?’ Kitty was high-pitched, affronted. ‘She’s my best friend.’


‘And her mum’s my best friend. Maisie’s like a daughter to me. But she’s more streetwise than you.’


‘Maybe if I hadn’t gone to Lady Toffington’s school for Toffee-Nosed Toffs I’d be streetwise too.’


This was an old argument. ‘It wasn’t easy finding the fees, you know.’ This was quite an understatement.


‘I loved school, really; you know I did. But it’s time for me to get a taste of real life.’


Don’t mention the F words. Further education was an even bigger bone of contention than this mythical flat. It was absurd, in Asta’s view, to squander the chance of qualifications for the sake of a ‘real life’ which wouldn’t be half the fun Kitty anticipated. ‘Real life,’ she said carefully, ‘is overrated.’


Kitty rolled her tigerish brown eyes as she laid cutlery and glasses on the tiny tabletop. ‘I’ll never find out, if you never let me experience it.’


‘Darling, I’m really, really proud of—’


Kitty cut her off, her hands flying to her ears, the nails bitten and pink like tiny shells. ‘Don’t do the really, really proud of me thing. I know you are, Mum, and that’s great, but . . .’ The look of distress was almost comical on Kitty’s young, crease-free face. ‘I want to be messy, make some mistakes, find out who I am.’


‘I know exactly who you are. You’re my favourite girl in the whole world, the one who’s getting a French Fancy for afters.’


‘It’d better be a pink one.’ However bloody the mother–daughter skirmish, a truce could always be brokered by Mr Kipling.


After a balanced, nutritious and rather dull dinner, Asta shooed Kitty away to her bedroom with an ‘I’ll clear up.’ She folded the dining table, then the chairs: every inch mattered in their bijou flat. Sometimes Asta wished she could fold herself up, too. Square and bright, the flat was rescued from blandness by the home-made cushions on the threadbare sofa, the photo-montages that hid the damp patches on the walls and the well-thumbed books in flat-pack bookcases that seemed permanently on the verge of collapse.


With just the small sitting room, two boxy bedrooms leading off it, a galley kitchen and a minuscule bathroom that was funny if you were in the mood (Asta was rarely in the mood first thing in the morning), the two women lived in an ordered, almost Japanese way. The tidiness of their little empire made Asta feel safe; Kitty sometimes muttered that she felt hemmed in.


The block had improved since Asta had first viewed it in 2000, with Kitty on her hip and her heart sinking. They’d rented throughout the estate’s slow gentrification, and nowadays there was no graffiti helpfully reporting that ‘Debs is a slag’, no more eau de wee-wee wafting up the stairs. Asta was glad, even if the flat’s rehabilitation meant that she had absolutely no chance of buying it (whereas previously she’d simply had no chance).


‘Mu-um!’ The familiar two-note siren summoned Asta to her daughter’s door.


‘What, O noble product of my loins?’


‘I’ve got nothing – no, listen, seriously, don’t laugh – I’ve got nothing to wear.’


‘Apart from the clothes on your bed, the floor, the chair, every surface in this room?’


‘God, Mum, they’re the rejects. Nothing goes with anything else. Everything makes me look fat.’


‘As if!’ hooted Asta, sucking in her tummy.


Kitty held a gingham top between finger and thumb as if it was rotting. ‘This gives me pig arms.’


Your arms, thought Asta, could have been sculpted from Carrara marble by Michelangelo. Reassurances were no use here. Mothers (according to Kitty and Maisie) were so biased that their compliments were rendered null and void. There was no point eulogizing the gently rounded hips, or the skin that glowed like a (very pretty) atomic reaction. Kitty wouldn’t want to hear that the spot where her neck met her back looked so vulnerable it made Asta want to weep. Asta risked, instead, ‘Your jeans look great with that grey top, you know, the strappy thing with the bow bit.’


This was, heaven be praised, the elusive right thing to say.


‘Mum, you’re a genius!’ Kitty rummaged through the debris and slipped the garment over her head, turning this way and that in front of the mirror. ‘Hmm.’ She concentrated on the strappy-thing-with-the-bow-bit with the ferocious intensity of a bomb-disposal expert. ‘It’ll do.’ Fussy, but not vain, Kitty took her wobble-free thighs for granted. She hadn’t read the small print about such attributes only being on loan from Old Father Time. Asta knew, though – her bottom really knew – and the knowledge added poignancy to the sight of her apple-fresh daughter dragging a brush through her dark, waving hair.


‘French hair!’ beamed Kitty, meeting Asta’s gaze in the mirror. ‘Proper French hair, isn’t it?’


Asta’s indulgent smile became forced; this was a tightrope moment. All she could do was balance, wobbling, on the rope until it passed. Sometimes the moment came and went in an instant.


This time, it didn’t. Kitty stepped nearer to the mirror to peer at her own face. ‘Am I like my dad?’


‘A little.’ Asta felt the pause stretch. In the mirror, her own pale face over her daughter’s shoulder had the look of somebody passing through airport security with a bumbag full of heroin.


‘Which bits?’ Kitty regarded herself sideways. ‘My nose is like yours, isn’t it?’


‘Just like mine.’ Asta began to tidy the chic jumble sale on the floor.


‘My mouth . . . is my mouth like my dad’s?’ Kitty pouted at her reflection.


‘Erm, actually, I think you’ve got my da’s mouth. As it were.’ This was so painful: Asta could barely remember Etienne’s features. The one snap she had – much pored over by Kitty – was a full-length shot of a lean, golden-skinned boy with a riot of dark hair around an indistinct face. He’d laughed just as she’d clicked the shutter. One of his loud barks, like an otter. An otter having a really good time. ‘You’re more like my side of the family.’


‘I’ve definitely got his teeth, though.’ Kitty gnashed her large, white teeth happily. ‘Haven’t I?’


‘Maisie’ll be here any minute, and this room’s a tip.’


‘Maybe he’s where I get my running from.’ Kitty had effortlessly out-galloped her classmates every sports day, leading to a half-serious belief in the Looney household that she was an Olympian. ‘Was he fast?’


‘Very. It’s nearly seven, sweetie.’ Asta attempted to be honest when Kitty asked these questions, lapsing into make-believe where necessary. She hoped that by satisfying the small requests, she could plug the dam of Kitty’s curiosity. For now, ‘my dad’ was safely in the past tense: one day he’d burst into the present, and Kitty would hear the details Asta held back. Details no girl would want to hear about her father.


