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About the Book

It’s ten years on from the first winter gathering when four of Maggie Quinn’s closest friends rushed in to spend Christmas with her after her husband walked out just days before. And at Christmas-time, it doesn’t take long for an event to become a tradition.

But this Christmas Day, for the first time, there’s an addition to the party, in the form of a young, very handsome man. Only one of the women knows what he’s doing there, and she’s remaining tight-lipped.

So begins a new chapter in the lives of five friends. As winter moves towards spring, each faces personal hurdles, from family difficulties to illness to the unexpected reappearance of Maggie’s ex. Throughout, each proves that friends truly are the family you choose – and that, ultimately, the magic of Christmas can arrive at any time of year.


For Breda Purdue and Ciara Considine, who kept the faith


ONE

My four friends first came to my house for Christmas dinner following my husband’s desertion on 18 December 2002, over ten years’ ago. They included my best friend, Mary Guerin.

Derek’s departure came as a major shock, despite the difficulties he and I had been having for a few months, and I had worried that Christmas Day might not pass off without drama or tensions between the three of us: him, my sister Chloë and myself. Things had quietened down, however, and we were getting on well. Or so I’d thought. In fact, he’d been really nice to me, had even given me that year’s Christmas present in advance some days previously. In a heavy black frame, it was a small, glorious oil painting of a magnificent red rose drooping over a wedding ring. ‘You can hang it now so that you can enjoy it over the whole of Christmas, Dumpy.’ (Dumpy, short for Dumpling, was his pet name for me; he was – is – a professional chef.)

I was over the moon. It was a genuine original, signed by the artist, Thomas Ryan, the first real work of art I had ever had. ‘Derek! Can we afford this?’

‘We can, we can. I had a better year than I’d thought I’d have, and the signs are that next year is going to be better still. It’s this Celtic Tiger thing. We can’t keep up with the bookings in the restaurant. Yer man is even thinking of opening a second. All going well, you might be looking at its head chef!’

‘Oh, Derek, that’s fantastic.’ I hugged and kissed him. It wasn’t only the status he’d enjoy, although I knew that was important to him: I’d been made redundant recently and a few bob more in the kitty would be wonderful.

I immediately took down the old print of a lakeside scene that had come from my parents’ house and had hung over the mantelpiece in the sitting room for yonks, replacing it with the rose painting. I was looking forward to boasting about it to my friends as, happy out, I continued to go about ticking off the tasks I most enjoyed each year, conquering the Big Christmas Lead-in. By the eighteenth, I was optimistic that this Christmas might be the best ever.

How thick and unperceptive can one woman be?

I love Christmas, always have. I’m known for it and make no apologies for my devotion to the gleam and glitter of the season, despite the good-natured teasing of my friends. (‘It’s getting near the end of October, Maggie. Tree up in your house, I suppose.’)

That morning, 18 December 2002, I had left home when it was still dark and Derek was in the bathroom, getting ready to go to work. Because of the manic nature of the traffic at this time of year, I had taken a bus and all morning had zipped merrily around the city centre doing bits and bobs of shopping, thoroughly enjoying myself. I’m always sent on a high by the Christmas atmosphere in Dublin city, where at the bus stops in O’Connell Street, with mountains of shopping bags impeding the queues, even the loud complaining is good-natured; with cries of the Henry Street vendors of tinselly tat, toys and chocolates almost drowned out by competing buskers and carol singers.

And although, when shopping, I’m a woman most at home on that northside street, at this time of year I present my passport at the Liffey Crossing and venture into the southside. There, I’m enchanted by the insouciance of the girls who totter on six-inch heels into the posh shops in Grafton Street to finger the spangled confections on the rails. I’m the audience for the same girls who, singly or in pairs, drop the pretence of sophistication as they ogle displays of solitaire diamond rings in jewellers’ windows. I’m the fond smiler when I see young men half concealing bouquets of red roses under their oxters as they hug the walls on the way home. And so, despite what happened later that day ten years ago, I remain faithful to the shimmer and dash of December.

At around twelve thirty, I met a photographer friend for a lunch at which we exchanged gift-wrapped book vouchers of identical value and then, throwing caution to the wind – after all, Derek was now a Tiger Cub and on his way to greater things – I took a taxi home.

It was mid-afternoon when I opened our front door, dumped my parcels and, first thing, switched on all my Christmas lights. I was thirsty and decided not to deal with the packages right away but to put on the kettle for a cup of tea.

Then, out of the corner of my eye, I spotted a piece of jotter paper, folded over like a little peaked roof, propped against the lamp on the hall table. He’d marked it ‘Urgent’. No doubt, I thought, he’d written it asking me to get something else for the Christmas dinner: he was forever experimenting and we never seemed to have some ingredient he absolutely definitely needed. I didn’t really mind another trip to those crowded shops. I was tired, though; I hoped he wanted something I could find locally, rather than having to go all the way back to some speciality place, like the Italian deli in Smithfield.

