


[image: Secrets Between Friends by Sheila O’Flanagan. Three sun loungers sit at the edge of a large swimming pool of inviting blue water.]





About the Author

[image: Photograph of Sheila O’Flanagan]
Sheila O’Flanagan is the author of over 30 bestselling books, including The Honeymoon Affair, which spent three months on the Irish bestseller list, What Eden Did Next, Three Weddings and a Proposal and The Missing Wife. She lives in Dublin with her husband.  

www.sheilaoflanagan.com

Facebook.com/sheilabooks

Bluesky: @sheilawriter.bsky.social

Threads: @sheilaoflanagan




Praise for Sheila O’Flanagan’s novels

‘A glitzy, glamorous rollercoaster of a romance – hugely entertaining and so satisfying . . . Sheila O’Flanagan at her sparkling best’

Veronica Henry

‘Sizzling . . . a joy to read’

Irish Independent

‘No one writes about high-powered businesswomen better than Sheila O’Flanagan. Insightful, pacy and authentic, this is a terrific read’

Patricia Scanlan

‘Reading a Sheila O’Flanagan novel always feels like sitting down for a cup of tea with a friend – she writes with such warmth and empathy’

Beth O’Leary

‘A gripping, emotionally intelligent read set in highly evocative holiday locations’

Prima

‘It was unputdownable, full of poignancy, warmth and real and relatable women’

Kate Thompson

‘Sheila could write any genre she chooses and will always delight her readers. I loved this book!’

Jill Mansell

‘Do I rejoice when a new Sheila O’Flanagan book hits the shelves? I do’

Roisin Meaney

‘A feel-good story told by a funny and down-to-earth heroine’

Woman’s Weekly




By Sheila O’Flanagan

Suddenly Single

Far From Over

My Favourite Goodbye

He’s Got to Go

Isobel’s Wedding

Caroline’s Sister

Too Good to be True

Dreaming of a Stranger

The Moment We Meet

Anyone But Him

How Will I Know?

The Season of Change

Yours, Faithfully

Bad Behaviour

Someone Special

The Perfect Man

Stand By Me

Christmas With You

All For You

Better Together

Things We Never Say

If You Were Me

My Mother’s Secret

The Missing Wife

What Happened That Night

The Hideaway

Her Husband’s Mistake

The Women Who Ran Away

Three Weddings and a Proposal

What Eden Did Next

The Woman on the Bridge

The Honeymoon Affair

Secrets Between Friends




About the Book

[image: Secrets Between Friends by Sheila O’Flanagan. Three sun loungers sit at the edge of a large swimming pool of inviting blue water.]
Ailie, Sybil and Rua can take care of themselves. But when they form an unexpected friendship, they discover new perspectives on old problems.

Ailie is recently widowed, and struggling. At least she can cut ties with her toxic Italian in-laws. Except her teenage daughter is joining them in Trieste. Should Ailie follow, and confront the family who can’t forgive her?

Sybil has learned to be happy alone. But her younger sister, Tansy, thinks Sybil needs to find a man before it’s too late. And she has the perfect candidate. Can Sybil cope with Tansy interfering – again?

Twice Rua has faced the worst, and twice she’s started over. All that matters now is protecting her daughter. Yet she’s kept the full story from her. Is it time to trust Brontë with the truth?

An intriguing and sparkling story about women discovering their strength – and loving life.
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Chapter 1

It was the unexpected splash of pink among the sombre blacks and greys that caught Ailie’s attention. An umbrella, she realised, carried by a tall, angular woman in a dark green raincoat, a matching leather bag over her shoulder. The woman’s silver-white hair was short and well cut, and she wore a pair of stylish tortoiseshell glasses that added to her aura of quiet determination. She walked with purpose, the umbrella shielding her from the persistent drizzle that had been falling since early morning. Ailie wondered if she was an ex-colleague of Giorgio’s, one of the few she hadn’t yet met.

Despite the misery of the day, she was unexpectedly cheered by the brightness of the pink umbrella and the subtle elegance of the confident woman. Her gaze remained fixed on her even as she walked past the group of mourners standing on the steps of the crematorium and followed the narrow path that led to the older part of the cemetery, where family plots were located beneath tall trees. It was a serene and peaceful setting, although some of the older graves were so neglected that the headstones were cracked and mossy, the people in them now forgotten.

Not a colleague, thought Ailie, as the woman disappeared out of sight. Nothing at all to do with today’s funeral. She closed her eyes and swallowed the lump in her throat.

‘I’m sorry for your loss.’

The man who’d walked up to her while she’d been following the progress of the woman with the pink umbrella reached out his hands and clasped hers within them. Ailie smiled and thanked him for coming. She recognised his face, although she couldn’t remember his name.

‘He was one of the good guys,’ the man said as he released his hold on her. ‘A real gent. It was a privilege to know him.’

‘That’s kind of you,’ she said, and thanked him again.

So many thank-yous. So many people telling her how great Giorgio was. What a shock his death had been. How much they’d miss him. But for how long would they miss him? she asked herself, thinking of the forgotten graves beneath the trees. A week? A month? A year? She doubted it would be that long. She was pretty sure his desk had already been reallocated. His card key deprogrammed. His work divided out between his colleagues. That was what happened in big business, after all. It would be his family who would never forget him: Marco and Flavia and Ailie herself. And those from Italy, who would hold him close in their hearts while happily wiping all memories of his marriage to her and pretending it had never happened.

Let them try, she thought.

‘Would you like to get in the car now?’ The undertaker asked the question, his tone professionally sympathetic.

Ailie nodded, and signalled to Marco and Flavia, who were standing side by side. They came over to her.

‘We’re leaving,’ she said.

Flavia nodded and got into the black Mercedes. Marco followed her. Ailie joined them. The car slowly pulled away, leaving behind the woman with the pink umbrella, and everyone else visiting their loved ones’ resting places on All Souls’ Day.

Ailie had reserved a space in Giorgio’s favourite gastropub for refreshments after his cremation. Those mourners who had arrived before her had already clustered into groups: Giorgio’s friends and colleagues, friends of Marco and Flavia, Ailie’s own friends and family. Although the Marchettis had arrived in the car behind her, they walked in ahead: his sisters, Sara and Mia, and his brother, Antonio. Not his mother, who was elderly and too infirm to travel. And not Chiara, the youngest of the siblings, who’d stayed behind to take care of Signora Marchetti at this time of sorrow. None of the husbands had come either, while Sophia, Giorgio’s glamorous ex-wife, had remained in Italy too, for which Ailie was profoundly relieved. She’d been very afraid that Sophia might turn up with Marco, and that would have been too much to bear.

