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      For my many absent friends, whose memories still live on and 
make me smile frequently, and for Glenn, Jillian and Graham,

         with much love.
      

   
      
      ONE

      
      June 2006

      
      Sharonne didn’t bother to call goodbye or wish Derek luck. She slammed the hall door behind her. He heard the screech of the
         tyres as she rounded the bend in their driveway, the revving while the gates opened and then the ensuing engine roar as she
         disappeared down the leafy road in their quiet Dublin suburb.
      

      
      Derek had woken up as the morning sun had sliced through the wooden blinds and reached the bed. It was the day of the Captain’s
         Prize and he was looking forward to an outing with his mates, Conor, Rory and Liam, who was the only bachelor among them.
         They had a bet on that Derek would win today. The previous year’s event had almost been washed off with the last few players
         forfeiting their chances by crying off before drowning on the fairways. The little stream that meandered through the course
         – and swallowed golf balls with a vengeance – had burst its banks, leaving the eighth and tenth greens unplayable for weeks.
         But today was sunny and clear skied, with no chance of the flood recurring.
      

      
      ‘Morning, honey,’ Derek had said to Sharonne as she came in to the kitchen. He stroked his goatee, something he did quite
         subconsciously. His greeting had been returned with a grunt. His wife had changed the spelling of her name to Sharon-NE when
         she’d gone into PR. She thought it would add a little air of mystique and distinguish her from all the other Sharons in the business.
      

      
      ‘What has you so happy?’ she’d snapped.

      
      ‘No kids. A bit of peace and quiet, the competition and all that. Aren’t you looking forward to the dinner?’

      
      ‘I suppose,’ she’d muttered. ‘I’ve a lot to do first though.’

      
      ‘Work?’ he’d asked.

      
      ‘No. Today is me time.’

      
      ‘Would you like a fry-up?’ he’d enquired, waving the frying pan in the air.

      
      ‘Don’t be ridiculous. Since when do I eat fry-ups?’

      
      ‘I suppose Conor will regale us with more tales of the shenanigans at the tribunal – he can be very funny about the goings
         on there.’
      

      
      ‘Maeve will probably be wearing something mumsy,’ Sharonne had said by way of reply.

      
      He hadn’t reacted.

      
      This had become a pattern ever since Sharonne had discovered that Derek had gone out with Maeve before they’d met. True, he
         still had a soft spot for Maeve, but once she had been introduced to Conor, he’d known he didn’t have a chance. That pair
         had fallen for each other in a proverbial coup de foudre and they still acted like two lovebirds. The guys had met in college and kept in touch through golf.
      

      
      ‘Yes, something mumsy,’ Sharonne had goaded.

      
      ‘What do you mean by mumsy?’ Derek had risen to the bait, even though he’d sworn the last time that he never would again.

      
      ‘Mumsy – you know – like an earth mother in a floral duvet. Old before her time. She’ll probably turn up in a safe, floaty
         thing, to cover her big thighs.’
      

      
      ‘She doesn’t have big thighs,’ he had exploded, no longer holding back his anger. ‘You know, I actually thought they were
         your friends too, but obviously I was very wrong there.’
      

      
      ‘I just say what I feel. Anyway, Maeve can do no wrong in your eyes, can she?’

      
      He had said nothing, concentrating on turning the sausages over on the pan. That was when she had flounced out, making a grand
         exit.
      

      
      Derek put his breakfast on a plate and sat down to eat, savouring the silence, which was rare in his houseful of women.

      
      ***

      
      Sharonne arrived at Brush Strokes with only minutes to spare for her appointment. Hervé greeted her, scissors clipping rhythmically
         in his right hand, a habit that irritated Sharonne beyond belief, but she knew she couldn’t say anything or he might take
         out his artistic tantrums on her. He blew air kisses behind her ears with little popping sounds and in his best inner-Dublin,
         pseudo-French accent, welcomed her and escorted her to her chair, mincing along on his high-rise heels.
      

      
      ‘Cherie, are we colouring, highlighting, treating, cutting – what would la belle Sharonne like today?’ Clicking the scissors
         again, Hervé called one of his minions to wash ‘Madom’s’ hair, before he worked his magic.
      

      
      Sharonne thought of Maeve again who, it seemed, everyone but she wanted to canonise. What she hadn’t let her husband know
         was that she hated feeling threatened by Maeve. Perhaps if he’d told her about their relationship himself and not let her
         find out what everyone else already knew, Sharonne would have been able to dismiss it. She’d never even known they had dated
         until he confessed one New Year’s Eve. They’d been playing a truth or dare type of game after a few too many glasses of the
         Widow Clicquot’s bubbles. That was what really rankled – that and the fact that Maeve and he were still really close.
      

      
      Why hadn’t she been able to tell Derek that she’d do him proud tonight, that she had a knockout new outfit to wear? Was it
         because she knew she was determined to give Maeve a run for her money or that she really did feel threatened by this former
         girlfriend?
      

      
      ***

      
      Maeve and Conor lived in a secluded, period house in Killiney. It hadn’t been their first home, but when Conor had begun his
         rapid climb up the legal ladder, they had moved there a few years earlier. Much as she enjoyed her job at the clinic, Maeve
         loved her weekends. She enjoyed nothing better than pottering around her garden, especially at this time of the year, when
         the roses were out and the leaves were still a freshly minted green. She stopped every now and then to look down on the sea,
         and today was a glorious day for doing that.
      

      
      She decided to paint her nails out on the patio. She settled herself with the newspaper, the only way to stop her getting
         up and pulling a weed, or doing a bit of deadheading somewhere in the beds and smudging the polish before it dried. The garden
         in a way had become her baby. She listened to the birds and the sound of a neighbour’s ride-on mower doing its repetitive
         circuit. This was the sort of decadently lazy Saturday that she most enjoyed. She inhaled the smell of the newly cut grass
         wafting from the other side of the hedge and wondered how Conor was playing. Maybe he’d take the prize again this year. I
         must ring Trish, she thought, but her phone buzzed on the table at that moment.
      

      
      ‘Hi, Trish, I was just thinking about you,’ said Maeve. She’d been friends with Trish since schooldays and when Maeve had
         started going out with Conor, he had introduced Trish to Rory and it hadn’t been long before they’d become an item.
      

