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Chapter 1

On the night before she was due to travel back to Ireland, Romy Kilkenny went to dinner in a stylish restaurant overlooking Sydney Harbour. The restaurant was the current in-place to eat in the city, but its astronomical price tag as well as its lengthy waiting list for tables meant that it was normally out of her reach. Romy’s usual haunt when she ate out was the rather less glamorous and significantly less pricey pizzeria at the end of her road. She liked the checked tablecloths and Chianti bottles as candle-holders, and that the staff welcomed her warmly as a regular customer. Right now - despite the spectacular views of the illuminated Harbour Bridge and Opera House from the curved picture window; and despite the carefully designed mood lighting, elegant place settings and amazing floral arrangements of the restaurant interior - she was rather wishing that they’d gone to the pizzeria after all. She wouldn’t have felt so bad about not enjoying herself if they’d been having the two-for-the-price-of-one pepperoni and double-cheese special at Luigi’s.

She’d wanted to have a good time tonight. Keith had gone to an enormous amount of trouble to ensure that the evening would be memorable and he’d had to pull in a huge favour to get a prized table by the window. But even as Romy gazed unseeingly at the leatherbound menu she was thinking that they should simply have stayed at the Opera Bar where they’d previously downed a couple of beers, crushed between a raucous hen party and a group of muscular rugby players who  were hell bent on having a good time. Caught up in the midst of the fun-loving crowd she wouldn’t have had any time to feel sorry for herself. She probably would’ve drunk too much beer, had a laugh and then tottered home on her impossibly high-heeled shoes which Keith had seen for the first time ever that night. He’d been startled by the sight of her in them, not having previously thought of her as the kind of girl who wore glamorous footwear and more used to seeing her in either desert boots or flip-flops. (The Australians called them thongs. She’d been taken aback at Keith talking about her lovely thongs when he meant flip-flops. It had, she told him, almost moved their relationship on to a whole new level.) He really had been stunned by her one and only pair of high heels, which brought her up to the approximate level of his shoulder. She was averagely tall at five foot four (and, as her father had once told her, sturdily built), but Keith was a towering hunk of a guy who made her appear small and fragile beside him. It was one of the reasons she liked being seen with him.

She’d been laughing and joking in the Opera Bar, trying really hard to be cheerful and carefree, but now - surrounded by whispering waiters and overwhelmed by the sheer elegance of her surroundings - she felt suddenly deflated, knowing that in twenty-four hours she’d be on her way home and knowing too that even though it was home she didn’t want to be there when Keith was here. And she wondered why it suddenly mattered to her, because they’d said goodbye to each other before and she’d never felt like this about it.

She was dreading going home. Not just because of leaving Australia and leaving Keith. But because she was going home to be with her family. And in the last few years, as she’d worked her way around the world, she’d hardly spared them a thought. Which, she reckoned, was probably just how they wanted it. It was certainly how she wanted it. As far as Darragh and Kathryn and Veronica were concerned (especially, ironically  enough, as far as Veronica was concerned), the more time they spent apart the better.

While they waited for their food to arrive, Keith (oblivious to her mood and always in sunny humour himself) chatted about his plans for the following week. He was going to the Gold Coast and meeting up with some of their friends there for a few days of scuba-diving, water-skiing and surfing. She’d expected to go with them and was disappointed at missing out on the trip. He was filling her in on the schedule and she knew that he wanted her to feel included so she told him as sincerely as she could that it sounded great. But at the same time she couldn’t help wondering whether Keith (or indeed any of them), caught up in the sparkling blue ocean waters and the beach-front lifestyle, would even notice that she wasn’t there.

She poked at her roasted barramundi, not hungry even though it had become her favourite fish in the world and was the expensive restaurant’s signature dish. Then she rested her fork on her plate and stared out of the window.

‘Don’t you like it?’ Keith looked at her in consternation and she picked up her fork again quickly.

‘It’s fabulous,’ she said as she dug it into the fish once more. ‘I was just . . . you know . . . thinking.’

He nodded in understanding. ‘I know it’s difficult for you,’ he said. ‘We’ll all miss you when you go back. I’ll  miss you, you know that. But it might not be for long and . . . well, what choice do you have?’

‘None,’ she said, although part of her was thinking that of course she had a choice. Saying no was a perfectly acceptable choice, wasn’t it? She could have told them that it was impossible to come home right now, that she’d been offered an extension to her contract (which was true) and that she needed to accept it for the sake of her job (which wasn’t really true and which they would have known was just an excuse). Or she could have said that she’d met someone  important to her and that it was impossible to leave him (not true either, even if she was having unaccustomed feelings for Keith tonight, wanting to throw her arms around him and beg him to ask her to stay). She told herself that these thoughts were generated by her unhappiness at leaving Australia, not her unhappiness at leaving Keith. But she was having them all the same. She could have even told them the absolute truth and said that she didn’t care what the emergency was, that there was nothing on earth that would drag her home.

But of course if she said that they’d simply think she was being selfish. And she was certain that they thought of her as selfish already - the girl who had swanned (she just knew they would use the word swanned whenever they talked about her) around the world for the past four years, not even telling them until the very last minute on the few occasions when she’d come home at all and then not bothering to meet up half the time but spending it with her father instead. Veronica herself might not think she was selfish, of course. Her mother would understand only too well why she didn’t want to come home because Romy had made her feelings very clear about it in the past. But now circumstances had changed and Romy had been surprised when she learned that Veronica had agreed that her return would be the best solution all round. All the same, being in the same house as her mother again would be . . . challenging. To say the least! She took a slug of Sauvignon blanc (about three times as expensive as Luigi’s so, she told herself, she should savour it, not chug it back), then played with her food again.

Ask me to stay, she thought, as she nibbled at the fish (truly gorgeous, how on earth could she not feel hungry?) and glanced at Keith through her long, dark eyelashes. Ask me! Tell me you love me and you don’t want me to go and I’ll ring them now and say that I’ve changed my mind and hang the consequences.

She swallowed the flakes of fish, thankful that Keith couldn’t read her mind. Wanting him to tell her he loved her was a ridiculous notion. He didn’t love her and she didn’t love him either, but that hadn’t stopped her mind going into overdrive with the notion. It had been her middle-of-the-night alternative for the last few days when she’d lain in her single bed, separated from him by a plasterboard wall, and tried to come up with reasons for not going home. She’d wondered why it was that he’d never once, in all the years she’d known him, shown the slightest bit of interest in her. And why it was that she’d never before thought of him as the kind of guy she’d like to spend the rest of her life with either. She’d only started thinking like this since she’d got the phone call and she knew that she was clutching at straws in her efforts to find reasons not to leave. In the clarity of daylight she didn’t want Keith to fall in love with her and she didn’t want to fall in love with him either because that would mean losing one of her best friends, and she’d seen When Harry Met Sally so she knew that letting other feelings in ruined male-female friendships. And she really didn’t want to ruin her friendship with Keith. (She conceded that Harry and Sally eventually got it together at the end of the movie. But she bet that they would’ve split up again later.)

Anyhow, there’d been no chance of ruining her friendship with Keith because there was no chance of him or, indeed, of anyone else falling madly in love with her and begging her not to go home lest it break his heart. There hadn’t been anyone in her life for ages. So no broken hearts at her departure. Anyway a broken heart still wouldn’t have been enough to get her off the hook.

Keith looked up and saw her staring at him and she blushed. He grinned at her and she smiled back before swallowing a forkful of fish. He was, as usual, being sensible about it all whereas she was being buffeted around by her unreliable emotions. It wasn’t all that unusual; in their circle she was  known as the emotional one - hot-headed and fiery-tempered but (she hoped) usually good-natured and cheery too. It was bugging her, though, that she couldn’t find the good nature and cheer tonight no matter how hard she tried.

She wondered whether she’d fallen in love with him unknown to herself but she was pretty sure that was impossible. Her relationship with Keith was comfortable and easy and one of the constants in her life. Love, if she’d read all the novels and magazines correctly, was the complete opposite of how she felt with him. It was about being on edge all the time; waiting for a phone call, unable to eat or sleep for thinking about the object of your desire, wanting to kiss them and hold them and touch them . . . love was those things, not the sort of relationship she had with Keith where they sat in the back garden with a couple of tinnies and shared news about the day.

Their kind of companionship would only turn into love if mind-blowing sex was an option. And there had never been the option of mind-blowing sex (it probably wouldn’t have been mind-blowing. It probably would have been damp-squib sex, which she didn’t want to have with Keith - or anyone). So she was cool about it, no worries, but it was just that tonight it would have been nice to have something more. To be with someone who did love her, who truly would be heartbroken and who would definitely have begged her not to leave.

