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Everyone remembers where they were the day they heard that Paddy
de Courcy was getting married. I was one of the first to know, what
with working in a newspaper when word came in from David Thorn-
berry, political correspondent (and tallest man in Dublin) that de
Courcy was calling it a day. [ was surprised. [ mean, we all were. But
I was extra surprised, and that was even before I heard who the lucky
woman was. But I couldn’t act upset. Not that anybody would have
noticed. I could fall down dead in the street and people would still ask
me to drive them to the station. That’s what life is like when you're
the healthy one of a pair of twins. Anyway, Jacinta Kinsella (boss)
needed a quick piece on the engagement so I had to put my personal
feelings to one side and be a professional.

GRACE GILDEE

It would have been nice if you had asked me first.
ALICIA THORNTON

I was on the net, checking eBid for an owl handbag (by Stella Mc-
Cartney, not just any “owl” handbag) for a client to wear to a wild-
life charity thing when I saw the headline. DE COURCY TO WED.
Thought 1t was a hoax. The media are always making stuff up and
faking cellulite on girls who don’t have it and taking it off girls who
do. When I discovered that it was true, I went into shock. Actually
thought I was having a heart attack. Would have called an ambu-
lance but couldn’t remember 999. Kept thinking 666. Number of the
beast.

FIONNOLA “LOLA" DALY

Don’t you be happy, you bastard. That’s what I thought when [
heard. Don’t you dare be happy.
MARNIE HONTER






De COURCY TO WED

C'lﬂ omen throughout the land will be donning black
armbands with the news that Ireland’s most eligi-
ble politician, Paddy “Quicksilver” de Courcy, is to hang up
his gloves and settle down. Over the last decade, de Courcy,
a popular figure in the VIP rooms of Dublin’s hot night-
spots, often said to physically resemble John-John Kennedy,
has been linked with a number of glamorous women, in-
cluding the model-turned-actress Zara Kaletsky and Everest
mountaineer Selma Teeley, but until now showed no signs of
making a permanent commitment.

Not much is known of the woman who has won his noto-
riously wayward heart, one Alicia Thornton, but she’s cer-
tainly no model or mountaineer—the only climbing she
seems interested in is social. Ms. Thornton (35), allegedly a
widow, was in the employ of a well-known property agency
but plans to give up her job once married, in order “to devote
herself” to her husband’s burgeoning political career. As the
wife of the famously ambitious “Quicksilver,” she’ll have her
work cut out for her.

De Courcy (37) is the deputy leader of New Ireland, the
party founded three years ago by Dee Rossini and other
TDs disaffected with the culture of corruption and croney-
ism prevailing in Ireland’s main political parties. Contrary
to popular opinion, de Courcy is not one of New Ireland’s
founding members but joined eight months after the party’s
inception, when it became clear that it was a viable pros-

pect.
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DAY ZERO. MONDAY, AUGUST 25, 2:25 pm.
The worst day of my life. When the first wave of shock released me from
its fiendish grip, I couldn’t help but notice that Paddy hadn'’t called me.
Ominous. | was his girlfriend, the media was going wild that he was get-
ting married to another woman, and he hadn’t called me. Bad sign.

Called his private mobile. Not his ordinary private one, but the private
private one that only I and his personal trainer have. It rang four times,
then went to message; then I knew it was true.

End of world.

Called his office, called his home, kept ringing his mobile, left fifty-one

messages for him——counted.

6:01 PM.
Phone rang—it was him!

He said, “You've seen the evening papers?”

“Online,” I said, “I never read the papers.” (Not relevant, but people
say the oddest things when in shock.)

“Sorry you had to find out in such a brutal way. Wanted to tell you
myself but some journalist—"

“What? So it’s true?” I cried.

“I'm sorry, Lola, I didn’t think you’d take us so seriously. We were just
a bit of fun.”

“Fun?” Fun?

“Yes, only a few months.”

“Few?! Sixteen of them. Sixteen months, Paddy. That’s a long time.
Are you really marrying this woman?”

“Yes.”

“Why? Do you love her?”

“Of course. Wouldn’t be marrying her if [ didn’t.”

“But I thought you loved me.”

In a sad voice, he said, “Never made you any promises, Lola. But you

are a great, great girl. One in a million. Be good to yourself.”
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“Wait, don’t go! I have to see you, Paddy, please, just for five minutes.”
(No dignity, but couldn’t help myself. Was badly distraught.)

“Try not to think badly of me,” he said. “I'll always think fondly of
you and our time together. And remember . . .”

“Yes?” I gasped, desperate to hear something to take edge off the ter-
rible, unbearable pain.

“Don’t talk to the press.”

6:05 pm. TO MIDNIGHT
Rang everyone. Including him. Lost count of number of times, but many.
Can be certain of that. Double, possibly triple figures.

Phone was also red-hot with incoming calls. Bridie, Treese, and
Jem—genuine friends—offered much comfort even though they didn’t
like Paddy. (Never admitted it to me, but I knew.) Also many fake
friends—rubberneckers!—ringing to gloat. General gist—Is it true that
Paddy de Courcy is getting married and not to you? Poor you. Is terrible.
Is really, really terrible for you. Is so humiliating. Is so mortifying. Is so
shaming! Is so—"

Kept my dignity. Said, “Thank you for kind wishes. Must go now.”

Bridie came to see me in person. “You were never cut out to be a politi-
cian’s wife,” she said. “Your clothes are too cool and you have purple
highlights.”

“Molichino, please!” I cried. “Purple makes me sound like a .. .a
teenager.”

“He was too controlling,” she said. “We never got to see you. Espe-
cially in the last few months.”

“We were in love! You know what it’s like to be in love.”

Bridie had got married last year, but Bridie is unsentimental. “Love,
yes, very nice, but no need to live in each other’s pockets. You were always
canceling on us.”

“Paddy’s time is precious! He’s a busy man! I had to take what I could
get!”

“Also,” Bridie said, “you never read the papers, you know nothing of
current affairs.”

“I could have learned,” I said. “I could have changed!”
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TOESDAY, AUGOUST 26

Feel the whole country is looking at me, pointing and laughing. Had
boasted to all friends and many clients about Paddy and now they know
he is marrying someone else.

My equilibrium destroyed. On a photo shoot in the Wicklow Hills
for Harvey Nichols Christmas catalog, I ironed oyster-colored silk
bias-cut Chloe evening dress (you know the one I mean?) at too high a
heat and burned it! Scorch mark in the shape of the iron on the crotch of
iconic dress worth 2,035 euro (retail). Destroyed. Dress was intended to
be the pivot of the shoot. Was lucky they didn’t charge me (i.e., bill me,
not have me arrested, but could be either, actually, now that I think
about it).

Nkechi insisted on taking control—she is an excellent assistant, so
excellent that everyone thinks she is my boss—because my hands were
trembling, my concentration was in ribbons, and I kept having to go to
portaloo to vomit.

And worse. Bowels like jelly. Will spare you the details.

8:30 AM. TO 12:34 AM.
Bridie and Treese visited me at home and physically restrained me from
driving round to Paddy’s apartment and demanding audience with him.

3:00 AM.
I woke up and thought, “Now, will go!” Then noticed Treese was in bed
beside me. Worse, was awake and prepared to wrestle.

WEDNESDAY, AOGUST 27, 11:05 A.m.
Constant loop in my head, He is marrying another woman, he is marry-
ing another woman, he is marrying another woman. Then every few
hours I think, What?! What do you mean, he is marrying another
woman?! As if discovering it for the first time, and simply cannot believe
it. Then am compelled to ring him, to try to change his mind, but he
never picks up.

Then the loop starts again, then the surprise, then I have to ring him,

then I get no answer—again and again and again.
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Saw picture of this so-called Alicia Thornton. (At the newsstand buy-
ing a Crunchie when I saw it on the front page of the Independent.)
Photographer had caught her coming out of her Ballsbridge offices. Hard
to be certain but looked like she was wearing Louise Kennedy. Said it all.
Safe. Elegant but safe.

Realized I recognized Alicia Thornton—she had been photographed
four times with Paddy in glossy society pages over last few months. Cap-
tion had always read, “Paddy de Courcy and companion.” When photo
number three had appeared, I had felt emboldened enough to question
him about her. He accused me of not trusting him and said she was a fam-
ily friend. I believed him. But what family? He has no family!

12:11 PM.
Call from Bridie. “We are going out tonight.”

“No!” I cried. “Cannot face world!”

“Yes, you can! Hold your head up high!”

Bridie is very bossy. Known as Sergeant-Major to her nearest and
dearest.

“Bridie, I'm in shreds. Shaking and everything. Cannot go anywhere.
I'm begging you.”

She said, “Is for your good. We will take care of you.”

“Can you not come over to my flat?”

“No.”

Biglong pause. Pointless putting up a fight. Bridie is the strongest-willed
person ['ve ever met.

I sighed. Said, “Who is going?”

“The four of us. You, me, Treese, Jem—"

“Even Jem?”

Jem was great friends with me, Bridie, and Treese, but oddly he wasn’t
gay. Not even metrosexual. (Once he actually bought a pair of jeans in
Marks and Spencer. Saw nothing wrong with it, until I gently pointed out
the error of his ways.) We lived on the same road when teenagers, him and
me. Bonded at cold bus stops, on rainy mornings, in duffel coats, on our
way to college. Him to be brainy engineer, me to get diploma in fashion.

(Just for the record, my duffel coat was electric-blue vinyl.)
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8:35 pm., CAFE ALBATROSS.

Shaky legs. Nearly fell down the stairs into the restaurant. Stumbled on
the bottom three steps and almost made my entrance skidding across the
floor on my knees like Chuck Berry. Worse, didn't care. Couldn’t possibly
be more of a laughingstock than I currently am. Bridie and Treese were
waiting.

Treese, a fund-raiser for a big charity, was chic with flaxen hair
in screen-goddess-of-forties-waves and wearing an impressive dress-and-
jacket combo. (From Whistles, but on Treese you might mistake it for
Prada.) You would think if you worked for a charity you could come to
work in beige cords and a hoodie, but you'd be wrong. Treese’s is big
charity working in the developing world (not third world, cannot say that
anymore, not PC). Sometimes she has to meet government ministers and
ask for money, sometimes she even has to go to Hague and ask EU for
cash.

I asked, “Where’s Jem?”

Was sure he had canceled, because it was a very rare occasion when
all four of us managed to get together, even when the arrangement was
made several weeks in advance, never mind a mere matter of hours, as in
this case. (Had to admit that in recent months I'd been the worst of-
fender.)

“Here he is now!” Bridie said.

Jem, rushing, briefcase, raincoat, pleasant roundy face.

Wine ordered. Drink flowed. Tongues loosened. As I said, I'd always
suspected that my friends didn't like Paddy. But now that he had publicly
shamed me, they could speak freely.

“Never trusted him,” Jem said. “He was too charming.”

“Too charming?” 1 said. “How can you say he was too charming?
Charming is a wonderful thing. Like ice cream. No such thing as too
much!”

“There 1s,” Jem said. “You can eat a quart of Chunky Monkey, then a
quart of Cherry Garcia, then get sick.”

“Not me,” I said. “Anyway, I remember that night, and it was the doo-
bie, not the ice cream, that made you sick.”

“He was too good looking,” Bridie said.
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Again, I expressed incredulity. “Too good looking? How can such a
thing be? It’s impossible. Goes against laws of physics. Or laws of some-
thing. Laws of land, maybe.”

And had I been insulted? “Are you saying he was too good looking
for me?”

“No!” they exclaim. “Not!”

“You are as cute as a button,” Jem said. “Button! Easily as good look-
ing as him!”

“Better!” Treese said.

“Yes, better!” Bridie said. “Just different. He'’s too obvious. You look

at him and think, “There is a tall, dark, handsome man.” Too perfect! But
with you, you think, “There is a very pretty medium-height girlish woman
with a well-cut bob, lovely brown color with bits of purple—""
“Molichino, please!”
“‘—and a very neat figure considering you're a nonsmoker. A twinkle
in your eye—both eyes, in point of fact—and a small symmetrical nose’
(Bridie was convinced her nose pointed to the left.) The more you look at
you, Lola, the more attractive you get. The more you look at Paddy de
Courcy, the less attractive he gets. Have I left anything out?” she asked
Treese and Jem.

“Her smile lights up her face,” Jem said.

“Yes,” Bridie said. “Your smile lights up your face. Not like him.”

“Paddy de Courcy’s a fake smiler. Like the Joker in Batman,” Jem said.

“Yes! Like the Joker in Batman!”

I protested, “He’s not like the Joker in Batman!”

“Yes, he 1s like the Joker in Batman.” Bridie was adamant.

10:43 PM.

Desserts. I ordered banoffee pie. Bananas tasted slimy, like wet leaves in
November. I threw down my spoon and spat the bananas into my napkin.
Bridie tried my pie. Said it wasn't slimy. Nothing like wet leaves in No-
vember. Treese tried it. Said it wasn’t slimy. Jem tried it. Said it wasn't
slimy. He finished it. As compensation, he offered me his cold chocolate
slab. But it tasted like chocolate-flavored lard. Bridie tried it. Said it didn’t
taste like chocolate-flavored lard. Chocolate, yes, but lard, no. Treese con-

curred. So did Jem.
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Bridie offered me her apple tart, but the pastry tasted of damp card-
board and the apple pieces like dead things. Others did not concur.

11:48 PM.

Went home and let myself into my tiny flat. I looked around at a life that
amounted to nothing and thought, “I have good friends, but I am all
alone. And will be for the rest of my days.” Not self-pity. Simply facing
facts.

THURSDAY, AOUGUST 28, 9:00 AM.
Phone rang. Very friendly female voice said, “Lola, hi!”

Cautiously I said, “Hi.”

Because it could be a client. I have to pretend I always know who they
are and must never say “Who's that?”” They like to think they are the only
one. (Don't we all?)

“Lola, hi!” the female voice goes on, very friendly. “My name is Grace.
Grace Gildee. I wonder if we could have a chat.”

“Certainly,” I said. (Because thought it was woman looking to be
styled.)

“About a good friend of mine,” she said. “Believe you know him too.
Paddy de Courcy?”

“Yes,” 1 replied, wondering what this was all about. Suddenly I got it!
Oh no!

“Areyou . .. ajournalist?”

“Yes!” She said, like it was all okay. “I'd love to have a chat about your
relationship with Paddy.”

But Paddy had said, “No talking to the press.”

“Obviously we will compensate you well,” the woman says. “Believe
you've lost a couple of clients recently. Money might come in handy.”

What?! Had I lost a couple of clients? News to me.

She said, “It’ll be your chance to give your side of the story. I know you
feel badly betrayed by him.”

“No,I...”

I was afraid. Really quite afraid. Didn’t want a story about Paddy and
me in the paper. I shouldn’t even have admitted I knew him.

“I don't want to talk about it!”
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She said, “But you did have a relationship with Paddy?”

“No, I, er ... nocomment.”

Never thought I'd have a conversation where I said the words “no com-
ment.”

“I'll take that as a yes,” the Grace woman said. She laughed.

“Don’t!” I said. “Don’t take it as yes. I must go now.”

“If you change your mind,” she said, “give me a shout. Grace Gildee.

Features writer for the Spokesman. We’d do a lovely job.”

9:23 AM.
Call from Marcia Fitzgibbons, captain of industry and important client.
“Lola,” she said, “I heard you were jonesing at the Harvey Nichols shoot.”

“Jonesing?” I said, high-pitched.

“Having withdrawals,” she said.

“What are you talking about?”

“I hear you were a shaking mess,” she said. “Sweating, vomiting, un-
able to do a simple task like press a dress without destroying it.”

“No, no,” I insisted. “Marcia, I mean Ms. Fitzgibbons, I wasn't jones-
ing. All that is wrong is that my heart is broken. Paddy de Courcy is my
boyfriend, but he’s getting married to someone else.”

“So you keep telling people, I hear. But Paddy de Courcy your boy-
friend? Don't be ridiculous! You have purple hair!”

“Molichino,” I cry. “Molichino!”

“Cannot work with you any longer,” she said. “I have strict
zero-tolerance policy on druggies. You are an excellent stylist, but rules
arerules.”

That is why she is a captain of industry, I suppose.

Further attempts to defend myself proved futile, as she hung up on me.
Time, after all, is money.

9:26 AM.

Miss my mammy very much. Could really do with her now. I remember
when she was dying—although I didn't really know that was what was
happening, no one said as such, I just thought she needed lots of bed rest.
In the afternoons when I came home from school, I'd get into bed beside

her, still in my uniform, and we’d hold hands and watch EastEnders
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repeats. I'd love to do that now, to get into bed beside her and hold hands
and go to sleep forever.

Or if only I had a big extended family who would cosset me and sur-
round me and say, ‘“Well, we love you. Even if you do know nothing about
current affairs.”

But I am all alone in the world. Lola, the little orphan girl. Which is a
terrible thing to say, as Dad is still alive. I could go and visit him in Bir-
mingham. But that would be unendurable. It would be like after Mum
died and we were living side-by-side in a silent house, neither of us with
half a clue how to operate a washing machine or roast a chicken and both
of us on antidepressants.

Even though I knew it was a pointless exercise, [ rang him.

“Hello, Dad, my boyfriend is marrying another woman.”

“The blackguard!”

Then he gave big, long, heavy sigh and said, “I just want you to be
happy, Lola. If only you could be happy, I would be happy.”

I was sorry [ rang. I'd upset him; he takes everything so hard. And just
listening to him, so obviously depressed . . . I mean, I suffered from de-
pression too but didn’t go on about it.

Also he was a liar. He wouldn’t be happy if I was happy. The only
thing that would make him happy would be if Mum came back.

“So how’s Birmingham?”

At least I got on with my life after Mum died. At least I didn’t move to
Birmingham, not even Birmingham proper, which has good shops, in-
cluding Harvey Nichols, but a Birmingham suburb, where nothing ever
happened. He was in such a hurry to move. The minute I turned
twenty-one he was off like a shot, saying his older brother needed him, but
I suspected he moved because we found it so hard being with each other.
(In fairness, I must admit I was considering moving to New York myself,
but he saved me the bother.)

“Birmingham’s grand,” he said.

“Right.”

Big, long pause.

“Well, I'll be off so,” I said. “I love you, Dad.”

“Good girl,” he said. “That’s right.”

“And you love me too, Dad.”
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6:01 PM.
I go against every one of my instincts and watch the news, hoping to see
coverage from the Dail and possibly catch a glimpse of Paddy. Have to sit
through terrible, terrible stuff about seventeen Nigerian men being de-
ported even though they have Irish children and European nations dump-
ing their rubbish mountains in third-world countries (and yes, they said
“third world,” not “developing world”).

Kept waiting for Dail report, for pictures of fat, red-faced, corrupt-
looking men standing in a room with a blue carpet, shouting “Rawlrawl-

rawl!” at each other. But it never came.

6:55 PM.
I can’t stop ringing Paddy. It’s like OCD. Like washing my hands con-
stantly. Or eating cashew nuts. Once I start, I can’t stop.

He never answers and he never rings back. Was aware I was debasing
myself but couldn’t stop. I longed for him. Yearned for him.

If I could just speak to him! Maybe I wouldn’t get him to change his
mind, but I could get answers to questions. Like, why did he make me feel
so special? Why was he so possessive of me when there was another
woman all along?

There was a horrible niggling feeling that this was my own fault. How
could I have believed that a man as handsome and charismatic as Paddy
would take a person like me seriously?

I felt so very, very stupid. And the thing was, [ wasn’t stupid. Shallow,
yes, but not stupid. There is a big difference. Just because I loved clothes
and fashion didn’t mean I was a thicko. May not have known who the
president of Bolivia was but I had emotional intelligence. Or at least, had
thought I had. I always gave great advice on other people’s lives (only on
request. Not uninvited. That would be rude). But clearly I'd had no right
to. Cobblers’ children, etc., etc.

FRIDAY, AUGOUST 29
The worst week of my life continues with no respite.

At a photo shoot for author, Petra McGillis, I'd staggered along to the
studio with three massive suitcases of clothes I'd called in according to

Petra’s specifications, but when I opened them up she said, outraged, “I
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said no colors! I said neutrals, camels, toffees, that sort of thing!” She
turned on a woman whom I later discovered was her editor and said,
“Gwendoline, what are you trying to turn me into? Pistachio green? I am
not a pistachio-green author!”

The poor editor insisted she was not trying to turn the author into
anything, certainly not a pistachio-green person. She said that Petra had
talked to the stylist (me) and told her her requirements and that no one
had interfered.

Petra insisted, “But I said no colors! I was quite specific. I never wear
colors! I am a serious writer.”

Suddenly everyone was looking at me—the photographer, the makeup
artist, the art director, the caterer, a postman delivering a parcel. It’s her
fault, they all accused me with their eyes. That stylist. She thinks that
Petra McGillis is a pistachio-green person.

And they were right to accuse. No way could I blame Nkechi. It was
me who had taken the call, and when Petra had said, “No colors!” my
scrambled brain must have heard, “I love colors!”

It had never happened to me before. I was usually so good at channel-
ling the client’s requirements that they tried to steal the garments from
the shoot and got me into trouble with the press office.

“I'll wear my own bloody clothes,” Petra said, tightly and tetchily.

Resourceful Nkechi made many calls, seeking an emergency care
package of neutral-colored garments, but nothing was available.

At least she tried, all the accusing faces said silently. That Nkechi is
mere assistant, but she showed more gumption than the stylist herself.

I should have left there and then, as I was no use to anyone. But for the
rest of shoot (three hours), I stood by, smiling gamely, trying to bring the
twitch in my lip under control. Now and then, I'd nip forward to adjust
Petra’s collar, to pretend I had a reason for existing, but it was a disaster, a
horrible, horrible disaster.

I'd spent a long time building up my career. Was it all to be destroyed
in a matter of days, as result of Paddy de Courcy?

Hard to care, though. All [ was interested in was how to get him back.
Or, failing that, how to endure the rest of my life without him. Yes, I
sounded like overblown Gothic-type person, but really, if you'd met

him . . . In person he was so much more good looking and charismatic
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than on telly. He made you feel like you were the only person in the world
and he smelled so nice that after I first met him, I bought his aftershave
(Baldessini), and although he brought extra-special additional de Courcy
ingredient to the mix, one whiff was enough to make me feel tunnel-visiony,

like I was about to faint.

3:15 PM.

Another call from this Grace Gildee journalist. Pushy. How did she get
my number in the first place? And how did she know Marcia Fitzgibbons
was going to sack me? In fact, I thought about asking her who else was go-
ing to sack me but desisted.

After a certain amount of pussyfooting (on my part) she offered five
grand for my story. A lot of money. Styling was an uncertain business.
You could have twelve jobs one week and none at all for the rest of month.
But I was not tempted.

However—I was not complete fool, despite feeling like one—I rang
Paddy and left a message. “A journalist called Grace Gildee offered me
lots of money to talk about our relationship. What should I do?”

He rang back so fast I had barely hung up.

“Don’t even think about it,” he said. “I'm a public figure. ['ve a career.”

Always about him and his career.

“I've a career too, you know,” I reminded him. “And it’s going down
the swanee due to my broken heart.”

“Don't let it,” he said in a kindly manner. “I'm not worth it.”

“She offered me five grand.”

“Lola.” His voice was persuasive. “Don't sell your soul for money,
you're not that kind of girl. You and I, we had good times together. Let’s
preserve the memory. And you know that if you're ever stuck for a few
quid, I'll help out.”

I didn’t know what to say. Although he was behaving like a supportive
friend, was he, in fact, offering to pay me to keep shtum?

“There’s plenty I could tell Grace Gildee,” I said bravely.

A different voice from him, this time. Low, cold. “Like fucking
what?”

Less confidently, I said, “The . . . things you bought me. The games
we played—"
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“Let’s make one thing clear, Lola.” Arctic tones. “You talk to no one,
especially not her.”

Then he said, “Must go. I'm in the middle of something. Take care of
yourself.”

Gone!

8:30 PM.

A night in with Bridie and Treese in Treese’s big house in Howth. Treese’s
new husband, Vincent, was away. I was secretly glad. I never feel welcome
when he’s there. Always feel he’s thinking, “What are these strangers do-
ing in my house?”

He is quite elderly. Thirteen years older than Treese. On his second
marriage. His first wife and three young children are stashed somewhere.
He is a big cheese in the Irish rugby organization. In fact, used to play for
Ireland and he knows everything about everything. No room for discussion

with Vincent. He says one sentence and the entire conversation shuts down.

11:59 PM.
Many bottles wine later, although not ones from the bottom shelf, as they are
Vincent’s special ones and he would be annoyed if we drank them.

“Stay the night,” Treese said to me.

12:27 AM.

Tucked up in no. 1 spare room. “Sleep tight,” Treese said. “Don’t let bugs
bite and don’t wake at 4:36 AM. and decide to sneak out and drive over to
Paddy’s flat to throw stones at his windows and shout abuse about Alicia
Thornton.”

4:36 AM.

I awake. I decide to sneak out and drive over to Paddy’s flat to throw
stones at his windows and shout abuse about Alicia Thornton (“Alicia
Thornton’s mother blows the parish priest!” “Alicia Thornton doesn’t
wash her lady bits!” “Alicia Thornton’s father is cruel to the family Lab-
rador!”) But when I opened Treese’s front door, alarm siren started
screeching, searchlights snapped on, and there was the distant sound of

dogs barking. Was half expecting a helicopter to appear overhead when
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Treese came floating down the stairs in a silky shell-pink negligee
(nightdress) and matching peignoir (dressing gown), searchlights glinting
silver on her shiny pale coiffeur (hair).

Calmly she chastised me. “You promised you wouldn’'t. Now you are
snared. Return to bed!”

Red-faced.

SUNDAY, AOGUST 31
Articles about Paddy in all the newspapers. I bought several. (Was sur-
prised by how cheap newspapers are compared to magazines. Good value.
Funny the things you notice even when your life has fallen apart.) But the
articles said nothing really. Just that he was a hunky ride, the poster boy
for Irish politics.

There was no mention of me in any article. I should have felt
relieved—at least Paddy wouldn’t be annoyed—but instead I felt bereft,
like I didn’t exist.

MONDAY, SEPTEMBER 1, 10:07 AM.
A call from Irish Tatler canceling a job next week. The message was clear:

no one likes a stylist who destroys the collections. Word gets round.

10:22 A.M.

Mobile rang. Thought I recognized number, wasn't sure, then realized it
was that Grace Gildee journalist woman again. Hounding me! I didn’t
pick up but listened to the message. She was pushing for a face-to-face
meeting and offering more money. Seven grand. She laughed and accused
me of playing hardball. But I wasn't playing any kind of ball! Just wanted
to be left in peace!

TOESDAY, SEPTEMBER 2
Worst blow to date. Alicia Thornton was on the front cover of VIP, with
the headline, HOW I WON QUICKSILVER'S HEART.

The nice man at the newsstand gave me a glass of water and let me sit
on his stool for a little while, until the dizziness passed.

Twelve pages of photos. Paddy was wearing makeup in them. Silicon-based

foundation, with silicon-based primer, so that he looked plastic, like a Ken doll.
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I didn’t know who had styled the shoot, but they’d had a very definite
brief. Alicia (tall, thin, blonde bob, quite horsey looking, but not in nice
way, not like Sarah Jessica Parker, more like Celine Dion. Neigh!) in a
cream tweed Chanel dress and jacket. Paddy in a statesmanlike suit
(Zegna? Ford? Couldn’t be sure) sitting at a mahogany desk, holding a
silver pen, like he was about to sign an important treaty, Alicia standing
behind him, her hand on his shoulder, in a supportive wife pose. Then,
Paddy and Alicia in evening wear. Paddy in black tie and Alicia in a long
red off-the-shoulder Max Mara. Red not her color. Also a small glimpse
of stubble under her right arm.

Worst of all, Paddy and Alicia in matching chambray jeans, polo shirts
with collars turned up, cable-knit sweaters slung around their necks, and
holding tennis rackets! Like a cheap mail-order catalog.

These photos have managed, despite Paddy being the most handsome
man alive, to make him look like a male model down on his luck.

The interview said they had known each other since they were teenagers
but had been seeing each other romantically “in a low-key” fashion for the
past seven months. Past seven months! I had been seeing him “in a low-key”
fashion for the past sixteen months! And no wonder he said we should be
“low-key.” He said life (mine) would be a living hell if [ appeared at his side
at offical shindigs and red-carpet events. The press would torment me and
I'd be obliged to wear a full face of makeup at all times, even when asleep, to
avoid photos captioned with, “Paddy’s girl is spotty dog.” (During the sum-
mer there had been two mentions of me in gossip columns, but Paddy’s
press office said I was helping him with clothing and everyone seemed to
believe that.) I had honestly thought he was thinking of my best interests.
Instead he was keeping Alicia, his “soul friend” (that’s what he said in the

interview) from finding out about me. How thick am I?

LATER TOESDAY
Angry. Thinking dark, bitter thoughts. Full of bad, burny feeling. Breath-
less. Suddenly I dashed VIP magazine to the floor and thought, “I deserve
answers!”

Drove to Paddy’s apartment and rang bell. Rang it and rang it and
rang it and rang it and rang it. Nothing happened, but I decided, to hell
with it, I'll stay! I'll wait until he comes back. Even if [ have to wait a
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number of days. A couple of weeks, even. He'll have to come home even-
tually.

Bad, burny feeling made me strong and I felt I could wait forever. If
necessary.

I made plans. I rang Bridie and asked her to bring a sleeping bag and
sandwiches. Also a flask of soup. “But not minestrone,” I said. “Nothing
with lumps.”

“What?” she asked, incredulous. “You are camped outside de Courcy’s
flat?”

“Must you dramatize everything?” I said. “I'm just waiting for him to
come home. But it may take a few days. So, like I said, a sleeping bag,
sandwiches, and soup. And remember. Nothing with lumps.”

She was squawking about being worried about me and I had to hang
up. Short of patience.

Time passed. Bad, burny feelings keeping me focused. I was unaware
of discomfort, cold, and need for loo. Like a Buddhist monk.

Intermittently [ rang Paddy’s bell, as much for something to do as any-
thing else. Then I realized bad, burny feelings must have abated slightly
as [ was finding this quite boring. I rang Bridie again. Asked, “Could you
also bring the new InStyle, a sudoku book, and my biography of Diana
Vreeland?”

“No!” she said. “Lola, please! Please come away from there. You have
lost your reason.”

“On the contrary,” [ said. “I've never been so sane in my life!”

“Lola, you are stalking him. He’s a public figure, you could get into
trouble! You could—"

Had to hang up again. I didn’t savor being rude but I had no
choice.

Entertained myself by ringing Paddy’s doorbell a few more times, then
my mobile rang.

It was Bridie! She was at the gate! She couldn’t get in because she
didn’t know the code!

“Have you a sleeping bag?” I asked her. “And soup in a flask?”

“No.”

“Is Barry with you?” (Barry was her husband.)

“Yes, Barry’s here beside me. You like Barry, don’t you?”
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Yes, but I had visions of her and Barry manhandling me into their car
and driving me away. Not having it.

“Lola, please let us in.”

“No,” I said. “Sorry.”

Then I switched my mobile off.

I continued to ring Paddy’s bell, not expecting any result, when all of
sudden, the outline of a man appeared behind the textured glass door.

It was him! It was him! He'd been there all along! I was relieved,
excited—then darker thoughts occurred. Why didn’t he come down be-
fore now? Why must he further humiliate me?

But it wasn't him at all! Instead, it was Spanish John, his driver. Knew
him well because he sometimes collected and delivered me to Paddy. Al-
though he had never been less than cordial to me, was quite frightened of
him. A big, bulky type, who looked as if he could snap your neck in two as
if it were a chicken wing in barbecue sauce.

“Spanish John,” I beseeched. “I need to see Paddy. Let me in, I'm beg-
ging you.”

He shook head and rumbled, “Go home, Lola.”

“Is she up there with him?” I asked.

Spanish John was a master of discretion (and not Spanish). All he said
was, “Come on, Lola, I'll drop you home.”

“She is up there!”

Gently, almost kindly, he steered me away from the door and toward
Paddy’s Saab.

“It’s okay,” I said huffily. “I've my own car, I can drive myself.”

“Good luck, Lola,” he said. With finality.

Such finality emboldened me to ask the question that I'd always wanted
to know the answer to.

“By the way,” I said. “I've always wondered. Why do they call you
Spanish John when you're not Spanish?”

For a moment I thought he would step forward and do a very painful
karate chop on me, then he seemed to relent. “Just look at me.” He pointed
to his red hair, white face, and many freckles. “Did you ever see anyone
who looks less Spanish?”

“Ah.” I understood. “Irony?”

“Or possibly sarcasm. Never sure of distinction.”
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TOESDAY NIGHT, LATER STILL
That was it, had been turned away from Paddy’s door like a smelly
beggar.

Sanity returned as if a bucket of cold water had been thrown in my
face, and | was scandalized by my behavior. I'd been like a mentally il
person. Deranged. Stalking Paddy. Yes, Bridie was right. Stalking him.

And I was appalled at way I'd treated Bridie. Asking for a flask of soup.
Where would Bridie get soup? Then refusing to tell her gate code and
hanging up on her. Bridie was a concerned friend!

I saw how mad I’d been, and the worst thing of all—whilst in the grip
of my lunacy, I'd been convinced that I was perfectly sane. The final blow.
Couldn’t go on like this, not eating, not sleeping, making a shambles of
work, treating friends like servants, and driving around the city without
due care and attention . . .

I drove to Bridie’s house. She was in her pajamas and glad to see me.

I 'apologized profusely for the sleeping bag business, then the gate code
business.

“Accepted,” Bridie said. “Accepted. So what’s up?”

“I've made a decision,” I said. “Have decided to pack up my life and
move to the ends of the earth. To a place with no reminders of Paddy. You
have a globe, haven’t you?”

“Er,yes...”

(From geography when she was at school. She never throws anything
away.)

On Bridie’s globe the ends of the earth (from Ireland) was New Zea-
land. Fine. That would do. I believed they had lovely scenery. I could go
on a Lord of the Rings tour.

But Bridie was the voice of reason. “New Zealand is costly to get to,”
she said. “Also very far away.”

“But that is the very point,” I said. “I have to get far away from here, so
I don't see Alicia’s picture every time I go to buy a bar of chocolate or hear
about Paddy on evening news, not that I watch evening news, God, it’s so
depressing, apart from that thing about the hens, did you see it?”

“What about Tim’s cabin?” Barry suggested. Barry was also in his
pajamas.

Tim’s cabin was a holiday home that Bridie’s uncle Tim had in County
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Clare. Had been there for Treese’s hen weekend. Broke many things. (Not
me personally, just between the lot of us.) “That’s remote,” Barry said.

“It doesn’t even have telly!” Bridie agreed. “But if you go mental all on
your own, you can be home in three hours, since they’ve opened the Kil-
dare Bypass.” (The Kildare Bypass is the best thing to ever happen to
Bridie’s extended family, as many of them live in Dublin but love Tim'’s
cabin. It knocks forty-five minutes off the drive, Bridie’s dad says. But
what do I care? I am thirty-one, and if don't kill myself, am likely to live
another forty years. [ can spend all that time sitting in a traffic jam outside
Kildare and it will make no difference to anything.)

“Thank you for kindly offer,” I said. “But I can’t stay in Tim'’s cabin
forever. Some of your family might want to use it.”

“They won't, it’s the end of the summer. Look,” she said. “Your heart
1s broken and you feel like you'll never get over it. But you will, and then
you'll be sorry you moved to New Zealand and threw away your business
here. Why not go to Clare for a couple of weeks to recuperate? Get Nkechi
to keep things ticking over at work. How’s your schedule at the moment?
Busy?”

“No.” Not just because jobs kept being canceled, but because of the
time of year. I'd finished all the autumn/winter wardrobes for private
clients—busy, rich women who had no time to shop but needed to look
stylish, businesslike, pulled together. The next demanding time would be
the Christmas party season, which kicked off the minute Halloween was
out of the way. There was no need to start on it for a couple of weeks. I
mean, there was always work that could be done. I could be taking buyers
from Brown Thomas and Costume and other good shops to lunch so they
would earmark their best dresses for me and not for other stylists. Cut-
throat business, styling. Really vicious. Only so many good clothes to go
around and the competition is fierce. People don't realize. They think it’s
all great girly fun, wafting around with expensive frocks, making every-
one look fabulous. Far from it.

Bridie said, “And when you come back, if things are as bad as ever, you
can go to New Zealand.”

“I know when I am being humored, Bridie. The laugh will be on other
side of your fizzog when I am living in a nice little house in Rotorua. How-

ever, [ will accept your kindly offer.”
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WEDNESDAY, SEPTEMBER 3, 10:00 A.M.

Went to my “office.” (Martine’s Patisserie.) I would have worked from
home but my home was too small. That was the price you paid for living
in the city center. (Another price was drunken men having grunty wres-
tling matches outside your bedroom window at four A.M.)

I ordered hot chocolate and an apricot danish. Normally I loved apri-
cot danishes so much, I had to ration them. I could eat ten in a row, no
bother. But today the jammy glaze looks revolting and the apricot stares
up at me like a baleful eye. Had to push it away. I took a sip of my hot
chocolate and immediately wanted to vomit.

Bell tinged. The arrival of Nkechi. Everyone looked. Plenty to look at.
Nigerian, excellent posture, braids hanging all the way down her back,
very long legs, then a really quite large bottom perched on top of them. But
Nkechi never tried to hide her bottom. She was proud of it. Fascinating to
me. Irish girls’ lives were a constant quest for bottom-disguising or
bottom-reducing clothing tactics. We can learn much from other cultures.

Nkechi, although young (twenty-three), is a genius. Like the time Ro-
salind Croft (wife of dodgy rich bloke Maxwell Croft) was going to a ben-
efit dinner at the Mansion House. The neckline on her dress was so
fashion-forward that none of the jewelry was working with it. We tried
everything. A nightmare! Mrs. Croft was about to ring up and cancel
when Nkechi said, “I have it!” And whipped off her scarf, her own scarf
(that she bought in a charity shop for three euro), draped it around Mrs.
Croft’s neck, and saved the day.

“Nkechi,” I said. “I am going to take a couple of weeks off and go
down to Tim’s cabin.”

Nkechi familiar with same. She was there for Treese’s hen night. Now
that I thought of it, she broke the toaster, trying to fit in an entire bagel.
Quite spectacular carnage. Black smoke started spewing from the side of
toaster, followed by a big whoosh of flame. Also she broke a ceramic dol-
phin that had been in Bridie’s family for thirty-eight years. She’d been
dancing drunkenly and did a big high kick that sent the dolphin flying,
like a rugby ball, over the bar, into a wall, where it smashed into smither-
eens. But it was a hen night, these things happen. At least no one ended up
in the hospital. Not like at Bridie’s hen night.

I said, “I know it sounds dramatic, packing up my life, but really,
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Nkechi, the state of me. I can’t work, can't sleep, my digestive system’s in
flitters.”

She said, “I think it’s a good idea. Take yourself out of circulation for a
while, before you damage our reputation even further.”

An awkward little silence ensued.

I said, “Nkechi, I would appreciate it if you could take over the reins
for the short time I'll be away.”

“Sure,” she says. “Take over. Will do.”

I tried to swallow away my anxiety. Everything was under control.
Nkechi would do it well.

Possibly too well.

[ didn't like the way she said ““Take over.”

“Nkechi,” I say. “You are a genius. You will go on to be a brilliant styl-
ist, possibly the greatest of us all. But for the moment, just keep things
ticking over. Please do not do a putsch on me while I'm gone. Please do not
set up on your own. Please do not poach my richest clients. Be my friend.

Remember! Your name means ‘loyal’ in Yoruba.”
y

10:47 A.M.
Trailing dispiritedly home to pack when I see someone waiting outside
my building. A woman. Tall, jeans, boots, hoodie, short spiky blonde hair.
Leaning against railings, smoking. Two men passed her and said some-
thing. Her response was carried to me on the air. Go fuck yourselves.

Who was she? What fresh hell? Then I knew! It was that journalist,
Grace Gildee! I was being doorstepped, like . . . like a drug baron or . . .
or . . .apedophile!

I paused in my tracks. Where should I go? Flee, flee! But flee where? I
had a perfect right to go to my flat. After all, I lived there.

Too late! She’d seen me!

“Lola?” Smiling, smiling, speedily stubbing out her cigarette with a
nifty swivel of her ankle. “Hi!”

Extending her hand. “Grace Gildee. Lovely to meet you.”

Her warm, smooth hand was in mine before I could stop it.

“No,” I said, jerking my hand away. “Leave me alone. 'm not talking

to you.”

“Why?” she asked.
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I ignored her and fumbled in my bag for my keys. Fully intended not
to make eye contact, but against my will, found myself looking straight
into her face.

Up close, she wasn't wearing makeup. Unusual. But she had no need
to. Very attractive in a tomboy sort of way. Hazel-colored eyes and a scat-
ter of freckles across nose. The kind of woman who could run out of
shampoo and have no problem washing hair with dish liquid. Good in an
emergency, | suspected.

“Lola,” she said, “you can trust me.”

“You can trust me!” I exclaimed. “You're a cliché!”

Nonetheless, something about her. Persuasive.

In a soft voice, she said, “You really can trust me. I'm not like other
journalists. I know what he’s like.”

I stopped twirling my hand around the hidden depths of bag, seeking
my keys. | was mesmerized. Like being hypnotized by a snake.

“I've known him half his life,” she said.

All of sudden, I wanted to put my head on the shoulder of her hoodie
and sob and let her stroke my hair.

But that was what she would have wanted. That’s what they all do,
journalists. Pretend they’re your friends.

My hand closed over my keys. Thank God. I had to get into my flat. I
had to get away from this Grace Gildee.

5:07 PM.
Arrive in Knockavoy! Tim'’s cabin is in a field, a short way outside town.

I drove down the bumpy boreen and parked in the gravel patch outside
the front door.

Lime-washed cottage. Thick, lumpy walls. Small windows. Red-painted
latched door. Deep window ledges. Charming.

I got out of the car and was nearly blown away. Had a vision of being
picked up and twirled high into the sky and out over the bay, then dashed
to a watery grave in the Atlantic waves. Paddy would be sorry then. Would
rue the day he ever heard of Alicia Thornton.

Go on, wind, I begged. Take me!

I stood with my eyes scrunched shut and my arms outstretched invit-

ingly, but nothing happened. Annoying.
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Leaning into the wind, I battled toward the front door. The air was
riddled with sea salt. My hair would be destroyed. Although was very
proud of my molichino highlights, had to admit they made hair prone to
dullness and breaking. Hoped they had deep-conditioning treatment in
the local drugstore. Cripes! Hoped there was a local drugstore. All I re-
membered from every other visit was pubs, many pubs, and a nightclub
so extraordinarily bad it was hilarious.

I unlocked the adorable red door and the force of the wind made it fly
back against the wall with an almighty bang. Dragged bags in across the
flagstones. Was I imagining it or did the house still smell of smoke from the
broken toaster even though several months had elapsed since the hen night?

There was one big living room, with sofas and rugs and a big open fire
with rocking chairs in the alcove. The back windows looked out over
fields, then the Atlantic, maybe a hundred yards away. Actually, I'm just
making that bit up, I had no idea how far away the sea was. Only men
could do things like that. “Half a mile.” “Fifty yards.” Giving directions,
that sort of thing. I could look at a woman and say “Thirty-six C.” Or,
“Let’s try it in next size up.” But I had no idea how far away Tim’s sea was
except that I wouldn't want to walk to it in high heels.

In the kitchen there were scorch marks on the wall behind the (new)
toaster, a table with a cherry-patterned oilcloth cover, six hard wooden
chairs, yellow freestanding cupboards, like from a kitchen of the 50s, and
old, mismatched delft, many with faded floral patterns. The kitchen win-
dows also looked toward the sea. I shut my left eye and squinted out at it.
Still had no idea how far away it was.

Upstairs there were three bedrooms. I chose the middle-sized one.

I opened my suitcase. Shock. The clothing I'd packed was evidence of
my unsettled mental state. Nothing practical. No jeans. No boots. Fool-
ish! Was living in a field! Needed mucker-style clothing! Instead had
brought dresses, spangles, ostrich-feather boa! Where did I think I'd be
going? The only thing that might be useful was a pair of Wellingtons.
Did it matter that they were pink? Did it make them any less practical?

6:23 PM.
Back downstairs I noticed a telly in the corner! Quite annoyed with Bri-

die! Rang her. “There’s a telly here! You said there was no telly!”
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“It’s not a telly,” she said.

“It looks like a telly!”

But worried. I had to go closer and crouch down and check. Was I so
distraught that I'd mistaken something else for telly? A microwave, per-
haps?

“Yes,” she said. “It’s physically a telly. But it’s not connected.”

“So what's the point then?”

“You can watch DVDs on it.”

“Where will I get DVDs?”

“In the DVD shop.”

“I am a long way from a DVD shop.”

“You're not. The supermarket on Main Street has a good choice.
Up-to-date.”

“Okay. So . ..ah...anynews?”

I meant, any news about Paddy?

“You've only been gone a couple of hours,” she said.

But had detected hesitation in her delivery. “There is news!” I cried.
“Please tell me!”

“No,” she said. “You've gone down there to escape from news!”

“Please tell me! Now that I know there is news, I must know. I will die
if don’t know. I won't ask again, but I need to know now.”

She sighed. Said, “Okay. In the evening paper. Date set. Wedding to
be held in March. Reception in the K Club.”

Two thoughts. First one: March a long, long way away. He might
change his mind. And second thought: “The K Club? Only horsey
types have their wedding reception in the K Club. He’s not a horsey
type. Is she?”

Bridie said, “Well, she looks like one. A horse, I mean.”

Bridie loyal friend.

6:37 PM.

Nice little town. Plenty of people about. A lot going on. More than I'd re-
membered. Hotel, one (small). Pubs, many. Supermarket, one. Boutiques,
one. (Awful—Aran sweaters, tweed capes, crocheted bobble hats. Aimed

at tourists.) Chip shop, one. Surf shops, two! Internet café, one. (Yes, I



TLis Cl’lqrming Man 29

know. Unexpected.) Huckstery all-purpose seaside-town shop, selling
Jackie Collins novels, souvenirs, and ashtrays shaped like toilets, with
writing REST YOUR WEARY ASH (criminal!), one.

Decision. Would have my evening meal in a pub. I had no one to talk
to, but I had a magazine to hide behind. All pubs advertised food, so de-
cided to choose one at random and take a chance it wasn't the place we got
barred from on Treese’s hen night. (Hen nights should be banned. You're
honor-bound to behave atrociously, then feel terribly ashamed afterward.
Didn’t remember much of Treese’s, except that the ten of us—only eight
actually, as Treese had passed out in the cottage and never made it to town
and Jill was in the pub toilet, collapsed on the floor—draped ourselves all
over the barman, pulling at him and saying, “Oh, baby! You drive me
wild!” And stuff like that.

Had a vague memory of the barman begging, “Come on now, girls.
Cut it out. Is a family pub! Am asking nicely.” Remember he had seemed
on the verge of tears.)

Opened the door of a place called the Dungeon and a knot of hostile
male fizzogs glared up like creatures disturbed under rock. An impression
of red eyes, pointy chins, and smell of sulfur. Like the video of “Bohemian
Rhapsody.” Recoiled.

Next pub, the Oak, bright lighting, upholstered seating, family groups
eating chicken nuggets. Safer. No one glared.

Took a seat and a barman came over and asked, “Have you de-
cided?”

Realized perhaps he wasn’t Irish—non-Irish accent, toffee-colored
skin, black hair, and eyes like raisins. (Actually, that makes them sound
small and shriveled, which was not the case at all. Big dark eyes. If looking
for comparison to dried fruit, the best description is “Eyes like prunes.”)
Asked him, “What's the soup of day?”

“Mushroom.”

“Is it lumpy?”

“No.”

“Okay. And a glass of red wine.”

“Merlot?”

“Grand.”
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8:25 PM.
Finished my dinner. (After the soup of the day, had had the cheesecake
of day [strawberry]). I was standing outside the Oak, wondering what to
do next.

Thought I could go for walk. It was a beautiful bright evening and there

was a lovely beach down there. I could blow away the cobwebs, as people
might say. Or I could get a DVD. Yes, I decided. Would get a DVD.

8:29 pm. SUPERMARKET.
Wide choice of DVDs. Boy and girl behind the counter (name badges,
Kelly and Brandon) try to help me.

“Wedding Crashers is good,” Kelly said. Quite a stout girl. Looked like
she enjoyed chips. (Indeed, who doesn’t?) Poker-straight, stripey blonde
hair. Pink tracksuit bottoms pulled very low. Two inches of belly rolling
over waistband. Gold bar through belly button, acrylic French manicure.
Tacky, yet admired her confidence.

“Not Wedding Crashers,” I said.

“Like your highlights.”

“Thank—"

“Did you do them yourself?”

“No. Er . . . no. In hairdress—"

“Like your jacket. Where d’you get it? Topshop?”

“No. . .. Got it at work.”

“Where d’you work?”

“Work for self.”

“How much was it?”

“Well, got it on discount . . .”

“How much would it be before the discount?”

“Not really sure.”

Was plenty sure, but it was expensive. I was too ashamed to say the price.

“Shut up,” Brandon said. Like Kelly, he obviously took an interest in
his appearance. Neck chains, rings, blond hair, probably the result of a
home bleach job, but applauded his efforts.

“How about Lord of the Rings?” he asked. “We have special extended

versions.”
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“No. Good film, am not saying it’s not, but—"

“What you in the mood for?”

“Need cheering up.”

“Why?” Kelly asked.

Cripes, so nosy!

“Wee . . . lI,” T said, suddenly mad keen to talk about Paddy. “My
boyfriend is getting married to someone else.”

“Okay,” Kelly said, contrarily refusing to take bait. “What about
Sleepless in Seattle? That’s sappy.”

Frustrated! Hadn’t wanted to discuss cost of jacket but wanted to
splurge info about Paddy.

“Or One Fine Day. Also sappy. You could have a good cry.”

“No!” Brandon said. “Get revenge film! Kill Bill. Dirty Harry.”

“Dirty Harry,” I cried. “Perfect!”

11:08 PM.
Dirty Harry is a marvelous film! Was exactly what I'd wanted. There’s a
great bit when he gets revenge.

At one stage I looked up from Clint Eastwood and out the back win-
dow of Tim’s cabin and for a moment thought there was great big
Berocca tablet in the sky. Bright orange and looked like it was fizzing,
infusing the sky with health-giving vitamin B. The sunset! Suddenly
glad I had come to this place. Had learned to appreciate the beauty of
nature.

Quite nice evening. Thought about Paddy nonstop, but only picked up
the phone to ring him four times.

11:31 PM.
Bedtime. Afraid I wouldn'’t sleep, so took two over-the-counter-sleeping
pills and turned off the light.

11:32 PM.

Turned on the light. Took half a real sleeping tablet jam-packed with
chemicals, not some namby-pamby herbal malarkey. Would be terrible if
I couldn’t sleep. No point risking it. Turned off the light.
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11:33 PM.

Turned on the light. Took the other half of the prescription sleeping pill.
Couldn’t take a chance on not sleeping. Turned off the light. Pulled the
fake patchwork quilt up to my chin and snuggled into the pillow. Now that
I was doped up to gills, I was looking forward to a lovely night’s sleep.

11:34 PM.
Very quiet in the country. Nice. Soothing.

11:35 PM.

Comforting. Not sinister.

11:36 PM.
Calming. Not a bit sinister.

11:37 PM.

Is sinister! Too quiet out there. Menacing. Like the fields are planning to
ambush me while I'm asleep! Turned the light back on. My heart was
pounding. Needed something to read but was too afraid to go downstairs
for my InStyle. Bookshelf in room with ancient paperback books. Thrill-
ers by someone called Margery Allingham. Picked The Fashion in
Shrouds, because about fashion designer in 1930s. Although book gone a
bit damp, enjoyed it very much. Everyone in story wore hats. No one

wears hats anymore. Tragic. March of modernity.

THURSDAY, SEPTEMBER 4, 9:07 Am.
Woken up by silence. Is very disruptive. Never thought would miss drunken
men grunting and wrestling outside window. Life full of surprises.
Mattress feels filled with tennis balls. How did people cope in olden
days? Different value systems. Community and wearing hats and chil-
dren being able to walk to school by themselves. No value put on
high-grade mattress, nice sheets, nice pillows.
Lean over the side of the bed and grab copy of VIP and stare, for mil-
lionth time, at Paddy, with his grin and his tennis racket, and am aston-
ished by how wholesome he looks. Cripes, if only they knew . . .
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TRIP DOWN MEMORY LANE

Last year, Sunday in April, blustery and cold. I was visiting Mum’s grave.
Perched on little curb, talking to her, telling how job was going, how Dad
was, just a general catch-up, really. Funnily enough was in middle of tell-
ing her that I still hadn’t a boyfriend, not since I gave Malachy the elbow
for wanting me to be thinner (photographer, spent too much time hang-
ing around with models), when noticed someone a few rows over, looking
at me. A man. Not my type. Too grown-up. Tall. Sober, single-breasted,
navy overcoat, cashmere/wool mix (at quick glance), holding armload of
Technicolor-yellow daffodils. Dark hair, a bit bouffed (although that
could have been by-product of windy day).

Instantly felt touchy. I mean, was graveyard. If you couldn’t talk to
your dead mother there, where could you talk to her?

“Mum,” I said, “there’s some bloke over there watching me talking to
you. Rude!”

In my head her voice said, “Maybe he isn’t looking at you. Maybe he’s
staring into space. Give people a chance.”

I looked again. He was definitely watching me, and I got sudden flash
of his hair slick and flat with sweat, as result of having sex with me.

Sacrilegious! In graveyard. But suppose it makes sense—sex and
death.

“Well?” Mum asked.

“Er...isfine...”

Eventually said good-bye to Mum and walked toward exit. Had to
pass Overcoat Man to get to main path, and although I'm not normally
the type who challenges people, was defensive over dead mother. When I
reached him, I stopped and said, “Am only talking to a marble headstone
because have no choice. I'd prefer it if she was alive, you know.”

“Your mother?”

“Yes.”

“Me too.”

Suddenly didn’t feel touchy any longer, but sad. Sad for both of us.

“Didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable,” he said.

“Well, you did.”

He had strewn his mother’s grave with daffodils and don’t know why,
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but it touched me. Man like him could have (judging from quality of
overcoat) bought big exotic bouquet, orchids and lilies and similar, but
daffodils humble flower.
He said, “I thought it was . . . good . . . you could talk so freely . . .”
He paused, looked down, then looked up again, causing maximum
impact with blue eyes. He said, “I envied you.”

11:08 A.M.

I opened front door and took deep inhale of fresh country air. Smelled of
cow shite. Five red-and-white cows in nearby field lazily flicking tails at
me. Culprits.

Walked round to back of house and there was wild Atlantic. Waves and
swelling and white bits and sun glinting. Smell of 0zone and salt and all that.
Gazed upon nature and beauty and everything and thought, I miss shops.

Was no good. Mistake coming here. Had no one to talk to, no telly to
watch. Too much time on my hands to think about Paddy.

Should have skipped town to exciting, lively place, like New York,
with its many distractions. But New York hotels expensive. Tim’s cabin

1s free.
Texted Bridie.
Lonely. Mght cum hme.
Reply.
Frst day alwys hrdest. Stik
wth it!
11:40 A.M.

Ringing clients all morning, explaining “out of circulation” for couple of
weeks. Leaving them “in capable hands” of Nkechi. Some happy enough
with it. But others not. Afraid of Nkechi. SarahJane Hutchinson
point-blank refuses to have any dealings with her.

Made self walk into town. Could have driven, but only five minutes’
walk. Shameful to drive. Also remember what shrink used to say after

Mum died: Best way to keep depression at bay is to get out and about and
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take short walk. Quite funny, really, when you think about it. Because
when you're depressed, the last thing you want to do is get out and about
and take short walk. Tablets far better.

11:42 AM.

Strangest thing. Beautiful, really. Tramping into town in pastel Welling-
tons, nearing next-door neighbor’s cottage, when through a small window
in the side of house, high up under the roof, caught a glimpse of sparkles
and shine.

Stopped. Twisted head. Something about the direction of the
window—it faced almost toward the sea—meant it was unlikely pass-
ersby would see in. (Hard to describe. Am not good at things like that.
A man-type two hundred-yards-style description.) I had been at
peculiarly-angled bend in road and just got lucky.

Next thing, I saw woman in a wedding dress twirling around and
around! Smooth, shiny, white satin, tight bodice, wide skirt, not risible
meringue, but like exaggerated A-line, if you can imagine. Like
upside-down cone. Almost certain was a Vera Wang. Arresting image.
Despite own tragic circumstances, couldn’t help but be happy for her
beauty and evident happiness.

White elbow gloves. Elaborate diamanté choker—might have been
Swarovski, but couldn’t be certain at this distance. Stunning dark hair,
thick and long and smooth, swinging as she twirled, perfect little tiara
perched on crown of head.

She came right up to window, mouthing words—probably practicing
vows—chatting away to herself, good old chin-wag, then she did that
thing people do in films when they suddenly realize they are standing on
a crocodile. She froze, slid eyes downward very, very sloo-oowly until got
to my level, when she forced herself to look at me, standing in road, gaz-
ing up at her, like supplicant. Even though still too far away to be able to
say if choker was Swarovski, no denying the shock, horror even, on her
face. She backed away from the window as if on casters. Why? What is
big secret?

I remained rooted in place, wondering if she would reappear, until
farmer chugging along in tractor emitting evil-smelling black smoke
shouted, “Out of the way!”” and tried to run me off the road.
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11:49 Am INTERNET CAFE.
Have BlackBerry, no real need to go to Internet café but, honest admis-
sion, wanted reason to talk to someone.

Inside was a girl smoking a cigarette, sitting on a stool, legs crossed
elegantly. Very short hair, like Jean Seberg in A Bout de Souffle. Few faces
can take haircut that severe. Beautiful pointy eyebrows. Dark red lipstick.
Matte. Interesting choice in these glossy times.

Isaid, “Er . . . hello.”

“"Ello.”

She had to be French. That or Cockney.

Clothes simple but beautiful. Black polo-neck, black-and-white skirt,
almost puffball, but pulling back just at vital moment. Wide belt tight
around waist. Black ballet slippers. Understated but chic. French women
simply have knack. Like Irish people are skilled at being great storytellers
and getting green freckles instead of tan.

Said, “Can I use Internet?”

“Certainement,” she said. “Work away.”

Asked her, “You local gir]?” (Knew she wasn't. A conversational pre-
text.)

“Non. De France.”

Can understand now why girl in DVD shop was so forward last
night. Only way to get kicks around here is to poke nose into other peo-
ple’s lives.

Said, “Ilove France! In fact, j'aime France!”

She said, “Bonjour. Je m'appelle Cecile.”

Asked, “Why you live here, Cecile?”

Reason? A man.

“Am crazy in love,” she said. “He is surfer.”

“What is name?”

“Zoran.”

“Irish?” Thinking, Can’t be.

“No. Serbian. Lives here now.”

Only one e-mail of interest. From Nkechi. She has persuaded
woman who imports Roberto Cavalli to Ireland to sell to “us” exclu-
sively. Is good news. Excellent news, really. All Irish women hot for

Cavalli will have to be styled by me—or “us,” as Nkechi so ominously
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put it. Cripes. Have only been gone a day and already she is taking over
the world.

12:16 pm. THE OAK.
Same barman as last night. O’ Prune Eyes. Asked him, “What is soup
of day?”

“Mushroom.”

“Okay. And cup coffee.”

“Latte? Cappuccino? Espresso?”

“Er ... latte.”
“Soy milk? Skinny?”
“Er ... skinny.”

Not expecting so much choice.

Found myself asking, “So, where you from?”

Cripes! Have become irritating person who instigates conversation
with everyone she meets, which I so am not. In Dublin, make point of
principle to talk to as few people as possible.

“From Egypt,” Ol Prune Eyes said.

Egypt! Multinational! Is like cast of Lost here in Knockavoy!

“You are long way from home!” Thinking, What a stupid thing to say.
Sound like wolf in “Little Red Riding Hood.”

Then I say, “You must miss warm weather.” Thinking, That s also
stupid thing to say, and bet everyone says it.

“Yes,” he says. “That is what everyone says. But more to life than
weather.”

“Like what?” Suddenly curious.

He laughed. “Like three meals a day. Like freedom from political per-
secution. Like opportunity to provide for family.”

“Right,” I say. “I see your point.”

Feel bit better. Have connected with another human being.

Warmish glow interrupted by man at the end of the bar—slumped,
unkempt creature—calling, “Osama! Enough of chat! Where’s my pint?”

I asked, “Is your name really Osama?”

Thinking, Cripes! That would be hard cross to bear. Even worse than
Ol Prune Eyes. No wonder he got political persecution!

“No. Is Ibrahim. Osama nickname from locals.”
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8:08 PM. GROCERY-COM-NEWSSTAND-CUOM-DVD-SHOP.

Brandon and Kelly on duty again. On Brandon’s recommendation, got
The Godfather. Kelly tried to steer me in direction of Starsky and Hutch.
She said, “Two hunks like them. They’ll take your mind off your fella get-
ting married to someone else. So did he tell you to your face?”

She was agog to hear and I was agog to tell. As soon as I said, “Paddy de
Courcy,” she exclaimed, “I know that name! Politician man, yes? I've seen
him! In VIP! Get it!” She directed Brandon to the magazine rack. “Go
on, get it, get it!”

She devoured pictures. Made many comments.

“I'd have killed him,” she marveled. “Killed him with my bare hands.
And now you're down here in Tim Twoomey’s house nursing a broken
heart,” she said.

“We get a fair bit of that,” Brandon said. “Women. Arriving here.
With broken hearts. Don’t know why. Maybe they think the waves will
fix them. Walking the beach twenty times a day. Often they go exploring
up on sand dunes. Don't realize they’re owned by golf club. Suddenly find
themselves in middle of the eleventh hole, balls whizzing past their heads.
Escorted off in buggy. Usually very upset.”

“Have no intention of walking on any beach or up any sand dunes,” |
said coldly.

Is not nice to laugh at heartbroken women.

TRIP DOWN MEMORY LANE
Funny thing is, when first met Paddy de Courcy in graveyard, didn’t think
would end up falling for him. So not my type. Previous boyfriend, Mal-
achy the photographer, very different. Small, neat, sparkly-eyed charmer.
Loved women, women loved him back. Charmed models like Zara
Kaletsky into doing mad poses for him. (In fact, that was how I met Mal-
achy. [ was Zara’s stylist until she left Ireland so abruptly. She fixed us up.)
Malachy not very hairy. But, as [ was buffeted by icy winds that day in
the cemetery, I could tell simply by looking at Paddy de Courcy’s overcoat
that he would have hairy chest. Picking up on subliminal signs. Dark
raspy stubble on jaw. Backs of hands scattered with dark hairs. (Not like
woolly mammoth King Kong paws—nice coverage.) Smooth hair-free

chest simply wouldn’t fit.
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He’d asked, “Do you come here often?”

I'd said, “Do I come here often?” I surveyed marble slabs of death
stretching out in all directions. Just goes to show, you can meet a man
anywhere. “About once a month.”

“Thisisslightly unorthodox . . . ,” hesaid. “Graveyard and all that . . .
Could come back in a month'’s time hoping to bump into you or . . . would
you like come for hot chocolate now?”

Clever. Hot chocolate the one thing—the only thing—I would have
accepted. Safe. Totally different if he’d invited me for alcoholic drink. Or
indeed, cup of tea. Alcoholic drink—lecherous sleaze. Cup of tea—dullard
with mother fixation.

Went to pub across road (Gravediggers Arms) where drank hot choco-
late with marshmallows and reminisced about dead mothers.

He said, “Every time something good happens to me, I want to tell
her, and every time something bad happens, I want her help.”

Knew exactly how he felt. We were both fifteen when our mums had
died, his from liver cancer, mine from breast cancer. Was nice—glorious
relief, actually—to meet someone who had lost their mum the same age
I had.

Talked openly, compared feelings, was drawn to him but didn’t fancy
him. Actually, felt I was almost doing him a favor, spending time with
him, so he could talk about his mother.

He said, “Probably in bad taste, considering where we met, but any
chance I could see you again? Promise I won't talk about my mother the
next time.”

I retreated against upholstery. Assailed by image of him looming over
me, him naked, hairy-chested, hard-on in hand. My stomach did un-
pleasant squeeze. Excitement? Possibly not. Maybe nausea. He wasn't
my type. I thought he looked too old, also—shallow, shallow! Yes, I
know—1I didn’t like his clothes. Too buttoned-up, too safe. But why not
give it a try?

Worote my phone number on ancient cinema stub.

He looked at it. Said, “Mission Impossible? Any good?”

“You didn’t see 1t?”

“Never get time to go to pictures.”

“Why not?”
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“Am politician. Deputy leader of New Ireland. Full-on job.”

Felt had better ask him his name; is what you have to do when people
say they are writer or actor or—yes—politician. Almost as if they are an-
gling to be asked.

“Paddy de Courcy.”

Nodded and said, “Mmmm,” to disguise fact had never heard of him.

Early following morning my mobile rang. I didn’t recognize number but
answered because could be new client. Some woman said, “I'm calling
from Paddy de Courcy’s office. Mr. de Courcy was wondering if you are
free this evening. He will pick you up at seven PM. I need your address,
please.”

I was startled into silence. Then laughed. Said, “No.”

“No, what?”

“No, not giving address. Who's he think he is?”

Her turn to be startled. Said, “Is Paddy de Courcy!”

“If Mr. de Courcy wants to make arrangement with me, Mr. de Courcy
can pick up phone and call me himself.”

“ .. Yes...but, Ms. Daly, Mr. de Courcy very busy man . . .”

Understand busyness. Most of my clients very busy people and usu-
ally client’s assistant, rather than client themselves, calls to set up styling
appointment. But that was work. This was not work.

“Must go now,” I said. “Thank you, nice talking to you, good-bye.”
(Costs nothing to be polite. Also she might want to be styled at some time
in the future.)

I wasn't even indignant. Simply realized had been right to think he
wasn't my type. Maybe that is how some people live their lives, getting
their assistants to set up romantic assignations. Perhaps it is considered
perfectly fine in certain circles.

I didn’t expect him to ring back and I really didn’t care. When think
now of the risk I ran, I go hot and cold all over. Could have blithely thrown
it all away. Over before it ever started. Then realize it’s all over anyway,
and maybe would have been better off being spared the pain. But couldn’t
imagine not having had him in my life. Was the most intense experience.

The most intense man. Most beautiful, most sexy.
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Anyway, a few minutes later, he did call. Laughing. Apologizing for
being arrogant asshole.

I said, “You politicians have totally lost touch with reality.” (Light-
hearted tone. Banter.)

“No, haven't.”

“Oh, really? If so, tell me price of quart of milk?”

Paddy de Courcy said, “Don’t know. Don’t drink milk.”

“Why so? Too busy?”

He laughed. Banter going well.

I said, “No milk on your cereal?”

“Don'’t eat cereal.”

“What you have for breakfast?”

Pause. Then he said, “Would you like to find out?”

Cheesy. Remembered his bouffy hair. Didn’t want to banter any
longer.

“Sorry,” he said. Sounded humbled, then he asked, “You free this eve-
ning?”

“No.” (Was, butreally . . . )

“How about tomorrow . . . uh, no, can’t do tomorrow. Or Wednesday.
Just a minute,” he said, then called to someone, “Stephanie, can you get
me out of that thing with Brazilians on Thursday?”

Then he was back. “Thursday?”

“Let me look at appointments.” I checked, then said, “Yes, okay for
Thursday evening.”

“Thursday it is,” he said. “T’ll pick you up. Seven?”

What was this thing with seven? Why so early?

“I'll book couple of tables for dinner and you can choose.”

Bridled at way he was calling all the shots, then . .. don’t know . . .
stopped bridling, is best way to put it.

“Just one thing,” I said. “You married?”

“Why? You offering?”

Further cheesiness. I said, “Yes or no? Married or not?”

“Not.”

“Fine.”

“Really looking forward to seeing you,” he said.

“. .. Yes, me too.”
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But wasn’t sure [ was. And when I climbed into the back of his car and
he was Mister Grown-up in his suit and briefcase, I thought, Oh no, ter-
rible mistake. Stomach did that rolling, tilty nausea thing again. And, of
course, things got worse in the shop. But then . . . undressing for him and

everything changed. Started to really fancy him. Never looked back.

FRIDAY, SEPTEMBER 5, 12:19 PM.

Woke up. Had gone back to bed around six A.M., when sun was rising.
No longer felt crazed desperation for Paddy. Simply felt of no value.

Wasn'’t good enough for him. Not good enough for anyone.

1:53 PM.

Walked into town. Sea mist hanging in air, playing merry hell with hair.
When I reached special spot on bend of road, stopped and gazed up at

next-door’s window, hoping to see woman in wedding dress. Intrigued. In

fact, maddened with curiosity. But no sign of her.

2:01 PM.
The Oak. Soup of day, mushroom. Beginning to wonder if any other
kind. Cheesecake of day, strawberry. Ditto.

3:05 pm. INTERNET CAFE.

Thought would visit couple of nice sites. Net-a-porter. La Redoute. Gaz-
ing upon beautiful things might bring sparkle back into world. But café
closed! Crooked handwritten sign said GONE TO LUNCH. Annoyed. These
French people with their lunch hours! Stomped off toward home. Decided
on seafront route to get little infusion of magic house, and who did I see,
outside the magic house, but Cecile! Hooked by her knees, she was hang-
ing upside down on the railings overlooking the waves, giggling with three
surf boys in wetsuits.

Her skirt was up around her shoulders, as result of gravity. Her knickers
on show. Cute. Cotton. White with red poppies and red trim. Nice for her
to be so uninhibited. Actually, no . . . not really a good thing. Was uncom-
fortable with her exhibitionism . . . we're not on Cote D’Azur, now.

Semicircle of surf boys. General impression of wet sand, large bare

male feet, tangled salty hair, surfboards, wetsuits unzipped, smooth bare
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chests, eyes bright from salt water, thin chains around tanned throats,
tiny gold rings through male eyebrows. Couldn’t tell any of them apart,
just generic cluster of young male yumminess.

“Cecile,” I asked.

“Ou?”

“Are you on your lunch break?”

“Out.”

“When will it finish?”

Even hanging upside down, she managed Gallic shrug. “I cannot say,”
she giggled, giving one of the surf boys a minxy glance.

Front door of magic house slightly ajar. Glimpse of bare, faded floor-
boards, old-fashioned banisters, white paint flaking, leading up the stair-
way to a magic bedroom.

Cecile would be going into magic house to have sex with a surf boy.
Terrible pang. Jealousy. Loneliness. For things lost and things never had.
Wished I was young. Wished I was beautiful. Wished I was French.

7:57 PM.

Trying alternative bars to the Oak. Cannot face another bowl of mush-
room soup. Also didn’t want to get too dependent on one place. It might
burn down or something, and where would that leave me? Look what
happened the last time I depended on someone (Paddy).

Stuck my head into golfing bar, called Hole in One or some such dread-
ful golfing pun. Couldn’t go in. Packed to gills with men (and one or two
women who should have known better) exchanging posh insults about
how badly the other man played.

Tried Butterlys. Very small place. Size of a front room. Flagstoned
floors, bare wooden counter, three high stools at it. Small television on
overhead shelf. Smiley old woman behind bar, looking keen as mustard.
(Margery Allingham phrase.) Otherwise place empty.

Wanted to back out, saying, “Sorry, looking for drugstore! My mis-
take!” But was too polite.

Did running jump, like pole-vaulter, to seat self on high stool. (Can't
abide high stools, so uncomfortable. Too high, to begin with, and nothing
to hold on to, nothing to support your back, nothing for your feet. You are

quite adrift.)
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Butterlys was the oddest-looking bar had ever seen, offering most pe-
culiar selection of drinks—all seemed to be sweet sticky liqueurs. Also
sundry other items for sale, to wit, cans of marrowfat peas, boxes of
matches, packets of instant custard. Like when playing shop when small.

The old woman was Mrs. Butterly herself. Nice to be in proprietor-run
establishment. Extremely chatty. Said the bar was her parlor and she only
opened it when she felt like company and closed it again when she didn'’t.

Though my hopes weren't high, I asked, “Do you do food?”

She pointed at strange collection of cans and packets behind bar.

“I'meant . . . something . . . [ could eat now.”

Had horrible fear she would offer to heat up can of marrowfat peas.
Even look of marrowfat peas makes me want to take my own life.

“Could make you little sandwich. Will see what’s in fridge.”

She disappeared into other room, presume it was kitchen. Returned
with processed ham piece between two slices of woolly white bread. In
strange, retro way, quite satisfying. When [ finished, she made us both a
cup of tea and produced a packet of cookies.

I tried to purchase a glass of red wine but she said, “Don’t carry wine.
How about Tia Maria? Or what’s this here? Cointreau?”

Closest thing to a normal drink was Southern Comfort. No ice avail-
able so had it with a dash of the flattest Sprite have ever had. From a
two-liter bottle that had been on shelf for oh, about sixty years. Not a
bubble left in entire bottle.

Cajoled Mrs. Butterly to join me in a drink. Invitation accepted.

Revised original impression. Mrs. Butterly had woven web of charm
on me. Liked it. Liked it all. Best bit of entire bar was neon green poster
saying NO STAG PARTIES!

Stag party wouldn't fit! They would have to be refused in installments.
Would have to send delegation of two or three in to be barred, then leave
and let next tranche in to be turned down.

When I was leaving, Mrs. Butterly refused to take money for the food.
She said, “Only couple of cookies, for the love of God.”

“But, Mrs. Butterly, the sandwich—"

“Only couple of slices of bread, for the love of God.”

Kindly. Very kindly.

But no way to run a business.
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1:01 A.M.

Realization. Why 1 felt so comforted in Mrs. Butterly’s. It was the flat
Sprite. Flat Sprite is a convalescent’s drink. Mum used to give it to me
when I was sick. She used to heat it up to cleanse it of all bubbles, so it
wouldn’t hurt my sore throat. Flat Sprite makes me feel loved. As no one is

here to administer it to me, will do it myself.

SATURDAY, SEPTEMBER 6, 8:01 A.M.
Woken by slam of next-door neighbor’s front door. I hopped from bed
into other bedroom to look out front window, hoping to see wedding-dress
girlinher civvies. Butno girl, justher boyfriend—fiancé, [ suppose—alone.
Studied him. Interested to see what kind of man had bagged the Vera
Wanged beauty. At quick glance, not exactly kempt. He would need hair-
cut before wedding. Outdoorsy-loving-style clothing: jeans and big, thick
navy fleece suitable for North Pole. Footwear, however, cause for interest:
trainers in anthracite color—in fashionista circles anthracite known as
“black for risk takers.”

He got into car—couldn’t be sure what kind it was—banged door
shut, drove away.

[ returned to bed.

SUNDAY, SEPTEMBER 7

Ol’ Prune Eyes is Muslim! Don’t know why I'm so surprised. He is from
Egypt, which believe has large Muslim population. Suppose I didn’t think
devout Muslim would work in pub. Den of alcohol.

He made casual reference to praying toward Mecca and I asked, “You
Muslim?” And he said, “Yes.”

No big deal but am suddenly uncomfortable ordering glass of wine
from him. Feel he is thinking, Stinking whore of the infidel.

Also ashamed of my beloved molichino highlights. Not only have I my
hair on display but am drawing attention to it with lovely color. He is very
friendly—seems like lovely man, really—but fear he is faker and in his
head he is thinking terrible things about me. Maybe even muttering un-
der his breath. Like this:

“Hi, Ibrahim.”

“Ah, hello there, Lola! Stinking whore of the infidel. How are you today?”’
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“Good. You?”

“Excellent. Considering I'll be going to Paradise and you haven’t a hope.
What can I get you?”

“Glass of merlot, please, Ibrahim.”

(Big, big smile.) “Glass of merlot, Lola. Coming right up! Unclean
swine. You will burn in hell, you alcohol-drinking, pork-eating, bare-haired unbe-
liever.”

Am I racist? Or am I only saying what others are thinking? The way
everyone used to think all Irish people were IRA bombers. “Hello, yes,
Paddy, come in, sit down, have a cup of Earl Grey, tell me, were you good
at chemistry at school?”

Don’t want to be racist. But undeniable clash in value system. I like
merlot. Muslims disapprove of merlot. Would not refuse person a job be-
cause they didn’t like merlot. Would not refuse person citizenship. But
want to enjoy merlot. Don’t want to feel afraid that I will burn in hell if
have glass with my lunch.

Is it better to acknowledge how uncomfortable Ibrahim makes me? Or
just pretend all is fine, no difference between me and him? What is best
way to handle multicultural society? Nkechi’s big bottom, Ibrahim’s Ar-
mageddon. Such lofty worries. Cripes, don't know. Exhausting, whole
bloody thing.

TRIP DOWN MEMORY LANE
Remembering my first date with Paddy. Got picked up at flat in car driven
by Spanish John. Paddy sitting in the back, wearing a suit. Open briefcase
on lap.

“What you like to do?”” he asked. “You hungry?”

“No, not really. Is a bit early.” (Was only seven P.M. unusually early for
date.)

“Okay,” he said. “Let’s go shopping.”

“For what?”

“Clothes.”

“For me or for you?”

I was wondering if he was trying to get styling from me on the cheap.
On the free, in fact.
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“For you.”

Didn’t know what to say. Funny sort of date. Cannot usually make
man come shopping with me for love nor money. Also had strange suspi-
cion that this wouldn’t be normal shopping.

Next thing, Spanish John parking car and opening door, Paddy’s arm
on my back, ushering me up steps, discreet dark glass door, soft carpet-
ing, friendly woman’s voice welcoming us, feel free to browse. Thought I
knew every shop in Dublin. [ was wrong. Pools of light highlighting dark
shiny items. Closer look. Vibrator. Black satin blindfold. Spanky device.
Small onyx things thought were cufflinks, then realized were nipple
clamps.

Knickers, bras, suspender belts, satin, silk, lace, leather, spandex,
black, red, pink, white, blue, nude, patterned . . .

Trying to behave like woman of the world—had been in this sort of
emporium before, after all, had organized two hen nights, admittedly not
in place of this high quality—but have to confess, felt rather uncomfort-
able. Anxious. Very. Hardly what had expected from first date.

Drifted over to underwear. Expected to receive mild electric shock
from shoddy man-made fibers, but quality good. Real silk, satin, lace.
Actually, some lovely “pieces” (as we in fashion world say—when I say
that, I sound lighthearted, but believe me, was not feeling lighthearted at
the time). Dark blue set embroidered with butterflies, appliquéd with
feathers and diamantés. Silky mulberry and black polka-dot knickers with
ribbon ties at sides. Demure pink set festooned with pink roses—not em-
broidered but actual little roses—on bra cups and crotch. Would look
terrible under clothes. All lumpy.

Surprised to see nice plain black knickers. Completely unremarkable.
Then realized they were crotchless and jumped back as if burned. Same
with low-cut balconette bra. Seemed very low-cut, so low-cut would
hardly cover nipples! Then realized——cripes!—that was the whole point.

Beside me, Paddy’s voice said, “Would you like to try any of them on?”

Froze. Stomach curdled. He was dirty pervert. Dirty pervert weirdo.
Treating me as sex object. What was I doing here?

But what should I expect when I pick up a man in a graveyard? Hardly

going to take me for pizza and Ben Stiller movie.
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“Lola, are you okay? Is this okay?” He skewered me with blue gaze. Ex-
pression sympathetic, well, sympatheticish. Hint of challenge there also.

Held his look. This is the moment, I thought, where I decide to trust him
or to leave. Teetered on high wire. Looked at door. Could just go. No
harm done. Would never see him again. | mean, sex shop! On first date! [
was horrified . . .

... but a bit excited. If left now what would I miss . . . ?

Looked back into blue gaze, may even have tilted chin upward in atti-
tude of slight defiance, and said, “Okay . . .”

Assistant came to help. Sort of mum-ish. She looked at chest. “Thirty-
four B?”

“..Yes..”

“What ones you like?”

“These,” I said, pointing out pretty, most demure set could see. (Pale
blue, generously cut, robust-looking crotch.)

“And maybe these,” Paddy suggested, indicating saucier stuff.

“And maybe not,” I said.

“Sure, why not try?” mum-ish woman said, ferrying armload of un-
derwear off to changing room. “What’s to be lost?”

Big changing room. Almost same size as my bedroom. Rose-colored
lighting, curly-legged brocade chair, Chinese-style wallpaper patterned
with winter-flowering cherry—and wire grille in wall, like in a confes-
sional . . . What was that for?

“Would you like your friend to wait in the anteroom?” mum-ish
woman asked.

“An .. .teroom...?”

“Yes, just here.”

She indicated a smaller room next to the changing room, with a chair
in it and a grille in wall. Same grille as in my room.

“Where he can watch you,” mum-ish woman said.

Cripes! Where Paddy de Courcy could sit and watch me try on under-
wear. Where he could observe me take off current clothes and see me na-
ked, like in tacky peep show! Aghast. Frozen indecision seemed to last for
decades, then I crumbled. In for a penny, in for a pound.

Reasons.
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1) Had been waxed to kingdom come. Only hair on body below
waist was small square on pubic bone reminiscent of Adolf Hitler’s
mustache.

2) Pink lighting flattering.

3) Didn’t want to seem like prude.

4) Was undeniably excited. Conflicted but excited.

While taking off ordinary clothes I flattened self against wall, out of view
of peephole. Not sure what to do. Too self-conscious to dance, also no
music. Considered walking to and fro, but held back by fear I would look
like animal in zoo—1lion, maybe—with cabin fever. Might start wobbling
head and moaning.

However, once I stepped into teetery-high pair of white fluffy mules
and very flattering black silk knickers and bra, felt like a different person.
Pretended Paddy de Courcy wasn't sitting in next room watching me
through mesh hatch. Pretended I was on my own. (But if on own, would
never lean forward and shimmy in order to shake breasts into bra. Would
never lick finger then rub it against nipples so they stood out like rubber
stoppers on water wings, then admire self in mirror. Ordinarily, when
trying on knickers, wouldn’t bother running hand up and down along
pubic bone, checking fit just right.)

Leisurely I changed into next set, unhooking bra and slowly removing
it, sliding straps down arms, as if [ had all the time in world. Next was
’50s-style garter and bra, in stiff pink satin. Bra made breasts high and
jutty—when leaned forward could see nipples. Garter went from waist to
top of legs, giving extreme hourglass curve. Rosy glow from fabric made
thighs look creamy and smooth and I sat on brocade chair, liking rough
feel of fabric against naked bottom. Slowly rolled silk stockings up legs
and attached them to rubber suspenders on garter.

Heightened awareness of him behind grille, watching me.

Sexy. Oh, so sexy.

Now and then mum-ish woman popped head round door, displaying
hangers. “This lovely crotchless corset,” she said wistfully. “Be gorgeous
with thigh boots.”

Or, “Would you like to try rubber catsuit? Red one in your size.”
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Wanted her to go away. She was disturbing mood.

Very turned on. But turned on by self? Mad?

Tried excellent little bra made with overlapping layers of sheer fab-
ric, like petals of flower. Opened little pearl button on cup and un-
peeled petal after petal until nipple exposed. Didn’'t know when I'd get
to final layer. As much a revelation to me as to him. When it finally
appeared, I said, “Ooh!” and looked straight at him. Saw gleam of his
eyes in dark room looking back at me and that was it. [ was overtaken
by unendurable desire and brought matters to an abrupt close. I got
dressed, my fingers shaking, wondering how soon I could have sex
with him.

When [ bolted out of changing room, Paddy asked, “Which ones you
like?”

Quickly I shook head. Prices out of my league.

“Let me,” he said.

“No!” Felt like kept woman, mistress, prostitute, all those things.

“I insist,” he said.

“You insist?”

“Please,” he said. “Let me. I'm one who'll benefit.”

“You're taking a lot for granted!”

He was mortified. Caught out. Apologized profusely. Sounded sin-
cere. Offered again to buy them. “For you,” he said. “Not for me. How
about it?”

Still uncomfortable. Felt wrong. Didn't like it. But, in strange, messy
mix, also liked it.

So I'let him.

Later (in bed, as happened) said to him, “You took a big risk. What if I'd
been offended?”

“Then you wouldn’t have been the girl I'd thought you were.”

“What kind is that?”

“Dirty little girl.”

Wasn't sure that [ was, had always suspected I was bit of a prude, but

nice of him to say so.
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MONDAY, SEPTEMBER 8

Serendipity! Happenstance! At 7:25 PM. popped into Mrs. Butterly’s
for some healing flat Sprite and she said, “Do you mind if I put on
telly?”

Next thing, she put on Coronation Street! My favorite! When it fin-
ished at eight o’clock she switched over to EastEnders—my other favorite!
Then at 8:30 put on Holby City. Hospital soap. Never seen it before but
prepared to love it.

Veritable orgy of soaps, washed down with Southern Comfort and flat
Sprite. Enjoyed it hugely. You'd swear I hadn’'t seen proper telly for
months!

Mrs. Butterly said she had developed a fondness for me and issued an
open soap invitation for any night. Then asked me to leave, she wanted to
go to bed.

“Anything else I can get for you, Lola, before I shut up?”

In rush of goodwill, I said, “Ah, sure, I'll take a packet of custard.”

MIDDLE OF NIGHT
Woken by . . . something. What was it? Became aware of red glow be-
yond window. Sunrise? Instinctively knew it was too early.

Looked out window. Behind house and also sort of behind next-door
was semicircle of red. Flames. A fire!

Should have rung fire brigade but instead decided to investigate. Such
nosiness. Proof of danger of being without distraction of telly! Would
never “‘investigate” anything in Dublin.

Wellingtons, big mohair jumper over pajamas. Torch. Out into chilly
night.

Ducked under wire fence thing and tramped through field. Moon
spreading reflection across vast area of sea, lighting up whole area. Grass
smelled nice at night. Cows in bed.

Not out-of-control fire. Simply bonfire. But unattended. How very
strange. Got closer. Sudden shock. Fire being fueled by clothes! Black
tulle, blue taffeta, all melting. Then—horrors! White satin! The wedding
dress! Not the wedding dress! Tried to pull it from flames but shower of

sparks jumped out at me and heat too great.
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Distressed. It pains self to see clothes being abused. (Yes! Also pains
self to see children and animals abused! Of course! Am not total shallow
fashion type. Care very much about children and animals, so much so
have to change channel when sad ads come on.)

Sound of approaching feet. Frightened. Who was coming? Outline
gradually appeared through flickering gloom. It was the unkempt fiancé
carrying an armload of clothes. Was it light from flames causing his eyes
to shine or was he—horrors—crying?

Alerted him to my presence by saying, “Ahem! Hello.”

“Jesus Christ!” He nearly dropped his bundle. “Where the hell did
you come from?”

“Sorry,” I said. “But saw flames. Worried was a fire.”

He stared at me. Attitude brooding. Stamped on his fizzog was weary
question: If a man can’t burn a load of lovely clothes in middle of night,
when can he burn them?

“I'm staying in Tim Twoomey’s for while. Am Lola Daly.”

Unfriendly pause. “Rossa Considine. Didn’t mean to cause scare.
Should have warned you but was spur-of-moment thing . . .”

Mealy-mouthed apology.

“What'’s going on?” I asked. “There was a woman . . . In a wedding
dre—"

“She’s gone.” Abrupt.

“WIill she be . ..coming back?” (Stupid question, not very likely
when her wedding dress was being torched.)

He shook head. Mood dark. “Nope. Not coming back.”

Awkward pause. He gave bundle in arms a little shake. Clearly he was
itching to get on with his burning.

“Well, I'll get back to bed, then.”

“Okay. Night.”

I tramped back through the fields. Other people have tragedies also.
This poor man.

Wouldn't kill him to be civil, though.

TOESDAY, SEPTEMBER 9, 10:08 Pm.

Walking home after soap orgy at Mrs. Butterly’s. Firestarter’s car parked
outside his house. Tiptoed up rough-hewn boreen to take closer look.
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Unfamiliar car. Prius. What did I know about it? Aha, yes! Eco car.
Could run on electricity.
What worthy person he is.

THORSDAY, SEPTEMBER 11, 1:01 pm.

Internet café. Someone already in there talking to Cecile. A man. [ came
to involuntary halt at door. Internationally good looking—Ilong,
salt-tangled blond hair, deep smooth tan, one of those special mouths
also owned by Steve Tyler (when young), Mick Jagger (also when
young).

He was lounging across two chairs. Relaxed. The kind of man who
stops people in their tracks. Like a god.

Felt slightly uncomfortable, like I might be interrupting something.

“Hi, Cecile. How are you?”

“Bien, Lola. Pulling ze divil be the tail.” Whatever that means. “Lola,
this i1s my friend, Jake.”

He looked at me with silvery eyes—and I blushed! Was simply too
much. So sexy, he was almost feral creature. As if had been brought up by
good-looking wolves.

He nodded and said, “Lola.”

“Jake,” I replied.

He muttered in low, deep voice, “I'll be off, Cecile.”

Then he nodded at me again. “Nice meeting you, Lola.”

“ .. Youtoo . ..Jake.” And I blushed for second time! Blood had
barely departed face from first time and almost met itself coming
back.

I let a few minutes pass after his departure. Didn’t want to seem too
avid.

“ ..So, ah . .. Cecile, was that your boyfriend? The one you're crazy
in love with?”

“Jake? No! My little turtledove is Zoran. Jake is Zoran’s friend.”

“Where is Jake from? Serbia also?”

“Jake? No, Cork.”

“You mean he’s Irish?”

“As Irish as Guinness.”

Unexpected.
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FRIDAY, 4:33 PM.
Grace Gildee rang again! Thought she’d lost interest in me. Didn’t an-
swer, of course, and took every ounce of courage simply to listen to her
message.

“Hi, Lola, me again, Grace Gildee. Just wondering if you'd made up
your mind about doing the interview. You can trust me, I've known Paddy
long time.” (Laughs.) “I know where all his bodies are buried!”

If that is the case, then she can do interview with herself!

6:04 PM.
Fall into emotional slump. Why was I not good enough for Paddy? Was it
because I didn’t show enough interest in his job?

He used to come in and throw himself on couch, in bad mood, and
complain bitterly about minister for something or other doing something
he shouldn’t have. He would rant and rant and eventually would say, “You
haven't a clue, have you?”

“No.”

I thought that’s what he liked about me!

I thought I was his escape from all that.

And, after all, how much did he know about Roland Mouret frocks?

But it was obvious, in retrospect, that I should have massaged his
temples and plotted with him to overthrow minister for health or inveigle
Taoiseach into compromising sexual situation with a herd of goats.

Funny thing is that always, all my life, my worst fear is of being aban-
doned, and it keeps happening. When I was a child, I used to say to Mum
and Dad, “Can we all die at same time?” Mum promised yes, we could.
But she was liar. Went ahead and died all by herself. But, to be fair, she
couldn’t help herself. About a week before it happened, she blurted out,
“It’s breaking my heart to have to leave you, Lola. I hate not being there
for when you grow up. I hate not being able to mind you and I hate not
knowing what's going to happen to you.”

Realized then that she might be on the way out. No one had told me.

7:12 PM,
Looking for comfort, rang Dad.
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He asked, “Are you still shook up over that scut?”
“Yes."
“Let that be a lesson to you, Lola. Never trust a politician.”

“Thanks, Dad. Bye.”

MONDAY, SEPTEMBER 15, 12:12 pm. INTERNET CAFE.
“Hi, Cecile. How are you?”

“Bien, Lola. On the pig’s back.”

“ .. Yes ... She keeps saying all these bizarre rural Irish greetings,
like, “Sucking diesel, please God.” And, “Mighty, mighty!”

Even I do not know what they mean, and I am Irish!

“Oh, Lola, you "ave a hadmire-air.”

“A hadmire-air?”

“Yes. A man hadmires you.”

“Oh! An admirer! No? Really?”

“My friend Jake. 'E says you har cute.”

Jake? The god? No! He couldn’t. He could have anyone! Said as much.

Cecile shrugged. “You are holder woman. 'E likes holder women.”

“How much holder? I'm only thirty-one.”

“’E is twenty-five. Also ‘e 'as slept with every other woman in Knocka-
voy. You har ‘fresh blood.””

Cripes! Fresh blood. The romance of it!

Deflated. But what did it matter? I was going back to Dublin in two
days.

WEDNESDAY, SEPTEMBER 17, 10:13 A.m. TO 11:53 A.M.
LEAVE.-TAKING.

Visited all my Knockavoy friends—Ol’ Prune Eyes, Mrs. Butterly, Kelly
and Brandon, Cecile. “Yes, oui, good-bye, leaving Knockavoy, returning
to metropolis, lovely, yes, thank you, you too, pleasure, if ever in Dublin.

No, no plans to return.”

11:55 A.M.
Drove up the hill, watching Knockavoy get smaller and smaller in rearview

mirror, wondering when—if ever—I'd be back.
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THORSDAY, SEPTEMBER 18, 9:00 Am. MARTINE'S PATISSERIE.
Bright and early. Fresh start. Meeting in “office” with Nkechi. As usual,
Nkechi late.

9:14 A.M.

Nkechi swans in, braids piled high on top of her head. Long, shapely
neck. Very elegant. Walks like queen. Lazily swings her bottom into seat.
Asks, “Nice break?”

“Yes, yes,” I said breezily. Implying that beastly (Margery Allingham)
business all behind me now. I am restored to old efficient self.

“So!” I say, trying to sound dynamic. Even clap hands together in
attitude of zeal. “What’s happening?”

Nkechi reads from her BlackBerry. ““Tonight Rosalind Croft. Gala din-
ner at her house. Conference in Ireland at moment, world debt,
Africa”—waved her hand vaguely—“that sort of thing. Lots of famous
people here. Kofi Annan, president South Africa’—another wave of
hand—“those types. All main players invited to Crofts. She’s been insane.
Rang me in middle of night, wanted Versace dress she saw in American
Vogue. Couldn’t get fucking thing, was special creation for catwalk. She
told me to fly to Miami to find it. Talked her down, dress selection nar-
rowed to three, Balenciaga, Chanel, Burberry Prorsum. All flown in from
London. Matching shoes, jewelry, etc. packed in your flat, ready to go.”

“Okay.”

“Tomorrow, ski-chic shoot for Woman’s World. Usual winter wonder-
land bollocks. Furry boots, earmuffs, knitwear. Following day, evening
dress fittings for Tess Bickers.”

“Who?”

“New client. Corporate wife. Tons of jingle. Wants kitting-out for
party season. Called in eighteen frocks. Reckon she’ll take most of
them.”

“You've been very busy, Nkechi. I'll take over, do Mrs. Croft this
evening.”

“But—"

“You've been working very hard, Nkechi. Take the night off.”

Time to assume control. Show her who's boss.
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She didn’t want to give in. She has fostered “special relationship” with
Rosalind Croft since the time she saved her bacon with scarf from charity
shop. Mrs. Croft very powerful. Knows what'’s hot and what'’s shot. Handy
person to have on your side.

Repeated, “Really, Nkechi, I'll doit.”

“. .. Well, okay. She wants you at the house at six thirty. Well, she
actually wants me at the house at six thirty, but if you insist . . .”

Nkechi radiating resentment. Giving me 'tude, as she would say. As a
rule, do not savor unpleasantness, but imperative to regain upper hand.

5:08 PM. FINISHING INFORMAL MEETING WITH

BROWN THOMAS BUYER.

Better get skates on. Have to pick up clothes for Mrs. Croft and get out to
Killiney for 6:30. Lagging behind all day. Still on Knockavoy speed.

“Speed” wrong word. “Slowth” would be more apt.

5:15 PM.

Nipping along South William Street, weaving through people. Car
double-parked. Holding up traffic. Knew before I knew, if you know what
I mean. Maybe subconsciously I recognized car or something, because
had bad, burny feeling before I knew exactly why.

It was Paddy. Helping a woman—the horse, who else?—into backseat
of double-parked car. Solicitious.

I stood and stared. Appalled by scene. I used to be the woman in the
backseat of his car. But I had been cast aside, like cheap red dress with
cigarette burn on nipple.

Living proof of my insignificance.

Knew [ was going to vomit. Beseeched God, All I ask is don’t let me do
it in the street.

6:05 PM.

Traffic terrible. Rush-hour gridlock. Wedged between man in Nissan
Sunny (in front), man in Toyota Corolla (behind), man in Opel Corsa
(beside), and man in Skoda Skoda (don’t think they have different types)

(facing, going in opposite direction).
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6:13 PM.

Haven't moved in ten minutes. Am going to be late. Possibly very late. I
am never late. Made the mistake of sharing my pain with taxi driver. He
despises Paddy. Says he is “ruthless.” Although driver is bitter man—he
has never forgiven his wife and swears he wouldn’t trust a woman to give

him the right change from a euro—1I suppose I agree.

6:35 PM.
Officially late and nowhere near Killiney. Gnawing hand with anxiety.

6:48 PM.
Tooth marks on hand

7:03 PM.
Hand bleeding.

7:14 PM.

Arrive! Through electronic gates, up long drive lit with flaming torches.
Front door open, framing frantic housekeeper. “Quick, quick. Mrs. Croft
going mad!”

Hive of activity, canapés, uniformed staff, light glinting on cham-
pagne glasses.

Race up the stairs dragging one suitcase, the housekeeper and uniden-
tified male employee hot on my heels carrying the rest of the stuff. Mrs.
Croft in silky robe, sitting at mirror in her dressing room, a picture of
fretfulness. Hairdresser pacing room, rapping curling tongs against his
palm. Sees me. Exclaims, “Thanks be to Christ! What the hell kept
you?”

[ gasp, “So sorry, Mrs. Croft. So sorry. Traffic terrible.”

“Where’s Nkechi?”

“Not coming. Night off. Me instead.”

“Oh...

I clunked open suitcases, unwhizzed zips on carriers, while housekeeper
and unidentified man begin unpacking things onto hangers.

“What's this?” Mrs. Croft picked up a little white angora sweater.

“..1...ah..”
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“And this?” Red jumper patterned with snowflakes.

“And this?” Stripey knitted hat.

Baffled. Snowflakes? Then hideous understanding dawned. Hideous,
hideous, unbearably hideous. Prickly heat flushed down my body and
vomit rose in my throat for second time that evening. This couldn’t be
happening. Really couldn’t be happening.

I'd brought wrong clothes.

I hadn’t noticed until now, but Nkechi had labeled them. Clearly said
“Ski Shoot.”

“Where’s my dresses?” Mrs. Croft was pawing through the carriers
and emerging with padded anoraks with cute furry trims on hood.

“It’s all anoraks,” the hairdresser said.

Frisson ran through other staff. Anoraks! But where’s Mrs. Croft’s
couture dresses? The ones she had flown in specially from London?

Mrs. Croft caught me by the shoulders, looking like a soul in hell.
“Where are my dresses?” she beseeched me.

“It’s all okay,” I said, my voice thin and high and shaking. “It’s all
okay. Just have to make quick phone call.”

“You mean they’re not here?”

“Not just yet.”

“Oh, Jesus! Oh, sweet Jesus! What happened? You brought wrong
ones?”

“Mishap, Mrs. Croft. So very sorry. All will be well.”

Trying to stay calm, because of the two of us, she was more likely to
descend into hysterics requiring slap to face and “pull yourself to-
gether.”

“Where are my dresses?”

“In my apartment.”

“And where’s that?”

“In town.”

“In town? But that’s ten miles away!”

Someone said, “Bumper-to-bumper traffic. Three hours to get here.”

Could hardly hold phone, my hand was so sweaty with fear.

“Nkechi?” My voice was shaking. “Nkechi. Something terrible has
happened. I brought wrong clothes to Mrs. Croft.”

Long, long judgmental silence.
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Nkechi finally spoke. “I'm on my way.”

I snapped phone shut. In tone of hysterical joy, I said, “Nkechi’s com-
ing! Correct clothes will be here in no time.”

“So will my guests!” Mrs. Croft stood up and began gasping. “Bono is
coming! Bill Clinton is coming! To my house! Here! To my house! And
I have nothing to wear!”

Struggling for breath. Began hitting her chest with her fist.

“Paper bag!” someone shouted. “Bring a paper bag! Mrs. Croft is hy-
perventilating!”

Paper bag appeared and Mrs. Croft put it to her face, like a nose-bag,
and heaved in and out of it.

“That’s it,” the housekeeper said. “That’s it. In and out, nice and
easy.”

Mrs. Croft sat down, stood up, took bag from her face, sat down, put

head between knees, took it up again, stood up, turned, and screeched at

us all, “Oh God, oh my god! Oh God, Maxwell will kill me!”

7:32 PM.
A man’s voice intruded into dressing room. “Where the hell’s my wife?”

Oh no! Not Maxwell Croft!

Yes. In dinner jacket and bow tie. Short man. Enormous chest. Always
seemed in bad mood.

He looked at Mrs. Croft. Fizzog like thunder. “What the hell’s going
on? Why you not dressed?”

He took her wrist and pulled her out of the dressing room and into
main bedroom.

Me, hairdresser, housekeeper, and unidentified male employee looked
at the floor, trying to pretend horribleness wasn't happening.

Maxwell Croft demanding in low, menacing voice, ‘“What in name of
Christ going on? What you mean dresses not here yet? Why can’t you use
reliable stylist? You fucking useless . . .”

Then it all went quiet and hairdresser mouthed, “Is he gone?”

Gave me shove in the back and whispered, “You take a look.”

Stuck my head around wall for little peek, but surprised to find them
both still there, locked in odd embrace. Then saw. Horrors! Mr. Croft
holding Mrs. Croft’s wrist between both his hands and was giving her
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Chinese burn! (Quick aside—in these PC times are we allowed to say
“Chinese burn”?) Stretching and twisting poor Mrs. Croft’s skin. Long
mew of pain from her. Then Mr. Croft let go, gave her rough push, and

barreled from the room.

7:51 PM.

Waiting unendurable.
I rang Nkechi. “Where are you?”
“Two minutes away.”

“Two minutes away? How?”

TWO MINOTES LATER

Arrival of Nkechi like the Rapture. People almost fell to their knees and
began blessing themselves. She strode into house and straight up stairs,
accompanied by another Nigerian girl, her cousin Abibi.

I asked, “But how you get here so quickly?”

“Public transport,” she said. “Luas, then Dart. Abibi picked me up
from Killiney station.”

This caused astonishment. Pub-lic transport! How clever of her! Pub-
lic transport.

Immediately Nkechi took control. Like a paramedic, all short, efficent
gestures and snappy orders. (BP sixty over ninety and . . . clear!)

She took one look at Mrs. Croft’s hair and said, “The Balenciaga.”

Clicked fingers at Abibi and said, ““The Balenciaga.”

I said, “But the Chanel—"

“There’s no time!” Nkechi bit out the words. “Mrs. Croft would need
change of hairstyle if wearing Chanel.”

Of course she was right.

“You!” Nkechi rapped knuckles on suitcase and clicked fingers at
me—me! “Underwear,” she said. “Sort it. You!” She clicked fingers at
Abibi. “You're on jewelry. I'll do shoes.”

Like a heist.

“Quickly!” Nkechi said to me. “Can’t do anything else until under-
wear on!”

I threw robust knickers to Nkechi, who caught them like a professional
catcher and then manhandled Mrs. Croft into them. Gown slipped over
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Mrs. Croft’s head and slithered down her body. Magnificent piece. Ivory
crepe silk, inspired by toga. Off one shoulder, falling in soft pleats from
brooch on other shoulder. Very thin belt at waist and slight flare when it
reached floor. Queenly.

At its beauty, everyone breathed, “Oh!”

Like little elves, we scurried around Mrs. Croft, Nkechi slipping her
shoes onto her feet, Abibi fitting pendant around her neck, hairdresser
winding renegade curl on tongs, me nimbly adjusting tit tape so not visi-
ble. Then ready.

“Go! Go, go, go!”

8:18 PM.
Taxi back into town. Mood deeply subdued. Mrs. Croft would never use
me again.

But she might use Nkechi.

FRIDAY, SEPTEMBER 19, 8:30 A.M.
Mobile rang. Nkechi. Asking for a meeting before today’s shoot.

9:30 AMm. MARTINE'S PATISSERIE.
Nkechi already there. Slumped self into chair. Said, “Sorry about last night.”

“Last night? That could have caused international incident. What if
my mobile was out of coverage? What if no way of getting dress there in
time? And Mrs. Croft couldn’t host dinner? Kofi Annan and all those
types could have thought slur! Snub! Insult on behalf of Irish people.
Deal brokered could have fallen apart.”

“Really think you're overreacting.”

“Point 1s, Lola, you in no fit state to be back.” She spread hands on
table. “Look, Lola, have . . . proposition.”

Bad sinking feeling.

“You, Lola, have been good to me. Decent pay. Responsibility.
Learned a lot while your assistant. But while going through your
broken-heart stuff, you are out of control.”

“It was only because actually saw Paddy yesterday!”

“Dublin small town,” she said. “Danger you could see him at any
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time. Then will mess up whatever you're working on. If continue like this,
Lola, you will have no clients left at all.”

“Not true! One mistake!”

“One terrible mistake. Anyway, more than one. Lots.”

She became a little shamefaced. Said, “Look, Lola, I always planned to
set up on own, you know that.”

Hadn'’t. Suspected. Knew she was ambitious. But never actually artic-
ulated. However, nodded wearily.

“What I propose is to cover your clients until end of year.”

Excuse me?

“Will keep your business strong. At end of year, I will set up on my
own. Whatever clients want to come with me will be mine. Whatever
ones want to stay with you will be yours. Client list growing all the time.
Will be enough for both of us. Win-win.”

I was staggered. Speechless. I found voice. Croaked, “And in mean-
time what will I do?”

“Take yourself out of circulation. Go away. Back to Tim’s cabin, if you
like. But!” Nkechi held up index finger. “Do not tell people you are gone
to rural place, will think you're a loser. Say you're going to New York for
work. Research. Scouting out new designers. Okay?”

I nodded.

“Now, ching ching!” She rubbed fingers together in international
“money” gesture. “Obviously am doing work of senior stylist and saving
your business. Also need to pay Abibi. Need more jingle in my pocket.
Have scribbled some figures.”

Spreadsheet shoved across table. All laid out for me. Nkechi very
clever girl.

Shoved it back at her. Said, “Okay.”

“Okay?” Sounded like she expected more of a fight.

But was beaten. Broken.

“Okay, okay. Okay to everything. Right, we’d better get going.”

“For what?”

“Ski-chic shoot.”

“You're not going, Lola. Remember?”

Oh yes, remember.
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9:50 AM. WALKING HOME.
Only twenty minutes had elapsed since I'd met Nkechi. A short time for
a life to be completely filleted.

Reminding me of other terrible time in life when younger. Twenty-one.
Mum dead, Dad in Birmingham, boyfriend I'd had for two years in col-
lege had kicked me to curb and gone to New York, full of talk of taking on
Wall Street. Only thing had going for me back then was my job. Working
with Freddie A, top designer. However, after only three weeks, he gave it
to me straight. “Lola, you are good, but not good enough.”

Confirmed what had begun to suspect myself. Had been afraid of go-
ing into work in case would make unfixable mistake. Having recurring
dream that catwalk show about to start and none of the clothes made. Me
frantically sewing in massive warehouse filled with bales of fabric and
models in their bras and knickers clamoring for outfits.

“Mr. A, will work harder! I promise!!”

“Not a question of hard work, Lola. Is question of talent. And you
haven’t got enough of it.”

He did his best to be kindly, but devastating blow. Had always loved,
loved clothes. Would cut out patterns for dolls and sew own stuff, even as
twelve-year-old. Friends like Bridie and Treese would ask me to shorten
skirts and such like. Ambition from very young age to be a designer.

Now admitted, not talented enough.

Last rope anchoring self had gone. Felt like utter failure.

(All worked out in the end, I suppose. Went back on antidepressants
and went to counseling. While wondering what to do with life, acciden-
tally fell into being stylist. Because knew so much about clothes, got odd
freelance gig being assistant on shoot. Worked very hard. Maximized
every opportunity given. Spent long hours concentrating, concentrating,
concentrating. In what way can I make this outfit more original? More
beautiful? Slow climb. Bad money. Uncertainty. No job security. But peo-
ple began to talk about me. Odd mention. “Lola Daly is good.” Like how
people say it about Nkechi now.)

7:01 PM.
“Best thing if you go back to Knockavoy, just for a while,” Treese said.
“Yes, best thing to go back to Knockavoy,” said Jem.
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“But how will she manage for money?” (Bridie, keen grasp of practi-
calities.)

I said, “I've worked in pubs. Can pull pints, collect glasses. Or am not
above cleaning in hotel.”

“How long you think you'll stay there?” Treese asked.

“Forever,” I replied. Then, “Don’t really know, let’s play it by ear.”

10:56 PM.
Parting words from Treese. “Forget Paddy de Courcy,” she said. “He’s
not worth wrecking your life over. Even Vincent doesn’t like him.”

I closed door, then thought, What she mean, even Vincent?! As if Vin-
cent is kindly man like Nelson Mandela who sees good in everyone?!

Paddy and Vincent met only once and it was indescribably appalling
evening.

Treese held dinner party for me, her, Bridie, and Jem and our part-
ners. Like grown-ups.

Soon as we arrived, Vincent took immediate interest in Paddy.

Without asking what he would like to drink, Vincent gave Paddy glass
with inch of red wine in bottom. “What you think of that?”

With his meaty frame, big hair, and neck as big as my waist, Vincent
looked like malevolent ox. Especially compared with Paddy’s sexy good
looks.

Paddy sniffed, swirled wine, took sip, other sip, squirted it noisily
round in mouth, like mouthwash, then swallowed.

“Excellent,” he says. “Yes, excellent.”

“What is it?” Vincent asks Paddy. Challenge.

“Wine?” Paddy says with laugh. Hoping to charm his way out of not
having clue.

“What kind of wine?” Vincent asks impatiently.

“Red?”

“You're showing your ignorance, my friend,” Vincent said loudly, so
we all could hear.

Jem and Barry suddenly very relieved not to have been offered any.

“Is Cotes de Something or Other,” Vincent boasted. “1902. From cel-
lar of Counte Some Frenchbloke. Paid [he mentioned extortionate sum of

money] for it at auction. Beat Bono. Only box of its kind in Ireland.”
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Vincent happy. He had got one over on Paddy and the night had hardly
begun.

All night he chipped away. It was awful. The rest of us sweating with
tension. Paddy having to be pleasant because a) was politican and had to
be pleasant to everyone so they would vote for him, and b) was guest in
Vincent’s home.

Treese wasn’t there to rein Vincent back in. She was in the kitchen,
taking tinfoil off catered food. She returned with gin-and-tonic sorbets in
eggcups. Asked, “Vincent, can you change CD?”

“Certainly, love.” Then, “In the Air Tonight” filling the room.

Vincent came back to table and Paddy was laughing energetically. But
fake mirth. He said to Vincent, “Phil Collins? You're showing your age,
my friend.”

“What'’s wrong with Phil Collins?”

“He’s shit.”

But Vincent not to be deterred. Ranted, ‘“Phil Collins consummate artiste.
[Pronounced it “arteeste.””] Has had more number one records . . . highest-
selling artist in thirty-two countries . . . How can you argue with that?”

“All it means is a lot of people are prepared to buy shit.”

“Well, you'd know all about that.”

Atmosphere terrible. I was desperate to leave. And then . .. blue
mountain coffee. Petit fours. End in sight!

Relaxed too soon. Tricky, tricky moment. Vincent said to Treese,
“Let’s have some of chocolates Jim brought.” (Vincent always called Jem
“Jim.” Knew what his name was, just did it to be unpleasant.)

“No!” Bridie, Treese, Jem, and I said together. “Full!” we exclaimed.
“No need for chocolates!”

“Would puke if saw one,” Bridie said.

“Yes, would puke!”

We knew Treese had eaten most of them.

“Get them,” Vincent said to Treese.

“T'll get them,” I said. Then simply went and got my jacket and Pad-
dy’s coat. Could take no more.

“Was wonderful evening,” I said, sounding hysterical even to self.
“But late. Must go now. Come on, Paddy!”

Paddy all smiles until final good-byes said and front door had closed
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behind us. Then sudden change. Stiff-backed, he strode ahead of me to
car. Got in, and slam of door closing was like thunderclap. I got in beside
him. Anxious. We revved away in shower of gravel. (Spanish John on rare
night off.) Drove in silence, Paddy looking straight ahead.

“Sorr—" I started, but he cut across me. Bit out the words, voice low
and full of fury. “Don’t ever do that to me again.”

SUNDAY, SEPTEMBER 21
Back in Knockavoy. Greeting old friends. “Hello, yes, oui, back. Unex-
pected. Hahaha, yes, life full of surprises.”

Mortified.

MONDAY, SEPTEMBER 22, 3:17 pm.

Asking in local hostelries for work. Started with hotel. But they were clos-
ing end of month. Invited me to come back next April when they re-
opened. No good to me, but appreciated their positive attitude. Seven out
of ten for courtesy.

3:30 PM.

The Hole in One. Golfer’s pub. Manager quite mean. “It’s September,”
he pointed out. “End of season. We're laying people off, not taking them
on.” Scornful. Two out of ten for pleasantness.

3:37 PM.
The Oak. OI' Prune Eyes, blunt but sympathetic. Just enough work for
him. However, nine out of ten for kindness.

4:03 PM.
The Dungeon, dark, charmless place, peopled with day-long drinkers.
All men, who laughed cruelly when I inquired about work, then offered to
buy me drink. About to refuse, wavered, then accepted. Why not? Sat on
high stool with a trio of men I later discovered were collectively known as
Alco’s Corner.

Immediately they began bombarding me with personal questions.
What was my name? Why was I in Knockavoy?

Played coy for a few minutes, but when spilled story about Paddy, they
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admitted they already knew. No secrets in a town this small. Chief ques-
tioner, a lively man called Boss, with many, many broken veins and mad
head of springy gray curls, like Art Garfunkel gone to the bad, was father
of Kelly in DVD shop. Kelly had told him everything.

“Tell us more,” Boss ordered, his eyes very bright, due to drunkenness
and redness of face.

And actually great relief to talk, to get it all off chest. Another drink
appeared. Explained my financial position. They didn’t like the sound of
Nkechi.

“What's yours is mine and what’s mine is my own,” a small, dark,
smelly man said, in attitude of great wisdom.

“Never a truer word! Never a truer word!”” echoed the men in the bar,
including rough fellow called Moss.

(They were calling small, dark, smelly man the Master. Not because
good at Eastern mysticism or martial arts but because he used to be head-
master in boys’ school.)

Boss exclaimed, “But why you looking for work? You can claim dole!”

Idea a novel one. Yes, had been on dole for brief spell ten years ago,
after got sacked from fashion house for not making the grade and before
started work as stylist. But had been earning own living for long time
now. Had forgotten there was such a thing as welfare state.

“You've looked for work,” Boss said, “There isn’t any. Why shouldn’t
you get dole?”

Awash with drink. “Yes!” I agreed. “Why shouldn’t I get dole?”

“You've worked hard, yes? Paid your taxes?”

“Ah no,” said Moss. “Let her alone.”

“Actually have paid taxes.”

“You have?” They were astonished, then scandalized. Insisted on
buying me another drink because of novelty.

General consensus: “You deserve the dole.”

“We're going to sign on tomorrow morning. We'll collect you in van.”

Right! Good! Excellent! Great ideal!

TOESDAY, SEPTEMBER 23, 8:30 Am.
Awoke! A noise! What was it? Lay in bed, rigid with listening. Something

moving around downstairs. Person. No, people! Voices talking.
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Was being burgled!

Frightened. Couldn’t believe it was happening. More noises.
Sounded . . . actually . . . like kettle boiling. Burglars making tea? Un-
usual. Murmur of voices again, followed by tinkle of sugar being stirred
and stirred and stirred in mug. Then slurp. Actually heard it! Slurping of
tea worst sound in world. Makes me want to go on Falling Down-—style
rampage.

I pulled on jumper over pajamas. Found Boss and Moss sitting at
kitchen table drinking—nay, slurping—tea. Boss said, “Ah, there she is.”

“There’s tea in the pot,” Moss said. “Pour you cup?”

All came rushing back. New friends. Trip to Ennistymon to sign on.

They looked even more washed-up in unforgiving light of day. Art
Garfunkel hair hadn’t seen comb since 2003. 98 FM T-shirt on Moss less
than pristine. But they were happy to see me. Smiles.

