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Chapter 1

Alix Callaghan stood up and snagged her tights on the corner of her desk.

‘Shit!’ She examined the run which was progressing down the side of her leg. ‘I just took these out of the packet this morning! Why does this always happen when I’m about to go to a meeting?’

‘It’s one of those laws of nature things,’ Jenny Smith told her. ‘Whenever a woman has something important to do, her tights let her down.’

Alix grinned and opened the desk drawer. ‘And the other law is, be prepared,’ she told Jenny as she rummaged through the drawer and fished out another pair. ‘Especially if you work in Europa Bank and you know that the managing director calls meetings at every available opportunity. If he’s looking for me, tell him I’ll see him downstairs in five minutes.’ She picked up her bag and the tights and opened the door of the dealing room. ‘He probably will ring. You know how much he enjoys cracking the whip. Oops!’ She nearly collided with Dave Bryant, the senior dealer, as he walked in carrying a brown paper bag with his lunch for the day - two filled baguettes, a slice of banoffi cake and a tin of Diet Coke.

‘I’m off to the management meeting,’ she told him. ‘There’s  no change in our positions. We’re holding some dollars but not much and I think we should stay that way. I don’t think I’ll be too long, I can’t imagine that our glorious leader has anything new to tell us.’

‘OK,’ said Dave. ‘Are Marks and Spencer up for discussion?’

Alix stared at him. ‘What are you talking about?’

‘Why are you bringing tights along to the management meeting?’

She looked at the packet in her hand. ‘These are my emergency pair,’ she told him sternly. ‘And they are not Marks and Spencer. They’re a ridiculously expensive pair of Donna Karan which I bought in the duty free last time I came back from Paris.’

Dave laughed. ‘I obviously don’t know as much as I thought about women’s lingerie.’

‘Just as well,’ said Alix. ‘Otherwise I’d be worried about you.’

‘Oh, I’m good on stockings,’ Dave told her. ‘I’m an expert on stockings - it’s tights I can’t stand. I’m against them on principle.’

‘Stockings have their place,’ Alix agreed. ‘But not during office hours. Not for me, anyway.’ She grinned at him. ‘See you later.’

She was the last to arrive in the boardroom. She apologised for delaying them and sat down in her usual seat opposite Des Coyle, the managing director of Europa Bank Dublin.

‘I thought we’d discuss profitability,’ said Des. ‘I know that Pat has a few things he’d like to bring up.’

Pat Enright, the bank’s chief accountant, began his presentation. Alix half listened to him. Although she was obviously concerned about the bank’s overall profitability, her priority  was the profitability of the dealing room. She’d been Europa’s head of treasury in Dublin for the past few years, and each year, she had exceeded her targets. She had a reputation for spotting trouble, for finding new ways of making money and for concluding deals that no one else managed to complete. While Pat talked about the profitability of the credit department (down because of a problem with a syndicated loan), Alix was planning a strategy for a customer to borrow yen and switch the proceeds into euros.

‘And the dealing room?’ Des broke into her thoughts. ‘Another good month last month, Alix.’

‘Yes,’ she said. ‘We did a couple of nice trades for Inico and Constant Images. We stayed long of US dollars and US bonds, both of which have performed well for us.’

‘Excellent.’ Des smiled at her. ‘Keep up the good work.’ She nodded. Nobody ever made comments about the dealing room and what the team of four traders did. Nobody understood enough about it and, anyway, every one of the five men around the table was slightly in awe of Alix Callaghan and didn’t want to ask her a question that might appear stupid. Alix had a habit of exposing someone’s lack of knowledge - something that nobody at Europa Bank could afford to have happen to them. Least of all at a management meeting.

When the meeting was finally over, Alix ran back upstairs to the dealing room. Dave hurriedly closed the sports page of the  Irish Times as she opened the door.

‘How’s it going?’ she asked.

‘Boring,’ said Dave. ‘We bought a few more dollars but the rate hasn’t changed. It’s a dull, dull day.’

‘Never say that!’ She slid into her seat. ‘It’s tempting fate. And we’ve had a good week this week so let’s not mess things  up.’ She looked around. ‘Where’s Gavin?’ Gavin Donnelly was the newest and youngest member of the dealing team.

‘He’s at lunch with Alfonso in Banco Andalucia,’ Jenny told her. ‘You know how much he loves lunching with the opposition.’

Alix laughed. ‘He keeps trying to find out who’s earning more than him. He’s obsessed with status.’

‘I know,’ said Jenny. ‘Who are you telling?’

‘Oh, don’t worry about him,’ said Dave. ‘It’s just youth and exuberance.’

‘I’ll give him youth and exuberance,’ said Alix. ‘He knows perfectly well he should be back by now.’

Gavin arrived back from lunch at four o’clock. Alix looked pointedly at her watch when he walked in the door.

‘I know it’s Friday,’ she said. ‘And I know that it hasn’t been a particularly busy day. But you know that you’re meant to be back here by two thirty, Gavin. Where the hell were you?’ She didn’t really need to ask. It was obvious that Gavin and Alfonso had decided to go for a liquid lunch. Gavin’s eyes were bleary.

‘I was with Alfonso Moya. We were talking,’ he said defensively. ‘It’s good to know what our opposition are doing. They gave the five-year sterling swap this week.’

‘That’s fascinating information,’ said Alix dryly. ‘In how much?’

Gavin burped gently. ‘I didn’t ask. It’s not the sort of question you ask, Alix. You should know that.’

‘You’re so right,’ she said sweetly. ‘So they’re making money in five-year sterling, are they?’

‘Yes,’ said Gavin.

‘The same position that you lost six thousand on last week?’

Gavin stared at her. Jenny busied herself with the phones and Dave immersed himself in the paper again.

‘Gavin, it’s time for you to grow up,’ said Alix. ‘Don’t believe everything that everyone tells you. Don’t ever spend four hours at lunch without my permission again and do your trousers up properly. They’re a dead giveaway on the alcoholic lunch.’ She got up and walked out of the room.

Dave and Jenny tried to smother their grins.

‘She’s a bitch!’ Gavin tugged at his flies. ‘She thinks she’s so fucking high and mighty. Well, she’s not! There are plenty of people out there better than she is. I suppose she thinks she’s smart and witty! Well, one day I’ll pay her back.’

‘You were rather late,’ said Jenny mildly.

‘Oh, I might have known you’d stick up for her,’ said Gavin. ‘Well, you won’t get very far, Jenny Smith. She won’t do another woman any favours, you know. She likes to be in control. But one day she won’t be and I’ll be right there laughing at her!’

Alix went downstairs to Dermot Cullen’s office. She couldn’t have stayed in the dealing room because she would have laughed out loud at the injured look on Gavin’s face when she told him to do up his trousers. Gavin Donnelly had lots of potential, Alix thought, but he had to channel it properly. And four-hour lunches in the pub were not the best way.

She knocked on Dermot’s door and walked in. He was the  head of settlements and a settlement problem earlier in the week had cost them money.

She sat down opposite him. ‘Was it a simple mistake or is there something wrong with our system?’ she asked.

‘It was a mistake,’ said Dermot. There was no point in bullshitting her. ‘Noleen should have caught it. She’s very apologetic.’

‘It was an expensive mistake. Someone should have spotted it.’ Her eyes glittered green.

Not a good sign, thought Dermot. It was common knowledge in the bank that Alix’s eyes appeared grey when she was relaxed but green when she was angry or excited. He didn’t want her to get really angry. Dealers were notoriously temperamental. And, thought Dermot, women dealers were worse than men.

‘It’ll be sorted,’ he told her. ‘It shouldn’t happen again.’

‘I hope not,’ said Alix. ‘It’s hard enough making money without someone else pissing it away.’

‘I appreciate that,’ said Dermot. ‘But you have to acknowledge the fact that Noleen is still relatively new at the job and things were very pressurised last week.’

Alix grimaced then smiled. ‘You’re right,’ she said. ‘But you know how it is, Dermot, we’re all under pressure.’

‘Who are you telling?’ Dermot sighed. ‘I need more staff. But the budget doesn’t allow it.’

‘I know.’ Alix got up and walked to the door. ‘How are things otherwise?’

‘Oh, fine.’

‘Good.’ She smiled at him and her eyes were grey again. ‘I’d better get back upstairs.’

‘See you, Alix,’ said Dermot. He sighed with relief when  she’d gone. It annoyed him whenever she interfered in the settlements area but she was right. They should have spotted the mistake.

‘Any change?’ asked Alix as she walked back into the dealing room.

‘No.’ Jenny shook her head. ‘It’s quiet. Wyn rang to remind you about baby-sitting for her. It’s not for a while but she wanted to be sure it was in your diary. She said, “My sister forgets family duties if I don’t remind her.” ’ Jenny grinned as Alix made a face. ‘And your friend Sophia phoned. She wanted to know if you were going to the forex seminar in London next month.’

‘I’ve better things to do,’ said Alix as she picked up the phone and hit the speed-dial button. ‘The last one I went to was such a waste of time! I could have given the course myself.’

‘This is Sophia Redmond,’ said a voice. ‘I’m not at my desk at the moment but if you’d like to leave your name and number I’ll call you back as soon as I can.’

‘Bloody voice-mail,’ muttered Alix. ‘Hi, Soph! It’s me, returning your call. I’m not going to the London seminar but I might just go over to do some shopping. Talk to you soon.’ She hung up and looked at her watch. ‘I think I’ll head off early,’ she told Jenny. ‘Give Paul a shock!’

‘You haven’t forgotten about Eimear’s drinks, have you?’ Dave looked at her in surprise.

