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      If you want the rainbow, you’ve got to put up with the rain.

      Dolly Parton

      

   
      
      
      
Prologue


      
      
         Meteorology: the study of the atmosphere and its interaction with the earth’s surface, oceans and life in general

      

      
      She was never sure whether it was a memory or a dream. It often came to her when she was drifting off to sleep. Or sometimes
         just before she woke, like a YouTube clip in her head. She was watching it even though she was part of it, which was an odd
         feeling. She could see the scene: a small wooden house with a blue and white striped awning over the narrow deck; a green
         and yellow hosepipe snaking across the flagstoned yard; a small wheelbarrow full of hedge clippings with a rusted rake perched
         precariously on top. She could feel the warmth of the air too, hot and muggy but with the occasional tiny wisp of breeze.
         She could hear people talking inside the house, voices muted, suddenly raised, clearly angry, and then muted again. She didn’t
         know what they were saying, but the flashes of anger worried her. And then she was in the scene herself, still a child, sitting
         on the bleached steps outside the house, a collection of brightly coloured building bricks on the ground in front of her.
         She was arranging them into piles. Most of them were in an orange pile. Fewer in a blue pile. Fewer still in a yellow pile. She was dividing them
         carefully, the tip of her tongue peeping out of the corner of her mouth.

      
      She placed the last brick on the blue pile. And then she felt the sudden drop of rain on her arm. A big drop. Warm.

      
      She looked up at the sky. It had been grey all morning. Big, lowering, bruised clouds covering its previously brilliant blue.
         And now the clouds were unleashing a deluge on the dried earth below. She held her hands up to the rain, enraptured by the
         feel of the warm, heavy drops on her skin, letting it soak through her pretty lilac and white checked dress.

      
      She heard the adult voices raised again and then someone say, ‘Where’s the child?’

      
      There was the sound of chairs scraping against tiles, of footsteps drawing nearer. And then a short exclamation, and she felt
         herself scooped up into his arms. Warm, comforting arms. She could smell the spicy scent of aftershave and she could feel
         the swift kiss to her forehead.

      
      Then women’s voices asking was she all right and him replying, although she wan’t quite sure what he said.

      
      They all clustered around her.

      
      And then, as always, the clip faded.

   
      
Chapter 1


      
      

      
      
         Nimbostratus: a dark grey featureless cloud producing lots of rain

      

      
      The first thing Lainey did when she woke up on the morning of the wedding was to listen for the sound of rain. For the briefest
         of moments as she lay there, burrowed beneath the duvet with her arm lightly across Ken’s sleeping body, she thought that
         she’d been wrong, and her heart leaped. And then she realised that the relentless drumming against the roof wasn’t part of
         the dream after all. It was real. It was raining. Chucking it down, just as she’d predicted.

      
      She snuggled closer to Ken as she listened to the gurgle of the water cascading through the pipes outside the window. The
         truth was, she hadn’t ever doubted that it would rain. She’d pretended to be uncertain for everyone else’s sake, but she was
         never wrong about wet weather. She had an instinct for rain. And badly as she felt for Carla and Lennart (but especially for
         Carla, because she’d be the one in the long white dress, and long white dresses didn’t go well with slick wet pavements and
         sodden muddy gardens), she couldn’t help feeling just a little bit pleased with herself that her instincts – as well as her powerful forecasting programmes –
         had been right this time too.

      
      Despite the fact that she was right, though, the downpour was as disappointing for her as for everyone else. She’d been looking
         forward to today ever since Carla had announced her engagement, and had been almost as excited about the wedding as her friend.
         She’d wanted clear blue skies and warm south-westerly breezes so that they could pose for pictures in the grounds outside
         the old stone church and on the sand at Ballyholme beach (although, in fairness, even glorious sunshine couldn’t make an Irish
         beach look quite as glamorous as those on Barbados, which apparently had been Lennart’s suggestion for the wedding location).

      
      But as she’d studied the weather in the fortnight leading up to Carla’s big day, Lainey had realised that grey skies were
         much more likely than blazing sunshine. So when she met her friend for coffee a few days beforehand, she told her to be prepared
         for the worst.

      
      ‘What’s the worst?’ Carla asked.

      
      Lainey broke the news about the probability of heavy downpours.

      
      ‘You’ve got to be kidding me!’ Carla wailed. ‘It’s July, for heaven’s sake. Surely I should be entitled to a dry day and a
         bit of sunshine in July!’

      
      Lainey was tempted to remind her that the last couple of Julys had been total washouts, and that planning for a dry day in
         an Irish summer was an exercise in hope over experience, but she simply looked at her friend in sympathetic silence.

      
      ‘It’s fabulous now.’ Carla gestured in frustration at the china-blue sky, which looked so calm and settled, with its scattered streaks of ethereal white cirrus clouds. ‘You can’t possibly tell me that this will be gone by the weekend.’

      
      Lainey knew it would be gone by the following day. It was always hard to accept, sitting in balmy sunshine, that the grey
         clouds would come rolling in, but she knew that they would. They weren’t all that far away even now. She opened the meteorological
         chart she’d brought from her office on the table in front of her. Carla, who was tipping brown sugar into the foamy latte
         that the waitress had left with them a couple of minutes earlier, looked at it intently.

      
      ‘You see this front? Coming from the Atlantic?’ Lainey pointed at the chart, placing a saucer on the corner to stop it lifting
         in the summer breeze. ‘That’s the big problem. It’s the tail end of the hurricane that hit the Florida coast earlier this
         week. My bet is that it’s going to be sitting slap bang on top of us by tomorrow evening. And that’s why it’ll probably rain.
         And keep raining. All the same …’ she tried to sound optimistic and encouraging as she pushed her sunglasses on to her head
         and looked at Carla from her dark blueberry eyes, ‘you know forecasting is about probabilities. I could always have got things
         completely wrong and the weekend might be an absolute scorcher.’ Although if she believes that, Lainey said to herself, she’s
         either totally blinded by love or I’m a more convincing liar than I ever thought.

      
      ‘You’re never wrong,’ conceded Carla glumly as she added more sugar to her coffee. ‘In that case, I suppose we’d better rethink
         the photo shoot on the beach. Being soaked to the skin isn’t my idea of a good look, and I’m certainly not going to ruin my
         gorgeous Pronuptia dress by dragging it over wet, seaweedy sand. I should’ve listened to Lennart and gone to Barbados after
         all.’

      
      ‘Actually,’ Lainey said comfortingly, ‘you might have been just as badly off. There are more tropical storms due there this
         week.’

      
      Carla laughed. ‘Oh well! I suppose the weather isn’t the most important thing anyway.’

      
      ‘Of course not.’ Lainey’s voice was cheerful. ‘The most important thing is that you’re marrying the man you love.’

      
      ‘And a man who’s single and solvent and without any emotional baggage,’ Carla told her with a grin.

      
      ‘A rare and wonderful combination,’ agreed Lainey. ‘I’m looking forward to meeting him.’

      
      ‘I can’t wait for you to meet him too,’ said Carla. ‘I’ve so struck it lucky, Lainey. I really have.’

      
      ‘Looks like we all have,’ said Lainey. ‘Val and Nick. You and Lennart. Me and Ken.’

      
      Carla looked at her in surprise. ‘You and Ken? Are you … have you …?’

      
      ‘Nothing definite yet,’ said Lainey quickly. ‘But … well, I really think that this time I’ve found Mr Right at last.’

      
      ‘You do?’ There was the merest hint of concern in Carla’s voice.

      
      ‘Absolutely,’ Lainey said.

      
      ‘Well, that’s great.’

      
      ‘I mean it,’ she told Carla. ‘This time it’s different. This time I’m sure I’ve got it right.’

      
      She understood why Carla was a little sceptical. Lainey had been sure she’d got it right twice before. Unfortunately, in both
         cases, despite having become engaged to first Ross and then Denis, she’d never made it as far as the altar. Admittedly the
         last time she’d had a ring on her finger had been five years earlier; she’d been twenty-six then and utterly certain that she’d found the man of her dreams. But the engagement had only lasted four months. It had taken her almost a year to
         get over it. Denis had told her that he cared about her a lot but, in all honesty, he’d come to realise that she was a bit
         too high-maintenance for him. And he couldn’t commit his life to a high-maintenance woman. She’d asked what high-maintenance
         meant, and he’d said that if she didn’t know, then he couldn’t help her.

