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Thursday October 20th, 8.40 am


She was not going to miss this, she told herself. Come hell or high water, she was not going to miss it.


But the rumbling was getting louder by the minute, so, despite her spiky heels and slim-fitting pencil skirt, she had no choice but to make a run for it – an extremely awkward run, that no doubt made her look as if she were competing in a three-legged race.


Very classy.


But she’d already been late twice this week and once again the previous week, so she knew that if she missed the train today she was in big trouble. It looked as though she wasn’t the only one running late this morning either, she thought, seeing another harried-looking commuter rush towards the ticket office.


Luckily, she already had a travel-pass and once inside the train station, she scurried through the barrier and breathed a huge sigh of relief to find that the train was still at the platform. Just in time.

Breathing heavily as a result of her sprint, she nipped inside the double doors just seconds before they shut – and nearly catching the hem of her precious John Rocha pink trench coat in the process. Now that would be a disaster!


But the person behind her hadn’t been fast enough and, as the train pulled off, she felt for the unlucky commuter who would undoubtedly have to wait some time for the next train.


She shrugged and repositioned her handbag on her shoulder. Such was life.


The morning service to Dublin was a busy run, and by the time the train reached this station there was normally only standing room in the carriages. But to her immense relief, today there was an unoccupied seat a little way down, one that the other commuters obviously hadn’t yet seen. She smiled softly to herself and quickly made her way to the seat, thrilled to be able to sit down – especially after all that running. But as she pushed through the standing crowd, her handbag slipped off her shoulder and down along her arm before falling awkwardly onto the ground. Typical! The one time she decides to bring her precious Orla Kiely bag to work and she has to go and drop it on a dirty floor! Inelegantly, she bent down to try and pick it up – the train’s forward movement, as well as the weight of the briefcase in her other hand, unbalancing her.

‘Here you go!’ Another passenger, a young blonde girl sitting nearest the aisle, had retrieved the bag for her. She gave the pretty pink and white-patterned bag a blatantly appreciative glance before handing it back. ‘Orla Kiely, isn’t it?’

‘Yes – thanks a million,’ she replied breathlessly, and with relief continued on towards that precious seat, which at this stage she needed very badly.


The backs of her thighs were already aching from their unaccustomed exertions, and as she sank gratefully onto the seat and put her briefcase on the floor and her prized handbag on her lap, she reminded herself once more that she really should start going to the gym.


As she dusted off the bag, she shuffled exaggeratedly on her seat, trying to give a not-so-subtle hint to the man beside her to move his things so she could sit comfortably. She’d noticed a bit of extra padding on her backside lately but this was ridiculous – the man and his belongings were sprawled all over the place! Eventually, Mister got the message and grudgingly, she thought, moved his jacket and laptop to give her some more room.

She caught the eye of an older lady sitting directly across from her and the woman gave a slight conspiratorial smile as if to say ‘typical men!’. She was reading one of those fluffy romance novels and, judging by her age and the relaxed manner in which she carried herself, was most likely the only person on the train today not on her way to work. Then again, she decided, catching sight of some guy in a tracksuit (not your typical besuited professional) trying to push his way through the standing crowds, who knew what people might be doing?


Lucky thing though, she thought, eyeing the older woman enviously and trying to remember the last time she had been able to lose herself in a cosy read. Speaking of which . . . she reached for her briefcase and, groaning inwardly, withdrew the documents that needed going over for this morning’s meeting. Cosy reading it wasn’t.


Flicking through the documents, she began to read, but soon found that she couldn’t really concentrate. Her mind absently kept going over what the love of her life had said to her the night before.

‘We need to talk,’ he’d announced. God, that was such a cliché, but they knew each other inside out, and seemed to be getting on really well lately, so what on earth could be wrong? Her mind raced as she tried to come up with a few possible scenarios – was he going off her, had he decided that they shouldn’t be together after all or . . .

And then it hit her. Of course! He was going to propose! Thinking back on it now, it hadn’t been a serious ‘we need to talk’ – it was more of a nervous ‘we need to talk’! So after all this time, he’d finally cottoned on to the fact that he couldn’t live without her! She hugged herself excitedly, crumpling her work papers in the process. But at a time like this who cared about work?

She could be wrong, of course, and could very well be jumping to hasty conclusions, but somehow deep down she knew she was right! She had to be! They had a fantastic time together, and were madly in love, so what was the next step only marriage? Thinking of proposals and engagement rings, a horrified thought struck her. Please, please may he not have picked out the ring himself! The man was perfect in every other way, but God love him, he had terrible taste in jewellery! She remembered the time he had given her this absolutely hideous, tacky-looking silver chain one Christmas – it looked as though he had picked it up in –

Just then, her thoughts were cut off by this tremendous . . . incredibly overpowering . . . ear-splitting . . . screeching sound, and she instantly put her hand to her ears to try and block it out. What was going on?


Then, all of a sudden, the train began to shudder, and although she had no idea what was happening, her body tensed and the hairs on the back of her neck stood up. She looked wildly around the carriage, wondering if everyone else had heard it, or was she the only one? No, the older woman across from her looked terrified, confused . . . everyone looked bewildered . . . and then there was this incredible roar, a sound so deafening it was unlike anything she had ever heard before, so loud it was as though it had invaded her mind, her body, her entire being. Her heart hammered, her brain flooded with this other, even more excruciating noise . . . and then her seat jerked forward . . . and for a strange few moments, it seemed as though time had slowed to a crawl and everything was happening in slow motion. Surreally, the entire carriage seemed to have lifted off the tracks, and the train was now travelling on thin air. But that couldn’t be the case, could it, she thought absently, as a tremendous force winched her out of her seat.

Trains couldn’t fly, could they?

Thursday October 20th, 10.10 am


The normally self-assured and flawlessly composed Clare Rogers today looked ragged and white-faced. She stared unseeingly into the camera, as if she wasn’t quite sure where she was and what she was doing.

When she spoke, her words sounded panicked and uncertain – totally inappropriate for a professional TV journalist – but then again, she thought, when had she ever needed to report something like this?


In her earpiece she heard the voice of Richard Heffernan speaking live from the RTE news studio.

‘Our correspondent, Clare Rogers, is at the scene of this morning’s train derailment on the east coast. Clare, can you tell us anything concrete at this stage?’ he asked.


Clare began slowly. ‘Well, Richard, the emergency services have just arrived at the location, so details are very sketchy at this time.’ Her voice trembled slightly as she spoke. ‘All I can confirm is that this train is a very busy commuter carrier serving the east coast to Dublin city centre. However, it seems very likely that the route suffered a signalling failure, which resulted in the train’s derailment here near Merrion Gates.’

‘And is there any indication as to what might have happened to cause this derailment?’ Richard prompted.

