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At the first wedding, there’s a shock


The second wedding is unexpected


By the third, Delphine thinks nothing could surprise her. But she’s wrong . . .


Delphie is enjoying her brother’s wedding. Her surprise last-minute Plus One has stunned her family – and it’s also stopped any of them asking again why she’s still single. But when she sees all the missed calls that evening, she knows it can’t be good news. And she’s right.


Delphie has been living her best life, loving her job, her friends, her no-strings relationships and her dream house by the sea. Now she has to question everything she believed about who she is and what she wants. Is her mum right – is it time to settle down? Or does she want to keep on trying to have it all?


Each wedding of a glorious summer brings a new surprise. And as everything Delphie thought she had is threatened, she has the chance to reshape her future . . .




Chapter 1


I’m very close to spending a hundred thousand euro on a silver bracelet when my mobile rings and the theme from Frozen blasts around the office at a pitch that could break glass. I pull open the bottom drawer of my desk, shove the leather bag with the ringing phone into it and close the drawer sharply with my foot. Elsa is now muffled, but the mobile continues to vibrate as she informs me that the cold never bothered her anyway.


‘What did you say?’


Denton, our expert, is in the auction room, and Elsa’s advice to let it go has clearly knocked him off his stride.


‘Nothing,’ I tell him. I take a deep breath. ‘Where are we now?’


‘The last bid is at ninety thousand,’ he says.


Will ninety-five finish it off, or will I have to go to the limit? In all honesty, I hadn’t expected it would get this high. The bracelet is antique, but although it’s sophisticated and stylish, it isn’t haute joaillerie. However, it belonged to Lady Annabel Ansley, who was a well-known model back in the day, and as she was wearing it the night she was photographed snogging one of the Beatles in the back of a car while her husband was giving an important speech in Parliament, it has a bit of sixties notoriety. Also the three stones set into the silver bangle are emeralds, and emeralds, even small ones, are popular right now.


I increase my bid to ninety-five.


‘OK,’ says Denton.


I pace behind the desk as I wait for his feedback. Conrad really wants this bracelet for Bianca’s thirtieth birthday, and Conrad usually gets what he wants, at the price he’s prepared to pay. He seldom exceeds his self-imposed spending limits, even when it comes to his stunningly beautiful (and much younger) girlfriend. So if the bidding goes much higher, he’ll be disappointed. And I don’t want him to be disappointed. I never want him to be disappointed. He depends on me to deliver.


‘Ninety-eight,’ says Denton.


Oh, for God’s sake! People who spend this sort of money on silver bracelets shouldn’t be haggling over a couple of thousand. I shouldn’t be haggling over a couple of thousand, even though it’s not my money to spend and even though if I had a spare hundred thousand lying around I wouldn’t blow it on jewellery, I’d use it to help pay down my mortgage. It would be nice to be a silver-bracelet-with-emeralds kind of person instead of a mortgage-paying-down kind of person, but I’m not the multimillionaire businessman Conrad Morgan, I just work for him. And he was as specific about the upper limit he was prepared to go to for the bracelet as he is about any of his business ventures.


Conrad started his investment company over fifteen years ago, and he didn’t get to where he is by overpaying for anything. He can be flexible when it comes to personal things (although he’s being ferocious about his potential divorce settlement with Martha), but he set a hundred thousand as the limit for today’s auction, and as he’s left the bidding to me, I’ll stick to it and take the flak if the bracelet goes to someone else for a few grand more.


‘A hundred thousand,’ I tell Denton. ‘And that’s it.’


All of a sudden, it’s quiet in the office. The triple-glazed windows have effectively shut out the sound of the Luas tram that’s passing by, while Elsa has stopped singing in my desk drawer. It’s as though she knows she’s muddying the waters. The only sound is my breath as I wait for news from the auction room.


‘Congratulations!’ Denton’s voice comes down the line. ‘You’re now the proud possessor of Lot 25. An antique silver bracelet with emerald stones, formerly the property of Lady Annabel Ansley.’


I heave a sigh of relief. I really wasn’t looking forward to telling Conrad that Lady Annabel’s bracelet had gone to someone else.


‘Thank you.’


‘My pleasure,’ says Denton, and I know that he means it, because he lives for bidding at auctions and he especially loves buying jewellery. ‘I’ll get the paperwork organised and have it sent around as soon as possible. Great to do business with you as always, Delphine.’


‘And with you.’ I end the call and allow myself to relax.


In the desk drawer, the theme tune from Frozen recommences. I didn’t choose it. My ten-year-old niece, Noemi, who’s a Frozen fanatic, changed it a few weeks ago and I keep forgetting to change it back.


I take my bag from the drawer and the phone from the bag, then look at the caller ID. My younger brother, André. This time I answer.


‘Jeez, Delphie, this is the third time I’ve called. Is there no chance you’d listen to your voicemail and phone me back?’


‘I’m sorry,’ I say. ‘I’ve been busy.’


‘Yeah, well, we’re all busy.’ His voice mellows. ‘Listen, I wanted to check with you about your plus-one for the wedding.’


I stifle a groan. He texted me yesterday about the plus-one and I told him I’d get back to him asap, but I was busy and forgot. I don’t want to admit I forgot. My brother’s wedding is the family event of the year and we’re all supposed to be as excited about it as he is. But quite honestly, the incessant messages in the wedding WhatsApp group about the venue and the timetable and the menu and just about everything else are doing my head in.


‘It isn’t till the end of the month,’ I say. ‘What’s the rush?’


‘That’s only a couple of weeks away,’ he reminds me. ‘Tory is doing the place cards today. She needs to know what name to put beside you.’


Until André got engaged to Victoria Palmer, formal occasions weren’t on his radar. He was a frayed-jeans-and-bare-feet kind of person who thought suits and ties were the work of the devil. Now he owns a tuxedo and is badgering me about plus-ones and place cards.


‘I haven’t really had time to think about it properly,’ I say.


‘Oh, come on, Delphie.’ He sounds exasperated. ‘You’ve had months.’


Well, yes, I have. But when André got engaged, over a year ago, I was going out with Paul and I assumed he’d come along. However, Paul and I broke up long before the invitations were sent out, so I pencilled in Danny, my regular plus-one standby instead. Rather stupidly, I didn’t get around to actually inviting him until a few weeks ago, when he told me he was going to Las Vegas that weekend and wouldn’t be available. I was so annoyed with myself for not having asked sooner that I pushed it to the back of my mind. It’s not like me to put things off – I’m usually the model of efficiency when it comes to organisation – but André’s wedding wasn’t high on my priorities.


And now, suddenly, it is.


I know it’s really important to him and I know I should’ve dealt with it as soon as Danny told me he’d be away instead of filing it away under things to do when I get a minute. Because I didn’t get a minute, and now I feel like a really bad sister. I am a really bad sister.


I silently curse Danny and his unavailability, though I can hardly begrudge him his trip. After all, he’s turned up at two events for me in the last few months while I haven’t had to help him out even once. Danny and I dated back in our college days, but although we got on really well together, the chemistry was never there to turn it into anything else. That’s fine by me. I like having male friends who are simply friends. I enjoy their company. I like knowing it’s not going to be anything more. But as I mentally begin to run through a list of alternatives, I realise that I’ve fewer available friends than before, and I feel a knot of anxiety in my stomach.


