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Chapter 1

The Four Seasons: No 3 in F Major (Autumn) - Vivaldi

 


 


Andie Corcoran walked out of the bedroom, shook her burnished copper hair back from her face and cleared her throat.

‘OK,’ she said. ‘Not that I want to sound like a walking cliché or anything, but - does my bum look big in this?’ She turned slowly so that Tom could see the back view of the figure-hugging electric-blue dress she was wearing.

He whistled slowly as she turned. ‘Yes,’ he said.

‘Yes!’ She whirled around and her eyes, soft grey with little flecks of the brightest green, stared at him in horror. ‘Yes!?’

He laughed. ‘Oh, come on, Andie. Of course your bum doesn’t look big in it. You have a lovely bum. Neat but kind of voluptuous. And you look amazing. Stunning, even. It’s so - so unlike you. And it’s enough to make me want to rip that dress off you straight away.’

She tried to glare at him but couldn’t quite keep the twinkle out of her eyes. ‘Well you can’t. Not yet. Just wait here a minute.’ She disappeared back into the bedroom and reappeared a moment later, this time wearing a  button-fronted dress in maroon silk. ‘Is this better?’ She turned around again.

Tom exhaled slowly. ‘It’s more what you usually wear.’

‘More boring?’

He hesitated. ‘More ordinary,’ he said eventually. ‘But honestly, love, you’ll look great no matter what you wear. The clothes aren’t important.’

‘The clothes are vitally important,’ she corrected him. ‘And I don’t want to look great - even though great is exaggerating just a fraction anyway, given that I weigh at least half a stone more than this time last year. Great isn’t good enough, Tom. I have to look sensational.’

‘I suppose it’s pointless saying that you always look sensational to me?’ He walked over to her and began to undo the tiny buttons at the front of the dress.

‘Utterly pointless,’ she agreed as she wriggled away from him. ‘I know it doesn’t usually matter very much to me what I wear, but this is the one day of the year that it does.’

‘Another year, another wrinkle.’ He grinned at her. ‘And you’re only thirty-two. Hardly pension territory yet.’

‘Old enough to think I’d have more sense.’ She pressed her fingers to her temples. ‘I guess if I was really mature I’d just grab something out of the back of the wardrobe and fling it on, but I’m not quite ready for that yet. Besides, I don’t want to be the one who looks as though she couldn’t afford to be there.’

Tom grinned. ‘I’ll never quite get to grips with the whole designer oneupmanship that goes on among women,’ he told her. ‘Although I’m glad that you don’t normally fret so much about what you’re going to wear.’

‘Most of the time it doesn’t really matter,’ commented Andie. ‘But this is different.’ She leaned against the wall and looked at him pleadingly. ‘So what do you think?’

‘If you want to look demurely sensational and more like your usual self then I’d wear the maroon,’ said Tom. ‘But if you want to make a statement about being an elegant sex-bomb, the blue’s the one.’

Suddenly Andie started to giggle. ‘Sex-bomb. If only.’

‘You are to me.’ Tom put his hands on her shoulders. ‘You know you are.’

His lips found hers and this time she didn’t stop him as he fumbled at the buttons.

‘Hell’s teeth,’ he muttered. ‘There’s enough of them.’

‘Designed to slow men like you down,’ she murmured breathlessly.

‘Men like me!’ He slid the dress off her shoulders so that it suddenly rippled to the floor. ‘What d’you mean, men like me?’

‘Sexy men.’ She pushed her hands beneath his black T-shirt. ‘Stamina men.’

‘I’m glad you think I’m sexy. But stamina?’

‘Oh, you’ve got that in spades.’ She led him through the open door and into the bedroom. His eyebrows lifted as he couldn’t help but notice the scene of devastation. Dresses, blouses, skirts, shirts plus shoes in a variety of heel heights were scattered in disarray so that it resembled a communal changing room during the January sales.

‘How come you have so many clothes when you don’t give a stuff about what you wear?’ asked Tom.

‘This is my entire wardrobe.’ She pushed a rose-coloured top out of the way and lay on the bed. ‘Some  of these things are absolutely ancient.’ Her teeth found the lobe of his ear and she bit gently on it. ‘Like me.’

He laughed. ‘You didn’t obsess as much about it last year.’

‘Last year was Jin’s turn. She was the one who’d turned thirty. When it was me, I was devastated. Remember? I cried.’

‘Well I think you improve every year.’ He gathered her fiercely to him and rolled so that she was over him. ‘You’re on top,’ he told her, and grinned delightedly as she slid on to him.

 


‘This was supposed to happen after my bath.’ She lay beside him on the crumpled duvet and picked up her discarded bra with her toes.

‘What’s wrong with now?’ he asked.

‘Because once I have a bath your closeness disappears, ’ she told him. ‘I wanted you to be with me this evening.’

‘I wish I could be,’ he said. ‘I really do.’ He slid off the bed. ‘How about I run the bath for you?’

‘If you like.’ She closed her eyes and listened to him walking barefoot to the bathroom.

‘What would you like me to put in it?’ he called. ‘There’s a nice-looking bottle of something purple on the shelf.’

‘Not that!’ she called back. ‘In the cabinet. An Elizabeth Arden bath crème. It’s the only expensive one I have and I want to be expensive the whole way through.’

‘Whatever you say.’

She heard the sound of the water flooding into the  bath and sighed. It would be nice, she thought, not to have to go anywhere tonight. To stay in the flat with Tom and make love to him again, and then to send out for some Chinese food and eat it, half naked, on the bed while they watched something romantic on the TV. And then to sleep for a while, wrapped in each other’s arms. So much more appealing than going out. Especially going out to Jin’s triple birthday celebration, an event which Andie knew would be as stage-managed and over-the-top as everything her younger sister did.

‘Come on then!’ She felt him lift her into his arms and opened her eyes. ‘Let’s get you clean and scrubbed and ready to go.’

‘Put me down!’ But she laughed as he carried her into the bathroom and held her over the foaming tub.

‘Gently or with a splash?’ he asked.

‘Oh, gently, please.’ She kissed him on the nose. ‘Otherwise the tidal wave - a result of the Archimedes principle of displacement and due to the fact that my bum is definitely big no matter what you say - will engulf the entire bathroom and possibly leak down on to poor old Tina below.’

‘You’re no fun.’ But he lowered her slowly into the bath.

‘I know,’ she said. ‘That’s why you love me.’ She closed her eyes and disappeared beneath the foamy water.

‘Wrong,’ he said as she emerged.

‘Wrong?’ She blew foam from her nose.

‘I love you because you’re the most fun I’ve ever had.’

‘With my clothes off or on?’ she asked.

‘Either.’

‘Fair enough.’ She flicked some foam at him.

‘Don’t,’ he said dangerously. ‘Or I’ll jump in there with you and Tina will definitely have to worry.’

‘Promises, promises,’ said Andie and disappeared beneath the water for a second time.

 


He was sitting in the pink tub chair beside the window when she emerged into the living room again.

‘Oh.’ His eyes widened and he looked at her in stunned appreciation. ‘How come you don’t bother getting done up like this for me?’

