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  With love




  

    You knew all there is to know about friendship


  




  





  

    Here at the frontier, there are falling leaves,




    Although my neighbours are all barbarians,




    And you, you are a thousand miles away,




    There are always two cups on my table.


  




  

    

      

        

          Anonymous (Tang Dynasty, ad 618-906)
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  Prologue




  So. This is how it happened.




  It’s Friday morning, five o’clock. I’m standing in the porch, suitcase at my feet. Cold air radiates from the glass doors and crawls beneath my clothes, but I

  haven’t time to go back inside and get a coat. I can already see the taxi as it swings around the corner and then slows, almost at once. I watch its measured approach, see it climb the ramp

  and then descend, headlights glaring up and down like semaphore.




  I step outside at once. I decide to carry the Samsonite: its wheels make too much noise on gravel this early in the morning. By the time I reach the gate, the driver has already leapt out and

  has the boot open.




  ‘Mornin’,’ he says, reaching for my case. ‘That all the luggage?’




  I nod. ‘Yes,’ I say. ‘That’s all there is.’




  He heaves it into the boot and slams the lid shut. I don’t wait for him to open the passenger door for me. Quickly, I slide into the back seat, tugging at the seatbelt until it releases.

  When I glance out of the window, I catch sight of Raffles, picking his way across the frosty grass. Each delicate paw is placed only after great deliberation. Raffles doesn’t trust the cold.

  For a moment, I imagine I can hear the tinkling of the bell that hangs from his collar, but of course that’s nonsense. Carla’s ‘bird-warner’. I look away.




  ‘Airport, ’nt tha’ righ’?’ the driver looks at me in the rear-view mirror. He’s in his fifties, balding. Crankiness clings to him like a wet vest.




  ‘That’s right,’ I say.




  The interior of the taxi smells of pine air-freshener, sad upholstery and stale perspiration. The driver turns up the radio to listen to the weather forecast: ‘ . . . And little change

  expected for the capital city this morning. Rain and sleet until early afternoon, temperatures reaching a high of three degrees celsius. Driving conditions treacherous . . .’ I can see that

  the sky is now a dirty orange, the Atlantic cold front already stomping its way towards us across the midlands.




  ‘Fuckin’ city,’ the taxi driver says, trying to catch my eye.




  I can see his expression reflected, hear his eagerness for conversation. I peer instead into my handbag, busy, distracted, in search of something urgent.




  ‘It’ll be gridlocked now, within the hour.’ He keeps talking anyway, his tone one of satisfied disgruntlement. He shifts in his seat and runs one hand through what’s left

  of his hair. Then he turns up the heat, blasting the foggy residue on the inside of the windscreen. Wipers scream suddenly across the outside of the glass. My stomach shifts towards nausea.




  ‘Dunno why people in this country can’t drive in the rain,’ he says, shaking his head. ‘We get enough of the fuckin’ stuff He turns left then, on to the main road,

  and swerves immediately into the outer lane. Horns blare behind us and beside us, a cacophony of early dawn road-rage. ‘See what I mean?’




  I don’t answer. I don’t want to be a memorable passenger, one too easily distinguished from all the others he’ll meet today. As it is, I am his first fare and that is bad

  enough. I keep my mouth shut.




  ‘Goin’ anywhere nice?’ he asks, after a polite interval.




  I lower my head. ‘Funeral,’ I say.




  Ah, sorry, missus.’




  And that’s that.




  I shall not miss Dublin. Of that, I am certain. But there are some things I will miss, some people. Maggie, for example. Well, perhaps my other friends, too, but Maggie most of all. She

  and I go back the farthest. I won’t be with her this evening, won’t be there to share in the festivities. Nevertheless, I can still predict how it’ll all go. It’s

  Claire’s turn to be the hostess. At about eight o’clock, she will take the first bottle of Prosecco out of the fridge. She’ll stand it in the functional but elegant ice bucket

  that she once brought back from Copenhagen. She’ll drape a white linen napkin about its neck. All her movements will be graceful, unhurried. Then she’ll probably enlist Maggie’s

  help to check the four place settings, making minute changes to the position of the cutlery, or the wine glasses, or the angle of the flower arrangements: just as I’ve seen her do on

  countless occasions over the past twenty-five years. A special night, a night of celebration, she’d said, one to mark all our years of friendship. A silver anniversary of girlhood.

  Even then, the phrase had made me wince.




  ‘You’re all excited by the idea, aren’t you?’ I asked her, on the evening she handed each of us an embossed envelope. Style was a matter of honour with Claire. The

  invitations were on handmade paper, the black letters glossy as Chinese lacquer. Her smile was broad, her eyes sparkled with mischief. But some instinct drove me to burst her bubble. ‘Do the

  four of us really need to be reminded about how old we’re getting?’




  Maggie shot me a warning glance then. One of those that I’ve become accustomed to over the years. But I had no intention of taking back what I had just said. I had no intention of

  softening it, either. Maggie knew when to give up. She’d learned way back how to recognize when such efforts were useless.




  Claire’s colour heightened at my jibe, and she tilted her head to one side. I thought she looked at me a little coyly. ‘Don’t be mean, Georgie,’ she murmured, and changed

  the subject.




  I suppose it was mean of me, but by that stage I’d already withdrawn in all the ways that counted from my friends, my family, and the way they lived their lives. From the way we’d

  all lived our lives. Twenty-five years is a long time: long enough for some things to change and too long for so much else to stay the same. I’ve been thinking a lot, particularly over

  the last few weeks, about what friendship is and what it means to me now, what it has meant to me over the years. I can still remember the night we made our pact: a bit like the three musketeers,

  but there were four of us. One Four All. All Four One. Our motto, until things fragmented. Well, nothing lasts for ever.




  It happened shortly after the birth of Nora’s eldest son, Robbie. Maggie and I were sitting together on the overstuffed, buttoned leather sofa. Nora was upright in the armchair, holding

  court. Claire was in her favourite place, on the floor, her arms wrapped around her knees. Her red hair was backlit to perfection by the faux-Tiffany lamp on the nest of tables behind her. She

  looked glorious, like one of Titian’s saints about to be assumed into somewhere a lot more interesting than Nora’s suburban living room.




