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For my readers.

You are a drop in a gigantic ocean but you mean the world to
me.


A Note from the Author

 


Dear
reader,

 


The
story you are about to read is set in my home city of Dublin. It
may not seem this way to strangers, but it is in fact a very small
place. Lives can be interconnected in little ways that may seem
unbelievable, but are actually very possible given how tiny the
city, and indeed the country, really is. My heroine, Jade, works in
a concert hall that is loosely based on but not a one hundred
percent accurate portrayal of the National Concert Hall on
Earlsfort Terrace. Similarly, my hero Shane is the concertmaster of
an orchestra that is loosely based on but not a one hundred percent
accurate portrayal of the RTÉ National Concert Orchestra. Just a
short walk from the concert hall is Grafton Street, where Jade
busks as a street performer, and just around the corner from
Grafton Street is St. Steven’s Green, where Jade’s mother used to
sell her paintings. If all this information seems random, I promise
it will make better sense once you’ve read the story. However, if
like Jade you are a dreamer at heart, you can simply choose to put
it all down to destiny.

 


I sincerely hope you enjoy Still
Life with Strings.

 



Yours,

 


L.H.
Cosway.
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At
eighteen years of age, he never knew true grief until he saw her
crying on the six o’clock news.

It was
so palpable he could almost mould it with his hands.

His
fingers itched to create a melody that would be the musical
embodiment of her mourning.

So he
picked up his violin and began to play.


 One

 


They
call me the Blue Lady.

The more
poetic would say a dark angel, or an unexpected, fantastical
surprise standing upon the mundane street. I wear a long midnight
blue dress, a matching wig, white paint on my hands and face, and
glorious, feathery blue wings affixed to my back.

I feel like a gap in reality, a moment where people can pause
mid-stride and say in a breathy, wonder-filled voice,
wow, look at that. For
the more cynical, wow, look at that
nutjob.

Perhaps
for a moment someone will think that they’ve stepped into a world
where normal is not the rule anymore, that the extraordinary is.
That my wings aren’t false but real, that my skin is really this
white, my hair really this blue.


Unfortunately, none of it is real.

But it’s
nice, isn’t it, for a brief moment to imagine that it
is?

In
reality I’m a twenty-six-year-old woman with a stack of bills I’m
struggling to pay and two younger siblings who are reliant on me to
keep a roof over their heads, clothes on their backs, and food in
their bellies.

I do
this living statue act whenever I have the free time. It gives me
an artistic outlet, while also making me some much-needed cash on
the side. Admittedly, I don’t normally do it at one o’clock in the
morning in the middle of Grafton Street, but it’s a Saturday. That
means there’ll be lots of tourists. More to the point, lots of
drunk tourists with loose pockets and even looser inhibitions about
who they hand over their cash to – such as women who stand very
still while dressed like a Manga fairy.

I stare directly ahead, unblinking, controlling my breathing
using a qigong method, just as I hear the recognisable loutish shouting and
laughter of a stag party up ahead. When they come into my line of
sight, I see that they’re all wearing black T-shirts with their
nicknames written across the back and Jack’s Stag Weekend across the
front.

No
shit.

I am an
island, an inanimate object among the to and fro of humanity. I
brace myself for the possibility that the stag party is going to be
trouble. Moments later, one guy stands in front of me, waving his
hand in my face and trying to get me to blink. How
original.


Sometimes I feel like those guards who stand outside
Buckingham Palace. And like those long-suffering buggers, I have
also perfected the art of remaining still and giving no reaction at
all.

“Are you blue all over?” he slurs with a drunken sideways
grin.

As a
street performer, you have to take the rough with the smooth. When
you put yourself out there, you’re going to encounter every facet
of society: the good, the bad, and the drunk off their arses. Kids
are the best. They haven’t yet lost the sense of wonder that makes
them stare up at you and truly believe you’re some sort of
blue-fairy-bird-woman-thing.

“That’s a real nice rack,” says another of the stag
partiers.

Yeah, you try carrying it around all day and dealing with the
back problems, and then tell me how nice it is, I think. Soon they lose interest and continue on their way.
A half an hour passes, and several more pedestrians throw some
coins into my hat.

The moon
is full tonight, a round white orb perched amid the stars. I want
to go up there and see what everything looks like from on high. I
flutter my wings and prepare for flight, flapping them through the
air and then leaping into the sky. My ascent is an easy one. I
pluck a star out of the blackness and stick it in my blue hair as
an adornment. When I reach the moon, I find a comfortable spot and
sit. Leaning my chin on my hand, I gaze back down at the street.
The people look like tiny black ants, the buildings like less
brightly coloured blocks of Lego.

I blink,
and I’m back on my box, back on the street. I was never really on
the moon. My wings are a pretty accessory, but they’re useless for
flying. Sometimes I can imagine things so hard that I feel like
they’re really happening.

My eyes
catch on a group of people I recognise. They all play in the
symphony orchestra at the concert hall where I work as a ticket
attendant and bartender. I don’t talk to most of them, but I’m
friends with a couple of the ladies. I know that one of the
violinists is leaving to move to Australia with his family, so
tonight must be his big send-off.