‘I Googled Etienne de Croix.’ Kitty said it boldly, with a silent so there. ‘There’s hundreds.’ She faced her mother, biting her lip. ‘How can we narrow it down? One of them must be him.’


‘Yes, I guess so.’ Asta’s heart trembled, as if she had a hamster in her bra. The doorbell rang and she whipped out of the room, grateful to the bell for saving her. For now.


Angie barged in ahead of Maisie, pressing a bottle of wine at her hostess, making for the sitting room at speed and carrying on that evening’s quarrel. At a lower volume her voice could be liquid and calming, but in full cry it was a screech: ‘. . . walking around, looking like a prostitute, tummy out, wiggling your bony ass, no way madam, who am I? Who am I?’ She turned, bellowing at Asta, who took a step back before Angie answered her own question.


‘I am Maisie’s mother.’ Angie stressed the word. ‘And no mother lets her daughter walk the streets like a hooker on heat!’ Angie looked around her, adding in a casual way, ‘Got any nibbles?’


A bowl of olives on the coffee table was swiftly handed to her: Asta knew better than to deprive her friend of calories. Hugging Maisie, a skinny Venus in denim whose body language screamed whatever, Asta dared to referee. ‘What’s the row about this time?’


As Maisie opened her mouth, Angie shrieked, ‘My girl child wants to pierce her belly button!’ Angie snorted, as if Maisie had expressed a desire to go a-mass-murdering. ‘Over my dead, cold, lifeless body!’


‘Is Kitty ready to go?’ Maisie, accustomed to her mother’s teacup-based storms, loped out of the room. Soon there were loud whoops and hellos and kisses from Kitty’s room; the teenagers saw each other most days, yet always greeted one another as if returned safe from a war.


Fetching a corkscrew, Asta said, ‘We haven’t had the body-piercing stand-off yet. I’m still recovering from the tattoo wars.’ Kitty had wanted a cherub on her ankle; Maisie had hankered after a heart. Asta had said, ‘It might be better to wait until you’re older’; Angie had thrown a vase and declared she would kill Maisie, then Kitty, then herself.


‘My house, my rules.’ Angie shook her head, the dozens of tiny plaits in her hair waggling like a modern-day Medusa.


‘You can take the girl out of the Caribbean . . .’ smiled Asta, pouring a healthy glass of supermarket plonk for her guest.


‘It’s our way. I ain’t changing. I ain’t becoming no mealy-mouthed little yes miss, no miss mother.’ Angie nodded, talked and drank all at the same time, all movement from her dancing hair to her massive bosom to her eloquent eyebrows. ‘My girl’s growing up straight and true. I don’t need no parenting manual, I lay down the law. I’m not modern.’


Sometimes Asta just liked to bask in the glow that came off Angie’s fire. On paper, the ebullient, opinionated, chatterbox woman was a nightmare. In the flesh, she was the staunchest friend and ally Asta could wish for. It was all about love, as Asta had discovered early on, when a small ad offering a room for rent had brought her to Angie’s door.


A newcomer to London, Asta had thought, ‘Ealing! Like the comedies,’ but there’d been nothing funny about the tall, neglected house on the end of a sooty terrace. Down in the basement she had found Angie and Maisie, defeating the damp and the mice with roaring fires and the smell of pot roast.


That night, Asta had collected her belongings from the home of her second cousins twice removed in East Molesey. She’d worn out her welcome: Celts are contractually obliged to take in relatives, but a teen on the run who’d given birth in their loft had stretched their generosity to breaking point.


Angie referred to these events as ‘when I took you in’. Asta was apt to remind her, ‘I did pay rent! I wasn’t a stray cat!’ even though they both knew that Angie had taken one look at the mother and child on her doorstep and reduced the rent, despite the fact she was only letting the room in a bid to make ends meet.


That, thought Asta, is stuff that binds people for life, even more than blood or genes.


Angie lacked malice, a deficit she made up for with firepower. Once you were in her sights, once she’d decided that you were ‘hers’, then your every move was scrutinized, judged, commented on. But – and it was a big but, as Asta had discovered – you were also protected, worried about, defended and surrounded by love.


And noise. Angie could do nothing quietly. She crashed and banged and shouted and sang. Having been brought up in Ireland, Asta was accustomed to background noise, to an endless loop of comment and criticism. The accent’s different, thought Asta, but the sentiment’s the same.
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The girls had left, unflatteringly keen to be gone. On one side of the small sitting room Tom Hanks was making Meg Ryan cry with joy: on the other side, two women were ignoring him as they opened a second bottle of wine and upended a family bag of ready-salted crisps into a bowl. Tinsel was Sellotaped around the edge of the coffee table; the transformation of the flat had begun. A crêpe-paper Father Christmas dangled from the light fitting, a little wonky, like the women in the room.


‘So. Your date.’ Angie waved a crisp the size of a satellite dish. ‘Are we talking same-old-same-old, or did you manage to behave like a normal person this time?’


‘Don’t know what you mean.’ Asta, ignoring the expostulation and the meteor storm of potato shards, knew exactly what Angie meant. ‘The date was . . . fine.’


‘Are you seeing him again?’


‘Well, no.’


‘You did it again!’ Angie slapped her thigh. It was a large thigh, and it made quite a noise. ‘This is becoming a pattern.’


‘Nooo.’ Asta laughed that off, knowing she sounded unconvincing.


Angie hoiked her magisterial breasts and ticked off a list on her fingers. ‘The bloke from the wine tasting: one date, hot sex, no replay. The guy who drove over your bike: one date, hot sex, no replay. The man we met at the lost property office: one date, hot—’


‘OK, it’s a pattern,’ Asta capitulated. ‘Except you’re wrong about the hot sex.’


Stopping mid-tick, Angie said, ‘You didn’t ravish him? Really?’


Sinking lower into the cushions, Asta took a consolatory sip of vile wine. ‘I can’t really remember,’ she whispered. ‘I was very, very drunk.’


‘Then it’s unlikely you played Cluedo.’ Angie shook her head, more sympathetic than disapproving, which made it worse somehow. ‘Hon, you’ve gotta straighten this out. You need a man.’


