





[image: image]













Catherine Mangan grew up in Ireland before embarking on her own Italian escape. She studied languages at University College Cork before moving to Italy (briefly) with friends, which was the start of a life-long love affair with the country. She now divides her time between Ireland and Silicon Valley. The Italian Escape is her first novel.


Under another name, Catherine is an award-winning Irish entrepreneur and creator of a language-learning app, which has users in 175 countries.












[image: image]









Copyright


Published by Sphere


ISBN: 978-0-7515-7984-0


All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


Copyright © Catherine Mangan 2020


The moral right of the author has been asserted.


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher.


The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.


Sphere


Little, Brown Book Group


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


www.littlebrown.co.uk


www.hachette.co.uk









To Tom,
For being by my side









Chapter One


There are ten thousand and eighty minutes in a week. That is exactly how long Niamh Kelly has been feeling depressed. Well, not in the true clinical definition of the word, obviously, but at the moment anything else felt like a massive understatement.


Her iPhone vibrated on the kitchen table in front of her – more concerned friends checking in, no doubt – but she couldn’t muster the energy to respond. She was tired of talking about it. She slumped back into the chair, tied her long, dark hair up into a knot, flicked the phone to silent and opened her thesaurus app. Surely there was a more appropriate word to describe her current state beyond just sad. But not even the app could offer much in the way of useful alternatives, proffering options such as ‘Bereaved’ (no one had died so that was totally useless), ‘Forlorn’ (sounded like someone from medieval England) and ‘Lugubrious’ (that sounded promising but she had no idea what it actually meant).


‘How are you feeling today, Niamh?’ she asked herself.


‘Lugubrious,’ she replied with an exaggerated sigh.


‘Are you talking to me, love?’ her mother asked from across the room.


‘No, just talking to myself, Mam.’


‘Oh, right,’ her mother replied over the sound of the television.


‘Lugubrious,’ she whispered to herself, tapping the screen on her phone. The definition read ‘mournful or gloomy’. Definitely accurate, she decided, but none of her friends would know what it meant, either, so she wouldn’t be able to use it without sounding pretentious, so rather disappointingly it was another useless option.


She had gone to the trouble of calculating the number of minutes: twenty-four hours, times sixty minutes, times seven days. She couldn’t do that kind of calculation in her head. Mathematics had never really been a strong point, not that she’d ever really cared enough to try. She’d never understood how Pythagoras’ theorem would benefit any aspect of real life, or why anyone was forced to learn long division when calculators had already been invented. It all seemed like a massive waste of time when there were so many more interesting things to be learned. So tonight Niamh felt entirely justified that in just a few seconds her calculator app could tell her the exact number of minutes that she had been in this sad mental state, without the need to rely on mental mathematical gymnastics.


‘Ten thousand and eighty-one now,’ she sighed under her breath as she spun the iPhone on the kitchen table and topped up her glass of wine.


‘What’s that, love?’ asked her mother from across the room, her eyes glued to the television screen.


‘Nothing. Just talking to myself,’ she mumbled.


‘Nina, why don’t you come over here and sit by the fire?’ her mother asked, patting the sofa alongside her.


‘No, I think I’ll go to bed,’ she muttered, examining a cluster of split ends in her hair.


‘Bed? It’s only nine o’clock. It’s still bright out. It’s a beautiful summer’s evening,’ her mother argued, tearing her eyes from the television programme. ‘Will you, for God’s sake, stop picking at your hair? Do you have lice or something?’ She stood up slowly, rubbing her knee, and crossed the living room towards her daughter.


‘What?’ Niamh asked through the bottom of her wine glass.


‘Why are you picking at your hair? There’s an epidemic going around you know – of lice. And they can hop from one head to another so it’s easy to get them.’


‘Jesus, Mam, no, I don’t have lice. I’m not dirty. It’s just split ends,’ Niamh cried, pulling on some strands of hair that had come loose.


‘They like clean hair, actually.’


‘What? Who likes clean hair?’ Niamh asked, now utterly frustrated with the conversation.


‘The lice do. They like clean hair. That’s why they hop from one head to another,’ her mother declared confidently, as if she had just eked out this nugget of medical certainty from the gospel that is the Reader’s Digest. All of her facts and strong opinions originated from the Reader’s Digest. Someone had once told her that if she subscribed to Reader’s Digest she would be able to have a conversation about anything because it taught you a little about everything. Mrs Kelly had been a regular subscriber for eight years now and quite fancied herself as a great conversationalist. ‘Anyway, it looks like you have lice or something when you pick at it like that. You don’t want people talking about you, do you?’


‘They already are, Mam,’ Niamh sighed. ‘I’ve provided plenty of fodder for the neighbours lately. No shortage of gossip this week. Niamh Kelly, thirty-three years old, newly single, no, wait … dumped, in fact, and jobless. No man. No job. What a disaster.’ Her voice was rising now. Her father lowered his newspaper a couple of inches. His glasses peered over the top momentarily, gauging the situation as he glanced from wife to daughter, but he quickly retreated back behind the temporary invisibility that the newspaper afforded him.


‘You do have a job. There’s nothing at all wrong with that job, Nina, and as soon as you’re feeling better you’ll go back to it. There’s no harm in taking a week off. You were due a break anyway.’


‘I’m not going back to it. I can’t go back! How can I go back there?’ She knew she was starting to sound hysterical now but she couldn’t stop it. ‘How can I go back and face him every day? I’d be the laughing stock of the place.’


‘I’m sure there is a way to avoid him, love. You shouldn’t have to give up your job just because you broke up. That’s not right.’


‘A, there is no way to avoid him, Mam. PlatesPlease is a startup – actually, even worse, it’s his startup, so there’s no avoiding him. And B, we didn’t break up. I was dumped. Remember? Dumped, dropped and discarded, like it all meant nothing. Like the past four years meant nothing. What a dope. How could I not have known? You know everyone will say that I must have guessed something, known something … How could I not have known?’


‘But you didn’t know and that’s not your fault. Sometimes things just don’t work out. People change. You don’t know what was going through his head, but if he could treat you like that then you’re better off without him,’ Una Kelly said, emphasising her words by jabbing her index finger on the table.


‘I’m nearly halfway through my thirties, newly single and no job. How did I end up here? Seriously, how is this my life?’ Niamh asked, shaking her head. She poured the remainder of the bottle into her glass and watched as it reluctantly released its last few drops.


The theme tune to the Friday-night chat show – a Friday-night ritual in every Irish household – hummed along on the television, signalling the end of any other possible conversation and the urgent need to make tea. Parents and ‘young marrieds with children’ around the country were gathering in front of the television and the fire, settling in for the next two hours, happy to be entertained. It would be the usual rollout of minor celebrities promoting their new movie, losers who had found God, turned their life around and had now written a book to help all the other losers out there do the same, and some twenty-something-year-old who had rejected meat and dairy and embraced veganism the previous year, had started making granola in their kitchen and had just sold the company to Kellogg’s for several million. At the end of the two hours, one half of the country would be motivated to fix or change their life and the other half would be depressed because their lives were just ordinary by comparison.


