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Tad? Tah? Tag? How to pronounce Tadhg Hennessy’s name


Vulture.com, 7 November 2008


Not since Saoirse Ronan was nominated for an Oscar at this year’s Academy Awards has a name from the Emerald Isle caused so much confusion. Tadhg Hennessy’s heartfelt love songs and sweet but spiky guitar pop have made him an international star, yet some of his biggest fans still aren’t quite sure how to pronounce his first name. So we’ve decided to ask an actual Irish person how to deal with such an unreasonable amount of consonants.


‘It’s really easy,’ claims Emma Hanlon, a New York-based photographer who was born and grew up in Dublin. ‘It’s basically the word ‘tiger’ without the er. Just the first syllable with a hard g at the end.’ Simple enough. ‘Of course,’ Hanlon continues, ‘the t at the start is soft, like a mix between a th and a d, so it’s not exactly the same as at in English …’ Oh no. She’s lost us again.


‘Fine, then,’ sighs Hanlon. ‘Just think of the tiger thing.’


See? That wasn’t so hard, was it?









Prologue


2017


This is what I want.


Not right now, obviously, I think, as I look around the function room of the hotel where my mother’s retirement party is in full swing. But eventually. Some day. I want to be able to look back at my life with this sort of happiness. I can see myself in thirty years, laughing with my future husband and children and my friends and family, popping open a bottle of champagne, celebrating a career I loved and a life well lived, looking forward to future adventures. It’s the best sort of dream – lovely, yet achievable.


Although hopefully my celebrations will take place somewhere a bit more glamorous than a hotel in the north Dublin suburb of Drumcondra, where my fiancé (it still feels so weird to call him that) Dave is currently singing my praises to my extended family.


‘You know Laura used to be in a band?’ he says proudly.


‘Is that true, Laura?’ My aunt Mary can’t hide her surprise as she turns to me.


‘Oh, it’s true,’ I say. ‘But it was a long time ago. In college.’


‘I’m sure I mentioned it at the time, Mary,’ says my mam.


I roll my eyes and smile at Dave, who winks back at me.


‘And you didn’t keep it up?’ says my uncle Gerry. ‘The music?’


‘Oh no.’ I take a sip of wine. ‘The band split up when we left college.’


‘Before my time,’ says Dave in mock sadness. He notices my mother’s wine glass is empty and refills it.


‘Thank you, David,’ says Mam fondly. She turns to me. ‘I always thought you’d find another band, Laurie. You were so devoted to your music.’


Well, she’s changed her tune from the days of ‘Shouldn’t you be studying for your finals, Laura?’. But I’m not going to mention that now.


No, I am. ‘In fairness, Mam, at the time you were delighted I was more focused on my first proper job than faffing around on the guitar.’


‘Speaking of proper jobs,’ says my dad, clearly keen not to revive those old arguments, ‘Laura’s ad agency just got bought by Zenith, the big consultancy company! She’s going to get a promotion.’


‘Visions isn’t my agency!’ I protest. ‘I just work there. And I might not get a promotion.’


My mother ignores this. ‘You know that funny TV ad about the ethical pensions?’ she says. ‘The animated one?’


The aunts and uncles all know it. It’s on all the time. Not exactly the sort of fame you dream of, perhaps, but my friend Aoife and I did win an award for it.


‘Well, Laura wrote that!’ says Mam. Everyone is suitably impressed.


‘You’re doing very well for yourself, Laura,’ says an aunt.


‘Ah, thanks, I’m doing all right,’ I say. ‘Now, shouldn’t the food have been brought out already—?’


‘But you never thought of doing the music professionally?’ says Gerry.


I shake my head. ‘Oh God, no.’


This is a lie, of course. I thought about it a lot, once upon a time.


Dave laughs at the very idea. ‘Being in a college band is like playing five-a-side football, Gerry,’ he says. ‘You do it for fun, but you know you’re never going to play for Real Madrid.’


I feel myself bristle at this, just a tiny bit. Which is stupid, because he’s right, I know he’s right. But …


Then an unexpected voice behind me says, ‘Laura’s band was really good, David.’


‘Oh yeah, I’m sure they were!’ says Dave hastily. ‘I didn’t mean—’


‘They were seriously good,’ says my younger sister Annie, pulling out a chair next to me and sitting down. She lives in London but she’s come home for the weekend to celebrate Mam’s retirement.


‘How do you know?’ says Dad. ‘You were still in school back then!’


‘Laura sneaked me into one of their gigs,’ says Annie. ‘I thought they’d be terrible.’


‘Wow, thanks,’ I say.


Annie turns back to Dave. ‘But you should have seen Laura on stage. She was incredible.’


‘I’m sure she was!’ says Dave. ‘I only meant that loads of people are in bands in college and they don’t make a career out of it. It wasn’t an insult!’


And Annie says, ‘Well, Laura’s bandmate has made a pretty good career out of it.’


Oh shit.


I try to subtly give her a ‘please change the subject’ look but it’s too late because Dave is saying, ‘What do you mean?’


‘She was in a band with Tadhg Hennessy,’ says Annie. Her eyes widen in gleeful disbelief. ‘Oh my God, didn’t you know?’


I never knew what a stunned silence felt like until this moment. Everyone at the table – and some of my mother’s friends who are standing nearby – are staring at me. I think at least one mouth has literally dropped open.


‘What?’ says Dave.


‘Tadhg Hennessy?’ says Dad. ‘Who sings ‘Winter Without You’?’


‘Your cousin Cass saw him play the 3Arena!’ says an aunt.


‘Annie, don’t be ridiculous!’ says Mam. ‘Laura wasn’t in a band with Tadhg Hennessy!’


‘Yes, she was!’ says Annie. ‘Tell them, Laura.’


The only other people who know I was in a band with Tadhg Hennessy in college are my friends who were around at the time. I’ve never told anyone since.


But maybe it was ridiculous to think I could keep it a secret forever.


‘It is true,’ I say reluctantly. I meet Dave’s eye and he raises his eyebrows in exaggerated shock, which I hope means he’s not too freaked by this revelation. ‘But it wasn’t a big deal.’


