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  1




  There are days in all our lives we wish we could undo. Days destined to change the shape of everything, in ways we fear will annihilate all we love, all we value, all that

  makes us who we are.




  Shona Fitzpatrick’s day was Friday, November 16, 2001. After a long lunch, her boss returned to the tourism office, spent half an hour in it and then, sauntering over to her, affably asked

  her to work late.




  On Monday, her life would be lying in fragments at her feet, like a heap of building bricks knocked over by a careless child. But she didn’t know that yet. Even if she had known,

  she’d still have done what she did.




  Pleasantly – because Terry O’Hagan wielded power – she nodded up at him from her desk, his hand resting paternally on her shoulder as he stood over her – or was it his

  paw? Terry O’Hagan was a large creature, tall, bearded and big-boned with shaggy fair hair and curiously sharp teeth; when she thought of him she always visualised a bespectacled, yellowing

  old polar bear.




  ‘Sure’ she agreed evenly, ‘what’s the story?’




  ‘Hotel grants’ he replied, ‘while the meeting on Monday is about grading criteria, the budget issue is bound to come up. You’re not busy or anything this evening, are

  you?’




  Of course you’re not, his tone conveyed, a thirty-six-year-old worker bee like you couldn’t have anything more important than your career to think about. And you do want that

  promotion, don’t you? Let’s not play footsie here, Shona, you’re after my job and I know it. Well then, go get it. If you can. I’ve got the upper hand, because I’m the

  one who recommends you for it. Or not.




  ‘Actually’ she smiled, not letting him bait her, ‘I’m meeting Brendan for dinner tonight. But I’ll call him and let him know you need me until – what? –

  let’s say eight?’




  ‘Let’s say nine’ he countered as she knew he would, which was why she hadn’t said nine herself, in which case it would have been ten. ‘You don’t mind, do

  you?’




  Mind? Oh, no, why should I mind? Another late date, another evening ruined, our table gone, Brendan giving me grief again – why would I mind?




  I hate you, Terry O’Hagan. Everyone in this office absolutely loathes you with seething passion, and I personally would like to club you senseless with some prehistoric implement, you

  shambling, sexist old dinosaur.




  ‘Ah, anything for you, Terry. I know the grants report is a bit behind.’




  He frowned briefly but sharply at her, reading her meaning: you’ve got behind with it, haven’t you? Innocently, she spooled him out another smile. He loved women staff to

  smile at him, the more playfully the better. Everyone reckoned his marriage was in tatters.




  ‘Good, then I’ll leave you to get on with what you’re doing now, and see you later.’




  Hoisting his tweed jacket off its peg, he slung it over his shoulder, and she glanced at her watch: four thirty. Terry O’Hagan always went to the pub at four thirty on Friday evenings,

  where he knocked back six or seven pints before returning to the office around seven to collect his briefcase, which would undoubtedly be stolen if he took it with him to the rowdy, crowded pub.

  How he could embark on pints now, after a lunch which had certainly encompassed claret and probably brandy as well, was beyond her, but that wasn’t her problem.




  For the moment, her only concern was to get through this grading report and make sure Mrs O’Brien’s B & B out in Connemara got into next year’s Charming Country

  Houses guide.




  Poor, valiant old Emily O’Brien! She’d run her Georgian mansion as a B & B for over thirty years, gamely slogging on even after her husband fell off his ladder while shearing

  some ivy that had got entangled in the gutters. Fell off and, as she put it, ‘went and died’. It was now seven months since Séan had gone and died, and Shona was determined that,

  come January, Emily’s rambly old mansion would have its coveted listing in the new edition of Charming Country Houses. American tourists, in particular, toted their copies like

  bibles, quoting ‘log fires’ and ‘home-made porridge’ and ‘rose gardens’ as if from the gospel. Emily’s house had all that stuff, but – more

  importantly – it had Emily herself, a sixty-year-old bundle of genuine Galway charm.




  First, though, better call Brendan. Picking up her mobile, tucking her hair behind her ear, Shona dialled his number, which rang twice. ‘Bren? Hi, Shona here—’




  ‘Let me guess.’ Even now when it didn’t sound quite so flip as usual – why? – his Aussie accent did what it always did to her, something tingly, sensual. She could

  see him raking back his rusty-red fringe, flicking his eyes over his watch. ‘Old Slobberchops wants you to work late again? Ring the restaurant, tell them to try and hold

  our—?’




  She groaned. ‘Oh, God, Bren, I’m sorry. I really am.’




  ‘Yeah. I know.You always are.’ Untypically, his tone was flat as a tomb.




  ‘It’s only an hour … I’ll go straight from the office and be there by nine fifteen.’




  ‘Right. Or nine thirty. Ten at the latest.’ Did he actually sound a little bitter?




  ‘No! I said nine fifteen and I mean it! Come on, don’t start me on a guilt trip. I have to humour Terry until I get moved into hotels, you know I’ve had nine years of B &

  Bs and there are only so many cooked Oirish breakfasts a girl can eat.’




  She was relieved when he laughed reluctantly, ‘Oh … okay. I’ll see if they’ll keep the table. But Jaysus, Shona, I’ve had it with this stuff. I really have. And then

  when you get your ruddy promotion it’ll be dinners, won’t it, pub crawls with Italian delegations and Bunratty banquets with Herr Honcho from Hamburg, champagne with François

  from France, anything and everything to get their tourists into your hotels … when am I ever going to get a look-in? Huh?’




  Fair question, Bren. Fair question, and I can’t blame you for asking it.




  ‘Tonight! Later! I promise!’ Resolutely, she injected a girly laugh into her voice. Girly and, she hoped, alluring. Brendan was a good guy and she was getting very fond him …

  plus, he’d lasted way longer than any of the others. Nearly a year, now. She’d begun to feel they might actually be getting somewhere, had the sensation of an angler on a riverbank,

  playing a golden, gleaming salmon. With just a little more patience, she was sure she could land him.




  ‘All right. See you later – not a minute later than nine fifteen.’




  ‘Yessir.’ Grateful for his tolerance – it was the third time in five weeks – she hung up and went back to her paperwork. She wouldn’t have time, now, to go home to

  change into the red dress he particularly liked, but she knew he wouldn’t mind that. God bless Brendan Wright; blast and bugger Terry O’Hagan.




  Everyone else had long gone home, it was well dark and Shona was alone in the office when, shortly after seven, Terry returned from the pub. Not that his shambling steps

  deceived her when she heard them in the lobby; he wasn’t head of the hotel division for nothing, his genial mode could switch to sharp-as-tacks when need arose. As her friend Crys had more

  than once remarked, he was a guy who ‘wanted watching’, even in his fatherly fifties.




  Oh, God! Just occasionally, Shona wondered how on earth she kept on smiling at everybody in this business. Smiling nonstop, even on rainy winter nights like this one, even when you were

  shattered after an eleven-hour day of phone calls from Kimberly in Kansas wanting to know whether Mrs Murphy’s B & B had really once accommodated James Joyce – oh,

  wow! – of documents from Dublin containing news of yet more budget cuts, of journalists enquiring whether the food-poisoning rumour was for real … but that was the tourism

  industry for you. Even when she hated it, she loved it: how could you not, with so many weird and wonderful people parading through it?




  But it certainly was hard work. Although she was only in charge of the welfare, promotion and supervision of two hundred B & Bs in one small westerly chunk of small westerly Ireland, Shona

  sometimes felt responsible for the entire country, entire planet, entire galaxy. ‘Hello, you must be the aliens, welcome to Shannon airport, here’s your coach, we’ll be stopping

  off for Irish coffees at Durty Nelly’s en route … here are your press packs … oh, Jim’s luggage is missing, oh dear, well let me just see what I can do to fix that …’ Smile, smile, smile. And now, one for old Slobberchops as well, because she wanted to manage hotel marketing, forsake poor old Emily O’Brien for more money, more status, more

  perks?




  But I’m thirty-six, she reminded herself briskly. I can’t wet-nurse the old dears in their country cottages for ever. If I don’t get promoted – soon –I’ll be

  an old dear myself, plumping up my cushions, flopping down on the butt that never did get itself in gear. In top gear: Shona Fitzpatrick, Head of Hotels Divison, see, it says here on my embossed

  card, let me give you one! Much as I love my dear ladies, tourism is showbiz, sooner or later you want top billing. I do, anyway. A company car and an expense account, a detached house on a full

  acre, three foreign holidays a year when someone else will have to smile at me. Okay, Terry, you got that? I want my promotion and I want it bad, that’s why I am about to be sweet

  and kind to you when I could cheerfully embed a hatchet in your head.




  Swivelling on her chair, she beamed at him, smelling the alcohol fumes as they wafted across to her. ‘Hi. Hope the hospitality went well?’




  That was what they always called his absences in the pub: ‘hospitality’, the pretence that he’d been entertaining some crucial ‘clients’ or ‘contacts’

  who might direct seventy zillion tourists his way if he poured enough Guinness into them. Curtly, he nodded, but didn’t answer as he removed his jacket and loosened his tie. Watching him,

  Shona swiftly divined the reason for his silence: with half a dozen pints under his belt, on top of whatever he’d had at lunch, he was literally too drunk to speak.




