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Prologue

      

   



      

Saturday night

      She knows she has made an even bigger mistake than she first thought when the car swerves off the road and veers down a dark
         country lane. Her hands grip the edge of the seat while headlights illuminate a pot-holed, bumpy surface. They bounce off
         bent and twisted hedgerows and they shimmer across densely packed woods that tower like a silent phalanx of mercenaries. Her
         heart ricochets inside her chest.
      

      This couldn’t be happening. Not to her. Nausea surges into her throat, the sour taste telling her that this is real, here and now. A bubble of fear explodes at
         the back of her skull.
      

      ‘Stop the car, now,’ she cries, her voice thin and quavering in her ears. If only, if only, if only.
      

      If only she hadn’t agreed to get into this car.

      If only she hadn’t been so stupid.

      If only she could turn back time and be in the safe, warm security of her home and her life, which has never seemed more precious.
         Although it is barely a dozen miles away as the crow flies, it has never felt so distant. They passed through a huddle of
         houses about a mile back, so they’re not all that far from civilisation.
      

      ‘I said, stop the car.’ Her voice is hoarse.

The car stops so suddenly that it slews across loose gravel and she jerks forward in the seat. She gets such a shock that
         her trembling fingers have all the traction of soft, running water as they try to disengage the seat belt. Her scalp crawls
         with spikes of tension. Finally, the belt springs free. She summons whatever shreds of strength she has left and scrambles
         out the passenger door, her legs shaking as her feet somehow connect with the stony surface of the lane, her face chilled
         with the flow of cold night air. She slams the door. The car speeds away up the lane. The roar of the engine recedes in the
         distance, the tail lights vanishing as it rounds a bend. She is alone in the depths of the night, her breath heaving loudly
         in her chest, her heart thumping in her throat. A thin wind buffets her face. It rattles the hedgerows and whistles through
         the dark woods rising up on the other side of the lane. Up above her, shredded clouds float like grey ghosts against the coal-black
         sky. Off into the distance beyond the hedgerows, the darkness is broken here and there by pin-pricks of light from scattered
         houses, shining like welcoming beacons.
      

      She pulls up the collar of her jacket and begins to pick her way up the lane in the direction of the nearest light, slipping
         and sliding on the laneway’s broken surface, almost losing her balance, her hands flying out to save herself as she steps
         into a crumbling pothole and staggers headlong. Trailing brambles, reaching out like tentacles, tear at her face, slice through
         her tights and scratch her legs.
      

      She struggles to her feet, takes off her heels, and tears clog the back of her throat as she hobbles painfully along. She
         keeps to the side of the lane, her feet sinking into squashy undergrowth, loose stones, and more thorny brambles; her heart
         racing, her blood pumping, her breath laboured in her chest.
      

      She’s almost there when she hears it coming up behind her. A car.

      She turns and watches the beams of the headlights as it cruises up the lane towards her. Rescue, surely. Soon she will be
         home safe. Nothing seems sweeter. Her heart lifts, buoyed on a flood of hope. She flaps her hands. She jumps up and down, uncaring that her feet are cut to ribbons on the stony surface, wishing she had her mobile to provide some
         kind of signal light. The car comes closer. Just when she expects the driver to spot her in its headlights and slow down,
         it picks up speed, coming straight towards her.
      

      There’s no time to get out of the way. She has a split second to realise she hasn’t been so lucky after all. A huge wave of
         regret chokes her just as darkness closes around her.
      

      Oh God, how utterly, incredibly, stupidly foolish I have been …
      






      
PART ONE

      One week earlier …






      
      
      One

      
      Monday morning

      
      It all started to go wrong on Monday morning, like someone sliding the queen of hearts out of the middle of a delicately balanced
         pyramid of cards so that, one by one, all the central pieces pinning it together came tumbling down.
      

      
      Only it wasn’t just a deck of cards, it was their lives.

      
      At first, the day seemed perfect, right at the time Ali Kennedy took a detour through St Stephen’s Green, soaking up the early-spring
         sunlight fizzling all around her. She wanted to reach out and catch some of the sunbeams and wrap them in the palm of her
         hand, just as her mother had shown her years ago when she was a child, when the sun had streamed in through the bevelled glass
         of their front door, shooting colourful prisms into the hall. After she’d told Max about that memory, he would sometimes wrap
         a kiss in the palm of her hand when he was in a soppy mood – or looking for something, or, her mouth curved in a grin at the
         thought, apologising for forgetting the dry cleaning or the refuse bins.
      

      
      She came out of the park at the top of Grafton Street. After the rain the night before, the air was rinsed so clearly that,
         up above, the higgledy-piggledy stretch of buildings and rooftops running down the street was brightly outlined against a bowl of sky so blue she thought it looked like a painting. It was the kind of magical morning
         that made her think something wonderful was around the corner.
      

      
      Ali cut down through Johnson’s Court and on, across to Drury Street and when she reached Booth Street, she paused for a moment,
         her eyes flicking over the façade of the bakery on the corner. The paintwork around the door and windows was a shade of cobalt
         blue, with the name painted in silver lettering over the doorway: Booth Street Bakery.
      

      
      To the passer by, the bakery looked warm and inviting, somewhere you could relax over coffee and warm scones, meet friends
         for brunch or afternoon cream tea, or sit back against the velvet cushions in the window seat with hot chocolate and a blueberry
         pastry and watch the world go by.
      

      
      To the movers and shakers, it was becoming the place to be seen in.

      
      To Ali and Max, it was a second home and the culmination of a dream.

      
      The bakery was already open when Ali strolled in shortly after nine o’clock, passing the bay trees in aluminium containers
         that flanked the door, the blackboard chalked up with the morning specials. She carried her tote bag on her right arm whilst
         her left hand reached up to start unwinding her silk scarf. Mouth-watering aromas of freshly brewed coffee and oven-baked
         bread greeted her. She scanned the counter displays – the tempting assortment of fluffy fresh breads, light, melting pastries,
         a variety of enticing scones and cakes all invitingly arranged in baskets, china bowls and ceramic stands. All was in order
         with the bakery this morning.
      

      
      Later, when she looked back, she wanted to rewind time and go back to that moment – her just entering the bakery, Max in London,
         Tom and Jessica in school – because it was the last perfect moment, the last untarnished pulse beat in the intertwined lives
         of Max and Ali Kennedy before all the strands of their life together began to unspool and fray at the edges.
      

      
      ‘Morning everyone,’ Ali called out. She had no time to respond to the chorus of greetings from staff and nods from a handful
         of customers because her mobile rang.
      

      
      
      ‘I must have left my notebook behind,’ her husband said, the minute she answered. ‘Will you have a look?’

      
      Max. Unusual for him to be calling from the London trade fair like this and sounding so irritable, especially when he should
         have been engrossed in some bakery demonstration about now. And he should still be feeling happy after their love-making last
         night, Ali thought, recalling with a nugget of pleasure the hot touch of his hands on her hips as she rose of top of him.
      

      
      ‘Good morning, mister,’ she said. ‘I gather your red eye flight was on time, and how are you today?’ With her phone to her
         ear and her tote bag slung over her shoulder, she was already moving down the flagstone floor beyond the counter, up the stairs,
         and down past the first-floor seating area, into the narrow corridor that held the customer rest rooms and her tiny cubby
         hole of an office. She put her mobile down on her desk and switched it to speaker mode as she took off her scarf and shrugged
         out of her leather coat.
      