      
      ‘Well, that’s telepathy for you. Have you a new gúna for the do tonight?’ Trish asked.

      
      ‘I have,’ said Maeve. ‘What about you?’

      
      ‘I’ve just gone mad and splurged. I bought new shoes too. I daren’t tell Rory what I spent so I threw the receipts away! He’d
         go mad if he knew how much they cost. You know what he’s like, always going on about saving the pennies.’
      

      
      Maeve did. She and Conor often talked about Rory’s stinginess and he’d told her that the guys in the golf club were saying
         the previous week that he’d never allow himself to win the Captain’s Prize because he’d have to buy the drinks afterwards.
      

      
      ‘Is Liam bringing anyone to the dinner?’ Maeve asked.

      
      ‘Not that I heard, but you never know with him – always full of surprises.’

      
      ‘Right, I have to fly, have to pick the kids up from the tennis club. See you later.’

      
      ***

      
      As always, it was chaotic in the Collins’ household in Glenageary and this evening was no exception. Rory had come home, very
         happy with his round of golf. Trish’s niece had arrived to baby-sit. Their eldest son, Barry, at almost sixteen, was at an
         age where he felt offended by such an indignity and argued that he was old enough to be in charge. That was what worried Rory
         and Trish – he was old enough – old enough to have some pals in and to visit the drinks cupboard. They’d been told tales of
         this happening from his school – of kids topping up the gin and vodka bottles with water after they had had their fill and
         Trish was adamant that it wouldn’t happen in their home. Louise and Toni, their other two children, loved having their cousin
         over. She was in her final year at school and was ‘cool’ in their eyes. She gave them French manicures and showed them how
         to use make-up.
      

      
      ‘Everything Liam touches seems to turn to gold these days,’ Rory said when they were getting ready to go out.

      
      ‘What makes you say that?’

      
      ‘He’s just landed another hotel development – with a new client in Cyprus – five star all the way.’

      
      ‘Well, that’s great, isn’t it? I mean – he works really hard,’ she said.

      
      ‘We all work really hard.’

      
      ‘You know that’s not what I meant. You can’t complain. You have some nice contracts on the books too and Liam has no commitments,
         no kids or school fees, no mortgages, no wife …’
      

      
      ‘I’m not about to give her up,’ he said as she disappeared into the bathroom.
      

      
      ‘Good,’ she called out.

      
      He followed her into the bathroom.

      
      ‘You know, I’ve just been thinking, there’s Derek with his finger in the Palm Island development in Dubai and a new bank headquarters
         in the Dublin Docklands. Maybe I should have expanded abroad more.’
      

      
      ‘I don’t think so – and leave me with those three downstairs.’ She laughed. ‘We’re doing fine as we are.’

      
      Rory was doing well. He owned his own highly successful architectural practice and with the way the construction industry
         was booming and running away with itself, there were good times ahead for all of them, despite the fact that one or two economists
         were saying the bubble would burst sooner rather than later. He was making sure he’d salted away enough just in case.
      

      
      ‘You better get a move on Rory, or the taxi’ll be here,’ Trish said. The surfaces around her sink were scattered with makeup
         as she stood in front of her mirror. Rory’s side was free of everything except his aftershave. She was wearing an open wrap
         over her black underwear.
      

      
      ‘I hate these strapless bras, I always feel I’m going to fall out of them,’ she said, tugging it up higher.

      
      ‘Need any help?’ asked Rory, putting his arms around her and nuzzling her.

      
      ‘Not the kind you have in mind, not now anyway,’ she said, ‘Maybe later …’

      
      ‘Aha, I’m on a promise …’ he said doing up his bowtie.

      
      Trish went back to their bedroom and slipped on her dress.

      
      ‘You look terrific,’ her husband said.

      
      ‘Thank you – and I feel it too.’

      
      ***

      
      ‘Perfect timing,’ said Derek. ‘There’s Maeve and Conor in front of us. Derek was taking money from his wallet when Sharonne shrieked.
      

      
      ‘My God, I’m not going in there! Look at her – look at what she’s wearing,’ she said grabbing hold of his arm.

      
      ‘She looks terrific,’ said Derek.

      
      ‘She looks terrific!’ echoed Sharonne.

      
      ‘Don’t say you’re going to throw one of your tantrums. You both look great.’ He tried a recovery but it drove Sharonne into
         an even greater rage.
      

      
      ‘Look at her will you, you blind fool. She’s wearing my outfit.’

      
      ‘For Christ’s sake get a grip. Pretend you don’t notice. It’s only a dress and it doesn’t look the same to me. It’s not even
         the same colour. Yours is purple.’
      

      
      ‘It’s burgundy, not purple,’ she said irrationally, ‘and I’m going home. I have to change.’

      
      ‘For once, will you realise the world doesn’t revolve around you. What would you tell a client to do if this happened to them?’

      
      She gave him a withering look. ‘I’m not a client and I’m going home.’

      
      ‘If you want to go that’s your call. I’m not going with you. Could you not try, for my sake, to be … nice?’

      
      ‘If you go in there without me, you needn’t expect me to come back.’

      
      ‘Fine! I won’t. I’m going to enjoy myself.’

      
      ‘As if I bloody well care.’

      
      The taxi man kept his eyes straight ahead.

      
      ‘Oh honey, don’t I just know that? Thank you for asking me how I played. It’s the first time I’ve ever won the Captain’s Prize.
         Thanks for your support, but I’m not going to let you spoil tonight because of your insane jealously of Maeve.’
      

      
      Conor approached. ‘Hi there, you two.’

      
      Derek got out of the taxi.

      
      ‘Sharonne’s having one of her petulant moments,’ he said, shooting a menacing look back at his wife, who was still in the car. ‘She’s deciding whether or not to grace us with her presence.’
      

      
      Conor laughed. ‘Grace us with her presence? Umm. It can’t be that bad?’ he said. ‘And you know I don’t handle divorce cases.’

      
      ‘Well that could all change and this could be your first,’ he said. ‘It seems our wives are wearing similar dresses. And mine
         is not very happy with the situation.’ He took a note from his wallet and handed it to the driver.
      

      
      ‘That’s not sufficient grounds for another world war, is it?’ asked Conor.

      
      ‘Maybe not in global terms but, in the world of Sharonne, it seems to be of nuclear proportions.’ Derek went over to Maeve.

