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      Prologue



Dublin, Saturday, 17 March, 7.15 a.m.
      

      It is one of those pristine, pearly mornings when the world is hushed, the opalescent sky goes on for ever, everything seems
         sparkling and brand new, and you don’t expect anything bad to happen. Even the sea is calm, from the far-off horizon where
         it hazes into the sky, right up to where the incoming tide foams lightly against the pewter cliffs.
      

      As he jogs around the headland track, the whole day lies ahead of him, waiting to be lived and filled with possibilities.
         He will shower when he gets home, and bring his pregnant wife a cup of tea. Later, he might paint the nursery. They might
         go shopping for a Moses basket. Or out to dinner. But for now there is just this: the cool, early-morning breeze on his face,
         the salt-scented air filling his lungs, the sound of his footfall on the earth, and then the glimmering sun, breaking free
         of a hazy cloud to send bright yellow flurries across the rippling expanse of water. The vital energy of it all surges through
         his veins and he feels he could run on for ever.
      

      Then, out of the corner of his eye, he sees something odd, something out of place, an aberration in this calm, still morning.
         His stride falters. He stops. He hears his breathing, loud in his ears. His heart skips a beat.
      

      It is far down, near the base of the cliffs. It looks like a heap of dark clothes, but the sudden chill running up his spine tells him it is something else. He reaches for his mobile, with
         him at all times, powered up and switched on in case his wife goes into early labour. A call to the emergency services will
         put him through to the coastguards: the area officer’s pager will go off, and he will raise the cliff rescue team, maybe the
         helicopter.
      

      He dials, knowing that that is only the beginning. Other calls will be made, shattering peaceful lives, like boulders crashing
         into a pond. His wife will still be sleeping, so he decides to keep a vigil, on the headland, until the person is safely rescued.
      

      He hopes he or she is still alive and hasn’t been lying there all night, alone. He sits down and waits, a light sweat cooling
         his skin, and all about him the morning unfolds, the gulls stretch their wings as they wheel into the breeze, and the sun
         floods the sea with bright light. He thinks of his unborn child, waiting to join the world, innocent and new, and his heart
         turns over. As soon as he is home, he will tell his wife he loves her very much.
      

   



      Part One

      Juliet






      
      
      ONE

      
      Dublin, Friday, 16 March, 7.30 p.m.
      

      
      In the beginning there is nothing at all. It’s like the moment I wake up and everything is a blank sheet. Then I taste fear
         in my mouth.
      

      
      The tail end of a nightmare?

      
      I struggle into wakefulness. I hear the slap of waves beating against the rocks and the hiss of shooting spray. It’s the sound
         of the sea and the familiar backdrop to my evening stroll around the cliff top. There’s no need to be fearful because, any
         minute now, I’ll wake up under my duvet.
      

      
      Something cool puffs against my face and my skin tautens. It shimmies up from my chin. It flows over my nose and cheeks, and
         across my forehead. It’s like a breath and it carries the damp, briny scent of the sea. A breeze. A breeze? My eyelids flutter, heavy and sluggish. With an effort, I prise them open. But instead of my shadowy bedroom ceiling, I’m
         staring up at the night sky.
      

      
      I am dreaming. That’s how it feels. I see the stars, sprinkled like fairy glitter across the heavens. A crescent moon gleams,
         suspended in the sky like a sail on the high seas.
      

      
      
      How beautiful it is.

      
      The dream suddenly alters and shifts to another night, a night buried so deeply in my heart that I never venture there. But
         now the gateway is unlocked and I’m free-falling into it. I’m there again, lying on my back and looking up at a star-studded
         sky. Music, laughter and the click of castanets float across the distance and mingle with the hiss of waves on a sloping beach.
         This time the breeze is warm and sweet-scented, and it flutters up from my toes to my scalp. Sand grains rasp against my back
         and hips. Hard, unfamiliar skin slides against mine. My fingernails skid across the planes of his powerful body and I look
         over his shoulders to where palm trees are blackly silhouetted against the sky.
      

      
      So this is what it’s like … I cling to him and let desire take over as we mesh together, time and time again. Then comes a
         sparkling moment when everything swells inside me until it reaches a perfect peak and I’m spinning freely over the edge of
         the universe.
      

      
      Little did I know that that was the start of my downfall and the end of my freedom.

      
      That long-ago night fades. In my dream the breeze is coming in flurries, a little stronger, more insistent. Once again I’m
         staring up at the night sky while the incessant sea shifts and murmurs in the foreground, as though it’s alive and breathing
         and whispering its secrets to me. There is a rapping noise, like seawater spattering off the jagged rocks that jut out from
         the base of the cliffs. And then the unmistakable sucking sound as the pull of the moon draws out the tide from hidden nooks
         and crannies.
      

      
      How come it sounds so close? Usually I’m hearing it at a distance, the clamour muffled by the long drop that plummets from
         the walking trail at the top of the cliffs to the sea. And why is this dream so real? I should be awake by now, stretching in my bed, not feeling a chilly breeze on my face.
      

      
      And feeling nothing else at all …

      
      Not even my heart jumping into my throat, as it surely should be, because this is one hell of a bad dream …

      
      And then, a thought so terrible I can’t go there: If it is a dream …
      

   



      
      
      TWO

      
      The night was thick with long shadows, and a cool breeze snatched at Rebecca Ryan’s hair as she wove through the silent car
         park towards the Seagrass Hotel.
      

      
      Glass doors to the lobby glided apart at her approach, and when they closed behind her, she might have been in another world.
         The warm air that wafted about her and the dazzle of chandeliers bouncing off pale marble walls was so much at odds with the
         dark, chilly night outside that she felt momentarily disoriented.
      

      
      She took a breath, ignored the butterflies in her stomach, and told herself she could do this.

      
      As she stepped across the lobby, traces of expensive scent lingered in the air. She glanced to the long table at the side.
         It was cleared of everything except a white tablecloth and empty champagne buckets. She tightened her grip on her overnight
         bag as her ears were assaulted by the sound of popping corks, the laughter and buzz of a wedding party. She was glad that
         the lobby was quiet, with just a low hum of conversation from a handful of guests scattered on big squashy couches, the rest
         still in the banqueting room, having dinner.
      

      
      She had timed it perfectly.

      
      ‘Good evening, Madam,’ the receptionist said. Her uniform was pristine, and Rebecca felt tatty in her jeans, furry boots and leather jacket, even though the latter had been an expensive
         gift to herself during a trip to New York back in the Celtic Tiger days. When she saw her reflection in the long mirror behind
         the reception desk, she winced. With warm blonde hair – thanks to her hairdresser – good cheekbones and expressive eyes, she’d
         sometimes been likened to a younger version of Joanna Lumley. However, this evening, her face pale and tight, she didn’t look
         remotely like the sparky actress. She forced a smile, smoothed her hair, straightened her shoulders, and looked a hundred
         times better.
      

      
      ‘Have you a reservation?’ The receptionist exuded a brightly glossed confidence in the way only a twenty-something could.
         Rebecca fumbled with her bag and produced her confirmation email. She’d never had such confidence at that age. Few of her
         generation had.
      

      
      Except, of course, Juliet.

      
      The receptionist slid a registration form across the polished marble and went through the usual patter. ‘Can I confirm that
         it’s single occupancy, Mrs Ryan?’
      

