



[image: ]








Ready Or Not?


Grace Wynne-Jones









Published by Accent Press 2013


Copyright © 2003 Grace Wynne-Jones


ISBN 9781429494212


The right of Grace Wynne-Jones to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988


All the characters in this book are fictitious, as is the product Affinitie Perfume,and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, electrostatic, magnetic tape, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise without prior written permission from the publisher: Accent Press, The Old School, Upper High Street, Bedlinog, MidGlamorgan, CF46 6SA


[image: ]


For more information about


Accent Press titles


please visit


www.accentpress.co.uk









Other titles by Grace Wynne-Jones


[image: ] [image: ] [image: ]


For my dear brother Patrick Wynne-Jones









PRAISE FOR READY OR NOT?


‘The story, at times poignant, at times embarrassingly funny, keeps you interested right to the end…This is the perfect summer read.’ Woman’s Way


‘…this is one of the best Irish novels this year…The trip to Greece is steeped in olives and jasmine, cicadas and sunshine…readers will love the local gigolo, Dimitri. Grace writes with great humour…On a more serious note, her portrayal of friendship, commitment and the complexity of relationships is very real and most enjoyable.’ Valerie Cox, Evening Herald, 2003


‘Love, remarks Grace Wynne-Jones in her latest tilt at romance….is like the Tour de France; heightened expectations and then the riders sweep by in seconds. The romantic progress in and out of bed…is chartered with wit and style by Grace Wynne-Jones through the age of McDonalds, nightclub encounters, Continental train propositions, angst-ridden parental relationships, turbulence on land and in the air and the restorative powers of bridge.’ Mayo News


‘At times poignant and hilarious…’ Mourne Observer & County Down News


‘Thought-provoking, original and hugely enjoyable.’ Katie Fforde


‘One summer; four people on the cusp of change in a Dublin that’s throwing them up choices they never knew they had. Gorgeous Caddy and her secret, smart but lonely Roz, Tom who’s always settled for less, movie-star Dan who’s sizing up Caddy’s restlessness like a barometer. Paths cross, dreams stretch and pop: all seasoned with zest…’ RTE Guide


‘A lively story woven round the lives of four creative Dubliners and the tangled mess they have made of their love lives…the humour leaps off the page and ping-pongs like rapid fire between the characters. When they’re not jibbing with each other, they’re tearing each other’s clothes off!’ U Magazine









Prologue


THERE WERE MANY MYSTERIES that summer. One of them was why four people who had so much to share had seldom felt so alone. They were all ready for love, but they wanted it to happen in a certain way, and so they didn’t notice its tender though enigmatic entreaties. They were also unwilling to admit that what they believed they wanted might have altered, that life was guiding them towards deeper and more enduring affections. Certainly Tom Armstrong’s thoughts on love had radically altered since he took the photograph. And yet, when he looked at that young girl running towards her lover, the memories came flooding back to him, fresh and bright and new.


Looking back, it seems like I was waiting for her outside the National College of Art and Design, though I couldn’t have known she would appear. When she ran towards him I lifted my camera and – click – the image was captured. My hands were steady but my heart was pounding, just like hers must have been. I hadn’t known the force of love until that moment – how it can change and free you, set you alight with its wonderful, crazy conviction. I hadn’t known that it can make a pretty face beautiful. And she is beautiful, the woman in my photograph.


I’d seen her around college, but we’d never met. She usually sat with a group of friends in the canteen. Sometimes they were serious, and sometimes they laughed so hard they almost fell off their chairs. They looked so wild and confident I wouldn’t have dared to approach them. I could have spoken to her if she was alone, but she never was.


I was a photography student, and Dublin still felt new but was becoming familiar. Even the aroma of freshly ground coffee in Grafton Street no longer seemed so exotic. Capital cities creep up on you. When you first arrive, you might as well be in Marrakech; and then one day you belong, and it’s the place you’ve left that seems strange.


I somehow feel the woman in my photograph would understand that. There’s something about her – a freshness, an innocence – that seems to come from another place. I felt this about her even when she was spluttering at some joke with her friends over coffee. I sensed that she had left somewhere so that she might know the secret longings of her heart. And she found them. You can see it in her eyes, her smile, the blur of her feet on the pavement.


The minute she stepped out of the college that evening, she started looking. Her face was tight with anxiety. Would he be there? Had they missed each other? Her cotton dress was light yellow and covered in tiny pink flowers. I’d only seen her in jeans before. She stood on tiptoe, trying to see over the crowds. She bit her lower lip and peered down the busy street. Then she started to fiddle with a silver bracelet on her arm, as if embarrassed. She lowered her head in disappointment. And then she looked up and saw him.


He was tall and still and standing at the other side of the street. Her face lit up. I didn’t know a face could just light up like that, grow so luminous and certain. He must have smiled, because she smiled back and waved. Her feet danced with impatience as she waited to cross the street. He was hungry for her. You could see it in the way he stood. Then the sun burst out from behind the clouds and they were both ablaze with waiting.


She walked at first, slowly and steadily. Her eyes grew bright and excited as she began to run, headlong and sure, without a second’s hesitation. Her dress billowed around her legs and her long hair flew wildly in the breeze. And suddenly there was this smile on her lips. The smile of an unexpected and huge happiness.


I knew the moment. Sensed it as the shutter clicked.


It was just before she reached him.









Chapter One


WHITE THINGS WERE FLOATING around Caddy Lavelle’s bedroom. In her half-asleep state she thought they might be angels, or snow. Of course, snow didn’t normally fall in one’s bedroom in June. Perhaps it was just one of those things that happened when you moved house… She turned over and ignored the miracle. When you were half or fully asleep these things happened all the time. She had spent the previous hour chatting with Matisse about his collages and was keen to resume the conversation.


‘Atishoo!’ One of the white things was tickling her nose. She looked at it. It was a feather – and it came from her pillow. Feck it, anyway. That was what came of not bothering to put on a pillowcase. They must have been leaking all night, and now the breeze from the open window was hurling them around the room.


Caddy rubbed her eyes sleepily. Waking was never particularly easy for her. It would have helped her to know that lots of people feel like this; but, like lots of people, she believed her feelings were so odd they must surely be unique. There was a terrible and unnecessary loneliness to this belief, since it was so often completely inaccurate. For who does not feel incomplete and not quite prepared for life’s mysteries?


And who is not wary of love, once they have known its wounds?


‘Feathers,’ she muttered to herself. ‘And they’ll be all over the place now. I must get new pillows.’


She had fallen onto her futon the night before after drinking far too much wine with a friend called Roz. Their excuse for this overindulgence had been swimming. Roz had recently spent a small fortune joining a leisure centre and now felt deluged with guilt because she hardly ever went to it. So the obvious solution was to get drunk.