I should have realised sooner that they’d all begun to couple up. Bob and Stan, stalwarts in the past, both got married and have had to be scratched off my list. Giles moved to Australia to be with his girlfriend, and Steve, though a great companion for a social night out, has started dropping hints about wanting to settle down. Which is why I’m not keen to ask him to a wedding. I don’t want him to think that settling down with him is on my mind. How have I not noticed the change in the status of so many people in my life? How has it passed me by?


I’ve had plenty of other things to think about, that’s how. Work has taken up a big chunk of my time and I’ve socialised less than before. Nevertheless, I go to yoga classes (I’m trying to be a bit more mindful, though I haven’t really succeeded because my thoughts wander when I’m supposed to be relaxed) and I played badminton all through the winter, which got me off the sofa when I could’ve been slouched in front of the TV. Now that summer’s coming, I’m back jogging again, even if I usually do that on my own. And I regularly meet Erin and Sheedy, my two closest girlfriends, for drinks and a bite to eat. Like me, they’re in no rush to hitch themselves permanently to a man. Erin is divorced and not inclined to give marriage another try, and although all three of us have gone through phases of intense dating, for now, at least, nothing has changed. But somehow things around us have, and now my pool of single male friends is shrinking rapidly.


Which is a bit of a problem when it comes to the wedding of the century.


I open my contacts list and start to scroll through it, but there’s no forgotten name leaping out to meet me. In fact I see another one to scratch off. Jim Blake has got engaged for the third time.


Maybe I shouldn’t bother with anyone. After all, I’m a grown woman and I don’t actually need a plus-one to enjoy myself. In fact I’d probably have a better time without some casual acquaintance I’d feel responsible for at my side; someone I’d be fretting over in case they were regretting having come with me. At André’s wedding I’ll be surrounded by family, so it’s not as though I’ll be sitting in a corner like an ageing, wilting wallflower. But the trouble is that weddings are all about being part of a couple, and despite my perfect contentment about my current single state, turning up by myself seems a little tragic. I know I’m letting how other people think affect how I feel, which I always try hard not to do, but I can’t help it. As I finish scrolling and realise that my list of plus-one options is, in fact, currently zero, I feel the knot of anxiety tighten into a hard stone of panic.


I really don’t want to face my family’s reaction to turning up alone. Ridiculous as it sounds, the Mertens clan has the unerring ability to turn me from a success into a failure based on my dating profile. It doesn’t matter that I have a good job. It doesn’t matter that I bought my own house two years ago. It doesn’t even matter that I’m the only one who hasn’t had some kind of notable drama or crisis in her life (if you exclude the time my passport was stolen and I got stuck in Caracas for a week). If they see me by myself at the wedding, they’ll decide that I’m putting a brave face on missing out on love and they’ll be sorry for me and despairing of me in equal measure. And while they might nod sympathetically at my repeated assurances that I’m very happy with my status, they’ll somehow find a way to inform me exactly why it is that I’m approaching my thirty-eighth birthday and am still single. Which, in the eyes of every last one of them, is definitely a life fail.


The last time we were together as a family (at Easter, when Mum invited everyone to dinner; seventeen opinionated people around the table), she remarked that I’m too picky when it comes to future life partners. As my siblings and their significant others chimed in, the general consensus was that being as demanding as I am means I’ll die alone with only my cat for company. The fact that I’m mildly allergic to cats and therefore wouldn’t dream of letting one over the threshold is irrelevant.


No matter what they think, I’m not demanding. I’ll admit to cutting my losses early on if I don’t feel things are working out with someone, but I continue to hold out a certain level of hope that the man of my dreams is out there somewhere. Nevertheless, I accept that as time goes by, this becomes an increasingly unlikely prospect. Meeting the right man would certainly be a bonus, but the quest to do this doesn’t occupy my waking hours. Yet whenever I say this to my family, they make me feel like I’m protesting too much. Honestly, I’m not. My future husband doesn’t have to be Mr Perfect, but he has to meet some minimum standards. Which involve more than being a random solvent single man!


In any event, as I’ve told everyone more than once, unmarried childless women are the happiest subgroup of the population, so I need a proper incentive to change my status. I’m not quoting made-up statistics here; it’s a finding of a professor of behavioural science at the London School of Economics. And in this day and age there’s no need for an unsuitable man to whisk a woman down off the shelf and confer married status on her before she gets so old she’s pitied and invisible. I earn a decent salary, so I’m not in danger of succumbing to genteel poverty like a heroine in a Jane Austen novel – though obviously in a Jane Austen novel I would’ve been given up as a lost cause by now and would be a slightly pitied maiden aunt. On the other hand, I might have become one of those formidable spinsters who sits in judgement on everyone else and terrifies them with a gimlet look whenever they cross her path.


I’d quite like to be a formidable spinster if it didn’t conjure up pictures of statuesque women with stately bosoms, booming voices and hairy chins. The male equivalent, bachelor, sounds fun-loving, carefree and attractive. Despite putting mortgage repayments over emerald bracelet purchases, I can be fun-loving and carefree, and I happily go to the local beauty salon, where Letizia deals with all of my hair removal needs.


Can I be a formidable spinster at André’s wedding?


‘Well, Delphie?’ My brother sounds understandably irritated by my lengthy silence.


I think frantically but to no avail, and finally tell him I’ll let him know for definite by the end of the week.


‘Delphie! She’s doing the cards right now.’


‘I’m not one hundred per cent sure of who’s coming yet,’ I say.


‘Your list of potential dates is that long?’


‘Not really,’ I admit. ‘I’m sorry, André, honestly. I promise I’ll get back to you as soon as I can.’


‘Oh, OK,’ says André, who in fairness is generally the most easy-going of my siblings. ‘But if everyone was as blasé as you, poor Tory would never get those cards written. So when you’ve decided what unfortunate soul you’re going to terrorise by bringing him to what we hope will be a wonderful weekend, please tell me straight away.’


I ignore the touch of sarcasm in his voice and assure him I’ll get back to him as soon as possible.


‘It’s going to be great,’ he says. ‘You’ll have a good time. So will your plus-one.’


‘I know. I do, honestly. I’m truly sorry to have put it off. I’ll get back to you as soon as I can.’


I end the call and put my phone back in the desk drawer.


I draw up a shortlist.


There isn’t a single name on it.


I’ve been staring at the blank sheet of paper for over a minute when Lisa Hannigan walks into the office and asks if I’ve had time to read the research and analysis document she’s done for our latest client briefing. I know she’s anxious about it because she’s asked me face-to-face instead of messaging me.


‘I’m sorry, Lisa, I’ve been caught up in other stuff. I’ll look at it right away.’ I crumple up the blank sheet of paper and throw it in the recycling bin.


‘It’s just that we’re reporting on the switches we’ve made in the Preferred Cornerstone funds and I want to make sure it sounds reasonable before I send it out,’ she says.


‘I thought it wasn’t being sent until Friday?’


‘Yeah, but Justin wanted a look at it too and he’ll probably have some changes. I wanted your input first.’


Justin Delaney is head of company operations and is next in line to Conrad. His job is to know what’s going on everywhere in the firm, but he has a tendency to get involved in things that don’t concern him, and the client research stuff isn’t really any of his business. I remind Lisa, who only joined Cosecha a couple of months ago, that she’s the one whose opinion matters. She leaves looking a lot happier and I find the document she’s sent me and go through it. I send her a reply saying that it’s fine, even though there are a few slight changes I’d make myself. But they wouldn’t have a major impact on the report, and I’m not going to ask Lisa to change something just for the sake of it.