I picked it up and unfolded it:

Sorry, Dumpling, but you must have known this was coming, I guess. These things happen. It’s for the best. You’ll see that eventuly and you’ll be glad to be rid of me. Sorry. I’ll ring you. Try not to worry too much. I won’t leave you short. By the way I’ve left the stuffing recipe on the stove. I know how much you and Chloë loved that stuffing. Sorry, Dumpy. I really am. D.

Strobing from the Christmas tree, the lights winked and blinked. On. Off. On. Off. Incongruously, those TV warnings to us viewers, ‘This broadcast contains flash photography’, puttered through my mind.

On. Off. On. Off. I registered the little crescents of paper at the top of the page, ripped so forcefully from their retaining wires that they were untidy and uneven, bent every which way. Poor little bits of paper. Derek had big hands.

This didn’t make sense. What did he mean, ‘These things happen’? What things? Why was he apologising so much? I read it again.

On. Off. On. Off. I noticed the misspelling of ‘eventually’. Spelling had never been Derek’s strong suit.

On. Off. He had used the past tense, ‘loved’ – as in Chloë and I had ‘loved’ his stuffing. That brought it home. Sort of. Not fully. Not yet.

Whatever he had thought as he sat down to write this, I had not seen it coming. His irritability with me during those weeks in October and November – I could do or say nothing right – had been mystifying but I’d thought we had put it behind us, as I said. So, no, I had not seen this coming. At my feet was the lump of spiced beef I had just bought for our Christmas dinner. Spiced beef is a Cork speciality. Derek was originally from Cork. He had asked me to buy it, as he had every year of our marriage. It was very expensive. It wasn’t that easy to find in Dublin. You had to order it from specific butchers. You had to travel. You had to earn spiced beef.

These days, I don’t know if all that pertains – I have never bought it since. And while I customarily ate only a token slice or two, I had always loved the way its cooking on Christmas Eve filled the house with aromatic complexity. Thanks to Derek, at that time I associated spiced beef with Christmas. And Christmas with spiced beef.

Would I have bought spiced beef if I’d seen this coming?

Derek had left me?

On. Off. I looked down at the packages. At the top of my shopping bag, the Tesco luxury crackers still showed their silvery crowns through their cellophane window. The blackish, powdery spices continued to stain the double layer of white plastic in which the beef was sheathed. But Derek had left me?

From behind the closed door of the sitting room I could hear canned laughter: Chloë was ensconced in front of the TV. What was I going to tell her? She doesn’t react well to change.

My brain rose from its sickbed, took a breath and logged on. Performed a search through its archives.

The improved atmosphere between us during the last couple of weeks.

The calmness.

The red rose—

My husband had been planning this murder. Buying that painting had been his blood money. Giving it to me marked a decision made after weeks of indecision and irritability. He had chosen his time well, had known I’d be busy all through December. I could see it all now. I’d read enough novels: I should have recognised the warning signs. Why hadn’t I?

Nausea rising, I sat at the foot of the stairs, lowered my head and swallowed, forcing bile back into my stomach. The shopping bag, propped against my shins, keeled over, rattling against the tiles.

On. Off. The fairy lights were relentless. Who was going to cook the Christmas dinner for Chloë and me? I had never cooked a Christmas dinner. Ever. It was only one week from Christmas Day and, to judge by the fuss Derek always made about producing the food, with the kitchen a no-go area and I as his acolyte taking orders, it seemed incredibly complicated. It was too close to the day for me to learn how to do it.

Abruptly, I realised I was taking this seriously. I was already thinking of him in the past tense. Maybe I had seen this coming after all.

I got up again and switched on the overhead hall light; the colours from those on the tree instantly paled, losing their power over the piece of paper still in my left hand.

Well, at least he had left me the recipe for his famous stuffing. Funny how the details blur the big picture, isn’t it? My husband had left me but he hadn’t forgotten that I loved his potato stuffing.

I can’t find a word for how I felt as I picked up my shopping and went into the kitchen to put everything away. Dazed? Stunned? Neither even remotely describes it.

Panicked? No, panic would come later. It was still too soon.

Shattered? No. Not quite yet. Acceptance of abandonment, I discovered in the weeks and months to come, is a slow burn.

Stupefied? Closer, but it doesn’t quite summarise the essence of being so unexpectedly and unpleasantly snookered.