‘What you’ve never had, you don’t miss.’ Asta played with the baubles at her ears and wished somebody could explain how her life had panned out this way, how she’d reached the grand old age of thirty-three, acquired a flat, career, daughter and debilitating Haribo habit without acquiring a significant other. Other people managed it; it couldn’t be that hard. Stupid people did it: even that girl from her hairdresser’s who thought feng shui was one of Victoria Beckham’s children had a partner.


‘I’m going to unravel you.’ Angie put down her wine glass and looked stern.


‘Will it hurt?’


‘Why do you drink on dates?’ Angie folded her arms, scrutinizing Asta. ‘You don’t drink much at other times but you get hammered on dates.’


‘I was beyond hammered this time.’ Asta remembered everything perfectly right up until the fourth tequila shot. Then it went out of focus, but she did recall the fear on her date’s even features as the sedate Asta morphed into a wildcat and tugged him onto the dance floor to showcase her funkiest moves. Asta had to face the fact that there hadn’t been a dance floor in the crowded bar; she’d been twerking between the tables. ‘When we got back to his place I bullied him out of his underpants.’ Asta went hot, then cold as she forced herself to be frank. ‘I think we broke a coffee table.’ She peered out from under her fringe. ‘I get the fear, Ange. And I knock back the drinks to fend it off.’


‘Fear of what?’


The window of frankness banged shut, leaving the one dark corner that Angie’s searchlight never reached in shadow. ‘I’m just a tart, aren’t I?’ said Asta, miserable suddenly.


‘Sweetheart,’ said Angie, taking one of Asta’s hands in her own. Her dark skin was dry, cool. ‘You’re no tart. You’re pure of soul. You are good and true. Don’t pull that face, you are!’ Angie could ‘do’ emotional scenes such as these without flinching. ‘Give yourself a break. Relax, and allow some man to get to know you.’ She dropped Asta’s hand and it lay on the cushions, a five-fingered fish out of water.


‘Never mind me,’ said Asta, keen to deflect the spotlight her friend always shone on her love life. So far, Angie had swallowed the red herrings Asta had strewn in her path, but that state of affairs couldn’t last forever. Sooner or later, Angie would guess who Asta pined for. ‘What about you? You’re not exactly drowning in suitors!’


Beaming, Angie toasted Asta with the murky wine. ‘I wouldn’t have a man in my life if he came with a free gift attached.’


Asta savoured her friend’s familiar double standard. ‘Not even a teeny weeny little man, just for weekends?’


‘Don’t need one. Don’t want one. Don’t like the way they smell. They can’t stack dishwashers. Each and every one of them would dump me for a snog with somebody off Hollyoaks.’ Angie’s imperious disdain was something to see. ‘Nope, I don’t need no man.’


‘But I do?’ queried Asta. ‘Just so I know.’


‘You definitely do. You’re romantic.’


‘I am not!’ Asta defended herself without being quite sure why. It seemed wrong, somehow, to be defined as romantic when you had rent to pay, a daughter to rear and a future to plan. ‘I’m sensible, logical, hard-headed.’


‘You’re Irish. Romance comes as standard.’ Angie seemed certain of her facts. But then, she always did. ‘You need a man to sweep you up in a bear hug, kiss the end of your nose, make you feel special.’ Angie sniffed. ‘All that shit.’


Asta sighed. ‘Hmm,’ she agreed dreamily, ‘all that shit.’ She shook herself. I have no time for goo. When she imagined long walks in the countryside, roaring log fires, Sunday lunch à deux, it was like hearing of life on a distant planet. Quite a dull distant planet. She sat up, changing the subject. ‘This time next week, Oona will have arrived. We must keep her out of trouble this time. She has a boyfriend now.’


‘Poor fool, whoever he is.’ Angie and Asta’s cousin Oona had a love–hate relationship. They’d negotiated a peace of sorts, but without Asta to bring them together they’d have sprung apart like magnets. Oona, as family, boasted a prior claim, but Angie could point to fifteen years’ worth of daily contact. ‘I’ll do some callaloo.’ Angie nodded, smug. ‘Oona loves my callaloo.’


‘Yes, she raves about it in her emails,’ said Asta, keen to encourage the entente cordiale. Oona’s messages were too infrequent for Asta’s liking. The two women had grown up next door to each other back in Ireland, inseparable until Asta had ‘left’ (as she liked to put it) or ‘run away in the night like a big hairy eejit’ (Oona’s description).


‘When are you going back, babes?’ Angie turned the sound down on the credits of the neglected film.


‘To Tobercree? I’m not,’ laughed Asta. ‘As in never.’


‘Seventeen years is a long time to stay away from home.’


‘I’m home now,’ said Asta mulishly. ‘Right here, on this sofa.’ She smiled. ‘With you.’


‘Kitty deserves to meet her family.’


‘I’m her family. And so are you, come to that. She sees Oona once a year.’


‘Oh, always an answer.’ Angie picked up the bottle and scowled at it for being empty. ‘There’s me, scrimping and saving to send my child halfway across the world to Trinidad every two years, and you could jump on a plane to see your mother and your sister for four pounds ninety-nine. Are you too mean to spend four pounds ninety-nine on your own daughter?’


‘Yes,’ said Asta, unapologetic. ‘As you well know, Kitty’s the reason I left. My shameful teen pregnancy, shock horror, et cetera. I swore I’d never expose her to all that petty moralizing. Besides –’ Asta hesitated, not proud of this train of thought – ‘if we went to Ireland, it’d spark questions about her father. If Kitty tried to find him . . . I couldn’t bear it, Ange.’


‘It has to happen!’ Angie was a realist: her vision was HD, not rose-tinted. ‘Why don’t you trust that girl?’ Angie had been on Kitty’s side ever since she’d first held her as a tiny baby. ‘She’s sensible.’


The weight of what Asta had left unsaid about Etienne bore down on her. ‘Nag me again in a few days’ time, Ange. I’ll remind you.’


‘Oh, you won’t have to remind me,’ said Angie. ‘Got any Twiglets?’
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Sitting in bed, propped up on pillows, Asta massaged costly gunge into her cheeks with grim determination. The face cream promised results. I should think so too, at that price. Either she woke up looking sixteen, or she’d demand a refund.


Sixteen. Her daughter’s age. Asta lay back on her pillows and let out a long, slow breath. The age she’d been when her daughter was conceived. Asta had been too young to appreciate her youth, a dimly remembered Nirvana of touching her toes effortlessly, when ‘responsibilities’ meant remembering to feed her stick insect. (She hadn’t: Mr Twiggs had suffered his own personal Irish Famine under Asta’s bed.)