I asked, “Where’s the other one? The small one? The Master?”

“Doesn’t come. Bad back. Disability allowance.”

Hadn'’t noticed anything wrong with his back yesterday. Uncertain
about moral caliber of my new friends.

“ .. Will get dressed.”

9:51 A.M.
Not proper van. Like car with two seats in front but van bit in back, where
backseats would usually be. Ushered into front seat beside Boss. Moss
crouched in back, hugging his knees.

Van remarkably filthy. And smelly. Tobacco. Animals. Cinnamon air
freshener. Had to roll down window in case I vomited.

10:17 A.m. ENNISTYMON.
[ didn’t want go into welfare office. Had all made perfect sense last night,
when drunk. But was sober now.

Should be simple—had paid contributions, had lost job, had tried
without success to get another one, was skint. But obstacle course. Fill in
this form. Fill in that form. Produce last year’s accounts, this year’s ac-
counts, utilities bill, proof of Irish citizenship, letter from last em-
ployer . . .

If by monumental effort, produced everything, it still wouldn’t be



70 MARIAN KEYES

enough. More requests, progressively more challenging. Photo of my first
pet. Three white truffles. Tom Cruise’s autograph. Brass rubbing of Holy
Grail.

If people ever get payment from welfare office, it is not because they're
entitled to it. It is a reward for tenacity, for sheer bloody-mindedness, for
enduring Kafkaesque pettiness of their requests and not blowing up and
shrieking, SHOVE YOUR SHITTY LITTLE PAYMENTS! I'D
RATHER STARVE!!!

10:45 A.M.
As expected, given short shrift (what is that exactly?).

“You are new claimant?”

“Yes.”

“You need assessment!”

“Okay, can I have assessment?”

“You cannot just waltz in expecting assessment. You need appoint-
ment.”

“Okay, may I book appointment?”

(Wouldn't have bothered if hadn’t been for Boss and Moss crowding
around me, saying, “Go on, Lola! It’s your right, Lola.”)

“Actually, have appointment free this morning.”

“What time?”

“ .. Now.”

10:46 AM.
“A stylist,” he asked, full of contempt. “What kind of job is that?”

“I source clothes for people.”

“Source?”” he asked, making fun of the word. “What does that mean?”

“I...find...clothes for people. If someone has to go to a fancy
red-carpet do, I get designers to send over a selection of dresses. Or if
someone is very busy, I call in stuff and they try it all on without having to
traipse around shops.”

He gave me strange look. “Not much call for it round here,” dole
man said.

“I know. That’s why I'm here. I looked for jobs in all the bars in Knock-
avoy, but end of season, nothing doing.”
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He asked, “Why have you come to live in Knockavoy?”

“Personal reasons,” I replied, trying to keep voice steady. Lip started
its mad twitch, like it was trying to send a message in morse code.

“You'll have to do better than that! No secrets here.”

“Okay,” I said, blurting it all out. “My boyfriend is getting married to
someone else. The shock has had bad effect. Have messed up every job
I've done. Have been sort of sent into exile to get over it before I destroy
my business completely. Having to pay my assistant and her cousin while
I'm away. No jingle left for me.”

“Okay,” he said, writing it all down. “We’ll be in touch.”

7:22 PM.
On my way to Mrs. Butterly’s for soap watching. Passed the Dungeon.
Heard “Hey, Lola!” Three eager fizzogs were beaming out: Moss, Boss,
and the Master. They’d been watching for me.

I called from street, “Going to watch Coronation Street with Mrs.
Butterly.”

“Come in for one!”

“One quick one!”

“Will come on the way back, when all the soaps are over.”

They seemed quite disappointed.

7:57 PM.
While waiting for EastEnders to start, | said, “Mrs. Butterly. You know
the house next door to me?”

“Rossa Considine’s? Nice lad. What about him?”

“You know how he was supposed to be getting married?”

“To who?”

“He’s not anymore, but he was going to—"

“No, he wasn’t!” Mrs. Butterly quite categorical. “He’s been footloose
and fancy-free this last eight months since he broke the heart of Gillian
Kilbert. Nice girl but terrible ferrety look about her.”

“..Yes...but..”

Vacillated. Should I ask her about the woman in the wedding dress?
EastEnders was starting and Mrs. Butterly was elderly lady. Possibly se-

nile. I let Rossa Considine’s mystery woman go.
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9:40 pm. THE DONGEON.

I was greeted like prodigal daughter. A high stool was found and brushed
clean, drinks were set in front of me. I said, “Tell me about the couple liv-
ing next door to me.”

“No couple,” Boss said. “Just a man. Rossa Considine. Single gen-
tleman.”

“Nothing suspect about that though,” the Master chimed in. “Not
like in times past, when if man didn’t take a wife, everyone would say was
a woofter. Sociological shift.”

“But Rossa Considine had a girlfriend?” I asked. “Until a couple of
weeks ago? They were getting married.”

Chortles of laughter, indicating I couldn’t be more wrong if I tried.

“But,” I protested, “I've seen a woman in his house.”

“A man is entitled to some R and R!”

“What kind of woman?” the Master asked. “Small, blondey, has the
look of a ferret about her? Gillian Kilbert. All the Kilberts have the same
ferrety cast. They get it from their father’s side.”

I considered. “Nooo . . . Nothing ferrety about her. And she was wear-
ing a wedding dress. Standing at an upstairs window, staring down at me.”

The three men shot each other alarmed looks and Boss went quite
white, no mean feat with the vast network of red veins littering landscape
of his face. Then they turned their startled gazes on me.

“Why . .. why ... youstaring at me like that?”

They said nothing. Just kept on looking.

“You have the Sight,” Boss said.

“ .. What? You mean, you think . ..the woman I saw was...a
ghost?”

Involuntarily I shuddered. I remembered her white dress and her dark
hair.

Boss furrowed brow. “Did this woman look anything like Our
Lady?”

What lady? “Who?”

“The mother of God. You are a crowd of pagans above in Dublin.”

“No, nothing like the mother of God,” I said.

“Think hard,” he said. “Blue frock? Halo? Small child?”

“No, I'm sure.” I could see where Boss’s make-a-quick-buck brain
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was going with this. Trying to talk me into having had a vision of the
mother of God, so he could set Knockavoy up as a new site for Catholic
pilgrims.

“Leave 1t,” the Master advised. “There were no witnesses. Rome
would never buy it.”

“Bloody sticklers,” Boss muttered. “Anyway, yes, Rossa Considine, nice
fellow apart from forever climbing up the side of a mountain or swinging
on ropes into caves. Works for department of environment. Something to
do with think tank on recycling. A proper job. I remember when people
had proper jobs. In the bank. Or civil service. Now it’s all web designers
and . . . and . .. cognitive behavioral therapists and your thing. Stylists.
Useless, fecky, meaningless jobs.”

I said nothing. But was affronted. Felt like saying, at least have a job.
Unlike you trio of drunken layabouts.

Then remembered actually didn’t have job.

WEDNESDAY, SEPTEMBER 24, 8:01 A.m.
Woken by slamming of front door (not mine). Hopped out of bed and into
front bedroom to stare down on Firestarter Considine leaving for work.
Whole thing very odd. Firestarter Considine having a woman in his
house, fine. But woman in wedding dress? And no one in town knowing
he was getting married? Then him burning the dress on big bonfire?
Wild thought—had he kidnapped and killed her? But that was absurd.
If she’d been kidnapped, she wouldn’t have been twirling around in a
Vera Wang dress. When she saw me in road, she’d have banged window
and mouthed, “Help me! Being held against will by environmental
man!”

Mystery. Undeniable mystery.

THORSDAY, SEPTEMBER 25, 11:27 A.m.

Mobile went. Local number. It was the dole bloke. He wanted to
see me.

“Which obscure bit of paperwork you want me to bring?” I asked.

“No, want to see you outside work,” he said.

Doleman fancied me! Cripes! I'd have to sleep with him if I wanted
any dole!
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Once I thought about it, didn’t really care. So long as could just lie
there.

“Look, Mr. Doleman—"

“—Noel, call me Noel.”

Noel from the dole. Okay, should be easy to remember.

“Noel,” I said, “I'm just out of relationship, I'm in no fit state—"

“That’s not why want to see you.”

Oh?

“Will explain when we meet. In meantime, watchword is discretion.
We cannot meet in Ennistymon. Walls have ears.”

“Come to Knockavoy.”

“No_"

“Walls have ears here too?”

Was being sarcastic, but he just said, “Copy.”

Copy? God'’s sake!

He asked, “You know Miltown Malbay?”

Miltown Malbay town further along the coast from Knockavoy.

“Meet me tomorrow night, ten PM., Lenihans, Miltown Malbay.
Don't ring this number.”

He hung up.

10:12 pm, LENIHAN'S, MILTOWN MALBAY.
Noel from the dole was sitting in alcove, pointy knee crossed over other
pointy knee, pointy elbows resting on table. He looked around and gave
me full 180 of his pointy, foxy features. If toppled onto him, could sustain
quite nasty puncture wound.

He leaped up, summoned me into alcove, and whispered, “Did anyone
see you come in?”

“I don’t know. You didn'’t tell me to sneak in.”

“Yes, I know, but this is highly confidential.”

I waited.

“It’s about your job,” he said. “Being a stylist. You ever help people
track down clothes in difficult-to-find sizes?”

That was 1t?

“Certainly,” I said. “Actually my speciality. Worked for wife of invest-

ment banker who had to go to unmerciful number of gala dinners, but
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unusually for wife of investment banker, was a size fourteen. Rarely come
in such a large size.”

“What about accessories?”

“I do everything. Shoes, handbags, jewelry, underwear.”

“I have this friend, you see,” he said. He sounded nervous. Suddenly he
declared, almost in anguish, “Look, I'm married! And I have a friend.”

“A lady friend?”

He nodded.

Married and with a girlfriend? Just goes show, looks aren’t everything.
Perhaps he is very good at telling jokes.

“My girlfriend. I like buying her nice things. But she has trouble get-
ting nice shoes in her size. Can you help?”

“I'm sure [ can. What size feet has she?”

After perplexingly long pause, he said, “Eleven.”

Eleven! Eleven is huge. Most men aren'’t even size eleven.

“ .. Is quite large size, but will see what cando . . .”

“How about some clothes for her?”

“What size is she?”

He stared. Stared and stared and stared.

“Wha-at?” I asked. He was beginning to scare me.

He exhaled with abnormal heaviness, as if he’d made decision, then
said, “Lookit.” Expression of intense distress. “Can you keep a secret?”






h gocl,” he groanecl into his hands. “®|'1 gocl.”

He looked up at her, and to her surprise
his face was wet with tears. “I'm so sorry, I'm
so fucking sorry, you're the best thing in my life, the
only thing of any goodness. Forgive me, for the love of
Jesus say you'll forgive me. It'll never happen again. |
don’t know what happened. Stress at work, been
building for ages, but to take it out on you, of all peo-
ple—"
He broke down into proper shoulder-jerking cry-
ing. “What kind of animal am I?”” He moaned.
“It’s okay.” She touched him with tentative fingers.
She couldn’t bear to see him so prostrate.
“Thank you! Thank God.” He grasped her to him
and kissed her hard, and although her split lip was
raw to the touch, she let him.






grace

Dad opened his front door and asked, “What happened to your face?”
Then he looked over my shoulder, an automatic reflex to make sure I
hadn’t stolen his parking spot. “What have you done with your car? I can’t
seeit.”

“That’s because it’s not here.” I followed him down the stairs to the
kitchen. “As we speak, my car is on the Tallaght bypass, burnt to a
crisp.”

“Stolen?”

“No, did it myself last night. Nothing good on telly. Of course
stolen!”

“Ahhh, dear, dear. “When sorrows come, they come not single spies,
but in battalions!”” That’s what Dad always says. That'’s because Dad’s
an intellectual. “Hamlet. Act four, scene five,” he informed me.

“Where's Ma?”

“With Bid.” Bid is my mother’s sister and has lived with my parents
since before I was born. “Collecting her from her chemo.”

I flinched. Bid had been diagnosed with lung cancer ten days ago. It
was taking some getting used to.

“QGod, it’s perishing in here.” Even when it’s the height of summer,
it’s always stone-cold in that house. It’s big and old and has no central
heating.

Down in the kitchen I clung to the Aga. I would have sat up on it if it
wasn't for the danger that I'd fry myself. (An Aga! I ask you. In a city.)

“Do you want to hear what other sorrows are going on?”” Dad asked.

“You mean there’s more?”

“Ma says we have to give up the fags. All of us.” He glared to empha-
size his point. “Not just Bid. All of us.

“And I'm very fond of my fags,” he added wistfully.

[ knew how he felt. I couldn’t imagine a life without nicotine.

I stared out the window, lost in a cigarette reverie.

“Well, that’s a fine injury you have there,” Dad said. “Fighting again

outside pubs, were you?”
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I clicked my tongue. The bruise was nearly gone and I was sick of talk-
ing about it. “It’s such a silly story—"

“Wait a—" He seemed to suddenly notice something. “Grace! Have
you been growing again?”

“What? No!” I'm only five foot nine, but they make me feel like a
freak.

“You must have been! Look at us, we're the same height, you and I!
And we never were before. Look!” He gestured for me to stand beside
him and measured a line with his hand from the top of his head to the top
of mine. “Look!”

He was right.

“Dad, I'm the same height I've always been.” I gestured hopelessly. “I
don’t know what to say. You must be shrinking.”

“Gaah! Old age. It’s so undignified. Sorrows, etc., etc.”

Dad was a small-boned man with soulful eyes and a big nose. Between
the nose and the cigarettes, he could have passed for French. On holidays,
once in Italy and another time in Bulgaria, people thought he actually was
French and he couldn’t hide his pleasure. He thinks the French are the
most civilized nation on earth. He loves, loves, loves J. P. Sartre. Also,
hearteningly, Thierry Henry.

There was the sound of the front door opening and closing. Ma and
Auntie Bid were home.

“We're 1n the kitchen,” Dad called.

They fluttered down the stairs, taking off gloves and unbuttoning
raincoats and complaining about the smallness of ten-cent coins (obvi-
ously continuing some conversation they’d been having in the car). They
looked very alike, both tiny little creatures, except that Auntie Bid was
half bald and the color of urine.

“Bid . . . ?” I asked helplessly.

“I'm grand, grand.” Feebly she waved away my concern. “Don’t try
hugging me, I'll puke.”

“Grace!” Ma was pleased to see me. “I didn't see your car outside.”
She furrowed her forehead. “What's up with your face?”

“Her car got stolen and burnt out on the Tallaght bypass,” Dad said.
“And I'm shrinking.”

“Oh! Oh, Grace!” Ma was saddened. “‘When sorrows come, they
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come not single spies, but in battalions.” Hamlet, act four, scene five.” (Ma
1s also an intellectual.) She put gentle fingers on my cheekbone. “What
happened here? Surely it wasn't Damien!”

I had to laugh.

“Damien’s a handsome man,” Auntie Bid croaked.

“What's that got to do with anything?”

“Nothing. Just saying. Don’t mind me, I'm not myself. I think I'll sit
down.” We all leaped to usher her into a chair, from where she continued
her unexpected speech. “I always liked a man with a powerful build. I'd
say when he’s naked, Damien has a fine pair of thighs.

“Does he?” she asked when I didn’t answer. Too startled to. Naked
thighs! Could the cancer have spread to her brain?

“Um, yes, I suppose he does.”

“And moody, of course, nothing as alluring as a moody man.” She
sighed wistfully. “His intelligence, his sensitivity, his essential un-
knowability.”

Now there she was wrong. The thighs I could go along with, but not
the moodiness. Not that Damien was exactly Heathcliff.

“If Damien ever hit me”—1I tried to wrest control of the conversation—
“I'd clobber him right back, and he knows it.”

“Lovie, if he ever touched you, there’s always a bed for you here.” Ma
just lives for a good cause.

“Thanks, Ma, but the cold would kill me.”

Ma and Bid had inherited the house when their great-uncle
Padraig—the only member of their family to have “done well for
himself”—shuffled off this mortal coil. 39 Yeoman Road was a Georgian
Preservation Society’s delight: high-ceilinged rooms, all the better for fro-
zen air to circulate mistily in; original multipaned windows that courte-
ously permitted all drafts ingress and rattled like a box of cutlery whenever
alorry passed.

Every other resident on Yeoman Road—well-upholstered gynacolo-
gists and estate agents—had bought their house with their own money.
And indeed, had plenty more to pay for underfloor heating and ergonomic
German kitchens, and to freshly lacquer their front door so it shone as
sparkly and confident as a politician’s smile.

Defiant in shabby, chilly gentility, Ma and Dad were never invited to
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the Yeoman Road Residents Association, mostly because the meetings
were about them and the fact that they hadn’t repainted their facade in
fourteen years.

“Bid, cup of tea?” Dad was poised with the kettle.

Bid shook her patchy little head. “I think I'll go upstairs for a while
and do some vomiting.”

“Good woman.”

As soon as poor Bid had headed off, [ rounded on Ma. “What’s she on?
That stuff about Damien?”

Ma shook her head sadly. “She’s been reading Harlequin novels. Too
sick to concentrate on anything else. They're poison, those things. Re-
fined sugar for the brain.”

“Dad says you're giving up smoking?”

“Starting tomorrow. We must provide a supportive environment
for Bid. In fact, Grace, if she knew you were giving up too, she’d ap-
preciate it.”

“ L Er—"

“Ask Damien as well.”

“God, I don’t know about that—"

“Solidarity! Go on, he’s scared witless of you.”

“Ma, he’s not.”

“Everyone’s scared witless of you.”

“Ah, Ma—"

“Tell me what happened to your car.”

I sighed. “Nothing much to tell. It was outside the house when I went
to bed last night, it wasn’t there this morning. I rang the police and they
found it, a charred husk, on the Tallaght bypass. It happens. It's just a
great big pain in the arse.”

“Were you insured?” Ma asked, triggering a rant from Dad.

“Insured?” he cried. “As if it would make a difference. You check the
small print on your policy, Grace, and it wouldn’t surprise me to discover
you're covered for absolutely everything except burn-outs on the Tallaght
bypass on a Thursday at the end of September. A crowd of amoral crooks,
insurers. Big business holding the ordinary man to ransom, putting the
fear of penury in them, leaching billions a year from their meager pay

packets, with no intention of honoring their side of the bargain . . .”



TLis Cl’lqrming Man 83

Dad looked set to run for some time, so I answered Ma. “I was insured,
but like Dad says, they're bound to pull some stunt so I won't get enough
money to replace it.” A pang of loss pierced me. I'd loved that car—zippy,
sexy, all mine. The first new car I'd ever owned, and I'd only had it four
months.

“I'll have to get a loan or something.”

This brought Dad’s rant to an abrupt end. Both he and Ma said quite
quickly, anxiously even, “ ‘Neither a borrower nor a lender be! For loan oft
loses both itself and friend.””

I shook my head. “I won't be looking for anything from you.”

“Just as well. We haven't a pot to piss in,” Dad said.

“I'd better go.”

“Where?”

“Hairdresser’s. Getting my color done.”

Ma disapproved. Her own hair was a short gray pudding bowl that she
cut herself with the nail scissors. Even Dad took more pride in his appear-
ance. Age sixty-nine, he still had a thick sweep of silvery hair and at-
tended Champs Barbers on a monthly basis to maintain his favored style
of Left-Bank thinker, circa 1953.

Into the quiet came the sounds of Auntie Bid puking her guts out in
the upstairs (only) toilet.

Ma asked, “Do you know how much Irish women spend annually on
hair care? Money that could be better spent on—"

“Please, Ma, it’s just some highlights!” I did a quick sweep of my ap-
pearance, from my black trouser suit to my flat boots. “I'm hardly Barbie!”

In the hairdresser’s, my bruised cheekbone caused a stir.

“You must have really riled him,” Carol said. “What d’you do? Burn
his dinner? Forget to wash his jocks?”

I started channeling Ma and wanted to say something sanctimonious,
like “Domestic violence is no joke.” But I kept my mouth shut. No one
with sense locks horns with their hairdresser.

“I'm ajournalist,” I said. “It goes with the territory.”

“You? You write about breast-feeding and drunk teenagers. Like,

you're not a crime reporter.”
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Carol knew me well. I'd gone to her for years. She had no imagination
and neither had 1. All I had ever wanted was for her to make my mousy
roots blonde. I didn’t want lowlights or stripes or anything fancy, and as
luck would have it, she didn’t know how to do them. It was an arrange-
ment that suited us both.

“Tell me what happened,” she said.

“You won't believe me.”

“Tell me anyway.”

“I fell over in the street. I tripped on a loose paving stone outside Trin-
ity and landed flat on my face. Everyone waiting for the 16A saw me. Lots
of people laughed.”

She thought I was holding out on her, so she left the stuff on for too
long and burned my scalp. Out at the rainy bus stop it was rush hour and
I had to jostle with what seemed like hundreds of teenage schoolboys to
get on the bus, and when I was turned away because the bus was full, my
mood took a downward turn. I was sad about Auntie Bid, even though she
was a contrary old boot, and sad about my car and full of dread that I
might have to give up smoking.

Also quite annoyed because, in the melee as we’d tried to board the
bus, one of the schoolboys had pinched my arse and [ wasn't able to iden-
tify the culprit in order to “discuss” it with him.

Despite swathes of them having swarmed onto the bus—my bus, taking
my seat—there was still an unholy number left at the bus stop. Sourly, I eyed
them swinging their satchels at each other and passing around a single ciga-
rette. I hate teenage boys, I decided. I absolutely hate them. I hated their
spots and their randiness and I hated the way they were different sizes.

Nursing my grievances, I sent Damien a text.
R u cooking 2nite?
No. R u?
I sighed. Put my phone back in my pocket. We'd go to the Indian.
Another bus rounded the corner and the crowd surged forward. God,

this was so stressful. I clenched my jaw with grim determination; I was

getting on this bus, as God was my witness. (Actually, he probably wasn't.
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Not according to letters sent from readers, telling me I would burn in
hell.) And if any of those jerks tried pawing me, they were getting an el-
bow in the spleen. Pinch my arse once and get away with it, shame on you.
Pinch my arse twice and get away with it, shame on me.

This time I got on; I even got a seat and I tried to lose myself in my
Dennis Lehane, but the journey took forever, letting the entire population
of Ireland on and off at each stop, and every now and again I'd have to put
my book down and sigh heavily to demonstrate how pissed off | was.

On the upside, at least I'd have something to write about for next
week’s column. But all the same, it’s not every day your car is stolen and
burned out, and even though it was nothing personal—at least I hoped it
wasn't, ['ve offended one or two people over the years, but surely I couldn’t
have riled them to that extent?—1I still felt slightly paranoid, like the world
wasn't a very nice place, which of course it wasn'’t, but most of the time I
didn’t mind.

I was hungry. I didn’t know how I'd let that happen. I feared long
stretches without food and believed in preventative eating, eating even
when [ wasn’'t hungry, just to avoid it.

My pocket started vibrating, and when I got my phone out I nearly el-
bowed the woman beside me onto the floor.

“You're not going to like this.” It was one of the subs, Hannah “Dreary”
Leary. “Big Daddy won'’t go with your column. Not controversial enough.
Look, I'm only the messenger. Can you file another?”

“When?” I knew when, I was just being awkward.

“Next half-hour.”

I snapped my phone shut and my hand lit up with pain. I kept forget-
ting about it, then being reminded in the most unpleasant possible way.
Proceeding with more caution, I gingerly extracted my laptop from my
satchel, apologized to the unfortunate woman next to me for once again
invading her space with my elbows, and started typing.

Controversial? I'd give him controversial.

It was ten to eight before I got home. Home was a redbrick terrace in, ac-
cording to the estate agent, “the upmarket suburb of Donnybrook.”
Damien—he of the powerful build and fine naked thighs—was
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standing at the kitchen counter, the paper open in front of him, coloring
black teeth into a picture of Bono. He looked exhausted.

“Finally!” he declared. He balked the way he did every time he saw my
bruised face. “I was just going to text you. What kept you?”

“Fecking bus.” I threw down my bag and started unbuttoning my
jacket. “Ten minutes at each stop.”

“Sorry I didn’t get to talk to you all day,” he said. “Small scandelette
emerged in the Ddil session and it was all hands to the pumps.”

I waved away his apologies. Damien was also a journalist, the political
correspondent for the Press. | knew about deadlines.

“What did the insurance company have to say for themselves?” he
asked.

“Ha! You'll love this. If my car had been just damaged, I'd be entitled
to a loaner until it was fixed. But because it’s a write-off, no loaner. Can
you believe it? I spent the whole morning on the blower to them, I did no
work. Jacinta wasn't happy—"

“Jacinta’s never happy.”

“Then I disappeared early to get my hair done.”

“It’s very nice,” he said quickly.

I laughed.

“How long before the money comes through for another car?” he
asked.

“Your guess is as good as mine. And whatever they give me, it won't be
enough to buy a new one.” Gloomily, I unzipped my boots.

“Don’t take them off,” he said. “Stick your jacket back on, let’s go
down to the Indian and get take-out.” He wrapped his arms around me.
“Grace, we'll do the sums, see if we can get a bank loan to buy you new
wheels right now. And until then I can bring you to work on the bike.”

Damien was too impatient to drive a car. Instead he wove in and out of
the ranks of Dublin gridlock on a black-and-silver Kawasaki. (Ma calls it
a Kamikazi. She worries.)

“But you'll have to go miles out of your way.”

The Press was based in some wretched industrial estate on the M50,
where you can buy eight thousand scanners but you can’t buy a single
sandwich, while the Spokesman’s offices were in the city center.

“It’s okay. You're worth it. So how’s Bid?”
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“Bad. Out of the blue she said she reckoned you have a fine pair of
thighs when you're naked.”

“Jesus! What brought that on?”

“Nothing.”

He went quiet, locked inside himself for a few moments. Then gave a
little laugh. “God. Anyway, how’s the chemo going?”

“She looked awful. The color of butter.”

“Butter? But that’s a nice color.” He thought about it. “Maybe not in a
human being.”

Almost eight months ago Bid had gone to the doctor because her per-
sistent cough was driving Dad round the bend. The doc had told her to
have a bronchoscopy, but an appointment didn’t come free for seven
months. When it finally did, cancer was diagnosed immediately. Surgery
followed, where a ten-centimeter primary tumor was removed from her
left lung, but her lymph nodes showed “positive for metastatic disease.”
Translation: it had spread to her lymph nodes. (I was fooled briefly by the
word “positive,” thinking it meant something good.) To treat the lymph
nodes, she was to get six rounds of “aggressive” chemo, at four-week in-
tervals. It would be next February before we knew whether or not she’d be
okay.

If she’d been given the bronchoscopy when she’d first gone to the doc-
tor, the cancer wouldn’t have had time to metastasize to her lymph nodes
and she’d be better already.

“Poor Bid,” Damien said.

“ ..Ah .. listen.” I decided to go for it. “I'm glad you're sympa-
thetic, because I've something to tell you and you're not going to like it.
Ma and Dad are giving up smoking. And so are you and I.”

He stared at me.

“In solidarity,” [ urged.

“Solidarity,” he muttered. “With Bid, it’s like having a second
mother-in-law. I'm the most unfortunate man alive.

“I'm worried about Bid,” he said. “I need to smoke.”

“Nice try. Go again.”

“Grace, if we stop smoking, we’ll put on fifty pounds each.”

“We could start jogging again. We were going great guns there for a

while.”
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“Easy in the summer.”

“Even talking about giving up is making me want to smoke more.”
Damien reached for his pack, the way devout Catholic women reach for
their rosary beads. “Let’s have one for the road.”

We sat outside on the back step, savoring cigarettes that seemed even
more delicious than usual. Blowing out a long plume of smoke, his eyes
narrowed, Damien said, “Are you serious?”

““Ma has put the guilts on me,” I said. She’s a master at that. Always for
a good cause, though. “If Bid doesn’t get better and I haven't stopped
smoking, it'll be my fault. And yours too, Damien Stapleton,” I added.

“Murderer.”

“Take a look at this.” Damien picked up the remote.

“What is it?”

“You'll see.”

The screen went blue, then jumped into life. A man, a young man was
emerging from the front door of a suburban-looking house. Longish,
medium-brown hair and oozing sex; he walked with a hint of a swagger,
very sure of himself. “Oh my God!” I yelped. “What age were you?”

“Twenty, as far as [ can figure out.”

On the screen, Damien stopped and leaned against a car, then gave
a slow smile straight at the lens. “What?” his voice asked. “You film-
ing me?”

“Yes,” a girl’s voice said. “Say something.”

“Like what?” Damien laughed, a little bit awkward, a little bit shy,
more than a little bit sexy.

God, 1 thought. Seventeen years ago. Half a lifetime.

“Say something profound,” the girl’s voice urged.

The twenty-year-old Damien shrugged. “Don't eat yellow snow.”

“That’s your message to the world?”

“Work is the curse of the drinking classes!” He gave a clenched-fist
salute. “Power to the people.”

“Thank you, Damien Stapleton.”

The screen went blue again. It was over.

“Where did you get this?” I asked.
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“Juno.”

“ .. Juno?”

His ex-wife.

To be fair, it’s probably not as dramatic as it sounds. They’d only been
married for three years, from the ages of twenty-two to twenty-five. (Yes,
both of them, they were the same age, they’'d been at school together.) It
was just the usual twentysomething relationship that everyone has, the
only difference was that they’d made the mistake of actually getting
married.

All the same, though . . . We could have done without another blast
from the past. We were still getting back on our feet after the last one.

“Juno?” I prompted Damien. “What's the story?”

“She’s putting all her old family videos on DVD and came across this.
Sent it to Mum, who sent it on to me.” He added, “She told Mum there

was more to come.”

It was ten years since I'd met Damien, on a press trip to Phuket, when I
was a features writer for the Times. Damien shouldn’t have been there; he
was a serious political correspondent who had no place covering trips to
Thailand, but he was skint and desperate for a holiday and his features
editor had taken pity on him.

I noticed him at the airport check-in line. He was standing in a cluster
of other journos but somehow on the margins, and I swear to God, I felt
like I'd had a blow to the head.

There was just something about him, a self-containment, an indepen-
dence, that made me throb with fascination.

Right away I knew he’d be choosy. Tricky even. I knew he’d put up a
fight. Up until then I'd never understood those women who thought so
little of themselves that they fell in love only with emotionally unavailable
men. Now look at me.

But I couldn’t help it. I just gazed at this man—whoever he was—and
I thought, I want you. The whole thing gave me quite a fright.

I cornered my friend Triona (features writer at the Independent) and
asked, “Your man over there . . . ?”

“Damien Stapleton from the Tribune?”
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“Yes. You know him?”

“Yes, what about him . . . wha . . . ? Oh no, Grace, no.”

I was surprised. I thought everyone else would lust after him too and
I'd have a fierce battle on my hands.

“He’s not your type at all.” Triona sounded alarmed. “He’s too . . .
you'd never know where you were with him.”

I hardly heard her. I was noticing ancillary details, a secondary layer of
attractiveness. He had a great body. Powerful looking. And although he
wasn’'t what you might call lanky, he was tall enough—i.e., as tall as me.
(Maybe even an inch or two more.)

“He has no sense of humor,” Triona warned, the very worst thing that
could be said about an Irish man.

But I made him laugh.

On every bus trip and tourist board dinner in Phuket, I engineered it
so that I was sitting next to Damien Stapleton. Even when we had days “at
leisure” he’d find himself cheek by jowl with me at the poolside. But if he
was bemused by me popping up wherever he was, he didn'’t say.

That was the whole problem—he said almost nothing. I was the one
who did all the talking, wheeling out my best anecdotes and entertaining
stories. Often he looked confused—at times even pained—but his eyes
never left my face, and now and again, if I said something he agreed with,
he’d give a slow nodding smile or even laugh softly. I took this as sufficient
encouragement to keep going.

All the other journos begged me, “Grace, would you leave that poor
fella alone? You've scared the life out of him.”

Even Dickie McGuinness from crime on the Times—who’d spent so
much time hanging around with criminals that he’d developed a menac-
ing persona himself—muttered an intimidating warning out of the side of
his mouth. “A word to the wise, Grace. Men like to do the chasing.”

“No,” I said belligerently. “Men are lazy and will take the path of least
resistance. And stop looking at me like you're going to staple me to the
wall. You shouldn’t even be on this trip, you work in crime.”

“Ineeded a . . . holiday.” He invested the world with heavy meaning.

“I appreciate your advice, Dickie—actually no, that’s a lie, I don’t.
And don't give me any more because I'm not going to take it.”

The truth was I couldn’t stay away from Damien—it shocked me, to
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be honest—and now and then he dropped a little nugget of information
that convinced me we were perfect for each other. For example, he didn’t
like radishes (neither did I) or boating trips on the Shannon (neither did I).
He liked thrillers (so did I) and staying up late, watching reruns of bad
eighties shows like Magnum, PI and Knight Rider (so did I).

Looking for advice, I rang my twin sister Marnie. She was always
reading books about relationships. Full of wisdom, she was. Also she
wouldn’t laugh at me.

“Describe everything,” she asked. “What he looked like the first time
you saw him, what you were wearing . . .”

It was a pleasure simply talking about him and I went on and on. “Tell
me what to do,” I finished up with.

“Me?” Marnie said. “I'm hardly the poster girl for how to get a man.”

“You get plenty.”

“And never manage to hang on to them. I'm too mental.”

Sad but true. Marnie was deeply intuitive, but it only seemed to work
on others; she was unable to use her razor-sharp analysis to sort out her
own life. Her relationships usually ended in some sort of disaster. But un-
like me, who fell for a man about once a decade, Marnie threw herself into
grand passions every second week. In fact our attitude to romance was
similar to our health: Marnie got every bug that was going, but recovered
quickly; I, on the other hand, hardly ever got sick, but when I did, I'd par-
lay a nondescript cold into bronchitis, tonsilitis, and in one memorable
December, foot-and-mouth (not as funny as it sounds).

“Just how serious is this?”” Marnie asked.

“Pneumonia. Both lungs. Pleurisy . . . and possibly TB.”

“That’s bad . . . But, at the risk of sounding like Ma, Grace, the best
advice I can give is to just be yourself. No one is better than you.”

At the airport taxi stand, it was no surprise that he didn’t ask for my
number. And I didn’t ask for his because after ten days of getting no-

where, I'd got the message.

I knew how hard it is to decide that you don’t care about someone simply
because they don’t care about you. You can't just unplug your heart at the

mains. But [ was a practical person and did my best.
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Occasional Damien rumors reached me—that he was getting back
with his wife. That he’d been seen getting into a taxi late at night with
Marcella Kennedy from the Sunday Independent . . .

Now and again, I even bumped into him, and he always seemed
pleased to see me. Well, not exactly pleased—not like a cocker spaniel
when his master comes home—but he answered my questions without
evident reluctance.

The night of Lucinda Breen’s thirtieth birthday appeared to be no dif-
ferent. It was late in the evening and I was feeling a bit drunk, a bit danger-
ous, and a bit angry, even though it wasn’t his fault that he didn't fancy me.

“How are you, Grace?”

Even the way he said my name hurt.

“Annoyed. Why is everything so much easier for men?”

“Isit?”

“They can pee standing up.” Then, segueing from the general to the
particular, “And when they fancy someone they can just throw them a
cheesy chat-up line.”

“Like what?”

“Like . . . ‘If I said you had a beautiful body would you hold it against
me?’”

“Yes,” he said.

“Yes, what?”

“Yes, I would hold it against you.”

I ' was dumbstruck for a good ten seconds. “You would?”

“Yes. I thought you'd never ask.”

Again [ was dumbstruck.

“Why should I have to ask? You're the man.”

“Grace Gildee, I never knew you were such an old romantic.”

“I'm not.”
“That’s what I thought.”
“But if you were . . . interested . . . you are interested, aren’t you? I'm

not making a big fool of myself here, am [?”
“No.”
“No?”
“No, you're not making a fool of yourself. Yes, I am interested.”

Was this really happening?
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“So why didn’t you let me know?”

“ .. 1 wasn’t sure. You were friendly, but you're friendly to every-
one . . . I've been out of the game a long time.”

I couldn’t believe he was saying these things. It was as if my real life
and my fantasy life had merged. Every word I'd ever wished for was com-
ing from his mouth.

“You're so full of life,” he said. “I thought I'd never be enough for you.
Dazzler.”

“What?”

“That’s my name for you. Dazzler Gildee. Because you dazzle me.”

He had a name for me?

Yusuf leaped forward to open the glass door. Not something he normally
did, but he had a question. Already he was laughing, his teeth very white
in his dark face. “Was that you on the bike?”

I nodded. No point lying, much as I wanted to, because | was carrying
a helmet. Damien had brought me to work on the bike, but it wasn't going
to come off. To do my job properly I had to have a car. Not just for getting
around, but as a wardrobe. In the trunk of my old car, I'd had outfits for
all situations. To persuade a nice, middle-class woman to talk about the
death of her baby, I had a neat, pretty suit, low-heeled pumps, even a
string of pearls. For standing by a freezing dockside, waiting to discover if
fishermen from an overturned trawler had lived or died, I had gloves,
boots, and a thermal vest (my secret weapon).

Yusuf shot an excited look at Mrs. Farrell, the receptionist and most
powerful person at the Spokesman. Woe betide anyone who fell foul of her.
You might as well resign. She could withhold phone calls from your dying
mother, “accidentally” give your home address to maniacs, or “forget” to
let you know that the fresh kidney for your kidney transplant had arrived.
Even Big Daddy (Coleman Brien, the editor) took care around her.

“What happened to your car?” she asked.

“Stolen. Burned out.” Again there was no point lying. Dickie McGuin-
ness in crime would get it from the police database in two seconds.

“God, that’s terrible.” Then Yusuf and Mrs. Farrell exploded with
laughter.
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When Yusuf had first arrived, he’d been a sweet, gentle Somalian
man. Then he’d got infected by Mrs. Farrell and the Spokesman ethos.
He was horrible now, horrible like the rest of us.

Mrs. Farrell hit the phones. It was like a rerun of the Friday before last
when my bruised, cut face had caused a similar stir. She was gleefully tell-
ing everyone my sorry story. It had been idiocy to think my stolen car
could remain a secret, and now I was facing a day of major mockery, with
all kinds of presents left on my desk—Dboxes of matches; small scorched
red cars; a bus timetable . . .

“Morning, Sugarfree.”

I'm called Sugarfree because I have a reputation for being acerbic. (If I
wasaman, however, I'd simply have areputation for being straight-talking.)
Also “Sugarfree” rhymes with “Gildee.” Everyone in the Spokesman has a
descriptive nickname that rhymes with their surname. For example, Han-
nah Leary is always complaining about late delivery of copy and never
comes for a drink on Friday night. So hers is “Hannah Leary, she’s very
dreary.” (Hannah knows about this. Everyone knows their rhyme. A
newspaper office is a harsh, honest environment.)

In Features, phones were ringing and nearly everyone was already in.
Apart from Casey Kaplan, of course. He kept his own hours. Monday
morning at nine A.M.? Casey was probably drinking Jack and coke in some
early house with Bono. I said hello to Lorraine, Joanne, Tara, and
Clare—Features was staffed almost entirely with women; the hours were
more regular than news, which made life easier if you had kids. Because I
was the only features writer who didn’t have any, I got sent on all the unpre-
dictable jobs that couldn’t be guaranteed to end at five thirty on the dot.

At the desk next to mine, T. C. Scanlan was typing at speed. Being
that rare creature, a male features writer, he was the butt of many a sexist
comment, the favorite being, “He sits down to piss.” (Like I said, a news-
paper office is a cruel place.)

“Sorry to hear about your car,” he said. “You know, I was wondering
what you were up to on Friday, all those hush-hush phone calls!” A great

big smile, now that he knew. He stood up and rummaged around in his
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trouser pocket, then counted out some change. “There you go. One euro
twenty. Your bus fare home.”

The phone rang and went straight to voice mail-—we never answered.
“Irate readers out in force this morning,” he said. “That piece about

the teenage boys. It’s nearly as bad as when you wrote about not wanting
children.”

“What've you got for me, Grace?”

“And hello to you too,” I said.

It was Jacinta Kinsella, carrying one of her five Birkin bags. Her hus-
band had bought her one every time she gave birth, and to be honest I'd
rather carry my stuff in a plastic bag that smelled of curry, if that was the
price. Today’s bag was black, to match her mood. Whenever she showed
up with her yellow one, there was rejoicing all round. It meant she would
probably buy us ice cream out of petty cash.

Very glam was Jacinta. She got her raven’s-wing hair blow-dried every
single morning of her life and she was always dressed as if she was going
to the races. Whenever a funeral needed to be covered, Jacinta got sent,
because she had the best coat.

“Let me get my notes,” I said.

Jacinta is head of Features and I'm chief features writer, and we have a
good relationship. Well, goodish. If she wasn'’t so rattly about me wanting
her job, and of course, if [ wasn’t praying for her to take early retirement or
to be head-hunted by another paper . . .

Now and again something blows up in her face and Big Daddy tries to
sack her, but she calls in the union and flings around blame like Jackson
Pollock with a can of paint. Basically there’s no getting rid of her. (Her
little rhyme goes, ““Jacinta Kinsella, she’s invincible.”)

“Jacinta,” T. C. called to her. “Message from Casey. He’s chasing up a
story so big, quote ‘it’'ll rock our world” unquote.”

“Did he actually say that?” I exclaimed. “That it’ll rock our world?”

“What time will he be in?” Jacinta asked sharply.

T. C. shook his head sadly. “Why ask me? I'm nobody.”

Jacinta was in way over her head with Casey. No control at all. Big
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Daddy had lured him from the Sunday Globe to “‘sex us up,” then foisted
him on Jacinta. “Another man for Features.”

Big Daddy was as pleased as punch with his acquisition: Casey had
made such a name for himself doing big interviews that he was sort of a
celebrity in his own right. His profiles had become water-cooler material
and fell roughly into two types. Version one, a savage (admittedly amus-
ing) deconstruction of the celebrity, their vapid stupidity, the bizarre re-
quests they made of their staff, and how unattractive they were up close
without the benefit of airbrushing. Version two, a stream-of-consciousness,
present-tense account of eighteen-hour marathon drinking sessions with
rock bands or movie stars as they richocheted around the city from club to
club, finally coming to rest in a hotel suite strewn with bags of coke and
half-eaten club sandwiches.

I hated his work. It was self-serving and egotistical. But I couldn’t say

that because everyone would think I was jealous. Which I was.

Nineteen new e-mails since the last time I'd checked—Iess than an hour
ago. Press release after press release from PR firms, all looking for cover-
age: indoor barbecue sets; the benefits of tea-tree oil; a report on inconti-
nence; a cookbook from a celebrity chef . . .

Anything at all I could work with? As I scanned down, a report on
penile enhancement caught my eye. That might be fun.

Then I saw something that made my heart beat faster: Madonna was
coming to Ireland to do three concerts. But every media outlet in the land
would be begging for her—what made me any different? I just knew I
could do a good job. Better than anyone else.

I abandoned everything to compose an agonizingly perfect pitch to
Madonna’s publicist—trying to sound simultaneously craven, intelligent,

and fun—thus beginning the complex process of wooing a big star.

Jacinta came clipping over. “Look, I can’t do this meeting.” All the heads
of department were moving, as a single body, toward the editor’s office.

(“Coleman Brien. We're too scared of him to do a rhyme.”)
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There was always something. She had to bring a child to the dentist, or
to the nutritionist, or to EuroDisney . . .

I slid into Big Daddy’s office; the meeting had already started. Jonno
Fido from the news desk was going through the day’s big stories. Foreign
went next, then sport, and then crime, of which there was tons.

“Political?”

David Thornberry sat up straighter. “The Dee Rossini story won't go
away. On Friday the news broke about her getting her house painted for
free.” I knew about this. It was the mini-scandalette that had kept Damien
late at work. I started paying real attention. Dee Rossini was the minister
for education and leader of New Ireland, Paddy’s party.

“Over the weekend, it’s been explained away—Rossini sent the deco-
rating firm a check last November but they never cashed it—but I've been
leaked another story. An exclusive. Her daughter got married earlier this
year and the hotel hasn't been paid. I did a bit of digging—the hotel is
owned by the Mannix group.” He paused for impact. “The same group
that owns R&D Decorators, the crowd who painted her house for free.
Obviously she’s got some in with them.” The implication was that, as
minister for education, Dee Rossini had the power to issue contracts for
building schools, and the Mannix Group was giving her freebies in ex-
change for future commissions. If it was true, it would do long-term dam-
age to New Ireland.

“Or maybe she’s being set up?” Big Daddy said. He was a fan of New
Ireland. “Go soft on it.”

“What if she’s on the take and it looks like we’ve condoned it?”” David
was flushed with anger. He was watching his big exciting exclusive disap-
pear. “If we don't splash on this, someone else will. My source will take
this elsewhere.”

“I'm telling you, go soft on it,” Big Daddy repeated. He had a deep,
rumbly voice that made windows vibrate.

“If we go soft, everyone else will pick it up tomorrow and we’ll look
like saps for downplaying a dirty story. And how does it make the Nappies
look, in coalition with crooks?”

“Dee Rossini is no crook. And if the Nationalist Party of Ireland ob-

jected to crooks being in power, they’d all have to resign.”
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“For fuck’s—"

“Right,” Big Daddy said.

My mobile rang. “Sorry.” Unlike in the rest of the world, it wasn't a
heinous sin to have your mobile on in a newspaper meeting because the
heads of News and Crime needed to be constantly accessible to their staff
out in the field.

I looked at the number and thought I was seeing things. What did he
want?

Quickly I switched it off.

Moving on. “Saturday supplement?”

That was Desmond Hume, a small, persnickity man with an astonish-
ingly tedious line in conversation. (“Desmond Hume can empty aroom.”)
He shook his head. It was too early in the week.

“Social Diary?”

Declan O’Dowd said, “Here.” He wasn'’t the actual social diarist. The
real one—"“Roger McEliss, he’s always on the piss”’—was at home, prob-
ably bent over his toilet bowl, puking his guts up. (An oft-debated
chicken-and-egg-style conundrum: Which comes first, the social diarist
or the drink problem?)

“Declan O’Dowd, he never gets out” was a poor sap who had to labor
at his desk trying to patch together a page from whatever scraps he could
decipher from McEliss between his dry heaves.

He only got to be a real social diarist, going to the premieres and par-
ties, when McEliss was incarcerated on his twice-yearly drying-out ses-
sions.

“Paddy de Courcy’s wife-to-be was seen trying on wedding dresses.”

“Pics?”

“Yeah.”

I bet. Being nicotine-free made me more impatient than usual. “From an
anonymous source?” [ asked. “And I bet they weren't looking for money?”

It was obvious that the pictures had come from New Ireland’s press
office. At a time when miniscandals were surrounding Dee Rossini, pho-
tos of Paddy’s radiant wife-to-be, in a white lace extravaganza, could have
a somewhat neutralizing effect.

We were all filing back out to our desks when Big Daddy called, “Oh,
Sugarfree?”
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Christalive, what did he want? A puff piece on his daughter-in-law’s
kebab shop? A two-thousand-word spread on his grandson’s new
haircut?

“Here.” He passed me a coin. “For your bus fare. [ heard about your
car. Only four months old? The first new car you ever owned?”

His face was creased with mirth.

“Hahaha,” I said. I mean, I had to. Then, “Fifty cents?”

“Isn’t it enough?”

“No. One euro twenty.”

“That much?” He began jingling around in his trouser pocket while I
backed away. “No, Mr. Brien. I don’t actually need it.”

He handed me a euro. “Keep the change. In fact . . .” He paused to
enjoy a chuckle. “Put it toward tomorrow’s fare!”

David Thornberry was venting in a terrible fury. I could hear him from
twenty desks away. “Can you fucking believe the dopey old fool?! You
can’'t withhold stories just because you like the person they implicate. It’s
no fucking way to run a newspaper.”

But he was wrong. Newspapers have always supported their friends
and shafted their enemies.

“Anyone got Paddy de Courcy’s mobile?” David called.

“On the database.”

“I mean his real one.”

I dipped my head. I should give it up, what difference would it make, I
was never going to talk to him again, but . . .

“Christ, here he comes,” T. C. muttered. “Lock up your cowboy
accessories.”

The molecular structure of the air had changed: at twelve thirty-seven,
Casey Kaplan had finally shown up for work. In he swaggered in black
leather trousers, tight enough to let the world know that he dressed to the
left; a black shirt with white ranch-style piping; a brown leather waistcoat;
a leather neck-string; and scuffed hand-tooled shit-kickers.

He pointed at me. “Message from Dan Spancil.” A musician I'd pro-
filed. It had been so bloody difficult to get that interview, I'd had to do the
back-and-forth with the publicist for weeks, and here was Casey Kaplan
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behaving as though he’d just spent the weekend with him. “He says, ‘You
rock.”

“How nice,” I said briskly. “So does he.”

“Is Jacinta around?” He lounged in front of my desk.

I made a big show of looking up from my notes. “No.”

“Where 1s she?”

“Out.”

“You busy?”

“Yes.”

He laughed. Mocking my diligence? “Good woman.”

As I came back from lunch, I heard bellows of laughter, then one or two
shrieks from the newsroom. I pushed open the door. Loads of people were
gathered around reading from a sheet of paper. Someone would read out a
sentence, then another roar of laughter would rise toward the rafters.

“Grace, Grace, c'mere, take a look at this,” a mirthful face said.

“What is it?” I came closer, bursting with curiosity. Then I stopped.
I'd guessed what it was.

“Hahaha,” I said.

It was a copy of the police report of my stolen car. Dickie McGuinness
had hacked into the police database and e-mailed it to the entire staff. For

extra enjoyment, certain sentences had been highlighted. “. . . car four

EEY] FEY]

monthsold . . " “ . . doused in gasoline and set alight . . .” “. . . nothing

remaining but the metal framework . . .”

I finished up late at work. On the way home, I rang Damien, as Monday
night was his night with “the boys.” He drank whiskey and played poker
and generally indulged his oft-repeated need for his “own space.”

“T’ll be late,” he said.

“Be as late as you like.”

I let myself into the empty house—1I liked having it to myself—and
rummaged around in the kitchen looking for food. I'd been eating all day,
I should have stopped, but I knew [ wouldn’t. Out of habit, I put the news
on in the living room, and when I heard “. .. Paddy de Courcy ...” |
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darted from the kitchen and stood in the doorway, watching the televi-
sion. Paddy was striding through a corridor wearing an expensive-looking
dark blue suit. An efficient-type woman carrying a clipboard scurried
along in his wake, and a reporter lolled alongside him in an undignified
crouching lope, holding a microphone to his beautiful mouth, to catch
whatever gem of wisdom he was about to impart. Paddy was smiling.
Paddy was always smiling. Except when some tragedy had happened,
when he was appropriately grim.

He was being asked about Dee Rossini. “Dee is as honest as the day is
long,” he said. “She has my full support and the backing of the entire
party.”

The phone rang and [ jumped guiltily.

It might be Damien. Sometimes, between his fourth and fifth drinks,
he came over all sentimental.

“Grace?”

“Marnie!”

“Quick!” she said. “Turn on Sky.”

I grabbed the remote and found myself watching a segment about a
man who'd taught his pet monkey to knit. It was amazing, really. The
monkey—whose name was Ginger—held the needles in his paws and
awkwardly added a couple of stitches to a little red monkey-sized scarf.
The man said that when the scarf was finished, the plan was for Ginger to
knit bootees. I watched in Dublin and Marnie watched in London, both
of us howling with laughter.

“Oh God, that’s fantastic,” Marnie said. “I needed that.”

My heart clenched. I'd always worried about her, and recently more
than ever.

More than anything I wanted her to be happy, and she never seemed
it. Not fully. Even on the most joyous days of her life—the births of
Daisy and Verity—she seemed to be holding on to a little pocket of mel-
ancholia.

“What'’s up?” I asked.

“I can’t stop thinking about Bid,” she said. “I was talking to her yes-
terday. She sounded okay, but how do you think she’s doing?”

“Hard to say. We won't know until she’s done the six goes of chemo.”

“Well, I can see for myself in three days’ time.” As soon as Bid had got
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her diagnosis, Marnie had booked time off from work. She was coming
from London on Thursday with the girls and her husband, Nick.

“I'll be straight out to Ma’s as soon as I finish work,” I said.

“How s work?” I'd kept her abreast of my insecurities about Kaplan. She
was the only person, apart from Damien, in whom I felt I could confide.

Of the two of us, Marnie was far more clever, but somehow she had
ended up punching in the hours at some mind-numbing mortgage bro-
ker’s while I sometimes got to profile celebrities.

But she never made me feel like I'd got her share of the luck.

“Let me guess,” she said. “You got sent to cover the plowing champi-
onships while your man Casey Kaplan interviewed the Pope, Johnny
Depp . . . say one more.”

“J. D. Salinger, he hasn’t done an interview in a hundred years.”

“I thought he was dead.”

“God, maybe he 1s.”

“Well if he is, that’d be a great coup. Wait, ['ve got a better one. Mari-
lyn Monroe’s made contact from the other side and she’s only doing one
interview and she insists it’s with Kaplan.”

I was just drifting off to sleep when I heard the front door open, followed
by the sound of a briefcase being kicked under the hall table. Damien was
home from his me-time.

“Grace.” He came up the stairs. “Are you awake?”

“I am now. What’s up? And make it quick, I've to get up in about four
hours to fly to London.”

“Okay. Should we have a baby?”

“Right now?” I eyed him speculatively.

He laughed and sat on the bed to pull off his boots.

“What'’s brought this on?” [ asked. He usually raised this subject when
he was dissatisfied with his life. And when it wasn’t babies, it was that we
give up our jobs and rent out our house and go traveling.

“Someone at the poker game’s just had a baby?”

“Yeah, Sean. And everyone at work’s got one.”

“ .. Christ, Damien . . . a baby’s not like a company car.”

I didn’t want children. And of all the shameful things a woman could
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admit to—breast enhancement, sex with her boyfriend’s father—this was
the most taboo. Damien was more vague than I was. If pressed, he'd
mumble something about there already being far too many people in the
world and it would be wrong to bring yet another one into it. But I sus-
pected that the real reason was Damien’s family. This is hard to under-
stand if you haven't spent time with them, because they’re lovely people.
They really are, I'm not just being polite. They're warm, fun, kind, clever.
Clever. Especially clever. And that’s really where the trouble lies. Damien
has two brothers and two sisters; a brother and sister older than him, a
brother and sister younger. He’s the middle child. And of his four siblings,
three of them—DBrian, Hugh, and Christine—are surgeons. In fact,
Damien’s dad, Brian Senior, was also a surgeon.

The only Stapleton sibling to not be a surgeon—other than
Damien—was Deirdre. And that was because she successfully ran her
own business, “creating” childrens’ bedrooms. It had started as a hobby
with her own kids, but she’d conjured up such magical, thrilling king-
doms that all her friends started asking her to do it for their own children
and before she knew it, she had a wildly successful enterprise on her
hands.

Anyway, in any other family, Damien would be regarded as the Mensa
candidate. But not in the Stapletons. Damien once told me that he feels
like he’s only an associate member of his family, not a full member with all
the accruing rights and privileges, and I think that the real reason he
doesn’t want to have children is nothing to do with the overcrowded planet,
but because he doesn’t want anyone else to feel left out, the way he does.

However, the bottom line is a positive one: Neither Damien nor I want
to have children of our own, so at least we don't have to have long, an-
guished late-night discussions about it.

I'loved babies. I just didn’t want one of my own.

Dazzler. Dazzler! Even now I can remember the exact mix of giddy joy and
hope when Damien told me at Lucinda Breen’s thirtieth birthday that he
had a name for me—and such a brilliant name! I was so tingly that for a
short while I lost the feeling in my feet, and it took weeks to come down from

the high. (I've always had a soft spot for Lucinda Breen since that night.)
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However, as soon as the first loved-up flush had passed, I needed to get
to the bottom of this ex-wife business. All men have ex-girlfriends, but
Damien had married this woman.

“Go easy,” Marnie had counseled anxiously. “This is one sure way to
make him run.”

“But I have to find out!”

“If you must do it, do it subtly!”

But when had I ever been subtle?

I waited until after a bout of particularly passionate sex, and when our
breathing had finally returned to normal, I said, “Damien, you're a man
and you're not going to want to answer these questions, but tell me about
your ex-wife. Juno, that’s her name?”

He lay back on the pillow and whispered, “Oh no.”

“I need to know,” I said. “What if you're still hung up on her—"

“I'm not. She’s my ex-wife. Ex.”

“Yes, but what happened? You got married? Why? And why didn'’t
you stay together? And why—"

“Okay. What do you want to know?”

“Where did you meet?”

“At school. Marfleet’s.”

Although Juno and Damien had been in the same class, it wasn't until
they’d left school and were both doing degrees at Trinity that they fell in
love.

“But why did you get married?” I asked. Couldn’t they just have been
in love like normal people?

“It sort of started as a joke,” Damien said, as if he could hardly believe
it himself. “Juno said it for a laugh . . .”

Reading between the lines, I guessed that Juno was bored and thought
getting married would be a great excuse for a party. But what really gave
the thing impetus was that both sets of parents took them seriously—and
energetically opposed the idea. The pair of them were far too young, they
said.

Now, the thing about Damien, which I was learning fast, is that he’s
stubborn. You can'’t tell him not to do something. The more he was told
he was too young to get married, the more determined he became that the

wedding would go ahead.
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“You know yourself; the more they said we were too immature, the
more we decided that we were far more clued-in than them.”

““They say we're young and we don’t know, we won't find out until we
grow, ” I said.

“What?”

“‘I Got You Babe.” Sonny and Cher.”

“Right, yes, exactly.”

Eventually he and Juno got their way. So the summer he graduated,
they got married. “So there you were, twenty-two and married,” 1
prompted.

“Utter lunacy.” He shook his head. “Working sixty hours a week as a
cub reporter for the Independent and studying at night for an M.A. in po-
litical science. And we were skint.”

Sympathetically I said, “ “They say our love won't pay the rent, before

it’s earned our money’s all been spent.’”

“Exactly.”

“And Juno?” I asked. “Hanging around the house making cup-
cakes?”

“No, she had a job too. In PR.”

“Which firm?”

“Browning and Eagle.”

This told me everything I needed to know about Juno. Contrary to
popular opinion, not all PR girls are despicable leeches—1I came across an
above-average number of them in my job, so I knew what [ was talking
about.

But there are a certain breed who combine pushiness with a
soul-destroying absence of belief in their product. They couldn’t sell a can
of 12.5 percent cider to an alcoholic, and you get the feeling that they're
only in the job so they can get their hair blow-dried and stand in a func-
tion room in the Four Seasons, patronizing people.

Juno was one of these.

Of course I knew all of this without ever having met her.

“And what happened next?” I asked.

“Oh God.” He ran his hands through his hair. “I was working all the
time. You know what it’s like when you're starting out.”

I certainly did. You're at the mercy of your editor. You could be sent to
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Antwerp at a moment’s notice and you have to suck it up because you're
getting experience and earning your stripes.

“And when I wasn’t working, I was studying. But her job was very so-
ciable. And she was very sociable. There were always launches and parties
and weekends away, and I couldn’t keep up. I needed the M.A. to get a
decent job. So we sort of got into a routine; she did her stuff and I did
mine, and maybe she wasn'’t that bored for the first couple of years. But by
the third year . . .”

He trailed into silence and I waited.

“There was this Saturday night,” he said. “She was gone to Ballyna-
hinch Castle for the weekend for some launch. I'd worked an eighty-hour
week and the only time I'd seen her was for fifteen minutes while she
packed. Then off she’d gone and [ started writing a five-thousand-word
paper on Marxism and globalism. I worked on it all Friday night, then
all day Saturday, and I finished it around ten o’clock on Saturday
night . . .”

“Yes ...

“And suddenly I had nothing to do. It was a hot night. There must
have been a match on, because every now and then I'd hear this big roar, I
suppose someone must have scored or nearly scored. The whole world was
out having a good time. I felt like the loneliest man in Ireland. And
then . . . then I remembered Juno packing. I just had this picture of her
getting this black shiny thing out of a drawer.”

“A black shiny thing?”

“Yeah. A basque thing. And I wondered, Why’s she bringing a
basque away on a working weekend?” He looked at me. “Then I remem-
bered the number of times she’d been mentioning Oliver Browning.
Her boss.”

I knew him. He was a creepy creep who dyed his hair; it was meant to
be brown but it had a terrible orangey hue.

“It felt like every conversation I'd had with her over the past God
knows how many months had been about Oliver and how great he was.”
Damien shrugged. “Suddenly it was just obvious. And there you have it,
Grace.”

“Oh,” I said. What a sad story. “And did you have a showdown with
her?”
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“‘Showdown’ is probably too dramatic a word. When she came home
I asked her what was going on. She told me. She said we’d grown
apart.”

“‘Grown apart’ . .. ?"

“Yeah, like a crappy made-for-TV thing. But we had grown apart,
we'd grown up and in different directions. The whole bloody thing was
riddled with clichés from start to finish.” He laughed. “But I loved her. It
hurt.”

“You're laughing.”

“I'm laughing now. [ wasn’t laughing then.”

After a respectful pause I got the narrative under way once more. “So
you got divorced?”

“We got divorced. And she got married again.”

“Not to Oliver Browning?” I was sure I'd have heard.

“No, to someone else. But he’s the same type. Rich and corporate. A
great man for the jollies. Forever at Ascot and Wimbledon and Glynde-
bourne. He could give her what she wanted. They’re made for each
other.”

“Are you bitter? Underneath this dour, uncommunicative facade, are
you nursing a wellspring of bitterness?”

“No.”

“Words are cheap.”

“I went to her wedding!”

“Did you really?” Fascinating. “What was that like?”

“Oh, Grace.” He groaned into his hands. “That’s enough!”

“Happy? Sad? Neither?”

With a heavy sigh he gave in. “Not happy. I felt like I'd failed. I'd
meant my vows. When [ said forever, or whatever the phrase is—"

“‘As long as we both shall live.””

“Actually I think it was ‘Until death does us part.””

“I don't think they say that anymore.”

“So you were there, at my wedding, were you?”

“No, but—"

“Anyway, whatever the wording was, I'"d meant it at the time. I know, I
know, I was a clueless twenty-two-year-old. I knew nothing about any-

thing and I thought I knew everything. Anyone could have predicted it
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wasn't going to work. But, watching my ex-wife getting married again, |
felt surprised. In a bad way.”

“Who did you bring as your plus-one?”

“No one.”

“You went on your own? To your ex-wife’s wedding?”

“I didn’t have a girlfriend,” he protested. “And I'm hardly going to say
to some stranger, ‘Hi there. Doing anything on Saturday? Fancy coming
along to watch my ex-wife getting married again?’”

“Why go at all?”

“Come on, Grace, [ had to.”

“Your pride?”

“And Juno would have been upset—"

“Tough!”

“I had to go,” he said simply.

I understood. “But to show up on your own . . . talk about a specter at
the feast. Did you wear a black suit?”

“Of course.” He flat-eyed me. “A long frock coat—"

“With black leggings—"

“And a stovepipe hat. I looked like an undertaker—"

“A Victorian undertaker—"

It was Damien who began to laugh first, then it was safe for me. It
was the image of him in the stovepipe hat that [ found unbearably funny
and tragic. We laughed and laughed, and Damien stopped for just long
enough to say, “And when the priest asked if anyone knew any reason
why the marriage couldn’t go ahead, I played two bars of the death
march—"

“On a tin whistle—"

“No, a one-man-band machine.”

“Which you played with your elbow.”

The mirth seized me again and held me in its grip until I thought I was
going to choke. But even while I was in fits, I still thought it was sort of
sad. Poor Damien. Having to go—alone—to witness his ex-wife in a
ten-thousand-euro dress (I'm guessing, but I bet I'm right) twirl her way
into her new life; being saddled with enough of a sense of duty that he felt
compelled to attend, but being slightly too much of a loner to know that

he’d get comfort from the company of another human being.
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“Just one more question, Mr. Stapleton.”
“No! No more.”

“Do you ever see Juno now?”

“No.”

“What if you bumped into her?”
“Itwould be . . . fine.”

God, I was dying for a wee.

Frantically, I jiggled my leg and wondered if I could ask one of the
others to guard my place while I bolted to the ladies’. I was in a corridor
outside a hotel room in central London, with a dozen other journalists.
We were all there to interview Antonia Allen, a glossy young Hollywood
actress. Everyone’s call time had been nine AM.; it was now lunchtime
and there was no recognizable sequence in which we were summoned to
the inner sanctum.

I slid a glance at the girl next to me. Could I trust her to keep my spot?
No, I decided. She was all hard edges; I could practically smell her killer
instinct. As soon as I'd run down the corridor she’d tell the scary woman
with the clipboard that the journalist from the Spokesman had gone
home.

And to think that my job was sometimes considered glamorous—
because the stars couldn’t be bothered coming to Dublin to be inter-
viewed, I went to London fairly regularly, and because of that, people
(non-journalist ones) were always saying, “You lucky bitch.”

If only they knew. This morning, I'd had to get up at 4:45 AM. to
catch a 6:45 A.M. Ryanair cattle truck in order to be in London for
9:00 AM. I hadn’t eaten anything on the plane because it was so early |
was afraid I'd puke. Now I was starving and hadn’t done any preventa-
tive eating.

“I bet they’ve handmade cookies in the room,” I said, to no one in par-
ticular. “They always have them in hotels like this.”

A couple of people looked up from their hardware (laptops, Black-
Berries, mobiles) but were too tense to answer. Normally the likes of
Antonia Allen wouldn’t cause undue distress—she was just another

skinny blonde with a central-casting wheat allergy, starring in a
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formulaic movie with a sickeningly large budget. But four days earlier
her boyfriend had been busted having sex with a (male) undercover re-
porter and suddenly she was white-hot. I was dispatched to London.
“Come back with the gay boyfriend story,” Big Daddy had ordered me,
coming over all tabloid, “or don’t come back at all.”

I had a Val McDermid book with me, but I couldn’t concentrate on it
because anxiety was burning a hole in my stomach lining. Antonia’s peo-
ple had said that if the word “gay” was even mentioned the interview
would be terminated. How was I going to get her to open up?

I'd done a bit of digging on the Internet and all I'd discovered was
that she was utterly unremarkable. Hanging over me, making everything
extra-pressured, was the knowledge that Casey Kaplan would pull it
off. In the three weeks since he’d started at the Spokesman, he’'d daz-
zled us with the celebrity kill he dragged back from his hunting ses-
sions. Even though we had different titles and different briefs (I was
“chief features writer,” he was “celebrity features writer”) [ was being
measured against him.

Irang T. C. “Any news?”

“Casey Kaplan’s finally made us privy to the story that’s going to rock
our world.”

“What?” Don'’t let it be something good.

“Wayne Diffney’s wife is pregnant.” Wayne Diffney was once in the
atrocious boy band Laddz (he was the “wacky” one with the hair that
looked like the Sydney Opera House). Now he was desperately trying to
make it as a rocker. He'd grown a wispy beard, boasted that he never wore
antiperspirant, and tentatively said “fuck” on national radio.

“That’s it? A Wayne Diffney story? Right. How’s your world?”

“Unrocked. Yours?”

“Steady. Quite steady.”

More waiting. More leg-jiggling.

My phone beeped: a text from Damien.

loan approved! nu car 4 u!

We'd been horse-trading with financial institutions since the weekend;

this was welcome news.
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A journalist emerged from the hotel room and we all looked up. How
was Antonia? Chatty? But his poker face gave nothing away. Either Anto-
nia spoke and he was guarding his exclusive, or she didn’t and he was
masking his failure.

My phone rang. “T. C.?”

“You're not going to like it.”

“Hit me.”

“Wayne Diffney isn't the father. It's Shocko O’Shaughnessy.”

A fireball roared in my stomach. Harry “Shocko” O’Shaughnessy was
the real thing, a bona fide rocker. World-revered, rich as Croesus, he oc-
cupied a security-bound mansion in Killiney from which he occasionally
emerged, smiling and unkempt, to present prizes at high-profile charity
events and to pleasure visiting supermodels.

“Hailey has left—"

“Who?”

“Mrs. Diffney, Hailey’s her name—has left Wayne and moved in with
Shocko. Kaplan was actually there in Shocko’s billiards room, playing bil-
liards with Bono, when she arrived in a taxi. He and Bono walked down to
the local drugstore and actually bought the actual pregnancy test. Or so he
says. Would they not have lackies to do that? An hour later Diffney ar-
rives with a hurley—he had to come on the bus, the poor bastard, Hailey
had taken him for his last twenty—to sort out O’Shaughnessy and of
course couldn’t get past the gate. But Kaplan—Kofi fecking Annan—
persuaded Shocko to let him in so he could have his say. Once he’s in,
Diffney goes on a spree with the hurley. He broke four platinum discs,
landed Bono ‘an unmerciful clatter’ on the left knee, and said, “That’s for
Zooropa,’ then hit Shocko ‘on the hair.’ It’s the hottest story in the world
and Kaplan was at it.”

Antonia was smaller in the flesh. They always are. Weary and shrunken—
for some reason reminding me of a dried mushroom—she was nothing
like the radiant princess who appeared in couture frocks on red carpets.
(“The pain of her recent betrayal is taking its toll, rendering her oddly
fungus-like . . .”)

“Are you enjoying London?” I asked. “Or is this hotel room all that
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you get to see?” (Once upon a time, an over-interviewed Bruce Willis
told me shrilly that he didn’t get to see anything of any place he visited,
that actors on publicity tours never did. I seized this piece of informa-
tion and use it when [ need people to think I'm insightful.)

Antonia nodded. “Just these four walls.”

“My twin sister lives in London.” It never hurt to give a subject a little
personal information. “But I never get to see her when I come here for
work.”

“That sucks,” Antonia said, not terribly interested.

“Yes,” I said, trying to look wistful. “It does.”

The clipboard harridan took her place on a nearby sofa and watched
our exchange with hard eyes. The empty space between my first two fin-
gers twitched. I always wanted a cigarette when I was anxious, and right
now | was very anxious. This precious half-hour window was my one
shot at the gay-boyfriend story and all the odds were stacked against me.

Antonia was drinking herbal tea. I hadn’t genuinely expected that she
might be hitting the sauce—mind you, you'd be surprised, but after all, she
had suffered a terrible shock—but it was another avenue closed; not much
chance of her tongue being loosened by a few dried raspberry leaves.

I started off with a couple of warm-up, lick-arsey questions about her
“craft.” Actors love nothing more than to talk about their craft. However,
it makes for staggeringly tedious reading, which is why it never appears in
the actual article.

Earnestly I nodded as she crumbled shortbread cookies (yes, the
handmade ones I'd predicted) onto her plate and explained how she’'d
felt her way into the role of Owen Wilson’s hardworking girlfriend.

“I spent time working in a lawyer’s office, answering the phones.”

“For how long?”

“Just for like a morning, but I'm a quick study.”

I choked down a large shard of cookie, almost puncturing my esopha-
gus. She hadn’t given me enough time to chew it, she’d answered too
quickly. As soon as I could speak, I mentioned some crappy art-house
film she’d been in a couple of years back. “That was an important
piece of work,” I said, to show that I “got” her: she wasn’t just another
eighty-four-pound windup doll, she was a serious actor. “Any plans for

similar work in the future?”
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She shook her head. Feck. I'd been hoping to lead the conversation
round to the handiness of personal pain in her craft. It was time to jolt her
off autopilot.

“Antonia, what'’s the last lie you told?”

She flashed a frightened look at Mrs. Clipboard and I said quickly, try-
ing to recover lost ground, “Only kidding. Tell me your best points.”

“I'm...ah...I'm ateam player. A great sense of humor. I see the
best in people. 'm thoughtful, sensitive, caring . . .”

Yes, yes.

“And—not so easy this one—your worst points?”’

She pretended to think about it. “I guess . . . I'm a perfectionist. A
workaholic.” Yes, yes. They always said the perfectionist thing.

“What makes you angry?”

“Injustice. Poverty. World hunger.” The usual. How about your boy-
friend taking it up the bum from another bloke? Christ, Antonia, that’d
be enough to annoy a saint!

But I felt something change. A tiny little flicker of a shift in her mood.
She began to break a new biscuit onto her plate and I took a risk. “Anto-
nia, why don't you eat that?”

“Eat it?”

Mrs. Clipboard watched suspiciously.

“It’s only a cookie,” I said. “It’s comforting. And without getting into
things . . .” Meaningful pause, compassionate look. “You could probably
do with some comforting right now . . .”

Still staring at me, she ate the cookie in three quick chomps.

“Nice?” I asked.

She nodded.

I closed my notebook. My tape recorder was still running, but shut-
ting the notebook gave the impression that it was all over.

“Are we done?” She was surprised.

Finishing up early is a good move. The fear that someone’s interest is
waning panics them.

“I don’t want to take up too much of your time. Especially considering
what you've gone through recently. The press . . .” [ shook my head. “The
way they've hounded you . . .”

Trust me, trust me, I'm the kindly, insightful journalist with the twin
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sister she doesn’t get to see very often. And you’re probably dying to give your
side of the story . . .

“My own editor told me not to come back without asking about you
and Jain.” [ shrugged. “But . . .” [ put my notebook in my satchel.

“Oh. Will you get in trouble?”

I made a gesture that I hoped would convey that I'd be sacked. “But
who cares?” I brushed crumbs off my trousers, about to stand up.

“Look,” she said urgently. “It’s not such a big deal. It was over anyway.
I didn’t love him anymore. And whatever anyone says, I'm not dumb, I
knew he was cheating, I just didn’t know it was with a guy.”

Mrs. Clipboard looked up sharply. “Antonia! Ms., um ...” She
reached for her clipboard. Who was I? “Ms. Gildee!”

“I'm glad to see you've got good people who care about you,” I said
quickly. “Did Jain give any indications that he might be gay?” Keep
talking, Antonia, keep talking.

“He worked out a lot, he took care of his skin, but what guy doesn’t?”

“Judy Garland records?”

“Ms. Gildee!”

“No. But he did go to Vegas to see Celine Dion.”

“How about sex?”

“Ms. Gildee, I am ordering you to stop right n—"

“The sex was great!”

“But was it straightforward?” I was going for broke, a race to the finish
between me and Mrs. Clipboard.

“This interview is over as of right now—"

“What I mean is—1I can’t think of a less crude way to put it.” There’s a
time to be ingratiating and a time to be obnoxious. “Was it through the
front door or the tradesman’s entrance?”’

“The wha——? Oh! Is that what everyone is saying?” Antonia was
flushed with outrage. “That we had only anal sex?”

“Antonia, no! Don’t say any—"

“For the record, it wasn’t always anal sex! It varied!”

“For the record?” I picked up my tape recorder and switched it off.
“Thank you, Ms. Allen, Mrs. Clipboard.”

As I tore down the corridor to the ladies’, I felt ashamed. I'd conned
Antonia into breaking her cover. Then I thought, Oh, come on. She was a
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twenty-one-year-old beauty who got free clothes from Gucci and who
picked up five million dollars a movie. I was an underpaid journalist who

was just doing her job.

“My throat is bruised from swallowing spiky bits of biscuits.” I dodged a
shoal of people just in on a flight from Zakynthos and kept walking, my
mobile clamped to my ear. “My bladder is stretched out of shape, it’ll
never go back to the way it was before—"

“Like a jumper washed on the wrong setting.”

“If you want a jumper washed on the right setting, do it yourself.” I
continued my litany of woe. “I'll be blacklisted by the studio. They’ll
never let me interview any of their people ever again. I didn’t have to go
that far, Damien. Big Daddy is never going to publish anything as crude
as “Antonia Allen confirms anal sex.” It just suddenly got to me—the
dance between stars and the media is always on their terms. And”—this
was hard to admit—"the specter of Casey Kaplan breathing down my
neck. But I don’t like dirty tricks. I've broken my own rules and it feels
wrong . . .”

“Have we had anal sex?” Damien asked.

“Oh for God’s sake! Sort of.”

“Sort of?”

“A drunken experiment. It didn't really work out. And we're not try-
ing again.”

“I don’t remember.”

“Well I do, and we're not trying it again.”

I twitched as I walked past the duty-free cigarettes. Even though
they’re not duty-free any more.

And I no longer smoke.

“Are we going to buy you a car this evening?”” he asked.

“But it’s the last day of the month. Date night.” Because our hours are
so long, Damien had decided we should try for one romantic (read “sex”)
night a month.

“Oh Christ!”

“Thanks a million! It was your idea.” I'd been quite opposed to some-

thing so contrived.
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“Not the idea, it's the word. ‘Date,’” he said. “When did it become
part of our vocabulary? Like ‘cheating” When did we achieve consensus
as a nation to change over from ‘two-timing’? And ‘there for you,” that’s
another one. ‘I'm there for you.” ‘She’s there for me.” “We're all there for
each other.” Cultural imperialism, we're all Americans now.”

“Is it happening or isn’t it?”’ I was in the mood for sex.

“Do you want to?”

“Do you?”

“Yes.”

“Then yes.”

“This is when I miss them the most,” Damien said, punching his pillow
like it had called his mother a whore. “Post-coital bliss isn’t half as good
without cigarettes.”

“Be a hero,” I said.

“Some people are just born smokers,” he said. “It’s a fundamental part
of their personality.”

“Have a blueberry.”

“‘Have a blueberry, she says.” He stared up at the ceiling. “A mil-
lion blueberries wouldn’t fill the hole. I dreamed about them last
night.”

“Blueberries?”

“Cigarettes.”

“You should really try the gum.”

“Ah, no,” he said. “It doesn’t work.”

I kept my mouth shut, but it was hard. He had this macho self-reliant
thing where he believed nothing could help him. When he had a headache
(often) he wouldn'’t take painkillers. (“What good would they do?”") When
he had a chest infection (every January) he wouldn’t go to the doctor.
(“He’d only write me a prescription for antibiotics.”) It’s maddening.

“Don't forget,” I said. “On Thursday night Marnie, Nick, and the
kids are coming from London. Ma is doing dinner.”

“I hadn'’t forgotten. Don’t leave me alone with Nick.”

Nick was Marnie’s husband, a handsome little devil who’d transcended

his working-class origins to become a commodities trader awash with
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cash. (Ma and Dad, the old socialists, tried to disapprove of him and his
Thatcherite economics, but he was irresistible.)

They lived in a big house on Wandsworth Common and they were
very “lifestyle.”

Marnie’s car was a Porsche SUV.

“No room for gloom in Nick’s world,” Damien said. “I’ll have to listen
to him going on about the merits of the new Jag versus the new Aston
Martin and which one he should get.”

“Maybe he won't. It looks like he won't get his bonus again this year.
Second year in a row. World hemp prices aren’t what they were.”

I knew all about their finances. Marnie told me everything.

“Hey, Bomber Command,” Damien suddenly exclaimed. “I'm not
doing anything the Friday after next, am [?”

“I'm not your keeper.”

“Hah! Now that’s funny. Have you anything lined up for me?”

“Why?”

“It’s my twenty-year school reunion.”

“School reunion? You?”

Damien was one of the most unsociable people I'd ever met. It was
hard to get him to go anywhere. Frequently, he said that he hated every-
one, that he wanted to live on top of a lonely mountain, and that the only
person he could stomach for any length of time was me.

Suddenly I knew what this was about. My stomach sank. “Will Juno
be there?”

“Yeah, I suppose.”

“You suppose?”’

“She’s the one organizing it, so yes, I suppose.”

Since Juno had sent that bloody DVD, I'd been waiting for something
like this.

“What'’s going on?”

“Nothing!”

“She rang you? You rang her? What?”

“She rang Mum. Mum rang me. [ rang Juno.”

“When?”

“I dunno. When was Monday?”

“Yesterday.”
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“Yesterday then.”
I started at him long and steadily. “What’s going on?”

“Don’t you trust me?”
“Yes. No. I don’t know.”

“One careful owner . . . and a few careless ones too. Only messing. Ha-
haha.” Terry, the secondhand car salesman (another chicken-and-egg-
style conundrum. Which comes first: the job selling secondhand cars or
the sleazy, over-familiar persona?) looked Damien dead in the eye. “Seri-
ously. One lady owner, never went above forty.”

I was bobbing up and down, trying to break the eyelock between
Damien and Terry.

“ .. full service history . . .”

I just needed to get the laser-beam of Terry’s gaze redirected onto my
face instead of Damien’s . . .
“ .. newsetof tires . . .”

Damien was gesturing in my direction. “Tell Grace,” he said, but
Terry had him in an ocular death-grip.

“Terry!” I called.

He pretended not to hear me. “. . . fully taxed . . .”

“Terry.” I stood four inches away from him and said, very loudly, into
his face, “The. Car. Is. For. Me.”

“Oh, sorry, love.” He winked at Damien.

“That’s not okay, love. But I don’t blame you for winking at Damien.

Gorgeous, isn't he?”

“It was like being hypnotized,” Damien apologized as we drove away. “I
just couldn’t make my eyes stop looking at him.”

“No problem!” It was great having a car again! Another Mazda, not as
nice, not as new, but [ wasn’t complaining. “Let’s go for a drive!”

“Out to Dun Laoghaire? Look at the sea?”

“Then we can drop into 39 Yeoman Road? See if Bid is better and if we
can start smoking again?”

He barely hesitated, which just goes to show what a fantastic mood he
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was in. (He always hesitated whenever a visit to my family—or indeed his
family, but you could expect that—was proposed. He insisted he was very
fond of my parents—and quite fond of Bid, which is the most she deserved,
the way she sometimes carried on—but that families per se gave him the

heebie-jeebies.)

Jesus, Marnie had got so thin. Through one of Ma’s woolly cardigans, |
could feel her ribs. She’d always been skinny but she seemed thinner than
ever. Aren’t we supposed to plump out a bit as we get older? Even if you
haven't given up cigarettes? (It had only been four days and already I was
having trouble getting my waistbands to close.)

“I'm frozen,” she said. “This house. Where’s Damien?”

“On his way.” He'd bloody better be. “You're very thin.”

“Am I? Good.”

Down in the kitchen, there was shouting and chaos. Daisy and Verity
were galloping around the table being ponies, Ma was stirring a pot and
doing the crossword, and Dad had his face buried in a biography of Henry
Miller.

It looked like a pink bomb had exploded: pink rucksacks, pink ano-
raks, dolls dressed in pink . . .

“Hello, sweets.” Nick stretched over (actually he stretched up, if I'm to
be honest) to kiss me hello. “You look gorgeous!”

So did he. He had mischievous good looks, his haircut was noticeably
cool, and his jeans and long-sleeved T-shirt looked (as Ma said later)
“magaziney.”

“Say hello to Auntie Grace!” Marnie ordered the girls.

“We can’t,” Daisy said. “We're ponies. Ponies can’t talk.”

She thundered past and I grabbed her and kissed her petal-like face.
She twisted away, yelling, “You kissed a horse, Grace kissed a horse.”

“She’s kissed worse in her time.” Damien had arrived.

“Glad you could make it,” I said quietly.

“I'm not.”

I shouldn’t laugh, it only encouraged him. I pinched his thigh, hard
enough to hurt. “You're very bold. Who let you in?”

“Bid. She’s gone back to bed.”
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“Uncle Damien!” Daisy launched herself at him and tried to clamber
up his leg, like a monkey up a tree. He held her upside-down by her ankles
and carried her around while she shrieked in terror and delight.

He put her down, then held out his arms to Verity. But she’'d taken a
defensive position behind the kitchen table.

“Say hello to Damien,” Marnie said. But Verity retreated further and
stood with her back against the wall, staring fearfully at Damien.

“Don’t worry, Verity,” he said kindly. “Not the first time ['ve been re-
jected by a woman.”

“Beer, Damien?” Nick asked.

“Yeah, Nick, beer, great!” Damien always went extra-blokey around
Nick, to compensate for the fact that he had nothing to talk to him about.
“So! How’s work?”’

“Great! You?”

“Yeah! Great!”

“Is there wine?” I found a bottle of red and poured four glasses.

“None for me,” Marnie said sorrowfully. “I'm on antibiotics.”

Dad looked up from his book, his face alert, about to launch into his
anti-drug-companies tirade.

“Somebody stop him,” Damien said.

“Shut up,” Ma said to Dad. “You stupid old man. No one wants to
hear.”

“What'’s wrong with you?” I asked Marnie.

“Kidney infection.”

God almighty, it was always something. She was the sickest person I'd
ever met.

“It’s your fault, you know.” She grinned. “Hogging all the nutrition in
the womb. Leaving me with nothing.”

A familiar refrain, and to look at us, you'd agree. She’s tiny, fine boned,
and barely five feet tall. With her thin little face, big blue eyes, and long
chestnut hair, she was a beauty. I felt like a lumbering carthorse beside her.

The galloping began again, the ponies bashing into chairs (particu-
larly Dad’s), shrieking, laughing, and thundering.

“You two!” Dad suddenly screeched, when they’d knocked his book
from his hand for the fifth time. “Stop it, stop it, in the name of all that’s
holy, stop it! Go and watch telly in the other room.”
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“There’s nothing to watch,” Daisy said. “You don’t have cable.”

“Read a book,” Ma suggested. Everyone ignored her.

“Tell us to watch a DVD,” Daisy ordered me.

“Watch a DVD,” I said.

“We can'’t.” Daisy gripped my wrist, her limpid eyes alight with genu-
ine astonishment. “Because there’s no DVD player!”

We stared at each other in mock amazement.

Dad got to his feet.

“Sit back down,” Ma said. “Marnie! How did you get those bruises?”

“What bruises?” Marnie’s cardigan sleeves had slipped up to her el-
bows, revealing livid purple blooms on both forearms. She took a look at
them. “Oh, those. Acupuncture.”

“What do you have that for?”

“Cravings.”

I cast an involuntary glance at Nick. His eyes slid away from mine.

“What cravings?” Ma asked.

“Oh, you know. To be five foot six. To be a natural optimist. To win
the lottery.”

“Is acupuncture supposed to give you bruises like that?”

“Probably not, but you know me.”

Damien collared me. “Can we go? Please, Bomber Command.”

“I want to have a proper chat with Marnie.”

“Can I go? I've an early meeting. And I'm losing the will to live. I've
been talking to Nick for the past nine lifetimes. Seasons have changed.
The trees have blossomed, withered, then bloomed again. Maybe if I was
smoking, but my tolerance isn’'t what it was . . .”

No point in forcing him. “Oh, all right.” I laughed. “I'm going to stay,
though.”

Dad noticed Damien gathering up his stuff and became instantly alert.
“Are you going for a pint?”

“No, ah . . . just going home.”

“Oh, are you?” Ciries of disappointment all round. “Why? Why are
you going? Why?”

“Early start.” He grinned uncomfortably.
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“Bye, Damien.” Ma patted his face. *“ ‘I love the majesty of human suf-
fering.” Vigny. ‘La Maison du Berger."”

“Bye,” he said, and skedaddled.

Dad looked at the door that Damien had disappeared through and
remarked, thoughtfully, “The interesting thing is that, underneath all
of it, all of it, he’s a decent man. He’d give you the shirt off his back.”

“Even though he’d complain that it was his favorite shirt and that he
was going to miss it terribly,” Ma said, then she and Dad dissolved into

sudden hard laughter.

“Come in, Grace, come in.”

Dee Rossini. Early forties. Olive skin. Red lipstick. Snapping brown
eyes. Black corkscrew curls caught up in a twisty bun. Wide-cut Katharine
Hepburn trousers. A hip-length cardigan, tied tight around a slender waist.

She led me down the short hall. “Tea? Coffee? Macaroon? They're just
out of the oven.”

“What? You made macaroons? Yourself?”

“One of my army of aides bought them in M &S and stuck them in the
oven ten minutes before you were due.” She smiled for the first time. “Yes,
homemade.”

She had one of those kitchens, you know the type—Dbasil plants lined
the windowsill and shelves overflowed with jars and retro tins full of arbo-
rio rice and peculiar-looking misshapen pasta (like off-ends that you'd
think they’'d give away at the end of the day to the local peasants but
strangely were more expensive than the normal unpeculiar stuff.) It was
cozy, welcoming, and fragrant with warm chocolate air, and you could tell
that if Dee was challenged to make anything in the whole world, she’d
have the ingredients at hand. It was some comfort to notice that the ceiling
above the cupboards could do with a good dust.

Big Daddy had decreed that we were profiling Dee, but Jacinta refused
to do it. Something to do with an Hermés scarf—she claimed Dee Rossini
had whipped the last one in Ireland from right under her nose—so I'd
asked if [ could go.

Ma was pleased; she loved Dee Rossini—who was one of seven chil-

dren from an Irish mother and an Italian father; a survivor of domestic
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violence; a single mother; and the first woman in Irish politics to have set
up a mainstream political party. Starting your own political party usually
ended in tears, especially in Ireland, where politics were run by a tight
club of men. But against all expectations, New Ireland had survived, not
just as a joke fringe party, but as a partner in a successful coalition govern-
ment with the Nappies (Nationalist Party of Ireland). Despite having to
sing from the same hymn sheet as the Nappies, Dee Rossini was never-
theless vocal about anything to do with women—Ireland’s comical
child-care provisions, the dearth of funds for women’s shelters, the ab-
sence of regulation for plastic surgery.

“Sit down, sit down.” She pulled out a kitchen chair for me.

It was rare to get an interview at a politician’s home. Even rarer for the
politician to make coffee and to produce a mountain of warm macaroons
on her granny’s willow-pattern plate.

“Did you get parking okay?” she asked.

“Grand. I came from the office, but would you believe I live only five
minutes away from you? In Ledbury Road.”

“Small world.”

“Is this okay . . . ?” I indicated my tape recorder.

Impatiently, she waved away any concerns. “Fine. I'd rather you quoted
me correctly. Do you mind me painting my nails while we're talking?”

“The many roles of women.”

“That’s not the half of it. I'm doing my pelvic-floor exercises as well.
And thinking about what I'll make for tonight’s dinner. And worrying
about third-world debt.”

“Okay, Dee.” T opened my notebook. “The ‘scandals.” No point
pussyfooting. The purpose of this piece was to let Dee defend herself.
“Who’d want to stitch you up?”

“All kinds of people. The opposition, obviously. Plenty of mileage
for them if the Nappies’ coalition partners are damaged. Even within
the Nationalists there are plenty of people who think I'm a pain in the
arse.”

Good point. She was always highlighting unpalatable treatment of
women, even when it was done by the Nappies. Only last week she’d
objected to the appointment (by the Nappies) of a male judge over a fe-
male candidate, pointing out that rapists and wife-batterers rarely got
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anything but joke sentences from a sympathetic, almost entirely male
judiciary.

“But do you have any specific theories? Specific individuals?”

She laughed. “And have a writ for slander slapped on me before you
can say ‘knife’?”

“Let’s go through what happened. You got your house painted. How
did you choose the firm? Did they approach you?”

“God, no. Like I'd be that stupid—Hello, minister for education, can
we paint your house for free?’ Someone recommended them.”

“Okay. So they arrived, painted your house, made your life a misery
for a couple of weeks, then sent an invoice?”

“No invoice. | rang four times, eventually got a verbal total, and sent a
check.”

“So, no invoice. And no proof that you paid. How much was the job?”

“Two grand.”

“Most of us would notice if a check for two grand hadn'’t cleared our
account.”

“Tell me about it. Show me the handbags. But it was from an account
that I pay something into every month, for big jobs, like replacing the
boiler and getting the roof retiled. There isn’t much activity in it, so |
don't check it often. I work eighteen-hour days. Seven days a week. Not
everything gets done.”

While she was speaking, she was painting her fingernails with the
skill of an expert. Three perfect strokes—middle, left side, right side—on
each nail, then she’d move on to the next. It was very soothing to watch.
And the color—a pale, pale brown, like very milky coffee, that most
women (i.e., me) wouldn't even notice on the display rack—looked so
offbeat and beautiful on that I bet people were always asking her where
she got it. She was astonishingly stylish. (That would be her Italian
side.)

“Okay. Your daughter’s wedding? Why didn’t you pay for it?” (De-
spite Big Daddy’s attempts to downplay the story, every other paper had
gone huge on it.)

“Most of it had been paid for before the actual wedding. I paid an
eighty percent deposit way back in May, and yes, the check cleared.
Admittedly the balance hasn’t been paid because, God . . .” She sagged.
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“They got so much wrong on the day. No vegetarian meals, they ran
out of the main meal, seven people didn’t get fed. They lost the wed-
ding cake, we still don’t know what they did with it. The ladies’ was out
of order and the dance floor was like an ice rink. Everyone was slipping
and sliding, and Toria’s new father-in-law had to go to casualty with a
dislocated knee. I know I'm a government minister and I have stan-
dards to uphold, but this was my only daughter’s wedding.”

[ nodded with sympathy.

“It was only a couple of months ago—in August—so we're still in dis-
pute, but of course I'll pay them when we've agreed on a figure.” She
looked forlorn.

“Doesn't it scare you that someone would set you up? To follow your
life in such detail that they’d know you hadn’t paid the balance on the
wedding, then use it to discredit you?”

“It’s part and parcel of being a politician.” She smiled wryly. “I've
faced worse.”

I was reminded of her past. She’d been hospitalized eight times by her
ex-husband before she eventually left him—and was ostracized by her
devout Catholic family for doing so.

With sudden, genuine curiosity, I asked, “Do you ever make risotto
just for yourself?”

Risotto is such a pain, all those lovingly added spoonfuls of stock,
who'd be bothered?

“It’s not a trick question,” I added.

She thought about it. “Sometimes.”

I knew it. I was in awe of those types who, even when they're starving,
would prefer to take time to prepare something wonderful. When I was
hungry, I'd eat anything, so long as it was immediately available: stale
bread, black bananas, or handfuls of cornflakes crammed into my mouth
straight from the packet.

“So what about men?” I asked.

“What about them?” A gleaming smile.

“Anyone special?”’

“No, no time. And the only men I meet are politicians, and really,
you'd have to be in a bad way . . .”

But she was sexy. And, of course, hot blooded. Well, half of her anyway.
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I could imagine her having lengthy sex and eating poached peaches with
all kinds of men—laughably handsome actors; arrogant racehorse-owning
millionaires . . .

“Okay, Dee, I think I've got all I need. Thanks for the macaroons, I'm
sorry I didn’t eat any.”

“It’s all right. Paddy’s coming over later for a working supper, I'll make
him eat them.”

“What's it like working with Paddy?” I shouldn’t have asked.

“Paddy?”” She tipped her head and stared up at a corner of the ceiling,
a little smile on her lips. “Would you look at the size of that cobweb. Nor-
mally I don’t wear my contact lenses at home. When the place looks dirty
I just take my glasses off. Instant soft-focus.” She turned back to look at
me. “You know,” she said, “Paddy’s great.”

“Well, we all know that. Can I use your loo before I go?”

For a split second she looked anxious. “It’s upstairs. Come up, I'll

show you.”

I closed the bathroom door behind me. Dee was hovering on the landing,
looking edgy. I understood her anxiety. Journalists were always writing
terrible things about the personal stuff they found in subjects’ bathrooms.
Not that I was planning a stitch-up. Just as well; the bathroom was clean
and there wasn't even a mildewed shower curtain or a home Botox hit. A
poor haul.

When I reemerged, Dee was gone. Three shut doors faced me. Bed-
rooms, and it was like they were whispering, “Open me, go on, Grace,
open me.” And I just couldn't resist. I pretended it was my journalist’s
dogged instinct in the quest of a little extra color, but to be honest, I was
just being nosy.

I turned the knob of a door and pushed it open, and although the
room was dark, I was surprised to feel the heat of another human being
within. A thrill of fear zipped through me. I'd gone too far. What if it
was some muscly bricklayer that Dee had picked up for rampant, anony-
mous sex?

I was already backing out when I saw that it was a woman—a girl,

really—who was lying on the bed. She sat up when the door opened, and
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as the light from the landing window traveled across the room, I was
stunned with shock. Her nose was spread halfway across her face and her
eyes were so swollen and purple she couldn’t possibly be able to see. She
opened her mouth. Two of her front teeth were missing.

“Sorry!” I retreated.

“Dee!” The girl called, panic in her voice. “Deeeee!”

“No, shush, please, it’s okay, shush.” Dee would kill me.

Dee was out of the kitchen and up the stairs. “What’s going on?!”

“It’s my fault! I was having a sneaky look, I shouldn’t have.”

Dee sighed. “If you wanted to see my underwear drawer, all you had to
do was ask.”

She moved past me and took the girl in her arms, and I wished that I'd
resisted the siren call of the shut door and had just gone back downstairs
like a normal person.

“I didn’t mean to scare you,” I called at the girl, from across the thresh-
old. “I'm very sorry.”

“Elena, pulako, pulako,” Dee crooned, making soothing noises in
some foreign language. Eventually, giving me an anxious look, the injured
girl was persuaded to lie down again.

Dee shut the bedroom firmly and said to me, “You didn't see this.”

“I'll say nothing. I swear.” I was tripping over my words in my desire
to reassure her. I understood now why Dee had been so uncomfortable
about letting me upstairs. Nothing to do with me reporting nasty things
about her bathroom.

“I mean it, Grace, you can't tell anyone. For her safety. She’s only fifteen.”
For a moment Dee looked like she was going to break down into tears.

“Dee, I promise on all I hold dear.” (I wasn’t entirely certain what that
was, but I wanted to convey my sincerity.) “But what happened to her?
Elena, is that her name?”

“Her boyfriend—pimp, whatever you want to call him—happened
to her. He doesn’t know where she is. If he does, he’ll come after her. She
was brought here just a couple of hours ago. It was too late to change our
interview to another location, and if you hadn’'t needed to use the
loo—"

“And poked my nose in where I shouldn't have. I swear to God, Dee, |

won't say a word.”
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“Not even to your partner. He’s a journalist, isn’t he? Can you keep a
secret from him?”
“Yes‘?’

“She makes her own macaroons. She can paint nails with her left hand.”
She harbors women on the run. She speaks some sort of Slavic-sounding lan-
guage.

I'd developed a bit of a crush on Dee Rossini . . .

“And she’s sexy,” Damien said. “Very good-looking party, New
Ireland. Aren’t they?”

.. . but she also made me feel slightly inadequate.

He pressed when I didn’t answer. “Paddy de Courcy? Half man, half
press-release? Good looking, isn’t he?”

“I should be doing more,” I muttered.

“More what?” Damien asked.

“Just . . . more.”

Monday morning and it was a red-handbag day—impatience.

“Get back.” Jacinta waved her arms at us. “You're flocking me.”

It was our weekly meeting to discuss upcoming ideas. All of Fea-
tures—with the exception of Casey Kaplan, whose whereabouts were
unknown—was clustered around Jacinta’s desk.

“Back,” she repeated. “I can’t breathe. Grace. Ideas. And I want good
ones.”

“ .. Right.” Without nicotine I was slower, sleepier, and the synapses
in my head fired with less of a snap. Even after a full week [ hadn’t bounced
back. “How about domestic violence?”

“What?” Her screech was so shrill that heads turned as far away as
Sports. “You needn’t think that just because you got Antonia Allen to
admit she takes it up the bum you can write your own ticket!”

(Over the weekend, my story on Antonia Allen got syndicated around
the world, bringing in much-appreciated revenue for the Spokesman. It
was the only interview where Antonia referenced “My Gay Jain Pain.”

[Not my words.] Big Daddy was very pleased. He'd vacillated between



TLis Cl’lqrming Man 129

lowering the tone and going for the splash and in the end had followed
the money.)

“I was thinking”—I continued speaking as though Jacinta hadn’t
just shrieked at me—*“that over six weeks, we could profile six different
women from diverse backgrounds. We could do a campaign.”

“What in the name of fuck has brought this on?”

“It’s a real proble—"

“Is there a report?”’

“No.”

“Not even a report to hang it on! No one cares about domestic vio-
lence! It’s Dee Rossini, isn't it? You've fallen under her spell.”

“I have not.”

Actually, [ might have. My profile on her, which I'd spent all of Friday
afternoon lovingly crafting, had been luminescent, and on Saturday when
I'd been in the drugstore, I'd looked for the funny light brown nail var-
nish but hadn’t found it. Yesterday, I'd even rung to inquire about Elena.
(Dee had said tersely that she was “‘safe.”)

“One in five Irish women will experience domestic violence at some
stage in their lives,” I said. So Dee had told me.

“I don’t care,” Jacinta said. “I don’t care if every single one of them
experiences it—"

“Us,” I interrupted.

“What?”

“Every single one of us, not them. It’s us, Jacinta.”

“It’s not fucking us! I don’t experience it, you don’t experience it,
Joanne doesn’t experience it, do you Joanne? Lorraine, Tara, and Clare,
none of them experience it! You are under Dee Rossini’s spell. But we're
not doing it!”

“Grand,” I muttered, dying, oh, dying for a cigarette. A whole pack of
twenty, one after the other after the other. The longing was so great that |
got the I-wish-I-could-cry pain in my sinuses, a tight band of contained
tears pushing out against my face bones. [ didn't listen to the others pre-
senting their ideas and my hearing only returned when I heard Jacinta say,
“We're profiling Alicia Thornton.”

“Who?” Maybe there were two Alicia Thorntons.

“Paddy de Courcy’s fiancée.”
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“But . .. why?”

“Because Big Daddy says so.”

“But who 1s she?” I asked. “What's interesting about her?”

“She’s the woman ‘who won Quicksilver’s heart,”” Jacinta said.

“But she’s dull and . . . she’s just an obedient political spouse. How’re
you going to get two thousand words out of that?”

“You'd better change your attitude pretty quick, because you're doing
the interview.”

“No!” I took a moment to compose myself. “No way.”

“What do you mean ‘no’?”

“I mean no, I don't want to do it.” I pointed to T. C. “Send him. Or
Lorraine. Send Casey.”

“You're doing it.”

“I can’t.”

“What do you mean, can’t?”

“Jacinta.” I'd no choice but to come clean. “I know—knew—Paddy de
Courcy. In another life. My integrity is compromised. I'm the wrong person.”

She shook her head. “You're doing it.”

“Why?”

“Because she asked for you. Specifically for you. If you won't do it,
she’s taking it to another paper. You have to do it.”



he tried to twist away from under his grasp, but he
was so much stronger.

“I don’t want to do this.” Her pajama bot-
toms were yanked down to her knees, her thighs
goose-pimpling at the air, and he was shoving his way
up into her despite her dry resistance. It hurt. Short
brutal thrusts, each one accompanied by a grunt.

“Please—"

“Shut. Up.” Ground out between clenched teeth.

Instantly she stopped struggling and let him bat-
ter his way in, the rim of the sink digging painfully
into her back.

The grunts got louder, the thrusts became more
like stabs, then he was shuddering and groaning. He
went slack, draping his body over hers, so that her
face was buried in his chest. She could barely breathe.
But she didn’t complain. She waited for him to do
whatever he needed. After some time had passed, he
pulled himself out and smiled tenderly at her. “Let’s
get you back to bed,” he said.






Marnie

On the in breath, “I'm.” On the out breath, “Dying.”
On the in breath, “I'm.” On the out breath, “Dying.”
On the in breath, “I'm.” On the out breath, “Dying.”
On the in breath, “I'm.” On the out breath, “Dying.”
On the in breath, “I'm.” On the out breath, “Dying.”
On the in breath, “I'm.” On the out breath, “Dying.”
On the in breath, “I'm.” On the out breath, “Dying.”
On the in breath, “I'm.” On the out breath, “Dying.”

I'm dying. 'm dying. 'm dying. I'm dying. I'm dying. I'm dying. I'm
dying. I'm dying. I'm dying. I'm dying. I'm dying. I'm dying. I'm dying.
I'm dying. I'm dying. I'm dying. I'm dying. I'm dying. I'm dying. I'm
dying.

On the in breath, “I'm.” On the out breath, “Dying.”

That was the wrong mantra. It should be, on the in breath, “All.” On
the out breath, “Is well.”

Allis well. Allis well. All is well. All is well. All is well. I'm dying. I'm
dying. I'm dying. I'm dying. I'm dyingl'm dyingI'm dying[’'mdyingl’'m
dyingl'mdyingl'mdying.

But she wasn’t dying. She just wished she was.

The light chime of bells. Poppy’s voice saying, “Come back to the
room.” She opened her eyes. Eight other people, mostly women, were sit-
ting in a circle, in the flickering candlelight.

“Did you feel it?” Poppy had told them to focus on their soul. “Did
you feel a connection?”

Yes, the voices murmured, yes, yes.

“Let’s go round the circle and share our experiences.”

“My soul is silver light.”

“My soul is a golden ball.”

“My soul is white and shimmery.”

“Marnie?”

Her soul? It felt like a tomato that had been left at the bottom of the
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fridge for four months. Black, reeking, rotting. One touch and it would
collapse. It sat at her center, infecting her entire being with filth.

She spoke. “My soul . . .”

“Yes?”

.. 1s like the sun.”
“Beautiful imagery,” murmured Poppy.

She tiptoed to the mosaic bowl and put in a carefully folded ten-pound
note. She always left more than the others.

“See you next week,” Poppy whispered, cross-legged and long-limbed
on the floor.

Yes, yes, and remember to smile.

She clicked quickly down the path, keen to reach her car. She got in
and slammed the door. Possibly harder than was needed.

She’d had it with meditation.

Medication, though. That was a different matter.

“No improvement?” Doctor Kay asked.

“No. Worse, if anything.” She shouldn’t have gone to Dublin. Over
the weekend, putting on a cheery show in front of her family had depleted
her, leaving her lower than ever.

“In that case, let’s increase your dose.” Doctor Kay consulted Marnie’s
file. “You could go up another seventy-five milligrams.”

“I'd prefer . . . can I change brands?” It was time to try a better one.
“Can I have Prozac?”

“Prozac?” Doctor Kay was surprised. “Prozac is a bit of a dinosaur.
No one really prescribes it anymore. Your current medication is from the
same family but newer, more sophisticated. Fewer side effects, more ef-
fective.” She reached for her drug encyclopedia. “I can show you.”

No, no, no. “Please, no, it’s okay.” There was no way of enduring it
while Doctor Kay found Prozac in the book, showed her the contraindica-
tions, then found the other drug. It would probably take less than a min-
ute, but she didn’t have a minute in her. “Please. I'd like to try Prozac. I
have a good feeling about it.”
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“But . . . how about . . . have you considered therapy?”

“I've done therapy. Years of it.” On and off. “I've learned things,
but . .. I still feel terrible. Please, Doctor Kay . ..” She knew only one
thing: she could not leave until she’d gotten a prescription for Prozac.

She flicked a glance at the shut door, to remind Doctor Kay of her wait-
ing room, crowded with sick people clamoring for entry. It was cruel but
she was desperate. She couldn’t go on as she was. Please give me Prozac.

Doctor Kay was staring doubtfully at her.

Please give me Prozac.

Then Doctor Kay dropped her eyes. It was over. Marnie had locked
herself so tight into waiting mode, she was surprised. Like when a tyran-
nical regime crumbles in one’s lifetime; the way she’d felt when the Tali-
ban had been ousted from Afghanistan.

“Okay. We'll try you for a couple of months, see how you do on it.”
Doctor Kay reached for her prescription pad. “Is there anything else,
Marnie? Anything else you're . . . concerned about?”

“No. Thank you, thank you, thank you.”

She left, gratefully holding the prescription.

Everyone knew. Prozac worked.

When she pushed open her front door, Nick zipped from the kitchen into
the hall. He looked distraught. What was it?

Then she knew. “No bonus again?”

“What?”

“No bonus? You found out?”

“No, not that.” He gripped her arms. “Where the hell have you
been?”

“I told you. The doctor.”

“But it’s eight o’clock.”

“I didn’t have an appointment. I had to wait. Where are the girls?”

“In the playroom.”

They were watching Beauty and the Beast. Again. Daisy was sprawled
the length of the sofa, her legs slung over the armrest; Verity was curled in
a ball, sucking her thumb.

“Hello, babies.”
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“Hi, Mum.”

“How was school?”

Neither answered her. They were in a trance. She’d read that when
children were watching television, their metabolic rate was lower than
when they were asleep.

“How long have they been watching that?”

“About an hour.”

“Oh, Nick. Couldn’t you have played with them? Instead of sticking
them in front of a DVD?”

“Couldn’t you have come home earlier?”

He followed her into the kitchen, one step behind her, her shadow. She
opened the fridge and wondered about food.

She felt him staring and turned to look.

“What?” she asked.

“What, what?”

“What are you staring at me for?”

“What time did you leave work?”

“What did you feed them?”

“Lasagna. What time did you leave work?”

“How much did Verity eat?”

“Enough. What time did you leave work?”

“Six.”

“Six exactly?”

“Nick, I don’t know.” She sighed. “Close enough. Maybe three min-
utes past, maybe five past.”

“And you went straight to the doctor?”

“I went straight to the doctor.”

“And you've been there all that time?”

“I've been there all that time.”

“What did you do while you were waiting?”

“Read magazines.”

“Which ones?”

“Let me see ... Good Housekeeping. Redbook. And another one, I
think it was Eve.”

“Then you came straight home?”

“I came straight home.”
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He stared hard at her and she dropped her eyes.

There was probably something in the freezer that she could defrost.
She opened and shut a couple of drawers; Marks and Spencer moussaka,
that would do. And frozen peas. Protein; if you didn’t get enough, it made
things worse. She closed the freezer door with her hip and when she turned
around, he was right behind her, so near she bumped against him. “Je-
sus!”

He didn’t move.

“You're in my way.”

His body had blocked her into the corner between the freezer and wall,
close enough so she could smell his breath.

“Nick.” Her voice was reasonable. “You're in my way.”

“Am I?”

He studied her face, seeming to catalog all that he saw. She couldn’t
read his expression, but it made her nervous. The moment went on for a

very long time, then he moved aside to let her pass.

There was something a little shameful about having a short drive to work.
Twenty-minute commutes were for losers. Real people endured a macho
hour and a quarter; it was important to have something to complain
about.

While she was stopped at the traffic lights on Wimbledon High Street,
a bus passed in front of her, the huge letters on its side—an ad for a
DVD-——streaming down the street like a banner. FEARLESS. It hit like a
stamp to her heart. It was a message.

Fearless. Today I will be fearless. Today I will be fearless. Today I will
be fearless.

But even after repeating it several times, she remained doubtful. It
didn't feel right. No, this wasn’t meant to be her message. The ad on the
next bus would be the one.

But what if a bus didn’t come by the time the lights changed? Then she
would have to do without a message today.

She was anxious. She wanted her instructions.

Don't change, don’t change, don’t change, she pleaded with her traffic
lights.
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Between the trees to her right, a large patch of red flickered. A bus was
coming.

She watched expectantly. What would it say? One by one, the letters
appeared. PUT. EVERY THING. ON. ICE.

PUT EVERYTHING ON ICE.

What could that mean? Keep everything steady? Don’t make any big
decisions? Or was it more practical advice? Literally put everything on
ice? Yes, that too could work.

Then she remembered that it was only an ad on the side of a bus and
that, in terms of her life, it probably meant nothing at all.

As she waited for the barrier to the underground parking lot to lift, she
noticed that she was ten minutes late. She couldn’t understand it. She’'d
had spare time this morning. But time played tricks on her: it jJumped,
stretched, swallowed itself. It wanted her to know that she couldn’t con-
trol it, and this frightened her.

She parked between Rico’s Aston Martin and Henry’s Land Rover.
Craig’s Jag, Wen-Y1's Saab, Lindka’s Trans Am—the garage was like a
luxury-car salesroom. Mortgage brokers were well paid, at least this lot
were. Her four-wheel-drive Porsche looked just the part, except unlike
everyone else, she hadn'’t paid for her own car.

She looked around, hoping not to see it: a Lotus—but there it was;
Guy was already in.

It was time for her to open her car door and join the world; instead she
slumped back against her headrest. Eight hours. Of other people. Of hav-
ing to talk. Of having to make decisions.

Get out get out get out.

She was as powerless to move as a butterfly pinned to a card, but her
paralysis mixed unpleasantly with the knowledge that she was late again
and getting later with every second.

Get out get out get out.

She was moving. She was outside the car and on her feet. The lump of
lead in place of her stomach was so dense, she could hardly stand for the
weight of it. She felt as if she was staggering as she walked toward the lift,
as if her knees couldn’t support the burden of herself.



TLis Cl’lqrming Man 139

Kill me kill me kill me.

She looked at the elevator call button. Her hand was supposed to press
it. Nothing happened.

Press it press it press it.

Rico was the first person she saw when she opened the door. He’d been
watching for her. His dark eyes kindled with warmth. “How are you?”

I'm dead I'm dead I'm dead. “Fine. You?”

At the sound of her voice, Guy looked up, his haughty face cold. He
tapped his watch. “Twelve minutes, Marnie.”

“I'm really sorry.” She hurried to her desk.

“Sorry?” he called after her. “That’s it? No explanation?”

“Roadworks.”

“Roadworks? Roadworks affect us all. No one else is late.”

Henry hung up his phone. “New case! Director of Coutt’s. Serious
up-trading. Lots of dough.” Some of it coming Henry’s way. Brokers got
1 percent of the price of every house sale they brought in.

“Where did you find him?” Craig asked jealously. A new mark for a
broker meant one fewer for the others. Competition was fierce.

“At my cousin’s wife’s father’s funeral,” he boomed.

“You gave someone your business card at a funeral?” Lindka asked.

Henry shrugged good-naturedly. “Nice guys finish last.”

Lindka reached for Guy’s Telegraph and rustled through to the obitu-
aries. “Shedloads of them here. Let’s share them out. ‘So sorry for your
loss. Need a mortgage?’”

Everyone laughed.

Marnie managed a wobbly smile. Once upon a time she’d been one of
them: a shark. At weddings and birthday parties, she’d moved amongst the
guests, smiling, chatting, asking general-sounding questions (“Where are
you living?”’), and moving as tactfully as possible to the specific (“Have you
thought about moving?”), trying to ignore the voices in her head telling her
it was horribly inappropriate to tout for business at a family celebration.

All that had mattered, she’d told herself, were the follow-up phone
calls: when she was getting paid 1 percent of the purchase price, it was

worth enduring looks of distaste.
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However, even at her most productive, she’d never been one of the
high-generators, like Guy, the owner of the company, or Wen-Yi, who
seemed to conjure up a never-ending stream of house-buyers out of thin
air. She didn’t have what it took to pursue people to the bitter end. If she
intuited that they were irritated or uncomfortable, she backed down.
Paradoxically, this had at times worked in her favor. People liked that she
was gracious—well, some of them did; others thought she was a nobody
who wouldn’t have the grit to get them a good deal and went instead to a
swaggery wide-boy like Craig or an overconfident posho like Henry.

When she became pregnant with Daisy, she’d given it up. There was
no reason not to: Nick earned enough for both of them and she wanted to
be a full-time mother. But the truth was, she’d been rescued by preg-
nancy. Her luck had been on the turn, she’d felt it slipping away from her.
She’d got out before everyone else knew too.

She had never planned to return, but a year ago Nick hadn't got his an-
nual bonus and there was a sudden, terrifying hole in their finances. A
huge block of money for mortgage payments and school fees simply wasn'’t
there.

After the shock wore off and the readjustment began, the thought of
returning to work after a six-year break began to seem exhilarating. Sud-
denly she understood that the reason she was so unhappy was because she
wasn't suited to being a stay-at-home mum. She loved Daisy and Verity to
the point of pain, but perhaps outside stimulation was vital for her.

Guy had welcomed her back, and as she showed up on her first day, in
her new trouser suit and high-heeled shoes, she was buoyant with pride: a
useful member of her family. She mattered.

But—Iliterally within days—it became obvious that she could no
longer do the job.

She brought in no new business. The analysis she brought to bear on
her life showed that she didn’t go out as often as she used to before the
kids, so there were fewer opportunities to make contacts. However, Nick
had plenty of well-paid colleagues; she could have put the moves on them
if she’d been committed enough. But it was impossible. She just couldn’t
talk to people anymore. She certainly couldn’t hustle for business and she
couldn't articulate precisely why. The only language she could find was
that it shamed her. She didn’t want to bother people; she didn’t want to
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draw attention to herself; she didn’t want to ask for anything, because she
couldn’t endure the rejection.

Because she had no other choice, she forced herself to try. But she
couldn’t strike the right note of breezy fun (usually with men) or trust-
worthy calm (women). Her true voice was buried beneath a mountain of
rocks, her treacherous mouth wouldn'’t say the right words, and when she
tried to smile, she found that she twitched instead. She came across as
pushy, strange, and desperate; she was embarrassing people.

She’d thought returning to work would fix her, but it had made every-
thing worse.