Often on
my breaks I’ll sit at the back of the hall and watch their
rehearsals, allowing myself to be swept away with the music. My
favourite sound is at the very beginning of their performances,
when all the instruments clamour together to get in tune. It builds
up this addictive sense of anticipation.

I envy
their lives as musicians, travelling the world and playing for
amazing audiences in historic venues. It’s so much more beautiful
than the life I live. I think a lot about the fact that I’m
constantly near these people, and yet my reality is so far removed
from theirs.

None of
them even know that the woman with the painted skin dressed all in
blue is the same inner-city girl who sells tickets for their
concerts and serves them drinks at the bar after their
practices.

In a way
it’s quite a wonderful feeling. For a moment I am unchained from my
own humdrum identity.

By the
time I withdraw from these thoughts, the orchestra musicians are
gone. Slowly, I turn my head slightly to the left and find a new
position. I stand in the same pose for fifteen minutes at a time,
and then I’ll make an almost imperceptible move to ease some of the
strain. It takes willpower and the patience of a saint to do this.
Fortunately, I’ve had years of practice being responsible for my
younger siblings.

I’m all
about the willpower, especially since I’m a recovering alcoholic
who works in a bar. Most people say that to properly get over an
addiction, you have to purge all presence of the drug from your
life. I take a different approach. The fact that I can be around
alcohol and not drink it, well, I like to think that makes me
stronger. It’s been five years, and I haven’t touched a
drop.

Anyway,
what with jobs being so thin on the ground these days, I can’t
exactly afford to be picky. You’ll be amazed by what you can
achieve when necessity sets in.

Once I
settle in my new position, I notice a man standing by the shuttered
window of a shop on the other side of the street. He’s got brown
hair in what my mother would have called a “gentleman’s haircut”
when she was alive. It’s all neatly combed and swept to the side.
His facial features are exotic yet not, giving the impression that
he was born of a white father and an Asian mother — or vice
versa.

He’s
just standing there staring at me, looking fascinated and a small
bit lost. I sometimes encounter people like this. Adults who see me
and are touched by whatever emotion my appearance has managed to
evoke in them.

These
are the things I live for. Aside from the money, it’s the main
reason why I do this.

Up until
this moment, though, I’ve never had someone I’m attracted to show a
similar sort of wonder. His eyes crinkle in a smile. I think he
knows that I’ve noticed him. A couple who have also been watching
me for several minutes finally drop some money in my hat, and I
give them a small bow for their generosity.

My legs
are starting to get a little too stiff, so I decide it’s time to
call it a night. Stretching my arms up over my head and stepping
down off my box, I pick up my money hat, fold it in half, and shove
it into the box.

The
beautiful man across the street stands up straight when he sees me
move. I pull off my wig and stick that in the box, too, loosening
my real hair out of the tight bun I’d had it in under the wig.
Making sure not to damage the feathers, I shrug out of the wings
and place them inside as well.

When I
glance up, the man is standing before me, too close almost. His
eyes are a deep golden brown, like a glass of fine brandy, and his
features have a delicate masculinity. Strong yet
vulnerable.

“Hello there,” I say with a hint of amusement, pulling my long
cardigan from the box and shuffling out of my blue dress. I always
wear a light slip underneath.

“Hey,” the man replies, watching as I fold the dress neatly
and place it in the box before ducking into my cardigan. “You’re
blonde,” he says then, eyes on my hair.

I’d
expected him to be foreign, given his semi-exotic appearance, but
his accent is middle-class Dublin through and through.

“That I am,” I answer, giving him a look as if to say,
are we done here?

It’s
almost two in the morning, but the street still has quite a few
people on it, so I don’t really feel on edge about this stranger
standing near enough that we’re practically touching.

His gaze
travels down to my feet, a wry smile shaping his lips when he takes
in my black biker-style boots. As he scans my bare legs, I feel a
shiver run down my back, lingering erotically at the base of my
spine.

Hmm, it
has been a while, and this man is utterly gorgeous. He’s wearing a
dark suit with a white shirt, no tie. He hovers over me, standing
only a couple of inches taller. His breath whispers across my skin,
smelling faintly of gin.

“Would you like to have a drink with me?” he asks, reaching
out to run a hand through the waves at the end of my long
hair.

Despite
his forwardness, it feels good to be touched. Sometimes it seems
like no one ever touches me like this — just for the sake of it. I
had a really stressful day with my younger brother Pete acting the
brat; a little relief would be nice. A bit of physical interaction.
Some skin on skin.


Something thickens in the air between us as we make eye
contact. The man sucks in a quick breath, his gaze flickering back
and forth over my features.

Once I
have everything put away, I close my box, pulling it along on its
wheels.

“How about a quick shag instead?” I ask back,
uncharacteristically brazen. It’s the middle of the night, and I’m
never going to see this man again. He’s just what I need. A pretty
stranger to lose myself in, to make me feel new again for a short
while.

He
laughs out loud, thinking I’m joking. Then his eyes widen and his
nostrils flare when he realises I’m being serious. A touch of red
colours his cheeks, possibly displaying his embarrassment. His hand
moves from my hair to my neck and strokes downward to my
collarbone. He might be embarrassed by my proposition, but he wants
exactly what I want. I can tell.

