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In Sheila O’Flanagan’s stunning new novel, two women face up to shocking truths about the men they’ve loved – and start to make their own decisions about what to do next . . .

‘One of my favourite authors’ Marian Keyes

Deira isn’t the kind of woman to steal a car. Or drive to France alone with no plan. But then, Deira didn’t expect to be single. Or to suddenly realise that that the only way she can get the one thing she wants most is to start breaking every rule she lives by.

Grace has been sent on a journey by her late husband, Ken. She doesn’t really want to be on it but she’s following his instructions, as always. She can only hope that the trip will help her to forgive him. And then – finally – she’ll be able to let him go.

Brought together by unexpected circumstances, Grace and Deira find that it’s easier to share secrets with a stranger, especially in the shimmering sunny countryside of Spain and France. But they soon find that there’s no escaping the truth, whether you’re running away from it or racing towards it . . .
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Chapter 1

Grand Canal, Dublin, Ireland: 53.3309°N 6.2588°W

Even after she’d put her luggage in the tiny boot of the convertible, Deira still wasn’t sure if she was going to go through with it. Which was crazy, she told herself, because this was the easy bit. The harder part had been the previous night, when she’d walked into the dimly lit underground car park and waited for the Audi to unlock automatically. Even as she’d told herself that nobody would take any notice of her, she’d expected one of the residents to suddenly appear and ask her what the hell she was doing. But the one person already there, a young man in head-to-toe Lycra, was more concerned with unchaining his bike than with Deira’s actions. 

Nevertheless, the familiar click as she slid her hand along the driver’s door was comforting. So was lowering herself into the driver’s seat and finding that it still moved automatically to her favoured position when she pressed the memory button. She’d been afraid it would have changed. But there was no lingering scent of an unknown perfume or a different shampoo. No sense that someone else had taken her place. Nothing at all was different. Her heartbeat slowed down. Everything felt normal. Easy. Right.

Driving slowly out of the apartment complex, she’d told herself that her criminal career was off to a good start. 

Of course she had a key, which surely meant that taking the Audi wasn’t actually a criminal act, no matter how anyone else might see it; but she wasn’t supposed to be here, doing this. Deira didn’t care. She was past caring. And being back in the car was comforting in a way she hadn’t expected. So it was worth it.

Now, as she slammed the boot closed and walked back into the granite mews overlooking the canal, she felt a sudden rush of tears fill her eyes and clamped down hard on her jaw to try to stop them falling. It didn’t matter that she was tired of crying; the slightest thing still set her off, blubbing uncontrollably and embarrassing both her and anyone around her. She rubbed her eyes with the back of her hand. If for no other reason than the sake of her skin, she needed to get over it. Her complexion was ruined from the salt of her ever-present tears.

She glanced at the clock on the kitchen wall and released a slow breath. Unless she was going to chicken out at the last minute, she’d have to leave soon. After all the trouble she’d gone to, missing the ferry would be a complete disaster.

But instead of picking up her keys and bag and heading back outside, she put a pod in the coffee machine and made herself an Americano. She sipped it slowly as she studied the tickets in front of her, making doubly sure that she had the right date. It would be idiotic of her to go on the wrong day, but over the last couple of months she’d done so many idiotic things that she didn’t trust herself any more. She recalled the phone calls, the emails and – worst of all – the scene in the office, and she shuddered. She’d been made a fool of, but she knew she’d been a fool too. And that was hard to take.

She put the tickets back in her bag. She had the right date. She wasn’t a complete idiot, no matter what other people might think.

Although the trip had been booked nine months previously, she’d totally forgotten about it until the direct debit for the balance had resulted in her account being overdrawn. She hadn’t even realised she’d gone into the red until her bank card had been declined at her hairdresser’s. It had been one more humiliation added to all the others. Naturally she’d burst into tears again.

It had been Gavin who’d first suggested taking the car to France, confessing a need to drive a stylish convertible along some decent motorways before people judged him a sad old fart and passed comments about his virility and the size of his penis.

Deira had laughed when he said that, and wrapped her arms around him.

‘Nobody would think that of you, ever,’ she’d told him. ‘They wouldn’t dare.’

Because Gavin Boyer looked at least a decade younger than his fifty-seven years. True, his hair, once even darker than Deira’s, was now almost entirely silver-grey, but that only made him appear even more distinguished than when he was younger. He was still tall and broad, and even if his waist was thicker than it had been in his twenties and thirties, he’d managed to maintain his athletic build. Rather unfairly, in Deira’s view, he achieved this without any great effort other than golf twice a week and an occasional visit to the swimming pool of the nearby gym. Metabolism, he’d say airily, when she complained that, at seventeen years younger, she put on weight simply by looking at a packet of biscuits. He made no comment at all about her monthly trip to the hairdresser to have her own increasing number of greys covered with an approximation of her natural chestnut brown.

Definitely not fair, she thought now. But life wasn’t fair, was it? Because if it was, she wouldn’t be standing here with a rapidly cooling cup of coffee in her hand wondering if he would set the police on her when he got home. 

She took a sip of the coffee. There was no need to worry. He wouldn’t set the police on her because he wouldn’t know that the car was gone until the end of the following week, and even then he wouldn’t know she was the one who’d taken it. Besides, even if he did suspect her, she’d be miles away and there’d be nothing he could do about it. Interpol would hardly worry about a missing car, after all.

She shook her head. Car thief. Interpol. None of that was part of her life. France was supposed to have been a holiday. For both of them.

Their original plan had been to explore Brittany for a few days before heading to Paris. Deira had told Gavin that if he was going to indulge in his dream of open-top cruising down the motorway, she wanted to be able to say she’d driven around the French capital in a sports car with the warm wind in her hair. When he’d looked at her in bewilderment, she’d explained that one of her late mother’s favourite songs had been the haunting ‘Ballad of Lucy Jordan’, in which a thirty-seven-year-old woman feels so trapped in her life that she knows she’ll never get to do just that. When Deira was old enough to understand the lyrics, she’d sympathised with Lucy Jordan and wondered if her mother had ever felt the same way. Now approaching her own fortieth birthday, she’d visited Paris on a number of occasions but had never driven an open-top car around the city’s streets – and had never particularly wanted to until the day they’d collected the convertible.

Until recently, she would have felt enraged at the notion that any woman would feel washed up by the age of thirty-seven. But she’d come to realise that there was more to it than how you felt, and she knew there were things she’d previously considered unimportant that she’d never have the chance to do. And that, more than anything else, was why she’d cried every single day for the past two months.

She glanced at the clock again. She knew she was cutting it fine. It was a three-hour drive to Ringaskiddy, and she was supposed to be at the ferry terminal forty minutes before the ship sailed. Unless she was going to abandon her plan, she had to leave now. Yet something was holding her back. She wasn’t sure exactly what. A reluctance to commit herself to all the driving? The knowledge that she was poking a hornets’ nest? Fear of what people would say?

‘If he rings, it’s a sign and I won’t go,’ she said out loud, even as she knew he wouldn’t ring, and that if he did, she’d be in a panic to get the car back before he realised it was gone. Even thinking about him ringing was a sign of her weakness, not her strength. Anyhow, she didn’t believe in signs or omens, good or bad.

