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For my mother. For everything.

And for the fools who dream. Never give up.
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Midlife will be easier than your twenties, they said. It’ll be fun, they said. 

Bloody liars, Olivia thinks as she faces the pastel green door of her parents’ West-London Victorian terrace, heart pounding in her throat. She puts down the cardboard box she’s carried from the rental car and rings the bell while letting herself in with her key, announcing herself as per her mother’s instructions.

‘Mum? Dad?’ Her voice echoes in the black-and-white tiled hallway. But instead of waiting for an answer, she uses the box as a doorstop and returns to the car to get the rest. Before she reaches it, her mother’s low voice startles her. ‘What’s in the box?’

When Olivia turns, her mum is standing in the doorway with a frown so deep you’d think she was Brad Pitt at the end of Seven. And she doesn’t even know yet what Olivia is about to tell her. This should be fun. Olivia’s waited as long as possible to break the news, and judging by her mother’s posture and expression, she concludes it was the right decision. No need to be around disgruntled parents longer than ten days, is there?

‘I’ll explain in a minute.’ Olivia sags under the weight of a stack of photography books. ‘Can you give me a hand?’

With a reluctant sigh, her mother slips her feet into a pair of slippers. ‘Are you moving?’

Nobody ever accused the woman of being dumb. Olivia ignores the question and juts her chin in the direction of a box of pictures.

‘You’re not doing anything stupid, are you?’ 

As she suppresses an eye-roll, Olivia wonders if she can just get in the car and drive off, avoid the inevitably agonising confrontation she’s barrelling towards. Would that be so bad?

But then she remembers who she is, and instead, takes the last blue IKEA bag from the car, following her mother inside. ‘Where’s Dad?’

‘Upstairs. On a call.’

‘A work call?’

‘Yes, Olivia, a work call.’ The look she gets from her mother is one she’d expected to see at some point today, but not nearly this early on. Off to a swell start. 

Olivia sets down the bag, and heads for the kitchen while pondering whether to wait for her dad and tell them both simultaneously, or focus on her mum and rely on her to deliver the blow. If only Graham were here. Not that her parents like him, but they do hold back when he’s there. He’s like Captain America’s shield, but for passive-aggressive attacks instead of actual ones. Unfortunately, Graham is at the paper, trying to meet his final deadlines, leaving her unshielded today.

With arms folded across her chest, her mother stands by the kitchen island, the porcelain surface gleaming with cleanliness. ‘Well?’

‘Tea?’ Olivia asks. Without waiting for her mother’s answer, she flicks the switch on the kettle, buying herself a few more seconds. From the cupboard she takes her favourite mug – the one her sister gave her for her tenth birthday, with a large handle and a faded picture of Take That, the rim chipped from nearly three decades of usage. The fact her mother has kept it all these years warms her heart a little. Perhaps there’s a sentimental bone in the woman’s body after all? Encouraged by this, Olivia takes a deep breath. ‘Graham and I are moving to Vancouver.’

The kettle clicks and then there’s nothing but silence. Very loud silence. 

‘We’re starting a non-profit for underprivileged teens to get into the arts.’

The blank stare her mother gives her could be one of confusion or bewilderment. Olivia isn’t sure. It’s probably both.

‘How on earth are you going to afford that?’

Ah. Money. Her mum’s go-to concern. For someone who has so much of it, she sure spends a lot of time thinking about not having it. Any other mother would be sad to see their child move across the world, but hers is thinking of money.

‘We’ll both still be working our current jobs.’

This elicits a scoff. Olivia’s job has always been a joke to her. After all, photography is a hobby, not a profession.

‘When are you going to stop playing around, Olivia? You’re thirty-eight and Graham’s what, forty-four?’

‘Forty-two.’

Olivia and Graham have been together for over five years. Five birthday parties have gone by, at which point her mother could’ve easily remembered his age. But let’s be honest. She’s never cared for Graham and his less-than-conventional ideas. He’s not someone who abides by societal rules and expectations. Perhaps it’s because he was raised by a single mother, perhaps it’s his Canadian nature. Either way, her mother doesn’t care for his rule-averse attitude. She was probably hoping the boxes meant they’d split up and Olivia needed to move home again for a while. Chills run down her spine at the thought of it.

‘When are you two going to get married? Have children? Buy a house? Time is running out, Olivia.’

Olivia turns all her focus to lifting the teabag from the mug and pouring the milk in slowly. She’s learned to wait before she says anything she’ll regret. Especially around her mother. The impulse to let the child inside her take over and shout whatever it wants is strong, though. 

‘We’ve been over this. Graham and I don’t want that kind of life.’

‘Oh, please. You don’t know what you want. That’s him and you’re just going along with it. You always were easily influenced.’

Olivia’s cheeks flush. There are very few people in the world who can make her feel as small as her mother does, who can make her question everything about herself even when she thinks she’s doing well.

‘Can we store some boxes here for a while? We’ll have a moving company come and pick them up in a few weeks once we’ve settled over there.’

Her mother’s eyebrows shoot up. ‘I’m sorry, when are you leaving?’

‘In ten days.’

‘Ten days.’ She repeats it, not as a question but a confirmation to herself that she has not misheard her daughter. A slow nod is followed by a short, humourless laugh. ‘Honestly, you and your sister. I don’t know what we did to deserve this.’ Behind the bitterness, her eyes are sad, her usual proud posture slightly slumped in defeat, as though every decision Olivia and Anna have ever made is a reflection of her failed parenting. 

