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Grown Ups

‘The irresistible tale of an enviably glamorous family forced to confront itself’ Daily Mail

‘Tackling the realities of modern-day consumerism, Keyes’ new book Grown Ups is the story of three brothers and their families written with her usual deft mix of witty storytelling and delicate touchpoint topics. It’s brilliant so read it’ Stylist

‘THIS BOOK. Reader, I LOVED it. Funny and thoughtful and such brilliantly drawn characters I am genuinely bereft that my time with them is over. And it tackles some REALLY important issues with immense sensitivity and insight’ Hannah Beckerman

‘Funny, thought-provoking and will get you right in the feels’ Red

‘It’s a page-turner you won’t be able to put down’ Sunday Post

‘Marian Keyes is back with a witty and dramatic story about the Caseys, a family who seem perfect on the surface but hold some big secrets between them. When one of them starts to spill the truth after suffering concussion, things start to unravel in hilarious ways’ Good Housekeeping

‘Happy-making with glorious wit’ Helen Lederer

‘No one knows better than Marian Keyes what it’s like trying to be a grown-up in modern Ireland. Keyes is on top form as ever, and this delightful book will warm those cold winter bones’ Image

‘A heartening, pacey read’ SheerLuxe

‘Smart, savvy and very funny, Keyes takes the pulse of the nation while simultaneously tickling its funny bone’ RTE Guide

‘A hilarious read’ Bella

‘Bursting with wit and compassion. Grown ups is as alive, complicated and chaotic as any real-life family, evoking extraordinary tenderness, pain and humour’ Francesca Steele, inews

‘A funny and thoughtful read’ Prima

‘Up there with her best’ Sunday Express

‘A fabulous account of family and secrets, calling into question how civilised and “grown up” any of us actually are’ Glamour

‘Marian Keyes nails the zeitgeist while handling a huge cast of characters with aplomb’ Express and Star

‘The absolute queen of astute, moving and cracking-good-fun contemporary fiction’ Sun

‘Brilliant as ever’ Stellar

‘It’s everything you could want in a Keyes book – funny, warm, tender and a complete page-turner’ Handbook

‘A witty and compassionate story of modern life and relationships’ Candis

‘An entertaining, sharp read that peels back the layers and nuances which shape the realities of family life and being an adult. Humorous, heart-warming and relatable’ Stylist

‘Brilliantly plotted family saga’ Tracy Thorn, New Statesman

‘A warm-hearted and wise tale of a family in trouble. Packed full of sharp observations and laugh-out-loud lines’ i
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‘When we were children, we used to think that when we were grown-up we would no longer be vulnerable. But to grow up is to accept vulnerability … To be alive is to be vulnerable’
Madeleine L’Engle.
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Prologue

Johnny Casey launched into a fit of energetic coughing – a bit of bread down the wrong way. But the chat around the long dinner table carried on. Lovely. He could die here, literally die, on his forty-ninth birthday, and would his brothers, their spouses, his own wife, Jessie, or any of the children, even notice?

Jessie was his best hope but she was off in the kitchen readying the next elaborate course. He could only hope he survived to eat it.

A sip of water didn’t help. Tears were streaming down his face and finally Ed, his younger brother, asked, ‘You okay there?’

Manfully, Johnny waved away his concern. ‘Bread. Down the wrong way.’

‘Thought for a minute you were choking,’ Ferdia said.

Well, why didn’t you say something, you useless tool? Twenty-two years of age and more concerned with Syrian refugees than your stepfather expiring!

‘That’d be a shame,’ Johnny croaked. ‘To die on my birthday.’

‘You wouldn’t have died,’ Ferdia said. ‘One of us would have tried the Heimlich manoeuvre.’

Someone would have needed to notice I was dying first.

‘You know what happened recently?’ Ed asked. ‘Mr Heimlich? The man who invented the Heimlich manoeuvre? Finally, at the age of eighty-seven, he got to do it on someone for real.’

‘And it worked? He saved the person?’ This was from Liam, the youngest of the Casey brothers, right down at the end of the table. ‘Be a bit mortifying if he did it, then the person snuffed it.’

Liam tended to bring the snark to any situation, Johnny reflected. Look at him there, lounging back in his seat with a careless grace that made Johnny’s teeth itch. At forty-one years of age, Liam was still propelling himself through life, using only good looks and swagger.

The cut of him, with his surf-y hair and half the buttons open on his crumpled shirt.

‘Like Mr Segway,’ Ferdia said. ‘Invented the Segway, said they were totally safe, then died on one.’

‘In fairness,’ Ed said, ‘his only claim was that you’d never fall over on one.’

‘So what happened?’ Johnny, despite his resentment at the lot of them, was interested.

‘He accidentally drove one off a cliff.’

‘Oh, God.’ Nell, Liam’s wife, dissolved into giggles. ‘Started believing his own publicity? You know, they were a bit safe, so he got fooled into thinking they were bullet-proof?’

‘Got high on his own supply,’ Ferdia said.

‘You’d know about that.’ Liam threw his nephew a dark look.

Ferdia glared in return.

So the feud between those two is on again? What is it this time?

He’d ask Jessie. She kept tabs on the various Casey alliances and grudges – it gave her life. Where was she anyway? Right, here she came. Carrying a trayful of, by the looks of things, sorbets.

‘Palate cleansers!’ she declared. ‘Lemon and vodka.’

‘What about us?’ Bridey piped up. She was twelve years of age and operated like a union rep for the five youngest cousins. She policed their rights with vigilance. ‘We can’t possibly have vodka, we’re far too young.’

‘On it,’ Jessie said.

Course she was, Johnny thought. Fair play to her. Never dropped the ball.

‘Just lemon for you guys.’

Sometimes Johnny didn’t know how Jessie did it. Even though Bridey was his first-born, he sometimes found her insufferable.

Bridey issued stern instructions to the younger kids that if their sorbets tasted ‘in any way funny’ they must desist from eating them with immediate effect.

She actually said those words. ‘Desist.’ And ‘with immediate effect’.

It was at times such as these that Johnny Casey wondered at the wisdom of sending children to expensive schools. They created monsters.

Jessie resumed her spot at the head of the table. ‘Everyone okay?’ she asked.

Cheerful noises of assent rose, because that was how things rolled in Jessie’s world.

But when the hubbub quietened down, Ed’s wife, Cara, said, ‘I have to say it, I’m bored out of my skull.’

Good-humoured chortles followed and someone murmured, ‘You’re gas.’

‘I’m not joking.’

Several heads jerked up from their sorbets. All conversation ceased.

‘I mean, sorbets?’ Cara asked. ‘How many more courses do we have to sit through? Couldn’t we just have had a pizza?’

Okay, Cara had one or two issues. To put it mildly. But she was a sweetheart, one of the nicest people he’d ever met. Johnny’s gaze went to Ed: it was his job to keep his wife under control. If that wasn’t a very sexist thought and, yes, he admitted it was.

But Ed looked stupefied with confusion. ‘What the hell?’ he asked. ‘Jessie, I’m sorry!’

Jessie was dumb with shock.

Trying to pull things back to normal, Johnny adopted a light-hearted tone. ‘Ah, come on now, Cara. After all the work Jessie’s done …’

‘But she did nothing! The caterers did it.’

‘What caterers?’ several voices asked.

‘She always has these things catered.’

Jessie would never use caterers. Cooking is her thing.

Up and down the table, the mood was of scandalized commotion.

‘How much have you had to drink?’ Ed asked Cara.

‘Nothing,’ she said. ‘Because I had that bang –’

‘– on the head!’ Ed finished her sentence and his relief was audible. ‘She got a bang on the head earlier. A sign fell off a shop and hit her –’

‘That’s not what happened –’

‘We thought she was okay –’

‘You wanted me to be okay,’ Cara said. ‘I knew I wasn’t.’

‘You should go to A and E!’ Jessie was struggling to recalibrate to her default personality of Nurturing and Bossy. ‘You’re obviously concussed. Go this very moment, why are you even here?’

‘Because Ed needs Johnny to loan him the money,’ Cara said.

Right on cue, Jessie asked, ‘What money?’

‘From the other bank account,’ Cara said. Then, ‘Oh, God. I wasn’t meant to say that.’

‘What bank account?’ Jessie asked. ‘What loan?’

‘Cara, the hospital, right now.’ Ed stood up.

‘Johnny?’ Jessie locked eyes with him.

He knew the drill: she’d say no more here, but there would be hell to pay later. However, he still had something in his arsenal. ‘Jessie? What caterers?’

Unexpectedly, Ferdia glared at Johnny. Angrily he said, ‘You’re really doing this to her?’

‘I’m entitled to know.’

Ferdia paused. His tone towards his stepfather had many layers. ‘You? You’re entitled to nothing.’

In Johnny’s stomach, dread slithered, like eels.

Everyone else was still watching Jessie: did Superwoman really use caterers?

‘We shouldn’t be exposed to this,’ Bridey said, in an undertone. ‘We’re children. It’s inappropriate.’

Pinned by the collective gaze, Jessie’s eyes flicked back and forth. She looked panicked. ‘Yes, okay, yes!’ She sounded exasperated. ‘Sometimes. So what?’

‘And that was the day my childhood ended,’ Bridey murmured.

‘How did you know?’ Liam asked Cara.

