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To my beautiful parents


All men should strive

To learn before they die

What they are running from, and to,

And why.

James Thurber


The Engagements
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‘Let’s have a double wedding!’ Carol Logan burst out impulsively, brown eyes sparkling with giddy anticipation.

Oh no! Jessica Kennedy’s stomach lurched as she gazed at her friend with undisguised dismay. A double wedding with Carol and Gary was the last thing she wanted.

‘Hey, that’s not a bad idea,’ Gary, her friend’s fiancé, approved. ‘What do you think, you guys?’

‘I suppose it’s an option.’ Mike, Jessica’s boyfriend, eyed her quizzically.

‘I don’t know,’ Jessica demurred, privately raging with him. Surely Mike would know that she wouldn’t want a double wedding.

‘Oh come on, Jessie, it would be fun, we could invite all our friends and have a great bash and split the cost between us,’ Carol urged enthusiastically. Jessica could see she had the bit between her teeth. She knew what lay behind her friend’s proposal and she felt a surge of resentment that her friend could be so self-centred as to hijack her and Mike’s wedding for her own purposes.

Nip it in the bud now! she told herself sternly, wishing she wasn’t such a wimp. She wasn’t good at drawing her boundaries, as her cousin, best friend and great adviser, Katie, was always telling her. Katie’d freak when she heard this. She and Carol didn’t get on at all.

‘Er . . . I don’t know, Carol. It won’t be for ages yet, and besides, Mum’s really looking forward to organizing the wedding,’ she fibbed. ‘It’s given her a whole new lease of life.’

‘Well, that’s fine, she can organize it. You know my parents won’t be particularly interested, it’s not as if they’re going to be paying for mine. My mother probably won’t even bother her ass to come. It might mean she’d have to stay sober,’ Carol added with a hint of bitterness. ‘Gary and I will be paying for our own, that’s why it would be nice to split the costs.’

‘Oh come on, Carol, it’s not that bad. We’re not paupers,’ Gary interjected tersely.

‘I’m not saying we are! I just said we’d be paying for the wedding ourselves,’ Carol said huffily, her animated expression turning sulky.

‘Look, let’s sleep on it and not reject the idea out of hand. As I said before, it’s an option. Nothing’s set in stone,’ Mike said easily, squeezing Jessica’s hand. She didn’t squeeze back. She was mad with him for even considering the idea in the first place.

‘Oh well, if Jessica’s not keen on the idea there’s no point.’ Carol sulked. ‘Forget it.’

Jessica bit her lip. Now Carol was in a huff, which was a real bummer. She could keep up her huffs for ages. Jessica usually caved in after a day.

Gary glanced at Mike and threw his eyes up to heaven. ‘Another pint, mate?’

‘I don’t think so, I really need to do some serious swotting this weekend. Exams are starting on Monday.’

‘Poor bugger,’ Gary sympathized. ‘I’d hate to be you. You should have gone into IT like me.’

‘Company car, great salary,’ Carol interjected smugly, never able to resist a bit of one-upmanship.

‘Well, Mike will have all that too and letters after his name. He’ll probably have his own engineering company,’ Jessica retorted childishly.

‘Steady on.’ Mike grimaced. ‘I’ve to get my exams first.’

‘You’ll walk it, mate, walk it,’ Gary said supportively.

‘Well, I’d better go and get the head down anyway.’ Mike stood up and held Jessica’s jacket for her.

‘I’m hungry. Can’t we go to Temple Bar or Flanagan’s for something to eat?’ Carol grumbled.

Mike slanted a look at Jessica’s grim expression.

‘Not tonight. After next week, I’m all yours. See you, guys.’ He moved out into the crowd milling around the upstairs bar of The Oval.

‘Night, Gary, night, Carol.’ Jessica edged her way around the table.

Carol kept her gaze averted and muttered a goodnight. Gary raised his almost empty beer glass in farewell. He didn’t look very happy, Jessica noted. He probably knew he was in for a good whinge session. She sighed as she followed her beloved downstairs and out on to Abbey Street. It was a busy, buzzy Friday night. Dublin was alive and kicking.

It was balmy out. A warm breeze whispered on the air, refreshing after the stultifying heat of the bar. They turned left and walked towards O’Connell Street in silence.

‘OK, get it over and done with. I know you’re mad.’ Mike dropped an arm around his girlfriend’s shoulder.

‘Oh Mike, I’d hate a double wedding. You know I want it to be special for us. Why did you even say it was an option?’ she burst out, stopping and looking up at him.

‘Sorry, Jessie. I didn’t know you felt so strongly about it. I wasn’t thinking. It could be nice and a bit of fun.’

‘Fun! With her weird family and all his brothers getting pissed! Are you mad, Mike? It would be a disaster. We wouldn’t get a look in.’

‘OK, OK.’ He spread his hands placatingly.

‘You’d like it. Wouldn’t you?’ she accused.

‘Look, Jessie, it doesn’t bother me one way or another. I just want what you want,’ Mike growled, his patience beginning to wear thin.

‘What do you mean, it doesn’t matter to you one way or another? What kind of a thing is that to say? It’s our wedding we’re talking about. It’s supposed to be the most important and special day of our lives. Doesn’t it mean anything to you?’

‘Would you calm down, Jessie. We’re not getting married for ages. I’ve to get my exams first and get on with my new job. So stop making a mountain out of a molehill. You’re like a briar. What’s wrong with you?’ He stood looking down at her, rubbing his hand wearily along his jaw, trying to suppress a yawn.

‘It’s Carol. She’s driving me nuts. Muscling in on everything we do.’ Jessica exhaled a deep breath and snuggled in against Mike. ‘I was really looking forward to going away for that weekend on our own and now they’re coming and I won’t have you to myself.’ She and Mike had planned a weekend sailing on the Shannon to celebrate the end of his finals. As soon as Carol had heard their plans she’d immediately suggested a foursome, much to Jessica’s dismay.

‘And you know why she wants a double wedding?’ She scowled as they resumed their walk towards the capital’s main thoroughfare. ‘She’s afraid Gary’s going to chicken out and not go through with it. And it would be much harder for him to do that if we were having a double wedding.’

‘Ah, don’t say that,’ Mike chided.

‘Why not, it’s the truth,’ Jessica said bluntly.

‘You women! The ideas you get in your head. Come on, forget about them, let’s go and have a bite to eat ourselves,’ he suggested.

‘Will we?’ She brightened. ‘But what about your swotting?’

‘I’ll get up early and go into the library tomorrow. Come on, it would be nice to have a meal on our own, wouldn’t it?’

‘Yeah.’ She snuggled in close against him, her bad humour evaporating. She loved being with Mike. He was so easy-going and good-humoured, and even her worst PMT moods didn’t faze him and that was saying something. Come to think of it, PMT was why she’d been so ratty earlier, she really should take some V6 or evening primrose oil. She always meant to buy some when she was passing Nature’s Way but somehow she never got round to it.

‘Sorry about being so crotchety earlier.’ She squeezed his hand. ‘I think I’ve got PMT.’

‘Aha, the old PMT. Just as well your hormones and I are old buddies at this stage.’ Mike slanted an affectionate glance in her direction.

‘Yeah, well, I’ll make it up to you when you’re going bald, and can’t get it up and are having a midlife crisis,’ she teased, loving the way he accepted her, PMT and all.

They held hands as they retraced their steps along Abbey Street and headed to Temple Bar. They were going to eat in Luigi Malones, one of their favourite haunts.

‘I’m having the rack of baby ribs,’ Jessica announced as they made themselves comfortable at their favourite table, at the window that looked out on to the bustling streets of the most trendy hot spot in the city.

