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For Kate






For yesterday is but a dream,
 And tomorrow is only a vision:
 But today well lived
 Makes every yesterday a dream of happiness,
 And every tomorrow a vision of hope.

Look well, therefore, to this day.

SANSKRIT PROVERB
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One





AT THE CHROME-AND-GLASS Camden restaurant the skinny hostess ran her purple nail down the book and muttered, “Casey, Casey, where’ve you got to? Here we are, table twelve. You’re the—”

“First to arrive?” Katherine finished for her. She couldn’t hide her disappointment because she’d forced herself, every fiber in her body resisting, to be five minutes late.

“Are you a Virgo?” Purple Nails swore by astrology.

At Katherine’s nod, she went on, “It’s your destiny to be pathologically punctual. Go with it.”

A waiter called Darius, with dreadlocks in a Hepburnesque topknot, pointed Katherine in the direction of her table, where she crossed her legs and shook her layered bob back off her face, hoping this made her look poised and unconcerned. Then she pretended to study the menu, wished she smoked, and swore blind that the next time she’d try to be ten minutes late.

Maybe, as Tara regularly suggested, she should start going to Anal-Retentives Anonymous.


Seconds later Tara arrived, uncharacteristically on time, clattering across the bleached beech floor, her wheat-colored hair flying. She wore an asymmetrical dress that glowed with newness, sang money, and—unfortunately—bulged slightly. Her shoes looked great, though. “Sorry I’m not late,” she apologized. “I know you like to have the moral high ground, but the roads and the traffic conspired against me.”

“It can’t be helped,” Katherine said gravely. “Just don’t make a habit of it. Happy birthday.”

“What’s happy about it?” Tara asked ruefully. “How happy were you on your thirty-first birthday?”

“I booked ten sessions of nonsurgical face-lifting,” Katherine admitted. “But don’t worry, you don’t look a day over thirty. Well, maybe a day…”

Darius bounced across to take Katherine’s drink order. But when he saw Tara a look of alarm flickered across his face. Not her again, he thought, stoically preparing for it to be a late one.

“Veen-ho?” Tara asked Katherine. “Or the hard stuff?”

“Gin and tonic.”

“Make it two. Right.” Tara rubbed her hands together with glee. “Where’s my coloring book and crayons?”

Tara and Katherine had been best friends since the age of four, and Tara had a healthy respect for tradition.

Katherine slid a colorful parcel across the table and Tara tore the paper off. “Aveda things!” she exclaimed, delighted.

“Aveda products are the thirty-something woman’s coloring book and crayons,” Katherine pointed out.

“Sometimes, though,” Tara said pensively, “I kind of miss the coloring book and crayons.”

“Don’t worry,” Katherine assured her. “My mother still buys them for you for every birthday.”

Tara looked up in hope.

“In another dimension,” Katherine said quickly.

“You look fantastic.” Tara lit a cigarette and wistfully checked out Katherine’s claret Karen Millen trouser suit.

“So do you. I love your dress.”

“My birthday present to myself. D’you know something?” Tara’s face darkened. “I hate shops that use those slanty forward mirrors so you think the dress makes you look slender and willowy. Like a poor fool I always reckon it’s because of the great cut, so it’s worth spending the debt of a small South American country on.” She paused to take a monumental drag from her cigarette. “Next thing you know, you’re at home with a mirror that isn’t slanty forward and you look like a pig in a frock.”

“You don’t look like a pig.”

“I do. And they wouldn’t give me a refund unless it had something wrong with it. I said it had plenty wrong with it, it made me look like a pig in a frock. They said that didn’t count. It needed something like a broken zipper. But I might as well wear it seeing as I went up to my Visa limit to buy it.”

“But you were already up to your Visa limit.”

“No, no,” Tara explained earnestly. “I was only up to my official limit.”

“Okay,” Katherine said faintly.

Tara picked up the menu. “Oh, look,” she said in anguish. “It’s all so delicious here. Please, God, give me the strength not to order a starter. Although I’m so hungry I could eat a child’s arse through the bars of a cot!”

“How’s the no-forbidden-foods diet going?” Katherine asked, although she could have guessed the answer.

“Gone,” exhaled Tara, looking ashamed.

“No harm done,” Katherine consoled.

“Exactly.” Tara was relieved. “What harm indeed. Thomas was raging, as you can imagine. But really! Imagine a diet that tells a glutton like me that nothing is forbidden. It’s a recipe for disaster.”

Katherine made murmury soothing noises, as she had every time over the past fifteen years when Tara had fallen off the food wagon. Katherine could eat exactly what she liked, precisely because she didn’t want to. From her glossy exterior she looked like the kind of woman who never had struggles with anything. The cool gray eyes that looked out from underneath her smooth dark bangs were assured and appraising. She knew this. She practiced a lot when she was on her own.

Next to arrive was Fintan, whose progress across the restaurant floor was observed by the staff and most of the clientele. Tall, big, and handsome, he wore a bright purple suit with buttonholes punched all over both sleeves, through which his lime-green shirt winked and twinkled. A plane could have landed on his lapels. Discreet murmuring of “Who’s he…?” “He must be an actor…?” “Or a model…?” rustled like autumn leaves, and the feel-good factor among the Friday-night diners experienced a marked surge. Truly, everyone thought, this is one stylish man. He spotted Tara and Katherine, who’d been watching him with indulgent amusement, and gave a huge smile. It was as if all the lights had been turned up.

“Gorgeous.” Katherine nodded at his suit.

When Fintan had arrived in London from County Clare twelve years previously, fresh from small-town repression, he’d set about reinventing himself with gusto. The first port of call had been the way he spoke. Tara and Katherine had been forced to stand by, helplessly, as Fintan had peppered his conversations with camp meee-yows and wild talk of dancing with Boy George in clubs.

But in the last couple of years, he’d gone back to his Irish accent. Except with some modifications. Accents were all fine and dandy in his line of work, the fashion industry. People found them charming—witness Jean-Paul Gaultier’s “Ow har you, my leetle Breetish chums?” But Fintan also realized the importance of being understood. So nowadays the brogue he spoke in was a kind of Clare Lite. Meanwhile, the twelve years had effected a mild-to-moderate urbanization of Tara and Katherine’s accents.


“Happy birthday,” Fintan said to Tara. They didn’t kiss. Although Tara, Katherine, and Fintan kissed almost everyone else they met on a social basis, they didn’t kiss each other. They’d grown up together in a town that didn’t go in much for physical affection—the Knockavoy version of foreplay was the man saying, “Brace yourself, Bridie.” All the same, that hadn’t stopped Fintan trying to introduce the continental-style, two-cheeked kiss into their Willesden Green flat, in their early days of living in London. He even wanted them to do it to each other when they came home from work. But he’d met with strong resistance, which deeply disappointed him.