      
      ‘You look stunning, as always,’ he said, hugging her warmly. ‘And,’ he whispered, ‘Sharonne’s on the warpath – be prepared!’

      
      ‘I hear congratulations are in order,’ Maeve said while Conor was coaxing Sharonne out of the car.

      
      ‘Snap, Sharonne,’ said Maeve, ‘I see we’ve been shopping in the same place. I only hope I look as good in this as you do.’

      
      Sharonne could hardly speak with anger. ‘Now that I see it on you, I’m not sure I really like the cut,’ was her reply.

      
      ‘Come on, let’s get you ladies inside for a drink,’ Conor said.

      
      They headed upstairs to the bar, which overlooked the eighteenth green. It was a blissful summer’s evening and they took their
         cocktails out onto the veranda where Rory and Trish were already sitting.
      

      
      ‘I’m really looking forward to the holiday in Mijas,’ Maeve said to Trish, referring to the two-week holiday the friends took
         together every summer. ‘I can’t wait either,’ Trish replied. ‘Hey look, here’s Liam – with a stunner. I told you he’d surprise
         us.’ They all laughed.
      

      
      Liam had a striking-looking girl by his side, one they hadn’t met before. She stretched out her hand to Maeve and said, ‘I’m Noelle, and I don’t play golf.’
      

      
      Liam said, ‘That sounds like a confession. “Hello, I’m Liam and I’m a gambler or a serial womaniser or some such.”’

      
      ‘Well, it is in a way, because my parents, three brothers and two sisters-in-law all play and when any of them get together my eyes are
         inclined to glaze over. So I just thought I should warn you that if that happens I don’t need medication, just a change of
         topic!’
      

      
      Sharonne chimed, ‘Mine will probably glaze over before yours,’ before adding, ‘with boredom.’

      
      Liam interrupted, ‘Now Shar, we’re not that dull.’ He went on, unaware of the reason for Sharonne’s bad temper. ‘We can always
         talk about things like who’s fleecing who in the seedy world of finance that you represent.’ She shot him a filthy look, glanced
         at her watch and asked, ‘Will they never get on with speeches?’
      

      
      Noelle turned to Trish, ‘That dress is a stunner. I wish I could wear black.’

      
      Sharonne butted in, ‘There’s so much of it here this evening it’s hard to tell who’s serving staff and who isn’t.’

      
      Trish smiled sweetly at her and said, ‘Well, I’m not on duty tonight, so you can rule me out!’ Her one-shoulder black dress
         fitted her like a second skin. She didn’t usually buy designer labels and was the envy of many of her friends as she always
         had the knack of knowing what to buy, whether from a chain or department store.
      

      
      Maeve said, ‘You do look fantastic, Trish. That was worth every penny.’

      
      Trish replied, ‘When I saw it in the boutique in Donnybrook, I decided I was going to splurge. I dipped into my running away
         money to buy it. Designer dresses don’t fit into any of Rory’s accounting systems so I’ll have to pretend it came from Next.’
      

      
      Derek was the centre of attention with club members coming up to congratulate him on his win. Sharonne did her public relations bit of smiling and being nice to them all, but her smile never reached her eyes and took on a frozen look as Derek
         made his acceptance speech. He finished it up by saying, ‘We were all getting worried that Conor might make it three in a
         row and feared that the only way we would be able to stop him would be to vote for him to be vice captain, but with so many
         builders in the club that may not have been an easy vote to get passed!’
      

      
      There was laughter all around. Everyone knew that the developers were the ones being investigated in the tribunals and some
         of them there that evening might yet end up in the witness box being cross-examined by Conor.
      

      
      Derek went back to the table amid guffaws and wisecracks. He was a popular winner. He was a good sportsman, good at tennis,
         had played rugby for his school and college and run a few marathons in his time, yet he was never fanatical about anything
         only his work. Sharonne clapped half-heartedly but with no evidence of delight as she watched Maeve show real pleasure at
         his victory. She didn’t sit beside him at the table, or beside Maeve, and as soon as the soup was served she feigned a migraine,
         excused herself and went to ask the barman to call a taxi. When she joined the table again she turned on Maeve, ‘You should
         do something with your hair. Maybe lighten it a bit to give it a lift. I could give you the number of the guy who does mine
         – he’s great at shaping.’
      

      
      Trish and Rory exchanged looks and Trish stretched her foot under the table kicking Maeve not to react, while she said pointedly,
         ‘Don’t you dare go blonde. You’re not old enough to do that yet. Look around here. It’s like a Barbie reunion.’
      

      
      ‘… a Barbie reunion,’ echoed Conor.

      
      ‘Now that you mention it, it could be,’ laughed Liam, ‘Not old enough to go blonde – I like that.’

      
      ‘What do you mean old enough?’ Sharonne rounded on him.

      
      ‘Well, all my mother’s friends who got tired of trying to hide the grey roots turned blonde in their old age. Talk about the
         Golden Girls – they called themselves the Flaxen Floozies!’
      

      
      ‘They didn’t!’ said Noelle.

      
      ‘They did. They had the X factor all right – Botox, detox and intox, the highlights in their lives. It was all Auntie Anne’s
         fault. She came home after living for years in the States with all these crazes and the others followed suit. Well, she’d
         had three husbands and confessed to a few lovers too, so they felt she knew something they didn’t, scandalised and all as
         they were by her.’
      

      
      Before Sharonne could make any further comment, a waiter signalled the arrival of her taxi. Her parting shot to Derek was,
         ‘Well, you enjoy your evening.’
      

      
      ‘Oh, I will. Now,’ he muttered to himself, getting up and walking her to the door. ‘Don’t wait up for me. It’ll be a late
         one.’
      

      
      Astounded at her bitchiness and knowing full well there was no migraine, Noelle asked, ‘I couldn’t help but notice that you
         are wearing the same dresses. Is that what that was all about?’
      

      
      ‘Apparently so,’ Liam replied before Trish could. ‘She has her moments and sometimes it doesn’t take too much to trigger them!’
         The guys all felt sorry for Derek.
      

      
      ‘No glazed eyes tonight, then?’ Trish asked.

      
      Noelle laughed, ‘I might have been missing out if club nights are all like this.’

      
      ‘Happily they’re not.’