Another dozen or so emails landed in my inbox while I was reading Lisa’s report, so I deal with them and then contact Conrad’s insurance company so that I can add the Lady Annabel bracelet to his policy. I’ve already emailed the details, and Carrie Bryant, the adviser I deal with, is up to speed and tells me how much extra it will cost.


‘That’s fine,’ I say, although the amount Conrad pays in insuring jewellery is a breathtaking sum – far more than the value of any piece of jewellery I’ve ever owned.


‘It’s a beautiful bracelet, isn’t it?’ says Carrie. ‘Lucky woman.’


‘Sure is.’ I’m agreeing to both.


‘I wish I could afford gorgeous stuff like that,’ she continues. ‘The most expensive piece I own is my engagement ring. And I’m thinking of getting the diamond reset since my divorce.’


Carrie left her husband after he hit her for the second time. Although I know her well after years of dealing with Conrad’s insurance needs, I’d no idea that her husband was abusing her until she told me why she’d moved out.


Women are good at hiding things. We’re good at getting on with things too. I buy my own jewellery, although it’s usually Swarovski crystals, not antique emeralds.


There’s no need to wait for Prince Charming to have nice things for yourself.


I start a new shortlist and have added and crossed out two names when Conrad phones me from his business meeting in Geneva to congratulate me on acquiring the bracelet.


‘I’m sorry I had to go to the limit,’ I say.


‘It was there for a reason,’ he replies.


‘I would’ve liked to have got it for a bit less,’ I admit.


‘I don’t mind. Bianca will love it. It’ll go perfectly with the dress she plans to wear.’


‘Great,’ I say.


‘Has it arrived yet?’


‘Hopefully later this afternoon,’ I tell him. ‘I’ll keep it in the safe till you’re back.’


‘If you can get a flight before the weekend, would you mind bringing it to Palmyra instead? Otherwise you can courier it, but I’d like to go through a few office things with you face-to-face too.’


‘Aren’t you coming back here first?’


‘No,’ replies Conrad. ‘I’m heading straight there. Bianca flew out last week.’


I know she flew out last week. I dealt with her travel arrangements.


Palmyra is Conrad’s house in Mallorca. He moves his family there for six weeks at the beginning of summer; then, when it’s getting too warm, they come back to their holiday home in the south of Cork until the end of August.


Well, he used to do that when he was married to Martha. Things are different now he’s with Bianca. They haven’t yet settled into a pattern, and maybe they won’t. Despite the fabulous bracelet and the extravagant birthday party he’s planned for her, it’s not certain that she’s going to be a permanent fixture in his life. And even if she is, his divorce will take some time. There wasn’t a prenup, you see. When Conrad and Martha got married over twenty years ago, they didn’t even think of it.


But now they’ve split up, there are a lot of assets to divide. The apartment in New York. The house on Lansdowne Road. The mews off Anglesea Road (which is where he lives with Bianca when they’re in Dublin). The holiday home in Cork. And, of course, Palmyra, which is in Port d’Andratx on the south-west coast of Mallorca. Although he deals in financial assets, my boss has the very Irish desire to own tangible things. Specifically property. But he doesn’t buy houses or apartments simply as investments. He’s lived in every one of them. Well, strictly speaking, he only ever stays in the NY apartment (which is actually quite small) when he’s in the States on business; in fact Martha used to stay there more often when she went on shopping weekends with her mum. And although the Cork home is spacious, he and Martha took it on as a total wreck when the price was dropped during the last recession. Palmyra – well, Palmyra is beautiful. He bought it the year I joined the company.


It sounds like I’m making excuses for him, or that I’m trying to play down his wealth. I’m not. By any standards, Conrad Morgan is a very rich man. But he doesn’t act like it. He’s easy-going and friendly, and a great boss. And until his marriage went belly-up, I always thought he was a good husband and father too. Well, I guess he’s still a good father. And marriages do go wrong.


But I feel a little guilty about that, because it was me who introduced Bianca to him in the first place. It was when we were planning to do a presentational video of the Cosecha funds. I thought Conrad could do with a bit of sprucing-up and I suggested he chat to Bianca, who’s an image consultant. She was recommended by Erin, who’d gone to her when she was up for promotion in the law firm where she works. Bianca gave Erin some great tips on looking good, and they certainly helped her feel more confident at the series of interviews she had to go through.


‘A what?’ asked Conrad when I made the suggestion.


I looked at him critically. Financiers are usually portrayed as sharp-suited, well-groomed men with expensive taste in shirts and cufflinks. Conrad is not naturally that kind of man. He’s tall and thin, with wayward ginger hair that flops into his eyes, and he looks uncomfortable in the dark suits that are almost obligatory in the industry. The video was going to be seen by some very important clients. I wanted him to look less like a tech geek and more like someone who manages billions of other people’s money.


He met her. She gave him a complete makeover. We got the business we were hoping for.


And he got the image consultant too.




Chapter 2


Denton arrives with the bracelet later that afternoon. It’s stunning in real life and I suddenly understand why the bidding went up to the level it did. The dark green emeralds gleam like cat’s eyes under the ceiling lights.


I slip it onto my wrist.


‘Suits you,’ says Denton.


It suited Lady Annabel better. There was a picture of her in the catalogue with her arm around whichever Beatle she was kissing, the bracelet clearly visible on her slender wrist. The bracelet itself would have identified her, because it’s quite distinctive, but so was Lady Annabel, with her golden hair in a sixties beehive secured by a diamond clip. There was another photograph of her in the brochure too, this time dressed for a formal ball, wearing a figure-hugging black dress and long white gloves, with the bracelet on her right arm. She was very beautiful back then and she’s very beautiful now, even in her eighties. She appeared recently on a programme about ageing gracefully and told Emily Maitlis that ageing disgracefully was much more fun. Emily asked her about the Beatles episode, because it was headline news back then – the English always love a bit of posh snogging in their gossip stories. Lady Annabel laughed at the idea that it was anything other than an innocent flirtation and pointed out that she and her husband had remained married until his death a few years earlier. She didn’t, however, comment on the understanding they were supposed to have had that meant that he did his thing and she did hers, an arrangement that had led to him being named in a paternity suit in the early nineties.


I unclasp the bangle from my wrist and break the connection I suddenly felt with Lady Annabel and her world. I’m sure Bianca won’t care about the life story of the woman who owned it; she’ll just be pleased that Conrad bought it.


Anyhow, none of that is my concern. All I have to do is deliver it.


Although it’s not an everyday occurrence, delivering precious jewellery to his overseas home is one of the perks of being the executive assistant to the CEO. I’m lucky to work for a boss who has given me the encouragement and opportunity to expand my original role. These days, as well as everyday admin tasks, I arrange client events, liaise with our legal advisers and work alongside Conrad on a variety of investment projects. I also oversee our corporate responsibility programme, which means managing the relationships and funding for the charitable institutions we support. While this is undoubtedly the most satisfying part of my work, purchasing a gorgeous emerald bracelet is certainly the most glamorous thing I’ve ever been asked to do, even if it was a personal rather than professional request.