‘Oh, God!’ Her hand flew to her mouth. ‘I had forgotten.

How could I? Especially since I’ve just been talking to Dermot Cullen.’

‘A much more exciting weekend in prospect?’ asked Dave wickedly.

‘I wish!’ Alix laughed.

‘So you’ll come to the pub?’

‘Of course I will. I can’t let our only decent settlements person leave without saying goodbye. If she’d been around on Tuesday there wouldn’t have been a problem on the dollar account.’

Alix dialled her home phone number but there was no answer. Paul was obviously out but why, she thought crossly, doesn’t he ever switch on the bloody answering machine? She tried his mobile, but that was switched off too. Oh well, tough, she muttered. Just because he couldn’t be bothered to stay in touch. She knew Paul, though. He’d be pissed off with her for being late home.

Eimear Flaherty, the girl who was leaving, was having her booze-up in O’Reilly’s bar. The dealing-room staff arrived together and Eimear ordered a round of drinks.

‘You look as though you’ve been here a while.’ Dave grinned at Eimear who blinked at him.

‘I can hardly stand up,’ she confessed.

‘A few drinks at lunchtime?’ asked Alix unsympathetically.

‘Afraid so.’ Eimear’s eyes were glazed. ‘But fun.’

‘You didn’t bump into Gavin Donnelly, did you?’

‘Gavin? No. Why?’

‘He also had a liquid lunch,’ Alix told her. ‘Staggered back into the dealing room at four with his flies undone!’

Eimear laughed. ‘Poor Gavin.’

‘What do you mean, poor Gavin?’ demanded Alix.

‘I bet you chewed him up and spat him out,’ said Eimear.

‘No I didn’t,’ said Alix. ‘I was very moderate.’

Eimear was still laughing when Jenny joined them.

‘So, Flaherty, what are you going to do with your life?’ asked Jenny.

‘I am going to devote myself to my children,’ replied Eimear.

‘Although they’ll never appreciate the sacrifice I’m making, giving up the glory that is working for Des Coyle and Europa Bank!’

The girls laughed.

‘I think you’re lucky,’ said Jenny. ‘It must be wonderful to chuck in your job.’

‘I’m not sure.’ Eimear took a mouthful from her bottle of Budweiser. ‘It’s such hard going rushing out and back and trying to be there at the right time and everything. And I know I’m wracked with guilt every time I kiss Tom goodbye at kindergarten. And even more wracked with guilt when I leave Cliona at the crèche. But I’m afraid my mind will go.’

‘Go where?’ asked Alix.

‘Just go. That all I’ll want to talk about is nappies and playschool and shit like that.’

‘I’m sure they’ll be the last things you want to talk about,’ said Jenny.

‘Maybe.’ Eimear looked worried. ‘But perhaps they’ll be the only things I can talk about.’

‘Oh, I don’t know.’ Alix laughed. ‘You can chat about FedWire and Euroclear and Cedel to all the other parents.’

Eimear grinned at her. ‘That’ll wow them at the PTA meetings, I’m sure. I need to be able to chat about Barney and Postman Pat, not the best way to send a million dollars to the States.’

‘You are so lucky, Eimear Flaherty.’ Linda Crossan, one of the bank’s accountants, waltzed over to them. ‘Not having to  get out of bed at the crack of dawn every morning. Not having to stay in the bank until all hours at night. I tell you, one day I’m going to chuck it in myself.’

‘You’ll have to have a nice doctor husband like Eimear has before you can afford it,’ said Jenny sternly.

‘I supported him through college,’ said Eimear. ‘It’s the least he can do now.’

Alix was starving. There had been delicately cut sandwiches at the lunchtime meeting but she hadn’t bothered to eat any. Now there was a guy standing in front of her with a tray of cocktail sausages and she speared three of them at once.

‘Ow!’ she cried. ‘They’re bloody hot.’

‘They’re meant to be.’ Dave Bryant took four. ‘I love them.’

‘I’ll have blisters on my tongue,’ complained Alix.

‘Might shut you up for a few minutes.’

‘Very bloody funny.’ Alix gulped some beer to cool her mouth.

‘Any better?’

‘A bit.’

‘We had a good week this week,’ said Dave.

‘Not bad.’ Alix blew on a sausage before biting into it. ‘It’s just as well. Pat was going on about overall profitability at lunchtime.’

‘Not good?’ asked Dave.

‘Could be better,’ said Alix.

‘At least we’re making money,’ Dave told her.

‘I know,’ said Alix. ‘That’s what we’re paid for.’

‘What are you paid for?’ asked Des Coyle, the managing director.

‘Making you money,’ replied Alix.

‘Absolutely,’ said Des. ‘And you do it so well!’

She grinned at him and he ruffled her hair. He had to reach up to do it because Alix, in her low shoes, was still taller than he was.

‘Cigarette?’ Jenny’s eyes were unfocused.

‘No thanks,’ said Alix automatically. ‘I’ve given them up.’

‘No, I meant d’you have a cigarette?’

‘I told you, I’ve given them up.’

‘Don’t give me that guff,’ said Jenny. ‘I’ve seen the packet in your desk drawer.’

‘They’re only for emergencies,’ said Alix. ‘And I really and truly don’t have them with me.’

Alix looked at her watch. Almost ten o’clock. She supposed she should leave. She’d tried to ring Paul at six to tell him that she’d be a bit late and to go ahead and have something to eat without her. But he still wasn’t in and he still had his mobile switched off. So she didn’t give a toss any more about Paul. Even though she knew he’d be annoyed at her for getting drunk. Paul didn’t drink, which was one of the things about him that both appealed to her and appalled her. It was great having someone who could drive everywhere and on whom she could depend. It was awful having someone who looked disapprovingly at her when she wobbled her way up the stairs.

‘Eimear!’ She waved at the settlements clerk. ‘I gotta go. Things to do, people to see, all that sort of stuff.’

‘OK, Alix. I’ll be in to see you all, I’m sure.’

‘Have a great life,’ said Alix. ‘Don’t miss us too much.’

‘I won’t.’

Alix walked unsteadily down the stairs. She’d drunk much more than she meant to and it was stupid because she actually  didn’t like getting drunk. She enjoyed having a few drinks, but usually stopped at three or four bottles of beer. She’d had a lot more than that tonight.

The night air made her feel dizzy. She waved at a taxi and got in. Lucky to find one free, she thought, as she closed her eyes. Although it was late the city was crowded with people. All the tourists in T-shirts and shorts because the weather was exceptionally mild made Alix feel overdressed in her coffee-coloured business suit and brown court shoes. In her last job the dealers had worn jeans and casual tops. But not T-shirts. She wished it was the same in Europa Bank.

The taxi edged its way through traffic that was almost as busy as during the day. It was blocked solid at St Stephen’s Green.

She leaned forward to the driver. ‘You can let me out here. I’ll walk the rest of the way.’

‘If you like,’ he said.

Baggot Street was quieter. She yawned as she walked past the Georgian houses and wondered, as she always did, what it must have been like when the owners had lived on the street and it had been residential. Wonderful to have all that space, she thought. The apartment on Percy Place - despite its duplex status and the fulsome praise of the estate agent who had sold it - was sadly lacking in space by comparison.

She walked up the steps and rummaged in her bag for her keys. She wished she didn’t always carry a bag so jam-packed with stuff that it was impossible to find anything. She shook it a couple of times to make the keys rattle but she couldn’t hear them.

‘Oh, bugger,’ she muttered and pressed the bell.

‘Hello,’ said Paul.

‘Hi! Sorry I’m late,’ she called. ‘I can’t find my keys.’

She heard the buzzer and the door to the block opened. She took off her shoes and walked along the corridor in her stockinged feet.

Paul had already opened the door to their apartment. ‘Hello, Alexandra.’

‘Mrs Hunter.’ Alix blinked at the sight of Paul’s mother.

‘How are you?’

‘I’m fine,’ she said. ‘And how are you?’

‘I’m fine too,’ said Alix. ‘I didn’t know you were calling around tonight.’

‘Of course you did,’ said Paul grimly. ‘I told you about it on Wednesday. You said you’d nothing planned.’

‘Well, I hadn’t really.’ Alix looked embarrassed. ‘I’m very sorry. One of the girls left the office today and there was a bit of a booze-up for her. I tried to ring you earlier, Paul, but you were out and the machine was off.’

‘I was collecting Mum,’ he said.

‘I realise that now,’ Alix said contritely. ‘I’m sorry.’

‘It doesn’t matter.’ Mrs Hunter’s smile didn’t reach her eyes.

‘I understand you had better things to do.’

‘I didn’t have better things to do,’ said Alix. ‘Honestly. If I’d remembered . . .’ She didn’t say anything else. Paul’s eyes warned her to be quiet.

‘Would you like a coffee?’ he asked.

‘Not unless you’re having one.’

‘We’ve just finished,’ said Mrs Hunter. ‘But I’m sure Paul won’t mind making some more.’

‘It’s OK,’ said Alix hastily. ‘Don’t worry about it, Paul.’ But he was already rinsing the percolator.

Alix was beginning to get a headache. Bloody hell, she thought. How could I have forgotten about the battleaxe?

Paul’s mother didn’t like her. Had never liked her although Alix wasn’t sure why. Maybe it was because Paul was her only child - she’d disapproved of all his girlfriends. Maybe it was her job - Mrs Hunter had seen Wall Street and Other People’s Money  and strongly disapproved. Or maybe it was simply the fact that Alix and Paul had never quite got around to actually getting married despite having lived together for the past three years. Whatever the reason, the antipathy was, by now, mutual.