‘Again, Richard, we can’t confirm anything at present. I do know that Rail Ireland will be making a statement in due course, so we should know more then. However, before we went on air, I spoke to a number of witnesses – commuters sitting in traffic and waiting to pass through the gates – who’ve helped me reconstruct the scene. They saw, or rather heard the train braking loudly from some distance, which would suggest that the train driver may have spotted traffic passing through the crossing, and identified immediately that there was a problem with the signal. Seconds later, the train derailed a few yards from the gates. It then careered across the tracks and through a concrete wall before ending up on the strand here.’ Clare swallowed hard. ‘Luckily, there were no southbound trains coming the other way at the time,’ she added quietly.

‘So the driver tried to stop the train in order to avoid crashing into the early-morning traffic?’

‘Perhaps – again we’re just not sure. No doubt there will be a full investigation, but at the moment, the emphasis is of course on the rescue efforts.’ Once more, Clare’s professional façade dropped slightly, and her eyes betrayed her inner distress.

‘Now, a signal failure, this is something that is most unusual for this country’s rail network, isn’t it?’ Richard went on – evidently intent on getting to the bottom of the situation.

‘That’s right,’ Clare confirmed. ‘Derailments can unfortunately be quite common for our neighbours in the UK simply because of the fact that there are a number of rail companies operating and using the line network there. The system is well organised, but signals can get confused. Which,’ she said, once more struggling to keep her voice even, ‘can lead to accidents like this one.’

‘But we have only one rail carrier operating here in Ireland, Clare, and as a result mistakes are very rare, aren’t they?’

‘Usually, yes. But, Richard, over the last couple of months, Rail Ireland have been carrying out a number of upgrades throughout the network. Although it is only speculation at this stage – and, as I said, the company will be making a full statement soon – it would appear that the signalling system on this particular level crossing may have failed.’ She swallowed hard.

‘Which would obviously have serious implications for the company,’ Richard finished solemnly.


Clare looked directly into the camera. ‘Very serious implications, Richard,’ she agreed, her voice grim. ‘At this time of morning, the train would have been full of commuters, regular users of this service, and – as I’m sure our viewers can tell from our camera footage of the scene – there will be a high number of serious injuries, and undoubtedly some fatalities.’

‘Thank you, Clare – we’ll come back to you later for the Rail Ireland press conference.’ The footage of the wreck disappeared from the screen, and the picture cut back to the newsroom studio. Richard looked solemnly into the camera before adding, ‘Our thoughts go out to the friends and families of any viewers at home whose loved ones might have taken this particular train to work this morning. Stay turned for further updates.’


Four Months Earlier


Chapter 1

June 21st, 8.00 am

Rosie Mitchell waited patiently at the platform. The train was a little bit late this morning, she thought, checking her watch. Not that it mattered to her. Unlike all the young hassled-looking people here, Rosie wasn’t in any hurry. At this stage, she was long past her rushing-around days, and, unlike these poor misfortunates, had no big mortgage to worry about, or loan or car repayments to meet.

Thank goodness for the train all the same, she thought, otherwise these days she’d be really stuck. Martin had always been the one to do the driving, and God knows he went on at her enough to learn, but she never had any interest.

To be honest, she liked the train, enjoyed being able to sit back for the journey to Dublin and admire the beautiful views along the coast, gaze at the birds weaving in and out over the cliffs between Greystones and Bray, or stare in awe at the stunningly beautiful Killiney Bay. Or, if the day was cloudy, and the scenery not so spectacular, she would sit and read a book. Sometimes she’d be so stuck in the story she was reading that she wouldn’t even notice the journey going.

So Rosie loved the train and she wouldn’t dream of getting a car. What was the point? The station was a short walk down the road from the house and, with the train going three times a day to Connolly station, she had plenty of options. She could nip into town whenever she fancied a bit of window shopping, and the house in which her old friend Sheila now lived was close enough to the rail line, as was her daughter Sophie’s place. For the moment anyway.

The train finally pulled into Wicklow Station, and Rosie stood back and waited until the cluster of younger commuters were happily seated before she herself boarded. The upside of this was that she wouldn’t get pushed and shoved while stepping onto the train. Since putting her back out in a badminton match a few years back, Rosie’s balance wasn’t as sure as it used to be, and she liked to take her time for fear of slipping into the huge gap between the train and the platform. Of course, the downside of waiting until everyone else had boarded was that she was often left without a seat. But Rosie didn’t mind. These people all had a hard day’s work ahead of them whereas she didn’t have a care in the world.

In fact, wasn’t she the lucky one – a lady of leisure going off to view houses with her only daughter? She’d hate to have to face a day’s work now like all her poor fellow passengers. You could almost see the tension in their expressions – all preoccupied with whatever awaited them at their jobs. It was a shame really, the lengths that people had to go to these days just to keep their heads above water.

It had been a lot different when she and Martin were starting out. Neither of them had to spend hours of their day commuting back and forth like that and, she thought, they were much the better for it.

Martin had worked in his father’s gardening business since he was old enough to use a trowel, and Rosie had worked in the Civil Service, which of course back then was one of the cushiest numbers you could get. They’d bought the house in Wicklow Town so she could walk to work, while Martin went off in his van to wherever he happened to be working that day.

She smiled sadly as she thought of poor Martin. There wasn’t a day that she didn’t think of him, of course, and miss him dreadfully, but yet she couldn’t really complain. They had had a wonderful marriage, two wonderful children in David and Sophie, and in their many years together rarely a cross word had passed between them. She and Martin had both known for some time before his death that the day would soon come when she would be left on her own. High blood pressure was in Martin’s family, and when he suffered two near-fatal heart attacks in his last year, it became clear that a simple change in lifestyle or the tablets he was taking weren’t going to save him. But it was lovely that he had died doing what he loved, tending the roses out in the back garden – the evening sun just beginning to fade when Rosie found him.

So, eighteen long months ago, Rosie had buried the one great love of her life, having made him a promise that she would keep going, keep laughing and smiling and enjoying life in the same way she always did, so that it wouldn’t seem all that long until she saw him again. At times it was very hard, but she was doing her very best to keep that promise.

Anyway, she was very lucky. Her two children were happily married and with good jobs, David to a lovely Liverpool girl named Kelly (although there were no sign of kids yet, and Rosie wouldn’t dream of asking) and working as a builder over there. Sophie and Robert had little two-year-old Claudia and had good jobs, but were still searching for a house. Rosie shook her head. That was another real hardship for the younger people these days. The house prices in Dublin were legendary and it would only get worse!

Anyway, today Sophie was taking her to see a house she had her eye on out in Malahide. ‘Mum, it’s perfect!’ she’d enthused on the phone the day before. ‘You have simply got to see it!’

Rosie was delighted with her daughter’s enthusiasm but couldn’t help feeling a little bit disappointed that Sophie would want to live all the way out there, and so far away from her. It was far enough as it was with her living in Santry, and having to take the train and then a bus just to visit her.