‘You have that every time we come here, you’re such a creature of habit. Be adventurous. Try something different. The fajitas here are something else,’ Mike urged.

‘I know, but I love the sauce on the ribs and I can taste yours as well. Win win situation.’ Jessica grinned at him, happy to have him all to herself. She leaned across the table and kissed him lightly on the mouth.

‘I love you very much,’ she said.

Mike’s eyes crinkled in a smile as he took her hand in his. ‘I love you too, my little tetchy crosspatch.’

Jessica giggled and felt immensely happy. She knew her wedding day, whenever it was, was going to be the happiest day of her life and, one thing was for sure, Carol could forget the idea of having a double wedding. When she walked up the aisle there’d be one man waiting at the altar. She and Mike were going to have a wedding they would never forget. Carol and Gary could do their own thing, and if Carol didn’t like it, tough!
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‘Do you want another drink or do you want to go and have something to eat?’ Gary drained his pint and looked questioningly at Carol.

‘Suit yourself,’ she muttered.

‘Carol, don’t take it out on me. It’s not my fault Jessica’s not on for a double wedding,’ he retorted.

‘She’s so selfish sometimes,’ Carol burst out indignantly. ‘It’s all right for her, she’s got everything, lovely family, great flat, great job. Everything just falls into her lap. She should think about other people now and again.’

‘Oh, come off it now, Carol!’ Gary frowned. ‘Jessie’s a good friend to you.’ He was starting to lose patience. Seeing his change of mood, Carol immediately became conciliatory.

‘Don’t mind me, I know she is. It’s just it would have been nice to have a double wedding with them. You know what my family are like. A disaster. Who’d want to get married with a mother who’ll probably go on the piss and a father who doesn’t give a damn?’

She flashed a glimpse through her lashes at him and saw him frowning.

‘You’ll have a good wedding, Carol, don’t worry,’ he said flatly, and his tone caused a flicker of fear to race through her. She knew that tone of voice well. It was his Under-Pressure-And-Not-Wanting-To-Be-Bothered-With-This tone.

‘Oh, let’s forget the old wedding. What do you want to do?’ she said gaily, rubbing her hand along his arm.

‘Let’s go back to my place,’ he suggested.

‘Only if you promise not to try and get me into bed,’ she warned.

‘Aw, come on, Carol. Mike and Jessica are at it like rabbits. Give me a break. We’re engaged. I’ll use condoms. Can’t you go on the pill? Jessie’s on the pill,’ Gary urged.

‘Well, go marry her, then,’ she flared.

‘For heaven’s sake, Carol, if you go on the pill you won’t get pregnant,’ Gary said in exasperation.

‘No way. I had a scare once, before I met you, and I’m not going through that again. And besides, I’m not going on the pill to get fat and have a stroke at forty.’

‘Don’t be ridiculous, you’re only using that as an excuse.’

‘Fine, if all you want is sex go get yourself a slapper. I’m off.’ Carol grabbed her bag and stood up.

‘Suit yourself.’ Her boyfriend shrugged and she felt like thumping him. Furious, she made her way out of the crowded pub and trudged unhappily towards her bus stop. Gary wouldn’t come after her, she knew that. He was too stubborn. She shouldn’t have lost her cool. Now she’d have a fraught weekend waiting for him to ring her, worrying and fretting that he’d go off and meet someone else and that would be the end of them. The end of her dream of walking up the aisle.

It was all Jessica’s fault, she thought irrationally, kicking a Coke can viciously and sending it skidding into the gutter. If Jessie hadn’t turned up her nose at having a double wedding she wouldn’t have been in a bad humour and she and Gary wouldn’t have ended up having a row.

It was all right for Jessie; she was secure in Mike’s love. They were an extremely united couple. They laughed a lot and were very relaxed in each other’s company. She and Gary were a different kettle of fish. She wasn’t at all sure of him. Her boyfriend had a roving eye that caused her sleepless nights. She’d see him looking at other women, flirting and winking at them. Why he even bothered with her she was never sure. She wasn’t a looker like Jessie. She was tall and well built, unlike her curvy, sexy friend, her cropped, spiky black hair a million miles away from the other girl’s silky, copper mane.

Sometimes, in her darkest moments, she wondered if Gary secretly fancied Jessie. A couple in front of her laughed, the man’s chuckle deep and hearty, the girl’s giggly and infectious. Carol glowered at them and quickened her pace to overtake them. A lovey-dovey couple was the last thing she needed right now. As she turned into O’Connell Street she saw an eleven bus in the distance. She’d make it if the traffic lights at the Henry Street junction turned red. She took a deep breath and began to run, weaving between the night-time revellers congregating outside Eason’s and the GPO. She ran easily, her long legs loping along. She was fit and limber from hours of playing tennis, and as she glanced behind her and saw the bus gaining on her she put on an extra spurt and saw with satisfaction the traffic lights turn from green to amber and then red. She raced across Henry Street, swerving to avoid a drunken youth who was stumbling bleary-eyed into her path.

‘Idiot!’ she cursed as her bus stop came into sight and she slowed her pace. She didn’t like the atmosphere on O’Connell Street, it could be quite menacing. It was amazing the difference a couple of minutes’ walk could make.

It was only when she was sitting on the bus, gazing out at the queues for the late-night films at the Savoy, that she realized that she was hungry and in no hurry to go home to her shabby bedsit on the North Circular Road. The adrenaline rush from her sprint to catch the bus subsided, and she slumped dejectedly in her seat. The bus was almost empty – there was still an hour to go before last orders were called in the city pubs. An elderly man nodded off in a seat at the back of the bus and two young teenagers giggled at a shared joke, oblivious to her misery, their giddy exuberance in stark contrast to her woe. Her heart was in her boots. He didn’t love her, if he did he would never have let her leave so easily. Gary had made no effort to come after her, the bastard. Right now she hated him.



Gary studied the pint of Guinness in front of him with pleasure: black velvet topped with a smooth, creamy head. He lifted the pint glass and drank slowly, savouring the taste. If Carol wanted to be childish he wasn’t going to indulge her. He was heartily sick of her nonsense. She was starting to get on his nerves. Laying on the pressure with a trowel. Why couldn’t she just calm down and get things in perspective? They were young, life was for living and having fun. There was plenty of time for weddings and mortgages and all that boring grown-up stuff that he just didn’t want to be bothered with. It was bad enough being engaged, he thought grumpily. The minute Mike and Jessica had announced their engagement, he knew he was in for trouble. And boy, was he right. Gary gave a deep sigh that came from his toes. Carol had kept up the pressure until one night after a couple of pints too many and because he was feeling decidedly horny he’d asked her to marry him. They’d nearly gone the whole way but she’d chickened out at the last minute, and it was too late to back out of the engagement because she’d insisted on phoning Jessica and Mike practically the minute he’d proposed. He would have looked a right heel if he’d backed off.

Gary chewed his lip. Carol drove him mad sometimes but she intrigued him too. Sometimes she could be sweet and playful and she was a damn sexy woman. He’d first seen her playing mixed doubles with friends of his and watching her limber, long-legged stride across the court had been a stirring experience in more ways than one.

He took a long draught of his beer. He wasn’t going to think about it now, it was too aggravating, and he was tired after a week’s hard work fixing computers owned by idiots who didn’t know how to use them. He stretched out his legs, took his paper out of his jacket pocket and turned to the sports pages. This was an unexpected treat; he should make the most of it. No wittering women giving out to him, no pressure about weddings and buying houses, just him, his pint and his paper. What more could a man want? Well, apart from a wild roll in the sack. And he certainly wasn’t going to get that from Carol tonight. But she wasn’t the only woman in the world, he reflected lazily, as he signalled the barman to pull another pint for him and began to read the sports results.
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Jessica yawned as she let herself into the flat. She was tired, happy and longing for bed. ‘Are you sure you won’t stay the night? I’ll get up and cook you a big fry-up in the morning. And I’ll send you off with a smile on your face.’ She wrapped her arms around Mike and kissed him soundly.