      
      ‘Yes, right, missus – love you to bits and all that,’ Max said, his jerky voice telling her he was on the move somewhere.
         In the background, she could hear strains of energetic music and a disembodied tannoy. ‘But the first workshop is just about
         to start and I can’t find my notebook …’
      

      
      ‘Where did you leave it?’ she asked, sliding her coat onto a wooden hanger before casting her eyes around, knowing already
         that Max’s precious notebook wasn’t going to suddenly magic itself out of the neat environs of her small office.
      

      
      Compared to the hustle and bustle in the rest of the bakery, Ali’s small corner of the building with the barley-white walls
         was an oasis of calm serenity with everything in its place. It was just as well that Ali found any kind of mess aggravating,
         because the office was far too compact to allow her to indulge in any kind of disorder. She kept her desk free of clutter,
         apart from her laptop, some trade magazines and a neat pile of paperwork clipped together in a filing tray. There was nothing
         on top of the filing cabinets along the wall save for a couple of flourishing spider plants.
      

      
      
      ‘I can’t remember. I thought I put it in the bag along with my iPad on Saturday evening, before I left Booth Street,’ Max
         said, sounding grumpy. ‘That’s where I always put it when I’m travelling.’
      

      
      ‘Yeah well, are you positive it’s not there? I’m a busy lady,’ she teased. ‘I haven’t time for these frivolous distractions,
         you know.’
      

      
      He stayed silent. In the quality of his silence, she could picture him clearly, standing very still in the chaos all around
         him, feeling slightly injured at her throwaway remark. Max had this way of being totally motionless while he absorbed something
         or turned it over in his mind. On the surface, he was a still, unruffled kind of person, unlike Ali. She liked to think that
         was why they got on so well and there was a restfulness about him that made her feel totally at peace with him.
      

      
      She should have known Max would feel out of sorts without his current notebook. From the time he had started out in his career,
         he had always used a spiral-bound A5 notebook to jot down recipes and ideas. By now, he had quite a collection filled with
         his award-winning recipes. Ali knew how bereft he would be not to find his current one in his bag, his fingers itching to
         scribble down tips and advice he would glean in the course of the two-day London cake and bakery show.
      

      
      ‘I thought I packed it, but I was so busy finishing up …’ his voice trailed off as though he was beginning to doubt himself.
         ‘Will you try the cabinet?’
      

      
      ‘Your wish is my command,’ Ali said, picking up her mobile. She went across to the cabinet where she kept all the business
         paperwork and accounts locked in the top drawers, and where Max stored his collection of notebooks in a roomy bottom drawer.
      

      
      ‘It’s not much good to me there, but at least I’d know where it is,’ Max was talking, raising his voice against another upsurge
         of noise. When the noise receded a little, Max went on, ‘I hope I haven’t dropped it somewhere, I’ve lots of stuff in it that
         I haven’t processed yet.’
      

      
      ‘Then I can’t imagine you put it away. I bet you left it lying around downstairs, where anyone could have taken it.’ Mobile
         to her ear, Ali pulled out the bottom drawer with her free hand. But instead of looking at a pile of Max’s notebooks, she was looking into clean,
         empty space – space that should have been taken up with over a dozen notebooks filled with Max’s work, his pencilled scrawls
         and cookery notes, which were a legacy to his creativity and almost his entire career. She blinked. Blinked again. She put
         her hand inside and felt around the smooth sides as if to confirm the evidence of her eyes.
      

      
      Nothing. Zilch. She hadn’t been seeing things.

      
      She didn’t realise how long she’d been silent until Max said, ‘What’s up?’

      
      ‘Max, it’s not here,’ she said slowly, staring into the drawer. ‘Funny thing is, neither are any of the others.’

      
      ‘What?’
      

      
      ‘The drawer is empty. Did you clear it out?’ Confusion washed over her and a small seed of anxiety lodged itself in her chest.
         This was odd. She knew in her heart of hearts that Max hadn’t touched them, because he spent as little time in her office
         as he had to. The kitchen and bakery floor were his kingdom. And no way would he have suddenly decided to embark on a spring
         clean of his horde of precious notebooks or shift them somewhere else without telling her. He did very little without telling
         her or asking for her advice. As he had said himself on many occasions, she was his oracle.
      

      
      ‘What does that mean?’ she’d asked him once.

      
      ‘You must be consulted at all times, without fail,’ he’d said, putting on an extra-deep voice like Arnold Schwarzenegger in
         The Terminator.
      

      
      ‘I’m so glad you know who’s the boss around here,’ she’d said.

      
      Now, his voice clipped, ‘I didn’t go near them. They have to be in there somewhere. You must have moved them when you were
         doing some of your over-enthusiastic cleaning and—’
      

      
      ‘I must have moved them? I wouldn’t dare mess with your precious work.’ Her scalp prickled with uneasiness.
      

      
      ‘Okay, okay. Sorry. Will you look around the bakery for me? Please? And thank you, darling.’

      
      
      ‘Right, darling. I’ll call you back,’ she said, straightening up and putting down her mobile. She stepped out of her Nikes – essential footwear
         for her morning walk into work – and slid her feet into her black shoes. She checked all of her cabinets, sliding out drawers
         one by one, blinking her eyes as though she doubted the evidence in front of her, but all her files and paperwork were in
         order and there was no sign of Max’s current notebook, let alone his entire collections. It was as though they had been spirited
         away, with everything else undisturbed. She tried to remember if Max had taken out his notebook at home the previous evening.
         But he’d just watched some television after dinner and they’d gone to bed early, his overnight bag left in the downstairs
         cloakroom, ready for his 5 a.m. airport departure. She adjusted the silver belt of her charcoal-grey Karen Millen shirt-dress
         and pasted a smile on her face as she left her office.
      

      
      They ran such a tight ship, with every inch of space in Booth Street carefully accounted for, that instinct told her Max’s
         notebooks with his award-winning recipes weren’t suddenly going to pop up from behind the coffee machines or from under his
         treasured Hobart mixer.
      

      
      But they had to be somewhere. It wasn’t as if, she laughed to herself as she came out onto the first floor, anyone would have
         come into her office, opened the cabinets and actually stolen them.
      

   



      
      
      Two

      
      Booth Street Bakery had been partly inspired by a patisserie Ali and Max had stumbled on in France, years earlier whilst they
         were on a camping holiday.
      

      
      ‘When we get our own place, it will be just like this,’ Ali had said dreamily, as she looked around the welcoming Provence
         patisserie and stirred her frothy coffee. ‘Mouth-watering displays, sweet and savoury aromas, brightly clean and inviting.’
      

      
      ‘You mean if,’ Max had corrected.

      
      ‘No, I don’t,’ she’d said softly, leaning across the table towards him, putting her hand on his, and looking into his blue
         eyes, trying to convince him with her steady gaze. ‘Don’t you realise how good you are?’
      

      
      He didn’t.

      
      Sometimes she still had a job convincing him. Despite being a qualified pastry chef, occasionally he said he couldn’t understand
         where his success had come from. Or how it had all happened.
      

