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This one is for Glenn, Jillian and Graham – with love


Prologue

She stared across the bed and out the window at the stark, bare trees that were struggling to show any signs of spring. A lone pink camellia was promising colour at one edge of the lawn. A woman and a little girl walked back to their car. She’d seen them before. As the child opened the door, the wind whipped her scarf from around her neck and it flew across the tarmac, a splash of brightness in an otherwise monotone view. The woman ran to retrieve it. She tied it in a big knot under the upturned chin and scooped the little one up. Before they got back into the vehicle, the little girl raised her arm and they both waved back at the building. Then they drove off. June wondered who they were waving to, a cherished parent, a grandmother or granddad perhaps?

She shifted her gaze back to Lorcan’s bed, looking at his creased face with its greyish pallor and lank hair. It had been floppy, thick and blond when she’d met him, just eight years earlier, and he used to constantly run his hands through it to push it off his face. With his eyes closed, he looked much more than his fifty-two years.

The room was pretty for all its functionality, its technology and its alien machinery: the staff couldn’t have been nicer. He hadn’t had a kind word for any of them however, or for her. They all insisted that they understood – it often happened in these circumstances. It didn’t bother them at all. She’d sat patiently on and off over the past few months, bringing in little treats, favourite home-made biscuits, snippets from the papers that might interest him. She knew he was far too young to die, and that he must be resentful and frightened. There was a time he would have been able to admit that to her, but not now, not any more – not even to himself. He had been important in his world. But that world had become clouded with secrets and deception, and he was having difficulty separating the different elements. She was watching him shutting down.

As her mind roamed over their life together, he opened his eyes. ‘What are you still doing here? Didn’t I tell you to go home?’

‘Right. OK. I just thought I’d stay … in case …’ She reached her hand over his to offer comfort. He pushed it away.

‘In case what? I might disappear? I’m not likely to escape, am I?’ He closed his eyes again.

If June were taken aback, she didn’t show it. She had learned to cope with such insensitivity.

The door behind her opened. His son Sean came in and kissed her, and she stood up. ‘I’ll be back in a little while,’ she said, making a sign at him to phone her if there was any change in his father.

She went down the corridor to have a coffee.
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A day later, she phoned his daughter. ‘Ashling, your dad has gone. It was very peaceful in the end – he just fell asleep.’

‘Oh, June, how are you? Were you with him? Was Sean there with you?’

‘He wasn’t. He’d just popped back to the office for a bit. I’m going to phone him now.’

‘He wasn’t supposed to leave you on your own.’

‘It wasn’t like that – he’d been there most of the time, but he didn’t go to bed last night. He needed to go home and change his clothes and call in to the office on his way back here.’

‘I wish I had stayed last weekend.’

‘You couldn’t have known. No one could.’

‘I’ll ring you and let you know what flight I can get on and I’ll be there as soon as possible.’
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The death notice read:



February 27th, in the care of the staff at Orchard Hospice, Lorcan Sean Overend, Killiney, son of the late Marion and Timothy Overend, predeceased by his first wife, Carol, deeply regretted by their daughter Ashling, son Sean and his wife June. Missed also by his brother Patrick and sister-in-law, Tanya, and his niece and nephew, colleagues and friends. Humanist service tomorrow 11 a.m. in Blackberry Lane Funeral Home, Killiney, followed by private cremation. No flowers please.





There was a clutch of notices in the newspapers stating that various offices and clubs he’d been associated with would be closed for a few hours ‘out of respect’ for their former colleague/member.
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‘I’ve got your coat,’ Ashling said, holding it up.

‘I don’t need that. I’m not going to the funeral,’ June announced, moving aside.

‘What?’

‘I’m not going to the funeral.’

‘You’re not going to the funeral?’ Ashling echoed in disbelief. ‘You can’t not go. What do you mean?’

‘Exactly that. I’m not going.’

‘You can’t do that,’ Ashling repeated.

‘I can and I am. Now, you go and say your goodbyes to your father. I’ll do mine in my own way. Make sure you tell everyone they are invited back here afterwards.’

Ashling turned to her twin, a pleading look in her eyes. ‘Sean, you’ve got to do something.’

‘It’s June’s decision. I’m sure she’s given it a lot of thought.’

‘You can’t stay here on your own. I know it must be really hard for you, but you’re just panicking,’ Ashling said. ‘We’ll be there with you.’

‘I’m not going to be on my own, Ashling, Danielle’s on her way over. And I promise you I’m not panicking. Sean is right – I have given this a lot of thought. Now, go – everyone will be waiting for the family before things can get under way.’ She walked them to the hall door.

‘What’ll we tell people?’

‘Nothing, Ash. This is my choice. I don’t want to be there. That’s all.’

She waited until they were in the car before going back inside. She walked into the drawing room, her lovely blue and yellow room, and went to the picture window that overlooked the sloping lawn. In a few weeks, the fringe of daffodils and narcissi would redefine its wintery profile. It was from this vantage point that she always enjoyed the most glorious views of Dublin Bay. She turned away and thought, It’s over. Isn’t life strange? It’s not how I would have wanted it to end, but it has. I’m free.


Part One

Eight years earlier


Chapter One

It was a frenetic month at the wine importers. New lists were arriving daily and June’s bosses – two brothers – were just back from sourcing fresh labels and suppliers, covering wine shows, and doing vineyard visits. It had meant plenty of overtime for the ten staff.

June went to check that everything was set up in the tasting room for a session with the buyers from one of the big supermarket chains. She knew how important this was. Getting an order with these high players meant the difference between just surviving or having a bumper year – multiple orders even more so. There was still a bit of suspicion among some of the public that supermarket wines were not quite up to scratch, that somehow they might be buying something inferior, just to beat the off-licences in price. June knew this was not the case and together they had collaborated on wine-tasting evenings and educationals to get this message across. They were also considering starting a wine club to increase their own customer base.