‘Here you are.’ Paul handed her a mug of barely filtered coffee.

‘Thanks.’

‘How was your day?’ he asked.

‘Busy. Yours?’

‘Equally busy,’ he said dryly.

Paul was a freelance journalist. She’d met him when he interviewed her for a piece entitled ‘Career Girls - on the up and up’. It was, as she admitted to him later, lust at first sight. They’d moved in together a couple of weeks later and she still thought he was the sexiest man she’d ever known. Pity about his mother though.

She drained her mug and smiled at him. ‘Thanks, Paul. I’ll just head off to bed.’

‘OK,’ he said shortly.

‘Goodnight, Mrs Hunter.’

‘Goodnight, Alexandra.’

I really hate that woman, she thought as she opened the bedroom door. She knows my name is Alix. Plain and simple. Not short for anything. Just Alix.

She closed the door sharply behind her.




Chapter 2

It was three o’clock in the morning when she woke up. The bedroom was hot and stifling and her mouth was dry. She hadn’t heard Paul come to bed, but he lay beside her, sleeping soundly, his arm flung across the duvet.

Alix slid gently out of the bed and padded down to the kitchen. She poured herself an orange juice and opened the balcony doors.

The night air was pleasantly warm. She stepped out onto the balcony and leaned over the rail. Beneath her, the water of the canal was dark and murky. She could never understand how people could swim there in the summer, but they often did. The canal had been another one of the estate agent’s selling points. He’d waxed lyrical about sitting beside the water while the sun sparkled off the surface. He hadn’t mentioned the water rats which she sometimes saw scurrying along the banks.

Alix sat on the wicker patio chair and sipped her orange juice.

She wished she’d remembered about Paul’s mother. She knew that Paul was furious with her and she didn’t blame him. She was furious with herself. She hated the idea that smug Mrs Hunter would go home to her empty house on the Stillorgan Road and sigh deeply over the fact that her beloved  only son was living with someone like Alix Callaghan. Deirdre Hunter wanted someone better for Paul. Someone who would support him and look after him and look up to him.

Alix drained her glass. Well, she did support Paul. Not in the way his mother would have wanted, of course, not by being there every minute of the day and sympathising with him when he was stuck in the middle of a piece with no idea where it was going. Alix supported him by earning four times as much as he did. By walking into the office most days so that he could use the BMW if he wanted. By not hassling him when he was working. And she looked after him. She went shopping with him and made him buy decent clothes instead of chain-store jeans and sweatshirts. She didn’t cook for him because she was a rotten cook and he was much better at it than she was. Besides which, he enjoyed cooking, whereas she’d be lost without Marks and Spencer and a microwave oven. So that didn’t count. And she looked up to him. Despite what Mrs Hunter might think. She was in awe of his ability to make the most uninteresting subjects sound interesting or to find a new way of looking at an old subject.

Alix loved Paul. But she wished he had a different mother.

‘Alix?’

She opened her eyes at the sound of his voice and blinked a couple of times in the dawn light.

‘Alix. Are you OK?’

‘Yes. I - ouch!’ She rubbed her neck which hurt badly. She couldn’t believe that she’d fallen asleep on the patio, wearing nothing more than the silk top of her pyjamas.

‘What on earth are you doing out here?’ Paul looked at her in amazement.

‘I woke up and I was hot. So I came out for a breath of fresh air.’

‘Honestly, Alix!’ He raised his eyebrow. ‘Dressed like this?’

‘It was darker when I came out,’ she said. ‘Anyway, nobody can see me up here.’

‘I wouldn’t be so sure of that. Any old busybody could be looking out.’

‘At four in the morning?’

‘You never know.’ He stood at the balcony rail and peered across the canal.

‘Paul, I’m sorry about being late.’

‘I said it didn’t matter,’ he told her tightly.

‘I know what you said. But you didn’t mean it, did you?’ He was silent.

‘I really do try to get on with your mother,’ continued Alix. ‘It’s just that she doesn’t like me. She doesn’t understand me.’

‘My mother is OK,’ said Paul. ‘Maybe she’s old-fashioned.’

‘I can’t be the sort of person she wants me to be.’ Alix got up from the chair and stood beside him. ‘I can only be the sort of person I am.’

‘And what sort of person is that?’

‘Oh, I don’t know.’ She slid her hand under his T-shirt. ‘Wicked, wanton, sexy?’

‘Not now, Alix,’ he said.

‘Oh, fine!’ She withdrew her hand. ‘Fine. Your mother’s thoughts about me are more important to you. Great. Be like that!’

‘It’s not that at all,’ said Paul.

‘Of course it bloody is! You dance attendance on the old bat as though she was the only woman in your life. It’s time for you to grow up, Paul!’

‘Really?’ His voice was cold. ‘I don’t think I’m the one who needs to grow up. I’m not the one who drinks myself stupid and loses my house keys, am I?’

‘I wasn’t drunk,’ protested Alix. ‘And I didn’t lose my keys. They were at the bottom of my bag.’

‘You were pissed as a newt,’ snapped Paul. ‘And you can’t find anything in that bag.’

‘Why are we arguing?’ she asked. ‘This is silly.’

‘Yes,’ said Paul, ‘it is.’ He turned round and walked back into the apartment. Alix stayed where she was and clenched her fists.

He’d left a note to say he’d gone to Carlow to do an interview. Alix had gone back to bed and was still asleep when he left. It was nearly eleven by the time she woke and she couldn’t be certain whether she’d really spent half the night on the balcony or whether it was part of a fuzzy dream. But she knew that the bit where she’d arrived home, fairly drunk, to find Paul’s disapproving mother sitting in the apartment had been real. She groaned. That woman was a real pain. If there was one good reason for not marrying Paul, it was his damned mother!

To make up for her forgetfulness the previous evening, she booked a table at Dobbins for dinner. Paul liked Dobbins and they hadn’t eaten out in ages. It would cheer him up, she thought. No man could resist being stuffed with food.

It was nearly eight by the time he arrived home.

‘Hard day among the celebrities?’ asked Alix brightly.

‘Yes,’ said Paul.

‘I’ve booked Dobbins for half eight,’ she told him. ‘You’ll just have time to hop under the shower.’

He stared at her. ‘Why did you do that?’

‘I thought you might like to go out. We haven’t been out to dinner in such a long time. Save you having to cook or me having to pretend!’

‘I don’t want to go out,’ said Paul.

Alix smiled at him. ‘Of course you do. You’re just tired and . . .’ Her voice faltered as she looked at him. He was still angry, she realised. Far too angry to simply forget about it. ‘Look, I’m really sorry about your mother,’ she said. ‘I’ve said it about a hundred times already and I mean it. I won’t do it again. But there’s no point in smouldering with anger about it, Paul. That doesn’t help.’

‘I know,’ he said.

‘Well, then.’ She smiled at him. ‘Let’s forget about last night and go out to dinner.’

He pushed his fingers through his jet-black hair. ‘No,’ he said.

She shrugged. ‘If you don’t want to, that’s fine. I’m sorry. I should have asked you first. I thought it was a good idea.’ She turned away from him.

‘Alix, it’s not that.’ He reached out and touched her shoulder. ‘It’s nothing to do with last night. Not really. Well,’ he sighed, ‘maybe it is, partly.’

She turned to him. His blue eyes were troubled. ‘What’s the matter?’ she asked.

‘We need to talk,’ said Paul.

Alix was astonished. Paul wasn’t one of life’s talkers. Paul did  things or wrote about doing things. Alix had never sat down with Paul and had a meaning-of-life conversation. She wasn’t sure she wanted to now.

‘OK,’ she said finally. ‘What do you want to talk about?’

‘Us,’ said Paul and she nearly choked.

‘What about us?’

‘It’s not really easy to say this,’ said Paul. ‘I’ve thought about it a lot, but saying it is something quite different.’

‘Say what?’ Alix didn’t like the tone of his voice.

‘I care about you a lot, Alix. I know you’ve been good to me. In the way that you know best - materially - but there’s more to it than that.’

‘I know there’s more to it than that!’ Alix stared at him. ‘And I don’t just look after you in a material way. That’s a horrible thing to say.’

‘I know. It came out all wrong. That’s what I mean about this being difficult to say.’

‘Look, Paul, are you trying to tell me it’s over or something?’

‘I . . .’ He looked uncomfortable.

Alix couldn’t think of anything to say. She loved Paul. She’d thought he loved her. She couldn’t believe that he was just going to walk out on her.

‘But why?’ she asked.

‘We’ve been together for three years,’ said Paul. ‘And we haven’t really gone anywhere, have we?’

‘Where did you plan on us going?’ she asked tartly.

‘You know what I mean.’ His voice was harder. ‘We’re still living here. You’re still doing the same thing. We’re getting older but not behaving any differently.’

‘How do you want to behave?’ Alix was truly surprised. She couldn’t understand what was troubling Paul.

‘I want to get married and have a family,’ he said. ‘I want to change jobs. I want to settle down.’

‘Settle down?’ She looked at him in astonishment. ‘You’re the most settled person I know. You’re not like the stereotypical journalist who spends his time in pubs. You work all day and you come home and write all night - how much more settled can you be?’

‘I like doing it,’ said Paul. ‘But it’s not my whole life. Not the same way as the bank is yours. I’m not a career person, Alix. I enjoy the work and I enjoy writing but I don’t have this great ambition to win Pulitzer prizes or be a media mogul. Which is what you’d be like if you were a journalist!’

Alix looked sheepish. He was probably right. ‘So what do you want to do?’ she asked.

