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For Paddy –


thank you for always being my rainbow after the storm




Chapter 1


‘My beautiful girls. Let me start by saying how much I love you. I love you both so completely that sometimes I feel I might burst.’ Belinda Cunningham had been a powerful businesswoman and it was devastatingly sad to see her lying in a hospital bed ravaged by cancer, a mere shadow of her former self. She adjusted the pillow supporting her neck before clearing her throat and addressing her two daughters.


A smile suddenly lit up her face. ‘You exploded into this world thirty years ago with angry red faces, screaming your frustration at being disturbed. And that’s when my life changed forever.’


Ronnie swallowed a lump in her throat and glanced across at her twin sister, Elizabeth, who was sitting just a few feet away. There wasn’t a hair out of place in her slicked-back bob and her expensive suit hung perfectly on her tiny frame. Others envied her figure and her style but not Ronnie. Elizabeth’s face was stony and her lack of emotion irritated Ronnie. But she wasn’t going to show it. Not today.


Their mother continued. ‘I know I haven’t been the perfect mother. I worked long hours and should have spent more time at home. I was probably too strict at times and other times not enough. I’ve always found it difficult to find the balance between work and home life but I did my best. Bringing you up alone was both hard and rewarding but I hope you know by now that everything I did was out of love and a desire for you both to become the beautiful, wonderful women you are.’


Ronnie’s eyes were drawn to Elizabeth again and she was pleased to see a chink in the armour. A little bit of the old, softer Elizabeth. She was twisting a tissue in her hands and blinking quickly, as though to stop the tears. Ronnie wiped her own wet cheeks and sat forward to continue listening to their mother.


‘Elizabeth. My beautiful, intelligent, wonderful girl. You make me so proud every day.’


A sob echoed in the room and Elizabeth looked as though it had taken her by surprise. She held the tissue against her mouth in an effort to stop another from escaping.


‘From the time you were a little girl, you knew what you wanted to do. When other children were playing with dolls and board games, you were setting up stalls outside the house to sell yours. You were always going to be a businesswoman. There was no doubt about that. And you’ve become the best – better than I’ve ever been. You’ve been my saviour at work these last couple of years and I couldn’t have kept the business going without you. I know you’ll look after it well and continue to grow it like I have for the last twenty-five years. The future of Cunningham Recruitment is safe in your hands.’


Ronnie felt a slight sense of relief. For one awful moment, she’d thought her mother was going to beg her yet again to join the company. She’d spent years saying no to her but Belinda wasn’t the sort of woman to give up when she wanted something. But thankfully she seemed happy to have Elizabeth run things alone.


‘And Veronica.’


Ronnie jumped and shifted in her chair at the mention of her full birth name. She hated it, but somehow today it felt right.


‘You, my darling, are the loveliest, kindest, purest heart I’ve ever known and I’m honoured to call you my daughter. I know I’ve been less than encouraging to you over the years. I was selfish. I desperately wanted both of my daughters working with me. I’ve mocked your lifestyle at times and made you feel I was disappointed in you but nothing could be further from the truth. You put me to shame. Your generosity of spirit and caring nature make you a far better human being than I’ll ever be. I’m so proud of you for being independent and following your own path. You are an inspiration to us all.’


Ronnie’s tears were flowing freely now and she didn’t care. They were the most beautiful words her mother had ever said to her but they felt bittersweet. Her head was in a spin with emotion and her heart felt like it might burst out of her chest.


Their mother’s face turned very serious then and she took a sip of water before continuing. ‘I need to tell you something now. Something I should have told you a long time ago.’


Ronnie felt nervous and she could see at a glance that Elizabeth was feeling the same.


‘It’s about your father. I haven’t been entirely honest with you both.’


She paused then to let that sink in. The sisters looked at each other and they didn’t need words to say they hadn’t been expecting that. As far as they were concerned, they didn’t have a father. Their mother had told them from an early age that he was someone she’d met briefly and had disappeared just as quickly without a trace. They’d asked her about him a few times but she’d always maintained that he was a one-night stand – an American businessman who was just passing through, and finding him would have been impossible.


‘Your father was actually somebody I knew quite well. He was a good man but circumstances prevented him from being involved in your lives. Please believe me when I say that I lied to protect you, but not only that. There were other people involved. People whose lives would be devastated if the truth came out. I still stand by what I did and hopefully you’ll understand in due course and can forgive me.’


‘Understand?’ said Elizabeth, pushing back her chair suddenly and standing up. ‘Understand what? We need more than that.’


‘Shhh, Elizabeth. Sit down.’ But Ronnie felt upset too. Their mother had lied to them throughout their whole lives and it stung.


But Belinda began to look uncomfortable. In pain. And it was difficult to feel anything except compassion for the woman who’d brought them up single-handedly.


‘I know this has probably come as a shock and you’ll need time to digest it so I’ve written down a few things which might help you find him. Because that’s what I’d like you to do – to find your father. When all this has sunk in, I hope you’ll both agree that it’s the right thing to do.’


Belinda Cunningham’s smile faded and her face clouded over. Her spiky grey hair seemed to flop on the top of her head and her eyes filled with tears.


‘I’m going to say goodbye now, my darling girls. I love you both more than you’ll ever know. Keep being the wonderful women that you are and be happy.’


She blew a kiss and, just like that, she was gone. The room fell silent until Frank stood up and switched off the screen. Frank Logan was a dear friend of Belinda’s and she’d given him power of attorney before she died. He looked at the two girls, his face as grey as his groomed beard. He looked older suddenly. Sadder.