She sighed at the complications of extended, blended families. She supposed hers was no more complicated than many others, but it always seemed to be on a knife edge of possible conflict. Mainly because of Sophia, still beloved by the Italians. And also because of Signora Marchetti, the ninety-year-old matriarch who ruled them all with a rod of iron. It was because Giorgio hadn’t wanted to be ruled that he’d left, even though, as he told her afterwards, it had been the hardest thing he’d ever done. And even though he constantly had to balance the life he’d made in Dublin with his family commitments in Trieste.

It was almost impossible to believe that their first meeting had been over twenty years ago. Ailie remembered how often she’d rolled her eyes and shrugged her shoulders as a teenager when her mother had said things like ‘it seems like only yesterday’ when talking about her own childhood. To Ailie, back then, it had been the Dark Ages. But now things that had happened years ago truly did seem as though they’d taken place in the recent past, no matter how crazy that was. Flavia, at eighteen, was living proof of how the years had flown by.

The memory of Giorgio’s first visit to the dental clinic where Ailie worked as an administrator was clear. He’d come to the desk and pointed to his broken front tooth – smashed, he said, when he was bundled into a goalpost during a five-a-side football match. He told her he was hoping for an appointment right away, because he had meetings with clients later in the week and he couldn’t possibly call on them looking the way he was now. Despite the broken tooth, he was a handsome man who carried himself with an innate sense of assurance and style. Ailie was surprised at the Italian name, given that his hair was a reddish-blonde that could have been pure Irish, and his eyes a luminous hazel, more green than grey. She told him that he was lucky, because the dentist had a cancellation and would be able to see him shortly, although it would take time to have a crown made for the tooth, so there was no chance of him having a perfect smile by the end of the week.

He was still sitting in the waiting room when she went for lunch at the café across the plaza. She was tucking into peach pie when she saw him walk in and order a cold drink and a sandwich. He saw her too and smiled as he approached her table. He thanked her for getting him the appointment, while acknowledging that he’d been foolish in hoping that a new crown would be available in a couple of days. But the dentist had been able to fit a temporary one so at first glance his teeth appeared fine.

Even now she didn’t know what had made her say yes when he asked if he could join her. She liked being alone at lunchtime. But Giorgio was charming, and soon they were chatting like old friends He told her that he was a management consultant and had come to Ireland a few months earlier, having been offered an excellent opportunity with a global company based in Dublin.

‘What exactly does a management consultant do?’ she asked.

‘Basically help businesses to do better,’ he said. ‘Advise them, work out strategies, that sort of thing.’

‘You did that in Italy before coming here?’

‘Yes. At first I worked in our small family business, then with a company in Rome, but it became complicated and I needed to move on.’

Ailie was about to ask about the complications, but then realised that she had exactly two minutes of her lunch hour left. She apologised to him for rushing away and said she might see him again when he returned for his permanent crown. Back at her desk, she checked when it was scheduled for, at the same time noting that he was forty-two, five years older than her, living in Blackrock, an upmarket coastal town outside the city, and, like her, divorced.

Then Marissa Lange arrived for her root canal treatment and Ailie forgot about Giorgio Marchetti, because Marissa was a nervous patient and had to be treated with calm understanding and lots of support.

She didn’t think about him again until the day he showed up to have the crown fitted. When he came out of the dentist’s room, he turned the full power of his repaired smile in her direction.

‘I feel normal again,’ he said as she took payment from him. ‘The last few weeks have been horrible. I was embarrassed every time I opened my mouth.’

‘But you had the temporary crown,’ Ailie said. ‘You looked fine.’

‘I was very self-conscious,’ said Giorgio. ‘I disliked meeting clients face to face. I did as much of my work on the phone as I could, but that’s not how it should be.’

‘Well, you look great now,’ she assured him. ‘You can be confident about meeting anyone.’

‘I am.’ He smiled again. ‘And I wondered . . . would you like to have dinner with me?’

‘Dinner?’ She looked at him in surprise.

‘Or a drink,’ he said. ‘In Italy I would be more used to saying dinner, but I know in Ireland there is the pub, so if you’d prefer that . . .’

Ailie was torn between wanting to go to dinner with someone as easy-going and attractive as him, and not wanting to get emotionally involved with anyone, given that the two relationships she’d had since her divorce had ended badly.

‘But if not, don’t worry,’ he said when she remained silent. ‘I liked talking to you in the café before. And I thought you liked talking to me. I don’t have any girlfriends in Dublin. Not girlfriends,’ he amended quickly. ‘Friends who are women. It would be nice to talk to a woman. Most of my colleagues are men. Most of my clients too, which is not a good thing really.’

She laughed then, and said OK, and they arranged to meet in an Italian restaurant in Blackrock that he assured her was authentic, the owners coming from a town not far from his own.

Giorgio was good company, and when he told her he’d grown up in a family of three girls and two boys with his widowed mother being the lynchpin that held it all together, she understood why he was so at ease talking with women.

‘To be honest,’ he said, as they enjoyed a nightcap in the pub next door after their meal, ‘I was very tired of all the women in my life when I left Italy. But I miss them now.’

‘Were they part of the complications?’ she asked.

‘A little,’ he replied. ‘It’s hard to be businesslike with family sometimes.’

‘How often do you go back?’ she asked.

‘Not at all yet.’ His words were cautious. ‘I needed some time away. But I miss my country.’

‘I’ve never been to Italy,’ she said. ‘I keep saying I’ll go to Rome some day, but . . . well, life gets in the way.’

‘Hopefully you’ll visit us,’ he said. ‘Naturally I’m biased towards my part of Italy. Trieste is closer to Slovenia than Rome, but it’s very beautiful. My family home is a few kilometres outside the city, with views over the Adriatic.’

‘Sounds nearly as nice as Blackrock,’ she said, and he laughed.

The next time they went out together, she asked about his ex-wife.

‘Do you mind if we talk about her another time?’ he asked. ‘I’m not sure I’m able to speak about the divorce in a good way yet.’

‘Was it messy?’ Ailie looked at him quizzically.

‘Unfortunately, yes.’

‘In that case, I won’t mention it again,’ she assured him. ‘I was lucky with mine. There was no bitterness. We both realised we’d married too young and wanted different things. Josh has a new wife now and a couple of kids, and he’s happy out.’

‘Do you keep in touch?’

‘No, but for a while he lived close by me and I bumped into him from time to time. Not any more, though; they’ve moved to Carlow.’

‘And you’re happy?’ he asked.

‘Marrying him was a mistake. Divorcing him wasn’t. I’m very happy.’ She was going to add that today was the happiest she’d been since then, but decided that made her sound overenthusiastic, so she said nothing.

But she knew she was falling for Giorgio Marchetti.

He was a very easy man to fall for.

She felt a tap on her shoulder and returned from the past to the present. Her brother’s wife, Maggie, was standing beside her.