  ‘Why don’t we make a pact?’ Nora was saying, nursing her one glass of wine of the evening.




  ‘What sort of pact?’ Claire asked drowsily, tipping her head sideways to see Nora better. The glow from behind sharpened her cheekbones, made her eyes luminous. Maggie nudged me

  then. She made the faintest of gestures in Claire’s direction.




  ‘Wouldn’t that make you sick?’ she whispered. I grinned. I knew exactly what she meant.




  Nora kept on talking. ‘Why don’t we arrange to meet every month to six weeks or so – I mean a real arrangement, a date we put in our diaries? Then we’ll make sure it

  happens and that way, we won’t lose touch.’ She gave each of us in turn one of her brightest smiles. None of us spoke.




  ‘I’ll cook for us here,’ she went on, and I felt how her eagerness was almost a fifth person in the room. ‘You’re all still students, and you don’t have the

  space. It’s so much easier for me.’




  ‘Oh, but that wouldn’t be fair,’ objected Maggie. At the same time, her leg jerked and the tip of her shoe glanced off the wine glass I’d set on the floor beside me.

  Dear, clumsy Maggie with her two left feet. I watched as the red stain spread out in slow motion across the beige carpet, acquiring the contours of a rather tipsy Australia.




  ‘Oh, shite, shite, shite – sorry, Nora. Here, let me mop it up.’ Maggie was struggling to free herself from the sinking embrace of the sofa. But by then, Nora was gone, racing

  for the kitchen.




  ‘Oh God, oh God,’ Maggie muttered, shaking her head. ‘Why does it always have to be me?’




  Nora was by now on her knees, the kitchen roll in one hand, the drum of Saxa salt in the other, holding them like six-guns. She was more tight-lipped than usual. Maggie continued to grovel until

  I nudged her to stop. Enough, already.




  Dab, dab, sprinkle. Dab, dab, sprinkle. Claire looked on, fascinated. The soggy paper towels gathered on the sheets of newspaper and looked like the aftermath of a massacre.




  ‘Oh, but I don’t mind cooking,’ Nora said. She ran her hand over the pile of salt, pressing it still further into the carpet. We all watched as the wine began to bleed into it,

  lifting the stain from the beige surface as if by magic. ‘I love entertaining. And with a new baby, well, I can’t get out much. You’d be doing me a favour. I mean it.’ And

  she looked Maggie right in the eye.




  Game, set and match, I thought. I may have been only nineteen, but nevertheless, I recognized Nora’s skill. I couldn’t help but admire it. Kind-hearted Maggie was caught in that

  dangerous net of hospitality: she knew that resistance was futile. Any further struggle would pull the filaments tighter, enmeshing her all the more. So she just nodded, looking from Nora to me for

  confirmation. ‘Oh, well, in that case, then, yeah – yeah, that would be really great. It would be lovely to meet here.’




  ‘I think it’s a wonderful idea,’ Claire interjected, softly. I don’t know which of them glowed more at that – Nora or Claire.




  ‘So it’s settled then,’ said Nora, as she knelt beside Australia. She couldn’t hide her delight. ‘I’ll get the calendar.’




  And so it came to pass. A quarter century of monthly meetings. Occasionally, one or other of us had to cry off. I never felt as though I was missing out on anything spectacular. But I have to

  say that each of us was afraid that those present would speak of many things, including the absent one. And for that reason, if for no other, nobody ever wanted to be the absent one.




  I take out my purse as the taxi pulls up outside the departures terminal at Dublin airport. I glance at the meter and hand the driver twenty euro. He starts to scrabble for my one euro eighty

  cent change.




  ‘That’s fine,’ I say, and open the rear door. He pops open the boot and is by my side in an instant.




  ‘Thanks very much, missus,’ he says, placing my luggage on the ground, snapping the handle upwards and into place for me. ‘I hope your day isn’t too sad.’




  I look at him in surprise. What on earth can he mean? Then I stifle a smile with difficulty. ‘Thank you,’ I murmur, taking hold of the proffered handle. I settle the strap of my bag

  more comfortably on my shoulder. ‘Thank you very much.’




  He nods and slams the boot closed. ‘No problem,’ he says, and I walk away. All at once, I see myself through his eyes and experience a sudden surge, a rush of pure elation. If only

  he knew.




  I approach the check-in desk. There is no queue. I hand my passport and ticket to the smiling young woman who asks me all the usual questions about sharp objects, bombs, dangerous weapons.




  ‘Is Frankfurt your final destination?’ she asks.




  I shake my head. ‘Florence,’ I say.




  ‘Would you like me to send your bag straight through?’




  ‘No, thank you.’ I realize my tone is firmer than I intended. In the recent past I’ve had far too much experience of lost baggage. ‘I’ll collect it in Frankfurt,

  just in case. I’ve lots of time between flights.’ I don’t want to arrive to where I’m going unprepared. Not on this occasion. I don’t want to be caught without all the

  things that make a woman’s life civilized.




  ‘Have a nice flight,’ she says. But I hear ‘Have a nice life.’




  Will I? I wonder. It’s not too late to pull back, to go home, to pretend that this is the result of a momentary madness. It’s strange, this sudden tension I feel between wanting and

  not wanting. I feel the pull of old intimacies, followed almost at once by the push of alienation. I think about tonight at Claire’s, with Maggie and Nora. Of course I won’t be with

  them: I have chosen not to be with them. But I’d love to be there, nevertheless: a presence, a shimmery ghost sliding in and out among the chairs, finally settling at the one empty

  place, listening.




  So. I can see the contours of their evening spread out before me already, like a well-worn pattern, undemanding, easy to follow. I might need to make the occasional nip here, a cautionary tuck

  there, but by and large, I have the evening’s measure. Of course, I do accept that I shall never really know: instead, I’ll have to be content with imagining. And I shall miss that

  knowing, miss those comfortable, predictable endings. I’ll raise my glass to them all this evening and take great pleasure in this, our final gathering.




