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Chapter 1


The Wedding (Francisco Goya, 1791)

I was trying on the wedding dress when Tim phoned. Actually I was twirling around in front of the full-length wall mirror, admiring the way the skirt billowed around me in a carefree puff of white chiffon, when I heard the phone ring. It had taken me longer to make this wedding dress than any other I’d ever done, but this was my dress. This was the dress I’d wear when I married Tim in two weeks’ time and it had deserved all of my time and all of my attention. I smoothed the skirt and fingered the tiny white pearls neatly hand-sewn onto the bodice. There were four hundred and twenty of them. I’d never sew a pearl onto a dress again.

‘Isobel! It’s for you!’ Alison stood at the bottom of the stairs and yelled at me. ‘It’s your fiancé.’ She broke into a guffaw at the word ‘fiancé’. She always did. Alison, who was twenty-one, thought I was out of my mind to be getting married. Alison didn’t approve of marriage; she believed that husbands only tied you down, limited your potential, trapped you for the rest of your life. She thought I was too young to tie myself down to one person. But I wasn’t. I was exactly the right age. Twenty-seven. Long enough on my own to  have had some fun and make a few elementary mistakes. But mature enough, now, to know exactly what I was doing. To be ready to become Isobel Malone instead of Isobel Kavanagh.

I stared at my twenty-seven-year-old reflection. Brown eyes, red-rimmed from spending too much time at my sewing machine, a pale face that was looking forward to our honeymoon in Rhodes, and soft brown hair which was halfway between lengths because I wanted to be able to put it up for the wedding. It was a pity I wasn’t taller because the dress would have looked truly gorgeous if I’d been a tall, willowy, Stella Tennant sort of person. But I’d stopped growing around the five-foot-one mark and remained the short one in our family. At least I was slim, although that was probably because I’d almost stopped eating in the last two weeks. There simply hadn’t been time.

Alison (unlike me in almost every respect - taller, tousle-haired and bigger-boned) thumped her way up the stairs and pushed open the bedroom door. ‘Are you deaf?’ she demanded. ‘It’s Tim--’ She broke off and stared at me. She hadn’t seen the finished dress before. ‘Oh, Isobel.’ Suddenly her face was softer, gentler. ‘It’s beautiful!’

I grinned at her. ‘Thank you.’

‘I mean it,’ she said. ‘It’s lovely. You look lovely.’

‘I’ll look more lovely when my hair is done properly and I’m wearing all the right bits and pieces.’

‘You’re like Cinderella going to the ball,’ she breathed as she fingered the gossamer-light material. ‘I never thought it would look like this.’

‘Oh, for heaven’s sake!’ I laughed at her. ‘Come down to earth, Ali. You’re the one who thinks I’m off my head to be getting married in the first place.’

She shrugged. ‘I just don’t think that women can be  themselves if they’re chained to some man,’ she said. ‘As soon as a girl gets married she puts her husband’s needs ahead of her own. It’s this nurturing thing. We can’t help ourselves. That’s why you shouldn’t get married in the first place.’

‘And what if you’re truly in love?’ I asked her as I slipped out of the dress and placed it carefully on the padded hanger. ‘What then?’

She shook her head. ‘Love is delusion,’ she said. ‘People only think they’re in love.’

‘Wait until you’ve fallen for someone yourself before making that judgement,’ I told her briskly. ‘I’ll remind you of this conversation when you’re mooning about over some bloke who doesn’t take a blind bit of notice of you.’

I pulled my dressing-gown over my white slip and hurried downstairs, leaving her still gazing at the dress.

I picked up the receiver. ‘Hi there.’

‘What on earth were you doing?’ asked Tim. ‘I’ve been hanging on for ages.’

‘Discussing the meaning of love with Alison,’ I told him. ‘She doesn’t believe in it.’

Tim broke into a fit of coughing.

‘I hope you’re not getting a cold,’ I said. ‘It’d be terrible if you were too sick to say “I do”.’

‘I wanted to meet you,’ said Tim.

‘We’re going out tomorrow,’ I told him. ‘And I was going to finish off the bridesmaids’ dresses tonight.’

‘I need to see you tonight,’ said Tim. ‘Really I do, Isobel.’

I sighed. ‘It’s not that I don’t want to see you. It’s just that I’ve so much to do!’

‘Please, Isobel.’

‘But there’s only two weeks and--’

‘Isobel, please.’

‘Oh, OK.’ I ran my fingers through my hair. ‘I suppose I can practise with the headdress another evening.’

‘Meet you in Kiely’s?’ he said.

‘Tim!’ Kiely’s, in Donnybrook, was close to Tim’s red-bricked, bay-windowed townhouse. I lived in Sutton, at least a twenty-minute drive over the toll-bridge.

‘I left the car in for a service today,’ he said apologetically. ‘I thought I’d have it back this evening but it wasn’t ready. So I’m without wheels.’

‘Oh, OK,’ I said again. I always gave in to Tim, I couldn’t help it. Maybe that was what Alison was talking about.

‘Half an hour?’ he said.

‘An hour,’ I told him. ‘I need to get dressed. I was trying on my wedding dress when you called.’ I laughed suddenly. ‘I hope it’s not bad luck to be trying on the dress when your fiancé phones - like him seeing you in it!’

Tim laughed too but he didn’t sound convincing. It was all getting a bit much for him, I thought. Endless discussion about who to invite and what sort of menu to have, and which band to choose. All sorts of things that seemed so important at the time but probably weren’t important at all really. In the end, the only important thing was that Tim loved me and that I loved him. The rest was incidental. But the incidental things took up most of our time these days.

 



 



I reversed my white Peugeot 205 out of the driveway and turned onto the coast road.

It was a grey, depressing evening. A thin layer of cloud blocked out any trace of blue sky and a cool easterly breeze whipped across the bay taking the struggling  warmth out of the sun. I hoped it would be fine for my wedding day. I dreamed of blue skies with cotton-wool wisps of cloud and still, warm air. I could be lucky, I thought, as I sped along the road. It would be May by then and the weather might have turned.

It took me half an hour to get to Kiely’s. Cars littered the surrounding streets and I abandoned mine on a double yellow line. I hoped I wouldn’t get a ticket but, if I did, I’d make Tim pay for it. Friday night was a bad night to arrive late to a pub.

I pushed open the door. A haze of blue-grey smoke wafted towards me and my eyes began to water. I looked around the heaving throng of people for Tim. Why on earth did he insist on meeting in crowded places?

Finally I saw him, leaning against the wall, pint of Guinness in his hand. He was incredibly handsome, I thought smugly. His hair was jet-black and fell in an endearing fringe over his navy-blue eyes. His face was tanned and healthy, with high cheekbones, the sort I’d die for myself. He wore an oversized maroon Aran jumper and ragged Levis.

My heart skipped a beat when I saw him - sometimes I found it hard to believe that he was mine.

I wormed my way through the crowd and tapped him on the shoulder.

‘Oh, hello.’ He looked startled. ‘I didn’t see you come in.’

‘You can’t see anyone in here,’ I said. ‘It’s just one pulsating blob of people. Why didn’t you pick somewhere quieter?’

‘It was quieter when I came in,’ he told me. ‘It seems to have filled up in the last half-hour.’

‘Do you want to stay here?’ I asked. ‘Would you like to go somewhere else?’

‘No, here is OK. Do you want a drink?’

‘Orange juice is fine,’ I said.

He nodded, handed me his pint, and made his way to the bar. He wasn’t in a good mood, I thought, as I watched him. There was something wrong. I hoped it wasn’t his mother again. She’d kicked up blue murder because we’d limited the family invitations to twenty-five from each side and Tim had refused to allow her to add on some distant cousin he couldn’t even remember.

‘It’s all right for Isobel,’ Denise Malone had told him. ‘She has a small family. There probably aren’t twenty-five people on her side anyway.’

‘Of course there’s twenty-five on my side,’ I’d retorted angrily when he told me. ‘I’m not squeezing my family out just so that she can invite a crowd of freeloaders!’

It had all been very silly, got very heated, for no real reason. In the end, Denise’s sister rang from the States to say that she’d love to come but that she really couldn’t afford the trip over in May, since she’d already booked her holidays for July. So there was space for Cousin Maddy or Dotty or Biddy after all and no need to rearrange anything.

‘Here you are.’ Tim handed me the glass of orange juice and retrieved his pint.

‘Cheers.’ I raised my glass but he was already taking a deep mouthful of Guinness.

‘I needed to talk to you,’ he said. He wiped the thin cream line from his upper lip. ‘I’m sorry I dragged you out tonight.’

‘I don’t mind.’ I put my head on his chest. ‘I know I said I was busy, but I’m never too busy to see you. Darling,’ I added teasingly.

‘It was important to talk to you,’ he said.

I looked up at him. Something was wrong, and from the tone of his voice it was a bit more serious than  trouble on the Dotty, Maddy and Biddy front. ‘What’s the matter?’ I asked.

He wiped at the condensation on the outside of his glass.

‘What’s the matter?’ I asked again.

He looked up at me. ‘I can’t go through with it,’ he said abruptly.

I heard the words but they didn’t mean anything to me. ‘What?’

‘I can’t go through with it,’ he said again, a touch of desperation in his voice. ‘I can’t, Isobel. I need some time. I want to postpone it.’

‘The wedding?’ I stared at him. ‘You want to postpone the wedding?’ I clutched at my glass of orange juice.

‘Yes.’ He nodded and took another mouthful of Guinness.