A stereotypical colleen, Asta had pale, freckled skin, eyes of a dainty china blue and a small tilted nose that belied its ladylike design by honking when she laughed. It was a tidy face, with a self-contained look, as if its owner had just heard a joke she wasn’t quite ready to share. Both she and her daughter had dark hair, a shade beneath black, but Kitty’s rioted while Asta’s hung sleek and straight.


Aiming the remote at the portable TV balanced on the chest of drawers, Asta silenced the babble of late-night current affairs. Sometimes she fell asleep to its comforting drone, but it left her feeling vaguely pitiful, as if the newsreader was her pretend boyfriend.


It was awfully quiet, though, without her lovely newsreader boyf.


Under the covers, Asta’s mobile squawked. She jumped, anticipating, as would any Irishwoman worth her salt, that a phone call late at night means bad news.


‘Hello? Yes?’


‘Hiya.’


‘Oh, Oona. I thought it was the police.’


‘Or the hospital,’ laughed Oona, who was not worth her salt. ‘Or maybe feckin’ Interpol. Howaya?’


‘Grand.’ How easily the Irishisms slipped out. Asta would never have said ‘grand’ around Angie. ‘Have you booked your flight? I bought new pillows for the sofa bed. Last time you were here, you said you’d slept in better gutters. And Angie’s asked us round for dinner. I know you hate her callaloo, but just—’


‘Ah. Now.’ Oona sighed. ‘You see . . .’


‘I don’t like that tone.’


‘I can’t come,’ said Oona all in one breath.


‘No-oo!’ Asta felt as deflated as a six-year-old denied that last, delicious-looking cupcake. ‘But you always come over for three nights before Christmas.’


‘Pressures of work prevent me.’


Asta shook the phone. ‘Work? As in . . .’ She frowned, puzzled. ‘Work?’


‘I’ve got a new job. Very lucrative. And Christmas is my busy period.’


‘So did they give you the push from the chemist’s?’ Asta knew that Oona paid more attention to slipping lip-gloss testers into her handbag than to her customers’ skincare needs.


‘How very dare you?’ laughed Oona, who was uninsultable. ‘I’ve branched out. I’m making a fortune.’


‘Doing what?’


‘If you come over, you’ll find out.’


This was familiar territory; Asta ignored the bait. ‘Can you visit in the new year instead?’ Oona’s annual appearances marked Asta’s regression to teenagerdom. They would both talk and gossip and sit up all night laughing. Londoners don’t laugh as much as the Irish. ‘Late January’s good. I could take a week off.’


‘You can take any week off. That boss of yours lets you do what you like.’ This, too, was familiar territory. ‘He’s mad in love with you, you know.’


‘That’s about as likely as . . .’ Asta was too tired to conjure up a sparkling simile. ‘As something extremely unlikely.’


‘Don’t cancel your time off. Use it to come over here.’ Oona’s voice had subtly altered, as if the phone was tapped and she was speaking in code. ‘Your family needs you.’


‘Eh?’ As far as Asta knew, her mother and sister had simply healed over the spot where she used to be. I didn’t even leave a dent.


‘Things were rough for them after you scarpered.’ Oona called a spade a spade: if necessary, she called it a shovel and hit you with it. ‘Well, now they need you. They need somebody to sort things out. I’m sworn to secrecy, so don’t ask me to tell you more.’


Asta didn’t want to play. Londoners might laugh less, but at least they don’t play manipulative mind games. ‘Oona, please tell me if there’s anything seriously wrong.’ Asta tried to remember the last time she and her mother had spoken. With a stab of something shaped like shame, she realized it was many weeks.


‘Sworn to secrecy,’ repeated Oona. ‘Your ma would kill me.’


‘Is anybody ill?’ Asta’s grip tightened on the phone.


‘Sworn to secrecy.’ Oona hesitated. ‘But no, nobody’s ill.’ Both women laughed, the bubble of tension dissolved. ‘I’d make a grand spy, wouldn’t I?’


‘Gossip, woman, give me gossip, not family turmoil. Did your Declan tell his mammy about you yet?’


‘Yeah! She’s taken to her bed and is refusing all nourishment except a small boiled egg morning and night. Apparently she’s writing to the pope.’


‘Poor Declan.’ Asta remembered him from school, a blocky, uninteresting boy with glasses and the choppy haircut popularized by Victorian lepers. He’d grown into a nerdy teen, a mummy’s boy who tailed his dragon of a parent to mass and wore her hand-knits to parties.


‘Declan is many things, but he is not poor. He has the love of a good woman, and yes, that would be me,’ said Oona in answer to Asta’s snigger. ‘There’s many men who would kill for unfettered access to my erogenous zones 24/7. Did I tell you he’s a demon in the sack?’


‘My ears! My ears!’ Asta wished it could be unheard. The thought of Declan getting jiggy with it was problematical. ‘Does his mammy knit his Y-fronts?’


‘Scoff all you like.’ Not only uninsultable, Oona was unembarrassable. ‘What that man doesn’t know about my clitoris isn’t worth knowing.’ She ignored Asta’s groans. ‘Oh! Listen! There’s an Englishman in the Big House again. And he has an arse you could write poems about.’


‘High praise indeed.’ Asta frowned. ‘Has he modernized the house?’ A vision of Tobercree’s Big House came to her, its elegant Georgian lines blurred by ivy, its broad front door peeling. ‘It’s such a beautiful building.’ Effortlessly superior, the Big House (always respectfully capitalized) had stared down from the hill throughout Asta’s childhood. A relic of a patrician past, when English landowners called the shots and built themselves grand homes to live in, it had been decaying genteelly for decades. ‘Is that Declan I can hear in the background?’


‘Yeah. I’d better service him once more before I send him home to boil an egg for the mammy. Ta-ra!’


Alone again without the busy bleat of Oona’s voice, Asta leaned over to peer at the alarm clock. 11.29. Her stomach tightened. 11.30, Kitty had said. ‘At the latest, Mum.’ Asta plumped up her pillows, straightened the duvet, closed her eyes.


It was years since Asta had had the dream. Tonight, after seeing those sheds, that distant summer had crept a little nearer. Perhaps, she thought, opening her eyes again with a feeling of dread, the dream would return. She hoped not, and picked up a tattered paperback, an Edna O’Brien she’d read already.