‘That looks great, Kelly. Thank you,’ she said, taking in the room.

The glasses sparkled, ten in all at each place setting, arranged diagonally across the table with several polished silver spittoons in between. The red wines were already opened to breathe – plain numbered labels obscuring their branding and origins. The whites were chilling in the coolers. Pens and note sheets sat waiting for comments and observations.

‘Come on, Kelly. Time for a coffee before the posse arrives,’ June said.

Kelly came in when needed – she was their Jill-of-all-trades and could do the computers, the orders and the dispatches, as well as setting up and clearing away. She never minded what was asked of her and could fill in when anyone was away. She was older than the rest of the staff and was always cheerful.

‘Any holiday plans?’ June asked as they sat having their break.

‘Yes. I have. Instead of the usual painting holiday in the West, I’ve decided to go to Australia. I have family in Sydney and I’ve been promising myself for years that I’d go. I’m going to be fifty in November and think it’s time I did a bit more living.’

‘You’re absolutely right. High summer and all,’ June agreed. ‘You’ll love it. You might even end up with a bushwhacker.’

‘Chance would be a fine thing,’ she said. ‘What about you? Are you off somewhere exotic, as usual?’

‘I am, but the itinerary is still up for discussion. I’m meeting Danielle after work today to discuss that very thing. She has this harebrained idea that we should visit the places we were in as students – but with money in our pockets this time – staying in nice hotels along the way, none of your slumming it in student hostels.’

‘That sounds like a great plan.’

‘I’ve never been one for sitting still on a beach, so it does appeal. We’d be following the route we took ten years ago at college – that was the best summer ever. I didn’t need much persuasion to agree to do it again – nice hotels, good food and decent wine.’

‘“Decent wine” – someone is talking my language,’ one of her bosses said from the doorway. ‘If we clinch these guys today, there’ll be bonuses all around.’

‘I’d prefer to take extra holidays, or leave of absence for a few weeks if that’s possible,’ Kelly said.

‘That shouldn’t be a problem. We’ll talk about it later,’ he said. ‘Now, is there any more coffee in that pot?’
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Danielle and June had been friends since they first met in Montessori, when they were four years old. Their mothers had parked beside each other and even before they had been ushered into the classroom, the two pig-tailed adventurers were chatting to each other. While other children clung to their parents, some crying, it was their mothers who had misty eyes at relinquishing their daughters to a big new world.

They became inseparable, and even though they went to different secondary schools and made new friends, they never lost touch. Then, when on the first morning of Freshers’ Week they agreed to meet up on the university campus, the old rapport came flooding back. Even though they had opted for different courses – Danielle for languages and June for international business studies – they had plenty of opportunities to meet up. Danielle was now rangy and blonde, and her flint-blue eyes gave her a Nordic look. She wore prints and layers, velvet and beads, and pinned her hair up or twisted it to one side, often spearing it with a pencil to keep it out of her eyes at lectures. Beside her, June felt ordinary. She didn’t see herself as others did, a pretty, vivacious, funny, curious woman, full of zest and mischief – in fact, she was the ultimate denim girl – the one who looked good in painted-on and distressed jeans, who could turn casual into chic with a scarf. She was almost as tall as Danielle, but with velvety brown, almond-shaped eyes.

That first week, they joined every society going, induced and seduced by the promise of getting-to-know-you parties, the free beer and the degree of potential talent displayed by men who were trying to get them to join up. By the second month, they had dropped out of most of them, content instead to hang out with the group of friends they had formed – a group that fluctuated over the years, but who in the main stayed in touch.

Danielle fell in and out of lust and love quite frequently and June lost count of how often she’d sat and listened to the litany of ‘never again’, ‘what’s wrong with me’, ‘I’ve no taste in men’ confessions.

She didn’t change after they’d left college and moved out into the world. ‘You’ve just turned thirty and you’re still bending my ears with your tales of woe,’ June teased as they chatted on the phone, deciding where to go for dinner.

Happily, June also knew the recovery periods were short – nowadays a bout of retail therapy or a weekend away and out Danielle would be, interviewing for a replacement in jig time. Again. And it usually didn’t take her too long to find one either. The last one had been a classical musician who was ‘resting’, but it turned out he really wanted to rest in a nice apartment where he could practise and where someone else paid all the bills and supplied the meals and other benefits.

That evening, Danielle and June were meeting in a little Italian restaurant near the canal. Even though it was a Monday night, it was always popular for after-work rendezvous.

‘How did this morning go?’ Danielle asked.

‘Couldn’t have been better. We got our biggest order to date from that chain and everyone is delighted. I’ve even managed to get two extra weeks off, so what are the plans?’

‘Two weeks? On top of your annual leave?’

‘Yep, the guys both agreed because I had to man the place when they were away. They said I deserved it.’

‘I wish my board of management appreciated me like that.’

‘What are you talking about – with your long teachers’ holidays?’

‘Why do you think I opted for that career path?’ she laughed. ‘They never give me free wine samples though. Now, what are we going to do and where are we going to go?’

After they had ordered the speciality of the evening – carbonara – with Pinot Grigio, Danielle spread some brochures out on the little table. ‘We could start in Switzerland, and go back to the little inn we worked in near Lauterbrunnen and get our revenge by leaving our room in the state some of the guests left theirs – do you remember? Or we could head straight in to northern Italy and into the south of France – or do it in reverse.’

‘This is a bit like being a child at the sweet counter. Where do we begin?’

‘So much choice … it’s great, isn’t it? What does Peter think of you heading off for so long?’ Danielle asked.