‘Would you want me to?’ She walked across the room, and the electric blue of her dress shimmered in the late afternoon sunlight. Her hair, partly pinned up and partly falling in studied carelessness, was a perfect counterfoil to the elegance of the dress. The narrow gold necklace which he’d given her for her birthday glittered at her throat.

‘Well, maybe not all the time,’ he said. ‘But - Jeez, Andie, you look totally stunning.’

‘I’ll still be a fish out of water,’ she told him.

‘Stop putting yourself down.’ He shook his head. ‘An hour ago you were an ordinary, though admittedly desirable, female. Now, I’m telling you, you look good enough to eat.’

‘Too late,’ she told him. ‘We did that earlier.’

‘Actually, I’m afraid to touch you,’ confessed Tom. ‘In case I smudge some part of the perfection.’

‘Then don’t,’ she said. ‘It took me ages to create this look and I couldn’t bear to do the make-up again.’

‘Aren’t you meant to tell me it’s all to do with your  bone structure or something?’ he asked. ‘I mean, you’ve got cheekbones this evening that I never even noticed before.’

‘And the squashed nose bequeathed to me by some malevolent ancestor.’ She shrugged helplessly. ‘I might look good to you, Tom, but I’ve too many flaws to be beautiful. And I’m nothing, absolutely nothing compared to Jin. Or her crowd.’

‘You’re worth a million of her,’ he said fiercely. ‘More than a million. And there’s nothing wrong with your nose.’

‘You know it’s awful, but thanks anyway.’ She moistened her lips and then grimaced. ‘Better try and remember not to lick off all my lipstick before getting there. I know there are women who can do the whole long-lasting lipstick thing but I’m not one of them. Two seconds of normal living and no matter what it is, it’s gone.’

‘When you get into the car you needn’t say a word,’ Tom told her. ‘I won’t ask you questions and you won’t have to speak. If that doesn’t keep your lips red and glossy nothing will.’ He smiled at her. ‘But, oh boy - they’re very kissable like that.’

‘Well don’t even think about it,’ she said warningly. ‘I am now officially a creation, Tom Hall, and I can’t possibly have your slobbery kisses destroying my look.’

‘Wouldn’t dream of it,’ he assured her as he picked up the car keys from the table. ‘Wouldn’t dream of it.’

 


They didn’t speak as he turned on to the Malahide Road and drove through the Dublin suburbs until the road abruptly narrowed and detached homes surrounded by  cultivated land replaced the serried rows of houses. The sky was milk white, an evening haze dampening the effect of the earlier summer sun. Andie removed the sunglasses she’d previously perched on her despised nose. She turned them over and over in her hands, tracing her index finger around the frame, and then, finally, dropped them into her lap. She picked at the cuticle of her little finger, pushing it back down the nail. Then she fiddled with her gold necklace as she looked out of the window at the high walls and electronic gates which guarded the privacy of the ever more impressive houses along the road.

Tom glanced at her, noticing the worry lines creasing the corners of her eyes, feeling the tension rising within her with every mile they travelled. He took his hand from the steering wheel and placed it on her thigh. The squeeze he gave her was comforting and companionable.

‘You’ll be fine,’ he said.

‘I know.’ She stared straight ahead as the road turned and the trees on either side formed a green archway above them. They saw the double gates and she made him drive past as she turned to look at the driveway. About a dozen cars were lined up in the huge cobbled circle in front of the house itself, while more had been parked at one side of the driveway.

‘Stop now,’ she told Tom.

Immediately he pulled in to the left. She reached down and picked up her tiny blue bag from the footwell. Tom got out of the driver’s seat, opened the rear passenger door and took out the bouquet of flowers and two gift-wrapped boxes.

‘Sure you can manage?’ he asked as he handed her the flowers and the boxes.

‘Yes. It’s not far.’

‘But can you walk in those shoes?’

She glanced down at her spindly-heeled blue and gold Marks & Spencer sandals, which she’d managed to find the day before in their end-of-season sale and which looked much more expensive than the half-price she’d paid for them. ‘Of course I can.’

‘OK then.’ He looked anxiously at her.

‘I’m fine,’ she said. ‘I’ve been exaggerating the nervousness of it. When I’m there it never seems so bad.  She never seems so bad either!’

He chuckled. ‘Will you have a good time?’ he asked.

‘Not as good as earlier.’

‘Will you think about me?’

‘Not at all.’ She smiled at him.

‘I’ll call you,’ he said. He leaned towards her and, avoiding the flowers, kissed her on the cheek. ‘Have fun.’

‘I’ll do my best.’

‘And - happy birthday, Andie.’

‘Thanks.’ She touched the gold necklace before she turned to walk towards the house.

 


The driveway was long and gravelled. Despite her confidence of earlier, Andie was finding it difficult to keep her balance on the chipped stones. She stepped off the driveway and on to the lush green lawn which bordered it instead, but this time the spindly heels of her nearly-there sandals disappeared into the grass. With each step a clump  of earth stuck to the heels. By the time she arrived at the house she was wearing a large portion of the garden.

Briarlawns was the house of a self-made man, thought Andie, as she approached the steps up to the front door. Built ten years earlier, it was a collection of design features from homes that the owner had seen in other places. Red-brick, because it was in a semi-rural setting. A Dutch-style roof. Wrought-iron balconies outside the upstairs windows. A Georgian-inspired front door. It wasn’t ugly but it wasn’t beautiful. It was the house of someone who wanted to say that he could afford to build it. Having built it, though, the owner had never actually lived in it and according to Jin had been glad to make a profit on the sale.

‘Hello.’ The tuxedo-wearing Adonis at the open front door had a list in his hand. ‘Do you have an invitation?’

‘I’m Andie Corcoran.’ Andie moved the bouquet of flowers so that she could see him more clearly. ‘I’m Jin’s sister.’

‘Mrs Dixon’s sister.’ He scanned his list and then looked at her again. ‘Andrea?’

‘Yes,’ said Andie.

‘They’re at the back,’ said the man. ‘Through the hallway and down--’

‘I know,’ said Andie. She walked past him and into the white and black tiled hallway with its wide staircase. ‘Oh,’ she added, turning back. ‘Has my mother arrived yet?’

He nodded. ‘Mrs Corcoran arrived an hour ago,’ he said.

Andie smiled to herself. She could just imagine the panic on Jin’s face when her mother arrived at the house  half an hour before she was supposed to. No doubt Cora would’ve said that the time on the invitation was for guests, not family. That she’d arrived before then in case they needed a hand with anything, knowing deep down that of course they didn’t need a hand with anything, that they’d paid a fortune to the caterers not to need a hand with anything. Which would have left Cora with plenty of time to wander through the house on her own. Andie knew that her mother was fascinated by its three reception rooms, dining room, billiards room (honestly, thought Andie, billiards!), Kevin’s study, the huge country-style kitchen and seven bedrooms (she sometimes wondered whether they slept in a different one each night of the week). When Andie had first come to visit, she’d been given the whole tour, the one that also included the eye-popping master bedroom with its walk-in wardrobes and en-suite bathroom with separate bath (including water jets), shower and sauna. It had overwhelmed her at first and then she’d felt dismissive of it all, telling herself that money wasn’t everything and that happiness was more important.