Still, it would be nice to see the three of them settled in something other than the rented apartment they were in now. There wasn’t much space, and what with Claudia hitting the terrible twos it couldn’t be good for them all living in what was basically one big room. And the height of the place! Imagine if the child somehow opened or even fell through that big front window? Rosie didn’t even like to think about it. No, it would be better for all concerned if this place Sophie wanted her to see today was a nice little tidy semi like Rosie’s own house, with a safe back garden for Claudia to run around in.

The train emptied a lot of its passengers at Pearse Street Station, and Rosie sank gratefully onto a recently vacated seat. She laughed softly to herself, as she could almost hear Martin’s lilting Wicklow tones jeering her. ‘Jaysus, missus, you’d swear you were an oul wan!’ But her back had been giving her a fair bit of trouble lately, and as much as she tried to tell herself otherwise, there was no denying that she was feeling the effects of it. And in all honesty, no matter how energetic and cheerful she might feel, she wasn’t getting any younger, was she? She smiled. She was definitely not one of those glamorous granny types she often saw walking confidently around the town. With their coloured hair, perfect make-up and lovely up-to-the-minute fashions, these women looked for all the world as if they were still in the first flush of youth.

And apparently, these days a person could get injections to get rid of wrinkles – from your buttocks, no less! Good luck to them, but that wasn’t Rosie’s way. No, she was going to let her auburn hair go as grey as it liked, and her skin get as wrinkly as it wanted – weren’t these things just marks of a life lived at the end of the day? Getting older was nothing to be ashamed of, and as much as you might like to, you simply couldn’t outrun time.

But today, she wasn’t running anywhere, she mused, getting off the train at Connolly Station and going to wait at the bus stop. It was a pity that Sophie’s car was in having a service today, otherwise she could have come and collected her at the station, and she wouldn’t have to wait in the cold for the next bus to Santry.

Because the train had been late in the first place, she had missed her usual connection but such was life. Rosie reached into her bag and took out the novel she was currently reading. Anita Shreve, a nice gentle read – not half as gripping as our own lovely Irish writers – but still, nice enough to pass a bit of time.

Finally the bus arrived, and twenty or so minutes later, Rosie reached her daughter’s apartment building. She took extra care selecting the right buzzer, always afraid of her life that she’d push the wrong one and wake up some poor misfortunate sleeping off their night-duty or something. She shook her head. Originally from County Clare, and despite living in Wicklow for all of her married life, she still couldn’t shake off the ‘small village inferiority complex’ as Martin used to call it. Rosie called it good manners and concern for a fellow human being. Outgoing and confident all his life, Martin didn’t really understand.

Nor, it seemed, did Sophie. ‘Mum, I’m just drying my hair – can you hold on for five minutes?’ her daughter’s voice blared tinnily through the speaker. ‘No problem,’ Rosie replied agreeably, although the cold was now making her fingers numb.

‘Hi, Mum!’ It was a good ten minutes before Sophie appeared downstairs, dark hair sleek and shiny as always and her make-up beautifully applied. Her daughter always looked stylish, and today she was dressed in a gorgeous fitted woollen suit, something that even Rosie’s inexperienced eye could see had cost an arm and a leg. But then again, it couldn’t have cost that much because Sophie and Robert were mad saving for this house, weren’t they? No, knowing Sophie and her incredible talent for spotting a bargain, she had probably picked the suit up for next to nothing in one of those second-hand shops that seemed to be popping up everywhere these days.

‘Sorry about keeping you waiting like that, but I think you were a little early – I said 10.30, didn’t I?’

Rosie thought idly that if her daughter was occupied and couldn’t come to the door, there was no reason why she couldn’t have just buzzed her into the hall. But Sophie could be a little bit scatty sometimes.

‘No, the train was late actually – where’s Claudia?’ Rosie stepped into the hallway, eager to get out of this cold. Although it was supposed to be summertime, the seasons in this country generally set their own agenda.

Sophie linked her mother’s arm and steered her back outside. ‘At the childminder’s of course! I couldn’t bring her with us to the house – we’d have no peace with her wailing and whingeing and touching everything!’

‘Oh.’ Rosie was disappointed. She had been looking forward to seeing her granddaughter. ‘Maybe we could pick her up afterwards?’

‘Ah no, Tracy offered to take her for the day – she knows I need a break,’ Sophie answered dismissively. ‘And, of course, she won’t say no to the money either.’

Rosie nodded reluctantly. Perhaps Claudia could be a bit of a handful but . . .

Sophie chattered on. ‘Oh, Mum, I am just dying for you to see this place – it is truly incredible!’

‘I’m sure it is, pet, but don’t get your hopes up too much either, sure you won’t? You know yourself that there’s a lot of competition out there for nice houses and – ’

‘Mum, this is our house – I just know it is!’

As they walked towards the residents’ carpark, Rosie had to smile at her daughter’s enthusiasm. She had been the same as a young girl, always full of excitement and mischief.

Sophie and David had both been quite a handful when growing up really, and, while Martin had always insisted that she spoiled and sheltered them a little too much, she was proud to say that they had both turned out very well. ‘A credit to them,’ her own mother might have said, had she been alive today to see her grandchildren.

‘And afterwards I thought we might go and have a nice lunch and have a chat about it all – what do you think?’

Rosie was thrilled. That sounded lovely actually. A nice old gossip with her daughter was just what she needed. Although they spoke often on the phone, she hadn’t seen Sophie in a while, and she wanted to tell her all her news, and of course she wouldn’t mind confiding in someone about how her back was starting to give her more trouble and . . .

Rosie jumped, as the flashy-looking sports car in front of them beeped noisily.

‘What do you think?’ Sophie grinned, proudly waving her keys.

‘Is this yours?’ Rosie gasped in surprise at the car. A brand new car? Despite herself, she couldn’t help feeling a bit hurt. If her car was no longer giving her trouble, and indeed it didn’t look likely, why hadn’t Sophie collected her from the station, instead of having her wait twenty minutes in the cold and then another twenty in the bus? And how on earth would they get a baby-seat into that tiny thing?

‘Yep,’ Sophie confirmed happily.

‘But what about the old one? The one that was giving you trouble?’

‘Well, I told you the other car was having a service because I wanted this to be a surprise!’ Sophie suddenly looked crestfallen. ‘Don’t you like it?’

‘Of course I do, love.’ Seeing the disappointed look on her daughter’s face, Rosie felt guilty. For some reason, Sophie had decided that this new car would be a huge surprise for her mother, although why that would be the case, Rosie didn’t know – well, it was a huge surprise but not an altogether pleasant one. Still, she’d better humour her. ‘It’s lovely, Sophie – I can’t wait to get a good spin in it.’

