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  To Nicky, the strongest woman I know.




  With love and respect.




  







  The miracle is not to fly in the air, or to walk on the water, but to walk on the earth.




  

    CHINESE PROVERB
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  Lucy looked up from her client’s ragged cuticles and sighed. Sunlight was beaming in the window, the sky was forget-me-not blue and Making Faces Beauty Salon was the last

  place on earth she wanted to be. She was dying to get out of the hot, airless cubicle and into the fresh air. She’d arranged to go kite-flying with Max that evening to test his new baby

  – a huge parafoil kite made of colourful pink and purple nylon. Lucy knew it was pink and purple as she’d chosen the colours herself.




  “I’m not making a pink kite,” Max had grumbled when she’d suggested the colour scheme a couple of weeks previously. “Blokes won’t want to

  fly a pink kite.”




  “Don’t be ridiculous. As long as it flies it doesn’t matter, surely?”




  “Don’t call me Shirley,” he said, “and, OK, if you want pink, then pink it is. But I’ll blame you if the only buyers are female.”




  “Hey, I said pink and purple, not just pink.”




  “Oh, that’s all right then,” Max smiled. “That makes such a difference. Pink and purple.”




  Lucy pushed him into a roll of white sailcloth which fell to the ground with a crash.




  “Man,” Mossy muttered. He’d been asleep on some spinnakers which were waiting to be repaired. “Chill the noise.”




  “Mossy!” Lucy practically yelled, just to annoy him. “Lovely to see you! How’s tricks?”




  “Vibing,” Mossy smiled lazily, before closing his eyes once more.




  “Vibing?” Lucy whispered to Max as they went back to the kite design.




  “Don’t ask me. You went out with him.”




  “Thanks for reminding me,” she grimaced. “He wasn’t even good in bed.”




  “Really?”




  “No,” she admitted reluctantly, “I lie. He was good. Vacant, but good.”




  “Pity. Now pass me that tape measure, there’s a good girl.”




  Lucy sighed as she put the dark-haired woman’s left hand into a small bowl of water to soften her cuticles.




  “Bad, aren’t they?” the woman said. She had short dark hair, a faint American accent and looked remarkably like a young Audrey Hepburn.




  “Excuse me?”




  “My nails. It’s my job. I’m always breaking them.”




  “Sorry, I was miles away. Your nails aren’t that bad.” Lucy bit the inside of her lip. She was trying not to frown. The woman’s nails were pretty horrific, all ridges and

  white bumps as if someone had smacked them with a hammer, and she also seemed to have some sort of blue flecks on her hands.




  “Paint,” the woman explained, as if reading Lucy’s mind. “The blue bits.”




  “Painting the house?” Lucy tried to inflect some interest into her voice.




  “No, I’m working with a set-designer. I was painting a sky.”




  “Right.” She wasn’t really in the mood for making small talk.




  “It’s for a production of Mary Poppins. In The Olympia.”




  “That’s nice.” A memory flitted into Lucy’s head of watching the Disney film of Mary Poppins starring Julie Andrews, in the old Forum cinema in Sandycove, sitting

  on her dad’s knee the whole way through. She must have been small – all of four or five at the time, she supposed. She turned her concentration to what her client was saying.




  “I’m building a merry-go-round next and then I have to source some kites. It’s non-stop –”




  “Did you say kites?” Suddenly Lucy began to pay attention.




  Max sighed. Another shitty day at the office. The ‘office’ in question being a shared prefab at the back of Allen’s Chandlery and Sails. Mossy also worked

  there, making and repairing sails for the Allen family when he wasn’t off gallivanting at some yacht-racing event or other. Mossy liked to think of himself as a superstar of the Irish sailing

  world; Max liked to think of him as pondweed. Because Mossy, like pondweed, was the lowest form of life. Unfortunately he had rather a talent for sailcloth.




  A six-foot-three blond-haired Adonis, Mossy also had all the charm and subtlety of a sledgehammer, a pneumatic one at that. He had girlfriends strung along the coasts of Ireland and England, and

  one or two in America. And the worst thing was that, unless you knew Mossy as well as Max did, you’d think he was one of the most charming, delightful, witty and interesting men you’d

  ever met. Even Lucy had been taken in by his snake-smooth tongue, although she said it was his tan and his highly defined pecs that finally broke her resolve.




  At least Max was meeting Lucy that evening. He’d finally finished The Lucy as he’d nicknamed his new kite, otherwise known as Maxfoil Mark 7. Didn’t have quite

  the same ring as The Lucy though.




  The loft was baking hot. It was a long, thin wooden building, with two large sewing machines along the left-hand wall and rolls of multi-coloured sail and spinnaker cloth stacked to the right.

  The cracked windows had stopped opening years ago and were now held together with silver duct tape so ventilation wasn’t the best. Max had bought a fan, but Mossy complained that it fluttered

  his spinnakers when he was trying to sew the seams, so it was rarely turned on.




  Three of the walls were covered with posters of sailing events going back many years and photos of Mossy in various states of undress with various equally scantily clad women, and one was

  scattered with pictures of multicoloured kites flying in azure skies.




  But the rent was dirt cheap, and Mossy liked it as he could use Max as a social-secretary-cum-answerphone, to lie to his girlfriends and to pretend to boat-owners that he was busy on their new

  sails rather than ‘catching up on zeds’ as he liked to call catnapping. Still, it beat designing bridges and tunnels hands down, Max tried to tell himself as he fielded yet another

  phone call. Even if he was always broke these days.




  “I might have thrown some work your way this afternoon,” Lucy told Max as they laid the large kite out on the grass beside Sandymount Strand.




  “Really?” Business was brisk but not all that profitable. There was only so much that a customer would pay for a kite, no matter how well made or expertly balanced it was. The Allens

  sold them in their shop and the remainder were sold on his Web site – maxkites@skyfree.ie




  “This girl was in earlier – Daria, some sort of set-designer. She needs some kites made quickly. So I gave her your number. She said she’d ring you tomorrow.”




  “Girl? What age?”




  “My age, or a bit younger maybe.”




  “Girl?” Max snorted.




  “Less of that, you,” said Lucy, glaring at him. “I’m only twenty-five, after all.”




  “Again?”




  “I hate you sometimes. You know too much.”




  “Like your real age?”




  “Exactly!”




  “Was she cute?”




  “Typical!” Lucy laughed, putting her hands on her hips. “And I thought you were different!”




  “Not at all. Just your average, red-blooded male. So was she?”




  “What’s that got to do with anything?” She lifted up the kite and the string holders and ran down the steps towards the sand.




  “Come back with my kite!” Max yelled, following her.




  Lucy turned and faced him, her long, dark, curly hair attacking her pale face in the wind. “She was attractive, I suppose.”