‘Is the kettle on?’ Niamh’s dad asked from behind the paper. He wouldn’t put it down until the programme started and it was safe to come out from behind it.


‘I’m putting it on now,’ replied her mother, opening a packet of biscuits. ‘Will you have a cup?’


‘I will so.’


Niamh smiled despite herself at the nightly exchange about the cup of tea that they drank religiously, and the easy way that her parents had with each other. She wondered then if relationships got easier with time and if, after so many years, you could just anticipate the other person so that there was never any need for angst or arguments. Did you just know the other person so well that you knew instinctively what they would or wouldn’t like, what they would or wouldn’t do, and so navigate conversations and situations easily, armed in advance with that knowledge?


‘Night,’ she said quietly, getting up from the table.


‘Night, love,’ they both replied at the same time, heads already directed towards the television.


‘Have a good sleep,’ her dad offered as he folded down the newspaper and stood to throw a log on the fire.


She picked up her phone and it flashed 21.10. This time last week she had been having dinner with Rick at the new tapas restaurant. Rick preferred to eat early in the evening so they always made an early dinner reservation.


‘It’s better for the digestion to eat early,’ he would say whenever she questioned the need to race to a restaurant by seven o’clock. ‘Plus, some places have an early-bird special before seven, so it’s an added bonus. See, Niamh, there is value for money everywhere if you look for it,’ he would recite smugly.


She was probably having dessert right around now, this time last week, in her new navy dress. Now that she thought of it, this exact time last week she was less than twenty minutes from being unceremoniously dumped and she was happily tucking into her tiramisu.


She hadn’t noticed anything unusual about his behaviour. He had been distracted over dinner, but not more than usual. He was in the middle of raising another round of funding for the business. He was always stressed when he was fundraising, so she had assumed it was purely work related.


‘Why do you think they have tiramisu on the menu if this is a tapas place?’ she had asked.


‘What?’ he had asked, scrolling through emails on his phone.


‘Tiramisu is Italian. Why does a Spanish tapas restaurant have tiramisu on the menu?’


‘Niamh, I have no idea. Maybe the Spanish don’t have that many desserts. Do you have any idea how many calories are in that thing?’ he retorted. ‘There are over six hundred calories in one slice of tiramisu, Niamh. That means you’d have to run for an hour and fifteen minutes just to burn that off,’ he snapped as he stuck his phone back in his pocket.


‘So I’ll walk to work every morning next week.’ She shrugged, and scraped the bowl.


‘Niamh, I don’t have time for this now. I have to work tomorrow.’


‘But tomorrow is Saturday!’ she whined.


‘Entrepreneurs are always on, Niamh, you should know that by now. It’s intense. We can’t all saunter into the office five days a week at nine o’clock like you do.’


Niamh leaned heavily on the edge of the sink now, shaking her head. She sighed to herself, thinking back on the series of events last Friday night. She should have seen it coming, but she hadn’t. Or maybe she had just refused to accept that there had been more arguments than smiles over the past few months.


She rinsed her glass in the sink and snuck two of her dad’s night-time cold and flu tablets from the medicine basket over the sink, swallowing them with lukewarm water from the tap. Apparently they weren’t addictive and they definitely helped knock you out at night.


She shuffled towards the kitchen door, thinking that she would have to burn that navy dress, but she couldn’t burn it right now, even though the fire was perfect. It was roaring up the chimney, resembling a miniature towering inferno in the grate. But if she came back downstairs with the navy dress and tossed it into the fire, it might be too much for her dad. He would either abandon his current position on the armchair and flee from the room, not wanting any part of the madness (missing his show in the process – and she’d hear about that until next Friday’s episode), or he’d think she had lost her mind and would start to worry about her.


She didn’t need anyone else to worry about her. She certainly didn’t need to have her dad offer any critical life advice. It was enough to deal with her mother and her Reader’s Digest nuggets of wisdom. One thing was sure, however – she would never wear that navy dress again. It would always be the dress she got dumped in. Shame, really, because she thought she looked kind of skinny in it. Well, not skinny exactly, but slim, or at least slimmer than she looked in real life. Kind of like a sartorial magic wand.


‘Waste of sixty euros,’ she sighed, heading towards the stairs.









Chapter Two


She could hear the high-pitched whine of the vacuum cleaner downstairs. The postman dropped some envelopes through the door and the dog went nuts.


‘Mother of God, it’s eight o’clock on a Saturday morning,’ she groaned from under her duvet. She wasn’t hungover, exactly, but her head ached behind her eyes and her tongue felt like chalk.


What was it about small dogs that they always had to start a fight? It was like they were always on the defensive because of their size. Niamh had refused to walk Marty any more because he was completely out of control. He was a small, hairy little thing, a cross between a wheaten terrier and something else – no one knew exactly what. Her dad had taken him in when the neighbour’s dog got knocked up for the second time in a year and had another three puppies. They were all headed for the local shelter but everyone knew that the shelter had a seven-day kill policy, so the Kelly family had come to the rescue. Her mother had refused at first to have anything to do with it.


‘If you bring him in here, Paddy, you’ll have to take care of him.’


‘Ah, would you look at him. Sure he’s a lovely little thing,’ her father replied, scratching his chin. ‘He’ll be no bother at all.’


After a few disastrous attempts to walk him, Niamh refused point blank to take him out again. ‘He’ll just have to get his exercise in the back garden,’ she announced, coming in through the front door and opening the back one. ‘It’s mortifying to try to walk him. Honest to God, if there is a German shepherd in sight he’s heaving and straining at the leash, frothing at the mouth, trying to attack him, and he wouldn’t even reach the German shepherd’s knees. I think he has a Napoleonic complex or something. He definitely has issues of some sort.’ From then on Marty was sent out into the back garden to run around and get a bit of exercise.


‘Get out, Marty,’ she heard her mother roar over the sound of the vacuum cleaner. ‘Niamh, are you up?’ she shouted up the stairs. Her mother only ever called her by her proper first name when she was admonishing her.


‘No! Can you turn off the hoover, Mam? It’s only eight o’clock in the morning! That noise is torture at this hour!’ Niamh roared, despite her headache. She heard footsteps coming up the stairs. Clearly she wasn’t about to win this one.


‘The day is half over at eight o’clock in the morning,’ her mother said, throwing open the bedroom door. ‘Look at the state of this place, and it smells like a brewery. The window cleaners will be here in an hour so you better get up and get dressed.’