‘We haven’t exactly discussed the time frame – I mean, he knows we’ve been thinking about it. I didn’t get a chance to tell him about the extra leave as he’s been at meetings all day. You know how easy-going he is, though, he’ll just say, “Off you go and enjoy yourself.” There’s no way he could get away this summer with the renovations at the restaurant. He has to be there to oversee it all. He might fly over and join us somewhere along the way if he can, and I’ll keep a week free to do things with him later on.’

‘That sounds great.’

‘Let’s have a think about the places we most want to visit, make a list and meet up at the weekend to put some shape on this adventure. It’s such a broad canvas, we can’t do it all, and while we should have a vague idea of where we’re headed, we can change our minds as we go along.’

‘I can’t wait,’ said June. ‘I want to go next week!’

‘I’m afraid I can’t get the department to change the school holidays to facilitate you, madam, so you’ll just have to be patient.’
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Peter came around to June’s the following evening. They’d been together more or less for four years, having met when June had gone to his restaurant, The Pink Pepper Tree, one night with Danielle and two now long-forgotten boyfriends. He’d been on front-of-house duty and had looked after them very well. A few times during the evening, she had caught his eye and he’d smiled. He had a boyish look and jet-black curly hair. She thought he might have Italian blood in him, but she later learned that his grandfather and father were Portuguese and that he owned the restaurant.

The next time they met, it was just her and Danielle eating at his restaurant, and he asked her out. It was a very comfortable relationship. When she had asked him how he chose the name for the restaurant, he said, ‘It’s after The Pink Pepper Trees that grow on our farm in Portugal, in Alentejo. I think they came from Peru originally. Maybe some day I’ll take you there and you’ll see for yourself.’ She had laughed at him. She never thought he would, but he did. That was the beginning.

She loved him to bits, but she often wondered if it was enough. ‘What’s the difference between being in love and loving someone?’ she’d asked Danielle early in their relationship.

‘You’re asking me?’ Danielle had replied. ‘How should I know? I’d give anything to have what you have with Peter.’

Now June knew. She had grown to love him unconditionally and she knew it was special. It was being in love – and that was so much more than loving someone. She missed him when he wasn’t around and just thinking about him brought a smile to her face. They were very good together. He was thoughtful and caring, and they had a great sex life. At the start of their relationship, they had both been sure that they didn’t want too much commitment, and yet they had fallen into an easy and eventually exclusive relationship.

They laughed a lot, shared the same interests, had the same friends. They liked murder novels and movies, and they both enjoyed cooking. They each had clothes and possessions in the other’s place. That hadn’t been a conscious decision, more an evolution over the years as things were left behind after their nights together. Peter had proposed a few times, but they had always been light-hearted, and June had never accepted – though he’d never felt rejected either. Both were very happy and easy with the arrangements they had and they both knew they’d end up together, when the time was right.

Peter stayed over the night before the girls’ departure and after a passionate love-making session, while they were still wrapped around each other in a steamy afterglow, he asked, ‘How am I going to manage without you? I’ll miss you like crazy.’

‘Me too, but it’s only four and a half weeks.’

‘Five and a half. I’m going to Portugal to visit my folks once the work on the restaurant finishes. So I thought I’ll hold off on the grand reopening until after then. Knowing the builders, they’ll probably overrun anyway. I might even be able to persuade the folks to come back for it too.’

‘It would be nice to have them both there.’

‘Is there any point in proposing to you again before you desert me?’ he said, lifting himself up on one elbow, and running his hand over her smooth shoulder and down to her breast. She stroked his inky chest hair.

‘Now that’s what I call a romantic proposition. No down on one knee, no string quartet, no champagne. Have you even got a ring?’ she teased.

‘Woman, what more do you want? I’ve just given you my life force – and I’m sensible enough to know that naked-boy-on-bended-knee might not be my best look. So what about it? Is it the right time for us?’

‘Maybe … probably … yes, definitely … ask me when I get back from the trip!’ She sat up and kissed him and they made love again, slower this time, before falling into a deep sleep, curled up together.
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June was sitting in the kitchen of the home where she had grown up. The home where music had always been a feature, where, every night, her father would play the piano after dinner to relax. He had taught her too and she often found it a great way to escape. Her mother could also play but June hadn’t heard her for a while. Sometimes, she still expected to hear the tinkling of the notes drift around the house when she visited. Tonight, though, it was the aroma of roasting vegetables, warm garlic and pork filet that were concentrating her mind, as her mother poured some of the wine that June had brought over.

‘Whoa – if I drink all that I’ll have to stay. You’re very heavy handed.’

‘You know where your room is. Relax and enjoy it. To us,’ her mother clinked. ‘Mmm – that’s delicious. Thanks, love.’

‘Perks of the job.’

June made a point of going back once a week, usually on Tuesdays, for dinner and a chat to hear what her mum and her cronies had been up to. This usually took some time. Branch had lots of people around her – between her bridge friends, her book club friends, which they now referred to as the prosecco club, her supper society friends, friends of the National Gallery, those in her local history classes and at the charity shop where she worked one morning a week, she was rarely left at a loose end. Lately, she’d joined an active retirement group. Any time she mentioned this, she prefaced it with, ‘You only have to be over fifty-five to join; it’s not for fossils, you know.’ She was sixty-one.

Everyone called her Branch now, though it was her husband who had started it. Her name was Olive, and she was the peacemaker, always trying to smooth things over for everyone. When June was at secondary school, Branch, with time on her hands, had filled in for her husband’s secretary when she’d gone on maternity leave. Branch had loved it and the patients had loved her. When the secretary went on to have two more babies in the following two years and had decided to become a stay-at-home mum, Branch had stayed on. She’d now been widowed for several years and, it had taken her a long time to accept losing her husband. They had been good together and although she still missed him terribly, she enjoyed her own company and had made a life without him. It was never dull, and she always had some tale to tell about someone June knew – or who she though June should know.