  I buy a newspaper, coffee. I settle into the traveller’s sport of waiting.




  Georgie, Porgie, pudding and pie. Kissed the boys and made them cry.




  Well, let’s see who’s crying now.




  





  1. Claire




  I can still remember the day we met, as though it was only yesterday. The day that changed everything. The day after which things were never the same again, not for me,

  anyhow.




  I saw her first in Front Square. She was tall, fair-haired, standing very straight. That day, she had her hair up, and I admired her long neck and the silver earrings she wore. They caught the

  light, like fish gleaming silver under water. Her presence was commanding: that was the first word that came to mind. Even back then, even as a teenager, she had that air of ownership that

  continues to define her as Georgie.




  She was talking away to a guy seated at one of the Freshers’ Week tables and from where I was standing, I could tell that she was giving him a hard time. He looked as though he was trying

  to disappear under the scarred wooden surface, or at least, to hide further behind it. I could see that he wanted to be somewhere both safer and quieter. That spindly table reminded me of primary

  school, of copy-books smelling of chalk dust and low-ceilinged rooms filled with books and certainties.




  ‘Well?’ the girl who would soon become Georgie asked for the second time, just as I approached. Except that it sounded more like a demand than a request. She pulled a leaflet from

  the bundle in front of her. ‘What other reasons could there possibly be for joining?’ Her voice was crystal, full of confidence. It made me conscious of my culchie origins. I decided

  I’d better keep my mouth shut.




  The young man began to fumble with the leaflets, tidying them. It was an attempt, and not a very effective one at that, to try to ward her off. He was really doing his best to show his

  authority. But he didn’t have a chance. Strangely for me, I didn’t feel the least bit sorry for him. I remember thinking that he was almost a caricature with that shabby tweed jacket,

  those heavy black spectacles and a row of cheap biros straining from his breast pocket. ‘Eng. Lit. Soc.’ was stapled crookedly across the pitted wood in front of him. I took one

  decisive step forward, surprising myself. I’d never been much of a joiner before, but somehow this girl’s brashness gave me courage. The world owed her and she knew it. Maybe, just by

  my being with her, it might realize that it owed me, too.




  ‘Hello,’ Georgie said, sensing my presence. Then she turned to look at me. No, she really looked at me, as though she was interested in what she was seeing.




  ‘Hello.’ I didn’t know whether I felt disconcerted or pleased.




  Her gaze swept over me. Head to toe. No attempt to hide her appraisal. ‘Pure English?’




  I shook my head. ‘No,’ I said, trying not to let the Clare cadences slip through. (I know, I know, Claire from Clare. I’ve heard that joke a million times and do you know,

  everyone who makes it believes that they are the first to have thought of it.) ‘Not Pure English. I’m doing French as well.’




  She nodded, her blue eyes unblinking. ‘My name’s Georgina, but everyone calls me Georgie.’




  ‘I’m Claire. Nice to meet you.’ I wasn’t exactly sure what we were supposed to do next. Shake hands or something? I decided that I’d take my cue from her.




  ‘Shall we go ahead and join and put this guy out of his misery?’ The young man sitting behind the wobbly table hadn’t said a word throughout our conversation, and now he looked

  from one of us to the other. His head was like one of those nodding dogs you see in the backs of cars – except that his nod was horizontal, rather than vertical.




  ‘I should close my mouth if I were you,’ Georgina – Georgie – advised him. ‘Lots of wasps dying, this time of year. You could get stung.’ She signed her name

  with a flourish and handed me the pen. I did the same.




  Everyone calls me Georgie.




  I remember how struck I was by her comfort inside her own skin, her familiarity with Everyone.




  ‘Been to the Buttery yet?’ she asked, hoisting her rucksack over one shoulder.




  I shook my head. ‘No. I’ve only just arrived.’




  ‘Fancy a coffee? Or a tea?’ she added hurriedly.




  I suspected that there had to be only one right answer here, and I already knew that I knew what it was. Coffee (urban, sophisticated); tea (provincial, dull). As it happened, I have never liked

  tea, tea and sympathy. But still, my answer made me feel like a fraud. ‘Yeah. Coffee’d be good,’ I said. We crossed Front Square and made our way down the Buttery steps.




  ‘Your accent is lovely,’ Georgie said. ‘Where are you from?’




  ‘Ennistymon. County Clare,’ I added, in case she hadn’t heard of Ennistymon.




  ‘I know Ennistymon well,’ she said. ‘And Kilkee. And Doolin. My last boyfriend was a traditional music nut.’




  Her last boyfriend?




  Somehow, I knew that Georgie’s experience of boyfriends was the real thing: cool, sexy, grown-up. I bet she’d have lifted her well-defined eyebrows if she knew anything about my

  couple of blunderers. I thought of Jamesie’s shy, adolescent fumblings, the hopeless tangle of his fingers in my bra straps.




  By then, I was really hooked. Georgie’s ease with the world was seductive. It helped, too, that she’d been to Doolin. She’d crossed into my territory, and that somehow expanded

  my small childhood world and gave my home place a measure of significance. ‘And you?’ I asked. ‘Where are you from?’




  She opened the glass door to the Buttery, waving me in ahead of her. She grinned. ‘Oh,’ she said, ‘I’m from the centre of the universe. Ballsbridge.’




  I said nothing. What was I missing here? What secret language was I not able to speak?




  ‘Don’t worry,’ she said, ‘you’ll get it soon enough.’




  It was only when we were sitting down I realized that I hadn’t spoken those words aloud. ‘You read my mind,’ I said to her. The coffee was awful. It was weak and burnt-tasting

  and bitter all at the same time. The tables were crowded and the blue air was humming with cigarette smoke and conversation. A dumpy, bad-tempered woman with misapplied orange lipstick swept by us.