  Max’s face lit up.




  “You’re sad. You need to get out more. Meet some new people. Get a girlfriend.”




  Max ran along the sand to catch up with her.




  “I don’t need a girlfriend,” he panted.




  “I won’t always be around to fly kites with you,” she said, handing him the kite strings and walking into the wind with the large pink rectangle. “Jamie will leave Jules

  soon, you’ll see.”




  Max laughed. “As I keep telling you, Jamie Oliver doesn’t even know you exist.”




  “He will – you wait and see. That’s a promise.”




  “And you call me sad?” Max grinned.




  Lucy and Max were sitting at her kitchen table that evening. Her flatmates, Hopper and Alan, were at the Irish Film Centre watching a strange subtitled film with Björk in

  it. They hadn’t fancied it.




  “How’s Brian?” Max asked, mopping up every last drop of the cream sauce on his plate with a piece of French bread. Brian was Lucy’s latest boyfriend and himself and Max

  didn’t exactly get on. In fact, they only just about tolerated each other.




  “Liked the chicken, did you?” she laughed, pouring herself another glass of Chardonnay. “More wine?”




  “Mmm,” he nodded.




  “That was a yes, I presume.”




  “Stop changing the subject. I asked you about Brian.” He swallowed the bread and looked at Lucy carefully. She was a master of avoidance.




  “I don’t really want to talk about it.” She sipped her wine and ran her finger along the top of the glass, trying to make it sing. “It’s boring.”




  “It’s boring or he’s boring?”




  Lucy stared at him. “That’s a little unfair. He’s not boring exactly. He’s just –”




  “Yes?”




  Lucy hesitated for a second before smiling. “OK, so he’s a bit boring, only a bit, mind.”




  “He’s an accountant.”




  “I know lots of interesting accountants,” said Lucy, raising her voice.




  “So do I. And Brian Lynch isn’t one of them.”




  She dipped her finger into her wine and flicked it at him.




  “I wouldn’t do that if I were you.” He picked up a glass of water. “I’m armed.”




  “You’d better not,” warned Lucy. “If I get wet you don’t get any ice cream.”




  “What flavour?”




  “Chocolate chip.”




  “You win.” He put the glass back on the table.




  “I always do,” she said smugly. She stood up and padded barefoot towards the fridge. The terracotta tiles felt cold beneath her soles. “How much ice cream do you

  want?”




  “Bring the whole tub over. You may as well.”




  She plonked the tub and two bowls and spoons unceremoniously onto the table.




  “I wonder will that girl ring,” he said, digging his spoon into the creamy surface and placing huge dollops into the bowl in front of him. “About the kites.”




  Lucy sat up suddenly. “I’m going to find you a girlfriend. This has been going on too long.”




  “What?”




  “This –” she waved her hands in the air expressively. “Leaving it all to fate. Taking a back seat. Not chatting anyone up. Lack of initiative. Laziness. What would you

  like me to call it?”




  “I don’t want you to call it anything, thanks,” he sniffed, insulted. “I’m quite capable of finding my own girlfriend.”




  “But you’re not! It’s been two years since you broke up with Marie. It’s time to get back out there.”




  “I’m happy this way.” He could sense trouble. When Lucy got an idea into her head there was no stopping her.




  “You’re not!” Her eyes lit up. “I’ve got it – Jenny!”




  “Who’s Jenny?” He tried not to sound interested.




  She ignored him. “I’ll ask her over to dinner next weekend. Hopper and Alan can come too.” She frowned. “And Brian, I suppose. To even out the numbers.”




  “But Lucy, who’s Jenny?”




  “I’ll serve ravioli with prosciutto, Jamie has a wonderful recipe for it in one of his first books. I’ve wanted to try it out for ages. I’m sure Jenny will be free on

  either Friday or Saturday night – I’ll tell you which when I’ve talked to her. Eight o’clock at my house. And bring wine. Lots of it.”




  Max sighed. He hadn’t the energy to say no.




  “She’d better be pretty,” he mumbled.




  “Sorry?”




  “Nothing.” He turned his attention back to his now melting ice cream.
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  “Jenny, it’s Lucy.”




  “Lucy, darling. How the hell are you? Haven’t seen you for yonks!” Jenny was a model and used to work as a much-in-demand masseuse at the beauty salon.




  “Great. Listen, what are you up to next weekend?”




  “Um, let me see. Dinner with Floss and some of the modelling crowd on Saturday night, but apart from that I’m free.”




  “Excellent! You’re coming to dinner on Friday night, and I won’t take no for an answer.”




  “Darling,” Jenny drawled, “I love your cooking. How could I possibly refuse?”




  “Eight o’clock at my place, so.”




  “Who else will be there?”




  “Hopper, Alan, Brian, Paula and Max. You’ll like Max. He’s lovely. Good-looking too.”




  “Wonderful!” Jenny said enthusiastically. “I could do with an old romp now that I’m single again.”




  “I think Max and yourself will get on famously.” Lucy crossed her fingers.




  “Is the dinner for any special occasion? You’re not reaching the non-twenties gang, darling, are you?”




  “No!” she exclaimed loudly. Jenny nearly jumped out of her skin. “It’s just a nice, intimate dinner for some of my friends, that’s all.”




  “How could I have been so tactless,” Jenny purred. “Of course you’re not nearly thirty. What was I thinking of? Now, I must run. Ciao.”




  Lucy put down the phone and wrinkled her nose. It wasn’t easy being thirty-one – denial was the only solution. She still felt like a teenager, after all. And most of her friends were

  younger than her – surely that counted for something? Hopper was twenty-eight and Max was only just thirty.




  “What’s up?” Hopper asked, plonking herself down on the stairs beside her friend. “Who were you talking to?”




  Lucy smiled. Her housemate was unashamedly nosy.




  “Jenny. I asked her to dinner on Friday.”




  “Jenny Kearns?” Hopper asked in amazement. “The model?”




  “The very same.”




  “But why? We won’t have anything to say to her.”




  “Who said you were going to be invited?” Lucy smiled.




  Hopper looked insulted.




  “I’m only joking.” She nudged her in the ribs gently. “Of course you are. Alan and Paula too. And Max.”




  “Now I’m confused. What’s all this in aid of? Where does Jenny fit in?”




  “I’m trying to set Max up with her.”




  Hopper stared at Lucy incredulously. “Max? With Jenny Kearns? Are you mad? She’s in another league altogether. Didn’t she go out with that Dean guy who’s in the Calvin

  Klein ads?”




  “Max is good-looking, and he has a lot more to say for himself than a guy like Dean.”




  “That may be so. But he’ll turn up in a T-shirt and jeans. Yellow jeans and a pink T-shirt at that.”




  “I’ll make sure he’s properly dressed. She’ll love him.”