Well, that’s another lie.


‘What was he like?’ says Mary. ‘He seemed very nice on the Late Late Show.’


‘Was he always that good at singing?’ says Gerry.


‘He was the best-looking man I’ve ever seen in real life,’ says Annie unhelpfully.


To my relief, I can see waiters bearing down on us with large platters of triangular sandwiches.


‘He was just my bandmate,’ I say.


And there’s one more lie.


I’m heading to the loo when I bump into Annie coming the other way.


I glare at her. ‘Thanks very much for that announcement earlier.’


‘I’m sorry!’ says Annie. She doesn’t look that sorry. ‘How was I to know you’d never told your fiancé about Tadhg?’


‘I never told him because the band was a million years ago!’ I say. ‘I can’t remember the last time I picked up my guitar. I don’t even know where my electric one is.’


‘It’s in the wardrobe of your old room with Mam’s bags and winter coats,’ says Annie.


‘Well, there you go. The fact that I didn’t know this shows what a serious musician I am these days.’


‘Dave should fully appreciate how cool you used to be,’ says Annie. ‘A very long time ago. Obviously you’re old and boring now.’


‘Obviously,’ I say.


But old and boring Laura isn’t doing too badly, I think, as Dave and I bid farewell to the assembled gathering a few hours later and start walking home, hand in hand, to our flat in Glasnevin.


‘I can’t believe you’re even more of a rock star than I thought you were,’ says Dave.


‘I should have told you I was in a band with Tadhg before now,’ I say.


‘Why didn’t you?’ says Dave.


He doesn’t sound angry. He very rarely gets annoyed about stuff. It’s one of the things I love about him.


‘I’ve never really told anyone,’ I say. ‘I suppose … I suppose it felt like boasting.’


‘If I’d been in a band with Tadhg Hennessy,’ says Dave, ‘I’d be boasting about it all the time. I don’t suppose this means you could get us VIP tickets to his Malahide Castle gig?’


I force a laugh. ‘I haven’t seen him since the band split up in 2003, so no, I don’t think so.’


‘Fair enough,’ says Dave. We cross the bridge over the Tolka and he says, ‘I hope your mum had a good day.’


‘She’s had a great day,’ I say. ‘She got to show off her perfect future son-in-law.’


‘Happy to be of service,’ he says. ‘I wish I could say my mum’s birthday next week will be as fun.’


‘It’ll be great!’ I lie.


‘It won’t,’ says Dave. ‘But I love you for saying that. And I apologise in advance for whatever offensive things she’s going to say about you being from the northside.’


I laugh. ‘Oh, I know I’m your bit of rough.’


‘You bet you are,’ says Dave with a grin, and kisses me. ‘So! Do you fancy going to that food-festival thing tomorrow?’


‘Are you not going to visit Joe?’ I say.


Dave’s oldest friend just finished his first round of chemotherapy.


‘Ah no,’ says Dave. ‘I don’t want to bother him.’


I sigh. Not this again.


‘Dave!’ I say. ‘You haven’t seen him in ages. You know he wants visitors, he said so.’


‘I don’t think he meant it,’ says Dave. ‘He’s still feeling shit.’


‘He did mean it!’ I say. ‘Come on, you need to show up for your friends at times like this.’


‘But I’m no good at that sort of thing!’ protests Dave. ‘I’d be no use. Seriously, Laura, me sitting in Joe’s house looking miserable isn’t going to help him.’


He looks genuinely upset so I say, ‘Okay, okay. But at least give him a ring.’


‘I will,’ says Dave.


It’s a mild evening, and as we head down Drumcondra Road we pass a couple pushing a buggy with a tiny newborn baby in it.


Dave squeezes my hand. ‘That’ll be us in a year or two.’


I quickly reach out my other hand and brush my fingers against a tree at the edge of the pavement. ‘Touch wood.’


His total confidence unsettles me, just a bit. We walk in silence for a moment and then I say, ‘You haven’t forgotten I’ve got that doctor’s appointment next week?’


‘Course not.’ Dave looks down at me and smiles. ‘Don’t look so worried, love. It’ll be grand.’


‘But what if it isn’t?’ I say. I wish I could be as breezy as he is. Whether it’s about health, or work, or the future in general, he always ignores the negative and focuses on the positive. ‘What’ll we do if it isn’t?’


‘But it will be!’ says Dave. ‘Seriously, Laura. There’s no need to worry. It’ll be fine. We’ll be fine.’


And like a fool, I believe him.









Chapter One


2019


I’m clearing out my desk at Zenith when I find it.


Aoife, my friend and colleague – well, ex-colleague now – has just done a defiant sweep of the office kitchen for some cans of iced matcha tea and bars of allegedly healthy chocolate. That kitchen turned out to be the best thing about working here after the takeover. Maybe they thought if we had enough delicious treats we wouldn’t notice Zenith didn’t really care about running an ad agency at all. Which is presumably why, less than two years after I started there, Zenith are now ‘restructuring’ their communications department and letting almost all of us ad people go.


‘God, I hate packing,’ I mutter, recklessly chucking the award we won for the ethical-pensions ad into the box.


‘What was that?’ Aoife is trying to squash a large orange cushion into her box.


‘Oh, nothing,’ I say, as I dispose of a potted succulent. ‘How did I accumulate so much shite in less than two years?’


‘I think my notebooks have been breeding,’ says Aoife. ‘I definitely didn’t buy this many.’ She closes the lid of her box and sighs. ‘There! The end of my Visions-slash-Zenith career.’


There’s a lump in my throat. ‘I can’t believe we won’t be working together anymore.’


Aoife and I started at Visions around the same time. We made it to senior creative level together. We’re a great team. We were a great team.


‘Ah, don’t, you’ll set me off.’ Aoife’s voice sounds choked up. ‘We’ll work together again. This is just a minor setback. Come on, pack the last of your notebooks and let’s get out of here.’


I pick up the notebooks and that’s when I see the card that had been lying underneath them.


