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Paul Murray

above-average height; both were bright, in fact they were consistently

at the top of their class. Both intended to leave here some day and never

come back.

Elaine had golden hair, green eyes, a perfect figure. 'When 
she bought

clothes online, they always fitted perfectly, as if they'd been made with
her in mind. 'Writing about her in her journal, Cass used words like grace

and style. She had what the French called je ne sais guoi. Even when she

was clipping her toenails, she looked like she was eating a peach.
'When Cass came round to Elaine's house, they would sit in her bed-

room with the carousel lamp on and look at the Miss Universe Ireland

website. Elaine was thinking seriously about entering, though not for the

title itself so much as the opportunities it might offer. The previous

year's winner was now brand ambassador for a juice company.

Cass thought Elaine was preffier than any of the contestants pictured
online. But it was tri.ky. Each of the girls competing to be Miss Universe

Ireland, and from there to be Miss Universe for the world/universe
overall, had an adversiry they had overcome. One had been a refugee

from a war in Africa. Another had needed surgery when she was a small

girl. A very thin contestant had once been very fat. The adversiry had

to be something bad, like a learning disability but not really bad, like
being chained up in a basement for ten years by a'paedophile. Cass's

eczemawould be a perfect adversity; they wondered, if she held her skin

up against Elaine's long enough, whether she could pass it on to her. But
it didn't seem to work. Elaine said the adversity requirement was unfair.
When you think about it, it's almost like a kind of discrimination, she

said.

The housekeeper knocked on the door to say it was time for Elaine's
swimming lesson. Elaine rolled her eyes. The swimming pool was always

full of Band-Aids and old people. Coming from here, she said. If that
isn't an adversity, I don't know what is.

Elaine hated their town. Everyone knew everyone) everybody knew
your business; when you walked down the street people would slow

down their cars to see who you v/ere so they could wave at you. There
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Paul Murray

being together. As she lay in bed, messages flying back and forth between

them, Cass would feel like she was flying too, far above the town, in a

pure space that belonged completely to her and her best friend.

Most days they went to Elaine's after school, but sometimes, for a

change of scene, Elaine would want to come to Cass's instead. She liked

to hang out in the kitchen talking to Imelda - that's what she called

Cass's mother, 'Imelda', so casually and naturally that after awhile Cass

started doing it too. You are so working those ieggings, Imelda, she'd

say. Oh, you think sol Cass's mam/'Imelda' would say, and she'd lean

over with impossible willowJike grace to examine the back of her own

thighs. I wasn't sure about the stripes. The stripes are what make it,

Elaine would say conclusively, and Imelda would look happy.

Qass's mother was a famous beaury. She too had blonde hair and

green eyes. It's so weird that she's your mam, Elaine said. Doesn't it
make more sense that I should be her daughterl

Then we'd be sisters! Cass said.

No, I mean, instead of you, Elaine said.

Cass wasn't sure what to do with that. But the fact remained that

Elaine got on better with her mother than she did. Imelda liked to give

Elaine face creams to try out; they traded beauty secrets and product

advice. Cass was a bystander in these conversations. Nothing works on

her skin, Imelda said, because of the eczema.It's a real adversity, Elaine

agreed.

Once, Imelda had taken the girls with her to Dublin for the pre-sales.

The discounts hadn't been put on the price tags yet; only platinum cus-

tomers knew about them. This secret elevation over the other shoppers

had made Elaine visibly grddy; she watched Imelda stalk the clothes-

rails, whipping pitilessly through the garments like an empress at the

slave market, as if she could see the difference, like an aura around her,

a platinum glow.

Cass did not totally get the Imelda-worship. In her view, Elaine was

much prettier than her mother. Yeah, but your mam's got to be at least,

like, thirry-four, Elaine said. I mean, she's really kept her looks.
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Gorbachevl And on, and on - listening to her was like walking through

ablizzard, a storm of frenziedwhite nothings that left you snow-blind.

Frankly, she would have preferred that Elaine stayed away from her

house altogether, that after school they only went to Elaine's, where

Elaine's housekeeper, Augustina, would make them iced coffees, and

they'd sit in Elaine's bedroom looking at the Miss Universe Ireland web-

site, swapping sex tips they had never used, ranking the best-looking

boys from the secondary school down the road.