‘My curtains are closed, Mam! And they’ll only be washing the outside of the windows,’ Niamh argued, rubbing her temples.


‘It’s not right having those men outside your window and you inside in bed. Sure they’ll know full well that you’re inside in it if you have the curtains closed.’


‘Jesus,’ Niamh mumbled into the duvet. ‘All right, I’m getting up.’


‘Stop swearing, Niamh. And your sister Grace will be here any minute to drop off the boys for a few hours while she gets her hair done.’


Niamh didn’t know why her mother always referred to her as ‘your sister Grace’, but she did. It was never just ‘Grace’. It’s not like she had another one and might get them confused.


‘All right, I’m up, I’m up.’


She’d need something to dim the headache before the boys arrived. The sound level went up tenfold when Blake and Ben landed. Blake was a year older than his brother, but Ben was the mad one. No shortage of personality there. Niamh always felt that Grace should have swapped their names once she discovered their personalities, as Blake was way too weird a name to give any Irish boy. He’d definitely get beaten up over that in the future. Ben could have handled it as he was a bully already at only two years of age, but Blake was a quieter, more sensitive little thing. He was still terribly loud, but sweet and gentle. She’d have switched the names before anyone got too used to them.


‘Do we have any more of those dissolvable things in the red box?’ she asked as she padded slowly down the stairs in her pyjamas.


‘Did you drink too much wine again last night?’ her mother asked with a disapproving tut.


‘No, I think I’m getting a sore throat,’ Niamh lied. That was the only way to extract any sympathy, as hangovers were not tolerated. In fact, between herself and Grace, she was pretty sure that they had each only once ever made the rookie mistake of admitting to a hangover. Every other occasion for painkillers was the certain onslaught of strep throat, migraine or the flu. That way you stood a chance of getting tea and a blanket.


‘You should go to the doctor and get yourself checked out. You’re getting a lot of sore throats lately. Now go up and fix yourself, will you? Look at the state of you. They’ll be here soon. Oh, and dress the bed so the window washers don’t think we’re a bunch of tinkers.’


Now that Niamh thought of it, she probably hadn’t washed her hair since last Friday. The Friday that she wore the new navy dress and went to the new tapas restaurant. The Friday she was dumped. She hadn’t seen a mirror yet today, but she knew that her hair would be standing up in clumps from its unwashed roots. She might have hidden it under a baseball cap for the day to avoid the chore of washing and drying it, but she knew her sister would waft in wearing something expensive and looking like she’d just stepped out of a salon, even before she’d had her hair done. She always smelled expensive, too. Niamh had tried her perfume once to see if she could smell expensive as well, but it just smelled like bottled, overripe fruit on her skin.


Her sister was the successful one. She had a shining career as an architect, two perfect, if loud and berserk, toddlers and a doting husband. He was starting to lose his hair early, which Niamh was certain freaked her sister out. She wouldn’t be surprised if Robert showed up with hair implants one day to maintain the outward veneer of perfection, because who wants to show off their balding husband? Otherwise he was fine, though, and they seemed happy together.


She was tall, too, in the way that successful people are. Niamh had read once (in one of her mother’s Reader’s Digests, of course) that successful people are, for the most part, tall. Someone did a study of the most successful men and women in the USA and something like less than 1 per cent of them were short. That particular week had been especially tough at work, so the article had made her feel better about herself. Good to know that she could now righteously blame her five foot, four inch height for her professional shortcomings. In fact, she felt sure that the term ‘professional shortcomings’ was most likely coined by a successful, clever, tall person for short people everywhere.


She heard them before she saw them. The front gate was flung open with a clatter and both sets of little feet thundered down the gravel path. It always amazed her how much noise such small people could make. They were babbling in through the letterbox before anyone could even get to the front door. It was nine o’clock exactly. That was another difference between Niamh and her sister – Grace was always on time for everything. Niamh pulled open the kitchen door and scooped them up, one in each arm.


‘You two monsters are getting heavy!’


Blake called her ‘Nee’ but Ben hadn’t quite worked out his words yet so he just roared random sounds at people. Apart from ‘Mama’ and ‘Dada’, the only name he’d got a handle on was ‘Granda’, which came out like ‘Gah’. It drove her mother mad, of course, that he could say ‘Granda’ but not ‘Nana’, so every visit was like a warped speech therapy session, with Nana repeating her name slowly in Ben’s face any time he would stand still.


When he wasn’t eating, he preferred to stomp on things and kill anything smaller than him, like random spiders or any sort of bug that had the misfortune to move in the back garden. He was the sort of silent but deadly type. Not even Marty was safe, and he knew it, retreating with a kind of terrorised screech whenever he saw Ben coming.


Grace was putting the kettle on in the kitchen. ‘I brought croissants from the French place you like, Niamh,’ she said giving her a hug.


‘Sympathy croissants?’ Niamh asked with a grimace. She was pretty sure that Grace hadn’t allowed a croissant to pass her lips in over ten years. ‘So is this tea and sympathy with a pity croissant thrown in for good measure?’


‘It can be if you like, but they’re bloody good croissants.’ To Niamh’s surprise, Grace pulled off a corner and stuffed it in her mouth. ‘So, what kind of mental state are we in, here? What stage in the grieving process – depressed and dejected, mad as hell, or sad and mopey?’


‘Definitely sad and mopey.’


‘So, what happened exactly? Did you do something to piss him off or is he just having an early mid-life crisis?’ Grace asked, pouring three mugs of tea.


‘I didn’t do anything!’ Niamh insisted. ‘We went out to dinner like I told you and when we got home he just said something like he didn’t “want to do this any more”.’


‘What exactly did he say, Niamh?’


‘He said, “Niamh, I don’t want to do this anymore. It’s not working. We’re going nowhere. There’s no point.”’


‘Sounds like a mid-life crisis to me. He’s a knob, Niamh. You’re better off without him.’


‘That’s easy for you to say. You’re not the one who’s turning thirty-four next birthday and newly single.’


Grace leaned against the kitchen table. ‘Are you telling me that you’d rather be in an average relationship than be single? Will you listen to yourself for a minute? That’s an absolute travesty! Women burned their bras for freedom in the sixties and there you are wishing you could hitch your wagon to some aspiring entrepreneurial loser.’


Mrs Kelly paused her attempt to scrub last night’s casserole dish. ‘No one burned any bras in the sixties. That’s a myth.’


‘Mam, everyone knows that feminists burned their bras in the sixties. That’s known all over the world,’ Grace countered confidently.


‘Well, anyone who thinks that is wrong. It’s a myth. The demonstration that created that myth was the 1968 protest of the Miss America contest when loads of women threw bras, stockings, girdles – all sorts of underwear – into a rubbish bin, but it was never set alight. Psychologists call it the Rashomon effect, where different people have contradictory accounts of the same incident.’ She rattled this off with gusto and resumed her scrubbing.