There’s a drawing of me on it, looking like something out of Mad Men in a chic sixties shift dress, my curly dark hair in an elegant updo, my fringe looking much neater than it does in real life.


And because I’m clearly a glutton for punishment, I put down the notebooks, open the card and read what’s inside.




My lovely Laura,


You don’t need me to wish you good luck in your new job because I know you’re going to shine there like the total rock star you are. I love you so much and I’m so proud of you and I can’t wait to marry you.


xxxxx Dave





It’s been eight months now since Dave decided that actually, he didn’t love me that much and he didn’t want to marry me after all. It’s been over seven months since I talked to him. And it’s quite a few months since I’ve cried over him.


But when I read this card I have to close my eyes very, very tightly for a long moment to stop tears falling. Then I open my eyes, rip the card into as many pieces as I can and dump them all in the bin.


‘What was that?’ says Aoife.


‘Nothing,’ I say. ‘I’m all done here.’


‘Right.’ Aoife puts her overflowing box down on the desk and throws an arm around my shoulders. ‘Let’s say goodbye and good riddance to this place and then take ourselves and these boxes down the pub.’


And it’s then, at my very lowest moment, as we shuffle past our former colleagues, all desperately trying to avoid our eyes, that I hear those familiar opening chords coming from the radio in the fancy kitchen, followed by that voice, a little more gravelly than it was the first time I heard it but still, always and immediately, recognisable.




‘The earth is cold and the world is still


The sun’s not come back and it never will


I can’t remember when the sky was new


But I remember that I love you


And I can’t do


Winter without you …’





Exquisite timing, Tadhg Hennessy, as ever. The contrast between how our lives have turned out has never been starker.


Which might be why I can’t help thinking of the first time I heard that voice.


And the first time I saw him.









Chapter Two


1999


‘Who,’ said Katie, ‘is that?’


It was a miserable February afternoon and my best friend Katie and I were doing what we always did on Saturdays when we were seventeen. We’d got the bus into town from Drumcondra and wandered around the second-hand clothes shops of Temple Bar and the charity shops of George’s Street, searching for kids’ T-shirts from the seventies to wear with our Hobo combat skirts. Then we strolled on to Grafton Street, and that’s where we saw him.


Or rather, them.


They looked about our age (we would later find out that they were, like us, in sixth year at secondary school). But they weren’t spending their Saturday afternoon drifting about town. They were busking outside A-Wear, and they’d drawn quite a crowd. Of course, in 1999 buskers didn’t use amps and microphones, so this was, by necessity, an acoustic set. But you couldn’t miss them. Two of the band were playing guitar, and the other band member, a boy with a mop of black curls, was playing a single snare drum, sitting behind it on a camping stool. One of the guitarists was a girl with an intimidatingly perfect fringe and a glittery T-shirt worn under a fake fur coat, and the other guitar player, the one who was singing was … well, he was …


‘Why don’t we know any boys like that?’ breathed Katie.


‘Because we hardly know any boys at all,’ I said, never taking my eyes off the buskers.


They were playing ‘Femme Fatale’ by the Velvet Underground, and the tall, lean frontman’s husky delivery managed to convey the melancholy, bittersweet vibe of the original without sounding like a parody. His short hair was dark and wavy, and he was wearing a Jon Spencer Blues Explosion T-shirt, which showed he had excellent taste in music, and Clark Kent-style glasses, which only served to make him even more good-looking. This was definitely not true of me and my glasses – at least, that’s what I firmly believed back then.


The band finished ‘Femme Fatale’ to a smattering of applause from the decent-sized crowd, and the frontman smiled in a slightly embarrassed way that made him look even better.


‘Thanks a million,’ he said. And then they launched into ‘The Ship Song’ by Nick Cave and the Bad Seeds, the most darkly romantic, swoony song imaginable. Even when played by three teenagers on a Dublin street full of busy shoppers in the middle of February.


‘I think I’m in love,’ I whispered to Katie, and I was only half joking.


‘I’ll fight you for him,’ she whispered back.


We stared at the band, enraptured – although, let’s be honest, we stared at him – until they finished the song. There was another round of applause; the crowd had grown bigger while they were playing and I wonder now if any of those applauding shoppers realised, years later, that they had seen Tadhg Hennessy – Tadhg Hennessy! – busking on Grafton Street when he was just a kid. Probably not.


I was both totally entranced and, I realised, wildly jealous. When I was fourteen I’d taught myself to play my dad’s old acoustic guitar and ever since then I’d longed to start a band. I’d even started writing songs. The only problem was finding potential bandmates.


‘Why amn’t I in a band like that?’ I whispered mournfully.


‘Because you don’t know any incredibly hot musical geniuses,’ said Katie. ‘Apart from me, obviously.’


‘You play the clarinet,’ I said. ‘We can’t start a band with one guitarist who can’t sing and one clarinet player.’


‘Clarinettist,’ said Katie.


‘The fact that we’re having this conversation proves we’re just not cool enough to be in a band like that,’ I said. ‘Why don’t you learn the drums?’


‘Why don’t you learn to sing?’ retorted Katie, which was fair enough. I’d long accepted that I couldn’t sing, ever since I was in fourth class and our teacher asked me, as politely as possible, to mime during the end of year concert in which we were performing songs from Mary Poppins. And I didn’t care, not really. But it meant I knew I could never be a solo musician. I was always going to need someone else to sing the songs I wrote.


Eventually the band finished their set – the guitar case in front of them was full of pound coins and a fair few notes; they must have earned at least fifty quid – and Blues Explosion Boy addressed the crowd. ‘Thanks a million, we’re the Evil Twins and we’ll be back here next week.’


Which meant, of course, that Katie and I would be there too.


And so we were. And the week after that. And the one after that. I started wearing my favourite band T-shirts and leaving my coat open in the pathetic hope of impressing Blues Explosion Boy with my taste in music, even though it was early March and freezing cold, so any potential coolness points I might possibly have earned would be cancelled out by the sound of my audibly chattering teeth.