      
      ‘It’s Ms Ryan and, yes, that’s correct.’

      
      ‘My apologies. It’s just that you ticked Mrs on the registration form.’

      
      Mrs. For a moment Harry is standing by the reception desk in a far-off holiday hotel, organising their passports and key cards,
         smiling as he begins to propel her case. ‘Let’s be having you, Mrs Ryan.’
      

      
      A fresh crump in her stomach. Harry had been gone six years already. He had been fifty-three. Sometimes it felt like six days
         or six weeks. Other times it felt like six decades. Almost as though he had never been. And there were times, like tonight,
         when she missed him so much and would have given anything to have him there, at her back. She kept her expression neutral as she said,
         ‘Old habits.’
      

      
      The receptionist gave her a bland smile. ‘The Seagrass has a special rate for those attending the Johnson-Maguire wedding.
         You’re here for the evening reception?’
      

      
      ‘That’s right.’

      
      ‘The wedding party is in the Blue Water salon on the first floor. The dinner will be over shortly and then they’ll be welcoming
         the evening guests.’
      

      
      ‘Perfect,’ Rebecca said.

      
      It had been a last-minute decision to accept the invitation from an old friend of Harry’s to join the celebrations for his
         son’s wedding in the north County Dublin hotel. At first Rebecca had had no intention of being there: if things had been different,
         her family and friends would have been gathering in the south of France, where Danielle, her daughter, had planned to get
         married. Then she’d decided it would be better to mingle with old acquaintances than sit at home trying to keep her mind off
         a cream shot-silk wedding dress, muffled in layers of tissue, Danielle’s stifled sobs, and the flight tickets to a honeymoon
         in the Maldives, which she guessed hadn’t been cancelled.
      

      
      Not to mention the other curve balls that life was throwing at her.

      
      Rebecca tucked her key card into her bag, followed the directions to her ground-floor room, and told herself she could handle
         it. She’d even timed it so that she could shower, change, put on a happy face and look as though she hadn’t a care in the
         world when she joined the party.
      

      
      She still found it hard to believe that, less than three months ago, life had been almost perfect as she’d sat at the table
         in Verbena View, Juliet’s home, for a pre-Christmas gathering. She had been with the people who were closest in the world to
         her: darling Danielle and her fiancé Conor, Rebecca’s older sister Rose and husband Matthew, with their son James, and Juliet,
         her best friend, whom she’d known for most of her life. Her twin sons, Kevin and Mark, who both worked abroad, were missing,
         and of course, Harry, who had practically grown up with her, Rose and Matthew in the rough-and-tumble of Lower Ballymalin
         Gardens. Her heart had swelled as she looked around the table and counted her blessings.
      

      
      Juliet’s table had been simply but festively dressed in red and silver, with candlelight casting a subtle glow over arrangements
         of fat red berries and crystal glasses. Best of all was the banter and laughter that flowed between them all, lifting Rebecca’s
         heart.
      

      
      ‘You must be counting the weeks now,’ Rose had said to Danielle. Rose! She might be a far cry from the Rose of yesteryear,
         elegant now in black velvet and Cartier diamonds, as though she’d just stepped out of a Tatler society page, but to Rebecca she still bore traces of the quiet ten-year-old girl who had felt their parents’ tragic death
         more keenly than the younger Rebecca. Rose had gone on to become a self-effacing teenager, and equally modest adult, afraid
         to expect too much from life, lest it be taken away from her.
      

      
      ‘Yes, the wedding’s less than three months away.’ Danielle, beautiful in silver Ben de Lisi, blonde hair shimmering in the
         muted light, diamond engagement ring glittering, exchanged a smile with Conor.
      

      
      ‘Three months?’ said Rose’s son, James, in mock dismay. ‘I guess the band better get in some practice.’

      
      James had joined Juliet’s annual Christmas bash for the first time in quite a while. Rebecca wondered if that was why Rose
         was slightly flushed. Her son was bass guitarist in The Name, a globally successful rock band and, beside his tall, rather
         rakish figure, she was bursting with pride and adoration. Even Matthew, who had recently featured on a short list of Ireland’s
         most influential businessmen, seemed happy enough to take a back seat to his mega-successful son. The Name would be playing
         at Danielle’s wedding in the south of France on St Patrick’s Day.
      

      
      ‘Too right you’d better,’ Rebecca said. ‘Especially for the first dance. I can’t imagine The Name do much romantic stuff.’

      
      ‘You won’t hear any bum notes, Rebecca.’ James flashed his aunt a grin. ‘We can do a rather good “Wind Beneath My Wings”.’

      
      ‘Is that the best you can think of?’ Danielle said, exaggerating her horror.

      
      ‘Hmm. What about “Always And Forever”?’ James suggested. ‘Or what’s that one from The Bodyguard?’
      

      
      ‘Yeah, right.’ Danielle sniffed. ‘Conor and I will pick something suitable.’

      
      ‘Whatever you choose, I don’t think James will let you down,’ said Matthew.

      
      ‘You heard the man, little cuz.’ James smiled. ‘Whatever you want, we’ll deliver.’

      
      ‘I fervently hope you do. Danielle deserves nothing but the best. Now who’s for more bubbly?’ This was from Juliet, oozing
         warmth as they lingered at the table long after the meal was over.
      

      
      Juliet, unlike Rebecca and Rose and their husbands, had been born into a life of power and privilege. She made light of this,
         letting it roll off her back. She’d thrown all her vibrant energy into her colourful career and had never married, despite
         a constant string of admirers, some of whom Rebecca had been aware of and others whom Juliet had kept discreetly under wraps.
         Juliet had a brother in Florida, whom she rarely saw, and had come to regard Rebecca and Rose and their families as her own. Tonight
         she was a sparkling hostess as she joked and laughed, refreshing wine glasses and passing petits fours. The deepening twilight pressed against the wide patio doors and now and again, when Rebecca looked down the table, she saw
         them all reflected in the glass, the people she loved so much, their faces superimposed on the dark mauve sky.
      

      
      Now Rebecca reached her room and rummaged for her key card. If only she could have held all the people she loved in a protective
         bubble of happiness. But time had ticked by. James was the first to rise to his feet and break up the party, and then everything
         had changed.
      

      
      Soon after Christmas, Danielle’s wedding was off.

      
      ‘I don’t want to talk about it, Mum,’ Danielle had said, her blue eyes hard and dark-shadowed, when she’d shown up at home
         unexpectedly on a cold January evening, announced that she and Conor had split up and asked to stay for a couple of nights.
         ‘It’s not up for discussion. Not now, not ever.’
      

      
      Rebecca had clutched at her throat. ‘Oh, Danielle! Darling! How terrible. Did you? Or was it Conor?’ Then words had failed
         her.
      

      
      Danielle had merely shaken her head, ignored her embrace, and begun to climb the stairs to her old bedroom.

      
      ‘Darling, talk to me! Surely it’s better to share it,’ Rebecca had said desperately, glancing at Danielle’s ringless finger
         as if for proof. ‘At least let me know if there’s anything I can do.’
      

      
      ‘How could you do anything?’ Danielle had snapped, in an unusually sharp tone, which had betrayed the depth of her pain. ‘Sorry,
         Mum. I just can’t talk about it right now. You’d be a lot better off living your own life and leaving me to look after mine.
         I can handle it. And if Conor calls, looking for me, I’m not here. Right?’
      