      
      ‘What a bitch. Men have left their wives for less!’ Conor muttered to Maeve.

      
      Derek came back to the table and, as he passed by Maeve’s chair he ended everyone’s awkwardness about the situation when he
         stopped and said, ‘Now more wine anyone? This is supposed to be a celebration.’
      

      
      Although conversations started up again Derek knew Sharonne had gone one step too far. He and the men were all dressed identically
         in black suits and bowties and they weren’t running home to change. What was the big deal anyway? But he knew that it hadn’t just been the dress that had rankled with her.
      

      
      ***

      
      When Derek got home that night, Sharonne was fast asleep, or pretending to be. He stood looking at her comatose form and realised
         he didn’t like her much any more. When had this happened, he wondered, this change of heart? They used to be so good together.
         He acknowledged that their activities in the bedroom had become too metred, like everything else in her life. He was not accommodated
         when she wasn’t in the mood. Accommodated. Had it really come to this, that he found himself looking at his wife and thinking
         words like that? No, he decided, I’ve had enough of this. He went to one of the guest bedrooms, undressed, climbed beneath
         the duvet and lay thinking. Sleep was a long way off as he reflected on their friends and their lifestyles. If she kept up
         this behaviour, it would make things very awkward when it came to the holiday in a few weeks time.
      

      
      He knew that Sharonne was a high-maintenance woman. She hadn’t ever wanted children either. She used to say women never looked
         the same after they’d been stretched. Derek had been thrilled when she’d become pregnant. She hadn’t been – she’d freaked.
         She hadn’t missed taking her contraceptive pill, she’d assured him of that. But she had had a violent reaction to mussels
         after a meal one weekend and had been sick for a few days. ‘That’s what did it,’ the doctor told Derek, ‘the food poisoning
         and the retching had the effect of rendering the dosage ineffective for a short period, and so your wife is pregnant.’
      

      
      ‘It’s good to have your family when you’re young,’ the doctor said after he’d broken the news to them that they were going
         to have not one, but two. ‘So many women are waiting until well into their thirties before starting.’
      

      
      ‘At least I’ll get it all over with in one fell swoop,’ had been Sharonne’s reaction to the news. ‘I wouldn’t like to have
         an only child, like me, and would have felt pressured to have a second one. I always felt responsible for my parents. If they were arguing, I felt it was my fault and when they were old,
         I had no one to share the visits and the anxieties with. I even felt guilty for wanting to travel, I felt like I was abandoning
         them.’
      

      
      ‘So twins seem like a perfect solution for you,’ the doctor had said to them. ‘They can gang up on you when they are teenagers.’

      
      Derek hadn’t really been surprised when she’d told the obstetrician then, ‘When you’re delivering them you can tie my tubes
         too?’
      

      
      ‘Isn’t that a little extreme?’ Derek had asked. ‘You might change your mind later on.’

      
      ‘I won’t,’ had been her resolute reply.

      
      She was a good mother to Megan and Sandy, Derek conceded. Much as he was annoyed with Sharonne, he knew that neither one of
         them would do anything to rattle the girls’ lives.
      

   
      
      TWO

      
      ‘I’m off now, Conor,’ Maeve said as she gathered her keys and bag.
      

      
      ‘Is it not a bit on the early side for you?’ he asked.

      
      ‘I want to get in before the new patients and they seem to arrive earlier and earlier on Mondays, especially when they are
         coming from the country,’ she said.
      

      
      ‘They probably all listen to AA Roadwatch and are terrified of being caught in a traffic jam so they set out at the crack
         of dawn.’
      

      
      ‘Probably, but they don’t feel so lost when there’s someone there to greet them.’

      
      Maeve worked at a private clinic, as receptionist to a consultant oncologist who was much in demand for his vanguard approach
         to cancer.
      

      
      From her office window, she enjoyed a view across Dublin Bay to Howth, a view interrupted only by a passing train. In summer,
         the sea was dotted with yachts from the numerous clubs that delineated the wealthier suburbs of the city. This morning the
         tide was out, and she was sitting staring, unseeing, when Stan Rosenthal came in behind her.
      

      
      ‘Morning, Maeve. Had a good weekend?’

      
      ‘Yes, and you? How did the game go on Saturday?’ Stan was a member in a different club to her husband, but they often played in the Opens at each other’s courses.
      

      
      ‘Good. I hear Derek pipped Conor at the last hole. About time he let someone else win that trophy,’ he joked.

      
      ‘You’ve been listening to gossip,’ Maeve said.

      
      ‘Never!’ he laughed. ‘But I played with Liam yesterday and he was telling me. Heard about the ding-dong at the dinner too.
         Must have been a good night.’
      

      
      ‘Memorable,’ said Maeve.

      
      ‘I don’t know how he stays married to that woman, or how he plays golf with a frozen shoulder.’

      
      ‘I didn’t know he had a frozen shoulder,’ she said.

      
      ‘Well, wouldn’t you have if you had to sleep with that frosty face at your back every night?’ Stan quipped.

      
      ‘That’s terrible,’ she laughed.

      
      ‘Just true,’ he answered. ‘At times like these, I’m delighted to be single again. Breda did me a favour by leaving before
         I had to take that step. And I’m glad that, despite your best efforts, I’m still in that happy single state. Having my work
         as my wife is a much better solution for me!’
      

      
      He ducked from her mock punch. Everyone knew what Breda, or Chandeliers, was like. They called her that because she seemed
         to live her life going from one glittering do to another, always dripping in bling – real and fake together.
      

      
      No man was safe in her presence, even with a wife or girlfriend on his arm. Since their very public divorce she’d appeared
         regularly in the gossip columns at some society bash or other and she seemed to have a penchant for dark-eyed, Arab-type escorts.
         When any of their friends ran in to her it was to have to endure a litany of, ‘I was at dinner in the Egyptian embassy last
         week and the ambassador told me …’ or ‘the attaché, you know he’s single, asked me to be his hostess at their national day
         party …’
      

      
      ‘Do you know what she’s up to now?’ Stan asked. ‘She’s recently got involved in a charity for Palestinian orphans or a rescue effort for child camel jockeys or some such good cause. She seems to think this will be her social entrée into the
         foreign service circle,’ he laughed. ‘Now all she talks about is, “When I was staying in the Irish embassy during the Dubai
         Classic this year … or wherever.’
      