  “Right,” Hopper murmured doubtfully.




  “You don’t have to eat with us, you know,” Lucy threatened. “I could ask someone else.”




  “No, don’t do that. I’ll be there. But do you really have to ask Little Miss Perfect?”




  “You know I do. And her name’s Paula, Hopper.”




  Lucy sat in the kitchen, thumbing through The Return of the Naked Chef, lingering over the glossy photographs of her favourite pin-up, Jamie Oliver. She just loved his

  cheeky smile, his twinkling eyes, his chirpy London expressions. Poor old Jamie – he’d just been overexposed – it wasn’t his fault he wasn’t flavour of the week any

  more. She was supposed to be checking the ingredients she’d need to buy for dinner on Friday night, not looking at the glossy pics.




  “Oh, Jamie,” she sighed over a particularly luscious one, “you’re just pukka.”




  She slammed the book shut and gazed out the window distractedly. Brian was calling over this evening and she wasn’t sure she wanted to see him. There was no real reason for her

  disinterest, other than a niggling sense that things between them weren’t quite right.




  Brian was tall, slim and attractive. He was polite and had nice manners. He had a good job, plenty of money and treated her like a princess. But in her heart of hearts Lucy knew that something

  was missing. A great big something. She just couldn’t put her finger on it.




  A robin skipped along the grass, fluttering his wings and chirping merrily. These days everything seemed to remind her of Jamie. It was a killer having a crush on someone so unattainable. Being

  fixated on Simon Le Bon or John Taylor when you were a teenager was one thing. Being obsessed with a celebrity chef at thirty-one was a little kooky, not to mention a bit sad.




  The doorbell rang. Lucy could hear someone answer it.




  “Hi, mate,” Alan boomed. “Come in. Lucy’s in the kitchen.”




  “Where else?” said Brian. “I’ll go on down.”




  Lucy forced herself to smile as Brian walked in the door. It was Tuesday evening and he was still wearing a suit, dark blue with a thin pinstripe. He was carrying a black leather document case

  and a bunch of six perfectly formed red roses, wrapped in expensive-looking black paper and finished with a white silk-ribbon bow.




  “Roses for my own sweet rose.” He handed the flowers to Lucy.




  “Thanks.” She held them up to her nose. They had no smell. They might have had at one stage, but now all scent had disappeared. “I’ll put them in water.” She opened

  the cupboard under the sink and took out a cut-glass vase. As she filled it with water Brian came up behind her and put his arms around her waist.




  “You look lovely,” he murmured, kissing her neck.




  Lucy was wearing an old pair of jeans and a grey fleece that belonged to Max. Her hair was tied back with an old scrunchie and she didn’t have a scrap of make-up on. As Brian always said

  this, regardless of how she looked, Lucy had no idea whether he meant it or not any more. Today, she doubted it.




  “Thanks.” She tried not to wince as he nibbled her earlobe.




  He turned her around, pressed the length of his body against hers, and began to kiss her deeply. His kisses, as always, were studied, exact and perfectly timed. A few strokes of the tongue, kiss

  upper lip, kiss lower lip, full kiss on the mouth, and repeat. Lucy wanted him to stop.




  “Excuse me,” they heard a voice behind them. They jumped apart and Lucy surreptitiously wiped her mouth on the sleeve of Max’s fleece.




  “Sorry to interrupt,” Paula trilled. “I have to fill the kettle. Alan needs a cup of tea.”




  Paula was still wearing her white and pink Making Faces uniform. On everyone else it looked somewhere between reasonable and ridiculous; on her it looked depressingly great.




  Paula owned the beauty salon, bankrolled by her father. She was tiny – all of seven stone, with long, blonde curly hair cascading down her back. She was always immaculately groomed, and no

  one had ever seen her without her full make-up, plastered on over her sun-bed-tanned skin. Alan, who was one of life’s good guys, had been with her for over six months and Lucy and Hopper

  couldn’t understand it.




  They supposed it was because he was English, hadn’t been in the country very long and had been duped into thinking that Paula was fun. That’s not saying that she couldn’t be

  fun – give her a few West Coast Coolers or Ritz’s and she was a giggling heap – but to say they couldn’t stand her was an understatement.




  Hopper disliked her the most. Paula was always making fun of Hopper’s clothes, her hair, her taste in music. Hopper was Boho Chic and Paula was Top Shop. They were like chalk and

  cheese.




  And the funny thing was that Alan was a lot more like Hopper than Paula. He liked indie music, especially American – Mercury Rev, Elliot Smith, that sort of thing. He wore second-hand

  clothes, again mainly American, and, like Hopper, he read all the time. In fact he was the best-read man they’d ever met. Paula read magazines and the odd Mills and Boon. It was all

  topsy-turvy, Lucy thought.




  “Thanks for the dinner invite,” said Paula. “We’d love to come.”




  “Dinner?” Brian asked. “Am I invited?”




  “Of course,” said Lucy. “I just haven’t got around to mentioning it to you yet. Is Friday night OK?”




  Brian sighed. “I have a work thing that night, Lucy, remember? Mr O’Toole is taking all the partners out to dinner in town.”




  “That’s a pity.”




  “How about Saturday? You could have it on Saturday. I’m free then.”




  “We are too,” Paula added.




  “Sorry,” said Lucy. “I’ve already asked Max and Jenny and –”




  “If Friday suits Max, that’s all right then,” Brian interrupted.




  “Don’t be like that,” Lucy began and then remembered that Paula was still in the room. “The kettle’s boiled,” she informed her pointedly. Paula was staring at

  Brian and waiting for the fireworks. The lack of love between Brian and Max was no secret.




  “I’ll make the tea, I suppose.” Paula was disappointed. She loved a good barney. “Anyone else want one?”




  “No, thank you,” said Lucy.




  “I’d love one, thanks,” said Brian. “It’s not often that a beautiful young woman offers to make me tea.”




  Lucy glared at him.




  “Apart from Lucy, of course.”




  When Paula had left the room Lucy turned towards Brian.




  “I’m sorry about Friday. I’d totally forgotten about your work thing.”




  “That’s OK.” He held her hand and stroked it gently. His hands were cool and a little clammy. “What would you like to do this evening?”




  “Maybe we could go for a walk? It’s a lovely evening.”




  Brian thought about this for a second. “I’m a bit tired, to be honest. How about we watch some TV and have an early night?”




  “You’re staying?”




  “If that’s all right with you.”




  Lucy couldn’t think of any reasonable excuse. “That’s fine.”




  Later that evening Lucy lay awake, listening to Brian’s breathing. It was regular and even, just like him. They’d just had spectacularly average sex and he’d

  fallen asleep straight away. She’d faked it – again – as her body seemed to be turning more and more uncooperative where Brian’s ‘talents’ were concerned.