I go online and am pleased to find that I can get a direct flight to Palma early the next morning with a return to Dublin later that night. I text Erin and Sheedy to tell them that I have to cancel our plans to meet after work tomorrow. Erin sends a sad emoji face in return and Sheedy replies with Jammy! and a laughing face. Erin and I used to work together at Haughton’s, the law firm where I started out after college. She’s a couple of years older than me and one of the most competent women you could ever hope to meet. Sheedy took over my job when she joined, but she now has her own practice and employs three people. My best friends are strong, ambitious women. And so, I hope, am I.


It’s after six when I leave the office, but I decide to call in on my parents on the way home to show Mum Lady Annabel’s bracelet. I’m feeling guilty for not having dropped by in ages, but I’ve been really busy over the last few weeks and there simply hasn’t been time. So instead of continuing home to Malahide on the train, I get off at Killester and walk the couple of hundred yards from the station to my parents’ house.


It was one of the homes built for Irish veterans of the First World War and started out as a slightly bigger version of the cottage by the sea that I bought for myself a few years ago. But with five children, it was inevitable that Mum and Dad would eventually need more space. Fortunately, like most of the houses in the development, there was a long garden and plenty of room to add on. So now their cottage is a good-sized family home. It needs to be because my sister Viviane and her boyfriend Jason are living there, along with their baby Charley. Additionally, the rest of the next generation have regular sleepovers with their grandparents. They’re a fixture almost every weekend and there isn’t a day that goes by without one or other of the grandchildren having a supposedly impromptu visit. Mum loves it, though. In fact it wouldn’t surprise me to hear that she loves her grandchildren more than her actual children.


When I arrive, Noemi, Phoebe and Elodie, my brother Michael’s daughters, are playing in the front garden. Elodie, the youngest at five years old, sees me first and runs over to hug me as I walk up the garden path. I swing her into my arms, kiss her, then put her down again, thinking that I won’t do that again in a hurry because I’ve nearly put my back out.


‘Hi, Auntie Delphie.’ Noemi releases Phoebe from the stranglehold she has on her. ‘We’ve already had tea. You’re too late.’


‘That’s OK,’ I tell her. ‘I’m just here to see Granny and Grandad.’


‘Grandad’s out,’ Phoebe informs me. ‘He’s gone to the pub to do his crossword in peace.’


I grin. It’s Mum who loves having the family around all the time. Dad’s more of a loner. He deals with the fact that his house is being perpetually invaded by distancing himself to do his crosswords. Clearly I get my solitary nature from him.


Mum, Vivi and my sister-in-law, Nichola, are deep in conversation when I walk into the kitchen, and I realise that I’m interrupting an intensive analysis of last week’s pre-wedding dinner. Apparently it’s become a thing for the bride to invite the female members of both sides of the family to a getting-to-know-you meal ahead of the main event, another piece of wedding lore I knew nothing about.


I wasn’t able to go to the dinner. Conrad was making a presentation to a set of potential new clients that evening, and I had to be there. To be honest, I was happy enough to have the excuse, because it wouldn’t really have been my thing, but I’m not sure Tory has forgiven me for not turning up. What with missing the dinner and being late with my plus-one, I’m probably deep, deep in her bad books by now.


‘It was wonderful,’ gushes Vivi as she takes out her phone to show me some photos. ‘Superb food and a fantastic atmosphere. Tory’s family are simply lovely. Really amazing people. We had a good old sing-song afterwards too.’


‘Looks great,’ I lie. Group singing after a few drinks is one of my least favourite things. I realise I sound like a killjoy, but I’m not. Honestly. It’s just that I’m more of a soft-music-in-the-background-and-gentle-conversation person. (Unless I go to a gig with Erin and Sheedy, where I jump around with the best of them.)


‘It was.’ Mum cuts a slice from the carrot cake in the centre of the table and puts it and a cup of coffee in front of me. ‘It’s such a shame you missed it.’


‘Oh, well, I’m sure the wedding will make up for it.’ I eye the enormous chunk of cake dubiously.


‘The frosting is sugar-free,’ Mum says, reading my mind.


I try not to indulge in too many sweet things. That was difficult when I lived at home, because Mum worked in a bakery for fifteen years and she bakes the most amazing cakes. It was my downfall when I was younger and led to my overall sturdiness being more about being overweight than just tall, so I try to steer away from cakes and biscuits now.


Sturdy has always been Mum’s favourite adjective to describe me, and I guess it’s accurate. Back in my school days, despite my limited acting abilities, I was inevitably cast as the hero in our end-of-term plays opposite the talented leading lady, because I was (and still am) at least a head taller than every female I know. All I had to do was stride across the stage and look imposing while the heroine delivered her lines in a suitably feminine way. Even now, when I dress up in the most girlie way possible (not that I do that very often, because I’m not really a fan of pink or sparkles or looking like a Disney princess), I’m just too big to pull off a sweetly feminine look.


Mum used to bemoan the fact that, like my two brothers, I inherited the well-built genes from her own mum, my Granny Dunphy, a countrywoman who could probably shear a field of sheep even now. Well, maybe not. She’s eighty-five. She hasn’t lost the feistiness, though, and I hope I inherited that too. Anyhow, despite struggling with it a bit when I was younger, I like that my height gives me a certain advantage now. While I generally favour flatter heels in the office, I always wear stilettos when Conrad asks me to come to meetings with him. That way, I never feel passed over as the mere PA, which men in particular tend to do. When I want to appear extra tall and extra confident, I arrange my cocoa-brown hair in a high knot on the top of my head, thus adding another couple of inches at least. And although I don’t spend my time trawling Instagram for beauty tips, I never go into work without applying a decent amount of make-up. Charlotte Tilbury is my one extravagance. Beauty armour is good in the financial world.


And every woman, no matter who she is, needs her armour of choice.


As I take a tiny forkful of cake, Vivi, who seems to maintain her neat size 10 figure without any discernible effort, digs into her own enormous slice. She’s the elfin one of the family, a younger version of our other grandmother in almost every respect. It is, therefore, a little ironic that I’m the one named after Dad’s mother. Granny Mertens is eighty-eight, slight and elegant, and despite having become a little more frail over the last year or so, she’s as independent and opinionated as Granny Dunphy. With a bit of luck, they’ve both passed on the longevity genes.


Despite their very different backgrounds (Granny Dunphy worked on the family farm outside Dublin, while Granny Mertens’ family settled in Ireland after Belgium was invaded in 1940), they’re both strong, determined women and I love them fiercely. Granny Mertens is more into the finer things of life than Granny Dunphy, loving make-up, fashion and any excuse to dress up. She lives alone in the small family home in Marino that she moved into when she married my grandfather, while Granny Dunphy still lives on the farm with my uncle Sean and his wife. After Grandpa Mertens died, Mum asked Granny if she’d like to move in with her and Dad, but she wanted to stay put and so far is managing very well on her own.


‘Good?’ Mum looks at me enquiringly now as I take a larger forkful of cake than I intended.


‘Delicious.’


‘So what brings you here?’ asks Nichola.


I hold out my arm and the silver and emerald bracelet, hidden by my jacket until now, slides to my wrist and sparkles in the evening sun.


‘Oh my God, Delphie!’ Mum’s eyes widen. ‘Are those real emeralds?’


I nod.


‘Who gave it to you?’ asks Vivi, whose eyes are equally wide. ‘Are you seeing someone new? If he’s giving you presents like that, he’s a keeper for sure!’