Beyond the linen blind, Chelsea was getting its second wind. Pubs were closing, club queues were forming and minicabs driven by men who came from no known country were touting for business. Teenagers are out there, thought Asta, vomiting down their far-too-short skirts, half mad on alcopops, passing their STDs around like crisps.


The jangle of a key in the front door, just as the digital figures on the clock clicked to 11.30, did more for Asta’s features than a cream ever could.
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It’s a dream and she knows it. But she doesn’t quite know it; the knowledge is elusive, like the figure she’s chasing through the long grass. Shimmering like smoke, he – and it is a he, the dream-Asta knows this – is always just ahead, never close enough to grab.


They’re plunging deeper into the woods. They’re drawing close to something which isn’t in front of them, but above them. It glowers over them, waiting.


Asta fears it, but she desires it too.




December 14th


‘No,’ repeated Asta for clarity. ‘There’s no Asta here.’ She waited for the baffled response on the other end of the line to run its course. ‘Well, you must have misheard her. Like I said, there’s no Asta here. Bye.’ She put the phone down on the man she’d ravished just two nights before and jumped at the sound of a male voice behind her.


‘Another suitor getting the Looney cold shoulder?’


‘Conan!’ Asta put a hand to her heart. ‘When did you get up? You frightened the life out of me.’


The morning sunlight flooding through the floor-to-ceiling windows gave Conan the silhouette of a sleepy grizzly as he bumbled across the coveted panorama of the Thames in his dressing gown. His apartment, which doubled as Asta’s workplace, was a discreetly swanky affair in a high-rise, monied Chelsea ghetto.


A painfully chic Christmas tree, black with white balls hanging from it, stood in a corner, the flat’s only concession to the season. Unless you counted the wind-up Santa by Asta’s computer.


‘Coffee.’ His New York twang lengthened the vowels. ‘I need coffee.’


‘Hung over?’ Asta was wry as she joined him at the sleek stainless-steel stretch of the kitchen area. ‘You don’t have time to be ill. You’re expected at the magazine in two hours. I laid out your blue suit and I emailed your column and put a copy in your man-bag.’


Over the snotty gurgles of the espresso machine, Conan said loftily, ‘It’s not a man-bag, it’s a document case.’ He gave her a hard look as he realized something; he hadn’t finished his column, which meant that, once again, Asta had written it for him. ‘Thank you,’ he said. ‘And FYI, I’m not hung over, Mother Superior.’ He closed his eyes and rubbed his receding but still exuberant black curls. ‘To be precise, I’m still drunk.’


‘Did you get what you wanted at the French Embassy party?’ Asta leaned against the massive fridge that only ever held her lunch box and a magnum of champagne.


‘Don’t I always?’ yawned Conan. ‘Lots of naughty people, doing naughty things to or with other naughty people.’ Gossip formed the backbone of Conan’s journalism. ‘Answer the question, Asta dear. Who was that on the phone?’


‘Nobody.’


‘A nobody who liked you enough to track down your boss’s number. Because –’ he leaned forward to poke her on her shoulder – ‘you won’t answer the nobody’s calls on your own phone.’


‘Some people can’t take a hint,’ mumbled Asta, pulling a lever and pressing a button on the coffee machine, which seemed to be having some sort of fit.


‘Give the poor sap a whirl.’ Conan accepted the coffee and downed it in one, holding out the cup to be refilled. ‘Mother Superior’s just a nickname, you know. You’re not obliged to live up to it.’


‘He’s not right for me,’ sounded better than the more truthful I’m too shamefaced to see him again. There was no escaping Conan: when Asta returned to her desk he padded right along behind her, perched on a corner and disturbed a pile of documents. ‘Careful!’


‘Sorry.’ Conan shifted, and knocked her sharpener to the floor. ‘I guess you had sex with him and that’s that, just like the other blokes.’ He savoured the British word.


‘How do you know that?’ Asta stared pointedly at the screen of her Mac, tapping a key here and there to little effect. ‘And, um, it’s not true,’ she added, hastily.


‘I have ears. I hear what you tell that Angie character.’


‘Twenty-first-century women have sex, Conan: hold the front page!’


‘I’m aware of, and grateful for, the modern woman’s take on sex.’ Luckily Conan’s smugness was tempered by his charm, or Asta would have brained him with a stapler long ago. ‘But most women don’t have sex once with each partner.’ He leaned towards her to say, faux-shocked, ‘On the first date.’ Enjoying her discomfort, he added, ‘You sure like bucking stereotypes.’ Conan moseyed towards the master suite. ‘I thought all good Catholic girls kept themselves pure as the driven whatever until they bagged a husband.’


‘I’m not,’ said Asta, ‘a good Catholic girl.’


‘I’m gonna shower,’ said Conan.


‘May I expect a running commentary on your every move all day?’ Asta knew he liked her to be waspish: Conan nurtured a fantasy that his position as London correspondent of Boulevard, a prestigious New-York-based monthly that peddled a sophisticated mix of current affairs and social flim-flam, was actually an old-school journalistic career. To this end, he cast Asta as his indispensable, wisecracking dame of an assistant. Asta liked this casting and played up to it, delighted when he called her ‘Kid’.


They disagreed about Conan’s career. Asta considered his gossipy column a waste of his talents; she loathed the airbrushed byline photo which shaved years (and all intelligence) from his handsome face. His occasional insightful pieces on modern culture were more to her taste, but Conan was too busy attending society parties – and recovering from them – to buckle down.


Conan was satisfied with his lot, however: he had champagne on tap and a trusty Girl Friday to tidy his hung-over prose.


‘Oh, before I forget.’ Conan ducked back out of his darkened lair of a bedroom, the shower hissing in the background. ‘You know how you’re always, and I do mean always, nagging me to give you an assignment all of your very own-io?’


‘Ye-es.’ Asta paused, head down, stooping to pick up the expense forms Conan had spilt. She waited for the sting in the tail: much as she loved Conan, he’d installed a shatterproof glass ceiling above her head.


‘I might just have an article for you to write. Ah, thought that’d make you look up, Mother Superior. Book us a table for two at Bob Bob Ricard and I’ll reveal all over lunch.’ Taking in her expression, he jutted out his lower lip, disappointed. ‘Why aren’t you jumping up and down with foolish joy? Why are you looking at me like that?’