      
      The décor of the bakery was a mixture of retro chic and clean contemporary, themed in farmhouse style, infused with a mix
         of Irish heritage. It seated fifty and was spread over two floors. Banquettes were strewn with blue and cream cushions, and
         shelves held jugs of lavender and herbs and spices, as well as baskets of fresh fruit and vegetables. All the counter and serving staff wore blue aprons with the Booth Street Bakery logo over white shirts and black trousers. One exposed,
         golden-stoned wall ran the length of the bakery, and the remaining walls were painted in pale cream with colourful prints
         of the Irish landscape: a purply-gold Connemara autumn, a Westmeath lake under high, blue skies, so clear it mirrored the
         surrounding woods; then Max’s favourite, and a nod to his roots, a wide tableau of the Claddagh at sunset, where the River
         Corrib flowed into Galway Bay.
      

      
      Ali went downstairs to the main floor. It was quiet at this hour of the morning, when most of the business was takeouts.

      
      ‘Morning, Ali. How are you today?’ Emma, a counter assistant, was busy filling metal holders in the shape of flowers with
         blue-checked napkins, in between serving customers. Early twenties, Emma was a college graduate unable to find work in her
         chosen field of teaching, but she was always cheerful.
      

      
      ‘Great, couldn’t be better!’ Ali smiled automatically. She slipped in behind the counter and her gaze darted about the shelves.
         There was no sign of any notebooks. She went down to the counter holding the coffee machine, hot water and the selection of
         teas, but the shelves underneath held nothing but cups, saucers and mugs. Then she looked up at the high shelf behind the
         counter.
      

      
      ‘Are you looking for something?’ Emma asked, her forehead crinkling.

      
      Ali smiled. ‘Sort of. I wish I was about a foot taller so I could see what’s on that top shelf.’ Or what’s not there.
      

      
      ‘Daniel’s doing kitchen porter this morning,’ Emma said, blushing prettily.

      
      Daniel. At twenty-two years of age, he was the resident heart-throb of the bakery. He’d tried out his charms on all the staff
         until they got the measure of his flirty ways. He had been with them just four months, having returned from travelling the
         world, and while Ali wasn’t always happy with the way he chatted up the counter and floor staff, he was good in the kitchen.
         More importantly, he was Debbie’s son, and they couldn’t afford to get on the wrong side of Debbie.
      

      
      
      Emma turned to look after a customer and Ali came out from behind the counter just as Helena whirled by with a tray of used
         mugs, plates and cutlery en route to the kitchen.
      

      
      ‘Morning, Ali. Lovely day, isn’t it?’

      
      ‘Yes, it’s fab.’

      
      ‘Makes you hope spring is on the way at last.’

      
      ‘About time.’

      
      She followed Helena down towards the kitchen, and waited in the doorway, watching the busy yet co-ordinated hive of activity
         as preparations for lunch got under way. Debbie was directing operations in Max’s absence, working alongside Zofia, a Polish
         chef. Their other chef, Estefan from Brazil, had a day off.
      

      
      ‘Hi, Ali,’ Debbie said, looking up from the counter where she was preparing quiche fillings for the oven. ‘How are things?
         Did Max get off okay?’
      

      
      ‘He did—’

      
      ‘But?’ Debbie raised an eyebrow and paused in her work. She knew Ali well enough to guess something was up.

      
      Ali found herself slightly lacking in confidence when it came to Debbie and she wasn’t sure where this small insecurity stemmed
         from. She supposed it was because Debbie had known Max and his older brother Finn from childhood. Long before Ali had come
         on the scene, they’d grown up close to each other in Galway. Max had trained with Debbie, learning the ropes with her in her
         mother’s Galway bakery before he’d come to Dublin. Then three years ago, just before they’d extended the bakery, Debbie had
         met Max fortuitously, had come on board straightaway, and been with them ever since.
      

      
      Max had won several awards for his artisan baking, but was most famed for his organic cranberry bread. The recipe was his
         trade secret, and had only been revealed to Debbie. Not even Ali knew what exactly went in to his mix; then again, she had
         long ago accepted that she hadn’t a cookery bone in her body. And from the day soon after they’d opened, when she had mistakenly poured sugar instead of salt into the
         lunchtime soup – Max had kept a straight face as he said it was the most avant-garde soup he’d ever tasted – she’d decided
         it was best if she kept well away from the kitchen.
      

      
      Plus Debbie knew exactly how to take charge of the kitchen in Max’s absence, supporting him whenever he was there. Tall, dark-haired
         and brown-eyed, not even her aprons could hide her enviable, curvy figure. Ali sometimes saw her as Booth Street Bakery’s
         answer to Nigella Lawson and she had more knowledge about baking in her little finger than Ali would ever glean in her lifetime.
         Looking at her lively face, you’d never think she’d been in the bakery since six o’clock that morning, turning on the ovens,
         preparing the breads and pastries and overseeing the morning deliveries.
      

      
      ‘Max didn’t leave a notebook around here, did he?’ Ali asked.

      
      Debbie searched the kitchen, and Ali watched as she competently and briskly checked around the shelves and presses, high and
         low, and then she shook her head as she came back out to Ali. ‘Nope. Don’t tell me he went to London without his precious
         baby?’
      

      
      ‘Seems so.’

      
      ‘If I find it I’ll get the first flight over to him,’ she said, smiling at Ali. A timer on one of the ovens pinged and Debbie
         said, ‘Daniel, will you leave the dishwasher for now and get that?’
      

      
      ‘I’ll borrow Daniel for a moment, when he’s free,’ Ali said, looking down to the tall, lanky young man who was pulling a tray
         of organic loaves out of an oven. He deftly transferred the loaves to a wire tray, grinning sideways and winking at Ali as
         he caught her looking at him.
      

      
      Daniel had a cheeky look to his face that was fine for Tom, her eleven-year-old son, Ali thought, but a bit immature for Daniel.
         Still, some of the assistants found him flirty and endearing and now and again during a lull in the day, even Ali had to smile
         at the repartee bouncing between the kitchen and the counter areas.
      

      
      
      ‘Daniel, the boss wants you, the real boss,’ Debbie said, winking at Ali before she headed back into the kitchen to prepare her quiches.
      

      
      Daniel gave her a friendly smile. ‘Ali, what can I do for you?’

      
      ‘I need someone tall for a sec. Have a look and see if there are any notebooks lying around that shelf up there,’ she said,
         indicating the shelf behind the counter.
      

      
      ‘Nah, nothing there beyond the jugs of dried flowers,’ he said as he stood on his toes checking the shelf. He was almost as
         tall as Max and he had no problem looking into the back of the shelf. ‘Is there anywhere else you want me to check?’ he asked.
      

      
      ‘No, it’s fine,’ Ali said. She looked around the rest of the ground-floor area, smiling at customers as her eyes scanned the
         banquettes and window seats, the dresser in the corner.
      

      
      When she went back upstairs, Ali closed the door, letting the staff know that she wanted to be alone. She leaned against the
         door for a moment, breathing slowly and deeply, fighting a sliver of unease. She couldn’t bring herself to admit that twenty
         years’ worth of Max’s work seemed to be missing.
      