‘It’s not mine.’ I explain about Bianca’s birthday and the auction. ‘I’m wearing it for safe keeping,’ I add. ‘So that if my bag is nicked, at least I still have the bracelet.’


‘Won’t your boss mind?’ Mum sounds slightly disapproving, but it’s not me wearing the bracelet she’s disapproving of. It’s Conrad. She blames him for the fact that my perennial excuse for not going to things is that I’m working.


I tell her he’ll be fine with it and then relate the history of Lady Annabel and the Beatle.


‘Can I try it on?’ asks Nichola.


I take it off my wrist and she slides it onto hers.


‘Are you holding out for someone like Conrad?’ Her glance flickers from the bracelet to me and back again. ‘I can see why. I love Mike with all my heart, but I’d certainly be tempted by someone who could buy me emerald bracelets for my birthday.’


‘Love isn’t about material things,’ says Mum.


‘I know,’ says Nichola. ‘But isn’t it beautiful, Josie?’


‘Yes.’ Mum sounds grudging. ‘Though when I married Julien, we didn’t have a spare penny to rub together, and we’re still together after all these years, so I don’t think it’s money that makes a good marriage. Especially,’ she adds, ‘as Conrad Morgan isn’t even married to the woman he’s bought it for.’


I’m not going to agree with her, even though my sympathies in general lie with Martha, who has become a friend over the years, rather than Bianca, who I’ve only ever dealt with professionally. I was horrified when I discovered she and Conrad were seeing each other. I still feel uneasy when he mentions her name. But I didn’t say no to buying the bracelet for her.


‘Anyhow . . .’ I finish the cake and my coffee. ‘I should be heading off. I’ve an early flight tomorrow.’


Mum gives me a concerned look. She doesn’t like me flying.


‘Have you given Tory the name of your plus-one?’ The look Vivi gives me is wicked, not concerned, and I wonder if everyone knows that Tory is waiting on me to come up with a name. The bush telegraph works very quickly in our family, but even so, why should the name matter to anyone other than my brother and his fiancée?


‘André called me a dozen times today,’ I say, not caring that I’m exaggerating. ‘I told him I’d let her know by the end of the week.’


‘It’s not fair to—’


‘D’you have someone in mind?’


Mum and Nichola speak at the same time.


‘I have a couple of possibilities,’ I lie. ‘The date’s a bit problematic, that’s all. And not everyone wants to come to a three-day bash.’


‘If it’s one of your casual acquaintances, you’re going to need to book an extra room,’ says Mum. ‘You’d want to get on that straight away. There mightn’t even be one available.’


‘I think we’re all agreed it’ll be a casual acquaintance,’ I say. ‘And I’ll probably suggest that whoever it is only comes for the Saturday.’


‘Oh, you can’t do that,’ protests Mum. ‘Tory has stuff planned.’


‘Not everyone’s coming for the entire weekend,’ I point out. ‘Only family.’


‘And plus-ones,’ Nichola supplies. ‘Don’t worry, Delphie. You can bring a ninja plus-one who turns up for the church and afters and then disappears.’


I laugh and so does she.


She’s not the worst, really.


That’s Lindsey, Martin’s wife.


It’s after eight when I get home. I put Bianca’s bracelet into the safe in my wardrobe, change into a T-shirt and leggings and go for a short jog along the seafront. I don’t run quickly, but it clears my head. As I arrive back at my house, Lyra Casey, my next-door neighbour on the left, comes out of hers with her two basset hounds. We exchange hellos and then she heads off in the direction I’ve just come from, the dogs walking very properly on the leash ahead of her. Lyra’s around the same age as Mum and recently retired from her job as a court reporter. We occasionally go out for a drink together, and she gives me details of past criminal trials that make my blood run cold.


The house on the other side of me is much bigger than mine, and is home to Peter, Katie and their two boys. The boys are six and eight, and from April until the end of the summer I spend every evening throwing their errant footballs back over the dividing wall between our properties. Whenever I see her, which isn’t often because, being a working mum, she’s always in a rush, Katie apologises profusely about the footballs and I tell her not to worry; as long as Liam and Cathal don’t send one through my window, it’s fine.


After a shower to freshen up, I pour myself a large glass of water, add a slice of lemon and throw back today’s footballs before checking out the half-finished jigsaw on the trestle table near the window. Jigsaws became a thing for me during the virus lockdown months, and I’ve kept doing them because they’re a disconnection from technology and the general amount of rushing around I seem to do. This one is of a Caribbean sunset, a palette of pinks and golds, blues and greens. I slot enough pieces into place to finish the top corner, then move to the window seat that looks over my back garden. I was very lucky to get this place, as it was totally renovated before I bought it, which means that although it’s compact, the space has been cleverly used. Originally a single-storey home with tiny rooms, the previous owners knocked down the wall between the kitchen and dining room, which flooded the area with light. It’s made even brighter by the folding glass doors stretching the entire width of the house at the back. They also used the attic space to add a mezzanine floor with an additional bedroom and bathroom.


I knew I wanted it the moment I stepped inside. Although everything is painted in neutral shades, there’s a real warmth about it that’s exactly what I need when I close the door behind me. In the summer I can open the back doors and take advantage of the south-facing garden. In the winter I close the plum-coloured drapes and feel cocooned from the outside word.


I wouldn’t have managed to buy it without Conrad. House prices in Dublin are ridiculously high and the bank’s criteria for mortgage lending were crucifyingly tight. Even though I’d saved up a deposit and could afford the repayments, as a single person buying on her own they still wouldn’t lend me as much as I needed. Conrad stepped in with a company loan to make up the difference. It’s part of the reason I’ll never say a bad word about him.


I had a big house-warming when I moved in. It was a beautiful evening, and with the patio doors opened to their fullest extent, people moved from house to garden and back again, telling me that my new home was very ‘single professional woman’.


‘You won’t want to have kids here,’ Lindsey said as she looked around. ‘It’s too gorgeous, and besides, there isn’t room.’


‘I’m guessing that a hundred years ago entire families were raised in places like this,’ I remarked. ‘So I’m sure I could manage a child if I wanted.’


‘And do you?’ She looked at me intently. ‘Is there someone in your life at last? Are you becoming broody now that you’re a homeowner?’


‘Are you mad?’ I laughed. ‘You’re absolutely right, Lindsey. There isn’t a hope in hell of me having a baby to mess up my fabulous new house.’


I could see her mentally noting how shallow I am, but I didn’t care. It’s not that I wouldn’t love a child if I had one; it’s simply that I don’t want one. Not yet. Maybe not ever. Married or not.


No weddings. No pink sparkles. No children.


‘You try so hard not to care about what’s important in life,’ Lindsey told me. ‘But one day you’ll realise there’s more to it than clipping around an office with a briefcase.’


That’s why I don’t get on with her. I like clipping around the office, though I’ve never had a briefcase. I don’t judge her for wanting something different. I just wish she didn’t always judge me.


I check the weather for my day trip to Mallorca in the morning. The forecast is for clear skies and a balmy twenty-two degrees.


Despite what Lindsey might think, I’m living my best life.




Chapter 3


It doesn’t feel quite so much like my best life when I have to get out of bed at 4.30. I’m not good at getting up in the dark, which means I’m bleary-eyed until I’ve had my shower followed by a shot of coffee. Then I get dressed in a lightweight pastel blue suit and a pair of low-heeled sandals. There’s no need to be a total glamazon today.