‘Mum...’ Olivia starts, but her mother is already halfway out the door, heading for the stairs. The reaction triggers Olivia’s dormant guilt for not being the daughter her parents want her to be. It’s taken her the better part of her adult life to figure out who she is and what she wants, and most times she still isn’t certain. Like her mother, she once thought she’d have children of her own, a house, a husband. But were those her own desires? Or just what she thought her life was supposed to look like?

Olivia goes after her mother, ready to apologise for not living up to her expectations, but on the last step before she disappears out of sight, her mother pauses and faces her again. ‘At least your sister gave me a grandchild.’

Game. Set. Match.

––––––––
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As soon as Olivia’s in the car, she types out a message to Graham. 


How many years do you think I’ll get for matricide? 



Unsure whether to laugh or cry, she leans her head against the backrest, waiting for Graham’s answer. She closes her eyes, tears burning behind her eyelids. 

Is she making a huge mistake? Should she be thinking about a secure future instead of taking this risk? Her phone buzzes before she can spiral any further.


G: Depends. I’m assuming it was self-defence?

O: Of course. 

G: I’ll ask my buddy at court reporting and I’ll get back to you.

O: Will you visit me in prison?

G: I’ll get a back tattoo and have myself committed to help break you out.

O: You might want to consider a sex change then.

G: Anything for you.



Olivia smiles, feeling some of the doubt her mother instilled in her fade. There are many things in life she’s unsure about, but Graham is not on that list.  

Before she drives off, Olivia clicks her phone into the wireless set and rings the one person who understands exactly what she just went through.

‘It’s me,’ she says, her voice a little shaky.

‘What’s wrong?’ Anna immediately picks up on her little sister’s distress.

‘I told Mum about Canada.’

‘Oh, fuck. Just now?’

‘Yeah.’

‘I’m assuming it went really well?’ 

Olivia leans her head on the steering wheel. ‘If by really well you mean, did she end the conversation with at least your sister gave me a grandchild, then yes, it went fabulously.’

‘She didn’t!’ Anna shouts in surprise. ‘I came out on top?!’

‘Believe it or not.’

An evil laugh travels through the phone. ‘I’m really sorry for you, but wow, I should ring her now and ask for a favour. It might work. I’ve never been the good daughter.’

‘We’re both on the blacklist. Don’t kid yourself.’ Putting the keys in the ignition, Olivia starts the car, ready to get away from there.

‘Are you driving?’

‘Yeah, we had a few things we wanted to store at Mum and Dad’s, so I rented a car for the day. I’m still in front of the house.’

‘What did Dad say?’

‘He was on a call. I didn’t stick around in case they’d set up a firing squad.’

‘So you’ll talk to him about it at the party?’ 

Olivia’s heart drops into her stomach. Their dad is celebrating his seventieth birthday next Friday and with all the anxiety coursing through her, she’d forgotten all about it. ‘Fuck!’

‘Don’t worry. You won’t be alone then. You’ll have Graham and me – and Charlie, the world’s greatest grandchild. He’ll distract Mum and Dad for you.’ 

‘Get him prepped. Tell him he owes me from the million times I changed his nappy.’

‘Yes, I’m sure that will motivate a sixteen-year-old.’

Olivia gives a short laugh and sets off in the direction of the nearest Hertz facility. Along the way they chat about what Charlie’s up to during the summer – gaming – who Anna is dating – some IT guy who came to fix her modem recently – and Olivia and Graham’s upcoming move.

‘Do you think Mum’s right?’ Olivia asks, turning onto the busiest road in the history of time and cursing her temporary need for a car in London.

‘What do you mean? Of course not.’

‘But shouldn’t I have my shit together by now? What if I get no more assignments? I’ve been lucky so far, but she’s right, photography is not a proper job. I don’t have a steady income. What if we’re still renting ten years from now and something happens and people don’t like my photos anymore – how will we pay the bills?’

‘Olivia, calm down. Don’t let her get into your head like this again. First of all, there’s no such thing as having your shit together. Nobody knows what that means. And secondly, you didn’t get lucky. You’re a fucking great photographer, and aside from that, you have a billion other talents. Don’t make me pull you back to Ireland to make you realise that again. Charlie’s too old for a nanny now, and I’m too young for a carer.’

Images of that six-month sabbatical flash before Olivia’s eyes. Even though she’d been reluctant to go and help her sister out, her life changed during that spring and summer in 2009. There’s an Olivia before Ireland, and one after. And frankly, she prefers the one after. Her sister did that for her. And so perhaps taking her word for it might not be the worst idea.

‘I just worry,’ she adds.

‘I know. But if worst comes to worst, you can always move in with us, okay?’

Olivia smiles, eased by her sister’s promise. ‘Thanks, Anna.’ 

‘So? What’s the plan for the rest of the day?’

‘Graham’s at work, so I’m gonna drop the car off and then head to the bookshop. I think I’ve earned a book after a morning like this.’

‘You always think that.’

‘I always deserve it though.’

‘I won’t argue with that. I got the new David Nicholls just because I did the washing up when the dishwasher broke down.’

At the mention of Olivia’s favourite author, she pounds the steering wheel in exhilaration. ‘Ooooh I finished it yesterday! I love Marnie!’ 

‘Me too! We’ll chat about it at the party. I’ll see you then, yeah?’