  Her greying hair was curled tight and angry: an exact match for her face. She loaded dirty crockery on to a trolley, but not before she glared at us and swiped at the table with a less than clean

  cloth. We waited until she’d moved along before we dared to speak again.




  Georgie made a face. ‘I know,’ she said. ‘I’ll have to stop doing that. It makes people nervous.’




  ‘Does it always work?’




  She shook her head, tucking a strand of fair hair behind her ear. ‘No. But your expression said it all. It was easy to know what you were thinking.’




  I decided right then that I liked her.




  ‘Can I ask you something?’ Georgie said, pushing her cup away from her. She didn’t wait for me to answer. I liked that, too. ‘Your hair. Is it . . . naturally like

  that?’




  I wasn’t sure what she meant. ‘The colour?’




  She shrugged. ‘Everything – the colour, the curls, the . . . exuberance. The whole deal.’ She nodded at me, waiting.




  I sensed that something hung on my reply. I wasn’t sure what it could be, but I was taking no chances, not with this girl. The truth, the whole truth. Nothing but the truth.




  ‘Yeah,’ I said. ‘It’s naturally like this. It’s mine. All mine.’ And I tugged at a curl above my right ear, just to prove it. I decided that today I could be

  whoever I wanted to be, miles and miles from Clare. ‘My mother’s legacy. She abandoned us for the local doctor when I was twelve. I shaved all my hair off when I found out, and when it

  grew back, it looked just like this.’ I waited. This was where I’d decide.




  Poor little lambs, and they so young. And Claire’s so like her mother. Same shape face, same slender frame, and now, with that mane of red hair . . .




  Would Georgie be curious? Shocked? Would she, too, define me by my mother?




  ‘It’s stunning,’ she said, shaking her head slowly. ‘Absolutely stunning. I’d say that Eng. Lit. guy still has his mouth open.’ She pulled a packet of twenty

  Carrolls from the side pocket of her rucksack.




  I remember thinking: how extravagant.




  ‘Smoke?’ she asked, offering me one.




  I accepted. I rejoiced. I inhaled. The right answer, I thought, as I savoured a blast of nicotine and delight. She’d chosen the right answer.




  And that was how Georgie and I met. After a whole miserable month of getting lost on my own in Dublin, I felt, finally, that I’d found a way home. I’ll go further

  and say that I dated the beginning of my grown-up life from the minute that Georgie offered me one of her cigarettes.




  Being with Georgie changed everything. The College lawns were greener, the sky looked bluer, kinder. It was as though someone had just adjusted the focus. The picture shimmered into clarity. It

  felt as if I had just met, and instantly recognized, myself. My other, more assured, more daring self. The one I hadn’t met before and whose existence I had never even suspected.




  ‘Where are you staying?’ Georgie asked, as we climbed the steps from the Buttery and made our way towards the New Arts Block. We’d decided to check out the English Department,

  to see what our timetables were like for the following week, when Michaelmas term would begin. Despite myself, despite my wariness of elitism, and urban sophistication, I loved the names. I loved

  the oldness of everything, the shabby, ruddy splendour of the Rubrics, the gnarled ancientness of trees.




  ‘In Rathfarnham,’ I said. ‘In digs, with a friend of my aunt’s. Just until I find my feet,’ I added, aware that I’d just sounded old-fashioned.




  Georgie looked at me. ‘How long do you have to stay there?’ she asked, having seen right through me.




  ‘Until Christmas,’ I replied miserably. Such safety, such predictability already felt like a prison sentence. I knew that I’d found my feet now and that Georgie would keep me

  grounded.




  ‘I have a place in Rathmines,’ she said. ‘I’ll be sharing with Maggie. We’ve been friends for ever. You’ll like her.’




  ‘I’m sure I will,’ I said.




  ‘There’s room for three, but so far, there’s only the two of us. Someone else let us down. Her parents made her stay at home for first year.’ Georgie settled her rucksack

  again. There was an unmistakable ripple of irritation as she did so.




  I was very glad that it was the other girl Georgie was mad at, and not me.




  She continued. ‘Apparently, if you live at home for first year, you’re safe. You won’t have any opportunity to have sex. Did you know that?’




  I laughed. ‘I think that you should talk to my dad.’




  Georgie looked at me, interested. And I remember thinking: she’s interested in what I might have to say?




  ‘Go on, then,’ she said.




  I shrugged. ‘Well, d’ye know, where I come from, nothing bad ever happens before midnight. Be home by ten, and you’ll never be a pumpkin.’




  The blue gaze stayed level. She waited.




  ‘It means you can hang on to your virginity for ever. My father calls it “The Cinderella Syndrome”. He says it’s absurd.’ He did indeed say that, but I wasn’t

  sure he’d have expressed it as boldly as I’d just done. I was beginning not to recognize myself.




  Georgie grinned at last. ‘A sound man, your father.’




  I nodded. ‘Yeah, yeah, he is.’ And suddenly, I missed him. But why should I? He was the one who’d kicked me out, after all, the one who insisted I had to ‘spread my

  wings’. I’d fought him, tired of always having to do those things that were supposed to be good for me. I can hear myself now. Why is it ‘good for me’ to have to do the

  things that make me feel bad? To leave my friends? My home? My wings are quite happy as they are, thank you very much and I’ll spread them as much as I like. Home gives me enough room to

  stretch, and, if we want to extend the metaphor, just enough to feel the bars of my cage if I push too hard.




  But he wouldn’t listen. I tried to avoid it by using every trick in the book. I’d even hoped that fate and poor exam results might bring about a happy accident and let me stay where

  I was. Local. Located. I prayed for a marriage between hope and circumstance: hopenstance. Well, happenstance is a word isn’t it? But it didn’t work.




  And so, here I was. Standing in late September sunshine with the first person under forty years of age I’d spoken to in a month. Well, except for children, and they didn’t count, not

  in the way I meant.




  Georgie was looking thoughtful. ‘So, your father mightn’t mind you giving up your digs, then?’ she persisted. ‘We hope to move into the flat at the beginning of November.