I could still hear the buzz of the people around us, but their voices were muted, distant. I felt as though I was wrapped in a cocoon, separated from the world outside. My voice was paralysed. I opened my mouth and closed it again. I blinked a couple of times. ‘You’re joking,’ I croaked finally.

‘I’m not joking, Isobel.’ His look was anguished. ‘I need more time.’

‘More time for what?’ I demanded, the words tumbling out now. ‘What could you possibly need time for? We’ve known each other for nearly two years. We’ve been engaged for six months! If you had a problem with it, why didn’t you say so before now?’

‘I didn’t feel this way before now.’

‘Feel what way?’ I asked.

‘Trapped,’ he said.

I rummaged in my bag and found my asthma inhaler. I shook the canister a couple of times and then squirted the fine spray into my tightening lungs. Tim watched me.

‘Are you all right?’ he asked.

My breath was coming more easily again. ‘No,’ I said. I clutched the inhaler in my hand.

‘Put it back in your bag,’ he said. ‘You don’t really need it.’

‘It’s smoky in here,’ I told him. ‘You know I wheeze when it’s smoky.’

‘I thought it was me,’ said Tim. ‘I didn’t mean to upset you.’

‘And what did you think telling me you wanted to postpone the wedding would do?’ I demanded. ‘Make me dance around the pub with delight? I can’t believe this, Tim. I really can’t. Tell me you’re joking. Tell me you don’t really mean it. Why do you feel trapped? Is it just nerves? Is it--’ I broke off. I couldn’t talk any more. The tears were streaming down my face.

He watched me uncomfortably. He pulled a cotton hanky from his jeans pocket and handed it to me. I was crying far too much for it to be of any use. I knew that people were looking at me, but I didn’t care. I could cry if I felt like it. I could have an asthma attack if I felt like it. I could die if I felt like it. I gulped and started to cough. I couldn’t breathe properly. I thought, frantically, that maybe I would die.

‘Isobel!’ Tim’s voice was harsh. ‘Stop crying like that. You’ll make yourself sick.’

‘You’re making me sick,’ I said, gulping the smoke-laden air through my sobs. ‘You’re the one that’s doing this to me.’ I shook the inhaler again and took another dose.

‘Isobel!’ Tim grabbed me by the arm. ‘Stop it. Stop it now.’

He steered me out of the pub and into the darkening street. I rubbed my eyes with his hanky.

‘How could you do this to me?’ I asked. ‘Why? Why  now? If you don’t love me, why have you let it go this far?’

‘I’m not saying I don’t love you.’ Tim pushed a lock of hair out of his eyes. ‘I do love you, Isobel. I just don’t feel that I can marry you. Not yet.’

I stared at him as I twisted the hanky around and around in my hands. I really couldn’t believe I was hearing this. Part of me expected him to tell me it was all a joke, but I knew it wasn’t. He looked too uncomfortable, too miserable, too serious for it to be a joke.

‘We’ve been practically living together since we got engaged,’ I said, trying to breathe calmly and evenly. ‘Surely that must have helped you to think we could live together for ever.’

He sighed. ‘That’s just it, Isobel. Right now, everything is perfect. You stay with me most weekends, you go home during the week. You stay with me if we go out somewhere. But you’re not there all the time. I know sometimes I’d like you to be there all the time - that’s why I thought we should get married - but now I’m afraid. I like being on my own too. I’m not comfortable with the idea of having someone wanting to know where I am every minute of the day.’

‘But I don’t want to know where you are every minute of the day,’ I said despairingly. ‘I only want to know that you’ll be with me every night.’ I blew my nose and shoved the hanky into the pocket of my jeans.

Tim leaned against the wall and stared ahead of him. I remembered the day we’d met, at a twenty-first birthday party in the St Lawrence Hotel, in Howth. It had been a noisy, crowded party and I’d gone outside for a breath of fresh air. Tim was outside too, busily typing something into a personal organiser.

‘What on earth are you doing?’ I asked. I’d had a few  drinks - normally I wouldn’t have butted into someone’s private business.

‘Making a memo of something I have to do tomorrow,’ he said.

‘You don’t look like the business type.’ I hiccoughed gently.

He laughed. ‘I’m the computer type,’ he said. ‘I design computer software. I’ve been stuck on something for days and it suddenly came to me. So I thought I’d better get it down because sure as hell I’ll never remember it in the morning!’

I grinned at him. ‘Sounds reasonable.’

‘Are you at the party?’ he asked.

I nodded. ‘But it was so hot and crowded I thought I’d come outside for a while. It’s lovely out here, isn’t it?’

‘Want to go for a walk?’ he asked.

‘Why not?’

We walked along the pier together. The water lapped gently in against the wall and the wires from the boat-sails jingled against the masts. The moon sent a shaft of silver light across the harbour. We chatted as though we’d known each other for ages. Tim was unlike anybody else I’d ever met. I worked in a print and packaging company as the personal assistant to the managing director. I was used to people in suits, to graduate trainees wanting to get on, to the factory floor and the commercial work ethic. Tim was a creative sort of person. I’d always thought that computer people were boring and obsessed. I thought that they had to think in logical progression, like machines. I was way out of date. Tim said that he saw the results of his programmes before he’d ever written them; he thought in broad pictures as though he were making a film or writing a book.

‘Wow,’ I said. ‘That’s a sort of computer-nerd thing to say, isn’t it? “Wow”?’

He laughed and put his arm around me. ‘Wow,’ he whispered as he drew me closer to him.

It was love at first sight. It was always like that for me, though; I fell fast and hard and then fell out of love as quickly. But it was different with Tim. With Tim, I knew that it would last for ever.

How could it all have gone wrong? I thought bleakly. We were so right together. Not opposites, exactly, but complementary. When he was working on a project, he was lost to me. When he’d finished, he was devoted. And I was always there, content to be with him, secure in the knowledge that no one else could love him as much as me, and that there was no one else in his life to usurp me.

He earned a lot of money as a software designer. The day I met him, he’d bought his townhouse in Donnybrook. He had a company car. He took two holidays a year: one to the sun any time between May and September, and a skiing holiday in February. I didn’t weigh him up in monetary terms and decide that he was a good catch, but he was. I loved him and I thought he loved me.

I thought we worked as a couple. I thought that everything between us was perfect. I thought that I understood him. How could I have understood him when he was going through such agonies?

‘I’m sorry.’ I slipped my arm into his. ‘I didn’t realise it was getting to you so much.’

‘I’m sorry too.’ He hugged my arm to his side. ‘I thought I was ready for this. Truly I did, Isobel. But I can’t do it. I can’t stand in the church with our friends and family and make such a big issue out of it all.’

I looked at him hopefully. ‘Would you go through with a quick wedding in a register office?’

He disentangled my hold on him. ‘Not yet. I can’t do anything yet.’

We stood silently beside each other. Part of me felt sorry  for him. Part of me wanted to kill him. Part of me wanted to kill myself.

How could I walk into the office on Monday and tell them all that my wedding was off? The wedding that had been practically the sole topic of conversation in the company for the past month? How could I tell them that the Conrad was cancelled, that the gifts were being returned, that the honeymoon to the Greek islands wasn’t going to happen? It would be awful. They’d be sorry for me. They’d put their arms around me and tell me that it wasn’t the end of the world and then, when I wasn’t there, they’d discuss it in breathless whispers and say that they knew it wouldn’t have worked and that I’d made such a fool of myself over Tim Malone.

‘I just need some time,’ he said. ‘That’s all.’

I said nothing. There was nothing I could say. I stared across the road without seeing anything.

‘I thought perhaps you might like to go on the honeymoon, ’ said Tim suddenly.

‘What?’

‘The honeymoon. It’s paid for. I feel terrible about this, Isobel. I thought you might like to go on the holiday.’

‘With you?’ I stared at him incredulously.

‘Of course not,’ he said. ‘With a friend.’

‘Oh, Tim.’ I burst into a fresh paroxysm of tears. ‘You’re my best friend. I don’t want to do anything without you.’

He held me to him and allowed me to sob all over his jumper. He patted me gently on the back and whispered that he still loved me.

‘So why won’t you go through with the wedding?’ I cried. ‘Why?’

‘I’ve told you,’ he said helplessly. ‘I just can’t. I still want to see you, Isobel. I don’t want us to break up. I just want to postpone things for a while, that’s all.’

‘How can we go on seeing each other?’ I sniffed. ‘People will think we’re insane.’

‘When did we ever care what people thought?’ he murmured into my ear. ‘When?’

I leaned against his chest, the rough wool of the jumper coarse against my face. My eyes were closed. I still couldn’t take it in. I couldn’t believe that Tim felt the way he did. He hadn’t shown it before now. I sighed deeply and he held me closer.

‘How can you hug me like this?’ I asked as I lifted my head to look at him. ‘How can you hold me tight and not want to marry me?’

‘It’s not that I don’t want to marry you, Isobel. I do. I just don’t want to do it now. It would be a mistake to do it now. Really it would.’

‘Is there someone else?’ I hadn’t wanted to ask, was afraid of his reply.

‘Of course not,’ he said sharply. ‘How could there be? I haven’t had eyes for anyone but you.’ He kissed me on the forehead. ‘It’s such a big step, that’s all.’

I leaned against his chest again. ‘But I thought we were ready for it.’

‘I’m so busy in work at the moment,’ he continued. ‘I’m working a twelve-hour day. I don’t have time to be with you. I don’t want to feel guilty that you’re at home without me.’

I was silent.

‘When I get myself sorted out,’ he said. ‘Later in the year.’