‘We’re lost causes,’ Roz had declared happily.


‘Not completely lost,’ Caddy had corrected. ‘After all, we’ve only had three and a half packets of crisps.’


Caddy did not wake with much of a hangover, because she’d drunk plenty of water before she went to bed. One cannot reach forty without gathering a certain amount of knowledge. For example, she also knew that she must never carry bananas in her handbag, or fall in love with anyone until she’d worked out why she was so bad at it and therefore would not repeat the same mistakes.


That was why meeting Dan MacIntyre had not caused her to jump in the air and shout, ‘Yippee!’ In fact, she had felt more like clutching her stomach. He was gorgeous, there was no denying that, but he had behaved like a freak. First of all, he didn’t seem to think there was anything particularly wrong with her, which meant he must be spectacularly unobservant. How disappointed he would be when he found out the truth! Also, he had pursued her far too rigorously, which was unnatural. Men were the ones who were supposed to dither infuriatingly, which gave women time to make up their minds and feel a bit hurt and rejected. This was all good preparation for the inevitable imperfections of a relationship. And it was also a wonderful excuse not to have one. Caddy had been using it for ages.


Of course, some women seemed to sail through life meeting suitable men and fitting them neatly into lives that were already fulfilling. But for others, such as herself and Roz – and, frankly, nearly all her close friends – the whole man-woman thing was crazily unsatisfactory. They had tried so bloody hard. It wasn’t as if they hadn’t made the effort. But it was still like Mills & Boon meets that film where everyone gets chased by giant worms.


Actually, the giant-worm film had been quite fun to watch. Caddy and her teenaged daughter Jemma had chomped corn crisps and hidden behind cushions during the entire thing. They had even screamed. It was wonderful rubbish. Watching stupid television together was one of their many pleasures. But now Jemma was staying with cousins in Arizona for the summer… new house… absent daughter… feathers… it just didn’t feel quite right.


At times like this Caddy was very glad she was a parallel woman. This meant that she could have two parallel trains of thought in her head at the same time. So, even when life seemed too odd, mysterious or just plain lonely, she could still summon the resolve to floss her teeth and shave her legs. It was this part of her that had moved house, and now it wanted her to get up and unpack the boxes. It was also making her dimly aware that life can open or close you and that she was at some sort of crossroads. But, as is so often the case, it was not clearly marked. And of course there was always the possibility that some eejit might have come along and moved the signpost in the middle of the night.


‘I am a wonderfully wise and balanced person… and I am going to have an adventurous summer.’


It suddenly seemed a good time to say a positive affirmation. Her cocker spaniel Chump, who adored his gentle mistress, clearly agreed with her: he licked her face in encouragement. She patted his belly in gratitude. A good dog was a great comfort.


‘I am not going to hide away and watch too much telly and think everyone is better than I am,’ she continued. ‘And I am going to appreciate myself, and I am also not going to be bossed around by my mother.’


She immediately felt a bit better, and Chump went, ‘Woof’.


‘I have worked very hard at moving house, and now I am going to pace myself. I am not going to try to do everything at once.’ It was wonderful how sane and wise one could sound even if one didn’t feel it!


Caddy happily lay back on her leaky pillow. ‘I will have firmer thighs, and I will not spend hours wondering how on earth I have ended up like I am and feeling that it was all supposed to be more straightforward.’ Her large blue eyes shone with determination. She would get better at being happy and feeling less burdened and dutiful. Now that she’d finished marking exam papers, she was a free woman. Thank God for the summer holidays!


Caddy had wanted to be an artist, but everyone had said that being something else would be far more sensible. So she had become an art history teacher. A good one. She cared about her pupils and drew things out of them – not just details about Chagall or Rembrandt, but their own stories, needs and dreams. She gave this gift passionately because it was the gift she most needed to receive. Like many people, she had reached forty without anyone ever asking her who she was and what she wanted. And now she hardly dared to ask these things herself.


It is unpleasant but not at all uncommon to reach this stage of timidity. And with it comes a terrible impatience, because one knows there is a part of oneself that isn’t timid at all. It can love fully and dance to its own music and make peace with sorrow and life’s multitudinous imperfections. But how do you reach it? Sometimes it seems so distant it might as well be in Outer Mongolia, even when it is stored carefully in your heart.


Caddy didn’t like to think of hearts in the romantic sense because hers had been broken so purposefully. She had loved the young man who had become Jemma’s father so fully and madly that she had almost been destroyed. She hadn’t even known that love can almost obliterate you, so that had been an added shock. She had run towards it with a nice sense of annihilation, a wonderful sense of losing herself to something and someone. How much she had wanted to be bigger and brighter and something else! Even the memory made her frown.


Men liked Caddy’s frown, though she assumed it was exactly the sort of thing that would put them off. It was fierce and innocent and unexpected. She was a passionate woman, and, though she had ceased to believe in passion, her features couldn’t lie. She had an oval face and smooth olive skin that tanned easily, apart from the backs of her legs. And – this would have surprised her – sometimes she looked calm and peaceful and a deep gentleness shone from her eyes.


‘You should be an actress,’ one boyfriend had said. But another had believed that she was ‘very like a cat’. This was somewhat confusing, because they were surely entirely different vocations.


Dan MacIntyre… the name floated back into her head. Why on earth had that happened? She scratched her elbow and wondered if he would be forever jumping in and out of her brain at the oddest of moments. She glared at the ceiling, then sighed deeply and dramatically. Of course: it was the ‘You should be an actress’ comment that had sent him scurrying back into her consciousness.


Dan was an actor. She’d had very little contact with actors before; it seemed an impossibly glamorous and distant profession, rather like being an Amazon explorer or a fashion designer. But any time that word ‘actor’ was used, or even thought, she’d think of him and get this same tight, sad feeling in her stomach. She would see his steady, deep brown eyes staring at her tenderly. And she would miss him, even though he’d said she ‘analysed things too much’ and had ‘a sad closed heart’. That was such a terrible thing to say to someone! No wonder she had a sad closed heart if people like him went round saying it.


Life was difficult. Buddha himself had said it. Expecting things to be easy all the time made people dreadfully unhappy. She tried to tell this to her art history pupils and to Jemma, but they never listened. Falling in love, in particular, was arduous and strange – but it was like giving birth: so many people wanted you to do it that they glossed over its difficulties.


She reached up and gingerly touched the scars Jemma’s father had punched onto her forehead. Alain had said he loved her. He had cried and wanted her to cradle him each time his fury subsided. What on earth had he meant by it? What was this love that he spoke of with such passion? And how could she have let him do these things to her? That was the worst question, the one that haunted her. How could she ever trust herself not to let that happen again?