      
      Lainey had been deeply hurt by Denis’s remarks, but there was a part of her that knew she hadn’t handled being engaged to
         him very well. That, in reality, it had taken her over. She’d accumulated folders and binders and all sorts of brochures about
         hotels, car hire, flowers and everything else wedding-related, and it had been her main topic of conversation whenever they
         were together. She understood that Denis might have been overwhelmed by her control-freaky plans and incessant wedding chatter.
         After he’d broken it off with her, she’d tried to explain to him that she’d lost the plot a little and that she’d get it all
         together for the future. But it was too late. The next time she’d seen him had been in a bar, and he’d been chatting animatedly
         to a petite blonde who was laughing at one of his jokes. It was hard to tell if she was a high-maintenance girl or not.

      
      I used to laugh at his jokes too, Lainey had thought, as she did an about-turn and left the bar. I didn’t realise our engagement
         was about to become one. And I never thought this would happen to me a second time.

      
      She’d been twenty-one when she’d first got engaged. It had been two weeks before Christmas and she and Ross were walking home
         late one night from a party. He asked her what she’d like for a Christmas present and she snuggled up to his heavy jacket and said, ‘You.’ He kissed her and then she said half jokingly, ‘And maybe a diamond ring too.’

      
      On Christmas Eve he’d handed her the jewellery box with the ring nestling in the soft red velvet and she’d shrieked with delight
         and covered him in kisses before allowing him to slide the ring on to the third finger of her left hand. She loved the idea
         that someone cared about her enough to want to be with her for ever. And she loved Ross too. He was cute and kind and she
         was always happy to be with him. She reckoned that they were ideally suited. But by New Year’s Day, after she’d told all her
         friends, shown them the ring and arranged three different engagement parties, he’d begun to wonder if they were rushing things.
         They were still at college, he reminded her. They weren’t equipped to get married. He, in particular, wasn’t ready yet. He
         was sorry for thinking that he had been. And so maybe it would be better to put it on hold, take a breather from each other
         and think about it for a bit longer. He hadn’t said anything about her being high-maintenance. But after Denis’s comments
         five years later, she wondered if her enthusiasm for everything wedding-related had seemed high-maintenance to Ross too.

      
      She’d asked him if what he wanted was to be engaged without setting a date for the wedding, and he’d looked uncomfortable.
         It was then she realised that what he really wanted was to break it off altogether. That getting engaged to her in the first
         place had made him rethink their entire relationship and find it wanting.

      
      Lainey had handed back the ring and told him that if he was unsure about marriage, it was absolutely the right decision. She’d
         waited until she was at home and locked in her bedroom before she burst into tears. When he heard about the broken engagement, her grandfather had murmured drily that the Christmas decorations had lasted longer, a comment that
         had caused her grandmother, Madeleine, to poke him in the ribs and tell him to shut up and keep his views to himself.

      
      Two engagements, but no husband. Even though she’d been hurt each time the relationship hadn’t worked out, Lainey reminded
         herself that they were worthwhile experiences. She’d learned from them, she told her grandparents. And her friends.

      
      She’d said that to her mother too. (Well, the first time she’d simply told Deanna that it had been a silly mistake born from
         the romance of Christmas. The second time she’d said that she was the one who had doubts. She didn’t want her mother to think
         that she’d been dumped again; that would have been too pathetic for words.) Deanna had sighed deeply on both occasions – although
         probably, Lainey thought, with relief – and told her that she should have more sense than to want to get married in the first
         place. She reminded her that nearly seventy per cent of divorces were initiated by women and that many of them said that they
         wanted to regain their self-identity in the process. She pointed out that men were possessive about women, especially beautiful
         women, which was probably why both Denis and Ross had wanted to put a ring on Lainey’s finger and brand her as their own,
         regardless of how short-lived the branding was. And then she said that Lainey was very lucky to have escaped both times. Being
         considered beautiful, she reminded her, was a curse, not a blessing. It was important to keep that in mind.

      
      People had always said she was beautiful. Even now, she remembered adults looking at her as a child and cooing over her with
         delight, murmuring that she was the loveliest girl they’d ever seen. It hadn’t really made any impression on her back then.
         It just seemed natural. Later on (and whenever she was around to comment), Deanna would remind her sharply that most of the
         people who said she was pretty were just being polite. As well as which, she would add, beauty came from within and so counted
         for nothing if you weren’t an intellectually curious person with it. Lainey was fairly sure that having a daughter who was
         considered beautiful rather than one who was famed for her intellectual curiosity was one of the biggest disappointments of
         her mother’s life. And she agreed with Deanna (perhaps the one thing in life they completely agreed on) that being regarded
         as beautiful truly wasn’t all it was cracked up to be. Besides, she didn’t consider herself to be as beautiful as all that.
         When she looked in the mirror she always saw the flaws that other people seemed to miss.

      
      Lainey Ryan was five foot eleven tall, and slender. (Too tall, in her opinion. It made her noticeable, and Lainey didn’t like
         being noticed; however, she conceded that having a good figure was an asset, because she liked her food and it was nice not
         to be on a constant diet like some girls she knew.) Her hair was a glossy russet and fell in loose curls to her shoulders,
         framing a heart-shaped face with dark blue eyes and a rosebud mouth. (Hair: a bit unmanageable and always tangled first thing
         in the morning. Face: OK but prone to occasional dry patches, and, of course, there was the tiny silver scar over her eye
         that she’d got the day she’d jumped from the roof of the garden shed for a dare and cracked her head on the concrete path below. She was five at the time. Mouth: there was no denying it was sexy. Which wasn’t always a
         good thing.) She had to admit that the whole package wasn’t unattractive. The problem, though, was that being beautiful was
         a burden as much as a blessing. She read books and saw films in which the awkward, ungainly and plain girl (well, less pretty;
         it was Hollywood after all, and their view of plain was skewed beyond measure) always got the man in the end, because even
         though she didn’t have the looks, she had a good heart. She would feel sorry for the prettier one then, doomed always to be
         unlucky in love because she didn’t have a good heart and couldn’t help her vanity. So Lainey also tried very hard not to be
         vain. She realised that there was no point in complaining about her height or her hair or even her scar, because her friends
         would snort and tell her that she was gorgeous and had nothing to worry about and then go on to complain about their own beauty
         problems. She had to learn to live with her looks. There was no getting away from them.

      
      She’d had experience of dealing with them early on, because she’d been the butt of jealousy from some of the girls at her
         school, where she was regularly called Lanky Lay and where various cliques made it their mission to stop her getting too big
         for her boots by telling her that boys would only ever go out with her for one thing, because they didn’t fall in love with
         gorgeous girls, they wanted ones with good personalities. Lainey wasn’t sure how good her personality was, but she hoped that
         deep down it was OK, although it was hard to tell because she was quiet by nature, and despite her looks, she wasn’t asked
         out on dates by the guys who swarmed around the less pretty but certainly more popular girls. (You’re out of their league, Val, one of her small group of friends, told her. They’re afraid of you. Val was averagely pretty, averagely
         intelligent and easy to get on with. She’d gone out with a few boys, but, she told Lainey with a sigh, none of them were as
         much fun as she’d expected. Boys were quite boring really. It was just that nobody considered you were anyone until you’d
         got off with one. Lainey had to take what Val said at face value back then. It wasn’t until she went to college that she started
         dating properly.)

      
      When she learned about the bullying, Deanna was angry. But Lainey couldn’t help feeling that her anger was directed at the
         fact that the girls at school were caught up in caring about what the boys thought rather than the fact that they were making
         Lainey’s life miserable. ‘I despair,’ Deanna had said, ‘at how society moulds women into submissive beings at such a young
         age. And those damn brain-candy magazines that tell you how to make boys like you should be banned!’