Afterwards she’d gone back to her one-bedroom first-floor flat (which didn’t have a balcony because it had been built in the sixties when things like that were far too fancy for what was considered a place for people who couldn’t afford an actual house) and told herself that everything she had, she’d worked for herself. And that she should feel satisfied and proud as well as being happy.

Which she did, of course. After all, she wasn’t the kind of girl who got a kick out of having a walk-in wardrobe because she wasn’t the kind of girl who bothered buying  the amount of clothes she’d need to fill it! But whenever she came to one of Jin’s parties she couldn’t help feeling a little inadequate, as though somehow by not wanting the wardrobes and the clothes and all of the things that Jin thought were important, she’d managed to fail at being a twenty-first-century woman.

She shook her head to dismiss the negative thoughts as she crossed the hallway and walked down the short flight of stairs which led to the open door at the back of the house. She was fine. Jin was fine. Different didn’t matter.

The garden had been dotted with enormous green sunshades. Andie wondered at what point the organisers had decided that the Irish summer evening was exactly that - summer, without the threat of a potential cloudburst - which meant that they could actually use the sunshades for their true purpose. The milk-white haze still hung in the sky but hadn’t built up into grey banks of cloud as it so often did, the air was warm and still and heavy with the scent of the multicoloured flowers which spilled out of the carefully cultivated flowerbeds and the cobalt-blue Italian glazed pots.

Groups of people strolled round the vast lawn and sipped champagne, the occasional burst of laughter breaking through the hum of conversation. The women were all dressed for an occasion, the men wore suits. Andie remembered this time the previous year when she’d been the one hosting the triple birthday celebration - the three of them, herself, Jin and Cora, had ended up having an indoor barbecue in her flat while the rain bucketed down ferociously outside.

‘Andie! Over here.’

She turned at the sound of Jin’s voice and smiled at her sister. I will not be intimidated, she told herself, as Jin approached and kissed her on both cheeks. And I won’t let her occasional comments about how I could do better annoy me.

‘Hi there,’ she said. ‘You’re looking well.’

‘And you.’ Jin smiled at her sister and Andie felt guilty at her thoughts of earlier. Yes, Jin was stunningly beautiful; yes, she was rolling in money; yes, it had all come so easily to her. But she was still her sister and they shared a lot of childhood memories. They’d seen each other naked in the bath and crying after a dressing-down from Cora. They’d gone on wet-weather summer holidays in the west of Ireland together and they’d shared the trauma of falling out of the apple tree in the tiny back garden of the house in Marino, Andie spraining her wrist and Jin (dramatic as always) breaking her arm. They had a lot of things in common. She shouldn’t always focus on the things that were different.

‘Happy birthday,’ said Andie and handed Jin the bouquet of flowers. ‘This is for you too.’ She also gave her sister one of the gift-wrapped boxes.

‘Thanks.’ Jin kissed Andie again and waved at a nearby waiter to take the bouquet. She looked at the box. ‘Will I open it now?’

‘If you like,’ said Andie.

Jin unwrapped the matt-black paper and lifted the lid from the velvet box. The narrow-handled silver spoon nestled on purple silk. She ran her finger lightly over the inscription - her name and the date.

‘It’s lovely,’ she said.

‘I didn’t know which one to give you and which to give Ma,’ said Andie. ‘Hers is a sugar spoon this year.’

‘This is great,’ said Jin. ‘And yours is in the house. I’ll give it to you later.’

‘Whatever you do, don’t forget.’ Andie grinned. ‘I only have about a million spoons in the flat.’

‘Kevin thinks that giving each other spoons is a great idea,’ said Jin.

‘So do I,’ said Andie. ‘And I love them all.’

Jin raised an eyebrow.

‘I do,’ Andie told her. ‘They’re cute. They all have a story to tell.’

‘More importantly, as Kevin says, they’re a good investment. ’

‘That was the original idea. Investments for us all.’ Andie looked round wryly. ‘Not that you needed it in the end.’

‘You never know.’ But Jin laughed. ‘Anyway, I think it’s nice that the three of us buy each other the same thing. And it’s always interesting to see who picked what.’

Andie nodded, then looked round the garden. ‘Where  is Ma?’

A frown creased Jin’s brow. ‘Somewhere,’ she said vaguely. ‘Probably telling Genevieve Boyd all about my wonderful sauna or something while Genevieve is thinking that she could buy and sell me and my saunas.’

‘Could she?’ asked Andie.

‘Look, honey, you might think that there’s a bit of wealth on display here. But what me and Kevin have is  buttons, just buttons, compared to some of them. Lily and Conor O’Shea have just bought a damn island.’

‘An island? Off Ireland?’

‘Are you mad? Who’d want an Irish island where it’d piss rain on them three hundred and sixty-four days a year. No, in the Caribbean.’

‘Like Richard Branson. Anywhere near him?’

‘I don’t know,’ said Jin. ‘They haven’t invited us out yet.’

‘Well, you do already have the house in Antigua, don’t you?’

‘Yes, but it’s not the same as an island!’

Andie giggled.

‘What?’ demanded Jin.

‘It’s just so ridiculous,’ said Andie. ‘You grew up in a house that originally had an outside toilet!’

‘Andie, that toilet was never outside. You say things like that to make yourself seem more earthy and grounded than me.’

‘It was so outside!’ Andie made a face at her sister. ‘OK, not when we were kids. But before that.’

‘Yes, well it doesn’t give you permission to think that you come from an impoverished background and that wealth is a disgusting ploy of the middle classes.’

‘I don’t think that at all,’ said Andie mildly. ‘I just can’t quite see the point of island oneupmanship.’

‘It’s exactly the same as musical oneupmanship,’ returned Jin. ‘You know, where you tell someone that the latest top-selling single is all very well but it’s not actually music. And you refer them instead to something obscure by Prokofiev.’

Andie’s eyes narrowed. ‘I do not.’ Then her expression softened. ‘Well, maybe. But in that case it’s true, isn’t it? After all, you can hardly compare Stock, Aitken and Waterman to Dvorak or Tchaikovsky, now can you?’

‘As you once, bitingly, told me - Strauss would’ve been the number one of his time.’

‘At least he’d have deserved it,’ muttered Andie.

‘Same old Andie.’ Jin accepted a glass of champagne from the tray which a waiter had proffered. ‘Are you having one?’

‘Sure.’ Andie took a glass and sipped at it. ‘Nice,’ she said.

‘Veuve Clicquot,’ said Jin.

‘Nice outfit too.’ Andie decided that revisiting the past wasn’t a good idea, and she knew that Jin always loved talking about clothes.

‘D’you like it?’ Jin beamed at her. ‘It’s Chlöe. Hopefully not too young for me today.’

‘It looks great on you,’ said Andie. ‘And I like the colours.’

‘Kevin prefers plain,’ Jin told her, ‘but I wanted to look cheerful.’

‘Well, you’re outdoing us all by a mile,’ Andie said.

‘I’d be disappointed if I didn’t,’ Jin told her, ‘with the amount that he gave me to spend for today!’ She looked at Andie speculatively. ‘Mind you, you’re looking particularly well. That’s not a chain-store ensemble, is it?’