‘Are you all right?’ she asked.

Ailie nodded.

‘You should have some soup,’ said Maggie.

Ailie nodded again. The other mourners were now finding seats at the round tables, dividing themselves into the factions they’d been in before. All of the Marchettis were together, along with Marco and Flavia. It wasn’t entirely unexpected to see Flavia sitting with them. Ailie’s daughter with Giorgio and Giorgio’s son with Sophia were close, and she knew Marco would keep an eye on his half-sister; he was unfailingly kind towards her. But the rest of the family were less so, although somehow this seemed not to bother Flavia in the slightest. She was smiling now, Ailie saw, and finding a seat beside Chiara’s daughter, Beatrice, who’d come to the funeral in place of her mother. Beatrice was a few years younger than Marco and the two had always got along. It looked like she was getting along with Flavia too, for which Ailie was very grateful.

As she studied the occupants of the table, she caught the gaze of the oldest of the Marchetti sisters. At sixty-two, Sara was very much like photos of old Signora Marchetti at the same age, with her almost oblong face and her eyes, hazel like Giorgio’s, impeccably made up. But while Signora Marchetti had looked like an elderly woman in the photos, Sara’s skin was smooth and barely lined. Her dark blonde hair was shoulder length, without any traces of grey, and she was wearing a black suit trimmed with cream fur. She was as effortlessly stylish as her brother had always been.

Sara had spoken very briefly to Ailie at the service, saying that Giorgio’s death was a family tragedy and that they were all broken-hearted it had happened so far from home. Then she’d swept to her seat, leaving Ailie standing alone in the aisle, the riposte that Giorgio had been at home coming too late to her to be of any use.

‘Soup?’ repeated Maggie.

Ailie dragged her gaze away from Sara Marchetti and allowed Maggie to steer her towards her own family. The Taylors took up four tables because her brothers and sisters, their wives and husbands plus their children had all come to the funeral. As some had to travel from her home county of Donegal in the north of the country, and others from the west and the south, it was a show of support that Ailie appreciated.

She slid into her seat, Maggie on one side of her and Deirdre, her younger sister, on the other.

‘You doing OK?’ asked Deirdre.

‘I’m fine. A bit of a headache.’

‘Here’s some heavy-duty paracetamol.’ Deirdre took a blister pack from her bag and handed her a tablet. ‘That’ll sort you.’

‘Thanks.’ Ailie swallowed it with some water, although she doubted it would have much effect as the noise level in the room continued to rise from the chatter of the mourners. There were occasional bursts of laughter too, and then some loud shushing when Antonio Marchetti stood up and began to speak in a mixture of English and Italian.

He thanked everyone for coming, and then said what a first-rate man his brother had been and how sad it was that he’d died in a foreign country, and how they’d miss him for the rest of their lives. Ailie felt herself tense at the proprietorial way he was taking control of things, as though he’d been the one who’d organised the funeral and was paying for the refreshments, when the truth was that he’d flown in from Trieste the night before and hadn’t spoken to her either prior to his arrival or since.

There was applause after he finished speaking, and a hushed silence as he launched into what he called Giorgio’s favourite song, ‘Vesti la giubba’, a mournful operatic number that Ailie had never heard before. She sat rigidly upright as he sang, conceding that while the song was sad, it was beautiful, and that Antonio had a wonderfully rich voice.

There was more applause afterwards. She worried that someone else would start to sing because her head couldn’t take any more, but fortunately nobody stood up.

‘I think I’ll go now,’ she told Deirdre. ‘I’m exhausted.’

‘I’ll see you home,’ Deirdre said.

‘There’s no need.’

‘You need someone with you,’ she insisted. ‘I’ll tell Marco and Flavia it’s time to leave.’

‘If they want to stay, that’s fine,’ said Ailie. ‘I think Flavia needs the comfort of having him close for a bit.’

Deirdre nodded, then went over to the Marchetti table while Ailie put on her black coat.

‘Flavia is going to stay with Marco and Beatrice,’ Deirdre told her when she returned. ‘Sara says she’ll call you in the morning. When are they going back to Italy?’

‘Tomorrow afternoon, I think,’ said Ailie.

‘Good riddance,’ said Deirdre.

‘Ah, not really,’ lied Ailie. ‘They’re all grieving too.’

She didn’t look back as she followed her sister out of the pub.






Chapter 2

Sybil shook the rain from her pink umbrella and placed it in the brass holder in the private hallway outside her apartment. Then she unlocked the apartment door, removed her raincoat and hung it between the tweed jacket and the red anorak already on the coat stand. Despite its undoubted quality, the umbrella hadn’t been completely effective against the misty rain that had swirled in all directions while she visited the cemetery. Her hair was slightly damp and had lost some of its shape. But unlike the days when she’d had long, dark tresses, and with a nod to the quality of the products she used on it now, it no longer frizzed manically because of a little bit of rain.

She walked into the kitchen and placed her bag neatly on the alcove shelf above the table. Then she made herself a mug of Earl Grey tea. She took an orange Club Milk biscuit from the jar on the countertop and sat at the table, where she unloaded her iPad, took off her distance specs and zoomed in so that she could read the news headlines without having to bother changing to the reading glasses she knew would be at the bottom of her bag. Not that she was truly interested in what wars were currently being waged, what politician was shamelessly riding out a scandal that would have sunk him in her youth, or what infrastructure project had run catastrophically over budget. In Sybil’s sixty-eight years, she had seen all these things before, more than once. Although, she reflected as she bit into the chocolate edge of the Club Milk, not with hourly updates. That was the problem with digital media. Being fed constant information on crises you could do nothing about, and feeling vaguely guilty that you weren’t doing anything to solve them. It was exhausting.

Even as she snorted at the updates, a notification arrived from a travel company she’d accidentally subscribed to a few weeks earlier who seemed to think she needed hourly prompts to book a holiday. As she deleted it with a swipe of her finger, it was replaced by a text message. Seeing the name of the sender, she heaved a sigh and reached for her bag. She took out her mobile, and grimaced as she realised she’d missed three calls.

She dug into the bag again and this time retrieved her dark-rimmed reading glasses, which, as she’d suspected, were right at the bottom. She didn’t bother putting them on, but held them in front of her nose as she looked at the missed calls as well as the text.

‘Oh, for feck’s sake,’ she muttered as she saw Tansy’s name repeated over and over. ‘What now?’