      
      Lainey didn’t think her classmates were submissive at all – rather the opposite, in fact – but years later, after she’d studied
         Deanna’s work, she understood what her mother meant. Not that it had been much use to her at fourteen. Back then, all she
         did was try to be liked by not drawing attention to herself and her looks, so she tied back her glorious hair, didn’t attempt
         to make boys like her, and studied hard.

      
      Later in life she decided that she’d probably applied herself to her studies to keep her mother happy too, and to prove to
         her that she really was as intellectually curious as Deanna wanted. She had to admit that it hadn’t had the desired effect,
         because Deanna never seemed to consider that she’d done well enough. No matter how successful Lainey was, Deanna always remarked
         that she could have done better. And she was perpetually disappointed by the fact that her daughter’s essays were marked down for lack of arguments, or for undeveloped
         thoughts.

      
      Although she didn’t excel in essays or in school debates, Lainey had a greater talent for subjects like maths and statistics
         that required definite answers rather than opinionated discussion. She chose to study physics at college because physics was
         a route into working in weather, and weather was something she truly loved.

      
      In fact, weather fascinated her. She was intrigued by clouds and cloud formations, by the unexpected chill of a breeze on
         a sunny day, and by the sudden fog that sometimes rolled in from the sea. She liked finding patterns in warm and cold fronts,
         knowing that they could predict how the days ahead were going to be. And regardless of everything, she was still Deanna’s
         daughter. She wanted a job that relied on how she was inside, not out. She had no intention (despite the suggestions of some
         of her college friends) of getting a portfolio of photographs and asking to be taken on by a modelling agency. She knew that
         she wouldn’t be able to flaunt it the way women like Kate and Naomi and Erin and Claudia did. And she didn’t want to anyway.
         She was happy to lose herself in warm and cold fronts, in isobars and isotherms, in things that she could understand even
         if she couldn’t control them.

      
      From the moment she’d started studying meteorology, Lainey had felt herself relax into her life in a way she hadn’t done before.
         She liked knowing in advance whether skies would be clear or grey, and enjoyed being the one to tell other people to prepare
         for rain or sun. She was delighted when she started her job at Met Eireann, and she got on with the people she worked with.
         Even when she felt tense and uncertain inside, she’d learned to project a confident exterior, especially when it came to making forecasts. She enjoyed
         discussing weather with her colleagues and was happy that they accepted her opinions as worthwhile. Over the years she’d learned
         that people mistrusted beautiful women, assuming that they could be beautiful or brainy but not wanting them to be both. At
         work, they didn’t seem to notice her looks; as far as they were concerned, it was her ability to interpret the data in front
         of her that was the most important thing about her. (Carla, one of her best friends since her college days, said that it was
         because nerdy meteorologists preferred graphs to gorgeousness. They don’t notice your contours, she said; they’re too obsessed
         with the ones on their charts.) However, Lainey accepted that it was the way she looked as much as her skills as a meteorologist
         that had led to her being on the roster of forecasters who presented the weather on TV. She wasn’t naive enough to think otherwise.

      
      When her department head had asked, almost a year earlier, for more staff who would be interested in being on the television
         weather roster, and Lainey hadn’t bothered answering the email, he’d come to her and talked to her about it.

      
      ‘I really don’t think it’s for me,’ she said. ‘I’m not into the idea of standing up in front of millions of people and making
         a fool of myself.’

      
      ‘You won’t make a fool of yourself,’ said Martin.

      
      ‘I don’t like being the centre of attention.’ She looked uncomfortable.

      
      ‘They’ll help you out,’ he told her. ‘You’ll get training.’

      
      ‘Even so.’ Lainey shook her head. ‘It’s a lot harder than people give credit for.’

      
      ‘You don’t want to do it because it’s too hard?’ Martin Browne looked puzzled. He’d always thought that Lainey liked new challenges. She was usually quietly determined in getting
         on with projects that interested her and firm about the resources she needed to complete them.

      
      ‘It’s not that,’ she said hastily. ‘It’s just that there are plenty of others who are properly interested and who’d be way
         better at it than me.’

      
      ‘But you’d look great.’ Martin tried not to sound defensive.

      
      ‘You want me because of how I look?’

      
      ‘Not just that,’ said Martin hastily. ‘I think you’d be good at it.’

      
      Her looks had never really helped her before, thought Lainey. They’d landed her in hopeless relationships and kept Deanna
         away, they’d worked against her when she wanted to be taken seriously and they’d set her apart from people all her life. This
         time maybe it would be different. This time being pretty was giving her an opportunity, even if getting a job because of her
         appearance seemed to be against every principle that had been drilled into her. And yet in a world obsessed with beauty, perhaps
         she was ridiculously old-fashioned. Maybe Deanna had always been wrong. Maybe it was time that she used every asset at her
         disposal to get ahead.

      
      So she told Martin that she’d do the screen test and see how it went but that he wasn’t to be surprised if they rejected her
         as being beyond help because she knew that not everyone could actually multitask in the way that you had to be able to to
         give a good weather forecast. Besides, she might be pretty, she added darkly, but she was also renowned for her ability to
         trip over her own two feet. So it was entirely possible that she’d reduce the studio to rubble and be written off as utterly hopeless.

      
      But she wasn’t hopeless. She didn’t trip up. The camera loved her gentle voice and her easy way of building the weather story.
         Easy on the eye, easy on the ear, easy on the brain, she’d heard one of the cameramen say. A natural in front of the camera.
         She couldn’t help feeling a little bit pleased at that. Although she wondered how Deanna would feel when, and if, she ever
         saw her on screen.

      
      Lainey knew she looked good on TV. And suddenly she didn’t mind. It was fun to make the most of her appearance, nice to chat
         to the make-up artists about various products, many of which she’d never used before. It was OK to read the beauty pages in
         glossy magazines and wonder about different looks. Because it was part of her job now. Not as important as actually getting
         the forecast right, of course. But being on TV gave her permission to be beautiful. And she couldn’t help liking it.

      
      It had been shortly after she’d started doing the broadcasts that she’d met Ken. At the time she’d been at the in-between
         stage of getting over another messy break-up (though thankfully not another engagement!) yet feeling that she should be making
         a bit more of an effort to get out and meet people. Carla and Val, still her two closest friends, had been nagging at her
         to start socialising instead of asking them over to her apartment for girlie evenings in, and she knew they were right. (She
         missed flat-sharing with them, because they’d been great every time she’d broken up with someone. But with Val now married
         and Carla dividing her time between Drogheda and Stockholm because she worked for a Swedish company with an Irish base, Lainey had been left to find somewhere by herself. She’d thought about moving back home, but her
         grandmother had very firmly told her that she had a life of her own now and should stay independent. Which was why she was
         renting the one-bed apartment in Laurel Park, a short distance from the Met Eireann offices.) But being alone was miserable
         when you’d broken up with someone, so when Alva Brennan, one of the other forecasters, told her about the exhibition of weather
         photography in a city centre gallery and mentioned that a few of them were going along, Lainey had said that she’d come too.
         And she was glad that she had, because that was where she’d met Ken, who’d wandered in quite by chance, simply because the
         gallery was near the office where he worked and his attention had been caught by the wonderful photograph of a double lightning
         strike in its window.

      
      They’d started to talk when both of them were standing in front of a magical photo showing hoar frost on trees. Ken had remarked
         that it looked like something out of a fairy tale. And that ‘hoar frost’ sounded like a name from The Lord of the Rings. Or Harry Potter, he added. Certainly a magic spell of some description. Lainey told him that it was a result of the direct
         sublimation of water vapour in the ambient air. And when he’d looked at her blankly, she’d grinned and said it was just frozen
         dew. After they’d walked around the rest of the exhibition together and she’d explained some of the photos to him, Ken had
         asked her if she’d like to go for a drink and talk some more about meteorological terms. He liked the way she said words like
         ‘vorticity’ and ‘anticyclone’, he told her. He liked the fact that she knew what they meant. When she’d told him that it was
         her job to know, he’d smacked his forehead with the palm of his hand and wondered aloud how he hadn’t realised before who she was.