The phone rang and broke the trance. It was a trance, though Caddy was unaware of it. There is a black-and-white part of the brain, and she had wandered into it. It made her feel that love was all or nothing; one either lost oneself to it or built a big barricade and tried to keep it out.


The caller was one of Jemma’s friends, who wanted her address in Arizona. She and Caddy had a nice chat and agreed that they missed Jemma far more than was reasonable. Jemma inspired affection. Any time she walked into a room it felt brighter and better. She could drive you mad with her stubbornness, but you had to admire her for it. Even when she was five she had been her own person and would have nothing to do with Barbie. Somehow she had been born knowing who she was and what she wanted – the very things her mother was often so unclear about.


However, on the morning on which we meet her, Caddy was absolutely clear about two things at least: she needed new pillows and pillowcases. The feather situation was getting out of hand.


An hour and a half later she was on South Anne Street in central Dublin. Pillows and pillowcases…and she also needed dusters and a new floor mop and bin-liners and… goodness, there were so many things. Why hadn’t she made a list? Still, it was nice to be out of the house and not thinking about anything complicated. People who didn’t think about complicated things were so much happier. If only she could be more like that colleague who devoted her whole year to getting ready for the Dublin marathon! She pounded through life so happily and was always having to take showers and change out of drenched T-shirts.


I’m just going to think about really practical things all morning, Caddy decided. My brain needs a rest. Perhaps I should cross O’Connell Bridge and find all sorts of bargains in those little side-street shops. It will make me feel really rugged and virtuous. Life suddenly seemed supremely simple.


And then she saw him.


He was sitting outside a café, reading. A white cup lay on the round chrome table. As he reached for it, she turned away and almost pressed her nose against the glass of a shop window. He would surely look up at any moment and sense she was there. With her back turned to him, she edged away in the direction of Grafton Street. Pedestrians pushed past her hurriedly. How could so many people be in a rush? Where were they all going, and why? Suddenly Caddy felt like screaming, ‘Stop! Please just freeze this moment like a photograph so I can look at him without him seeing me. So that I can study his face and look into his eyes.’


She paused at another shop window and pretended to study the display. Surely the distance would shield her. She turned round and saw that he had just looked up and was now recommencing his reading.


Dear God, he seemed so alone and still in all this rush and busyness. Was he happy or sad? She could hardly bear not knowing. His high broad forehead looked so solemn as he bent his head. What thoughts were in there? She had only once seen tears in his eyes: when he was talking about his mother, who had passed away last year. An almost unbearable tenderness assailed her as she saw he still had the same small rip just under the right knee of his jeans.


He was looking up again. Caddy looked away quickly, hurried on to Grafton Street and began to walk, in a daze, towards St Stephen’s Green. She needed time to think. She ducked into Laura Ashley and stared blankly at a row of scarves. She would go over to him. She would say, ‘Hi, Dan!’ and tell him about her new house. The air would feel gentle between them and there would be that old wild sweetness, even if he was aloof and unwelcoming. Her heart would pound and her eyes would shine and she would just be glad that he existed.


That was what she always felt about Dan MacIntyre, even though he didn’t understand her and was so impatient. She was glad that he existed and that she had met him.


She took a deep breath and was just about to leave the shop and face him when a voice shrieked, ‘Caddy!’ from behind a curtain of floral skirts. It was a colleague from college, Nancy. ‘Caddy!’ she exclaimed again. ‘How are you? What have you been doing?’


Caddy felt as though she had been hit by a hurricane. She learned all about Nancy’s caravanning holiday by Brittas Bay with the kids, and how her husband had come for the weekend, and how little Brian had got stung by a jellyfish, and how little Fiona had got sunstroke in the only three hours of pristine sunshine, and how Sam, who was fourteen, had got at the beer when no one was looking and vomited over the sun-lounger, but it had still been ‘absolutely great’. ‘Why don’t you join us sometime?’ Nancy asked, but Caddy was gazing out into the street. ‘Caddy, are you all right?’


‘What?’


‘You seemed very far away.’


‘Did I?’


‘Yes.’


‘Oh, sorry…I…I have to buy some pillowcases. For my new house.’


‘Of course!’ Nancy exclaimed. ‘Moving is so much work, isn’t it? Pop by any time you want a break. If you need any curtains altered, I know this great woman who…’


‘Thank you.’ Caddy was already moving away.


She almost ran back towards the café. He would still be there – he had to be… But he wasn’t. Only a few minutes had passed, but the chair was empty. A waitress was removing the white cup and the tip that Dan had left. Caddy looked up and down the street. Why was she feeling such dismay? Hadn’t she already resigned herself to this? But seeing him brought back so many feelings. It hadn’t ended properly. They cared too much about each other to part with such disappointment. They could be friends; she knew they could, once he got used to the idea.


She started to walk in a daze towards a large department store. Bargain-hunting was the last thing on her mind now. She would purchase the pillows and pillowcases and go home.


And then she would write him a letter.









Chapter Two


DEAR DAN…


Caddy bent intently over her task.


I thought I’d drop you a line to let you know I’ve moved to a villa – which sounds very posh, doesn’t it? Only it isn’t a villa, it’s just called that – it’s semi-detached, like myself. I think you’d like it. It’s got floral plasterwork on the ceilings and a big bay window at the front.


Would you like to come round to lunch one day? I’d cook you that bread-and-butter pudding you like. I can’t believe I haven’t seen you for so many months. During term-time I’m not very sociable. Teaching art history makes me feel like one of Picasso’s later portraits! But friendship is so important, isn’t it? Chump misses you…


She frowned and took a deep breath before adding, ‘and I do too’. She paused, wondering whether she should write ‘best wishes’ or ‘very best wishes’.


Best wishes, Caddy


It was amazing how quickly you could do something when you felt ready.


Ten minutes later, she popped the letter into the post-box without a moment’s hesitation. The deed was done, and it felt good. She let Chump run through the park and threw sticks for him, then bought a bar of chocolate on the way home and ate it before she reached the front door. How pretty her new pink house looked in the summer sunshine! Suddenly the afternoon felt full of energy and conviction. She would mow the front lawn immediately. Hopefully her new neighbour would not be waiting behind his hedge for a conversational pounce. Cecil was in his seventies and pleasant, but his obsession with battleships strained Caddy’s patience.