  Something would have to be done.




  Daria winced as her sister pulled the thin splinter of wood out of her finger.




  “Are you OK?” asked Grace. “Did I hurt you?”




  Daria rubbed her finger, which was now tender and throbbing. “No, it’s fine, thanks.”




  Grace put the metal tweezers down on the coffee table and smiled. “I don’t think you’re cut out for model-making. You’ll kill yourself with a craft knife one of these

  days.”




  “Thanks for the vote of confidence,” Daria smiled. “But you’re right. I’m in the wrong job. The sooner I get a decent part the better.”




  “Have you heard back from the interview yet? The one for Emma?”




  “No. I should hear by tomorrow lunchtime though.”




  “Give me a ring when you know, will you?”




  “Of course. I have to visit a kite place in the afternoon, but I’ll call you after that.”




  “Kites? What for?”




  “The Mary Poppins set.”




  “I remember the song,” Grace grinned and began to sing ‘Let’s Go Fly a Kite’.




  “Have you ever thought of a job on the stage?”




  “Don’t be cruel. Besides, the kids don’t seem to mind. And that’s all that matters.” Grace taught Senior Infants in Monkstown National School.




  “Do you sing to them?” Daria asked with interest.




  “Of course. Songs in French and Irish, and learning rhymes, that sort of thing.”




  “God love them.”




  “Shut up, you,” Grace squealed, grabbing a cushion from the sofa and hitting her sister over the head with it.




  “Mind my finger,” Daria protested, before grabbing a cushion herself.




  “No mercy.”




  Daria walked into Allen’s Chandlery and looked around. One wall was covered with brightly coloured sailing clothes – waterproof leggings, jackets and fleeces, and

  the other with all kinds of metal screws and pins, and rope of lots of different thicknesses. She saw some looped metal things which she recognised as shackles. Dawn, the set-designer she worked

  with, used them all the time.




  “Can I help you?” a young man asked.




  “Hi, I’m looking for Max.”




  “He’s in the back. I’ll bring you through.”




  Daria followed him towards the rear of the shop where paint and varnish tins were stacked ceiling-high on wooden shelves.




  “He’s in the loft.” He gestured towards a run-down-looking wooden prefab. It had been painted white many moons ago, but was now so covered with stickers and banners that the

  wood was almost totally covered. Surf’s Up, Daria read, The World Loves a Sailor, Kite Flyers Do It With Strings.




  “Go on in.”




  “Thanks.”




  She pushed open the door and was hit by a blast of warm air. Although it was only May it was a warm, sunny day. At the far end of the long, narrow room a tall, blond man was cutting a piece of

  purple material with a large pair of scissors. She watched him for a second. He was wearing a white T-shirt which had seen better days. His blond hair was cut short, almost shaved and he had

  attractive sallow skin. In fact, Daria thought to herself, he was most attractive all over.




  She coughed. He looked up and grinned. He had bright blue and eyes and an open, generous smile. “Hiya,” he said, putting down the material and walking towards her. “I’m

  Max. You must be –” Shit, he thought to himself. I’ve forgotten her bloody name. Lucy did tell me.




  “Daria, Daria Delahunty.” She held out her hand formally. “Pleased to meet you.”




  Max tucked the scissors into the back pocket of his jeans and held out his hand.




  “Sorry,” he muttered as their fingers stuck together for a split second. “Glue. I was sealing some seams and –”




  She laughed. “Don’t worry. I’m used to it. I spend my life with glue and paint on my hands. It’s not a problem.” She wiped her hand on her jeans.




  Max noticed that the old denim was covered with flecks of light blue and white paint. He also noticed her long legs and her slim thighs. He tried not to stare.




  “So you’re looking for kites,” he said. “What type exactly?”




  “I’m not sure really. It’s for a stage set so we’d like them as big as possible and very colourful. They don’t actually have to fly; they’re just for effect

  really. What would you suggest?”




  Max hesitated for a second. “My kites always fly. They’re designed to be in tune with the wind.”




  Daria looked at him carefully. “We could make them fly, I suppose. We could use the wind-generator.” She clapped her hands together. “In fact, that would look amazing, kites

  fluttering in the wind, with long coloured tails. Yes, they’ll definitely fly.”




  “Good.” He really wanted to work with this beautiful young woman but he couldn’t compromise his art. His kites were not mere ornaments; they were serious aerodynamic

  flying-machines. “In that case I’d recommend some delta kites and some box kites. And your classic diamond two-sticks, of course.”




  Daria smiled. “You’ll have to explain, I’m afraid. I’m no expert when it comes to kites.”




  Max pulled out a sheet of paper and began to draw some shapes. “Delta kites look like this – a large, open triangle. Box kites are easy, they’re pretty much just that –

  boxes. And diamond two-sticks are what most children would draw if you asked them to draw a kite – a diamond shape, usually with a long tail.”




  “And you have some of those here?”




  “Yes.”




  “Great.” Daria smiled widely, two dimples forming on either side of her smooth, porcelain cheeks. “And maybe you could visit the set tomorrow? I’ll hang them in the

  morning but I’m going to need some help getting them to fly.”




  “Tomorrow afternoon should be OK,” Max said thoughtfully. He was supposed to be spending the day updating his Web site. But to hell with it.




  “I’ll give you a ring in the morning to arrange a time.”




  “Look forward to it. Now why don’t we have a look at some of the stock?”




  “That girl, Daria, was in today,” Max told Lucy that evening on the phone.




  “And?” asked Lucy. “Did she order some kites?”




  “Loads. Seven in total. She took five ready-made ones and I’m designing two for her specially.”




  “Excellent!”




  “Thanks to you. Maybe I should give you some of my cards. You could hand them out to all your customers.”




  “I’d say Paula would have something to say about that. But I could have a go. Though I’m not my clients would be your average customer base.”




  “You never know. They may be looking for that elusive perfect present for their other half. They might have kids or nephews and nieces or something.”




  “Maybe. Listen, are you still all right for dinner on Friday night?”




  “I’m not sure. Do you really think it’s such a good idea?”




  “You can’t back out now. I’ve already asked Jenny and she seems very interested in you.”




  “What did you tell her?”




  “That you were very good-looking.”




  “Lucy! She’ll be expecting George Clooney or something.”




  She was unperturbed. “You’ll need to wear something decent – how about your dark blue shirt? Bring it here early and I’ll get Paula to iron it for you. She loves showing

  Alan what a great little housewife she’d make. And your black jeans, the ones I gave you for your birthday.”




  “Yes, Mum. I’m still not sure –”




  “It’ll be fine. Trust me, I’m a –”




  “I know. I know. You’re a doctor.” Max, put down the phone. He sat back on the sofa and stared at the blank screen of the television. He had a bad feeling about Friday night.