      
      ‘Understood.’ Rebecca had been devastated by the stony look on her daughter’s face and deeply hurt that Danielle hadn’t confided
         in her.
      

      
      A couple of days later, Danielle had bolted to Rome with her broken heart, and even though they had stayed in regular contact,
         Rebecca was none the wiser about what had gone wrong. She just hoped Danielle wasn’t holed up alone in her apartment tonight,
         drowning her sorrows on what would have been the eve of her wedding.
      

      
      That had been the first shock, and Rebecca would have coped with it: life had dealt her far crueller blows. Then, in the last
         couple of weeks, Rose and Matthew had embarked on a challenging campaign that had the power to shatter their hard-won comfortable
         lifestyle. Rebecca feared for their happiness.
      

      
      As if all that wasn’t fraught enough, the previous weekend Juliet …

      
      Rebecca closed her bedroom door and leaned against it, fighting a stab of anxiety. Out of nowhere, her friend had begun to
         talk about setting herself on a collision course with Matthew and Rose. It would leave Rebecca tiptoeing through a minefield
         and perhaps, eventually, having to choose between her family and her friend.
      

   



      
      
      THREE

      
      Friday, 16 March, 8.00 p.m.
      

      
      I’m coming back from somewhere dark and heavy, as though I’ve been asleep. There is the cold of hard stone against the back
         of my head, and something sharp, like a flint, is pinching the top of my skull.
      

      
      I’ve been here already, staring at the night sky from this position, with the hiss of the sea, perilously close, and the salt-laden
         breeze riffling my face. Can you dream the same dream twice? For this has to be a dream. Or, rather, a nightmare.
      

      
      Soon I will wake up, laughing with relief, in my bed. Bring it on, I urge. I’ve had enough of this stupid nightmare. My face
         is cold and it’s getting a bit boring.
      

      
      For a long time, nothing happens. There is just the spatter of water on the rocks, the plaintive call of a sea bird, and the
         breeze on my face. A drift of shredded cloud wafts across the face of the moon and I am spellbound once more by the perfect
         beauty of the night.
      

      
      Then a solid wall of panic slams into my head. My eyes have adjusted to the night and I can make out something dark and solid
         rising on my left, blocking out a segment of the starry sky.
      

      
      It looks exactly like the angle of a steep cliff face.

      
      
      Oh, God. Oh, dear God.
      

      
      If my heart is pumping in blind terror, I can’t feel it. Neither can I feel my legs. Or my arms. Or anything below my face.
         I open my mouth to scream but no sound comes out. I feel detached, though, as if the nightmare is happening to someone else.
         I pounce on this and will myself to believe it.
      

      
      It has to be a nightmare. A nightmare in which I’m imagining myself lying far too close to the sea, by the base of the cliffs,
         staring up at the night sky, unable to move or feel anything below my head.
      

      
      It can’t be real.

      
      For these are my cliffs and my sea. No harm should come to me here. This is the breeze I feel most evenings as I stroll around
         the headland track, looking out across the vast expanse of the bay. I close my eyes and see the way the light falls across
         the surface of the sea. It looks fresh and vibrant in the early morning, sleepy and tranquil in the late evening. I often
         wonder at the secrets it holds. Some days the water is the clearest aquamarine; on others it is a stony grey ripple, but it
         is always beautiful.
      

      
      I see a photograph of it, enlarged and framed, on a wall somewhere. I know that wall: it’s in my office at the university.
         What university? I see, like translucent ghosts, the blurry shadows and shapes of people who stop to admire it, and hear their muffled voices
         as though I’m listening to them from under water.
      

      
      ‘It must be the Seychelles …’

      
      ‘Nah, it has to be Thailand. When were you in Thailand?’

      
      ‘Look at the luminosity of those colours – almost like a painting!’

      
      ‘It’s the Irish Sea off Howth, where I live.’ That’s my voice. I hear the note of pride even at this remove.

      
      ‘You lucky thing.’

      
      
      ‘Yes, I walk there most evenings. There’s a great track that goes all around the headland.’

      
      ‘Oh, wow. That’s cool.’

      
      ‘Yes, it’s so invigorating … better than a week in a five-star hotel.’

      
      ‘Wish I had that on my doorstep.’

      
      ‘You can join me any evening.’

      
      Laughter. The clip of heels. The sound receding. A door closing.

      
      The image fades. I’m thrust back into the grip of the cold, hard, inky black nightmare. Soon I’ll wake up in my bedroom, surrounded
         by my things.
      

      
      My bedroom: ivory sheets, plump pillows, a deep pile chocolate-brown carpet that feels like marshmallow under my bare feet.
         A stand-alone dressing-table, with crystal atomisers of my favourite perfumes. A walk-in wardrobe in which all my clothes
         are neatly arranged. Draped gowns and tailored suits, figure-hugging jeans and casual tracksuits. Shelves of shoes, boots
         and high-heeled sandals. A multitude of bags and cases. The wardrobe of a busy person leading a full, active life.
      

      
      I will slip out of bed and stand under the shower, then put on my cream towelling wrap. I will go into the kitchen for breakfast
         – on one wall, big patio doors look out to sea. On fine days you can fold them back and soak up the warmth. I will make porridge,
         then a poached egg on toast. The taste is almost in my mouth. I deserve it after this horrendous nightmare.
      

      
      The image shatters as hard reality crashes into my head. Why can’t I feel my legs?

      
      Where are they? My legs.
      

      
      It’s not only my legs I can’t feel, it’s my arms. Why can’t I feel them?

      
      
      Voices float out across the cold air above my head. A dog barks and from the yipping sound it makes, the owner is dragging
         it along against its will. I hear the tinny clink-clink-clink of an empty can, as though it’s bouncing off a series of rocky
         outcrops. It comes closer and closer until it clatters past within a few feet of me. I hear a splash. Then silence.
      

      
      Perhaps it fell down the cliff face and landed in the sea.

      
      Did that happen to me? Did I lose my footing and bounce down the cliff face to where I’m lying helpless now, staring up at
         the indigo sky?
      

      
      It’s not just a dream or a nightmare. It’s going on too long. I should have woken up by now. I can’t figure out how long I’ve
         been here, how I got here, what day it is, what time, how this happened, or how I’m going to get back up that cliff to my
         life …
      

      
      Help will come. It has to. Someone must know I’m here.
      

      
      What’s the last thing I can remember? The very last thing?
      

   



      
      
      FOUR

      
      In their four-bedroom red-brick period house, set in landscaped gardens on Belgrave Park, Matthew Moore strode ahead of Rose
         to the front door. ‘I don’t know how you managed to arrive home late tonight of all nights,’ he flung over his shoulder. ‘You
         know how important it is for me.’
      

      
      She almost laughed at the way he had assumed she’d be following in his wake. Which, of course, she was. As she had done for
         most of their marriage. Rose had long ago accepted she hadn’t a rebellious bone in her body. ‘You’ve a lot more balls than
         I have,’ she’d once said to Rebecca.
      

      
      Rebecca had responded with a sympathetic look.

      
      Matthew activated the security system, his fingers stabbing the wrong buttons so that he had to start again. ‘Bloody hell,
         what’s wrong with it?’ he fumed.
      

