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About the Book

Dooleybridge, County Galway. Population: 482 (or thereabouts). The last place Fiona Clutterbuck expects to end up, alone, on her wedding night.

But after the words ‘I do’ have barely left her mouth, that’s exactly where she is - with only her sequined shoes and a crashed camper van for company.

One thing is certain: Fi can’t go back. So when the opportunity arises to work for Sean Thornton, the local oyster farmer, she jumps at the chance. Now Fi must navigate suspicious locals, jealous rivals and a wild, unpredictable boss if she’s to find a new life, and love, on the Irish coast. And nothing - not even a chronic fear of water - is going to hold her back.



To Mum,


for always being there and telling me to keep going




Chapter One


A bracing blast of sea air hits me head on. It’s clean, fresh and smells of salt. I’m standing on the steps of the Garda station. Mind you, it’s more of a shabby Portakabin than a police station, really. The wind blows my hair and I hold my face up to it, letting any tears that may have escaped mingle with the damp air. With my eyes shut and my face in the wind I realise two things. One, I’m in a place called Dooleybridge; and two, I am absolutely stranded wearing the only dress I have – the one I’d just got married in.


I open my eyes and shiver, pulling my arms tightly around me, trying to warm myself up and protect myself from the nightmare I’m in. Only forty-eight hours ago I was saying the words ‘I do’ and thought I had everything I wanted in life: a job, a home and a husband. It was all mapped out. Now I have no husband, not even a fiancé. I’ve left my job, my home and my life, in a stolen camper van that I’m apparently under caution for stealing, parking illegally and driving recklessly.


In a state of shock I walk back to where I’d last seen the camper. Well, where it’d come to a crunching halt after crashing into the harbour wall. Looking at the wall now, I don’t know how I didn’t see it. But I was very distracted at the time, to say the least. I remember the road getting bumpier and hitting some big pot holes. I could hardly see through the tears. I remember the final bend, not knowing whether to swing left or right. It all happened so fast. My heart was racing and suddenly the van was as out of control as the rest of my life. I couldn’t stop. Today was supposed to be the first day of my married life. Now it couldn’t be further from how I’d imagined.


I roll my shoulders back and rub my neck. A doctor visited me in the Garda station but said my injuries were nothing a hot bath and some TLC wouldn’t cure. Maybe he’s right, but I’m a long way from either of those things right now. A very long way indeed. And now the camper van has been reclaimed by the hire company and towed away, I have no idea what I’m going to do.


There are some scuff marks on the harbour wall and the remains of one of the headlights, but other than that I can’t see any trace that the camper was there at all. I bend down to pick up the light and look around to see if anyone’s watching me, but no one’s there. Not like earlier when I had been escorted to the Garda station by a uniformed officer. With blue lights flashing we’d travelled all of 200 metres from the crashed camper to the station. You’d think he’d caught one of Ireland’s most wanted criminals. I could feel eyes on me from everywhere – the doorway of the pub and the windows of the houses – as the sirens sang out and the lights lit up the buildings either side of the road. My cheeks had burned and my stomach twisted as I was escorted, in my wedding dress, from ‘the scene of the crime’.


Oh, that’s the other thing I realise as I look at the abandoned headlight in my hand: there’s absolutely no way I can go home, no way at all.


I turn round and walk back towards the road; when I say walk, it’s more of a hobble. My shoes are killing me and they’re splashing water up the back of my feet and calves. But then it isn’t really gold mule weather. It’s cold and wet and I couldn’t feel any more miserable than I already do. I head back up the hill, across the road just below the Garda station, and stand outside the pub. I pull a piece of paper from my pocket and look at my shaky handwriting. I must be mad even thinking about this. I’d jotted down the details of a job advertised in the paper I’d been looking through as I tried to distract myself from the wreckage of my life while the Garda filled in his report. I have no idea what made me copy it down. Maybe it’s just my survival instinct kicking in, sink or swim.


I take a deep breath that hurts my chest and makes me cough. I look at the paper again. I have no other choice. I put my head down and step into a tiled doorway, touching the cold brass panel on the door, and with all the determination I can muster, I push it open.


The door crashes against the wall as I fall in, making me and everyone else jump. As I land I realise it’s not the throng I was expecting but a handful of people. All eyes are on me. A hot rash travels up my chest and into my cheeks, making them burn, and inside I cringe. I feel as though I’ve walked on to the set of a spaghetti western and the piano player has stopped playing.


‘Sorry,’ I mouth, and shut the door very gently behind me. My stomach’s churning like a washing machine on spin cycle. I look round the open-plan pub. At one end is a small fireplace and, despite it supposedly being summer, there’s a fire in the grate giving out a brave, cheery, orange glow in contrast to the chilly atmosphere. There’s an unfamiliar smell in the air, earthy yet sweet. In the grate there are lumps of what look like burning earth. Back home I’d just flick on the central heating, but home is a very long way away right now. There’s wood panelling all across the front of the bar, above it, below it and round the walls. When I say wood panelling, it’s tongue and groove pine that’s been stained dark. It’s the sort of place you’d expect to be full of cigarette smoke but isn’t. In the corner by the fire there’s a small group of people, all of them as old as Betty from Betty’s Buns. Or The Coffee House as it’s now known.


Betty’s my employer – or should that be my ex-employer? She refuses to take retirement and sits on a stall at the end of the counter, looking like Buddha. She’s never been able to give up the reins on the till. She did once ask me to take over as manager but I turned it down. I’m not one for the limelight. I’m happy back in the kitchen. Kimberly, who works the counter, tried for the job, but Sandra from TGI Friday’s got it and Kimberly took up jogging and eating fruit.


The group by the fire is still staring at me, just like Betty keeping her beady eye on her till. There are two drinkers at the bar, one in an old tweed cap and jacket with holes in the elbows, the other in a thin zip-up shell suit and a baseball cap. They’ve turned to stare at me too. With burning cheeks and the rash still creeping up my chest, I take a step forward and then another. It feels like a game of grandmother’s footsteps as their eyes follow me too. The barmaid’s wiping glasses and smiles at me. I feel ridiculously grateful to see a friendly face. It’s not her short spiky hair that makes her stand out, nor her big plastic Dayglo earrings. It’s the fact she’s probably in her early twenties, I’d say, unlike any of her customers.


