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ONE



‘Matt James Patrick Smellie, do you take Ellie Marie Concepta Duggan to be your lawfully wedded wife?’

Matt nodded solemnly. ‘I do.’

‘And Ellie Marie Concepta Duggan, do you take Matt James Patrick Smellie to be your …’

‘Objection! I object to this farce of a wedding.’ Lara, the loose-tongued bridesmaid, threw herself between the couple, grabbing Matt in a headlock. ‘He’s mine and you’re not going to take him away from me. He doesn’t love you, Ellie. He’s only after your fortune.’

‘For fuck’s sake,’ giggled Ellie. ‘This isn’t an episode of Dallas, you know!’

‘Well, I’m just trying to prepare you for every possible scenario.’ Lara sniffed. ‘A great catch like Matt could have lots of women ready to snatch him from the arms of his betrothed.’

‘Chance would be a fine thing,’ said Matt, wrestling his way out of Lara’s grip and at the same time ducking from the slap his fiancée aimed in his direction.

Sharon, who’d taken her priestly role very seriously, sat down on the sofa and sighed. ‘I suppose there was no point in trying to do a practice run while you lot were tanked up on wine.’

Lara flopped down beside her. ‘Aw, sorry, Shaz. It must be no fun watching a bunch of drunks when you’re sober as a judge. Would you not even have one glass?’

‘Not tonight, Lara. I’m in at six in the morning and you know what I’m like with even a few sips.’

‘Right. That’s our cue to go,’ said Matt, reaching unsteadily to retrieve his jumper from the back of the armchair. ‘Come on, Lara, we can share a taxi.’

‘Aw, do I have to? It’s still early.’ Lara burrowed further into the sofa, her tiny frame almost disappearing in the expanse of feather cushions.

Sharon looked mortified. ‘God, I didn’t mean I want you to go. At least stay and have a coffee.’

‘Yes, come on,’ added Ellie. ‘We have cake and everything. I’ll stick the kettle on.’

Matt shook his head. ‘No, honestly. I was about to head anyway. I have a guy coming in for a training session at seven so I’ll need to be bright and breezy in the morning.’

Ellie pouted. ‘I probably won’t see you for a few days now. My shifts are all over the place this week.’

Matt pulled her into a hug. ‘Well, in less than seven weeks’ time, you’ll be sick of the sight of me when we’re living together as Mr and Mrs Smellie!’

‘Let’s get this straight once and for all,’ snapped Ellie, pulling away from him. ‘I can’t wait to be your wife, but I’ll never, ever be Ellie Smellie.’

‘Ah, g’wan, you know you want to be really.’ Matt grabbed her bum and pulled her back to him.

‘Eh … sorry to interrupt this beautiful moment, but I think we might have an overnight guest if we don’t get Lara up from here soon.’ Sharon indicated her friend, who was beginning to snore, head tilted to the side, mouth wide open.

Ellie laughed. ‘She’s such a lightweight. Come on, Lara. Time to go.’

Lara reluctantly opened one eye. ‘Oh, but it’s soooo comfy here. Could I not just stay and have a little snooze? Knowing my luck, Ethan will be awake when I get home and Peter will probably pass him over to me.’

Ellie felt sorry for her friend. Being a mother didn’t come naturally to her and, although she loved her little three-year-old, the sleep deprivation was killing her. ‘I’m sure Peter will have worn him out and he’ll be fast asleep by now.’

‘I hope you’re right,’ said Lara, dragging herself up from the sofa, ‘because if I have to get through another sleepless night, I won’t be responsible for my actions.’

‘You’ve been saying that for the last three years,’ Sharon told her. ‘It seems to me you’re getting through it just fine.’

Lara sighed. ‘It’s a case of having to. Right, I’ll love you and leave you. I’ll give you both a buzz during the week and maybe we’ll have a night in The Gardens.’

‘Sounds good to me,’ said Ellie, walking her guests to the door. She gave Matt a final smooch on the lips before pushing him and Lara out into the night. ‘I won’t keep the door open, if you don’t mind. I wouldn’t want to let the cold in.’

Lara drew in a sharp breath as the chill hit her. ‘Yes, you go on in and leave us out here, like a couple of dogs!’

‘Night, Lara. Talk to you during the week.’ Ellie was still giggling as she joined Sharon in the kitchen.

Sharon was already pouring tea. ‘I really am sorry to have broken up the party, Ellie. I should have just slipped off to bed and left you all to it.’

‘Don’t be silly. None of us wants to face Monday morning with the hangover from hell so I’m glad we finished up when we did.’ She sat down and wrapped both hands gratefully around the steaming mug. ‘You know, I still can’t believe I’ll be married and moved out of here in a matter of weeks. It doesn’t seem real.’