After four months, she hadn’t brought in a single new client, which
was bad news for the company but worse news for her, because she had
earned no commission.

Guy was patient long past the point where any other boss would have
told her to go, but she knew his forebearance couldn’t go on indefinitely.

Then Bea the office manager had left and Guy had suggested that
Marnie step into the breach. It was both a relief—at least now she had a
regular salary—and a humiliation. She was a failure. Again.

Her demotion meant that she was now a lowly administrator, so there
were no more long boozy lunches and no more clocking off at midday on
Fridays.

As a nine-to-sixer, she was obliged to be in the office, even if everyone
else had skipped out, answer the phones, sign for deliveries, calm down
hysterical house-buyers . . . It was like being cast out of paradise; once
she’d been on a level with the others, now she had to do their photocopy-
ing. And yet she was desperately grateful to have a job. Guy paid her more

than she was worth. He could have got someone else for less money.

A file was waiting—Ilike an accusation—on her desk. One of Wen-Y1i’s. It
was the Mr. Lee sale. Her heart dropped like a rock off a cliff.

This file was cursed. So many things had gone wrong. She had mailed the
original documents to the wrong address, to one of Mr. Lee’s many rental
properties, where they had gathered dust on an unoccupied mat for two
and a half weeks. She had sent photocopies rather than originals to the sav-

ings and loan: a heinous offense. She had lost—no other explanation—the
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direct debit form authorizing the savings and loan to recoup their monthly
payments; it should have been in Mr. Lee’s file and it simply wasn’t, and
she had no idea, no idea at all, where it could have got to. Worse, she re-
membered having seen it, so it wasn’t as though she could blame Mr. Lee
by saying he had never filled it in.

Her glitches and omissions had slowed down this sale by several weeks;
she couldn’t bear to let herself know exactly how many, but sometimes her
brain broke free of her control and ran off, taunting her by totting up the
different delays, while she desperately tried to recapture and silence it.

“Proof of his residency in the UK,” Wen-Y1i said. He sounded calm,
but she knew he was trying to restrain his anger. “Where is it?”

She stared at him blankly. “I didn’t know . . . he needed one.”

“So you haven't got it?”

“I didn’t know he needed it.”

“UK Homeloans requires proof of residency for foreign nationals. It’s
standard.”

The brokers did business with twenty-six different banks and mort-
gage companies, all of which had their own set of requirements. This was
the first time she’d dealt with the combination of a foreign national and
UK Homeloans, but it was no excuse. She should have known.

“I'll send one to him right now, Wen-Y1. I'm sorry, I'm really sorry.”

“The money’s in place,” Wen-Y1 said. “We could close today but this
is holding everything up. The vendors have been very patient but they’re
talking about putting the property back on the market. That better not
happen.”

He turned his back to her and walked away. The rest of the office pre-
tended they hadn’t been listening and flicked their gaze to their screens,
except for Rico, who semaphored sympathy with his eyes.

She went to the cupboard behind her and, with trembling fingers,
sought the right form. There were literally hundreds of different ones,
but Bea had set up a good system, and when she located it, she made
herself read it several times. Yes, it was from UK Homeloans. Not UK
Houseloans. Not British Homeloans. And it was “Proof of Residency
for Foreign Nationals.” Not “Proof of Citizenship.” Not “Proof of
Non-Criminal Status.”

Satisfied that she really had the correct piece of paper, she began to fill
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it in, paying such attention to the details that she began to sweat. What
had happened to her? When had she bruised her confidence so badly that
she couldn’t trust herself to do this simple task?

“Post,” Guy said, dumping a large, messy pile of envelopes on her desk
and making her jump. “Sorry. Did I scare you?”

“It’s okay,” she laughed shakily.

“You're a wreck,” he said thoughtfully. To the uninitiated, his pale
blue eyes looked cold, but when you knew him well, you could locate
kindness in there.

“Can you open it quickly, please?” Guy’s requests were always deliv-
ered politely. “The signed forms from the Findlaters should be in there. I
need to get them off straightaway.”

Guy trumped Wen-Y1i; she had to do the post. She moved Mr. Lee’s
form to the safety of her in-tray and began tearing at the envelopes with
her nails.

Guy frowned at her. “Use your letter knife.”

“Of course.” She couldn’t even open the post properly. She reached for
her desk-organizer and drew out a letter knife and had a sudden flash of
plunging it into her heart.

Instead, she mechanically opened envelopes and arranged their con-
tents into tidy piles.

“Guy, they're here.” She held up the Findlaters’ forms for him to see.

“Excellent. Photocopy them and get the originals off to the bank.”

While she was at the photocopier, she decided to copy all the other
signed documents that had come in the post. She forced herself to concen-
trate hard—on not mixing up the forms and on ensuring that it was the
photocopies that went into the files and the originals that were put aside to
be sent to the banks. It wasn’t rocket science, she was well aware of that,
but so much of the time she seemed unable to get it right.

She grabbed a bunch of A4 envelopes and returned to her desk to mail
the originals to the appropriate bank. It was soothing work, and when she
discovered that she was using the last envelope in her pile for her last
document, it lightened her heart.

A coincidence, a happy one; she hadn’t counted out how many enve-
lopes she’d needed, she had just happened to accidentally select the exact

number.
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I feel better, she thought. It must be the Prozac.

Even though she hadn’t started actually taking it yet. Simply carry-
ing the prescription in her handbag seemed to be having a positive
effect.

Then her gaze fell on Mr. Lee’s form—still waiting patiently in her
in-tray, to be enveloped and mailed—and all the light went out. She didn't
have an envelope for him. The stationery cupboard was no more than four
or five yards away, but she was unable to get her legs to stand up and walk.
She couldn’t understand it. It wasn’t physical exhaustion, as if her legs
were tired. It was as if there was a force field around her, pressing down on
her with irresistible weight.

She could have jokingly asked one of the others to help—Rico would
do it—but it was an odd thing to request. And by now, she couldn’t even
speak. She’d used herself all up.

It’s urgent it’s urgent it’s urgent.

But that was why she couldn’t do it: it was too frightening.

I'll do it soon I'll do it soon I'll do it soon.

But whenever she caught a glimpse of the form from the corner of her
eye, she felt as though she were being flayed alive, so she took it from the
in-tray and shoved it in her drawer, beneath a jar of vitamin B5—"“the

happy vitamin”—and a packet of Saint-John’s-wort.

“Marnie!” Ma cried. “How funny you should call. I was literally just
reading Bid’s nasty tabloid—well, I say reading, not much literacy re-
quired, of course—and there was a picture of Paddy de Courcy and his
‘lovely bride-to-be.””

It was like stumbling: Marnie had only to hear his name. Automati-
cally she reached her middle finger into the center of the palm of her right
hand; any mention of Paddy and it began to itch.

Back in August, as soon as word of his engagement had got out, Grace
had phoned. “I've news. It’'s Paddy. He’s getting married.”

Don’t you dare be happy, you bastard.

“You okay?” Grace had been terse; she couldn’t bear to visit pain on
Marnie.

Instantly Marnie’s unexpected spike of anger had died a death, and it
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became more important to reassure Grace. “I'm fine. But I'm glad you
told me. It mightn’t have been . . . good, to find out another way.”

“Ma and Dad might bring it up. I wanted you to be prepared.”

There had been every chance that Ma and Dad might have referred to
it; they didn’t approve entirely of Paddy’s politics but they had been un-
able to shake their interest in him.

Ma was wittering on. “It says here that Sheridan is going to be the best
man at the wedding. Heartening, isn’t it, in these disposable times, that
their friendship has lasted all these years? I must say I look at Paddy now
in those suits, and I think back to him sitting at my kitchen table, without
an arse to his pants and those big hungry eyes, and none of us knew he’d
grow up to become this . . . well, ‘statesman’ is the only word. A bit thin
on concrete policies, but the irritating thing is that with his kind of cha-
risma, people don't seem to care. Of course your father insists he never
liked him, but he’s simply being awkward.”

“Mmm.” She was okay now, she usually managed to right herself
quickly.

“In some ways Paddy reminds me of a young Bill Clinton,” Ma said.
“I wonder if he has the same problem keeping his cock in his pants.”

“Ma, you musn't say ‘cock.”” Luckily all the others were out at lunch,
there was no one in the office to hear her.

“Thank you, lovie, you were always such a kind girl, what should I say
instead? ‘Penis’? ‘Johnson’? ‘Dick’?”

“‘Dick’ is probably best.”

“To repeat my earlier question, [ wonder if he has the same problem as
Bill Clinton keeping his dick in his pants? Is it okay for me to say
‘pants’?”

“It depends. Do you mean trousers or jocks?”

“Trousers, I suppose.”

“Then say ‘trousers.’ ‘Pants’ is American for ‘trousers.””

The one thing Ma didn’t want to be accused of was being American.
“I wonder if he has a problem keeping his dick in his trousers?”

“I would imagine so.”

“So would I. Of course, I have no reason for saying that except that
he’s often “linked” to beautiful, accomplished women. If you've got a

taste for it, it must be difficult to give up. ‘Men need four things: food,
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shelter, pussy, and strange pussy.’ Jay Mclnerney, I can’t remember which
novel. Of course I'm being ironic, I can’t abide unfaithful men using the
biological imperative as an excuse; nevertheless, Alicia Thornton has her
work cut out.”

“She knows what she’s getting into.”

“What'’s this about her being a widow? What did her husband
die of?”

“He probably killed himself because he couldn’t take being married
to her.”

Ma was astonished. “Now why would you say that? And what age
is she?”

“You know what age she is, she’s thirty-five same as me.”

“How would I know that?”

“..Ma...because you know her.”

“Iassure you I don’t.”

“... Ma, I can't believe . . . I thought you knew . . .”

“Knew what, lovie?”

“Take a look at her picture, Ma. Imagine her without the blonde high-
lights.”

There were rustling noises as Ma picked up the paper.

“And without the makeup. And with longer hair. And a lot younger.”

Ma took a sharp intake of breath. “Christ on a bike, it’s not—"

“Ttis.”

She hadn’t taken any vitamin B5 all day—no wonder she felt so
wretched—but when she opened her drawer, she saw, lurking beneath
the vitamin jar, Mr. Lee’s form. Still there. Still unsent. The floor tilted
beneath her. How could she not have done this? When it was so impor-
tant?

And it was too late now, she had missed today’s post.

She vowed, with fierce promise, that she would mail it first thing the
following morning. But what if Wen-Yi found it? What if he decided to
check up on her and look through her stuff when she had left for the day?

Seized with terror, she slid the piece of paper from the drawer and

shoved it into her handbag in a quick, jerky movement.
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As if Wen-Y1 had sensed something, he lifted his head and asked her,
“Did you send Mr. Lee his residency form?”

“Yes.”

“Marnie? Quick drink?” Rico asked. “Help me celebrate my
biggest-ever commission?”

She considered it. Only briefly, but long enough to trigger a powerful
yearning. The possibility of escape . . . But she couldn’t. The kids were
expecting her home at a quarter past six. Melodie, her nanny, would be in
the starters’ blocks, ready to run to her next job. And she remembered
what had happened the last time she’d gone for a drink with Rico.

“No, " Suddenly she was aware of being watched. She twisted her
head: Guy was following the exchange. Immediately he looked away and
she turned back to Rico.

She shook her head. “No, Rico, I can’t.”

“That’s a pity.” He seemed genuinely sorrowful.

But he’d find someone else, a good-looking man like him.

Five AM. Too early to get up, too late to go back to sleep. She should do
something useful with the time. She could go downstairs and do yoga, but
it didn’t work. Not for her. It was supposed to be calming. Or uplifting.
Or life-changing, if you were really lucky. Jennifer Aniston had said that
it had got her through her divorce from Brad Pitt.

So why did it grip her with such a frantic, panicky boredom that the
only way she could attempt it was by doing a sudoku at the same time?

Mr. Lee’s form. Why couldn’t she have posted it? It was a small, small
job. It would have taken her all of twenty seconds. But she hadn’t done it
and now she was suffering for her laziness, lying awake in the early hours,
worried and afraid.

The only comfort available was to promise herself—again—that she
would do it the moment she got into work. She wouldn’t even take her
jacket off. Until then, she was powerless: I can do nothing I can do noth-
ing I can do nothing. She let her mind drift, seeking something soothing
to latch on to. Words spoke in her head: in some place in the world, right
now, someone is being tortured. Make it stop. Make it stop. Make it stop.
Make it stop. Make it stop. Make it stop. Make it stop.
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Whoever they are, wherever they are, give them some relief.

This was her own fault. There had been an item on last night’s news
about two teenage girls who'd been kidnapped by four men, who had in-
flicted a variety of unspeakable acts on them, in revenge for a soured drug
deal involving not the girls, but their fathers.

She’d known that she shouldn’t stay in the room. She’d known that, at
some stage, she’d pay the price. But a hideous fascination kept her immo-
bile before the screen, desperate not to hear and yet appallingly curious
about the range of terrible things human beings do to each other.

She thought about it happening to the girls. To Grace. She felt like
vomiting.

Torturers were so much more imaginative than she could have known,
and she had to wonder what kind of people they were. Were they forced to
do it? Some had to, in order to avoid it being done to them. But others
must enjoy it.

And why did no one else seem to obsess as she did? When, as a teen-
ager, she’d taken her horrors to Grace, Grace had responded with cheery
practicality: if it ever happens to you, she’d advised, just tell them every-
thing they want to know.

That was before Marnie had discovered that some people torture just
for fun.

She stretched her arm onto the floor and picked up her book. She was
reading The Bell Jar. Again. No wonder she felt depressed, Nick said. But
she’d tried reading cheery stuff—novels that promised she would “laugh
out loud”—and had had to stop because it was all so silly. At least with
Sylvia Plath she had the comfort of knowing that someone else had been
through it.

Mind you, look at how she’d ended up . . .

She held the book close to her face, trying to decipher the words in the
gray early-morning light. Nick lifted and shifted in the bed: she’d woken
him by turning the pages.

“What time 1s it?”” he mumbled.

“Twenty past five.”

“Oh, for God’s sake.”

He bunched into an angry ball under the duvet and flung himself
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against the mattress, trying to get back to sleep. There was a tap at the
door. Light fairy feet. Verity.

Poor Verity. Or “Variety” as the other kids called her. Or “Freak.” She
never slept through the night.

“Can I come in, Mum?”

Marnie nodded, put her finger to her lips—don’t wake Daddy—and
threw back the duvet in invitation. Verity’s small warm body squirmed
into the bed and she gathered her tight.

“Mum?” Verity whispered.

“Sssh, don’t wake Daddy.”

“Daddy’s awake.” His voice was thick and petulant.

“Mum, what will happen if you die?”

“I won't die.”

“What if you get ill and have to go to the hospital?”

“Whisper it, sweetheart. I won’t get ill.”

“What will happen if Daddy loses his job?”

“Daddy won'’t lose his job.”

But he mightn't get this year’s bonus. Again.

She stroked Verity’s hair and tried to soothe her back to sleep. Where
was she getting all this anxiety from? She couldn’t conjure it up just from
thin air.

She was Verity’s mother, it had to be her fault.

“Mum, will you do my hair in a plait? Not a flat one, a high one.”

“Mum! I can’t find my pink notebook.”

Marnie, frantically threading laces into Verity’s mud-covered sneak-
ers, cast a look around the kitchen. “There it 1s.”

“Not that pink one, my pink sparkly one!”

“Look in your schoolbag.”

“It’s not in my schoolbag.”

“Look again.”

“Oh, will you look, Mum?”

“Mu-um,” Daisy said in frustration. “Please can you do my hair? I

never ask for anything.”
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“Okay, okay. Let me finish this, then I have to pack your lunch boxes,
then I'll do your hair. Verity! Where are your glasses?”

“Lost.”

“Find them.”

“No. I hate them.”

Marnie’s heart twisted. “I know, sweetheart. But you won't have to
wear them forever. Here, catch.” She threw Verity her sneakers. “Put them
in your sports bag. Okay, Daisy, let’s do your hair.”

“But you said you'd find my notebook!” Verity said, aggrieved.

“And you have to do our lunch boxes first,” Daisy said. “You don’t
want to forget them again.”

Jesus Christ. She’d forgotten them once. One day out of how many?
But there was no such thing as absolution when you were a mother. Every
transgression repeated on you, like onions.

“I won't forget, now give me the hairbrush.” With fumbling fingers,
she plaited Daisy’s hair incorrectly—doing a flat plait instead of a high
one. “But what the hell’s a high one?”

“Don’t say hell.”

Marnie was getting panicky now. Time was running away. She couldn’t
be late for work again, she was pushing Guy too far. She didn’t know where
his breaking point was, but she intuitively knew she was nearing it.

“In a ponytail first, then a plait!”

“Okay, quick.” She undid Daisy’s hair and did it again, too quickly, so
that it stuck up and out at a peculiar angle, like it was made of wire.

“There you go, you're beautiful.”

“I'look ridiculous.”

“You're too young to say ‘ridiculous.””

“I absorb what I hear like a sponge, I'm a child. How can I know what
I'm too young to say?”

“Either way, you're beautiful. Come on, let’s go.”

“Lunch boxes!”

While Marnie flung grapes and sugar-free cereal bars into Angelina
Ballerina lunch boxes, Daisy oversaw the operation with the gravity of a
United Nations weapons inspector.

The tin of mini-bags of organic vegetable chips was empty—how had
that happened?
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“Dad ate them,” Daisy said. “I told him they were for our lunch but he
said you'd find something else.”

Bloody Nick. So what was she going to give them instead?

What was in the fridge? Beetroot? For a wild moment, she wondered if
she could get away with giving them each a beetroot. There was a small
chance Verity might accidentally eat it, duped by its pretty color, but
Daisy had too keen an appreciation of what was and wasn’t acceptable
lunch-box fare amongst their peers.

In the cupboard was a box of Black and Green chocolate wafers,
brought along by someone who’d come for dinner. That would do.

“Cookies?” Daisy asked sharply. If they were being permitted refined
sugar, it meant that the barbarians were at the gates. “We're not allowed
to have cookies.

“As well you know,” she added with a world-weary sigh.

The cookies were returned to the cupboard.

“More grapes,” Daisy suggested.

More grapes it was. There was no other choice. Marnie clicked the
boxes closed and handed them over. But she couldn’t let Daisy out as she
was—her plait was sticking up so much it looked as though it could pick
up signals from outer space. “Wait, Daisy, let me do something with your
hair.”

While she fiddled about with the root of the plait, she said, “Have a
good day at school and take care of Verity.”

Daisy was aware of the natural advantages she had over Verity. She
was pretty, popular, good at sports, and clever enough to know that with
power came responsibility.

But instead of her usual solemn promise that she would look out for
her sister, Daisy said quietly, “Mum, I won't always be there for Verity.
She’s got to learn to do it for herself.”

Marnie was speechless. She looked at Daisy and thought, You are six
years of age.

Whatever happened to the innocence of childhood? The conviction
that the world was safe?

But she understood how it was for Daisy. Trying to prevent Verity’s
pain by feeling it for her was too much of a responsibility.

It was her and Grace all over again.
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Daisy sighed again, a big, grown-up sigh. “I'll do what I can, Mum,
but I can’t always be there.”

“It’s okay, sweetheart, it’s okay. Don't worry.”

She pulled Daisy close to her. Now she was carrying not just Verity’s
perpetual anxiety, but Daisy’s guilt and resentment.

How can I protect them from the pain of being alive?

“Mum, you're hurting me.”

“Am I? Sorry. Sorry, sorry, sorry.”

She looked into Daisy’s clear brown eyes and thought, I love you so
much I crumple with agony. I love you so much I wish I'd never had you.
Either of you. You'd be better off dead.

It took a moment for her to ask herself, not nearly surprised enough:
Am I thinking of killing my children?

She dropped them at the school gates. Most parents walked right into the
classroom and delivered the children, like batons in a relay race, relin-
quishing control of their charges only when they were sure the teachers
had a firm grip on them. But she hadn’t time today. In her rearview mirror
she watched the two girls trooping across the yard, in their school uni-
forms, knee socks, and straw hats, weighed down and strewn with lunch
boxes, sports kits, backpacks, and instruments—a violin for Daisy, the

more humble recorder for Verity. Still feeling guilty, she pulled out into
the traffic.

Wen-Y1 was watching her. Because of how the light glinted on his glasses,
she couldn’t always see his eyes, but she felt him catalog her every move. It
was impossible to remove the form from her handbag and slip it into an
envelope: he'd see. At lunchtime she went out, planning to buy an enve-
lope and stamps and post it in an anonymous letterbox. But there was a
long line in Rymans. Only one till was operational. A man was buying
a huge quantity of items—it looked like he was setting up an office from
scratch, and a long time was spent packing his box files and in-trays and
ring binders. First single bags, then double bags. When he eventually
tried to pay, it was discovered that the phone line was down. No credit
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card payments were possible, so he went to the ATM. When he returned
a till roll had to be changed. Other customers were dumping their piles of
goods on the counter and walking out, muttering angrily about fuckwits.
Marnie was tearful with frustration and rage, but she refused to buckle.

I am being tested.

Finally the new-office man left and everyone moved up a place, but the
next customer had an armload of index cards, none of which had bar
codes. The boy on the till had to leave his post and accompany the cus-
tomer onto the shop floor to where the cards had been displayed, because
there was no record of them on the system. The pair were gone for an end-
less amount of time.

[ am being tested [ am being tested I am being tested.

She wouldn’t look at her watch. She couldn’t. Watching time being
eaten up drove her insane. Then the man ahead of her said, “For fuck’s
sake, it’s five past two!” And she knew she had to get back because de-
spite abandoning the girls at the school gates, she’d been late again this
morning.

Briefly, she considered flinging a tenner on the counter and leaving
with the envelopes. But she still hadn’t got stamps—they were kept in the
till—and knowing her luck, she would get arrested for shoplifting; it was
too much of a risk. In despair, she surrendered her items and the day
ended as it began, with Mr. Lee’s form still in her handbag.

“Why are you here?”

“ .. I want to be happy.” Such a shameful admission.

“And you're not?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“I don’t know. I have everything . . . a husband, two perfect children,
ahouse...”

“That’s okay. No judgments.”

Cognitive coaching. She’d read about it in a Sunday supplement. In
ten short sessions, it had changed the journalist’s life, dispersing her life-
long feeling of futility and filling her with a warm hum of satisfaction.

Immediately Marnie had phoned the number at the bottom of the page
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but couldn’t get an appointment with the therapist in the piece—thanks
to the positive publicity she was fully booked for the next year. However, a
website search had unearthed Amanda Cook in Wimbledon, who claimed
to offer “cognitive counseling.”

“Is that the same as cognitive coaching?” Marnie had asked, over the
phone.

“What's cognitive coaching?”

“Oh.” Marnie had assumed that someone in the therapy game would
be well up on all the different disciplines. “Well, there was a thing in the
paper—"

“A word of warning,” Amanda said sternly. “There are many
fly-by-night types in this business. They give themselves a fancy title
and ...

To her alarm, Marnie’s hope began to ebb away; she couldn’t have
that, she needed to believe that someone could help her. This woman’s ti-
tle included the buzzword, “cognitive”; that was good enough.

“Okay, that’s fine, that’s fine! Can I make an appointment?”’

“How about tomorrow?” Amanda had said. “I'm free all day. Or
Wednesday?”

Again, Marnie’s hope had dipped: she would have been reassured to
know that this counselor, therapist, whatever she was exactly, was more
in-demand.

For a moment she wondered if she should simply go to a normal non-
cognitive therapist . . . But she’'d tried them, several of them over the
years, and they hadn’t worked. And perhaps this “cognitive” thing was
just taking off, perhaps she’d be at the crest of a wave and in three months’
time you wouldn’t be able to get a slot with Amanda for love nor money.
So she agreed upon an appointment time of 6:15 on Thursday evening.

“I'm just off the high street,” Amanda Cook had said. “There’s a pa-
rade of shops, I'm over the drugstore—"

“And you think you'll be able to help me?”

“Yes, but don't park outside. It’s permits only. Try Ridley Road, often
there are spaces there; well, at six fifteen there should be, I wouldn't give
much for your chances any time after seven.”

“Okay. And, can [ ask . . .” She’d wanted to establish Amanda Cook’s

exact qualifications, the piece in the paper had advised that—but she lost
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her nerve. She didn’t want to cause offense. “No, nothing, it’s fine. So . . .
um . . . yes, see you then.”

As Marnie climbed the narrow dusty stairs to the first-floor office, she
wondered about this woman who was going to save her. Like a hairdresser
or a yoga teacher, a therapist should be their own best advertisement. If
they can’t work their magic on themselves, how is anyone else meant to
believe in them?

Happily, first impressions weren't discouraging. Probably in her late
thirties—although it was hard to tell with the rounder face—Amanda
was a cheery woman in a skirt-and-flowing-top combo. She had brown
hair, which was neither straight nor curly. Instantly, Marnie felt thin and
nervy-neurotic in her professional suit and tidy ponytail.

“Come in, my dear.” A trace of West Country could be heard in
Amanda’s voice. Pleasant and warm, and Marnie tried to forget that that
accent always put her in mind of half-wits.

“Where did you park?” Amanda asked.

“Ridley Road.”

“Not outside? Because it’s permits only. If you park outside, they'll
buzz up and interrupt the session.”

“Yes. You told me.”

“Please. Sit down.” She pointed Marnie to an orange upholstered arm-
chair. On the opposite chair was a half-eaten bag of crisps (prawn cock-
tail). Amanda swept them to one side and tumbled into the chair.

Marnie’s positive first impressions were dimming fast, and she was in
the grip of shameful fat-ist anxiety. It was entirely wrong to judge anyone on
their appearance. But she needed Amanda Cook to be a miracle worker, and
if Amanda Cook really was a miracle worker, would she be so . . . bulky?

Don’t think this way. Heart surgeons don’t operate on themselves.
Racehorse trainers don’t jump over Beecher’s Brook.

Indeed, Marnie reassured herself, perhaps it was because Amanda
Cook was so very delighted with herself that she was blithely unaware of
being—it was difficult to be precise because of the floatiness of the
garments—what? Maybe forty pounds overweight?

“I use a combination of cognitive behavioral therapy and life coaching
to help you to achieve your ideal life,” Amanda said. “Unlike traditional

psychotherapy, where the subject can spend years reliving past hurts,
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cognitive counseling is all about the now. Using a combination of visual-
ization and practical changes, I get very quick results.”

Such confidence! Even with that hair. “Always?” Marnie asked. “Very
quick results always?”

“Yes.”

“I fail at everything.”

“That’s just a perception, my dear.”

Marnie didn’t mean to be picky, but it wasn’t. It was hard fact, proved
over and over. “You've helped people like me?”

“What are people like you?”

“ .. Hopeless . . . without hope . . . that anything can change or get
better.”

“You simply need to change your thinking, my dear. Let me take a few
details. Youlive . . . ?”

“Wandsworth Common.”

“Nice. In one of those big houses?”

Yo

“What does your husband do?”

“He’s a commodities trader, but—"

“Just getting a feel for you.” Amanda made a mark in her notebook.
“And you've two children. Girls?”

“Guirls, six and five.”

“Now, Marnie, I'd like you to close your eyes, let the world disappear,
then please describe for me your ideal life.”

This was startling. “My ideal life?”

“Until you know what it is"—Amanda smiled—"“how can you make it
happen?”

That was a good point. “But . . . I don’t know what my ideal life is.”
And if she was to be totally honest, she suspected that the problem wasn't
her life; the problem was herself.

“You need to get in touch with your dreams,” Amanda clucked. “Be
ambitious for yourself!”

“Yes, but—"

“Remember, the only limit to our happiness is our imagination.”

Again, Marnie didn’t want to be pedantic, but that statement didn’t
actually withstand analysis.
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This was all so unexpected. She’d anticipated a practical focus on the
hard facts of her life as it stood, not this airy-fairy, wishful stuff.

“Unlock your dreams,” Amanda urged. “Surrender to the energy and
the right words will come.”

But would they? She doubted it, oh, how she doubted it, but still she
longed to be proved wrong.

“Come on, Marnie, don't be frightened. You're in a safe place and this
is your time.”

For most of her waking hours Marnie ached with yearning, but
strangely, now that she had to articulate it, she couldn’t formulate a
single desire. Panic building, she hunted through her thoughts, seeking
anything at all. She couldn’t fail at this, surely it wasn’t humanly pos-
sible.

“Start small, if you must,” Amanda said. “Just something to get the
ball rolling.”

“Okay.” The ball rolling. She took a deep, deep breath. “This is a bit of
rubbish, but I'd like to be able to . . . fix things. Like make a temporary
fan-belt with my tights.”

“Car maintenance?”

“Not exactly.” She quailed before Amanda’s confusion. “I was think-
ing sort of sexy, good in a crisis . . . but wait, wait! ['ve got something.”
An idea had appeared in her head and she latched on to it with breathless
gratitude. “I'd quite like to be one of those fabulous women—"

“Fabulous women?”

“—one of those white Africans, from White Mischief, even though I
haven't seen it. Who can fly a plane and ride and track animals.”

Amanda made another mark in the notebook. “Descibe for me please

It

your day-to-day life as one of these ‘fabulous women.

“Aaah . ..” For god’s sake, how could she do that? She hadn’t even
seen the bloody film.

“T...ah...I...neverhaveto cook, wash, oriron.”

Amanda looked disdainful. “That’s your ideal life. Come on, Marnie,
unleash the dream! You have servants, yes?”

“I suppose.”

“Describe an encounter with one of them. Visualize it.”

“Aaaah . . " This was ridiculous. “I march into the house. I'm wearing
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jodhpurs tucked into black leather riding boots. . . . I fling myself onto
a divan covered with a zebra skin and say, ‘Bring me a huge gin and
tonic, Mwaba.”” After a moment’s thought, she added, “ ‘Chop chop,
Mwaba.””

“Excellent. Go on.”

“Oh. Well, he getsitformeand . . . and . . . [don’t thank him. I never
thank anyone for anything. When I arrive places, I fling the key of my
Land Rover at the first person I see and say, ‘Park it, yah."”

This depressed Marnie. Thanking people was the least that one hu-
man being could do for another and she had refused to thank poor mythi-
cal Mwaba just to get Amanda’s approval.

“What do you look like?” Amanda asked.

“God, I don’t know.” This was so difficult. “Tall, I suppose. Thin. But
I don’t care about my appearance.” She liked the sound of that. “I never
condition my hair or wear face cream and I make those sleeveless khaki
long jacket things look good.”

“But you're beautiful?”

“Oh, why not?”

“Are you married? In this ideal life of yours?”

Ablank. “Yes. No. Yes. When [ was twenty-one my first husband shot
himself, then I divorced the second when I was twenty-seven.” Suddenly
ideas were firing in her head. Maybe she was finally starting to do this
thing right. “I'm thirty-five now—in my ideal life, I mean I am in my real
life too, but I'm still talking about my ideal life—and in the process of di-
vorcing my third husband. I'm having a torrid affair with a much younger
man.” A pause. “And a much older man.” Why the hell not? “Not that
much older, just a few years. Five. Seven. Yes, seven.”

Another mark in Amanda’s notebook. “Tell me more.”

“The weather is always sweltering hot. I get the odd bout of malaria,
but it’s just an excuse to drink more gin, because of the quinine in tonic. I
say, ‘Can’t stomach the damn tonic undiluted. Would only sick it up.” My
friends are called Bitsy and Monty and Fenella and it’s the same people
everywhere I go. Now and again I fly my own plane to Jo'burg but I'm
soon itching to get back to the bush.” She was on a roll now, finally in the
zone. “In the bush, we drink our heads off and dinner isn’t ready until

eleven at night, at which point everyone is too drunk to eat. We're not
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interested in food, but we're terrified of running out of gin. We watch the
skies, wondering when the supply plane will be in with more gin.”

Amanda had stopped making notes. She simply sat and listened.

“My husband slurs things like ‘My beautiful wife.” He’s trying to be
ironic, but he’s so obviously in love with me that he simply seems pathetic.
I say, ‘Shut up, Johnny, you're drunk.” He used to be handsome but now
he’s puffy and jowly from the drink. ‘Cold as ice,” he slurs. ‘Cold as fuck-
ing ice.” No one, except my younger man, can keep up with my drinking.”
Marnie took another breath to continue; she was enjoying herself
now—and just as quickly she wasn't.

Amanda was looking at her with a strange expression, part concern,
part something else. Contempt, perhaps?

“Well!” Amanda sat up straight and said, with a pretense of cheer.
“That’s a tall order, Marnie. Let’s work with what we have. Have you ever
lived on the continent of Africa?”

“ ..No.”

“Can you fly a plane?”

“ .. No”

“Or shoot a gun?”

“ .. No.” Marnie was whispering now. “But | do own a sleeveless
khaki jacket.” From her short-lived riding lessons. “And I've got a
four-wheel drive.”

“A four-wheel drive? I bet you do.” Amanda stared down at her note-
book and Marnie realized the look was going on for too long.

Eventually Amanda raised her head and said, “I can’t help you.”

Marnie froze. Shock muted her.

She thinks I'm just a spoiled, bored housewife.

I'm not a housewife. I have a job. But the words remained unsaid.

“I could take your money, but that wouldn'’t be ethical. I won’t charge
you for today’s session.”

Marnie’s face was hot.

I don’t want to live in Africa. I don’t want to be rude to people. I only
said it to please you.

Her head dipped, Marnie was gathering her bag and putting on her jacket,
stunned by whatever had taken place. Could it be that Amanda Cook had
judged her by her Wandsworth house and her—false—soul-destroying as-
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pirations? Could it be that Amanda Cook had simply decided that she didn’t
like her?

Nothing, nothing, I will feel nothing.

Marnie nodded good-bye to Amanda, who was still sitting imperi-
ously in her chair, then she was leaving the room and stopping herself
from running down the stairs in case her shaking legs sent her tumbling
to the bottom.

As she reentered the outside world, the cold night air slapping her
flaming cheeks, she realized that she hadn’t noticed any framed diplomas
on the walls. Was it possible that Amanda Cook didn’t have any profes-
sional qualifications? But instead of making her feel better—at least it
hadn’t been a real therapist who had judged her and found her so
lacking—it made her feel worse. She had surrendered herself and her
mental health to a woman who was perhaps one of the very fly-by-night
operators that she had warned Marnie against.

What kind of idiot was she? How could she think so little of herself
that she couldn’t even check that someone had the right credentials?

Somewhere inside of her was a world of shame, but walking fast kept it
contained. Listening to the click-click-click of her heels on the pavement
was comforting. It meant her legs were moving, even though her knees

were watery.

Nick was waiting in the hall. He was very obviously agitated.

She wasn'’t late. She’d done nothing wrong. It had to be the . . .

“. .. bonus?” she mouthed.

The look on his face told her everything. It was finally official: no bo-
nus again this year.

Fuuuuuck.

The kids had picked up on the atmosphere of catastrophe and had
slunk off to the playroom.

“Bad year in the markets,” he apologized.

“No one’s blaming you.”

He was devastated; earning money was how he validated himself.

“We'll sort something out,” she said.
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Later, when she’d put the girls to bed, she found Nick in his office,
surrounded by folders full of bank statements and credit card bills.

“Where the fuck does it all go?”” he asked helplessly. “Everything costs
so much.”

Their mortgage, most of all. They'd bought the five-bedroom house
three years ago, just before Nick stopped having the Midas touch. Nick
had insisted on buying such a big house, he’d said it was what she de-
served. She had liked where they’d been living, but because he’d been so
insistent, she went along with it. And she’d believed him when he assured
her that they could afford it. Then interest rates had crept up a couple of
points, which wouldn’t have impacted too much on a normal-sized mort-
gage, but on a massive one like theirs . . .

“Let’s write down everything we spend money on and see what can
go,” she suggested. “School fees,” she started with. “We could move the
girls to a cheaper school.”

“No.” He groaned like he was actually in pain. He was so proud that
his children were in a private school. “They need stability and Verity
wouldn’t survive in a state school.” Their current school had small classes
with individual attention. “She’d be bullied to death. What about Melo-
die? Could we manage without her?”

Melodie was their nanny, a capable Kiwi who had about twenty other
jobs on the go.

“She’s working the bare minimum as it is.” Marnie got the girls to
school and Melodie worked from 2:30 to 6:15. “If she goes, I can’t work.”

“Could you go part-time? Just work mornings?”

“No.” She had already asked Guy about it. “It’s a full-time position.”

Nick scribbled some calculations to see if Marnie’s salary was more
than Melodie’s wages and decided that it was, barely.

“Mrs. Stevenson?” he asked. Their cleaning woman.

“I'm a full-time working mother. She’s absolutely fantastic. And she
costs fifty quid a week.”

“All right, okay,” he grumbled. He tapped his pen nib against his note-
book. “But something has to give somewhere.” He swept a look over her.
“You spend a fortune on your hair.”

Mutely, she stared at him. She needed her hair even more than she
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needed Mrs. Stevenson. The expensive cut she was prepared to forgo, but
not the color. A picture of herself with two inches of gray roots flashed in
her head. She could never leave the house again. It was proving a big
enough challenge at the moment, even with perfect highlights.

“And all those . . . healing things you do. Meditation and acupunc-
ture and . . . what’s that thing you were at tonight? Cognitive some-
thing?”

“Counseling. But I won't be going back. And I don’t do any of the oth-
ers any longer.” Because none of them worked.

“How about your gym membership?” she suggested. “Perhaps you
could jog around the common instead?”

Aggrieved, he said, “I need to go to the gym. I'm up to my eyeballs in
stress. Anyway, ['ve paid for the rest of the year.”

“Okay.” She braced herself to address a truly painful subject. “Your
car...
“My . .. ? Areyou mad? If [ show up for work in a Ford Fiesta, it’s the
same as having ‘Loser’ stamped on my forehead. I need the Jag to keep the
respect.”

“I'm not suggesting a Ford Fiesta. But—"

“What about yours? A Porsche? Why don't you get a Ford Fiesta?”

“Fine. I don’t care.” The Porsche SUV was too big, guzzled an ap-
palling quantity of gasoline, and was far too much of a yummy-mummy
cliché.

But that seemed to make Nick angrier. She should care.

“Holidays,” she said. “We spend lots on them.”

“But we need a holiday. It’s the one thing we really need.”

“We don’t need any of it.”

He'd got used to dropping a grand on a suit, buying three of them in
one go. She’d got used to it too. Handing over seven hundred pounds for a
handbag—merely something to carry her stuff in—when she could just
as easily pick up a bag in Next for thirty quid.

But Nick had celebrated her extravagance: if his wife could afford to
spend a hundred and fifty pounds on a haircut, it signified that he was a
success.

It was humiliating for him to ask for constraints on their lifestyle.

“At least we have each other,” he said. “We’ll get through this.”
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It was such a dishonest statement that she couldn't reply. He opened
his mouth to press his point home, then abandoned the plan.

Sitting amongst the files that detailed their extravagant attempts to
spend their way to happiness, he looked entirely beaten; the intensity of
her sorrow left her breathless.

“I'm sorry, Nick,” she whispered. “I'm so so sorry.”

“I want to be a trophy wife.”

“A wife?” Ma had been scandalized. “Marnie Gildee, I brought you
up to think differently.”

It was Marnie’s sixteenth birthday—Grace’s also, of course—and the
conversation over the celebratory dinner had meandered into considering
what their futures held.

Grace had declared her ambition to be a journalist. Leechy, who was
always present on family occasions, said she wanted to work in a “caring
profession.” “As a nurse, maybe,” she’d said.

(“A doctor,” Ma had said quickly. “Forget about being a nurse in this
country. You get paid a pittance and have to work all the hours.”)

Then they’d looked at her. Marnie, what do you want to be when you
grow up?

She’d had no idea. She already felt grown-up—in some ways utterly
jaded—and had no particular enthusiasm for anything. The one thing she
was sure of was that she’d like to have children, but around here that
wouldn’t count as a career.

“Come on, Marnie, what do you want to be when you grow up?”

“Happy.”

“But what job do you want?” Bid had asked.

Embarrassed at once again being out of step with everyone else, she
considered saying that she’d like to be a flight attendant, then realized that
aspiring to be a trophy wife would upset them even more. Not that she
had any chance of being a trophy wife; she wasn't tall enough. It was like
being a policewoman or a catwalk model; there was a minimum height
requirement.

“A wife!” Ma had been scandalized.

“Not just any wife,” Marnie had said flippantly. “A full-on trophy job.”
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She’d said it to shock because she’d been so uncomfortable with Grace
and Leechy’s certainty. “You got married,” she accused Ma. “You're a wife.”

“But it wasn’t my sole ambition.” Ma had worked in the trade union
movement all her life. It was where she’d met her husband.

“You're not even blonde!” Bid turned on Marnie with sudden venom.
“Trophy wives are always blonde.”

“I can be blonde if I really need to be.”

Mind you, she wasn'’t entirely sure that was true. She’d tried bleaching
a handful of her hair and it had gone green. But she wasn’t backing down.

“What's the point in me having career plans?” Marnie asked. “I'm
hopeless at everything.”

“You? You're so gifted.” Ma’s voice rose. “You could do anything you
wanted. You're far brighter than Grace and Leechy—sorry, girls, just
calling a spade a spade. It’s a crime to squander such gifts.”

“Me?” Now Marnie was almost angry. “Who are you confusing me
with?”

She and Ma glared at each other, then Ma looked away; she didn’t be-
lieve in mothers and teenage daughters being at loggerheads, she said it
was a myth put about by soap operas. “Confidence,” Ma said. “That’s all
you lack, confidence.”

“I'm hopeless at everything,” Marnie repeated firmly.

And she proved herself right.

By the time Grace was covering mutilated bodies for the Times, Mar-
nie had done a degree in economics, graduated with a lackluster 2.2, and
fulfilled her own prophecies by being unable to get a job: she was granted
several interviews on the basis of her résumé but couldn’t convince anyone
to employ her.

It was then that she discovered she hadn’t been lying when she’d said
she’d wanted to be a wife.

Without a husband she felt small and raw. A boyfriend wouldn’t do,
not even a long-term one. She wanted a ring on her finger and a different
surname, because on her own, she wasn’t enough.

Her shame was almost as corrosive as her longing—she was Olwen
Gildee’s daughter; she’d been hardwired with a certain amount of
independent-woman teaching and it sat uneasily with her wish to sur-

render.
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But getting married wasn't as easy as she’d anticipated.

There were two kinds of men: those who fell so far short of Paddy’s
glittering charisma that she couldn’t bear to let them touch her, and the
Good Ones. And with them, it was like the job situation all over again.
They were initially enthusiastic, but once they reached a certain point in
the interview process, something changed: they saw her for who she really
was and they started to back away.

It was her fault. She’d get drunk and tell them the contents of her
head: her horror of the world and of the human condition. She’d woken
up one morning, hungover and shaky, and remembered the night be-
fore, saying to Duncan, a happy-go-lucky lawyer, “Don’t you ever won-
der why we were made with a finite capacity for pleasure but an infinity
capacity for pain? Our ceiling for pleasure is low but the floor for pain is
bottomless.”

He'd tried putting forward different arguments—after all, he was a
lawyer—but her misery proved too much for him. Eventually he said,
close to panic, “You need help. I hope you sort yourself out.” He’d paid for
the dinner, he’d seen her home, but she knew he’d never get in touch
again.

By her midtwenties, she was living in London and a pattern had estab-
lished itself: she scared away all the Good Ones. And she scared herself
by being unable to stop.

The thing about London was that there was a constant supply of new
men. She didn't have trouble with the initial attraction—she had a type of
melancholic beauty that men responded to. She didn’t see it herself but
knew it existed—Dbut she always managed to self-destruct.

In sympathy and exasperation, Grace called her the suicide bomber.

By the age of twenty-seven Marnie had become accustomed to waking
too early in the morning, in the horrors. Slipping further and further into
isolation, she had become the sum of her rejections. She was starting to
give up.

Then she met Nick. Handsome (if a bit short) in a rough-diamond sort
of way, he had a swaggery bantam-cock confidence that made her smile.
His job required nerves of steel; he loved children; he had an optimism
that was contagious. He was definitely a Good One.

From the moment he saw her, he wanted her. She recognized the look,
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she’d seen it enough times on enough faces, but it didn’t make her hopeful.
She knew what always happened next.

Despite promising herself that she wouldn’t, she got drunk and got
weird. But the strange thing was that Nick wasn't scared off.

When she told him the terrible things in her head he laughed, but with
tenderness. “Tell me why you would think like that, sweets.”

He didn't entirely get her, but he was willing. His intentions were
clear: her happiness was his project. He had never failed at anything and
he didn’t intend to start now.

For her part, she found him extraordinary. He'd had little education
but could survey any situation—human, political—fillet it with efficient
speed, and emerge with the salient facts.

An energy surrounded him, a type of forward-moving buoyancy, and
he was always slightly ahead of the zeitgeist in his choice of wine, holiday
destinations, haircuts . . .

More reassuring than his coolness was his sentimentality: Nick cried
at anything to do with children and animals, and although she teased him
for being an overemotional Cockney, she was relieved. Coldness would
have been a deal-breaker.

“Why do you love me?” she’d asked him. “It's not because I'm
middle-class, is it? Please don't tell me you think you're trading up?”’

“Fuck off!” he’d declared. “Who cares about any of that? I love you
because you're a shortarse.” Nick was five foot eight. “We're the perfect
height for each other.”

“He calls us Short and Shorter,” she told Grace in one of her monitor-
ing phone calls.

“Nicknames,” Grace had said. “Things are going well.”

“Yes,” Marnie said, but doubtfully.

“Never mind why he loves you,” Grace advised. “Why do you love
him?”

“I don’t know if I do. I fancy him, like I really . . . the sex, you know,
it’s gorgeous, but I don’t know if I love him.”

That changed late one night when they were walking back from a res-
taurant to Nick’s car. There was the sound of tinkling glass and the whoop
of an alarm, then Nick exclaimed, “That’s my motor.” (He’d once claimed

that he could always recognize his own car alarm, it was like a mother
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hearing her baby cry.) He did a speedy once-over of the street to establish
it was safe. “Got your phone, Marnie? Wait here.”

Then he began to run toward the three blokes who were breaking into
his car. They saw him coming and scarpered, but, to Marnie’s amaze-
ment, Nick ran after them. The three men split from each other and went
in different directions, but Nick kept running behind one of them—the
biggest. Nick had a tight, wiry body and he was fast. They both disap-
peared into an alleyway that led to a local housing estate, and some min-
utes later Nick returned, panting and disappointed.

“Lost him.”

“Nick, that could have been dangerous . . . you could have been—"

“I know,” he gasped. “Sorry, sweets. Shouldn’t have left you here
alone.”

It was the turning point for her: his courage in the pursuit of what was
right was what made her fall in love with him.

She believed in him.

She wanted to be his.

It was time, she’d decided, to take him to Dublin to run him by her
family—and it was a success. Even though they had opposing economic
ideologies, he charmed Ma and Dad. Grumpy Bid (who couldn’t give a
damn about socialism) and Big Jim Larkin (the dog before Bingo) adored
him. “How could you not like him?”” Grace said. Even Damien let himself
be coaxed into admitting Nick was “a decent bloke.”

Nick talked incessantly, bought drinks for everyone, and declared
himself delighted with Ireland.

“It’s over,” Grace said to Marnie. ‘“Your time in the wilderness.”

And so it appeared. A man had seen beyond her misleadingly pretty
little exterior to the murkiness within and hadn’t run for the hills—but
she kept having to check.

“Why do you love me?” she asked Nick again and again.

“You're salt of the earth.”

“Tam?”

“Yeah! Kindest heart of any person I know. See the way you're always
crying about people you've never even met.”

“That’s not kindness, that’s . . . neurosis.”

“Kindness,” he insisted. “Brainy too. Plus, you've a great pair of pins,



168 MARIAN KEYES

you cook a proper hot curry, and when you're not boo-hooing about the
state of the world, you can be a bit of a laugh. That’s why I love you.”

“I won't ask again,” she apologized.

“Ask as many times as you like, sweets, answer’ll be the same. Happy
now?”

“Yes.” No. Almost.

Marnie tried to accept that she’d finally got what she wanted. But she
couldn’t shake the fear that there was a catch.

There was always a catch.

Friday. Wen-Yi was on the prowl. “Marnie,” he hissed as soon as he saw
her. “Mr. Lee? He should have got that form yesterday. All he had to do
was sign it and send it back.”

“The post hasn’t come yet. As soon as it does, I'll alert you.”

“Mr. Lee is a powerful man,” Wen-Yi said. “He would be unhappy to
lose this sale.”

She hated when he said things like that. It made her feel ill with fear.

“Post has just arrived,” Guy said. “Let’s find out.”

Striving to fake an expression of keen expectation that every enve-
lope might contain Mr. Lee’s returned form, she opened the post. About
halfway through the task, she began to believe that it might actually
appear.

So profound was her conviction that, when everything was opened,
she was genuinely perplexed.

“That’s weird,” she said. “Not in today’s post.”

“What? Why not?” Wen-Yi slammed his stapler against his desk.
“Where isit?”

She couldn’t stop herself glancing at her handbag. She half expected it
to start pulsing and glowing.

“It must be lost in the post,” she said.

She’d tried that before, but Guy had told her that that happens only
once every ten million letters. It was as convincing an excuse as saying
that the dog had eaten your homework.

Agitated and frustrated, Wen-Y1 ordered, “Ring him. Find out what'’s
happening.”
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“Okay.”

But what would be the point? Instead she rang her own phone num-
ber and left an efficent-sounding message asking Mr. Lee to call her
ASAP.

Then she scribbled his address on a Post-it and announced to the of-
fice, “Just popping out.” She tried to sound cheerful. “I need to go to the
drugstore.”

Guy watched her go, saying nothing but taking it all in.

She ran to Rymans and this time managed to purchase an envelope
and a stamp. Mr. Lee would get the form on Monday, would sign it im-
mediately, and it would be back to Wen-Y1 by Tuesday. That should be
enough time.

Oh, what a tangled web.

“Lunch?” Rico asked. “Help me celebrate?”

She froze, overtaken by terror and longing.

“It’s a nice day,” he said. “We could go to the park?”

Her body relaxed and she began to breathe again. Yes, she could go
with him to the park.

“I'd have to skip my Pilates,” she said.

She’d paid in advance for ten classes but hadn’t gone for the past three
weeks. She’d hoped, as she did with everything she tried, that Pilates
would fix her, but the only effect it had was that—oddly—it made her
want to smoke. Unlike the rest of her family, she’d only ever been a tourist
smoker, but something about Pilates and its almost-nothingness made her
want to rip the cellophane off a packet of twenty and smoke one cigarette
after another until the terrifying boredom left her.

“If you'd prefer to go . . .” He looked disappointed.

“No. Pilates, the watching-paint-dry approach to fitness. I'm glad to
have an excuse. What are we celebrating this time?”

“Sale of an office block.”

“Only a small one,” Craig yelled.

But still. Rico, charm monster, the youngest and best-looking of Guy’s
brokers, was having an astonishing year, racking up commission after

commission.
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It was a bright sunny day, warm for the tenth of October. They sat on a
bench, their feet kicking at the drifts of crunchy leaves, in russets and
purples, that carpeted the ground.

“Autumn’s my favorite season.” Rico gave her her sandwich.

“Mmmm.” She hated autumn.

Autumn rotted. It was death and putrefaction. Beneath those leaves,
God-knows-what was lurking.

But she also hated summer. It was too screamy-happy and hysterical.

“What's your favorite season?”” he asked.

“Spring,” she lied. She hated spring too. It got on her nerves. All that
freshness and hope that ultimately amounted to nothing. If spring was a
person, it would be Pollyanna.

Winter was the only season that made any sense to her. But she kept
that to herself. If you go public that your favorite season is winter, you're
obliged to wax lyrical about snowmen and egg nog so that no one discov-
ers how weird you are.

“Champagne, madam?” Rico produced a bottle and two flutes, as if
from thin air.

She was horror-struck. She hadn’t been prepared for this. It took mo-
ments to find her voice. “No, Rico, no. Put it away. I've scads of work. I
can't.”

“I thought you liked champagne.” Already he was undoing the foil.

“I do, of course, but don’t, Rico, please. Stop, don’t open it.”

“You don’t want to help me celebrate?” His voice was over-innocent.

“Of course, but not at lunchtime.”

“After work?”

“Not today.”

“Not today. Okay. I'll keep it for some other time.” Without obvious
rancor he returned the bottle and glasses to their carrier bag.

“Are you angry with me?” she asked.

“I could never be angry with you.”

Too quick, too slick a reply, but she hadn’t the equilibrium to start
delving. Now she wished she’d let him open it.
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“Any plans for the weekend?” Rico turned sideways to give her his full
attention.

“The usual. Ferrying the girls to their different extracurricular activi-
ties. We'll probably go to a movie on Sunday.”

“What are you going to see?”

“Some Pixar thing. You know, I literally can’t remember the last time I
went to a film that wasn't PG. How about you?”

“Few drinks after work tonight. Dinner tomorrow night.”

“With a girl?”

He nodded and stared across the park, not meeting her eyes.

An arrow of something painful pricked her—jealousy?—not badly
enough to lodge in her flesh, but it felt good. A normal response gave her
hope.

“Jealous?”” he asked.

“A little bit.”

“Don’t be. She’s not as good as you. No one is.”

Don’t make me feel even more guilty.

“But until you're available . . .”

He picked up her hand and played with her fingers. She let him for a

moment, then wrenched them away.

In the multiplex, crowds of kids milling everywhere, the smell of rancid
butter in the air, Marnie thought, I am the only person alive. Everyone else
here is dead but they don’t know it. [ am alive and alone and trapped. For
a moment she believed it and was overtaken by horror that was almost
delicious.

Daisy and her friend Genevieve hurtled into her, using her legs as a
crash barrier.

“We got sweets!”

Verity and Nick brought up the rear. Nick had bought them way too
much at the pick’n'mix but she couldn’t be bothered to berate him. Let
their teeth rot. One day they were all going to be dead and it wouldn’t
matter then if every tooth in their heads was a black stump.

Then Marnie saw the woman: tall, slender, and smiley, her brown hair
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in a swingy ponytail. At first she didn’t know where she knew her from.
When she remembered, fear closed around her heart like a fist.

Don't see me don'’t see me don’t see me.

The woman—what was her name again? Jules, that was it—had no-
ticed her and was walking in her direction. She was about to say hello,
even stop perhaps, when she saw Nick at Marnie’s side. She dropped her
eyes and passed by with a bland smile.

Nick, of course, noticed. He noticed everything. He was always
watching.

“Do you know her?”

“No...

It was building. She felt it. He felt it. They both knew it was going to
happen.

“That’s enough!” Wen-Y1i said, when Monday’s post didn’t reveal Mr.
Lee’s signed form. “Send another one right now! Bike it. Get the bike to
wait while he signs it, then courier it directly to the bank.” He'd been talk-
ing to the vendors over the weekend. “If we don't close today we've lost the
sale.”

Which meant that Wen-Yi would lose his 1 percent—a lot of
money—but far worse, from hints that Wen-Y1 had been dropping, Mr.
Lee would be “displeased.”

Heart pounding, she picked up the phone. It would all be okay. To find
out where she should dispatch the bike, she rang Mr. Lee’s mobile; a
woman answered.

In a Chinese accent she said, “Mr. Lee not here. He in China. Be back
next month.”

God, no.

Panic rushed into her mouth, making it tacky and sour.

“When did he go?”

“Last week.”

“T'll ... I'll call you back.”

She went to Wen-Yi’s desk and said quietly, “Mr. Lee is in China. He
won't be back until next month.”

Wen-Yi wasn’t a shouter. He conveyed rage in a quiet, terrifying way.
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Speaking barely above a whisper, he bit out the words, “Why didn’t he say
he was going to China when you spoke to him?”

“I don’t know.”

“Did you speak to him?”

“Yes.” The word had left her mouth without her involvement.

He stared at her; he knew she was lying.

“You didn'’t speak to him. You didn’t ring him.”

“I did.” But her voice was weak and unconvincing.

He looked at her in disgust.

“If we lose this property, Mr. Lee . ..” He wiped his hand over his
face and thought for a moment. “Courier the form to China.”

“Will do,” she said in a travesty of efficiency, earning herself another
look of contempt.

Almost unable to breathe, she rang the mobile again and asked the
woman, ‘‘Can you give me Mr. Lee’s address in China?”

“In Shanghai. No address. Phone number.”

“If you could give me the number, then.”

With shaking hands, she wrote it down, then reached for the
phone book, searching for the code for China. What time was it in
Shanghai?

“I don’t care how late or early it is there.” Wen-Y1 read her mind.
“Ring him.”

Her fingers were trembling so badly, it took five attempts before she
managed to hit the numbers correctly. After many clicks and hissing, a
phone began to ring on a faraway continent.

Answer it answer it answer it.

A woman speaking, a foreign language, her own voice shrill and wob-
bly, her tongue clicking against her dry palate, as she tried to explain.

“I need to send something to Mr. Lee. You know Mr. Lee?”

Please know him please know him please know him.

“Yes, I know Mr. Lee.” The woman’s words bounced like rubber
bands. “I give you address.”

Thank you god thank you god thank you god.

But the woman’s accent was difficult to understand and something
got lost in translation, because UPS had no knowledge of the Shanghai
suburb that Mr. Lee was allegedly staying in.
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“No such place,” the cheery Australian booker said. “Can’t do
anything without an address.”

“Does it sound similar to another suburb?”

“Not even close.”

Ring her back ring her back ring her back.

Ican't I can’tIcan't.

She fought a compulsion to get up from her desk and abandon the of-
fice and go out into the street and walk and walk and walk, until she’d left
London far behind, until she was out on the hard shoulder of the motor-
way, cars and trucks roaring past, walking and walking and walking for-
ever. The heels of her shoes would crumble to nothing, her trouser suit
would become filthy rags, her feet would resemble steak tartare, and still
she would keep walking.

“Ring her again,” Wen-Y1 said, flashing hatred across the room.

“Okay,” she whispered.

This time the woman’s spelling coincided with a suburb. She watched
herself prepare the envelope and waited with herself by the office door
until the UPS man came and she personally placed the envelope into his
hands.

Her self-hatred was so enormous that she’d vacated herself. At some
stage she’d have to return to face the music, but right now, she was no-
where.

“Marnie? Drink?”

Rico stood before her, so handsome, so kind, so persuasive. Her only
ally. There were so many reasons to say no; she knew them all, but, to her
surprise, a decisive part of her brain intervened and informed her that she
was going to say yes.

After the terrible day, after the succession of terrible days, all fear and
restraint fell away and the decision was made. She’d endured weeks of
clenched-jawed forebearance, and to let go—so unexpectedly—was gid-
dyingly pleasurable. Suddenly she was gloriously, joyously light and free.

She was Marnie Hunter and she was answerable to nobody.

“Let me ring my nanny,” she told Rico. “If she can stay with the girls
it'sago.”
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Even if Melodie couldn’t stay, she was still going for that drink. She
didn’t know how but she knew it would happen.

“Melodie, Marnie here. So sorry, but I'm going to be a little late this
evening. A crisis at work.” She saw Rico smile.

Melodie sounded worried. “Mrs. H, I gotta be outta here by six fifteen.”

“I'll pay you extra.”

Then she noticed Guy. From the other side of the office, he was listen-
ing and radiating disapproval.

Well, fuck him. She was going for a drink with a colleague. Everyone
did it. It was normal. She felt like putting her hand over the mouthpiece
and yelling at him, it’s normal.

“Mrs. H, it’s not the money,” Melodie said. “I've gotta get to my other
job.”

“I'll be home by six fifteen. For God’s sake,” she couldn’t hide her im-
patience. “It’s just a quick drink.”

“A quick drink? You said it was a crisis at work. Does Mr. H know?”

Fuck Mr. H. She disconnected and smiled at Rico. “Come on, let’s go!”

................................ getting lighter . .. .........
........................ and rising steadily to pop the surface.

Suddenly she was there. She hadn’t been and now she was. She’'d
moved from nonexistence to existence, from nothing to something. Like
being born.

Where? Where had she been born this time?

An impression of ceiling, walls. Sealed. She was indoors. Probably in a
house. Softness beneath her. She was on a bed. But she didn’t know the
room.

Curtains on a window. She tried to focus, but double vision turned
them into two sets. They lifted, floated, crossed over and blurred. Try
again in a while.

Teeth ached, jaw ached, eye sockets throbbed. Nausea lay in wait,

primed to activate on movement.



176 MARIAN KEYES

Now she knew the bed. This was her own bed. Better than a stranger’s
bed? A hospital bed? Maybe not.

She was dressed, but in what? Her fingertips touched her stomach. She
consulted the skin on her back. Cool, smooth cotton. A nightdress.

Checking now to see how bad things were. Face first. But her arm
wasn’t under her control, it moved too fast and landed on her cheek with a
heavy, useless slap. Pain. Shock. Vomit in her throat.

Bones in face bad but lip not split. Carefully she ran her tongue around
the inside of her mouth, and when a tooth wobbled, she felt the first wave
of black horror. Other things can be fixed, but if you lose a tooth, you
never get it back. Permanent damage.

Checking further down. Ribs bad. Pelvis bad. Vertebrae okay. All
frontal damage this time.

She tested her legs, using the sole of her foot to feel the opposite leg.
Along their length, on both legs, were painful points that would bloom
into round, black blossoms.

Finally, she rubbed her feet together. Even her feet were bruised. From
my head to my toes . . .

Another wave of black horror. More would come, the gaps getting
shorter until eventually there were none and she was suspended in unend-
ing terror, wishing for annihilation.

The living will envy the dead. That was a line from the Bible, the only
one that had ever really grabbed her.

How had it happened this time? She couldn’t remember. Not yet.
Maybe never. Where are the kids? Panic. Where are the kids?

“Nick.” Her feeble voice surprised her. It didn't fit with her urgency.
“Nick.” The last person she wanted, but there was no choice.

A shadow at the doorway. Nick. He stood and stared in silence.

“Where are the kids?” she asked. “Are they okay?”

“They’re with my mum. I didn’t want them to see you like this.”

“Sorry,” she whispered.



]( you ever tell anyone,” he said. “9'" kill you.
Okay?
“Okay?” he said, louder this time.
She was mopping the blood off her face, aston-
ished at its quantity and redness. “Okay.”






She leaned closer to the mirror, inspecting for imperfections. Ah no. She’d
just spent the past half-hour doing her makeup more carefully than she’'d
ever done it in her life, and now look: flakes of skin had started to curl up
in the hollows around her nose, like cracked earth in a drought area. Grace
Gildee would definitely notice. Delicately, with her fingernail, Alicia lifted
the flakes off. Gone. But now there was a raw, red circle around each nos-
tril. She reached for her foundation sponge and dabbed color on the af-
flicted area. Flaky again.

Fuck.

Just fuck.

She was in bits. She’d done several interviews since the news broke
about her and Paddy but she’d never felt as nervous as this.

Not that she had reason to be. This was her time of triumph, her own
personal Pretty Woman, “Big mistake, big huge mistake” moment, where
she got to say, “Ha!” to everyone who'd ever been mean to her.

She was the woman who'd waited long enough and finally got every-
thing she’d ever wanted: Grace Gildee was having to interview her be-
cause she, yes, she, Alicia Thornton, was getting married to Paddy de
Courcy.

So there was no need to be nervous. Grace Gildee was the one who
should be quaking in her Doc Martens (or whatever brand of strident
clumpy boots she wore these days).

She applied one more layer of lipstick, then put her finger in her mouth
and sucked hard. A handy trick to avoid getting lipstick on her teeth.

But she cast an anxious look in the mirror: had she sucked off too
much? The balance was tricky—Tlipstick too obvious, you look desperate;
lipstick too discreet, you look pitifully self-effacing.

She decided to add one more coat, because the last thing she wanted
to look was pitifully self-effacing. Not in front of Grace. She wanted to
look . . . what? Sophisticated, confident, elegant. She’d never be beauti-
ful, she’'d accepted that a long time ago. And good job she had, because

for every fawning mention in the press of her “élan” there was another
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sniggery reference to her long features. The first and most wounding
had been “Giddy up the aisle!” She’d been devastated—and deeply
confused—by the hostility with which some newspaper articles had
greeted her engagement. One had even implied that the only reason she
was with Paddy was because she was a social climber. Which was insane,
she thought. Paddy was beautiful. Even if he’d been a puppeteer or the
person who sat at a conveyer belt and checked for mutant-shaped M&Ms,
she’d have loved him.

“Can we sue?” she’d asked, in tears.

“No, we can’t.” Paddy had been exasperated. “Get used to it.”

“You mean there might be more?”

“Yeah.”

“But why?”

She’d had a starry-eyed expectation that the media would shower her
with affection because it was Paddy she was marrying. Surely everyone
adored him as much as she did?

“They do,” Paddy had said bluntly. “They're jealous of you.”

Jealous! Once she realized that, it changed everything. She didn’t think
anyone had ever before been jealous of her; she didn’t usually generate
that kind of reaction. But now . . . well . . . jealous . . .

Sometimes, when she got dressed in the morning, she looked at herself
in the full-length mirror and whispered, “I am jealous of me, you are jeal-
ous of me, he-slash-she is jealous of me. We are jealous of me, you plural
are jealous of me, they are jealous of me.”

She blotted her lipstick and glanced at her watch. What time was it?

Five past eleven. Six past, actually. Grace was six minutes late.

Alicia went into the kitchen, opened the fridge, and checked that the
wine was still there. Yes. She looked out the kitchen window; yes, the
ground was still down there, one story below. But no sign of Grace.

Another glance at her watch. Eight minutes late now.

What should she do? She’d asked that Sidney Brolly, New Ireland’s
press officer, absent himself; she wanted privacy for this interview. But if
he’d been here, he’d have been ringing Grace’s mobile, running her to
ground, finding out what the delay was.

Could there be a chance that Grace wasn't coming? After all, you
never could tell with Grace—Christ almighty! The doorbell! Alicia’s
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nerve endings flared. The bell had never before sounded so harsh. What
in the name of God had Grace done to it?

Alicia buzzed open the downstairs entrance, and a few moments later,
she heard someone outside in the communal hallway.

Another check in the mirror—still there, bastard flakes—then she
opened the front door.

Oh my God. Grace looked exactly the same. Short hair, defiant eyes;
wearing jeans and a khaki anorak, one of the ugliest things she’d ever
seen.

“Grace! Lovely to see you.” She leaned forward for a welcome kiss but
Grace turned her head and managed to elude her. “Come in, please! Let
me take your coat.”

“Hello, Mrs. Thornton.”

Mrs. Thornton? “Mrs. Thornton? Grace! It’s me! Call me Alicial”

“Alicia.”

A sliver of doubt cut in. “Grace, you do know who [ am, don’t you?”

“Alicia Thornton.”

“But you remember me, right?”

Grace simply said, “Let’s get started. Where do you want to do this?”

“In here . . .” Considerably deflated, Alicia led the way into the living
room. It was obvious that Grace remembered her; she’d be a lot bloody
nicer if she didn't.

“Nice flat,” Grace remarked.

“Well, I can't really take any of the credit—"

“Because it’s Paddy’s, right? When did you move in?”

“I haven’t,” she said quickly. “I still have my own place.” In actual
fact, it had been months since she’d spent a single night in her own
house, but Paddy said they had to pretend. The Irish electorate was an
unpredictable beast, he said: one minute as liberal as you please, the
next breathing ire and indignation about people “living in sin.” In fact
Paddy had tried to insist that they genuinely live in their separate homes
until after the wedding, but this was one issue that Alicia stood her
ground on. She’d waited too long for him, she loved him so much, she
couldn’t not be with him.

“So why aren’t we doing the interview at your place?” Grace asked.

“Because . . . ah ...” The truth was that she was showing off to
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Grace—Ilook, see me, engaged to Paddy de Courcy, actually living with
him. But who in their right mind would admit to that? For a short crazed
moment, the words “burst pipes” flashed into her head. Yes. Burst pipes,
flooded flat, carpets ruined, two feet of water, Wellingtons, ceiling being
replastered . . . No. She choked back the lies; no good would come from
going down that path—Grace would find out.

All she could do was ignore the question. “Can I get you a cup of tea,
Grace? Coffee? A glass of wine?”

“Nothing, thanks.”

“Not even a glass of wine?” Boldly, she added, “After all, this is sort of
areunion.”

“I'm good, thanks.”

“An ashtray? Do you still smoke?”

“I'm a nonsmoker. Let’s get started.” Grace switched on her recorder.
“Where did you grow up?”

“. .. Dan Laoghaire.”

“Where did you go to school?”

“ .. But, Grace, you know all of this.”

“I need to get all the details square. I'd appreciate it if you'd just an-
swer the questions.”

“I'm not up on a murder charge.” Alicia tried to sound lighthearted. “I
mean, this is all so formal.”

“This 1s how I work. You requested me specifically. If it doesn’t suit
you, the Spokesman has lots of other journalists.”

“But I thought . . . because we knew each other, it would cut out a lot
of the formality.” Of course that wasn't the reason she’d insisted on Grace,
but what the hell.

“We don’t know each other.” Grace was blunt.

“But we do—"

“We might have known each other once,” Grace said, “but it was a
long, long time ago and it has no relevance now.”

Alicia was shocked by the short speech. There it was, all of the hostil-
ity Grace had, thus far, hinted at, out in the open. It wasn’t what she’'d
hoped for from today.

She’d had faith that Grace would be friendly, conciliatory, perhaps
even humble, bound by circumstances to treat her as an equal. She’d actu-
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ally entertained a tentative fantasy that she and Grace might share a laugh
at how things had turned out.

But she’d misjudged the situation entirely.

The giddy anxiety that had buoyed Alicia all morning drained away.
She was dejected, disappointed, and—to her great alarm—touched by a
flicker of fear.

“So let’s just get on with it,” Grace said. She checked her notes. “So
yourea . ..awidow?” she asked, almost as if she doubted it.

“ .. Yes.”

“How did your husband die?” The question was asked baldly, with
none of the sympathy that the other journalists had employed.

“A heart attack.”

“Was he old?”

“No. Fifty-eight.”

“Fifty-eight. That’s old. Compared to you. What did he do for a
living?”’

“It wasn't old.”

“What did he do for a living?”

“Barrister.”

“Just like Paddy. He must have been worth a couple of bob. Left you
nicely off—"

“Look, he wasn't old and I always had my own job, I never depended
on him for money.” She wasn't going to stand for Grace Gildee implying
was she was Anna Nicole Smith. It genuinely wasn't the case. Mind you,
the real situation probably wasn’t any more savory . . .

“You'd been married for how long?”

“Eight years.”

“Eight years? Long time. When he died, it must have been rough.”

“Yes, it was . . . rough.” Alicia stared off into the middle distance, as-
suming the wistful look that Sidney had told her to wear anytime her dead
husband came up in interviews.

“And ten months later you're engaged to Paddy de Courcy. Christ,
Alicia, you must have been devastated.”

“It wasn’t like that! I've known Paddy for years and years—you know
that, Grace—and he comforted me after the death of my husband. That

friendship flowered into love.”
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“Flowered into love,” Grace repeated, a smirk—an actual smirk—on
her lips. “Right. So you're the woman who'’s finally got the elusive Paddy
by the short and curlies? What is it about you that’s so special?”

Alicia wondered if she should object to “short and curlies,” but instead
settled for, “I suppose you'd have to ask Paddy that.”

“I'm asking you.”

“I can’t speak on behalf of him.”

“Come on, Alicia Thornton, you're a grown woman. Answer the ques-
tion: What makes you different?”

“I'mvery . . . loyal.”

“Areyou, now?” Grace asked with a grim cheerfulness. “And his other
girlfriends weren't?”

“I'm not saying that, not at all!” Christ, Paddy would go mad. He'd
told her to never slag off anyone else in interviews. It looked very bad in
print, much worse than it sounded in conversation. “But I'm extremely
steadfast.”

“How do you think steadfastness plays out in the modern mar-
riage?”

“What do you mean?”

“It’s no secret that Paddy is very popular with the ladies. If there was
an adultery scandal, would you stand by him? Would you show up for the
family shot at the garden gate? Or would you leave him?”

The questions were coming too fast. She didn’t know the right answer.
She was bitterly sorry she had banished Sidney; he would have stepped in
and put a firm stop to this line of questioning.

“Stay or go?” Grace pushed.

Alicia was rigid with indecision. She didn’t know the right answer. She
thought of Paddy; what would he want her to say?

“I'd stand by him.”

Grace Gildee’s eyes narrowed scornfully. “You can’t think very much
of yourself if you've decided in advance that you'll excuse any adultery.
Doesn’t that give your future husband carte blanche to misbehave?”

“No!”

“No need to shout.”

“I wasn’'t. And I'm not excusing anything. I'm saying that marriage is

a sacred vow.”
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“A sacred vow?”” Grace repeated. “Just because one person breaks the

vow, it’s no reason for the other to do so?”
“Yes.” That sounded good.

After less than fifteen minutes, Grace clicked off her recorder and said,
“Okay, I have all I need.” Somehow it sounded like a threat.

Grace stood up and Alicia remained seated, unable to understand that
the interview was over. It was too soon. She’d expected so much, but
nothing had happened the way she’d planned it.

“My jacket,” Grace prompted, as Alicia remained glued to the couch.

“Oh yes . ..” Alicia finally emerged from her stunned state and re-
trieved the hideous khaki anorak from the hall cupboard.

“I'love your coat,” she said, handing it over to Grace. “Gorgeous color.”
Fuck it, a woman had to take her pleasures where she could.

Grace gave her a hard stare. Clearly she recognized sarcasm when she
heard it. She could never get one over on Grace. Not even now.

Making a last-ditch attempt to rescue things, Alicia said warmly, “Tell
me, how’s Marnie?”

“Fantastic. Living in London, married to a fantastic man, two gor-
geous kids.”

“QGreat. Send her my love.”

Grace stared at her. Stared until she quailed.

Alicia listened to Grace pounding down the communal stairs and burst-
ing out into the world. A few moments later a car engine started and tires
screeched away. Grace was gone. Obviously hurrying back to her office
to bash out a hatchet job. For a moment Alicia felt faint with fear.

She had to ring Paddy. He'd told her to call the moment it was over.
But she felt too bruised and humiliated to summon the wherewithal.

In the days and weeks before this interview, she’d been confident she
was the firm favorite. Instead she’d been soundly trounced. And it was
her own fault: she’d specifically requested Grace. Paddy had counseled
against it, but she’d wanted it so badly, she told Paddy it could be his

wedding present to her.
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“And what will your wedding present to me be?” he’'d asked.

“What would you like?”

“I don’t know the exact details yet,” he’'d said obliquely. “But a time
might come when I might ask you to do a little job, and I'd like you to re-
member this and do what [ ask.”

She hadn't had a clue what he was getting at but somehow she’d known
he wasn'’t talking about her bending over and letting him roger her up
the bum.

Reluctantly she dialed Paddy’s office number.

“How’d it go with Grace Gildee?” he asked.

“Well . . . okay.”

“Okay?”” All his antennae were up.

“Oh, Paddy, she’s such a bitch.”

“Why? What? I fucking warned you about this! I'm getting Sidney
onto her.”

“No, Paddy, no, no. She said nothing bad, she just wasn’t very nice.”

“Well, what did you expect?”

When she had married Jeremy, even as she was gliding up the aisle on her
father’s arm, she’d known that she didn’t love him the way she loved
Paddy.

But she had loved him. Jeremy was a wonderful man.

They’d met through her job—he asked her to agent the sale of his
flat—and their connection was instant.

He was a confident, intelligent, kind man who treated life as a great
adventure. He had a wide circle of friends and they moved in a pack, vacu-
uming up truffle-tasting menus and jazz festivals and helicopter trips over
the North Pole.

Compared to Jeremy, Alicia had seen nothing and done nothing and
knew nothing, but her gaucheness was what appealed to him. He took her
to opera festivals. He took her shopping in Milan. He took her to a restau-
rant in Barcelona that had a six-year waiting list. “You keep everything
fresh for me,” he told her.

Life was fast and busy. So busy, in fact, that she sort of forgot to notice
that the sex wasn’t up to much.
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She fancied him, yes, she definitely fancied him, even if he was
twenty-three years older than her—two years younger than her dad. But
Jeremy was nothing like her dad; for an older man, he was very handsome.
Dark hair (dyed, but then again so was hers), dark eyes, always twinkling,
truffle gut kept at bay with regular games of tennis.

With his rampaging appetites, she’d expected him to be demanding
in bed, probably a bit kinky (she was quite worried, if she was to be hon-
est), but to her surprise he didn’t seem that bothered. Even before they got
married, it didn’t happen often, and when it did, it was a quick, lackluster
event. It alarmed and disappointed her. If it was this tame at the start of
the relationship, when they were meant to be at their wildest about each
other, it could only get worse.

She faced the uncomfortable truth: a life with Jeremy would be a life
without passion. But that was the price you paid for marrying an older
man, and she was meant to be with an older man, that much was clear to
her. She was always more sensible than her years—her mother used to say
she was “seven, going on thirty-seven”—and things never worked out
with men of her own age. She wasn't pretty enough, or cool enough, or
something enough. But whatever it was that she was missing, Jeremy was
prepared to overlook it; it took someone with Jeremy’s life experience to

see her true worth.

She knew something wasn't right when three of his male friends came on
honeymoon with them to Lisbon. The full story was revealed in all its bit-
terness when one night they “just happened” to find themselves in a gay
bar. Alicia sat in horror, riveted to a bar stool, while her new husband and
his friends and the young boys they were flirting with treated her like a
tame fag-hag.

She was appalled at Jeremy's cruelty.

So he was gay. But he hadn’t had the guts to tell her, so instead he was
demonstrating it.

As soon as she got the power of movement back, she slid off the bar
stool and headed for the door.

“Where are you going?”’ Jeremy asked.

“Back to the hotel.”
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“T'll come with you.”

Once in the hotel room, Alicia began flinging shoes and clothes into a
suitcase.

“What are you doing?” Jeremy asked.

“What does it look like? I'm leaving you.”

“Why?”

“Why? You might have mentioned you're gay.”

“Bi, actually. Alicia, I thought you knew. I didn’t think you minded.”

“What kind of woman do you think I am? That [ would marry a gay
man and not mind?”

The look in his eyes told the whole story. Guilty, shifty. He hadn’t
truly thought that she knew. But he had thought that when she discovered
it, she would put up with it.

Everyone disappoints you in the end, she thought.

“You conned me,” she said. “Why did you marry me?”

“About time [ settled down. I'm fifty.”

“Yes, you're fifty. Why bother?”

“Ouch, Missus Thornton, you really know how to twist that knife.”

“Can’t you ever be serious?”

“Why, when we can have fun instead?”

“Jeremy, I need to know. Why did you marry me?”

He didn’t answer.

“Why, Jeremy?”

“You know why.”

“I'don’t.”

“You wanted it.”

She had. And now that he’'d said it, she admitted that all the impetus
had come from her. She’d wanted to get married, she always had, it was
what you did, it was normal behavior. And it had been such a joyous
change to meet a man who would do what she wanted; before Jeremy, she
hadn’t been able to get a man to commit to even ringing her. But with
Jeremy, she’d been able to come right out and say jokey things like “How
much are you spending on my engagement ring?” and “Where are we go-
ing on our honeymoon?”

“Well, thanks a bunch,” she said. “Very decent of you. But seeing as
you're gay and all, you needn’t have bothered.”
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“Alicia, why did you marry me?”

“Because I love you.”

“And?”

“And nothing.”

“Right,” he said, looking her dead in the eye.

He knew, she realized. Maybe he didn’t know that the man was Paddy,
but he knew there was someone. Complicity flashed between them, a mo-
ment where their respective dishonesties were highlighted and bare.

They’d both been liars, she as much as Jeremy. They’d both gone into
this marriage for the wrong reasons—she’d married Jeremy because if she
couldn’t have Paddy, Jeremy would do—and the extent of her cynicism
left her more ashamed and depressed than she had ever felt in her life.

“Don’t go tonight,” Jeremy said. “Sleep on it, wait until morning.
Come on.” He held out his arms, offering comfort. She let him hold her,
because in her way, she loved him.

In the morning, he persuaded her to stay for the rest of the honey-
moon. And when they returned to Dublin and moved into their marital
home, she was too embarrassed to leave immediately. The mortification
of splitting up with her husband on their honeymoon was just too much.
She decided to give it a year, just to save face. And somewhere in that year,
she forgave him.

They never slept together again—in fact, their marriage was never

consummated—but they’d been friends, great friends.

“Why not just be openly gay?” she sometimes asked him. “Ireland has
changed. It’s okay now.”

“I'm from a different generation to you.”

“Please,” she said. “Stop reminding me you're ancient.”

“Do you want everyone to know that your husband takes it up the arse
from nineteen-year-old rent boys?”

“Do you?” She was fascinated.

“Yes.”

No, she didn’t want anyone knowing that.

But she wondered if Paddy knew.

She met him from time to time—not properly, not by appointment,
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but at big social events, like charity balls, where conversation was brief
and jokey. The first time he’d met Jeremy and Alicia after they’d got
engaged, he X-rayed them with an impolite gaze that made her uncom-
fortable with its intensity. She remembered watching him, watching
them—scanning, assimilating, filing—and wondering what it was that

he saw.

Her sister Camilla knew too—because she told her. She had to tell some-
one, but then she was sorry, because Camilla said the worst possible thing.
“Why are you selling yourself so short? Why don'’t you leave him and
hold out for true love?”

“Because ['ve met the only one I'll ever love. I know who he is.”

Such certainty was a type of comfort. It wasn’t her fault she was
hopelessly in love with a man she couldn’t have. In olden times she’'d
have entered a nunnery and that would have been the end of everything.
At least with Jeremy she was living a fullish life, going skiing, shopping,
having fun.

I have a lizard-skin Kelly bag, she reminded herself.

I have met Tiger Woods.

I have flown in a private plane.

But sometimes in the bleak predawn hours, the truth woke her and she
couldn’t avoid wondering what was wrong with her. Why did she think so
little of herself that she remained married to a gay man? Why had she
settled for a skewed half-life?

But it’s fine, she told herself. We're happy.

She had read a feature in Marie Claire about relationships where the
couples no longer had sex. Apparently they were much more widespread
than anyone knew or admitted to.

“I am actually normal,” she whispered to herself in the pearly gray
light. “It’s the ones who have lots of sex who are abnormal.”

She knew it all came back to Paddy. He’d ruined her for anyone else.

“Maybe you should see someone,” her sister had suggested. “A shrink
of some sort.”

“A shrink won't help me find a man as good as Paddy.”

Her sister didn’t push the point. She fancied Paddy too.
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Despite the absence of sex, her life with Jeremy was a good one. He used
humor, money, drink, food, and travel to keep things from ever becoming
too glum or serious. He loved her, she knew he did. He always treated her
with great tenderness and affection.

And when he died, her grief was genuine.

At about ten thirty most nights, Sidney dropped the following morning’s
papers over to Paddy. Normally it was no big deal—Sidney handed him
the bundle, then legged it, and Paddy leafed through the pages at his
leisure—but this particular night, Paddy brought such a wash of black
energy with him when he returned to the living room that Alicia knew
immediately that something was up.

“It’s in,” Paddy said. “The interview with Grace Gildee.”

Alicia’s stomach almost flipped out of her mouth. They hadn’t been
expecting it for another week.

Paddy went straight to it and was so intent on it that she had to read
over his shoulder. It was a big piece, a double-page spread, and the head-
line in big, bold, black print said STAND BY YOUR MAN. The first line
read, “It is a truth universally acknowledged that a single man in posses-
sion of naked political ambition must be in want of a wife.”

God. Alicia flicked a terrified glance at Paddy. He read on for a few
sentences, then made an outraged squeak. “Why the hell did you offer her
a glass of wine at eleven o'clock in the fucking morning?”

“I thought . . .” What had she thought? That she and Grace might get
mildly drunk together and end up giggling over the old days?

Paddy read on avidly: boring details of her upbringing, schooling,
work history. So far so safe—then disaster.

“Thornton’s values are reminiscent of those of the 1950s, where women
stick by adulterous men because ‘marriage is a sacred vow. Just because

IT)

one person breaks the vow, it’s no reason for the other to do so.
“Did you say that?” Paddy demanded.
“ ..Someofit...”

“And she said the rest and you agreed?”
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“ .. Yes ... Too late she’d remembered that if you agree with any
statement that a journalist makes, they can quote you on it.

“I'm meant to represent modern fucking Ireland!”

“Sorry, Paddy.”

“Not some fucking Catholic throwback banana republic! Why the
hell did we send you to media training if you can’t remember the fucking
basics?”

“Sorry, Paddy.”

“Why wouldn’t you let Sidney sit in on it?”

But he knew why, they both did.

On she read. ““Thornton reckons the reason she caught the field-playing
de Courcy is down to her “loyalty and steadfastness.” This will come as a
surprise to mountaineer Selma Teeley, who—very loyally, it must be
said—used some of her substantial sponsorship earnings to fund de
Courcy’s election campaign six years ago.”

Had she? Alicia hadn’t known that. She looked in surprise at Paddy,
then looked away quickly. Now was not the time for eye contact.

Possibly the worst thing about the piece, Alicia realized, was that
Grace was reporting it straight. There were no spiteful interpretations;
instead she let Alicia’s quotes damn her all by themselves.

Alicia sounded like a submissive doormat, and it was all her own fault.

When Paddy finished reading, he threw the paper aside with a sharp
rustle and sat brooding in his chair. “Stupid bitch,” he said.

bOlCI

FRIDAY, OCTOBER 17, 11:07 A.M.
Wake up. Look at alarm clock. Pleased. 11:07 good time. Less of day to
waste.

Make coffee and bowl Crunchy Nut cornflakes, pull kitchen chair
round to back of house, and break my fast, in full view of Atlantic Ocean.
Has become my habit because every day, despite it being October, weather
is beautiful.
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Ireland strange, strange country. In leisurely fashion, pour milk over
Crunchy Nut cornflakes.

Six or seven surfers out there this morning, sleek as seals in their wet
suits.

Ate slowly. Have taken to chewing every mouthful of food twenty
times because of article I read: alert! In Western world, we do not chew
food enough. We are swallowing food almost whole. Bad business be-
cause intestines have no teeth. Chewing every mouthful twenty times
good for digestion.

Also helps to pass the time. Was [ imagining it or was one of the surf-
ers looking in my direction? Jake the Love God? Sudden flash of silver
light—small but intense—seemed to leap from his direction and break
over my head. Not minibolt of lightning but blink of his silvery eyes.

Was it just sunlight glinting on water? Surely not possible to see color
of his eyes, even if they are abnormally bright? He is some distance away.
(Twelve yards? Half a mile?)

Narrowed eyes in attempt to see better. (Strange thing—why would
you make eyes smaller when trying to see more?) Next thing, the surfer
waved.

Must be Jake!

[—slightly self-consciously—waved back. Very faintly, heard call
from him. “Hi, Loh-lah!” Words floated on sea air, carried to me by
many, many molecules of salt.

Called back, “Hi, Jake.” But voice sounded thin and weak. Knew, for
sure, salt molecules had not helped out, only person who heard me was
me. Felt foolish.

Whenever bumped into Jake in Knockavoy, he gave me sexy smiles
and long, meaningful eye locks, then lounged away without issuing con-
crete invitation.

“’E fancies you,” Cecile says, whenever we meet, which is most days.

“So you keep saying,” I reply. “But he does nothing about it.”

“’E is not used to making the running,” Cecile said. “The girls always
do it for 'im.”

“This girl doesn’t,” I said, as if I was full of self-esteem, dignity,
self-worth. Not the case. Truth of matter, Jake and his love god antics
were mild diversion, but too destroyed by Paddy.



194 MARIAN KEYES

12:46 PM.

“Lola?” Man’s voice calling from outside house. Surprising. “Lola?”
Paddy coming to claim me! To tell me it had all been terrible mistake!
Not. Of course not. But it just doesn’t go away. Even when not think-

ing specific thoughts, am operating in mesh of free-floating dread and

only takes something very, very small—e.g., mention of Louise Kennedy
in magazine—to trip off high-speed chain of painful thoughts.

Being without Paddy is defining fact of my life. Whenever had split up
with other boyfriends, had been sad, yes, not denying it. But always had
hope that a future still awaited me. But I'd met Paddy, I'd met my Real
One. He'd been and gone and my future was empty. Opened door. Heavy-
set man. Out on road, DHL van parked.

Heavyset man said, “Lola Daly?”

“That’s me.”

“Parcel for you. Sign here.”

Wondered what it was. Who was sending me stuff?

Under “Contents,” it said, “Shoes.” Now knew what it was.

DHL man turned box upside-down to read it. “Shoes, s it?”

In Dublin would stare at him coldly for his nosiness. But in Knocka-
voy can do no such thing. Am obliged to lean shoulder against doorjamb
in attitude indicating have all time in world for in-depth chin-wag. “Yes,
shoes.”

“For a wedding, 1s it?”

“. .. Er, no, not for a wedding.” Shoes not even for me, as it happens,
but cannot tell him that, no matter how talkative I'm obliged to be. Am
bound by bonds of secrecy. Dilemma. Am pulled in two different direc-
tions, ruled by two masters.

“Just felt like buying new shoes, was it?”

“That’sit. Just . . . you know . . . felt like it.”

“Down here on your holidays, is it?”

“Er, no, longer.”

“How long?”

“No...er...plans.” Ashamed by my life. Couldn’t say “Am stuck
here until my friends and colleagues decide I am sane enough to be allowed
back to Dublin.” “Just . . . ah . . . playing it by ear . . . you know?”

“So I might see you again?”
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“You might.”
“Niall,” he said, sticking out his hand for me to shake.
“Lola,” I said.
“Oh, I know.”

12:57 PM.
Waited until he was well and truly gone, then opened box to check it was
what thought it was. It was. Rang Noel from the dole.

Said to him, “Your package has arrived.”

“Finally? About time. Mint.” (“Mint”—word he favors, meaning

IEINT

“great,” “excellent,” etc.) “Will call this evening after work. When suits
you?”

“I'm sorry, Noel from the dole, I have friends coming for the week-
end.”

Startled-sounding pause. Then he said, “Oh fine! Be like that. From
Dublin, I suppose, these friends of yours?” Said sneerily, as if Dublin
pretentious hellhole.

Justaminute . . . “You are the one who insisted on absolute secrecy,” I
said. “Don’t mind if you come to collect parcel while others are here.”

“How about Monday?” Noel asked.

Monday long way away. Might have been pronounced fully restored to
mental health and on way back to Dublin. But not very likely.

“Monday fine. Come after work.”

1:06 PM.

Late. Hurried to town. Like it mattered. Conducted business briskly—
buying food, wine, and much, much chocolate for arrival of Bridie, Treese,
and Jem—then hurried home again.

Changed back into pajamas, Wellingtons, and feather boa. Pulled
couch round to back of house and spent afternoon lying on it, reading
Margery Allingham thriller.

Funny thing. If people were asked to describe perfect life, they might
describe mine: living in beautiful, beautiful place—sea, nature, all that;
not having to get up crack of dawn, sleeping half the day, none of stresses
of work, having time to watch DV Ds on revenge, read damp thrillers, and

chew each mouthful of food twenty times. But cannot enjoy it. Anxious,
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antsy. Feel life passing me by. Feel everything have worked hard for slip-
ping away.

Ashamed of my ingratitude. Now have other unpleasant emotion to
feel. Variety is nice, | suppose. Makes change from terror and heart-
break.

Gave self pep talk—silent one, not yet at stage where talking out loud
to self: one day life would be different and stressy and busy again and I
would love to disappear to small beautiful place and do nothing. So really
must try to enjoy my time here. This is not forever!

5:30 PM.
Not spying. Not this time. Dragging couch back inside when glanced
toward Firestarter Considine’s house and saw him in his kitchen. First
thought, a nosy-neighbor one: He’s home early from work. Second thought:
Is that actually Firestarter Considine, and if so, what on earth is he
wearing?

Stared. Stared hard. Was he really wearing swimming goggles and a
shower cap? Yes. Undeniably yes.

Strange goings-on in that house.

6:57 pm. ARRIVAL OF BRIDIE AND BARRY.
Listening for car, like lonely rural person. Hear it long before it arrives.
Not because it is only car on road—indeed not, road is main Knockavoy-
to-Miltown-Malbay highway, quite busy—but because of music Bridie
has on car stereo. Qasis, if not mistaken. Car pulls up beside me, music
abruptly shut off, and Barry emerges from driver’s side. Barry permitted to
come for weekend because does everything he is told to, does not express
opinions of his own, causes no waves. Unlike other people’s husbands.
“Three hours, forty-nine minutes,” was first thing Bridie said to me.
“Excellent time for Friday rush hour. Hold on, just have to write it down.”

7:35 pm. TREESE AND JEM ARRIVE.

Treese driving adorable little blue Audi T'T-—gift from Vincent!—Jem in
passenger seat looking uncomfortable. Too low to ground and slightly too
chubby for car. Also embarrassed to be in such girly vehicle? Treese v.

glam looking, in heels and sleek tailoring.
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“You are fabulous,” I say. “How is Vincent?” I asked. “Keeping well?”
Had to ask. Polite. He was invited for weekend—obviously he had to be if
Barry was—but nothing ever said. Not even “Vincent says thanks for in-
vite, but he is busy this weekend trying to get his head reduced in size.”
Simply, we all—Treese included—in silent conspiracy that it would be
better if he didn’t come.

7:38 pM. TO 7:45 P,

Newcomers taking deep breaths of salty air. Standing facing sea, hands
on hips, filling lungs with ozone, saying, “God, that’s fantastic!” Took
seven to eight minutes. Then Jem clapped hands together and said,

“Right! Which pub?”

8:07 pm. THE OAK, FOR PRE-PRANDIAL LIBATIONS

(MARGERY ALLINGHAM).

Ol’ Prune Eyes took time out to sit down with us. Very smiley, twinkly-
eyed, pleasant. Told others that he had heard lots about them. Delightful.
I felt proud, almost as if he was my invention.

He told them how I came in every lunchtime (not every lunchtime,
but never mind, no need to contradict, much goodwill floating around)
for soup of the day. “She always says, ‘Ibrahim, is it lumpy?’” He
laughed hard and hit thigh and repeated, “ ‘Ibrahim, is it lumpy?’ Every
day.”

Everyone joined in with laughter, not quite sure what laughing at, but
charmed that he found it so funny. (Different cultures, different senses of
humor.)

Jem went to bar to buy round and returned, flushed and happy. “We're
invited to a party tomorrow night!” He had made new friends while pur-
chasing drinks. Not first time such a thing had ever happened to some-
one. Don’t mean to be cynical, but . . .

“What party?” Bridie asked.

“Those lads at the bar.”

Surf boys. Five or six of them. Barely dressed, flip-flops, cut-offs, tans,
earrings, salt. And there was Jake, in washed-out T-shirt, low-slung jeans,
and shark’s-tooth neck ornament, lounging against bar, drink in hand,
watching me. He mouthed, “Lola,” and smiled.
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Bridie rounded on me. “You know him?!”

“Jake? ... Um . .. yes.” Quite proud, to be honest. Is like buying
fabulous new Chloé coat, but not telling anyone, just arriving along in it
and seeing everyone’s faces.

“He fancies you!” Bridie elbowed Barry. “Doesn’t he?”

“Certainly seems like it.”

“The way he was looking at you!”” Bridie snuck another glance at Jake.
“He’s still doing it! He fancies you, I could swear it!”

“Actually.” I cleared throat, readying self to enjoy moment. “He does.”

That stymied her. “He does? How do you know?”

“Cecile told me.”

“Who 1s Cecile?!” Bridie likes to know everything. Right now, she
knows next to nothing.

“French girl. In fact, there she is.”

Cecile was in thick of surf boys, giggling and shrugging. Wearing ca-
pri pants, ballet slippers, and scarf knotted jauntily at neck, in fashion
Irish woman would never achieve even if practiced for a month.

“Call her over,” Bridie ordered. “Hey, Cecile, Cecile! Over here!”

Surprised, Cecile pursed red lips and raised perfect eyebrows, but re-
sponded to Bridie’s summons.

“Cecile?” Bridie demanded. “You're Cecile?” High-speed intro-
ductions. “Bridie, Barry, Treese, Jem, and Lola you know. Okay, tell
me, that blond-haired man at bar—Jake?—is it true? Does he fancy
Lola?”

Cecile giggled. “Oh yes, 'e wants to ride ’er into middle of next
week.”

Treese flinched. But not Cecile’s fault. She is not really crude, simply
French. Does not understand all that she says, merely repeating what she
has heard, like small child.

“’E wants to ride ’er so she cannot walk straight for a month.”

“Thank you. You've been very helpful.”

Cecile dismissed.

“Right!” Bridie decreed. “Here’s what I think. Best thing that could
happen to Lola right now would be a fling with this Jake. Agreed?” Bridie

consults others. Yes, agreed.
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“But you must not expect anything long-term,” Bridie cautions. “He is
far too good looking.”

“What is this thing where you keep telling me all men are far too good
looking for me?”

“No offense, Lola, you are nice looking too. But just look at this Jake
person. He is abnormally good looking. He is freak of nature. The
mouth on him! Is so sexy! Everyone must fancy him. Even I fancy
him!”

“Sorry,

T}

she said to Barry.

“Is okay,” he said. “I fancy him too.”

“Doyou?”

“We could have threesome with him,” Barry said, then they leaned
into each other and laughed some private laugh, while rest of us watched,
slightly uncomfortable.

SATURDAY, OCTOBER 18, NOON. EVERYONE OP.
Plan for the day: walks, breathing air, being wholesome before going on
“unmerciful batter this evening,” to quote Jem. First: short trip to town
because we had run out of milk.

“I'will go,” I said. “Because am hostess. My responsibility.”

“No, I will go,” Jem said. “Because drank it all at five o'clock this
morning.”

“No, I will go,” Bridie said. Because she is control freak.

“Why don’t we all go?”” Treese suggested.
“Okay! 1

12:18 pm. WALKING TO TOWN.
Bridie starts talking about Jake. Again.

“Good for you to sleep with him. Good for your ego, good for your
confidence. What you know about him?”

“Nothing. Is twenty-five, from Cork, had sex with every other woman
in Knockavoy, and apparently wants to ride me so I can’t walk straight for
amonth.”

“But has he job?” Treese pressed. “How does he support himself?”

“Don’t know and don't care. Don’t want to know that his mother is
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teacher and his father a guard, that he has older sister and two younger
brothers, that at school he was good at hurling but not so good at football.
Don't want to know that he shared bedroom with brother and had photos
of Roy Keane blu-tacked to wall. Don’t want to know that photos exist of
him as cheeky six-year-old with gappy teeth or grinning ten-year-old with
awful haircut. Don’t want him to be ordinary and don’t want any evidence
that he wasn’t always beautiful.”

“But you are not treating him as human being,” Treese said.

“I know. Don’t want to know his hopes and dreams.”

“Is no basis for relationship,” Treese said.

“But she won'’t get relationship off him!” Bridie said. “I am sick saying
it, but he is just too good looking.”

“Just minute! What about what I want? You are all acting as if [ am
luckiest woman on earth that he fancies me—and he only fancies me be-
cause | am novelty—but what about what I want? Maybe don’t fancy him
atalll”

“Well, do you fancy him?” Bridie asked.

Thought about it. “Not really.”

Clamor of aghast disbelief, even from Jem.

“All right, calm down! He is nice to look at!”

“You are only playing hard to get,” Bridie decided. “Don’t bother. He
still won’t do relationship with you.”

“Not playing hard to get. Still in love with Paddy.”

“You would turn down hot sex with love god just because you are still
hung up on slimy politician with smile like Joker from Batman!” Bridie

indignant. “Politician who, incidentally, is getting married to a horse.”

7:25 pm. THE OAK.
Light dinner. Toasted sandwiches and soup of day (mushroom).
“Say it,” Ol’ Prune Eyes begged me. “Say it.”
“But [ know it’s not.”
“Say it anyway.”
“Okay. Is it lumpy?”
I never saw anyone laugh so much.

“You might have future as comedian in Egypt,” Jem said quietly to me.
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8:39 pm. MRS. BUTTERLY'S.

Nasty surprise. Two people already in there. Have never before had to
share Mrs. Butterly—Honour (she doesn’t know I know her first name,
Boss told it to me, it is like learning name of your teacher when you are in
preschool)—with any other customer.

Then noticed one of customers was Firestarter! Rossa Considine. He
was with woman. Reunited with fiancée?! But speedy scrutiny revealed
that woman he was with was definitely not wedding-dress woman. In fact,
she had slight ferrety cast to her features. Could she be the girlfriend?
Despite undeniable ferretyness—something to do with her teeth—she
was not ugly. Or fat. In fact, cute looking.

But what was story there? Rossa Considine dumped ferret girl when
he met wedding-dress girl? But now wedding-dress girl had done runner,
he was trying to mend fences with ferret-face?

Mrs. Butterly in a flap. “Don’t know where I will fit everyone. Sorry,
Lola, know these are your friends, but can’t take them all. Not enough
glasses.”

“Is okay,” Rossa Considine said. “We are finishing up. They can have
our seats.” He squeezed past and said, “Hello, Lola.”

“Hello, Rossa,” I replied.

To the uninitiated this might seem like benign greeting. But lots un-
spoken stuff going on. By sarcastic expression in his eyes, Rossa Consid-
ine was really saying, I see you many mornings spying on me like nosy
oddball.

And with my eyes [ was saying, Is that fact? Well, I caught you burning
your ex-fiancée’s dresses in middle of night. And dancing around your kitchen
wearing swimming goggles and a shower cap. You are fine one to be calling
me an oddball.

“Who's he?” Treese asked, when they’d squeezed out.

“Next-door neighbor.”

“Seems nice.”

Shows what little you know, I think.

Mildly wounded. What had I ever done to Rossa Considine?
Apart from spy on him some mornings? And what is so wrong with
that?
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12:12 Am. PARTY AT SURF BOYS" HOUSE.
Loud music. Rammed. Where did all these people come from? Didn't
know were so many young, good-looking types in Knockavoy.

Through throng in hallway, saw Jake talking to girl with long, dark
hair. Despite multitudes milling about, he held my gaze for unfeasibly
long time and smiled; slow, white, meaningful. I gave brusque nod of
head, face aflame.

Into main room. Treese and I sat primly on futon while Bridie doled
out beers like a mother at a picnic. Barry and Jem in top form. Decide to
dance.

Dancing quite happily when unexpectedly received sharp poke in lower
back. Quite painful, if you want honest opinion. Think it got me in the kid-
ney. Turned around. It was long-haired girl Jake had been talking to. Young,
surfy, many tattoos. (I have tattoo, but is only discreet one of butterfly on
ankle. Way outclassed by this girl with Celtic knot circling her upper arm,
sunburst around her belly button, and “om” symbol on her wrist.)

“You are Lola?” she said.

Am used to everyone in Knockavoy knowing all about me, but this
was different.

“ . Er...yes”

She gave me scorching head-to-toe once-over with her eyes. “I am Jaz.
Remember my name.” Before could laugh at such cheesy line, she stalked
away, bumping into Jem, who went staggering into Bridie, who clouted
him roughly and said, “Mind where you're dancing.”

Suddenly, Jake turned to hi-fi, did something, and suddenly music
changed from Arctic Monkeys (I think) to slow song.

Dancers startled. Cut off in their prime. Distinctly heard someone
ask, “What’s this shite?”

Jake cut swath through them, stood before me, and in low voice asked
a question.

“Hmmm?”

Knew what he was asking, but wanted to watch his mouth say it
again.

Louder he said, “Would you like to dance?”

“..Okay...
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He took my hand in courtly gesture and led me two feet into center of
room.

“Goon, Lola!” Jem called, as if encouraging horse in Grand National.
He was really quite fluthered. Heard Bridie hissing, “Shut up, Jem, you
imbecile!”

Jake opened his arms—beautifully sinewy; biceps bulgy but not ob-
scene, not like Mr. Universe—and I stepped into them. Hit by the heat of
his body.

Hard to describe how I felt. Not lustful or giddy with romance. But not
reluctant, either. Not repelled by fact that he wasn’t Paddy. I suppose I
was . .. [ was . .. interested.

He placed one hand between my shoulder blades, other on small of my
back. Nice. At moment have so little physical contact in life. (Mrs. But-
terly very fond of me, but she is rural Irishwoman, would kill her to do
hug.)

I'slid arms around his neck, hands getting tangled in hair at nape of his
neck. Nice space under his collarbone, just to the right of the shark’s-tooth
necklace, to rest head. Experimentally tried it. Yes, pleasant. Nice fit. Re-
laxed into it. Closed eyes.

His T-shirt warm and soft, chest underneath warm and hard. Pleas-
ant, pleasant, oh, undeniably pleasant.

Felt like eight thousand years since had slow-danced with a man. Just
doesn’t happen past the age of fifteen does it?

His skin smelled salty. Suspected if I stuck tongue out and touched his
neck, would taste salt.

In fact, as took a breath, noticed he smelled slightly of sweat. Unusual.
People behave as if smell of human being is obscene. Him not smelling of
sharp citrus scent seemed gauche . . . but perhaps it is me who is gauche?
Maybe that is the way of the younger people: not washing so frequently,
not clogging up sweat glands with white stuff that then goes all over
clothes, not drenching themselves with pungent chemicals (e.g., after-
shave).

Perhaps I and my attachment to magnolia blossom fabric conditioner
seem risible to them.

Jake tightened his hold on me, sliding one hand round from small of
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back to waist and pressing harder between shoulder blades with other
hand. Fine, all fine. But kept my focus above the waterline. If any stirrings
below it—in either of us—just didn’t want to know.

Song ended. New song started, also slow. But had had enough. Can’t
describe it any better than that. Had liked the feel of him and smell of
him, but no more for tonight.

“Thank you.” I pulled away from him.

He seemed surprised. ““That’s it, Lola?”

“That’s it, Jake.”

He smiled. Look in his eyes. Admiration? Respect? Maybe not, who
knows?

I went back to others.

“Why you stop?” Bridie demanded.

“Because wanted to.”

“I see, you are playing long game—"

“I'm not—"

“But it will do you no good. You might as well go up those stairs and
get into bed with him right now!”

Said nothing. Bridie doing transference. She fancies him.

1:17 PM.

Awoke feeling peculiar. Hungover, of course. Waved off Bridie, Barry,

Treese, and Jem. “Feel bad leaving you here on your own,” Jem said.
“Will be fine! Glad you're going back. Am destroyed. Do not have

constitution for all this drinking and debauchery. Very fond of you all, but

do not come again for a while.”

MONDAY, OCTOBER 20, 10:07 A.M.

Woke far too early. Felt mildly wretched. Circadian rhythm knocked way
off course by weekend of drinking and late nights. Didn’t go to town. Loi-
tering around house, halfheartedly looking for kicks. Jem had brought my
post from Dublin: many, many look books from designers but too painful
to study them. At moment too sad to be reminded of nonworking status.
In desperation, made terrible error of looking through newspapers Jem
had left behind. Shouldn’t have. Sure enough, on society page, was picture
of Paddy and Alicia the horse at opening of some art exhibition.
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Terribly upset. Shaking—all of me—the obvious parts like fingers and
knees and lips but also the hidden bits, stomach lining and bladder and
lungs. Ferocious pang of longing for my mother. Missed her with frightful
hungry force. Wanted to visit her grave and have chat. But couldn’t drive
to Dublin. Hands shaking too much. Besides, was barred.

Had idea. Would go to Knockavoy graveyard, would visit someone

else’s grave, some woman of similar age to my mother, and talk to her.

3:04 PM.

Walking to graveyard in hope that physical activity might help—
endorphins, serotonin, et al-—but only on road few minutes when car
pulled up beside me, lots of glassy clinking noises.

Rossa Considine in his eco-mobile. Bad burny feeling. What did he
want?

“Lift into town?” he said. “Save you walking eighty yards?”

“Not going to town.”

“Where you going?”’

“Graveyard.” Didn't go into details. Why should I?

“Can drop you there. Get in.”

Bad burny feeling. Didn’t want to get in. Didn’t want to talk to other
human being (not live one, anyway). Wanted be left with own bad burny
thoughts. But feared if snubbed him, he would know I suspected him of
being kidnapper and goggles-wearing oddball, so got in.

Nothing to say to him. Drove in bad burny silence.

“Why you going to graveyard?” he asked.

“To talk to my mother.”

“She buried here?”

“No. Is buried in Dublin.” Didn't feel like explaining.

“Is that joke?”

“No.”

More silence.

“Why you not at work?” I asked, feeling obliged to be polite because
had been offered lift even though didn’t want one.

“Day off.”

More silence.

“Chatty,” I said.
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He shrugged, as if to say, “kettle calling pot black.”

“Where you off to?” I asked, without warmth. “Or is that top-secret
too?”

“Recycling place. Bottle bank. Want come?” Snarky smile. “Breaking
bottles might help your mood.”

“What mood? Am in no mood.”

We approached fork in road and slowed down. “Decision time,” he
said. “What's it to be? Graveyard or bottle bank?”

“Graveyard or bottle bank? No wonder you're such big hit with the
girls.”

His fizzog darkened—annoyance?—and quickly, I said, “Bottle
bank.”

I mean, why not? What else was I doing? Could save visit to graveyard
for tomorrow.

“Spontaneity spice of life,” I said.

“Variety.”

“Excuse me?”

“Variety spice of life. Not spontaneity.”

Cripes above, what a smartarse.

Sat with my back ramrod straight. Wouldn't actually let it touch seat.
Felt would be giving in to him if I did. Also keen to find fault with his car.
But had to admit that car driven by electricity seemed to function just as
efficiently as car fueled by gas.

Countryside we drove through all wild and . . . yes, wild. To our left,
frenzied Atlantic bashed living daylights out of coast; to our right, barren
fields coughed up rocks and the occasional stunted tree.

After while, without comment, Considine put on radio. Program
on about Colin Farrell: apparently he used to be a “traveling line-
dancer.”

“Is absurd!” Rossa Considine suddenly broke silence. “Colin Farrell
is hell-raiser. Hell-raisers don't line-dance.”

For once was in agreement.

“And what exactly is traveling line-dancer?”” I asked.

“I wonder.” He sounded genuinely interested. “Does it mean he trav-

eled across the dance floor or traveled around the country?”
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3:24 PM.
Bottle bank in place of extreme natural beauty. Can that be right?

“Here.” Rossa Considine handed me box of jingling bottles. “Start
breaking.”

Can tell lot about person from their rubbish. Rossa Considine drank
beer, also red wine, but not worrying amount, unless this was just week-
end’s worth of stuff. He cooked with olive oil and soy sauce, took vitamin
C supplements, and wore aftershave. (Cool Water.) Mind you, saw noth-
ing that gave any clue as to why he had mystery bride stashed in his bed-
room or wore swimming goggles in his kitchen.

Recycling surprisingly gratifying. Obviously is uplifting to help envi-
ronment, but should never underestimate how enjoyable it is to break
things. Flinging bottles into Dumpsters and hearing them shatter into
smithereens on impact was exhilarating. Managed to smash away all the
bad burniness.

“Should have brought own bottles,” I said. “Tons after weekend.
Friends visiting.”

“Will let you know next time am coming here.”

“Thank you.” Wanted to add something unpleasant like, “Big of you,”
but didn’t. No matter what way you looked at it, him offering to bring me
to bottle bank didn’t count as snarky remark.

6:33 PM.

Car parked outside front door, practically beside front door. Almost no
room for Noel from dole to open car door without banging into house
door. He emerged. Did furtive running-crouch from car to house. Keen
not to be seen. Once in house, straightened up and handed over bottle of
wine. Unexpected. Nice thought, even if it is rosé.

“Lola, 1s beautiful boa you are wearing. Whatisit . . . ostrich feather?
Oh, is gorgeous.” Taken aback. Not used to him being pleasant. “So where
are they? Where are my babies?”

“Here.” Indicated box.

He alighted upon it and reverently unwrapped pair of leopard-skin
stilettos in size eleven. Cradled them to him like newborn lambs. Rubbed

them against his foxy face.
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I watched anxiously. Had almost irresistible urge to cover eyes. Feared
he was going to do some sex act, like wank into them.

As if he read my mind, he said—angrily—"Am not pervert. All I want
to do is wear them.”

He whipped off sneakers and socks and rolled trouser legs up to knees.
Removed tie and wrapped it around hairline, like scarf thespian lady
would wear.

“And for record,” he added, “am not gay. Am straight as Colin
Farrell”—Second mention of Colin Farrell that day. What can it mean?—
“I have fine-looking wife who has no complaints, if you get me.”

Gak! Do not like to think of foxy Noel in that way.

Slowly, respectfully, he placed shoes on floor. Sensuously slid one foot
into them, then the other. “They fit! They fit!” Cinderella moment.

Paraded back and forth across slate floor. “Love the sound the heels
make,” he said happily.

Further clattering ensued.

“Oh, there’s my bus! Wait! Don’t go without me!”” he squealed, break-
ing into ludicrous “run” where kicked up heels behind him, as high as his
bum. “Oh, thank you, mister driver, for waiting for me.” Hand placed at
throat in coquettish fashion. “You've made this lady very happy.”

Cripes.

“Where can I change?” he demanded, back to his man’s voice.

Change?

“Change into my dress.”

Dress?

“Yes, my dress!” Tapped his briefcase in exasperated fashion.

Oh God. “You have trannie clothes in briefcase?”

“Cross-dressing, cross-dressing, [ am sick of telling you.”

Didn’t want him to change into dress. Wanted him to leave. But
couldn'’t say that because feared he would think was judging him. But not
judging him for being trannie. Simply didn’t like him.

“Change in kitchen.” Didn’t want him going upstairs. Boundaries al-
ready shot to hell.
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7:07 PM.
He disappeared into kitchen, coyly shutting door. I sat on couch and waited.
Quite miserable. Had got self into tight spot. Not sure how it happened.

Had all started when he said to me that night in pub in Miltown Mal-
bay, “Can you keep a secret?”

I had answered, “No. Cannot keep mouth shut. Am famous for lack of
discretion.”

Not true. Simply didn’t want to keep his secret. Whatever it was, it
would bind me to him in some heinous fashion.

But he didn'’t care. He needed confessor. “I like wear ladies’ clothes.”

Hadn’t known quite what to say. Settled for, “I like wear ladies’ clothes
too.”

“Yes, but you are lady.”

“So you are trannie?”

“Cross-dresser.”

Trannie, cross-dresser, is all the one, no?

“You don’t really have girlfriend?” I asked.

“No.”

“Those size eleven shoes for you?”

“Yes.”

(Had known he couldn’t have both wife and girlfriend. Lucky to have
even one woman.)

Over course of next hour, got his life story. Had lusted after wom-
en’s clothes since late teens. When he had house to himself—only hap-
pened rarely—he tried on wife’s makeup and underwear. But not her
clothing—*“Too dowdy.”

Over the years he had assembled one outfit of his own—dress, accesso-
ries, wig, makeup, but no shoes; was making do with open-toed slingbacks
in size eight, biggest he could get, but toes and heels stuck out over edges
and was painful to walk in. He kept outfit in bag in trunk of his car. Lived in
terror of wife finding it.

Then watershed: went to Amsterdam for stag weekend. Slipped away
from companions. Found trannie shop. Had time of life trying on shoes
that fitted him, wide choice underwear, negligées, frocks. “Never knew it
could feel so wonderful!” Bought large quantity of merchandise, but af-

ter leaving shop, lost his nerve. Feared airport customs man might do
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random search on his bag—in front of all his pals. Shame would kill him.
Decided dispose of stuff. Walked around Amsterdam for hours. Eventu-
ally threw purchases into canal—littering. When got back to hotel, mates
demanded know where he’d been. He had to lie and say he had gone with
prostitute. Mates scandalized. Atmosphere strained for remainder of
weekend.

Back home, Noel couldn't settle. Friends giving him wide berth for
prostitute offense. But far worse, couldn’t shake memory of how he had
felt while twirling before mirror in trannie shop. “For that short time I
was my true self. Awoke something in me. Tried bury it, but couldn’t.
And then you walk into office and say you are stylist!”

“ ..Er...yes...butyoudont need me. I'm sure you can get tran-
nie clothing on Internet.”

“Can’t get it on Internet. Can’t look at sites at work. They could check.
Even if erase, it stays on hard drive. And even if could look at sites in
anonymous Internet café far from Ennistymon hinterland, cannot have
stuff delivered to home. Wife would see. Would open parcels.”

“Even though addressed to you?” His wife has nerve.

“Well, maybe she wouldn’t open, but she would drive me up wall, ask-
ing what was in parcel, who was it for, could she see it . . . She would
break me down.”

I had sudden thought. “Would it be so bad if she knew?”