‘Is that it?’ Elizabeth directed her fury at Frank but Ronnie could see that she was hurt. ‘She drops a bombshell like that and then says goodbye?’


Frank looked uncomfortable. ‘I know you must be feeling hurt and confused. But I have letters for you both too. Hopefully they’ll explain a little bit more and help you understand.’


‘So you knew about this and kept it from us all this time?’ said Elizabeth, little red blotches appearing on her pale face. ‘You knew about our father? About the lies she told us?’


He nodded and looked at his feet. ‘Just in the last few years. She knew she didn’t have much time left. She talked and I listened. It wasn’t my place to tell you but she got me to help her make this video and made me promise to show you when things settled down after … you know …’


The words caught in his throat and Ronnie felt sorry for him. He’d been a great friend to all of them during the four difficult years that their mother had been ill, and they’d grown to love him. She went to him and hugged him.


‘You must miss her too.’


‘I do. So much.’ His eyes filled with tears. ‘It’s been three months now but it feels like a lifetime. Sixty is far too young to die. She should have had so many more years.’


Suddenly Ronnie felt like she couldn’t breathe as trickles of sweat dripped down the back of her neck. She needed to get out of that room. It was all so overwhelming. There was so much to take in.To think about. And she needed to be alone to do that. She could tell Elizabeth felt the same so they said their goodbyes to Frank and left. As the two girls walked outside, Ronnie felt a spark of the old connection she used to have with her sister. Despite the fact they’d drifted apart, that twin bond would always be there. They hugged awkwardly and promised to speak again soon.


Ronnie walked to the bus stop in a daze. It was like her mum had just died all over again. Seeing her on that screen in front of them had been very strange. Trust her mother to do something like that. She’d always loved to shock people. She was probably looking down on them right now, amused by the whole situation. But hearing her beautiful words had given Ronnie a comfort she’d been craving. Her mother was proud of her. It had meant so much to hear her say it. Even now, after she was gone. She clung to the precious letter in her pocket and was both excited and nervous to see what it said. She just hoped that something good would come of it all but a little flutter in her stomach warned her that there might be some turbulence ahead.




Chapter 2


Ronnie ran her fingers along a thick-linked gold chain that had come into the shop as part of a collection. It never ceased to amaze her how people could part with such beautiful items. Especially if they’d belonged to somebody special in their lives. She held the chain up to her neck and glanced in the mirror that was kept on the counter for customers. Stunning. She was more of a silver girl usually but the red tint in the gold seemed to enhance her burgundy red hair. Ronnie’s hair was her pride and joy. Long and wavy, she liked to emulate the styles of her favourite actresses from the 1950s like Maureen O’Hara and Audrey Hepburn by enhancing the natural curl and smoothing it back with a flower or a clip. She’d often joke to her friends that her hair was her saving grace because her body left a lot to be desired. But despite poking fun at herself, she was confident in her size 16 figure. She knew how to dress her curves and took inspiration from old movies, when they had proper, curvy women. According to some, even Marilyn Monroe was a size 16. She stared at her reflection for a moment before putting the chain back in its black velvet box. Beautiful as it was, with her birthday fast approaching she was hoping for something a lot more special than a piece of jewellery.


The bell on the door jingled as a young woman walked in and Ronnie nodded and smiled at her. Ronnie preferred to allow customers to browse and come to her if they needed help. She wasn’t fond of the exuberance she saw in some shops where the customers were almost frightened off by staff overly keen to make a sale.


Ronnie loved working in Glisten, an antique jewellery shop huddled in one of Dublin’s most exclusive side streets. Her walk down the cobblestones of Grafton Street each morning was a joy, as flower-sellers set up their stalls and the smell of freshly baked pastries from the many artisan cafés filled the air. The burgundy and gold façade of the shop was faded but still elegant and sophisticated and attracted many tourists throughout the day.


In Glisten, each piece they had for sale was special. Each piece told a story – or at least Ronnie liked to imagine the stories behind them. It was the same for her clothes. She loved rummaging through the rails in second-hand shops and finding something wonderful – something that had been worn and loved previously. She never understood the attraction of brand-new things direct from a factory floor. No matter how big or how shiny, there wasn’t a modern diamond ring that could outshine an antique Victorian-inspired diamond cluster, or a modern synthetic skirt that could hold a candle to a 1970s chic tweed Chanel one. Ronnie was a vintage girl through and through.


She busied herself fixing the display of watches in the glass cabinet beneath the counter and was pleasantly surprised to see it was almost lunchtime. She was finished for the day at one and was looking forward to spending some time with her partner, Al, who was taking a rare day off. Al’s tattoo shop was going from strength to strength. After studying in Central Saint Martins in London, he’d come back to Ireland to start his own business. It hadn’t been long before word of mouth had seen his customer base soar and he was now even beginning to build an international reputation. The lead singer from Psychedelic Funk had travelled from Germany specifically for Al to ink a lion on his back and the tattoo had become legendary. So when Ronnie had decided to have a tattoo herself, there was no one else she would have trusted. She’d been nervous and unsure about what she’d wanted, but Al’s suggestion of a small infinity sign had been perfect. The fact she’d fainted as soon as he’d produced the needle had sealed their fate. She’d been mortified but Al had been kind and patient and she’d left the shop half an hour later with a new tattoo and a date with the man who’d done it. Ronnie smiled at the memory and couldn’t believe it was four years ago.


‘How much is this one?’


Ronnie was startled out of her reverie by the woman, who was standing in front of her pointing to a rose gold bracelet.