I moved away from him. ‘What makes you think you’ll be more likely to marry me later in the year? What if there’s another project, something else to keep you working so hard? I know that you’re busy. I understand that, Tim.’

‘It’s different now,’ he told me. ‘I know that if we were  married I’d be rushing a job just to get home. And I know that you’d be pissed off with me for not being there when you wanted. It’s the wrong time, Isobel. That’s all.’

‘And you still love me?’ I looked at him doubtfully.

‘More than anything,’ he assured me, and drew me towards him again.

 



 



There was a ticket on my car. I ripped it from behind the wiper, crumpled it into a tiny ball and flung it into the oily puddle in front of the Peugeot. Tim had half-heartedly asked me to go back to the house with him, so that we could talk things over. But I didn’t want to talk things over with Tim. I needed to be on my own for a while. I needed to get my thoughts together, to make sense of what he had told me.

I still couldn’t understand why. It was easy for him to say that he needed time, or that he felt pressurised, or that he was too busy at work. But it was hard for me to believe that they were insurmountable obstacles to true love. And I’d thought that what Tim felt for me and what I felt for him was true love. I’d never been this close to another person before. I’d never shared their dreams or desires or the trivial details of anyone’s life the way I had with Tim. I knew the kind of toothpaste he preferred. I knew that biological washing-powders brought him out in a rash. I knew that he liked jazz music, mountain walking and Chinese food. I knew that he was cranky in the mornings, at his best late at night. I knew that when he was taken over by a problem he couldn’t leave it alone until he’d worked it out. I knew so much about him, I thought, as I unlocked the car door, but suddenly it wasn’t enough. I hadn’t known that the thought of marrying me had been so truly terrible to him.

My parents were watching TV when I arrived home. Alison had gone out with some girlfriends, but - unusually - Ian, my loose-limbed, nineteen-year-old brother, was sprawled across the sofa, his legs dangling over the armrest.

‘Susan Purcell rang a few minutes ago,’ said Mum as I walked into the living room. ‘She’s dropping around tomorrow night with your wedding present. She told me that she’s bought a Paul Costello suit for the wedding!’

‘She should have saved her money.’ I’d taken another puff of my inhaler before coming into the house but my breathing was still uneven.

‘Oh, Isobel, a suit like that will last her for years,’ said Mum. ‘It’s the kind of thing you can wear over and over again.’

‘I meant, she should have saved her money on the wedding present,’ I said. It was an effort not to cry again. ‘I won’t be needing her sheets or toaster or waffle-maker or whatever she’s bought.’

Mum pointed the remote control at the TV and silenced Pat Kenny. ‘What happened?’ she asked.

‘The wedding’s off.’ I flopped onto the sofa beside Ian, who sat upright and stared at me in amazement.

‘Off!’ Mum, Dad and Ian echoed my words together.

‘Off,’ I repeated.

They exchanged glances. ‘Why is it off?’ asked Dad finally.

‘We’ve postponed it,’ I said.

They were silent for a moment.

‘Why?’ asked Ian.

I twirled my glittering diamond engagement ring around on my finger. It had never occurred to me to  give it back to Tim - to make some kind of gesture by flinging it at him in temper.

‘Tim feels that he’s not quite ready for the commitment. ’

‘The bastard!’ Ian stood up, his six-foot-one frame towering over me. ‘I’ll tear him apart. Who does he think he is? Not ready! Hasn’t he been sleeping with you for the past year and a half!’

‘Ian!’ I looked at him in horror. It wasn’t that my parents didn’t know that Tim and I had slept together - given that I spent so many nights in Donnybrook it would have been pretty strange not to - but we never spoke about it, as though by ignoring it they could pretend that I was still an innocent virgin.

‘He’s got a bloody nerve.’ Dad was angry. The tip of his nose was red, which was a sure sign.

‘Oh, Isobel.’ Mum put her arms around me. ‘I’m so sorry.’

I felt the lump in my throat and swallowed hard, blinking furiously to get rid of the tears that threatened to spill down my cheeks. I was tired of crying. I didn’t want to cry in front of my family.

‘It’s for the best,’ I said shakily. ‘It’d be terrible to get married and then decide it had all been a mistake. Anyway,’ I cleared my throat, ‘we haven’t broken off our engagement. We’ve just postponed things until later in the year.’

‘But you won’t be able to book the Conrad for later in the year,’ said Mum. ‘It was a struggle getting it for Saturday week! Don’t you remember? You won’t get any decent hotel at such short notice. How much is it going to cost to cancel it now?’ She put her hand over her mouth in dismay. ‘Not that the money is important, of course, darling. Your happiness is. But all the same--’

‘I don’t want to talk about it now,’ I said. ‘I’m tired. I’m going to bed.’

‘I’ll bring you up some hot milk,’ said Mum. ‘Help you sleep.’

‘I don’t need hot milk,’ I told her. ‘I’m perfectly well able to sleep, thanks. I’m exhausted.’

I opened the door of the front room. The presents were there, neatly piled to one side. The Egyptian cotton bed-linen. The set of Newbridge cutlery. The Waterford glass decanter. I wanted to pick up the Waterford glass decanter and hurl it across the room. But I didn’t. There wouldn’t have been any point. Besides, it wasn’t my decanter to throw anywhere. Half of it belonged to Tim.

 



 



I couldn’t sleep, of course. I lay in the bed and stared at the ceiling, wondering how my life could crumble around me like this. My wedding dress hung on the outside of the wardrobe, mocking me. I hadn’t the heart to put it away. I couldn’t bring myself to touch it.

I heard Alison come in around one o’clock and the muted tones of her conversation with Ian. I pulled the covers around me and tried to make myself fall asleep. I didn’t want to talk to Alison.

She pushed open my bedroom door and tiptoed to the bed.

‘Are you awake?’ she whispered.

I kept my eyes tightly closed and tried to breathe deeply and evenly.

‘You can’t possibly be asleep.’ Her voice was louder.

I didn’t move.

‘OK,’ she said. ‘Don’t talk to me now. I understand. But you’re well rid of him, Issy, and you know it. He’s a shit. He always was a shit. I never liked him.’

You liar, I thought, as I kept my eyes closed. I’ve seen you looking at him. You know as well as I do that he’s an attractive, sensitive bloke and you probably fancy him yourself.

‘I’ll talk to you tomorrow,’ she said finally. ‘It’s probably for the best.’

I supposed everyone would tell me that. It’s for the best. People always say it when something rotten happens, as though rotten things can actually make your life any better. I couldn’t see how calling off the wedding I’d dreamed about since I was a child was for the best. I wanted to believe that it was simply postponed for a few months, but there was a band of ice around my heart that told me it could be postponed for ever.

I don’t know when I eventually fell asleep. When I did, I dreamed of my wedding. It was taking place as though nothing had happened. Tim stood at the altar and smiled at me as he took my hands in his and promised to love me. I promised to love him too. It was only when we posed outside the church for the photographs that I realised I wasn’t wearing my beautiful wedding dress but some old net curtains which had been in the hot-press for years.

‘It isn’t a valid wedding,’ Father O’Brien told me mournfully. ‘You have to wear a dress to make it a valid wedding. I’m very sorry, Isobel, but it’s all been a dreadful mistake.’




Chapter 2


The Lovers’ Complaint (Joan Miró, 1953)

Mum was waiting for me when I got up on Saturday morning. I stumbled downstairs and took some Hedex from the box in the cupboard while she hovered around me, teapot in hand, an anxious expression on her face.

‘Do you have a headache?’ she asked.

‘No,’ I snapped. ‘I’m overdosing on paracetamol.’

She looked hurt. ‘I only asked.’

‘Thanks,’ I said. ‘But I’m fine. It’s just from tiredness. ’

‘I couldn’t sleep either.’ She poured a cup of tea and handed it to me. ‘I kept thinking of what I’d like to do to him. How dare he treat my daughter like that!’

‘Oh, Mum, please.’ I sat down at the table and listlessly buttered a slice of overdone toast.

‘But, honestly, Isobel! How can he just change his mind like that? Didn’t he talk to you about it? Hasn’t he said something before now?’

I shook my head. I didn’t want this conversation.

‘But if he felt that strongly it can’t have taken him until now to decide. You’ve been engaged for six months.’

‘I know,’ I said.

‘What does his mother think?’

‘I don’t know. I haven’t spoken to her.’

‘I hope she’s proud of him.’ Mum refilled the kettle. Water splashed angrily from the tap.

‘It’s not her fault,’ I said.

‘It’s her fault the way she’s brought up her son,’ said Mum. ‘And that’s what I’ll tell her.’

I stared at her in horror. ‘Tell her?’

‘You don’t think I’m going to sit around while her precious son throws my daughter over, do you? I’m going to tell her exactly what I think of him!’

‘Mum!’ The thought was terrifying. ‘Please don’t. It’ll only make things worse. Besides, we haven’t called off our engagement. We’ve just postponed the wedding.’

‘Huh!’ Mum snorted.

She went on and on at me. I stopped listening and played with my toast. I wasn’t hungry. A great way to diet, I thought bleakly. I wasn’t even thirsty.

In the afternoon I borrowed Ian’s mountain bike and went for a cycle along the seafront. It was still windy and I was buffeted from side to side as I tried to keep the bike upright. I hadn’t cycled since my schooldays. I was out of practice. But at least it kept me out of the house and away from Mum. I didn’t know which was harder to bear, her rage or her comfort.

She was on the phone when I got home.