‘Well, you won’t have long to wait!’ Her good humour instantly restored, Sophie opened the driver door and sat princess-like in front of the steering wheel, while her mother eased herself into the passenger seat. She tilted forward the rear-view mirror and applied a fresh coat of lipstick. ‘Ready then?’ she asked, turning the key in the ignition.

‘Yes.’ Rosie’s back ached from trying to manoeuvre herself into what in her opinion amounted to little more than a biscuit tin. Sophie’s swerving and quick lane-changing all the way to Malahide didn’t help much either.

About fifteen minutes later, they pulled onto a quiet tree-lined cul-de-sac.

Rosie was sure that behind all those large expensive wrought-iron gates, intercoms and granite stonework were equally large and expensive houses – houses that were way beyond the reach of a currently part-time insurance clerk and her department-store manager husband. There was a For Sale sign outside the one at the end, but surely Sophie wasn’t even dreaming of . . .

But Sophie slowed the car in front of the house, rolled down the window and pushed the intercom button. ‘Sophie Morris – I have an appointment for an eleven o’clock viewing,’ she announced, in this strange haughty voice that Rosie had never heard her use before.

‘Certainly, Ms Morris, I’ll open the gates for you now.’

‘Sophie, surely you couldn’t be thinking of buying a house like this? It must cost an absolute fortune.’

‘Well, in the scheme of things, it isn’t that expensive actually,’ Sophie replied airily. ‘Anyway, I just want you to take a look at it first and see what you think. We’ll discuss the rest later.’

‘The rest? What rest?’ Rosie wanted to ask.

But just then it hit her. Just then she realised why Sophie was so eager to show her this house today, why her daughter had been so cheerful and attentive these last few weeks, ringing her often to see how she was. Rosie had to give her credit, to be fair. Sophie had bided her time and had waited until well after her father’s death before she once again asked ‘The Question’.

All of a sudden, Rosie felt sad and more than a little used. She supposed she should have known better than to think that Sophie had brought her all the way out here just to get her opinion on the house. Sophie didn’t need an opinion – her mind was already made up.

Still, deep down Rosie knew that this time she probably would give in and let her daughter have exactly what she wanted. How could she not? In truth, she would have given in that first time, only Martin wouldn’t have it. Rosie had thought it a sensible idea, but her husband had been dead set against it, and so that had been the end of it.

Until now.

As they approached the admittedly beautiful, but very expensive house, Rosie sighed inwardly. Martin would not be very happy with her – not very happy at all.

Almost two years earlier, Sophie, Robert and baby Claudia had visited Rosie and Martin in Wicklow one Sunday for dinner. Sophie’s husband was a pleasant if rather quiet fellow whom Rosie liked well enough, but Martin didn’t trust.

‘I can’t quite put my finger on it, Rosie – it’s just a feeling I have,’ Martin had said, when Sophie and Robert had first become engaged a few years before.

‘The same feeling you’ve had about every fellow she’s gone out with over the years?’ Rosie teased, knowing full well that Martin’s ‘feeling’ was more than likely down to simple over-protectiveness of his little girl.

No, Robert was a nice enough lad. He wasn’t exactly the chatty type, and normally he didn’t say too much, so Rosie couldn’t really fault him.

But on that particular day, it seemed Robert had plenty to say.

To Rosie’s delight, Sophie had arrived bearing an enormous bunch of white lilies, her mother’s favourite. Dinner was a lively, chatty affair, but as Martin said himself to Rosie later that night, it was obvious that there was ‘something coming’.

Rosie had sensed it too, and was puzzled. It was highly unlikely Sophie was pregnant again; Claudia was only a few months old, and according to Sophie very ‘tiring and troublesome’.

Rosie understood well how hard it must be for Sophie, spending all day on her own in that tiny apartment with just a small baby for company, and little or no support from friends or family. She and Martin did their best to help out, but because Wicklow was so far away, it was difficult.

Rosie felt for her daughter’s generation, she really did. Back when David and Sophie were babies, most of Rosie’s neighbours in the estate were also new mothers, and as a result there was a lot of shared support and swapping stories. Thinking back on it, it had actually been fun – nothing like today, when it seemed that new mums like Sophie had a huge struggle to try and juggle work and family life.

So, when over dessert, Sophie and Robert finally got round to what they had to say, Rosie was in exactly the right frame of mind to listen.

‘Mum, Dad,’ Sophie began tentatively, ‘we were wondering if we could talk to you two about something.’

‘What is it, pet?’ Martin asked, adding more chocolate sauce to his low-fat ice cream, and getting a stern look from Rosie for his troubles.

‘Well, you know that Rob and I have been looking to buy our own house . . . oh, for ages now.’

‘Oh, did you find something?’ Rosie interjected, pleased. It would be lovely to see the three of them properly settled.

Sophie gave a huge exaggerated sigh. ‘We found lots of places, Mum, but . . . it’s just,’ she bit her lip in the same endearing way she’d done since she was a year old, ‘well, they’re all just so expensive!’ She looked mournfully at her father.

‘Well, of course they’re expensive, Sophie. When your mother and I got this place it was very expensive for us too. We hadn’t much money, but we managed, didn’t we, Rosie?’ he said, smiling at his wife.

‘Actually,’ Robert piped up, and gave a sideways glance at Sophie, ‘it’s not so much that the houses are expensive – interest rates are so low now that what we’re paying at the moment in rent would more than cover our mortgage repayments. The main problem we’re facing, Martin,’ he added easily, ‘is the deposit.’

Rosie knew by his expression that Martin was shocked – shocked because his son-in-law had never called him by his first name before, but also because neither of them had ever heard Robert say so much all at once.

Sophie nodded. ‘The money they want for a deposit is crazy, Dad. I mean, we’ve been saving for years, and still what we have wouldn’t go next nor near what we need.’

‘So what are you saying – or should I say what are you asking? Because you two are asking, aren’t you?’

‘Well, we were wondering . . . well, hoping that you and Mum might consider releasing some of the equity on this house to give us a hand with the deposit.’ Sophie smiled happily at her parents.

‘Equity? What does that mean?’ Rosie asked, looking at her husband for explanation. Being in business, Martin was well up in all these financial terms.

But Martin was stony-faced and instantly Rosie knew that whatever it was, he was not going to go along with it. ‘It means that because our house is now worth a hell of a lot more than we paid for it – ’

‘And because you’ve already paid off your mortgage,’ Sophie interjected in a faintly jealous tone.

‘That we supposedly have this great big windfall that we can supposedly cash in.’

‘But you do, Dad! This house must be worth at least five or six times what you paid for it!’

That was true, Rosie thought. The neighbours were always going on about how much their houses were worth now compared to when they had bought them back in the seventies. It seemed to be the main topic of conversation these days.

‘So the banks will just give us money on the strength of what the house is worth – just like that?’ she asked, the whole thing now beginning to make a lot of sense. ‘And we can help the kids out with getting their house? Oh, Martin, I think that’s a great idea!’