At this stage, the Evil Twins had developed an actual fanbase. There were now several girls our age standing at the front of the crowd every week, gazing at Blues Explosion Boy with expressions of adoration on their faces; Katie and I told each other we would never be so blatantly obvious. We told our friends about the cute busking boy and they joined us in the crowd. It was kind of a joke to all of us – including me and Katie.


But behind the jokes there was something real for me. Not real love, not even seventeen-year-old me was deluded enough to think that. But real joy. That’s the thing about a proper crush: it adds a pinch of glitter to everyday life. It wasn’t like Blues Explosion Boy was all I thought about or all I talked about with my friends. We talked about books and films and music; we talked about our dreams of college and how much more exciting it would be than school; we complained about sudden skin breakouts and bad period pains (my periods were always heavy and painful, so that was mostly me); we had elaborate in-jokes that no one but us would ever find funny but which made us cry with laughter on a daily basis. And because we were girls who mostly fancied boys, fizzing with hormones while attending a single-sex school, well, whenever any of us actually found a boy she fancied, of course we sometimes talked about that too.


And fancying Blues Explosion Boy was fun. Even now, literally decades later, I can remember the sparkling thrill of having something to look forward to every Saturday, the pleasure of thinking about him during the rest of the week, blissfully imagining how our eyes would meet during his rendition of ‘The Ship Song’; how I’d be walking away alone (both my friends and his band were mysteriously absent in this fantasy) when I’d hear him call ‘Hey!’; how I’d turn around and realise that yes, he really was calling after me; how he’d run up to me, slightly awkward but clearly determined; how he’d tell me he’d noticed me in the crowd every week and how instead of being tongue-tied (which is what would definitely have happened if this extremely unlikely event had taken place in real life), I’d tell him how great the Evil Twins were and that I played the guitar too and he’d be really impressed, and we’d realise we loved all the same things and form an instant bond and then he’d ask if I wanted to go for a coffee and I’d say yes even though I don’t like coffee, and it would all end, hours of intense conversation later, with him kissing me passionately at the number 16 bus stop on Westmoreland Street and the two of us living happily ever after.


But of course, when I finally talked to Blues Explosion Boy, it wasn’t anything like that.


Easter was coming up, and Katie and I were heading to County Galway for the holidays with our friend Sarah. The three of us had been to the Gaeltacht three times before to improve our Irish-language skills, attending a pleasingly free-and-easy summer college in West Cork, where they weren’t exactly sticklers for the whole ‘speaking Irish all the time’ thing. But now our Leaving Cert exams were approaching, and we were starting to wish we’d gone at least once to one of the stricter coláistes. Not too strict, obviously. Not the infamously dreadful one where they made you, like, march around an exercise yard and salute the flag every morning.


Then Sarah remembered that her elder brother had gone to a special Easter course for sixth-year students in a Connemara coláiste called Coláiste Laoise. It worked the same way as the usual summer Irish sessions – staying in the houses of local families, doing Irish classes in the morning and various activities in the afternoon, a céilí in the evening. No speaking English, ever. But there was also a proper music room with guitars and a drum kit, which sparked my interest. We’d be able to spend our afternoons playing music there. Maybe I’d actually be able to play in a band.


It was just two weeks. But it would be better than nothing.


Before we went to Coláiste Laoise, I finally got contact lenses. It took a lot of persuading before my parents agreed to give me my birthday present four months early. It wasn’t as if I actually needed contact lenses. I could hardly tell them it was pure vanity, based on the hope that Blues Explosion Boy might be more drawn to someone who wasn’t a fellow specs-wearer. I had never kissed anyone else who wore glasses before (full disclosure: I had only kissed two boys ever) and I was worried two pairs of specs might get in the way if my fantasies of bus-stop romance ever came true. It was safer to be glasses-free, just on the off chance we somehow ended up shifting over some guitar pedals in Music Maker one Saturday.


I didn’t say any of this to my parents, of course, because I wasn’t insane. I just thanked them for the early birthday present.


‘Don’t expect me to get you anything at all,’ growled Annie. ‘Ever.’ She had just turned thirteen and was, I thought patronisingly, from my lofty position as a seventeen-year-old, ‘going through a difficult stage’.


A week later, on a cold April afternoon, we were in the car park of Galway’s main train station being herded onto one of several buses marked Coláiste Laoise. We didn’t have time to get a good look at most of our fellow students before we were crammed into our seats, heading out of the city towards Connemara. We were, of course, meant to be talking solely in Irish at this point but, under pressure, every word of the language seemed to have vanished right out of our heads.


‘I wonder what our house will be like,’ I whispered to Katie in English, and a shiny-haired girl sitting in front of us turned and glowered through the gap in the seats and hissed, ‘Gaeilge!’


Eventually the bus stopped in a car park in front of a sprawling one-storey building, across the road from the wild Atlantic waves. As we stood, a little awkwardly, beside our bus, more students started getting off a vivid yellow bus a few metres away. I wasn’t paying much attention to them but then Katie grabbed my arm.


‘Ow! What’s wrong?’ I said. ‘I mean, cad atá ort?’


‘Féach!’ she hissed. ‘No, not over there! Look there!’


I followed her gaze. And I gasped.


‘Oh my God!’ I breathed.


‘I can’t believe it,’ said Katie. ‘I mean, ní thuigim. No, hang on, that’s “I don’t understand”. What’s “believe” again?’


I didn’t answer. Because standing beside the yellow bus were none other than the Evil Twins’ drummer and Blues Explosion Boy. His dark locks were tousled and he looked, if possible, more handsome than ever.


I genuinely thought I was hallucinating. It seemed impossible that he was there, with us, in this remote place. As we were all shepherded into the main building of the coláiste, I nudged Sarah.


‘Sarah,’ I whispered, nodding my head in the direction of the yellow bus. ‘Is that …?’


If Sarah could see him, he was definitely there. She didn’t fancy him enough to hallucinate him.


She glanced over and then grinned at me and raised her eyebrows.


He was real all right.