  He rubbed his hands which were still sticky – the damn glue was a bitch to get off. He’d have to find the white spirit.




  “Well,” Grace asked her sister that evening. “Did you get the part?”




  “Sorry. I meant to ring, but I got caught up. I’m through to the final three.”




  Grace threw her arms around her sister. “Well done. That’s great news.”




  Daria smiled. All in all she’d had a very good day indeed.
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  “Hi, Max, this is Daria. It’s Thursday morning, just after nine. Ring me when you get in, thanks.”




  Max flicked through the battered dark-red desk diary in front of him and found her mobile number.




  “Daria, it’s Max . . . um, the kite guy.”




  “Max, thanks for getting back to me. I was wondering if this afternoon was still OK? About three?”




  “Three is fine.”




  “Perfect! I’ll meet you outside the main door of The Olympia.”




  “I’ll have one of the giant Delta kites ready, I hope. I’ll bring it with me.”




  “Excellent.” She was impressed. “That was quick. I’m dying to see it.”




  “See you later then.” Max smiled to himself as he put down the phone. The kite he had referred to needed a lot of work. The light carbon fibre spars and spine had to be cut and

  sanded and he hadn’t even begun sewing the small multi-coloured nylon pieces onto the tail yet. He took one final swig of his coffee and set to work.




  “Are you busy?” Lucy asked Max midway through the morning. Paula was at a New Age Seminar on healing with crystals and Lucy was making the most of her unsupervised

  morning.




  “Yes, very.” He was machine-stitching as he talked to her, the receiver jammed between his head and his left shoulder.




  “I thought you were working on your site today,” Lucy said suspiciously, hearing the machine humming in the background.




  “I have to finish up a special order first, then I’ll be desk-bound for the rest of the day.” He groaned. “I wish I could afford to pay someone to do the computer-boffin

  bit. It’s so tedious. Listen, I have to go. Joe has just walked in. Talk to you later.”




  He took his foot off the machine pedal and put the receiver down gently.




  “I’m not Joe,” Mossy said, staring at Max. Joe Allen was the white-haired owner of Allen’s Chandlery.




  “I know that.” Max put his head down and concentrated on his stitching. Mossy sniffed and walked out again, muttering something about coffee.




  Unusual, Max thought to himself as he worked. It was the first time he could remember that he’d intentionally withheld information from Lucy.




  Lucy put the phone down and stared into space. There was something up. She could hear it in Max’s voice. There was something he wasn’t telling her. She hadn’t

  known him for thirty-odd years for nothing.




  She felt irritated and irrationally cross. She ran her finger over the phone and considered ringing him back. But Mrs O’Connor would be arriving any minute to have her eyebrows reshaped so

  she didn’t really have the time. She’d ring him after lunch instead.




  Daria checked her face in the large, ornately framed gold mirror. She turned on the cold tap, wet her hands and ran them through her short, dark hair. She dotted her lips with

  plum-red lip gloss and puckered them to spread the colour. She wanted to look nice but, at the same time, she didn’t want to overdo it. She was wearing old, paint-stained jeans and a tight

  black T-shirt, and full make-up would appear incongruous.




  She dried her hands on a thick green paper towel and frowned. Her nails were looking worse for wear – the paint, white spirit and varnish were taking their toll. She’d have to pay

  another visit to Making Faces before her next audition. She smiled to herself. She had a good feeling about Emma. The other women in the final three were classically trained, with a rake of

  theatrical experience between them. They were also a good few years older than she was. But she’d worked with the director, Owen Hughes, in Trinity Players. He was young and progressive and

  had exciting new ideas about staging the Jane Austen adaptation. She’d seemed to click with him at the last audition and knew she was in with a chance of securing the eponymous role.




  Anyway, she said to herself as she rubbed her forefinger over her front teeth to remove faint traces of lip gloss, I’ll get a decent part soon. I bloody well deserve it.




  Daria had spent the last seven years working in the theatre. ‘Working’ in the broadest sense of the word. After completing her Arts degree in Trinity College, in English and Drama,

  her first job had been manning the busy box office at The Gate Theatre on Parnell Square in Dublin. From that illustrious beginning she had progressed to selling programmes, dressing the child

  actors and finally a real part – a singing Japanese courtier in a production of Gilbert and Sullivan’s The Mikado in the Olympia. Her strong soprano voice had served her well

  over the years and she’d sung her way up the ranks in Cats, Grease, South Pacific and various Christmas pantos.




  Last year she’d been Cinderella to Twink’s Fairy Godmother and Dustin the Turkey’s Buttons which had been brilliant fun. And now she was painting scenery for another musical,

  Mary Poppins. She had been offered the lead role, made famous by Julie Andrews in the Disney classic, but she was holding out for something else.




  For as long as she could remember she had dreamed of a meaty lead role in her favourite Dublin theatre, the one where she had started – The Gate. And this time things might just go to plan

  for her. Fingers crossed.




  Daria took a deep breath and left the safety of the women’s toilet. She made her way down the labyrinth of stairs and corridors towards the main entrance.




  “Hi, Max,” she smiled as she unlocked and opened the heavy glass and wooden doors. “Have you been here long?”




  “A few minutes.” His hands were hot and sticky and he could feel a warm blush sneaking up his neck and spreading onto his cheeks. He held onto the long, black nylon kite-bag as if it

  were a lifebuoy.




  “Is that one of the giant kites?” She was dying to see the design. He’d promised something spectacular.




  “Yes,” he said, still clutching it tightly.




  “Follow me,” she said, gesturing him inside the warm, red-wallpapered hall. “I’ll just lock the door after you,” she added, moving behind him.




  “I’ve never been in here during the day,” Max said, looking around him. “In fact, I haven’t been here for years, except for a couple of concerts and the odd

  Midnight at the Olympia session.”




  “It’s a good venue for concerts.” She led him down a corridor, through a red door and up some steep steps. “I saw the Counting Crows here last year – they were

  great.”




  “I was at that. The one without Dan ’cause his wife was having a baby.” He was starting to feel a little less nervous.




  “That’s right. Small world.” She led him into a room with a high, sloped dingy glass ceiling. “This is the backstage room where we store most of the scenery and

  props.”




  Max looked around. The room was littered with a jumble of painted and plain white flats, assorted furniture, an antique large-wheeled black pram, chimney-sweep’s brushes, a large round

  table and old-fashioned high-backed chairs.




  “The stage door is over here.” She opened the door. Max could see a large grey wind-generator towards the back of the wings on the opposite side. “I’ve put the kites

  up,” she said, leading Max onto the stage, “but two of them seem to be having problems flying.”




  Max stared up. The tails of the bright blue, yellow, red and purple square and diamond-shaped kites were fluttering in the draught.