The taxi turns up on time, and at that hour of the morning it takes less than twenty minutes to get me to the airport. I have another coffee along with a croissant in the Butlers café before heading to the gate and getting on the plane.


I’m inappropriately dressed, as most of my fellow passengers are off on their holidays, and despite the fact that it was only eight degrees in Dublin this morning, they’re wearing shorts and sleeveless tops. I’ve somehow managed to end up sitting beside a young couple who are on either their honeymoon or their first ever holiday together, as they spend the entire flight wrapped around each other, only surfacing when there’s a brief interlude of turbulence and the cabin crew tell them to fasten their seat belts.


I don’t think I’ve ever been so consumed with passion that I literally couldn’t keep my hands off the person I’m with. At least not in public. Does that mean there’s something wrong with me? Am I unable to give my heart and soul completely? Is it that my family are right and I’m far too picky? Or could it be that I simply haven’t found the right man?


I run through my list of ex-boyfriends. Fran. Aaron. Ed. Jamie. Barney. Paul. Whenever I start a relationship with a man, I wonder if this is it. If he’s the one who’s going to turn me into the kind of woman who binge-watches rom coms and starts dreaming of the day she walks down the aisle. Or, more realistically, if he’s the one that I realise I can’t live without. It hasn’t happened yet. There’s no doubt that I was in love with all of my boyfriends when we were dating. But madly, crazily, stupidly in love? Devastated by the end of the relationship? That’s different. The closest I came was with Ed. And he was the only one who dumped me. Every other time I ended it.


I cried after Ed.


But not for long.


I open my iPad and try to ignore the steaminess of what’s going on beside me, but it’s hard to concentrate on a cost–benefit analysis of Conrad’s latest project when the couple should be getting a room, so it takes me a lot longer than I anticipated to read everything through.


They’re still wrapped around each other when we touch down at Palma, nearly three hours after boarding the plane. I take my bag from under the seat in front of me, and while we’re waiting to disembark, I remove Bianca’s bracelet from my wrist, put it into the box it came in and place it in the zipped compartment of my handbag. Given that Conrad has sent a driver to collect me, I think it’s safe to say I’m not going to lose it now.


I inhale the warmth of the island and feel the heat of the sun as I walk down the aircraft steps and into the terminal building. I’ve never actually holidayed in Mallorca, but I’ve overnighted at Palmyra a few times while Conrad and Martha were there.


The driver is waiting in the arrivals hall, holding up a card with my name written on it in black marker. I walk up to him and follow him to the car park, where I get into the comfortable BMW.


The traffic is heavy on the motorway that circles Palma, and the driver mutters beneath his breath as he adjusts the air conditioning. I lean back in my seat and don’t let it bother me. I’m more of an occasional driver than someone who likes to be behind the wheel, and I definitely prefer being driven in heavy traffic, particularly when it’s on the wrong side of the road.


The pace picks up a bit once we’ve left the city traffic behind, and suddenly we’re on a clear stretch of road with stunning views to the aquamarine sea below. I take a short video to add to my Instagram story. My account, ForwardsInHighHeels, is followed by quite a few businesspeople, who always enjoy photos of my trips. I often post a photo of my shoes with the name of the city I’m in. It’s the only social media I get involved in, apart from having a LinkedIn profile. I’m not great at sharing.


I post the video, then settle back for the final part of the journey. Conrad’s house is set up in the hills behind Port d’Andratx to take advantage of the same views as I’m seeing now. It usually takes about forty-five minutes to get there, but today we do it in less than forty. The driver pulls up outside an iron gate set into the yellow brick wall that forms the boundary of the house, and presses the intercom. The gates slide open and he drives the short distance to the house itself. Realistically, I could’ve got out at the gates and walked, but the driver isn’t having it.


Palmyra isn’t a typical Spanish house. There’s no whitewash or bougainvillea, no terracotta tiles or grilles on the windows. It’s starkly modern, built in the early 2000s by a Spanish pop star, but sold when the same pop star was done for tax evasion and had to pay a massive fine. Conrad heard about it, came to see it, and bought it within a week.


I love modern architecture but can’t help thinking there’s a touch of an office building about the place. It’s basically two large white cubes one on top of the other, all angles and no curves. Outside, where I’m waiting for someone to open the double doors and let me in, the front garden is granite tiles and stones. To my left, a futuristic fountain shoots water into the air, while on my right are modern urns filled with cactus plants. It’s not restful. But it’s definitely striking.


It’s Conrad himself who opens the door.


‘Delphie.’ He smiles at me, his eyes almost navy blue in his angular face. ‘Come in. Come in.’


I step over the threshold.


Most of the ground floor is open-plan and – like my own house – flooded with light, although this is the sharper, brighter light of the Mediterranean. The internal space is broken up by tall plants and verdigris screens, while green marble floor tiles have a cooling effect. When Martha lived here, they were covered by a variety of brightly coloured rugs, but those have gone, along with the portrait of her and the children that used to dominate one of the walls. Now it feels as much like an office inside as it looks outside.


‘Let’s go to the den,’ says Conrad.


I follow him into a room with spectacular views over the sea. Whenever I come here, I wonder how on earth Conrad leaves this place for Dublin, where his office view is of glass and steel buildings. If I had a view like this, I’d never leave, which is why, I suppose, I’m the executive assistant while he’s the CEO. For all my ambition, I’m never going to be in a position to own a place like Palmyra.


‘The bracelet?’ asks Conrad as he sits behind his big glass desk.


I take the slim red jewellery box out of my bag and hand it to him.


‘Nice,’ he says. ‘A little slimmer than I expected.’


I nod. ‘But it sits beautifully on your arm.’


‘You tried it?’ He looks amused.


‘How could I not? Besides, it was safer to carry it that way until I got here.’


He turns it over in his hands. ‘The emeralds are a bit smaller than I expected, too.’


Is he having second thoughts? Surely not. I imagine for a moment what it would be like to spend a hundred thousand pounds on a piece of jewellery and have second thoughts about it. I feel a hollow in the pit of my stomach.


‘But it’s beautiful,’ he acknowledges. ‘Bianca will love it. Well done at the auction.’


‘I’m pleased it worked out,’ I say. ‘Denton did the bidding. But you know what auctions are like – anything can happen.’


‘Somehow, though, nothing ever seems to happen when you’re involved, Delphie. Everything goes exactly to plan.’


‘Is that a good thing or a bad thing?’ I ask.


He laughs. ‘Good, obviously.’


‘Glad to hear that.’ I take out a folder and hand him some paperwork. ‘Here’s the amended Caldwell documentation. It’s a final draft, so if you can go through it, I can have everything ready for signing when you’re back.’


Caldwell is another project he’s involved in. It’s a bit sensitive, as it involves buying a portfolio of distressed mortgages – a legacy of the financial crash over a decade ago. But Conrad has plans that don’t involve repossessing the properties. He’s not a cold-hearted man. He is, however, fanatical about getting what he wants at the right price.


‘It’s tricky, but I think it’ll work out,’ he says as he skims through the documents. ‘It’ll probably be a few weeks before we sign off on it, and I’ll have some additional numbers for you to run first. Also, I wanted to talk through a few other bits and pieces with you, but I’m waiting on a couple of calls, so if there isn’t anything else, we could take a break before we finish up the business side of things.’