There must be some adjective in the space between ‘bewildered’ and ‘disbelieving’. Something that could adequately convey the winding effect of Derek’s note. I was suffocating in the small kitchen where the air seemed to have thinned. Its pale yellows and greys, chosen so recently after weeks of poring over paint samples, now seemed not cheerful but gaudy; they pressed in all around me, dancing in my peripheral vision, while, like an automaton, I opened kitchen presses and closed them again without adding to their contents.

As for the dining alcove where Derek and I – and then Derek, Chloë and I – had eaten so many meals together, that now looked ridiculous. I had copied its window treatment of café curtains and swagged pelmets from an article in a magazine about beautiful homes in New England; had even bought myself a small sewing machine in Argos so I could make them. Now all I could think of was how stupid I’d been to have spent so much time on such a frivolous conceit.

My refurbishing efforts had been meant to surprise Derek: I had painted the kitchen and made the curtains while he was in Tuscany, taking a course in Italian peasant cooking, and on the night before his arrival home, I had worked on the finishing touches until after eleven to have it ready. That was only – what? – eight, nine weeks ago? I calculated. Nine and a half weeks – I pulled out a drawer, then found I had nothing to put into it.

‘Hi, Dumpy!’ he had said, having come through the door on his return, not even glancing towards where I sat, dizzy with anticipation. ‘What’s new?’ He pulled open the fridge door to check on stocks. ‘Hmm – no crème fraîche. Did you forget it? Remember I asked you?’

‘Crème fraîche? Is that all you’ve noticed?’

‘For God’s sake, Maggie, I asked you to get me one thing when you were out shopping. Just that one thing. Could you not remember just that one thing? It’s not as though you’re overwhelmed with work, is it?’ And he’d slammed shut the door of the fridge and stomped up the stairs. Our bedroom is above the kitchen and I heard him moving heavily back and forth, opening and shutting dresser drawers and the door of the wardrobe. After a few minutes of this he came crashing down the stairs again and called from the hall, ‘I’m going out.’

‘You just got home. Where are you going?’

‘To get bloody crème fraîche,’ he yelled back. ‘And I’ll probably go into town to check in at the restaurant. I need to see if I’ve been given additional shifts.’

‘Could you not do that on the pho—’ But the closing of the front door cut me off. I felt let down, furious that he hadn’t said anything about my efforts, but also hurt. The gibe about work had been below the belt.

That particular spat happened around the middle of October 2002 and, although I didn’t cop it at the time, looking back at this scene with the advantage of ten years’ hindsight, I can see now that every thump of his size-nine feet that evening represented a nail into the crucifix of our marriage. Because, you see, much later, during one of the so-called settlement meetings about maintenance and so on, he finally admitted that he had met someone during his course in Italy. She had been a fellow student. I saw her only once, at a distance, about four years after he’d left me. The two of them were coming out of the Savoy cinema as, directly opposite, I was crossing O’Connell Street. She’s tiny. A little dancing doll, pretty as a picture, the living antithesis of me. I didn’t approach them.

On that jotter evening, shopping tidied away, I sat at my alcove table, staring at bottles of vinegar and ketchup, already placed in anticipation of the takeaway for Chloë and me. The lead-in to Christmas was always busiest for Derek, when his normal lunchtime shift was lengthened to encompass dinner. I hadn’t expected him home until after midnight.

Now what should I expect? He’d said in his note that he’d ring. Should I ring him?

Maybe not. He hated it when I rang him at work.

But we hadn’t discussed any of this. We had to discuss it.

Maybe this was just a whim. He could be a bit impulsive. A treacherous skein of hope showed itself. Maybe it had all been a mistake. Maybe Derek would come home with his tail between his legs and I’d have created a storm for nothing.

Of course I didn’t know about the popsy that day.

But that little sliver of hope sent me to the hall phone. We had just got one of those handsets you can carry around with you. Thank God, I thought, picked it up and punched in Mary’s number as I walked back into my kitchen. I didn’t want Chloë to hear me. Ring him or not? Mary will know what I should do.

She answered at once. ‘Hi there, kiddo. All set for the big day?’

‘You knew it was me?’ My voice sounded shaky. Maybe I wasn’t all that calm.

‘Just got one of those phones you have.’ She sounded delighted. ‘They’re great, aren’t they? That little panel on it where I can see the number of the caller. Christmas present to myself.’ Then: ‘You sound a bit odd. Coming down with a cold or something?’

‘No. Not really.’ I looked at my own handset, showing her number. Derek had got it for us about six months previously: ‘Must keep up with the technology, Dumpy!’

‘Cold? Maybe. Do I sound a bit snuffly? I don’t know . . .’ I’d called to cry on her shoulder but, oddly, when put to it, I couldn’t summon the words.

‘Something wrong, Mags?’ She’d caught my tone. ‘Is Chloë all right?’