‘Because,’ said Asta slowly, ‘you’re naked, Conan.’


‘Ah.’ He glanced down at himself, and grinned at her. ‘At least now you know what all the fuss is about.’
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‘You didn’t have to phone me, Mum. I was up. I’ve been up for hours. Days.’


Yeah. Right. Asta could hear the effort her daughter was making to sound like somebody who hadn’t just crawled out from under her duvet. ‘Please, sweetie, take a look at the sixth-form prospectus I left by your bed.’ Asta did her utmost not to sound like a nagging mother, but somebody had to motivate Kitty; despite her excellent brain she’d failed her GCSEs first time around, and had just re-sat them all.


‘I might drop by this afternoon,’ said Kitty.


And badger me some more about this mythical flatshare. ‘Lovely.’


‘If Conan doesn’t mind.’


‘Does Conan ever mind?’


‘Nah,’ laughed Kitty.


Kitty was always welcome at Conan’s. He’d known she and Asta came as a pair when he’d offered Asta the job thirteen years ago


The interview had been brief. Asta had sat, taken aback at the opulence of her surroundings. ‘You look a bit young,’ Conan had said, pulling down his dark glasses to take her in. ‘I need somebody reliable and mature and organized. Because,’ he’d sighed, ‘I’m none of those things.’


‘I’m older than I look,’ Asta had claimed, damning her freckles. ‘I’ve done this sort of work before.’ No thunderbolt had struck her down for this deliberate lie; perhaps the Ten Commandments hadn’t reached Chelsea. ‘I’ll organize you to within an inch of your life.’


That had made him chuckle, and that was that. Conan had offered the wary young Irish girl a job as his Girl Friday there and then, with no mention of references.


‘What’s a Girl Friday?’ Asta had asked.


‘Somebody to look after me. Sort me out.’ Conan had pulled a look Asta would come to recognize over the years: it worked on the bright young gels he hung out with, but the head down, eyebrows raised, little-boy-lost expression did nothing for her. ‘I need help, but I can’t bear the idea of having somebody in my apartment. I’m not easy to live with.’


‘Hmm.’ Asta had been confused. Conan was holding out a trinket, but she was scared to reach out for it. ‘Girl Friday isn’t a proper job description.’


‘OK, OK. Jesus.’ Conan had shrugged. ‘Call yourself a PA, then. I don’t care, so long as you come in every day and do your organize-y thing. Now. Money. Let’s see, I’ll pay you . . .’ Conan thought for a moment and then suggested a figure which, although modest, had been beyond Asta’s greediest dreams.


‘And Kitty comes too?’ Asta had been defiant, fearful that this was the deal-breaker.


‘Well, she’d better.’ They’d both looked down at Kitty, contentedly picking her nose. ‘She’s obviously the brains of the operation.’
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‘A commission?’ Angie was using her work phone voice. It was lower, more constrained, as befitted a senior social worker. ‘Why go to a fancy restaurant to discuss a job?’ She gasped, an extravagant noise that sounded like a hot-air balloon taking off. ‘Maybe he fancies you!’


‘That’s a hell of a leap. Conan eats in fancy restaurants twice a day.’


‘Not with you. Wouldn’t that be funny? If Conan suddenly declared himself over the starter?’ Angie hooted, then coughed self-consciously and returned to her work voice. ‘It’s about time somebody got through to you. I’m a single mum to the ends of my fingertips, but you, Asta . . . there’s a whole chapter of you waiting to be read.’


‘I’m not doing so badly as a single mother,’ said Asta quietly. It was her one real achievement, steering Kitty through the labyrinth of childhood.


‘You’re doing brilliantly!’ Angie was horrified at being misunderstood. ‘Kitty’s a credit to us.’ Angie often slipped in an us when praising Asta’s daughter. ‘But it’s time for Mummy to get some action. To pick up where she left off. Find some lurve.’


‘I’ve got Kitty and Maisie and you, so I’m well off for love, thanks.’ Oona’s cryptic comments about the Looneys ‘needing’ her popped into Asta’s head, and she felt herself wobble, as if her shoes were too high.
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‘This is fancy,’ said Asta.


‘Is it?’ Conan looked around him at the Art Deco restaurant interior. He took in the mirrored alcoves, the ankle-deep emerald-green carpet, the glittering tableware. ‘I suppose it is,’ he said, and flicked open the heavy menu.


Even without the twinkling lights snaking around the room and the lush, bedecked tree in the corner, Bob Bob Ricard was a festive place. ‘I love a booth.’ Asta bounced on the green velvet banquette in their deluxe cubbyhole. ‘Love it, love it, love it.’


The waiter, in pink blazer and soft grey trousers, was too well trained to raise an eyebrow at her bouncing. Instead he placed a champagne cocktail in front of her.


‘I didn’t ask for—’


‘I did,’ said Conan. ‘Drink up, Mother Superior. And shut up. I’ll do the talking today.’


‘Lunch. Champagne.’ Asta looked dubious. ‘Are you about to sack me? Kill me? Ask me to marry you?’


‘None of the above.’ Conan sipped his whisky sour. ‘What do you want to eat? The eggs Benedict is very good.’


As she debated lobster vs oyster (and longed for a Cornish pasty), Asta peeped at the other lunch guests, taking in the businessmen wearing pastel ties that clashed with their florid jowls, size-zero women with brittle laughs, a couple so demonstrably in love that they looked like an advert for a dating website. She watched Conan study the menu, great head down, a look of concentration on his broad face that he could never summon up for his work. He had the bulky build of his Irish forebears, shoehorned into bespoke tailoring and garnished with discreet signifiers of status: a serious watch, gold cufflinks, a diamond on his pinkie. His whole bearing sang of wealth, health, entitlement, as if his sense of self was dry-cleaned every night while he slept.


In the intersection between two speckled mirrors, Asta saw a jigsaw of her own reflection. They made an odd couple. She sported an almost terminal case of bed hair, and her cashmere-mix cardi (it boasted a whole eight per cent of the precious stuff) was showing its age.


Presently, after prawn cocktail and pie, Asta said, ‘So. What about this article, then?’


‘You’re the only person I’d trust with this assignment.’


That last word set Asta a-wriggling. She was glad she’d worn her black trousers: they were far more assignment-y than her customary jeans.


‘It will involve travel. And exploiting your contacts.’