      
      Rose watched the grim set of his jaw and remained silent as he finally keyed in the correct code and she found herself propelled
         outside. Standing in the porch, as Matthew turned the key in the complicated lock, she glanced back through the leaded-glass
         panel into the hallway where she’d left on a lamp. Every instinct urged her to crawl back into the house, go straight up the
         stairs to bed and blank out the world with a sleeping pill. But there was no escape from the reception being hosted by the
         CEO of the American Ireland Youth Association on the eve of St Patrick’s Day, so she followed him down the granite steps to the driveway.
      

      
      She hated these functions. Matthew loved them. He revelled in the undercurrents of power and one-upmanship that ricocheted
         around such a gathering under the cover of bonhomie. They made her nervous and edgy. Especially tonight, with so much at stake.
      

      
      She’d have to get used to these occasions, she told herself. There’d be a lot more high-level socialising and strategic shoulder-slapping
         in the coming weeks. Recently their lives had taken a surprising turn, the shock waves of which she was still struggling to
         absorb.
      

      
      ‘Why are you so tetchy?’ she said, as they took the flagstone path beside the drive to his car. ‘The invite was eight for
         half past so we’re okay. And,’ she looked at him, ‘I’m not the only one who arrived home late. You were so late you barely
         had time to jump into the shower. What kept you?’
      

      
      ‘I had to go back to the office to finish a report,’ Matthew said brusquely, as he opened the passenger door of the Mercedes.
         ‘So, you see, I was working. I wasn’t out dining and whining with the ladies who lunch. And neither will I be drinking tonight
         as I need a very clear head.’
      

      
      Before she stepped into the car, she glanced up at him. The front garden, surrounded by mature trees and shrubs, was alive
         with night-time shadows. For a moment, framed in the wash of the garden lamplight, her husband seemed like a tall, dark stranger,
         and Rose shivered, despite the faux-fur stole she was wearing over her Helen McAlinden taffeta gown.
      

      
      ‘You’re very bold,’ she said, her tone deliberately light. ‘What you’ve just said wouldn’t go down too well with the ladies
         in question. Never mind me.’
      

      
      
      ‘Ah, Rose, sorry about that and thanks for your concern,’ he said, in his warm, public voice, the one that had been labelled
         beguiling and charismatic. ‘Don’t worry your pretty little head – I can take care of the ladies. You just smile and look good.’
      

      
      ‘I always do,’ she said. She’d spent years perfecting the art of smiling and looking good, which, tonight, was a definite
         advantage.
      

      
      She slid into the passenger seat and the door clunked shut.

      
      ‘Off we go,’ he said, looking suddenly youthful.

      
      Rose was reminded of the young John F. Kennedy lookalike she’d first seen lugging a heavy schoolbag up the mean streets of
         Lower Ballymalin Gardens in another lifetime. The couple in the plush Mercedes purring through the tree-lined avenues in one
         of south Dublin’s most exclusive neighbourhoods bore no resemblance to the young Rose and Matthew: they’d got together as
         teenagers on cobbled streets where small terraced houses had no gardens and pavements were narrow, where the lucky few found
         work in the nearby upmarket village of Howth. Matthew’s parents had eked out a living on his father’s disability pension,
         but his mother had decided her only child was bound for better things: she had taken on a cleaning job to pay for extra tuition
         over and above the basic education offered in the local vocational school. Quiet, anxious-to-please Rose was only too happy
         to hang around windy street corners listening to the boy with the dreams.
      

      
      Sometimes the teenagers got together to spend summer Sundays on the beach at Howth, or took the bus to the summit to picnic
         and play spin-the-bottle on the grassy slopes. And while Rebecca played hard to get in her romance with Harry, Rose and Matthew
         had always been together, bound by his ambitions to take on the world.
      

      
      
      When Matthew landed a job at the bank, justifying his parents’ sacrifices and faith in him, he said it was only the beginning.

      
      They married in their early twenties on a tiny budget, had a week’s honeymoon in Donegal, then set up home in a little house
         on the edge of Dublin; the deposit had devoured most of their savings. It had been a dream come true for Rose: she couldn’t
         quite believe Matthew loved her enough to marry her.
      

      
      Sometimes she still found it hard to believe. Now, almost a lifetime later, she could hardly remember the wedding, or the
         small reception. She had James, their son, but the journey from penny-pinching suburbia to affluent Belgrave Park had been
         full of dark twists and turns.
      

      
      Matthew had long left the bank behind him. By degrees, he had become a charming, confident and hugely successful businessman.
         With hard work and ruthless focus, he had confidently embraced the growing opportunities in new technology as Ireland had
         slowly emerged from the recession of the 1980s. He’d founded Tory Technologies in the early 1990s and the company was still
         showing a healthy profit in spite of the current recession, as was his portfolio of investments, wisely diversified to include
         commercial investment property in Switzerland, as well as vineyards in Spain and stud farms in Argentina.
      

      
      Matthew had also scaled the social ladder and was quite at home in the corridors of power, thanks to his judicious networking,
         his courting of senior politicians, and his state agency membership. His profile had gone into orbit, and Rose wondered what
         he continued to see in her, his quiet, unassuming wife. Was he still happy with her … or were some of his needs being met
         elsewhere?
      

      
      She’d been a stay-at-home wife and mother, keeping house and ironing shirts, going to cookery and flower arranging classes, and helping with community activities. When Matthew had
         insisted they get a part-time housekeeper on their move to Belgrave Park, and Mrs Barry had arrived, Rose had volunteered
         at the Children’s Hospital.
      

      
      Now, thanks to Matthew’s drive and ambition, there were more rollercoaster rides to come: he was planning to campaign as an
         independent candidate in the forthcoming presidential election. The prospect filled Matthew with elation and Rose with alarm.
      

      
      ‘So the campaign starts in earnest tonight,’ Rose said.

      
      ‘I’ve learned a lot from following last year’s contest,’ he replied, as the car halted at a pedestrian crossing. ‘I’m a good
         candidate, and I’ve got the right men to advise me.’
      

      
      The previous year Ireland had been plunged into a hotly fought contest, which resulted in the surprise election of David Doolin,
         a forty-something television broadcaster, whose Saturday-night show was a constant winner in the ratings war. A household
         name, he had swept to a landslide victory. A celebrity president, some had said. He hadn’t lasted long: just as he was becoming
         disenchanted with presidential protocol, American television moguls had asked him to front a prime-time weekend show.
      

      
      Suddenly a fresh election campaign was on the agenda, and Matthew was running as an independent. The last thing Rose wanted
         was the spotlight that a career in politics would shine on their lives. At first she’d thought it would blow over, that he
         didn’t really mean it. But it had taken on a life of its own. She did her utmost to rein in her anxiety, to conceal it beneath
         the smiling mask she wore in front of everyone, even Rebecca.
      

      
      ‘Besides, we’ve no skeletons in the cupboard,’ Matthew said.

      
      ‘Haven’t we?’ she said, her breath faltering in her throat.

      
      
      Without hesitation, he met her eyes. ‘No, we haven’t,’ he said firmly. His were clear and steady, warm with reassurance. Matthew’s
         face was a little craggier with the passage of time and it suited him. Tonight he was wearing his navy Paul Smith coat over
         his suit with a careless ease that belied his humble origins; it set off his short, silvering hair attractively. ‘Look, Rose,
         I want this opportunity more than anything else in the world. This is my ultimate dream.’
      