‘Of course I see your point of view,’ she was saying. ‘But I can’t believe that he’s just dumped her like this.’

Thanks, Mum, I thought. Dumped her. A very sensitive way of putting it.

‘Well, my daughter is worth ten of your son!’

Oh, God. My worst nightmare. She was on the phone to Denise Malone. For some reason, despite their similar backgrounds, Mum and Mrs Malone had never hit it off. Neither of them thought that their offspring’s choice  of partner was the one they’d have chosen themselves. Mum didn’t like Tim’s studied scruffiness. Mrs Malone wouldn’t have liked any girl Tim brought home.

‘Get off the phone,’ I hissed as I took off my sweatshirt. I was sweating from the exertion of cycling against the wind.

Mum made faces at me and continued the conversation.

‘I think it’s ridiculous. Two weeks! Of course it’s better now than later - but even still. No, I don’t think he’s being fair.’ I could see her cheeks redden and her grip on the receiver tighten. ‘You might think so.’ Silence. A sigh. Gritted teeth. ‘Yes. No. Goodbye.’ She turned to me. ‘Stupid woman,’ she said and put her arms around me.

 



 



I half-thought that Tim might ring me even though I’d asked him not to. Every time the phone rang my heart jumped and, even when I found out that the call wasn’t for me, my whole body trembled for ages afterwards. I wondered what he was doing. Working, I supposed, that great panacea for all men. ‘I’m too busy, I’m working.’ Tim had used it a lot as an excuse in the past, but I always thought it was genuine. Now, for the first time, I was unsure. I felt insecure and frightened. The family didn’t help - they went on and on at me.

Alison was the only one who was pleased.

‘It’s not that I want you to be miserable, or anything,’ she said. ‘But you don’t need Tim Malone to make you happy.’

‘Oh, sod off,’ I replied and banged the bedroom door shut.

Mum wanted to know about cancelling things. ‘Because you’ll have to inform the hotel, you know, Isobel. God  knows how they’ll react. And there’s the band, and the photographer. I don’t know what you should do about the cake. I’m sure it’s baked already, but maybe it’s not iced. That way we’ll be able to use it as a Christmas cake--’

‘Oh, for God’s sake!’ I stared at her in exasperation and walked out of the kitchen and into the back garden.

The tulips splashed vibrant red in the flowerbeds, surrounded by yellow, purple and white pansies. The lawn was emerald green, with neat stripes. Dad loved the garden and spent hours working in it. Usually I felt it was an oasis of peace and serenity, but today its structured elegance made me want to pull up the flowers and trample on them.

‘D’you want me to go around and talk to him?’ Ian was sitting on the garden bench. I hadn’t noticed him at first.

‘And say what?’ I asked.

‘Dunno.’ Ian motioned to me to sit beside him. ‘Tell him that he’s a fool and that he’s missing out on a really great woman.’

My brother never normally spoke to me like this. I laughed sourly. ‘We’ve just postponed it,’ I said. ‘There’s no need to tell him anything.’

‘You look far too upset for someone who’s happy about postponing things,’ said Ian. ‘You’re too pale and you look sick.’

‘Thank you for the vote of confidence,’ I said. ‘You can rush around and tell him I’m wasting away.’

‘I’m only trying to help,’ said Ian glumly.

‘I know.’ I leaned my head on his shoulder. ‘I’m sorry.’

Thankfully, Dad didn’t try to talk to me. He just squeezed my arm every time I walked by him, and allowed me to read the newspapers before him.

It was a long weekend. I couldn’t get Tim out of my mind. Everything I did, I imagined doing as Tim’s wife. My soon-to-be-married state had become so much a part of me, I couldn’t adjust to it not happening. I still couldn’t understand why Tim felt trapped. I’d never pressurised him. I didn’t force him into asking me to marry him. It didn’t make sense. None of it made sense. I wished I could stop thinking about it for even a couple of minutes but I couldn’t. I didn’t sleep on Sunday night either.

I toyed with the idea of staying out of work on Monday, but that would have only made things more difficult. I went in early instead. I wanted to be at my desk, outside Barry Cleary’s office, before any of the other staff arrived. I didn’t want to walk the length of the open-plan floor while someone called out ‘Only two weeks to go!’ and made me burst into tears again. I’d tell them, of course, but in my own time.

I switched on my computer and called up the memo files. The folder marked ‘personal’ contained the list of people we’d invited to the wedding and the presents that they’d given us. I’d need that list to return the presents. Or should I return the presents, I wondered, if Tim and I decided to get married in the autumn? What were the chances? I asked myself savagely. Did he really mean ‘postpone’ or did he mean ‘call off’? How could I know? I’d been too shocked to talk to him properly on Friday night. I should have gone back to his house as he’d suggested and made him tell me exactly what the problem was and exactly when he intended to go through with things. I should have phoned him yesterday, despite telling myself I didn’t want to. Now I was in limbo. I leaned my head on the monitor and sighed deeply.

‘Are you all right, Isobel?’ Lesley Morrissey stopped at my desk. ‘Have you got a headache or something? I’ve got Panadol in my bag if you want.’

I looked up at her. ‘No thanks, I’m fine.’

‘You don’t look fine,’ she said, putting a green folder bulging with invoices on the edge of my desk. ‘You’re white as a sheet and you’ve got black circles under your eyes. All this wedding stuff is getting you down.’

I took a deep breath. Might as well start with Lesley, I thought. Let her be the one to break the news to the rest of the people in the office. ‘There isn’t going to be a wedding,’ I told her. ‘Not in two weeks anyway.’

‘Isobel!’ She looked at me in shock. ‘Why?’

I wanted to say that I’d got cold feet, that I was the one to call it off, but I was afraid that she’d find out the truth. I didn’t want her to feel sorry for me. I didn’t want sympathetic looks following me around the office.

‘We’ve been talking about it,’ I said. ‘We decided it was getting out of hand. The preparations, the fuss. There were arguments about the guests.’ I shrugged. ‘It didn’t seem like an enjoyable thing any more. So we’ve decided to postpone it.’

‘Until when?’ Her grey eyes were wide in surprise.

‘I’m not sure. October maybe. Or November. Or next year.’

‘But, Isobel--’ Her expression was a mixture of sympathy and amazement. ‘I thought you were really happy about getting married. I thought that you couldn’t wait to be with Tim.’

‘There’s a difference between being married and the wedding itself,’ I said, although I was saying the first words that came into my head and I hadn’t a clue if they made sense. ‘I’m not sure we were ready for the wedding, even if we did want to be with each other.’

‘Why don’t you call off the big do, and get married quietly instead?’ she asked. ‘If it means that much to you.’

‘Maybe we’ll do that,’ I said. ‘But not on Saturday week.’

Then Barry Cleary, the managing director, walked into his office and Lesley scurried back to her desk. I could see her telling the other girls, Niamh and Anna, who tried hard not to look in my direction, but who shot surreptitious glances at me when they thought I didn’t notice. I didn’t care. I wasn’t sure whether or not Lesley would give my version of the events, or whether she’d end the conversation with ‘she’s putting a brave face on it, but he’s obviously dumped her’. What were they to think, after all? People don’t call off their weddings just because the fuss is getting a bit much. I wondered, suddenly, if they’d already had a collection for me. A brown-paper envelope passed surreptitiously around the office with much giggling. For Isobel’s wedding present. I felt sick.

I brought Barry his cup of coffee. He was reading the  Irish Times business page. ‘Interest rates down again,’ he commented as I put the cup in front of him. ‘Good news for mortgage holders.’ He stirred the coffee. ‘I suppose that’s the sort of thing that’ll occupy you now, Isobel. Things like the cost of your mortgage and carpets and furniture.’

‘Possibly,’ I said. ‘But not in the immediate future.’

‘You’ll have to take responsibility for your own financial affairs.’ He took off his gold-rimmed glasses and placed them on the desk. ‘Don’t be kept in the dark by that husband of yours.’

Why were they all talking about him today? Barry had hardly mentioned the wedding since the day I’d got engaged.

‘Actually, Barry, I’m not getting married as soon as I thought after all.’ I tried to sound nonchalant, but the words came out as a croak.

‘Pardon?’ He looked at me quizzically.

‘The wedding,’ I said succinctly. ‘It’s off.’

‘Isobel!’

Couldn’t anyone come up with a different reaction? Couldn’t somebody, for once, just look surprised? Couldn’t they say ‘that’s a shame’ without saying ‘Isobel!’ and looking at me as though I’d contracted a fatal disease?

‘We’ve changed our minds,’ I said. ‘We’ve postponed it.’

He stared at me. ‘Sharon will be disappointed,’ he said finally. ‘She was looking forward to it.’

‘Maybe later in the year,’ I said.

‘Really?’

‘I’m not sure.’

I couldn’t stay in his office. The shreds of my self-control were beginning to disappear. I picked up my notebook and fled to the ladies’.

I didn’t want to stay in there too long. If I did, someone would be dispatched to find out if I was OK. There seemed to be a kind of antenna around the office, something that let the other girls know if one of us was upset. They knew the difference between going to the loo to answer the call of nature and going to the ladies’ to cry your eyes out.

So I wouldn’t cry my eyes out. I would get myself under control and I’d go back to my desk to get on with my work. I looked at myself in the mirror. Lesley was right. My face was ashen and my eyes were smudged with black shadows. I pinched my cheeks to bring the colour back. It didn’t really work. I should have come into the office layered with make-up so that I didn’t look so awful. But I hadn’t the heart to put it on before I left the house. Now I wished I had.