Wondering who these contacts might be, Asta nodded. Her pen was poised above a new notebook she’d ceremoniously unwrapped that morning. ‘Is it a filler?’ she asked, and then, more hopefully, ‘Or a one-page piece?’


‘Neither. It’s for the Europe in Focus section. At least three pages. With photos.’


Putting down the pen, Asta frowned. ‘Are you codding me, Conan?’ Her accent and jargon veered towards Ireland whenever she was discombobulated.


‘No, I’m not codding you.’


‘That’s the first section of Boulevard I turn to.’ Full of flavour and colour, Europe in Focus was sometimes searing reportage on conflict, at other times a lighter piece, like the one Conan had recently turned in on Morris Dancing. Asta took a slug of her cold white wine. It tasted like angel cake might if it came in a glass. ‘I’m too green for this gig.’


‘I know. My bosses agree, believe me. But this is tailor-made for you, Asta. I’ve stuck my neck out and convinced them to commission you.’


‘Why?’ Asta was suspicious. Conan, for all his brotherly interest in her well-being, had always been loath to further her career. ‘You don’t really want me to be a writer. You want me tending to your needs, night and day, like a Geisha. Explain, O’Rourke.’


‘With pleasure, Looney.’ Conan sat back, chest out, arms laid along the back of the banquette. ‘It’s about Ireland.’


‘Right.’ Asta chewed her lip. She could do Ireland. She was perfect for Ireland. As long as it wasn’t Tobercree.


‘Tobercree, to be exact.’ Conan beamed. ‘See? Perfect! Am I good to you or am I good to you?’


A bitter taste flooded Asta’s mouth. So this commission was nothing to do with the thousands of words she’d written for Conan, nothing to do with her creativity, her energy, her ideas. It was a simple case of her place of birth. ‘Why,’ she asked slowly, ‘would Boulevard be interested in Tobercree?’


‘It’s a one-horse village, I’m guessing?’


‘It couldn’t muster up a whole horse.’


Conan laughed. He didn’t seem to notice how low Asta had sunk on her banquette. ‘You really don’t know about the phenomenon?’


‘Eh?’ said Asta, stupidly. Tobercree had no phenomena; it didn’t even have a hairdresser’s.


‘They have a statue there, of some saint, in the church. Catherine, is it?’


‘Yes. I know St Catherine.’ Asta pulled a face. ‘Well, I don’t know her. We don’t go clubbing together. What about her?’


‘Your little saint’s been crying. It’s all over the media.’ Conan frowned. ‘Hey, don’t I pay you to keep up with the zeitgeist so I don’t have to?’


‘Yeah. Sorry. Must have missed it.’ The truth was that Asta mentally pixellated any Irish news story. She was an exile, and any mention of her homeland made her itch. ‘I’ve heard of crying statues. There was one in Wicklow my mum used to visit with her friends, in a minibus, as if they were off to a rock concert.’


‘Crowds are flocking to your no-horse village. The statue cured a deaf girl. Just like that. TV news teams from all over the world have covered the story. A little fly speck on the map of the back of beyond is suddenly famous. Sorry, kid, no offence. I know it’s your home.’


‘This is my home,’ said Asta quietly.


‘At the eye of the storm is the parish priest. My instincts tell me he’s the man with the plan. He’s pulling this scam. ’Cos it has to be a scam, right?’ laughed Conan, rhetorically. ‘Statues don’t cry. Every adult knows that.’


‘Not the adults in my family.’ Asta could imagine her mother and sister’s excitement at having a real live boohooing statue in the local church: they’d be like heroin addicts, strung out and wild-eyed, up all night.


‘Trouble is, the priest won’t talk. Doesn’t give interviews. Says the saint can talk for herself. An expert in Irish blarney.’


‘Yeah, that sounds like Father Dominic.’


‘You know him!’ Conan looked ecstatic.


‘Wish I didn’t.’ Asta had evicted Father Dominic from her thoughts long ago.


‘I think this guy’s lining his own pockets.’


‘Wouldn’t surprise me.’


‘Take Kitty with you. We want a nice in-depth portrait of the village. An investigation into how educated men and women can believe in such Dark Ages superstition. But you have to nail it, Asta. You have to find out how the priest makes the statue cry.’ He gestured at her with his empty glass. ‘You’re the ace up my sleeve. A bona fide Catholic miss who grew up just down the road. You go in under cover, find an “in” to the shonky priest’s house, steal the story and fly home to your very own byline.’


‘I already have a ready-made “in” to the priest’s house.’ The flat delivery belied Asta’s words.


‘You do?’ Conan looked delighted, the way he’d looked when Asta had told him his third fiancée had sent the ring back.


‘My Aunty Peg is the priest’s housekeeper.’


‘Hallelujah! So she’ll help?’


‘You’ve obviously never met my Aunty Peg.’ Asta conjured up her relative, head to toe in black with a scowl to curdle milk. ‘She’s not the most helpful woman in the world.’


‘But it’s a fantastic start. You can exploit her.’


‘Again, you’ve obviously never, et cetera.’


‘There are strings attached.’ Conan attempted sternness. ‘You report to me. I help shape the piece. That’s the deal, that’s the way I sold your involvement to the high-ups.’


Asta cleared her throat. ‘Conan . . .’


‘Why do I get the feeling I’m not going to like your next sentence?’ Conan frowned, a proper frown that transformed his blithe face.


‘Sorry, but I can’t do this.’


There was a long silence. Asta could practically hear Conan’s cogs whirring; he knew her too well to try and dissuade her. ‘Do I get to find out why?’


‘Not really. It’s a long story. It wouldn’t make sense.’ Asta was wittering: she put the brakes on. ‘Bottom line . . . I can’t do this.’


In Conan’s disappointed face, Asta read all the favours he’d done her over the years, all the perks, all the understanding about shooting off early because Kitty was ill, or third shepherd in the school nativity. Conan had upped her salary when Asta had fretted about affording private education (‘Might as well get Kitty beaten up by a better class of bully,’ he’d said), he’d tolerated Kitty trundling around his apartment during the school holidays, he’d thrown Asta a lifeline when she was about to drop from the fatigue of cleaning strangers’ houses all day, every day.


‘Is that all I get?’ Conan leaned in. ‘Asta, this is an amazing opportunity. I deserve an explanation. No, goddammit.’ He slapped his open palm on the table, the uncouth noise drawing looks from every direction. ‘I deserve a thank you, Conan and a I can’t wait to get started.’