  Good. He wouldn’t be able to do much work, so, on the hotel budgets, she could get away and meet Brendan earlier after all. Still smiling, she faced him with perky enthusiasm.




  ‘Right then, let’s get started then, shall we? I have the file ready right here.’




  She indicated it on the computer, and he frowned at her, as if trying to recollect who she was and why they were both here at this hour on a wet November night. And then, suddenly, he lurched

  back to the door without the remotest warning or reason, shut it and clicked down the snip on the lock.




  Ping! That tiny sound had her on her feet immediately, every nerve in her body and every wit in her head abruptly bristling with anticipation, intuition, the utter certainty that Terry

  O’Hagan was about to do something nasty, dangerous or possibly even lethal. Languidly, her friend Crys’s voice rose from the sofa where she’d first said it while idly polishing

  her nails: ‘That fella wants watching, Shona. Just wants watching, is all.’




  Oh Christ, not now, not with the entire building empty and Dave, the security man, gone home! Clenching her fists, distantly noting that they were sweaty, she forced herself to face the drunken,

  ominously belligerent-looking bear in front of her, his beard damp with raindrops.




  ‘Terry? What’s the matter? Why are you locking the door?’




  ‘Am …’ he mumbled. ‘Am … ambitious little bitch, aren’t you, Shona Fitzpatrick?’




  Only he couldn’t enunciate it clearly; what she heard was ‘ambish’ little bish, aren’tch, Shona Fishparrick?’ Feigning fearlessness, she stood her ground.




  ‘What do you mean?’




  His eyes narrowed as he moved closer to her, forcing her to back up against her desk. ‘You know whash I mean, misshy, you want my job, don’tch? Well, maybe shome day you’ll get

  it, but not before you pay for it. There’sh a price for everything, y’know.’




  Menacingly, he leered at her, and then suddenly his hand shot out, grabbing the front of her shirt as he hauled her into his alcoholic orbit, eyeball-to-eyeball, up against his huge hefty

  body.




  She didn’t even think. There wasn’t time. Instead she yanked back her arm, steadied it and propelled it forward, hitting him such a resounding wallop across the face that he yelped,

  reeled backwards up against the wall with a slam. Then, in slow motion, he slid down it like a hurled ice-cream, melting into a messy puddle on the floor.




  Grabbing her coat and briefcase, she unlocked the door and ran, resisting the temptation to kick his ribs for good measure as she went.




  She hadn’t driven much more than a mile when her pulse began to slow, her breathing come down from its Olympic high. After all, nothing had actually happened,

  Terry had not got to do whatever it was he’d had in mind. It wasn’t the first time he’d come on to her – twice on ‘familiarisation’ trips abroad, he’d

  followed her down hotel corridors to her room, which she’d had to hastily lock – and although she was shaken she was physically intact.




  The damage, it horrifically began to dawn on her, was not to her at all; it was to him. His king-size ego would be badly dented, when he examined it tomorrow morning in the cold light of

  sobriety. And he was, notoriously, a man who knew how to hold a grudge. He would make her pay for his attempted misdeed, twist it to look as if she were the one who’d assaulted him.




  Well, she had hit him. But what choice did you have, with a six-foot drunken lech? Experience had taught virtually every woman in the office that there was no point in trying to reason with him,

  all you could do was save your skin, fast, and leg it out of his space. The only one who thought otherwise was Brendan, who when he’d heard about the chase down the Edinburgh hotel corridor

  had had to be restrained from tackling Terry ‘in a way he’d remember, permanently’. For precisely that reason, Shona began to decide against telling Bren what had happened

  tonight. This time, she reckoned, he wouldn’t listen to any amount of reason; he’d stalk into the office first thing on Monday, seize Terry and lay him out cold. Which would definitely

  be the end of her promotion hopes, if they weren’t toasted already.




  Were they? Could it actually be that, because of this alcoholic old oaf, she was doomed to babysit her B & B ladies for the rest of her life, never get an inch beyond where she was now?

  Until she was forty, fifty, for ever and ever, amen? Oh, sweet God! Rage and frustration, coupled with residual fright, made her swerve sharply into a parking space outside the restaurant

  where she was to meet Bren, whereupon she remembered that he wouldn’t be here yet; instead of being late she was an hour early. Cutting the engine, she pulled her mobile from her bag and

  called him again.




  ‘Bren?’ She could hear her own breathlessness. ‘I – something’s happened – I mean, changed – I got away early after all, I’m here at Kyver’s

  and I – I’m just dying to see you …’




  She actually was. Without telling him why, she wanted him with her here and now, scooping her up into a hug, putting everything right in that cheery, comforting way of his, grinning as he pushed

  her nose with his forefinger and told her what ‘an ace sheila’ she was.




  But his voice, when it came after a short silence, didn’t sound cheery at all. It sounded irritated and exasperated. ‘You’re at Kyver’s? Now? But you said nine fifteen,

  so I’ve dropped in to visit Dad, we’re here having a chat and a coffee – for God’s sake, Shona, I’ve only just got here, I can’t up and leave right

  away!’




  Oh. No. Of course not. Drawing a deep breath, she forced herself to see his point. His dad was a widower who worshipped his son, the only one not in Australia, and he was perfectly entitled to

  enjoy Bren’s visit without interruption. As Bren was equally entitled to enjoy it. She couldn’t expect him to keep changing his plans every hour on the hour, to suit her volatile

  requirements.




  ‘Oh. Sorry. I didn’t realise. It doesn’t matter. I’ll go in and wait for you in the bar, read the newspaper. Take your time and say hi to your dad for me.’




  ‘Right.’ He sounded calmer, but she sensed she’d made a tactical error. He’d rush things now with his poor father, abandon him earlier than planned and arrive here out of

  breath and out of sorts. She wished she hadn’t called him at all.




  ‘See you later, then.’




  They hung up, and she sat bleakly in the car, feeling the evening changing in tone, in mood, in everything a night out with your lovely, adorable boyfriend was supposed to be.




  Shona had read all of the news pages and was into features before she registered Brendan’s car swinging into a space outside the restaurant, and smiled as she glanced at

  her watch: nine fifteen. Neither punishing her by being late nor indulging her by arriving early, he was being his inimitable rugby-playing self; fair. ‘Fair do’s, mate’ was one

  of his habitual expressions, one of the traits that drew her to him. In an often unfair world, he was rock-reliable, and for this as well as much else she was slowly, oh so sweetly, falling in love

  with him. She’d fallen for him immediately they’d met, last Easter over porcelain teacups at Emily O’Brien’s house, of all the ridiculous settings, where his

  arrival had caused her cup to clatter audibly in its saucer. Introducing him, Emily had beamed.




  ‘My artificial insemination advisor’ she announced gleefully, and Shona had gaped at the grinning little sixty-year-old. ‘Your what?!?’




  But that, it turned out, was exactly what Brendan was. Trained in Australia as some kind of cattle cross-breeding expert (the technicalities were more than she cared to explore) he’d

  packed up his widowed father five years before and swept them both back to Ireland, ‘the land of our ancestors’ as he explained with a grin, where now he worked for the Department of

  Agriculture. On this particular day, he’d been visiting the prize bull with which Emily supplemented her income, and been invited to partake of tea afterwards along with Shona, clutching her

  clipboard on her annual B & B inspection visit. After forty-five minutes of Barry’s tea and Mr Kipling’s ‘exceedingly good cakes’, he’d asked her out on a date,

  within full earshot of the delighted Emily. Sometimes Shona wondered whether Emily had hatched the whole thing, and was very grateful to her if she had. After eight months with Bren, she sometimes

  still couldn’t believe she’d found an eligible man of her own age – not just eligible, but fun, articulate, interesting and chunkily attractive into the bargain. Although they

  still didn’t live together, because that was the one point on which Brendan was curiously old-fashioned, she felt now that their relationship was gradually reaching some kind of pivotal

  stage, one that was causing her to lose an increasing amount of sleep.




  Am I, she wondered now as she looked at him walking towards her, ready for this man? Really ready, on every count? Could I make a commitment to him, if he asked me? If he wanted permanence, and

  children, a home and all that goes with it? Could I tailor my life around him, cut down on my workload, on my travels, my time with Crys and the girls, adjust my life to give him the priority

  he’d be entitled to expect?




  Could I, if the chips were down? Am I ready?




  At thirty-six, I certainly should be. But if I am, what about my promotion? What about that extra income and company car and three holidays a year … would they be compatible with marriage,

  kids, running a home? Everyone says marriage is all about compromise, and everyone also says I’m not the compromising kind … yet sometimes I think I’d do anything for Brendan

  Wright. Anything at all, because I adore him and, at this precise moment, am devoutly glad to see him. He’s everything the likes of that lout Terry O’Hagan never was and never will be.

  He is that rarity, a good man.




  ‘Hi, sweetie.’ She raised her cheek to meet his lips as he swept up and kissed her, his vivid green eyes surveying her in their candid way. ‘Bit hassled, are we?’