Life was life, she often said to her friend Tillie, who had a more open view on random signals as pointers for making important decisions. Seeing a white feather floating on the air or a sudden shaft of sunlight on a dismal day didn’t mean anything more than the fact that a bird had flown by or there was a momentary break in the clouds. Tillie would shake her head and tell her that she needed to be in touch with her inner self a bit more. But Deira was afraid of her inner self. She wasn’t sure it was a part of her that needed being in touch with at all.

Maybe the very fact that her account had been debited without her actually noticing it was a cosmic sign. Perhaps the fact that she’d had no problem taking the car was a sign too. Or the sign could simply be that the sun was shining in a clear blue sky and the drive would be lovely.

On the other hand, it was always possible there would be something on the way to Cork that would make her come to her senses and turn around again.

‘Plenty of signs on the road to Cork,’ she muttered as she picked up the car keys. ‘Mostly telling you about motorway exits.’

She slung her bag over her shoulder, set the alarm and walked outside.

The morning air had warmed up and the bright sunlight dazzled off the canal water as she sat in the driver’s seat and lowered the roof of the car. Truth was, she rarely drove it with the roof down. She lived in Ireland, after all. There was always a good chance that a torrential downpour would arrive out of the blue. And even on the sunniest of days, the wind-chill factor meant that it wasn’t always ideal for open-top driving.

But today was perfect.

So maybe that was the sign.

Deira wondered if she should call Gillian and tell her what she was doing. But if she did, her older sister would want to know when she’d decided to make this trip and who she was going with and why she hadn’t said anything before and . . . No, talking to Gill would definitely be a sign, Deira thought. A sign that I’ve lost my mind completely. 

She started the car and pulled away from the kerb. Her phone rang almost at once, and her heart began to beat wildly.

‘Are you on your way?’ asked Tillie.

‘I’ve just set off.’

‘You’ll be late.’

‘No I won’t.’

‘No phone calls?’

‘No,’ said Deira.

‘Everything will be fine,’ said Tillie. ‘Have fun.’

She waited for Tillie to remind her not to do anything crazy, but when she didn’t, Deira simply replied that she’d do her best to have a good time.

‘You deserve to,’ said Tillie. ‘I’ll send you positive vibes and keep in touch.’ 

‘Thanks.’ Deira ended the call and continued to follow the canal before turning onto the industrialised Naas Road. The traffic on a Saturday morning wasn’t too heavy, and she nudged her speed up a little. Her hair whipped across her face and she tucked it behind her ears. My life hasn’t been wasted, she told herself, as she thought again of Lucy Jordan. It really hasn’t.

And yet as she drove on, she was regretting once again the choices she’d made and the decisions she’d taken that now meant that, in ways she’d pretended to herself didn’t matter, the last thirteen years of her life had been entirely wasted. There was no point in thinking otherwise. Nothing could change it. That was the thing. Not taking the car, not driving to Paris, not telling herself that forty was the new thirty. What had happened had happened and the worst part of it all was that she’d been complicit in it. Which really did make her an absolute, utter, complete fool.

‘Of course you’re not a fool.’

Tillie’s words, spoken when Deira had first broken the news to her, came back to her.

‘Yes I am,’ Deira had told her. ‘I’m the same kind of fool that all women are. Thinking they’re doing what they’re doing because that’s what they want when really it’s just because they’re in love with the wrong man.’

Tillie had hugged her then.

And Deira had felt the rage and the hurt ball up inside her so tightly that she literally doubled over with the pain of it.

She felt it again now. A horrible feeling in the centre of her stomach. And the pain higher up too, the one that had made her think she might be having a heart attack. But she knew she wasn’t. She knew it was simply her anger at being played. At allowing herself to be played. 

She was angrier with herself than with him.

She blamed herself more than him.

But she blamed him too, and that was why she was going away and taking the damn car with her.


Chapter 2

Ringaskiddy, Ireland: 51.8304°N 8.3219°W

Grace Garvey was already at Ringaskiddy. She’d driven from Dublin the previous night because that was what she and Ken had always done in the years when they’d taken the children on their annual camping holiday to Brittany. Drive down the night before, stay in a guest house near the port and wake up refreshed and ready for the sailing. Also, Ken would say, there was no need to worry about breakdowns or anything slowing them down en route if they went ahead of time. They were where they needed to be.

Only once had Grace pointed out that if they had a breakdown in Ireland they’d be in big trouble regardless, given that they usually had at least a two-hour drive after getting off the ferry at Roscoff. But Ken had shaken his head and told her not to be a drama queen. Even though he was the one who made their annual holiday into a drama, planning it down to the finest detail and fuming if things didn’t go exactly to his meticulous plan.

Grace always did her best to ensure that nothing interfered with the plan, without him ever being aware of it. Ken was a man who became stressed when things didn’t turn out the way he wanted. This stressed Grace out too, although the children, Aline, Fionn and Regan, never seemed to notice the undercurrent of tension that surrounded the house in the week leading up to their departure. All they cared about was arriving at that year’s chosen campsite and having a good time.

And despite the stress that Ken placed upon himself, their family holidays invariably were good times. Grace’s memories of them were precious.

She sat on the bed in Portview House – the same guest house they’d used all their lives – and opened the laptop she’d brought with her. Ken’s laptop. She hadn’t intended to bring it, but at the very last minute, she’d gone back inside the house and grabbed it. She could have emailed the documents to herself, but she’d decided that perhaps the laptop might have hidden information on it that she might need. She hadn’t yet found anything, other than the sent email she’d received three months earlier. And she didn’t need to read that again. But having the laptop, knowing that it was Ken’s, was important to her.

She gazed indecisively at the folder entitled The Big Anniversary Treasure Hunt. She’d opened it when he’d first sent the email and then closed it again, not willing to be part of a plan that she’d known nothing about. And not willing to have him tell her what to do. Not when he’d done something so truly dreadful that he’d shaken her faith in everything they’d had together. But here, now, she couldn’t help herself.

She clicked on the folder. It contained eight documents, each with an individual title:

Nantes

La Rochelle

Bordeaux

Pamplona

Alcalá de Henares

Toledo

Granada

Cartagena

Each document was locked by a password. Grace had tried a couple of random passwords on them without any success. Then she’d concentrated on the Nantes document, because it was the first in the itinerary that he’d set out, bombarding it with memorable dates and other significant combinations. Frustrated by her failure, she’d moved on to La Rochelle. After her third incorrect guess, she’d got a message saying that she had seven further attempts before being locked out. She’d stopped then. Even if she wasn’t sure she wanted to see the contents of the document, she didn’t want to be locked out yet.

She’d gone back to the Nantes document, where it appeared she had as many guesses at the password as she liked, possibly because it was the first of the collection. That would be typical of Ken. Break her in easily before making things progressively more difficult. But she could almost feel his disgust at her not having been able to figure it out straight away. He’d known by the time he’d sent the email that he wouldn’t be with her to help. So why hadn’t he left her some sort of clue to start her off?

Maybe he had, she thought. And maybe she was too stupid to spot it.

Had he considered at all that she might not play his silly game? Or had he always known she’d do what he wanted no matter how ridiculous? 

She snapped the lid of the laptop closed. Her brain was too frazzled to work on the passwords now. It was focused on getting to the port and boarding the ferry, as though Ken was sitting beside her telling her not to shilly-shally. He’d always made sure they arrived at the terminal exactly two and a half hours before the sailing. Once they’d even been the first car in the queue, which had pleased him no end. Grace didn’t need to be first in the queue. But she didn’t want to be late either. 

