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			Siobhan

			He isn’t here.

			Siobhan breathes out slowly through her nose. She’s aiming for calm, but it reads more angry bull than zen.

			She cancelled breakfast with a friend for this. She curled her hair and wore lipstick and shaved her legs (not just to the knee, all the way up, in case he fancied running a hand up her thigh under the table).

			And he isn’t bloody here.

			‘I’m not angry,’ she tells Fiona. They’re video calling. They always video call – Siobhan is a big believer in the power of eye contact. Also, she’d quite like someone to see how fabulous she looks today, even if it is only her flatmate. ‘I’m resigned. He’s a man, ergo, he let me down. What did I expect?’

			‘You’re wearing sex make-up,’ Fiona says, squinting at the screen. ‘It’s not even nine in the morning yet, Shiv.’

			Siobhan shrugs. She’s sitting in one of those cafés that prides itself on its quirkiness, a quality she always finds deeply irritating in anything or anyone, and there’s a half-drunk double-shot oat milk latte on the table in front of her. If she’d known she was going to be stood up on Valentine’s Day, she’d have got proper milk. Siobhan is only vegan when she’s in a good mood.

			‘Sex is what we do,’ she says.

			‘Even on a breakfast date?’

			They’ve never actually had a breakfast date before. But when she’d told him she was on a flying visit to London, he’d said, Fancy having breakfast with me tomorrow morning, by any chance . . . ? Asking for a breakfast date was definitely significant – and on V-Day, no less. Generally speaking, their dates happen in her hotel room, usually after eleven p.m.; they see each other on the first Friday of the month, plus the odd bonus day if she happens to be in London.

			That’s fine. That’s plenty. Siobhan doesn’t want more than that – he lives in England, she lives in Ireland; they’re both busy people. Their arrangement works perfectly.

			‘Are you sure you don’t want to give it another five?’ Fiona says, lifting a dainty hand to her lips as she swallows a mouthful of cornflakes. She’s sitting at their kitchen table, her hair still in its overnight plait. ‘He’s maybe just late?’

			Siobhan feels a pang of homesickness for her flat, though she’s only been gone a day. She misses the familiar lemony smell of their kitchen, the peace of her walk-in-wardrobe. She misses the version of herself that had not yet made the mistake of hoping her favourite hook-up might actually want to be something more.

			She sips her latte as airily as she can. ‘Oh, please. He’s not coming,’ she says with a shrug. ‘I’m resigned to it.’

			‘You don’t think you’re maybe writing him off be—’

			‘Fi. He said eight thirty. It’s ten to. He’s stood me up. It’s better if I just . . .’ she swallows, ‘. . . accept it and bounce back.’

			‘All right,’ Fiona says with a sigh. ‘Well. Drink your coffee, remember you’re excellent, get ready to kick butt today.’ Her American accent resurfaces when she says kick butt; these days she sounds as Dublin as Siobhan for the most part. When the pair first met at the Gaiety School of Acting, aged eighteen, Fiona was all New York accent and confidence, but ten years of failed auditions have washed her out. She’s unlucky, always the understudy. Siobhan fully believes this is Fiona’s year, as she has every year for the last decade.

			‘When am I not ready to kick butt? Please.’

			Siobhan tosses her hair back just as a man passes behind her; he knocks her chair. The coffee wobbles in his hand, a tiny splash spilling on Siobhan’s shoulder. It sinks into the pillar-box red of her dress, leaving a little stain, two droplets, like a semicolon.

			It has all the makings of a meet-cute. For a split second, as she turns, Siobhan considers it – he’s attractive-ish, tall, the sort of man you’d expect to have a big dog and a loud laugh. Then he says,

			‘Christ alive, you’ll put someone’s eye out with all that hair!’

			And Siobhan decides, no, she is in too bad a mood for large imposing men who do not immediately apologise for spilling coffee on couture dresses. An angry, righteous heat grows in her chest, and she’s grateful for it, relieved, even – this is exactly what she needs.

			She reaches out and touches his arm, just lightly. He slows, his eyebrows a little raised; she pauses deliberately before she speaks.

			‘Didn’t you mean to say, I’m ever so sorry?’ she asks. Her voice is sugar-sweet.

			‘Careful, buddy,’ Fiona says from the phone, which is now propped on the wonky terracotta plant pot in the centre of the table.

