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Chapter 1


The Last to Know

1.

Anna Edwards was enjoying a glass of her favourite wine with her favourite dish, and having a lovely time in her favourite Dublin restaurant, when the man sitting across from her had to go and spoil it all by proposing.

‘So,’ Denis urged, glittering ring in hand, his gaze locked expectantly on his girlfriend’s face. ‘What’s your answer?’

‘Oh, yes!’ the girl sitting beside Anna squealed loudly, before leaping out of her seat, rounding the table and launching herself into the arms of her new fiancé.

‘Yes, Denis, of course I’ll marry you!’

As the happy couple kissed and hugged in full view of the other diners, Anna took a sip of her drink and attempted to give the two of them some privacy. So much for a quiet dinner with friends. The last thing she’d expected tonight was Denis proposing to Lauren in a packed restaurant – especially with another couple in tow. Given what he’d planned for this evening, wouldn’t dinner alone with his girlfriend have been more appropriate, instead of dragging other people along? And in all fairness, it wasn’t as though they were such close friends of the couple: while Lauren and Anna got on very well, they were really just workmates, not lifelong friends!

Then again, that was Lauren’s boyfriend all over, wasn’t it? Showy to the last, Anna thought a little uncharitably. But at the same time, what did it matter how he’d done it? OK, so she and Ronan being here too was uncomfortable (for them), but Lauren was totally over the moon, and Anna knew that she had been hoping for this for a very long time. Anna glanced surreptitiously towards her other half, who was watching the scene with interest, a slight smile playing across his face. What was Ronan thinking about all of this? she wondered, trying to read his expression. But she couldn’t wonder for too long as just then Lauren sat back down alongside her, her face flushed with joy and excitement, and her eyes shining with happy tears.

‘Oh, my goodness, isn’t it just beautiful?’ she gushed, proudly extending an engagement ring on which sat a diamond the size of a small helicopter. ‘He has such great taste – it’s exactly what I would have chosen myself!’

‘It’s gorgeous,’ Anna replied, hugging her friend warmly, but thinking privately that if she owned a diamond that huge she’d be afraid to go outside her front door for fear that something would happen to it. Not that she did have to worry about that sort of thing, she thought wryly.

A bottle of champagne (evidently arranged by Denis in advance) was promptly delivered to the table and, as the waiter poured it, Ronan shook Denis’s hand. ‘Congratulations, mate! I’d say you had to flog more than a few motors to pay for that rock,’ he said jokingly.

‘Nah, one or two did the job,’ Denis replied with a self-satisfied grin, and inwardly Anna rolled her eyes.

In truth, she still wasn’t at all sure what to make of her friend’s boyfriend, now fiancé. He and Lauren had been together a while now, and while Lauren raved about his wonderful generosity, Anna felt there was something smug and showy about him – the consummate car salesman to the last – tonight being a case in point. Still, what did it matter what she thought? The guy made Lauren happy, and that was the main thing surely? And Denis had certainly made Lauren very happy. She was positively glowing in the aftermath of his proposal, and as Anna raised her champagne glass and everyone toasted their engagement she mentally admonished herself for thinking badly of Denis and resolved to buck up and celebrate properly. For God’s sake, what kind of a friend was she for criticising Lauren’s choice in men? It was a bit ironic, considering.

Anna took a sip of her drink and enjoyed the very rare sensation of champagne bubbles melting on her tongue.

‘So, I was thinking we might as well get it over and done with fairly soon – what do you think?’ Denis said to Lauren, who looked momentarily confused. ‘The whole wedding thing, I mean. I don’t believe in this long-drawn-out engagement malarkey myself. After all, once you’ve made up your mind to take the plunge, what’s the point in waiting around?’

At this, Lauren blushed and looked sideways at Anna.

When his girlfriend didn’t reply immediately, Denis went on. ‘Nah, better to just get it done and dusted, I say – no point in beating about the bush.’

Bloody hell, Anna thought, hiding a smile, how many clichés in one sentence could this guy come up with?

‘Well, it doesn’t really matter when we do it,’ Lauren said meekly, evidently discomfited by the subject. ‘But don’t forget, we’ll still need time to get things arranged, stuff like the church and the dress and—’

‘Well, all that kind of thing will be your department,’ Denis interjected, a touch too dismissively for Anna’s liking. ‘After all, I’ve done the important bit, and it’s up to the women after that, isn’t it?’ He nudged Ronan, who smiled uncomfortably. ‘Anyway,’ he continued, addressing Lauren, ‘let’s just try and get it done by Christmas at least. Hopefully next year should be a big one for the dealership, and I don’t want any distractions.’

When Lauren looked a little dispirited at this, Anna bristled. Another thing she disliked about Denis was the condescending way he often spoke to Lauren. Imagine suggesting that his own wedding might be a distraction from his money-making activities! Although, Anna supposed, it was this very same money that would allow Lauren to have the big wedding, big County Dublin house and lavish lifestyle that she desired and enjoyed. Well, she could keep it if it meant being stuck with an oaf like Denis, thought Anna, relieved that Ronan was nothing like that. While he earned about a quarter of Denis’s salary, he – (thankfully) – possessed four times the other man’s humility.

‘Speaking of weddings, when are you two going to get on with it?’ Denis asked.

Instantly Anna stiffened. Given what had happened tonight it was inevitable that the conversation would eventually take this route, but she’d hoped that Denis and Lauren would be too wrapped up in themselves to care about anyone else’s wedding plans.

Or lack thereof.

‘Seriously,’ Denis went on, ‘you guys have been together for what – since school or something, Lauren said?’ He looked at Ronan for confirmation.

‘That’s right.’ Ronan’s expression was carefully composed.

‘And ye’ve been engaged for how many years now?’

‘Six.’

‘So what’s the story?’ Denis persisted, looking from Anna to Ronan.

‘Honey, don’t be so nosy,’ Lauren admonished, clearly mortified by Denis’s forthrightness.