‘I used to do Jessie’s accounts,’ Cara said. ‘A hefty payment to the Cookbook Café popped up each time we had another of these endless dinners. You don’t need to be a rocket scientist –’

‘I have five children, between eight and twenty-two!’ Jessie cried. ‘I run a business, there are only so many hours in the day and, Johnny, you’re never here and –’

Cara stood up. ‘I’d better go to the hospital,’ she said. ‘Before I fall out with every one of you. Come on, Ed.’

‘Hey, Cara, do you really like my new hair?’ eighteen-year-old Saoirse, interrupted.

‘Oh, sweetie, don’t!’ Cara said. ‘You know I love you.’

‘That means it’s bad?’

‘That fringe makes your face look like the moon.’

It did make her face look like the moon! Cara was spot-on. All the same, you can’t say that to a teenage girl.

At Saoirse’s devastated expression, Cara looked sick with remorse. ‘I’m so sorry, Saoirse. But it’ll grow back. Come on, Ed.’

‘Before you go?’ Liam’s eyes were narrowed. ‘Did you really think that massage I gave you was … What was the word you used?’

‘“Dreamy”? No. I hated it. Forget being a masseur. You are terrible.’

‘Hey!’ Nell jumped in to defend her husband. ‘He’s doing his best.’

‘Why are you bigging him up?’ Cara asked.

Suddenly, Liam was energized. He smelt blood. ‘Why wouldn’t she back me up? Tell us, Cara, come on, tell us.’

‘No, Cara.’ Nell’s voice was sharp.

‘Tell me,’ Liam ordered.

‘Don’t!’ Nell said. ‘Cara, it’ll come back on you too.’

‘Tell me.’ Liam’s tone was urgent.

Then, because Cara was concussed, confused and long past caring, she told them everything.
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SIX MONTHS EARLIER



APRIL

Easter in Kerry




ONE

Just after 7 a.m., Cara’s internal line rang.

Oleksandr, the doorman, spoke. ‘The eejit has landed. ETA three minutes.’

Cara turned to her trainee. ‘Vihaan. Showtime.’ She tugged at her skirt once more and ran a hand over her chignon. ‘Remember –’

‘Shadow you. Keep smiling. Say nothing.’

‘Don’t show any shock, no matter what he comes out with.’

‘I’m way excited for this. I hope he’s heinous.’

‘Stop.’ First Oleksandr being irreverent, now Vihaan. In this job, you shouldn’t even think these things.

Flanked by Vihaan, Cara took her position, facing the front door, in the flower-filled lobby. She summoned her warmest smile and stepped forward. ‘Welcome back to the Ardglass, Mr Fay.’ Her welcome was sincere: she loved the hotel. ‘I’m Cara Casey, and this is my assistant Vihaan –’

‘I don’t care what you’re called, just take me to my room.’

‘Certainly, sir.’

‘Get my bags up to me. Now. Not in fifteen minutes. I mean now.’

Cara made urgent eye-contact with Anto the bellboy. Go, go, go. ‘The elevator is this way, Mr Fay.’

In the lift, Cara asked, in a deliberately soft voice, ‘How was your journey here this morning?’

‘Long. Tedious as fuck.’

‘Where have you come –’

‘Stop. Talking.’

Outside the suite, the electronic door key worked. The Ardglass keys always did, but sod’s law would have had it failing today of all days.

‘Welcome back to the McCafferty Suite,’ Cara said.

Of the fifty-one rooms in the Ardglass, this suite on the third floor was her favourite: the long sash windows overlooking the leafy trees of Fitzwilliam Square; the original Georgian coving; the bathroom with its claw-footed tub and underfloor heating …

‘Here’s your luggage!’ Anto and his trolley hurtled in.

‘The best hotel in Dublin,’ Mr Fay said, sarcastically.

But it was the best: the best bed linen, the best food, the best spa. However, what elevated it above all the others was the service from its multi-cultural staff: intuitive and seamless, respectful but relaxed. Everyone, from skint honeymooners enjoying just one glorious night, to high-net-worth habitués of luxury hotels, was made to feel special.

‘Where would you like your bags, Mr Fay?’ Anto asked.

‘Why don’t you just stick them up your butt?’

‘They wouldn’t fit, sir.’ Anto’s shtick was cheeky Dublin humour.

‘They’d fit up hers.’ Billy Fay pointed at Cara. But as the burn landed, she’d already bundled the pain away, before she felt a thing.

Anto hurriedly heaved the suitcases onto the luggage rack, then scarpered.

Cara refreshed her smile. ‘Although you’ve stayed here in the past, would you like me to explain the room’s features to you again?’

‘Just get out, you fat bitch.’

Vihaan gasped.

Cara would have to have a word with him later.

‘Can we send anything up to you, Mr Fay? Coffee? Tea –’

‘Like I said, get out and take your little Isis lapdog with you.’

‘Certainly, sir.’

They left the room and headed for the back stairs.

‘Wow. Ling wasn’t wrong. He is the worst,’ Vihaan muttered.

‘He’s been travelling for maybe eighteen hours. He’s tired.’

‘He made Ling cry last time. That’s why you’re in so early, right? You’re the only one who can handle him? And what’s he mean with the Isis thing? I’m Hindu.’

‘Vihaan, sweetheart, no. Don’t let him get to you.’

‘And another thing! You’re not fat!’

Their eyes locked, in sudden mirth. ‘But,’ he said, ‘you are a –’

She tried to put her hand over his mouth. He wrestled himself away, both of them giddy from the release of all that tension. Still laughing, they came into the reception area.

‘Bad?’ Madelyn asked.

‘Oh, yeah. I’m in Isis and –’

‘I’m a fat bitch.’

After a furtive scan to check there were no guests around, they laughed away the remainder of the stress.

‘So?’ Madelyn interrupted. ‘The competition winners, Mr and Mrs Roberts, their ETA is one o’clock. Which room have they been allocated?

‘Not sure,’ Cara said. ‘I’ll know when I see them.’

Now and again, in a radio phone-in, a lucky duo won a couple of nights in the Ardglass. They tended to be people who couldn’t ordinarily afford a stay. Cara and her team got very excited on their behalf: they wanted them to experience the full wonder of the hotel.

‘What do we know about them?’

They always did a discreet social-media search on expected guests to ensure that gaffes, such as gifting a complimentary bottle of champagne to a recovering alcoholic, didn’t happen.

‘Not much. Married couple. Paula and Dave Roberts. Mid-forties-ish. From a small town in County Laois. Looks like they have two teenagers.’ Some competition winners were totally on for the penthouse. But others, unused to five-star hotels, were more relaxed in a regular room. But Cara never knew for absolute sure which way to go until she’d met them.




TWO

One hundred and eighty kilometres away, in the Lough Lein hotel in County Kerry, Nell read from the laminated mini-bar list. ‘Seven euro for a beer? Three euro for a can of Coke?’ She paused, shocked. ‘They’re having a laugh. There was a Lidl by that last roundabout – we could buy stuff for, like, far less than this.’

Liam shrugged. ‘No need. Have anything you want. Jessie’s paying.’

‘I don’t feel okay about that.’

‘Look, the cost of our room – all the rooms – will dwarf anyone’s bar bill. Even yours. Anyway, Jessie doesn’t judge. She’s not like that.’

Nell considered how many rooms Jessie had booked and enumerated them on her fingers. ‘Jessie and Johnny, Cara and Ed, you and me. Then there’s the kids – Ferdia and … What’s his buddy’s name? Barty. Okay, them. Saoirse and Bridey. TJ and Dilly. Cara and Ed’s pair. Is that all of us? I’m running out of fingers …’

‘So, seven rooms. But she books way in advance and gets a discount.’

‘Four nights, five-star hotel, the top floor, view of the lake, Easter weekend. Liam, they must be loaded.’

‘She works hard. They both do.’ They’d talked about this too much. It was starting to piss him off.

Without any real interest, he switched on the TV and speedily clicked his way through an afternoon chat show, a technicolour cartoon, a rugby match and a news report of desperate-seeming crowds, standing in the rain, behind coils of barbed wire … The camera focused on a small boy sitting on his father’s shoulders, wearing what looked like a Tesco bag to protect his head from the downpour. Immediately Liam hit the off button – but it was too late, Nell had seen. ‘Let’s check out our balcony,’ he said quickly.

He slid open the glass doors and stepped outside. To his relief, Nell followed. In silence, they leant on the railing, looking out over the muted navy blue of the lake and the craggy grey-green mountains on the far side. Three storeys below, in the grounds, shrieking children ran around.

‘Beautiful, right?’ Liam prompted. ‘Very Instagrammable.’

‘Ha-ha.’ Nell reached for her phone and clicked off a flurry of shots. ‘Yeah, it’s stunning.’

‘Now are you glad you came?’

‘Hah! Like I had any choice.’

Liam shrugged. When Jessie issued her decrees, people tended to fall in.

It was five months since he’d married Nell. To begin with, Jessie had given them space, but in the last number of weeks, she’d invited them to several family events. Pressure had really been brought to bear for this weekend.

‘I’ve litch never met a human with such a strong will,’ Nell said.

‘You’re not exactly a pushover yourself. My money would be on you,’ Liam said, and was relieved to see her smile.

Further along the corridor, Johnny was disappointed to discover that he and Jessie were billeted in a two-bedroomed suite, sharing with their two youngest daughters, TJ and Dilly. This weekend, he’d been hoping to have sex with Jessie, without fearing the sound of small feet running out of their bedroom and bursting into his.