‘The sandals are M&S,’ Andie told her.

‘But the dress . . .’

‘I bought it in Pia Bang,’ said Andie.

‘Well, well.’ Jin looked at her appraisingly. ‘Taking it  all seriously, are you? For my benefit? Or is there - finally - a man?’

‘I dress for myself and not for men, as you very well know,’ said Andie spiritedly.

‘All the same.’ Jin sipped her champagne. ‘You need a man, Andie. Otherwise you’re in danger of turning into one of those tweed-wearing old dears whose only interest is their work.’

‘There are no tweed-wearing old dears in the Academy, ’ said Andie.

‘Tweed-wearing young dears?’ suggested Jin.

‘Have you ever actually seen me in tweed?’

‘So - no man?’

‘It’s absolutely none of your business.’

‘I know it’s none of my business, but I care about you.’

‘Really?’ said Andie drily.

‘Really,’ said Jin. ‘And it’s such a waste that you’re all glammed up and there’s no one to enjoy it.’

Andie thought of Tom’s appreciative looks earlier, and his desire to rip the dress from her body, and said nothing. She wished that he was with her now.

‘No one at all?’ Jin spoke again.

‘Why should it matter?’ asked Andie. ‘I’ve told you before, there are people in my life. Not as glamorous and interesting as the people in yours, obviously. But I’m OK.’

‘Is there a man only you won’t bring him because you’re embarrassed?’ asked Jin. ‘Do you think that I’d look down on another music teacher?’

‘Would you?’ asked Andie wryly. ‘Do you think that  only important business magnates qualify as potential husbands?’

‘Of course not!’ Jin shook her head and the sun glinted off her copper curls. ‘But they’re a good start! Anyway, I’d love to meet whoever you were going out with.’

‘Well, there’s no one you need to meet,’ said Andie dismissively.

‘Andie!’ Jin’s emerald-green eyes widened suddenly. ‘Is it - is it a woman?’

‘What?’

‘A woman,’ said Jin. ‘I never thought . . . but it’s possible, of course . . .’

‘You think I’m a lesbian?’ Andie looked at her sister in amused horror. ‘Is that what you think?’

‘Well, let’s face it, honey, there hasn’t been a man that I know about since Michael Kennedy. And that was years ago.’

‘Just because you don’t know about them doesn’t mean they don’t exist,’ Andie pointed out. ‘And no, there isn’t a woman. I’m not a lesbian.’

‘Pity,’ mused Jin.

‘Pity?’

‘Well, it’s terribly chic these days.’

‘I don’t indulge in my sexual preferences to be chic,’ Andie told her.

‘You rarely indulge in anything to be chic.’

‘Are you making the point that despite everything I’m still your frumpy older sister?’

Jin sighed. ‘Not really. But--’

‘I don’t want to have this conversation.’ Andie drained her glass of champagne. ‘And Kevin’s waving at you.’  She nodded towards her brother-in-law and walked away, while Jin’s eyes followed her in frustration.

 


Andie was standing under one of the enormous parasols when Cora walked up to her and handed her a packet.

‘Happy birthday,’ she said.

‘Oh, Ma, thanks.’ Andie took the box.

‘I wish you wouldn’t call me that,’ said Cora.

‘What?’

‘Ma. It sounds so--’

‘Irish?’ suggested Andie with a grin.

‘A little,’ admitted Cora. ‘In this sort of company . . .’

‘You know you love it really,’ said Andie. ‘It’s a term of affection.’

‘Maybe.’ Cora smiled.

‘Anyway, here’s yours.’ Andie handed over her gift-wrapped box.

‘You know,’ said Cora as she unwrapped it, ‘it’d be easier if we all bought our own spoons.’

‘But not half as much fun. Oh, this is really lovely!’ Andie slid the tiny egg spoon from the box.

‘Victorian,’ said Cora. ‘I liked it myself.’ She opened her own box and looked at the decorated sugar spoon inside. ‘And this is lovely too.’ She smiled at her elder daughter and kissed her fondly on the cheek.

‘It’s awkward,’ said Andie. ‘All of us sharing birthdays. ’

‘Unusual, certainly,’ said Cora. ‘But you were the best birthday presents I ever had.’

‘You say that every year.’

‘I mean it.’

‘Thanks.’ Andie returned her mother’s kiss and they stood side by side for a moment. Andie wondered whether, at fifty-eight, she’d look as good as her mother did now. Though not possessing the delicate bone structure which both daughters had actually inherited from their father, Cora Corcoran was an attractive woman. The fine lines which she possessed added character to a face whose most arresting feature was her emerald-green eyes, which sparkled with pleasure as she looked around her. Her hair, once copper like Andie and Jin’s, was a silver-grey which she no longer bothered to dye but which wasn’t unduly ageing. And her lips still retained a fullness which Andie would have associated with a much younger woman. In fact, she thought as she observed her mother covertly, Cora was beginning to look more like her old self again. Which was a huge relief, because both Andie and Jin had worried about her over the last nine months.

A metallic whine filled the garden, and mother and daughter looked towards the house. Andie shifted uncomfortably as she saw her brother-in-law, with a microphone in his hand, step up on to a low bench. She didn’t want a fuss, but there was going to be one anyway. She’d known that all along. Kevin liked a fuss.

‘Ladies and gentlemen.’ As always, she was impressed by the richness and authority in his voice, though it simply matched the authority of his personality, if not his figure. Kevin was a man of medium height who just about managed to keep middle-age spread at bay. His face was square and solid, his dark hair now thinning, though perfectly groomed. He didn’t look at all like Tom, Andie  thought wistfully, suddenly wishing he was beside her again. He looked much older, much more serious. Well, of course, he was older. And he carried around his neck the responsibilities of a company that employed almost a thousand people, so she could understand his seriousness.

‘Ladies and gentlemen,’ said Kevin again. ‘You’re very welcome here this afternoon. I’m not going to keep you long . . .’

Andie didn’t bother to listen as Kevin rattled on. She was thinking of Tom again and how wonderful it had all been earlier. How he’d brought her to the brink and back again so many times. How he knew just where to touch her, to kiss her, to caress her. He was a superb lover, thoughtful and considerate. She wondered whether Kevin and Jin had as great a sex-life as she did. Somehow she doubted that anyone else did.

‘. . . my lovely wife, Jin.’ Kevin’s voice broke into her thoughts again as Jin stood beside him, smiling happily and looking, thought Andie, not a day over twenty-one, even though it was her thirty-first birthday. Exactly a year younger than her, almost to the hour, Cora had told them.

‘. . . her equally lovely sister, Andie.’ His eyes locked on to hers and he gestured for her to join them at the front of the crowd. She pushed her way forward and stood uneasily beside them, feeling underdressed despite the electric-blue creation and the gold necklace which lay on her throat.

‘And of course their absolutely wonderful mother, Cora, who could easily be mistaken for Jin’s younger sister!’

There was an amused and appreciative murmur from the crowd as Cora followed Andie to stand beside the rest of the family.

‘So can I ask you all to raise your glasses and join with me in wishing these three fantastic women a very happy birthday.’ He raised his glass. ‘Happy birthday!’ he cried.