‘How am I being nosy? I’m just asking them a simple question,’ Denis replied, scowling angrily at his new fiancée, before taking a swig of his champagne.

Anna shifted in her seat. ‘We just haven’t got round to it,’ she said quietly. ‘It’s as simple as that, really.’

‘Oh, right, I see.’ Denis’s expression quickly changed to one that Anna was now used to whenever the subject of her and Ronan’s wedding date cropped up – a mixture of confusion and sympathy.

But Anna couldn’t give Denis or anyone else a definite reply as to why they hadn’t set a date for their wedding, simply because she didn’t know the answer herself.

‘Ah well, I suppose you’ll get around to it some day,’ Denis said, finally realising that he’d made a slight faux pas.

‘I’m sure we will,’ Anna nodded, trying in vain to catch Ronan’s eye. ‘Anyway, never mind us, tonight is about you two!’ she added lightly, changing the subject and determined not to let her own situation overshadow Lauren’s happy night. Then she picked up her champagne glass and raised it in the air. ‘Here’s to your big day!’

‘To our big day!’ Lauren echoed with a beaming smile, her humongous ring sparkling brilliantly in the candlelight.

‘That was an interesting night,’ Ronan said, when later that evening he and Anna returned home to the house they shared in the Dublin suburbs, having left Lauren and Denis to their engagement celebrations.

Anna picked up his jacket from where it had been discarded on the sofa. ‘It wasn’t what I expected, that’s for sure.’

‘Bit of a showy bastard, isn’t he?’ Ronan went into the kitchen and switched on the kettle. ‘I mean, what was all that about, inviting us out for dinner and then springing the ring on her?’ His voice drifted out towards Anna in the hallway. He seemed pretty offhand about it all, she thought, as she hung up their coats. Thank goodness. She’d been worried that Denis’s pointed questioning might lead to a now long-overdue discussion about their own plans.

‘I think he liked the idea of an audience,’ she said, entering the kitchen and leaning against the countertop. ‘Especially when he produced that knuckleduster of a ring.’

‘Puts the one I got for you in the ha’penny place, doesn’t it?’ Ronan said, his fingers lightly brushing Anna’s tiny, six-year-old cluster ring.

Despite herself, she felt a lump in her throat. ‘You know that kind of stuff doesn’t matter to me, Ro,’ she said, quickly moving her hand away.

‘I know, but I wish I’d been able to afford something nicer all the same. That ring seems very old-fashioned now. Still, I suppose, it is six years . . .’

His voice trailed off pointedly, and Anna realised that Denis’s interrogation about their own wedding had indeed got to him. But she couldn’t talk about this, she realised, not now anyway.

‘Well, I love it and that’s the main thing,’ she said, injecting a carefree note into her voice, before speedily changing the subject. ‘Are you making tea at this hour?’ She looked at her watch. ‘If you are I’ll leave you to it – I want to get an early start in the morning.’

‘Oh, are you heading out somewhere?’

‘Just for a jog,’ she answered quickly, having come up with the excuse off the top of her head.

Ronan smiled, but she noticed the smile didn’t quite reach his eyes – those same arresting blue eyes Anna had been waking up to for the last ten years, but had known for most of her life. In fact, she didn’t think she could recall a single childhood or teenage memory without him in it, such was the length and depth of their relationship. What with growing up only two houses down the road from each other, Ronan had been present at every birthday party, every celebration, every major milestone in Anna’s life, and she quite literally couldn’t imagine life without him in it.

So, why then, Anna thought, as she kissed her childhood sweetheart goodnight and headed upstairs to their bedroom alone, why, after so many years as a couple, and six more years’ engagement, were they finding it so difficult to set a date?




Chapter 2


The Last to Know

2.

Eve Callaghan opened her front door with what she suspected was an obvious pasted-on smile. Standing in the doorway was Sara, her neighbour from a few houses down, with Jack, her nine-month-old baby son.

‘Hello there,’ Eve said, self-consciously running a hand through her straggly blonde hair. She knew she should have washed it that morning but she hadn’t had the time. Now she looked like a fright, compared to the ever-glamorous Sara.

Her neighbour grimaced guiltily, clearly not at all interested in how Eve did or didn’t look. ‘Eve, again, I’m so sorry – you know I hate putting you out like this . . .’

Sara’s voice was thick with remorse and, despite herself, Eve’s heart couldn’t help but go out to her.

‘As I said on the phone earlier, the office need me on urgent business, and I just didn’t have time to think of anyone else let alone—’

‘It’s all right, Sara,’ Eve smiled and waved away the other woman’s apologies. OK, so this wasn’t the first time that Sara had landed Eve with the baby at the last minute while she went off ‘on urgent business’, but despite her immaculate appearance her neighbour really did look frazzled. And the woman was probably feeling guilty enough about leaving Jack as it was, without Eve trying to make her feel worse. ‘He’s a pleasure to look after and there’s no question of putting me out.’ She rolled her eyes good-naturedly. ‘As I said earlier, I’d be here anyway.’

‘Oh, Eve, you’re a lifesaver – I really owe you one.’ Sara’s relief was palpable.

‘It’s just . . . well it’s so hard to say no to the office – particularly when they’ve been so good about all this so far. And you know I’m having a nightmare trying to find a decent childminder.’

Don’t I just? Eve thought wryly.

‘Do you have his things with you?’ she asked, taking the baby from Sara’s arms.

‘His bag and carry-cot are in the car – I’ll just go and get them.’

While Sara fetched the things from the car, Eve cuddled the sleeping baby close to her chest. He was a gorgeous little thing, really so soft and sweet, but, of course, weren’t all babies? Holding his tiny body in her arms like this reminded Eve of how long it was since she’d held one of her own this way – two long years since Max and, goodness, was it really seven years since Lily? How she’d love another one like this, so tiny and needy and dependent on his mother for absolutely everything! Still, with the way she and Liam were going lately, this didn’t seem likely . . .