  “I’ll just flick on the lights and the wind machine and you can have a better look.”




  A few minutes later the stage was bathed in strong, warming light. Spotlights illuminated the kites which had begun to fly in the gentle artificial breeze.




  Daria walked back onto the stage. Max couldn’t help but notice that the blue backdrop with fluffy white clouds which had been painted to look like the sky matched her eyes perfectly, the

  blue bits that was.




  “You’re right,” he said, trying to keep his mind on the job. “The box kite, that’s the square 3-D one, and the smaller diamond kite aren’t balanced properly

  for the wind. I’ll need to turn the box so it faces the breeze squarely and move the bridle on the diamond.”




  “The bridle?”




  “Sorry,” Max smiled. “The piece of line which angles the kite into the wind is called the bridle. You need to adjust the angle for this type of light wind.”




  “I could turn the wind generator up a bit.”




  “That would certainly help.”




  He waited as she fiddled with a knob on the side of the large machine. The diamond kite began to lift, catching the new, stronger breeze.




  “Look!” Daria exclaimed. “It’s flying!”




  He smiled at her excitement. “I’ll still need to adjust the box kite.”




  A little later they stood at the back of the auditorium watching the fruits of their labour.




  The giant kite which Max had decorated with a vibrant, multi-coloured clown design was now in place and the rogue box kite was flying steadily.




  “They’re beautiful,” Daria sighed. “Especially the clown.”




  “Thanks,” Max said gratefully. He was pleased with the effect.




  “The stage looks so alive, and so childish.”




  “Childish?”




  “I mean childlike,” Daria said. Max was still frowning. “You know,” she continued, trying to explain. “Happy and fun. Like the world is when you’re a child.

  Safe and trouble-free.”




  Max turned towards her in the dim light. “Are you saying your life isn’t like that now?” he asked gently, immediately regretting the over-intimate question.




  Daria paused for a second. Luckily she didn’t seem at all offended. “Trouble-free. Sometimes, I guess. But not often. I wish it was.”




  And at that moment all that Max wanted to do was to hold Daria in his arms and hug the hell out of her.




  “Would you like to grab a cup of coffee?” he asked instead.




  Daria looked at him and smiled. “Yes. Yes, I would.”




  “So how did you get into the kite business?” Daria asked as she dipped her spoon into the creamy froth at the top of her cappuccino.




  They were sitting on a sofa in Coco’s Coffee Shop in Temple Bar. Daria’s legs were curled up underneath her, exposing a couple of inches of smooth, tanned leg between the bottom of

  her jeans and her chunky pink Converse sandals. Although it was a sunny afternoon there was a cool breeze and Max wondered whether her feet were cold. They were both wearing Patagonia fleeces and

  they’d joked that they looked like twins walking down Crow Street.




  “I was working in London as an engineer and one of my English friends had a parafoil,” Max began.




  Daria raised her eyebrows curiously.




  “A parafoil’s a power-kite. It’s rectangular and I guess it looks a bit like a floating mattress when it’s in the air.”




  Daria smiled.




  “I tried flying his one day and I loved it. The next day I bought myself one and I was fascinated with its design. After a while I bought a bigger one but it was bloody expensive so I

  thought I’d have a go at making one. It took a long time to get the design right, but I finally cracked it. And I ended up making them for friends and friends of friends while I was over

  there.”




  “Brilliant. And I suppose your engineering training helped?”




  “Yes, it did.”




  “And then . . .” she encouraged.




  “I’d had enough of London – it was too noisy, too dirty, too everything. So I moved back to Dublin, set up Max Kites with the proceeds of my flat and here I am.” He

  sipped his coffee thoughtfully.




  “Do you miss London?”




  “Not at all. I lived there for three years and it was quite long enough.”




  “I’m not a fan of big cities either. I grew up in Boston and I’m much happier in Dublin.”




  “Boston? I thought I detected a faint American twang.”




  “Damn! I’ve spent years trying to elocute it out of my system.” She smiled.




  Max laughed. “You have a lovely accent. Honestly.”




  “Thanks.”




  “So when did you move to Dublin?”




  “When I was fifteen. My dad’s Irish and when he and mum got divorced myself and Grace, my sister, moved here with him. To Wicklow originally and then to Dublin. And we’ve been

  here ever since.”




  “That must have been hard,” Max said. “Moving away like that. Leaving all your friends behind.”




  “It was. But I’d been to Dublin before to visit my gran and my relations, so it wasn’t a complete shock to the system.”




  They talked for a little while longer before she glanced at her watch.




  “I have to run in a few minutes. I’m sorry.”




  Max was disappointed. He’d really enjoyed talking to her and there was so much he wanted to know. “You go on. I’ll get this,” he said.




  “Are you sure?”




  “Of course. I’ll have the other giant kite ready for you early next week. Maybe we could have coffee again then.”




  “I’d like that.”




  “Where were you this afternoon?” Lucy asked Max that evening as they walked into the IMAC cinema in Dun Laoghaire. They had arranged to see the new Brad Pitt film.

  Max had great respect for the man after his stunning performance in Snatch, which, along with Lock, Stock and Two Smoking Barrels was one of his favourites. Lucy just thought Brad was

  delicious eye-candy, plain and simple. She wasn’t all that concerned with his acting ability.




  “At the post office. I had to send a kite to Donegal urgently.”




  “I tried a couple of times. Mossy told me you’d been gone most of the afternoon.”




  “I was trying to avoid working on the Web site, to tell the truth. Do you want popcorn?”




  After the film she dropped him back to his apartment in Monkstown. “Now don’t forget about dinner tomorrow night,” she reminded him as he stepped out of the ancient Audi and

  into the pouring rain.




  “I won’t,” he said before making a mad dash for the front door. He let himself into the communal hall which always smelt faintly of curry and shook his wet head, splattering a

  shower of drops into the cool air.
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  “Max has been acting strangely in the last few days,” Lucy said to Hopper as she sliced her sharp kitchen knife into a firm red tomato. Hopper was sitting on the

  kitchen counter, pilfering the raw ingredients of the baby spinach and feta cheese salad. “Would you get your fingers out of there!” Lucy exclaimed, swatting Hopper’s hand away.

  “There’ll be nothing left for dinner at this rate.”




  “No fear,” Hopper grinned. “You’ve enough here to feed a large territorial army! What were you saying about Max?”




  “Maybe I’m imagining it, but he’s just being a bit – I don’t know, evasive, I suppose.”




  “You two are practically joined at the hip. I’m sure it’s nothing. He’s probably just got his mind on higher things, like kites.”




  “Ha, bloody ha. No, that’s not it. He wasn’t in the loft yesterday afternoon and he made some feeble excuse about being in the post office.”