‘Would you like to come to the pub for lunch today?’ asked Niamh as I passed by her desk.

‘Thanks, but I’m actually busy,’ I lied.

‘Feeling OK?’ she asked.

‘Fine.’

My phone was ringing when I reached my desk.

‘What’s this I hear?’ Marion, the receptionist, was at the other end.

‘Hi, Marion. Can you call me back? I’m kind of busy at the moment.’

‘Don’t play games with me,’ said Marion. She was the oldest of us, in her late thirties, married with three children. ‘Is it true?’

‘If you’re asking about the wedding, yes, it’s true.’

‘But why?’

‘Marion, please.’ I clutched the receiver. ‘I’ll talk to you about it later, not now.’

‘All right,’ she conceded. ‘You don’t sound great, Isobel. Take care of yourself.’

‘Thanks,’ I said.

I got through the day. I kept myself to myself and ignored the glances of the other girls. The men knew something was up but they weren’t as clued in as the girls. None of them made any comments to me.

By half-past five I was exhausted. I saved my work, switched off the computer and locked my desk. Lesley, Niamh and Anna had all left around five. I called to Barry that I was going home, and then I hurried out of the building and into my car.

I felt as though people were looking at me, although I knew that they couldn’t be. I thought that they were noticing my engagement ring and nudging each other to share the knowledge that it was all a sham. Tim Malone had never intended to marry Isobel Kavanagh. How dare I strut around the streets flashing that diamond as though it was a symbol of something? It was only jewellery. Jewellery I wasn’t entitled to wear.

I ripped the ring from my finger and threw it into the glove compartment. My hand felt naked without it.

The traffic was heavy and it took over an hour to get home. The family were sitting in front of the TV when I got in. My mother told me that there was some bolognese in the pot and she’d re-heat it for me if I wanted. She’d put on some spaghetti, too, if I liked. I was getting tired of her fussing around me all the time. I knew that she was trying to be supportive but she was killing me with kindness. I wanted her to stay watching 999 and shout to me that I was late and I’d have to make my own dinner.

‘I’m not hungry,’ I said as I curled up in an armchair with a well-thumbed copy of Rebecca.

‘You’ve got to eat,’ she said. ‘You can’t sit around pining.’

‘I’m not pining,’ I told her. ‘I had lunch with the girls in the office. I’m fine.’

‘Where’s your engagement ring?’ asked Alison suspiciously. ‘Have you sent it back to him?’

‘Shit!’ I exclaimed, jumping up from the armchair. ‘It’s in the car.’

‘What’s it doing there?’ asked Dad.

I didn’t reply.

I retrieved the ring and slid it onto my finger again. It sparkled in the evening sunlight. I felt the ice around my heart again and took a puff of my inhaler.

‘So is Shitface going to call you?’ Alison looked up at me as I came in.

‘Don’t talk about him like that,’ I snapped. ‘I’m still engaged to him, we’re still going to be married.’

‘Leave your sister alone,’ said my mother to Alison.

‘Why don’t you all leave me alone?’ I snarled and went upstairs to my room.

I wished I’d moved out of the family home before now. I’d thought about it a couple of times, but I liked living with my family and I had expensive tastes when it came to property. Nothing I liked was ever remotely within my  reach. In an apartment, I wanted somewhere bright and airy, with views over the city. In a house, I wanted a period home with a huge sunlit garden. Even Tim’s townhouse wasn’t really my cup of tea. But I’d have happily lived there if I was married to him.

I looked at my watch and wondered whether my friend Julie was back from her weekend away in Kerry with the girls from her tennis club. I needed to talk to Julie. She’d understand how I felt.

‘I’ve just got in,’ she said breathlessly, when I phoned. ‘We had a wonderful time and I’m glad I took today off so that we could stay a little longer. It’s amazing how refreshed you feel after a couple of days away.’

‘Would you like to go for a drink?’ I asked.

‘Oh, Isobel, I’d love to, but I’m exhausted. I drove home and it’s such a long drive from Killarney. The back of my neck aches.’

‘I’d like to talk to you,’ I said.

‘I could meet you for lunch tomorrow,’ she suggested.

‘I’d really like it if you could meet me tonight.’

‘Is there something wrong?’ she asked. ‘You sound funny.’

‘Meet me,’ I said.

‘OK.’ She knew that there was something wrong now. ‘The usual?’

‘Fine.’

‘See you in half an hour?’

‘Perfect.’

I changed into jeans and a sweatshirt and brushed some bronze onto my pale face. ‘I’m going out,’ I called to my parents. ‘See you later.’

The pub was half-empty, quiet enough on a Monday night for us to be able to talk. Julie arrived a couple of minutes after me and strode over to the corner table where I sat.

I’d known Julie Donegan since we’d done a business course together eight years before. She was tall and slim with flawless skin and grey-green eyes. Her hair was naturally brown but she changed its colour every few weeks; today it was shining copper and fell around her shoulders in ordered disarray. She wore black jeans pulled tight at the waist, teamed with a crisp white blouse. I wished that I could look as graceful and elegant as Julie, but I was born too much of a tomboy for that. My hair was a mess, my sweatshirt had an old chocolate stain on the cuff and my jeans were the ones I’d worn doing the garden the previous week, so that there were grass stains on the knees.

‘You look great,’ I said as she sat beside me.

‘You look like shit,’ she told me. ‘What’s the matter?’

I fiddled with my engagement ring. ‘The wedding’s off,’ I told her.

‘Isobel!’

Even Julie, I thought wryly. Even my best friend could only exclaim my name and look at me in horror.

‘Postponed indefinitely,’ I added.

She waved at a lounge-girl. ‘A couple of Southern Comforts, please.’ She looked at me. ‘Why?’

It was easier to tell Julie. I didn’t feel that I had to pretend with her. ‘He felt trapped.’

‘Bullshit,’ she said. ‘He got cold feet.’

‘I don’t know what he got,’ I said unhappily. ‘But he got enough of it to decide that he couldn’t marry me.’

‘But, Isobel.’ She grabbed me by the hand. ‘It doesn’t make any sense. Why didn’t he get cold feet before now?’

‘I don’t know.’ I took back my hand so that I could rummage in my bag for a tissue. I knew that the tears were going to fall again.

‘Here.’ She handed me one.

I blew my nose.

‘So you’re still engaged?’ She looked doubtful.

‘I think so.’ I knew I looked doubtful too. ‘He says he still loves me. He just feels that everything has got out of control.’

Julie paid for the drinks. ‘What do you think?’

‘Right now, I don’t think anything. I feel terrible. My family keep looking at me as though I’ve got only weeks to live. Ian wants to beat the crap out of Tim. Alison keeps telling me that it’s definitely the best thing that could have happened. Mum doesn’t know what to say to all the people we’ve invited, and Dad sits there saying nothing but looking mournful.’

Julie laughed, and the sound of her laughter made me feel a little better.

‘I told them in work,’ I said. ‘You know the way they are in my office - the wedding was the only topic of conversation. They kept looking at me when they thought I was preoccupied. Half-sympathetic, half-ghoulish looks. I’m sure they’d just bought me a present too. All last week Lesley kept asking me about the colour of things in the kitchen.’

‘I bought you a present,’ said Julie blankly. ‘A set of crockery.’

‘Oh, Julie!’

‘Never mind.’ She laughed again. ‘Mum’ll be pleased to have more dishes. Since she got the dishwasher she doesn’t care how many odd cups of coffee or snacks we have.’

I swirled the golden drink around in my glass. ‘I thought I had it all,’ I said. ‘I thought I was so lucky. I thought I was marrying someone who loved me. Even better that he was successful and happy in his own right. I felt part of him, Julie. I don’t understand.’

‘Men are impossible to understand,’ she said briskly.

‘Not Tim,’ I said. ‘Tim was always straightforward.’

She raised an eyebrow enquiringly at me.

‘Until now,’ I said.

‘D’you think there’s someone else?’

I picked up a beermat and broke it in half. ‘No.’

‘Are you sure?’

‘I can’t be certain.’ I broke the two halves into halves again and dropped the pieces into an ashtray. ‘But I truly don’t think so. Why would he want to stay engaged if he had another girlfriend? It would be easier just to tell me and get it over with.’

She shook her head. ‘You never know what people will say or do if they think they’re making life easier for themselves. Even Tim.’

I drained my glass. ‘I want to kill him.’

‘I’m glad,’ she said.

‘Glad?’

‘At least you’re angry. It’s better than being miserable. ’

‘I’m miserable too,’ I said. ‘I still love him.’

We had another couple of drinks. The pub filled up some more. I looked around at all the couples sitting close to each other, sharing secrets, whispering into each other’s ears, occasionally kissing each other. It wasn’t fair, I thought. I’d been part of all that and now he’d changed everything.

‘Come on,’ said Julie. ‘Let’s have one for the road and then go home.’

We had one for the road, then another for the road, then one for the bumps on the road and finally one for the holes in the road. My head was spinning by the time we left the pub and I almost fell as I stepped off the pavement.

‘Be careful,’ giggled Julie. ‘Don’t break a leg or anything. ’

‘I am careful,’ I said as I clutched at her for support. ‘I’m very careful. Very careful, very drunk.’

‘You probably haven’t been drunk in ages.’ She put her arm around me. ‘I haven’t been drunk in ages.’

‘It’s not a solution,’ I said sanctimoniously.

‘Nobody said it was.’ She burped gently and looked surprised. ‘But it can be a comfort.’

‘You’re my best friend,’ I told her. ‘And I love you.’