Sharon nodded. ‘I know what you mean. It’s been great, hasn’t it? I mean, us sharing a house. I did worry about it at first, with us working together too. I thought we’d get on each other’s nerves but it’s all been fine.’

‘It’s been great. And, honestly, I don’t know how I’d have got through the last few years without you. You’ve been my rock.’

‘Ah, God, Ellie, don’t! You’ll have me in tears. We’re good for each other. I’d never have lost all that weight without you encouraging me.’

‘Of course you would have, you big eejit. I didn’t do it for you. You were the one out running at the crack of dawn and counting the calories in everything you ate.’

‘But you know how hard it was for me at home, Ellie. I’d never have done it if I still lived there, with Mam piling the calories into me as though I was going to fade away. That’s what got me to this size in the first place!’

‘To that size, Sharon – not this size. It’s a thing of the past. You’re looking amazing these days – positively glowing.’

‘Ah, thanks,’ said Sharon, blushing. ‘I still have some way to go but I’m confident now that I’ll get there.’

Ellie drained the last of the tea. ‘By the way, have you thought any more about getting someone in to share with you? It’s going to be very expensive to stay here on your own.’

‘I’ll survive for the moment. I have a bit put away and can dip into that if I need to. Don’t you be worried about me.’

‘But I do worry, Sharon. We’ve been friends since we were in our prams, for God’s sake – you’re like a sister to me. Only a few months ago you were saying you dreaded being left here on your own. How come you’re not so worried about it now?’

Sharon shifted uncomfortably in the chair. ‘Well, I’m not saying I’m not worried … it’s just … well, I’m heading for thirty and it’s about time I acted my age. I went straight from living with Mam to living here with you. I’ve got to get used to standing on my own two feet and not being so reliant on others.’

Sharon was a new woman, Ellie thought. The old Sharon would have wallowed in the fact that she was the last of the three friends to be single. She would have moaned about being left on her own. Maybe her weight loss had given her confidence at last – and she had every right to feel smug about it. Or maybe it was something else. Either way, she was looking fantastic and had worked really hard for it.

Sharon was still talking: ‘So a bit of time here on my own won’t do me a bit of harm. And, besides, you’ll be just down the road if I need someone to make my dinner for me.’

‘Feck off. You’re welcome over any time, but you should have learned by now that my chef skills remain firmly in the hotel kitchen.’

‘Ah, but you wouldn’t see your friend going hungry, would you? The friend you abandoned to go and live the dream elsewhere.’ Sharon had a mischievous glint in her eye.

‘Well, there’ll always be food in the fridge so you can come on over and help yourself whenever you like.’

‘Okay, deal,’ said Sharon, standing up from the table. ‘I think I’ll call it a night, though. I bloody hate these early shifts. You’re so lucky you don’t have to be in until twelve.’

‘Ah, but you’ll have half your day done by the time I get in. You go on up – I’ll look after these.’

‘Thanks, Ellie. I’ll see you tomorrow at work. Try and get in ten minutes early and I’ll take a quick break with you if I can.’

‘I’ll do that. Night, Sharon.’

Ellie’s heart felt as though it was about to burst with happiness as she busied herself cleaning the kitchen. The dried-up remains of their dinner sat on the counter, which didn’t faze her at all. As a hotel chef, she was used to keeping her kitchen spick and span. She scraped the bits into the bin and began loading the dishwasher.

She’d lived with Sharon in their little rented house just off Doyle’s Corner for the last two years and had loved every minute of it. They worked at the same hotel in the city centre and it was an ideal location for them to hop on a bus or walk to work. As Sharon was on Reception, they were rarely in at the same time, but they’d often spend hours at home discussing the other staff and sharing snippets of gossip. Ellie was a tiny bit sad that that particular era was coming to an end, but she was also looking forward to new beginnings.

With everything tidied away nicely, she doused the surfaces with anti-bacterial spray. When Sharon did the shopping, she always came back with those fresh-smelling sprays – the ones that made your kitchen smell like a garden – but Ellie put them at the back of the cupboard under the sink, trusting only those that claimed to kill 99.9 per cent of all germs.

