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  Lola.




  Lola Cola.




  Lo-la Co-la!




  Rah-rah-rah!




  Lauren Kilroy studied her Ferragamo shoe and frowned. Try again.




  Lo . . . la . . . Co . . . la . . . Alo . . . ha . . . Cue swaying dancers, palm trees and Hawaiian music.




  Zzz.




  Well, if she was at her best she wouldn’t bloody be here, would she? Wild horses wouldn’t drag her into a doctor’s waiting room if there was any way out of it. Especially one

  as dated and dilapidated as Dr Mallon’s, in this sinking suburb where someone was probably, right now, slashing the tyres of her BMW outside. There wasn’t even any Hello!

  magazine or VIP to distract her with news of Posh and Becks; Dr Mallon’s patients read Woman’s Own, National Geographic or some dog-eared rag called Horse

  & Hound. To Lauren, a horse was something that ran unseen races at Leopardstown while she entertained her corporate clients in the hospitality marquee. Get near one, and it would bite off

  the sleeve of your Louise Kennedy suit up to the elbow.




  Not that she wanted to entertain any clients today. She’d had to do it, over a launch lunch for forty-six at Guilbaud’s, but what she really wanted to do was go home, slide between

  her Kelly Hoppen sheets and sleep for Ireland. Sleep for months, for years, for gold medals. Stifling a yawn, she tried to get her head back around the Lola campaign, but how could anyone

  concentrate in this awful environment, with two hideous little boys on either side of her, one snivelling and scratching, the other pulling and tugging at his distracted, messy-looking mother?

  Consulting her watch, she battled an urge to get up and march into Dr Mallon’s consulting room, tell him to get a blasted move on. It was six forty, and she was supposed to be meeting Jordan

  at ten to eight in the foyer of the Gate Theatre. She had absolutely zero desire to see Chekhov’s Seagull, or Chekhov’s thrush or magpie for that matter, but opening nights

  were important. You went to them whether you—




  ‘Mrs O’Shaughnessy?’




  Dr Mallon’s head appeared briefly around the door, and the woman with the whiny kids stood up to shepherd them through it. Good. That only left herself and some mousy-looking man

  who’d held the door open for her as they arrived simultaneously. Since she’d stepped into the waiting room in front of him, that put her before him in the queue. Next.




  A clock, twelve minutes slow, ticked over the mantelpiece, and with some impatience Lauren wondered why on earth Dr Mallon – or his overweight, breathless wife – didn’t do up

  their tattered old Victorian house. Since her first visit here as a child thirty years ago, she didn’t think even the magazines had changed. Certainly the carpet hadn’t, or the

  silk-striped wallpaper or the box of toys that was meant to amuse waiting infants. Even she knew that little girls didn’t play with rag dolls any more, and boys didn’t read the

  Beano or the Dandy.




  Not that she knew much else about children, except that she didn’t want any and hadn’t time to in any case. Not even if Jordan were – well. Jordan had his own life, and she had

  hers, and the situation suited both of them just fine. He’d pass out cold if he could see where she was now, demand to know why she hadn’t gone to some proper doctor, preferably a Mr,

  on Fitzwilliam Square. Someone with an Armani suit, Kurt Jackson painting in the foyer and Jaguar parked outside the front door. Dr Mallon wore a cardigan and corduroy trousers, and didn’t

  even have a receptionist.




  But Dr Mallon, she reminded herself, saved my sister’s life. Caoimhe would be dead now if he hadn’t spotted right away that it was incipient meningitis. She was only five weeks old

  then, and now she’s twenty-seven, and it’s an unwritten rule in our family that we all go to Dr Mallon. Not that he’s likely to be in practice for much longer, he must be at least

  sixty, and soon we can all find ourselves new doctors, shiny ones with widescreen televisions in state-of-the-art waiting rooms. Not that Mother will, of course, she’ll manage to dig up some

  other old doddering geezer who’ll take up wherever Dr Mallon leaves off. Dad never goes to the doctor anyway. But Caoimhe and I will be free, our debt of loyalty will be paid. About time too.

  Even if Dr Mallon is a good doctor, and I can trust him to fix whatever the hell is wrong with me, he’s had his day.




  I’ve had mine, too, right now. I don’t want to go to the theatre. If Jordan hadn’t already got the tickets I’d call him on his mobile and tell him—




  ‘Lauren?’




  Startled, she snapped her head up, realising with horror that it had actually begun to sag, that she’d been nodding off. Deliberately not looking at the man whose turn it arguably was, she

  stood up, smoothed her skirt and followed Dr Mallon briskly into his surgery. She was in a hurry. And, although she’d somehow never dared say it outright, she wished Dr Mallon would call her

  ‘Ms Kilroy’, in front of other people at least, as befitted a thirty-two-year-old businesswoman. Advertising executive.




  Dr Mallon’s surgery was as frayed and faded as his waiting room, with an old leather couch, a fringed Foxford rug, an oak filing cabinet spewing manila folders over its brass handles. At

  sixty-something, the man had clearly missed the computer era, and Lauren sighed inwardly.




  ‘Please. Sit down.’




  The doctor’s watch – not digital, but with Roman numerals – slid down over his forehand as he gestured to the chair in front of his ancient oak desk, and it struck Lauren that

  his wrist was thin, his still-abundant hair now totally white. When he smiled his face seemed to fragment in wrinkles, and his blue eyes were more azure than cobalt. He really was getting on.

  Seating himself slowly and rather heavily behind his desk, he glanced down at the handwritten file which already lay open on it, and then seemed to change his mind, divert direction.




  ‘So’ he began pleasantly, looking back up at her, ‘how are you?’




  ‘I don’t know’ she replied, ‘that’s what I’m here to find out.’




  He nodded, but still didn’t pick up the file, which presumably contained the results of the blood test he’d sent her for ten days ago. The one that would explain why, at thirty-two,

  she felt ninety-eight. Probably stress, he’d said, which was what happened to people who worked fourteen-hour days and then raced off to play squash or catch planes to New York. Or it could

  be anaemia. Iron would cure that, plus a few ‘proper meals’ of cabbage and liver, not microwaved or rushed in some restaurant, but eaten as nature intended. Dr Mallon was a resolute

  believer in nature, and Lauren thought she would sooner starve than swallow one mouthful of either liver or – uughh! – cabbage. She eyeballed him.




  ‘Have my results come?’




  She knew they had, but a small tremor shot through her as she tackled the question head-on. Jesus, what if there was actually something wrong with her! But Dr Mallon hadn’t seemed unduly

  alarmed after examining her last week, only delivered a mild and rather tedious lecture about her ‘generation’, which ran itself ragged, and its diet which was ‘rubbish’ and

  its women who were ‘neurotic’ about their weight. In fact Lauren didn’t consciously diet at all, because she so rarely got to finish a meal anyway. She was five feet seven inches

  tall and a magazine chart had informed her that eight stone one pound was quite within normal range for her height.




  Dr Mallon exhaled a small sigh and smiled again, in a rather exasperating way that made her suspect he’d be patting her hand any minute now, telling her she really must start getting more

  sleep. Which she would, if she could!




  ‘Yes, they have. But first, tell me, how are things at work?’




  ‘Frantic’ she replied with what she supposed must be naked impatience. ‘But you know they always are, I told you that last week . . . I’m working on a new campaign for a

  low-cal soft drink, you can see it for yourself on television in April, if I can get the damn jingle sorted in time!’




  And get out of here in time for the theatre, she thought, which I won’t if you’re going to start into my work. I’ll be late and Jordan will be dramming his fingers and we

  won’t be let in until after the first act – for God’s sake, Dr Mallon, please stick to the point and write me a prescription and let me get out of here.




  ‘April’ he repeated, slowly, maddeningly. ‘Hmm. I see. And your parents? Young Caoimhe? Are they well?’




  Jesus! ‘Yes, thank you, they’re very well.’




  He eyed her mildly, but somehow quizzically, in a way that forced her to elaborate. But her conscience was clear about her parents, whom she dutifully took to lunch every other Sunday at a hotel

  in Howth. A horrible hotel, but she’d had to grit her teeth and give in, after they’d toyed with their designer food at a much classier, more expensive venue in town, and hardly eaten a

  bite. At least they ate their plain chicken and potatoes in Howth, which meant their mouths were full much of the time and the strain of conversation was eased.




  She’d been taking them to the Howth hotel with clockwork regularity for three years now – except if abroad or working weekends – and she didn’t want to think about it

  much less talk; the repetition, the dullness, the numbing predictability of the whole routine. Her parents, Eoin and Betty, absolutely loved routine.




  ‘Good. And your – um – boyfriend? What’s his name again, Joe?’




  Lauren winced. Joe? As in Soap? Dr Mallon somehow made her beloved, her best boy, sound like a truck driver.




  ‘Jordan. Jordan White. He’s in good health too, thanks.’




  ‘I’m glad to hear it. Remind me now, what is it he works at?’




  Definitely, she thought, you’re losing it, Doc. You asked me this ages ago and I told you at the time, five years ago when you put me on the pill. At least the one bright spot in all this

  is that I can’t be pregnant . . . can’t be ill, either, or you wouldn’t be rambling like this, you’d be rushing me into hospital.




  Feeling vague relief mingling with frustration, she answered his question. ‘Jordan is a judge. A criminal court judge.’