  ‘Oh …’ She thought she’d done a good job in the ladies with lipstick and hairbrush. Evidently she hadn’t. Or else he was even more closely attuned to her than she

  thought. ‘I’m fine. They have our table ready for us … are you hungry?’




  He usually was, because he spent so much time out on farms, had a rugby-player’s build and been brought up, as he said, ‘on a red-blooded Oz diet’ by his father, Fred. His

  mother, Amy, had died when he was twelve, leaving Fred to raise three small sons alone, of which Brendan was the eldest. It was surely this, Shona speculated, that had formed Bren’s firm

  views on what he called ‘the value of family life’. Not that she disagreed with ‘family life’, she simply didn’t know how to go about such a project, when there was so

  much else to be done. She loved her career, she’d invested heavily in it and it mattered fundamentally to her. Just as fundamentally as any man’s mattered to him. How did you fit it all

  in, these days? Germaine Greer had created a monster.




  ‘Yeah. Ish.’ He smiled a shade ruefully, she thought, as she handed him a menu, but only had time to briefly scan it before a waiter arrived to take them to their table. It was a

  nice round one in a corner, with a white linen cloth and a vase of pale yellow flowers, near Lee the pianist who was playing something by Carly Simon. Usually Bren winked at Lee when they arrived,

  whereupon Lee segued into one of Shona’s favourite songs, ‘Blue Bayou’ or ‘Summer Breeze’ or ‘Smoke Gets in Your Eyes’; but tonight he seemed vaguely

  distracted. Shona felt Lee noting the omission, and smiled a little awkwardly.




  A waiter appeared, flourishing pad and pen. Shona ordered prawn mousse and brill, Bren settled on some kind of piquant tomato followed by rare steak, and the waiter recommended a light

  Beaujolais as a compromise between their diverse tastes.




  Compromise. See, Shona told herself, it’s easy. I’d prefer a Chablis but for Bren’s sake I’m perfectly happy to share a Beaujolais.




  She realised he was looking at her, his chin propped on his knuckles, his expression speculative. God, she loved those freckles of his, that wayward fringe, that permanently hovering smile!

  Feeling Terry O’Hagan melt away, she reached across the table to him with her mind and heart.




  ‘How’s your Dad? How was your day?’




  Over the first part of their meal he told her about Fred, who was fired up about his recent discovery that you could play chess on the internet, and about his day, which had involved a lot of

  laboratory work. Shona smiled: Bren preferred the fieldwork side of his job, but had to juggle both.




  ‘Well, it was pouring all day, you were better off indoors!’




  ‘M’mm. I guess so. How was your day? I couldn’t make out what was going on.’




  She hesitated. ‘I could hardly make it out myself. Terry wanted me to work late. But then he – we – had a bit of a – disagreement. I think I – I may have blown a

  hole in my promotion prospects.’




  He frowned into his empty plate. ‘Is that why you’re looking so hassled? Terry chasing you down corridors again? If he is, Shona, then I’ve had enough. I’m going to sort

  him out for you. It’s time a stop was put to all this.’




  She loved him for saying that. But devoutly did not want him to do it. She could fight her own battles … and besides, Terry O’Hagan had already been hit a resounding wallop. The last

  thing she needed was her boyfriend marching in like a Victorian father to ‘sort him out’.




  ‘No – it was just a disagreement about something.’




  ‘About what?’




  Oh, God. ‘About my future. He’s trying to use his power as a weapon over me, knows I won’t get his job when he moves to Dublin unless he recommends me for it. That was why he

  asked me to work late, just because he could. I – I hate him, Bren! He’s making my life a misery!’




  Ooops. She’d already said too much. But, surprisingly, he didn’t immediately answer. Instead he took his napkin from his lap and started screwing it into tight, weird shapes, gazing

  alternately at her and into the log fire burning in the wall to his left.




  ‘I see.’




  He saw? Nonplussed, Shona didn’t know what to say next. Usually, Brendan was good at sensing things, but tonight there seemed to be some awkwardness in the air, something not

  falling into shape. Had he woes of his own, was that it, that he wasn’t telling her about? She was relieved when, after a pause, he reached for her hand and took it, examining it slowly

  before kissing it, very lightly, on the fingertips.




  ‘Shona … you know … I’ve got very fond of you these past few months.’ As if to confirm it, he surveyed her appreciatively, his gaze taking in the face that was not

  unlike his own, fresh and freckled, only her eyes were heather blue and her hair was a deeper shade of copper, smooth almost down to her shoulders. Leaning forward, she tightened her hand in his,

  murmuring over the candle between them.




  ‘And I of you, Bren. I feel …’ What did she feel? Pausing to get it exactly right, she weighed her words: happy with you? Safe? Loved? Yes. All of those things. But before she

  could utter any of them, he put his finger to her lips.




  ‘Shh. I don’t want you to say anything, Shona. I want you to listen.’




  Oh? Blinking slightly, she sat back in her chair, wondering what he wanted to say, what was making him look so suddenly serious. It dawned on her that he looked like a man who had made some kind

  of decision, and her stomach somersaulted – surely – not – he wasn’t going to propose to her, was he? Here and now, on this wet winter’s night out of the blue

  … could it be … here it comes? Crunch, Shona!




  ‘I’m listening, Bren.’ Her voice hung like a little puff on the air, her body tensed in a collision of terror, anticipation and rapidly rising euphoria. This was one of those

  moments every woman remembered all her life, and already she was savouring it, sealing the flowers and fire and candle into her mind, catching Lee’s eye across the piano and trying to ignore

  his wicked wink, trying to look demure when she wanted to—




  ‘Well … I don’t quite know how to put this … but I’ve been thinking … about us …’




  ‘Yes’ she murmured, ‘so have I. More and more …’




  Twisting her hand in his, he didn’t appear to hear her as he shifted on his chair, looking into her eyes in that frank way of his, that aura of fairness somehow mantling his shoulders.




  ‘And I’ve come to the conclusion that …’




  Yes! Something inside her made the decision for her, her heart outstripping her mind, her every concern about the job which, at this moment, might have been on Mars. He was going to ask her to

  marry him, and she was going to say yes. Yes, Brendan, I love you, I am suddenly sure of it, I want to be your wife and have your children and that, now, is all that matters to me. I will

  compromise if need arises, as it surely will, I will give you total priority and arrange the rest of my life around—




  ‘That we’re not … really … suited, Shona.’




  From somewhere above the room, or outside the restaurant, or possibly a hundred miles away, she heard Lee starting to play it, undoubtedly inspired by the visible intimacy between them:

  ‘Smoke Gets in Your Eyes’. Never again, she knew, would she hear it without remembering the day her life detonated. The day it all blew up in her face, her career, her stillborn

  marriage, her lovely, lovely Bren. Her whole future, her whole being.




  She knew the colour was emptying from her face, without the faintest inkling how pale she was turning. All she registered was the sudden concern in his face, the music slowing and wavering,

  uncertainly, before changing into something else. He was gazing at her, pouring a glass of water.




  ‘Oh, God, Shona – I’m sorry. I am so, so sorry. I didn’t mean to do it this way, I’ve been too brusque, a pig … come on, let’s go outside and get you a

  breath of air.’ As he spoke he was standing up, coming round to her side of the table, his arms around her shoulders as he lifted her to her feet. Tottering out of the room in his embrace,

  she heard some aside to the waiter about ‘not feeling well’. The understatement of it was like a stalagmite alone in Alaska.




  Outside, she collapsed onto a low wall, and he sat beside her, dismally chafing her hand until finally she turned to him, chilled to the bone, scarcely able to speak.




  ‘Are you going to give me a reason?’




  ‘Yes. Of course.’ With a sigh, he stared bleakly across the car park. ‘It’s … it’s your drive, Shona.’




  ‘My what?’




  ‘Your job. Your commitment to it. You hate your boss but you love your work, you are already married to it and I am selfishly afraid that I would always come a very poor second to it. As

  would any children we might have.’




  Children. She’d never yearned to have them, but now it hit her that she was thirty-six. Children were not going to be an option open to her for very much longer. Brendan was taking more

  away with him than his love; he was taking her life, their family, children and grandchildren and … with absolute certainty, she knew she was about to howl as if she were a child herself, hurl

  herself down on the ground and scream her heart out.




  ‘I see. Well, in that case, there’s no point in prolonging this – this – is there?’




  Dizzily she stood up, located her car and, gathering the remains of her dignity, made her way to it. Sitting on the wall behind her, Brendan made no attempt to dissuade her. As she got into it,

  she knew she would always wonder what might have happened if she had attempted to dissuade him, reason him round, assure him that he was, by far, the most important element in her

  life.




  But she did not, could not, do it. He did not look like a man who wanted to be an ‘element’ in anybody’s life.