Although they were in Australia together (and he was a genuine Sydneysider) she’d actually met Keith Barrett in Ireland. On her very first dig, in fact, outside Galway, when she’d been new to everything and excited about what she was doing and terrified of getting it wrong. She’d stood in the empty field and thought about what might be lying under the soil and she’d told herself that she was as qualified an archaeologist as anyone else there even though, quite honestly, she’d just felt like a kid let out of school for the day despite the fact that lots of people on the dig were nearly as young as her.

She was wearing her hi-vis jacket and her pristine new boots (bright pink and trimmed with fake pink fur - her dad had bought them as a joke but she’d decided to wear them anyway, although two days later, after it had rained, they were the same muddy colour as everyone else’s) and she was ready to get going on the site, which was close to a proposed new motorway and which was being excavated to see what historical significance it might have.

It wasn’t a particularly big site or a particularly big project but she’d loved every minute of it, even the back-breaking actual digging of the damp Irish soil (very few people realised how physically demanding archaeology could be!). She’d been overcome with excitement when she’d found her first skeleton and identified it as a young woman - finding the pelvis early on had been fortunate; a woman’s pelvis was, unsurprisingly, different from a man’s - and she’d called Keith, the supervisor, to show him.

‘Hey, cool. Well done.’ This was Keith’s second dig in Ireland; he enjoyed working in the country because his grandfather was Irish and because he liked the idea of being somewhere so small after the vast expanses of Australia.

Thanks to the rampant development all over the country there was plenty of archaeological work and there were lots of non-Irish people on the digs. Keith’s main interest was in maritime archaeology, although - as Romy said to him one afternoon as torrential rain had again filled the ditches and the dig had turned into a mudbath - Ireland was doing its best to give him a genuine underwater experience.

He’d been great to work with but after the digging had been done and Romy had been assigned to do some post-excavation work, Keith had headed off to an underwater site in the Baltic Sea. Romy had been sorry to see him go because she’d got on well with him, but she hadn’t been heartbroken. After all, he was just a friend. Besides, she’d had a boyfriend then, although like most of her relationships it was short-lived  and they’d split up soon afterwards. Nevertheless she kept in touch with Keith because, as with so many of the friends she’d made on her first dig, she’d added him to her email list and every so often he sent her a message which wasn’t copied to the hundreds on his list and she sent him ones that weren’t copied to the hundreds on hers. There was nothing special about their emails to each other but she liked the fact that, among their gang of archaeological friends and students, they had a connection, a deeper friendship. She valued that because she didn’t really have many close friends. She’d lost touch with most of the people she’d known growing up, except Colleen Rafferty, who’d studied archaeology too before she’d been forced to change her plans abruptly. Romy kept in touch with Colleen because Colleen knew more about her than anyone else in the world. But by now she was probably closer to Keith.

After finishing the post-ex work on the Galway site she’d volunteered to work on a site in Arizona for the experience of a very different sort of dig and then she’d gone to Lisbon, where she bumped into a lot of people who had worked on the Galway dig, including Keith. After that she’d spent a few months doing more post-ex work in Egypt, which had been fascinating, and in Eastern Europe, which had been completely different (more like Ireland, she’d thought, what with the medieval burials and Bronze Age artefacts, so different from the Egyptian treasures). Keith had popped up in Eastern Europe too, although only for a short while, and that time she’d been really sorry to see him go because for some reason that had been the loneliest dig for her. Eventually she’d come to Australia. Not because of Keith, although she knew that he’d returned home himself. But because there had been an opportunity to do some work on a more recent site, an unearthing of a previously unknown convict settlement outside Sydney. Romy liked the idea of urban archaeology and she also liked the idea of spending a few months in the southern hemisphere. So she’d emailed Keith, who was now working in a private  maritime archaeology company, and told him to break out the barbie, she was on her way.

Romy had been stunned to see that he had cut his hair (in Ireland and in Romania he’d worn it in a thick ponytail, but now it was short and styled and made him look a million times more handsome) and that he’d changed his ancient Levis and bedraggled T-shirt look for designer jeans and snow-white tees. He still wore a small stud in his right ear but, she told him, he’d gone all grown-up. He laughed at that and said that he was doing a lot of liaison work with various government bodies and he liked to look professional. All the same when they went for drinks at a harbourside bar the night after she’d arrived, she was relieved to find that he was still the same, easy-going Keith. Even if he had started to take life a bit more seriously.

‘I’m right.’ She’d looked at him gloomily. ‘You’ve turned into an adult.’

‘Maybe a little bit,’ he said as he reached out and ruffled her long dark hair, which he used to do on the site in Ireland and which always drove her nuts. ‘You know what it’s like usually - roaming around the place, never staying anywhere for more than a few months, living in terrible conditions . . . So I’m doing more research and consultancy stuff and less digging and diving and it’s working out fine for me.’

‘I like digging and I’m perfectly grown-up myself, thanks very much.’

He laughed. ‘You know what I mean. There’s only so many times I can dive a wreck. Only so many times you can dig a ditch. It’s not like being Indiana Jones, after all.’

She grinned at him. ‘Did you ever think it would be?’

‘I guess.’ He smiled. ‘I guess everyone wants to be a hero.’

She snorted with laughter. ‘That’ll be the day!’

However, he did turn out to be her hero when the girl she was house-sharing with suddenly asked her to leave because she wanted her boyfriend to move in instead. Keith offered to let her stay with him and she’d jumped at the opportunity.

His house was small but cute and close to the beach, which was its biggest selling point. She moved in one Friday evening and by Sunday felt as though she’d been there for ever.

The rest of the gang - all involved in some way or another in archaeological or heritage work - accepted that they were sharing the house but not a bed, even though once or twice Marnie Jones had asked her whether anything had happened between them.

‘Of course not!’ Romy had looked at her in disgust. ‘It would be like sleeping with my brother.’ And then they’d both laughed because everyone had heard about Romy’s brother or (more accurately, and although she didn’t generally use the term) her half-brother, who, as far as she was concerned, was hell on earth.

Sometimes she wondered if she thought of Keith as the brother she’d never had. But if that was the case then Colleen would be the sister she’d never had and she didn’t think of Colleen as a sister. The problem, Romy admitted to herself, was that she never knew exactly how she should feel about anyone. My emotional development, she told them all one day when they were sitting on Bondi Beach and chilling out, was stunted at birth. And they’d laughed and told her that she was fine emotionally except when she’d had too much beer.

But tonight . . . tonight she hadn’t had too much beer (not even that much wine really) and she knew that mentally she was all over the place because she just had no idea how she was supposed to feel about leaving her best friend and going home, or how she was supposed to feel about seeing her family again. And she had no idea how they felt either, other than relief at the fact that they’d managed to get her to return at all, thus solving the problem of who would look after Veronica.

And it seemed totally unfair that just because the word ‘family’ was used, she was supposed to be (and, in fact, was) overwhelmed by guilt and feel obliged to leave everything  she had here behind her simply to fulfil some ridiculous sense of duty to someone who probably didn’t really want it anyway.

Every time she thought of that, she snorted under her breath. A sense of duty! To them! To Veronica! It was actually laughable. It really was.

And yet she couldn’t get away from it. Even Keith had been definite about it. You had to help out when it was family. And when she’d told him that she didn’t really get on terribly well with anyone in her family, he’d looked uncomprehendingly at her (after all, he had a great relationship with his parents) and said that it was up to her to get on with them and it was all a matter of attitude.

The way she looked at it, the best way to get on with her family was to keep some distance between them. It had worked for the last four years. But maybe she’d feel differently when she went home. The only trouble was, she couldn’t quite believe it.

 



 



Going home had been the last thing on her mind when her mobile had rung a couple of days earlier. She’d been sitting at the computer entering details of the bones they’d found on the site (Romy specialised in forensic archaeology, which rather disgusted Veronica - the idea, her mother said, of digging up old bones and studying them was utterly revolting) when the phone had vibrated on her desk.

She’d let the call go to her message minder because she was too absorbed in what she was doing to talk to anyone. This was because the notes she’d been looking at had been about the skeleton of the young woman which she’d uncovered at the site. She’d seen the bones straight away and had gone over to look at them. And then she’d gently brushed the earth away and realised that she was looking at a young woman and - poignantly - a young woman who’d been pregnant at the  time of her death, because there was also the skeleton of a foetus inside her.