There was no chance of her being late. She could see the ship from her bedroom window, tall and white against the blue sky and teal-green sea. She knew it was far too early to leave, no matter what Ken’s voice was telling her.

She put the laptop into her overnight case and went downstairs.

Claire Dolan, the owner of Portview House, smiled at her and asked if she was planning to leave already.

‘You’ll need me out of the room shortly,’ replied Grace.

Claire told her that there was no rush and that she was welcome to use the living room for as long as she liked. ‘I know you’ve been coming here for years and you’re accustomed to travelling, but it’s the first time you’ve done it on your own,’ she said. ‘So take your time.’

‘I’ll be fine,’ Grace assured her. ‘There’s no need to worry about me.’ 

There was an infinitesimal moment of awkwardness before Claire reached out and gave her a little hug, one arm around Grace’s bony shoulder. ‘I know you’re a strong woman,’ she said gently, ‘but I’m sure it’s been hard. I was surprised, to be honest, when you made the booking. I didn’t think you’d want to go by yourself.’

‘I hadn’t planned to be by myself.’ Grace gave her a rueful smile. ‘My friend Elaine was supposed to come with me. But then her daughter went into a very early labour and her baby was poorly for a while, so I told her not to even think about me but to go to Megan. She lives in Canada.’ Grace shrugged, as though Canada explained everything.

‘Are you a hundred per cent sure you’ll be OK on your own, though?’ asked Claire.

Grace nodded. ‘Absolutely,’ she said, in a voice that was free of any doubt.

She’d said the same to her elder daughter, Aline, when she’d asked Grace that question too.

‘I’m sure you’ll manage,’ agreed Aline, who’d dropped in on her way home from work to see how her mother was doing. ‘But all that driving without anyone to share . . . I’m sure Dad didn’t expect you to do it alone. He’d have imagined one of us would be with you. Maybe even all of us, like before. You could wait until that was a possibility. I don’t want you to get too tired, and there’s really no rush to—’

‘I won’t get tired,’ insisted Grace. ‘None of the stages are that long. And you know quite well that it would be impossible to get everyone together again this year. So I’m doing it and that’s that.’

‘It’s asking a lot of yourself. Especially when—’

‘When what?’ Grace’s clear blue eyes hardened as she interrupted her daughter again.

‘When you’re grieving.’

‘I’m not grieving!’ The words had come out more forcefully than she’d meant and she registered the dismay on Aline’s face. ‘I mean, yes, I’m grieving but I’m . . .’ She was going to say she was too angry – and perhaps too guilty – to grieve, but she knew that would freak Aline out even more. ‘I’m doing it for closure,’ she said, quietly confident that she’d pressed the right button. Aline was big into closure. She’d had a closure evening for Ken before Fionn and Regan had left the country; they’d gone through his vast library of books, picked one each and then read a chapter out loud to each other. She’d played video clips of him at all their graduations, as well as at the family dinner for Grace’s sixtieth birthday, where he’d called her his constant light. And then she’d recited ‘My Memory Library’ by Sarah Blackstone

Grace had smiled throughout, but her heart hadn’t been in it, especially during Aline’s recitation of a poem Grace knew Ken would have dismissed as sentimental nonsense. Ken had never liked poems that rhymed. So while her children were reading and reciting, she’d been remembering the week after Aline’s graduation, when her daughter had packed her textbooks into a big box and donated them to a local education centre, saying that it was important to have them out of the house and in her past. Ken had been furious with her. He’d said that she’d need to reference them in the future even though she had her degree. She’d mentioned Google. He’d fumed quietly. Ken hadn’t believed much in closure either. Until, perhaps, he had.

Aline celebrated birthdays and Christmas and Easter as waypoints in her life, always talking about marking new beginnings (tautology, Ken said, and when Aline asked what he meant, he told her to look it up. On Google, if it makes you feel better, he added). But even if their tastes in books and poetry differed, Aline and Ken were more like each other than they knew, mused Grace. Both of them brimming with self-confidence, both of them believing their way was the right way. Neither of them thinking of the consequences of their actions on other people, always expecting they’d fall into line.

‘I care about you.’ Aline broke into her thoughts. ‘We all do. We don’t want anything to happen to you.’

‘Things happen all the time,’ said Grace, which elicited an even more shocked expression from Aline. ‘But I’ll be fine. I’m more worried about you guys, to be honest.’

‘It’s been really hard, but I’ve dealt with it,’ said Aline. ‘So have Fionn and Regan. I’m not sure you have, Mum.’

‘I have. Honestly,’ Grace lied. 

‘I’d be happier if Elaine was going with you.’ Aline wasn’t at all convinced by her mother’s words.

‘So would I,’ said Grace, although that was probably a lie too. ‘But she has other priorities. I’ll be fine. Anyhow,’ she added, ‘I’ll FaceTime you from all my destinations and let you know how it’s going. You can keep me up to date too.’

‘I guess so.’ 

‘I’ll be fine,’ said Grace again.

She wasn’t going to tell her daughter that there was a part of her that wanted to do the trip by herself. Aline would have been even more hurt by that. And, like the rest of them, she’d been hurt enough already. But since Grace had decided to make this journey, nobody was going to stop her. Despite some initial misgivings, she was looking forward to driving off the ferry in France and doing her own thing, as much as she could given the schedule he’d laid out for her and the requests he’d made.

‘You couldn’t simply leave it,’ she murmured. ‘You still have to organise me.’ 

She’d never acknowledged before how much Ken’s desire to be in charge bothered her. Especially his determination to plan their holidays. Her own working life had been ruled by timetables and plans, which should have made it a pleasure, really, to leave the arrangements to him. But he never chose to fly to a destination. On a plane, she would inevitably have known more than him. She’d been a senior cabin crew member after all. She could have made things easier for them. But he didn’t want her to. She knew nothing about ferries.

However, despite the stress he brought to it, Ken had been good at organising holidays. The children loved taking the ferry and the freedom of the campsites in France. They loved the excitement of living in a tent, and later, in a mobile home, enjoying the basic nature of it. So despite occasionally feeling aggrieved at her lack of input, Grace went with the flow. 

She’d always been good at going with the flow.

Now she walked into the colourful garden of the guest house and gazed out over the ocean. The sun was higher in the sky and had turned the sea to a deep azure blue. It was a perfect day for the crossing. A perfect day to travel.


Chapter 3

Dublin to Ringaskiddy: 268 km

Deira didn’t stop on her journey from Dublin to Ringaskiddy, and as soon as she arrived at the port she joined the queue of vehicles waiting to board. Embarkation had been under way for the past hour, but there were still quite a number of travellers ahead of her. From the vantage point of her car she could see people already walking around the upper deck of the boat, bright specks of colour against the white ship.

She allowed herself a sigh of relief as she handed over her ticket and was waved forward. Deep down, she’d half expected to be stopped and hauled off to be interviewed by the Gardaí. But the port officials clearly hadn’t been alerted, and the other travellers were far too concerned about boarding the ferry to even notice her; although the male drivers of the heavily laden cars, camper vans and SUVs surrounding her occasionally shot envious glances at the low-profile convertible.

When she was safely parked, she made her way to the passenger deck, not bothering with the lifts, where families with children, babies, bags and buggies, were waiting, but taking the stairs instead. By the time she reached Deck 8, she was regretting it, thinking she was a good deal less fit than she’d fondly imagined. She waited for a moment to catch her breath, then walked the length of the carpeted corridor to find her cabin. 