‘Stop it, you shameless hussy.’ He raised his head and drew breath, grinning down at her. ‘I was supposed to be studying tonight, my finals are starting Monday, Jessie. I have to have my wits about me and I need to get some last-minute swotting done, please, Jessie, have mercy. You know I can’t resist you.’

She burst out laughing. ‘What a spoofer you are! All right then, swottie, go home to your precious books. I love you. ’Night.’

‘I love you too, talk to you tomorrow. Sleep well.’ He gave her a bear hug and she waved him off regretfully. She loved sleeping with Mike, loved waking up in his arms, and especially loved their drowsy, contented intimacy. She closed the door behind her and gave a start when Katie, her cousin, popped her head out of her bedroom and dramatically put her finger to her lips.

‘Drama Queen is here!’ she whispered dramatically, pointing to the sitting-room.

‘Carol! What’s she doing here?’

‘The Usual! Row with Gary. Romance all off! Suicide imminent! Good luck.’ Katie threw her eyes up to heaven.

‘Oh no!’ Jessica groaned. Not tonight. She wasn’t in the humour for high drama. She was knackered. All she wanted to do was go to bed. Frustration welled up. Why couldn’t Carol deal with her rows herself? It was always the same. Every time she had a row with Gary . . . and that was every bloody second day . . . Jessica had to bear the brunt of it and she was heartily sick of it. This was the last time, definitely! She was going to tell her friend once and for all that she’d had enough. Carol could cop on to herself and get real. Jessica took a deep breath and marched into the sitting-room, determination written all over her face.

Carol was curled up on the sofa fast asleep, the magazine she’d been reading slipping through her fingers. Jessica came to a full stop. ‘Drat,’ she muttered crossly, switching off the TV and putting the magazine on to the table. She stood staring down at the other girl and her heart softened in spite of herself. Poor old Carol, she looked so miserable even in sleep, a frown creasing her brow, her fingers curled tense and tight across her chest.

Jessica sighed as she went off in search of a quilt. Carol and Gary had such a tempestuous relationship. There was no peace for them, no harmony. They lurched along from drama to drama, she being needy, Gary withholding. How could it be worth it? It would drive her berserk, Jessica reflected as she removed the spare quilt from the bottom of the wardrobe. When she’d heard of their engagement she’d been more than a little shocked. She knew that Carol felt much more strongly about Gary than he did about her. She knew how much it bothered her friend and often wondered how she could endure a relationship that seemed so unequal.

‘Let them at it and don’t interfere,’ Mike cautioned when she’d bring up the subject. But it was difficult to restrain herself sometimes, especially when Carol would pour out her fears and uncertainties about her relationship.

‘Do you think he loves me?’ she’d ask. ‘What do you think he sees in me? I love him, I really, really love him. I wish he loved me as much as I love him. Do you think he loves me but just can’t say it?’

If Jessica had got a euro for every time she was asked those questions she would have been a millionairess. It got extremely wearing after a while, but worst of all was when Carol would say accusingly, ‘You’re so lucky, Jessica, Mike is crazy about you,’ almost as though she begrudged Jessica her happiness and wanted her to feel guilty about being loved and happy.

Sometimes she felt like telling Carol to stop annoying her and stop trying to spoil things, but the other girl had a way of making her feel sorry for her and she’d back off and keep her irritation bottled up. Now, when she’d finally decided to have it out with her friend, Carol was flakers on the sofa, denying Jessica her chance. She yawned. Perhaps it was just as well; she was too tired for friction and besides, in her heart of hearts she had to admit that she wasn’t the best at confrontation, her tendency being to pacify and smooth over troubled waters. She wished she could be more like Katie, who had no trouble at all saying what she felt, and tough if anybody’s sensitivities were hurt.

Gently, as quietly as she could, for now she truly did not want to endure one of Carol’s marathon ear-bashing sessions, she laid the soft quilt over her friend, switched off the lamp and slipped out of the sitting-room to the haven of her own bedroom. All she wanted to do was fall into bed and sleep her brains out. It was a stroke of luck that Carol had fallen asleep on the sofa. She might have calmed down after a night’s sleep and Jessica wouldn’t have to share her bedroom. Tomorrow could take care of itself, she thought tiredly as she gave her face a perfunctory cleanse, tone and moisturize.

‘What’s happening?’ Katie knocked on her door and slipped into the bedroom. She perched on the side of the bed and nibbled on a bowl of hot, buttery popcorn.

‘Want some?’ she offered, holding out the dish.

‘No, thanks, I’m stuffed. Mike and I went to Luigi Malones.’

‘Ha ha! Mystery solved. Her Highness was extremely miffed that you weren’t here and wanted to know where you’d got to because you’d refused to go for a meal with herself and Gary. I told her that you were probably riding each other ragged but that didn’t go down too well either,’ Katie said airily, licking her fingers.

‘You’re awful.’ Jessica giggled.

‘Yeah well, there I was having a perfectly lovely, slobby Friday night in, watching Graham Norton, when Miss Havisham arrives weeping and wailing and turning up her nose at my little pig-out. Honestly, I was raging. I hadn’t had one for yonks, trust her to arrive when I was right in the middle of it. It really spoilt my pizza. Do you think we could make it a condition of tenancy that she’s barred?’ Katie suggested sourly as she wriggled her tongue between her teeth, trying to eject a particularly stubborn particle of popcorn.

‘Ah, don’t be like that, Katie. She doesn’t have many friends.’

‘I’m not surprised,’ interjected her cousin tartly. ‘Honestly, just because she plays tennis and is fanatical about keeping fit is no reason to look down her pointy little nose at me. At least I’ve curves, not angles,’ Katie snorted indignantly.

‘Of course you have,’ Jessica soothed. Katie was a curvy, statuesque brunette who struggled with a fluctuating half-stone which was the bane of her life. It didn’t help that Carol offered ‘helpful’ tips on keeping fit and dieting when she was being particularly bitchy.

‘Why doesn’t she just break it off once and for all if she’s so unhappy? I bet Gary would be out of it so quick you wouldn’t see him for dust if he got the chance. Honestly, thank God I’m not that desperate for a man.’ Katie sniffed.

‘Stop it, Katie, don’t be such a wagon,’ Jessica chided. ‘Gary’s no pushover. If he wanted out, I think he’d get out. Sometimes they get on very well and we all have great fun.’

‘In the words of my dear old granny, it will all end in tears, mark my words,’ Katie predicted, wagging a finger at Jessica.

‘Yeah, well, do you want to know the best of it, little Miss Know All?’ Jessica grimaced. ‘Carol wants us to have a double wedding . . . so there!’

‘What!’ shrieked her cousin. ‘You’re joking!’

‘Would I joke about that?’ Jessica arched an eyebrow.

‘Cripes. What did you say?’

‘I sort of said I’d think about it. Mike, the idiot, was no help and Gary thought it was a good idea.’

‘You know why she wants a double wedding? It’s because if you agree it’ll make it all the more difficult for Gary to back out . . . Lordy Moses, that Carol is one cute little hoor.’

‘I know, I know,’ Jessica said wearily. ‘I don’t care, I’ll worry about it tomorrow. I’m whacked.’

‘There, there, petal, you have a good night’s sleep. You’ll need it for the morrow when yon wench will no doubt twist your ear,’ Katie teased.