  ‘Ah, yes. That’s it. I knew it was something that keeps him very busy.’




  Inexplicably the words hung on the air, and Lauren looked at Dr Mallon sharply. What are you suggesting here, old man? That you know Jordan is married with a wife and two children, and that

  that’s what keeps him busy?




  Well, even if it’s true, it’s none of your business. Besides, I’m busy myself. And women of my age don’t have boyfriends, by the way, they have partners.




  Nettled, she consulted her watch for the second time.




  ‘Dr Mallon, I’m very sorry, but I’m really in a tearing hurry this evening. Could we possibly just – you know—?’




  A tad guiltily, because she knew he meant well, she rolled her index fingers rapidly one over the other, to convey getting on with things. In response he lifted his glasses from where they lay,

  put them on and finally picked up her file.




  ‘Yes, Lauren, of course we can. I’m sorry if I seem to be delaying you, but it’s just that your parents are such old friends, and I’ve always had a special interest in

  Caoimhe, as you know.’




  Yes. Caoimhe was his baby all right, and he always enquired quite justifiably about her with a mixture of pride and interest. But could we leave Jordan out of the picture, and move along?




  Dr Mallon frowned at the file, put it back down again – oh, God! – and clasped his hands, thinking for some seconds before he spoke.




  ‘Before we discuss the results of your blood test, Lauren, would you mind if I asked you a personal question?’




  ‘Well, I – no, not if it’s relevant.’




  Surely that, she thought, would keep him to the point. But there didn’t seem to be any speeding him up. Jordan was going to be fuming.




  Dr Mallon cleared his throat. ‘This – er – ahem – this boyfriend of yours. How long have you been with him now?’




  ‘Five years. It’s on the chart. My contraceptive history, I mean.’




  ‘Yes. So it is. That’s a long time these days for a young woman to stay with one partner! But I – ah – do I gather that you have stayed with him? Exclusively?’




  Lauren blinked. What was that supposed to mean? ‘Yes. Most certainly. Jordan and I—’




  ‘Let me guess! You’re getting married?’




  Dr Mallon looked almost eager, and Lauren recoiled. ‘No. Not at all. We’re very happy as we are.’




  His eagerness suddenly seeming to wane almost into sadness, Dr Mallon leaned forward, and faced her frankly.




  ‘Are you? Are you sure, Lauren?’




  Yes. Yes, she was very sure, and not a little angry. ‘I am, absolutely! Why on earth do you ask?’




  ‘I ask because . . . because after five years, I would like to see this man make a commitment to you. If he could. But I get the impression that he can’t. Am I right about that,

  Lauren? Please correct me if I’m not.’




  Mystified, and abruptly unnerved by the strange turn this meeting was taking, Lauren gazed at the man, and he gazed back.




  ‘Can you tell me I’m wrong?’




  She wished she could, if only to counter Dr Mallon’s apparent clairvoyance. But: ‘No. You’re not wrong. It – it just isn’t a problem for us, that’s

  all.’




  Dr Mallon removed his glasses and steepled his hands to the bridge of his large, uneven nose, letting them dangle between his fingers.




  ‘Then, Lauren, it is about to become a problem. I’m very sorry to have to tell you this, but you have hepatitis.’




  Hep – atitis? What was that? She’d read something about it in the papers, but it didn’t register. She felt punched. Felt the room go ice-cold, her body freeze.




  But it was January, and Dr Mallon’s heating system wasn’t up to much. In fact he couldn’t be up to much himself, despite all he’d done for Caoimhe, if he thought she

  actually had some definite malady, as seemed to be the case. There was nothing wrong with her that a long, decent night’s sleep wouldn’t cure, maybe a few vitamins. Stock still, she sat

  staring at him, defiance instantly welling up.




  ‘Dr Mallon, I think you must be mistaken. I’m simply a bit tired, that’s all.’




  ‘Yes. I know you are. It’s called TATT – “tired all the time”. Very common. Only, in your case, there’s a reason for it. You have, according to these

  laboratory results, hepatitis.’




  At first it still didn’t register. And then, very gradually, it did. She felt a slightly manic inclination to laugh.




  ‘Oh! I’m with you now! One of the guys in the office had hepatitis last summer, after he drank something weird on a trip to Rio! But I didn’t think it was contagious, and

  anyway he’s better now—’




  As she spoke Lauren’s mind zipped back to what Dr Mallon had said a minute ago, and giddy relief flowed through her veins. He’d effectively asked her whether she’d been

  sleeping with anyone else besides Jordan, which must mean he thought she’d slept with Paul from the office.




  Except that he didn’t know Paul, or know that he’d had hepatitis – what? A, B, C? Apparently there were different kinds, and Paul had had a mild one. Anyway, she had not slept

  with him, had any physical contact with him whatsoever. So there. Dr Mallon was mad.




  He regarded her in silence, evidently waiting for the shock to sink in. But she was over it now. The diagnosis was wrong.




  He sighed, stood up and plunged his hands into the pockets of his fawn lambswool cardigan. ‘Lauren, I know this is not what you came here expecting to hear. But the very sad news, which it

  is my duty to break to you, is that you have hepatitis C, a very serious form of this disease. It affects the liver, and I am going to have to refer you to a hepatologist. A specialist.’




  She leaped up in turn, and heard her voice shrill as she faced him. ‘But I can’t have! You’re crazy! How could I have got it? I haven’t been to any of the countries where

  people get these things, I haven’t been sleeping with anyone bar Jordan—’




  ‘No. I’ve known you long enough to be sure you haven’t. But – but Lauren, I strongly suspect that Jordan has been sleeping with someone besides you.’




  Her head whirled, the room eddied around her.




  ‘J – Jordan? But he—’




  ‘He has a wife. Please tell me the truth, Lauren. He has, hasn’t he?’




  It seemed to take her an hour to find her voice. ‘Y – yes, he has, but he doesn’t sleep with her! They live separate lives, have done for years, only stay together for the sake

  of—’




  ‘I know. The children. Do you happen to know when the last one was born?’




  ‘It was born seven years ago, two years before I met him!’ She knew she was shouting, but couldn’t stop.




  ‘And there have been no more since?’




  ‘No! None!’




  ‘You’re totally sure?’




  ‘Of course I am!’




  Dr Mallon sighed. ‘Then perhaps his wife had a transfusion for some other reason. I’m sorry to distress you, but I have to tell you that he’s the only source of infection

  I’ve been able to come up with since getting these results. You haven’t had a transfusion, and I think it might have been in the newspapers if Judge White had been involved in

  any accident that would have necessitated his having one.’




  Oh. Could Dr Mallon know more about this man, this relationship, than he’d been politely pretending? Defiantly, Lauren stared at him.




  ‘Dr Mallon, you don’t know everything about everyone in my life.’




  ‘No. But I do keep my finger on my patients’ pulses, in more ways than one. I’ve had mine on yours since the day you were born, even if I haven’t always let you know it.

  You can be a little – tricky, sometimes.’




  Fighting to steady herself, she sank abruptly back into her chair. ‘Dr Mallon, I – I’m not quite sure what’s going on here. I simply can’t imagine how I could have

  hepatitis. But if you’re sure I have, I – I’d like you to please explain it to me properly. What kind is it, what do I have to do to cure it?’




  Sitting in turn, he spoke as if to a distressed, irrational child. ‘It’s hep C, which as I’ve told you affects the liver. We’ll need further tests to determine how badly

  yours is damaged. If it’s not too far gone, you may well stand a fighting chance. You may not even feel particularly unwell, could continue to work part time for some months

  yet—’




  Part time? Some months? Lauren clutched at the edge of his desk, letting her hair swing over her face, feeling faint and sick.




  ‘Would you like some water? Should I open the window?’ Anxiously, gently, he reached his hand to her. Swaying slightly, she recoiled.




  ‘No, I—’ Her breath expired, she felt as if the doctor were holding a pillow over her face. After a few moments, she forced words out in a whisper.




  ‘Are you trying to tell me that this – illness – can be – ultimately – fatal?’




  He must have had to do this before, she realised, and that was what was enabling him to do it now as he looked briefly away, and then swung inexorably back.




  ‘Lauren, life is ultimately fatal. It’s merely a question of the speed at which it moves. Some people drive Ferraris, others drive Puntos—’




  ‘And what,’ she gasped, ‘am I driving?’




  ‘I’m afraid,’ he said candidly, ‘you are driving a Ferrari. At a hundred miles an hour. There is very little that can be done about hep C.’




  ‘But – but drugs – surgery – surely—’




  ‘Yes, well, interferon is a drug that can sometimes help, up to a point. But its side effects are daunting. The only surgical option would be a liver transplant, if one were available, but

  you’d be low-priority because the new liver would stand such a high chance of becoming infected in turn.’




  He added something else, something sympathetic or soothing, but her mind squealed to a stop. No! No, no, no!




  This couldn’t be. It just could not be. This happened to other people. Not to thirty-two-year-old women who had it all, had a quality of life envied by everyone, boyfriends who adored them

  and gave them ruby bracelets for Christmas. Trips to New York, Singapore, Paris, loft apartments and Gucci watches, a BMW waiting outside the door to drive home in. Didn’t Dr Mallon

  understand that Elliott Johnson had retired from Axis Advertising only three months ago, personally nominating Lauren Kilroy to partnership in his place, and that she, Lauren, was now earning

  £100k a year with senior responsibility for the Lola—




  She slammed the flat of her hand down on the desk.




