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Chapter 1

Iona Brannock wasn’t pregnant.

She supposed she shouldn’t be surprised. It had been rather optimistic to assume that her first serious attempt at conceiving a baby would be an unqualified success. It wasn’t as though women could simply get pregnant on demand after all. But Iona was an optimistic person. And what did surprise her was the sense of bitter disappointment which now engulfed her and how unexpectedly let down she felt by her own body. She’d been so sure of herself. So sure of both of them.

The thing was, she told herself pensively, all of those other times over the past four years when they’d come together beneath the sheets and cried out in mutual passion had been about themselves and the pleasure that they were giving to each other. Now it was different. Making love this last month had been a unique experience because there had been a new purpose to it, and the thrill of their nights together had intensified as a result. Iona hadn’t thought it possible that she could love Frank any more passionately than she already did. Or that their sex life could have been any more fulfilling. But she’d been wrong.  Trying to make a baby with him was the most intense and passionate experience of her life.

They’d talked about it first, of course. There’d been a long and involved discussion about the whole idea of bringing another life into the world. Frank had been certain that it was the right thing to do. It was Iona who’d had the serious doubts. She simply wasn’t certain that she was mature enough to be responsible for another life. The enormity of the task was terrifying, she whispered, as they lay side by side in the big bed together. And then Frank had kissed her and told her that it was precisely because she was scared that she would be a great mother and that he could think of nothing that would bind them together more closely than having a baby. It would make them a real family, he said. And he wanted to be part of a family with her. There was no need for her to be scared. Besides, wasn’t she already great at everything she did? Wasn’t she fantastic at her job in the house rental agency, dealing with demented tenants and equally demented landlords? Wouldn’t a baby be simple in comparison?

She’d smiled then. Anyhow, he added, he’d be with her every step of the way.

‘Promise?’ She’d been touched by the sincerity of his words.

‘Promise,’ he replied.

And so they’d made love with the hope of having a baby and it had been the most wonderful of all their nights together. But now, Iona had to admit, wonderful and all though that night and the other baby-making nights that followed might have been, they were still just more nights of great sex because she wasn’t pregnant after all. The sudden  pain in the small of her back and the crucifying cramping of her stomach confirmed it.

It seemed daft now that she’d consulted her feng shui book and set up a children area in their house, despite Frank’s amused scepticism. But as she’d pointed out, there was no harm in harnessing whatever power there might be around the home (hadn’t leaving the toilet lid down worked its magic as a way of stopping money leaking out of the house? He’d landed a major contract the day he’d moved in, which proved it really.) and so she’d placed a few photos of her niece, Charlotte, aged six, and nephew, Gavin, aged four, on the plain oak sideboard at the south end of the living room; then she’d added a home-enhancer crystal bowl on the wall shelf nearby. By the time she’d finished upgrading the energy of the home she’d felt certain that getting pregnant would be an enjoyable formality given all the effort she was making.

She debated for a moment or two about whether to phone Frank now and tell him the discouraging news about the baby but she decided against it. It wasn’t the sort of conversation she wanted to have with him first thing in the morning and she was pretty sure it wasn’t the kind of conversation he wanted at that hour either. But she was glad that he was coming home that night so that they could hold each other tight and reassure each other that maybe the next time they’d be successful.

Iona had never told Frank that it had taken her own mother five years to get pregnant. She didn’t tell him of the many despairing visits that Flora Brannock had made to the doctor to find out whether everything was all right and her mother’s subsequent slavish adherence to a range  of different diets, lifestyle regimes and goodness knows what else to help things along. Because in the end it hadn’t mattered - Flora eventually succeeded with Iona’s older sister, Lauren; then a couple of years later Iona; and finally Craig. There hadn’t been a production problem really just a delay in getting started, as she’d told her daughters when giving them her practical facts-of-life discussion as soon as they’d asked the inevitable ‘where did I come from?’ question.

Iona twisted the thin gold wedding band on her finger. She wouldn’t have the same problems as her mother, she knew she wouldn’t. Charlotte and Gavin were Lauren’s children and Lauren hadn’t experienced any delay in conceiving. So there was no big issue here just because Iona hadn’t got pregnant at the first attempt.

But still, she thought, as she broke the seal on a box of Tampax, it would have been nice to have the whole thing sorted. She wasn’t good at waiting. She knew that. Flora had always called her the impatient daughter. Lauren was the serene one - nothing ever upset or perturbed her and she seemed to float through life without any stress whatsoever. Iona, on the other hand, was always anxious for things to happen, cut up with frustration when she was told that she was too young or too small or just plain not allowed to do something she desperately wanted. Iona had been the one to make the forbidden climb on to the roof of the garden shed, and the one to rip her leg on the thorns of the rose bush as she’d jumped off it. Iona had been the one, aged six, to try riding a two-wheeled bicycle on her own without any supervision whatsoever, and the one who’d managed to wobble a few yards down the road  before crashing into the wall of the Delaneys’ house, splitting open her lip, banging her nose and knocking out her two front teeth. As a teenager, she’d been the one who’d stayed out past the accepted coming-home time, sneaking in through the bathroom window for three nights in a row before getting caught because Flora had moved the cactus plant on the windowsill and Iona had sent it clattering on to the tiled floor with her foot. At twenty, she’d been the first to move out of the family home, wanting a place of her own while Lauren was still content to live with their parents.

Craig, the youngest, was simply ‘the son’. He was tall and broad with deep soulful eyes which made him look particularly sensitive and meant that the impressionable girls on the estate where they lived fancied him like crazy and hung around outside their house to get a glimpse of him. Iona grinned to herself as she thought of her younger brother, now working as a telephone engineer in China and probably still breaking hearts. Their father had been a new-man sort of bloke long before it became fashionable for men to do the washing-up and show their emotions in public and she had no doubt that David Brannock loved both his daughters dearly and expected great things of them; but when Craig had been born there was a whole thing about ‘the son’ that hadn’t been around for ‘the girls’.

Iona didn’t care. She knew that her parents loved them all equally. The son-and-heir thing - well, it might be old-fashioned, but a part of her understood it. Even though, as she’d pointed out to her father, she’d kept the family name after her marriage so that everyone still knew her as Iona  Brannock. And the agreement with Frank was that their daughters would carry her surname, while their sons would carry his. It would all work out fine, she knew. All she had to do was get round to having the children.

She finished in the bathroom and walked into the tiny bedroom. This was something that would have to change when all the lovemaking finally paid off. Right now, she and Frank lived in a two-up two-down artisan house near the old Iveagh Markets building in the Liberties district of Dublin. It was a great house in a great location because it was so convenient for the city centre and meant that if she didn’t need the car during the day to drive to rental showings she could walk to work; but it wasn’t very big, especially since one of the bedrooms was used as an office. Frank had his own company, DynaLite. He arranged the installation of complex lighting systems in hotels and nightclubs and customised lighting shows for special occasions. It was extremely successful for a venture that operated from their back bedroom and from a serviced office on the south side of the city, although that was because Frank was totally committed to the company, travelling throughout the country every week to meet his clients and sometimes having to stay away for days on end to get a particular project completed on time.

Iona, whose job at the rental agency allowed her to work from home sometimes, also used the bedroom as an office, though not as much as Frank did. It was there that they stored all of their work-related stuff; there where they kept the computer and printer and fax; and there where one or the other of them retired to when they absolutely didn’t want to be disturbed. That didn’t  happen very often. With Frank spending so much time away from home, they liked to be together as much as possible when he returned.

But using the bedroom as an office meant that they essentially lived in a one-bedroomed house. Iona felt a bit guilty about her assertion that they’d have to move once they started a family, since she knew that years ago enormous families were reared in the two-up two-down houses, but times had changed since the 1930s and 40s. And besides, their house had been bought from some lunatic interior designer who had done a fantastic job on it but who had styled everything with a single male occupant in mind. Iona was perfectly certain that the trendy glass staircase and angular units would be a death-trap for a toddler even though they fitted perfectly with her personal Zen ideas.