A locked door was his idea of freedom.

But Jessie had said that Dilly was still too young. ‘Maybe next year, when she’s eight.’

‘She’ll be eight next month. And she’s sharing with TJ. TJ’s nine, she’ll take care of her.’

‘Shut it.’

Speaking of which, here came TJ, trailed by Dilly. ‘Mum, I’ve unpacked my case. Applause, please.’

‘You’re a legend. It’s more than your father has done.’

‘Why would I,’ Johnny said, ‘when you do it so much better than me?’

‘Do it, you lazy feck!’ TJ said.

Johnny laughed. ‘Wonder who she heard saying that.’

‘It was Mum.’

‘I know, hon. It was a rhetorical question.’

‘What’s that?’

‘“Rhetorical” means it doesn’t need an answer,’ Bridey explained loftily.

Where had she come from?

‘Your suite door was open,’ Bridey said. ‘You really need to be more careful. I could have been anyone.’ She turned to TJ and Dilly. ‘Right, kiddos. Let’s inspect this room of yours.’

Johnny began to hang up his clothes. ‘Bridey’s bound to find some safety issue. She’s a pain in the hole.’

‘Johnny, no. Don’t say that, she has ears like a bat. Anyway, that officious thing, she’s only twelve, she’ll grow out of it.’

He’d paused in his unpacking. ‘I brought a suit? We’re supposed to be relaxing.’

‘Saturday night, we’re having dinner in the fancy restaurant.’

‘I don’t want to wear a suit.’

‘No one’s making you. It’s there if you want the option.’

Yeah, right. ‘Okay, Mission Control, give me my schedule.’

‘Tonight, casual dinner in the Brasserie, six thirty, nice and early. Afterwards the kids go to the movie and the rest of us have a few drinks. Tomorrow, Good Friday, day at leisure.’

That just meant she hadn’t organized any big lunches or dinners. He’d still be made to go for a hike. Or to meet friends from Dublin who were also down in Kerry. And what was the point of that? They could see them at home any time. He was meant to be on a break.

‘Tomorrow, people can get room service,’ Jessie said. ‘Have toasted sangers in the lobby, whatever they like.’

‘Even go into Killarney for chips?’ Bridey asked. She, along with TJ and Dilly, had shoaled back into the room.

Johnny could see that Jessie wasn’t keen on that idea. She liked everyone on the premises, where they could be summoned at a moment’s notice. If she could have made them wear electronic anklets she would have.

‘Mum, Dad, are you aware that their window opens? Might I remind everyone, we’re on the third floor?’

‘It opens literally two inches,’ Jessie said. Her phone beeped and she picked it up. ‘No fecking way!’

‘What’s up?’

‘Ferdia and Barty missed their train.’

‘Pair of flakes.’ TJ sounded uncannily like her mother.

‘They were at some protest.’ Jessie pressed buttons, then clamped her phone to her ear. ‘Ferdia, what the hell?’

‘Oh, yikes.’ Dilly put her hands over her ears.

‘Really? Well, listen – no! No. You are not bailing on this weekend. With rights come responsibilities. This is your family.’ As she’d been speaking, she’d been clicking on her iPad. ‘There’s a train at one p.m. tomorrow, gets into Killarney at four forty-five. Be on it.’ She ended the call.

Rancour lingered in the air.

Dilly asked, ‘Mum, can Auntie Nell come out to play?’

Jessie shooed them away. ‘Bridey, show her how to ring Liam and Nell’s room.’ She sat in uncharacteristic stillness, clearly mulling something over. ‘Someone will have to collect that pair of eejits from the station tomorrow,’ she said. ‘Which might interfere with –’

‘I thought tomorrow was “day at leisure”!’

‘Yeah, but …’ She flashed him a guilty grin. ‘I was thinking … We’ve never done the jaunting car thing. At the Gap of Dunloe?’

‘No, babes, no. Only American tourists do that.’

‘It would be fun.’

‘Jessie.’ He abandoned his unpacking. ‘The shame would end me.’

‘We’re making memories.’

‘Seriously. I’ll need therapy to recover from a memory like that.’

‘Auntie Nell’s here!’ Dilly squealed from the hallway. ‘And her hair is pink!’

Dilly dragged in her newest aunt. Nell’s long thick hair was indeed pink, a pastel wash rather than a fluorescent eyesore.

‘Oh, my God, you look amazing!’ Jessie jumped to her feet. ‘Not just the hair, but all of you!’

Nell wore loose navy overalls, Dr Martens and a scarf tied in a big bow on her head – she looked as if she’d been painting a shed. And perhaps she had. Her job involved building theatre sets, so Johnny found it difficult to distinguish between her work-wear and her normal get-up. Jessie, Johnny knew, approved strongly of Nell’s look. She thought, as a family, it gave them ‘texture’.

‘Thank you for this …’ Nell gestured awkwardly. ‘Our room, this hotel. Liam and I could never stay somewhere so beautiful.’

‘Oh, honey,’ Jessie said. ‘You’re so welcome. We’re all so happy you’re here.’

‘Thanks.’ Her face flooded with colour.

‘Can my hair be made pink?’ Dilly asked.

‘Probably not, bunny,’ Jessie said. ‘You’re too dark.’

Seventeen-year-old Saoirse, twelve-year-old Bridey and nine-year-old TJ were Jessie mini-mes: tall and blonde. Dilly, the youngest, a solid little unit with tangled brown hair, was undeniably a Casey.

‘Ooh! But what about you, Mum? Your hair is light. Get yours made pink!’

‘I’d kill to look even a tenth as cool as Nell, but there are more chemicals in my hair than in the whole of North Korea. If I add anything else, it’ll fall off in my hands.’

‘Not to mention causing uproar at work,’ Johnny said.

‘Yeah.’ She sighed. ‘Oh, Nell! Listen, have you booked a spa treatment for this weekend?’

‘Um, no …’ Nell squirmed. ‘I’ve never had a massage.’

‘What? No! That’s not right.’

Nell smiled. ‘I dunno if it’s my sort of thing.’

‘Please, you must have one. Just charge it to the room. Oh, God.’ Anxiety seized Jessie. ‘They might all be booked out. We’ll do it now. Johnny, ring down to the spa.’

‘Don’t,’ Nell said. ‘Please.’

Halfway to the phone, Johnny froze. Which woman was he more scared of?

He was saved by TJ. ‘Are we going, or what?’

‘Going,’ Nell said. She, Bridey, TJ and Dilly hurried from the suite.

‘Oh, Johnny.’ Jessie was aghast. ‘She’s never had a massage.’

‘She’s thirty, a millennial. They’ve no money.’

‘I know. Like, I know. But –’

‘Get a hold of yourself! You’re talking like she’s never seen a banana. Carry on telling me the schedule for this “relaxed”, “relaxing” weekend.’

‘It will be relaxing!’ She giggled. ‘God, the state of me – the beatings will continue until morale improves, right?’




THREE

At about one o’clock, a man and a woman, stiff with self-consciousness, advanced reluctantly into the Ardglass reception area. Cara hurried from behind the counter, wearing her biggest smile. ‘Mr and Mrs Roberts?’

‘Um. That’s us.’

This was definitely not a penthouse situation. These poor people were terrified. Dave’s suit had been cut for a younger, slimmer man and Paula’s too-formal dress had probably been bought specially. The Ardglass’s regular guests tended to breeze in dressed down in trainers and unstructured athleisure wear, the muted tones and casual air belying hefty price tags.

Gently she guided the Robertses to a cluster of armchairs. ‘Can I offer you coffee? Tea? A glass of champagne?’

‘We don’t want to be any trouble,’ Dave said.

‘It’s no trouble at all. But we can have it sent to your room as soon as we’ve checked you in. We’ll do that, will we?’ She smiled again, desperately keen for them to enjoy this. The Honeymoon Suite was also a no-go, she decided. They’d likely be embarrassed by its sexy implications. But she wanted more for them than a regular room. Click, click, click, went her head, mentally scanning all the bookings over the next few days. ‘Let me just get your check-in details.’ She went to the reception counter and threw, out of the side of her mouth, ‘Corrib Suite’, at Madelyn.

‘Perfect,’ Madelyn breathed, and picked up the phone, straight into action.

Cara kept the Robertses talking while the Corrib Suite was quickly kitted out with champagne, flowers, handmade chocolates and a welcome card from Patience, the deputy manager.

High in the eaves, it was smaller than the other suites. The cream and pale gold décor of the sweet little sitting room was attractively cosy. The bedroom was bright, simple and straightforward – no four-poster complications to scare them.

Paula looked around. ‘This is nice.’ She seemed marginally less terrified.

‘How about that cup of tea now?’

Paula scanned the room. ‘Kettle?’ she asked.

‘The rooms don’t have kettles,’ Cara said. ‘But anything you’d like, anything at all, just ring down.’

‘Okay,’ Paula said quickly.

Cara suspected she wouldn’t. Paula and Dave were humble people who were more likely to try to sleep with every light in the room blazing than to bother someone to explain how to turn them off.

Cara rang for the tea, then said, ‘Seriously. Those lads downstairs in room service need to be kept busy or else they’ll be out of a job.’

Dave’s attempt at a smile was more of a grimace.