      
      Maeve was thinking that this sounded just like her. She knew Breda well.

      
      ‘I hate to admit to it,’ Stan continued, ‘but my mother was right about her, you know. She always said Breda was more in love
         with the idea of being married to a surgeon than with this particular surgeon. I should have listened to her! Oh hell and
         damnation. Has it come to this? I never thought I’d say that about my mother. I think it’s time I got back to work.’
      

      
      He grinned as he picked up the files Maeve had left on the edge of her desk earlier and took them into his consulting room
         just as the first patient arrived.
      

      
      The morning seemed to drag, which was unusual. Normally it was over without Maeve noticing. She felt tired and thought that
         she must be getting old, late nights never used to affect her like this.
      

      
      As Stan, her boss, was operating in another hospital that afternoon, Maeve finished her paperwork early and decided to call
         in to Trish on her way home. She rang and told her to put the kettle on, promising to bring some Danish pastries.
      

      
      When Trish opened the door she teased, ‘Oh, Maeve – that hair – you should do something about it. I see you haven’t been to
         the studio yet!’ They fell around the place laughing.
      

      
      ‘Hervé will be so-oooo disappointed.’

      
      ‘Poor Derek. I felt so sorry for him,’ Trish said. ‘How does he put up with her? She was furious about the dress, which really
         was fabulous by the way, and that’s all that was wrong with her. But you’d think she’d have the cop on to hide it.’
      

      
      ‘She doesn’t realise how lucky she is, with a successful business, those gorgeous girls and a good husband,’ Maeve said. Over mugs of tea, they talked of their approaching holiday to Spain. It had become something of a ritual, all the friends
         taking these few weeks off together to spend in Maeve and Conor’s villa.
      

      
      ‘If I were you – but I’m not, I’m not charitable and kind and forgiving – but if I were you and Conor, I wouldn’t invite them
         this year. Teach her a lesson, that would.’
      

      
      ‘That wouldn’t be fair on Derek and, besides, who’d make up the fourball? The guys would hate the change in the routine and
         they were friends long before she arrived on the scene.’
      

      
      ‘Well, just invite him then.’

      
      ‘I think pretending it never happened is the best plan,’ said Maeve.

      
      They drained the last of the tea and picked up the crumbs from their pastries on damp fingertips.

      
      ‘Thanks for popping in. The kids will be back soon so I better get organised too.’

      
      ‘Well I’m going home for a nap.’

      
      Trish laughed – ‘A nap? You’re always on the go – putting the rest of us to shame with your limitless energy.’

      
      ‘Well, today I’m feeling lazy.’

      
      When Conor came home from an early adjournment of the proceedings, he ruffled her hair. She stirred and stretched. She’d dozed
         off watching The Weakest Link.
      

      
      ‘We should put Sharonne into that,’ he said sitting down beside her and pointing at the TV. ‘Anne Robinson would cut her down
         to size. In fact, I wonder if I could get her on to my team – she’d be great at intimidating some of the chancers we’re up
         against.’
      

      
      ‘You should write and ask her,’ Maeve replied. Then she told him she’d popped in to see Trish that afternoon. ‘She thinks
         Sharonne may not want to come to Mijas with us.’
      

      
      ‘All the better. She’s quite a harridan, isn’t she? Derek deserves a break.’

      
      ‘Did you hear from him today?’
      

      
      ‘Yes and no! He left a message and when I called him back, he was at a planning meeting. I’ll give him a shout later. We need
         to get those flights confirmed.’
      

   
      
      THREE

      
      Liam Coffey had had a frantic week and he was really looking forward to chilling out with his friends. His work as a quantity
         surveyor had taken him to London on Monday and Tuesday, then he’d flown to Cyprus and had just arrived back home on Friday.
         He’d gone straight to the office to check up on a few things, before heading off to Mijas the following morning. The light
         on his answer phone was flashing in a frenzy – one, two, three, four, five, six – eleven calls. He pressed the button as he
         poured a gin and tonic. The last one said, ‘Hi, Conor here, we’ll pick you up on the way to the airport, 6.30 sharp in the
         morning. Don’t forget to set the alarm clock.’
      

      
      ‘Righto,’ he muttered out loud. He sliced a wedge of lemon and popped it in his drink, taking it through to his bedroom, picking
         up his case as he went along. He set the glass down and emptied the contents of his bag onto the bed, barely noticing the
         panorama of glittering lights that spread out beyond his penthouse windows.
      

      
      ‘Josie, my Mrs Wonderful,’ he said out loud as he took a fresh pile of short-sleeved shirts off a shelf in his wardrobe, gathered
         some slacks and golfing shorts, an armful of underwear and balled socks and placed them neatly in his case. What would I do
         without her? he mused. A quick shower and I’m in the sack, he thought, glancing at the bedside clock, which read 1.30 am. I should be able to catch four hours if I’m lucky.
      

      
      In Cyprus, he had gone through the contracts and costings for a new golf development, owned by a very successful German consortium.
         It was to encompass luxurious villas, a small shopping centre, a gym, tennis club and a golf course. There were only a few
         other courses on the island and really they would be in a different league when this one opened up. With the deals signed
         and out of the way, a night of celebration had followed.
      

      
      The musicians in their white shirts with voluminous sleeves and wide red sashes had started playing Zorba’s dance. At its
         opening leisurely pace, Liam had tapped his foot in time with the slow movements, but was quickly dragged onto the floor.
      

      
      Da da – Begin on left foot. Step forward. Da da – Tap ball of right foot next to left heel.

      
      Da da da da da – Swing right leg and kick it slightly forward. As Theodorakis’s music gained momentum, high-lifting steps,
         squats and double steps were added, the musicians’ fingers speeded up on the strings of the bouzoukis and the crowd clicked
         their fingers to the rhythm. The Cypriots clapped in time before applauding his hilarious efforts to keep up.
      

      
      Both Stavros, the marketing director, and Aldora, the publicity woman for the project, fancied the pants off him. They hung
         on his every word each time he came to the island. Aldora showed him the steps and he was urged in one direction, then another,
         dancing with everyone, except the leering Stavros! Liam only managed to avoid that by taking the hand of the older, very overweight
         waitress and swirling her around and around to the pulse of the instruments. She was captivated. Liam could do that to anyone.
         He was a man’s man and a ladies’ one too. Macho and sporty, he had had a sequence of glamorous women in his life, several
         verging on being serious. Liam was a collector – he collected people wherever he went – never letting them go once they became part of his world.
      