‘You must remember Mary McCambridge – her sister was that tall woman who used to dye her hair that awful mahogany-red colour; it used to look like a helmet, and she had that dreadful pea-green raincoat. She lived down the road from Maura Governy and they all used to go on holidays together. Do you remember they went to the same place in Greece every year? Can you imagine anything as boring – with the whole world to explore – to keep going back to the same place all the time.’

At this point, June had usually forgotten why the story had been started in the first place, but she let her mother prattle on happily.

‘Now, tell me, where are you pair going to go? It’s a pity Danielle couldn’t come over this evening as well.’

‘I know, but she was asked to give some kid a grind for his exams for the next two weeks and the money is great. Apparently he’s a spoiled little brat who mitches half the time. I told her to come over later if she feels like it. Anyway, we’re still deciding, and every time we think we have a plan, we end up changing it again. We want to revisit some of our old summer-job haunts. Danielle wants to go to do the French Riviera and go to some of the places she went to when doing her Erasmus year. We have to see which end we’ll start from and join the dots up in between.’

‘You must go on the canals at Midi.’

‘Why? That isn’t even on our list.’

‘Henry Slevin – he’s in the local history group – did that last year and still raves about it, so much so I’ve added it to my bucket list. I’d love to steer a barge through those locks. That, and do a bit of inter-railing. Billy and Margaret Murphy, in the active retirement group, were talking about organising a cruise next year, but I think I might try and get them to go inter-railing instead.’

June laughed out loud.

‘What’s so funny?’

‘I’m just visualising Billy and Margaret Murphy on their walkers with their fluorescent backpacks.’

‘I told you, we’re not all fossils. Besides, that pair could well afford to go on the Orient Express if they wanted to, but they’d probably show their free travel passes first, just in case they could get a discount.’ She took the bottle and topped up their glasses.

‘Now, what does Peter think of it all?’ Branch continued. ‘Doesn’t he mind you going off like this?’

‘No. He’s great – and he thinks it’s a great idea too. He’d love to be coming along.’

‘What’s happening there? Or should I not ask questions like that of my only daughter?’

‘Funny, he asked me that last night too, and I told him to ask me again when I come back from the holidays.’ She grinned. ‘I’m not saying any more and I don’t want you to either! Promise.’

‘Oh, darling, nothing would make me happier. He’s a really decent, open guy. I loved him the minute I met him.’

‘That was mutual. If you weren’t my mother, I’d have been jealous. Not a word to anyone though till I get back.’

‘I promise. Not a word. But it would be lovely to be a grandmother. If only so that I could bore all the others who have been boring me about their little darlings for years.’

‘Thanks, Mum, that sounds like a real good reason for me to reproduce.’

She smiled indulgently at her daughter.
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June and Danielle’s plans continued to change every time they met. After a while, they became more realistic and decided to concentrate on the French Riviera, instead of trying to visit everywhere they had been in the past. There was only a week to go when June got a call from Peter.

‘I have to go to Portugal. Dad’s had a bit of an accident, though it’s not too bad, fortunately. Someone drove out of a side road right into his car and he’s a few broken bones. But he’ll be out of commission for a bit.’

‘That’s dreadful. I hope he’ll be all right.’

‘He will, but I feel I should go over for moral support. See that he has enough help with the stables and around the place to stop him worrying – and to stop Mum fussing about him overdoing things.’

‘Of course, you have to go. Be sure and give him – give them – my love.’

‘You’ll be gone by the time I get back, so make sure you two have a great trip – and don’t you worry about me at all,’ he laughed.

‘I’ll try not to. And good luck with the builders. I’ll be dying to see the new place when I get back. Be good. I love you, Mr Braga.’

‘You’re not so bad yourself, Miss Cusack! Take care of each other.’

‘We will.’


Chapter Two

‘Monte Carlo here we come,’ Danielle said to June as they sat in the back of the taxi on the way to the airport. ‘We’ll be sipping champagne by lunchtime.’

But they weren’t. The French air-traffic controllers were at it again, and neither of them had thought to check before leaving for the airport that the threatened two-hour stoppage mid-morning was actually going ahead. Consequently, as the flight from Nice hadn’t even left for Dublin, they had to spend most of the day hanging around the overcrowded departure lounge. The planned pre-lunch arrival in Nice became an early evening one. By the time they’d negotiated their transport it was well past eight o’clock when they arrived at their boutique hotel in Monaco.

Tired from a frustrating day, they were really looking forward to a shower, a relaxing meal and a glass of wine. They had planned to stay in superior luxury on a handful of nights during the trip, and had chosen some very up-market establishments, with full spa facilities and all the trimmings of decadence and indulgence. They had carefully picked this five-star hotel in Monte Carlo for the first few nights to put them in the mood for their ‘grand tour’, as Danielle kept referring to it. In between, they’d booked some auberges and family-run places, and, for the rest of the time, they’d stay wherever their fancy took them.

At the Hotel Metropole Monte-Carlo, the uniformed doorman led the way for them and another carried their bags in to a palatial foyer. The warm air outside contrasted with the air-conditioned calm inside.

‘Nice, very nice,’ Danielle muttered. ‘This smells of wealth and opulence. I like it!’

‘We have a reservation,’ June said, handing over her passport to the soignée receptionist, who typed something on her keypad. She excused herself and disappeared behind a mirrored door. She reappeared minutes later with a manager in tow.

‘Mes dames, I regret to tell you that we have given your room away. We were expecting you before lunch and as we had no communication from you, we assumed you were not arriving. We have just given your room to another couple, less than an hour ago. Je regrette mais we are completely booked out.’

They looked at each other in disbelief.