			He is not careful. Siobhan knew he wouldn’t be.

			‘What exactly am I meant to be ever-so-sorry for, Rapunzel?’ he asks. He follows her gaze to the coffee stain on her shoulder and huffs a warm, indulgent laugh. He pretends to squint, as if there is nothing there to see; he’s trying to be cute, and if she were in a good, vegan-milk sort of mood, Siobhan might go along with it. But, unfortunately for the man with the coffee, Siobhan has just been stood up on Valentine’s Day.

			‘This dress cost almost two thousand euro,’ she says. ‘Would you like to transfer the money, or pay in instalments?’

			He throws his head back and laughs. A few couples glance over.

			‘Very funny,’ he says.

			‘I’m not joking.’

			His smile drops, and then things really get started. He raises his voice first; she pulls up the dress on NET-A-PORTER; he snaps and calls her a mouthy little madam, which is excellent, because it gives her an extra five minutes of ammo, and Fiona’s laughing on her phone screen, and for a good few seconds Siobhan almost forgets that she’s alone in a tediously quirky café with no date.

			‘You’re brutal, Shiv,’ Fiona says fondly as Siobhan settles back into her chair.

			The man has stormed off, having thrown a tenner on her table ‘for the dry-cleaning’. Everyone is staring. Siobhan flicks those shining blonde argument-starting locks over her shoulder and turns her face to the window. Chin up. Tits out. Legs crossed.

			With her head turned like this, only Fiona can tell she’s trying not to cry.

			‘Did that help?’ Fiona asks.

			‘Of course. And I’m ten quid richer, too. What shall I buy?’ Siobhan sniffs and pulls up the menu from the other side of the table. She catches the time on her watch: 9 a.m. Only 9 a.m. and she’s already having a record-breakingly bad day. ‘An “always see the sunny side” fry-up, perhaps? A “keep smiling” kale smoothie?’

			She slaps her hand down on the menu and shoves it away again; the couple on the adjacent table jump slightly and eye her with trepidation.

			‘Fuck me, this is categorically the worst place to be stood up on Valentine’s Day,’ she says. The warming anger in her chest has gone, and now there’s just that tightness, the lonely clutching ache of approaching tears.

			‘Do not let this get to you,’ Fiona says. ‘He’s a prick if he’s stood you up.’

			‘He is a prick,’ Siobhan says fiercely, voice catching.

			Fiona falls silent. Siobhan has the suspicion that she is giving her time to gather herself, which makes her even more determined not to let either of the teardrops currently teetering on her lash-line roll down her cheeks.

			‘I know this was big for you, Shiv,’ Fiona says tentatively. ‘Have you even . . . Isn’t it the first proper date since Cillian?’

			Siobhan scowls, conceding defeat and dabbing at her eyes. ‘What, you think I haven’t been on a date for three years?’

			Fiona just waits patiently; they both know that she hasn’t. Fiona ought to know better than to say it, though. Eventually Fiona sighs and says,

			‘Are you binning him off, then?’

			‘Oh, he’s binned. He’s done,’ Siobhan says.

			He’s going to rue the day he stood her up. Siobhan doesn’t know what ruing is, not yet, but she’s going to find out. And he’s not going to like it.

		

	


		
			Miranda

			09:03, and nobody has turned up.

			Miranda gnaws the inside of her thumbnail and leans back against her car, tapping a boot on the tyre. She tightens her ponytail. She checks her bootlaces. She goes through her rucksack and makes sure everything’s there: two water bottles, her climbing kit, the hand saw her parents bought her for her birthday, with her name engraved on the handle. All present and correct, no items having magically leapt from her bag at some point on the twenty-minute journey from her flat.

			09:07 and, at last, there’s the sound of tyres on gravel. Miranda turns as Jamie’s truck pulls up, bright green, emblazoned with the J Doyle company logo. Miranda’s heart is hammering at her ribs like a woodpecker, and she stands a little taller as Jamie and the rest of the crew climb out.

			Jamie grins at her as they approach. ‘AJ, Spikes, Trey, this is Miranda Rosso,’ he says.