Whenever she unearthed bones, Romy always thought about the living person they had once been. And seeing the bones of a young woman in the convict colony had been surprising. Seeing that she was pregnant had been distressing. She knew that mostly she could put her emotions on hold when she looked at them, but she’d cried that day for the woman she’d never known and the child that had never been born and had told herself how lucky she was to have the life she had, even if she sometimes asked herself if she’d been altogether right in some of the decisions she’d made.

She was still wondering about the dead girl and her unborn baby when she went home that night. Keith was out at rugby practice and so she cracked open a beer and sat outside gazing into the tangle of garden behind the house where hot rose-berries fought for space alongside slender green bamboo grasses. And then she started wondering - as she always did when she was on her own for any length of time - about the people who had lived in this house before them and who’d lived on this land before the house had been built, and she wondered what it was about her that made her think of the past more often than the present.

And then she remembered her missed phone call.

She put the bottle of beer on the deck and retrieved her phone from her bag. Then she dialled her voicemail and listened to the message which had been left for her.

‘It’s me.’ She recognised the voice of her brother (half-brother, she reminded herself, the pompous half!) Darragh. ‘Listen, we need you to stop faffing around the place and get back home for a while. Mum’s going into hospital soon for surgery on her back. You know - or maybe you don’t, because you’re not exactly good at keeping in touch, are you - that she’s been in pain for a while and that it’s been getting worse. Well, they want to operate on her. She’s going to need help. Ring me.’

She’d replayed the message a few times. No how are you? from Darragh. No questions about her job or her life or anything about her. It was a command to come home. So damn typical of him, of course. Thinking that he was in charge of everything. Thinking he was in charge of her! She felt tendrils of anger wrap themselves around her. He’d always had the power to make her angry. They all did really. Darragh. Kathryn. And, of course, Veronica herself.

She wondered whether she should have picked up a hint from Veronica about the state of her back, but thinking hard about it, she didn’t think her mother had made a big deal about it. She’d moaned about a bit of backache in her emails and on the very rare occasions on which they’d spoken to each other, but then Veronica’s normal conversations with her were always one long moan. It usually began with the hypochondriacal whinge about her migraine headaches or an unspecified virus or some kind of ache or pain. (Whatever it was, it was forgotten the next time they talked.) Then Veronica would move on to her more general moan, which usually included Romy herself - the sulkiest girl on the planet; and her father - if he’d given Veronica half the attention he was giving his new wife, maybe they’d never have got divorced; and being on her own - nobody really cared, did they, that she was in that big house all by herself?

Romy usually managed to stop herself saying that Veronica was the healthiest woman she’d ever known; that she was never on her own and that she had hundreds of friends and a brilliant social life, because she knew that saying so would only cause a row and she didn’t want to row with her mother any more. She liked to think that she’d grown out of rowing with Veronica, that she was mature enough to put their differences behind her (even if she was perfectly right in thinking that all those differences were Veronica’s fault!). Anyhow, rowing was futile; all that happened was that guilts and grievances got revisited all over again and opened up old wounds, and what  was the point in that? It was easier to just stay away and keep the conversations brief. So when Veronica started moaning at her she’d simply say that if she was in pain she should take ibuprofen and if the house was too big for her she should sell it and buy an apartment. Veronica would then call her heartless because, she’d say, her whole life was in that house and Romy knew it. Whatever else, she couldn’t sell it.

A whole kaleidoscope of memories and emotions flooded through Romy’s head as she contemplated Darragh’s message. She couldn’t ignore it but she had to build up her mental reserves to return it. And so eventually she dialled his number even though it was early morning in Ireland and an awkward time to call. But she was sure that he’d be up and about already. Darragh was a businessman. He described himself as an entrepreneur, although Romy didn’t think it was a totally accurate description. After all, she reasoned, entrepreneurs were supposed to be the kind of people who set up businesses and took risks. Darragh had inherited his business and she didn’t think he’d ever taken a risk in his life. Nevertheless he saw himself as the second-generation entrepreneurial Dolan.

‘What’s this about Mum?’ she asked when he answered the phone. ‘And why do I have to come home?’

‘You took your sweet time about getting back to me.’ His irritation was clear, even over the miles. ‘I was beginning to think you were ignoring me.’

‘I was working,’ she told him. ‘I couldn’t answer the phone straight away.’

She certainly wasn’t going to tell him that she hadn’t been bothered about answering it. Darragh wouldn’t understand that. He was always on the phone himself, talking to clients, to employees, to suppliers . . . He was incapable of letting a phone ring for more than two seconds without answering it.

‘Up to your armpits in muck?’ he asked.

‘Sort of.’

‘You’re nuts.’ He said it in a matter-of-fact way. ‘You’ll never make your fortune at that lark.’

‘I’m not in it for the money,’ she said. ‘Look, I’m really busy at the moment and I don’t—’

‘I thought you said you had a three-month contract?’

‘Yes, but—’

‘And it’s up now, isn’t it?’

‘Almost, but—’

‘Which makes it perfect timing,’ said Darragh. ‘You can’t hide away from your responsibilities for ever, you know. Mum needs you.’

‘She doesn’t need me,’ objected Romy. ‘Mum never needs anyone, and if she did I’m probably the last person she’d choose.’

‘Romy, you’re going to have to take that chip off your shoulder at some point.’ Darragh sounded impatient. ‘She needs someone and that someone has to be you.’

‘Why, exactly?’

‘Like I said, she’s having surgery on her back. Something to do with her discs; I’m not entirely sure, to be honest. You know how I hate that sort of stuff and so does she, so she’s fairly typically vague about it. All the same, it’s the only option for her. The last couple of months she’s been finding it more and more difficult to get around.’

‘Oh come on!’ Romy couldn’t get to grips with the idea of Veronica having difficulty in getting around anywhere. If anything, keeping her in one spot was more of an issue. (Perhaps, she thought in sudden amusement, that was something they had in common. She wasn’t good at being in one place either.) ‘You can’t tell me that Mum is laid up at home! I can’t see her sitting there with her feet up while her friends go socialising without her. And if she has a bad back it’s probably from dirty dancing somewhere!’

‘Don’t be so facetious. Dr Jacobs laid it on the line for her. Surgery or a wheelchair.’

‘You’re not serious!’ Romy couldn’t help being shocked. The image of her mother in a wheelchair was an impossible one. She felt a stab of guilt at having been so dismissive.

‘Hopefully it’s avoidable,’ said Darragh. ‘Apparently it’s a fairly straightforward procedure but she’s going to be in a lot of pain for a while as well as needing someone to help her around the house because she’ll be pretty limited in what she can do afterwards. She’ll need someone with her until she recovers.’

‘How long will that take?’

‘A minimum of a month. But realistically, given what she’s having done, it could be more.’

Romy shook her head even though she knew he couldn’t see her. ‘Look, I’m sorry this has happened. Hopefully she’ll get over it quickly. But Darragh, I can’t come home for that long. She wouldn’t want me anyhow. You know she wouldn’t. I’m sure she’d think I’d only make things worse. And the fact is that I have the opportunity to work in Melbourne as a supervisor on another dig when we’re finished here. It would mean a hell of a lot to me because it’s a promotion and it’s about time I got the recognition. Besides, I can’t afford to give up work, I haven’t exactly got the Dolan bank balance, you know.’

‘You won’t spend money living with Veronica,’ said Darragh dismissively. ‘But I’m sure we can organise an allowance. And as far as your job is concerned, isn’t everything you do contracted and short-term? I’m sure you’ll have no problem getting back into the swing of your mud-digging again.’

She ignored the slight to her career. ‘This is my chance to get on,’ she told him. ‘It’s important to me. Like I said, it’s a promotion.’

‘And promotion is more important than your mother’s health?’

Romy sighed. Of course it wasn’t, but as far as she was concerned Veronica, as well as Darragh and Kathryn, weren’t part of her life any more. She didn’t see why he needed to  drag her back across the world when there were other people nearby to look after their mother.

‘Why can’t Giselle help out?’ she asked. ‘She and Mum are best buddies, aren’t they?’

‘For heaven’s sake! Giselle and I have enough to be doing. Mimi is three, in case you’d forgotten. She’s a handful in her own right.’

‘Yeah, but Mum loves her and—’

‘And Giselle’s pregnant again,’ interrupted Darragh. ‘So she can’t spend that much time at Mum’s. I’m at work. It has to be you.’

‘Well, how about Kathryn?’