‘And I love you.’ Her words were slurred. ‘You’re my best friend too, Isobel. And you’re more important to me than any - man.’ She spat the last word.

‘But you have Declan,’ I protested, surprised at myself for remembering the name of her latest boyfriend. Julie wasn’t exactly a one-man kind of woman. ‘He’s nice.’

‘He’s OK. But I don’t love him.’

‘I love Tim,’ I moaned. ‘I can’t stop loving him, Julie. He’s part of my life.’

‘He’s a bastard,’ she said.

‘He said that we might get married at the end of the year.’ I almost walked into a lamp-post. ‘He just needs some time.’

‘He just needs a boot in the arse,’ said Julie.

I laughed. ‘A boot in the arse. Good idea.’ I kicked out at an imaginary Tim. ‘Gotcha!’

We reached the turning for Julie’s house.

‘I’m going to have a hangover in the morning,’ I said.

‘Me too.’ She tried to focus her eyes. ‘But it was worth it. Don’t let him get to you, Isobel. Keep your chin up.’

‘Sure,’ I said. ‘Absolutely.’

But it was hard not to let him get to me. It was hard when I felt that my whole life had been ripped apart.

DeltaPrint, the company I worked for, had its main offices in Stillorgan and two factories, one in Leopardstown and the other in Tallaght. I sat in the morning traffic, my hangover headache nailed behind my right eye, and wished that I worked somewhere nearer to home. The cars crawled towards the booths on the toll-bridge. One of the things I’d looked forward to when I’d married Tim was not having to cross the river every day. The journey would have been against the traffic every morning. I’d have had to put up with this nightmare for only another fortnight. I leaned my head against the side window. I felt rotten.

Alison had left a note for me on the kitchen table. ‘Shitface rang’ was all it said. I wondered when Tim had called. If, perhaps, he’d changed his mind, realised that he was suffering from nerves. I laughed bitterly. Changing his mind again would cause even more chaos. I’d cancelled the hotel, the band and the photographer yesterday, trying to ignore the compassion in their voices as I told them that we were delaying the wedding.

I wondered if I should sell my dress. My wonderful Cinderella dress would end up as a small ad that said ‘Wedding dress, size 12, never worn’. People would look at it and cluck with sympathy, but they wouldn’t want to buy it because it might be unlucky. I couldn’t bear to think of that beautiful dress never being worn.

Dressmaking was my hobby. I’d thought, once, that I might make clothes for a living, but I didn’t want to go to college and study design. I preferred doing my own thing, once-offs for friends and family. People around home knew that I made clothes. I’d done heaps of wedding dresses before I’d done my own. I thought of all the other girls wearing Isobel Kavanagh originals as they floated happily down the aisle, and I ached to be one of them.

Barry was in the office before me. I popped in to see if there was anything he wanted.

‘Are you taking your holidays?’ he asked bluntly. ‘You’re down for two weeks in May and you’ve arranged for someone from the agency to temp for you. Do you want to cancel that?’

I liked the way Barry was being matter-of-fact about it. There was no sympathy in his voice, only practicality.

‘No,’ I said. I needed the time off. I was drained from the preparations anyway, even if they hadn’t come to anything.

‘That’s fine,’ said my boss. ‘Can you run me a report on the orders from DeltaPac?’

‘Sure,’ I said, and went back to my desk.

I’d worked with Delta for five years. I liked the company, I got on with Barry and I received regular salary increases and a bonus every Christmas. I’d have happily stayed with Delta after my marriage, although I’d told Tim that I wanted to have a baby before I was thirty and maybe give up work then. I’d always thought he was happy about the idea but perhaps that was what had spooked him. From being a carefree single man to someone whose wife wanted to be surrounded by nappies in a couple of years. Maybe I’d seemed too clinical about it. I clenched my fists under the desk. I wished I knew what I’d done. That was the worst part. I felt as though it must be my fault, but I didn’t know how.

The phone rang, my private direct line.

‘Good morning,’ said Tim.

‘Hi.’ I felt my face flush.

‘How are you feeling?’

‘OK.’

‘I’m glad. I feel terrible.’

‘Really?’

‘Of course. You don’t think I’m pleased with myself,  do you? I’ve handled everything so badly. I didn’t mean to do it the way I did. I upset you and I never wanted to upset you. I need to talk to you. Can we meet for lunch?’

I needed to see him. ‘I suppose so.’

‘Thanks. I’ll pick you up around twelve-thirty.’

‘I’ll be outside,’ I said.

I stood outside the yellow-bricked office building and watched the cars whiz by, scanning them for sight of Tim’s sporty red Alfa. He was five minutes late. I tapped my foot impatiently on the pavement and tried not to think about the girls in the office who’d walked by me on their way to the village for lunch.

Eventually the car pulled up beside me.

‘Sorry I’m late,’ he said as I climbed in. ‘Some idiot had blocked me into the car park. D’you want to go to Gleeson’s?’

‘OK,’ I said.

Tim executed a horrendous U-turn and headed back towards Booterstown.

‘How are you feeling?’ he asked.

‘You asked me that on the phone,’ I said. ‘I’m fine.’

‘Good.’ He changed down a gear and screamed past a builder’s truck.

‘Could you drive a bit slower?’ I asked.

He glanced at me. I never asked him to drive slower.

He pulled into the car park of the pub and switched off the engine. ‘I’m starving,’ he said. ‘I could eat a horse.’

He ordered steak and chips with mushrooms and potatoes. I ordered an omelette.

‘You should eat a bit more than that,’ he protested.

‘It’s all I want.’ I fiddled with the silver chain on my wrist. ‘I’m just not hungry, that’s all.’

He was silent. He picked up a sachet of sugar and shook it, then replaced it in the little chrome dish.

‘I didn’t mean to be so abrupt on Friday,’ he said eventually. ‘I know that I should have talked to you properly. Told you how I felt, but I couldn’t. Everything seemed to be so out of control. I didn’t know what to do. Whenever I wanted to talk about it, you’d tell me something about the bridesmaids’ dresses or the menu or the cars or a million other things. There never seemed to be the right moment to say I was getting overwhelmed by the whole thing.’

‘I thought you wanted to get married,’ I said. ‘If you wanted to get married then all the stuff about the wedding day shouldn’t matter. It’s only one day in your whole life.’

‘I know.’ He picked up the sachet of sugar again. ‘I don’t know why I got cold feet.’

‘Have you changed your mind again?’ I looked at him, half-hopeful, half-horrified.

‘No.’ His response was definite and my heart sank. ‘I can’t do it yet, Isobel.’

‘Do you think you ever can?’ I asked.

‘I don’t know.’

‘So we’re not really talking about postponement here, are we? We’re talking about it being over.’

He looked anguished. ‘I don’t want it to be over.’

‘Well, it has to be, doesn’t it?’ I was impatient now. ‘If you don’t want to marry me, then it’s going nowhere.’

‘Why do we have to get married?’ he asked. ‘Why don’t you come and live with me for a while?’

I was silent. Was this what he really wanted? Me without the marriage? I’d thought about living with him, we’d discussed it before, but then we’d decided that we wanted to show our commitment to each other by getting married.

‘It would work,’ he said. ‘And we could both get used to being with each other all the time.’

The waitress put our food in front of us. Tim rubbed his hands and sprinkled salt onto his steak. The steam rose from my omelette and the smell of eggs made me feel sick.

‘It’s not that I don’t want to be with you,’ he went on through a mouthful of chips. ‘It’s just that marriage is such a big step.’

‘So why did you want to get married in the first place?’ I demanded. ‘You were the one that asked me, Tim. I never made you do it.’

‘Well--’ He made a face. ‘You were always talking about friends who were engaged. We seemed to spend a lot of time with married people. It got to me, I suppose.’

‘Did I force you into it?’ I was perplexed. I honestly hadn’t thought that I was making him feel like that.

‘Not forced,’ he said. ‘I don’t know, Isobel. I just felt I had to ask you, and then it seemed to have a life of its own.’

I knew what he meant. There was so much paraphernalia attached to getting married that you tended to lose sight of what it was all about.

‘I’m sorry you felt like that.’ I poked dispiritedly at my chips.

‘There’s so much about you that I love,’ he said. ‘It’s the marriage thing I’m uncomfortable with.’ He grinned. ‘So, if you want to move in with me for a while, help me get my head together--’ He looked like a little boy when he put his head to one side like that and peered through his fringe. It was hard to resist him. But I was supposed to marry him, not just live with him. Maybe a year ago, if he’d suggested it then, I would have happily moved in. But he hadn’t asked; he’d asked me to marry him and I knew that now I couldn’t settle for less, stupid and all though it seemed.

‘It wouldn’t work,’ I said.

‘Oh, come on, Isobel, you haven’t even thought about it properly.’

‘But it’s not what I expected.’

‘Sometimes people have to settle for what they didn’t expect.’

I moved the chips around on my plate. This wasn’t what I wanted. But was he right? Did I want too much?

‘I don’t know,’ I said finally.

His mobile phone rang. I almost jumped out of my skin.

‘I’ll be there soon,’ he told the caller. ‘I’m entitled to a break. I need some time. Of course it’ll be done by four. Give me a rest, Greg! No. Yes. Talk to you later.’ He shrugged. ‘Never a dull moment. Told you I was busy. I can hardly get out of the office these days.’

‘Poor you,’ I said.