“So how are you?” Tara asked him. “You look like you’ve lost some weight, you lucky thing. How’s the beriberi?”

“Acting up. It’s in my neck now.” Fintan sighed. “How’s your typhoid?”

“I managed to shake it,” said Tara. “Spent a couple of days in bed. I’d a mild bout of rabies yesterday, but I’m over it now.”

“Making those kinds of jokes is downright evil.” Katherine tossed her head in disgust.

“Can I help it if I always feel sick?” Fintan was outraged.

“Yes,” Katherine said simply. “If you didn’t go out and get slaughtered every night of the week, you’d feel a whole lot better every morning.”

“You’ll feel so guilty when it turns out I’ve got AIDS,” Fintan grumbled darkly.

Katherine went pale. Even Tara shuddered. “I wish you wouldn’t joke about it.”

“I’m sorry,” Fintan said humbly. “Blind terror makes you say stupid things. I met this old pal of Sandro’s last night and he looks like a concentration-camp victim. I hadn’t even known he was positive. The list just keeps on growing and it scares the living daylights out of me…”

“Oh, God,” Tara said quietly.

“But you’ve nothing to be scared of,” Katherine interjected briskly. “You practice safe sex and you’re in a stable relationship. How is the Italian pony, by the way?”

“He’s a beeyoootiful, beeyoootiful boy!” Fintan declared, in a boomy, theatrical way that had the other diners looking at him again and nodding in satisfaction that he was indeed a famous actor, as they’d first suspected.

“Sandro’s grand,” Fintan continued, in his normal voice. “Couldn’t be better. He sends his love, this card”—he handed it over—“and his apologies, but as we speak he’s wearing a jade taffeta ball gown and dancing to ‘Show Me the Way to Amarillo.’ Maid of honor at Peter and Eric’s wedding, do you see.”

Fintan and Sandro had been going out with each other for years and years. Sandro was Italian, but was too small to qualify for the description of “stallion.” “Pony” just had to do. He was an architect and lived with Fintan in stylish splendor in Notting Hill.

“Will you tell me something?” Tara asked carefully. “Do you and the pony ever have arguments?”

“Arguments!” Fintan was aghast. “Do we ever have arguments? What a thing to ask. We’re in love.”

“Sorry,” Tara murmured.

“We never stop,” Fintan continued. “We’re at each other’s throat morning, noon, and night.”

“So you’re crazy about each other,” Tara said wistfully.

“Put it this way,” Fintan replied, “the man who made Sandro did the best day’s work he’ll ever do. Why are you asking about arguments, anyway?”

“No reason.” Tara handed him a tiny parcel. “This is your present to me. You owe me twenty quid.”

Fintan accepted the parcel, admired the wrapping, then handed it back to Tara. “Happy birthday, doll. What credit cards do you take?”

Tara and Katherine had an arrangement with Fintan by which they bought their own birthday and Christmas presents. This came about after Fintan’s twenty-first birthday party when they’d nearly bankrupted themselves buying him the boxed set of Oscar Wilde’s work. He’d accepted his present with fulsome thanks, yet a peculiarly expressionless face. And some hours later, when the partying was more advanced, he’d been found sobbing, curled in a fetal ball on the kitchen floor, among the ground-in potato chips and empty cans. “Books,” he’d wept, “fucking books. I’m sorry to be ungrateful, but I thought you were going to get me a rubber T-shirt from John Galliano!”

After that night, they’d come to their current arrangement.

“What did I give you?” Fintan asked.

Tara ripped off the paper and displayed a lipstick within. “But this is no ordinary lipstick,” she said excitedly. “This one really is guaranteed to stay on. The girl in the shop said it’d survive a nuclear attack. I think my long search is finally over.”

“About time,” said Katherine. “How many fakes have you been persuaded to buy?”

“Too many,” Tara said. “With their promises of lip-staining and color-fastness, and the next thing there they are all over the side of my glass or on my fork, just like an ordinary lipstick. It’d make you cry!”

Next to arrive was Liv, in an I-might-have-to-murder-you-for-it Agnès b coat. She was very label-conscious, as befitted someone who worked in the world of design, albeit as an interior decorator. Liv was Swedish. Tall, with strong limbs, dazzling teeth, and waist-length, poker-straight, white-blond hair. Men often thought they recognized her from a porn film.

She’d arrived in Tara and Katherine’s lives five years previously when Fintan left to move in with Sandro. They’d advertised for a new flatmate but weren’t having much luck in persuading someone to take the tiny bedroom. And didn’t hold out any hope that this Swedish woman would. She was just too large. But the moment Liv had realized they were Irish—better still that they were from rural Ireland—her blue eyes lit up, and she reached into her bag and handed over the deposit.

“But,” Katherine said in surprise, “you haven’t even asked if we have a washing machine.”

“Never mind that,” Tara said, badly shaken. “You don’t even know how far away the liquor store is.”

“No problem,” Liv said, in her slight accent. “Such things are not important.”

“If you’re sure…” Tara was already wondering if Liv had any Swedish men friends living in London. Tanned, blond giants that she’d bring around and introduce.

But a few days after Liv moved in, the reason for her enthusiasm became clear. To the alarm and consternation of Tara and Katherine, she asked if she could accompany them to Mass, or join them for the evening rosary. It turned out that Liv was searching for some kind of meaning to her life. She’d temporarily run aground on the rocks of psychotherapy, was hanging all her hopes on spiritual enlightenment, and hoped that the girls’ Catholicism might rub off on her.

“Sorry to disappoint you,” Katherine gently explained, “but we’re lapsed Catholics.”

“Lapsed!” Tara exclaimed. “What are you talking about?”

Katherine looked surprised. She certainly hadn’t seen any signs of a recent renewal in Tara’s faith.

“Lapsed isn’t a strong enough word!” Tara finally elaborated. “Collapsed would be more like it.”

Liv eventually got over her disappointment. And although she spent a disproportionate amount of time discussing reincarnation with the Sikh news agent, in most other ways she was perfectly normal. She had boyfriends, hangovers, threatening letters from her credit-card company, and a wardrobe full of clothes that she bought in the 70-percent-off sales, then never wore.

She shared the flat with Tara and Katherine for three and a half years until she decided to try to banish her existential ache by buying a place of her own. But she’d spent every evening of her first six months as a home owner at Tara’s and Katherine’s, crying and saying how lonely it was living by herself. And she’d still be at it if Katherine and Tara hadn’t moved out of the flat and gone their separate ways.








Two





“SO IS IT just the four of us?” Fintan sounded surprised.

Tara nodded. “I’m too fragile for a wild celebration. I need to be comforted by a small group of good friends on this sad day.”

“What I actually meant was, where’s Thomas?” Fintan had a glint in his eye.