‘Now you are joking!’ Darragh snorted. ‘She really does  have a career! And a husband! You can’t possibly expect her to come home indefinitely and leave both of them, can you?’

Romy had always known that asking Kathryn, six years Darragh’s junior and five years older than her, would be a waste of time. Kathryn should have been the real entrepreneur in the family. These days she lived and worked in the States and had too many ties there to allow her to come home. Romy was vague about the exact nature of Kathryn’s current job, which had something to do with financial fraud but which brought in a telephone-number salary, thus making her - at least in Darragh’s eyes - immeasurably more successful than Romy would ever be. Darragh judged everyone on how much money they earned which was why Romy was so low down in the pecking order and why she was the obvious choice to abandon everything and come home to look after Veronica (even if Veronica wouldn’t be exactly thrilled by the prospect). Nevertheless, Kathryn would still have been a much better choice than her for the task, Romy knew. Kathryn, cool and unflappable, could cope with Veronica. Romy, passionate and quick-tempered (and with the chip on her shoulder that Darragh knew was there although he didn’t know what had caused it), just couldn’t.

‘What’s wrong with home help?’ she asked desperately.

There was a silence at the end of the line and she winced.

‘Do you really want me to tell our mother that you suggested paying for help?’ demanded Darragh. ‘When she expected that you’d be coming home anyway? You did say, didn’t you, that you’d be back after Australia?’

‘I said that I’d be back in Europe. I was thinking of Lisbon again. But as I explained to you, I’ve been asked to stay here and I have commitments and . . . and a boyfriend.’ She crossed her fingers because, of course, Keith wasn’t a boyfriend but hell, she was thousands of miles away and Darragh couldn’t see her blush.

‘A boyfriend!’ He snorted. ‘You won’t come home because of a boyfriend?’

‘Would you leave Giselle?’ she demanded.

‘Giselle is my wife. It’s totally different and you know that. You haven’t been home in over a year and now, when we need you, you’re too bloody selfish to come and you’re using some beach bum as an excuse.’

‘It’s not that!’ cried Romy.

‘What then?’

She couldn’t give him an answer to that, of course. There were a million reasons why she didn’t want to go home and none of them were simply that she didn’t care. But if she looked at it objectively she could see why he thought she was being selfish. And Veronica was her mother after all, wasn’t she? No matter how crap she’d been at that.

‘It’s not that I don’t want to help out,’ she said as reasonably as she could. ‘But it seems crazy to come home just for a few weeks . . .’

‘We don’t know how long it will be yet. Mum will need constant care after the operation.’

‘Oh, you know Mum,’ said Romy lightly. ‘I bet she’ll be up and about and going to her salsa class in no time.’

‘For crying out loud, Romy, this is a serious operation. And  she’s not as young as she used to be. It’ll take her some time to recover. I’m sure she won’t want to have you fluttering around for any longer than necessary either, but she’ll need someone. You’re so self-centred it’s hard to believe sometimes.’

‘I’m not!’ Romy cried. ‘And you know what Mum’s like about her age. She might be in her sixties but absolutely nobody would guess that she was over forty! She’d freak out if she thought you were telling me that I have to come home because she’s old.’

‘That’s not what I said,’ Darragh told her impatiently. ‘Now are you going to behave in a reasonable manner or are you just going to be incredibly selfish about it as usual?’

Romy bit back the retort that was on the tip of her tongue. She was fed up with Darragh assuming that she was selfish.

‘Of course I’ll come if it’s totally necessary,’ she said. ‘If there really is no other choice. And if Veronica herself is OK about it. Because, Darragh, she might not want me in the house.’

‘Oh, don’t be utterly ridiculous,’ said Darragh. ‘I know you and her spark off each other something shocking, but blood is thicker than water when it comes down to it and she’d rather have you than anyone else.’

‘Are you sure about that?’ asked Romy. ‘I mean, have you actually spoken to her?’

‘Yes,’ said Darragh.

‘Oh.’ Romy was surprised.

‘And so you can take time out from drifting around grubby sites and spend some quality time with your family. It might even do you good.’

‘Great, thanks,’ she said. ‘I’m so glad you still think of me as the loser among you all.’

‘It’s obviously in the genes,’ said Darragh. ‘Me and Kathryn take after our father. You take after yours.’

Romy could feel herself clench and unclench her fist. She was tempted to hang up now and let Darragh think what he  liked. How dare he imply that Dermot was any less worthy than Tom just because Dermot’s driving force hadn’t been making money, like Tom’s had.

‘Oh look, I’m sorry.’ It was Darragh who broke the silence and his apology surprised Romy. ‘That wasn’t fair.’

‘No,’ she said shakily. ‘It wasn’t.’

His voice took on a persuasive tone. ‘Look, Ro, it probably won’t be for that long. A couple of months at the most. Then you can return to the outback and Giselle and I will keep an eye on Mum. To be honest with you, if it wasn’t for the fact that me and Kathryn have responsibilities of our own, I wouldn’t have asked you.’

‘It’s not . . .’ She swallowed. ‘You’re right. I’m the young, free and single one in the family. I’m the one who should look after her until she’s back on her feet. But it just seems so weird that I’m being told to give up everything and come back. I have this opportunity here . . . I was hoping . . .’ She swallowed again. ‘I guess there’ll be others.’

‘Sure there will,’ said Darragh dismissively.

There was an awkward silence which Romy couldn’t sustain.

‘I suppose . . . congratulations on the baby,’ she said eventually.

‘Obviously if it wasn’t for being pregnant Giselle would have been only too happy to look after Mum,’ said Darragh. ‘I can’t believe you didn’t know she was expecting. I’m sure Mum must have mentioned it to you.’

‘Possibly,’ admitted Romy.

‘You’re hopeless, you know that, don’t you?’

‘I’ve agreed to help,’ she said. ‘Don’t start getting at me again.’

‘OK, OK. When are you coming home?’

‘When does she go into hospital?’

‘Two weeks.’

‘Before that, I guess.’

‘Great. Let me know your flight details.’

‘Sure.’

They disconnected and she stayed sitting in the chair staring into the garden. She was still sitting there when Keith eventually came home from his rugby practice and asked her why she was all alone in the dark.




Chapter 2

Until the moment she stepped on board the Qantas flight to London she didn’t truly believe she was going. Keith had come to the airport with her and she’d waited until the last possible second before walking through to the departure lounge. He’d hugged her tightly and told her to come back soon and she’d suddenly wanted to cry. She gulped hard because she didn’t want him to see her cry - it would be going too far to dissolve into tears in front of him. But then she cried anyway and he looked at her in astonishment as she scrubbed at her eyes with the back of her hand.

‘What’s the matter?’ he asked.

She shook her head. ‘I don’t know. I . . . it just seems so far away all of a sudden.’

‘C’mon, Ro. It’s not far at all. We’ll be in touch anyway. We always are.’

‘I know,’ she said. ‘I guess it’s a while since I’ve seen them and I’m anxious about it.’

He did his hair-ruffling thing to her again. ‘No worries,’ he said. ‘They’re your family. It’ll be fine.’

‘I’m sure it will.’ She tried to keep the doubt out of her voice.

‘Skype me when you get there,’ he told her. ‘I’ll probably be online.’

She sniffed and nodded and he smiled reassuringly at her. She smiled back and then, without even thinking about it, she  kissed him on the mouth. It was quite unlike any kiss she’d ever given him before. They’d occasionally pecked each other on the cheek in a totally asexual way but this kiss certainly wasn’t that. And she didn’t know why on earth she’d done it except that perhaps she was trying to convince herself that she did have ties in Australia, she did have a boyfriend even if he was Keith and not really a boyfriend at all.

You bloody eejit, she thought, even as her lips registered the softness of his and even as she tugged him closer to her. What in God’s name d’you think you’re doing?

And then he kissed her back. At least he did at first but almost immediately she felt him pull away from her and unwind her arms from him.

‘You’d probably better go,’ he said awkwardly.

‘I . . . know. I’m sorry, Keith, I . . .’

‘Hey, no worries, it’s cool.’ He moved even further away from her.

‘Yes, but . . .’

‘You’re upset. I understand that. It’s fine.’

‘Keith, I . . .’ But she didn’t know what to say to him. That she loved him and that he meant the world to her? She didn’t. He didn’t. He was her best friend, after all. Only of course you didn’t go around kissing your best friend on the lips. And he was still looking at her in surprise, not suddenly confessing that he was crazy about her and that he didn’t want her to go . . . She felt herself blush furiously. What on earth had come over her - behaving like a girl instead of a mate!