‘I’m sure your husband must be ready to throttle me by now,’ Sara said ruefully, as she dumped the baby’s things in the hallway. ‘He must be sick to the teeth of my doing this, landing Jack in on top of you every time I get called out.’

Eve’s heart plummeted as it always did when someone referred to Liam as her husband but, as usual, she didn’t bother to correct Sara. What was the point? Might as well just let her neighbour continue to assume they were married, given that they were as good as anyway, what with the house, two kids and a relationship heading for nine years old.

And in truth, Eve always found it embarrassing to admit that they weren’t married, and even more embarrassing that her long-term partner and father of her children didn’t seem very interested in making things official any time soon. ‘Not at all, we’re happy to help,’ she told Sara, her casual tone betraying none of her discomfort. ‘Anyway, Liam’s away this week – well, he’s heading off this evening to Sicily for a few days.’ She looked at her watch. ‘Speaking of which, he should be back from his jog soon. I’m dropping him to the airport after lunch.’

‘What a great life,’ Sara sighed dreamily. ‘I think it might just be my dream job.’

Eve laughed. ‘That’s what most people say when they find out what he does for a living, but it’s not all fun and games either – at least not for me!’

Liam Crowley worked for a wine import company, and he spent a considerable amount of time abroad visiting vineyards and wineries in different locations all over the world. At the moment, he was doing a lot of business in Australia where for the last few months he’d been trying to find a selection suitable to launch on to an increasingly demanding Irish market. But this latest trip was a short one by his standards, a run-of-the-mill, four-day visit to a vineyard in Sicily.

His job meant that Eve could be home alone with the children for weeks on end, while Liam was off living it up in some wine-producing destination. It could be tough at times, but it was something she was now well used to. And in truth, she really wouldn’t have had it any other way. Eve loved being mum to Lily and Max, and Liam’s salary meant that she didn’t have to go out to work and miss seeing her children grow up. So she didn’t get to travel to the exotic destinations he did, but her role in the family was just as important as Liam’s – if not more. At least, that’s what Eve kept telling herself.

Sara shook her head. ‘You’re fantastic, you know. I don’t know how you do it all on your own with the kids and everything. I can only just about manage Jack at the best of times.’ Sara’s husband, a drunken layabout whom Eve had never liked, had run off with another woman not long after the birth of their son, which was another reason Eve was usually happy and willing to help.

Sara looked again at her watch. ‘I suppose I’d better get a move on – I’m due at the airport myself soon.’

‘And where are you off to this time?’ Unlike her useless husband – whom Eve knew had never worked a day throughout their marriage – Sara worked at a Dublin-based advertising firm and, from what Eve could make out, was fairly high up in the ranks. In any case, she must have been very good at her job to be deemed important enough to be called to go abroad at the last minute like that!

‘Oh, nowhere near as exotic as your lucky husband, I’m sorry to say,’ Sara replied with a grimace. ‘But nice enough if I get to see any of it. They need me to go to London to try and win over an unhappy client.’

Well, Eve thought, with the amount of winning-over she herself had to do day-in, day-out with Lily and Max, she sympathised with her neighbour’s plight. But working life sounded so glamorous nonetheless! She sighed, shaking her head wistfully at Sara.

‘Well, look, try and enjoy it anyway, even if it is only work. And don’t worry too much about Jack – we’ll look after him very well.’

‘I know you will. I’ll give you a buzz to let you know what time I get back tomorrow, OK? And again, thank you so much for taking him at such short notice, Eve. I owe you one, I really do. We should arrange to meet up sometime – have a night out somewhere, what do you think?’

Eve smiled. ‘I’d love to,’ she replied politely, while at the same time knowing full well that such a night out was unlikely to happen. Whatever the likelihood of Sara finding a babysitter, it was doubtful Eve would be able to get away for a night. Liam found the kids difficult to handle when he was on his own with them, and now that Max had hit the terrible twos . . . Still, one must live in hope, she thought, smiling at Sara as she pulled out of the driveway in a gleaming new car. Guilty working mother or not, Sara obviously enjoyed the perks of her career.

As the other woman drove away, Eve cast a mournful glance at their older and considerably less hip Volkswagen. A family car if ever there was one, she thought, feeling bland and boring all of a sudden as she went back inside.

Not long after she’d settled baby Jack in his carry cot and was starting to prepare lunch, Liam arrived back from his morning jog.

‘Don’t tell me you’re looking after that woman’s kid again!’ he moaned.

‘Sara needed a favour.’ Eve shrugged.

Liam shook his head. ‘I think she takes advantage of you, you know, dropping him in here whenever she feels like it. We’re not running a crèche here.’

‘She’s our neighbour and she was in a tight spot so I could hardly refuse. He’s easy to look after, and it’s not as if I wouldn’t be here anyway.’

Liam grunted. ‘Seems to me that she’s always in a tight spot.’

Just then, from where he sat on the floor, little Max let out a delighted giggle, and his parents turned in unison to find that their two-year-old – evidently unwilling to wait for his lunch – had taken a fancy to one of Eve’s potted plants, and was happily shovelling damp soil and compost into his mouth. Not to mention all over the floor and onto his clothes.

‘Oh Max!’ Eve swiftly grabbed a tea towel to dry her hands but to her relief Liam managed to get there first. Brushing most of the offending compost off his son’s clothes, he tried to get him to spit out the rest.

‘Thanks, hon,’ she said, pleased but faintly taken aback that Liam had intervened so quickly. For much of Max’s early days, and indeed for most of the rest, Liam had generally left things up to her. Still, she’d noticed a slight softening in his approach towards Max lately, in particular as their son got older. He’d been much more reticent with Lily, primarily, Eve supposed, because she was a girl, and also because she’d been an unplanned child – unplanned to unmarried parents who at the time of her conception had been together barely six months.