Just seven weeks to her wedding. She could barely believe it. Matt was the most gorgeous, wonderful man and she was the luckiest woman in the world to be marrying him. He was kind and considerate and never lost his temper with her, even when she was having one of her ‘mini-fits’. Every now and again when things got on top of Ellie, whether it was work, wedding plans or anything else, she’d go off on a rant about stuff (usually unrelated to whatever was stressing her) and end up having a little cry. The first time he’d seen her like that was when they’d been together about three months. Her mother had been nagging her incessantly about visiting her auntie Joan because all the other nieces and nephews were perfect specimens of humanity and went to see her in her lonely, spinster flat. Everyone except Ellie. Matt had called in just after her mother had had another go at her, then gone to bingo. No sooner had he walked through the door than Ellie’s rant had started. Didn’t her mother realise how busy she was? Didn’t she know how hard chefs worked, getting up so early and going on till late? And next door’s cat was keeping her awake by sitting on her windowsill and miaowing all night. And her brother was a lazy sod and did nothing in the house. The mini-fit was born and Matt suffered through them with a ready ear and a comforting hug when she was done. Ellie was a lucky girl and she knew it.

She checked the gleaming kitchen one last time and wiped a smudge off a tap with a tea towel. She turned off the lights and headed up the stairs to her bedroom. The house was small but cosy and Ellie dreamed of owning one just like it. She loved the character of the old red-brick front, and although it was a terraced house, not a sound got through those thick old walls. In contrast, the apartment she’d bought with Matt was modern, and the thin walls didn’t allow much privacy between neighbours. It had come onto the market at a knock-down price and was all they could afford at the time.

Matt had moved in, and she’d been tempted to join him, but her mother had persuaded her that it was so close to the wedding, she might as well stay put for now. If it had been a few months earlier, she’d definitely have moved in, but with only a few weeks to go, she’d been happy enough to concede.

She glanced around the bedroom as she snuggled down under her well-worn feather duvet. It was beginning to look very bare – she’d been bringing stuff bit by bit to the new place. Her mam had been nagging her to tackle her room at home, claiming they wanted to redecorate it as a guest room. Ellie really wasn’t looking forward to that task.

Two years ago, when she’d left to live with Sharon, it somehow hadn’t seemed like she was leaving for ever. She wasn’t going far and her mother had seemed to think she’d be back. Ellie had never really understood why, but maybe it was just her way of coping with her daughter flying the nest. Now that she was getting married, everything seemed more final. She’d never go back to live in her family home and the thought of moving all her things out was daunting. But she owed it to her parents to do as they asked. Although she argued constantly with her mother, she couldn’t have asked for better parents than Jean and Andy Duggan. She’d had a very happy childhood and had plenty of great memories to cherish.

She’d pay them a visit next weekend. Lately, juggling work and wedding preparations, she hadn’t made much time for them. And, in fairness, her mam was doing a lot of the organising for the wedding. Ellie and Matt had originally thought of going abroad to get married but on seeing the look of disbelief and shock on her mother’s face when they had mentioned the possibility, they’d decided it wouldn’t be worth the hassle. So it had gone from a foreign wedding to a small registry office do to a full-on church ceremony with a hundred-plus guests and a fancy hotel reception. Ellie’s parents had insisted on paying so she and Matt had gone along with it. As long as they were getting married, nothing else really mattered.

Ellie was happy that the wedding was helping to take her mother’s mind off her grief. It had been a difficult few years, but it was true what people said – time really did ease the pain. It never went away but day by day it felt more manageable. She was suddenly overwhelmed with sadness as thoughts she’d buried began to surface. Tears pricked her eyes and she turned her face into the pillow. She hadn’t allowed herself to cry in a long time for fear she’d never stop. But maybe she needed to let it all out instead of bottling it up. Her chest heaved as the tears fell. She cried silently into her pillow for what seemed like hours until she didn’t have another tear left in her.

Just then her phone beeped, making her jump. Ten past midnight. There was only one person who’d be texting her at that time. She grabbed the phone from the bedside locker and glanced at the message:


You’re such a strong, wonderful person and I can’t wait for us to be married. I love you loads. Xx




She closed her eyes and gave thanks to God for giving her a soulmate – someone who could sense her every thought, hope and dream. She couldn’t wait for 15 March. It was going to be the happiest day of her life.


TWO



Sharon yawned as she sat at the reception desk in the hotel. It had been a busy morning with check-ins and check-outs, but it had quietened a lot since ten. She hated the early shifts and today was no exception. She’d much prefer to get up and go out for a run in the morning, then be at work at a reasonable time. But she loved her job so she had to take the bad with the good.

She sat up straight and smoothed her skirt as an elderly couple approached the desk. ‘I’ll take this,’ she said to the other receptionist, who was busy filing her nails. ‘How are you today, Mr and Mrs Ackerman?’

‘I’m plum worn out, darlin’, to be honest. But it’s good to keep going. And how’s about your good self?’ Mr Ackerman took off his Stetson and held it to his chest as he spoke.