‘You won’t be putting anyone out.’ She directed this next bit at Paula. ‘Let someone else wait on you for a change. I don’t know about you, but I’ve two boys and I seem to spend my entire life standing at the hob, frying fish fingers.’

Was Paula starting to understand that there was a real person behind Cara’s uniform and name badge?

‘I feel as soon as they finish one meal,’ Cara said, ‘it’s time for me to start cooking another.’

Now Paula smiled.

‘I’ve been lucky enough to stay here a couple of times,’ Cara said. ‘It took me a while to relax. Then I got the hang of it. They really know how to take care of you – they want to do it. Now, let me show you the features of the room.’

She talked them through the lighting and the sound system. ‘Room-service menu here. But basically they’ll do anything you like, cheese on toast, curry chips, even if it’s not listed.’

A knock on the door announced the arrival of the tea. As Gustav, the young uniformed waiter, delicately poured from the silver pot into the china cups, Dave hovered, as tense as a board, a fiver clutched in his fist.

At his first opportunity, he thrust the note at the boy and blurted, ‘Thanks, son.’

‘Thank you, sir,’ Gustav murmured.

Dave turned away from him. He looked spent. And that wouldn’t do. The Robertses seemed like big tea drinkers. If Dave had to go through that every time they wanted a cup, he’d be dead from the stress of tipping by the end of the day. Not to mention stony broke.

She was already formulating a solution when her internal line rang. It was Hannah the hair. ‘Excuse me,’ she said to Paula and Dave. ‘I need to …’

Out in the corridor, she said, ‘Hannah?’

‘Cancellation. You want your hair blow-dried? Got to be right now, though.’

‘You serious? What time is it? One thirty? I’m already off the clock! Be with you in ten. Thank you.’ First, though, she raced down to the storeroom in the basement. ‘Any spare kettles?’ There were bound to be. All kinds of peculiar abandoned things lived there. A functioning kettle turned up in moments. In the kitchen, she assembled a tray with a silver teapot, a strainer, china cups, all the paraphernalia necessary to make tea, then hurried back up to the Corrib Suite.

Paula opened the door. ‘Oh!’

‘You can have all of this,’ Cara said, ‘if you promise to order everything else your heart desires.’

Then Dave appeared. They both looked so relieved she wanted to cry. ‘Grand,’ he said. ‘We’ll do that. Like, thanks.’

Downstairs, Cara cut across the garden to the glass and sandstone spa, where Hannah was waiting. Dressed in black combats and a black top, she looked more like a sniper than a hairdresser.

‘You’re not doing me a sneaky favour?’ Cara asked suspiciously.

‘Nah. Guest cancelled. Ten minutes’ notice. They still get charged, I still get paid. Weekend away, you’ll have a better time with good hair. Jump up there till I shampoo you. Get rid of –’

‘That poxy chignon.’

‘Yeah.’

‘You’re so right. Good hair makes everything better.’ Cara brimmed with sudden levity, as Hannah massaged her skull. ‘I’ve sort of been dreading this weekend.’

‘Why’s that? All those kids?’

‘Ha-ha. No, but now that you mention it … My own two boys are the most amazing kids ever born. Like, obvs.’ She joined in with Hannah’s grim laughter. ‘And their cousins are lovely. But …’ It was the boredom she couldn’t handle. Half an hour spent taking care of a gang of eight-year-olds and she began to panic. It made her desperate to dive into her phone but unable to fully surrender because, without her constant surveillance, one of the kids was likely to fall into a fire or break their leg jumping off a table.

At the mirror, Hannah switched on her hairdryer, with the same grim purpose as a person revving up a chainsaw. ‘Boho waves do you?’

‘God, anything. Yes.’

After the dryer, Hannah did some magic with a GHD. Cara watched as lengths of shiny, dark-brown waves tumbled around her face and wondered why she could never manage this at home.

But Hannah was a genius. She was so good at hair that the Ardglass management were prepared to overlook her less-than-sunny manner.

Finally, Hannah ran her fingers through Cara’s waffle-like waves. ‘There you go. Done.’

In the mirror, Cara’s suddenly shiny hair was all messy, on-trend glamour. The rest of her really needed to up its game to be worthy of it. More make-up. Better clothes. ‘You’re amazing, Hannah.’

Hannah regarded her dispassionately. ‘You look good. Breaks my heart that all your great hair is hidden in a bullshit chignon.’

‘Look, I’ve nothing to give you –’

‘Hey! You’re my friend. I don’t –’

‘– right now. But I’ll wine you on Tuesday.’

‘Off you go. Don’t kill any kids. Or do. It’s your weekend.’

She put in her earbuds, found Michael Kiwanuka on her phone, and stepped out into the spring day.

Even though it was only two thirty, the Luas home was crowded, maybe because it was the Thursday of the Easter weekend and people were already knocking off.

She’d finished early because she’d started early. Her usual start time was 10 a.m. but today she’d come in at six to wrangle Billy Fay. They were good employers, the Ardglass, so it was only fair.

When she got home, the boys had to be fed – more fish fingers, more oven chips, more baked beans. Then Baxter needed to be dropped over to her parents before they started the drive to County Kerry. They’d get to the hotel just in time for dinner.

Her feelings about the upcoming weekend were decidedly mixed. On the one hand, four nights in the dreamy Lough Lein hotel: everyone – even people who, unlike Cara, weren’t obsessed with hotels – would kill for less. On the other, Jessie and Johnny paying for all of them made her squirm. But on the third hand, Cara and Ed could never have afforded it and Jessie really did insist and – hey! A man had stood up: a precious seat had become free.

As she dived, so did another woman. Both had their hand on it, both had equal claim. They locked eyes in a silent battle of wills. Cara looked at her skinny-jeaned adversary. I’m as deserving of that seat as you are, she thought. Right now I have the best hair in this entire city. Then she remembered what Billy Fay had called her. Fat bitch …

An upsurge of self-loathing burst its banks and rushed through her every cell. She moved back into the jostling throng, surrendering the seat to the victor.




FOUR

‘Oh!’ Jessie’s tone made Johnny pause.

‘What?’ he asked.

‘That profile in the Independent. It’s already up online. I wasn’t expecting it for a couple of weeks …’

Shite. ‘It’ll be fine. Forward it to me.’

In silence they both read.


Jessie Parnell is late. By three minutes. She sweeps into the PiG Café, on full charm offensive: a finance meeting had overrun, parking had been tricky and she hopes I haven’t been worried.

(A friend of mine has a theory about punctual people – they either have excellent manners or they’re monstrous control freaks. I wonder which Parnell is? Perhaps both?)

Parnell is whippet-lean, tall, easily five nine or ten, and her fitted white coat is pristine. She looks rich. Probably because she is.

The success story of Parnell’s International Grocer is familiar to Irish people. Back in 1996, Jessie Parnell, a fresh-faced 26-year-old from County Galway was just home from a holiday in Vietnam. A passionate cook in her spare time, she decided to recreate gỏi cuốn, a dish she’d fallen in love with there. But it proved impossible to source most of the ingredients in Dublin.

‘These were pre-internet days,’ she reminds me. ‘Ireland wasn’t multi-cultural the way it is now. If they didn’t have the stuff in Super-Valu or Dunnes, you simply couldn’t get it. I saw a gap in the market.’

It’s everyone’s dream: sitting at your kitchen table and coming up with an idea for a killer business. All the best ideas are simple ones, but maybe you need Parnell’s dynamism to act on it.

‘Around then, Irish people were starting to travel to the Far East, places like Thailand and Japan, and sampling what my dad would have called “food with notions”. I felt they’d want to start cooking those cuisines.’

So how did she set up her business?

‘I was working for a food export company, I’d met a few key people, so I knew where to source products.’

At the time, she had two years under her belt as a salesperson with Irish Dairy International.

Parnell getting a job with IDI was no mean feat: back then, their biggest customer was Saudi Arabia, who had a policy of not negotiating with women. In light of this, IDI had been reluctant to interview her.

But, according to Aaron Dillon, head of HR, as soon as Parnell walked through the door, he knew she was special. ‘Full of energy and optimism, very much a team player. Always smiling, always sunny.’

(Photos from the time show a healthy-looking young woman with fair hair, freckles and big teeth. You couldn’t call her beautiful, but she was bursting with vitality.)

‘Not everyone liked her,’ Aaron Dillon admitted. ‘The word “pushy” was used, but I reckoned she’d go a long way.’

Two people who did like her were two men who began working for IDI that same year – Rory Kinsella and Johnny Casey, her first and second husbands respectively.

‘That pair made a great team. Rory was the solid one and Johnny had the charm,’ Aaron Dillon confirms. ‘Both brilliant at their job.’

And both in love with Parnell, if the rumours are to be believed.

Parnell won’t be drawn on that. But, as Johnny Casey has been quoted as saying, ‘I was in love with her for her entire marriage to Rory’, it’s probably safe to say that they are.

Parnell drew up a business plan for her proposed business, which she cheerfully admits was a fiction. ‘I did a five-year projection,’ she laughs, ‘but I had no idea if I’d survive the first month.’

Nevertheless, she must have talked a good game, because she got a bank loan.

‘In fairness, in those particular days,’ she reminds me, ‘banks were very keen to lend.’

In late 1996 in a small shop-front on South Anne Street, Parnell’s International Grocers opened their doors for trading. Much has always been made of the look of the store. Over the lintel, the old-fashioned mirrored sign with curlicued gold-leaf lettering looked simultaneously novel and as though it had always been there. Instantly, it guaranteed confidence.