“Oh, he felt like a quiet night in,” Tara said, slightly shamefaced.

There was a chorus of protest. “But it’s your birthday! He’s your boyfriend!”

“He never comes out with us,” Fintan complained. “The grumpy bastard should have made an effort for your birthday.”

“But I don’t mind,” Tara insisted earnestly. “And he’s taking me to the movies tomorrow night. Give him a break. I admit he’s not the easiest man in the world, but he’s not nasty, just emotionally scarred—”

“Yes, yes, yes,” Fintan interrupted. “We know. His mother abandoned him when he was seven, so it’s not his fault that he’s a grumpy bastard. But he should treat you better. You deserve the best.”

“But I’m happy with my wash,” Tara exclaimed. “Honest to God. Your vision of me is too…too…”—she pawed around for the right word—“too ambitious. You’re like those parents who want their child to be a brain surgeon when all they’re good for is being a garbage collector. I love Thomas.”

Fintan was mute with frustration. Love is blind, there was no doubt about it. In Tara’s case it was also deaf, dumb, dyslexic, had a bad hip, and the beginnings of Alzheimer’s.

“And Thomas loves me,” Tara said firmly. “And before you start telling me I could do a lot better than him, might I remind you that I’m in the Last Chance Saloon. In my decrepit, thirty-one-year-old state, I’d probably never get another man!”

Liv handed Tara her card and present. The card was covered in hand-painted silk and the present was a slim, sleek, cobalt-blue glass vase.

“It’s gorgeous. You’re so stylish it hurts,” Tara exclaimed, hiding her disappointment at not getting the Clarins anticellulite serum she’d hinted at so heavily. “Thanks!”

“Are you ready to order?” Darius had arrived, pen in hand.

“I suppose,” they all mumbled. “Someone else go first.”

“Okay.” Tara smiled up from her menu. “I’ll have the pan-seared Mars Bar served with a Shredded Wheat coulis, and the parsnip cappuccino.”

Darius stared at her, unamused. She’d done this the last time, too.

“Sorry.” Tara giggled. “It’s just that it’s a bit funny, all these mad combinations.”

Darius continued to eyeball her stonily.

“Please,” Katherine muttered at Tara, “just order.”

“I’m sorry.” Tara cleared her throat. “Okay, I’ll have the beef brûlé with coriander pesto, curried shoestring beetroot, and a side order of chocolate mash.”

“Tara!” Katherine exploded.

“No, it’s all right,” Fintan hurriedly reassured her. “That really is on the menu.”

Katherine looked down. “Oh, so it is. Sorry. In fact, make that two.”

After the food arrived—each plate more elaborate than the last—the conversation turned to matters concerning age. Specifically, the ticking of biological clocks.

“I would love to have a baby,” Liv said wistfully. “I hate having a womb on hold.”

“No!” Katherine chided. “You’re only looking for fulfillment and all you’ll get is misery.”

“Don’t worry. It’s not going to happen,” Liv mourned. “Not while my boyfriend is married to someone else. And lives in Sweden.”

“At least you have a boyfriend,” Fintan said cheerfully. “Not like Katherine here. How long is it, Katherine, since you did the nasty?” Katherine simply smiled mysteriously and Fintan sighed. “What are we to do with you? It’s not like you don’t get offers from sexy men.”

Katherine smiled again, this time slightly more tightly.

“You know, I’d love a baby,” Fintan admitted. “It’s my one big regret about being gay.”

“But you can,” Tara cheered. “Find an obliging woman, do a rent-a-womb contract, and away you go.”

“Too true. What about one of you? Katherine?”

“No,” Katherine said shortly. “I’m never having children.”

Fintan laughed at her disgusted expression. “The love of a good man, that’ll change your mind. What about you, Tara? Feel the old womb twang at the thought of some baby-carrying action?”

“Yes, no…I don’t know, maybe,” Tara dithered. “But, let’s face it, I can hardly take care of myself. Having to wash, feed, and dress someone else would be the undoing of me. I’m just too immature.”

“Look at what happened to poor Emma,” Katherine agreed. Emma, an old friend, had been the goodest of good-time girls, until she had two babies in quick succession. “Once upon a time she was fabulous. Now she looks like an eco-warrior.”

“The loss of a good woman,” said Tara. “No time to wash her hair because she’s busy wiping bums. But she’s happy.”

“Think of Gerri,” Katherine reminded. Gerri was another erstwhile party girl who’d had a baby and promptly turned into one herself. “She’s completely lost the ability to speak like an adult.”

“But she’s potty-trained and can count to ten,” Liv said. “She’s happy, too.”

“Then there’s Melanie,” Katherine said darkly. “Used to be so liberal. Now she’s turned into a right-wing fascist who’d give the National Front a run for their money. That’s what having a child can do to you. She’s so busy signing petitions against suspected pedophiles that she’s forgotten who she is.”

“But think what it would be like to hold your own little baby in your arms,” Liv said softly. “The joy! The happiness!”

“Mush alert!” Tara giggled. “She’s going all mushy. Stop her, someone.”

“What did Thomas give you for your birthday, Tara?” To stop Liv from bursting into broody tears, Katherine spoke before thinking.

“A ten-shilling note?” Fintan suggested.

“Ten shillings?” Tara scoffed. “He’d never be that generous,” she added. “A farthing would be more like it.” She banged her fist on the table and, in a Yorkshire accent, announced, “I’m not mean, I’m just careful.” She sounded uncannily like Thomas.


“A flowerpot with shells stuck to it that he’d made himself? A used ballpoint pen?” Fintan pressed.

“He gave me a Thomas Holmes special.” Tara reverted to her normal voice. “A jar of magnolia hand cream and a promise of liposuction when he wins the lottery.”

“Isn’t he hilarious?” Fintan said sarcastically.

“Was it a new jar of hand cream?” Katherine kept her tone expressionless. “Or did he steal it from the ladies’ room at work?”

“Please!” Tara was disgusted. “Of course it wasn’t new. It’s the same one he gave me last Christmas. I just threw it in the bottom of the closet and he obviously found it and recycled it.”

“What a tightwad!” Liv couldn’t stop herself exclaiming.

“He’s not a tightwad,” Tara objected.

Liv looked surprised. Usually Tara was the first person to say what a tightwad Thomas was, beating everyone else to it, to show how much she didn’t mind.

“He’s cheap,” Tara finished. “Come on, Liv, say it.”

“Thomas is cheap,” Liv parroted. “Thank you, Tara.”

“Anyway, you can see his point,” Tara said. “They are all moneymaking rackets—Christmas, Valentine’s Day, birthdays, all that. I admire him for refusing to be manipulated. And it doesn’t mean he never buys me presents. A few weeks ago, unprompted, he bought me a lovely furry hot-water bottle for my period pains.”