Asta couldn’t bring herself to supply the explanation Conan needed, so it was best to say nothing.


‘Hey! Cheque, please.’ Conan motioned to the waiter and threw a wad of notes onto the table. ‘I’m out for the afternoon, Asta.’ He was out of his seat, avoiding her eye. ‘When you get back, book me a first-class ticket to the nearest airport to Tober-whatsit for the sixteenth, and sort me out the best hotel in the area for seven nights.’


The lunch meeting, and Asta’s brief black-trousered moment as a woman with an assignment, was over.
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Snatching a moment between meetings to call, Angie was direct. ‘You’ve blown it.’


‘I haven’t!’ Asta defended herself, knowing that Angie was right. By refusing to explain, she’d managed to both hurt and annoy a man who was an important strut in the fragile framework of her independence. Conan would never offer her another assignment. ‘Well, I have. But let’s draw a line under it, eh?’


Drawing lines under things was not Angie’s style. ‘We don’t have knights on white steeds, you and me. If there are going to be roses around the door in our old age, then we have to buy them. And plant them. You’re a role model for your daughter, Asta. How will she feel when she realizes her mum is a coward?’


‘I’d rather be a coward than a corpse,’ muttered Asta, resurrecting a phrase from her childhood.


‘Plus, it’s great timing. Didn’t Oona say something about your family needing you? What manner of person ignores that?’


‘A person who knows all about emotional blackmail. The Looneys have PhDs in the subject.’ Asta was uneasy, despite her flippant answer. Nobody’s ill, she reminded herself. They’d got along fine without her all these years; a few more wouldn’t make any difference.


‘You must grab this opportunity with both hands!’ Angie was evangelical, zealous, bloody frightening. ‘Show Kitty her homeland. Well, one of them.’


‘Don’t you remember what Father Dominic called her? My family didn’t defend her. Or me. They were ashamed. Of Kitty. Of my beautiful girl.’ Asta pursed her lips, stemming the flow. This was old dirty laundry she’d sworn never to air again.


‘People change,’ said Angie.


‘Not my family.’


‘Look, you’re being a fool, and I don’t hang around with fools. Sort it out.’


Angie’s tough love is particularly tough, thought Asta as she put the phone down and dialled the travel agent to book Conan’s first-class flight to Ireland.
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‘Look at the way it catches the light!’ Kitty was a small child again as she twirled the fuchsia bauble. She placed it on the tree, reconsidered, moved it, stood back, moved it again.


Looney Sr and Jr took dressing the tree very seriously.


‘Do they have Christmas trees in France?’ asked Kitty, unwrapping the angel from layers of tissue paper. Whatever the theme, the angel she’d made in primary school was a constant. Tattered now, she bore the marks of her years with grace. ‘Do you think one year I’ll spend Christmas there? With my dad?’


Asta was stuck for an answer. An honest Of course not! was too frank, but she was weary of half-truths. Kitty was showing initiative now; she could imagine her daughter booking an EasyJet flight and doorstepping a random French man with a Bonjour, Papa!


‘Turn off the lights!’ Kitty fizzed with excitement. This was their ritual; the room must be made dark before the tree lights were switched on, and then – ta-daa!


‘It’s the best one ever!’ Kitty said this every year. And she was always right.


Christmas had officially broken out in the tiny flat.
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Unable to settle, Asta tried to outrun her misgivings with a bath and an episode of 30 Rock. Nothing worked. She felt guilty about Conan. She felt guilty about Kitty. She felt guilty about feeling guilty.


Picking up a copy of Boulevard at random from the tottering pile by her bed, Asta flicked through it, stopping at a piece she hadn’t read before.


‘Face Your Demons!’ said the headline, beside the byline photograph of a psychologist who turned in a few thousand words for every issue. She was a highly strung woman who Conan had bedded once and then forgotten, and a high proportion of her articles seemed to be about toxic men and how to avoid them; but this particular essay spoke directly to Asta. The psychologist – who was much older than her byline photo suggested – argued that carrying bad feeling about past events could cripple people emotionally.


Amen to that. Asta visualized her heart bandaged up and leaning on a crutch.


One way to deal with them, according to the essay, was to put them in writing, as if composing a memoir. In that way, you could confront them safely, then close the book and put them away. The past would no longer have any power over you.


Asta wondered if the psychologist – or ‘that psycho’, as Conan had referred to her after she bombarded him with emails – might have a point.


Dragging out a writing pad, she settled herself on her bed, lit a scented candle for no good reason other than why not?, and began.


When I heard his name, my heart swelled. Etienne de Croix. I liked him so much that I avoided him like the plague.


Invaded by twenty French exchange students, Tobercree’s pheromone levels threatened to blow it into the sea.


The incomers weren’t like the natives. I’d kissed some of the local boys and they’d left me neither shaken nor stirred. The French boys murmured to each other in a low, smoky rumble when we girls walked past. They didn’t shout Hey, me mate fancies ya!, they didn’t vomit over their own feet at the church disco, they didn’t go puce if somebody said ‘breast’.


The French boys smoked. And they laughed with a throaty hurr-hurr-hurr. They were impossibly glamorous, and they scared me.


Oona nabbed Jean-Paul before the other girls were out of the starting blocks. He had kinky, greasy black hair, a leather coat and his own personal Gauloise fog. While they smouldered at each other, I was busy ignoring his friend Etienne.


Etienne loped behind Jean-Paul, not in a subordinate way, but amused, watchful. I was mad about his hair. It was longish, curling, dark, and it fell across brown eyes that were always on the ground. Was he shy? Or just rude? The boy sparked questions in me and I found myself watching out for him.


Like the chat who got the crème, Oona paraded Jean-Paul like a new handbag. I grew accustomed to his limited conversation (‘Do you like ze Cure? I like ze Cure. ’Ow big are your boobs?’) and I looked the other way when he and Oona snogged as if they had ten minutes to live.


All the while, I resolutely cold-shouldered his best mate, and practised writing Asta de Croix in curly handwriting.


Nobody at home noticed my new obsession. Gerry, my big sister, was getting married in a couple of months, and everyday life had been sucked into a vortex of marquee prices, cake tasting and bridesmaid bullying.


Ma was nuts about her prospective son-in-law, absorbing any amount of his sycophantic compliments. I was neutral about Martin, finding him too vanilla to hold my interest when there was so much else to think about.
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