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Virgo (The Virgin)


A constellation in the Northern Hemisphere
Commemorates Astraea, the Greek Goddess of Justice


Caroline tiptoed carefully across the bedroom floor, pulled aside the curtain and, very slowly, began to open the window. An unexpectedly cool rush of night air swirled into the room and she shivered involuntarily. She pushed the window a little further and peered outside. The stars crowded the night sky while the yellow glow of the streetlight illuminated the yard behind the house. In the distance she could hear the muted drone of traffic.

‘What are you doing?’

Caroline spun around and hit her temple against the edge of the open window. She cursed under her breath as tears swam into her eyes.

‘What are you doing?’ asked Tessa again.

‘What does it look like I’m doing?’ Caroline glanced across the darkened room at the outline of her sister in the bed against the wall. ‘I’m going out.’

‘Out?’

‘Keep your voice down for God’s sake or you’ll have Dad in here.’ Caroline managed to make her own whisper sound like a shout.

‘All right, all right.’ Tessa pulled herself upright in the bed. ‘Where are you going? And why on earth are you sneaking out the bedroom window? You could use the front door, you know.’

‘I don’t want to use the front door,’ said Caroline tartly. ‘The front door means Dad asking me where I’m going and what I’m up to and staying awake until I get home. I really don’t feel like answering a litany of questions and I want to stay out late without feeling guilty.’

‘He doesn’t mean to ask so many questions. He’s just anxious.’ Tessa flung back the bedclothes and padded over to her sister. ‘So where are you off to?’

‘God, but you’re inquisitive,’ sighed Caroline. ‘I’m meeting someone.’

‘Caroline!’ Tessa peered short-sightedly at her. ‘Someone? A man? Again?’

‘What d’you mean “again”?’ Caroline looked indignant.

‘You’ve just come home from meeting Jimmy. Who the hell are you meeting now?’

Caroline shrugged. ‘Damien.’

‘Oh, Caroline.’

‘Don’t “oh, Caroline” me,’ said Tessa’s sister. ‘I’m perfectly entitled to go out with Damien if I want.’

‘But the same night as you’ve been out with Jimmy?’ Tessa pushed her unruly hair out of her eyes. ‘It’s not exactly fair, is it, Caro?’

‘All’s fair in love and war.’ Caroline grinned at her and Tessa sighed.

She just couldn’t understand how her sister could spend an entire evening with one guy and now decide she could go and meet someone else.

‘It’s a bit unfair, Caroline.’

‘I know.’ Caroline grimaced. ‘And, honestly, Tessa, I didn’t mean to go out with both of them in one night. I wouldn’t normally be that nasty. It’s just that Damien really wanted to see me tonight but I’d already promised Jimmy--’ She broke off. ‘You know how it is.’

‘Not really,’ said Tessa blankly. She didn’t know how it was. How could she? She didn’t have the same kind of life as her older sister. She didn’t have the kind of looks that made men turn around in the street and cause women to grit their teeth. Tessa knew that she wasn’t beautiful in the way that Caroline was. She was, she supposed, presentable enough when she put her mind to it, but she didn’t have natural blonde hair tumbling around her shoulders, or clear, cornflower blue eyes, or a smooth, flawless complexion. Nor did she possess Caroline’s easy charm and uncomplicated style and she knew that, no matter how hard she tried, she never would. And, she thought ruefully, she’d never be in the situation of coming home from a date with one bloke simply to go out again with someone else.

‘So where are you going?’ she asked Caroline.

‘I don’t know. It’s a surprise. Dinner maybe.’

‘Dinner! At this hour?’ Tessa squinted at the fuzzy red numbers on the radio alarm-clock. ‘It’s nearly midnight.’

‘Oh, why not? You don’t have to have dinner at seven o’clock every night.’

‘You’ll get indigestion,’ said Tessa.

‘And you’re about as romantic as a dishcloth,’ snapped Caroline. ‘I’m meeting Damien and that’s that. And don’t you dare say a word to Dad.’

‘I won’t,’ said Tessa. ‘What d’you take me for? But I think you’re out of your mind.’

‘Just wait until you have a boyfriend of your own,’ said Caroline with the superiority of one who was nearly twenty and who’d had her fair share. ‘That’s what you need, Tessa. Someone to take your head out of your books and make you realise that there’s more to life than ten honours in your Leaving.’ She stepped carefully onto the annexe roof. ‘And don’t close the window too tightly or I won’t be able to get back in.’

‘Be careful,’ said Tessa anxiously.

‘Oh, stop fussing.’

Caroline, years of practice behind her, walked steadily along the roof, jumped lightly onto the dividing wall and then lowered herself onto the pavement below. She looked up briefly at the bedroom window and waved happily at her sister before turning down the street to Fairview.

The night breeze plucked at her through her thin jacket and she wished that she’d worn something warmer. But Caroline had never sacrificed style for warmth before and she wasn’t going to start tonight. Besides, she always wore her most sophisticated outfits when she went out with Damien and he liked the black Airwave jacket which fitted so snugly around her perfect figure.

Damien. Although she would never have told Tessa, Caroline was besotted with Damien. He was older than anyone she’d gone out with before, more mature and much more desirable.

She’d met him a few weeks earlier, at a party thrown by Mick Murray, her best friend’s brother. Donna Murray had invited a dozen of her friends, including Caroline and Jimmy Ryan, her long-time boyfriend. Jimmy had groaned when Caroline told him about it, told her that he had a paper to hand in on Monday morning, that he hadn’t done a tap of work and he really couldn’t stand the idea of wasting a night in the Murrays’ talking rubbish and getting hammered.

‘Don’t bother then.’ Caroline was indifferent. She didn’t want him to be there looking disapprovingly at her if she got just the tiniest bit pissed. Jimmy had become such a bore since he’d gone to college. She’d always thought that people were meant to have a good time in college - drink and drugs and indiscriminate sex - but all Jimmy seemed to care about was getting his bloody papers in on time.

That was the trouble with Jimmy. She’d known him all her life and had gone out with him, on and off, for the past four years. Sometimes the relationship was more off than on - there were times when she’d have a brief fling with someone else - but Jimmy was always waiting for her, confident that she’d come back to him. So far, she always had.

But since he’d started college last September, Jimmy had become more and more boring. Caroline couldn’t  understand why he spent so much time studying when everyone knew that you just went to college to have fun. And he was doing Arts. It wasn’t as though it was something mind-blowingly difficult like quantum physics. He didn’t need to study as much as he did. She just didn’t understand it.

Caroline worked in the civil service. She’d never wanted to go to college. School bored her and she was sure that college would bore her too. Her job wasn’t difficult and, she had to admit, it could be as boring as anything else, but it gave her the money to shop like a demon on Saturdays and pay for the entertainment that Jimmy couldn’t afford. And, of course, he couldn’t afford anything these days.

She was in Donna’s kitchen squeezing some ice cubes into her vodka and orange when Damien walked in.

‘Hello there!’ His eyes lit up when he saw her standing there on her own. ‘What are you doing out here by yourself?’

‘Nothing,’ she said. ‘Putting ice in my drink.’

‘What are you drinking?’

‘Vodka and orange.’

‘Don’t go away,’ he said. ‘I’ll get mine.’

He returned with his glass a moment later.

‘That was quick,’ smiled Caroline.

‘I was afraid you’d go,’ he said.

‘Where?’ she laughed. ‘The party’s here!’

‘Girls like you have a habit of disappearing,’ he said.

She laughed again. ‘Girls like me?’

‘The sort I’d like to know better.’

‘Oh, really?’ She sipped at her drink and looked at him  appraisingly. And was attracted by the wide brown eyes in his ruggedly handsome face.

‘What’s your name?’ he asked.

‘Caroline O’Shaughnessy. And yours?’

She guessed he was in his mid-twenties.

‘Damien Woods.’

‘Nice to meet you, Damien,’ she said.

‘And you,’ said Damien. He smiled at her, put his arm around her and led her into the living room.

They sat side by side in the half-light. They didn’t talk. Caroline rested her head on Damien’s shoulder and it felt perfectly natural to her. She thought, briefly, of Jimmy Ryan and felt a tiny bit guilty. But Jimmy could have come to the party. It was his own fault if she was sitting here with Damien.

‘Tell me about yourself. How do you know Mick Murray?’

She sat up straight at Damien’s question. ‘I’m Donna’s friend. That’s the only way I know Mick.’

He grinned at her. ‘I was afraid you might be his current girlfriend.’

‘If I was, d’you really think I’d be sitting here with you?’

‘Are you a girlfriend of anybody?’

She laughed. ‘What do you think?’

‘I think you probably have hundreds of blokes running after you!’

‘Don’t be daft.’ Caroline grinned at him. ‘You don’t even know me.’

‘I don’t need to,’ said Damien.

They danced to the music, then sat beside each other again. Caroline liked being with him. She liked the warmth of his arm around her waist and the way he monopolised her. It made her feel good.

When he went upstairs to the bathroom she strolled into the kitchen and found Donna hauling some tins of beer from under the counter.

‘Hi,’ she said. ‘Can I help?’

Donna lifted the cans onto the table. ‘Too late. Here, d’you want one?’

‘No, thanks.’ Caroline shook her head. She’d been drinking vodka all night and didn’t think mixing it with beer would be a good idea.

‘You seem to be getting on very well with Damien Woods,’ said Donna. ‘I asked you to this party as company for me, not him.’

‘Oh, Donna, don’t be like that.’

Donna shrugged.

‘I’m sorry,’ said Caroline contritely. ‘I thought you were OK with Fergal.’

‘He’s OK,’ muttered Donna. ‘But he’s not really my type.’

‘Is Damien?’

Donna opened a tin of beer and drank some. ‘Oh, I suppose not really. I like him, but I don’t see him as much as I used to. He was very pally with Mick at one stage, but Damien is kind of wrapped up in his career and you know Mick, Caroline, he couldn’t care less what he does once he gets paid.’

‘I certainly got the impression that Damien enjoyed his  job,’ said Caroline. ‘We did the “what do you do” conversation. ’

‘Can’t see you with an accountant somehow,’ said Donna.

‘Why not?’

‘Bit boring for you.’

‘Don’t be stupid,’ said Caroline. ‘Anyway, it’s not for life. Just for tonight.’

But she hoped it might be for a little longer.

They stayed at the party until nearly three in the morning. By then she was tired, had drunk too many vodkas and could hardly keep her eyes open.

‘Where do you live?’ Damien shook her gently to wake her.

‘Ashley Road,’ murmured Caroline. ‘Off Philipsburg Avenue. It’s not far.’

‘Come on,’ said Damien. ‘I’ll drive you home.’

She smiled at him. ‘That’s very decent of you but I need the walk. Clear my head a bit.’

‘I can drive with the windows open,’ said Damien. ‘That would clear your head. And I stopped drinking hours ago, you’re perfectly safe.’

‘It’s not that.’ Caroline yawned widely. ‘Sorry! I do need the walk. Something to wake me up.’

‘You shouldn’t be walking the streets at this hour,’ said Damien firmly. ‘I’ll drive you.’

She really didn’t want to argue with him. She was too tired and a lift home would be nice.

‘All right,’ she said. ‘Thanks.’

He went upstairs to find his jacket and she looked for Donna in the huddle of bodies on the floor. Her friend was leaning back against the wall, eyes closed.