      [image: image]

      
      ‘Don’t worry about it,’ Max said, when she called him back, and she knew he had caught the note of agitation in her voice.
         Or else he assumed she was too busy to have had a proper look. ‘They must be there somewhere.’
      

      
      Like where?, she wanted to say. Both she and Max, along with Debbie, had a full set of keys to the bakery. Although they had a robust
         security system, she locked her office at night, but she came and went so much during the day that the door was left unlocked.
         No one apart from herself or Max had any business in there, except during their very infrequent holidays when either Debbie
         or Emma checked the post and kept things ticking over.
      

      
      ‘When was the last time you went to that drawer?’ she asked, trying to be practical, telling herself there had to be a reasonable
         explanation.
      

      
      ‘Jeez, Ali, I can’t remember,’ he said impatiently. ‘A month, maybe six weeks ago …’ He broke off to talk to someone nearby and then he said, ‘Look, I have to go, we’ll chat later …’
      

      
      ‘Okay.’

      
      A sudden panic gripped Ali, and she hurriedly checked the wall safe, the keys slipping out of her shaky fingers, the office
         closing in on her, but everything was fine, cash and receipts neatly bundled and waiting to be collected by the security firm,
         who came in twice a week. Only she and Max had a key to the safe, with the spare key secreted away at home.
      

      
      She decided to try and get on with her day and opened her laptop. She checked Twitter and Facebook, updating their profile,
         responding to comments and requests, as well as posting their specials of the day. She texted Max, this time to remind him
         to send through a couple of photos from the fair that she could upload to Facebook. She mightn’t be much use in the kitchen,
         but she liked to think she was good with the customers and the staff, and she used the best of her marketing skills to push
         their business out there. But all the time the back of her mind was elsewhere, trying to guess what might have happened to
         his lifetime’s worth of notes.
      

      
      Next, she went through the business emails.

      
      There were emails for lunch reservations in the coming days and she keyed them straight through their system so that they
         would be picked up on the terminal downstairs. There were the usual requests for endorsements from reputable companies eager
         to have the bakery using their ingredients, and offering competitive discounts over trial periods in order to get their foot
         in the door. She’d let Max have a look at those. The one thing he was passionate about was his policy of using only the freshest
         ingredients, locally sourced.
      

      
      ‘You can make all the rules you like, Ali,’ he’d said, when they were starting out. ‘But that’s my one rule and it overrides
         everything else.’
      

      
      She’d grinned. ‘Didn’t know you could do “overrides”?’

      
      He’d flicked her hair. ‘Watch me.’

      
      Early that afternoon Max called her again.

      
      
      ‘Any luck?’

      
      ‘Nothing,’ she said. ‘I’ve been keeping an eye out all day. I’ll check the house as soon as I get home and call you later.’

      
      ‘I’m off to a reception now and it could go on.’

      
      ‘Good for you,’ she said, a little testily. ‘You’ll be swanning around the glitzy fair, networking with all the beautiful
         people, knocking back bubbly and getting high on adoration, and I’m stuck in the office.’
      

      
      ‘It’s a work thing. I’ll be busy. And you could have come with me if bubbly is what you want—’

      
      ‘Nah. I don’t have to go to London for bubbly, and I’d only be in the way. And I couldn’t have left Tom and Jessica at the
         moment.’
      

      
      ‘They would have been okay for a couple of nights.’

      
      ‘A teenager, an eleven-year-old and a free house? Come on, Max.’ Easy for Max to make such generously sweeping pronouncements
         when he knew he had her to keep his feet on the ground.
      

      
      ‘Jessica’s nearly eighteen. I miss you tagging around with me.’

      
      ‘Jessica’s head is elsewhere right now with her mock exams coming up and you’ve described me perfectly – tagging around like
         a spare piece of string.’
      

      
      ‘I’ll show you what I think of a piece of string tomorrow night as soon as I’m home.’

      
      ‘Why don’t you tell me now?’ Ali dared.

      
      ‘I don’t like phone sex. I’d rather let you imagine it …’

      
      ‘Yes, I’ve nothing else to do this afternoon,’ she said, looking at the pile of invoices on her desk and fresh emails appearing
         in her inbox.
      

      
      ‘By the way,’ he said, ‘we’ve been invited to Finn and Jo’s for a meal on Saturday night. He texted me this afternoon.’

      
      ‘Finn and Jo’s? Next Saturday?’ Invitations to Max’s brother and his wife’s house were rare. The couples didn’t get together
         that often any more. Because of the demands of Booth Street, Max and Ali led hands-on, hard-working lives and mostly collapsed
         in front of the telly on Saturday nights, whereas Finn and Jo were the beautiful people who swished around in glamorous social circles, thanks to Finn being one of
         Ireland’s most feted television actors and Jo’s high-profile career in event management. Over the years, the two couples had
         drifted apart. Besides, the solid, reliable Max, who was always comfortable in his own skin, had little in common with the
         edgy, mercurial Finn. And Ali, who sometimes felt she was running around to stay still, found herself a little defensive in
         front of the graceful Jo. ‘What’s that in aid of?’ Ali asked, perplexed. ‘Is there a big birthday coming up?’
      

      
      ‘Not that I know of. Finn is still a couple of years off fifty.’

      
      ‘There must be something up, otherwise they wouldn’t be inviting us over.’

      
      ‘We don’t have to go,’ Max said. ‘We can always say we’ve something on.’

      
      ‘Yes, a hot date with a boxset. Still, we haven’t seen them since that rushed visit at Christmas.’

      
      ‘That was their call. Ali, I have to go,’ Max said hurriedly. ‘I’ll talk to you tonight.’

      
      An email pinged into Ali’s inbox. It was from TV5.

      
      The television station had already made initial approaches to Max about fronting a six-week run of an autumn bakery programme.
         He’d laughed it off when he’d discussed it with Ali, deciding it couldn’t be a serious offer. Still, word about the proposed
         programme, featuring Max, had already been leaked to the media, which Ali guessed had to mean something. Max had done some
         stints of breakfast TV at the station, and he’d been a guest on a couple of foodie programmes, but this was different. It
         would be prime time and megabucks. She scanned the email and her eyes widened as she noted the key points contained in the
         proposals. They were serious. They really wanted him.
      

      
      She’d save this news until he came home from London. This would be huge for Max and propel him into the stratosphere. In recent
         times, with Max’s reputation growing, it was taking him more and more away from the day-to-day business in the bakery. He’d
         featured in weekend supplements and had been the all-important judge at several food fairs. And now, fronting his own programme with a six-week run on TV5,
         his name would be up there in lights and Booth Street Bakery would really be on the map.
      

      
      Ali had little time to savour the glow of satisfaction before her stomach lurched with a disquieting thought. Just as Max
         was on the verge of pulling off the coup of his career so far, all of his work and his carefully crafted recipes seemed to
         have vanished. She closed the email and stared into space. There couldn’t be a connection, she decided firmly. If anyone deserved
         his success, Max did. They’d worked so hard together to bring the dream of their bakery into fruition that no one could begrudge
         them their success.
      

      
      As Ali looked at the black-and-white canvas prints on the wall beside her desk, her heart swelled. One was of herself and
         Max with Tom and Jessica, taken a year ago to celebrate their twentieth wedding anniversary. They all looked so happy, jumbled
         together in a group hug, Max’s dark hair a contrast to Ali’s blonde corkscrew curls; Jessica, blonde like Ali, only younger
         and far more beautiful; Tom, dark like his father, his childish, cheeky face beaming like a light. Ali and Max both agreed
         that far more important than the success of Booth Street was the happiness and contentment of their precious family.
      