      
      The last time Lainey had gone for a drink with a man, the discussion hadn’t touched on weather at all. Richard Hanson had
         dumped her over a glass of chilled white wine and left her sniffing into her tissue. She hadn’t actually cried until after
         he’d left. But she’d nearly choked with the strain of keeping her eyes dry while he told her that he’d met someone else. Someone
         a little less high-maintenance.

      
      High-maintenance again! Lainey had been swamped by despair. Why did they all think she was high-maintenance? She wasn’t the
         sort of person who needed to be bought presents or taken on expensive dates. She was happy with relaxed nights in the pub,
         or going to the cinema and sharing a bucket of popcorn. But Richard told her she was looking at the wrong things. She was
         too possessive. She wanted to know what his plans were all the time. She wanted them to be constantly in touch with each other.
         She kept thinking of them as a unit instead of two separate people, which, he said, was very high-maintenance indeed. Plus,
         he added as he got up to leave, it was weird to date someone who preferred walking in the rain to lying out in the sun. (Which
         wasn’t even true. She just found rain interesting, that was all. And strangely comforting.)

      
      Walking through St Stephen’s Green with Ken after the exhibition, she couldn’t help admitting to herself that the last few
         years had been a relationship disaster for her and that she should really steer clear of men for a while. At least until she
         managed to work out how to be as low-maintenance as they wanted.

      
      But she’d gone to the pub with Ken anyway and they’d hit it off instantly, finding a common interest in music and film – they
         both liked rock and roll and action movies, but also admitted to each other a secret fondness for power ballads, which Ken
         said he usually sang to himself when he was competing in triathlon events. Helped him to keep a good rhythm, he told her.
         (He worked in a sales office, but, he said, triathlon was what motivated him.) Lainey was impressed by his fitness – and very
         impressed with the ripped body that went with it – and also by his encyclopaedic knowledge of Hollywood blockbusters. It was
         late by the time they left the pub, and Lainey realised that for the first time in ages, she hadn’t been thinking about the
         fool she’d made of herself over Richard Hanson. As she and Ken strolled down Grafton Street she wondered if he’d want to see
         her again. If tonight was the start of something important. Something that might lead to … well, no point in rushing things.
         No point in dreaming the dream too early. Not like she usually did. So if Ken Morgan asked her out again, she promised herself
         that she’d take things slowly. She wouldn’t obsess over him. She wouldn’t be demanding. She wouldn’t phone or text him without
         a proper reason. And she’d keep her freaky interest in rain over sun to herself.

      
      Ken phoned her the next day. He told her that it must have been fate that had made him go into the gallery that evening when
         he’d never bothered going in before. And that he wasn’t one to fly in the face of chance. His words warmed her. Maybe, she
         thought as she hopped into a taxi taking her to the opposite side of the city to meet him, this relationship will be very
         different from the others I’ve had. And maybe he’d be different too. Maybe Ken would turn out to be the one. Maybe (no matter how much she tried not to let herself think
         it) this was a day she’d remember for the rest of her life, looking back on it in years to come, recalling how they’d met
         by chance and how it had been the start of something wonderful.

      
      And her relationship with Ken was wonderful. He seemed to want to be with her as much as she wanted to be with him. Although she felt embarrassed at first,
         Ken never minded when people recognised her and asked her what the weather would be like the next day. He would smile at her
         afterwards and squeeze her waist and tell her that whatever the weather, she gave him a warm front. He made her join the same
         gym as him, where she’d pedal at a relaxed pace on a bike while he went at the cross-trainer with a fierce intensity. Being
         honest with herself, she found the gym incredibly boring. But she liked the idea that it was something Ken wanted to share
         with her.

      
      However, she liked being alone with him most of all. She was happiest sitting in his townhouse in Rathmines, watching downloaded
         movies and eating microwave popcorn before making slow, languorous love to him in his mezzanine bedroom. Eventually she’d
         built up an accumulation of her own things there so that it had become a home from home. She had begun to wonder whether Ken
         would broach the subject of her moving in with him altogether. He’d made a few light-hearted comments about her taking over
         his place, but when she apologised and said that she’d bring her bits and pieces home again, he’d told her not to worry; they
         were fine where they were. She’d felt a warm glow when he said this, but at the same time she made sure not to increase the
         pile of her stuff. She wasn’t going to have him thinking that she saw them as a unit instead of two people. Even if she was
         beginning to feel that way herself.

      
      She loved Ken. More than she’d ever loved Richard Hanson. Or Ross or Denis or, indeed, any of her previous boyfriends, all
         of whom, sooner or later, had left her nursing a bruised heart and wondering if there was any such thing as true love and,
         if so, whether she had the remotest chance of finding it. This time, she told herself happily, this time she really had.

      
      She wriggled from beneath Ken’s arm and sat up in the bed. He groaned slightly and then rolled over so that he was lying on
         his back. She allowed her long hair to brush his face. In return, he pulled her close to him. He was definitely the one, she
         thought, as their lips met. The one, she thought with a sudden frisson of anticipation, who was coming to her best friend’s
         wedding with her, and who didn’t mind his name being linked with hers on the invitation and who’d even bought a new suit for
         the event. Which was a definite step forward, because men and weddings (certainly weddings in which they weren’t the key player)
         were a notoriously tricky combination. But not today. Not for her and Ken. Which meant that they were going to have a wonderful
         time.

      
      Lainey loved weddings. She loved the romance and the hope and the glamour and she’d loved them ever since she was five years
         old and had been a flower girl for her cousin Bethany. The invitation to be a flower girl had been down to her grandmother,
         who loved putting Lainey into pretty dresses, even though her granddaughter favoured shorts and dungarees, which were much
         more suitable for climbing the apple tree in the garden (and the garden shed from which she’d leaped so calamitously a few months earlier).

      
      But Lainey had unexpectedly fallen in love with her pastel-pink satin dress and its wide cream sash, her matching cream ballet
         pumps and the pink and cream flowers threaded through her long, shining hair. She’d felt very important walking up the aisle
         as part of the bridal group and scattering her rose petals around the altar. She’d loved the photographs afterwards and she’d
         even enjoyed the reception, although she’d fallen asleep in the corner of the room when the dancing had started. Lainey knew
         that being a flower girl at Bethany’s wedding had sown in her heart the seed of having the perfect wedding of her own, regardless
         of her mother’s very definite views on the subject. (Afterwards she’d learned that the flower girl episode had caused a massive
         row between Deanna and Gran. She was glad she hadn’t known anything about it at the time.)

      
      There had been other weddings since then, though she’d never had an official part in the proceedings. But she’d still loved
         every minute of every one of them. There was something about weddings, Lainey thought, that made you feel that there was hope
         for the world. Something uplifting and enchanting. And that was why she wanted to get married herself.

      
      Her own first engagement had been made and broken before she went to the next wedding, which was that of Val and her long-time
         boyfriend Nick. Val had known him since her schooldays and they’d been friends before eventually starting to go out together.
         Lainey always thought that Val and Nick were two of the most suited-to-each-other people she’d ever met. They’d married in
         a civil ceremony, which, naturally, had been much more low-key than Bethany’s traditional church wedding. And although it had been lovely, Lainey knew
         that she herself preferred the whole bells and whistles, princess-for-a-day approach, which was in complete contrast to the
         way she normally lived her life.

      
      She knew that there were probably ridiculous and complex reasons why she wanted a fairy-tale wedding of her own, although
         she had no intention of thinking it through and figuring out what they were. She knew that being married wasn’t the most important
         thing in the world. She was well aware that life wasn’t all about finding some mythical Mr Right. She also reminded herself
         that her mother would be disgusted to think that she had recurring wedding fantasies, and that this was probably the one thing
         in her whole life that Deanna was totally right about. But she couldn’t help daydreaming. She couldn’t help stopping outside
         a church for a glimpse of the bride whenever she realised that a wedding was taking place. And she couldn’t help hoping for
         a big white wedding of her own. No matter how silly it was.