Caroline nudged her with her foot. ‘I’m going home,’ she said. ‘I’ll give you a ring tomorrow.’

She followed Damien out to his car and got in the passenger seat. She was very tired. She wished she hadn’t drunk quite so much, but she’d enjoyed herself. She hoped that she wouldn’t have an almighty hangover in the morning - she was supposed to be working in the shop and her dad would be furious if he thought she was hungover. She yawned again.

Damien Woods saw the yawn out of the corner of his eye and turned to look at her. She was the most beautiful girl he had ever set eyes on. He couldn’t believe that she had come to the party on her own. He’d been convinced that some handsome hunk would come in at any moment and claim her. But she’d stayed with him and he was bewitched by her. God, she was lovely! Creamy skin, tousled hair, slender body and pouting lips just waiting to be kissed. He found it hard to keep his attention on the road when she was sitting there looking so desirable and so vulnerable.

He pulled up at the end of Ashley Road and shook her gently by the shoulder. ‘Wake up, Caroline,’ he whispered. ‘Where exactly do you live?’

She blinked a couple of times and shook her head.

‘You’re nearly home,’ he said. ‘Which house?’

She gazed out of the car window. ‘Just there. The shop.’

‘Right.’ He eased the car forward a little.

‘I fell asleep.’ She rubbed her eyes. ‘I’m sorry, that was very rude.’

‘No problem.’

‘It was very good of you to give me a lift.’ She scrabbled around the passenger seat looking for her bag. He picked it up and handed it to her.

‘Thanks,’ she said as she opened the door. She was dog-tired now and she knew that she should really be nicer to him but all she wanted to do was to flop down on her bed and go to sleep.

‘I’ll ring you, if that’s OK,’ said Damien. He waited until she was inside the house before he drove away. He didn’t want to go.

‘Is that you, Caroline?’ her father called from his bedroom as she tiptoed up the stairs.

‘Yes, of course,’ she said, barely hiding her irritation that he was still awake.

‘Did you have a good time?’

‘Yes.’

‘That’s good. Goodnight, sweetheart. Sleep well.’

‘Goodnight,’ she answered through gritted teeth. Why didn’t the old fool just go to sleep and leave her in peace?

Damien phoned her the next day and arranged to meet her for a drink. The next time they went out he took  her to the Clarence Hotel where the food was superb and the atmosphere sophisticated. Then he went on an audit to Cork. Caroline missed him more than she could have imagined. But he phoned her while he was away.

Jimmy Ryan still called around to see her. She didn’t tell him about Damien. Usually, she went to Grainger’s with Jimmy for a couple of drinks. He talked about the pressure of studying, of how many books he was trying to read through the summer and how important it was to do well. Caroline listened sympathetically to him and paid for the drinks.

Damien’s car was parked at the bottom of the road. Caroline looked at her watch. Five past twelve. The conversation with Tessa had delayed her. She waved at Damien and he opened the car door.

‘I thought you weren’t coming,’ he said.

‘Sorry.’ She climbed in beside him.

‘Did the family gathering go well?’

‘Fine, thanks.’ She’d told him that a gang of relatives had called over for the evening and that was why she couldn’t meet him earlier. That was the reason she’d given for meeting him at the bottom of the road rather than at the house - that she hadn’t wanted to drag him into the midst of a bunch of uncles and aunts.

‘I’ve missed you like crazy,’ he told her. ‘I thought about you every night.’

‘Did you?’

‘You’re supposed to say that you thought about me too.’

‘Am I?’

‘Did you think about me?’

‘Not once.’ She laughed. ‘Well, maybe once.’

‘Thanks a bunch!’

She switched on the car stereo. ‘Oh, Damien, why d’you always tune it into crummy Radio Four. What’s wrong with a bit of music?’

‘I like Radio Four,’ said Damien. ‘And can you turn it down just a little bit, Caroline? Wonderwall at a million decibels doesn’t do anything for me.’

She giggled. ‘Sorry. Anyway, I just do it to tease you, you poor old ancient thing.’

Actually she liked the fact that Damien was twenty-seven. It made him so much more interesting than anyone she’d been out with before. Until now, she hadn’t ever gone out with someone who had a permanent job! Damien had been surprised when she told him her age, although he should have guessed since she was Donna’s friend. But Caroline looked much more sophisticated than Donna.

He pulled up outside the apartment complex and a security light came on. He slid his access card into the slot. The black and gold gates swung open.

‘We’re going to your place?’ Caroline looked at him.

‘Any objection?’

She shook her head slowly.

‘We’re having a Chinese takeaway,’ he told her. ‘And I took a video out earlier.’

‘What video?’

He shrugged. ‘Can’t remember.’

He parked the car beneath the light in front of his apartment.

Caroline got out and looked around. The apartment block was three storeys high and set around a cobbled courtyard. There was a circular flowerbed in the centre of the courtyard, crammed with flowers and plants.

His apartment was on the top floor and bigger than she’d expected. The entrance hall was small and square, but the living room was huge. One wall was almost taken up by a patio door that led onto a balcony.

‘It’s lovely,’ she said. ‘Really pretty.’

‘Thanks.’ Damien brought a couple of cans from the fridge. ‘Here you are.’

Caroline pulled the tab and Heineken fizzed down the side of the can and dripped onto the carpet. ‘Sorry.’ She took a tissue from her pocket and rubbed it over the spots of beer.

‘It’s OK,’ said Damien. ‘Why don’t you sit down?’ He waved in the general direction of the sofa.

‘I’m fine.’ Caroline put her can on the coffee table and looked out the patio window. She realised that she was shaking.

‘Are you hungry?’

She turned and nodded. ‘I suppose so.’

Damien dialled a phone number. ‘Oyster Garden?’ he asked. ‘Could I have your special meal for two? With an  extra portion of noodles? And a couple of cans of Coke? Thanks.’

He turned and smiled at her. ‘There’s no point in me pretending I can cook. I thought about having everything here and taking the credit but it would have rebounded on me when you asked me how I did the crispy shredded beef.’

‘You’re probably a great cook,’ she said.

‘I don’t think so,’ said Damien. ‘I’m one of those “can’t even boil an egg” men.’

‘Bet you could cook if you tried,’ said Caroline. ‘Bet any man could cook if he tried.’

‘Not me,’ said Damien positively. ‘Even my boil-in-the-bag ends up burnt-in-the-bag.’

She laughed with him and looked around the living room. She wondered if he’d decorated it himself or whether he’d paid for it to be done. Pale green wallpaper, pale green carpet, cream and green curtains. She liked it.

‘How long before the food arrives?’ she asked.

‘About half an hour.’ Damien sat on the arm of the chair. ‘Plenty of time.’

Plenty of time for what? Caroline’s heart beat nervously.

He put his arm around her and drew her closer to him. She tensed.

The phone rang. The sound was a blessed relief. Damien swore gently and went into the kitchen to answer it. Caroline swallowed the rest of her beer, opened the patio door and stood on the balcony. She felt safer on the balcony.

Jimmy Ryan had once told her that she was frigid. The night of a Christmas party. Bodies were intertwined in every conceivable position around the house. Jimmy slid his hand  under Caroline’s blouse and she jumped back from him as though electrocuted. She glared at him accusingly. He was contrite. But afterwards he was resentful. He’d gone out with her for such a long time and she still recoiled from him as though he were a perfect stranger. Plenty of guys got their girlfriends into bed straight away. He’d always tried to be patient with Caroline but he couldn’t believe that she’d reacted the way she did. He told her afterwards that she was frigid. It had been their first real, explosive row.

She remembered it now as though it had only just happened. Maybe Jimmy was right. Maybe she would be hopeless. If that was what Damien intended. But what else could he have intended?

Damien was ages on the phone. She wondered who on earth he could be talking to at this hour of the night. She watched every minute tick by with increasing relief while he talked.

The food arrived just as he put down the phone. ‘Sorry,’ he told her. ‘One of our clients is in the States. He keeps forgetting what time it is over here.’

The meal looked great. Damien had ordered spring rolls and prawn crackers, crispy shredded beef and chicken chow mein and a tub of ice cream for dessert.

‘Tuck in.’ Damien handed her some chopsticks. ‘I know you like spicy food.’

She picked at the chicken. It was hot and aromatic which she loved. But she wasn’t hungry any more and she couldn’t use chopsticks anyway. She pushed the chow mein around on her plate, bunching the noodles together in a heap at one side to make it look as though she’d eaten more. You’re  a sad case, she told herself glumly. Here you are in the apartment of the man you love and you’re scared out of your wits because you’re pretty sure he wants to get you into bed. You half-expected it, after the way he talked to you on the phone. So why are you panicking now?

Damien tried to teach Caroline the right way to hold chopsticks. But she couldn’t get the hang of it and the food slid off them before she got them to her mouth.

‘I’ll starve before I eat anything,’ she laughed shakily.

‘Here,’ said Damien. ‘Let me show you again.’

‘It doesn’t matter.’ Caroline put the chopsticks across her plate. ‘I’m not very hungry.’

‘Are you all right?’

‘Sure.’ She ran her fingers through her hair. ‘Just tired, I guess.’

‘I’m not very hungry either. Come over here.’ Damien got up from the table and sprawled on the sofa.

She did as he asked. She wished she didn’t feel so scared. She’d looked forward to this moment and now she wanted to be somewhere else. But she didn’t know why. She thought that she loved Damien. She wanted to make love to him.

It sounded romantic when she said it to herself. Making love sounded as though it was something marvellous and wonderful instead of something that was terrifying. And she was terrified.

‘What video did you get?’ she asked.

Damien put his arm around her and pulled her towards him. ‘Who cares about the video.’

‘I just--’

‘Relax.’ He pulled her closer to him. ‘It’s OK.’

But she wasn’t sure that it was OK. She couldn’t understand why she felt the way she did. It was stupid to be scared, but she was. The absurdity of it made her giggle.

‘What’s so funny?’ Damien sounded annoyed.

‘Nothing,’ she said. ‘Honestly, Damien.’

‘I love you, Caroline.’ He held her tighter, her face level with his. ‘You’re so beautiful.’

They all told her that. It didn’t mean anything. Everyone said she was beautiful. Her family, her friends, everyone. It wasn’t as though they were telling her something she didn’t know. But being beautiful wasn’t everything. People didn’t love you because you were beautiful.

‘Why?’ she asked.

‘What?’ He looked at her in surprise.

‘Why do you love me?’

He smiled. ‘Because you’re warm and friendly. Because you like the same things as me. Because you’re beautiful.’

She touched his cheek. She wanted to find out what it would be like.

Damien kissed the base of her throat. She had to tell him.

‘Damien,’ she whispered.

‘Mm?’

She exhaled slowly. ‘Damien. I’d better tell you. I haven’t done this before.’

‘What!!’ He sat up straight beside her.

‘I haven’t done this before.’ She looked at him nervously. ‘It’s my first time.’

‘Well, OK,’ he said slowly. ‘That’s fine. I’m just a bit surprised.’ He laughed a little. ‘I don’t know whether you should be flattered or insulted!’

‘I don’t either,’ she said.

‘I guess I thought - well, Caroline, you’re so damn attractive, I thought you’d have been dragged into bed with someone before now.’