      
      Jessica, at almost eighteen, was already distancing herself from her parents, ready to forge her own exciting path as she
         moved out into the world after her final school exams. Tom, just eleven, would in time follow his own path, leaving her with
         an empty nest, but Ali cheered herself up with the thought that no matter how far or high their children might fly, she and
         Max would have each other.
      

      
      She’d been married to Max for half of her life. Over twenty years of love and laughter, of squabbles and tiffs, occasional
         sorrows and deeply felt joys had meshed and moulded them together to form a shared life. Sometimes they overlapped so much
         that Ali didn’t know where she ended and Max began. She couldn’t picture living a life without him.
      

      
      Beside the family group was a canvas print of her favourite wedding photograph; it was a profile of her and Max, she was snuggled
         into his chest, hugging him around the waist, and his arms were securing her protectively, both of them smiling at the camera. They looked
         like a clean sheet. New. Shiny. She had the same photograph at home, and the kids sometimes poked fun at it, Tom making a
         funny noise as if it embarrassed him, Jessica remarking teasingly on how ridiculously young they both had been, that she’d
         never make the mistake of marrying that young.
      

      
      Ali had been twenty-one, fresh-faced, her flyaway curls running riot around her veil. Twenty-one! Almost a child bride in
         today’s currency. But it hadn’t been a mistake. It seemed she had jumped in the blink of an eye from that smiling bride with
         her whole life in front of her, to being a successful woman in her early forties. She had Max to thank for her happiness and
         contentment. He had turned her empty life around and given it meaning and colour, as well as filling it with love.
      

      
      Very occasionally, something dark clutched at her, a terrible fear that it all could be taken away. Twice before, her life
         had shattered in an instant. But that had been before she met Max …
      

   



      
      
      1990

      
      When Ali Brady first meets Max Kennedy, she is nineteen years of age, it is the summer of Italia ’90, and the towns, cities
         and villages of Ireland are gearing up to have a massive, exciting World Cup party. Credit facilities have been extended,
         pubs and off licences have ordered extra stock, shops are bursting with merchandise and Jack’s football army is on the march.
      

      
      The anticipation of it all flows over Ali’s head that spring and early summer as she goes through the motions of life. She
         leaves the top-floor flat in Larkin House, a council housing block in south inner-city Dublin, at half past eight each morning
         to walk into her office job in Thornton’s department store. Some days, the hours drag by slowly and other days she doesn’t
         know how they have sped by so fast, but all of them slide by her as though she is separated from them by a thin sheet of glass.
         She comes home at six each evening and attempts to prepare a meal, which more often than not she merely picks at. At the weekends,
         her friend, the bright, bubbly Linda, who looks after the shoe displays in Thornton’s, insists they go to the movies or out
         for a few drinks.
      

      
      Ali is just beginning to wonder if she will ever recover her appetite for life, when it all comes to a head one lunchtime.

      
      And it all begins with a cake.

      
      It sits in prime position on the upper shelf behind the glass counter, a confection of pink and white, the edges boasting whipped clouds of soft icing contrasting with delicate lattice work across
         the top. It has obviously taken hours. And skill. It is so big and creamy and marshmallowy that Ali thinks you could almost
         lie down and bury yourself in it.
      

      
      And then as the queue moves along and she gets closer, she sees the inscription in the middle, piped in fluttery pink: ‘To
         the best Mum in the world’. A sharp pain shoots through her heart. She doesn’t realise she’s all choked up with tears until
         the lunchtime queue shuffles along the counter in Nolan’s bakery and then it’s her turn, and when she tries to asks for four
         doughnuts – a special Friday afternoon treat for the office staff – she begins to cry, huge gulping sobs that shake her slight
         frame and frighten her with their strength. She thrusts her hand into her bag but, naturally, she’d come out without any tissues.
      

      
      Through her mist of tears, she sees alarm on people’s faces. They move back, give her space. She gulps for air, thinks she
         is going to choke on the never-ending torrent of tears. She vaguely notices a tall figure detaching itself from the line of
         assistants behind the counter. She feels a hand on her arm as she is led away from the counter to one of the small tables
         by the side. A glass of water and a handful of paper napkins materialise on the Formica table in front of her.
      

      
      He sits down opposite her. ‘Are you okay?’

      
      She nods, then shakes her head. She takes a fistful of napkins and pushes them against her streaming eyes.

      
      ‘It’s fine, take your time,’ he says.

      
      She cries and cries, mopping up her tears as they fall, trying to drink some water, her teeth rattling against the glass.
         She is dimly aware of the queue shuffling around, the murmur of conversation, the scent of roasting coffee beans, customers
         going by with trays, someone with a cloth wiping the cleared tables. Eventually she shudders to a halt.
      

      
      ‘Sorry,’ she says, her voice thick. She hiccups.

      
      ‘No worries,’ he says.

      
      
      ‘It’s just—’ she begins, feeling some explanation is needed for her monumental crying session.

      
      ‘You don’t have to—’

      
      ‘It’s my mum.’ She grabs more napkins and dabs her eyes.

      
      ‘It’s okay—’

      
      ‘You see, I just realised I’ll never buy her a birthday cake. Ever again,’ Ali says, the last of her words coming out like
         a thin, high squeal. Fresh tears cascade down her face, but softer now, more healing.
      

      
      ‘That’s too bad.’ He reaches out and pats her hand. He has long fingers, nice fingers. Her hand looks small and childlike
         against his. She sits silently for a few moments, allowing her breathing along with the upsurge of emotions to settle back
         to some kind of normality. She lifts her head and glances around. She catches some eyes looking at her curiously and she tilts
         her chin and stares back. They look away hastily.
      

      
      ‘I’m sorry, I’m holding you up,’ she says, a thread of embarrassment finally sliding through her body as she becomes more
         aware of him sitting opposite her.
      

      
      She’s sorry when he takes his hand away from hers, sensing she is recovering. He says, very reassuringly, ‘No problem, I’m
         due on my lunch now anyway.’
      

      
      ‘Thanks for …’ she doesn’t know quite what to say. Because she’s looking at him now as though she’s seeing him for the first
         time, and she finds herself staring. A couple of years older than her, he reminds her a little of David Essex in the video
         for ‘A Winter’s Tale’, one of the first singles she’d ever rushed out to buy, her money hot in her clenched fist. She shifts
         her gaze and stares instead at the glass jar with the metal spout that dispenses the sugar. Now that she’s getting back to
         herself, she expects him to get up and walk away, but he doesn’t. He buys both of them a pot of tea and a sandwich and instead
         of avoiding the topic, he asks about her mum.
      

      
      ‘She’s gone six months,’ Ali says with a gulp.

      
      ‘That’s tough. Do you want to talk about her? Or is it too hard?’

      
      
      ‘She was a hospital assistant,’ Ali begins. ‘She helped with meals, brought around the book trolley and made tea for the relatives
         of the terminally ill …’ she puts her fist to her mouth.
      

      
      ‘And?’ his voice is tender.