  ‘OK. Just tell me. Who’s the guy and where do I find him? What does he do to sort this out and what does it cost? I’m in the VHI on Plan E, insured to the hilt for whatever it

  takes.’




  Dr Mallon surveyed her as if scrutinising a painting. Or a statue.




  ‘Lauren. I don’t think you’re quite taking this in yet. I don’t think you’re hearing what I’m saying to you.’




  Saiv Lovett rarely had to wrestle with her dogs, but she was almost yanked off her feet now as they strained at the leash, their paws scrabbling frantically on the frost as

  they came within sight of the house and began to bark. First Elmer the labrador, whose bark was big and deep, then Duster the Old English sheepdog, who sounded like a cannon and would put the heart

  sideways in anyone who didn’t know him.




  ‘Cut it out, lads! What’s the matter with you?’




  Their hysteria only intensified, the noise punched a hole in the black night, and Saiv felt the hackles rise on the back of her neck as they dragged her up the laneway so fast she had to use her

  heels for brakes. There must be someone at the house. Either someone they knew, or – a burglar? It was an old house, with rattling sash windows even a child could smash in a flash, and she

  still hadn’t got round to putting in the alarm everyone said she should. She hated alarms, which were always going off by mistake and driving people – nuts.




  But now, swinging open the heavy rusty gate, she wished she had some form of defence, because the dogs’ bark was a lot worse than their bite, they were so sweet-natured they’d end up

  making a burglar a cup of tea. Could there really be one? Despite the clarity of the night she couldn’t see a thing, the dogs were spinning round so madly her legs were entangled in their

  leashes and she yelped as the gate slammed back on her hand. With that, Elmer sprang free and hurled himself forward.




  There was a terrified scream, and a thud.




  Saiv ran forward, making a mental note to buy a mobile phone as well as alarm. In the dark, Elmer seemed to be devouring someone who was lying in the mud under him, writhing and shrieking, not

  realising that he had no intention of ripping their throat out. He was a huge labrador, but all things considered, Saiv thought a burly policeman would be better. If only she could call one.

  Tentatively, she peered at the roiling mass, unable to see where dog ended and human began.




  ‘Elmer! Heel! Now!’




  Reluctantly, Elmer paused in his ministrations while Duster bayed at the moon, yowling lunatically. Bending down, Saiv pushed Elmer off and peered at the body underneath, which to her surprise

  was wearing a short tight skirt, glossy tights and one dangling, muddy stiletto.




  ‘Jesus! Lauren!’




  No answer, only some noise between a sob and a grunt. Horrified, Saiv reached down, took Lauren by the hand and hauled her to her feet, astonishment swirling with a desperate desire to laugh.

  That would be a designer suit Lauren was wearing, presumably, but now it was only fit for the dustbin. Looking round, she spotted the other shoe lying on the gravel by the front steps, left Lauren

  tottering while she retrieved it, and handed it to her with a sheepish grin.




  ‘Here. Sorry. They thought you were a burglar.’




  When she found it, Lauren’s voice was arctic. ‘Call the fucking savages off and get me inside.’




  ‘Yeah, OK. Calm down. If I’d known you were coming – what in God’s name are you doing here anyway, out of a clear blue sky? It’s nearly ten o’clock, I

  haven’t seen you for months—?’




  Lauren didn’t answer, and Saiv glanced sidelong at her as they mounted the steps and she rummaged for her key. In the light of the full moon, lacing through the bare branches of an

  overhanging beech, Lauren’s face was deathly pale. The dogs had really scared her, and Saiv felt contrite. But that was why Lauren always phoned well in advance of her rare visits, so that

  the dogs could be shut away and no damage would be done to her impeccable outfit, her immaculate person. Never, in the fourteen years they had known each other, had she ever arrived unannounced

  before.




  Inside, the elderly house was at least warm and bright, if not tidy, and the dogs shot off to their bowls in the kitchen while Saiv led Lauren into the sitting room where she’d left the

  fire burning. Removing the fireguard, she stoked it, threw on a couple of logs and went to light various lamps around the room, sweep enough clutter off the sofa that Lauren could sit down.




  First, she expected her to request a clothes brush so she could remove the mud from the back of her suit, pick her way through the mess to the bathroom to repair the hair which, undeniably, was

  now fifty quid’s worth of coiffure down the tubes. Saiv never ceased to wonder at the amount of money Lauren spent on herself, even if it was necessary, as she maintained, for business

  purposes.




  But Lauren didn’t say anything about the state to which the dogs had reduced her clothes, didn’t whip out comb or lipstick or anything; she merely sank down on the sofa, still ashen

  and trembling, and looked at Saiv with – oh, God – tears gleaming in her eyes. Guiltily, Saiv went to her and squeezed her shoulder.




  ‘Sorry, Laurie. That was a bit of a wild welcome. Let me get you a glass of wine—?’




  Another lengthy silence, slightly unnerving. And then Lauren spoke in a very low voice.




  ‘I don’t want wine. I want brandy. A large brandy.’




  Saiv smiled at that. Lauren always assumed that everyone had a fully stocked drinks cabinet at all times, complete with ice bucket, cocktail shaker, coasters and swizzle sticks. But at least

  there was some brandy, Metaxa that someone had brought from Greece last summer . . . taking two glasses from the sideboard, Saiv dusted them surreptitiously on the sleeve of her sweater and filled

  them with a good inch of Metaxa apiece.




  ‘Here. That’ll put you right, and then you can tell me what you’re doing out in the wilds of Meath in the dark of a winter’s night . . . how are you, anyway?’




  Lauren raised the glass, stared into it and then stared at Saiv.




  ‘I’m dying.’




  Saiv grinned. ‘Well, I presume it’s a hangover in the best possible taste! Long lunch, was it, a drop too much Dom Perignon?’




  ‘No. I mean I really am dying, Saiv. Dying as in hospital. Funeral. Cemetery.’




  Her voice was toneless, and Saiv pushed her sandy curls back from her face as she sank into an armchair by the fire and reached for her glasses. She didn’t bother with them out walking,

  because she liked the surreal fuzz myopia lent to the trees and fields, but now she wanted to see her friend clearly. She’d often suspected that cocaine or other such substances percolated in

  the world of advertising, but – surely Lauren wasn’t on some kind of trip? She looked ghastly, and sounded deranged.




  Slugging a mouthful of brandy, she sat back and surveyed her.




  ‘Laurie, I have to tell you, albeit not for the first time, that I haven’t the remotest idea what you’re talking about. But if it’s a joke it’s not funny. Please

  clarify.’




  Sitting on the edge of the sofa, Lauren clasped one hand round the knees of her laddered tights, lifted her glass with the other and emptied it.




  ‘I have hepatitis.’




  Saiv gaped. ‘What?’




  ‘Hepatitis C. The fatal kind, Dr Mallon says. I left his surgery about two hours ago. Then I called Jordan, but his mobile was switched off. He’s at the theatre. Then I thought

  I’d drive into town and drag him out of the theatre. And then I – I decided I wanted to see you instead. I know it’s late and you always walk the dogs at night but I . . . I . .

  .’




  Just in time, Saiv jumped out of her seat and flew to Lauren, got her arms around her as she burst into tears. Never, not since Isaac Hyland dumped her at the end of their first year in college,

  had she ever seen Lauren Kilroy shed a single tear.




  ‘Oh, Laurie, oh, my God . . . I thought you were joking, or drunk or high or something . . . oh, Jesus—’




  Individually, like icicles, tears fell and soaked into the smooth fabric of Lauren’s skirt. And then she gasped, buried her face in Saiv’s shoulder and sobbed uncontrollably, digging

  her scarlet fingernails into the back of her sweater.




  ‘Oh, Saiv . . . wh . . . what am I . . . what am I going to do?’




  Lauren felt so light, Saiv thought as she held her, it was like holding a handful of dust; but her heart was pounding as if it would explode. Her own heart was racing too, and she drew a deep

  breath, forced down a sharp rising spike of panic. Normally she was the messy one, as dishevelled and laid-back as Lauren was sleekly controlled; but under what Lauren called her ‘hippy

  chaos’ lay infinite reserves of calm, serenity and inner order.




  She was going to need them all to deal with this.




  For some time she continued to hold Lauren, stroking her dark glossy hair, rocking her like a mother while the tears cascaded into her shoulder, saying nothing, letting her body language do the

  talking. Out in the hall, she was distantly aware of the grandfather clock ticking quietly, rhythmically, until finally, with deep resonance, it struck the hour. Ten o’clock.




  Ask not, she thought, ask not.




  Eventually, much later it seemed, Lauren lifted her head, and Saiv slid a forefinger under her chin, raised it until their eyes were level.




  ‘All right. Let me look at you.’




  Like a child Lauren sat obediently still, allowing Saiv to inspect her in silence, and Saiv realised what she was waiting, yearning to hear: ‘But Laurie, you look fine, there can’t

  possibly be anything the matter with you.’




  Saiv wished she could say it, longed for the airy nonchalance with which Laurie herself often told the odd little white lie. But it was one of the greatest differences between them: while Laurie

  bounced over any rocky terrain she encountered in life, Saiv was cursed with a need to dig deep into it, analyse it, get at the truth. And the truth now was that her friend, whom she had not seen

  for two if not three months, looked haggard, wretched, dreadful.