‘Reader’s Digest, Grace,’ sighed Niamh. ‘I’d just take that one at face value and leave it at that if I were you, or we’ll be here all day.’


Grace rolled her eyes. ‘So when are you going back to work? You can’t loll around here for ever or you’ll go out of your mind.’


‘I’m not going back to that place. I can’t!’ Niamh whined.


‘What? That’s ridiculous! That’s a fine job and you were good at it. Of course you’re going back.’


‘I can’t. I’ll be such a pity party. I’m mortified. Thirty-three years old and rejected by the man I thought I was going to spend the rest of my life with. God, what a mess.’ Niamh put her hands over her eyes. ‘Anyway, it’s his company, Grace, so it’s not like he’s going anywhere. I should never have gotten involved in it. I can’t believe I let him talk me into it. “Help me get started, Niamh … Let’s build this together, Niamh … ” I gave up that great job at that restaurant PR firm for the chance to work at a startup. I thought I’d be at the forefront of everything, pitching to the media and arranging press evenings. Then off Rick goes, raising money and doing media interviews, while I’m left running payroll. Wanker.’


‘Language, Niamh!’ Mrs Kelly said into the sink.


‘Well, he is, Mam, to be fair,’ offered Grace in support. ‘Look, you’re not actually losing your job; you are choosing not to go back to work. That’s different. That’s quitting. Or you could just pull yourself together and go back to work – how about that? You don’t have to lose your job over this. It’s not like you see much of him these days at work, or he’s directly in charge of you or anything. Don’t let him win. Fuck him. Just go back to work with your head held high.’


‘Language, Grace!’


Grace rolled her perfectly made-up eyes. ‘Or get another job.’


Marty let out a howl from under the table.


‘Ben! Get off of him!’ Grace shouted under the table. ‘Off!’ Ben was sitting on Marty who was, at this stage, flattened to the floor.


‘Ugh. Get another job?’ Niamh dropped her head into her hands. ‘What do I tell them at the interview? Oh yeah, my boyfriend dumped me, and I worked for him for the past four years, helping him build his startup, so I’ve gained no real experience apart from buying birthday cards, processing invoices, trying not to die of boredom overseeing payroll, and making sure the company cactus doesn’t shrivel up and die. Did you know it’s almost impossible to kill a cactus? It’s that sort of killer knowledge which makes me employee of the year material. They’ll be lining up around the block to hire me.’


‘Yeah, you sound like a bit of a sad, co-dependent loser when you put it that way.’


‘Thanks. Oh God. I’m mortified,’ Niamh said, cringing. ‘How did this happen? What am I going to do? I can’t stay out on sick leave for much longer. I already sent in one fake doctor’s note.’


‘How did you manage that?’ Grace asked, breaking off a second piece of croissant.


Niamh threw a look in her mother’s direction and lowered her voice. ‘I just wailed and bawled and talked about not loving myself under these circumstances, until he gave me a note to say I was incapable of work right now.’


‘But you’ve been out for a week. You made one claim of having lunatic tendencies and you got a sick certificate for a whole week?’


‘Yes, all I had to do was think of everyone talking about me at the office and I worked myself up into a right state. I can’t claim that I wasn’t actually a bit of a nutcase in the doctor’s office.’


‘Well, the longer you leave it the worse it will be. You’re still on sympathy leave right now ’cause people feel sorry for you, but if you stay out much longer then they’ll think you’ve actually become a bona fide nut job over this. Is that what you want?’


‘Of course it’s not what I want. I didn’t want any of this. I wanted to get married and live happily ever after.’


‘Well, that’s shot to shit.’


The dog gave another screech.


Mrs Kelly sighed. ‘For the love of God! I’m up to my elbows in suds here. Will one of you please rescue that creature and put him out in the back garden?’


Grace grabbed Marty and shoved him out of the back door. Ben gave a roar, which was intended to mean, ‘I want to go out, too.’


‘Use your words, Ben. I can’t understand you if you don’t use your words! O-U-T. Say out.’ Ben gave another roar and she shoved him out through the back door too.


‘What was it he said, again? That he can’t do it?’ she asked Niamh as she closed the back door.


‘ “I don’t want to do this any more.” ’


‘That’s so pathetic. Who says that? I mean, what actually was wrong with him? Do you think there’s someone else?’


‘I don’t know. I mean, no I don’t think so. I think I freaked him out.’


‘How so?’


‘Well, I had been dropping hints about moving in together and stuff like that and the last time I was over at his place I left some Homes & Gardens magazines lying around. Plus I had been hinting about the new batch of apartments being released next month, you know, the fancy ones on the canal? Then I asked him if he wanted to take a spin to IKEA on Saturday, just to have a look around. I think it all freaked him out. Are you going to eat the rest of that or what?’ Niamh nodded towards the mostly uneaten croissant.


‘No, you can have it.’


‘’Tis no wonder you have such a good figure, Grace,’ Mrs Kelly said as she folded up her rubber gloves. ‘I wish I had your discipline.’


‘Marvellous,’ Niamh said, rolling her eyes. ‘Oh well, I might as well add chunky and undisciplined to my list of offensive character traits.’ She stuffed the remainder of the croissant into her mouth.


‘You’re not chunky, Niamh. Stop being so hard on yourself. You’ve just been comfort-eating for the past week and you feel like shit. It’s a thing, you know. People comfort-eat when they are sad, then you put on a little weight and feel even worse about yourself. Look, shitty things happen, relationships end. It’s just really, really bad luck that you worked with him, too, so you’ve got a double dose of crap to deal with, but honestly, Niamh, you are better off without him. He’s self-obsessed, vain and hell-bent on world domination with that little food app of his selling subscriptions to people who can’t cook. You just need a bit of distance, that’s all,’ Grace said emphatically as she sipped on her tea.


‘It’s not a little food app, Grace. It’s doing really well, actually,’ Niamh said with an indignant huff. ‘Our early customers were people who couldn’t cook so those subscriptions that deliver a box of ingredients to your home were useless because you still have to actually cook the meal, but in the last few months we’ve started getting real traction with people who are entertaining at home. They order the PlatesPlease meal that they want, it shows up fully cooked, and they serve it as if they had cooked it themselves. That’s what is so unique about the product and that’s where the real growth opportunity is, so that’s where our focus … ’


Niamh’s voice trailed off. She leaned forward in despair, resting her head on her folded arms. ‘Our focus … I just said “our focus”, but it’s not, is it? It’s all his. I’m out,’ she groaned, banging her forehead on the table for emphasis.


‘You need to get out of here,’ Grace declared as she stood up from the table, brushing crumbs from her cream-coloured pants.


‘She can’t go anywhere. The window washers will be here any minute and she’ll have to deal with them because I have to run to the shops.’