A couple of dogs come barking at me from behind the bar. I step back. One is black with stubby legs, a long body and a white stripe down its front. The other is fat and looks a bit like a husky crossed with a pot-bellied pig. I’m not what you’d call brave really. I’ve always thought it was better to try and skirt conflict rather than face it head on. I look for someone or something to hide behind but the barmaid steps in.


‘Hey, settle down,’ she snaps. She might be small but she’s got a mighty bark. Unsurprisingly the dogs return behind the bar, tails between their legs. I think I’d’ve done the same if she’d told me to.


‘Now then, what can I get you?’ She wipes her hands on a tea towel and smiles again.


‘Um …’ I go to speak but nothing comes out. I clear my dry throat and try again. ‘I’m looking for …’ I look down at the piece of paper in my hand, the back of the parking ticket I was handed for parking a camper van illegally. It was the only paper I had. I still can’t believe I’m even contemplating this, but I’m just not sure what else I can do. I look back at the barmaid, feeling as confused as she seems.  ‘… Sean Thornton?’ I say as firmly as I can. ‘I’m looking for Sean Thornton.’


The barmaid cocks her head to one side and frowns. She reaches up on tip-toes and leans over the bar. Unashamedly her eyes travel upwards, taking in my shoes and the torn hem of my dress. I tug at it. Bits of hanging cotton, like tassels, catch round my fingers. Some come away and I shake my hand to flick them off. The rash starts to creep up my chest again.


Finally the barmaid nods over to the opposite side of the bar from where everyone else is sitting. There’s a man on his own. He looks up at me.


‘Over there,’ she nods again, keeping her eyes on me, as if I’ve got two heads which may start spinning in opposite directions at any minute.


‘Thank you.’ I turn to look at the man in the worn wax jacket. He looks terrifying. He’s got a table to himself and I’m not surprised. He’s scowling, tapping a pen on a notebook and making the white cup and saucer next to him rattle. He looks up at me and raises an eyebrow then beckons me with a single flick of the wrist. I’m rooted to the spot as he impatiently calls me over again. What I should do is leave very quickly. But my feet won’t move. He does not look like the sort of person you’d pull up a chair with for a friendly chat.


‘Oh, looks like someone’s beaten you to it,’ says the barmaid as we watch the younger of the two men from the bar, the one in the shell suit, go over and speak to Sean Thornton. ‘Can I get you something while you wait?’ she says a little more cheerily. I feel my spirits plummet even lower, and I hadn’t thought that was remotely possible, as I look over at the man in the shell suit, sitting on a small green velour-covered stool opposite Sean Thornton.


‘Do you do tea?’ I sigh rather more loudly than I’d intended to. The group in the corner is still watching me.


‘Tea? Sure.’ The barmaid picks up a pen and pad. ‘Anything to eat?’


I shake my head, thinking about the few euros I’ve got left after paying the damages at the Garda station. ‘For reckless driving,’ he’d said. He was probably right too. My stomach suddenly rumbles loudly, like a lion’s roar. My hand shoots up to cover both it and my blushes at the same time.


‘Soup and a sandwich,’ the barmaid tells me rather than asks, with a raised eyebrow.


‘Fine,’ I quickly agree.


The barmaid flicks on the kettle with a flourish. I can’t help but feel she’s still keeping an eye on me. Now that she’s moved to the back of the bar, I can see she’s wearing purple leather-look shorts with tights underneath and a red T-shirt saying ‘Drama Queen’ in sparkles. In contrast I look down at my big grey sweatshirt and nude-coloured tatty dress.


‘On holiday, are you?’ she shouts over the noisy kettle, cutting into my thoughts.


‘Um, well, not exactly. Well, sort of.’ I can’t answer this without going into a long explanation and that’s the last thing I want to do right now. ‘Excuse me,’ I try and change the subject quickly. ‘Could you tell me where the loo is?’ To my surprise she put her hands on her hips and shakes her head. The kettle is still warming up noisily.


‘Daloo?’ She shakes her peroxide head again and then to my bigger surprise says, ‘No, can’t say I’ve ever heard of it.’ She looks genuinely puzzled. For a moment I freeze and then the penny drops. OK, very funny. It’s that Irish humour. I try and join in the joke and laugh good-naturedly.


‘Hey, John Joe,’ the barmaid calls over to the group huddled by the fire. Oh dear God, please don’t tell me this is happening, that it’s some sort of prank they pull on holidaymakers looking for the toilet.


‘Any ideas where Daloo is?’


An elderly man in a holey jumper shakes his head.


‘What about you, Evelyn? You’ve got kids living all over the place, any idea where Daloo is?’


Evelyn’s in an oversized anorak. She turns down her mouth and shakes her head.


‘Frank? Any ideas?’


Frank scratches the black spiral curls poking out from under his woollen hat.


‘Grandad? What about you? If anyone knows about this place it’s you.’


Someone nudges Grandad awake and he splutters.


‘Daloo! She’s looking for Daloo!’ Evelyn shouts at him. He shakes his head and goes back to sleep, resting his elbows on the arms of his wheelchair and letting his head fall forwards.


If there really is a God, would he just let the floor open up now and let me fall through it? I look up to the ceiling and shut my eyes in hope. Nothing. Just like my mother, He’s never been around when I’ve needed Him either.


‘I think …’ a voice pipes up next to me and makes me jump. My eyes ping open. Sean Thornton is standing beside me. The man in the shell suit is back at the bar, picking up his pint and shaking his head. ‘I think,’ he repeats slowly and quietly, ‘that the lady is looking for the bathroom.’ He puts down his cup and saucer on the bar. ‘Through there to the left,’ he points, and gratefully I put my head down and scuttle in that direction.


I grab hold of the porcelain sink and splash water over my face and then attempt to dry it with a stiff paper towel, which just inflicts pain. I look into the mottled mirror. The person staring back scares me. I hardly recognise myself. My eyes are swollen, my face blotchy and red, and I look as if I’ve aged ten years. A far cry from the blushing bride that left home yesterday.


