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Chapter 1


Summer 1990


‘Promise me we’ll be best friends forever,’ said Holly, swinging her legs as she balanced on the silver-coloured railings outside her house. ‘Say it.’ She looked pleadingly at the seven-year-old boy who’d been her friend since preschool. ‘You have to say “best friends forever” and we link our little fingers and then it will come true.’


He sighed and rolled his eyes but Holly knew. He pretended to be tough but she knew he secretly loved her. And she loved him. One day they’d get married in a big castle on a hill. It would be Christmas time and it would be snowing. Her dress would be white and she’d have red roses for her bouquet. It would be like a fairy tale and they’d live happily ever after. One day.


Holly Russo felt like the luckiest girl in the world. The previous week, her dream had come true when her boyfriend, David, proposed. She wasn’t afraid to admit that she’d dreamed of her wedding since she’d been a little girl and there were times she’d thought it would never happen, but now she could start planning to live her dream. The proposal wasn’t exactly the wonderful, romantic moment she’d always dreamed of. It was more like a suggestion. A casual mention that perhaps they should take things to the next level. They’d been sitting having dinner in their kitchen when he’d popped the question – or rather made his statement. ‘I suppose it’s time we made this official and got married,’ he’d said, as he shovelled baked ham into his mouth. But still. David was fabulous. He was handsome, hard-working and he adored the ground she walked on. Only for him, she’d be festering in a spinsterly depression, with a high risk of becoming a bingo-addicted, matronly cat-woman, baking cakes for the church fundraiser and sitting between her parents watching a string of soaps every night. In truth, David had saved her.


‘Are you almost ready, Holly? She’s on her way.’ David’s voice boomed up the stairs with urgency, filling her with the dread of a schoolgirl sitting outside the principal’s office. She was Mammy Wood, although David hated when she called her that. ‘It sounds derogatory,’ he’d say. She’d argue that it was a term of endearment but the former was closer to the truth. David was an only child and, due to his father’s leaving when he was just six, had been brought up by his mother alone. Holly wasn’t completely indifferent to the woman’s hardship – in fact she admired her for rearing her son alone. But he was thirty-five years old now and didn’t need his nose wiped. He owned his own house, had a great career in the bank and was about to get married. And yet his mother still felt it necessary to involve herself in every aspect of his life. And to make matters worse, he encouraged it.


She looked down at her lilac velour tracksuit and, for a moment, considered changing into something less comfortable. No doubt Mammy Wood would click her tongue and furrow her brow when she saw Holly hadn’t stood on ceremony and worn her Sunday best, but Holly didn’t care. That woman always had something to say about everything. She didn’t really approve of Holly’s job as a receptionist in a veterinary practice and had once made a joke about her wearing ‘Eau de Dog’. Both she and David had thought it was hilarious but it had freaked Holly out and caused her to have multiple showers every day for weeks. Well, Holly was in her own house today so she was going to dress the way she wanted.


She glanced at her face in the mirror and sighed. Her once-chiselled cheekbones had filled out a lot of late and she was beginning to see the sprouting of a double chin. She elongated her neck, as she’d seen the girls do on America’s Next Top Model, and the extra chin disappeared. She dusted a bit of bronzing powder over her pale face and pulled her mousy hair back into a ponytail.


‘Holly, she’s here,’ came an excited voice from downstairs, just as Holly heard the front door swing open. She stuck on a smack of lipstick for good measure and hurried out of the bedroom. But at the sound of her soon-to-be mother-in-law click-clacking on the cobbled driveway, her bravado escaped her. She rushed back into the bedroom and grabbed a pair of black trousers and a peach blouse from her wardrobe. She discarded the tracksuit on the bed and quickly changed before running down the stairs. Maybe when she and David were married she’d find the courage to defy the great Mammy Wood.


‘Lovely to see you, dear,’ Mammy Wood said, air-kissing Holly somewhere in the region of her face. ‘And don’t you look lovely.’


Holly’s inner child beamed at the compliment, which most certainly wouldn’t have come had the lilac tracksuit remained. ‘And you too, Doreen. Come on into the sitting room and I’ll bring in some tea.’