			Two of the men give Miranda a look that she is familiar with: the hunted, nervous glance of boys who have been firmly instructed not to be inappropriate. Trey is short and stocky, with sullen, deep-set eyes. Spikes is a head taller than Trey and built like a rugby player, barrel-chested beneath his grubby, faded T-shirt. They each nod at her and immediately turn their attention to the tree on the corner of the plot where they’re parked.

			And then there’s AJ. He gives Miranda a very different sort of look: the up-and-down glance of a man who hears ‘don’t be inappropriate with the new girl’ and takes it as a challenge.

			Miranda’s been warned about AJ. He’s got quite the reputation. That AJ’s had more women than he’s climbed trees, Miranda’s old boss told her when she said she was leaving to join Jamie’s team. Face of an angel, heart of an absolutely heartless bastard.

			So Miranda is braced for the piercing green eyes, the bearded jaw, the muscled, tattooed arms. She’s ready for the eyebrow quirk she gets when their eyes meet, the look that says, I eat women like you for breakfast.

			She’s not totally prepared for the small cockapoo puppy in his arms, however.

			She double takes. AJ strokes the dog’s head, implacable, as if it is perfectly normal to be carrying a tiny puppy when you arrive at a job site.

			‘Oh, yeah, and that’s Rip,’ Jamie says, without much enthusiasm. ‘New dog. Apparently he can’t be left home alone, is that right, AJ?’

			‘Gets separation anxiety,’ AJ says, lifting Rip up a little higher against his broad, muscled chest.

			Miranda is trying very hard not to smile. Her plan for dealing with AJ had been to completely ignore him – she’s found that’s usually the best strategy with cocky types. But . . . damn, that’s a cute puppy. She’s never been able to resist the ones that look a bit like teddy bears, all curly-coated and snub-nosed.

			‘Hey, Rip,’ she says, extending a hand for him to sniff. ‘Hey, little guy!’

			Rip’s tail begins to wag against AJ’s side, and Miranda tries not to melt.

			‘He likes you,’ AJ says, voice like honey, gaze slick as it runs up and down Miranda’s body again, and Miranda’s brain puts the brakes on. The puppy may be cute, but she is directing way too much attention to the torso of the man holding him. This was not the strategy.

			‘Hi,’ she says, tearing her gaze away from Rip and directing her smile towards Trey and Spikes. ‘Good to meet you guys.’

			‘Rosso’s quite the climber,’ Jamie says, clapping Miranda on the back. ‘You should have seen her at the aerial rescue challenge. Never seen anyone up a tree so fast. You got your own climbing kit?’

			‘Mmm-hmm,’ Miranda says, nodding to indicate her rucksack.

			‘I’m sending you up the big one,’ Jamie says. ‘The customer wants the crown reduced by a third.’ He nods at the silver birch towering over the front garden of the grand house they’re parked outside. It’s spindly, ducking and weaving in the wind. ‘Want to show these boys how it’s done?’

			‘Always,’ Miranda says, already crouching to open her rucksack and pull out her harness.

			 

			There is no rush quite like a climb.

			When Miranda was fifteen, she was walking home from school and heard men shouting in the distance. She followed the sounds to the tree surgeons training in the land management college up the road from her secondary. There was a row of pines, tall and lovely, with yellow and orange ropes hanging from their branches. The men above her were moving through the trees like Tarzan, leaping across forks to grab trunks between their knees, leaning back into their harnesses. One was even hanging upside-down.

			It had never occurred to Miranda that you could climb trees for a living.

			The instructor had seen her watching and told her about an open day the following week when she’d get the chance to try it herself, if she fancied it. Once she’d felt the harness take her weight, once she’d reached her first branch and looked down at the ground swimming beneath her, she’d been hooked.

			Ten years later and she isn’t just climbing trees for a living, she’s doing it really well. And though her parents are no closer to understanding why their eldest daughter insists on working in a profession so dangerous that she was advised to get her life insurance sorted on her first day, they have reluctantly come around to it, mainly because nobody could fail to see how passionate Miranda is about what she does.

			Once she’s up in the birch, with her main line anchored to the highest branch that can take her weight, Miranda forgets about Trey and Spikes and AJ. She even forgets about Carter, their lunch date, the outfit carefully folded in the bottom of her rucksack in readiness. Being forty feet up a tree is absolutely terrifying, no matter how experienced you are, and when you’re doing it, there’s no room for anything else. There’s just you and the ropes and the wind and the tree, breathing around you, keeping you from falling.