‘Look.’ He wiped his mouth with the paper napkin. ‘I know that this has been a shock to you, Isobel, and I know that I’ve been a shit about it. But I also know that I love you. Why don’t you do as I suggested on Friday, go on the honeymoon with one of your friends, and we’ll talk about it again when you come back. It’ll give us both time to think things over, and at least you’ll have a break.’

A break would be nice, I thought wistfully. And I needed to get away from the solicitous glances, the well-meaning sympathy.

‘OK,’ I said.

‘Great,’ said Tim. He kissed me on the cheek. ‘I’m glad you understand.’




Chapter 3


Women Running on a Beach (Pablo Picasso, 1922)

It had seemed ideal when Tim and I first discovered that the flight to Rhodes departed at one o’clock in the morning. Our plan was to go straight from the reception to the airport and hop on the flight to our honeymoon destination. No messing about with an overnight stay in Dublin where Tim’s friends could have arranged practical jokes on us - just a night-time flight to the sparkling Aegean and two weeks of sun-soaked bliss.

Sitting in the departure lounge with Julie, waiting for the delayed flight to be called, didn’t have quite the same appeal. She kept looking anxiously at me as though I’d suddenly disintegrate into a sobbing wretch, and kept up an inane conversation which I supposed was meant to distract me from the fact that, by now, I should have been a married woman.

I closed my eyes and leaned back in the seat. It had been a truly awful day.

I’d woken up at seven, to the birds singing joyfully in the apple-tree outside my bedroom window and the sun streaming through the light cotton curtains. It was a beautiful morning. I gazed out into the flower-filled back garden, where I’d intended to have some pre-wedding  photos taken, and tears of misery and disappointment flooded down my cheeks. I tried to tell myself that it was very insecure to feel like this, that no girl in this day and age needed a husband to feel complete, that I shouldn’t be crying for something that might never have worked in the first place. I tried to reason that, if Tim felt so unsure about things, it was better to wait until he was more certain. But it didn’t stop me from crying. I did my best to sob silently because the thought of my mother rushing into my bedroom to comfort me was too much to bear.

Each time I looked at my watch I thought of where I should have been - at the hairdresser’s, getting my make-up done, arriving at the church, walking down the aisle, saying ‘I do’ to Tim. I wondered what he was doing, half-expected him to call. But he didn’t.

I went into town. It was the easiest way of avoiding Mum’s stricken face and Alison’s triumphant one. Dad and Ian had gone to a football match and had left the house without saying anything. I think Dad wanted to pretend it was just another Saturday.

Grafton Street was hot, crowded and dirty. I spent a fortune on clothes that I didn’t need. I bought two linen suits in Monsoon, a beautiful silk jacket in AirWave, two pairs of Bally shoes, half-a-dozen T-shirts, a wraparound skirt and three one-piece swimsuits in M&S.

I arrived home with dozens of carrier bags and a hole in my bank balance and I didn’t care.

‘My God,’ said Alison when she came into my bedroom. ‘Did you go completely mad?’

‘Why not?’ I asked. ‘I don’t need the money for anything else.’

‘Are you bringing that lot on holiday with you?’

‘The T-shirts, I suppose.’ I folded them neatly and put them into the suitcase. ‘And the swimsuits.’

‘You’ll have a great time in the sun,’ she promised. ‘It’ll be lovely to get away and you’ll feel miles better when you come back.’

‘Yes.’ I tried to sound enthusiastic but it was very hard.

‘What time’s Julie calling around?’

‘About eleven,’ I said. At eleven, Tim and I should have been dancing together in the ballroom. At eleven, I should have been married for nearly eight hours. I snapped the suitcase closed.

‘I’ll be thinking about you tomorrow, lying on the beach having a great time,’ said Alison.

‘Shut up, will you,’ I said, and went downstairs.

 



 



Julie slept all through the flight but I couldn’t. So I was relieved when we finally touched down in Rhodes. It took over an hour to retrieve our luggage and nearly another hour before the bus trundled into the town of Rhodes. I’d been tired and cranky until then but I gasped with sudden delight when we turned onto the quayside and saw the hundreds of boats and ferries bobbing up and down in the water. The sunlight was dazzling off the white flagstones, the walled city made me feel as though we’d stepped back in time and the fishermen selling sponges, even at this early hour, looked like they’d been there for ever.

‘Isobel!’ gasped Julie. ‘It’s wonderful.’

‘Gorgeous,’ I breathed.

When I’d thought of Rhodes, I’d pictured tourists and restaurants, sunbathing and late-night bars. I hadn’t imagined anything quite so timeless.

The Hotel Kos was a five-minute walk from the beach. It was very modern - smoked-glass, pink marble and very cool. I was glad to be out of the scorching sun for a while  - I wondered what on earth it would be like at midday if it was this hot already.

We were on the second floor. We threw our suitcases on the bed, pulled open the heavy curtains and stepped out onto the balcony.

There were people lying around the pool already, smearing themselves with lotions as they settled down for the morning. The pool was big - kidney-shaped with a small bridge running across the narrow part. Children jumped from the bridge into the deep end despite the notice that told them not to. I wished I had the nerve to jump into the water like that but swimming was never one of my strong points. Maybe it was because of my asthma, but whenever I swallowed water I was never able to cough it out properly and always ended up gasping for breath and clinging helplessly to the side of the pool while people clustered anxiously around me.

There was a small bar at the far end where a few people had gathered for poolside drinks.

‘Tell me you’re glad you came.’ Julie wriggled her shoulders with pleasure at the warmth of the sun.

‘Of course I’m glad I came,’ I said. I was glad I had come, but I wished it wasn’t Julie beside me. I should have been here with Tim. I tried not to think about him, tried to push him to the furthest recesses of my mind, but it was impossible. I felt the easy tears welling up again and I turned into the room so that Julie wouldn’t see them.

‘D’you want to unpack now, or go out straight away?’ she asked.

I shrugged. It didn’t matter. Nothing mattered.

We unpacked. When we’d put everything away, we wandered around the hotel and out to the pool. We draped our towels over a couple of sunbeds and turned them so that they faced into the sun.

‘This is the life,’ sighed Julie happily. ‘I think I’ll  lie on my stomach. Will you rub some cream onto my back?’

‘Sure.’

She yelped as the cold cream hit her shoulders and I laughed as I rubbed it in.

‘Are you OK, or do you want me to rub some on you?’ she asked.

‘I’m fine,’ I said. ‘I’ll sit up and read for a while.’

I covered myself with Factor 10, perched my sunglasses on my nose and opened my book. But after five minutes the words jumbled in front of my eyes and I felt myself getting sleepy. I lay down on the sunbed and stared up at the cloudless blue sky. It wasn’t fair, I thought miserably, it truly wasn’t fair.

My eyelids fluttered closed. I fell asleep. I woke up when somebody jumped into the pool and sent a tidal wave of water over my feet. I turned to the sunbed beside me to see if Julie was awake too. It was empty. I looked around for her and finally spotted her at the far end of the swimming-pool. She was treading water and talking to two men. Quick work, even for Julie. I stood up and stretched.

‘Isobel!’ She waved at me. ‘Come in! It’s lovely.’

Julie would have walked to the side of the pool and dived in beautifully, but I lowered myself gingerly into the cold water. I gasped as I launched myself into my inelegant breast-stroke and lumbered down the pool to Julie.

‘So you finally woke up,’ she giggled as she held on to the rail. ‘I thought you were going to sleep for ever.’

‘I was exhausted,’ I said.

‘I was going to wake you up just to turn you over.’ She disappeared underwater for a moment, then emerged again. ‘I thought you might burn to a crisp.’

I glanced down at my chest. It was turning red.

‘I’m OK,’ I said.

‘I want you to meet my two friends.’ She gestured at the men she’d been talking to, who’d swum across the pool and back while I swam to her. ‘This is Ari and Andreas - Andy for short.’

‘Hi,’ they said in unison.

‘Ari and Andreas?’ I looked at them quizzically. ‘Are you Greek?’

They laughed. ‘No,’ said one. ‘We’re American.’

‘American!’ I said. ‘I always thought when Americans did Europe, they just did capital cities.’

‘We’re Greek-American,’ the nearest of the two explained. ‘Ari and Andy Jordan in the States, but Ari and Andreas Iordanopoulos in Greece. We were at a family wedding in Piraeus, now we’re here for a holiday.’

‘They’ve been here a couple of days already,’ explained Julie. ‘They’ve offered to take us to dinner tonight.’

I looked from them to her.

‘We’re full board in the hotel,’ I said blankly.

‘That doesn’t matter,’ she said. ‘Nobody says we have to eat here every night.’

‘I suppose not.’

‘Hey, if you don’t want to eat with us it’s no problem.’ The Greek-American didn’t look at all put out. ‘We thought it’d be kinda nice to go out with you guys, but don’t feel obligated.’

I felt dreadful. They were so polite and I was so rude. ‘I’m sorry,’ I said. ‘I didn’t mean that I didn’t want to eat with you. I’m a bit sleepy still - my brain isn’t functioning all that well.’

He laughed. ‘Don’t worry. We’re going to the beach this afternoon. We’ll see you back here - maybe around eight?’

‘Sounds great,’ said Julie.

‘Fine,’ I said.

I climbed out of the pool and went back to my sunbed. The paving stones were scorching underfoot.

‘You didn’t have to sound so enthusiastic!’ said Julie sourly as she joined me.

‘I’m sorry,’ I said. ‘I didn’t mean--’

‘It doesn’t matter.’ She wriggled her toes. ‘But I want to have fun, Isobel, and I want you to have fun too.’

I smiled at her. I’d do my best.