Chapter Three


2019


It’s nine o’clock by the time I get home from the pub. I’m not exactly pissed – Aoife and I spent more time ranting about Zenith than swigging pints, and we made sure to get plenty of toasties ‘for soakage’. But I’m not what you’d call entirely sober. Which is probably why, as I’m closing the front door behind me, the cardboard box that I’ve been precariously balancing on one hip falls to the ground.


‘Lol?’ Katie calls from the sitting room. She’s the only person who stills calls me Lol. It was my nickname in school but, unsurprisingly, it faded from use once people started using LOL as an acronym. I like that Katie still calls me Lol, though. It makes me feel … I dunno. Known. ‘Everything okay?’


‘I’m fine!’ I call back. ‘Sorry. I just dropped my ‘I’ve been fired’ box.’


I leave it there and go into the sitting room, where Katie and her wife Jeanne are curled up on the couch.


‘You weren’t fired,’ says Jeanne. ‘You were just … restructured. Here, have some wine.’


‘I shouldn’t …’ I say, but she’s already pouring me a glass of Brouilly. ‘Oh, all right then. Thanks.’


I take the glass and plonk myself down in a comfortable armchair. Katie and Jeanne’s house is so nice. They’re practically my only friends who own their own home. Last year I hoped me and Dave might be able to buy something soon … But I won’t think about that now. I won’t think about him at all. I won’t even think about the fact that, as of today, I’m officially unemployed. I’ll just remember how lucky I am to have friends who, without hesitation, offered me a room as soon as I told them that Dave and I had broken up. I feel tears come to my eyes. I love Katie. And I love Jeanne too. I’m lucky my best friend got together with someone so cool. And French. Her calm practicality perfectly balances Katie’s energy. I look at them fondly, Katie with her bleached blonde bob and oversized sweatshirt with ‘Meuf’ emblazoned across the front, Jeanne snuggled next to her in a cobweb-grey cashmere cardigan, her braids tied up in a bun (it’s such a French cliché but she really is more stylish than anyone else I know).


‘Are you all right?’ says Katie suspiciously. ‘You look like you might be sick any minute. Don’t throw up all over that chair.’


‘How dare you!’ I say. ‘I was just thinking how great you both are. Though I’m not thinking that anymore.’


‘Good to hear,’ says Katie. ‘Because if you had puked on the chair I’d have made you spend your redundancy money on another one.’


‘Ooh, my redundancy money!’ I’m definitely a bit tipsy. ‘That reminds me. The payment should have gone through today!’


‘You’re rich!’ cries Katie.


‘Well, not very rich,’ I say. ‘But slightly richer than I was this morning. Actually, I wonder how much it is after tax?’ I reach for my phone and open the bank app. At least, that’s what I meant to do. But a combination of several drinks and general distraction means I hit the Gmail icon instead.


And that’s when I see it.


‘Oh my God.’ I drop the phone in my lap.


‘What?’ says Jeanne. ‘Oh no, have you been scammed? Is all your money gone?’


I pick the phone up again and stare at the screen. No, I wasn’t seeing things.


‘It’s not the bank,’ I say. ‘I got an email from Tadhg.’


‘Tadhg who?’ says Katie. Then it dawns on her. ‘That Tadhg?’


‘That Tadhg,’ I say, without taking my eyes off my phone.


‘What’s the subject line?’ says Katie.


‘“Our song”,’ I say.


‘Maybe it’s a promotional thing,’ suggests Jeanne. ‘Maybe that’s the name of his new album.’


‘Jeanne,’ says Katie, ‘do you really think Laura is signed up to Tadhg Hennessy’s email list?’ She looks at me. ‘You’re not, are you?’


‘No!’ I say.


‘So why is he emailing you?’ she says.


‘I have no idea!’ I stare at the unread email. The sender is listed as Tadhg Hennessy. Could it actually be him? And if it is, what do I want it to say? Laura, I was young and stupid, you are the love of my life? Laura, I know it’s been sixteen years since we saw each other but I still hate you for what happened that night? Laura, just a heads-up, my new album is all about how much I still hate you? It could be anything.


Maybe I did just end up on his record company’s mailing list.


‘Read it!’ says Katie impatiently.


Katie, Sarah and, at this stage, Jeanne are the only people I’ve ever talked to properly about Tadhg. They’re the only people who know exactly what happened between us.


I take a deep breath. ‘Fine.’


Then I scroll down and start reading aloud.




Hi Laura,


My name’s Tara Kelleher and I’m writing to you on behalf of Tadhg Hennessy. We’d like to talk with you about a piece of music entitled ‘our song’, an unfinished composition you wrote together in the early ’00s. We would like to meet with you to discuss how to proceed.


Tadhg is currently in Dublin, and ideally we would set up a meeting and resolve this as soon as possible. If this is amenable to you, please contact me at this email address or at the number below.


I hope to hear from you soon.





‘And that’s it.’ I put down my phone and take a swig of wine. ‘It’s not even from him. Not directly.’ I can’t bring myself to admit how hurt that makes me feel.


‘Tadhg probably hasn’t written his own emails since 2010!’ says Katie. ‘I don’t think this is the most important issue here.’


‘The important issue,’ says Jeanne, ‘is that Tadhg Hennessy is interested in a song you co-wrote.’


‘It’s not that big a deal,’ I say.


They look at me with identically sceptical expressions on their faces.


‘I mean, I do know him!’ I say. ‘Or I did. It’s not like getting praise from Beyoncé.’


‘So what are you going to do?’ says Katie.


‘She’s going to meet him,’ says Jeanne. ‘Aren’t you?’


‘I don’t know,’ I say. ‘I mean, he can’t even mail me himself.’


‘What do you mean, you don’t know?’ Jeanne looks appalled. ‘I mean, obviously I never met him, but from what you and Katie have told me he wasn’t a total monster.’


‘He wasn’t,’ I say. ‘It’s just … me and him. It ended really badly. We stopped speaking and that was it.’