‘Sean told me to put your food over there,’ the barmaid says a little sulkily as I return from the loo, like someone who’s been told off. She goes back to polishing the glasses.


On a table tucked round the other side of the bar a bowl of steaming orange soup and a huge doorstep sandwich is waiting for me. My stomach roars again in expectation.


‘Thought you might like to eat somewhere a little more private.’ Sean Thornton nods to the group on the other side of the pub.


‘Thank you,’ I say and go to sit down.


‘No problem. I’d like to say they mean well, but … I can’t,’ he says, throwing a look first at the locals on the other side of the bar and then at the two standing next to it. They pull down their hats and turn in towards each other. I realise I need to seize my opportunity.


‘Actually, are you Sean Thornton?’ I pick up the red paper napkin by my bowl and twist it in my hands. I try and smile but it probably looks more like a grimace.


‘I am,’ he says evenly and stares right back at me, making me feel nervous. There’s no humour in his eyes.


‘Good.’ My throat is drying again. ‘In that case,’ I say really quickly, with what feels like a tennis ball in my throat, ‘I’ve come about the job.’




Chapter Two


Just like the barmaid, he looks at me first in the face and then up and down, taking in the scuffed gold, kitten-heeled shoes, the dress with the newly fashioned, torn hemline, and the big baggy sweatshirt.


I flap my arms by my sides. ‘Sorry, didn’t have time to change.’ I feel as ridiculous as I no doubt look. When he says nothing back, I cringe and my toes begin to curl. Then my stomach roars again.


‘Sounds like your stomach thinks your throat’s been cut. Tell you what, take a seat, eat your soup and then we’ll chat,’ and he goes back to looking at his notes.


I sit down self-consciously, pick up the spoon and sip the soup. It’s warm and really tasty and I’m already feeling better. I look at the sandwich. I’m hungry but the knot in my guts won’t let me eat it. Besides, it’s hard to eat when you know you’re being watched.


I’m just finishing the bowl of soup when the man with the mass of unbrushed spiral ringlets comes over and stands in front of Sean Thornton, spilling some of the pint he’s carrying.


‘How are ya, Frank?’ Sean says politely, but there’s a stiffness in his voice.


‘Good, Sean, good. Now about this job. Evelyn says you advertised in the Galway Advertiser for an assistant. And it’s been on the Face Book, or was it Twatter? On the world wide web, anyways. Well, reckon I could fit the bill.’ He has one hand in his pocket and is waving the pint around with the other, spilling a little more. ‘I know my way around the farm and I’m local.’


‘Ah, I wish I could offer it to you, Frank, but I’m looking for someone who can do some office work too, take phone messages, write them down, that kind of thing,’ he says with an apologetic shrug. Frank nods and shrugs back. Then he turns to rejoin the group on the other side of the bar.


‘Nice bloke but wants to fight the whole town with a drink inside him,’ Sean says in a low voice. Surprised by this aside, I watch Frank as he reseats himself unsteadily on a high bar stool.


I dab the corners of my mouth nervously with the twisted paper napkin. Right, now it’s my turn, I think, and take a deep breath, although I have no idea where or how to start. I put down the napkin and turn to Sean. Suddenly the woman I recognise as Evelyn, in her oversized anorak zipped up to her neck, marches quickly over and stands in front of Sean.


‘I understand you’re looking for someone up at the farm. I’m available,’ she says curtly. My heart sinks. Sean looks thoughtful, even a little amused.


‘Evelyn, you and John Joe have your own farm to worry about.’ He tucks his reading glasses into his top pocket. ‘This isn’t for you,’ he says, picking up a drinks mat and turning it over in his hands.


‘Well, that’s as may be, but the extra money wouldn’t go amiss,’ says Evelyn with a conciliatory sniff.


‘’Fraid it’s more board and lodgings and pocket money,’ he says with another apologetic shrug. Evelyn gives him a sharp nod and walks back quickly to her group. Now it’s my turn. It has to be. I take another deep breath and go to stand when suddenly the barmaid appears with a pint of Guinness and puts it down in front of Sean. Don’t tell me she’s after the job as well, I think, flopping back down.


‘Thought you looked as if you could do with this,’ she says flirtatiously.


‘Ah, Margaret, you’re very good,’ he smiles, accepting the pint.


‘My horoscope said that an act of kindness would reap its rewards today.’ She pulls out a damp cloth from her pocket and starts wiping his table. I get the impression she’s keeping one eye on Sean and another on me.


‘At least someone round here doesn’t think I’m bad through and through,’ he says, lifting the glass with its creamy top to his lips.


‘They do not think that. Didn’t three of them come and ask about the job?’ She wipes down my table and scoops up my plate and bowl. ‘Are you finished with that?’ She looks miffed at the untouched sandwich.


‘Yes, sorry.’


She turns her back on me and her attention onto Sean.


‘That’s only because they want to find out why I need an assistant,’ Sean says, finally sipping the pint. It leaves creamy foam on his top lip that he sucks off.


‘You’re obviously looking for something quite specific …’ and she sounds like she’s fishing too. Either that or she’s trying to put me off – which, in fact, she does.


I don’t know what I’m doing here. It’s a mad idea. I mean, what do I know about farming? He’s turned down three applicants already. Why put myself through even more humiliation? I’ll have to think of something else. I stand up to leave, pick up my small carrier bag of belongings, pull down the disintegrating hem of my dress, lift my chin a little and make for the door.


‘Hey!’ He stops me in my tracks. ‘I thought you’d come about the job?’


Not wanting to be made any more of a spectacle, I turn back.


‘I just don’t think …’


‘Sit yourself down. We won’t know until we’ve talked,’ he says. My shoulders slump as I turn and sit on the little stool in front of him.


‘Would you like something to drink?’ he asks, gesturing to the barmaid.


‘Could I possibly have a glass of tap water?’ It might help my dry throat and the twisting, sick feeling in my stomach.