At the same time, she knew she should be thankful for her mother's

undeniable glamour - thankful to have something in her life that her

friend envied, especially now.

The fact was that their lives were not so similar as Elaine imagined.

Yes, they had the same tennis racket, the same terry hoody in peach

melba. But though Elaine hadn't seemed to realize it yet, some of the

other things they had in common were actually things they used tohave
in common. Both families had Brazilian housekeepers. But Marianna had

been away 'visiting her family' for almost a year now, and Cass knew

she was never coming back. Cass could say where the best shops were

in New York City, and the best beaches on the Cap d'Antibes; but
Elaine's arms still bore the tan-fade from her holidays, while if she

looked at her o'wn arms, which she tried not to, Cass would see that

between the patches of eczema they were clammy white, almost indis-

tinguishable from the fabric of the ugly school blouse.

W'hen she first became av/are that business was 'slowing down', as her

dad had put it, she thought it might not be a bad thing. Elaine had con-

fided recently thatrbefore they became friends, she'd thought Cass and

her family were stuck-up. Not just me, she hastened to explain. It's what

most people think.

Cass had been horrified. She knew her family was well off, but she

had never behaved like this made her special. M"yb" it wouldn't hurt if
they were brought down to earth a little; then Elaine would know she

wasn't trying to act superior or compete for the limelight.

But the slowdown guickly became more of a freefall. An air of dread
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Paul Murray

Elaine's dad had'gone in'with a developer on a small estate of houses,

carved out of the woods behind Cass's family's land. Now the developer

had gone bust, and the unfinished houses were mouldering away; Elaine

told her Big Mike was spending three days a week up in Dublin now, argu-

ing with lawyers. But somehow as well as summer holidays in France, he

had taken his family skiing in the autumn midterm break; they still had a

standing order of lobster at the delicatessen, and every Sunday at Mass

they sat up at the very front.

That man is nothing but a crook, her mother said. She couldn't'stand

Big Mike, with his smirk, and his investments, and his Gucci cowboy

boots. And him only a yahoo, that grew up on handouts from the Lions!

But he knew how to use his loaf, which was more than she could say

for some people.

Cass's mother was not handling the downturn well. She had always

been an assiduous shopper. She knew every delivery man in town by
name; her walk-in wardrobe was a secret paradise of unworn sweaters and

shawls, boots'that crowded the shoe-rails like grddy dancers, waiting to

pour onto the stage. Now, with things the way they were, she couldn't

even shop in the sales. For Imelda, this was like a death sentence. Other

than Tidy Towns meetings, which took place in the back room of the

Olivia Smythe boutique on Main Street, she had largely stopped going out.

At home, with no one to look at her, she fell into black, ugly moods.

She'd lie on the couch with a magazine propped against her crossed legs,

snapping the pages so loud Cass could hear it from upstairs. Then with
a hiss of dissatisfaction she'd toss it aside, and go stalking from room to

room, clicking her fingers - 'active', but with nothing to do, like a

grounded teenager, or a supercharged pensioner in an old folks' home -
before deciding on something guaranteed to make her angry, like

attempting to bake a souffi6, or knitting socks.

Imelda did not listen to the news. She didn't want to hear a whole load

of blather about global this and economic that. 'When it came to the fail-
ing business, she knew where to put the blame.

ThE B

Imelda had long held that Cass and

books, clever talk. They had abond

helieved Cass had'turned' her fath

had done a project for Geographv c

parents' help you had to calculate t
E-arming. Dickie had thrown hit"

Thev sat in the kitchen and made

6'rnared how rnuch COz it had

sorked out on average roughlv hc

release over their iifetime. At ttre e

Cass could remember that mon

until then. Flippin' hell, Oad said.

taken of Maurice Barnes Motors t
refugees after their village.wentun

checking the final total again-

According to Imelda, he was nr

maling vegetarian meals and c.r'clin

does it look like, a car dealer ridin€

\{aurice himself, Cass's gran&a

gal to telk him out of expanding dr
not selling to Bjorn and Agnera d
him. People here want diesel! i-o*.
sticker! Not, now you're suckin'b

But the damage was done. Imel

again. And all because his golden

rou're happy, miss.