Though she knew her sister would have spotted that she’d seen the text, Sybil didn’t bother getting back to her straight away. Instead, she finished her biscuit and sipped from her mug of tea, gazing unseeingly from the kitchen to the living room with its expansive views of Dublin Bay. Her thoughts returned to her visit to the cemetery earlier. Theo would have approved. He wasn’t buried there (she’d done as he’d asked and scattered his ashes in the bay), but visiting old cemeteries was something they’d enjoyed doing together. Given that they both worked in forward-looking industries, they felt it worthwhile to respect the connection to the past that old cemeteries held. She knew some people might consider it odd that she liked to wander around graveyards, but these days she didn’t care what other people thought. As a post-menopausal, childless and now single woman, she’d gone through the being-judged stage of her life and had emerged the other side with no more fucks to give. Besides, visiting the cemetery made her feel connected to Theo in the same way that looking out over the water from the comfort of her apartment did, and she was fine with that no matter what anyone else might think.

She’d almost finished her tea when her phone vibrated on the countertop in front of her. She was debating whether to answer when she noticed that the caller ID showed Claire and not Tansy.

‘Hi, honey,’ she said.

‘Whew, you’re alive,’ said Claire.

‘Why shouldn’t I be?’

‘Mum rang you earlier and you didn’t answer. She texted too. No reply.’

‘I was out and somehow managed to put my phone on silent,’ said Sybil. ‘I only saw her calls a few minutes ago. Did she get you to ring me in the hopes I’d answer you even if I was dead?’

‘You did answer.’ Claire laughed. ‘So you’re very much alive. Obviously.’

‘Obviously,’ repeated Sybil.

‘Will you call her back?’

‘What does she want?’

‘I dunno,’ said Claire, though her tone wasn’t convincing.

‘I’ll call,’ said Sybil. ‘But not right now. I’m having tea and biscuits and drying off after being caught in the rain.’

‘Oh no! Where were you?’ asked Claire.

‘Out stretching my legs. Maybe I should get a dog,’ Sybil mused. ‘Then every time I went out people could think I was walking it. It’s more acceptable to be a dog walker than someone on a solitary stroll. And if you caught me talking to myself, I could say I was talking to the dog.’

‘Stop it.’ Claire laughed again.

‘It might keep your mother out of my hair.’

‘Probably not, knowing Mum,’ said Claire. ‘Could you please call her and put her mind at rest.’

‘I might do it more often if she stopped treating me like a child who needs a tracking device.’

‘You live on your own,’ Claire reminded her. ‘All she wants is to make sure—’

‘That I haven’t fallen down the stairs and broken my neck?’ interrupted Sybil. ‘There are no stairs in my apartment to fall down.’

‘I know. But she worries about you.’

‘I’m neither elderly nor infirm,’ said Sybil. ‘At any rate, she’s not that much younger than me herself, so I don’t know why she needs to fuss so much.’

‘Fussing over people is Mum’s thing.’ Claire’s voice was wheedling. ‘Come on, Auntie Sybil. Give her a break.’

‘Less of your auntie,’ retorted her aunt. ‘It’s been Sybil to you since you were fourteen. I guess you’ll text her and say you’ve spoken to me.’

‘Um, yes.’

‘Tansy worries far too much about far too little,’ said Sybil. ‘You can tell her I’ll call in shortly.’

‘Thanks,’ said Claire. ‘Love you.’

‘Love you too.’

Sybil waited exactly ten minutes before contacting Tansy, who answered immediately.

‘So you’ve finally surfaced.’

‘I was out,’ said Sybil.

‘Anywhere nice?’

She hesitated before telling her sister that she’d been at the cemetery. She might not care about being judged by most people, but Tansy’s ability to unsettle her was altogether different.

There was an equally long pause before Tansy spoke.

‘Has somebody died?’ she asked. ‘You didn’t say.’

‘I didn’t go for any specific reason,’ replied Sybil.

‘It’s cold and damp out. Why would you go to a cemetery in the rain for no reason? It’s weird. People your age need to guard against becoming weird.’

‘I went for a walk, and believe it or not, it’s a very calming place to walk through.’ Sybil ignored the crack about her age. ‘Not at all weird. Also, for context, it was an anniversary visit.’

‘You mean because it’s All Souls’ Day? I didn’t think religious feast days meant anything to you.’

‘They don’t. It’s the anniversary of when Theo sold Echo.’

‘Oh.’ Tansy paused. ‘I won’t say weird, but it’s an odd way of marking a happy occasion.’

‘I accept that strolling through a cemetery mightn’t be everyone’s idea of a good time,’ acknowledged Sybil. ‘But we both liked to walk there and it seemed the right thing to do today.’

‘Are you OK?’ asked Tansy. ‘Really?’

‘I’m fine,’ Sybil assured her. ‘Anyhow, why were you looking for me?’

‘It’s my birthday next week.’ Tansy’s tone was more upbeat. ‘I wanted to invite you to dinner.’

‘Oh, fab. Where?’

‘At mine,’ said Tansy. ‘I’m doing it myself.’

‘Gosh. That’s a lot of work for your birthday,’ said Sybil. ‘Who’ll be there?’

‘The whole family. James is back for a week, so it’ll be nice to have us all together. Nothing flashy, very casual.’

Sybil mentally counted the family members. Between herself, Tansy and her husband, Colin, along with their children and grandchildren, there would be nine people.

‘Shouldn’t we be treating you to an extravagant meal out instead?’

‘Which would mean Claire having to organise a babysitter,’ said Tansy. ‘This way, she and Larry and the kids can stay over. Saves them a lot of hassle. You can too, if you like. There’s plenty of room.’

‘That’s very kind of you,’ said Sybil. ‘I can’t help feeling it’s putting you to a lot of bother. I don’t mind treating—’

‘I’ve told you what I want,’ Tansy interrupted her. ‘And it’s not a case of throwing money at a problem like you invariably do. It’s a case of me being with the people who matter to me on my birthday.’

‘I appreciate that.’ Sybil ignored the barb about money in the same way as the crack about her age.

‘I’m not so sure,’ remarked Tansy.

Sybil took a deep breath. How was it, she wondered, that conversations with her sister so often ended up like this, with her having to defend herself against vague accusations she didn’t quite understand? Although she understood the ‘throwing money at a problem’ jibe. Tansy always said that she bought her way out of trouble, or indeed out of anything she didn’t want to do. She’d first levelled the accusation over forty years earlier, when she discovered Sybil had a cleaner. Having a cleaner back then meant you were the kind of person who had notions about themselves. And Sybil knew that Tansy very much felt she and Theo had notions.

This had been triggered by the change in their relative wealth when Theo sold Echo, his first company. He’d made enough from it to allow them to move from the tiny starter home they’d bought in Swords, a commuter town near the airport, to the upmarket costal suburb of Sutton, overlooking Dublin Bay. And because he’d set up another company straight away, and because both Theo and Sybil were working long hours (him on his own projects, her in the bank where they’d first met), they paid someone to clean the house once a week. It was the cleaner more than the move that had rattled Tansy’s cage.

But even Sybil’s mother had used the word ‘notions’ when she’d heard.