“Jesus!” He buried fizzog in hands. “Don’t even want to think about
it! No one must know! I have three young children. I am respected in
community. [ am taking massive risk telling you all this.”

“All right, keep pants on.”

7:22 PM.

“Da-dah!” Proudly and shyly, Noel emerged from kitchen, wearing short,
stretchy orange-and-black leopard-skin dress, elbow-length leopard-skin
evening gloves, and—of course—the leopard-skin shoes. By look of
things, he likes leopard skin. (Have often found that redheads do.) Fish-
net tights, Tina Turner wig, badly applied makeup. His look quite trashy.
All a little obvious. Less is more, often find. But say nothing. He has his

look, is working it.
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Also do not want to engage with him and prolong his presence here.

“I'm Natasha,” he said, in “lady” voice. “Do you have my new cata-
logs?”

“..Er...yes...here”

“Let’s have little drinky. Little tipple.”

Stared at him. Did not want to have little drinky. Apart from being
poisoned after weekend, this was veering further and further into realm of
nightmare.

“The wine I brought,” he said impatiently. “Open the wine.”

Oh. Was not gift for me. Was for him. Well, for Natasha.

Opened bottle. Poured him glass. He sipped at wine and perused new
catalogs in leisurely fashion, legs crossed as if at hairdresser’s. Shapely
pins. Long, slender, not very hairy, and what hairs there were were pale
ginger colored. Many a woman would be proud.

I watched. Anxious. How long more was he going stay? I had plans for
evening. (Sea wall, Mrs. Butterly, etc.)

He looked up. “Have you any snacks?”

“Snacks? Like what?”

“Cheese straws.”

“Cheese straws? Where would get cheese straws in Knockavoy?”

“Okay. Any crisps? Peanuts?”

“Probably not.”

“Check.”

Grumpily, went to kitchen. Located half-bag of greasy peanuts in back
of press.

“Found peanuts, but God knows how long they’'ve been—"

“Put them in bowl—nice bowl—and offer them to me.”

Muttering to self, “What your last slave die of?” returned to kitchen
and tipped them into dish, but not very nice one, just out of spite.

“Peanut, Noel?”

“Natasha.”

“Peanut, Natasha.”

“Oh, cannot! Watching figure!”

“But you just asked for them!”

Then understood. Was fiction. Obliged tojoin in. “But you have gorgeous
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figure, Natasha. You did not have dessert all week and you did Bums, Tums,
and Thighs class this morning.” Getting carried away. Feeling mildly hys-
terical. “Be naughty girl. Have peanut. And another little drinky!”

Sloshed more rosé into his glass.

“Oh! You are very bold! Will have another drink if you will join me.”
Wicked twinkle in his eye—so much blue eye shadow!—"“Go on, Lola,
one little drinky won'’t kill you.”

Is this way girls behave? Is this what he sees?

Accepted little drinky. Quite grateful for it at this stage.

“Okay, Lola, can you order me these two sexy frocks—I have ticked
them. Also baby-doll negligee, in black and in pink.”

Heart sank. Relationship not at an end. Also, he has such terrible taste.

“Can leave my new shoes here?” he asked. “Too good to throw into
trunk of car.”

“But what is use of them if they live here?!” Anxiety ratcheting up!

“I can visit them. We could arrange regular time. Like every Friday
evening. Wife thinks I go out for few jars after work. Could come here
instead.”

Officially in grip of paralyzing fear. Do not want regular arrangement
with Noel from dole! “But this is not my house! And I could return to
Dublin at any moment!”

He frowned. Not happy with that. “You will have to report change of
address immediately. As soon as leave jurisdiction, no more payments
from County Clare.”

“Yes, know all that.” Had been explained to me until was blue in face.

“Anyway, you don’t look sane enough to return Dublin yet. Look at
cut of you.”

Yes. Favorite outfit. Pajamas, Wellingtons, feather boa.

Regretted feather boa. Feather boa gives people wrong idea. Feather
boa is badge of true eccentric.

“From now on, Iriday night is girly night!”” he decreed. “Okay, Lola?”

“Will have to square it with Tim Twoomey, owner of this house.”

“Square what? You are simply having friend over for drink.”

“Yes, but—"

“Simply having friend over for drink,” he repeated. “Okay, Lola? We
agreed about that?”
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Miserably nodded head. No choice. Looks like relationship with
Noel from dole set to run for some time. Unhappy. Really don'’t like
him.

But—as already observed—he has expedited welfare payments with
unprecedented speed. He owns me.

TOESDAY, OCTOBER 21, 10:38 A.M.

Message on phone. SarahJane Hutchinson. Sounded hysterical. Has had
“disagreement” with Nkechi. SarahJane had given in and tried Nkechi,
but now worst fears realized.

“Is just not working!” she screeched. “Nkechi not nice, not nice like
you. As for that Abibi . . .”

Couldn’t help warm glow.

“I can’t cope! Going to four charity balls. Can’'t do it on my own!
Those charity-circuit bitches will be looking and laughing at me!”

Sadly, is true. SarahJane not paranoid or with overinflated sense of
self-importance. True, true, true.

“Lola, I need you. Am flying to New York to see you. Where you stay-
ing? The Pierre? The Carlyle?”

These rich people! Even nice ones like SarahJane! They haven'’t clue.

Could not afford single night at either those establishments, never
mind open-ended stay.

Rang SarahJane. Knew shouldn’t. Part of bargain with Nkechi. But
common decency dictated that should.

“Lola, oh, Lola, you are lifesaver!” Pitifully grateful to hear from me.
“Cannot work with that Nkechi! And cannot get other stylist to take me
on at such short notice. Am coming to see you.”

“Am not in New York.”

“Wherever you are, will come. Will come to Outer Mongolia.”

“Is further. Am in County Clare.”

“In Ireland? But that is no problem. Will drive to you.”

“But it’s on west coast, you live on east.”

“With Kildare bypass it takes no length of time.”

Another Kildare bypass person! Should put her in touch with Bridie.
They could set up a club.

Talked through SarahJane’s needs. Promised would call in gowns,
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shoes, jewelry, evening bags. Would have to blow my cover, but what the
hell? What is so bad about being in County Clare as opposed to New
York? Nkechi, paranoid.

12:05 PM.
Rang Marilyn Holt, lovely buyer in Frock (best shop in Ireland, in my
opinion).

She exclaimed, “Is that Lola?”

“Yes, yes.” Briskly explained my situation—to wit, living temporarily
in Knockavoy.

“Thought you were in New York.”

“Yes, well, am in County Clare now.”

“Of course,” she said discreetly, “of course. No need for details.”

Marilyn Holt very kind woman. Very kind.

Obvious that everyone knows my tragic story. No secrets in this small
country. Brief bad burny feeling.

However, when ended call, with Marilyn promising to send tons stuff,
felt quietly pleased. Just goes to show, can still pull rabbit out of hat. Am

still force to be reckoned with.

THORSDAY, OCTOBER 23, 11:08 A.M.
Took delivery of big box of beautiful clothes from Niall, the heavyset,
chatty DHL man. Thought would never get rid of him.

Gazed at box. Excited. Full of anticipation. Old juices flowing.

Tore open box. Sudden rush of bad burny feeling. What were these
rubbish dresses? Marilyn Holt sending me dregs! Am not a force to be
reckoned with at all! I am joke of stylist, fit only to receive noncouture,
man-made-fiber rubbish!

Devastated. Frankly, devastated.

Took second look. Not lovely dresses from Frock, but tacky trannie
things for Noel. Phew!

FRIDAY, OCTOBER 24, 11:09 A.M.

Niall from DHL—again. This time delivering real dresses. Cripes, the
beauty, the beauty, the unbearable beauty. The fabrics, the cut, the detail-
ing. Billowing yards of ivory silk, as lustrous as water; layered skirts in
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crunchy taffeta; black satin bodices, winking light. Could have wept for
their beauty.
Have missed work more than realized.

FRIDAY, 4:35 pm.
Phone rang. Noel from the dole. Why was he calling? Could only be to
cancel!

“Will be over around seven,” he said. Not canceling! “Don’t forget
snacks. Set up mirror in kitchen and put my new clothes in there. And I
have little surprise. Am bringing friend.”

“Friend?!”

“Yes, found him in Internet chat room. He lives only nine miles away.
Told him about you and the safe house—"

Safe house!

“Noel, you cannot bring other trannie!”

“Why not?”

Spluttered. “Why not? This isn’t even my house.”

“Is your address for welfare purposes. Anyway, doing nothing wrong.
Just friends calling round for little drinky. See you at seven.”

Paced. Actually paced. Very distressed. Would have wrung hands if
I knew how. Wondered if this was actually illegal. Do you need license

to have gathering of trannies?

7:03 PM.

Noel whipped past me, pulling other man into the kitchen. Brief impres-
sion of rough-hewn mortification, then the door slammed shut. Much
chat and giggling from behind the door.

7:19 PM.

Noel emerged looking pretty slinky in his new finery—black spandex
tube dress—but other bloke, Blanche, could never pass for woman: a big,
solid lump with mile-wide face; mouth a red gash; thick swipes of founda-
tion; visible stubble; Margaret Thatcher wig; old-fashioned mauve tweed
suit (at front of skirt, his man-bump clearly visible); and pale pink
blouse—exact color of Band-Aid—with pussy-bow tied crookedly, just

underneath supersized Adam’s apple.
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Shook hands with me—his paws enormous and rough as sandpaper.
Some sort of manual worker?

“Am grateful to be welcomed into your home,” he muttered, with shy
smile and thick, thick culchie accent.

“Not actually my home,” I said quickly.

“Is for moment,” Noel threw over his spandex-covered shoulder,
lady-walking back to kitchen to open wine. “Is where dole money sent.”

Rubbing nose in it constantly!

“Take seat, please.” Indicated couch to Blanche. “Snack?”

“No,” he whispered to the floor. He sat with legs wide apart, shovel-
sized hands hanging over his knees.

Felt uncomfortable. Blurted out, “Where you get your suit?”

“Me mother’s, God be good to her.”

“Is gorgeous . . . um . . . color.” I mean, had to say something.

“Time for little drinky!” Noel dispensed glasses of rosé. Couldn’t help
but notice mine had far less than theirs. Was not worthy of full drink be-
cause was not trannie.

“Cheers, m’'dear,” Noel said, clinking glasses with Blanche. “Bottoms
up, girls.”

Bad burny feeling. Felt like telling Natasha that no woman I know
would ever say ‘“Bottoms up.”

“That’s a mighty frock you're wearing, Lola,” Blanche said shyly. “Is it
Dior?”

Actually was! Vintage, of course, could never afford firsthand price,
but impressed. “Is Dior!”

“’Tis a work of art,” he muttered. “A work of art.”

“Mint dress,” Natasha agreed, trying to muscle in.

“How you know it’s Dior?” I asked.

“Just knew,” Natasha said.

“Not you!” Couldn’t hide irritation. “Blanche.”

“Read a lot of books about style. In secret, of course.”

“Really? And have you been . . . dressing . . . inladies’ clothes . . . for
long?”

“All me life, Lola, all me life. Since I was a gorsoon.” (“Gorsoon”
culchie word, means “little boy.”)

Fascinating. “And did your parents know?”
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“Oh yes. Every time they caught me, my father’d belt me black and
blue.” Curiously upbeat delivery. “But couldn’t help meself, Lola. Tried a
million and one times to stop. Have suffered desperate shame.”

“And what are your current circumstances . . . er . . . Blanche? Mar-
ried?”

“I'am indeed.”

“And does your wife know?”

Heavy pause. “I tried telling her. She thought I was trying to tell her I
was homosexual. She reared up on me. "Twas easier to leave it be . . .

“I'm not a ... pervert, a...a...deviant. It's nothing at all to do
with sex. I'd be happy enough just watching telly in my outfits.”

“Of course!”

“Natasha says you'll help me order clothes and shoes from catalogs?”

Cripes. Swallowed spasm of terror. But I felt for this poor man. I
wanted to help. I could help.

8:40 pm. TO 10:10 P,

Noel noisily flicked through Vogue and criticized all the models, calling
them “fat bitches.” Blanche scoured trannie catalogs. Dismissed most
dresses as “too racy” but stabbed a horny finger at navy shift dress and
dignified lamb’s-wool cardigan. “Classic.”

“Yes,” I agreed. “Streamlined. Would be nice on you.” Had sudden
idea! “Could I perhaps make suggestion . . . ? You won't be offended? If
you wore pearl choker around neck would cover adam’s apple.”

“Not offended in slightest.”

“And maybe navy pumps with little bit of heel?”

“Yes.”

“And—again, hope you won't be offended—but special underwear to
preserve your modesty.” Meant, to tuck in your man-bits so they won't be
poking out through your navy dress. He understood. No offense taken.
Pleased, in fact.

When selection finalized, he produced pencil, licked it, totted up cost,
shoved pencil behind ear, opened antediluvian handbag, took out huge
dirty-looking wedge of fifty-euro notes, peeled off several, and slapped
them into my hand as if he had just bought prize bullock from me.

“You've given me too much money,” I said.
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“For your trouble.”

Noel looked up, flint-eyed, from magazine. “You have to declare all
income,” he said sharply.

“Isn’t income,” Blanche said. “Is present.”

Felt uncomfortable. Many worries. Was Blanche bribing me to be nice
to him? Was I running business from Tim'’s cabin? Where would it all end?

10:15 PM.
Evening drew to a close. Blanche had to leave. Is dairy farmer. Has sixty head
of cattle and has to get up at five A.M. to milk them. Blanche is man of means.
“Can I come again next Friday?” he asked.
“Yes, and every Friday,” Noel replied.
“You are decent woman,” Blanche said to me. “I've felt so alone.”

10:30 pM. WALKING INTO TOWN.
Chilly night but warm glow. Fashioned plan. (Pun.) If Tim agreeable to
let not just one but two trannies into his home, then I would help them.
Well, actually didn’t want to help Noel, didn’t like Noel at all, would do
bare minimum for him. But this poor Blanche creature. Would give makeup
lesson—appalling the way he just slapped it on, like he was whitewashing
a wall. Would teach him how to accessorize. Would give lessons in de-
portment. Had spent my life trying to make women beautiful. No differ-
ent now just because women were men.

Sudden charming idea—would get nice film for us to watch next
Friday. Nice, clothes-based film. Would be doubly wonderful if it could
also be revenge film. Would put it to Brandon. A challenge.

12:12 A.M.
Hmmm. Walking home. Decided cut down to sea route instead of up
main street. Justification? None. Just wanted to . . . see . . . surf boys” house,
but as approached, it was in darkness. Deflated.

Stood outside for moment, staring up at top window, watching for
flickering of candles. Was he up there?

Nothing. Below me, sea sucking and crashing. Turned to carry on my
way when heard someone say in low pitch, voice undercutting rush of

waves, “‘Lola.”
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Startled. It was Jake, sitting on windowsill, his legs crossed. Could
hardly see him, just occasional glint of silver as light from sea caught his
eyes.

“What you doing sitting here in the dark?” I asked.

“Listening to the sea.” Beat. “Thinking about you.” Beat. “And here
you are.”

All senses leaped to full alert, like animal in danger. Didn’t matter that
he had been named after cream cracker—fingertips tingled, nipples
jumped to attention, suddenly aware of my cotton knickers.

“What you doing?”” he asked. His voice . . . so affecting.

“Going home.”

“Not anymore. Come here.”

Considered it. What would happen if did?

“Only one way to find out,” he said, reading my mind.

Took three steps toward him and when was close enough he un-
wrapped his legs and used them to quickly pull me to him. Suddenly close
enough to smell the salt, the sweat.

Mildly shocked at his nearness. Hadn't been prepared for it. Our faces
on a level, his silvery eyes locked on to mine, his legendary mouth six
inches away.

He squeezed his legs even tighter so my feet had to shuffle closer to
him. Went with it. His hands resting on my shoulders, pulling me nearer
still. Slight smile twitching his lips up at corners. Challenge? Admiration?

Didn’t know what to do with my arms. Then decided, what the hell?
Am grown woman. Slid them around his neck.

“That’s more like it.” Staring at his mouth. “Listen to the sea,” he
whispered. “Close your eyes and listen.”

Shut eyes. Suck and hiss of sea instantly louder. Sound of Jake’s breath-
ing. Then, shock! Shock of his touch, as felt tip of his tongue on my
mouth. Slowly, achingly slowly, he ran it along my bottom lip. God, was
nice. God, was really nice. With agonizing pleasure, tip of his tongue
eventually reached corner of my mouth and along top lip in dizzying circle
of swollen nerve endings. Then proper hot monkey kissing.

“Come inside,” he said, low and warm, into my ear.

Thought of the magic bedroom. Thought of all that could happen if
I stepped over the threshold.
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A rush of panic. He was too near. Too much man-ness that wasn'’t
Paddy.

Tore self from embrace, like attention-seeking type in melodrama.
“No, cannot.”

“Oh, Lola!” Sounded annoyed, but as I hurried up road, he didn’t
follow.

Was glad. Shouldn't have gone there. Shouldn't have kissed him. Dis-
tressed. Love God offering me sex. On a plate! And lost nerve at final
hurdle. Is all fault of Paddy de Courcy. Has ruined me for normal sex with
other men!

Unpleasant thought. In addition to being racist and trannie disliker,

am now also prick-tease.

TRIP DOWN MEMORY LANE

Paddy so different from all others. Large man. Naked, he looked even
larger. Hairy chest. When it came to sex, very focused. Eyes gleaming.
Game player. Inventive imagination. Liked props.

After first date, wanted another. Had gone from being doubtful about
his cheesiness to being utterly in thrall. All wanted to do was sleep with
him again. Every time closed eyes, saw him, leaning over me, slick with
sweat, just the way had imagined in graveyard.

Tried to ask Mum about it, but got no answering voice in my head. So
called for summit meeting in restaurant with Bridie, Treese, and Jem.
Told them the whole story: the car, the shop, the underwear, the further
underwear, the lust, and the rush to my flat to have frenzied sex. At start
of story, they oohed and aahed in surprise and appreciation, but as story
unfolded, they became quieter. By time finished narration, table silent.
Three pairs of eyes slid from my gaze. No one spoke. Sudden regret at
having told them.

“ ..Um...” Ispread fingers and studied butter knife.

Bridie spoke out. “I have lived too sheltered a life!” she declared with
unexpected bitterness. “Am jealous of you, Lola, yes, admit it, jealous.”

“God,” Jem muttered. “Am really horny. Think I might have to go
home. Sorry.”

“If that’s what happens on a first date with Paddy de Courcy,” Treese
said, “what will the rest be like?”
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Jem'’s eyes lit up. “Be sure to tell us, Lola.”

Treese wasn’'t amused. “Lola, don’t do anything you don’t want to.”

(And did I ever? Well, maybe hadn’t wanted to in the first instance,
but sooner or later always changed mind.)

Second date with Paddy began mundanely enough: Spanish John col-
lected me from flat and after time spent in Dublin gridlock, drew up outside
some unremarkable Georgian house. He made quiet call saying we were
outside, then nondescript door opened and murmury gent escorted me to
inner sanctum. Many red plush booths. Realized was in private club, not
ordinary restaurant. Suspected game would feature heavily on menu.

Staff—all men—dropped their eyes carpetward in elaborate show of
discretion as [ approached.

Paddy already waiting in high-backed booth, marking up some docu-
ment with red pen. Felt teeniest wobble at his bouffy hair, then skewered
by his blue, blue eyes like human kebab and was lost.

“This place! What a production!” I was laughing as sat down. “Bet if
waiters saw something they shouldn’t, they would happily gouge their
eyes out if you asked them.”

“Is somewhat over the top,” Paddy admitted.

“Aged demographic,” I said, looking around.

“Yes. Fear might get gout if spend too long here, but at least can relax.
No danger of getting photo in paper.”

Personally would have no problem getting photo in paper, but re-
frained from saying so. Didn’t want him to think was with him for fame
and fortune.

Menu much as expected. “Venison! Roast woodcock! Look at these
things! Ham and pineapple! Blast from the past! My mother used to make
this when was little girl. Think will have it for old times’ sake.”

Paddy ordered for me—how objectionable! But he said the waiters
couldn’t hear women, they were like aural eunuchs.

“Tell me about your day,” he said.

Began account of magazine shoot, feeling—ever so slightly—like child
recounting that day’s activities at school.

“Is that what you always wanted to do? Styling?”

“Cripes, no. Had far loftier ambitions to be designer but didn’t work

i

out.
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He fell silent, seemingly lost in thought. Suddenly he refocused, fixing
me once more with those blue headlamps. “You think it changed direc-
tion of your life, your mother dying so young?”

“Don’t know. Suppose can never know. Don’t know if [ ever had tal-
ent to be designer. Maybe with her encouragement, could have done
better . . . Who knows? Perhaps I might be better at being happy. How
about you?”

Stared into middle distance. Spoke slowly. “Yes, might be better, like
you say, at being happy. When parent dies when you're still young, you
know the worst can happen. You lose that innocence, that faith in happy
endings. See world in far bleaker way than others. You know what really
gets me,” he said. “The way people always complaining about their moth-
ers!”

“Yes! People going on that mother is naggy nag, forever asking why
you're not married yet to nice man with good pension plan.”

“Or laughing at her for cooking old-fashioned dinners like stew and
chops. They would want to do without mother for a while, then they
would be damn glad of chop!”

Also discovered we had absent fathers. In way, we were both orphans!

“Mine lives in Birmingham,” I said.

“Mine might as well live in Birmingham.”

“Why?”

“He 1s waste of space!” said dismissively. Then slight edge of bitter-
ness. “Never see him.”

Paddy, sensitive man. You would never guess he was such perv.

Meal lengthy. A never-ending saga of cheese trolleys and port and
Armagnac. Kept being offered more and more things. Getting slightly
desperate by time bill finally appeared in fat, red leather folder. Man who
delivered it so obsequious, almost crawling on his stomach.

“I will get this,” I said.

Paddy indicated no. Whispered into ear, “If woman tried pay here,
shock would kill them. They still think women not allowed rent telly in
own name. Will you come back to mine?”

Startled by sudden change of subject and mood. Rallied gamely. “My
place nearer.” But was curious to get a look at where he lived.

Not that got much of chance. As soon as arrived, I went to bathroom
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and when emerged, heard Paddy calling from another room. “Lola. In
here.”

Followed his voice. Pushed open door. Not living room, as expected,
but bedroom.

Paddy lying across his bed, entirely naked, reading something. A
magazine. Photographs. I got closer. Suddenly stopped. Aghast. It was
porn. Then saw his erection, enormous and purple, springing up from
dense, dark pubic hair.

Recoiled. Insulted. Immediately wanted to leave.

“Don’t go.” He laughed. Actually laughed. “You'll enjoy this.”

“No, I won't,” I said.

But although wounded, was curious. Even alittle . . . aroused.

He patted the bed. “Come and look.”

I didn’t move. My legs couldn’t decide what to do.

“Come on,” he urged. “You'll love this.”

Some part of me couldn’t help but believe him. Gingerly approached
the bed and sat primly on the edge.

“Look,” he said. “Look at her.”

The pages were open on picture of Asian girl with long black hair and
large breasts. “Isn’t she beautiful?”

I hesitated. Then, “Yes.”

He was lying on his side, his hand on himself. Realized he was mastur-
bating slowly. Aghast again.

Asked me, “Would you like to fuck her?”

“No!”

“No? I would.”

His hand moving faster. Faster and faster. He was sweating now, his
eyes open, watching me.

“I'd love to see you and her in bed together,” he said.

I felt jealous and sullied and queasy and, against better judgment,
oh-so turned-on.

“I'm going to come,” he told me, his voice thick. “I'm going to
come.”

“Don’t!” I said sharply.

I slapped his hands away from himself, picked up the magazine and

tossed it across the room.
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“Don’t come until I say so! Where are the condoms?”

“In there,” he said, with wild eyes.

Wrenched open drawer, found condom, got it on, fastest had ever got
one on anyone, grabbed his erection like gear lever and slid down onto

him, the first waves of pleasure already starting to break.

2:01 pm. KNOCKAVOY GRAVEYARD.
“Mum, what should I do about the surf boy?”

Damn Bridie for putting thoughts into my head!

Sometimes when I asked Mum a question didn’t get an answer right
away, but this time heard her voice immediately: “Have bit of fun, Lola.
Don’t take it too seriously.”

“Why should I not take it too seriously? You another one who thinks
he’s too good looking for me?”

“I do not!” Spluttering. “You beautiful-looking girl. Can take your
pick of the men.”

“Thanks, Mum, but you are my mum, you are not exactly impar-
tial.”

“Have bit of fun, Lola,” her voice repeated.

“Can ask you something, Mum?” The worry that sometimes plagued
me. “This isn’t just me sitting in graveyard talking to self like a nutter?
You are there?”

“Of course am here! Am your mum. Always here, watching out for

”

you.

3:39 pm. INTERNET CAFE.

Located wonderful site that does cosmetics specially formulated for men.
Placed generous order. Can afford to because of acute overpayment by
Blanche. They promised forty-eight-hour delivery, even to Knockavoy!
Exhilarated at thought of turning Blanche from sow’s ear into silk purse,
if truth be known!

MONDAY, OCTOBER 27, 9:45 A.m.
Arrival of SarahJane Hutchinson from Dublin.
“You are now bicoastal,” she exclaimed, jumping from car (enormously

long Jaguar).
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Challenging day trying on gowns, shoes, accessories, trying to assem-
ble four outfits that worked for her. Eventually, despite obstacles (e.g.,
SarahJane'’s bloodhound knees; SarahJane’s unhealthy attachment to the
color coral), fulfilled brief. Suggested hairstyles and makeup colors to ac-
company each outfit. Wrote it all down and assured her of phone consul-
tations on the night.

Enjoyed self hugely. Miss work very much.

She gave me massive check—to cover cost of outfits—then massive
bundle of cash for me. “Our little secret. What tax man doesn’t know
needn’t worry him.”

Am riddled with cash!

10:35 PM.
Lying on couch, reading damp thriller, when heard strange rattles. Clat-
tering, like very short fall of hailstones. But not hailing outside.

When noise happened again, I got off couch, opened front door, and
peered out into the gloom. There was person out there! A man. Jake. Eyes
adjusted to darkness just in time to see him pick up handful of gravel and
throw it against upstairs window.

“Why you throwing stones against my window?”

Startled him. “So you'd let me in.” Said in his characteristic low mur-
mur, couldn’t hear actual words, but gathered from rhythm of sentence
that was what he said.

“You could simply knock on door.”

He lounged over into the light. Grinned at me. “More romantic this
way. Can I come in?”

Moved aside to let him in. I stood in middle of room and again, he
placed himself right up against me, as though we were trapped together in
iron maiden. Smiling, he said, “I waited lots of nights. You didn’t come
back to see me.”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“Don’t know.” Not being coy. Didn'’t, in fact, know.

“Are you glad I'm here?”

Thought about it. “Yes.”

“Can we take up where we left off?”
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Thought about it again. “Yes.”

The kissing, the kissing, the giddying kissing. Slow ascent to bed-
room, removing clothing in disorganized tangle, on floor, on stairs, fi-
nally in bed.

Couldn’t help but compare. Very different body to Paddy’s. More
tanned, more lithe, less hairy. Unlike Paddy, who always smelled crisp
and fresh, Jake slightly smelly. Not unpleasant. Musky in a way that actu-
ally smelled of sex.

Great man for different positions; doing it with me lying on my stom-
ach, lying on my side, sitting on top of him facing toward him, sitting on
top of him facing away from him. With his arm clamped around my
waist, me still sitting on him, he cautiously sat up, taking care to ensure he
didn’t slip out. Both of us sitting on edge of bed, him staring over my
shoulder, watching us in the mirror. His hands tight on my hips, he slowly
moved up and down into me. “You're gorgeous,” he muttered to my re-
flection.

I twisted away. Sick of that sort of stuff. Mirrors and kinkiness. How
hard is it to just get a normal shag?

Off we went again, this way, that way, and when he somehow ended up
on top of me in missionary position, he seemed surprised. In a big hurry
to hoist me up and rearrange me into other pose, but I refused. “Stay
where you are.”

Wanted the weight of a man on me. Grabbed his buttocks so he
couldn’t go away. Said, “I like it like this.”

12:12 A.M.
Lying in each other’s arms in the afterglow, Jake asked, “D’you ever think
about the universe?”

“No.”

“About all the people in it and all the things that must have happened
before our paths crossed?”

“No.” I yawned.

How sweet. He was trying to do afterplay. “Is okay,” I said. “Full
marks for not rolling over and going straight to sleep. You are excellent.

But no need to talk to me.”
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10:20 A.M.
Rang Bridie. “Had sex with Jake.”

Silence. Then whimpering sound. “I'm so jealous,” she mewed. “I'm
so jealous. What was it like?”

“He is demon for different positions.”

“Oh!” she howled. “Now you are just taunting me!”

THROUGHOUT DAY
Good wishes continue to pour in from everyone who has heard about me

and Jake.

4:12 pm. SUPERMARKET.
Buying treats for trannies for tonight. Mini-rolls and such-like.

Had question for Kelly and Brandon. Hadn't seen heartbroken woman
traipsing the beach in a while.

“Where is she?” I asked.

“Jennifer? Better,” Kelly said. “Gone back home. Left all her lopsided
pottery behind.”

“She got the ride from Frankie Kiloorie,” Brandon said. “Put the smile
back on her face.”

“Who's he?”

“Lives out the Miltown Malbay road. Carpenter. Good with his
hands.” Vulgar snigger. “Jennifer'd never look at him in Dublin be-
cause he hasn’t bought new clothes since 2001, but he did the trick all
right!”

Ribald laughter from both Brandon and Kelly, but I was uplifted. A
victory for one is a victory for all.

“Everyone goes through same thing here,” Brandon said airily. “Cry-
ing, walking the beach, artistic leanings. On home stretch when they get
the ride from some horny-handed man of the soil.”

“Or the sea,” Kelly chipped in, waggling her overplucked eyebrows
at me.

“Or the surf!” Brandon actually elbowed me!

Kept face haughty while they descended into snorty laughter. No se-
crets in this town, no secrets at all.
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I cleared throat. Abrupt change of subject. “Have you got my clothing
revenge DVD?”

Brandon pulled himself together and placed a DVD box on counter.

“Funny Face?” I asked. “Since when is Funny Face a revenge film? Is
Audrey Hepburn!”

Brandon didn’t speak. Simply placed another DVD on counter. Unfor-
glven.

“Double bill,” he said. “Funny Face and Unforgiven. Best I can do for
you, Lola. No such thing as revenge film about clothing.”

6:59 PM.
And here they come. Punctual creatures, trannies.

They dived straight into kitchen where new purchases were laid out.

“Blanche,” I called through shut door. “If you need help getting into
your new underwear, please call me.”

Did not relish thought of having to wrestle Blanche’s manhood into
submission, but am a professional.

“Also do not apply makeup. Have special stuff for you both.”

Have to say, had unexpectedly pleasant evening. Blanche amenable to
my suggestions. Permitted me to dress her in beautiful new clothes, paint
her fingernails, demonstrate how to apply a discreet maquillage, and give
lesson in deportment.

“I'm feeling Jackie Kennedy, in the White House,” I said. “I'm feeling
Jack in the Oval Office, Jackie at his shoulder, wearing simple classic shift
dress and single string of unfarmed pearls. I'm feeling perfect hair,
low-key lips, super-soft cashmere cardigan.”

(Sort of thing you have to say as stylist. Is expected of you.)

Blanche thrilled with my monologue. Quite a different woman by
time I finished my work. In fact, she might actually get away with
being large-boned, mannish woman. (In light shed by thirty-watt
bulb.)

We shared bottle of wine, ate one mini-roll between us, and waxed
lyrical about Audrey Hepburn.

Now and again, Noel jumped to his feet and danced around in his
trashy party-girl outfit, peevishly saying he wished he could go to a disco,

but each to their own.
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10:20 PM.
Trannies depart.

11:37 M. HOME ALONE.
Knock at door. Jake. Quite surprised to see him. Genuinely hadn’t expected
to again. Him very, very, very sexy. The eyes, the hair, the mouth, the body.

“What you doing here?” I said. “Another booty call, is it?”

Him offended. “Is not booty call. I am fucking crazy about you.”

“You talk good game, mister.”

Offended again. “Is no game. Let me show you how serious I am.”

Immediate kissing. Joined at lips, backed into house, already removing
clothes. Aflame with lust. Thrilling.

Sex, however, frustrating. Would be just starting to get into rhythm
and enjoy self when would be picked up, twirled about like majorette’s
baton, and entirely repositioned.

Eventually asked, “Jake, you on mission to do every position in Kama
Sutra over two-day period?”

Offended again. “Just want you to have good time.” Look of sincerity in
devastating silvery eyes. Touched. Paddy had been so different, especially
toward end. Had forgotten what it felt like for a man to be nice to me.

Finally hit on compromise: no more than four different positions per
shag. Everyone happy.

8:14 AM.
Call from Bridie. “Has he been in touch?”
“Yes, called here again last night, looking for sex.”
She wailed so loudly, my ear tingled.
“Have you been in magic bedroom yet?” she asked.
“No. But might tonight. He is cooking dinner for me.”

1:15 pm. THE OAK.
Congratulated Ol’ Prune Eyes on his first night off in ninety-two days.
“Went to Ennis to movies. Wim Wenders double bill. Immensely en-
joyable.”
“Good for you!”
Sudden change in his demeanor. Cleared his throat. Looked down at
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bar counter, then up again, face set in quite formal expression. “Ah! Hem!
Lola, perhaps you would accompany me next Friday night? Ingmar Berg-
man season starting.”

“Friday night? Oh, Ibrahim, cannot. Any other night of week, no
problem, but not Friday.”

“But Friday night only night off I get. How about following Friday?”

“All Fridays bad, Ibrahim.” Terrible pause. Felt I had to say some-
thing. Picking up his loneliness, the fact that he was Egyptian far, far, far
from home in non-Muslim country with peculiar weather systems and
ingrained drinking culture.

But what could I say? Cannot come because am hosting trannie
party?

Suggestion. “What if you swapped your night off to a Thursday? Or a
Saturday? Or any day other than Friday?”

He shook his head, his pruney eyes mournful. “Has to be Friday. Only
night Brandon can manage the pub. Because only night Kelly’s mother
can help out in supermarket.”

7:48 PM.
Clutching bottle of wine, show up at surf boys” house. Jake opens door
but does not permit me to enter. Instead leads me down steps to beach,
where table and two chairs set up on sand, white cloth snapping in breeze.
Candelabra, flowers, small bonfire, wine cooling in bucket, night sky
pricked with stars. Standing at discreet distance noticed Cecile and her
little turtle dove.

Asked, “What they doing?”

“Our waiters for evening.”

Couldn’t stop laughing. Said, “This is too much. You are hysterical.
You are like fantasy man.”

Evening very chilly but kept warm by bonfire, cashmere blanket

wrapped around shoulders, and warm glow from within.
“Food delicious,” I said.

“Cecile helped. Well . . .” Slightly shame-faced look. “Cecile did it all.
Cannot cook to save life.”

“Thank God. So you are not entirely perfect.” Then uncontrollable
laughter began again.
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Eventually repair to magic bedroom—every bit as magical and breath-
taking as imagined—where enjoy much four-positions-per-shag sex.

SUNDAY, NOVEMBER 2
In magic bed all day.

MONDAY, NOVEMBER 3
Diatto.

TOESDAY, NOVEMBER 4
Ditto.

WEDNESDAY, NOVEMBER 5, 4:17 pM.

Had to get up and go home. Had responsibilities, to wit, deliveries of tran-
nie clothing. Over last couple of days hadn'’t cared, not a jot, that Niall the
DHL man might be calling with boxes of chicken-fillet bra fillers and
glittery sandals in size eleven. Wild and carefree and having such a won-
derful time, hadn’t given a damn.

Jake wrapped his arms and legs around me and refused to let me go.
Was pleasing to push against him and feel his muscles locked hard and
tight.

“Have to go,” I said. “Really. Must. But we could see each other to-
night.”

Slight hesitation. Loosening of arms and legs. “Lola, let’s take couple
days’ breathing space.”

Looked hard at him. Was he dumping me? His silvery eyes gave noth-
ing away, just staring blandly into mine. Cold lurch in pit of stomach.
Abruptly, it went; just disappeared. Realized wonderful thing about hav-
ing been destroyed by Paddy: cannot be hurt by other men.

“Breathing space?” I said. “Yes, let’s.”

Hurried home. Was not going to think about Jake. Other anxieties.
Head full of disaster scenarios. What if Niall had left packages of trannie
clothing outside front door and they had been half-eaten by cows?

No boxes stacked up against house, but note from Rossa Considine: he
was holding three days’ worth of deliveries for me.

Looked. His eco car in his driveway. At home.
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5:29 PM.
Considine uncharacteristically gracious. Helped carry boxes of trannie
clothing to my house. (Naturally did not tell him what was in boxes and
he did not ask.)

“Owe you drink,” I said.

7:29 pm. MRS. BOTTERLY'S.
Opportunity to buy Considine drink arrived sooner than expected. Him
sitting at Mrs. Butterly’s counter drinking pint.

Mrs. Butterly made me ham sandwich, beckoned me closer, and in
loud whisper asked, “Is it true you agreed to marry Osama in the Oak,
then reneged on bargain because he is Muslim?”

“What?” Cripes above, was this story doing the rounds? “No! No! He
asked me to go to cinema—as friends!—but have another standing en-
gagement on Friday nights. That is all!”

“Knew it! Didn’t think it could be true! You are nice girl, Lola, that is
what I told them.”

“Who?”

“Oh, nobody. Just nosy parkers, poking noses into other people’s busi-
ness.”

I cut eyes to Rossa Considine. He was staring into his pint.

He looked up, all injured innocence. “What?”

“Did you tell Mrs. Butterly about me and Osama?”

He shrugged. “Course not.” Then added—quite unnecessarily, I
felt—"“What you get up to is your own business.”

Confused. Just what was he getting at? Jake? Narrowed eyes at him.

“In fairness,” Mrs. Butterly murmured, “it wasn’'t him.”

Rossa Considine finished his pint in big swallow and swung himself
off stool. “I'm away.”

“Ah, stay,” Mrs. Butterly urged. “Don’t leave in a temper.”

“Not in temper. Meeting Gillian.”

“Oh, well, have enjoyable evening, so.”

1:01 A.M.
No word from Jake.
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THURSDAY, NOVEMBER 6, 11:15 A.M.
Bridie rang. “Has Love God dumped you yet?”

“Yes.”

“What?!”

“He’s dumped me.”

“Was only joking. But sorry, Lola, was bound to happen. He was—"

“Yes, I know. Too good looking for me.”

“Are you upset?”’

I sighed. “What is life but fleeting moments of happiness strung to-
gether on necklace of despair?”

“But are you upset?”

“ .. Is hard to describe. Am sorry I had anything to do with him.
Didn'’t even fancy him to begin with. Now feel . . . dunno . . . shit. But

had been feeling atrocious anyway. Put it this way, don't feel any worse.”

12:11 PM.
Frenzied phone call from SarahJane Hutchinson. “Lola, have met new
man—"

“Congratulations.”

“We are going Sandy Lane for Christmas and New Year and have
nothing to wear. Shops full of sparkly red dresses!”

“Relax, relax. Resort wear.”

“Resort wear?”

“Yes. Any designer worth their salt does special collection at this time
of year for this very purpose. Called resort wear. Or sometimes cruise
collection. But don’t worry, don’t have to be going on cruise in order to
wear it.”

Got on blower. Phoned Dublin, London, even contact in Milan.

2:22 pm. THE SUPERMARKET.

Brandon in state of high excitement. “Have revenge film about clothing!

Legally Blonde. Lots of clothes in it and she gets her own back on people.”
Had seen Legally Blonde and knew it to be more of a comeuppance

film than a pure revenge one, but lavished praise on Brandon. Is good to

encourage those who have made effort.
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“No, wasn't my discovery,” Brandon admitted. “Was Osama!”

“Well . . .er. .. will thank him.”

“Why won't you let him come tonight? He is lonely and lives for the
movies. [s what you get up to on Friday nights so depraved that he cannot
come?”

Couldn’t say anything. All twisted up with conflict. Dreadful guilt
about Osama but fear of giving away Blanche’s secret and Noel stopping

mydole . . .

2:44 pm. ON WAY HOME.
Woman I didn’t even know shouted across the street, “Why you not let
Osama watch DVDs with you? He is refugee, you know. Have you no
Christian charity?”
Called weakly, “He is not refugee, he has work permit and everything.”
Woman not convinced.

In despair. Everyone hates me.

7:02 PM.
Arrival of trannies. I let them get into their glad rags before outlining
Osama situation for them.

“Could we change from Friday to another evening?” I suggested. “Any
evening?”

Grim shakes of head. Noel has to do homework with kids and Blanche
muttered something about having to get up very early every other day
except Saturday. Didn'’t really understand—maybe cows get lie-in on Sat-
urdays? Life of a farmer alien to me.

“In that case will have to permit Osama to join our little group.”

“No way.” Noel was tight lipped.

“All of Knockavoy thinks I am a racist! No one can understand my
reluctance. Safer to give in. Drawing attention to situation by holding
out.”

“I will stop your dole.”

“Do it then,” I said wearily. At that moment suddenly felt full disap-
pointment of Jake’s disappearance. “Maybe it’s time I went back to Dub-

lin. Am sick of all this.”
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Blanche scandalized. Started to cry.

Noel also pretty scandalized looking as he saw his “safe house” disap-
pear. I experienced—indeed, savored—moment of satisfaction.

Silence all round. Only sound that of Blanche’s sobbing. Noel spoke
up. “Can he keep his mouth shut? This Osama chap?”

“Don’t honestly know. He seems decent type, but it’s a chance we have
to take.”

Noel and Blanche had lengthy muttered head-to-head talk.
. certain could get him deported if he tellsonus . . .”
. cannot go back to old life. Need this outlet . . .”
. need never see us in our civvies . . .”
.. all day long looking at cows’ backsides . . .”

Some sort of resolution finally reached. “Okay,” Noel said to me, “in-
vite him. So long as he doesn’t come until after we are changed. We need

to keep our identities secret.”

10:56 PM.

No word from Jake.

SATORDAY, NOVEMBER 8, 12.30 pm. THE OAK.
“Ibrahim, we need to have private chat.”

He looked nervous. “Never said you were racist, Lola.”

“Never thought you did. As you probably know, from Brandon, I
hold . . . club . . . on Friday nights in my house.”

“The revenge film club!”

“Er, yes.” In a way. “You are welcome to join us. Only condition of
membership—and you must tell no one, not now, not ever—you have to
dress up like a lady.”

Long pause. Eventually Ibrahim spoke. “In order to join your film
club, I would have to dress up in women’s clothing?”

“And keep it secret.”

He thought about it. “Very well.”

“Very well?”

“Very well.”

Very well . . .
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12:16 A.M.

No word from Jake.

SUNDAY, NOVEMBER 9, ALL DAY

No word from Jake.

MONDAY, NOVEMBER 10, 11:17 A.m.

Arrival of SarahJane’s resort wear. Swimsuits, beach wraps, filmy caftans,
palazzo pants, towering wedges, whimsical sun hats, massive sunglasses,
and many, many DVFs. (Diane von Furstenberg wrap dresses. Can't go
wrong.)

So many adorable pieces. Prada beach bag, adorned with seahorses.
Best bit—matching seahorse-encrusted sandals! Turquoise Liza Bruce
swimsuit with coordinating wraparound. Raspberry-colored Gucci sun-
glasses and vertiginous wooden-soled mules in same color. Blindingly
bright hues, wonderful antidote to dismal gray grip of winter.

Niall from DHL officially hates me. Says he is doing Ennistymon-
to-Knockavoy drive so often, he is actually dreaming about it. After I
signed for parcels he stared out at waves and said, “If never see that feck-
ing view again, it’ll be too soon.”

Still no word from Jake.

TOESDAY, NOVEMBER 11, 7:07 pMm.
Frenzied knocking on front door. Jake!?
No. Considine. “Quick, quick!” He was frantic. “Turn on your telly!”
“No telly.”
He pointed at telly behind me. “That looks like telly.”
“No, 1s microwave.” Too complicated to explain true situation.
“Come to my house, so. Quick. Put on shoes!”
“Why?!”
“Colin Farrell on telly. Footage of him doing traveling line-dancing.”
Magic words, “Traveling line-dancing.”
Shoved feet into Chinese satin slippers. Unsuitable for rough terrain,
but didn’t care. Ran across field, ducked under wire fence, ran across
other field and into Rossa Considine’s house. Sat on edge of couch glued to

Colin Farrell program, but there was nothing about him doing
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line-dancing. Just lots and lots about all the girls he slept with. Went on
fearsomely long time.

When show ended, Rossa Considine defensive. “There was stuff
about line-dancing.”

“Oh, sure.” Jocular. “You just wanted to lure me over here.” Then re-
membered girl in wedding dress who was perhaps kept prisoner in bed-
room. Brief but genuine moment of fear. Jocular no more. “I'll be off.”

“How you manage without telly?” he asked.

“Oh, reading, other things. Don’t miss it at all.” Airy. Smug. “If emer-
gency, need to see documentary or something, can call upon friend.”

“That’s right. Remember Mrs. Butterly mentioning you watch soaps

with her every evening.”

WEDNESDAY, NOVEMBER 12, 9:45 Am.
SarahJane Hutchinson arrived.

Wonderful day. Uplifting being with magnificent clothing. Both of us
in top form. Everything worked.

“Sarah]ane, am feeling candy stripes, deck chairs, salty air, screech of
seagulls . . .”

“Soam, Lola, oh, soam I!”

Wrote out detailed list of what SarahJane was to wear every day; for
breakfast; at poolside; to dinner; for New Year’s Eve gala knees-up.

She tried to reject list. “On holiday. Relaxing. Surely can mix and
match?”

“No! Not! Please do not make that mistake! Remember, SarahJane,
you may wear the Missoni swimsuit with the Missoni sarong, but never
with the Missoni sandals or sun hat.”

“Why not?” Quite mutinous.

“Unwritten fashion rule. Cannot fully explain. All I know is you will
be laughingstock if you do.”

This carried weight. SarahJane does not want to be laughingstock.
Has had quite enough of that, what with husbands running off with Fili-
pino houseboys, thank you very much.

THORSDAY, NOVEMBER 13

No word from Jake. But forgot to notice.
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FRIDAY, NOVEMBER 14, 10:14 A.M.
Jake.

Just when I had decided I no longer cared about him. Effing typical.

Asked, “Can I come in?”

“No.”

“Oh ... Can I talk to you out here?”

“Make it quick. Is cold.”

“Oh ... Where've you been?” he asked. “You didn't call round, you
didn’t ask Cecile about me . . .”

“You wanted breathing space.”

“Yes! But thought you would . . .” Big, frustrated sigh.

Suddenly I understood. Jake was used to “breathing space” women
stalking him and lurking outside his house, in floods of tears, the way [
did to Paddy.

“Have been waiting to hear from you,” he said.

“You could have got in touch with me.”

Extreme bad burny feeling. Jake is spoiled brat, too sexy for his own
good.

“Let’s get back together,” he said.

“Why?”

“Why?” Manifestly unsettled by my question. I experienced strong
sense of satisfaction. “Because am crazy about you. Have had many girl-
friends, but you are different.”

“Am only different because I didn’t stalk you.”

“No! Nothing like that. Is because you are sweet. Cute. You are like
kitten. Little quirky kitten. Knew from the first time I met you, you were
different. Asked for breathing space because was afraid of feelings for
you. Too strong, too quickly.”

Either he had read manual on winning women over or was sincere.

“Please give me second chance,” he asked.

“No.” But was weakening. Was flattering, him being so tortured.

“Please.”

“No.”

“Could you even say you'll think about it?”

Made him wait long time for answer. “Okay. Will think about it.”
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7:01 PM,

Noel and Blanche arrive. Disappear into kitchen to change.

7:47 PM.
Knock on door.

“Probably Osama,” I say.

But wasn’t Osama. Was a woman, swaddled from head to toe in black
cloth. Even her face wasn't visible.

“Hello,” I said, thinking, What now? Halloween was a couple of weeks
ago!

“Lola! Is me!” woman said. “Ibrahim!”

“Ibrahim! What you wearing? Oh! I get it, you are in burga!”

“Is only ladies’ clothing I have. Not exactly clothing but drop cloth left
over from painting pub.”

“Come 1n, come 1n.”

In he came, acres of black cloth flapping. He nodded at trannies in all
their finery, refused Noel’s offer of “little drinky,” and eyed television,

clearly keen for movie to start.

7:54 PM.
Noel tried to persuade Ibrahim to try a little black eyeliner. “Is kohl. Is
Egyptian, part of your culture.”

Ibrahim eschewed it firmly.

I started film.

8:13 PM.
Knock on the door. We froze. Air electric with fear. If we were animals,
our fur would have stood on end.

“Upstairs, upstairs,” I hissed at the three men. “Quietly.”

When they had vamoosed I composed self. Cleared throat. Opened
door. Beautiful woman standing there. “Is this party invite-only?” she
asked, in sexy, husky voice. “Or can any girl join in?”

I was struck dumb. Like automaton, I opened door wide in invitation to
join us. This creature was dazzling. Tall, elegant, glossy dark hair, black
satin cocktail dress, elbow gloves, taffeta wrap, and Swarovski-like choker.
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Wasn't exactly sure when I realized she was a man. Perhaps slight un-
gainliness in narrow, high heels gave game away. But that realization was
simply subsumed in all the other dazzlement.

“I'm Chloe,” she said, smiling winning smile, navy-blue eyes spar-
kling. Her eyeliner perfect! Better than when I do own! She flicked quick
glance at television. “I knew that wasn’t a microwave!”

Excuseme . . .?

“I hope you don’t mind me arriving like this.”

“No, no, more the merrier.” Didn’t mean it. Noel had gone too far this
time. “I’ll just get the others for you. Girls, you can come down now!”

Chloe put the others to shame. Beside her groomed beauty, they looked
like bricklayers in lopsided wigs.

“I'm Chloe.” Chloe extended elegant arm.

“Natasha,” Noel grunted shyly.

“Blanche.” Poor Blanche couldn’t even make eye contact.

Osama pulled her burqga tighter and hung back on fringes of little
group.

“Lola, a word.” Noel grabbed my arm, moved me short distance, and
in small, angry voice said, without moving his jaw, “You didn’t say other
lady would be joining us tonight.”

“Wha—? What you mean? [ didn’t invite her. You mean you don’t
know each other?!”

Much shaking of heads. Sudden and extreme fear in me. How did this
Chloe get here? Where did she come from? Is Tim’s cabin on trannie ley
line? Will more and more trannies start making their way here every Fri-
day night, impelled by forces greater than themselves? Where will they
all fit?

“Please! Let me explain,” Chloe said.

“Yes, would be obliged if you would!”

“Saw the girls getting changed in the kitchen. Have seen it for past few
weeks. Wanted to be sure before showing up.”

“But how did you see? The kitchen is at back of the house. Chosen for
its hiddenness.

“From over there.” She tipped elegant head toward Rossa Considine’s
house.

“You know Rossa Considine?”
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Long pause.
“Lola.” Said very, very gently. “I am Rossa Considine.”

8:27 PM.
Extreme shock. Had to repeat words to self a few times before I under-
stood.

Peered at beautiful woman and once I knew what was looking for,
could definitely see Rossa Considine under there somewhere.

“Oh my God! You are girl in Vera Wang wedding dress!”

“Only a copy, not actual Vera Wang, but yes! I thought you knew all
along I was cross-dresser!”

“Why? How would I know?”

“Whenever meet you, you are sarcastic.”

Am I? No, am not. Am not sarcastic person at all. Except, actually had
to admit something about Rossa Considine did trigger sarcastic im-
pulse . . .

“And you caught me burning clothes.”

“What was that all about?” I asked.

“The purge.”

Noel and Blanche nodded and repeated, “The purge.” Rueful laughs.

“What on earth is purge?” I asked.

“When we decide we are giving up cross-dressing for good and burn
all lady belongings.”

“A regular thing?”

“Oh, yes!” Laughter all round. “Always regret it!” Further group
laughter. “But can'’t help it. Self-hate. Resolution to never lapse again.
Always do.”

“Then I saw the girls getting ready in the kitchen every Friday and
was like all my dreams had come true.” Sudden look of mortification
crossed her face. “Apologies! Should have waited for official invitation
before landing on top of you. Got carried away.”

“But you have a girlfriend,” T accused.

She smiled. “Yes, have a girlfriend.”

“And you go spelunking. Have seen you with ropes and stuff.”

“Am a man.” Another smile. “And sometimes I like to do manly

things.”
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“Oo000-kaaaay.” My mind being opened.

“And sometimes I like to wear beautiful things.”

“Give me example.”

“You like Alexander McQueen?”

“Yes!”

Fell into passionate chat. Discovered I had much, much in common
with Chloe—admiration for Alexander McQueen, Thai food, Smyth-
son’s passport covers, sycamore trees, and Law & Order.

“Law and Order! 1 love Law and Order,” 1 said. “Is best show on
telly.”

“Yes! “These are their stories—

“Duh-duh!” we both exclaim. (“Duh-duh” is gavel noise at start of
each episode. Very pleased that Chloe knew to say it. Not some dilettante
Law & Order fan, but the real thing.)

“Only a true believer would know that noise,” I say.

”

“That’s because I am a true believer.”

“Tell me what is happening in it,” I beseeched. “Haven'’t seen it since
September.”

“Why not? What is the true situation with your microwave-telly?”

“Only plays DVDs.”

“But you must come to me to watch Law and Order! Is not right that a
true believer should miss a single episode. Thursday nights, ten PM,, it's a
date!”

“To you, Chloe—or to you, Rossa Considine?”

Pause. “To me, Rossa Considine. Am not usually Chloe during the
week. Too much work.”

“Hmmm.”

“Problem?”

Might as well admit it. She had alluded to it earlier. “Perhaps. When
you are Rossa, we . . .” What were the right words? “We seem to rub each

other up the wrong way.”

Chloe considered the matter. Didn’t deny it. Admired her honesty and
maturity. “Let us consider it an experiment. If it doesn’t work, notice can
be given on either side.”

“Very well. Thursday ten PM. it is.”
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Other trannies were clamoring for a “go” of Chloe, wanting to hear
her stories, so turned her loose onto them.

You know what? Had a fantastic night. Enthusiastic discussions of
clothing. Only sad note—QOsama didn’t seem to enjoy self. He tried hard
to hear film—much shushing from him—over racket of the rest of us
making whooping noises.

10:23 PM.

Could you credit it? Isn't it always the way? The minute you decide you no
longer care about a man, they show up, cap in hand. Decide to decide that
I no longer care about Paddy, just as an experiment.

Imagined self at some time in the future, having conversation with in-
visible person. “Oh yes, madly in love with Jake. Yes, Love God. Of
course, will always think fondly of Paddy. But have to admit, could never
really love a man with hair that bouffy.”

Enjoyable. Uplifting.

Phone rang, jolting me from reverie.

I looked at it. Recognized number. Stared hard. Wondered if mind
had finally cracked.

Through bloodless lips, I answered. “Lola Daly.”

“Lola? It’s Paddy.”

Roaring in ears. Hope. Never before felt hope in such quantities.

“I. . ."—his voice choked—". . . really miss you.”






oure a s’cuPiJ useless bitch and this is your

own fucking fault.” He was panting from

exertion as he stood over her, curled in a
ball beneath him. “Say it. You're a stupid useless bitch
and this is your own fucking fault.”

He was pulling his leg back for another kick. No.
She didn’t think she could take another one and still
live. The toe of his boot slammed her stomach against
her spine. She retched, retched, retched, retched,
nothing but bile left.

“Say it!”

“I'm a stupid useless bitch,” she whispered, tears
streaming down her face. “And this is my own fault.”

“Own fucking fault. Can you get anything
right?”






grace

“Oh, here’s Paddy,” Dee Rossini said. “I need a couple of words with him.
I told him we’d be having a quick drink in here.”

For a moment I thought she was having me on. With trepidation, I
raised my eyes. Christ. There he was, filling the pub doorway, darkening
the room.

Panic swelled. I had to get away but I was trapped; there was only one
doorway and he was in it. My head swiveled as I sought an escape route.
The ladies’—there might be a window I could climb out of. At the very
least I could hide there until he was gone. “Dee, I'll have to go now . . .”

But she was waving and calling, “Paddy, over here,” and didn’t hear me.

Paddy looked around the pub with his blue seek-and-destroy gaze,
spotted Dee, then me sitting next to her, frozen like a rabbit caught in
headlights. For a long neutral moment he watched me, before deciding to
unleash his devastating smile.

Another Dee Rossini scandal had just broken, but this one was far, far
worse than any of the others: her boyfriend—yes, she’d had a secret boy-
friend all along, I should have known, what kind of journalist was I?—had
sold his story to the Sunday Globe, probably the most scurrilous of the
red-tops. And it was chock-full of the most cringe-inducing details about
their sex life. According to him—his name was Christopher Holland and
he claimed he was selling his story because he was tired of “living a
lie”—Dee was “mad for it.” Anytime, anyplace, anywhere. (The “any-
where” bit was because they had once—once—done it in her back gar-
den.) She particularly liked it “doggy-style,” he said.

The front-page splash kept referring to her as “Kinky Dee,” but just in
case there was any danger that she’d come across as a sexy minx, there
was other, even more gruesome information: she didn’t shave her legs
more than once a fortnight; her bra and pants rarely matched; the soles of
her feet were so hard and yellow, if she rubbed them together for long
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enough she could start a fire; she had cellulite on her stomach. In other
words, she was a normal fortysomething woman.

The first I knew of it was the headline screaming KINKY DEE AND ME
at the newsstand on Sunday morning. Mesmerized, I picked up the paper,
and a quick scan showed that the level of detail was unprecedented. They
must have paid this Christopher Holland a fortune to spill his guts in such
a treacherous fashion. I pitied Dee as I had never pitied anyone before,
and it made me itchy with shame that I was a journalist. Even the fact that
I knew the journalist—it was Scott Holmes, the Kiwi who’d been my boy-
friend while I was trying to not be in love with Damien—made me
ashamed.

The thought of having to endure an exposé like this myself sent my
intestines into a twisty spasm. Could anyone endure having the honest
details—and I'm talking honest, down and dirty, not soft-focus pretendy
stuff—of their sex life published on the front page of a Sunday paper?
Christ alive, wouldn’t you die?

Still standing in the shop, I opened the front page—and literally re-
coiled. Filling the full length of page three was a photograph where they’d
stuck Dee’s head on a picture of a flabby woman with a stubbly bikini area
and mismatched underwear. It made everything a thousand times more
terrible. From now on, whenever people thought of the leader of New Ire-
land, that’s the image their mind would send up from the vaults.

It was unquantifiably damaging. Much more so than the “corruption”
stories, because even though Dee was a single woman and was entitled
to have sex with whoever she liked, how could you watch her on telly
shaking hands with famous types and not wonder if her knickers matched
her bra?

“This isn’t a library,” a voice said.

Quickly I turned around. The flat-eyed man behind the counter was
watching me. He indicated the Sunday Globe. “You going to pay for
that?”

“Yeah, but . . .” I couldn’t let go of it long enough to go to the counter
and cough up. The compulsive story had me in a death grip. Still reading,
I jingled in my pocket for change and clanked down an uncounted hand-
ful beside the till. “Help yourself,” I said.

“Thank you,” he said snippily, sliding coins into his hand.
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He used to be a lot nicer to me when I was a smoker. I'd been such a
dependable source of income, and since Damien and I had given up the
cigs, no matter how much we spent on withdrawal confectionery—and
God knows it was a considerable amount—your man had probably had to
kiss good-bye to his retirement villa in Portugal.

On I read, dumbfounded by what was said: the day Dee had been ap-
pointed as minister of education, she’d “demanded” sex four times; she
loved to be dominated and she didn’t like oral, apparently she thought it
was “boring.”

She’d have a hard time coming back from this. She’d always seemed
strong, independent, and in control; now she seemed ordinary and
flawed—and a very poor judge of character, to choose a boyfriend so dis-
loyal.

Since I'd interviewed her, we’d become sort-of friends, because we
kept bumping into each other in the red wine part of our local liquor store,
and a couple of times we’'d nipped next door to Kenny’s for a quick drink.
Only a week ago she’d even had Damien and me over for dinner and
treated us to some of her expensive off-ends pasta. (No nicer than the or-
dinary stuff, if you ask me, but all the same, I was touched that she obvi-
ously thought highly of us.)

I stood outside the newsstand in the cold—it was perishing for mid-
November—and rang her. “Dee, I know you're screening your calls, but
it’'s Grace Gildee and I just want you to know—"

She picked up. “Grace, it's me.”

“Are you okay?”

“A bit wobbly,” she said, her voice shaking. “But I've got through
worse than this.”

“They're bastards,” I said with feeling. “Did you know it was coming?”

“Hadn'ta clue,” she said. “’Totally embargoed. I was with Christopher on
Friday night, he didn’t say a thing. Naturally,” she added, with a bitter laugh.

“I'll support you any way I can.” I meant both personally and profes-
sionally.

“Thanks, Grace.”

“Would you like me to come around?” I asked. The implication was
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clear: I was offering not just as her friend, but as her tame journalist. This
was her chance to give her side of the story to a sympathetic ear.

“I'd love to see you,” she said. “But don’t come here. Let’s go to
Kenny’s. I've done nothing wrong.”

“If you're sure.” God, she was great. Tough as old boots. “I’ll meet you
there in five.”

I rang Damien. “What'’s keeping you?” he asked. “Where’s my stuff?”

“I'm on a story.”

“What? You only went to the shop to buy sweets.”

I gave him a quick résumé of the situation. I was surprised he didn’t
already know.

“I'm meeting Dee in Kenny’s,” I said. “Then I'll have to go straight
into work.”

Damien groaned. “That’s shit for you! And what about me? What
about my fizzy snakes?”

“You'll have to do without them. Sorry.”

Jacinta Kinsella had left a message while I'd been talking to Damien. I
rang her back. From the word go, Jacinta had been withering about my
friendship with Dee, but today, when it mattered, when every paper in the
country would be tripping over themselves to talk to Dee Rossini, I had
access all areas.

“Milk her dry,” she said, over the sound of children shrieking and
screeching in the background. “And I'll talk to Big Daddy about the front
page.”

A broadsheet, even a midmarket one like the Spokesman, wouldn't
normally devote a front page to what was essentially a frivolous story
about a politician’s personal life, but this was too big to ignore.

“Will you in be in later, Jacinta?”

“Me?” She sounded shocked. “Grace, you are chief features writer.”
She emphasized the capitals. “I can’t keep holding your hand forever.”

“Fine, fine.”

Lazy bitch.

Dee’s arrival in Kenny'’s generated a low rhubarby murmur. Not many in at

ten past twelve on a Sunday morning, just a few men with drink problems.
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”

.. doggy-fashion . . .
“ . .shediditwithadog...?”

..no, likeadog ...”

“ .. did shebark? . . .”

.. that’s right, and she chewed slippers and retrieved sticks. What
do you think, you cretin . . .”

Dee looked good: dark jeans; crisp white shirt; chic, drapey-collared
cardigan; and matte red lipstick. And if she heard the comments, she
elected not to hear them. She was a trouper.

She ordered coffee. “I can’t be seen to be hitting the hard stuff, much
as I'd appreciate it. Okay, here’s how it 1s.”

She laid it out for me: she’d been talking to Sidney Brolly, New Ire-
land’s press officer, who'd decreed that she do just one interview. With
me. And yes, I was pleased. I wouldn't have wished Dee’s situation on
anyone, but it had happened and I could help with damage limitation.
There was to be no rebuttal of the charges of cellulite or hard-soled feet,
and a wall of silence was to surround Christopher Holland. Quiet dignity
and a focus on all that was positive about Dee Rossini was to be the order
of the day.

“They’ll be calling for my resignation in the Dail tomorrow,” she said
gloomily.

“For what? For having hairy legs?”

She squeezed her eyes shut. “For a loss of public confidence. For be-
havior unbecoming an elected servant. Basically because I have sex.”

“But you're not married. And I take it this Christopher isn’t married?
So what have you done wrong?”

“Nothing—in theory. But in practice . . .” She meandered into silence,
then exclaimed, “Oh, Grace, I really don’t want to go. There are so few
female politicians. And you should see our new manifesto—we have bril-
liant women-friendly policies, really far-reaching: longer maternity leave,
a massive child-care program . . .”

“What would happen if you were forced to resign?”’

“Worst-case scenario: the whole New Ireland party could be so dis-
credited by my sex life that the Nappies would be forced to pull out of co-
alition with us. But the Nappies don't have enough TDs to stay in power,

so the government would have to be dissolved and the country would have
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to go to the polls now instead of next year. The long and the short of it: my
cellulitey stomach could bring down the government.”

“But that’s crap! Just tough it out. Keep telling yourself that you've
done nothing wrong.”

Her mobile rang. She checked the number. “It’s Sidney, I better take it.

“Yes?” she said.

She listened in silence, her expression growing more thundrous as time
passed. “If that’s how it has to be,” she eventually said, and snapped her
phone closed.

“Sidney wants me to do a photo shoot,” she said angrily. “Styling me
for the weekend pages. He thinks it’s vital to counteract that fucking com-
posite on page three.”

“He’s right.” I wondered if she’d go mental at me.

More in sorrow than in anger, she said, “I'm not in a girl band, I'm a
politician. It shouldn’t matter if I have three heads, all of them cellulitey,
so long as [ do my job properly.”

“It would never happen to a man.”

That was when she’d said, “Oh, here’s Paddy.”

There he was, suited and wide shouldered, blocking the doorway, put-
ting me at a panicky disadvantage. I'd fallen out of bed, not expecting to
be in the world for more than the five minutes it took to go to the shop—I
hadn’t even combed my hair. Normally Damien was the one who went to
the shop on Sundays. The only reason I'd gone today was because he’d
claimed he couldn’t walk properly because he’d hurt his knee playing
five-a-side football on Friday night.

I began shrinking into myself as Paddy wove his way through the men
with drink problems, cutting the alcoholic air with his sharp cologne. I
despised myself for caring what he thought; I didn’t need for him to find
me attractive, but I didn’t want him to see me vulnerable.

“Dee,” he said, giving her a quick hug. He was so vibrant, like there
was more life force concentrated in him than in normal people, as if he’d
got a double dose.

“Thanks for coming,” she said. She indicated me. “Do you know each
other?”

There was a horribly awkward moment. [ was waiting for Paddy to come

up with some platitude and he was waiting for me. “What?” Dee asked.
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“Of course we know each other,” Paddy said easily. “Hello, Grace,
lovely to see you.”

He bent down to kiss my cheek politely. I held my breath. I didn’t want
to smell him.

He touched his lips to my cheek, then—did I imagine it?—blew on it
softly. Had he actually had the nerve?

His eyes were laughing.

His touch sat on my face like an unbearable itch. I wanted to wipe it
away with a lavish smear.

“Things are not good, Paddy,” Dee said, straight down to business.

He shook his head. “It’s a compliment. They're scared of you. They're
taking you seriously.”

“But who is ‘they’? Christopher wouldn’t have had the cop-on to do this
off his own bat. Who put him up to it? It’s time we dealt with it properly.”

I rested my head on my hand, trying to inch my sleeve up my face and
surreptitiously wipe it.

Paddy watched me, moving his eyes from my sleeve to my cheek.

He knew.

Dee went to the loo, leaving Paddy and me alone. He looked far too big for
the little stool. Neither of us spoke. He flicked a quick look over his shoul-
der, checking that Dee was out of earshot, then he said, with low urgency,
“Grace, [

“How are your wedding plans going?” I interrupted.

“Grace, can't we—"

“No,” I said, too loudly, causing a couple of drunken heads to jerk up
off their chests. I dropped my voice. “Just answer the question.”

He stared at my mouth. “You never answer my calls.”

That was typical of him; he hadn’t rung me in weeks.

“Why won'’t you talk to me?”” he asked. The way he was staring at my
mouth was making me uncomfortable.

Suddenly he said, “I can smell you, Grace. And you know what you
smell of?”

I knew what he was going to say.

“You smell of sex.”
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Under my sweats, prickly heat flushed down my body and my nipples
shot to attention. “Shut up,” I said quietly. “Just shut up.”

“Whatever you want,” he said lightly. “Your wish is my command.”

“You would have said that no matter what I smelled of—paint strip-
per, lamb curry . . "

He shrugged, his shoulders beautiful in his suit.

Recovering myself, I said, “So tell me, Paddy. How are your wedding
plans going?”’

“Fine, all fine. But that’s Alicia’s area, really.”

“How is the lovely Alicia?”

“Wonderful. But that was a strange profile you did of her, Grace. She
was disappointed that you weren't . . . warmer.”

I gave a short bark of laughter. “Well, Alicia insisted on me, so what
did Alicia expect?”

“She expected you to be a professional. As did [.”

I'looked at him in contempt. “I was a professional.”

“We expected you to keep your personal feelings out of it.”

“Tdid.” I hadn’t wanted to interview her, but when I'd been coerced into
it I'd decided that the best way to manage it was to pretend to myself that I'd
never met her before. But she hadn’t bothered to mask her smug triumph
and I suppose, as a result, I couldn’t help letting my bitterness leak through.
Not that [ wrote anything terrible, as such. Just not very nice.

After I'd eventually filed my stories on Dee, I stopped off at the cinema
(they have the biggest range) and bought Damien a big bag of pick'n'mix,
shoveling in a hefty selection—cola bottles, gummy dinosaurs, jelly
strawberries—to make up for abandoning him on a Sunday with a ban-
jaxed knee, nicotine withdrawal, and no sweets.

He was on the couch, looking grumpy and watching the twenty-
four-hour World War Two Channel—not its official name, but whatever
it was, it seemed to run round-the-clock documentaries on the Nurem-
berg rallies and the bombing of Dresden—his knee stretched out on a
chair.

He looked up from the grainy images of troops landing in Normandy.

“I tried ringing you!”



TLis Cl’lqrming Man 255

“Sorry. I switched my phone off. I needed to focus.”

“Did you bring me anything?”

I dropped the bag into his lap. “Present for you.”

“For real?” he said, his face creasing into a smile. “I was only joking,
you never bring me anything.”

“No wonder, when you're so ungrateful.”

He rooted through the bag. “Top class, Grace, fizzy pigs! A rare deli-
cacy. They're hard to come by.”

“How’s the knee?”

“Agony,” he said, through a mouthful of pink pigs. “Have we any ice
for it? Hey, catch.” He tossed me a jelly bat from his bag and I lunged and
actually managed to catch it between my teeth.

“Christ,” he said, clearly impressed. “I take it all back.” He ran his
eyes over me and something changed.

He was looking at me, the way he perhaps hadn’t looked for a while:
like he’d like to have sex with me.

Feelings moved inside me, relief replacing anxiety.

“Come here,” he said, his eyes full of intent, and instead of telling him
not to order me about, like I usually would, I moved closer.

The air was charged with the promise of sex—then Damien inter-
rupted, “Hey, Bomber Command, while I think of it, how're we fixed
next Friday night?”

Alarm rose in me. “Why?”

“Dinner with Juno and her husband.”

The sentence hung between us. We could really do without this.

A month ago, he’d actually gone to his school reunion—Damien, the man
who'd often said that he “pitied” those who felt such a need—and appar-
ently had a great old wander down memory lane with Juno, laughing
misty-eyed about all the arguments they’d had, when he’d insist on work-
ing when she wanted to go out and get tanked.

All fairly harmless, and the only thing that made me nervous—and
no, it wasn’t the fact that they were once in love and married—was that
Juno smoked.

“Won’t you be in Hungary on Friday?” Covering the elections there.
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“I'll be just back. Flying in Friday afternoon.”

Ah feck.

“Grace, are you okay?” he asked. “You look a bit—"

“I'm fine.”

He patted the couch. “Sit down beside me here and have some cola
bottles—1I can offer you both the fizzy and the nonfizzy variety.”

My mood hovered on a knife edge; it could have gone either
way—butter-side-up, butter-side-down—but I decided to smile. I was
being paranoid. Not something I was prone to (except sometimes when I
was premenstrual and turned into the last days of Stalin). I rewound my
day seeking the nub of the badness: Paddy de Courcy.

“And when you've eaten your fill of sugar and additives,” Damien said,
“might [ suggest some light sexual activity?”

He kissed me. He tasted of artificial strawberry flavoring. Then he
tasted of him. A spark lit inside of me, I was overtaken by a sudden rush of
need, and I felt an answering hunger in him.

He stopped and looked into my eyes, my dirty desire mirrored in his.
“Wow,” he said. “What happened there?”

He kissed me again and we were snogging like teenagers. Neck twists
and direction changes and clawing at clothing, almost unable to decide
what to take off first.

He reached for his belt buckle and pulled himself out, already erect. I
tore off my sweatshirt and unclipped my bra.

He reached for my nipples and said, “Christ! My knee.”

“Stay still. I'll go on top.”

“How do people have sex when they’re in a cast?” He gasped.

“Some people actually have a fetish about it.” I got up and pulled off
my tracksuit bottoms and underwear. “About being encased in a full-body
plaster cast. They're called ‘casties.” Remember, I did a story on them.”

He was pushing up into me, I was pushing down onto him. Just enough
resistance to make me feel swollen and tight. He moaned, he was filling me

up and out and in.

“Where are you going?” Damien asked as I tiptoed out of the bedroom.
“Why aren’t you asleep?”
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“Just getting a nicotine patch.”

In the darkened living room, I rummaged in my bag and switched
my phone on. I knew he’d ring me. That’s why I’d kept my mobile off
all day.

There were three voice mails. I put the phone to my ear and listened.
Two were from Damien, wondering where I was.

Then I heard his voice. Just three terse words. “Call me. Please.”

In a way, the green-handbag days were the worst. Green warned us to ex-
pect dark, cryptic mutterings, abrupt reversals of opinion, continually
shifting goalposts. On a green-handbag day she could praise you and
mean it. Or she could praise you and then screech, “And if you believe
that, you still believe in the tooth fairy.”

Monday morning and my byline was on the front page of the Spokes-
man—admittedly shared with Jonno Fido from News, but that didn’t
take the luster off it. Getting your byline on the front page was like having
a number one record. For feature writers like me, it happened less fre-
quently, which made it all the more satisfying.

In addition, spread over pages two and three, I had an in-depth profile
of Dee. And for page five I'd written a spirited opinion piece headed IT
WOULD NEVER HAPPEN TO A MAN.

T. C. watched me make my way to my desk. “The Spokesman by Grace
Gildee,” he said.

“You're flavor of the day,” Lorraine observed. “Jacinta will be thrilled
for you.”

We all snorted at the unlikeliness of that, but nothing could bring me
down. I was in love with my job. I was thrilled by it all, the sound of
phones ringing, keys clicking, voices chatting. I was so in the moment I

was convinced I felt the hum of activity in my actual veins.

To: Gracegildee @spokesman.ie
From: Pattilavezzo @oraclepr.com

Subject: Interview with Madonna.
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Please forward detailed readership demographic of the

Spokesman. Also circulation figures for last eight quarters.

Madonna’s PR had already asked for examples of my work. Then she’'d
asked for a few more. Then I'd had to write an essay on why I loved Ma-
donna. If she’d moved on to checking circulation figures, I must have
done okay. This was looking very positive. God! I was seized by a mixture
of terror and elation. What if it happened? What if it actually, really hap-
pened? I would meet Madonna. I mean, Madonnal!

“Very well done on the Dee Rossini coverage,” Jacinta said briskly.

In silence I waited for the stinger.

“Cat got your tongue?” she asked.

“No.”

“So what happened to ‘thank you'?”

“Thank you.”

I followed her into her office.

“You needn’t think you can sit back on your laurels and freewheel
today. You're only as good as your next story. What've you got for me?”

“Romance at office Christmas part—"

“It’s only the seventeenth of November!”

“The average spend on Christmas pres—"

“No!”

“The homeless at Christmas.”

“Is it uplifting?”

“. .. No. They're homeless.”

“And it’s still only the seventeenth of November. No! This is what [
mean,” she muttered. Her eyes slid past me, and whatever she saw caused
her to freeze as though she’d been turned into a pillar of salt.

I looked behind me. It was Casey Kaplan, in his tight black jeans and
tangled hair.

“What the hell are you doing here?” Jacinta quivered with murky
emotion.

“I work here.” He smiled a wide, cocksure smile.
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“I thought you were allergic to daylight. We've never had the pleasure
of your company at this hour of the morning before.”

Casey brought with him an aura of cigarettes and pubs and good times.
He'd obviously come straight from a party or club.

His slipstream wafted through the office, and when the smell reached
Jacinta, she leaped to her feet. “Get back!” She flapped her arms. “You're
smelly!”

“Someone wound your top too tight this morning, Jacinta.” Casey
laughed and lounged away.

“Thanks, Casey,” T. C. muttered. ““That’ll definitely calm her down.”

From the far side of the office, I heard Casey ask, “Morning, Rose.
Coleman in?”

“Yes,” Rose said nervously. She was Big Daddy’s PA and guardian of
the gateway. “But he’s not to be disturbed.”

“It’s okay. He just texted me. He'’s expecting me.”

I was going down to Chomps sandwich bar to get my lunch (it was ten
past eleven, but I couldn’t wait any longer) and just before the lift doors
closed Casey Kaplan darted in.

“Tell me,” he said. “Is Jacinta right? Am [ smelly?”

“Yes.”

“What do I smell of?”

I sniffed the air and thought for a second. “Debauchery.”

He seemed pleased. “Nice work on Dee Rossini, Grace, that was a
rockin’ profile.”

The lift doors opened and we stepped out into the lobby. “But what
about Chris? Who saw that one comin’?” he added thoughtfully. “Always
thought he was a sound guy.”

“Chr-i1s?”

“Christopher. Holland. Dee’s boyfriend.”

“You know him?” My voice was high and anguished.

He gave a what’s-the-big-deal shrug. “Yeah.”

“You knew he was her boyfriend?” No one else in the entire world had

known there even was a boyfriend.
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“Yeah. Always thought he was a great guy. But”—he sighed
sorrowfully—"“the Globe ponied up a shed-load, and I guess with his
gambling debts, it was too much to resist. As the man said, money
talks . . .”

I'd heard enough. I couldn’t take any more of his showing off. Aban-
doning him midconversation, I stalked toward the door, watched by Yusuf
and Mrs. Farrell, who elbowed each other gleefully.

It was all on the evening news.

That morning in the Dail, the leader of the Christian Progressives,
Brian “Bangers” Brady (he had a thriving secondhand-car empire; Irish
politicians encouraged nicknames in order to seem like men “of the
people”) stood up and said, “If I might give my right honorable friend,
the leader of New Ireland, some advice . . .” Then he leaned down to
his chair and produced a pink object. Heads stretched to get a better
look, then pockets of laughter rose into the air from those who'd seen
what it was.

“This fine object”—he raised it above his head and the laughter got
louder—"is a lady-shave.” He read from the packaging. “I'm assured it

IE)

guarantees ‘silky-smooth legs’” The crowd roared their amusement.
They looked like apes at a rave.

With an unctuous bow of the head, Bangers said, “We offer it to you,
Minister Rossini, a gift from the Christian Progressives, in the hope that
you may find it useful.”

“It was disgusting.” Damien had actually been there, reporting from
the journalists’ gallery. “Playground bullying. And it gets worse.”

The leader of the Labour Party was getting to his feet. “That was
a low blow from the leader of the Christian Progressives,” he said.
“The Labour party would like to offer our support to Ms. Rossini. In
the form of this useful item.” He whipped out something from his
pocket.

“What is it?” [ asked Damien.

“Scholl foot rub.”

Even the Green Party offered Dee a bottle of lavender oil for her
cellulite.
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“Nothing from the Socialist Worker’s Party,” | remarked, touched by
their forebearance and wondering if I should vote for them at the next
election.

“Probably because they didn’t have the funds,” Damien said. “If they
could have raised the price of a tub of foot cream between them, you can
be sure they would have.”

Dee’s eyes were suspiciously shiny, but she stood there and took it; she
even managed to smile, and, as a result, the government survived.

“But she’s on her last chance,” Damien said. “One more drama and
she’s a goner. And if she’s gone, so’s the Nappie’s coalition partner. Which
means the government is gone. How many pairs of socks do I need to
pack?”

“How many nights are you going for?”

“Tuesday, Wednesday, Thursday—three.”

“So how many pairs do you need?”

“Three.”

“Excellent. Catch.” One after the other, I lobbed three pairs of
balled-up socks across the room. Gracefully he caught each of them
one-handed and dropped them into his bag, one, two, three.

“Poor Dee,” Damien said.

“Who's doing that stuff to her?” I asked.

“The Chrisps, obviously. They’re the only ones who stand to benefit.”

“But do you know individual names? Like, is it Bangers? Is it coming
from the top down or what?”

“I don’t know.”

“But even if you did, you wouldn't tell me.”

“I couldn’t.” He had to protect his source.

“Why are they picking specifically on Dee?”

“The Nappies and Teddy are Teflon-coated. The only way left for the
opposition to attack them is to go for their coalition partner. And unlike
the rest of them, Dee is honorable. If she’s pushed enough, she will resign.
How cold will it be in Hungary?”

“What am [? The Weather Channel?”

He shook his head, almost in pride. “You're so snarky.”

It made us both laugh. “You've taught me everything I know,” I said.

“It's November. Leave your shorts at home.”



262 MARIAN KEYES

“Charity.”

“No!” Jacinta said it automatically now, no matter what I proposed.
“You've gone so .. .do-goodery. With your abused women and your
homeless people and now your charity.”

“Three or four profiles on the different faces of charity.” I just carried
on as if she was fizzing over with enthusiasm. “The society woman who
goes to all the fund-raisers; the administrator who controls funding for
developing countries; the compassionate individual who gives up her job
for six months to feed the starving.”

She liked it. [ had her at “the society woman.”

“Hey, Declan, who's the hottest charity queen?” she called.

Declan O’'Dowd (“He never gets out”) squinted at us. “Rosalind
Croft. Wife of Maxwell Croft.”

“Damien! Damien Stapleton! You great, big, sexy ride, over here!”

“Ah, there she 1s,” Damien said.

A woman at a faraway table was standing up and waving: tall, busty,
blonde, loud; the type who yelled greetings from four miles away.

“That’s Juno?”

“That’s her,” he said happily, grasping my hand and hurrying us across
the restaurant. “Don’t worry. You're really alike. You're going to get on
great.”

She wasn’t what I'd expected and this made me very anxious. I hate to
have my prejudices overturned. The picture in my head had Juno as a
lady-who-lunches type who wore a lot of white and starved herself into
early-onset osteoporosis. I mean, she’d worked in PR, for Browning and
Eagle no less; could you blame me? But she was hale and hearty and
dressed in jeans and a rugby shirt worn with the collar flicked up. Many
things annoy me—1I"d be the first to admit that 'm deeply intolerant—Dbut
rugby shirts worn with the collars flicked up makes rage boil up inside me
like toxic black smoke.

“Still the latest man in Ireland,” she chided, giving him a quick

peck—to my alarm—on the lips.
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“Tt was Grace’s fault,” Damien said. “She was stuck at work.”

Thanks, you disloyal fucker.

“Earthquake in Pakistan,” I said. “Mostly women and children killed.
So thoughtless of them to die on a Friday evening when I'm on my way out
for dinner. Ahahaha,” I added mirthlessly, in a fruitless attempt to seem
good humored.

“Work,” Juno exclaimed. “Give it up, I say! Send the men out to graft
and let us women stay home and spend the money!”

She was trying to be friendly—shocked as I was, I could see that—and
this was my chance to show good faith by replying in kind: Yes, men, lazy
bastards! Good enough for them. That'll teach them to throw their dirty
socks on the bedroom floor!

But I couldn'’t.

I looked at the empty chair beside her. “So where is your hus-
band?”

“God knows,” she said, throwing her head back and hooting.

“. .. What do you mean?”

“On a corporate jolly at the Curragh. Cristal tent. Been down there
all afternoon. Just had a call from him.” She held up her mobile. “Too
drunk to drive. He might make it later, but fuck alone knows what state
he’ll be in. He's in big trouble with me, he lost two grand on the horses. If
[ don’t get some decent diamonds as an apology, guess who'll be sleeping
in the spare room for the next month!” She roared with laughter—and so
did Damien.

Her husband wasn’t coming?

I hadn’t wanted to have this dinner. In these nicotine-free days it was a
complication I could have done without. However, a group event, includ-
ing me and Juno’s husband, had seemed a benign enough proposition.
Now everything had changed, and I knew I'd be spending the next four
hours sitting like a big plank while Damien and Juno played “Do you re-
member the time we . . .”

And why had Juno arranged a night out when Miles was on a jolly?
And why hadn’t she apologized?

Was that not . . . rude?

I'd suddenly come over all polite.

The waiter appeared. “An aperitif?”
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“A pint of Guinness,” Damien said.

“Make it two,” Juno said.

She drank pints? I'll tell you, it was a novelty to feel girly and prim.

“You and your pints of Guinness,” Damien said happily. “I'm getting
flashbacks to our misspent youth. Remember? When we had no money
and had to make drinks last as long as possible.”

“Yes,” I said. “I remember having to do that too. And the cheapest
pint you could buy was—"

“Grace?” Damien indicated the waiter. “Drink?”

“I'm sorry.” I'd been so desperately trying to fit in that I forgot he was
still there. “Gin and tonic, please.”

“Large?”

“Oh, why not?”

“I'm just popping out for a cancer stick. I can’t tempt you . .. ?” Juno
slanted a smile at Damien.

He shook his head ruefully.

“How are you two getting on since you stopped smoking?”

“Fine,” I said, at the same time as Damien said, “We're at each other’s
throats.”

“No, we're not,” I said.

“We are. We're not getting on at all,” he insisted.

“Aren’t we?”

“No. We're not.”

“We are!”

“We're not.”

“We are!”

“We're not!”

Juno flashed us her pack of Marlboros like it was an FBI badge. “I hate
to interrupt,” she twinkled. “But I'll be out the front while you two get
your story straight.”

“Why did you say she was like me?” I raged in the taxi home.

“Because she’s her own woman. She gives as good as she gets. Like you.”
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“Like me! We've nothing in common. She doesn’t have a job.”

“She has two kids.”

“She has a nanny! She plays hockey. She goes horse riding. She says,
‘Everyone, let’s get naked!”” (The punch line to some pointless anecdote
involving an all-day drinking orgy and a swimming pool.) “She’s a female
jock.”

“She’s fun.”

She wasn't.

“If you don'’t like her,” he said, “you don’t have to meet her again.”

“But you will, won’t you?”

“I'might . . .”

“Ah, Damien, she’s your ex-wife.”

“But surely that’s immaterial. That was a thousand years ago.”

“Don’t start hanging around with her.” Drunkenly and childishly I
said, “Don’t be so mean.”

“What'’s the big deal? I love you. I'm with you.”

“Just bloody stubborn,” I muttered into my chest. “Only doing it to be
contrary.”

“No, no.” He was being irritatingly reasonable. “Juno’s a part of my
past and I'm glad we're back in touch with each other.”

“But—"

Then I was suddenly reminded of another conversation we’d had, not
so long ago, and with the fighting spirit of the drunk person who knows
she’s beaten but can’t bear to lose face, I said, “Fuck it then, fine, fine, have
it your way. Lez all be friends with lovely Juno.”

They valet-parked me. A house with valet parking.

A suited PA-type person escorted me to a dressing room that was big-
ger than my entire house, where Rosalind Croft was getting her hair
blow-dried. She was already fully made up. It was hard to put an exact age
on her—maybe forty-five?

I'd expected to dislike her. I was more than slightly judgmental about
society women who did charity work; I suspected it was just an excuse to
buy lots of frocks. But she squeezed my hand and smiled with a warmth

that seemed genuine.
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“You're going to shadow me today, Grace? I hope you won'’t be bored
to death.”

I sincerely doubted it. Much as I might disapprove of the superrich, I
was shamefully fascinated by their lifestyles.

People were constantly in and out of her room, bringing her phone
messages, menus to approve, documents to sign. Being rich was a
demanding job. Mrs. Croft was chatty and pleasant to everyone. But
maybe only because [ was there.

A stunningly good-looking Nigerian girl called Nkechi was flitting
around, laying out clothes, flicking through hangers, and shouting dog’s
abuse at another Nigerian girl called Abibi. “Max Mara, Max Mara, |
said Max Mara. Why do you give me Ralph Lauren?”

“You said cream trousers.”

“I said cream Max Mavra trousers, you moron. There is a world of dif-
ference.”

“I'm chairing a committee meeting this morning,” Mrs. Croft said
as Nkechi helped her into a strokably-soft cream cardigan. I didn’t
know much about wool, but whatever this garment was made of, it was
clearly very, very expensive. I was saving up phrases to tell Damien
later. I decided on “A cardigan knitted from the hair of newborn
babies.”

“What sort of committee meeting? Charity?”’

“Are there any other kinds of committee meeting?” Her eyes twinkled.
“Thank you, Nkechi.” Nkechi zipped up the cream Max Mara pants that
had caused all the shouting. “Sugar Babies. For babies with diabetes.
Then a lunch.”

“And what sort of lunch?”

“Take a guess. Charity again.” Leaning on Nkechi, she stepped into
a pair of cream-and-brown patent low-heeled pumps. “Thank you,
Nkechi.”

“Same charity?”

“No, no, different. The Sweetheart Foundation. For children with
heart defects. Thank you, Nkechi.” Nkechi was fussing at Mrs. Croft’s
neck with a cream scarf decorated with horseshoes and stirrups. “Okayj, it
appears we're ready to go.”

It was a right cavalcade. There was me, Mrs. Croft, the PA, the
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hairdresser, Nkechi, Abibi, two cars, two drivers, and a large number of
Louis Vuitton suitcases.

Mors. Croft, the PA, and I were helped into a Maybach (““The dearest
car in Ireland”) while Nkechi, Abibi, the hairdresser, and the suitcases
“had to suffer the ignominy” of traveling behind us in an 5-Class Merc.

The other committee ladies were exactly what I'd expected: freshly
blow-dried hair, impractically light-colored clothing, and accents like an-
gle grinders. It seemed that everyone served on everyone else’s commit-
tees and they all attended each other’s shindigs. (“Every lunch and dinner
must be like Groundhog Day with tit tape.”)

There was lively discussion over the theme for the Sugar Babies ball,
or at least to find a theme that hadn’t been used in the previous six months
at another ball. Suggestions were bigged up and shot down according to
whatever personal animosities were in play. Mrs. Croft kept it all under
control without having to raise her voice, and they finally settled on a
Marie Antoinette theme. (“Super!”)

Then the agenda moved to the menu.

“Like it matters,” Mrs. Croft sighed.

“Excuse me?” one of the angle-grinders said.

“Like anyone eats the food at these things.”

The angle-grinder stared. “That’s hardly the point, Rosalind. We still
have to have an innovative menu.”

“Of course, Arlene, you're absolutely right. How about partridge?”

“Done. Only last week.”

“Poussin?”

“Done.”

“Woodcock?”

“Done.”

“Duck?”

“Done.”

“Pheasant?”

“Done.”

“Chicken?”

“Done.”
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“Grouse?”
“Done.”
“Why hasn’t someone invented a new bird?” one of the angle-grinders

whined. “This bloody country, I tell you.”

In a suite in the hotel, Nkechi helped Rosalind out of her committee
clothes and into her luncheon outfit. The hairdresser did a quick change
of style, then it was down to the ballroom for the lunch.

Hellish. A hundred and fifty clones of the women who'd been at the
committee meeting. It was like a nature program about a colony of breed-
ing seagulls. The noise.

Once the women on either side of me discovered that I was unable to
discuss the terrible traffic in Marbella or the drop in standards in private
schools, they turned their respective backs on me. I didn't care; I zoned
out and fantasized about a warehouse full of uncountable numbers of
cigarettes. Shelf after shelf, so many you had to drive along on a mechani-
cal platform thing to view them. A cigarette universe. Cigarettes by the
million. Although I'd have been happy with just one.

At 2:30 on the dot, the PA poked Rosalind and Rosalind got to her feet
like an automaton and the cavalcade was off again. To be honest, I was
shattered, and I couldn’t understand why. I'd done nothing all morning
except make snide remarks in my head.

Our next stop was a yoga lesson with a man who was often on telly.
Another change of clothes, then on to dress fittings in Brown Thomas.
Then back out to the house in Killiney for her amatsu practitioner, fol-
lowed by a quick break for tea and victuals—rice cakes for her, and hand-
made cookies spookily similar to the ones you find in posh hotels for me.

“Have a cookie,” I said as I watched her tuck into the Styrofoam discs.
“Those things taste of nothing.”

“Thanks, love, but I'm on one thousand two hundred calories a day,
have been for the past nine years, since Maxwell made it big—if [ can’t fit
into size-ten ball gowns I'm a goner. But you eat up.”

She opened a massive desk diary. “You'd like to see my calendar for
next week. Take a look.”

It was awe inspiring: acupuncture, committee meetings, hospice vis-
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its, cranio-sacral treatment, photo calls, colonics, Pilates, teeth whitening,
Christmas gift-buying for her army of staff, lunches, teas, business break-
fasts . . .

“ .. And always balls, balls, balls,” she said, her tone suddenly and
unexpectedly bitter. “Sorry,” she said quietly.

“That’s okay,” I said. “It can’t always be fun.”

As far as | was concerned, it would never be fun. If by some bizarre
quirk of the universe—Ilike the plots in Quantum Leap—I ended up as a
society wife, they’d have to fish me out of the canal.

Then something happened—I didn’'t know what it was, but it made
her hands clench and her knuckles flash white. “Maxwell’s home. My
husband.” She flicked her wrist to see her watch and said, “He’s early.”

I'd heard nothing.

As if her switch had clicked from medium to extra-fast, she was gath-
ering her sheets of paper and banging them on the desk. “We'll have to
finish for today, Grace.” She was standing up, tugging down her skirt,
moving toward the door.

“But . . .” My brief had been to shadow her until bedtime.

“Rosalind, Rosalind!” a man’s voice yelled in the hall.

“In here!” She dived to open the door but before she got there,
someone outside thrust it inward. An angry-looking man. Maxwell
Croft.

“What are you doing in here?” he asked Rosalind.

“I didn’t expect you for another hour—"

He looked past her and stared, without warmth, at me.

“Grace Gildee,” Rosalind said. “She’s doing a piece for the Spokes-
man, about the charity balls.” She spoke quickly, almost hiccuping over
her words.

“Maxwell Croft. Nice to see you.” He gave me a brief glance. “Rosa-
lind will have your car brought around.”

Any protests I'd been about to make died in my mouth. My will was

no match for his.

“What did she give you?”
“Nothing. ”
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“She probably didn’t think there was any point. Why give you an Her-
més handbag? It would only make the rest of you look worse.”

“Jacinta, would you mind not being quite so insult—"

“It’s not too late. Maybe when the piece comes out, she’ll send some-
thing. Now, I take it you've seen the contract?”

“ .. Yes”

Jacinta had promised the Crofts copy approval, which never happens,
not even for Tom Cruise.

Therefore my profile of Mrs. Croft would be an absolute rave.

Good job I'd liked her.

I was the one who introduced them: Paddy and Marnie. It was the July I
turned seventeen and I'd got a summer job as a lounge girl in the Boat-
man, where Paddy was working as a barman.

It was actually the night of my seventeenth birthday—also Mar-
nie’s. Marnie dropped by with Leechy when I'd finished work; we
were on our way out to celebrate the only way we knew how: drinking
heavily.

“Come and meet Paddy,” I'd said with a little pride.

Paddy was cool. He'd already finished school, had worked in London
for a year on a building site, and was starting university at the end of Sep-
tember to study law.

Marnie and Leechy had heard all about him—as had Ma, Dad, and
Bid—because he was the only barman who was nice to me. From the mo-
ment the rest of the staff had discovered I lived on Yeoman Road, they
regarded me with hostility. They mistakenly thought [ was from a well-off
family and set out to torment me, starting on my very first night, when
Micko the manager said, “There’s a phone call for Mike Hunt, ask around
and see if anyone has seen him.” It was only Paddy’s intervention that
stopped me wandering around the pub calling plaintively, “My cunt?
Anyone seen my cunt?”’

“They do it to all the new girls,” he’d said. “Don’t take it personally.
There’s a bet on to see how long before they make you cry.”

“They won't make me cry,” I said, filled with resolve—for about five

minutes. Then I decided to leave and get a job somewhere else.
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“They're afraid of you,” Dad explained. “You're educated and different.
You're just passing through, but that’s their career. Have compassion.”

“Don’t leave,” Ma agreed. “Being despised is character-forming.
Think of Gandhi.”

“Fuck them,” Bid said. “Ignorant knackers. Work in McLibels in-
stead, you can get us a family discount.”

In the end, because the tips were good and the place was only around the
corner, I'd decided to stick it out. What would have happened if [ hadn’t?

“Paddy,” I'd called. He was loading glasses into a dishwasher. “This is
my friend Leechy. And this is my sister, Marnie. My twin sister.”

He said hello to Leechy, then I waited for him to express the obligatory
surprise about Marnie—your twin? You're so different!

But he said nothing, and for a baffled moment I wondered what was
wrong. But when I looked at him, he was staring open-mouthed at Marnie
and she was gawking back in the same stupefied fashion. Something was
happening—you could actually feel it. Shivery, snaky sensations zig-
zagged over my scalp. Micko turned from doing something clangy with a
metal barrel, his face confused, because he didn’t know why he was look-
ing. Even a very drunk man and woman, curled up in a booth, left off

their slurred, accusatory conversation and stared at us.

Instantly Paddy and Marnie aligned their lives. Within fourteen hours
Marnie had handed in her notice in Piece’a Pizza, where she and Leechy
had both had jobs, and started working instead in the Boatman, where she
charmed Micko into synchronizing her shifts with Paddy’s.

Despite her living on Yeoman Road, the other barmen treated her with
tenderness and affection; that was the effect Marnie had on men. Also she
was a protectorate of Paddy’s, and despite his being educated and ambi-
tious, everyone loved Paddy.

Marnie couldn'’t stop thanking me. “You found him for me.”

I'd never seen her so joyous, and it was a relief because I couldn’t
breathe easy if Marnie wasn't happy. But all of a sudden I was the extra
wheel. We'd had other boyfriends in the past, but this was different.

Not that I was abandoned and alone. Leechy was almost like another

sister, she lived only five doors up and was always in our house. Then
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there was Sheridan, Paddy’s best friend since grade school. It was as if, at
the age of four, they'd selected each other because they knew that when
they grew up they could go womanizing as a pair: they were about the
same height and build (vital for womanizing pairs, you just can’t take
them seriously if one is six inches shorter than the other) and both very
good looking.

In fairness though, handsome as Sheridan was, with his clean, Nordic
looks, Paddy had something extra.

Sheridan was foisted on Leechy and me, accompanied by a little lec-
ture from Paddy that Sheridan was practically his brother and that we
were to take good care of him. Together the three of us formed an uncom-
fortable little gang of leftovers.

The funny thing was that [ had as much contact with Paddy as if he’d
been my boyfriend. I saw him all the time at work and I saw him all the
time at home. It felt like you couldn’t walk into a room without finding him
already in there, crotch-to-crotch with Marnie, his hand up her T-shirt.

Ma and Dad had always encouraged us to bring our boyfriends home,
but their famed tolerance ran out within days.

“I go down to the kitchen to cut myself a slice of cake,” Dad raged,
“and there they are . . . atit.”

“At it?” Ma asked anxiously. Liberal as she was, this was not wel-
come news.

“Not that sort of at it. But kissing. Sucking face. Whatever dreadful
expression is currently in vogue. He’s always damn well here. And when
he does bother going home, she spends half the night on the phone to him.
What do they talk about? He gives me the creeps.”

“The creeps! Why?”

“He tries too hard to be liked.”

“No he doesn’t!” Ma and I were in unison.

“He’s only a boy!” Ma said. “You can’t attribute such cynicism to
someone who's only a boy.”

“He’s nineteen. He’s too old for her.”

“It’s only two years.”

“Two years 1s a lot at this age. And they’re never apart. It's not healthy.”

But Ma couldn't resist taking Paddy under her wing. She was a sucker
for any waifs and strays, and Paddy was perfect: his mother was dead; his
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father was rarely at home; there was never any food in his house. The least
she could do was feed the poor creature.

“You think 1t’s bad now,” Bid said to Dad.

“Yes, I do actually, thank you very much,” Dad said.

“You wait till he goes to college in September. That’ll be fun and
games in earnest. He'll have no time then for the likes of our little Mar-
nie,” Bid predicted.

“Our little Marnie” must have been on the same page as Bid, because
when September rolled around, a series of emotional upheavals kicked off
and set the tone for the next three years.

“It’s all ruined!” The sound of Marnie yelling came through the wall.
“This summer has been the most perfect time of my life. Now I have to go
back to school and you have to go to college. Don’t go!”

Ma winced and muttered, “She shouldn’t have said that.”

Ma, Dad, Bid, Leechy, Sheridan, and I were sitting in the kitchen
while the shouting match played out in the next room. It was impossible
not to hear them. Initially we'd tried to keep a pretense of a conversation
going, but in the end, we just gave up and listened.

“But I have to go,” Paddy cried. “This is my future, my life.”

“I thought I was your life.”

“You are! But I have to get qualifications so I can earn a living. How
else can I take care of you?”

“But you won't want to. You'll meet all these other . . . girls! You'll
fancy them and you'll forget about me.”

“She’s right,” said Bid. “I've always thought she was a bit thick, but
she’s right.”

“I won’t!” Paddy shrieked. “I love you, I only love you, and I will never
love anyone else.”

“Well, well, if I had a pound for every time a man said thattome . . . ,”

Bid murmured.

“Sssh, sssh, I can’t hear,” Bid said.
“What'’s it about this time?” Dad asked.
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“Not sure.”

“‘Let’s fight until six, then let’s have tea,”” Dad said. “Tweedledum to
Tweedledee. Page eighty-four, Alice in Wonderland.”

“Ssssh!”

“Paddy, what’s wrong?” Marnie was pleading.

“If you have to ask,” he accused, “there’s no point telling you!”

He had arrived, cold, imperious, and very angry, and a nervous-looking
Marnie had quickly closeted him in the living room.

“I tried ringing you last night . . . but the phone was engaged . . .
you're meant to keep the line free from eight till midnight . . .”

“But, Paddy, other people live in this house, they might have made a
call.”

“But it wasn't other people, was it? It was you. Look, I know, Marnie,
you can stop lying to me.”

“I'm not lying!”

“I know who you were on the phone to.”

“Who was it?” Ma asked.

“Graham Higgins,” Leechy said. “His mum made him ring her, to get
Marnie to explain Yeats’s poems to him, because she’s afraid he’'ll fail En-
glish.”

“Tall chap? Plays rugby?” Bid said. “How does Paddy know who she
was talking to?”

“Leechy told me!” Paddy yelled. “I know everything!”

Shocked, Ma, Dad, Bid, Sheridan, and I whipped around to look at
Leechy.

“I didn’t know that he didn’t know,” Leechy wailed. “He rang me. He
tricked me into telling.”

“How?”

“Shut up! I can’t hear!”

“But Graham is nothing, he’s nobody!” Marnie declared.

“He fancies you.”

“He doesn't.”

“And you must fancy him. You spoke to him for at least seventeen
minutes, while I stood in the cold, beside a phone box, trying to ring the

girl I love, who couldn’t even be bothered to—fuck this! I'm leaving!”

“Oh, Paddy, no! Don’t go, Paddy, no!”
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“God, it’s so romantic,” Leechy said quietly.

“You're a sap, child,” Bid said.

“Is Paddy . . . crying?” Dad asked.

“Someone is.” Energetic sobs could be heard clearly.

“I think they’re both crying,” Ma said. It was how their fights often
ended. Either that, or one of them stormed from the house. Sometimes it
was Paddy, sometimes it was Marnie, although she lived there. Whoever
it was, they never went far. Within minutes, they’d ring the bell and one
of us in the kitchen would have to answer the front door to let them back
in to continue their shouting.

The weeping noises eventually ceased. Silence prevailed. That meant
they’d moved on to kiss-and-make-up sex.

“That’s all, folks,” Dad said, getting to his feet.

“At times it’s as good as a soap opera,” Bid said. “Speaking of which, I
hope they’re decent, because my show is starting and I'm going into that

room.”

“It’s over,” Marnie said. “Me and Paddy. It’s different this time.” It was
different. She was calm, rather than hair-tearingly distraught.

“But you love each other!” Leechy protested.

Marnie shook her head. “We love each other too much. We're tearing
each other apart. It’s got to stop.”

Something about her composure made us begin to take her seriously.

“Maybe you're right,” Leechy said. “He does love you, but you bring
out the worst in each other. All that jealousy . .. Maybe you need a
different type of man and he needs a different type of girl.” We didn't
realize at the time that she herself was planning to volunteer for the po-
sition.

“Don’t.”” Marnie doubled over, clutching her stomach. “The thought
of him with someone else—"

“But you'll meet someone else too,” Leechy predicted.

Marnie shook her head and produced a large green bottle, from which
she swigged heavily. Dad’s absinthe. He’d go nuts.

“I won't.”

“You will, you will!”
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“I don’t even want to. That’s it for me, Paddy was the one. I'm going to
kill myself.”

“Don’t be mad.” Leechy was appalled.

“People kill themselves. It happens. And I'm the kind of person who
does it.”

“I'm getting Ma.”

“I always knew I'd die young,” Marnie explained, curling up on her bed.

“She’s been at the Brontés again,” Dad whispered angrily. “And is that
my absinthe she’s drinking?”

“No offense,” Marnie told Ma and Dad. “But I wish I hadn’t been
born. I feel too much, all the time, and I hate it. I actually want to die.”

“How would you kill youself?” Ma asked, following the advice given
in the information booklet for parents of suicidal teenagers and calling her
bluff.

“Cut my wrists.”

“With what?”

“This.” Marnie fished out a scalpel from her jeans pocket.

“Give me that! Give it to me!”

Sulkily, she surrendered it. “But, Ma, there are blades in the bath-
room, knives in the kitchen, more scalpels in my art bag. And if you take
them all away, I can climb onto the roof and throw myself off, or I can go
down to the pier and fling myself into the sea.”

Ma and Dad stood, their heads together, trying to formulate a plan.

“Let’s just get her through tonight,” Ma said. “Even if it means stay-
ing awake all night with her, then we'll find a good Jungian first thing in
the morning.”

“I wish we’d had boys,” Dad said. “We’d have none of this sort of
trouble with boys.”

Despite absinthe’s reputation for sending people bonkers, Marnie
made a frightening amount of sense. She sat on her bed, quietly explain-
ing how she was unequipped to deal with the feelings that everyone else
could process. “I can’t survive the pain of not being with Paddy,” she

said.
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“But we all have to have our hearts broken at some stage,” Ma said.
“It’s part of the human condition. I remember being fifteen and thinking
I'd never be happy again.”

“But some people just can’t take the pain of being alive. Why do you
think people kill themselves?”

“Yes, but—"

“There’s a bit missing in me that Grace got. A stop button for the feel-
ings. You got a whole person when you got Grace, but you just got a runt
when you got me. I was the one made up of the leftovers.”

“No, Marnie, no!”

“I wish I could have chosen not to be born. Do you think they have a
holding pen for unborn souls? Some black place for all of us who are too
defective to be born?”

“You're not defective, you're perfect!”

“You don’t know what I know. You don’t know what it’s like to be me.”

Ma, Dad, and I did our best, but whatever we said, she countered it
with her own certainty that she was better off dead. Eventually we lapsed
into a despairing silence and listened to the hiss of the rain on the road
and the roof. Dad was starting to nod off when we heard the wail from
outside.

“What was that?” Ma asked.

“Idon’t know,” I said.

Our muscles froze as we listened intently.

Then we heard it clearly. “Maarr-nie.”

The four of us lunged at the window. Outside the house, in the middle
of the road, in the teeming rain, stood Paddy, wearing his Russian army
greatcoat, a white dress shirt missing all of its buttons, and his ancient
black barman trousers, torn at the knee.

“Maarr-nie.” He flung his arms wide, exposing his bare chest. “I love
you!”

And then Marnie was off and down the stairs and out the front door,
running toward him. He grabbed her up, swung her around, then set her
down, fastening his face to hers. Joined at the mouth, they sank to their
knees, their tears mingling with the rain.

“I suppose that means we can go to bed now,” Dad said.
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“It was the most romantic thing ['ve ever seen,” Leechy said the following
day. “It was like Wuthering Heights.”

“Gothic bollocks,” Dad said scornfully. “Doesn’t anyone remember
that Heathcliff was a psychopath? He killed Isabel’s dog.”

Marnie and Paddy were curled up in Marnie’s bed, both sleeping
peacefully, like children recovering from an ordeal. The rest of us were
nervy and exhausted, wrung dry from the emotional roller coaster.

“Forgive me for asking such a bourgeois question,” Ma said. “But all
that, last night? Is that normal?”

“No,” Dad said. “You don’t see Grace behaving that way.”

“Only because I haven't got a boyfriend,” I said, jumping to Marnie’s
defense.

“Why not?” Bid asked. “What’s wrong with you?”

“Noth—"

“Too choosy, that’s your trouble. Have you still not lost your virgin-
ity?”

“Bid! Stop it!”

“T’ll take that as a no. What about Sheridan?” Bid said. “Would you
not ‘go’ with him?”

“No.” Sheridan was witty and dry and, yes, good looking, but I didn'’t
fancy him. And he didn’t fancy me either. He fancied Marnie. I was sure
of it.

“Even if Grace had a boyfriend, there wouldn'’t be any shouting,” Bid
said. “Grace has always been dull. If it’s drama you want, Marnie’s your
girl.”

“Did you see the photo in the Indo of Kaplan looking very lovey-dovey
with Zara Kaletsky?” T. C. asked me.

“Who? Oh, the model?”

“Actress, actress. | used to love her in Liffey Lives. Till she left Ireland
for bigger and better.”

“Has she moved back here?”

“Just home on holiday.”
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“Can’t be serious with Kaplan so. What do you mean, ‘lovey-
dovey’?”

“Hand on her arse, what little there is of it. God, she’s beautiful, so she
1s.” T. C. sighed. “What does she see in that plank?”

To: Gracegildee @spokesman.ie

From: Pattilavezzo @oraclepr.com

Subject: Interview with Madonna.

Thank you for your interest in Madonna. Regrettably it has

been decided to go with another journalist.

Bloody Irish Times, I bet. Disappointment slithered downward, pulling
all of me right into the pit. I rested my forehead on my hands.

It was unbearably frustrating. I'd do a better job than the Times: I
loved Madonna. I'd grown up with her, I got her.

I sat and stewed and waited to feel better and waited a little bit longer,
and when the disappointment still ached inside me, I had a brain wave:
I'd ring Patti Lavezzo in a last-ditch attempt to get her to reconsider! At
this stage, there was nothing to be lost, and if I did it with enough passion,
she might change her mind.

“Patti Lavezzo.” She always answered the phone like someone was
timing her with a stopwatch.

“Hi, Patti, Grace Gildee here, from the Spokesman in Ireland. Can
you please reconsider your decision?” I talked fast so she couldn’t inter-
rupt. “We'd do a stunning piece on Madonna. We're the highest-
circulation broadsheet in Ireland. We have integrity and can guarantee an
in-depth, intelligent profile, but at the same time we have an excellent
commercial sensibility—"

“Hey! Hold up! You're calling from where?”

“The Spokesman.”

“Yeah, but . . . we're giving the interview to the Spokesman.”

Hope broke open in me and the sun emerged, warm and dazzling.
“You are?! But I just got an e-mail—"

“Yes, one moment please, let me just get you up on screen. Yes, here we
are. Ireland. The Spokesman. Casey Kaplan. Is that you?”

[ went to the ladies’ and I actually shed tears.
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“ .. He kept finding her. No matter where she moved to he always tracked
her down. Her house was like a fortress. She had all kinds of security.
Alarms, panic buttons, even a panic room. But there was a cat flap in the
back door.”

I was in the offices of Women’s Aid, talking to their director, Laura
Venn. Jacinta had, very reluctantly, agreed that I could write up a piece on
domestic violence—not that she was promising to run it; she said we’'d
keep it in reserve for a slow news day.

“What about the cat flap?” I asked, feeling anxious on behalf of this
unknown woman.

“It had no alarm, it was the one place in the house where you could
enter undetected.”

“But surely it would be too small for a man to get through?”

“It was. But she went away for the weekend with her children, and
while they were gone he brought his toolbox and made the cat flap bigger.
Big enough for himself to crawl through and get into the house, but not
big enough so that they’d notice it had been altered.”

“And what happened?”’

“He got in. He hid in the attic.”

“And then what happened?” I was on the edge of my seat.

“Oh, he killed her.”

“What? Completely?”

Laura half smiled.

“Sorry,” I said. “That was a really stupid thing to say.” But I'd been
waiting for some sort of last-minute redemption, as if life was an episode
of Happy Days.

“When she left him, he’d sworn he’d find her and kill her, and so he
did. In front of their children.”

“And that was the end of it? She was dead?”

“She was dead.”

I was left with a breathless emptiness. “And her children had no
mother? Or father, I suppose, if he was in prison.”

“He wasn’t in prison. The judge felt sorry for him. He walked free on a

suspended sentence.”
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“No!”

“It happens a lot.”

“But why do women get together with these psychos?” I cried in a
burst of frustration. Of course | knew the answer—at least theoretically I
did—but the reality maddened me.

“Because the men don’t advertise the fact that they're psychos,” Laura
laughed sadly. “Often these men are very charming. And the process is a
subtle one. Their initial controlling can seem romantic—you know the
sort of thing, ‘Let’s stay in, just the two of us, I love you so much I can’t
bear to share you.” Until one day the woman finds that she’s alienated her
friends and family, and she’s completely isolated.”

“So why doesn't she ring the police?”

Again I knew the answer, but I couldn’t not ask the question.

“Because he keeps promising he’ll change,” Laura said. “That he won’t
do it again. On average a woman is hit thirty-five separate times before
she contacts the police.”

“Thirty-five times? No, that can’t be right.”

“Yes. Thirty-five times.”

“Grace, baby, I'm sorry. I really am.”

Casey Kaplan, standing in front of my desk. I didn’t need to look up. I
knew it was him because suddenly the area around my desk smelled like a
nightclub. “About what?” I kept typing.

“About your Madonna interview. I didn’t go after it. They offered it to
me. [ didn’t even know you were in the running.”

“No big deal.” I still didn’t look up. All I could see of him was the
crotch of his jeans and a big, stupid, silver eagle belt buckle.

“I didn’t even know you wanted it.” He shrugged helplessly. I knew
this was happening because his hands appeared in my line of vision, then
disappeared again after a moment. Just long enough for me to see his
rings. Big stupid silver rings on many of his fingers. “Grace, I owe you. If
there’s any way I can make it up to you, let me know . . . I'm begging you,
baby.”

“Fine.” I bit the end off the word. “One more thing, Kaplan.” I stopped
typing for this part and met his eyes. “Don’t call me baby.”
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“Curiosity killed the cat,” Dickie McGuinness said out of the side of his
mouth. “And information brought it back.”

“What?”

“Information for you.”

“Oh stop it, Dickie!” I said. “Talk normally. If you've something to
tell me, just tell me.”

“Okay,” he said, pulling a chair up to my desk. “I know who burned
out your car last September.”

I just looked at him.

“Lemmy O’Malley and Eric Zouche.”

The names meant nothing to me.

“And d’you know why they did it?”

“..No...?”

“Because they got paid, Grace. Three hundred euro each.”

“They got paid?” I'd thought it was just random, one of those things
that happens when you live in a big city.

“Yeah, Grace, they got paid. It was deliberate. You were targeted.”

The way he said “targeted” tightened a fist around my heart.

“Who paid them?” The words came out as whispers.

“Now that I don’t know.”

“Why didn’t you ask them?”

“I wasn’t dealing with them. It was just some information that emerged
in the course of another”—he paused, searching for the right word—"in-
vestigation. Who has it in for you, Grace?”

“Dickie, I don’t know.” And I'm really scared.

“Come on, Grace, up there for thinking.” He pointed to his head.
“Down there for dancing.” He pointed at his feet.

“Dickie, I swear to you—"

My phone rang. Automatically I checked caller display: it was Marnie.
Seized by a new, different anxiety, I said to Dickie, “I have to take this.
But don’t go.” I grabbed the receiver. “Marnie?”