Eve smiled to herself as she remembered how shocked Liam had been back then when he learned of her pregnancy. She herself had been terrified, although admittedly less about the pregnancy and more about what her parents would say and whether or not Liam would stand by her. And although her parents had indeed been disappointed, Liam had (much to her relief) steadfastly promised to support her and their baby, so there was little they could do or say. Granted, at the ages of twenty and twenty-one respectively, she and Liam had been thrust into finding a house and settling down together sooner than they might have otherwise, but they were madly in love, so what did it matter? As far as Eve was concerned, their short time together before Lily came along didn’t matter a whit – they were blissfully happy, so the new house and the new baby would have been inevitable either way. Granted, it might have been nice to go the whole hog and get married, particularly when the second baby came along, but Liam had yet to get down on bended knee.

Eve tried not to think too hard about why this was the case; Liam didn’t seem too bothered about making their relationship official, so why should she?

‘Listen, is there any chance you can take over here and clean up this bloody mess?’ Liam said then, the warm interaction with his son that Eve had been enjoying quickly evaporating. ‘I’ve got to get things ready for this trip.’

Things like what? she thought, suddenly annoyed that he couldn’t look after Max for a minute when he could see that she already had her hands full preparing lunch. After all, she was the one who picked out his clothes and packed his bag for all these trips abroad. And she needed to get lunch ready so early in the first place because of the trip, so the very least he could do was give her a hand!

One look at Eve’s expression told Liam he’d said the wrong thing. ‘OK, OK, I’ll do it,’ he said, lifting Max into his highchair, before grabbing a sweeping brush and tending to the mess on the floor.

‘Thank you,’ Eve replied, faintly irritated by the fact that lately he seemed to avoid having anything to do with the kids. Yes, it might have been her role to look after Lily and Max while his was to go out and earn the bacon, but they were his children too! And it was seldom enough they got to see or spend time with him!

Eve reached for the chopping board. Truthfully, she was a little annoyed with Liam for taking another long trip so soon after the last one, which had been three solid weeks in Australia. Then there was this weekend’s four-day trip to Sicily which, in all honesty, sounded absolutely idyllic, notwithstanding the fact that he was there for business.

But of course, Liam didn’t work all day and all night either, did he? At the end of a hard day the love of her life had the luxury of sitting back and relaxing in a fabulous trattoria overlooking the Mediterranean, cup of espresso (or more likely glass of Sicilian wine) in hand. Not like Eve who, after a hard week of housework and kids, could usually be found on a Friday night sitting in her pyjamas with a cup of cocoa and nodding off to The Late Late Show. She sighed inwardly. She’d been thinking a lot like this lately, resenting the fact that Liam always had it good while she was the one stuck at home looking after the children. Then again, it was what she wanted to do, wasn’t it? She had insisted on staying at home with the kids.

Still, it had been ages since Eve had a holiday as Liam preferred to spend his time off at home. It was understandable, she supposed, given how much he travelled, but still she didn’t go further than the supermarket. And it had been years since they had gone anywhere together, just the two of them – they hadn’t been able to manage a weekend in Mayo let alone the Med! Thinking of Sara, her hardworking neighbour, also off on another exciting and glamorous jaunt, Eve began to feel downright depressed.

Oh, get over it, she admonished herself. Sara wasn’t exactly over the moon about being called away to London, was she? No, she was too upset about having to drop everything and leave Jack. In fact, Eve recalled, she seemed downright cheesed off about the whole thing – despite the destination. Evidently, these business trips weren’t as exciting as they sounded, as Liam had drummed into Eve on numerous occasions. ‘If I never see the inside of an airplane again, I’ll be happy,’ he’d moaned after a multi-stop transatlantic trip to California, not long after Max was born. So while both Sara and Liam were each this weekend visiting glamorous locations, perhaps neither of them would get a chance to see the sights, let alone enjoy them. Maybe she was getting jealous over nothing.

‘Hi, Mum! What’s for lunch?’ Lily bounded into the kitchen, but instantly forgot all about lunch when she caught sight of baby Jack – whom she adored – in his carry cot. In fact, Lily adored babies and small children in general. Like mother like daughter, Eve thought, smiling fondly at her. Although, with her dark eyes and almost jet-black hair, it was difficult to believe that Eve had anything to do with Lily at all; she had so much of her father’s colouring.

‘Oh, can we take him for a walk in his pram, Mum, can we pleeease?’ she begged.

‘Not now, love – I don’t have time. Dad’s off to the airport later which is why I’m making lunch early.’

‘But I could take him,’ her seven-year-old told her solemnly. ‘How about just around the block and back again?’

Eve shook her head. ‘Lily, I’m sorry, but you’re too young to take Jack out on your own, and we have to look after him for Sara. Unless your dad wants to go for a walk with you?’ But from the stricken look on Liam’s face, Eve knew immediately that this idea was a non-runner.

‘Maybe later,’ Liam said, not meaning a word of it. ‘Now Daddy has to go and get ready for work, and soon we’ll be having lunch.’

Clearly disappointed, Lily stuck out her bottom lip and marched out of the kitchen.

‘I don’t have time, Eve!’ Liam persisted when she flashed him a look. Yet you have plenty of time to go jogging, don’t you? she wanted to reply, but didn’t want to pick a fight. Not when Liam was leaving soon, and they wouldn’t see him for another few days.

Anyway, she supposed she was lucky she’d got him to help out with Max earlier. Seeing to another child in one day would undoubtedly be way too much to ask!

After lunch, Eve bundled the kids into the car, and with Liam driving, the family set off for the airport.

‘I had a look on the TV earlier, and the weather in Sicily is fabulous now,’ she said dreamily, as they drove along the coast road towards the north side of the city. ‘Twenty-six degrees by day and a little under that in the evenings – heaven! Wouldn’t it be nice for us to take the kids somewhere warm like that sometime?’

But Liam didn’t seem interested. ‘Maybe. Did you pack my blue shirt? Oh and that new tie I bought last week?’

‘Yes, I did,’ she replied, disappointed that he didn’t seem to take the hint that she was badly in need of a holiday or a weekend away, anything just to break the routine.