Nobody apart from Theo and Sybil themselves had expected Echo to be a commercial success. After all, Theo came from a farming background and his family had no interest in technology. Sybil’s father worked in the civil service and her mother, like most mothers of the time, stayed home to care for her children. In both cases, the only people they knew with their own businesses were shopkeepers, electricians or plumbers, and none of them were particularly well off. Even before Sybil and Theo married, there had been plenty of discussions between her parents about their freeloading prospective son-in-law.

‘When will she be able to have a baby?’ Dolly regularly asked her husband. ‘How can she even think about a family of her own when she’s working day and night to support his faffing around on that computer thingy?’

Dolly was longing for a grandchild, but on the rare occasions she tried to speak to Sybil about it, her daughter merely shrugged and said there was plenty of time for babies, if that was what she and Theo decided. Meanwhile, Sybil’s father remained horrified that Theo had left a safe and secure job at IBM to work for himself. The day before their marriage, he asked Sybil if she was one hundred per cent sure about it, reminding her that she was already three years older than Theo and therefore more mature and responsible, and that her maturity and responsibility would only increase while she was the one with a decent job in the bank and he played games on a screen in the back bedroom.

Theo wasn’t playing games. He knew exactly what he was doing. And Sybil, who’d first met him when he’d come to install the bank’s brand-new mainframe computer that had an entire room of its own, knew that he was exceptional. Which meant she was totally prepared to support his brilliance until it was rewarded.

Sybil knew that Tansy also considered Theo, with his long hair and frayed jeans, to be a waster in comparison with her own husband, Colin, who wore a blue suit, white shirt and polished shoes to the office every day. Tansy occasionally voiced the opinion that one day Theo would have to get a proper job, especially when children came along. At those times Sybil would tell her that Theo did have a proper job. She didn’t bother talking about her desire to have children or not.

Then Theo sold the company he ran out of the back bedroom for what was at the time an extraordinary amount of money, and things were never quite the same between Sybil and her sister again.

Which was utterly daft, Sybil thought now, as she listened to Tansy outline her plans for the birthday dinner that she was going to cook herself. Over the years, Tansy and Colin had done well too. He’d moved into property management and was now a senior partner in the company. He and Tansy lived in a large house on the south side of the city. Their children, Claire, James and Darragh, were as well adjusted as thirty-something adults could be in the modern world. Claire was happily married with two children. James was a political adviser for an MEP and spent a lot of his time in Brussels, and although Darragh still lived with his parents, it was in what he laughingly referred to as his man cave, which took up the enormous converted attic space of the house and was practically a self-contained apartment.

‘It sounds delightful.’ Sybil concentrated her attention on Tansy’s birthday plans. ‘I’d love to come, thank you. But I won’t stay over. I know you’ve plenty of space, but you’ll have the grandchildren, and—’

‘And God forbid you’d have to deal with little ones,’ said Tansy.

‘I get on fine with Claire’s kids,’ said Sybil. ‘In the same way I got on fine with Claire, remember?’

Almost immediately, she wished she hadn’t said anything; she really didn’t want to go back to the time when Claire and Tansy’s own relationship was fraught and her niece had spent a couple of months living with her and Theo until things had calmed down again.

‘You’re such a saint.’

‘Ah, lookit, Tansy, you know we’re all trying our best.’ Sybil’s tone was conciliatory. ‘Sometimes we don’t get it right, that’s all.’

‘Please answer your phone in future,’ said Tansy. ‘It worries me when you don’t.’

‘I answer it when I hear it,’ Sybil told her. ‘There’s times I forget it’s on silent. Or I forget I’ve left it in the bedroom while I’m somewhere else. Maybe I should get a hearing test,’ she added. ‘See if I’m a deaf old coot.’

‘I wonder if I’m going deaf myself from time to time,’ Tansy confessed, her voice suddenly warmer. ‘I’m forever turning up the TV volume and shouting at it for all the mumbling that goes on. And other times it’s so loud I have to turn it to mute.’

‘That’s not deaf,’ Sybil assured her. ‘That’s a real phenomenon. It’s to do with bandwidth or something. Theo told me about it once.’

‘Are you sure you’re OK today?’

‘I’m fine,’ said Sybil. ‘It’s been five years, Tansy. I’ve learned to cope.’

‘Well, look, you’ll be at my dinner, won’t you?’

‘Wouldn’t miss it for the world,’ lied Sybil.

She heaved a sigh as she put her phone away. At times like this, she missed Theo more than ever. He used to tease her when Tansy got under her skin, always lifting her out of the mood she allowed herself to get into. ‘Five years,’ she said aloud. ‘Five years. And I’ve managed to get on with my life. Yet sometimes I still think you’ll simply open the door and walk in.’






Chapter 3

Rua looked at the spreadsheet in front of her as she thought about the calculation she needed to do. She picked up the pencil lying beside her laptop and scribbled a formula on a sheet of paper. She’d always found it easier to write things down before inputting them. Writing helped the thought that was forming in her brain become real in a way that using a keyboard didn’t. She’d never told anyone at work that she did this. She was quite sure they’d think her antiquated if she had. Although they probably considered her antiquated already. At forty, she was the oldest person working in the division. She was also the most efficient.

She inputted the formula and watched as the onscreen numbers updated. Then she looked at the resultant graph and smiled. The computer agreed with the mental calculation she’d made before she’d even started. ‘I am invincible,’ she said out loud.

‘Are you indeed?’

She whirled around in her chair and sent her plastic container of coloured pens tumbling to the floor.

‘Bloody hell,’ she said as she picked them up and replaced them. ‘I didn’t hear you come in.’

‘No.’ Brontë, her twenty-year-old daughter, smiled at her. ‘You were engrossed.’

‘Sorry.’

‘No need to be sorry. You’re working. I just wanted to let you know it’s nearly eight and I’m going out.’

‘Eight?’ Rua’s expression was shocked. ‘Why didn’t you dig me out of here sooner?’

‘Because you hate being disturbed when you’re working,’ replied Brontë. ‘Anyway, I was studying. I’m not responsible for you, you know,’ she added.

‘I know, I know,’ said Rua. ‘All the same, I don’t like locking myself away when you’re home too. I wanted to have coffee with you before you head off. Where are you going?’ she asked. ‘And . . . um . . . is that what you’re wearing?’

‘Mum!’ Brontë’s voice held an edge. ‘I’m an adult. I’m at college. You shouldn’t be asking me where I’m going and if that’s what I’m wearing as though I was fifteen again.’

Rua couldn’t help smiling at the outrage in Brontë’s voice.

‘You’re right. Sorry. You look lovely,’ she said.