  Maybe it was just the unprecedented mess her face was in, the blodged mascara and erased lipstick, foundation the tears had washed away? Saiv sat back, and considered.




  ‘First, go to the bathroom. Wash your face, comb your hair and fix your make-up.’




  ‘What?’ Drawing back in turn, Lauren looked resistant; but her voice had no fight in it.




  ‘Go on. There’s a reason. I want to see how you look under normal circumstances.’




  Getting to her feet seemed to take huge effort. But finally she made it, reached for her abandoned handbag and left the room without a word. Gazing after her, Saiv found that she was

  trembling.




  Lauren? Kilroy? Hepatitis?




  Oh, no. Not Lauren. Not the Lauren whose laughter rang bright as a bell at every party, the brazen brat who told porkies and got arrested for speeding, pulled deals and drank champagne, blew a

  hundred quid on a bottle of perfume and sported two elastic bands on the beaches of Barbados. Zing! Saiv could still hear the twang of the bikini strap the day Laurie had bought it, twirling it

  over her head as she grinned and swore Jordan would love it. Not that Lauren.




  Not even the earlier Lauren, the one she’d met in the canteen queue at UCD one bright spring day in 1986, during the brief phase when Lauren was flirting with studying. Flirting with

  William Shakespeare, which gave her the chance to flirt with Isaac Hyland, and fall in love with him, and get her heart broken by him. There’d been a new Lauren after that, tougher, harder,

  shinier; but the early incarnation had been standing behind Saiv Lovett at the cash register, waiting to pay for her lunch, when the notoriously scatty Saiv Lovett had discovered she’d left

  her purse in her locker, and had no money to pay for her vegetarian pasta bake. Mortified mumblings had ensued, until suddenly Lauren intervened, stuck out her hand with a fiver in it.




  ‘Oh, here, take this, you’re holding everybody up!’




  Gratefully Saiv had taken the money and been extricated from the acute embarrassment only a myopic, amnesiac nineteen-year-old could experience. It had seemed natural to head for the same table

  with their trays after that, and get talking about their so-called studies. Saiv’s were genuine, she was immersed up to her neck in history, Italian and the philosophy in which, today, she

  held a doctorate. Lauren’s were fake as a three-dollar bill, she merrily asserted; she was only doing English because Isaac was doing it, and French because she was determined to ransack the

  shops of Paris some day (an ambition she had spectacularly achieved), and philosophy because ‘that’s what everyone does in first year, isn’t it? Boring old twaddle, but they have

  to pass you, because there’s no such thing as right or wrong answers. I’ll be dropping it next year.’




  ‘Oh, but you can’t’ Saiv had protested earnestly, ‘it’s absolutely fascinating. It enables you to look at the world in a whole new way.’




  Lauren had cocked her head and looked at her as if she were already eccentric, which most people now reckoned she actually was. ‘Lose those vile specs’ she’d said, ‘and

  the world might look at you in a whole new way.’ Saiv should have been offended, she supposed, but somehow she wasn’t, because Lauren’s laugh was so blithe and friendly.

  And Lauren had waved away the fiver, too, when she’d tried later to reimburse it. By the end of term they were inseparable friends, and people called them the odd couple.




  Meanwhile, after attending innumerable rugby matches and by dint of cheering louder than anyone else, Lauren had finally caught the notice of Isaac Hyland, on whom she’d had her sights

  trained since day one. Nowadays Lauren was a striking, elegant woman – or had been until today – but then she’d simply been pretty, a healthy extroverted teenager, secretly

  conscious of not being so very much different to thousands of others. Bagging the beefy, cheery prop forward had been a huge notch in her belt, and she’d fallen into bed with him while she,

  Saiv, was still labouring under the illusion that relationships had something to do with Dante’s poetry and sandalwood-scented candles.




  ‘But’ Saiv had breathed, aghast, ‘you’re surely not going to sleep with him?’




  ‘I am’ Lauren had replied, ‘going to fuck him absolutely senseless. Cross-eyed. Up, down, back, forth and sideways.’ And, while Saiv was still clutching her chest, she

  had. Four months later, after an incandescent romance, Isaac ditched her overnight, in a way that was the emotional equivalent of pushing her off the Cliffs of Moher. Saiv sometimes thought since

  then that, while Lauren’s body had been found, her soul never had.




  Of course that explained the year of frozen celibacy afterwards, all the guys to whom she’d subsequently given the heave-ho before they could give it to her, and finally, nine years later,

  the absolutely foul Jordan White. The Jordan White who, while Lauren was with Dr Mallon tonight, had been at the theatre. Saiv felt she could have written the script.




  And now, what was Jordan White going to make of this drama? Hepatitis . . . could Lauren possibly be exaggerating, was this another of those ploys for attention she was prone to make when she

  was feeling low or neglected? Not that Lauren ever admitted to feeling low; on the contrary, she became more glittery than ever. That bright glitter was probably what kept Jordan attracted to her,

  as well as the need Saiv suspected he could detect underneath, and the power it offered him.




  God, she thought, I loathe that man. No wonder Laurie keeps us apart. But he loathes me too, because he knows I see right through him. I don’t even need to put on my glasses to do that,

  any fool could see him for what he is. Anyone at all, except Lauren Kilroy who . . . if she really is ill, is going to need him. Need him badly, in a different way to the one he exploits, a way he

  never bargained for.




  If he lets her down, I’ll kill him. I will make his life a living hell, a misery from here to eternity.




  But she can’t be ill, can’t be ‘dying’! She must have got different kinds of hepatitis mixed up . . . when she comes back we’re going to have to talk this through

  and iron it out. She’s only thirty-two, the youngest partner at Axis Advertising and so proud of her promotion – God, who’d ever have thought anything would come of that? One day

  you’re a penniless student, bored in a philosophy class, dreaming up a competition slogan to try and win a car. Next thing you’re snapped up by the agency that’s running the

  competition and you have a salary as well as a car, your studies are out the window. Your parents, who’ve slaved to put you through a year of college, are heartbroken – and then, barely

  tolerated. Your whole life is on fast-forward and you’re making as much money as your own father. You’re turning into a Barbie doll and starting to seriously believe that a soft drink

  or a new brand of tights can actually change people’s lives. Worse, you’re persuading them to believe it.




  And yet, for some strange reason, you still stay sporadically in touch with your old pal, who’s now a cranky spinster living with her dogs in a tatty farmhouse miles from

  ‘civilisation’, writing a book that’s going to sell five copies. I stay in touch with you, too, because you make me laugh and take me out of myself, and I still owe you a fiver

  you won’t take. But I’ve never really understood why you stay in touch with me, Laurie; we’re different as chalk and cheese.




  I’m just glad you chose to come to me tonight, instead of going to Jordan White, and I’m waiting intrigued to hear why you did it.




  When Lauren came back into the room she looked, Saiv thought shocked, like some kind of medieval Japanese madam. The lines and layers of make-up she had applied merely

  heightened the porcelain paleness of her skin, the angularity of her bones; it was as if she were wearing a transparent mask. Yet she managed to smile, wryly.




  ‘Well, you haven’t changed! Why does everything in your bathroom have to be called Simple, or Gentle, or Eco-something? Where’s the Issey Miyake perfume I gave you?’




  Saiv swallowed, and waved a vague hand. She didn’t wear perfume, and the gift had, um, travelled further afield. But then the gift she’d given Lauren in turn, a wonderful book called

  Captain Corelli’s Mandolin, had probably been relocated too. Try as she might, she couldn’t get Lauren to read anything more demanding than a designer label.




  So why, every birthday, did they keep on giving each other things they’d rather have had themselves? With a jolt Saiv wondered; really it was a form of imperialism, as if each was trying

  to colonise the other. Next birthday, she thought guiltily, I’ll give her something she – next birthday?




  Getting up, she refuelled the fire, replenished the brandy and handed Lauren her refilled glass. ‘Now. You still look awful, so get this into you and tell me what exactly in God’s

  name is going on.’




  Lauren twirled the brandy, took an old rug off the sofa and, to Saiv’s surprise, draped it over her knees. Could she simply not bear to look at the ladder in her tights, or was she cold?

  With this fire blazing?




  ‘I’m not sure whether I’m allowed to drink brandy.’




  ‘What? Since when?’




  ‘Since Dr Mallon told me tonight that my liver’s fucked.’




  Saiv clenched the stem of her glass, and forced her voice into big-sister mode.




  ‘Lauren. Listen. I think there must be some kind of mix-up. I know you like your jar, but alcohol gives you cirrhosis, not hepatitis.’




  ‘Yeah. Well. That’s the zillion-dollar question, actually, Saiv. What, or who, has given me hepatitis?’




  ‘What kind of hepatitis? A, B, C?’ Even as she said it Saiv shuddered; the contaminated blood that had quite literally got into circulation gave people hep C, which was what had

  killed a woman called Bridget McColgan and been the subject of ongoing litigation ever since. But Lauren, to her knowledge, hadn’t been anywhere near hospitals or transfusions.




  ‘Hep C. The . . . the one that kills you.’




  So. She hadn’t been hearing things, the first time Lauren had said it. She had not imagined that this thin and tired, but otherwise healthy young woman, had gone out to her doctor tonight

  and received a death sentence.