She smoothed the skirt of her blue hound’s-tooth Zara suit over her hips. Last night, when she’d been two days late and begun to allow the hope of pregnancy to grow in her mind despite herself, she’d thought about maternity clothes and wondered where she’d be able to buy stylish clothes that would take her through the nine months. She knew that there were plenty of maternity boutiques around the city because she remembered Lauren enthusing about them when she’d been expecting Gavin. But she couldn’t remember the name of a single one. She’d stood in front of the mirror with a pillow stuffed beneath her pale pink T-shirt and contemplated her potential change in figure. It would be radical, she thought, because she was (as her father so often pointed out) a mere slip of a girl - exactly five feet and one inch tall (that inch was very important to her), with  short ink-black hair which she sometimes wore in gelled spikes but more often allowed to settle into a gamine crop framing her heart-shaped face. Her eyes were blackberry-blue and her lips, even without lipstick, a pouting rosebud red. Her nose was small and neat, though a tiny bump (a legacy of the crash into the Delaneys’ wall) robbed it of any cuteness it might otherwise have had. Iona’s looks were exotic rather than beautiful, but then she’d never much cared for beautiful over interesting. Anyway, there was no point in her caring, since Lauren was the one who’d been handed the beauty genes, with her clear, smooth skin, violet eyes and burnished copper hair which fell in soft waves around her perfectly proportioned face. Lauren’s nose was perfect too. Iona knew that her sister had obviously been handed the leftover height genes as well, because Lauren was a willowy five-six with an enviable figure which had looked fantastic even when she was pregnant. Iona rather thought that she herself would just look dumpy when it finally happened for her.

It doesn’t matter, she told herself now as she shoved her mobile into her bag, checked her appearance in the mirror once more and picked up her house keys. Nothing has changed yet. Everything is still exactly the same.

The rental agency had its offices in Dame Street, close to the imposing (though, thought Iona, incredibly ugly) Central Bank building with its smooth piazza, fountain and bronze sculpture facing on to the street. The office was also near Trinity College, a building which Iona much preferred and where she often went during sunny lunchtimes to eat a sandwich on the grassy lawns. Today, despite the  promise of clear blue skies and a warm breeze from the south, there would be no lunching on the lawns of Trinity or anywhere else. Her agenda was full - administration in the office in the morning and then back home to collect her lime-green Volkswagen Beetle so that she could drive to the six different apartments she was showing that afternoon and evening.

Her stomach was cramping again as she sat at her white wood desk and logged on to her computer. She hated this time of the month. She hated the bloated feeling that always engulfed her, the nagging pain in the small of her back and those damn cramps which racked her for the first day or two. She opened her desk drawer and took out a couple of gel capsules. When you’re in labour, she reminded herself as she swallowed them down, the pain will be worse. Much, much worse! She shivered a little. She was definitely ready to be pregnant now, but she was scared of the physical aspect as well as everything else. Although she was absolutely and utterly determined to do everything as naturally as possible, she worried that the intensity of the pain might stop her. It was extraordinary, she mused, that with all the evolutionary things that had gone on over the past few millennia, humans hadn’t yet come up with a better way of having babies. Hens had it cushy, she thought. An egg was a much better shape for the birth process - no inconvenient arms and legs which might present themselves at the wrong moment.

‘Morning, Iona!’ Ruth Dawson, who looked after rentals on the north side of the city, greeted her. ‘How’s it going?’ She saw the packet of evening primrose oil and starflower capsules on Iona’s desk and grimaced sympathetically.

‘I’ll be fine,’ said Iona, ‘though I wish I hadn’t agreed to so many viewings this afternoon.’

‘Take some Feminax,’ suggested Ruth. ‘I have—’

‘Thanks but no thanks.’ Iona smiled at her. ‘These work fine for me.’ She winced.

The other girl opened a desk drawer and took out an assortment of aspirin, paracetamol and ibuprofen which she spread out on the desk in front of her.

‘Sure?’

Iona looked at the display and shook her head again. ‘You should have shares in Glaxo,’ she said disparagingly. ‘I’ll give you the name of my yoga guru; much, much better for you than all that.’

Ruth snorted and then picked up her ringing telephone.

‘Rental Remedies,’ she said. ‘Ruth speaking. How can I help you?’

It was after ten before Iona finally rang Frank. He’d been meeting clients in the south-west of the country all week but he was due back in Dublin later that evening. Iona wanted to check on his timetable. She knew, because they had an on-line calendar which each of them updated every evening, that he’d had a meeting at nine this morning but she reckoned he should be finished by now. Frank never needed much time to make a sale. He was born to it, homing in immediately on the issue that most affected his potential customer and managing to make that customer feel as though he personally cared very deeply about any problem they might have. As he truly did, he told Iona. After all, his customers were the ones who paid the bills! And besides, most of them were very nice  people. Iona usually chuckled at that - Frank always saw the good in everyone. He insisted in giving them all the benefit of the doubt. It was one of the things she loved about him.

He answered her call almost immediately and she smiled involuntarily at the sound of his voice. Frank had a very, very sexy voice. It was Pierce Brosnan, Richard Burton and Sean Connery all rolled into one. As, indeed, was Frank himself. Iona had been somewhat stunned at the fact that she’d managed to snare a man who was sexier than Colin Firth in a wet shirt.

‘Hi, sweetheart,’ he said.

‘Morning, lover-boy.’

‘How’s things?’

‘Oh, grand.’

‘You’re not pregnant.’

‘How did you know that?’ Iona thought she’d managed to keep her tone sufficiently neutral.

‘I have my ways,’ said Frank, who was adept at reading her voice. ‘Don’t worry, darling. It’ll happen.’

‘I’m not worried,’ said Iona. ‘I know it will. And we’ll have a great time making it happen.’

‘That’s my girl,’ said Frank. ‘I do love you, you know.’

‘You can say those things ’cos you’re in the car on your own,’ said Iona.

‘And you can’t because there are people listening in?’

‘Exactly. But I do too.’

‘You think they can’t guess what we’re talking about?’

Iona glanced at the desk opposite her. Ruth’s dark head was bent over a printed spreadsheet and she appeared to be absorbed in her work, the tip of her pink tongue sticking  out between her teeth while she ticked off numbers on the page in front of her. As Iona watched her in silence, Ruth glanced up and gave her a brief smile.

‘Oh, you’re right as always!’

Frank laughed. ‘I know you girls, that’s all.’

‘What time will you be home?’ asked Iona.

‘I’ll leave as early as I can but it’s still a four-hour drive,’ said Frank. ‘So it’ll be after six before I get in, seven if the traffic is bad. What about you?’

‘I’m showing apartments until seven myself,’ said Iona apologetically. ‘I couldn’t manage to schedule it better.’

‘Don’t worry,’ Frank told her. ‘Give me a call when you’ve done the last, and if I’m first home I’ll order in some pizza.’ He chuckled. ‘And no saying that a green-leaf salad would be better for you. You need comfort food tonight, sweetheart.’

‘You’re a pet, you know that.’

‘Of course I do. Weren’t you lucky the day you met me?’

‘OK, OK, you’re pushing me to the limits here.’

‘And I was lucky the day I met you,’ added Frank.

‘Charmer,’ she said. But she was smiling as she replaced the receiver.

By two o’clock that afternoon Iona was in her car and heading for the first showing, a very luxurious apartment in the suburban town of Dun Laoghaire. The potential tenant had been seconded to a financial services company in the city from its head office in Barcelona, and Iona had already shown him apartments in the docklands area. But Enrique Martinez wanted somewhere further from  his place of work and so she’d decided to wow him with an expensive sea-view apartment in the upmarket suburb. I’d rent it myself if I could afford it, thought Iona, as she took the lift to the top floor. It’s absolutely gorgeous. Though it’s a single person’s apartment despite the space, and I - well, I have to start thinking in terms of semi-detached houses with enclosed back gardens. She opened the door and looked in - the apartment was twice the size of her red-brick house and, thanks to its big windows and careful layout, twice as bright and airy too.

A tap at the door signalled that the client had arrived. As with the previous times she’d met him, he was dressed in a carefully tailored suit and the double cuffs on his shirt were held closed by gold cufflinks. His black hair was sprinkled sparingly with grey, his face was square and he wore small but fashionable glasses on his nose. He wasn’t as old as he looked, Iona reckoned. But he was choosy and proving to be a difficult client to satisfy.

Her mobile rang just as she was extolling the virtues of the decked balcony and the impressive sea view over the harbour where small boats bobbed merrily at their moorings in the blue-green water.

‘A bit delayed,’ Frank told her. ‘Sorry, sweetheart. I’m only leaving my last meeting now so I might get caught up in some evening traffic. But with luck I should still be home by seven thirty.’

‘It’ll probably be eight before I make it,’ she said. ‘My seven o’clock is on the Shelbourne Road. That’s my last, though, so you go ahead and order the pizza. Extra cheese for me, please.’

‘You got it. And I’ll text you when I get in,’ promised Frank. ‘Maybe later we’ll have another shot at the baby-making?’