  That’s almost five weeks away,’ I could feel her watching me. ‘What do you say? Long enough to convince the old man, do you think?’




  I smiled. ‘Old man’ he was not. Not in any sense. ‘Yeah,’ I said, feeling brave. ‘I’ll talk to him at the weekend. When would you need to know?’




  Georgie shrugged. ‘Two weeks? If you can’t take the room, we’ll need to look for someone else.’




  I felt stung. I desperately wanted to be part of this imagined life that Georgie and Maggie already shared. I didn’t care what the rent was. I’d earn it. I didn’t care what the

  consequences were. I’d put up with them. I wanted Rathmines, friends my own age, freedom. Bugger the suburbs, the number sixteen bus, the fifteen hours of babysitting every week. My father

  wanted me to spread my wings, to stretch myself? Then watch out. The bars of the family cage were about to get a beating.




  ‘Yeah,’ I said, casually. ‘Two weeks should be fine. I’ll let you know.’




  Georgie nodded her agreement. ‘Great.’ By then, we’d arrived at the English Department noticeboard, and I still have no idea how we got there. I remember nothing other than

  floating along on this girl’s promise of a life I had never known. She pointed to the timetable. ‘Look,’ she said. ‘We share lectures at least twice a week. That’s

  good.’ She smiled at me. ‘I’m meeting Maggie tomorrow night for a pint. In O’Neill’s of Suffolk Street. You know it?’




  I was embarrassed to admit that I didn’t. I decided I’d find it for myself. ‘Yeah,’ I lied. ‘I know it.’ Tomorrow’s Thursday, I remember thinking.

  I’m babysitting Friday and Saturday. ‘Tomorrow’s fine.’




  ‘Okay, then,’ she said. She glanced at her watch. ‘I’ve got to go now – I’m meeting up with Danny, my boyfriend. See you tomorrow evening around

  nine?’




  I nodded. I had that cold feeling, again, that I’d just been a useful opportunity – that I’d filled some kind of a gap in a busy woman’s schedule. But Georgie smiled at

  me then, a warm, genuine smile, and all my reservations faded away.




  ‘Great to meet you, Claire. I know that you and Maggie will get along. Start working on that father of yours. Tell him you’ll always be home by ten.’




  We both laughed.




  ‘Okay, then,’ I said, my lightness of heart safe again, restored. ‘See you tomorrow night.’




  I decided to arrive at O’Neill’s well before nine. I wanted to be there when the two of them came in, wanted to see if they’d arrive together or separately. I

  suppose I wanted to be sure that Georgie had room in her life for another friend, that she and Maggie wouldn’t always be two against one.




  I settled at a table in the corner, one where I could keep an eye on the door. Georgie arrived first and by herself. I was relieved. There was no conspiracy, then; no whispering campaign about

  the red-headed culchie. I was about to wave, but she’d already spotted me. Georgie had one of those effortless glances that took in a whole room at once. I learned quickly, too, that she

  could identify where the creeps hung out. And more: she could tell where boredom lurked. She used to say that she preferred creeps to bores. The ‘undesirables’, as she called them, were

  reduced to jelly by her sharp tongue; the bores were not. They, she said, were impervious. That was why they were bores in the first place.




  ‘Hiya, Claire. No sign of Maggie, then.’




  I looked at her. I felt completely stupid. But then, it wasn’t a question, after all.




  ‘Just got here myself, right this minute,’ I lied. There was no half-empty glass on the table to give me away, no smouldering cigarette in the ashtray. I hadn’t wanted to drink

  on my own, anyhow, so I’d hidden away and read my book. But Georgie didn’t know that. She would never know things like that unless I told her.




  ‘Ready to order now?’ An eager young lad in a cheap white shirt and a tired bow-tie stood before us, his sticky tray held out in front of him like an offering.




  Georgie looked at him for a moment as she took off her jacket and I noticed that her gaze made him blush. I felt sorry for him then. He was all awkward angles, all bony elbows and knees. He

  couldn’t be more than fifteen, a new sixteen at the very most.




  ‘Yes,’ said Georgie. At that moment, the pub door opened and a small, dark-haired girl entered. She trailed a cloud of astonishing energy in her wake: even the tired, middle-aged men

  at the bar looked up from their newspapers as she passed. Georgie grinned. ‘Yes,’ she said again. ‘We’re ready now. Three pints of Guinness.’




  Even if Georgie hadn’t ordered (and how was I going to drink a whole pint of that stuff?) I’d have known at once that this was Maggie.




  ‘Hi, Georgie,’ she said, flicking a wave of dark hair away from her face, back over one shoulder. Then she looked at me. Her eyes were a translucent green, her lips painted bright

  scarlet. ‘You must be Claire from Clare. Nice to meet you.’




  But she didn’t laugh at her own joke and I forgave her. ‘And you’re Maggie,’ I said.




  She nodded. ‘That’s me. Don’t believe everything she says about me, though.’




  I smiled. ‘Oh, she didn’t give anything away. You’ve nothing to worry about.’




  Maggie snorted. She settled herself more comfortably on her stool. She was dressed for maximum impact and I admired her panache. A crimson shirt, an exact match for the shade of lipstick she was

  wearing, and a pair of tight, black Levi’s. Her curves were evident. Her whole attitude said: if you’ve got it, flaunt it. I wouldn’t have had the nerve, not in those days.

  Anyhow, I didn’t have the curves, not like Maggie did. I still hid behind flowing dresses back then because somehow, I believed that they camouflaged my thinness.




  ‘Wouldn’t I love to have something worth telling,’ she said, throwing her eyes up to heaven. ‘Life’s much too quiet at the moment. Isn’t that right,

  Georgie?’




  Georgie said nothing.




  Maggie had just begun to fumble in her bag for cigarettes. Now she stopped, reacting to Georgie’s silence. She looked across at her friend, her green eyes huge. ‘Georgie – you

  haven’t, have you? Not again. Tell me you haven’t?’