Inside the store, Parnell featured recipe cards and cooking demos. The staff was knowledgeable about what to cook with those adorable little jars of Saigon cinnamon or Burmese salt-cured anchovies.

Of course, Irish customers paid a hefty premium for the privilege of buying these ingredients, which could have been picked up in the markets of Birmingham or Brick Lane for a tenth of the price.

Parnell is unapologetic. ‘I was paying the carriage, the Customs duty, and I was taking all the risk.’

From the very moment it opened, PiG (as it quickly became known) enjoyed a brisk trade. From today’s vantage point, it seems a no-brainer that Parnell’s International Grocers would be a success – a newly sophisticated population, richer than at any other time in their history.

But Parnell says it was nothing of the sort. ‘I’d given up my job to work full time on getting the business off the ground and my flat was my guarantee for the loan. I could have lost everything. I was petrified. It’s an audacious thing to set up your own business. Plenty of people would have been happy to see me fail.’

When I demur, she’s insistent. ‘Not everyone likes an “ambitious” woman. When it’s said about a man it’s always in a good way. But a woman? Not so much. If I’d failed, the embarrassment would have been as painful as the financial loss.’

But she didn’t fail. She insists – correctly – that a large factor in her success was timing.

In 1997, when she married Kinsella, the Cork branch was up and running. At this point, Kinsella left Irish Dairy International to work as a salesman for his wife’s company and, less than a year later, Johnny Casey joined them.

By the early days of the new millennium, there were seven stores nationwide, three of them – Dublin, Malahide and Kilkenny – featuring cafés. During this time, barely seeming to break stride, Parnell also had two children: her only son Ferdia in 1998 and her eldest daughter Saoirse in 2002.

When the crash hit in 2008, PiG had sixteen outlets around the country, including a fine-dining restaurant next to the original site on South Anne Street.

In some circles, PiG was known as ‘The Land That Recession Forgot’. But Parnell is quick to disabuse me. ‘The recession hurt us, the way it hurt every business. Eight of our premises shut.’

The recession may have passed but the world has changed beyond all recognition since PiG first opened its doors. How has it remained relevant when the most obscure ingredient can be sourced on the internet and your local Centra stocks Scotch bonnet chillies?

‘Very high-quality exotic fresh produce and diverse cuisines. In the last five months, we’ve showcased Uzbeki, Eritrean and Hawaiian food. We’ve also featured Gujarati cooking, instead of generic Indian, and Shandong instead of Chinese. And every launch is supported by the cookery school.’

Ah, yes, the cookery school, perhaps Parnell’s greatest achievement. It’s a mystery how she continues to woo highly strung, over-scheduled, big-name chefs to little old Dublin, but continue she does. In the last month, Francisco Madarona, the chef-patron of Oro Sucio on the Yucatan peninsula, did two days – immediately sold-out – of demos of his Modern Mayan cuisine. Considering that Oro Sucio is fully booked for the next eighteen months, this is quite an achievement.

So how did she manage to bag Francisco?

‘I asked,’ is her reply.

Hmm. I suspect it’s not as simple as that. However, she has a unique combination of charm and dogged determination. It may not hurt that she’s a very attractive woman. She’s grown into her youthful toothiness, her hair is a sharply cut bob in an expensive-looking golden blonde and, considering she’s forty-nine, her skin is flawless, not a wrinkle in sight.

She’s refreshingly up-front about her forays into cosmetic surgery. ‘No Botox, but I’m a divil for the laser. I got all my freckles lasered off – it hurt like you wouldn’t believe but it was the happiest day of my life. Now and again I get the face zapped off me to stimulate collagen. Excruciating but no pain, no gain.’

Speaking of pain, experts agree that if she’d sold PiG in 2008 – apparently three buyers with deep pockets made overtures mere weeks before the worldwide crash – she’d have made an eye-watering amount. But she turned them all down – too much of a control freak?

Or perhaps she’s not motivated entirely by money. It’s common knowledge that her staff are well taken care of. Which may explain, despite her reputation as ‘a benign dictator’, the almost cult-like loyalty she inspires among her employees.

It seems as if she lives a charmed existence, but we must remember that her first husband died when they were both only thirty-four. They’d been married less than seven years and had two young children.

Rory died of an aneurysm. ‘It was so horribly sudden.’ Her face clouds. ‘I can’t describe the shock.’

Since then, perhaps she finds it hard to trust that happiness will last? It would certainly explain her non-stop drive.

She has never spoken about when her relationship with Johnny Casey started. He was working for Parnell when Kinsella died, and she’s credited Casey with keeping the business going during those months after her bereavement.

It was only when Parnell became pregnant with her third child, less than three years after the death of her first husband, that she went public with Casey. They married that same year, a low-key register office affair, compared to the 120-person extravaganza of her wedding with Kinsella.

According to several sources, Rory’s parents and two sisters, Keeva and Izzy, have never forgiven her. They declined to contribute to this piece.

I ask Parnell what it’s like working so closely with her (current) husband.

‘Handy,’ is her immediate answer. ‘If something crops up about the business, I can address it there and then. I’ve been known to wake him in the middle of the night to ask if he’s remembered to do something.’

Managing a demanding career with five children – how does she do it?

‘With a huge amount of help. I’ve a housekeeper who comes in every weekday. He does the laundry, housework and after-school childcare.’

Hold up. ‘He’?

‘Totally. Why not?’

You have to wonder why. This is the woman whose first husband was her employee, then her second. And she didn’t take either of their names.

So how does she unwind? If ever?

‘My kids and I pile into my bed and watch TV or just catch up. I’m all about family and I’m at my happiest when we’re all squashed in there together. I adore children. I was nearly forty-two when I had Dilly. I’d have loved more but Johnny threatened to go for the snip.’

Without checking her phone, she knows when our allotted hour is up. I’m treated to a warm, fragrant hug, and then she’s gone, click-clacking away in her pristine coat, changing the world.



‘It’s fine,’ Johnny said.

‘It’s mean. Like, going on about my coat. It’s only my North Face cold-weather thing – it’s practical. It’s only white because all the black ones in Large were gone. And I’m not “whippet-lean”, I’m average-sized.’ She flashed a trying-hard smile. ‘And I’m not a control freak.’

Johnny raised an eyebrow. ‘Babes …’

‘Not in that way! He makes me sound like a monster! And I’m only five foot seven. Like, why has he exaggerated my height? And that thing about you being in love with me for my entire marriage!’

‘I know.’ Johnny had said it as a quip, a long time ago. But it was one of those things that was trotted out every time a new interview was done.

‘Now it’s treated as hard fact, like the moon landings. He makes me sound like a man-hating, two-timing, slutty, white-coat-wearing giantess-who-sleeps-with-chefs. And his shite-y attempt at psychoanalysing me, it’s pathetic.’

‘C’mon. Don’t let it get to you. It’s fine.’ In fairness, he thought, it could have been a lot worse.




FIVE

Outside Newcastle West, with less than an hour to go, Ed suddenly said, ‘Did we pack the Easter eggs for Jessie and Johnny? I don’t remember putting them in.’

Cara laughed. ‘Oh, I remember. It was such a relief to get them off the premises.’

For the past four days, seven hand-crafted artisanal Easter eggs had lurked in the garden shed, bought as paltry thanks to Johnny and Jessie for this weekend. None had been purchased for their own two boys, because they’d get so much chocolate over the next four days that it would surprise no one if they collapsed into a diabetic coma.

It was a matter of deep shame that she felt so conflicted about this upcoming weekend. What nobody would understand was that she found Easter nearly as bad as Christmas. So. Much. Food.

Even at home in her own house it was difficult, with all that sugar knocking about. But staying in a hotel, with Jessie at the helm, the next few days would be just one meal after another: giant breakfast buffets with an obscene array of irresistible choices, leisurely lunches featuring wine, then elaborate three-course dinners every night. Sometimes she joked to Ed that she wouldn’t be surprised to be woken at 2 a.m. to be forcibly fed to ward off ‘night starvation’.

She might be able to duck out of a couple of the lunches but Jessie liked big family get-togethers at dinner time. Attendance was borderline mandatory.

In addition to the many meals, sugar would be everywhere.

There was the giant egg hunt on Easter Sunday morning, where overexcited children swarmed through the grounds snatching Creme Eggs from hedgerows and flinging them into small buckets. (Last year Vinnie had found eleven and Tom got sixteen.) In addition, the hotel distributed full-sized eggs to everyone, adults and children alike.

As daunting as the tsunami of food was this weekend’s compulsory sociability. She didn’t want to see people. Or, rather, she didn’t want people seeing her. She wished she could hide herself away until she was thin again.

‘You’re okay?’ Ed asked, squeezing her knee.

‘Fine.’

‘You’d tell me if you weren’t?’

‘Course!’

He was a good man, the best. But she refused to offload on him because the boys – and Ed – were so happy. For the past month, Vinnie and Tom had talked of little else: the swimming pool, the kids’ movies, hanging out with their cousins. They’d literally been crossing days off the calendar in the kitchen.

Bottom line, the next four days were precious and the least she could do was try to enjoy them.

‘We have our own telly!’ Vinnie yelled from the interconnecting room. ‘Literally our own actual telly!’