  Personally, Aileen Hegarty blamed it all on The Irish Times. Until it started analysing everything, the Leaving Certificate had simply been the exam everyone sat at

  age eighteen. Either you passed or you failed, or if you were brainy and stayed out of the pub for long enough, you got honours that whirled you off to university. But then the

  Times’s ongoing analysis of the whole thing had turned it into more than just an exam; gradually it had become every teenager’s passport to life, the vital document without

  which every door would slam in their faces and they would turn, overnight, into social pariahs. You might as well go out stark naked, these days, as emerge without your seven-A Leaving

  Certificate.




  Finn, her son, was now perilously close to twenty. And he had failed his ‘Leaving’. Not once, but twice. Twice was definitive, twice was officially the end. Neither she nor his

  father Joe knew what to do with him next, and worse, he didn’t know what to do with himself. Admittedly it had been his own fault first time round, the only thing he’d studied was

  girls, but the second time he’d worked a bit. And still failed. Reacting as if the word ‘failure’ was tattooed on his forehead, Finn was now living up to what he felt society

  predicted for him, hanging out in pubs, playing snooker all day, wandering the streets of Ennis and Lahinch in menacing black leather studded with spikes, his skull shaved bald except for a purple

  coxcomb down the middle, which made him look not cool, as he thought, but somehow pathetic. Aileen felt profoundly sorry for him, even while wanting to shake him by the ears: why wouldn’t he

  do some kind of apprenticeship in one of the options still open to him – plumbing, for God’s sake, or carpentry or anything manual? After all, plumbers, carpenters, electricians and

  such people made fortunes nowadays, couldn’t keep up with demand.




  He wouldn’t do it, Finn said firmly, because he’d only fail that too, wouldn’t he? He was thick, he was hopeless, and that was that. Let’s not discuss it any further, Ma,

  I’m sick of the whole thing.




  Aileen thought he was deeply depressed. And that any kind of job would occupy his seemingly unhappy mind.




  ‘What about McDonald’s, then? You can’t hang round the streets for the rest of your life, Finn.’




  ‘Wanna bet?’ That was all he would say, and she was at her wits’ end.




  But the Leaving Cert wasn’t the only thing The Irish Times had to answer for. Its other crime was almost worse. A year or two ago, it had come up with what was undoubtedly a

  brilliant wheeze in its property pages, a Thursday feature called ‘Take Five’. The idea of this – in the midst of a property boom that had propelled Irish house prices sky-high

  – was to illustrate five houses for sale, one in Ireland and the other four abroad, usually in Spain, France, America, Italy or Greece. Overnight, the nation had become hypnotised by this,

  agog to see what beautiful villas could be had in Majorca or Florida for the price of a two-up-two-down in Raheen or Ringsend. And the awful thing about it was that she, Aileen, had become

  hypnotised like a magician’s rabbit; every time she looked at one of those gorgeous foreign houses she pictured herself sitting on its balcony or patio, sunning herself over cocktails,

  sauntering to its pool for a swim. Her Irish Times had had to be put on special order at the newsagent’s, because if you didn’t get there by ten on Thursday mornings they were

  all gone. She could never get there by ten, because her B & B guests were barely finishing their breakfasts by then, poring over their maps while she explained how to get to Galway, Westport or

  the Cliffs of Moher. Sometimes, when she heard Finn still snoring upstairs, she longed to jump off the Cliffs of Moher.




  Meanwhile, her addiction was worsening, she needed ever stronger fixes of her drug, and she had found several ways of getting them. One was a magazine called Homes Overseas, which in

  turn had driven her to ask Finn to teach her how to use his computer, because the internet contained addresses she surfed for hours, gazing longingly into the depths of ski chalets, beach villas,

  country mansions, Roman townhouses, Miami apartments and Canadian log cabins. And then – oh joy, oh bliss! – Channel 4 had started a programme called A Place in the Sun.

  Multiple and devious were the ways by which she contrived to tuck herself away in front of the television at five o’clock when it screened, fascinated to see whether the featured buyers would

  bid for the converted water mill in Tuscany, or the old rectory in Provence, or the loft in Madrid … there was no question about it. She was hooked, she was a drug addict, foreign houses were

  her fix.




  Could you, she sometimes wondered, get help for this? Could you go to a therapist and say, ‘Erm, excuse me, but I seem to have a little problem, my son is a disaster and I’ve taken

  refuge in daydreaming all my waking hours about houses in foreign countries? I’m frying bacon and eggs when I want to be arranging my freshly cut, dewdropped roses in my beamed sitting room

  with a glass wall overlooking Lake Garda’? Probably you could. Therapists would treat anyone for anything these days, there was a bucket of money to be had out of Ireland’s growing army

  of nutters, all convinced that theirs was the weirdest neurosis on the planet.




  If only, she thought as she loaded the dishwasher on this wretched winter’s evening, I could talk to Joe about it. I shouldn’t need to be thinking of any therapist. But Joe … Joe

  isn’t the answer, is he? Joe is part of the problem.




  Not that there’s anything wrong with him, as such. As husbands go, there’s a lot worse. He doesn’t gamble or womanise, he’s not violent or mean or lazy.

  He’s just … so … so damn dull. Reliable, and steady, and all those other things I once saw as virtues, and so predictable there are times I want to set fire to the chair

  under him. Off to work at eight every morning, home at six, pub four nights a week from nine to eleven, the same conversation with the same people in the same pub night after night after night … and he wonders why I won’t go with him any more. I won’t go, Joe, because I got bored rigid with it! I told you that, but I might as well have been talking to the wall,

  because you still enjoyed it, and you still do. Okay, sitting in a pub isn’t a crime, but it’s not exactly inspiring either, is it? Not romantic, not very flattering that you’d

  rather discuss Man U for the nine hundredth time with Dave Damn Doherty than – surprise! – take your wife out to dinner or the cinema or even for a walk after work. After all, I work

  too you know, I run this B & B, have run it year in and year out for – what? – fifteen years now. I pull my weight in this marriage, and I do my best to be an attractive wife as

  well. All right, maybe I could lose a pound or two, but I’m not in bad shape for forty-two, and my mind is alive, alert; we’re not talking a vegetable here. I certainly read The

  Irish Times every Thursday, that’s for sure! So what is the attraction of Laffy’s pub, what is so wonderful about working in that hardware store that virtually the only thing you

  can talk about is rivets and sanders and non-drip emulsion, huh? I have had sanders up to here, and in case you haven’t noticed, you’re not actually married to a can of non-drip

  emulsion. I am a hale and hearty woman, and I am your wife!




  I am going barmy. I am, aren’t I? Barmy at forty-two, babbling at fifty, locked up at sixty … my poor goon of a son coming to spoon-feed me my mashed carrots. That’s where

  it’ll all end, with me in a paper gown laced up the back, gibbering about a two-bed duplex in Gibraltar. What’s more, the end might be nearer than we think, if business doesn’t

  pick up.




  Well, I can’t blame The Irish Times for that. I blame Osama Bin Laden. All those cancellations since September, Americans dropping out in their droves … and then this boom

  economy isn’t helping, the tourists can’t afford to come here the way they used to. As for the Irish themselves – well, who can blame them for wanting their holidays somewhere

  sunny, after last summer? Especially when it’s cheaper to go to Greece or Spain than stay at home. When the politicians start banging on about our wonderful prosperity, they’re

  certainly not talking about me, or anyone else who runs a B & B. I’ll have to start putting ads all over the place, and soon, if I want any bookings this year.




  Do I? No. Right now, at this minute, I don’t. After fifteen years I am sick and tired of doing the same thing over and over, living with a man who says and does the same things over and

  over, in this same house that I’ve long outgrown. Funny, it seemed so perfect when we bought it! But we were poor then, youngsters who didn’t care what kind of a roof we put over our

  heads. I’d never seen a single episode of A Place in the Sun, I had no idea that houses could be anything other than semidetached boxes in straight lines with net curtains and

  three-piece suites. I thought number 16 Glen Heath, when we bought it, was the absolute ultimate.




  Now, it’s like ourselves: frayed, clapped out, badly in need of revamping. Only we won’t be able to afford revamping, will we, if business is going to be down this summer? I’m

  going to have to get my head out of the clouds, stop reading ‘Take Five’ and start thinking of ways to drum up custom …God be with the days when Shona Fitzpatrick used to send me

  droves of guests, more than I had room for sometimes, we used to have to send the overflow round to Noreen Foley! But then of course Shona got promoted, taken off the front desk at the tourism

  office to work behind the scenes … she was such a nice girl, Shona, and now I scarcely ever see her. I wonder what she’s up to, these days, I wonder how she is?




  Crys Sheehan had never seen her friend Shona Fitzpatrick cry before. Of course she had her odd down day like anyone else, but normally she was so cheery, confident, there was

  something almost invincible about her as she zipped through life – something that Brendan Wright had managed, last night, to puncture. Now, Shona was spouting like a sieve, and Crys’s

  warm heart went out to her as they sat in her kitchen, where sympathy did not restrain her from polishing her nails in flamboyant shades of cherry and gold. Like worry beads, her nails were her

  resort in a crisis, she could fiddle with them as she reflected on the problem.




  ‘But Shona, you told me you weren’t sure about him. I mean, you were keen and all that, but you did feel ambivalent about marriage and especially kids, what domesticity might do to

  your career.’