      
      ‘We’d better get a move on.’ Ken walked naked out of the bathroom. His wet hair stood up in spikes on his head but it was
         his lean, fit body that grabbed Lainey’s attention. She told herself that she’d been lucky to find someone as drop-dead gorgeous
         as Ken. And that he’d look fabulous in his tux, though there was a lot to be said for looking at him the way he was now.

      
      ‘I’ll be ready soon.’ She turned back to the mirror and carefully stroked her mascara wand through her already long lashes.
         Ever since starting to do the TV broadcasts, she’d got better at make-up. The girls at the TV studios had shown her tricks with creams and powders that had taught her how to make the most of her looks when the occasion warranted, although
         most days she stuck with tinted moisturiser and lip gloss.

      
      ‘You look great,’ Ken told her warmly. ‘You could go like that.’

      
      She grinned at his words. ‘I don’t think my friend and her family would approve if I sashayed into the church in nothing more
         than my bra and knickers.’

      
      ‘You’d probably divert attention from the bride all right,’ he agreed. ‘But it does seem a shame to cover them up.’

      
      Ken had bought her the lingerie set – dark red lace with tiny silk rosettes – for her birthday. They hadn’t been going out
         for very long at the time and she’d been both shocked and gratified by the intimacy of the gift. (And by the fact that he’d
         got her size, 36B, exactly right.) She’d worn it that night for her birthday dinner in the intimate bistro round the corner
         from Ken’s house. They’d gone back to his place as soon as the meal was finished and he’d removed it from her body. Which
         had been fun.

      
      It was perfect for wearing underneath the dress she’d bought for Carla’s wedding. It had taken her two Saturdays of intensive
         searching in Grafton Street, the Dundrum Town Centre Mall and some quirky side-street boutiques – as well as a large chunk
         of her monthly salary – to find one that she thought was just right; but she knew that the soft red dress with its detail
         of black flowers on the skirt fitted the bill perfectly.

      
      Just about managing to ignore Ken’s attempts to divert her from the dress, she put it on and stood in front of the mirror
         again. This time she began to work her thick curls into a loose up-do. Lainey would have loved poker-straight hair that she could have pulled into an elegant chignon, but she
         accepted that chic sophistication was never going to be her look. Her beauty was the untamed sort and nothing that she did
         would ever turn her into someone smoothly styled and groomed.

      
      She watched Ken’s reflection in the mirror in front of her as he got dressed and she worked on her hair, acknowledging that
         she’d been right about the tux. He looked very handsome. We are, she said to herself, going to be a gorgeous couple today.
         Like Brangelina were in their prime. Only a bit less flaky. Obviously. And right now Ken is by far better-looking than Brad
         ever was!

      
      She opened the wardrobe door and took out a pair of shoes.

      
      ‘You’re not going to wear those, are you?’ There was a note of concern in his voice.

      
      ‘Well … yes.’ She dangled them from her fingers, black with high heels and a tiny red bow on the front, which she knew would
         go perfectly with the red dress. She’d practised wearing them over and over again so that she could walk without tripping,
         which was always a bit of a worry for her when she was in heels. She didn’t wear them regularly enough to stride out with
         confidence.

      
      ‘I thought you were planning on your red sandals with that dress,’ said Ken.

      
      ‘They were an option,’ she agreed. ‘But they’re not half as stylish. Besides, in case you’d forgotten, it’s pissing rain.
         I’m going for a combination of dry feet and style.’

      
      Ken looked at the black shoes again. ‘You’re going to fall,’ he warned. ‘You always fall when you wear high heels.’

      
      ‘Not always,’ she protested.

      
      ‘You fell down the stairs last week,’ Ken reminded her.

      
      ‘Not because of my shoes,’ she said defensively. ‘I was wearing my trainers then.’

      
      ‘I suppose you didn’t bother bringing the sandals because you knew it was going to rain?’

      
      She nodded.

      
      ‘Sometimes a little knowledge is a dangerous thing.’ Ken quoted Einstein at her. ‘You’d be safer in flatties.’

      
      She stuck her tongue out at him. The sandals were pretty but the shoes were perfect. Besides, having left the sandals at home,
         they were the only shoes she had with her that went with the red dress. Her other footwear consisted of the trainers she’d
         worn on the drive from Dublin to Bangor and the flat ballet pumps she’d planned for the trip back the following day. (The
         rain should have stopped by then. She was expecting a bit of watery sunshine.)

      
      She slid the shoes on to her feet. Then she inspected herself in the long wardrobe mirror. She looked good. She still would
         have liked a sleek hairdo (her own reminded her too much of a darker version of Tilda Swanson’s do as the Wicked Witch in
         The Chronicles of Narnia), but her dress was fabulous and the shoes were perfect.

      
      Ken stood behind her. Immediately she realised what was really bothering him. The high heels, teamed with the added height
         of the Wicked Witch hairstyle, meant that she was at least a couple of inches taller than him. In her delight at having such
         a good dress-and-shoe combo, she’d completely forgotten precisely how tall the heels would make her. She patted her hair in
         an effort to flatten it down a bit, but it was held in place by industrial quantities of gel and spray and didn’t budge.

      
      ‘You look sensational.’ He slid his arms around her and she exhaled slowly in relief. Obviously it would be stupid of him
         to be upset about her height, but she could understand how he might be. After all, most men liked to be tall and protective
         beside the woman they were with. She would’ve preferred him to be taller than her too. But there was nothing she could do
         about it now.

      
      He kissed the nape of her neck and she shivered with pleasure.

      
      ‘What’s especially nice,’ he murmured, ‘is that everyone will look at you and think how lovely you are, but I’m the only one
         who can unwrap the packaging.’

      
      She giggled.

      
      ‘And I intend to do just that,’ he said. ‘Right now.’

      
      ‘We might have time,’ said Lainey doubtfully, ‘but not if you mess my hair and make-up.’

      
      ‘That’d be a total crisis, would it?’ he joked.

      
      ‘Absolutely,’ she assured him. ‘I don’t want to be the cause of us arriving late and for people to think I’m a wanton slut.’

      
      ‘They won’t know we’ve been doing wanton things,’ said Ken.

      
      ‘I bet they will,’ murmured Lainey as she turned to kiss him anyway.

   
      
Chapter 2


      
      

      
      
         Isobar: a line of equal atmospheric pressure drawn on a weather map

      

      
      Carla’s older brother, Roy, and his wife, Hazel, were waiting in the foyer of the hotel when Ken and Lainey eventually made
         their way downstairs. Lainey was hoping that her flushed cheeks and bright eyes would be put down to make-up and excitement
         over Carla’s big day, and not because the sex with Ken had been absolutely great. He was good at urgent sex, she thought.
         He managed to make it exciting and arousing and she was totally turned on by the quickness of it all. Whatever people said
         about taking your time and making it sensual (and there were nights when she definitely wanted the whole scented candles and
         mutual massage regime), there was something thrilling about sex in a hurry.

      
      As they walked across the foyer, she cleared her mind of thoughts about sex with Ken. She wanted to focus on being the perfect
         girlfriend today. Not the tarty madam who was already wondering when they could do it again.

      
      The original plan had been to stroll from the hotel on the outskirts of Carla’s home town of Bangor, in Northern Ireland, to the small stone church ten minutes away. But with heavy
         rain sheeting from the ever-darkening sky and a stiff wind whipping up the water of the marina, walking wasn’t an option.

      
      ‘Did you ever think it would be this bad?’ Hazel looked enquiringly at Lainey, who shrugged helplessly.

      
      Although Carla’s two sisters, Sharon and Jodie, had occasionally called to the flat in Dublin, Lainey had never met her brother
         and his wife before. Roy had introduced himself the previous night when she and Ken were in the hotel restaurant. He said
         he’d recognised her straight away and asked them if they’d like to join him and Hazel for a drink after their meal. Like Carla,
         Roy had moved from his home town and was now living and working in Glasgow, so he and Hazel were also staying in the hotel.
         Over a couple of drinks in the bar they’d discussed the unseasonal weather, lamenting the fact that Carla had picked this
         week instead of the previous one for her wedding and staring at Lainey as though she could magically make the clouds disappear.