‘Really? It’s amazing what they can do with steel.’ Ten minutes later, Caddy was desperately trying to extricate herself from a conversation about huge guns and why they were so important. Cecil was pruning his roses and keen to tell her about a documentary that had contained extraordinary and previously unseen footage – there had been an excessive number of television documentaries on the subject recently, along with the usual ones about the origins of man, warfare and celebrities. Cecil was virtually delirious with enthusiasm.


‘Well, much though I’d like to…you know…’ Caddy couldn’t bring herself to say ‘discuss warfare further’, so she left the sentence hanging. She glanced ostentatiously at her watch.


‘Oh, dear, how time flies! I’d better get on with the mowing.’


‘I videoed it.’


‘Oh. That’s nice.’ Dear God, maybe he was going to ask her to watch it.


Cecil’s wife Shelagh joined them. ‘Don’t you find this weather strange?’


‘Oh, absolutely,’ Caddy agreed. Shelagh was forever commenting on the weather and how it did things to her: when it changed from cold to hot too quickly, she almost jumped out of her skin, and she hated it when it rained or was muggy. Luckily, she was normally content with a quick corroboration that the climate had gone mad.


Twenty minutes later, the lawn was cut and Caddy was in the sitting-room, unpacking boxes. Van Morrison was serenading her and the maple floor felt cool and comforting under her bare feet. She’d always wanted a maple floor. And how she had longed for more space!


She had moved because her dear old home had been so small and cramped, though it was in an area that had suddenly become ‘desirable’. She had actually made a profit when she’d sold it to a couple of young Celtic Tigers. They were involved in software and had that new way of speaking in firm, no-nonsense tones even when they didn’t know what they were talking about. That was the thing about the new way of speaking: if you didn’t know what you were talking about, you spoke with even more conviction – especially when you were trying to sell people daft shiny things they didn’t need. Caddy hoped Jemma’s early years as an aspiring eco-warrior might make her less prone to this fraudulence, though it had been really worrying that time she chained herself to a tree. She still had a radical side to her, though it had softened.


‘Well, Mum, this seems more like our kind of place,’ she had announced when she saw their new ‘villa’.


‘Why?’ Caddy smiled.


‘Because it’s kind of weird.’ This was obviously a compliment, so Caddy didn’t question it. Certainly the neighbourhood had no aspirations towards gentility. People pottered around and walked their dogs in the park, and sometimes they just stood in their gardens and stared into space – which Jemma and Caddy regarded as highly desirable behaviour, because dreaming was, after all, a form of art. The woman in the small newsagent’s loved BarryManilow and had once thrown her knickers at Tom Jones during a concert. She had also once followed a showband called ‘Big Tom and the Mainliners’. ‘Ah, youth!’ she exclaimed philosophically. ‘Ah, youth!’


‘Yes, indeed – ah, youth!’ Caddy replied. Ah, youth what? It was not something one could ask.


She continued her unpacking. As she tore thick brown tape off yet another box, she was suddenly assailed by how much bloody work this was. It had been going on for months, too – packing, moving, unpacking… Were her belongings breeding? On more than one occasion she’d had an urge to fling most of them into a skip. But she’d done this before. She had to remember that every time it felt never-ending. Eighteen years before, she had walked out another door with her baby daughter, not knowing where she would go.


Something in her eased at this memory. Of course, that was why she felt so strange and vulnerable: moving house reminded her of that other time when she’d had no choice but to leave. She had gone to stay at that women’s refuge, full of shame that she needed to. Then she had moved to a grimy bed-sit, then to a small flat, until, eventually, she had found a house of her own – the dear, poky sanctuary that she had just left. And people had been kind, though she had felt her life was over.


‘Have you ever felt your life is over?’ She had asked Dan that once when they were sitting in a café. The question had surprised her: she usually made sure they didn’t stray onto topics that were too personal or serious. Why had she shown him this small window in her heart?


‘No,’ he’d answered, too quickly. ‘No. Not really. It’s too much like giving up, and I don’t give up. Or at least I try very hard not to.’ He had smiled and added softly, ‘No guts, no glory. I could never be an actor if I got dispirited at every failure.’


She had tried to hide her disappointment, but in that moment she had known he would never truly understand her. Deep underneath his gentleness must be the innocent callousness of someone who had never scraped the depths of defeat. People like that were astonished by desperation and said things like, ‘Oh, well, you’ll feel better after you’ve had your hair done.’ It was the worst kind of loneliness, being with someone like that. If your heart was breaking, they kept going on about how at least you weren’t living in the Third World. Dan hadn’t seemed to be like that, but every so often he said things like, ‘Life is not a rehearsal,’ which had a hint of that kind of thing about them. It was a clever expression, but the fact was that he was an actor so lots of his life was a rehearsal. She should have pointed it out to him.


Caddy felt the memory of their parting swimming towards her like a large and lugubrious creature in an aquarium. Sometimes her head really felt like an aquarium. There was all sorts of stuff floating around in there.


‘Why do you laugh when your eyes are sad?’ That was what he had asked on their last evening together. ‘Why do you close your lips when I kiss you?’


She hadn’t replied.


‘I want to know you.’


So you can leave me. She had thought it automatically. Once you know me, you won’t want me. I know it may be unreasonable to believe this, but I do – and it’s happened to me before. I wouldn’t be feeling this if I were ready.


She didn’t say any of this to him, because he wouldn’t understand.


‘I want it to work between us, but I’m not sure it can this way, Caddy. I…I feel like you’re surrounded by a brick wall or something. I can’t get through to you.’


It was obvious he was just about to dump her, but in a way that was going to make her feel guilty. I’ve disappointed him, she thought. I have disappointed him terribly and I hate it. But I would have disappointed him anyway, even if I’d done all the things he wanted. It was just a matter of time.


He had become angry because he thought she wasn’t listening to him. For an awful moment she had thought he might reach across the table and thump her, which was clearly ridiculous. Instead he deepened his gaze and straightened the spoon in the bowl of sugar. They were sitting in a café. It didn’t seem right that all around them people were chatting and joking. ‘Oh, Caddy…’ He suddenly looked so solemn. ‘Oh, Caddy, how can I reach you when your heart is so closed and sad?’


She let his words land silently, as though onto snow. She didn’t want to flinch or show her pain. She didn’t want to beg him to take the words back, to say it wasn’t true. Outside, on Wicklow Street, it was nearly Christmas and raining. Shoppers were bustling past the café with bulging bags and the season’s usual mixture of cheer and desperation.


‘I’m sorry you feel that way.’ Her voice felt faraway and small. ‘Maybe we should just leave it then.’


‘What?’


‘Us.’


He grew still. ‘Is that what you want?’


‘Yes.’ She stared out the window at a woman who was trying to tie together the broken plastic handles of a shopping bag.


