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For my sister Niamh, who told me I could





PROLOGUE



Spain, April 2004


The weather has changed.


Still hot but now with a wind that lifts skirts and rattles glasses across tables. The heat bears down as the day gains. Even the wind is hot today. Like air blown from shopfronts. Later, the rains come, falling in straight lines.


It is half past four in the afternoon.


The four of us take to the bar that has become our local since we arrived. Inside, it is dark and smells of the dried meat that hangs from hooks over the counter. We take our beers and bowls of olives outside and sit in the scant shade offered by the awning that sags and gapes. We drink too many beers, one after the other, and quickly grow tired of beating a path to the bar. We switch to bottles of white wine, which we drink in long glasses filled to the top with ice. Dinnertime comes and goes. We graze on nuts and flavourless crisps that we smother with salt.


Closing time is informal. The barman, short and silent, steps outside, locks the door and nods at us as he walks away, whistling a tune I don’t recognise.


We walk back along the beach towards the apartment. The wind whips the water like cream and waves crash and bang against sand as yellow as mustard. We sing songs and bump and bang against each other, our laughing drowned in the roar of the ocean. The sea is a wild animal, challenging me. I am hot and I know the water will be cool. My dress is over my head and thrown on the sand before anyone notices I am gone. I kick my sandals into the sand and run towards the white light of the waves. I can hear them shouting behind me but I am laughing and with the wind rushing around my head, their voices seem far away now, like echoes. I reach the shoreline and let the water rush at my feet, my arms outstretched. It snakes up to my thighs before the first wave comes. It crests in front of me. A dark wall. I can feel the pull and the suck of it, bringing me out to where I can no longer stand. The beach seems far away now. I can’t see the others. My shouts drown in the roar of the water.


I swim towards the shore, tiring quickly, making no headway. Panic pushes at me and I open my mouth, water pouring in. I am coughing and choking and gagging on the salt.


Underwater, it is hard to know which way is up.


Then there are arms around me, pushing me up and I resurface, breathing like it’s for the first time.


‘It’s OK, you’re all right, I’ve got you.’ Patrick’s voice is near and I reach for it with both hands.


‘That way,’ he says. ‘Swim that way. As hard as you can.’ I can make out the words but I can’t see him in this watery darkness. His hands under my arms are rough, comforting. His breath is jagged, coming in bursts. I bend my head and pull at the water, my legs rigid and kicking.


I don’t remember his hands leaving me. I am nearly there and can make out two shadowy silhoeuttes on the beach. A wave lifts me, spitting me onto the sand where I lie, heaving and coughing. Hands are warm on me. Someone is crying. I lift my head slowly.


Beside me, I see the red canvas shoe. The laces are tied.


‘Where is he?’ I ask with a voice that is like a whisper. I struggle to my feet.


‘He was there. Right beside you. I saw his hand. Just a moment ago.’ The three of us wade into the sea but the height of the waves, stronger now, push us back. We shout until we are hoarse.


‘Be quiet,’ I suddenly shout at them. ‘Listen.’ We strain towards the sea, three of us now, holding our breaths.


In the gathering dark, the white water near the shore rises and falls like ghosts. Farther out, where the sea blackens towards the horizon, it is still, like a grave.
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March 2005


It all started with a bottle of Baileys that was a year out of date but I drank it anyway.


Like most bad ideas, it seemed like a good idea at the time. Now it hurt to open my eyes and I didn’t know where I was. I guessed it was an apartment. I could hear voices above and below, although that could have been the hangover roaring at me. I lay face down in a bed I didn’t recognise and coaxed my eyes open.


From the looks of the line of clothes on the floor running from the door to the foot of the bed, there was a good chance I was naked. Shielding my eyes from the worst of the daylight, I inched them along the floor:


• Black suede skirt with silver snail trails curling along the bottom: check.


• Much-adored black linen – practically see-through – top: check.


• Black leather jacket: check.


Downhill from there, really . . .


• Shabby used-to-be-black bra with great thick straps and enough material for ten normal-sized bras and maybe some pants: check.


And yes, there were the dishcloth grey, used-to-be-white knickers that I reserved for periods and Pilates, straddling the bedside lamp. The lamp was on and the light bled through the threadbare gusset. I was in the throes of a laundry crisis brought on by days of neglect, and pickings were slim yesterday morning.


Not even the sight of my beautiful, black knee-high boots with heels like knitting needles comforted me. One of my hold-ups had impaled itself on a heel and a ladder ran down the side of it, ending in a glaring hole in or around the big toe area.


I buried my face into the pillow and tried not to think about Shane.


One year, nine months, three weeks and six days – four weeks tomorrow. What was I thinking? I had no idea what to do in this type of situation. To calm myself, I breathed, Pilates-style, sucking my belly in as tight as it would go until I ran out of breath and had to let it all sag back out again.


A moan followed by a series of pig-like snorts brought me back to the situation at hand. I lifted my head off the pillow, chancing a glance at the other side of the bed.


The shock was like a bucket of cold water. It was the new guy from the IT department. The one Laura called Geek Almighty. The one Norman called the Anti-Versace, on account of his nuclear dress sense. Even Ethan had sniggered. Jennifer was the only one who refused to comment, on account of her being the MD’s PA and Sworn to Secrecy on matters of Extreme Importance and Otherwise. I hadn’t said anything about him – although it wasn’t a refusal as such, it’s just that the arrival of single men in the office over the age of twenty didn’t excite me as it used to. Because of Shane I suppose. And everything else.


I hadn’t really looked at Bernard before now.


Bernard O’Malley from Athlone or Tullamore or Mullingar or somewhere in the midlands. He joined the company a couple of months ago. His arrival had caused quite a stir in the office, but then, the arrival of the water cooler caused a stir in our office. Ditto the coffee machine and even the monthly stationery order, especially when we get away with ordering bright pink paperclips which actually cost more than your common-or-garden metal ones. All this to distract us from the fact that we work in an insurance company. Not by choice, obviously. Insurance seems to be an industry that people sort of fall into without ever meaning to. Ask any of them.


Until last night, I had spoken to Bernard only the once. The conversation had gone a bit like this:


‘Eh, my laptop appears to be malfunctioning.’


‘Yes, the keypad is indeed quite sticky.’


‘I most certainly did not spill a can of Coke on it.’ (It was a Club Orange, if you really must know.)


And then: ‘How long will it take to fix? I’m expecting a very important email.’ (Response from hairdresser to code-red request for urgent attention.)


Bernard O’Malley. He was usually hunched over a computer, peering into the monitor with his teeny-tiny Joycean glasses.


I might have also seen him once in O’Reilly’s for the traditional Friday night just-the-one-ah-sure-let’s-stay-til-kicking-out-time drink, peering with his teeny-tiny Joycean glasses into the ruby-black depths of his pint of Guinness.


Now, he was lying in a Jesus-on-the-cross type of arrangement, arms akimbo with an enormous erection decorating his nether regions. He was smiling in his sleep – what red-blooded male wouldn’t, with a lunch box of that stature down below? And his hair? Roaring red, it was. Even redder than mine. Laura would be furious. It totally contravened Rule No. 35 (hair colour), Subsection D (gingers). As for gingers sleeping with fellow gingers, well, that wasn’t even covered in the Rules. That’s how wrong it was.


Bernard’s hair could not be more different from Shane’s. It was that kind of hair that pointed everywhere at the same time. It wasn’t long but it could do with a cut. My mother would call it untidy.


His glasses were missing, leaving two deep red indentations on the bridge of a long, narrow nose. I raised my head up a little more, checked he was still asleep and ran my eyes down the length of him. His feet hung over the edge of the bed. I hadn’t realised he was so tall, having only really seen him sitting down before (in office, in pub, see above). Oh good Christ, he was wearing SOCKS – brown ones with orange polka dots.