‘Alright, bye, Anna.’

‘Bye, Livvie.’

––––––––
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When she arrives at her favourite bookshop, Pages & Leaves, Olivia finds a chalkboard outside announcing a signing at three p.m. and immediately excitement bubbles up. She loves meeting authors and if Sam and Suze, the owners, invited them, they must be good. One day, about ten years ago, she stumbled upon the place as she was avoiding tourists on Camden Road. It’s small, situated in the middle of a narrow alley, with a café next door to it. From the outside it looks like two separate places, but if you walk to the back of the bookshop, the two merge into one, opening everything up; glass windows bring the leaves and trees from the adjacent park into it, as though the books grow directly from the branches. The two sisters quickly became Olivia’s friends and she trusts their taste blindly.

Suze is not behind the till when she enters the shop, but at the back a handful of people are seated, facing the café. Olivia can hear Sam’s voice addressing them. ‘Hi everyone, and thank you all for coming. We have a bit of a surprise for you: not only will there be a book signing today, but we’ve been able to persuade the author to do a short reading followed by a Q&A. Not an easy feat, mind you.’ She laughs and the audience faithfully joins in. 

‘Thank you for doing this,’ Sam says to the author. Olivia can’t see them yet from where she’s standing, but assumes they have set up a small stage-like area in the café as they usually do. Eager to get a spot, she heads for the chairs in the back where Suze is waving her over.  

‘Yeah, no worries. Thanks for having me.’ The author’s voice is deep and grainy and so horribly familiar Olivia’s chest compresses at the sound of it, robbing her of breath. She freezes. It can’t be. She’s imagining things. It’s just the stress of the move and her mother that are getting to her. 

Get a grip, Olivia. 

She’s about to round the corner so she can see the stage when Sam speaks again: ‘We’re absolutely delighted, Eamonn. Suze and I read the book and have been ...’

Eamonn. The mention of his name throws her off balance. Everything Sam says next is muted by the rush of blood in her ears. Olivia’s world spins and spins and spins until she’s so dizzy she has to steady herself by leaning on a stack of books on the table in front of her. 

It can’t be. Please, don’t let it be.

With sweaty palms and a dramatically high heart rate, she looks around for a copy of Wild Waves to dispel her fears, only to realise there’s a stack of them under her palm. Her eyes land on the author’s name, Eamonn Murphy, and nausea swells up as an image from the last time she saw him clouds her vision. Bare, freckled shoulders. Brown hair falling over dark blue eyes. His forehead pressed against hers.

She’s tried so hard to forget about him all these years, tried to let go of all the questions he left her with. But it’s been nearly impossible. Only an hour ago, Anna had reminded her of him with her talk of Ireland. Has she somehow summoned him here? Or is this just one of life’s little cruelties, adding to the complexity of her situation, as though it isn’t complicated enough yet? 

‘Olivia.’ A loud whisper from a few feet away brings her back into the present. Suze is pointing to an empty chair. ‘Sit.’ 

Olivia, clutching the book to her chest, fails to find the words to protest and does as she’s told without looking up. It’s been nearly fourteen years since she last saw him. She doesn’t even have to do the maths. She’s imagined this moment so many times in the past years, it’s become entirely abstract. Like saying a word over and over until it loses all its meaning. If she looks up now, he’ll be real again, and that’s not something her heart can take.
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Eamonn takes a sip of water, clears his throat. At the back of the room a woman joins the audience. She’s facing away from him but Suze seems to know her. There’s something about the interaction that holds his attention. He watches intently, unsure of why he’s doing so. But then he remembers he’s on a stage and someone’s talking to him. 

‘Eamonn, are you ready to start reading?’

‘Sorry, yeah.’ 

There’s a copy of his novel on the coffee table in between him and Sam, a bookmark stuck between its pages, telling him where he’ll find the prologue. This is the first reading he’s ever done – something he’d always hoped would not be a part of his publishing journey. Talking to big groups of people has never been his preferred manner of communicating, let alone reading aloud his very personal words. From the moment his editor-slash-publisher-slash-ex-girlfriend, Ruby, convinced him to publish, he’s been trying to come to terms with the fact anyone would read them at all. This is not a story he had meant to send out into the world. 

Tiny beads of sweat coat his forehead and he takes another sip of water. As he does, he faces the small audience, his eyes drifting to the newcomer, and that’s when something clicks into place. It’s like his heart knows before his brain does: it picks up speed, sending blood rushing upwards, flushing his cheeks. There’s only one person in the world who’s ever had that effect on him, and even though he hasn’t seen her in a very long time, he’s certain it’s her. Her hair is shorter, but the way she moves is still the same. Even from afar, he feels it’s her, no matter how unbelievable it seems. Olivia Clarke, the woman he wrote a book about. Its pages tremble in his hands.

In a way he’s always known that publishing his book would reunite them, one way or another, but he had not expected it to happen so soon. Did she purposely come to the reading? 

He tries to meet her eye, but she’s keeping her gaze down. It takes a world of effort not to call out her name, to force her to face him. Perhaps even to ask why he hasn’t heard from her in fourteen years.

‘Eamonn?’ Sam looks at him expectantly.

​‘Sorry, yeah,’ he says again. ‘Not used to being on a stage,’ he explains, giving her a sheepish smile. He adjusts the book in his hands and clears his throat. If reading aloud from his novel was unnerving before, now it seems downright impossible. But there’s no way around it. All eyes are on him. All eyes, except hers.