She took the woman’s Italian wool coat and ushered her and David into the warmth of the front room while she went into the kitchen. She was happy to play host while David schmoozed with his mother because, in reality, it was the lesser of two evils. She rolled out the hostess trolley from the utility room, a monstrosity of a yoke which David had insisted they buy for occasions such as this, and proceeded to set it with their best Ikea china, bought for the very same reason. She made tea in the large white teapot and took the tinfoil off the sandwiches she’d prepared earlier. A selection of biscuits from an early Christmas tin of Afternoon Tea spotted in Tesco the previous day, and she was ready to wheel the lot in.


Doreen was perched on the edge of the sofa when Holly entered the room, pen and paper in hand, glasses fixed halfway down her nose. ‘I was just saying to David,’ she said, tapping the paper. ‘We’ll need to start booking things now because all the good venues get snapped up ages in advance. I was thinking, if we decide a date tonight and make a list of churches and hotels, at least it would be a start.’


Holly’s heart sank. ‘I’m not sure we’ve decided what sort of wedding we want, Doreen. I mean, there’s all sorts these days. It doesn’t have to be traditional.’


‘Don’t be silly, dear. Of course you want the big white wedding. Don’t all girls dream of their fairy-tale wedding?’


She couldn’t argue with that. ‘Maybe so, but it doesn’t have to be in a church or –’


‘Not in a church?’ Doreen laughed manically. ‘Well, that’s not up for negotiation.’


Not up for negotiation? Bloody cheek, thought Holly. She glanced over at David, expecting him to jump to her defence.


‘Maybe Mum is right,’ he said, pouring tea into the three china cups. ‘If we decide on the main things, i.e. the church and the hotel, at least we’ll have the venues sorted.’


Holly’s mouth opened but no sound came out. Firstly, had he not heard her say she wasn’t sure about a church? She hadn’t stepped inside one for years and he knew damn well about her views on the Catholic Church. And secondly, if there was one thing that drove Holly mad it was David’s use of i.e. when he spoke. He must have noticed her annoyance because he reached over and placed his hand over hers.


‘Sorry, Holly. Are we bombarding you with too much stuff?’


‘It’s not that. It’s just … there’s just a lot to think about.’ She badly wanted to say something but there’d be plenty of time for that when Mammy Dearest went home.


Doreen shoved the hostess trolley aside and pulled the coffee table closer to her. ‘Right,’ she said, poising her pen above her notes. ‘Let’s talk dates. I was thinking maybe June or July. It’s the best chance we have of a bit of sunshine.’


‘But that’s only eight months away,’ said Holly, trying to regain some sort of control. ‘And besides, David and I have discussed a winter wedding. Maybe around Christmastime.’ It wasn’t exactly true. After the proposal, she’d told David how she’d always pictured herself getting married in the snow. He’d teased her about being a kid at heart and that had been the end of the conversation.


‘I don’t mean next summer,’ said Doreen, looking at her with a tight smile. ‘We’d never have everything organised by then. I was thinking maybe summer 2017. That would give us a good year and a half to get organised.’


Holly took a sip from the cup in her hand, not trusting herself to speak.


‘And you wouldn’t want a winter wedding,’ Doreen continued. ‘You’d get your death of cold in your lovely dress and so would your bridesmaids.’


Holly let her rattle on about dates and venues for the next hour, nodding her head and telling her they’d have a think about it all. Then at last, she breathed a huge sigh of relief when Doreen finally stood up and smoothed down her over-the-knee shift dress, announcing that she must go home. Holly walked behind her to the hall, where her coat was hanging, and she couldn’t help admiring the woman’s figure. For a sixty-two-year-old woman, she looked really well. Her legs were shapely and her tiny waist must have been the same size as one of Holly’s thighs. She never allowed a speckle of grey to appear in her blonde hair, which she wore in a youthful bob. Holly was suddenly conscious of her frame as she reached forward to accept the air kisses thrown in her direction.


‘Thanks for that, love,’ said David, putting his arm around her after they waved Doreen off and closed the front door. ‘I owe you one.’