‘You’d better go.’ He gave her a gentle push in the direction of the gate.

‘Yes, of course.’

‘I’ll - well, look, have a good flight.’

‘Sure.’

‘And, um, yeah - I’ll miss you.’

She looked at him, trying to see if there was more to it than that but she couldn’t tell. I’ve messed it all up, she  thought miserably. He’s my friend and I’ve kissed him and I can’t believe I was so bloody stupid because it is like When Harry Met Sally after all only it’s not going to work out that way.

‘I’ll miss you too.’ She spoke brightly and cheerfully. ‘But I’ll call you and . . . hey, I’ll be back soon and - look, sorry, I didn’t mean to . . . you know. It was just . . .’

‘It’s OK.’ He spoke definitely. ‘Absolutely. You’re heading home and your mum isn’t well and you’re a bit concerned and you needed a comfort kiss. So no worries about that.’

She smiled with relief. A comfort kiss. That was all it was. Perfect. Thank God he’d realised it.

‘Have a good flight,’ he said again.

She nodded and walked towards the departure gates. Then she turned and waved at him. He waved back and walked away. And she was on her own again.

 



 



The plane wasn’t full, which cheered her up because it meant that she had a whole row to herself, and after their stopover in Bangkok she stretched out and tried to sleep. But she’d never been very good at sleeping on planes no matter how long the flight and her head was still too crowded by thoughts of Darragh and Veronica and Kathryn to allow her to drift into oblivion.

Darragh is such a shit, really, she thought; demanding that I come home and then making that crack about Dad which was mean and nasty. And apologising doesn’t change the fact that he thinks that way. As though being Tom’s son is so bloody brilliant! As if he’d have got anywhere if he hadn’t been the one to inherit the business. Romy knew that Kathryn totally resented the fact that her brother was running the family company even though it provided her with an extra income too. Romy didn’t know how much it was worth to Darragh and Kathryn but it didn’t really matter because it had nothing  to do with her. She wasn’t the one with the father who’d set his children up for life. Her dad was an entirely different sort of person. She loved her dad.

Romy sighed and pulled the light blanket around her shoulders. It shouldn’t matter who was Darragh and Kathryn’s father and who was hers. They’d lived together for a long time, just as though they were all part of the same family with the same parents, exactly like loads of other families in similar situations. Romy didn’t know why it was that it seemed to matter to Darragh so much that there was a difference between them. But it did, and he’d insisted on pointing it out at regular intervals throughout her childhood and telling her that she wasn’t as good as him or Kathryn because of it. Yet it hadn’t actually been Darragh who’d first told her that she wasn’t a full sister. It was Kathryn who’d dropped that particular bombshell into her life. It had been in an argument over a doll. Romy, aged four at the time, had taken it from Kathryn’s bedroom. Kathryn had more or less grown out of dolls by then (she’d never been particularly fond of them anyway), but she’d been furious to see Romy playing with golden-haired Annabelle in the back garden. And she’d stormed out and told her to give her back, that Annabelle was hers.

‘She’s mine too,’ Romy had protested. ‘You never play with her any more. She’s lonely.’

Kathryn made a grab for the doll. Romy held firm. Then Annabelle’s arm twisted out of its socket so that Kathryn was left holding the arm while Romy clutched Annabelle’s torso. Kathryn went crazy. She slapped Romy and pulled her hair and it was Dermot, who’d been sitting in the conservatory at the back of the house and who couldn’t help hearing the commotion, who’d come to break up the fight.

‘You can’t tell me what to do,’ Kathryn had shouted at him as he demanded that she let go of Romy’s hair. ‘This doll was a present from my dad. My real dad. You’re just a blow-in.  And so’s she!’ At which she’d given Romy another shove which had left her sprawling in the flowerbed.

Dermot put his arms around a sobbing Romy and explained to her that while everyone was Veronica’s child, Darragh and Kathryn had a different dad. Tom, he told her, was in heaven and she had to make allowances for the fact that sometimes Kathryn and Darragh missed him.

‘Along with Titch?’ They’d buried the pet goldfish the previous week.

‘Exactly,’ Dermot said.

‘I hope he remembers to feed him,’ said Romy.

Snuggled under the airline blanket, she smiled at her innocence. At the time she hadn’t given the subject of different fathers another thought. As far as she was concerned it wasn’t important although she suddenly realised that her name was Romy Kilkenny whereas Darragh and Kathryn were Dolans. That simply hadn’t occured to her before. Veronica called herself Kilkenny too and so Romy couldn’t help feeling that being a Kilkenny was better than being a Dolan, no matter what Darragh and Kathryn might think.

It was only as she got older that she realised that it was important and that it did matter. She hadn’t known that Darragh hadn’t been at all happy when Veronica made the decision to marry Dermot. At the time it was simply his opposition to anyone new taking the place of his dad. Darragh had felt, after Tom’s death, that he was the man of the house and that he was in charge of things. (Veronica had said as much to him the day of the funeral and Darragh had never forgotten.) Dermot’s arrival changed all that. Also - although Romy had been totally unaware of it at the time - there had been some opposition in Veronica’s family and a certain amount of amusement among her friends that she was marrying a man six years younger than herself. As far as Romy was concerned, Veronica and Dermot were her parents and they were grown-ups and it didn’t matter how old they were.

But every so often, at the infrequent family gatherings, she’d overhear a snippet of conversation about Veronica’s baby-snatching of the stud-muffin photo-journalist. And an occasional remark about the unlikeliness of the pairing. She hadn’t exactly understood it at the time, but she’d known it wasn’t good.

She’d tried to talk to Kathryn but, of course, by then Kathryn was a teenager and not interested in having conversations with her younger half-sister. She was dismissive, saying that she didn’t really care who belonged to who and that Dermot was the only father she’d ever known because she’d been a baby when Tom had died. But, she’d said, it came down to blood too and the fact was that Dermot wasn’t actually related to her at all.

‘But you call him Dad,’ Romy had pointed out and Kathryn said, yes, of course she did. He treated her just like a daughter and it made sense to call him Dad. But, she added, she’d probably just call him Dermot when she was a bit older because the point was that he wasn’t her dad after all.

Romy had agreed with her; yet later she couldn’t help wondering whether there would always be a feeling of my dad versus your dad and a certain division between them no matter how close they were supposed to be. And she wondered whether her relationship with her mother would always be different too because of the fact that Veronica and Dermot were very different as a couple from the perfect pair that Tom and Veronica appeared to have been.

Over the years the divisions became even clearer as the business set up by Tom Dolan grew more and more successful. He had been the sole owner of it and he’d left it to Veronica, Darragh and Kathryn. Veronica owned half outright. The other half had been held in trust for Darragh and Kathryn until they were both twenty-one. Veronica certainly hadn’t realised when she’d married Tom that he had started up something that would mean that years later she didn’t actually have to worry  about money. She herself had no special interest in the business but she was a shrewd woman and she made sure that the manufacturing firm was well run by other people. She employed an excellent managing director and insisted that the staff were looked after and that they received an annual bonus every Christmas. In fact she provided for a Christmas party every year at which she personally thanked everyone for their hard work over the previous twelve months, something which made her hugely popular among staff and management alike.

Romy remembered Veronica getting dressed up for the party, looking young and glamorous with her impossibly curly blond hair and artful make-up, wearing the latest fashions and a selection of her expensive jewellery. She remembered being enveloped in Veronica’s scent when her mother kissed her as she was leaving. And she remembered Veronica saying that if they looked after the company, the company would look after them.

Only the company didn’t look after Romy. It took care of Darragh and Kathryn. The rightful heirs. And no matter how often Romy told herself that it didn’t matter, that she didn’t care about the money and that Veronica loved them all equally, she still couldn’t help feeling that one day maybe it would and that as far as her mother was concerned there was a difference after all.

She sat up in the darkened plane and opened the bottle of water in the seat pocket in front of her. She glugged some back and then decided to go for a stroll around the cabin to stretch her legs. Most people were asleep now, with only the occasional passenger watching a movie on the video screen in front of them. A mother and father, at either end of a row of four seats, were talking quietly to each other over the heads of their two children, both sleeping. First marriage? wondered Romy. Second? Married at all? Who knew these days. It didn’t much matter any more, did it? Marrying Dermot had been a conventional thing for Veronica to do, even after finding herself  to be a wealthy widow. Although that, Romy conceded, was relative. The real money didn’t start coming in from the company until a good deal later. She sometimes wondered if that wasn’t what had caused things to go wrong for Dermot and Veronica in the end and not the fact that they were actually two very different types of people. Not even the fact that they disagreed on so many things (though why, she often asked herself, why did they get married if that was the case?). Still, the money was a major factor no matter how much Dermot might have liked to pretend otherwise.