Sophie beamed, pleased that her mother was on side. ‘Look, we wouldn’t ask, but everyone is doing it, and because everyone is doing it, then they all have a head start on us, and we’re getting desperate because of course we now have Claudia to think about and – ’

‘No,’ Martin interjected solidly.

‘What?’ Sophie and Rosie chorused.

‘I’m sorry, but it’s not going to happen. I know that it’s supposed to be difficult to get on the housing ladder these days, but, Sophie, it’s always been difficult. Do you think that myself and your mother just dipped into our back pockets to buy this house? We did not. We scrimped and saved for the deposit beforehand, and then went without for years just to keep up with the mortgage repayments.’

‘But, Dad – ’

‘Pet, I’m sorry but no. You said yourself that interest rates are very low these days. Well, they weren’t low in our day. Yes, house prices are crazy now compared to back then, but the price of everything is crazy now compared to back then, and it’s all relative. You just have to sacrifice what you have, to get something you want even more. That’s the way life works.’

‘But, Dad, didn’t you hear me? Everyone is doing it! All my friends’ parents are giving them a leg-up! Caroline and Nikki and – I can’t believe that you won’t do the same for me! And with Claudia and everything . . .’ she trailed off, the tears beginning to show.

‘Martin, let’s not make any hasty decisions just yet,’ Rosie said gently, the mention of Claudia piercing her heart. ‘Let’s think about this some more. It does sound like a good idea, especially if we have all this money – ’

‘But we don’t have all this money, Rosie, that’s the point. It’s just moving figures from here to there. It’s more borrowing on the strength of what the house is worth.’

‘Oh.’ All of sudden Rosie felt silly. Of course it wasn’t going to be free money, was it?

‘Obviously, we would pay you back,’ Robert said matter-of-factly. ‘Maybe we didn’t make it clear from the outset, but this would be nothing more than a temporary loan – just something to give us a head start rather than having to save for years, and seeing all the good places snapped up.’

‘Robert, I’m sorry but that’s the way it goes. Again, when we were younger and we wanted something, we had to save for it. These days, it’s all credit this and credit that, and “I want it now”. Instant gratification. In a way, that’s why things are as crazy as they are now, and I’m sorry but I won’t do it. After working hard enough all these years to pay off my own debts, I’m not about to go down that road again for someone else.’

‘Not even for your own daughter or your granddaughter?’ Sophie challenged tearfully.

‘Now look here,’ Martin began, and by his tone Rosie knew that this had really angered him, ‘over the years, your mother and I made a lot of sacrifices for you and David. For the first few years, we didn’t have a car, let alone one each,’ he added pointedly.

‘But my car is an old banger, Dad – you know that!’

‘Sophie, if a six-year-old car is an old banger, then I’ve been driving them for the last twenty-odd years.’

‘But you know what I mean . . .’

‘Pet, I know it’s hard for you to understand now, because you never wanted for anything when growing up – your mother and I made sure of that. But we made a lot of sacrifices for you and David. We rarely had a holiday, and if I remember correctly, you’ve had two sun holidays already this year, haven’t you? Don’t you think that the money would be better spent on saving for this supposedly impossible deposit?’

‘But we needed those holidays, Dad! I don’t know if you understand how hard we work, and how tiring it is looking after a new baby. We had to get away!’

‘Maybe I understand more than you know, love,’ Martin’s tone softened. ‘Now, I’m sorry, but you also have to understand that your mother and I just aren’t in a position to get into more debt. I know the house might be worth X amount but we still have to live too.’

‘I suppose.’ Sophie, it seemed, had finally given up, although the disappointment in her tone was breaking Rosie’s heart.

The kitchen was silent for a few minutes then, each of them lost in their own thoughts.

Then Robert spoke up. ‘I can understand your reluctance to get into more debt, Martin, and I’m very sorry that we put you in that position.’

Martin nodded graciously.

‘But there is another way,’ he continued, and Sophie looked at him with renewed hope, ‘a way that you wouldn’t need to get into any debt at all.’ He sat forward as if the thought had just occurred to him. ‘Apparently, parents can also guarantee a child’s mortgage, simply by letting the bank or building society hold onto your deeds. So if we buy a house, they have both yours and our deeds to cover the loan should we default. Which of course, would never happen,’ he added quickly. ‘But the important thing is, there would be no money involved, only assets.’ He sat back then, sure that he had made a valid point.

Martin studied his son-in-law. ‘You seem to have put a lot of thought into this, Robert.’

He shrugged modestly. ‘Sophie and I are reaching breaking point. At this stage, we have to examine our options, especially for Claudia’s sake.’

‘And does examining your options mean that you’ve also asked your own parents to contribute their deeds?’

Robert reddened. ‘Well, that’s a little bit different. As you know my parents’ house wouldn’t be worth anywhere near . . .’ Robert’s parents lived up north where house prices had yet to reach the dizzying heights of the Dublin suburbs.

‘I see. So, it’s just myself and Rosie that would be put at risk.’

‘Oh, for goodness sake, Dad, there would be no risk! Rob and I would never default! Don’t you see? There is no way that we can possibly afford to buy a five hundred thousand euro house in Dublin without your help – no way!’

‘And therein lies the problem, Sophie,’ Martin said, his tone weary.

‘What?’

‘You and Robert have good jobs – you admitted that yourself. You also admitted that interest rates are low. You seem to have plenty of money to buy fancy clothes and go out for fancy meals and the like. It seems to me that the two of you should have no problem getting the deposit together for a nice starter home out in Lucan or Meath or somewhere like that.’

‘But we don’t want to live in some poxy estate, Dad – we want to live in Dublin – Malahide or Portmarnock, somewhere nice.’

‘Lucan is a lovely place.’

‘But we’d have no friends out there! All our friends are here! Caroline Redmond’s parents gave her a hand, and now they’re living in this fabulous mews in Malahide, and Nikki Cassidy and her husband are about to move to – ’

‘The answer is no, Sophie,’ Martin said quietly, and by his tone, Rosie knew that there would be no turning with him.

‘Thanks, Dad,’ Sophie said, looking petulantly at Robert. ‘Thanks a bloody lot.’

‘Couldn’t we give them a hand, Martin?’ Rosie asked him, later on that evening, when the kids had gone back to Dublin. ‘It must be tough on them all the same.’

‘Love, at this stage in our lives, we don’t need any more debt. Jesus, I worked like a demon over the years to get rid of it – we both have. Sure, we’ll be lucky if our pensions keep us going, never mind going off on foreign holidays and getting widescreen TVs like they do.’ He sighed. ‘And, Rosie, you and I both know that my health isn’t improving. If anything happens to me – ’

‘Sssh, don’t say that,’ Rosie interjected, although she knew deep down that Martin was right. He’d only just got over his second heart attack and all the warnings were there. So, it wouldn’t be right for them to take on more debt, not at this stage in their lives.