‘For what?’ She looked at him questioningly.


‘You know what.’ He grinned. ‘I know she’s hard work and I know she gets on your nerves but I really appreciate you playing along with her.’


‘So is that what we were doing? Just playing along with her? And we’re not going to let her take over the wedding?’


‘Of course not. It’s our wedding and it should be our decision.’


Her heart leapt for joy. She’d thought she was in for a battle – her against the two of them – and she hadn’t fancied her chances.


‘So why don’t we continue this discussion in bed?’ he said, taking her hand and pulling her towards the stairs. His eyes told her what was on his mind and she knew she was in for a rare treat.


David didn’t do spontaneous. At least not very often. Everything in their house was planned with military precision, from the time they sat to eat dinner every evening to the nights they made love. But every now and again, the mischievous David appeared. He’d fly in the face of his own rules and bring a bit of excitement into their lives. Holly loved that David. Not that she didn’t love the other one but that one reminded her of why she’d fallen in love with him in the first place.


Half an hour later she was in bed looking at the ceiling and listening to David’s contented snores. She went over the evening’s events in her mind and realised a number of things. One, she should have had more trust in her fiancé. Although he adored his mother and sometimes acted as though she was the second coming, his loyalties lay with Holly and he would never let his mother take over their lives. Two, she was a very lucky girl to have a man who loved her so much. Her friend Milly would often say that David was boring but Holly liked to think of him as steadfast and reliable. She’d kissed a lot of frogs and had her heart broken more times than she cared to imagine so a bit of stability in her life had to be a good thing.


‘I was just thinking,’ David said, startling her.


‘I thought you were fast asleep.’


‘I was just resting my eyes. We should go and buy a ring this weekend.’


A bolt of excitement shot through her. That was the first time he’d mentioned a ring and she had begun to think he wasn’t going to bother. She’d thought of bringing up the subject when he’d proposed but it hadn’t seemed like the right time.


‘Holly?’


‘Sorry. I was just thinking. Yes, a ring would be nice.’


‘How about tomorrow then? Maybe we could even …’


‘We could what?’


‘No, it doesn’t matter. It was a stupid thought.’


Holly wasn’t going to let him fob her off. ‘Let me be the judge of that.’


‘Look, I meant what I said earlier about not letting Mum take over, but I still want to keep her included in things. She’s asked me to bring her into town tomorrow for a few things so maybe she can come and look at rings with us.’


Holly’s heart sank but what could she do? Still, she was marrying the man she loved and nothing or no one was going to get in the way of that. Mammy Wood could stick her nose in all she wanted but, at the end of the day, Holly would be David’s wife and his loyalties would have to be to her. She closed her eyes and tried to sleep but something was whirring around in her head and keeping her awake. A little tiny voice pecking at her brain and, much as she hated to admit it, she knew it was the voice of doubt.
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Chapter 2


‘Come on, Josh. We’re just going to have to make a start somewhere. If you weren’t such a hoarder, this job would be easier.’


He nodded and sighed. He found it was the best thing to do these days. Ever since Stephanie had become pregnant, her moods had been all over the place and he, her loving, supportive boyfriend, was the one who suffered her wrath if things didn’t go her way.


‘I’ll make up the boxes while you load up the books,’ she said, walking into the study. He followed her without argument. There were hundreds of books there, not just on shelves but in piles on the floor. Josh’s job as a primary-school teacher required him to possess a lot of literature but, as Stephanie said, he was a hoarder too. Some of those books he’d had since the early nineties, when he’d discovered the Goosebumps series and it was as though he’d uncovered a hidden treasure. His love of books had grown from there and he’d spent every free moment reading. Stephanie told him all the time that he should have a proper clear-out of his collection but he couldn’t bear to part with any of it.


‘I don’t mind making a start on things, Steph. But are we sure about this? The move, I mean. I know the van is booked and the deposit is paid, but it’s not too late, you know.’