‘Goodnight, Shakespeare,’ Jessica said drily, as she kicked off her sandals and slipped out of her white jeans. Ten minutes later she was curled up in bed, her eyes drooping tiredly as she tried to forget about her problems with Carol and endeavoured to dwell instead on Mike and how much she loved him. It worked, and she fell asleep having decided to surprise him the next day at lunchtime and whisk him off for a pint and a sandwich in Conway’s, or, if he preferred, a fry-up in the Kingfisher.



Carol stretched and licked her dry lips. She felt hot, sticky and uncomfortable. Her shirt was all twisted up around her and her shoes felt too tight for her feet. She didn’t know where she was. She sat up, bleary-eyed, peering into the dark. Moonlight spilled through a split in the curtains and she remembered that she was at Jessica’s.

Memories came trickling back. The row with Gary. Being too disheartened to go home to her bedsit and walking past her front door to go to Phibsboro to get a nineteen bus to Jessica’s place. It had been so annoying when she got there to find that her friend wasn’t home. She’d decided to wait for half an hour even though it meant watching Katie stuffing her face with popcorn and pizza, which she’d disdainfully refused a portion of, even though she was starving. She wouldn’t give Katie Johnson the satisfaction of eating her pizza. Carol prided herself on eating properly and keeping fit. She must have fallen asleep and either Katie or Jessica had covered her with a quilt.

This night had been a complete disaster from start to finish. She hated sleeping on sofas. Usually when she stayed over with Jessica she slept on a fold-up bed kept in her friend’s bedroom. It was probably a bit late to go rooting and rummaging and making up a bed. She hauled herself off the sofa, switched on the lamp and checked her watch. Two fifteen, definitely too late. Jessica wouldn’t be impressed, she was always grouchy if her sleep was disturbed.

Carol sighed deeply, feeling very sorry for herself. Her stomach rumbled and she headed for the kitchen and opened the fridge door. There were three slices of cold pizza, some cottage cheese, a few withered tomatoes and a couple of slices of cooked ham curling up at the edges. She found a heel of a brown loaf in the bread bin, buttered it and spooned on some cottage cheese, and put a slice of pizza on a plate. She poured herself a glass of milk and took the unappetizing repast back to the sitting-room, where she ate it unenthusiastically and was rewarded with galloping heartburn for her efforts. In a foul humour, she undressed to her underwear and covered herself up with the quilt, expecting not to sleep a wink. Her last conscious thought was to wonder had Gary gone home alone or was he with another woman, one who’d give him what she wouldn’t. Gary with his dark good looks and inviting brown eyes would have no trouble getting off with any woman. That was his problem. Women were too easy for him. She knew one of the reasons he was drawn to her was because she hadn’t succumbed to his lover-boy charms.

Neither would she, she vowed, because her resistance was her trump card and if that was played, she wasn’t at all sure that he wouldn’t move on to someone else. That was the crux of their relationship. She just wasn’t one bit sure of him.



Gary stretched lazily and smiled down at the woman in his arms.

‘That was good,’ he said, caressing her cheek.

‘Mmm,’ she murmured drowsily. ‘You always were good in bed.’

‘What do you mean “were”?’ he demanded indignantly. ‘Are good in bed, Jen. Are! ’

‘Well, you’re getting on, you’re heading for thirty.’ She yawned.

‘Twenty-six, I’m a baby,’ he retorted.

‘So what’s brought you back to my door?’ She leaned on her elbow and looked down at him, her long black hair tumbling over her shoulders.

‘Missed you,’ he said succinctly.

‘Or missed riding me?’ Jen said drily. ‘What’s wrong, won’t your fiancée do the business?’

‘Don’t be like that,’ he said uncomfortably.

‘I’m right, aren’t I?’

‘Shhh, don’t spoil the evening.’

‘You’re a shit, you know that, don’t you?’

‘But you still like me.’ Gary flashed a sexy, confident smile.

‘You’re so arrogant, Gary, I wish I didn’t.’ Jen frowned. ‘This is the last time. You ended it, don’t forget, not me.’

‘Big mistake,’ he said smoothly and silenced her with a kiss.
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Jessica stretched luxuriously and turned her head to glance at her alarm clock. Seven thirty a.m., she’d need to be getting a move on if she wanted to get to work in time. She was a broadcasting assistant in the Radio Centre in RTE and it was all go, go, go. She hoped the traffic wouldn’t be heavy. She’d been late twice in the last month and her boss hadn’t been too impressed. Then she remembered it was Saturday morning. Oh bliss, she thought happily. Lie-in day. What a treat.

She snuggled back under the duvet and lay contentedly watching the sun slant its early morning rays on to the end of the bed. She liked this cosy little room in the two-up two-down, small, redbrick house she shared with Katie – it reminded her of home and the small cottage she lived in with her mother in Arklow. The cosiness of the house had drawn her to it, a little jewel after some of the cramped, boxy, ugly flats she and Katie had viewed.

In a small side street off Prospect Avenue, it was a quiet little enclave at Hart’s Corner, a stone’s throw from the Botanic Gardens and the darkly gloomy Glasnevin Cemetery that somehow lent a gothic air to the surrounding streets.

She and Katie had been living in their little house for almost six months now and they loved it. The pretty mint-green floral curtains fluttered in the breeze and the sun beamed its dappled rays on to the buttery cream walls of the bedroom. She could do with dusting, she noted lazily as the sunbeams reflected on to the dust particles that covered the chest of drawers. The mirror on the front of the wardrobe badly needed a polishing; she’d do that later, she decided, as well as washing the contents of her bulging laundry basket. Her eyes drooped and she dozed off again. The next she knew, Carol was standing at the foot of the bed demanding to know if she was ever going to wake up.

‘What time is it?’ She sat up groggily, her heart sinking. She’d forgotten all about Carol.

‘It’s quarter to ten. Katie said to tell you she’s decided to go home and she’ll see you tomorrow night,’ Carol informed her irritably. ‘I’m going to the shop to get some fresh brown bread, have the kettle on when I get back.’ She didn’t even wait for Jessica to respond, but marched out of the bedroom and down the stairs. Jessica lay back against her pillows, fuming. This was her house, her Saturday morning lie-in, and Carol as usual had just taken over and done what she wanted. She was the queen of the Me, Me, Me planet. Jessica scowled. She yawned and rubbed her eyes. It looked like a peachy day outside. One of those unexpectedly warm, blue-skied days in early summer. No wonder Katie had gone home, she’d be on the beach for the day, knowing her. It was a pity Mike was studying, they could have had a nice day for themselves, up the mountains or at the beach.

She got out of bed and headed for the shower. Carol could stick on the kettle herself when she got in. She stood under the lukewarm spray, realizing that her uninvited guest had used all the hot water. She could see Carol’s black hair clogging up the plughole and that infuriated her even more. Carol never cleaned up the bathroom after herself. The water got progressively colder and she washed quickly and towelled herself dry.

The doorbell shrilled and she wrapped the bathtowel around her and went to open the door. ‘You used all the hot water and you didn’t clean the shower out after you,’ Jessica snapped as she stood back to let the other girl in.

‘Don’t blame me, Katie had a shower too,’ Carol retorted. ‘And it’s not very nice to give out to me when I’ve gone to the trouble of getting a nice breakfast for us.’

‘Yeah, well, I won’t be eating too much, I’m going to surprise Mike in the library and take him to lunch,’ Jessica said ungraciously and then felt a heel when she saw the flicker of hurt in her friend’s eyes.

‘Sorry,’ she backtracked. ‘That was rude.’

‘I’m used to people being rude to me,’ Carol said in a sulky tone as she headed towards the kitchen with her groceries.

Fraught, Jessica went back up the stairs to her bedroom and towelled her hair dry before styling it with the hairdrier.