‘Anyway, didn’t we already shell out a fortune for that big wedding of hers two years ago? I know we had a great time, but honestly, all that money for just one day!’

‘I know.’ Rosie herself couldn’t believe the colossal amount that Sophie had racked up for her wedding. Martin had insisted on paying for most of it but, in more ways than one, neither had budgeted on their daughter’s expensive taste, nor the swanky hotel she’d chosen for the reception. And Rosie only knew a fraction of the two hundred and fifty guests she’d invited. Still, it had been a great day, Sophie was their only daughter and being the last child they’d never get to do it again so . . .

Still, Sophie’s comment about how all her friends’ parents were helping out unsettled Rosie. It did leave them at a disadvantage. And now with Claudia to think of, they really did need a decent roof over their heads.

She could understand too, Sophie’s reluctance to live all the way out in Lucan. Sure, Lucan was a different county!

And of course there was little prospect of them moving down here to Wicklow, although it would be lovely to have them close by. But Wicklow house prices were just as bad as the ones in Dublin, if not worse. And at the end of the day, she couldn’t blame Sophie for wanting to live near her friends, especially now that they were all starting to settle down and have kids. Sophie needed the support, and wasn’t Rosie the very same when she first had David?

It was such a pity Martin couldn’t see things from his daughter’s point of view. But the problem was that once Martin made up his mind about something, then that was the end of it. And Rosie wouldn’t dream of forcing her husband to do something he genuinely didn’t want to do.

Still, lying in bed that night, unable to sleep, Rosie couldn’t get her daughter’s devastated expression out of her head.

And for the first time in her life, she wondered if she and Martin had let their daughter down.




Chapter 2

‘So what did you think?’ Sophie enthused. They were having lunch in a very nice hotel close by the house they’d just viewed, and while Rosie felt ill at ease with these sumptuous surroundings, Sophie, her sunglasses perched fashionably on her head and in her fancy suit, looked as though she’d been frequenting this kind of place all her life.

Although very nice, the house had been a humongous, hugely over-elaborate mansion – Rosie’s house in Wicklow would have fitted in the entrance hall alone. The décor was very American what with all these marble tiles and stone pillars – dangerous enough for a fully-grown adult, let alone a young child like Claudia. In Rosie’s opinion, it was totally over the top, and a small family like Sophie’s had no need for a house like that.

‘Well, it was nice – ’

‘Nice? Mum it was fabulous! Didn’t you see that amazing American oak floor and the incredible Acacia kitchen? And weren’t the K glass windows just divine?’

Rosie felt a bit lost. How did her daughter know about these things? The kitchen did stand out as being very nice indeed but, to be honest, wasn’t too far off a version of the one Martin had put in himself back home with a few bits and pieces from the local builder providers. And what on earth were ‘K glass’ windows and how did they differ from ordinary windows? In truth, Rosie felt a bit threatened. Was she that behind the times these days? Should she know about American oak floors and brushed steel handles and granite flooring?

‘And, apparently, the houses were designed by J. Sparks Architects,’ Sophie added reverently, as if again this was something to get excited about.

Rosie looked blank.

‘The famous award-winning architects?’

‘Oh, right, those ones.’ Rosie feigned comprehension, wondering why this made such a difference.

‘Nikki will just die when she sees it. She’s been after a Sparks house forever and will just go apoplectic when she finds out I’m thinking of buying one.’

‘Look, are you sure this is really the right house for you, pet? It’s a huge place – think of what the heating would cost, let alone the mortgage.’

Sophie sighed. ‘Well, Mum, this is the thing,’ she began, reaching across and softly touching Rosie’s arm. ‘Rob and I have been doing the sums and . . .’ she paused dramatically, ‘remember when we came to you and Dad before? Looking for help?’

Rosie nodded, her earlier suspicions verified. ‘And now you’d like me to help you out,’ she confirmed, quietly. She’d expected Sophie to ask, of course, but still she couldn’t help feeling a little pressurised, especially when Martin had been so against it. But yet, if she didn’t agree, Sophie and Robert and the baby would be stuck in that rented apartment so . . .

‘Do you think you could consider it?’ Apparently unaware of her mother’s discomfort, Sophie’s eyes shone eagerly.

‘I don’t know . . .’

‘Mum, you’re our last hope.’ Now her daughter’s eyes shone with tears and Rosie’s heart melted. ‘You have no idea how difficult it is trying to get enough money together for a deposit – let alone the fact that the bank won’t lend us enough on the basis of our salaries. We’re spending so much money on rent as it is that we’re practically living hand to mouth!’

Hand to mouth? Almost instinctively Rosie’s glance moved to the window and the carpark, where Sophie’s brand new sports car was sitting proudly.

‘We would be so grateful, Mum, you know we would. We can’t ask Rob’s parents because these days he and his dad don’t really get on. And I know Rob would rather live on the street than ask him to help out,’ she added bitterly. ‘But luckily, you and I don’t have that problem, do we, Mum?’

‘No, no, of course not.’ Rosie couldn’t concentrate properly. She’d never heard anything about Rob not getting on with his parents before.

‘So as I said, you’re really our last hope – ours – and Claudia’s . . .’

And at the mention of her granddaughter, Rosie actually understood what it felt like to have her heartstrings tugged.

‘You saw yourself the size of the back garden,’ Sophia went on. ‘Claudia would be in her element out there.’

‘But it is such a big house, Sophie. Surely you don’t need five bedrooms for just the three of you. You’d be lost in a place that size.’

There was a brief silence.

A moment later, Sophie cleared her throat. ‘Well,’ she said looking sheepish, ‘I didn’t want to say anything, but . . . well, Rob and I were talking the other night, and we decided that if we did get this house . . . well then we’d start thinking seriously about a brother or sister for Claudia.’

‘Oh.’ After all the giving-out her daughter did during pregnancy, and especially after childbirth, Rosie would have put her life savings on Sophie never having another baby. But wasn’t it true what they said, that over time every woman forgets the pain and hardship? And it would be lovely for Claudia to have a little brother or sister, or indeed for Rosie herself to have another grandchild. She smiled, the thought of it all delighting her enormously.

Sensing she had hit the bull’s-eye, Sophie sat forward. ‘So, we were hoping to start trying as soon as we could but, of course, we couldn’t even dream of it until we were settled in a house of our own – a big enough house of our own and . . .’ she let the remainder of her sentence trail off.

Rosie exhaled loudly. ‘Well . . . I don’t know much about those kind of things,’ she said, shrugging a little. ‘Your father was the one who looked after all of that and – ’

Sophie almost leapt out of her seat. ‘Mum, you wouldn’t have to do a thing! Rob will sort it all out . . . well . . . I mean he could help you sort it all out!’ She looked fit to explode with delight. ‘But to begin with, we need to have your house valued, you know – just to see how much the bank will lend against it.’ She smiled conspiratorially. ‘By my reckoning, it should easily be good for about three hundred and fifty thousand. So then, with your equity guarantee, and what the building society give us, we should be well able to afford this place!’