I didn’t see his face again until someone in work sent me the ‘Winter Without You’ video. The story of Tadhg Hennessy’s meteoric rise is famous by now. ‘Winter Without You’ was his first single, released on his own no-budget indie label back in 2004. It got a smattering of plays on Phantom FM, but when YouTube took off a few years later, an artist friend of his made a video for it and that video went viral. A colleague at the agency where I was working at the time sent the link to our entire team with the subject line ‘Best thing I’ve heard all year’. I remember how I felt after I clicked on the link and realised who I was looking at. I remember making myself sit through the entire thing and reading the ecstatic comments beneath it. I remember realising that Tadhg was now achieving what we’d once dreamed about doing together. My stomach churns at the memory, and it’s not just the alcohol and toasties.


‘But Lol,’ says Katie gently, ‘that was a long time ago.’


I look at her. She was there for all of it. It’s easy to forget that now, because I made the big break with Tadhg all about me, but he and Katie had been proper friends. In that last year of college we’d been a little gang, the band and Katie.


‘What are you saying?’ I say.


‘I’m saying – and remember I’m not totally sober – that this could be a good thing,’ says Katie. ‘Especially right now.’


‘Really?’ I roll my eyes. “‘Hi Tadhg, I see you’re a megastar now. How am I doing? Oh, I just got laid off from my copywriting job.’”


‘Everyone’s been laid off at some stage,’ says Katie. ‘It’s nothing to be ashamed of. And what I meant was, well, maybe this is fate.’


‘Fate,’ I say flatly.


‘You lose your job and then, shazam, Tadhg asks you if you want to meet up and talk about a song you wrote together!’ says Katie. ‘How is that not a present from the universe?’


‘First of all, we didn’t write that song together, whatever he’s claiming now,’ I say. ‘I wrote it. He just sang it. And second of all, you’re assuming I want to hang out with him.’


‘Well, don’t you?’ says Jeanne.


Of course I do, even though I know he might not be the Tadhg I remember anymore. I don’t say so, though. I take another gulp of wine instead.


‘He must think the song is good, Lol,’ says Katie.


‘He probably just wants to make sure I didn’t, like, record it on a Dictaphone or something back in 2003.’ I feel a surge of righteous anger. ‘God, I bet that’s it. He wants to steal my song and he’s making sure I can’t sue him when he releases it on his next album. And I didn’t record it so he’d win. He was the one who recorded our band practices, with his stupid minidisc recorder.’


‘Or maybe,’ says Katie, ‘he wants to give you a proper songwriting credit.’


I get a flashback to sitting in a lecture theatre in college, imagining the credits of our first album. Maybe some girls imagined double-barrelling their names with the man of their dreams. The thought of changing my name when I got married has never crossed my mind. But I often found myself doodling ‘All songs: Hennessy/McDermott’ when I was meant to be taking lecture notes.


‘Look,’ says Jeanne. ‘If you ignore this email, do you think you’ll regret it in a year’s time, when he has a new album out that could have had your song on it?’


‘Maybe,’ I admit.


‘And you were really good friends with him once,’ says Katie. ‘Despite, you know, everything.’


‘True,’ I say. ‘But he wasn’t that great.’


There’s a long silence as I ponder their words. Finally Katie breaks it.


‘Well,’ she says. ‘He was really, really hot.’


‘He still is,’ says Jeanne. ‘And I don’t even fancy men.’ So annoying that Tadhg’s appeal transcends gender preferences.


‘Fine, fine, I’ll admit that he was hot. Is hot,’ I say. ‘Satisfied?’


‘No!’ says Katie. ‘I know you want to do this. And more importantly, I think it’ll lay some ghosts to rest. Give you closure about everything that happened back then. I think you should tell this Tara person you’ll meet Tadhg for lunch.’


‘Just to see if he’s still hot in person,’ says Jeanne.


‘Exactly,’ says Katie. ‘Just don’t reply now because I think you’re a little bit pissed. As am I. Wait until tomorrow and then do it. If you still want to.’


I give in. ‘Fine, fine, fine. I’ll reply tomorrow. If I still want to.’


‘Laura, this is a good thing!’ says Jeanne. ‘You have a special relationship with Tadhg Hennessy! That’s pretty cool, no?’


I laugh. ‘If you say so.’ Jeanne hadn’t been there. My relationship, if that’s what I can even call it, with Tadhg Hennessy was definitely not cool.


Except, of course, for the moments when it really, really was.









Chapter Four


1999


By the time we were all bundled into the main hall of Coláiste Laoise for our official welcome by the staff, I had lost sight of Blues Explosion Boy. We were staying in a house called Tí Mhairéad, the closest house to the coláiste, and were soon brought there by one of the múinteoirí (we called all the staff múinteoirs, though they weren’t all teachers), a friendly young woman called Áine. Katie grabbed both my arms as soon as we closed the door of our bedroom.


‘Why is he here?!’ she hissed. We had to keep our voices down so the bean an tí wouldn’t hear us speaking English.


‘It’s a miracle,’ I said reverently. And it really did feel like one.


We were the first group to arrive back at the coláiste for the céilí on that first night.


‘Oh, look!’ said Sarah. ‘They have disco lights!’ She said the last two words in English. It was all right to use the odd word of Béarla if it was clear you were genuinely trying to speak as Gaeilge. No one could possibly expect us to know the Irish for ‘disco lights’. Then a gang of lads wearing rugby shirts turned up. Some of them started dancing in a piss-taking sort of way, swinging each other around. But one of them looked a little embarrassed by his friends’ antics. He caught our eyes and shrugged.


Katie and I looked at each other and laughed.


‘Poor creature,’ said Katie in Irish. ‘He’s not … terrible, isn’t he not?’


I looked at her. ‘Not terrible?’


‘I don’t know how to say’ – she lowered her voice and switched to English – ‘not bad-looking!’


I supposed he wasn’t bad-looking, in a fair-haired sort of way. But I didn’t have time to consider his charms because the room was filling up and there, coming through the door, wearing his actual Blues Explosion T-shirt (a sign, surely?) was Blues Explosion Boy and his pal. Then the music stopped and the voice of a múinteoir called Pól blared out through the speakers.


‘Welcome to céilí number one! We’re going to start with the Walls of Limerick. If you don’t know it, don’t worry, you’ll learn quickly. You’ll be dancing in twos, and we know if we wait for you to ask each other, we’ll be here all night, so we’re going to pair you up.’