‘All right, then.’ He grabbed his leather jacket and rose sharply from the table. He seemed about to leave when he turned and faced her. ‘I’ll leave you alone, Caddy,’ he said, ‘but I’ll never understand it.’


‘What?’ She tried to harden her gaze and prepare herself for the insult.


‘Why you didn’t want something that could have been so beautiful.’


Dear God, just thinking about it made her want to cry.


She was about to take a swig from a bottle of Rescue Remedy when the phone rang. It was Harriet, a former neighbour, wondering if Caddy needed a large fake fish that talked to you when you walked past it. She also desperately needed to get rid of five aromatherapy burners because she had ten of them (‘people keep giving them to me’).


‘Thank you, Harriet, but I’m actually trying to cut down on…you know…things I don’t absolutely need,’ Caddy said carefully. Harriet was clearly in the throes of a feng shui clutter-clearout – she had them regularly. Any minute she would mention the huge vase with the painting of the naked man on it. He was hung like a horse; when he had been purchased in Greece, the price tag had hidden his outstanding genitalia.


‘Phew!’ Caddy exclaimed as she put down the phone. Harriet was persuasive.


She sat down on her newly covered sofa. The fabric was called ‘Tropical Lagoon’ and was a delicious Caribbean blue. White sand, swaying palm trees, sun and cocktails – that was what she needed. A comfortable little beach hut without a box or a man in sight.


She lay back and let her arm dangle over the side of the sofa as though she were in a boat. Her hand touched something that felt old and familiar. It was a book, and it was on top of one of the boxes she had just opened. She gazed over the side of the sofa as though into warm blue water.


A diary. It was her diary. Dear God, she must have been eighteen when she wrote it.


She opened a page at random. ‘I have just met someone absolutely amazing.’


Oh, dear.


‘He’s a brilliant sculptor and he plays the guitar too. Not just three bad chords, like me – real ones. I don’t know how he does that with his fingers. I must learn more about jazz. He knows piles about it. I’m meeting him tonight and I only met him this afternoon in St Stephen’s Green! We got talking because I was trying to get the ducks to eat my cheese sandwich. He went “Quack!” behind me and I jumped, and then I laughed. He made me a daisy bracelet. I want him to kiss me. I absolutely ache for him to kiss me.’


Deep sigh.


‘He’s dark and moody and gorgeous – just the kind of man I never, ever met in Kerry. His name is Alain. With an I. He’s lived in Paris and everything.’ Oh, the innocent stupid girl!


‘Oh, no! It’s 7.30pm and I haven’t washed my hair! Toodle-pip!’ Caddy closed the diary firmly.


Ah, youth! What else was there to say?


She would not dwell on it. It was in the aquarium, but she didn’t have to look at it. Instead she scurried around placing books on shelves and ornaments on the mantelpiece. She would throw that diary away one day soon, once she’d removed the nice sketches in the middle. It was so long since she’d painted anything apart from a wall.


Oh, good: there was Buddha. It was a nice version of him, too – plump and serene and smiling. She placed him on the floor beside a rampant cheese plant that might one day take over the neighbourhood. And there was her aromatherapy burner… Soon the room was smelling of lavender.


A tiny doubt about the letter entered her thoughts when she unpacked a multicoloured Indian cushion Jemma had given her. Jemma hated Dan. The very first time she met him, she had said he looked ‘shifty’. She had been thrilled when they parted and had hugged her mother with relief. ‘We’re much better off without him,’ she’d declared triumphantly. Jemma was often right about people, even ones she hardly knew.


Still, I’ve only invited Dan to lunch, Caddy thought. And he probably won’t come anyway, so I shouldn’t worry.


Unpacking boxes had become almost unbearable. She wanted to fling them all out the window. Van Morrison was singing ‘Someone Like You’, so she turned off the stereo. It would be nice to lie down. How often she had thought this at college, or when talking to her mother, or when in the supermarket. And now she actually could. She could go upstairs and have a nice siesta.


She walked slowly and arduously upstairs and lay down on her futon. She shouldn’t own a futon. She was not a futon kind of person. She needed something softer. Less hard and virtuous. Why on earth had she bought it?


And why on earth had she posted that letter?


She stared at the framed print on the bedroom wall. She and Dan had both been staring at that very painting when they had met in the National Gallery. Suddenly the memory of that long-ago Sunday afternoon flooded her with almost surreal clarity.


And, since she was clearly not about to break any old unhealthy emotional patterns, she decided to surrender to nostalgia.


She had remembered the ending, so why shouldn’t she remember the beginning?


She closed her eyes and saw the gallery. It had not been crowded that day and, as usual, she had been drawn to her favourite painting. It was not the most beautiful painting on display. It was very old and had a biblical theme. Caddy was surprised that she liked it so much. Sometimes she wished she could step into it and feel the brushstrokes painting away her regrets. She had always wanted to find home – the place where she belonged.


She had stared at the painting for many minutes; she had only realised someone was standing beside her when he said, ‘This is yours, I think.’


A stranger had picked up her cardigan. She had dropped it without realising. It was pink and soft and she would have been sad to lose it. ‘Oh, thank you!’ she’d said, grabbing it gratefully. Then she had looked up and found herself staring into the most beautiful dark-brown eyes she’d ever seen.


‘Thank you,’ she said again, blushing slightly. She felt shy and exposed just glancing at his face. Those eyes were darkening in invitation, but where would they take her? She felt a sudden need to sit down on a bench.


‘Do you know anything about this painting? It’s one of my favourites.’


‘It’s one of my favourites too.’ Caddy smiled. Then, despite her shyness, she began to tell him its history in some detail.


‘My name is Dan.’ He held out a strong warm hand.


‘And mine’s Caddy.’


‘Can I buy you a cup of coffee? To…to thank you for sharing your erudition.’


‘Mmm…well, actually…’ She had stared down very hard at her shoes. ‘Actually, I…’


‘They have some excellent cakes.’ His smile was so broad and playful that she relented.


As they sat together, she waited for him to say that he was married. When you were forty you got used to that announcement. Nice man – married…the words themselves were almost wedded. She felt sorry for friends like Roz who kept hoping to ‘meet someone’ and ending up with eejits. It was far easier to just give up on men altogether, like Caddy had. But every so often you met an exception who reminded you of…oh, dear God…reminded you of all the needs and dreams and hopes you’d been pretending you didn’t have.