      
      ‘I want you to have it but—’

      
      ‘No buts.’ He smiled. ‘We can do it, us, together. Trust me.’

      
      He looked the part, she thought, swallowing. He looked every inch the perfect candidate. He looked like someone you could
         trust with your life.
      

      
      At least for the moment she could be sure Matthew wasn’t having an affair, despite his late nights at the office, sudden trips
         abroad, and the mobile phone that was never out of his sight. He wouldn’t risk it now, when he had so much to lose, would
         he?
      

      
      They joined the stream of traffic surging around Ballsbridge, Rose feeling as though she was snagged in a swiftly moving current.
         She remembered the packet of pills concealed in her silk clutch. They’d saved her from many a bad moment, but no way could
         they blot out the feeling of impending doom clawing at her chest. In spite of their success, or maybe because of it, Rose
         lived with constant dread: the fear of being found out.
      

      
      She also felt torn in two. While she wanted Matthew to have his dream, she wanted her life to stay as it was. Surely he had
         achieved more than enough already, she fretted, as they swept in through the entrance of the Four Seasons Hotel, slightly
         late. How far did he need to go to prove himself to himself?
      

      
      ‘Do you think Juliet might be here?’ she asked, a little breathless, as she watched his face carefully.

      
      
      There was a short, tense silence.

      
      ‘I’ve no idea,’ Matthew said. ‘Did she tell you she was coming?’

      
      ‘I thought she might have been invited,’ Rose said. ‘I thought all the presidential hopefuls were coming tonight and that
         it would be a sort of informal get-together …’
      

      
      Matthew gave a short laugh. ‘Ah, Rose, you’re so funny. It’ll be more like an ambush, with the opponents circling each other
         like gladiators in the arena. Some of my rivals will be here but my guess is Juliet will stay away because she’ll want to
         avoid me.’
      

      
      ‘Really?’

      
      ‘I might have known she’d put her name in the hat once she heard I was interested in the race. I’m still trying to figure
         out if she’s serious about running or just trying to rattle me.’
      

      
      ‘And why would she do that?’ Rose asked, her grip tightening on her clutch. She wondered if it had been the other way around.
         Had Matthew entered when he’d heard Juliet had been approached?
      

      
      ‘She’s always enjoyed challenging me,’ Matthew said.

      
      Surely he meant that he enjoyed challenging her, Rose thought, remembering some of their verbal spats.
      

      
      A friendly but pointed rivalry had simmered between them, right from the time Juliet had joined their group of Ballymalin
         friends, changing the comfortable dynamic with her exotic air and sheen of privilege. At the time, Rose had been secretly
         relieved that her wedding was just weeks away, with no time for Juliet to pose any real threat. Still, Matthew had always
         been unable to disguise his envy of Juliet’s privileged background, and their rivalry set Rose on edge. Tory Technologies
         had become involved in a charity programme only when Matthew had seen the plaudits Juliet was gathering for hers.
      

      
      
      They paused in the line of cars waiting to disgorge their occupants. Up ahead, Rose saw doors opening and closing, designer-clad
         ladies and men in dress suits stepping out. The wealthy and privileged, with their ultra-perfect lives. Just as they would
         appear to the people in the queue behind them. She felt Matthew’s gaze on her face.
      

      
      ‘Juliet knows that I know she’d be a shoo-in,’ he went on. ‘With her profile, intelligence, and avant-garde, all wrapped up
         in a beautiful package, she’s the one we’d all have to watch. And she ticks most of the boxes of her successful predecessors.
         Just think,’ he laughed, ‘we could be going head to head.’
      

      
      Is that what he really thought of Juliet? A beautiful package? ‘I don’t think that’s remotely funny. And,’ she continued,
         her voice shaking, ‘Juliet’s hardly squeaky clean either.’
      

      
      ‘Either?’ Matthew shot her a glance. ‘Relax, Rose. There’s absolutely nothing to worry about where Juliet’s concerned,’ he
         said. ‘Or me. It’ll all be fine. I promise. Juliet’s not going to upset any apple carts. She has too much to lose. Hey, here
         we go,’ he said, excitement in his voice as he spotted the journalists and camera crew gathered outside the hotel entrance.
         ‘And, darling,’ he took his hand off the steering wheel long enough to squeeze her arm, ‘you look wonderful. As beautiful
         as ever. I’m so proud of you, and I’m sorry if I was snappy earlier. My nerves got the better of me.’
      

      
      The car door opened, and Rose put her knees together before she got out. She could almost hear Juliet’s voice in her ear,
         talking about the perils of flashing her thighs or, worse, her knickers as she got out of a car. She stepped out on her diamanté
         heels and, although she felt like slinking quietly into a corner, she drew herself to her full height and smiled. There was
         a camera flash, then another. Matthew gave the car keys to the valet and took her arm, angling her towards the cameras and pausing briefly to allow for another couple of photographs.
      

      
      It was starting. Matthew Moore was suddenly front-page news, and the idea chilled her to the bone. Life as they knew it would
         soon be turned on its head.
      

      
      Oh, God, take this cup away.

   



      
      
      FIVE

      
      Friday, 16 March, 8.10 p.m.
      

      
      A filament of memory detaches itself from the thick shadows in my head. ‘I’ll leave them until later,’ I say, looking at the
         wine glasses on the counter.
      

      
      Two empty glasses, red wine staining them. Surely it was this evening if I can see it so clearly. I’d had a visitor. Someone
         who knows where I am. Because if the glasses were on the counter, not even rinsed, they had just been used, and I had left
         the house in too much of a hurry to put them in the dishwasher.
      

      
      ‘Let’s get going before the light fades too much. Otherwise we could walk off the edge of the cliff …’ There is laughter in
         my voice as I pick up my key.
      

      
      Everything else is a blank.

      
      Nonetheless, relief floods through my head. Whoever I was with has gone to get help. Soon I’ll be out of here and back in
         the familiar routine of my life. Okay, I’ve had some kind of accident. I missed my footing and tripped over the edge, perhaps
         where it was crumbling away. I wonder if I broke any limbs in my fall.
      

      
      This will make a right mess of things. I haven’t got time to be laid up with broken legs or fractured arms. Worst-case scenario,
         I might have injured my spine, and that’s why I can’t feel my limbs. Right now I can’t remember my name but I know, with a
         deep-felt certainty, that I’m a busy person with a packed diary.
      

      
      I have a sudden image of the calendar pinned to the corkboard in the kitchen. It’s a daily appointment calendar, specially
         designed for me, with personal photographs adorning each month, birthdays already printed in their respective boxes. Out of
         nowhere comes the knowledge that somebody gave it to me last Christmas.
      

      
      ‘So you won’t have to worry about forgetting your important dates, like my birthday, for instance.’ I hear a girl laugh, as
         I unwrap the ruby foil while twinkling lights from a nearby Christmas tree glint on the shimmering paper.
      

      
      Did I worry about forgetting? Who is the girl? I sense she means a lot to me.

      
      ‘I know you put reminders into your phone,’ she says, ‘but this will show what’s coming up in advance. Especially the wedding
         of the year.’
      

      
      Wedding? Whose? I struggle to recall the details but they’re elusive, and then to remember who was with me, drinking wine.
         I wonder how long I’ll have to wait for help to come.
      