‘I’ve accepted a job offer from RTE’,’ said Paul. ‘It’s a salaried job - no more freelancing.’

‘But that’s great!’ She smiled at him. ‘Really great. Although you could’ve told me you’d applied.’

‘I didn’t want to. In case I didn’t get it.’

‘But you have.’ She kissed him lightly on the cheek.

‘Yes,’ he said. ‘And it’s the start of a new way of life for me.’

‘Is this where all the family thinking is coming from?’

‘Maybe.’

‘So what do you want?’ she asked. ‘For us to get married? For me to get pregnant? To leave work? We couldn’t afford this place if I left work. Not unless they’re paying you an absolute fortune in RTE’!’

‘It’s your apartment, not mine,’ said Paul. ‘I have the house near Malahide. But you wouldn’t live that far out of town.’

‘It’s not that I wouldn’t,’ said Alix. ‘It just seemed silly when I already had this place.’

‘You see,’ said Paul. ‘We always do things your way, Alix. You never think about what I want or what I’d like.’

‘But it doesn’t matter where you live!’ she cried. ‘It’s just as easy for you to live here! Plus it’s quicker for you to get into town.’

‘This is silly,’ said Paul. ‘Arguing about who should live where.’

‘If you want to get married and start a family then we should sit down and talk about it properly,’ said Alix. ‘Not have a silly row like two teenagers.’

‘That’s the whole point,’ said Paul. ‘Sometimes you act as though you were still twenty-two. Alix, you’re thirty-two years old. I’m thirty-four. We can’t go on living our lives like twentysomethings.’

She sighed. ‘I don’t live my life like a twentysomething.’

‘Yes, you do,’ said Paul. ‘You do this crazy job that has you high as a kite most evenings. You enjoy going to the pub on a Friday night - Friday being the one evening I like to be at home - and you spend half your life trotting off to London or Paris for meetings. It’s not the lifestyle of someone who’s ready to settle down.’

‘We are settled,’ said Alix tightly. ‘And I go to London and Paris on business. I don’t spend the time out on the piss, you know. Of course I go for a drink on Fridays. But it’s usually only one drink. And I didn’t know that you missed me. You’re usually locked away with the computer. Which I bought, by the way.’

‘I knew it would come down to this at some stage,’ said Paul.

‘That you’d throw your superior earning power at me.’

‘Don’t be absolutely ridiculous,’ snapped Alix. ‘We have a joint account, for goodness’ sake.’

‘You don’t put everything into it,’ said Paul.

She stared at him. ‘I’m going to forget you said that.’

‘Yes, do.’ He sighed. ‘I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it.’

She walked to the sofa and sat down. She hoped that by sitting she would diffuse some of the tension in the room. She couldn’t understand Paul tonight. His sudden desire to ‘settle down’. His totally unexpected need to have children. It was extraordinary.

‘So how come you’ve decided all this?’ she asked.

‘I’ve been thinking about it for a long time,’ said Paul.

‘And you haven’t said anything?’

‘There never seemed to be a good time.’

‘Paul.’ Alix smiled at him. ‘We’ve gone through the odd bumpy patch before. We can work this one out. Can’t we?’

He was silent.

‘We can work it out, Paul.’ She watched him carefully.

‘I don’t think so,’ he said finally.

‘Why not?’

He looked uncomfortable and Alix felt a cold band suddenly wrap itself round her heart.

‘Why not?’

‘Because I’m not sure about us,’ said Paul.

‘Why?’ asked Alix dangerously.

‘I - might have met someone.’

‘You might have met someone?’

‘I’ve met someone and I like her a lot.’

Alix swallowed. ‘And do you love her?’

‘I don’t know. How can I know?’

‘So you’ve met someone and because of that you don’t want to give us a chance, is that what you’re saying?’

‘No, it’s not.’ Paul glared at her. ‘Don’t twist things around,

Alix. I’ve met this person and she’s the sort of person I’d like to spend more time with.’

‘What’s her name, this person?’ asked Alix.

‘Sabine.’

‘Sabine?’

‘Sabine Brassaert.’

‘Sounds French to me.’ Alix wrinkled her nose.

‘She is French,’ said Paul.

‘Where did you meet her?’

Paul exhaled slowly. ‘In Paris.’

‘In Paris?’ echoed Alix. ‘When did you meet her in Paris?’

‘When do you think?’

Alix stood up. ‘You mean you met this Sabine person when we were on that trip to Europa Bank for the opening of their new office? You met her there?’

Paul looked uncomfortable. ‘Yes.’

‘I don’t believe you.’ Alix stared at him. ‘I brought you on that trip. And you got a great lifestyle piece out of it too!’

‘I know,’ said Paul.

‘And you met a French woman with whom you now want to set up a love nest and make babies.’

‘Alix, it’s not like that.’

‘Well, what’s it like?’ she demanded.

‘I met her. I talked to her. I got on with her. Being with her made me look at you and me in a different light. That’s all.’

‘Being with her,’ repeated Alix. ‘How long were you with her? Who was she? I don’t remember her. Was she one of the dealers? One of the dealers’ wives, maybe? It was Paris, after all.’

‘Alix, stop it.’ Paul’s voice was harsh. ‘She wasn’t a dealer.

She was a designer.’

‘A designer!’

‘Yes,’ said Paul. ‘The colour schemes, that sort of stuff. And she did the quotations.’

Alix remembered the quotations. They were painted on the walls of the dealing room and she couldn’t make up her mind whether they were clever or simply pretentious. Certainly ‘De l’audace, encore de l’audace, et toujours de l’audace!’ (boldness, and again boldness, and always boldness) was apt, although Alix wasn’t sure that dealers needed much urging towards boldness. A bit more caution might be more appropriate, she thought.

‘How on earth did you manage to chat up the designer?’ she asked.

‘I didn’t chat her up,’ said Paul. ‘I went outside for a breath of air and she was there too. We got talking.’

‘And on the strength of a fifteen-minute conversation with this Sabine person you’ve decided that our relationship is over and you want to marry her and have babies. Is that it?’ Alix’s eyes glittered. ‘Or have I missed something along the way?’

‘It wasn’t just a fifteen-minute conversation,’ said Paul.

‘Well, what then?’ Alix demanded. ‘When else could you have spoken to . . .’ Her voice trailed off. ‘The next morning,’ she said slowly. ‘That’s it, isn’t it? When you allegedly went jogging. While I was in bed. You met her.’

Paul looked uncomfortable. ‘Yes.’

‘You bastard!’ Alix could hardly speak but she managed to get the words out. ‘You complete bastard! While I was asleep you were shagging Miss Parisienne.’

‘Alix, don’t be ridiculous,’ said Paul. ‘I certainly wasn’t shagging her, as you so delicately put it. We met, we chatted, that’s all.’

‘And what happened? Did she say to you that she wanted  to have babies and suddenly that was it, you fell for her? Is that it?’

‘No,’ said Paul.

‘Then what?’ cried Alix. ‘Because I can’t believe this situation, Paul. Honestly I can’t. Last night you’re mad with me because I’m not home in time to meet your awful mother who absolutely hates me and tonight you’re telling me that actually you want to leave me and marry a girl you’ve known for a few hours and have babies with her.’

‘Alix, you’re twisting it all around.’

‘I don’t think so.’

‘Yes, you are,’ said Paul. ‘I don’t know whether I want to marry Sabine or not. I hardly know her. But I do know that our relationship isn’t working and I need to get my life together.’

‘Oh, good for you,’ snapped Alix.

‘You don’t want to get married and have babies, do you?’ asked Paul. ‘I mean, it’s not exactly on the great Alix Callaghan five-year plan, is it?’

‘I don’t have a five-year plan,’ said Alix.

‘Don’t you? What about your comments that very night to Guy whatsisname, the French treasury bloke? I want to be a director before I’m thirty-five? That doesn’t exactly fit in with marriage and babies, does it?’

‘Guy Decourcelle is thirty-six. He’s married. He has two daughters. It hasn’t been a problem for him,’ said Alix grimly.

‘Oh, come on, Alix. You know it’s different for you.’

‘Why?’

‘Because you’d have to take time out to have kids. And you’re not ready to take time out. You don’t hear your biological clock ticking, but it is! And so is mine. I want to have kids now, when I can enjoy being with them and play with them  and have a good time with them. I don’t want them to be a carefully crafted part of my executive lifestyle, thank you very much.’

‘Paul, I do want to have kids. Some time. Not exactly now, I’ll admit. That’s a choice I have to make. I thought that when the time came I’d be having them with you. I love you, Paul.’ Suddenly Alix’s eyes were full of tears which she did her best to hold back. Alix prided herself on not being the sort of woman who cried during an argument. She hated crying women.

‘Maybe we will,’ said Paul. ‘Alix, don’t you see? I just don’t know any more. That’s why I need some time to think about things. That’s why I have to move out for a while.’

‘And where are you going to move to?’ she asked bitterly. ‘Paris?’

‘No.’ Paul sighed. ‘The lease on the Malahide house runs out next month. I’m going to move back there.’

‘And in the meantime?’

‘I’ll stay with my mother.’

Alix stared at him. ‘Was that why she was here last night? Were you both going to spring this on me then?’

Paul shook his head. ‘No. I’d already asked her over, remember? But we talked about it - when you didn’t come home and she started to ask me what I saw in you.’

‘And you told her nothing much and that you were thinking of shacking up with some French tart instead.’

‘Alix! Sabine is not a French tart. I’m not going to shack up with her. She was just the catalyst.’

‘So have you seen her since the reception?’ asked Alix. ‘That was - how long? Two months ago?’

‘I’ve spoken to her on the phone,’ said Paul.