Which was the truth. Her daughter, petite and slender, was wearing a cherry-red jacket over a purple bouclé mini skirt, black opaque tights and plum ankle boots. Her hair, flame red like Rua’s own, fell in a cloud of curls past her shoulders, and was topped by a jauntily placed pink beret.

‘Although,’ Rua added tentatively, ‘maybe a coat? It’s freezing outside.’

‘I’ve ordered an Uber,’ Brontë told her. ‘Going straight to Jack’s. It’s his birthday, in case you’d forgotten.’

Jack was a study companion of Brontë’s. Not a boyfriend, though he may once have been. As far as Rua knew, her daughter didn’t currently have a boyfriend. She didn’t have a girlfriend either. Rua wasn’t sure that young people were exclusive to each other these days, no matter what sort of relationship they were in. Times had changed. She didn’t know if it was for the better or not. Everyone said that relationships were more complicated now. They’d been complicated when she was Brontë’s age too. But parents tended to forget those complications.

‘Do you have time for that coffee first?’ she asked as she backed up her work and stood up from her desk.

‘Not really.’ Brontë glanced at her phone. ‘The Uber will be here in five minutes.’

Even so, she followed Rua to the kitchen and accepted an espresso from her at the same moment her phone pinged.

‘Sorry, Mum, gotta go.’ She downed the coffee in a single gulp, then leaned forward and kissed Rua on the cheek. ‘See you tomorrow.’

‘Are you staying over at Jack’s?’

‘No. But we’ll probably get pizzas, watch a movie, chill . . . you know.’ Brontë picked up her bag. ‘I dunno what time I’ll be home. Don’t wait up.’

‘I stopped doing that when you turned eighteen,’ her mother told her.

Although, thought Rua, as she watched Brontë close the front door behind her, she hadn’t stopped waiting to hear her come in before being able to go to sleep.

Alone in the house, she was tempted to go back to the laptop, but her concentration was broken, and besides, she didn’t want to spend the rest of the night peering at the screen. Instead she went to the fridge and, ignoring the unopened bottle of Sauvignon Blanc, selected sparkling water, which she poured into a long glass and topped with a slice of lemon. She would’ve liked a glass of wine, but she had a rule about not drinking alcohol when she was home and Brontë was out. She didn’t want to be in a situation where her daughter might phone for a lift and she’d be over the limit and unable to collect her. In an emergency, she wanted to have a clear head. Not that Brontë had ever called her for a lift, and not that there had ever been an emergency, but she wanted to be ready just in case. Brontë herself was unaware of her mother’s no-alcohol rule, and Rua had no intention of ever telling her. Nor did Brontë know that Rua didn’t sleep until she heard her key in the lock. Rua wanted Brontë to think that she was a hands-off, chillaxed mother when her daughter was out socialising, not a neurotic wreck. She hoped that she was succeeding in keeping up the facade.

She sat down in front of the TV but didn’t turn it on. She was thinking of her own mother, and how she’d quizzed her every single time she’d left the house. In Mary’s case it was because she hoped Rua wasn’t doing anything to let the family down, rather than out of concern for her safety. After all, she didn’t truly believe there was a reason to fear for Rua in the small town where they lived.

Her mother had been wrong about that, as she’d been wrong about so many things. There was always a good reason to fear for a young woman’s safety. Even in country towns like Loughmore, drinks got spiked and rows broke out and saying no, as far as some people were concerned, didn’t always mean no.

Rua shook her head to dislodge the memories of Loughmore. It was a long time since she’d visited, even though her brother, Stan, regularly invited her to the home he’d built a couple of kilometres outside the town. She’d gone to the housewarming but had been happy to leave as soon as she could. She was pretty sure that the last time she’d been back had been for his daughter’s christening, over a year ago. She hadn’t hung around then either. She didn’t miss Loughmore. She never would. The only place she ever thought of fondly was Les Hauts Champs, where she’d lived for a time after moving to France. Leaving Paris for an isolated village an hour and a half away hadn’t been part of the original living-abroad plan. She had wanted to lose herself in the anonymity of a big city. But things had changed unexpectedly, and it had worked out better than she’d dreamed of. Nonetheless, Les Hauts Champs was another place she’d left abruptly and with no plan to return. Perhaps one day that would change, but not yet.

She finished her water and went into the kitchen for a refill. As she added the lemon, a sudden thought occurred to her, and she returned to the distraction of the complicated program to see if her idea was a good one. That led her down another path of calculations, and it was almost midnight when she finished. Her eyes were gritty, but she was happy with the results. She logged out of the computer and went to bed.

It was a little past 2.30 when she heard Brontë’s key in the lock and her footsteps on the stairs. Rua heaved a sigh of relief and closed the cover of her iPad. She knew that being on the iPad in bed wasn’t good for her sleep patterns, but she reckoned it didn’t matter if she was going to be awake anyhow. She rolled over on her side and listened as her daughter clattered around in the bathroom, then hung up her clothes in the bedroom. The house, built in the early nineties, didn’t have the greatest of soundproofing, but that suited Rua. She liked being able to hear Brontë. After all, it was a privilege to have her living here. During Brontë’s gap year, when she’d travelled through Europe with her friends, the silence had weighed heavily. It had been even harder to sleep, and Rua worried about where Brontë was every night too. She’d asked her to send her a text when she was going to bed, but unsurprisingly, her daughter had told her not to be ridiculous. However, she did agree to a daily text, and somewhat surprisingly, she FaceTimed far more than Rua had expected. So although she’d been on edge as Brontë made her way through Germany and Austria and Switzerland and Italy before spending a few months on the Greek islands, she’d also been able to share her joy in the places she was seeing.

Brontë hadn’t bothered with Paris, but she’d spent a couple of months waitressing in La Rochelle. Very different, she’d told Rua. I liked it. It’s somewhere I’d go back to.

Maybe she herself would feel able to return to Les Hauts Champs eventually, Rua thought, as she turned over in the bed. Or she could get in touch with Alize or Valery, although she had no idea where either of them lived now, nor who they might be living with, and she was pretty sure they’d both forgotten her.

She thumped her pillow. She didn’t want to be thinking of Les Hauts Champs. That was why she’d come back to Ireland. So that she could forget. Not everything. Not everyone. But so that she wasn’t reminded all the time of how much she’d lost. Of how life always seemed to take what was most precious to her and leave her floundering. It had happened in Loughmore and it had happened in Les Hauts Champs, and that was why she was terrified of it happening again in Dublin. It was why she worried silently about Brontë, and why she couldn’t sleep at night, and why she liked to stay home when she’d once been the sort of person who was never in.

But she wasn’t that Rua any more.

Being honest with herself, she couldn’t remember what it had been like before.

And perhaps, she thought, as she willed sleep to come, perhaps it was better that way.