‘Grand. Same ol’ same ol’.’ If I aired what had happened, it would be real. But it was real, wasn’t it? The piece of jotter paper was right there on the kitchen counter beside the sink. ‘Derek’s gone.’

‘Gone? Gone where?’

‘Gone. He left me a note.’

‘What do you mean, “He left me a note”? What did it say?’

‘Are you just being dense, Mary? He couldn’t even have the decency to use proper writing paper. He tore a page from a jotter—’ Alarmingly, I could feel my throat constricting. I was not going to cry. I was not going to be one of those women who thought she couldn’t live without a husband. ‘Hold on. I’ll read it to you.’ I picked it up and, having swallowed hard, relayed in a steady voice the words my husband had thought apt to end a marriage. I did leave out the ‘Dumpy’ bit. I had grown rather fond of being called that because it was cheffy: lean and tall as I am, Derek’s pet name for me had been ironic and, in present circumstances, I didn’t think I could say it without getting emotional. Anyway, ‘dumpling’ in others’ ears, particularly Mary’s – she would have leaped on it – meant I was doughy and compliant enough to float aimlessly in whatever liquid my husband had placed me.

She wasn’t reacting. She was silent. I thought I could hear her thoughts crackle.

‘What’ll I do, Mary? He said he’d ring me. Do you think I should ring him? He’s at work. At least, I think he is . . .’ I faltered. I knew nothing now, did I?

‘Read it to me again.’

I did.

This time, she didn’t wait. ‘Stay there. Put the kettle on. I’m coming over.’ Mary lived less than a mile away. We shared a bus route.

‘Chloë – I don’t know what to tell her—’

‘I said, “Stay there”, Maggie. We’ll deal with that later – and anyway, if he is actually gone for good, what’s the problem with Chloë? It’s her dream come true, isn’t it?’ She hung up.

Stay here? Where did she think I might go? But that ‘we’, as in ‘We’ll deal with that’, had been good. As I hung up at my end, however, the import of what had happened finally made a serious hit, causing actual physical pain in my solar plexus as I put on the kettle.

She’d probably been right about Chloë. Between herself and Derek competing for my attention, I sometimes felt like a little cat, standing on my hind paws with the front ones outspread, trying to hold off one of two dogs hell bent on eating each other. If they couldn’t get at each other, they would both turn on me as the source of a snack.

Maybe Derek just couldn’t take Chloë’s presence in our house any more. He’d said that time after time but words were just words and he hadn’t bolted. Up to now.

I picked up the potato-stuffing recipe that my husband had, indeed, left for me on our cooker – my cooker now. How thoughtful of him. How very nice. My first instinct was to ball it up and put it into the bin but, for some reason, I couldn’t. Maybe this was all I’d have left of him. This and the jotter note.

I raced up the stairs to our bedroom. Hangers strewn on the bed. Drawers half open and empty. His nightstand, empty; the clock radio he liked so much – missing. All that was left on his side of the wardrobe were two pairs of old training shoes and the jokey Christmas tie I’d given him last year. I picked it up, sat on the end of our bed with it clutched in both hands and, for the first time, wept. Huge, hot tears of distress, but of anger too.

I was spent and still lying on the bed, that stupid tie clutched in both hands when, some time later, the doorbell rang. As I went down the stairs I heard Chloë raise the volume on the TV. She hated to be disturbed by visitors when she was in the middle of watching something.

Maybe he had just had one of his temper tantrums: had I forced Mary to race over here for nothing but hysteria?

‘Thanks for coming,’ I said, as I opened the door. ‘I really . . .’ but then I saw her, standing there in the bucketing rain, wearing a dowdy black coat, woolly hat pulled down over her hair. Mary has gorgeous hair, the colour of postcard sunsets. My voice wobbled and I could say no more.

She threw her arms around me, her strong signature scent, Shalimar, laced through with that of damp wool. ‘Sorry I took so long,’ she said, into my shoulder. ‘I missed a bus.’

‘You’re not late – come in. I really appreciate this. You must be busy with Christmas and all.’

‘For God’s sake, what else would I do? I’m your friend, Maggie – I was the fucking bridesmaid at your wedding. It’s what friends do, you clot!’

I was taken aback. Mary very rarely swore. She was definitely taking this seriously, I thought, the tendril of hope beginning to recede.

‘Anyway, you’re the Mrs Christmas here.’ Mary let me go. ‘Dear God!’ When we were both inside under the light, she stood back to gaze at me. ‘You look desperate. And you’ve been crying. Don’t cry for that man. He’s a snake. That’s how you’ve got to see him now. A reptile. How dare he treat you this way and at this time of year too? He knows what it means to you.