Her head shot up and he prepared himself for the onslaught. ‘How many times do we have to go over this? I told you I want to be settled in the new place before the baby is born. It will be twice as difficult to move afterwards. Why are you so against the move? Why are you always fighting against me?’


‘You know that’s not true. I’m just thinking of you. Moving is very stressful and with you being four months pregnant, I don’t want to risk anything happening to you or the baby. I’m not talking about putting it off forever – just until after the baby is born.’


‘You worry too much, Josh. I’m absolutely fine. And so is this little one.’ She patted her expanding belly and smiled. Her face lit up and he was putty in her hands. Stephanie was the most beautiful woman he’d ever known. Three years his junior, she had the face of an angel and his breath would catch in his throat every day when he’d wake up beside her. He looked at her long blonde hair falling over her face as she concentrated on assembling the boxes and his heart swelled with love for her and their unborn child.


Three hours later, they were exhausted and they hadn’t even finished packing up one room yet. ‘How about we stop now and order a Chinese,’ he said, watching as Stephanie rubbed her back. ‘There’s no point in overdoing it. We have the whole weekend ahead.’


To his relief, she relented and he ushered her into the sitting room while he went to get the menu from the kitchen drawer. He smiled sadly to himself as the drawer stuck and he had to expertly twist it slightly to the left and pull quickly to get it open. It had been like that since he and some of his college friends had hosted a house-warming party when they’d moved in ten years ago. He definitely had some great memories of the place. He’d loved living there and would be sad to leave.


An hour later they were tucking into their mixed vegetables with black bean sauce while watching Graham Norton, and he knew he’d be still hungry when he was finished. He wasn’t a vegetarian but Stephanie was, and lately he’d been avoiding meat when he was with her because she said it grossed her out. Under normal circumstances, he’d have ordered a meat dish anyway, but with her being pregnant, he cut her a bit of slack. She threw her head back and guffawed at something Graham had said and he was reminded of why he loved her.


The last few months had been difficult for him. Stephanie’s pregnancy hadn’t been planned and when they’d found out, she’d been inconsolable. As a model and actress trying to make a name for herself, the last thing she’d wanted was a baby. Josh, on the other hand, had been delighted. Of course he hated to see her in so much turmoil but he believed in fate. Fate was giving him a second chance at the life he wanted and it just felt right. It had taken a number of weeks to convince her that everything was going to be okay but, eventually, she’d accepted the pregnancy and had even begun to get excited. Now her biggest fear was getting fat or developing stretchmarks, but looking at her stunning figure with just the beginnings of a tiny bump, Josh couldn’t see that happening.


She muted the telly when the ad breaks came on and turned to him, placing her half-eaten food on the coffee table. ‘Are you getting excited about the move?’


He couldn’t lie. ‘I’m excited about the baby. But you know how I feel about moving.’


‘It will be a fresh start for us,’ she pleaded. ‘A new life for you, me and the little one.’


‘But we don’t need a fresh start or a new life. What’s wrong with this one?’


‘I told you, Josh, this place just doesn’t feel right. The house, the area, everything. It’s your college digs. Your first bachelor pad. It wouldn’t feel right to bring our child up here.’


‘But you’ve been happy here, haven’t you? Seven happy years we’ve lived here together and you never once said you wanted to move.’


‘It’s different now.’ She patted her barely swollen stomach. ‘And besides, the rent on the new place is only slightly more and it’s far more suitable for a child.’


He relented. Again. It was an argument he wasn’t going to win. It felt as though he’d been battling with her about everything from the moment she’d discovered she was pregnant, and once she’d gotten it into her head to move, there’d been no changing her mind. She’d been like a bulldozer, steaming ahead with plans – finding a house, negotiating rent, giving notice to the landlord and even picking out some new furniture which they could scarcely afford. The new place was just twenty minutes’ drive away so it wasn’t going to affect his job. He worked in a school just off the Navan Road so, if anything, he’d get to work a little quicker in the mornings. But no matter what he said, the move was happening so he knew he’d just have to get used to it. Besides, they’d be together and soon there’d be three of them. His mother had always said that a house was just bricks and mortar – they’d make a home wherever they lived.