She returned to her seat but didn’t stretch out this time. She leaned against the headrest and gazed unseeingly in front of her.

She’d known things weren’t right for a while. She’d heard Veronica complaining to Dermot one night that she’d married him for love and companionship and to have somebody in her life, only he wasn’t in her life, was he? He was hardly ever there. Veronica had been right about that, and that was what worried Romy as she strained to listen to her father’s response. He’d said something about having to work and Veronica had made some fairly waspish comment about it not being work but an adrenalin rush. Romy hadn’t understood what she meant by that but afterwards she’d looked it up in the dictionary and had to agree with her mother.

Dermot was an adrenalin junkie. Even Romy, who allowed her father the benefit of the doubt in everything, couldn’t deny that. The reason that he had spent so little time at home was that he was covering the Gulf War and had been posted to Kuwait. Veronica would watch the TV in the evenings, her face taut and her lips narrowed, and she’d gasp every time they showed the devastating effect of a bomb or zoomed in on a dead body lying on the road.

Darragh occasionally commented that Dermot clearly had suicidal tendencies but Romy could hear a certain admiration in his voice when he said it which made her feel good  about her dad. Kathryn would always walk out of the room when the news was on, saying that she couldn’t bear to see man’s inhumanity to man. And Veronica would say that Dermot was very brave but very stupid and that it was a pity he didn’t have a brain for business in the same way as he had a brain for photo-journalism because then he could have worked in Tom’s company and they would have been set up for ever.

Getting Dermot to work in Tom’s company had been a mission of Veronica’s for a long time, Romy knew. There had been other snatches of overheard conversation when Veronica had said things like ‘advertising campaigns’ and ‘interesting photo-shoots’ and Dermot had replied that you couldn’t have an ad campaign for industrial components and would she ever cop herself on. There had been talk of his duty to her and the children and he’d said that he was doing his duty, earning a living, looking after them. She’d said that the money wasn’t important, that there was always the company, and Romy remembered Dermot saying ‘that fucking company’ in a disgusted tone of voice. She’d been horrified at that. Veronica kept a swear box in the kitchen and nobody was allowed to use the f-word in the house.

And then there’d been a real row, a stand-up, shouting and screaming row which Romy had almost walked in on and which had left her ashen-faced and shaking.

‘It’s a good job,’ Veronica had been saying, ‘and you’d be crazy to turn it down.’

‘I’d be crazy to take it!’ Dermot’s voice was firm.

‘You’ll get killed in the Gulf!’ cried Veronica. ‘Don’t you give a shit about that?’

‘I won’t get killed.’

‘Yeah, easy to say. I’m sure all you so-called macho guys think the same. But you could get killed and you’ll leave me a widow for the second time and this time with an extra child, your child, to worry about. That’s not what I want.’

‘I helped you out once when you needed it but I’m not going to work in the company and that’s final,’ Dermot told her. ‘The war won’t last for ever.’

‘And so you get through this one unscathed? What then? The Balkans? Africa? Some other trouble hotspot.’

‘It’s important work,’ Dermot said.

‘Oh, rubbish!’ she yelled. ‘It’s just you getting a fix. Like bungee jumping.’

‘Are you equating my work to bungee jumping?’ Dermot’s voice was dangerously chilled and Romy, who had stayed just outside the living room door where she could hear without being seen, shivered.

‘Look, I married you because I wanted a stable family life,’ said Veronica. ‘I can’t stand worrying about you every second of the day.’

‘I thought you married me because you loved me,’ responded Dermot.

‘I did. I do!’ she cried. ‘But there’s more to it than just love. There’s responsibility.’

‘Oh, and you take that so seriously?’ He laughed. ‘The Merry Widow is a responsible adult?’

‘What’s that supposed to mean?’ This time it was Veronica who sounded chilly.

‘C’mon,’ he retorted. ‘I’m married to a female Peter Pan. You seem to think you’re a feckin’ teenager still, what with the nights out with the girls and the clubbing and the skinny clothes from Topshop. Ever think of acting your age for a change?’

Romy could have told him that he’d made a big mistake by bringing Veronica’s clothes and her age into it. She knew that her mother hated the idea of being over thirty and loved wearing up-to-the-minute fashions. Besides, she had a fantastic body and they looked good on her and nobody ever, ever thought she looked her age.

‘What the hell d’you mean by that?’ Veronica demanded.

‘Just that you could be a bit more . . . appropriate.’ Too late, Dermot knew that he’d said the wrong thing.

‘I beg your pardon?’

Dermot was in the hole now but he still kept digging. ‘It’s not that you don’t look great because you do but, well, you’re not that young any more, are you? You’ve three kids, for God’s sake! And those short T-shirts and skirts . . . they’re more like something Romy or Kathryn should be wearing, surely?’

‘So I can’t get dressed up for a night out but you see yourself as some James Bond character,’ Veronica had responded, her voice taut with anger. ‘Out there in the danger zone, saving the world through pictures, some kind of heroic sex symbol? Get real.’

Romy hadn’t waited around to hear the rest of the argument. She’d gone up to her bedroom and huddled, arms twined around her body, in the alcove beside the chimney breast. She knew that things would never be the same again.

And she was right. Dermot had gone off to Kuwait, where he’d been hit by shrapnel though not badly hurt, and a year later he and Veronica separated. Which was the beginning of another trauma as far as Romy was concerned.

They argued over custody of her.

Veronica had laughed at Dermot and said that if he thought he had a chance in hell of getting Romy he was more deluded than he thought. The courts, she snapped, wouldn’t dream of allowing a man with a job like his to take responsibility for a little girl. And how, she demanded, did he intend to look after her when he was flitting around the globe?

‘The Gulf War is over,’ Dermot told her. ‘I can stay home.’

‘You’d do it for her but you wouldn’t do it for me?’ Veronica was furious. ‘You are a selfish bastard, Dermot Kilkenny.’

Romy knew, because she’d seen programmes on the TV and read articles in Sugar, that the children were never to blame when parents got divorced. She also knew that both of them were still supposed to love her. And that was why they  were fighting over her. But she couldn’t see that Veronica and Dermot fighting was a good thing at all. And when either one of them would ask her what she wanted all she could say over and over again was that she wanted everyone to be together.

‘That’s not possible,’ Kathryn told her one evening. ‘You’re twelve years old, Romy. You’ve got to grow up and face facts.’

Romy felt as though she’d been facing facts ever since the encounter with Kathryn over Annabelle. She was always surprised at how cool and analytical her half-sister could be, at how easily she was able to detach her feelings from everything that went on around her.

‘There’s no point in Mum and your dad staying together if it’s making them miserable,’ Kathryn pointed out to her. ‘All that happens is that there are more and more rows.’

‘But they’re having rows over me,’ said Romy. ‘I hate it.’

‘Then pick one of them and say you want to live with that person,’ Kathryn told her. ‘You should pick your dad. You’re more like your dad than like Mum. Besides, Mum probably only wants you because Dermot does. It’s not like she really cares.’

Romy had agreed with that. She’d never felt that Veronica loved her as much as Darragh and Kathryn even though Veronica insisted that she did. (She had to insist it at regular intervals because Darragh would sometimes call her the half-breed, and although it was supposed to be a joke Romy didn’t really think it was. Whenever he said it Veronica was forced to remonstrate with him and defend her.) The thing was, Romy could understand Veronica not loving her as much. They were two completely different people. Romy wasn’t tall and willowy like Veronica, nor did she have her mother’s interest in clothes and fashion. She was a tomboy who preferred climbing trees to buying clothes and whose chunky build looked better in jeans than in dresses. Veronica simply didn’t understand her.

Anyway, part of her did want to pick Dermot. She adored him. He was fun and adventurous and he didn’t care if her  shoes were scuffed or she wore the same skanky jeans for the entire week. Veronica was forever trying to interest her in high heels and make-up no matter how often Romy told her that she didn’t care.

Left to herself she would never have been able to make the choice. She might have wanted to live with Dermot but Veronica was her mother and it seemed wrong to walk out on her mother. And she knew that whatever decision she made it would be the wrong one.

Thankfully, in the end she didn’t get the opportunity. Veronica and Dermot worked it out with their solicitors. She would spend weekdays with Veronica and weekends with Dermot. She would spend every second school holiday with Dermot and half of the summer holiday too. It was, she remembered Veronica telling her, the most sensible solution.