      
      The breeze ruffles my hair – it’ll be ruined. My hair? Why does it matter if it’s ruined? Something tells me I had it done today. Or was it the day before?
      

      
      Highlights and a trim. Make me gorgeous. Make me sexy. Out of nowhere memory flashes and I hear my careless laughter. I see myself staring into a brightly lit mirror, an enormous
         black gown swathing me, my face pale, white plastic parcels clinging to my head in carefully aligned tiers.
      

      
      Suddenly I see his reflection sitting beside me, a greying-white wig curling around his head and falling to the gathers of
         his black gown. The judge, against whom no sin may be committed because … because …
      

      
      Because he loves me so much.

      
      He dissolves as someone moves in and peels off my black gown to reveal me sitting with my hands neatly folded, in a cherry-red
         shirt that sets off my hair. Funny, I’d expected to see myself with the jet-black urchin crop I’d worn for years. But the
         image I’m staring at is pale blonde tints washed with pink, which adds a touch of sexiness to my short, jazzy style.
      

      
      ‘There you are, Juliet, all done.’

      
      Juliet. My name. I clasp it to me as though the knowledge will make up for the cold of the stone at the back of my head and the
         absence of light, heat, shelter, arms and legs.
      

      
      Juliet Jordan. Daughter of the late Mr Justice Henry Jordan.

      
      Part of the fog blanking out swathes of my memory lifts away and pictures of my life are dancing in front of me, not linear,
         in date order, but rather like a film jerking from forward into rewind.
      

      
      I stride along the cliff top. My hair is damp with sweat as I reach the finish line of a mini-marathon; I spring out of a
         limousine, dashing into a building to avoid the rain; I march down a grey tunnel to the interior of a plane – I’m pulling
         a small case, laughing at the tell-tale clink of my duty free. I feel water slide off my skin as I swim with a dolphin in
         the blue ocean. My eyes adjust to a blindingly white ski slope that rushes to meet me. I drive along a motorway with the top
         down on a sunny day, singing along with Rihanna.
      

      
      I mount a wooden podium. Rows of upturned faces look at me with interest. There is an expectant hush. Who are these people?
         I must have something to say that interests them. As I speak, a ripple of laughter runs around the room and there is a burst
         of applause.
      

      
      
      My arms shrug into red shirts and cashmere jumpers. They embrace friends. My hands light candles, arrange flowers, toss a
         cloud of flour into a mixing bowl, and raise a glass of wine to my lips; I have nimble fingers that fly across a keyboard,
         call up a friend on my mobile, switch on a microphone and angle it towards my mouth.
      

      
      My mind races and I grasp at floating tendrils of my life. I see my home as though I’m looking through a mist. Verbena View.
         I’ve known it all my life and I especially love the kitchen. I would give everything I have to be there right now, warm, the
         scent of herbs mingling with that of the freshly baked scones on the cooling rack, and the view of Dublin Bay through the
         patio doors.
      

      
      When I get home, I will never complain again of not having enough time for a decent holiday. I will quite happily spend the
         rest of my days there, for it is the most beautiful spot in the world. I will never complain about anything ever again. Or
         be short with Rose. Or not have enough time for Rebecca.
      

      
      Rose and Rebecca? My surging thoughts halt and backtrack … My friends. Rebecca more so than Rose, who was always a little
         wary of me, and still is on account of Matthew … Who’s Matthew? The name makes me feel uneasy but I can’t think who he is.
      

      
      Suddenly I see Rose standing primly by the sewing box, as her sparrow-like, grey-haired grandmother pins up the hem of my
         mother’s ivory ballgown in my parents’ bedroom at Verbena View. She stares at me with solemn eyes that are too big for her
         thin, pale face. Now Rebecca sidles into the room. She has been in the kitchen, where the housekeeper has given her a glass
         of milk and some soda bread. Rebecca is younger, nearer to my age, seven, but bigger than me, and her hair is in tight plaits.
         It’s the first time they’ve come to our home with Mrs O’Malley, the dressmaker my mother occasionally uses. Their shoes are a little
         worn and their clothes look like they’ve been washed too often, but they’re spotlessly clean.
      

      
      I smile at Rebecca, and my face freezes: I’ve just remembered that their parents died in a train crash and they are newly
         orphaned – my mother must have told me – and they are now living with their grandparents. I can’t imagine how horrible it
         must be to lose both parents and it makes me feel all heavy inside.
      

      
      My father comes in, his bulk and sheer vitality reassuring. He offers them a lift home but Mrs O’Malley shakes her head. When
         I watch them marching proudly down the garden path, and Rebecca puts her arm through Rose’s, I wish I had a sister. Or a best
         friend who would put her arm through mine. I feel ashamed of my thoughts, because I have so much and I still want more. I
         turn away from the window and run into my father’s study.
      

      
      All these fractured glimpses of my life flash around me with lightning speed, yet so real that I want to reach out, catch
         one and bring it close so that I can somehow slot myself back in there. Be there, in my life.
      

      
      How did I get here? Although some fragments of my life gleam crystal clear, others are smudged. I try to think back to earlier
         this evening and what might have happened to me.
      

      
      Let’s get going before the light fades too much. Otherwise we could walk off the edge of the cliff …
      

      
      Something’s floating at the back of my mind, just out of reach. I know it’s significant but it slides away from me every time
         I try to fasten on it. It’s something I said, words coming out of my mouth that shouldn’t have. Was I goaded into saying them?
         Pushed into a corner where I dropped my habitual guard?
      

      
      
      Pushed.

      
      Pushed?

      
      I thought I was already cold, but now an icicle of terror spears through my forehead. How come that word resonates with me?
         Was I pushed? Over the edge of the cliff? Or is my muddled mind playing tricks on me?
      

      
      But how else did I get here? I’m usually careful, and I know the track around the top of the cliffs like I know the back of
         my hand. Could a sudden gust have caught me unawares? Am I imagining it or was there pressure on my shoulders? I have a fleeting
         recall of shock as I slewed off balance. Then I’m plummeting into empty space …
      

      
      Noooo …
      

   



      
      
      SIX

      
      Feeling as though she was observing it from a distance, Rebecca smiled brightly as she circulated through the stylish gathering
         in the Blue Water salon, catching up with old friends and acquaintances of Harry, grateful that air kisses, compliments and
         chit-chat distracted her a little from the concerns that teemed in her head.
      

      
      ‘Rebecca! You look amazing! It’s lovely to see you.’

      
      ‘Rebecca Ryan, it is you. We weren’t sure you’d make it.’
      

      
      ‘Neither was I,’ she admitted.

      
      Then Paul Johnson, Harry’s friend. ‘Thanks so much for coming, Rebecca. Let me introduce you to our son and his beautiful
         bride.’
      

      
      The bride was indeed beautiful. Rebecca thought of Danielle, her broken dreams, and her heart squeezed. Still, she managed
         to put that to one side as she laughed and chatted and glided between people, glad that she’d dressed to the hilt in her curve-skimming,
         cobalt blue Louise Kennedy gown. The party, with the excited buzz, the beautiful people under the ornate ceiling and the cleverly
         diffuse lighting, was a perfect diversion.
      