Some students looked relieved, some terrified, as the staff started moving around the hall. Then Áine came up to our group and grabbed my and Katie’s hands.


‘Come on!’ she said cheerfully. ‘We’ll get you dancing.’


To my horror, I realised she was leading us over towards the rugby-shirt boys. But she stopped in front of the fair-haired boy who had kept out of the shenanigans.


‘You,’ she said to him before turning to Katie, ‘and you.’


She led me away. I looked back to see Katie and the ‘not terrible’ boy standing side by side, looking deeply uncomfortable.


And when I turned to follow Áine, Blues Explosion Boy was standing right in front of us. His eyes widened when he saw me.


‘Okay,’ said Áine. ‘You two.’


Then she walked away, leaving me and Blues Explosion Boy staring at each other. Were we just going to stare at each other all night? Eventually he cleared his throat, gave me the slightly embarrassed smile I recognised from when the Evil Twins had to deal with hecklers and said, ‘Hi. I’m, um, Tadhg.’ Is mise Tadhg.


The first words he has ever said to me, I thought solemnly.


‘I’m Laura,’ I said. At most coláistes in those days, we had to use the Irish-language version of our names, if there was one. Those who already had Irish names, the Sorchas and Tadhgs and Caoilfhionns, were lucky because they didn’t get called something that, in many cases, bore only the most spurious connection to the name their parents had given them. But happily for me, there wasn’t really an Irish approximation of Laura, so I kept my usual name.


I wracked my brains frantically for something to say to Blues Explosion Boy that wouldn’t make me sound stupid or insane. But the staff were now urging us to take our places for the dance. Me and Blues Explosion Boy, I mean Tadhg, found ourselves at one end of a long line of pairs, facing each other in groups of four.


‘Take hands!’ called Pól through the microphone.


Oh God.


Tadhg looked down at me. I had never realised quite how much taller than me he was. And then he took my hand.


His hand was warm but not hot or clammy; his grip was firm but not too tight.


It was perfect. It felt … right.


‘All right?’ he said. Ceart go leor? That slightly lopsided smile again. He made the Irish words sound like music.


I swallowed and nodded. He looked back at me as if he were making up his mind to say something.


‘I think that I—’ he began, but then noisy fiddles blasted out of the speaker and the dance began.


If you’ve never danced the Walls of Limerick before, it’s pretty simple. You and your partner bounce towards the couple facing you, then back again, then you each dance over to the other side from where you started, twirl around and face the next couple. It’s quite fun, actually, when you’re not distracted by the fact that you’re holding the hand of the boy you’ve lusted after from afar for months. I was pretty sure he recognised me, given that I’d been standing in front of him every week since February. But if that was the case, he knew that I recognised him. I had to acknowledge that or things were going to get even more awkward. And I wanted to do this in a clever way that would make him think I was incredibly cool and funny. But I feared that was beyond me in Irish. Even the basics felt beyond me. How did you say ‘Oh, I think I recognise you’? The word for ‘I think’ was easy, that was ceapaim, but what was ‘recognise’ …?


We had reached the bit in the dance where we twirled each other around, and now his hand was on my waist, and mine was on his, and for a moment I couldn’t think of anything else at all.


Now we were facing Katie and Rugby Shirt Boy, who both looked quite cheerful. To my great relief, Katie didn’t give me any meaningful looks. She just grinned and said, ‘Hi! Brían, this is my friend Laura!’


Brían smiled and said, ‘Hi!’ We danced towards each other and back again.


‘I’m Tadhg,’ said Tadhg, as it became clear I wasn’t going to do any introductions, because I had apparently lost my manners as well as my mind. Then he and I were crossing over to face the next couple. I was running out of time. The dance was going to be over soon. I had to say something to him now. But how, in Irish? Wasn’t there an Irish proverb that basically meant ‘it takes one to know one’ with the word for ‘recognise’ in it? Yes! There was! It literally meant ‘a beetle recognises another beetle’, but how did you say it in Irish? Come on, Laura, you did this in school, it’s in there somewhere …


‘Aithníonn ciaróg ciaróg eile!’


‘Excuse me?’ said Tadhg.


He was looking at me in confusion and I realised, to my utter gut-wrenching horror, that I had just said – no, shouted – those unhinged words out loud.


And that was my first conversation with Tadhg Hennessy.









Chapter Five


2019


When I wake up on Saturday morning, feeling almost but not quite hungover, and remember getting that email from Tadhg’s employee the night before, I can’t reach out and read it on my phone.


Ever since Dave and I broke up – that’s how I describe it to other people, because it sounds better than ‘ever since Dave dumped me’, as if it might have been a mutual decision rather than something he did purely of his own volition, a horrific and initially utterly incomprehensible shock – anyway, ever since that happened, I’ve stopped having my phone in my bedroom at night.


Dave had been a bit distant for a while before that evening last year, but we’d had a stressful few months. It never crossed my mind for a second that he would end things. Until I came home from work one Friday and found him sitting on the couch with a small suitcase at his feet.


‘Laura.’ He cleared his throat.


‘What’s this?’ I pointed at the suitcase and smiled. ‘Oh wow, did you book that spa hotel again?’


I seriously thought he was going to whisk me off on a surprise weekend away. God, I was so stupid.


Dave looked really uncomfortable.


‘Um, no,’ he said. ‘Laura, I don’t … I can’t …’ He stared at his hands. ‘We need to talk.’


‘About what?’ He was scaring me now. ‘Are you all right?’


Dave stood up, walked to the window and then walked back to the sofa. I’d never seen him so agitated before. ‘Okay. Okay, I have to just say it.’ He took a deep breath. ‘I don’t think this is working.’


I stared at him. He wasn’t making sense. ‘What are you talking about? What’s not working?’


He looked at the ceiling. At the floor. Anywhere except at me.


And eventually he said, ‘Us.’


‘What?’


He couldn’t be saying what I thought he was saying. Could he?


‘But … but we’re getting married in three months!’ I said.