‘And on that score, one of the reasons I missed the bus is that I was making a few quick calls. No arguments, now, Maggie, we’re all going to come here for Christmas dinner. Each of the others offered to host us and I would have too, but then I remembered Chloë would be uncomfortable anywhere but here.’

‘Who are “the others”?’ This was quite frightening.

‘Me, Dina, Lorna and Jean,’ naming the three who at the time were in the process of becoming friends with Mary and me. We’re a clackety bunch but we seem to get on. ‘I know you like them.’ Mary began to unbutton her coat. ‘I do too and we’ll have a good time together. I promise. Who needs a man? They’re just bad news, sweetie! They clutter up the place.’

‘But . . .’ I had to smile, wanly, at her furious expression.

‘No arguments. It’s all arranged.’

‘Who’ll cook, Mary? Derek always—’

‘Pish, tosh, Derek’s loss. It’s organised. We’re all bringing a dish. You can do the drinks.’ She glanced into the kitchen. ‘Kettle on, I see. Good.’

‘You’ll need to boil it again.’

The relentless fairy lights blinked on and off as, still in the hall, we argued about provisions, particularly since I’d put deposits on all the Christmas meat and had already paid a fortune for the spiced beef. It felt good to have something concrete to fight about. I was still standing on the cliff with the abyss beneath, but with her presence, Mary had put up a fence. ‘Anyway, Mary,’ I said to her now, ‘I’d feel better if I had a go at the cooking. It’s about time I learned, isn’t it? And if it turns out to be a disaster, well, we can fall back on the smoked salmon. I already have a whole side of that and tons of prawns in the freezer, shelled and ready. Derek likes to—’ I stopped.

‘Let’s not bicker.’ Briskly, she removed her hat and shook out her red hair. ‘We’ll reverse. You do the food, but we’ll bring the drink. I’ll ring them when I get home again – OK?’ Then she noticed the ketchup and vinegar on the alcove table. ‘Great. We’re having fish and chips this evening, yeah? Ages since I had any. I’ll go and get them in a few minutes – you have one of the best chippers in Dublin just around the corner, that right?’

‘He got me a red rose, Mary.’

‘Fucker! Where is it?’ she yelled, looking around.

‘Not a real one. A painting. It’s over the mantelpiece.’

Instantly, she wheeled around. ‘Don’t, Mary,’ I called, alarmed. ‘Chloë’s in there. She doesn’t know any of this.’

‘So what?’ She sped into the sitting room, heels tapping on the tiles.

I went into the kitchen alcove and sat at the little table as though I was a guest. She had not even taken her coat off, but already I felt a small bit better. It was good to yield control to a paramedic, or a First Responder, as they’re called now. She had cut me out of the crashed car and was going to take care of me.

It was late when she left that night with the painting under her arm. I never saw it again. One of Mary’s jobs is as a part-time counsellor in a women’s refuge and, with my permission, six months later, she put it up for auction at a fundraiser in aid of this and refused to tell me how much it had made. ‘No need for you to know. But that bloody husband of yours has paid for repairs to the roof of the conservatory. No more buckets, thank God.’


TWO

That promise to cook for six people, my four friends, Chloë and myself, had not been my brightest. Because of it, I’d had a late night on Christmas Eve because, starting at just about midnight, I had stripped the Christmas tree of its lights, baubles and tinsel, ripping them off willy-nilly, not caring that in the process I was skinning the tips of my fingers and scattering pine needles everywhere.

All during that day I had struggled with preparations, mucking around in the kitchen, boiling potatoes, mashing them with fresh thyme, tarragon, butter, salt and ‘freshly ground black pepper’ – hate that phrase – as outlined in Derek’s recipe for turkey stuffing. I’d done it all, I thought, when by chance I turned over the page and found that I also had to use chopped walnuts and ‘a pinch of cumin’. A rummage through our store cupboard – my store cupboard – failed to yield such exotica and I had to dash again to the local shops in a (failed) search. Well, I thought, as I drove home, getting more agitated by the minute, we’d just have to do without the bloody walnuts and shagging cumin in the stuffing. I was usually slow to anger but fury, building gradually since the moment I had lugged home the bird and the ham, had possibly been liberated by the tranquilliser I had taken, prescribed by my kind GP while Derek and I had been having problems earlier: ‘Just for two weeks, Maggie, to tide you over . . .’

When I was parking the car in front of the house, something caught my eye. A very large, Christmas-wrapped parcel at the front door.

It proved to be extremely heavy, and when I got it in and examined it, I found it was a wicker hamper, stuffed with champagne, three bottles of wine, red, white and dessert, a half-bottle of port and posh chocolates in a small, ribboned box. There was a chocolate log, chocolate fingers, a net of chocolate sovereigns, a box of After Eights, a bag of espresso coffee, six crackers, a big red Christmas candle in a porcelain holder, and a tea-towel illustrated with a picture of angels gambolling around a tree. There were several jars of those aspirational condiments you get for presents and never use – the organic ‘natural’ ones with the lumps, created in west Cork or somewhere like that; there were teabags, would you believe?, and a small sad poinsettia, bracts squashed under the hamper’s crystalline covering, looking as though it wished it were already dead.