‘Sure.’ He looks up and catches the barmaid’s eye. The barmaid gives me a look so icy it could freeze the sea and then goes back behind the bar.


‘So, tell me, what’s your name?’ He slides his glasses back on and looks at me over them, making me feel like the new girl in school all over again, and, God knows, there’d been a lot of new schools.


‘Fi—’ I suddenly stop without finishing my full name. The last thing I need is for anyone to come looking for me. I don’t want anyone to know who I am, just in case. And the best way I can do that is to change my name. I learnt very early on, when starting another new school, that the only way to get on was to keep your head down and become invisible. And that’s what I need to do right now; I need to become invisible … again.


‘Fi?’ He looks up from writing it down. I can’t think of a surname, my mind’s gone blank.


‘Hm, just Fi,’ I nod, hoping I’ve carried it off.


‘Surname?’ he asks.


I’m stumped. ‘Er …’


There’s a silence which he finally fills. ‘You’re English, right?’ He waves his pen at me.


‘Sort of.’ I don’t want to tell him my name any more than I want to say where I’ve come from. I don’t want anything to connect me to home. I mean, who knows, I could be trending on Twitter by now and another little piece of me dies with embarrassment. ‘Moved around a lot,’ I say through a dry mouth.


‘English …’ he writes down.


‘That’s right, Fi English.’ I’m not great at thinking on my feet but that’ll do. If my shambolic wedding becomes an internet sensation, no one here will be any the wiser.


He looks at me.


‘Fi English,’ he repeats slowly.


Tiredness is starting to get the better of me. I just need to get this over and done with and then I’ll have to work out where I’m going to stay tonight.


‘And what skills do you think you could bring to the table?’ He’s looking right at me over his glasses again. It feels as though he can see into my soul and knows everything about me. He has a long nose that looks like it could have been broken a few times. Maybe he’s played a lot of sport. Or maybe he’s got into one too many fights, I think guardedly. He pushes back his long curly hair from his weather-beaten face while he waits for my answer.


‘Well, I, um, I …’ My mind has gone completely blank again. I’d be like this on Who Wants to Be a Millionaire. I hate pressure. It’s all very well Brian and me shouting the answers at the telly from the comfort of the leather settee, but if I was actually there I doubt I’d even be able to get my favourite colour right. I’d probably answer brown instead of lilac. Lilac always reminds me of the garden of a foster home I stayed in once. But this isn’t helping me think about my skills. Come on, brain!


‘Tell you what, how about we start with proper introductions. I’m Sean Thornton and I’ve advertised for an assistant, a Girl Friday so to speak, to help me out on my farm. I’ve got … a lot on and I need extra help.’ He looks over at the rubber-neckers in the corner. The barmaid returns and puts down the water in front of me.


‘And this is Margaret,’ he says with a little laugh as she puts her hands on her hips and cocks her head, ‘our friendly barmaid.’


‘Hey!’ she flicks him playfully with a tea towel. I find a little smile tugging at the corner of my mouth, or maybe it’s just the tension relaxing a little. I really need this job. I’ve got nowhere to stay and no money. There’s a lot to feel tense about.


‘Thank you,’ I say, and sip the water.


‘You’re welcome,’ she replies, and turns to go back to the bar.


‘So, do you have any experience in the food production industry?’ he asks as Margaret sashays away without him really noticing. He’s looking right at me. Suddenly, I can answer this one.


‘Oh yes! I’ve worked in a bakery since I was fifteen,’ I say, slightly encouraged. ‘And I work answering the phones at a local radio station at the weekends,’ I add, remembering what he’d said earlier. Or should that be ‘worked’?


‘Any other skills, courses you’ve been on?’


‘Well, I did a health and safety course at work,’ I offer, and he writes it down and then when I can’t think of anything else, I add, ‘and a sailing course once too.’ My mouth dries and I sip the water again.


‘And you see yourself being here for a while?’ He looks at me seriously. I’m not sure what to say, but I do know I need this job. I nod.


‘No family here?’ He’s making notes on his pad. Under the table I feel for my wedding ring. It slides around my finger. I turn my engagement ring into my palm. It’s harder to move as it’s been on there a long time. I slide it up my finger and rub the dent it’s left. I slide it back and shake my head.


‘No, no family.’


‘So you don’t know the area very well?’ he quizzes me.


I shake my head again. I have a feeling this is taking a downturn.


‘And it’s just the bakery work you’re used to, no other food?’


Again, and feeling rather pathetic now, I shake my head. He looks at his notebook again, then starts to put it away. Now what am I going to do? I’ll have to go back to the Garda in the Portakabin, if he hasn’t clocked off, and tell him I’m stuck. If I thought today couldn’t get any worse, it just did.


‘Well,’ I give a little cough. ‘Thanks anyway.’ I go to stand, feeling a little choked. Sean suddenly turns back to me with a huge smile on his face.


‘Where are you going?’


‘I take it I’m not what you’re looking for,’ I say, not needing to hear his reply.


‘You’ve no experience and no knowledge of the area,’ he states the obvious. ‘You’re exactly what I’m looking for! When can you start?’ His eyes are wild and excited and his change of tack completely disarms me, like Willy Wonka in Charlie and the Chocolate Factory – you never really knew what he was going to say or do next.


‘You’re joking, right?’ is all I can think of saying.


He shakes his head, still smiling.


There are so many questions I should be asking but I’m so grateful I just say, ‘Thank you,’ and, ‘Right away, if that’s OK?’


I should ask the questions, of course. But it’s bed, board and crap pay; exactly what I need right now.


‘Perfect!’ He gathers up his belongings. ‘Come on, let’s get out of here.’ He looks over at the group by the fire. ‘Statler and Waldorf have got nothing on this lot.’ He picks up his battered brown briefcase and does up his wax jacket.


‘Who?’


He laughs.


‘Let’s get you settled in.’ He looks around. ‘No luggage?’


‘Travelling light,’ I reply quickly. Suddenly the memory of running down the cobbled path of the church as fast as my kitten heels would let me, holding my dress up to my knees as my flower tiara slipped from my head, comes crashing back, like something out of a film. Only it wasn’t a film. I remember the horror I felt as everyone looked at me. I had to get away, and sprinted towards the waiting camper van minutes after we’d been pronounced man and wife.