‘Only this.’ I take my iPad from my bag, open a file and push it towards him. ‘I was working on it on the flight over. I thought it was ready to go, but you might want to check out the projections on page three. I’m not sure Justin’s using the right benchmark, but I haven’t had time to clarify it. Obviously a different benchmark would skew the end valuation.’


Conrad frowns as he looks at the file. ‘Can you forward it to me?’


‘Of course.’


‘I wasn’t expecting you to have even looked at it yet,’ he says as he sends the forwarded file to his printer.


‘I wanted to get as much off my plate as I could before my brother’s wedding,’ I admit.


‘Surely that’s not for ages?’


‘They’re doing the place cards as we speak.’


‘You don’t sound terribly enthusiastic.’


‘I thought it was weeks away,’ I confess. ‘Now it’s almost on top of me and I need to buy myself an appropriate dress and find myself a plus-one.’


‘Which is the more important?’ he asks.


‘Hard to say.’


‘I’m sure you’ll manage.’


‘I’ll be taking a half-day on the Friday beforehand,’ I say. ‘I’ve got to get myself to some godforsaken castle in the country for an evening of family entertainment.’


He laughs. ‘You sound so glum. But it’ll be fun, I’m sure.’


‘Oh, it’ll fine when I’m there. I’m not really a social person, that’s all.’


‘Rubbish,’ says Conrad. ‘You’re brilliant at all the Cosecha events.’


‘That’s different,’ I reply. ‘When I’m corporate Delphie, I know exactly who I am. When I’m with my family . . . well, let’s say I regress somewhat.’


‘I can’t honestly say I’m looking forward to Bianca’s party myself,’ he admits. ‘Everyone who’s even remotely related to her is coming, and I’m not sure I can hack it.’


‘You hack all the Cosecha events.’ I turn his words back on him and we laugh together. Although he’s a financial genius who’s built up an amazing business, and I’m more of a practical person than an innovator, we understand each other. That’s why we work so well together.


When I saw her at Mum’s the other day, Nichola asked if I was holding out for someone like Conrad, but there’s never been a hint of anything more than a brilliant working relationship between us. It would be nice to meet a man who was as supportive of my career as he is, and as encouraging, but Conrad has his flaws too. Sometimes he believes his own publicity. Sometimes he thinks he can have it all. That’s when I have to bring him back to earth. It’s an empowering position to be in.


‘Anyhow, I’m assuming you’re here for the day and getting the evening flight,’ he says. ‘Did you bring your swimming things?’


I did, but I didn’t like to presume I’d be able to lie out by the pool as I used to in the days when Martha lived here. Back then, I’d finish whatever business I had with Conrad and then hang out with his wife. Martha took a great interest in Cosecha’s charitable funding and was the public face of the community grants initiative I set up as part of it. Sometimes we stayed by the pool, but we often headed off to the beach and had lunch together afterwards, leaving Conrad to keep an eye on the children. Killian and Connie are nineteen and fifteen now. I haven’t seen them since their parents split up.


‘Bianca’s out by the pool,’ says Conrad when I nod. ‘You could join her for a while and we can do the rest of the business stuff after I’ve finished with my calls.’


It’s a command rather than a suggestion, so I leave him to his own devices and walk through the house to the pool.


It’s an amazing pool, overhanging the cliff on which the house is perched. It’s partially shaded by tall palm trees as well as the pergola at one end, which is where Bianca is sitting reading a magazine.


‘Hi,’ I say. ‘How are things?’


I’ve met Bianca fewer than a dozen times since Conrad left Martha for her, although I saw quite a bit of her when she was doing image consulting for him. The thing is, although I’m much closer in age to her, I feel emotionally closer to Martha, who’s nine years older than me. I can’t help feeling Martha hasn’t been given the respect and the reward she deserves in the current situation. I know she’ll be financially OK, despite the fact that Conrad has hired a solicitor who has a fierce reputation, but she was a real asset to the firm too. She accompanied him to events and entertained in their home, always being charming to clients and potential clients alike. And, of course, she raised their two children while he was travelling the world. Conrad was not (and never has been) a hands-on dad. Like I said, he has his faults.


And one of them was falling for his twenty-nine-year-old image consultant. Who, let’s face it, is a total babe.


She puts down the magazine she’s been reading and pushes her enormous sunglasses onto her head.


‘Delphie,’ she says. ‘Conrad told me you were coming.’


‘And now that I’m here, I hate that I have to go back later.’


She smiles at me. ‘It’s lovely, isn’t it?’


‘Amazing.’ I perch on the sunbed beside her.


‘Are you going to stay for a while?’


‘My flight isn’t till this evening,’ I say. ‘Conrad’s making a few calls, so he suggested I chill out here for a while.’


Bianca picks up her phone and checks the time. ‘I was thinking of having some lunch. As you’re here, we could go to Tim’s together.’


Tim’s is a restaurant overlooking the bay. I used to go there a lot with Martha. Although I’m yearning for a swim, I say that lunch would be lovely, and Bianca asks me to wait for her while she changes into something more suitable. While I wait, I think how her desire to have lunch with me is a command rather than a request too. The fact that the tables have been turned and the power between us has shifted isn’t lost on me.


I gaze out past the pool to the vibrant blue of the sea and wonder what Martha is doing now. I haven’t spoken to her much since she and Conrad split up – it’s awkward because I know bits and pieces about the settlement they’re negotiating and I don’t want to be caught in the middle. But I miss her. She was smart and witty and fun to be with. Until Connie was born, she worked as an interior designer. It was during the boom times in Ireland, so she was always busy. She often said that Connie came along at the right time, because the crash happened around then and she was too caught up in her new baby to care that the bottom had fallen out of the housing market and, as a consequence, the interior design business. It was a stressful time for Conrad too, although obviously I wasn’t working for him then. I’d just graduated with my law degree and was hawking my résumé around town.


Times change, I remind myself, as a cluster of floral seeds from the nearby palm tree lands on the surface of the pool. Nothing stays the same. And that’s a good thing. Because otherwise there’d never be opportunities to do something new, even if there’s currently nothing new I want to do.


Nevertheless, I can’t help feeling sorry about bringing Bianca Benton into Conrad’s life. I wasn’t aware of any cracks in his relationship with Martha at the time, but there must have been. On one of the rare occasions I met her afterwards, my divided loyalties made our normally easy-going conversation difficult. She told me that Conrad had succumbed to the classic mid-life crisis of an older man wanting someone younger and more beautiful than his wife to make him feel good about himself. I couldn’t really defend him yet didn’t want to agree. Given that he already had so much to feel good about, it seemed sad to me that he’d become such a cliché. Nevertheless, Martha was probably right, although she never gave Bianca credit for being smart as well as beautiful and younger. After all, Bianca continues to run her own business, though I suppose the necessity to make a living out of it has diminished.


I turn around as I hear her walk up the steps that lead to the pool. She’s changed into a loose white dress that shows off her tan. Her golden hair is tied back and she’s wearing a floppy sunhat to protect her face. She looks young and hip and kind of boho. I feel a thousand years older than her in my blue suit and sandals.


‘Let’s go,’ she says, and leads me through the house again.


It’s a five-minute drive to the restaurant, and she takes us there in a brand-new BMW convertible.


‘It’s a hard life,’ she says with a smile after we’ve bagged a table at the water’s edge and a waiter has brought us a bottle of water.


‘Sure is.’


‘Thank you.’ I think she’s talking to the waiter, but I realise she’s looking at me.