‘Not now, Mam. Not right this minute. I mean you need to get out of here – your routine, this house. Get out of town.’


‘Right. I’ll just grab my overnight bag and head to the airport. Catch the next flight somewhere exotic with … oh wait … with no one. You mean a “sad and alone” trip for singles?’ She knew she was being mopey and dramatic again, but her sister always thought there was an easy solution for everything. Her life was always nice and breezy. She just coasted through life with salon hair and perfectly groomed eyebrows.


‘No, come with me next week to Italy!’ she exclaimed with a wide smile, as if she had just solved one of the world’s more pressing concerns.


‘What are you doing in Italy?’


‘I’m going to a conference. You know the one I go to every year? It’s just three days but I’m staying on for the weekend too. Come on, it’ll do you good. It will be fun!’


‘Grace, I haven’t left the house in a week!’


‘That’s precisely why this is a great idea. You need to get out. You need a distraction.’


‘No, I can’t. I’m just not up for it.’


‘Oh, come on. It’ll be fun. You won’t have to do a thing – it’s all organised. All you need is a flight. Everything else is sorted.’


Una Kelly turned from the sink to face her daughters. ‘Sounds like a lovely invitation to me, Nina. It might do you good.’


‘I dunno … I haven’t been to Italy for years,’ Niamh mused.


‘I’ll send you my flight details. Just book yourself a flight. Do you think you can get another nutcase certificate? Buy yourself another week off work?’


Niamh giggled for the first time in a week. ‘Trust me, it doesn’t take much to go from my current resting nutcase state to extreme lunatic. All I have to do is think about my life right now and I’ll lose my mind all over again. What day are you going? And where?’


She realised that she was considering this trip without knowing the first thing about it. Maybe she did need to get out of town.


‘I’m on the morning flight to Milan on Monday. The conference is Tuesday to Thursday and I fly home Sunday. Robert is looking after the boys for the weekend and the nanny is going to do full-time during the week. We’re not staying in Milan, though. I have a driver picking me up and taking me to the hotel in Liguria. We’re staying at the Grand Hotel Miramare. It’s part of the Leading Hotels of the World group. It’ll be fabulous!’


Niamh could feel herself perk up already. She couldn’t remember the last time she had made a decision so quickly. ‘Shit, today is Saturday. I need to go buy some new outfits.’


‘You can go after the window washers leave,’ Mrs Kelly protested. ‘But I think that’s a great idea. A week away will do you the world of good. You can get your head straightened out and you’ll be well able to deal with all of this nonsense when you come back.’ She nodded approvingly.


‘And for the love of God will you get something done with your hair today?’ sighed Grace. ‘You don’t want to frighten the Italians.’


Niamh ignored the snarky comment, mostly as she had to agree that something needed to be done to tame her hair. ‘I’ll get an appointment for this afternoon.’


‘OK, I’ll text you all the details. Mam, I’ll be back by lunch to pick up the boys.’


‘All right, love. See you later.’


‘And Grace?’ Niamh said as she stuck her head into the hallway after her sister. ‘Thanks!’


‘It will be an adventure,’ Grace replied with a wink.









Chapter Three


The air was different. It didn’t just smell different; it felt different, different to the air back home in Dublin. It felt lighter. Maybe it was just drier and not as damp, but it felt good. It was warmer than it was back home, too. Not yet hot, as it was still only May, but warm enough that Niamh didn’t need her jacket. She felt like a creature shedding a layer of skin that it no longer needed as she slipped it off. She had seen snakes do that on National Geographic documentaries on television and always thought it looked cool.


Grace had told her more or less what she should pack. Niamh had asked her some very specific questions about the kind of clothes she should bring, as she suspected that she and Grace took very different types of holidays and she didn’t want to look like the hired help accompanying her more glamorous sister. Grace was a bit of a pro by now, as she travelled to Italy twice a year – once for the annual conference and once a year on holiday with Robert – whereas Niamh hadn’t been in years.


‘I know you think that my clothes are fancy and that I overdress for certain things, but you have to take my advice on this, and don’t think I’m exaggerating.’


‘OK,’ Niamh responded slowly.


‘Pack for your most glamorous self because you’ll still feel like you look like a homeless person next to these Italian women. Honestly, I don’t know how they do it. It’s like they have an innate sense of style, or some internal gene that allows them to look effortlessly elegant all of the time. All of the time, I swear. And they are all skinny as rakes!’


‘What about all the pasta and wine?’


‘I don’t know. Maybe they just eat it at lunch or something, ’cause honestly they all look fabulous.’


‘But Italian grannies all look tubby and round.’


‘Well that’s just it – they are all skinny and fabulous until they hit fifty or so, then they all get the midlife spread. I think they just actually stop caring at that point, because they’re married and can now eat pasta for dinner every night. I don’t know, but every Italian woman under fifty looks amazing.’


‘You’ve just convinced me that nothing I own is suitable, so basically I’m going shopping for a new wardrobe for the week. I just hope they’ve got summer stuff in the shops already,’ Niamh sighed.


‘A few cute dresses and some wedge sandals and you’ll be fine,’ Grace said with a shrug.


As they waited for their luggage, Niamh texted their mother to tell her they had landed safely in Milan. The orange beacon atop the luggage carousel started to flash along with a siren sound that was so unnecessarily loud it could warn of a threatening invasion. Niamh wrestled with her case and tried to heave it off the carousel without maiming anyone. She had definitely overpacked, she thought, as she hurled it to the floor. She probably should have used the smaller one, but she hadn’t been able to decide on what to pack. This one had been labelled ‘heavy’, with a frown at the check-in desk in Dublin, and it was certainly not easy to manoeuvre as it only had three good wheels.


Grace always checked in a suitcase when she travelled as she always packed so many cosmetics and sprays that she couldn’t possibly qualify for the carry-on luggage requirements, but she had one of those sleek, hard-shelled RIMOWA cases that seemed to roll all by itself. She spoke pretty good Italian and she certainly seemed to know her way around the airport. She had called the driver as they were walking from the luggage claim area. She was speaking Italian on the phone to him and laughing. It wasn’t easy to laugh in another language. Niamh had studied French and Spanish for five years in school and couldn’t remember a single conversation that had made her laugh. They say you’ve really mastered it if you can make someone laugh in another language.


The driver stood holding a sign reading GRACE QUINN, and greeted them with a wide smile.


‘Ben arrivata, Signora Quinn. Sono Vincenzo,’ he said, shaking her hand warmly before reaching for her suitcase.


‘Ciao, Vincenzo. Grazie,’ Grace replied, as she twirled her sleek RIMOWA suitcase around to face him.


Niamh hesitated for a moment, rooted to the spot, as she’d never been met anywhere by a driver. Was she supposed to hand him her suitcase, too, or was that only for the person who actually made the booking? She wondered if he could even drag both suitcases? He looked pretty old.