Then, right on cue, Max started wailing in the back of the car, and there was no point in trying to discuss anything. Soon after, baby Jack joined in the chorus. ‘Shush, now, no need for that!’ Eve tried in vain to quieten the two of them for the rest of the journey. And when they eventually reached the airport departure set-down area, there was no mistaking Liam’s expression of relief.

Did he feel that way every time he left them? Eve wondered, a little discomfited. Then again, she thought, faced with the choice between a relaxing hotel abroad or a car full of wailing children, who wouldn’t feel the same?

‘See you in a few days,’ Liam said, giving Eve a quick kiss, and doing the same with Lily and Max, although, she thought grudgingly, they got a bit of a hug as well.

‘Let me know when the flight’s due in, so I’ll know what time to pick you up,’ she said, smiling at him. ‘And have a good trip!’

‘You too,’ Liam replied absent-mindedly, before closing the car door behind him, his thoughts clearly on the journey ahead.

Eve moved into the driver’s seat. ‘Don’t miss us too much!’ she called but, as she watched her partner’s retreating back, realised that she was talking to herself.




Chapter 3


The Last to Know

3.


Dear Sam,


I’ve just finished Lucky You and having enjoyed it immensely, I went straight out to the shops and bought the new one, Lucky Stars. I’m already halfway through that and loving it so much that I had to write and tell you. Your characters are so real and you seem to know instinctively what today’s UK woman wants! Thanks for many hours of fantastic (and guilt-free) reading


A Big Fan



Sam Callaghan smiled softly and brushed a strand of mid-length blonde hair behind one ear as she read her latest piece of fan mail. Well, she wouldn’t say she knew instinctively what today’s women wanted, or thought they wanted, but she certainly tried her best.

But judging from the amount of fan mail she was receiving lately, she must be doing something right! That particular letter was one of many that had been forwarded on from Sam’s publishing house and had arrived at her London apartment earlier that day.

The response to her new novel Lucky Stars seemed to be even greater than that to the first one Lucky You, published a year before. For some reason, and luckily for her, Sam thought wincing at the pun, her stories about ordinary women facing normal, everyday problems had struck a chord with female readers, and since her first book had been published the previous year, Sam’s feet had barely touched the ground. Never in a million years did she imagine that this could happen to someone like her, a girl from Dublin who had first come to London to find work as a journalist.

While she enjoyed journalism and especially enjoyed her London lifestyle – a breath of fresh air after Dublin – Sam’s first love was writing fiction, and despite the setbacks and rejections she’d already received, she was still wholly determined to get her book published. The problem was that what Sam was writing about seemed out of vogue at the time, and publishers only seemed to want stories about glamorous femme-fatale types who did little else but shop and have affairs. But Sam wasn’t one of these women, nor did she have any experience of them, and so she had no choice but to stick with what she was doing and hope that the publishing trend may one day change.

Eventually, she got her wish.

Years after she’d first begun work as a journalist in London, Sam wrote an in-depth piece for the Mail about the pressures facing today’s women. And when the piece was printed, she soon discovered that she’d unwittingly tapped into this zeitgeist, her article received a hugely appreciative response from the public, which resulted in a surge of publisher interest in her previously rejected novel.

And since Lucky You hit the bookshelves the previous year, Sam hadn’t looked back. Her down-to-earth writing style and normal ‘everywoman’ protagonists had proved a huge hit with readers in the UK and Ireland alike. Sam was enjoying her career and new-found popularity in the UK, but was especially thrilled to discover that her improved profile hadn’t gone unnoticed at home in Ireland. Not that she’d ever had notions of being popular or famous – in fairness, all she had ever wanted was a decent job – but at the same time there was something hugely satisfying about being recognised as successful by people back home. It meant that her decision to abandon Dublin so soon after finishing her schooling had been justified, despite her sister’s insistence that she could do just as well at home. But back then, the lure of London with all its excitement and glamour had proved too much for Sam, and she was only too happy to get out of her home city and try somewhere different.

Now, as Sam sat in her Clapham flat, she thought about her younger sister Eve. All Eve had ever wanted was a husband and family – and once she’d had her first child seven years ago, the idea of any kind of work outside the home was incomprehensible to her. She was following in their mother’s footsteps in that regard, Sam supposed. Lillian too had always seemed at her happiest when knee-deep in housework, or fussing over her husband and daughters. Sam smiled as she thought about her parents, who had died some years back. What would they have made of her success? In all honesty, they probably wouldn’t be in the least bit surprised. Sam had always been the one with the career vision and ambition and had little time for settling down and raising a family, so in that regard she and her baby sister couldn’t have been more different.

But Sam was chuffed to think that her books were of some consolation to women out there; it justified all the hard work and thought she put into writing them. And while her books hadn’t hit the number-one spot in the best-sellers list, Sam was hopeful that one would do just that some day, and in any case was thrilled with everything she’d achieved so far.

Just then, Sam’s boyfriend Derek entered the living room with a towel wrapped around his naked body. As they were going out that evening, he’d gone straight from work to her place to get ready, rather than travel all the way out to Wimbledon where he lived.

‘Still reading those?’ he said, eyes widening as he caught sight of her going through the letters at her desk. ‘Sam, you do realise that the restaurant’s booked for eight?’

‘Sure,’ she replied absent-mindedly, scanning through yet another letter.


Dear Sam,


Like Cassie in Lucky Stars, I hate leaving the kids with strangers while I go out to work, but the family can’t survive financially if I don’t. When reading Cassie’s story I almost felt like I was reading about my own life.




‘Sam, it’s after seven on a Friday night – give it a break, will you?’

She swivelled round in her chair and flashed Derek an apologetic smile. ‘OK, OK, I’ll just finish up with these, and then I’ll start getting ready, all right?’

As a branch manager for one of the city banks, work for Derek consisted of a boring five-day week, nine-to-five, no less and certainly no more, and he still hadn’t quite got his head around the fact that his girlfriend’s profession didn’t keep normal working hours. As she and Derek had got together while Sam was a reasonably successful journalist but still a struggling unpublished author, her success and its resultant popularity tended to get on his nerves sometimes. Evidently tonight was one of those times.