      
      She swallows. ‘She was knocked off her bicycle on the quays. On the way home from work.’

      
      ‘I’m sorry.’ His hand covers hers again. For the first time in six months, she is aware of a warmth stealing through the coldness
         of her bones. She tells him a little bit about her mum, Clara, but nothing too personal that would make her cry again. Things
         like how much Clara had always loved her – it shone through her eyes – and how, now, Ali feels like her whole world has been
         demolished. She speaks instead of things that are easy to talk about.
      

      
      ‘I still lived at home with her, in a top-floor council flat in Larkin House. Mum used to call it our penthouse suite. Her
         dream was to have a house with a garden, but there was never enough money.’
      

      
      ‘And your dad, is he around?’ he asks, his eyes soft with concern.

      
      She shivers and looks away, staring down at the breadcrumbs on her plate. ‘No. He went to England when I was six and never
         came back. He ran off with another woman,’ she says, a hard edge in her voice betraying this older hurt and devastation. She
         glances up at him in time to catch the mixture of empathy and embarrassment in his face, as though he’s afraid he has put
         his foot in it. She shrugs. ‘He was never part of my life.’
      

      
      ‘Sisters? Brothers? Family?’

      
      ‘Nah. Mum has two brothers but they emigrated to America, so it was always just the two of us, but we were happy. Mum was
         a very positive person. Even though it didn’t pay very well, she loved her job, she thought it was valuable and important.
         I’m not as noble as Mum was. I did a secretarial course after school and went straight into the best-paying office job I could
         find to bring home some decent money so that we could enjoy a few luxuries. And I had high hopes that we could afford to move
         into her dream house with a garden. But that’s never going to happen now.’
      

      
      
      She shouldn’t have said that. Fresh tears prick the back of her eyes and she forces them to stay there lest this guy thinks
         she is a real basket case. ‘I just feel … God, it’s like everything has fallen apart into a big black emptiness, it’s all
         just a daze, and I don’t know what I’m going to do with myself or my life.’
      

      
      ‘I’m sure whatever you do with your life, your mum would want to be out there, enjoying it, having fun.’

      
      ‘She always told me to trust in my dream and follow it.’

      
      His eyes are gentle and encouraging. ‘And your dream is?’

      
      She flounders. Her cheeks redden. She can’t bring herself to tell him that she dreams of meeting someone she could trust with
         her life, a lover, a best friend, a man she could have wonderful babies with … ‘I can’t tell you.’
      

      
      He smiles. ‘Okay, but I guess you should just go ahead and follow it like your mum said.’

      
      ‘What about you?’ she asks, changing the subject. ‘Do you still have your parents?’

      
      ‘I never knew my birth mother,’ he says. ‘I’m adopted. But I have great parents, Margaret and Sean, and, as far as I’m concerned,
         they’re my real parents.’
      

      
      ‘Oh, that’s good.’ She twirls the sugar dispenser around, chiding herself for her inane remark. How could it be good if his
         mum had given him up for adoption? Still, it doesn’t seem to bother him. He looks quite easy about it.
      

      
      ‘Where are you from?’ she asks, as it’s clear from his accent he’s not from Dublin.

      
      ‘I’m from Galway,’ he says.

      
      ‘Galway. It’s a beautiful county.’

      
      ‘It’s beautiful all right.’ His eyes hold hers until she shifts her gaze.

      
      She folds the left-over napkins in a neat pile. ‘I have to get back to work,’ she says, making a fuss of picking up her bag,
         suddenly reluctant to leave his presence, his steady smile and friendly eyes.
      

      
      
      ‘Are you feeling any better now?’ He looks as though he’s afraid she might burst into tears again.

      
      ‘Oh, yes, thank you. This isn’t normally me. I never used to cry that easily,’ she says, fixing him with a look, wanting to
         explain. ‘I’m usually able to cope and get on with things. Until Mum … it’s like …’ she hesitates.
      

      
      ‘What’s it like?’

      
      ‘As though I’m drowning. Other times it’s like everything is just pitch black.’ She can’t believe she’s even telling him this.
         She sounds like a complete twat, yet there is no other way to describe the way her life had collapsed around her. And he’s
         not looking at her as though she’s a twat. He looks kind and soft-hearted.
      

      
      ‘So where do you work?’ The way he asks the question sends a spike of hope through her – as though he’s interested in knowing
         more about her.
      

      
      ‘I work in Thornton’s, the big department store on Henry Street.’

      
      ‘I know it. So if I were to, say, drop into Thornton’s, just to say hello, where would I find you?’ he says.

      
      She feels her face reddening again. He’s gorgeous, the way he looks at her like that, eyebrows crooked, his deep-blue eyes
         kind of flirty. He has thick, dark eyelashes and a long, nicely chiselled nose. Imagine having his babies, she thinks, confused and embarrassed. Even though she’s had a few boyfriends, she’s never slept with any of them. She has
         never felt strongly about any of them to be that close and special with them. Was he asking for a date? ‘Just to say hello’ doesn’t sound like a date.
      

      
      And the state of her. To judge by the mess of crumpled paper tissues, she hasn’t a scrap of mascara left, or any kind of makeup.
         Then there was the all-important question, the benchmark by which she checked off all her boyfriends – was he the kind of
         person you could trust? Although she’d already trusted him enough to share some of her heartfelt pain.
      

      
      ‘I work in the offices,’ she says, annoyed that her voice sounds so stiff with uncertainty. ‘Personnel or Accounts, depending
         on which is the busiest. I’m a kind of Girl Friday, so I get all the crap jobs,’ she laughs.
      

      
      
      ‘You must be good at everything.’

      
      She steals a look at him, but he is just being nice and not the slightest bit teasing. ‘They say I’m a self-starter, a go-getter
         … that kind of thing. So you see, I’m not really an emotional wreck. Sometimes …’ she pauses, smiling, wanting to show herself
         in a positive light without bragging, ‘sometimes they fight over who needs me the most.’
      

      
      ‘Hey, good for you. What’s your name?’

      
      ‘It’s Ali – short for Alison.’

      
      ‘Hi, Ali,’ he says, ‘I’m Max.’

      
      ‘Max,’ she echoes, liking the definite sound of his name.

      
      When they both stand up she realises she barely comes up to his shoulder. There is something so whole and reassuring, so protective,
         as well as sexy and attractive about him that she wants to melt into that chest and she feels her face flame.
      

      
      Later, she has a Friday-evening drink with Linda before they go to see Pretty Woman at the cinema. She doesn’t tell Linda about Max. But in the cinema, while Linda stares at Richard Gere, Ali thinks of the
         way Max gazed at her steadily as he said goodbye, and she wonders, with hot embarrassment and snagged breath, what it would
         be like with him on a piano, or in the bath.
      

      
      The following week, Linda has the great idea of going to watch the next World Cup match in a pub.

      
      ‘Are you for real?’ Ali snorts. ‘That’s boring.’

      
      ‘We’re missing it all,’ Linda says. ‘The night Ireland drew with England the whole pub was hugging and kissing each other.
         So my brother said. What better place to find a man,’ she continues. ‘If we put on a green jersey we’ll look like sexy Irish
         goddesses to any hot-blooded football fan.’
      

      
      ‘Maybe I’m not looking.’