She smiled. ‘Must have been waiting for the right person. ’

‘I promise you, I’m the right person.’ He put his arm around her. ‘It’ll be wonderful, Caroline. Absolutely wonderful. Don’t worry about a thing.’

‘I’m not worried,’ she lied. ‘I’m excited.’

‘You and me both,’ he murmured as he slid his hand under her silk top.

She held her breath, waiting for the uncontrollable passion that she’d read about, waiting to be overcome by desire.

He was heavy. When he pulled himself on top of her, she was conscious of the weight of his body on hers. The stubble on his cheeks was rough against her face as his kisses moved from her lips to her throat. He eased her top over her head then pulled the cups of her bra beneath her breasts and rolled her nipples between his fingers. She didn’t know whether she liked it or not, but when he suddenly brought his mouth down on one she nearly shot off the sofa with fright.

‘It’s OK,’ he mumbled. ‘I won’t hurt you.’

But he was hurting her already. She felt as though she couldn’t breathe.

She thought about asking him to stop, but that was ridiculous. She wanted to lose her virginity, and Damien was the right person to lose it to. She loved him, after all. She allowed him to remove her long black skirt.

‘Relax,’ he whispered as he slid his hand between her legs.

‘I am relaxed,’ she told him untruthfully.

She undid the buttons of his shirt. It helped to have something to do. She didn’t watch as he undressed but closed her eyes and breathed slowly and steadily.

‘You’re beautiful, Caroline,’ he said as he pulled her towards him. ‘You’re the most beautiful girl I’ve ever met.’

She was afraid to open her eyes.

‘Do you want to do this, or will I?’

She half-opened an eye. He was holding a condom.

‘Oh, you, um, you do it.’ She was embarrassed.

It felt all wrong, she thought, but she couldn’t stop now. She had to go through with it. He was kissing her breasts again, now her stomach, all the time murmuring her name and whispering that he loved her. Then she felt him inside her and thought she was going to die. It hurt like nothing had ever hurt before. She felt as though she were suffocating, as though he had taken over her body. She tried to move beneath him, to get more comfortable, but that seemed to excite him even more. She waited again for the thrill that she was supposed to feel, but she was too aware of the mechanics of what was happening to be thrilled by it. Maybe Jimmy was right, she thought despairingly, maybe she was frigid. She held Damien more tightly and he groaned. Suddenly, his rhythm changed. Quicker, more urgent, more demanding. She kept her eyes tightly closed. Somehow she knew he wasn’t in control any more. She bit her lip. ‘This is it,’ she told herself. ‘This is me, making love.’ It didn’t seem real somehow. It was as though it was happening to someone else. The clothes on the floor weren’t hers. The body moving in awkward time with his belonged  to somebody else. And when he finally cried out and held her tightly she felt as though she was looking at the scene like a still from a movie.

‘Oh my God, Caroline, you were fantastic!’

She could feel his heart hammering at the walls of his chest. He’d certainly enjoyed it.

‘Was it OK?’ she asked.

‘OK? It was brilliant! Wonderful! Superb!’ He kissed her again, but just on the lips this time.

All those superlatives, she thought. If I’m that superb, then I can’t be frigid. I must be normal. She smiled with relief. She’d done it! She leaned her head on Damien’s chest and allowed her thoughts to drift. The first time was often painful, she’d read that too. From now on, it would be different. She would be more relaxed about it now that she knew what it was like. All the same, it was a pity that she hadn’t enjoyed it much this time.

‘How about you?’ He looked at her. ‘How did you like it?’

‘It was great,’ she said. ‘Really great.’

He smiled at her. ‘It’ll be better the next time. And the time after that. Honestly, Caroline, it’s something that gets better all the time.’ He kissed her gently on the forehead. ‘I promise.’

‘I need to go to the bathroom.’ She gathered her clothes and hurried away from him. She needed some time to be on her own.

She washed and dressed. Her hands were shaking. She brushed her hair and looked at herself in the mirror. The face that looked back at her was just the same. She’d expected to  look different somehow but she didn’t. Nobody would guess by looking at her.

‘I’m not a virgin.’ She mouthed the words and a small smile appeared on her face. ‘I’m not a virgin.’ She laughed nervously to herself. ‘I’m a woman.’

At least she’d done it now. She wasn’t sure about doing it again. Certainly not with Damien. It might well be less painful, she thought, but would it be more enjoyable? Maybe he wouldn’t want to sleep with her again either. He probably didn’t really love her. All that shit about why he loved her was only to get her to sleep with him.

Stupid expression. She wasn’t going to sleep with him. She was going straight home.

He’d dressed too. He smiled at her as she came back into the living room.

‘I’d better go,’ she said abruptly.

His smile faded. ‘Why?’

‘It’s getting late, Damien, and Dad will be wondering where I am.’

‘Stay for a while,’ said Damien. ‘Watch the video with me.’

Perhaps it wouldn’t be fair to walk out. If he did that to her, she’d feel hurt and betrayed. She sat beside him and he put his arm around her again. It was comforting. He must love her. She closed her eyes and felt peaceful.

She woke up as the film ended and clicked into automatic rewind. At first, she didn’t know where she was, but then  she remembered. Damien was asleep on the sofa. She looked at her watch. It was almost four o’clock.

He woke up as she was zipping up her ankle-boots.

‘Hi there,’ he said lazily, stretching his arm out to her. ‘Come back here.’

‘Damien, I can’t,’ she said. ‘Honestly. It’s really late.’

‘It doesn’t matter,’ he said. ‘It’s Saturday night.’

‘I know, but--’

‘Come on,’ he said. ‘Once more with feeling.’

‘Damien, I--’

‘I love you, Caroline.’

He meant it. She could see that he meant it. She loved him too. She allowed him to gather her in his arms again.

Caroline caught the buckle of her boot on the curtain as she clambered over the windowsill and fell onto the floor with a muffled thud. It was enough to wake Tessa who sat bolt upright in the bed and peered at the window.

‘Is that you?’ she hissed.

Caroline giggled nervously as she tried to disentangle herself from the curtain.

‘Caroline?’ whispered Tessa uncertainly. ‘Is that you?’

‘Of course it’s me,’ muttered Caroline as she rubbed her forehead. ‘Who the hell d’you think it is?’

Tessa got out of bed and helped her sister up off the floor.

‘Are you drunk?’ she asked.

‘No, I’m not,’ Caroline snapped at her younger sister. ‘I’ve had a few drinks, of course I have. I was out to dinner and we had some beer.’

‘You can’t have been out to dinner until now,’ Tessa pointed out. ‘It’s half past five!’

‘We had a Chinese in Damien’s apartment. We watched a video.’

‘What video?’

‘It doesn’t matter what video,’ she said irritably. ‘God, Tessa, why does every trivial little thing interest you?’

‘It doesn’t,’ said Tessa. ‘I just wondered, that’s all.’

‘I’m tired,’ said Caroline. ‘I want to go to sleep.’

‘You’ll probably have a terrible hangover and you’ll be in rotten form tomorrow,’ said Tessa darkly.

Caroline sighed. ‘You’re a right little ray of sunshine, aren’t you? I told you, I’m not drunk.’

‘Well, you’ll have a headache from banging your head on the floor anyway,’ Tessa told her.

Caroline rubbed her head again. ‘It’s not too bad,’ she said. She looked at her sister. ‘Dad didn’t wake up, did he?’

‘Not that I know of,’ replied Tessa. ‘Of course he could have come into the room at one o’clock or something just to see that you hadn’t slipped out but I wouldn’t have known because I was asleep.’

‘If he’d come in and found me missing he’d have called the police like a shot,’ said Caroline.

‘He wouldn’t have called the police,’ said Tessa. ‘He’s not that daft.’

‘I’m not so sure about that.’

‘Did you have a good time?’ asked Tessa curiously.

‘It was nice,’ said Caroline cautiously. ‘His apartment is nice.’

‘And did you go to bed with him?’

‘Tessa!’

‘I’m only asking,’ said Tessa. ‘Did you? It’s a reasonable question.’

‘Well, it’s none of your business,’ said Caroline shortly.

‘I wanted to know what it was like,’ said Tessa.

‘You’ll have to wait and find out like the rest of us,’ Caroline told her. She took her dressing-gown from her bed and went to the bathroom.

Twice in one night, she thought, as she rubbed cleanser into her face. Twice in one night! Definitely not a virgin any more. The second time had been easier than the first, although it had still hurt. And they hadn’t used a condom. She bit her lip. That had been stupid, but Damien hadn’t said anything and she’d been embarrassed about mentioning it herself. She wiped off the cleanser with cotton wool. It didn’t matter, she thought. But she’d be more careful the next time. If there was a next time.

She sighed deeply and returned to the bedroom.

‘You’d better not be too tired to get up in the morning,’ said Tessa, who was still awake. ‘Or Dad will suspect.’

‘I don’t care,’ murmured Caroline as she crawled under the duvet.

‘Goodnight,’ said Tessa. ‘Sleep well.’

Her words fell on deaf ears. Caroline was asleep already.
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Fornax (The Furnace)


A constellation in the Southern Hemisphere
It is passed through by a large system of galaxies,
invisible to the naked eye


Patrick O’Shaughnessy usually woke his daughters by thumping on the bedroom door before he left to open the shop. He hated having to open on a Sunday - when he’d first decided to start a grocery store over twenty years earlier, he wouldn’t have dreamed of opening on a Sunday - but now it was standard practice and he couldn’t stay closed when even the supermarkets were open. The shop was an important part of Patrick’s life. Since the death of his wife, Imelda, it was the most important part of his life.

Every morning, when he rolled over in the bed in the half-world between sleep and wakefulness, he felt a stab of grief and regret that she was no longer beside him. He knew that he would never get over missing her. Sometimes he was angry at the God that had taken her from him after such a short life together but usually he simply missed her with a  dull ache that never quite went away. They’d built up the business together. Imelda encouraged him, persuaded him to buy the house next door so that they could expand, worked tirelessly beside him, was his bookkeeper and his friend. He knew that he would never get over her.

Tessa groaned as she heard the bang on the door. She was tired. She didn’t want to get up early on a Sunday morning. She was fed up of living a life that involved being awake when all of her friends were asleep. She dragged herself out of the bed, pulled on her faded yellow dressing-gown and sat in front of the mirror.

Two grey eyes, set wide apart in her face, stared back at her. She sucked in her cheeks to try and find her cheekbones but only succeeded in making herself look as though she’d lost her teeth. She pulled her hair into a ponytail behind her head.

There was no point in trying to compete with Caroline. Nobody could compete with Caroline. That was why Tessa knew that her life would take a different direction. A brilliant Leaving Cert., an equally brilliant degree and then a major career. Tessa wasn’t sure what that career would be yet, but she knew that she would succeed.

Tessa was extremely bright. Not only that, but shrewd, her teachers told Patrick. Tessa would be good at just about anything she put her mind to. Except men, thought Tessa, trying once more to find her cheekbones. She’d never be any good with men.

She glanced at Caroline, still sound asleep. Nearly half-five when she’d fallen in the window. Tessa knew that Patrick would freak out if he thought that Caroline had been in  Damien’s apartment until the early hours of the morning. Actually, Patrick would probably freak out if he thought Caroline was in Damien’s apartment at all. Their father had very rigid views about what was acceptable behaviour from his daughters.