  ‘But – this is impossible. Out of the question. Where on earth would Dr Mallon think you had got it?’




  Abruptly, Lauren put down her glass, leaned back and gazed at the ceiling. ‘He seems to think I might have got it from Jordan.’




  Jordan? But this was getting ludicrous, insane. Saiv had seen a photograph of a perfectly healthy Judge Jordan White in the Irish Times barely a week ago, alongside a report of a rape

  trial in which he had controversially insinuated that the victim’s attack had been more to do with sex than violence. Jordan White was a fascist lunatic, but he was a lamentably healthy

  lunatic.




  ‘Lauren . . . I have to say this is all terribly puzzling.’




  Despite herself, Lauren laughed briefly. Saiv had such a sweet way of understating things. Her idea of drama was an abandoned puppy.




  ‘It certainly is. I plan to cross-question Jordan about it as soon as I see him. Under oath.’




  With a resounding clang, the penny dropped. So that was why Lauren had not gone straight to Jordan? Because, conceivably, he was her killer?!




  But that still didn’t explain . . . ‘Laurie, how could Jordan have hepatitis C? He hasn’t had any injury that you’ve told me about, no blood transfusion that I know

  of.’




  ‘No.’ Lauren exhaled with slow, infinite care. ‘He hasn’t had an injury or a transfusion. What Dr Mallon seems to think he might have had is sex with his wife. Or someone

  else.’




  Saiv could not have been more stunned had the roof fallen in. Naïve as she notoriously was about men, and much as she disliked Jordan, even she didn’t think he was total bastard

  enough to – dear God. After five years with Lauren? Five years of allegedly undying devoted love, frustrated only by noble duty to his innocent children?




  Saiv looked at the poker by the fire and, as a pacifist, found herself surprised by her next thought: if this is true, I will take that red-hot poker and ram it up his arse until it emerges

  through his nose.




  ‘But he – she – his wife – could she have had anything . . . ?’ Saiv’s mind was spinning, unable to envisage all that must be going through

  Lauren’s.




  ‘Dr Mallon mentioned something about a baby. That she might have had a baby, and been given blood.’




  ‘But you said – you always said—’




  ‘Yes. I said what Jordan said. That he wasn’t sleeping with anyone else. He told me so five years ago, and I’ve had no reason to wonder since.’




  ‘Oh, Lauren. This can’t be right. There must be some other explanation.’




  ‘Mmm. There’s drugs. Contaminated needles. But I don’t use them. Nor does Jordan. As a judge, he’d be ruined. That only leaves the wife, hooked on heroin, or a second

  mistress somewhere. Or, as Dr Mallon said, maybe a baby.’




  Suddenly Lauren sighed, so sharply that Saiv thought she must be in pain. Well, of course she was in pain. Pain and shock and . . . this was too much for any one person to cope with, even for

  both of them between them. Lying back on the cushions, Lauren looked like an empty laundry bag. Only then did it hit Saiv: how long? If she’s dying, how long has she got?




  Jesus. I can’t ask her that. But I have to know.




  ‘Laurie, look. Dr Mallon is old and maybe getting a bit doddery. I think you should consider finding a second opinion. Did he even say anything about treatment?’




  ‘He mentioned some drug, which apparently has hideous side effects and only works up to a point. He wants me to see a specialist to see whether it’s worth trying. The specialist can

  also tell me, in passing, roughly how long I’ve got. Dr Mallon gave me a ballpark figure of at least a year. Hardly less, he said, likely more. The specialist can be more accurate.’




  ‘Then you’d better . . . would you like me to call him and . . . arrange it for you?’




  ‘No!’ Without warning Lauren jumped to her feet and stood staring down at Saiv. ‘Dr Mallon said he’d set up a consultation, but I don’t want one! I

  don’t want to be told the date of my death! I won’t go to see him!’




  ‘But – oh, God, Laurie—’




  ‘Yeah. I’m in denial. That’s what old man Mallon said. Perfectly normal, extremely common. Some people take weeks or months to get their heads around stuff like this. Some

  attack it like a space programme, others never deal with it at all. Well, I can’t face it, OK? Call me chicken if you like, but – Saiv, I can’t! Not now, not tonight, not

  until I’ve seen Jordan and—’




  Her face crumpled, and at that moment her phone rang from her handbag. Saiv thought it sounded somehow menacing and macabre; also that it was probably Jordan.




  She reached out and grabbed Lauren’s arm to forestall her from answering it. ‘Let it ring, Laurie. You can’t speak to him now, not until – I think you should let me get

  you some hot tea and food and stay here for the night.’




  Lauren never stayed at the dilapidated house, which was ‘out in the sticks’, had spiders and dodgy plumbing as well as two dogs and an unnerving quantity of books, which she always

  said made her feel as if she hadn’t done her homework. But she couldn’t drive home tonight, not in the state she was in, with two brandies under her belt to boot. As the phone kept

  ringing, Saiv reluctantly braced herself for a row.




  But then Lauren bent down, reached into her bag and switched it off.




  They stayed up all night, getting slowly, resolutely drunk, sometimes even laughing amidst the tears. Although their lives had diverged radically since their student days, and

  many of their attitudes too, somehow they still always connected when they saw each other, when Lauren deigned to visit the ‘awful’ farmhouse or Saiv, on her rare visits to town,

  dropped in to Lauren’s metallic, minimalist apartment, each gasping and laughing at the exploits of the other. Saiv’s latest ‘exploit’, taking a year off her university

  lecturing job to write a book, had sent Lauren spinning with horror, she just couldn’t imagine how anyone could live on fresh air for a year.




  ‘Or less than fifty grand anyway, minimum.’




  Saiv had grinned at that. ‘I don’t even earn fifty grand when I’m working! But I’ll get by . . . I have that bit of money from my parents.’




  Her parents had died in an air crash while she was finishing her doctorate, and Saiv had shared a small legacy with her two brothers, and never boarded an aircraft since. Not even to visit her

  beloved Italy, where as a student she had spent a memorable summer au-pairing for an opera singer, nor to return to India where she had later back-packed for six months, taking odd jobs along the

  way before starting her ‘proper’ job. Lauren didn’t think lecturing in philosophy was any kind of job, she thought it sounded like a total drag; and now writing a book was even

  worse. Yet she had offered to contribute to Saiv’s project.




  ‘I’ll bail you out when you get stuck. Meanwhile, here’s a few quid to get you started.’




  On the spot, she’d reached for her chequebook and Saiv had had to do battle to persuade her she’d be fine, would survive without help, touching and generous as the offer was. Lauren

  had tossed her hair.




  ‘You’ll starve, you’ll see. But give me a shout when you do and I’ll fill your freezer full of smoked salmon. And foie gras!’




  That was four months ago, and so far Saiv was staying financially afloat, because her needs had always been modest. Unlike Lauren, all she needed was ‘a bed over her head’, household

  basics and her ancient, rattling Citroën. Only after she’d left Lauren, that day back in August, had she realised that Lauren hadn’t asked what the book was about. But still she

  felt a glow of tenderness for the support Lauren had offered; money was simply the medium in which she operated. Besides, it’d take a year and a day to explain a book about Jean-Jacques

  Rousseau to anyone; Lauren probably thought he was a French fashion designer. Saiv had laughed as she was leaving the apartment, and Lauren had kissed her on both cheeks as was her work-acquired

  habit.




  ‘Madness, of course, but good luck with it. Who knows, maybe it’ll be a smash hit and make a millionaire of you!’




  ‘Ha! It’s not that kind of book, Laurie. It’ll end up in three university libraries under a pile of dust. But the important thing is, I want to write it and I’m going to

  write it.’




  Lauren had cocked her head, gazed at her askance and whirled back to the ‘real’ world of advertising. Advertising had never convinced Saiv to buy anything in her life, and she was

  deeply suspect of the way it fed on people’s insecurities, but she’d never said this to Lauren. Lauren had chosen it, and it was not in Saiv’s nature to be judgemental.




  Nor was it in her nature, now, to force Lauren into discussing her illness only hours after discovering it. They both needed time, she felt, to simply let it lie between them, untouched, until

  they could face it. But she was curious to know why Lauren had not rushed straight to Jordan, for either consolation or confrontation.




  Lying back on the sofa, plucking at a thread of the old plaid rug that clashed comically with her sleek suit, Lauren intently examined a cobweb on a cornice.




  ‘Because I . . . I just couldn’t. I simply didn’t know where to start, what to say.’




  ‘But Laurie, he’s going to have to know. Whether he’s responsible or not, he’s certainly involved. At the very least, even if he had nothing to do with – with

  infecting you – he’s going to be devastated. He could put his arms around you and give you all sorts of comfort I can’t.’




  Lauren sighed. ‘Yes. He could. But—’




  ‘But what?’




  ‘Oh, Saiv . . . it’s so hard to explain. You’ve always had this dewy-eyed idea of romance. You think love is the kind of thing you give your dogs, hugs and cuddles and walkies

  in the woods . . . but that’s not how Jordan sees it.’




  ‘Then how does he see it?’




  ‘He sees it as a – an upbeat kind of thing. He doesn’t believe in people burdening each other with their problems, he thinks it’s everyone’s duty to be on good

  form, smiley, sociable, blithe spirit kind of thing.’