I squeezed my eyes shut and tried not to think about the night before. Even behind the lids the flashbacks came, just out of reach so I couldn’t swat them away like flies.


I needed to get some clothes on. First though, I had to cover up Bernard’s manhood. It had its own gravitational force: my eyes kept darting south, like magnets to the pole. I eased myself up onto all fours – the car crash in my head developing into a multi-vehicle collision – and leaned over the side of the bed in search of a sheet. Or even a tea towel.


Behind me, I heard him speak.
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I don’t know what he said. I just heard a voice and all the words were lost as I fell off the side of the bed in a tangle of arms, legs and wobbly bits.


‘Grace, are you OK?’ Bernard leaned over the edge of the bed and looked down at me, then immediately looked away as I pawed at my breasts in an effort to cover them. It would take more than two hands to conceal the girls.


‘Sorry, I just thought you might have hurt yourself.’ He groped for a sheet and handed it to me, his head turned away. A mark of respect? Maybe he just couldn’t bear the sight of me?


Then I noticed his hands. I was a hands woman. Other women were into legs, or buns, or eyes, or length and/or girth of male member. I was into hands. Bernard had what you might call artistic hands, long slender fingers topped with girlishly pink almond-shaped nails. Strong hands with long, fine hairs, lending the requisite manly touch.


I was momentarily silenced as I quickly covered myself with the sheet. My look said, ‘your turn now’. He reached down and found a pair of boxers under his bed (white with red roses climbing furiously towards the elasticated waistband on a twisted green stem). I didn’t know if they were the ones he had discarded last night or if that was where he kept his stash. I was just relieved that he had covered himself, although his erection strained against the flimsy material, giving the roses a robust, well-tended effect.


The silence that followed was long. Bernard broke it by reaching for his glasses on the bedside table – except they weren’t there. He spread his fingers across the top of the locker, tapping his hand up and down against the wooden surface, along the strap of my discarded bra. His fingers slid up the hillock of one of the cups in a way that unsettled me. He obviously couldn’t see a thing without his glasses. I hooked my fingers around a strap and reefed it away from him. The clasp cracked against my cheek, stinging.


‘Grace, sorry. I really need to find my glasses. Can you see them?’ His voice was urgent, the question addressed to an area just above my head.


I eventually found them, folded neatly on a glass shelf in the en-suite bathroom. He must have taken them off before we went to bed. That might explain the deliberate way he moved his hands over my body last night – he had been visually impaired. I shivered, thinking about those hands on me.


Shane’s face appeared in my head, like a pop-up picture in a storybook, and I shrank away from the image.


‘Are you cold?’ Bernard asked. His concern pushed the walls of my guilt farther apart.


‘No.’ I thrust the glasses towards him. He fumbled for them, brushing his hand against my fingertips. His skin was soft and warm.


With his glasses on, he looked more like himself. In fact, he looked better than he normally did. With no clothes on, I mean. Christ, where had that thought come from? I had to get out of there and act like nothing had happened. I would be lynched in work on Monday if anyone got wind of this, not least because of Shane. Everyone loved Shane. Well, the women did anyway.


Bernard peered at me through the tiny lenses as if noticing me for the first time. I felt out of place, like a sky-high Buddha at a Catholic mass. There was nowhere else to sit so I perched on the edge of the bed.


‘Do you mind if I smoke?’ he asked.


‘God no, not at all.’ My voice sounded too hearty in the intimacy of the room. And then I remembered something.


‘You didn’t smoke last night, did you?’


‘No, I only smoke first thing in the morning,’ he said, like that was normal.


He pulled slowly on the cigarette, holding it like an old man, between his thumb and forefinger, closing his eyes as he inhaled, emitting vast plumes of smoke from his nose and mouth.


I didn’t know whether to be insulted or relieved by his detailed concentration on smoking. I couldn’t think of a single thing to say. He handed me the cigarette, his long Inspector Gadget arm reaching across the width of the bed. I removed it from his fingers, trying not to touch him. I didn’t want to give him the wrong impression. Although maybe it was a little late for that. The smoking saved us from the burden of conversation. One of us was either smoking or waiting for the other to pass the cigarette. I don’t know why we didn’t just smoke one each. But the ritual of the shared cigarette calmed me. I made a great show of stubbing the cigarette out in an ashtray on the bedside table.


The silence in the room thickened and throbbed.


‘Bernard,’ I said with no idea of what I was going to say after that. He sat on the bed, perfectly still. My hands were fidgeting now without the cigarette, my breath loud in the room.


‘Grace,’ he said finally. At least we both knew each other’s names. I comforted myself with this.


‘I don’t make a habit of this, you know, if that’s what you’re thinking,’ he said.


‘A habit of what?’


He looked shy all of a sudden.


‘Of, you know, of this type of situation.’ (He said ‘sitch-ye-ay-shin. Turns out he was from Donegal)


‘Oh,’ I said. ‘Well, neither do I. In fact, I . . .’ The phone rang.


‘I’ll be back in a minute.’ He slid out of bed and walked quietly out of the room. His skin was even whiter than mine. A ghostly white.


Like most red-haired women, sallow skin was on my ‘must have’ list for my ideal world or parallel universe or whatever you wanted to call it. Soft, brown skin with no freckles like mine marring the landscape, just shades of brown and browner. Shane was sallow.


With Bernard gone, I took a good look around the place. If asked, I would swear on Granny Mary’s grave (if she were dead) that I’d never been here before.


It was a big room that could have looked bigger were it not for the machines: two hard drives, an oversized monitor, a laptop, a DVD player, a stereo, three speakers. Strangely, only one remote control, a thick brick of a thing that I guessed – correctly – worked on all the gizmos in the room. It could probably pull the blinds, turn down the bed and make a stiff gin and tonic as well. Wires twisted like snakes across the floor and I was surprised I hadn’t tripped over one of them last night. Or maybe I had? I checked myself for bruises. A new one on my shin. In the shape of Ireland. It hurt when I pressed on Cork.


Out of place among the technology was a bookshelf that ran the length of one wall. I gathered the sheet about me tightly and swivelled to the side of the bed. Three condom wrappers – empty – littered the floor. Three. I stepped over them, not looking down. The book collection appeared to be divided into genres. The top shelf housed the classics – Charles Dickens, Henry James, Thomas Hardy – which looked as if they had actually been read. In fact, they looked positively loved. I leafed through some of them. There were dog-ears and circles of red wine, dulled brown with age. Below, in varying quantities, were thrillers, biographies, histories, the obligatory copy of Catcher in the Rye, rubbing shoulders with a Beano annual from 1978.


I was drawn to the self-help section, mostly because I couldn’t believe there was one. Although, on closer inspection, it was more of a ‘how to’ section. How to Play Chess to Win. The Book of Knots (I swear to God). One on fashion called Dress to Kill that had to be a present from someone with a sense of humour. According to the scribbled message inside the front cover, it was from someone called Edward:


The title of this book should not be taken literally and you should stop doing it. Very soon. Happy birthday bro, from Edward. August 2001


I looked towards the bed. It was long and wide; a fat finger, pointing an accusation at me. Bernard’s discarded clothes poked out from under the bed, like dismembered bodies. The arm of a cardigan (he wore cardigans), the leg of a pair of trousers that might be flannels (he wore trousers that might be called flannels, ending about an inch above his ankle), the wrinkled corpse of a T-shirt that I think said ‘Ladybirds Rock’ with a picture of two ladybirds squatting on a rock (he wore T-shirts that said things, with explanatory diagrams).


At work his wardrobe was the subject of coffee-break observations (mostly – nay, all – negative). I hadn’t yet witnessed his summer wardrobe, but I was willing to bet there was a pair of leather-strap sandals in there. Laura joked about giving him a charity shag just so she could access his wardrobe and burn the contents when he wasn’t looking.