‘And our own key!’ Tom raced into Cara and Ed’s bedroom to wave the card at them, then scooted away again. ‘We’re grown-up now.’

You had to hand it to Jessie, Cara acknowledged. This was exactly the right age for the lads to have their own space. Vinnie was ten, Tom was eight: they were thrilled with their independence yet reassured by their proximity to herself and Ed.

‘Nearly time for dinner,’ Ed announced. ‘This is your three-minute warning.’

Bracing herself, Cara stepped before the full-length mirror. This wrap dress was … grim. Even with the sucky-in pants. But at least it fitted. Her jeans had cut into her for the entire drive from Dublin, a pain that was almost pleasant because it felt suitably punitive. She could have eased the discomfort by putting on her ‘fat’ jeans before they’d left, but that would have been like opening the floodgates.

And – her blood froze – what if the ‘fat’ ones were too tight?

Oh, those wonderful days at the start of the year when she’d quietly shed eleven pounds in six weeks! Being a long-term veteran of extreme eating plans, she knew a lot of that had been water. But she’d been in the groove, as if a switch had been flicked and she was in not-eating mode. Everything had stayed good until the evening of 13 February when the kids were in bed. Suddenly some sort of euphoria flooded through her, an ecstatic relief: it was reward time.

‘Ed? Honey? Valentine’s Day tomorrow. Did you get me chocolate to show you love me?’

‘Yeah,’ Ed said warily. ‘You said it was okay.’

Poor Ed. He had no understanding of the civil war that raged inside her. Again and again she issued blanket bans on any sugar in the house. Sometimes she’d make Ed round everything up and throw it all out – it was too painful to do it herself. But maybe a day or a week later, she’d be pleading with him to give her whatever he’d saved because he’d learnt by now always to save something.

One time, when Ed was out, she’d gone into Vinnie’s room and raided his stash. Her behaviour had horrified her: she was behaving like a drug addict, powerless to stop.

But she’d green-lit a Valentine’s Day blow-out. Ed had been instructed to buy a big box of fancy chocolates, which she intended to devour without guilt. The plan had been to get right back up on the starvation horse on 15 February, but she’d found she couldn’t.

The last eight weeks had been a series of lost battles. Every day had started full of resolve, but at some stage she’d have a narky customer or a moment of happiness that deserved to be celebrated and she’d eat something nice. Then she’d write the day off as a failure, deciding she might as well go wild and start again tomorrow.

But she had to be thin for the Easter weekend with Ed’s family – there would be swimming, fancy dinners, lots of socializing. However, control eluded her and it was only five days ago that she’d finally managed a single sugar-free twenty-four hours.

It was too late. All the weight she’d lost in those quiet, cold January days she’d put back on. She was now almost a stone heavier than she’d been on that February night. She was horribly ashamed of herself. She’d have given her left leg to get out of this weekend – an illness, a migraine, anything would do.

There had even been a brief, insane moment when she wondered how a person broke their own ankle – it lasted an instant, barely a flash – but the flood of relief at the thought of hiding at home while everyone else went to Kerry was glorious.

‘Time to go downstairs,’ Ed said.

‘I just need to …’ She jiggled a mascara wand on her lashes.

‘Honey, no need for any of that grooming.’ Ed was in high spirits. ‘This weekend is family. Relaxed.’

‘I need to distract attention from my size.’

‘Don’t say that. You’re beautiful.’

‘You need your eyes examined.’

‘And you need your head examined. Seeing as you’re getting gussied up, should I make an effort?’

She laughed. Ed always looked messy, from his tangled curls to his five-year-old trainers. ‘You’ve found your look, you’re working it, you’re grand.’

Out in the corridor, she said, ‘We’ll take the stairs.’ It would make no difference to her size, she knew that, but surely every little helps.

‘No!’ Vinnie and Tom clamoured. ‘We want to go in the lift.’

‘Mum,’ Tom was suddenly anxious, ‘what if they put tomato on my burger?’

‘We’ll tell them not to, honeybun. We’ll tell them two times.’

‘Three times?’

‘Three times.’ And now fresh shame was in the mix. She worried about the lads being infected by her torment around food. Tom was finicky and small for his age, while Vinnie was far too fond of his grub and starting to look it.

In the restaurant, lots of Caseys were already milling around the long table. Cara found herself doing the Scan, where she automatically checked out the weight of every woman there. She wished she didn’t.

Jessie looked the same as always. The thing about Jessie was, she was tall, and weight was always easier for tall people. Even so, you could tell she never gave her size a moment’s notice.

And there was Saoirse. Seventeen years of age, the lucky girl had the same body-type as her mum: healthy and sporty but a long way from being skin and bone.

Paige, Liam’s ex-wife, now she’d been skin and bone. Not scrawny, nothing as tacky as that, but fine-boned and elegantly narrow. The first time Cara had seen her tiny ribcage, prominent clavicles and pretty little face, she’d felt queasy with jealousy. But that had passed quickly. Despite her Very Important Job, repositioning the Irish arm of ParcelFast, Paige was touchingly open about her social anxiety. ‘I’m no good at this,’ she’d once confessed to Cara, at a party Jessie had forced them both to attend.

‘But you’re the woman who is “aggressively going after the DHL/Fedex market-share”,’ Cara had quoted at her. ‘“A force to be reckoned with”.’

‘I’m just a nerd. I do okay in work situations. But when I have to be me? Not so much.’

It had long been a mystery to Cara how Paige and Liam had lasted any time at all as a couple. Okay, they were both extremely good-looking, but Liam had lived an unconventional life and Paige was entirely by-the-book.

When they’d finally divorced, two years ago, Jessie had tried to keep Paige in the Casey orbit.

But Paige was so keen to consign Liam to her past that she’d found a new job in her native Atlanta shortly after, taking their two daughters with her. Jessie had been up in arms but forced to stand down when she discovered that Liam had agreed to this arrangement, in exchange for a rent-free apartment in Dublin.

Cara missed Paige – they all did, but Cara’s sadness had been laced with a hefty dose of anxiety about what kind of woman Liam would produce next. What with Liam being so sexy, his new girl was bound to be a prestige version and prestige always meant thin. But Nell had surprised everyone. She was fresh and fun, and in no way glamorous. Nor was she a wisp: her hips and chest were curvy and she was almost as tall as Liam. Mind you, she also had a flat stomach, toned biceps and not a hint of cellulite …

‘Jesus, Cara, your hair!’ Jessie said. ‘It’s so sexy! You look great. And don’t say that your dress hides a multitude. Just for once?’

‘Ha-ha-ha. But this dress does hide a multitude.’

Saoirse had been listening to this exchange. Earnestly she said, ‘I think you’re beautiful.’

Cara tended to be intimidated by teenage girls – so shiny and Insta-ready. But Saoirse was sweet, with an innocence that made Cara suspect she was probably sniggered about by the more sophisticated girls in her class.

‘Cara, you have dimples!’ Saoirse declared. ‘Who doesn’t want dimples?’

‘I’d prefer hip bones.’ They shared a laugh.

‘Wait till the menopause kicks in for me,’ Jessie said. ‘I’ll be ginormous.’

Cara rolled her eyes. ‘The menopause will be far too scared of you. You’ll sail through it.’ She sat and immediately Tom attached himself to her.

‘Tom!’ Jessie said. ‘Hello, honey. You look so grown-up in your new glasses. What’s that you’re reading?’

‘Harry Potter.’

‘But you’re only eight! You’re so clever.’

‘I’m bookish,’ Tom said. ‘That’s just another word for “bad at hurling”, but it’s okay.’

‘You’re adorable,’ Jessie said.

‘That’s one more word for “bad at hurling”, isn’t it?’

Jessie had moved her attention to Vinnie. ‘How’s Vinnie?’ she asked. On the far side of the table, he was having a fork-jabbing competition with TJ. ‘Vinnie? What’s going on?’

‘Vinnie!’ Cara called. ‘Jessie’s talking to you.’

Surprised, Vinnie looked up. ‘Hi, Auntie Jessie.’

‘How are you, sweetie?’

‘I have attention deficit, but it’s not bad enough to be a disorder. And I set fire to a wooden crate in the field near the school.’

‘Just testing his boundaries,’ Tom said.

‘That’s all. And I won’t do it again.’

Menus appeared on the table. Could she skip the starter? No, that would cause a medium-sized outcry. Okay, she’d have a Caesar salad – dressing on the side, skip the croutons. Basically that was only lettuce.

For the main course, maybe the fish. Protein was good. No potatoes, though. Potatoes were very bad. But she needed carbs: if she let herself get too hungry, there was a danger she’d binge later. Oh, God, here came baskets of bread. Bread was always a mistake: it lit a fire in her, making her crave all the food and stripping her of any power to resist.

‘Look at you.’ Jessie scanned the length of the table, all the kids from seven-year-old Dilly to seventeen-year-old Saoirse. ‘Everyone’s getting so grown-up!’

‘We need more babies,’ Johnny said. ‘Fresh blood.’

‘Don’t look at me,’ Cara said. ‘I’m done.’

‘And Nell won’t, because of the state of the planet.’ Liam flashed a smile at his wife. ‘It’ll be up to the next generation. How about it, Saoirse?’

‘Stop!’ Saoirse squealed. ‘Anyway, Ferdia’s older than me. Let him have the next Casey baby.’

‘No!’ Jessie actually went pale. ‘No way. He’s got his studies and – no. Just no.’