‘Um . . .’

‘Ah. Of course.’ Frank’s voice softened. ‘Would you like me just to rub your shoulders instead?’

‘You promise the nicest things.’ She giggled. Then a noise made her glance up and she saw her businessman standing in the doorway between the lounge and the master bedroom. ‘Gotta go,’ she said quickly. ‘See you later.’ She smiled brightly at her client. ‘So, Señor Martinez,’ she said. ‘What do you think? Have we got it right this time?’

By the time she’d finished the Shelbourne Road viewing at seven thirty, she was tired and frazzled and her cramps were worse than ever. All she wanted to do was to get home and put her feet up on the comfortable leather sofa which took up far too much of their tiny living room, and gorge herself on takeaway pizza with extra cheese. And garlic bread, if Frank thought about it. He could massage her aching feet afterwards, she thought hopefully.

She took her mobile out of her bag and frowned. He hadn’t called or sent a text. Which probably meant that he’d set out even later than he’d hoped and was now stuck in Dublin’s notorious rush-hour traffic. (The rush hour starting at about four o’clock in the afternoon these days and not really finishing until nearly eight!) She rang his number but was diverted to his voice-mail.

‘I’m on my way back now,’ she said as she got into her car. ‘If I get home before you I’ll order the pizza. But I hope you do. Get some garlicker too, will you? I want to come home to the heady aroma of takeaway cooking. Oh,  and Frank - ’cos I couldn’t say it earlier I will now. I love you!’

She ended the call and slid her phone into its stand. Then she started the car and headed for home.




Chapter 2

Sally Harper looked at the test in horrified amazement. She closed her eyes, counted to ten, then opened them and looked at the test again. The pink line was as clear as anything. She was, unbelievably, but beyond a shadow of a doubt, pregnant.

She put the test equipment back into its box and shoved the lot into the waste-bin in the cluttered en suite bathroom. At least Jenna wouldn’t see it there and ask awkward questions. Not that Jenna asked her questions at all these days, or even spoke to her on a regular basis if she could help it, but better to be safe than sorry. Christ, she thought as she sat on the edge of the bath, better safe than sorry! Pity I wasn’t thinking on those lines a few weeks ago.

She hadn’t seriously thought that she was pregnant, though. She’d bought the test more to eliminate it from consideration than anything else. She hadn’t wanted to go to Dr Dowling’s surgery and go through the whole palaver of an unnecessary test - because how the hell could she be pregnant at this time in her life? She was forty-one years old, for heaven’s sake! It was supposed to be hard to get pregnant at forty-one. The home test was meant to be a  formality, not a confirmation of something that she’d wanted and wanted for years but which hadn’t happened since Jenna’s birth.

She felt the sudden heave in her stomach and launched herself at the toilet bowl, retching into it uncontrollably. When the vomiting stopped, she sat, shakily, on the edge of the bath again and wiped her face with a damp cloth. This can’t be happening to me, she thought in panic, it really can’t. I don’t want to be pregnant now. It’s not at all convenient. It’s not at all what I want for my life. I’ve gone past all that. And, she gritted her teeth, I’ve just lost over a stone on that damn South Beach diet. She snorted. What a waste of time that was! All that good carb, bad carb stuff. Being ruthless with herself so that she was having to cook different meals for Frank and Jenna, neither of whom had a spare ounce of fat on them anyway. And for what? So that she’d end up pregnant and looking for maternity clothes again. How fair was that?

What the hell would her husband have to say? As far as he was concerned they’d started and finished their family with Jenna, and although it had been a deep disappointment to them not to have more children (because both had been only children themselves and had wanted a bigger family for Jenna’s sake) they’d accepted it in the end. They’d built their entire lives around the fact that their daughter was, and always would be, an only child. They believed that the Harper family was just the three of them. Frank, Sally and Jenna. She didn’t know if there was room for someone else now. She certainly couldn’t imagine Frank thinking there’d be time for someone else. Their lives were no longer based on nappies and night feeds and brightly coloured  plastic toys. They’d moved on from that - even if moving on meant not understanding the teenage girl that their daughter had become!

He’ll be gobsmacked, thought Sally, as she fought with another bout of nausea. Utterly gobsmacked. Nearly seventeen years after Jenna had been born, she knew that she was gobsmacked herself.

And what in God’s name was Jenna herself going to say? Sally presumed that her currently rebellious and truculent daughter, who’d once thought that the sun, moon and stars shone out of her parents’ behinds, would now think it was disgusting that they were having sex at all; but that the act had resulted in Sally getting pregnant at forty-one - well, Jenna’s reaction to that just didn’t bear thinking about. Everything Sally did was wrong and embarrassing these days. Getting pregnant would probably now move quickly to the top of the list ahead of her old-fashioned hairstyle and Frank’s penchant for trying to sing along to Top Ten hits. Those would definitely be outdone by Jenna’s embarrassing mother having embarrassing sex with her embarrassing father and the embarrassing result being plainly obvious for all to see.

Sally’s empty stomach heaved again. She didn’t remember being this sick before. Maybe it was worse when you were older. She didn’t know. As far as she could remember (despite a difficult labour) she’d sailed through her actual pregnancy with Jenna, although maybe the length of time since then had played tricks with her memory. But now . . . there could be all sorts of complications, couldn’t there? After all, forty-one was old for a pregnant woman. She knew that. As far as the obstetricians were concerned, she might as well show  up with a bus pass and pension book. They’d have to take special care of her, do additional checks on both her and the baby. And then, when the time came, she’d be in a room or a ward with young mothers, hopeful mothers, women who were nothing more than children themselves. Like she’d been, sort of, with Jenna.

And after that - leaving aside the whole pregnancy thing - what about her life? She’d begun to feel she was reclaiming it lately, what with losing the weight and Jenna growing up and being more independent and (despite the silences, shrugs and current practice of dressing in nothing but black) being a fairly responsible sort of daughter even if they had indulged her too much because of her only-child status. In the last few months Sally and Frank had been able to go out together a lot more, trusting (more or less) Jenna to be OK by herself. They’d even taken a weekend break in Galway together, leaving her at home in the company of her best friend, Samantha, with a list of instructions a mile long. Sally had been quite determined not to call to check up on her, but when she’d finally cracked on the Saturday night and phoned the house at ten o’clock, Jenna had told her that she and Sam were watching a video and would Sally and Frank please not worry. (It had been the most sociable conversation she’d had with her daughter in months!) And when they got home the following evening Sally was pleasantly surprised to find that the house hadn’t been trashed and that Jenna hadn’t held any parties or engaged in any antisocial activities and had, in fact, bought fresh milk and a selection of pastries for when they got home. Her next-door neighbour, Philly, told her the following day that everything had been thankfully normal and that she was lucky to have a daughter like Jenna.

Jenna was a basically good girl, thought Sally, as she washed her face and patted it dry. If dressing in black and monosyllabic communication was as bad as it got, she’d consider herself lucky!

The nausea eased and she dotted tinted moisturiser on to her face. She stared at her reflection in the bathroom mirror. When the new baby reached Jenna’s age, she’d be fifty-eight. If she sometimes felt exhausted by her teenage daughter now, what the hell would it be like when she was fifty-eight and dealing with adolescent tantrums? As it was, she couldn’t even begin to think what having to go through the whole routine of changing nappies, sterilising bottles and mixing feeds interspersed with minimal sleep all over again would be like. And as for Frank - well, he liked his full eight hours! He’d been utterly useless with Jenna at night. Great during the day - a loving and devoted father who’d taken her on long walks to the park and shamelessly indulged her whenever he thought that Sally wasn’t paying attention - but when it came to the night-time stints, Frank had been and would be a write-off.

The new baby would be due in December. Sally didn’t want to appear gloomy and negative about the whole thing when the reality was that it was a complete miracle really . . . but December! The month when you got up in the dark and came home from work in the dark; the month with the shortest day in the whole year. Jenna had been a summer baby and that had helped because the days had been long and the nights hadn’t been as all-enveloping as winter nights. She’d coped in the summer when she was a mere twenty-four years old, full of energy, and happy and excited about her first child.

She smoothed some more moisturiser on to her face. I don’t look forty-one, she told herself hopefully. People could mistake me for a woman in her mid-thirties. Maybe. She pulled at the edges of her face to tighten the skin around her eyes. Damn wrinkle lift cream - a horrendous price and it didn’t make the slightest bit of difference! Her eyes, a luminous blue-green, had always been her best feature. They still were, despite the tiny network of wrinkles. Until now Sally had always thought that the fine lines gave her face character. But now she was afraid that they simply gave away her age.