‘Sam, please,’ he said, heading towards her bedroom, his tone impatient, ‘I had to beg for this table – we really don’t want to be late.’

Sam stood up from her desk. ‘You know it’ll only take me a few minutes to get ready,’ she soothed, faintly disappointed that her reading time was being cut short. ‘Don’t worry – we’ll be there in plenty of time.’

Derek grunted but said nothing.

Why all the rush? she wondered, following him into the bedroom and going straight to her wardrobe to pick out an outfit. But then again, he was always the same, wasn’t he, she thought, instantly deciding on a simple, slim-fitting black halter-neck dress. Used to having staff in his division jump at his every request, too often he expected the same from her. She smiled indulgently at him as he frantically rubbed a towel through his hair. After almost two years together, you’d think he’d know her better.

True to her word, Sam was dressed, fully made-up and ready to leave the flat within half an hour. In fact, it was Derek who’d eventually turned out to be the cause of a delay, and Sam noticed he seemed oddly fidgety and uncomfortable as their cab drove along the London streets. Bad day at work, she supposed. The restaurant was in Chelsea and, as she and Derek followed the maitre d’ to their table, Sam couldn’t help but be aware of a few interested glances from other diners. Being recognised was something she wasn’t exactly comfortable with, but at the same time was something that went hand in hand with writing for a high-profile UK newspaper like the Mail. Her column focused on the various issues facing modern British women and while she usually tried to air her views in a thought-provoking manner, the paper generally preferred her to take a more sensationalist stance. For this reason, she longed for the day when she’d be known better as a best-selling author rather than a mildly sensational hack.

She’d only just finished promoting her second novel and things had been so hectic over the past weeks that she’d hardly seen Derek, something she knew he wasn’t exactly happy about. While he’d seemed as delighted as she was when she’d first been offered her publishing deal he hadn’t anticipated the novel’s huge appeal, nor the demands that the success of this and subsequent books would place on Sam publicity-wise. Sam didn’t mind. The flurry of interviews, photo-shoots and launch parties that went hand in hand with promoting her books was a dream come true, and she wouldn’t swap that for anything. But she had missed spending time with Derek, and as she would soon need to start researching her next book, things would only get busier, so a relaxing night out was seriously in order for both of them.

About halfway through the meal, Sam realised that while she had been chattering non-stop about everything and anything, Derek had barely uttered a word. She sat forward in her chair.

‘Derek, what’s the matter?’ she asked softly. ‘You seem very preoccupied. Are things stressful at work?’

He looked straight at her, his slate-grey eyes fixed on Sam’s green ones. ‘No, work’s fine – there’s something else on my mind, actually.’

‘Well, what is it? Tell me. Is there anything I can do or—’

‘Do you love me, Sam?’ he interjected then, causing her to almost drop her fork in surprise.

How had the conversation turned so serious all of a sudden? There she was, talking about something as trivial as going shopping the next day, and then he goes and asks her a question like that? She looked around, afraid that some of the neighbouring diners would overhear this conversation, although her worries in this regard had nothing to do with her being recognised. No, this time, it was because once again Sam knew exactly what was coming.

‘Derek, you know I do,’ she replied softly, her heart heavy and apprehensive as she waited for the words.

‘So,’ his gaze stayed fixed on her face, ‘you know what I’m going to ask then, don’t you?’

Unfortunately she did. He’d already asked the same question twice before and each time he’d received the same reply.

‘So, will you?’

For a long moment, Sam just stared back at him, trying to think of the right way to put it. Eventually though, she had to look away. ‘Derek,’ she began with a deep sigh, ‘I . . . I just don’t know . . .’

‘Fine,’ he said, quickly shoving a forkful of vegetables into his mouth, his expression difficult to read.

‘It’s just that—’

‘I said it’s OK, didn’t I?’ he interjected. ‘You still don’t want to marry me. Fine. Maybe I’ll try again next year – or,’ he added, with a defiant shrug, ‘maybe I bloody well won’t.’

‘Oh, for goodness’ sake!’ At this, Sam shook her head. ‘You could at least listen to what I have to say.’

‘Why? Is it going to be any different from what you said last time? Or the time before that?’

‘Well, not really, but . . .’

Sam wasn’t completely sure why she kept turning down Derek’s marriage proposals. They’d been together since they were first introduced two years earlier and, while she was certain she loved him, she knew deep down she wasn’t ready for cosy domesticity. But unfortunately, this was exactly what Derek wanted. He didn’t just want the ring on Sam’s finger, he also wanted the house in the Cotswolds, the kids, the Labradors, the budgies, etc. And, even worse, she knew he’d want her to forget all about the writing career she adored, and had spent years trying to build.

‘I want my kids to be looked after by their own mother, not by some stranger,’ he’d informed her, before going on to explain that he believed the relationship problems he now had with his own mother were rooted in the fact that she’d left him and his brother in the care of a nanny when they were younger.

Sam had been taken aback, but at the same time wasn’t too surprised at this traditional outlook. Derek was old-fashioned in lots of ways. And perhaps she could understand his urgency; at thirty-eight, he was seven years older than she was, and the only still-remaining single male in his social and business circles. But to agree to Derek’s proposal would do her own aspirations a serious disservice and Sam knew she wasn’t prepared to do that. It was only now that her career was starting to take off after years spent in the doldrums striving to get her novel published.

Yet, there was no one else she’d rather be with than Derek, and she was sure that when the time was right she’d slow down and think about marriage and family life. But not just yet.

Trying to explain this to Derek, however, was a difficult thing to do.

‘Derek, now isn’t really a good time for me. Maybe when I’ve finished the new book, we can—’

‘And what about the book after that? And the one after that again? Admit it, Sam, you love those stupid bloody books a hell of a lot more than you love me!’