      
      Not all her worries were swept away. As she mingled and sipped wine, she kept wondering how Rose was getting on at her celebrity
         function. It would be a taste of what was to come, a challenge for the self-effacing Rose. Slavishly loyal to her husband, Rose would never admit, even to her sister, that she
         was unhappy with Matthew’s plans.
      

      
      And then there was Juliet, throwing the equivalent of a stick of gelignite into her life, whose fallout could affect them
         all. No wonder Rebecca had had cross words with her just the previous Sunday.
      

      
      The best man asked for some hush as they were about to show a short montage compiled by the newly married couple, a collation
         of photographs and video clips, charting the milestones of their lives and accompanied by the music that had formed the background
         to their romance. Rebecca accepted a glass of champagne and sat with a group of Harry’s friends, heedless of the images rolling
         across the screen, seeing instead the events of the previous Sunday.
      

      [image: image]

      
      It had all been so totally unexpected.

      
      When Rebecca dropped into Verbena View, Juliet had greeted her with a hug. ‘Rebecca, it’s great to see you. I want to talk
         to you. In fact …’ Juliet hesitated ‘… I was just about to go for my power walk if you want to join me? I’ve been glued to
         the computer all day, and I could do with some fresh air.’
      

      
      ‘Sure, I could do with some of that myself,’ Rebecca said. She’d often walked the cliffs with Juliet. ‘And it’s gorgeous out,
         like summer. Shame you were cooped up all day.’
      

      
      ‘Busy, busy.’ Juliet smiled, then nipped to her bedroom. She came back moments later, her slight figure in a navy tracksuit,
         smiling as she ran her fingers through her hair. ‘Just caught a glimpse of my hair in the mirror. God – I didn’t know my roots
         were that bad! I’ll have to squeeze in the hairdresser before next weekend.’ She ducked into the closet and reappeared wearing
         a pink baseball cap. ‘That’s better. Now, where did I leave my key?’
      

      
      ‘Here.’ Rebecca grinned, picking it up off the hall table.

      
      They took the track that looped up around the headland. The evening breeze was light and tangy, and in the calm hiatus between
         the busy day and the onset of evening, sea and sky blended into a grey-blue haze. As she looked out to the shimmering horizon,
         Rebecca drew a deep breath and felt as though she was walking on the edge of infinity.
      

      
      ‘First,’ Juliet said, ‘how’s Danielle?’

      
      ‘So-so, I guess. I’m afraid to go near her, and she still won’t talk to me about what went wrong.’

      
      ‘Poor darling. I might pop over to visit her in Rome. Phone calls and emails aren’t the same.’

      
      ‘Whatever about me, I know she’d love to see you.’

      
      ‘I’ll tell her I need to replenish my wardrobe on the Via Condotti, so she doesn’t think I’m playing agony aunt.’

      
      ‘She’ll see through that one straight away. She’s always admired the way you fly the flag for our Irish designers.’

      
      ‘’Suppose. And how are you? Oh, hell, I forgot …’

      
      ‘Forgot what?’ Rebecca asked, instinct telling her just what Juliet was about to say.

      
      ‘It would have been this coming weekend, the wedding, wouldn’t it?’

      
      A silence.

      
      Juliet went on, ‘God, I feel really bad about this, but I’m tied up for most of the weekend, so I won’t be around much, in
         case you need a shoulder to lean on.’
      

      
      ‘I’ll be fine,’ Rebecca insisted stoutly, even though she’d half expected Juliet to be around for her. However, Juliet was busy, she knew, and naturally she’d be in demand on the national
         holiday. ‘I was only going to be mother-of-the-bride,’ she said. ‘It’s Danielle who’ll want to block it out.’
      

      
      ‘Still, I wanted to be there for you, I know it’ll be rough, but I need the whole of Friday to complete some urgent paperwork,
         even it if takes until midnight. I’ll be working from home and locking myself away in the study. I have a lunch engagement
         on Paddy’s Day plus a couple of evening receptions. And it’s all in the course of duty. Hey, why don’t you come along with
         me to the receptions? I’m going to drinks at the university, but I’ll be sticking to water as I’m going on to a charity bash
         where I’m the keynote speaker.’
      

      
      ‘No, thanks. I’d only be in the way,’ Rebecca said. Sometimes she found it impossible not to feel a trace of jealousy at Juliet’s
         rather glamorous life. She was always in demand, as vice chancellor of the Institute of Dublin University, and had a string
         of letters after her name, various fellowships and non-executive directorships. She was also the founder and patron of the
         Children’s Dream Holiday charity.
      

      
      ‘It would be great to have you along,’ Juliet said. ‘We could have a blast.’

      
      ‘It’s fine. I won’t be in the mood to socialise next weekend.’

      
      ‘Well, if you change your mind, just text me.’

      
      They hadn’t ventured much further along the headland when Rebecca said, ‘You’ve heard about Matthew’s latest quest?’

      
      ‘The presidential race? No surprises there, given his boundless ambition.’

      
      ‘It’s Rose I’m worried about,’ Rebecca admitted. ‘She says she’s happy for Matthew to follow his dream, but I don’t think
         she’d be able to cope with the kind of intrusion it would bring. She’d never survive it. And God knows what would happen if the media started to sniff too deeply.’
      

      
      Juliet said nothing, and Rebecca went on, ‘The last time I was talking to her, she sounded so positive that I don’t know if
         she was trying to pretend it wasn’t happening or already acting the part and practising her lines. Oh, Juliet, I don’t know
         why they can’t just be happy with what they have. Rose fell apart before, remember? Now her peace of mind could be shattered.’
      

      
      Juliet was unusually quiet and Rebecca sensed that she was turning something over in her mind.

      
      Eventually she said, ‘You might as well know – I’m surprised you haven’t heard the rumours by now. Approaches have been made
         to me from one of our main political parties about going forward as a candidate and I’m seriously considering it.’
      

      
      Taken by surprise, Rebecca blurted the first thing that popped into her head. ‘You’re joking. You’re not trying to compete
         with Matthew, are you?’
      

      
      A cloud of annoyance darkened Juliet’s face. ‘Of course not. It’s an honour to be asked.’

      
      ‘Even though you’d be pitched against Matthew? And the last election was nothing short of a mud-slinging bloodbath?’ Rebecca
         said, consternation rising inside her.
      

      
      ‘I’ve probably a few enemies lying in wait,’ Juliet said. ‘I’ve trodden on a few toes in my time. But I’ll cope with that.’

      
      ‘Jesus, you do realise the enormity of what you’re taking on? Have you thought this through? I’m sure you’d be brilliant in
         the role, but don’t you think … God, it’s bad enough that the media will be hounding Matthew and Rose, but you too? Everything
         you’ve ever done will go under the microscope.’
      

      
      They strode on around the track. Down below, jagged cliffs plummeted to a silky grey sea and cawing gulls wheeled lazily on the thermals.
      

      
      ‘Maybe that doesn’t bother me too much,’ Juliet said tightly. ‘Maybe it’s time a few things were out in the open.’

      
      ‘I can’t believe I’m hearing this.’ Rebecca was weak with dismay. ‘You can’t mean that. Especially after all this time. You
         have a fabulous life with everything going for you. I don’t understand why you can’t just leave things the way they are, any
         more than Matthew and Rose. You really can’t afford to have your private life hung out to dry. God only knows what would come
         crawling out of the woodwork.’
      