Sean shrugs, seeming to accept my simple explanation, even though the reality is far from simple, and I follow him out of the pub and down to the harbour car park where any last links with my past life have all but disappeared. I stare for a moment at the space where the camper van had been, when I had been Mrs Brian Goodchild.


Now I’m Fi English.


Sean opens the door to a red Transit van and a large sandy-coloured Great Dane jumps out.


‘This is Grace,’ he says as she sniffs around my feet and nudges me with her big black nose. ‘She used to be Gary, according to the tag on her collar, but I think Grace suits her much better.’ He whistles and the dog jumps back in the van. I climb in next to her and stretch to pull the heavy door shut. As we drive away from the harbour I feel I’m leaving my past life behind. Like footprints in the sand, very soon there will be no trace Mrs Brian Goodchild ever existed at all.




Chapter Three


‘How come she used to be Gary?’ I ask, stroking the gentle dog’s head.


‘She was abandoned, down on the beach. Probably a summer surfing crowd, thought she looked cool. They hadn’t even worked out what sex she was.’ He pushes through the gears and we head off out of town along the coast. Grace lies down, her front legs over my lap, and I’m grateful for the distraction.


‘So what kind of a farm is it?’ I finally think of something sensible to ask.


‘Sorry?’ He looks at me and then back at the road. He indicates and we veer off up a single-track lane. The van sways from side to side, much like when I was in the camper van, only this time there’s a Great Dane in the cab too. Her hair’s whizzing round as the heaters blow warm air at us and it feels like I’m inside a Dyson vacuum cleaner.


‘I mean, are you pigs, cows, arable …?’ All of which I know nothing about, but as it sounds like the job’s going to be office-based, it doesn’t much matter to me. I quite like the idea of looking out on fields of wheat or corn.


My new boss laughs, which is a little unnerving and actually a little irritating too. ‘This is Galway, you know that much, right?’ He looks from me to the road and back at me again. I nod. He grips the steering wheel and laughs some more. ‘Look around you.’ He waves towards the scenery. ‘It’s nothing but bog land.’ He points to one side of the road. ‘Not much good for anything.’


I’m confused. On the other side of the road there’s nothing but the sea. He gives another little laugh, irritating me some more. His dark curls shake.


‘I’m an oyster farmer. That’s my farm out there.’ He points to the vast expanse of sea. I wonder if he’s joking, but he isn’t, I can tell by his face.


Holy cow! I sink into my seat. Why on earth hadn’t I asked before? What am I going to do now?


The single-track lane comes to an end. There’s a ‘no entry’ sign and the lane turns into an overgrown track. If I thought the road before was rough, it was nothing in comparison to this. My soup feels like it’s sloshing around in my stomach and for a moment I’m worried it’s going to come back up again. Finally we come to a pair of gates to the right of the track and Sean pulls in. There’s another ‘no entry’ sign.


He drives the van down a slope and then yanks on the handbrake, hard. There’s a large green corrugated shed in front of us, behind that a small white cottage. To my right is the ruin of a house, or maybe a barn. It’s an old white stone building with a russet-coloured corrugated roof. It may once have been thatched. Now it just looks tired and abandoned. The irony of that isn’t lost on me. And beyond that … water, lots and lots of water, which is probably as bad as it gets for someone who’s terrified of the stuff.


As I push open the heavy van door and step out, the smell hits me as quickly as the wind. Salt and seaweed scratch at a memory and give me goosebumps. The wind slaps me across the cheeks, even harder than before, stinging this time. It’s like it’s punishing me for being so stupid. Strands of my hair whip my eyeballs like an unruly mob on the rampage. Peeling them back I can see Sean picking his way up some higgledypiggledy concrete steps to the cottage behind the big green shed. I cling to the door, using it as a shield against the weather. This is supposed to be June!


Grace pushes past me, nearly making my knees buckle as she catapults from the van over to the rocks, sniffing for messages. It’s a bit like texting for dogs, I think. She stops and leaves her reply.


I stare out. There’s a stream right in front of me, dodging and tumbling over rocks to the bay beyond it. The bay itself is surrounded by craggy, rugged hills, their tops shrouded in mist. There’s a stillness and a quiet, apart from the wind and the lapping of the waves, that I’m not used to. I feel like I’ve fallen off the edge of the map.


There are two orange buoys, one each at the furthest points of the bay, like someone’s marked out their patch. But apart from that there’s really nothing to see. No sign of any kind of farming. No big fishing boats or pens. The only sign of any oyster activity is a huge pile of oyster shells just inside the gate, a mountain of them. Maybe Sean just likes to eat them, a lot. I can’t believe anyone actually lives out here; there’s no shops, no café, no pub, no … I look around, nothing. To say I feel like a fish out of water is a pretty accurate description. What do people do out here? How do they make a living?


A rough, rocky footpath leads down to the water and another snakes around the edge of the shore, away from the house where Grace is now slowly investigating more messages and sending more replies.


‘You coming?’ my new boss shouts from the front door of the cottage. The wind’s blowing his hair around wildly. I shut the van door with effort. I wonder if I should leave there and then, say I’m not staying, that I’m terrified of water and that I might as well have landed on the moon, it’s all so alien to me. But where would I go? I’ve got no money, no clothes, no transport. I pull out my phone from the front pocket of my hoodie. No phone signal either. Even if I wanted to call someone, I couldn’t. But I don’t want to. I turn the phone off and shove it back in my pocket. No phone, no Facebook, no emails.


I’ll have to take my chances and stay, just for a while, until I can work out where to go next. I take a deep breath and make my way unsteadily across to the path leading to the cottage. The ground’s uneven, on a slope with lots of tiny stones. I’m still wearing gold mules. I feel ridiculous, cold and very alone.