She ran her fingers through her thick mane of hair. Her hair was also a good feature, she reminded herself, despite the fact that Jenna didn’t like its length. Mature women didn’t let their hair grow past their shoulders, she often told Sally. And then putting it into a plait was naff beyond belief. Sally hadn’t plaited it yet this morning and it gleamed in the morning light, strands of auburn and gold naturally highlighting the overall chestnut colour. And hardly any grey! That pleased her. Now that some of her friends were spending an absolute fortune getting their roots done every month, Sally appreciated even more the fact that she’d managed to escape, so far at any rate, that most telltale sign of ageing.

But there was no doubt that she’d be grey at fifty-eight. She stopped twisting her hair around her fingers and let it flop on to her back. She wanted to think that she could be happy about this pregnancy, but she wasn’t sure that she could.

She’d be happy if Frank was happy. At least she thought she would. If he turned out to be supportive and understanding, and if he decided that the whole thing was an  absolute miracle - well, then she’d be able to see it that way too. But if he (as she had when she’d looked at the thin pink line) saw this baby as an intrusion into the rest of their lives together, she simply didn’t know how she’d cope.

Sally exhaled slowly and walked out of the bathroom. This was absolutely a miracle, she reminded herself. It really was. How could she be so upset about a miracle?

She slid her white blouse over her shoulders and then pulled on her black pencil skirt. Not that she’d be able to wear the pencil skirt for very much longer. But right now it still fitted. So that looking at herself sideways in the mirror she wouldn’t have known that she was pregnant at all. She could even pretend, at least for another few hours, that she wasn’t. She tried to block it out of her mind as she began teasing her hair into a plait, but it was impossible.

With her hair finally done, she went into Jenna’s room, picking her way through the discarded trousers and tops and shoes, and shook her daughter by the shoulder. Jenna moaned and burrowed deeper beneath the heavy-duty duvet. (She wouldn’t allow Sally to change it for a lighter-weight one until later in the summer, even though now, just after Easter, the weather had begun to improve and the nights were getting warmer.)

‘Come on, Jen,’ said Sally impatiently. ‘We haven’t got all day.’

‘Don’t feel well,’ muttered Jenna.

‘Get up.’ Sally’s voice was sharper than she’d intended and Jenna poked her face over the duvet.

‘We don’t have time for messing about,’ said Sally. ‘I have to talk to a couple of members of staff before school starts.’

‘Yeah, well, I don’t.’ Jenna hated the fact that her mother was the vice-principal at the Holy Spirit School just outside Bray where she herself was a pupil. It was utterly loathsome having a parent on the teaching staff. It made the pupils suspect you and the teachers demand more of you. And the fact that Sally was the vice-principal made things even worse, because Jenna knew the teachers were afraid that she might report back on them if they didn’t keep good control of the class. Not that Jenna ever would. It wasn’t like she actually cared or anything.

There should be a rule against it, she thought. Of course Sally had asked her about it before she’d taken the job the previous year. The rationale that her mother used was that Jenna only had a couple more years to go and then she’d be off to college so it wouldn’t matter. But this opportunity for Sally to leave the school in Sutton where she currently worked (and which was an hour’s commute on the Dart) to be so much closer to home, was too good to pass by. She’d asked but she wasn’t really asking, just telling, so in the end Jenna hadn’t felt any option other than to say that it was all right with her even though her heart sank into her boots at the thought.

‘Honestly, Mum, I’m a bit queasy this morning,’ she said now as she brushed her dark hair out of her eyes. (She’d inherited Frank’s brown eyes instead of Sally’s wonderful blue-green ones but her hair was as thick and lustrous as Sally’s own.)

‘Well, I wasn’t feeling the best myself either,’ retorted Sally, ‘but I’m up and about and I expect you to be out of that bed and downstairs in the next fifteen minutes. Come on, it’s Friday. You can sleep late tomorrow.’

Jenna looked at Sally in disgust. That was another thing about her mother. She just didn’t believe in illness. Queasiness, nausea, unexpected aches and pains - she had no time for any of it. Jenna didn’t think that Sally had ever had a headache in her life. Which meant she had very little sympathy with people who did. When Jenna had been studying for her Junior Cert and had complained of headaches, Sally had simply bought her a better table lamp to use and told her to stop slouching.

She pushed the duvet off the bed and swung her legs reluctantly over the side. At least Dad would be back home today. Sally was always more relaxed when Frank was around, less determined to be in control of things and have everything running like clockwork. Frank made her laugh, allowed her to forget that she had to go to the supermarket or wash the kitchen floor or do the hundreds of mundane, boring, housewifely things that she always wanted to do when he was away on one of his customer service trips.

That was why her parents had a good marriage, thought Jenna, as she stumbled into the bathroom. Frank was light-hearted and easy-going. Sally was a bit of a control freak. But they balanced each other out pretty well. Though, in all honesty, she preferred her father’s more relaxed attitude to life. After all, he was a successful businessman. They were comfortably, if not extravagantly, well off. It just went to show that you didn’t have to account for every second of every day . . .

‘Jen, hurry up!’ Her mother’s voice, tight and anxious, wafted up the stairs.

‘All right, all right!’ And what the hell was eating her  this morning? thought Jenna irritably as she picked up her hated uniform skirt of bottle-green from the back of the soft grey tub chair in the corner of her room and pulled it up over her hips.

The sooner Dad gets back and brings a bit of laughter into the house again the better, she muttered grimly. I can’t bear it when he’s away. I really can’t.




Chapter 3

Siobhán Farrell was sitting on the end of the bed and thinking about sex. She hadn’t had any since her fiancé, Eddie, had headed off on his business trip to Boston five weeks ago. But he’d be home soon and she had plans for an orgy of hedonistic lovemaking to make up for lost time. Bedtime fun with Eddie was one of the most pleasurable things in her life (and it would be a long time, she told herself, before they messed it all up by having kids). She looked at her watch. Right now he was somewhere in the skies on his way back to her. She’d been busy over the past few weeks and sometimes it had suited her that Eddie wasn’t around. But she was surprised at how much she’d actually missed him.

She picked up the silver-framed photo of him which she kept on the untidy dressing table. She’d had it done over a year earlier and had brought it with her when she’d moved into his apartment in Blackrock six months ago. Eddie had been amused when she put it on the dressing table, telling her that she hardly needed the photo when she had him, but she’d pointed out that there were many times when she woke up and he wasn’t there, and it was nice to see his ugly mug first thing.

It wasn’t an ugly mug, of course. Eddie McIntyre was a handsome man with a strong face and a smile which, she once told him, reminded her of Elvis Presley. At which Eddie had snorted and pointed out that he had fair hair and grey eyes and so didn’t look anything like The King. Siobhán had grinned at him and said that it was still an Elvis smile and that since her mother had been an Elvis fan and had brought her up to be an Elvis fan too, the least that he could do was accept this as the biggest compliment she could possibly offer him. And Eddie had conceded that it was always nice to get compliments and that he’d have to work on swivelling his hips a bit more. So she told him to stop slacking and get back to the gym, which would surely help his hip-swivelling abilities.

Siobhán and Eddie had met in the gym. The day they’d first spoken she’d been working on the rowing machine, her carrot-red hair pinned up on her head and a thin sheen of perspiration glistening on her face as she attacked the machine, trying to better her time. She’d noticed Eddie around the place before, an attractive man in his T-shirt and shorts without being one of those overmuscled types. She’d seen him pounding the treadmill and lifting weights but she hadn’t noticed him standing behind her as she rowed intently, focused only on the job in hand. And then he’d asked her if she wasn’t actually trying to propel the damn machine out of the building, a question which had broken her concentration and caused her to slow down for a moment.

She’d looked up at him, a curl of damp hair falling over her forehead and her grey top darkened by sweat, then picked up the pace again.

‘You waiting for this machine?’ she asked.

‘God, no,’ he replied. ‘You’ve beaten it into submission already. It wouldn’t be fit for someone else tonight.’

She glanced at the timer. Five minutes of her workout left.

‘Was there something else you wanted?’ She looked at him enquiringly.

‘Nothing major,’ he told her.

She rowed even more intensely.

‘Do you ever stop?’ he asked.

‘In four minutes thirty seconds,’ she replied. ‘So if there’s something you want to say to me, how about you leave it till then?’

He sat on one of the aerobic steps beside the rowing machine and waited until she’d finished. She picked up her towel and ran it through her crop of curls.