‘That’s not it,’ she countered, taken aback at how vehement his feelings were. Yes, she knew that all the promotional stuff she needed to do bothered him, but ‘stupid bloody books’? So much for being proud of her! ‘That’s not fair, Derek,’ she replied evenly. ‘You know full well that I love you, but I’m very lucky to be where I am, and I can’t just give it all up now. It wouldn’t be fair.’

‘Fair to who?’

‘Well, to me – and my readers, I suppose,’ she added almost as an afterthought.

Derek snorted. ‘As if they don’t have enough brainless fluffy books to choose from!’

‘Thanks, Derek!’ Sam said, folding her arms across her chest, her expression grim. ‘Thanks a bloody lot.’

He knew damn well how much time and effort went into those ‘brainless fluffy’ books, and just because he didn’t read them, didn’t mean they weren’t as worthy as anything else on the shelves!

‘I’m sorry – that was uncalled for,’ Derek admitted, evidently realising how much he’d hurt her feelings. ‘But I still don’t understand why you insist on writing a book a year, and then spend any free time you have promoting the previous one. Not to mention continuing to write a column for the Mail when you don’t need to – financially anyway,’ he added, when Sam opened her mouth to protest. Perhaps he was right about all the additional time she spent promoting her books, but going out and meeting people was Sam’s greatest reward for all those lonely months spent typing away at her desk.

But, yes, maybe Derek did have a point in that she no longer needed to keep up the job at the Mail. In truth, her editor’s growing influence over the tone and content of her column was starting to make her feel uncomfortable. As far as he was concerned, the more sensational she could make it the better – irrespective of the topic. But journalism had paid her wages over the last few years and it was difficult to take the plunge and give it all up in the hopes that her books would really take off.

‘OK, so maybe I am doing too much publicity-wise, but it’s all extremely important in terms of my launching a long-term writing career. Profile is everything, as you well know. Look, it won’t be like this for ever,’ she added, putting her hand over his. ‘It’s going well now, and people seem to really enjoy the books, but perhaps that’s only the novelty factor. The important thing for me now is to ensure that the momentum keeps going, and that I forge a decent long-term career out of it.’

But not if Derek had his way, it seemed.

‘I just think it seems a bit strange,’ he said. ‘You’re thirty-one years old, Sam. Surely at this stage you should be thinking seriously about settling down and starting a family instead of obsessing over this so-called “career”. You know well I could afford to support both of us on my salary.’

Sam gritted her teeth. Why didn’t he get it? Why didn’t he understand how much her independence meant to her? Why did he think that now, just when her career was getting places, and with years of hard work behind her, she’d give it all up to become a housewife?

Granted, her sister had done it, and yes, Eve seemed happy enough, but then again, settling down and becoming a mum had been all her younger sister ever really wanted in life, hadn’t it? As a child, Eve had always been the one dressing up dolls and pushing them around in her toy pram, while Sam had sat in a corner, poring over the latest Mallory Towers book. But she and Eve had always been very different in that respect.

Perhaps if she’d found fulfilment in life as early as Eve had, she might have gone down the domestic route, but things were only starting to happen for her now, and she wasn’t going to throw it all away, just to keep Derek onside. What was the point of getting married if only one partner was happy about it? Surely both parties needed to go into such an important commitment with their eyes wide open, ready for whatever challenges lay ahead?

So, as much as she loved Derek, Sam knew deep down that she couldn’t say yes just to keep him happy. She’d always regret not taking the opportunities offered to her, and might very well end up resenting him.

When she tried to explain this to Derek, he sighed deeply.

‘OK then, Sam,’ he said, sitting back in his chair, ‘it seems I have no choice.’

‘What do you mean?’ She didn’t like the tone in his voice.

‘Look, I love you. We’ve been together for nearly two years, two good years, and I sincerely hope we’ll be together for many years to come.’

Hearing this, she relaxed slightly.

‘But Sam, I really can’t wait for ever. While I understand that your career is important to you, and you want to make the most of your opportunities, I just wonder whether you’re properly considering the opportunity I’m offering. How do you think all this rejection makes me feel?’

‘I know, and I’m sorry but—’

‘Look, you said you wanted to start researching the new book soon?’

She nodded, wondering what was coming.

‘I suggest we take a break from one another while you do that – take the time apart to really think about where we’re going. That could be part of the problem, actually. You’re not considering my proposal seriously, because you know I’ll still be there afterwards. But Sam, maybe I won’t. Maybe I’ll get tired of asking and being rejected. Maybe I’ll have no choice but to look elsewhere.’

A stab of jealously sliced through her at the thought of Derek with someone else. ‘You want us to take some time apart so you can look for someone else?’ she ventured, hurt by the prospect.

‘No, I want us to take some time apart in order for you to ask yourself why you keep refusing me. I want you to think seriously about it, Sam. And sometime soon, I’m going to ask you to marry me once again, but this time will be the last.’

‘So you’re giving me an ultimatum,’ she said, faintly hurt that he was putting it so bluntly but able to understand it all the same. After all, it was true – how much must her rejections have hurt him? She’d already turned him down twice; there weren’t too many men who would keep coming back after that.

‘I wouldn’t put it quite like that,’ he said, his tone softening a little, ‘but I do need to know where I stand. I need to know if you’re ever going to change your mind about settling down with me – otherwise we’re both wasting our time.’

Sam nodded silently, almost afraid to speak. An ultimatum – God! She had no idea that things would come to this. Derek really was determined to make her face an important choice, wasn’t he? Her career or marriage and babies? Why couldn’t she just have both? Although it had never been high on her list of priorities, she was pretty certain that one day she did want the kids and the nice house and all the rest of it, but didn’t think a decision would be forced on her so soon. Yet she loved Derek with all her heart. They had a similar sense of humour, the same interests and, up till now, had made a great team. And she knew in her heart and soul that men like him didn’t come around every day. She really didn’t want to lose him, but she didn’t want to throw away her career either. But Derek had made it painfully clear he wasn’t going to wait around . . . Sam’s heart sank as the magnitude of the decision she was now facing finally began to dawn on her.