‘Underneath those tank tops and Y-fronts is a fit body, crying out for some Calvin Klein,’ she said, more than once.


I closed the book and returned it to its place, letting my fingers trail along the broken spines until I reached the end of the shelf. A thin book faced the wrong way out. I eased it off the shelf. Coping With Grief: A Practical Guide. The cover, creased and torn, pictured an expanse of calm ocean lit by a full moon. Definitely written by an American. There was an inscription: Bernard, I find this helps. Keep in touch. Love, Cliona. xx


I shoved the book back on the shelf, my hands hot, as though I had trespassed onto private property.


Bernard was still on the phone. I could hear him if I listened carefully. He said ‘aye’ a lot.


A photograph in a shell-encrusted wooden frame caught my eye on top of the chest of drawers in the corner. Two young boys in swimming trunks, their arms wrapped around each other, standing in front of a little blow-up dinghy sitting plumply on the sand. They looked identical although one was wearing glasses. He was slightly smaller and skinnier than the other boy. This one had to be Bernard, I decided, picking up the frame. I recognised his hands.


It was exactly sixty seconds later when Bernard returned. That’s the thing about IT people. When they say a minute, they really mean, like, sixty seconds. When I say to my boss, for example, I’ll be back in a minute, it could be a matter of hours before my return. People seem to know this about me and are never surprised.


‘Sorry about that,’ he said.


I dropped the frame, the glass rattling across the wood. Bernard reached me in long, slow strides, his arm lengthening to prop the picture up. The inside of his elbow touched my skin through the sheet. He was close. I stopped breathing. He leaned towards me and I knew he was thinking about kissing me. I anticipated the kiss before it happened, tasting it. Then I came to and reefed myself away from him. He rallied well.


‘That sheet suits you.’ When he smiled, his cheeks dented in dimples, like Patrick’s.


‘About last night,’ I blurted, the guilt forced up out of me, like water through a blow-hole.


Bernard didn’t say anything, but he wasn’t smiling any more.


‘Look,’ I whispered. ‘I’m sorry. I shouldn’t be here, I don’t know what I’m at these days.’ I paused, hoping he might say something. He did not. I took a deep breath.


‘I have a boyfriend,’ I said. ‘Shane. Shane is my boyfriend. I mean, well, he was and possibly still is . . . It’s . . . it’s complicated really.’ I trailed off, cringing at how pathetic and ridiculous I must sound.


‘I’ll make some coffee,’ was all he said before he left again. I could hear the rattle of crockery from the kitchen and I grabbed my clothes off the floor. I needed to get out of there as soon as possible. Bernard’s soft accent had unnerved me.


It seemed I couldn’t depend on anything: on Shane to marry me and love me till I was dead, on Bernard to be an IT geek and to have manuals on the programming rituals of Intel chips on his bookshelves. Even the weather was being ridiculous: it was March and the sun was streaming in through slits in the wooden blinds, making everything seem golden and hopeful and new. My world was still in winter: cold and bleak and dark.
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Walking home from a Friday night in the cold glare of Saturday morning is a sobering experience, which was lucky for me as I was still half-cut from the night before. To stop myself thinking about Shane, I wrote lines in my head, over and over again: ‘I will never drink in-or-indeed-out-of-date Baileys again and then sleep with anyone who is not my boyfriend.’ Three times – no wonder I was exhausted.


It turned out I was in Swords, which meant that Bernard owned the apartment. There’s no way anyone would live that far from town unless they had to.


I teetered down the Swords Main Street in my impossibly high heels. I had always known why they were called ‘killer heels’ but maybe the pain was like labour pain: completely forgotten the next day. Take my sister Jane, for example. Three kids under her belt and you ask her to give you a blow-by-blow account on the agonies of childbirth, and she simply cannot. When you complain, she just says she can’t remember. Well, it’s like that with high heels.


Now my feet shrieked at me, although on the plus side, the car crash in my head had dulled to a tolerable throb.


Bernard had given me Alka-Seltzers, two of them, fizzing furiously in a tall glass of water. Even the fizzing noise made my head throb and it took a while before I could coax the glass to my mouth. He made me coffee (real, mind, none of your instant muck) and even offered me the use of a spare toothbrush (yes, I did wonder at that). No more mention was made of Shane. We also avoided politics and religion. Anything really, that might upset the delicate condition of two people who barely know each other having breakfast together in a place where one of the two needs to ask where the bathroom is.


I wobbled down the street, hazy details of the night before gathering in my memory, yawning and stretching and getting ready to attack.


Yes indeed, the nearly full bottle of Baileys was out of date, discovered by Katya, the Russian cleaning lady, at the back of the drinks cabinet in the office boardroom. Considering that she never raises a duster to my desk, I can’t think what she was doing, dusting the inside of the drinks cabinet. Anyway.


‘Is olt,’ she declared, setting the bottle on my desk with great ceremony, like the true KGB agent we all thought she was.


‘Is no goot,’ she continued, sending dust motes into the air around my head with a flick of her feather duster.


‘Say no more, Katya, I will deal with this,’ I responded grandly. I mean, it was alcohol, right? The older, the better, yeah?


All the higher-ups had gone to some meeting or other (emergency board meeting, actually, Bernard told me, to discuss things such as redundancies and whatnot). The point was, we had the place to ourselves, it was Friday afternoon and I was looking for some distraction. I gathered up some paper cups from the kitchen (delivered with the water cooler), sent an email around to a few heads left in the office that sleepy Friday afternoon, inviting them to a ‘come as you are’ office party, venue: my desk, time: asap. In less than five minutes, a small group of office delinquents was gathered around my ‘work area’, as I called it, laughing.


‘What will we do about Sarah?’ Ethan spoke in a theatrical whisper. Sarah was the company receptionist, a tiny woman of indeterminate age and sexual persuasion, but what she lacked in stature she made up for in volume and ferocity. We called her the Bulldog, but only if we knew she wasn’t in the building or, preferably, the country, at the time. While she disapproved of any activity where there was an outside chance of people enjoying themselves, she hated being left out.


‘Don’t worry Ethan,’ I soothed. ‘I’ve emailed her, so our arses are covered. On the plus side, she can’t leave the reception desk so you’re safe enough.’


Ethan was our dote of a marketing manager who also doubled as general all-round skivvy whenever the Boys on the Board needed a stamp licking or some office furniture shifting. He raked a thin hand through thinner hair and smiled his relief at me.


Norman, the office dipso, came to the party armed with two bottles of red wine and a remarkably red face, which led me to believe he’d had more than a ham and cheese sandwich for his lunch. He had a fabulously camp, marbles-in-the-mouth British accent and a full head of thick brown hair cut in a bob like a Trappist monk.


‘Daahling,’ he winked at me, mincing into a chair and crossing his long, tartan-clad legs. Despite the extreme gaiety of his manner and dress sense, Norman was hard-core heterosexual and, apparently, very good in bed according to Laura, the self-confessed office slapper, also known as the accounts payable clerk when she felt like doing any work. Laura perched on the edge of my desk with her legs crossed, inching her skirt to mid-thigh level so we could all admire her legs, which we duly did – they really were lovely, mind.