‘Well?’ she asked.

‘Jeez, woman, I’m not sure how good an idea this is now,’ he said. ‘You’re scaring me.’

‘Why?’

‘Well . . .’ He looked despairingly at her. ‘I’m trying to hit on you, for heaven’s sake. Didn’t you guess?’

Siobhán stopped towelling her hair and stared at him.

‘Is it a crime?’ He laughed uneasily under the steady gaze of her clear blue eyes.

She chuckled. ‘Actually, no. That one isn’t.’

‘Whew.’ He smiled in mock-relief. ‘So - well - how about it?’ He held out his hand. ‘Eddie McIntyre.’

‘Siobhán Farrell,’ she replied cheerfully, completely unaware that she was about to fall in love with him.

The sound of a car horn outside the apartment block brought her attention back to the present. She opened the  chest of drawers and rummaged through her underwear, wishing that she hadn’t, once again, ruined a perfectly good bra and knickers by throwing them in the wash with Eddie’s black socks. Her underwear set had been snow white. Now it had joined the rest of the legion of blue-grey garments. Oh well, she thought, nobody to see it today anyway. She took a plain white blouse from the wardrobe and slid it on and completed her outfit by selecting charcoal-grey trousers and a grey jacket from the mound of clothes piled up on the big armchair in the corner of the room.

Then she picked up her brush and tugged it through her wiry locks, pulling them back from her face and securing them with a soft velvet scrunchie and a couple of barrettes. On her time off she allowed her hair to run riot around her face but she always tied it back at work. She looked at herself in the mirror and narrowed her eyes. Efficient, she thought. In control. The kind of woman who knew how to use her Smith & Wesson .38. Eddie had been taken aback on their first date together when she told him that she was a detective garda. He’d blinked a couple of times and had stared at her with a look which told her that he thought (like her other boyfriends before him) that she was taking the piss. And then (also like other boyfriends before him) when he realised that she wasn’t, his expression had changed to one of nervous humour.

‘Yes, I could cuff you and make you do whatever I wanted,’ she told him, ‘but I’m not that kind of girl. And I don’t care if you’ve once jumped a red light or exceeded the speed limit or if you don’t separate your recyclable stuff from your normal rubbish.’

‘I’ve never dated a policewoman before,’ he said.

‘If it’s too much for you, you don’t have to date me again,’ she responded. ‘We do say that the only people who should marry cops are bankers, civil servants and other cops.’ And then she blushed because she hadn’t actually intended to use the M word on their first date.

‘I think it’s kind of cool,’ he said. ‘I’m just trying to get used to the idea of telling people that my girlfriend is a detective. Have you ever done a murder?’

‘Well, I haven’t personally murdered anyone.’ Her blue eyes twinkled. ‘But from time to time I’ve thought of stabbing my partner.’

‘Investigated one,’ he amended.

‘Yes.’

The rest of the date was spent with Siobhán telling Eddie what it was like to find a dead body. Not exactly what most people would recommend as a topic for a first date, she thought, as they walked hand-in-hand through the city streets later. But his initial ghoulish interest had actually turned into a more general curiosity and suddenly he was asking her if she’d like to come out with him again and she was saying yes.

He had been the one to persuade her to live with him. She’d tried to explain that she worked crazy hours and that when she was deeply involved in a case she could become dreadfully antisocial and that there were times in her life when basically she wouldn’t be interested in what he was doing at all, but he said he didn’t mind. He told her that he loved her and that he didn’t want to live without her. And he’d asked her to marry him. It was her first marriage proposal. Most of her relationships hadn’t even got close. She was surprised at how excited she was about it. And how  flattered. He’d asked her. He’d actually said, ‘Will you marry me,’ just like in the books and the movies. (Not that she actually read many books or watched many movies where the outcome was people getting married. Siobhán liked crime fiction and action thrillers and preferred a shootout to a soppy ending any day.)

She loved him but she wasn’t ready to marry him. Not yet. It was hard enough being a female on the force (even if things had improved over the past few years); she wasn’t ready to take on the baggage of being a married woman too. Her career was important to her. Besides, Eddie’s career was just as important to him and she simply didn’t see the need for them to get married yet. Eddie worked in investments. Siobhán had no idea what that really meant, other than the fact that he actually enjoyed listening to business bulletins and read the Financial Times every day. He talked about things that went so far over her head as to be completely meaningless, but the flip side of the boring stuff was that he made a great deal more money than most of the guys she’d ever known before (and significantly more than her, despite the fact, as she sometimes told him, that she was the one keeping the streets safe for him and his BMW), and he spent a lot of it on her. He’d brought her to Paris for Valentine’s Day - a trip which had caused her to suffer more than her fair share of ribbing in Bray garda station, from where she worked. Eddie travelled a lot for business reasons too - a few weeks before the Boston trip he’d spent a week in New York - but that suited her. She liked being with him. She also liked the times when they were apart. Which was why she was happy to be engaged to him but wasn’t quite ready to marry him yet. The  wedding was planned for a year from now. Which gave her plenty of time to work on her career before people started treating her like a married woman and asking her when she was going to have kids. That was absolutely not on their agenda.

But now, she thought, as she hurried out of the apartment and jabbed the call button for the lift, she was looking forward to being back together with Eddie again. Being single had its attractions, but being part of a couple was even nicer.

At their cruising altitude of 37,000 feet, Eddie McIntyre was watching an in-flight movie. At least, the movie was showing on the personal screen in front of him, but he wasn’t really taking any interest in it. He was thinking about the five weeks he’d spent away from Siobhán. Businesswise it had been great. New clients, new money, new investments. A resounding success. The firm would be delighted. He’d e-mailed them and spoken to them already, of course, so they knew just how successful it had been. But it was always great to walk into the office as a conquering hero.

He shivered involuntarily. He didn’t feel like a conquering hero. Not now. He wiped away the beads of sweat which had suddenly broken out on his forehead. Things seemed great whenever he thought about going into the office. But whenever he thought about seeing Siobhán, a black cloud seemed to envelop him.

He got up and went to the toilet. The harsh light made his face seem pale, even though he’d acquired a decent tan over the last few weeks. But otherwise he didn’t look any different. It was weird, thought Eddie, that you could look  exactly the same and yet feel completely changed. He couldn’t help thinking that Siobhán would know straight away. As though by looking at him she would guess that the fabric of their lives might have been changed for ever. And yet why should she? She might be a detective, he told himself, but she wasn’t a bloody clairvoyant.

He splashed water on to his face and made his way back to his seat. The steward walked by and asked him if he’d like something to drink. Eddie ordered a whiskey. He hardly ever drank whiskey, but somehow it seemed the right drink for him now. When the steward returned and handed it to him, Eddie knocked it back in three swift gulps. He didn’t really feel any better afterwards, but at least it might help him to get some sleep. And that would stop the torrent of thoughts running through his head.

Frank Harper wasn’t thinking about how he looked. He wasn’t really thinking about anything very much. Perhaps, if forced to say something about his thoughts, it would be that he liked driving. He always had. He liked the feeling of being cocooned in his car, cut off from everything around him while still being an observer of life as he passed it by. He particularly liked it on a day like today when the sun was shining from a china-blue sky dotted with white puff-ball clouds, and when the countryside was bursting with spring-green meadows and unfurling leaves on the trees.

In the car, cruising along the highways and byways, he could listen to radio phone-ins or country and western music with no one to criticise his choice or ask to switch over to some damn classical station or to self-important twaddle on Radio 4 (not that reception for Radio 4 was anything much  in the car anyway - and once you drove any distance outside Dublin it was impossible to get).

The other thing he liked about being in the car was driving through the different towns on his various journeys, towns with interesting names like Birdhill or Oilgate which resonated with past history; or whose Irish names had been anglicised so that people forgot that Killduff actually meant ‘black church’ and Kenmare meant ‘the head of the sea’.

He liked observing the changes too: the improvement of the roads (in some areas at least); new paint jobs on the rectangular houses that lined the main streets; whole new housing developments springing up in places that had once been considered rural but were now being touted as within commuting distance of the nearest city.

He knew that some people disliked the urbanisation of the countryside and he supposed that at some point he’d dislike it too, but it was a sign of the better times that Ireland had gone through in the second half of the 1990s, a time that had given him the opportunity to move his life on, to make a bit of money and to become a different person.