  ‘Blithe – spirit? Laurie, you’re terminally ill! Or so Dr Mallon thinks anyway, although we’re going to have to see further about that. Anyway, Jordan could hardly expect

  you to come bouncing out of his surgery with a diagnosis like that – or did he think you’d just gone for a routine consultation?’




  ‘No. I thought I had. But Jordan doesn’t know I’ve been to the doctor at all. I was to meet him later at the theatre and I didn’t see any point in telling him

  that I had an appointment . . . I’d just been tired, that’s all.’




  ‘But if he knew you’d had a blood test, then surely he must know?’




  ‘I didn’t tell him about that either. It – it was trivial, at the time.’




  Saiv was bewildered. What kind of relationship was Lauren in, exactly, after five years? One that had still got no further than dating, going to parties and social events? And sex . . . ? Silly

  as she knew she was, Saiv still clung to the belief that sex wasn’t worth having without love. Which explained why she wasn’t sleeping with anyone herself; but Lauren claimed to be

  wildly in love with Jordan. It hardly seemed possible, after all this time, that the feeling could not be mutual.




  ‘Laurie, it sounds to me as if – as if there’s been some kind of breakdown in communication here. You should have told Jordan all this, at the outset!’




  ‘Should I? Do you think so, Saiv?’




  Lauren looked genuinely curious, her green eyes bright with . . . what? Saiv couldn’t make out what she was thinking.




  ‘Of course you should. I’m not mad about Jordan White, as you know, but he is a human being and – and your lover! A lover implies love! And love implies concern . . .

  doesn’t it?’




  Lauren studied her brandy, contemplating its depths in silence for a few seconds. ‘Yes. It does. It’s just that Jordan has so much else to concern himself with . . . I don’t

  tell him everything that’s going on in my life and he doesn’t tell me everything that’s going on in his.’




  You can say that again, Saiv thought with a rush of fury that went against her grain; it seems there might be a hell of a lot he doesn’t tell you.




  ‘Well, you’re going to have to tell him now.’




  ‘Oh, Saiv . . . how? How am I going to tell him this terrible thing? I know I have to do it, and I will, but how?’




  There was a plea in her voice, almost a desperation, that Saiv found disturbing. Lauren was not a woman to ask for advice if she didn’t need it, and rarely seemed to think she did. Saiv

  hesitated.




  ‘Well, if I were you I’d just sit down with him, somewhere quiet where you won’t be disturbed, and explain what has happened. He’ll surely understand how upset you are,

  and angry too if you have reason to be angry. You must find out, Laurie, whether you have or not. If you haven’t, then you’re going to be relying on him a lot over the next . . . months

  or . . .’




  Her voice trailed off, and they looked wretchedly at each other. Lauren’s stare was so acute that Saiv flushed uncomfortably, and strove to divert the painful subject. Sitting there in her

  hand-knitted sweater and long blue skirt, curls askew and legs looped over the arm of the chair, she thought suddenly what an incongruous contrast she must make to her svelte, manicured friend,

  whom she only saw four or five times a year.




  ‘Laurie. Tell me something? When you left Dr Mallon tonight, was I the first friend you thought of? Or did you contact any of the others first?’ There were several, whom Saiv had met

  occasionally over the years, bright glamorous girlfriends like Lauren herself, who ‘did’ lunch with her, went to the races or shopping in London. She seemed to particularly recollect a

  financier called Adèle and a television producer called Gemma.




  Lauren put down her glass and pondered the flames of the fire. ‘Well . . . I did call Gemma, but her phone was busy, and then I remembered that she had a phone conference tonight with

  someone in America, it was scheduled late because of the time difference. I suppose I could have called Adèle, only she has her son to stay on weekends, was picking him up from her ex

  – sorry, Saiv. I guess this is a huge whammy to hit you with.’




  Saiv felt mixed emotions. She was very glad Lauren had come to her, but hoped it wasn’t just because good old Saiv Lovett would be sitting there with nothing else to do, nobody else to

  see. Which happened to be the case, but it was by choice; she cherished her solitude.




  ‘Yes. It is a huge “whammy”, as you call it. But I’m glad you came here, Laurie.’




  She was very surprised when Lauren reached out, took her hand and squeezed it, briefly but hard. ‘I am too, Saiv. You’ve always been the calmest, most restful person I know. And the

  most honest. I hesitated at first, because I knew you’d tell me what you thought rather than what I wanted to hear. But maybe it’s what I need to hear. Gemma would probably have said

  oh, bullshit, you can’t be sick and Jordan can’t be involved, let’s put on a video and cheer you up. Adèle might have even laughed it off, said antibiotics would fix me and

  it served me right for going to an antique like Dr Mallon. But that’s what worries me – Dr Mallon might be old and shabby, but somehow I have faith in him. He saved Caoimhe at the speed

  of lightning, when speed was essential. I know it’s years ago, but a lot of people still go to him. I’m kind of superstitious about him, have never dared change doctors.’




  ‘Mmm. Well, you’ll still need to see a specialist, as he says, but I think your instinct is probably right. If you believe in Dr Mallon, stick with him. How is Caoimhe,

  anyway?’




  ‘She’s fine. But she’s in Vancouver with her family. This isn’t the kind of news I want to break over the phone to her. Not until – not unless I have to.

  D’you mind playing sister to me in the meantime?’




  ‘No, Laurie. Not at all. In the circumstances, it’s an honour.’




  Saiv half smiled, torn between fondness and anguish for her friend. In many ways Lauren was a flighty friend, capable of cancelling a date if something better came up, given to eternal chit-chat

  about nothing, starry-eyed over Jordan White and very, very conscious of clothes, cars, money, status and appearances. She could, Saiv thought wryly, be deeply shallow. And yet there was

  something so endearing about her, something in her fragility, her quest for acceptance, her mad generosity. Saiv thought she was a classic case of arrested development, a person who’d never

  grown another moral, intellectual or emotional inch after prematurely quitting college. But maybe, deep down, she felt college had been too much for her, too daunting? She certainly strove hard

  enough to pretend it had merely been a bore, and that her subsequent career was far more rewarding. Which depended on your definition of rewarding. Not everyone wanted to live like a looper out in

  the wilds of Meath, on herbal tea and bananas, with two dogs and a lichen-green bath. Sometimes, Saiv Lovett had even been known to talk to her plants.




  From nowhere, the full weight of Lauren’s news hit her like a hammer, and she yearned to howl. She did not want this giddy, gossipy, brass-brazen friend to die. This old friend,

  who’d lent her a fiver when they’d been so young. Who was yet so young, in ways that had nothing to do with Clarins or Lancôme. Who’d yet to get her loan back, and had

  offered another.




  I’m going to do this, Saiv thought with clarity, and fierce resolution. If Lauren is really ill, I’m going with her, wherever she may be going, whatever strength it may take.

  It’s going to be horrible, heartbreaking and a huge responsibility, but I’m choosing it. I’m doing it.




  But . . . ‘Laurie, it’s way after four. You’re exhausted. I think—’




  Lauren jumped upright, looking white, and appalled. ‘Four! Jesus! I’ve to get to the office – it’s miles – my clothes—’




  Rising, Saiv gathered up the glasses, cups and plates, noting Lauren’s virtually untouched supper. Not that she’d nibbled more than half a sandwich herself, stifling nausea.




  ‘Laurie, it’s Friday night, or Saturday morning. You don’t have to go to work. Even if you did, I wouldn’t let you. You’re staying here with me for the

  weekend.’




  ‘But—’




  ‘The whole weekend. We have a lot of thinking to do. Apart from how to tackle Jordan, we need to figure out the best way to handle your parents, if or when it has to be done. We also need

  to suss out the medical situation – I have an encyclopaedia and then we can look up the internet. And most of all we need to think and talk about you.’




  Lauren clutched the rug. ‘Me? Oh, God, Saiv, I’m so busy! I have a hundred and one things to do before I—’




  ‘Yes. You have. And we need to sort out what they are. In order of priority. Our first is to get you some sleep.’




  ‘But I’ll never be able to sleep! I’m totally hyper! I can’t!’




  Quietly, Saiv looked at her. ‘You can. The spare bed is soft and the pillow is filled with lavender, I’ll put a hot-water bottle in and your body will take over from your

  mind.’




  ‘Lavender! You’re barking louder than your dogs! Besides, I haven’t any—’




  ‘I’ll lend you some clothes. Not fashionable, but they will keep your notorious modesty intact. I know you’re terrified of staying in this decrepit little dump, but I’ll

  keep the dogs under control and the temperature at a hundred degrees, I’ll make you hot nourishing meals and take you walking somewhere that will deeply soothe your spirit, if you’ll

  let it. I will mother you like a baby, if you’ll let me.’




  Pleadingly, they looked at each other. Saiv saw that Lauren was within one step of bolting, but somehow she knew she wouldn’t do it – because where, then, would she go? Back to her

  empty apartment? To the home of Jordan White, complete with wife and children? To the friends who wouldn’t thank her for interrupting their beauty sleep, disrupting their day? To her

  all-consuming office, deserted for the weekend?




  Lauren paused, handbag already in hand; and then she slumped back onto the sofa, looking unprecedentedly meek. Saiv saw what shock and stress had done to her, that she was on the verge of

  collapse. But still she rallied, just marginally, with a flicker of her nonchalant self.




  ‘All right. Lock me up and throw away the key. Give me a flannel nightie and a mug of cocoa. I am resigning myself to a weekend from hell, and on your head be it.’