So, there’s yours truly, feet up on the desk slugging vast quantities of out-of-date Baileys out of a paper cup and waxing lyrical on such topics as whether Julia Roberts’s legs are really forty-four inches from hip to ankle, or if Colin Farrell got his Dublin accent from watching re-runs of Fair City. Everyone else was drinking Norman’s red wine and munching on thin strips of bright orange Easi Singles that Jennifer found at the back of the fridge. The name ‘Orla’ was scribbled on the front of the packet but she had left the company weeks ago, so no harm done there. Jennifer came too, which was unusual. She took her job as the MD’s PA very seriously. She sat on the edge of a chair, ready to leap up and start photocopying at the first sign of a suit. She was a raving beauty: long and thin with shoulder-length black hair that was thick and soft (a rare combination I’m sure you’ll agree). When she was in a really good mood, she allowed us to touch her hair so long as we didn’t take it to the next level (one of our ex-colleagues, Nora, got carried away one day while stroking Jennifer’s hair and it all got a bit embarrassing. Nora left the company shortly after The Incident).


‘You know, gone-off Baileys isn’t actually that bad,’ I slurred, draining the dregs of the bottle into my soggy paper cup.


‘There’s dairy in that, I wouldn’t go near it,’ Laura chipped in, taking a huge slug of wine out of the bottle in a most suggestive manner.


‘Dairy? What are you on about?’ I licked the inside of my empty cup.


‘Eh, hellooooo! Baileys Irish CREAM. There’s milk in cream and milk is a dairy product. You’ll probably get worms, drinking that stuff,’ Laura continued.


‘Sshhh,’ Jennifer suddenly hissed. ‘What’s that?’ We all fell silent and listened. It was the unmistakeable hum of the lift in motion. We stared at the dial above the lift doors. We were on the third floor and the lift was heading our way. Now it was on the first floor, now the second. I slid my legs off the desk and threw the empty Baileys bottle towards the bin. It missed and rolled deliberately in front of the lift doors. There was a sharp ping and the doors opened. Sarah stepped out into the office, jangling a glut of keys on a ridiculously large metal ring.


‘People,’ she barked, rattling her prison-warden keys in our general direction. Then she noticed the bottle on the floor, gave me a look that would wilt weeds and tossed it into the bin I had aimed for earlier. It landed cleanly right in the centre of the bin and Sarah almost smiled.


‘It’s seventeen hundred hours and I’m locking up, so unless you want to spend the weekend in the office, I suggest you MOVE OUT.’ She loved war films.


We didn’t need any second bidding as we tripped across the road to O’Reilly’s for the traditional Friday night just-the-one-ah-sure-let’s-stay-till-kicking-out-time drink. I hadn’t actually been to O’Reilly’s in ages but the out-of-date Baileys tasted like more and it was Friday night and everyone else was going. If Shane rang I could go outside the pub and talk to him.


By the time we arrived in the pub, the place was awash with suits. There was a bumblebee buzz of conversation as office workers, hysterical at the prospect of two days of freedom, reefed themselves out of straitjackets and pulled noose-like ties from their necks. Laura’s expert eye scanned the crowd, her man-monitor charging into top gear. I knew she had found her mark. Her eyes stopped swivelling, her pupils dilated and her mouth assumed its legendary pout. I followed her line of vision and spotted a couple of guys from our IT department hunched over their pints in a dim recess at the back of the pub. One of them was the latest addition on the payroll but I couldn’t remember his name. Brendan or something like that.


‘This way.’ Laura swung her head sharply around, smacking me in the face with a thick blonde plait. I obeyed, mostly because there were a couple of spare stools at that table but also because to resist would be futile. In my wake were Jennifer and Ethan. Norman brought up the rear with his usual attire: two bottles of wine tucked under his armpits, wineglasses dangling by their stems from between his fingers and enough packets of crisps to sink a ship.


‘Dinner and drinks,’ he declared, scattering the crisps on the table and pouring the wine with his pinkie sticking out, just like a queen. Then he noticed the computer boys.


‘Oh, Bernard, Peter, I didn’t realise you were joining us.’ Bernard and Peter looked at each other, shrugged, and politely scraped their stools around the table to accommodate us. So far, so Friday night.


I had a Baileys buzz and was feeling hot and dizzy, with the throb of the pub pulsing in my head. A man with a brick-red face pushed past me, balancing three pints on a conveniently straining belly, a packet of bacon fries swinging from his mouth. I teetered on the height of my heels and grabbed at Jennifer’s arm, which was about as useful as reaching for a reed when you’re careering down a cliff face. Her twig-like frame was unable to sustain the pressure and she stumbled. Now I was falling, a mighty oak in a forest of saplings. There was a jolt and then relief as someone caught me from behind and threw their arms about my trunk, their hands clamped indelicately across my chest. Then, I was gently raised onto all-twos again. The hands on my breasts regrouped onto my shoulders and turned me around.


‘Are you OK?’ It was the new guy. Norman, Laura, Jennifer, Ethan and Peter had all settled themselves around the table and were paying not the least bit of attention to me, being used to my regular brushes with acute embarrassment. Laura bent towards Peter’s face while his head made a dent in the wall behind him.


‘I’m fine. Hope you didn’t put your back out, breaking my fall,’ I grinned up at him. He looked at me then and I took an unsteady step backwards.


‘Here,’ he said, thrusting a full-to-the-brim glass of wine into my hands. ‘Drink this down. It’s good for the shock.’ The corners of his mouth turned up and I realised he was smiling. He reached for his pint of Guinness and clinked my glass gently. I took an almighty slug of wine, then chanced a look-up. He was still there, still smiling, now with a Guinness moustache frothing like milk above his upper lip.


‘I’m Bernard, by the way. I’ve seen you before but we haven’t actually been introduced properly.’


‘No, we tend not to introduce new people to anyone in the company,’ I said, pulling at my skirt to make sure it was still covering my bum.


‘Why not?’ he said, frowning but still smiling. That was weird.


‘The new people. We don’t introduce them. We just talk about them and give them marks out of ten under various categories.’


‘What kind of categories?’


‘Oh you know, the usual kind. Cleanliness, hairiness, funniness, general attitude to work – the worse, the better, obviously.’


You could tell he was wondering how he scored under the different categories, but he said nothing. We talked. I noticed the following things about him:


• When he smiled – which was often – his chocolate brown eyes disappeared into slits beneath dark eyelashes that wouldn’t have looked out of place poking out of a spider’s body.


• He thought I was funny – I could tell – and not in a funny-weird way either.


• He was attentive to my alcohol levels and obligingly refilled my wine glass whenever it sank below the halfway mark.


• When it was my turn to buy a round, he insisted on buying it and then bought his own round half an hour later, complete with a selection of crisps, bacon fries and peanuts.


• When I suggested cheese-and-garlicky chips at Kevin’s Kebabs (that always made us laugh) after the pub, he took it in his stride and even gave me grounds to believe that it was a great idea. When you’re big like me, you sometimes get embarrassed coming up with ideas that involve stuffing your cake-hole with a shocking amount of carbohydrates at 1 a.m. on a Saturday morning.


The redness of the hair and the greyness of the cardigan and the shortness of the trousers became less noticeable as the evening wore on. They were just hair and clothes. As for Shane, I didn’t think about him then. There was no need. Bernard and I were just talking. And laughing. I wasn’t even surprised that I was having a good time. I was just having a good time and not thinking about it. It felt refreshing, like pink lemonade.


Ethan, Jennifer, Norman, Peter and Laura (locked at that stage in a clinch that only a power hose could rectify) staggered from the pub in search of a nightclub where they could buy drinks for the price of a small island in the Pacific Ocean and slouch around a dancefloor doing vague impressions of Kylie on one of her off-days.


I was just hungry. I mean, I hadn’t had any dinner and a girl cannot survive on red wine and fags alone, although you wouldn’t think it if you’d seen me on the day of my twenty-fifth birthday – but that’s another story.


I ordered milk with my chips and that was my downfall. If I’d ordered a black coffee like any normal grown-up, the situation would not have arisen. I mean, it’s not like Kevin’s is particularly renowned for its soft lighting and romantic soundtrack, is it? Anyway, I must have had a milk moustache so yer man leans over and rubs his thumb – oh so gently – over my top lip. Then, get this, he licks his thumb and looks at me.