“Okay, Bluebird, that sounds much better,” he says, breathing
harshly now.

Taking
his hand, I lead him away from the main street and down a dark,
secluded alleyway. I rest my box against the wall, and seconds
later he’s on me. Hands in my hair, lips on my lips, tongue in my
mouth caressing my tongue. He tastes nice, like toothpaste and an
expensive dinner. I undo three buttons on his shirt, slipping my
hand inside and feeling his taut nipples and hard, muscular pecs
beneath.

His
hands move along my bare thighs to the backs of my knees, where he
applies pressure and pulls my legs up around his waist. He holds me
there, my back pressed hard against the concrete wall. His erection
hits me right between the thighs now, nudging exquisitely in and
out. All of his embarrassment has disappeared, his lust overriding
it.

“You smell great,” he rasps, sucking on my neck. “You want me
up inside you, Bluebird?”

“Yes, hurry,” I moan, allowing my face to fall to the hollow
between his shoulder and neck. His hand slips inside my knickers,
and he groans when he encounters my wetness. He shoves a finger in
experimentally, and when I cry out he allows another to join
it.

I reach
down and fumble with his belt, undoing his trousers and pulling
them down just enough to free his cock. The next thing I know, he’s
tugging my knickers all the way down my legs and shoving them into
his pocket. He rummages in his other pocket and whips out a condom,
which I suppose isn’t too unusual a thing for a man out late on a
Saturday night to carry around with him.

Rolling
it on, he lifts his head to meet my gaze. He tilts his neck to the
side, those gorgeous golden eyes hooded with desire. I don’t make a
habit of propositioning random men on the street, and yet I have to
admit that none of my previous one-night stands have ever
progressed this quickly — or this smoothly. Usually there’s a bit
of awkward fumbling before a rhythm is found, if at all, but with
this guy it feels so natural. I guess the late hour has brought out
my uninhibited, adventurous side.

He
positions his cock at my entrance, still holding my gaze, and
pushes slowly into me, letting out a guttural, “Fuck.”

I lock
my legs tight around his waist, and he grips me firmly before he
starts pumping into me fast. In this moment we’re base and
animalistic. No reservations, no pretences, just two people seeking
relief and some small piece of a human connection.

“You feel…really good,” he groans, flicking his tongue along
my earlobe.

“Yeah, go harder,” I whisper, needing to be fucked so hard
that I fall into the pleasure and forget.

“You’re a dirty, beautiful little thing, aren’t you?” he says,
a glorious smile on his face. He lets go of one of my legs and
pulls down the strap of my slip, my cardigan hanging loosely at my
elbows. Then he pulls free one of my breasts and moulds it with his
palm, pinching the nipple. I sigh and undulate, biting my lower
lip.

“I’ll be whatever you want me to be — just fuck me harder,” I
tell him, throwing my head back when he thrusts up into me
deep.

His eyes
grow dark as he zeroes in on my mouth, then captures it with his
lips. He slides his tongue in and out, as though mimicking the
motion of his cock inside me. When he withdraws for air, I notice
he’s got some of my shimmery white face paint on his cheeks and
stains of it on the shoulders of his suit. For some reason, it
makes me smile.

“You like that?” he growls and I nod, unable to find my
voice.

His
thrusts become even faster, harder, as he reaches down between my
legs and rubs at my clit, coaxing me to orgasm. I can tell he’s
going to come soon, so I let go, allowing myself to climax along
with him.

He’s got
a delirious look on his face as he spurts into me, letting out a
long, deep, stomach-clenching groan. The noise is the essence of
male sexuality. My orgasm hits me quick and intense, shattering
through my system.

He holds
me there long after he’s come, stroking my hair away from my face
and cupping my cheeks. “I think I might have dreamt you,” he
breathes, kissing one side of my mouth and then the
other.

That
makes me grin wide. What a romantic thing to say to a woman who let
you shag her minutes after you just met.

“You’re a sweetheart,” I reply, giving him a soft kiss goodbye
and then dropping my legs to the ground. I take a moment to right
myself, fixing my cardigan back in place. Then I walk over to my
box and grab the handle.

“So, I’ll see you,” I say, dipping my head to him in
farewell.

He’s
still leaning against the wall, trying to catch his breath. For a
split second he seems taken aback by my abrupt departure, and then
his cheeks redden like before.

“Yeah, see you, Bluebird,” he replies with a sombre
smile.

Feeling
him follow me out onto the street, I turn right at St. Steven’s
Green in the direction of home. For a while it feels like he’s
still behind me, but a minute or two later when I summon up the
courage to look, he’s gone.

Perhaps
it wasn’t that he dreamt me. Perhaps I was the one who dreamt
him.


 Two

 


I live
in an area of inner-city Dublin known as “the Liberties.” There’s a
historical reason for the name, but essentially it’s similar to
what they call “the Projects” in America. The name is ironic,
because there’s very little that’s liberating about living here. In
fact, it often feels like the opposite way around.