      
      After the musicians had gone home, he and Aldora, who had practically hand-bagged Stavros to get rid of him, had gone for
         a walk along the beach at Limassol.
      

      
      ‘You speak English with an American accent. Did you live there?’ he asked.

      
      ‘Yes, for several years. My family moved there after the Turkish invasion in 1974, but I always wanted to come back. They
         used to live in Nicosia, now in occupied Cyprus, as you know.’ He loved the way she pronounced the city’s name. ‘When the
         Turks arrived my family left, literally taking only their nightclothes and some food. They went to their summer house, a little
         place in the hills, and never went back home.’
      

      
      ‘That’s terrible. Did you stay there long?’ he asked.

      
      ‘No. It wasn’t safe to stay so we fled with my grandparents. They really believed they’d be back home in a few days, but we
         never even went back to get our clothes. It was very sad. We haven’t got one family photograph. Our grandparents left everything
         too. I did have my teddy bear though,’ she smiled. ‘My mother grabbed that when she took me out of the cot and I don’t think
         I’ve gone anywhere without him since. He even came back from the States.’
      

      
      ‘I had a teddy too. He was called Barney,’ volunteered Liam, suddenly remembering his scruffy, much-loved childhood companion.
         ‘But what happened to your home?’
      

      
      ‘Have you been to Nicosia?’ she asked.

      
      He nodded.

      
      ‘You can actually see the house behind the barricades. It’s in the no-man’s zone between the occupied part and free Nicosia.
         The roof has collapsed in places and it’s just lying there, derelict. The houses were all looted years ago and now they are
         just shells. My parents couldn’t accept what was happening and they emigrated to the States.’
      

      
      ‘I can’t imagine what it must be like to be suddenly separated from everything you own,’ he said.
      

      
      ‘It wasn’t easy. Even starting a new life wasn’t easy for the older people. They had very little English, especially people
         like my grandparents. Some of them never learned and that was to our advantage because they still spoke Greek at home. That
         made it possible for us to come back.’
      

      
      They sat down on a sun lounger, the sound of the lapping waves lazily breaking the silence.

      
      ‘What brought you back?’

      
      ‘I met Nico. His family came from Famagusta. Our backgrounds were the same, only a Turkish family now lives in his home and
         his mother lives in Paphos. We fell madly in love and used to spend hours talking about coming home. We got engaged and decided
         that was the right time. Nico’s an accountant so he was able to find work easily and he joined a Limassol hotel group. Because
         of my English I got a job with Harris, the solicitor for this new golf course development. He needed someone with English
         to handle the large contracts.’
      

      
      ‘Were you living together?’

      
      ‘Good God, no!’ she said. ‘That’s still frowned on here, but you know, I think if we had we’d still be with each other,’ she
         said sadly.
      

      
      ‘How come?’ asked Liam.

      
      ‘The same things that happens to nearly all relationships which flounder in Cyprus,’ she said.

      
      ‘Which is?’

      
      ‘He met someone who didn’t have brown eyes and black hair. The Cypriot men go mad for anyone who looks different.’

      
      ‘But Cypriot women and men are stunning. I envy them their sallow skin and colouring. We Irish are a mottled lot – with pasty
         skin and freckles; we burn in the sun and half of us have watery blue eyes. And as for ginger hair – well forget it!’ he said,
         patting his unruly crown. ‘Irish men find dark hair really attractive.’
      

      
      Aldora smiled a sad smile. ‘You’re just being kind. Seriously, it is a real difficulty for women on the island. The Cypriot
         men are always attracted to those who look different, so fair hair and fair skins are like beacons and you only have to look
         around to see how many of them visit the island constantly. Every week or two, they have a new crop to fall in love with.
         And these women are willing to sleep with them too. Men here don’t see dark colouring and virtue as nice – to them that’s
         too ordinary and we are too repressed.’
      

      
      ‘Nico obviously didn’t mind,’ said Liam.

      
      ‘Yes, I thought so too until I discovered he was having an affair with his secretary in the office and that he was sleeping
         with her too. She’s Dutch, tall, leggy, fair and available. She also lives in the hotel. I never suspected anything because
         Nico used to go away often to do audits at the other hotels.’
      

      
      ‘How did you find out?’ Liam urged gently.

      
      ‘It was his mother who told me. She thought he was staying out to sleep over with me and she was determined to tell me what
         a depraved woman I was, leading her darling son astray.’
      

      
      ‘The meddling old bitch,’ he said, taking both her hands in his.

      
      ‘In fairness she was shocked when she realised what she’d done. She would prefer to have a Cypriot daughter-in-law than a
         Dutch one any day – even one who had supposedly led her son astray.’
      

      
      ‘How long ago was that?’

      
      ‘Almost two years.’ She laughed. ‘They’re engaged now and, as you see, I’m completely over it, don’t you think?’ She looked
         at him, her eyes glistening in the moonlight. He drew her towards him and cuddled her for a while, neither saying anything.
      

      
      ‘What about you?’ she asked, breaking the silence. ‘You don’t wear a ring – are you married, divorced or what?’

      
      ‘Or what, I suppose,’ he laughed. ‘I’m in recovery too! I never wanted to settle down, I was always on the move and after today I’ll be in Cyprus more often so perhaps we can meet up when I’m over – if you’d like.’
      

      
      ‘I’d like that very much,’ she said, ‘but tell me about your broken heart – if you want to.’

      
      ‘I met Helen at Charles de Gaulle airport – waiting for a very delayed flight. We got talking. She was in overseas property,
         something we discovered when, after a drink, we found we were seated beside each other on the flight back to Dublin. I’d seen
         her that morning on the flight over. She had dark eyes and dark hair,’ he said, and Aldora laughed.
      

      
      ‘Perhaps men are the same the world over – looking for what is different. Maybe it’s a one-upmanship thing: they like to have
         something that’s different from their friends.’
      

      
      ‘I must think about that some time,’ he said, ‘but not now.’

      
      ‘So what happened? How long did you know each other?’