She tried to give all her attention to her chocolate fudge cake but found herself staring at his hands. It was amazing how much affection you could feel for the hands of someone you’d just met. She hoped her own hand wouldn’t tremble as she lifted her cup. It did, but somehow she didn’t feel embarrassed. When two people are relieved to meet each other – yes, relieved, that was it – they cannot hide it. It is in every movement and every glance. A yearning surrounds them and they are as naked as the day they were born. This is what is so terrible and so wonderful, what can break the heart or mend it. So much could be lost. Already she was scared witless. Why was it happening now, when she felt so unprepared and out of practice? And yet they were still two strangers.


This should be happening to Roz, Caddy kept thinking. Roz is ready and I’m not. But maybe it was all in her imagination anyway; maybe they would part any minute, drift away from each other like ships in the night.


She frowned, and he smiled. ‘Do you like Chinese food?’ He asked it suddenly, and she said, ‘Yes.’


‘Then why don’t we go out for a Chinese meal sometime?’ She’d fumbled with her napkin.


‘I know a place you’d really like.’


‘Okay.’


For the briefest of beautiful moments, it had seemed the only possible answer.









Chapter Three


TOM ARMSTRONG SAUNTERED HAPPILY towards a café. He was looking forward to a large mug of coffee, and he was pleased about a photograph he’d just taken. It was of a man cutting a garden hedge with a pet parrot perched contentedly on his shoulder. It was just the kind of unexpected suburban detail he liked to record, and he even wondered if the image might be included in his exhibition – if he ever had one. Tom hadn’t spent much time on photography lately. He was very much caught up in the world of mobile phones, because he was going to marry a woman called Samantha.


How wonderful it was to feel this passion! And how sad it was that he’d postponed it for so long. If only they’d met earlier…but perhaps then he mightn’t have recognised how wonderful she was. Because Tom was starting to see how callow and superficial he’d been in many ways, and how far he had wandered from the truth of his own heart.


Samantha had somehow handed him back to himself, and he had to marry her. She didn’t know he felt this way, but he was wooing her assiduously. Eventually she would, of course, realise that they were meant for each other. In the meantime he would adore her and try to earn the kind of income she deserved. He wanted to provide her with a nice house and a big garden in a pleasant area, but he hadn’t mentioned it. This was because Samantha was something of a feminist and already owned a flat, which had a considerable place in her affections.


Tom’s intense, attractive face broke into a broad smile as he thought of his beloved. He was dressed in a very smart Italian suit, because selling mobile phones required him to look as plausible as possible. In fact, he cut quite a dashing figure as he walked, with long, lithe steps, towards his appointment with breakfast. When he caught his reflection in a shop window he couldn’t quite believe he was seeing himself. It was like a moment from a song by Talking Heads – he’d always been a fan of David Byrne.


For most of his adult life Tom had worn jeans and let his slightly curly brown hair follow its own bohemian inclinations. Sometimes he hadn’t even shaved – freelance photographers were allowed as much designer stubble as they wanted – but now that he was a salesman he paid more attention to grooming.


And grooming took far more time than he’d realised. Regular and dutiful shaving was, in particular, a pain in the arse. So was hanging up his suit carefully, and delivering his crisp new shirts to the dry-cleaners. He’d even bought a special roller to remove lint. He’d never really noticed lint before, but it seemed to adore his suit; it clung to it with the kind of fervour that he himself reserved for Samantha.


Samantha… His step lightened just at the thought of her. The world seemed a different place now that he knew she inhabited it too. She made him feel like someone in an old Hollywood musical. If she had been a song, he could have listened to her for years and still wanted more.


He was the kind of man who bought CDs because of just one song, and then played that song many times over until it released its hold on him and left him free to appreciate the other tracks. He was glad when this happened, because music could stir passions in him and remind him of things he didn’t even know he knew, or wanted. Now it seemed to him that all the songs he loved had been about Samantha.


She said they were ‘just friends’ at the moment, but that had happened before and had passed. She wanted him to take up full-time photography again, but mobile phones seemed to pay better. He’d never been very businesslike about photography. He was interested in faces, but not necessarily famous ones. You could tell so much from an expression, a gesture. Of course, you had to look to see these things – really look; it took patience, care and passion. That was his passion – looking at people. It was a kind of love, and for a long time it had been the only kind he’d felt comfortable with.


When he reached the café he ordered coffee and toast. Freshly ground coffee…what a wonderful thing it was! He drank deep and stared dreamily out the window.


‘So have you asked her yet?’


His reveries were disturbed by a woman called Clodagh, who waved her wedding ring at him.


‘No, I haven’t asked her yet.’ Clodagh was the café’s proprietor and incredibly nosy. She was also very nice and was about to give him a free second cup of coffee.


‘Oh, Tom, don’t leave it too long, now.’


Tom removed a photograph he’d placed on the table. He didn’t want Clodagh to spill coffee on it. She glanced at it eagerly. ‘Is that Samantha?’


‘No.’


Clodagh waited for him to explain himself. His top-up of coffee was obviously not going to be forthcoming until he did so.


‘I don’t actually know who the woman in the photo is. We went to the same college, but I never found out her name.’


‘So it was taken a long time ago, then?’


‘Yes.’


‘It’s lovely.’ Clodagh sighed sentimentally. ‘Pity it isn’t in colour.’


Tom smiled and held out his mug.


Clodagh drifted off to another customer, and Tom’s gaze settled on the young woman. She had found his lens twenty years ago, and she had seemed so beautiful and innocent. It was strange that you could feel such intimacy for a stranger, someone you’d never even spoken with. Just looking at her made him feel happy.


In Tom’s photograph, which had been taken outside the National College of Art and Design, the woman was running, arms open, towards a tall, intense young man. Tom had been a photography student at the time and had always had his Leica camera handy – he still did. The black-and-white image was well composed. The buildings in the background, the evening sunshine, the metropolitan pigeons, all seemed just right; the woman’s cotton dress was billowing in the breeze, accentuating her slim figure. Her open, gentle face was radiant and her eyes were full of love.


He put down the photograph and once again read the utterly astonishing letter that accompanied it. Life indeed contained many surprises. And some of them were exceptionally nice.


Greatly cheered, he sauntered out the door of the café a few minutes later, waving goodbye to Clodagh. He was heading back to the mad, sad world of mobile phones. He hated the bloody things, though of course they had their uses. Despite this, he managed to sell three mobile phones in an hour and arrange a meeting with someone who might want the latest, hottest, coolest and most impossibly fabulous one on the market. After this he snuck into a bookstore and browsed through books about classic cars. One had to find ways to help one’s mental health.


By 12.30 he was on his way to a pub called O’Byrne’s, where he was meeting Samantha for lunch. He arrived twenty minutes early and sat at the bar. Samantha was always late; it still pissed him off, though of course he didn’t show it. He ordered a Guinness and glanced at the man sitting next to him. He somehow looked familiar. Had Tom sold him a mobile phone?