For them, maybe, but not necessarily for her. Being out of the house at weekends made her feel even more cut off from Darragh and Kathryn. Not that Darragh’s opinions mattered much because at twenty-three he’d just started working in the family firm and he didn’t take much notice of Romy any more. And as for Kathryn - well, Romy knew that she’d never have the kind of cosy relationship with her that she’d thought all sisters had. Kathryn was just too damn remote for that.

But shuttling between the two houses - Veronica in Rathfarnham and Dermot in Glasnevin on the other side of the city - reinforced the distance she’d always felt existed between them as well as totally messing up her time with her school friends. She didn’t get to go to the birthday parties or other weekend events with them so she missed out on the camaraderie on Monday mornings in school when everyone talked about it. And she didn’t have any friends in Glasnevin where Dermot lived on the top floor of a newly built apartment block which was populated generally by single people and childless couples.

She knew that she was closer to her dad than to her mother.  Dermot was hers and was special whereas Veronica was shared between them all, but she didn’t like being in the apartment much. And so she was always horribly confused on Friday afternoons, wanting to see him but not wanting to leave her friends, knowing that he wanted her to be with him and she wanted to be with him too, but still feeling unexpectedly bad about leaving Veronica, who always looked so sad when she left.

Colleen Rafferty told her that it was more glamorous to be staying with Dermot in Glasnevin than hanging around Rathfarnham. Didn’t Dermot bring her loads of places and didn’t Romy get to see the latest movie releases as soon as they hit the screens? Didn’t Dermot give her everything she wanted?

‘Yes,’ she said mournfully. ‘But it’s not the same.’

‘Would you prefer if you never got to see him, like with Becky Murphy?’

Becky’s parents had split up far more acrimoniously than Veronica and Dermot and Becky’s mother was refusing her father access to the children, which had left Becky confused and disconsolate.

‘Why are they so hopeless?’ Romy demanded. ‘They’re grown-ups. They should know how to do things. They shouldn’t fight and shout and hate each other. But if they have to have a row . . . if they have to get it all wrong . . . then they should have a better way of dealing with it.’ She swallowed hard. ‘Right now, Col, I hate them both. When I grow up I’m not going to bother with either of them at all. And I’m never, ever going to fall in love or get married. It’s just not worth it.’

‘I know how you feel.’ Colleen grinned and hugged her friend sympathetically. ‘Wait till I tell you what my stupid mother just did . . .’

The seatbelt sign lit up. Romy clipped hers closed as the plane was buffeted by some strong air currents. She slid the  headphones over her ears and flicked through the video options. She was too wide awake to sleep now and she was fed up thinking about her parents. A blood-and-guts thriller would be far more relaxing.




Chapter 3

Romy was exhausted by the time her connecting flight landed in Dublin. As soon as she disembarked from the plane she headed for the Ladies’ where she spent fifteen minutes freshening up. She cleaned her teeth and changed into a faded blue T-shirt before brushing out her dark hair and pulling it into a single shoulder-length plait secured by a tiny jet-black ribbon. Then she bathed her eyes in Optrex before spraying herself with the Calvin Klein perfume she’d bought on board the plane. She felt ready for (almost) anything as she collected her luggage and stepped out into the arrivals hall.

It was very busy and she looked around her uncertainly. She’d given Darragh her flight details but he hadn’t said anything about collecting her and she somehow didn’t think he’d be all that interested in taking time off to come to the airport. And although Veronica had sounded relieved (if somewhat wary) at her agreement to come back, she thought it was unlikely that her mother would show up, especially if she wasn’t able to get around very well. Naturally she’d told Dermot that she was coming home and at least he’d been thrilled to hear from her. He would have picked her up and dropped her over to Veronica’s (and run the gauntlet, he’d chuckled) but unfortunately he’d be in Kerry when she arrived.

‘Interesting job?’ she asked and he’d laughed and said no, just an ordinary old commission and that he’d be back in Dublin by the end of the week and couldn’t wait to see her.  She was looking forward to seeing him too, although they’d met up seven months previously when she’d gone back to Arizona and he’d come to visit her.

She scanned the crowds again and finally saw the woman at the barrier. Romy didn’t know how she’d missed her the first time. She was tall and beautiful with almost straight Nordic-blond hair which fell to her shoulders in a smooth sheet. Her eyes were a vibrant blue in a flawlessly made-up face. Her lips, full and pouting, were glossed in a soft pink. She was wearing a pair of loose-fitting white three-quarter-length trousers over Ugg boots and a pink gilet over a pristine white T-shirt. A white Louis Vuitton handbag was slung over her shoulder. She was holding a small girl by the hand. The girl was wearing a white broderie anglaise dress, pale blue shoes and a pale blue ribbon in blonde hair that matched her mother’s.

‘Giselle.’ Romy walked over towards her. ‘Thanks for coming to meet me.’

Darragh’s wife leaned towards her and air-kissed her cheek. ‘Welcome home,’ she said in her soft, feathery voice. ‘You look . . .’

‘Tired,’ Romy supplied as Giselle hesitated for a moment.

‘I was going to say well,’ said Giselle, though she didn’t sound entirely convinced. ‘You look well. The tan suits you.’ She ran her fingers through her blond hair in an unnecessary tidying movement.

‘Scruffy,’ said the little girl beside Giselle. ‘You said to look for someone scruffy.’

‘Mimi!’ Giselle looked down at her and made an admonishing face. Then she turned to Romy and shrugged. ‘I’m sorry. You know what they’re like. And she’s so precocious. I think she already has the vocabulary of a six year old.’

Romy said nothing but smiled at the little girl. ‘And how are you?’ she asked. ‘The last time I saw you, you were a baby.’

‘Not a baby now.’ But quite suddenly Mimi hid behind her mother.

‘And, um, Giselle - congratulations.’ Romy spoke doubtfully because she was finding it hard to believe that the woman in front of her was actually pregnant. The trousers were loose, but even so Giselle didn’t seem to have the slightest of bumps.

‘It’s not been too bad so far,’ said Giselle.

‘You look great.’ Romy knew that there was a touch of envy in her voice. Giselle always looked great. But to look so fantastic halfway through her pregnancy - Darragh had told her that the baby was due at the end of the summer - didn’t seem at all fair.

‘Come on,’ said Giselle, blinking a couple of times so that Romy could see the full extent of her wonderfully long dark eyelashes. ‘Let’s get a move on. The traffic is, of course, utterly appalling.’

‘I do appreciate you coming,’ said Romy as she hiked her rucksack on to her back and followed Giselle to the car park. ‘I wasn’t sure that anyone would.’

‘Oh, well, Darragh couldn’t leave you to get across town on your own after such a long flight,’ Giselle told her.

‘Maybe he was afraid I’d skip off again,’ said Romy as she got into the 4x4.

‘You wouldn’t,’ said Giselle. ‘Not after coming back. And you can’t. Veronica needs you.’

No, thought Romy, you guys need me. So’s you can get on with your lives and not have to worry about being at Veronica’s beck and call.

‘How is Mum?’ Romy fastened her seatbelt.

‘Oh, you know Veronica,’ said Giselle effusively. ‘She is such a wonderful, wonderful woman. Despite everything she looks absolutely fantastic. I do so love her.’

Romy choked back the impulse to snort loudly. She knew that her mother and her sister-in-law got on famously but she’d forgotten how gushing Giselle could be about her. But then Giselle was the daughter that Veronica had never had. She was truly beautiful and she made the most of it, so Romy  could see exactly why the two women got on so well. Giselle was into beauty and fashion in a way that neither she nor Kathryn (who was prettier by far than Romy) had ever been.

‘How’s business?’ she asked, wanting to divert the conversation away from Veronica and her bad back.

‘Mine or Darragh’s?’ asked Giselle.

‘Yours?’ Romy was surprised. ‘I didn’t think you were working.’

‘Sweetie, we all have to work.’ Giselle fluttered her eyelashes again.

Romy stifled a laugh. Giselle certainly didn’t have to work. With the money that Darragh was making out of the company, she doubted the other woman had to do anything she didn’t want to.

‘What are you doing?’ she asked. ‘Back at the company?’

‘God, no!’ Giselle laughed lightly. ‘I’ve done all I’m going to do there!’