My house
is on a street close to St. Patrick’s Cathedral, a short walk from
where I had the encounter with my nameless stranger. I smell his
cologne on me, something citrus and fresh. His spit and his sweat
linger, too. It dawns on me that I never even asked him his name.
When a soft breeze floats up my dress, I remember that he still has
my knickers stuck in his suit pocket.

The street is empty, apart from a group of teenage boys
hanging out at the end of the row of houses. I eye them as I pull
the front door key from my pocket and notice a familiar red
baseball cap. Oh, it better fucking not be. Taking a closer look, I
see that it is him, my fifteen-year-old brother Pete. For the last year or
so he’s been hanging out with a bad crowd. It’s been an absolute
nightmare trying to keep him on the straight and narrow.

Opening
the house door, I drop my box down in the hallway and then march my
way toward the group. They all begin nudging each other as they see
me approach, and then Pete turns around, a gigantic scowl on his
face.

“Get home now,” I tell him firmly, allowing my gaze to touch
on each individual present.

You
can’t be eye-shy with these little shits. You have to show them
that you mean business. It’s scary, because they’re all taller than
I am and most likely carrying weapons, but when you strip that
away, all you have left are scared little boys living in a world
with no privileges. Some of them are a good deal older than Pete,
too, maybe even eighteen or nineteen. And when eighteen- and
nineteen-year-olds are befriending boys Pete’s age, you know
there’s some variety of grooming going on.

“Piss off, Jade. I’ll go home when I’m ready,” Pete
hisses.

Not
bothering to retort, because I’m tired and want to go to bed, I
simply step forward, twist his arm behind his back in a simple
lock, and drag him away.

“Hey, let go, you fucking strong bitch,” he yells, clawing at
my hand.

It’s
true — I may not look it, but I am pretty strong, mainly because I
practice Tai Chi twice a week at my local community centre. A lot
of people don’t know that it isn’t all about waving your arms
through the air and meditating. It’s actually a martial art as
well. My teacher is a really cool hippy lady from France who only
charges a small fee for the classes.

A lanky,
well-built boy steps up and spits just short of my feet, a
snakelike grin shaping one end of his mouth. He gives me a
squint-eyed look that only the truly inbred can do justice, and
calls, “Your sister’s a fucking freak, Pete. Why don’t you give her
a slap and teach her a lesson?”

“I’ll give you a bloody slap,” I shout back. “And don’t be
getting mouthy — I know your mother!”

I have
no clue who his mother is, but it’s a tried and tested threat that
always works to put wayward teenagers in their places.

He spits
on the ground one more time for good measure just as I shove Pete
into the house and slam shut the door.

When
we’re inside he pulls away from me, cheeks red, clearly fuming.
“Why’d you have to do that? You made a complete show of me,
Jade!”

“Good! If it keeps you away from scum like that, I’ll be happy
to make a show of you every day for the rest of your life.” I
pause, hand on my hip, taking in his appearance. He’s got grey bags
under his eyes and looks paler than usual. I’ve been suspicious
that he’s started smoking and selling marijuana, but I don’t yet
have any proof. “Is this what you want for yourself? Do you know
how long most teenagers who deal drugs last before they get caught
and sent to prison, Pete? Not very long, let me tell you,
especially considering how idiotically dumb most of them
are.”

“You’re the dumb one. You haven’t got a clue about anything. I
hate you.”

“If I’m the dumb one, then what does that make your
aesthetically challenged friend out there?”

Pete
mouths the words “aesthetically” and “challenged” to himself like a
question, shaking his head.

“Whatever, Jade. Damo knows his stuff. He’s headed for big
things. He’s also going to set me up with some work. I’ll make a
tonne of money.”

“The only big thing Damo’s headed for is slopping out in
Mountjoy Prison. And if I see you anywhere near that tool again,
you’ll regret it. Now get to bed.”

“Fuck you.”

I roll my eyes. “Ah, so sweet. Get to bed.
Now.”

With
that, he turns on his heel and stomps loudly up the stairs. I drop
down onto the last step and breathe an exhausted sigh.

My
mother died four years ago from lung cancer. She lived a hard life
and smoked like a chimney, so it was only to be expected that the
big “C” would take her. I miss her every day. Her death meant that
at the ripe young age of twenty-two I had to step up and become the
guardian of my three younger siblings. Alec is twenty-one now, so I
don’t need to worry about him anymore, but I still have
fifteen-year-old Pete and April, who’s seventeen, to look out
for.

I know,
lucky me.

I love
them like crazy, but they aren’t little babies any longer, and
sometimes it’s a lot to deal with. The two of them are going to
send me into an early grave one of these days.

The
situation with Pete is pretty much self-explanatory, given the
fight we just had; he’s a confused, angry young man who lost his
mother too soon. But April I worry about for another reason
entirely. There’s been a couple of men way too old for her sniffing
around. I feel like a guard dog half the time, barking at them to
keep away.

Speaking
of dogs, our family Jack Russell terrier, Specky, is trotting her
way down the hall to me. We all named her Specky because she’s got
two little patches of brown around her eyes that look like a pair
of glasses. She nuzzles my hand and I pet her soft head, picking
her up and carrying her with me to my room. I don’t normally sleep
with her, but after what just transpired with Pete, I feel like I
need her company.