      
      ‘Have you something to tell me?’

      
      ‘Nope.’

      
      ‘Well come on then, Thursday night it is. Ireland are playing Holland, and it’s a ticket affair in the pub. I’ll buy the T-shirts.’

      
      
      ‘I’m not going to wear it.’

      
      But she does.

      
      By the time Ireland play Holland, Ireland’s third match in the tournament, all of Ireland has become consumed with the energy
         and uplift of World Cup fever. It is the summer when the long, grey eighties are finally over, when Sinead O’Connor has just
         made waves with ‘Nothing Compares to You’, when U2 are putting Ireland on the map, and, thanks to the Irish football team,
         the country is in party mode. Streets, towns and villages are awash with tricolours and bunting. Thornton’s have run out of
         every single item of World Cup merchandise. Even the street hawkers can’t keep up with the demand for T-shirts.
      

      
      The pub is a noisy, chanting sea of green. Ali can’t get over the way she is swept up in the electric atmosphere. There is
         pandemonium when Ireland go one-nil down in the first half. And in the middle of it all, through the forest of waving tricolours,
         she sees him. And he sees her.
      

      
      Max.

      
      When Niall Quinn sends the equaliser into the back of the Dutch net, the whole pub erupts in a frenzy of people grabbing each
         other, friend and foe, hugging and kissing and dancing on the tables. In spite of the stifling heat of the pub, Ali feels
         a shiver when she sees Max heading towards her with determination, his broad shoulders cutting easily through the jumping
         crowd. Without saying a word, he picks her up lightly in his arms and twirls her around. Then he takes his World Cup scarf
         from around his neck and winds it around her waist, before tying it around his hips, securing them together, and then he kisses
         her.
      

      
      Four days later, they watch the next match together. Ali ties green ribbons in her hair and paints a tiny shamrock on her
         face. The joy and excitement of the penalty shootout cascades around them, and he hoists her up onto his shoulders when the
         final penalty is scored. Afterwards, they walk up O’Connell Street hand in hand, laughing and giddy at the carnival atmosphere, listening to a cacophony of honking car horns, out-of-tune choruses of Jack’s Army, and laughing at revellers
         jumping into the Anna Livia fountain.
      

      
      Their next date is a quiet meal in an Italian restaurant on Dame Street. She finds out that Max is almost three years older
         than her and he moved to Dublin from Galway at the beginning of the year in search of work when his job in Galway folded.
      

      
      ‘Sisters? Brothers?’ she asks.

      
      ‘One brother. He’s in Australia.’

      
      ‘Since when?’

      
      ‘Since the end of January. Finn hot-footed it out of Galway soon after me.’

      
      ‘Hot-footed?’

      
      ‘Figure of speech,’ Max says, immediately. Then, ‘Although—’

      
      ‘Although?’

      
      He doesn’t meet her eyes. He fiddles with the black pepper grinder and says, ‘We had a … difference of opinion. Sort of.’

      
      ‘I see.’ She doesn’t see, but she’s not going to pry. ‘Do you miss him? Or miss Galway?’

      
      ‘I did, in the beginning. Home was heaven compared to a single, cramped bedsitter in a noisy building, even if some of the
         other tenants are my fellow county men. But—’ he takes her hand in his. ‘I don’t miss anything about Galway anymore.’
      

      
      It is the summer when Ali falls in love with Max, when the city-centre streets as well as their future glitter with heady
         promise, excitement and hope. A summer when Max picks her up easily into his arms and whirls her around, and tells her that
         with her blue eyes, pink cheeks and pale blonde curls, she reminds him of a good fairy on top of a Christmas tree. She soaks
         up his kindness, funny jokes and friendship, and she feels warmed by the way his eyes always light up when they meet after
         work.
      

      
      
      Before long, he is her best friend and she trusts him enough to bring him back to the top-floor flat in Larkin House, where
         she’d lived all her life, and they begin to do some very nice things in Ali’s bed, as well as the bath and other places. He
         holds her tight and whispers words of love to her and Ali feels she has crawled out of a long, dark tunnel into bright, glittering
         sunshine.
      

   



      
      
      Three

      
      Monday night

      
      In south County Dublin, in a small, exclusive estate of four-bed detached houses, Jo Kennedy’s pale fingers tightened the
         sash on her silk dressing gown and slid along the top of the mahogany banister rail as she stole down the dimly lit stairs,
         her slippers making no sound on the thick carpet.
      

      
      She stopped outside the ground floor den, where a light was still burning. She pushed open the door, but instead of venturing
         in, she leaned on the jamb. She’d been hoping to find her husband sitting at his desk, engrossed in his laptop, but instead
         he was slumped back on the squashy sofa, oblivious to her presence. His shoes were off, and his long, jean-clad legs were
         propped upon the sofa. He had one arm behind his head, and he was watching a programme on the wall-mounted television screen,
         the remote control and an empty bottle of beer on a low table beside him.
      

      
      ‘Are you coming to bed?’

      
      Finn jumped at the sound of her voice and, sitting up, grabbed the remote control, changing the channel as he pointed it at
         the screen. ‘Jesus, Jo. What are you doing creeping round like that?’ His dark grey eyes looked at her accusingly.
      

      
      
      ‘I don’t want to disturb Grace, she needs her sleep,’ Jo said quietly, feeling her face flush as everything tightened inside
         her. ‘What’s so great that you can’t come to bed?’ she asked. And why are you hiding it from me?, she wanted to add, but the
         words stuck to her tongue.
      

      
      ‘You wouldn’t like it,’ he said. ‘Too much blood and guts.’

      
      She stared at the television screen, which was now tuned to a music channel, where half-naked female bodies gyrated suggestively
         around a small, luridly lit stage and she wondered how that was supposed to be less offensive than blood and guts. She suspected
         that Finn had been watching reruns of Reprisal. For years he’d played the dangerous, rakish character of Larry Boland, the lead role in the long-running, weekly aired Irish
         crime drama series until his contract had recently been terminated. Or until he’d been axed, which was the more painful way
         the popular press would put it as soon as word leaked out, something she knew he was dreading. ‘In that case,’ she said lightly,
         ‘I definitely wouldn’t like it. Will you be much longer?’
      

      
      ‘Why?’

      
      ‘I’ve left on your bedside lamp, and it’s easier to sleep when you’re with me,’ she said, making it sound as though she needed
         him in bed instead of admitting that, in recent weeks, he’d been so keyed up she could only relax properly when he was sleeping.
         ‘And I’ve a busy day tomorrow,’ she went on.
      

      
      ‘Yes, remind me, why don’t you?’ he said, belligerence in his tone. ‘It’ll be all very important, I’m sure.’

      
      ‘Not half as important as you being around for Grace,’ she said, injecting as much positivity into her voice as she could.
         ‘Look, Finn, it’s just as well one of us is at home while she gets back to herself and recovers. Glandular fever is no joke,
         and Grace needs one of us to keep an eye on her.’
      

      
      He remained silent. His eyes were shuttered as they looked at her and she didn’t know what he was thinking. Was his dejection
         because he’d lost his job going to sour everything between them?
      

      
      
      ‘How are you getting on with your book?’ she asked.