‘Haven’t you anything at all? Or can you find us an alternative place? We got caught up in the flight delays because of the strike. We left our homes at seven this morning. We’re tired and hungry and in need of a shower,’ June pleaded.

‘Je regrette. That is not going to be easy. There is Pharma Week here in Monaco. There are three international medical conferences on and the music festival – and it’s high season – everything has been booked for months. There isn’t a room anywhere. We’ve already been looking for others and every phone call we get is from our fellow hoteliers looking for rooms. Can we offer you something to eat, or drink perhaps, while you decide what to do?’

June was trying to hold it together. She nodded, buying time. ‘We don’t really have much choice, do we?’

The man came out from behind the desk. ‘Come with me,’ he said, and led them to a quiet corner in an anteroom off the lounge.

‘I know it’s not as you planned, and it is highly irregular, but if you cannot find anywhere you could stay here on these armchairs. They are quite comfortable and you would not be noticed back here, and we could find you a room in the morning.’

Danielle was absolutely furious. ‘Nothing like this ever happened when we slummed it,’ she said as he left them to talk.

‘It’s not really his fault. We never thought to ring ahead either.’

‘Well, I have no intention of sitting here for the ten or twelve hours until someone checks out. We’re in Monaco, for God’s sake. Let’s go out and enjoy it.’

‘That’s a great idea.’

‘Could we leave our bags with you? We’re going to go out to eat something,’ June asked when the manager returned with menus.

‘Of course. Let me make a reservation. I have a friend who has a lovely bistro not far from the Casino. She will fit you in. Again, I am so sorry this has happened. I can assure you it doesn’t happen very often.’

They freshened up as best they could in the rather plush powder room and took the hotel shuttle to the bistro.

‘We have grown up in ten years. At twenty, we’d have ranted and raved and you’d have thrown a yuri-yari,’ said June.

‘Me? You’re the short-fused one. You’d have crowned that poor man for inefficiency, and it would have got us nowhere. Peter’s mellowed you.’

‘Back then, though, we wouldn’t even have walked through the door of that hotel in the first place. Instead here we are, paying punters, and we look more like two scruff bags than we ever did then. So much for sophistication, eh?’

The restaurant was noisy, smoky and full of atmosphere and they were ushered out on to a terrace with a panoramic view over the waterfront. Spread out like baubles on a dark cloth, yellowish lights twinkled and reflected on the water. The balmy air was filled with the scents of flowers, perfume and food.

‘Now this is more like it. And if we can’t get any sleep tonight on those chairs, we’ll commandeer some of the comfy loungers by the pool tomorrow, before the Germans are awake,’ Danielle said.

They ordered lobster bisque, broke their crusty bread and dipped it in their bowls to mop up every last tasty drop. Then they had coquilles Saint Jacques, topped with aromatic herby breadcrumbs.

‘I often dream about these,’ laughed June. ‘Aren’t they fantastic?’

‘Deffo. Forget your snails, scallops are my all-time favourite and I’m going to have a sinfully delicious brûlée lemon torte and top it all off with a glass of dessert wine. Often when I’m teaching my French class, I find myself fantasising about such things. That’s sad, isn’t it?’

‘Not a bit. But you need to get a life. You’ve been single now for how long – a whole month?’

‘Actually it’s almost two. Since just after the big three zero – the oboe player, remember?’ God, I never want to hear Bach’s ‘Solo in G Minor’ ever again. What are you going to do to celebrate your birthday?’

‘That’s one of the reasons I kept a week’s holidays. I thought Peter and I might get away for a few days together. I don’t want a party, although I have a feeling he’ll want to do one in The Pink Pepper Tree to show off the new place. It would be good for publicity too. Spread the word and all that. If he does, then I’ll go along with that. It’s a huge investment for him.’

‘That sounds like a good plan.’

‘He’s proposed again.’

‘And?’

‘Well – I didn’t want to appear too eager – so I told him to ask me when I get back. I’m going to say yes.’

‘That’s so heartless, but I’m telling you here and now that I’ll not wear lavender, mauve or any sweet-pea colour!’

‘I’ll remember that. Now come on, let’s eat up. I want to walk along by the marina and pretend that one of those yachts is mine.’

When they asked for the bill, they were told it had been taken care of by the hotel.

‘We should have ordered champagne,’ Danielle laughed.

They headed off down the path, towards Quai Antoine, jostling with parties of revellers, hand-locked lovers and other gawkers who, like them, were marvelling at the size and variety of boats moored along the quay. Some were in darkness. Others were festooned with coloured lights. Some of the larger ones had uniformed staff dancing attendance on their occupants.

‘Do you think they own those or do people just rent them to show off?’ Danielle asked.

‘I’m sure some are owned, but you’d need serious dosh to keep one of those. I’m sure the mooring fees would be as bad as a mortgage, here more so than anywhere else.’

‘June, trust you to be practical. I was only thinking of the luxury of it all.’

‘So was I. But you can’t have luxury without money. Just look back. Could you imagine living in a fabulous apartment up there, looking out on this every day? Do you think you’d ever get tired of it?’

‘I’d like the opportunity to find out.’

They turned to retrace their steps and make their way back to the hotel and their waiting armchairs, feeling much happier about the situation than they had earlier. A little farther along, a large party of beautifully dressed men and women were boarding one of the really big yachts. It had a red carpet leading to the gangway and waiters standing about with trays of cocktails. As they passed by, they heard someone call out from above them, ‘Danielle. Is that you, Danielle Roche?’ They looked up and saw a man waving at them frantically, but because of the lights behind his head, they couldn’t see his face.

‘Don’t go anywhere. I’m coming down,’ he shouted.

‘Who’s that?’ asked June.

‘I haven’t a clue, but what are the chances?’