‘Buongiorno, signora,’ he said, leaning towards her and grasping the handle.


She watched as he strode away, her old black suitcase with the rickety wheel bouncing behind him.


Grace turned to face her, shaking her head. ‘Seriously, Niamh, the charity shop wouldn’t accept that thing if you tried to donate it.’


Niamh rolled her eyes. ‘I didn’t realise that my luggage was going to be judged too. “Niamh get your hair done, Niamh buy some new clothes, Niamh make sure to use your Louis Vuitton suitcase,”’ she said in a mock whiney voice as she skipped to keep up with Grace.


Grace seemed to navigate the clusters of people easily, but then Grace, older by two years, always seemed to manage things with ease.


‘I still can’t believe you took Robert’s name and changed your last name to Quinn,’ Niamh said, jogging alongside her sister.


‘That’s a random statement, even by your standards.’


‘No, the driver had a sign saying “Quinn” back there when we arrived. I almost forgot that you’re no longer a Kelly. I couldn’t imagine having another name – that would be weird.’


‘Are you kidding me?’ said Grace defensively. ‘I couldn’t get down the aisle fast enough to drop Kelly and take Quinn as my surname. You didn’t have to deal with being mocked and called “princess” at school! I wasn’t sorry to see the back of Grace Kelly!’


The two of them followed the driver through the terminal towards the waiting car. Niamh felt bad for the man. He must have been her father’s age and he was dragging the two cases in his black blazer and black hat. Her father wouldn’t be seen dead in that hat. It didn’t seem to cost Grace a thought, though, as she pulled her sunglasses from her handbag as they stepped out into the sun.


‘Of course, they were just sitting there conveniently at the top of your handbag,’ Niamh muttered to herself as she rooted through her oversized bag. She bumped into an impossibly tall, elegant Italian woman.


‘Attento!’ the woman exclaimed. ‘Porca miseria!’


She didn’t know what the second part meant, but it sounded mean.


‘Wow, what a cow!’ Niamh said incredulously. ‘It was an accident!’ she growled over her shoulder at the woman.


The woman made a hand gesture at her that she’d seen Italians do in movies. Even that looked effortless and elegant. She’d have to find out what they each meant.


Grace breezed ahead of her in layers of pale grey and cream. She seemed to have this great wardrobe of monochrome pieces that all worked together effortlessly. By comparison, everything Niamh owned was either black or brightly coloured. She decided that she’d have to try the monochrome look and see if it would make her feel any more elegant. She might talk to Grace about it and maybe they could go shopping together while in Italy.


Grace slunk into the back seat of the car, whipped out her phone and started dialling.


‘Allora, signora, siamo pronti?’ the driver asked, looking in his rear-view mirror at them both, wondering if they were ready to go.


Niamh nudged Grace.


‘Scusi, sì, grazie, Vincenzo.’ Grace nodded in his direction.


‘Off we go,’ he said in a strong accent, making it sound like ‘Off-ah we-ah go’. He caught Niamh’s eye in the mirror and winked.


Niamh leaned back into the cream leather seat. There was plenty of room for her legs, she noticed, much more so than the regular taxis back home. She placed her handbag on the ground next to her feet. She should have polished her shoes before she left, she thought to herself, peering down at them. They looked scruffier than normal against the cream interior of the car. There was a box of tissues on the ledge behind the passenger seats, little bottles of water in the compartment between them and a magazine tucked into the pocket on the back of the two front seats. She plucked out the one on her side but it was in Italian. Still, though, she could flick through the photos, as it looked like an Italian edition of Vogue.


‘This is unreal.’ She grinned at Grace. ‘Do you always travel like this when you go for work?’


‘Every time. The company pays for it,’ Grace replied casually.


‘Wow, I’d be on a bus by now, or trying to find a bus if I was doing this myself. This is the way to travel! It’s no wonder you don’t mind travelling as much as you do.’


‘Don’t mind it? Are you mad? This is what keeps me sane. I look forward to these trips away. I love the boys, but they are full on and demanding, and these trips give me a couple of days to be myself, or actually allow me to be the person I used to be before I became a mother.’


Grace’s phone rang and she launched into a work conversation. Niamh rested her head back against the headrest and stared out of the window. She realised that the two of them had never been away together before and she had just had a previously impermissible glance into her sister’s life. Her mother did always say that travel broadens the mind. She smiled, thinking that for someone who had lived her entire life in Dublin and had only ever travelled outside the island of Ireland twice, her mother knew a lot about a lot.


The car had tinted windows, which was just as well as she hadn’t managed to find her sunglasses. She must have packed them in her suitcase.


‘That was pretty stupid,’ she sighed as she rummaged one more time through her handbag. It was a two-and-a-half-hour journey from Linate airport to their hotel in the town of Santa Margherita. Niamh had looked up the hotel online and didn’t think she had ever stayed anywhere that looked more glamorous – and that was just from the photos, which everyone knows never truly do a place justice, except for in those package resorts where she normally went on holiday. They always had great photos of sprawling swimming pools and when you got there you wondered if you were even looking at the same thing. They looked massive in the photos, but the photographer was obviously using some lens trickery. It shouldn’t be allowed, really, as it gave a different impression of what you actually got in reality. The truth was that she had never yet met a swimming pool in real life that exceeded the opinion she had had in advance, based on the photographs.


Niamh had never been to this part of Italy. She had been to Rome years ago for a weekend in August and, between the heat and the crowds, she swore she’d never go back. It wasn’t as hot this time. The first half hour of the drive was the usual nondescript, grey scenery you encountered in most countries as you left the airport and navigated a series of ugly highways. The more developed the country the worse the initial drive seemed to be upon leaving the airport. Everything seemed dull and industrial – the roads, the fields, just a series of flat shapes alternating grey and green as they flashed by, interrupted by the odd, ugly factory.


She thought about Rick as she watched the signposts for Genoa whizz by. He’d like it here, she thought to herself. She wondered why they had never travelled like this together, on an adventurous sort of trip. They had always booked package holidays and usually returned to the same few places in Spain or the Canary Islands every year. They had gone to Turkey one year, to a city on the coast called Bodrum. She had thought it sounded exotic and adventurous, but when they got to the place they were staying, it was just a small resort with a couple of swimming pools and two restaurants. It was just like all the other places they had been, except for the food. The food was definitely more exotic. She remembered telling her mother about it when she got home.


‘They grill their lamb there, Mam, and it’s served pink in the middle!’


‘What do you mean pink in the middle? It can’t be pink in the middle, Nina, sure that’s not even properly cooked!’ her mother had exclaimed, horrified.


‘I swear, Mam! It’s pure pink in the middle. It was good, too.’