      
      ‘It wasn’t looking great,’ Lainey admitted as they waited for the taxi that Ken had ordered. ‘But you always hope, I guess.’

      
      ‘Poor Carla. She planned everything so carefully,’ said Hazel. ‘It’s terribly bad luck to have this kind of day in July.’

      
      ‘I know.’

      
      ‘This is such a lovely location when the sun is shining,’ added Hazel. ‘They could have had photos outside the church and
         at the marina …’

      
      ‘She wanted some on the beach,’ remarked Lainey.

      
      ‘If she’d wanted a beach she should’ve gone somewhere with guaranteed weather,’ said Roy as they peered out of the hotel’s double glass doors.

      
      ‘How long before the taxi arrives?’ Hazel looked anxious.

      
      ‘I think this is it now,’ replied Ken as a blue people carrier pulled up. He went outside and then gestured to them. Although
         it was only a few yards from the shelter of the building to the car, the ferocity of the rain meant that they got very wet.

      
      They got wet again as they scurried up the winding pathway to the church. Lainey was just behind Hazel when she slipped on
         one of the cobblestones. She managed to stay upright for half a second, her arms flailing wildly, before she landed with a
         thud that jarred every bone in her body.

      
      She was too shocked to get up straight away and felt the rain from the stones seep through her red dress as she sat on the
         ground. It was Ken who grabbed her by the hand and dragged her to her feet.

      
      ‘You clown,’ he said. ‘I warned you. You know I did. Are you all right?’

      
      ‘Yes. I think so.’ But Lainey’s wrist hurt from where she’d tried to break her fall, she’d scraped her knees and twisted an
         ankle; while a lock of her hair, rigid with hairspray, had come free of its clips. She tried to pin it back into place, wincing
         as the pain from her wrist shot up her arm.

      
      ‘You can do that inside,’ said Ken impatiently. ‘C’mon, Lainey, we’re drowning out here.’

      
      She was limping as he hustled her into the church. They stood at the back while she took her right shoe off. The heel had
         come loose. As she examined it, it came away in her hand and she looked at it in dismay. There was a large damp patch on her
         red dress too, which was streaked with dirt. Lainey wanted to cry but she didn’t let herself. She was quite wet enough already. And she didn’t want to add mascara
         tracks on her cheeks to her by now bedraggled look.

      
      ‘Anything broken?’ asked Ken.

      
      ‘No bones,’ she said as she flexed her wrist gingerly. ‘But the heel has come off my shoe.’ Her voice wobbled.

      
      ‘Well there’s nothing you can do about it now.’ Ken was looking at her with an expression of exasperation mixed with concern.

      
      ‘I’m such an eejit.’ She couldn’t keep the frustration out of her voice. ‘I shouldn’t be let out.’

      
      ‘Don’t worry about it. Nobody will take any notice of you. It’s Carla they’ve come to see.’

      
      He was right, she knew. But it didn’t make her feel any better.

      
      ‘Come on,’ he said as he took her by the arm. ‘Let’s find our seats. You’ll be safer sitting down.’

      
      Sliding into a pew near the front of the church was some consolation for hobbling up the aisle, Lainey decided, although she
         wondered what the Carmodys were thinking of her as she took her place in her bare feet. She liked Carla’s mum, Jayne, who
         was relaxed and easy-going and who had a reasonable relationship with Carla’s father, whom she’d divorced ten years earlier.
         Carla’s dad had brought his new girlfriend to the wedding (the one element of the day that had stressed her friend) and Eilis
         had shaken hands with Jayne, which Lainey knew would keep Carla happy.

      
      The relentless drumming of the rain could still be heard over the background organ music, which was gentle and calming. Lainey felt herself begin to relax as she listened to it. Ken was right. Nobody was here to look at her. It was all
         about Carla. Hardly anyone would have noticed her tumble. She brushed some drying bits of clay from the side of her dress
         and wriggled in her seat so that she wasn’t sitting directly on the damp patch.

      
      She glanced around her and spotted Val and Nick, who’d driven from Dublin that morning rather than coming up the night before.
         She waved at her friend, who was looking gorgeous in a pale yellow suit. Yellow was a colour that didn’t really suit Lainey’s
         slightly Mediterranean complexion, but it looked fabulous on her blonde, fair-skinned friend. And, of course, it had the added
         advantage of being clean and dry!

      
      The church looked fabulous too. Carla had spared nothing when it had come to the flowers on the altar and the posies at the
         end of each pew, which brought warmth and colour to the rather austere grey brickwork of the interior. If it had been a better
         day, thought Lainey, if the sun had been shining as Carla had wanted, then the altar would have been illuminated by coloured
         light from the narrow stained-glass windows. But as it was, the flowers, and the congregation, were doing all the work.

      
      There was no sign of the groom. Lainey hadn’t yet met the single and solvent Lennart Soderling. Carla had kept the relationship
         quiet, not even mentioning it to her two best friends until they came to Stockholm to visit for a long weekend. They’d stayed
         with her in the small apartment provided for her by the company and had enjoyed themselves tremendously in the glorious sunshine
         of early summer.

      
      It had been while they were having lunch in a waterside restaurant that Carla had pointed at an elegant building on the other side of the canal and told them that her boyfriend lived there.

      
      ‘Boyfriend?’ Lainey allowed her fork to drop on to her plate in surprise. ‘I didn’t know you were seeing anyone.’

      
      ‘Have been for a few weeks now,’ said Carla.

      
      ‘Is this serious?’ demanded Val.

      
      ‘It could be,’ admitted their friend.

      
      They were still surprised when she announced the engagement, and a little peeved that they hadn’t yet been introduced to the
         man who had apparently swept her off her feet. But Carla said he was tremendously busy and that they’d eventually get to see
         him, but that she could promise them he was the man of her dreams.

      
      They’d been in Val’s house that night, Carla having come back to Dublin for a few weeks.

      
      ‘And is he coming to Ireland?’ asked Lainey as she nibbled on some Pringles. ‘Does he need to check out your heritage?’

      
      ‘He’s been to Bangor already,’ admitted Carla. ‘He met Mum and Dad and did the whole asking for my hand in marriage thing.’

      
      ‘No!’ Val’s blue eyes danced.

      
      ‘Absolutely,’ said Carla. ‘He’s quite old-fashioned.’

      
      ‘I can’t wait to meet him,’ said Lainey. ‘He sounds such a pet.’

      
      Three men walked past the front pews and stood at the altar on the groom’s side. The Swedish contingent at the wedding was
         quite small, but easily identified, because almost all of them were stereotypically blond. Lainey knew that one of the three
         men had to be Lennart, but she wasn’t sure which of them it could be. They were all tall (one was positively lanky), but none of them quite matched Carla’s description of broad-shouldered and definitely handsome.

      
      She checked her watch. The ceremony had been due to start fifteen minutes ago but of course the bride was always allowed to
         be late. She wondered how she’d deal with that herself. She was a punctual person as heart and didn’t like being late for
         anything. She knew she’d be itching to walk in the door of the church exactly on time, which would make her appear far too
         eager!

      
      The background music changed abruptly to Handel’s ‘Arrival of the Queen of Sheba’ and there was a rustling at the back of
         the church. Then Carla began her walk up the aisle, holding the arm of her father and smiling at the assembled guests.

      
      As she drew closer, Lainey could see the happy, expectant smile on her friend’s face. Carla was striking rather than pretty,
         with caramel hair and grey-green eyes. Today, though, she truly was radiant as she walked by with a swish of her narrow-bodiced
         Tudor-style dress. Its extravagant full skirt, adorned with pearls and trimming, which Lainey reckoned had cost a fortune,
         skimmed the red carpet. Sharon and Jodie, the bridesmaids, were also wearing Tudor-style dresses, decorated in green and gold.

      
      Lainey felt her eyes well with tears and she bit her lip hard to stop them from falling. It was too early to cry, for heaven’s
         sake. She should at least wait until the ceremony had actually started! But still … She sniffed and took a tissue out of her
         tiny black bag. Carla was her best friend. It was OK to cry at her best friend’s wedding.