			AJ’s pruning a hedge to the front of the property, with Rip toddling excitedly around his feet; at first Jamie stays to keep an eye on Miranda, but after half an hour or so he leaves to help AJ. The other boys are on groundwork, the heavy lifting, putting branches through the chipper. The morning goes by in a roar of chainsaws and the glitter of sawdust.

			Miranda sails down the main line and lets herself land hard, heels digging into the soil beneath the tree. The rope comes down nicely for her, doesn’t even catch. It’s been a good morning. Her hair is coming loose from its ponytail; strands stick to her forehead as she pulls off her helmet.

			‘Not bad,’ AJ says, as she walks past him to Jamie.

			‘Cheers,’ she says, and smiles at Jamie. ‘All good, boss?’

			‘Oh, I remember!’ Jamie says, straightening up with an armful of hazel branches, eyes twinkling. He’s in his late forties now, no longer the fastest guy up the tree, not the one who takes the risks. But he’s still got an edginess to him. A really good tree surgeon is just the right amount of adrenaline junkie. Or too much of one, and very lucky. ‘You’ve got to be gone by half one, right? For your date?’

			Miranda brushes sawdust off her chainsaw trousers. She’s wearing braces – safety trousers are designed with men in mind and are always too loose around the waist. A friend she met on an aerial rescue course tipped her off that suspenders would save her from the humiliation of finding her trousers around her ankles one day.

			‘Yep! Lunch date,’ she says, unclipping the chainsaw and setting it up in the bed of Jamie’s truck. ‘It is Valentine’s Day, you know.’

			‘My wife reminded me of that this morning,’ Jamie says, pulling a face.

			‘A lunch date?’ AJ says behind her.

			She doesn’t turn around. ‘My boyfriend wanted to meet me right after I’d finished my first job with Jamie.’

			‘Or he’s got another woman lined up for the evening slot,’ AJ says.

			Miranda doesn’t have much of a temper. She figures anyone who’s being a dick probably has a reason for it, and there’s no use flying off the handle. But she also knows that tolerance can look like weakness, especially if you’re a woman. She swallows.

			‘What are your plans for the evening then, AJ?’ she asks, glancing back at him for just long enough to catch his quick, one-sided smile at the question. ‘Got a hot date?’

			‘Depends,’ he says.

			‘On what?’ Miranda pulls her hair out of its ponytail and runs her fingers through the tangles. Her hair is thick and dark, frizzy around her face, ringleted at the bottom, and almost always in knots.

			‘On whether Jamie’ll let me ask you out for a drink this evening.’

			‘AJ!’ Jamie barks. ‘What did we talk about on the drive here?’

			Miranda meets AJ’s eyes for just a moment. He’s teasing her, or maybe testing her. But there’s genuine heat behind his gaze, and Miranda realises with a jolt that he’d do it – he’d take her out for a drink, and then he’d take her home. This gorgeous, dangerous man.

			Quite flattering, all things considered. Even if she does know he screws anything that moves.

			‘Why not? I know you’re free tonight,’ AJ says, folding his tattooed arms across his chest. His biceps are enormous. Miranda is quite sure he crossed his arms so she’d notice.

			She keeps her chin up. ‘Not interested,’ she says, and smiles. ‘Thanks though.’ She turns back to Jamie. ‘Seven tomorrow morning, right? You’ll message me the address?’

			‘Not interested!’ Jamie crows. ‘When did you last hear that from a girl, AJ?’

			AJ shrugs, bending down to pick up Rip, and Miranda can feel that his eyes are still on her as she begins to walk away.

			‘Been a while,’ he says. ‘But I always wear them down.’

			Miranda laughs at that. ‘Not this one,’ she says cheerfully over her shoulder. ‘I’m taken.’

			‘By Mr Lunch Date,’ AJ calls. ‘Lucky girl.’

			 

			She is lucky. Most days she can’t believe her luck, actually. Carter is the sort of guy who she’d imagine would never look twice at someone like her: he’s so mature, has a well-paid job, wears proper tailored suits. And he’s gorgeous. Grown-up gorgeous, not like scruffy AJ. Carter has round glasses and a straight, manly jaw, and this totally melt-you-on-the-spot smile.