She pushed the door open and went inside.

Before they’d booked the holiday, she and Gavin had spent hours on the ferry company’s website doing virtual tours of all the cabins and decks, so she knew what to expect. But it was still a relief to see that their chosen cabin – her cabin now – was bright and airy, with plenty of room for a table and chairs as well as the bed. It also had a patio door leading to a private balcony. ‘Cruise-ferrying’, the company had called its service, and Deira had to admit that the cabin was almost as good as the one they’d had on the only occasion they’d gone on a proper cruise. That had been for her thirtieth birthday. It didn’t feel like only yesterday, yet it didn’t seem like nearly a decade ago either. She still remembered the thrill of it – flying to Barcelona, from where the enormous ship was departing on its Mediterranean voyage; staying overnight in a flashy hotel; getting a taxi to the port the following morning. Feeling the joy of being away with the man she loved. It had been a fantastic holiday. One of the best of her life.

Now she was on a cruise ferry from Ringaskiddy. And this time she was alone.

She opened the patio doors and stepped onto the balcony. The breeze whipped her hair around her face and she tucked it behind her ears. Far below, she could see the huge ropes tethering the ship to the pier. Workers in hi-vis jackets were walking along its length, shouting information to each other. Beyond the enclosed area for passengers a crowd of people sat on a mound of grass looking up at the ship, waving from time to time. Deira didn’t know if they were waving at people they knew, or if they were randomly waving because the ship was about to depart. It was nice to see them, though. Nice to think that people she’d never met before might be wishing her bon voyage.

She felt a shuddering sensation beneath her feet as somewhere within the depths of the ship the engines throbbed into life. The smell of diesel mingled with the tarry whiff from the jetty and the salty tang of the sea. Huge seagulls screeched and wheeled overhead. The workers began loosening the heavy ropes. The ship’s vibrations increased. The people on the grassy bank waved again. And suddenly they were moving, slowly and ponderously, away from the shore, away from Ireland and out into the open water.

Although not immediately into the open water, she realised. The ship still had to negotiate the harbour and the long channel that led to the sea. But they were on their way. Nobody could stop her now. She’d done it.

Her mobile rang.

She almost dropped it overboard.

‘Where are you?’ asked Gillian when she answered. ‘I got your automatic “do not disturb, I’m driving” message when I texted you earlier.’

‘Is something wrong?’ Deira felt a sudden fear in the pit of her stomach and thought of Gavin.

‘I wanted to ask you a favour,’ said Gillian. ‘Bex is going to Dublin tomorrow. She has an interview for a summer internship later in the week and she was hoping to spend a couple of nights with you. Her friend Lydia is going with her.’

Deira stifled a groan. Her nineteen-year-old niece and god-daughter, Gill’s eldest child, often came to the capital and always assumed that there’d be a bed for her at Deira’s for the duration of her stay. Gill invariably made the same assumption on her own visits to Dublin. And although Deira was fond of Bex and usually enjoyed her company (if not always Gill’s), it drove her nuts that both of them invariably landed on her at the last minute, as though she didn’t have a life of her own.

Though from Gill’s point of view, she probably didn’t. Not now, anyway.

‘I’m really sorry,’ she said as she watched the emerald-green shoreline glide past, ‘but I’m away. So it’s not possible.’

‘Away? Where?’ asked Gill. ‘You didn’t say anything about it last time we talked.’

You’re not in charge of me now. I don’t need to tell you everything I do. Deira steadied herself and bit back the remark.

‘I wasn’t sure I was going,’ she told her sister. ‘But then I decided I would.’

‘Where?’ demanded Gill again.

‘France,’ replied Deira.

‘France! When did you go and when are you back?’

‘I’m on my way now,’ said Deira. ‘And I won’t be back for nearly a month.’ That wasn’t strictly true. She’d be home in less than three weeks. But there was no need to tell Gill that.

‘A month!’ Gill’s words ended in almost a screech. ‘How on earth can you take a month off, Deira O’Brien?’

‘Because I had holidays due to me that I didn’t take before,’ Deira replied. 

‘Right.’ There was a pause before Gillian asked her where she was staying.

‘I’ll be travelling,’ said Deira.

‘With who?’

‘With whom, d’you mean?’ Deira couldn’t help herself. 

‘Grammar Nazi,’ said Gill, as Deira had known she would. ‘Who are you going to France with? Where will you be travelling to?’

‘I’m on my own,’ said Deira. ‘I haven’t planned my itinerary yet.’

Gill’s next words were lost in a bellow from the ship’s horn.

‘What the hell was that?’ she asked.

‘The ship,’ replied Deira.

‘The . . . What ship?’

‘I’m on the ferry.’

‘But . . . I thought you were in the airport. Aren’t you flying to Paris?’

‘No. I’m sailing to Roscoff.’

‘Why on earth are you doing that?’

‘Why not?’

‘Nobody takes the ferry to France on their own.’

‘I have.’

‘Jesus, Deira, have you lost your mind?’ Although Gillian’s words were harsh, her tone had softened. ‘Look, I know it’s been hard for you this last while, but there’s no need to run away.’

‘I’m not running away,’ said Deira. ‘I’m going on holiday.’

‘Why didn’t you pick something nice, like a fortnight on the beach?’ demanded Gill. ‘I’m sure you could’ve got a lovely all-inclusive in the Maldives or somewhere. You can afford it, after all. Or can you?’ she added. ‘Are there money problems?’

‘I don’t like beach holidays,’ said Deira. Which was only partly true. She enjoyed a week on the beach with a few good books. But more inactivity than that did her head in. ‘And I’m fine for money.’ Which, despite the hiccup when the direct debit for the trip had hit her account, was currently true.

‘Have you heard from Gavin?’ 

Deira’s heartbeat quickened. ‘No. Should I have?’

‘I don’t know,’ said Gill. ‘But let’s face it—’

‘I don’t want to talk about Gavin.’ Deira interrupted her. ‘I’m off on my holidays. He’s the last person I want to think about or talk about right now.’

‘You should have told me you were going,’ said Gill.

You would have tried to stop me. Deira didn’t say this out loud either.

‘I’ll message you when I’m there. I think the signal will drop on my phone soon. We’re nearly out at sea.’

‘Message me every day,’ said Gill.

‘Whenever I can,’ said Deira.

And she ended the call.

Back inside the ship, Deira visited the onboard shop, which was already crowded with people stocking up on French wines and special-offer spirits. Her only purchase was reflectors for the headlights of her car to redirect the beams for driving on the right-hand side of the road. Living it large, she murmured to herself as she paid for her solitary purchase. I really do know how to have fun!

She then made her way to the self-service restaurant, which was loud and noisy and, she realised, the last place she wanted to be. The sight of a mother feeding her tiny baby while at the same time spooning food into a toddler made her feel dizzy. 

She turned away and almost bumped into a man carrying a tray laden with food.

‘Sorry,’ he said.

‘My fault.’ 

He nodded at her apology and kept walking.

Are you on your own? she wondered as her eyes followed him. Are you the one? He was attractive, though not memorable. He would be suitable enough. Wouldn’t he?