  Shona embarked on another Kleenex. ‘Yes, well, I needn’t worry about any of that any more, need I?’




  ‘But it’s important. Just because you want to live with a man on your terms doesn’t necessarily mean he’ll feel the same way. It seems to me that Bren simply called your

  bluff, and you didn’t have an ace up your sleeve. Otherwise you’d have told him he was mistaken, that your “drive” wasn’t more important to you than him, or marriage,

  or a family. You’d have discussed the whole thing like two grown adults – instead, you just flounced off in a flurry of wounded pride.’




  ‘I didn’t! I simply – simply …’




  Shona stalled. Crys, blast her, had a way of putting her manicured finger on things. Huh. It was all very well for her to talk, at twenty-nine years of age with a lovely husband and all the time

  in the world to think about having children. Not that she had any yet, after five years of marriage, but she simply didn’t understand anyone who wasn’t sure about having them, because

  she longed for them herself and adored the offspring of others. Nor did she understand the career aspect of yesterday’s disaster, because the whole concept of a ‘career’ sailed

  over her head like a fighter jet. When Shona first met Crys she’d been an air hostess; in the seven years since she’d been a hotel receptionist, a dental receptionist, an opinion

  pollster and a boutique assistant. The minute she got bored she moved on, and had so far lasted six months as a school bus driver.




  Crys didn’t want to get ‘bogged down’, as she put it, she wanted to be flexible to fit her work around the real love of her life, an international aid agency for which she

  slaved voluntarily, tirelessly and enthusiastically. Shona supposed it was in her genes: her dad Dick Dooley had met her mother, Njanga Diahssu, on a Red Cross field project in Lesotho in 1970.

  Dick was a doctor and Njanga was a supplies co-ordinator, and the exotic fruit of their Irish-African marriage was the lovely, lively Crys, who’d weathered her childhood in an Ireland which

  did not, at the time, unreservedly welcome little black girls. Crys was not pure black, but she was smoky and willowy, with tight beaded braids, and she was realistic in the way you probably had to

  be after twelve years as the only ‘darkie’ in your class. Shona cherished her friendship, which was sassy, compassionate, crisp and warm as buttered toast.




  She sniffled, and sighed. ‘Okay. Maybe I did chicken out—’




  ‘Yes. You did. Why?’




  Languid as a sleek, leggy cat, Crys polished another nail and held it out for admiration. But Shona wasn’t deceived. Crys expected a sensible reason, wrapped in a well-balanced

  argument.




  ‘Because I – I don’t know why, is why!’




  Crys arched an eyebrow. ‘I see. Then let me reiterate my previous point, which is that you are not ready for, arguably not suited to, the holy wedded state of matrimony. You want Bren but

  you want your career too … you want jam on both sides of your bread, lady.’




  ‘Is that a crime?’




  ‘Did I say it was?’




  ‘No, but … anyway, there’s no point in discussing either one, because they’re both up in smoke.’ Wretchedly, Shona began to wail again, and Crys got up to

  make more tea with a reflective air.




  ‘H’mm. Well, I have to tell you up front, Shona, hitting your boss was not a smart thing to do.’




  ‘No, I can see that, but what else was I supposed to do? He was d-drunk and if you ask me he was d-d-dangerous.’




  ‘M’mm. And now he’s probably planning to sue you for assault. As well as spending his weekend stabbing pins into your career doll. You’ll be lucky not to get the

  sack.’




  Shona gasped. ‘What? But – but it was his fault, not mine! He’d have to explain why I slapped him, for a start—’




  ‘You slapped him for having the cheek to ask you to work late. That’s what he’ll say. No witnesses, are there?’




  Oh, no. Even as Crys said it, Shona saw it; that was exactly what Terry O’Hagan would say. Furthermore, he would probably spread lies about her all over the gossipy tourism industry, so

  that when she got fired for assault she wouldn’t even be able to get work anywhere else. In one fell swoop, she had gone from promotion candidate to dole candidate … oh, sweet Jesus. This

  was such a nightmare it was nearly distracting her from the other nightmare, the prospect of life without Brendan, just when she’d decided she loved him to bits and was prepared to have all

  his blessed babies.




  ‘I was, you know, Crys. I really was prepared to do it. I’d decided just that very minute that I would make a commitment to him and have his children.’




  Wryly, Crys grinned as she poured the tea. ‘Whose, Terry O’Hagan’s?’




  ‘Brendan’s! God, don’t give me grief!’




  Putting down the teapot with innate grace, Crys reseated herself at the kitchen table which, as always, was strewn with paperwork from Save the Children, Amnesty, APSO and numerous international

  agencies. With slight shame, Shona was forced to concede that there were people worse off than she currently was herself. Much worse, cold comfort as it was.




  ‘But Shona, chérie, marriage and motherhood are not things you decide to do. They’re things you want to do.’




  ‘I wanted to do them.’




  ‘Did you? Are you sure? For what reason?’




  ‘Well, the normal reasons, Crys, obviously!’




  ‘There are many “normal” reasons for such projects, Shona. Some are vocational. Others stem from fear … fear of loneliness, of old age, of social insecurity. While I

  don’t doubt your love for Brendan, and won’t even mention your no less passionate love of all his predecessors, can you honestly tell me that you’d love to be a mother?

  Love to have kids, even as they were smushing strawberry jam into your Paul Costelloe suit?’




  Uhhh. Instinctively, Shona recoiled, and Crys smiled. ‘If you ask me, Shona – as appears to be the case – you are not exactly the world’s most maternal woman. Not

  everybody can be, you know, it isn’t a presidential edict or anything. What would be stupid would be to force it, or pretend. That would also be unfair to the kids, and probably cause

  friction with their father.’




  Reluctantly, Shona conceded the point, albeit not aloud. Brendan was indeed the kind of man who’d expect the mother of his children to adore them, pamper and cosset them and put them at

  the pinnacle of her world. His avowed ‘family values’ were precisely that, and – and maybe there had been just a hint of panic in her decision to indulge him? He was a great guy,

  and she wasn’t getting any younger.




  ‘Well, I … oh, dammit, Crys, why do you always have to be so bloody perceptive! All right, I admit it, maybe I don’t long for children the same way you do, but—’




  ‘But then, Shona, the good Lord has saved you from a dreadful fate. Saved poor Bren, too. You’d have made each other quite miserable, eventually. You mustn’t marry, you know,

  just because everyone else is doing it. It’s neither measles nor mandatory.’




  ‘Huh. That’s all very well for you to say, with Gavin Sheehan safely under your belt—’




  Crys exploded laughing. ‘Under my belt?! I must say, Shona, you have a winning way with metaphor. Gavin would be fascinated to know he’s under my, uh, belt.’




  Torn between anguish and reluctant laughter, Shona frowned into her mug of tea. ‘Well, you know what I mean. You have a lovely husband and I’m entitled to want one too. I’m

  thirty-six and I don’t want to be single for ever.’




  ‘Why not? Some people are extremely happy being single. It frees them up.’




  ‘Well, it isn’t freeing me up. It’s starting to – to chafe at me. I want to share my life with someone, like everyone else.’




  ‘Yes. Naturally. You’re a generous, giving person. But maybe you should consider a widower, or a divorcé, someone who already has a family and won’t want

  another.’




  ‘But men don’t come made to measure, Crys! I was so lucky to meet Bren, and now … now I’ve lost him and you’re not even being sympathetic about it.’




  ‘I would be, if I thought you two were compatible, because I liked him. But don’t fake it, Shona … you wanted him, I reckon, on your terms. One kid, max, if any.’




  ‘That is not true. Totally not true. I loved him – still love him – and I am absolutely devastated that he doesn’t seem to want me any more. My heart is broken,

  I tell you.’




  ‘Uh-huh. And your heart was also broken, as I recall, by what happened with Trevor, and Colm, and Aidan … sorry, Sho, but your track record isn’t great here, is it? The best that

  can be said for it is that it’s consistent. You always adore your men and they always dump you and you’re always devastated. There’s a pattern, which in my opinion is based on

  their suspicion that you will never put them on the pedestal they aspire to be on, in your busy life. Men don’t like being fitted in around other things, they don’t like the idea that a

  woman’s career might matter as much to her as they do – maybe, God forbid, even more. It doesn’t flatter their notorious pride.’




  ‘But lots of married women have great careers!’




  ‘Then find yourself a man who’s willing to accommodate yours. A widower, like I said, or a divorcé, or a house-husband type. If, that is, you still have a career to worry

  about after Monday. You’ll probably just be handed your P45 and waved goodbye.’




  Distraught with worry at the prospect of it, grieving deeply and genuinely over Brendan, Shona couldn’t understand how she could possibly laugh at such a remark. But somehow she did,

  choking on her tea, eyes watering. Crys was so stoically pragmatic, never let anyone wallow in misery because, as she infuriatingly said, ‘there’s always someone worse off,

  honey.’ Even as she spoke she was nonchalantly polishing her last nail, long legs propped up on the table in painted-on jeans, eyeing the biscuit tin as if crisis and food were not wholly

  incompatible. Shona shook her head as Crys nudged it over to her.