  Saiv beamed and patted her hand, and silently wondered what in Christ’s name you did next, when your dying friend put herself in your hands for a whole weekend. When she had no idea how

  many of them she might have to spare.




  Awaking next morning with a jolt, Lauren sat up and groped for her watch, astonished to discover that it wasn’t morning at all, it was nearly two o’clock. What?!

  How had she slept so long, so instantly and so deeply? She couldn’t even remember falling asleep, had the impression that she had more fainted than fallen, virtually into a coma. And then it

  hit her.




  Hep C. I crashed out after telling Saiv that I’m very sick, and then staying up all night talking about it. This isn’t my bed, it’s Saiv’s and I’m here in her house

  in the middle of nowhere. I have hep C and Jerome Mallon says I got it from Jordan White.




  Maybe. Or maybe not. Jerome Mallon is going on no information whatsoever, nothing more than some speculative hunch. There’s no evidence. Which Jordan would say means there’s no

  case.




  God, please don’t let me die. If you’re up there, don’t let any of this be real. Let it all be some crazy mistake. Please.




  Is that by any miracle a bathrobe hanging on that hook, or is it a sheep? Saiv should be shot for the things she wears. I want my own robe. My turquoise silk. I want a hot shower with rivers of

  Lancôme milk, a torrent that will wash this nightmare out of my mind, out of every pore in my body. It isn’t a nightmare. It’s a hallucination. I’m temporarily insane.

  It’s that ghastly brandy last night. I’ll call Jordan as soon as I get my game together and everything will be fine. Just let me get up and check in that mirror that I’m still

  alive.




  Yes. Well. If you could call a lemon alive, then that’s what I am. My tan must be fading. Christmas in Florida seems like years ago. But it’s only three weeks. I don’t suppose

  Saiv has any fake tan? Ha! She’s more likely to have carrigeen moss in her bathroom, or extract of managed-species seahorse. Thank God Jordan can’t see the way I look right now. But I

  wish he was here. I love him and I miss him, I’ve never had any reason to doubt him. He’ll take me in his arms and – where’s my phone?




  Rummaging in her bag, she dug it out and checked her messages. Two from Jordan: one last night, rather irritably wondering where she was, another this morning while she’d been sleeping,

  softer in tone. Why hadn’t she turned up at the theatre, or called or been contactable? What was wrong? Please call him ASAP – well, not just this minute, because he was at home, but

  maybe early on Sunday when the children were being taken to church and it would be ‘safe’. Instantly Lauren’s heart lifted and she tucked tomorrow morning into her mind as

  something to look forward to, a bright window in the darkness that was pushing its way into her life. Jordan would repel it, sort out this whole bizarre thing. Feeling faintly surreal, she threw on

  the bathrobe and made her way out to the kitchen, where there were sounds and smells of life.




  Saiv stood at the table, fully dressed, laying out the makings of brunch. Gingerly, they looked at each other, and Saiv smiled.




  ‘Hi. So you got some sleep, finally?’




  Lauren pushed her hair off her face and curled her toe, with a subconscious shiver, around a breadcrumb on the floor. The tiles felt gritty, and cold.




  ‘Yeah. I guess I was shattered. Sorry for keeping you up so late.’




  ‘Oh, it doesn’t matter. I don’t keep regular hours any more. Sometimes when I’m writing I hardly know what day of the week it is.’




  ‘Oh . . . the book. How’s it going?’




  ‘So far so good. I got three hours done this morning.’




  Saiv smiled again, and Lauren frowned. Saiv had been writing while she was sleeping? Was Saiv not supposed to be worrying, fretting, pacing round the kitchen table wondering how to make

  everything better? Well, she thought, that’s lovely. Her dying friend is lying comatose in the bedroom, and she’s working on her book as if nothing was wrong.




  Nothing is wrong. I’ll stay here until I get my head around all this, catch up on my sleep, and by Monday everything will be normal again. I won’t even think about it in the

  meantime. Not any more than I can help. It would be stupid to get all revved up over something that’s going to have a perfectly rational explanation, in the end.




  Saiv seemed to be thinking the same thing, because she took bacon and sausages from under the grill and served them up with an aura of perfect calm, poured coffee and sat down to eat.




  ‘Here, have some mushrooms with that. The toast’s just popping. I hope you’re hungry.’




  Amazingly, Lauren found that she was hungry. And that was a good sign, wasn’t it? If she was ill she wouldn’t be able to look at this food, on its muddle of mismatched plates, and

  those horrible bowls of dog food lying on the floor. Uughh.




  ‘Would you happen to have any orange juice?’




  Saiv pushed a bowl of fresh fruit across the table. ‘Sure. Help yourself. The squeezer’s on the worktop – sorry, I forgot to do them.’




  Lauren blinked. She never had to do this at home, because her fridge was always full of ready-squeezed cartons from a company which was amongst Axis’s clients – oh!




  ‘Lola!’ she yelped.




  ‘Who?’




  ‘Lola! Cola! Our new client – I’d earmarked today to think about their campaign. It’s airing in April, we’re under pressure.’




  ‘But’ Saiv said, not unreasonably, ‘today’s Saturday. Don’t you get weekends off?’




  ‘Yes, but I don’t take them! Not when – there are so many low-calorie products out there, we’re going round the twist trying to come up with a new angle on this

  one.’




  Saiv suppressed a grimace. Did it matter when the world got its new cola, would there be a revolution if the ads were not blaring by April? ‘Laurie, for God’s sake. You had an

  appalling shock last evening and your blood sugar’s probably lower than the Atlantic at ebb tide. Eat your breakfast and forget your work.’




  Lauren whipped round, orange in hand. ‘Oh, I see. You get your work done, but mine doesn’t matter, is that it?’




  Stung, Saiv was about to retort when, in the nick of time, she copped on. Lauren was in shock. Wired to the moon. She might or might not want to talk about her diagnosis today, but meanwhile

  anything could trigger an explosion. This was going to be like having a stick of gelignite in the house for the weekend.




  ‘Yes, of course it matters. Calm down. I just think you should give yourself a break, that’s all, in the circumstances. Make some space for Lauren Kilroy.’




  ‘Huh! You’re always saying I make too much space for Lauren Kilroy, that I think too much about myself. As I recall, you once called me a – a narcissist.’




  Oh, boy. ‘Yes, well, I was only talking about your beauty routine then, the amount of time you spend at the hairdresser or gym or massage parlour. Or manicurist or sun salon. Anyway, today

  we’re going to do something that will make you look and feel better than any of those things.’




  Lauren whizzed the oranges vehemently, carried her glass of juice to the table and plonked it down, seating herself confrontationally. Well, Saiv thought, it’s a good thing I didn’t

  want any juice, isn’t it?




  ‘What are we going to do?’




  ‘Go for a walk.’




  ‘A walk?’




  ‘Yes. A long one, up to the hill of Tara.’




  ‘Saiv. Forget it. I don’t do walks.’




  Saiv savoured a mouthful of sausage, and poured more coffee. ‘Well, you’re doing one today. Exercise releases endorphins – natural hormones that will make you feel up, more

  able to cope with – this – uh – situation.’




  As abruptly as if a switch had been clicked, Lauren beamed into her juice. ‘Jordan called. Twice.’




  ‘Oh. And?’




  ‘And I’ve to call him back. Tomorrow morning, while his wife takes the kids to church. When he hears what’s happened, I’m sure he’ll ring Dr Mallon and get this

  whole mess sorted out.’




  She nodded vigorously, and Saiv saw that she was waiting for some kind of agreement, affirmation. Instead, Saiv thought of a question: if Jordan and his wife lead separate lives, why does she

  have to be out of the house before Laurie can speak to him? After five years, doesn’t Mrs White know her husband has a mistress, maybe even have a lover of her own?




  With an effort, she laid her palm on Lauren’s hand. ‘Maybe he will. It could all be a – a mix-up at the lab, or a computer error. I wouldn’t think Dr Mallon is great with

  computers, at his age?’




  Lauren’s face fell, unexpectedly and pitifully. ‘Actually, Dr Mallon doesn’t have a – a computer.’




  Damn. Damn, damn, damn. ‘Oh. Well, I’m sure the laboratory has one. They’re all so short-staffed, it would hardly be surprising if there’d been a mistake. Alternatively,

  Dr Mallon might have confused your file with someone else’s.’




  Lauren considered. ‘Yes. Everything’s stuffed into this old filing cabinet, he could easily have taken out the wrong paperwork. Phew! What a relief, if he has!’




  She smiled hugely and Saiv smiled with her, wincing inwardly. It wouldn’t be great news all round, if someone else had what Lauren thought she had. But, if it came to that, she’d

  rather it wasn’t Lauren. Selfish, shallow, maddeningly lovable Lauren.




  Was that a terrible thing to think? To wish Lauren would get a reprieve while some arguably better person, maybe the parent of young children or some socially valuable contributor, was doomed

  instead? There were people out there, tons of them, who lived genuinely valuable lives, doing medical research or nursing, environmental studies, running animal sanctuaries, mothering families . .

  . while Lauren Kilroy went shopping and sang the praises of something called Lola Cola.




  It was not a pretty picture, on the surface. But who was to say, to judge? Lauren could have potential, she could grow, maybe do wonderful things in the future. Or she could stay exactly as she

  was; funny, flippant, pretty and pointless as a butterfly. She might live to be a hundred without ever saying or doing one worthwhile thing.