‘For what?’


She grins. ‘Introducing me to him.’


‘It wasn’t meant to be that kind of introduction.’


This time she laughs. ‘I know.’


‘I liked Martha,’ I confess.


‘Why wouldn’t you?’ she asks. ‘I’m sure she’s a very nice woman. She wasn’t making Conrad happy, that’s all.’


‘She thought she was.’


Bianca shakes her head. ‘Not for some time.’


Is that true? I wonder. Or is it something Conrad says to her? Either way, it’s not for me to get involved.


‘You’re very discreet,’ she says when I stay silent.


‘Things change.’ I echo my thoughts of earlier.


‘Exactly.’ She grins again and lifts her glass. ‘To happy changes.’


‘Happy changes,’ I say, and begin to study the menu.


When we get back to the house, Conrad is doing lengths of the pool. I’ve never actually seen him in his swimming shorts before, and as he gets out of the water, I wonder if Bianca has had him working on his body too, because he looks very fit.


‘Nice lunch?’ he asks.


‘Lovely,’ replies Bianca. ‘Delphie is such good company.’


Actually the lunch was more enjoyable than I’d expected. The food was great, and Bianca – well, she’s amusing to be with. She doesn’t take herself too seriously and she seems to be crazy about Conrad. She’s also crazy about the money – she admitted to me that she can’t entirely get her head around the fact that she can pretty much buy whatever the hell she likes whenever the hell she likes. When I said I couldn’t quite imagine that myself, she said that it was amazingly easy to get used to.


‘My grandma used to tell me that I should marry well,’ she said. ‘Naturally I’d tell her that she was old-fashioned and that women married for love, not money, but . . .’ And when she saw the expression on my face, she winked and said that it was love, not money, but that perhaps she wouldn’t have moved in with Conrad if he hadn’t been so wonderfully wealthy. ‘Though even then I didn’t realise exactly how much money he had,’ she admitted. ‘It’s obscene, Delphie.’


‘You should ask him to give Martha a decent settlement,’ I said. ‘She helped him make the company what it is now with all her work behind the scenes. He doesn’t need to bicker over money.’


‘I didn’t realise you were so deep in Martha’s camp.’ Bianca gave me a suddenly frosty look.


‘I’m not in anyone’s camp,’ I told her. ‘But Conrad couldn’t have succeeded without her help, and the divorce is taking up a disproportionate amount of his time. He doesn’t need to score points off Martha. He’d be better off looking towards the future.’


She shrugged at that, and thinking that perhaps I should’ve kept my mouth shut, I didn’t say anything more. But I’m right about the divorce. Unfortunately it’s the one thing I don’t feel able to talk to my boss about. I’m happy to give him my opinion on business matters. I stay out of his personal life.


‘Give me half an hour to organise myself,’ he says to me now. ‘And then we can go through the other business. I’d planned to be back at the office on Tuesday, but there’s an unexpected meeting in Singapore that I have to physically attend, so I want to get as much done as I can before that.’


‘Will you need me to go with you?’ It’s a few years since I was last in Singapore with him. I practically maxed out my credit cards on Orchard Road back then and I like the idea of giving them another workout.


He shakes his head. ‘Not this trip. But there’s some prep work to be done, as well as booking my tickets. I’ll give you all the details.’


‘OK.’


Bianca says she’s going to change into her bikini and tells me I should do the same. I smile at the thought of sitting opposite Conrad wearing a bikini (which I don’t have; I prefer the full cover of a swimsuit) but tell her I’ll definitely have a swim afterwards.


The talk with Conrad takes nearly two hours. He’s in full business mode now, and as well as the Singapore trip, he wants to discuss various investments, potential clients and, finally, office politics. Conrad both loves and hates office politics and always wants to know what’s going on.


‘Any problems?’ he asks.


I shake my head. ‘Justin’s throwing his weight around, but otherwise all is well. Numbers were good for last week – I sent them to you, didn’t I?’


‘Yes, you did. And it’s not as though Justin doesn’t have quite a bit of weight to throw around.’ Conrad focuses on the politics rather than the profits. ‘He’s a good man and a great deputy, but he can be a total arse sometimes.’


It’s mainly me Justin throws his weight around at and is a total arse towards. He doesn’t like me. He thinks I’m too close to Conrad. That I know stuff I shouldn’t know. I probably know more about the company than him, but that’s all. I don’t say anything in reply to Conrad. He’s right about Justin, who is actually a very good deputy despite being an arse.


I decide to throw a little more office politics into the mix. ‘Kyle Dunne is trying to poach Ernest’s clients,’ I say. ‘Chris Marshall and Didier Lamont are arguing about the Hoffman trust fund for no good reason that I can see. And Emily Hunt and Mark Gaskill have gone public with their relationship – though I realise that’s not politics, just gossip.’


‘Tell Didier I want a review of the fund,’ says Conrad. ‘Let’s see if there’s anything they should be arguing about.’ He leans back in the chair. ‘I like Emily. And Mark. She’s way out of his league, though.’


Emily is one of our investment managers. She’s sharp as a tack. Mark is in client relations. They got it together at the Christmas party last year, but they’ve been keeping it under wraps – a rather futile gesture, as everybody knows they left together and have been accidentally bumping into each other at the water cooler ever since.


‘Oh, I dunno. They seem happy.’


‘He’ll hold her back,’ says Conrad. ‘Men do, you know.’


‘Do what?’


‘Hold women back when they’re working together. You feel bad if you’re getting more recognition. The men feel bad too. But you feel bad for them, whereas they feel bad for themselves.’


I think about this for a moment and conclude that Conrad is right. He’s very woke for someone who’s dumped his wife for a younger model.


‘Anyway,’ he continues, ‘I had something else I wanted to put to you, Delphine.’


He hardly ever calls me Delphine. It’s always Delphie. So now I’m anxious. My heart beats faster and my mouth is dry. I eye the bottle of water on the desk in front of me, but I don’t make a move for it.


‘It’s about your place in the firm,’ he says, and I feel the same lurch in my stomach as I did when the plane hit the turbulence earlier. I’ve done good work for Conrad over the years, but his words are making me anxious. I think suddenly of Bianca, and I wonder if this is anything to do with her. Perhaps she doesn’t like me being so close to her boyfriend. But that can’t be it, surely. She’s younger and prettier than me and has no qualms about wearing bikinis.


‘You look concerned,’ Conrad says.


‘I didn’t think there was anything about my place in the firm we needed to talk about,’ I tell him.


‘But there is. And our conversations today have only confirmed it for me.’ Conrad sits back in his chair and looks at me speculatively.


‘What?’ I ask.


He sits up straight again. ‘I’ve made a decision, Delphie. I want you to join the board as a director.’


‘What!’ I look at him in astonishment. ‘You do? Why?’


‘Delphie, I’m only going to say this once, but in my entire career, no man has ever asked why he’s being asked to join the board. He assumes it’s because he’s done great work and that his expertise will be invaluable.’


‘Yes, but—’


‘And so, Ms Delphine Mertens, I’m asking you to join our board because you’ve done great work and your expertise will be invaluable. Not forgetting the many ways in which you saved me from myself over the last year, and your timely observations on some of our investment opportunities. More people are applying for our community funding programme than ever before. The story in the Irish Times last March was excellent for the Cosecha brand. There’s definitely room for expansion there, and you’re the one to lead it.’
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