*
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Wild Waves

​Prologue - July 6, 2009
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‘Where do you think we’ll be, five years from now?’ Ava asked. ‘Do you think we’ll still be friends?’

They were the only ones left on the beach, even though it was early July. An old Arctic Monkeys album played in their ears, the white chord of her headphones dangling between them. He turned away from her and fixed his gaze on the horizon. 

‘Friends...’ he repeated, visibly dissecting the word before he answered. ‘Yeah, sure.’

The deflation in his voice filled her with dread. 

Perhaps it was wrong of Ava to reduce their relationship to a mere friendship after all these months together, sharing all the parts of themselves they tended to keep hidden. But what else was she to do? The world just didn’t work that way.  

Ava pushed on. ‘I think we should make a pact.’

‘A pact?’ His dark blue eyes scanned her face, their intensity weighing on her heart. She swallowed the unease away. ‘Yeah, I think five years from today we should meet. No matter what happens in the meantime. It’s the only way to make sure.’ 

For a while he didn’t speak, as though trying to imagine every possible scenario, considering each outcome and the likelihood their pact would stand. Looking at him, the thought of leaving him behind nearly broke her. If she could get him to agree to meet her again, perhaps not all would be lost. The world could be a different place, five years on.

‘No matter what?’ he asked.

‘No matter what.’

​*

[image: ]


As he turns the page, Eamonn looks up to find her eyes on him, disbelief contorting her features. He has his answer. She did not come here intentionally and she had no idea what the book is about. It’s not how he’d imagined their eventual reunion. He’d hoped he’d at least have time to talk to her before she found out about the book. But maybe it was supposed to happen like this. Maybe now he’ll finally find out why he never heard from her again.

Eamonn glances at Sam and she gives him a little nod, encouraging him to continue. He turns the page to the first chapter.

*
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Wild Waves

​Chapter 1 - March 2009
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The waves were wild that morning as the tide came in. Conor hadn’t been in the water long when he noticed the dark clouds gathering overhead. A storm was heading their way, and even though he loved swimming in the rain, he was expected at the grocery shop soon for his Sunday shift, and wanted to do one last check of the barn before that. Apart from the roaring wind and crashing waves, the town was quiet. All the people of Ballybridge were hiding inside their houses, attuned to the weather without having to check the forecast. Conor grabbed his bicycle from where he’d dropped it in the dunes, and with his swim shorts still dripping wet, cycled back to the farm. 

At home he changed into a pair of jeans and a charcoal jumper, before helping his dad get all the sheep inside. They bolted the barn doors, and when Conor was reassured everything was secure, he grabbed his rucksack and headed for the shop.

As was to be expected, there were no customers. Conor kept himself busy for a while labelling cans and sweeping floors, but when that was done, he got his pen and notebook from his bag and went to work. Even though he’d quit uni years earlier, he hadn’t stopped writing stories. It was as though he had no choice in the matter. Somehow his thoughts always found their way onto a piece of paper. There were times he’d find something in his own handwriting without even remembering having written it down. For Conor, writing was like breathing: instinctive and sustaining.  

He’d jotted down a few ideas when the doorbell chimed for the first time that day. Placing his pen in the fold of his notebook, he looked up to see Mrs O’Leary closing the door behind her. He glanced at the clock, confirming the time. Every single Sunday, for as long as Conor had been working at Paddy’s grocery shop, Mrs O’Leary had come in at 11.30 a.m. sharp to buy ingredients for her Sunday bakes. People were creatures of habit, Conor understood that, but her impeccable timing never ceased to astonish him. The fact he’d seen her come and go every weekend of the past five years unfortunately also reminded him of his own predictable life. Would it ever change?

‘Howya pet, alright?’ Mrs O’Leary asked, giving her umbrella a shake and dropping it in the designated bin.

‘Ah, not too bad. Calm day with the storm and all,’ Conor said. 

‘Aye, you wouldn’t put the dog out in it, would ya?’ 

‘Why are you out then?’ he asked.

‘Ach, you know me, son, tough as nails.’

Conor gave a short laugh. ‘So, what’s on the menu today?’

‘Well, I was thinking I would make me buttermilk scones. What do you reckon?’ 

Conor’s mouth watered at the thought. ‘Ah well, you know I think they’re class.’

‘They are class. I’ll bring you some when they’re done.’

He loved buttermilk scones, especially those baked by Edna O’Leary – she was a master baker. But to ask her to walk through the storm again just felt wrong. 

‘No, you’re alright.’

‘Ah, don’t be daft, Conor, I’m not going to melt or break. I’m bringing you a couple when I’m done.’

There was no point in arguing – he’d known her long enough to not make that mistake.

‘Alright so.’

With a smug smile on her face, she gathered her ingredients and brought them over to the till. While Conor carefully put the eggs in her shopping trolley, she rummaged through her purse for the exact change and paid him what he was owed. She patted his hand and smiled. ‘Thanks, love. I’ll see you in a bit.’ 

The doorbell chimed again as she left, and Conor returned to his notebook. Before he could finish the first sentence, a rustling sound made him look up. There was another customer by the entrance. She must have come in when Mrs O’Leary left. 

With her back turned to him, Conor tried to make out who it was, but he didn’t recognise her. Someone he’d never seen before in Ballybridge? Improbable if not impossible. And yet...