‘Happy birthday!’ echoed the crowd, and then the DJ put on a recording of the Stevie Wonder song and the guests sung along.

After they’d finished singing, Kevin held up his hand. ‘One more thing,’ he said. The assembled group looked at him. ‘An extra gift this year.’

Andie frowned. There were never extra gifts. That was the arrangement. A spoon each. From each of them.

‘I know that Cora hasn’t been away for a while, and although Jin and I asked her to stay with us in Antigua earlier this year she didn’t feel able to come.’ His voice was suddenly softer, more caring. They’d all been worried about Cora. Worried that, since Des’s death, she hadn’t wanted to go out, hadn’t socialised. Had been a much, much quieter woman than she’d been before. Andie felt hot tears scorch her eyes. It had been hard for her too. She missed her father more than she’d imagined possible.

‘Anyway,’ continued Kevin, ‘knowing how much Cora loved to travel in the past, we felt that the time had come perhaps for her to take a trip again. So Jin and I would like to present her with a small gift.’ He took a gold-coloured envelope out of his top pocket. ‘For you, Cora.’

Cora stared at him, her eyes wide in surprise. She took the envelope and ran her fingernail along the edge. The  letter inside confirmed that Mrs Cora Corcoran and Mrs Doireann O’Doherty were booked on the Seascape Spray  for six nights, outside cabin, upper deck, departing Florida in a week’s time on a cruise to Mexico.

‘You’re joking,’ said Cora.

‘Not at all.’ Jin smiled. ‘It’s something we wanted to do. We spoke to Doireann about it. She can’t wait.’

Cora stared at the piece of paper as Kevin told the crowd what had been arranged. They burst into a round of applause, while Cora continued to look stunned.

‘It’s - really too good of you,’ she said slowly. ‘I don’t know if . . .’

‘You have to go,’ said Jin. ‘We can’t cancel it. And Doireann’s really looking forward to it.’

‘She never said.’

‘We told her not to say a word,’ Jin explained. ‘We knew that you’d find excuses not to go and we didn’t want you to find excuses.’

‘Well . . .’

‘Hi, Cora.’ Doireann, her sister-in-law, pushed her way into the family group. ‘What d’you think?’

‘I think you should have told me.’ Cora looked at Des’s youngest sister, the one she’d got on with the best.

‘But Jin told me that you’d only object. And I agreed with her. I didn’t want anything putting a spanner in the works. I’ve always wanted to go on a cruise.’

‘Well, me too,’ murmured Cora. ‘Des and I had planned . . .’ She bit her lip.

‘Des would’ve wanted you to go,’ said Doireann firmly. ‘I know he would.’

‘Yes.’ Cora nodded slowly. ‘Yes, I suppose he would.’

‘So it’s settled then.’ Doireann grinned. ‘I was a bit worried you’d freak out and say no.’

‘How can I freak out and say no,’ asked Cora, ‘when all of you are looking at me like that?’

 


People had broken into little groups again. Cora and Doireann were sitting beneath one of the parasols, although by now the sun had slipped gently below the horizon and they didn’t need to be shaded. Kevin Dixon was talking to three men, their seemingly serious conversation suddenly ruptured by a loud belly-laugh from one of them. Andie stood near the house, half hidden from the rest of the group by a russet Japanese maple tree.

‘All on your own?’ asked Jin as she approached her.

‘Tired of talking to people,’ said Andie.

‘It gets a bit wearing after a while,’ agreed Jin.

‘You should’ve told me.’ Andie’s voice was suddenly hard. ‘You should’ve asked me before springing the cruise thing on her.’

‘Oh, for heaven’s sake, Andie. It was a gift from me and Kevin.’

‘Our agreement was spoons,’ said Andie. ‘It’s worked for the last eight years. It saves trouble.’

‘Look--’

‘And when you didn’t have any money, before you married into it, spoons were perfectly adequate.’

‘I was making enough myself,’ snapped Jin. ‘I didn’t just marry into money. My modelling career was lucrative. ’

Andie bit her lip. She knew that she was being unfair and irrational but she couldn’t help herself.

‘Andie, you know that Mum needs a break,’ said Jin. ‘You know it’s been difficult for her. Why shouldn’t Kevin and I do this?’

Because it makes me feel jealous, thought Andie uncomfortably. And because it makes you seem like some kind of fairy godmother. But she said nothing.

‘Mum will have a great time and she’ll come back looking better than ever,’ said Jin.

‘Maybe she’ll even find a rich Texan.’ Andie was annoyed at herself for even momentarily begrudging the gift to her mother.

‘Exactly.’ Jin looked pleased.

Andie sighed. Sometimes she felt that Jin brought out the worst in her even when her sister was acting with the best motives.

‘I’m sure she’ll have a really great time,’ she said.

‘Of course she will,’ Jin agreed. ‘And hopefully she’ll come back more like her old self. I know she’s looking good today, but it’s the first time in a long time.’

Andie nodded. ‘You’re right.’

‘So we’re OK with all this now?’

‘Of course.’ Andie wished she could sound totally convincing. ‘I need the loo,’ she told Jin abruptly. ‘I’ll see you later.’

She walked back to the house on her own. It was cool and quiet inside and her high heels clacked across the marble tiles. The thin straps of her sandals were cutting into her ankles and toes. She slipped them off and held them in her left hand as she walked across the hallway to the elegant downstairs bathroom. She washed her hands and then yawned deeply, stretching her arms above her  head. She lowered them again as she felt the blue dress strain across her back. It might look sensationally sexy, but after a few drinks and too much finger food it was a bit on the tight side. Andie hated the feeling of her clothes being too tight. She looked at her watch. The party would start to break up soon, wouldn’t it? She didn’t really feel like going back and having any more idle conversations with people she didn’t know while feeling as though she might pop out of the dress. She wanted to go home, pull on a comfortable sweatshirt and bottoms and curl up in front of the TV on her own.

Kevin’s study was at the end of the hallway. Andie decided to look up the number of a local cab company in his phone book and order a taxi to take her home. She’d done her duty by turning up, but there was nothing that said she had to stay till the bitter end. She pushed open the study door and walked inside. The room was almost as big as her entire flat. It was lined with bookshelves packed with books. They were business books, not novels, Andie noticed, and they looked as though they’d actually been read. She sat down in Kevin’s high-backed black leather swivel chair and rested her feet beside the computer keyboard on his walnut desk. The desk itself was neat and tidy. A blotter (did anyone actually use ink any more? she wondered) sat in the middle, there was a stack of folders to the left and a few glossy brochures about Kevin’s bar and restaurant chains to the right. On the desk too was a small silver double frame which contained photographs of Cian and Clarissa, Kevin’s children from his previous marriage. They were quite like him, she thought as she picked up the frame and studied the photos more closely.  Determined-looking. She wondered whether, if Jin and Kevin had kids, they’d looked equally determined. Or whether they’d inherit Jin’s more fragile beauty instead.