Pity the misfortunate woman that Ferdia brought home to meet his mammy, Cara thought.

Where was he, anyway?

‘Missed the train.’ Jessie sighed. ‘The clown.’ She rolled her eyes but her heart wasn’t in it. She tried so hard to pretend that Ferdia wasn’t her favourite child. ‘While I think of it,’ she said, ‘is anyone free tomorrow afternoon around four thirty to collect Ferdia and Barty from Killarney station?’

‘I’ll do it,’ Nell said, super-fast.

‘Or I can,’ Ed said.

‘No, please, let me.’ Nell was insistent and Cara understood. She was embarrassed by the money being spent on her this weekend and was attempting a – frankly, impossible – rebalancing of the scales.

Cara had been the same back in the day.

Jessie and Johnny had become an item around the same time as she’d met Ed. Very quickly, Jessie had begun inviting Ed and Cara to come along on their family holidays. But when they’d admitted that the costs were out of their reach, Jessie offered to subsidize them. They’d refused. The whole idea made them uneasy. Jessie didn’t give up. Over and over she explained that as an only child she’d be getting more out of these family holidays than Ed and Cara. Jessie’s generosity was sincerely meant but it didn’t stop Cara doing whatever she could to show her gratitude.

Seven months earlier, an opportunity had presented itself. Johnny had made a chance remark about keeping track of their online purchasing. ‘It’s the returns,’ he’d said. ‘So much of Jessie’s stuff goes back, but I keep forgetting to check if we were refunded.’

‘Just set up a spreadsheet,’ Cara had said. ‘Easy. I can do it for you.’

‘But wouldn’t you need access to our emails?’

Johnny had misunderstood. Cara’s offer was merely to set up a spreadsheet, not to track their online shopping.

‘You’d need to come to the house to see them?’ Johnny asked. ‘Or could you access them remotely? How often could you do it?’

‘Er, once a month?’ She’d decided to go with this unexpected acceleration. ‘But don’t you mind me seeing all your financial stuff?’

‘Course not! Jessie, come here! Cara’s going to monitor – that’s a lovely word, “monitor”, very reassuring – our online buying. Making sure we get our money back for any returns.’

Jessie wasn’t quite as delighted. ‘Cara, don’t judge me. I’m trigger-happy, especially late at night if I’ve been on the sauce, but most of the stuff goes back. I know the couriers cost money, but if I was to get in my car and drive to the shops, the cost to my time and the petrol, well, it’s probably better –’

‘Stop. I won’t do it if it makes you uncomfortable.’

Jessie had chewed her lip. ‘Ah, it needs to be done.’

‘It does.’ Johnny was adamant.

‘And you’re family, Cara.’

After a couple of months when Cara had traced over a thousand euro in misdirected refunds, Jessie was fully on board. So much so that Johnny asked if she’d take on more work. ‘Could you do monthly accounts for us? Just a breakdown of what we spend the money on. That way, we’ll get a handle on where it all goes.’

The thought of discovering how much they earned and what they spent it on made Cara feel panicky. But how could she refuse?

‘Ed says you do it for the four of you,’ Johnny said. ‘He says you’re great.’

‘I’m not great.’ But she and Ed operated so close to the bone that rigid financial planning was vital. Conversely, Jessie and Johnny had no budgeting system.

‘If the bank rings me,’ Jessie had said. ‘I know I’ve got to rein it in for a while.’

Jesus.

‘Is that bad?’ Jessie had added. ‘It’s just that I’m looking at figures all the time at work so I haven’t got the energy for it at home.’

‘And I’m useless,’ Johnny had said.

Cara seriously doubted that.

‘It’s true,’ Jessie said. ‘All he’s good for is talking. Buttering people up. Giving them guff.’

‘Making deals,’ Cara had tried to protest.

‘Making people like me,’ Johnny said. ‘That’s the sum total of what I do. Please, Cara.’

She had guilted herself into agreeing to a trial period of four months. But, as she said later to Ed, ‘It feels far too personal. It’s like watching them having sex.’

Ed snorted with laughter. ‘Then just stop doing it, honey.’

‘But they’re so good to us. I’d been hoping for a chance to do something. Just … not this.’

Immediately Cara had seen that Johnny and Jessie spent more than they earned. Maybe they didn’t even realize – but, thanks to their five credit cards and generous overdraft, all the plates kept spinning. When she’d completed the first month’s figures, she’d advised that a cap on their outgoings was necessary. They nodded in solemn agreement – then completely disregarded what she’d said.

On the second month, she’d made another attempt, which they ignored just as they’d ignored the first.

On the third month, Jessie had jumped in: ‘No need, Cara, we get it. Thing is, we had a few one-offs, which is why we looked overspent. But they’re done now so the overspending will sort itself out.’

‘Okay.’ Cara was breathless with hope. ‘So you’d like me to stop doing this?’

‘Oh, God, no! The info could be very useful, if ever we need to see where the money is going. If you’re okay to keep doing it, we’d like you to.’

Clearly Jessie thought that appearing to take responsibility was the same thing as actually doing so.

After wrestling with worry, Cara reminded herself that Jessie owned a successful business. The board she was accountable to consisted of just her and Johnny. Any time she liked, she could increase her own or Johnny’s salary.

Or – Cara was hazy on this sort of thing – take money from the company’s ‘reserves’? Or get a personal loan based on the assets of the business? Either way, this was her chance to repay their generosity.




SIX

Cara’s dinner had been downright Winning at Life: no bread, no potatoes, no dessert.

Afterwards the five youngest kids began clamouring for ‘Auntie Nell’ to play football with them. ‘Sure!’ Nell said. ‘Let me change into shorts.’

‘And the rest of us will sit on the patio,’ Jessie declared. ‘Drink loads and pretend to watch them.’

But Cara was afraid of wine – not just the calories but how it weakened her resolve. However, not drinking simply wasn’t an option – not around Jessie. ‘It’s nearly dark,’ she said, but everyone was already making their way, with unseemly haste, to the patio.

‘It’s not,’ Jessie said.

‘Am I allowed a drink-drink?’ Saoirse had tagged along.

‘You’re only seventeen,’ Johnny said.

‘You’re not my father.’

‘Jessie!’ Johnny tried to hide behind his wife. ‘Saoirse’s Luke Skywalker-ing me again!’

Cara watched the three of them fall about laughing. It would be a different story if Ferdia were here. When he said stuff like that to Johnny he meant it.

‘We know she drinks anyway,’ Johnny said to Jessie. ‘It’s better if it’s out in the open. Grab those chairs. Cara, what are you having?’

‘Fizzy water.’

Jessie gasped.

Cara couldn’t help laughing at Jessie’s shock. ‘I might as well have ordered stagnant rainwater served in a dirty bucket.’

‘You’ll have gin,’ Jessie said. ‘A large one. Medicinal. You’re obviously not thinking straight.’

Nell, now wearing shorts, was back. Like the Pied Piper, she’d accumulated several more children, in addition to the Casey bunch. The game was on and all the kids – some of them young teenage boys – were giving it socks. Nell was a vision, racing and tackling, her pink hair flying.

No fake tan on her legs, Cara noticed, which meant her skin had a slight touch of the corned beef about it. And still she looked beautiful.

Jessie noticed Cara’s gaze. ‘Amazing, isn’t she?’ Jessie always brimmed with admiration for Nell. ‘She’s so natural.’

‘“Pure” – that’s what Liam says she is,’ Saoirse chipped in.

‘What?’ Liam heard his name.

‘Liam, Liam,’ Saoirse begged. ‘Tell us about the first time you saw Nell. I loooooove that story.’

‘Ah, go on, Liam,’ Jessie pressed. ‘Tell us again.’

‘Okay,’ he said. ‘I’ll tell it.’




SEVEN

… Well, the rose-tinted version.

On a sunny evening last May, Liam was wandering the aisles in the Tesco near his apartment in Dublin’s much sought-after Grand Canal Basin. A nameless restlessness bothered him, an uncomfortable, unidentifiable need.

A carton of vegan yoghurt caught his attention. This was good stuff, right? After skimming the ingredients list, he tossed the carton into his basket: he was willing to be convinced. A bottle of green juice, featuring spirulina, also made the cut. Maybe he could clean-eat his way to contentment. Briefly, hope spiked, then plummeted back to scratchy, bad-tempered yearning.

Nothing else on the shelves seemed promising so, more out of habit than anything else, he threw a six-pack of beer into his basket. Could it be the relentless humidity that was getting to him? Not very likely, but maybe if he took a shower, his second of the day, the restlessness would wash away. Better buy shower gel, in that case.

There was that feeling again, of freefalling.

It sucked, this single-life shit. For the last ten years Paige had taken care of all of his day-to-day stuff and now, whenever he bumped up against her absence, it was as if he’d stumbled. Maybe he could … Cycle down the coast? Text someone? Go home and sleep? Either way, being here wasn’t fixing anything. He might as well just pay up and leave. Then he saw the girl.

She was tall, with a tumble of thick fair hair. Even before she took the strange step of opening one of the big glass freezers, moving forward, practically inside it, then simply standing there, letting the door bounce gently off her back, he was drawn to her. Leaning into the chilled air, she gathered her heavy fair hair onto the top of her head, revealing a neck that startled him with its perfection. He felt like he was the first person ever to have seen that part of her.