The girl was wearing a bright yellow poncho and struggling to take it off. Somehow it had caught on her rucksack. She twisted her arm in a way that looked unnatural and painful. Conor flinched at the sight. When she finally managed to free herself, she grabbed a basket by the entrance and tossed the wet poncho in it with a sigh of relief. Without the hood, he could see her face more clearly. She looked to be a similar age to him, somewhere in her early to mid-twenties. Her cheeks were red from the cold and plastered with a few strands of hair that had escaped the cover of her hood. 

‘Hello,’ she said, noticing Conor’s presence, her smile bright and warm. 

‘Hiya,’ he replied.

Perhaps it was the colour of her poncho, perhaps it was the English accent he thought he’d recognised, but despite the storm raging outside, there was something sunny about her. 

She browsed the shelves, clearly not in a hurry, scanning the displays as though strolling through a museum, appraising her surroundings. Conor tried to continue writing but her presence made it incredibly difficult, his attention drifting back to her every few seconds. It wasn’t every day there was a stranger in his shop, let alone one that looked like her.

When she approached the till and placed her basket in front of him, he put his pen behind his ear, closed the notebook and grabbed the scanner. 

‘Busy day?’ She glanced around. 

Conor couldn’t help but smile. ‘Opening the second till any moment now.’

‘Good. Can’t keep the customers waiting.’

‘Customer is king,’ he said.

She smiled too now, and something unfamiliar stirred inside his chest. 

One by one, he scanned the items while observing her from the corner of his eye. What was an English girl doing at Paddy’s? 

‘Did you find everything you needed?’ Conor asked.

‘Actually, I didn’t. Do you have dried apricots?'

‘Yeah, sure.’

‘Ah, I must have missed them.’

Stepping out from behind the counter, Conor was suddenly very aware of his own arms. Not sure what to do with them, he buried his hands in his pockets and headed for the aisle with the dried fruits.

‘Last two packs,’ he said, holding them up in the air so she could see.

‘Lovely, I’ll take ’em both. I’m surprised you have so many exotic products in stock.’ 

‘Yes, well, if anything, we are quite exotic around here.’ He threw a look out the window where the trees were fighting to hold on to their branches.

She gave a soft chuckle and again, that strange sensation stirred in his chest. He scanned the two packs of apricots and watched her put them away. 

‘What are you writing?’ she asked, her gaze drifting to the notebook lying on the table beside him.

Cheeky and nosy. Interesting.

‘Everything and nothing.’ 

‘Your journal?’

Her eyes homed in on his, the glint in them suggesting she was messing with him.

‘Manifesto,’ he said. He might as well play along.

‘Like the Unabomber?’

‘Exactly like that.’

‘Intriguing. Is it almost finished?’

‘Oh, I haven’t got far yet. Busy day, you know.’

She let out a short laugh. ‘I’ll leave you to it then. Maybe I can read it next time.’

Next time? So she was staying around, and not just passing through? 

She lifted her rucksack onto her back and pulled the poncho over her head. As she contorted her arm once again to make sure the rucksack was covered, Conor stepped in.

‘Do you need help?’ he asked.

‘Would you mind?’ 

Moving closer, he could feel the heat radiating off her body. He had not expected that. His heart picked up speed as he untangled her poncho and draped it over the stuffed backpack. 

‘There you go, now,’ he said.

When she turned on her heels, she was standing so close, Conor could see the freckles on the bridge of her nose and the tiny piercing on the left side. For a second, he imagined her with a small nose ring. 

‘Cheers!’ she said.

She smelled of rain and something familiar, something sweet. A bright smile lit up her entire face, and that’s when he noticed the golden glow in her warm, brown eyes. It was mesmerising, hypnotic even, leaving him completely flustered.

‘Yeah. No worries,’ he said, taking a step back, nearly stumbling over a box of canned beans.

‘Good luck today. Hope it calms down a little.’ 

She gave him an exaggerated wink and as she reached for the door handle with one hand, she used the other to pull the bright yellow hood over her auburn hair. 

‘Bye, Ted!’ she said.

It took Conor a second to get the reference but when he did, he laughed. ‘See ya.’

A strong gust of wind flew in when she opened the door, carrying her sweet scent all the way down to where he stood. And then it hit him. Coconut. She smelled of rain and coconut.
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Olivia doesn’t move as the audience applauds. On the stage, the first man she ever really loved puts the book down on the oval coffee table beside him.

‘That was beautiful, Eamonn. Thank you,’ Sam says.

‘Cheers.’ His eyes drift to the last row and she quickly looks away. The walls close in on her, the atmosphere thick with years of unanswered questions. Beside her, Suze says something, her lips moving, eyebrows raised, waiting for Olivia to reply. But Olivia can’t hear any of it. 

‘Sorry, I need to get this,’ Olivia whispers, lifting her phone to her ear and heading for the exit. Her heavy legs make it difficult to walk as fast as she would like. Thankfully, the shop is small, and she’s outside soon enough. She crouches, leaning against the wall, gulping fresh air as though she’s been under water for hours. There’s a drizzle and she lifts her face to the sky and closes her eyes, welcoming the tiny, cool drops on her flushed cheeks. Memories of a time in Ireland swim across her vision, memories she’s tried hard to forget. In her mind, a broken record of words plays: He wrote a book about us. He wrote a book about us. He wrote a book about us.