“It’s me, Nick.”

“Nick?” No. This was very bad news.

I was only half aware of Dickie tiptoeing away and mouthing an un-
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decipherable message to me and pointing at the door and tapping his
watch.

“It’s . . . it’s happened again?” I asked Nick.

“Yes,” he said.

No. No, no, no. “I thought after the last time . . . how bad isit?”

“Very bad, Grace. She’s in the hospital—"

“Christ, no.”

“—three broken ribs. Concussion. Internal bleeding.”

“Jesus Christ. And it’s only been—how long?—six weeks since the
last time.”

I should have gone to London then. I was seized by guilt.

“The gaps are getting shorter and the injuries are getting worse,” Nick
said. “That’s what they told me would happen. I told you, Grace.”

“Nick, you've got to do something. Get help. Professional help.”

“I have!”

“This can’t go on!”

“Grace, [ know. I've tried to get help, I'm doing all [ can . . .”

We couldn’t agree on what to do and eventually I hung up and sat,
curled in on myself, my hands trapped between my thighs.

Should I tell Ma and Dad?

No. They had enough to worry about with Bid: the chemo took so
much out of her, so much out of them all. I'd go to London and sort this

out myself.






e carried her |:>ag from the car and solici’tously
helped her inside. “What would you like
to do now?” he asked.

“I'd just like to go to bed.”

“Okay.” He grinned. “Mind if I join you?”

“Um . ..” Perhaps she had misunderstood. “I'm
going to go straight to sleep.”

“Come on, you can stay awake for twenty min-
utes.” He was steering her toward the bedroom. He
was opening his jeans, his intention clear. “Take your
knickers off.”

“But—no! I've just had an abortion.”

“Excuses, excuses.” He pushed her onto the bed,
his knee pinioning her in position, while he wrenched
off her tights and underwear.

“Please stop, please. I could get an infection. I
can’t have sex for three weeks.”

“Shut up.” He was on top of her, he was shoving
up into her, into the blood and loss, rubbing her raw
with his frenzy. Then he pushed himself up on his
hands, as if he was doing a push-up, and slapped her,
hard, across the face. “For fuck’s sake, try and look
like you're enjoying yourself.”






Marnie

Grace was coming.

“She’ll be here tomorrow morning.” Nick stood in the doorway of the
bedroom. He delivered the information coldly, then seemed to relent.
“Anything you need?”

She wanted to know how angry Grace was, but she couldn’t ask. With-
out looking at him she shook her head.

Nick left her alone with her unendurable shame. As soon as he shut the
door, everything in the room looked like a weapon: she could smash the
mirror and slash an artery with a shard, she could drink the bathroom
bleach, she could fling herself from the window . . .

Butkilling herself wasn’tan option: she’d already treated everyone—her
blameless daughters, poor Nick—so shabbily. Her penance was to stay
alive.

I'll never drink again I'll never drink again I'll never drink again.

The horror of coming around had been like being delivered into hell.
This time she’d found herself in a hospital, rough hands on her, a
foul-tasting charcoal drink being forced down her throat. “To detox you,”
the nurse said.

“Where am I?”

“The Royal Free. Three cracked ribs, concussion, internal bleeding.
Good night out, was it?”

In the hospital. Jesus Christ, no. She needed to get out of there before
anyone—Nick—discovered where she was.

But Nick had already found out and was on his way, and now she
wished she was still there, because being injured enough to be hospital-
ized, even through her own fault, affected people, Nick, anyway, with a
peculiar awe. [t—at least temporarily—halted his anger, and perhaps it
would have worked the same magic on Grace.

But the hospital trolley was needed for “real” sick people, not those
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who drank so much vodka that they thought it was a good idea to nip
across the road after the traffic lights had changed to green and get them-
selves knocked down by a motorbike. After only six hours, she’d been
discharged, and as soon as she was at home in her own bed, the protection
of the hospital was gone and she was considered well enough for Nick to
turn his cold silent fury on her.

The doctor had downgraded his diagnosis. Marnie wasn’t even, as
he’d originally thought, concussed: the reason she hadn’t known what
day it was was simply because she’d been “stupefied with drink.” That
was the phrase she’d heard being given to Nick and it stuck in her head,
repeating itself again and again.

Stupefied with drink.

Stupefied with drink.

The strange thing was that she hadn’t intended to get drunk. It hadn’t
been a bad day at work for once, and when Rico had suggested a quick
drink in the local, she’d refused. Whenever she went for “a quick drink”
with Rico, things got messy.

“We're bad for each other,” she said. It sounded like a come-on line
from a B movie.

“We're just misunderstood.” Rico held her gaze, like a hammy hero.
His puppy-dog eyes suddenly gave her the creeps.

“Guy says I should stay away from you.”

“Guy’s not here.”

But Guy might find out . . .

“What if he sacks me?” she’d asked. “Us.”

Rico shook his head. “He’s just jealous that you prefer me, but I'm the
best broker he’s got. And he’s not going to sack you.”

She hesitated. No, she shouldn’t even consider this.

“One drink, Marnie. It’s nearly Christmas.”

It was only the first of December.

“What harm can it do?” he wheedled.

What harm can it do?

Indecision paralyzed her. She should be strong, but it would be so easy,
so painless to simply . . . slip . . .

“Just one,” she said.
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Maybe two. Definitely no more than three.

By the time they were on their fourth, it didn’t matter. She was happy
and garrulous, friends with the whole world and free of all worry. Nick
would go mental when he found out she was drinking again—and worse,
drinking with Rico—but it didn’t matter. Guy would also lose his head,
but again, it didn’t matter.

She and Rico had got talking to some people at the next table in the
pub: a man in a blue tracksuit and three glammed-up women. Or maybe
there had been only two, even now she still wasn’t entirely sure. She
thought she had a memory of asking one of the women where her sister
had gone and the woman saying, “No, love, she’s only the barmaid.
God, you're even more pissed than us.” But she might have dreamed it.

The women had been deeply tanned and weighed down with jewelry,
more than a bit trashy, but they’d been friendly. And when one of them
poked Marnie in the shin with a pointy-toed lizard-skin shoe and said,
“We're going on to a club,” Marnie had decided to go too. Rico had tried
to stop her; they’d had a row, but, patchy though the details were, she
knew it was a little halfhearted; they’d been too drunk for it to be any-
thing more spirited.

“They’re criminals,” Rico kept saying. “They’re criminals. They seem
like a laugh but they’re criminals.”

That was the last thing she could remember—blank, all blank—until
the hospital. She’d lost eight hours of her life. Had she gone to the club?
Had she stayed in the pub with Rico? She didn’t know. The ambulance
had picked her up in Cricklewood, the far side of London—what had she
been doing there? She was suddenly light-headed with horror.

Don’t think about it.

She looked at her mobile. She could text Rico and try to piece things
together, but the thought repulsed her. He repulsed her, and contacting
him would mean that it had all really happened: the drunkenness, the ar-
gument in the pub. As for the stuff she couldn’t remember—she would
prefer not to know.

And actually, everything was okay. Yes, everything was okay. Regard-
less of what might have taken place, she was at home and safe now. Home

and safe, admittedly injured, but only mildly—anyone could crack a rib,
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she was sure she’d heard it had happened during a yoga class, when some-
one got carried away with their deep breathing.

Everything was okay.

Then she remembered that Grace was on her way from Dublin, and
Grace would only be getting on a plane and coming to London if things
were very serious.

The fear was back, bad enough to choke her. How angry was Grace?
She could ring her to find out but—again—she was better off not know-
ing. Until Grace’s arrival, she would cope by shutting down: hearing
nothing, thinking nothing, feeling nothing.

But her head flickered on and off, on and off, incessant phrases echoing.

Stupefied with drink.

Three cracked ribs.

Could have been killed.

A new wave of shock washed over her and suddenly, as if hearing
about it for the first time, she was appalled at the extent of her injuries.
Broken bones! Not just bumps and bruises, but actual broken bones. That
Was serious, serious, serious.

At least it made everything crystal-clear for her: she could never drink
again. She would never drink again. It was clear and easy. Her behavior
and its consequences was so far beyond the bounds of what was accept-
able or forgivable or even explicable that she had scared herself into a

cast-iron certainty. No drinking, never again.

At suppertime the girls tiptoed into the bedroom, proudly carrying a
bowl of vanilla ice cream. Marnie swallowed three mouthfuls before she
had to abruptly stop: she couldn’t eat, she never could after a bout. And
this one—she glancingly acknowledged—was probably the worst yet.

She slept alone that night—Nick refused to share the bed with
her—and there was no relief from her flickering head. On and off, on and
off, all night.

Stupefied with drink.

Grace was coming.

Three cracked ribs.

Now and then she drifted into a sweaty, confused half-sleep before



TLis Cl’lqrming Man 291

crashing against the mattress in an explosion so filled with horror that she
eventually decided it would be preferable to stay awake.

“Marnie!” Grace rushed into the room but was brought up short at the
sight of the bruises and bandages. Marnie saw tears in her eyes: that
meant she wasn’t angry.

Thank god thank god thank god.

Fear, which had weighed on her like a heavy stone, rolled away, and
suddenly Marnie felt lighter, freer—ridiculously, almost cheerful. The
clouds of black horror that had wreathed her since she’d woken up in the
hospital began to disperse.

“Can I hug you?” Grace asked her. “Or does it hurt too much?”

If Grace had been angry, she’d have let her hug her; she’d have given
or done anything to win back her love. But she could afford to be honest.
“It hurts too much.”

Grace climbed onto the bed. “So what happened?”

“You know me. Accident-prone.”

“ .. No, I mean . . . you got really drunk again. Why?”

Why?

She didn’t know why. She hadn’t meant to.

“Didn’t you hear? About Nick’s bonus? He bought us this huge bloody
house and now he can’t afford the mortgage repayments.”

Marnie didn’t care about the house or the money. But she needed a
reason. Grace needed a reason.

“But you've known that for ages.” Grace was puzzled. “I thought
something terrible must have happened. I mean, after the last time you
got so drunk . . . when was it, six weeks or so ago? You swore you were
never going to drink again, remember? You hurt yourself so badly when
you fell down Rico’s stairs—"

“Her partner in crime,” Nick said.

“So now I'm a criminal.”

Marnie remembered very little of the episode that Grace and Nick
were talking about. She could evoke the run-up to it and the aftermath,
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but there was a vast chunk of time in the middle that was unac-
counted for.

It had been about six weeks ago, that horrendous day with Wen-Y1 and
the discovery that Mr. Lee was in Shanghai, when she’d been caught out
in her inefficiency and—worse—dishonesty. The shame had been so
painful that when Rico invited her for a drink, she’d been overtaken by a
pleasure rush that had swept away all in its path. She was powerless against
it; she had to go where it took her. The need to drink had been building for
days and weeks; she’d tried to deny it even while the tension wound tighter
and tighter, and her resistance had finally broken. She’d promised Melo-
die that she’d be home by 6:15 so that she could leave for her next job, but
even as she was swearing black was white to Melodie, she knew she
wouldn’t be back and she felt nothing: no guilt.

She and Rico went to a newly opened bar in Fulham, far away from the
office, where they drank vodkatinis and complained about Wen-Yi. She
remembered being there for a very long time, long enough for reality to
become reduced to splinterlike flashes. There was a sliver of memory of
them leaving the bar and Rico accidentally dropping a bottle of vodka on
the pavement, where it smashed in an explosion of silver light. There was
a burst of recollection of buildings rushing past them—they must have
been in a taxi—and a picture in her head of Larry King interviewing Bill
Clinton. But was that real? Had she been watching telly in Rico’s apart-
ment? Or had she simply conjured it up?

Then there was nothing—blank, blank, blank—until she’d woken up
in her own bedroom, which she hadn’t recognized at first.

She discovered afterward—courtesy of Nick—that she’d gone missing
for a full day and a half. She’d made the phone call to Melodie on a Mon-
day evening and it was Wednesday morning when Nick found her.

Nick—having intuitively sensed that this was going to be bad—had
driven to Basildon and deposited Daisy and Verity in the care of his mum.
Then he’d phoned Guy and got Rico’s address.

When Nick told this to Marnie, she wanted to die with shame—he
would have hated having to do something so humiliating.

In Rico’s apartment block, Nick had found Marnie, spread-eagled,
facedown, and unconscious in the communal hall.

What was I doing there?
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Perhaps she’d been trying to leave?

She was black-and-blue all along the front of her body because—Nick
deduced—she’d toppled down the wooden staircase from Rico’s flat.
There was no answer from Rico’s door because—as Marnie discovered a
week later when she returned to work—he’d also been dead drunk.

Nick had taken her home, dressed her in a cotton nightdress, and put
her to bed.

When she’d come to that time, she didn’t have words to describe her
horror. The front of her body was patterned with astonishing bruises.
Bumps and cuts had become a feature of her life; emerging into reality
after a bout always involved taking an inventory of her injuries. But that
had been the worst ever. One of her teeth felt wobbly, and for some reason
that horrified her utterly.

Worse than her physical damage was the scalding guilt about what
she’d put Daisy and Verity and Nick through. It made her want to—quite
literally—cut her own throat, and she’d sworn to Nick, and to herself, that
she’d never drink again.

But she’d remembered none of what had taken place, and because she
couldn’t remember, she became able to pretend that it hadn't really hap-
pened. She’'d sealed it away in a vault in her head where she put things she
was far, far too ashamed to think about.

And now it had happened again. The same, only worse, because this
time she’d been in the hospital. With broken bones.

And Grace was here.

“She’s out of control. She needs residential help.” Nick was still standing
by the bedroom door, neither in nor out of the room.

Marnie stared, plunged into mute terror. It was the first time he’'d
made such a suggestion. Was he serious? Or was he just trying to frighten
her?

“You mean . ..?” Grace, always so sure, looked uncertain. Scared,
even.

“Rehab, treatment,” Nick said. “Whatever you want to call it.”

“Isn’t thata bit . . .” Grace jumped in.

“A bit what?”



294 MARIAN KEYES

“ .. drastic?”

“Grace, she’s an alcoholic!”

Marnie was relieved to see Grace flinch: obviously she wasn’t buying
any of this.

Nick turned to Marnie. “Face it, you're an alcoholic.”

“I'm not,” she said anxiously. “I’ll stop, I'll—"

“There’s a place in Wiltshire,” he said. “It looks nice. They let kids
visit on weekends, so the girls would get to see you.”

Christ, he was, he was serious!

“Nick, please, wait.” The words tumbled from her mouth in a scram-
ble. “Give me another chance—"

“Yes, Nick, calm down,” Grace said. “Let’s not go mad here. She’s had
two bad experiences—"

“Two!” Nick put his hand to his forehead. “For crying out loud, Grace.
Two hundred, more like! Not all as bad as this one, yes, I admit. But the
gaps are getting shorter and the injuries are getting worse. That’s what
they warned me to expect. I told you all of this.”

Confused, Marnie watched the interplay between Grace and Nick.
“Who's ‘they’?” she asked, in creeping fear.

“The alcohol counselor,” Grace said.

“What alcohol counselor?” Marnie’s lips had gone numb. “How come
you know and I don’t?”

”

Grace sounded surprised. “Because Nick rings me about you . . .

Does he?

“.. . he has done, over the past couple of months.”

Marnie was stunned. “Grace . . . ? You're talking to Nick behind my
back.”

Grace stared. She looked shocked. “I'm not doing anything behind
your back! The first thing I did after he rang me was ring you and shop
him.”

Did she?

“We were on the phone for ages, you and me. Don’t you remember?”
Grace sounded panicky.

No. And it wasn't the first time she’d found a blank where there should

be a memory.
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“I thought you were drunk. I asked you at the time,” Grace said anx-
1ously. “You said you weren't.”

“I wasn't! I remember it all.” Then Marnie understood something.
“So that’s why you've been calling me so often, all concern?”

“I've been so worried.”

“Why? I've always been a drinker. How many times have I told you
that the only time the world seemed normal was when I'd had two
drinks?”

She could see Grace struggle. She could see Grace asking herself what
right she had to begrudge Marnie those two drinks.

“Look, I can stop,” she said reassuringly. “I can go for weeks without a
drink.”

But Grace turned away from her and looked at Nick. “Can she? Can
she go for weeks without a drink?”

“Maybe.” He sounded reluctant. “Although there have been times
when she says she hasn’t had a drink and I can smell it on her breath. I've
found bottles of vodka in her handbag—"

Grace looked shocked. “Have you?” she demanded of Marnie. “You
never said—"

“Once! One time! Because they’d run out of carriers in the liquor
store.” She stared into Grace’s eyes. “I can stop for weeks at a time. I do
stop.”

“And then you disappear!” Nick said. “You dont come home for
days—"

“Not ‘days’!” Marnie cried. “Nick, you make it sound like . . . Grace,
don't listen to him. It hasn’t ever been even two days! Twenty-four hours
at the most.”

“Twenty-four hours is a long time,” Nick said. “Especially when you're
a little girl.”

“Oh, go on, make me feel guilty! As if I'm not feeling awful already!”
Suddenly Marnie’s eyes were spilling tears. Nick clicked his tongue impa-
tiently and announced that he was going to work, but, to Marnie’s relief,
Grace crumbled into sympathy. “Marnie, please, this is way too serious.
You fall. You hurt yourself. You could get raped. You're lucky you haven’t

been done for drunk driving. You're lucky you haven't killed someone.”
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“I know, I know, I know.” Tears poured down her face, their salt sting-
ing her cuts. “But you don’t know what it’s like to be me.”

She saw pity flare in Grace’s eyes, and that made her feel worse.

“I'm sorry. I'm sorry, but I'm always sad,” she wept, all of a sudden
feeling the full weight of her constant burden. “When I drink it takes the
sadness away. It’s the only thing that does.”

“But it only makes things worse,” Grace said helplessly. “Surely you're
sadder now than before you drank?”

“Yes, I'll stop. It'll be hard, but I'll stop.”

“You don'’t have to stop completely. Just don’t go mental on it. Are you
still on antidepressants?”

“They don’t help.”

“Could you get a higher dose?”

“I'll ask. I think I'm on the highest, but I'll ask. I'm begging you,
Grace, don'’t let him send me to rehab.”

“Okay.” Grace moved a little closer and in a quiet voice asked, “What
about this Rico bloke?”

“Rico?” She wiped her face with her hand. “He’s just a friend.”

“Is there something going on with the two of you?”

A flash of bodies, naked limbs, Rico on top of her, his rough breathing
in her ear.

It didn’t happen.

“No, no, he’s just very kind to me.”

“But you drink with him?”

“You make it sound . . . like tramps drinking meth . . . we go for a
drink sometimes.”

Grace got into bed beside her. To forestall any further interrogation, Mar-
nie put on the television. Trisha was on; today’s theme was “I Hate My
Daughter’s Boyfriend.”

“Should I change to something else?”

She didn’t expect Grace and her right-on sensibilities to go for Trisha,
but Grace was transfixed. “Leave it on, leave it on.”

There was shouting, swearing, and accusations of jealousy and infi-
delity.
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“I despise myself for watching this sort of crap,” Grace said. “But I
can't help it. It’s too big to fight.”

Now you know how I feel.

When it ended, Grace suddenly asked, “Marnie, have you ever heard
of a man called Lemmy O’Malley?”

“No.”

“Or Eric Zouche?”

“No. Why?”

“Nothing.” Grace jumped from the bed, full of vigor. “Right, you've
to start getting back to normal. Get dressed, just for a couple of hours.
Which one’s your wardrobe?”’

“That one.”

Grace opened it. “You have so many clothes. And shoes!” The ward-
robe floor was covered in boots and shoes. ““Those riding boots!” Grace
bent down to take a closer look.

No, wait. Stay away from them.

“Funny, aren’t they?” Grace was half inside the wardrobe and her
voice was muffled. “So stiff, the leather almost looks plastic.”

“Because I never broke them in—"

“God, you're a right geek, with boot guards still in them to keep them
standing straight . . .”

Don't touch them. Leave them alone.

“Grace, don't—"

But Grace was sticking her hand down into the boot and her face was
changing and her hand was emerging with something and she was look-
ing at Marnie with an expression she had never seen before, and in a calm
little voice, sounding so unlike Grace, she asked, “Now why would you
keep a bottle of vodka in a riding boot?”

“Grace, I ... don't!”

Grace had thrust her hand into the matching boot and drew out a sec-
ond bottle of vodka, this one empty. She turned that same strange face to
Marnie, a radiance of shock and understanding, then whipped back to the
wardrobe, launching into a frenzy of excavation.

“Grace, no!”

“Fuck off!”

Half in and half out of bed, Marnie could only watch the horror
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unfold. Grace was scrabbling with her hands, snatching wildly at shoe
boxes, boots, and handbags, flinging them out onto the bedroom car-
pet, upending them so that bottles clinked and scattered as they tum-
bled from their hiding places.

This isn’t happening this isn’t happening this isn’t happening.

When Grace was finished, she lined them up boldly on the dressing
table, banging each one down hard. Nine in all—{full bottles, half bottles,
quarter bottles. Marnie found it hard to believe there were so many; she’d
known there were one or two in there, stashed temporarily until she got an
opportunity to dispose of them—Dbut nine? All were vodka bottles and all
were empty except for the first one.

Grace was breathing heavily and gazing at Marnie, as if she’d never
seen her before in her life.

“Have you been drinking since you got home from the hospital?”

“No, I swear it!”

She was telling the truth. She had wanted to drink—especially af-
ter she’d discovered that Grace was coming—but she wouldn’t have
been able to keep it down. She knew her body well enough to expect
that any alcohol would kick-start an orgy of vomiting that could go on
for days.

Then Marnie saw new knowledge being visited upon Grace—she ac-
tually saw the change in Grace’s eyes as it happened—and Grace lurched
from the bedroom, full of dread and purpose.

Marnie realized where she was headed for. “No, Grace, please!” She
hurried from her bed, ignoring the electric blue pain that crackled through
her ribs—this time she had to stop her—and followed Grace into Daisy’s
pink bedroom.

But Grace had already found one. She brandished the empty bottle at
her. “In your daughter’s wardrobe. Nice, Marnie!”

“She wouldn’t have found it.”

“It didn’t take me very long.”

Then Grace went into Verity’s room and found three empties under
the bed.

“Don’t tell Nick,” Marnie begged. “Please.”

“How can you ask me that?” Grace said. “How can you be so self-
ish?”
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The sound of retching echoed through the house. Again and again and
again. Marnie rattled the knob. “Please, Grace, let me in.” But Grace kept
the bathroom door locked and didn’t reply.

“I don’t understand it,” Grace said weakly. She seemed devastated. Mar-
nie had never before seen her so reduced. “You were able to stop the last
time you came to Dublin. When you were on antibiotics.”

She hadn’t been on antibiotics, but now really wasn't the time.

“You didn’t have anything to drink the whole weekend,” Grace said.
Then she lunged at Marnie, because it had obviously just dawned on her
that Marnie could have been drinking in secret all that time. “Or did you?”

“No, I didn’t. I swear to you!”

“You swear tome?” Grace’s laugh sounded bitter. “Yes, now I'm really
reassured.”

“I'm not lying, Grace. It’s the truth. I can stop whenever I want.”

“‘I can stop whenever I want,”” Grace parroted angrily. “You know
what you sound like?”

“What?”

“An alcoholic.”

“But ...

The truth was that she hadn’t had anything to drink in Dublin—
because, inexplicable as it was, it was easier to have no drinks than to have
two. It was why she’d pretended to be on antibiotics. Over the previous
year—maybe longer—she’d come to know that once she had even one
drink, she was overtaken by a raging need to drink to incapacity, to drink
enough so she could leave her body, so she could leave her life, so she could
abandon everything with glorious freedom and roar toward oblivion. She
couldn’t predict what would happen if she started drinking, she could end
up anywhere, doing anything, and she couldn’t take that risk while she
was away from home.

“I'm sorry I didn't tell you everything,” Marnie said. She couldn’t bear
this—Grace was angry with her. Worse, Grace was disappointed. “I'm

sorry 've kept you in the dark.”
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“Thisisn’t about me! It’'sabout you being . . . an . . . alcoholic.” Grace
swallowed hard on the word.

“Not an alcoholic, just a—"

“Marnie!” Grace opened and closed her mouth like a fish and pointed
toward the bottles on the dressing table. “Look at them, please look at
them.”

“It’s not as bad as it seems, please let me explain, they’ve been in there
for ages, please, Grace, listen to me—"

Suddenly Grace said, “Right, that’s it! You're going to AA.”

... What? Alcoholics Anonymous? No, she wasn't.

“I'm going to ring them. Right now. Where’s your phone book?”

“We haven'’t got one.”

In a very soft voice, Grace said, “Do not fuck with me any more than
you already have.”

“In the cupboard in the hall.”

Grace left the bedroom, and when she came back, she said, “There’s
a meeting at one o’clock in a community center in Wimbledon. Get
dressed.”

“Grace, this i1s mad,” Marnie begged. “I'll stop, I swear to you I'll
stop, don’t make me go to AA, things aren’t that bad, I just have to make
the decision to stop, look, I'm making it, I've made it, it’s done!”

She could see that Grace was wavering.

“And I can’t go like this.” She indicated her cuts and bandages.

Grace’s face was a picture of hesitancy—then she said with distressing
certainty, “They won'’t care. They're probably used to it.”

“What if someone from work sees me?”

“Maybe they already know what’s wrong with you. In fact I bet they
do. They’d probably be glad you're doing something about your drinking
problem.”

Drinking problem.

While Grace watched, she got dressed. With every movement, she
winced with exaggerated pain—Dbut she wasn't faking her shaking hands.
She couldn’t button her jeans. This was new.

She cast an involuntary glance at the wardrobe, repository of at least
one bottle that Grace hadn’t found. A mouthful, maybe two, might settle

her. But even if Grace left her alone for three seconds, she couldn’t chance
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it today. Apart from the likelihood of vomiting, if she got found out, she’d
be packed off to rehab by dinnertime.

Grace drove. Marnie let her get snarled up in the one-way system in the
hope that they’d waste so much time driving around in circles, they'd
miss the meeting. But she’d forgotten—how could she have, considering
she’d lived with it her entire life?—how capable Grace was.

“This is the street,” Grace said, driving slowly, peering at a low build-
ing. “And . . . that’s the place.”

Marnie wasn’t concerned; they’d never get parking.

“Are they coming out?” Grace asked. She rolled down the window and
mouthed at the occupants of a car, “Leaving?” Nods and smiles and
thumbs-up and Grace was sliding into the space.

How could it have happened?

Don’t think about it don’t think about it don’t think about it.

“Out,” Grace ordered.

Marnie unclicked her seat belt and slid to the ground. Her legs felt
like they belonged to someone else; this was the first time she’d walked
since she’d woken up in the hospital, and it felt like an entirely new activity.
Actually . . . “Grace, I think [ might faint.”

“Breathe,” Grace urged. “And lean on me if you need to.”

“No, really . . . I feel really—"

“Marnie, you're going to this AA meeting. I don't care if you keel over
and die.”

Marnie didn'’t think her heart could get any heavier, but when she realized
that this was the same place as the last time, she could hardly move be-
cause of the weight of dread dragging her down.

In the room, there were eighteen, maybe twenty chairs in a circle. People
were chatting and laughing, and tea and cookies were set out on a table.

As Grace led her to the top table, Marnie could see she was unsure,
almost nervous.

“This 1s Marnie.” Grace presented her to some woman who looked

like she was in charge. “It’s her first meeting.”
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Actually, it wasn't her first meeting, it was her second, but she wasn't
telling Grace that, because then she really would think she was an alco-
holic. She cast a furtive glance around, hoping that the Jules woman wasn't
there, the one she’d seen that time at the cinema. If she showed up and
said hello, her cover was blown.

The people—the alcoholics—were very friendly; she remembered that
from the other time. They didn’t embarrass her by mentioning her inju-
ries and they kept giving her warm, welcoming smiles. Dying for her to be
in the gang with them.

“Cup of tea?”

Marnie accepted. The heat would be nice; she was so cold. But to her
shock—and to Grace’s evident horror—her hands couldn’t hold the cup.
The hot liquid trembled and slopped over, scalding her fingers. The man
who'd given her the cup retrieved it without fuss and placed it on the
counter.

The loss of control was so unprecedented Marnie decided that it sim-
ply hadn’t happened.

“We've all been there,” the man said kindly.

Maybe you have, you drunken loser, but I haven't.

“Cookie?” The man offered.

“Okay.” Her stomach was begging for food, but it felt as if the signals
were coming from a hundred miles away. She bit a tiny corner off the
cookie, but it was so long since she’d held a morsel of food in her mouth
that it felt unnatural. She swallowed, forcing the crumbs down her closed
throat, and her stomach juices squirted with joy.

“Let’s sit down,” Grace suggested.

Flanked by Grace, she sat on a hard chair.

This isn’t happening this isn’t happening this isn’t happening.

She broke small pieces off the cookie and let them dissolve in her mouth
and zoned in and out as the alcoholics whined on. “Sharing” they called it,
what a cringy word. Surely Grace would hate that? Surely she wouldn’t
have any time for an organization that used those sorts of terms?

“ .. drinking was a full-time job for me. Hiding bottles, sneaking al-
cohol into the house, pretending to walk the dog so that I could dispose of
the empties in my neighbor’s bins. Then they started charging for rubbish
collection and I got caught . . .”
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““

... when I had dinner parties, | always kept an extra bottle in the
kitchen cupboard, so that when I brought the plates back in or whatever, I
could help myself . . .”

“ .. I was self-medicating. I thought I was drinking because I liked
drinking, but [ was drinking to kill the pain of my feelings . . .”

“I had bottles stashed everywhere. In my wardrobe.”

Dispiritingly, this confession moved Grace to elbow Marnie. See, the
gesture suggested, you're just like them, you're meant to be here.

“I kept bottles hidden in the pockets of my winter coats,” the woman
continued, and Marnie felt Grace tense with sudden suspicion.

Fuck fuck fuck.

“ .. I could stop, that wasn't the problem. I could manage a week,
maybe ten days without a drink. The tough thing was staying stopped.
[ couldn’tdo that . . .”

“ .. Ilost everything to drinking, my job, my family, my home, my
self-respect, and I didn’t care, I just wanted to drink . . .”

“...Marnie . ..,” Grace murmured.

“Hmm?” Emerging from torpor, Marnie found a buzz of attention
around her. The focus of the entire room seemed to be on her and the
leader woman was smiling kindly. “Marnie, would you like to say some-
thing?”

“What? Who, me?” She looked down at her feet. “Oh no.”

“Go on,” Grace whispered at her.

“ .. My name is Marnie.”

“Hi, Marnie,” the room chorused.

God, she felt so stupid.

“And . .. well, hereI am.”

“Say you're an alcoholic,” Grace whispered.

But she wouldn’t. She didn’t. Because she wasn'’t.

“Just so you know,” Grace said, her mouth a grim line, as she drove
them home, “you don’t have to drink every day to be an alcoholic. The
woman said lots of people stop drinking for long periods of time, just
like you do.”

Ignore her ignore her.
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“So what did you think of the people?” Grace asked, after a period of
silence.

“They’re nice.” They're freaky.

“You'll go again?”

“Mmm, next week.”

“How about tomorrow?”

“Tomorrow? Isn't thata bit . . . extreme?”

Grace didn’t reply, and when they got home, she went straight up the
stairs and into Marnie’s bedroom, where she flung open the wardrobe
doors and rummaged in the furthest reaches. Within moments, she
emerged with a half-bottle of vodka and demonstrated it with a silent
flourish, like a magician whisking a white rabbit from a hat. Back in she
went again, like someone diving for pearls, feeling about in the deep pock-
ets of winter coats and emerging with another bottle.

When the number of bottles had reached four, she said, “Extreme?
No, it’s not fucking extreme.” She sank to her knees and dropped her face
into her hands, then she clambered to her feet.

“Grace . . . where are you going?”

“To the bathroom. To throw up again.” She stopped at the doorway
and whirled around and demanded, “Funny, isn’t it?”

Marnie recoiled from the aggression.

“You're the one who drank yourself into a coma,” Grace cried, “but

17

I'm the one who's puking

Grace returned from the bathroom and curled up on the bed beside
Marnie. They lay in silence.
“What were you doing in Cricklewood?” Grace suddenly asked.
“What?”
“Cricklewood. Nick says that’s where the ambulance picked you up.”
“ .. Yes,  know.” But I don’t know what I was doing there.
“What happened that night?”
“Nothing. I just went to the pub after work with Rico.”
“Not in Cricklewood?”
“No. Wimbledon. Near work.”
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“I'm afraid I don’t know London very well.” Was Grace being sarcas-
tic? “Is Wimbledon near Cricklewood?”

Not even remotely. It was the other side of the city. “No.”

“Soyouand Rico . .. ?”

“We had a few drinks.”

“And then?”

“I met some people, they were going to a club, I went with them.”
I think.

“Where was the club? In Cricklewood?”

Please shut up about Cricklewood. “In Peckham.” Peckham? What
had she been thinking? Peckham was a ghetto.

“Is that near Cricklewood?”

“No.”

“Do you know anyone who lives in Cricklewood?”

“No.”

“So why do you think you were found in Cricklewood?”

“Grace, if you say ‘Cricklewood’ again, I'm going to the liquor
store.”

“Cricklewood, Cricklewood, Cricklewood. Which liquor store? The
one in your wardrobe?” Grace slung her leg across Marnie’s to stop her
from moving. “Don’t even think about it.”

“I was joking.”

“I know. Look at me, I'm in hysterics.”

They spiraled down into gloomy silence, then Grace said, “Don’t you

think it'skind of . . . ?”

“What?”

“You were lying alone on a roadside, injured, poisoned with alcohol, in
a part of London you didn’t know, with no memory of how you'd got there
or what you'd been doing there.”

Before Grace had got more than five words in, Marnie had stopped
listening and was preparing her response. When she saw that Grace had
finished, she said, “It won't happen again.”

“But—"

“I agree with you, it looks pretty bad when you put it like that. But it

was an accident, a one-off, and it won’t happen again.”
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“It’s three o’clock.” Grace swung herself off the bed. “I'm going to collect
the girls from school. I'll be back in twenty minutes.”

“Thanks, Grace.” Melodie had finally walked; they were currently
without a nanny. If Grace wasn’t here, Marnie didn’t know how the girls
would get home. Perhaps one of the other mums . . .

She heard the front door slam shut and the sound of the car start up,
and she settled herself into her pillows. She was sleepy now. But as she
hovered on the brink, Grace’s words replayed themselves. “You were
lying alone on a roadside, injured, poisoned with alcohol, in a part of Lon-
don you didn’t know, with no memory of how you'd got there or what
you'd been doing there.”

Oh.

A tiny chink opened, giving a glimpse of the vast cavern of horror
beyond. Seized with terror, Marnie scrambled to sit up, gasping for breath,
her heart pounding. She was more frightened than she’d ever been in her
life.

Lying alone on a roadside, with three broken ribs, at five in the
morning.

She was that person.

She had always liked a drink—she never made any bones about that—but
the truth was that she was a moderate drinker. When she’d been a
full-time mum, she never drank during the day. She didn’t approve of it.
The rule was, no alcohol until six PM. She’d spend the day taking care of
the two babies, but once the hands of the kitchen clock aligned them-
selves into a straight black line, she poured herself a vodka and tonic. She
looked forward to it, she wasn’t going to deny it, but since when was that
a crime?

Perhaps she could have started earlier—there were probably other
mothers who did—but rules were rules. No drinks until six PM.

Except for the day two Octobers ago—or was it three?—after the
clocks had gone back and five o’clock felt like six o'clock. It was dark out-
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side, and the day had gone on for long enough, and it seemed unnecessary
to wait, particularly because Nick hadn’t changed the clock. The hands
actually pointed to six, and if it had still been yesterday, it would already
have been six. So on that particular day, she was comfortable with five
o’clock. And—perhaps because the world didn’t end when she broke the
six PM. rule—a few days later, 4:30 seemed fine. Later that month, so did
2:15. Then one P.M.

The first time she had a drink in the morning, she felt giddy with free-
dom, astonished that she’d spent so many years hidebound by artificial
barricades. Time was only a concept—what did it matter when she had a
drink, as long as she did her job as a mother properly?

And she did do her job properly. The girls were her life, and it was her
purpose to feed, clothe, entertain, cosset, and comfort them. They came
first, before all else. That was the bargain she’d made with herself.

The six PM. rule was broken only in extremis: she had to feel par-
ticularly black or bleak or bored or lonely in order to justify flouting it.
But then again, who was she hurting by drinking before six? Nobody.
In fact, everyone benefited, because when a few drinks took her away
from her life and into a happier place inside her head, she got great re-
lief. She was doing exactly what she wanted, the only time she was
being true to herself. Being personally fulfilled made her a better
mother; it must do.

Nevertheless, she had a suspicion that Nick wouldn't see daytime
drinking as the life-enhancing asset that she did. After he began wonder-
ing out loud why their vodka was disappearing so quickly, she began to
buy her own special bottles and keep them in her own special secret places.
She had never intended to have a stash of alcohol in her wardrobe, but she
needed to be able to drink without restraints.

She took care never to slip into slurred incapability around Daisy and
Verity. But sometimes the effort became too much and she began giving
them their dinner at 4:30 and putting them to bed while it was still day-
light, turning a deaf ear to their startled complaints.

By the time Nick got home from work, it had become her usual prac-
tice to have a bottle of wine opened and to be sipping demurely at the first
glass. It had a twofold benefit: it explained any smell of alcohol on her
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breath, and she could relax into her drunkenness because, after all, she
was drinking.

At times he was surprised at how quickly she seemed to get drunk.
“You've only had two glasses,” he used to say. “Your tolerance is gone.”

“Cheap date,” she’'d quip, pleased that her subterfuge was working.

But what she longed for, lived for, were the evenings when the girls
were in bed and Nick was out late at work parties. Only then could she
really surrender, pounding the drinks, one after the other, in glorious
abandon, until her bed tilted and the room swirled around her, whirling
her away to oblivion.

Sometimes—usually in the dead of night, when everyone was
sleeping—she saw the full, fractured kaleidoscope of her secret life, saw it
as others might see it, and it froze her with fear.

What does it mean? What will I have to do?

But I am a good mother.

I am a good wife.

I am a good person.

Everyone finds it hard to cope, we all do what we have to.

Good mother, good wife, good person: these are the important things.

Good mother, good wife, good person: I have the basics in place.

She kept worrying at the information, twisting and turning her bad-
ness into goodness, until the broken pictures rearranged themselves into
something less ugly and she was able to fall into a light, anxious sleep.

Then she got caught, drunk and messy. She couldn’t understand how
she’d let it happen. Nick was due home from work at 6:30, it wasn’t one of
the nights where she could let her guard down, and although she’d had her
first drink at one minute past eleven, she’d kept an eye on things all day.
She’d certainly been sober enough at four PM. to drive to playgroup to col-
lect the girls. Then they’d settled down on the squashy couch, all three of
them, to watch a DVD. She’d been sipping from a glass, pacing herself,
with plenty of time to clear away all evidence long before Nick got in.

But she must have fallen asleep, and when she jerked awake, her heart
pounding hard enough to jump out of her cotton-wool mouth, Nick was
leaning over her, his features blurred. Chaos; a bad smell; a horrible
screeching noise; black smoke billowing from the kitchen. Even in her

confusion, she knew she’d better start thinking fast.
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“What'’s wrong? Are you ill?”

She nodded.

“What 1s it?”

She tried to speak but her words came thick and slow.

His face had changed. “Marnie, you're pissed!”

“No, 'm—"

“You are, youre drunk.” He was obviously alarmed and confused.
“Were you out for lunch?”

But she knew that he knew she hadn’t been, he’d spoken to her at home
in the middle of the day. And when did she ever get to go out for lunch
anyway?

He disappeared into the hall and in a few moments, the screeching
noise ceased abruptly. The smoke alarm; he must have taken the batter-
les out.

Then he was back. With a finger, he pointed in outrage toward the
kitchen. ““They were standing on chairs at the stove, making SpaghettiOs
in a frying pan.”

So that accounted for the smoke.

“How did they turn the gas on?” he demanded. “What’s going on,
Marnie? You've been drinking?”

There seemed little point in denying it.

“On your own! Why?”

Why? Because she liked it. That was all she could think of, but she
knew that that wouldn’t do.

“I...Iwasupset.”

She watched him soften. “About what, sweets?”

“I was thinking about your dad.” He’'d been diagnosed with prostate
cancer some months earlier. A slow-metastasizing strain, he was expected
to live for years.

Nick gaped. “But we've known for ages.”

“I think 1t’s just hit me now.” Tears came from nowhere and suddenly
she was sobbing, “Your poor dad. The poor man, it’s just so sad.”

“But he’s fine about it now, Mum’s fine, we're all fine.”

Nick stroked her hair and treated her gently for the rest of the evening.
But she knew her excuse hadn’t worked. She’d woken something in Nick,

a suspicion, an alertness.
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Only days later came the Fiona Fife incident.

Daisy and Verity were on a playdate with Alannah Fife, and Marnie
had the afternoon to herself. The price was that at some stage in the
not-too-distant, she’d get lumbered with four-year-old Alannah for sev-
eral hours. But she wasn’t thinking about that. She was having a nice time,
thinking dreamy thoughts in her own head, and when the phone rang she
decided to let the machine pick up.

“Marnie?” It was Fiona, mother of Alannah, leaving a message. “Are
you there?”

She grabbed the phone. “Sorry, I'm here.”

“Bad news. My car won't start.”

“That’s a bummer.”

“So ...

“So...?”

“ .. 1 can’t drive Daisy and Verity home. Can you come and fetch
them? It’s too far for them to walk.”

“Oh, God, yes, sorry! Just being a bit thick. I'll be there in ten minutes.”

Marnie scrambled around in her handbag for her car keys and had a
moment where she wondered if she shouldn’t be driving. She hadn’t had
much and her judgment wasn’t in any way impaired, but she was probably
over the limit.

She would drive extra carefully.

But outside the Fifes’ house, she somehow overshot the parking space
she’d been aiming for. She hit the brakes and, in protest, they gave a tight,
batlike screech. Two seconds later, Fiona’s white wooden-spoon face
popped up at the window, then disappeared almost immediately—Dbut it
was still long enough for Marnie to register Fiona’s anxiety.

Almost immediately the front door opened and Fiona stood on the step,
watching as Marnie slid out of the car and walked toward the door. Fiona’s
manifest shock told Marnie that she wasn't as sober as she’d thought.

“Marnie, are you okay?”

“Fine!” No, too loud. “Fine.” Better this time.

“Areyou ..., Fiona asked. “Have you been drinking?”
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“Me? Joking? I never drink before six PM.” She hadn’t intended to
sound so belligerent—and she shouldn’t have lied, she realized that after-
ward. She should have pretended she’d been out for lunch, she should
have giggled and used words like “tiddly” and “squiffy” and it would have
been fine.

Fiona left the step and walked with purpose at Marnie, straight into
her space, almost colliding with her, and even though vodka wasn't sup-
posed to smell, Fiona began fanning her hand in front of her nose like she
was being attacked by fumes. She said accusingly, “I thought you sounded
strange on the phone.”

“Hi, Mum.” Daisy and Verity tumbled out of the house, pulling on
coats and trailing backpacks.

“This isn’t the first time I've noticed,” Fiona said quietly.

Marnie turned away. “Come on, girls.” Her voice was shaking. “Got
all your stuff?”

“Should I be letting you drive?” Fiona asked.

Marnie couldn’t find the words. Should she be defensive? Apologetic?

“Say good-bye to Alannah.” She pulled Daisy and Verity toward the car.

That night she woke in the early hours, cold and sober and terrified,
reliving the episode. Hearing her own voice, thick and drunk, insisting, “I
never drink before six PM.”

I never drink before six PM.

What a stupid thing to say when it was obvious Fiona knew she was
drunk.

And the guilt about the girls! They were so precious and she had
endangered their safety by driving them around while she was . . .
not drunk . . . it wasn't that bad, but not sober either. If anything had
happened . . .

Although it wasn’t as if she’d planned it. If she’d known she was going
to be driving, she wouldn't have had anything—not much, anyway—to
drink. Guilt slid into self-pity: Why did it have to be that particular day
that Fiona’s car had refused to start? Normally she’d be sober mid-
afternoon.

It’s been weeks since I've waited until six P.M.

Weeks and weeks.
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For a moment her heart felt as if it had given up beating, and that was
the first time she thought, I've got to stop.

“Why would Fiona Fife ask me if everything was okay with you?” Nick
asked.

Fuck.

She stared him dead in the eye. “I have no idea.”

“What happened?”

“I haven't a clue what you're talking about.”

Not for a moment had she expected that Fiona would rat on her.

“Marnie, please tell me,” Nick said. “Trust me, we can try and fix
things . . .”

“Nothing to fix,” she said sincerely.

She’d got good at lying. But this time she didn’t pull it off. Nick was
obviously beginning to make connections, to join up the dots. She
watched as he took an overview of their recent past and saw how the land-
scape undulated and shimmeyed for him, rearranging and repositioning
itself into the truth.

He knew.

She knew that he knew.

And he knew that she knew.

He said nothing.

But he began to watch her all the time.

“What about your job?”” Grace asked.

“Exactly. How could I go to rehab? I've got a job. Income that we
need.”

“I mean, don't they mind you missing all this time?”

“It’s not ‘all this time—"

“Oh shut up, it is. Why haven’t you been sacked?”

“My boss—"

“Guy?”

“Yes, Guy, I think he . . . likes me.”

“What do you mean ‘likes you’? You mean fancies you?”
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“No. More like a . . . brother.”
“Brother,” Grace snorted.

This time last year, she’d been so excited at returning to work. Nick
hadn’t got his bonus and it should have been regarded as a disaster, but at
the time she saw it as the saving of her.

Suddenly she had a purpose and the need to drink vanished—at least
the way she used to, lonely and alone. Her job was highly sociable, she was
out and about, meeting potential clients, having boozy business lunches
and post-work debriefs in the pub with the lads. For the first time in a long
time she was having fun.

But the days passed without her bringing in any new business. The
days became weeks and the sparkle of her new life began to dim. Then
there was a lunch, with a potential client, and she thought they’d been get-
ting on great; there were gin-and-tonics and wine, then port, then grappa,
and they’d been matching each other drink for drink, and she didn’t un-
derstand how she was so drunk and helpless while he remained capable
enough to laugh at her. The maitre d’ was sharp-eyed enough to ring a
taxi for her, and the following day she was grateful for the incessant vom-
iting that prevented her from going to work and facing her shame. She got
Nick to ring and tell Guy she had a gastric bug; Guy replied that the
maitre d’ had phoned to remind her that she hadn’t been able to remem-
ber her pin number yesterday and she still owed for the lunch.

After two days, she returned to work and endured the good-natured
jibes about her drunken state; Guy was the only one who didn't join in.
She apologized and promised him it wouldn’t happen again. But that very
evening, she went to the pub with the lads and drowned her shame in
vodka, enough to make her happy and numb. Rico was the one who helped
her walk to the cab.

Another week passed without her making a sale and she began to wake
with dread. When each fruitless day came to an end, she sought someone
to go for a drink with; there was so much fear to wash away. Sometimes
Craig or Henry popped into the pub, but after one or two drinks, they
peeled away; lightweights. The only person she could rely on to be consis-

tently available was Rico.
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The number of nights when she lurched home, late and incoherently
drunk, stacked up. Initially Nick reacted with fury; then one Sunday af-
ternoon, he sat her at the dining room table and said, with heavy portent,
“We need to talk.” When he told her he was “desperately worried” about
how much she was drinking, she already had her response prepared: most
of her business was done socially; she wasn'’t out enjoying herself, she was
working.

In that case, Nick had pleaded, could she please do so in moderation.

A reasonable request, she’d decided: from now on three drinks would
be her limit. But despite her sincere intentions, her after-work drinking
continued to be shambolic and excessive. She couldn’t understand it—after
a couple of drinks, the whole thing seemed to take on some life of its own.

She’d started to miss days at work; she’d only been back twelve weeks
and she’d taken five sick days. And she had yet to do one deal.

Her life began to feel full of sharp edges, there was no comfort to be
found: she hated being at home because of Nick’s watchful anger; she
hated being at work because of her failure as a broker; the only place she
wanted to be was the pub, and the only person she felt comfortable with
was Rico. He was the one person who she felt wasn't passing some sort of
judgment on her.

Also, he made no secret of the fact that he found her attractive, and she
was flattered. He was young—younger than her, in any case—and very
good looking: dark-haired and dark-eyed.

Within two weeks, Nick had sat her down for another serious conver-
sation. Once again Marnie had promised a fresh start and she’d meant it.
Really meant it. She thought she had already been making an effort, but
she swore to Nick that she’d try much much harder.

A week later he had to ask again; confused by how she had continued
to fail, she made yet another promise.

“This isn’'t working,” Guy had said.

It had taken so long for him to acknowledge this manifest truth that
she’d managed to half convince herself it might never happen.

“You've been back at work for four months now,” he said. “And you

haven’t done a single deal.”
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“Sorry,” she whispered.

“Do you think that if you weren’'t under such pressure that you
wouldn’t need to drink so much?”

She flinched. It couldn’t have hurt more if he’d punched her.

“Bea 1s leaving. We have a vacancy for office manager. Do you
want it?”

Anything to win back his approval. “If you want me to,” she mumbled.
“T'll give ita go.”

“You should be able to do it in your sleep. One other thing. I want you
to go to an AA meeting. Alcoholics Anonymous.”

She lifted her head, her voice suddenly restored. “Oh my God, Guy,
I'm not that bad.”

“That’s the deal. If you want to keep your job, you'll go to the meet-
ing.”

“No, Guy—"

“Yes, Marnie.”

So she’d gone to a meeting—it wasn't as if Guy had left her with much
choice. As she’d expected, it had been strange and awful. The people
had been all over her, smothering her with niceness. A woman called Jules
had been almost creepily friendly, giving her her phone number and beg-
ging Marnie to ring the next time she felt like drinking.

It was imperative that Nick never knew that she’d been. She couldn’t
risk ideas being planted in his head.

Guy had been full of questions about how she’d got on at the meeting.

“It was . . . Sorry, Guy, I don’t even know what to say because it was
so...” She located the exact word. “Inappropriate, me being there.
They’re alcoholics, it was wrong that I was there spying on them.”

“You should go to a few more,” Guy said. “Just to get a feel for them.”

Marnie found this utterly astonishing. “Admittedly, Guy,” she said,
“perhaps I had been going through a brief patch of heavy drinking, but
now that [ have a new less stressful job, everything will improve.”

“One more meeting,” he said. “Just try one more.”

He was stubbornly insistent—but she was even more so. Right down
at her very core, she knew she was blessed with superior knowledge: she
was right, he was wrong.

For over half an hour they tussled back and forth. Finally Guy conceded
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defeat with a murmured, “Let’s see how it plays out over the next few
months.” He looked quite exhausted.

Then she brought the news of her new lowly administrative job to
Nick—and he put his face in his hands and rocked back and forth. ““Thank
God, thank God, thank God,” he’d moaned.

Marnie had stared at him in mute surprise. She’'d expected he’'d be
disappointed about her low salary—not that she had yet earned any bro-
ker’s commission, but there had been the expectation that when she even-
tually did, it would be fat and satisfying.

“I've been so worried,” Nick said. “About your drinking. But now you
can stop.”

Marnie felt like she’d had a blow to the chest: Nick was right. Her new
working hours were nine to six, with no requirement to socialize. She
would clock off at six on the dot and there was no reason why she shouldn’t
be home twenty minutes later.

Guy would be watching her at work, Nick would be watching her at
home: she was trapped.

It was exhausting: planning when she could buy it, when she could drink
it, how she could hide the smell, how she could hide the effects, and how
she could dispose of the empties.

Her life became even more boxed in when Nick let their full-time
nanny go and hired a part-timer who needed Marnie to be home each eve-
ning by seven; the expense of a full-time nanny couldn’t be justified on
Marnie’s new salary.

The problem was Rico. Almost daily he tried to tempt her for an
after-work drink, and sometimes she gave in—maybe once every three
weeks, or once every two weeks, or once a week, and although she never
intended to have more than a couple, again and again, she found that she
didn’t return home until she was fall-down drunk.

She hated herself. She loved Nick. She loved the girls. Why did she do
this to them?

Nick raged and begged and she promised she wouldn’t do it again, but

Rico continued to issue his invitations and she wasn’t always able to

hold out.
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Inevitably, the night came when Rico lunged at her. Aghast, she side-
stepped him. “Rico, 'm married.”

Undeterred, he tried again. And again. And eventually—why? She
was never really sure—she let him. It was a scuffly inexpert sort of snog,
their tongues darting and clashing, both of them too drunk for it to be any
better.

The following morning, in the cold light of day, she was sick to her
stomach. A kiss counted as cheating, and even though she and Nick were
having a rough time, she loved him. He deserved her loyalty.

But the next time Rico invited her for a drink, she found herself ac-
cepting. It was peculiar, because handsome as he was, he sometimes—
often—gave her the creeps.

But she had to like him. You couldn’t go to the pub with someone you
didn’t even like; what kind of person would that make you?

Their nanny left after one too many evenings of having to stay late.
Nick found a new one, another cut-pricer who needed Marnie to be home
by six thirty. Marnie swore she’d give this nanny no reason to leave.

The morning came when she woke—to her unprecedented horror—
naked, in Rico’s bed. She didn’t know what, if anything, had happened.
And she was too appalled by her memory lapse to be able to ask him.

All she could think of was Nick. She’d gone way too far; this time she
really might lose him, and in the midst of that paralyzing fear, she knew
how much she loved him. In the horrors, she raced home, her whole body
trembling.

When she walked in through the front door, Nick went berserk—he’d
been up all night waiting for her—but she lied, lied, lied; a dry-mouthed,
tight-headed, elaborate story involving a night out with Lindka (she barely
knew Lindka, but nonetheless managed later that morning to extract a
promise from her that she’d swear to Nick—if asked—that Marnie had
spent the night in her place), disconnected phones, mobiles out of batter-
les, no taxis available.

She had to make Nick believe her. She couldn’t lose him.

As it happened, she didn’t think he did believe her, but he couldn’t
break her down. For every hole he found in her story, she plugged it with
something even more implausible; in the end she so exhausted him that he

simply surrendered.
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Later that day, she looked across the office at Rico and something
inside her curdled.

[ was drunk and you took advantage of me.

Then another voice said, No one forced me to drink those drinks . . .

One thing was for sure, though, she thought: staying the night with
Rico had been the biggest mistake of her life. She’d risked her marriage
Just because she’d had too much to drink. It would never happen again.

Three weeks later it happened again, almost to the exact detail.

Then again.

The new nanny left and Marnie’s guilt felt like hot knives in her chest.
She loathed herself and her unerring ability to destroy everything she
touched.

Her life felt as if it was folding ever more inward on itself, and some
mornings she felt so wretched that a mouthful of something made it easier
to leave the house. And sometimes the terror of actually being out in the
world was so huge that she started the precaution of carrying a bottle in
her bag. Until Nick found it.

He began to smell her breath; he pretended he was just doing some-
thing else, like helping her off with her coat, but she knew what he was
doing. If she was ten minutes late home, he panicked, convinced she’'d
embarked on a bender.

Another nanny left.

Nick’s vigilance increased. In response, so did her subterfuge, then his

watchfulness and her lies.

But even while she was being wound tighter and tighter around alcohol,
she was struggling to escape. Praying to a god she didn't believe in for the
strength to stop drinking forever, she regularly went on raids around the
house, retrieving bottles from their hiding places and pouring them down
the sink, her head averted because it made her too sad to watch the silvery
beauty gulp away from her.

Please make me stop please make me stop.

At Nick’s urging, she tried acupuncture to stop the craving; she tried

meditation to calm down; she dosed herself with tryptophan and chro-
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mium; she harassed her doctor for better antidepressants; she tried gener-
ating a natural high by running.

But if her guilt didn’t get her, the sadness she carried was too much to
bear. She could manage perhaps a week without a drink, but the depres-
sion during that time was like walking on knives. Stop, start, stop, start.
Start, always start again.

She loved alcohol, a love that was fierce and hungry. Alcohol—
vodka—was all she craved, and there was nothing to compare to that first
swallow. The taste so clean; icy cold and and fiery warm, coursing down
her throat, spreading heat through her chest, burning off all fear and
anxiety in her stomach. It was as if stardust had been sprinkled from her
head to her toes, and she was suddenly alert yet calm, hopeful but accept-
ing. Then giddy, giddy and free, soaring with relief.

“T've got to go back to Dublin,” Grace said. “I've got to work the weekend
shift to make up for missing days earlier this week.”

“I know, I understand. You're good to come, very good.”

“Now listen, pep talk before I go. I'm not trying to scare you, but Nick
won’t put up with this for much longer. He’s a really good man.”

“I know,” Marnie muttered.

“I always liked him, but . . . I suppose I thought he was a bit of a light-
weight; I think I judged him on his clothes. Anyway, I don’t anymore. He'’s
fantastic. Oh, and you didn’t tell me that the reason he didn't get this year’s
bonus is because he had to miss so much time at work because of you.”

Marnie buried her face in her pillow, the shame too much.

“He had to keep leaving work early so your nanny could go to her next
job, right? Because you were hardly ever home in time? And he had to stay
late in the mornings to take the girls to school when you were too hungover
to doit? And yes, Marnie, I know that parenting should be a shared respon-
sibility, but in all fairness, Nick earns fifteen times as much as you do.”

Marnie knew. She agreed.

“Listen to me, Marnie, this is important. If it came to it, Nick would
get custody of the kids.”

Nick will leave you.
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You will lose custody of your children.

[ want a drink.

“The way you're drinking, no court in the country—what? Is that the
doorbell?” Grace pounded down the stairs and pounded back up a few
moments later. “It’s your boss.”

“Guy?”

“Lanky posh bloke? Yeah.”

“What? Here?”

“In the sitting room. Put on your dressing gown. Brush your hair.”

“I've got a proposition for you,” Guy said.

Marnie’s heartbeat accelerated and suddenly the room was far too hot.

“I care about you, Marnie.”

Mutely she watched him. Was this really happening? What would be
the price for keeping her job? Just a one-off? Or a regular three-bonk-a-
week arrangement?

Whatever, he could so forget it.

“Even though you are at times—frankly—a nightmare,” he said.

She nodded. She knew. It still didn’'t mean she was going to sleep
with him.

“I've never told anyone at work this,” he said. “But . . . my mother was
like you.”

“. .. What do you mean?” Oedipus with floppy hair. Christ, that was
all she needed.

“A drunk.”

A drunk. The word conjured up a vision of half-human types warming
themselves around a brazier and fighting over a bottle.

“What?” Guy asked. “You don’t like that word?”

“It sounds . . . rough.”

“Rough?” Guy looked pointedly at her broken ribs. “Okay, like you,
my mother was an alcoholic. That any better?”

“Please.” She was so weary from it all. “I'm sorry, Guy. I'm so terribly
terribly ashamed and sorry and I will promise you it'll never happen

again.”
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“Can I tell you some things? Some truths?”

She took a deep, deep breath—why did everything have to be so hard
and painful and brutal?—and sighed, “Go on, Guy, if it makes you feel
better.” He deserved to have his say.

He watched her; she could see that he was deciding whether or not to
let her have it.

“You don’t wash enough,” he said.

She felt nothing. Nothing, nothing. Thousands of miles away, a differ-
ent Marnie was on fire with shame, but this one felt nothing.

“You're wrong,” she said.

But he was right, she didn’t shower daily, not anymore. Some days, getting
out of bed and putting on clothes burned up so much of her will to live that
there was no endurance left over for the nails of water on her cold, cold body.

He said, sounding almost kind, “But that’s part of alcoholism.”

She winced.

“I've seen it with my mother,” he said. “The depressions, the lying, the
self-pity—"

“Self-pity?”

“You're riddled with it. Something else, Marnie: whoever told you that
vodka doesn’t smell misled you. One final thing: stay away from Rico. Or
you'll both be out of a job.”

“Hey, now, Guy, just one moment! I'm a grown woman. What goes on
with Rico is none of your business.”

He shook his head. “I'm your employer. It is my business.”

“It's not—"

Guy sighed. “You do understand that Rico is an alcoholic too?”

Marnie didn’'t know why, but that frightened her to her core. Rico
wasn'’t an alcoholic, he just liked to drink. Like her, exactly like her.

Indignantly she asked, “Assuming that’s true, which it’s not, why do
you keep employing alcoholics?”

“I don’t know,” he admitted. “It’s not something I ever intend to do.
The experts would say that I'm drawn to help you, in the same way I had
to help my mother.”

God, she thought, everyone’s a bloody psychoanalyst these days. Even
posh blokes.
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“The same dynamic,” he said, “that ensures alcoholics like you and
Rico find each other. I suppose you scare away normal drinkers and the
only people you have left to drink with are each other.”

No. It was because Rico fancied her and wanted to get her drunk so
shewould . . .

“Nevertheless, Rico won’t bother you any longer. I've spoken to him.
And you should have no problem with the other guys. They won't even go
to the pub with you anymore, because you embarrass them so badly.”

Her face flamed. She’d noticed that they didn’t stick around.

“Which brings me to my proposition. You still have a job on condition
that you go to AA meetings and you don’t drink.”

“Marnie, you're on your last chance.” Nick said. “If you refuse to go to
rehab—"

“Nick, there’s really no need for that—"

“Then you have to find some other way of stopping. I'll do whatever
you want to help you. Anything, Marnie, anything. But if you drink

again, I have to leave and I have to take the girls with me.”

“Mum?” Daisy slunk into the bedroom, looking unusually shifty.

“Yes, sweetheart?”

“Mum.” Daisy climbed onto the bed and whispered. “Something ter-
rible has happened.”

“What is it?”

Daisy rested her forehead on her knees and began to cry. Marnie
straightened up in alarm. Daisy prided herself on never crying.

“It’s okay, sweetheart, whatever it is, it’s okay.”

“Mum, I . . .” She was so choked with sobs, her words were incompre-
hensible. Then she hiccuped out a complete sentence. “I wet my bed!”

The guilt was so violent that Marnie’s stomach folded over on itself.

“I'm nearly seven.” Daisy gulped, her petal-like face distorted with
tears. “And I wet my bed!”

Marnie gazed at Daisy as though she’d been hit with a thunderbolt.

The moment was here. It had finally arrived. The moment she would re-
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member, where she understood, with mystical certainty, that she had to
stop.

She had fraternized with criminals, she had broken her own bones,
she’d been forced to attend A A, but this was what she needed to bring her
to her senses.

She loved her daughters with a passion that was painful. Her drinking
was damaging them and she couldn’t do it—the guilt was crucifying.

I love them more than I love to drink. It was as simple as that.

She realized that it had probably taken years to bring her to this point,
but the decision seemed to happen in an instant. She was calm, clear,
resolved.

T will never drink again.

Monday. She walked into the office, her head high. She didn't feel as raw
as she usually felt returning after a drink-related absence. This time she
was a new person with a new life plan and she felt good. She was clean and
decent, a devoted mother, a loving wife, a hard-working employee.

Craig said hello, Wen-Y1 nodded at her, Lindka called out, “Morn-
ing.” No one remarked on her bruises or her almost weeklong absence,
which meant that everyone knew exactly what had happened. Guy must
have told them to pretend that everything was normal. It felt uncomfort-
able, but at least this was the last time she would have to live through a
morning like this.

Rico was in. He gave her a sheepish smile and her stomach flipped in
revulsion. He'd texted her countless times while she’d been recovering,
but she’d replied only once: a few brusque words to let him know that she
was alive.

I’ve probably had sex with him.

Did it count as infidelity if you couldn’t remember it?

At 12:45, Guy appeared at her side. “Time for your meeting.”

The AA meeting. Throughout the morning she’d wondered if he’d
stick to his threat that she had to go.

“The thing is, Guy,” she said quietly. “There’s no need. I've decided—
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and [ really mean it—that [ will never drink again. Because of my daugh-
ters, I saw how [ was damaging them—"

“Excellent. The meetings will help you stick to your resolution.”

“But if ['ve given up, I'm not an alcoholic, so why do [ need—"

“Off you go.” He wasn't yielding. “No need to hurry back. Stay for the
whole hour.”

“Well?” Guy’s face was lambent with hope when she returned at 2:15.
“How did it go?”

“Good, thanks.”

“Helpful?”

“Oh yes.”

Very helpful. An hour in Topshop had certainly lifted her spirits.

Thursday. She was flicking through the hangers looking for a size eight
when she felt someone staring at her. She looked up. Lindka, her eyes hos-
tile. Shit.

“Aren’t you supposed to be at an AA meeting?”

“Excuse me?” Did the whole world know her business?

“All week Guy has been giving you an extra half-hour for lunch so you
can go to a meeting.”

“Look, Lindka . . .” She was ill-at-ease around her, ever since the time
she’d begged Lindka to lie to Nick about staying the night in her place.
“I'm just about to go to it now.”

“It’s twenty past one. The meeting starts at one.”

How did Lindka know? Did the entire office know everything?

“Have you gone to any of them?” Lindka asked accusingly.

No, as it happened. Every lunchtime had been spent killing time in
the shops. Why would she need to go to a meeting with alcoholics
when she knew she’d never drink again? She’d been having a good
week, a great week. The atmosphere was happy at home, she’'d actu-
ally had fun with Nick and the girls, she’d cooked dinner for the first

time in ages, and she hadn’t wanted a drink, not once. She was pas-
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sionately grateful for her family, for Nick’s patience, for her two beau-
tiful children.

“Come on,” Lindka said. “I'll walk there with you now.”

For God’s sake. But she was too scared of Lindka to take her on.

They walked along the cold street in tense silence, and when they
reached the community center, Marnie said, “This is the place.”

“Which room?” Lindka actually walked into the hallway.

Marnie refused to answer. Lindka was treating her like a child.

“Which room?” Lindka hardened her voice.

“That one.” Marnie pointed at a shut door, which Lindka opened. She
stuck her head in and took a good look around and seemed satisfied with
what she saw. “In you go, Marnie, and when you get back to work, you tell
Guy where I found you.”

“Please, Lindka—"

“You tell him or I will.”

Marnie slid into the room and took a chair. Lots of people smiled and
mouthed hello at her. The whining was in full flow.

“ .. I'tried to stop drinking on my own, but I couldn’t. The only thing
that did it was coming to these meetings . . .”

“ .. I couldn’t bear my feelings. I was always angry or jealous or de-
pressed or afraid, so I drank . . .”

“. .. I had a beautiful girlfriend. I loved her. She begged me to stop.
I tried for her but I couldn’t. She left me and the grief nearly killed me, but
it wasn't enough to stop me drinking. The truth was I loved alcohol more
thanIloved her . ..”

“ .. I blamed everyone else for my drinking: my wife for nagging me,
my boss for working me too hard, my parents for not loving me enough.
But the only reason I drank was because I was an alcoholic, which was my
responsibility . . .”

“ .. 1 was always different, even as a teenager, even as a child, in
fact...”

Now that she was here, she wouldn’t mind a cup of tea and a cookie; it
might make the time go faster. She looked around to see where they kept
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them and by accident, she locked eyes with the man at the top table.
“Great to see you again,” he said. “Would you like to say something?”

She shook her head.

“What'’s your name?”

For god’s sake! “Marnie.”

“Hello, Marnie.”

There was an expectant pause. She was supposed to say, “And I'm an
alcoholic.”

But she wasn’t, so she didn't.

At five to two, she slipped out. The whining was still going on, but she’'d
had enough. She actually ran down the corridor toward the doors to the
outside world, she was so desperate to escape.

“Marnie?”

What? She turned around. A graceful woman had followed her out.
Pink hoodie, swingy ponytail, big smile. “I don’t know if you remember
me. I'm Jules. I met you once before.”

“ .. Oh,yes”

“How’s it all going?”

“Great, yes, great.” Daylight was visible through the slit windows in
the wooden doors. She’d been so close . . .

“Here’s my number.” Jules gave her a card. “If you're thinking of
drinking, call me anytime, really, day or night, I mean it.” She smiled
warmly. “And would you like me to take yours?”

Marnie didn’t know how to refuse without appearing rude; reluctantly
she spelled it out while Jules put it in her phone.

Can I go now?

“Guy, I have a confession.”

Dread swept over his face. “You've been drinking?”

“No!”

“You didn’t go to the meeting?”

“I did, but I didn’t go for all of it. I went shopping first.”

“But that’s okay.” Relief made him generous. Then he noticed Lindka
watching them across the office. “What’s Lindka got to do with this?”
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“. . . She found me shopping.”

It took a moment for him to understand. “You mean you wouldn’t
have gone if she hadn’t caught you?”

“I would have.”

He clearly didn’t believe her and, in frustration, she burst out, “It just
seemed silly when I know I'll never drink ever again. It’s different this
time, I don’t even want to drink.”

He seemed to sag. “You didn’t go to any of the meetings, did you?”

She contemplated lying. But this had to stop. She couldn’t spend every
lunchtime for the rest of her working life lurking in Topshop. “No, Guy.”
Her tone was reasonable. “There wasn't any need.”

He exhaled. “Okay.”

“Youmean . ..?”

“Okay. Don’t go any longer. I mean, don’t pretend to go any longer.”

She should have felt better. But as she went to her desk, she felt sick.
He’'d meant well, and although it had been infuriating that he hadn’t un-
derstood, she was sorry she had hurt him.

All of a sudden she was angry with him for making her feel guilty.
And she was angry with Lindka for dropping her in it. And she was angry
with Nick. And she was angry with Rico.

Fuck them. Fuck them all. Who the fuck did they think they were,
trying to run her life? Treating her like a child? Humiliating her.

She was a grown woman. She could—would—drink if she wanted.

Yes, drink.

She hadn’t wanted one since Daisy had made her shameful confession.
She’d been free. Proud of her decision and not a little scornful that every-
one made such a big deal of it.

Drink.

Now.

Now, now, now, now, now, now.

Her body was possessed with craving—where had it come from? Every
cell was lit up by an irresistible compulsion. She was slick with sweat, her
blood was racing, and her head was clicking calculations: go to the liquor
store buy a bottle drink it in the ladies’ fill me comfort me heal me.

I need it, I need it, I need it now.
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Daisy and Verity? What about Daisy and Verity?

But her mind slid over them. She barely knew them.

“I'm just popping out.” Her voice was wrong. She’d striven for casual
but she sounded afraid.

“Where?” Guy was alert, he knew something was up.

“The drugstore.”

“For what?”

“Tampons.” She stared him dead in the eye.

“You're busy. Those documents need to go in tonight’s post.”

“I'll only be five minutes.”

“I've got tampons,” Lindka said. “Save you nipping out.”

“I'd prefer my own brand.”

“You don’t know what my brand is.”

By now the whole office was watching. Panic made her dizzy.

“ .. Idon't feel well. I think I'd better go home.” She was going, she was
leaving, it didn’t matter what any of them thought. Sack me, I don't care.

“It’s three-thirty,” Guy said. “Try and last two more hours.”

They watched each other, locked in a silent standoff, and the tightness
in her chest unwound a little.

“Okay,” she whispered, and returned to her seat.

She bowed her head and tried to bring her mind back to her work, but
she couldn’t read. She couldn’t see what was in front of her.

The need was back, more compelling than before. Building, expand-
ing, swelling, burgeoning, she couldn't bear it.

She jumped to her feet and grabbed her bag. “The loo,” she called, as
heads snapped up to watch her.

She was out on the street, no coat, running, a vague impression of
shops and offices blurring past, the cold wind skinning her face. The
liquor store was at the far end of the street. Her legs were heavy, children
tangled her path, she bumped her hip against a buggy, tinny Christmas
music spilled from shops, people were staring and swearing after her.

Then, a pub. Right before her, as if it had dropped straight down from
heaven. Through the doors, to the counter. “Vodka and tonic.” Her tongue
thick. “Large one.”

Drenched in sweat. Trembling. Ice cubes, fat and glassy, in a sweating
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metal container. Watching them slip from the pincers. Fall, pick up, fall,
pick up. The world reduced to ice cubes. One tinkled against the glass;
success. The pincers poised to pick up another cube.

“No! Duss mata.” She sounded drunk already.

“What?”

“Ice. Duss mata.”

“You don't want any?” The barman poised the glass to tip the one
cube away.

“’Sokay! Whassintheresokay!”

The vodka, the vodka, the vodka, just do the fucking vodka.

As if to deliberately thwart her, he approached a plate of lemon slices.

“Nolemon!”

“No lemon?”

“Nono.” Christ. “Justthe . . .” She jerked her head toward the vodka.

Liquor dispenser. Finally. Pushing up into the bottle and releasing the
flow of crystal liquid. She watched without breathing.

“Did you say you wanted a large?”

Her heart stopped. Should she take the single measure now? Or wait
an extra two seconds for the large?

“Single’sokay.”

“You said large.”

“Allrightthenlarge!”

In slow motion, the dispenser pushed up again. Then the barman bent
down, the glass placed out of her reach. What now?

“Slimline or normal?” The tonic. She swallowed a moan.

“Norm’.”

“Looks like we're out of normal. I'll have to go downstairs.”

She was afraid she might scream. “Dussmata,” she said desperately.
“T'lltaketheslimline.”

“It’s no trouble. I have to go downstairs anyway.”

“No please! Just the . . .” She reached for the glass.

Then it was in her hand and it was roaring down her throat and the
heat was in her stomach and the stardust was stealing through her, thrill-
ing her with its magic, drawing back a curtain to reveal a better, cleaner,

sparklier version of everything.
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The glass hit the wood of the counter. *“"Nother.”

She drank the second standing at the counter, then took a seat for the
third and, able to breathe again, considered her options.

She could go back to work, no bridges burned there, she’d only been
gone a few minutes, but on balance, she decided she wouldn’t. The boiling
hunger had abated, in fact she was feeling good, great even, but she liked
it here, she’d prefer to keep drinking. And why not? It would be Christ-
mas in two weeks.

She swallowed another mouthful of liquid glitter and cushioned her-
self further into the glow.

She’d never before walked out of work in the middle of the afternoon.

First time for everything.

A stab of conscience. The documents that needed to go in today’s
post? If they were that important, someone else would do them.

And Daisy and Verity? They'd be fine. Everything was fine, fine,
lovely and fine.

“Another one.” She waved her glass at the poker-faced barman.

Everything felt gorgeous, except she’d like someone to talk to. And
who better than Rico? Just as Guy had promised, he had kept well clear of
her all week, but actually, actually she was very fond of Rico, extremely
fond, and suddenly she wanted to see him.

She fumbled for her mobile. “What'’s the name of this pub?” she
called.

“The Wellington.”

In the Wellington. V&T?
She held her phone, waiting for a reply. Go on, she urged. Go on.

B wit u in 5!
Five minutes! Fantastic! She ordered him a drink and watched the door,
thinking about how fine everything was, and then, there was Rico! Hurry-
ing toward her, a big grin on his face. “I'm not supposed to talk to you.”

She couldn’t help laughing. “I'm not supposed to talk to you either.
Here’s your drink.”
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He downed it in one and they both dissolved into manic laughter.

“Did he make you go to AA meetings too?” she asked.

“Yeah, but they had to be in the evening, they had to be different to
your ones. Mad, isn't it? The whole thing? Guy’s a head case.” He nodded
at the barman. “Two more.”

She’d forgotten how good-looking Rico was. She nuzzled his neck.
“I've missed you, you know.”

“Missed you too.” He put his lips to hers and thrust his tongue into
her mouth. Nice. Sexy. Sort of.

The pub was filling up now; people in antlers and draped in tinsel.

“Time’s it, Rico?”

“Ten past five. You're not going to skip out on me?”

She should go home, everyone was expecting her. But she had a hus-
band and a nanny to take care of her children.

“Me? No, going nowhere.”

Another unwelcome stab of conscience. She should ring them, it wasn'’t
right to worry them, but they’d only give her a hard time and she was feel-
ing so happy and she so rarely felt happy . . .

“Hey, hey, hey, I have to tell you about—" She took a long swallow
from her glass, ice cubes banging against her teeth, and when she put it
down again, Guy had materialized in front of her. Cushioned as she was,
it was a shock.

“ .. Guy,I...” She sought an explanation but couldn’t fashion one.

He loomed over them, tall and haughty, while she and Rico looked up
like guilty schoolchildren.

“Marnie.” He handed her a white envelope.

“One for you too,” he said to Rico.

Then he left.

She and Rico turned wide eyed to each other. “How did he find us?”

“God.” She snorted with laughter. “We're sacked. He’s sacked us!”

She tore open her envelope and they pored over it together. Words jumped
offthewhitepage. . . . drunk .. .” “. . . patience . . .”*. . . warnings . . .”
“ .. dismissed with immediate effect . . .”

“It’s true, he’s done it, he’s sacked me.” She couldn’t stop giggling.

Grim-faced, Rico ripped his envelope open and scanned the page.

“I don’t fucking believe it. He’s sacked me too.”
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“I told you.”

“I didn’t think—"

“Why would he sack me and not sack you?”

“Because I'm a fucking genius.”

“And I'm not?”

He rolled his eyes. “Well, no.”

“Well, fuck you.”

“And fuck you. You've just lost me my job.”

“Me?”

“If he didn’t have a thing for you, he wouldn’t care what [ did.”

“Look, he doesn’t mean it.” She ran her hand up Rico’s thigh, stopping
just short of his crotch. “We're not sacked, he’s just trying to scare us.”

“How do you know?”

“It’s obvious!” Wasn't it?

“You sure?”

“I'm sure. Look, am I wasting my time here?” She drummed her fin-
gers on the top of his leg.

“Oh.”

Now she had his attention. Discreetly she began stroking the fabric,
finding and encouraging his erection with her fingers. He kissed her again,
deep and searching, and slid his hand down the back of her skirt, under
her tights and knickers, cupping her buttock.

They drank and kissed and drank and touched, and when the barman
bent over their table, she thought he was collecting the empties. Then he
spoke. Quietly he said, “We’d like you to leave.”

What?

We'd like you to leave.

Her face flamed with mortification.

“Finish up your drinks and leave.”

“Now, look,” Rico started threateningly.

“Don'’t,” she said, “Come on, let’s just go.”

“Fuck them, we'll go back to mine.”

Their faces averted with embarrassment, they swallowed the remains
of their drinks and gathered up their stuff.

At the door, Rico suddenly stopped and called back over his shoulder,
“Fuck you. You couldn’t pay me to drink in this shit-hole.”
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“We were actually drinking in that shit-hole.” Marnie couldn’t stop
laughing and she knew she was getting on Rico’s nerves. The more irrita-
ble he got, the more she laughed.

y 99

“‘Fuck you.”” She imitated his voice. “ “You couldn’t pay me to drink
in this shit-hole.””

“Shut up.”

They fell in the door of Rico’s apartment and she tumbled onto the
floor, pulling him down on top of her, causing him to bang his elbow
hard.

“Christ! For God’s sake, Marnie, that really fucking hurt!”

“Shut up, you milk-sop, I've got three cracked ribs. 1 know all about
pain.”

“Stop laughing! Get up and get your clothes off.” He pushed her
toward the bedroom, tugging at her skirt.

“I want a drink.” She lay on his bed and yelled with mirth, “I want a
drink!”

“There isn’'t anything.” His eyes were half shut and his mouth was
slack. Being drunk didn’t suit him, it made him blurry and soft around
the edges. “T’ll have to go out and get some.”

“What do you mean?” she cried. “Really? Nothing? Why not?”

“I'drank it all.”

“Hah! You drunkard.”

“Marnie, if you don't stop laughing, I swear I'm going to smack you
one.” He loomed over her and pressed himself against her, his erection
digging painfully into her pubic bone. She made herself focus on him: his
face looked like it was melting.

He ground himself against her and thrust his tongue into the back of
her throat. She wasn’t enjoying this and she didn’t know why.

She wasn’t drunk enough. That was what the trouble was. They’d
been ousted from the pub too soon.

“Stop.” She was pushing his face away and trying to clamber out from
under him.

“What? Why?”

Why?

“I'm married.”

He pulled back in amazement. “It’s never stopped you before.”
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So she had slept with him. Oh no, no, no. She couldn’t behave as if this
was news.

“It should have stopped me.” She wanted to leave. She was revolted by
him. “I love my husband.”

“What?” He was shocked.

I love Nick and I love my children and I don’t know what I'm doing
here. “Rico, I want to go.”

“Go on then, go.”

Out in the street, a taxi driver with a yellow light slowed down, then
speeded up again when he got close enough to take a proper look at her.
She shivered on the street corner, scanning the cars. Without a coat, the
cold took bites out of her. Lots of taxis were around but they were
jam-packed with office party types, leaving a suggestion of discordant
bugles and cheap red satin dresses in their wake as they whizzed past. By
the time the yellow light of an empty taxi finally heaved into view, her feet
were numb—but this driver also refused to take her!

“I'm freezing,” she pleaded.

“You're pissed,” he said, and accelerated away.

She stared after him; she had no choice but to walk back to the office
and get her own car. It wasn't so far, perhaps a mile, but it took a long
time; people were everywhere, spilling out of pubs, singing, shoving, and
shouting.

When she reached the parking lot, she had a moment where she won-
dered if she was sober enough to drive—and decided she was. That walk
would have sobered up George Best. And although she grazed the car
slightly on a pillar as she pulled out of the parking space, it was a good
thing because it reminded her to drive extra carefully.

The roads were full of pre-Christmas traffic. People driving like nut-
ters, and pedestrians falling out into the street, almost under her wheels.
It was like an obstacle course. Then she got stuck in front of a police car,
racing off to some crime scene, blue lights flashing, sirens wailing. Right
up behind her it drove, destroying her concentration.

She slowed down. “Go on,” she called in frustration. “Overtake me.”

Unable to take the wailing, she nipped into a bus stop so they could zip
past her.
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But when they pulled in behind her, filling her car with blue light, the
truth was like a punch in the stomach. They were for her. For her.

There were two of them, men. She rolled down the window.

“Step out of the car, madam.” A look passed between the two coppers.
“Have you been drinking?”

A police car brought her home. She’d gone through a red light. She’d been
arrested for drunk driving. It was eleven o’clock at night. Nick would go
berserk.

The lights were off, thank god. They were all in bed. She might have
got away with this.

Quietly she let herself in and went straight for the cupboard under the
kitchen sink; some months ago, she’d decanted a bottle of Smirnoff into
an empty bleach container, as an emergency stash. There was some up-
stairs in her wardrobe, a bottle that Grace hadn’t found, but she’d wake
Nick if she tiptoed in and rummaged for it.

She’d noticed the envelope propped up against the pepper grinder as she
located a glass and a bottle of tonic, but it was only when she sat at the table
with her drink that she picked it up. No address, just her name in black type.

Another letter from Guy, perhaps? Reinstating her?

The memory of getting caught by him in the pub felt like a cloud pass-
ing over the sun. And then being asked to leave . . .

God. She opened the envelope. The letter was typed on heavy cream
paper and it wasn’t from Guy. It was from a company: Dewey, Screed, and
Hathaway, Attorneys at Law.

What was this?

It wasn’t about her job.

It was something to do with Nick.

She forced her eyes to focus and to stop sliding into double vision long
enough to make sense of the words.

Nick had left her. He had taken the children. The house was on the
market.

She’d thought there had been a strange feeling in the house; now she

knew what it was—there was no one here.
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She sprinted up the stairs and into Verity’s room. Empty. She wrenched
open the wardrobe door; bare hangers rattled, then she raced to Daisy’s
room; bed neatly made and empty. Into her own room, up on a chair,
opening the highest cupboard: this would be the proof. What she saw
made her actually gasp: all the Santa presents for the girls were gone. Im-
possible though it was, the emptiness seemed to pulse.

He'd left her, the bastard. And he’d taken the girls with him.

She sat on the top step of the stairs, swallowing and swallowing, trying
to wet her dry mouth. They would come back, they were just trying to
scare her. But it was a bad, bad thing to do.
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ging her hand from his, without knowing why.
A cigarette. He'd put his cigarette out on
the palm of her hand. He'd gripped the hand so hard
the bones had squeaked and ground his cigarette
into the center of it.

Red mist floated before her eyes. She couldn’t see.

He stared at her palm, at the round red burn, the
grains of ash still scattered across it. There was a
strange smell and a plume of smoke rose from the
wound.

“Why . . . did you do that?” Her teeth were chat-
tering.

“It was an accident.” He sounded stunned. “I
thought it was an ashtray.”

“How?!”

The pain was too bad, she couldn't stay still. “The
cold tap.” She stood up and all the blood left her
head.

“I've proper bandages,” he said. “And antiseptic.
Don't let it get infected.”

He dressed her wound, he gave her codeine, he
brought her dinner in bed and fed it to her bite by
bite. He'd never been more tender.
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THORSDAY, DECEMBER 11, 9:56 Pm.
Limbo’d under wire fence and knocked on Rossa Considine’s front door.

“Right on time,” he said. “Come in.”

Awkward conversation ensued as we sipped beer and waited for Law
& Order to start.

I cleared throat. Asked, with attempt at cheeriness, “All set for trannie
night tomorrow night?”

Was only trying to fill silence but my chance remark triggered a
revelation—a trannie is not the same thing as a cross-dresser!

“Trannies are gay,” Rossa said. “Cross-dressers are straight.”

Now I understood why Noel from the dole continued to eschew the
word “trannie” and would only answer to “cross-dresser”’!

“To be honest, Rossa Considine,” I admitted, ““just thought they were
different ways to describe same thing.”

“Like Snickers and Marathon?”

“Correct. Like Ulay and Olay.”

“Like porridge and oatmeal?”

Pause. “Please do not say ‘oatmeal, Rossa Considine, is irritating
word.”

“Why?”

“Cannot explain. Justis.”

Sudden strained atmosphere. Rossa Considine focused with hard stare
on the telly. Lengthy ad break before Law & Order. Taking long time to
start.

When Rossa Considine had so unexpectedly shown up as “Chloe”
almost four weeks ago, I had been shocked, bewitched, stunned—many
emotions. Astonished at my poor powers of observation—had been living
next door to trannie (beg your pardon, I mean cross-dresser) for some
weeks and hadn’t had a clue. Even more astonishing, that taciturn—at
times, yes, even surly—man could be transformed into radiant woman,
all smiles and chat and perfumed kisses.

Had been quite dazzled by her and readily accepted invitation to view
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Law & Order, with, of course, that caveat that if we got on each other’s
nerves, we need not repeat the experience. She insisted we exchange
mobile numbers so, if required, we could end the arrangement by text.
Nicest way, she said.

But! Oh yes, but! The following Thursday night, as I furtively ex-
ited the house (by then Jake’s nocturnal lurking was well under way)
and slipped under the wire fence that separated me from Chloe’s/Ros-
sa’s, I realized I felt shy. Immensely strange situation, entirely without
precedent. Had been invited by adorable Chloe—but unkempt Rossa
answered the door and relieved me of bag of tortilla chips and cans of
beer. Odd. Like going on a date set up by absent, matchmaker-style
third party. Very, very strange, if I thought about it too much. So de-
cided not to. Had other things on mind. (Which will get to. Yes, yes,
will get to.)

Despite acknowledged tensions between us, the first Thursday had
gone well. Law & Order watched and savored and conversation light
and pleasant.

Second Thursday could also be deemed a success. Also third Thurs-
day. However, here we were on fourth Thursday—perhaps no longer on
our best behavior’—and it seemed, as a result of my oatmeal comment,
we might be running into difficulties.

I asked, “You going to sulk now, Rossa Considine?”

“Why would I sulk, Lola Daly?”

“You are quite sulky, as a rule.” Had a thought. “At least as a man you
are. But as a woman, you are charm itself. Perhaps you should be a woman
all the time.”

“Couldn’t go cave-diving in high heels.”

“That is defeatist attitude. May I ask you further questions about this
trannie/cross-dresser dichotomy?”’

“Please do not say ‘dichotomy,” Lola Daly, is irritating word.”

“Wh—"? Oh, is joke. Careful, you almost smiled there.”

His lips were definitely turning upward.

“Come on,” I coaxed reluctant smile. “Show us your teeth.”

“Am not a baby,” he said gruffly.

“Very well. Now. Will employ frankness, Rossa Considine. All my



TLis Cl’lqrming Man 341

‘girls’ are straight, 1.e., cross-dressers. But I like the word ‘trannie.” What
am [ to do?”

“Sue 1s gay.”

“Really?”

(Sue was new. Noel/Natasha had located her on chat site and invited
her along the previous week—much to my dismay. “No more, Natasha,”
had begged when they showed up together. “No more.”

But Noel regards our Friday nights as cross-dressing homeland. Ev-
eryone welcome, by dint of their cross-dressingness, regardless of how
much [little, actually] room there is.)

“Okay.” T began again. “All my girls except Sue are straight, i.e.,
cross-dressers. But I like the word ‘trannie.” What am I to do?”

“Learn to live with it.”

“No. Don't think I will.”

“No matter what I said, you would have done the opposite.”

Pause while I considered his comment. About to deny it, then realized
would be proving him right. “So it would seem, Rossa Considine, and I
am at a loss as to why. So yes, even though it is wrong description, I will
continue to call them all trannies.”

“They won't like it.”

“No one is forcing them to visit me on a Friday night.” I was flexing power
muscles. Like Mrs. Butterly barring those people she doesn'’t like the look of.

“Power corrupts,” Rossa Considine said.

“So they say. And absolute power corrupts absolutely.” Quote from
someone. “Who said that?”

“Confucius?”

“John le Carré?”

“Duran Duran?”

“Someone,” we were agreed upon. ‘“‘Definitely someone.”

11:01 pm. END OF LAW & ORDER
Excellent episode, we both agreed. Dark, gritty, compelling.

I got to my feet. Brushed away tortilla crumbs from my dress, watched
them sprinkle onto the rug. Flicked glance at Rossa Considine. He was

also watching tortilla crumbs sprinkling onto rug.
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“I will have to clean that up,” he said.

Knew it, knew it, just knew he’d be sulky! “Apologies, apologies, please
give me sweeping brush. I will do it myself right now.”

“No need, no need, guest in my home.”

“Only you seem riled.”

“Not riled.”

“Sulky, perhaps?”

“Shut up, Lola Daly.”

“Thank you for sharing your television with me,” I said. “Sorry about
your rug. See you tomorrow night when you will be a trannie?”

“Cross-dresser. No need to rush off immediately, Lola Daly.”

“Oh, yes, need, I think,” I said. “Let’s not push our luck.”

11:04 pm. SAFELY BACK IN OWN HOUOUSE,

WITHOOT CONFRONTATION FROM JAKE THE LOVE GOD.
Wiping toner over face when phone rang and every nerve in my body
leaped. At this stage, poor bastards ragged and exhausted from all the
leaping.

Checked caller display. Not Paddy. That was all I needed to know.

Since the night of his unexpected phone call, almost four weeks ago,
had been bag of nerves, almost as bad as when news first broke that he was
getting married.

When had answered phone to discover was him on the line, swearing
how much he missed me, I simply could not believe it.

“I'm sorry, I'm sorry, I'm sorry,” he’d said into my flabbergasted
ears. “Little Lola, I treated you so badly. The way you found out about
Alicia . . . I'm so sorry. The press got hold of rumor and whole thing blew
up before I had chance to talk to you.”

Every word I had ever fantasized about him saying was issuing from
his mouth.

“Even Alicia didn’t know she was getting married until she heard it on
the news.”

Wasn't so interested in hearing about Alicia.

“I miss you so much,” he said. “In all these months, haven’t been able
to stop thinking about you.”

Is this happening? Is this actually, really happening?
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“Can [ see you?” he asked. “Please, Lola. Can [ send Spanish John for
you?”

“You still getting married?” I asked, not quite the malleable fool I
used to be.

“Oh, Lola.” Heavy sigh. “You know I am. Have to. She is right woman
for my job.” He sounded so bleak that for moment genuinely felt his di-
lemma. “But you are woman I really want, Lola. Is impossible situation.
Am torn in two. Will be quite honest, this is the best I can offer you.”

I let this information settle. At least he was being straight with me.

“Can I send Spanish John?” he asked.

“Am not in Dublin.”

“Oh?” Change in tone. “Where are you?”

“County Clare.”

“Clare. Right. But you could drive to Dublin. How long it take?”

“Three hours. Maybe three and half.”

“That long? Even with Kildare bypass?”

They speak about Kildare bypass as though it was magic hole in hy-
perspace. Funny the things you think about when in shock. Was also
thinking something else. Was thinking that it was 11:30 at night. Earliest
time I would get to Dublin, even if drove like the clappers and got speed-
ing tickets and points on license and appearance before magistrate and
name printed in local paper, would be two in morning. Too late. Not
right.

“Paddy.” Reaching deep into self, rummaging around in drawer con-
taining rarely used emotions, and locating and dusting off self-respect.
“Is already eleven thirty. Ring me again in the morning and we’ll make
arrangement for better time.”

“Oh .. .right ... Isee.” Sounded startled.

Pleased with myself.

“Grace Gildee still bothering you?” he asked.

“ ..Um...” Abrupt change in conversation. “No. She stopped long
time ago.”

“Good. Tell me, Lola, do you hate me?”

Sometimes I did. Flashes of bad burny hatred. But now that he had
rung, with such anguish in his voice, all bad burny feelings were gone.
“Don’t hate you, Paddy.”
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“Good. Great. Better let you go now.”

Wanted to stay talking to him, wanted to hold on to this precious, pre-
cious chance forever. But knew that best way to hold on was to let go.
(Paradox.) “Yes. Talk to you in morning, Paddy.”

“Yes, talk to you in morning.”

Straightaway, incandescent with triumph, I rang Bridie. Who made
me repeat entire conversation word for word. She listened without inter-
ruption and when I finished I said, “What you think?”

“What I think?” Bridie said. “What I think is he won’t ring in the
morning. Or ever again,” she added.

“Unnecessary brutality, Bridie!” I exclaimed.

“Cruel to be kind.”

“You may stick your kindness!”

“You will thank me for this.”

“Words of comfort, please, Bridie, I insist on words of comfort!”

“Only words of comfort I have for you, Lola, are ‘Heavy doses of vita-
min B.” Especially B6 and B12. Also maybe B5. And B2. Your central
nervous system will be worked to the bone every time phone rings for next
two weeks, setting up false—yes, entirely false—expectation that it is
Paddy de Courcy on the line. Vitamins may prevent you from having
breakdown.”

“He will ring me tomorrow.”

“Lola! It was booty call. It is obvious.”

“He said he misses me.”

“He misses having someone to handcuff to his bedpost, to act out his
rape fantasies. You don’t think horse-face lets him do that, do you?”

“Horse-face repressed. I am sexually evolved.”

“One way of putting it.”

“Am sorry now I rang you to share my good news. Good-bye, Bridie.”

I hung up and lay on couch, eating savory snacks and thinking about
strangeness of things—Iife, trajectories of romance, shape of Monster
Munch. One minute had been rejected by two men—]Jake, Paddy—and
the next, both were prostrating themselves and requesting forgiveness.
What's it all about? Universe is contrary diva.

Midreverie, my phone rang again and I almost levitated above couch,

every nerve a-jangle. It was only Bridie. She said, “Did [ say B5?”
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“Yes, yes, yes. Get off line please, you are blocking Paddy de Courcy
from ringing.”

“Strongest dose in the drugstore, remember.”

The following morning, I awoke at six AM., waiting for Paddy to ring.
Knew he would. I had held out, had refused him. He liked what he couldn’t
have.

When phone rang at 9:16 A M., although hair stood briefly on end,
smiled to self. Last night’s sacrifice had been worth it.

But no! Last night’s sacrifice had not been worth it! Was only Bridie.

“Hello,” she said. “Let me guess. Your heart is pounding, your blood
is racing, your mouth is dry. If you knew what all that was doing to your
poor central nervous system. Is your synapse endings I feel for.”

“What you want, Bridie?” Attitude of coldness.

“Checking you okay.”

“Not checking on me. Gloating.”

“Not gloating. Caring, yes, caring, Lola, caring. So he hasn’'t rung
yet?”

“How could he ring when you are constantly cluttering up bloody
line?”

Sudden noisy rapping on front door.

“Bridie, someone is at door! Is probably Paddy!”

“How he know where you are?”

“He 1s powerful man. Can find out these things. Good-bye, Bridie,
good-bye.”

Ran to door and swung it wide, having convinced myself that Paddy
would be leaning against jamb. But not Paddy. Jake. Tangle-haired,
tanned, silvery-eyed, large-lipped.

Disappointment crushing. Stared and stared, unable to believe it was
wrong man.

“I come in?”” he asked in croaky voice.

He sat on couch, hands hanging between his knees, looking abject as
can be. “Have you had chance to think about us getting back together?”

Looked at him and thought, Oh cripes.

Had gone off him anyway, with his request for “space” and his indig-
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nation that I hadn’t stalked him, but now that feelings for Paddy had re-
vived, all residue of lust for Jake had dissolved like footprints in sand.

Horrors—no longer thought he was most good-looking man on planet
Earth. Actually thought he looked—terrible thing to say about another
human being—slightly deformed. That mouth. Not sexy. No. Instead
looked like lip augmentation procedure had gone wrong. Too much puff-
ing and pouting, as though stung by wasp on bottom lip.

Simultaneously discovered had gone off his odor. Previous to this had
enjoyed his natural unwashed smell, it had seemed authentic, unapolo-
getic, and yes, manly. But now faint studenty miasma of unwashed socks
hung around him like cloud.

He pulled me to him and said, “Please, Lola,” at same time as slipping
his hand beneath the waistband of my pajamas. Recoiled! Bum skin
goose-bumped with desire to not be manhandled by him, and prospect of
multipositioned sex no longer seemed remotely inviting.

Jake pressed his erect boyo at me through thin fabric of my pajamas
and whispered, “See how much I want you.”

Gak! Yes, gak! Even I was surprised it was that bad. He took my hand
to rub against his mickey, but I stepped away from him, freeing my bot-
tom from shuddery revoltingness of his hand-feel. His expression was one
of great surprise. I looked into his silvery eyes and thought, What peculiar
color for eyes. What is wrong with brown or hazel?

“You not want me to touch you, Lola?” he asked.

Saw the confused boy in the body of a man and had moment of cold
realization. Knew had to be brutally honest with him. Otherwise would
end up sleeping with him, out of kindness, and my skin and soul were
curdling at such a scenario.

“Jake,” I said. “Am very sorry, but it’s a no-go, you and me. Was fun
but let’s just leave it at that.”

“Admit have been stupid fucker,” he said. “But have apologized and
am willing to change.”

“No need,” I said. “Is pointless. There is someone else. Another
man.”

“You have met someone else already?”

“No, no. Someone else all along.”

“Thanks for telling me!”
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“But it was only bit of fun, you and me! That’s what you thought
too!”

“Yes, but didn’t realize was going to fall for you.”

Exasperated. “Is hardly my fault.”

“Very mature, Lola!” He had turned sneery. “Very responsible.”

“But if had fallen for you and you hadn’t fallen for me, you would tell
me, ‘it was just bit of fun, sorry you have fallen in love with me, now
sling your hook.”” Was true. Had happened to me often enough with
other men.

Tired now. “Jake, look! Tide is in! You must go surfing.”

He looked out window. Easily distractible, thank God. Like jingling a
lead at a dog and shouting, “Walkies, walkies!”

“Okay, am going,” he said. “But you will change your mind.”

“Won't.” Tried to sound kindly. “Swear to you I won't.”

Once got rid of Jake, returned to phone vigil. Ten A M. on the button,
phone rang. But still not Paddy! This time, Treese, sounding grim.

“Heard about your late-night phone from de Courcy. Listen to me,
Lola.” Tone low and angry. “You make sure you get back with that surf
boy.”

“Too late, Treese, have just shown him the door.” Chirpy.

She moaned with—it sounded like—despair. “Paddy de Courcy ruins
everything for you.”

“What he ruin?” Was actually curious.

“Apart from your career and your sanity? He almost ruined your
friendship with me, Bridie, and Jem.”

“ .. What? ... How?” Frightened. Where did this come from?

Treese sighed. “We never saw you. You stopped coming out with us.
You were always with him. Or—worse—waiting for him.”

Oh yes, this was familiar. Had heard it before. ““Yes, but, Treese—"

“I know, Lola, yes, know he worked long, unpredictable hours. If I had
latrine for every time you told me that, every home in Malawi would have
full sanitation. But he didn’t see you every night, did he?”

“. .. Not every single one.”

“But you made yourself available every night for him?”

Uncomfortably I said, “You know what it’s like when you're in love.”

“Yes. Do.” She meant Vincent (gak). “And I still see my friends.”
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“But, Treese, Paddy is politician. Session in Dail can go on very late.
No idea when will end.”

“All more reason for you to make own arrangements for nights when
he can’t commit.”

“No, all more reason to be ready to see him at end of his long, stressful
day.”
“You've been brainwashed.”
Stunned by her harshness. Frankly, stunned. Said as much.
“Lola, we've been so worried about you. Getting free of him is the best

thing that’s ever happened to you.”

Shaken after hostile call from Treese. Returned to gazing at phone, urg-
ing it to ring.

Morning elapsed without call from Paddy. Of course Jem rang.

“Bringing up the rear,” he said. “Urging you, at Bridie’s behest, to
have sense.”

At 1:17, wondered if had misunderstood arrangement with Paddy.
Perhaps we had agreed that I was to ring him, not him ring me. (Of
course, knew the truth. Am not stupid. Merely delusional.) Tried his
mobile, land line, office line.

Voice mail, voice mail, voice mail.

And all feeling horribly familiar.

Paddy didn't call that day. Or the next day. Or the next day. Or the
next day. I gave up trying to contact him.

Admitted unpalatable truth to self. Bridie had been right. It had been
a booty call.

Tried but couldn’t reachieve that magic state that had facilitated call in
first place—Paddy would ring me only if I didn’t care about him. But as
long as I wanted him to ring, it meant I cared about him, therefore he
would not call. Universe can be perplexing:

Yes, eventually did succumb to strong doses of vitamin B—dispatched
Boss to Ennistymon with detailed list. Not that said vitamins did any
good. Still leaped like scalded cat each and every time the phone chir-
ruped.

Other interesting behavior from universe—as though seeking to
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demonstrate how unattractive unrequited love was, Jake became ob-
sessed with winning me back. He kept showing up at the house, urging
that we should “try again.”

“But Jake, this is crazy,” I kept saying. “You weren’t even that into

i3}

me.

“I know.”

“Am not even your type.”

“I know.”

“Am not as good looking as your other girlfriends.”

“I know.”

“Or as good in bed.” (Had taken guess on this.)

“I know.”

“So why you want me?”’

“Because [ do.”

He made charming picture of good-looking anguish, but my heart was
cold as stone in my chest. Jake was spoiled, immature, had always had life
too easy, and wanted me only because couldn’t have me.

Good for him, bit of disappointment. Character-forming. I mean, look
at me, character very formed.

I pitied him. But was 100 percent certain that if [ suddenly exclaimed
“Right you are, Jake, you've persuaded me! Let’s be boyfriend and girl-
friend again and be mad about each other and have sex all night long and
buy a nice lamp and feed each other with our fingers,” we would have
three happy days before he would turn moody on me and let himself be
coaxed into admitting, “It’s just not right, Lola.”

Do not relish causing him pain. But if it’s a choice between him and
me, am afraid that the surf boy gets it.

11:04 pm. THORSDAY, DECEMBER 11, RETURN FROM TRIP
DOWN MEMORY LANE. PHONE STILL RINGING.
SarahJane Hutchinson. Why she calling so late?

“Great news, Lola! Have scored major coup. Zara Kaletsky will be
keynote speaker at my charity. Know what you're thinking, Lola, you're
thinking, Zara Kaletsky is nobody.”

Correct. Zara extremely nice girl, but in celebrity terms, could not get

arrested.
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“Have inside-track knowledge. Zara Kaletsky just been cast in new
Spielberg blockbuster. Starring role. Jermond”—SarahJane’s new beau—
“involved in the financing. I have Zara on board before movie press re-
lease even been issued. Just been speaking with her in L.A. She is hot, hot,
hot, and she is mine, mine, mine. All those other bitches will have to bow
down before me!”

Was glad. Glad for SarahJane. Also very glad for Zara.

“She live in L.A. now? Thought she moved to South Africa?”

“Oh, God no! Bel Air, Bel Air! Need you to fabulize us both for the
lunch. Need something extra special. Only ten weeks away. Put your
thinking cap on!”

7:04 Am. FRIDAY, DECEMBER 12
Awoken by frenzied banging on front door. Incorporated it into my dream
for as long as possible, then gave in and got up. Who was calling at this
early hour?

Probably Jake to tell me how much he loves me. Usually is. Is bloody
ridiculous. Is seven A.M.

Pounded down stairs and wrenched door open.

Yes, Jake standing there, exuding wild defiance. Time was when |
would have been stunned by his beauty. Now all could think was, I wish
he would

A) put bag of frozen peas on his lips to stop the swelling
B) wash himself
C) piss off

“Had sex with Jaz last night,” he declared, flecks of spittle around his
mouth. “What you make of that?”

“Good, marvelous, excellent.”

“You are glad?”

“Thrilled. Nice to see you are moving on.”

He turned away, the picture of misery.

I almost had door closed when he turned back and yelled, “You are

shallow bitch.”
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Oh, abuse, now, was it?
A sign that he was healing. Like when a cut starts to itch.

12:19 pm. THE OAK.
“Morning, Lola,” Osama said. “Keeping well?”

“Good, yes, and you?”

“Terrific, thanks!”

“Excellent, yes, excellent!”

We smiled brightly at each other.

Quite honestly, relations with O’ Prune Eyes have been a little awk-
ward since he joined us for trannie night. He came only once and couldn’t
be persuaded to return, claiming it was due to caliber of movies. Has re-
sumed his solo trips to the pictures in Ennis on Friday nights. In mean-
time, continues to be perfectly delightful barman and still laughs when I
inquire, “Is it lumpy?” about soup of the day—but perhaps not quite as
heartily as he used to.

I looked around for a seat. Only other customers in pub were Consid-
ine and the ferret. Unusual to see them—Considine usually at work on a
Friday. He and the ferret embroiled in intense-looking chat.

Considine spotted me. “Lola,” he called. “Join us.”

Reluctant to. Quite shy around Considine and had never been intro-
duced to Gillian the ferret.

But obliged to sit down and shake hand of Gillian, who looked exactly
like cartoon ferret. How talented cartoonists are. They can take any
creature—dingoes, bulls, ferrets—and while retaining distinctive fea-
tures, can render them cute. Gillian really very pretty. But, yes, undeni-
ably like a ferret.

“How are you, Lola?” Considine asked.

“Top-notch.” Do not know what it is but have uncontrollable impulse
for sarcasm every time meet him. “Yourself?”

“Top-notch also.” Yes, him also sarcastic.

Gillian spoke up. “Lola, Rossa would like to ask favor.”

And I'm thinking, Oh mother of sweet suffering Jesus, what now? Is it
not enough that I give my home over to trannies one night out of every

seven? What more do they want?
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“Go on.” Gillian urged Rossa.

“Can I borrow your plunger?”

“You mean coffee plunger?” I asked.

“No,” Gillian said. “Other one. Am having problem with plumb-
ing.”

“Euphemism for girly innards?”

“God no. House plumbing.”

(She tried to explain. Something to do with “drains.” Cannot supply
further info. Whenever hear the word “drains,” momentarily black out.)

“Plunger under your sink,” Rossa said. “Borrowed once before from
Tim Twoomey.”

Handed him key to the house. “Go. Take the wretched appliance. Do
what you need to do. Return it to where you found it. But please do not
involve me because will faint.”

Off he went, leaving Gillian and me alone.

“He should be at work,” she said. “He took day off to help me.”

“Kindly of him.”

More silence. Then she said, “Is wonderful thing you are doing.”

Not entirely sure what she was referring to. The plunger? The Friday
nights?

“Is great outlet for Rossa. Or should I say Chloe?”

“Er, yes. And you don’t mind—"

“Worse things he could be doing.”

Impressive girl. Riddled with sangfroid. “The pity is,” she said, “that
I'm no use to him. I live in jeans and don’t wear scrap of makeup.”

Yes, her ferrety little fizzog free of all artificial unguents.

“Is funny,” I remarked. “He makes far better looking woman than he
does man.”

“Oh yes?” Smile fading. Expression faintly huffy. “You not think
Rossa is good-looking man?”

Cripes! Had just insulted her boyfriend!

“Of course is good-looking man. Simply meant is more groomed as a
woman. Must go. Have urgent appointment in Galway.”

Luckily, actually had urgent appointment in Galway, as would have
driven the seventy miles to Eyre Square (center of Galway) simply to ex-

tricate self from awkward situation.
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2:30 Pm. BIG, SHINY AMERICAN BANK. GALWAY.

Getting little bits and pieces of styling work. This job had come from un-
expected source—Nkechi. She didn’t want to drive from Dublin and I
was in locality. Suited us both.

Female CEO was getting head-and-shoulders taken for company pro-
spectus. Brief was to make her look warm, efficient, steely, feminine, ap-
proachable, hardworking, humorous, and deadly.

Easy.

(All about the accessories.)

6:39 pm. TERRIBLE BLOODY TRAFFIC. FRIDAY NIGHT

EXODUS FROM GALWAY. AFRAID I'D BE LATE FOR TRANNIES.
Finally reached home and jumped from car only to discover had no house
key! Limbo-danced under wire fence to Rossa Considine.

“Key.” He jingled it at me. “Replaced plunger under your sink. Much
obliged.”

“Cease and desist from further details. That sort of thing gives me the
heebie-jeebies.”

“Hey, Considine!” Some sort of ruckus out by front gate! Someone
shouting from darkness beyond the house. “Listen, dude, don’t bother,
right? She’s just a tease, yeah?”

Startled, Rossa and I strained our eyes at the blackness, where the
voice had come from. Jake walked into pool of light spread from the front
door, like denouement in bad thriller.

He looked at me and sneered. “You didn’t hang around. Won't be long
now before you've slept with every man in Knockavoy.”

“Let her alone,” Rossa said, low and quiet. “Only borrowed her
plunger.”

“Yeah.” Jake laughed nastily. “She let me borrow her plunger for a
while too.”

“Now, just a—" Rossa said.

“Stop,” I said. “Don’t bother.”

Fascinating, that’s what it was—a master class in how not to win some-
one back. If there had been tiniest pocket of Jake-love remaining in my
heart, would have been erased forever by this lunacy.

“Should I walk back over with you?” Rossa asked me.
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“No, no, is only few yards. And you've to get ready for tonight.”
“But your man seems a bit . . . unhinged.”

“He’s harmless.”

“Would prefer to accompany you if it’s all the same.”

“But he will shout at us.”

“Sticks and stones.”

“Okay, I will wave the sticks—"

“—And I will throw the stones.”

SATURDAY, DECEMBER 13, 11:22 Am. PHONE CALL

FROM BRIDIE.

“Am rough as a badger’s arse,” she said hoarsely. “Christmas party last
night. You are lucky being self-employed—"

“Unemployed.”

“No need to endure Christmas party. Oh God, Lola, rough as a bad-
ger’s arse.”

“Where you hear that expression?”

“Telly. Good, isn’t it?”

“Yes, very.”

“Been thinking. About Paddy de Courcy. A man like him could get
booty call off anyone.”

“Your point, badger’s-arse woman?”

“He wasn’t ringing you for booty call.”

“For what then?” Was suspicious. Unlikely Bridie was going to say
“Because he still loves you.”

“Was keeping you sweet. On side.”

“Why Paddy need to keep me sweet?”

“You have stuff on him. Few weeks ago there was lots in papers about
that Dee Rossini and her sex life. She nearly had to resign. You could spill
the beans to papers about all that peculiar sex Paddy made you do. Would
be explosive sensation.”

“Wasn't peculiar sex.”

Moral high ground was mine because Bridie had recently admitted
terrible shameful secret. Since she got married, “relations” with Barry had
taken downward turn. He did end-of-year appraisal (he works in HR) and
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told her they had had sex only fifteen times in previous calendar
year—once a month, plus extra go on his birthday, their anniversary, and
the day Kildare won All-Ireland football championship. (Strange as nei-
ther of them Kildare fans. Perhaps it is bypass related?)

“Oh yes, was peculiar sex, Lola. I admit that at the time, I felt like
sexual dullard compared to you. But looking back . . . Not a lot of love in
that sort of sex you had with Paddy de Courcy. And bet you didn't tell me
half of what went on.”

Startled. Bridie been taking mind-reading lessons?

“He said he missed me.” Clutching at straws.

“Course he missed you! Alicia the horse unlikely to indulge his need
for kinky sex.”

“Not kinky. Erotic.

“Kinky. Kinky, kinky, kinky.”

Bridie strongest-willed person have ever met.

3:27 pm. ROSSA CONSIDINE OUTSIDE HIS HOUSE
“TINKERING” WITH HIS CAR.
“Hey,” I called to him.

“Hey, yourself.”

“How come you not down in caves like peculiar person?”

“Going tomorrow instead.”

“Right. Listen. Been thinking.”

“About . . . ?” He got up from his tinkering and walked out to meet
me on road.

“Soon be Christmas. We should have Christmas party. Our Friday
night gang.”

“What’s brought this on? Thought you were reluctant participant in
cross-dressing—sorry, trannie activities.”

“Am. But was talking to my friend Bridie. She had Christmas party
last night. Kept saying she was rough as a badger’s arse. Was taken with
the phrase.”

“You can get drunk any night of week.”

“Need an excuse. If start getting drunk without needing excuse, am
afraid will be drunk all the time.”
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“So what you thinking of?”

“Tuesday after next? Is day before Christmas Eve.”

“What you doing for Christmas?”

“Going to Birmingham for four days. My dad lives there. Then going
to Edinburgh with friends Bridie and Treese for New Year. Won't be back
to Knockavoy until fourth of January, so we better have party Tuesday
twenty-third. Any later is too late. I can organize mince pies, mulled
wine, crackers, that sort of thing.”

“But would cause extra work for you. Let me discuss it with the others.”

The trannies had formed some sort of informal network where they
contacted each other by e-mail during the week. I was not party to it. Was
glad.

“Shallow bitch!”

It was Jake. Had appeared from nowhere and was going past on a bi-
cycle. Was not sure which was most disconcerting, his sudden appearance
or the fact that he was on bicycle. (Being on bike did nothing for his sex
appeal. He was definitely not bicycle person. Few people are.)

“Yes shallow, but not a bitch,” I shouted after him.

Realized he couldn’t hear me, but needed to defend self, so turned to
Rossa Considine.

“Am not a bitch,” I said. “Was on rebound.”

“Why you say you're shallow?”

“Because of my job. Everyone says stylists shallow morons. Once
heard great phrase—cocaine is God’s way of telling you you have too
much money. Likewise, when enough styling jobs to keep all stylists with
roof over head, a country has perhaps become too prosperous.”

“So you getting plenty work at moment?”

“Oh no, but that is my fault. Have lovely client, SarahJane Hutchin-
son, she referred new client to me, but I couldn’t go to Dublin, so lost new
client.”

“Why couldn’t you go to Dublin? Apart from it being total kip of a
place?”

“Because ex-boyfriend lives there. Last time I went, saw him with his
horse-faced fiancée. Almost puked in the street, and that was the least bad

thing that went wrong.”
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“So just operate out of County Clare.”

I shook head. “West-coast styling never going to be as effective. Most
rich women live in Dublin. Most of good shops are in Dublin. Yes, can get
things couriered to here, but is lot more expensive than when I physically
run around the good Dublin shops, filling up wheely bags with top-notch
stock.”

“I'see.”

“Styling is fear-filled job at the best of times. Yes, honestly, Rossa Con-
sidine. Can see from your face you are not convinced. Obviously is not as
important as the job you do. But to the people I help, is important.”

“Hey, who you telling? I know value of what you do, Lola.”

Looked hard at him. “Sarcasm, Rossa Considine?”

He sighed heavily. “Not sarcasm. Tell me more of fear side of job.”

“Wee . . . ell, if I turn up at session and discover have misread client’s
desires or she has lied about size—always happens, they say size ten be-
cause too ashamed to admit size fourteen—there is no room to maneuver.
In Dublin could run out and get more clothes, but down here, if mistake is
made, no opportunity to remedy it. We are stuck with wrong clothes and
the session is disaster.”

“See your point.” Thoughtful, interested look on his face. Unusual
response. Well, suppose he is a trannie.

“Cripes, Rossa, better go home, all sensation gone from my feet.”

We had been standing in the cold for ages.

“You like come in for cup of tea or something?”

“Oh no, no.” Suddenly shy.