Stop, she said to herself. Just stop. She turned away and headed for the waiter-service restaurant at the other end of the ship. There was a queue here too, which was surprising until she realised that the frequent ferry travellers knew to get to the food as quickly as possible and leave the shopping and everything else until later. 

When she finally reached the top of the queue, she asked the young Frenchwoman with a list in her hand if a table for one was possible.

‘We have nothing until eight o’clock, madam,’ she replied. 

Deira wasn’t hungry, but eight o’clock was a long wait. Nevertheless, she supposed the self-service restaurant would probably be full for most of the evening. And she deserved something peaceful and quiet. So she booked her table and then went back to her cabin, where she made herself a cup of tea. Then she stretched out on the bed and closed her eyes.

She was completely disoriented when she woke up, aware of the throbbing engines deep within the boat but not knowing what they were. It took a moment for everything to come back to her: the car, the drive, boarding the ferry – and the fact that she’d booked a table for eight o’clock. She looked at her watch. It was seven thirty.

She got up from the bed and used the small en suite bathroom to freshen up. Then she changed into the belted denim dress she’d put into her carry-on bag, glad that she’d added it at the last minute, because the white blouse she’d been wearing was crumpled from her unexpected siesta. She hadn’t bothered with extra shoes; her wedge sandals went well enough with the dress. She brushed her dark curly hair, added some peachy lip gloss and sprayed herself with Jo Malone Grapefruit.

She looked at herself in the mirror, wondering if she’d done enough, or if she needed make-up to hide the pallor of her cheeks and the dark circles that had been under her eyes for the past couple of months. She’d never been much of a make-up person. She was always groomed and presentable for work, but she usually achieved her look with nothing more than mascara and tinted moisturiser to enhance her green eyes and high cheekbones. When they were younger, Gill had frequently told her that she’d drawn the lucky straw as far as looks were concerned. Not that you’re beautiful, she’d say (in case Deira got notions about herself), but there’s a bit of the wild Irish rose about you, what with your black hair and creamy complexion. No need to slap on anything more than a dollop of Nivea.

That had been then, of course, when neither of them had needed more than Nivea, and Gill had taken on the role of mother to her younger sister. She’d mothered their father and their brother too, even though Peter was five years older than her and didn’t really want anyone to mother him at all. But Gill was unyielding. She was the eldest girl and she was the one in charge. Deira had thought of her as overprotective when she was younger. Later on, she couldn’t help thinking that Gill was inherently bossy and had enjoyed being the one who ruled the roost. She’d certainly enjoyed interfering in Deira’s life, that was for sure. 

Deira herself was ten when her mum passed away. Gill was fifteen, Peter nineteen. Peter had stayed at home for another year and had then headed off to London, where he’d got a job with one of the rail companies. It suited him perfectly – he’d always been mad about trains. They hadn’t seen him for a few years after he’d left, but when the budget airlines arrived with their cheaper fares, he was back and forward a couple of times a month. Then he married Sarah, the girl he’d been seeing for the best part of a year. He still returned to Ireland regularly with her and their children, Tyler and Sian, but although she’d seen him earlier in the year, Deira had been too busy with an upcoming exhibition to meet him on his last visit.

He’d texted her when he’d heard about Gavin. She’d texted back to say she was fine. He’d sent her a thumbs-up emoji in reply. She hadn’t heard from him since.

Deira didn’t get back to Galway very often herself, and when she did, she preferred to be in the city centre rather than the suburbs with Gill. However, her sister came to Dublin at least half a dozen times in the year, staying in Deira’s canalside mews every time. It had created tension between Deira and Gavin, who wanted to know why her relatives couldn’t stay in a hotel like normal people. Why did they think it was OK to impose on them whenever they came to town? Wasn’t Gill always boasting about how well her husband, Bob, was doing? At which point he’d wink at Deira and she’d laugh, because Bob, like Deira and Gavin, worked in life and pensions. But unlike Gavin, who was on the board of directors, he was stuck at middle management, with no chance of moving any higher.

She sat down abruptly on the bed, overwhelmed by the memories. Back then, it had been her and Gavin against the world. At least, that was how it had felt. Now her world had shifted on its axis. And – whether she meant to show it or not – Gill was quietly smug about it all. 

Deira stayed sitting for a moment, her eyes closed, trying hard not to cry. Then she stood up straight, ran the brush through her hair again and stepped out of the cabin. 

She hadn’t come away to think about how things had been. She was here to think about how they were going to be. Even though, right now, there was nothing in her future to look forward to.


Chapter 4

Ringaskiddy to Roscoff: 580.2 km

When she arrived at the restaurant, Deira was led to a table for two near one of the large windows at the stern of the ship. The restaurant was nearly full, and most of the diners seemed to be excited Irish passengers on the outward leg of their holiday. Deira, accustomed to taking flights to wherever she wanted to go, hadn’t realised that so many people did it differently, even though she and Gavin had joked about reducing their carbon footprint when they’d first booked the trip. Now, as she took the menu the waiter offered her, she thought that perhaps she might travel this way more often. 

The choices on the menu were appetising, although she couldn’t remember the last time she’d either eaten out or felt hungry. Which should, at least, have led to the upside of dramatic weight loss, except that avoiding food didn’t include avoiding two glasses of wine and a few squares of chocolate every night. Comfort eating. And drinking. And she didn’t care. 

She decided to start with a salad from the buffet, followed by some seared tuna from the menu. The buffet itself was so extensive that some people seemed unable to limit their choices to one or two selections and had piled their plates with an assortment of meat, shellfish, salads, cheese and crusty bread. Deira could almost hear Gavin beside her, murmuring that a buffet always brought out the inherent savage in people. ‘Clustering around as though they’re never going to see food again,’ he would have said. Because that was what he always said when they were away together and facing a breakfast buffet. ‘It makes you lose all faith in humanity.’

She always agreed with him when he said that. She agreed with him on most things. It was why people said they were a great couple. 

She put a little pot of prawns along with a small salad of green leaves on her plate. She brought it back to her table, then took her iPad from her bag. But although she opened it, she didn’t click on any of her favourite apps; instead she simply ate her food and stared into the distance.

It took her a moment or two to register that the waiter was walking towards her again, and for a brief moment she wondered, irrationally, if she’d taken too much from the buffet. And then she saw that there was a woman with him – tall and graceful, clearly older than Deira herself but with fine features that gave her an almost ageless appearance. Her silver-grey hair was cut in a fashionable mid-length style, and she was wearing what Deira had realised was almost the uniform of many of the older women on the ferry – a navy and white striped T-shirt, white chinos and espadrilles. A necklace of turquoise agates hung around her neck. She looked so stylish that Deira immediately assumed she was French.

‘This table,’ said the waiter.

‘Um – I booked a table for one,’ said Deira.

‘I’m afraid we don’t reserve tables for one person,’ said the waiter. ‘You’ll have to share.’

‘If I’m disturbing you . . .’ The woman’s voice was clear and measured, her accent Irish.

‘I . . . well . . . no . . .’ Deira moved her iPad out of the way.

‘Thank you.’ The woman sat down, and the waiter took her order for a glass of Chablis, then left them alone.

‘I apologise if I’m disturbing you,’ the woman said to Deira. ‘But it’s always the case on the ferry that they plonk people down beside you. Everyone wants to eat at the same time, you see.’

‘It’s fine,’ said Deira, who was saved from further conversation by the arrival of both the other woman’s glass of wine and her own main course.