‘Beautiful, isn’t it?’ said Ronnie, taking it out of the display and placing it lovingly on a cloth on the counter. ‘This one is a hundred and fifteen euros. Is it a present for somebody?’


The woman nodded. ‘It’s for my niece’s christening. But that’s a little too expensive for me. I was looking for something for around sixty or seventy euros.’


Ronnie nodded and replaced the bracelet onto the velvet display. ‘That one is for an older child. How old is she?’


‘Two weeks old tomorrow.’


Ronnie felt a stab in her heart but smiled at the woman. ‘I think I have the very thing.’


She reached into the bottom shelf and pulled out a silver bracelet, thinner and more delicate than the previous one. ‘This one is for a newborn and it’s just fifty-five euros.’


The woman beamed. ‘It’s perfect. I’ll take it.’


Ronnie felt a lump in her throat as she placed the item into a tiny box, carefully securing the exquisite chain with pins. Maybe someday she’d be opening presents just like this one for her own baby. She finally wrapped the box in pretty silver paper topped with a glittery bow and the woman left the shop delighted with her purchase.


Jean, who was working the afternoon shift, arrived minutes later and Ronnie was happy to be heading home. The delicate baby bracelet was still on her mind as she thought about the ovulation test she’d taken that morning. It had shown she was at the peak of her fertility and she felt excited. She and Al had the rest of the day to themselves and she was going to make the most of it.


She could see her breath in the cold air as she walked the short distance home. She’d never bothered to learn how to drive. Her mother had tried to persuade her on many occasions but with Dublin traffic becoming more and more chaotic, she was happier not to have the stress. Twenty minutes later she was turning the key in the door of their apartment, which was part of a complex nestled on the banks of the canal. They were surrounded by the hustle and bustle of traffic and shoppers and yet swans glided gracefully past their door each day. Ronnie loved the colour and the contrast of life in the city.


She felt exhausted but excited at the prospect of making a baby. Last year she’d thought that she’d be pregnant by her birthday. She’d been sure that it would happen quickly as they were both young and healthy. But it hadn’t happened and then month after month they’d had disappointment after disappointment and she’d begun to lose hope. So here she was again with another birthday approaching and still no joy. But now that she had the science of the wonderful ovulation stick on her side, she was feeling more positive. This was going to be the month. She felt sure.


The football was blaring on the TV and Al didn’t hear her come in. She stood at the living room door for a moment and watched him, his long, tattooed legs stretched beyond the arm of the sofa. His face was about the only part of his body that didn’t have a tattoo and she loved that about him, despite her family’s disapproval. She dropped her bag on the floor and he looked around in alarm.


‘Ronnie! I didn’t hear you come in. How was your morning?’ He took his legs down from the sofa so that she could sit beside him.


‘It flew. But I’m glad to be off for the rest of the day.’ She kissed him gently on the lips before scrunching up her nose.


‘What?’ said Al. ‘Do I smell or something?’


‘No, but I think you need to get some conditioner for that beard. You’ll have my face scratched to bits.’


He pretended to be annoyed. ‘Is that any way to talk to the man who’s just made you your favourite lunch?’


‘You’ve made lunch?’


‘Yes. I picked up a few bits in that Italian deli you like so there’s a lasagne ready to go into the oven.’


Ronnie’s eyes lit up. ‘Oooh, I could kiss you. I’m starving.’


‘But what about the scratchy beard?’ His blue eyes twinkled.


‘Forget the beard. And actually, let’s forget the lasagne for now. We have something much more important to attend to.’


‘And that is?’


Ronnie went to her handbag and produced the ovulation stick. ‘This!’


‘What the hell is that?’


‘Remember I told you? Amber told me about these. She was doing a woman’s hair and the woman was telling her about trying to get pregnant and nothing was happening and—’


‘Okay, okay. Enough of Amber’s stories.’ Al began to tickle her. ‘So what you’re telling me is that we have to do the business when that yoke says so.’


Ronnie laughed. ‘Well, yes. And it’s telling us we’d better get going now.’


She didn’t need to ask Al twice. He took her hand and led her into the tiny bedroom. Ronnie was into auras, and the purple-painted walls always made her feel relaxed and happy. She lit some lavender candles before joining Al under the crisp white duvet. He was already naked and he gently removed her clothes while planting kisses all over her face. He was a considerate lover and Ronnie knew that he’d pay attention to her needs before his own. But although she loved how he pleased her sexually, her focus was on just one thing. She closed her eyes and prayed that Al would give her the ultimate gift of a baby.


After a wonderful afternoon of love-making, and a dinner in front of the TV thanks to Al’s lasagne, they were back in bed. But Ronnie couldn’t sleep. She stared at a crack in the ceiling as Al snored contentedly beside her. She was awash with conflicting emotions and her head felt like it was about to explode. She was happy – really, really happy – but she felt guilty about it because her mother was barely cold in her grave. The excitement she’d felt earlier had ebbed with the knowledge that, even if she did become pregnant, her baby would never know his or her grandmother. And there was no doubt that her mother would have loved a grandchild. She’d always joked with them, saying she was far too young to be a granny, but Ronnie knew that secretly she would have relished the role.