      
      Carla and her father stopped at the top of the aisle and the vicar welcomed them. Then the shortest of the three men at the
         altar took Carla by the hand. Lainey’s eyes widened in surprise. She hadn’t thought that the least prepossessing of the three would turn out to be the single, solvent groom,
         the man who Carla called ‘my ideal husband’. She looked over at Val and could see an expression of surprise on her face too.
         Was this why Carla hadn’t introduced them to Lennart before now? Because she would have seen their surprise? And because she
         would have had to answer their inevitable question, which was how much older than her he was. Not that it mattered, of course.
         Age wasn’t important. Love was. Perhaps he wasn’t that much older anyway. All the same, Lainey thought, if Lennart Soderling
         was under fifty, she’d be very surprised indeed.

      
      The rain was still falling heavily when they left the church after the ceremony. The photographer abandoned his plans for
         shots in the carefully tended gardens of the church, as well as the pictures on the beach that Carla had wanted. Instead,
         she and Lennart immediately got into their limo for the short drive to the hotel. Other guests who’d driven to the church
         sprinted to their cars. Val and Nick went with one of Carla’s aunts; Ken and Lainey (who was walking barefoot over the cobbles
         and wincing with every step) were offered a lift by a cousin. They squashed into the back seat of Stephen’s Ford Ka and were
         grateful that the drive was a short one.

      
      The champagne reception back at the hotel quickly banished the guests’ disappointment at the dismal weather. Lainey left Ken
         sipping a glass of bubbly and chatting to one of the other guests while she went up to their room to repair the damage from
         her fall. Her dress had dried out, but there was a large stain where she’d landed and there was no way she could wear it for
         the rest of the day. She pulled it over her head in frustration. She’d spent ages searching for the perfect dress and it had lasted less than an hour! As for her
         shoes – well, Ken had been right. She was hopeless in high heels, and not just because she towered over him.

      
      She opened the wardrobe door and took out her Kate Moss skinny jeans. She had nothing else to change into. She couldn’t believe
         that she was about to wear a pair of two-year-old jeans and a purple wrap-around top to her best friend’s glamorous wedding
         reception. She put on her ballet pumps, retouched her make-up and tidied her hair, which, despite the hairspray, now looked
         like Narnia’s Wicked Witch after she’d stuck her finger in an electric socket. She sighed as she stared at herself in the
         mirror. Still beautiful. Nothing could change that. But not elegant. Nothing like she’d hoped.

      
      There was a tap at the door and she hurried to open it. At least Ken had come to see how she was getting on. That was why
         she loved him.

      
      But it was Val who was standing outside.

      
      ‘What the hell happened?’ she asked. ‘I saw you in the church. You looked as though you’d been run over by a combine harvester.’

      
      ‘Thanks,’ said Lainey wanly, and explained about the fall.

      
      ‘You dope.’ But Val’s words were warm. ‘Honest to God, I don’t know why you persist with heels. It’s not like you need them.’

      
      ‘I know, I know. Ken was pissed off at me wearing them because they made me taller than him. But I thought I looked good.
         I guess pride comes before a fall and all that.’

      
      ‘You don’t need killer heels to look good,’ said Val. ‘Have you got anything else to wear?’

      
      ‘Only what I’ve got on now.’

      
      ‘I wish I could help out,’ said Val. ‘But I don’t have a change of clothes with me, and besides, there’s no direction in which
         any of my stuff would fit you.’ Val was seven inches shorter than her and had always been curvy.

      
      ‘Never mind,’ said Lainey philosophically. ‘I’ll load on a bit more make-up; might distract them from the jeans.’

      
      ‘Attagirl.’ Val patted her on the back. ‘Anyway, people will be sympathetic. It could’ve happened to anyone.’

      
      ‘Unfortunately these kind of cock-ups usually happen to me,’ said Lainey as she took out her lip gloss and began to apply
         it.

      
      As soon as she came downstairs again, Ken put his arm around her and told her she looked great.

      
      ‘I look like a gatecrasher,’ she replied.

      
      ‘Don’t be so silly,’ he said. ‘You’d look fab in a sack.’

      
      His words of comfort made her feel a whole lot better, even though she couldn’t help rueing her clumsiness.

      
      ‘I’m surprised I didn’t end up on my ear too.’ Eilis Gaffney, who’d left Carla’s dad talking to her mum and was looking a
         bit lost, stood beside Lainey. ‘I’m wearing knock-off Louboutins and I can hardly put one foot in front of the other. I’m
         so crippled I don’t know how I got up that path myself.’

      
      ‘The things we do for style,’ said Lainey.

      
      Eilis chuckled. ‘You’ll definitely be the most comfortable of us all later. We’ll be bursting out of our dresses or nursing
         our blisters and you’ll be right as rain.’

      
      ‘I take it you’re a silver-lining sort of person,’ said Lainey.

      
      ‘Have to be,’ said Eilis pragmatically. ‘Girlfriend of the bride’s da. Here only because of intense family negotiations.’

      
      ‘I think it’s nice that you managed to come to an agreement.’

      
      Eilis’s expression was half-hearted. ‘It’s really because of Lennart. Both his parents have divorced and remarried and are
         here with their partners. So Carla and her mother felt they couldn’t say no to me.’

      
      ‘Did you actually want to come?’ asked Lainey curiously.

      
      ‘It was important to me,’ confided Eilis. ‘I didn’t want to be sitting at home while Andrew was here. I suppose that makes
         me sound pathetic.’

      
      ‘Not really.’ Lainey considered it. ‘You’ve been with him for a good while now, haven’t you?’

      
      ‘Over a year,’ confirmed Eilis.

      
      ‘Are you going to get married?’

      
      ‘Million-dollar question,’ replied Eilis. ‘I don’t know.’ She glanced over Lainey’s shoulder to where Ken was talking to one
         of Lennart’s family. ‘How about you?’

      
      Lainey felt the little trip of her heart that always happened when she thought about marrying Ken. ‘Plenty of time yet.’

      
      ‘True,’ said Eilis. ‘After all, Lennart waited till he was fifty-one.’

      
      So he was exactly twenty years older than Carla. Not that age mattered so much these days, Lainey thought, but it was still
         a big gap.

      
      ‘I told her that she was taking on a big task. An unbroken-in man. He hasn’t been married before, you know.’

      
      ‘So I heard,’ Lainey said. ‘Carla never mentioned his age when she was telling us. Not that she had to, of course, but …’

      
      ‘I guess it doesn’t matter if she’s happy.’

      
      ‘Most important thing,’ agreed Lainey, and then the bell rang for dinner and they all went to the dining room.

      
      The ceremony at the church had been an Irish one, but the hotel dining room had been decorated in the Swedish colours of yellow
         and blue, and the meal was a Scandinavian-style buffet. Lainey, who’d acquired a taste for the food in college thanks to the
         nearby Swedish deli, loaded her plate with meatballs in creamy sauce and tucked in happily.

      
      Carla’s father opened the speeches with one in praise of his daughter, then Lennart spoke, telling the assembled guests that
         he’d never imagined he’d find someone like her in his life. Carla spoke too, saying that she’d known from the moment she met
         him that Lennart was the man for her.

      
      ‘I bet,’ murmured Ken to Lainey. ‘He’s loaded, you know.’

      
      ‘He’s the MD of the company Carla works for, so I suppose he’s well off,’ agreed Lainey. ‘Carla told me she was glad to find
         someone single and solvent.’

      
      ‘More than solvent,’ said Ken. ‘He’s worth a few million.’

      
      ‘Really?’ Lainey looked at her boyfriend in surprise. When Carla had talked about Lennart, she’d concentrated on his qualities
         as a person – his kindness, his good humour, his ability to make her laugh (and, she’d said, winking, a reasonable ability
         in bed too). She hadn’t breathed a word about millions in the bank.