‘I’m good, thanks – just a bit tired too. What can I help you with this morning?’

‘Well, me and Mrs A were plannin’ on a good ole walk when we noticed the toad choker out there. We were just wonderin’ if you’d have an um-bear-ella we could borra?’

The Ackermans, who were from Texas, had been staying at the hotel for the last two weeks and Sharon was proud to have got to know some of their dialect. The first day she’d met them, she’d thought they were talking a different language altogether, but after a few days and a lesson or two from Mr Ackerman, she’d begun to understand them.

‘Here we go,’ she said, producing a large golf umbrella from under the desk. ‘The forecast is for heavier rain later so I wouldn’t go walking too far if I were you.’

‘Don’t you be worryin’, darlin’. Sure I’m all hat and no cattle. We’ll probably be back in ten minutes.’

‘Well, have a good day, whatever you do.’

He slipped his hat back on and tipped it by way of saying goodbye. His wife barely ever spoke, and Sharon suspected that she was used to him doing the talking for both of them.

It was almost eleven. Three more hours and she could go home to bed. She usually made it her business to be in bed on a Sunday night before ten, especially if she was on the early shift, but with Matt and Lara coming over last night, her routine had been scuppered. Still, they’d had a good night. Matt was such a nice guy – Ellie was lucky to have found him. In fact, they were lucky to have found each other because Ellie was a pretty good catch too. They made a handsome couple, Matt with his muscular frame and Keith Duffy good looks, and Ellie stood almost six feet tall, like an Amazon beauty. Six months ago, Sharon had felt pangs of jealousy when she’d seen them, but now she was happier in herself. She looked forward to letting everyone see her new figure in the shapely bridesmaid’s dress Ellie had picked out for her and Lara. She’d had to have it taken in at almost every fitting over the last few months and she was hoping for a couple more adjustments before the big day.

Her handbag, which she’d left underneath the desk, suddenly vibrated, stirring her out of her reverie. They weren’t supposed to keep their mobile phones with them on Reception but Sharon hated to be without hers. She usually put it on silent and would steal the odd peep to make sure she wasn’t missing anything. A quick glance around to make sure none of the management was hovering, and she whipped it out. Just what she needed. It was from him:


Are we on for tonight? Same place 8 o’clock? I can’t wait until we tell her about us. All this sneaking around is killing me! See ya later! Xx




‘Sharon Young! Don’t you have work to do? And how many times? No mobile phones while you’re on Reception.’

‘Sorry, Pauline. I – I was just checking something … you know, for an emergency or …’ Pauline Burke, the general manager, scared the living daylights out of Sharon and she’d often be reduced to a quivering mess when she was around.

‘Well, put it away. You can take your break soon and you can do all the checking you want on your own time.’ Pauline fixed Sharon with her trademark death stare before click-clacking her way across the marble tiles.

Everyone in Toolin’s Hotel lived in fear of Pauline, and Sharon and Ellie spent hours talking about her. They often compared her to some of the hated contestants on Big Brother – you loved to hate them, but if they were gone, you’d miss them. There’d certainly be a big dent in the hotel gossip if Pauline were to leave.

When she was sure Pauline had gone to annoy someone else, she grabbed her bag again and made a dash to the toilets. She hated quiet days like this, but a five-minute visit to the Ladies would break the monotony. There was nobody else in there so she opened up her makeup bag and touched up her lipstick. She stared at herself in the mirror and was pleased to see that her cheekbones seemed even more defined than they had been last week. When she’d had all the weight on, her face had been round and sunk in her numerous chins. Now her green eyes had never looked so big, and even her long chestnut hair was benefiting from her new healthier diet. She knew she’d never be as gorgeous as Ellie, with her Mediterranean good looks, but she was aware that she was beginning to turn heads. She pumped out a generous quantity of Molton Brown hand cream from the wall dispenser and headed back out, rubbing it in. She dumped her bag back under the desk and almost jumped out of her skin when a voice rang in her ear. ‘Slacking again, I see!’

‘No, I was just— Jesus, Ellie! You scared the living daylights out of me. I’ve just had Pauline on my back for looking at my phone. I thought you were her on my case again.’

‘I thought I’d get in a bit early like you suggested and have a quick drink with you before the lunch rush. Can you take your break now?’

Sharon looked at Dawn, her fellow receptionist. ‘Is that okay with you?’

‘Off you go,’ said Dawn. ‘It’s not as if we’re out the door here.’

‘Thanks. I won’t be long.’

‘She’s a bit of a strange one,’ said Ellie as they headed towards the bar. ‘She seems nice enough, but her face never changes from that deadpan look.’