“Too stingy to buy you painkillers every month, more like,” Fintan scorned.

“Ah, don’t.” Tara half laughed. “You don’t see what I see.”

“So what do you see?”

“I know he seems very gruff, but actually, he’s got a great imagination, I suppose it comes from teaching seven-year-olds all day. Sometimes”—she looked slightly sheepish at this—“he tells me lovely bedtime stories about a bear called Ernest.”


“Is that a euphemism for his willy?” Fintan asked suspiciously. “Does Ernest do a lot of hiding in dark caves?”

“I can see I’m wasting my time here.” Tara giggled. “Have you any gossip? Come on, tell us a scurrilous story about someone famous.”

In Fintan’s job, as right-hand man to Carmella Garcia, a coke-fiend Spanish designer who’d been hailed simultaneously as a stunning genius and a mad bitch, he was privy to all sorts of startling information about the rich and famous.

“Okay, but first can we get another drink?”

“Is the bear a Catholic?”

A long time and several French coffees later, Katherine became uncomfortably aware that Purple Nails wanted to cash up and go home. Or at least cash up and go out and take lots of drugs somewhere. “I suppose we’d better pay,” she said, cutting into the drunken, raucous laughter.

“I’ll get this,” Fintan offered, with the magnanimity of the drunk person. “I…absolutely…insist.”

“No way,” said Katherine.

“You’re offending me.” Fintan slapped his credit card on the table. “You’re insulting me.”

“How are you going to get your credit-card debt down to eight figures if you keep paying for other people’s dinners?” Katherine admonished.

“She’s right,” Tara urged emotionally. “You told me you’d be arrested if you put any more on your card. That the men in uniforms will arrive with their billy clubs and handcuffs…”

“Sounds like fun!” Fintan and Liv exclaimed, nudging each other and sniggering.

“…and they’ll take you away and we’ll never see you again. ‘Stop me before I spend again,’ you said.” Tara skittered his card back across the table at him.

“That’s good coming from you,” Fintan complained.

“Two wrongs don’t make a right.”


“How come I’m so broke?” Fintan demanded. “I earn a decent wage.”

“But that’s why,” Tara consoled, with drunken logic. “The more I earn the poorer I become. If ever I get a raise, my spending expands to absorb the new money, except it expands at a far bigger rate. Dieting makes you fat? Forget that—pay raises make you poor!”

“Why can’t we be more like you, Katherine?” Fintan wondered.

Katherine had once confessed that when she got a pay raise, she set up an automatic deposit to a savings account for the exact net amount of her monthly increase, working on the principle that because she’d never had it, she wouldn’t miss it. She looked up from dividing the bill. “But I need people like you so I can feel smug.”

Finally, they left.

Darius, the waiter, watched Katherine as she glided across the floor. She wasn’t his type, but there was something about her that intrigued him. He’d seen how much she’d had to drink, but she wasn’t stumbling across the floor, screeching and holding on to her friends, like the others were. And he was impressed by the way she’d behaved when she first arrived. He was an expert on women who nervously faked insouciance while they waited on their own, and he was fully certain that Katherine’s poised unconcern had been genuine. He searched his head for a label for her, but words weren’t really his forte. “Enigmatic” was the word he was looking for, had he but known it.

 

“Where now?” Tara asked eagerly as they shivered outside. Though it was only early October, it was chilly. “Anyone know of any parties?”

“No, not tonight.”

“Nothing at all? Usually someone can scare something up.”

“We could go to Bar Mundo?” Katherine suggested.


Tara shook her head. “Because we go there on Wednesdays I associate it with work.”

“The Blue Note?”

“Too packed by now. We wouldn’t get a table.”

“Happiness Stans?”

“The music was terrible the last time.”

“Subterrania?”

“Please!”

“I’ll take that as a no.” Katherine had almost exhausted their list of regular haunts.

“How about the Torture Chamber,” Fintan offered cheerfully. “Lots of lovely boys there, being led around on leashes.”

“No, don’t you remember?” Katherine reminded him. “They wouldn’t let us in the last time because we’re girls.”

“Is that why?” Liv exclaimed. “I thought it was because our heads weren’t shaved.”

“You know, I don’t think I could be bothered going to a club,” Tara admitted. “I’m not really in the mood for mayhem. I’d like to chill, sit on a comfortable seat, not have to fight to get a drink, be able to hear our conversation…Oh, God!” She clutched herself in horror. “It’s happening already. Thirty-one less than a day and I’m acting old. I’ll have to go clubbing just to prove I still want to.”

“I don’t really want to go to a club tonight either,” Liv consoled. “But at thirty-one and a half, I’ve come to terms with it.”

“No!” Tara was appalled. “Bad enough to not want to go, but to come to terms with it! I hate the aging process, I really do.”

“Next you’ll start feeling that you’d rather lie in bed and watch TV than do anything else.” Katherine sparkled with wickedness. “You’ll find yourself making excuses not to go out. There’s even an official name for the syndrome—cocooning. You’ll get really fond of your remote control.”


“Let’s go to someone’s flat.” Fintan sought to get the festivities back on track. “We can pretend it’s a club.”

“How about mine?” Tara suggested, thinking of Thomas and hoping they said no. She was drunk, but not that drunk.

“Or how about mine?” Katherine suggested, also thinking of Thomas.

“Katherine’s!” Liv and Fintan said hastily, also thinking of Thomas.








Three





WHILE FINTAN AND the girls had been in the restaurant, two minutes down the road there’d been a party in progress. Of course, there were several going on because it was Camden and it was Friday night. But this particular party contained Lorcan Larkin.

Lorcan Larkin was a man who had almost everything going for him. In fact, the only thing that didn’t really work was his name. He was six-foot-two, with a broad-chested, flat-stomached, long-legged, narrow-hipped body which he maintained by eating, drinking, and smoking copiously. He had a mane of shoulder-length dark red hair, narrow sherry-purple eyes, and one of the most beautiful, sensuous mouths in the Camden catchment area around the close of the twentieth century.

Thousands of women were thrown into great confusion when they met Lorcan and fell immediately in lust with him. “But I don’t find red-haired men attractive,” was a common refrain. “This is so embarrassing!”

Lorcan was a very special redhead. Not for Lorcan the cries of “Would you look at the ginger fuck!” following him up the road. Entranced gazes were more likely in his wake.

And in the rare cases when someone wavered on the brink of being mad about him instead of diving straight in, he revealed his secret weapon. His Irish accent. This was no bog-trottery brogue that people imitated when they wished to pour scorn on the Irish, all “dises” and “deses” and “yer honors.” Lorcan’s soft-spoken voice was mellow, lyrical, but, above all, educated. And he had no fear of dropping the odd quotation or line of poetry into the conversation, if he reckoned it was called for. Women were hypnotized by Lorcan’s voice. Because he made damn sure they were.