“I was with a man tonight, Specky,” I confide, and she lets
out a little yip upon hearing her name. “He just might be the most
beautiful man I’ve ever seen.”

Inside
my room, I plop Specky down on the bed and strip off my clothes. I
use a makeup wipe to remove the rest of the paint from my face and
hands, but it seems I’ve sweated most of it off already
anyway.

Climbing
under the cool sheets, I rest my head on the pillow, and Specky
snuggles into me. Seconds after I close my eyes, I’m dead to the
world.

At ten
o’clock the next morning, my alarm clock chimes and I reach out,
grumpily shutting it off. My shift at the concert hall doesn’t
start until twelve, so I allow myself an extra half an hour’s
sleep. When the scent of male cologne hits my nose, memories from
last night come flooding back to me in vivid detail. His hand on my
breast, his mouth on my neck, his eyes on my eyes.
Smouldering.

It was unlike any casual sexual encounter I’ve ever had. I
mean, the sex was actually good — really good. And considering it
happened in a dirty alleyway, standing
up, that’s saying something.

Once I’m
thinking of these things, I can’t get back to sleep, so I get up,
throw on a robe, and shuffle my way into the bathroom to take a
shower. As usual at this time on a Sunday morning, the house is
blessedly silent.

I work
through my morning routine: shower, dress, breakfast, and by
eleven-thirty I’m out the door. The walk to work takes fifteen
minutes, so I go slowly, perusing the news headlines in a corner
shop and buying a packet of mints.

I’m on
duty in the first-floor bar today. There’s a lunchtime concert on,
attracting elderly and middle-aged couples mostly. Young people
don’t really go in for classical music, which is a shame, because
getting to listen to it on a weekly basis has become something of a
love affair for me. Just the sound of it gives me hope for a better
life for me and my siblings. A life where I don’t have to worry
about my kid brother going to prison or my teenage sister falling
pregnant.

It’s
funny that I’ve become the parent figure in our house, because I’m
actually the only member of my family with a different father from
the others. That’s why there’s a slight gap in our ages. My dad was
a plumber from Galway whom my mother met at the wedding of a mutual
friend. Two months after I was born, he got knocked over by a car
and killed while walking home from the shop.

My siblings’ father’s name is Patrick. Unfortunately,
he’s still alive. I
don’t mean to sound callous, but it would probably be better for
all of us if he weren’t.

He’s a
drinker and a gambler who lives with his girlfriend, Greta, on the
other side of the city in East Wall. Every once in a while he’ll
show up looking for money, or a place to stay if he and Greta have
had a fight. I can’t stand the man.

Making
my way inside the building, I slip in the back and put my bag away.
Then I head out to the bar. The place is already filling up, and I
serve the patrons their drinks. A whole lot of white wine (for the
middle-aged couples) and orange/cranberry juices/tea (for the
elderly.) Once the concert begins and everybody’s in the main hall,
I go to take a break and have a chat with my friend Lara, who works
in the box office out front most days.

We sit
down in the staff room with a cup of tea and some sandwiches, Lara
telling me about her three-year-old daughter’s latest attempt to
escape her crèche. When Lara works during the day, she has to use
child-minding services, and little Mia is constantly trying to run
away from them.

“I don’t blame her,” I tell Lara, laughing. “I wouldn’t trust
some of the women they employ in those places to mind my dog, let
alone my child. I remember Mum tried putting April in a crèche when
she was little, and she took her out of it after only a week, said
the workers were way too pushy and shouty.”

“God, that’s the perfect way to describe them. But I haven’t
got another choice at this point,” she says, rubbing at her
temples. “It’s a nightmare.”

“Hey, maybe I could get April to babysit for you. You know she
finished school a couple of months ago and still hasn’t managed to
find a job. That way Mia could be kept at home where she’s
comfortable. I bet it’s the strange environment and all the other
kids that upset her.”

“That’s actually not a bad idea. Run it by April and see what
she says.”

I smile
and sip on my tea, feeling like I’ve just killed two birds with one
stone. This babysitting thing will help out Lara, and will also
keep April busy and away from all those older men.

“So, did you go out busking last night?” Lara asks, breaking
my thoughts.

“Yep. Made eighty quid. Not too shabby. It was a godsend,
actually. I’m screwed money-wise for at least the next month. The
bills just keep piling up.”

“Ugh, I know the feeling.”

Soon
it’s time for the intermission, so I make my way back out to the
bar. A man in his fifties wearing a wedding band orders two glasses
of pinot grigio and eyes the top of my shirt, where there’s a small
hint of cleavage showing. He tells me I have nice hair and very
pretty green eyes. I take all his compliments with a polite but
reserved smile, wishing older men wouldn’t always pigeonhole me as
the young blonde they can have a wild, midlife crisis–style affair
with. I seem to put out certain vibes without being aware of it,
because I get hit on by these types all the time.

Once the
concert ends, the building slowly empties out, and I go about
cleaning up and restocking the bar for the evening event. Lara and
I take the same break again, and chat some more about this and
that.