No matter how many times she repeats these words, they don’t make sense. Why would he do that when she was the one left broken-hearted? He promised her he’d be there the day of the pact, but she waited on the beach for hours, starting out hopeful and then slowly, as time went on, feeling more and more foolish. The painful memory reverberates throughout her entire body, making her bones ache, pushing her to get away from the bookshop, from him.  

The rain intensifies when she rounds the corner, making her aware of the book she’s clutching to her chest, like a life raft in an endless sea. A book she hasn’t paid for. 

‘Fuck.’

She stops at the first Pret A Manger she sees, orders a coffee and types out a message for Suze while she waits for her drink.


Had to leave and forgot to pay. Sorry! I’ll be in tomorrow to settle. Xx



There’s no way she’s going back in there today. 

‘Oat flat white,’ the barista calls out, faster than she’d expected. Olivia takes the drink from the counter and turns to leave, but suddenly going home seems equally as impossible as returning to the bookshop. Either decision could change everything. It’s one of those moments in time where the tiniest choice can have a life-altering ripple effect. For a second she imagines having gone to Waterstones today, or Foyles. Would she have noticed the book then? To think her decision to go to Pages & Leaves could be more determining for the rest of her life than her move to Canada seems outrageous, and yet, here she is. Stuck in limbo, afraid to move. 

She finds an empty, crumb-free table by the window and places the book in front of her. There’s a black-and-white picture on the ochre cover of four people facing the ocean, their backs to the camera. She doesn’t have to read the book to know who they are: Ben, Erin, Eamonn and her. Olivia’s trembling fingers trace the image’s contours while her mind drifts to the road trip the four of them went on in 2009. She can still smell the ocean air, feel the grains of sand, rough on her skin. Her fingers turn the pages until she reaches the dedication.

To E & B, for being my buoys.

To O, for being the sea.

The words travel straight to her core, and salty tears roll down her cheeks as she reads them over and over. Everything she thought she knew is turned upside down. Not only did he write about them, about the pact – he also dedicated his book to her. Clearly she meant something to him. But then why did he leave her behind? Is this book his way of explaining and apologising?

She sips her coffee, acutely aware that this might be the worst moment in time to revisit her past. 

And yet, the urge to know where they went wrong pushes her to turn the page.
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​Wild Waves

​Chapter 2
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Kate frantically moved around the house, gathering her laptop, phone and keys. ‘I left a list of phone numbers on the fridge in case of an emergency. I should be back shortly after six. George takes a nap around noon, so if you could give him his lunch around half eleven, that’d be great.’ She stuffed everything inside her leather bag and checked her makeup in the mirror once again. The doorbell rang.

‘Ava, can you get that please?’ 

Ava was on the floor, pretending to be asleep as George crawled over her, trying to wake her up. ‘Boo!’ she said, suddenly opening her eyes and lifting him up in the air. George squealed with delight, and this in turn made Ava’s heart swell. With no babysitting experience whatsoever, looking after a one-year-old full time was daunting, even if she was the boy’s aunt. It had kept her awake more than once in the days before she arrived. But seeing his bright brown eyes twinkle back at her eased her anxiety considerably. She headed for the door, balancing him on her hip. When she opened it, a girl about her age with a big bunch of blonde curls and a beaming smile stood in front of her. ‘Howya!’ 

‘Hello!’ 

‘Orla, is that you?’ Kate shouted from inside the house.

‘Yep! I just wanted to see you off on your first day back in work! How are ya feelin’?’ Orla stepped inside and pinched George’s nose. ‘Hello there, Georgio. Jam this morning, was it?’ 

He kicked his chubby legs with excitement at the sight of her.

‘Ava, this is Orla – my neighbour and friend, and the greatest babysitter in town,’ Kate said when they joined her in the living room. She was still in front of the mirror, combing through her long ginger locks. 

Orla curtsied. ‘The one and only.’ She reached out to shake Ava’s hand. ‘Good to finally meet ya, Ava. So, you’re here to take my babysitter title, are ya?’

‘Hardly! I’ll be happy enough if we all get out of this alive.’

‘Ah, you’ll be great, Ave. George loves you already. Look at him,’ Kate said.

George was gazing at Ava adoringly, one of his doughy arms draped around her neck, her plait clenched in his fist.

‘Anyway, I should be off. I don’t want to arrive late on my first day. How do I look?’

‘Gorgeous!’ they chimed in unison.

Kate laughed and turned to Orla. ‘You can stay if you want. I’ve a feeling you two will get on very well. There’s fresh coffee and pastries in the kitchen.’

‘I actually have to get to work myself,’ Orla said, checking the clock behind her. ‘However, wasting food is against my principles, so...’ She trailed off and disappeared into the kitchen as Kate gave George one more kiss. ‘Ok, I’m off. Bye now! Bye, sweetie.’

‘Bye, Mummy.’ Ava took hold of George’s hand, waving goodbye to Kate as she closed the door. 

‘Mamma?’ George said, his voice on the verge of cracking.

‘Mummy’s gone to work. She’ll be back soon.’ Stroking his black curls for comfort, Ava walked him into the kitchen, where Orla was halfway through a croissant. 

‘So, how come I’ve never seen you around here?’ she asked, mouth full of pastry.

Ava, resting George on her hip, pulled back a chair. ‘I don’t know. I’ve been here a few times since Kate moved. I guess we must’ve always just missed each other? And it’s mostly Kate coming to London anyway, to see Mum and Dad.’ 

‘Makes sense. I’d go to London too if it were up to me. Give me the money and I’ll move there tomorrow.’