Carol had the table laid and a bowl of fresh fruit and yoghurt set out for Jessica.

‘There’s muesli and brown bread as well. I know you like a fry-up on Saturday but this is much healthier for you,’ she said in a subdued sort of voice.

‘Thanks for going to all the trouble,’ Jessica said brightly. ‘Sorry I wasn’t here when you arrived last night. I didn’t know you were coming.’ She didn’t mention going for a meal with Mike; Carol was in enough of a martyr mode without getting into the huffs about imaginary slights.

‘Well, I thought you were going straight home.’

‘Ah, you know yourself,’ Jessica bent her head over her fruit and took a mouthful. ‘What’s on your agenda today?’ She changed the subject.

‘Don’t know,’ Carol said mournfully. ‘Do you know what that bastard said to me last night?’

Here it comes, thought Jessica stoically. ‘Who?’ She feigned surprise.

‘Gary of course,’ Carol snapped.

‘What did he say?’ She bit into a luscious strawberry, her thoughts drifting to Mike and the surprise he’d get when she arrived to take him to lunch.

Carol took a gulp of her milk. ‘Well, he wanted me to go back to his flat, he wants to sleep with me, but you know I won’t. He said you were on the pill and that you and Mike were at it like rabbits and he wanted me to go on the pill too, and I just told him I wasn’t going to go on it because I didn’t want to put on weight and have a stroke, and he said that was just an excuse and I said if he wanted sex go and get himself a slapper. It’s so insulting, Jessica!’ It all came out in a torrent of frustration and resentment.

‘I just don’t understand you, Carol. It’s not as if you’re a virgin. Why won’t you sleep with Gary? How can you not? You’re engaged after all, and I know it’s nothing to do with your religious beliefs, ’cos you don’t have any.’ She grinned. ‘I can’t keep my hands off Mike. I love sleeping with him.’

‘It’s not that I don’t want to, I do,’ Carol snorted. ‘It’s just, Gary’s such a ladies’ man, he gets it all too easy. I know him. I know the way he thinks, Jessie. If he thinks that I’m a pushover he’ll be off to pastures new.’

‘You don’t know that,’ Jessica said gently. ‘Why would he ask you to marry him if he didn’t love you?’

‘Because he thought he’d get me into bed,’ Carol said despondently. ‘Do you really think he loves me, Jessie? If I was sure of him I’d sleep with him in a flash, I really would.’

‘Well, if you’re not sure of him, do you honestly think you should be marrying him?’ There, she’d finally asked the question she’d been biting back for so long.

‘But Jessie, I love him. I want to marry him. Once we’re married I’ll be as happy as Larry, I just know I will. Won’t you please consider a double wedding? It would be such a great day. You know I’ve a crap family – I don’t even care if any of them are at it. But it would mean so much to be with you and Mike. It would give us an extra bond,’ she pleaded.

‘Aw, Carol, can’t I be your bridesmaid?’ Jessica suggested desperately. ‘A double wedding could be an awful lot of trouble.’

‘You can have your own way in everything, honestly,’ Carol said earnestly, sensing weakness. ‘Please. Please. Please. It would be the nicest thing that’s ever happened to me in my whole life. Mike said he wouldn’t mind and Gary would love it. I know that. We’d have such fun,’ she wheedled.

‘I’m not sure, I’d need to talk to Mam,’ Jessica said weakly, hating herself for not having the guts to say an outright ‘no’.

‘I’m sure she won’t mind. I’d say she’d be quite happy for the two of us to organize it.’

‘Well, she was looking forward to getting involved. It’s the first time since Dad died that she’s got a bit of her old spark back.’ This wasn’t exactly true, but Carol wasn’t to know that.

‘Oh!’ Carol bit her lip. ‘Well, she can do as much as she wants to.’

‘I’ll talk to her. So what are your plans for the rest of the day?’ Jessica changed the subject.

Carol bit into a slice of brown bread and shrugged. ‘Go back to the kip, do a bit of washing and go and hit a few balls around the courts in the afternoon. I’m not going to sit by the phone waiting for Gary to ring me. You’re so lucky, Jessie, you know exactly where you stand with Mike.’

There it was again, the faintly accusatory tone that drove Jessica nuts. She took a drink of tea and said nothing, but Carol didn’t notice, she was getting into her stride. ‘Why can’t Gary make more of an effort? I mean, I had to remind him it was my birthday and he never does anything romantic, he’d never think of buying me flowers unless I suggest it. It takes all the good out of it when you have to suggest it yourself.’

‘Some men don’t think like that,’ Jessica said wearily. ‘He’s good to you in other ways. He painted your bedsit for you and got draught-excluders for your door.’

‘Yeah well, if he was really that concerned about where I live, why doesn’t he suggest getting a flat together? Whenever I suggest looking at houses he switches off. We’re getting married, for God’s sake, we need to be making plans.’ The other girl was not to be pacified.

Doesn’t the fact that he doesn’t want to know and isn’t interested in making plans suggest something to you? Jessica wanted to say, but she refrained. There was no point. Carol only wanted to hear what she wanted to hear; she’d only resent Jessica even more for stating the obvious.

She tried to put herself in her friend’s shoes. If it were she and Mike, would she be able to cope with his apparent disinterest? Would she hang on so desperately to a relationship that seemed so unfulfilling? Jessica shivered. If Mike ever broke it off with her, she’d want to lie down and die. She was crackers about him, but at least she had the comfort of knowing that he was crackers about her too and that meant an awful lot. A wave of pity for Carol swept over her. It was a horrible way to be. Unsure. Uncherished. Not knowing whether she was truly loved or not. Carol was right, she was very, very lucky.

‘Let’s have the double wedding if that’s what you want,’ she blurted, and then almost couldn’t believe she’d said it.

Carol’s stern unhappy features lightened as a melon-slice grin creased her face. She jumped up off the chair. ‘Do you mean it? Do you really mean it? Oh Jessie, thanks so much,’ she said fervently, hugging the daylights out of her. ‘Oh Jessie, you’re the best friend in the whole world. Thanks a million. It will be the best day of our lives. You’ll see.’

‘I’m sure it will,’ Jessica murmured, trying hard to believe it. She’d issued the invitation. There was no going back, she’d just have to get on with it.

‘I think it’s going to be really nice and special. We’ve been friends since we were little, living across the road from each other, going to school together, coming to Dublin to work. And now getting married together. Isn’t it lovely, Jessie?’ Carol was bubbling with excitement. Her eyes were alight with happiness. Jessica couldn’t help but smile at her. She had to believe that Carol was right, that it was going to be a special day for them. She just wished she could ignore the niggle of unease that wouldn’t go away.
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‘You’re just an old softie.’ Mike grinned at her as he forked some sausage and mushrooms into his mouth.

‘Oh God, what have I done? I ended up feeling so sorry for her. I just heard myself saying it. She does that to me all the time. Makes me feel sorry for her. What is it about her that does that to me?’ Jessica groaned.

‘Look, don’t lose any sleep over it. It doesn’t matter who’s there and who isn’t. At the end of the day when you and I make our vows, it will just be the two of us looking into each other’s eyes and that’s all that’s important. And at least Carol’s going to have happy memories of her wedding day and all because the most beautiful, kindest-hearted girl in the world was generous enough to share her special day.’ He leaned across the wooden table and kissed her on the cheek. ‘Did I tell you how much I love you today?’ He smiled, his blue eyes warm and tender.

‘I love you too.’ Jessica felt heartened by his words. Mike might call her an old softie, but he had a very soft heart himself and would do anyone a good turn. She was so glad she had called into the library to bring him to lunch. Carol had been on a high as she’d done the washing-up, tutting about the state of the sink as she sprayed Flash around vigorously. Jessica had left her to it, relieved to be on her own as she drove towards the college in Bolton Street.