‘She’s okay, but she wouldn’t win Personality of the Year. I’ve given up trying to get any conversation out of her.’

‘Well, enough about her.’ Ellie ordered a couple of diet cokes at the counter and perched her bum on one of the bar stools. ‘I’ve been mulling over the situation with Lara.’

‘What situation?’ Sharon was intrigued.

‘Didn’t you think she seemed out of sorts last night? I can’t quite put my finger on it but I got the impression that everything wasn’t okay at home.’

‘No! Really? I thought Lara and Peter were rock solid. Do you think they’re having problems? Did she say something to you?’ Sharon was usually the one to notice if there was something amiss with her friends and she felt immediately worried that she’d missed something.

‘Relax, Sharon. It’s just a gut feeling. Lara was hitting the drink pretty hard last night and she didn’t seem herself. She kept talking about not wanting to go home and how she’s not getting any sleep. I suppose I was reading between the lines.’

Sharon gave a little laugh. ‘But, as I said to her, she’s been moaning about that since Ethan was born. I’m sure it’s nothing out of the ordinary.’

‘Well, I can’t help thinking there’s more to it.’ Ellie was insistent and Sharon had to acknowledge that her friend’s gut feelings were seldom wrong.

‘So what do we do? Should we ask her outright if something’s wrong?’

Ellie shook her head. ‘We’re long overdue a night in The Gardens – just you, me and Lara. If she has something to say, she’ll say it in there. Let’s do it one night during the week.’

‘Right, you’re on,’ said Sharon, retrieving the slice of lemon from the bottom of her glass and wincing as she sucked the bitter juice. ‘How about Thursday night? I can check if it suits Lara.’

‘That’s fine by me. I’m on earlies on Thursday so I won’t be rushing when I get home. But you’d better get a wriggle on. Someone seems to be missing you.’

Sharon followed Ellie’s stare to Reception, where Pauline was standing like a referee, her left elbow bent at a right angle displaying her man-sized watch. ‘You can’t be serious! She’s actually feckin’ timing me. Bloody bitch. I’d better run. Have a good one and I’ll see you at home later.’

‘That’s my ten minutes done, Dawn,’ said Sharon pointedly as she arrived back at her post. ‘Why don’t you go for your break while we’re quiet?’

Pauline tutted loudly and, with nobody to berate, clacked off to find another poor soul who might be slacking.

Sharon thought of what Ellie had said about Lara, and had to admit that Lara had seemed unhappy lately. She hoped it was nothing more than a build-up of sleepless nights. She knew only too well how lack of sleep could send a person mad. When she’d been seriously overweight, her breathing had been bad and she’d suffered from insomnia. Well, hopefully she’d find out if there was a problem on Thursday night. The Gardens had been a regular meeting place for the three women since they’d been in their late teens. If the walls had had ears, they would have heard some amazing stories and shocking secrets over the years. It was their place of truth. Now, Sharon hoped they wouldn’t hear anything shocking on Thursday. For the first time in years, things were going well for all of them. Lara had her little family, Ellie was about to get married and Sharon was the happiest she’d been in a long, long time.

[image: image]

‘Here you go, Ethan. You can have your lunch in front of the telly just this once, okay?’ It made Lara feel better to say ‘just this once’ even though meals in front of the telly were a regular occurrence. It was the only way she could get any work done. The article she was writing about emigration had to be in by six p.m. and she’d barely started it. She’d tweeted for people who’d be willing to talk to her about their experiences of emigration and had a few lined up to ring that afternoon. Hopefully her little boy would go for a nap after lunch and she’d use that opportunity to make the calls. She was exhausted and a little hung-over from last night and was finding it hard to juggle work and her son.

She sighed as she sat in her little office space in the corner of the kitchen. She hated the fact that she now spent most days in slouchy tracksuits, usually with dried-in Weetabix on the bum or milk down the front. She missed power dressing for the office. She missed the cut and thrust of the working environment and the constant stream of new blood keeping her on her toes.

Lara had worked on a national newspaper since she was twenty and loved everything about that world. At just five foot two, she’d often been overlooked for promotions or jobs but had made it her business to prove that though she was small, she was fierce too. If there was a story to be had, Lara had been the one to get it. If it meant sitting in the car and staking out a doorway for hours until the person she was looking for appeared, she’d be there. She was tenacious and resilient – nothing got in her way. The office had been largely male-dominated and she’d earned the respect of every single colleague. That was why it had been such a hard decision to leave.