It was probably because he had had to bring them up on his own, Tessa allowed. After all, it couldn’t have been easy for him. But it still didn’t give him the right to treat them like delicate heroines of Victorian novels. He was always so anxious about them, always so afraid that ‘something’ might happen to them, and his concern drove them crazy.

Maybe he was right to be concerned, Tessa thought. If Caroline had slept with Damien Woods. She looked at Caroline again. Her sister was buried underneath the duvet. I bet she did, thought Tessa. I wonder what it was like?

Caroline hadn’t budged when Tessa came back from the bathroom. She was still an inert mass.

Tessa poked her in the ribs. ‘Don’t forget to wake up, Caroline.’

Her sister didn’t move.

‘Caro! It’s a quarter to nine now. I’m going down to the shop!’

Caroline squirmed beneath the covers.

‘D’you want me to set the alarm for you?’

‘Go ’way,’ mumbled Caroline. ‘I’m trying to sleep.’

Tessa left Caroline huddled under the duvet, had some breakfast and went next door into the shop. Her father was stacking the Sunday newspapers in bundles along the floor.

Tessa yawned and checked the cash-register.

‘Busy?’ she asked.

‘Usual crew,’ said Patrick. ‘Mrs Nelson was in earlier. Sean is still in hospital.’

‘That’s terrible.’ Tessa didn’t care about Sean Nelson. She didn’t care about most of the people who came into the shop and poured out their life stories to Patrick. He was like a counsellor to them. He listened to their problems, doled out advice and offered credit whenever anyone was in difficulties. There was something about him that made total strangers tell him their troubles, but Tessa couldn’t ever tell him how she felt.

‘Where’s Caroline?’ asked Patrick at a quarter to twelve. ‘She should be here by now.’

‘She was sound asleep when I got up,’ Tessa told him. ‘Maybe she’s still asleep.’

‘That’s ridiculous.’ Patrick rearranged some Turkish Delight bars on the sweet display. ‘She was in bed by eleven.’

‘She’s working very hard,’ said Tessa neutrally. ‘They’re busy in the office and she was here last night before she went out with Jimmy.’

‘You can’t count the shop.’ Patrick didn’t consider working in the shop as work at all. To him it was just a way of life. ‘And she’s seeing far too much of Jimmy Ryan. She’s too young to be going steady with someone.’

‘I don’t think you say “going steady” these days,’ said Tessa.

‘What do you call it?’ asked Patrick.

‘I’m the wrong person to ask,’ Tessa told him. ‘I’m not even going unsteady with anyone.’

Patrick looked uncomfortable but was saved having to  reply by the appearance of Mrs McMahon with an armful of newspapers and half a dozen cans of catfood.

‘Go and check if Caroline is awake,’ said Patrick when the shop had emptied a little. They’ll be coming in from twelve o’clock Mass soon and we’ll need her here.’

Tessa ran next door and up the stairs. Caroline was still asleep.

‘Wake up, Caroline!’ Tessa poked her sister in the back. ‘You should be in the shop.’

Caroline groaned and half-opened her eyes. ‘It can’t be time to get up.’

‘It is. Dad’s wondering where you are. He can’t understand why you’re not up yet.’

Caroline opened her eyes fully. ‘He doesn’t know about last night, does he?’

‘Not from me,’ said Tessa. ‘Although I think you’re mad. What if he had come looking for you?’

‘In the middle of the night? I don’t think so.’

‘There could’ve been a fire or something.’

‘Oh, for God’s sake, Tess!’

‘Anyway, you’d better get up or he’ll go spare.’

‘All right,’ muttered Caroline. ‘I’m coming.’

Jimmy Ryan was in the shop when Tessa returned. He stood at the counter flicking through a copy of the News of the World.

‘Hi Jimmy,’ smiled Tessa. ‘Looking for Caroline? She’ll be in shortly.’

‘Where did you go with her last night?’ asked Patrick. ‘She hasn’t managed to get out of bed yet.’

‘We were at my house,’ Jimmy told him. ‘Listened to a few CDs. Didn’t do much, Mr O’Shaughnessy.’

Tessa served the other customers while Patrick chatted to Jimmy. Tessa liked Jimmy Ryan. She was embarrassed knowing that Caroline had sneaked out to see someone else last night and she felt sure that Jimmy could see the guilty secret written on her face. She couldn’t understand why Caroline would even consider two-timing him. Of all the guys Tessa knew, Jimmy Ryan was the only one she could have remotely fancied herself. He was attractive, he was intelligent and he was generous. Caroline was a fool.

He left the shop before Caroline came in. She’d tied back her hair, wasn’t wearing any make-up and looked fresh-faced and innocent.

‘Morning, Dad.’ She pecked him on the cheek.

‘Lazybones.’ But Patrick sounded indulgent. ‘Can’t get out of bed in the mornings.’

‘I was tired,’ said Caroline. ‘I was here last night and it was very busy and we had a hard week in work. People keep sending forms that are filled out all wrong and then they ring up and complain. Idiots.’

‘You’re lucky to have a good job in the service.’ Patrick didn’t want either of his daughters to have to work for themselves. It was too hard a life, even if it was one that suited him. He wanted them both to get permanent and pensionable jobs. Patrick thought that Caroline was very lucky to have landed something in the civil service in an age where everyone seemed to be on contract work.

‘Yeah, yeah.’ Caroline turned and smiled brightly at Don Lewis who was standing in front of her, three cartons of orange juice in his hand. ‘Heavy night?’ she asked as she nodded at the orange juice. ‘Morning-after treatment?’

‘Don’t talk to me.’ He groaned. ‘I’ll never be able to look a pint of Guinness in the eye again. Where were you last night, Caroline?’

‘I was with Jimmy,’ she said.

‘It wasn’t you I saw then.’

She looked serenely at him. ‘When?’

‘Oh, late. I was coming home with Conor Gallagher and we thought we saw you walking up the road.’

‘I must have a double,’ she said.

‘There wouldn’t be two of you.’ Don took his change and grinned at her. ‘You’re unique.’

‘Bloody right you are,’ muttered Tessa as Don walked out of the shop. ‘Jimmy was here earlier.’

‘Oh.’ Caroline rubbed the back of her neck. ‘What did he want?’

‘To see you, I assume.’

‘I’ll phone him tonight,’ said Caroline. ‘I’m too tired now.’

They closed the shop at two and went home for their usual Sunday lunch of barbecued chicken.

After lunch Patrick sat in front of the TV, legs stretched out in front of him and fell asleep. Caroline and Tessa washed the dishes while he snored gently.

‘I could fall asleep again myself.’ Caroline yawned as she ran the tea towel over a plate.

‘Were you absolutely pissed last night?’ asked Tessa. ‘Or was there some other reason you crashed into the room?’

Caroline made a face. ‘I wasn’t drunk,’ she said. ‘I was tired. I fell asleep in Damien’s.’

‘Do you love Damien?’ asked Tessa.

Caroline shrugged. ‘I don’t know.’

‘What about Jimmy?’

Caroline shrugged again. ‘What about him?’

‘Well, are you still going to see Jimmy? I mean, it doesn’t seem fair if--’

‘If what?’

‘If - well, if you and Damien--’

‘Mind your own business, Tessa,’ said Caroline sharply.

‘I just thought that you and Jimmy really cared about each other.’ Tessa stacked the plates in the cupboard.

‘I’m tired of Jimmy Ryan,’ said Caroline. ‘He’s young and immature. Besides, I’ve been going out with him on and off since I was sixteen! You don’t stay going out with the person you went out with when you were sixteen.’

‘I suppose not.’

‘Of course you haven’t actually gone out with anyone yet, have you?’ asked Caroline. ‘So it’s a bit different for you.’

‘I haven’t met anyone I wanted to go out with,’ Tessa told her. ‘That’s different.’

‘Why not?’

‘I don’t know.’ Tessa pulled the plug and watched the greasy water empty out of the sink.

‘You don’t go out enough,’ said Caroline. ‘That’s your  problem. You sit in with your head in a book and study like a lunatic. What’s that going to get you? Not a husband anyhow.’

‘I don’t want to get married yet,’ said Tessa.

‘Nobody’s suggesting you get married.’ Caroline sat on the kitchen table and observed her sister. ‘But you need to get some experience, Tess. You need to meet a few blokes. Experiment a bit.’

Tessa blushed.

‘Well, you do.’ Caroline stretched her hands out in front of her and looked at her polished nails. ‘School isn’t everything, you know. I only got two honours in my Leaving but I’ve got a good job, I’m earning my own money and I’m having fun. What more do you think you’re going to get out of life?’

‘I want a career,’ said Tessa. ‘I don’t want to tie myself down to some bloke.’

‘Nobody’s telling you to tie yourself down. I went out with Liam when I was fourteen. Then Craig and then Noel. Jimmy was a long-term proposition, I agree. But I’m moving on. That’s experimenting - not tying yourself down.’

‘I’m studying hard,’ said Tessa, ‘I want to be successful.’

‘Well you’re not very successful in the boyfriend department, ’ laughed Caroline. ‘Or the going-out department either.’

‘Sod off,’ muttered Tessa.

‘Oh come on!’ Caroline slid off the table. ‘Sharing homework with Annette Gallagher is hardly the high point of anyone’s social life.’

‘I like different things to you,’ Tessa told her. ‘I don’t want to go to parties.’

‘You don’t get asked because you don’t make the effort,’ said Caroline. ‘You need to try a bit. Soon you’ll be “sweet sixteen and never been kissed”.’

‘Oh, fuck off and leave me alone.’ Tessa stamped out of the kitchen and upstairs. She lay down on her bed and gazed at the ceiling.

Part of her wanted to be like Caroline. She envied her looks and her easy-going nature. She was acutely conscious that she had significantly lagged behind Caroline in the boyfriend area of her life but she had other plans. She just wished that Caroline didn’t make her feel so bloody inadequate.

The door thudded open and banged into her bed.

‘I’m going to Donna’s,’ Caroline said. ‘I’ll be back later.’

‘How much later?’ Tessa continued to stare at the ceiling.

‘Don’t know. Not late. Work in the morning.’

Tessa heard the door bang shut and went downstairs.

Patrick was reading the Sunday Independent.

‘I’m going to Annette’s for a bit,’ she said.

‘OK,’ said Patrick. ‘Have fun.’

Caroline was still at Donna’s when Tessa got home from Annette’s. Patrick was sitting in front of the TV with the volume turned down, doing the books.

‘Are we making money?’ Tessa kissed him on the cheek. She felt guilty because she’d been so irritated with him lately. He’d been getting at her about moping around  the house. He told her to go out and enjoy herself - like Caroline, he said. Tessa wondered how dense her father could possibly be.

‘Getting by,’ smiled Patrick. ‘Good week this week.’

‘That’s great.’ Tessa curled up in the armchair in the corner of the room.

‘I need to go to the cash-and-carry on Wednesday evening,’ Patrick told her. ‘D’you want to come with me?’

‘OK.’ Tessa pushed her glasses up higher onto her nose and opened her book.

When Caroline arrived home later in the evening she flopped onto the sofa. ‘God, I’m tired.’

‘You shouldn’t stay out so late,’ said Tessa.

‘It’s not late,’ Caroline protested. ‘It’s only ten o’clock.’

‘I didn’t mean tonight,’ said Tessa.

Caroline shot her a glance. ‘I wasn’t late last night either.’