  Hooper looked at her friend carefully. “I think you’re being a little paranoid. Why would he lie about going to the post office, for heaven’s sake?”




  “But he was gone for hours, according to Mossy.”




  “Mossy has no brain cells left. And no sense of time. And why did you need to know exactly where Max was, anyway? You’re not even his girlfriend. You’re worse than

  Paula.”




  “Forget it.” She was beginning to feel a little stupid. “Ignore me.” She concentrated on the chopping-board.




  Hopper took a metal spoonful of a red, tomato-based sauce from the mixing bowl on the counter beside her.




  “Hey!” Lucy said, raising her voice. “Leave that alone. It’s not finished.”




  “Tastes finished to me.” Hopper licked her lips enthusiastically.




  “Listen, you can either give me a hand or join Alan and Paula in the living-room.”




  “A fate worse than death.” She jumped down off the counter and rolled back the sleeves of her green and pink-striped mohair jumper. “I’ll help you.”




  “Good. You can chop the onions.”




  “Are you crying, Sinead?” Paula asked hopefully as Hopper walked into the living-room. Paula and Alan were sitting on the sofa watching a rerun of

  Thunderbirds on the television. Paula had no interest in it and was filing her nails with a long, pink emery-board.




  “Hopper. And no, Lucy had me chopping the onions, that’s all.”




  “Pity.”




  Alan turned towards his girlfriend. “That’s not very nice, Paula. I don’t see why you two can’t get on. It’s getting tiring at this stage.”




  “She started it.”




  “Yeah, right.” Hopper glared at Paula unpleasantly.




  Alan stood up suddenly, sending Paula flying. “I’m going to watch this in my room,” he muttered, going out and slamming the door behind him.




  “Now look what you’ve done, Sinead.”




  “One day everyone will find out what an evil little bitch you really are.” Hopper walked out of the room, leaving Paula behind her, and marched up the stairs. Paula ran out behind

  her.




  “Keep away from my Alan!”




  Hopper stared at her in disgust. “If you think I’d go near him after he’s been with you you’re sorely mistaken. He probably has some sort of disease at this stage. Crabs

  or something.”




  “Don’t be disgusting! I’m very clean.”




  Hopper decided against retaliation. It was too much like hard work. Paula gave up and went back into the living-room and began to watch the home shopping channel. Hopper could hear

  ‘never-to-be-repeated’ offers drifting up the stairs. She knocked gently on Alan’s door.




  “Yes. Who is it?”




  “It’s me,” she whispered. “Hopper.”




  A few seconds later the door opened. Alan stood on the threshold, frowning at her. She pushed past him and sat down on his bed. The room was reasonably tidy, for a boy. There was only one layer

  of clothes on the floor and the curtains were half-drawn back, letting in some daylight.




  “I’m sorry,” she began. “She just winds me up. I know it annoys you.”




  Alan sighed. “Forget it.” He sat down on the bed beside her.




  “Lady Penelope looks good today,” she smiled, trying to lighten the mood.




  “Um.”




  “And String-Ray 2 looks greener than usual. Must be the digital re-mastering.”




  Alan looked at her. “I didn’t know you were a fan.”




  “There’s a lot of things you don’t know about me. A whole heap.”




  His eyes were fixed on her face. He suddenly realised that she had the most amazing eyes – dark chocolate-brown pools that you could get lost in. He felt a magnetic pull dragging him

  closer and closer towards Hopper and her hypnotic eyes.




  “Alan!” Paula’s voice cut through the atmosphere. “I want to get changed now. Send that ‘thing’ away, please.” She pointed at Hopper.




  “Didn’t your mother ever tell you that it’s rude to point?” Hopper asked.




  “Out!” Paula shouted. “Now!”




  “Sorry, Hopper,” Alan apologised. He got up and followed Hopper towards the door.




  “Where do you think you’re going?” Paula asked him.




  “To watch Thunderbirds downstairs,” he replied innocently. “I thought you said you wanted to get changed.”




  “But I’ll need help with my basque,” Paula purred, putting her arms around his waist. “You know I find the little metal hooks hard with my fingernails.” She flicked

  her tongue over the rim of his ear suggestively and stared at Hopper who was waiting for Alan at the door. “Run along, Hopper. We’re busy.”




  Hopper stomped down the stairs fuming. Little wagon. Paula made her blood boil. She’d bloody well show her. She walked into the kitchen and sat down at the table.




  Lucy looked up from the chocolate sauce she was stirring on the hob. “Everything OK?”




  “No!”




  “What’s up?” Lucy dipped her finger into the warm, dense liquid and popped it into her mouth. It was delicious.




  “Paula!”




  “I know you two don’t exactly get on but can you try, just for tonight? Please?”




  “I suppose. But tell madam to lay off me, will you?”




  “I’ll ask Alan to have a word with her.”




  Hopper sighed. Alan didn’t seem to have much control over his girlfriend. She and her Victoria’s Secret underwear stash had him wrapped around her little finger.




  “What’s wrong?” Lucy asked, turning the heat down under the small saucepan and leaving the sauce simmering on the hob. She pulled out a chair and joined Hopper at the

  table.




  “Alan. He’s upstairs with Paula. But before she came in I thought we were going to –” She hesitated.




  “Go on.”




  “To kiss. Our heads were really close together and he was leaning over towards me and gazing into my eyes.” She sighed again. “I don’t know. Maybe I’m imagining

  it.”




  Lucy sat silent for a few seconds, thinking. “I think Alan really likes you. And you’d be great together. But what about Paula?”




  “What about her? Stupid wench. We’ll just have to get rid of her.”




  “I’ll come up with something,” Lucy smiled. “A way to get you and Alan alone together.” She thought for a minute, tapping the table with her fingernails before

  clicking her fingers. “I think that might just work, yes. Leave it to me, Hopper.”




  The doorbell rang. “That’s probably Max,” Lucy said.




  “You can’t leave me hanging like that,” Hopper spluttered. “What’s going through that strange little mind of yours?”




  “I’ll tell you later,” Lucy promised as she opened the kitchen door. The Victorian house was built on a slope and there were four steps between the kitchen door and the long

  hall.




  “Lucy!” Hopper called after her, but Lucy ignored her.




  “Hi, Max,” said Lucy, opening the front door and kissing him on the cheek. “Come in.”




  Max handed her a large bunch of daisies.




  “Daisies, my favourite. Thanks.”




  “I’ve brought a few bottles too, like you asked.” Max plonked the plastic Oddbins bag onto the wooden hall floor with a clink and unzipped his jacket.




  Lucy looked at his shirt critically. “The jeans are fine but that shirt definitely needs an iron.”




  “But I ironed it myself before I came out!”




  “Did you plug the iron in?”




  “Don’t be so mean.”




  “Take it off,” Lucy said, walking towards the kitchen. “Bring the bottles down here.”