She and Peter had looked at their options when she was pregnant and had thought long and hard about things. They’d come to the conclusion that it would be better for one of them to stay at home and, unfortunately for Lara, she’d drawn the short straw. Peter was a principal officer in the civil service, a good pensionable job, while her post was precarious. There’d been whispers about redundancies and she knew that she could well be targeted. Imagine if Peter had been the one to give up and then she was made redundant. Where would they have been then, with a mortgage to pay and a child to support? And Peter had pointed out that she could still get some freelance work to fit in around her time at home.

She’d balked at the idea of becoming a stay-at-home mam, but she’d lost a lot of her fight in the months after the birth, when she’d been feeling low and miserable. Anyway, she knew that Peter never would have agreed to be a stay-at-home dad, no matter what the circumstances. He loved Ethan but would be appalled at the thought of spending every day at home with him. He liked to think he was liberal but, in truth, he was an old-fashioned guy at heart and believed in the man being the main breadwinner. He’d hardly been able to contain his delight the day she’d handed in her notice and had just stopped short of throwing a party.

But Peter was a good guy. He’d realised she felt a huge sense of loss after the decision was made and he’d encouraged her to find some freelance work. She hadn’t bothered initially – it wasn’t what she’d wanted to do – but he’d gently persuaded her that she’d feel a whole lot better if she was doing something she loved. And what she loved to do was write. Yes, she’d enjoyed the buzz of the office environment and the social events that went with it, but she was a writer at heart, and when she was writing, she felt alive.

Once she’d secured that first job to write an article for one of the big nationals, she’d felt a whole lot better. She wasn’t exactly elated by her new status, but it was better than making Lego castles, eating rubbish and watching daytime telly. At least now she was reclaiming a bit of herself.

‘Maaaaammy! Can you come and do Lego with me? I want to make Peppa Pig but I haven’t got any pink.’

Fuck! She’d never get anything done at this rate. Roll on September when she’d be able to enrol him in a pre-school and at least have a few hours to herself every day. ‘Just a minute, love. Or how about I give you a lolly and you can watch a Peppa Pig DVD instead?’

‘Yay! Can I have a pink one like Peppa Pig?’

‘Of course you can.’ Lara sighed and stared at the blank computer screen. She had to stop daydreaming and get on with the writing when she had the opportunity. The luxury of having endless time to write was gone for ever. She had to accept the way things were and take her opportunities when they arose.

She settled Ethan on the sofa with his lolly and beloved Peppa Pig DVD and sat back at the computer. The article could wait until Ethan went down for his nap. There was something else she’d been working on for the last six months and she’d been putting off doing anything about it. Somehow the time felt right now and, although she was nervous about it, she knew she was doing the right thing.

Her hands shook as she typed the words of the covering letter, but she didn’t stop until she’d finished. She glanced over it, and when she was happy with what she’d written, she added the attachment. After checking it once more, she took a deep breath and pressed send. With a bit of luck, this email would mark a change in her life – for the better.


THREE



Ellie pulled her Calvin Klein skinny jeans over her hips and was alarmed at how snug they’d become. She’d only worn them last week and they definitely hadn’t been so tight. She’d have to watch her diet over the next few weeks if she didn’t want to have her wedding dress let out. The trouble was that she was surrounded by food all day and it was too easy to grab a slice of cheesecake when she was on a break or a plate of buttery pasta for lunch. The food at the hotel was delicious and very hard to resist.

She’d already done an early shift but had promised her mam she’d go into town with her for a couple of hours. She was tired and wasn’t looking forward to it, but Jean Duggan had pulled out her trump card last night on the phone.

‘Agnes Larkin was saying the other day how her daughter takes her into town of a Saturday, hail, rain or shine. It breaks my heart that you can’t be bothered to spare me a couple of hours.’

Ellie loved her mam but she drove her mad. The last thing she wanted to do when she had a few hours free was spend them traipsing around the shops with her. She’d planned to invite herself to her parents’ house for Sunday dinner this week, but since it was only Tuesday and her mother had given her an earful, she’d agreed to the trip to town.

She completed her outfit with a gold-embellished Guess T-shirt and slipped her feet into a pair of purple Converse. Ellie was a very down-to-earth girl in many respects but a self-confessed snob when it came to clothes. Her friends’ jaws dropped when she told them how much she’d paid for an item of clothing – they could stock their summer wardrobes in Penneys for the same amount. But Ellie would never dream of shopping in Penneys. It was the cause of many arguments between her and the girls, who mostly favoured cheap and cheerful. She told them that the more expensive brands lasted longer, but they argued that trends changed often and longevity no longer mattered. She had to admit that they had a point. She had a wardrobe of top-quality clothes in great condition, but they were just too last-season to wear. Still, she worked hard for her money and was frugal in every other part of her life so she continued to indulge herself whenever the mood took her.