The cottage is small and white with a grey slate roof. The paint on the red front door is peeling. I take a good look at the place that’s to be my home, maybe for the next few months. Home. I feel a twist of sickness in my stomach as I remember our flat: a modern, purpose-built block. Not like the room I’d had above Betty’s when I first met Brian. The flat had all mod cons … not like this place, with its peeling paintwork and pebble-dashed walls. At home we were right in the town, everything was close by – shops, banks, restaurants and pubs. I look around me. There’s nothing here. But at least something’s finally working in my favour. No one’s ever going to find me here, no one at all.


A noise like a fog horn makes me jump,


Eeee awwwww! Eeeeee awwwww! I look out to sea but there’s nothing. I turn back and look the other way, beyond the cottage to the fields behind it. Two small donkeys are standing by a stone wall. One has his head held high and is rolling back his lips, making him look like Mick Jagger. He’s the source of the noise. I wonder if it’s some kind of battle cry, like a guard dog. I grip the neck of my hoodie. Beyond the donkeys, or mules, or whatever they are, there’s another field with some kind of wooden hut that’s fenced in. Another noise shatters the silence. A huge bird is stretching its wings and joining the donkey in its chorus with a loud ‘Honk! Honk!’ The closest I’ve ever come to farm animals was a day trip to the city farm when I was a kid. Since then it’s been a chicken wrapped in cellophane at Tesco’s checkout. I hurry on to the cottage door, quickly glancing back at the sea and wondering how on earth I’m going to cope with the fear it fills me with.


I’m desperate to get in out of the wind and to meet Sean’s wife and kids. Getting lost in a family could be just what I need right now. I force a smile, run my hands over my dress and step inside, bracing myself for the fuss that my arrival would inevitably create.


Inside, there’s a dampness in the air. I give a little involuntary shiver. It’s colder than I was expecting. And a lot more quiet.


Sean’s gathering up what appears to be washing hanging on the backs of mismatched chairs. The kitchen table is pushed up against a big window looking out to sea.


‘Sorry. I’m not used to guests.’ He grabs a final T-shirt and adds it to the pile spilling over in his arms.


‘Oops.’ I catch a dark blue woollen jumper before it falls and put it on top of the unruly heap. He heads to a door at the far end of the room, leaving me to look round the kitchen-cum-dining-room-cum-living-room-cum-office, by the looks of the paper pile in the corner. To say it’s not what I was expecting is an understatement. There’s a small kitchen area, a red settee and a black pot-bellied stove. There’s a pile of washing-up in the sink and dog food on the table next to a pile of thick rope. There’s a guitar and a leaning tower of CDs beside the sofa. The window looks down the stream to the sea beyond, making it feel as though you’re on board a ship. It’s cold and unwelcoming.


‘I’ll get a fire going now and we’ll be grand,’ he says, busily gathering up sticks and matches and throwing open the doors on the stove. ‘Like I say, I’m not used to guests.’ He picks up some more sticks from the basket beside the fire and feeds them into the grate. He’s still in his coat and pulls a lighter from his pocket. He makes a few attempts before it throws up a little flame and he holds it to the paper in the fire’s belly. The paper catches and the fire suddenly erupts into life. He shuts the doors, letting the orange and yellow flames roar upwards inside. I’m still rooted to the spot, shell-shocked.


‘I’ll show you your room then I’ll rustle up some supper,’ he says, taking off his coat and hanging it on the heavily laden hooks by the front door. ‘You’re just through here,’ he says, pointing to a room by the front door. ‘Bathroom’s to your left. I’m through there,’ he points back through the living room to where he dumped the washing. ‘And that’s Grace’s place.’ There’s a large box filled with blankets by the guitar. In the other corner, by the doorway to Sean’s bedroom, is what I think is a desk, but it’s hard to tell underneath the precarious piles of paper that are threatening to spill over. Some look as if they already have.


‘Will your, um, wife be joining us?’ I croak in a voice that doesn’t sound like mine.


‘My wife?’ He shakes his head and laughs as he feeds turf on to the fire. ‘No. No wife. It’s just me and Grace here.’ He straightens up and turns to me. At that moment Grace barges in through the door, letting in a huge rush of cold air. Sean rubs her head as he passes to shut the door. ‘That’s one of the reasons I need some help. I need someone to look after Grace when I’m not here. I’ve got some work, just summer work, but it helps pay the bills, so I need someone to be here for Grace.’ He wipes his hands on a tea towel. ‘And the other animals.’


My eyebrows shoot up. The closest I’ve ever had to a pet was a goldfish called Fred that I won at the fairground, and he died after three days.


‘Other animals?’ I try to swallow.


‘Yes, there’s the hens. They’re laying pretty well so there’s loads of eggs. And the geese, great guard dogs. And then of course there’s Freddie and Mercury, the donkeys. I kinda inherited them from my uncle. They lived here before me. But apart from that it’s just me.’ He nods apologetically at the mess.


‘It’s just you,’ I repeat. I’m slowly processing my situation. I’m miles away from anywhere, with a man I don’t know, who’s told me he’s an oyster farmer. I swallow hard. The full stupidity of my situation is beginning to sink in.


‘Do you want to see your room?’ He puts out a hand to show the way. There’s a single bed, an old dark wood wardrobe, a small dressing table that looks as if it was once someone’s pride and joy, and a chair.


‘Make yourself at home. I’ll call you when supper’s ready.’ He pulls the door to behind him. ‘And don’t mind Grace. Tell her to go to her bed if she comes calling,’ he shouts back. I hear him in the kitchen; music goes on and he’s singing. I sit on the bed, pull off my sweatshirt and then my ruined wedding dress. I hold it to my face, breathing in the smell of my former life, before folding it and putting it at the bottom of the wardrobe. Then I sit back on the bed and let the tears that have held off all day finally fall. Great big blobs of them. What on earth have I got myself into?


Later, after an erratic shower – hot, cold, dribble, fullforce – I go back into my room to find some joggers and a T-shirt on my bed. I put them on and return to the living room feeling drained but clean. The smell coming from the little kitchen is surprisingly delicious. Sean looks up from his hot frying pan.


‘I thought you might need some more suitable working clothes. Hope they’re OK. They were the smallest things I could find. We can pop into town tomorrow if you need to pick up a few bits.’