  ‘Crys, be serious, please.’




  ‘I’m afraid I’m being perfectly serious, Sho. That guy O’Hagan will be out to get you, but good.’




  ‘Probably. So what am I going to do?’




  ‘Ah. Now there’s a question. Attack, or defend? We’re going to have to put our minds to this … wouldja like to stay to lunch? An army marches on its stomach, you know

  – God, where is Napoleon anyway, when we need a strategist?’




  Looking around, she said it as if Napoleon were a missing cat who might wander in at any minute, and for the second time Shona laughed in spite of herself. In spite of Terry O’Hagan, whose

  wrath would indeed be ferocious, and in spite of Brendan Wright, whom she was already missing like an amputated arm. Whatever about wanting children, she had so badly wanted him.




  Joe Hegarty was, in his own estimation and that of all who knew him, a good guy. A nice, decent, hardworking husband who couldn’t see why God had inflicted him with such

  a useless dosser of a son and an increasingly restless wife, who had developed the most peculiar habit of devouring property pages, property programmes and property websites as if they were caviar.

  As he put his key in the front door and let himself in, he wondered what he was going to find this evening. Saturdays were the busiest days at the hardware store, he was entitled to hope for a hot

  delicious dinner, Aileen with a welcoming smile on her face, Finn maybe even at home doing something useful for a change …




  Finn wasn’t there. Joe could tell immediately that he wasn’t, because when Finn was there the house reverberated to the sound of music. Now it was silent, apart from the rustling of

  newspaper pages in the kitchen, which smelled of something burning.




  ‘Aileen? Is there something in that oven –?’




  With a gasp of guilt his wife leaped up, flew to it and extracted a cremated chicken. ‘Oh, God! I’m sorry, Joe, I was roasting you a nice chicken for your dinner but I must have

  forgotten to set the timer … I got distracted …’




  Dismally, Joe stared at the smouldering chicken. Was Aileen going through an early menopause, was that it? She was only forty-two, same as himself, still his sweet pretty wife to look at, but

  there had to be some reason why she kept burning things these days, or forgetting them, or both.




  He wasn’t the kind of man to mention words like ‘menopause’ – in fact he would rather put his arm in the blender – but suddenly, this evening in late November, it

  dawned on him that he was going to have to say, or maybe even do, something. At this rate, Aileen would soon be a domestic danger.




  ‘Distracted by what?’




  Despairingly, she swept her hand in the direction of the table, on which lay a thick stack of papers and magazines. Joe scarcely had to glance at them to know what kind they were – the new

  porn that she’d got hooked on, the porn that was turning his lovely wife into a mess and a menace. And yet … even as she looked at him with that mixture of guilt and desperation,

  something about her hit him square in the solar plexus. Even if she was a mystery to him these days, her brown eyes were still so big and beseeching, their lashes still so lush and long, her rosy

  cheeks blushing just as they had the day he’d asked her to marry him.




  God, was that a long time ago, or what! Twenty-two years … they’d only been children, their parents aghast, everyone whispering about how it would never last. But it had lasted.

  Through the proverbial thick and thin, ups and downs, even their anguish when Finn’s baby sister had died in infancy, and never been followed by any other child. That had tested their

  marriage almost to breaking point … but they’d held in together somehow, and survived. Until now. Now, as he gazed at the charred chicken and the property supplements, Joe wondered

  whether his beloved wife might not be going just very slightly round the bend.




  ‘Jesus!’ he snapped with a sudden surge of rage, under which he could feel swirling frustration. ‘This is out of hand! You’re losing it, Aileen! You’re dreaming of

  castles in Spain all day long, day in and day out! What in God’s name is the matter with you?’




  It worried him when, instead of briskly retorting that she was perfectly all right, she sank down on a chair and surveyed him with a long, somehow speculative look. Her silence was

  unnerving.




  ‘Well? Are you going to tell me, or not? What does a man have to do these days to get a decent dinner and a warm welcome in his own home – jump up on the table and dance a fandango?

  Strip naked and swing from the chandelier? Hey?’




  Dreamily, she continued to look at him, and despite himself he sucked in his stomach … was it him that might be the matter, was that it? Admittedly his once abundant hair was losing both

  quantity and quality, admittedly he’d gained a bit of a paunch – and yes, his snoring was a problem. He knew that, but what in hell could he do about it? Besides, other guys snored.

  Nearly all of them. She’d be a long time finding one that didn’t … sweet, suffering Jesus. She hadn’t actually found one, had she? Some other man, a fling, an affair, a toy

  boy, whatever you called them these days … oh, no. Surely not. She couldn’t have. Not his Aileen. Besides – who? When? Why? Suddenly, he felt as if someone had swung an ice-pick

  into his spine.




  His voice, when it emerged, sounded saw-toothed. ‘Aileen? Are you listening to me? I’m asking you a question.’




  ‘Yes, Joe. I know you are.’




  Her dreamy look was so detached, it frightened him. ‘Then answer me! Tell me what it is that’s turning you from my wife into a woman I scarcely recognise! Tell me why in hell you

  can’t stop guzzling all this property stuff! It’s unhealthy, you know, at this stage, it’s abnormal, it’s getting to be an obsession.’




  Slowly, still looking at him as if from a distance, she smiled. Smiled the oddest, most enigmatic smile he had ever seen on her face in their entire life together.




  ‘Joe. I’ve been thinking. Have you any idea what this house is worth?’




  He froze. She was losing her marbles. She was planning to sell their home. Their perfectly good, comfortable, nearly paid-for home that he had worked his nuts off for! Shock scorched

  through him, zipped through his whole stocky, weary body.




  It had been a long week at work – and now, this. He knew that unless he steeled himself he would lose it, go ballistic.




  ‘Yes, dear. I know exactly what it’s worth.’




  Surprised, almost eagerly, she blinked at him. ‘Do you?’




  ‘Yes. It’s worth an arm and a leg, and every other bit of me that I’ve slogged to a stump for the past fifteen years to pay for it. It’s worth blood, sweat and tears. Not

  only my work, but yours as well, has kept its roof over our heads, provided a home for our son, a shelter from all storms, a meeting place for friends and family … what it’s worth

  financially I neither know nor care, but I tell you what it’s worth to me: it’s worth a bit of respect.’




  Very carefully, he kept his tone low, as if talking to an overwrought child. Initially, it seemed to work. Aileen nodded agreeably, her honey-blonde hair bobbing round her face.




  ‘Yes. I suppose it is. But Joe – it’s also – I reckon – it’s worth at least four hundred thousand euros.’




  That was when it hit him. Hit him like a hammer: our marriage is in trouble here. We, Aileen and I, Mr and Mrs Joseph Hegarty, are in some kind of awful trouble. The kind that women just

  suddenly spring on you, when you haven’t a bull’s notion why or how.




  ‘Is it? Have you been having it valued, while I’ve been out at work?’ His hands clenched round the top of a chair. Steady, he thought, steady on, don’t panic.




  ‘No. I just know. That’s the going rate round here. That’s what these houses are selling for, near Galway, plenty of parking, solidly built, big garden, handy for Shannon

  airport, the university, the hospital, shopping centre, cinemas, restaurants …’




  Even in the midst of his shock, he was surprised. Four hundred thousand? He never read the property pages the way she did, couldn’t image that a semi-dee for which they’d paid a mere

  thirty-five thousand pounds could possibly be worth such an enormous, ludicrous sum. She must be hallucinating. Gingerly, sinking down on a chair alongside her, he took her hand and looked

  searchingly into her face.




  ‘Aileen. Tell me something … is it – er – um – is it – ah – women’s troubles? Is that it?’




  His tone was gentle, his expression understanding. But hers went blank.




  ‘What?’




  ‘You know …’ Oh, God, this was excruciating! Surely she knew he hated these delicate feminine subjects, they were a mystery to him, a minefield, yet he was raising this one now,

  doing his best, could she not even meet him halfway? Help him out here, before he choked? Apparently not; she simply looked baffled. Maybe he wasn’t making himself clear. Bracing

  himself, he started again.




  ‘Well … you’re over forty … maybe you’re reaching a point in your life … where … ?’




  His tone was pleading, and abruptly she burst out laughing. ‘Yes! I am! That’s exactly it, Joe, you’ve got it in one!’




  Phew. Hugely relieved that the worst was over, he beamed at her. And then it was as if she turned the garden hose on him, full blast, connected to an icy waterfall.




  ‘I have reached the middle of my life, Joe, and I am bored stiff! I am sick of looking at Finn hanging round like a lost ghost, I am sick of waving you off to the pub four nights a week, I

  am sick of the same old thing, over and over and over! I want something new, something fresh – I want to sell this house, and move!’




  Move? Move, she said, move? But – ‘But why? For what? To where?’ Had she been speaking Serbo-Croat, he could not have been more bewildered.




  ‘I don’t know where, Joe. I’m not even entirely sure why. All I know is that I need a change – we all need one – and I would very much like you to start considering

  the possibility of selling this house, on which we can make an absolutely huge profit.’