At the exact moment that Tara ordered two desserts (“Well, it is my birthday!” she said defiantly), Lorcan decided he was going to screw his hostess’s sixteen-year-old daughter, Kelly. She was obviously dying for it, had been coming on to him all evening, giving him meaningful looks with her big doe eyes and brushing her high firm tits against his arms whenever she passed him. Okay, so Angeline, her mother, might be pissed off, but it wasn’t the first time a mother and daughter had come to blows over him and it wouldn’t be the last. He eyed Kelly, entertained by her glorious adolescent lushness. Her legs were long and slender, her bottom high and round. He could tell she was the type who’d put on weight quickly. In a couple of years she’d have gone to hell entirely, spare tires, rolls of fat, and all the rest. Wondering how everything had gone so wrong. But right now she was perfect.

“Time to go, mate,” Benjy reminded Lorcan, trying to keep the anxiety out of his voice. Lorcan had been due at his girlfriend Amy’s birthday party several hours ago.

Lorcan waved Benjy away. “Not just yet.”

“But…” Benjy protested.

“Get off my case,” Lorcan bit.

Benjy was Lorcan’s ex-flatmate and unofficial social secretary. He hung around with Lorcan in the hope that Lorcan’s tremendous success with women would rub off on him. In the event of that failing, he hoped to be on hand to help Lorcan’s castoffs—and they were legion—pick up the pieces, preferably in bed.

Lorcan stood up, unfolding himself from the sofa with easy grace. His face gleaming, he made his way over to Kelly, who dropped her eyes coyly, but not before Benjy had seen their spark of triumph. He couldn’t hear what Lorcan said to Kelly, but he could guess. Lorcan had once, out of the goodness of his heart, shared some of his chat-up lines with him.

“Try murmuring very close to their ear, ‘You’re a terrible woman, tormenting me with those eyes of yours,’” he’d advised. “Or—and you’ve got to say this one in a stammering, halting way, like you’re incredibly nervous—‘Sorry to interrupt, I just had to tell you that you’ve got the most beautiful mouth I’ve ever seen, sorry again to have bothered you, I’ll go away now.’ That’ll increase your success rate by a hundred percent,” he promised Benjy.

But a hundred-percent increase on nothing is still nothing. And the lines that were so successful for Lorcan earned Benjy either blank stares or scornful laughter. And, once, a belt across the face that gave him ringing in his right ear for three days.

“What am I doing wrong?” Benjy had demanded in despair, when his hearing was back to normal. It might have helped if he wasn’t five-foot-eight, tubby, with sandy, thinning hair, but Lorcan didn’t say that. He was enjoying playing benefactor.

“Okay”—he’d grinned—“listen to the master. You find two girls, one a babe, the other not so hot, that’s often the way. You home in on the dog, right—all over her like a cheap suit and ignore the good-looking one. The dog is delighted to be picked over her babe mate. The babe is pissed off at being ignored, tries to get you interested in her. You get your pick of the two!”


Benjy was suffused with hope. Lorcan made it sound so reasonable. “Got any other tips?”

Lorcan thought about it for a moment. “Every woman likes one thing about herself,” he said. “Every woman has what she calls a ‘best feature.’ All you have to do is find out what it is—and believe me, man, it’s always obvious—then compliment her on it.”

Benjy nodded hopefully. “Anything else I should know?”

“Yeah. Fat girls try harder.”

Seconds after Lorcan and Kelly disappeared, Angeline, an attractive woman who worried about the size of her stomach, rushed up to Benjy. “Where’s Lorcan gone?” she asked worriedly. “And where’s Kelly?”

“Um, I don’t know,” Benjy stammered. “But don’t worry, I’m sure they’ve not gone far,” he added, wondering why he bothered.

Indeed, they weren’t far, in Kelly’s pink and fluffy bedroom, the view of the duvet almost obscured by the plethora of cuddly toys piled onto it. Kelly might look like a woman, but the rest of her hadn’t caught up yet.

Things with Lorcan were going way too fast. She’d wanted him to kiss her so she could triumphantly say to her mother, “You see, I told you I’m better looking than you.” She hadn’t yet decided whether to let him feel her tits—through her clothes, of course—but she thought probably not. So when Lorcan began unbuttoning his jeans, it came as a big shock. When he pushed the jeans down to mid-thigh and stroked his large, angry-looking erection in Kelly’s face, it came as an even bigger shock.

“Let’s go back to the party,” she said, terrified.

“Not yet,” Lorcan said with a dangerous smile, placing his hand firmly on the back of her silky-haired head.

 

Benjy looked up in a mixture of admiration and jealous hatred when Lorcan strutted back into the room, all but doing a victory lap. “You bastard,” Benjy muttered.


“I didn’t screw her.” Lorcan’s eyes were limpid with his own goodness. “Her honor is still intact.”

“Yeah, right! You didn’t lay a finger on her,” Benjy scorned. “And what about Amy? It’s her birthday.”

“I can’t help myself.” Lorcan grinned, with a shrug that would have reduced several grown females to begging. “I love women.”

“No, you don’t,” Benjy said in an undertone. “Seems to me like you hate them.”

“Come on,” Lorcan said. “Time to go. Move it, man, we’re late.” And off he swept, all business, ignoring the weeping and humiliated Kelly, who sat hunched on the bottom step of the stairs.

“Why do you always treat women like dirt?” Benjy demanded when they got outside into the chilly October night and stood waiting for a taxi. “What did your mother do to you? Breast-feed you too long? Not breast-feed you enough?”

“My mother was grand,” Lorcan said, his soft, mellow voice contrasting with Benjy’s high-pitched rage. Why were people always looking for stupid Freudian reasons for his short attention span with women? It was really very simple. “It’s the old joke, Benjy, isn’t it?”

“What old joke?” Benjy shouted. When Lorcan didn’t answer, he followed his gaze and found him looking at some people standing outside a nearby restaurant—a tall blonde, an elegant brunette, a more average-looking girl, and a flamboyantly dressed man.

“What old joke?” Benjy again bellowed, his rage exacerbated by the sight of the four people clambering into the taxi he’d earmarked as his.

“Why do dogs lick their balls?” Lorcan replied.

Benjy looked in sullen silence.

“Because they can,” Lorcan said, almost wearily. “Because they can.”








Four





LIV, TARA, FINTAN, and Katherine drank gin and tonic, danced to Wham!, and annoyed Roger, Katherine’s downstairs neighbor.

“Isn’t this great?” Tara demanded, her face aglow. “Do you remember dancing to this that summer we were fifteen? D’you remember, Fintan, d’you remember, Katherine?”

“Yes,” Fintan said awkwardly. “But don’t go on about it, you’re making Liv feel left out.”