      
      ‘We met in early December and saw each other every chance we could.’

      
      ‘That must be difficult if you both travel a lot.’

      
      ‘Yes. It was. Time was so precious that we made the most of every minute of it, meeting for snatched weekends in Dublin, Paris
         and Rome. We even managed to co-ordinate a visit to Bermuda and took a week there together.’
      

      
      ‘How romantic. That sounds fantastic.’

      
      ‘It was. The stuff of Hollywood romances and I admit I was obsessed with her. That had never happened to me before and I thought
         she felt the same. We often discussed it although she was always reticent, never really committing to anything, I was convinced
         I’d win her over and decided the first anniversary was the one to do it on.’
      

      
      ‘What did you do?’

      
      ‘I went overboard,’ he said pensively, ‘I proposed to her at the spot where we’d met in Charles de Gaulle airport.’

      
      ‘Oh, Liam, that is so romantic.’

      
      ‘It wasn’t. She turned me down!’

      
      ‘Oh my God. What did you do?’

      
      ‘We got on the plane, ate our meal like the civilised beings we are. I have never seen her since we parted at Dublin airport.’
      

      
      ‘My God! Why? What did she say?’ It was Aldora’s turn to take Liam’s hands in hers.

      
      ‘She told me she had a past. I told her it didn’t matter. She said it did. I tried to convince her that it was behind her
         – us – but she had never told me she had a daughter, who is now ten and who lives with her grandmother. The father never knew.
         She had been in her final year in college and he’d just been accepted for an internship in a hospital in England. They’d only
         been together for a handful of months.’
      

      
      ‘But surely she is not going to let that stop her being happy again,’ Aldora said in disbelief.

      
      ‘She never told him. She’d never seen him after she discovered she was pregnant, until a month before I proposed. They had
         begun seeing each other again. She said she was going to tell me that night on the way home from Paris. He had just been introduced
         to his daughter that week for the first time.’
      

      
      ‘That’s so sad,’ said Aldora.

      
      ‘I misread all the signs that weekend. I thought she was just tired, worked up about Christmas. I never suspected what turmoil
         she was going through, nor that she would want to finish with me. I was so wrapped up in getting the romantic scene just right.
         It had to be fate, she’d said. The girl’s father just walked into the agency where she works looking for a property to buy
         in Ireland. He had been in the States, specialising, and now, recently divorced, he’d been offered a consultancy back in Dublin.’
      

      
      ‘Was she remorseful? How did she think you’d take that bit of news for Christmas?’ asked Aldora.

      
      ‘No. Just said she never intended for it to happen. But she felt the old magnetism was still there between them and she owed
         it to her daughter to give it her best shot. That was the last time we spoke. I sent her flowers for her birthday, but she never acknowledged them.’ His voice was sad. ‘You know they
         say actions speak louder than words and, I have to admit, I am one for the grand gestures – always have been. Next time, if
         there ever is one, I’ll send dandelions.’
      

      
      They sat there and hugged each other as the dawn began to lighten the sky over the Mediterranean, each cherishing the new
         contact, but locked in their private pasts, wanting to forget, but still afraid to move on.
      

      
      Now, as he threw the last few toiletries in his case, he was looking forward to his break in Spain, to some good golf and
         to seeing Aldora on his next visit to Cyprus.
      

      
      He set his alarm clock.

   
      
      FOUR

      
      After a lengthy delay at Dublin airport – the French air traffic controllers acting up again – they had made it to the villa
         in Mijas on the Costa del Sol in Spain. Derek was on his own. Sharonne had decided the FitzGerald-Reglob deal was too important
         to leave for any of the lesser mortals in her office to handle. Secretly, Derek was relieved. Things between them were still
         a bit on the cool side since the famous night of the identical dresses, dubbed so by Liam. And if Sharonne was in one of her
         moods, she would ruin everything.
      

      
      The villa was idyllic, with four en-suite bedrooms, a huge reception room, a large patio and the inviting pool. When they
         had first seen it, Maeve’s eyes had lit up as she walked from room to room, exclaiming at the views down to the sea and, on
         that mistless day, right across towards Africa. For Conor, there’d been the added bonus that from the back veranda the verdant
         ninth fairway and the tree-dotted golf course spread out like an open invitation.
      

      
      ‘It’s perfect,’ she’d said, ‘and big enough for us to have lots of kids and their friends all here together. But can we really
         afford it?’
      

      
      ‘Of course we can,’ Conor had replied confidently, kissing the top of her head. He had just won a protracted, high-profile
         libel case and had been handsomely rewarded for his erudite and often-witty skills, which saw the arguments of the plaintiff’s counsel tumble one by one.
      

      
      They had spent a month in Mijas that summer and Maeve had decorated the villa in cool sherbet colours of pistachio and lime.
         The sofa and chairs were lemon with splashes of contrast in the French-blue cushions. Outside, a wooden veranda ran the whole
         length of the front, wrapping around the end of the house past the main bedroom. The pool was lined with azure tiles, which
         always made it look inviting. It was set a little way off in a slight hollow so that no one could see it from the course –
         affording more privacy than the others in the secluded complex. She loved the sounds at night-time, when the frogs courted
         and the sprinklers came on to keep the putting greens up to championship standard.
      

      
      Conor and Maeve managed to get to Spain several times every year, usually taking a three-week stint as their annual vacation.
         In between their visits, the property was never rented out, but left at the disposal of their family and friends. The lots
         of children they had envisaged never materialised, a fact they had come to terms with, after a round of miscarriages and false
         alarms. All this seemed to have brought them closer together, if that had been possible. Conor adored Maeve. His eyes followed
         her wherever she went. Maeve was the perfect companion for him too, able to read when he was stressed and knowing instinctively
         how to defray anxiety and introduce some levity. They worked well as a team. Trish and Rory often speculated privately that
         perhaps this was because they had no children, that they had more time to devote to each other.
      

      
      ‘Are we all in our usual rooms?’ asked Liam, hovering in the hallway with his bags.

      
      ‘Yes, you all know your way around so just settle in and make yourselves at home,’ Maeve said.

      
      She followed Conor, who had had taken their luggage through into their room and was looking out at the view that stretched
         in front of him.
      

      
      ‘This is what I love, the pool outside, the golf course next door and the smell of the sunshine,’ he said.
      