‘All the same,’ Patrick looked at her thoughtfully, ‘you’re looking tired, Caroline.’

‘Maybe you’re right.’ She flashed a brilliant smile at him. ‘I think I’ll have an early night tonight.’

‘Good idea,’ said Patrick.

Caroline got up from the sofa. ‘You should have an early night too, Tessa. You could do with some beauty sleep.’

Tessa gritted her teeth as Caroline flounced out of the room.
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Apus (The Bird of Paradise)


A constellation in the Southern Hemisphere
The bird of paradise has magnificent white,
yellow and red plumage


Jimmy Ryan phoned on Friday afternoon. Caroline leaned back in her chair and abandoned the forms she’d been checking.

‘I haven’t seen you all week,’ complained Jimmy. ‘I know that it’s partly my fault, I’ve been doing too much studying, but you didn’t bother to phone me.’

‘What was the point?’ asked Caroline. ‘You would only have complained that I’d dragged you away from some wonderful piece of literature.’

Jimmy laughed. ‘I suppose you’re right. D’you fancy coming out for a drink tonight?’

Caroline chewed her lip. She half-expected Damien to call and she didn’t want to be out if he did. He was working on an audit in Dundalk this week but he’d told her he’d be back by the weekend. She was afraid he mightn’t  call, afraid that, in sleeping with her, he’d now lost interest in her.

But she had to talk with Jimmy. It really wasn’t fair on him to pretend that she was still interested in him.

‘Yes, I’ll meet you,’ she said. ‘D’you want to call for me?’

‘Sure. I’ll be down around eight.’

‘See you then,’ she said and replaced the receiver.

He was exactly on time. Caroline was ready and she simply called out to Patrick and Tessa that she’d see them later. She allowed Jimmy to take her by the hand as they walked to the pub together but she felt badly about it. In her mind Jimmy Ryan was already part of her past. It seemed all wrong to hold hands with him as though everything was fine. She wished she’d had the nerve to break it off with him before now. Before she’d slept with Damien. God, she thought, Jimmy would freak out if he thought she’d slept with Damien!

She sat at a corner table while he brought over the drinks and settled down beside her.

‘What’s new?’ he asked as he rubbed his finger along the side of his glass.

‘This and that,’ said Caroline.

‘Really? What sort of this and that?’

He must know, she thought. He must have guessed. She felt so differently about things that he could hardly help but notice.

‘I’ve been very busy,’ she said.

‘It’s strange.’ Jimmy took a gulp of Guinness. ‘Everyone thinks that the civil service is a boring doddle of a job but you’re always busy.’

She laughed slightly. ‘Yes.’

‘Tessa said that Angela was sick.’

Angela was Patrick’s only employee, a middle-aged woman who worked in the shop Monday to Friday.

‘She has the flu,’ said Caroline. Oh God, she thought, this is such a stupid conversation. I should just tell him that it’s over and get on with it. But it was harder to do than she’d thought. She still cared about Jimmy even if she didn’t love him any more. He was talking now about the remainder of the summer holidays and going grape-picking in France. She hoped he’d enjoy grape-picking in France.

‘Jimmy.’ Her tone stopped him. ‘I have to tell you this. I’m sorry. I - don’t want to go out with you any more.’

He stared at her.

She looked uncomfortably at him. ‘I’m sorry,’ she repeated.

‘Why?’

‘No reason,’ she said. ‘I mean, no special reason. It’s just that we’ve been going out a long time and I think it’s a good idea for us to see other people. We’re very young and it would be silly to tie each other down. You’ve got your grape-picking and--’ she broke off unable to meet his accusing stare.

‘You bitch,’ said Jimmy.

‘What?’

‘Don’t think that I didn’t hear about your new man,’ Jimmy said. ‘You were spotted in the Clarence cooing and drooling over some bloke. I was waiting for you to tell me about it.’

‘Jimmy, I--’

‘What kind of idiot d’you think I am?’ he asked. ‘How many times have you done this to me?’

‘Done what?’

‘You know quite well what. Gone out for a couple of dates with some bloke and then come running back to me. It’s not fair, Caroline.’

‘I know it’s not fair,’ she said. ‘That’s why I’m not going out with you any more. I’m sorry, Jimmy.’

They sat in silence. Caroline didn’t want to be the one to speak first.

‘Look, it doesn’t matter about this bloke,’ said Jimmy eventually. ‘I’ve been studying a lot lately and I know it’s driving you mad. It’s my fault too.’

‘It’s not anybody’s fault,’ said Caroline. ‘We’ve just grown out of each other.’

‘Don’t be silly.’ Jimmy put his arm around her. ‘We love each other, Caroline. You know we do.’

‘I care about you a lot,’ she said. ‘I always will. But I don’t love you, Jimmy.’

‘I don’t believe you,’ he said.

‘Jimmy, I’m too young to love anybody,’ said Caroline. ‘I don’t know what I feel these days.’

‘But we’ve been together for so long.’

‘That doesn’t mean anything,’ she said.

‘Gee, thanks!’

‘Oh, look, Jimmy - I’m not saying this very well. It’s just that I need to go out with other people for a while. That’s all.’

‘So who’s the new man?’ demanded Jimmy. ‘Obviously someone a lot better heeled than a struggling student.’

‘It’s not like that,’ protested Caroline. ‘You know it’s never been a question of money.’

‘Oh, really.’ Jimmy looked at her in disgust. ‘Until you started working you were happy to go out with me even though we didn’t have much money between us. But after that it was always “why can’t we do this”, “why can’t we do that”, just to rub it in that I was broke and you were earning.’

‘That’s absolute rubbish!’ Caroline retorted. ‘My God, Jimmy, it’s the civil service I’m working in - not some high-powered corporation. I’m not exactly overpaid, you know.’

She couldn’t think of anything else to say. She finished her drink. ‘I’d better get home.’

‘Fine,’ said Jimmy.

They walked in stony silence back to Ashley Road. This time Jimmy kept his hands deeply in his jacket pockets. They stopped outside the front door.

‘I’m sorry,’ she said again.

‘Oh, Caroline.’ Suddenly Jimmy’s hands were out of his pockets and he’d put his arms around her. ‘Don’t do this. I love you.’

‘No, you don’t,’ she said. ‘You only think you love me. Because you’ve only ever gone out with me.’

‘That’s not true,’ he whispered as he stroked her hair.

‘I love you because I understand you and because you’re important to me.’

‘I’m really sorry,’ she said again.

‘One kiss,’ he said. ‘For good luck.’

She turned her mouth to him and he kissed her harder  than he ever had before. She was breathless as he held her so close to him that she thought her ribs would break.

‘Stop, Jimmy.’ She wriggled out of his hold. ‘Stop.’

He looked at her. ‘I thought that was what you wanted,’ he said. ‘Someone stronger, more aggressive.’

‘Don’t be silly.’

‘It’s not me that’s silly.’

‘I’ve got to go,’ she said. ‘Goodnight, Jimmy.’

‘Don’t do this,’ he said again. ‘Please, Caroline.’

‘Goodnight,’ she said and turned the key in the lock.

She went out with Donna the following evening. They went to Grainger’s and talked about Jimmy.

‘He wasn’t very happy about it,’ said Caroline.

‘I suppose it’s a blow to his ego,’ Donna mused. ‘After all, Caro, he’s not exactly the best-looking bloke this town has to offer but he’s had a hold of the best-looking girl for the past four years.’

‘Don’t be daft.’ Caroline looked uncomfortable.

‘It’s true,’ said Donna. ‘Going with you has probably been the best thing that ever happened to Jimmy Ryan. After all, who’d notice him otherwise?’

‘He’s a nice bloke,’ protested Caroline. ‘And he’s not bad-looking.’

‘But nothing to write home about,’ said Donna. ‘On the other hand, Damien Woods is definitely something to write home about.’

‘He is, isn’t he,’ said Caroline.

‘You don’t sound very enthusiastic.’

‘Oh, I am.’

Donna looked at her friend. ‘Is there something wrong?’

‘No. Should there be?’

‘You seem - distracted.’

‘Just fed up,’ said Caroline. ‘Jimmy upset me.’

‘Oh, Caro, don’t let him upset you. You’ve been really good to him.’

‘He’s been good to me too.’

‘So you’re talking yourself into getting back together with him? The day after dumping him?’

Caroline laughed. ‘No. I don’t know what’s the matter with me, Donna.’

‘Too many boyfriends, that’s your trouble.’

‘I don’t know about the friend part of that! I think Jimmy hates me now.’

‘He’ll get over it,’ said Donna. ‘But watch yourself with Damien.’

Caroline looked at her in surprise. ‘What d’you mean?’

Donna fiddled with the gold cross that hung from the chain around her neck. ‘Nothing serious but I wouldn’t be sure of him as a long-term relationship.’

‘Why not?’

‘He goes out with loads of women.’

‘That suits me fine,’ said Caroline, although she felt her heart sink. Had Damien slept with loads of women? She should have found that out before she slept with him herself. But it wasn’t the sort of question she felt she could ask. She hadn’t even thought about asking it at the time. She’d been so nervous her brain had frozen.

‘Just so you know what you’re at,’ said Donna. ‘And don’t rush into doing anything stupid.’

Too late, Caroline wanted to say. Too late, I’ve already slept with him. But she couldn’t bring herself to say it. Strange, she thought, because she’d looked forward to the day when she told Donna all about it, or when Donna told her. But now she didn’t want her friend to know anything at all. She felt separated from her and she didn’t know why.

‘Maybe I’ll ring Jimmy up myself,’ said Donna.

Caroline stared at her. ‘You’re joking!’

‘Yes, I am!’ Donna laughed. ‘Just wanted to see whether or not you looked jealous when I suggested it.’

Caroline laughed too. ‘And did I?’

‘Hard to tell,’ said Donna. ‘You just looked ordinary. Sort of sensible, really.’

‘That’s me,’ said Caroline, although she didn’t feel sensible at all.

‘Speaking of sensible, how’s Tessa these days?’ asked Donna idly. ‘I haven’t seen her in ages.’

‘Same as always.’ Caroline yawned widely. ‘Head stuck in a book most of the time and hanging around the shop the rest. Never goes out. Never has any fun. Can’t make her.’

‘Does she have any boyfriends?’

‘Are you mad?’ Caroline laughed. ‘I ask her about it sometimes but she’s completely uninterested in men. Sometimes I think she can’t possibly be my sister at all. She doesn’t look like me, doesn’t think like me, doesn’t behave like me. Oh well,’ she glanced at her watch. ‘I suppose I’d better get home. Keep Dad happy by being in before eleven.’

‘OK.’ Donna drained her glass.

They strolled along Griffith Avenue in companionable silence.

‘I’ll give you a shout during the week,’ said Caroline as they reached Donna’s house. ‘Maybe we can go out with the girls.’

‘That’d be fun.’ Donna nodded. ‘Have a girls’ night out in Tamango’s on Friday, maybe.’

‘Suits me,’ said Caroline. ‘See you, Donna.’

Caroline crossed the road and walked towards home.

Tessa and Patrick were watching TV when she got in. Caroline sighed as she looked at them. They were so predictable. Whereas her life was changing completely.

‘Where were you tonight?’ Patrick looked up at her.

‘With Donna.’

‘Where?’