			The two of them met through Reg, one of the guys Miranda used to work with – he played football with Carter, and Miranda had been at the pub with Reg one day last year when half the team had come in for a drink after a kickaround. Carter had been scrubbed clean, back in his work suit because he’d forgotten to bring another change of clothes for after the match, and he’d stood out like a shiny penny. All bright smile and half-wet hair. As the rest of the lads took the piss out of his outfit, he did this sheepish little head-duck, glasses catching in the pub lights, and Miranda’s stomach had swooped. That head-duck hinted at the boy underneath the broad-shouldered grown-up; it made him seem more approachable.

			Miranda hadn’t been able to stop staring at him, and eventually he’d noticed and offered her a small, questioning half grin, a gentler invitation than she’d expected. He must be used to women throwing themselves at him, she’d thought, but there was no expectation there. She’d asked Reg to introduce them in the end, buoyed up by three pints, giddy with the half smile Carter had thrown her way. Rosso, Carter, Carter, Rosso, Reg had said. Carter, get her a drink, will you, this is a woman who deserves to be treated right.

			Now, five months later, Carter still seems to be taking Reg at his word – the restaurant he’s taking her to for their Valentine’s Day lunch is the sort of place with no prices on the menu and drizzled glazes around the edges of the plate. It’s not far from Erstead, the Surrey commuter town where Miranda lives. She gets changed at the McDonald’s around the corner, slicking on some lip balm and mascara, and feels pretty good about herself for the three-minute walk to the fancy restaurant, then immediately transitions to feeling childish and underdressed as she walks to their table in her blue pinafore dress and scuffed pumps. All the other women look really sophisticated.

			Miranda lifts her bum off the chair to pull down the dress surreptitiously, under cover of the tablecloth. This is a classy restaurant, so they’re only doing Valentine’s Day indirectly: rose petals on tables, a general increase in candles, a vague atmosphere of smugness.

			Miranda arrived a little late, so it takes her a while to clock that it’s well after two and there’s still no sign of Carter. He’s habitually late, so this is no great surprise. But at around half past, when the waiter asks her if she wants a drink, she orders a Coke – it’s getting awkward just sitting there, surrounded by loved-up couples, fiddling with her napkin and tapping her feet.

			She sends Carter a text: Where are you?! Xx

			Then another: You’re really late?

			And then: Carter?? Hello?

			Slowly, slowly, she slips from being a woman who is waiting for her date to a woman who has been stood up. Nothing’s visibly changed – she’s still here, checking her phone too often, getting through her drink too fast. But everyone can see that her status is changing as each second passes, and by the time Miranda has sat at that table for forty-five minutes, without even moving a muscle she’s become somebody to be pitied.

			Eventually she just can’t stand the stillness any longer. With each minute that’s gone by, the fidgety, need-to-move feeling in her limbs has ramped up, even after a morning on the job. She tells herself she’ll wait until ten past three, and makes it to five past before going up to pay for her drink at the bar.

			There’s no way around it: he’s stood her up.

			There’s probably a totally reasonable explanation, she tells herself. Some really funny story. He’ll tell it with all the different people’s voices – he’s really good at accents; he totally nails her dad’s Italian one, and he’s got the Liverpudlian guy in Miranda’s building down to a tee. They’ll laugh about it. It’ll become one of their stories, like, Remember that time you stood me up on Valentine’s Day?

			Right now, though, it kind of sucks. Miranda chews her lip as she waits for the card receipt to print. She knows she’ll forgive Carter. She’s probably forgiven him already, really, in anticipation of his excellent excuse. But for a moment, it’s quite nice to imagine she’s the sort of woman who wouldn’t. The sort of woman who’d say, I don’t take this shit. If you stand me up, that’s it. You’re done.

			By the time Miranda gets home it’s half four, and there’s still no message from Carter. She misses her old flatmate – she could really use someone to make her a sympathetic cup of tea right now. She stands in the middle of the living room, listening to the traffic outside, wondering whether Carter decided she wasn’t right for him after all.

			This is pointless, Miranda Rosso, she tells herself, kicking off her pumps. Pull yourself together.

			It’s not even five yet – plenty of day left. She’ll hoover, then cook dinner and get to bed early. There’s no use standing around moping. Where’s that ever got anybody?
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