She’d parked in the staff car park, it being fairly empty as it was Saturday, and hurried past the porter’s desk at the side entrance and up two flights of stairs. She smiled in anticipation as she clipped along the polished wooden parquet floors that led to the library, the noise of her footsteps echoing in the morgue-like stillness that permeated the college. The girl at the desk hadn’t even lifted her head as she slipped through the turnstile that led into the library. It was penny-dropping silent, the only sound the rustling of a newspaper read by one of the students in the reading room opposite the librarian’s desk. Jessica walked into the big mahogany-shelved library and turned right to the study area. Students sat in rows of desks; some engrossed in their studies, others daydreaming out through the large plate-glass windows as the sun streamed in, lending a somnolent, lethargic air to the room.

Mike was deep in his Rogers & Mayhew’s Thermodynamics, a textbook Jessica had come to loathe almost as much as did her fiancé. She walked quietly to where he sat, surrounded by books and the clutter of study.

‘Hi, sexy,’ she whispered huskily into his ear. He gave a start and looked up, surprised. His face creased into a smile.

‘What are you doing here?’ he whispered.

‘Taking you to lunch,’ she whispered back.

‘Shhh.’ A crabby bespectacled girl with a pale face and lank, greasy hair, seated at the next desk, glared at them.

‘Shhh yourself,’ Jessica hissed back crossly.

Mike laughed and closed his books. ‘Come on, I’m starving.’

They walked out into the corridor and once the heavy doors of the library creaked closed behind them, Mike took her in his arms and kissed her soundly. ‘I missed you last night,’ he murmured against her hair.

‘I missed you too,’ she said breathlessly, eyes shining with pleasure. ‘Just think, this is the second last Saturday you’ll have to study, and then I’ll have you all to myself.’

‘For a little while,’ he said gently. ‘I’ll be starting work soon, don’t forget.’

‘Don’t remind me,’ she groaned as they emerged into the bright sunshine.

‘The Kingfisher or Conway’s?’ She squinted up at him.

‘Hmmm, soup and a sandwich versus a fry-up? Let’s hit the Kingfisher,’ he said, taking her hand and heading down the side street that led towards Parnell Street.

It was while they were eating that she told him about Carol’s overnight stay and the blurting out of the offer to agree to the double wedding. When he called her an old softie and told her she had the kindest heart, Jessica wished she could marry him there and then.

They were having coffee and idly chatting about Mike’s forthcoming job with Wicklow County Council when Jessica said out of the blue, ‘Mike, why wait? I know we planned to save for a house before we married instead of renting a place together. Let’s go to the Credit Union and get a loan and get married sooner rather than later. What’s the point in hanging on? I don’t want a big palaver. Do you?’

He looked at her, surprised. ‘No, just the family will suit me, Jessie. It would be good being married, wouldn’t it?’ he said, smiling his wide, sexy smile at her. ‘I wasn’t really looking forward to being in digs in Wicklow during the week and coming up to see you at the weekends.’

‘You know Mam said you could live with her,’ Jessica reminded him.

‘I know, but until I get a car it wouldn’t be practical to live in Arklow if I was working in Wicklow. It would be a ten-mile journey on the bike at least,’ Mike pointed out.

‘The only problem is, you were going to get a loan from the Credit Union for your car. We can hardly get one for a car and a wedding.’ Jessica chewed her lip.

‘One of the lads over in mechanical engineering does car repairs in his spare time, he’s looking out for a car for me. I can get an old banger for the first year until we’re on our feet a bit. We can use yours to swan around in and impress the neighbours with.’

Jessica giggled. Her little Renault was not at the cutting edge of motoring, but it got her where she wanted to go and she was extremely proud of it. It was her first car and she lavished care and attention on it, even going so far as to attend a car maintenance course after Mike had slagged her about not knowing her spark plugs from her sink plugs.

‘So will we go for it?’ he asked with a glint in his blue eyes.

‘Will we?’ Her eyes reflected her excitement, dancing with expectation. She certainly hadn’t expected when she got up this morning that she’d be making wedding plans. When she and Mike had got engaged on Valentine’s Day earlier in the year, they’d anticipated it would be at least two years before they’d tie the knot, now here they were talking about getting married some time this very year.

‘Right then. I’m going back to do a bit more swotting, we won’t be doing anything if I don’t get my exams. You go and phone priests, and hotels and whoever else you have to phone and sort things,’ he said cheerfully.

Jessica’s jaw dropped. ‘We have to talk about it, Mike, and decide where we’re getting married. And can we afford a hotel and stuff like that! And besides, everywhere would be booked up. You’d never get a venue at this short notice,’ she protested, common sense beginning to kick in.

‘I thought you wanted to get married in Kilbride church. And isn’t The Four Winds Hotel right beside your mother’s?’

‘Yes, but—’

‘Ring the priest. Get a date, then ring the hotel and see what their prices are. I bet you’ll get a date no problem mid-week. The Four Winds is such a small hotel I wouldn’t say they do a lot of weddings.’ He shrugged and smiled at her as if to say, What’s the fuss? ‘Easy peasy! Honestly, you women make such mountains out of molehills. You’re gas. See you later.’ He planted a smacker on her lips, raised his hand in farewell and left her sitting staring after him half amused, half frustrated.

He made it all seem so easy. Typical man. She ordered fresh coffee; she needed another shot of caffeine. If the priest in the beautiful little church nestled in the Wicklow countryside that she loved agreed that she could be married there, and if they could afford a small reception in The Four Winds Hotel, everything else would fall into place. Mike was right to a degree. Two phone calls would sort out the most central things.

And then she thought of Carol. Would the other girl want to get married in a small country church? Would she want a more sophisticated, showy sort of wedding? Jessica frowned. It wasn’t up to her to make the compromises. If Carol didn’t want the small, simple wedding that she and Mike were proposing, that was tough, she thought with uncharacteristic firmness.

She finished her coffee, picked her bag off the floor and headed for the door. She’d told Mike that she was going to stroll around the shops in Henry Street and the ILAC Centre, but when she emerged on to the street the noise and fumes of the traffic oppressed her and impulsively she hurried back to where she’d parked the car. She needed fresh air. It would have been glorious to go home to her mother’s and spend the rest of the afternoon on the beach, but she was working tomorrow and besides she wanted to have a meal cooked for Mike later. The great thing about living in Glasnevin was that she could be at the sea in twenty minutes.

The warm weather was so welcome after a long, wet winter and a mediocre spring. People everywhere were dressed in shorts and T-shirts and summery dresses. Moods were light-hearted; people smiled at each other and commented on the good weather and Jessica, a country girl at heart, wanted to be out enjoying it.

She drove north on to Dorset Street, on through Drumcondra until she came to the Griffith Avenue junction, where she turned right, heading for Clontarf and the sea. The sun was sparkling on Dublin Bay, glittering and glinting, silver on sapphire blue. The palm trees that fringed the parkland along the coastline swayed gently in the breeze. The car parks were full, and it seemed as though the world and his mother had come out to enjoy the sun. She edged into a tight space between a Volvo and a Peugeot, congratulating herself on her manoeuvring skills until she hit the kerb a whack and had to perform the whole manoeuvre again.

It was good to feel the salty, tangy air. People were lying on the grass, chatting, reading or simply enjoying the warm rays of the sun on their bodies. Children cycled on their bikes or skated between the pedestrians, who strolled along or marched briskly depending on their fitness levels. Gulls wheeled and circled, their raucous cries evoking memories of childhood and long days spent at the seaside. The rich smell of seaweed wafted on the breeze. Bees hummed indolently, a sure sign of summer. A sense of well-being enveloped her. This was a perfect day. Jessica inhaled deeply and set out at a smart lick. If she was going to be a sooner rather than later bride she’d want to get into shape. She didn’t want to look like a tubby little dwarf alongside Carol.