Hours
later my shift is almost done when the floor manager, Ciaran, comes
and asks if I’ll make up refreshments for the musicians, who will
be spending some time at the bar once the building has finally been
emptied of patrons. I give him a quick nod and begin preparing some
water and juices, alongside a couple bottles of wine. I also set
out some peanuts and crisps in case they’re feeling
peckish.

Slowly,
the men and women from the symphony start filling the seats by the
bar. Noeleen, one of the trumpeters, slides into the stool in front
of me and asks for a shot of vodka. She’s a talkative middle-aged
woman with red hair, and one of the few musicians who I’m on
first-name terms with. She’s one of those people who will chat with
anyone; there could be a three-year-old sitting beside her, and
she’d start telling the kid about her recent colonic. I like that
about her.

I chat
with her for a minute before I get swept up serving drinks. I’ve
just handed two men their glasses of orange juice when I feel
someone’s eyes on me. Glancing quickly up, I get the most
unexpected surprise.

For a
short while time seems to move in slow motion, because standing
before me is my next customer, who also happens to be my handsome
stranger from last night. I pray that he doesn’t recognise me
without the face paint, but the look in his eyes tells me he knows
exactly who I am. How long has he been watching me? More to the
point, what on earth is he doing here?
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My voice
comes out scratchy when I say, “Uh, hi, what can I get
you?”

He tilts
his head, eyes hot, perusing me from top to bottom before he allows
his gaze to rest on my face. Suddenly, I feel flushed in my work
blouse and skirt.

“Hey, Bluebird,” he says, voice low. “Isn’t this a surprise?
I’ll have a gin and tonic, if you don’t mind.”

I nod
and go about making up his drink. A surprise is right. One of the
violinists takes a stool beside him. I recognise her because she
sits in the lobby a lot, drinking fancy coffees and reading bridal
magazines. I once asked Noeleen when her wedding is, but my
trumpeter friend simply gave me a wry look and shook her head,
telling me the woman’s name is Avery and that she’s not getting
married, she’s just obsessed with weddings. It made me feel really
sorry for her when I heard that.

She’s
got straight brown hair and nice eyes, but a slightly long nose
that makes her face less conventionally attractive than it would be
otherwise.

“Hi, Shane,” she greets my stranger politely. “How did you
find things? If you need any help getting settled, just say the
word.”

Shane.
Now I know his name and why he’s here. He’s in the orchestra. He
must have taken the place of the violinist who left. It dawns on me
that I had sex with a man who can create the beautiful music that
bewitches me. Suddenly, I feel this urgent need to witness him
play, to see him hold his instrument with those skilled hands of
his. I shake myself out of the thought.

Shane
turns to her with a pleasant smile. “I had a great first night,
thanks, Avery,” he says, his eyes landing on me for a moment as he
continues in a low voice, “And it just got better.”

Avery
misinterprets his statement as being directed at her, blushing and
letting out a delighted titter. Now I feel bad. Oh, well, I’ll let
her enjoy it. I set Shane’s gin and tonic down on the bar and then
look to her to see what she wants.

“Oh, could I have a sparkling water, please?”

“Sure, hon,” I reply, turning to the fridge to grab a bottle.
I slide a slice of lemon onto the rim of a glass, pour in some ice,
snap open the lid of the bottle, and put them down in front of her.
All the while I can feel Shane’s attention on me like a warm
caress.


Everybody seems to be set for the time being, so I wipe down
the counter and turn to talk with Noeleen again. I think I see
Shane perk his ears up to listen in to our conversation.

“What was the symphony you played tonight?” I ask her while
drying glasses. “I know I know it, but my brain is on a
go-slow.”

“It was Beethoven’s Ninth,” she answers. “What did you think
of the choir?”

“What I could hear from the bar sounded wonderful.”

“I agree,” she says, sipping on her wine. “My hand didn’t act
up, either, so it was an enjoyable performance all
’round.”

I give
her a sympathetic look. Noeleen has some wear and tear damage in
her fingers from years playing the trumpet. Her doctor says that
it’s most likely only going to get worse as time goes on; however,
it doesn’t stop her from playing. She’s been in various orchestras
for more than two decades now.

“Isn’t there anything the specialists can do about
it?”

“There are some therapies, but mostly they just throw
painkillers at me and hope for the best.”

Shaking
my head, I turn to serve a man who’s asking for a red wine. Shane’s
voice fills my ears then, requesting, “Oh, barkeep, could I get
another gin and tonic?”

I give
him a polite smile, wondering if he’s trying to be funny with the
“barkeep” bit. “Sure.”

Avery
chats away to him about brands of strings for the violin. As I’m
about to slide the glass across the bar, he instead reaches forward
and takes it from my hand, allowing his fingers to touch mine
briefly. My face gets hot and flushed. It’s like we’ve switched
places. Last night I was in the driving seat, and now he is. It’s
just really thrown me for a loop to see him here.

I never
thought I’d see him again, to be perfectly honest. I mean, it’s one
thing to proposition a guy on the street in the middle of the
night, but it’s another entirely to have him show up at your place
of work. Not only that, but he works here as well.

A memory
hits me of how I saw the orchestra musicians out last night, and it
was right before I’d noticed Shane watching me. Now it all makes
sense; he’d been with them.