She busied herself with her food and her iPad, opening the book she’d been reading for the past month. Normally she managed a book a fortnight, but lately she’d been finding it hard to concentrate, and even though this one was well written, her attention kept wandering after a few pages. It had been recommended to her by Tillie, who insisted that she needed something inspiring, and was about a woman who’d suffered a major trauma in her life and gone trekking through the Andes in an effort to find her inner self. Deira wasn’t sure if trauma was at the root of the more recent decisions she herself had made, although sitting in a good restaurant toying with excellent food said a lot about the inner self she still didn’t want to embrace. I’m shallow, she thought. Too concerned about material things and creature comforts. But – and she smiled involuntarily at the thought – a car thief. So a bit out-there after all.

The woman opposite was also reading; she’d taken an old copy of Hemingway’s The Sun Also Rises from her bag and had left it on the table while she’d gone to the buffet. Deira had written a critical analysis of Hemingway’s most famous work for the English literature module of first-year college exams, suggesting that his casual anti-Semitism was shocking, his characters unlikeable and his dialogue stilted, a critique that had caused her tutor to look at her appraisingly and remark that when she’d written her own masterpiece, she might be in a position to pan a classic twentieth-century novel. Deira had responded by telling him that she’d been asked to write a critical essay, not simply praise the damn book. Hemingway’s so-called masterpiece was full of male arrogance, she insisted, and she was entitled to say so.

The professor laughed then and told her that he liked people who could defend their own point of view, no matter how wrong it might be, so he would mark her highly for the essay even though he didn’t agree with a word of it. It had been a turning point for Deira at college – until she’d locked horns with him, she’d been self-effacing and timid. But that day she’d become a more positive person, one who could stand up for herself. She’d stayed that person for a long time. But now she’d suddenly lost her again. Perhaps, she thought, this trip was the start of getting her back.

The woman opposite turned the pages of the book as she ate, but when she’d finished her smoked salmon, she closed it and pushed it to one side. She looked up and caught Deira observing her. 

‘It’s kind of awkward sitting opposite each other without saying a word, and yet so many of us who want tables to ourselves aren’t the kind of people to strike up friendships with random people,’ she observed. ‘However, it’s rude not to at least know who you’re sharing with. My name is Grace. Grace Garvey.’

‘Deira O’Brien.’ 

Observing Grace more closely, Deira estimated she was in her mid fifties, or perhaps slightly older. But her complexion was smooth and almost flawless and hinted at real beauty when she was younger. In fact, thought Deira, she was beautiful now.

‘Have you sailed on this ship before?’ Grace asked.

Deira shook her head. ‘My first time.’

‘I think this is my tenth, maybe even eleventh.’ Grace smiled. ‘We used to do it every second year when my children were younger.’

Deira glanced around as though Grace’s family would suddenly materialise.

‘I’m on my own this year,’ Grace said.

‘Me too.’ 

It was a relief to know she wasn’t the only person travelling solo. Seeing so many families on board was the most difficult part of the experience for Deira. Because if things had been different, if she’d been more sure of herself, she could have been part of the whole camping-trips-to-France scene. She could have been the one hustling her children through the interminable queues of the self-service restaurant, hoping they wouldn’t make a scene; unlike the French parents, whose children seemed to have impeccable table manners, Deira knew that hers would have taken after both her and Gavin and been irrepressible. They wouldn’t have wanted to sit still in these more formal surroundings. They would have been a nuisance.

No. She held back that thought. Her children might have been boisterous, but they would never have been a nuisance. She’d have made sure of that.

‘Where are you heading afterwards?’ she asked Grace, who’d finished her salad but hadn’t opened her book again.

‘I’m driving to Cartagena in southern Spain.’ 

Deira looked at her in astonishment. ‘From Roscoff? On your own? That must be a couple of thousand kilometres at least.’

‘Seventeen hundred,’ said Grace. ‘Though I’ll be adding a few more with some detours. And you?’

‘My original plan was to drive to Paris. But I’ve been rethinking that over the last few hours. So I’m not entirely sure yet.’

‘I was always too terrified to drive in Paris,’ said Grace. ‘I should have tried it first when I was younger, but I didn’t, and now I doubt I ever will.’

‘If you don’t mind me saying so, you look like a woman who could do anything she put her mind to,’ Deira said.

Grace smiled. ‘Thank you.’

‘I guess if you’ve done this trip nearly a dozen times, you’re used to driving on the Continent,’ said Deira.

‘I’ve only driven there twice,’ Grace told her. ‘As a family, the furthest we travelled was to La Rochelle. My husband did most of the driving; he only trusted me behind the wheel every so often.’

Deira wasn’t sure what to say in reply. There had been an undercurrent to Grace’s tone that made her think the other woman might not always have appreciated being the passenger. She wondered where the husband was now, but she didn’t ask.

The waiter arrived with Grace’s main course (she’d also opted for the tuna) and cleared away Deira’s finished meal. Deira ordered coffee and then went back to the buffet to choose a dessert. Out of habit, she avoided the luscious chocolate tarts and selection of cheesecakes and instead went for a fruit salad and yoghurt. 

Grace had returned to reading her book as she ate, and didn’t look up when Deira sat down again. Deira supposed that the older woman would have liked a table for one just as much as she would. And yet it had been nice to speak to another person. Besides, there was something comforting in Grace’s calm, melodic voice, something stabilising about her serenity. Somehow Deira could easily imagine her driving sedately the length of France and Spain. She had no idea how long such a journey would take, but it would certainly be a good deal more than the six or so hours from Roscoff to Paris. After Gavin had booked the ferry and Deira had looked at the route to the French capital, she’d wondered why he hadn’t chosen a ferry to Calais instead. Paris was less than two hours from Calais by car. But he’d told her that he’d wanted to do the Cork to Roscoff journey again. That it had been lovely when he’d done it before and he wanted to share it with her. That had shut her up, because they never talked about his time before her. When he was married to Marilyn and part of a family with two children of his own.

Deira had never intended to become part of his life.

But she had.

And for a while, it had been the best thing that had ever happened to her. 


Chapter 5

Dublin, Ireland: 53.3498°N 6.2603°W

She was twenty-five years old and had been working in Hagan’s Fine Art Gallery and Auction Rooms for almost a year when Gavin Boyer walked in. She noticed him straight away, a tall, confident man with jet-black hair who ignored the carefully curated displays and strode up to the mahogany desk where she was seated. After introducing himself, he asked to see Kevin Hagan.

‘Mr Hagan isn’t here today.’ Deira was polite despite the fact that Gavin had been abrupt. ‘He’s at an exhibition in London. Can I take a message?’

‘He can’t be in London. I have a meeting with him,’ said Gavin.

‘I’m sorry, Mr Boyer, but he’s very definitely in London, and if you arranged a meeting with him, he’s somehow mixed up the dates.’ Deira knew she was right, but nevertheless she tapped on her keypad to check the online calendar. ‘There’s no meeting in his diary.’

‘I should’ve texted him to confirm,’ Gavin said irritably. ‘He’s hopeless.’

Deira kept quiet, but privately she agreed with the attractive man standing in front of her that Kevin was hopeless when it came to meetings, especially if he set them up himself. Never knowingly missing a detail when it came to arts and antiquities, he was forgetful about everything else.

‘The earliest I can schedule a meeting for you is Monday afternoon, if that helps,’ she said.