‘You won’t find me there, so then,’ her dad offered from the armchair. ‘Sure that’s half raw.’


Niamh had felt quite sophisticated, regaling the two of them with tales of all this foreign food. Her dad was the classic meat and potatoes kind of man. If the dinner didn’t have potatoes, then it just wasn’t dinner.


‘And we had whole grilled fish. It was delicious. First I thought it was a bit weird, ’cause it was the whole fish, but I covered his head with a bit of lettuce so I couldn’t see his eyes and then it was grand.’


‘What do you mean you could see his eyes?’ her father asked.


‘Yeah, they serve it whole. It’s supposed to have more flavour, Dad, if it’s cooked on the bone and served whole. Rick didn’t mind it, but I had to cover his eyes so he wouldn’t be looking at me while I ate him.’


‘We definitely won’t be going there, so! I couldn’t eat him if he was looking up at me. Did they throw him on the grill too when he was still alive?’ Her dad chuckled. He was a pretty good cook and he liked to cook fish (her mother didn’t like the smell of fish cooking, so that was her dad’s job), but it was all neatly filleted by the time he brought it home from the fish shop.


The drive was starting to get prettier now. The countryside was spectacular. Every so many kilometres there were little clusters of villages, each chock full of autumnal-coloured roofs and tall church steeples. The fields were littered with farming outhouses and only a scant number of cows or sheep from what she could see. Grace spent most of the journey talking or typing on her phone.


‘You’re missing the views, Grace!’ Niamh admonished as she craned her neck to see out both sides of the car.


‘Seen it all before.’ Grace smiled, continuing to type with fury. ‘The more I get done now, the less I have to do when we get there and it’s almost time for cocktails, so we’ve no time to waste!’


‘Ooh, cocktails! Fun!’


‘Even better – cocktails Italian style! Aperitivi, right, Vincenzo?’


‘Sì, Signora Quinn! Sempre una buona idea,’ he laughed. ‘Always … how you say … the good idea,’ he said over his shoulder to Niamh.


She could feel herself getting excited. Her tummy had that little knot of butterflies as the car turned off the main road and onto a smaller one. They passed a sign for the Grand Hotel Miramare on the side of the road.


‘Even the sign for it is posh looking,’ she gushed.


‘Honestly, you’d swear you’d never been out of the country before, Niamh!’ Grace laughed, although secretly she was pleased to see her sister smile. She’d never admit it to Niamh, of course, as God forbid she’d remind her that she was supposed to be in some sort of relationship-mourning state. She’d just retreat back into a cloud of moping. This trip was the perfect opportunity to shake her out of her miserable, self-indulgent, sad reverie and point her in the direction of ‘get a grip’. She was mad as hell at Rick, but she refused to indulge in the usual ‘what if’ type conversation with her sister. All that did was encourage more obsessing over the ‘what might have been’ scenarios and prolong the inevitable. Rick knew exactly what he wanted out of life and he always had done. He had simply decided that, for whatever reason, that no longer included Niamh. It was time for Niamh to get over him and move on.









Chapter Four


The car followed a winding road lined with a series of tall, exotic palm trees on both sides. The footpaths were gloriously wide and paved with a series of perfectly even grey flagstones. Niamh couldn’t help but compare them to the footpaths at home, which were small and uneven. She had read about the Italian tradition of passeggiata – when the locals took a stroll before dinner each evening. It all looked so pleasant from her vantage point in the car that she could even imagine herself taking a leisurely stroll in the evenings. She turned to suggest the notion to Grace but she was still engrossed in her phone.


Everyone seemed to walk more slowly here, too, as if they were really going for a stroll and enjoying it. She had been to New York once and remembered being amazed at how everyone there walked insanely fast, but this was the opposite. Everyone looked so elegant, too. She hoped she had packed enough nice things. She’d have to ask Grace what she should wear before she changed for dinner tonight.


Every now and then she got a glimpse of the water, sparkling an iridescent turquoise. Little sail boats bobbed up and down and larger yachts sat imposing and immobile but for the fluttering of a flag declaring ownership or place of origin.


‘Allora signore – Santa Margherita Ligure,’ Vincenzo announced with a little flourish of his right hand as they approached the town.


‘Wow,’ Niamh gasped as they rounded the bend and the sea presented itself fully, lapping up just underneath the wide footpath on the right.


The road narrowed into a two-lane street with a smattering of shops along the left side. All of the façades were a similar shade of white, the only differences being the colours of their shutters or the signs that hung outside each shop.


The car slowed and turned left into the driveway of the hotel.


‘Signore, siamo arrivati,’ Vincenzo said, proudly announcing their arrival.


Even with no Italian, Niamh was able to work that one out.


‘Arrivati … arrivati … ’ she repeated to herself quietly, as she rolled down the window and took a deep breath of air. She liked the way the words felt on her tongue.


The hotel stood imposingly at the foot of the driveway, with the sea curving to one side and behind it. Lofty trees, tilted to one side from years of strong sea breezes, lined the driveway. Teal-green shutters flanked the tall, narrow windows, with some offering their residents pretty wrought-iron balconies beneath them.


After pulling up beside the entrance, Vincenzo got out and opened the door for each of them. Niamh was fairly certain that she’d never had anyone open a door for her like that before. She’d have simply got out by herself but her door was locked, so she had no choice but to wait for him to round the side of the car and open it for her.


‘Grazie,’ she said, feeling a little self-conscious. She could smell the sea on the breeze and turned her face up to the sun, closing her eyes and soaking in the warmth.


‘Prego, signora,’ Vincenzo replied, with a smile and a nod.


A bellman had already rolled a shiny brass cart in their direction and he quickly whisked their luggage from the car.


‘Benvenuti al Grand Hotel Miramare, Signore Quinn,’ the bellman said, welcoming them as he loaded both cases onto the cart.


‘I thought you said you hadn’t been here before,’ Niamh whispered, leaning in towards Grace.


‘I haven’t, why?’ she responded giving her an odd look.


‘Well, how does he know your name then?’


‘The driver radios in advance to let them know when we’re almost there. Didn’t you hear that in the car? That way they can greet each guest by name. It’s kind of a nice, personal touch.’


‘No, I didn’t hear that, but then again I don’t speak Italian so how would I know what the driver was saying?’ Niamh retorted.


‘Oh right, that’s right,’ Grace said distractedly. She was back on her phone again. ‘I’ll have to get the Wi-Fi code and check in with the office before we get changed.’


‘Why, where are we going?’ Niamh asked. She was trying to keep up with Grace, but was trailing behind, her eyes darting in every direction.


‘Nowhere. We’re not going anywhere, we’re staying here, but there’s a cocktail thing starting at five o’clock. I just told you that in the car, Niamh!’