She replaced the frame and began to take the pins out of her hair so that gelled sections of it tumbled around her face again. Parents and kids and the relationships between them were horrendously difficult, even when everyone was grown up. She was a horrible, horrible person to have felt that spurt of annoyance when Kevin had told everyone about sending Cora on the cruise. She wished that she didn’t get so wound up when he and Jin made extravagant gestures. They couldn’t help it. It was their nature, after all. Besides, she conceded, Cora deserved a fabulous holiday. Andie closed her eyes and leaned back in the chair. She wondered if it was actually possible to be the sort of person you knew you should be, or whether everyone’s efforts were doomed to failure.

‘Are you all right?’

Her eyes snapped open and she jerked her feet abruptly from the desk. Kevin was standing in the doorway, looking at her.

‘Fine, fine.’ She stood up and pulled at her dress to tidy it. ‘Sorry. I came to call a cab.’

‘Leaving already?’ asked Kevin.

‘Yes. Sorry. Class tomorrow morning,’ she said.

‘You should’ve just asked me,’ said Kevin. ‘I’d have called a cab for you.’

‘You were talking to people,’ said Andie. ‘I didn’t want to disturb you.’

He walked into the room and picked up the phone. ‘Let me get it for you,’ he said. ‘I can put it on my account.’

She said nothing as she listened to him order the taxi. She was embarrassed at having been caught in his study, even though she’d only looked at the photos, not rifled through folders on his desk or opened the drawers or any of the things she could’ve been guilty of doing. She rubbed her eyes and smudged mascara over her cheeks.

Kevin looked at his sister-in-law and wondered, as he had done so often before, how it was that she was so different from his wife. Jin would never have allowed herself to be caught with her hair in such a state and mascara streaks on her face. Some men might have found Andie’s bed-head look attractive. He preferred sophistication in his women.

‘The cab will be here in a few minutes,’ he told her.

‘Great, thanks. I’ll walk down to the gate and wait for it.’

‘Aren’t you going to say goodbye to Jin and Cora?’

‘You do it for me.’ Andie ran her fingers through her hair, wishing that she hadn’t used so much gel to keep it in place. She was sure that she looked a fright. ‘I don’t want to go back out there given that I’ve destroyed my look.’

‘Best take your shoes with you then,’ said Kevin. He picked them up from the window ledge where she’d left them.

‘Oh, yes. Thanks.’

‘I’ll tell Jin you had a good time, will I?’

‘Of course.’

She slipped the sandals on to her feet. This time it was her little toes that chafed. She wondered if Jin’s excruciatingly expensive Marc Jacobs gave her blisters too.

‘We did think about sending you on the cruise with Cora,’ remarked Kevin as she reached the study door. ‘But Jin thought you’d resent it.’

Andie turned to look at him. ‘I wouldn’t have had the time to go anyway,’ she said.

‘Don’t you ever take holidays?’ He looked at her with amusement. ‘I’d have thought that even teachers at the Academy took holidays from time to time.’

‘The summer holidays are over,’ she told him. ‘I’m busy.’

He nodded. ‘Pity, though. I’m sure you would’ve enjoyed Mexico.’

‘I’m sure I would.’ She smiled briefly at him and then walked out of the house, refusing to slow down even though her feet were now on fire. Once she reached the lawn she slipped the sandals off again and allowed the dew-laden grass to cool her burning soles. By the time she reached the gate, the cab had arrived. She waved at it, got in and settled back for the journey home.



Chapter 2

Canon in D Major - Pachelbel

 


 


Kevin flopped on to the deep, biscuit-coloured sofa and stretched his full length out on it.

‘Shoes,’ said Jin automatically.

Kevin said nothing, but slid his Italian leather loafers from his feet and allowed them to drop to the floor with a soft thud.

‘Tired?’ asked Jin, who was curled up in the armchair opposite.

‘I thought the Campbells would never bloody leave.’ He yawned. ‘He’s such a bore and she’s the social climber from hell. Lost a few pounds, though. Looks the better for it.’

‘She wore that outfit to the charity lunch last month,’ remarked Jin. ‘Times must be tough in the world of bathroom fittings.’

‘Actually, one of his clients went bust,’ Kevin told her. ‘Owed him quite a bit. Maybe that explains the fashion economy.’

‘Maybe,’ said Jin thoughtfully. ‘Poor old Celeste.’ She perked up again. ‘Lily O’Shea was on top form as usual, though, wasn’t she?’

‘She’s some woman,’ agreed Kevin admiringly. ‘Perfect corporate wife.’

‘And I’m not?’

‘You do your best.’ Kevin smiled. ‘But Lily has it all down to a fine art. She was especially good when Jennifer Halpin made the comment about the tax enquiry.’

‘Tax enquiry?’

‘Conor’s having some problems with the tax man. He’s supposed to be resident in Monaco but he may have spent too many days in Ireland last year. Now they’re after him for tax.’

‘He can afford it, surely?’

‘Jin!’ Kevin looked at her in horror. ‘It’s not that he can’t afford it, but why should he have to pay it?’

‘Why not?’ Jin shrugged. ‘What difference would it make to him?’

‘Like all of us, Conor wouldn’t mind paying the money if it wasn’t frittered away by incompetent politicians who wouldn’t, in a mad fit, be employed in any real job.’

Jin giggled. ‘You think?’

‘Of course,’ said Kevin. ‘And you shouldn’t be so liberal, my love. If I didn’t have a really good accountant you’d never be able to buy dresses like that.’

‘I’m sorry.’ She kissed him. ‘I didn’t really mean to be liberal. Just fair.’

‘We donate money to charity,’ said Kevin. ‘It’s more worthwhile than donating it to the government.’

‘You’re probably right,’ agreed Jin. ‘Though I was accosted by some mad Sandal-ista-type woman last week who was trying to get rid of technology in the world on the basis that the magnetic fields were being distorted  or something. Apparently it’s why all of our chakras are messed up.’

Kevin shook his head. ‘She’d be better off getting a job.’

‘That’s what I said.’

‘That’s my girl.’

‘Thank you,’ said Jin as she stood up. ‘D’you want a drink? I’m sure there’s some wine left if you’d like it.’

‘They took away the unopened bottles,’ said Kevin.

‘Were there unopened bottles?’ She was surprised. ‘I thought our guests demolished the lot.’

‘Water will do me anyway,’ said Kevin. ‘I want to go through some papers.’

‘It’s nearly midnight,’ Jin objected. ‘It’s too late to be looking through papers.’

‘I have to,’ said Kevin.

‘Oh come on, darling.’ She leaned over the back of the sofa so that her long, shining hair brushed his face. ‘Forget about work at least for a few minutes!’

‘Don’t,’ he said irritably.

‘You used to like it.’

‘Not when I’m trying to think,’ he said.

Jin sighed. ‘OK then. I’ll get a bottle of water. I think I’ve had enough to drink today too.’