This was the main reason she’d booked the trip to New York. In a fortnight, she’d be jetting off with Lara and Sharon to one of the fashion capitals of the world. She got tingles down her spine just thinking of all those designer shops and her empty suitcases just waiting to be filled. She planned on bringing out two large cases with very little in them and hoped to haul them back bulging at the seams.

Taking their role as bridesmaids seriously, Lara and Sharon had sat down with Ellie a few months ago to organise the hen party. They’d been thinking of pushing the boat out and having a couple of days down in Galway, complete with tacky veils, fluffy pink garters and L signs for the bride-to-be. When Ellie had blown that idea out of the water with her plan for a long weekend in the Big Apple, they’d hopped on board straight away. It would be good for the three of them to get away. They’d been friends for so long and had been on many holidays together, until a few years ago.

Her phone beeped, startling her, and she realised she’d begun to drift off. She jumped up, feeling a bit disoriented, and checked the message.


Ellie. Where are you? You said you’d be here at three. Mam.




Shit! It was already ten past. She could do without getting on the wrong side of her mother today. She tied her mass of black curls into a bunch at the top of her head. A quick dusting of Bare Minerals foundation and a touch of lip-gloss and she was out the door in a flash. She’d planned to walk the twenty minutes to her mam’s because they were getting the bus together but she jumped into the car instead. The buses were frequent enough so she’d leave the car at her mother’s.
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‘Well, it’s about bloody time,’ said Jean Duggan, when Ellie rolled up ten minutes later. She was standing at the door in her best mauve cardigan over grey slacks. ‘There’s an eighty-three due in a few minutes so if we hurry we should catch it. If not, we’ll be waiting another half-hour.’

‘Sorry, Mam. There was an emergency in work and I had to talk them through some stuff on the phone.’ She hated lying but, in the interest of peace and her sanity, she’d had to come up with an acceptable excuse.

Her mother locked the front door and hurried them along to the bus stop. ‘They work you too hard in that place, Ellie. Sure we’ve barely seen you these last few weeks.’

‘I know, Mam, but with the wedding coming up and me taking a few weeks off, I have to put in the extra hours.’

‘I suppose. And, speaking of the wedding, we have loads to discuss. I’ve brought my notebook so we can sit down at some point and go over everything.’

Ellie’s heart sank. She was excited about her big day, but when her mother got into full wedding mode, her head almost exploded. ‘Great, Mam. I can’t wait.’

Minutes later they were sitting in a stifling bus on the way into the city centre. Thankfully the journey would only take ten or fifteen minutes – Ellie could already feel trickles of sweat down the back of her neck. As her mother seemed happy enough to look out of the window, she pulled out her iPhone. She tapped on the Twitter icon and typed:


@EllieDuggan On way into town with de mammy. This may not end well! #mammyduggansdayout




She sat back and waited for a response. Ellie loved the social networking site and had found a lot of friends on it. A few were even coming to the wedding. But she wasn’t stupid: she hadn’t tweeted a general invitation.


@marshamooney Oooh I can’t wait to hear all about it. Your mammy stories are always brilliant.

@chefsarahb Ha! I thought you were planning to relax after work today. Looks like Mammy Duggan had other ideas.

@EllieDuggan Mammy Duggan isn’t so bad really – but I may have to accidentally lose her if she steers me towards the sensible shoe section.

@marshamooney Ha! My mam is always going on about me ruining my feet in heels too. Like I’m going to wear Hush Puppies with my little black number!




‘Ellie, can you not leave that thing for five minutes? How did we survive in our day without a mobile phone? Could you not just have left it at home for one afternoon?’

Ellie logged out of Twitter in case her mother demanded to have a look. God, if she could see some of the things her daughter had tweeted about her. But it was all in good fun. People on Twitter loved to hear her Mammy Duggan stories, even if she did exaggerate them to get more laughs.

‘Sorry, Mam. I’ll put it away now. I only wanted to answer an email I forgot about. I’ll even stick it on silent so it won’t disturb us for the rest of the day.’

‘Right so.’ Jean seemed satisfied with her grand gesture. Ellie didn’t tell her she still had it on vibrate – just in case.

They stepped off the bus on O’Connell Street and Jean immediately took charge. ‘Right, I was thinking we’d head to Roches Stores first to look at the makeup. If you’re insisting on doing your own face for the wedding, you should at least buy some decent stuff. Then maybe we’ll cross back over O’Connell Street to Clerys. I want to get a bit of new bedding for when the visitors come.’