With a mounting sense of panic, Niamh got the sense that she was included in this cocktail thing by default. Grace had mentioned cocktails in the car, but Niamh had assumed that it referred to the drinking of them, not an actual official event. She had expected that they would go to some nice restaurants, have some nice meals and do a little exploring. She had packed for that, but she hadn’t reckoned on anything that involved actual cocktail attire. In fact, she wasn’t sure that anything she owned would qualify for cocktail attire, at least not in her sister’s eyes.


‘You didn’t tell me that we were going to a cocktail party, Grace,’ Niamh hissed as they followed the bellman.


‘Oh relax, Niamh, for God’s sake. It’s not a cocktail party, it’s a reception.’


‘Oh right, that’s fine then, it’s just a reception,’ Niamh responded sarcastically. ‘What the hell is the difference? Not that it matters, ’cause no matter what the difference is I don’t have a cocktail dress conveniently stuffed into my suitcase.’


Grace rolled her eyes. ‘Look, it’s just a welcome reception for the people who are going to the conference. It’s basically just a drinks thing. You don’t have to go if you don’t want to but you’re not allowed to sit in your room and be mopey. You’re here to have fun, so stop brooding over Rick and cop on to yourself. You’re in Italy. Just throw on a cute dress if you want some free drinks. It’ll be over by about seven o’clock and we can go for dinner then.’


‘I’m not being mopey! I haven’t thought about Rick in at least an hour! And a “drinks thing” I can definitely get behind. It’d be rude not to go and leave you all alone, especially when there are free drinks,’ she said, grinning.


The interior of the hotel was opulent but not fussy. The foyer rose up into a lofty, cavernous, cathedral-style roof. The walls were a soft white that was almost a light grey, and the mottled glass in the tall, narrow windows diffused the light so it had an almost velvety quality to it. The floor tiles were massive slabs of old stone and had the same lambent grey-white hue as the walls.


Their footsteps echoed softly on the stone floor as they entered through the double doors, following the bellman across the hallway, which was flanked by six-foot-tall floral displays on each side. It was easily the most beautiful hotel she had ever seen.


Their room was equally impressive, with original parquet flooring and two queen-sized beds covered in crisp white linens and a stack of pillows so lush that they could probably induce fatigue in the most die-hard insomniac. Double doors led to a panoramic balcony overlooking the Golfo del Tigullio and a light sea breeze came through the open windows, bordered by white linen curtains that felt as light as gauze.


Grace changed into a simple, fitted red dress that fell just to her knee, and wore a single strand of dark grey pearls.


‘Wow, you look fab!’ Niamh said admiringly, as she tugged on the material of her shirt. ‘There isn’t an ounce of fat on you!’


‘You won’t be saying that by the end of the week.’ Grace laughed as she leant towards the mirror to put on her earrings. ‘I’ll be properly chunky after a week of pasta, pizza and wine!’


‘There’s no hope for me, so. They’ll be rolling me onto the plane on Sunday.’


She winced at the thought of home and all the awkwardness and messiness that awaited her there. She’d much rather forget about it entirely for the week so she decided there and then that’s what she should try to do.


‘OK, I’m heading downstairs,’ Grace said, picking up her purse. ‘This meeting will only last about an hour and then the drinks thing starts at five o’clock on the balcony. See you in a bit!’


‘OK, bye.’


Niamh showered and wrapped up in a large, fluffy white robe that was about four sizes too big for her, but enveloped her in a delicious softness. She sat on the balcony transfixed by the view. The sun wasn’t yet ready to set but the light was beginning to soften. The Gulf was flat calm and a few stray, thin clouds diffused the light onto the surface of the sea below. She watched a parade of tiny sailing boats, like minuscule versions of themselves, moving slowly on the horizon. She’d never been on a sailing boat, just a ferry from Dublin to Wales once. She imagined the silence all the way out there, with only the sound of the breeze and the water slapping against the boat. There were mountains to the left, a series of grey and black shadowy mounds that both fell into and sheltered the Gulf below. Church bells chimed and seemed to echo across the water, only adding to the perfection of the scene.


‘Oh shit!’ she cried, realising that the bells were signalling five o’clock. ‘Dammit! I’m not even dressed!’


She stared, horrified, at her hair in the mirror. She must have been outside for more than half an hour and her hair had dried slowly in the sea breeze. It stood in different directions on top of her head.


‘Fuck! I’m like a goddamn scarecrow.’


She teased her hair as best she could and sprayed it with enough hairspray to freeze a bird in motion. She slipped on a pale blue dress that she had bought just two days before. She had decided that Italy wasn’t ready to see her pasty, white legs so this dress was perfect as it fell below her knees. Grabbing her wallet, she gave a cursory glance in the mirror.


‘You’ll have to do now. You’re late enough as it is.’


The elevator opened onto the first floor. She followed the corridor towards the restaurant, off which was a large terrace overlooking the extensive gardens and the Gulf beyond. There must have already been a hundred people in little clusters, chatting easily and laughing softly. A table was laid out at the entrance with dozens of name cards. Running her finger down the line with H–L she found hers, and pinned it to her dress.


She felt awkward walking in alone, and scanned the crowd for Grace. Waiters stood with trays of champagne on either side of the doors and there was a bar to the left and another to the right. She made her way to the bar on the far right, hoping that the barman spoke English.


‘Buongiorno,’ she offered slowly.


‘Ah no, signora, buona sera,’ he corrected her with a warm smile. ‘After five o’clock is buona sera.’


‘Oh sorry, yes … I mean, sì, buona sera.’ She could feel her face start to flush.


‘No problem, signora. My English is so bad it will make you cry,’ he replied with a grin. ‘Now, what would you like?’


She hesitated, looking at a group of women to her left. Each one of them was holding the same orange-coloured drink.


‘What’s that drink?’ she asked nodding in their direction.


‘Ah, is an Aperol spritz, signora. Is perfect for aperitivo!’


‘OK then, sì,’ she smiled.


She scanned the crowd as he mixed her drink. She knew they were largely an international crowd as Grace had talked a bit about the conference on the plane. They were architects from all over the world who converged in a different part of Italy each year to network and discuss advancements, challenges and opportunities in the industry. They were a well-dressed, elegant-looking bunch. The women were without exception stylish and slender.


‘Must be a money thing,’ she mused under her breath, ‘’cause they’re all successful and loaded – and every one of them is skinny.’ She tugged self-consciously at the waist of her dress, willing it to sit lower.


‘Ecco, signora,’ the waiter said as he handed her the Aperol spritz.


She retreated behind several clusters of people and made her way towards the balcony. There was still no sign of Grace. She had no interest in making small talk with a bunch of strangers with whom she had nothing in common. Grace would show up eventually and force her to meet some people, but for now she was content to be alone in the crowd. The view was transfixing and she stood, motionless, staring at the horizon.
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