“No, no,” Liv said, as jovially as she could. “It’s okay, I always feel left out.”

“Except with people you know very well,” Fintan reminded her gently.

“No, especially them.”

Eventually, at the appointed hour, Liv was overwhelmed by a wave of melancholy and decided she’d better go home.

“Will you be okay?” Katherine asked as she saw Liv to the door.


Liv nodded miserably. “I will eat twelve bags of chips, sleep for eighteen hours, then I will feel better.”

“God love her,” Tara sympathized when she’d gone. “I know I get the odd bout of depression, but you could set your watch by hers, couldn’t you?”

“I think I’ll head home as well,” Fintan said.

“What? They’ll strip you of your title of Oldest Swinger in Town,” Tara warned.

“But I’m tired,” he said, “and I’ve an awful pain in my neck and where my liver used to be.”

The head of steam went out of things after that, to the neighbor’s acute relief. “I think I’ve danced myself sober,” Tara said. Wham! were told to shut up, Tara’s taxi was summoned, and Katherine got ready for bed.

“You are amazing,” Tara said in jealous admiration as she looked around Katherine’s neat, fragrant bedroom. The duvet cover crisp and spotless, plants emerald green and flourishing, dust an infrequent caller. The many, many tubes of body lotion on her dressing table were full and new looking. There were no old, grungy ones with half a millimeter left in the bottom that had been there for five years. And if you cared to look in her sparkling bathroom you would find that for every flavor body lotion on her dressing table, there would be a matching soap or shower gel knocking around on the shelf in there.

Katherine was a great girl for sets. She didn’t really enjoy things on their own. But the minute they came with something else she fell in love with them. So scarves had to have matching gloves; talcs had to be flanked by similarly scented soaps; a small ornamental bowl was scant comfort unless it had an even smaller, otherwise identical, ornamental bowl as its comrade. Indeed, Tara often joked that Katherine’s ideal man had to have good looks, a great body, and an identical twin brother.

Tara continued to survey the bedroom. “You make me feel so inadequate,” she said wistfully, “having your bed made when you didn’t even know you’d be having visitors.”

She’d forgotten how much of a homemaker Katherine was because it was a year since they’d finally stopped sharing a flat. Katherine had bought her own place and Thomas had let Tara move in with him. And, while she was at it, pay half his mortgage.

Unable to help herself, Tara looked in the drawers. Everything within looked organized, fragrant, pressed, pristine, tended. Katherine was that rare creature: the woman who had regular clean-outs when all her gray, saggy underwear got thrown away.

“Do I have double vision from all the drink?” Tara wanted to know. “Or do you really have two of every pair of knickers?”

“That’s right,” Katherine confirmed. “Two pairs to every bra.”

Tara just didn’t get it. She opened another drawer and found a selection of little outfits specially for bed. Although they were sweet, rather than sexy. Not for Katherine a see-through black polyester baby-doll nightdress with matching crotchless panties.

“You’re so cool,” Tara said, “spending so much time and money in Knickerbox.”

“Doesn’t everyone?”

“Maybe. But no one else I know buys things for herself.”

Tara lay on the bed and enviously watched Katherine’s legs—taut and muscled from tap-dancing classes—as they climbed into a cute pair of blue-and-white polka-dot shorts. Then came a matching little top. She’d put the top on back to front and inside out so that the washing instructions flicked up and down under her chin, but otherwise you’d never have known how drunk she was.

“It’s about time you got a boyfriend so that he’d get the benefit of your lovely underwear,” Tara suggested.

“I’m fine without one.”


“But so many lovely knickers,” Tara said, “and no man to see them. I think it’s sad.”

“I don’t think it’s sad,” Katherine replied. “And they’re my knickers.”

“But I do.”

“Then you should get help for it.”

“I don’t need help,” Tara said, dizzy with gratitude. “I have a boyfriend.”

“But what if it ended…?” Katherine stirred, with quiet mischief.

“Stop!” Tara declared, in passionate horror. “What would I be like?” She thought about it for a moment. “I’d become such a weirdo.”

“Here we go again.” Katherine sighed.

Tara feared that boyfriendless women in their thirties became eccentric, more and more so as they continued further into their single state. Developing odder and odder habits, coiling ever more tightly in on themselves. And if the perfect man eventually came along, Tara reckoned they’d be too trapped in themselves to be able to reach out and accept the hand that was stretched in liberation.

“I’d probably become one of those Froot Loops who can’t throw anything out,” Tara said. “Who hoard everything from potato peelings to decade-old newspapers.”

“You’re nearly that way as it is,” Katherine said.

“I’d never open my door to the board of health,” Tara went on, locked in her apocalyptic vision. “And you’d be able to smell my flat a hundred yards away. That’s what I’d become without a man.”

“Just as well you have one, then,” Katherine said.

The bell rang, indicating Tara’s taxi had arrived.

“Jesus, I’m sorry, Katherine, if I’ve offended you.” Tara was suddenly mortified. “You’re my best friend and I love you and I wasn’t implying that you’d become a weirdo…”

“No offense taken, now off you go. I’ve got a date with my remote control. But before that,” Katherine added, “I’ve got to wash my hands fifty times and iron all my tights. Us single women! Martyrs to obsessive-compulsive disorder.”








Five





TARA SAT IN the taxi, smoked, stared into the middle distance, and felt guilty. Not only was she a despicable, needy-for-a-man wimp, but there was a chance—admittedly small—that she had upset Katherine. Katherine was so well balanced and independent that Tara sometimes forgot she had emotions at all.

But when the taxi turned into Alasdair’s street, Tara forgot about Katherine. Instead she sat up and paid attention. She couldn’t help herself. Searching for a glimpse of him, she stared up at his windows. They were in darkness, and the taxi passed too quickly for her to establish whether it was because Alasdair and his wife were in bed or out on the town.

I’m nuts to keep doing this, Tara realized. Besides, he probably doesn’t even live here anymore. Once people got married they had a tendency to move out of their stylish flats in central London, away from the good bars and restaurants, to a three-bedroom house with a garden on the far side of Heathrow.

Her stomach twanged with displeasure. Tara loved Thomas, but she still had a strange proprietary interest in Alasdair. It pained her to think of him making big life changes without her knowing about them. Alasdair had been the boyfriend before Thomas. And very different from Thomas. Generous, spontaneous, reckless, affectionate, convivial. Fond of meals out and he never once looked at the menu and said, “Ten quid, ten bloody quid for a piece of chicken. I could buy that in the supermarket for twelve bob,” the way Thomas did.

Tara had met Alasdair after a chain of unserious boyfriends led her to the age of twenty-six. She was enchanted by his Scottish accent, his close-cropped black hair, and his slightly mental eyes sparkling behind wire-rimmed glasses. She even found his name seductive. It hadn’t taken long for Tara to decide that he was the man she was going to marry. All the signs were auspicious.