He’s looking at me now like he wants to go for round two, and
no matter how nice that would be, it can’t happen. I swore myself
off relationships when I stopped drinking. It’s kind of like that
saying, once burned, twice shy.
Only in my case I was burned over and over again,
making me a million times shy.

The
whole point of last night with Shane was that he was a random
stranger. Someone I could have a heated encounter with and then let
drift into the recesses of my memory. Yet here he is, flesh and
bone and sexy, pretty manliness.

“What’s your name?” he asks.

Avery’s
chatter dies down as she realises he’s not paying attention to her
any longer.

“What’s yours?” I counter.

“Shane.”

I give
him a smirk. “Funny how we managed to forego first names, isn’t it?
I’m Jade. Pleased to meet you, Shane.”

I reach
out to shake his hand, and he takes my fingers into his warm palm
before releasing them.

I think
he’s blushing a little because of my comment, that adorable shyness
creeping back in that’s so at odds with his polished
confidence.

“So I guess I can stop calling you Bluebird, then,” he
whispers.

I smile
and joke, “I have you pegged. Women are all birds and bitches to
you, right?”

He gives
me a startled look, and I hold back a grin.

“I’m pulling your leg, hon,” I tell him, and the startled look
fades.

Several
moments of silence ensue before he regains his confidence. “So
what’s with the living statue thing? They don’t pay you enough here
or something?” He’s trying to be flirtatious now.

“That’s a hobby. And no, to answer your second question, they
don’t pay me enough here. Not when I’ve got two mouths to feed at
home.”

His brow
furrows before he asks, “Are you a mother, Jade?”

I let
out a small laugh and shake my head. “The look on your face! No, I
was referring to my younger brother and sister.” I lean against the
bar so that our faces are inches apart, then whisper, “I’m a poor
little orphan, Shane. You want to come rescue me?”

He
swallows, his Adam’s apple bobbing in his throat. My eyes flick to
Avery when I hear her make a small noise of surprise. Damn, I’d
almost forgotten she was listening to us.

“In what way do you need rescuing?” Shane asks back, his voice
gravelly.

I stand
up straight then and return to drying glasses.

“Contrary to popular belief, not all orphans need to be
rescued,” I tell him with a wink, and walk to the other end of the
bar. Soon the musicians begin to head home, and I finish closing up
for the night. When I look back to where Shane had been sitting, I
find he’s gone. Avery has left, too. Hmm, I wonder if he went home
with her.

I call
goodbye to a couple of other workers, hitching my bag up on my
shoulder and making my way out through the employee exit. I give a
surprised yelp when somebody emerges from the side of the building.
Clutching my chest, I see it’s only Shane carrying a violin case
and a small backpack.

“Shit, you scared me,” I exclaim, my breathing
fast.

He gives
me a sheepish grin. “Oops, sorry.” He pauses, biting at his full
bottom lip. “I’ve been waiting for you.”

Smiling
now, I reply, “Oh, yeah?”

“Yeah. I was, uh, wondering if I could take you out some
time?”

“Aren’t we past all that?” I ask.

He looks
to the ground and then back up at me, scratching at his jaw. “I
don’t think so.”

I take a step closer to him, putting my hand on his arm and
letting it drift lightly downward. He closes his eyes at my touch.
Wow, this guy really likes me. Like, really likes me. All those posh
women in his line of work must be prudes. Perhaps that’s why my
overly forward ways have him so affected.

“You don’t think so, Shane? So it wasn’t you who fucked my
brains out in the back of an alley last night?” I
whisper.

“Bloody hell, Jade,” he exclaims, looking around to make sure
there’s no one within hearing distance. Breathing heavily, he
continues, “That wasn’t my initial intention. I did actually mean
it when I said I wanted to have a drink with you. You’re amazingly
beautiful — in your costume and out of it.”

I smile
softly now. “You like my wings, honey?”

He nods.
“Very much so. Your appearance as a living statue is striking, to
say the least. I couldn’t look away when I saw you. You had this
expression on your face like you were imagining heaven.”

I give
him a full-on grin for that one. I don’t think I was imagining
heaven last night, but it’s a nice idea. Now I’m trying to remember
what I had actually been imagining, but it’s not coming to me. I
think I was just noticing him and thinking he was incredibly
attractive — him fucking me was pretty heavenly, though.

I smile
up at him. “Are you a bit of a poet, Shane?”

He
smiles back, and I see a dimple deepen in one of his
cheeks.

“Nope. Just a lowly violinist.”

I start
walking now and he moves, too, keeping pace with me. “Ah, I like a
bit of modesty in a man. So, you must be thrilled to have snagged a
place in the symphony. Where did you play before?”

His eyes
light up at the fact that I’m asking questions about him. “Yeah, I
was over the moon, actually. I had to do a number of auditions and
interviews. Up until about a year ago, I was in a string quartet.
We had a fairly large European following, so I got to do lots of
travelling.”

“Wow. That sounds exciting. What was your group’s
name?”

“The Bohemia Quartet. Ever heard of us?”

“Sorry, can’t say that I have. Do you have any
recordings?”

“Yeah, three albums. You can buy our stuff on iTunes.” He
gives me this cute little self-deprecating grin.