MONDAY, DECEMBER 15, 7:29 pm. MRS. BUTTERLY'S.
Heartwarming news, courtesy of Mrs. Butterly! Osama no longer alone.
On Friday nights, he will be accompanied to pictures in Ennis by Ferret
Kilbert. She has car and will drive him, so he doesn’t have to get bus.
Also, it will give her something to do while her boyfriend is dressing up in
women’s clothing. (Although Mrs. Butterly didn’t say that. That was own
private thought.)
Community spirit in action.
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7:07 pm. GOING DOWN THE TOWN FOR MY DINNER.
Rossa Considine arriving home from work. He called out to me, “Opera-

tion Badger’s Arse coming together nicely!”

“Good, good.”

FRIDAY, DECEMBER, 19

Rossa Considine had lied to me! Operation Badger’s Arse not com-
ing together nicely at all! Operation Badger’s Arse been hijacked by
Natasha.

“Don’t want to spend our Christmas party stuck here watching It’s a
Wonderful Life and eating fruitcake,” she said, with fox-featured defiance.
“We want to go out dancing.”

“A little sanity, Natasha, I beg of you!” I cried. “We'll be lynched in
Baccarat.” (Baccarat the local disco.)

“No.” Natasha shook head. “I know venue that is ‘sympathetic’ to our
needs. In Limerick.”

“And the problemis . .. ?”

“We need minivan. Someone needs to be designated driver.”

“I'll do it,” Chloe said. (This week wearing unbelievably stylish
halter-neck dress. From Topshop! Ordinary woman’s dress, simply size
eighteen.)

“No, you won't drive,” Natasha snapped. “Is our Christmas party, us
ladies, and if Lola won’t drive, Lola might find difficulty with local wel-
fare payments.”

“Is blackmail!” Chloe was scandalized. “Natasha, Lola was the one
who suggested Christmas party in the first place!”

But Natasha had filled other trannies’ heads with talk of a disco where
they could dance freely with their own kind.

“Please, Lola?” Blanche said. “Would love to go.”

“Yes, would love to go,” Sue said.

“Will do it,” said grumpily. These bloody trannies . . .

“No, Lola,” Chloe protested.

“Is okay,” I said to her. “Is my vocation. Will do it.”

“Was joking when said you had vocation.”

“But it seems to be truth. Saint Lola of the Trannies.”

“Cross-dressers,” Natasha snapped.
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“Trannies, trannies, trannies, trannies, trannies.” Was in no mood.
“Shut up or I won't drive the van.”

“Excuse—!"

“Could T suggest solution of sorts?” Chloe trying to restore calm.
“Lola, we could go out another night. Locally, so no need for driver. After
Christmas? When you back from Birmingham. Pour drink into you and
get you rough as badger’s arse. Doesn't have to be with the ladies from
here. Could be with other Knockavoy pals of yours.”

“Like who?”

“The surfer? Jake, is that his name?” Twinkle in Chloe’s eyes.

“Yes, we could invite Jake.” Laughter bubbling in stomach.

“He could stand on far side of pub—"

“—and shout at us.”

Dissolving into laughter while Natasha looked on coldly.

10:13 pm. EVERYONE GONE EXCEPT CHLOE.
Habit now for Chloe to stay behind, after others have gone, to help me
clear up.

“You think Noel’s wife really believes he’s out with the lads every Fri-
day night?” I asked, tipping uneaten savory snacks into bin.

“Hard to say. Maybe easier for her to just pretend to believe.”

“You're lucky,” I said. “Gillian really cool. Not at all bothered.”

“Very lucky,” Chloe acknowledged, following me into kitchen. “Gil-
lian remarkably easygoing. She says if she had choice, would prefer me to
give up cave-diving. Too dangerous, she says.”

Chloe squirted washing-up liquid over dirty glasses, then out of blue,
asked, “You ever have cross-dressing boyfriend?”

Pause. Long pause. Too long because answer was a short one.

“No,” I said. “But . . .”

“But ...

“ .. Had a boyfriend who had other . . . interests.”

Chloe stopped running hot water into sink. “Interests?”

“You know . . . sexually.”

Careful face on Chloe. No readable reaction. “That sort of thing is
fine,” she said. “If you enjoy it.”

“Was . . . interesting. Is good to push your boundaries, no?”
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“Yes . . . if you are both happy.”

Had unexpected flash of memory. The time Paddy took me to Cannes.
Private plane. Limo to meet us at bottom of steps. Massive suite in Hotel
Martinique. On arrival, bed strewn with stiff carrier bags from expensive
shops on the Croisette. Me, running about from room to room, squealing,
until came face-to-face with beautiful, cold-faced Russian woman in
Chanel suit, waiting in living room.

What she doing here? For short-lived moment, thought she might be
secretary. Paddy might have to do some work over weekend.

Then he said, “This is Alexia. She is going to be our . . . friend . . .
while we're here in Cannes.”

Friend? Friend?

Oh, no. And Paddy said, with wolfish grin, “Oh, yes.”

Felt rush of nausea and chill down arms as [ remembered.

“Lola, you okay?” Chloe asked, concern in voice.

“Yes, fine, fine, just . . . that boyfriend I mentioned . . .”

“ .. Yes...

“ .. He made me have sex with a prostitute. Russian one. Then he
had sex with her and I had to watch.”

“ .. Er...and you were okay about it?”

“At the time, thought I was.”

“But now?”

“No.” Voice choked and whole body trembling. “All of sudden, think
it’s appalling. Shameful. Humiliating. Can't believe I did it. Not pushing
boundaries. Not being sexual adventurer. Simply let myself be humili-
ated.” Voice getting higher and faster. Gasping for air.

“Come and sit down.”

In living room, she took me on her lap, like mother with small child,
and held me so tightly that I eventually stopped shaking. I grabbed air
with my mouth, forced in down into lungs, until breathing became nor-
mal again. Leaned against her, great, great comfort in the way she held
my weight, and I thought, How nice and big her hands are.

“Could have refused him.” I gulped. “Suppose I should have.”

“But you couldn’t. Because if you could, you would have.”

“Yes. Yes.” So grateful she understood. “Was afraid to. Afraid he



TLis Cl’lqrming Man 361

would . . . mock me. Afraid he would not love me. Afraid ... just
afraid.”

There were other times, other terrible things too. Didn’t know why
that particular event was so outlandish that it had to rush up from my gut
and out of my mouth.

12:44 am. IN BED. COUOLDN'T SLEEP
Thinking about admission had made to Chloe. About how having a
threesome with a prostitute had seemed almost normal.

But now didn’t seem normal. Seemed sick and strange.

In fact, obvious to me now that right from beginning sex with Paddy
had been sick and strange. Imagine that [ had thought being taken to
sex shop on first date was erotic! Saw now that it was a test. He was
checking me out, to see how much I'd take. And he decided I'd take
anything.

Even though went through with the business in Cannes, I must have
known it was wrong because had never told anyone else about it. Time
was when I had boasted about sexual shenanigans I got up to with
Paddy.

But point came when I had stopped telling Bridie and the others. Had
detected change in their attitude. They'd stopped being impressed and
jealous and were becoming something else. Concerned, I think.

8:33 AM. SATURDAY, DECEMBER, 20, EN ROUTE TO
CHRISTMAS PARTY STYLING JOB IN TIPPERARY.
Rossa Considine getting ropes and that sort of stuff out of car trunk.

He came over to dividing fence and asked, “How you today?” Very
kindly expression on face, and for moment I wondered why. Had forgot-
ten that had told him about Paddy and Alexia. Because, of course, hadn’t
told him. Had told Chloe.

Felt angry that he knew. As if Chloe had broken confidence and told
him, like Rossa was her twin brother.

“Good. Must go now.”

He could keep his sympathy and kindly eyes and all the rest of it. If I had

wanted kindness off of Rossa Considine, would have told Rossa Considine.
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7:17 pm. PASSING THE DUNGEON.
“Ho, Lola Daly, a word if you please!” Boss on the lookout for me.

Stepped inside, accepted quick drink.

“Is it true,” Boss demanded, “that Ferret-Face Kilbert is keeping
Osama company on Friday nights while rest of ye are running around
wearing ladies’ clothing?”

Aghast! Utterly aghast! “How you know about ladies’ clothing? Is
meant to be secret.”

“No secrets in town like this, Lola Daly. Not for long. Never really
believed your revenge-clothing movie club story, so last night, spied
on ye. The three of us hid outside and looked through windows. Sur-
prised you didn’t hear us laughing, the screeches that were coming out
of us.”

“Almost slipped another disc,” the Master said, “laughed so much.”

Cripes above!

“Am hurted you didn’t trust me, Lola,” Boss said. “Thought we were
friends—"

“Are friends, Boss, yes, we are friends.” Shamed. Has been kind to
me, bullying me to get dole, buying vitamin B capsules, etc. “But not my
secret to give away.”

“Know exactly who every one of your ‘ladies’ are. Ran check on license
plates.” Tipped his head at Moss. “Moss is ‘connected’ that way. Found
out names and addresses.”

Oh God. If Noel knew that his Friday night activities were public
knowledge, he would have conniption (whatever that is).

Laid my hand on Boss’s arm, not something would usually do, except
in time of crisis. “You mustn't tell anyone,” I beseeched. “I beg of you . . .
These poor men . . . it’s only outlet they have.”

“Who would I tell?”

“Everyone, of course!”

“Sure, what harm are ye doing? Not like ye're making snuff movies up
there. And haven't you given the rest of us great ol’ laugh.”

“Cease and desist. No laughing at the trannies!”

“Actually,” the Master said, in pompous, pompous voice, indicating

incoming lecture, “incorrect to call them trannies as none of them gay.”
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Long dissertation from the Master on sexuality and cross-dressing
ensued.

SUNDAY, DECEMBER 21, 8:47 pm. THE OAK.

Although Sunday night, place thronged. Festive season doubtless to
blame. Had to wait ages for my non-lumpy soup of the day. Poor Osama
run off his Egyptian feet.

Considine in the thick of large cluster of macho men, wearing sizable
muddy boots, sitting with muscular legs wide apart and dwarfing pint
glasses in their manly hands. His cave-diving buddies, I deduced. If only
they knew what Considine got up to on Friday nights . . . But perhaps
they did. After all, Gillian knew.

Rival cluster of surfy people, including Jake. Braced self for abuse,
but he ignored me. Too busy doing elaborate tongue-kissing with Jaz. Jaz
was the tattoo girl from party in surf boys’ house all those weeks ago.
The one who'd said to me, “Remember my name,” and I had promptly
forgotten it.

Jake gave me sneery sneer, then increased snogging intensity and slid
his hand under Jaz’s waistband, openly groping her left buttock.

I gave kindly smile. Hoped they’d be happy. Was horrified to discover
this wish was sincere.

How could I be so unaffected by seeing him with another woman?
Had he meant nothing to me? Was I numb, strange, damaged oddball
who would never have normal relationship again?

No. Reminded self, had been mad about Jake until he began display-
ing signs that he had plans to wreck my head.

Also, let’s not forget, had been on rebound.

MONDAY, DECEMBER 22, 5:05 Am. ONABLE TO SLEEP

WAITING FOR DAWN.

Memories of Paddy bothering me. Had actually been woken by them.
Tried to think of happier things—Operation Badger’s Arse coming

together nicely. Minivan booked from Gregan’s of Ennistymon. (“For all

your car-hire, pharmaceutical, and undertaking needs.” Catchy slogan.)

Chloe had organized it.
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But couldn’t lift mood. In blackness of predawn, felt lonely, lonely,
lonely, and wished could talk to Chloe. She had understood when had told
her about Paddy. No judging. Just kindness.

Incredibly strange situation. Chloe available to me only one night out
of every seven, like once-a-week Cinderella. And not as if could ring her
in the meantime or anything.

Closed eyes, trying to fight past bleakness and go back to sleep. But
couldn’t shift the terribleness.

“Mum?” I asked.

But instead of hearing her, a horrible Paddy memory flashed into
head.

“Mum?” I called again. But the awful pictures in head insisted on
playing themselves out.

Had been sick with severe flu sort of virus. So unwell that I was stay-
ing in Paddy’s apartment for few days until was better. In mornings
before he left for work, he dosed me, then same again when he got home
at night.

One of those nights, heard him come in. He turned on lights and woke
me from sweaty, delerium-style sleep in which had been dreaming about
walking through enormous house, looking for bathroom. Half awake, re-
alized wees needed to be made, and after few moments of desperately
wishing had colostomy bag, forced self from roasting-hot sheets and into
bathroom.

Wias sitting on toilet, my forehead leaning against cool of tiled wall,
when saw that Paddy had followed me in.

No big deal. From very start, he’d insisted on bathroom open-door
policy. Never really got used to it, but considering everything else we got
up to, insisting on privacy to make my wees seemed pointless.

“How you feeling?”” he asked.

“Sick as dog. How your day?”

“Ah, you know.”

I got up, flushed, ran hands under deliciously cold tap, and when tried
to return to bedroom, Paddy blocked my way.

“What?” I asked.

“You.” He pressed my back against rim of sink.

He couldn’t be . . . In my condition . . . ?
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But hardness of his erection through his trousers left me in no
doubt—yes, he was looking for sex.

I could hardly stand.

His hands were on my shoulders and he was kissing side of my neck.
“Paddy,” I said. “Not now, don't feel able.”

He slid palms of his hands under my pajama top and tweaked each
nipple into erectness. Had to bite back urge to scream.

In a moment, his lad was out and he was tugging at my pajama bot-
toms. My still-erect nipples were rubbing against nubby pajama fabric
and the sensation made me want to tear at my skin. “No,” I said, louder
this time. “Paddy, I'm sick.”

Tried to twist away from under his grasp but he was so much stronger
than me. “Paddy.” Louder this time. “I don’t want to do this.” But my pa-
jama bottoms were yanked down to my knees, my thighs goose-pimpling
at the air, and Paddy was shoving his way up into me despite my dry resis-
tance. It hurt. Short brutal thrusts, each one accompanied by a grunt.

“Please—"

“Shut. Up.” Ground out between clenched teeth.

Instantly I stopped struggling and let him batter his way into me, the
rim of the sink digging painfully into my back.

The grunts got louder, the thrusts became more like stabs, then he was
shuddering and groaning. He went slack, draping his body over mine, so
that my face was buried in his chest. Could barely breathe. But didn’t
complain. Waited for him to do whatever he needed. After some time had
passed, he pulled himself out and smiled tenderly at me. “Let’s get you
back to bed,” he said.

I'd stumbled toward the bedroom, and because hadn’t known what to
think, decided it was better to think nothing. Day or two later, I'd decided
his behavior was understandable. Because had always gone along with the
kinky stuff, he must have thought my sex drive was as high as his and not

even a bout of flu would diminish it.

TOESDAY, DECEMBER 22, 7:30 pm.
Chloe arrived. Gave me hug. Since had spilled the beans about Paddy and
the Russian prostitute, seemed natural to hug.

“Am early,” she said. “Hope you don’t mind. Just wanted to check you
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still okay to drive tonight. Confident about route etc.? Can go away and
come back at eight thirty when others arrive, if you like.”

“No, come 1n, come in.”

“How you feel?” she asked. “After the stuff you told me on Friday?
Hope you weren’t embarrassed? Or sorry you told me?”

“No, Chloe. Actually remembered other stuff.”

Then was telling her, about the time had the flu. Then other memories
came spilling out.

Chloe kind. Didn’t say “Why you not just leave him?” Didn’t ask any-
thing frightening or unanswerable. Just listened and held me tight and let

me cry.

9:15 PM.
Operation Badger’s Arse officially launched. Natasha, Blanche, Chloe, and
Sue all seated in minivan, Chloe in front beside me. Everyone in their daz-

zling finery. Was feeling considerably cheerier. Cannot beat a good cry.

10:30 pM. CLUB HQ, LIMERICK.
Parked the minivan. Piled out into parking lot. Mood high-strung. Com-
bination of anticipation and anxiety.

This would be first public outing as a lady for all of them (except for
Chloe, who had done it many times in Seattle). What if Natasha had her
information wrong and this Club HQ was simply normal, trannie-free
disco? We would not walk out alive.

But from caliber of other women in parking lot making their way
toward club entrance—adjusting wigs and private parts, saying, “Oh
shite,” in male-sounding voices as they went over on their ankles because
of height of their heels—I deduced we were in right place.

“Come on.” Chloe and I strutted forward, the others falling in behind
us, and were graciously granted admission.

Small, dimly lit place. Glitter ball. Bubbles of moving color on walls.
Loud music. Thronged with glamorous-looking women and happy-
looking men.

“Hello, sexy,” one of the happy-looking men said to Natasha. “I love
redheads. I bet you've some temper on you. Like to dance?”

“Why not?” Natasha said—and off she went.
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We were barely in the door!

No time later, Blanche was swept away.

Sue, Chloe, and I found a ledge to balance our sticky pink drinks on.
Stared out at dance floor. Some cross-dressers looked like real women.

“Because they are,” Chloe shouted above the music. “Wags. Wives
and girlfriends of cross-dressers, who come to be supportive.”

Fascinated, [ was. Had thought every woman would be revolted by her
man dressing up in ladies’ clothing. Because I found it repulsive, I sup-
pose. Not repulsive per se. But repulsive in man I was having relationship
with. How could I ever find him sexy again if caught him wearing pink
frilly knickers?

“Incoming bloke,” I yelled into Chloe’s ear. “Will ask you to dance.”

But he didn’t. He selected Sue instead, and I was astonished. Chloe
was the only one of my girls who hadn’t yet been asked to dance and she
was easily the best looking and best dressed—in claret wraparound dress
with lustrous sheen, both sexy and stylish; zigzag patterned tights; and
ankle boots with stunning heels.

“You're giving off the wrong signals,” I yelled at her. “Sticking too
close to me. You go off and dance.”

“No, am grand—Jesus!” Chloe was staring in drop-jawed amazement
at dance floor. “Is that Sue?”

Stretched to see better. Jaw dropped just like Chloe’s. Couldn’t believe
what was seeing. Astonishing the talents we all carry inside of us! In one
life, Sue a taciturn, flat-cap-wearing, small-time potato farmer. But in this
one, she was spectacularly gifted dancer. Moving her body like shimmer-
ing mercury. Lithe, lissom, head going one way; shoulders going another.
Legs that normally looked scrawny as chicken’s were taut and defined in
shiny tights. Creating quite a stir out there.

“She really is grooving,” Chloe said with admiration.

“Who knew?”

Despite Chloe’s beauty no one approached her, and eventually she said,
“Let’s have a dance, Lola. Better than standing here like pair of idiots.”

“Okay.”

Fabulous dancer, Chloe. Great fun. Best time had had in ages.

Two admirers cut in on us, then cut out again very quickly when they

discovered I really was a woman.
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“What about her?” One of them jerked his thumb at Chloe.

“No, she’s aman.”
He stared doubtfully at Chloe. “Ah, lookit, we’ll leave yiz to it.”

2:07 Am. EVERYONE BACK IN MINIVAN. RETORNING HOME.
Mood high-pitched and excited. Babel of voices as stories exchanged
about admirers, the pleasure of being out in public as a woman, the many
compliments received. Everyone happy.

Despite it being two A.M., many cars on road. Christmas parties and
such-like.

Progress slow.

Progress slower.

Progress stopped altogether.

Queue of cars like evening rush hour. Glow of lights from up ahead.

“What's going on?”

Garda checkpoint! Sudden and terrible fear filled vehicle. Not because
[ was drunk—1I wasn’t. But was driving carload of trannies.

Knew what they were thinking—we would be hauled out of car, hands
on roof of vehicle, frisked in private places. Families would be informed.
Names leaked to press. We were sunk.

Turned to Chloe. Our eyes met. We both reached for map on floor.

“I'm doing U-turn,” I said, but she already knew.

“I'll navigate,” she said.

I put foot on pedal and did immediate and neat turn in road, then
whizzed back toward Limerick, away from the police. But we saw yet
another checkpoint up ahead.

We were trapped.

“No, no, no, no, no, no, no,” Natasha moaned.

“Have got so much to lose!”

“Need to get off main road,” Chloe said, poring over map.

As they squabbled in the back over who had the most to lose by expo-
sure, glow from the other checkpoint became visible in night sky. Traffic
beginning to slow.

“Shit.” I breathed.

“Lola,” Chloe said. “According to this, should be small road to left

coming up . . . it’s here! Here!”
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No signs to indicate small road, came upon it too suddenly, twisted
steering wheel sharply to left and, as made the turn, tires screeched loud
enough to alert cops who were standing in middle of road, lit by sodium
glow, like aliens emerging from spacecraft. Even as I plunged car into dark
side road, aware of them tensing and staring at us. Shouts filled the air.

“Fuck! They've seen us.”

“Just keep driving, Lola,” Chloe said in calm voice. “Right turn will
be coming in four hundred yards. Take that.”

“They're following us!” Sue cried.

“You serious?”

“Yes, yes! Two officers in a squad car.”

Shock so bad, actually felt myself lift and float. [ was in car chase with
police. How had this happened?

“They’ll know local roads better than us,” Sue said. “We're fucked.”

“Just keep driving, Lola,” Chloe kept repeating in calm, calm voice, as
I hurtled along narrow twisty potholed road in pitch-black. “Now, ladies,
listen to me. Shortly, we're going to pull in and the three of you are going
to get out. Quick as you can. Then hide yourselves. Lola and I will keep
driving and they’ll keep following us.” Hopefully, I could hear her think.
“We’ll come back when we can. Turn right here, Lola.”

My responses superfast. Terror is a marvelous thing. “Chloe, you get
out too.” Why should she stay with me and take the rap?

“No way am I leaving you on your own.”

“Oh my God, is that sirens I hear?”

Yes. Horrors. Even worse, could actually see the cops’ headlamps.
Countryside so dark that, depending on twist of road, at times they were
lighting my way.

“Okay, Lola,” Chloe said. “Get ready to pull in. Rest of you, prepare
to jump overboard.”

Road too narrow to conceal three trannies. Couldn’t see how throwing
them from car would save them. But had swerved into scooped-out en-
trance to something. Trannies tumbled out like skydivers. Doors slammed
shut. Pulled away in hail of gravel.

“What was that place?”

“Quarry.”

“How you know about it?”
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“On map.”

On map. “Jesus, most women can’t make head nor tail of maps. Squad
car still following?” But knew it was, because siren still wailing.

“Village coming up. We'll pull in?”

“Okay.”

“Remember, we have done nothing wrong. Okay, here we are, stop
here.”

Parked car beside darkened pub. Nervous. Peelers pulled up behind.
Two got out, looking very, very cross. Angriest-looking one ordered me,
“Get out of car.”

Chloe and I both got out. I asked, as innocent-sounding as possible,
“Is there problem, officer?”

“Why you drive away from road check?”

“What road check?”

Gave me knowing stare. Thought he had me on drunken driving.

“Why you not stop when you hear siren?”

“Did. Stopped at first safe spot.”

Another hard stare.

“Blow into straw,” milder-looking one told me, then they exchanged
spiteful smile, promising each other they would push for custodial sen-
tence for me.

To their great—and bitter—surprise, I passed Breathalyzer and they
couldn'’t get me on anything else. License clean. Car not registered as sto-
len. No dead bodies in trunk. No drugs in car. Just two girls on their way
home from night out dancing.

FIFTEEN MINOTES LATER
Policemen very reluctant to leave. Knew something was being hidden
from them, but they couldn’t nail it.

Slowly they got back into squad car, all the while giving me filthy
looks.

“You better make sure you never cross my path again, Ms. Daly,” an-
griest one said in farewell.

“And a happy Christmas to you too, officer.”

Beside me, heard Chloe snigger. (Have to admit, actually said it be-
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cause showing off in front of Chloe. If on my own, would have been far
more respectful.)

Engine started, lights on, exhaust pumping smoke, squad car left us.
Watched until it vanished from view, then I asked, “They gone?”

Chloe stared down dark road. Red rear lights had disappeared. Even
sound of car had stopped. Pure silence.

“They'’re gone.”

We'd got away with it.

We'd got away with it!

Suddenly fizzing with adrenaline, with joy, with relief, with pleasure at
having pulled a fast one.

“Chloe, you were brilliant! Turn right, pull in—"

“No, you were brilliant.”

“Left turn coming up—"

“And you just kept your cool and did it!”

“Thelma and Louise, that’s who we're like!”

Wanted to high-five her, hug her, pick her up in my arms and twirl her
around.

In the end, settled for snogging her.

grace

Casey Kaplan tore a sugar sachet open with his teeth.

“Gobshite,” I murmured, amazed—almost pleased—that Kaplan had
found yet another way to irritate me.

“Yeah, gobshite,” T. C. agreed. “What'’s wrong with using your fin-
gers?”

“I know this might sound mad,” I said in an undertone. “But I almost
enjoy hating him.”

“Me too.”

Kaplan’s desk was set a little way off from the cluster of Features, far

enough away for us to be able to bitch about him but close enough that we
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had to do it quietly. Discreetly we surveyed him tipping the sugar into his
coffee; then—we were agog—stirring it with a blue pen.

“Gobshite,” T. C. breathed.

“Yeah, gobshite,” I whispered. “What’s wrong with using a spoon?”

“He could just shout in to Coleman Brien to bring him one and Cole-
man would jump to it, probably offer to stir his coffee for him—"

“With his mickey—"

“Yeah, with his mickey—"

Suddenly Jacinta’s witchy face appeared between T. C. and me. “I hate
him too,” she hissed angrily, “but do some fucking work.”

Reluctantly I returned to my story, and when my mobile rang, a
thrill—small but nevertheless a thrill—lit me up like a power surge. Any
kind of diversion would do. I checked the number. Was it safe to answer?
Dickie McGuinness.

“McGuinness here.”

The static was so bad I could barely hear him. He sounded like he was
ringing from Mars. Which meant he was probably fifty yards down the
road in Dinnegans.

“Dickie, we miss you!”

Dickie had been “out on a story” since the start of the week. It must be
great working crime. So long as you came up with an exposé of ne’er-do-
wells a couple of times a year, you could spend the rest of your time enjoy-
ing a life of leisure.

“Grace, I've something for you.” Static fizzed on the line.

“I dread to think.” Dickie could be very vulgar, especially when he
had drink on him.

“Do youwant . . .” He dipped out of coverage. “. . . don’'t you?”

“What is it?”

“Do you want it or don’t you?”

“Yes, I said! What is1t?”

“The name of the person who paid the two characters to burn out your
car.”

My heart seized up in my chest and I pressed my phone so hard against
my ear that the cartilage clicked. Alerted by intuitive nosiness, T. C.
abandoned his typing to look at me.

“Are you listening?” Dickie demanded.
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“Yes!”

“Do you want it or don’t you?”

“Of course I fecking do!” Half the office jerked their heads around to
stare in my direction.

“AmI...ah...th...to...selfhere?”

“No Dickie, I'm here, it’s the line. Tell me.”

“John Crown.”

“Say it again.”

“John Crown. C-R-O-W-N. Like crown of thorns. John. J-O-H-N.
Like John the Baptist.”

“I've never heard of him.”

“ ..wah...nh... Salome”

“No. John Crown. I've never heard of John Crown.”

“Up there for...geh...buh...dancing” A great ball of static
roared on the line, then I was suddenly disconnected.

With clumsy hands I rang him right back and got a two-note,
high-pitched tone I'd never heard before. Maybe he really was on Mars.
I tried again and got the same noise. Then again. I stared at my phone,
wondering what was going on. Was I calling the wrong code? Was my
phone broken? Or was it simply the “Dickie effect”? He worked hard to
create an air of mystery around himself, and to be fair to him, he some-
times pulled it off.

“What'’s going on?” T. C. asked.

“Nothing.” I clicked off a quick text to Dickie asking him to call me.

“I will ask again.” T. C. bit out the words. “What’s going on?”

“Nothing.” I needed him to be quiet. My thoughts were racing. John
Crown? John Crown? Who was he? Did I know him? What had I done to
him? Had I written something bad about him? I searched in my head,
flicking back through all the stories I'd ever covered, but I couldn’t get any
matches.

My thighs were shaking and I planted my feet firmly on the carpet
tiles in an effort to stop them. Knowing the name of an individual who
hated me enough to set my car on fire was distressing in a way I couldn’t
ever remember feeling before. In the five weeks since Dickie had told me
that it hadn’t been an accident, I'd been in such deep shock I wasn’t sure I

believed it was true. The only time [ felt the fullness of my terror was in
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the early mornings—six mornings out of seven the fear was waking me at
5:30. However, learning this man’s name had brought the horror of it
right up against me. It was unavoidable—1I was petrified.

“It’s obviously not nothing,” T. C. persisted. “Do I look stupid?”

“Yes. Really stupid. Especially when you're doing a sudoku. You press
your tongue against your upper lip and we can see the funny black bits
under your tongue and you don'’t even know you're doing it.” I looked up
from examining my phone and made humble eye contact with him.
“Sorry, T. C.”

“Who’s John Crown?” Tara asked.

“Yeah, who's John Crown?” Most of the office had stopped smoking
for the new year, and as well as the narkiness, another feature of a nicotine-
starved workplace was a great hunger for entertainment.

“I don’t know.”

“You do!”

“Yes, you do!”

“Tell us, you do!”

Lorraine didn’t ask me anything; she’d buckled and resumed smoking
on January the third.

Joanne didn’t question me either. She’d never smoked in the first place.
(As people frequently observed, she’d never really fit in.)

“Your ear’s bright red,” T. C. observed. “It looks abnormal.”

Actually it was very painful. Could I have broken it? Can you break
your ear?

“Work!” Jacinta hissed like a goose. “All of you, work!”

“Can we get cake?” Tara asked.

“Oh yes! Please, Jacinta, cake!”

“No, no, we can’t bloody well get cake!”

I couldn’t work. The pressure in my head was building. John Crown?
Who was he? Why would he pay people to steal my car? Why would
some complete stranger do that to me? Perhaps it was a case of mistaken
identity? But how could I find out?

Without explaining myself, I slipped out of my seat and made my way
to the fire exit.

I needed some peace to think. And perhaps the cold air might calm

down my red ear.
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The fire escape—strewn with a thick carpet of cigarette butts—was
deserted. I sat on a metal step. The air was bone-cold and misty, and the
quiet roar of the city was all around me, but at least people weren'’t yelping
into my banjaxed ear about cake.

I took a deep breath and acknowledged something: Damien might
know who John Crown was. I could ask him. But something—and [ didn't
know what it was—was stopping me. The same something that had
stopped me from telling him what Dickie had originally told me—that
my car had been burned out deliberately. Usually I told Damien
everything—well, nearly everything, I mean he didn’t know that every
month just before my period I had to pluck three wiry whisker-style hairs
from around my mouth. Not that it was exactly a state secret—if he asked
me straight out about it, I wouldn't lie, but I wasn’t going to unilaterally
volunteer the information.

Anyway . . . I didn’'t know why I hadn't told him that someone had
had it in for me.

Maybe I was afraid that if he knew, it would make it real?

And it was real.

I started shaking again but at least this time I could blame it on the cold.

God, what a life. All this on top of me going out of my mind about
Marnie. Shortly after I'd last seen her, the worst-case scenario came to
pass: she’d lost her job; Nick had left her, taking the two girls with him;
and he’d put their lovely big house on the market. The only reason it
hadn’t sold yet was because we were in the depths of winter, but it wouldn’t

be January forever.

Christmas had been utterly miserable. Bid’s fourth bout of chemo had
finished on Christmas Eve but there was no way of telling if it was work-
ing. Apparently it didn’t bring about gradual healing, in fact it might have
no effect whatsoever until the very last dose on the very last day. Until she
had a scan after her final bout in February, no one would have a clue if she
was going to live or die.

Poor Ma and Dad were showing the strain, and it was sad to see, be-
cause Christmas usually energized Dad. He had a conspiracy theory that

got great airing every year, kicking off in early December. He would rant
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and rage at anyone who would listen that the Christian churches were in
cahoots with big business, compelling people to spend shedloads of
money on novelty socks and cranberry sauce and bottles of advocaat.

In other homes, you know it’s Christmas when the decorations come
down from the attic. In ours, Dad’s first conspiracy-theory rant declared
the season open.

But this year, apart from a half-hearted tirade on the uselessness of
potpourri, he barely bothered.

Marnie came to Ireland—without the kids, of course—and passed
through the “celebrations” like a whey-faced sleepwalker. Up to that point
I'd been able to prevent Ma and Dad from knowing about the drinking,
but if Marnie decided to go on a bout, there would be no way of keeping it
from them. The momentum of her drinking was so bad, she could end up
on the six o'clock news.

Perplexingly, though, she didn’t drink. Mind you, she didn’t eat or
sleep or speak either.

But I was tentatively hopeful. Perhaps she had finally come to the end.
Perhaps the shock of Nick leaving her had finally done it.

It was Damien who suggested that I ring Nick to apprise him of the
progress—but Nick was nothing like as pleased as [ was. “Ten days with-
out a drink? Not good enough. Needs to be a lot longer than that.”

“But Nick, if she had your support—"

“No, Grace, I can’t do it to the girls.”

“But—"

“No.”

[ didn’t like it but I sort of understood it.

I decided that when Marnie returned to London on December thirti-
eth, I would go with her to get her over the hump of New Year’s Eve. “In
fairness,” I said, “New Year’s Eve is enough to turn even the Dalai Lama
into a pisshead.”

Damien offered to come with us and I was tempted. I wanted to be
with him—it felt as though I'd barely seen him in weeks, even though I
had; after all, I lived with him—but having forced him to give up ciga-
rettes because of one member of my family, I thought it was pushing my
luck to ask him to babysit another of them. And on New Year’s Eve.

“Goout,” I urged. “Have fun, I'll be back in two days.”
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“I've had enough so-called fun to last me the rest of my life,” he said
gloomily. “But bad as Christmas is, New Year’s Eve is worse. [ hate it.”

“Who doesn’t? But whatever you get up to, it’s got to be better than
sitting in Marnie’s mausoleum drinking Appletise.”

“Juno’s having a party,” he said.

“Now why doesn’t that surprise me?” I said.

“I won't go if you don’t want,” Damien said. “I hate New Year’s Eve.
And I hate parties!”

I had to laugh—in order to pretend I wasn’t a possessive bunny-boiler.
But I couldn'’t sustain it. I burst out, “What’s Juno up to? Why has she
suddenly emerged from nowhere with her fecking DVD? Why is she so
mad keen to be friends with you? What’s her game?”

“There’s no game.”

It was a short, simple sentence, three to four words. So how had Damien
infused it with such defiance?

Or perhaps he hadn'’t.

“Well why do you want to see her?” I just couldn’t see the appeal.

“I'm not that bothered,” Damien said.

“Aren’'t you?”

“No. Really.”

“In that case, go with my blessing.”

So Marnie and I flew to London and the first thing I did was a trawl of the
house, where I found bottles of vodka in all kinds of hidey-holes. “Pour
them away,” Marnie said. “Get rid of them.”

Like I was going to suggest we drink them.

On New Year’s Eve we spent the afternoon with Daisy and Verity. We
tried our best, but Christ . . . Daisy’s glow had disappeared; from day one
she’d been a charming, beautiful child, and now she was flat and plain and
sullen. As for poor Verity, she was a ball of twitches and tics. They kept
asking—kept asking—why they didn't live with Marnie any longer and
when they’d be coming home. “Soon,” Marnie kept promising. “Soon.”

When Nick came for them, they both cried violently and I thought my
head would explode.

But their tears were like nothing compared to Marnie’s. She convulsed
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so long and hard that I actually wondered if I should try to get medical
help.

“All T ever wanted was to be a mother.” The words were wrenched
from her. “How did I let this happen? My children have been taken away
from me and it’s all my fault.”

“You just have to stop drinking,” I said. ““Then you'll get them back.”

“I know, I know, Grace, oh God, I know, and I just can’t understand
why [ keep . . . I'll tell you the most awful thing, Grace. All I want right
now is a drink.”

“Well, you're not getting one,” I said grimly. “Have a sausage roll and
get through it.”

As the clock hit midnight on New Year’s Eve, Marnie had finally
stopped crying and was two weeks sober.

“New year, new start,” I said, as we clinked our glasses of Appletise.
“Everything’s going to be okay.”

“I know.”

The following day, as I climbed into the taxi taking me to the airport,
she said quietly, “It really is going to be okay.” She gave me a smile of such
sweetness that it shifted me back into a mind-set where I wasn’t climbing
the walls with worry the whole time. I'd forgotten what it felt like to be
normal. It was lovely. All I had to worry about now was my aunt dying of
lung cancer. And someone with a big enough grudge against me to burn
out my car. And my boyfriend’s ex-wife sniffing around. Glorious!

But an hour later, after I'd checked in, I decided to give Marnie a quick
call, and she didn’t pick up; and I knew, standing in Terminal One, with
crowds of post-festive people pushing and shoving all around me, that she
had started drinking again.

I turned around—yes, dramatic as it sounds—and went right back
to her.

I was so angry I could hardly see. “What the fuck are you at? You've
thrown it all away!”

“I'm sorry, Grace.” Tears poured down her face in a torrent. “Being
away from the girls . . . the pain is awful—"

“Whose fault is that? You're just a selfish bitch and you could stop if
you tried hard enough.”

My jaw clenched with purpose, I hit the phones and rang sixteen
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treatment centers—who would have thought it was such a growth
industry?—and to my amazement many of them were booked out. “Busy
time of year.” One bloke laughed ruefully. “Peak season.” Like we were
talking about a holiday in the Maldives.

Maybe it should have been a comfort to know that I wasn'’t alone, but
actually it was a shock to discover there were so many other selfish bitches
in the world. Even if there had been availability in any of the rehab places,
not one of them would take Marnie unless she admitted she was an
alcoholic—and she wouldn’t. For someone so seemingly fragile, she could
be as adamant as bejesus.

“Grace, I'm going through a bad patch. I can't stop right now. I need it
to get me through this but this will pass—"

“How will it pass?”

“Nick and the girls will come back, everything will be okay, and then I
won't need to drink so much.”

“But Nick and the girls won’t come back.” I was almost in tears with
frustration. “They left because of your drinking. Why would they come
back when you're still drinking?”

“I'll get stronger, and when I'm stronger, I'll stop. The pain won’t be
so bad. And I'll drink less.”

But I'd learned a thing or two from my conversations with the treat-
ment centers. “Things will only get worse. You're an alcoholic, that’s what
happens.”

She shook her head. “I'm just unhappy.”

My yawning terror was that she had nothing left to lose. Everything
was gone; why would she stop?

I got a flight home later that evening. I had to, I was rostered to work
the following day.

“But I'll be back this weekend,” I warned Marnie.

“It’s Thursday already.”

So it was; I'd sort of lost track of the days because of the Christmas
break. “Okay,” I said with grim cheeriness. “In that case I'll be back to-
morrow night. And,” I continued, surprising myself because I hadn’t
planned this, “I'll be here every weekend for the foreseeable future.”

“Why?” she asked.

“To keep you off the fucking sauce. Why else?”
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But the following night—Ilast Friday—when I'd arrived to find her
passed out in the kitchen, stinking of urine and as slight as a child in my
arms as I moved her upstairs to bed, for the first time—Christ, the fear—I
understood the real reason why I'd decided to visit every weekend: I didn’t
want to leave her alone for too long because | was afraid that she might
die. Anything could happen: she might tumble down the stairs and break
her neck; her body might just give up from so much alcohol and so little
nourishment—and she’d always been a candidate for suicide.

I tried talking sense to her but all weekend she held tight to her man-
tra: she would stop when things were better. It sent me wild with frustra-
tion. But as I left her on Monday morning, I saw something different in
her: fear. What did she have to be afraid of, I wondered. She was grand,
she was the one drinking her head off, having a great time.

But once my bout of sarcastic inner dialogue passed, I started having
creeping thoughts that perhaps Marnie wasn't simply insanely selfish.
That perhaps she couldn’t stop drinking. And that no matter how much
she insisted otherwise, she knew it too.

When my bum started to go numb from cold on the fire-escape step, |
decided I'd better go back into the office. Funnily enough the freezing air
hadn’t cured my ear; it actually felt worse, like it was on fire.

When I approached my desk, Tara looked up hopefully. “Did you get
cake?”

“Uh...no”

“We thought you'd gone to get cake.”

“Sorry. No.”

“She didn'’t get cake?” Clare asked.

“You didn’t get cake?” T. C. stared at me accusingly. “So where the
hell were you?”

“But I never said—"

“For the love and honor of Jesus!”” Jacinta slammed a pen down on her
desk. “If it means that any of you will do any work this afternoon, I will
buy you a fucking cake!” She grabbed her handbag (black, of course, it
being January) and stormed toward the swing doors.

“Don’t get an orange one!”
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“Or coffee.”
She swiveled around to look back at us, planted her legs wide, like a
superhero, and yelled over the heads of countless staff, “I will get what-

ever flavor I fucking well like!”

There was one person who would definitely know who John Crown was.
He would know because he was a smartarse who knew everything. But [
would not ask him. I'd go to my grave still ignorant rather than ask him.

I didn’t mean to look. I actually meant to look at my slice of cake (wal-
nut and coffee, Jacinta had found the worst in the shop), but my eyes were
operating independently of the rest of me and they went ahead and stared
in the direction of Casey Kaplan. He was on the phone, and when my
treacherous eyes met his, he smiled and winked.

I tore my eyes back from him and focused on my cake; maybe if I could
pick the walnuts out it mightn’t be so bad . . .

Then I grabbed my phone and tried Dickie again. Still on Mars.

“Kaplan. Can I have a word?”

He had his feet up on his desk, looking like a sheriff in a cowboy movie.
I found this profoundly irritating.

He swung his feet onto the floor and sat up straight. “Grace Gildee,
you can have anything you want from me. Is this a private word? Should
we repair to Dinnegans?”

“Shut up. You know everyone, right?”

“Well, not everyo—"

“No need to be modest, we all know you're fabulous. I need you to
help me.”

His body became still and when he spoke again, the bantering tone
had disappeared. “Just a soupgon of advice, Grace. When you require
someone’s help, it oils the wheels somewhat if you can manage to be
nice.”

I stared stonily at him.

“Nic-er,” he amended.

“You stole my Madonna story,” I said. “You owe me.”
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He tilted his head in acknowledgment. “If this is what it takes to bal-
ance the books . . .”

“Does the name John Crown mean anything to you?”

“Yeah.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah.”

“Who is he?”

He stared at me. “You don’t know who he 1s?”

“I wouldn’t be asking you if I did.”

“I'd say you know him.”

“I've never heard of him!”

“Why do you want to know?”

Suddenly distraught, I said, “That’s my business.”

“Grand. Sure. Sorry. John Crown is a driver, a rich-man’s fixer.”

I kept looking at him. I needed more than that.

“But you might know him better as Spanish John.”

Spanish John?

Paddy’s driver.

“He works for Paddy de Courcy.”

I was going to vomit. The urge happened so quickly: a draining away
of my blood, a wash of puke in my throat, a tingling in my feet and fingers.
(And ear, for what it’s worth.)

Paddy had arranged—paid—for my car to be burned out. It was
unbelievable—it was like having wandered into a true-life crime—but [
knew it was real because the timing was right. Six days earlier . . .

“Grace, are you all right?”

“Yes, look—" I lurched toward the ladies’ and my lunch roared from
me. My stomach convulsed and squeezed until all that came up was bitter
yellow bile.

Once I knew, it was like I'd always known.

I should have known. I wasn'’t stupid and I knew what Paddy was like.
He’'d known how much I loved my car. He'd watched me driving it, whiz-
zing around with pride and pleasure.

I got to my feet and on trembly legs made my way to the taps. I looked
in the mirror and I asked my waxy reflection, what can I do?

Nothing.
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Forget it, I advised myself. It was done, it was over, it was in the past.
The most sensible thing I could do was to pretend that it hadn’t happened.

We needed a new couch. The frame had cracked on our current one.
“Grace,” Damien said. “I’d rather saw my own leg off than spend a Satur-
day in the January sales traipsing around a furniture shop, but we need to
buy a couch this weekend.”

“I can’t,” I said desperately. “I've to go to London. I can't stay away
from Marnie.”

There was just the tiniest of pauses. “I know, I know. I understand.”

“I'm sorry, Damien.”

“I'll come with you to London,” he offered. “Why won't you let me
come with you?”

“Because it would be awful for you,” I said. “I'd feel shitty about your
weekend being ruined too.”

“Couldn’t be any more shitty than having to go to World of Leather.”

I sighed and shook my head. “It would.”

“Why won't you let me help you?” He sounded suddenly angry.
“You're so . . . independent.”

“I thought that’s what you liked about me.” I tried a smile.

“I've changed my mind.”

“Damien, it’s just, having to watch Marnie all the time, it’s so . . . sor-
did. It’s so soul destroying.”

And I had a suspicion that Marnie mightn't like it if I arrived with
Damien. Not that [ was making any progress with her, but I had a feeling
that Damien’s presence might shame her into drinking even more than
she already did.

“Let’s see how I get on this weekend with her,” I said. “Could that be
some sort of compromise?”

“Okay.”

On Friday night when I let myself into Marnie’s house, I was very glad
I'd talked Damien out of coming with me. Marnie was lying in the hall,

naked—why? God only knows—and so drunk she was incoherent. I
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poured water and B vitamins into her (as advised by the helpline), sobered
her up, and got her through Friday night without her drinking again. Then
I slept with one eye open (at least that’s what it felt like) and got her to an
AA meeting on Saturday morning. On Saturday afternoon I made her go
for a walk, then cooked dinner for her on Saturday night and again slept
with one eye open. (Different eye this time, just for the variety.)

But somehow, on Sunday morning, she got her hands on some alcohol,
because one minute we were having a perfectly normal conversation about
Sienna Miller’s thighs, then the next I noticed her words were slowing and
slurring. I was astonished—1I thought I'd disposed of every bottle in the
house—then a disappointment so bitter swept over me that I wanted to
simply lie down and sleep forever.

“Where did you get it?”" I asked.

“Got nothing,” she mumbled. “Les have some music.”

With astounding speed—whatever she had drunk, she must have im-
bibed an awful lot of it—she passed out.

Angry and frustrated and oh, so depressed, | rang Damien.

“How 1s she?” he asked.

“Comatose.”

“What? I thought things were going well!”

“So did I. But I think she has a bottle salted away in the bathroom and
I can’t find it. I've done everything bar move the bath into the landing and
I still can’t find it.”

He sighed. “Come home, Grace, you're not helping her.”

“Don’t say that, Damien.”

Silence fizzed on the line. After a while I asked, “How was the poker
game in Billy’s last night?”

“Hugh turned up.”

“Your brother Hugh?”

“That’s the one. He bumped into Billy at a funeral. Got himself in-
vited along.”

“Ah here.” Hugh was like a radioactive terrier. All teeth and hunger to
win. His competitive spirit would have changed a casual beer-and-cards
night into something with a nasty edge.

“Did he win?”

“Need you even ask? All fifty-one euro and seventy cents.”
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“It’s not even like he needs the money.”

“Not like us.”

“You know, Damien, one day it’ll all come crashing down.”

“Go on.” Damien liked this game.

“Hugh'’s kids.” Agrippa, Hector, and Ulysses, the poor little bastards.
“They’ll join the Moonies.”

“Say the—"

“Hugh—"

“Or Brian—"

“Or preferably both, will get done for having sex with one of their
anesthetized patients on the operating table.”

Damien laughed quietly. “That’s my favorite.”

“They’ll be struck off and it’ll be a huge scandal. And in the meantime
you'll be made editor of the Press, the youngest ever.”

“Yeahhhhh . . .” He sighed, a little disconsolately. Time for me to stop
slagging his family. Personally, I could have gone on for ages longer, but
too much bitchiness made Damien uncomfortable. Because—credit
where it’s due—they never meant to make him feel bad. It was never
deliberate.

“So what are you doing today?” I asked.

“I'm going out to buy us a new couch.”

“No!” I barked with shocked laughter. “No. Please, Damien . . . God
alone knows what you'll come home with.” It would probably be black
leather and enormous. “Get brochures. Get swatches. But, Damien Sta-
pleton, 'm warning you, do not buy anything.”

“Don’t you trust me?”

“To buy a couch? No! Ring me tonight with a report. And I'm telling
you again, you buy something at your peril.”

On Monday morning I woke at 5:30 AM. in Marnie’s bed. I had the
quickest shower ever—it was an unnatural time to be washing myself—
and as I got dressed I tried to give Marnie a rousing you-won't-drink,
you-can-do-it speech. But it was too early and too cold and I couldn’t
summon the energy. All I could do was beg. “Just don’t drink, please,
Marnie, please. I'll be back on Friday, just try not to drink until then.”
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I caught the 7:45 flight to Dublin and got a taxi to work—straight into
a black-handbag day. I'd have delighted in any other color, even red. [ was
so tired and black was so wearing.

“Ideas,” Jacinta commanded, smoldering with a bitter black energy.

“Sibling rivalry?”

“No!”

“The renewed popularity of poker?”

“No!”

“Alcoholism in women in their thirties?”

“No! Back to the drawing board.”

“Grand.” As soon as she’'d left my desk, I rang Damien. He hadn’t
phoned me last night and [ was afraid it meant that he’d been persuaded
by some slimy sofa salesman to buy a half-price, shop-soiled monstrosity.

“Why didn’t you ring me last night?” I asked.

“Because—"

“You didn’t buy a couch, did you?”

“No.”

“You sure?”

“Yes.”

“That’s all right then.”

“It was terrible, Grace. The places were overrun with couples fighting
and it was roasting hot and really crowded. Just like hell. Anyway, I got
brochures and stuff.”

“Maybe we'll take a look at them tonight. When you get home from
your me-time with the boys.”

“I don’t have to go.”

“Why wouldn’t you go?”

“Because [ haven't seen you all weekend.”

“Ah no, go on. It’s important to have a routine when everything is a bit
fucked. Anyway, I'm too knackered to be any fun. I'll see you in bed.”

With the aid of unseemly quantities of coffee and sugar, | dragged myself
through the day. Unusually for a Monday night, people were going to
Dinnegans, but I decided I'd rather go home because I hadn’t been there

since Friday morning.
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But as soon as I turned my key and let myself into the house, I knew
something was wrong, off, call it what you want. I could smell it.

I wandered from room to room, sniffing, concentrating, trying to nail
down the elusive, discordant, alien presence.

Something didn’t belong. It hadn’t been there when I'd left the house
on Friday morning; whatever it was, it had moved in sometime over the
weekend.

I stared at the sofa brochures on the kitchen table. Was it them? But
surely it couldn’t be?

I climbed the stairs and the sense disappeared. I must have been imag-
ining it. I was just tired, very tired and overwrought. But when I walked
into our bedroom, I sensed it again. Or did I? It was hard to trust my own
experience.

For a long time I perched on the edge of the bed, sniffing the air and
analyzing. Smell or no smell? Imaginary or real? And what was it of
anyway?

I needed to talk to Damien about it. I'd ask him later.

Or maybe tomorrow when [ wasn'’t so tired.

I fought my way upward but slabs of exhaustion pushed me back down
into sleep. I had to wake up, I had to come to, why was it such a struggle?
What day was it? Maybe it was Saturday, a nice day, and I could eddy
back down into the depths? But then I knew it was Tuesday. I had to get
up and go to work but I was so so tired.

Also my nose hurt. Last night I'd been reading the new Ian
Rankin—one of Damien’s siblings, I couldn’t remember which, had given
me the hardback for Christmas—and I'd fallen asleep and it had landed
on my face and the bloody thing weighed a ton.

I opened my eyes and groaned, “Oh Goooooood.”

Damien emerged from the bathroom, a towel around his waist, his
face half shaved.

“Are you okay?” he asked.

“Very tired.”

“You were comatose when I came in last night.”

“Taking lessons from Marnie.”
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“You want anything?”

Plenty. My sister to stop drinking. My aunt to recover from cancer. To
have never met Paddy de Courcy. “Coffee.”

He headed to the bedroom door, to go downstairs. “Hey, Damien,” I
called weakly. “Was anyone here over the weekend?”

He turned to face me. “No.”

But there was a little flicker. A tiny little something. I was on it imme-
diately, my heart suddenly pounding. “What?”

“It’s nothing.”

“Obviously it’s not nothing.”

“Okay.” He sighed. “I met Juno.”

I thought I was going to puke. The tiredness, the shock . . .

“But she wasn’t here. We just went for a quick Indian on Sunday night.
Warner was away.” Then he added—and I couldn’t decide if it was defi-
ance [ was hearing—*“And so were you.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?”

“It was nothing, a last-minute thing. I'm telling you now because I
didn’t want to tell you over the phone while you were at work yesterday.”

“But if it was important enough that you didn’t want to tell me on the
phone, then it’s obviously not nothing.”

“You're being ridiculous,” he said firmly.

Was I?

If there really was anything going on, he wouldn't tell me he’d met her.
Or would he? Was he simply covering his tracks, in case they’d been
spotted together? Would he even have told me if I hadn’t guessed some-
thing had happened?

Or was I just going mad?

I thought I could trust Damien.

But could any human being really trust another?

“I'love you,” he said. “She’s nothing to me.”

“Then why see her?”

After a pause he said, “I won't see her anymore.”

“Okay.” I hadn’t the energy to be feisty.

“What?”

“Okay, then don’t. Don'’t see her.”

“Okay.” He nodded his head. “Done.”



Marnie

Sky News was her only friend. It gave her vital information without pass-
ing judgment. Today, it told her, was Thursday the fifteenth of January,
11:40 in the morning. (Also that there had been a coup in Thailand, but
she wasn't so interested in that.)

The last day she had any memory of was Monday. Grace had left for
Dublin at ten past six in the morning and as soon as the taxi taking her
away had turned the corner at the bottom of the road, Marnie was over-
whelmed with guilt and loneliness and had retrieved the vodka she’d hid-
den in the bathroom. Since then she’d come back into reality only a few
brief times, but now she was sober.

She was shaky, fearful, nauseous—but she didn’t want a drink. It hap-
pened that way. It seemed to go through a cycle: she’d start drinking and
be unable to stop, and then, almost abruptly—although she could never
predict exactly when—it would come to an end.

Today all she wanted was her daughters. The smell of Daisy’s skin, the
feel of Verity’s trusting hand in hers . . .

Oh, the guilt. God, the guilt, the guilt, the guilt. They were so young,
so fragile . . .

How had she ended up in this life? How had they all ended up like
this? She living in this huge empty house, her daughters and husband in
an apartment two miles away?

It was so strange, so not what she had planned, that it was hard to be-
lieve it was real. Perhaps it wasn’t real. Maybe she’d never been married.
Maybe she’d never had children. Maybe she’d imagined her entire life?
Maybe she’d never been born . . .

She’d managed to frighten herself so much with this line of thinking
that she had to get up and walk around the house, trying to see reason. She
was being silly. Worse than silly. But the thoughts wouldn't stop.

I'm not real.

I was never born.

She needed to talk to someone. But who? They’d just think she was a

nutter.
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I am real, I am real.

Struggling for breath, she rang Grace at work. “Am I real, Grace?”

“Oh for the love of Christ! What'’s up with you?”

Marnie explained as best she could. “Am I going mad, Grace?”

In a very quiet voice, Grace said, “It sounds like you've got the DTs.”

“No, not at all—"

“Delerium? Tremens?”

“T just miss my daughters.”

As soon as Marnie hung up, the panic returned, choking the breath
out of her. She was fixated on Daisy and Verity. If they existed, then she
existed.

Perhaps she should talk to Nick. Perhaps he could confirm whether or
not Daisy and Verity were real.

However, all-consuming as her fear was, she knew she couldn’t ring
Nick when she was in such a state. He thought badly enough of her as it
was. But the fear squeezed tighter and tighter, and eventually she found
herself grabbing the phone and calling his office, and even as she asked to
speak to him, she was seized with terror that a voice might say, “Nick
Hunter? No one of that name has ever worked here.”

Someone who sounded like Nick answered and seemed to know who
she was. The clouds of horror dispersed—then regrouped. She had a wild
moment where she wondered if the part of Nick was being played by an
actor.

“Nick, I have to see the girls.” She needed physical evidence.

“They’re in school,” Nick said.

School. That must mean they existed. “Can I go and see them?”

“No, no!” Then, more calmly, he said, “No, Marnie. It'll upset
them.”

“They haven’t seen me in weeks.”

“Whose fault is that?”

After he had left her—Ileft her—Nick had decreed that Sunday after-
noon would be their designated time. But on the first Sunday, the unpre-
cedented strangeness of getting a mere afternoon of their presence—she,
their mother, who had given birth to them—had compelled her to have a
drink before they arrived. Then another. By the time Nick showed
up—alone, doing a recon while the girls remained in the car—Marnie
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was accepting of the situation. But Nick pronounced, like an autocrat, that
she was drunk, that it would upset Daisy and Verity to see her in such a
state.

“For shame on you,” he had said.

He changed her allocated time with the girls to Saturday morning.
Then to Friday evening.

“Dirty tricks,” Marnie had told Grace. “Messing with my head. Us-
ing the children as pawns.”

“No. Surely he’s trying to find the best time so that you'll be sober?”

Dirty tricks.

Marnie had a revelation, which instantly dispersed her panic: she’'d take
the girls to the zoo! She’d go to their school right now and take them out of
their classrooms and the three of them would go to the zoo together.
They’d love it. Well, Daisy would. Verity was afraid of animals. And the
weather was very cold—maybe not suitable for the zoo. But that was just
defeatist thinking!

Yes, they’d go to the zoo and she’d buy the girls sweets, zoo T-shirts,
anything they asked for, anything to let them know how much she loved
them, how sorry she was to have broken up their lives. Then she’d go to
Nick and persuade him to come back.

Once the decision was made, she was frenzied at the idea of all the dif-
ferent actions she had to execute before she would see them. What could
she dispense with? No need to eat. No need to wash. No, perhaps she’d
better. It had been a while. She darted under the water and squirted her-
self with shower gel, but another flurry of anxiety propelled her back out
of the shower, still covered in suds. No time to rinse off.

Dragging a towel around herself, she looked for something to wear and
the first thing that came to hand was a floaty dress; she’d never worn it
much and now was as good a time as any. Then she took a bundle of bank-
notes from a little carved box on the windowsill. Nick had canceled her
cards but—way ahead of him—she’d withdrawn thousands from the
ATM and hidden it all around the house; who knew she could be so
clever?

Then she was leaving the house and getting into her car, and as she
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drove through the gates, she had a moment where she wondered what life
would be like if she was banned from driving, if that case ever came to
court.

But why would they ban someone like her? She was no criminal. Be-
sides, she had two young children, she needed her car.

As she stopped at the lights, she saw a liquor store. Well, the liquor
store. There was a time when she had rotated five or six different ones,
never visiting the same place more than once a week. Now the one nearest
to the house was the one she invariably used.

She surprised herself by pulling in—force of habit, she thought, blame
it on the car—and entering the shop.

“Five bottles of Absolut,” she said to Ben. Sheepishly she added,
“Having a party.”

“Aren’t you cold in that frock?” Ben asked. “It’s below freezing out
there.”

“ ..Um...no.” But she was suddenly aflame with embarrassment.
This was a floaty summer dress. She had bare arms. And no coat. What
had she been thinking of?

She grabbed the carrier bags and anxiously returned to the car. The
moment she was back in her seat, she was breaking the safety seal on one
of the bottles, tilting her head back and pouring the liquid magic into her.
She gulped it down, then wrenched the bottle from her mouth, gasped for
breath, then tipped her head back again. Within seconds, the humiliation
melted away, her purpose was restored, and fueled by molten stars, she
sped to the school.

With buoyant confidence, she swung through the double doors. Two
women appeared in the corridor. She recognized one of them. “Headmis-
tress! Good afternoon. I'm here for my girls.”

“Mrs. Hunter, they're in class.”

“I know. But I'm taking them out for a treat.”

“I'm afraid that won’t be possible.”

Aha! She suddenly saw what was going on. “He told you I was com-
ing? My husband? But it’s okay, I'm their mother.”

“Mrs. Hunter—"

“Please let me see them.”
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“If you could perhaps speak a little more quietly, please. Come into my
office, we'll discuss it.”

“Which rooms are they in? Okay, don't tell me then, I'll find them!”

They physically manhandled her! They actually restrained her as she
attempted to run down the corridor, flinging open classroom doors. She
tried to twist away from their hold. “Get your hands off me!”

Alerted by the commotion, heads began to peep out of classrooms.
Alarmed teachers, followed by wide-eyed, giggling little girls, spilled into
the corridor.

Then she saw Daisy. “Daisy! It's me, Mum, we're going to the zoo.
Get Verity!”

Daisy seemed frozen to the spot.

“Go on! Quick!”

One of the giggling girls asked, “Daisy, is that your mum?”

“No.”

The next time she woke, Grace was in the bedroom with her. Was it the
weekend already? How many days had she lost?

“What time 1s it?” she croaked.

Grace looked up from her book. “Ten past nine.”

Morning or evening? Of what day?

“Thursday night, the fifteenth of January,” Grace said. “Do you need
to know the year?”

“What are you doing here?”

“I came over after work. I'll take tomorrow off and stay for the
weekend.”

Marnie suddenly knew why Grace was here in London. It was that
phone call she’d made to her earlier that day—hard to believe it was still
the same day—where she’d asked Grace if she was real.

Oh God, no. She’d behaved like a mad person and scared Grace into
getting on a plane. She was so ashamed she could hardly utter the words.
“Grace, I'm so sorry, [ was a bit . . . anxious . . . but I'm okay now.”

That was actually a lie: she needed a drink right now. The want was

making her tremble and sweat. It was pointless checking for her bedside
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bottle—Grace would have emptied it. But there was one hidden in the loft
space above the bathroom. If she balanced on the side of the bath, she was
just tall enough to lift the ceiling panel and retrieve it.

A memory zipped through her, a split-second sequence of color and
noise: shouting and scuffling with the headmistress at the girls” school;
yelling at Daisy that they were going to the zoo; the headmistress taking
away her car key; being driven home by one of the teachers.

No, it hadn’t happened.

She clambered out of bed and went to the window—her car was out
there, parked innocuously in the drive! A great wave of giddying relief
almost brought her to her knees. She had dreamed it all.

“One of the teachers brought it back here,” Grace said from behind
her. “It all happened, it’s all true.”

Lurching and sinking with shame, dragged toward the center of the
earth with its weight, Marnie remembered Daisy’s face. The hatred
stamped on it.

She couldn’t let Grace see how she felt; she’d seize on the weakness and
try to crowbar it open. But the need to drink was upon her with renewed
intensity. It couldn’t be ignored, sidestepped, resisted; it was too big.

“Grace.” Her voice was trembling. “I've got to go to the bathroom.”

“T'll come with you.”

“Don’t. I just need to pee. Trust me.”

“Trust you?” Grace was scornful.

“I'm begging you.” Hot tears were suddenly pouring down Marnie’s
face. “Just let me go to the bathroom alone.”

“No. I know you've got drink hidden in there.”

“I'll get on my knees, Grace. I'll beg you. Is that what you want
from me?”

She toppled to her knees and Grace seized her elbow and yanked her
painfully upward, back onto her feet. “Get up, get up, Marnie! For God’s
sake, get up!” Now Grace was crying too—which Marnie had to admit
was a novelty.

“Look at you!” Grace said. “Marnie! This is breaking my heart.”

“Please, Grace,” Marnie begged. “Please stop coming here.” They
held on to each other, part scuffle, part embrace. “I can’t change. Stop
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trying, don’t do it to yourself. You've got your life. What about Damien?
Doesn’t he mind that you're always here?”
“Never mind,” Grace said wearily. “Ups and downs, everyone has

them.”

It didn't take Grace long before she brought up the subject of rehab. You
could set your watch by it.

“If you just gave it a try, Marnie, something might stick.”

But Marnie didn’t want anything to stick: it was what she was most
afraid of. Alcohol was all that was keeping her going.

Grace eventually gave up and changed the subject. “Have you heard
from that Rico bloke since you left work?”

“No,” Marnie said quickly. That was an episode so shameful she could
never let herself think about it. Ever. If thoughts of Rico appeared in her
mind, she immediately drank them away.

“Or Guy?”

Guy.

At the sound of his name, guilt flooded her. He'd been kind and pa-
tient, astonishingly so; he’d had no choice but to sack her. “No.”

“Do you mind?” Grace asked.

Please let’s not talk about it.

Grace drove Marnie to an AA meeting at lunchtime on Friday. She made
Marnie go to meetings every time she visited London but she no longer sat
in on them. Instead she waited outside in the drafty hall because—Marnie
knew—Grace was worried that by flanking Marnie at the meetings, she
might be inhibiting Marnie’s Big Admission. The admission that she was
an alcoholic.

But as far as Marnie was concerned, Grace could have saved herself
the hard bench in the cold hall. She might as well be in the warm room
drinking tea and eating jammy dodgers with the alcoholics, because there
would never be a Big Admission.

Good job too, Marnie thought, looking around the room, because if
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there was ever anything she wanted to get off her chest, she’d be hard
pressed to get a word in edgewise. Chatty lot, alcoholics.

“ .. Idrank because I hated myself . . .”

“. . . thought I was the most special and different person alive, so com-
plicated no one could understand me. Then someone told me that alco-
holism is called the disease of “Terminal Uniqueness’ . . .”

‘... everything was always someone else’s fault . . .”

‘... one day I woke up and just couldn’t do it anymore. I don’t know
what was different about that day, maybe I'd just had enough of treating
myself and everyone around me like shit . . .”

“ .. I'thought I was doing everything I could to stop drinking. But the
truth was I tried everything to stay drinking. I loved it more than anyone
or anything else, and it was when I realized I actually couldn't stop, that
my power of choice had gone . . .”

“Marnie, would you like to say something?”

All right then, to be fair, Marnie had to admit that they always invited
her to “share,” but she invariably shook her head and looked at the floor.

But today she said, “Yes, actually, I would.”

A frisson of anticipation moved through the room: they thought she
was going to admit she was an alcoholic. “I'd just like to say that my hus-
band left me and took my two little girls and won’t let me see them. He’s

canceled my cards and he’s selling my home.”

When the meeting was over, the Jules woman appeared, her jaunty pony-
tail swinging.

“Hey, Marnie, like to go for coffee?”

“Yes, yes, she would!” Grace shoved her toward Jules, like a pushy
mother. “Off you go, I'll come back for you in half an hour.”

In the coffee shop across the road, Jules put a smoothie down in front
of Marnie and said, “So how are you?”

“Not so good. I miss my little girls.” She poured out the story.

“My partner left me too because of my drinking,” Jules said. “Took the
kids with him. Well, it was great really. I could drink as much as I liked

without anyone on my case. I had such a great excuse. All that self-pity.”
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“ .. Butit’s not self-pity, not in my case.”

“No, I'm just saying it was in mine. Yes,” Jules said thoughtfully. “I'd
drink red wine and cry and phone them when I was drunk and tell them
that [ loved them and that it was their daddy’s fault that they weren’t with
me. A bit like watching a weepy movie, I suppose, crying for all the wrong
reasons, but I enjoyed myself. Terrible thing to do to kids, of course, but I
couldn't help myself.”

Marnie listened in fascination: Jules had been far worse than her. At
least she didn’t ring the girls and slander Nick. Well, not often.

“If you were that bad, Jules, how did you stop drinking?”

“By coming to the meetings.”

“So how come they haven't worked for me?”

“Are you an alcoholic?”

“. .. No, no, the opposite, if anything. I'm just very unhappy and alco-
hol helps me cope.”

“There you are then,” Jules said cheerfully. “Why would they work
when you're not an alcoholic?”

“ .. But...” Marnie furrowed her forehead. What had just happened
there? Jules had foisted some sort of sneaky mind game on her, yes? But
she wasn't able to twist her brain around it.

“Sorry, gotta go,” Jules said. “I've to pick up my kids. See you tomor-
row?”

“ .. Actually, no, Jules.” Marnie had just made a decision. “I don’t
think so. I'm going to stop coming to these meetings.”

Grace would kick up a stink, but . . .

“They're not helping me,” Marnie said wearily. “But why would they?
Like you said, I'm not an alcoholic.”

“Actually it was you who said it,” Jules said.

“Whatever. Anyway, I'm not coming to any more meetings. They're
just a waste of time.”

Jules nodded sympathetically. “I'll miss you.”

“T'll miss you too,” Marnie said politely, although she wouldn’t. Not
that Jules wasn't nice.

“Before you go,” Marnie said, “can I ask you something? Your kids.
Who has custody? You or him?”
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“You're not going to like this.” Jules’s face burst into a grin. “My part-
ner and I got back together. After I stopped drinking.”

“No!” Marnie put her hands over her ears. “I don’t want to hear your
propaganda. Stop drinking and everything will be perfect!”

But Jules just laughed.

She found herself lying on the hall floor. The house felt cavernous and
cold.

A black shadow passed over her, like a bird of prey.

What was that? A fast-moving cloud beyond the front door? A truck

trundling past?
It felt like death.

bOlCI

FRIDAY, JANUARY 16, 10:07 A.M.

Phone rang—Nkechi. Again! She’d gone to Nigeria for first two weeks of
January (only genuinely quiet time of year for stylist) but since her return
was all go. Had me effing tormented, if you want the truth. She was in
process of “hiving off” her clients from mine. Hiving off? Where she
learn that expression? Certainly not from me.

As she had predicted correctly—what with her being fabulous and ev-
erything (not being sarcastic, or perhaps only mildly)—not every client
wanted to be “hived off” with her and Abibi but preferred remain with me.
Quite respectable list, actually. Heartwarming. Nice to be thought well of.

But Nkechi—going back on original promise—wouldn’t take some of
“my” ladies at their word. Some of mine, i.e., the biggest spenders, she
wanted for her own. Kept ringing me. Horse trading.

I snapped phone open. “Nkechi?” Tone of voice conveying, “What
the eff is it this time?”

“How about this?” she says.

I listened. What insulting, lopsided bargain she proposing?
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“Will give you Adele Hostas, Faye Marmion, and Drusilla Gallop if
can have Nixie Van Meer.”

Bloody cheek! Adele Hostas wouldn’t spend Christmas, Faye Mar-
mion pathololgically impossible to please, and Drusilla Gallop the worst
kind of offender: wore the dresses but pretended she hadn'’t, then tried to
“return” them, stinking of fags and Coco Chanel and with long-last foun-
dation smeared around collar. Nixie, by contrast, was loaded, extravagant,
and pleasant.

“Three clients,” Nkechi urged. “For price of one. Deal or no deal?”

“No deal,” I said. “Nixie Van Meer not for sale.”

“We'll see about that,” Nkechi muttered darkly, and hung up.

Cripes. Put head in hands in attitude of weariness. Was fighting for
livelihood here.

So—question had been trying level best to duck and dodge—what
was [ still doing in Knockavoy?

My time in exile was up, my sentence had been endured, I was free to
go. Needed to go, if wanted to hold on to any clients. Had responsibilities
to them—a society woman without a stylist is as much use as one-legged
man at arse-kicking competition. My ladies had been more than patient
during my autumn “sabbatical” (or “breakdown,” if we are to speak freely)
and if [ didn’t appear in Dublin soon, they would think was never coming
back and would make alternative arrangements.

Nkechi, sensing my weakness, was circling like shark. Because, hon-
est truth of matter, unwilling—yes, deeply unwilling—to leave Knock-
avoy.

Institutionalized in culchie land? No longer able to cut it in the big
city? Not that Dublin exactly big city. Not talking Sdo Paolo (20m people)

or greater Moscow area (15m).

10:19 A.M.

Phone rang again. Girded loins to withstand Nkechi’s pressure. However,
not Nkechi but Bridie’s auntie Bunny (did [ mention that family special-
izes in peculiar names? Even “Tim” isn’t Tim’s real name. Real name
Coriolanus and Tim only nickname. He insisted on “Tim” because didn’t
want people trying diminutives of Coriolanus and calling him “Anus.”

True story) saying she wanted to stay in Tim’s cabin for Easter week.
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“Getting my spoke in early,” she said. “The place gets booked up so
fast!”

“Yes, of course, haha. Popular spot, yes, despite no telly.”

Hung up. Swallowed hard. Tremendous shock. Really quite cataclys-
mic shock. Ears tingling from it.

Writing on the wall. Universe entirely unequivocal. Had to return to
Dublin.

Of course had known couldn’t stay here forever. Of course had known
that soon would be spring and Bridie’s extended family’s thoughts would
turn to minibreaks, fresh air, ozone. Of course knew was lucky to have
stayed so long without interruption. Was not stupid, merely gifted at
self-delusion. Over the months had elected to indulge in some light de-
nial. If I pretended would never have to leave, then would never have to
leave.

But denial a faithless, flimsy friend and no protection against the truth
when it decides to come after you.

Okay, shameful admission. Here we go. Had been toying with embry-
onic notion of remaining in Knockavoy. Yes! Surprising, I admit. Had
entertained fantasy of somehow managing to retain nicest and/or most
profitable (overlap very rare) Dublin clients, commuting to take care of
their needs while building up client base down here. Details not fully
fleshed out in head but knew it would be hard work. Would involve lots of
driving, lots of sweet-talking clients nervy as racehorses who usually in-
sisted on round-the-clock hand-holding, and would never make as much
money as if Dublin-based—but worth it if happy, no?

But universe having none of it. Universe was ousting me from lovely
little house and ordering me, with long, bony, grim-reaper-style finger,
back to big city.

Was plunged into wretched despair, almost as bad as desperation
had experienced during cheerless Christmas dinner with Dad and Uncle
Francis.

Had come to Knockavoy to escape shambles of life, to hide out until
restored to mental health, but unexpectedly had become happy here. Only
saw it now that it was nearing end.

Effing typical, of course.
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11:22 PM.
Wandered into kitchen, stood at window, gazed out at Considine’s house,
and wondered if Chloe would come to trannie night tonight.

She hadn’t come last week, our first Friday back after the Christmas
break. No invitation had been extended to watch Law and Order. In fact,
hadn’t seen her since Thelma and Louise night.

Exceedingly worried, if truth be known, that my impromptu kiss may
have caused trouble for Considine and Gillian and fatally wounded my
friendship with Chloe.

Was not first time had kissed a woman—Paddy had seen to that—but
was first time had done so without big hairy man watching and mastur-
bating.

Chloe exceptional kisser. Slow and sweet and sexy. Kissing with whole
mouth, not just doing hard tongue-darty swordplay that many people
think is good kissing.

Had felt quite swoony in my head and knees were going weak—then
Chloe went rigid as plank and wrenched away from me. Outrageous real-
ity of situation was like bucket of ice cubes tipped over head. “I forgot . . .”
I stuttered. “Gillian.”

Poor little ferret-face. Thinking her boyfriend was having innocent
night out dressing up in ladies’ clothing and instead was in sexy clinch
with me.

“Chloe, sorry, I'm sorry—"

“No, Lola! My fault too—"

“Just got carried away, adrenaline of the escape, will never happen
again—"

“Yes, me too, adrenaline!”

We got back into car and drove back to get girls in speed-limit-breaking
silence.

Early next morning, went to Birmingham for four days of wretched-
ness of quite spectacular proportions with Dad and Uncle Francis. I tell
you, that pair, they could not enjoy themselves if you put gun to their head.
Then onto Edinburgh, with Bridie, Barry, and Treese, staying with one of
Bridie’s many, many cousins, for several days of drunken debauchery, sing-
ing “The Flower of Scotland” and doing strange stuff with lumps of coal.
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Without doubt, had developed schoolgirl crush on Chloe, all the more
silly because Chloe not a real woman. But worst aspect of whole business
was Gillian. I was deeply ashamed. Karmic no-go area, putting moves on
“attached” individual. Nice and all as kiss had been, wished desperately
had never done it.

Tried to confide in Bridie and Treese in distressed attempt to untangle
snarled-up feelings, but got no sympathy.

“Your life like soap opera!” Bridie declared, then proceeded to tell all
her cousins. Cousins told all their friends and no one stopped telling until
whole of Edinburgh greater metropolitan area knew. Kept stumbling
across conversations about myself. “. . . so then she gets a ride off this surf
boy and apparently you'd want to see him, he’s fucking gorgeous, and mad
about her, even though he’s far better looking than her. And is she glad?
No! Instead she gets this thing for her next-door neighbor, a transvestite.
Yes, that’s right, Tim’s next-door neighbor! The trannie has a long-term
girlfriend. But this is best bit—I.ola doesn’t fancy the trannie when he’s in
man clothes, but when he’s in lady clothes! Yes, I know! And she’s not
even a lezzer!”

When man in tartan tam-o’-shanter engaged me in chat at a party and
told me about “Bridie’s loony friend,” the story had mutated so that Jake
was now round-the-world yachtsman and Rossa Considine was transsex-
ual who had lopped off his doohickey in bid to woo me.

“Happy now?” I asked Bridie.

“ .. Ah, sorry, Lola, it was just too good a story . . .”

Back in Knockavoy on January 4, all anxious and longing for it to be Fri-
day so could gauge how things were with Chloe.

But Friday came and Chloe didn’t. Natasha appeared, and Blanche,
then Sue. But no Chloe.

“Maybe she didn’t know we had started back,” Natasha said, brow fur-
rowed unbecomingly. “Maybe she thinks next week is first week back.”

As if trannie nights were like evening classes.

“Maybe.” Felt sick.

Of course she hadn’t come! Chloe’s loyalty was to Gillian.
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But was hungry to promise Chloe that Thelma and Louise kiss would
never happen again, that it was one-off reaction to unusual, highly fraught
situation. Had to take bull by horns (rural phrase which now understand;
bulls terrifying), but could not summon required nerve to propel self
across the grass to Considine’s front door and request audience.

Too scared—yes—that he would tell me baldly to fuck off and that
would be end of that.

Hoped that could just leave it to fate, that might bump into him over
weekend. Kept nervy eye out but no sign. Short relief from hideous anxi-
ety when jumpy thoughts alighted on notion that he might be away on
minibreak, down some foreign cave. But early Monday morning, was wo-
ken by him slamming front door. Hopped out of bed and spied on him,
striding to eco-car, leaving for work as normal. He didn’t look up and then
knew for sure something was awry. Hated self. In despair.

Spied on him Tuesday, Wednesday, Thursday, and today, and he never
once looked up. Obvious was blanking me. But I still hoped that Chloe
would show up tonight, as usual.

4:01 PM.
Popped over to graveyard before it got dark.

“Mum, I don’t want to go back to Dublin.”

“All have to do things we don’t want. You think I wanted to die and
leave you?”

“No, but—"

“Only ever intended to be temporary thing, you living in Knocka-
voy.”

“ .. Okay.” After all, was probably not really in communication with
Mum. Was just listening to voice in my own head and, in fact, could do
exactly what wanted to . . .

“Why you ask my opinion if you just going to disregard it?” Mum’s
voice exclaimed.

... Although, of course, might be wrong on that score.

“Am sorry. While am here, what will happen with Chloe? Will she
come tonight?”

No answer.
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“Mum? Mum?”
“You will have to wait and see.”

6:29 pm. PHONE RANG. BRIDIE.
“Come in, Lola Daly, your time is up! Believe you're being turfed out of
house.”

“Yes.”

“So question is, are you well enough to come home or are you still
nuts? Ask me, [ think you're worse. You went down to Knockavoy nice
heterosexual girl, now you coming back part lezzer.”

“Is there purpose to this phone call, Bridie?” Attitude of coldness.
“Or are you doing it simply to taunt me?”’

“Only joking. You seemed sane enough in Edinburgh. So how you feel
about de Courcy?”

“Don’t know.”

“You wish him well? You feel you could throw confetti at his wedding?
Only truly over a man when you can throw confetti at his wedding.”

“Certainly don't feel like that.”

But no longer thought about Paddy every waking second and no longer
dreamed about him every night. The days were gone when was hair-
rentingly crazy because couldn’t be with him. In fact—narrowing feelings
down here—didn’t want to see him. Actually didn’t want to. Ever again.
Now that was new.

Also something else new, but couldn’t identify it. Sadness? No. Long-
ing? No. Grief? No. Anger? Getting warmer. Hate? . . . Mmm, maybe,
but not quite . . . not exactly . . . something . . . what was it? Fear? Could
it be fear? Yes, might be fear.

7:01 PM.
Natasha and Blanche arrived.

7:27 PM.
Sue arrived.
As I granted her admission, was frantic with anxiety.

“Where's Chloe?” Sue asked.
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“Not coming tonight,” Natasha said. “Yes, Lola, sorry, forgot to tell
you. Chloe texted me. Can’t make it tonight.”

“Why not?” My voice shrill. And why she not text me? She had my
number.

“Didn’t say why. Now, does my penis look big in this?”

7:56 PM.
Sat girls down and broke news that current arrangement was nearing
an end.

“Tim Twoomey’s family want the house for minibreaks. And time I
went back to Dublin for work.”

“Oh,” Natasha said. “When you going?”

When indeed? “Sometime in next two weeks.”

Nothing to stop me from going right now—wouldn't take ten minutes
to fling clothes back into suitcases—but needed time to come to terms
with departure.

The girls exchanged glances and shrugged, and one of them said, “Al-
ways knew it couldn't last forever.”

Baffling response. Had expected wailing and gnashing of teeth and
pleas to stay. Instead, atmosphere of mature acceptance. Why? The disco
before Christmas, that was why. Had shown the trannies that there was
great big trannie world out there. They didn’t need me anymore.

“You've outgrown me,” I said, then broke down into choking sobs.
“You came to me as little fledgling chicks and now ...now...
you'reallgrownup!!!”

“Thought you'd be glad,” Natasha said sourly. “You've done nothing

but complain.”

SATORDAY, JANUARY 17, 10:15 A.M.
Got up, got dressed, and left house. After sleepless night was finally doing
right thing. Was going to talk to Rossa Considine.

Eco car in drive, hopefully he at home and not down a cave. Also
hopefully not in bed with Gillian. Although they didn’t seem to do
that—spend the day in bed. They were up-and-at-"em outdoorsy types.

Considine opened door as if he’d been expecting me. Followed me into
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sitting room, where we perched on edge of couch, ill at ease and sad.
Strange atmosphere prevailed as if we’'d once been in love, but it was all
over now.

“You didn’t come last night,” I said.

“No. Told Noel to tell you.”

“He did. Rossa, my behavior that night we escaped from the guards, |
assure you it won't happen again—"

“Is okay—"

“I apologize, Rossa, I sincerely do. And to Gillian. From bottom of my
heart. Am so ashamed. But will never happen again. Was just insane,
adrenaline, mad moment. Please come back, we miss Chloe.”

“Sorry, Lola,” he said with regret. “Chloe’s gone for a while.”

“I promise won't lay finger on her—"

“Nothing to do with you, Lola. Not your fault. Just one of those
things . . . for the best . . .”

“But—" Tears in my eyes! For mythical character!

“Sorry, Lola,” Considine said with infinite kindness. “Know how
much you liked her, oh, please don’t cry, Lola, come here.” Took me on his
lap the way Chloe used to and I sobbed against his shirt.

“Will she be back?”

“Probably, yes, at some stage, just . . . you know . . .

Didn’t. Must be something to do with Gillian. Maybe she’d finally
started kicking up at her boyfriend wearing ladies’ clothing.

”

“But by time Chloe comes back, I'll be gone.”

“What?” Barked word out. He sat up straight, nearly sending me top-
pling onto floor. His body rigid and no longer comfortable to lean against.

“Yes, Considine. Have to go back to Dublin. Twoomey family want
the house and I need to go back to job.” At thought of leaving, cried all the
harder. Remarkably sad.

“When you going?”

“Don’t know. Haven't decided yet. Can’t bear to. Soon, though. Next
two weeks.”

“Right.”

His body sagged, and although once again comfortable to lean on, it
was different, not as pleasant, like a couch that has lost its oomph. Felt the

weight of his head, leaning against mine. Mood a peculiar grieving one.
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Like we were both mourning loss of Chloe. Know it sounds stupid, but
simply telling it like it was.

Considine patted hand on my back and my sobbing slowed, then
stopped. I closed eyes. Feeling a bit calmer. Warm. Nice smell from
Considine’s throat. Big, big sigh came all the way up from pit of my belly.
Exhaled in long, loose breath of acceptance. Pushed self away from him.
“I better get up, Rossa Considine. If stay any longer, will fall asleep.”

“Lola, sorry I've upset you—"

“S’okay, s'okay.” Had done my best. And was leaving Knockavoy any-
way. Leaving all of this trannie malarkey behind.

“You want come over on Wednesday for Law and Order?” he asked.
“One final time?”

“Thought it was on on Thursday night.”

“New year. New schedule. On on Wednesday nights now. You come
over?”

“ .. Okay . ..” Hadn't got what had come for, but okay . . .

12:12 pm. KNOCKAVOY MAIN STREET.

Saw Jake and his mouth sauntering along in Love God fashion on other
side of street. Braced self for insults. But he gave cheery wave, devoid of
bitterness, obsession, insanity. So it is true! According to usual sources
(Cecile) he is fully restored to old cocksure self. He has reduced Jaz to
shell of a girl, made casual, cruel attempt over Christmas—New Year
wasteland of time to come between Kelly and Brandon, and is now em-
broiled with engaged woman from “out Liscannor way.” I am blip on his
otherwise impeccable record.

12:16 pm. SUPERMARKET.
New Vogue in! Kelly had it on special order for me. Obliged to tell her to
cease and desist as would be returning to Dublin. She expressed sadness
at my imminent departure, then turned attention to shockingly high cost
of Vogue.

“Nearly a tenner!” she cried, clinking change out into my upturned
hand. “And nothing in it but ads! Hey!” All excited. “How you get that

mark?”

“What mark?”
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“That.” She indicated small, baldy-looking circle of shiny pink skin in
middle of my palm.

“Is it burn? You self-harmer?” she asked eagerly. Kelly fascinated by
lifestyles of starlet types she reads about in cheap magazines, little girls
with big handbags, bulimia, and spells in rehab under their belt before
eighteenth birthday. “Would love to meet real self-harmer.”

“Birthmark,” I said apologetically. “Born with it.” Then added, be-
cause she looked so disappointed, “Sorry.”

1:15 pm. PASSING THE DUNGEON.
“Ho, Lola Daly! A word, if you please.”

I stepped in.

“Item of gossip for you,” Boss said.

“Hot,” Moss said.

“Red-hot,” the Master confirmed.

Shameful thrill ran through me. This trio knows everything. What-
ever they told me would be true.

“Are you ready?” Boss asked.

I nodded.

“Gillian Kilbert . . "

“ .. also known as Ferret-Face . . .”

‘

‘... and Osama the barman . . .”
“ ..areanitem.”

Extreme shock.

Gillian and Osama? Was seized with terror. This my fault? Had I
driven wedge between Gillian and Considine, propelling Gillian on “re-
venge fling”’?

“Does Rossa know?” I asked.

“No.”

“So how do you know?”

“Expected it. Have watched situation with interest since they first be-
gan going to them Danish films together on a Friday night.”

“Thought they were both ripe for it,” the Master said. “Little bird tells
me Considine and Ferret-Face haven’t done the needful for many weeks.
In fact, not since the night they got back together.”
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“How the hell you know that?” Bad burny feeling at invasion of Con-
sidine’s privacy.

“Small town. Anyway, sure enough, instead of coming straight home
from Ennis, Gillian and Osama have taken to parking the car half a mile
out the road there and snogging the heads off each other.”

“They didn’t go to film at all last night,” Boss said. “Just parked the
car in their favorite spot . . . and . . . well, you know yourself.”

Bad burny feeling intensified. “Have you nothing better to do than
spy on people?”

Startled hiatus. “What's up, Lola?” Boss upset. ““T’hought you'd enjoy
the bit of news.”

“Not right that I know and that Rossa doesn’t.”

“Someone will tell him soon enough.” Moss seemed to think that this
was good thing.

But not!

Sudden and extreme compassion for Considine. Proud man. And al-
though sometimes cranky, a decent man. I too have been the rejected sap
in my time.

I should tell him.

But could I? Despised all that nosy-parker, fake-sympathy, “Thought
you should know . . .”

Although my sympathy not fake.

And if did break news to Considine, he would hate me forevermore.
Messengers always got the blame. Did not want him to hate me forever-
more. Discovered unexpected fondness for him.

“You leaving?” Alco’s Corner cried as I got to my feet.

“Yes.” Needed to think about this.

Left pub to sounds of Boss muttering, “Don’t know what’s up with her.”

Jesus Christ! As stepped out into daylight, first person I encountered was
Gillian. I was rooted to spot with guilt, shock, then more guilt.

“Hello, Lola, happy new year.” She stopped for chat. Seemed in blithe
good form.

““

.Erm ...



410 MARIAN KEYES

)

“ ..Youokay...?

Cripes alive. Was trying to decide what right thing was. She was right
in my path—what were chances of that happening? Was she there for
reason? But this was hard. A) I was fine one to bloody-well talk, having
made pass at her boyfriend, even though not him was interested in, but
his lady alter-ego. B) Interfering in other people’s affairs anathema to city
person like myself.

“Gillian.” Cleared throat. “Is none of my business and am not passing
judgment, really not at all, but heard . . . heard that you and Osama, I
mean Ibrahim, have been—"

What would I say? All sounded sordid. “Fumbling in turnouts”?

“. .. You know what am getting at?” [ said, mortified.

She was staring, ferret-face immobile, eyes full of fear.

“People talking about it,” I said. “Rossa will find out. Would probably
be better if he heard it from you.”

“Where you hear . . . ? Not in there?” She tipped her head at the Dun-
geon, her little face white as milk.

I inclined chin in reluctant assent. Would not wish this fate on worst
enemy—Boss, Moss, and the Master being privy to their intimate business.

“Fuck,” she whispered. “Okay.” She nodded, nodded, nodded, then
scampered up the street and dived into the Oak, no doubt to consult OI’
Prune Eyes.

3:37 PM.
Not spying. No. Simply happened to be cleaning windows in prepara-
tion for my departure when saw Ferret-Face and O’ Prune Eyes ap-
proach up the road, reeking of determination. Like gunfight at the OK
Corral. At Considine’s they turned right into his boreen. Rapped on
door and short while later were granted admission. Door shut firmly
behind them.

I listened hard, anticipating perhaps shouting and crashing of break-
ing crockery, but heard nothing.

4:19 PM.
Ferret-Face and Ol’ Prune Eyes emerged, heads bowed in what assumed

was shame. Could discern nothing further.
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6:24 PM.
Cleaning oven, although had barely used it during Knockavoy sojourn,
when heard knock on the door.

Rossa Considine leaning against doorjamb, looking mildly disheveled.

“Badger’s arse,” he said.

“Have you?”

“Your badger’s arse night. You were promised one and you never got it.
How you feel about doing it tonight? Right now?”

“What wonderful idea! Let me just take off apron.”

Of course, was simply being kindly person. Considine needed excuse
to go out and get moldy drunk to drown pain of ferret betrayal and was
dressing it up as gift to me. However, was proud—yes, proud—he had
picked me over his cave-diving buddies. Mind you, knowing those macho
types, I expect they would mock him something ferocious. “Ha ha, you

hear about Considine? So crap in bed his girl ran off with suicide bomber.

Hahahaha!!!”

6:37 pm. STANDING IN KNOCKAVOY MAIN STREET.
“Which pub?” I asked.

“The Oak.”

The Oak? You blame me for expecting boycott of the Oak?

Fair play to him. Man of forgiveness. Unless he planning to deck
Osama?

No. No decking. Purchased drinks from Osama. Aspect civil. Impres-
sive. Rossa Considine like Gandhi! Osama, on other hand, was creeping
about, eyes lowered with remorse. No sparkling, pruney-eyed smiles this
evening.

Couple of drinks in, Considine cracked and told me about Gillian and
Osama. I behaved as if was first had heard of it.

“Is tragedy,” I said. Meant it. Other people’s breakups give me pain,
almost like it’s happening to me. “How you feel?”

“Is end of an era,” he said. “But had run its course. We should never
have got back together after first time we broke up. Reasons we broke up
were all still there—I had no interest in her depressing films and she had
no interest in my, what you call it? Trannie-ism. Or Cave-diving. And

they’re happy, the pair of them.”
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“Not pleasant to be rejected,” I prompted. Just little bit sick of men
denying their feelings.

“No. Stings. You're right. But will survive.”

“No need to put on brave face. Being cuckolded [Margery Allingham]
is humiliating.”

He twisted round to look at me. In amazement he said, “You want me
to be depressed?”

“No. Want you to be honest.”

“Am being honest.”

“No, you not.”

“Am, Lola, am. Me and Gillian, gone bad ages ago, and me too . . .
too . . . whatever . . . to do something about it. Hoped it would get better.
Or hoped . . . just hoped wouldn’t have to do hard thing.”

“Don’t tell me you relieved!”

“Not relieved. Not so simple. But decision was pending. Now decision

made. Actually, yes, now that you mention it, am relieved.”

“God’s sake.” Tutted to self. “Another drink?”

9:21 pm. STILL IN THE OAK.
Cecile popped over to say ‘allo. “God bless all ere,” she chirruped. “’Ow’s
she cuttin’?”

“Rough as badger’s arse!”

We told everyone we met we were ‘“‘rough as badger’s arse.” Was cry-
ing with laughter. Really very funny and, of course, was quite drunk.

“We are the badger’s-arse gang!” Considine declared.

“The notorious badger’s-arse gang. Let’s go and see Mrs. Butterly be-
fore she goes to bed.”

SOUNDAY, JANUARY 18, 10:03 A.M.
Only one way to describe how I felt—as rough as a badger’s arse. Worst
hangover had had for long time.

Concerned for Considine. Good chance last night’s badger’s-arse glee
had worn off and he was in the horrors—part hangover, part cuckoldage.
Nothing worse than waking up morning after the day when you were
dumped. Especially if you had got moldy drunk to drown sorrows.

Texted him. Seemed silly urban thing to do, to text someone living next
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door when could just get out of bed and communicate in person, but didn’t
want to barge in on his sorrow. Also feared might vomit if I stood upright.

Morning. Am ruff as badgers

arse. U?
Reply came quickly.

Ruff as badgers arse 2.
Sent another.

U down a cave?
Speedy reply.

U mean real cave or

emotional I?

Had meant real one, but this was leading question.
Emotional I?
No, think is just hangover.

Fecking men! Just when you think they’re opening up to you!
Decided to go back to sleep.

3:10 PM.
Bee-beep bee-beep. Text noise woke me. Groped for phone. Message

from Considine.
Walk on beach? Kill or cure?

Novel notion—pain-killers, fat Coke, expensive potato chips, couch, and

duvet the normal person’s response to hangover. Nevertheless, replied,
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Y de hell not? C u 20 mins

ure gate

3:30 PM.

There he was, in serious-looking fleece and stampy-style boots. Hair un-
combed, as if he’d just tumbled out of bed, and pale, oh yes, really quite
pale. As soon as saw him and his pale green face, [ was seized by para-
lyzing mirth. Forward propulsion halted by it.

He, too, was in grip of spasm of hilarity so powerful he was clutching
his sides. When—eventually—able to speak, he called, “How you feel,
Lola Daly?”

“Rough as badger’s arse, Rossa Considine. You?”

“Rough as badger’s arse.”

One of those hangovers where everything seems funny.

4.27 pm. WALK OVER, THANKS BE TO CRIPES.
“Feeling miles better,” Considine said happily. “You?”

“No. Have pain in ear from wind and nothing will fix hangover except
glass of Fanta and plate of fries.”

“The Oak?”

“Why we not try somewhere different?” Wanted to save him from
own macho posturing, insisting by his very presence in the Oak that he
didn’t mind at all, at all, that his girlfriend had left him for Osama. “The
Hole in One?”

“Would rather set my face on fire.”

5.03 pm. THE OAK.
On second Fanta. Plate of chips in front of me. Planned to have cheese-
cake of day (strawberry) next.

Considine’s phone beeped.

“Text from Gillian,” he said. “Checking [ haven’t topped myself.”

I guilt-flinched. Will it happen every time Gillian Kilbert is men-
tioned, till the end of my days?

Considine noticed. “What’s up?”

Had to ask. Needed to know. Made self ask question, like squeezing
icing out of cone-shaped force bag. “. . . Did you . . . and Gillian . . . split
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up because of . . . that business with Chloe and me just before Christ-
mas?”

“No. Keep telling you. Has been dead on its feet for the last Christ
knows how long.”

“Did Gillian ever . . . say anything about me?”

“No,” he said, but hesitation was there.

“She did!” I cried. “She did! Tell me.”

“What? So you can feel even more guilty?”

“Just tell me, Considine.”

“She said—you know that day of the plunger? That there was . . . ten-
sion, like sexual tension, between us.”

What?! Gillian Kilbert, cheeky bitch! “Thinking she can deflect at-
tention from her own adulterous liaison by accusing you and me of ten-
sion of a sexual nature!” I said. “Don’t mean to kick a man when he’s
down, Considine, but don't fancy you.”

“She didn’t mean that,” Considine said patiently. “Obviously she was
talking about buzz between you and Chloe.”

“But what Gillian base her statement on? Cripes alive, you didn’t tell
her about the snog, did you?” Hid my eyes with my hands.

“No. Especially considering it hadn’t even happened on the plunger
day.” He was laughing. ““She said we were sarcastic to each other.”

“What you say to that?”

“That we were sarcastic to each other because didn'’t really like each

other. Most obvious solution is usually the correct one.”

grace

“I need to talk to you,” Damien said.

I went cold all over.

“I've something to tell you,” he said.

Christ alive. This was supposed to have been a lovely, romantic eve-
ning. I'd flown back from London this morning—1I'd been there for ages,

since Thursday, since Marnie made an alarmingly mad-in-the-head



416 MARIAN KEYES

phone call—and Damien had insisted on canceling his Monday-night
poker game so we could have some rare time together.

But even though I'd lit my precious jasmine candle and we’d knocked
back a bottle of red, the romance hadn'’t really kicked in. I was too tired,
and as the couch was broken, I was in the only armchair and Damien was
bolt upright in a hard kitchen chair.

By mutual unacknowledged consent, we'd eventually given up on
conversation and turned on the telly. There was a documentary on about
incredibly violent gangs in Brazilian prisons—the sort of thing we usually
relished—but neither of us was paying attention to it.

I was thinking about Marnie, how she seemed to be getting worse,
how she had started being a bit peculiar even when she was sober. |
couldn’t shake this awful feeling that things were coming to a head.

Damien, too, was locked in his thoughts, obviously going through
stuff, analyzing, sorting, and—it must have been because I was so
exhausted—instead of peppering him with questions like [ usually would,
I let him do it in peace.

“Grace, I've to tell you something,” he repeated. It sounded like he’'d
arrived at some sort of a decision and suddenly I was so frightened.

Was this really happening?

I realized I'd been waiting for this, without even knowing consciously
that I had.

When I'd let myself into the house that evening, I thought I'd felt that
strange presence again. It was hard to know for certain, because I'd been
flat-out looking for it. I'd wandered from room to room, flip-flopping be-
tween thinking, Maybe yes, maybe no. Unable to decide if something,
someone, had been there over the weekend. Someone who shouldn’t have
been.

Now Damien was going to tell me, and the fear, I can’t tell you. I was
suddenly drenched in sweat.

“Isit . ..” My voice was croaky and I cleared my throat. “It’s Juno?”

“What?” Damien frowned. “Juno? No.”

It wasn’t Juno?

But then what was it? Who was 1t?

I wouldn’t have thought it was possible to feel any more afraid than I

had twenty seconds previously, but there we are. I did.
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“I found out by accident . . .” Damien said.

Found out what?

“But now that [ know . . .”

Know what?

“It’s about Dee.”

I was so surprised I couldn’t speak for a few moments. “Dee Rossini?”

“Yeah. They're putting a story together at work. Apparently she’s been
harboring illegals.”

“Oh—" I knew it was true. I'd seen it myself. But I couldn’t find the
words. [ was still in the fear.

“They're going massive on it,” Damien said. “If it comes off, she’ll
never come back from it.”

I stared into his eyes searching for . . . what? A second layer of truths?
The stuff he hadn’t said?

“That’s it?” I said. “That’s all you wanted to tell me?”

“I've taken the risk of my career telling you th—Why? What did you
think I was going to say?”

“ .. Nothing . . .”

“Not Juno?” he said in exasperation. “Not still? Didn’t I say that I
wouldn’t see her?”

“Yes, yes, yes.”

“I don’t know why you think I would ever get involved with her.”

“I know you love me—"

“Yes, I love you, of course I love you. But even if I didn't, after what
Juno did to me?” His voice was high with frustration. “You know I'd
never trust her again.”

He glared at me and I glared at him, then we both began to laugh.

“Do you want to hear this or don’t you?” he asked.

“Yes.”

He set it all out for me. His paper, the Press, had a source who'd come
with a story that Dee Rossini was part of a small, clandestine circle who
were helping young women, mostly Moldovans, who had entered Ireland
illegally. The women were living as slaves, were beaten, starved, and
pimped by the men who'd brought them into the country, but obviously
they couldn’t look for help from the legal system because legally they
didn’t exist.
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“So Dee and her merry band of do-gooders are helping them. The
women get access to a doctor, they get new documents, they stay with one
of the do-gooders until it’s safe.”

“Then they go home?”

That wouldn'’t be so bad: if Dee was helping illegals to leave Ireland.

Damien shook his head. “They don’t send them home because ap-
parently it’s just as bad there as it is here. They try to fix them up with
live-in employment, as a nanny, that sort of thing. Some of the women
they send to the UK. Which will do wonders for Irish-British relations,”
he said wearily. “An Irish government minister facilitating the entry of
illegals into Britain. I'm fond of Dee, very fond. She’s a true idealist. But
sometimes . . .”

“Who’s putting the story together?”

“Current affairs. Angus Sprott and Charlie Haslett. It's Code Black.”

“You have codes? You're all so macho there in the Press. So how did
you find out?”

“Charlie hacked into my files. I wondered why he couldn’t have just
asked me for whatever he needed. The obvious conclusion was that he was
working on something dodgy.” He shrugged. “How could I resist?”

“It can’t be that Code Black then, if you were able to just hack into the
file.”

“His new baby is teething. He isn’t getting much sleep. I guess he for-
got to secure it.”

“How far advanced are they? When are they planning to run the
story?”

“As soon as they've got pictures.”

“And when will that be?”

“The next time one of the women is spirited into Dee’s house. Photog-
raphers are watching the place twenty-four-seven.”

I'was shocked. Dee under constant surveillance? Like a terrorist?

The question that always cropped up whenever Dee was in trouble
cropped up again. “Who’s doing this? Like, any idea who the source is?”

“The source?”

“Right. I know.” The identity of sources was never revealed because
then—duh!—they wouldn'’t be sources anymore. “Keep your knickers on.”

“Yeah, sorry. Anyway, the Chrisps have to be behind it, because it’ll
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knock out not just Dee but the entire New Ireland party. There are ru-
mors that a general election will be called soon. Probably in March. Like
last time, the Nappies won't win enough seats to form a government on
their own. But if New Ireland is in disarray, they won't have a coalition
partner—Ileaving the way clear for the Chrisps.”

“Damien, I've got to tell Dee.”

“Why do you think I told you?”

“But if anyone finds out it came from you . . .

i

He’d lose his job.
He paused. “I've thought about it. Let’s take that chance.”
“Damien, you're . . . you're very good.”

“Dee, who knows about 1t?”

I'd managed to get her early in the morning, before work, in her office
in Leinster House, and I made her sit down, then I told her what Damien
had told me. The blood receded from her beautiful face and she became
waxy and immobile. “How . . . ?”

“That’s what I'm asking you. Who knows about it?”

She undid her topknot and ran her fingers through her loose corkscrew
hair, then she rounded it all up again, bringing stray springy strands into
the fold, and twisted it back onto her head, even tighter than before.

Finally she spoke. “Only the girls themselves. And a handful of other
people. But there’s so few of us and we all want the same thing . . .” She
suddenly focused on me. “And you know, Grace, but as you're here warn-
ing me, [ presume it’s not you.”

“What about the other people? Damien said there’s a doctor? And a
person who does documents? Could it be one of them?”

“They’ve got as much to lose as me.”

“Who could have accidentally found out? Who comes to your house?
Have you a boyfriend?”

She shook her head sharply.

“You said that to me before and you did have one.”

“I'm sorry about that, but I really don’t have one now.”

“Your daughter?”

“She lives in Milan.”
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“A cleaner?”

“You've been to my house. Does it look like I've a cleaner?”

“Friends? You have friends over for strange-looking pasta. You had
Damien and me.”

She placed her palms flat on her desk. (Again, very attractive nail pol-
ish. A type of dull heather shade. As was the case with all Dee’s nail var-
nishes, it was nicer than it sounds.) “Look, Grace, this is how it works. It’s
planned. Helping a girl get away isn’t easy, and the window of opportu-
nity is quite specific. I always have advance notice, usually a few days,
when a girl is coming. So I clear the decks. Make sure no one else will be in
the house at the same time.”

“But Elena—"

“Elena was an emergency. They don’t happen often.”

“The fact is, Dee, that someone knows and someone has told.”

“They’re only children, you know,” she said sadly. “Young girls. You
wouldn’t believe the appalling things that are done to them. They're
raped, starved, beaten, their bones are broken, cigarettes are stubbed out
in their vaginas—"

“Stop.”

“I couldn’t not help them.”

“Dee, I'm on your side, but you're breaking the law! I'm not saying it’s
not a cruel law, but you're a government minister. If you don’t want to lose
your job and your career and your political party—and you will if this
comes out—ryou better find out who'’s behind this. And find out quickly,
because the Press is keen to run the story.”

“It’s got to be Bangers Brady and his Christian Progressives.”

“That’s the obvious conclusion. But who in the Christian Progressives?”

“They’re a big party. It could be any number of them.”

“No Dee, you have to focus. Someone has it in for you.”

She rolled her eyes. “Every day of my life I know that lots of someones
have it in for me.”

“What [ mean is, Dee, you're so used to being pilloried from all quar-
ters that you've forgotten that terrible things don’t happen simply because
of random forces of evil swilling around in the ether, but that terrible

things happen because individual human beings make them happen.”
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I thought it was a very good speech, actually. I wondered if she was
impressed.

She looked like she was fighting back a smile. And this was no smiling
matter! Briefly [ had a spy-film, betrayal-all-around, no-one-can-be-trusted
moment where [ wondered if Dee herself was the source. It was like seeing
double, but in your brain.

“Dee?”

“Grace, I'm not laughing. I'm very grateful. I'll go through everything
I have, I'll talk to the others, I'll find out who'’s done this.”

“Dee, you need to find out fast and get them to stop the story. And in
the meantime you can’t have anyone—any of the girls—showing up at

your house. Once the Press has photos, they're running the story.”

“Morning, morning, morning, morning, morning.” I greeted T. C., Lor-
raine, Clare, Tara, and—yes—even Joanne.

“Still freezing out there?” T. C. was keen to moan about life in gen-
eral, and usually he would find a willing accomplice in me.

“Still freezing,” I replied briskly, scanning the deluge of press releases
in my mailbox. Without wasting time wondering if they were good or
bad, I picked out five possible stories to pitch to Jacinta whenever she
came in, then, watched with extreme suspicion by T. C., I began to write
names in a random fashion on my jotter: Dee Rossini; Toria Rossini;
Bangers Brady; Toria Rossini’s husband, whatever his name was; Chris-
topher Holland; me; Damien; Paddy de Courcy; Sidney Brolly; Angus
Sprott; Scott Holmes, the journalist who'd done the horrible piece with
Christopher Holland.

Anyone I could think of who had been connected with Dee over the
past six months, I scattered their names around the page.

“What are you up to?” T. C. asked.

“Nothing.” I shielded the page with my arm.

[ was doing something that I'd read detectives in Val McDermid nov-
els doing: they write down everything they know about a case, including
all the confusing loose ends, and they look for a pattern or a connection.
But maybe it doesn’t happen in real life. Maybe real detectives can’t break
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into houses with a credit card either. Maybe real detectives in Hawaii
never say ‘Book him, Danno.”

But I didn’t know any other way. I bounced my pen off my page. Who
else? Dee’s ex-husband, of course.

As [ sightlessly scanned the office, seeking inspiration, David Thorn-
berry unfolded himself from his desk and grabbed his cigarettes. There’s
another one, I thought, and scribbled his name down. He’'d had an exclu-
sive on “Dee’s daughter’s unpaid wedding scandal,” which Big Daddy
hadn’t let him go with. While I was about it, I wrote down Coleman
Brien’s name too.

Then I scribbled a series of questions, scattering them around the
page, trying not to overthink them. “Who painted Dee’s house?” “Where
was her daughter’s wedding held?” “Who recommended the hotel?”
“Where did Dee meet Christopher Holland?” “Who was his previous
girlfriend?” “Who was Dee’s previous boyfriend?” “Who told Dee about
the Moldovan girls?” “Who did the documents for them?” “Did they
know someone in the Chrisps?” “Did they know Christopher Holland?”

The page was pretty full. Maybe I was going to have to go to the statio-
nery cupboard for a bundle of index cards and write stuff on them, then
fling them around the floor to see what story unfolded in the formation
they landed in. But maybe real detectives don’t do that either.

I stared at the page, dense with writing. Assuming I'd included every-
thing that was relevant—and Christ alone knew whether I had or hadn’t—
somewhere in there was a connection that should hint at the person or
persons who were gunning for Dee.

I drew arrows, connecting names to statements, trying to stay open
minded, trying to let a different energy guide me.

But I don’t believe in energy. [ don’t believe in intuition. [ don’t believe
in hunches.

I'm not that kind of journalist. My skill is in wearing people down, in
chipping away at the poor bastards, keeping on and on at them until they
eventually crack and give me a quote or a story just to get rid of me.

I studied the results: not encouraging. According to my arrows,
Bangers Brady had painted Dee’s house, Christopher Holland was his
own previous girlfriend, and Dee’s daughter had married me.

“There’s one,” T. C. said, leaning over and pointing as if he was help-
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ing me to do a sudoku. “Look, that one there. ‘Paddy de Courcy’ linked to
‘Who recommended the painters?’ That could make sense. It could be
him.”

“Here she is!”” Lorraine had spotted Jacinta arriving. “God no, it’s red
today!”

“Red!” Three weeks of black had been very wearing, but red would be
worse. It presaged rage, raised voices, and definitely, definitely no cake.

I folded my page into my pocket and readied myself for Jacinta’s fury.

The tail-end of the January sales was what she wanted covered. How low
did they go? What happened to the unsold clothing? Destroyed? Re-
turned to the manufacturers? Off-loaded onto T. ]J. Maxx? “Find out
about Missoni,” she ordered. “There’s loads left in the Brown Thomas
sale, but they're sticking hard at forty-six percent off.”

I couldn’t help suspecting that Jacinta had a personal interest in this
story.

Traipsing in and out of clothes shops that offered the ragged dregs of
Christmas party frocks, I kept thinking about Dee and I kept coming back
to her runaway boyfriend, Christopher Holland. He had, to quote Hercule
Poirot, means, motive, and opportunity. As he had already shafted Dee
way beyond the point where he could ever be forgiven, there was nothing to
stop him from shopping her on harboring illegals. Casey Kaplan had men-
tioned him having gambling debts and, much as I'd prefer to think that
Kaplan was full of shit, maybe Christopher had needed more money.

He’'d been in Dee’s house a lot; whatever she said about compartmen-
talizing her life, he could easily have coincided with one of the girls. No
life was entirely airtight. I mean, I knew about Dee sheltering women,
therefore her life was evidently not airtight. I was just some stray journal-
1st who happened to turn up on the same day that a badly beaten woman
had taken up residence in Dee’s bedroom. Luckily I liked Dee. But she
might have done another interview that day, some other journalist might
have come along and sat in her kitchen and eaten homemade macaroons
and then gone upstairsand . . . and . . . what? What was it?

Something in my head had caused an adrenaline surge. Suddenly alert

and thinking with crystal clarity, I stopped dead in the street and a man
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slammed into the back of me. “Sorry, sorry,” I exclaimed while he mut-
tered about fecking egjits who have no respect for other people . . .

I stepped out of the pedestrian traffic and backtracked through my
recent thoughts, examining each one.

“Some other journalist”? No, it wasn'’t that.

“Sat in her kitchen”? Not that either.

“Eaten homemade macaroons”? That was the one!

The homemade macaroons. | hadn't eaten any, but Dee had told me
that it was okay because Paddy was coming over for a working dinner and
he’d eat them.

Assuming that Dee hadn’t canceled on him and assuming that Elena
hadn’t been moved on before he arrived, Paddy was in Dee’s house at the
same time as Elena.

If Paddy had known about Elena, what else might he know?

I reached for my phone.

“Dee, remember the day I interviewed you. Paddy de Courcy was
coming for dinner that evening. Paddy could have seen Elena. He could
have done what I did. You know, opened the bedroom door and seen her.
So did he?”

“Why?”

“Will you just tell me?”

After a long silence, she said, “Maybe. I'm not exactly sure, but
maybe.”

The tips of my fingers tingled.

“Dee, you know your painting and decorating scandal?”

She sighed her assent.

“Let me just check some facts.” (I knew all the facts, I was just spelling
them out for her.) “You got your house painted, the company never sent
you a bill, and when, off your own bat, you eventually sent a check, it
wasn't cashed, so basically you'd had your house painted for free. So who-
ever wanted to shaft you must have got to the decorating firm after you'd
decided to use them. Or someone was already in cahoots with them and
persuaded you to use them. You told me that the painting and decorating
firm came recommended. Yes? Well, who recommended them?”

Another long silence.

“Was it Paddy? Paddy de Courcy?”
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A sigh. “Yes.”
“It’s him, Dee.”

“It’s not him,” Dee said. “Don’t be an idiot. When I'm damaged, the
party is damaged, and when the party is damaged, so 1s he.”

“Look, I'm not saying it's a perfect plan.” I noticed that in my
excitement I was talking too loud and half of Kenny’s was listening in. It
would have been better to have had this discussion somewhere private,
but I didn’t want to go to Dee’s house in case the hidden photographers
mistook me for a Moldovan woman, and I didn’t want Dee to come to
mine in case it would draw attention to Damien.

“Precision bombing,” I whispered. “To take you out but to keep the
integrity of the party intact. That’s what he’s trying.”

“Precision bombing,” she repeated, and shook her head with some
derision.

I realized how melodramatic I sounded. “I'm sorry . . . thisisn’t Black
Hawk Down, but I don’t know what other way to say it.”

“It’s too risky for him,” she said.

“He’s a risk taker.”

“How do you know?”

I shook my head. “That’s a story for another day.” I took a deep
breath. “Dee, I'm sorry, but Paddy de Courcy is not the lovely man you
think he is.”

She looked at me in amazement and I regretted having to destroy her
illusions, but it was necessary if—as I was kind of convinced—he was the
person who was shafting her.

“I never thought Paddy de Courcy was a lovely man,” she said.

“Is that right? Well good, because—"

“Paddy de Courcy is a ruthless, treacherous, greedy, graspingly ambi-
tious, profoundly unpleasant man. He'd sell his own granny at a trunk
sale if he thought it might buy him a couple of votes, and by hook or by
crook, he’ll be Ireland’s leader one day.”

I was stunned into silence. Stunned. Her opinion of him was almost
worse than mine. And she had never said. Had never given any indica-

tion. Politicians, I tell youl!
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“So why do you work with him?”

“We all work with people we don't like. It’s handy for the party—people
who distrust me because I'm a mouthy feminist are reassured by my hav-
ing a good-looking, charismatic man as my deputy.”

“You admit he wants to be Taoiseach?”

“God yes, he’s always had his eye on the prize, but I've never thought
he planned to do it via leadership of New Ireland. He’s using us because
we're small but we punch above our weight. He’s a big fish in New Ireland
and it’s got him noticed, but we're only a stepping stone. His next big
move will be to defect to the Nappies and he’ll take it from there.”

“Say it again, Dee. ‘A ruthless, treacherous . . ."”

“A ruthless, treacherous, greedy, graspingly ambitious, profoundly
unpleasant man.”

“And say the part about selling his granny.”

“He’d sell his own granny at a trunk sale if he thought . . .”

“. .. ‘it might buy him a couple of votes,” I prompted.

“. .. it might buy him a couple of votes,” she repeated.

Once again astonishment washed over me. “I thought you were thick
as thieves with him.”

“Now you know.”

“And I think you're wrong. I think he does want to be leader of New
Ireland. At the very least it would get him a ministerial post.”

“What'’s Paddy done to you?” she asked suddenly.

“. . Em..”

“Something, right? Something bad? But, Grace, don’t try to make the
facts fit just to find him guilty.”

Was I doing that?

Was my personal stuff getting in the way of reality? Was I trying to
blame Paddy de Courcy for everything? Global warming? The destruc-
tion of the rain forests? The attacks on Dee Rossini?