She sighed, thinking of Carol. It was such a pity she and Mike couldn’t get married on their own. Perhaps when the other girl heard their plans she’d pull out and there’d be no hard feelings.

‘God,’ she prayed silently as she strode along enjoying the bracing fresh air, ‘please don’t let Carol and Gary want a quiet country wedding, please let it be just me and Mike.’
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Carol let herself out of Jessica’s house and strode briskly down Prospect Avenue. She was exhilarated. Her friend had agreed to a double wedding. Now Gary wouldn’t be able to tell her to stop fussing when she suggested dates and mortgages. Hopefully he would enjoy the wedding much more than if they were getting married on their own. Jessica wouldn’t regret her decision. It was definitely going to be the best day of their lives.

It was a pity she was having a row with Gary. He could be such a stinker sometimes. Just this once, she’d let bygones be bygones and forget their tiff, she decided magnanimously. She was dying to tell him the news. She’d tried phoning him from Jessica’s but there was no answer. It wasn’t totally unexpected. He could be playing squash or doing a workout at the gym. She wasn’t going to get into a tizzy about it.

She wondered had he phoned her. She hoped he had. It was good for him to know that she wasn’t sitting in moping and hanging on to the phone waiting for him to call. The best way to deal with Gary, she had learnt over the past two years, was to play it cool.

That was how she had enticed him in the first place. It seemed like an eternity, she thought ruefully, but she could still remember every second of those heady days when she’d fallen head over heels in love with him.



She’d been playing a doubles match in a tennis tournament and her regular partner and friend, Amanda, was not playing because of a hamstring injury. Lily, the girl she was partnered with, wasn’t the best player in the world and had consistently double-faulted. She wasn’t too fast on the court either and had lost them the first set. Carol was raging. She hated being beaten, and the pair on the other side of the net were targeting Lily’s weak spots with gusto. As they changed sides after a disaster of a game she noticed one of her opponents blowing a kiss to a man on the sidelines. He too was in tennis whites and he was a hunk and a half, she thought enviously.

She had seen the girl, a tall, willowy blonde called Jen, on the circuit. She drove a big Honda, and often arrived to matches in smart tailored business suits, carrying a briefcase. She was like someone out of Vanity Fair or Hello!, Carol’s favourite magazines. Carol would love to swan into work in a sharp business suit carrying a briefcase. She worked as a senior staff officer in the City Council offices and had no need of a briefcase or even sharp suits, as she as often as not wore her uniform. Although she didn’t like admitting it, Carol was jealous of her and her seemingly affluent lifestyle, and it was galling in their first match together that Jen and her partner were winning. She was a good tennis player, but Carol knew she was a better one and there and then she decided, Lily or no Lily, she was going to win. Jaunty Jen was not going to throw her tennis racket triumphantly in the air after this match.

Carol played like a demon and rang rings around poor Lily, who became even more nervous and intimidated as Carol whizzed around her. As they approached match point Carol had never felt so focused in her life. She sliced an ace down the line and felt a surge of triumph as, moments later, Jen mentally crumpled and played a return shot into the net. Another powerful ace and it was all over.

‘Jeepers, Carol, that was some match. Well done, I know I didn’t do much to help,’ Lily apologized as they walked to the net to shake hands with their opponents. You can say that again, Carol thought irritably, but she merely shrugged and said nothing, her silence making poor Lily feel even more inadequate as a player.

‘Good match,’ Jen said tightly, proffering a limp hand.

‘Any time,’ Carol said airily. She hated limp handshakes. As she came off the court she saw the hunk studying her admiringly.

‘Well played,’ he said.

‘Thank you,’ she replied coolly, and continued in to the clubhouse, dying to have a shower, her legs aching from all the running.

The relief of standing under the reviving hot jets was indescribable, and Carol relaxed and lathered soap all over. There was nothing like winning at tennis. It gave her such a buzz, but today for some reason it felt a thousand times better. Jen had not liked being beaten. Carol knew exactly how she felt. There were players you could cope with losing against and there were ones that really got to you. Losing to Jen would have got to her. And for some perverse reason she was glad the other girl had lost in front of the hunk. As far as she knew they were an item. The circuit’s golden couple.

Later, as she sipped a Club Orange at the bar, a voice behind her said, ‘Let me buy you a drink, you deserve one after that marathon.’ She turned to find the hunk smiling sexily and holding out his hand. ‘Gary Davis.’

‘Carol Logan,’ she reciprocated, noting approvingly that his handshake was firm, unlike that of his girlfriend.

‘Well, Carol Logan, you certainly played like a pro today.’

‘No point in playing otherwise.’ She withdrew her hand from his lingering handclasp.

‘So what can I get you?’

‘I’m fine, thanks,’ she said casually.

‘Aw, come on, how about champagne to celebrate?’

Carol laughed. What an over-the-top show-off. Did he think that she was easily impressed?

‘Some other time, perhaps, but thanks for the offer. I think your girlfriend is looking for you.’ She glanced over to the door to where Jen was staring over at them.

‘She knows where I am,’ he drawled.

‘So she does. Excuse me.’ She slid off her stool. ‘I’m just going to join my friends.’ She left him standing, staring after her as she crossed the bar to join Jessica and Mike.

Over the next couple of months she encountered Gary and Jen on the circuit. She kept him at arm’s length, refusing his offer to buy her a drink, instinctively knowing that the way to hook Gary was to play hard to get. And hook him she wanted to, badly. He was a challenge, no doubt about it. Women flocked to him. He had an easy, sexy charm, and he knew it. His girlfriend had an ever watchful, possessive air about her, understandably. Being Gary Davis’s girlfriend was not for the faint-hearted.

Things came to a head when she played opposite him in a game of mixed doubles. It was a hard-fought match and she didn’t give an inch; as they squared up against each other, the glint in his eye was matched by the determination in hers and they battled over every point. His serve was powerful but she held her own against him, and even though they lost by a game, she was at least comforted by the fact that she had certainly been no pushover.

‘You have to let me buy you a drink after this,’ he informed her when they met later on at the bar.

‘I don’t have to let you do anything,’ she said tartly.

‘Are you afraid of me?’ he demanded.

Carol chuckled, highly amused at his attitude and secretly delighted that she was getting to him.

‘Don’t be ridiculous, Gary.’ She arched an eyebrow at him. ‘Why on earth would you think that?’

‘Well, I’ve being trying to buy you a drink for ages and you keep saying no and running off on me as if I had the plague,’ he said plaintively.

‘Gary, I’m just not pushed about drinking, but if it’s such a big deal I’ll have a Club Orange.’ She was extremely pleased with her strategy; she’d certainly reinforced the impression that he was chasing her and that she wasn’t the slightest bit interested.

‘Oh, come on, have something stronger!’ he urged.

‘Nope! I’m playing matches all over the weekend. I don’t need to be slowed down by alcohol,’ she explained calmly.

‘God, you’re very dedicated. You don’t give an inch on court.’

‘Neither do you,’ she pointed out. Their eyes met and held and some intangible bond ignited between them. Gary smiled at her.

‘A kindred spirit,’ he said softly and she knew there and then that he was the one she wanted.

‘Do you think so?’ she challenged.

‘I know so,’ he said huskily, turning on the charm. ‘Have dinner with me and let’s find out.’

‘I don’t two-time. You’re Jen’s boyfriend.’ Her blunt response took him by surprise.

‘Oh! How high-minded of you.’ His tone was faintly jeering.