      
      ‘Maybe I’m willing to take my chances,’ Juliet said. ‘See what Fate has in store …’

      
      ‘This is madness.’ Rebecca’s mind spiralled back to the time, years ago, when Juliet’s world had collapsed. Rebecca had been
         instrumental in putting the pieces back together. It was something they never spoke about, as though it had never happened.
      

      
      ‘Thing is, Rebecca, you don’t know what it’s been like to live with the deceit all these years,’ Juliet said. ‘It’s niggled
         at me for a long time, but lately I’ve started to wake up at four in the morning, wondering if I could quietly atone for it
         in some way. Sometimes I wonder how on earth I could have done what I did … and how I could have covered it up.’
      

      
      ‘You did it with my help, remember,’ Rebecca said. ‘I aided and abetted you, so to speak. Are you regretting that now?’

      
      ‘Hey, no.’ Juliet put a hand on her arm. ‘Your support was invaluable. Any regrets are mine. You did nothing wrong. I’m the
         one with the stain on my conscience and the sore heart. And it’s troubling me so much that maybe I’d like to have it in the
         open.’
      

      
      
      ‘And maybe wreck your life, never mind others’?’ Rebecca said.

      
      Juliet was unusually quiet as they turned down from the summit and headed towards Verbena View, which told Rebecca how deeply
         she was thinking.
      

      
      ‘Look,’ Juliet said, reached the bungalow, ‘it’s probably best if you stay out of it.’

      
      Rebecca felt stung. Danielle’s refusal to talk had been a hurtful snub that lingered. Now Juliet, her best friend, was talking
         about pulling the pin on a hand grenade.
      

      
      ‘How can I stay out of it? I was involved. I was there with you, all the way. Are you sorry about that now?’

      
      What stunned Rebecca even more was the small, tight smile Juliet gave her as she said, ‘Involved? My dear Rebecca, it’s probably
         just as well you knew only half the story.’
      

      
      What the hell did Juliet mean? ‘Well, that puts me in my place,’ Rebecca huffed, reeling with disbelief at her friend’s words.

      
      ‘Hey, look, I’m sorry,’ Juliet said. ‘I didn’t mean to be short with you. I’m not myself at the minute. Too many sleepless
         nights.’
      

      
      ‘Well, I’m not myself either after hearing that,’ Rebecca said. ‘I can’t believe you’re so heedless to the Pandora’s box you
         might be opening, never mind putting yourself on a collision course with Matthew – and Rose. It’s going to be great fun keeping the peace between you.’
      

      
      ‘Then, all things considered, it’s really best if you stay out of it.’

      
      When they got back to Verbena View, Rebecca declined her friend’s offer of coffee and left, barely saying goodbye, her hands
         shaking as she fumbled with the ignition key and accelerated out of the driveway.
      

      
      [image: image]

      
      Someone topped up her glass and she looked at the final scenes of the newly wed couple’s photo montage. Then the lights were
         dimmed and the band came on. She watched the happy couple circle the floor to ‘Flying Without Wings’, and couldn’t help recalling
         the Christmas table at Verbena View when James had teased Danielle and Conor about their first dance as a married couple.
         Life had been almost perfect. Suddenly she needed a break from the merry-making. She’d go back to her room for a while.
      

      
      She left the first-floor salon, and when she reached the top of the staircase, she glanced down towards the foyer, and was
         flustered to see a tall man going into the bar. Liam Corrigan. Obviously back in Dublin.
      

      
      He was an old-friend-turned-foe of Juliet’s, someone whose toes she had totally flattened. Rebecca hadn’t noticed him in the
         crowded reception room, but he might be there for the wedding. Liam had grown up in a modest cottage near the harbour in Howth,
         and had cycled to Lower Ballymalin vocational school. He’d hung around the edges of the group of friends from the Gardens,
         often playing football with Harry and the other lads. He’d known Juliet, too, and Rebecca had bumped into him at Verbena View
         over the years.
      

      
      Then, during the boom time, when his construction business had taken off, he’d transformed his life, becoming one of Dublin’s
         most flamboyant developers. Long separated from his American wife, he’d begun to live an extravagant lifestyle that gave the
         gossip journalists palpitations as they filed last-minute copy recounting his exploits.
      

      
      
      Occasionally Juliet and Rebecca had been invited to champagne-fuelled parties at his County Dublin estate, just a couple of
         miles north of the Seagrass Hotel. Rebecca knew about the chauffeured Bentley that had whisked him in and out of the city,
         and the private jet that took his inner circle to his south of France villa. Then it had all imploded and he had fled Ireland
         four years ago when Corrigan Holdings had gone bust, leaving his life in tatters.
      

      
      And partly on account of Juliet.

   



      
      
      SEVEN

      
      Friday, 16 March, 8.45 p.m.
      

      
      My face feels stiff. I can’t remember how it feels to be warm. The darkness is like oily black soup. The stillness is broken
         by the murmuring sea, and some kind of raging noise in my head. When will help arrive?
      

      
      How long have I been like this? How did I end up here, like a trashed rag doll, with just the moon and the stars gleaming
         above me, the sheer side of the cliff looming beside me, with the murmuring sea for company. Surely my friends will notice
         I’m missing.
      

      
      Rose and Rebecca. Rebecca and Rose.

      
      They slide through my head, Rebecca laughing, Rose more reserved. Sometimes, if it’s not a school day, they come to Verbena
         View with their grandmother. My mother is petite, and the hems of almost all her gowns need to be altered. Eventually the
         girls stop coming, and when I ask Mrs O’Malley why, she says they’re at home as they’re big enough to mind themselves.
      

      
      Then Mrs O’Malley stops coming. My mother tells me she has passed away.

      
      Yet Rebecca and Rose still drift on the sidelines of my life. I see them on the beach at Howth, teenagers now, with a big
         group of friends, too busy playing tennis or beach football to notice me walking with my father. Until Rebecca turns her head and,
         across the distance, I see recognition, then the flash of her smile.
      

      
      They pile off the bus, jostling their way towards the summit of Howth Head as I cruise by in my father’s car. They’re laughing
         and joking far too much to notice me. A couple of the guys are tall and attractive, and I can’t help feeling envious of their
         camaraderie, but our lives are so dissimilar there may as well be a six-foot wall between us.
      

      
      Rebecca and Rose might have stayed for ever on the sidelines of my early years. And everything would have been so different.
         But, as my grandmother said, life can turn on a sixpence.
      

      
      My beloved Granny Jordan, with her baby-soft skin, lavender powder, and smiling brown eyes in her creased face, my father
         alarming me as he cried at her funeral: he told me later it had been the worst moment of his life.
      

      
      Now I know exactly what Granny Jordan meant.

      
      Pure chance has shaped a lot of my life. One seemingly inconsequential moment can lead you down a certain path and, before
         you know it, you’ve drifted off your track and ended up in a place you’d never imagined you’d be.
      

      
      Like me, here, now …

      
      Who was with me? Was someone with me? Did he or she join me on my walk round the cliff? All I can recall is a feeling of menace … my arms flapping
         uselessly, my body free-falling backwards, as if in slow motion … a scream forming but never voiced …
      

      
      Menace? I’m surely imagining it. I’ve spent too much time lying here waiting for help and I’m going crazy. And yet … there
         is something dark at the corner of my mind. But it slips away before I can grasp it.
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