The moon cast a shadowed light into the room and Ronnie’s eyes fell upon the picture of her mother on her bedside locker. Tears sprang to her eyes. Belinda was laughing in the picture, her head thrown back, mouth open showing an expensive set of pearly white teeth. That’s how Ronnie liked to remember her – relaxed and happy. Not how she’d seen her in that video. It was two weeks since she and Elizabeth had sat in Frank’s office and watched their mother on a screen. Seeing her face and hearing her speak, yet knowing she wasn’t really there, was the most confusing and sad thing that she’d ever experienced. And then there was the bombshell she dropped. Ronnie wished more than anything that she could talk to her sister. Properly talk to her. They’d spoken on the phone a couple of times since but, as usual, the conversations had been stilted and of no real substance. Elizabeth was the only one in the world who could really understand how Ronnie felt and it was sad that they were no longer close like they used to be.


When they were little, they’d been inseparable. They’d been best friends and had supported each other throughout their childhood, and especially through those awkward teenage years. Elizabeth had always been the popular one. She’d sailed confidently through her school years and had never had a shortage of friends or boyfriends. Ronnie’s experience, on the other hand, had been very different. She’d been bullied because of her weight, because of how she liked to dress and sometimes for no reason at all. But Elizabeth had always had her back and had stood up to the bullies.


A loud grunt from Al startled Ronnie, and she envied his blissful state. But with a head full of thoughts whirring around, she didn’t expect sleep to come anytime soon. When she and Elizabeth were in their early twenties they’d begun to drift apart. But it was only because of circumstance. Their lives had begun to change. Following a successful business degree, Elizabeth had begun to work in their mother’s business. Both girls still lived at home but Elizabeth spent a lot of time on the road and would be gone for chunks of the week. Ronnie had flirted with a number of different jobs and found it hard to settle on anything in particular. Her love for travel made it difficult to take up a permanent position, as each time she’d work and save some money, she’d go off on another adventure. When the girls were twenty-four, Ronnie headed to Peru for a few months and it was only when she came home from that particular trip that she landed her dream job in the antique jewellery shop. She was beginning to tire of the travel at that stage and was happy to settle down to a steadier life in Ireland.


Following her return from Peru, Ronnie continued living at home with her mother and sister, but something had changed. Elizabeth was different. She was moody with her – distant. Sometimes she’d make snide comments but when Ronnie tried to talk to her about it, she’d plead ignorance. But it was on their twenty-fifth birthday that things came to a head. During a tea party their mother had thrown for them, Elizabeth let loose at Ronnie. She told her to back off – to stop stifling her. She said that they weren’t little kids any more and she needed her space. She said a number of nasty things that shocked Ronnie to the core. Her outburst had come from nowhere and their relationship was never the same again. Soon afterwards, Ronnie moved out to a little apartment closer to her job in the city centre and away from the toxic atmosphere at home. A couple of years after that, she met Al and she finally felt settled and happy. Her life had moved on and Elizabeth wasn’t her first priority any more.


She was wide awake now and knew she’d have to do something to kick her insomnia into touch. A hot chocolate usually did the trick so she carefully peeled back the duvet and swung her legs out of the bed. Grabbing her robe from the back of the door, she tiptoed out to the living room and through to the little kitchenette. She poured some milk into a pot and set it on the hob to heat. Al never understood why she didn’t use the microwave but the only way to get the milk frothy was to boil it in a pot. Five minutes later she was sitting on the little two-seater red velvet sofa in the living room, her hot chocolate in one hand and her mother’s letter in the other. She’d read it so often over the last couple of weeks, the page was crumpled and the writing a little more difficult to read. She made a mental note to photocopy it, for fear it would get so worn that she wouldn’t be able to read the words at all.


The letter was mostly a repeat of what her mother had said in the video. Those heartfelt words that had filled Ronnie with love were now in print for her to have forever. And then there was the information about their father.


His name was Oliver Angelo. A free spirit, her mother had called him. A busker who wrote songs about love and peace and existed on the pittance that people dropped into his guitar case when he performed around the streets of Dublin. He hadn’t been driven by money. He’d rejected conventional values and cared about the world. He wasn’t the sort of man Belinda Cunningham usually went for but she’d been fascinated by him when they’d met and they’d become very good friends. Until that line had been blurred.


So her father was a hippy. The irony of the situation wasn’t lost on Ronnie. All these years, her mother had tried to make her conform. To be more ambitious. But it seemed she’d inherited some of her father’s values and, in a weird way, it gave her a little bit of comfort to know there was a reason for her oddness.


‘Ronnie?’


The voice made her jump and a splash of her hot chocolate landed on the letter.


‘For God’s sake, Al. Look what I’ve done now.’ She grabbed the edge of her robe and began frantically wiping at the stain.


‘Sorry about that. I thought you’d have heard me coming down the stairs. Here, give me that.’ He prized the letter from her hands and looked at it. ‘It’s barely marked at all. Only the corner. See?’


Ronnie put her head into her hands and began to cry softly.


‘God, what is it, Ronnie?’


She wiped her tears with the sleeve of her robe. ‘It’s everything. Mum, the video, Elizabeth, us not being able to have a baby …’


He sat down beside her and wrapped his arms around her. ‘Come on now. You’ve had a lot to deal with lately. It’s going to take time for things to settle down.’


She nodded. ‘I was coping. Or at least I thought I was. But this thing about my father has thrown me. I feel I should do something about finding him. To honour Mum’s wishes.’


‘But?’


‘If I’m honest, I’m not sure if I want to. Not at the moment. I want to focus on us. On the baby. Does that make me selfish?’


‘You, Ronnie Cunningham, are the least selfish person I know. You need to do what feels right for you. Whether it’s now or sometime in the future, I imagine curiosity will get the better of you and you’ll want to find him. But if not, that’s okay too. I’ll support you, whatever you decide.’