‘And when is she coming to Dublin?’ asked Alix.

‘Not yet,’ said Paul. ‘We haven’t decided. I haven’t decided. It’s not about you or Sabine, Alix. It’s about the future.’

‘It’s a crock of shit,’ said Alix and walked out of the room.




Chapter 3

She hadn’t expected him to be still there but he was. She’d stalked out of the apartment, got into the BMW and driven across the toll bridge and along the coast road to Dollymount. She parked the car and walked along the old wooden bridge of the Bull Wall until she was sitting beneath the huge and ugly statue of Our Lady Queen of the Seas. Alix liked it out here. It helped her to think.

She couldn’t believe the scene that had just taken place. It was as though it had happened to someone else. She hadn’t known about the job, hadn’t known about Sabine, hadn’t known that Paul suddenly wanted to join the ranks of people whose weekends were spent in Mothercare and DIY stores. It wasn’t what they had planned when they moved in together. Then, it had been strawberries and cream in bed. Brunch in Café Java on Sunday mornings. Weekends in Cork or Galway, or London or Paris.

It had been wonderful then.

Alix wrinkled her nose as she thought of morning sickness, smelly nappies and sleepless nights. It was a phase he was going through, she decided. He’d change his mind quickly enough.

‘I didn’t want to walk out without saying goodbye,’ he told her when she got back.

She looked at the suitcases and the plastic bags beside him. ‘This is absolutely ridiculous,’ she said. ‘I can’t believe you won’t sit down and talk about it properly. I thought you loved me, Paul.’

‘I thought I did too.’ He looked puzzled. ‘But now I don’t know, Alix.’

She grimaced. ‘Cuttingly honest. Journalistically honest, in fact.’

‘I’m sorry.’

‘Yes, well.’ She had decided to be practical. So that he could see that she wasn’t the sort of woman to crumple and cry and fawn over him. ‘If that’s the way it has to be. You’re going back to Stillorgan then?’

‘For a few weeks.’

‘I’m sure your mother is delighted.’

He smiled faintly. ‘Pleased, I guess.’

‘She never liked me, did she?’

‘No.’ He smiled again.

‘Have you ordered a taxi?’

‘I was waiting until you got back.’

‘I’ll drive you,’ said Alix.

‘Really, Alix--’

‘Come on. It won’t take long.’

‘But--’

‘Oh, for God’s sake, Paul. There’s no point in arguing with me now, is there?’

He shrugged and lifted the cases. Alix grabbed the plastic bags.

They were silent during the ten-minute drive.

Alix pulled up outside the house. ‘Give me a call sometime,’ she said.

‘Oh, Alix--’

‘I’d better rush. There’s a programme on Channel Four I want to see. About the UK and the euro. Starts in half an hour.’

His eyes caught hers and she hated the fact that there was sympathy in them.

‘See you,’ she said quickly and rammed the car into gear.

She was sitting on the balcony staring unseeingly over the canal when she remembered the photographs. The night that they’d gone to the reception in Paris for the opening of Europa’s new headquarters had been one when numerous photographs were taken. She remembered posing with Paul as they’d entered the building. And more photos in the marble and glass foyer. And still more in the state-of-the art dealing room. The one where Sabine Brassaert’s selection of quotations adorned the walls. She’d been given some of the photos and she’d shoved them into a folder somewhere.

She pulled a box from the wall unit and rummaged through it. Photographs spilled out onto the floor.

She bit her lip as she looked at them. They were mainly photos of herself and Paul the first time they’d gone to Paris together, a month after he’d moved into the apartment. She was standing outside a patisserie, looking wide-eyed at the cakes. And standing beside the Seine trying to look graceful but, in reality, looking big and healthy. And sitting in the gardens at Versailles, still looking big and healthy but surrounded by its manicured beauty. The kind of photos you take on your first romantic weekend in Paris.

Eventually she found the ones she was looking for. There was the photo of herself and Paul as they entered the building. There was a group photo of everyone in the dealing room, with herself standing beside Guy Decourcelle and smiling broadly. And there was a photograph of the crowded room.

Alix picked up the one of the crowded room and looked at it closely. In the top right-hand corner was a splash of red. Almost everyone had worn black that night. She’d worn black herself, a stunning silk dress by Jasper Conran. Everyone had remarked how lovely she’d looked in it. But the designer had worn red. She remembered someone pointing her out. So that must be her, fuzzy and out of focus, but in red all the same, with cropped blonde hair.

Alix could remember her more clearly now. Guy had introduced them and she’d smiled - smiled - at the bitch and told her that the quotations were great. ‘De l’audace, encore de l’audace, et toujours de l’audace!’ she thought again.

Sabine had shown boldness, though. Alix sighed as she turned the photograph over. Sabine had been bold enough to whip Paul from under her nose and she hadn’t even noticed it being done.

She stared at the photograph. Even out of focus Sabine Brassaert looked very pretty and terribly young. ‘Bloody French women,’ she said out loud. ‘Bloody, bloody French women.’

She was first into the dealing room on Monday morning. She called a trader in London and sold ten million dollars. Then she checked her appointments for the week. Although Alix liked trading more than she liked anything else, her diary was full of  meetings with clients and prospective clients. Some weeks she was lucky and could spend the week at the desk. This wasn’t one of those weeks. She was going to be out of the office for most of it.

‘Good weekend?’ asked Jenny as she hung her jacket over the back of her chair.

‘OK,’ replied Alix. She wasn’t going to talk about Paul. She didn’t talk about her personal life in the office very much anyway.

‘You look tired.’ Jenny switched on the terminals in front of her. ‘Hard night last night?’

Alix had gone to bed early but hadn’t slept much. She’d kept rolling into the space where Paul’s body should have been.

‘No,’ she said. ‘Jenny, will you get some background on the next G7 meeting for me?’

Jenny looked at her in surprise. ‘What sort of background?’

‘Background,’ snapped her boss. ‘Just background.’

‘Alix, I need to buy twenty million dollars,’ said Charlie Mulholland. ‘For settlement next week. Against euros. And, Alix, I need a good rate.’

‘You always need a good rate,’ Alix laughed as she checked her screens. ‘And don’t I always get you one?’

‘You usually beat the competition,’ admitted Charlie. ‘But that could just mean that the competition is lousy.’

‘What a thing to say!’ Alix pressed the mute button on her phone so that Charlie couldn’t hear her next words. ‘Gavin, get Don Jones, will you? I think they’re long dollars, they might show us a good price. Jenny, will you get a  price from Nikki Brown? She was a seller earlier this morning. ’

‘In the full amount?’ asked Gavin.

‘Yes,’ said Alix. ‘We’re short ourselves or hadn’t you noticed?’ She wasn’t making any money on the ten million she’d sold an hour earlier. The price hadn’t moved at all.

‘Alix, what’s keeping you?’ asked Charlie plaintively. ‘You know I have to get two quotes. The other guy is showing me a price already. Where’s yours?’

‘Just a second, Charlie.’ She clicked out of the line again. ‘Come on, guys, what’s happening?’

‘Slow at making the price,’ said Gavin.

‘Nikki wasn’t there,’ said Jenny. ‘Her sidekick’s quoting me.’

‘Oh, bloody hell.’ Alix glanced at the screen. She clicked into the line again. ‘Charlie? I can offer them to you at eighty.’

‘Eighty!’ Charlie sounded disgusted. ‘I can get them better than that.’

‘How much better?’ asked Alix.

‘Much,’ said Charlie.

She looked at the screen again. Dougherty Brewing, the company for which Charlie worked, was a good client. Twenty million dollars was a big trade to lose. She thought about improving the price for a moment but rejected the idea. She was already short dollars, the market wasn’t moving in her direction and she really couldn’t afford to throw money down the drain.

‘Sorry, Charlie,’ she said firmly. ‘Eighty’s the best I can do.’

‘Forget it,’ he said.

She put the phone down. ‘He got better away from us.’

‘You could’ve stalled him,’ said Gavin. ‘I had two ticks better.’

‘I don’t think so,’ said Alix. ‘And I didn’t like how long it took to get those prices. The market hasn’t been doing anything. They should’ve been quicker.’

‘Being short ourselves didn’t help,’ said Gavin.

‘I know,’ said Alix.

Gavin made a face. ‘Why did you sell first thing?’ he asked. ‘You didn’t want to stay short more than five million over the weekend. The rate has barely changed. Why bother?’

‘I thought it was a good idea at the time,’ said Alix tiredly.

Gavin looked at her in surprise. Normally, she’d have chewed him out for asking questions that made her look stupid.

Dave answered the phone. ‘It’s for you,’ he said. ‘It’s Charlie Mulholland again.’

Alix clicked into the line. ‘Hi, Charlie. Need to do some more?’

‘No.’ Charlie sounded annoyed. ‘The other guy dropped me. When I went back he pulled the price.’

‘Oh?’ Alix raised her eyebrows. ‘So you didn’t deal?’ Gavin and Jenny stopped talking about the missed trade and looked at her. ‘What price had he shown you?’

‘Eighty-five,’ said Charlie.

‘Charlie, I’d love to help but I’m not going to be able to show you anything better than eighty.’ She gesticulated to Gavin and Jenny who both got on the phones again while Alix called up a dealing screen.

‘If you can show me the twenty at that I’ll do it.’ Charlie sounded resigned.

The screen prices were changing but Alix was confident that she’d be able to buy the dollars she didn’t have back at at least  the same price as she was selling them to Charlie. And, if she was lucky and the price was right, she’d buy back the ones she’d sold earlier, as well as the five million they’d stayed short over the weekend. She’d lost her belief in this position.