  Although Maggie’s tone was full of urgency, I felt that I was watching a well-rehearsed double act, where each person had already practised their lines and knew them off by heart. I was

  the audience, but I didn’t mind. I liked being entertained.




  Georgie closed her eyes, lifted her elegant shoulders ever so slightly and spread her palms towards us. Maggie shook her head. ‘Who is it this time?’ she demanded. ‘Isn’t

  one fella at a time enough for you? God knows it’d be enough for me, if I could get one.’




  But Georgie made no reply. Just then, the lounge boy returned and placed three nervous pints on the table in front of us.




  ‘Any matches?’ Maggie asked him. There was a cigarette already lodged between her fingers. I noticed that it looked at home there.




  ‘I’ll go and see.’ He disappeared in search of them. He hadn’t been able to keep his eyes off her. I remember thinking that his cheeks had flushed to a fair match for her

  shirt.




  ‘Don’t terrify him, Maggie – I think it’s his first night. Never seen him before, have you?’ Georgie took out her own packet of cigarettes.




  Maggie shook her head. ‘Nah. Don’t worry, I’ll be gentle with him. He looks like someone’s kid brother.’




  Yes, mine, I thought, with a sudden, sharp prod of memory. Ruaidhri, with his long and awkward arms and legs, his sticking-up hair. The lounge boy delivered the matches to Maggie. I noticed how

  he averted his eyes. She smiled and handed him, grandly, a tip of twenty pence. He sloped off, pleased with himself.




  Georgie raised her glass. ‘Here’s to us, then.’




  ‘It was nobody we know, right? Nobody I need to avoid?’ asked Maggie. She held the glass to her lips, delaying the first sip until Georgie answered her. They were very good

  together.




  Georgie sighed. ‘No, it’s nobody you know. Just someone I met over the weekend. He was fun. So who cares?’ And she shrugged again. I would get to know that dismissive

  gesture. And the tone that hovered somewhere between weariness and boredom. The tone that would make us – Maggie and me, that is – laugh and eventually forgive whatever it was she had

  just got up to.




  ‘Well, okay, then.’ Maggie lifted her glass. ‘To the three of us, right?’




  We all chinked obediently and drank. I tried not to breathe because I did not want to taste the yeasty liquid as it prickled and fizzled its way across my tongue. It was my first pint and I

  didn’t know what I might be letting myself in for. Up until then, pints were for farmers and mountainy men who guzzled themselves to a standstill every Saturday night in the pubs of

  Ennistymon. Guinness was not something that girls drank. I also decided that I had better not to ask who, or what, they were talking about. I didn’t feel, then, that it was any of my

  business.




  ‘Well,’ said Maggie, turning to face me. ‘You’ll be joining us in the flat, right?’




  I opened my mouth to speak, about to be cautious. But Maggie’s bright, open face and Georgie’s amused one somehow gave me courage. ‘Yeah,’ I said instead. ‘I will.

  As long as it’s affordable. That okay with you?’ And I smiled at her, having the impression that I was beginning to gain ground. She made me feel that I might be able to hold my own,

  placed somewhere appropriate and agreed between the two of them.




  Maggie shrugged. ‘Yeah, ’course,’ she said. ‘It’s hardly a palace, though. Has Georgie told you?’




  ‘I’m sure it’s fine,’ I said. Not that I cared. ‘When can I see it?’




  ‘I’ll find out,’ said Georgie. ‘The other tenants are still there, but I’ll see what I can do. Maybe we can get in at the weekend.’




  ‘’Course it’s affordable,’ said Maggie, putting down her glass. I noticed she was almost half-finished, Georgie too. I’d barely begun. ‘Georgie’s daddy

  would never try and rip us off, would he, Georgie?’




  ‘Wouldn’t dream of it,’ she said easily. ‘Besides, this way, he gets the best of both worlds. I’m out of his hair and he has three careful tenants. We’ll keep

  things ticking over till he’s ready to sell. And then off he goes and makes a fortune.’ She turned to me. ‘Simple, really. And that’s another thing to tell your old man:

  you’ll be a friend of the family, no possibility of eviction. Cheers.’




  And she drained her glass, followed by Maggie. I said ‘no’ to another one just then – although there was a pleasant lightness dancing between my ears. Something was nagging at

  me, though: was Georgie just being careful, waiting for Maggie’s seal of approval before telling me that her father was the landlord? Or was this how people at the centre of the universe

  behaved, by keeping secrets?




  I didn’t care. Possibilities were everywhere. I had a surge of anticipation about the future, one I had never even dared to imagine. The distance between the me right then, and the me of

  my other life was growing as we spoke. And it blossomed with only a little guilt to season it. I remember asking myself: is this all it takes? Are you really that shallow, Claire from Clare?




  It seemed that Maggie was talking to me. More glasses littered the table-top, the ashtray was full and the bar was suddenly crowded with people. The evening had been slipping away from me and I

  hadn’t noticed.




  ‘Claire?’




  ‘Sorry – Maggie, miles away’




  ‘Fag?’




  I hesitated. The lightness inside my head was changing to something fuzzy and dark. It was unpleasant, like the dizziness you get just before you faint. ‘No, thanks. Not now.’ I

  needed to keep my hands very still.




  ‘You okay?’ She was looking at me closely. Georgie was trying to catch the lounge boy’s eye.




  ‘I’m fine. Just a bit wrecked.’




  ‘You don’t need to stick it out till the bitter end, you know.’ She grinned. ‘We won’t talk about you when you’re gone.’




  ‘Really?’ I asked.




  ‘Well, no,’ she admitted. ‘But you have nothing to fear. I’ve never known Georgie to take so kindly to anyone before. And,’ she said, lighting her cigarette and

  leaning towards me while Georgie was busy ordering another round, ‘I should know. We’ve been best friends since our first day at primary school. Nobody knows her better than I

  do.’