The kitchen was at the end of the corridor. It was a big, west-facing room which overlooked part of the garden. When they’d first moved into the house Jin had liked the rustic feel of it, with its honey-pine units, pots hanging from the ceiling and huge red Aga along the far wall. But even then the country look was growing passé. Jin just hadn’t been sure what she wanted in its place. She  felt that kitchens were going through a transition period and decided to wait before making radical changes. She’d done the bedrooms instead. But the kitchen was now in dire need of a facelift. She’d let it drift, she thought as she opened the heavy door of the American-style fridge, and it was unlike her to let things drift. Especially for the guts of three years! Next week she’d start looking at designs again. Come up with something really stunning. Unless, she mused as she took a bottle of sparkling water out of the fridge, unless they moved house. Moving house would be fun. This place was lovely, no question, but it lacked atmosphere. That was probably why she’d originally liked the rustic kitchen. It gave a sense of home and stability. But there was nothing special about the house itself, nothing that made her feel as though it was part of her, as though it was a privilege to live in it.

She picked up a couple of glasses and brought them and the bottle back to the room which they’d designated as the chill-out area.

What would be really nice, she thought, would be a genuinely old house near the city - along the canal perhaps - which she’d be able to painstakingly restore to its former glory. Lots of people did it; in fact, now that she thought about it, most people in their position lived in restored houses. Not cheap, of course, she realised that. But elegant.

‘Water,’ she said as she walked into the chill-out room.

‘Thanks.’ Kevin swung upright on the sofa and took the glass from her. She filled his glass, then her own.

‘I’m a bit dehydrated,’ she admitted as she took a sip. ‘Too much champagne earlier.’

‘Never let it be said I don’t do a good garden party,’ he said.

She smiled fleetingly at him but she knew what was coming next. He was going to reminisce about how he’d started in business. How, working in a pub during his holidays from college, he was sent to be the barman at a similar garden party. And how he’d got talking to the owner of the house about his ideas for developing bars and restaurants. And how Martin Murphy had listened and liked what he heard and had offered the young Kevin Dixon some capital to get started. And how, between them, they’d built up the chain that owned some of the trendiest night spots in the city. She nodded attentively as he spoke but let his words slide past her. She’d heard the story so many times she could have recited it word for word herself.

‘. . . and then, of course, I met you.’ She smiled at him at that point. She never minded recalling the first time she’d met him, his look of surprise as she walked into the office of the advertising agency wearing her highest heels so that she towered over everyone there, even Kevin. Especially Kevin. In her bare feet she was still two inches taller than him.

It had been a day like today, haze in the afternoon sky but with a silky warmth which made walking up Mount Street to the agency’s office pleasant and relaxing, except for the pain from the blister on her toe which had started to form a few minutes before she reached her destination. But it was part of her job to cope with blisters and she knew that the fanciful shoes she was wearing made her legs look even longer than usual. Her agent had called  her about the job. Kevin’s chain were about to run a poster campaign advertising their bars. They wanted a picture of a modern woman sitting at the bar looking confident and sexy. They had, Felicity Bryant told Jin, specifically requested her.

‘Why?’ she asked Kevin directly when she met him. ‘Why are you particularly interested in me?’

Kevin smiled and pushed a brochure towards her. Jin recognised it as a catalogue she’d done a couple of years earlier. In it she was wearing a frumpy dress in eggshell blue. But she was peeping out at the camera from beneath her copper fringe, and her smile was friendly, beguiling and very, very sexy.

‘One of the women in the office was looking through this,’ he said. ‘I saw you. I thought you would do.’

‘This catalogue is two years old,’ she told him. ‘She’s way out of fashion. And I’ve changed.’

‘For the better,’ he said. ‘Definitely for the better.’

She’d got the job, and a short time later billboards across Dublin were plastered with shots of her showing that same smile. One, said Kevin, that welcomed both men and women. One that would bring the punters into their bars.

It did.

At the same time, it brought Kevin and Jin together. He’d been attracted to her from the moment he’d seen her picture in the catalogue and had wanted to meet her. As he told her months later, he always got what he wanted. She was overwhelmed by his sophistication and generosity. He enjoyed her warmth and appreciativeness. They married a year later.

Of course, Jin remembered, there’d been the hassle of his former wife and their two children to contend with - not that Monica caused any trouble, but suddenly there were a rash of interviews in the paper with her, comparing her low-profile domestic situation and her apparently endless charity work unfavourably with Jin’s celebrity lifestyle. As if, Jin muttered when she read one of the most cutting pieces, as if any celebrity worth her salt would consider going for a meal and to a nightclub on a Friday night as a lifestyle worth the celebrity tag. All of the pieces carried a description of her as a ‘former model’, which, she thought, made it sound as though she’d just flashed her boobs at Kevin and shown him her single brain cell. It hadn’t been like that at all. She’d fallen in love with him as hard as she’d fallen in love with anyone in her life before. And the best part about falling for Kevin Dixon was the fact that she knew he’d be able to love her and protect her and cherish her like no one else. He gave her the beach-front property in Antigua as a wedding present. His former wife, she discovered, had been given a much bigger and more impressive property in the south of France, but Kevin told her that the Antiguan island was far nicer than the south of France and that he’d always loved Zoë’s Place.

‘Who was Zoë?’ she asked as he led her up the wooden steps.

‘Nobody to do with me,’ he replied. ‘It’s just the name that goes with the house.’

She loved Zoë’s Place too, so close to the fine white sand of the west-coast beach. She couldn’t believe how lucky she was to have found Kevin and the life she’d  always wanted to lead. And she didn’t care if Monica Dixon-Smith, as she now called herself, gave a hundred newspaper interviews saying that Kevin was a cold-hearted bastard. Jin knew that he wasn’t. He’d left Monica before Jin had met him, and had made a very generous settlement to her and the children. His first wife was pissed off at the fact that he’d found someone else. Especially, Jin thought viciously, someone younger and more attractive.

Their honeymoon had been perfect, romantic in a way that she hadn’t believed possible, a languid fortnight of frangipani blossoms falling on to the wooden deck, chilled cocktails overlooking the setting sun and lovemaking beneath the gentle swish of the ceiling fan as it moved the warm air over their glistening bodies. She’d never experienced anything as idyllic. Before or since.

‘What’s going on in Andie’s life?’ Kevin’s words broke into her thoughts.

‘Huh?’

‘I just wondered. She looked great earlier,’ said Kevin. ‘But then she decided to push off early. Your mother was annoyed that she went without saying goodbye.’

‘Oh, you know Andie.’ Jin snorted. ‘She’s in a snit because of the cruise.’

Kevin sighed. ‘I did warn you.’

‘I knew she’d get pissed off about it. But honestly, Kevin, she’s so juvenile sometimes. I feel like I’m the older sister, not her.’

‘She doesn’t like me, does she?’

‘That’s just her general bolshiness,’ said Jin. ‘She hasn’t a bean so she resents anyone who has. And, of course, she  tells herself that teaching is so much more noble than pure commerce.’

Kevin shrugged. ‘Foolish girl. Though a bit refreshing, I suppose.’

‘How?’

‘I’m so used to having women falling at my feet because of my bank balance that it’s quite a surprise to find that Andie doesn’t.’

‘I didn’t fall at your feet because of your bank balance.’ Jin grinned at him. ‘I fell at your feet because I was wearing those high heels.’

Kevin laughed. ‘True. And you haven’t worn anything with heels ever since.’

‘I’m used to flatter shoes now,’ said Jin. ‘Much more comfortable.’

He laughed again. ‘Those are comfortable?’ He nodded at the pair of flat but very narrow and pointed Marc Jacobs that Andie had noticed earlier.