‘They’re fine. Thank you. It’s very kind of you.’ I know it must seem odd that I have absolutely nothing else with me.


‘I’ve got a spare toothbrush. Like I say, we can pick you up some more stuff when I go to work in Galway.’ He goes over to the pot-bellied stove where a pan of cubed potatoes is frying on the flat top. He shakes them and releases another mouth-watering explosion of garlic, rosemary and olive oil to fill the little cottage.


‘It’s just omelettes,’ he says, almost apologetically. ‘Could you put the bread on the table?’ He points to a large round loaf on the side. I pick up the board with the knife and the butter dish as well.


‘What shall I do with …?’ I pick up the coil of rope and the bag of dog food.


‘Oh, on the floor. Well, maybe not the dog food.’ He takes that from me and puts it high on top of a cupboard. Then he puts two plates on the table with yellow omelettes on them, gets the potatoes from the stove and divides them between us and we sit down to eat. It’s dark outside, which in a way helps. I can’t see the sea. Sean slices bread and I find after 48 hours or more of living on Diet Cokes and Jammie Dodgers, my appetite has suddenly returned. It’s delicious. I cut into the fluffy omelette and let the melted cheese stretch between my mouth and the plate.


After supper we clear away the plates, neither of us saying much, for which I’m grateful.


‘Right, now off to bed,’ he claps his hands. ‘The spring tide starts tomorrow at around ten and we have work to do.’


‘Fine,’ I reply, suddenly feeling dead on my feet. Not only have I not eaten properly since I left the wedding, apart from the soup earlier, but I haven’t slept properly either. I pulled out the bed in the camper van and hid there on the ferry, but I didn’t actually sleep. With luck, everything will look better tomorrow after a good night’s rest.


‘Thank you for the meal.’ I stand and tuck in my chair. I even manage a small smile. ‘And thank you for …’ What could I say – for the clothes, for the job, for not asking me why I’m here?


‘No worries,’ he says dismissively, standing up himself.  ‘Welcome on board. I’ll show you everything you need to know in the morning and explain what I need you to do. Now get yourself to bed, get some rest.’ He waves a hand to shoo me out good-naturedly. ‘I’ll be out with my hooker first thing if you want to join me. Don’t decide now, let me know in the morning.’


The words hang in the air. I turn slowly and creep out of the room and into my bedroom. I shut the door firmly. Had I heard him right? I mouth the words to myself. ‘His hooker? He’s a pimp!’


I look around and then grab the chair, propping it under the door handle. I’m furious I’ve let myself be lulled into a false sense of security by a fluffy omelette and some homemade bread, even if it was delicious. Maybe it was poisoned, with that date drug stuff … I look out of my window to see if I can jump. It’s pitch black, and I have no idea where I am. I can’t go anywhere until it’s light. I crawl into the bed and sit there with the covers up to my neck and my knees to my chest. There is no way I can let myself fall asleep.




Chapter Four


A noise catapults me from a deep sleep. My heart’s racing. My cotton-wool-stuffed head shoots up from where it’s been face down in the pillow. My vision is blurry. I haven’t slept like that in weeks. Where am I? It’s light. I quickly reach out for Brian, but he’s not there.


I was dreaming. My pillow’s wet from tears. I was back home, at work in The Coffee House. Everyone was pointing at me, laughing. I could hear my mother’s voice telling me what a fool I’d been. Kimberly, my work mate, telling Betty that Brian was ‘out of my league’. I could hear the laughter of the drivers when they came to take back the camper van. My husband had rung to say there’d been a change of plan. I could hear the laughter of everyone who’d been at my wedding.


There’s a rattle at the door, the same noise as before. I twist round and sit bolt upright, suddenly remembering where I am. I’m in the middle of nowhere with a man who’s gone out with his hooker and has brought me here to work too. I might have been dreaming earlier, but I’m awake now, and right in the middle of a nightmare. How could I have been so stupid? It’s obvious now. He preys on vulnerable young women, bringing them here on false pretences of a job, board and lodgings, and then trafficks them out to who knows where. Why else would he have been delighted that I’d come about the job? I had no qualifications, no family, didn’t know where I was – I was ripe for the picking. He and the Garda must be in on it together. I should’ve seen it coming.


A sharp pain rips through my chest. I clutch it. My heart’s thundering like a drum. My door rattles again. My pounding heart gathers pace. I hold my breath. I can hear heavy breathing outside my door. Oh my God! My eyes are glued to the door handle and the chair wedged under it. There’s a scratching noise. Shit – they’re here! Maybe I wasn’t supposed to wake from that heavy sleep. They’re obviously going to take me from here by boat. No one knows I’m here and no one will know that I’ve gone.


In panic I look around for something heavy to pick up. I’m up on my knees. I shouldn’t have let my guard down, I berate myself. What was I thinking of, taking an offer of a room from a man I didn’t know, in the middle of nowhere? I’ve moved around enough grotty hostels in my time to know that you trust no one. I need to get the hell out of here, right now. I spin round to look at the window as a means of escape. The door rattles again.


‘Get away from the door!’ I make a lunge for the lamp beside my bed, yank it out of the socket and hold it up high. The door stops rattling. There’s a sniff.


‘I’m warning you.’ I stand up on the bed, still holding the lamp above my head. I’m wearing the T-shirt I put on last night, which comes right down to my thighs. I turn to look out the window again and see how big the drop to the ground is when suddenly the door gets an almighty thump. The chair flies away from it, falling with a clatter. I yell as the door flings open.


‘Get away!’ I shout, scaring both me and Grace, who has obviously launched herself at the door with both paws and is giving a great woo-woo-woof. She finishes her battle cry and stares at me on the bed. Her jowls are swinging to and fro. We stare at each other, her from the doorway and me from my standing position on the bed. I don’t know who’s more scared.


I jump off the bed, put down the lamp and go to her, rubbing her head and ears. ‘Good girl, sorry if I scared you,’ I say, feeling my heart slowing down.


Grace wags her tail and it thumps against the open door.