‘So what do you think?’ Derek said eventually, the beginnings of a smile lightening the solemn mood.

In fairness to him, he seemed to understand very well the difficult position he was putting her in.

‘Do you think you could live without me for the next few weeks?’

Sam looked into the kind, handsome face she knew so well, and realised that this decision would likely be the most difficult of her life. ‘I very much doubt it,’ she said, smiling ruefully at him. ‘But for both our sakes, I think I have to try.’




Chapter 4

Brooke Reynolds sat back in her swivel-chair and, deep in thought, looked out the window of her tenth-floor office with its wonderful views over Sydney harbour. This was a good one, she thought, idly watching the ferryboats leave Circular Quay and sail onwards past the Opera House, the building’s famous white sail-like roof glistening brightly in the afternoon sun. The opening line of the first chapter had hooked her immediately; and she had thought it clever the way the author had successfully manipulated her assumptions about what was going on. Yep, this story had definitely piqued her interest; she liked all the characters so far, especially Eve with her self-deprecating ways and downtrodden lifestyle, and she wanted to know more about why Anna and her fiancé still hadn’t set a date or what Derek’s ultimatum would mean for Sam.

Most readers would.

She swung back towards her desk, and picked up the remaining pages of the manuscript. The Last to Know. Pretty good title too.

Judging from the setting and the dialogue, the author was likely Irish, which in Brooke’s opinion was another major plus. Women’s fiction by Irish writers had always proved hugely popular amongst Australian readers and beyond.

So, as the recently promoted assistant editor of Horizon Group Australia’s commercial women’s fiction imprint, if Brooke acquired a new, Irish-written gem for the imprint, well her boss, Julie the publishing director would be very happy indeed. Then again, Brooke was probably biased, given that she was part-Irish herself, but there was definitely something in this author’s voice that worked. She also liked the contemporary Dublin setting, and the way the author had very quickly established place and character.

She smiled. The fact that it was Dublin-based was probably the reason it had ended up on her desk in the first place. That afternoon, she’d come back from lunch with Bev, her Mum’s friend to find the manuscript sitting there with a yellow Post-it sitting on top: ‘Think this one should certainly interest YOU!’

Probably Karen the sales director, judging by the light-hearted tone or perhaps even Mary, one of Horizon’s readers. Both had a very good eye for what might sell, and both knew that Brooke was anxious to find something new in the hope of proving herself in her new role. Whoever it was, they were right; it was definitely miles better than a lot of the stuff they’d been getting lately, she thought with a grimace.

Horizon were always on the lookout for the next ‘big thing’ – a new talent that would appease the voracious appetite of Australian women’s fiction fans, and it had been some time since they’d received a submission like this – something that merited a serious look.

Often the submissions they received from budding authors proved to be much more Mills & Boon than Maeve Binchy and, at times, Brooke couldn’t help but have grave doubts about the sanity of some of these hopefuls. One recent submission was a story told from the point of view of a sock drawer, another extolled the virtues of broccoli, while a third sought to inform Brooke that this was ‘the story she’d been waiting for’. ‘Make a quick decision now, before another publisher beats you to it!’ the author urged in his introductory letter, which was dated some eighteen months before. Sorry, mate, Brooke had thought at the time, it seems I might have already missed my chance. ‘This is a highly original story, the likes of which you’ve never seen before!’ the writer extolled, before immediately launching into a description of his ‘highly original story’ of precocious teenagers attending wizard school.

Brooke wouldn’t mind, but Horizon didn’t normally publish this kind of stuff, and their submission guidelines clearly stated ‘Contemporary Fiction only’. But evidently most of these authors had either ignored the guidelines or felt that their writing was so special the publishing house would do a complete turnaround and publish it anyway. It was a pity really, given the amount of work and energy that had gone into the writing, that by sending it to the wrong publisher, the authors hadn’t given their work even a fighting chance. But unfortunately Brooke could do nothing about that.

So, having trundled through pages and pages of below-par submissions in recent weeks, she was relieved to finally have something to read that suited the Horizon list, and more importantly, something that truly excited her.

Still, while the story had started well, she would need to read much more to get a sense of what the author’s writing style was like, or indeed if the story was going anywhere. Anyone could write a decent first few chapters – it was the subsequent hundred thousand or so words that usually proved difficult. So Brooke wasn’t going to get too excited just yet!

Picking up the manuscript, she settled back in her chair and once again began to read. Hopefully, The Last to Know would live up to its early promise.


Chapter 5


The Last to Know

4.

Having dropped Liam at the airport, Eve decided on the way home to nip into a small supermarket to pick up a few bits and pieces to help get her through yet another Friday night home alone. She darted quickly through the aisles, picking up fresh cream cakes, crisps, chocolate – lovely comfort food – but couldn’t help but dither over choosing a multi-pack of Crunchie or Kit-Kats, trying to decide which chocolate bar had the lowest calorie content. Sam would know, of course – with a figure like hers, her sister would be an expert on all this calorie stuff. But conscious of the fact that she’d left Lily to keep an eye on the younger ones outside in the car, and she didn’t have much time for dawdling, Eve eventually decided on both. They’d last for a couple of weeks anyway – as long as Liam didn’t get at them, that is. While they both possessed a very sweet tooth, Eve usually tried to give their children as little chocolate as possible – usually only as a special treat.

She put her chosen purchases in a basket already full of salt, fat and calorie-laden food and headed straight for the cash register. She was so lost in her own world that she didn’t realise she’d skipped the queue.

From behind her, Eve heard a sharp intake of breath, followed by an unmistakable tutting sound and, finally realising that she’d made a faux pas, she turned to apologise. ‘Oh, I’m sorry, I didn’t realise that—’

‘The bloody cheek of it!’ the middle-aged woman standing behind her commented to her female companion. ‘Just because she’s some big shot in England she thinks she can swan in here and get served before everyone else!’


Here we go again, Eve thought, sighing inwardly, as she tried to move back past the queue, not at all in the mood for this today.
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