Frank thought about change a lot when he was driving. Mostly he thought about how easier communication had made the country smaller and people always accessible. Nowhere was really isolated any more. Owning a mobile phone meant that you could be contacted on the side of a mountain or in the middle of a lake even if there was nobody for miles around. Nowhere was safe from the people who wanted to get hold of you. That thought had once scared him. But now it didn’t bother him at all.

He glanced down at the three mobile phones in the seat pocket of his car. A red one. A blue one. A yellow one.  Honest to God, he muttered under his breath. Three damn phones. Sometimes I wonder if I’m off my head completely. At least the three of them were silent right now and he wasn’t expecting them to ring.

He looked at the clock on the dash. After five and the traffic was building up, even in the smaller towns. He frowned. He’d messed it up this week, got everything arse over tit so that his whole schedule had been thrown into disarray. He’d made promises that he wouldn’t be able to keep and he still hadn’t figured out the best way around them. But he would. He always did no matter how complicated things got. That was why he did so well in business; he would invariably come up with a solution for even the most demanding of clients. He’d manage something today too for himself. Only he hadn’t quite decided what yet. But he wouldn’t push it. It was all about confidence and not letting yourself get rattled, and Frank never allowed himself to get rattled any more. He’d almost been rattled when the letter had come and he’d looked at it with astonishment and complete surprise, but then he’d managed to deal with that too. He’d copied it, as he always did with important stuff, then put the original away and resolved not to think about it but let a decision simply float into his mind instead of thrashing through all the options. He knew he’d do the right thing in the end. He was confident about that.

He whistled tunelessly and allowed a huge oil tanker to overtake him. Bloody fool, thought Frank. Exceeding the speed limit and passing him on a poor stretch of road. And for what? He’d worked out himself, long since, that belting along didn’t make a whole heap of difference to the journey in the end. Maybe got you to your destination five or ten  minutes earlier than a steady fifty-five or sixty. But you got there stressed out and tense, whereas if you travelled more slowly and in a more relaxed manner the journey didn’t become a battle. Yet most people didn’t realise that. Most people were sucked into the whole rushing around sort of thing as he’d once been. He was glad to have left that part of his life behind him.

He flexed his shoulders. There was no doubt that these days his life in many ways was actually busier and more stressful than it used to be. But it was all about compart-mentalising things, not letting them get the better of you. Finding ways to unwind and people to unwind with. Developing the sort of lifestyle that allowed you to get the most out of everything. The trouble with so many people in the world, Frank thought as he slowed down to go through the next small town (which had once been nothing more than a pinprick on the map but now boasted a huge shopping centre and discount designer outlet, as well as an irritating set of traffic lights), was that they forgot that they only had one life to live and they forgot to extract every moment of pleasure from it that they could. And, in the end, they ended up missing out on the big things because they spent far too much time fussing over the little things.

It had taken him a while to work that out. But once he had, well, everything had just slotted into place for him and he hadn’t looked back.

A sudden bump and a pull at the steering made him swear out loud. A puncture. As if he didn’t have enough to deal with today! Frank felt his hard-won stress-free mood rapidly recede as he coasted to a stop on the grassy verge. Not the best place to get a puncture, he thought, as he took the large  red warning triangle out of the boot and walked back a hundred metres or so to put it on the road. But then that’s the way things go sometimes. He took off his jacket and slung it on to the back seat of the Honda. Then he took the jack out of the boot and began to raise the car.

Actually (and he knew that people would think he was crazy if he admitted this), he didn’t normally mind changing a tyre. It didn’t happen that often, of course, but when it did it reminded him of the mechanical nature of the car. These days they were so damn comfortable that sometimes he forgot the whole magic of petrol and ignition and axles turning wheels. Getting a puncture brought it all back to basics. And he kind of enjoyed rolling up his shirtsleeves and getting a bit grubby from time to time.

He whistled as he worked, even as his mind wrestled with the timing problem that getting back so late to Dublin would bring. He made his decision, and when he’d finished the work and put all of the equipment back in the boot, he picked up the bright red mobile and pressed the speed-dial.

‘It’s me,’ he said to the voice-mail message. ‘I’m sorry. I really am. I’m running much later than I thought. I might end up staying here tonight and get back to Dublin tomorrow. I’m really sorry. Give me a shout later.’

He got into the car and put the phone back in the door pocket. Then he frowned. It was covered in oil. He looked at his hands and grimaced. He hadn’t noticed the stain on the edge of his palm. He took a tissue from the box on the passenger seat and wiped it. But he was still grimy. He’d end up getting oil all over the steering wheel at this rate.

He knew that there were a couple of pubs side by side a few miles along the road. He’d drive to them and wash  up in one of the men’s rooms. Since he’d made the phone call, the last vestiges of pressure had disappeared. He placed two tissues on the steering wheel to protect it as he drove. And now people really will think I’m crazy, he thought in amusement. Maybe that I’ve got some kind of cleanliness complex, that I’m afraid of germs or something. Howard Hughes, that’s me! He grinned to himself as the pubs came into view at the crest of the hill on the turn of the road. The first was undergoing some kind of renovation. Its front was swathed in scaffolding and green tarpaulin which flapped gently in the wind.

He pulled in to the gravelled car park of the second pub (though car park was probably too grand a word for what was just a bit of space in front of the building with three other cars already parked there) and switched off the engine. He slid the blue phone into his jacket pocket and the others into his briefcase, which he took with him. He’d once had his car broken into in a pub car park and he didn’t leave things to chance any more. He walked into the pub, narrowing his eyes to adjust to the gloom inside. The publican was behind the bar, polishing pint glasses, while another customer - an elderly farmer with a tweed cap pulled down over his brow - sat at the dark wood counter sipping a pint of Guinness. Two younger men - businessmen, thought Frank, passing trade like himself - sat in a corner with a sheaf of papers in front of them.

‘Just a mineral water,’ he said as he put his case on the bar.

The barman nodded at the new arrival and took a bottle of Ballygowan from the fridge beneath the bar.

‘I’ll use your facilities first.’ Frank didn’t want to get oil  all over the glass too. He gestured towards the briefcase.

‘This OK here?’

The barman nodded again and Frank walked through the pub to the gents’. He wondered why it was that the toilets in so many Irish pubs were so utterly awful. The blue wall tiles were coated in grease and there was black fungus on the grouting. The single urinal was detaching itself from the wall and was caked with limescale. And the sink, the only item that he actually wanted to use, was cracked, the tap dripping incessantly.

Oh well, he thought philosophically as he turned the tap on full. It won’t kill me.

He began whistling again.




Chapter 4

Sally was both relieved and annoyed that her husband had called to say that he probably wouldn’t be home. She was annoyed because he’d been away all of the previous week and three days of the week before. It seemed to her that over the past few years his work had taken him away more and more often, and the semi-detached nature of their marriage was beginning to irritate her. It hadn’t at first - she’d liked the fact that the two of them were independent people who didn’t need to be joined at the hip to be happy. She’d enjoyed going on weekend breaks without him and him going away without her too. Their reunions were always passionate and welcome, and last year, for their eighteenth wedding anniversary, she’d bought him a plaque in the shape of a heart inscribed with ‘Absence makes the heart grow fonder’, which she’d told him to put up in his office.

Of course when they first married his absences had been much shorter. But that had changed in the last few years, mainly because the business had grown so much and he had to be away a lot more frequently. It was something that she was going to have to talk to him about. Especially now that she was pregnant again. That, though, was one of the reasons  she was relieved he wasn’t coming home tonight. She hadn’t quite come to terms with the whole idea herself yet and she wasn’t ready to talk to him about it. Only she knew that the moment he walked in the door she would have to blurt it out. She was aching with the need to tell someone and that someone had to be him.

‘Jenna!’ she called up the stairs. ‘Are you ready to eat now?’

‘Not hungry,’ came the reply.

Sally sighed deeply. Another thing to worry about. Jenna was forever telling her that she wasn’t hungry or requesting a simple salad for a meal which she then pushed around her plate and only ate a small portion of. Whenever Sally broached the subject of eating properly, Jenna looked wearily at her and told her that she wasn’t anorexic or even bulimic but that she was simply going through a not very hungry phase.

‘But darling,’ Sally would say in her most coaxing tone, ‘you need nutrients. You’re a growing girl and you’re working hard at school.’ (Though the second part of her sentence was only half true, because Jenna’s grades had slipped over the past few months. The worst part of being a teacher in the same school was knowing how her daughter’s behaviour had changed and having the other teachers discuss it with her in detail.)

It didn’t matter how much Sally wheedled, Jenna ate what she wanted when she wanted. And then, just to keep her off balance, Sally thought, she would sometimes tuck into an enormous dinner and smile at her like the Jenna of old and ask for more.