‘OK, Charlie. That’s done.’

‘Great. Thanks, Alix. Gotta rush.’

‘No problem. Anytime.’

‘I can get ten at eighty-one,’ said Jenny.

Alix nodded at her as she cancelled Charlie’s line. ‘Take them.’

‘Eighty is my best,’ said Gavin. ‘No, sorry, change - eighty-three for ten, Alix!’ His voice rose, knowing that the price was moving in their direction.

‘Do it,’ said Alix. ‘And ask for a price in another fifteen.’

‘Where are you left?’ Gavin nodded that the deal was done.

‘Alix, Nikki Brown is on,’ Jenny cut across the conversation.

‘She has up to twenty to go at eighty-six!’

‘Done in fifteen,’ said Alix. ‘Gavin, we’re off that!’

‘OK,’ he said.

‘Yes, thanks, Nikki.’ Jenny tapped the trade into her computer. ‘That’s great. You too.’ Jenny smiled. ‘OK. We’re all done.’

They sat back in their seats.

‘Well done, everyone,’ said Alix. ‘Good work.’

Jenny and Gavin grinned.

‘Just as well.’ Dave Bryant, who’d been talking to a customer about the current situation in Australia, hung up the phone and pointed at the screen. ‘Look where the price is now!’

Alix had sold dollars to Charlie at a rate of 1.2280. That meant for every million euros Charlie gave her, she gave him one million, two hundred and twenty-eight thousand dollars.

They’d bought the dollars in the market themselves at a higher price, which meant that they received more dollars per euro. But, as quickly as it had gone up, the price had gone down again. Right now, it was 1.2270.

‘Timing is everything,’ said Alix as she picked up the phone to answer the next call. ‘Always remember that, Jenny. Timing is bloody everything.’

Alix’s first meeting was at ten o’clock. It was with the financial controller of a large supermarket chain which had recently started doing business with Europa Bank. She didn’t really need to go to the meeting - James Clark, their business development manager, had organised it - but she was going in case treasury business was discussed.

‘Keep as flat as you can in the dollar,’ she told Dave before she left. ‘I was very bearish on it, now I’m not sure.’

‘OK,’ he said. ‘Are you all right, Alix? You look tired.’

‘Anyone would be tired in this madhouse,’ she said. ‘I’ll see you later.’

‘She looks awful,’ said Gavin. ‘I bet it’s because of the dollar position. We were bloody lucky to get out of that! It’s higher than where she sold it this morning. If Mulholland hadn’t come in she probably wouldn’t have covered them back and we’d be offside now and--’

‘Give it a rest,’ said Jenny. ‘You never shut up, do you?’

‘I’m just pointing out that--’

‘Gavin!’ Dave’s tone was dangerous. ‘Leave it, will you.’

‘But you’re right about her looking awful,’ said Jenny after a couple of seconds. ‘She was white as a sheet earlier.’

‘She isn’t pregnant, is she?’ Gavin’s eyes lit up. ‘Maybe she’s up the pole and she’ll have to take three months off!’

‘Gavin!’

‘Well, she will if she’s pregnant,’ he said stubbornly.

William Taylor, the financial controller of the supermarket chain, had the most boring voice that Alix had ever heard. She couldn’t concentrate on what he was saying and it wasn’t very relevant to her anyway. She really didn’t care about the shelf life of whole-wheat products.

She was thinking about the dollar/euro. It had been a mistake to sell this morning. One which she’d just managed to get out of, but a horrible mistake all the same. Given that the dollar hadn’t weakened in New York on Friday, she should have reappraised things when she’d come in this morning. But no, she’d just barged in and sold them without thinking about it. And it could have been a disaster. Gavin had been right.

She rubbed the back of her neck. She had a headache. She was tired. She didn’t want to be at this meeting. And she couldn’t stop thinking about Paul.

It was ridiculous. The man had made it perfectly clear that he didn’t see a future for them together. But she couldn’t accept that. She couldn’t simply let him walk away and into the arms of that blonde bimbo from France. She’d invested in him, for God’s sake. She’d invested three years of her life and she’d told him that she loved him. He’d told her that he loved her. And now, because of some kind of male midlife crisis (he was too young to have a midlife crisis surely!), he’d decided that he was walking out.

Well, she wasn’t going to give in. She’d been too shocked to think things through properly when he’d first told her. But what she needed to do now was to sort out her priorities, think  about her life and work out how to get Paul back. Because that was what she was going to do. She wasn’t going to let him waltz off into the sunset with this designer woman who, let’s face it, was hardly going to start giving him babies straightaway. A woman who wore a red dress to a reception where everyone else was in black was hardly home-baking and baby material. It wasn’t a settling down thing at all. That was just an excuse. It was probably sex.

She gritted her teeth at the thought of Paul having sex with Sabine. He’d denied it, but then he’d hardly admit it, would he? And Paul was good at sex. She bit her lip. Very good at sex. She remembered--

‘What do you think, Alix?’

She flushed as she looked up at William Taylor. She’d heard that men thought about sex on average every six seconds. She wondered if it was true. She hauled her mind back from her first night with Paul and smiled at William. She’d been listening to the conversation in the background and it took a second for her to replay his question in her mind.

‘It shouldn’t be a problem,’ she said, hoping she was answering the right one.

‘Excellent.’ He smiled broadly at her.

‘OK, then, William. We’d better be off.’ James stood up.

‘Nice to see you,’ said William. ‘And you, Alix.’ He leaned across the desk and shook her hand. He had a dead-fish handshake. She immediately allocated his account to Gavin.

‘Went well,’ said James as they got back into the car.

‘Good,’ said Alix.

‘Are you OK?’ he asked. ‘You were unusually quiet, I thought.’

‘Busy,’ she said.

He glanced at her but she was looking out of the car window. He made a face and drove back to the office.

She had another meeting, this time with a dealer from Dresdner Bank, who called in to her office. They discussed limits for dealing with each other and looked through some outstanding trades. She couldn’t keep her mind on the conversation. She kept seeing Paul and Sabine in bed together. She kept thinking about strawberries and cream. She thought she was going mad. When the dealer from Dresdner Bank left, she opened her desk drawer and rummaged around. Then she stepped out into the dealing room.

‘Who took my cigarettes?’ she asked sharply.

‘No one.’ Dave looked up from the article he was reading on the likelihood of a sharp fall in the Dow Jones Index.

‘Someone must have. They were here last week.’

‘I thought you’d given them up,’ said Jenny. ‘You told me you’d given them up!’

‘I have,’ snapped Alix. ‘I just wanted to know where they were, that’s all.’

‘Why should you care?’ asked Dave.

‘Look, quit hassling me and just tell me where they are.’

‘Honestly, Alix, I haven’t seen them,’ Jenny told her. ‘I’ve got some chewing gum if you like.’

‘No thanks.’ Alix stalked towards the door. ‘I’ll be back in a few minutes.’

‘Oh, Alix, don’t give in!’ Gavin joined the conversation. ‘If you can’t stay off them, who can?’

‘Shut up, you little runt,’ said Alix and walked out of the room.

The other dealers stared at each other.

‘What the fuck’s wrong with her?’ Gavin asked.

Dave shrugged. ‘Time of the month.’

‘Oh, Dave!’ Jenny made a face at him.

‘Or else Gavin’s right and she’s pregnant.’ Dave grinned at her.

‘Either way it’s hormonal,’ said Gavin. ‘And she needn’t think she can talk to me like that.’

‘Let’s leave it.’ Dave picked up the phone. ‘We’ve other things to worry about. Come on, let’s see how things are in the FRA market.’

Alix took the lift down to the ground floor and walked out of the Europa Bank building. She squinted in the bright light of the sun which reflected off the white flagstones outside the door. Then she walked the few yards to the small newsagent’s.

‘Hi, Marty, twenty of the usual, please.’

‘Alix!’ Marty Stephens, the manager of the shop, looked surprised. ‘I thought you’d given them up.’

‘I have,’ she said. ‘But I need one now.’

‘That’s not the way to go about it,’ he told her. ‘Look, why don’t you have some chewing gum instead?’

Alix gritted her teeth. ‘If I wanted chewing gum I’d have asked for chewing gum. I want a cigarette, Marty, and I want it now.’

‘OK.’ He sighed and reached for the packet. ‘But it’s a shame to go back. What’s the matter, markets giving you a hard time?’

She shook her head, suddenly close to tears. ‘No. Nothing like that.’

‘You OK, Alix?’

‘I’m fine.’ She handed him the money and walked out of the shop. She wasn’t going to burst into tears in a news-agent’s store.

There was a no-smoking policy in the office building. Alix sat on the steps outside and inhaled deeply. She felt the soothing sensation of the smoke hit her and almost instantly relax her. She was annoyed at herself for giving in to the urge, but she couldn’t help it. She’d almost lost it in the dealing room earlier. Both dealing with Charlie Mulholland - the deal had been OK but she’d handled it badly, she thought - and then later with Gavin. She felt uncomfortable, lacking in the authority she normally had. It was as though being without Paul had somehow lessened her belief in herself. And she couldn’t understand why that should be the case because she’d had buckets of self-belief before she’d ever known him. So why should she feel vulnerable now?

‘You should give them up, you know.’ The man approaching the building grinned at her as she finished the cigarette and ground it out under her heel.

‘I have given them up,’ she told him.

‘That was the last?’ he asked. ‘I’ve witnessed someone actually putting out their last cigarette?’

‘Perhaps,’ she said. She wasn’t in the humour for this kind of chitchat and, although he was obviously a customer of the bank, she didn’t feel like being nice.