A tall, good-looking, outdoor type, with naturally sun-bleached hair and a deep tan, pushed his way past those still boarding and shouted, ‘Danielle. Danielle. Is that you?’

‘David? I don’t believe it. What are you doing here?’

‘What does it look like?’ he laughed. ‘I’m working! It’s Pharma Week in Monte Carlo and the company’s hosting a few of the seminars, so I’ve been roped in to help with hospitality. What about you? What are you doing here – and who is this?’

‘You two must have met before. This is June. You know The Pink Pepper Tree? She’s going with Peter who owns it.’

‘That’s right, I do remember you, June. You’ve cut your hair. You both look terrific. It’s been a while but, as the song says, I only had eyes for you, Danielle.’

‘God, Froggie, you haven’t changed,’ she joked.

‘Froggie, I haven’t been called that for a long time. We have to get together. Where are you staying?’

They told him about their hotel dilemma.

‘Come on here with us. We’ve had a no-show – a consultant from Korea – you’ll have to double up and it’s quite a small cabin. It’s not one of the luxury ones, but it should be better than a sofa, and you’ll have a bathroom. We’ll be here for a few more days, and we could do with some extra female company. Why is it that so many neurologists are men? And quite boring?’

‘We couldn’t do that – look at them – the beautiful people. We’ve hardly combed our hair since we left Dublin.’

‘Let’s get your bags sorted and get you on board. I won’t be missed – this shindig will go on for hours. These guys know how to party.’

He took a pager out of his shirt pocket and went to talk to a colleague. A car arrived minutes later. Within an hour, they were back on the sumptuous yacht, showered and dressed and feeling more human. If it had all looked gorgeous before, it was even better close-up. David introduced them to medics and their partners, and though most were surprised by what had happened over their reservation, the Americans weren’t at all.

‘Why let a good room go to waste? It’s all about the mighty dollar – or the euro – isn’t it?’ said one corpulent guest.

‘But the hotel wouldn’t have lost out,’ Danielle said, trying to explain the situation.

‘No, but they weren’t going to take that chance,’ he argued.

‘Fancy meeting someone you knew in Europe,’ said another.

‘Yes, that was a bit serendipitous,’ June agreed. ‘My friend and Froggie went out together briefly in a former life.’

Colourful and elaborately enhanced cocktails and glasses of champagne flowed and flowed as the two friends got as merrily inebriated as everyone else over the next few hours.

June texted Peter at some point.



Slumming it at a party on a ginormous yacht in Monte Carlo. Really do wish you were here with me.





‘You Irish, you have Guinness in your veins. I read that nursing mothers drink it all the time. Is that true?’ asked a tall Norwegian with mesmeric blue eyes. He’d been chatting June up since they arrived and she was flattered by his attention. He wasn’t her type at all, but she could just imagine the stir he’d cause doing his rounds in any hospital.

‘That may be a bit of an exaggeration. But I believe it used to be prescribed for some, because it’s rich in iron, I think. I’m not sure if they still do that, though. I didn’t think nursing mothers were supposed to drink.’

His colleagues, who up until then had been more interested in discussing the papers they had delivered and heard that afternoon, suddenly joined in and someone ordered a round of B52s. Froggie was being very professional. The multinational pharmaceutical company he worked for was at the cutting edge of several life-changing drug therapies, which meant its presence at such global conferences was vital. Although he normally headed up marketing, his familiarity with their client base was invaluable at such gatherings – not that he’d needed much cajoling. He was a natural in the role, remembering names and introducing everyone to new people, making sure the guests were being kept happy and entertained.

Inside, a small casino had been set up and had attracted a fair section of the invitees. A jazz pianist and saxophonist played smouldering tunes in the lounge, where a few people were dancing.

‘Come on, Froggie. For old times’ sake.’ Danielle led him on to the tiny dance floor.

The Norwegian invited June to dance. ‘Your friend …’

‘Danielle,’ June prompted, sashaying ahead of him.

‘Yes, Danielle. Why does she call him Froggie?’

‘She has a theory that all her boyfriends all start out being knights in shining armour, or potential princes, but she’s convinced that once she’s kissed them they all turn into frogs.’

The Norwegian laughed. ‘And – do you agree with her?’

‘No. Not always,’ she smiled, waving her arms about trying to match the improvised rhythm of the piano player. She wasn’t doing very well, and then she stumbled. ‘And now I’ve had way too much to drink and I am no longer in a position to agree or disagree with anything. If you’ll excuse me, I’m going to bed. It’s been a very long day and most interesting night – it was lovely to meet you.’

‘I will see you safely to your cabin,’ the Norwegian said, putting his arm protectively around her waist.

‘There’s no need, thank you.’

‘In those heels and after those drinks, I think there is. We don’t want a casualty on our hands. Maybe you should take them off.’ He held her steady as she stepped out of her shoes. She waved them at Froggie and Danielle and, with some unintelligible miming, managed to let them know she was retiring. She negotiated the steep stairwell, giggling. ‘I’m really tipsy.’

‘Yes. You are. I can see that,’ he agreed.

She dropped her key. ‘Damn,’ she said loudly and laughed, dropping one of her shoes.

He picked them up and opened the door for her. ‘Shush, it’s late,’ he said, and he leaned forward to kiss her.

‘Stop!’ She pushed him away. ‘You can’t do that – I can’t do that – I’m spoken for.’

‘So am I. My wife’s asleep farther along the deck.’

‘Well, don’t keep her waiting.’ She stubbed her toe on the little step on the doorframe and let out some colourful expletives.

He laughed at her and gave her a hug. ‘You really have had a good time, haven’t you?’