I wish I knew what was going through her mind these  days, Sally thought. Everyone thinks that because I teach I should know. But I bloody well don’t!

Jenna lay on her single bed and gazed up at the ceiling. A tiny crack snaked its way across it from one side of the room to the other. The crack had been there for as long as she could remember. When she’d been very small and noticed it first, she’d rushed downstairs to tell her parents that the house was falling down. She’d burst into the living room to find Sally buttoning up her blouse and her father looking flustered. It was only years afterwards that she realised that the sound of her four-year-old footsteps clattering down the stairs had alerted her parents to the imminent interruption of their lovemaking. She’d shivered when she thought about it - her mum and dad having sex together. It revolted her. She didn’t know quite why it revolted her when the idea of making love to Gerry Cullinan, a guy she’d met at the local sports centre, was so appealing. Last week, in the shadow of the high wall behind her house, Gerry had kissed her in a way she hadn’t ever been kissed before. And as his hands had slid down her back, cupping her buttocks and drawing her ever closer to him, she’d held him fiercely too, wanting to merge her body with his until they were one person. One of Gerry’s hands had then moved upwards and under her Nike T-shirt, until it covered her left breast. At that moment Jenna thought she would faint with the pleasure of it.

‘I don’t have anything,’ Gerry had whispered. ‘I’m sorry.’

Jenna had been shocked. Both at the fact that he’d thought she was ready to have sex with him and the fact that he was being responsible about it.

‘Neither do I,’ she’d whispered back as though this was a perfectly normal conversation.

Gerry had pulled away from her then. ‘Next time,’ he said.

Jenna had fallen in love with him a little more. After all, most of the time adults talked about teenage boys it was to say that they had all the self-control of a lit firework. But here was Gerry Cullinan, not making love to her because he didn’t want to get her pregnant. He was the most wonderful bloke she’d ever met. She’d pulled him towards her and kissed him again, and she knew that if he hadn’t pulled away, she wouldn’t have stopped him.

She was going to go into Dublin and buy condoms. She couldn’t buy them here, in Bray, because someone would be bound to find out. The town was big but not big enough to keep really important things secret. Even if she went to the chemist at the far end, where the pharmacist didn’t know her or her mother or father, she’d be bound to bump into someone there who did. It was the way of things. But if she went into the city to buy them she’d be OK. She could nip into Boots and throw them into a wire basket along with a new mascara and some lippy and nobody would take a blind bit of notice.

And then, when she met Gerry at the party tomorrow night as they’d arranged, she’d be able to let him know that she was sorted, that she had something and that they didn’t have to stop with kisses and his touch on her breast.

Remembering it again brought back all of the pleasurable feelings. She moaned softly to herself and closed her eyes.

Sally sat at the huge wooden table and poked at the pork chop on her plate. She wasn’t really hungry. She’d only cooked it because she’d taken the chops out of the freezer that morning, thinking that they could have a nice family meal once Frank got home. Whenever Frank was in the house Jenna seemed marginally more prepared to eat with them, as though making an effort for her father’s sake. Sally pushed the chop to one side and scooped some savoury rice on to her fork. She lifted it as far as her lips and then replaced it, untasted, on the plate. Maybe it was just as well Jenna had shut herself away in her bedroom. If she’d been watching Sally playing aimlessly with her food she’d have considered it justification for her own lack of appetite these days.

Although Sally had been relieved when he left the message earlier, she now felt miserable at the thought of another night without Frank. She wanted the warmth of his arms around her, the closeness of his lips on hers and the sheer joy of making love to him, regardless of the fact that she was pregnant. She stared unseeingly at her plate. It had been Frank’s skill as a kisser that had entranced her when she’d first met him at an all-night party in a run-down flat in Ranelagh twenty years ago. Sally had known the girl who rented the flat; Frank had come with a group of friends. They’d met as they both tried to grab the last can of Heineken from the fridge.

‘I think you’ll find that’s mine,’ Frank had told her.

‘I brought ten,’ Sally informed him. ‘I haven’t had more than six. So it’s definitely mine.’

They’d stared at each other, both aware of an electricity that crackled between them as his brown eyes held her blue-green ones, and then he laughed.

‘How about payment?’ he suggested.

‘Excuse me?’

‘Well, I let you have the beer in return for payment.’

‘And that might be?’

‘This.’ He leaned forward and kissed her.

It was astonishing, thought Sally now, how much the memory of that kiss still had the power to move her. Of course he’d kissed her hundreds of times since then, and every time had been utterly marvellous, but that first kiss had been so unexpected and so wonderful. Sometimes, when she was mad at him for not coming home or having to work over holidays or travel abroad to meetings and miss important family events . . . well, if she remembered the kiss she couldn’t help but forgive him.

Remembering the kiss would make her remember the first time they made love too. A week later, after he’d asked her out and taken her to the cinema (she couldn’t for the life of her remember what it was they’d gone to see, as they’d spent the entire two hours in an orgy of kissing), they’d gone back to his flat, small and not very appealing with its underlying smell of damp, and she’d felt her excitement at being with him wane in such uninspiring surroundings. Then he’d kissed her again and begun undoing the buttons on her rather prim blouse, and he’d done it so slowly and erotically (and so unlike the other guys she’d gone out with before who were usually all fingers and thumbs in their haste to get down to business) that she’d almost come there and then simply standing in front of him. They’d made love on the padded quilt of his bed and Sally had fallen head over heels in love with the man who was the most sensitive lover she’d ever had. And was ever likely to  have, she thought later. She’d wondered, as she went home afterwards, whether you could make a lifetime commitment on the basis of out-of-this-world sex. She felt, somewhat regretfully, that there was probably more to it than that. And then Frank sent her flowers (the only man in her life ever to have sent her flowers) and she knew that there was more to him than being good in bed.

He was a wonderful husband. Other female friends would often joke (enviously) that he was too good to be true. That nobody could be as understanding of a woman’s needs as Frank. And not just her physical needs, her emotional needs too. He remembered birthdays. He remembered significant moments in their lives. He knew when she was bothered by something and knew to leave her to her own devices until she’d sorted herself out. He supported her teaching career, pushing her harder than maybe she would have pushed herself so that she finally got the position of deputy principal (although he told her that she really deserved to be the head). And if the flip side of that was that he had to be away more and more because of his business, well, Sally could put up with that. Most of the time.

It was definitely better that he wasn’t here tonight, she told herself, as she got up from the table and scraped her uneaten dinner into the bin. Her thoughts were all over the place. Her feelings were equally haphazard. She needed time to be alone.

But part of her didn’t want to be.

Iona arrived home at a quarter to eight. The house was in darkness with no sign of Frank. She felt a spurt of anger at the fact that he’d been delayed still further and hadn’t  bothered to call her. She took her phone from her bag and checked it. No missed calls. No messages. No texts.

She drew the curtains in the tiny living room as she dialled the pizza delivery and placed an order. She asked for their Cajun special with extra cheese on the basis that this was her favourite although not one Frank particularly liked. But she was punishing him for being so late. Childish, she thought, as she hung up. But she didn’t care. Besides, the takeaway pizza and garlic bread (even though she was really looking forward to it) was a big concession on her part. Always conscious of eating well, she’d been even more choosy in the last few weeks, wanting to get herself into peak condition for getting pregnant. So she’d been loading up on green-leaf veggies and folic acid and cutting out junk food completely.

She massaged her stomach. The worst of the cramps had eased now but she still felt bloated and uncomfortable. She went up to the bathroom and began to run a bath, decanting a few drops of ylang ylang oil into the warm water. The resulting scent was restful and soothing. She went into the bedroom and took off her work clothes. The pizza place had said it would be forty minutes before they could make the delivery. She’d be out of the bath by then, although surely Frank would be home within five or ten anyway. It wasn’t like him to be late and not to let her know. She pushed the sliver of worry to the back of her mind. He’d call. He always did. But she picked up her mobile and rang him anyway. All she got was his voice-mail. She left a message saying that he’d better hurry, that the pizza was on its way, and then she went back to the bathroom.

She slid into the silky softness of the bath and closed her  eyes, allowing her breathing to slow down and become steadier. A few minutes later, feeling much calmer, she opened her eyes and began massaging her tired legs with the tips of her fingers. She slid lower into the water, feeling the tensions of the day dissolve away from her and the bloatedness of her stomach finally ease as she drifted between wakefulness and sleep. Frank laughed at her ability to sleep in the bath and she knew that he worried (very slightly) that she might slide beneath the water and drown. She always told him that it was impossible in their shortened bathtub, even for someone of five feet and one inch.