‘It’s all OK,’ I tell her as gently as my wavering voice will let me. ‘But I just need to get my stuff together and get out of here.’ Talking to Grace seems to be calming me down. I pick up my Dunnes bag and my little bridal handbag with my passport and a few euros left in it. I slide my sore feet back into the gold shoes and wince. Then I pull on the joggers and hoodie, getting myself tangled in my panic to get out of there.


Grace lies down and puts her chin between her paws, watching me. For some unknown reason I make the bed. It’s habit, when I leave somewhere. Then I look around for signs of Sean. I go to the bedroom door and listen. Nothing, which is eerie in itself. I’m not used to no sound at all. At least back home there’d be the odd siren going off, cars, car alarms, that kind of thing. I take a deep breath and decide to risk it. I give Grace one last rub on the head and then head for the front door. I glance briefly into the cottage’s main room. The mess doesn’t look any better than last night. In fact, in the cold light of day it looks worse. I chance a glance out of the window. I catch my breath. The sea seems so close. I take a step back, but not before I notice that the boat that’d been there yesterday is missing.


I need to get out of here now, take my chance, before I end up thousands of miles away with a pimp and a drug habit. I reach for the door with Grace following me, her head practically in the crook of my knee. It looks wet and grey out there. There’s a jumble of waterproof jackets on the hooks beside the door. It wouldn’t be stealing, I’d just borrow a coat. Perhaps I could send it back as soon as I’m settled elsewhere. Oh for goodness’ sake, I tell myself, just take the coat! The guy’s trying to sell you into the slave trade; it’s the least he owes you.


I reach up and grab a yellow waterproof jacket, but as I yank and go to run, the whole rack of hooks and the shelf on top comes tumbling down in a heap right in front of the door, blocking my path and my escape.




Chapter Five


‘Ah, for feck’s sake! What have I done?’ Sean looked up. He let the Atlantic blast beat his face, clearing his confused mind and making him feel alive.


His thick, curly hair blew across his face in a cross wind. He grabbed at it and pulled it back into the nape of his neck. Sean shut his eyes. He was tired, but being out here, where he was happiest, was the best rest he could get. It was where he always came to think through his problems. His mind flicked back to his latest dilemma. Had he made a terrible mistake?


He looked up at the deep red sails, the colour of a good red wine. The three sails worked together, scooping up the wind. They were full, deep and cupped like the shape of an oyster.


He knew nothing about this woman other than she’d done some sort of work in food production and a bit of work in the media … oh, and she was English. Other than that, nothing. He breathed in deeply, the fresh salty air giving him the head rush he needed to feel more relaxed, better than any drink he’d ever had.


What if she knew more than she was letting on, hoping to see his set up, find out how he was still making a living at this game? Or maybe she was working for someone else, someone after his land. His mind was whirring with possibilities. Why would a woman with no connections around here rock up out of the blue and want to be his assistant? It just didn’t make sense.


The water lashed at the mahogany sides of the boat. The ropes slapped at the mast as he let out the sails, and his spirits lifted again as he felt the thrill of the boat moving even faster through the water.


She was either just what he was looking for – someone who had no idea about the people around here, him, or his oysters – or she was trying to play him for an idiot.


Sean heard the beating of wings and looked to his left to see his daily companion, a small silver and white heron, keeping pace beside him. His huge wings were moving up and down, carrying his large body as fast as they could. Seagulls dived effortlessly across him, but he kept going, steady and loyal.


Sean’s mind turned to the villagers he’d seen yesterday. He’d watched their gossiping, wondering what he was up to, even having the nerve to ask for work. But let them talk; he’d put up with their gossip and their doubtful looks when he’d first arrived and moved in with his uncle all those years ago. It was the same when he finally took over the farm. Their silly chatter didn’t bother him. He didn’t want to give them anything to really talk about, though, which was why when he’d met Fi she’d seemed like the answer to all his problems. Now, though, he wasn’t quite so sure.


He looked across at the little town and the coastline around it, bare, rural, rugged bog. It was in those waters that the real jewels lay. He looked towards the other side of the bay. Over there they had a reputation for having the best oysters just about anywhere in the world, just like Dooleybridge once had. But not any more. Oyster farmers had gone out of business. Families had packed up and moved away, gone to the city or abroad. Nothing had ever been the same since the rumours had started just before his uncle died. He swallowed hard. Over there they had everything that the community on this side of the water had lost.


A large wave hit the front of the boat. It dipped and rose, sending an arc of cold spray over him. He stood up and let out a tension-releasing roar. He teased and cajoled the sail ropes, urging the boat to go even faster. Still the grey and silver heron kept pace, despite its ungainly body.


The rain came and followed him all the way home, but he didn’t mind. Rain was part of the deal out here. Besides, perhaps it was the rain that helped his oysters grow. One day he hoped everyone would know about his oysters, that they would be known as some of the best in the world, but first he had to get through his licence renewal in just a few weeks time. There was no way he could get the oysters ready for market, get the farm ready for the inspection and start his new job. This Fi was his only hope.


In the distance he could see his farm; his oyster beds would be starting to poke up through the water soon. He had to get a move on. He felt as he did every time he saw this place, like he was coming home, and he knew that he’d do whatever it took to save it.


As he reached the little wooden jetty the boat dipped and swayed. The heron landed on the gangplank and marched up and down, waiting for a treat to come his way. Sean pulled out his knife from his sleeve pocket, opened up an oyster from his red mesh bag, and tossed it to the heron. It clattered on the wet wood and the heron pecked greedily at it. ‘You lucky beggar,’ said Sean, and smiled.


There were lights on in the cottage, Sean noticed. The fire he’d stoked before he left was letting out little plumes of smoke from the metal pipe chimney. He might not know much about his new assistant, but she didn’t know much about him either. Maybe he hadn’t been mad to take her on; maybe it was just what he needed.


Having moored the boat, he picked up the red mesh bag. Let’s see if this woman really did know about oysters; it was a risk, but one he needed to take. He slung the bag over his shoulder and lit a cigarette, then began to make his way up the shore towards the cottage. It had been a long time since he’d come home to lights on and a lit fire.
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