She shrugged. ‘Say what you like, but that’s my policy. It saves me a lot of trouble.’

‘I suppose you have a point,’ he allowed, as he ordered the orange drink for her and a beer for himself. ‘So what drives you then?’ He sat back on his stool and turned to look at her, his brown eyes staring unwaveringly into her own. His stare was disconcerting but she made a conscious effort to ignore it.

‘I play to win,’ she said simply.

‘In everything?’ His eyes never left her face.

‘Why not?’ she said lightly, breaking his stare to take a welcome drink of the ice-cold orange.

‘And if you lose?’

‘Tomorrow is another day.’ She grinned, enjoying the banter and the sexual frisson that sparked between them.

‘Are you seeing anyone yourself?’ he queried offhandedly.

‘Not any more.’ Carol took another sip of her drink. ‘He said I preferred tennis to him.’

‘And did you?’

‘Tennis is a very satisfying game.’ She eyeballed him as she finished her drink and stood up.

‘Thanks for the drink, I’ll see you around.’ Head up, back straight, she walked out of the bar without looking back. Two weeks later, she heard on the grapevine that it was all off with Jen.

The next time she saw him he said briskly, ‘I’m footloose and fancy-free. It wasn’t working with Jen and me. Care to have dinner with me?’

‘Sure,’ she said easily, and saw his mouth open in surprise. He’d been expecting a battle of wills. She laughed, delighted to have wrong-footed him.

‘I’m going to have my hands full with you,’ he murmured, his eyes warm as they surveyed her from head to toe.

‘Me? I’m a pussy cat,’ she teased, writing down her telephone number and passing it to him. ‘Call me, I have to go. I’m due on court in ten minutes and I need to get changed.’

‘Have a good game.’ He smiled.

‘Indeed I will,’ she assured him, on cloud nine that she had him where she wanted him. It had been one of the most satisfying moments of her life.



Carol sighed as she marched across Binn’s Bridge, shading her eyes from the prisms of sunlight that dazzled up from the Royal Canal. It had been fun then, almost a game, albeit a game that she intended to win, but as things got serious with them and she continued to fall even more in love with him, life became much more of a roller-coaster. Gary started putting pressure on her to sleep with him and she would have in a heartbeat if she’d felt secure about him. It became an unspoken struggle between them, and each was equally determined as to the outcome.

So far she was shading it, she conceded. She was holding out with great difficulty, it had to be said, about sleeping with him, much to the frustration of both of them, but so far it had paid off. They were engaged. Nevertheless she now understood Jen’s watchfulness, as she had become watchful herself in the face of his constant flirting with other women.

It was difficult. She often wanted to rage at him and tell him not to be such an obnoxious bastard, but that would be playing the game his way and she wouldn’t give him the satisfaction. Only to Jessica did she pour out her fears and doubts. Jessica was her touchstone, her comforter, and her shoulder to cry on.

They had known each other since childhood, living across the road from each other in Arklow, a small seaside town on the east coast. They’d gone to school together, survived the teenage years, and Carol had followed the other girl to Dublin. Jessica knew all about Carol’s difficulties at home. She never put on a façade with her like she did with everyone else. When her mother’s nerves went and she hit the bottle, it was Jessica she confided in. While her parents fought like cat and dog for years before her father left, it was Jessica who comforted Carol. If it wasn’t for her friend, sometimes Carol didn’t know what she’d do.

Katie was the big thorn in Carol’s side. She too had grown up in Arklow with them, and because she and Jessica were cousins, the bond was close. Carol had always been jealous of it, and of her. No doubt she would be Jessica’s bridesmaid at the wedding. That wouldn’t be so bad, she thought smugly. How nice it would be to swan up the aisle as a bride knowing that Katie was probably pea-green with envy behind her.

She let herself into the gloomy, red-brick terraced house where she had a bedsit on the first floor. When Jessica and Katie had moved into their house just over a mile away, she had been full sure that they would have invited her to share, but the invite hadn’t been forthcoming and she’d been devastated. She’d blamed Katie, but she’d been hurt that Jessica hadn’t insisted. After all, she was living in a grotty little bedsit that her friend was always giving out about.

Carol could well have afforded to rent a nice flat or apartment but she was paranoid about saving. Money had been tight when her father left, even though he sent money every week and paid the bills. Nancy had scrimped to buy drink. Carol had vowed to save as much of her salary as she could so that she could have a safety net of cash for the future. Paying rent was money down the drain, she reasoned, so she got a place that didn’t make a big hole in her purse.

Carol sighed as she turned the key in the lock and put her shoulder to the dirty beige wooden door with the flaking paint. She pushed hard. It really was a kip, she acknowledged, as she studied her abode. A single divan bed faced the door. She had covered it with a lilac candlewick bedspread and cushions lay dotted along the wall so it doubled as a sofa. One window facing on to the street gave the only natural light and an ancient chipped Belfast sink stood beneath it. At right angles to the window and sink lay a small counter top, with a tiny two-ringed cooker and a bockety fridge that wheezed and rattled like an eighty-year-old. A small black fireplace that accommodated about two briquettes in its diminutive grate was her only source of heating, and she had one rickety armchair that sagged in the middle and had cigarette burns all along the arms.

A woodworm-infested wardrobe, crammed to the brim, completed the furnishings and black sacks of clothes and other bits and pieces tumbled untidily in the corner. She hated it so much she never brought anyone up to it, and she’d only stayed in it because she’d hoped that Gary or Jessica would take pity on her and ask her to move in.

Gary had been horrified when he’d seen it the first time. ‘What the hell are you doing living in a gaff like this? My God, woman, it’s the pits.’

‘Well, we’re not all loaded like you,’ she retorted, playing the poor mouth. ‘I’m saving for a car.’

‘Go for promotion at work,’ he suggested.

‘Yeah, yeah,’ she said wearily. ‘Me and a thousand others.’

‘I thought you’d be a piranha in the work pool.’

‘Excuse me, I’m a Senior Staff Officer. I have a staff working under me,’ she boasted.

‘Well done,’ he said admiringly. ‘But this place is a dump, Miss Senior Staff Officer. I’ll paint it for you if you like,’ he offered. ‘You’ve got to get rid of those cabbages on the walls.’

‘They’re roses,’ she pointed out.

‘They’re not like any roses I’ve ever seen,’ he retorted, gazing around at the uninspiring décor. ‘I can see why you wear yourself out on the court, so you’d be too knackered to stay awake. I’d get nightmares in this place. What colour do you want me to paint it?’

‘Are you serious?’ Carol was utterly touched by this unexpectedly kind offer.

‘Sure,’ he grinned. ‘It will only take a couple of hours.’

‘I’d better OK it with the landlord,’ she murmured.

‘You do that, and get back to me,’ he said matter-of-factly. She was ecstatic.

‘He wouldn’t do that unless he had strong feelings for me, sure he wouldn’t?’ she asked Jessica, who’d assured her that men did not go around painting girls’ bedsits if they didn’t feel something for the girl involved. True to his word, once the landlord had given his permission, Gary had painted the room a bright, warm, buttermilk yellow that lightened the gloom of the previous dark green.

Yellow walls notwithstanding, she’d be delighted to shake the dust of the cramped little room off her heels, she reflected, as she filled a kettle of water to make herself a pot of tea.

Ten minutes later she was scowling as Gary’s phone rang and rang unanswered. Here she had momentous news to tell him and he wasn’t at home. Nor were there any messages for her. Frances, the bank official who lived on the ground floor, would always leave a note for her if anyone called when she wasn’t there.

It wouldn’t have killed him to ring her, the skunk, she thought crossly, all her previous joie de vivre evaporating.
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