  I nodded. ‘That’s a long time to be friends,’ was all I could manage. Maggie’s face was friendly, but her tone had an edge to it. Territory was being staked here. She was

  warning me what the boundaries were. Or perhaps it was the Guinness. I’ve never been any good at drinking. It makes me paranoid. ‘And you?’ I asked. ‘Are you happy enough

  that I’m moving in?’




  ‘’Course! It’ll be fun. I’m looking forward to it.’ But she turned away from me as Georgie handed her her pint. I didn’t know what to think.




  Maggie and Georgie walked me to the bus stop, three pints of Guinness sloshing around inside me. They shared a bag of chips. I couldn’t even look at them and the vinegar fumes didn’t

  help my restless stomach, either. But I felt as though I’d completed a rite of passage. It seemed that Claire the Responsible had left herself behind, somewhere between the Buttery, the

  English Department and O’Neill’s pub. The Bermuda Triangle where family baggage came to sink and die.




  Even then, I thought about how strange life is, how random the coincidences are that shape our lives. I watched the welcome approach of the Rathfarnham bus.




  ‘You sure you’re okay?’ Georgie’s face loomed in front of mine.




  ‘Fine.’




  ‘We’ll see you Monday, then, right?’ Maggie said. ‘Unless we can get in to see the flat at the weekend. Here’s a phone number in case you want to ring us.’

  She pushed a bit of paper into the pocket of my jacket. I didn’t bother trying to explain about the babysitting. I stepped up on to the platform of the bus.




  ‘Take care, Claire – okay?’ Georgie called.




  I waved. Maggie waved back.




  I sat on the long seat at the side, one hand clutching the cold, stainless steel pole. I remember hoping that I’d make it home in one piece. I was afraid of making a show of myself by

  getting sick on the number sixteen bus.




  Half an hour later, I straightened up. The bushes on either side of me snagged on the material of my jacket. I had no tissue, so I used the back of my hand. My mouth felt sour

  and hot but I felt a whole lot better. I was grateful for suburban roads and quiet cul-de-sacs. No one wants to puke in public. As it was, the only witnesses were abandoned tricycles, the

  occasional scooter and a couple of legless dolls in an overgrown front garden.




  I felt free and happy and empty. The unruly grass had just accepted, without complaint, almost six years’ worth of loss, sadness, and the hot, bitter bile of guilt.




  I stepped it out then, all the way back to my digs, feeling that with each foot forward, the best of my life was just beginning.




  December the eighth. The Feast of the Immaculate Conception. And my birthday. I was on my way to our housewarming. I say ‘our’, although I hadn’t yet moved

  into the flat at number 12, Rathmines Road. That would happen after the weekend. Carol, my landlady, was less than pleased. But my Aunty Kate had told me she’d get over it.




  ‘Never apologize, never explain,’ she’d said to me when I rang her. ‘You’re only eighteen once. And Carol might be an old friend, but she’s had enough free

  babysitting. Do whatever it is you want. It’s your life.’




  I always listened to my Aunty Kate. She said the things I most wanted to hear. And I figured that she knew what she was talking about. That year, the year that I turned eighteen, Kate was

  already forty-six. She was the only unmarried daughter on my father’s side, the one who’d looked after an endless succession of elderly relatives, the sort of burdens every family seems

  to have, and no siblings want to share.




  First Kate took care of her own parents – my grandparents – then a sad and terminally ill brother, and finally the ailing and distantly related Uncle Mick, who’d arrived out of

  the blue years back. His own son, ‘young Michael’, who had to have been about sixty at the time, literally dumped him on Kate’s doorstep. ‘For the weekend, just. Me

  an’ the missus need a break,’ and then never came back to collect him. Fucked off to England, was Kate’s verdict, and without his missus, too, she said, grimly, but unfortunately

  with someone else’s. By the time Uncle Mick had ‘shuffled off his mortal coil’, according to Kate, the years and the wrinkles had both caught up with her and she ended up

  forty and lonely. She was the only one in the family – in fact, the only one in the whole town and county, I used to think – who consistently refused to blacken my mother’s name

  after she abandoned us. Even when her own brother, Don, my father, threatened never to speak to her again.




  When Kate said, ‘It’s your life,’ she meant it. Mostly because she had never had one of her own. I had already decided that mine was going to be different. All it had taken was

  less than three months in the company of Georgie and Maggie to teach me what I no longer wanted. No turf fires for me, no elderly men sitting in corners smelling of stale tobacco, no suffocating

  neighbourly concern. On that December night, I could feel my mother’s startling presence at one shoulder and my Aunty Kate’s at the other. The twin goddesses of rural disappointments.

  The one who got away and the one who didn’t. The smallness of their lives pushed me forward that night, across the Rathmines Road, up the garden path of number 12, up the steps to a door that

  led on to light and space and rooms rocking to the beat of sound and freedom.




  My new boots might have pinched a little, but my black maxi skirt was thrilling. My cream silk gypsy top was clingy and rib-bony and frothy. I was showing a lot of cleavage, too, for me. I could

  hardly wait to plunge headlong into that party.




  Maggie hugged me as she opened the door. Her eyes were huge, glinting; her face looked even livelier than ever. ‘Claire,’ she said, reaching for my hand, pulling me towards her.

  ‘We’ve missed you. Come on in. Things are just getting going!’




  I followed her down the hallway. I had to step carefully among the bikes and bags of coal and the long blue-jeaned legs of what seemed like dozens of boys sitting on the floor. They were all

  deep in conversation. I remember how intense the atmosphere felt and how badly lit the hallway was. Maggie had said they were going to keep the lights turned low as the downstairs hadn’t been

  painted in years. I heard words like ‘Marxist-Leninist’, ‘proletariat’, ‘capitalism’. It wasn’t easy to look as if I belonged, but I did my best. Claire

  from Clare: just-born, confident, woman of-the-world. My first real party. One that didn’t involve twelve pots of tea, second cousins and home-made cakes and buns. I felt that the whole house

  had a pulse-beat that night. My mouth had dried up and my heart had begun to pound, keeping time with Sting whining not to stand so close to him. Just as Maggie was about to go into the front room

  she paused, her hand on the jamb of the door. I stopped abruptly, almost running into her. Her bare shoulder was about level with my elbow.