Cass couldn't deny it: she had b€r

iut-t the garage; she was up to her

at Instagrarn, eating an ice creilrr.

act left a toxic trace behind - as if
choked the very world she lived i
paralysed by the inescapabilitv of



II

eq] uo puels plno.t eqs 'lr^e u.u.o rer{;o .&rpqederseur eqt ,(q pas,{p.red

'puno;e padoru per{ eqs $lee,{. roJ 'ur pe^rl eqs plro.r. ,fta,r. aqt pa>lor{3

l€rpJles-.ropeqs Surpnereu e pEr{ er{s Jr sE - puFleq erert rrxot E Uel tre

IEnsBc lsolu Jeq :lq8r1 e uo Sutqctr,ts (tuEeJJ aJI u€ Suuea 'ruer8elsul ]e

8uqoo1 'oot e8ueqo aleturlJ ur >lceu raq ot dn se,lo. aqs fa8ere8 aqt tsnl

l(use^\ r1 'rcalord aql ,(q peqrn]srp ueeq pEq er{s :}r .(uap r,uplnor sseJ

'ssnu ',{ddeq a:.no i
adoq I 'aruep-pue-3uos e apeur pr8 uaplo8 srq asnErag IIE puv 'ureEe

tr otur IrEq srq tnd ra,rau aH 'prES epietul 'auop serr a8eurep aql tng
sueag fos , .poo1q .uDIJns ar.no,( rrou 'toN iJaIJns

radrunq eql s.leql clasatp 
<ulyns at,no.,C mop ilasarp tuea. eJeq a1doa4 'rurr1

PIol eq iellrl(l 'slceltr{cre qsIPa^\S eqr erau8y pue uro[g ol Sulllas tou

ar. elxt 'sre3 rrrlJela erou IIas o1 teau aqt Surpuedxe Jo lno ulq 11el ol 1ei

-nuod uro{ >pBq,(g ol peq peq 'Jaqleypuer8 s,sse3 tlesulq errrnEr\

i{rora. ot a>llq e Sulpr.r raleep rec e 'ery1 lool tr saotr

IEI{,{1 'PIES EPIauI ldceunl '{rord. 018uqc.& PUe slearu ueuelafia.t fiun1eu:

pauels p(eH 'tegt raue e{uES ar{} releu .n: ,, 'ep1aur1 ol Surproccy

urc8e Ielol IEug aqt Buqcau:

'ptes aq 'rq8rr aq l.uEJ terp 'JeteAiapun ruarn a8elprr Jrer{t JaUE saa8n-Ie:

rqsapelSueg uappos yo saBeurr aq] ot srotol I seuJeg eJrrne6 Jo ueyE-

ppr{ ssEJ a;ntcrd aqt ruo:j pa{ool aH 'prES pEC 'lleq ,urddglC 'uaril Iuu:
unJ ueeq IIe per{ t1 ,(1.ree1c d.ra,r. luaurour }Erlt regruetueJ plnoo ssEJ

'dn s;agrunu eqt peppe.{aqr pue aqt tV'euueJII rreq} ralo osEa-r:

plno/d.(aql se8 asnoquaer8 r{rnru a.oLI dlq8no.r e8era,re uo lno peIrc..

'ereq dtqs pue ruar{} e>leru ot ue>let peq tl zol r{rnru /.oq paterur-t-

'p1os a8ere8 aqt sref, eql IIe Jo tsrl e aperu pue uarlrtDl aqt ur tes -\aL- -

'{roa.eluoq pa^ol eq lsrql otur Jlesurq uaol{t peq aDIrrC '8unu:. ,

pqol8 ol Pelnglrtuor 1ro,la. rleqt.&oq arelncler ot peq nor( dlaq ,stut:= -
-rno.{ qrrr6 'a8ueqc rtetuJlc tnoge sselr ,{qde-r8oeg ro; rcelord € euop r. .