‘Don’t you feel totally marginalised having to smoke outdoors? ’

‘I don’t have to smoke at all. And it’s a nice break from inside.’

‘Why? Difficult day?’

‘Look,’ Alix smoothed her skirt, ‘I’m really not in the mood for this kind of thing. I know that smoking might kill me. I know I’m totally anti-social. But I don’t want to talk about it. OK?’

‘OK,’ he said.

‘Fine.’ She pushed open the glass door and walked back into the building.

He went to the reception desk. ‘Matt Connery of Anatronics to see Alix Callaghan.’ His voice carried across the foyer to where she waited for the lift to arrive.

She groaned. It was turning into another bad day.




Chapter 4

Alix walked back over to the reception desk.

‘I’m Alix Callaghan,’ she said, extending her hand. ‘I’m sorry, I didn’t realise who you were.’

Matt Connery grinned at her. ‘No problem. I’m a bit early. I’m afraid I caught you off guard.’

‘Not at all,’ said Alix briskly. ‘Just taking some time out.’

‘Busy day?’ he asked sympathetically as he followed her to the lifts.

‘As usual.’ She pressed the button for the third floor.

She said nothing as the lift moved upwards. She was furious that a client had seen her sitting on the steps like some careless clerk with nothing better to do. She was also annoyed with herself for getting into a tit-for-tat spat with him. She was supposed to be a professional person and she knew that she hadn’t acted in a professional way. But he’d arrived just as she was imagining Paul and Sabine’s hurried meeting in Paris while she had been asleep in bed after the Europa Bank reception. She’d been visualising them running towards each other, holding each other, Sabine asking if he was sure it was OK to meet and Paul telling her yes, absolutely, Alix was safely sleeping in the luxury of the Georges V and there was no chance of her waking before noon.

She hadn’t guessed, that was what hurt her the most. She hadn’t thought that Paul had any doubts about their relationship. She knew that she was sometimes impatient and often self-centred about how she lived her life, but she’d honestly believed that Paul was happy about things. How could she have been so stupid?

The lift sighed to a stop.

‘This way,’ said Alix shortly. She led Matt past the dealing room and into the small meeting room on the corner of the building with its views over the Liffey and back towards the city.

‘So what did you want to discuss?’ She was brusque to the point of rudeness. Usually when she met a new client she was courteous and helpful. She’d try to find out a little about them, their likes and dislikes. She’d engage in some meaningless conversation just to get the measure of them. But she didn’t feel like that right now.

Matt Connery opened his briefcase and took out a sheaf of documents which he passed across the table to her. ‘This is some background on the company. This shows growth projections. These are our receivables - as you can see they’re mainly in dollars but we have payments in a variety of other currencies, including the Far East. I want to streamline the way we look after things. I’ve also been talking to your credit guy, John Collins. We should have a facility in place soon.’ He smiled at her. His eyes were blue but not the same deep blue as Paul’s. Matt Connery’s eyes were a lighter blue, a product of what seemed to Alix to be Scandinavian ancestry, because his hair was wheat-coloured and his skin was golden brown.

She skimmed through the papers. Anatronics was a computer  animation company and, if the figures were to be believed, it was growing very quickly. It could be an interesting account.

‘OK,’ she said. ‘Here’s the way I think you should play it.’

She talked for ten minutes, going through a range of products, becoming more and more confident as she spoke. She forgot about the less than fortunate meeting with him on the steps of the building. She forgot about the fact that she thought her heart was broken. She talked about spot rates and forward rates and futures and options while he listened carefully, stopping her once or twice for clarification.

‘Thank you,’ he said when she’d finished. ‘Obviously we’ve thought about some of this already. I need to chat to my people back at the office and talk through these scenarios with them.’

‘That’s fine,’ said Alix. ‘If you need anything else or if you want me to come and give a presentation to your board, just give me a call.’

‘I will.’ He smiled and looked at his watch. ‘If you’re not busy would you like to join me for lunch?’

‘Lunch?’ She looked at him in surprise.

‘It’s after one,’ he said. ‘And I’m hungry!’

‘Thank you, but I’m busy.’

‘That’s a shame.’

‘I’ve been out of the office a lot this morning,’ she said. ‘I need to get back to the desk for a while.’

‘I see.’ He smiled at her. ‘Some other time, perhaps?’

‘Well, yes. Maybe. Let’s see how you get on with your people.

Perhaps we could all meet up, have lunch here.’

Matt sighed. ‘Perhaps.’

She looked at him quizzically. ‘Did you intend to see John Collins or anyone else while you were here?’

He shook his head. ‘Only you. And I’m delighted to have met you at last.’

‘At last?’

‘Oh, I mentioned to a guy I met at a corporate treasurers’ dinner that I was meeting you today. He was full of praise. Charlie Mulholland.’

She smiled. ‘Charlie’s a good customer.’

‘He told me you were the nicest trader he ever dealt with.’

‘Did he really!’ She smiled, remembering Charlie’s abruptness earlier in the day.

‘Anyway, I’d better get going. Let you get on with the churning and burning or whatever it is you do.’

‘Thank you,’ she said. ‘I’ll see you out.’

Gavin was shouting ‘Done, done!’ when she walked back into the dealing room.

‘What’s going on?’ she asked Dave.

‘I know you said to stay flat in dollars,’ he said, ‘but Gavin heard of a couple of buyers coming out of New York. So we picked up a few and we’re just squaring the position now.’

She glanced at the price. The dollar had strengthened considerably since the morning. Thank God she’d covered back the ten million she’d sold earlier. Otherwise she’d be licking her wounds by now.

‘How’d you do, Gavin?’ asked Dave.

‘Out at fifty.’ Gavin grinned, pleased with himself.

‘What did you make?’ asked Alix.

‘Ten grand,’ replied Gavin.

‘Well done,’ she said.

‘Thanks.’ He grinned again. ‘Took your advice, Alix. I didn’t get too greedy. Though it’ll probably strengthen a bit more. There’s talk that Soros is buying.’

‘Oh, really?’

If George Soros, one of the world’s biggest investors, was buying dollars, then Gavin was probably right. But deep down Alix still thought that dollar rates would fall and so would the value of the currency. The Federal Reserve Bank in the US was having its monthly meeting on Thursday and an announcement about rates could be made afterwards. Alix thought they might cut because one of the members of the board, who’d always been against a fall in rates, had recently resigned. But Janis Kerrigan was only one member of the board and George Soros had much better contacts than Alix Callaghan! Soros was more likely to be right.

‘You should go to meetings more often,’ said Gavin. ‘I do better when you’re not here!’

‘I’ll bear that in mind,’ said Alix dryly and picked up the phone.

There was a different feeling in the apartment. When Paul had lived with her she never really felt lonely, even when he wasn’t there. In fact she liked being alone. But this wasn’t the same at all. This was knowing he wasn’t coming back this evening. This was loneliness. She took a bottle of Miller out of the fridge and walked into the second bedroom, the one where Paul had done so much of his work.

It was almost frighteningly tidy. Paul was a neat and tidy person when he worked, there were never huge mounds of  paper scattered around the place, but there had always been lots of it - newspapers neatly stacked by the desk, back copies of magazines in which he’d had articles published, reference books piled against the wall. He’d taken almost everything.

She gulped some of the beer and placed the bottle on the desk. Then she switched on the computer.

Although Paul had used it a lot, the computer was actually connected to her terminal at work. She couldn’t execute trades from home, but she could monitor prices. The dollar was even stronger. Once again she breathed a sigh of relief that luck had been on her side today.

The phone rang and startled her so much that she knocked over the beer. She swore as it formed a golden puddle in the middle of the desk.

‘Hello,’ she said.

‘Hi, Alix. It’s me.’

‘Paul.’ They’d only been apart a couple of days and yet it seemed like forever. ‘How are things?’

‘Not bad,’ he said. ‘And you?’

‘Fine.’

He cleared his throat. ‘I rang because I left some stuff in the apartment.’

‘Really?’ She looked around. It didn’t seem like there was much left to her.

‘Yes. In the filing cabinet. Some papers and some disks.

Remember that series on Georgian houses that I did? Also, the CD-ROM set. Sorry about this but I wondered, could I come and collect them sometime?’

‘When did you have in mind?’

‘Some afternoon.’

‘I won’t be here in the afternoon,’ said Alix.

‘I know.’

‘How will you get in?’

‘I have keys. I left mine there but I forgot about the ones we left with Mum. I’ll leave them behind.’

‘Why don’t you come over now?’ asked Alix.

‘Can’t,’ said Paul.

‘Why not?’

‘Just can’t.’

‘Whenever,’ said Alix. ‘I don’t care.’

‘Alix?’

‘What?’

‘Look - I’m sorry.’

‘Oh, sod off,’ she said and hung up.

She got a cloth and wiped up the beer. He wouldn’t call now because he was afraid of seeing her. Afraid that he’d suddenly realise that he’d treated her badly. And she knew that, even if he didn’t think he loved her, he still did. They worked together. She knew it.

She went into the living room and curled up on the sofa. What would it be like to have children? she wondered. It wasn’t something she’d thought about before now. Not since she’d been at school, anyway, and they’d played at being parents. Children were something that grown-up people had, that demanded time and attention. Children went with houses and gardens, not apartments along the canal. Children were other people. Messy people. Noisy people. People with their own agendas.

What would their children be like? Would they be dark and have navy-blue eyes like Paul’s? Or would they look like her? She got up and stared at herself in the wall mirror. Grey-green eyes in an oval face. Dark brown hair with glints of red, pulled  back, as she always wore it. Generous lips. Kissable lips, as Paul had once told her.