      
      She silently cursed herself when he looked at her with his eyebrows raised as though she’d asked him if he still believed
         in Santa Claus. ‘Oh yes, my book,’ he said in a self-deprecating tone. ‘Did I say I was halfway through the first draft? I
         wonder if I could clinch a six-figure advance on the strength of fifty thousand words. What do you think?’
      

      
      ‘What do I think?’ she was surprised. He was playing with her. ‘I’m not sure how these things work,’ she said, struggling
         to hold on to her patience. ‘Although I guess it would take time,’ she went on, trying to be realistic. ‘I mean, it’s not
         as if you can suddenly decide to paint a masterpiece and it happens instantaneously.’
      

      
      Finn laughed, shook his head. ‘I love your sense of humour, Jo, I always have. But’ – he stared at her directly – ‘you’d want
         to make sure if doesn’t get you into trouble some day. Masterpiece! You’re setting the bar rather high. But I like a challenge.’
      

      
      He threw her a resentful glance, and Jo felt stung.

      
      Even though Jo had a decent job as a Creative Executive with Dunne and Conway, a leading Irish event management company, moving
         into this plush home several years earlier, at the height of the Irish property boom, to suit Finn’s new status in the lead
         role of Reprisal, meant they had a considerable mortgage to service.
      

      
      When he’d talked of trying his hand at writing a mystery novel for young adults, she’d been silently delighted that he had
         found a sense of purpose, now that he had acres of time to fill. She’d encouraged him as much as she could, telling him to
         channel his imagination along with his empathy.
      

      
      ‘My empathy?’ he’d laughed.

      
      ‘You feel things. Deeply,’ she’d said. ‘I know how sensitive you are beneath your—’

      
      ‘Beneath my what?’

      
      ‘Crusty layer,’ she’d laughed. ‘Get that sensitivity onto paper, somehow.’ It would be far better, and more therapeutic, she’d
         thought at the time, than having him moping around. There could be little worse than coping with a six-foot-two husband doing his best imitation
         of a darkly brooding Heathcliff.
      

      
      At first, Finn had been enthusiastic. He’d set up a corner of the den as his office, got a new laptop, ordered a rake of books
         on the various techniques of fiction writing, and she’d encouraged him to join a few online support groups.
      

      
      Then three weeks ago, Grace, their eleven-year-old daughter, had fallen ill with glandular fever, right at the time Jo was
         working extra hours in the run-up to a busy Health and Beauty Fair for one of Dunne and Conway’s major clients. While she’d
         been grateful that Finn had been around to spoil Grace a little and do the necessary ferrying to doctor’s appointments, somewhere
         in the middle of it all his low spirits had taken a downward plunge and his initial enthusiasm for the book had stuttered
         to a halt.
      

      
      He didn’t talk about it. That was partly the problem. But she knew things had caved in on him because he was spending a lot
         of time staring into space, his brooding manner invading the house like a thick cloud.
      

      
      She could only imagine how difficult he was finding it – to have gone from being a well-paid actor, commanding the lead role
         in the popular series, and all the trappings that went with it, to an out-of-work actor moping about the house, waiting for
         the phone to ring or an email to arrive. No wonder he looked as though his pride was in tatters.
      

      
      Jo stepped further into the room and perched on the arm of the sofa. ‘Look, love, we can only take everything one day at a
         time, and it’s just as well you’re home at the moment, to be here for Grace. That takes priority. It’s a huge load off my
         mind.’ She looked at the dark circles under his eyes that told of his lack of sleep, and her stomach contracted with anxiety.
         ‘I know it’s not easy for you, for us, right now, but it won’t always be like this.’
      

      
      ‘What’s your problem?’

      
      ‘I know you’re unhappy,’ she said softly. ‘You can talk to me.’

      
      
      ‘I’ve nothing to talk about.’

      
      There was silence.

      
      ‘As soon as I can get some time off, we’ll have a break away, a long weekend perhaps, in Paris or Rome,’ she said, sounding
         as cheerful as she could.
      

      
      ‘And that’ll solve everything,’ he said, staring at her levelly, searching her face as though he was trying and failing to
         come to grips with something.
      

      
      Over the years, he’d looked to her for a lifeline of sorts. At the start of his career, when his insecurities in the precarious
         world of acting had got the better of him and he’d needed her encouragement in the face of stiff competition and occasional
         rejections, she’d been more than happy to give him her unstinting support, bolster him up with love and kisses. But tonight,
         he looked so defeated that she didn’t think she could rescue him.
      

      
      ‘We have the movie premiere on Wednesday night,’ she said brightly.

      
      He stayed silent so she went on, ‘We are going, aren’t we? You never know who you might connect with.’

      
      ‘Yeah, sure, I might be able to pitch for a movie deal before my novel is even published.’

      
      Jo couldn’t take much more of his negativity, so she turned away. ‘I’m off to bed.’

      
      ‘By the way,’ his voice followed her, ‘I’ve asked Max and Ali over for a meal on Saturday night.’

      
      She stopped, her hand on the door. ‘You’ve what?’ She turned to look at him. He was standing up now, with his arms tucked into the pockets of his grey tracksuit top, a smile
         on his face.
      

      
      ‘Don’t look so shocked,’ he said. ‘He is my brother and we don’t see enough of each other. It’s not right. Even at Christmas
         we were just thrown in with a bunch of friends and neighbours for drinks and nibbles.’
      

      
      ‘That was our choice,’ she said levelly. ‘We could have gone out for a meal with them but you cried off. And you didn’t want
         to return the invitation, if I remember.’
      

      
      
      She shouldn’t be talking to Finn like this given his current frame of mind. Not when she knew he had hardly seen Max at Christmas
         because he couldn’t bear to be reminded of his brother’s successful career while his cherished dreams seemed to have come
         to a stuttering halt. They were scarcely bosom pals, anything but, so it was surprising that Finn wanted to see Max now, when
         his mood was at an all-time low.
      

      
      The smile was gone from his face and she couldn’t gauge what he was thinking behind his dark look. ‘That’s why I thought of
         asking them over on Saturday night,’ he said. ‘Family is important, isn’t it, Jo? I’ll cook.’
      

      
      ‘Good,’ she said. ‘That’s fine then.’

      
      ‘I’ll be up soon,’ he said.

      
      ‘Okay.’

      
      On her way back up to bed, Jo passed a wedding photo. The two of them, laughing carelessly, entwined against the backdrop
         of sparkling waves curling across a beach in Sydney. She was wearing a jaunty red straw hat and jewelled flip-flops and was
         extending her ring finger with the modest silver wedding band to the camera. Finn’s deep suntan was set off by his white jeans
         and shirt, and his white, smiling teeth. His messy, dark hair was riffled in the breeze.
      

      
      Had they really been like that? The day had been a perfect capsule in time. Carefree, madly in love, Jo just twenty-two years
         of age to Finn’s twenty-seven, both of them looking like the world was theirs for the taking.
      

      
      The twenty years of their married life had hit a couple of speed bumps, and the early years had been challenging. They might
         be going through a rough patch now, but they were still together. And that was the main thing, Jo thought, walking into their
         spacious bedroom. Surely there was some way they could rekindle the spark of that newly married Jo and Finn? It had to be
         there, somewhere, if she could only peel away the tangled layers that life and living had superimposed on that happy, carefree
         couple.
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