He stared and stared. Then, galvanized into action, he stepped over to the freezer, grabbed the door handle and pulled, sending a bloom of chilly air towards him. ‘Excuse me,’ he said.

She turned around. Her hair tumbled from the crown of her head to frame a face that was unexpectedly innocent. ‘Oh!’ Then she laughed. ‘Just escaping the killer heat there for a few happy seconds.’

Oh, yeah. The heat. The whole country was buckling because it was twenty-five degrees. It was cute but a bit … pathetic? They should try cycling from Dublin to Istanbul at the height of summer.

And what was with her laughing? He could have wanted to buy whatever was in this freezer. Now that he looked, it was frozen chicken and, no, he wouldn’t touch that processed crap, but she wasn’t to know.

‘Chicken nuggets and cold,’ she said. ‘A new spin on Netflix and chill.’

Her blithe good humour surprised him.

‘Sorry.’ She finally moved out of his way. ‘You need to get in here?’

‘No,’ he said. ‘No …’ Well, who knew? This was what he’d been jonesing for. But even then, he was wondering how quickly he’d get bored of her. ‘This might sound weird. But will you have a drink with me?’

‘When?’ She sounded startled.

‘Now. Right now.’

‘Right now, no. I’ve no money.’

‘But I’ll pay. I’ve money.’ In his eagerness, he tripped over his words. Actually, strictly speaking, he didn’t have much money. He kept forgetting.

She frowned. ‘I could pay you back. When I get paid. But that mightn’t be for a while.’

‘You don’t have to do that. I don’t care.’

‘But I do.’

Unsettled by her vehemence, he said, ‘Okay. Grand. You can pay me back.’

Throngs were gathered outside the nearest pub, enjoying the freakishly hot May sunshine. The girl – Nell – asked to sit in the shade. ‘I’ll get burnt to a crisp without sunblock.’

‘Put some on?’

‘No, like, I don’t own any. I’ll get some when I’m paid.’

‘Wow. Lot of stuff is going to happen when you’re paid.’

‘It’ll be quite a day.’ Her eyes sparkled.

‘So? To drink?’

‘Pint of Kopparbergs.’

‘Ah.’ He’d no problem with women drinking pints. He just wasn’t used to it. ‘Grand.’ When he returned with the drinks, he asked, ‘How come you’re so skint?’

‘Sticky income. High rent. The usual.’ She flashed him a grin. Her two front teeth overlapped each other slightly. It gave her an odd pout that he found vulnerable and sexy.

‘But don’t you have cards?’ he asked. ‘While you’re waiting to be paid?’

‘I only use cash. Keeps me accountable.’

What did that even mean? ‘What about the Bank of Mum and Dad?’

She laughed. ‘My dad’s a painter and decorator. My mum is a cook in a nursing home. They’re nearly as skint as I am.’

‘So this job of yours …?’

‘Set designer. For theatre, movies sometimes, TV, you know?’ She paused. ‘It’s what I studied in college, but it’s hard to get a … so I – I guess I intern.’

‘They don’t pay you?’

‘Not always, not for – no, not for when I’m learning. But this is what I want to do with my life, my career. I love it, so I’m okay with taking the financial hit. At least for now. I was meant to have made it by thirty and I’ll be thirty in November, you know …’

He nodded. Oh, he knew.

‘But it’s okay, I have my side-hustle!’ She was upbeat again. ‘I do house-painting and decorating. Except a lot of people don’t trust a woman to do a good job.’

‘That’s crazy!’ He threw a lot of outraged energy into his words. Hey, he could talk the woke talk, when required.

‘But when they beat me down on price, they suddenly find they’re good with a woman doing their decor.’ Another of those crooked grins.

‘So you hang wallpaper and go up ladders and hammer stuff?’

‘Nails? Yep. And I’m handy with a staple-gun. Love me a chainsaw.’

Should he be impressed? Like, he was. But would saying so sound patronizing?

‘My dad’s been doing it for forty years,’ she said. ‘I learnt from the best.’ Then, ‘What about you? You look … You’re someone, aren’t you?’

‘Hey, everyone’s someone.’ That was what he always said. Humble Liam.

‘You’re a bit famous?’

‘Well …’ He let the moment linger so the facts could assemble in her head.

She stared at him with narrowed eyes, until the silence became embarrassing. It shouldn’t hurt. She was more than a decade younger than him, a different generation.

‘I was a professional runner for a long time. Competed mostly in the States. Then I ran an ultra-marathon in the Sahara.’ He really needed her to remember him.

‘Oh, yeaaaah.’ He watched as the memories dropped into place. ‘You gave all your sponsorship cash to the Dublin Rape Crisis Centre. You’re that guy, right? Wow. Hey, I’m sorry. For not recognizing you straight away.’

She was so sweet. The anxiety that had kept his chest in a chokehold for the longest time loosened.

‘That was such a cool thing,’ she said. ‘Three years ago?’

‘Five.’ It was actually seven, but he needed to hold on to it, to keep him relevant.

‘And you still run?’

‘My knees blew out. The Sahara was my last big run. I went for broke, tried to make it count.’

‘And you did! Raising all the money for such a good cause! But it must have hurt, your body stopping you doing what you love?’

‘Mm.’ Everything had been easy for him until then. He’d trained hard, met the right sponsors, enjoyed moderate success. ‘In the early days, everything just got better and better. Then it sort of … plateaued, and it all started to fall away. I stopped winning, a sponsor dropped me, then another, until I was left with nothing. Being part of a slow ending is so fucking … painful.’ It was a well-rehearsed speech. ‘You know, it would have been easier if someone had just come in and said, “That’s it, Liam. This is as good as it gets. You can stop right now or you can live through the next three and a half years of ever-decreasing returns and destroy your soul in the process.”’

‘But we don’t get those choices, right? Things end,’ she said. ‘It always hurts. And now? You have a new passion?’

‘I cycle. It’s an obsession, almost. I’m part of a club. Last summer I cycled to Istanbul.’

‘Class! And how do you, like, fund yourself? Did you have cash left from running?’

‘Long gone. To be honest, there was never that much in the first place. No, I – I, ah, around the time I stopped winning races, I got married. She, Paige, has a – like, she gets paid a ton of money.’ He managed a small smile. ‘We’ve two kids. I wasn’t qualified to do anything else, so I accidentally became a house-husband.’

‘Re-spect!’ She high-fived him.

He decided not to mention the nanny and the housekeeper who’d done all of the actual work. ‘Not respect. Everyone judges me, my brothers, my parents. They say I stick at nothing.’

‘You stuck at your running career for, what, eleven, twelve years? That’s staying power. Now you cycle. Sounds like you’re committed to that. You’re married, you’re sticking at –’

He shook his head. ‘We split up last year. We’re divorced. She’s gone back to the States with the kids. So here I am at forty, all washed up, managing a bike shop. I’ve sustained nothing.’

‘Not how it works.’ She seemed very surprised. ‘You lived one life for a while, another life before that. Now you’re living out your passion for cycling. And at some stage you’ll evolve to the next thing.’

This little speech had the effect of an epiphany. He and his brothers had had it drummed into them by their blowhard dad that they needed to dig into a straight-arrow career path. According to Canice Casey, you picked your gig early, you got onto the bottom rung of the ladder and gradually you climbed. Anything that deviated from that model counted as a failure.

Although Liam quietly despised that sort of thinking, it was difficult to shake off.

But this girl – woman, whatever she was – was offering a different way of looking at the world. A way that endorsed his choices.

‘Another drink?’ he asked. ‘Please?’

‘Seriously, no. I’m late on this month’s rent. And I need to keep money for food.’

How could things be that bad? It sounded … Dickensian.

She saw his astonishment and laughed. ‘That’s twenty-first-century capitalism for you. People with degrees in the most developed countries on earth wish they could get work stacking shelves. But you’re forty, a different generation, you’re not going to get it.’

No, no, no, he couldn’t have her thinking that. Quickly, he said, ‘No, totally, I get it. Life is tough for twenty- and thirty-somethings. Like having to move back in with their parents?’ Well, in theory iniquities happened, but he didn’t believe in it on a big scale. Most people were grand. ‘So what can be done?’

‘I don’t want to lecture you.’

‘I’m interested.’ Sort of.

‘Okay, one of the things that perpetuates capitalism is built-in obsolescence.’ She paused and asked solemnly, ‘You know what that is?’

That tiny little twist of earnestness did for him.

‘Everything we buy is built to break. So we buy new stuff. Or fashion changes and we think we have to buy the new thing even though the old thing still works. So if stuff breaks, I fix it.’

He’d never met a woman like her. He’d never met anyone like her. Was it his age? Or his circumstances, which, he admitted, weren’t typical?

What pleased him profoundly was how different she was from Paige. They were literal opposites: Paige was the ultimate capitalist. Her sole purpose in life was to get people to spend more money, something she was so good at they’d made her CFO of a corporation.

‘I don’t buy new clothes –’

‘Wait – what, you don’t buy clothes?’

She giggled at his shock. ‘I do buy clothes, just not new ones.’

‘So you go where? To charity shops? Even for underwear?’

She coloured.

‘Sorry.’ He’d been inappropriate. ‘I shouldn’t have …’

He’d expected a smile to say he was forgiven. Even – maybe – a flirty remark along the lines that it was too soon for him to be talking about her knickers. But she had kept her head down and her mouth closed.
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