She smiled at him then. ‘I don’t know what I’d do without you.’


‘Come on, let’s go and get some sleep. We can talk about this more in the morning if you like.’ He held out his hand and she took it gladly.


Ronnie was exhausted by the time she was back in bed and fell immediately into a fitful sleep where she dreamed she was part of a band of hippies dancing through the streets. Her mother was leading them and Ronnie was playing the bongos, feeding off the happy vibe surrounding her. Elizabeth was standing on the footpath, shaking her head in disapproval. She was holding a baby boy up in the air. Ronnie was confused for a moment but then realised the baby was hers. She went to take him from her sister but Elizabeth disappeared into the crowd. Ronnie could hear the baby crying but couldn’t find him or her sister anywhere. She began to panic. Everything began to spin around and around and she didn’t know what was happening …


She woke with a jolt and was shocked to realise she’d only been asleep for minutes. She pulled the duvet up to her chin and turned onto her side. She really needed to rid herself of all those negative thoughts. It wasn’t doing her any good and it certainly wouldn’t be good for the baby, if she was lucky enough to fall pregnant. Tomorrow was a new day and she was going to start by ringing her sister and arranging to meet. It was about time they put their differences aside. She missed her. She’d missed her for years but even more so now that their mother was gone. They should be pulling together and not tearing each other apart. It was with those happier thoughts that Ronnie finally fell into a contented sleep.




Chapter 3


Elizabeth sat at her desk and looked out the window. Her office was in a prime location overlooking St Stephen’s Green, one of Dublin’s oldest Victorian parks. It was the perfect oasis in the centre of a bustling city and Elizabeth loved to take a walk through the park when she needed to de-stress. But Stephen’s Green was also where Grafton Street began and today it was thronged with people. One of the most expensive streets in the world, Grafton Street attracted shoppers from far and wide, and although Christmas was over, the January sales were still in full swing. It had been a difficult Christmas – the first one without their mother. Everywhere she’d turned there’d been carollers singing ‘Jingle Bells’ and Santas ‘Ho-ho-ho-ing’ through the day. She imagined her mother saying, ‘If I hear “Silent Night” sung one more time, I won’t be responsible for my actions.’ The thought of her mother brought tears to her eyes and she swivelled around on her high-back leather chair to grab a tissue from the box on her desk.


When she and Ronnie were little, their mother used to take them out of school for a few days each December and head off to New York for some Christmas shopping. It had been the highlight of their year and the memory made Elizabeth smile. Sometimes she wished she could recapture that wonderful, innocent excitement of her childhood. The days when everything was simple and her biggest worry had been what to ask Santa for. The sound of a car horn from outside startled her and she gave herself a mental shake. The past was better left behind for all sorts of reasons. Thankfully Nathan wasn’t a fan of Christmas, and with both of them so busy in their jobs, they’d managed to avoid as much Christmas cheer as possible.


Cunningham Recruitment was the brainchild of Belinda Cunningham and it had grown massively since its conception in the early nineties. At the age of thirty-five she’d become fed up working for other people and had taken the huge risk of starting up her own business. By then she was bringing up six-year-old twins alone and knew she wanted to create a better life for them. But thanks to her intuition and great foresight, she’d predicted that Ireland would come out of the awful recession it was in and she was going to be there to reap the rewards. Jobs would be plentiful again, she’d predicted, so a recruitment agency where she’d bring employers and potential employees together seemed like the perfect choice. She’d never looked back. She’d even managed to weather the recent recession, thanks to the solid business she’d built. The offices now occupied the top two floors of the building and they employed thirty staff.


There had never been any doubt in Elizabeth’s mind that she’d come and work for her mother. She’d excelled at her business studies in Trinity College and had a ready-made job as soon as she left. But fearful of accusations of nepotism, she’d worked hard and earned her place in the company. She’d also gained the respect of her fellow workers by being a no-nonsense but fair boss. A tap on the door startled her and Amanda, her assistant, peeped her head into the room.


‘John Lafferty is here for his three o’clock appointment. He’s a bit early. Will I make him a coffee and ask him to wait?’


‘Yes, please, Amanda. I have a few calls to make first.’


She sighed and pulled her chair in closer to her desk. It was only Monday and she’d need to get focused if she was to get through the week. But ever since she’d seen that video of her mother a couple of weeks before, she’d been finding it difficult to concentrate. It had really shaken her and made her wonder what else her mother had lied about over the years. Elizabeth had always prided herself on the close relationship she had with her mother. They’d told each other everything – or so she’d thought. Even when Elizabeth had married Nathan a few years previously, she’d insisted on buying a house just streets away from Belinda so they could be close. She couldn’t understand why she hadn’t just told her and Ronnie the truth from the beginning. She felt very hurt and betrayed.


And then there was the whole situation with Ronnie. They’d sat in Frank’s office like two strangers and it had made Elizabeth sad. Sometimes she missed her sister. She missed the closeness they’d shared. The feeling that no matter what happened, they were always there for each other. But it was too late for them. It was six years since they’d fallen out and they’d been growing apart even before that, so Elizabeth didn’t see any way back. If anything was going to fix their relationship it would have been their mother’s illness but even that hadn’t brought them back together. She had Nathan now, and he was her life.


She’d met him at a conference four years ago when she was at a particularly low ebb. More than a year had passed since her big bust-up with Ronnie and it had still been weighing heavily on her mind. And on top of that, their mum had just been diagnosed

with cancer. Meeting somebody was the last thing she’d expected, but when Nathan had approached her at one of their tea breaks, she couldn’t help falling for his charm. She smiled to herself at the memory.