‘We went to Grainger’s for a drink.’ She looked at him. ‘One drink, Dad! We didn’t spend the night propping up the bar!’

‘I don’t mind you going for a quiet drink,’ said Patrick. ‘But I don’t like to see young girls making fools of themselves in pubs.’

‘How would you ever get to see them?’ demanded Caroline. ‘You’re a teetotaller. You never go into a pub.’

‘I know what it’s like,’ said Patrick.

‘No, you don’t.’ Caroline sat on the edge of his chair and kissed him on his bald patch. ‘You have this outdated view  of what a pub is like and you’d be amazed if you went into one these days.’

‘I probably would,’ sniffed Patrick. ‘People selling drugs and all that sort of thing.’

‘You’re watching too much TV,’ said Caroline. ‘Nobody has ever offered me drugs in a pub.’

Patrick didn’t look convinced. Caroline laughed and flopped into the other armchair.

After a while Patrick went into the kitchen to make some supper.

Caroline drifted into sleep but was almost immediately startled back into wakefulness by the chirping of her mobile.

‘Hello.’

‘Hi, Caroline.’

‘Damien. Are you back in Dublin yet?’

‘No, but I’ll be back tomorrow.’

‘Good.’

‘Want to meet me?’

‘Of course!’

He laughed. ‘Great. What time?’

‘Half-seven? Eight?’

‘Sounds good to me. I’ll pick you up.’

‘Perfect.’

She was relieved he’d called. She’d been terrified he wouldn’t and she hadn’t wanted to call him herself. But if he hadn’t phoned she’d have felt cheap and used.

There was no point in telling herself that she could have chalked it up to experience. Caroline knew that she couldn’t separate having sex and being in love. She wouldn’t have slept with Damien if she hadn’t loved him. But she wasn’t  so sure that the same rules applied to him. Besides, she knew plenty of girls who were happy to sleep with a variety of men and it had nothing to do with love.

She was waiting for him when he called next day. It was good to be back in his arms again. It was good to hear his words of endearment, to see the passion in his eyes, to feel the desire in his body. It was good to feel that he loved her.
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Ara (The Altar)


A constellation in the Southern Hemisphere
A sacrificial altar below the poisonous sting of Scorpius


Tessa balanced precariously on the edge of a box as she tried to reach the top corner of the window with the cloth. It had seemed a good idea to clean it: the shop was quiet and she had nothing else to do. Patrick had gone to see one of the suppliers and Tessa was bored. But she’d forgotten just how long it took to clean the shopfront window, and how difficult it was to reach the corners.

‘You’ll fall.’ Conor Gallagher stood in the doorway. ‘You might be tall but you’re not that tall.’

‘Hi, Conor.’ She flapped ineffectually at the window. ‘It seemed like a good idea at the time.’ The box wobbled and Tessa nearly fell.

‘Gotcha!’

‘Thanks.’ She smiled at him.

‘You’re welcome.’ He held onto her arm. ‘You OK?’

‘Yes,’ she answered. ‘Fine.’ But she felt strange. She’d  known Conor for as long as she’d known Annette. He wasn’t quite the elder brother she’d never had, but he was just there, someone she knew. And quite suddenly, as he’d caught her, she’d felt the warmth of his arm around her waist and she’d had the almost irresistible urge to kiss him. I must be going mad, she thought. Caroline’s influence is finally getting to me. This is Conor Gallagher, after all.

‘Tessa?’

‘Yes?’

‘Are you sure you’re all right?’

‘Of course.’

‘It’s simply that you’re standing there in a daze. I was kind of hoping to buy something.’

‘Oh, God, Conor - sorry. I’m distracted today. What can I get you?’

He grinned. ‘Box of chocolates. The biggest you have.’

‘They’re at the end of the shop.’ She gestured down the aisle. ‘Beside the milk.’

He walked down the shop while Tessa pulled at her sweatshirt and wished that she looked more presentable. She was wearing track-suit bottoms - not the fashionable Adidas ones that Caroline wore, but an old Dunnes Stores pair with baggy knees. She hadn’t intended wearing them today, but she’d spilt coffee on her jeans that morning. Not that they were much better, she thought, running her fingers through her unruly hair, but at least they didn’t make her look as frumpy.

Conor put a giant-sized box of Terry’s All Gold on the counter.

‘Big date?’ asked Tessa.

‘Debs’ Ball,’ he replied.

‘I thought you’d be too old to go to a Debs’.’ Tessa rang the price into the cash-register.

‘It’s Don’s sister,’ said Conor. ‘It’ll be you next year, Tessa.’

‘Don’t worry,’ she said, ‘I won’t rope you in.’

‘Feel free.’ He grinned at her. ‘For the price of a box of chocs and a half-dead orchid, I’m anybody’s.’

She laughed. ‘I’ll keep it in mind.’

‘I’ll wait for you to ask me,’ he said. ‘See you, Tessa.’

‘Bye.’

She watched him walk out of the shop. She’d never noticed how tall he was before. Or how healthy he looked. Or how blue his eyes were. Or how nice he looked when he smiled. She’d never really seen him before today.

Her mouth was dry. Her heart was racing. She couldn’t, she absolutely couldn’t, fancy Conor Gallagher. There was something radically wrong with her if she could look at a bloke she’d known all her life and suddenly decide she fancied him. She didn’t fancy him. It was just some sort of hormonal thing.

But she kept thinking about him. It was the strangest thing. And every time someone walked into the shop, her heart began to thump in her chest and she’d look up hoping it was him.

She was glad when it was finally time to close up for the evening and she could go home.

He came in the next day, too, this time to buy Alka Seltzer.

‘Good night?’ she asked.

‘Uh.’

‘I take it that’s a yes.’

‘It was OK.’

‘Late?’

‘We went to Bewley’s for breakfast,’ he told her. ‘I was really hungry at the time but when I smelled the sausages and rashers I nearly threw up.’

‘Possibly not a good move,’ said Tessa.

‘Too right.’ Conor winced and rubbed his head. ‘Why do I do it, Tessa? Why do I let myself be dragged to some awful night and get pissed out of my brains?’

‘I don’t know.’ She smiled sympathetically at him.

‘I’m never going to one of these bloody things again. It’s a right pain being friends with people who have sisters. You never know when someone’s going to set you up.’

‘I guess not.’

‘Anyway, I’m going home to crawl into bed,’ he said. ‘I walked this far because I thought the air would do me good, but it’s made me worse.’

‘You’ll be better in the morning,’ said Tessa.

‘I’d better be,’ groaned Conor. ‘I’ve a busy day tomorrow. ’

He looked truly terrible, thought Tessa, when he’d left. She’d never seen him looking so pale and haggard. She’d wanted to pull him close to her, run her hands through his hair and tell him everything would be fine. She almost did it. She’d felt herself move towards him before sanity kicked in. 

What was the matter with her?

Tessa mentioned Conor’s state to Annette when she met her that evening.

‘Stupid git,’ said her friend. ‘He doesn’t even like Aisling Lewis.’

‘Doesn’t he?’ Tessa was shocked at how the news pleased her.

‘He says she has a brain the size of a golf ball.’

‘Really?’

‘But it’s her body that does it for him.’

‘Oh.’

‘Yes.’ Annette leaned back in her seat. ‘Why is it that blokes fall for stupid women with great bodies?’

‘Surely Conor doesn’t think like that.’

‘Listen, Tessa, they all think like that. I know he’s my brother and he’s not the worst, but you should hear him on the phone to his mates. It’s sad, really. They don’t give a shit about brains once you have a good pair of boobs.’

‘I suppose you’re right,’ said Tessa glumly.

Annette looked at her sharply. ‘Does it matter?’

‘No!’ Tessa couldn’t tell Annette how she felt. She wasn’t even sure how she felt herself. ‘God, no, but I’d love to think there was a bloke in the world who wasn’t taken in by looks.’

‘You’re very naive.’ Annette laughed. ‘You live with Caroline! QED, I would’ve thought.’

Tessa laughed too, although she really didn’t feel like it.

On Fridays, the girls in Caroline’s office usually went to Davy Byrne’s for lunch. Caroline told Sonia and Alison that she had some things to do and that she wouldn’t be able to go.

‘Why not?’ asked Sonia. ‘What’s so important?’

‘I promised Tessa I’d do a couple of things for her in town,’ explained Caroline. ‘I should have done them for her yesterday.’

‘What sort of things?’

‘Personal things,’ said Caroline.

Sonia raised her eyebrows. ‘Oh well,’ she said. ‘If we’re not allowed to ask--’

‘It’s not that,’ said Caroline. She shrugged. ‘It doesn’t matter, I suppose.’

‘Don’t be stupid.’ Alison made a face at Sonia. ‘If you want to go off on your own today, we don’t mind.’

‘It’s no big deal,’ Caroline said. ‘Really.’

In the end the two girls left her to her own devices and Caroline breathed a sigh of relief. It was crazy how difficult it was to get a minute to herself. Each day this week she’d tried to get out on her own and each day events had conspired to stop her. But she had to get out today. It was vitally important.

The sun was hot on her shoulders as she hurried down Grafton Street and pushed her way through the crowds that clustered around the shop windows or stood and watched the street entertainers. Everyone seemed so happy today. Just because it was warm. How stupid people were.

She took a deep breath and walked into the chemist’s. She walked slowly through the shop allowing her gaze to linger on each area - shampoos, nail-care, beauty, vitamins, baby-care. She stopped near baby-care and bit her lip. She supposed it had to be around here somewhere.

There were three different pregnancy testing kits. She looked at them without touching them, as though she wasn’t particularly interested in them.

Her heart was pounding and her hands were sweating. She actually felt light-headed. She couldn’t pick one up and bring it to the counter. The assistant would look at her and notice that she was young and unmarried and God only knew what she would think. And what if the girls saw the bag when she got back to the office? They might just pick it up and look inside. You had no privacy in that office, everybody knew everybody else’s business.

But nobody, as yet, knew that Caroline O’Shaughnessy might be pregnant.

She couldn’t believe it herself. She hoped and hoped that it was a mistake. She kept telling herself that she was late because she was worrying about it. If she could just relax, she was sure everything would be OK.

She didn’t really believe that it could happen to her. Every time that she thought about it, she almost collapsed. But she was overdue and there had to be a reason. She didn’t feel sick (unless you counted sick with worry), she didn’t feel different, she didn’t feel pregnant. She told herself over and over again that it was impossible. She’d tried to block it from her mind so that, in forgetting about it, she’d suddenly realise that she wasn’t pregnant after  all. But she couldn’t do that. She had to find out for sure.

She wandered around the chemist’s, picking up items and putting them down again until she realised that the security guard was watching her. She felt herself flush guiltily and replaced the tin of talc which she’d been holding. She couldn’t do this, she just couldn’t.

She walked out of the shop and back into the blinding sunlight. The brightness of the day was dazzling after the dim light of the chemist’s and her eyes began to water. She looked at her watch. Almost half her lunch hour gone already. She had to buy the kit. She had to be confident about it.

‘Want flowers, love?’ The flower-seller jolted her out of her daze. She’d been standing beside the display, staring unseeingly at the bright orange, yellow and red of the carnations.

‘No. No thanks.’

The other chemist’s shop was too small. When Caroline walked inside, an assistant immediately asked if she could help. Caroline bought a packet of emery boards and walked out again.