‘Really?’

Orla nodded. ‘London has it all: theatre, gigs, musicals, museums... For creatives, all the opportunities are there, like.’

‘Hmm, I guess that’s true. It can be an exhausting place to live, though.’

George reached for the fork on the table, but Ava got to it first, pushing it out of his reach.

'So what do you do there?’ Orla asked.

‘I’m in between jobs at the moment, but I have a sales assistant role waiting for me at my uncle’s firm when I return. What about you? What do you do?’

‘I’m a musician and a music teacher.’ Orla got up to find a mug in the cupboard, filled it halfway with coffee and then topped it up with milk.

‘Aha! Hence the desire to move to London.’

‘Exactly. The teaching helps pay the bills and it’s not too bad, but I’d rather just be making music. Maybe one day, who knows...’

‘I’d love to hear you play some time.’

‘We’re looking for a new drummer at the moment, but I’ll let you know once we’ve found someone.’ 

Ava liked Orla. She felt familiar in a way, so full of energy. In her lap, George wriggled, trying to set himself free. ‘What is it? You want to play?’ Ava asked. She put him down on the floor, giving him a small chunk of croissant to munch on. 

Checking the clock on the microwave, Orla jumped up. ‘Fuck... Oh, sorry, George... Fudge, I really have to get to work now. Ava, we should talk more. Do you wanna come to the pub on Friday night? A few of us are going and there’s live music and all that. Should be fun, like.’

‘Yes! Definitely.’ Making a few friends was an enticing prospect. Spending six months in a small town with only Kate and George for company could become very lonely, very quickly, especially with Kate full time at work.  

‘Perfect. I’ll drop by around eight to pick you up.’ Orla tried to high-five George but he just stared at her hand and grinned. ‘Next time maybe, huh Georgio? Bye bye then!’ 

The moment the door closed behind Orla, George put up his hand and squeezed his tiny fingers into a fist, attempting a wave. Ava looked at him and took a deep breath. She could do this. 

‘Just you and me now, hey, boyo? What do you want to do? Want to go for a walk?’ She kneeled down beside him, studying his chubby face covered in pink jam. In response, he reached for her, still clenching a chunk of croissant. ‘First things first, though,’ she said. ‘Let’s get you less sticky.’

Half a pack of baby wipes later, Ava strapped him in the buggy and put on her sandals. Overnight, the storm had subsided and given way to very mild temperatures and a clear blue sky. The beach seemed like the perfect option to spend their first morning alone together. She packed a pink plastic shovel and green bucket, along with the nappy bag and an old quilt Kate had said they could use for picnics.  

The ten-minute walk took them past the hairdresser’s, fish monger’s and local pub, where she assumed Orla was taking her that Friday. As they passed the grocery shop, she could see an older man behind the till talking to a customer. Where was Mr Manifesto from the day before? 

‘Who’s that, George?’ she asked, as she peered through the window to see if the other guy was there too. With no answer from the one-year-old, she continued along the road, singing ‘Wheels on the Bus’, until they arrived at the seafront. Leaving the buggy behind, she grabbed the toys and carried George onto the beach. The grains of sand immediately found their way into her sandals, making it more difficult to walk with each step. With the tide coming in, she found them a place just out of the water’s reach. George squealed and giggled, clearly pleased to be there. 

As was to be expected on a Monday morning in March, there weren’t many people around. An older man walked along the shoreline, his German Shepherd following closely behind, and to her left, near the dunes, a young couple sat, the girl reading, the boy lying down, staring up at the sky, his head in her lap. A little to her right, Ava spotted a towel and rucksack, but when she glanced around, the owner was nowhere to be found. 

While George used the shovel to cover the blanket in sand, Ava closed her eyes for a split second to breathe it all in. The fresh air was intoxicating and she felt the tension in her body dissolve. She’d been reluctant to come to Ireland for such a long time. If Kate hadn’t been so desperate, she wouldn’t have come. This was the moment to build a career, to get a head start on her future. Taking a six-month break was not part of the plan. 

But a week into her stay, Ireland was growing on her. 

As Ava watched the waves crash onto the beach, mesmerised by the ebb and flow, she almost didn’t spot the lone swimmer in the ocean, slowly approaching the shore. When he got closer, it finally registered and Ava figured it was his towel lying in wait on the beach. It was a lovely spring day, but to be swimming in the ocean was a bit of a stretch, she thought. To be fair, swimming in the ocean on any given day in the year was unthinkable for Ava. The maverick got out of the water and when he was finally close enough, she recognised him. With his back turned to her, he picked up his towel, rubbed his hair dry and wrapped it around his shoulders.

‘If it isn’t Mr Kaczynski himself!' she shouted, competing with the white noise of the waves. He jerked his head up, clearly taken by surprise. When he recognised her, he laughed.

‘Morning,’ he said, walking over to where they were sitting. ‘We meet again.’ Water dripped from his hair onto his face, his cheeks scarlet from what must have been freezing cold water. 

‘What are the odds?’ Ava said.

‘Well, in a town with a population of eight hundred or so, I’d say it was bound to happen.’ 

‘Fair point.’

When he spoke, his voice was gravelly and deep, almost like Tom Waits. She’d been surprised by it the day before too, so much so that later at home, she’d listened to ‘Martha’ just to see if the comparison stood. It did.

He looked over to George and then to her, lifting an eyebrow.