He glanced at Stephanie again and realised she’d dropped off to sleep. She could sleep on the point of a needle these days and nothing could wake her up. It made him nervous for when the baby came along. He didn’t mind mucking in with night feeds but he certainly didn’t want to be the designated night-time parent. She’d already said that she didn’t want to breastfeed, so he had a sneaky suspicion she was grooming him for the night shift.


‘Come on, Steph. It’s bedtime for you, I think.’


She didn’t budge, so he gathered up their plates and glasses and brought them into the kitchen. He discarded the uneaten food and loaded the dishwasher. He wouldn’t claim to be a domestic god, but he was pretty well house-trained. He wiped down the counters and stuck the heating on for an hour. Their room was at the front of the house and it always seemed to be freezing. Back in the sitting room, Stephanie was still fast asleep so he shook her gently until she woke.


‘God, Josh. What’s wrong with you? Can’t you see I’m sleeping?’


‘Yes, but you need to get yourself up to bed. You’ll get a crick in your neck sleeping here. Come on, we’ll go up together.’


She turned to face the back of the sofa and curled her knees up to her stomach and he knew it would take more than words to move her.


‘What are you doing?’ she said, as he secured one arm behind her knees and another around her upper back.


‘Carrying you up to bed.’


She opened her mouth to protest but changed her mind and wrapped her two arms around his neck. He stumbled beneath the weight as he carried her up the stairs and placed her as gently as he could on the bed. He pulled back the duvet to roll her in and she curled up on her side and continued to sleep. He watched for a moment, envying that wonderful dreamy state of oblivion.


Josh knew he wouldn’t be able to sleep for a while yet so he headed back downstairs and filled the kettle with water to make some tea. While he was waiting for it to boil, he was gripped with a pain in his stomach. He leaned against the kitchen counter as the pain took his breath away and he prayed for it to pass quickly. When it began to ease, he grabbed a packet of paracetamol from the cupboard and downed two quickly with a glass of water. It had started about four months ago – roughly the same time they’d discovered Stephanie was pregnant. He’d joked about it with his friend Shane, who’d suggested that maybe he was having a sympathetic pregnancy. He’d googled it and apparently it was an actual thing.


He made his tea and took it into the sitting room, where he flicked on the telly and found a channel where they were rerunning episodes of Fawlty Towers. He knew he should get the pain checked out. Especially given his family history. And he would. Just as soon as Stephanie had the baby and things settled down. Or maybe Shane was right and his pain would disappear when she had the baby. Either way, he had enough to think about at the moment, and once the tablets did their job, he wasn’t going to worry. Stephanie and the baby were his priorities now and he was going to put all his energies into them.
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Chapter 3


‘Do you think maybe you should wear something a little more casual?’ said Holly, eyeing up David’s very smart navy-blue suit, complete with shirt and tie. Although she had to admit, he did look very handsome. ‘I mean, we’re just going into town for a bit of shopping.’


‘But not any old shopping.’ He smiled, straightening his tie. ‘I think we’ll get better attention from the jewellers if we’re well presented. Take your time. I’ll just go and give Mum a ring and tell her we’ll be on our way shortly.’


He headed downstairs and Holly stuffed her blue ripped-knee jeans and over-sized T-shirt back into the wardrobe. Shit! When she was twenty pounds lighter, she had an array of clothes to choose from, but since her waistline had exploded, she hadn’t bothered to buy anything new. She always had a plan to lose weight. I’ll join Slimming World on Monday, she regularly promised herself. I’ll start back at Weight Watchers next week. I’ll just reduce my portion size. But none of those things ever happened, except in her head. It wasn’t that she was fat. Well, not really fat. But her previous size-ten frame had gone up to a fourteen and most of those extra inches hung over the top of her knickers.