Ellie hated this side of the city. She much preferred the opulence of Grafton Street, with its designer brands and little coffee shops. ‘I was thinking we’d head over the south side, Mam. I’d love to check out the makeup in Brown Thomas. They do MAC stuff and you can’t get it here.’

Jean crinkled her nose in the way only mothers can. ‘Well, it was far from Grafton Street you were reared, Ellie Duggan. Why would we traipse all the way over there when we have the best of shops here? If you don’t like the stuff in Roches, sure can’t you get what you want in Clerys?’

‘Well, it’s just that—’

‘Right, that’s settled. I might even take you up to Clerys Rooftop Restaurant for a bite to eat and we can go through all the wedding stuff there.’

There was no arguing with her. She’d just have to suck it up. It was only a few hours after all and she owed it to her mam. It had been tough for her when Ellie had moved out, even though it was only down the road. The new apartment was even closer to her Glasnevin home so when she moved in there after the wedding she’d make it her business to visit her parents more often.

‘… and your auntie Breda, your auntie Anne and uncle Fred, Sandra O’Brien and her husband from around the corner and …’

Ellie smiled to herself as they walked into Roches Stores. She didn’t have a clue what her mother was going on about but it was most likely something to do with the wedding. It was all that was talked about, these days. Well, roll on 15 March.
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‘Howareya, love? It’s good to see you. Are you staying for your tea?’ Andy Duggan was relaxing in his armchair when Ellie and her mam came back from town.

Ellie bent down to hug him. ‘Thanks, but I won’t stay this evening. I only came back to get my car.’

‘Early shift?’

‘Yes, mostly earlies this week. I’m exhausted.’

‘I keep telling her she’d want to mind herself,’ said Jean, appearing in the sitting room, dragging a load of Clerys bags behind her. ‘If she runs herself into the ground, she won’t enjoy the wedding one bit.’

‘Your mam’s right, love. You work way too hard. You should give yourself a break and relax a bit.’

Ellie took that as her cue. ‘Why don’t I come over on Sunday so you can feed me one of your famous roasts? I’ll even eat all my veggies so you know I’m getting enough nutrition.’

‘Oh, you see that, Andy? I can’t do right for doing wrong. When I told her she was working too hard I got the head bitten off me but you say it and she’s suddenly turning into Daughter of the Year!’

‘Jean!’ Andy was shocked by his wife’s venom.

‘Mam, don’t be like that. I’d been planning on asking you if I could come over on Sunday anyway. Haven’t you been asking me to clear out the room? I thought I could do that after dinner.’

‘Ah, I’m sorry, love. I don’t know what came over me. It’s just all this wedding stuff. It feels like the time is getting so close and there’s still so much to do.’

‘Listen, Mam, I told you me and Matt can do whatever needs to be done.’

Jean sighed. ‘It’s not just that, love. It’s … you know … with all the preparations and everything, sometimes I get angry that she’s not here. She should be part of all the celebrations. She should be your bridesmaid.’

Ellie winced at the mention of her sister. Caroline’s untimely death wasn’t something they spoke about very often, these days.

‘And I know you don’t like to talk about it much, Ellie love, but I’m sure you’re thinking about her too – especially at the moment.’

‘Of course I’m thinking about her, Mam. I think about her all the time. But talking about her won’t bring her back.’

That comment hung in the air until Jean spoke again. ‘We could go to that grief counsellor again if you thought it might help. I know you weren’t into it back then, but maybe now that some time has passed …’

‘Mam! I’m absolutely fine. I don’t need counselling and I don’t need to talk about anything. It is what it is and we just have to get on with it.’

‘Your mam is only trying to help, love,’ said Ellie’s dad, who’d been quiet during the exchange. ‘None of this is easy on any of us.’

Ellie was ashamed of her outburst. ‘I know, Dad. And I’m sorry, Mam. I just don’t want you stressing over anything.’

‘Who’s stressing over what?’ A boxers-clad vision of lankiness appeared in the doorway, his unkempt hair and red eyes suggesting he’d just dragged himself out of bed.

‘The state of you, Mikey. What have you been up to?’ Ellie smiled at her younger brother, glad of an opportunity to change the subject.

‘We had a midnight gig with the band last night and one thing led to another. Let’s just say it was a late one.’

‘Michael Duggan. Go and put some clothes on you. You’re a disgrace.’ Jean was appalled at her son’s appearance. ‘One of these days you’ll get a proper job and stop your flitting about playing music.’

‘I do have a proper job, Ma. Don’t I work in a music shop as well as in a band? So I have two jobs. That’s more than most.’
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