  Did butterflies have the same rights as every other species? Was just about anyone else not of more consequence than Lauren? Here was the woman who thought happiness came in a jar or a

  beribboned box, and didn’t give two hoots whether anyone else got any or not. For sure, she must be heartily wishing that her diagnosis actually did belong to some unlucky other person, no

  matter who. She’d probably even pass it gladly over to Saiv Lovett, whose silly old philosophy book was never going to net her the kind of big bucks to be made out of fizzy cola.




  ‘Saiv, are you listening to me?’




  She shook her head. ‘Sorry. What?’




  ‘I said, d’you think old man Mallon really has flipped? Got me crossed with someone else?’




  Her hand tautened on her coffee mug. ‘It’s a possibility, Laurie. I don’t want to get your hopes up, but . . . why don’t we just wait until Monday and then start seeing

  about a specialist, h’mm? I know you don’t want to see one, but—’




  ‘But Dr Mallon said I don’t have to! Not yet, not until – unless – I start getting symptoms! He said this thing could lie dormant for years, if I have it at all –

  Saiv, specialists send you to hospitals for tests and all sorts of horrible stuff, then if there’s bad news they give it to you and you’ve got to live with it, maybe for ages or maybe

  for – I don’t want to know! Not as long as I don’t have to!’




  Saiv saw agitation swirling like a geyser, terror rising rapidly to Laurie’s smooth, formerly unflappable surface. She felt a punch of pity, and sadness and not a little confusion.




  ‘All right. Let’s play it by ear. Have you any symptoms so far?’




  ‘No, only being tired, which is hardly a big deal. I’ve been working too hard.’




  Saiv thought of her Christmas holiday in Florida, but said nothing. Let her talk.




  ‘And I’m a bit pale. Off-colour. But Dr Mallon said that might not be jaundice at all, I could just need a bit of iron. I’m going to start eating cabbage and every other

  gruesome thing that gives you iron. I’ll be right as rain, you’ll see.’




  Childlike and defiant, Lauren’s voice rose, and Saiv surprised herself by suddenly wanting to hug her. Take her on her knee, almost, and rock her and say there, there, everything’s

  going to be fine. Don’t cry, Laurie, don’t cry.




  I’m losing it, she thought. A shrink would say that I’m transferring from my four-legged friends to my two-legged. Say I should get a life and wean myself off a woman who, if the

  chips were down, would eat me for breakfast.




  But she looks so lost.




  Pushing back her chair, Saiv stood up. ‘If you can be, Laurie, then you will be. Now, before it actually does rain, get dressed and get a move on. We’re going to Tara.’




  Lauren pouted, but then trotted obediently off to do as she was told, and Saiv saw that she was grateful for the distraction. Anything, even a walk, was better than ringing up Dr Mallon to

  confront him and find out that no, he hadn’t made any mistake at all.




  It was a volatile day, steel-grey showers mixed with sudden bursts of light and tentative rainbows, huge dark clouds and tiny white ones scudding over the plains of Meath,

  green and flat for miles in every direction. As they tramped through the wet grass, Lauren plunged her hands into the pockets of Saiv’s borrowed raincoat and groaned.




  ‘I don’t see any flaming hill.’




  ‘You will.’




  ‘Yeah. When hell freezes over, which I already have.’




  Turning, Saiv laughed at the spectacle Lauren presented; clumping along in boots that were too big for her, with a hood pulled down over her eyes against the rain and sulky rebellion in them,

  she looked like a disgruntled legionnaire on a forced march. Or a kid whose lollipop had been locked away pending better behaviour.




  ‘Oh, look, Laurie . . . the rainbow, see it, arching up out of those trees? Isn’t it gorgeous?’




  ‘It’s a fucking rainbow.’




  ‘Oh, Laurie! Open your eyes!’




  ‘Yeah, and when I shut them again it’ll be gone. That’s what rainbows do. Vanish. You’re such a romantic . . . why can’t we find a pub and get some Irish coffees or

  something? I’m not well. I’m getting pneumonia out here.’




  ‘Well, that’ll take your mind off your hep C.’




  Lauren gasped, and Saiv did too, stunned by her insensitivity. And then, to her vast relief, Lauren laughed. Roared with laughter, and clasped her shoulder.




  ‘Wow, you don’t take any prisoners, do you? You should be in the army, Sergeant-Major Saiv Lovett. This philosophy stuff is just camouflage. You’re tougher than your bloody

  boots.’




  As she said it she looked frankly into Saiv’s face, and they exploded in laughter again, as one. In that flash Saiv saw two things: the way to deal with Lauren’s alleged illness, and

  her friend’s hugely extenuating sense of humour. She’d never have expected anyone to laugh at such an awful joke. Yet Laurie was laughing loudly, even if there was a tinge of hysteria

  to it.




  ‘What do I get at the end of this goddamn walk? A medal pinned to my chest?’




  ‘Yes’ Saiv retorted, ‘if I can find your chest. It doesn’t win any medals in itself, does it?’




  Lauren grinned again. Her underwhelming dimensions had been a butt of jokes at college, until she’d bagged Isaac Hyland who said he much preferred slim women to bosomy ones like Saiv. So

  there, now! Even if Isaac had ditched her, he’d still fancied her. Just as Jordan White now fancied her.




  ‘Saiv . . . what am I going to do about Jordan?’




  Saiv walked on, thinking about it. Her instinct was that she was walking on eggshells . . . yet she wondered whether Lauren might respond better to more robust treatment. After all, she

  wasn’t officially an invalid yet – and, even if she were, she didn’t normally pull punches with people herself. She hadn’t been made a partner in Axis for nothing.




  ‘I think . . . I think you’re going to tell him straight out what Dr Mallon told you, and then take it from there. A lot will depend on his response.’




  ‘Yeah, but . . . you don’t really think he could have anything to do with it, do you?’




  Lauren sounded tentative, eager to hear the rebuttal she would believe if Saiv offered it. It would be a comfort, and something to briefly hold onto. But then it could be cruelly snatched away,

  too, and Saiv wondered how she’d deal with that on top of everything else.




  ‘I’m not sure, Laurie. You do have to remember that he is married. Whether you like it or not, he still is.’




  ‘But only in name! What d’you mean?’




  ‘I mean . . . that . . . if it’s only in name, why can’t you phone him right now, or whenever you like?’




  Lauren stopped dead, and leaned up against a beech tree, pulled at its bark heedless of the nail polish which, Saiv noticed, was getting damaged.




  ‘Because’ she whispered as if they were actually there, ‘of the children.’




  ‘Oh, Laurie. I know this is a bad moment, but – you might save yourself a lot of grief if you’d only wake up and look around you. How many married men do you see leaving their

  wives, their comfortable homes? You read far more women’s magazines than I do, you know the story-board. It rarely has a happy ending.’




  ‘But Jordan loves me. That’s the difference in our case.’




  Oh, God in heaven! How could this smart, savvy, worldly-wise woman be so blind? If you applied one ounce of reason, of any rational process, it simply wasn’t possible. Lauren was being

  deliberately obtuse, and it was making her exquisitely vulnerable.




  But she was doing no more than millions of other women, reposing faith in a man to make her happy, rather than in herself. Saiv was firmly convinced that only one person could make anyone truly

  happy, and that person was yourself. A man could enhance happiness, extend and develop it, but he couldn’t create it. Lauren wore Jordan on her arm like a diamond bracelet, and yet he was not

  fully part of her life, nor prepared to be. Could he possibly be just for show, the youngest appointee to the Criminal Court? Certainly they made a handsome couple, even if his appointment had been

  linked to influential political friendships, but did love come into the pretty picture at all?




  Well, they would soon find out.




  ‘Laurie, tell me something. What do you want out of this relationship, at the end of the day? What do you really want?’




  Lauren flinched, but didn’t look away. ‘I just want Jordan,’ she sighed eventually. ‘Just Jordan.’




  ‘Not a home with him, or children or grandchildren? No family gatherings or anything of that nature?’




  ‘Saiv, I have my career! Even if I wanted any of that, I haven’t time for it.’




  ‘No. Not now, maybe. But if time were precious – as it may come to be – would you want to spend it exclusively with him? Or he with you? If Dr Mallon is right and you do have

  to – to pick certain priorities – would Jordan be top of your list?’




  Lauren gazed down into the wet grass. And then up into the wet branches. And then peered into the distance.




  ‘Ah! There’s the hill! I can see Tara now! Come on, since you’ve dragged me all the way here we may as well climb it, and the view had better be as hot as you

  promised.’




  Dropping the subject of Jordan like a hot coal, she marched on, and Saiv marched behind her, suddenly infuriated. Lauren had started the conversation, and now she was ending it the moment it no

  longer suited her to continue. What was the point? It was like trying to reason with a child. Or a butterfly, fluttering around the flame of a candle.




  Walking swiftly ahead, propelled by rage, Lauren was seething too. What the hell, she asked herself, does Saiv Lovett know about anything? She hasn’t even dated a man for years, she thinks

  it’s better to moulder away than settle for anyone who isn’t perfect. Maybe Jordan isn’t perfect. But he’s better than playing solitaire out in the sticks. And how dare she

  talk to me about children, grandchildren, when I might not be going to live long enough to have any? How dare she?
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