The man looked up. ‘Hello.’ Tom smiled at him.


‘Hello.’ The man looked puzzled.


‘We don’t know each other, do we?’ Tom suddenly felt embarrassed. ‘Sorry…it’s just…I sell mobile phones, and…’


‘I don’t own one.’


‘Good for you. They’re awful bloody things; I hate them.’


‘Why do you sell them, then?’


‘Because I am part of a global conspiracy to make people feel they have to be in constant communication with each other. What’s the point of being on a train if you can’t ring someone and say, “I’m on a train”?’


‘Or in a pub,’ the man suggested.


The conversation entered a long pause. The man returned to his book, which was called Cat Behaviour Explained, and Tom wished he had a newspaper. He began to stare at a beer mat. Then he took out his BlackBerry and pretended to be interested in his afternoon appointments.


‘So, Dan, are you in another play?’ the barman asked. He was twisting a dishcloth inside a gleaming glass.


‘No. I’m doing voiceovers in the studio next door.’


‘Ah, yes.’ The barman smiled at Tom. ‘We get a lot of odd ones in here – actors and the like. This fellow’s one of them. You probably saw him in that poncy costume drama – Merrion Mansions, wasn’t it?’


‘We’d never put up with Ted if he didn’t pull such a good pint,’ Dan whispered.


‘Strutting around in those bloody breeches – you looked a terrible eejit.’


‘Thanks, Ted. It’s great to get the encouragement.’


‘And where is our thespian Zia Andersson?’


‘Is Zia Andersson a lesbian?’ Tom couldn’t hide his astonishment. She was one of Ireland’s most beautiful and sultry young actresses.


‘No, of course she isn’t,’ Ted laughed. ‘Dan can vouch for that!’


Dan frowned and shifted in his seat. ‘He said thespian.’


‘Oh, right. Sorry. I misheard.’ Not for the first time in his life, Tom felt very gauche and awkward. A ‘cool’ person would have shut up, but something impelled him to inquire about the book. ‘Have…have you a cat yourself?’


Dan looked at Tom carefully, as though deciding whether he wanted to continue the conversation. He was obviously not a randomly sociable person, but he wasn’t intimidating because his deep brown eyes were knowing and gentle. In fact, they began to twinkle with humour when he replied. ‘Yes, I have a cat called Leonora. She’s very bossy and beautiful.’


This led to a long discussion about why some people prefer cats to dogs. And about Samantha. Tom found it hard not to talk about Samantha. Some of his friends couldn’t understand his need to mention her name at frequent intervals, but he sensed that Dan would be more tolerant. After all, he had spoken quite openly about his affection for his cat, and not every man would do that.


There was also something unusual about him – some quality that seemed both elusive and obvious, to Tom, anyway. Especially when he smiled. It was a great smile, the kind of smile you remembered. Tom would have loved to photograph it – and he had seen it before. On television. He leaned forwards eagerly. ‘You were in that…that drama about pigeon-fanciers going to Germany or somewhere like that. You fell in love with the girl on the beach with the inflatable dolphin.’


‘You’ve got a good memory. That was ages ago.’


‘I thought it was great.’


‘Thank you.’


‘Dan MacIntyre,’ Tom said. ‘Now I remember. I almost photographed you once.’


‘How do you almost photograph someone?’


‘You were in a play and the PR woman wanted me to take the publicity photos, only then she found out someone else had been booked to do it already.’


‘But fate has eventually brought us together.’


‘Yes.’ Tom grinned.


‘So you’re a photographer too?’ Dan drained the last drops of his pint of Guinness.


Tom explained that he was indeed a photographer, but that, for the moment, he was a fake mobile-phone salesman because of his love of Samantha.


‘Well, I hope she’s worth it,’ Dan remarked rather darkly, and it was then that Tom realised Dan was a bit sad. He had hidden it very well, but men could do that; Tom often had.


Dan left shortly after that, taking Tom’s business card. ‘My agent keeps telling me I must get a mobile phone,’ he explained. ‘I think I could only buy one from someone who dislikes them as much as I do.’


‘Hope to hear from you, then,’ Tom smiled. It was only after he said it that he realised it had come out as shiny salesman’s patter. God, what was this job doing to him?


He tapped a beer mat against the table and looked at his watch. Samantha wasn’t usually this late… and then he saw her, sashaying her way between the tables. She looked gorgeous. And guilty. This wasn’t unusual.


‘I’m so sorry, sweetie. Have you been waiting ages?’


‘No.’ He smiled at her with total forgiveness.


They wandered over to the buffet and Samantha took some time to decide on her lunch. As they found a free table and two firm velvet seats, some of the men at the bar glanced keenly at Samantha. Tom noticed this and felt indirectly flattered. What he didn’t notice was that some women were glancing at him, too – casually but with a definite interest. Because, despite his smart Italian suit, there was something untamed about Tom Armstrong. His face had an openness that showed he had not spent his working life in an office, as did the athleticism of his movements and his slightly weathered skin. He was eager and curious and strangely determined. And there was a startling honesty in his clear blue eyes.


Tom would have been astonished to know he was being watched with such curiosity. He didn’t have a very high opinion of himself. In fact, he often felt like a terrible fake. This was not, naturally, something he mentioned very often – especially when he was selling mobile phones. He knew that, deep down inside, there was a true Tom. And he felt far closer to him when he was with Samantha. Samantha knew the True Tom. With her he was more himself, somehow; more free; more everything. She was the first person he’d phoned to tell about the photograph. Now he was telling her about it again, and she didn’t seem the least bit surprised.


‘You’re a very good photographer, Tom,’ she said. ‘It’s a lovely picture. No wonder they want to use it.’


‘Thank you,’ he grinned, picking up his pint of Guinness and lowering his lips into the creamy froth. One of the nice things about Samantha was that she’d always believed in his photography. But he wished she’d stop claiming they now were just friends – ‘it’s a soul thing between us. We’ve probably met many times before in previous lives and have done all the passionate stuff already,’ she often said.


He tried not to look at her elbows. He loved kissing her elbows. He didn’t want any part of her glorious terrain to feel forgotten.


‘Are you listening to me, Tom?’ she asked rather bossily.


‘Yes,’ Tom answered, thinking that Samantha was a bit bossy – and beautiful – just like Dan’s cat. She was probably being elusive to make him more attentive. Some women did that; they didn’t want to appear too available. But there was no need for Samantha to resort to such ruses. Surely she must know this by now.


‘What are you going to do with the money from the photograph?’ she asked.