‘You look just as bored as I feel,’ he’d said, his eyes twinkling.


She’d laughed, not entirely sure how to respond.


He moved closer to her so he could whisper. ‘They’re not telling me anything I didn’t learn in secondary school. How about we play truant and go and get something to eat?’


‘I … I don’t know,’ she said, torn between her strong work ethic and wanting to spend more time with this gorgeous stranger.


‘Come on,’ he said. ‘Live dangerously. It’s already half past three so we won’t be missing much.’ He held out his hand. ‘Nathan Steele.’


She was completely under his spell. ‘Elizabeth Cunningham. And yes, let’s get out of here.’


He brought her to a little French restaurant close by and after checking she wasn’t vegetarian, he ordered the boeuf bourguignon for both of them. She was content to let him take the lead. He was handsome and sophisticated and it was a novelty to have somebody make decisions for her for a change.


The following months went by in a haze of romance as Nathan swept her off her feet. Before she knew it, they were engaged to be married and Nathan was organising everything. Sometimes she felt as though she was looking in on her life from the outside as the wedding date drew closer, but in a strange sort of way, she liked it. Six months after meeting, they were married and Elizabeth felt blessed to have a man like Nathan by her side – somebody who loved and wanted her. Somebody she could rely on.


The sound of her mobile buzzing brought her back to the present and she rummaged in her bag to find it. ‘Hello?’


‘Hi, Elizabeth.’


She was surprised to hear Ronnie’s voice, although she shouldn’t have been. On the rare occasions her sister rang, it was always when Elizabeth was thinking about her. Twintuition, they used to call it. They used to laugh about it. Back in the day when they were friends.


‘Elizabeth?’


‘Sorry, Ronnie. I’m just up to my eyes here. Is it important?’


‘I did try you a few times yesterday but it kept going to voicemail.’


‘Sorry. I was on the phone for a lot of the day. So what can I do for you?’


‘I won’t keep you but do you fancy meeting for lunch?’


‘Lunch?’


‘Yes, Elizabeth. You know that meal that comes after breakfast and before dinner?’


‘Smartass! Why do you want to have lunch?’


‘I just thought we could talk. You know … about what Mum said.’


Elizabeth sighed. She wasn’t keen on trying to find their father and she didn’t need Ronnie putting pressure on her. ‘I don’t know, Ronnie. I’m not sure it will do any good.’


‘Humour me,’ said Ronnie, and Elizabeth knew she wasn’t going to take no for an answer.


‘Okay. When were you thinking?’


‘Tomorrow at one o’clock in Carluccio’s. It’s close to both of us so no problem if you’re a bit delayed.’


Elizabeth reluctantly agreed, and ended the call. A couple of hours later she was stepping into her silver soft-top BMW, glad to be heading home for the evening. She was lucky to have a space in the car park beneath the building, as parking in the city centre would be a nightmare otherwise. It was only six o’clock so Nathan probably wouldn’t be home for an hour or so. A nice glass of chilled sauvignon blanc in front of the TV would be bliss. Nathan wasn’t a fan of most things on TV, aside from sport. So Elizabeth recorded all her favourite programmes so she could watch when he wasn’t there.


It only took half an hour to get to where she lived in Castleknock, a suburb on the west side of Dublin. She loved turning in to the opulent estate where each house was completely individual in style and screamed wealth and success. But her heart fell a little when she spotted Nathan’s Mercedes already in the driveway. Catching up on The Apprentice she’d recorded would have to wait for another day.


‘Hi, darling,’ he said, greeting her at the door and planting a kiss on her cheek. ‘You must have smelled the wine – I’ve just opened a bottle of white.’


‘Great.’ She kicked off her shoes and followed him into the kitchen. ‘Will we just get takeout? I heard that new Thai restaurant in the village does a great curry.’


He swung around to look at her. ‘You’ve forgotten, haven’t you?’


‘Forgotten what?’


‘Dinner with Stephen and Gloria. Remember?’


‘Oh, God, is that tonight? Do we have to go?’ She sat on one of the kitchen stools and leaned on the counter. ‘Can’t we just make an excuse?’


‘No. We. Can. Not.’


She didn’t want to push him too hard but she really didn’t want to go. ‘I know he’s your boss but he’d understand if you said I was sick or something. It’s just the thought of having to talk to Gloria all night. You know what she’s like.’


‘I’ll tell you what she’s like, Elizabeth. She’s the woman behind the man who owns me. Stephen says jump and I say how high. And he wants the four of us to go out, so we’re going to do just that.’


Elizabeth sighed. She was fighting a losing battle. Nathan worked in the international finance centre of a German bank, having aced all his exams in college and subsequently been headhunted by several companies. He was fiercely ambitious and had been hoping for a promotion for the last two years. He’d do whatever he had to do to get on, and schmoozing with the boss was part of his plan to rise up through the ranks in the quickest possible time.


‘So go on then,’ said Nathan, staring at her. ‘Get yourself ready. The taxi will be here soon.’


‘I could probably save time if I went like this.’ Elizabeth stood up to let him see her navy tailored suit, hoping he’d agree that she looked fine.


Nathan barely looked up from his phone. ‘Wear the Louise Kennedy black dress. And not-too-high shoes.’


‘But I’d be quicker just staying as I am. I have a lovely silver scarf that would—’


‘Elizabeth, darling. Just do as I ask, will you? Now come on. We have to be out of here in half an hour.’