Dave looked like he was on the verge of tears, but he didn’t say anything.


And in that moment I could feel my life begin to fall apart.


The weeks after the break-up are still kind of a blur. I don’t think I quite believed Dave was doing this to me, even when he went to stay with a friend for a few days and then came back to assure me he wasn’t seeing anyone else and it was agreed – by which I mean Dave suggested it and I nodded mutely, because I had stopped crying and begging him to stay by then – that because he earned just about enough from his design job at a tech giant to cover the rent and I didn’t, he would stay in our nice flat and I would move into Katie and Jeanne’s spare room. So I left the home I had made with the man I thought I was going to marry, and I haven’t talked to him since.


After I moved out I was determined that Dave would not see any signs of sadness or weakness in me ever again. From now on, he would think I was totally fine. Better than fine. He would think I was having the time of my fucking life. For some inexplicable reason, I decided that, as part of me showing Dave that I was doing brilliantly, I wouldn’t unfollow him or block him on social media. Why would I need to? I was fine with seeing his life! I didn’t care that most of our mutual friends turned out to be his friends and I now only saw them in the photos of nights out he posted on his Instagram stories. And if he was going out with a girl called Liz who had appeared in lots of those stories over the last six months, and I was pretty sure he was, then I was fine with that too!


But although I continued to follow him, I was afraid of accidentally liking a photo or story or, worse, leaving a soon-to-be-regretted comment during late-night or early-morning doomscrolling. So I started leaving my phone in the kitchen at night, and now I sleep much better as a result.


And so when I wake up, instead of rereading Tadhg’s assistant’s message, I get up, wrap myself in my dressing gown and reach under my bed. Then I pull out the dusty case containing my acoustic guitar from where it’s been lying ever since I moved into this room eight months ago. I take the guitar out of its case, sit down on the bed and then – I do nothing. It’s been so long since I’ve played the guitar, I can’t even bring myself to touch the strings. But I think about playing it. And playing the song Tadhg wants to talk about.


We always called it ‘our song’ but that was just because I never got round to writing proper lyrics for it so it never got a proper name. It was my song, really. We both knew that, or at least I thought we did. My chords, my melody, my lyrics (such as they were). But I, or we, never finished it. We both knew it needed something else, something neither of us could quite capture back when we were twenty-one. A lead guitar line. A ‘middle eight’ – the bit of a song after the second chorus that has a different melody to the chorus and verses. We both suggested a few chords and guitar lines, but they never worked, somehow. So the song remained unfinished.


And now Tadhg wants us to finish it. Or at least he wants to make sure I don’t cause a stink if he claims it, bangs a few extra chords into it and presents it as his own. Well, we’ll see about that. He might be a megastar who can usually have whatever he wants, but this is my song. I’m struck by how protective I suddenly feel about it, about those chords I wrote in my bedroom when I was twenty-one, on a day when my emotions were too big to fit into any song lyrics. The idea of him claiming it, of it being praised or criticised as another Tadhg Hennessy song, maybe just an album track, its true authorship unknown to everyone … it feels like just another thing being taken away from me. And way too many things have been taken away from me over the last year.


God, I really am a bit hungover. I need some tea. That first pre-breakfast cup of the day is like a sacred ritual for me, and I’m very particular about the tea itself. Strong but lots of milk, and a tiny bit of sugar – I hate other people making tea for me because even when I say ‘Just a quarter of a teaspoon!’ they put in way too much. I put the guitar back in its case and go downstairs to put the kettle on. My phone is next to it on the kitchen counter, and while the kettle boils I read Tara Kelleher’s mail again.




Tadhg is currently in Dublin, and ideally we would set up a meeting and resolve this as soon as possible. If this is amenable to you, please contact me at this email address or at the number below.





I’m not sure it is particularly amenable, but I do know that I’m going to contact Tara Kelleher. I think I knew it the minute I read the email.


When my tea is ready I sit down at the kitchen table and then, without quite realising what I’m doing, I pick up my phone again, open the browser and google the words ‘Tadhg Hennessy’. I’m just about to click on ‘News’ when a cheery voice behind me cries, ‘Morning!’


I drop my phone.


‘Oh God, what are you up to?’ Katie’s platinum locks are sporting a serious case of bedhead and she’s wearing a dressing gown and Ugg boots, but she still looks a lot more sprightly than I do this morning. ‘You’re not thinking of texting Dave, are you? Don’t make me hide your phone again …’


‘No! God, the thought of that hasn’t crossed my mind for—’ I realise, with a jolt of surprise, that I haven’t had to fight the urge to text Dave for weeks now. No, months. ‘Ages.’


Katie’s eyes narrow. ‘So why do you look so shifty?’


I sigh and hold up the phone so she can see the screen. ‘I was googling Tadhg.’


‘Oh!’ Katie sighs in relief. ‘Grand. Google away. Yikes, imagine if we’d been able to google him back in the busking days. We’d have been terrifying.’


‘I’m afraid I’m being terrifying now,’ I say. ‘Isn’t this a bit creepy?’


‘No!’ says Katie. ‘I mean, it would be if you were googling him every single day. But you just got an email from him!’


‘I got an email from one of his minions.’


‘With a message from him,’ says Katie. ‘So it’s perfectly normal to check what he’s up to at the moment. That’s the good thing about him being famous, it’s easy to find out.’


‘You do know, don’t you, that I don’t keep tabs on him,’ I say truthfully. ‘I mean, if he does something majorly newsworthy, then of course I hear about it, but I don’t make a habit of following his life.’


‘Probably for the best.’ Katie nods in agreement.


‘What do you mean?’ Oh God, please don’t say he’s done something really terrible …


Katie laughs and puts the kettle on. ‘Nothing! I mean, nothing bad. I just meant it’s healthy that you don’t have, like, Google alerts set up for someone who broke your heart sixteen years ago.’


‘Good, because I don’t,’ I say. ‘Obviously. I don’t even follow him on Instagram.’


I have, of course, checked his account more than once. But not very often. It just felt so weird to see someone I used to be so close to playing an arena to thousands of adoring fans.
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