‘Oh, this is George, my nephew. Kate Kingston’s my sister.’

‘Ah, I thought I recognised him.’ He kneeled and ran his hand through his curls. ‘Hiya George.’ 

He was so gentle with him, Ava briefly stumbled over her words. ‘Yeah, uhm, she’s returned to work today and the au pair couldn’t start until September, so...’ 

‘Right. So you’re staying until September?’

‘That’s the plan, yeah.’

Was that a smile? Before Ava could be sure, he used the corner of his towel to wipe away the water trickling from his forehead, hiding part of his face as he did so.

‘Can I ask you something?’ she said, and without waiting for his answer continued, ‘What were you doing swimming in the ocean? It must be freezing.’

‘I swim every day,’ he replied, as though that was a satisfactory answer. Instead, it only brought up more questions. 

‘Every day? Why?’

‘I don’t know, I guess it helps clear my mind.’ 

‘Why? What’s on your mind?’

For a moment he was silent. He wiped at some drops trickling down his temples and scanned her face, his expression inscrutable. ‘You ask a lot of questions for someone I just met, you know?’

Ava laughed. ‘Sorry. I just don’t see the attraction of swimming in the ocean, that’s all.’

‘And why is that?’

‘Sea creatures.’ She nodded, convinced no further explanation was needed.

‘Sea creatures?’ His raised eyebrows made his forehead wrinkle.

‘Yes, like sharks and jellyfish and just plain fish – you know, creatures that live in the sea.’ 

‘Sharks? You do know we’re in Ireland, right?’

Ava rolled her eyes. ‘Sharks swim, don’t they?’ 

‘Is that a rhetorical question?’

‘You’re cheeky for a guy I’ve just met. And yes, it is. But can you just acknowledge that sharks swim and therefore have the ability to move around in the ocean and the ocean basically has no barriers, so sharks can go wherever they want, whenever they want, including Ireland?’ 

A soft chuckle escaped his lips, triggering something inside her. Not wanting to examine what had just happened, she continued: ‘And if I’m not mistaken, it was you who said you were quite exotic around here... so... I rest my case.’ She raised both hands to support her statement. Opposite her, the boy from the shop failed to suppress an enormous grin. 

Sitting there half naked, ocean water glistening on his pale, freckle-covered skin, he was not your typical good-looking guy. His upper lip was slightly too thin and one of his bottom front teeth crooked, but the longer she looked, the more beauty she saw in him. The day before, she hadn’t noticed the scar in his left eyebrow, asymmetrically slicing it in two. She’d been distracted by those dark blue eyes that now homed in on her, their depth intensified by the reflection of the cloudless sky. Ava often struggled with eye contact. Every time someone looked at her, she felt the urge to avert her gaze. But this time it was different. She couldn’t look away. It unsettled her and she wasn’t sure what to do next. Fortunately, George started crying as if he knew she needed saving. He’d shovelled a bit too enthusiastically and got sand all over his face, including in his mouth and eyes. She picked him up and comforted him, brushing the dirt off him with the tips of her fingers. 

‘How’s that manifesto coming along?’ she asked, keeping her eyes fixed on George.

‘It’s more of a rant than anything else at the moment, to be fair.’

‘Aren’t all manifestos just madmen’s rants?’ 

‘I don’t think so. There’s a lot of interesting subject matter in the Unabomber’s manifesto, for example. Perhaps he could’ve chosen a different way to get it out there—’

‘Perhaps?’

‘Okay, fine, definitely. But essentially, his take on the industrial revolution and the effects it had on society was spot on.’

Ava’s eyes widened. ‘You’re really into this, aren’t you?’

‘I’m not an expert or anything.’

The look on his face told her he had a lot more to say about the subject, but was holding back. 

‘So is that really what you’re writing?’

He shook his head. ‘Not really, no, I’m working on a story. But I’m mostly gathering my thoughts at the moment, putting down some ideas.’ 

‘What’s it about?’

He shook his head and smiled, holding her gaze for a few seconds before he spoke. ‘It’s about this guy who meets an incredibly nosy girl with a big mouth and an odd shark obsession.’

Ava couldn’t help but laugh. She’d been accused of being nosy and mouthy before, but somehow, he made it sound like a compliment. 

‘Sounds like a wonderful girl. The guy must feel really lucky.’

‘He’s not complaining or anything,’ he said. 

Ava’s stomach flipped, and for once, she was speechless. In the background, the church bells sounded and the guy from the shop pushed himself up to stand. ‘Here, I should be off,’ he said. 

She covered her eyes with her hand to shield them from the sun as she looked up at him. ‘So, uhm, Ted?’ 

He smiled. ‘Conor.’ A lock of wet hair fell over his forehead and he pushed it back with the palm of his hand.

‘Aha. So Conor, I guess I’ll be seeing you around then.’ 

‘Inevitably.’

‘I’m Ava by the way, in case you were wondering.’

He nodded. Had he been wondering, or was he just acknowledging her name? 

‘See ya around, Ava. Bye, George.’ 

He retrieved a T-shirt from his bag and pulled it over his head as he walked off towards the dunes, the fabric clinging to his broad shoulders. Ava watched him go, but just before he was out of earshot, she couldn’t help but shout: ‘That is, if the sharks don’t get to you first!’

He turned around, shook his head and laughed, baring his crooked teeth. She liked that. She liked that a lot. Even though she knew she shouldn’t.
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