‘Mostly much more comfortable,’ she amended. She got up and sat beside him on the sofa. ‘You sure you have to do paperwork tonight?’

‘Yes,’ he said. ‘I’m going to Oslo on Monday. I need to have gone through them before then, let Shaun throw his solicitor’s eye over them once more.’

‘But you’ve got all weekend to worry about papers.’ She leaned up against him. ‘And even the best tycoons need time out to play.’

‘I’ve been playing all day,’ he told her.

‘No you haven’t,’ she said. ‘You were talking to Robert and Austin and Martin and Shaun . . . it was like having a mini board meeting on the lawn.’

He smiled. ‘Wasn’t I attentive enough for you?’

‘Not entirely.’ She pouted at him.

‘Come here then.’ He pulled her closer to him and slid her multicoloured dress over her head. She kneeled over him, her generous breasts rounded by the Agent Provocateur bra she was wearing.

‘That bra doesn’t go with that dress!’ He smiled.

‘Why?’

‘Wrong colour.’

‘This dress has about fifty colours in it,’ she told him. ‘One of them is bound to be right.’

He shook his head. ‘None of them match the shade exactly.’

‘Then you’d better get rid of the bra,’ said Jin suggestively.

He reached up and undid the clasp with one hand, then dropped the bra on the floor.

‘You know, I’m not sure I approve of the ease with which you can do that,’ she said.

‘Years of practice,’ he told her.

‘I know.’ Her eyes glittered green over him. ‘But years of practice on who?’

‘Mostly you,’ he assured her as he drew her closer to him until her nipple was grazing his lips. ‘Mostly you.’

 


She hadn’t realised that she’d fallen asleep on top of him until he shook her shoulder.

‘Oh.’ Her eyes opened slowly and she blinked a couple of times to focus on him.

‘I have to look at those papers now,’ he said.

‘Now?’ She yawned. ‘What about coming to bed?’

‘Were you planning more of the same?’ he asked. ‘Or just sleeping?’

She smiled sleepily. ‘Whichever.’

‘Attractive though both propositions are, I do need to work,’ he said.

‘But it’s so late.’ She swung her legs off the sofa and picked up her discarded clothing. ‘I can never understand why you work in the middle of the night.’

‘I get my best ideas in the middle of the night,’ he told her. ‘I can’t help it.’

‘It drives me mad,’ she muttered.

‘Monica used to say that,’ he said casually.

Jin stiffened and looked at him. ‘Are you saying that I’ve become like Monica?’

He smiled. ‘No. Only that you once told me to tell you if you ever said or did anything like her. So that you could avoid it in the future.’

‘So I did.’ Jin slipped into her dress. ‘I’m sorry.’

‘Don’t be.’ He stood up to face her. ‘You’re nothing like Monica.’

‘Good,’ she said.

‘And I won’t let you become like her either. Now I absolutely must get to work.’

‘I know.’ She yawned again. ‘I’ll see you in the morning. ’

‘Yes,’ he said.

‘It must be great being able to get by on four hours’ sleep.’

‘Actually it’s a curse,’ he said. ‘I’d rather conk out for the full eight like you. But I can’t. So I might as well  use the time productively. Earn more money. Keep you in the style et cetera.’

‘OK.’ She grinned suddenly. ‘So why are you nattering to me about it instead of getting on with it?’

‘Goodnight.’ He kissed her lightly on the lips.

‘Goodnight.’ She smiled at him and then went upstairs to bed.

 


Andie could hear the steady beat of the rain outside her window. It had started around two in the morning, a gentle hiss which had penetrated her half-sleep so that she opened her eyes, suddenly alert. And then she realised that it was only rain, not the sounds of a maniac who’d broken into the flat to murder her in her bed.

She didn’t normally think like that. Only she’d sat up and watched TV when she’d arrived home from Jin’s party. They’d been showing the psychological thriller  Sea of Love, with Ellen Barkin and Al Pacino. Andie fancied Al Pacino. She liked those smouldering dark looks and his American accent. But it wasn’t the kind of film that a girl living on her own should watch before going to bed alone. It had left her tense and unable to sleep. She’d looked at her watch and wondered whether or not she could ring Tom. But it was too late. Tom would be in bed too, with Elizabeth, his wife of ten years, beside him. Perhaps her arm would be resting across him, like Andie’s own did on the rare occasions when they fell asleep together. Perhaps Elizabeth was spooned into Tom’s back, the way she did too sometimes. Perhaps Tom and Elizabeth were making love . . . She’d clamped down on the thoughts of Tom and Elizabeth  making love and willed herself to fall asleep, but it wasn’t a deep sleep and now she was awake again, thanks to the persistent drum of the rain.

She threw off the quilt and got out of bed. She peered through the gap in the curtains and watched the drops running down the window pane, distorting the yellow glow from the streetlight outside. She heard footsteps but they were from the flat above. She recognised the heavy tread of Dominic Lyster, the divorced father of two who owned the flat. She wondered if he couldn’t sleep either. And then she heard a high-pitched giggle and realised that sleep was probably the furthest thing from his mind.

She walked barefoot into the kitchen and filled the kettle. She knew that if she wanted to sleep she should really be heating up hot milk, but she thought that hot milk and any of the drinks made with it were totally disgusting. As a sop, however, to the fact that coffee in the early hours would make it even harder to get back to sleep, she spooned decaffeinated blend into her yellow mug.

While she waited for the kettle to boil she went into the bathroom and grabbed some paracetamol from the cabinet. She had a nagging headache and didn’t know whether to blame it on champagne or stress. She hadn’t really had enough champagne to have an alcohol-induced headache. And, she thought ruefully, if she was stressed out then it was entirely her own fault.

But still. She swallowed the tablets and then poured hot water over the coffee granules. Jin should’ve told her about the cruise for Cora. The only reason she  hadn’t, Andie knew, was that she was well aware that she was breaking their birthday law. The law that had been decided eight years earlier when they’d been debating the whole birthday thing. Des had organised a big bash for Cora’s fiftieth, and Jin and Andie had decided not to buy each other presents so that they could club together and buy something extravagant for their mother. Cora had learned about this and argued that she wasn’t an extravagant woman and hated extravagant gifts, and that the three of them having birthdays on the same day had caused all sorts of problems when they were younger and she didn’t want it to happen now they were older too. And then she’d said that her collection of silver spoons, which she’d started years ago, hadn’t had an addition in ages and that what she’d really like was a spoon from each of her daughters. Andie couldn’t remember now whether it was herself or Jin who had suggested that spoons all round would be a good idea, but suddenly it had taken off and that was what they had done. And at no time over the intervening years had any of them wavered from it.

Andie gulped some coffee and swore as she scalded her tongue. It didn’t really matter what Jin and Kevin did. She had her own life to lead. And she had Tom. Tom, who loved her. Tom, who made her feel cherished and wanted. Tom, who’d do anything for her. Except, of course, leave his wife. Andie added more milk to her coffee and took the mug back into the bedroom. She got into the double bed and pulled the covers over her knees to protect them from the heat of the mug.

Of course Tom wanted to leave Elizabeth. He
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