The hamper was from Derek, who had attached a Christmas card, a nativity scene, in which he had written: ‘Hope this helps. D.’

Yeah, right. Very helpful. No sentence could contain what I felt about Derek and his mangy, mingy hamper. The coward, I raged, the effing, bloody, yellow, spineless coward. I wouldn’t have been surprised if he’d been lurking around the neighbourhood waiting until the coast was clear before making his lily-livered bag drop and scarpering. It was the first contact since he had walked out. Obviously, he couldn’t face me.

My first instinct was to bin the lot, but then I remembered my guests. I was glad of the chocolate, to tell you the truth. Dina, in particular, was a chocoholic; somehow I hadn’t taken that enough into account, and although I had a couple of Terry’s chocolate oranges, the larder was light on the stuff. She’d be delighted. Yes, we would all chew and drink our way through as much of this as we could and then the rest of them could take home what was left so I wouldn’t have to be looking at it and getting annoyed. I gazed at the array: it had clearly cost a fortune. And, strangely enough, having up to that moment given no thought to my financial situation, I decided there and then to take my husband to the cleaners.

Revenge is not in my nature, though: it had been temper talking. And as my rage abated I found myself making excuses for him, even as I rescued the poor little poinsettia from its crackling tomb and gave it a drink. Life in this house had not been easy since Chloë had moved in.

On the other hand – I had put it down to the Christmas spirit – for the first time ever, in the second week of December, my sister, uncharacteristically happy, had helped me decorate our tree. She had made a real offer: ‘I’d like to, Margaret. Are these the lights?’ She’d picked up the garden-sized rubbish bag in which, the previous year, they had been so carelessly stored.

‘Yeah. But they’re all tangled up. It’s a big job.’

‘Not a problem. I’m not busy right now, Margaret.’ She had set about disinterring them, pulling them out in one great messy ball, looking not unlike that massive round sculpture thing, criss-crossed with road markings that some council or other had thought fit to put at the end of the Naas dual carriageway some years previously. ‘Uh-ooooh,’ she’d drawn it out dramatically, ‘this is going to be harder than I thought.’

‘Will I help you?’

‘I said I’d do it, Margaret!’ Flashing.

‘Fine, fine,’ I said hastily. The last thing I wanted was to ignite a row. ‘Thanks so much. That’s really great.’ I rooted around in the second bag, pulling out tinsel and – ‘Oh, good! There are three full packets of icicles.’

‘Great!’ She was kneeling on the floor in front of the mess of lights. It might seem slight, and ridiculous to make much of it, but this was an uncommon moment of togetherness between the two of us.

Ten minutes later, with all my baubles now marshalled in rows, I looked at her. She had successfully found the plug on one of the strings and, head bent, was patiently following its cable through the snarled wires and bulbs. I didn’t remark on it because the key to dealing with Chloë, for me anyway, was to enjoy these small moments as they occurred. They were rare, and so fragile that the smallest comment, any intervention at all from me, could wreck them.

If only it could be like this every day. Unexpectedly, I felt tears fill the spaces behind my eyes. We were at odds most of the time, but I was all she had and I really did love her.

Christmas Eve, with the tree at full blinking pelt in the hall, I gazed around my kitchen at about half past eleven. It looked as though a battalion of small children had stampeded through it – and my mood was not improved by my mental survey of the culinary news. The smell of spiced beef throughout the house could not compensate for the fact that I had cooked it for too long. The ham glaze was nearly black when I took the joint out of the oven, and the vegetables in the giblet soup had turned to mush. When I checked in the fridge, the jelly in the trifle had not set: I had probably used too much of the juice from the fruit cocktail.

I had to work hard not to dump the lot. I was not only bushed, I was nauseous. I had given Chloë a pizza for her dinner in front of the TV, but for mine I had eaten most of Derek’s chocolate log, followed by several handfuls of cheese sticks, washed down with half a can of Guinness. I don’t drink Guinness, but the only single can I could buy in my local shop in which to cook the spiced beef had been one of those large ‘draught’ ones; I had needed only half for the cooking, and had left the rest to languish on top of the microwave. ‘Waste not, want not’ was my new motto and so, flat and all as it was, I had slugged it. Now I couldn’t figure out whether I was feeling sick from it, from tiredness, from too much junk or because I needed real food. With Christmas dinner in prospect next day, it was too late to eat now, anyway.