Elizabeth sighed and did as she was told and five minutes later she was stepping out of the shower. She’d managed not to get her face or hair wet, as she was planning on just touching up her make-up and leaving her hair as it was. It was her pathetic little protest at being told what to do. Elizabeth was a powerful woman in the workplace. She could stand her ground, argue her point and was very much respected by her staff. But at home she was different. She had a weak side, a submissive side. A side that Nathan Steele tapped into and for some reason she allowed it to happen.


She thought about going against Nathan’s wishes and wearing her red Calvin Klein dress, but the last time she’d worn it, he’d said it showed too much cleavage. So she stepped into the Louise Kennedy one and stood back to check herself in the mirror. As usual, Nathan was right. It hugged her figure beautifully and was perfect for the occasion.


‘Beautiful,’ he said, rewarding her with a smile as she walked down the stairs. ‘See? I know what suits you best.’


She noted that he hadn’t bothered to change and was still wearing the grey suit and tie he’d worn to work that morning. But she had to admit he looked handsome. With silver streaks in his dark grey hair and his designer stubble, he had the look of George Clooney and she enjoyed seeing women swoon when he walked into a room.


‘I’m just realising,’ she said when they were in the taxi. ‘I don’t even know where we’re going.’


Nathan put his hand on her knee. ‘You’ll see. I think it might just put a smile on your face.’


It wasn’t long before they were in the city centre, and as soon as the car turned at St Stephen’s Green, Elizabeth’s heart lifted. ‘Fire Restaurant,’ she said, squeezing Nathan’s hand. ‘I love this place.’


‘I know. Why do you think I suggested we go here?’


She suddenly realised she was starving and her stomach rumbled in anticipation as the car pulled up outside. The Mansion House was the official residence of Dublin’s Lord Mayor, and Fire Restaurant was situated inside. It always made Elizabeth feel important to walk up those steps. There was a great buzz about the place as they entered and they were immediately shown to their table, where Stephen and Gloria were already seated.


‘Hello, Nathan,’ said Stephen, standing up and shaking his hand. ‘And lovely to see you again, Elizabeth.’ He kissed her on both cheeks, allowing his lips to linger a little longer than they should.


Elizabeth shuddered inwardly and turned to greet his wife. ‘Hello, Gloria. You look lovely.’


‘As do you, dear. That dress is divine.’


Formalities over, they settled into their seats and ordered some wine before looking at the menu. The wonderful aromas were making Elizabeth’s mouth water and, despite the fact she wasn’t thrilled with the company, she couldn’t wait for the food. She quickly made her decision and was grateful for the speedy service that had a waiter at their table in minutes.


‘Gosh, there’s so much choice. I don’t know what to pick.’ Gloria’s voice was high-pitched and annoying, reminding Elizabeth of why she found her company challenging.


‘Here, let me,’ said Nathan, picking up the menu again. ‘Do you like seafood?’


Gloria nodded.


‘She’ll have the salmon for a starter and the baked Irish hake fillet. Is that okay?’ He flashed her a smile and Elizabeth noted the flush in her cheeks.


‘Perfect. Thank you, Nathan.’


‘It’s no problem. Elizabeth, are you ready to order?’


‘Yes. I’ll have the French onion soup and the roast monkfish, please.’


‘Not the French onion soup. You won’t like that.’


The waiter looked from Elizabeth to Nathan, unsure who to listen to.


‘Oh, I love it. I had it here before when I came with Amber.’


‘She’ll have the wild mushroom salad,’ Nathan said, addressing the waiter. He then spoke to her discreetly while Stephen was ordering. ‘Garlic breath, Elizabeth.’


She was tempted to object but it wouldn’t be worth it. Nathan wasn’t the sort of man who took kindly to being challenged. And certainly not in front of his boss. So she just bit her tongue, even when she realised he’d ordered the wood-fired jumbo prawns for himself, which were cooked in garlic butter.


Thankfully the evening improved after that, mainly due to the delicious food. And although Gloria’s giggling was annoying, Elizabeth had to admit she was quite funny after a few glasses of wine. She seemed to think Nathan was God’s gift and kept reminding Elizabeth how lucky she was to have him. Stephen, on the other hand, didn’t improve with wine. He touched Elizabeth’s hand every chance he got and she caught him leering at her more than once.


She was relieved to see it wasn’t yet midnight when they arrived home. She had an early start the next day and hated being out late during the week. The bed creaked as she brushed her teeth and she envied how easy everything seemed to be for men. She still had her make-up to remove and her night creams to apply before she could go to bed, and although she was tempted not to bother, she knew her skin would suffer for it. She eventually fell into bed exhausted and was surprised to see Nathan was still awake.


‘You smell lovely,’ he said, running his hand lightly over her face. ‘Move in closer.’


She turned around so he could spoon her. ‘I’m meeting Ronnie tomorrow. She wants to talk about what Mum said.’


‘About your father?’


‘Yes. What do you think I should do?’


‘It’s up to you, Elizabeth.’ He wrapped his arms tighter around her and cupped her right breast with his hand.


‘But what do you think?’


‘I think we should make love.’


She gently pushed his arms away so that she could turn to face him. ‘Nathan, seriously. I think Ronnie wants to look for our father. It feels strange to think she could be out there looking for him without me.’


He sniffed loudly, obviously not impressed by her rebuke. ‘I thought you said you didn’t want to look for him.’


‘I know. But it’s such a huge thing. And if I’m honest, I suppose I’m a little curious. Maybe I should give it some thought.’


‘Seriously, Ronnie. It’s late. Can we talk about this another time?’