‘Abso – so – lutley. A great time alto … together.’ She giggled and he guided her into the room. She threw her shoes down and, as she propelled herself thankfully in the direction of the lower bunk, she walloped the side of her head on the edge of the top bunk and passed out.
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When she woke late the next morning, it was to the gentle purring of the ship’s engine and the pounding of several hammers inside her brain. She put her hand to her forehead and discovered a large bump. How had that happened? She had no recollection of hitting her head.

She realised the yacht was moving and, when she could focus properly, she looked out the porthole. They were out on the open seas, a clear blue sky above them. The mirrored waters stretched to the horizon and were dotted with sails and bubbling wakes from other boats, all doing the Med as it should be done.

There was no sign of Danielle, so June showered and felt a bit better. She arranged her hair to cover the swelling, which had taken on a purplish hue. She also had a bruise on her arm. I hope I didn’t pass out and make a fool of myself in front of everyone, she thought. I need to find Danni and find out.

A mobile phone on the locker startled her, as it announced a text. She didn’t recognise the ring tone. She picked it up, but it wasn’t hers. It wasn’t Danielle’s either. It beeped a second time. Puzzled, she put it back down and tried to remember what had happened the previous evening. Her final recollections were of waving her shoes at Danielle and Froggie on the dance floor, and someone helping her down the stairs. She had a vague notion of someone trying to kiss her and of her pushing him away. Now her head hurt like crazy and she couldn’t remember what Froggie’s real name was.

‘I didn’t do anything stupid, did I? Please tell me I didn’t,’ she said to Danielle, when she finally made her way to the buffet breakfast and found her sitting with Froggie.

‘Relax. I don’t think you were capable of doing anything, so I wouldn’t worry a whit. I came back to the cabin shortly after to check on you and you had crashed. You were snoring, by the way. If you keep that up, you’ll be paying for single rooms for us both. I met your blond admirer and he said he’d seen you safely to your room and you were comatose.’

‘My blond admirer? What are you talking about? You’ll have to point him out so I can thank him when I see him. Is he around anywhere?’

‘No, they’re all off at the seminar today,’ Froggie said.

‘I think this admirer may have lost this. It might be his. Can you check when you see him?’ She handed him the phone.

‘Sure, I’ll see him later.’

‘Danielle, how do you look so bright and fresh?’ June said, fiddling with her hair, but Danni didn’t seem to notice anything.

‘I wasn’t trying to prove that the Irish and the Scandinavians couldn’t out-drink each other,’ Danielle replied.

‘I swear that is the last time I’ll ever drink like that. I’d forgotten how awful a thudding hangover can be, and I ache – it must have been all that dancing. Talk about not mixing the grape and the grain – I don’t know what I mixed last night, but it was lethal, especially after such a fragmented day. Where are we going, by the way?’

‘To Nice. This trip is for the amusement of corporate spouses and partners. It’s a mishmash of activities – a bit of shopping and sightseeing, a visit to a gallery and an al fresco lunch day. You two can join us or stay here on board, it’s up to you. You don’t have to tag along, but I’d love your company and you might enjoy it. Before we get there, though, I have a few things to sort out, so please excuse me for a bit.’

Danielle spotted June’s bruise. ‘How did that happen?’

‘I’m not certain, but I vaguely recollect a collision with the bunk bed or with something else while I tried to find the bathroom during the night.’

‘What are you like? And I never even heard you swearing.’

The yacht swung around, exposing the long sweep of the Bay of Angels with its perfect curve and backdrop of the rugged mountains peeping through a blue heat haze.

‘Now that’s what I call a view. It looks totally different from out here.’

‘This is what I came away for,’ said June. ‘There’s something romantic about the whole Riviera. I’d love to have been around during the glory days before this was all so developed, when people came to do their European tour and paraded up and down the promenades under their parasols.’

‘Me too.’

‘It is pretty perfect,’ said Froggie, arriving back, clipboard in hand. June noticed them exchange a glance and wondered if anything had happened the previous evening. She was recalling that they had gone out for about six months a few years earlier. It was probably one of Danielle’s longer liaisons. She couldn’t remember why it had ended, but then she seldom could with Danielle’s relationships. They had a habit of blazing a trail like a comet and then fizzling out just as quickly, leaving no trace behind them. But he seemed to be a really nice and thoughtful guy, one she wouldn’t have put in the usual Froggie class at all. She’d tell her that when she got her on her own later on.

‘You’ve no idea how grateful we are that you came to our rescue,’ June hesitated. ‘Eh, I can’t keep calling you “Froggie”.’

‘Why not? I don’t mind, and it’s kind of grown on me. So, ladies, are you going to come ashore with us?’

They both nodded. ‘We’d love to.’

‘That’s great.’

‘It’s fantastic for us, but honestly, you don’t have to include us. You’ve been so generous already,’ said June. ‘We don’t want to be hangers-on.’

‘You’re not. It was great bumping in to you both. I can let my guard down. Sometimes, you can get too much of small talk, especially if the people you’re talking to don’t have the lingo. And, as you may have noticed, some of those here are not exactly a bundle of laughs. Right, I think we’re ready to get going.’

The day passed very quickly. They looked at unpriced items in designer boutiques around Place Magenta, admired the variety and colour of the produce on the street market stalls, and stopped to look at curiosities in the antique shops. ‘Isn’t this the best start to the holiday we could ever have had?’

‘Truly amazing. Can it get any better?’
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That evening, Froggie told them to glam up for a gala event. ‘It’s been five star so far – what can we expect to top it?’ June asked.

‘You’ll have to wait and see, but I promise it will be memorable. Posh frocks all the way. We have the bigwigs flying in from Geneva and Washington too.’

With that kind of build-up, they took extra care getting ready. June’s long red crepe dress hugged all the right places and she wore her hair in an upsweep to one side. After several changes, Danielle opted for a coffee-coloured chiffon number, with godets adding a flamenco touch to the hemline.