‘This is silly,’ she told herself. ‘It’s not a crime to buy something. Nobody will know.’

So she walked down the street again, back into the first chemist’s, and strode up to the shelf where the testing kits were. She picked up the first one she saw and brought it straight up to the counter.

Her face flamed red as she handed it over but the sales assistant didn’t even seem to notice her. Caroline took  the paper bag and pushed it to the bottom of her handbag.

She was sweating as she walked back to the office. Sonia and Alison were already back, sitting at their desks.

‘Did you do whatever it was you had to?’ asked Alison.

Caroline nodded. She felt sure that guilt was written all over her but neither Alison nor Sonia seemed to notice.

‘Look what I bought!’ Sonia proffered a plastic bag and Caroline peeped inside.

‘Lovely,’ she said, although she hardly noticed the pastel-blue jumper. ‘It’s perfect.’

Sonia smiled. ‘I think so too,’ she said. ‘I’m wearing it tonight.’

The Staff Officer walked into the room and Caroline hurried back to her desk. She worked steadily throughout the afternoon although her mind wasn’t on work.

She didn’t know what to do about Damien. She’d thought she loved him but since the night they’d made love, she wasn’t sure. She was confused and embarrassed. When they went out together she felt uncomfortable. She was afraid he’d want to make love to her again and she didn’t want him to. But she didn’t know why. Their relationship was strained and uneasy. She couldn’t bear to think what it might be like if she really was pregnant.

Every so often, as she did some filing or answered the phone, the thought grabbed her and she almost vomited. What on earth would she do if she was pregnant? Patrick would kill her. When she thought of her father she went hot and cold with terror. He’d never forgive her.

Butterflies chased around her stomach, adrenaline pumped  around her body, a headache pounded at her temple. She took some Panadol and then remembered that you shouldn’t take anything like that if you were pregnant.

‘If I’m pregnant.’ The words echoed around and around in her head until she thought she was going crazy.

She’d promised to work in the shop when she got home. Donna had tried to persuade her to go to Tamango’s but Caroline hadn’t the heart for Tamango’s.

It was quiet when Caroline got home.

‘Hasn’t been too busy,’ Patrick told her as he polished his glasses. ‘If you want to go out, then go ahead. I can manage.’

‘Aren’t you going out, Tessa?’ Caroline asked her.

Tessa nodded. ‘Meeting Annette and Linda in Linda’s house.’

‘Thrilling,’ murmured Caroline.

‘Really Caroline, there’s no need for you to stay,’ said Patrick. ‘You’ve probably had a long day.’

Caroline nodded. If Patrick was in the shop and Tessa was out, it would be a good opportunity to do the test.

‘I might just sit in for a while,’ she said. ‘I could do with a rest.’

Tessa stared at her in amazement. ‘You - rest?’

‘Yes,’ said Caroline. ‘D’you have a problem?’

‘No.’

‘Good. That’s settled then.’

Caroline and Tessa went back to the house together. Caroline filled the kettle while Tessa went upstairs to change. Caroline took the packet of emery boards from her bag and was filing her nails when Tessa came back down again.

‘That blouse is horrible on you,’ said Caroline as she looked up from her nails. ‘Green doesn’t suit you.’

Tessa flushed. ‘We can’t all be Miss Perfect like you.’

‘I’m not perfect, I just know what looks nice,’ said Caroline.

‘Oh, don’t give me that. You think you’re so wonderful just because you’re good-looking and you’ve broken loads of men’s hearts. Well - so what! Doesn’t mean everything, does it?’

‘No,’ said Caroline.

‘Exactly.’ Tessa flounced out of the room and slammed the front door.

Caroline felt stillness descend upon the house. She sat in the kitchen for a few minutes to make sure Tessa didn’t return. Then she took her handbag and locked herself in the bathroom.

Her hands were shaking so much as she undid the package that she dropped it onto the floor and had to scrabble around to make sure she had everything.

She followed the instructions and then sat on the edge of the bath and waited. She read and re-read the instructions over and over again. ‘Failure to follow the procedure correctly might give an incorrect result.’ ‘If you are pregnant, consult your doctor.’ She thought of Dr Harris and closed her eyes. If she was pregnant she wasn’t going to Dr Harris. Dirty old lech, she’d never liked him. ‘But I won’t be pregnant,’ she told herself. ‘I won’t.’

The indicator was pink.

She tried to tell herself that it wasn’t, that it was a trick of the light. Surely, she thought, surely her body would know if  she was pregnant. Surely she’d feel something. But she didn’t feel anything at all. She was exactly the same person as she’d been last month, last year. She wasn’t any different. She  couldn’t be pregnant. Not because of one stupid mistake.

She looked at the indicator again. The pale pink strip seemed to mock her. She touched her stomach. Then she pressed against it. ‘There’s nothing there,’ she told herself. ‘Nothing.’

There was a second test in the kit to do the following day. So that you could be absolutely sure. She wasn’t going to believe it until the second test. There could be something faulty about the first one. She’d wait a few days, just to give her body time to get back to normal. Next week would be better. She’d be OK by next week.

She gathered up the evidence and buried it at the very bottom of the black plastic refuse-sack in the shed. She piled old newspapers on top. Then she went into the house and turned on the TV.

Patrick came in at half-nine and settled down to watch the movie with her. He was very pleased to see her sitting there. Since she’d started working, she was rarely at home. It was nice to see her curled up in her usual spot. Patrick knew that she had her own life to lead but he couldn’t help wishing that she didn’t have to grow up and leave home. But then, he thought, he didn’t want either of them to leave. He wanted things to stay just as they were.

Caroline sighed. Patrick wondered if she was OK. She looked tired, he thought, as he observed her out of the corner of his eye. Her usually healthy cheeks were pale and her eyes had bags under them.

She was staring at the TV but she wasn’t watching anything. He could see that. He wondered whether she had had a row with her boyfriend. He wouldn’t mind if she had. Patrick still didn’t like Damien Woods. He didn’t know why, because Damien was always very pleasant and very polite whenever he met him, but there was something about him that grated on Patrick. A sort of condescension that he, Damien, was a professional man while Patrick was only a shopkeeper. If he’d done anything to upset Caroline though - Patrick bristled at the thought. He didn’t want anyone hurting either of his daughters.

Caroline had nightmares that night. She woke up every few hours, heart thumping, body sweating and her head filled with images she couldn’t identify. She was exhausted the next day.

Damien rang her in the morning.

‘Do you want to go out tonight?’

‘Where to?’ She didn’t know if she wanted to go out or not.

‘For a drink? I need to talk to you.’

What could he want to talk to her about? Nothing as serious as what she needed to tell him. She closed her eyes. Her palms were damp against the receiver.

‘OK. Will you pick me up?’

‘Eight o’clock?’

‘Fine. I’ll be ready.’

‘Great.’

She wasn’t going to tell him anything tonight. Not while she wasn’t sure. There’d be no point in creating a scene and getting into a panic if it was a false alarm. She wouldn’t have to tell him until after the second test. And she knew, she was certain, that the second test would be negative.

There was nothing different about her body. She checked her reflection in the bathroom mirror when she got out of the bath. Nothing different at all. If she really was pregnant then surely she’d be able to see. It was nerves. It had to be nerves.

He arrived promptly at eight. Caroline had dressed with care and he thought he had never seen her looking more beautiful. She was wearing a lilac angora jumper and a pair of white jeans. Her blonde hair cascaded around her face.

‘Let’s go out to Malahide,’ said Damien as she got into the car.

‘Whatever you like.’

He slipped a cassette into the tape-deck. It was the first time she was glad that Damien liked classical music. The Moonlight Sonata calmed her nerves.

The pub was crowded. A pall of blue-grey smoke swirled around the lounge. Damien pushed past a throng of people and found a space. He put a glass of lager for Caroline and a pint for himself on the table.

‘How was your day?’ He settled down beside her and lit a cigarette.

‘Not bad.’

‘You look lovely tonight.’

‘I always look lovely.’ She sipped her drink and gazed unseeingly at the people around them.

‘That’s true.’

The silence was like a wall between them. She couldn’t get the images of babies out of her mind. She fiddled with her watchstrap. The thin layers of leather were beginning to separate. She pulled at them nervously.

‘I’ve got a new job,’ he said.

‘Oh?’ She looked at him in surprise. She knew that he was fed up with Cronin and Troy, his accountancy firm, but she hadn’t realised that he’d been actively looking for another job. ‘What company?’

‘The Seido Corporation,’ he said. ‘It’s based in Japan.’

‘Japan! Do you mean you’re going to work in Japan?’

He nodded. ‘It’s a good move. The pay’s excellent and I feel as though I have to give it a go. The contract is for two years.’

‘Two years,’ she repeated woodenly. She felt as though he had kicked her in the stomach. He was going away for two years. Probably more than two years, she guessed. He was going away when she might actually need him.

‘I’d be mad to turn it down, Caroline,’ he said. ‘You know that.’ He shrugged. ‘So I guess in two years you’ll probably have found somebody else.’

‘Do you think so?’

‘I’m pretty sure.’ He smiled. ‘I can’t see you sitting around and waiting for me, much as I’d like to think you would.’

She fiddled with her watchstrap again. ‘Do you care about me?’

He looked surprised. ‘Of course I do. But I’m not stupid, Caroline. I know that you mean a lot to me, but I also know that you’re young and fun-loving and you’re probably not ready to settle down yet. Japan is a sort of final fling for me, I suppose.’

‘I see.’

Damien watched her, surprised at her reaction. He hadn’t thought that she’d be all that upset when he told her that he was going away. He knew that she enjoyed being with him, although he wasn’t all that sure that she’d enjoyed going to bed with him. Her huge blue eyes gazed across the room, away from him. He took another mouthful of beer. She looked shattered. He couldn’t understand it.

‘You seem very upset,’ he said finally.

‘Oh, I’m surprised, that’s all.’ She smiled at him, a ghost of a smile. ‘Don’t you get the opportunity to bring someone to Japan with you?’

He laughed. ‘The job is for a single man. You know the Japanese, Caroline. Twenty-three-hour working days.’ He was surprised she’d even suggested it. Maybe she cared about him more than he thought.

‘I hope it works out very well for you,’ she said. ‘I really do.’

‘Thanks, Caroline.’

‘When do you go?’

‘I haven’t actually handed in my notice to Cronin yet.’ Damien lit another cigarette. ‘I’m waiting for the contract to come back from Japan first. Just in case! But I should start around the end of next month. I’ve got to go out there once or twice before then.’

She nodded. ‘Sounds great.’

‘It is great,’ he said. ‘It’s a great opportunity.’ He put his arm around her. ‘I want you to know that I care about you an awful lot, Caroline. Really I do. And maybe - you know - maybe in a couple of years--’

‘Excuse me,’ she said, breaking free of his hold. ‘I have to go to the loo.’

He watched her walk across the pub. He’d miss her, of course. She was so bloody attractive. And he did care about her. But this job was too good to pass up. The Seido Corporation was a multimillion-dollar company. And he’d be part of it. It was the opportunity of a lifetime.

She returned and sipped at her drink again. She should tell him now. He had a right to know. But she wasn’t certain, she hadn’t done the second test yet. And if she wasn’t absolutely, one hundred per cent sure, then what was the point in saying anything? But she felt cold inside. Frightened.

‘You don’t seem to want that drink,’ said Damien.