  He felt like crying. He might very well cry, after he’d strangled her. Moving house was, notoriously, sky-high on the stress list. Stress they didn’t need, superfluous stress, to

  absolutely no purpose that he could see. Letting go of her hand, he drew back from her, caution replacing concern.




  ‘But the profit would be eaten up by the next house we’d have to buy. I mean, Aileen, we’ve got to live somewhere—’




  Triumphantly, she nodded. ‘Yes. We do. But not necessarily here.’




  ‘What’s wrong with here?’




  ‘Well, the weather’s awful, and bookings are down, and—’




  ‘Aileen, the weather’s awful all over Ireland, bookings are down all the way from Kerry to Donegal! What difference does it make if we swop houses ten miles down the road –

  ?’




  Thoughtfully, she sat back, contemplating the burnt chicken for a moment before speaking. ‘None, if we move ten miles. But I’m thinking … maybe a thousand miles would be good.

  Maybe that would be far enough to make a difference.’




  A thousand miles. Joe felt sweat beading up on his forehead. A thousand miles, she said … from his hardware store, from his pub, his mates, his garden that he liked to dig over and

  grow veggies in … and what about Finn? Where did their son fit into this lunacy?




  ‘Aileen – I – I have to say, I think you’re having some kind of brainstorm here. We can’t just up sticks and move a thousand miles! We don’t speak any foreign

  languages – bar the one you’re speaking now – I have my job and you have your B & B business, we have a son—’




  Her eyes flared. ‘Yes! A son who badly, urgently needs a kick in the pants! Either Finn can move with us, make himself useful helping us abroad, or he’ll have to get a job and a flat

  of his own here, because we can’t have him moping around us for the rest of his days. It’s not doing him any good, and it’s driving me nuts. He’s filling this house with

  negative vibes and he’s hanging out with a bunch of losers on the streets.’ Gathering momentum, she gulped a breath, and ploughed on. ‘As for my B & B business, I could run

  that anywhere – maybe some places are less dependent on the American trade than Ireland is. And as for you – you’re over forty, there’s probably some kind of redundancy deal

  available, the store could hire someone half your age at half your salary – maybe even Finn! Oh, Joe … think about it? Please, at least say you’ll do that much?’




  Her look was imploring. His was that of a man hit by a truck. He’d thought those property pages were a hobby, an odd but harmless amusement – he, apparently, had been an utter fool.

  With resentment born of shock, resistance born of pride, he mulled it over in mutinous silence. Had she been hatching all this for weeks, for months? Or was it some kind of spontaneous combustion?

  One way or the other, it was a fine thing for a man to come home expecting his dinner, and get his house sold over his head instead. You just never knew where you were with women, the whole species

  was completely impossible.




  And worse, a dissatisfied woman was a dangerous woman, or so his mate Dave Doherty had led him to believe. Aileen had never seemed dissatisfied before, but clearly she was now – with what,

  exactly? With her life in general, or with her … her marriage? Their marriage? Somehow the whole situation felt as if it had a subtext to it. A subtext he was going to have to read, carefully,

  small print and all.




  Abruptly, frostily, he stood up. ‘I’ll go down to the takeaway’ he announced, ‘and get us some chicken and chips for our dinner. Unless you’d rather have paella,

  perhaps, or frogs’ legs?’




  Aileen smiled, but she didn’t laugh, and that was when Joe Hegarty knew that he’d been right. His marriage, out of a clear blue sky, was in trouble for some completely unfathomable

  reason. And might be in even deeper trouble, if he didn’t figure out what was wrong and what he was going to do about it. Maybe, en route to the takeaway, he’d just drop in at the pub

  and see if Dave Doherty was there, have a word with him about this extraordinary domestic development.




  After all, Dave Doherty should know about marriage in crisis. His wife had left him years ago, and that was why he would almost certainly be in the pub, ready and willing to offer advice.

  Putting his jacket back on, decamping with a grunt, Joe felt as if his wife’s wildly gleaming eyes were following him down the hall and out to the car, all the way to the bar stool onto which

  he could hardly wait to collapse.
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  It was a weekend made in hell. Ten times – twenty, thirty? – Shona reached for the phone, rehearsing all her reasons for calling Brendan, refusing to hear anything

  and everything Crys had said about his maybe not being the right man for her.




  Of course he was the right man! Okay, admittedly she’d made mistakes before, but Brendan was different. He was honest and decent and fair, handsome and solvent and delicious. He

  wasn’t gay, wasn’t married, wasn’t divorced or bereaved, wasn’t toting a clatter of children urgently in need of a mother. He had no baggage, no ties bar his delightful dad,

  he was the ultimately eligible bachelor. He was perfect!




  Perfect, except for this one incomprehensible drawback: he’d dumped her. She thought they were ideal for each other, but he didn’t. He, apparently, thought she was a workaholic

  who’d never give him the attention he deserved.




  All right. So maybe she did have other interests besides him. Was that a crime? Punishable by banishment? If she didn’t have other pursuits, he probably wouldn’t have been

  interested in her in the first place, because then she’d have been the clingy, clutchy kind of woman who gave men claustrophobia. It was totally unfair, and in between crying jags she kicked

  a lot of doors, thumped a lot of walls and ate an entire sack of Tayto cheese ’n’ onion. When the crisps were all gone she found a box of chocolates he’d given her and started in

  on those, savaging them systematically until the box was empty. Empty as her entire life, lying reproachfully at her feet … should she go out and buy another?




  Ha! If only you could do that, just buy another! If only it weren’t raining, if only she didn’t feel so sick, if only she could swallow her pride instead of sweets, and ring him. But

  the phone kept rebelling; every time she picked it up it put itself back down, refusing to let her reason with him, argue, plead, do whatever it would take to get him back. Meanwhile, Crys’s

  words kept ringing in her head like the bells of some blasted cathedral: ‘Maybe you’re just not marriage material … you’re not maternal … you don’t decide you love

  someone, love decides for you …’




  What the hell did that mean? Over and over she replayed the restaurant scene in her head, but got no further to understanding it, to figuring out why an imminent proposal had turned into sudden

  rejection, a train she’d never seen hurtling through the tunnel. Not to mention public humiliation, she would never forget the scene, or set foot in Kyver’s restaurant again. Brendan,

  at the very least, could have had the sensitivity to boot her out of his life somewhere private, here in her own apartment for instance.




  With a sigh, she sank down on a sofa, clutched a cushion to her and looked around the apartment. At least it, unlike him, had been a good investment. Spectacularly good actually, who would ever

  have thought that a two-bedroomed Galway flat, bought for fifty-five thousand pounds would be worth four times its price nine years later? Not that its value mattered, since she’d no

  intention of selling it – not until she could afford that lovely detached house somewhere scenic, anyway, and besides that was supposed to come with a husband built in. The husband who …

  my God, she thought in sudden panic, I’m thirty-six, this is a nightmare. Soon, people will stop saying I’m single and start saying ‘Ah, no, she never married …’ I’ll be a write-off.




  And meanwhile, what about my job? There’s no way I can turn up tomorrow morning and simply face Terry O’Hagan as if nothing had happened. Crys is right about that, if nothing else.

  I’m going to have to see the personnel director and lodge a complaint about him, because he’ll certainly be lodging one about me. Maybe it’ll even go to court, he’ll have a

  sexual harassment case on his hands and I’ll have an assault case on mine? The worst-case scenario is inquiries and tribunals and the whole thing dragging on for months, for years … oh,

  no, please don’t let it come to that. Terry O’Hagan is a drunken slob, a sexist menace, but I shouldn’t have hit him. I had no choice only to hit him. But it was a tactical error.

  It gives him ammunition to fight back.




  Damn, damn, damn!




  Getting up, Shona ran her hands distractedly through her hair, glimpsed her reflection in the mirror and decided to have a bath. A long, warm, scented bath, after which she’d phone her

  mother. Susie was a great mother, the kind who dispensed sympathy and then asked ‘So what are you planning to do?’, listened with interest to the answer – if, in this case, there

  was one. Susie wouldn’t nag or reproach in that maddening way that made daughters feel like dimwits. If she were here, she’d be all hugs and reassuring smiles, but unfortunately Susie

  lived in Athlone, where she owned a boutique and her husband Tom ran a fleet of charter cruisers on the Shannon. Both Mum and Dad were smashing parents, but they were busy people, and at thirty-six

  Shona knew she was a bit old to go crying on their shoulders. At this stage, she should have children of her own, be the one dishing out sympathy and common sense!




  Well – whatever about Brendan – common sense would start in the office tomorrow morning, with a crisp visit to Kevin Cassidy, the personnel director, to officially shop Terry

  O’Hagan.




  Shop him, Shona thought fuming, when what I’d like to do is fry him alive! He’s been making my life a misery for years, and I’m not putting up with any more of it. That office

  isn’t big enough for the both of us, and one of us is going to have to go.




  I’m hanged if it’ll be me.




  ‘So there I’m afraid you have it, Ms Fitzpatrick. You accuse Mr O’Hagan of sexual harassment. Mr O’Hagan accuses you of physical assault. We appear to

  have a stalemate here.’