‘You just had a bit of milk there,’ he says in a voice that is suddenly raging with lust. I don’t even finish my chips – a first for me – and I lean across the table and just kiss him full on the mouth. Suddenly, he’s on my side of the table and his hands are in my hair and, luckily, I’d brushed it in the loo of the pub before I left. He touches my face and sucks at my lower lip and it’s so unbelievably pleasurable and it’s been so long, I’m like an eight-year-old in Claire’s Accessories – I just want everything, immediately, no questions asked. We touch each other everywhere, hands scratching at clothes that suddenly feel too bulky. He bites my neck. I pull at the soft lobe of his ear with my teeth. If there is a voice in my head screaming at me to stop, reminding me about the existence of a man called Shane, I don’t hear it. It seems like the world has stopped and there is only this moment. This hot, wet moment. Nothing else.


‘Eh, excuse me . . . Excuse me . . . EXCUSE ME.’


We release each other and look up. The pair of us are panting, like dogs in the street separated by a bucket of water. A man – could it be Kevin? – is standing beside our table, looking down on us. He is wearing a cap with a peak like a duck’s bill, bright yellow. His name badge says ‘Phil’.


‘Yis’ll hafta lee-af.’ His voice is soft and sounds like an apology. People are staring at us and I look down at myself, making sure my clothes are still on. They are. Bernard hands Phil a fiver and curls his hand around my neck and it feels like electricity and I worry that I’m going to come, right there, in the middle of the kebab shop. He steers me out the door, we pulse into a taxi and foreplay our way to his place and, well, you know the rest really.
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Despite the roar of the Swords traffic, I could hear the mobile ringing from the depths of my handbag – a nearly real Prada that I picked up for a song last summer in New York. I was there for Laura’s hen party although the wedding didn’t happen in the end – a long story.


I was elbow deep in my sack, squatting on the pavement, when the bus roared up, belching hot, black fumes into my face. With the phone still ringing, I grabbed my purse and yanked at my bag, spilling the contents across the width of the pavement and under the bus. A selection of useless euro coins rolled around the path, glad of the change of scene. They’d probably been there since the euro changeover. I never used change if I could help it. Firstly I was hopeless at maths (and by maths I mean adding and subtracting) and secondly, I just preferred holding crisp banknotes in my paws poised for purchase. Or, better still, one of my variety pack of credit cards.


I nearly cried when I saw my beautiful things lying among the detritus of Friday night: puddles of brightly coloured alcopop vomit, soggy condoms like so many squashed maggots, empty crisp packets. My Clinique lip liner had rolled beside a neat mound of dog turd and not even the hardiest of onlookers could bring themselves to pick it up. I bid it a silent goodbye – it had seen me right on many a night. My matches shed their box and lay scattered about my bulk, every single one of them used. Most of my coins were now under the bus and I clocked a man with long, greasy hair on his hands and knees with his head under the bus counting the booty.


About this time, I realised that one of my hold-ups had ripped and lay in wrinkled folds around my ankle. Burning with familiar humiliation, I reefed my skirt down as far as it would go and removed the torn strips of ultra-sheer 10 Denier from my left leg, shovelling the pathetic flap of nylon into my bag. I drew myself up to my full height – six feet in my heels – and hobbled with as much dignity as I could muster – which wasn’t much, to be fair – onto the bus.


‘Exact fare, love,’ the bus driver mumbled, picking something from his teeth. His head rested across his arms on the huge steering wheel.


‘Sorry?’ I gushed with a smile, waving my last €20 towards him. I did not take public transport enough to know that smiling and gushing at bus drivers will not enhance your situation in the slightest. You might as well try to pet a rabid dog with a string of sausages tied around your neck.


‘Exact fare, love,’ he repeated, unmoved.


I glanced into the change section of my purse and saw nothing but dull brown coins nestled in the silky folds of the fabric. Probably about 12 cent in total. I thought briefly about launching into the whole handbag-emptying scenario of a few moments ago. Wisely, I did not.


‘I’ve nothing smaller,’ I said in a very small voice.


There was a slight moment of triumph when he was forced to swivel his head towards me to hear what I was saying. He held his hand out, the little finger glistening from its recent foraging in the cracks of his teeth. Then he got chatty.


‘I’ll take your €20, OK? You get to keep the ticket, yeah? You’ll get a refund from head office on O’Connell Street, right?’


His voice was a monotone, and the words tripped off his tongue like a nursery rhyme that he had recited many times before.


Then he smiled, revealing gappy, yellow teeth that could benefit from further investigation with his little finger. I handed my €20 to him taking care not to make any physical contact with the shiny finger. For my money, I received a ticket as long as double chemistry and moved into the body of the bus, allowing the crowd behind me to shuffle forward.


I folded myself into a seat at the very back of the bus and made myself as small as I would go, bending my head and my knees.


The alcohol in my system rolled out its compulsory low. The drama of the incident with Bernard was fading and I saw myself in my mind’s eye: a dishevelled woman on a bus weighed down with change totalling 12 cent and a receipt worth €18.60 (but only Monday to Friday, 10 a.m. to 4.30 p.m.). If taxis accepted credit cards, this would never have happened.


Shane’s face floated up through the swamp of my mind. I shifted in my seat. Saturday morning in London. What would he be doing now? Shopping in Harvey Nicks for sharp ‘salesman recently promoted to sales manager’ type suits? Sipping creamy lattes at a fabulous but as-yet-undiscovered streetside café? Working out in the gym, a designer sweat darkening a tight, grey T-shirt?


Was he thinking about me? Had he slept with anyone? I imagined a tiny blonde, all sharp intellect and soft curves, a copy of the Kama Sutra tucked into a really real Prada handbag.


And then there was Spain. Shane was there. He knew. I pressed my face, hard, against the window of the bus and squeezed my eyes shut.


‘We need a break,’ Shane said. A break. That word. The word that people use when they can’t bring themselves to say what they really want. But I knew what I wanted. I wanted everything to be the way it was before.


There was no doubt that it was a great career move for him.


‘It’s just for six months,’ he said. He hugged me then and I let him. He didn’t want to see my face. Shane didn’t like unpleasantness.


He’d been gone two months and it felt like ten.


The bus stopped and I banged my head against the window. I whimpered. I remembered the call on my mobile and bent my head again into the depths of my bag. The missed call was from my mother. She hardly ever rang me on my mobile. ‘The numbers are too long, how is anyone supposed to remember them? And the cost?’


She had left a message and I held my breath and dialled into voicemail. ‘Where are you?’ Her voice was high, agitated. It pushed my hangover to bulge at the edge of my head. ‘We’re at the Bridal Boutique, waiting for you. Where are you? Can you call me back IMMEDIATELY?’


The ‘immediately’ ended in a crescendo. I could see colour infusing her face with the word. Fuck, damn and piss. I had forgotten. Of course I had forgotten. The fitting appointment for a bridesmaid dress. My sister, Clare, was getting married – I was a bridesmaid. Chief bridesmaid, as a matter of fact.


‘Shite.’ Pushing myself back against the harsh upholstery of the bus seat, I checked my watch. It was 10.10 a.m. If the bus driver got his finger out (and not just out of his mouth), I could be at the Bridal Boutique by 10.40 a.m. I tried to breathe in and out to calm myself but stopped when hyperventilation became a distinct possibility.