‘Monday it is, so.’ He smiled suddenly, and looked less like a grumpy old man. Not that he was old in the first place, Deira thought as she logged the meeting. But he was older than her. Late thirties or early forties, she reckoned. She tapped the keyboard again.

‘As you’re here, would you like to browse the gallery?’ she asked. ‘We’ve got some great new work or, of course, you can look at our auction items.’

‘I’ll take a glance around,’ said Gavin. ‘Not that Kevin deserves it.’ 

Deira watched him from behind the computer as he walked around the gallery, pausing in front of some of the paintings and ignoring others. He was distinguished, she thought, and knowledgeable too, because he gave more time to the better artists, studying the paintings carefully. She smiled when she realised he was examining one of her favourites – a mother and child sharing a riverside bench, both holding bright orange umbrellas over their heads. 

‘Isn’t it lovely?’ She walked up to him with a brochure. ‘It’s a Thelma Roache. We’ve got more of her work here. It’s very vibrant.’ She turned and pointed to another painting, this time of a woman hurrying for a train, an emerald-green bag over her shoulder and her yellow coat flapping open. 

‘Yes, it is.’ Gavin took the brochure from her, but continued to study the painting of the mother and child. 

‘I like how the brightness of their umbrellas contrasts with the surroundings,’ said Deira. ‘And how the river looks so dark and gloomy but the painting itself isn’t.’

‘Is that your critical analysis?’ He sounded amused.

She glanced at him, embarrassed at her unvarnished praise for the painting, but he was looking at her with interest.

‘Not so much a critical view, more a personal one,’ she admitted. ‘I like Thelma Roache and I think she should be better known. We’ve only recently started to show her work, but she’s great. An older woman, which may be why she doesn’t get the recognition. She’s been painting since the seventies.’

‘Oh.’ Gavin looked surprised.

‘But of course women don’t get the same recognition as men anyway,’ Deira said. ‘No matter how good they are.’

‘Women in general or women artists?’

‘In general. But particularly as artists.’

‘You’re sure about that?’

‘It was part of my thesis,’ she said.

‘You studied art?’

‘Art history and modern literature,’ she told him. ‘My brother told me it was a useless degree, but it got me the job here.’

‘You don’t want to be an artist or a writer yourself?’

She shook her head. ‘I can appreciate other people’s work, but I know my limitations. What I like doing is matching people with paintings they love. Or helping out with exhibitions. Because it brings the beauty of art – whether it’s paintings or sculpture or jewellery or books – to more people.’

‘Have you organised many exhibitions?’

‘Just one. But it was excellent. We sold all the paintings.’ She beamed at him.

He said nothing in reply and she wondered if she’d overstepped the mark with him. But he simply told her that he’d be back on Monday to meet with Kevin and that he hoped to see her too.

After he’d left, Deira couldn’t help feeling that the gallery seemed very empty.

Kevin came back from his exhibition full of enthusiasm for some new names, and apologetic about having forgotten his meeting with Gavin Boyer. 

‘I didn’t realise it was a definite thing,’ he told Deira. ‘But no harm done, we’ve been in touch and he’s fine about it.’

He was in his office when Gavin called at exactly four o’clock on Monday afternoon. Deira brought coffee and biscuits to them and then went back to logging the items for their upcoming antique jewellery auction on the computer.

Afterwards, Kevin told her that Gavin was looking to exhibit some art himself.

‘Huh? He’s a rival?’ Deira was taken aback.

‘Not at all,’ said Kevin. ‘He’s an executive with a life and pensions company. They’re trying to reach out into the community a bit more and support cultural events.’

She grimaced. ‘All these corporations trying to make nice when we know they’d rip the face off you if they could.’

‘Perhaps.’ Kevin grinned. ‘But it’s a worthwhile endeavour all the same. Solas Life has recently moved into a new building and they have a space they think could be used to display artwork. He’s also thinking about historical retrospectives on aspects of the city, or great musicians or writers. Anyhow, his first idea is an art exhibition and he wants us to come up with some content.’

‘That’s exciting,’ conceded Deira.

‘Actually, you’ve already given him an idea he likes. He was very taken by Thelma Roache’s work. He wants to exhibit some women painters.’

‘Oh,’ said Deira.

‘He said that you were so aggrieved they don’t get enough recognition that you based your thesis on it.’

‘Gender inequality in the arts,’ Deira said. ‘Not only painting. You should know. You read it.’

‘Well, you poked a sleeping beast with it anyhow.’ Kevin didn’t confirm or deny that he’d read the thesis he’d asked her to send him after he’d interviewed her for the job. Which made her wonder if he’d actually bothered. ‘So, off you go. He’s talking about twenty or so paintings, but you’ll need to have a look at the space they have and see what you think.’

‘You want me to do it?’

‘Why not?’ Kevin said cheerfully. ‘You’re the one with the big ideas around here.’

Deira had great fun curating the exhibition for Gavin Boyer, who was unexpectedly easy to work with. The space in the company’s building on Dawson Street was ideal, and Gavin himself was supportive of the suggestions she made. On the night of the opening, he made a speech to the invited guests in which he thanked her profusely for all her help. Deira couldn’t help being charmed by him and delighted by his compliments. It was good to be praised for doing a job that she’d loved, particularly as that praise was in front of the Minister for Arts and other important people in business and industry. Hopefully, she thought, as the glass of white wine she was holding grew too warm to drink, hopefully these people would remember that it was Hagan’s that had sourced the paintings and put everything together.

‘Deira, isn’t this lovely!’ Thelma Roache, dazzling in a raspberry velvet dress, her normally loose silver hair pinned in a neat chignon, caught her by the arm. ‘Thank you so much for suggesting my work. I want to have it seen by as many people as possible, and more people come into an insurance company building than an art gallery.’

‘Gavin – Mr Boyer – has highlighted this new cultural space to all the company’s customers,’ said Deira. ‘But it’s not only for customers; it’s open to everyone. I’m sure loads of people will want to come.’

‘Obviously I want that to happen.’ Thelma beamed at her in return. ‘I’m not so much of an artist that I still dream of starving in my garret. Knowing that they’ll be seen is a big thing.’

‘I’m sure they’ll sell,’ Deira said. ‘And I’m sure the other artists’ will sell too.’

The exhibition had concentrated on four female artists. Deira had chosen them for the diversity of their work but also because their paintings were alive with colour and movement. Thelma, at almost seventy, was the oldest. Looking around the room now, Deira was delighted at how well all of the work was presented, and she couldn’t help feeling another thrill of pride that she’d been involved.

‘Great job, Deira.’

This time it was Gavin Boyer himself who was beside her. ‘Hugely successful.’

‘It is, isn’t it.’ She beamed at him. ‘And you know what I like most?’

‘What?’

‘That it’s going to be part of everyday life for people who come in and out of your building. That the art is just there. Not something they have to make an effort to go and see. I have to admit that I was a bit sceptical about your motives at first,’ she added, ‘but I’m really pleased to have been part of it.’

‘I’m pleased you were too,’ he said. ‘I’ve never met anyone as enthusiastic as you about their work.’

‘Oh, I’m sure everyone who works for Solas is equally enthusiastic,’ she said.

Gavin laughed as her tone betrayed her doubt. ‘You’d make a terrible liar,’ he said. ‘But whatever their enthusiasm for working in pensions, at least they’ll all love the artworks.’