Her eyes shone happily, and just then Rosie knew that despite her misgivings about what was actually involved, she wouldn’t dream of refusing her. Granted, she didn’t understand a lot of what Sophie was saying about guarantees and equity and all that, but she was sure Robert would help her get to grips with it all.

And sure, these things were par for the course now too – weren’t they always saying it on the News how hard it was for couples to get a foot on the ladder nowadays? In all honesty, it delighted Rosie’s heart to think that she’d be able to help her daughter out when she needed her. Wasn’t that what parents were for after all?

‘Mum, I can’t believe it – our very first house!’ Sophie enthused, her eyes shining with delight. ‘Oh, I can’t wait to tell Rob!’ Quick as you like, she whipped out her tiny mobile phone and pressed a button. ‘Darling, hi, it’s me. Mum’s agreed!’ She grinned happily, and Rosie couldn’t help but grin too. ‘I know, isn’t it fantastic? Yes, well, why don’t you phone the estate agent now and get an offer in. Great! Well, look, I’ll see you tonight and we’ll talk more about it then. Oh and Rob?’ she added, giggling girlishly. ‘Don’t forget to pick up some VC on the way, OK? Ciao!’

Rosie sat back in her seat, relaxing a little. ‘You should tell him to get that new Russell Crowe one that’s out now,’ she said, as Sophie put her phone back in her bag. ‘Myself and Sheila were watching it last week, and I must admit I really enjoyed it. He’s a fine cut of a fellow, that Russell Crowe.’

‘What?’ Sophie looked as though her mother had suddenly gone dotty.

‘Well, I wasn’t trying to listen in or anything,’ Rosie was embarrassed, ‘but I couldn’t help hearing you tell Robert not to forget to pick up a video on his way home. I just thought that – ’

‘Oh, Mum!’ Sophie burst out laughing.

‘What?’ Rosie didn’t know what was so hilarious.

‘Mum, you’re a ticket! VC doesn’t stand for video, it stands for Veuve Clicquot!’

Again Rosie looked blank.

‘Champagne?’ Sophie supplied helpfully.

‘Oh.’

‘Well, it’s not every day a girl gets a chance to bid on a J. Sparks home, and that certainly calls for a glass of bubbly or two, doesn’t it?’

‘Oh . . . oh, I see.’ For about the third time that day, Rosie wondered if she and her daughter actually inhabited totally different worlds.

‘God, Mum, our very own home!’ Sophie was still gushing. ‘I have to admit I really didn’t think it would ever happen, and at one stage I was feeling so desperate that I really thought we’d end up raising poor Claudia in that shoe-box we’re in now.’ She smiled winningly. ‘Mum you’re an absolute treasure for helping us out like this. You know that, don’t you – an absolute treasure!’

‘Not at all love,’ Rosie basked in her daughter’s praise, surer than ever that she had made the right decision. ‘Not at all. And if you can’t rely on your parents to get you out of a spot, sure who can you rely on?’

The next week seemed to go by in a daze. A daze of estate agents, valuations and lots and lots of talk, most of which went completely over Rosie’s head.

Today, the three of them were on their way to Sophie’s solicitor in town, to ‘sign everything over’.

Rosie knew she wouldn’t understand half of what was going on, but luckily Rob and Sophie were there to fill in the forms. All she’d have to do was sign her name, they’d told her.

Rosie hated filling in forms – it was something that had always overwhelmed her, even back when her eyesight had been perfect. Martin used to laugh at her staunch resistance to even the simplest of paperwork, like writing a cheque, or even a birthday card, but it was all right for Martin, at least he had finished school. Rosie had left school and went out to work when she was fifteen years old, and while she was by no means illiterate, she just wasn’t confident enough about her reading and writing abilities to get involved in it all. Martin had always done what was required, so she had little need to get involved.

Anyway, it looked like she was right to be wary – weren’t the brats always in the news lately for swindling and overcharging people, and wasn’t Rosie better off looking after her own money? The final straw had been when poor old Sheila – or rather Sheila’s husband, a builder – had been accused a while back of holding one of those illegal off-shore accounts, and had to pay the taxman a small fortune as a result. The problem was that Jim had been dead for years, Sheila had never known anything about it, and the poor thing had to hand over most of her life-savings to pay the bill.

Now, sitting in this swanky office, in front of an even swankier-looking solicitor, Rosie didn’t like all the questions he was firing at her about title deeds and insurance policies and the like. Robert and Sophie sat on either side of her, and although Rosie knew they were sitting like that to make her feel more comfortable, in truth she felt a little stifled.

‘So, Mrs Mitchell, you’re content to let the building society take a lien on your title deeds in order to fund your daughter’s mortgage?’

Rosie blinked.

‘Mum, he’s simply checking that you’re happy doing this, and that you don’t have any objections to helping us out.’

‘Oh, right.’ Feeling silly, Rosie reddened a little. ‘Of course I’m happy to do it. I wouldn’t be much of a mother if I wasn’t, would I?’ she said, with a little laugh.

‘Great,’ the solicitor smiled. ‘But I take it you’re aware that if there is any default in repayment, your own property may be at risk of repossession.’

‘There won’t be any default,’ Sophie interjected sharply, and Rosie looked at her, confused. ‘He’s only letting you know the worst-case scenario, Mum,’ she soothed. ‘Don’t worry. Rob and I can well afford to make the repayments. The banks are just trying to cover themselves, aren’t they, Mr King?’

The solicitor smiled. ‘Certainly, and I’m sure everything will go very smoothly. However, it is my duty to point out the consequences of what could – ’

‘It’ll be fine,’ Sophie reiterated, gritting her teeth. ‘Rob and I have explained everything, haven’t we, Mum?’

Rosie smiled nervously. They had tried to explain everything, but again, she hadn’t really understood much of it, other than the fact they were ‘unbelievably grateful’ she was making it possible for them to have ‘the house of their dreams’.

‘Yes, I’m sure it’s all grand,’ she said, smiling at the solicitor.

‘Terrific. Well, all I need now is for you three to sign this little lot – ’ He pushed a sheaf of papers across the table, and immediately Rosie stiffened. ‘There you go, Mrs Mitchell,’ he said, handing her a pen and adding playfully, ‘We’ll let you be the first to sign your life away.’

Sophie gave him an irritated look. ‘As if,’ she said conspiratorially, rolling her eyes at her mother, and instantly setting Rosie at ease.

The way this fellow was going on, she thought, you’d swear Sophie and Robert were asking for the clothes off her back and not just the deeds to her house! But that was solicitors for you, a pack of scaremongers the lot of them. Rosie scrunched up her eyes, searching for the place she should sign her name.