Chapter 4

Sybil arrived at Tansy’s house exactly on time. She was punctual by nature, and although she usually tried to be a polite couple of minutes late, she never quite succeeded. Claire answered the door, wearing a mid-length red velvet dress and glittering shoes, her chestnut hair tied up on top of her head and held in place by a couple of diamanté clips.

‘Goodness,’ said Sybil as she stepped over the threshold. ‘You look stunning. Tansy said very casual. I didn’t dress up at all.’ She removed her purple-flecked winter coat to reveal a pale blue cashmere top and slim-fitting navy trousers.

‘Don’t worry, you look great.’ Claire hung the coat on a free wall peg. ‘I like any excuse to get out of leggings and a T-shirt. Besides, you’ve accessorised beautifully.’

Sybil’s fingers touched the elegant diamond and sapphire pendant Theo had bought her for her fiftieth birthday. He’d given her the matching earrings she was wearing too. They were part of the iconic Bluebell collection from Warrens, the jewellers. Over the years Theo had gifted her various pieces from Warrens, but the Bluebells were her favourites.

‘All the same,’ she said as she followed Claire along the hallway, ‘if I’d realised how much you were glamming it up, I would’ve tried to be more party friendly myself.’

‘You’re always stylish,’ Claire assured her. ‘You were my sartorial role model growing up.’

‘I wore mostly jeans and jumpers. I still do.’

‘You carry them off so well.’ Claire grinned.

Sybil smiled in return. She’d pretty much lived all her life in jeans, even if the styles had changed over the years. Bell-bottoms with decorative inserts to make them flare even wider when she was a young teen; straight-cut when she was older, followed by skinny, low-rise, boyfriend and skinnies again, until her metabolism slowed down and suddenly it was mom jeans and comfort waistbands. She didn’t have the inner strength to suffer for her fashion any more.

‘Hi, Sybil.’ Colin, Tansy’s husband, got up from the armchair where he’d been sitting and gave her a welcoming hug. ‘We’re delighted you came.’

‘Of course I came,’ said Sybil. ‘Where’s the birthday girl?’

‘In the kitchen,’ replied Colin. ‘I offered to help, but she shooed me out.’

‘I’ll go and check everything’s running smoothly,’ said Claire. ‘You sit down, Sybil, and Dad will get you a drink. Sorcha, Tadgh, put down those consoles and say hello to Auntie Sybil.’

The two children, who were nestled together on the sofa, glanced up from their screens and chorused hello before turning back to the game they were playing.

‘What’ll it be?’ asked Colin.

Sybil asked for a gin and tonic.

As she took the first sip, noting with satisfaction that Colin had given her a generous measure of gin, her nephew Darragh walked into the room. He was wearing shorts and a navy polo shirt, which in Sybil’s experience seemed to be the smart-casual look that many young men of his age preferred, no matter what the season and no matter how dressed up any female partner might be.

‘Hi, Sybil.’ He kissed her on the cheek. ‘We haven’t seen you in ages. How have you been keeping?’

‘Good, thanks. Gadding about a bit. I went to London earlier this month to check out the latest V&A exhibition, and I used my free travel pass to visit my friend Juliette last weekend. Got the train to Galway and back.’

‘Living your best life.’ Darragh gave her a thumbs-up. ‘I thought Juliette lived near you. Did she move?’

‘She’s divorced now,’ said Sybil. ‘For the last while she’s been living in a granny flat attached to her daughter’s home in Salthill. It’s a temporary move,’ she added. ‘Her daughter, Saoirse, had a baby recently and her husband is a fisherman, so it’s nice for her to have the company when he’s away on the boat. Meantime Juliette’s renting out her house in Raheny. Though I have to say, she seemed very settled in the granny flat when I visited.’

Too settled, Sybil thought. Unlikely to come back. She didn’t want to think that. She and Juliette had been good friends, even closer after Theo’s death and Juliette’s divorce. They’d supported each other, meeting regularly for lunch or coffee and occasionally going to dinner or the cinema together. Sybil had assumed they’d continue with that easy friendship into the future. But when Saoirse asked her mother to come to Galway, Juliette hadn’t hesitated, and her move had left a big gap in Sybil’s life.

One thing that being older taught you, she acknowledged to herself, was that nothing ever remained the same. And much as you’d like people to stay in your life, you couldn’t depend on them forever.

‘I must take a trip to the west again,’ said Darragh. ‘It’s such a beautiful part of the country. Maybe get James to come along with me for some brotherly bonding.’

‘How long is he back in Dublin for?’ asked Sybil.

‘You never know with James.’ It was Colin who answered. ‘Even when he’s here, he always seems to be working. We hardly ever see him. You know he’s bought an apartment near the airport?’

‘James is a hard worker,’ agreed Sybil, who was very fond of her nephew. Despite the fact that his role was as an adviser to an MEP and not a local politician, he’d helped to deal with a street-light problem outside her apartment block a few months previously. As a member of the block’s board of management, Sybil had approached the council numerous times about the issue, with no success. She’d mentioned it in passing to James one day, and a fortnight later it was resolved. Despite James insisting it was nothing to do with him, Sybil felt it was far too much of a coincidence that it was sorted after she’d talked to him. On the one hand, she disliked the idea that if you knew someone who knew someone you got things done. On the other . . . well, it was good to have the new lighting.

The doorbell rang.

But instead of seeing her nephew as she’d expected, it was Tansy who entered the living room, followed by a man Sybil didn’t recognise. He was, she guessed, around the same age as her, bald on top, with otherwise neatly cut grey hair that curled slightly over the collar of his check shirt. He wore somewhat dated steel-rimmed glasses, and an enormous watch with multiple dials on his left wrist.

‘You all know Burt,’ said Tansy as she smiled at them. ‘Except you, Sybil. He’s our dear neighbour from a few doors up.’

‘Pleased to meet you.’ Sybil hid her surprise. She’d no idea anyone other than family would be at Tansy’s birthday dinner.

‘Burt’s been a good neighbour over the years,’ said Tansy. ‘Sadly, he lost his wife eighteen months ago. I thought it would be nice for him to join us.’

Sybil gave him a half-smile. He returned it with a megawatt one of his own that showed off a mouth full of perfect teeth, their brightness worthy of a Hollywood film star.

‘Good to see you, Burt,’ said Colin. ‘What’s your poison?’

‘I’ll have a beer, thanks.’

While Colin poured the beer, Tansy gave a potted history of her neighbour – a factory supervisor, three children; his late wife, Maeve, had been a good friend.

‘Oh, yes, Maeve.’ Sybil nodded. ‘I remember you mentioning her before.’

‘An incredible woman,’ said Burt. ‘I didn’t know how I’d cope without her, but people have been very kind, and Tansy in particular has looked after me really well.’

Sybil nodded again, then asked Tansy if she needed any help in the kitchen.