Maybe. I was prepared to admit it was a slight, tiny possibility.

But as soon as I tried to let go of him and slot another person—
Christopher Holland, for example—into the box marked “guilty,” my
brain refused to cooperate.

I just needed one more event to link Paddy to the persecution of Dee

and we were in business. Who could I ask? There wasn’t any point ring-



TLis Cl’lqrming Man 427

ing Angus Sprott at the Press and asking him if de Courcy was his source.
For one thing he’d never tell me, and for another I'd be fingering Damien,
and for yet another there was no way it would be Paddy in person. He'd
have gotten Spanish John to pay someone else to pay someone else to do it:
a long enough chain of command that it would never come back to him.

“Your daughter’s wedding, when so many things went wrong, do you
think someone in the hotel could have been paid to cock it all up? To ‘lose’
the wedding cake? To cause chaos in the kitchen so that there weren’t
enough meals?”

“It’s a theory. But there’s no way of proving it.”

It mightn't be that hard. I'd need to talk to everyone who worked in the
hotel on the day of the wedding. Mind you, it was five months ago, staff
turnover in hotels was notoriously high. But worth considering.

“It’s not Paddy,” Dee said. “But it could be Christopher. Really, it
could be.”

“Okay.” I decided to go with this different tack. (In the Val McDermid
novels, the detectives say you must stay open-minded.) “Why did he sell
his story about his relationship with you?”

“The Globe paid him lots of money, I presume.”

“You presume? Haven't you asked him?”

She looked at me like I was insane. “I haven’t spoken to him since the
story came out. Two days previously, actually.”

“Nothing at all? You never got the urge to ring him and shout
abuse?”

“No.”

“Or to get answers to some questions?”

“No.”

“Not even some night when you were drunk?”

“I don’t get drunk.”

“Don’t you?”

“Well, all right then, I do. But why would I bother wasting my good
drunkenness on him? He let me down. I knew he would. Men always do.”

“So why did you bother with him at all?”

“Because he had a big dick and could do it three times a night.”

“ . .Er...really?”

“Yes, sometimes four.”
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Christ alive, but she was fabulous.

“No one—almost no one—knew that you had a boyfriend. How did
the Globe know that there was even a person to approach and offer money
to? Somebody had to have told them. Did Paddy know about Christo-
pher?”

She hesitated. “Perhaps. There was one time Christopher showed up
at my office. I got rid of him sharpish but Paddy asked about him. I said
he was a friend of Toria’s. I've never been sure he believed me,” she ad-
mitted. “Paddy misses nothing. But I thought we’d moved on from
Paddy.”

“Sodid 1.”

There was something that naked curiosity compelled me to ask. “Casey
Kaplan said he knew Christopher. Is that true? Or is he entirely full of
shit?”

“It’s true.” She laughed at my sour face. “Christopher and Casey are
very close friends, they were at school together. He really does know ev-
erybody. He’s just one of those people.”

“It could have been Casey Kaplan.”

“It wasn’t him.” Dee was scornful. “He wouldn’t have given the story
to Scott Holmes, he’d have done it himself. Anyway, it wasn’t him be-
cause he’s a sweetheart.”

“Surely you mean a gobshite?”

“Okay, those ridiculous clothes, the swagger, the rock-star jargon . . .
But he’s a pet. It’s the main reason he’s so connected—everyone likes
him.”

“I'don’t.”

“Except you, then.”

“I'm ringing Scott Holmes,” I said. “He might tell me something.”
“He won't,” Dee said.

“Let’s see,” I said, locating my phone and hoping I still had Scott’s

number.

“Scott? Grace Gildee here.”

“Gracie!” I endured the “How’s tricks” conversation for as long as I
could, then I said, “Scott, I need your help.” (Good thing to say. Act help-
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less. Gets results quicker. A truly depressing indictment of the state of
male/female relations, but I'm only telling it like it is.)

“Aw, Gracie, you only call me when you want something.”

“Back in November, you did a big piece with Christopher Holland,
Dee Rossini’s boyfriend. Remember?”

“Course.”

“The 1initial contact. Was it Christopher Holland himself? Or was it
agented?”

“Aw, come on, Grace, that’s confidential.”

“Scott, we're not discussing the Good Friday agreement. Was it Paddy
de Courcy?”

“Wha—? Are you crazy?”

“John Crown?”

“De Courcy’s driver? No.”

Silence hissed on the line.

“Grace, I'll tell you this much, it was agented, but I never got the
name. [ never even met them.”

Shite. “So how were you contacted? Did someone appear to you in a
dream?”

He laughed. “Mobile.”

“Any chance you've still got the number?”

“It’s probably been disconnected by now. Usually the account is opened
just long enough to set up the deal, then shut down again.”

“Thank you, Scott, I too am a journalist, I understand your nefarious
ways. But give it to me anyway.”

“The usual caveats. You didn't get it from me, etc., etc. Let me find it.”
After a few moments of clicking and rustling, he called out a string of
digits.

“Thank you, Scott, you're a decent man.”

“Let’s get together some evening,” he said.

“Let’s,” I said, and quickly disconnected.

It wasn't that I didn’t like him, but he was into all that hearty New
Zealand stuff. The main reason I'd broken it off with him—apart from
being in love with Damien—was that he was always making me trek up
the side of a mountain in the snow.

“Have you any change?” I asked Dee. “I need to make a phone call.”
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She held her mobile toward me.

“No, I need to use a public phone. We can't leave an electronic trail.”

“The Bourne Identity now, is it?”’

She produced a fifty-cent piece and I made my way to the grim alcove
that housed Kenny’s phone. I punched in the numbers Scott had given
me and held my breath as I waited.

I'd expected all kinds of noises—but not a ringing tone. It rang! It
rang three times, then it was answered. A man’s voice said, “Ted Sheri-
dan’s phone.”

I disconnected immediately.

My hands were shaking.

Ted Sheridan.

Sheridan.

All the proof I needed.

I returned to Dee.

“Was it Paddy?” she asked.

“No.”

“Told you.”

“Come on. We're going for a drive.”

“The Godfather? Goodfellas?”

While I drove I called Ma. “I need you to find a photo. From long ago,
when Marnie was going out with Paddy de Courcy.”

Dee, sitting next to me in the passenger seat, gave me a sharp look.

“Not of the two of them,” I told Ma. “I need one of Sheridan. I know
there’s one knocking around.”

It wouldn’t take Ma long to locate it. They thought it pitifully bour-
geois to record every family occasion with a fat pile of photos. They didn’t
even own a camera, and the few photos they had of Marnie and me as
teenagers had been taken and donated by Leechy.

“What are we doing?” Dee asked.

“Picking up a photo of de Courcy’s old friend Ted Sheridan, then we're
going to show it to Christopher Holland and ask him if this is the man
who persuaded him to do the kiss-'n’-tell on you.”

“I'mnot . . . there’s no way I'm talking to Chris—"
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“You don't have to talk to him, but you do have to be there. How else
will you have proof that de Courcy is behind all this?”

Because it was late the roads were empty and we reached Yeoman
Road in ten minutes. Ma had found the photo; it was of Marnie, Paddy,
Leechy, Sheridan, and me, clustered together and laughing.

“Thanks, Ma, you're a superstar. But I can’t stay.”

Back in the car I handed the photo to Dee. “Hold this. Now where
does Christopher Holland live?”

She looked like she was going to refuse to tell me, then caved.
“Inchicore.”

She was transfixed by the photograph. “Paddy looks so young, better
now than he did then. And look at you, you're exactly the same! Who are
the other people?” She was studying Leechy. “Is that. .. surely it’s
not—"

“Who? Show. Oh yeah.”

“I didn’t know you knew her.”

“I don’t anymore. Listen, ring Christopher Holland. Make sure he’s at
home. Tell him you want to see him.”

“I don't want to see him.”

“Well, pretend. We're trying to save your career here, in case you
hadn’t noticed.”

“What if he won't see me?”

“Say, “You owe me that at least.” Shame him into it.”

She produced her phone from her bag but sat with it resting in her
hand, her head bowed.

“Ring him!”

With a marked lack of enthusiasm, she made the call. He must have
answered because she said, “It’'s Dee.” Then a few more sentences. “I
need toseeyou . . . Now . . . Ten minutes.”

Then she hung up and shuddered.

“Come on,” I coaxed. “You'll be in his flat. You can break something

belonging to him. Something precious.”

Christopher Holland’s door opened immediately and he was already
knee-deep into his apology. “Dee, I'm sorry, [
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Then he noticed me and he stepped back, suddenly wary.

He was immensely sexy, and knowing what I knew about his large
member and his stamina, I so would. (Only in theory and if I wasn’t with
Damien, etc., etc.)

“Grace Gildee, Christopher Holland.” Dee’s introductions were terse.
We stepped into the hall and I followed Dee into a living room.

“Dee, I shouldn't have done it—" Christopher’s prostration was back
on track.

With a wave of Dee’s hand, she dismissed him. “I'm not here for an
apology. I just need to know if you shafted me off your own bat or if some-
one persuaded you.”

“Persuasion,” he said, sounding eager to absolve himself of blame. “As
if I'd come up with something like that by myself. Dee, the money was so
big. I said no, they came back with more, I said no again, they hiked it
again. It was the toughest call of my life—"

“You're breaking my heart,” Dee said. “Grace, show him the photo.”

I thrust it at him. “It’s old, I know, but do you see your”—1I coughed
sarcastically—"‘persuader?”

It was donkey’s years since I'd seen Sheridan. I had to hope he hadn’t
aged dramatically or had transformative plastic surgery.

Christopher stared. “Is that Paddy de Courcy?” He laughed. “No way,
man. The state of him! He had a mullet.”

“Never mind him.”

“And is that you?” He looked me up and down. “You haven’t changed
much.”

“Would you . . .” I redirected him to the job.

He gazed at the photo sitting in the palm of his hand for so long that I
began to sweat.

“Yes?” I encouraged.

“No.” He shook his head. “Sorry.” He looked genuinely regretful.

“I know it’s old, but try to imagine seventeen years on.” I was begin-
ning to sound desperate. “Think different hair, maybe less of it now, more
jowly perhaps . . .”

He pulled the photo closer to his face and tried it with one eye shut,
then the other. “Wow! Yeah, right, I see it now! You've gotta admit she

looks totally different now, much classier—"
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She?

She?

“Who?” I grabbed the photo from him.

“Her.” He pointed at Leechy. “Alicia Thornton? Paddy’s lady? When
she showed up here, she had a mad scarf on, trying to change her look, but
I knew who she was. Like, from the papers. Isn’t that who you're talking
about?”

I turned to Dee. The shock on my face was mirrored on hers.

“Youmean—?" Dee hissed in a most terrifying way at Christopher Hol-
land, “Not only did you tell the entire nation every detail of our sex life, but
you neglected to let me know that my closest colleague is out to get me?”

“»

“Please don’t tell me you thought Alicia Thornton was doing this off
her own bat? Please don’t let me discover that you're that stupid.”

“I'kinda felt . . .” Christopher stammered. “I'd hurt you so much with
the story. I didn’t think anything could hurt you more.”

“I see. Stupid, treacherous, and arrogant. FYI, Christopher, my career
means far more to me than you ever did. Come on, Grace.” She swept out.
I whipped the photo out of Christopher’s hand, then hurried after Dee,
back to the car. We got in but I didn’t switch the engine on; I was so over-
whelmed I couldn’t trust myself to drive safely.

“It’'s Paddy,” Dee said.

I nodded.

“It’s definitely Paddy,” she repeated. She twisted her neck to look at
me. “Isn’t it, Grace?”

“ .. Looks like it.”

“Are you okay, Grace?”

“Mmm, yeah.”

But I wasn’t. Abruptly I found I was having a major rethink on the
wisdom of this entire enterprise.

Up until now it had been—almost—Ilike a game; playing girl in-
vestigator during a slow week at work. Because of what Paddy had
done to me it had been gratifying to pursue further evidence of his
badness.

But now I had the proof—he was involved in high-risk political games,

he really was—and all of a sudden I'd come to my senses. What had |
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been thinking with my idiotic bravado? I should have stayed well clear.
This was real life, and I knew what Paddy was capable of.

Sitting in the stationary car, I made a decision: this was where |
bowed out. Dee could take it from here. She was the politician, she’d be
good at all that Machiavellian stuff. | was just an ordinary Joe Soap. A
scared one.

“I’ll have to call him on it.” Dee’s eyes were narrowed as she visualized
the scenario. “But I need something to bargain with. What have you on
him, Grace? What skeletons are rattling in his cupboard?”

“None. Nothing.”

“What?” She turned in surprise. “But I thought—? Oh no, Grace.
You can't!”

“Dee, I'm not that type of person, journalist . . . whatever. I thought I
was, but 1t turns out I'm not.

“Sorry,” I added.

“You mean you're scared of Paddy?”

“ .. Isuppose.”

“But that’s good! It means you know something about him. Some-
thing that can help me.”

“Yes, but—"

“Whatever he’s done to you, don’t you want to have your say?”

“No.”

“That’s not the Grace I know.”

“It’s not the Grace I know either,” I said gloomily. “It just goes to show.”

“Grace, youre my only hope. My political career depends on you.
Without you I'm sunk.”

I laid my forehead on the steering wheel. “Don’t.”

“And if I'm sunk,” Dee said gently, ““so are thousands of Irish women.
Women who live in fear. Women who have no one to speak up for them.
Women who have no one to give them a voice, no one to articulate the
deepest hopes of their hearts.”



Marnie

Sky News was still her only friend. Even if it did have a tendency to repeat
itself every fifteen minutes or so. Today it was telling her that it was
Wednesday the twenty-first of January. (Also some tedium about foot-
ball transfers, which she tuned out.)

When the phone rang, Marnie regarded it fearfully. Just out of habit.
Somewhere along the line, the phone had become a bringer of only bad
news, and she’d stopped answering it.

The machine kicked in, then she heard Grace.

“Marnie, it’s me, Grace, are you there?”

Marnie picked up. “I'm here.”

“Are you sober?”

“Yes.” But only because she was waiting for the liquor store to open;
there wasn't a single drop of vodka left in the house. She didn’t know how
she’d let that happen.

“Are you really?” Grace sounded anxious. “This is important.”

“Honestly I am.” Marnie’s heart twisted with sorrow; she couldn’t
blame Grace for being suspicious.

“Okay—right, I've got a favor to ask. Blast from the past. Brace your-
self. Paddy de Courcy.”

Marnie flinched. She just had to hear his name. Even now.

Grace continued. “Don’t feel any pressure to do this. Don’t do any-
thing you don’t want. I'm only doing this to help someone else, so you
won't be letting me down.”

Marnie was confused. “You want me to help Paddy?”

“Christ, no! The total opposite.”

“ .. Okay.” So Paddy didn’t want her to help him. She felt oddly dis-
appointed.

“He’s up to all kinds of political dirty tricks,” Grace said. “I said I'd
try to help the person he’s shafting.”

Marnie was startled. This was all very dramatic. Alarmingly so.

“You were what I came up with,” Grace said.

((Me?”
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“The way he used to . . . hit you and stuff. I think he might have done
it to other women too. If I can find some would you be interested in com-
ing with them? To put pressure on him?”

“Pressure?” Marnie heard herself ask. How very, very strange this
was. Paddy de Courcy, after all this time. Putting “pressure” on him?

“If he doesn’t back off, you and the others will go to the papers with
your stories.”

“The papers!”

“It probably won't come to that. The threat will be enough.”

“Oh. Okay.” She couldn’t have her story in the press. “. . . But, Grace,
what on earth makes you think there are others?”

“One or two things. Not fully checked out yet. [ wanted to see if you'd
do it before I did anything else.” After a pause, Grace said, “You don'’t
have to do this, Marnie. I'm only asking because I promised this person,
Dee, that [ would. But life hasn’t been easy for you lately and maybe this is
the last thing—"

“Don’t you want me to come?”

“In a way, no, to be quite honest. I'm only asking because I said I
would—"

“So you keep saying.” Marnie almost laughed. “But I'll come.” She
was quite definite. The draw to Paddy was still there, even after all these
years. God, she was pathetic. But she already knew that.

“You don't think it'll make”’—Grace hesitated—“things worse for
you.”

She meant the drinking, Marnie understood.

“You know what, Grace, it might actually help.”

“It might,” Grace agreed, sounding doubtful.

“Putting the past to rest.”

“ .. Mmm, it might . . .” Then Grace’s tone changed. Delicately she
said, “The thing is, Marnie, if this happens, you'd have to come to Dub-
lin. You'd have to get on a plane.”

Marnie understood the implication: Marnie mightn’t be sober enough
to manage the journey.

Who could blame her for thinking such a thing, Marnie acknowledged
sorrowfully.

“It’s okay, Grace, I'll be fine, I promise. So when do you want me?”
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“If it happens, it'll be soon. The next day or so. And you're sure you
want to come?”

“Yes.”

Paddy de Courcy. She hadn’t thought about him in a long time. Occasion-
ally, every year or two, his name was mentioned by Ma or Dad or even
Bid, but she never indulged herself in bittersweet memories. She only had
to hear his name for a barrier to come slicing down, like a guillotine, cut-
ting off all thoughts of the past.

But this morning there was no defense against unwanted memories.
They were there, sharp and fresh, and she was plunged back into remem-
bering the dizzying relief of feeling, when she’d first met Paddy, that she’d
finally found the lost part of herself.

Up to that point, she’d lived her life incomplete and skewed, and it was
a joyous revelation to discover that he was as hungry and empty as she
was. His beloved mother had died and his father was too strange to pro-
vide him with love. Paddy was alone and lonely, and the tenderness Mar-
nie felt for him was so exquisite, she could hardly endure it.

It was as if they existed on a frequency that only the two of them could
hear. Terrible fears and unbearable griefs had always controlled her; she
couldn’t remember a time when she wasn't at the mercy of powerful tides
of emotion. No one else—certainly not Grace, with whom she was inevi-
tably compared—endured life with the painful intensity that she did.
Even Ma and Dad at times watched her with confusion, as if they didn’t
know where they’d got her.

It shamed her, her difference. Other people, the lucky ones, seemed to
have an internal stop button, a buffer beyond which their feelings didn’t
extend.

But Paddy was like her. He experienced life with the same transcen-
dent loves and bottomless despairs. She was no longer a one-off freak.

Their connection was instant and intense and time apart was unen-
durable. Even if they had spent the entire day together, the first thing they
did when they got home was ring each other.

“I just want to crawl inside your skin,” he said. “I want to pull you into

mine and zip us up.”



438 MARIAN KEYES

The first time he took her to his home it was so cold and loveless it
broke her heart. It felt like the Marie Celeste, a place abandoned; there
was nothing to eat and the heat wasn’'t on. The kitchen was chilly, the
tabletop sticky, the bins unemptied. It was clearly a place where meals
were never cooked, where milk was drunk straight from the carton and jam
sandwiches were assembled without plates and eaten standing up, leaning
over the sink.

This absence of a loving heart in his home visited Marnie with a sham-
ing insight—and her insights, particularly the painful ones, were always
spot-on—that if his mother hadn’t died, Paddy would not have fallen in
love with her. He’'d been different before the death of his mother, he had
told her this, and she knew—even if he didn’t—that it had changed him
into a person vulnerable enough to need her.

It made her suspect not only that she was taking advantage of him but
that she wasn’t good enough to have a relationship with a healthy man.
Only a broken one would be interested in her because she was broken also,
and—most paralyzing terror of all—Paddy’s brokenness might heal,
whereas hers was permanent.

She tried to tell Grace, who rolled her eyes and exclaimed, “You
couldn’t be happy if your life depended on it, could you? Who cares why
he loves you? He just does, okay? Can't you see how lucky you are?”

Shamed, Marnie worked hard to achieve glimpses of her good fortune:

Grace was right, the connection Marnie and Paddy had was rare.

They lay in fields and painted the clouds or looked at the stars and planned
their future. “We'll always be together,” Paddy promised. “Nothing else
matters.”

The dark flip side of his love was his jealousy. Even though she swore
that she would never stop loving him, he treated every other man in the
world as a threat. Not a week went by without him accusing her of flirting
with Sheridan or “looking” at some other man at a party or not spending
enough time with him.

One time, when she made the mistake of saying she thought Nick

Cave was sexy, he went mildly berserk, ripping to shreds the magazine
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pictures that had triggered her remark. For months afterward he would
get up and stalk from the room if the Bad Seeds were playing.

His paranoia infected her and—almost to please him—she became as
suspicious as he was. Passionate disagreements were routine, practically
mandatory. It was like a game, this ritual of dramatic accusations followed
by tearful reunions, their way of demonstrating how much they loved
each other.

There were times when she accused him of wanting Grace. Even, at
times, Leechy. Leechy wasn't exactly a looker—there was more than a
hint of the equine about her features. (Indeed, her own father used to
say to her, “Why the long face?” Which Marnie and Grace were horri-
fied by. They used to ask each other, “Can you believe he said that? Her
own dad?”) But Leechy was sweet and kind, one of life’s carers, and
began to show up in the aftermath of Paddy and Marnie’s frequent
wrangles to counsel and comfort Paddy. Marnie was actually surprised
by Leechy’s boldness, but when she objected, Leechy urged compas-
sion. “He was upset. He loves you so much and he has no one else to
talk to.”

“He has Sheridan.”

Leechy made a dismissive face. “Sheridan’s a boy.”

From time to time the emotional game-playing spilled over into the
physical: a shove here, a slap there, on one overwrought night a punch in
her face.

When Grace expressed her urgent alarm, Marnie said, “It’s not as bad
as it looks. His feelings are so overwhelming that sometimes that’s the
only way he can express them.”

Even the cigarette burn on her hand was explicable. “He’s putting a

permanent mark on me. Like a tattoo.

“But don'’t tell Ma,” she added.

He outgrew her, it was that simple. This became obvious only with the
benefit of long hindsight. The rot in their three-year relationship could be
narrowed down to the last five months, which coincided with his final five

months in college, January to May. Viewed objectively it made sense: real
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life was looming for him; he was no longer a bereaved, half-feral boy but a
man with his eye on a career as a barrister.

Time to put away his childish things, as Dad might have said.

During that spring, perhaps they had more fights than their already
very high average. Perhaps as Marnie subconsciously felt him slipping
away she became more clingy. And as he desired to be free, his disdain
became more overt.

He told her he no longer loved her. But every time they had a minor
dispute he’d tell her he hated her.

This time I mean it, he said. But he always said that too.

During his finals in May, she’d clamped her paranoia down. She couldn’t
jeopardize his degree. Even though she’'d discovered from Sheridan that
Leechy had been visiting Paddy at his home, she kept her mouth shut.

But the night after he sat his last exam, she allowed herself to let the
pent-up accusations fly. “What have you and Leechy been doing during
her home visits? Having sex?”

It was simply a tried and tested method to extract a declaration of
love—one he had introduced her to—and at her core she knew there was
no truth to it.

“That’s right,” he said.

“No, really, what have you been doing?”

“I just told you.”

She thought he was joking. Any other interpretation was unimaginable.

“It’s real, Marnie. I've fucked her every day since I started my exams.
It’s over, you and me. When will you listen?”

When she understood that it was true, she doubled over and howled
like an animal—but still she didn’t understand that this was the end.
Years later, when she was able to get some sort of perspective, she realized
that that wasn't her fault. His sleeping with Leechy was agonizing, but it
was part of their pattern to hurt each other because they loved each other
so much.

“You said you'd love me forever.” She was wild eyed.

“I lied. Look, we were just a college thing.”

No, they weren't. He was the love of her life, the type of love you could
wait a hundred lifetimes for.

Thrashing around like an animal caught in a trap, she wondered what
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she had to do. She was so distraught she thought that sleeping with Pad-
dy’s best friend was the next logical step.

Persuading Sheridan wasn't as difficult as she’d expected. But when it was
over, he was stricken with instant remorse. “Don’t tell Paddy,” he said.

She looked at him almost with pity. Don't tell Paddy? Why did he
think she had slept with him?

“Paddy, ask me where I was last night?”

“I couldn’t give a shit.”

“Just ask me.”

“Okay, Marnie.” In a monotone. “Where were you last night?”

“In bed. With Sheridan.”

She was confident that his jealousy would send him hurtling back to
her, more devoted than ever.

“Sheridan?” he asked sharply.

“Yes, I've slept with another man.”

But it transpired that he didn'’t care that she had slept with someone
else; he cared that it was with Sheridan.

“Sheridan?” Paddy’s face was contorted with wild emotion. “He’s the
only person in the world I trust, and you've . . . corrupted him.”

She wasn’t surprised when he hit her. She stumbled against the wall,
and he punched her again, this time sending her staggering to the floor.
But when he kicked her in the stomach, she knew she’d gone too far.

In a frenzy he kicked her in the ribs, in the chest, in the face. She tried
to protect her head with her arms but he peeled them off and stamped on
her right hand.

“You're a stupid useless bitch and this is your own fucking fault.” He was
panting from exertion as he stood over her, curled in a ball beneath him.
“Say it. You're a stupid useless bitch and this is your own fucking fault.”

He was pulling his leg back for another kick. No. She didn’t think she
could take another one and still live. The toe of his boot slammed her
stomach against her spine. She retched, retched, retched, retched, nothing

but bile left.
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“Say it!”
“I'm a stupid useless bitch,” she whispered, tears streaming down her
face. “And this is my own fault.”

“Own fucking fault. Can you get anything right?”

When she came around in the hospital, wired up to instruments, she’d ex-
pected Paddy to be sitting by her bed, his head bowed in penance.

But only Grace was present. “Where’s Paddy?” she rasped.

“I don’t know.”

Marnie assumed he’d just popped out for a cigarette or to get a drink.

Foreboding lay heavy upon her. It was going to be hard for them to
come back from this. He’d have to do something, go for counseling, get
professional help to ensure nothing like this happened ever again.

Then she discovered that Paddy hadn't just popped out for a cigarette.
He wasn't at the hospital. He hadn’t been there at all.

“Does he know I'm here?” she asked Grace.

“I'm sure he knows you're in the hospital,” Grace said. “That’s the
only place you could be. Assuming you were still alive.”

Marnie didn’t understand. “Hasn’t he phoned?”

“No.”

“No?”

He was too ashamed of what he’d done, Marnie realized. She’d have to
go to him, but she was physically incapable. The list of her injuries went
on for two pages. Grace insisted she read it: a cracked knuckle (from when
he’d stamped on her hand); contusions to the liver; bleeding from the
spleen; severe bruising to the ribs and clavicle.

A terrible thought occurred to her. “Grace, do Ma and Dad know?”

“No. I couldn’t get hold of them.”

Thank you, God.

Ma and Dad were on holiday in France with Bid.

“Grace, please don't tell them.”

“Are you mad? Of course I'm going to tell them.”

“You can't, you can’'t! They’d try to stop me being with him.” An even
more frightening scenario unfurled. “You haven't . . . you haven’t told the

police?”
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“..No...but...

“Grace, no, no, no, you can’t!!” Tears of panic and frustration rushed
from her eyes. “Please, that would be the worst thing ever—"

“But the nurse says he might do it again.”

“He won’t do it again. Grace, you don't understand. That’s just him
and me, how we are with each other.”

“But look at you! You're in the hospital. He did this.”

“Grace, you couldn’t. It would be like turning in a member of the fam-
ily. Paddy’s one of the family!”

“But look at what he’s done to you.”

“Grace, I'm begging you, swear to me that you won't tell them. Or Ma
and Dad. It'll be okay, it’ll be okay, it’ll never happen again, I swear to you.”

Eventually she extracted a reluctant commitment, but Grace drew the
line at helping Marnie from her bed and down the corridor to the phones.

“You have internal bleeding,” she said. “You're not well enough to
stand.”

Marnie waited until Grace had left and, wheeling her drip along the li-
noleum, inched painfully to the public phones, but when she got no reply
from Paddy’s number, she was overtaken by a kind of vertigo, like she was
about to topple off a high building and just tumble, tumble, tumble, feet
then head then feet then head, air whistling past her.

The following day she said, “Grace, he’s not answering the phone.
Please, will you go to his house?”

“No.”

“Please, Grace, I have to see him.”

“No. I won'’t tell Ma what he’s done, but I'm not going to his house.”

Marnie lasted another twenty-nine hours before the compulsion became ir-
resistible. She pulled the drip from her arm and left the hospital without tell-
ing anyone and caught a taxi to Paddy’s house. The peculiar father answered
the door, seemed shocked by Marnie’s bruises and bandages, and said in
answer to her desperate questions, “He’s gone. Since last Wednesday.”

“Last Wednesday?” Four days!

“Packed a bag and off he went.”

“Packed a bag? You saw him? Why didn’t you stop him?”
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“He’s a grown man.”

“Where did he go?”

“I haven't an iota.”

“But you must know!”

“He tells me nothing.”

“I need to look in his room.” She limped up the stairs.

It still smelled of him but his clothes and books were gone.

“Grace, should we go to the police?”

“Good idea. He should be arrested.”

“No, I meant a missing persons thing.”

“He’s not a missing person. He left. His dad saw him.”

“But where is he?”

“Wherever it 1s, it can’t be far away enough.”

“He could be in London.” Already she was thinking of going there.

“No,” Grace said. “You can’t go after him. He could have killed you.
He hasn’t even bothered to find out that you're still alive—"

“Because he’s scared, that’s why he left—"

“No, because he doesn’t care.”

“I have to see Sheridan. He'll know.”

But Sheridan either didn’t know or wouldn't tell. Marnie was never
sure.

Inconceivable though it was that Leechy would know and she wouldn't,
she swallowed her pride enough to ask, but Leechy didn’t know either. In
fact, Leechy had the cheek to look almost as wretched and nervy as Marnie.

Paddy didn’t reappear. Days, then weeks passed. All through the summer
months Marnie remained on high alert, every cell trembling with tension,
desperate for his return. October was her focus; he’d have to come back
then to start his training at the bar.

Until then, the agony of summer had to be endured. The sunny
weather and long evenings of July and August took an eternity to elapse.
Every morning she woke to dazzling mocking brightness; it laid her bare

and raw. But she knew that the chill of autumn would eventually arrive.
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The air would change, the seasons would slip down a gear, and Paddy
would come back.

He tried to blank her in the street. “Don’t come near me. You disgust
me.”

He kept striding while she tried to keep up with him. “Paddy, it’s okay,
I forgive you.”

“For what?”

“For . . . beating me up.”

“That?” He was incredulous. ‘“That was your fault.”

Wias it? But she didn’t have time to decide because he was moving so
fast and she was so hungry for information. “Where have you been all
summer?”’

“New York.”

“Doing what?”

“Having fun.” The way he said it let her know that the fun he’d had
had been of a sexual nature.

“Why didn’t you tell me where you'd gone?”

He stopped and looked down on her from his great height. “Because [
didn’t, and don’t, ever want to see you again.”

She had that toppling sensation again, like she’d fallen and was tum-

bling over and over.

“You'll have to get over him,” Grace said, as if it was as simple as just de-
ciding to change the sheets on a bed.

“If I could, I would.” She’d have happily cut off her arm if she thought
it might stop the pain. But she was tiny and powerless against its terrible
might.

During the summer months she’d had the expectation that her suffer-
ing was finite. Now she understood that her agony could last for all of
eternity and nothing would happen to interrupt it.

“Have some self-respect,” Grace urged.

“I'd love some,” she said quietly. “If I knew where to get it I'd be there
like a shot.”
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“You just need to decide you have it.”

She shook her head. “Grace, there is nothing so frightening . . . or
humiliating as loving a man who no longer loves you.”

“It happens to everyone.” Grace was defiantly practical.

“I'm not everyone. I'm not normal.”

She was an emotional hemophiliac. She couldn’t heal. Every bad thing
that had ever been done to her—going right back to her first day at school
when she’d been separated from Grace—she carried, each wound as fresh
and painful as if it had happened yesterday. She never got over anything.

“And let’s face it, Grace, even if I wasn’'t a fuck-up”—she actually
managed to laugh—"‘even if | was the most well-balanced, sunny-natured

person alive, Paddy de Courcy would take some getting over.”

She passed through the following nine months—her final year in
college—Tlike a ghost. She graduated and barely noticed. Time passed. A
year. Two years. Three years on and the torment of his absence remained
the most important fact of her life. It was as if she was paused, waiting for
his return to click her life back on and for forward propulsion to begin
again.

Years later, when she looked back at that time she wondered why she
hadn’t simply killed herself. But she had been too stunned with pain to
have had even that volition.

News reached her that Paddy and Sheridan were sharing a house and it
was like a knife in her gut: Why had he forgiven Sheridan but not her?

Only one thing mitigated her pain in the smallest way: Paddy wasn’t
with Leechy.

It was Dad who suggested she tried out living in a different city for a
while—through the worst of the post-Paddy times Ma and Dad had been
quietly, sensitively supportive. They never pressed for details on the end
of theromance, they never asked why Leechy nolonger called around—and
Marnie was surprised by how the idea infused her with fresh energy. Her
life was so wretched in Dublin that starting again in some other place

might clean it up, render it usable. She considered San Francisco, then
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Melbourne, then, beaten back by visa requirements, ran out of steam and
thought herself lucky to have got as far as London. Where she also sur-
prised herself by getting a half-decent job as a mortgage broker. But still
reeling from the loss of Paddy, she embarked on one doomed romance af-
ter another, lurching from man to man, trying to right herself.

She read self-help books and saw counselors and listened to subliminal
tapes and—trying not to cringe—repeated validations in front of the mir-
ror, in a ragged quest for healing and self-respect. Her wounds were im-
pediments she tried to ignore, but despite her valiant efforts, they thwarted
her by revealing themselves to the very people—usually men—she was
trying to conceal them from.

After a time, Ma and Dad began dropping an occasional mention of
Paddy, relating—almost with pride—his political ascent. Clearly they
had no idea of the agony it caused her to even hear Paddy’s name; they
would never have done so if they’'d known. They thought—perfectly
reasonably—that her relationship with Paddy had happened so long ago
that surely she must be over it by now.

At some stage she accepted that she’d be spending her life without
Paddy, but a small despicable part of her—she caught a glimpse of it from
time to time—continued to wait. She visualized it as a room that had been
shut up and preserved exactly as it was when he went away and was wait-
ing for the right circumstances for the door to be flung open, the dust cov-
ers to be snapped off the furniture, and the light to flood in.

grace

[ rang Damien. “Marnie says she’ll do it if there are other women.”

I must have sounded as dismal as I felt, because he said, very gently,
“Grace, you don’t have to do this.”

“I gave Dee my word.” She’d guilted me into saying I'd try to put
something together, and when I said I'd do something, I did it, even when
[ didn’t want to.

“I shouldn’t have told you about the story.” Damien was grim. “I
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thought you could just tell Dee. I'd no idea you'd get embroiledin . . . all
this. This de Courcy business.”

“Maybe I won't be able to find Lola Daly.”

“Maybe you won't.”

Then I could walk away with a clear conscience.

“Keep me posted,” he said.

“I'will.” T hung up, then got to my feet and, with great reluctance, ap-
proached Casey Kaplan’s desk.

“Casey, you know how you told me who John Crown was and I was so
grateful to you?”

“You weren't that grateful.”

“You stole my Madonna story. [ was as grateful as I could be. Can you
help me again?”

“Try me.”

“I need to find someone. Her name is Lola Daly, she’s a stylist.”

“Yep, know her.”

“You know where she is?”

“No.”

Fool.

“Last sighted in Dublin in September,” I said. “But she’s fallen off the
edge of the earth. She doesn’t answer her mobile, but the number hasn’t
been disconnected. That’s all I have. I know it’s not much, but could you
put the word out amongst, you know, models and those types, socialites,
It girls, see if anyone has been using her?”

Only his eyes moved. He was scanning them over my face in a search-
ing way that I was meant to find disconcertingly sexy. He nodded slowly.
“Okay.”

“For real?” Could he actually find her? Or was he full of shit? I was
depending on the full-of-shit option.

“Might take time.” He lounged back into his chair. “The difficult we

can manage. The impossible could take a bit longer.”

I returned to my desk and picked up the phone, then put it down again
when [ saw Casey approaching. “What?” I said, impatiently. “I can’t give

you any more information. ['ve told you everything I know.”
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He dropped a piece of paper on my desk. “She’s in County Clare. A
backwater called Knockavoy.”

Ten full horror-struck seconds elapsed before I could speak. “You
know already?”

“Got it in one. First call I made.

“Some days you get lucky,” he added modestly. “I met SarahJane
Hutchinson last night. She was looking hot. Mentioned she was being
styled from County Clare these days. Seemed sorta likely it was by our
girl.”

I couldn'’t speak.

“Happy?” Kaplan prompted.

“Thrilled,” I said faintly.

I'd thought Lola Daly would be impossible to locate. In my worst
imaginings [ hadn’t thought that she’d be found with just one phone call.

I was seized with desperate frustration. Bloody Casey Knows-everybody
Kaplan. Why had Big Daddy decided we needed to be sexed up? Why
had he hired Casey Kaplan? Why had my path ever crossed his? Look at
the disaster he had wrought on me! I'd have to drive to County Clare.
And Christ alone knew what other terrible shite was poised to rain down
on me.

I lay my forehead on my desk for a brief soothing moment, then, push-
ing against my palms as leverage, lifted it again. My skull was very
heavy.

“What’s up?” Kaplan asked.

“How long—" My voice was faint and croaky, so I started again. “How
long would it take me to drive to—what’s the name of the place? Knocka-
voy?”

“Dunno,” Kaplan said. “Only time I went to Clare was by helicop-
ter.”

I mentioned a vague memory of driving there some bank holiday
weekend; it had taken seven hours.

“Oh God, no,” Lorraine piped up. “It won’t take anything like that.
Not since they’ve opened the Kildare bypass.”

“The Kildare bypass is great,” Tara said.

“A godsend,” Clare agreed.

“I don't know 1f it makes that much difference,” Joanne remarked.
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“T. C.?” I asked. It was odd that T. C.—i.e., a man—hadn’t weighed
in with his opinion of how long a journey would take, boring us all to
death with detailed discussions of possible routes, roads, etc.

He wasn'’t listening. He was humming to himself as he aligned hand-
fuls of printouts, knocking them against his desk and punching them with
neat holes. He was full of industry, focused on some task that was absorb-
ing all his focus.

“Leave him,” Lorraine said. “He’s getting ready for his big profile on
Friday. You'll get no sense out of him.”

“Nothing new there,” I said, but he didn't rise to even that.

T. C. began putting his pages into a beautiful red binder.

“Where d’you get that lovely folder?” I asked, seizing on the diversion.
“I've never seen one like that in the stationery press.”

“Correct,” he said brightly. “You wouldn’t have. Bought it myself.
With my own money.”

He smoothed his hand lovingly over the soft red cover and I asked him,
“Who're you interviewing? That you're going to all this trouble for?”

“The most beautiful girl in the world.” He smiled dreamily.

“And she is?”

“Zara Kaletsky.”

He continued to hum and stroke his red folder. Lorraine was right: I'd
get no sense out of him today. I stared in his direction for a few more sec-
onds, unwilling to accept that I hadn’t been able to annoy him, but he was
impermeable.

Deflated, I turned away from him and was plunged back into torment.
I stared blindly at my screen. I had a full day’s work to do. Even if I could
summon the requisite will, how was I going to find time to go to the west
of Ireland? I could leave after work, but despite this much-praised Kildare
bypass, the journey would take four hours. An eight-hour round trip, and
once I got there, God alone knew how long it would take to persuade Lola
Daly to spill the beans. Assuming there were beans to be spilled. Assuming

she was even there.

I needed cookies. Something to fortify me against the forthcoming ordeal.

I made my way to the tiny office kitchen, but there was nothing to be had
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in the whole bloody place. “Vultures,” I muttered to myself. “Pigs. Glut-
tons.” I pulled open a drawer and spoons rattled indignantly, like I'd wo-
ken them from a sleep. Another drawer contained nothing but cookie
crumbs, proof that cookies had once lived there but were long gone. In the
entire kitchen there wasn’t even one meek little Marietta. I'd have to go to
the shop. I turned and Casey was behind me.

“I don’t mean to brag,” he said.

“So 1t’s more like a twitch, then, 1s it? Or Tourette’s?”

“What?”

“You've no control over it?”

He closed his eyes, took a broken breath, and said, staring at the wall
behind me, “I don’t know why I fucking bother.”

“Fucking bother what?”

“I was going to say, | have a friend . . . with a chopper . . . says I can
use it whenever [ want . . .”

A chopper? For a moment I thought he meant a bike, the ones with the
handlebars. “Do you mean a helicopter?”

“Yeah.”

“Yes,” I said. “Yes, that would be a big help.” Then I remembered to
add, “Thank you.”

bO'G

WEDNESDAY, JANUARY 21, 12:15 Pm.
Getting organized. Everything coming together. Final Nkechi shake-
down had left me with thirteen clients. Not many, but they were good
ones. Even though needed many more ladies, had actually jettisoned some
of the more unpleasant and insane ones, sending them Nkechi’s way. Just
didn’t have the patience anymore.
Would be returning to simpler, cleaner life in Dublin than one had left
behind. Yes, would also be poorer. But would eventually get more work.
Biggest worry about returning to Dublin was reason had left in first

place—Paddy de Courcy. How would I behave when ran into him? And was
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bound to, Dublin being Dublin. Would there be repeat of the almost-public
puking incident? Would I accidentally destroy clothing on shoots?

No way of knowing.

12:33 PM.

Helicopter wack-wack-wacked past window, on its way to golf course. No
big deal. Choppers always landing on golf course, delivering fat,
visor-wearing, rawl-rawl-rawl men for their eighteen holes. Like Vietnam
round here.

But seven to ten minutes later, sudden fearful instinct—cannot de-
scribe it as anything other than that—made me leap up, rush to front door,
wrench it open, and glance out. Horrors! Striding up road, unmistakable
figure of Grace Gildee. Purposeful. On unbroken trajectory for Tim’s
cabin. She had me in her sights.

Why she arriving to Knockavoy in a helicopter?

The day darkened, like sky had filled up with purple-gray thunder-
clouds. All light was snuffed out and I was filled with dread.

Then she saw me, frozen with sick anxiety in the doorway, and gave
big cheery wave, as if we were best of friends.

Not loving her look. Careless hair. Nice honey color but messy. Could
have been from rotors of chopper, but suspected not. Suspected it always
that way. Wearing jeans, flat boots, satchel, and khaki anorak (perhaps in
keeping with Vietnam theme). I could do a lot with her.

Now she was striding up the boreen, great big smile across her face.

“Lola,” she said, extending hand. “Grace Gildee. Pleasure to see you
again.”

“What you want?” Words emerged, hoarse and broken.

“To talk.”

“About Paddy?”

“Can I comein?”

Powerless. I let her.

12:47 PM.
“I know you're afraid of Paddy.”
“Not. Just because don’t want to do a kiss and tell.” Pitiful attempt at

defiance.
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“How often did he hit you?”

“Hit me?”

“I know he hit you because he hits all his girlfriends.”

“Please go away.”

“He beat my sister Marnie to a pulp.”

“Please go away.”

“Alicia Thornton is no doubt black-and-blue under those Armani
suits.”

“Louise Kennedy. Please go away.”

“You think you're special because he hit you, that he cared so much
about you, but you're wrong.”

She was wrong. Didn’t think was special. Not anymore. Maybe once
upon a time had been stupid enough to think that because he hurt me, it
indicated strong passion for me.

“Did he do the cigarette thing to you?” she asked. “Stub one out on
your hand?”

Couldn’t hide shock. Was—well—amazed that she knew.

Opened mouth to deny it but could only manage, “Ah—"

She grabbed my right hand. There it was, right in the middle of my
palm, a small, pink circle, skin shiny and peculiar.

She gazed at it, her face so radiant and amazed that I wondered about
her earlier confidence, when she informed me with such conviction that
she knew Paddy hit me. Suspected she’d only been guessing. But it had
paid off. Audacious.

“Seems to be his trademark,” she said. “A form of branding.”

“You're lying.” (Stupid thing to say when so obviously wasn't true, but
was desperate for none of this to be real.)

“Not lying! How would I know about it?”

Wias silent for long time. Head awhirl. Had thought [ was the only one.
In the whole world.

“You swear it’s happened to others?”

“Swear.”

“Not committing to anything, Grace Gildee, but what you want from
me?”

“Come with some of the other women and have it out with him.”

“Why? ”
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“Because he’s stitching up Dee Rossini and he needs to be stopped.
Dee Rossini leader of New Ireland.”

“Know who she 1s.” Irritable. She take me for a total know-nothing?

“Will threaten to take story to press if he doesn’t back off.”

“But what’s Dee Rossini to me?”

“Nothing, I guess, except good decent woman who wants best for
people. But might make you feel better to have it out with Paddy.”

“How many women are there?”

“Three, at least.”

Thought about coming face-to-face with him—actual, real, live Paddy
de Courcy—and was gripped by fear so dark and paralyzing, made me
want to whimper. Once read about a man who'd been locked in a van with
three hungry pit bulls. Possibility of being in a room with Paddy filled me
with same kind of terror.

Ashamed to admit it. “I'm scared of him.”

“All the more reason to have it out with him.”

Easy for her to say. She didn’t even wear lip gloss. She was obviously
fearless.

“No, you don’t understand,” I whispered. “Am so so scared of him it
makes me want to . . . to . . . Am shaking even thinking about it. Good
luck with it. But you must go now.” Needed to get her out of my house
before I imploded.

“In order for evil to succeed,” she said, “all that is necessary is for good
people to do nothing.”

“Yes, of course, quite so, good luck.” Standing up, moving to door,
hoping she’d follow.

She stared into my eyes. “The only thing we have to fear is fear itself.”

I stared back into hers. “But fear very frightening. Good-bye.”

TRIP DOWN MEMORY LANE
Night of appalling, interminable dinner party at Treese and Vincent’s was
first time. After we finally managed to make our escape, we drove away
from house in tense silence. Spanish John on night off and often wondered
if it would have happened if he’d been there. Conclusion—maybe it would
have. He had to know what Paddy was like.

Quiet road. Paddy pulled the car over. [——idiotically—thought he was
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stopping for snog. He turned to me, held my shoulder with one hand, then
punched me in the face with the other. Quick and efficient. “Don’t ever do
that to me again,” he said.

Pain was bad. Shock was worse. Almost vomited. But, in way, didn’t
blame him. Was horrible night, horrible. Wouldn't have subjected worst
enemy to it.

Then, almost straightaway, he was lovely. “Let’s get you home and
cleaned up.” Gave me hankie to soak up stream of blood from nose. In his
flat, he located well-stocked first aid box, tenderly wiped away my blood,
applied antiseptic to burst lip. “This is going to hurt.”

“You should have said that before you punched me,” I said.

He was stricken. “I'm sorry, Lola. I'm so sorry. Don’t know what came
over me. Just stress, such stressy job, night out, wanted to relax, that
wanker Vincent goading me, I just snapped.” Put palms of his hands on
his cheeks and pulled face downward. Groaned, “God almighty. I can’t
believe I hit you, my lovely Lola, my little flower. God, how could I? I'm
an animal, a fucking animal.” Getting progressively more worked up.
Looked at me with desperate eyes. “Please forgive me, Lola, I'm begging
you. [ swear to you it’ll never happen again. On my mother’s memory, it’ll
never happen again. Can you forgive me?”

Of course I forgave him. Everyone entitled to make one mistake. He
was so distraught I thought, God, he really loves me.

No kinky sex that night. Fell asleep in each other’s arms. Well, he fell
asleep. I was awake most of night because every snuffly breath I took
through my punched nose felt like inhaling razors.

Next day, he sent two hundred white roses to my flat. Didn’t have
enough vases to house them all. Had to use saucepans, wastepaper bin,
empty wine bottles. Like the evacuation of Dunkirk.

The next time was different. He opened his front door to let me into
his flat and suddenly I was tumbling against the walls, crashing into the
cupboard in the hall, and cracking my skull against the hardwood floor.
Actually saw stars, a big burst inside my head, like fireworks.

Lay on floor for a time, stunned and incapable, Paddy standing above
me, breathing like a bull. The cupboard had toppled over and
everything—books, keys, all kinds of stuff—had spilled out of it.

Paddy helped me up—my head was ringing like church bells on a
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wedding day—and led me through cupboard debris into living room.
Began shouting. “Lola, don’t fucking interfere with my SkyPlus set-
tings!”

“What?” Hardly knew where [ was. “Didn’t.”

“You did. Had it set to record me on PrimeTime and you canceled it.”

“Paddy, didn't touch it.” Something was dripping down the side of my
face. Blood. Must have cut myself. “Why would I?”

“Jealousy. You resent time I have to devote to work.”

Wias true, as it happened, but hadn’t touched his SkyPlus. Held my
sleeve against my cheek to soak up blood. Bones hurting. Especially
shoulder. “Maybe you forgot to set it, Paddy.”

“Forgot! Is important! How would I forget?” Very, very angry.

“You pushed me!” I said, sort of just realizing what had happened.

“I what? You fell! Christ, this is all I need. You fuck up my recording,
then start accusing me of stuff! You fell! Okay? You fell!”

Unexpectedly, the downstairs doorbell rang. “Who the fuck’s that?”
Paddy demanded.

Out into the hall, quick conversation on the intercom, then he was
back in the room, more enraged than I had ever before seen him. “It’s the
police.”

The police!

“You fucking stay in here,” he hissed.

Next thing he was out in the hall, opening the door. “Hello, officers,
what can [ do for you?” Nice as pie.

Deep pompous bogger voice said, ‘“Neighbors reported a distur-
bance.”

“What neighbors?”

“Anonymous call. May we come in?”

Thought Paddy would get rid of them. Charming, persuasive, good at
that sort of thing. So couldn’t believe it when two police officers sidled
into the room. A man and a woman. Uniforms; fluorescence; terrible, ter-
rible shoes.

They looked at me. “You like to tell us what’s going on?”

The woman was kindly. “What'’s your name? Lola? What happened

to your face, Lola?”
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Paddy loomed behind them and said, “Officers, can my friend and I
have a moment alone?”

The two officers gave each other a look.

“Please,” Paddy said, with air of great authority.

The two officers gave each other another look. Female officer shook her
head softly but male officer said, “Okay, one minute only.” Female officer
glared at male officer, then she sighed and they backed out from room.

Through rigid jaw and with eyes alight with fury, Paddy said, “Now
look at what you've done.”

“I didn’t do anything.”

“You have any idea how serious this is? You say a single word to either
of them and I'll be arrested.”

Arrested!

“I'll be up in court. It'll be all over the papers. I'll be sent to prison.”

Prison! Prison! I couldn’t send him to prison. This was the man I loved.

But he had pushed me . . .

If it hadn’t happened to me, if it had happened to some woman and I'd
heard her on the radio or whatever, I would have thought, why didn'’t she
tell the police? Why did she just let her boyfriend hit her a clatter when-
ever he felt like it?

But when you're in the middle of it, there’s a world of difference. I
loved Paddy. Sometimes—often, yes, often, in fact nearly always—he was
lovely to me, and the idea of me getting him arrested was . . . actually . . .
inconceivable. Like him being abducted by aliens. People like me did not
get our boyfriends arrested. It was so far outside what was normal in my
life that I simply couldn’t imagine it.

Up to me to convince him to stop. Not to involve the police.

Paddy stepped forward, picked up my hand, and kissed it. Laid his
forehead on it and whispered, “I'm so sorry.”

“I won't say anything,” I said. “But you must promise you will never
do this to me again.”

Kissed my hand again. “I promise,” he said hoarsely. “I promise, |
promise. I'm so, so sorry. This job so stressful. Little Lola, you don’t de-
serve this. Will never, ever do it again, [ swear on all I hold dear, if you'll

only forgive me. I couldn’t bear to lose you.”
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“On your last chance, Paddy,” I said. “Touch me again and I'm gone.”

The police were permitted to reenter the room and Paddy gave them a
smooth story about me up on a chair, trying to reach something on top
shelf of hall cupboard, when I slipped, fell off, and landed on my face,
bringing cupboard down with me.

They knew we were lying. Male officer cheery enough. “We'll leave
yiz to it, so.” But woman officer concerned. Kindly eyes. Reluctant to go.

Next day several hundred more flowers arrived at my flat. Neighbors
complaining of smell.

Was adamant in own head that would break it off with Paddy if he did
another violent thing to me, but next time was when was sick with flu and
he’d insisted on having sex. Because I was always game for kinkiness, de-
cided wasn't his fault for thinking not even a bout of flu would put me off.

The time after that—the cigarette incident—was even more confus-
ing. Of all the things that happened while I was with Paddy, that was the
one that made me most doubt my sanity. How could anyone mistake a hu-
man hand for an ashtray? How likely was it? But he was so insistent that it
was an accident that I half believed him.

Next time, however, there was no doubt. I was waiting in his apart-
ment for him to finish session in Dail. When heard his key in door, I just
knew I was in for it. “Where are you?” he shouted, striding through flat.
Found me in the bedroom, pulled me out of bed, and threw me against
the wall. I slid to the ground and he kicked me in my stomach. I vomited
from force of it.

Discovered later that a bill proposed by New Ireland had been de-
feated in Dail. Hadn’t been aware that they were putting it forward.
Should have known. My duty to know.

This time no flowers. Next time no flowers either.

Worried and worried and worried about situation. Contemplated talk-
ing to someone, Bridie, perhaps. But—mad, I know—felt disloyal telling
someone else about Paddy. Needed to protect him. He was complex man
with abnormally stressful job.

Bridie would insist [ break up with him and I wasn't ready for that.
Everything simple in Bridie World—man hits you, you walk. But situa-
tion was complicated. I loved him and he loved me. Surely we could ad-

dress the issues, try to fix them?
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I had to take some responsibility for what was happening—takes two
to tango. Needed to be more supportive of his work. Yes, it bored me, but
was my duty to help him.

Also was ashamed, so deeply ashamed of being hit and of staying with
him, that the words wouldn'’t let themselves be said.

Then everything was lovely again. Relief, relief, oh, merciful relief.
Paddy adoring, tender, smiling. Sex, dinners, presents, weekend in
Cannes, shopping, more presents, all of them kinky, champagne, sex.
With Russian prostitute, admittedly. Threesome. Back home to Ireland.
All well. New Ireland lost by-election. No one got hit. Everything back on
track. We'd lost our way briefly, but was all in the past. Moving on, no
need to tell anyone anything. Was elated.

One night we were having sex. Paddy was groaning, moving me up
and down on him. Suddenly he stopped. He was looking at the point of
contact. “You have your period?”

Hadn’t known. It had come early. And so what?

“Dirty bitch.” He punched me in my throat. Couldn’t breathe for so
long I blacked out, and it hurt to swallow for a full two weeks afterward.

He was right though—it was gross.

That incident was first in new phase where he began hurting me again,
more frequently than in past. No longer considered leaving him or confid-
ing in Bridie or Treese. | had changed. My indignation had died and the
time when I was strong enough to leave him had passed.

Was desperate to return to early days, when he was besotted with me,
when I could do no wrong. The occasions when he’d been loving and tender
had greatly outnumbered the bad ones—but I couldn’t find the way back.

Worked harder to be sexier, to anticipate his moods, his needs, to be
more informed about politics, to be constantly available for him, day or
night.

Was so anxious about keeping him happy that had no emotion left
over to love anyone else. I forgot about Bridie, Treese, and Jem, they were
just drains on my time.

Tried to control everything in the whole world so that nothing could
annoy him. But anything could spark his fury—a red traffic light, a fish-
bone in his dinner, me forgetting to remind him to do something that I'd

known nothing about.
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Then it all came to an abrupt end—the news broke that Paddy was
getting married to another woman and would have no further use for me.
Should have been happy to be free of him. But wasn’t. With him I felt

worthless. But without him, felt so shamed, thought would never recover.

6:11 PM.

Text from Considine.

U come for dinner b4 Law &
Order? My place 8:30?

8:39 pm. CONSIDINE'S KITCHEN, EATING

WHOLESOME-STYLE STEW.

Final Considine mystery laid to rest. The goggles and shower cap? For
when he is cooking. Goggles to protect eyes from tearing up when he is
chopping onions. Shower cap to stop strong cooking smells pervading his
hair. (Thought, but didn'’t say, If you are so concerned about your hair,
Considine, why you not comb it once in a while? But, like said, didn’t ar-
ticulate it, as he had done kindly act of cooking me dinner.)

“Delicious stew, Considine.”

“Good.” Man of few words.

“I had visitor today,” I said.

He looked up. I realized something in my delivery had sounded like
coy way of saying had got my period. Very quickly, said, “A journalist
came to see me.”

“About what?”

“She wanted . . . she said . . . you know the boyfriend I told you, I
mean Chloe, about? Well, she says  wasnotonlyonehe . . . youknow . . .
hurt. She wanted me to go to Dublin with other women to . . . talk . . . to
him.”

“That is excellent!”
“No, that is terrible!”
“Why?”

“Because am afraid of him.”
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“But you won't be alone with him, will you? There will be other women
there.”

Long pause. “You think I should go?”

“Think you should definitely go!”

“But what if it’s awful?”

“What 1s worst thing that could happen?”

Sifted through feelings. Very worst thing? That he would hit me? No.
That he would make me love him again? No. That he would leave me
convulsed with longing? No. ““That he would mock me.”

“Is that so bad?”

Yes. Really was. “He made me feel so . . . worthless. I was . . . noth-
ing. Useless, without any importance . . . I don't feel like that now. Not
saying am swaggering around thinking am fantastic, but . . . don’t want
to revert to clueless, helpless, worthless person I was when going out with
him and when he dumped me.”

“Would it help if you had company? If I drove you?”

Kindly, kindly offer. Who would have thought it, off cranky-arse Con-
sidine?

“You know what I wish?” I said. “Wish Chloe could come with me.”

Thoughtful silence, then he said, “If that is what it takes to make you
go, Chloe will come with you.”

“No,” I said. “Am being silly. Forget I said it. But will you tell me why
Chloe is out of commission at moment? Had thought Gillian had put her
foot down, but not that, 1s 1t?”

“No, nothing to do with Gillian. Just doesn’t feel right. Has happened in
past. At times, very comfortable with Chloe. Other times . . . can’t believe
am grown man dressing up in ladies’ clothing. Fair enough sentiment, no?”

“Nothing wrong with grown man dressing up in ladies’ clothing.”
Stout defense. “But think I understand. Your offer very kindly.”

“Because think you should go to Dublin. Is good opportunity. Other
women there. Nothing to be scared of. If you don't take this chance, you
will be creeping around, afraid of bumping into him. Not good to be al-
ways looking over shoulder. Better to just deal with stuff.”

Men. So practical!

Found I was reconsidering bald refusal to go to Dublin. Considine’s
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generosity had surprised me into reopening negotiations in head. If he
was prepared to dress up in ladies’ clothing even though had knocked it
off, then he must really believe I needed to see Paddy.

“Okay,” I said slowly. “Hear what you're saying. No offense, but I need
second opinion.”

Who could I ask? Bridie? Treese? Jem?

No. None of them knew how bad things had got with Paddy. Would
involve too much explaining. Would take too long. Would have to spend
too much time agreeing that Paddy de Courcy was mad bastard. Would
lose sight of objective.

“My mum,” I said. “She is dead.” Even after all these years it choked
me to say it. “Would normally go to graveyard to ask her opinion, but
would take too much time.”

“I see.” Considine handling news of consultation with dead mother
with aplomb. “So you need to get a sign from her, yes?”

“Yes.” Impressive deductive powers, Considine.

“How about . . . ? Let’s see? Toss a coin?” he suggested. He produced
euro from his pocket. “Heads your mum says no? Tails your mum says
yes?”

Marvelous idea. “But give me a moment.” | walked toward darkened
window at back of house, stared out toward foamy sea and asked, Mum,
tell me what I should do.

I turned around to face the room. Considine had moved away, close to
the front door, giving impression of maintaining respectful distance.
“Go,” I said.

“Go?”

“Yes. Do it.”

He flicked euro coin upward, where it winked and twinkled in the air,
then came back down again, to land on back of Considine’s hand. He
slapped his palm over it.

I was holding my breath.

“Well?” I asked.

He removed hand. “Tails,” he said.

Tails. I exhaled.

“Okay, looks like I'm going to Dublin. Thanks for your offer but will
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go alone. Must leave right now, though, before courage deserts. No Law
and Order for me tonight.”

8:59 pm. CONSIDINE WALKING ME TO MY CAR,
WISHING ME GODSPEED.
He had made me coffee in non-tartan flask. Kindly. Also tasteful.

“Good luck,” he said. “Kick your man’s arse, he deserves it. Drive
carefully.”

I stood by car, the door open, but not getting in. Our good-bye felt in-
complete.

“Text me,” he said.

“Okay. Bye, Considine. Go home, it’s freezing.”

He walked away, then stopped and turned back. “Hold on a minute.”
He approached like he had spotted something about me—Ilint on my
collar, perhaps, or ball of fluff in my eyebrow—and wanted to help re-
move it.

I waited and he stepped into my space. He put his hand on my neck.

“Is it piece of thread?” I asked.

“What?” He frowned. His forehead very close, so could see it all,
where skin stopped and dark hairline abruptly began.

“Dead leaf in hair?”

“What? No.” Perhaps further frowning but couldn’t bloody see be-
cause he was so close, had double vision. “Want to show you something.”

Without further ado—really in quite brisk, businesslike manner—he
bent his head and put his mouth on mine. So warm in the cold night.

So that’s what had been waiting for! Revelation—Rossa Considine ex-
ceptional kisser. Slow and sweet and sexy. Kissing with whole mouth, not
just doing hard tongue-darty swordplay that many people think is good
kissing. Felt quite swoony in my head and knees went weak and—wait a
minute! Déja vu! Had been kissed like this before. Only the last time it
had stopped just as had really been getting going and this time it went on
and on, becoming more gorgeous, more beautiful, my body tingling and
aliveand . . .

Finally broke apart, Considine almost staggering. “Go,” he said, in
thick, growly voice. Sexy. “For Christ’s sake, go.”
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“You kiss just like Chloe!”
He laughed, backed across the grass toward his house (showing excep-

tional balance on uneven ground). “Hurry back, Lola. But drive care-
fully.”

10:12 pm. JUST PAST MATT THE THRASHER'S.
Rang Grace Gildee from car. (Yes, know it’s illegal.)

“Is Lola Daly here. Will go with you to Paddy on one condition.”

“Which is?”

“You let me style you.”

“Style me?”

“Not for always! Just once.” What she think [ am? Charity worker?

“You mean gussy me up in heels and stuff?”

“Correct.”

“And frock.”

“ .. But...why?”

Because it was a shocking waste, potentially attractive woman like her.
“Hope you don’t mind me saying,” I said. “But you don’t make most of
yourself.”

She gave little laugh. Couldn’t care less that she didn't make most of
self. Simply couldn’t care less! Takes all sorts, as Mum used to say.

“Okay. When you come to Dublin?”

“ b2
‘Am on my way.

g race

“Is that her?” Marnie had spotted the woman waiting on the pavement.

“That’s her.” I pulled the car over to the curb. “Lola, it’s me, Grace.
Hopin.”

Lola climbed into the backseat. Nervously, she said, “You said there
would be at least three women.”

“There will be,” I said. “Marnie, Lola, Lola, Marnie.”
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“Hi,” Lola said quietly.

“Hi.” Marnie twisted right around to face Lola and suddenly I started
to worry.

Well, I say that. As it happened, all day I'd been climbing the walls
with a variety of worries, not least the fear that Marnie would turn up
scuttered. However, she was sober—but was it my imagination or was she
just a little too interested in Lola?

Jesus. What Pandora’s box might I have opened?

I said, “We've just got to swing by and pick up Dee.”

“Did he hit Dee too?” Lola sounded horrified.

“No, no, she’s coming along to get us into his apartment. But she won’t
be coming in with us.” Dee and [ had had an exhaustive discussion about
which would be the best tactic and—reluctantly—she’d agreed that it
would be better if she stayed out. Things had the potential to get messy,
and if she was there, it could exacerbate the situation.

“Grace.” Lola’s little voice came from the back. “There will be at least
three women, yes? Because I don’t want to do it if it’s just me and Marnie.
I'm too scared.”

“Lola, I need you to trust me.” I made my voice sound reassuring,

even slightly amused. I couldn’t have her losing her bloody nerve now!

I drew up outside Dee’s office and texted her, letting her know that we
were waiting. A few moments later she appeared and climbed into the
backseat beside Lola. She was nothing like her usual breezy, positive self.
She had been devastated when, sitting in my car outside Christopher Hol-
land’s house, I'd told her what I'd known about Paddy. She’d been so ap-
palled that she couldn’t catch her breath.

“Oh my God,” she’d gasped, rocking backward and forward. It was as
if she was crying, but without tears.

“Oh my God. I knew Paddy was a . . . a, like I knew he had no loyalty
to anyone but himself, and I knew he was off his head with ambition . . .
but I thought I could just about stomach it because he’s so popular with the
voters.” She heaved in a ragged breath. “The price you have to pay. But . . .
I mean, Grace, [ was a battered wife. And I had no clue about Paddy.”
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She bowed her head again and heaved air through her hands. “My
deputy leader is a woman batterer. Me, and all I stand for. How on earth
did I end up in bed with one of them?”” She looked up at me, her face red,
her eyes bulging. “I have no time for pop psychology,” she said fiercely,
“no time at all.”

“Me either.”

“But they say we replicate patterns. Am I replicating a pattern? Am I
drawn to violent men? Do I recognize something in them?”

“Christ, Dee, I wouldn't have aclue . . .”

She fell silent. Eventually she said, “What am I going to do? There’s a
saying that a tragedy isn’t a choice between right and wrong, it’s a choice
between two rights.” Yes, I knew it. Ma produced it fairly regularly. Usu-
ally when she was trying to decide what to make for dinner. “But,” Dee
went on, “this is a choice between two wrongs.”

“How so?”

“If  do nothing, Angus Sprott will publish his story, my career will be
over—then I can’t help anyone. But if I shop Paddy to the press, I'll be
taken down with him—then I can’t help anyone. But if I sack him without
making the reasons public, the voters will lose confidence and won'’t vote
for us in the general election—then I can’t help anyone. Or if I can per-
suade him to stop sabotaging me and we carry on working together it
means I'm knowingly sharing power with a woman batterer.”

“That’s four wrongs, actually,” I pointed out.

“Well there you are. That’s how big a tragedy it is.”

She leaned back against her headrest and closed her eyes. I could nearly
hear her brain clicking as she did various calibrations, weighing up one
unpalatable scenario against another.

“Politics is a filthy business,” she murmured. “I only ever wanted to
help people. But even if you think you're incorruptible, even if you think
your motives are entirely pure, youend up . . . sullied.”

She opened her eyes and sat up straight, seemingly infused with new
energy. “I'm not a do-nothing sort of person, Grace.”

I began to feel uneasy. I was going to come out of this badly, I just

knew.

“What 1s the least-bad choice here?” She’d looked at me. I'd looked
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back at her. There was fresh purpose in her eyes. She was scaring me now.
“The least bad choice is that I put my personal qualms to one side and do
a deal with Paddy.”

“And that dealis . . . ?”

“If he lays off the smear campaign, the women won’t go public with
their stories.”

“But you'll have to persuade the women to be in on this.”

She’d looked at me, surprised. “Not me. You. You'll persuade them.”

Bollocks. Oh, bollocks, bollocks . . .

“But you know them, Grace! Your sister. That stylist—"

“I'll try. But I can’t promise, Dee.”

“But you'll try your very best? You swear to me?”

O, for fuck’s sake. “. . . Yes.”

Once she’d extracted a solemn vow from me, she sank back into her
torpor. “God, but I'm depressed.”

She wasn’t the only fecking one.

Funnily enough, three of the four of us knew the code to Paddy’s gate:
Dee from working with him, Lola from when she was riding him, and me
from the time [ had interviewed Alicia.

Once we were in, [ parked three buildings away from Paddy’s, on the
opposite side of the road. Paddy and Alicia were out at some function.
Dee, who knew their schedule, predicted they’d arrive home at around ten
forty-five.

It was now ten thirty-eight.

“I think we're too near his flat,” Lola said anxiously. “He might
see us.”

I drove forward ten yards. “Is that okay?”

“No,” Marnie said. “Now we can’t see.”

I forced back a sigh and reversed to my original spot.

“Here’s someone!” Marnie declared.

A car had parked outside Paddy’s block and the silhouette of a man
emerged from the driver’s side.

“Is it him?!” Lola’s voice was shaking. “Is it Paddy?”
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“No,” Dee said. “That’s Sidney Brolly, dropping off tomorrow’s pa-
pers.”

We watched as the silhouette dumped a bundle of stuff by the front
door and hightailed it back to his car, did a screechy U-turn, and drove
back the way he’d come.

We all looked at the pile of papers.

“It 1s safe to just leave them there?” Lola asked.

“She’s right,” Marnie said. “Anyone could come along and steal
them.”

“Would you steal Paddy de Courcy’s newspapers?” Dee asked.

“No.”

“Well, there you are . . . Jesus! Here they are!”

It was ten forty-seven.

Instinctively we all slid down in our seats, like in a '70s cop show, and
watched as Paddy’s Saab, driven by Spanish John, glided to a stop.

We listened, sweaty with tension (at least I was, I suppose I can’t speak
for the others), as car doors opened and clapped shut and good nights
were called to Spanish John, who drove toward us and past us without
displaying any interest.

Covertly, we peeped at Paddy and Alicia disappearing into the building.

“We'll wait ten minutes,” I said. “Then we'll go in.”

“Ten 1s too obvious,” Marnie said. “I say nine.”

“Or eleven,” Dee suggested.

“Okay, eleven,” Marnie said.

Lola said nothing. I was worried that she might puke. She kept swal-
lowing and taking deep breaths. Every time I looked at her I was seized
with guilt for making her do this.

“Why does he do it?” Lola suddenly asked. “Why is he so cruel?”

“His mother died when he was fifteen,” Marnie said to Lola. “Maybe
he needs to punish all women for his mother’s desertion.

“I've done lots of therapy,” she added.

“Lots of people’s mothers die when they’re teenagers,” Dee scoffed.
“And they don’t turn into power-mad women-beaters.”

“Mine died when I was fifteen,” Lola said. “And I've never beaten
anyone.”

God love her, she didn’t look like she could beat an egg.
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When the democratically elected eleven minutes had elapsed, I said,
“Okay, let’s go.”

We all climbed out and crossed the road. Dee shoved her face into the
intercom camera and rang Paddy’s bell. “Paddy, it’s Dee. I was just pass-
ing and wondered if I could have a quick word about tomorrow.”

(Some vote or other was taking place the following day in the Dail.)

“Sure, come on up.”

The communal door clicked opened, the four of us filed in, Dee wished
us luck, and Marnie, Lola, and I ascended the stairs to Paddy’s flat.

We arrayed ourselves before Paddy’s door, me front and center. Mar-
nie slightly behind me and to my left, and Lola slightly behind me and to
my right.

“Like Charlie’s Angels,” Lola whispered.

But Charlie’s Idiots would be closer to the truth.

I wasn'’t scared. I was worse than scared. I'd entirely lost faith in the
enterprise: the three of us—Lola, Marnie, and [-—wouldn’t alarm a
mangy dog.

“Paddy mightn't let us in when he sees who we are,” I said, although I
suspected that was unlikely.

Then the door opened and there was Paddy. There was a moment, just
a moment, when his eyes went funny; they flickered over us, recognizing
all three of us at once, and his pupils did something, either went big or
small, depending on what’s meant to happen when human beings discern
danger, then the next thing he was doing his Paddy-on-parade smile.
“Grace Gildee,” he said. “As I live and breathe.”

He took my hand and leaned forward to kiss me, pulling me into the
warmth of his home. “And you brought Marnie. Marnie, it’s been years
and years. Too long.” A kiss on the cheek for Marnie, a kiss on the cheek
for Lola, and he was welcoming us in. He looked actually, genuinely
delighted.

It would have been better if he'd tried to slam the door shut on us and
we’d had to run at it and shoulder our way in; at least then we’d have had
a little bit of adrenaline behind us.

“Come 1n and sit down,” he said. “Let me call Alicia before she takes
her makeup off. She’d be cross with me if she missed you.”

He disappeared down a corridor and the three of us waited in the living
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room, Marnie in an armchair and Lola and I on the edge of the couch.
“He’s trying to unsettle us by being nice,” I reminded them. “Remember
what he’s done to you. Don'’t lose sight of it.”

Lola’s knees were knocking. I took her hand. “You're doing great.”

“Sorry,” she whispered. “I should have worn jeans. I didn’t know I'd
be so scared—"

“And remember, leave the talking to me.” I'd practiced my speech with
Dee. Practiced and practiced. She’d acted the part of me and I'd played
Paddy, then she’d played Paddy and I'd been me, and I was afraid that
Lola was so overwrought that she might hijack the carefully scripted situa-
tion by flinging herself at Paddy’s feet and begging him to take her back.

“Alicia will be here in a minute.” Paddy had reappeared. “Now what
can I get you to drink?”

“Nothing, thanks, Paddy,” I said, trying to make my voice sound
deeper than it was. “It’s late, we don’t want to take up too much of your
time. I guess you're wondering what the three of us are doing here.”

“Always delighted to have three beautiful women in my home,” he
said easily.

Slowly and deliberately and with a tiny hint of menace I said, “Paddy,
the story you've planted with the Press about Dee Rossini harboring ille-
gals, we want you to drop it.”

In an ideal world, he would say, “Why would I drop it?” Which would
be my cue to say, “If you drop your story, we'll drop ours.”

But he laughed and said, “I haven't a clue what you're talking about.”

“Drop it, Paddy,” I said, trying to get the script back on track, “and
we'll drop ours.”

He was meant to ask what our story was, but he simply stretched one
leg out and settled back in his armchair and smiled at me from under his
eyelids, smiled and ran a lazy gaze over my body, lingering on my nipples,
wandering down to my crotch.

Silence endured.

Out of the corner of my eye I could see Lola’s knees chattering against
each other with renewed energy.

The door pushed open and Alicia walked into the silent room, and her

gracious smile froze. Anxiously she asked, “What'’s going on?”
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“I was just explaining to Paddy that if he drops his story implicating
Dee Rossini in harboring illegals, we’ll drop our story about Paddy.”

“What story is that?” Alicia asked. Thanks be to Christ that someone
around here knew their lines.

“Paddy hurts women. He punches them, kicks them, and burns them.
But you don’t need me to tell you that, Alicia.”

She blanched—she’d thought she was the only one—and I knew then
that this was going to work.

“What women?” Alicia asked quickly.

I'indicated Lola and Marnie.

Paddy gave a little chuckle. “Who'’s going to believe that fashion flake
with the purple hair?”

Shocked, Lola sucked in her breath. “Why are you so cruel?” Her
voice was shaking.

“Lola, you couldn’t seriously . . . I'm a politician . . .” Almost kindly,
he said, “We had fun, didn’t we?”

“Fun? I'm a human being, Paddy, not a toy.”

“So why behave like a toy?”

I'd lost Lola. Right on target and shot down in flames.

Paddy turned his attention to Marnie.

“Marnie Gildee? Still crazy after all these years?”

PN P

“You hit Marnie,” I said.

He sighed. “Anyone would hit Marnie.”

“No"

“She had driven me mad. The crying, the fighting, calling around to
my house day and night—"

“But you made her like that, and you did it too—"

“Then she slept with my best friend, he was like a brother to me.”

“No long-term damage though. Seeing as he’s brokering dirty deals
with the Globe on your behalf.”

I was saying that at the same time that Marnie was exclaiming at
Paddy, “But you slept with Leechy. You did it first.”

Paddy rolled his eyes at her and turned to me, as if we were the only

two responsible adults in the room. “It was all a long, long time ago,
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Grace. We were kids, messed-up kids. It’s not going to fly. Is that the best
you can do? This pair?”

“No, actually, not just this pair,” I said. It was time for my secret weapon.

Everyone—even Paddy, I have to say, which was gratifying—looked
startled.

I leaped from my seat and grabbed Alicia’s hands. I opened them both
palm-upward, rock-solid certain that one of them would have a small cir-
cular scar. But there was nothing there. Both her palms were unmarked. I
shoved up her sleeve. No bruises. Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

Immediately, I dropped her hands and moved away from Alicia, try-
ing to pretend that I hadn't approached her at all, that the exercise of gaz-
ing at her palms had been a spontaneous but quickly abandoned attempt
to tell her future.

Center-stage, all eyes on me, my heart was pounding so hard my ribs,
my actual ribs, hurt. I'd been sure about Alicia. Now all my lifelines were
gone—1I had nothing and my vision was misty from fear. It was like being
in a nightmare where you're in the shop buying a scratch card and you
suddenly look down and find that you're naked.

I twisted about, seeking salvation. The only secret I had left would do
as much harm as good if I revealed it. The ensuing fallout would be
devastating; [ couldn’t do it. Who was Dee to me, anyway? Much as |
admired her, she wasn’t worth blowing my life up in my face for.

Everyone was still looking at me expectantly, like this was a whodunit.
Gripped by another wave of panic, I considering grabbing [.ola and Mar-
nie and hustling them out the door and back down the stairs and across
the road to the car. They’d be angry and confused, of course. But I'd take
them for a pizza. Over the years I'd noticed that pizzas seem to take the
sting out of things for most people. Wine, too. They’re a good double act.
Then I'd explain everything. Well, not everything. But part of every-
thing. Without giving anything away. And if they began to complain
again and they’d finished their pizza, I'd get them tiramisu. And more
wine. And perhaps a Bailey’s coffee . . .

But the right thing needed to be done.

And even if it didn’t, pride wouldn’t let me give in.

I sighed—at the sound everyone seemed to perk up with renewed
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keenness—and resigned myself to whatever was going to happen. “There’s
someone else,” I said, the words like stones on my tongue. “A third woman.
Who's prepared to tell her story.”

“Who?” Marnie asked.

“Yes, who?”” Lola asked.

Poor Lola and Marnie, they were expecting me to pull something
truly magical out of the hat, some woman to walk through the door and
declare, silkily, “Surely you haven’t forgotten about the time you beat the
shit out of me, Paddy!”

“Yes, who?” Alicia asked.

Paddy said nothing. He watched, a small smile on his mouth.

“Me,” I said.

“You?”

“Why would he hit you?” Marnie asked.

“Because . . .” There was no way out. I had to say it. “I wouldn’t sleep
with him.”

My words fell into stunned silence. Paddy closed his eyes and smiled
to himself.

“Did Paddy want to sleep with you?” Marnie asked slowly, as if she
was listening to herself speak.

Paddy opened his eyes and said lasciviously, “Oh yeah.”

Marnie went the color of death. “Did you always fancy her?” she whis-
pered. “Even when you were going out with me?”

“Yeah.” Paddy stretched lazily. “Always. When I was fucking you I
was thinking of her.”

“No, he wasn’t! Don’t mind him, he’s just trying to turn us against
each other.” For God’s sake, it was nearly fifteen years since Marnie had
gone out with Paddy. When was she going to stop behaving like it had just
finished?

“Paddy and I were working together on his biography and he put the
moves on me because he does it to everyone. And when I didn’t go for it,
he gave me a slap, put a cigarette out on my hand, and told Spanish John

to burn out my car.”
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“You were working on his biography?” Marnie said faintly.

“Come on now, Grace,” Paddy said. ‘“You were hardly fighting me off.”

“When was this?” Marnie asked, her voice thick.

“Last summer. Until September.”

“September,” Lola spoke up. “But he got engaged to Alicia in August.”

Marnie rounded on Alicia. “How do you feel about that, Leechy?”

“Fine,” Alicia said, “because none of it is true. And don’t call me
Leechy, I always hated it.”

“But he’s just told you he wanted to sleep with Grace—" Lola ex-
claimed, at the same time as Marnie said to Alicia, “Well, I didn’t name
you Leechy. Someone—who was it? Some baby couldn’t pronounce
Alicia—"

“My sister.”

“So don't act like we decided to change your name. Everyone called
you Leechy. For as long as we knew you.”

“I'm Alicia now.”

“Actually,” Marnie said, with uncharacteristic spite, “Leechy suits
you better. Because you were a leech, leeching around after Paddy—"

We were in danger of losing sight of our common purpose here . . .
“Marnie,” I said. “Please.”

“You were never my friends,” Leechy said. “I was always left out. It
was always you and Grace, then me tacked onto the edge—"

You know, that really wasn'’t true, but before I got sucked into it, Paddy
got to his feet. “I'm off to bed.”

“Wait, Paddy.” I intercepted him at the door. “We're not finished here
yet.” I tried to locate my slightly menacing voice once more. “Like I said,
you drop your story and we’ll drop ours.”

He laughed softly and shook his head. Not in refusal but at what a
shambles the situation had descended into. I couldn’t blame him.

We'd failed. Quite spectacularly.

In disarray, we departed the flat and thumped down the stairs, none of

us speaking to each other, to break the bad news to Dee.

Marnie wouldn't get in the car. Her face was closed and tight with hu-

miliation.
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Dee and Lola, acknowledging the fracture between Marnie and me,
had peeled away with talk of taxis and left us to it.

“Please get in the car, Marnie,” I said.

“It was such an important relationship to me,” she said. “Can you
imagine how I feel finding out he wanted to be with you?”

“He didn’t want to be with me when he was with you. He loved you.”
Slowly I drove alongside her. “Please, Marnie, please, get in. It’s late. You
can't just walk around.”

“I won'’t stay in your house.”

“Then let me drop you out to Ma’s. Please, Marnie, it’s not safe.”

Eventually she got in and sat in rigid-backed silence. After ten minutes
she asked coldly, “Does Damien know about you and Paddy?”

“I didn't sleep with him,” I said. “There’s nothing for Damien to
know.”

“But something went on?”

Yes, something had gone on.

“You wanted to sleep with him? You considered it? You were emotion-
ally involved?”

I said nothing and she had her answer.

“I bet Damien doesn’t know about that,” she said.

“Please don't tell him.” My voice was choked.

She didn’t reply and I knew then that she might. I wouldn’t have be-
lieved that this situation was possible; Marnie and I, our loyalty had al-
ways been to each other, before everyone—anyone—else. But everything
was fucked up. Marine was wounded, and with the drink and everything,
she was a loose cannon. And Paddy de Courcy was in the mix and he
twisted and destroyed everything he came into contact with.

When we reached Yeoman Road, Marnie got out of the car and ran up
the steps without saying good-bye to me.

“Where’s Marnie?” Damien, tense and expectant, was waiting up for me.
“What happened with de Courcy?”

“Oh God, Damien . . .” I didn’t know where to start because I didn’t
know where I could end. I couldn’t tell him everything, so I was afraid to

tell him anything.
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I pressed myself against him and wound my arms around his neck. The
terror of losing him was so huge that I had to physically cling to him.

He pulled me into a tight hold and rested his head on mine.

“Tighter,” I said.

Obediently, his arms formed a harder band around my back. “Wasita
disaster?” he asked into my hair.

I nodded against his shoulder. “A disaster. But I don’t know if he’ll link
the leak to you, I think it might be okay.” I genuinely thought it would be.

“Can we go to bed?” I asked.

“Come on.” He helped me up the stairs like I was someone recovering
from pneumonia. In the bedroom I stepped out of my clothes, leaving
them where they’d landed on the floor, and climbed between the sheets.
Then Damien got in and I curled myself around him, against his hard,
warm body, like it might be the last chance I'd ever get. I closed my eyes
and became very still, wishing I could stay in that moment forever.

Then Damien shifted and pulled back far enough to look into my face.
“So are you going to tell me what happened?”

“Would you mind . . . ? Could we leave it for tonight? I'm justso . . .”

He looked disappointed, hurt, something . . .

“Sorry.” I backtracked. I couldn’t not tell him. Not after all he’d done
to help. “What am I thinking? Of course I'll tell you.” But I couldn’t tell
him everything, and that made me so unbearably sad. Then unbearably
frightened.

“No, leave it,” he said. “You're wrecked. Go to sleep. Tell me in the
morning.”

“The funny thing is there’s nothing really to tell. He totally belittled
Marnie and Lola, they just fell apart, they’'d be no good in any interview,
and he obviously hasn't laid a hand on Alicia. It was a fiasco. He’s unscar-
able.”

“De Courcy.” Damien turned out the light and sighed into the dark-
ness. “It’s a mistake to tangle with him.”

“Yes.” I knew.

When [ picture it in my head—and I don’t do it often—there’s a sound-
track: an orchestra of lush strings building to a swelling climax that bursts
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into the fullness of its rich beauty as I turn and see Paddy for the first
time.

I was almost seventeen years old and Mick the manager was introduc-
ing me to the barmen the night I started work at the Boatman.

“That’s Jonzer,” Mick had said. “Jonzer, say hello to Grace.”

Jonzer stared like I was the first human being he’d ever seen. His arms
hung loosely by his sides, but his fists were clenched, and one malevolent
eye was set lower in his face than the other. Deliverance banjos plucked a
few chords in my head.

“And that's Whacker,” Mick said. “Whacker, Grace, new bargirl.
Lives in Yeoman Road.”

Whacker opened his mouth and bared his teeth in a snarl.

“And over there,” Mick said. ““That’s Paddy.”

My breathing, which had been going about its rhythmic business
year-in and year-out, causing me no worry whatsoever, suddenly seized
up and broke down, and I was paralyzed by the devastating combination
of Paddy’s beauty, his life force, and his dazzling smile.

I was so overawed that I thought Paddy should be the Boatman’s man-
ager. It seemed contrary to the natural order of things that he was just a
barman. He was obviously so far superior in every way to runty, unpleas-
ant Mick that I had a little conversation in my head where I agreed with
myself that if [ was the Boatman’s owner I'd sack Mick and replace him
with Paddy.

Thanks to Ma’s indoctrination, I didn’t believe in love at first sight.
However, one look from Paddy had been enough to turn me into Queen
Sap, even worse than Leechy, officially the most (self-confessed) sappy
girl Marnie or I had ever met. I wanted him more than I had ever wanted
anything, and I was terrified that I wouldn’t get him.

The normal thing would be to talk about it, but I was trying to make
sense myself of the cataclysmic effect he had on me before I told anyone
else. I couldn’t contemplate hours of girly analysis with Marnie and
Leechy, lying on the bed, thinking up ways to make Paddy fancy me. My
urge for him was immeasurably more visceral and adult than any of the
other crushes I'd had, and there was one thing I was certain of: sparkly
mascara was not the answer.

Another reason I kept my mouth shut was that Ma, Dad, and
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Bid—especially Bid—would have laughed at me. Everyone assumed that
[ was as tough as old boots—and if I was ever foolish enough to reveal any
weakness, the reaction was mild hilarity. Over the years, I'd learned to
never bother with tears, because all I got was chuckles and “Look at you
crying there, like a great big idiot.”

However, my Paddy obsession came dangerously close to being un-
masked when I asked Ma and Bid, “How do you get a man to notice
you?”

Ma’s advice was, “Be yourself.”

Bid’s advice was, “Don’t wear a bra.”

Be myself. So who was I?

I was the uncomplicated, robust one, so I decided to play to my
strengths. No feminine wiles for me. When Paddy loaded up a tray with
ten pints of lager and asked, “Need a hand with that, Grace?” I said
stoutly, “Not at all,” and hoisted it off the counter, my arms trembling
with the strain.

(I was subsequently to see Marnie refuse to carry any tray with more
than four glasses on it and have barmen tripping over themselves in their
desire to help.)

I did every shift [ was asked to do, in the hope of coinciding with Pad-
dy’s. I was almost afraid to consider it, but I thought he liked me. The
night he slipped an ice cube down my back and we had a minor wrestling
match, which left me breathless and elated, I was nearly sure of it.

The most important thing I needed to establish was whether or not he
had a girlfriend. I lay on my bed plotting and planning. Ask Jonzer? Ask
Whacker? Ask any of the other equally horrible barmen?

I realized I could just ask Paddy.

“So, Paddy.” I flipped the lid off a bottle of tonic, caught it and tossed
it over my shoulder into the bin. “You have a girlfriend?”

“Good shot,” he said. “No. Why? You offering?”

“You wish.” I picked up my tray and swung past him.

“I do, actually,” he said to my retreating back.

I laughed over my shoulder. “Dream on.”

“You're breaking my heart!”

Later, at home in my bedroom, I unwrapped those words like they

were precious jewels and listened to them again and again.
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I do, actually.

You're breaking my heart.

I was building a connection with him, like constructing a house of
cards, trembling with terror every time I added a new one, in case it sent
the whole edifice collaspsing into disarray.

We had lots in common: he was interested in politics; I was interested
in politics. Well, I wasn't really, but I knew about them. And we were an
obvious physical match—not many girls were five foot nine. (When I was
subsequently discarded in favor of a five-foot-nothing, I felt like a shame-
fully massive lumbering lunk who couldn't fit through doorways and who
broke chairs when she sat on them.)

The night of my birthday, Marnie’s and my seventeenth, I added an-
other card to the house by proposing to introduce him to the most impor-
tant person in my life.

“My twin sister will be in later. It’s our birthday.”

“Your twin? There are two of you? One Grace Gildee is bad enough!”
I flicked water from the running tap at his face and he recoiled, laughing.
“Are you going out later to celebrate? Am I invited?”

“Why would we invite an idiot like you?”

“Ah, go on, Grace.”

“No.”

“Ah, please.”

“What part of the word no’ don’t you understand?” (I was almost
pitifully pleased with that particular line, thinking it the height of sophis-
ticated flirting.)

Then in came Marnie, and with one look she swept away all that I had
built up so carefully and doggedly and grabbed the prize.

There was a moment where [ felt [ had a choice, that if I put up a fight
I was in with a chance. Then I copped on to myself. Paddy wanted Mar-
nie. But even if he hadn’t, Marnie wanted him, and I could never deny her
anything.

It was hard though. I saw them at work and I saw them at home: there
was no escape. | had to witness him kissing her and holding her hand and
giggling with her. I had to listen to her graphic accounts of their fabulous
sex. ... And then he pulled my legs up around his waist and, Grace, |
swear to God . . .V
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But I got used to thinking of him as Marnie’s. Now and then I had
unexpected moments when I remembered the connection I'd felt with

him, but I realized I must have been delusional.

They were together for nearly three years, and [ knew Paddy had stopped
loving Marnie before she did.

It was the spring before our twentieth birthday, Paddy was in his final
year in college, he was due to begin training as a barrister that October,
and it was obvious—to me, at any rate—that he was ready to move on to
the next part of his life.

I tried to warn Marnie, but she was unreachable. In a way it was as bad
as if he’d fallen out of love with me. Her pain was mine.

Then Sheridan told me that there was more going on with Paddy
and Leechy than their platonic comforting sessions. I couldn’t believe
it—Leechy was like a sister to Marnie and me. But Sheridan insisted
it was true, insisted with such force that—even though it was none of
my business—I went to Leechy and asked her to stay away from
Paddy.

Leechy was always eager to please. But instead of acceding, she said,
surprisingly firmly, “No, Grace. I'm Paddy’s new girlfriend.”

New girlfriend? I was stunned. “But he already hasa . ..” I gazed at
her and the full truth dawned on me. “Are you . . . are you . . . sleeping
with him?”

“No.” She colored.

“You are! Oh God. God. Oh God, God, God.” T groaned, over-
whelmed with fear. What would Marnie say? What would Marnie do?
“Leechy, please stop. You've got to. Where’s your loyalty?”

“Normally I would be loyal,” she said. “Normally I'd never take an-
other girl’s man.”

I felt like saying, Normally you wouldn't get the fucking choice! You're
not exactly Cindy Crawford.

“What about Marnie?” I begged. “She’s been your friend since you
were five!”

“Marnie and Paddy are over,” she said with quiet confidence. “I'm his
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type. I'm sensible and steady and I like the Carpenters. Marnie was just a
teenage thing.”

“Leechy, you're imagining it . . .” I wanted to tell her how I'd once
thought his type was robust and mouthy. How I was certain that he was
simply using the consequences of sleeping with her to somersault himself
out of Marnie’s life.

“I love him, Grace,” she said with continued confidence, and that was
that.

I blamed Paddy but I blamed Leechy more. If she hadn't slept with
Paddy, Marnie wouldn't have been unhinged enough to sleep with Sheri-
dan, and if she hadn't slept with Sheridan, Paddy wouldn’t have pummeled

her into unconsciousness, an event that I think altered her forever.

It was over four years before I saw him again. It was at a work thing, an
early-evening launch of something, in a crowded hotel function room.
Suddenly he was there, taller than everyone else. He didn’t look poor and
wild anymore, his clothes radiated newness and money, but it was defi-
nitely him. I stared for half a second too long, enough time for him to see
me. Shock stamped itself on his face. He went white and his expression
froze. I turned my back to him.

“Gotta go,” I said to the cluster of people I was with.

“Why . ..?”"

I abandoned my glass on a passing tray and zigzagged through the
throng, making for the door. By the time I reached it, Paddy was blocking
my path.

“Grace—"

I dipped my head and moved sideways, but with one lithe move, he
was in front of me there also.

“QGrace, 1t 1s you, isn't it?”

I swiveled in another direction, but once again he was ahead of me.
“Grace. Please . . . Is this how you treat an old friend?”

“What?!” I jerked my head up. “You're no friend of mine.”

It was a mistake to look at him. He was a picture of anguish. “Grace,

please.” Beseechingly he said, “You and I have always been friends.”
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“Friends?!” I was disgusted. “After what you did to Marnie!”

My loud outrage attracted a couple of startled looks.

Paddy noted them. “Can we talk?”” he asked quietly.

“Work away.” [ folded my arms. “I'm all ears.”

“Not here. Somewhere a bit more . . . private. Where I can explain?”

There couldn’t be an explanation. But curiosity was always my down-
fall. Maybe there really was something that would make sense of it all.

“There’s a private bar here in the hotel,” he said. “Will you give me ten
minutes of your time?”’

He made it so easy—if I'd had to go any distance in his company, I
wouldn’t have done it. And what was ten minutes?

In the hushed wood-paneled comfort of the snug bar, Paddy placed a
drink in front of me.

“You've six minutes left,” I said.

“In that case I'd better make it quick. Okay . . . [ was young and . . .
and . . . off my head and very angry. My mother had died, my father was
such a nutjob—"

“It’'s no excuse.”

“I'm not trying to excuse myself, I'm just trying to explain.” He
hung his head. “I had no home, that’s the only way [ can put it.” A long
pause ensued before he spoke again. “When I met Marnie she became
my home. All of you really, you and Bid and your mum and dad.” An-
other period of silence. “But when I stopped, when it happened that I
didn’t love Marnie anymore, I blamed her. I thought I'd stopped loving
her because she was weak. If she’d been a different person, I'd still be in
love with her, but she wasn’t and I wasn’t and once again my home was
gone . ..”

I was surprised to feel a little bud of sorrow for him. Then I remem-
bered Marnie’s swollen, battered face and it vanished.

“I've been haunted by shame,” he said.

“Good enough for you. And why are you telling me? You should be
telling Marnie.”

He hesitated. “I've thought about it. I still think about it. But, knowing
what [ know, knew, of Marnie, if I got in touch, I think it would . . . open

old wounds. I reckon I'd make things worse, not better.”
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The very annoying part was that he was right. If Marnie was to hear
from him now, it would set her back years.

“But I'm never entirely sure, it’s something I think about and I won-
der—"

“And on that fascinating note”—1I swallowed the remains of my drink
and got to my feet—“‘your ten minutes are up.”

“How 1s she?”” he asked.

“Marnie? Fine,” I said. “Far better without you. You were . . . shit to
her.”

“I had to be. It was the only way of ending it. She would never have ac-
cepted it otherwise.”

Once again he was right.

“She’s a very special girl,” he said wistfully. “Will you stay for one
more drink and tell me how she 1s?”

“No.”

“Please.”

“No. Oh, all right.”

I had nothing else to do. Well, that was how I justified it to myself.

Paddy bought more drinks and went on to talk with such kindness
about Marnie, such sadness about how sensitive she was, how hard
she found it to be happy, that—to my eternal shame—1I half agreed
with him.

The clang of a metal barrel interrupted Paddy’s flow of words. “God,
that takes me back,” he said.

We watched as the barman changed the barrel. “Remember we used
to do that in the Boatman?” Paddy said.

I nodded, abashed by the memory of me lugging heavy stuff around
the pub in an attempt to impress him. What a gobshite I'd been . . .

“You were the only girl who could change a barrel,” he said. “You were
like this . . . amazing Amazon. Spectacular. Nothing daunted you.”

I was stunned. I had always thought that hoicking things around like a
stevedore was what had put Paddy off.

“I'd never before met a woman like you,” he mused.

I couldn’t look at him. I swallowed, so loud we both heard it, and my

Adam’s apple leaped up and down like a piston.
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“I've never met one since.”

Christ! I attempted a sideways glance at him, and when our eyes met,
emotion surged between us.

Resistant though I was—and I was, all I had to do was think of Mar-
nie’s swollen, battered face—1I felt we were intimates, like he and I truly
understood each other. The way we had been before he’d met Marnie.

“Another drink?” he said.

“No. I'm going.”

“Sure? Go on, just one more?”

I hesitated, then gave in. “Oh okay, just one.”

When he returned from the counter, he placed our drinks on the table,
then turned to me and said, “I've got something to say and if I don't say it
now, I'll never say it.”

I had a fair idea of where this was going.

“I made a mistake,” he said. “I picked the wrong sister.”

I closed my eyes. “Don’t.”

Even if he hadn’t done the terrible things he’d done to Marnie, it was
taboo to get involved with your sister's—or friends’—old boyfriends. He
would always be hers.

“Come home with me,” he said.

I was convulsed by longing. I would have given my all for just one
night with him. One night of his naked body, one night of dirty, tender,
heartaching sex in every conceivable position, one night of him thrusting
into me, his face contorted with lust for me, me, me . . .

“No,” I said.

“No?”

“No.” The picture of Marnie in the hospital wouldn’t go away. I
grabbed my bag and got up to leave.

“You'll change your mind,” he said. “I’ll persuade you.”

“Not me,” I said, wondering what he’d do to convince me.

But nothing happened. I didn’t hear from him again, not a word for
another eleven years. Plenty of time for me to reflect on my refusal.

Then last summer I got a phone call from Annette Babcock, the com-
missioning editor of Palladian, a publishing house that specialized in ce-
lebrity autobiographies. I'd ghostwritten a couple of books for them in the

recent past. (A sportswoman’s life story and the trials and tribulations of a
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woman who was once Miss Ireland and who'd had twenty-eight cosmetic
surgery operations to keep her modeling career on track.)

It was the sort of work hacks often do on the side, what with most
sportspeople or models—or indeed politicians—being borderline illiter-
ate. The work was intensive, also soul destroying, as you tried to trans-
mute someone’s dull life and tedious anecdotes into readable prose, but
the money could be good.

“Can you come in?” Annette said. “I've a job for you.”

When I was sitting in front of her, she said, “We're doing Paddy de
Courcy’s book.”

Jesus, I thought, Paddy de Courcy . . .

“We think you’d be the right writer to do it. It'll mean spending a lot
of time with Paddy over the next month, but that’s no hardship, is it?

“Isit?” she repeated when I didn'’t reply.

“What! Sorry. Just thinking there...” I cleared my throat. I had
plenty of questions. First and foremost, why me?

“Don’t let it go to your head,” Annette said snippily. Clearly she fan-
cied him. “It’s not like he requested you. We've a panel of writers we use.
We put a few names to him. He said he’d read The Human Race.” (The
sportswoman’s story.) “‘He said he liked your work.”

“Did he?”

The thing was that I'd sort of forgotten about Paddy de Courcy. I
mean, not entirely. It'd be bloody hard not to, the way he was always on
the news or had his handsome mug grinning out from the social pages. At
times when I saw him I got a surprise little twist of something in my gut,
but most times [ felt nothing at all.

“Well?” Annette asked. “You in?”

)

“Idon’tknow . ..

“What?”

I was confused. Was this not risky for Paddy? I knew stuff about him
that probably no other journalist knew. But maybe that was why he’d de-
cided on me—because he wouldn't have to fess up about putting Marnie
in the hospital and shock the bejesus out of me. Maybe he knew he’d have
to include it in the book but thought he could get me to do a nice sanitized
version?

Or maybe I was overthinking this. Maybe Marnie was so far back in
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his distant past that he’d totally forgotten what he’d done. Maybe he really
had liked my work on The Human Race. Maybe this really was just a job.

“The money’s good,” Annette said anxiously. She threw a figure at
me, and in fairness, she was right. “I can try and get you another couple of
grand.”

“Yes, but . . .”

I was all mixed up. Why would I help Paddy? The thought of working
with him, of letting him benefit from my writing skills, made me feel dis-
loyal and uncomfortable. Then my crusading spirit took over—maybe I
could get justice for Marnie fifteen years after the event. I thought about it
a bit longer and the conviction that something good could come of this got
stronger.

“Okay,” I said to Annette. “I'll doit.”

“A little bit more enthusiasm, if you don’t mind,” she said. “Personally
I'd be creaming myself at the thought of all that time with Paddy.”

I closed my eyes. Christ, did she have to?

“Now listen to me, Grace. This is a highly confidential project, be-
cause of the danger of pre-publication injunctions from other politicians.
Tell no one.”

“My lips are sealed.”

The minute I got home I told Damien.

“His autobiography?” Damien was deeply suspicious. “Why? He’s
done nothing except shag models. He’s not the leader of a party. He hasn’t
even been a minister.”

“The world of celebrity autobiographies has changed.” I shrugged. “You
don’t need to have done anything, all you have to be is good looking.”

Damien was watching me, his face still, his eyes bleak. “Why did you
say you'd do it, Grace? After what he did to Marnie?”

“That’s precisely why. I'm wondering if [ can get . . . [ don’t know . . .
something for Marnie. Even an apology—"

“It was a long time ago,” Damien said quietly. “Marnie’s married now,
the mother of two children. She mightn’t want any of this made public.
She mightn’t want anything to do with him.”

“And then again she might.”

“Perhaps you should talk to her before you go any further.”

“I've already said I'll do it.”
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He shrugged. “You can change your mind. You haven’t signed any-
thing?”

“No. I know, but I just feel I have to do this . . . It was such a big thing
to happen to Marnie and me,” I said. “I know you can’t understand be-
cause you weren't there, but this feels like a chance, I don’t know, to . . .
oh, I don’t know, Damien!” I sighed heavily. “To undo something bad.”

My words fell into silence. How could I make him understand? The
hook was in my flesh. Despite my suspicions and my fears of disloyalty, |
had to do this.

“Don’t look so sad,” I pleaded.

Damien gave a rueful little laugh—he knew all about my teenage thing
for Paddy.

“Okay,” I said. “Okay, okay. If you really don’t want me to do it, just
say it and [ won't.”

“Grace . . "

Then I felt ashamed. Damien would never make that sort of request,
he wasn’t that kind of man.

Shaking his head, he began to walk away.

“The money’s good,” I called after him.

“Great.” His voice floated back to me. “We’ll buy lots of things.”

Our first session, to discuss the structure of the book, was held at Paddy’s
office. I'd forgotten what it was like to be within breathing distance of
him. His size. Those eyes. That presence . . . charisma, whatever you
want to call it. Such a perfect powerful physical presence. There was so
much of him, concentrated into just one human being—Ilike really strong
coffee or dark dark chocolate—it was almost unbearable.

He shook my hand and kissed me lightly on the cheek. “I'm delighted
we'll be working together.”

“God, you're such a politician,” I complained. “Where am I sitting?”

“Wherever you like. On the couch, if you want.”

“Your casting couch?”

“My couch.”

I took a hard-backed chair, muttering under my breath that it was
probably safest. Paddy sat behind his desk and I opened my yellow pad.
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Defiantly, I said, “First things first. Will we be including the episode
where you hospitalized my sister?”

“Still the same Grace,” Paddy said, but without rancor. “Always cham-
pioning a cause. But I think it’s best if we draw a veil over that youthful
episode.”

“Oh, I see. That’s why you asked for me?” As I had suspected. “If you
think I'm going protect you, you can so forget it.” I stood up to leave.

“Not to protect me—sit down, Grace, would you? To protect Marnie.
You think she’d want that printed in a book?”

That’s what Damien had said . . .

“Would she?” he asked again.

I didn’t know. I hadn't asked her.

Slowly I sat back down. But if I wasn’t doing this project as Marnie’s
champion, why was I here?

“The money’s good,” Paddy said, reading my thoughts. “Come on,
Grace, we've both got a job to do. Let’'s do it.”

The money was good. I'd recently bought a new car and the repay-
ments were high.

I picked up my pen again and to my surprise, we worked for three
hours and made good steady progress.

This was just a job, I realized, and it was going to be fine.

Our second session was five days later, and once again the work was
productive. We'd covered his childhood and had got as far as the death of
his mother—when all of a sudden Paddy stopped talking and bowed his
head. When he looked up again, his eyes were swimming with tears. Nor-
mally I would think, A man crying, how funny. But, perhaps because I'd
known him back then, in the aftermath of his mother’s death, how lost
and wild he’d been, I felt unexpectedly sad for him.

I passed him a Burger King napkin from my bag and roughly he wiped
his eyes. Within moments he was himself again.

“Well, that was embarrassing,” he laughed. He looked at the napkin.
“Hold the front page. Grace Gildee was kind.”

“Tamkind.” I was defensive. “’To those who deserve it.”

“I know you are. You know, Grace”—he gave me the full benefit of his

blue gaze—*I came to Palladian because of you.”
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What? Talk about an abrupt change of subject.

“I've always followed your progress, ['ve always known which paper
you were working for, I've always read your stuff.”

“Why are you telling me this?”

“Because in all these years I've never stopped thinking about you.”

An involuntary thrill flamed from my toes to the roots of my hair.

“I've thought about you every single day. You're the only woman who
could ever match me.”

I didn’t want to be, but I was flattered. I was excited. Just like that, I
was right back in it.

The teenage me had been reactivated, and I was dreamy and dis-
tracted and half-blind with lust for Paddy. But that night, I couldn’t sleep.
There was no way around the truth: my attraction to Paddy was a bad, bad
thing, dangerous and dirty.

It was a long time ago, maybe he’s changed.

What about Damien?

What Damien and I had was rare and good.

Instinctively I knew what had to be done: I would end my involvement
in the project.

But when I met Paddy to tell him to find another writer, it was as if
he’d been anticipating it. Before I got to open my mouth he closed his of-
fice door and said, “Don’t, Grace. Don’t abandon me.”

“But—"

“Please. You're the only one I trust to tell the truth to. I need you.”

I couldn’t help it—he made me feel too important to him to resign.

That day’s work, and our next session two days later, were conducted
in such a state of sexual tension that I couldn’t think straight. Our early
progress had slowed to almost nothing, but I didn’t care. I was locked in-
side myself, in a process of constant negotiation. I just wanted one night.
One night I had been owed from eleven years earlier. Or eighteen years

earlier. It wouldn’t mean I didn’t love Damien.

At home Damien watched me and said nothing, and I managed to con-

vince myself that he hadn’t noticed anything. Until one evening at home
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after work when a new-age catalog had come in the post and we were pick-
ing out the courses we'd most hate to do.

“Tribal drumming would be horrific,” I said, laughing with cringy
glee. “Imagine the types you'd get.”

“For me,” he said, “my very, very worst one would be . . . let’s see . . .
Here we are! ‘Release Your Locked Emotions Through Song.” An entire
weekend of it. Jesus!”

“Now [ know what to get you for your birthday.”

“Grace, I'll just say one thing.”

Altered by his sudden change of tone, I looked at him. “What'’s up
with you?”

“If one of us cheated—Christ, I hate that word,” he said. “We might
survive it, but things would always be different. The trust would be gone.
The innocence.”

“I—" The obvious reply would be to ask what had prompted his state-
ment. But I couldn’t go down that road. He hadn’t accused me of any-
thing, that was what was important, and in fairness [ hadn’t done anything.
“Okay, Damien. I know that.”

“Good, good . . . because I'd hate to think . . .” He seemed about to
say something else and I willed him not to. “Because I love you, you
know?”

My usual response when he told me he loved me was to ask him if he
was coming down with something. But this time I just said, “I know
you do.”

Swept along by a sudden deep rush of love and gratitude, I said, “I love
you too.”

“Careful,” he said. “We don’t want to turn into Hart to Hart.”

We both laughed, a little nervously.

The following day I had another meeting with Paddy. The sun was
bursting from the sky and he was waiting outside for me, watching me
whiz into the allocated parking space. I got it first time, one smooth
confident swerve where my car landed exactly equidistant between the
four white lines, a perfect bit of parking in my perfect car on this per-
fect day.

“Nice work,” Paddy said, not even pretending to hide his apprecia-

tion.
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“All down to the car.” I laughed.

“You love your car?” he asked.

“I love my car.”

In his office I sat at the desk to start work and Paddy said, “So what
about you and Damien?”

“What about us?” I couldn’t help sounding defensive.

“Still in love?”

“Yes.”

“You wouldn’t think of breaking it off with him?”

“Why would I do that?”

“So you could be my girl. We’d be fabulous together. Look.” He scrib-
bled a number on a piece of paper. ““This is my private mobile number.
My private private number. Only my personal trainer has it. Have a think
about what I said.” He shrugged. “If you make any decisions, ring me
anytime, day or night.”

I was unable to speak. The nerve of him! And yet, I was shamefully
flattered. Unless he was just playing games . . . ?

“I'm completely serious,” he said. “I know you don'’t believe me, but
I'm going to keep on saying it until you do—you're the only woman I've
ever met who can match me.”

I nearly puked. With longing and shame and shame and longing.

Three days later the news broke that Paddy was getting married and—I
admit it—1I felt like I'd been jolted with a stun gun. He owed me nothing,
no promises had been made, but he’d behaved as if . . .

The dislocating shock was compounded by the discovery that his bride
would be Leechy.

It was my ego, I told myself. That’s what it was. Wounded because I'd
thought I was special to him.

He rang me.

“Isittrue?” I asked.

“Grace—"

“Is it true?”

“Yes, but—"

I disconnected.
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He rang again. I switched my phone off.

Then I found out about Lola. While interviewing “captain of indus-
try” Marcia Fitzgibbon for “My Favorite Insult,” she complained that her
stylist was on drugs, screwing up work left, right, and center and insisting
that Paddy de Courcy was her boyfriend. “If you could see this woman,”
Marcia told me. “I mean, her hair is purple!”

It was easy to track Lola down. She wouldn’t confirm that she’d been
seeing Paddy and—paradoxically—that was proof that she had.

Feeling more and more stupid, I rang Palladian and told them I was
out of the project. They kicked up but there was nothing they could do
because the contract hadn't yet been signed.

For the next two or three weeks Paddy continued to ring me and |
never answered his calls—until one day, on some whim I didn’t under-
stand, I did.

“Just hear me out,” he said, and although I hadn’t a clue how he was
going to talk his way out of things, my curiosity—as always—was what
did it for me.

“My office?” he suggested.

“Okay.”

“T’ll send Spanish John.”

“T'll walk.”

Paddy’s assistant showed me into an empty room. He wasn’t even there
waiting for me; [ shouldn’t have come. I lit a cigarette, the flame of my
lighter trembling, and decided to count to sixteen. (Why sixteen? No
idea.) If he hadn’t appeared by then I was off. One, two—

There he was. Firmly he shut his office door behind him and his pres-
ence filled the room.

“Congratulations.” I stood up. “On your forthcoming marriage.”

“Look, I know.” He looked abject. “But it doesn’t have to change any-
thing, Grace. I don’t even love her,” he said.

Much as I despised Leechy, I wondered how anyone could be so callous.

“I'm a politician, Grace. I need a suitable wife. I'm sorry for not telling
you personally. What happened was, I asked to see some rings, the jeweler

leaked the story, it was out there before even [ knew it.
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“We can carry on as before.” He had stolen closer to me, close enough
to take the cigarette from my hand and put it in an ashtray. Softly he said,
“Better than before. When are you going to put me out of my misery? [
want you so much it’s killing me. Sleep with me, Grace, sleep with me.”

He put his hands on my hips and, bending his knees slightly, pressed
his erection against my pubic bone and murmured into my ear. “That’s
how you make me feel. Always, all the time.” He whispered, “Think of us
in bed together, Grace.”

Like I thought of anything else these days.

It was as if [ was hypnotized, and I was suddenly certain that I was go-
ing to sleep with Paddy. The moment I had fantasized about for years was
upon me. But why now? Now that he was getting married to someone
else? That, strangely, was the reason. The shocking news had showed me
how much I wanted him.

We moved closer. The heat of Paddy’s breath was on my mouth. He
was going to kiss me . . . But Damien . . . My body was opening in re-
sponse to the look of intent in Paddy’s eyes. Almost swooning from his
nearness, I closed my eyes, then his tongue was in my mouth and mine
was 1n his and we kissed . . . What about Damien . . . Paddy’s hand was
on my breast, his fingers seeking my nipple, his body hard and warm
against mine . . . Damien . . . My knees were buckling with desire—then
in my head I saw Marnie, her face purple and swollen.

I opened my eyes and wrenched myself away. “No, Paddy, I'm not do-
ing this.”

It came from nowhere. A slap with his open hand across my face,
catching my eye socket with his ring. The force of it sent me staggering to
the floor. I felt wetness beneath my left eye and for one humiliated mo-
ment | thought I was crying. It was actually a relief to wipe my hand
across my cheek and find it covered in blood.

“You probably won't need stitches,” he said, almost like an apology.

“How do you know?” I said thickly. “You do this often?”

I'd intended to be sarcastic, but from the way he was considering me,
as if weighing up how much of a liability I was, I realized that actually,
yes, he did do this often. Marnie might have been the first but there had
been others since her. I gaped, then dropped my gaze because I thought it
might be safer not to look at him.
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“If you ever tell anyone,” he said, “I'll kill you. Okay?

“Okay?” he said, louder this time.

I was mopping the blood off my face, astonished at its quantity and
redness. “Okay.”

He knelt beside me; I thought he was about to help me get up and I was
preparing to shrug him away. With one hand he took my cigarette from
the ashtray and with his other he clasped my wrist.

Our eyes met and after a freeze-frame of disbelief, I knew what he
wanted to do.

“No!” Frenziedly I tried to scoot backward across the floor.

“Yes.” He pinned me down, keeling on my forearm, bringing the
burning red tip onto the center of the palm of my hand.

It was quick and terrible, immeasurably worse than I could have imag-
ined. But more horrific than the physical pain was that I'd been marked

by him forever.

I barely remember leaving his office. Out on the street I lurched on leaden
legs through the crowds of Kildare Street and without having consciously
decided to, I gravitated toward the peace of Stephen’s Green, where, inca-
pable of anything else, I sat on a bench.

Everything had slowed down. All my thoughts were dragging.

I'm in shock, 1 realized. I'm in shock.

My face was still bleeding. Not pumping blood like it had initially, but
there was a steady stream that kept using up tissues. I'd hold one against
my cheek and a little while later I'd look at it and see that it was red and
falling apart, then I'd get a fresh one.

How strange that [ had a packet of tissues in my bag, I thought, feeling
very far away. I'm so not a packet-of-tissues person. But when I'd looked
for them in my bag, there they’d been, like . . . like . .. little helping
things . . .

My hand pulsed with pain, a shocking, somehow menacing pain, so
severe that | thought I might vomit. And then my rage came into focus,
red and hot and thick, gathering might and viscosity. Fucking Paddy de
Courcy. I was . . . sickened, quite literally sickened, by what he’d done
to me. It was unbearably humiliating. He had used his superior strength
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on me and I hadn’t been able to do a thing about it. I'd simply had to
take it.

But he was fucked now. As soon as I was able, | was going to hail a taxi
and tell them to take me to the nearest cop shop—there was one in Pearse
Street—and I was going to get him arrested for assault.

He would regret having fucked with me, I promised myself with bitter
resolve. He'd be sorry he’'d ever thought he could get the better of me. I
wasn't just some stupid girl who was so mad about him that she’d keep
shtum.

I've never forgotten you, I've always known where you were working,
Ive always read your articles. All that stuff he’d said when we were first
working on the book, which had soft-soaped me into giddiness, even while
I wondered if he was just telling me what I wanted to hear, I was now cer-
tain was true. But instead of being flattered, I thought it was sinister.

Maybe he hadn’t cared about me when I was a teenager, but I was sure
now that that time, eleven years ago, when I wouldn’t go home with him,
had left a barb. Paddy de Courcy probably didn’t get turned down very
often. Since then he’d probably regarded me as unfinished business. Not a
priority—I wasn’t that important—but something on his back burner, a
grudge to be avenged, if the chance ever presented itself . . .