  “Yes, Sergeant Major.” He was well used to Lucy’s bossy streak. In the kitchen he put the plastic bag down on the table, undid the top button of his shirt and pulled it over

  his head.




  “You’re such a boy,” Hopper laughed. “It wouldn’t kill you to undo the buttons.”




  “It’s quicker this way,” Max winked. “Comes in handy with the babes.”




  “You don’t do it very often, so,” Lucy quipped.




  “Thanks a lot. Now who’s going to iron my shirt?” He tried to hand it to Lucy. He was feeling a little silly, not to mention self-conscious standing in the kitchen with a bare

  chest. At least it was warm, he thought to himself.




  “My hands are really sticky,” Lucy said. “And I have to make the garlic bread. I’ll get Paula.”




  “She’s busy,” Hopper said ominously. She smelt her hands. “The onion smell has pretty much gone so I’ll do it.” She took the shirt from Max.




  “I didn’t know you could iron, Hopper,” Lucy said.




  “With two younger brothers you learn pretty fast,” Hopper smiled. “Just because I don’t iron my own clothes doesn’t mean I can’t do it at all.”




  “I feel really stupid,” Max complained. “I’ll do it,” he said, “again.”




  “Max,” Lucy sighed, “pour yourself a drink and sit down. There’s an open bottle of white in the fridge. And let Hopper do it – you want to impress Jenny,

  don’t you?”




  “I suppose. But I don’t see how ironing a shirt is going to make much of a difference.” He walked towards the fridge and pulled out the bottle of white Fetzer. “Would you

  like a glass, girls?”




  “Please,” Hopper smiled. Lucy nodded.




  Paula walked in the door in a stunning, black low-cut catsuit. “Me too, please. How nice, served a drink by a near-naked man. Makes a change.” She looked Max up and down

  appraisingly.




  “Where’s Alan?” Lucy asked.




  “In the shower,” Paula replied. “He’ll be down in a few minutes.” She glanced over at Hopper who was unfolding the ironing board. “Can I do that? I’m a

  whizz at ironing.”




  “It’s fine, thank you,” Hopper replied through gritted teeth. She pulled the iron out of a cupboard and plugged it in.




  “Oh, but you’ll need starch,” Paula said.




  “Max doesn’t like starch on his shirts, do you, Max?” Lucy said quickly, throwing him a look.




  “No,” Max said in confusion. “It makes me feel starchy.”




  Paula giggled and batted her eyelashes at Max. “Max,” she trilled, “you’re so funny.”




  “We should all move upstairs,” Lucy said firmly. “Jenny will be here soon. And I’m almost done here.”




  “Wait for me,” Hopper said. “The iron’s only just heating up.” She didn’t want to miss anything.




  They all waited while she ironed the shirt, Lucy keeping Paula occupied by asking her work-related questions. Max was happy just to sit at the kitchen table and flick through an old RTE

  Guide he’d found on the table.




  When she was finished, Hopper handed Max his newly ironed shirt and he put it on gingerly as it was still hot.




  “Thanks, Hopper. You did a great job,” he said. He fastened the buttons quickly. “I’m going upstairs now, OK?” He could hear Alan flicking through the television

  channels in the front room.




  “Fine,” Lucy said. “I’m nearly done. I’ll be up in two seconds. Would you mind opening the door to people, Max?”




  “No problem.” He opened the kitchen door and went up the stairs into the hall.




  “I think I’ll join the boys,” Paula said, following him closely, her eyes fixed on his backside as he climbed the stairs. “You look very handsome, Max.”




  “Thanks,” Max replied nervously.




  The doorbell rang again.




  “That’ll be Eugene,” Max said. “He’s always on time if there’s food involved.” Eugene was Lucy’s younger brother.




  Paula tottered past him on her staggeringly high heels. “I’ll get it.” She pulled back the door and gave the two young men on the doorstep a killer grin. “Boys, do come

  in,” she purred. “Hi, Eugene.”




  “Hi, Paula, nice to see you again. Please call me Blanco, all me mates do. And this is me best mate, Derek.”




  Paula giggled girlishly. “Nice to meet you, Derek. I’m Paula.” She held his hand firmly and gazed into his eyes.




  “And you can call me Deco,” he smiled.




  Superquinn bags full of cans of cider and lager swung by their sides.




  “Yo! Sis!” Eugene said to Lucy, spotting the top of her head as she came through the kitchen door.




  “Hi, Eugene,” Lucy said looking up. She walked up the stairs and stared at him suspiciously. “I didn’t know you were bringing Derek,” she said coolly. She’d

  asked her brother instead of Brian, to even up the boy/girl numbers.




  “I knew it would be OK, Sis. Come here and give us a smooch.”




  He bounded over to her, threw his arms around her and kissed her on the cheek. He smelt of drink and tobacco.




  “I suppose it’s all right. But don’t get too drunk, OK?”




  “Would we, Lucy?” Derek asked. “You know us.”




  “Only too well.”




  They all made their way into the living-room. Eugene flicked through the CDs and put one on. “Semisonic,” he said loudly over the music, “excellento!”




  “Can you turn it down a bit, Eugene?” Lucy asked. Maybe it hadn’t been such a good idea to ask her brother along. He was twenty-four going on fifteen, and had all the sense of

  a three-week-old puppy. In fact, given too many pints he’d probably chew the legs of the furniture. He was still in UCD after a deferred year after the Leaving Cert, a repeated year after

  failing first year and a year off between second and third year. At times Lucy felt more like a mother to him than a sister. Their own mother, Eileen, found him more than a handful.




  “No problemo, Sis,” he beamed, dancing around the room, practically head-butting the lampshade.




  “Has everyone got a drink?” Lucy asked. “Derek, what would you like? Wine?”




  Derek smiled. “I’ll just crack open one of my tinnies, thanks Lucy. I’ll have some wine later.”




  “I’m fine, Sis. I’ll have a beer too,” Eugene said.




  “I’ll bring up some glasses and bottles for everyone else,” Max said.




  “Thanks,” Lucy said gratefully. “That would be great. I’d better check on the food.”




  “Here, use a tray,” Lucy told Max in the kitchen. He was trying to carry glasses like a barman, with his fingers. “It’ll be easier.”




  “Good idea,” Max said, taking the tray from her. “Are you OK? You look a little harassed.”




  “I’m fine,” she assured him. “I always get a little nervous before the food is served, that’s all.” She opened the oven door a crack to check the garlic bread

  wasn’t burning. “And Eugene is practically drunk already. God knows what he’s going to be like later.”




  “He’ll be fine,” Max said kindly. “He’ll just fall asleep like last time.”




  “You’re probably right. My brother, the big party animal. He’s like a big kid.”




  “You love him really.”
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