That was true, Romy thought. Giselle Forde had nabbed Darragh Dolan, a career move which was way better than anything else she could have come up with and an almost exact replica of what Veronica herself had done with Tom years earlier. Tom had employed Veronica as a receptionist in his newly opened company and Veronica, young and stunningly beautiful with her big blue eyes and gently curling blond hair (at the time she hadn’t needed the champagne-blond Clairol she used now), had wooed him in an instant. Veronica had often told them the story of Tom taking her to dinner one evening after she’d worked particularly late and how he’d been so wonderful and nice to her and she’d suddenly started seeing him not as a much older man who was her boss but as a person she could fall in love with. (Romy did rather feel that there were a lot of men that Veronica could have, and had, fallen in love with over the years, in which case Tom wasn’t really all that special.) Veronica’s story about Tom had always been laced with lots of romance when she told it. The next day  he’d left a red rose on her desk. And every day after that until she married him. After they’d married he brought her home a bouquet of flowers every week. Romy felt as though she’d actually been around at the time of Tom and Veronica’s relationship because she heard so much about it - particularly after Veronica and Dermot had split up.

So she always felt it was interesting that Darragh had done almost the same as Tom when it came to finding a wife.

She actually remembered the day Giselle had been hired. It had been during a scorching hot summer when business was booming. Darragh had come home and told them that he’d found a wonderful receptionist, someone who would be an asset to the expanding firm. Romy had seen the speculative look in Veronica’s eye as he spoke and she’d known that there was something more to the receptionist than just being a great asset to the company. A few months later, Darragh and Giselle were engaged. Giselle, when she met the family, told them that he was the most romantic man in the world and that she’d never had so many flowers from anyone in her life before. They’d married the month after Veronica and Dermot had separated. Dermot hadn’t been invited to the wedding.

‘So what are you up to?’ Romy asked Giselle now.

‘Makeovers,’ said her sister-in-law. ‘Corporate makeovers.’

Romy frowned. ‘What do you mean? You redesign companies? How d’you do that?’

‘No.’ Giselle swung the car round the airport roundabout and headed towards the motorway. ‘People in companies. I go in and give them lessons in grooming and make-up and that sort of thing. I’m a consultant and I do it in my spare time. You’d be surprised how lucrative it is. These days it’s not just about having a good product. It’s about the whole corporate image.’

Romy nodded. Giselle would be good at that. Giselle was an image woman through and through. Today’s streetwise and sassy look could just as quickly be replaced by a sleek  city image if that was what she wanted. Or by an elegant partner for a corporate dinner. She was (as Veronica had been) the ideal managing director’s wife. Romy remembered a magazine article shortly after Giselle and Darragh had married which referred to her as Dublin’s Latest Glamorous Socialite and the perfect partner for the successful entrepreneur Darragh Dolan.

‘Not just our company,’ Giselle clarified. ‘Though I started off with that. The state of some of the girls in the office had to be seen to be believed. Belly-tops, far too much jewellery and terrible make-up. I told Darragh that if people came in and saw them wandering around they’d have totally the wrong impression of us.’

‘Although the people that come in are all engineers, aren’t they?’ said Romy. ‘It’s not like Dolan’s is selling a lifestyle choice.’

‘You want everyone to look the part all the same,’ Giselle told her. ‘And we’ve redesigned the gear that the guys on the factory floor wear too. Green, with our logo. Looks fantastic.’

‘Between yourself and Darragh you’ve done a lot of work,’ said Romy.

‘Yes.’ Giselle sounded satisfied. ‘And I got more work out of it and so, well, happy days!’ She smiled as she overtook a white van. ‘Tom built up a good company but Darragh has been taking it into the superleague.’

‘What about . . .’ Romy faltered as she tried to recall the name, ‘Christian? The guy who had been the MD?’

‘He’s gone,’ said Giselle. ‘Well, there wasn’t space for him once Darragh took over, and you know how it is, there’d only be some kind of power struggle. Better to get rid of him. Darragh looked after him and he’s got a job in another company now anyway. No probs.’

‘Good.’ Romy settled back into the seat. It was funny, she thought, how the company dominated everything to do with the Dolan family. It was the most important thing in their lives.

Despite her lack of interest in the day-to-day business, Veronica still went along to the Christmas parties every year. Company talk had always been a part of life at home although Romy had been excluded from it. Dermot too. They used to go out for walks together whenever the family had what they called a company conference.

Romy had always thought the set-up was like the Agatha Christie novels that she liked to read when she was younger, dipping into Tom’s hardback collection which he’d kept in the den. A family company where eventually members of the family would get bumped off one by one because someone else wanted all the money. She knew that this was just a wicked fantasy of hers, but she enjoyed imagining it all the same. Her money would have been on Veronica getting whacked first. Whoever got her shares would then have a controlling interest and be able to do what they liked. She smiled now at the thought. It was an improbable - no, impossible - scenario for the Dolans. Darragh was utterly devoted to Veronica, and although she knew that Kathryn and her mother had rowed monumentally over Darragh’s appointment as MD, the idea of her hitting Veronica over the head with a mallet just to get her hands on the shares was pretty far-fetched. Nor did they live in the requisite old manor house of Christie thrillers, she reminded herself as they eventually exited the motorway and turned towards the old village of Rathfarnham and the family home. Their house was big and originally built in the 1940s but it had been completely modernised by Veronica, who redecorated every couple of years to keep up with current trends in home décor, and so it was badly suited as a setting for a murder mystery.

‘D’you mind if I just drop you here at the gate?’ asked Giselle as the car glided to a halt. ‘If I go in I know I’ll be there for ages and Mimi’s got a ballet lesson in an hour.’

‘Ballet?’ Romy looked surprised. ‘Isn’t she a bit young?’

‘You can never be too young to learn deportment,’ said  Giselle. ‘And she loves going to Little Belles, don’t you, honey?’ She turned to smile at her daughter.

‘I have a dress,’ said Mimi.

‘They all have pink tutus,’ Giselle explained. ‘So cute.’

‘Right.’ Romy got out of the SUV and pulled her case on to the pavement. ‘Well, see you again, Giselle. Tell Darragh I said hello.’

‘Oh, we’re hoping that we’ll meet up for dinner some day next week,’ her sister-in-law said. ‘Darragh wants to talk to you about Veronica. He has his concerns about her well-being, you know.’

‘Um, OK.’

‘Be in touch.’ And Giselle roared off down the road.

Romy stood at the double gates and looked at the family house. It was impeccably maintained, with bay windows either side of the front door and a short gravelled driveway leading up to it. Perfectly tended glossy green ivy grew halfway up the grey-brick walls. There was room for about four cars at the top of the driveway but only one was parked there now, a newly registered Volkswagen Golf cabriolet in metallic silver. Veronica loved soft-topped cars and always bought them in silver. The gates were electric but Romy didn’t have a remote zapper to open them. She was about to push the bell to let Veronica know she was here when they suddenly began to swing inwards. The front door opened and Veronica stepped outside.

The first thing that Romy saw was that her mother had changed her hairstyle. Veronica had always been a fan of big hair. In her younger years she’d worn it in a Farrah Fawcett  Charlie’s Angels style, beach-blonde and flicked around her face. Then she’d gone for twisted corkscrew curls in more golden hues. Later the curls had been relaxed into gentle waves and Veronica had added caramel tones to her champagne colour. Now, though, it was poker straight and flicked up at the ends. It was shorter too, reaching to just above her  shoulders. But still without a trace of grey. Still champagne blond.

She was wearing a coral kaftan embroidered with gold beads and multicoloured sequins over a pair of wide cream palazzo pants. Two gold chains hung from her neck while on her wrists she wore a matching link bracelet and a gold Omega watch. A half-hoop emerald ring glittered on her left hand. On her right she wore an oblong ruby.

She looked amazing. Her face was carefully made up and her naturally long and curling eyelashes were coated with a slick of dark brown mascara, making them look even longer. If she hadn’t known better, Romy would have suggested Veronica’s age to be anything between thirty-five and fifty.

Closer, though, it was clear that she was older. There were fine lines at the corners of her eyes and Romy could see that her skin beneath the make-up wasn’t as firm as it used to be. Additionally, and fleetingly, Romy thought that there was a trace of the pain she was obviously feeling on her mother’s face. But all these things were minor. Veronica Kilkenny was still a stunningly attractive woman.

As Romy drew closer, Veronica stepped forward. Romy saw that she was wearing a pair of coral sequinned loafers. It was the loafers that made Romy realise that maybe there was something wrong with her mother after all. In her whole life she couldn’t remember ever seeing Veronica in anything less than a two-inch stiletto heel.
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