Tom looked down at his slice of quiche. ‘I’m not sure yet. I think I’ll just enjoy that conundrum for a while.’


‘You could go somewhere exciting!’ Samantha had become quite animated. As she leaned forwards, her cheesecloth blouse loosened and he glimpsed the lush, fruitlike fold between her breasts. He was very fond of Samantha’s breasts. How he’d love to hold them, cup them like ripe melons in his palms…


‘Yes, I suppose I could,’ he agreed. ‘But where?’


‘What about America? You’ve always said you wanted to go to California.’


‘Would you like to go there with me?’ The words left his mouth in a rush of eagerness, and he immediately wished he’d moderated them.


Samantha looked at him with great warmth. Then she began to laugh. This was not the reaction he had hoped for. ‘Oh, Tom, you’re so sweet!’ she smiled. ‘But you should go off and have your own adventures. Travelling alone would be exciting, and…’ She paused. ‘And you might meet someone.’


But I’ve met you! Tom wanted to shout. Of course he didn’t. Samantha didn’t like to feel pressurised. She also had her period. She’d informed him of this as soon as she’d arrived. It was very precious to Tom that he was privy to the mysteries of Samantha’s monthly cycle. It was such a strange business, and he knew he must be tolerant of her moods and whims and, yes, even slight off-handedness.


Samantha was sipping her glass of Guinness, which had a dash of blackcurrant juice in it. He looked at the whirl of purple on its creamy head as she placed it back on the table. Then she looked up and seemed to study him intently. What is she thinking? he wondered. Does she know how much I love her? Should I say it again? Now?


There was no need for Tom to say these words, because Samantha already knew them. She was watching him as he drank his pint, registering his enjoyment. She knew that time felt different to him when he was drinking. He savoured it, just as much as the hops and barley in his glass; it was a way of slowing down, of letting things leave him. His face softened as he looked up at her.


And as she looked back she felt frightened for him.


Tom replaced his glass on the cardboard coaster with enjoyable precision. Then he looked out the window at the canal. It was great that Dublin had canals. On a sunny day it was lovely to sit on the grass beside the water and eat a sandwich and dream. During lunchtimes, the canal banks were strewn with carefree, happy escapees from various offices. The sun made such a difference.


When he had taken the photograph of that woman, it had been sunny too .. .


‘I still don’t know why they chose my photograph,’ he said. ‘They could easily have created the same effect with a couple of models in a studio.’


‘But it wouldn’t be real then,’ Samantha corrected him firmly. ‘The woman’s expression is what makes your photo so special. She’s obviously in love.’


As Tom looked at Samantha, he wondered if his own expression was as revealing. But she was looking into her bag – the big embroidered one she’d bought in a market in Tangiers. That bag was one of her many mysteries; unexpected things were always coming out of it. He watched, fascinated, as she extracted a lemon scarf from its depths and slung it loosely round her shoulders. As she did so Tom thought, once again, how very desirable she was.


Hers wasn’t a conventional prettiness. ‘Gamine’ didn’t describe it either. Samantha had an unusual face, he decided. It was unguarded and yet not naïve. It changed, too: sometimes she was beautiful, and the next minute, in a different light, she could be quite ordinary. But those weren’t the important things. What he really cherished about her couldn’t be named – not adequately.


She looked younger than her twenty-eight years, almost girlish. She was dark enough to be Italian, and yet one would not have been surprised to hear her speak French. Her eyes were perhaps her most compelling feature. They were brown and looked right at you – into you, almost through you – and there was a little sadness in them that made her laughter special.


‘You really must do more photography, Tom. This is a sign,’ Samantha was informing him.


‘What do you mean?’ He frowned.


‘It’s an encouragement. You have poetry in your soul, sweetie. You’re meant to share it.’


‘I’m not sure.’ Tom sighed. He wished he could be more open with her, match her gift for self-revelation. Sometimes he was quite distant, when he feared she was going to suck him into emotional territory he didn’t know how to navigate. All his life, intimacy had been a bumpy business for him – it had never felt safe or comfortable, and yet it was something he craved. Sex seemed its simplest expression. It didn’t require him to talk or explain himself or demonstrate deep personal insights. It was almost enough – and yet afterwards Samantha always asked him what he was thinking, and he could never come up with a satisfactory response. Because what Tom really liked was listening to Samantha – hearing her say all the things he didn’t.


There were books about this kind of thing, he knew that. And Samantha seemed to have read most of them. ‘You’re in your cave again,’ she’d say, and he hadn’t known what the fuck she was talking about until she’d shoved Men Are From Mars, Women Are From Venus under his nose. ‘Read that,’ she’d said sternly, but he hadn’t; he had flicked through it and had been put off by the fact that it was American. Though he was intrigued by the New World, Tom had come to believe that it had rather too many bossy opinions. In a strange way he felt that the book’s stark yet cosy summations diminished a mystery that he cherished.


But perhaps the deeper reason, he saw now, was that he was scared. After Samantha had softened him up and made him blubber out his secrets, his needs, his terror, she might find out what a terrible fake he was and leave him. But this no longer seemed an adequate excuse. With Samantha, the True Tom would surely become more recognisable…


He moved a vase from the middle of the table so that he could see Samantha’s face more clearly. He was just about to speak when a suave young man entered the pub and waved in their direction.


Samantha waved back, but she looked surprised to see him; she seemed uncomfortable, as if she wanted to be friendly but also wished he’d go away. But the man wasn’t going away. He’d started to walk towards their table. His broad, handsome face broke into a boyish grin as he approached, and Tom watched him worriedly. He definitely had charisma.


The man paused by Samantha, looking down at her. He was at least six foot two. Samantha was shifting in her seat, but their eyes were meeting. As the man placed a proprietary hand on her shoulder, Tom began to tap a beer mat angrily against the table. The man seemed repugnant to him – an intruder; Tom was ready to fight him off if Samantha showed one tiny trace of distress. Only she didn’t. Her whole body seemed to have eased at his touch. He was…he was leaning towards her face – he was kissing her gently on the lips… A sudden jolt of anguished realisation shot through Tom. This man was Samantha’s lover!


‘Tom, this is Brian,’ Samantha said briskly. This was not the way she had wanted him to find out about her new boyfriend, but he had to know sometime.


‘Hi!’ Brian smiled his huge, charismatic smile.


‘Hello,’ Tom said stiffly. He watched Samantha as she tucked a stray hair behind her ear. Her gentle face had grown solemn, implying an impassiveness she did not feel. Samantha could feel concern without necessarily making it obvious. Tom knew this, but it didn’t comfort him.


‘Tom’s had some very exciting news about a photograph he took. Haven’t you, Tom?’ Samantha said.
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