In all honesty, there was no need to be concerned. Sophie was her daughter, her own flesh and blood. She and Robert wouldn’t dream of doing anything that would put her home in jeopardy, would they?


Chapter 3

June 21st, 5.00 pm

Dara Campbell watched with interest as the room fell silent, and the man stood up to speak. She sat forward and took a tiny sip from her glass. This should be interesting.

‘Um, thank you all very much for coming here today,’ the groom began, his voice shaking nervously, his complexion deathly white against his fair hair. ‘I, ah – really hope you all have a great day.’

A pause – a very long pause, Dara thought, feeling for him. The room remained silent, and the guests watched him expectantly.

Eventually he spoke again, this time his voice barely audible. ‘Um, thanks to the hotel for providing this nice food, and ah – thank you all for coming. I hope you have a great day.’

Red-faced, he sat down to faint uneasy applause from the guests and, Dara noted, plenty of raised eyebrows.

She could almost read their minds. That was it? They were thinking. That was all Mark Russell had to say on a big day like today? On his own wedding day? What about thanking his beautiful bride, or telling some romantic story about how they met, and reiterating how he was the luckiest man in the world to be spending the rest of his life with her? Oh, and not to mention thanking the priest for such a lovely ceremony! Never mind the bride, forgetting the priest was a serious no-no, and by the sour look on the man’s face, Dara noted, Fr Deegan wasn’t at all impressed to have been overlooked.

But something told Dara that this was all they could reasonably expect today from the anxious groom. The poor thing was so nervous he couldn’t even remember his vows throughout the ceremony, let alone the most basic wedding-speech clichés!

‘Oh, and before I forget!’ Mark again leapt up out of his seat.

Dara could almost hear a collective sigh of relief from everyone in attendance. This mightn’t be such a total disaster after all.

‘Thanks very much to the bridesmaids!’ he spluttered, as if relieved to have something worthwhile to add. ‘I think you’ll all agree that they look, um – they look um, very – ’ finally the word came to him, ‘they look very nice!’

There was a short stunned silence, but eventually Mark was rewarded with another bout of weak applause, and a look that would cut diamonds from the bridesmaids, each of whom, Dara knew, had that morning spent two hours at the hairdresser’s, another hour at the beautician’s, and untold time in front of the mirror to look that ‘nice’.

She smiled.

Then, instead of sitting down alongside his bride, the groom slipped away from the table and, moving as fast as his long legs could carry him, headed straight for the bathroom. Incredulous, all eyes in the room followed his every move. Poor thing, Dara thought, shaking her head in mild amusement. Mark wasn’t at all used to public speaking, and her heart really went out to him.

Again there was a low murmur, and a slight shuffling amongst the crowd. The best man, a good friend of Mark’s, and a man who himself wasn’t the best at public speaking, quickly picked up the microphone and tried his best to lighten the mood by reading out some supposedly witty emails from friends.

Listening absently, Dara sat back in her seat and fiddled with a slice of wedding cake. She couldn’t help imagining what kind of speech Noah would make, had it been their wedding day.

Confident and utterly charismatic, no doubt he would begin by telling the guests some silly story about the early days of their relationship, before launching into a romantic and heartfelt account of his feelings for Dara – something that would have every woman in the room – and possibly some of the men – in tears.

With a flash of those intense green eyes and just a few simple words, Noah would make each guest feel as though they were taking part in something hugely important – and, she thought with a grin – he’d make doubly sure the bridesmaids were suitably complimented! The word ‘nice’ just didn’t feature in his eloquent vocabulary, and she could only imagine how he’d describe her on the day. Cheesy as it might seem, Noah always had a way of making Dara feel as though she was the most beautiful woman in the world.

And, of course, Noah wouldn’t look too bad himself all dressed up in wedding gear, she thought, trying to ignore a slight shiver of desire as she imagined how amazing one of those starched white shirts would look against his tanned skin, or how the tailored jacket would really emphasise those broad shoulders. She sighed inwardly. Yes, he would look utterly incredible.

Still, there was no point in thinking about Noah Morgan at a time like this, Dara told herself. No point at all.

The best man had just finished speaking, and a sharp nudge from Amy on her left brought her thoughts right back to the present.

‘I can’t believe he said we looked nice!’ her sister hissed, incredulous. ‘Nice! What kind of a word is that? Does he not realise these dresses are Maria Grachvogel?’ Gritting her teeth, she added, ‘Does he not appreciate how much bloody effort it took to fit into them?’ Normally a size sixteen, Amy had found it particularly difficult to lose weight for the wedding, and today she’d expected to be suitably commended for her efforts.

‘I’ll give him “nice”!’ agreed Serena, equally miffed.

‘Although I suppose we were lucky to get a mention at all. He said nothing about Fr Deegan, and he completely forgot to thank Mum and Dad for welcoming him into the family!’

Dara repositioned the neckline of her dress. ‘It’s not easy to stand up and speak in a roomful of people like that, you know,’ she said gently. ‘I think he did quite well, considering.’

Amy tut-tutted once more as the three girls watched the groom make his way back to the top table. The best man immediately began teasing him about ‘having to make an urgent telephone call’ and now the guests were laughing, the early awkwardness having diminished somewhat.

‘Well, maybe he was a bit nervous,’ Serena whispered, ‘but that doesn’t give him any excuse to forget about you. I mean, how could he not mention you?’

‘It doesn’t matter, Serena,’ Dara shushed her as the groom approached, looking somewhat relaxed and much more like his normal self.

Mark took his seat alongside his bride and gave her an apologetic smile. ‘I’m sorry – I really made a mess of that, didn’t I?’ he said gently.

‘Don’t be silly,’ Dara soothed, smiling back at her new husband. ‘You were absolutely fine.’

As she and Mark danced their first dance as a married couple, Dara studied the smiling faces of the people around the dance floor – her sisters, her married friends, her mum and dad. It was a little disconcerting to find that, not only did they look pleased and delighted to see her and Mark together, they also looked a damn sight relieved.

Did they know she still had thoughts about Noah, she wondered, panicking a little. Did they know that only just last night she had to talk herself out of pulling out of this wedding altogether?

But no, she thought, irrelevancies like a lost love or pre-wedding nerves wouldn’t really matter to most of Dara’s friends, or indeed her family. Such nonsense was only the stuff of romantic novels and soppy Hollywood films. No, this was the real world, and in fairness, having turned the dreaded age of thirty-four, Dara should count herself lucky that she had found a man, never mind one who actually wanted to marry her! And even better, a man who didn’t seem to mind the fact that she was one of those high-powered career women who’d run rings around you, and unlike most of the married thirty-somethings in this country – and due to the aforementioned high-powered career – had actually been able to afford a home of her own.
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