She reckoned she was the right age to get married. As he was two years older than her, so was he. They both had good jobs and came from similar rural backgrounds. But most important, they wanted exactly the same things in life—lots of fun and meals out. Despite all the restaurants they went to, she was less overweight than might have been expected.

They were the balsamic-vinegar generation—a handsome couple in their twenties, having dinner parties, getting great use out of Alasdair’s cappuccino machine, driving around London in his red MG, drinking champagne at least once a week, shopping on Saturdays at Paul Smith or Joseph. (Sometimes they even bought something. Like a pair of socks or a tie pin.)

When Tara went home to Ireland for a week one summer, Alasdair came with her. Suddenly she saw Knockavoy through his eyes. The magnificence of the crazed Atlantic, taking lumps out of the cliffs, the vast expanse of empty golden sand, the air so soft and clean you could almost see it. Up until then she’d hated her hometown. A tiny rural backwater where nothing ever happened, except for a few months in the summer when the tourists came.

Tara’s mother had loved Alasdair. Her father hadn’t, of course, but he disliked everything about Tara, why would Alasdair be any different? Next, Alasdair took Tara to meet his family in Skye, which Tara found immensely reassuring. She often feared that the people she met in London weren’t giving her the full picture. That to some degree they’d reinvented themselves. Simply because they could.

Shortly after their return from Skye, it was their two-year anniversary and Tara thought it was about time things started to move in the direction of marriage. Or, at the very least, living together. She practically lived in Alasdair’s flat anyway, and she reckoned making it official was merely a formality.

However, when she put it to him, he surprised her by looking terrified. “But…” he said, his dancing eyes sitting this one out. “But we’re fine as we are, no need to rush things…”

Badly shaken and denying how hurt she was, Tara backed off. “You’re right,” she reassured him warmly. “Things are fine as they are, and there’s no need to rush things.” Then she settled in for a war of attrition. All things come to those who wait. The only thing was, at twenty-eight, she knew time was a commodity she no longer had a surfeit of.

She calmed her hysteria by telling herself he loved her. She was certain of it. She gripped this knowledge as if her life depended on it.

Things continued for another six months or so, ostensibly the same. Except they weren’t. Alasdair had a faint hunted air about him that permeated everything, tainting it, dousing fun. And Tara had become watchful and anxious. Conscious that she was no longer in her mid-twenties, conscious that everyone she’d been to school with, with the exception of Katherine, was married and had children, conscious that there were fewer men around than there used to be, conscious that she was hurtling toward thirty. She’d invested a lot of time and hope in Alasdair—all her time and hope—and the idea that she’d backed a loser was unbearable to contemplate.

I’m too old to start again, she often thought, gripped with nauseating panic when she woke in the middle of the night. I haven’t got time. This one has got to work.

Eventually, patience not being her strong point, she couldn’t help but ask him again what his long-term intentions toward her were. She knew she shouldn’t. That if it was good news, he’d have let her know. And that trying to force his hand would only bring things to a head, to the conclusion she didn’t want.

She was right. Brusquely, because he was angry with her for ruining something good with her unreasonable demands, he told her that he didn’t want to marry her. He loved her but he just wanted to have fun, and wasn’t interested in the tedium of domesticity.

Tara had to take a week off work with shock.

“Cut your losses,” everyone advised her as she ricocheted around, crazed with disbelief and pain. “Leave now, don’t throw good time after bad.” But she couldn’t. Just couldn’t say good-bye to two and a half years. Couldn’t admit that there was a possibility that she might have to consider a future without him.

She kept trying to salvage it, first by pretending that the issue had never been raised and that everything was as it had always been. And then, when living with the forced normality became too taxing, she once again tried to change Alasdair’s mind, by calling his bluff and threatening to end the relationship entirely. She’d heard of other cases like hers: when the man was faced with the reality of doing without the woman, he suddenly saw that making a commitment was a wonderful idea. But nothing doing. Instead Alasdair said sadly, “Go, if you must. I don’t blame you, no one would.”


“But don’t you love me?” she demanded breathlessly, her voice high-pitched with horror, as she realized how badly she’d misjudged things. “Won’t you miss me?”

“Yes, I love you,” he replied gently. “And of course I’ll miss you. But I’ve no right to hold you if you want to go.”

Mortified, Tara quickly shut up with her dramatic, it’s-all-over talk. That ploy had backfired good and proper. A swift U-turn had her reembracing the status quo, hoping no one had noticed. However, the relationship that had been wonderful a year before no longer seemed charmed and charming. It was a making-do, a half relationship, she thought bitterly. But it was better than nothing.

Except it wasn’t. At least, not for Alasdair. “It’s no good anymore,” he told Tara about a month later. She stared at him in terror, the much-derided, half-assed relationship suddenly flaring up into a highly desirable one, now that it was under threat.

“But nothing’s changed,” she stammered, confused because she was supposed to have the moral high ground. She was allowed to hold the threat of ending the whole thing over him, because he’d hurt her. Not the other way around. “I’m sorry I brought up the getting-married thing again.”

But he shook his head and said, “We can’t go back.”

No matter how much she tried to tell him she was happy as things stood, he wouldn’t have it, becoming more and more intractable as the conversation went on. Until she realized that there was no hope of convincing him; that, in fact, there never had been. His mind had been made up before she uttered a word.

Tara nearly lost her mind. For weeks she was demented and hysterical. Her grief was so agonizing that she lay in bed and howled like an animal. So loudly that the upstairs neighbors called the police one night.

She moved the CD player into her room and, roaring, crying, played Roy Orbison’s “It’s Over” incessantly. Every time the last bars of it faded she sobbed even harder and pressed the replay button. Liv and Katherine counted it twenty-nine times in a row one night. Sometimes she half howled, half sang along with it, getting particular relief from the part where it moved up an octave. “It’s ooooh-ohhhh-verrr.” Up an octave. “IT’S OOOOH-OHHHH-VERRR!” The upstairs neighbors talked about calling the police again.

She had to take another week off work, and when she went back her colleagues wished she’d stayed away. Every program she was supposed to have tested was flawed, sending systems crashing all over London. Her department’s workload doubled for a couple of months, their manpower stretched to capacity cleaning up Tara’s messes. She managed only about three hours’ sleep a night and wandered the flat smoking cigarette after cigarette. She lost the ability to function normally. Forgetting to rinse conditioner out of her hair. Going to work on a Saturday and wondering why the building was all locked up. Driving to work, taking the tube home, then thinking her car had been stolen when she couldn’t find it outside her flat the following morning. Taking the lid off a carton of yogurt, throwing the carton in the trash, and staring at the lid, trying to figure out what she’d done wrong. In calmer moments, she talked, her knuckles clenched translucent, of taking evening classes. Pottery, Russian, cake icing.