 



 



My nose was burned. It glowed in the evening sunlight and sent Julie into a fit of giggles every time she saw it.

‘Leave me alone,’ I said good-naturedly. ‘A different bit of you could be glowing - we just can’t see it.’

‘Too right,’ she laughed. ‘Here, put some powder on your nose, bring it down a little.’

I dabbed at my nose with Lancôme. ‘What d’you think?’

‘Better.’ She nodded. ‘What are you going to wear?’

‘Denim skirt, white T-shirt.’

‘Oh, Isobel, that’s too boring. Why don’t you wear that lovely printed sun-dress?’

I stared at her. ‘I’m not dressing up,’ I said. ‘Just wearing something comfortable.’

‘But you should make an effort,’ she said.

‘I’m on holiday. I don’t need to make an effort.’

Julie ignored me as she did her face, draped herself with jewellery and slipped on a bright yellow Lycra dress.

‘Are you planning on seducing one of those blokes?’ I asked her. ‘Because if you are, the other one will be very disappointed if he doesn’t get me.’

‘Fancy your chances, do you?’

‘Don’t be stupid. But I don’t want them to think that there are two of us on offer.’

‘I’m not on offer, as you so delicately put it.’ She sprayed herself liberally with Trésor. ‘I’m just dressing for dinner.’

I sighed and put on some lipstick.

Ari and Andreas were waiting for us in reception. They were both tall and dark and, I guessed, in their mid-twenties. They both wore faded Levis and cotton shirts.

‘I’d better re-introduce us, since we’re wearing clothes,’ said the taller of the two. ‘I’m Ari Jordan and this is my brother, Andy.’

‘Pleased to meet you,’ I said. ‘I’m Isobel Kavanagh.’

‘Don’t tell me you don’t remember my name?’ Julie pouted.

‘You’re Julie,’ said Andreas, linking his arm with hers. ‘Do you want to go tourist or local?’

‘I know that it’s naff to want to be touristy,’ said Julie. ‘But could we leave the tiny little ethnic doesn’t-look-much-but-the-food-is-wonderful until another night? I’d like to go to somewhere brash and bright where I can see what’s going on.’

Andy laughed. ‘Let’s go into the old town.’

The restaurant they brought us to was perched high in the walls of the old town. From it, we had a wonderful view of the renovated market square with its fountain, its brightly lit cafés and restaurants and hundreds of small shops. The pedestrian streets were thronged with carefree people strolling around in the balmy warmth of the evening.

Julie, Andy and Ari talked about holidays. I heard the conversation but couldn’t bring myself to take part. I ached with loneliness inside. I wanted to go home.

I listened as the talk covered a range of topics. Andy worked as an analyst in a petro-chemical company while Ari was a chiropractor. They lived in Florida. They came  to Greece every year. I liked them but I still wanted to go home.

After the meal they walked back to the hotel with us.

‘Fancy a nightcap?’ asked Julie.

‘I’m practically asleep on my feet as it is,’ I told her. ‘You go ahead if you like.’

She looked at the Jordans enquiringly.

‘Why not?’ said Andy.

I said goodnight and went up to the room, leaving it unlocked so that Julie wouldn’t disturb me when she came up later. I pushed open the balcony doors and sat on the wrought-iron chair. Sounds of music and laughter floated up from the bar. I leaned my head against the whitewashed wall and tried not to think that, if Tim had been with me, we would have been in the bar together, laughing and joking, listening to the music. And then we’d have come back to this room and made love. I definitely didn’t want to think about that. I wrapped my arms around myself and rocked back and forward in the chair. It was all wrong being here without him. It had been a mistake to come with Julie.

I sat on the balcony for about half an hour and then decided to go to bed. I’d no idea when Julie might come up and I’d no intention of sitting waiting for her as though I were her guardian.

But as soon as I’d slid under the single sheet I was wide awake again. The demon thoughts chased around and around in my head. Thoughts of Tim. What was he doing now? Was he missing me as much as I was missing him? Did he regret what had happened? Was he pacing up and down in the Donnybrook house, wishing that he’d kept his mouth shut because he’d made a dreadful mistake?>

Probably not, I thought bitterly, as I twisted and turned, unable to get comfortable. He’s probably out  with his mates, having a few pints, perfectly happy. I groaned and punched the pillow a few times. I wanted to be asleep. I didn’t want to think about Tim.

It was about an hour or so later when Julie came up. She tiptoed around the room, then clattered into the edge of my bed. She gave a muffled curse but I lay still and I heard her sigh with relief that she hadn’t woken me.

She got into bed and was asleep almost instantly, snoring very gently.

I tossed and turned some more, before finally falling into a fitful sleep. But I woke early the next morning, early enough to be sitting on the balcony again when the sun rose to spill pink-gold light across the sky and begin another scorching day.

 



 



We slipped into a lazy routine of sunbathing, swimming and meeting the Jordans in the evening. I didn’t mind going out in a foursome, but I felt uncomfortable when Julie sidled up to Andy and he put his arms around her while Ari and I sat beside each other like brother and sister.

There was a reason for that, and it wasn’t all because I had no interest in meeting another man. Ari Jordan had no interest in meeting a woman either. I’d prepared my speech the second day, to tell him that I liked him, he was a decent bloke, and I didn’t want to appear pushy or anything, but I was trying to get a relationship into perspective and I didn’t think it would be a good idea to get involved with anyone else. It was a pretty good speech and I rehearsed it a couple of times to get the tone right. But Ari pre-empted me.

‘I don’t want you to get the wrong idea about me and my brother,’ he said as we sat beside each other while  Julie and Andy smooched on the dance floor. ‘He’s obviously very keen on your friend. It’s just that I--’ he looked at me anxiously. ‘I’m not actually interested in girls.’

I didn’t catch on straight away. ‘I’m not interested in men at the moment either.’

‘No.’ Ari shook his head. ‘You don’t understand. I am not interested in girls. At all.’

I stared at him. ‘At all?’

‘At all,’ he said firmly.

I looked at his tanned face, amber-flecked eyes and sun-bleached hair. He was very attractive. ‘But you’re interested in - um, men?’

He grinned nervously. ‘Well, yes.’

‘Oh.’ I didn’t know what to say. I’d never met a guy who’d said he was gay before. I knew of gay people, I’d met a few blokes who were supposed to be gay, but I’d never sat face to face with a guy who told me that he was interested in other men.

‘Does your brother know?’ I asked curiously. I couldn’t understand why Andy Jordan would try to double date with a couple of women when his brother would prefer to be somewhere else.

Ari sighed. ‘He knows. He’s OK about it. But I don’t think he entirely believes it.’

‘You don’t look gay,’ I said.

‘And what does that mean?’ asked Ari. ‘That I haven’t got a tattoo across my face saying Gay Pride?’

‘No.’ I blushed. ‘I’m sorry. Of course not. I just meant that, well, you know, some gay men look very pretty and you’re not pretty, you’re good-looking.’

Fortunately Ari laughed. ‘I’ll take that as a sort of compliment.’

‘Thanks.’ I smiled at him. ‘And your brother is interested in girls?’

‘He seems very interested in your friend,’ said Ari. ‘Although sometimes I think Andy goes out with hundreds of girls to prove himself. You know, his older brother is gay but he wants everyone to know that he’s one hundred per cent hetero. So he lines up as many women as he can.’

I nodded in understanding. ‘But I hope he doesn’t break Julie’s heart. Although her heart is pretty OK. She usually does the breaking, I think. Not like me.’

‘Tell me about your boyfriend,’ said Ari. ‘What’s he like?’

‘Want his phone number?’ I asked glumly.

‘No,’ said Ari.

‘I’m sorry.’ I sighed. ‘We’d been going out for a couple of years. We decided to get married. Then he decided that he’d been pressurised into it and he called it off. Julie and I are on my honeymoon at the moment.’

‘The shit!’ Ari smiled sympathetically. ‘The least you can do is have a fun time while you’re here.’

‘That’s what I keep telling myself,’ I muttered. ‘But I don’t know whether I can or not.’

‘You’ve got to,’ said Ari. ‘No guy is worth it. Take it from me.’

He grinned and squeezed my shoulder. I squeezed him back.

 



 



‘Why don’t you loosen up a bit,’ said Julie as we got ready to go out the next night. ‘Ari’s a nice guy.’

‘I know,’ I said. ‘He’s very nice. He just happens to be gay.’

‘Isobel!’ She stared at me in shock. ‘He can’t be.’

‘He is.’

‘But--’ She looked bemused. ‘He doesn’t look gay.’

‘How did you expect him to look?’ I demanded. ‘Have  Gay Pride tattooed across his forehead?’

She looked as abashed as I had done. ‘I suppose not.’ Then she glanced anxiously at me. ‘But Andy isn’t gay.’

‘No,’ I said. ‘As I’m sure you’ve already verified.’

‘Not yet,’ she said. ‘But maybe he’s one of those blokes who’s unsure about his sexuality.’

I grinned. ‘He seems pretty sure about it to me.’

‘Well, me too,’ she conceded. ‘But who knows?’

‘Ari does,’ I said. ‘And he says that Andy is one hundred per cent.’

‘I hope so. I wouldn’t have believed it about Ari.’

‘Neither did I until he told me,’ I admitted.

‘Bit of a waste,’ said Julie pensively.

‘For womankind generally, I suppose.’ I fastened my Majorcan pearls around my neck. ‘But not as far as I’m concerned. He’s a nice guy and he’s good company. That’s all. Besides, even if he was interested in women, I’m still engaged to Tim.’
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