She nodded. ‘I’ve a touch of a headache. I think I’m getting a cold.’

‘D’you want to go home?’

‘Maybe I should. Don’t want to infect you with anything at this stage.’

He laughed. ‘No, I’d better stay in the full of my health.’ He downed his pint and crushed the remainder of his cigarette into the ashtray.

Caroline stood up and slung her bag over her shoulder.

They didn’t speak on the drive home. Damien played the car radio and sang along to Madonna. Caroline stared  out over Dublin Bay and wondered would she ever see him again.

They pulled up outside her house.

‘Do I get a goodnight kiss?’ He smiled at her.

She couldn’t see the point. He was out of her life. He’d made that perfectly clear. She should have known that this would happen. But she turned her face to him and put her arms around him as he pulled her closer. He was a good kisser. His lips were so soft yet his arms were so strong around her. She pulled away before he did.

‘I’d better go,’ she said. ‘Thanks, Damien.’

‘Good luck, Caroline.’ He squeezed her gently. ‘I’ll ring you tomorrow or the day after. But I’ll be pretty busy the next few weeks. I’m sure you understand.’

‘Of course,’ she said as she got out of the car.

She did the test again the following evening. She couldn’t wait until next week. It was positive. She was sick for the first time.
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Libra (The Scales)


A constellation in the Southern Hemisphere
In honour of Julius Caesar and his reputed justice


Tessa took her school books out of the cupboard and placed them in a neat pile beside her bed. For the first time ever, she hated the thought of going back to school. She still wanted to go to college, she still wanted to be successful, but school suddenly seemed juvenile and childish. She had changed because she’d fallen in love with Conor Gallagher.

She told herself that it was incredibly stupid, that it was a crush, infatuation, but she couldn’t help it. Since the day that he’d come into the shop to buy chocolates for Aisling Lewis, Tessa couldn’t get him out of her mind. She understood now how Caroline felt about Damien Woods - or even how she had felt about all of her other boyfriends. Nothing she’d experienced before had ever made her feel like this.

She thought about him all the time. She fantasised about the day that he would realise that he was in love with her -  the day he stopped thinking of her as Annette’s best friend and started thinking about her as a real woman.

She took more care over her appearance. Before she called around to Annette, she smothered her lips in Body Shop Apricot Lip Balm and sprayed herself liberally with Caroline’s CK One. She made sure that Caroline wasn’t in the house when she robbed her perfume and resolved to buy herself something really expensive when she got some spare cash.

But she couldn’t quite force herself to go the whole hog and wear make-up every day and, despite a visit to the hairdresser, she couldn’t tame the mop of hair that seemed to have a will of its own.

The hairdresser told her that she had wonderful, strong hair but that she should get rid of her glasses and get contact lenses instead. Tessa didn’t think she could afford contact lenses and she didn’t want to ask her father for money. Anyway, he wouldn’t understand the vanity of contact lenses. He’d married Imelda, after all, and Imelda had worn glasses.

Tessa sighed. She wished she hadn’t fallen in love with Conor. It was a strain keeping it secret from Annette. She couldn’t possibly tell Annette, who’d shriek with laughter, make a joke out of the whole thing, and quite possibly even tell Conor. Tessa burned at the thought of Annette telling Conor!

It was pointless being in love with him anyway. He was far too attractive and popular for a girl like her and she knew he still thought of her as a child. His baby sister’s best friend.

Caroline tripped over Tessa’s books as she came into the room and swore at her sister.

‘You should’ve looked where you were going,’ Tessa said. ‘It’s not my fault I’ve got to get this lot ready.’

‘It’s a stupid place to leave them,’ snapped Caroline. ‘I could have broken my neck!’

‘Don’t be ridiculous.’ Tessa gathered the offending books together and put them into her denim rucksack.

‘I don’t see why you have to take up the whole room with your bloody gear. I never did that.’

‘That’s because you never bothered to do anything.’

‘Don’t be stupid.’

‘I’m not. I’m merely stating a fact.’

‘Oh really.’

‘Yes really.’

They looked at each other angrily. Tessa was fed up with Caroline. She’d been wandering around in a foul humour for the past couple of weeks and Tessa had had enough. She was tired of being snapped at. Caroline wasn’t the only person in the world.

Tessa flung her bag under the dressing-table. Caroline stood at the window and stared out over the yard.

She was definitely pregnant. She knew that now. There was no way of pretending that it hadn’t happened, that it was all a terrible mistake. She didn’t know what to do.

She leaned her head against the cool windowpane. She hadn’t seen Damien since the night he’d told her about the Japanese job. He hadn’t rung like he’d promised. She was such a bloody fool. She should have told him. How could she have let him go on and on about moving to Japan when  she’d known (no use pretending she hadn’t) that she was going to have his child. What sort of crazy behaviour was that? She should have said something to him then. Even if it hadn’t made any difference.

Oh God, she thought, I wish I was dead.

‘Are you all right?’ Tessa looked at her curiously. Caroline was never upset. Nothing fazed her ever. Yet she stood beside the window, crying. Tessa could hardly believe it.

‘What’s the matter?’

Caroline held her hands over her eyes. The tears flowed easily now, sliding through her fingers, down her wrists and plopping onto the windowsill.

Tessa put her arm around her sister. She hadn’t done that in years. ‘It can’t be that bad,’ she said sympathetically. ‘Whatever it is, it can’t be that bad.’

‘Can’t it?’ Caroline scrubbed at her face with a tissue.

‘Why don’t you sit down?’ It was strange for Tessa to be in charge. Usually Caroline was the one who ordered her around.

Caroline sat on the edge of the bed and cupped her hands over her face. Tessa sat beside her and waited. She’d never known Caroline to be so upset. Even when their mother died she remembered Caroline as being coolly composed, holding her hand, while she, Tessa, had cried and cried.

‘I’m pregnant.’

The words hung in the air between them. Tessa stared at Caroline in shock. She couldn’t believe it. She could hardly breathe.

‘Are you sure?’

‘Oh, for God’s sake, Tessa, of course I’m fucking sure!’

‘Don’t bite my head off. It’s not my fault!’

Caroline giggled nervously. ‘No.’

‘Who’s the father?’

The question was like a slap in the face. If she’d still been going out with Damien, then Tessa wouldn’t have asked her that. But the night he’d told her about the Japanese job, she’d told Tessa that she’d broken it off with him. Tessa’s question made her feel as though Damien was someone from her distant past, someone she didn’t know any more.

‘Damien.’

‘Oh, God,’ said Tessa. She exhaled slowly. ‘Since when?’

‘A while ago.’

Tessa cracked her knuckles. She always did that when she was disturbed.

‘Don’t do that,’ said Caroline in irritation. ‘You know I hate it.’

‘Why didn’t you - you know - use something?’ asked Tessa.

‘We did.’ Caroline twisted her hair through her fingers. ‘We did and then the second time we didn’t.’

‘Oh, Caroline.’

‘Don’t say anything,’ said Caroline. ‘Don’t.’

‘What does Damien think?’ asked Tessa.

‘I haven’t told him yet.’

Tessa stared at her. ‘Why haven’t you?’

‘I told you he’s going to Japan. I didn’t think there was any point in telling him.’

‘You have to tell him,’ said Tessa firmly. ‘He has a right to know.’

‘Does he?’ asked Caroline. ‘He probably doesn’t want to know.’

‘Maybe he does.’ Tessa tried to sound positive. ‘Maybe he doesn’t really want to go to Japan. Maybe when you tell him about the baby he’ll feel completely differently about it.’

Caroline laughed shortly. ‘You think so?’

‘I don’t know,’ said Tessa. ‘But you have to tell him.’

‘You’re right.’ Caroline sighed. ‘I’m afraid, Tessa.’

‘What are you going to do?’ asked Tessa after a while.

Caroline looked up. ‘I don’t know.’

‘Have you thought about it?’

‘I’ve done nothing but think about it,’ cried Caroline. ‘Morning, noon and night I think about it. I think about it when I’m at work and when I’m at home. I think about it first thing when I wake up and last thing before I go to sleep. I can’t stop thinking about it!’

Tessa bit her lip. ‘Sorry.’

‘You don’t have to be sorry,’ sighed Caroline. ‘I’m sorry.’

Tessa squeezed her sister’s arm. ‘Have you said anything to Dad yet?’

Caroline looked at her in horror. ‘Are you joking?’

‘You have to tell him,’ said Tessa.

‘He’ll kill me Tess, you know he will.’

Tessa nodded and patted Caroline on the back. Thank God I don’t have to tell him something like this, she thought.

‘Who are you going to tell first?’

Caroline got up from the bed and walked over to the window again. The cat from next door lay stretched along  the back wall, its tail switching from side to side. Lucky cat, she thought. No worries.

‘I suppose I have to tell Damien,’ she said finally. ‘He should know.’

Tessa nodded. ‘And then what?’

‘I don’t know,’ said Caroline testily.

‘Well, do you want to keep the baby?’ asked Tessa. ‘Or have it adopted? Or marry Damien? Or have it and then marry Damien? Or--’

‘For God’s sake, shut up!’ snapped Caroline. ‘I don’t know what I want to do. And I certainly don’t know what Damien will want to do. Murder me, I suppose. What I want and what he wants will probably be completely different.’

Tessa was silent. She was an organiser. She had to know exactly what would happen all the time. Caroline always assumed that everything would work out. But it wouldn’t work out this time. Her beautiful, happy-go-lucky sister was in deep trouble and she couldn’t get out of this with a winning smile and a dollop of charm.

‘What do you want?’ asked Tessa as calmly as she could.

‘Not to be pregnant!’ wailed Caroline.

‘Well, you can’t have that.’ Tessa stared at her, wide-eyed. ‘Would you have an abortion?’

Caroline ran her fingers through her hair and sighed.

‘I tried to throw myself downstairs the other night,’ she said. ‘When you and Dad were in the shop. But I couldn’t make myself fall. So I leaned on the top stairs and slid down on my stomach. Like we did when we were kids. Remember?’

Tessa nodded.

‘But it didn’t make any difference. Then I was terrified that I’d harmed the baby. What if doing that has sort of loosened it or something? What if I’ve messed up its development?’

‘I don’t think you could’ve done that.’ Tessa’s voice was uncertain. She knew nothing about babies.

‘Why did I let him do it?’ Caroline banged her head against the window. ‘Why was I so bloody stupid!’

Her hands shook as she dialled his number. She felt prickles of sweat on her forehead and her stomach churned. What if he’d moved already? What if she wasn’t able to get in touch with him?

‘Hello.’ His voice was just the same.

Caroline cleared her throat. ‘Hi, Damien.’

‘Caroline! How are you?’

‘Fine. I’m fine.’

‘Work going OK?’

‘Sure. Fine. And you - how are the plans coming along?’

‘Busy,’ he said. ‘Sorry I haven’t been in touch but there’s been so much to do. I’ve had people coming to look at the apartment all the time because I’m going to rent it out. I’m trying to get things packed away. You know.’

‘Sure.’ She paused for a moment. She could hear the silence echo down the line. ‘I wondered - could we meet?’

Damien said nothing. He was astounded that she’d phoned him. He’d meant to ring her, of course, but he really hadn’t had time and he was sure that she’d have found someone else by now. ‘I’m sort of busy this week,’ he told her.
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