‘Well, we certainly look the part,’ June said as they gave themselves a final look in the mirror. ‘I actually think we got a touch of sun today.’

‘Come on, let’s go and see what the rest of the style is like.’

They joined the others walking back along the quay towards the famous Casino which had been the hub of social intrigue, passionate liaisons and much more over the decades. June saw the Norwegian she had been talking to the previous night and he waved his phone at her and smiled a thank you. A very glamorous-looking woman with a flawless complexion and a geometric-style hairdo accompanied him and promptly took his arm in a proprietorial way. She shot a scathing look in their direction when she saw her husband looking over.

‘Well, that says “hands off” louder than if she shouted it,’ said Danielle.

‘She needn’t worry about me. I’m spoken for and I’d have no interest in him anyway. He isn’t my type at all.’

They walked along towards Casino Plaza, where the fountains splashed merrily, mingling with the many tourists taking photos of the famous landmarks. The men, looking great in white dinner jackets, admired and envied the array of sports cars that were parked along outside, while the women sparkled in designer dresses and lots of bling. As their large party filed in, several paparazzi bent and crouched, looking for good angles as their cameras whirred on the off chance that there might be some celebrities or minor royals among them.

Just inside the pillared entrance, they were shown into Le Train Bleu restaurant, which had been reserved completely by Froggie’s company. Farther along were the gaming rooms where fortunes and dreams had been wagered, won and lost.

‘Is it true that Coco Chanel designed the costumes for the theatre here? And is it still there?’ one woman asked Froggie.

‘I’m afraid I’m not very well up on such matters, but I’ll find out for you,’ he said, smiling graciously.

‘I believe she did,’ June intervened. ‘I read somewhere that both Picasso and Matisse actually painted sets for the Ballets Russes here too.’

‘Golly. So much history to take in,’ the woman said, and moved on.

The restaurant was a feast of rich reds, yellows and gold, replicating exactly the décor of the wagon-lits on the iconic Blue Train that brought the royals, the rich, the curious and the intrepid travellers to this little-known rocky resort, tucked away between France and Italy.

‘This is exactly what I meant earlier today when I said I’d love to have been around at the turn of the twentieth century, that glorious Belle Époque era. They knew how to do things then, such style. Just look at the décor. I think I was born in the wrong time,’ June sighed.

‘I’m with you there. Then, you didn’t have to worry about luggage or excess baggage charges either – the porters just whisked your trunks away and reunited you with them at journey’s end – no worries about anything but the pursuit of happiness,’ Froggie said.

‘From where I’m looking at it, we’re doing exactly that twenty-first-century style,’ Danielle laughed.

‘You’re right,’ June said, ‘but I love a dollop of nostalgia – there’s something so romantic about that era. I wonder when they stopped using those trains?’

‘I think it was only whenever the TGVs came along. It used to take twenty hours or something outrageous – now you can do it in five,’ Froggie replied.

‘I don’t think I’d have minded that. I’d have revelled in this – I am revelling in this – keeping the golden age alive in this little corner of the world. It’s fabulous.’

‘She doesn’t get out much,’ Danielle said to Froggie.

When they were seated, he was off again, this time to say a few introductory words, welcoming everyone and introducing the company president, who was Chad something or other the Fourth. June often wondered what it was about some Americans that they needed to create and promote their own dynasties, however minor, to make them feel important.

Coming back into focus, she heard President Chad the Fourth say, ‘We’ve had some very exciting news today. News that we’d like to share with you all tonight, and for sure you’ll remember where you were when you heard it. It’s so appropriate that we’re all here in this wonderful setting for Pharmaceutical Week, because this company is celebrating. Our new drug therapy for Alzheimer’s disease has just got the go-ahead from the US Food and Drug Administration to go into human clinical trials.’

The audience broke into cheers and sustained clapping. When it subsided, the president continued. ‘As most of you know, we’ve been working towards this for the past six years, collaborating with some of the world’s top specialists in pharmacology, in science and in medicine. It’s one of the most heavily invested drugs in our history to date – in fact in medical science to date – and we have every faith in it. We are prepared to continue with it to the end, no matter what it takes in manpower, finance and expertise. This is no gamble – it’s a sure thing – and it will change the lives of generations to come. The timing is perfect, coming as it does this week, and we have much cause to celebrate, so let’s begin.’

There was more sustained applause.

‘As a small token of recognition for your loyalty you’ll all find an envelope under your plates with a voucher for some gambling chips. Some are for €500 and a few of you will find €1,000 – and there’s one envelope with a €10,000 jackpot somewhere too, so you can try your hand at gambling Monte Carlo style. We hope you’ll have luck, maybe even break the bank. If you do, remember we’ll be looking for sponsorship in the future.’ Everyone cheered. ‘Now let’s raise our glasses – to us and the clinical human trials.’

The night was indeed memorable and it was almost four o’clock when they made their way back to the yacht, having watched some action at the tables. June was more interested in observing the people who were playing, some sticking rigidly to the same format at the roulette tables, others covering different options at each turn of the wheel. The croupiers were all tall, young, devilishly handsome and sexy. Among the gamers, there were many older men with young, svelte, beautiful women by their side – and all with jewellery that competed with the amazing chandeliers. Surely they couldn’t all be escorts. She also noticed several older women with good-looking young bucks by their side. The older women had seemed to be more attracted to the slot machines and were piling in money with a dedication that appeared to border on obsession.

Danielle stuck to her favourite colour and won for a while. Then she got reckless, doubling her bets and, in no time at all, she had used all her credit. June’s stash lasted only slightly longer, but they didn’t mind at all. After a stuttering winning streak on black, their chips soon evaporated within what seemed like only minutes.
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