Jane was the other bridesmaid. The oldest. The one who had thoughtfully provided my mother with a selection of grandchildren so she’d have something to entertain her in her dotage. The one who always Did The Right Thing. Not that I have anything against people who Do The Right Thing. It’s just that it makes me look bad in comparison and that’s what I object to. Jane would be at the Bridal Boutique. She would have arrived on time. She’d be trying on a size ten bridesmaid dress, berating herself for not being a size eight like Clare. And Clare would say, ‘But Jane, you’ve had three kids, give yourself a break.’ And then I would arrive. Late. And overweight. And hungover. Slightly gawky, slightly awkward. Sent to an expensive middle-class school, an average student of above-average size and height. One of the teachers’ report cards read, ‘Grace is larger than life and will do well.’


‘But at what?’ my mother wailed as the Cs fell down along the side of my report card. Now I was twenty-nine years old and I still didn’t know the answer to that question. When I left school, I got a summer job in an insurance company as a general Girl Friday. Ten years later, I was still there, Girl Monday to Friday.


A little old lady got ready to get off the bus. She teetered down the aisle with all the fragility of a duckling waddling to the water’s edge for the first time. I watched her, willing her to go to the exit in the middle of the bus.


‘Don’t go to the front of the bus. Please don’t go to the front of the bus,’ I begged in my head. Knowing the bus driver, as I did, he would snap the doors together cruelly and announce that it was for incoming passengers only. She didn’t and exited without incident.


I rang my mother, my hands slimy against the phone.


‘Mam, hi.’ I began to speak as soon as she answered the phone with the cheery air of someone in the wrong, winging it.


‘I’m on my way, be there in half an hour, OK?’ Then I crossed my fingers and waited.


There was no storm. That wasn’t my mother’s style. Just a sigh. She expressed her disappointment in me with her silence more than her words.


‘OK Mam, see you then.’ I hung up and looked out the window, watching the world go by, seeing nothing. I felt like a vampire who’s just realised he won’t make it back to his coffin before daybreak. The bus rattled onto the quays and spilled its passengers onto the footpath.


The Bridal Boutique was up a steep flight of stairs above the Coffee Cave on Grafton Street. The front of the shop was entirely glass, sun splitting onto the mannequins, giving them a startled look, vacant eyes lolling in white hairless heads. My sister stood at the end of the shop in her wedding dress, getting pinned with ferocity by a girl my age with a severe bun that stretched her eyes into slits.


‘Howaya,’ the girl looked up with a huge smile. I was relieved, having imagined that the Bridal Boutique employees were superior types who could intimidate people into wearing dresses like meringues with matching fabric-covered shoes.


‘Grace, how’s tricks?’ Clare acknowledged me with a wide smile. She turned around, as careful as a person should be with so many pins about their person. Her thick brown hair was swept up in a swollen bun at the back of her head. The biggest thing about her were her eyes: navy blue, slanted in a smile.


‘Clare, the dress is fabulous,’ I answered. From the front, it looked like her slender frame was wrapped from neck to ankle in fine golden hues of lace and silk. At the back, the dress plunged to the cleft of her buttocks.


‘Jesus, don’t do too much bending over in that dress, Clare, you’ll have builder’s bum.’ The pair of us fell around the place laughing even though it wasn’t all that funny. It’s just what we did when we got together.


My little sister was getting married to a modern-day version of a prince wielding his sword: a banker wielding his wad. I thought I’d be engaged by now, but here I was, after nearly two years of my first, serious ‘grown-up’ relationship, alone and bridesmaid at my younger sister’s wedding. I swallowed hard and choked back these thoughts.


‘Sorry I’m late.’


‘You’re just in time,’ she said. I never needed to explain anything to Clare.


‘What about Mam? She sounded annoyed on the phone.’ I whispered that bit.


‘I’m just surprised you managed to make it at all, Grace.’ The irritation in her voice was familiar now. Clare said I was being overly sensitive, but I knew better.


I turned around and there she was, with pins sticking out of her mouth. She looked like she worked there. In fact, she looked like she owned the place.


‘Mam. Hi!’ I said, my voice too bright in this sanctuary of wedding dresses. Disappointment was like a dress my mother wore when she saw me these days. She nodded tiredly.


‘So,’ I said. ‘Shall I try on the dress then?’


‘Well, that is the reason we’ve been here for the last hour, Grace.’ For every step she made towards me, I stepped back, afraid she’d smell the alcohol fumes.


‘We’ve only been here just over a half hour.’ Clare. Always the peacemaker.


‘Mam,’ I said. ‘I’m sorry I’m late. It was the . . .’ But she had already turned away from me.


‘Come on, Grace. Let’s not waste any more time. We’ll see if we can fit you into this frock.’ She strode towards the changing rooms, a great bale of coffee-coloured silk ballooning in her hands. I closed my mouth and followed her. I felt hot and my eyes hurt in the white glare of the room.


In the dressing room, Mam thrust the dress up against me and shook her head with a sigh. She mumbled through the pins.


‘This is actually Jane’s dress. It’ll be miles too small for you. I’ll go and get yours.’


I looked at my mother as she carefully hung Jane’s dress on a hanger, and I saw myself, thirty years hence. She was obscenely tall for her age, so eyeballing her was a cinch for me, if I could summon up the nerve. Her hair had been like mine, long and raw red – ‘I could sit on my hair when I was your age’ – but it was now an iron grey, clamped to her head like a helmet in a stiff bob.


‘Grace, you’re missing a stocking.’


She suddenly stood to attention, looking sharply at my legs. The two shop assistants – or Bridal Consultants, according to their name badges – stared at me, as did Clare and my mother. I blinked against the dazzling whites of the wedding dresses standing shoulder to shoulder in perfect lines around the shop, mocking me. The heat of the room was thick and I suddenly found it hard to breathe.


Opening my handbag, I rummaged for my inhaler which, of course, wasn’t there. My breath came in rasps. I struggled to get out of the cubicle but my way was blocked. People were everywhere. I tried to remember to stay calm but I could feel the fear coming, like a hand around my throat. I leaned against the wall of the dressing room, sliding down towards the floor. The brightness dimmed and I closed my eyes against it, afraid.


The next thing I remember, I’m sitting on the floor of the cubicle and Mam is kneeling beside me, holding an inhaler up to my mouth.


‘Breathe, Gracie, breathe.’ Her voice echoed in my ears and white spots danced around the edge of my vision. I breathed in raggedly, closing my eyes.


She smoothed strands of damp hair across my forehead and called me ‘Gracie’ again. I could feel her hands on me, anxious. I felt warm all over. I loved it when she called me Gracie, which she never did any more. She pressed down on the cylinder poking out from the top of the inhaler and released clouds of merciful vapour into my mouth. I was still breathless but I could feel the panic pulling back. I imagined the Ventolin travelling down my trachea (that’s a fancy word for throat, by the way) and into the T-junction of my lungs, just as Dr Evans told me to. When I was ten, he told my mother that I’d grow out of asthma in my teens. Just like giggling, binge drinking and falling over at the slightest provocation, I had not.


Embarrassed in front of my audience, I kept my head down until the wheezing withered to heavy breathing. I sounded like a middle-aged drunk at a swimming pool party for twenty-one-year-olds. I ventured a look up.


‘Thanks, Mam.’


‘Don’t talk, Grace. Just get your breath back.’ Her voice was brisk again. Efficient.


‘Where did you get the inhaler?’ I asked when the world stopped spinning.


‘I . . . it’s Patrick’s. He left it behind.’


Silence followed this. No one knew quite what to say.


‘Anyway, it’s lucky I had it, isn’t it?’


I nodded and looked at her but already she was getting up.


‘Sorry,’ I croaked to Clare, who was hovering. Colours came back into focus, the pale pink hue of the mannequins’ faces, the baby-blueness of the surprisingly clear March sky, the fiery red of my mother’s veins throbbing in her white throat. Oh, shit. She was back and had obviously decided that I was no longer in danger of dying.


‘Grace, condoms have fallen out of your bag!’ She hissed this at me, careful not to let the Bridal Consultants hear her. Her nostrils blew wide and colour ascended into her cheeks from her neck.