There was a ring at the door. Her eyes snapped open again. Bloody pizza people were early for once, she thought. And Frank still hadn’t come home. Well, he could just reheat his half in the microwave and he’d have to lump it that it never tasted the same afterwards!

She wrapped her towelling robe around her and padded down the stairs. Unless it was Frank himself, she thought hopefully, having forgotten his keys or something. As she opened the door she realised that she was being particularly stupid. He wouldn’t be able to drive the car without keys. And besides, she’d know in advance if it was Frank. She always believed that she was intuitive like that. There were many times when she’d be thinking about him, her mobile would ring and it would be him. It wasn’t just Frank either. When Lauren had come down with a debilitating virus, Iona had phoned her the very day she’d been diagnosed, even though they hadn’t spoken in weeks. And the day Craig had received the letter from the engineering contractors about the Chinese job, she’d phoned him too, just knowing that something had happened. Iona put her  intuition down to the fact that she was in tune with her body. The knowledge comforted her, made her feel as though there was nothing that could ever happen without her being aware of it first.

The pizza delivery girl stood on the doorstep. The warm, tomato-laden aroma wafting from the huge flat box made Iona’s mouth water and she realised that she hadn’t eaten since her mixed nut salad at lunchtime. She took the box from the girl and tipped her a euro. She set it down in the kitchen, nipped upstairs to give her hair a brisk rub with a towel, thankful that its shortness meant that it dried quickly, and then came down again to attack the food.

She switched on the TV and realised that they were showing Erin Brockovich, which was one of her favourite movies. She hacked a slice from the pizza, curled up on the sofa, and indulged herself while she waited for Frank to come home.

Long before the movie ended she began to worry again. She tried Frank’s mobile once more but her call was still being diverted to his mailbox. She left another message, this time telling him that she was probably worrying unnecessarily but asking him to give her a shout and let her know where he was. She tried not to think of the fact that he might have had an accident - Frank was one of the safest drivers she knew. Maddeningly safe, in fact, she often got impatient with him. But although he wasn’t the kind of man to do something stupid on the road, other people were. Some lunatic, maybe overtaking on a bad bend, could have smashed into him. Iona swallowed hard and looked at the congealing half of the pizza she’d left  for him. She closed her eyes and visualised him driving along the motorway from Cork to Dublin. She couldn’t see any problems. She just couldn’t understand why he hadn’t called.

The movie was failing to keep her attention. Her eyes darted around the room and came to rest on the wedding photo - apart from the recent additions of the photos of her niece and nephew, it was the only photograph on display in the room. Both she and Frank preferred paintings to photos (and especially disliked photographs of themselves), but they agreed that the wedding photo was the one exception. They were standing on the white sands of a Barbados beach, she in her long white dress, an arrangement of colourful flowers in her dark hair, he in a white tux and red bow tie which she’d told him at the time was a bit over the top but which actually looked great against the stunning blues of the sea and sky behind them. They were laughing and toasting each other with champagne. Iona smiled at the memory. It truly had been the happiest day of her life, and it hadn’t mattered to her that none of her family was there because being alone together had made the experience somehow more intensely personal.

Four years ago, she thought, and it truly does only seem like yesterday!

She picked up her mobile and called Frank again. She could feel the worry escalate as she listened to him asking her to leave a message.

‘Frank,’ she said, and she had to struggle to keep the anxiety out of her voice, ‘where the hell are you? Call me. I know it’s stupid but I’m worried.’

Somehow saying out loud that she was worried seemed  to lessen it somewhat, as though by admitting it she could see for herself how silly it was to be concerned. She pressed the end button and stared at the TV screen. Erin Brockovich  had finished.




Chapter 5

It was early evening when the call came in to the garda station in Ardallen, just as Garda Tim Shanahan finally finished the crossword in the Herald. It had been a quiet day in Ardallen, a country town about an hour’s drive from Dublin, but Tim wasn’t feeling in the slightest bit guilty about having some down-time - they were all still shattered after the two-day jazz festival that had taken place at the GAA sports park the previous week. It was the minor public order offences that were so time-consuming, he thought. All those people getting drunk and pissing in the streets and having rows with each other. A big case would be a damn sight more exciting, even though they really didn’t have the manpower for big cases in Ardallen.

‘Ardallen garda station. How can I help?’ Tim liked sounding pleasant on the phone even though he knew that many of his colleagues still answered it abruptly, as though its ring had disturbed them from far more important business.

‘Jesus, Tim, come quick,’ said an excitable voice. ‘There’s been a massive great landslide at Kavanagh’s pub and the side of it is buried under rock.’

‘Who’s that?’ he asked, although he was fairly sure that it was Margaret Hobson, who lived on the hillside opposite the pub.

‘For crying out loud, Tim, it’s me. Mags. I was going to call 999 but I thought it’d be quicker to call you myself. But you’d better come quick ’cos it’s a hell of a mess.’

‘Right, Margaret,’ he said. ‘We’re on our way.’

He called for his colleague, Ronan Tierney, to join him. The two of them jumped into the marked car outside the station and sped to Kavanagh’s pub. As they drove, Tim called the ambulance service - if things were as bad as Margaret suggested (and he trusted her, she was a sensible woman despite her excitable voice), then they’d need them.

Kavanagh’s was a well-known pub in the area, although it amused Tim that it was right next door to the much more upmarket Ardallen House, which was currently undergoing its third remodelling in almost as many years. This one was far more radical than any other, since it was to allow for a nightclub on the premises, a fact which wearied Tim because the location of the pubs, five miles outside the town, already caused problems with customers who drove there and then realised that after a few pints they shouldn’t really drive back. Having a pub with a nightclub attached would make things even worse. Years ago it wouldn’t have mattered that much, but there was now a zero-tolerance policy in Ardallen regarding drink-driving which had made Tim and the rest of the guards both heroes and villains in equal measure.

‘Holy Mother of God.’ Tim swung the car to a stop outside the pub and looked at it in stunned amazement. Margaret Hobson hadn’t been joking. The entire side of  the pub was nothing but a mound of rubble and the place was a complete disaster area.

‘Let’s get some traffic control going,’ Tim told Ronan. ‘The ambulances will be here soon and we don’t want rubbernecking onlookers in the way. And you’d better call for back-up too.’

He scanned the scene as Ronan got to work. He recognised Noel Kavanagh, the owner of the pub, who was sitting on the single wooden table outside the front of the premises, a red blanket around his shoulders. He was unnaturally pale although that could also have been because he was streaked with dust. An elderly man who Tim knew to be Bennie Harrison was sitting beside him. Margaret Hobson was with them, offering them tea out of an old-fashioned thermos flask. Two other men, both in torn and dusty white shirts spattered with blood, were also being comforted. As he watched, a couple of ambulances arrived and the paramedics got working on the injured men.

‘Christ.’ Ronan Tierney rejoined him. ‘What the hell happened?’

‘God only knows,’ said Tim. He looked around as the sound of sirens indicated the arrival of the reinforcements. ‘Get one of the lads to follow the ambulances, Ronan. See how everyone’s doing.’ He scratched his head. ‘I’ll have a word with Noel and see what he has to say before they haul him off. We need to know if anyone is trapped inside.’

‘D’ you think it was deliberate?’ Ronan’s voice was a mixture of hope and horror.

‘Deliberate?’

‘Like a terrorist attack or something.’

Tim looked at his young colleague. ‘Ah now, get a grip,’  he said. ‘I have a feeling that terrorists have bigger targets in mind than Kavanagh’s pub.’

‘Well, a gangland thing then,’ suggested Ronan.

‘Jesus Christ, Tierney, what sort of stuff are you reading these days?’ demanded Tim.

‘Well, I hope there weren’t too many people inside,’ said Ronan, tacitly accepting that Ardallen probably wasn’t a gangland or terrorist target.

‘Noel says that some bloke came in just before it happened,’ said Margaret Hobson, who’d trotted over to them. ‘Besides Bennie and those two other guys he was the only person there. He ordered a sparkling water and went to the gents’. The gents’ was at the side there. Where the wall fell down.’

‘Jesus.’ Now Tim could see exactly what had happened. Somehow, in the renovating of Ardallen House, which was higher on the hill than Kavanagh’s, the wall at the side of the pub had collapsed and fallen directly on to the other building, burying half of it. And effectively burying whoever was in the gents’ toilet at the time.
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