  Kevin Cassidy leaned back in his swivel chair with the detached look of a man not about to take sides. In turn Shona sat back in hers, knowing he would have to take some kind of action.




  ‘Yes. We do. So what do you propose to do about it, Mr Cassidy? Obviously, two antagonists can’t continue to work together under these conditions. I’ve already explained to you

  that there’s been a problem for quite some time. Mr O’Hagan frequently gets drunk, has followed me down hotel corridors on trips abroad, leches at all the women in the

  office—’




  ‘Yes. So you say. These are serious allegations that will have to be investigated.’




  ‘Indeed they will. And in the meantime?’




  Twirling his biro, Kevin sighed. Sometimes he privately yearned for the good old days when women had never been let anywhere near the workplace, such hassles had they brought in their wake. That

  said, Shona Fitzpatrick was an excellent worker, popular and dynamic. He’d never known her to imagine problems where none existed. Besides, this wasn’t the first time that rumour had

  reached his ears about Terry O’Hagan; it was merely the first time anyone had made a formal complaint. Now, a chain of events would have to be set in motion.




  ‘In the meantime, I’m going to have to suspend you both.’




  Steeled as she was, Shona gasped. ‘Suspend – us both – what! But he’s the one who—’




  ‘That’s what you say. He says you’re the one who – look, this is the last thing I want to do. It’s going to cost our budget big-time, since you’ll both be on

  full pay, and it’s going to be extremely inconvenient since someone else will have to do your work as well as his. But I have no choice. There are procedures in these situations and this is

  the procedure in this one. I’ll be putting it in writing and giving a copy to your union representative, who’ll attend all further meetings on the matter. We’re probably going to

  end up at the Employment Tribunal in Dublin, if and when we can get a date fixed. As a rule, there’s a three-month waiting list.’




  Three months? Horrified, Shona absorbed it. For the next three months – before the case even got started – she was going to be effectively unemployed? Paid to do nothing, mope around

  at home, without even Brendan to cheer her, a wedding to distract her … but she’d go mad! And what was going to happen to her promotion, after this? Even if she won the case, if Terry

  O’Hagan got fired and was gone, might she be labelled ‘Trouble’, be perceived as a liability to work with?




  Well, she had anticipated a possible court case. But only as a last resort, without any idea that it might take so long to even schedule. Suspension had never crossed her mind. It had seemed

  much more likely that Kevin Cassidy would simply summon both parties into his office to slug it out, referee the row and then make some decision. Like demoting Terry for instance, moving him out of

  circulation.




  ‘But – but surely it’s possible to sort this out in-house? Ask any of my female colleagues, they’ll all tell you what goes on.’




  Kevin frowned. Probably she was right, but his hands were tied. Problems weren’t sorted ‘in-house’ any more, they were ‘processed’ through ‘appropriate’

  bureaucratic channels. He wasn’t a director as such these days, he was just a mediator. Everything wended its way through lawyers and courts and tribunals, munching mountains of money,

  consuming centuries of time. No point in telling Ms Fitzpatrick his personal opinion, which was that this very messy confrontation was probably going to take months, even after it reached Dublin,

  to resolve. Then, even if she defeated the notoriously devious Terry O’Hagan, it would cost her dearly. No financial award or personal satisfaction had ever, in his experience, compensated

  anyone for the heartache, the suspense, the paperwork, the sheer slog and the bitterness engendered by court cases. They were emotionally exhausting.




  ‘Ms Fitzpatrick, I’m sorry, but you’ve initiated this and now you’re going to have to patiently see it through. Mr O’Hagan, ditto. All I can do is facilitate you

  both on your way to what I hope will be eventual justice. Now, you’d better see the secretary about the paperwork.’ Fractionally, ruefully, he smiled. ‘I must say I wouldn’t

  mind a little holiday myself, on full pay. Why don’t you just enjoy yours, make the most of it?’




  Stung, Shona sat upright. ‘Because I love my work! Because it shouldn’t be mucked up by some sex-starved creep who should never have reached a position of power to abuse! I’ve

  been in the B & B sector for nine years, I want to move into hotel marketing, not waste my time doing nothing!’




  Kevin stood up. ‘I know. I know. But there we are. If you find time hanging heavy on your hands, why not try a bit of freelancing, approach one or two hotels on a short-term project basis?

  You’re a marketing natural, and’ – unexpectedly, he winked at her – ‘if you don’t tell me anything about it, then I won’t know, will I? I’ll just get

  head office to go on paying your salary until your problem gets sorted out.’




  Taken aback, Shona considered. What was he saying to her? Go out and keep busy, make some contacts – in case you might lose your job and need them? Make a bit of extra money, I’m on

  your side here? That was certainly what it sounded like – in which case, she’d better look grateful. And sound grateful. Standing up in turn, she reached across the desk to shake his

  hand.




  ‘Well, Mr Cassidy, I’m sorry you can’t personally sort it out. But if I’m to be a free agent for the next few months, then I will try to use the time constructively.

  Thank you for your – your – intervention.’




  Wretchedly, they looked at each other, silently, mutually acknowledging the absurdity and injustice of the situation. It was infuriating, but that was the system; the good old days of pistols at

  dawn were long gone.




  Unlike Bob Geldof, Aileen loved Mondays. They were her day off, the day on which she had lunch with her mother and sister in Galway city, after which they would all go to the

  cinema or shopping or whatever interesting event might be happening. Today, it was her master plan to haul both Tessie and Dympna along to the Foreign Property Exhibition at a hotel in Salthill. Of

  course they both thought she was bonkers, had told her so several times since she’d first started reading ‘Take Five’, but she was determined to get them used to the idea that soon

  she would be moving abroad.




  Would definitely be moving abroad, whether Joe Hegarty liked it or not, whether Finn Hegarty chose to come or not. All weekend she’d been discussing it with Joe, even in bed late at night

  where once they would have been catching up on the sex life for which, these days, they seemed to have so little time or energy. How could she have time, with so much cleaning and laundry to do,

  her four guests all wanting breakfast at the crack of dawn? How could he have energy, when he came back from the pub at midnight with six pints swilling round in him, was snoring twenty minutes

  into the conversation? ‘Baloney’ he called it; she was talking ‘complete baloney’ and there was no point in pursuing it because, eventually, she would grow out of this crazy

  phase. Dave Doherty had assured him that she would. Wives took notions sometimes, Dave said, but they weren’t to be taken seriously, it was all just harmless fantasy.




  Fantasy. Is that a fact, Aileen fumed as she parked her little Ka near Haydon’s restaurant where Tessie and Dymps would be simultaneously converging. I’ll give him fantasy. As for

  Dave Doherty, is it any wonder his wife left him, the man knows less than zero about anything. What Joe sees in that boozing moron is beyond me … thank God I at least don’t go to the pub

  any more, don’t have to listen to the pair of them spouting rubbish!




  Tessie and Dymps were already waiting when she went into the restaurant, studying the menu as if they weren’t going to have the shepherd’s pie same as usual. Both were looking well,

  she thought, Dymps a rosy, happy housewife in her mid-thirties, looking very pretty today in a new cherry-red coat; Tessie the widowed but cheery matron she’d been for ever, her grey hair

  dyed blonde, her smart teal-blue suit taking a good ten years off her sixty-four. Sometimes her slight deafness led to daffy conversations, but she had a heart of gold. Aileen felt a little punch

  of affection for both mother and sister, with whom Monday lunch was always fun.




  ‘Hey, sis!’ Dymps greeted her with a grin. ‘How’s it going!’ Even as Aileen grinned in turn, bent to kiss them both, a waitress arrived with the bottle of white

  wine they always shared, whisking away Aileen’s coat as she seated herself.




  How was it going? Not great, if the truth be told, it couldn’t be great with business so bad, Finn so chronically unemployed and Joe so – so not listening! But she

  wasn’t going to talk about any of that now, she’d come here to put it all out of her mind, and so she beamed brightly at Dymps.




  ‘It’s going! How are you, how are the kids?’




  ‘Bold as brass.’ This was totally untrue; Dymps’s two children were lovely, bright youngsters who gave as much affection as they received, not only doing well at school but

  actually enjoying it, popular with their pals, such a credit to their mother that she had hardly any choice only to pretend they were scourges. You didn’t brag about your brats when they

  weren’t brats at all – especially not to their aunt, the mother of a notorious disaster. Conspiratorially, Dymps winked. ‘You’ll never guess.’




  Aileen grinned; Dymps was great for gossip, always had some new story about neighbours or parish politics or impending revelations that ‘would make your hair curl’. Eagerly, she and

  Tessie leaned forward in unison to hear the latest – about Father McDonagh’s girlfriend, as it turned out – while food arrived and the restaurant began to buzz busily. Tucking

  into a hot plate of lasagne, Aileen was vaguely conscious of some knot loosening in the back of her neck, the feeling of being somehow massaged, ironed out. God, it was good to get away from it

  all, good to have these weekly girls’ get-togethers!
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