The only nice thing about asthma attacks is that the aftermath is a little post-coital. Your breath returns slowly, your sweat evaporates into the space above you. You feel warm, every cell in your body throbbing.


a) Of course there were condoms in my bag. I was a twenty-nine-year-old responsible woman in a world where Bernard O’Malleys lurked. Besides, they had been there since before Shane left and were more than likely out of date.


b) How did she know there were condoms in my bag? But then, she knew so much and I told her so little . . .


‘Sorry,’ I said again, to everyone and to no one in particular. ‘Will I try my dress on now?’


The BCs (Bridal Consultants) were relieved that things seemed to be back to normal and busied themselves with bridal boutique-type activities. Pointing with long fingers topped with longer sharp red tentacles to, well, to things within the shop. And smiling. Lots of smiling. Huge, improbable smiles that stretched across perfect peaches-and-cream complexions. If it wasn’t for their flat Dublin accents, I would have thought I dreamed them.


After all the drama, getting measured was a walk in the park. Yards of tape were wrapped around my waist (breathe in) and around my breasts (shoulders back) and around my hips (stand tall) and around my thighs (well, you can only do so much).


A mock-up of the dress had been made in a size fourteen. I was truly amazed when it slid over my hips and thighs without undue exertion. Before yelling for Clare to witness the miracle, I glanced in the dressing room mirror. The latté-coloured silk protested against the blotchy whiteness of my skin, but nothing a bucket of foul-smelling fake tan couldn’t cure. I undid my hair gingerly. It had a life of its own, you know. It fell in long, full waves to my waist, big and ungainly but glinting gold in places where the light caught it. The dress was cut away at the back like Clare’s but most of my back – riddled with freckles – was hidden by endless lengths of thick red hair, like rope. Gratitude slid through me. I loved the dress. I had seen many hideous bridesmaid dresses in my time and I had been apprehensive at the thought of wearing one of those contraptions.


‘Clare, Clare, the size fourteen fits,’ I roared from the confines of the dressing room – the ‘boudoir’ apparently. Clare pulled the flimsy curtain across the cubicle.


‘I knew it would. You’ve lost weight in the last few months.’ She pawed at the material encasing my breasts, pulling it up. ‘We may need to make these babies a little more comfortable,’ she giggled. My breasts – my pride and joy – were chomping at the bit for oxygen. A size fourteen with massive jugs in latte-coloured silk? I could do this wedding. I could make my sister proud. I bent and hugged her to me. A rip rent the air. The size fourteen did fit, but only if I did not engage in any actual physical movement. I could walk, but only just.


One of the BCs offered to take the dress out a little, but I was having none of it.


‘You see, I’ll be losing a few more pounds before the wedding,’ I assured her. Stress. You can’t beat it with a great, fat stick for a spot of totally undeserved weight loss. By the end of Shane’s six-month absence, I’d be a stick insect, a bony beauty, all angles and edges. People would say, ‘Grace, you’ve lost so much weight,’ in much the same way as they might say, ‘Grace, heard about your terminal illness, how tragic.’ I would smile down at them and teeter away on my stilt-like legs. I could . . .


‘Grace, Grace . . .’ My sister’s voice seemed to come from far away. I blinked and the room swam back into focus. Clare was tugging at my elbow.


‘Sorry Clare, I was just visiting my parallel universe there for a moment.’


‘The one where you’re famine-riddled skinny and Shane is a commitment addict?’ I nodded dreamily, still warm from the glow of my daydream. Then I remembered. ‘And Patrick . . .’


‘I know, Grace, I know.’ Clare leaned over and hugged me. One of the BCs coughed discreetly.


‘Ahem, Ms O’Brien, we’re expectin’ anudder weddin’ party here in ten minutes . . .’


Her sentence hung in the air as myself and Clare stared at her. Then realisation dawned.


‘Oh, right.’ I suddenly understood. ‘This is a bit like the way Madonna shops only with time constraints? I was wondering why we were the only people in the shop, thought you’d fallen on hard times. Ha ha.’ No response to my little joke.


‘Don’t worry, I’ll be out of here in a jiffy.’


I grabbed hold of the bottom of the dress and extended my arms skyward. A muffled shriek as a pin sank through the tender flesh of my neck. The BC stepped in and tugged at the dress – a little rougher than I thought was necessary, mind – releasing me. Static crackled in the confined space of the boudoir and strands of my hair stood on end. I was exposed again, still in Pilates pants and a monstrous black bra.


‘So, eh, Ms O’Brien?’ the BC enquired with a slight tilt of a perfectly tended eyebrow.


‘Just call me Grace,’ I said, reaching for my clothes.


‘Do ya tink we could see ya for one more fittin’ before de weddin’?’ the BC probed. She did not sound convinced of my ability to manage this task.


‘Yes, yes, no problem. You can ring me to arrange it,’ Clare jumped in.


She took the BC by the elbow and eased her gently out of the cubicle. I was left alone with my thoughts. They settled on me like fog. I pushed my hands against my ears but still they came. Here is a flavour of just some of the things I did not want to think about:


• Shane O’Brien. See? I wouldn’t even have to change my name when, if, we got married. It was a sign, surely? His initial torrent of emails, phonecalls and texts had slowed to a dribble in the past few weeks. Obviously, thinking about the reasons for this steady decline in communication could send a girl mad, so we move quickly on to . . .


• Bernard O’Malley. A colleague with whom I had exchanged no more than ten sentences since he joined the company a few weeks before. Now, he had seen me naked in unflattering light (AHHHHHHH!), I would have to see him at work on Monday and I had to face the fact that I had been unfaithful to Shane . . .


• Patrick. I just wished he was here.


• My mother. Here’s what happened next.


The curtain separating me from the rest of the world was suddenly wrenched back and my mother towered in the architrave. When she’s really annoyed, she speaks in a low, controlled voice, which she did now.


‘Grace,’ she said in a whisper that was nearly a shout. ‘Clare is out there paying a hideous sum of money for your dress. You’re late, you’re hungover, you’re missing a stocking. You’ve got condoms in your bag, you’re in such a state you nearly had an asthma attack and now you’re carrying on like an eejit in here.’ Apparently, as well as clamping my hands to my ears, I’d been singing ‘Nutbush City Limits’, accompanied by the Tina Turner leg-stomp.


My mother counted these sins on her fingers, wrenching each one back in a way that was painful to watch.


‘This is Clare’s day,’ she insisted. ‘For God’s sake, pull yourself together and let’s get out of here.’ She left as abruptly as she had arrived. My hands shook as I sucked my belly in to pull up the zip of my skirt. I hated confrontation, especially with my mother. The pressure in the back of my throat built as I tried not to cry. My mother hated people crying in public. I thought about my flat, about being there in the comfort of it. I could cry for the day there if I wanted to. Tomorrow too, if I liked. I felt a little better and ventured back out into the Bridal Boutique. A vibrating beep came from my now mostly empty bag (the condoms were gone) and I dug for the phone, hope surging.


1 message received.


I crossed my fingers and toes and implored the intervention of St Anthony, St Jude, St Thomas, Mary, Joseph, the donkey, Bono. Anyone at all, really. ‘Please let this be from Shane,’ I prayed. I jabbed at buttons on the handset and felt a short stab of shock. The message was not from anyone in my address book. The message was from a number I didn’t recognise.
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Having sex with almost a stranger on a Friday night is one thing. But giving the guy your mobile telephone number? Had I learned nothing? When had it happened? How?


You left your jacket at my place. Will bring it to work on Monday. Hope you are feeling OK. Bernard


‘Who was that email from?’ my mother asked, craning her head over my shoulder.