And as if all that weren’t enough, I discovered that while I would need at least twelve potatoes for roasting with the bird, I had only five left: I had used too many for the famous stuffing. Grimly, I peeled them, cut them into thirds and dropped the pieces, now officially called ‘roasties’, into a saucepan filled with cold water. By osmosis, I had absorbed a few cooking rules from Derek and knew that to soak naked potatoes in water prior to cooking was a complete no-no, but it wasn’t Chef Derek with his spotless whites, starched weekly by yours truly, who still had a pile of unpeeled Brussels sprouts to deal with, was it? The pyramid of hard little greenery and I stared at each other. ‘Tomorrow? OK with ye, lads?’

Jesus. Talking to sprouts now.

I seized the paring knife and started in on the little buggers. Halfway through, the knife slipped, slicing into the index finger of my left hand. I searched through a number of my ‘everything’ drawers for a large enough plaster to wind around it but had to settle for two small ones, butting one alongside the other.

I stared at them. At the blood seeping into the split between the two. At the offending knife beside the piles of sprouts, peeled, unpeeled, and peelings.

At the spuds winking at me through their water.

At the famous stuffing, smug in its bowl.

Despite nearly fourteen hours of slavery, this dinner was going to be an absolute pile of shite, the culmination of everything that was wrong in my life.

Feeling as though I had a propeller whirring painfully in my chest, I swept all three sprout piles into the bin, then kicked my way with both feet through the mélange of plastic wrappings, fallen vegetables and unspecified debris littering the floor. Then ‒ for some reason I have never been able to find ‒ I set out, through what seemed like a red haze in front of my eyes, to attack the Christmas tree.

As I yanked at the first branch, I relished the sharp sting in the injured hand. Enjoyed that.

It felt great to tear at the tinsel, to rip off the light cords, then to throw handfuls of baubles into the air and over my shoulder, listening with great satisfaction to them popping, bouncing and rolling all over the tiled floor.

As it happened, thank God for their plastic cheapness. A few minutes later, with the red mist clearing and noise abated, I surveyed the multicoloured chaos I had created, the few remaining strands of tinsel hanging forlornly from the listing tree, the coils of lights and cords strewn and tangled at the base, all six twisted strands of them. It would take me ages just to separate them again, never mind reinstate them. And now both my hands were throbbing and sore.

Dismayed, I sat on the stairs, dislodging a few baubles. And as the last one rolled to rest against the door of the sitting room, a revving engine some distance away accentuated the profound hush outside. Inside, all was quiet too, except for the gentle, rhythmic purr from upstairs where Chloë slept. Guilt rushed in to replace temper. It wasn’t fair to her that I had destroyed all that patient, uncomplaining work. I had no option. Tired or not, I had to put the whole thing back together again before I went to bed. With leaden legs and fingers burning like sods of turf, I did penance for losing my rag and started on the long haul of making repairs.

The guilt was confined to Chloë. Pushed to the limit, as I had been, after a lifetime of restraint and being a Good Girl, the tantrum had felt righteous, even energising. For the first time in my life, I had some understanding of how adolescent rock stars feel having trashed their hotel rooms: a combination of ruefulness – all that financial compensation due – and peace. All I wanted now was bed and dreamless sleep. But it was well after two o’clock by the time I had finished the job and got there. Belligerently, I changed my alarm setting to nine a.m. My guests would just have to understand. Anyway, they weren’t due until four.

When my alarm shrilled next morning, my first reaction, as always, was to listen for movement in Chloë’s room but all I could hear, still, was her medication-induced snoring.

Grand.

Then I heard how unusually silent the house was, eerily so.

Outside too – no traffic. Well, that was to be expected, with the neighbours, no doubt, involved in their own family matters or maybe at early Mass. There was some extra dimension to the hush, though: even the ticking of the old-fashioned alarm clock on my nightstand seemed thick and muffled – and the humming of the fridge downstairs was so loud that the appliance could have been in the room.

What was going on? I stumbled out of bed, parted the heavy curtains at the window – and had to squint against the light. Snow: real, foot-deep, ‘white Christmas’ snow had transformed the world in the six and a half hours since I had retired. Snow glistened under a huge, red-orange sun hovering over the roof of the house at the end of our cul-de-sac. Snow covered the roofs of all the houses, garden walls, hedges and lawns, making lace of trampoline safety nets, adding pretty lids to wheelie-bins and creating Swiss chalets from backyard sheds. That morning, our crowded little Dublin estate could have been a swish ski resort. I’ve never been to a Swiss ski resort but I’m an avid consumer of travel supplements.