Then I was on my last tissue. I couldn’t stay on the bench any longer. It
was time to get up and make my way to Pearse Street.

I got to my feet, and maybe it was because I was finally in motion, put-
ting my thoughts into action, that I suddenly understood that I couldn’t
shop Paddy to the police. All the threats I'd made in my head were just
bravado, because I knew the exact conversation I'd have with the desk
sergeant.

“Why did Mr. de Courcy assault you?”

“Because he was angry with me.”

“And why was he angry with you?”

“Because I wouldn’t sleep with him.”

“And had you given Mr. de Courcy reason to think you might sleep with
him?”

“Probably. Yes.”

I couldn’t do it. Not because I thought Paddy was in the right—far
bloody from it—but because Damien would find out what had been going
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on. I'd lose him. And with that, I knew I was fucked. I had to suck it up. I
had to take it. I had to keep my mouth shut.

I sat down again, feeling like I was going to rip open with helplessness
and frustration and fuckedness. This is what it means to implode, I thought.
This feeling of bursting but no relief. I clapped my left hand—the one he
hadn’t burned—over my mouth and shrieked into it. I screamed until
tears burst from my eyes and my head began to clear and I saw what I had
to do.

I had to go back to work.

No grand gestures. No taxi-hailing. No commands to be taken to the
nearest police station. No ringing declarations that I wanted to report a
crime.

I just had to do the do and act normally and go back to work.

But how am I going to explain my face? My hand?

What am I going to tell people?

What am I going to tell Damien?

I tried to piece a story together. Someone bumped into me? Someone
was running and came flying at me and knocked me over? But then I'd
have fallen backward, no? And hit the back of my head? Not the side of
my face?

Okay, how about, someone ran into me from behind? Yes. Better. I'd
have fallen on my face.

But how would that explain the burn on my hand?

I searched and searched in my head and eventually thought, Okay,
how about this? I'd tripped on a loose paving stone, I'd tumbled and banged
my face, I'd dropped my cigarette and my hand landed on 1it?

It was crap but it would have to do.

I tried it out on the motherly woman working in the drugstore in Dawson
Street.

“Those footpaths are a disgrace,” she said. “You certainly took a nasty
tumble. The wound in your face might need a butterfly stitch. You should
go to outpatients.”

No. It wasn't that bad. I wouldn't let it be that bad.
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“Could you just put a bandage on it?” I asked. “Some salve and a ban-
dage? Just to stop the bleeding.”

“It’s up to yourself. I'm only saying it because I wouldn't want it to
scar, a lovely-looking girl like you.”

[ would have wept at her kindness if I'd been that sort of person.

She wiped some antiseptic along my cheek. “You're a brave one,” she
said. “I thought that would sting.”

It had, but I didn’'t want to show it because—yes, I knew it was
stupid—I felt Paddy would be winning yet another round.

“Your cheekbone,” the woman said. “It obviously took a hard crack
there. It'll bruise up in a day or so. Black-and-blue for the next week. Just
so as you know. Cancel any photo shoots!”

Back at work, T. C., Jacinta, and the rest of them weren't exactly
compassionate—they just found it too funny—but they blithely accepted
the loose-paving-stone explanation. So by the time I saw Damien at home
that evening, my story was smooth, well rehearsed, and obviously con-
vincing, because he was concern itself. He cooked dinner, he went out and
got a DVD, he opened a bottle of wine, and after a couple of glasses, I be-
came giddy with unexpected elation.

Damien and I were okay.

Damien and I had been saved.

I'd been so stupid. I'd been infected with de-Courcy-itis, I'd run the
most idiotic, incredible risk, but it was over now, it had passed, and
Damien and I were safe.

I wouldn't think about what Paddy had done to me. I wouldn't even let
myself be angry. [ would simply be grateful that I still had Damien.

The alarm clock rang and I woke with a jolt, plunged right into the horror
of the previous night—the spectacular failure of the confrontation with
Paddy, Marnie’s cold rage, Damien’s questions . . .

My entire body, even the soles of my feet, felt like it had been beaten
up. The adrenaline of the past few days had taken its toll. I stretched out a
weary arm. Damien’s side of the bed was empty. It wasn’t even warm.
He’d obviously reset the clock and left ages ago.
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It felt like an omen.

In the cold light of day, I knew, full and terrible and certain, that
Damien was going to find out about Paddy and me. I'd known it last
night, but it seemed worse, truer, today.

Marnie was so angry, she’d probably tell Damien.

Christ, maybe she’'d already told him? Maybe she’d called him at
work? Maybe, even now, he knew?

My heart almost seized up in my chest at the thought.

And if Marnie didn'’t tell, de Courcy would. Again, maybe he’d al-
ready done it? After last night there was bound to be some sort of
comeback from him. He would find some way to hurt me—to punish
me—and the easiest thing would be to take away the person I treasured
the most.

The whole appalling scenario played in my head like a horror film—
Damien’s pain, his grief, his bitterness at having been betrayed by me. He
wouldn’t be able to forgive me, [ was certain of it. It was such a stretch for
him to trust people, and once that fragile trust was broken it couldn’t be
repaired.

I was panting, actually panting, with fear. This couldn’t happen. But I
had no way of stopping it.

One thing [ was sure of —I couldn’t let Damien find out from someone
else. I'd have to tell him myself.

Maybe tonight?

But, oh my God, the thought of it . . .

I was trapped in a nightmare. And, the thing was, this entire situation,
1t was no one’s fault but mine.

I'd made it happen, hadn’t I? Quite apart from my carry-on with Paddy,
[ hadn’t had to get involved when Damien had told me about the Press and
their story about Dee, had I? I didn’t have to appoint myself as Dee’s unof-
fical investigator. I didn’t have to start poking my nose into secret newspa-
per deals. I didn’t have to start rounding up Paddy’s old girlfriends.

But I had.

I liked Dee, I admired her, and any sort of injustice fired me up. But,
when the chips were down, what was Dee to me?

A connection to Paddy, that’s what she was. Probably the reason I'd

asked to interview her all those months ago, why I'd been so pleased when
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she invited Damien and me over for off-ends pasta. And definitely why
I'd got embroiled in this political skulduggery.

But what the hell was wrong with me? I'd had the audacity to get irri-
tated with poor Marnie’s long-lived attachment to Paddy, but was I any
better? I knew what he was capable of, and I still thought I could take him
on. And now—big surprise—my life had blown up in my face.

Last night, Dee had tried to be Art of War about the disastrous show-
down.

“We can learn from our mistakes,” she said.

But I didn't believe in that sort of thing. I preferred not to make mis-
takes in the first place. And if I did make them I'd rather cover them up
and pretend they’d never happened.

God, I'd been so wrong about Leechy; I was certain she’d have a ciga-
rette scar on her hand. Because she’d been the person who'd persuaded
Christopher Holland to sell his story about Dee, I'd made the mistake of
thinking she was just another of Paddy’s lackeys. Herself and Sheridan
running around, ordering the world to Paddy’s vision, no better than
Spanish John.

But maybe Paddy treated Leechy like an equal, maybe they’d come up
with the idea together, as a team. Maybe Paddy had found the one woman
he didn’t need to abuse. Maybe he really did love her.

I was almost an hour late for work, and I was wondering what excuse I'd
give Jacinta. As I crossed the office to my desk, she was embroiled in some
sort of tussle with T. C.

Good. Maybe I could just slip in and pretend I'd been there all
along . ..

“Ican'tdoit,” T. C. was saying, in a high, panicky voice.

“You have to,” Jacinta said, her voice steely and calm.

T. C. saw me and his face lit up with hope. “Grace!”

Well, there was my cover blown.

He darted out from behind Jacinta. “Will you do it, Grace? Please,
Grace.”

“Do what?”

“Interview Zara Kaletsky. I've lost my nerve. I love her too much.”
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“I—" Christ, could things get any worse?

“T. C., you begged for the job,” Jacinta said, with a sort of amused
contempt. “So go and do it.”

“Please, Grace?” T. C. thrust his beautiful red binder at me. “T’ll
cover all your work. I'll stay late. I'll have sex with Damien. I'll do what-
ever you want.”

“Where the hell have you been?” Jacinta demanded of me. Then she
switched back to T. C. and yelled, “Why should Grace do it?”” She was in
her element, having two people to shout at simultaneously—probably as
enjoyable as those four-hands massages where two therapists rub you at
the same time. (Not that I'd know.)

“For God'’s sake, T. C.” Her tone dripped with scorn. “Be a man.”

It was that sentence—the unnecessary disparagement of it—that changed
my mind. She was such a bully, and right at that moment I'd had a belly-
ful of bullies.

“Which hotel?” T asked T. C. “Where’s this thing going down?”

“The Shelbourne.”

They had nice cookies there. I hadn’t had any breakfast. I'd like some
sugar.

“T'll do it.” I scooped up the red folder of loveliness and headed for the
door.

“I'll decide who does what around here.” I could hear Jacinta yelling

after me, but I was already gone.

A grim hotel corridor; disgruntled journalists lining the walls; the cus-
tomary impenetrable selection process—business as usual. I parked my-
self in a plastic seat and prepared to endure. No one spoke. Seconds took
hours to pass. Despair circulated instead of oxygen. Hell’s waiting room
might be a bit like this, I thought.

T. C. had compiled a volume of research notes weighty enough to rival
War and Peace, but everything seemed so pointless and stupid that I
could bring myself only to glean the bare bones about Zara Kaletsky. Her
life was such a cliché, it was almost parodic. She’d been a model, who'd
crossed over to acting. A few years ago she’d moved to L.A. and fallen off

the radar, and the Irish press would have been faster to interview a zinc
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bucket. Then she’d got a part in a Spielberg film and suddenly every Irish
outlet was clamoring like a hungry dog for a piece of her.

The terribleness of last night—the hubris, the failure, Marnie’s anger,
Paddy’s easy victory—had imbued me with wretched hopelessness, with
a sense that life on Earth was a miserable business, that goodness was al-
ways trumped by bad, that those with power would never cede any of it,
that the little person would never win even the tiniest of victories. It felt
immoral to celebrate a woman who earned a shockingly large amount of
money from the frivolous business of pretending to be other people.

“Grace Gildee? The Spokesman?”

I got to my feet. I'd only been waiting two hours and seventeen min-
utes. That must surely count as a record.

“Thirty minutes,” the clipboard maven hissed malevolently as [ passed
her to enter the sanctum. “Not a second more.”

“Grand,” I hissed back. I took a moment to gather more spittle on my
tongue—proper hissing requires a good deal of it—then, like air leaving a
burst tire, said, “Csssertainly, missssss. Not a sssssssecond exsssstra.
Thanksssssssss for your assssssssissssssstancsssssse.”

I was pleased with the way I'd managed to think of so many words
with sibilant sounds. No notice. Just off the top of my head. With a
perky—Dbut, I hoped, unsettling—smile at her, I closed the door. Then—I
just couldn’t stop myself—1I opened it again, thrust my chin at her, gave a
quick, snaky, “Ssssss!” and closed the door once more.

She’d think she’d imagined it.

Zara was alabaster pale, with a cap of short shiny hair and eyes so dark
and soulful they were almost black. She rose and smiled. Six foot tall and
thin as a whip.

I waved her back into her seat—"“Don’t get up, no need”—whipped
open my notebook, and clattered my tape recorder onto the table.

“I didn’t catch your name,” she said.

“Oh? Grace. But it doesn’t matter. We'll never meet again. And you
don’t need to end every sentence with my name to convince me of your
sincerity. 'm already convinced!”

She looked a little alarmed.

“So no publicist sitting in and monitoring our every word?” I asked.

“ .. No. I thought—think—it makes everyone uncomfortable.”
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“Grand.” It just meant she wasn’t proper really-weird-with-many-
perversions A-list. “Okay, Zara, let’s do us both a favor. You must be sick
of doing interviews and I'm not really in the mood either. We'll make this
quick. Wheat allergy?”

“What?”

“Wheat allergy?” I repeated, louder this time. “Yes or no?”

“ .. No.”

“Really? Lactose intolerant then, yes?” I scribbled on my pad. “No?
Sure? Okay. You might want to sort that out, if you don’t mind me saying.
Yoga? Saved your life?”

“Meditation, actually.”

“Same difference,” I muttered. I'd done neither, but why let the facts
get in the way?

I scanned T. C.s notes. “Middle child,” I said. “Let me guess. Parents
more interested in your siblings, blah, you started singing and dancing
blah to get their attention? Yes? Yays? Good girl. Let’s see. Six foot tall at
the age of twelve, ugly duckling, blah, swan, beauty queen, Miss Donegal,
so far so blah. Anorexia?”

“ .. Um.”

“Bout of anorexia?” I said. “As a teenager? Yes?” I nodded along with
her. “But you're grand now, great appetite, always stuffing your face, just
a very high metabolism.”

My glance leapfrogged further down the page. “Lalala, let’s see, Irish
soap. Big success. Mmmmmm, had gone as far as you could go in Ireland,
yes? Yes? Yays. Good. Went to L.A., hoping to make the blah-time?
Struggled initially, then got lucky when Spielblah saw you in something or
other.”

Tell me, why did these people bother having lives at all? When they're
not capable of one original action? When everything’s already been
pre-scripted in the pages of Hello!

“No, wait, whoops, nearly missed that. You went to South Africa first,
then you went to L.A. Why'd you go to South Africa? Since when did
they have a film industry?”

“Fancied a change of scene,” she said in a strained voice.

“Grand,” I said breezily. “Don'’t tell me, I don’t care. Whatever it was,
bankruptcy, plastic surgery spree, your secret’s safe with me. So what else



TLis Cl’lqrming Man 503

can we discuss? Men? Let me guess. No one special, you're having fun at
the moment, but you hope to settle down at the ancient age of thirty.
Yays?”

“I'm already thirty-three.”

Was she? Looking good on it. That’d be all the poison she injected
into her forehead, I presumed. “You'd like two children, a boy and a girl.
You're based in L.A. now but Ireland will always be home? Yes? Yays.
Excellent! Let’s call that done!”

I got to my feet and stuck out my hand. ““Pleasure, Ms. Kaletsky.”

She wouldn’t take my hand. Uppity diva.

“Come on,” I cajoled. “No hard feelings.” I thrust my hand at her
again.

She looked at it but wouldn't hold it, trying to shame me into letting it
drop.

“Have it your way,” I said. “Nice meeting—"

“How did you get that mark?”

“ .. What mark?”

It was then that I realized she wasn'’t refusing to shake my hand, but
that her attention had been caught by something. She took my right hand
between both of hers and uncurled my fingers. “That mark,” she said.

We both looked at the circle of pink shiny skin in the middle of my
palm. “I—"

Then we looked at each other. Something passed between us, informa-
tion that was fully articulated without having to even say his name. My
fingers tingled.

“Snap.” In one lithe movement she splayed the fingers on her right
hand, flashing her scar, like an ID.

I couldn’t speak. I was literally struck dumb.

“Let’s see.” Zara surveyed me. “Always considered yourself a bit of a
firebrand. Yes? Edited the school magazine. Got up a couple of small
petitions. Nothing too controversial. Decided not to go to college but to
learn at the university of life. Yes? Worked hard news until you found
you didn’t have the stomach for it. At some stage crossed paths with
Paddy de Courcy, thought you'd be the girl to change him, but ended up
with a faceful of bruises and a burned hand for your presumption.
Yes?”
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I opened my mouth. Sentences floated and danced in my head but
none of them emerged as sounds.

Finally I said, “He’s the reason you left Ireland?”

“I made the mistake of going to the police. He was so angry I thought
he was going to kill me.”

She went to the police?

“And was he, like, charged?” How had he kept that out of the press?

“Not at all.” She rolled her eyes. “These two fat idiots showed up in
their yellow jackets and as soon as they’d established it was “only” a do-
mestic, they told us to kiss and make up, then were off down the road to
buy fish and chips. All I could do was apply for a barring order—which
would take twelve weeks. By then I was long gone.”

“Why South Africa?”

“It was the furthest place I could think of.”

Why hadn'’t I thought of Zara? I didn’t know. Perhaps I'd assumed that
Paddy wouldn’t hurt glamorous women, those who might be listened to.

Excitement began to build. An idea was taking shape—

“It’s not just you and me,” Zara said.

“I know—"

“There’s Selma Teeley.”

“The mountaineer?”

“Retired. He broke a bone in her hand that never healed properly.”

“What? Really?”

“She rang me when [ started going out with him, trying to warn me.
By the time I discovered she wasn’t some mad stalkery ex-girlfriend, he’d
made me come off the pill, got me pregnant, made me have an abortion,
then raped me the same day.” She paused, then added, “Amongst other
stuff, of course, but that’s the one that stands out most.”

“Christ,” I breathed.

“Did you go to the police?” Zara asked.

Ashamed, I shook my head.

“Like they’'d have believed you anyway.” Zara flicked her eyes heaven-
ward. “It’s hard enough if you're getting lamped by a bloke, but if you're
being hit by delicious Paddy de Courcy, the housewives’ choice, you
haven't a hope. I don’t know why I bothered. Who would ever have taken

my word over Paddy’s? Me, an ex-model in a crappy soap?”
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“But you're not an ex-model in a crappy soap any longer,” I said.
“You're now a Hollywood star.”

“God, yeah, when you put it like that, I suppose I am.”

“You're powerful now, Zara. More powerful than him.”

“God, yeah, when you put it like that, I suppose I am.”

Marnie

She was lying in bed in what had been her teenage bedroom, playing the
Leonard Cohen record she used to listen to when she was fifteen. The
original vinyl record. Some people would probably get excited about
that—idiotic boys in black T-shirts.

A person was at the front door—her bedroom was right over it, she
heard everything that happened down there.

“Grace!” Ma'’s voice declared. “What a lovely surprise. And in the
middle of the working day!”

Grace. Marnie had been expecting a conciliatory visit from her. In fact
she’d been starting to wonder what was taking her so long.

“Where’s Marnie?” Grace’s voice was terse.

“Upstairs, in her old room. Playing that wretched Cohen man’s record.
I should have snapped it over my knee the day she left home.”

A moment later there was a light tap on the bedroom door and Grace’s
voice called, “Marnie, can I come in?”

Marnie contemplated refusing: she could simply send Grace away
without seeing her. But she’d spent a sleepless night at the mercy of her
imagination; the pictures in her head had been excruciating. What ex-
actly had gone on with Grace and Paddy? She needed to know. “Door’s
open,” she said.

Grace sidled in. She looked abashed, but there was something about
her she was trying to contain: an energy, an excitement. “Marnie, we need
to talk. [-—I've so much explaining to do to you. And I will. But some-
thing has happened and it won't wait.”

“I don’t care,” Marnie said. “Whatever is happening will have to wait.



506 MARIAN KEYES

I want to know all about you and Paddy. Now. And,” she added with as
much hostility as she could muster, “don’t do a PG version to save my
feelings so that I won't drink.”

Grace actually squirmed—then rallied with, “Are you sober? Not
much point me telling the story if you're not going to remember any
of it.”

“I'm. Sober,” Marnie bit the words out with icy dignity.

She stared at Grace, hoping the bitterness she felt showed on her face.
Grace stared back at her. They flat-eyed each other for several long sec-
onds, then Grace dropped her look.

“How come you didn’t drink . . .” she asked.

The truth was that Marnie had no idea why she’d hadn’t got drunk. The
rejection she’d experienced last night, the humiliation, the self-hatred,
the sense that she was an idiot and had always been an idiot—these were
the exact feelings she usually sought to obliterate with alcohol. Add anger
into the mix—anger with Grace and Paddy—and extreme drunkenness
could be considered a dead cert.

Instead she’d sat in the kitchen, chatting with Ma, drinking cocoa,
and eating poppy seed cake and complaining about how the seeds stick
between your teeth.

“Perhaps I grew up a little last night,” Marnie said with acrimony. ‘Per-
haps my youthful ideals about people were stripped away . . .” Or maybe [
Just couldn’t stomach Dad’s nettle wine. “So, Grace. Tell me about you and
Paddy, your big love affair. And remember, I'll know when you're lying.”

One of Marnie’s dubious “gifts”: the ability to recognize an attempt to
humor her.

“Okay.” Grace sat down heavily, opened her mouth, and told the story
beginning with her first night working at the Boatman. At times she
paused, chosing words with great care, perhaps—Marnie wondered—
words that softened the most brutal parts? But when she eventually fin-
ished, Marnie knew instinctively that nothing had been left out.

Grace was as white as milk from the ordeal. “I'm bitterly ashamed,
Marnie, and that’s putting it mildly. From day one, I wanted to protect
you, and I'm the one to cause you so much pain—"

“Stop, Grace, stop. Enough for now.” This wasn't over but Marnie

couldn’t take any more.
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“So can I tell you what'’s happened?” Grace asked.

Marnie nodded, her eyes closed.

“There are two other women of Paddy’s, there might be even more.
We're going back again tonight.”

“To Paddy’s?”

“Yes. Will you come?”

Would she?

Why would she help Grace? Why would she return to the scene of her
humiliation? But the truth, Marnie realized, was that she was glad of the
chance. Why? Was she a sucker for punishment? But there had been too
much confusion and shouting last night. This was an opportunity to do it
again, but better.

“We're all swearing affidavits,” Grace said. “We detail under oath
what he did to us. Dee has given us a lawyer. You on?”

Marnie nodded.

“I'll set it up. Can [ tell you how we're planning to play it tonight?”’

“No.” She wanted Grace to go now. She was exhausted.

After Grace had left, Ma came into Marnie’s room and sat on the bed.
“Turn off that dirge,” she urged gently. “He’d make Coco the clown feel
suicidal.”

“Okay.” Marnie lifted the needle, and midsentence Leonard Cohen
ceased.

“That’s better,” Ma said. “Would you like to tell me what’s going on?”’

Marnie was overwhelmed by the size of the situation. Helplessly she
said, “Paddy de Courcy . . .”

“What about him?”

“It's...I...Grace. . .it'sreally complicated.”

“He was your teenage boyfriend. A long time ago. You're married now,
you have two children.”

“Yes, but—"

“‘If a person continues to see only giants, it means he is still looking at
the world through the eyes of a child,” Ma said. “Anais Nin.”

Marnie nodded.

““Things do not change,” Ma said. *“ “We change.’ Thoreau.”
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“Good point.”

“‘If at first you don’t succeed, you're running about average, ” Ma
said. “Owvid.”

Marnie stopped looking at Ma.

“‘Never grow a wishbone, daughter, where your backbone ought to
be,”” Ma said. “Clementine Pappleford.”

Marnie stared at her lap.

’

““When life throws us lemons—"’
“Stop, Ma,” Marnie said.

It was like a rerun of the previous evening, except that there were two cars
this time. Marnie waited in one with Zara and Selma. Grace was in the
other with Dee and Lola.

It was ten to eleven and Paddy and Alicia were expected shortly.

Selma looked from Marnie to Zara and laughed. “Paddy definitely
doesn’t have a type, does he?”

True. Marnie was fascinated by the other two. Zara had a face of tran-
scendent beauty and was so lanky she was like a normal person who had
been stretched to twice their length. Selma, by contrast, had a lean, bony
look, crinkly blonde hair, and a short, wiry sportwoman’s body. Her calves
were far too muscular for the spindly heels she was wearing. Marnie
thought she looked like a sideboard.

Even their personalities were poles apart: Zara was languid and sar-
castic whereas Selma was confident and mouthy.

As they waited for Paddy and Alicia to come home, they exchanged
war stories.

Zara had been his girlfriend for two and a half years. Selma had been
with him for five—and actually living with him for three of those years.
Zara had been pregnant—and raped—by him. Selma—when he’d bro-
ken a bone in her hand which had never healed properly—had had her
career as a sportswoman effectively ended by him.

“That’s horrific, Selma.” Marnie breathed. “Why didn’t you go to the
police?” The words were out of her mouth before she’d thought them
through.
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Selma gave her a hard look. “Why didn’t you go to the police?”’

“ . .Sorry, I...” It was a ludicrous question, considering what Mar-
nie herself had been through with Paddy. But when you heard that some-
one had been hurt by someone else, the automatic response was to ask
whether they went to the police.

“Because you loved him, right?” Selma pressed. “You didn’t want him
to get into trouble?”

“Selma, I'm sorry, [ just wasn’t thinking . . .” God, she was scary.

“Well, I loved him too,” Selma said. “Or at least I thought I did, but
we won't get into that now. Obviously I was out of my fucking mind. Any-
way, I did go to the cops. Four separate times.”

“My god!” Zara said. “I'm surprised you're still alive. So how’d he
wriggle out of any charges?”

“You know what he’s like,” Selma said scornfully. “He always talked
me out of it, swore to me on his mother’s memory that he’d never touch me
again, blamed it on his job being stressful. The usual. And thicko here
bought it every time. Kept thinking things would be different. Hope
sprang eternal.” She gave a little laugh and added, “Then it stopped
springing. And when he dumped me, I suppose then I could have gone to
the cops, nothing stopping me, but, well . . . I wasn't myself, put it that
way.”

“Confidence destroyed?” Zara said sympathetically. Marnie listened
agog.

“I was a fucking wreck,” Selma said. “It took me a full year before I
could eat peas.”

“Peas?” Marnie said. “Why peas?”

“Because my hands shook so much they wouldn’t stay on my fork.”

“How come there’s never anything in the papers about him?” Marnie
wanted to know.

“Until someone actually brings charges there’s nothing to report.”

“But what about ‘Police were called to a disturbance at Paddy de
Courcy’s house.” That sort of thing?”

Zara and Selma both furrowed their foreheads and looked at Marnie
with a sort of concerned pity.

“Unsubstantiated innuendo?” Zara raised her thin black eyebrows.
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“Are you mad?” Selma cut in. “He’d slap a writ on them so fast their
heads would spin.”

“And he has the press in his pocket,” Zara said. “Great relationships
with editors and journalists. They love him.”

“Duh!” Selma added.

“Ilive in London!” Marnie felt she had to defend herself. “How would
I know?” She caught her breath. “Oh my God. Here’s his car.”

All three of them slid down in their seats, although they were parked
too far away from his flat to be spotted.

Selma couldn’t resist sticking her head up for a look. “Look at him, the
fucker,” she breathed, her eyes glittering.

They’d decided upon a three-minute wait this time; Dee had deduced
that last night’s eleven minutes had been far too long. “Go in fast and
hard,” she’d recommended. “Ideally before he has time to do a piss. Don’t
let him get comfortable.”

As they emerged from the cars, two groups of three, and joined forces,
Marnie watched Selma walk like a sideboard up to Grace and ask, “After
last night’s balls-up, will he even let you in?”

“Yeah.” Grace sighed. “He’s not a bit scared of us.”

Dee got them through the downstairs entrance. “Courage, mon
braves,” she urged after them, as they climbed the stairs. “I'll be with you
in spirit.”

Grace went first, then Lola, Selma, Zara, and right at the back, Mar-
nie. Her legs were buzzing with anxiety as they filed down the hall and
gathered outside Paddy’s flat.

“Do the knocker,” Selma told Grace.

“But he’s expecting Dee, he’ll open the door in a minute anyway.”

“Bang the knocker,” Selma urged. “Be proactive.”

But it was too late. Paddy was swinging the door open and and when
he saw the cluster of them waiting to see him, he exploded with laughter.
Real laughter, Marnie thought, not the fake kind that people sometimes
do in an attempt to undermine.

We left it too late, she realized. He’s had his piss.
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“For God’s sake!” he declared. “What now?”

“Can we come in?” Grace asked.

He flicked his eyes heavenward. “Not for long. And I don’t want you
making a habit of this.”

“This will be the last time,” Grace said.

As they filed through the door he lavished compliments. “Lola, beau-
tiful as ever! Selma, you look great.”

It was only when he focused on Zara that Marnie noticed the tiniest
... Spielberg’s muse! What an honor! And Mar-

¢

loss of aplomb in him. *
nie, of course.”

In the sitting room, the same venue as last night, everyone sat except
for Grace and Paddy. Marnie had somehow ended up in the same seat as
last night’s, which she feared augured badly.

She watched as Grace thrust a large, fat white envelope to Paddy and
he ignored it. “Should I get Alicia for you?” he solicitiously asked Grace.
“Will we be having a repeat of that strange little scene from last night,
with you shoving her sleeves up?”

Grace’s face flamed and she shook her head abruptly. “No need for
Alicia.”

Once again, she thrust the envelope at him, and this time—to Mar-
nie’s relief—he took it. “Present for you,” Grace said. “Copies of affidavits
made by the five of us, detailing what you did to us. The originals are in a
safe.”

Paddy took a seat, slit the envelope, and flicked briefly through the
pages before casting them aside as if they were nothing.

“A lone woman making accusations,” Grace said, standing in the mid-
dle of the room. “You could dismiss her as a nutter. Two even. But three,
you're getting into different territory. And when there’s five, it’s looking
very bad for you. Especially when one of them is Hollywood’s hottest new
star.”

Paddy laughed.

“And it’s only a matter of time before we talk to more of your exes,”
Grace said.

An amused little grin sat on Paddy’s face. “Grace Gildee, you're a gas,

so you are. The bees you get in your bonnet.”



512 MARIAN KEYES

Then he turned to Zara and said, “Zara Kaletsky! Well,  must say I'm
honored to have you in my humble home. Tell me all about Los Angeles.
Is it true what they say? That no one ever eats?”

“I'm not here to discuss Los Angeles with you,” Zara said coldly.

“Because if they don’t eat, that would suit you down to the ground.”
Paddy winked at her. “You and your . . . ahem . . . old trouble.”

Marnie had a vague memory of having read somewhere that Zara had
had anorexia when she was a teenager. God, Paddy went straight for the
jugular with everyone. This was going to be like last night all over again.
He’'d undermine them all individually and they’d just fall apart.

“And Selma.” He turned the warmth of his smile on her. “How’s the
sports consultation going? Oh, I forgot. It went belly-up for you. That
must have been tough. No money coming in, life can’t be easy . . . Well
now!” He gave a great big smile around the room. “It’s been a pleasure
talking to you girls, but I've had a long day, so if you'll excuse me—"

“Paddy, the affidavits,” Grace said. “We're serious.”

He stretched his arms above his head and gave a long, yowly yawn.
“Serious about what?”

“We will go to the press.”

“Will you now?”

“Unless . . .”

“Unless what?”

“Unless—" Grace inhaled and the entire room became frozen and fo-
cused. Marnie noticed that even Paddy, who was doing a great impression
of someone who simply couldn’t be less interested, was listening.

“Unless you resign from New Ireland.” Grace counted on her fingers.
“Announce that you're opting out of Irish political life, accept a lecturing
post in a U.S. university for at least the next five years”’—as the list went
on, Paddy barked with laughter—"‘apologize individually to each of us
here. Withdraw the story about the Moldovan women from the Press, and
call a halt to all other plans to undermine Dee.”

Grace finished.

“That’s it?” Paddy asked, wreathed in smiles.

“Yes.” Marnie heard Grace’s voice betray the tiniest little tremor. Per-
haps no one else heard it, but she knew her so well . . .

“You're not asking for much, are you?” he said sarcastically.
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“That’s the choice,” Grace said. “It’s either that or we all go to the me-
dia with our stories and you're sunk anyway.”

“My word against yours,” he said.

“There are five of us. At least. So what’s it to be?”

Paddy sat back in his seat and, watched avidly by everyone in the
room, he closed his eyes.

Marnie stopped breathing.

Eventually Paddy straightened up and opened his eyes. He looked
around the room, at each of them in turn.

The tension in Marnie intensified; she thought her chest might burst.

Then Paddy took a breath to speak. “No,” he said.

No? Marnie dug her nails into her palms. This was another disaster,
worse than last night.

“Resign?” Paddy asked scornfully. “Give up politics? Leave the coun-
try? Lecture in a foreign university? Are you fucking mad? No way.”

“Is there anything at all you'll do for us?” Grace asked.

The tremor in Grace’s voice was really audible now, Marnie realized.
Everyone—including Paddy—must be able to hear it. Marnie wished
she’d shut up, she was humiliating them all.

Paddy laughed. “No. There is nothing I will do for you.”

“Not even call off the Moldovan story? You call off that story, we'll
call off ours. Surely that’s fair?”

“Oh, all right, all right!” Still grinning, Paddy said, “I don’t know
where you get the idea that ['ve any influence with the Irish media. Sure,
I'm only a humble TD. But I could have a word, see if, as a favor to me,
some of the journos who have it in for her will back off.” With a chuckle he
added, “And—without prejudice—you can have your apologies.” For
what they’re worth hung unspoken in the air. “But that’s it,” he said.
“That’s all you're getting.”

“You'll leave Dee alone and you'll apologize to us?” Grace said in a flat
voice. “That’s it?”

“That’s it. Take the offer right now or it’s off the table.”

“Take it, Grace,” Selma urged, in a low voice.

“Don’t,” Zara said.

“Clock is ticking,” Paddy said.

“Take it, Grace,” Selma repeated.
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“Don’t!” Zara said. “We can get more.”

“But he says he won't—" Grace protested.

“This is all we'll get,” Selma said.

“No.” Zara was clearly very angry. “Wait. We've got the power here.”

Marnie watched Paddy watching the tripartite tussle. His face
gleamed: he obviously loved this stuff.

“Time’s running out, girls,” he said.

“What do you think, Lola?” Selma asked.

“Hold out for more,” Lola said. “The resignation at least.”

“Marnie?” Selma asked.

Marnie was surprised to be asked. ““Take it.” She’d like the apology.

“Three ..., Paddysaid. “. . . Two ...”

“Takeit!”

“No!” Zara made one last-ditch attempt to change their course. “Hold
out for more.”

“ ..one!”

With a heavy sigh Grace said, “Majority vote.” She turned to Paddy.
“Okay, Paddy. We'll take it.”

“Wise choice, very wise choice.”

Marnie was fascinated by how he found this so very amusing. Clearly
he thrived on it.” And I'll have the originals of those affidavits, thanks.
Get them around to me tomorrow.”

“Okay,” Grace said, looking very subdued. If Marnie didn’t know for
a fact that Grace never cried, she wouldn’t have been at all surprised if a
tear or two had trickled down Grace’s face.

“Go on then,” Grace sighed at Paddy.

“Goon then, what . .. ?”

“Apologize.”

“What? When?”

“Now.”

“Youmean . . . right now?”

“When were you thinking of?”

“. .. Well . ..” He shifted back in his seat.

“When else?” Grace asked. “The gang’s all here.”

Paddy pushed himself further into his chair. Marnie watched in fasci-
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nation: he really didn’t want to do this. “It doesn’t have to be now,” he
said.

“Probably best if it is,” Grace said. “It might be a long time before
we're all together again. Go on,” Grace urged. “Start with Lola.”

Paddy looked at Lola. He seemed lost for words. *. . . Lola, I'm . . .”

Way out of your comfort zone, Marnie thought.

“Sorry,” Grace prompted.

“Sorry if I hurt you.”

“And for saying my hair was purple,” Lola said in her little voice. “It’s
molichino.”

“Molichino,” he echoed.

Next along was Zara. “Zara, I'm sorry if [ hurt you.”

Zara gave a sardonic smirk and Paddy moved to Selma. “Selma, I'm
sorry if I hurt you.

“Marnie, I'm sorry if I hurt you.”

It had happened too fast; Marnie had expected special words that per-
tained exclusively to her but already he was on to Grace.

“Grace, I'm sorry if [ hurt you.”

Last apology done, Paddy exhaled with evident relief—and after a
split second the room exploded into laughter. All of them—except for
Marnie—were howling.

What was going on? she wondered.

“What are you laughing at?”’ Paddy seemed confused.

“You,” Zara said. “We're laughing at you.”

“Why?” Paddy frowned suspiciously at her.

“‘I'm sorry if I hurt you!”” Selma mimicked. “How do you think a
broken wrist feels?”

“Or a ruptured spleen!” Zara said.

“Or a dislocated shoulder!”

“Did you really think we expected you'd resign and go to America?”
Grace asked cheerfully.

“But why did you say—"" Paddy asked.

Marnie suddenly understood.

So, from the shut-down expression on his face, did Paddy.

“Oldest negotiating trick in the book,” Grace said. “Ask for more than
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you want. And you fell for it because you thought we were just a bunch of
stupid women. All we wanted was a commitment from you to stop sabo-
taging Dee.”

“Did you like the way we did it?”” Selma asked giddily. “Take it, Grace!
No, don't take it, Grace!”

It had all been rehearsed, Marnie realized. Right down to the tremor
in Grace’s voice. She remembered now how earlier in the day Grace had
invited her to be in on the whole thing, but she’d been too angry.

“But the apologies . . . ?”” Paddy asked faintly.

“That was just for the laugh!”

“Like your apology would count for anything!” Zara declared with
terrible scorn. “Like we’d ever forgive you!”

“We knew you'd hate having to do it,” Grace said. “After all, being a
power-mad mentaller means never having to say you're sorry.”

Paddy rose to his feet; his fists were clenched.

“Whoahhhhh!” All five of them exclaimed in mock fear, as if they’'d
choreographed it.

“Careful, Paddy,” Grace said. “You don’t know your own strength.
You might hurt someone there!”

“Keep him away from any lit cigarettes!” Lola said, and the laugher
broke forth again with renewed intensity.

Paddy lowered himself slowly back into his seat and his eyes moved
from one woman to the next as all of them laughed at him. He hadn’t
expected this, Marnie knew. To her eyes, he actually looked frightened.

“We only made you apologize in order to humiliate you!”

“And look at you,” Grace declared, breaking into a fresh round of hi-

larity. “You're mortified!”

In high spirits, they skipped and tripped back down the stairs to Dee.

“It was a triumph!”” Grace told her.

Everyone was talking over each other—everyone except Marnie—
telling Dee what had happened.

¢ ”

‘... and Grace was pretending to be nervous . . .
“. .. and then Selma said, ‘Take it!” and Zara said, ‘Don’t!” . . .”

‘.. . and Paddy was smirking away, thinking we were falling apart . . .”

¢
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“ .. and Paddy was so humiliated . . .”

“Everyone back to mine for drinks!” Dee said. “Grace, ring that man
of yours, he deserves to be in on this. If it wasn't for him, none of it would
have happened.”

Grace looked anxiously at Marnie and said, “Ah, no, Dee, it’s late, he
might be in bed.”

“So get him out of bed!” Dee ordered. “We're celebrating here!”

“No, let’s leave it . . .”

Marnie understood. Grace was afraid that Marnie would tell Damien
about Grace and Paddy.

“Ring him,” Marnie said quietly. “I'm not going to say anything.”

Yet she was angry with Grace. She hadn’t forgiven her. Maybe I never
will. The thought was surprising. Interesting.

Despite Marnie’s assurance, Grace claimed she couldn’t get hold of
Damien. “No answer,” she said, snapping her mobile shut.

“Try the house phone,” Dee ordered.

“I've tried it.”

“Try his mobile.”

“I've tried it.”

“Try his office.”

“I've tried it.”

“Leave a message telling him what’s going on. Maybe he’ll come along
later,” Dee said. “Okay! Everyone, let’s go.”

Marnie got into Selma’s car but asked to be dropped off at a taxi stand.

“Aren’t you coming to Dee’s to celebrate?” Selma and Zara seemed
quite shocked.

Marnie shook her head. She just wanted to escape. She wished she
could go back to London immediately, but the last flight of the night had
left.

“If youre sure . . . ,” Selma said.

“Quite sure.” Marnie jumped out and caught a cab back to Ma and
Dad’s.

The full import of the night’s events was settling on her. There was no
getting around it, no avoiding the truth, that she’d been nothing to
Paddy—nobody; a teenage thing that he'd totally forgotten. So many

other women had come after her, including her own sister. Women who



518 MARIAN KEYES

overshadowed her, who'd been with Paddy for longer, who'd lived with
him . . .

Marnie’s face smarted with heat as she acknowledged that she had
hoped that he’d behave as though they shared a special bond that tran-
scended the passage of time; that although their love had been too incen-
diary to survive, they had carried each other in their hearts as they forged
their different paths.

But theirs hadn’t been a grand passion. The simple truth was that
she’d been a neurotic, insecure fuck-up and he’d joined in for a while be-
fore changing his mind and deciding that actually, he wanted to be nor-
mal after all.

She felt humiliated and angry, but who was she angry with? Grace?
Paddy? Herself?

She didn’t know. All she knew was that she was returning to London
in the morning and that she was not alone.

Alcohol was there for her.

It would never let it down.

grace

The phone rang, jolting me from a deep, drunken sleep, and my heart
nearly exploded from the shock of the noise. I'd been up half the night
celebrating with Dee, Selma, and Zara. It had been after five when I'd
staggered in, rowdy and raucous, and woken Damien up. “Where were
you?” I pulled at him. “I was ringing and ringing you to come and join the
party.”

“I was on a story,” he’d said. “And I've to get up in two hours.”

“But I want to tell you how we laughed at Paddy.”

“Tell me another time.”

Now, according to the alarm clock, it was ten past nine. I was alone in
the bed. Damien must have gone to work.

I picked up the phone just to stop the horrible frenzied shrieking. My
nerves were all a-jangle. Last night’s adrenaline and alcohol had worn off
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and [ was once again enmeshed in the all-consuming fear of Damien find-
ing out about Paddy.

Tentatively I said, “Hello.”

It was Marnie. “I'm in Dublin airport, I'm just about to get on a
flight.”

So early?

“I meant what I said last night: I won’t tell Damien about you and
Paddy.”

“. .. Thank you.” I should have been thrilled but her tone was dispir-
itingly hostile.

“And stop coming to London every weekend. I don’t want to see
you.”

I was stricken. I needed to keep visiting her. So many dangerous, pos-
sibly even fatal, things could happen while she was drunk, and there re-
ally was no one else to check on her.

And God only knew how she felt in the wake of this de Courcy busi-
ness. Last night some of the other girls blossomed visibly as Paddy be-
came reduced in their eyes. Lola the stylist, in particular. It was as if she’d
shrugged off her fear of de Courcy and she was suddenly standing fully
upright.

But there were no high spirits and group bonding from Marnie. In the
triumphant al fresco debriefing for Dee she’d stayed on the edge of the
group, then she didn’t come for a drink—cunningly she’d pretended she
was, she’d got into the car with Zara and Selma, but by the time they ar-
rived at Dee’s house, Marnie had jumped ship.

I didn’t know what Marnie thought of Paddy now—1I just couldn’t call
it, but I suspected it was one of two extremes. Either she’d realized that
she and Paddy had been nothing but a teenage thing, or else she was still
holding on to the Love of Her Life theory. Either way, I suspected her way
of dealing with it would be to drink a lot.

“Stay away from me,” she said, then she hung up.

I had to confess to Damien. The thought of it was so frightening I whim-
pered into my pillow, but it was the right thing to do. But a cowardly little
voice whispered, What if there’s no need to tell him? What if de Courcy
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had no plans to drop me in it? What if I went ahead and told Damien
when it wasn't necessary?

So maybe I shouldn’t tell him.

But could I live with the guilt? Its cumbersome presence had kept us
knocked off balance since last summer.

Maybe I should just square my shoulders and bite the bullet and
tell him.

Christ . . .

bOlG

SATORDAY, JANUARY 24, 10:06 A.M.
Driving to Knockavoy. Planned to pack up and return to Dublin. Sud-
denly keen to just get it done.

Much to think about as I drove.

Discovered was glad had made trip to Dublin. Not glad after first
night of Paddy confrontation, of course. When he had said, “Who's going
to believe that fashion flake with the purple hair?” I was aghast.

Had seen the light—1I had just been little doll to have kinky sex with.
Like I was less than a person. Bad burny feeling. How had I let self be
treated so badly?

Had always thought because he loved his dead mother that he was sen-
sitive man. But, as drove along, realized he was sensitive man. But also
unpleasant man. People can have many aspects.

Handy thing to know.

But second night, with Zara and Selma and much mockery of Paddy,
was liberation. He no longer seemed so scary. Or—interesting, this—so
good looking. Bouffiness of hair a bad business.

Also, knowing he had hurt other women was helpful. Wouldn't wish it
on worst enemy (technically Sybil O’Sullivan, even if can’t remember why
we fell out) but no longer felt like it was my fault. He was first—and would

be last—man who hit me. He however, had form. So whose fault was it?

Yes, his.
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He had got me at vulnerable time in life: best friends all coupled up;
mother deceased; no father figure. I'd been bit like Paddy, actually—but
at least I didn’t go round punching people in fizzog.

12:29 pM. ARRIVED KNOCKAVOY.
Two seconds after parked car, Considine’s door opened. I legged it across
grass and into his house.

“Tea?” he asked.

“Yes, yes. Okay, you ready to hear everything?”

Had texted him bare outline, but had given no details.

He said, “Ready? Am so keen to hear didn’t even go cave-diving
today.”

Sacrifice.

“Have been listening for your car for last three hours.”

“Like lonely rural person?”

“Just like lonely rural person!”

Same wavelength.

“In fairness, must warn you, Considine, I did not cover self in glory.
At no point did I swagger in front of Paddy and say, “Hah! Once upon
time was mad about you but now see you as bouffy-haired brute that you
really are!”

“That 1s shame,” he said sympathetically. “Missed opportunity. But
surely you said, ‘I have moved on with my life’? No? No.” He nodded un-
derstandingly. “Too Hollyoaks?”

“Exactly, Considine! Too Hollyoaks is exactly what it is!”

“Even though you have moved on.”

“Yes, but no one should say it.”

“Saying it makes you sound like you not moved on,” he said. ‘“Para-
dox.”

“Yes, indeed, Considine, paradox. Okay, from start to finish, here is
whole story.”

Related it all. Even the unpalatable details. “First night I said almost
nothing to him and my knees wouldn't stop shaking. However, second
night, different story.” Bragging slightly. “Made him eat own words about
purple hair! Molichino, I said. Made him repeat it!”

“Best thing you could have done, taking him on,” Considine concluded.
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“Will stand to you, no doubt about it. You not terrified of bumping into
him when back in Dublin?”
“No.” On other hand was not relishing thought of it either, but why

dwell on negative?

SOUNDAY, JANUARY 25

Packed everything. Tidied house. Said my farewells to everyone in town.
Must admit, very choked. Had arrived five months earlier, a wreck.
Now returning to old life, not exactly as good as new, because would
never be the same as was before I met Paddy, but in reasonable enough
nick.

Considine came to help carry bags into car. Didn’t take long.

“Everything in?” He smacked the trunk.

“Yep!” I slapped the back window. “Everything in.”

Both of us being over-jovial and manly, our hands hanging conspicu-
ously by our sides as if they had suddenly swollen to ten times their nor-
mal size.

“Will you be back?” he asked.

“Yes, probably, some weekend, for hen night maybe.”

He nodded awkwardly. We both swung our abnormally noticeable
hands.

After silence, I said, “Thank you, you have been kindly to me in my
time here. Sharing your telly. Advising me on de Courcy.”

He nodded again. “You have been kindly to me also. Trannie eve-
nings. Loan of plunger. Badger’s-arse night.”

More silence, then I asked, “You ever come to Dublin for your job?”

“No.”

“Oh. You ever come to Dublin to visit friends?”

“No.”

“Oh?”

“Have no friends in Dublin.”

“Surely [ am your friend?” said stoutly. “And I live in Dublin.”

“In that case might visit you.”

“Good. We will get rough as badger’s arse.”

“Will look forward to it. Good-bye, Lola.”
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Looked at him. Dark eyes. Messy hair. And God, you know some-
thing . . .

Took step toward him, he took step toward me, I tilted my face up to
him, he grasped me hard around lower back and held his mouth against
mine, lips touching lips. For few seconds stayed like that, without mov-
ing, like movie kiss. Quivered—Dboth of us, actually quivered with want,
felt it in him, felt it in me—Dbefore melting into each other. Slow, sensual,

knee weakening. Rossa Considine extremely sexy kisser.

6:44 pm. MY FLAT IN DUBLIN.
Welcomed home by Bridie, Barry, Treese, and Jem.

“Said good-bye to all your Knockavoy pals?” Bridie asked.

“Yes.”

“Sad?”

“Yes.”

“We will go back one day for visit,” she promised. “Tim’s cabin should
be free for bank holiday weekend in about seven years’ time.”

grace

Saturday had passed without me getting up the nerve to confess to
Damien. It also passed without de Courcy shopping me to Damien. Sun-
day, too, passed without incident. Then it was Monday and Damien rang
me from work.

“Charlie and Angus have killed the story about Dee.” His voice was
trembling with excitement.

So Paddy had stuck to his word and got his source to withdraw the
story. Probably the only decent thing he’d ever done in his life. It was only
now that he’'d actually done it that [ believed it. Even over the weekend,
I'd half expected to see the story about Dee pop up in one of the papers.

“You've saved Dee’s career,” Damien said.

“So have you.”
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“Seriously. A general election is going to be called soon. If Paddy had
got his way, he’d be going into the campaign as leader of New Ireland.”

“You were the one who risked his job.” Anxiously I added, “You
haven't been sacked?”

He laughed. “No. No talk of a leak. No one’s making a big deal of it.”
Stories were killed all the time, it was a routine occurrence. “There won't
be any fallout,” he promised me. “It’s all going to be okay.”

I wanted to believe him.

One way or another it had been a rough six months. Since the summer
I'd been desperate to make things up to Damien and for us to be back to
normal.

Maybe now we could be. Maybe the whole horrible de Courcy episode
had finally been put to bed.

Daring to be hopeful, but still holding my breath, Monday passed
without Paddy de Courcy ruining my life.

Ditto Tuesday.

Ditto Wednesday.

On Thursday the Taoiseach, Teddy Taft, called a general election.

This was very good news. Paddy would be up to his tonsils with cam-
paigning. And he was getting married in five weeks. He’d have no time to
be bothered with someone like me.

I decided it was safe to breathe again.

obOlCl

MONDAY, FEBRUARY 2

Recommenced work. Had expected slow start. But no! Funny thing had
happened. SarahJane Hutchinson had suddenly been elevated to queen of
society. Combination of her new, wealthy boyfriend and her “connection”
with Zara Kaletsky had thrust her to summit of pile. Despite bloodhound
knees, everyone wanted to be her friend. Everyone wanted to serve on her

committee. Everyone wanted to use her stylist . . .
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Yes! I had stuck with her through the bad times, for once in life backed
the right horse and looked set to reap rewards, assuming could hold it to-
gether and not burn any expensive dresses at shoots.

Phone began ringing.

grace

When Ma notified me about Bid’s final diagnosis, I could have rung
Damien at work, but I decided to wait to tell him in person. Because of the
forthcoming election he was working an average of fourteen hours a day,
stuck on tour buses, covering god-awful campaign trails.

It was ten to twelve when he got home from work that night.

“In here,” I called from the living room. “In here.”

He pushed open the door and cheerily I said, “Guess what?”

His face went gray. Slowly he sat down on the floor. (Still no new
couch, it hadn’t even been ordered.) “Just tell me, Grace.”

Clearly he was expecting some type of bad news. But I'd been so up-
beat...?

I'looked at his anxious expression and was seized by a blinding flash of
terror that he and I would never be right again.

The night with Zara and Selma should have fixed things, but here we
were, Damien and I, still mismatching each other’s moods.

“Bid’s scan,” I said. “She got the all-clear.”

It wasn't what he’d expected. I could almost see the cloud of angst lift
from him. “Serious?” He began to smile and smile. “My God, she’s un-
believable, isn’t she? Unstoppable.”

“The old boot will probably outlive us all.”

“I thought she wouldn’t come through it,” Damien admitted.

“I don’t know what I thought,” I said. I suppose I simply hadn’t let
myself think at all.

“It’s bloody fantastic news,” Damien said.

“Even more fantastic,” I said. “We can start smoking again. Six
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months without a cigarette, I couldn’t have done it without you.” Pomp-
ously I said, “Our sacrifice kept her alive, of course, you do know that?”

But instead of laughing, his cheer seemed to drain from him and
the mood once again went into a nosedive. What the hell was happen-
ing now?

“I've something to tell you,” Damien said with terrible weariness. In-
stantly I was plunged into the horrors. The hideous fear intensified when
he said, “A confession.”

Don't let this be happening . . .

“I didn’t want to worry you while the jury was still out on Bid,” he
said. “But I've . . . betrayed you.”

Such a horrible word, that: betrayed.

“I tried my damnedest, Grace.” Damien was a picture of remorse.
“But I just didn’t have it in me to resist.”

“With Juno?” Why did I ask? Hadn't I smelled her in my house? In
my own bed?

I'd known she’d been there. I'd known it in some deep hidden part of
me. But I'd wanted so much to be wrong that I'd believed Damien when
he told me there was nothing going on.

“Yes, sometimes with Juno.”

“Sometimes?” I was tangled up in shock and confusion. . .. There
have been others?” Was this worse or better? It was hard to know because
it was all so horrific.

“Grace, wait,” Damien said urgently. “What are we talking about
here?”

“You tell me.”

“I've been smoking. Cigarettes. While you've been in London with
Marnie.”

It took several seconds for me to understand. “You've been smoking?”

He nodded.

“That’s all?”

It was what I'd smelled: the faintest trace of cigarette smoke. I'd con-
fused it with infidelity.

“We had a pact,” he said. “And I didn’t honor my side of it.”

“But it’s okay!”
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“I lied to you.”

“But who cares about a few sneaky fags? You haven’t cheated on me?”

“Grace, that fecking word. No, I haven't.”

“Oh God, Damien, I thought, I'm so relieved, I'm—" I should have
been skipping around with relief, but suddenly something else was there.

Where had it come from?

Why now?

And then I understood that it had been there all along. Just waiting for
1ts moment.

“What?” | said defensively. Guilt jumped from my eyes and there
was an answer waiting in his. Neither of us spoke and something—
anything—was needed to break the strange atmosphere. I pressed my feet
against the floor to stand up, but then he spoke and I froze.

“Grace.  know.”

I couldn’t speak.

“About you and de Courcy.”

The fear I'd felt when I'd thought Damien had slept with Juno was as
nothing compared to this. This was infinitely, immeasurably worse.

“How?” The word was tiny.

“When you were working on his autobiography. You couldn't . . .
miss it.”

My life was draining from me. My entire existence was disappearing,
dissolving into nothing. I actually stopped being able to feel my feet.

“Please . . .” I wanted to tell him that nothing had happened with
Paddy and me. But that was only true in the strictest interpretation of the
words, and I had too much respect for Damien to fob him off with that
shite.

“Then your bruised face, the cigarette burn on your hand. That story
about you tripping on the paving stone.” Damien laughed softly and shook
his head.

I was horrified. I'd thought he’d believed me. How could I have been
so thick?

“But why didn’t you say anything?” My voice was croaky.

“If you were going to lie to me,” he said, “what good would it do to tell
you that [ knew?”
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That was the very worst moment of my life. Even as it was happening,
I recognized it.

Shame engulfed me—pure shame, not that hot blustery shouty
stuff where you go on the defensive, trying to pretend you're not in the
wrong.

I knew I was in the wrong. Damien didn’t give his trust easily, it was a
rare and precious thing, and I'd treated it like a pair of old jocks that you
use for cleaning the windows.

“It was six months ago. How have you lived with it?” This is what
baffled me. “Without saying anything to me?”

“Because I loved you. I wanted to stay with you. I wanted to fix it if we
could.”

Oh Christ . . . Successive waves of shame hit me as [ remembered how
Damien had tried to patch up the damage I'd caused.

He’d got a bank loan to replace the car that Paddy had burned out . . .

He'd instigated date night in an effort to rekindle a connection be-
tweenus . ..

He’d given up cigarettes to keep my aunt alive . . .

I wanted to vomit.

“But why weren’t you angry with me?”

He looked at me. He seemed surprised—then almost contemptuous.

“I have been angry. I am angry.” He bit the words out and suddenly I
knew the full extent of his rage. He wasn't trying to hide it anymore, and
it was a cruel and terrifying thing. “Don’t blame yourself for not being
able to hide your fondness for de Courcy,” he said coldly. “Even if  hadn’t
guessed, de Courcy took the precaution of telling me.”

I was shocked into open-jawed silence.

“The night with Zara and Selma?” he said. “As soon as you'd left, he’d
phoned me.”

So that was why Damien hadn’t answered my calls that night.

“Damien . . .” Tears began to pour down my face.

I wanted to tell him that I'd been temporarily mad and that [ was
better now. I wanted to beg for his forgiveness, but I knew he
wouldn’'t—couldn’t—grant it.

The worst thing, the most unbearable part, was that Damien had

warned me this would happen. Last summer when I'd been in the thick of
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my de Courcy—itis, he'd said that if either of us cheated, we might get over
it but that things would never be the same again. The innocence and trust
would be gone.

“T’'ve ruined it, haven't I?”

He wasn'’t being gratuitously harsh, but there was only one answer he

could give. “Yes.”

Ma opened her front door. “Grace? What are you doing here?”

“I need sixteen euro to pay the taxi.” I nodded at the car idling by the
curb.

“Why have you come in a taxi? And why can’t you pay for it?”

“I can’t find my car key. Or my wallet.”

“Where are we going to find sixteen euro? We'll have to go through
your father’s glass things.” Dad collected one-cent coins in old jam jars.

“T'll go and tell your man we’ll be a while.” I dropped my rucksack by
the door and started back down the steps.

“Grace, are you all right? You look a bit—"

“You know the way you said there was always a bed for me here?”

Ma gazed at me, her face changing and becoming luminous with shock
as understanding dawned.

“I've come to take you up on it,” I said.

“What happened?” she whispered.

“Paddy de Courcy.”

“Paddy de Courcy?”

He’'d won.

Marnie

She rose inexorably toward the surface.

... I'mstill here . . . 'mstill alive . . .

Desperate for oblivion, she tried to push herself back down into the
nothingness, but she resurfaced again, popping up like a plastic bottle
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on the waves. It was over, she had returned, she was conscious, she
was—dispiritingly—still alive. What would it take?

Automatically she looked around for a bottle. The one beside her bed
had toppled over and emptied itself onto the carpet; she’d have to go on a
search.

She stood up. Her legs felt as if they were being operated by someone
else, there was a loud humming in her ears, and her tongue tasted thick
and numb, as if it was coated in paraffin wax.

Down the stairs, someone else’s legs carrying her, and into the hall,
where a light flashed on the answering machine. She didn’t know when
she’d developed a fear of hearing messages, but she had. (The same with
the post: she could barely look at it, much less open it and make neat
piles.)

She had better listen to the messages, she’d been out of it for nearly
four days, something might have happened. When she heard Ma’s voice,
she bit her thumb to tamp down her dread. But it was good news: Bid was
better.

She was too numb, still too stunned from her hangover, to feel glad.
But she knew she was relieved, she was simply too anesthetized to feel it.

There was a second message. Again from Ma. Damien and Grace had
split up. Grace had moved out of their house and was back living in her
old bedroom. “Something to do with Paddy de Courcy,” Ma said. “She’s
not so good.”

This was such astonishing news that Marnie sank to the cold parquet
floor and listened to the message again just to make sure that she’'d got it
right.

It was hard to believe. Grace and Damien had seemed so . . . together.
So unbreakable.

Clearly Paddy de Courcy was even more powerful, more destructive,
than she’d realized.

She should be glad. Glad that Grace had paid the price for messing
with someone she shouldn’t have. And glad that she herself wasn't the
only one Paddy de Courcy had ruined—after all, if it could happen to
strong, scary Grace, then it could happen to anyone.

But she was surprised to feel something winkle its way through the
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numb, buzzing force field that surrounded her feelings. Poor Grace, she
thought, a shard of compassion warming her deadened heart. Poor, poor

Grace.

grace

I opened my bedroom door and met Bid on the landing.

“You look like shit,” she said.

“Good morning to you too,” I said wearily.

I didn’t look like myself, she was right about that. Three nights ago,
the night Damien and I had split up, I underwent some sort of transfor-
mation while I'd been asleep. I'd looked thirty-five when I went to bed but
when I woke up the following morning the hollows around my eyes had
sunk down into my skull and suddenly I looked like I'd been roaming the
earth for four thousand years.

I'd left our house—my home—on Tuesday night, and when I woke up
on Wednesday morning, shivering in Ma’s spare room, I thought, I have
to survive today. The same thing happened on Thursday. Now it was Fri-
day and, like a mantra going through my head, were the words “Just get
through today.”

“I'm going to work,” I said wearily.

“Will you be here tonight?” Ma asked.

“I'll be here for the rest of my life.”

I got through Friday, then I got through the weekend by sleeping for large
patches of it. Marnie rang to offer stiff condolences and if I hadn't felt so
dismal, the fact that she was talking to me would have cheered me. But I
was uncheerable.

Then it was Monday morning, and as [ was promising myself that all
had to do was get through today, my bedroom door opened and Bid tossed

a small beige tube across the room at me.
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“What's this?”

“Foundation. We bought it for you. We clubbed together. Put some on.”

I rubbed a handful of gunk over my face and it warmed up my death
pallor. But within moments my grayness had risen once more to the sur-
face, canceling out the Tawny Beige.

I got through Monday and I got through Tuesday, and on Tuesday
night, when Ma came to wish me sweet dreams, I said, “It’s a week now.
It’s a whole week.”

“You've heard nothing from him?” She knew I hadn’t. I suppose she
was just making conversation. “No word?”

“No. And I won’t. There will be no reunion. This is over.”

[ knew he wouldn’t forgive me—but I accepted it.

That was the one good thing. I didn’t daydream about him arriving to
claim me. I didn’t ring him and call around to the house, pleading with him
to forgive me.

I knew Damien. The qualities I'd fallen in love with—his indepen-
dence, his conviction in his own rightness, his essential unwillingness to
trust another human being—had become the stumbling blocks. He'd
trusted me, I'd broken the trust. It couldn’t be fixed.

I lay on the bed and thought back to those days last summer and
wished fiercely—scrunching up my face and clenching my hands with the
force of my longing—that I could go back and change things.

“What are you doing?” Ma asked. “With your face?”

“Wishing I could go back and change things. I really miss him,” |
said. “I miss talking to him. Right from the start [ was pathetically in love
with him. Even at parties—on the few occasions I could drag him along to
one—he was the only person I really wanted to talk to.”

“Did you tell him?”

“Ah, no. We're not like that. But he knows. Knew.”

“So why the hell did you get involved with de Courcy?” Ma asked, al-
most in exasperation.

“I don’t know.” I really couldn’t understand it.

Boredom? Curiosity? A sense of entitlement? All shameful reasons.

“People, human beings,” I said helplessly. “We're fucked up. Why do
we do the things we do?” I sounded like Marnie. For the first time I really
understood the despair that ran through her like a black seam.
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MONDAY, FEBRUARY 23, 7:11 pm. BRIDIE'S FLAT.
“Dance, 1i'l sister, dance!” Bridie urged me.

VIP had done a special “De Courcy pre-wedding pullout.” Bridie had
removed all the pictures of Paddy and spread them across the floor like
carpet tiles.

“C'mon, 1i'] sister, dance!”

“Li’l sister?” Treese and I exchanged a glance. Perhaps words from a
song? No knowing where Bridie gets her phrases from.

She played Billy Idol—mno knowing where Bridie gets her CDs from
either—and we all danced, and must admit, I gleaned pleasure from
stamping foot on Paddy’s smiling face.

“What is danger of you having relapse on the wedding day itself?”
Bridie asked.

“Time will tell, I suppose,” I said.

Bridie displeased. “Course you won't have relapse!”

“Well, why you ask—"

“Rhetorical, rhetorical, you are over him. In fact, let’s gatecrash K
Club and you can throw confetti.”

“Let’s not.”

“You not feel better enough to throw confetti at his wedding?” Bridie’s
eyes narrowed.

“Not exactly, but don't feel like throwing rotten tomatoes either.”

“So what was bloody point of that lovely showdown with him?”

“Facing fears and all that. And am much better than was. Work going
well.”

Modest understatement! Was riddled with work. Had been wobbly
when first returned but now was in the zone and at top of my game. Ev-
erything I did was a triumph—not boasting, no, not boasting, simply
saying how it was. Could cherry-pick jobs, keeping best-paid, most inter-
esting ones for me and passing on overflow to—yes—Nkechi. Why not?
She was excellent stylist.

Also she had suffered a loss. In stunning, shocking move, Rosalind
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Croft had left her husband, the horrible Maxwell Croft. Unprecedented.
Society wives never leave society husbands, always other way round. Ros-
alind Croft no requirement for stylist because no jingle to pay for one.
Nkechi down one very lucrative client.

“Remember the night of the soup?” Bridie chortled. “When you
camped outside Paddy’s front door and asked me to bring you soup. God,
you were certifiable!”

“Haha, yes indeed.”

“Was a few months there,” Bridie said, “when I thought you would
never be normal again!”

“I thought would never be normal again either,” I said, remembering
just how wretched had felt.

“But,” said Treese firmly, “‘your life definitely back on track.”

“Never thought it would happen, never thought it could happen, but
damage done by de Courcy seems to have healed,” I said. “Look at me
now.” Swished hand around self to indicate sleek hair, calm demeanor,
phone that never stopped ringing.

No need to go into it with Bridie but I knew would never again be the
person I was before I met Paddy. Was less naive now, less trusting—but
maybe that not a bad thing? Less scared, also. Not afraid of being back in
Dublin. In fact, nice to be reinstated in own flat, with fully connected
telly, right in the thick of things, with grunty men wrestling outside my
window at four in morning.

Transition, naturally enough, not entirely smooth. Missed things about
Knockavoy: the peace, the cleanness, the sea air—despite ruinous effect
on hair—and of course my many many friends.

Thought of them often, with great fondness. Frequent memories of
Boss, Moss, and the Master, accompanied with slight dread in case they
made good on their promise to visit me in Dublin.

Thought of Mrs. Butterly every day, especially when heard Coronation
Street music.

Also thought of some of others every day. Sometimes twice a day. Or
even more if, for example, passed by eco-friendly Prius in street.

Or noticed man with unkempt hair or heard the word “cave” or used

shower cap or ate tortilla chips and brushed crumbs onto floor.



TLis Cl’lqrming Man 535

Or drank Fanta or saw someone tossing a coin or noticed Law &
Orderin TV listings.

Or bought new bulb for bedside lamp or wondered if should do home
cholesterol test or tried new flavor smoothie. (Not Knockavoy memories
so cannot account for this phenomenon.)

Considine texted often with caring questions about my progress.

Always replied, “Am riddled with work, Considine.”

Initially slightly exaggerated quantity of work was receiving. Impor-
tant for him to think I was doing well. Had been instrumental in my reha-
bilitation and he deserved to feel warm glow of satisfaction.

However, he did not mention visiting Dublin, and—unlike Boss,
Moss, and the Master—would have actually liked him to come. But that
is men for you. All liars.

Not bitterness, no. Simply the way things are.

grace

““Make sure you put on that foundation.” Bid walked into my bedroom like
she did every morning. There was no privacy in this house. No privacy and
no heat and no cookies. “We didn’t spent our hard-earned pensions . . .”

Ma was summoned. “I've had enough of this,” she said. “I'm taking
you to Doctor Zwartkop. You might be anemic or something.”

“I'm not.” I knew what was wrong with me. “Ma, I'm not going to the
doctor. I've to go to work.”

But she rang Jacinta and said I'd be late—I was thirty-five and [ was
getting a sick note from my mum-—and I went along with it because I
didn’t know how to resist. I'd forgotten how to do that; it was a skill I'd
had once but didn’t any longer.

“Interesting thing,” Ma mused as we sat in traffic on the way to the
doctor. “Some people, Marnie, to take one, become really quite beautiful
when they're heartbroken. Strangely luminous.” Then she clapped a hand

over her mouth. “Grace, sorry. I wasn’t thinking!”
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Doctor Zwartkop was a woman—Ma wouldn’t countenance anything
else. Ma knew her well enough to call her Priscilla. She also knew her
well enough to insist on accompanying me into the consulting room, as if
[ was six.

“I could send you for blood tests—"

“But they’ll come back normal,” I said.

Priscilla nodded. “I suspect they will.”

“Anything else you can suggest?” Ma asked.

“Antidepressants?”

“Antidepressants?” Ma coaxed me.

I shook my head.

“Something to help you sleep?” Priscilla said.

“Some nice sleeping pills?” Ma suggested kindly.

Once again I shook my head. I'd no trouble sleeping.

“You could get your hair cut. Or . . .” Priscilla cast around for another
suggestion. “Or have an inappropriate fling. Or go on holiday.” She
shrugged. “Or indeed, you could do all three.”

“Thanks,” I said. Maybe a holiday . . . “C’mon, Ma. ['ve got a job to
go to.”

When I finally got to work it was midday.

“Maybe you should take some time off,” T. C. urged. “How much
holiday time have you left?”

“A couple of weeks.”

“Go someplace. Maybe get a bit of sun.”

I went to Jacinta, who wasn’t unsympathetic. “One of the Canaries?”
she suggested. “Lanzarote? Costs nothing at this time of year.”

But I'd no one to go with.

So I’d go on my own, I decided. It would be good practice for the rest
of my life.

That evening Marnie rang Ma. They spoke for ages, then Ma handed
me the phone. “She wants to talk to you.”

“I hear you're going on holiday,” Marnie said.

“That’s right.”

“I could come with you.”
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It was an olive branch.
“I'won’t drink,” she promised.

Of course she’d drink, but it was better than going on my own.

oEDO'(]

SATURDAY, MARCH 7

Paddy got married. All over the news. Not exactly skipping around my
flat, throwing hat up in the air, as if had just won eight million euro, but
didn’t have relapse. No demands for non-lumpy soup, no driving around
the city without due care and attention. Day passed “peacefully.”

SOUNDAY, MARCH 8, 5:05 pm. PHONE RINGS.
Bridie.

“You want to go Knockavoy next weekend?” she asks. “Patrick’s Day
holiday?”

“Thought Cousin Fonchy had house booked.” (Another peculiarly
named relation. Is there no end to them?)

“He had but fell off ladder. Temporarily blind. Can’t drive. Shall

we go?”’

5:08 PM.

Texted many Knockavoy pals to notify them of my forthcoming arrival.

grace

We went to Tenerife. We got a little apartment in a resort that was faked
up to look like a fishing village. The place was about a quarter full and
Marnie and I were the only people under ninety. Every day we lay on a

lounger beneath the weak March sun and I read thriller after thriller and
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Marnie read biographies of people who'd killed themselves. Every eve-
ning we had our dinner in the same restaurant and every night we both
slept for twelve hours.

We took care of each other, finding lost books and sunglasses, rubbing
on each other’s suncream, warning each other about overdoing it in the
sun. There was no mention of Paddy or the bitter falling out we’d had. We
were like two frail, elderly convalescents, doing for each other what we
weren't able to do for ourselves.

I'd decided I didn’t care if Marnie drank—Dbut true to her word, she
didn’t. Maybe that was all she’d needed, 1 thought wryly. A fortnight in the
Canaries, to cure her of alcoholism.

We talked a lot while we lay on our backs facing up through sunglasses
at the sky.

“Funny how our lives have paralleled each other’s,” I said.

“You mean both of us being left by our men?”

“Yes, I suppose.”

“Was it my fault that you and Damien split up?”’ she asked. “Because
of all that time that you spent with me?”

“No, of course not.”

But I understood that perhaps I'd welcomed the chance to spend week-
ends in London with Marnie because it took me away from the stilted
terribleness of Damien and me.

By the time we’d passed the halfway point on the holiday, I was certain
that Marnie wouldn't drink. Then, on the eighth day, she had a tearful
phone call from Daisy—and just like that, she was off, drinking round the
clock.

For three days I spoke to no one. I just read my books and lay on the
lounger and let the sun warm my eyelids. Now and again I'd go back into
the apartment to check that Marnie was still alive.

Every five hours or six hours, she’d come to, get up, go out, buy more
vodka, come back, drink it, and pass out again. Dutifully I'd pour away
whatever was left in the bottle, but when she emerged from her coma, I
didn’t try to stop her from going to the minimarket to buy more.

After three days she stopped, like she’d run out of the necessary
self-hatred to fuel the binge.
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“Sorry,” she whispered at me.

“It’s okay. Don’t worry. Do you feel well enough to go out for dinner
tonight?”

“Maybe. I don’t know.”

“I could cook. You haven't eaten in days. You should have some-
thing.”

She was confused. Through her haze, she asked, “Why are you being
so nice to me?”’

“Because I love you.” The words were out of my mouth before I'd
thought them through. “You're still my sister. I've always loved you. I'll
never stop.”

“Why aren’t you angry with me for drinking?” Marnie asked.

Again the words came without my volition. “Because there’s nothing I
can do about it.” It didn’t mean that it wasn’t breaking my heart, because
it was, but I knew now that there wasn't a thing I could do to change
things.

“And, Marnie, there’s nothing you can do either. You've no choice. I
used to think you had, but you haven't. You're powerless, as powerless as
Tam.”

It was the strangest feeling—1I'd forgiven her. She wasn’t going to stop
drinking, I knew that now. Nothing could make her stop. She would keep
drinking and keep drinking and—sooner or later—it might kill her. But

even for that I'd already forgiven her.

oEDO'(]

SATURDAY, MARCH 14, 6:59 PM.

Bridie, Barry, Treese, Jem, and I arrive Tim’s cabin. All together in

Treese’s new SUV. (Present from Vincent.) (Vincent not present.)

7:03 PM.
Open bottle of wine.
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8:08 PM.
Knock on door.

“That’ll be Considine.” But when opened door, who was standing
there but Chloe! Yes, Chloe! Eyes sparkling, hair glossy, clothing as
on-trend as ever.

Delighted hugs. Proud introductions. Overinterested gawking from
Bridie, Barry, and Jem. Less-overt staring from Treese.

Strong drinks. High spirits. Out on the town. Knockavoy crammed
with visitors. People everywhere. No one sussed Chloe was trannie, sim-
ply thought she was—perhaps slightly tall, slightly bulky—girl from
Dublin.

Chloe huge hit with friends. “Full of life and laughter,” Bridie kept
saying about her. (Do not know where she got that phrase. Bridie has pro-
pensity for peculiar phrases.) “Do not fancy her as, unlike you, Lola, am
not lezzer inclined, but full of life and laughter.”

Bridie tremendously drunk.

All of us tremendously drunk.

Qreat, great night.

SUNDAY, MARCH 15, 12:09 pm.
Quite unwell. Jem and Bridie carried sofa round to back of house for
me—too hungover to do it myself. Kept Considine’s house in my sights,

hoping to see him and give little wave, but he never appeared. In cave, no

doubt.

2:14 PM.
Treese got up.

2:22 PM.
Treese went back to bed.

5:01 PM.
Aided by Barry, Bridie crept downstairs. Had been vomiting since
sunup.

“Toast,” she whispered.
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8:27 PM.
Jem cooked dinner. Bottle of wine opened. Tentative sips. Suddenly ev-

eryone talking and color back in our cheeks.

9:19 PM.
Knock on door.

“That’ll be Considine.” But when opened door, who was standing
there but Chloe! Yes, Chloe! Again! Different clothing this time, but just
as dazzling. Thrilled, yes, thrilled to see her once more. Could not under-
stand why felt so disappointed.

Strong drinks. High spirits. Out on the town. Knockavoy crammed
with visitors. People everywhere. Again, no one sussed Chloe was tran-
nie, simply thought she was—perhaps slightly tall, slightly bulky—girl
from Dublin. Again, Chloe huge hit with friends.

“Full of life and laughter,” Bridie kept saying about her.

Decided to count how many times Bridie said “Full of life and laugh-
ter,” but lost count after forty-eight.

Bridie tremendously drunk.

All of us tremendously drunk.

Great, great night.

Did not really enjoy it.

MONDAY, MARCH 16, 6:14 A.M.
Had been asleep for only two hours but was awake again. Thinking of
Considine. Keen to see him. Very keen. Needed to get to him before he
started applying false nails and chicken fillets and became Chloe again.
Now as good a time as any. Slipped from bed and, still in pajamas, crossed
grass to his house.

Knocked on door.

No answer.

Knocked again, much louder.

No answer.

Knocked again, this time so loud almost missed him protesting, “Is
middle of bloody night!”

“Let me in, cranky-arse! Is Lola.”
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He opened door and I scooted past him. His hair mussed and face
sleepy. Wearing blue sweats and raggedy gray T-shirt. (All traces of Chloe
removed, was relieved to see.)

“Badger’s arse?” I asked with sympathy.

“Badger’s arse.” He nodded dolefully. “You?”

“Yes.”

“Tea?”

“No.”

“Anything?”

“No.”

“Sit beside me?”’

I moved. Emboldened. “I put head on your shoulder?”

“Yes. I put arm around you?”

“Yes.”

Sat side by side in hungover silence. Remarkably pleasant.

“Considine.” Cleared throat. ‘“Never thought would hear self say these
words, but am happy to see you. Was starting to think wouldn't see you at
all this weekend.”

“Thought you liked Chloe. Got Chloe out of retirement specially for
you.”

“Do like Chloe. Kindly of you to go to trouble. But like you too.”

He rubbed hand over stubbly jaw. Raspy noise. Sexy, if truth be told.
“Like you too, Lola,” he said. Silence. “Like you very, very much.”

More silence. But not normal silence. Silence where a lot of emotion
happening. “Very much. Missed you since you left.”

Pause where weighed up what should say. “Missed you too.”

“Think about you all the time.”

Another pause. “Think about you all the time too.”

“Think about you every day.”

Another pause. “Think about you every day too.”

He yawned. I yawned. He said, “Better go back to bed.” Seemed to be
struck by sudden notion. Twisted head to look at me. “You like to come?”

Gazed into hiseyes. “. . . Er . . . yes.”

“Good!” Sudden, most un-Considine-like grin, and he swung me up

into his arms——carrying me! Was mortified.
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“Put me down. You will hurt your back. I have large bottom.”
“Perfect bottom.” He was climbing the stairs. Not even puffing.
“How you so strong?”’

“Cave-diving.”

He kicked bedroom door open, it vibrated with force, then placed me
in center of bed. Still warm from him.

All happening too fast. Lost my nerve. “We have had no sleep, Consi-
dine. Let’s have little snooze.”

“Whatever you like.”

Got under duvet but kept my pajamas on. He kept clothes on also.

Gathered me to him, pulled duvet tightly around us. I began drifting
off to sleep, but felt would combust spontaneously. “Am too hot, Consi-
dine.”

“Me too.”

Am taking off my top.”

“Me too.”

I unbuttoned my pajama top. He pulled T-shirt over his head. Warm
smooth skin against mine. Hard muscles. Taut stomach. Oh, delicious.

Shut my eyes and resumed sleeping position. “Am still too hot, Considine.

“Me too.”

But once all clothes off, felt hotter still. Freedom of unfettered
limbs, legs tangled with his. I shifted and his erection banged against my
thigh.

“Sorry,” he said. “Ignore it.”

“Would prefer not to. If that’s okay with you.”

“That’s okay with me, all right.” Amused.

Was bloody fabulous.

No porn. No prostitutes. Only one position.

Focused. Intense. Holding himself effortlessly on tensed arms, like
doing push-ups, he moved slowly in and out of me, while staring into my
eyes. Thought would die.

3:01 PM.
Woken by double-beep of Considine’s phone.
He read text. Passed me phone. “It’s for you.”



544 MARIAN KEYES

Lola, u getin de ride off

Considine?
From Bridie. I replied in the affirmative. Text came back.

Finish up now. Time 2 go
home. Treese wants 2 “beat
de traffic.”

“Considine, I have to go.”

“Stay,” he said.

“Cannot,” I said. “Big job tomorrow.”

“ .. Tomorrow. But I ...” He didn’t say whatever had been going to
say. “You still very busy?”

“Oh, very busy.” Yes, had plenty of work, but making self sound even
busier than was.

“No sign of it slowing down?”

“No sign.”

“And you're feeling good?”

“Excellent.”

“Glad to be back in Dublin.”

“Overjoyed.”

“ .. Okay. Well, for what it’s worth, Lola, I want to tell you some-
thing. It’s important.”

“What is 1t?”

“Chloe here for you any time you like.”

Chloe? Not what had been expecting to hear.

“Kindly of you,” I said stiffly. “Will let self out.”

3:38 pM. IN THE CAR.
“So!” Bridie said. “You and trannie man!”

“Is nothing,” I said irritably. “Holiday romance.”

“Maybe he visit you in Dublin?”

I kept mouth closed. Considine hadn’t mentioned any possible visits
and so neither had I.

“What'’s up with you?” Bridie asked.
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“Nothing.”

But not nothing. Had been stung by Considine’s offer of Chloe’s
friendship. He hadn’t said “I am here anytime you like.” Prepared to offer
his trannie alter-ego but not himself.

grace

I arrived home on the nineteenth of March, the day of the general elec-
tion.

“Dee Rossini’s party is expected to do very well,” Ma informed me.

“Good, good.” T couldn'’t care less. I didn’t want to hear about Dee or
New Ireland or anything to do with them.

“Damien was looking for you,” Ma said.

My heart hopped, then immediately slumped to an even lower posi-
tion. He must want to talk about what we were to do with our house.

“He rang while you were away but I didn’t want to disturb your holi-
day. He says to give him a ring when you're back.”

I'd give it a couple of days, I decided. It was going to be a painful dis-
cussion and I wanted to put it off for as long as possible. He was bound to
be working all hours on the election; that could be my excuse. I'd wait

until after it was done and dusted.

The following morning I was woken at seven thirty by voices bellowing
from the radio in the kitchen.

“Turn it down,” I yelled. “Turn the fucking thing down.”

But no one heard me, so I stomped downstairs.

“It’s a bloodbath,” Dad crowed, sitting at the kitchen table. “Your
friend Dee Rossini is making shite of the main parties. Everyone has lost
seats to New Ireland—even the mighty Nappies. She looks likely to dou-
ble her number of Dail seats. The Nappies will be gagging to stay in coali-
tion with her.”

“Very good.”
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I gave the dial such a swivel I hurt my wrist, then I made toast and
went back to bed. I ate my toast and drifted back into a funny, dream-filled
half-sleep and was woken by a tap on the bedroom door. It was Ma.
“Someone to see you,” she said.

My heart leaped with hope and I sat up eagerly.

“No, 1t’s not Damien,” she said.

“Oh. Okay.” Slowly I lay down on the bed again.

“Get up,” Ma hissed. “It’s Dee Rossini.”

Oh no. I'd have to be enthusiastic. “Ma, tell her [ can't—"

But Ma had disappeared out onto the landing; then, practically bow-
ing, she was leading Dee into the room.

“Dee hasn’t been to bed yet,” Ma said with admiration.

“Grace.” Dee came toward me. Then she got a proper look. “Oh my
God! Grace! You look sick.”

“Thanks a million!” I said. “I'm just back from holiday! I should look
good. You'd want to have seen me before [ went.”

“Are you sure you're not sick?”

“Completely sure. I went to the doctor. She made me.” I indicated Ma,
who was still in the room.

Ma put her hand to her chest and gave a little gasp, as if she too had
just discovered that she was still in the room. “I should really . . .” She
sounded disappointed. “You must have private things to discuss. I'll leave
you to it.” Reluctantly she left.

“Anyway, Dee, congratulations.” [ remembered my manners. “You've
done amazingly well, Dad says.”

“If it wasn't for you, Grace, I wouldn’t even be leader of New Ireland,”
Dee said. “I'm sorry you had to lose so much . . .”

[ didn’t know what to say.

“We're having a celebration tonight,” Dee said. “We're inviting every
party member in the country. It’s all being put together in a bit of a hurry.
It’s only right that you're there.”

“Dee, no . .. I'msorry.”

“I've a surprise for you.”

A surprise? I didn’t want a surprise.

“It’s about Paddy.”



TLis Cl’lqrming Man 547

“Aargh!” I held up my hand, like I was warding off evil spirits. [ didn’t
even want to hear his name.
“Come. Really. You'll be glad you did.”

Marnie

Marnie woke, in her own bed, in her own bedroom, feeling extraordi-
narily well. She’d slept through the night without once jerking awake from
a terrifying nightmare; the sheets weren't tangled around her, drenched
with sweat; and she felt full of hope rather than her more customary
dread.

She’d got back from Tenerife the previous night. It was four days since
she’d had a drink—since the lapse on holiday—and she’d made a little
decision. No need to announce it to the world, but she was—very
quietly—going to knock the drink on the head.

It was Grace’s pity that had done it. After Marnie had emerged from
“the lapse,” which had happened a week into their holiday, she’d braced
herself for Grace’s fury. But Grace had responded with an astonishing
lack of anger. There was a new look in her eyes—Ilike sympathy, but not as
nice. Pity, Marnie had eventually recognized it as—and it had stung.

The interesting thing was that during the weekends when Grace used
to visit, in an effort to police Marnie’s drinking, her anger had had no ef-
fect at all on Marnie, except perhaps to make her retreat further into the
cocoon of alcohol. It was as if Marnie had been able to see Grace mouth-
ing the furious words, but couldn’t hear them.

However, Grace’s pity, that was a different story. Pity wasn’t the same
as compassion: a nasty vein of disrespect ran through pity.

Suddenly she had seen herself as Grace—and others—saw her: not as
the intelligent, oversensitive creature she had always been treated as, but
simply as a burden. Someone to worry about.

It had been a bit of an eye-opener. That’s what people think I'm like,

she realized. Perhaps even my own daughters . . .
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For the remaining three days of the holiday, words had kept swim-
ming at her: pathetic; pitiful; piteous; tragic; sad.

It made Marnie feel—what? Misunderstood.

She didn’t want to be an object of pity. She wasn’t the helpless, craven
person Grace seemed to think she was.

Especially when it came to alcohol.

She drank because she chose to drink. For no other reason.

And now I choose not to.

She jumped out of bed and, with great energy, launched herself into
unpacking her suitcase. Sandals were flung into the back of the wardrobe;
unfinished sun products were dumped into drawers, awaiting another
holiday; and the washing machine was loaded up with bikinis and sa-
rongs.

With vigor, she shoved her suitcase under the bed, then got out the vac-
uum. The house was dusty and smelled a bit peculiar after being empty for
two weeks, and because the girls were coming after school—it was nearly
three weeks since she’d seen them—everything needed to be perfect.

As she scooted along the hall with the vacuum, she saw that the an-
swering machine light was flashing: messages. She switched off the vac-
uum and, taking a deep breath, hit Play. There were only four messages,
not so bad. Actually a surprisingly—embarrassingly?—small number for
two weeks. I've been out of circulation, she reminded herself, flinching
slightly.

The first message was from her dentist: she’d missed her yearly
checkup and she needed to reschedule; the second was a cold-call from
some poor creature trying to sell car insurance; the third was from Jules,
Jules from AA. “Just saying hi,” Jules said. “Wondering how you're do-
ing. Call anytime.”

And the fourth was also from Jules from AA. Marnie deleted it before
she’d listened to it fully, then went back and deleted the other message.
She felt uncomfortable—almost sullied—that someone from Alcoholics
Anonymous was ringing her.

Right, food. Apart from an almost empty box of Frosties, there was
nothing in the house. She needed everything—milk, bread, all the basics,
treats for the girls, something for tonight. She’d cook a proper dinner.
Maybe Nick would stay.
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I 'miss Nick . . .

Well, who knew, she thought, quite pleased. That’s a normal feeling.
Everything is becoming normal again. Everything will be okay.

She made a short shopping list, pleased with how efficient and
housewifey she felt, got dressed, jumped into the car, and drove toward
the supermarket. A few minutes later, she was surprised to find herself
parked outside the liquor store.

What am I doing here?

She had turned the car engine off. Turn it on, she urged herself, turn it
on and drive away.

But she didn't.

I don’t want to drink today. I didn’t want to come here.

She stared at the key, hanging from the ignition.

Drive away.

She was opening the car door. I can get chocolate for the girls in here.
She was climbing down onto the pavement. [ can go to the supermarket
after this.

She pushed open the door of the liquor store and heard it ping.

“Been away?”’ Ben asked.

“Mmm.” She picked up two bottles of vodka—"“Only two today?”
Ben asked cheerily, just making conversation—and twelve bars of choco-
late.

Then she was back in the car, the chocolate bars and the two bottles
strewn across the passenger seat.

She looked at the bottles and thought, I don’t want this. Especially not
today. I want to see Daisy and Verity. I don’t want to be drunk when they
come. I love them. I want things to be lovely for them. I don’t want them to
see me incapable. I love Nick. I don’t want to disappoint him again. I don’t
want to wake up cold and wet, trying to remember what happened, wonder-
ing what day 1t 1s.

But she knew what was going to happen. In a moment she would pick
up a bottle and she would drink from it. She would drink and drink and
drink until she was lost.

There was no choice.

“I don’t want to,” she said out loud. “Please, something, somebody, I

don’t want to.”



550 MARIAN KEYES

She was crying now, frightened and helpless, hot tears pouring down
her face.

Why am I doing this?

There was no one to blame. She’d stopped blaming Paddy.

So why am I doing this? I don’t want to.

Albvta

“Ladies and gentlemen of New Ireland, I give you Dee Rossini!”

In a burst of light, Dee strode onto the stage and all three thousand
people present got to their feet and applauded wildly. The crowd was at
capacity—party workers, sponsors, well-wishers, and journalists and tele-
vision crews from both local and foreign news outlets.

Dee took her place at the spotlit podium, and Paddy and four other
key New Ireland players arrayed themselves behind her on thronelike
chairs.

“I want to thank everyone,” Dee was saying. “But most importantly,
the party workers on the ground. Your dedicated and relentless work has
given New Ireland these unprecedented returns.” A smile lit up her face.
“New Ireland has agreed to form a coalition government with the Na-
tional Party of Ireland. It might interest you to know that I've been offered
and accepted the position of minister for finance.”

Everyone knew that, it had been on the news, but they roared anyway
like they’d just found out.

“And . ..” Dee was bubbling over with pleasure. “The position of
deputy prime minister.”

Everyone knew that too, but again they clapped with rowdy joy.

“Our success has given us a great platform to ensure that the policies
and plans that we put to the electorate will form part of the program for
government. | promise to fulfill . . .”

Blah. Alicia wanted to tune out, but she had to listen. She had to watch
Dee and watch how people reacted to her and be ready to report to Paddy
if he needed it. This was her job now.
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“As you know, our deputy leader Paddy de Courcy recently got mar-
ried.”

Cheering and whistling and foot-stamping broke out, and Paddy got
off his chair and acknowledged it with a little bow.

From her position in the front row, Alicia was rapt. God, he was beau-
tiful, she thought: the height, the shoulders, the ready smile, the twinkling
eyes, the tie with the fat knot.

And he was all hers. After those terrible days, so long ago, when
she’d had to harden her heart against Marnie; the excruciating wait
when he disappeared; the solitariness of her life when Marnie and
Grace closed ranks against her; the bizarre compromises she’d made
during her marriage to Jeremy . . . it had all been worth it. She’d got
him in the end.

Mind you, no honeymoon. She’d really been hoping for a proper one
this time, one where she didn’t have to go to gay bars, but with the general
election being held two weeks after their wedding, the honeymoon had
been postponed indefinitely.

“But Alicia’s gain is New Ireland’s loss,” Dee continued. There was an
echo on the mic, her words repeating themselves a split-second after she’'d
uttered them. A tiny sliver of time for Alicia to wonder, what did Dee
mean by that?

“Paddy,” Dee said, “has decided to take time out from political life.”

What? What? Alicia thought she must have misheard, that it must be
something to do with the echo.

But there was a muttering from the assembly that told her that others
had heard what she’d heard.

What was Dee talking about? Alicia didn’t understand. Was she talk-
ing about Paddy going on honeymoon? Was there a honeymoon planned
that she didn’t know about?

“This evening,” Dee continued, “in fact, just before we came out onto
this very stage, I had the sad duty of accepting Paddy de Courcy’s resigna-
tion from New Ireland.”

The sad duty . . . ? Resignation? Alicia jerked her head to stare at
Paddy. What was going on? Had this been planned? Why hadn’t he
told her?

Paddy was slumped in his chair, his mouth fixed in an idiotic beam.
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Suddenly his face appeared, ten feet high, on the monitors. Blister-like
drops of sweat—sweat, Paddy de Courcy, sweating!—sat on his temples
and his eyes were flickering beadily, like a trapped animal wondering how
best to save himself.

He hadn’t had a clue, Alicia realized.

Dee Rossini was sacking him. Publicly. In front of the world’s media.
And he hadn’t had a clue. Paddy, who always knew everything.

Alicia was trying to think, but she was stunned with shock. How dare
Dee Rossini. The audacity. How could she be so cold-blooded? So ruth-
less?

Admittedly, Dee knew how Paddy had tried to sabotage her. But Alicia
had thought it was all sorted out, in the past, and that Dee and Paddy were
once again moving forward with a shared vision. She hadn’t expected that
Dee would hold on to the grudge, like a dark, brooding mafia member.
Half Italian, Alicia remembered—Dee was half Italian. Mind you, Irish
people were champion grudge holders. Probably far better than Italians.

Dee reappeared on the massive screens and Alicia was glad. Perhaps
no one else had noticed Paddy’s confusion, perhaps it was only because
she knew him so well that she’d seen it, but it was better not to take any
chances.

“You've been a good friend and colleague over the years.” Dee was giv-
ing the usual platitude-ridden farewell speech.

What are we going to do?

Panic seized Alicia and she tried to connect with Paddy, to make him
look at her, but his entire being was still frozen in that moronic smile.

Then she noticed that the mood of the crowd had changed from eu-
phoria to something far more subdued, and in a rush of hope, she thought,
The party faithful won’t stand for this. They love Paddy.

... But they loved Dee too. And she’d just won an unprecedented
number of seats. She was deputy prime minister. She was minister for fi-
nance. She was more powerful than she’d ever been before.

“. .. You've made real and lasting changes to Ireland.”

What are we going to do?

Alicia forced herself to think. What did this mean for Paddy? If the
party faithful didn’t rise up in revolt, what could be salvaged? Maybe it
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wasn't the disaster it seemed. The long-term plan had always been that
Paddy would eventually defect to the Nappies.

But now wasn't the right time, she acknowledged woefully. It could
hardly be worse. Paddy had wanted to go to the Nappies from a position of
power, from a ministerial post. Now he’d have to come cap in hand, a
sacked backbencher, with no leverage.

And to think that if things had worked out, if he’d managed to oust
Dee with that Moldovan story, he’d be leader of New Ireland right now.
He’d already be a minister. In fact, he’d be deputy leader of the country.

He'd gone off his head with fury when that had fallen apart . . . God
alone knew what he’d be like now.

“Paddy.” Dee was winding up. “You leave New Ireland with your in-
tegrity intact.”

Why wouldn'’t he leave with his integrity intact? Alicia thought. How
dare Dee Rossini imply that Paddy was anything less than squeaky-clean?
And how strange that if you want to imply that someone is treacherous,
you thank them for not being so.

That one sentence was enough to do for Paddy. Alicia felt the mood of
the crowd change, like a fast wind blowing across a field of ripe wheat.
Out of the corner of her eye, she could see people raising their eyebrows
and turning to their neighbors. No integrity? Funny you should say . . .
Never really trusted him . . . Too good looking . . . Too charming . . .

No one could prove anything, Alicia thought. And no one could prove
he’'d been sacked. Rumors would circulate, but he’d come back from it.
Paddy could come back from anything.

“We wish you and Alicia much happiness together.”

Automatically Alicia slapped a bright smile on her face, but inside her
head she was thinking, We should have seen this coming. We should have
planned for it.

But they’d sincerely thought that Dee needed Paddy too much.

A horrible thought struck Alicia—he wouldn’t blame her for this,
would he? For the fact that they’d got married, which had given Dee a
convenient reason to get rid of him?

“I'm sure we haven't heard the last of you,” Dee twinkled over her
shoulder at Paddy, still slumped in his chair, like a stuck pig. “Ladies and
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gentlemen.” She faced the crowd again. “Will you join me in thanking
Paddy de Courcy and wishing him well in his life outside politics?”

Alicia began clapping. They’d all the time in the world to go on honey-
moon now, she realized. But she didn’t want to go. It would be like walk-
ing on eggshells, Paddy would be as angry as a caged lion, and they’d have
nothing to plan. Plot. No, “plan” was a better word. Plot sounded a little
sinister.

On the monitors, she saw clusters of people in the audience getting to
their feet. They were giving him a standing ovation! Thank God for
that! But as the seconds passed, most people remained seated and the
people who had originally stood up sat down again, looking a little red
faced.

Shit.

But Alicia wouldn't show her disappointment. She smiled and
smiled—because you never knew when the camera might land on
you—and clapped even harder, slapping her palms together with force.
Her hand was almost better now. It barely hurt at all.

grace

I gazed up at the stage, my jaw slack. [ was gobsmacked. Dee Rossini had
just sacked Paddy de Courcy in front of the world’s media. Not only that,
but she’d managed to imply that he’d been up to no good.

It was so surprising and amazing, I could almost have laughed.

Why hadn’t [ seen this coming? Dee was a survivor of domestic vio-
lence; she’d set up her own political party and made an unprecedented
success of it—she was steel to the core. It was suddenly obvious that there
was no way she’d share power with someone who'd tried to shaft her as
Paddy had done. Or someone who treated women like Paddy did.

Still, though, I was stunned by her brutality. Stunned in an admiring
kind of way.

She was a politician, that was the long and the short of it—as ruthless

as the rest of them.
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I was glad now I'd come. I so nearly hadn’t, but Ma had chipped away
at me until [ had left the house just to escape her.

The clapping began to die away—they hadn't even given Paddy a
standing ovation! Christ, it was funny.

The glee, which had bubbled up in me from Paddy being brought so
low, abruptly drained away. No matter what happened to Paddy, I was
still without Damien.

All of a sudden, the sparkle had vanished and I was back in my body,
back in the heaviness. The ache in my chest started up again.

People were getting up to leave and I decided to go too. I wanted to go
home. Luckily, because I'd arrived late, I was right at the back.

I turned toward the exit—and standing directly behind me, waiting
for my attention, was Damien. It was so unexpected that [ stumbled.

It was inevitable that our paths would cross sooner or later. I'd thought
I'd prepared myself but, judging from the way vomit hopped up my
esophagus, I hadn’t. (It made me think of those fairground things, where
you hit a platform with a hammer and something zips up a scale.)

“Christ, Grace. You look awful.”

“You always were a charmer,” I managed, then ran out of words.

After a few moments elapsed, he said, “That’s it? That’s all you're go-
ing to say?”

What did he want from me? “You don’t look so hot yourself?” I
chanced.

“Yes! You had me worried there for a minute. So have you been sick?”

“No, just . . . destroyed. You know yourself?”

“Yeah.” His look spoke volumes. “I do.”

In fairness, he didn’t look so hot himself, like someone who hadn'’t slept
for a couple of years.

“I rang you,” he said.

“Ma said. I thought I'd wait until after the election, I knew you'd be
busy.”

“Grace, don't cry.”

Was I crying? I put my hand to my face, it was wet. How was that hap-
pening?

“Shall we go outside for a cigarette?”” he offered.

“I'm still off them.”
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“Serious?” Damien furrowed his forehead. “I've been on eighty a
day since you left. How come you're coping so well and I'm a fucking
wreck?”

“But I'm not.” I choked. My tears were flowing faster; people were
looking and I didn’t care. “I'm a shambles. I'm so bad that sometimes
even Bid’s nice to me.” I dropped my head and swept my hand across my
drenched face. I had to get it together. “Damien, I better go.” It was too
painful to be in his presence.

“Come back to me, Grace.”

An eternity of seconds passed. “You don’t mean that.”

“When have I ever said anything that I didn’t mean?”

“The time you said my arse didn'’t look big in those jeans.”

“A man tells one white lie . . .” Softly he said, “I'm sorry, Grace.”

“Why are you sorry? I'm the one who fucked everything up.”

“I shouldn’t have let you leave.”

“I couldn’t stay. [ didn’t deserve to.”

“You're scaring me now. Please, Grace, come back, let’s try and work it
out. We could go to therapy or something.”

“Therapy?” I managed a smile.

“Well, maybe not.”

“You'd never be able to forgive me,” I said. “Even if we tried again, it
would always be there. I ruined something beautiful.”

“I have forgiven you.”

“How?” How did forgiveness happen?

“I don’t know, to be honest.”

But forgiveness did happen. I knew it did. I'd forgiven poor Marnie.
I'd seen how anger could exist hot and dangerous and then dissolve away
into nothing. Could that have happened to Damien?

“And I love you a lot,” Damien said. “That helped.”

I searched his face for the truth. Were these just words that couldn’t be
backed up by actions? It would be too painful to try again, only to fail.
Better not to try at all.

“And I'm not saying I’d like to ride him or anything like that,” Damien
said. “But in a way I can understand you falling for de Courcy. He has
charisma, whatever the word is, that’s almost inhuman.” He sighed. “Of

course they said the same thing about Hitler.”
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I laughed out loud. It was such a surprise. I'd spent thirty-eight days
thinking I'd never laugh again.

“So, Dazzler . . . will you come back to me?”

I hesitated.

“Best offer you'll ever get,” he said, and that was such a Damien thing
to say that suddenly I knew it was all going to be all right.

“I suppose I'd better,” I said, “I mean, who else would put up with
you?”

He smiled his reluctant Damien smile and said, “That’s my Grace.”

Marnie

The whining was in full spate as Marnie, shepherded by Jules, came into
the room.

“ .. so grateful for the clean decent life [ have today . . .”

“ . . thought I was a free spirit, a rebel, drinking, kicking off, no job,
no ties, but [ was a prisoner to drink, might as well have had the house in
the suburbs and the two-point-four kids . . .”

Skinhead Steve pointed out two empty chairs and people whispered
their hellos to Marnie as she passed by.

Ulla quietly brought her tea. “Three sugars, right?”

Marnie nodded her thanks. She took a sip and looked around. There
was Australian Des, smiling at her. And Respectable Maureen. Sexy
Charlotte pointed at Marnie’s feet. “Nice shoes,” she mouthed, with such
pained anguish it made Marnie laugh.

Marnie settled back in her chair and listened and held her tea, com-
forted by the heat in her hands.

“ .. I still have the extreme feelings I always had, maybe not as bad,

)

but instead of drinking on them, I get to a meeting . . .
“. .. when I started coming here, you people told me I need never
drink again, and [ haven't . . .”

As usual, after a respectable interval, they alighted on her. “Marnie,

would you like to say anything?”
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Everyone shifted in their chairs toward her. Already they were smil-
ing. She was always treated to the full force of their warmth even though

she resolutely maintained her distance.

“Look, sweets, look. Sit up,” Nick said urgently.

She shifted on her towel and groaned. “I was nearly asleep there.”

“It’s good, you'll like it. Look at Verity.”

Marnie sat up on the riverbank and shaded her eyes against the sun,
and there was Verity, in her mermaid bikini, pushing earnestly through
the water.

“Mum, Dad!” Verity called “Look! I'm swimming!”

“Go, girl!” Nick called, his voice swollen with pride.

“Look at you!” Marnie waved at Verity, who stopping swimming just
long enough to wave back and almost went under.

“Ow,” she laughed and spluttered. “I swallowed some river.”

She was different back then, so much more robust than the nervy little
creature she was now.

“Quick, Mum, dry me!” Daisy came racing toward her, water drip-
ping from her long, skinny body. “Did you see Verity? She’s not scared
anymore.”

“] saw. Come here.” She unfurled a huge Minnie Mouse bath towel,
got Daisy to hold one end, then wrapped it around and around her, so she
was like an upright roll of carpet.

“Dry me!” Daisy stamped her feet and shivered dramatically. “I'm
freezing!”

“Drama queen,” Marnie said.

“Wonder where she gets that from.” Nick threw her a cheeky look.

She widened her eyes. “Certainly not from me, mister!”

Briskly she rubbed Daisy dry, along the wings of her shoulder blades,
her narrow little back, and the legs so long and skinny they were cute al-
most to the point of comedy.

“God, Daisy, you're beautiful.”

“So are you, Mum.”

“Yeah, so are you, Mum.” Nick snapped her bikini strap and they held
a look for so long that Daisy exclaimed, “That’s gross!”
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Suddenly Marnie was back in the AA meeting, but the soft pink glow
of the memory remained. She turned and smiled at Jules beside her. Jules,
who had been so kind, who had come as soon as Marnie had phoned her
this morning from outside the liquor store. “Wait there,” Jules had or-
dered. “And don’t move a muscle. I'll be with you in ten.”

Marnie closed her eyes. The remnants of the mood of the day by the
river had wrapped itself around her. It had been wonderful. Full of love, in
every single word and action and thought. All she had ever wanted had
been right there.

But where was it? As the memory receded, Marnie realized she
didn’t recognize that riverbank. In fact, she was sure she’d never been
to that place. And the girls looked older then than they did now: Daisy
had been missing two of her milk teeth; Verity’s squint was gone. Even
she and Nick were different. She’d put on some weight, her hair was
longer, Nick’s hair was grayer. How could that be?

But it had happened, she was certain of it. It wasn’t a dream or a fan-
tasy, it was a memory.

Then she understood it all. It was a memory, of course it was a mem-
ory. It had really happened. It just hadn’t happened yet.

She opened her eyes. Every person in the room was still smiling at her.
“My name is Marnie.”
Their smiles widened. “Hi, Marnie.”

“And I'm an alcoholic.”

bOlCI

SATORDAY, MARCH 21, 7:.01 A.m.

Buzzer ringing. Excessively early. Local skanger kids always at that lark.
Youthful hijinks—Ilet’s wake up silly purple-haired girl! I usually man-
age wry twist of lips at their skangy high-spirits, but not this morning.

In no mood. Very tired. Have not slept well for entire week—since last
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weekend’s jaunt to Knockavoy. The entire Considine/Chloe business
confusing, upsetting, distressing. Had done much brooding.

Buzzer rang again. Pulled duvet over head.

Rang again. God’s sake! Flung duvet aside with narky flourish,
stomped to entry phone in my pajamas, and said firmly, “Fuck off, local
skanger kids, and let me have my sleep.” (They respect use of “lan-
guage.”)

“Sorry to wake you,” voice said. Not voice of local skanger kids! In-
stead sexy bogger voice, the voice of Considine!

“ .. What on earth you doing here? You think Dublin is total dump of
a place.”

“Is total dump of a place,” he said.

“So why you here?”

“Don’t make me say it, Lola.” Said in low sexy mutter. “Not out here
on the street. Gang of young fellas in hoodies already laughing at my
car.”

“Make you say what?” Mystified.

Pause. Heavy sigh. Further low sexy muttering. “I love you, Lola
Daly.”

This short—frankly, stunning—admission accompanied by explo-
sion of raucous laughter and catcalls from (can only conclude) local
skangers. Disembodied skangful voice shrieked, “The mulchie with the
crap car thinks he’s in with a shout with Lola.”

“Is that true?” I asked. Very early in the morning, all very unexpected,
lack of sleep distorting reality. This might be lovely news, but afraid to
trust—

“Yeh! The mulchie’s car is crap!”

(“Mulchie” 1s hybrid word. Conflation of “culchie” and “mucker.”)

Enough of this three-way conversation! Local skangers cruel. Needed
to save Considine. Humble culchie man.

“Considine,” I said firmly. “You are coming in. When you hear buzz-
ing noise, push door. Not pull, push—"

“Is okay, Lola. Know how it works.” Sarcastic addition. “Read about it
in a book.”

Aha! Our old friend cranky-arse not entirely dead and buried!

Pressed button, opened my front door. Considine appeared. Unkempt,
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stridey, sexy. Into my flat. Maleness, muscles, general delicious manli-
ness. Pulled me to him.

Looked up into his face. His mouth very near mine.

“That thing you just said,” I said. “You say it again, please?”

“Dublin total dump of a place?” But he was laughing. Very, very hand-
some when laughs. Oh, very handsome. “You mean part when I said I
love you?”

“Yes, that bit.”

“I' love you, Lola Daly.”

“This news has come as surprise,” I admitted. “Chloe—"

“Yes, misunderstanding,” he said. “Wanted to lure you back to
Knockavoy with Chloe. Thought you loved Chloe.”

“Do love Chloe. But—and cannot understand this, Considine—Ilove
you more.”

Both of us somewhat startled. Stared at each other in shock. Eventually
he said, “Don’t mean to alarm you, but you used word ‘love’ just there.”

Replayed sentence in head. “Yes, [ did.”

“You mean it?”

Thought about it, about how much had missed him since had left
Knockavoy in January, how every tiny thing had reminded me of him.
“Yes, Considine, would appear that I do.”

His hold on me tightened. “Lola, Lola,” he sighed, as if mightily re-
lieved. “Christ, you've noidea . . .” Shook his head. “Couldn’t stop think-
ing about you after you left on Monday, nothing new there though, think
about you all the time, day and . . . night.” Liked the way he said “night.”
Sexy-sounding word.

“Knew had done something wrong,” he said. “Had misread what you
wanted. Going out of my mind. Bad week. Couldn’t sleep. Last night,
decided, that’s it! Had to get in car and find you. I drove all night.”
Sexy-sounding sentence.

“If you drove all night,” I said, “you must have gone via Morocco.
Only three-and-a-half-hour journey.”

He laughed. Again! Like comedy festival around here!

“You serious about this?” I asked.

“More serious than . . . trying to think of something very serious.”

“Bowel cancer? Anna Wintour? Rise in ocean levels?”
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“All of them.”

Impressive. Anna Wintour very serious, I believe.

“Come on.” I got my car keys.

“Where are we going?”

“To see my mum.”

“Should I wear a tie?”

Considered him. Jeans, black fleece, stampy-style boots. “No, you

have your look, working it well.”

At the cemetery three kids noisily playing football around a grave. Disre-
spectful. Until realized it was their little brother who had died and they
had made him goalie.

Life so very, very precious.

Picked our way through the graves, until got to Mum.

“Mum, this is Considine.”

“Nice to meet you, Mrs. Daly,” Considine said to her headstone.

Think Mum said, “Nice to meet you too,” but hard to hear her be-
cause football children shouting, “Yessss!” and “Nooooo!” and other
football words.

“She says nice to meet you too,” I said (because she probably did, she is
tremendously polite). “Now, Considine, I need to have little private chat
with her.”

“I go away?”

“No, s silent chat. You may stay.”

We both sat on little curb and in my head I said, “Take good look at
him, Mum. Now, not your fault you had to die and leave me, but really
need your advice. Afraid to trust own judgment after de Courcy. What
you think about this cranky trannie who lives on other side of country?”

Voice in head answered, “He is not cranky.”

“Yes, but—"

“He is not trannie either.”

“True—"

“Admittedly he does live on other side of country, but is very small
country.”

“Please do not mention Kildare bypass.”
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“Do you love him?”

“Yes, Mum.”

“Then you have to go for it.”

Moment of doubt. Was I only telling self what wanted to hear?

“Mum, are you really there?”

“Yes!” one of the kids yelled. My anxiety dispersed—had not imag-
ined that voice—and at same time sun shook itself free of cloud and
beamed sudden yellow light down on us all.

“Mum, tell me honestly, will it be okay?”

“Yes!” the kid yelled again.

“You quite sure?”

“Yes, yes, yes!”
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This book took an embarrassingly long time to write; also my short-term
memory isn't what it was—apparently this is what happens when you're
perimenopausal (not menopausal, I should stress, that’s still decades away,
and by the time it happens I'll be grand again and back winning
Mastermind)—so there’s a very good chance that someone may have
given me invaluable help at an early stage in the book and that I've now
completely forgotten. If you are that person, [ am truly sorry.

Thank you to my editor, Alison Callahan, for editing me with such
sensitivity and flair. I'm extremely grateful to everyone on the team at
HarperCollins for their friendship, enthusiasm, and phenomenal hard
work on behalf of my books.

Likewise, heartfelt thanks go to my agent, Emma Parry, for her un-
stinting support.

Thank you to Bob Holt, who, along with his sons, Bobby, Billy, and
Jamie Holt, paid a weighty sum of money to the Bobby Moore Fund for
Cancer Research UK for his wife, Marilyn Holt, to appear as a character
in this book.

Likewise thank you to Angus Sprott, who handed over a similarly
hefty wedge to Breast Cancer Campaign in order to have his name appear
as a character.

As with all my other books, several people have acted as guinea pigs,
reading the book as I wrote it, suggesting changes and improvements.

Yes, many improvements. Although I may have cried at the time, I would
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like to stress that I am in fact very grateful for this service. Thank you,
Chris Baines, Suzanne Benson, Jenny Boland, Ailish Connolly, Debbie
Deegan, Susan Dillon, Caron Freeborn, Gai Griffin, Gwen Hollings-
worth, Cathy Kelly, Mammy Keyes, Ljiljana Keyes, Rita-Anne Keyes,
Kate Thompson, Eileen Prendergast, and Louise Voss.

Special thanks to AnneMarie Scanlon, who helped with my research
and baldly demanded answers to the questions I was too morto to ask.
And extra-special thanks to my sister Caitriona Keyes, who has given me
so many funny stories and sayings over the years, that I have nicked
shamelessly. In a belated attempt to give her credit for all her contribu-
tions, this book is dedicated to her.

As always, thank you to my beloved Tony, without whom none of this
would be possible.

A quick explanatory note: part of this book is set in the unattractive,
broken-veined world of Irish politics, and I've taken the liberty of chang-
ing the names of Ireland’s two main political parties from Fianna Fail
and Fine Gael to the Nationalist Party of Ireland and the Christian
Democrats. This wasn't an attempt to avoid a libel suit—I really do
think Irish politicans are as hideous as they appear in these pages, worse,
if anything—it was just an attempt to make pronunciation etc. a bit easier
for non-Irish readers. Also, the term “TD” indicates a member of the
Irish parliament (called the Dail, which is located in Leinster House).
Finally, most Irish governments are coalitions. (This is probably all the
explanation you'll need.)

While writing this book I had to do tons of research, which I abso-
lutely hate, but people were incredibly generous with their time and
patience. Any mistakes are mine. Thank you to Martina Devlin; Mary
O’Sullivan; Madeleine Keane; Barry Andrews, TD (see, “TD,” you know
what that means now!); Ben Power; “Amanda”’; “Chloe”’; Natalie; and all
the girls.

Thank you to Andrew Fitzsimons for “fabulize.”

Thank you to everyone at Women'’s Aid, at both the Irish and British
offices. And finally thank you to all the survivors of domestic violence
who—anonymously—told me what had happened to them. When writ-

ing this book, it was my humble intention to honor their stories.



About the Author

MARIAN KEYES is the bestselling author of nine novels and two essay
collections. She lives in Ireland with her husband and their two imaginary
dogs.

www.mariankeyes.com

Visit www.AuthorTracker.com for exclusive information on your favorite
HarperCollins author.



ALSO BY

Cyv(arian gCeyes

FICTION

Anybody Out There?

The Other Side of the Story
Sushi for Beginners
Angels
Last Chance Saloon
Rachel’s Holiday
Lucy Sullivan Is Getting Married

Watermelon

NONFICTION

Cracks in My Foundation (stories and essays)

Under the Duvet (essays)



Credits

Designed by Susan Yang
Jacket photographs: woman by © Michael Trevillion/

Trevillion Images; man by Jose Luis Pelaez Inc./Photolibrary



Copyright

This book is a work of fiction. The characters, incidents, and dialogue are
drawn from the author’s imagination and are not to be construed as real. Any
resemblance to actual events or persons, living or dead, is entirely
coincidental.

THIS CHARMING MAN. Copyright © 2008 by Marian Keyes. All rights
reserved under International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. By
payment of the required fees, you have been granted the non-exclusive, non-
transferable right to access and read the text of this e-book on-screen. No part
of this text may be reproduced, transmitted, down-loaded, decompiled,
reverse engineered, or stored in or introduced into any information storage
and retrieval system, in any form or by any means, whether electronic or
mechanical, now known or hereinafter invented, without the express written
permission of HarperCollins e-books.

Adobe Acrobat eBook Reader May 2008
ISBN 978-0-06-166330-7

10987654321



= HarperCollins e-books

About the Publisher

Australia

HarperCollins Publishers (Australia) Pty. Ltd.
25 Ryde Road (PO Box 321)

Pymble, NSW 2073, Australia

http://www.harpercollinsebooks.com.au

Canada

HarperCollins Publishers Ltd.

55 Avenue Road, Suite 2900
Toronto, ON, M5R, 3L2, Canada

http://www.harpercollinsebooks.ca

New Zealand

HarperCollinsPublishers (New Zealand) Limited
P.O.Box 1

Auckland, New Zealand

http://www.harpercollinsebooks.co.nz

United Kingdom
HarperCollins Publishers Ltd.
77-85 Fulham Palace Road
London, W6 8]B, UK

http://www.uk.harpercollinsebooks.com

United States

HarperCollins Publishers Inc.
10 East 53rd Street

New York, NY 10022

http://www.harpercollinsebooks.com