‘It’s a text, Mam, not an email.’ I had arrived at phase two of my hangover: contrariness. My mother was always trying to get to grips with technology and had only recently replaced her ancient wireless with a stereo set incorporating a CD player. DVDs were still a foreign country as far as she was concerned.


‘It’s from Caroline.’


Caroline was my flatmate and friend. She was also Shane’s sister, which had put a strain on our relationship in recent times.


Clare ushered us down the stairs, stress creasing her normally smooth face. She now had to go with our mother to help her choose her mother of the bride outfit. I feebly offered to accompany them – although I would have preferred to have a front tooth extracted without anaesthetic, by an ageing dentist who’d been struck off the register for dubious work practices.


Clare, saint that she is, hugged me and told me to go home, take a shower and go to bed. I didn’t need to be told twice.


Before going home, I had to collect my car, which I had abandoned at work yesterday evening. On my last legs, I staggered into the car park. Ciaran, the night and day security guard, was there as usual. Did he ever go home?


‘Ah, Grace, lass,’ he crooned at me in his low, melodious Scottish voice. ‘Do ye have no home to go ta?’ He smiled at me, his face folding into deep lines, like a freshly ploughed field. He leaned out the window of the security hut. He looked ancient today, like he could use a good hot bath and three days of uninterrupted sleep. In the ten years that I had worked there he hadn’t changed a bit and I often imagined that when his mother pushed him out of her womb, he had a quick wash, donned his security guard’s cap, got a bus to our car park and never left.


I noticed my boss’s car, a brand new BMW convertible, which made a mockery of his regular speeches to us about cutbacks. I quickly waved at Ciaran and hurried to my car, fumbling in my bag for the keys, when I heard the boss’s hail-fellow-well-met booming voice. My shoulders slumped in resignation and I turned around. There he was. If I were writing a book and he were in it, nobody would believe the hideousness of him. He had a bald pate which he denied, draping strings of mousy brown hair across the empty space. He wore his trousers hitched up over his ample belly and I often wondered why his wife never told him how wrong this was. Perhaps it was her revenge for a lifetime of misery?


Apart from his ill-advised dress sense (he was one of the last five people in the world who still wore shoulder braces – that’s all you need to know to get the picture), he had the people skills of Attila the Hun. He insisted on staff meetings every Monday morning at 8.30 a.m. (Sarah called it ‘zero eight thirty, people’). These meetings were never about anything positive or good. They mostly featured monologues about cutbacks, dismal premium rates, increased competition in the marketplace which could be used later to explain our paltry salary reviews. Any Other Business might feature a leak in the ladies’ toilets which may take up to four weeks to fix and, in the meantime, could we please pop up to the fifth floor to ‘do our business’. In the summer, the air-conditioning always got a mention. Mostly because it never worked.


I wore dark sunglasses during these meetings – citing migraines – and nodded off. One Monday morning, Laura lost it completely and screeched at him.


‘For God’s sake, it’s 8.30 on a Monday morning. We’re all hungover and depressed, can we talk about something NICE FOR A CHANGE?’ Of course, she had snogged him at the last Christmas party so she felt fairly confident that he wouldn’t sack her in case she sued him for sexual harassment and outed him as the sleazy philanderer he really was.


Anyway, there he was in the car park, the stiff breeze raising the few limp hairs on his head. I nailed a smile on my face and walked, very slowly, towards him. He looked nervous.


‘Eh, Grace, glad to have bumped into you, actually. There’s something I, eh, have to discuss with you on Monday. Can you come and see me in my office at, say, 2 p.m.?’ He looked at his feet, apparently admiring the shininess of his black patent leather shoes. He then admired his immaculately manicured nails and smoothed his tie, which had been tossed in front of his face by the wind.


My safe little work world tilted and I felt afraid. Bernard had seemed pretty positive last night that the Boys on the Board were considering an extensive spate of redundancies and, to be fair, he seemed to know what he was talking about. I was one of a gaggle of claims handlers in the liability department and, while I wasn’t the most offensive member of staff, I did spend quite a bit of time phoning friends, Googling and occasionally straightening my hair at 4.45 p.m. on a Friday afternoon when I was perfectly well aware that the downing of tools was not supposed to occur until 5 o’clock thank you very much! What would I do if I lost my job? And more importantly, how would I break it to my mother?


‘Sure,’ I said. ‘No problem. Do you want to discuss anything in particular?’ I asked the question as casually as I could.


‘We’ll talk about it on Monday, Grace.’ He was already walking away. I was dismissed.


I must have looked upset because Ciaran walked over and invited me into his office for a coffee. I was tempted because in the last year he had become a good friend. It turned out we had a lot in common. He was one of a family of four children, the only one who was unmarried, the only one who never went to university, the only one who lived in rented accommodation. Ciaran, however, was gay, unlike me (unless you count that one time in the Gaeltacht when I was sixteen). He’d discovered his sexuality before being camp, gyms or white singlets became de rigueur. He lived in a flat on Camden Street with his boyfriend Michael, although Ciaran never referred to him as such. He worked as the head chef in a salubrious hotel in town (I’d better not mention the name of the hotel, as Michael has never actually ‘come out’ as such, being a strict Presbyterian from Armagh, and having an ex-wife and three grown-up heterosexual sons). I had met Michael many times and his warm, companionable understanding with Ciaran made me long for a relationship like that of my own. Someone to play cards with, grow old with, someone who was happy – no, delighted – to spend time with me and not want to change me in any way. Someone I could sit in easy silence with, the silence being occasionally broken by the crisp crunch of a choc-ice being demolished – chocolate first, followed by licking – never biting – of ice cream.


I often sat in the security hut with Ciaran for my fag breaks. The smoking ban did not apply there, according to Ciaran, who perched on a foot stool, puffing gently on an unlit pipe (he’d quit several years before). He would share his flask of coffee with me, sometimes adding a nip of whiskey if it were really cold or if I were really pissed off. My being pissed off could be triggered by lots of different things: PMT, falling off the dieting bandwagon – again – not having a stitch to wear for an upcoming event, being skint, Shane, my mother, the weather, the boss, a broken nail, the size of my hips, the state of my hair. Ciaran sat and listened. He reminded me of my father. He was on my side. I declined his kind offer of coffee and sympathy and headed for my car. The thoughts in my head had grown wings and were buzzing around the edge of my consciousness, begging for attention: Shane, the impending meeting with my boss on Monday morning, the tautness of the relationship between me and my mother, the Bernard O’Malley situation.


And Patrick. But I couldn’t think about him and drive at the same time. In fact, I just couldn’t think about him at all.
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My flat was on Cowper Road in Rathmines, the first floor of a red-brick period house with a stoop at the front and a rambling, overgrown garden at the back. Caroline and I had lived there for two years and the landlord – a dote – hadn’t upped the rent since we arrived. In return for this, we kept an eye on his father – old man Jenkins – who lived in the cavernous ground floor of the house. This mostly involved telling him in advance when we were having a party so he felt he couldn’t complain about the noise the following day, and calling down when we were skint so he would make us toasted cheese sandwiches smothered in black pepper and pour us vast quantities of the foul-smelling whiskey he favoured. Whenever I had any cash – usually the first couple of days after payday before the overdraft kicked in again – I picked him up a pack of John Player Blues and a copy of the Racing Post. He was what used to be called ‘a perfect gentleman’, a dapper little man, immaculately dressed in a suit that was now too big for him and a fisherman’s cap which he doffed at passers-by on the street.


I checked the hall table for letters. My post consisted entirely of flyers and a Visa bill as thick as a bull’s leg. I missed getting real letters in the post. Patrick wrote real letters. He loved writing. Loved that connection between pen and paper. Magic, that’s what he called it. He wanted to be a writer but was an accountant instead. What was that Oscar Wilde quotation?
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