      
      ‘I’m so glad we bought this place when we did,’ said Maeve, ‘and to think I thought it was too big then. Do you know what
         I love about it most? Being able to have our friends enjoy it with us.’
      

      
      ‘I agree. and I’m going to make the most of these two weeks,’ Conor said, eyeing the water in the pool. ‘It’s been manic for
         the past few months and it looks as though we’re going to be going back to even more of the same. If only you knew how often
         my mind wanders to this place when I’m sitting in that stuffy courtroom …’
      

      
      Moving back into the living room, Maeve called out for everyone to go out to the pool. ‘Time for some vino and a start on
         the tans – that’s an order.’
      

      
      ‘We don’t need to be told twice,’ Rory said, following Maeve and Trish who were carrying out some bottles and glasses. Maeve
         went back in to get the canapés she had asked Marise to prepare. Marise always made sure the villa was ready for them when
         they arrived. Trish had already changed into poolside wear and was just taking off her robe when Rory came up behind her and
         put his arms around her playfully. She twisted to face him, lost her balance and they toppled over and fell into the water
         together. The others joined them.
      

      
      When they had climbed out, Conor poured the wine and proposed a toast. ‘To freedom from clients, emails, mobile phones and
         deadlines.’
      

      
      ‘And children,’ said Trish.

      
      ‘And children,’ they chorused as they clinked glasses.

      
      Later on the veranda while waiting for everyone to get ready to go out to dinner, Rory said to Trish, ‘You know, Derek seems
         to have got the work/relaxation balance just right and he’s making more than a good living out of it.’
      

      
      ‘We don’t do too badly,’ said Trish.

      
      ‘By my calculations, he has an awful lot more than us to spend. He has an expanding overseas property portfolio, new top spec cars every year for himself and Sharonne, lots of breaks,
         the kids in the best private school around, ponies. All he’s lacking is the helicopter.’
      

      
      ‘Who’s lacking a helicopter, apart from me?’ asked Liam, joining them.

      
      ‘Derek mentioned that if he had one, it would actually save his company money at this point as his project managers spend
         a few hours every day just trying to get from one site to another.’
      

      
      ‘I think Derek is too prudent to make that sort of investment, especially now,’ said Liam.

      
      Maeve and Conor emerged. ‘What sort of investment – am I missing out on something here?

      
      ‘Rory thinks Derek should have a helicopter,’ Trish said.

      
      ‘What a great idea. You could take us all to the races in it,’ Maeve said to Derek as he joined them. ‘I’ve always fancied
         myself arriving that way.’
      

      
      ‘You and Sharonne both,’ Derek said, rubbing his jawline where he had shaved off his beard. It was the first time his wife’s
         name had been mentioned. ‘If I ever get one, you’ll be the first to go up in it,’ he laughed. ‘But I’m not sure how that would
         go down with the tabloids when they discover that the state’s top barrister and his wife are taking junkets! They’d go mad.’
      

      
      As was their habit on their first evening in Spain, they had decided to go to dinner in the nearby town, at their favourite
         restaurant, El Caballo Loco. Maeve was just eight when she had first gone there and still vividly remembered the impressions
         made by the narrow twisting cobbled streets and the burro taxis, which were really just donkeys that carried people and their
         goods up the steep streets. Later, for Conor and her, it became their special place. El Caballo Loco was their spot, a little
         restaurant that the locals favoured and which, over the years, had become a favourite with them too.
      

      
      ‘Isn’t life good? I so love this annual get together,’ said Maeve. ‘Imagine, we’ve been doing it for five years already!’
      

      
      Oddly enough, none of the women in the group had taken up golf. Maeve had had a few lessons, even had her own set of clubs
         and had gone with Conor on a Sunday evening to bang a bucket or two of balls in the practice bays at the club, but other than
         that, she’d never bothered. Trish didn’t see the point of ‘making little red flags’ her goal in life. Besides, she was far
         too busy with her teenagers to take that much time off. The lads were intent on getting in a round of golf most days, if the
         women didn’t object to being abandoned altogether.
      

      
      Maeve and Trish didn’t. They were equally determined to spend the time as lazily as they could, tanning by the pool, ploughing
         their way through airport novels, perusing the market stalls, sipping wine and cocktails and generally enjoying each other’s
         company. Trish and Rory’s kids were safely in the Gaeltacht, for what was supposed to be total immersion in the Irish language.
      

      
      El Caballo Loco was nothing showy and was consistently the same. Red and white check tablecloths and napkins, candles in wax-draped
         bottles, a guitarist perched in the same seat in the same corner, as though he never left. The proprietors greeted the group
         as long-lost friends.
      

      
      ‘¡Bienvenidos Señora Maeve y Señor Conor! ¡Bienvenidos todos!’

      
      ‘Xavier and Isabella, it’s great to see you again.’

      
      Embraces followed before they were ushered to the table in the window. They were scarcely seated before Liam had caught the
         attention of two good-looking women – Finns, he guessed, from the strange guttural sounds they were uttering. Despite his
         numerous business trips to Finland, he could only remember a few words of this lingo – ravintola, which meant restaurant,
         and kiitos paljon, or thank you very much. One of the women kept smiling a perfect smile any time he happened to glance in her direction, something he did with increasing frequency during the evening.
      

      
      ‘I think you’ve made an impression,’ Maeve whispered to him. Liam laughed.

      
      ‘No, I think it’s Derek she fancies,’ Rory said.

      
      ‘I hope not! Can you just imagine how we’d explain that to Sharonne!’

      
      ‘It would serve her right,’ said Liam. ‘She doesn’t appreciate how good life is for her.’

      
      Between the joviality at their table and the machinations of Xavier and his matchmaking wife, the two beauties eventually
         joined them for after-dinner drinks – drinks that stretched on and on. The women were indeed Finnish and worked in the European
         Commission in Brussels. The taller of the two, Agneta, was due to complete her tour of duty in a few months’ time and head
         back to Helsinki; Anna Maria had another two years to run. This trip to Mijas had become an annual event for them too. They
         both played golf and promised to meet the guys for a match during the week. It was very late when they eventually headed back
         to the villa, having seen their new friends back to their apartment block en route.
      

      
      ‘Tee time is 9.30 and I want no excuses for being late,’ Liam called as he retired.
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