  She looked up at me. ‘If you don’t wanna smoke, just say it makes you sick, right?’




  I nodded, having no idea why she was so concerned, why she was whispering like that. I still didn’t feel at ease with Maggie, although on nights like tonight, I could feel the atmosphere

  thawing. And as for smoking or not smoking: it never bothered me, one way or the other. Besides, I was saving hard and cigarettes were still easy to give up.




  ‘Okay’ I said, wanting to humour her. I followed her inside. ‘I’ll just leave this beer in the kitchen. Give me a sec’




  The kitchen table was crammed with bottles of Pedrotti and Hirondelle, Blue Nun and Black Tower. Cans of Tuborg and flagons of cider crowded across every other surface: the counter, the

  draining-board, and even the floor. Someone had filled the stained stainless-steel sink with cold water, and emptied the contents of the ice-tray on top of bobbing cans of Carlsberg Special. There

  was also the occasional naggin of vodka, flanked by bottles of soda water and Rose’s lime cordial. I realized that I was starving – but there was no food to be seen anywhere. I felt a

  pang of regret that I’d refused Carol’s spag bol in my hurry to be gone. I followed Maggie into the living room, which was heaving. There were bodies everywhere: standing, lying and

  hunkered down. The air was silver and thick and sweet-smelling.




  Maggie shrugged her shoulders at me. ‘Oh, yeah,’ she said, ‘and emmm . . . just ignore the Midnight Cowboy, right?’




  I can still see him if I close my eyes, and to this day, I have no idea what his name was. A big guy, wearing a cowboy hat – and precious little else. That is all I saw when I looked at

  him first, and it’s what I remember best now. The dark, brim-curling cowboy hat that hid all his features, and seemed to cast a shadow over half the room. His chest was bare-white, wisped

  here and there with ginger hair. Then I saw the underpants. And the tooled-leather boots. He looked up briefly as the door opened. Almost immediately, his chin drifted down towards his chest again.

  His grip on the can of Tuborg never loosened, though, never faltered. He was splayed in one of the chairs in Georgie’s and Maggie’s – and soon to be my – flat. His skin was

  pale, almost translucent, and it stood out luridly against the greenish-mustard velour of the sagging armchair. Party guests drifted in and out, moving around the bizarre cowboy-hatted spectacle as

  though they’d seen it all before. And maybe they had. Gradually, the traffic between the rooms became more purposeful. Then it dawned on me that there were maybe a dozen people there, passing

  around the thin cigarettes that I quickly learned were dope.




  I do remember that I’d felt a bit shy at first as I settled myself on to the floor, until I realized that there was no need to be. I was as ignored as the silent, ginger-haired Midnight

  Cowboy.




  ‘Try some.’




  I heard Georgie’s voice, sounding somewhat strangled as she passed me a soggy joint. I hesitated, but she nodded. ‘Test the Cinderella Syndrome,’ she encouraged. Her boyfriend,

  Danny, waved at me, then put his arm around Georgie’s waist. He was taller than she was, his dark hair long and thick, dragged back into an untidy pony-tail. He wore a black T-shirt with

  ‘The Clash’ stretched tight across his broad chest. For a moment, I couldn’t take my eyes off him. His physical presence was intense. I remembered feeling the same way, too, the

  first time I’d met him, sitting in O’Neill’s with Georgie. He’d burst through the door that afternoon, and I was immediately reminded of Maggie making one of her entrances.

  All heads had turned in his direction. As he approached, it was clear he had eyes only for Georgie. Then he turned and saw me and seemed to quieten a little. But I couldn’t help feeling that

  there was something edgy about him, some restless undercurrent I had never come across before, but was still able to recognize. Tribal memory, perhaps. Some sort of genetic warning to women,

  telling us to steer clear of dangerous men. I think I probably stared at him on that afternoon. I couldn’t help it.




  ‘Danny, meet Claire,’ Georgie said. ‘Claire, meet Danny’ Her voice had been almost expressionless. It took me a second to recover. And I knew that Georgie had seen me

  looking. I turned towards her and she returned my gaze, one eyebrow lifting. See? Her expression seemed to say. Told you I only went for the best specimens. On that night, the night of the party,

  Danny looked away from me almost at once. He pulled Georgie towards him, his mouth softly and insistently at her ear. That gesture spoke to me of ownership, reassurance, the sort of intimacy I had

  never had. Watching them both, I felt a knife-edge of exclusion, a reminder that I was still single, still the naive and inexperienced girl from Clare.




  ‘I’m afraid it’s too late.’ I laughed, waving away Georgie’s hand. I was trying desperately to hide my self-consciousness. ‘It’s already well after ten

  o’clock.’ But Georgie didn’t move. She kept holding out the joint, looking at me. ‘Oh, what the hell?’ I said finally, and took it from her.




  ‘Remember – it’s not like a fag,’ she warned me. ‘Hold the smoke in your lungs for as long as you’re able. Then, let it out slowly, as slowly as you can. And

  then you can pass it along. I’m finished. You look fab, by the way’




  I smiled my thanks and took a long drag – longer than I intended. My throat began to burn, my eyes watered almost at once. I had the most tremendous desire to cough, but I did as Georgie

  had told me. I held the smoke in my lungs, feeling as though something inside me was about to burst, hot and gritty and lava-like. Then I let go, not very slowly, it has to be said, but more by way

  of a hoarse bark. I took a minute to recover, coughing and rasping. But nobody seemed to notice, except Georgie. She was watching me and I shrugged. ‘Nothing’s happening,’ I said,

  as I passed the joint along to eager fingers on my right. I felt strangely disappointed. In my new frame of mind, I expected every experience to be explosive, life-enhancing, spectacular. I did not

  want to deal with the bland or the pedestrian. Give me wonder or give me tragedy.
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