‘Not from you.’ But Tansy smiled as she spoke, and added that dinner would be served in twenty minutes whether James was here or not. A moment later the bell rang again, and James arrived carrying a couple of bottles of red wine. Soon afterwards, they took their places around the oval dining room table, which had been extended to its full length to accommodate them all.

Tansy had decorated it beautifully with flowers and scattered mottos, while birthday-girl balloons had been placed in the corner of the room. Sybil, who only ever celebrated birthdays with a zero at the end (and even those reluctantly), admired the effort her sister had gone to, although she couldn’t help thinking it would have been simpler to hire a room in a restaurant. But that was her throwing money at the problem again, she thought. And if this was what Tansy wanted, well, why not.

Burt, who was sitting beside her, was very appreciative of her sister’s efforts, praising the food and asking Sybil if she was as good a cook herself.

‘Not a bit,’ she replied cheerfully. ‘Omelette and oven chips is my highlight; that’s why Tansy has no time for me in her kitchen.’

‘I had to learn after Maeve passed,’ he said. ‘I’m improving all the time.’

‘Well done,’ she said, while internally grimacing at his use of the word ‘passed’. Sybil didn’t like euphemisms for death. She and Theo had preferred to be direct about it. She never said he’d passed, always that he’d died. She knew he’d have said the same about her.

‘You’ve got to get on with it, haven’t you?’ Burt went on. ‘I was always good at firing up the barbecue, but I’m a dab hand with the air fryer now. It’s such a boon in the kitchen. Do you have one? I have some recipes I could share with you.’

‘I do indeed have an air fryer,’ said Sybil. ‘It’s the biz for the oven chips. Oh, yes, thanks, Colin, I’d love a top-up.’

She used the moment while her brother-in-law filled her glass to turn to Claire, who was sitting on her other side, and ask about a recent Netflix series they were both watching. She didn’t want to have a conversation with Burt that would inevitably veer into their post-bereavement lives. She knew that plenty of people who’d lost spouses often wanted to talk about them, and she understood the desire to keep their memory alive. But she found it difficult to listen to stories about other people’s late partners, and didn’t particularly want to talk about Theo with someone she didn’t know. So she tried to avoid those conversations, something she knew made Tansy think she was either cold and unfeeling or suffering with repressed emotions.

However, after dinner she found herself beside Burt again, and this time she couldn’t change the subject. She listened as he spoke of his late wife, saying that since their retirement they’d spent more time travelling and enjoying life together. He gave her a rundown of all the places they’d visited, stressing that they liked to see the ‘real’ country and not the tourist traps, although he conceded that they always tried to treat themselves to nice hotels. Despite herself (and the fact that she couldn’t get a word in edgeways), Sybil acknowledged that Burt was a good storyteller. He spoke affectionately about Maeve, and made her laugh with his accounts of travel triumphs and disasters and language mix-ups, especially over ordering food.

‘Of course now you can use Google Translate and it saves so much trouble,’ he said. ‘I totally recommend it.’

‘Burt loves his tech, Sybil,’ said Tansy. ‘You have that in common. Actually, the pair of you have quite a lot in common.’

And then, in a blinding flash, Sybil realised that Tansy had invited Burt along with the express intention of introducing the two of them. How stupid was she not to have copped it before, she thought, aware that her sister saw herself in the role of matchmaker, finding a suitable widower for her so that she wouldn’t have to live on her own any more. About a year after Theo’s death, Tansy had suggested that Sybil might want to register on a dating site, to ‘find love again’. Sybil’s response had been more cutting than she intended, and Tansy had initially backed off, although more recently she’d begun to regularly ask if Sybil had found anyone she might like to share her life with. Sybil always replied that she was happy how she was, but somehow Tansy never seemed to believe her.

Now she felt a surge of rage flood her body and had to hold herself back from snapping at her sister in front of Burt. Instead she said that she’d enjoyed the evening immensely but it was time for her to leave.

‘Don’t be daft, Sybil, it’s only ten o’clock,’ said Tansy.

‘These days I need my beauty sleep, and it’ll take a while to get across town.’

‘You look great to me.’ Burt beamed at her, showing his brilliant veneers to full effect. ‘Very elegant and attractive.’

‘That’s kind of you, but I do like my early nights,’ said Sybil.

‘I thought you were a night bird, Sybil.’ James raised an eyebrow.

‘I’ve a meeting in the morning,’ she told him. ‘These days I like to make sure I get my full eight hours.’

‘Are you meeting anyone nice?’ asked Burt.

‘The board of my late husband’s company,’ she replied. ‘I’m a non-executive director.’

‘Oh.’ He looked surprised.

‘Keeps me busy and off the streets,’ said Sybil. As she got to her feet, she said that she’d had a great time and complimented Tansy on a wonderful evening.

‘Thanks for your gift,’ said Tansy. ‘Though the best present of all was you turning up.’

‘I wouldn’t have missed it for the world,’ Sybil assured her. ‘Let’s you and me do coffee together soon. Or maybe afternoon tea at the Shelbourne, with you too, Claire.’

‘I’d love that!’ exclaimed Claire. ‘Afternoon tea is my favourite treat.’

‘Superb idea,’ Tansy agreed.

‘My cab is here.’ Sybil, who’d ordered it on an app, put her phone back in her bag. ‘I’ll love you and leave you. Great to meet you, Burt.’

‘Maybe we could meet up again,’ he suggested. ‘Nothing too fancy. Perhaps a drink? A nice meal somewhere?’

‘Um, let’s . . .’

‘. . . exchange numbers,’ he said.

‘Well . . .’

But he already had his phone in his hand, so she shrugged and recited her number. He rang it, and they heard the buzz from her bag.

‘Excellent,’ he said. ‘I’ll be in touch.’

She took her coat from the rack, said goodbye to them all, embraced Tansy and wished her a happy birthday again, then hurried to the waiting cab.

As soon as she got home, Sybil put the kettle on and made herself a cup of tea. She sipped it curled up in an armchair while she looked at the text message Burt had already sent:

It was a treat to meet such an interesting and attractive woman as yourself. I look forward to having a bite to eat or a drink with you very soon. How does next week sound?

She exhaled slowly. Clearly Burt had taken the exchange of numbers as encouragement. She was perfectly aware that she didn’t have to have coffee with a man if she didn’t want to, yet the words her mother had spoken to her nearly fifty years before were echoing in her head: If a boy asks you to dance, accept. If he asks you out, accept. He’s had to pluck up the courage to do it. Don’t make him feel bad. There had been no question of how Sybil herself might feel.

Things were different now, she knew. And in most areas of her life, being older allowed her to do more of what she liked and less of what she didn’t. Yet a nagging sense of responsibility towards Burt wouldn’t go away. She supposed that at least it wouldn’t be like the old days and the
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