      
      ‘So his brother told me,’ said Ken as he dipped a prawn into Lainey’s meatball sauce. ‘He’s the financial success of the family
         as well as the patron of a children’s charity in Sweden, so he has a social conscience too.’

      
      ‘Very worthy,’ agreed Lainey.

      
      ‘It seems your friend has landed on her feet,’ said Ken.

      
      ‘Indeed it does,’ said Lainey as, in keeping with tradition, another one of the Swedish guests stood up to make a speech in
         honour of the bride and groom.

      
      Later in the evening, when most of the guests were dancing, Carla came and sat beside her. Except for a quick word of congratulation,
         Lainey hadn’t spoken to her all day. She told her that she was having a great time, that the food had been wonderful and that
         the band was fantastic.

      
      Carla rearranged the Tudor-style dress so that it fell neatly around the chair. ‘And there hasn’t been a brawl or a massive
         misunderstanding and someone flouncing out in tears yet either.’

      
      ‘Were you expecting one?’

      
      ‘You know how it is,’ said Carla. ‘Someone drinks too much and says what they really think to someone else, and the next thing
         you know there’s a family feud that lasts for generations. Also, with both Eilis and Mum here, I was a bit worried that sparks
         might fly.’

      
      ‘That would have been a bit of a drama all right. I’m glad it didn’t happen.’

      
      ‘Me too. The only glitch was your fall in the churchyard. Are you all right? Ken told me it was quite a crash. He was afraid
         you’d really hurt yourself.’

      
      ‘Only my pride,’ said Lainey. ‘But it doesn’t matter. I’m glad to be here. It’s a great day.’

      
      ‘Sorry you didn’t get to meet Len beforehand.’

      
      ‘So am I.’

      
      ‘I’m sure you were a bit surprised,’ said Carla.

      
      ‘Oh?’ Lainey was nonchalant.

      
      ‘Get over yourself, Ryan.’ Carla punched her gently in the arm. ‘He’s probably not what you were expecting.’

      
      ‘He’s the man of your dreams and that’s the most important thing.’ Lainey’s tone was sincere.

      
      ‘Too right,’ said Carla. ‘His own house, his own hair and his own teeth. A total dreamboat.’

      
      ‘Carla!’ Lainey laughed.

      
      ‘He’s mature,’ said Carla. ‘An adult. I’m so fed up with juvenile, self-obsessed men.’

      
      ‘I can understand that,’ agreed Lainey.

      
      ‘I met him and I realised that this was a man who I could be happy with.’

      
      ‘And who would be head-over-heels in love with you. And you with him, of course.’

      
      ‘You’re such a hopeless romantic, Lainey Ryan!’

      
      ‘But it is romantic,’ Lainey protested. ‘His speech was wonderful, all about thinking that the chance to meet someone had passed him
         by and then finding you …’

      
      ‘Well I found him, to be honest,’ said Carla. ‘It was hard work getting it to the stage where he asked me to marry him.’

      
      Lainey stared at her.

      
      ‘A fifty-year-old unmarried man!’ Carla grinned. ‘He’s had a lot of experience of not getting caught by women. It took a lot
         of effort to nail him, I assure you.’

      
      ‘But … but he loves you. And you love him.’

      
      ‘Whatever love is,’ said Carla wickedly.

      
      ‘What d’you mean?’

      
      ‘Well, even though I say it myself, he’s acquiring a very presentable wife. And I’m getting a man who has a successful career,
         three houses – although one is just a cabin in the forest really – a decent pension plan and money in the bank. The way I
         look at it, it’s a perfect recipe for love.’

      
      Lainey looked startled.

      
      ‘Oh, come on,’ said Carla as she watched the changing expressions flit across her friend’s face. ‘You’ve been engaged twice.
         You can’t possibly believe in it all being about moons, Junes and romance. There’s more to marriage than a warm glow and good sex.’

      
      ‘You can’t mean that!’

      
      ‘Of course I do,’ said Carla firmly. ‘I thought about it a lot when I turned thirty. I went through all my past boyfriends
         and wondered why on earth I’d wasted my time on any of them. I reckon modern society has totally lost its way when it comes
         to marriage. All of this searching for true love. You can make anyone love you. But they won’t stay in love. The old matchmakers
         were right. You need to base marriage on something far more secure than that.’

      
      ‘Well, yes, but …’

      
      Carla smiled complicitly at her. ‘I know that people are thinking that because Len is quite a bit older than me I might be
         making a terrible mistake. But I’m not. I know what I’m doing and so does he. He’s a businessman and he needs to have someone
         to support him socially. There comes a time when bringing a new woman to every event becomes more trouble than it’s worth.
         He wants someone who’ll be an asset to him. And I will.’

      
      ‘You sound like someone from a Victorian book.’ Lainey couldn’t believe what Carla was telling her. ‘Or from one of those
         “How to Be a Good Housewife” articles from the fifties that we laugh about now. I can’t believe you’re sincere about all this,
         Carla. There’s a whole lot more to life than just being a wife. You know that.’

      
      ‘Of course I do,’ said her friend equably. ‘But when you decide to get married, it’s important to realise that marriage is
         a partnership. And that sometimes you’re better off not being crazy in love with the person you’re married to.’

      
      ‘But you’re in love with Lennart, surely?’ Lainey was confused. ‘You sounded in love when you first told me about him.’

      
      ‘Love is only a small part of it,’ Carla replied. ‘There are vastly more important reasons for marrying someone. Like money.
         And security. I get all of them with Lennart. I wasn’t looking for Mr Perfect when I met him. I was looking for someone who
         was good enough for me. And Lennart is.’

      
      Lainey was spared having to think a suitable response because Lennart himself came over to join them. He was taller than he’d
         appeared in the church, she realised, and he radiated authority and charisma. She realised why Carla found him attractive.

      
      ‘Having fun?’ he asked.

      
      ‘Great wedding.’

      
      ‘Excellent. We hope that when we get back from Tuscany, you and Ken will come to visit us. We will be spending a few months
         in Stockholm.’

      
      ‘That would be lovely.’

      
      ‘Wonderful.’ Lennart held his hand out to Carla. ‘Come on, Mrs Soderling,’ he said. ‘They’re playing our song. Time for you
         to join me on the dance floor again.’

      
      ‘Whatever you say, Mr Soderling.’ Carla beamed at him. As he put his arm around her and drew her closer to him, she looked
         over his shoulder and winked impishly at Lainey, who was watching them, a bewildered expression in her eyes.

      
      Lainey had always believed in One True Love. She’d believed in it from the time her grandmother started reading bedtime stories
         to her, filling her mind with images of Cinderella and Sleeping Beauty and Rapunzel, who had all triumphed over the obstacles
         in their way, found their Prince Charming and lived happily ever after. She’d believed in it when she read romantic novels as relaxation after her day’s studies. She knew,
         of course, that romantic novels always ended happily and that in real life not everyone found the right person. And that even
         if you did, there was no guarantee that it would be right for ever. Her own family life had taught her that. But she believed
         that it could be for ever. And she wanted to believe that, for her, it would.

      
      Clearly she hadn’t got it right yet. Her two engagements were a testament to that. However, she knew that she was more mature
         now, and more realistic too, despite her longing for a fairy-tale ending. She knew that day-to-day living with someone was
         different from the sparkle and excitement of dating a new man. After all, she practically lived with Ken. She’d seen his dirty
         socks in the laundry basket and the mouldy cheese he frequently forgot about in his fridge. She’d even helped him unblock
         the drain in his shower. (She’d felt bad about that. The problem had been caused by her hair.) But she knew that if (when?)
         she and Ken got married, it would be because she loved him. Not because she thought that he was good for her in some practical
         way. Not because she thought she was good for him either.

      
      So she was utterly stunned by Carla’s admission that love was only part of the reason she was marrying Lennart Soderling.
         She was equally taken aback by the fact that Carla seemed to be perfectly happy to allow Lennart to be in charge in the relationship
         because he was the one who controlled the purse strings. Carla had always been a career girl before, interested in her work
         and scathing about women who relied on men for anything. Yet she’d changed utterly because of Lennart Soderling. And because
         of his money.
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