She leaned closer to the mirror and gasped. She couldn’t believe it. She undid the tortoiseshell clip that held her hair and pushed her fingers through the strands. But she hadn’t been mistaken.

Clumps of grey! Not just the occasional grey that had amused her in the past. Not the solitary silver thread running through dark tresses. These were real grey hairs and there were at least half a dozen. She pushed her hands through her hair again. There were more. Not clumped together now, more occasional, but still more.

She had grey hair. She was getting old. Paul was right. There must have been something wrong with her when she hadn’t heard the ticking of her biological clock before now. The alarm bell was about to go off! You are a woman in your thirties, she told herself. You are getting too old to have your first child. You have grey hair!

Was this why Paul had left her? Had he noticed the grey and decided that she, Alix, was getting too old for him? Was that why he’d lusted after the Lolita-like Sabine? She shook her head. She was being paranoid now. Paul had the odd grey strand in his thick black hair. Although on men grey looked distinguished. On women it just looked old.

She pulled her hair back from her face again. You didn’t really notice the grey unless you were actually looking for it. You’d have to be staring at her to be certain it was there.

She’d get it coloured as soon as she could, all the same.




Chapter 5

Gavin yawned and leaned back in his chair. It was Thursday, the day of the Fed meeting, but the markets were quiet. There wouldn’t be any news from the States until later and nobody in Europe was trying to move bonds or currencies dramatically one way or another. Alix was meeting a client for lunch, Jenny had gone for a walk, and only Gavin and Dave were in the dealing room.

‘Peaceful,’ said Gavin.

Dave glanced up from the copy of The Phoenix he was reading. ‘What?’

‘Peaceful. Here. Without Alix ranting and raving and without Jenny backing her up.’

Dave closed the magazine. ‘You really hate her, don’t you?’

‘No,’ said Gavin. ‘But she’s such a fucking prima donna. And I hate it when she starts snapping.’

Dave laughed. ‘Snapping?’

‘Reminds me of one of the teachers in school,’ said Gavin.

‘Always nagging, nothing ever done right.’

‘You’re being a bit unfair,’ Dave said. ‘She actually gets a lot right.’

‘Not this week.’ Gavin tapped on the computer keyboard  and called up the profit and loss account. ‘She’s done some shitty trades this week.’

‘It hasn’t been one of her best,’ admitted Dave. ‘Although Monday was OK.’

‘That was me,’ retorted Gavin. ‘My call on the Soros buying.

We made money on my trade and then she called a couple of clients and we made money on the back of their trades. But it was me that set the whole thing going. Left to her, we’d still be short dollars with our arses hanging out the window!’

Dave laughed. ‘So what do you want me to say? Well done, Gavin?’

‘No,’ said Gavin. ‘I just think you should back me up a bit more. I can’t understand how you can side with that woman when she’s probably taking home twice as much money as you although you’re easily as good as her. You’re so passive about it!’

‘She’ll burn herself out,’ said Dave. ‘I know I’m not a knife-in-the-back type of operator - not like you’ll be! But she’s getting on a bit now and I’ll bet you anything you like she’ll get married to her boyfriend and start producing babies by next year.’

‘You think?’

‘Absolutely. I met Paul a couple of months ago. He was muttering about settling down and families and all that sort of stuff. So she might be throwing her weight around a bit now but it’ll be a different story in a few months.’

‘Make me a price,’ said Gavin.

Dave grinned. ‘In what?’

‘Weeks before she gets engaged.’

Dave considered for a moment. ‘Ten/fifteen. A fiver a week.’

‘You’re reading me,’ Gavin complained. ‘And you could drive a bus through that price.’

‘It’s not an easy market to read.’

‘I thought you were convinced.’

‘I know what I think.’ Dave grinned at him. ‘What do you think?’

‘Oh, all right, you’re done at fifteen,’ said Gavin. ‘If she gets engaged before fifteen weeks are up, you win. After, I collect.’

‘Done. But you’ll be paying me, Gavin.’

‘It’s worth it,’ he said. ‘If some bloke takes her off our hands before fifteen weeks are up, I’ll pay gladly.’

Dave laughed. ‘She might get engaged. But she won’t leave.’

‘If she gets engaged she’ll get married soon afterwards. Why wait? And if she gets married then it’s lots and lots of lovely snotty-nosed kids! I can almost believe it myself.’

‘Believe what?’ Jenny walked into the room and draped her jacket over her chair.

‘Nothing,’ said Gavin.

‘Nothing,’ said Dave.

Jenny looked from one to the other. ‘It’s a man thing, is it?’

The two guys laughed.

‘Hopefully,’ said Gavin. ‘Hopefully.’

It was nearly three o’clock by the time Alix got back. She went directly to her small office in the corner of the room and took some paracetamol from a packet in the desk. She had a raging headache. Lunch had taken longer than she’d expected and  Fergus Reilly, the client she’d met, had insisted on ordering a second bottle of wine and telling her not to worry, he was picking up the tab. Fergus was a good client and normally she enjoyed a boozy lunch with him. But she hadn’t been in the humour today, she’d found it difficult to laugh at the off-colour jokes he told, which normally amused her, and she couldn’t help wondering why she was there in the first place.

If I was married with children, she’d thought as the wine waiter topped her glass with Pinot Noir, I’d be sitting in the garden playing with them right now. I’d be laughing and having real fun instead of pretending to laugh at jokes that aren’t even halfway funny.

Are you mad? she asked herself as she thought about it again. She sat up straight and flexed her hands behind her head. You’d hate to be sitting in the garden with a brace of children.

‘Line four, Alix!’ Dave’s voice carried through. ‘It’s Christie Reardon.’

‘I’ll take it out there,’ she replied.

Christie, a treasurer in a manufacturing company, wanted to talk about interest rates. While Alix chatted to her she massaged the back of her neck and wished she’d kept off the red wine.

‘What do you want to do about this evening?’ asked Dave when she finally hung up.

‘What do you mean?’

‘Our positions. We’re flat on the currency book but we’re holding some treasuries. Do you want to leave it like that?’

Alix rubbed the bridge of her nose. She still had a sneaking feeling about rates. And the dollar. But she wasn’t as convinced as she’d been before she’d heard about Soros.

‘What do you think?’ she asked.

Dave leaned back in his chair. ‘Stay flat currencies. Lose the  treasuries. It doesn’t look like the Fed’ll do anything, despite Kerrigan. I know you think they’ll cut but they might not want to do it straightaway.’

Alix sighed. ‘Whatever you think, Dave. I’m heading off now anyway.’

‘Now?’ Dave glanced at his watch. It was only four o’clock.

Alix rarely left the office before five.

‘Yes, now. I have a headache.’

Jenny looked at Alix in surprise. A headache had never sent Alix home before.

‘Gavin, even if you have some good information from your US friends, stick to whatever Dave says, will you?’ Alix pulled on her Mondi jacket and picked up her bag. ‘Don’t go trying to be a hero. OK?’

‘OK,’ said Gavin. ‘But someone might have--’

‘Gavin!’ warned Alix.

He sighed.

‘See you guys tomorrow,’ said Alix and walked out of the room.

The three remaining dealers stared at each other.

‘I’m telling you,’ said Gavin, ‘she’s up the pole.’

‘Gavin!’ Jenny looked angrily at him.

‘She must be,’ he said, unabashed.

‘I doubt it very much,’ said Jenny dryly. ‘Alix wouldn’t drink or swallow paracetamol if she was pregnant. You know her, everything by the book.’

Gavin looked disappointed. ‘You might be right. But there’s something wrong and that spells opportunity for all of us.’

‘You make me sick,’ said Jenny. ‘You’re like a vulture. And you,’ she turned to Dave, ‘you’re not much better.’

‘I haven’t said a word.’ Dave looked at her innocently.

‘You don’t need to,’ she snapped.

Paul’s compact discs were still on the table where she’d left them. Alix was pretty sure he’d arrive today - his Thursday schedule was usually light. She hadn’t set out with the intention of being in the apartment when he arrived, but she’d suddenly thought about it as she was talking to Christie Reardon. And from that moment she’d wanted to be back in the apartment, to see him.

She rubbed her eyes. She was tired. She hadn’t slept properly since he’d left and she was annoyed with herself for caring so much.

Her feelings about Paul fluctuated wildly from one moment to the next. Sometimes she thought that it was a good thing he was gone - he could be demanding, fussy, disapproving and make her feel like an irresponsible adolescent. Other times she missed him so much it physically hurt her. But she needed to see him. If she saw him face to face she might be able to decide how she really felt.

It was almost five o’clock when she heard the key in the door. Her heart beat faster and she could feel adrenaline coursing through her body. He walked into the living room and looked at her in surprise.

‘What are you doing here at this hour?’

‘Headache,’ she said. ‘I had lunch with a client, drank too much wine, couldn’t concentrate.’ Almost immediately she wished she hadn’t mentioned the wine. He disapproved strongly of her drinking at lunchtime.

‘I’ve never known you to come home before,’ said Paul.

‘The screens were making it worse,’ she told him. ‘And I need to be OK for tomorrow. There’s the bank reception tomorrow night.’

‘Oh, yes.’ Paul made a face. ‘I’d forgotten about that.’

‘Why should you remember?’ asked Alix. ‘You’re not going now, are you?’

‘Are you serious?’ asked Paul.

‘No,’ she said. ‘Despite the fact that your name is on the guest list.’

The reception, to be held in the bank the following night, was to celebrate its ten years in Dublin. All bank employees and their partners, together with a select client list, were to attend.
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