“Cool. I’m going to look you up sometime. So why did you
leave?”

His
shoulders slump as he shoves his hands in his pockets. “That’s a
depressing story.”

“I can deal with depressing,” I tell him.

He
shakes his head. “Nah, not tonight. Perhaps some other
time.”

“Okay. So are you planning on walking me all the way home?” I
ask, noticing we’re almost at the end of Harcourt Street
now.

Shane
glances up and down the road. “How much farther is your
place?”

“Five minutes from here. You can head off if you like. I might
see you around at work.” I begin walking away, but he rushes to
catch up with me.

“Hey, what’s your hurry? I can go another five
minutes.”

I stop
and turn to face him, giving him a sad look. He’s like an
enthusiastic puppy — a darkly exotic enthusiastic puppy.

“We’re not having sex again,” I state, getting straight to the
point.

He
blinks and sputters. “Is that what you think I’m after? Jade, I
just want to talk with you some more. I like you.”

Putting
my hand comfortingly on his chest, I tell him softly, “That’s
really sweet, and I’ve no problem talking. In fact, I’d love to be
friends, but I just need to know you understand that what went on
between us last night won’t be happening again. ’Kay?”

He
stares at me, and his eyes tilt downward. Great, now I’ve kicked
the puppy. For a moment I think he’s going to argue with me, but
then he simply replies, “I’d love to be friends, too.”

He gives
me a small smile, one which I return. “Friends it is, then. Come
on, buddy. Walk me home.”

A few
minutes later we’re approaching my house. I take a glance at the
group of boys who seem to be continually camped out at the end of
the street. Then I breathe a relieved sigh when I confirm that Pete
isn’t with them.

Pulling
my keys from my bag, I turn to Shane. “Well, this is me. Thanks for
the chat. It was good talking to you. Hopefully we can do it again
soon.”

He
stands at the end of my front step, hands dug into his pockets. He
doesn’t say anything, but he’s staring at me, real
intense.

“What are you looking at me like that for?” I ask, letting out
a small nervous laugh.

“I’ve never met a girl like you before,” he says.

What am
I, a mermaid or something?

“Well, I wouldn’t imagine many of the girls from around here
hang out with men who play the violin, nor do they attend any
string quartet concerts,” I reply jokingly, gesturing over to a
couple of girls standing by a house across the street, puffing on
cigarettes in their pyjama bottoms, massive gold hoop earrings in
their ears.

Shane
looks to them and then back at me. “No, I don’t suppose they do.
You know, I’ve never actually been in this part of the city
before.”

“No, I don’t suppose you have,” I say, teasing him.

He
narrows his eyes, giving me a tight-lipped smirk. “I, uh, don’t
think I remember the way back.”

I laugh.
“Well, that was silly, now, wasn’t it? Where do you
live?”

“Ranelagh. I was going to catch a cab.”

“In that case, come on inside and I’ll call one for you. My
neighbour Barry drives a taxi. He’ll do you a discount if he knows
you’re a friend of mine.”

I turn
my key in the door and step into the hallway, my ears immediately
getting blasted with loud rap music. Great. I forgot my brother
Alec usually has his friends around for a few beers on a Sunday
night.

“Sorry about the noise. It’s just my brother and his mates.
Come on into the kitchen.”

I
gesture for him to take a seat at the table. “Do you want some tea
while you’re waiting?”

“I’d love some.”

I put on
the kettle and then pick up my phone to call Barry. It rings out
twice before he answers.

“Jade, what can I do for you, love?”

“A friend of mine needs a lift out to Ranelagh. Are you
free?”

“I will be in about fifteen minutes. You at your house or
somewhere else?”

“My house.”

“Right, give me half an hour, tops. I’ll beep when I’m
outside.”

“Great. Thanks, Barry.”

The
music coming from the living room gets louder, and I find it
hilarious when Shane furrows his brow as though offended. I can’t
blame him. If I spent my life playing classical music, I’d be
offended by rap, too.

I bang
my fist on the wall, shouting, “Keep it down, Alec.”

The
volume lowers, and I go about making the tea. A minute later Alec
walks into the kitchen, opening the fridge to take out more beers.
My eldest brother is a sight to behold these days. He’s been
working for a construction company, so all the hard labour has
bulked him up, and he’s taken to tattoos in a big way. He’s already
got a full sleeve on his right arm and is building another on the
left. His light brown hair, the same shade as that of all my
siblings, is cut in a Mohawk down the centre of his
head.

“Sorry about the music, Jade. Some of the boys got carried
away.” He notices Shane then and gives him the once-over. The two
couldn’t be any more opposite: Shane in his black shirt and slacks,
and Alec in his jeans and ratty T-shirt.

“You a friend of Jade’s?” he asks, taking the cigarette that
had been resting behind his ear and lighting it up.

“Yeah, he is. This is Shane. Shane, this is my brother,
Alec.”

“Nice to meet you, bud,” says Alec, reaching across the table
to give Shane’s hand a sturdy shake. What with his appearance and
his deep inner-city accent, Alec can come across like a bit of a
scary bastard, but he’s actually a really amiable guy. He’s the
funniest fucker I know, brilliant sense of humour. You’ll never
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