At that moment, a slender, dark-haired woman in a stylish blue shift dress joined them, accompanied by two teenage girls in jeans and T-shirts.

‘My wife, Marilyn,’ said Gavin. ‘And my lovely daughters, Mae and Suzy.’

Deira knew now that Gavin was forty years old and that his wife had stopped working outside the home when his second daughter was born. They must have married very young, she thought, as she greeted his teenage daughters, neither of whom seemed overly thrilled to be there. 

She spent a few minutes talking to Gavin’s family before being approached by one of his colleagues who wanted to introduce her to the Minister himself. This is me now, she thought, with a jolt of pride, as she said goodbye to Marilyn Boyer. I’m the sort of person who gets introduced to the Minister.

I’m on the way up.

Two weeks later, Gavin came into the gallery and told her he was taking her to lunch.

‘You can’t,’ she said. ‘I have a heap of stuff to do.’

‘I’ve already squared it with Kevin,’ said Gavin. ‘It’s not a problem. I want to thank you properly for everything.’

‘I was doing my job, that’s all,’ said Deira. ‘I enjoyed it.’

‘And now you can enjoy the fruits of it with me,’ said Gavin. ‘It’s a business lunch.’

Deira had never been out for a business lunch before. Occasionally she and Kevin had eaten together in the small sandwich bar around the corner while they talked about an upcoming auction, but an actual sit-down lunch was an entirely different proposition.

‘I’d better check with him first anyway,’ she said, and ran up the stairs to Kevin’s office.

Her boss had no problem with her going to lunch with Gavin and told her he’d keep an eye on things.

‘Are you sure?’

‘You think I can’t manage my own gallery?’ He raised an eyebrow.

‘I don’t entirely trust you not to knock a few hundred euros off a painting if you think someone really loves it,’ she admitted, which made him laugh.

Gavin put his hand on the small of her back as he opened the gallery door and escorted her outside. ‘I’ve booked the Saddle Room at the Shelbourne,’ he told her.

Her eyes widened. The Saddle Room was a Dublin institution. She’d never eaten there. In fact she’d hardly ever gone into the Shelbourne, which was just as much of an institution. Her salary didn’t stretch that far. She wished she was wearing something a little more elegant than her floral-sprigged V-necked dress and ballet pumps. But this was her working look. 

The maître d’ nodded at Gavin in recognition when they arrived, and led them to a table for two in a quiet corner of the room. It was a table from which one could observe without being observed, and Deira was impressed to see Eamon Dunphy, the sports pundit, at another table, while Bono, easily recognisable in his yellow-tinted sunglasses, was seated at a third.

‘It’s a kind of who’s who,’ she murmured to Gavin, who laughed and said that it was one of his favourite places to eat.

Deira knew it was far too expensive to become one of hers, but she was happy to allow him to lead her through the menu and choose a bottle of wine to accompany the lamb she’d selected. She was only going to drink a glass. She didn’t want to arrive back at work half-cut.

‘So tell me more about yourself,’ he asked when the waiter had left them alone together.

‘You know everything there is to know,’ she replied. ‘We’ve talked a lot over the last few weeks.’

‘We’ve talked about the exhibition,’ agreed Gavin. ‘But not that much about you. Where are you from? That accent isn’t entirely Dublin.’

‘Galway,’ said Deira. ‘But I’ve been here since college.’

‘Would you like to go back?’ asked Gavin.

‘To Galway? No.’ Deira was vehement.

‘Have you family in Dublin?’

‘No.’ This time Deira’s tone was more relaxed. ‘But I’m happy here. I see my life here.’

‘With Kevin Hagan?’

‘For the time being, at any rate.’

She looked up as the waiter returned with her grilled prawn starter.

‘Gosh, this looks great,’ she said. ‘I didn’t realise I was hungry, but seeing it has made my mouth water.’

‘Good.’ Gavin smiled. ‘So, getting back to what I was saying – where do you see yourself in five years from now? Still at Hagan’s? Or is that a stepping-off point for you? Do you have other plans?’

‘Jeepers, you sound like you’re interviewing me!’ Deira squeezed lemon over her prawns, then, when Gavin didn’t say anything, looked up at him. ‘Are you interviewing me?’

‘Maybe,’ he admitted.

‘I don’t want to work in pensions,’ said Deira. ‘I don’t know how you could possibly think I would.’

‘I’m totally aware that you wouldn’t want to work in pensions,’ acknowledged Gavin. ‘That’s not what I had in mind at all.’

What he was thinking about turned out to be a position in Solas Life and Pensions as a corporate responsibility executive. Deira would look out for projects that suited their brand and ethos, he told her, as well as being responsible for the cultural space in their Dawson Street building. Obviously their next exhibition would have to be something very different to the four women painters, but he was sure she could come up with an idea. Solas wanted to be seen as promoting Irish heritage. He could think of no one better than Deira to do that for them.

‘I’m not sure I’m qualified,’ she said.

‘You’re supremely qualified,’ he told her.

‘All the same . . .’

‘You’re a ray of light in a dull, dull business,’ he said. ‘We’d love to have you on board.’

Then he mentioned the salary, which was double what she was earning at Hagan’s, and she knew her decision was already made.

It was the job she’d been born for.

By the end of the year, she’d arranged a second exhibition, this time of photographs of Irish cities. The photos were a mixture of black-and-white and colour, and although some were of iconic features, like Christ Church Cathedral or Galway’s Spanish Arch, others simply reflected a slice of city life. Deira’s personal favourite was a photograph of a woman coming out of a café, a takeaway cup in one hand, a sandwich in the other, her hair blowing in the wind.

Both the art and photographic exhibitions had been given good write-ups in the press, and Deira herself had even been interviewed with the caption ‘The Young Woman Who’s Bringing Business and Heritage Together’. Gillian had sent her a congratulatory text when the feature had been published, and Deira had saved it, because Gill’s praise of her younger sister was seldom and therefore doubly important.

At the Christmas party that year, Gavin told her that the company was more than delighted with the good work she was doing and the excellent publicity it had brought them. ‘We’re all about making a difference,’ he said, ‘and you’ve shown us how.’

Deira was too experienced in the way of business by now to believe every word he was saying. But she liked to think that she really had made a difference, and said so.

‘You totally have,’ Gavin assured her. ‘You’ve made a difference to the company and you’ve made a difference to me too.’

‘How have I made a difference to you?’ Deira took a sip from her glass of wine. Solas had provided a free bar for its employees, and she was aware that she had, perhaps, taken advantage of it a little more than she’d meant to. But what the hell, it was Christmas.

‘You’ve made me think differently,’ replied Gavin. ‘About how I approach my work. My life, too.’

‘Your life?’ 

‘Having you around with your positive attitude to everything has changed me,’ he said. ‘I used to look for reasons why things couldn’t work. Now I look for reasons to make them work.’

She laughed. ‘I’m glad you think I’m a positive person.’

‘I think you’re a lovely person,’ said Gavin.

It was the free alcohol talking, Deira knew that. And it was the free alcohol that made her lean her head against his shoulder and tell him that he was a lovely person too, and that the day he’d come into Hagan’s had changed her life completely and she was thankful to him for that.

‘We’re thankful for each other.’ He put his arm around her and hugged her.

‘Hey, lovebirds!’ Derek Coogan from Internal Audit joined them. ‘Don’t worry. What happens at the party stays at the party.’
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