Every week or so, when the pain got too much, she called Alasdair and begged him to meet her. He always did and, naturally, they slept together. Frantic, tearful sex, scratching the clothes off each other, bruising each other with the relief of their familiarity.

This happened so often she began to think that maybe there was a chance they’d get back together. It was obvious that he was as torn apart by the breakup as she was, that he still loved her.

Until one night he wouldn’t let her come over.

“Why not?” she asked. He’d always been keen before.


She heard him take a breath, and in the microsecond’s pause between the end of that breath and the start of him speaking, she got a very bad feeling. Before he even said it, she knew.

“I’ve met someone else.”

Tara calmly hung up the phone, got into her car, drove around to Alasdair’s, let herself in with the key she hadn’t yet returned, found him in the kitchen boiling the kettle, and, with her forearm, hit him such a blow in the skull that his glasses fell off.

Before he had a chance to recover, she slapped his head and face repeatedly with the palms of her hands. “Bastard,” she gasped. “You bastarding bastard.” But slapping him wasn’t expending the hatred or stopping her pain quickly enough, so she punched him in the stomach, surprised by how weak her arm felt.

It did, however, seem to do the trick all right, she thought dispassionately as she watched Alasdair choking and retching.

“Ali?” someone asked, and Tara turned to the kitchen door to see a plump blond girl standing there.

“What’s going on?” the girl gasped in horror as she took in the scene.

Tara came out of her trance. Pausing only to give Alasdair a violent shove that sent him toppling into her usurper, she left.

When she got home and told Katherine and Liv what had happened, they couldn’t hide their shock. Too late, they tried to make her feel better about it. “The bastard,” they consoled. “Good for you. I hope you broke a couple of ribs.”

“Stop,” begged Tara. The red mist had evaporated, leaving her sickened and frantic with self-loathing. “I beat him up,” she moaned, rocking backward and forward, her face in her hands. “Now I’ll never get him back.

“I thought I couldn’t possibly feel worse than I have been for the past seven weeks, four days and”—she paused to look at her watch—“sixteen and a half hours, but I was wrong.”

“I have to lie on my bed and howl like a dog,” she said brokenly, and made for her bedroom. Katherine and Liv braced themselves for Roy Orbison. But to their surprise and relief, instead they heard “Somebody Else’s Guy.” And then they heard it again. And again. And again. And again. And again. And again.

Later that night Tara reemerged. “I’m going to call him,” she announced.

“Don’t!” Katherine commanded, diving on the phone and confiscating it. “You’ll only make things worse.”

“Let me just apologize,” Tara begged. “If you don’t let me, I’ll wait until you’ve gone to bed, and it’ll be far worse if I phone him in the middle of the night.”

Eventually Katherine agreed. “But if you start shouting at him or making threats, then I cut you off.”

“Thanks,” Tara said miserably, and dialed Alasdair’s number.

“Hello,” she said hurriedly when he answered. “It’s me, I’m sorry, please don’t hang up, you wouldn’t believe how sorry I am, or how ashamed I am.”

Instead of slamming the phone down, he said, “It’s fine, I understand.” Actually, Alasdair was quite relieved. He’d been feeling guilty about his involvement with Caroline, but every slap that Tara had given him had changed the balance of sympathy in his favor.

“You know, you pack one hell of a punch,” he added, with an attempt at a laugh.

“Sorry,” she whispered. “Please forgive me.”

“I forgive you,” he said.

But all the same, when he called her six weeks later to tell her he was getting married, he took the precaution of getting the locks changed first.

That was the night when Tara met Thomas.

They were at a party given by Fintan’s assistant, Dolly. Tara, dancing like a woman possessed, absentmindedly took Thomas’s cigarette from his mouth and stuck it in her own. Not in a deliberate attempt to be provocative—she didn’t even see Thomas. She was simply dying for a smoke and couldn’t find her own. Since she’d heard of Alasdair’s impending nuptials she’d been losing everything.

Despite the theft of his cigarette, Thomas was instantly besotted with Tara. He mistook her lunacy for vivacity and decided that her forwardness was an indication that she’d be uninhibited in bed. And he was most impressed with the slim figure she’d achieved by throwing all those cartons of yogurt in the trash. For a few moments he dithered, trying to decide what his chat-up line should be. But Thomas was a plainspoken man, so he went for the obvious.

“Can I have my cigarette back?” Tara heard, and ceased her frantic dancing. She turned and saw a man standing foursquare and smiling at her. Not bad-looking. Not good-looking, either, mind. Not compared to Alasdair.

But once she took a closer look she saw that he had shiny brown hair and a reassuring stockiness that made her yearn to lean against him.

He continued to smile, washing her with his warmth and admiration. “You’re crazy,” he told Tara, with an endearing combination of shyness and sureness. “Keep the cigarette.”

Thomas’s brown eyes held hers, and Tara was astonished to see devotion and respect in them. After what Alasdair had done, she’d thought she was as worthless as the Russian ruble. In amazement it hit her that maybe this man could redefine her, revalue her.

Though he wore a bit more brown than she considered ideal (any brown at all was more than she considered ideal), she felt strangely drawn to him. When she realized he was hers for the taking, the joy was like a heroin rush.

“Come and dance with me,” she invited cheekily, and took his hand. Even though Thomas’s dun-colored clothing seemed to stay in the one place while the rest of him attempted to dance, Tara’s world instantly became a sparkling, magical place. An alternative future had opened up for her. Alasdair was going to marry someone else, but there were other men who liked her. Who cared more about her than she cared about them. Who might eventually marry her. Her pain had stopped and she’d thought it never would. Thomas was her savior. “There’s a Chinese proverb,” she murmured, “that says, if someone saves your life, they own you.”

Thomas nodded blankly, then nudged his mate Eddie and said, “She’s more drunk than I thought. Tonight’s my lucky night.”

They spent from Friday night to Monday morning in Tara’s flat, mostly in bed, but occasionally they got up to watch TV, Tara draped all over Thomas, making out passionately, as Katherine and Liv tried to tune out the slurping noises.

“They keep making the sound of a horse’s hoof being levered out of thick mud,” Katherine said when she called Fintan to complain.

Liv grabbed the phone from her. “There’s a thing in the bathroom, that has suckers, and it sticks to the washbasin. It’s to keep soap on,” she told Fintan. “When you pull the suckers off the basin, that’s the noise Tara and this man are doing. Can we come over to your flat?”

But Tara was thrilled with Thomas. “I’m mad about him,” she announced to everyone.

“Mad is right,” Katherine muttered, scathingly eyeing Thomas in all his brown glory.

“She is on the refund,” Liv said sagely.

“Rebound,” Katherine corrected.
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