sse3 :ead 1se1 'a8ere8 aqt tsure8e JeqleJ raq (paurru, per{ sse3 pa \l;-= -

ar{s 
^\oN 

'raq pepnlrxa leqr'r1a3 aqs 'puoq e peq,(aqa '{lel re^ells}-
pa>llr {ar{J ',sloor{Ec ur, ere.r al{3l(I puE sseJ teqt plaq 3uo1 peq ep r *

Suug aag atla

'aEEIqal

lleJ arp 01 etuE3 rr uaqlil fErP 1E
pEol eloq r e JEer{ 01 ]IrEA. l.uprp a

-s{Jasa

a41 tr8ue rer{ aTeur ol psal@

- etuoq ,qloJ plo ue ur rauorrcd
E aTII 'op or Burqlou rpp uq -,

ot ruooJ ruo.r; 3urrye6 oE p* =R
qlr/a. uer{J 'srre$dn uo5 { rEaq I
's8a1 passo.rc :aq rsure8e p#rd:
'spooru d13n,1ce1g otul IpJ arF T
'lno Suro8 paddors dla8rq perl nF .

eql Jo ruoor ryEg arp uI rqd p
reqro 'aruelues lpsaP E 3D[-r[ Es s
t.uplnoo aqs 'a:a,r. farp.dea. aq' s
or Suple,r ,s.recuep dpp6 aDUI sLE
pue sJalpa,ls rrJoilrmJo aspredn
dg ualor ur ueru dreaqap ara,ra -r
sdearp puq eqs -llarr6. uJnrrraop rr

des ppoc eqs uerp arorrr sefi. rpFlr

isuorT er{r uro+ stnopupq uo,I. a;
doqaroc rJonC sFI prre .sluaqsas

PuEls t.upFoc er{S .prES raqroru rx

ssel{ te depung,(rarc pue ,rffi
e peq flps deqr !1ea.rg urrerplu r,.*
eq'ecue.rg ur sdeprtoq Jeuruns sE If
-n8.re'nou ulqnq ur dnlaa,re siT
euPIf, '.f,eNe SuFappour ararL srsn
.radola,rap eqt /a.oN .pue1 s.dpueg s.

'sasnoqJo etelse IIErus e uo radopaa

,Coto4



Paul Murray

threshold of the back garden, looking at the flowers and grass and the

trees in the distance, imagining everything turning black, the birds and

the insects falling out of the sky. Even on good days, like when Elaine

gave her a bracelet she had two of, she would remember suddenly all of
the animals that were going extinct and how the earth was going to flood

and everything was doomed - because of the Barnes family.

Still, she was old enough now to realize that the international car

trade had not been brought to a halt by her Transition Year Geography

class. It's happening all over the world, Mam, she told her. It's not Dad's

fault. It's a global phenomenon.

A global phenomenon and a work-shy attitude,Imelda said.

That was why it made Cass so nervous when Elaine came over. Her

mother's moods swung like a ship's lantern in a storm. 'Who knew what

she might sayl It was guite possible that she would start complaining

about Dickie in front of Elaine and give the game away. And what then?

Vhat would Elaine dol Would she think less of Cassl Would she still

be her friend, now that their lives were no longer the samel

She tried to dissuade Elaine from visiting; she subtly undermined her

mother when she could. But - although she had recently run out of toner

and complained that her face felt like it had been tarmacked - Imelda

was as beautiful as ever, and Elaine remained obsessed.

It was Elaine who noticed the wedding photos.

They were in the good room, where strictly speaking they shouldn't

have been; Cass and PJ were only allowed in there when t-here were

visitors, that was the rule. But Elaine wanted to look at Uncle Frank,

who she thought was hot, even though he was dead; anyway, she said,

technically she was a visitor.

The good room had the artificial feeling of the roped-off section of a

guided tour. There was an enormous couch of turquoise velvet, a crystal

chandelier, lots of little tables crowded with china ornaments. The man-

telpiece was covered with pictures of the family through the years.

Maurice and Peggy in sunglasses, on the deck of a yacht; Dickie and
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