A blackbird, feet buried in a little pillow of white, perched on a branch of the solitary apple tree in my back garden, so still I fancied he was as stunned as I was by this unexpected tableau. Perhaps his was one of the sunken trails I could see here and there through the whiteness on the ground. The indentations were so deep, however, it was not possible to know whether they had been made by something as small as he was, or a cat, rat, fox or even something really exotic to suburbia. People keep all sorts now as pets, don’t they? I opened the window, gently, so as not to startle the creature but he flew off, the whirr of his wings startling in the white, singing silence.

The air felt ultra clean in my mouth and nose and I stayed there for as long as I could, until the cold hurt my throat and I was forced back into the fuggy warmth of my bedroom. White Christmases were so rare in Ireland – had this one been sent by the universe as compensation for Derek’s perfidy? That was probably what Dina would think.

Dina! I looked at my watch. They’d all be here in less than seven hours and thank God for them. If they hadn’t been coming, I would probably have spent the entire day pretending to Chloë that I wasn’t upset. The image of the two of us sitting opposite one another over all that food was so dismal I could barely entertain it. Funny, I thought now, she hadn’t once questioned Derek’s disappearance.

No time for analysis or introspection – I could hear her moving about in her own room. She’d be down, clumping around in the kitchen, boiling her breakfast egg and making toast soon. I needed to get a head start on her. Less than seven hours to make right everything I had done wrong yesterday. I threw on my dressing gown and, as I clattered downstairs, was already composing my excuses for the shoddy meal my guests would have today. Chloë wouldn’t notice, probably, I thought, and nobody liked sprouts all that much anyway, did they?

Maybe I could make amends with a brilliantly moist turkey. Butter, I thought. Butter seemed to be the answer to everything, both for Rachel Allen and that TV-cook guy from Cavan, Neven Maguire, with their smiles and their silvery clean gas rings. Does Derek—

Stop it, Maggie. No Derek today. I’d tell everyone his champagne had been on special at Marks. ‘You’re all worth it,’ I’d say.

They were, too. When they came, all together, which led me to believe they had met somewhere in advance, it’s not an exaggeration to say that they love-bombed me, so much so that I found it hard not to become emotional.

I was still a little teary when, at the end of the main course, they raised their glasses to me. I was particularly proud of Chloë, who had behaved very well throughout the afternoon. In fact it was she, right at the moment the others were toasting me, who christened us as a group: holding up her glass of Fanta, she had stood up, dwarfing Mary, Dina, Lorna and Jean, and beamed around at us all. ‘Isn’t this a very excellent winter gathering?’ she said, and sat down again. Even I had to laugh, but then, looking around automatically to gauge Derek’s reaction to such a positive action from her, I was hit by the pile-driver. No Derek. His absence was corporeal, a black, Derek-shaped hole cut out of the overheated air. Turning back, I forced myself again to laugh with the others, who, rustling it around on their tongues, were now trying out the sound of our new communal identity.

Despite later events that day, the idea, if not the name as Chloë had exactly articulated it, stuck as a handy shortcut to describe ourselves. ‘Gathering’ is a lovely word but it was easier on the tongue, and quicker, just to call ourselves a club.

One year, when we were at the dessert stage of our quarterly meeting for lunch, Dina brought it up and not for the first time. ‘I hate this business of being in a “club”. Our local butcher ran a Christmas Club. My mother put a half-crown into it every Friday to pay a bit towards the Christmas meat. So depressing.’

‘Depressing for you, you mean,’ Jean retorted. ‘My mother did it, too, and I’m grateful she did. We always had nice Christmases.’

‘So did mine.’ This was Lorna; she and Jean usually support each other. ‘We’re a democratic group, Dina. The rest of us like it, it’s a small thing. Trivial. Don’t make a big deal of it.’ She had looked around for affirmation.

Club, gathering, assembly, troop – even jamboree would have been fine for me. (In fact I would have quite liked that: the winter Jamboree. Trips nicely, eh?) Specification didn’t matter as long as the concept was accepted because it was Chloë who had designated us a group, and I felt that this was something positive she had brought to that first event, which had ended so terribly . . .

Names are important.

Anyhow, on our first Christmas together in 2002, following Chloë’s declaration I held up my wine glass to make my own speech, a rather emotional one, I fear. As I spoke, it struck me, looking at them all, that around that table sat a perfect snapshot of the season’s culmination: my sister and my circle of friends happy together over the ruins of a turkey, candlelight glinting on jewellery, Waterford glassware and softened faces as snow patted the outside of the alcove window. It was as though we had all stepped into a Christmas card.

But then I experienced, somewhere under my breastbone, the sensation of being pricked with what I can only describe as a sweet-sour dart, inviting me to heed this moment: you may never see its like again.

And although we have had many Christmases together, my four friends and I, I do preserve that one in my most private gallery of imagery. The difference nowadays is that my sister is no longer part of the picture.
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