‘Okay.’ She knew he wouldn’t ask her about it again.


After her mother died, Nathan had been the perfect husband. He’d helped plan the mass, organised the death notice in the paper and even booked the venue for lunch after the burial. He’d had a supportive arm draped constantly over her shoulder and everyone had commented on how wonderful he was. The perfect husband. But behind closed doors he’d been entirely different. Elizabeth had been desperate for his compassion. She’d wanted him to understand she was grieving but he’d refused to acknowledge it. ‘You need to buck yourself up,’ he’d told her right after the funeral. ‘You’re not a child so there’s no excuse for all that crying.’ His words had really hurt but she hadn’t shown it because she was fully aware that he just didn’t do emotion.


She suddenly felt his hand creep around to her breast again and knew that they would make love. Because Nathan had said they would. There was no point in resisting. He would never force himself on her if she said no but the fallout wouldn’t be worth it. He’d be in a bad mood until she’d eventually apologise for her rebuff. So she turned onto her back and he duly found his position on top of her. He kissed her around her face and she began to relax. If making love was the only way they could be truly close, then she’d take it.


But as he moved rhythmically up and down, she felt suddenly lonely. She was surrounded by so many people in her life but had nobody to talk to. She had no real friends. Nathan wasn’t a good listener and Ronnie was like a stranger these days. Her mother had been the one she’d turned to when she needed somebody and now she was gone. Tears sprang to her eyes and as Nathan rolled off her and turned on his side to go to sleep, she let them fall freely. She thought about meeting her sister the next day and realised that maybe it would be nice to talk to her. They may not be close like they used to be, but they were still sisters, twin sisters, and they shared the common bond of the wonderful woman who’d meant so much to both of them.




Chapter 4


Ronnie had butterflies in her stomach. It was ridiculous to feel nervous about meeting her sister, but Elizabeth always had that effect on her. After a busy morning at Glisten, it was now lunchtime as she headed into the bathroom for a quick touch-up. She’d teamed a black pencil skirt with a black and white cardigan and as she glanced in the mirror, she knew she looked smart. She applied another layer of her deep-red Mac lipstick, one of the few luxuries she afforded herself, and ran a brush through her long, wavy hair. A last-minute addition of a white rosette clip in the side of her hair, and she was ready to go.


She crossed the road at Dame Street and headed towards Carluccio’s, where they’d arranged to meet. Ronnie had picked that place purposely because she remembered Elizabeth raving about the smoked salmon they served there. Not that Ronnie would ever consider ordering anything fishy. She couldn’t stand seafood, whereas Elizabeth practically lived on it. Not so when she was younger, though. Ronnie remembered a time when Elizabeth would hold her nose to stop herself from retching as she tried to down the fish their mother had put in front of them. Ronnie had just plain refused to eat it but Elizabeth, being the good girl she was, had suffered on. Funny how her tastes had changed along with so many other things.


Ronnie spotted her as soon as she walked in. Even though Elizabeth was small and slight, she exuded power. Her fitted smoky-grey trouser suit and crisp white shirt screamed don’t mess with me and her slicked-back black hair gave her an air of confidence. She stood up as Ronnie approached the table and greeted her with an air-kiss on both cheeks. Ronnie hated that showbiz kissing. It was so false. Cold, even. Not that she’d expect warmth from her sister these days.


‘I have to be back for a meeting at two,’ said Elizabeth, shoving a menu across the table. ‘I’ve gone ahead and ordered the smoked salmon on brown bread. I’m guessing you won’t be having the same?’


Ronnie smiled. At least she remembered. ‘You’re right there. I can’t stand the stuff. I’ll have the steak and chips. You can’t go far wrong with that.’


The waitress came and took the order, placing a jug of water and two glasses on the table in front of them. Ronnie was a little suspicious of the mint leaves and cucumber in the jug, but after a tentative sip, she had to admit it was delicious. They spent a few minutes making small talk about cucumber versus lemon in water until there wasn’t much more they could say about it.


‘So.’ Ronnie looked at her sister and wished she felt more at ease around her. ‘How do you feel about everything? I mean, about what Mum said. Now that you’ve had time to think about it.’


Elizabeth stiffened. ‘Listen, Ronnie. You might think that this is all some great adventure. Some exciting project to embark on. But you have to understand that I don’t feel the same. I’ve never felt the need to have a father. My life has been just fine without one, and at thirty years old, I don’t feel the need to have one now.’


‘Elizabeth, I think—’


‘No, let me finish. I can’t stop you if you want to go looking for him but you can’t guilt trip me into it. It wouldn’t be fair. And if you want my advice, you should seriously think of the consequences. I mean, what if you found him and he didn’t want to know? What if he was horrible? What if—’


‘I don’t want to find him.’


‘Sorry? What?’


Ronnie sat back in her chair, amused. ‘Elizabeth, at the moment, I don’t want to go looking for him either. And to be honest, I don’t know why you assumed I did.’


‘Oh!’ Elizabeth looked sheepish. ‘I’m sorry. I just assumed that was why you wanted to see me.’


‘I asked you to meet me for lunch because you’re the only person in the world who knows how it feels.’ She tapped her hand over her heart. ‘How painful it is to live our lives without her. But also to know that she’d kept something very important from us for our whole lives. Whether we like it or not, you and I are in this together.’


Their order arrived and it gave them a few moments to take a breath and gather their thoughts.


Ronnie continued. ‘Now can we start again? I’ll pretend you didn’t go off on a rant and we can have a proper conversation.’
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