She eventually settled on a loose-fitting grey wool dress, which covered a multitude, and pulled on a pair of thick black tights to go with it. She wished she could say she was looking forward to the day ahead but she was actually dreading it a little bit. She’d always imagined that a marriage proposal would come complete with a sparkling diamond ring and a man down on one knee declaring his life and his love for her. But that just wasn’t David’s style, so it was never going to happen. Even a romantic day together would have been nice, choosing the ring and celebrating over an intimate lunch where she’d run her stockinged feet up his leg under the table and they’d talk dirty with their eyes. They’d giggle as the waiter poured the wine, oblivious to the foot sex going on beneath the table, and they’d rush home afterwards to bed. Instead, what she had was a trip to town with David and his mother where they’d all pick the engagement ring together and then take Doreen to Tesco to do her shopping on the way home. Romantic, eh?


As they headed outside to the car, old Mr Fogarty from two doors down was walking past with his dog. ‘Well, don’t you two look lovely,’ he said, stopping while Simon, his golden Labrador, peed against the wall. ‘Going somewhere nice?’


‘Just into town for a bit of shopping,’ said David, scowling at the dog. ‘And we’re already running late so we’d better get going.’


Holly’s eyes twinkled as she bent down to let Simon lick her face. ‘But not just any old shopping. Engagement ring shopping.’


Mr Fogarty beamed. ‘Is that right? Well, isn’t that wonderful. I won’t delay you so. Be sure to make the most of your day. It’s a special time, so it is. Congratulations to you both.’


‘Thanks,’ said Holly, opening the car door. ‘Enjoy your walk.’


‘Bloody dog peeing on our wall,’ said David, zooming out of the driveway at breakneck speed. ‘I’ve a good mind to say something to him about it.’


Holly laughed. ‘To the dog? I’m not sure he’d take you seriously.’


David shook his head but Holly could tell he was amused. He was so serious at times and Holly loved nothing more than to disarm him and make him smile. David expertly navigated the traffic as they headed to pick up his mother at the other side of the village. Holly knew she’d have something to say about them being late but she wasn’t going to let it spoil their day.


‘Are you excited about choosing a ring?’ he said, glancing at her briefly. ‘I can’t wait to get it onto your finger and tell the world we’re getting married.’


Holly’s heart melted a little. ‘Yes, I’m excited. And I can’t wait either. I love you, you know.’


‘I love you too, Holly. You’re the best thing that ever happened to me and I’ll never let you go.’


Perhaps the day wouldn’t be so bad after all. She’d loved seeing that spark in him the previous night. He’d been attentive and loving and had made her feel wanted. Maybe the engagement had made him realise that she was his future and, although his mother would always be there, she wouldn’t be the centre of his life any more. She felt buoyed up by David’s words and was filled with generosity of spirit as Doreen came out her front door and headed for the car. She was pointedly checking her watch but Holly wasn’t going to give her the chance to complain.


‘Doreen, why don’t you sit in the front?’ said Holly, hopping out to get in the back. ‘You’ll have more room to stretch your legs.’


‘Thank you, dear. That’s very kind.’


‘Your hair is gorgeous pinned up like that, by the way. Very modern.’


They headed off and Holly’s generosity continued. ‘David and I are delighted you’re coming along today to help us choose a ring. I know you have such good taste.’


‘Well, as I said to David,’ she said, staring straight ahead so that Holly had to look at the back of her neck, ‘we don’t want you ending up with something gaudy.’


‘I was thinking, Mum,’ said David, just as Holly’s generosity began to wane, ‘why don’t we park in the Brown Thomas car park and you can have a look around the store while Holly and I do a few things. We can all meet up after an hour or so.’


She looked at him uncertainly. ‘Wouldn’t it be better if we all just stayed together? And what few things do you and Holly have to do?’


Holly bit her tongue and willed David to be strong. ‘Oh, just a few things we have to sort out in the pharmacy. We need to pick up some stuff and I need to talk to the pharmacist about a … a thing.’


Holly almost wet herself in an effort to stop a peal of laughter from escaping her lips. She couldn’t see Doreen’s face, but judging from the red blotches on the back of her neck, it was safe to assume she’d turned scarlet. Nothing more was said until they parked, and David kissed his mother on the cheek, assuring her they’d see her at the door of Brown Thomas in exactly an hour.


As they headed out onto Grafton Street, Holly noticed that some of the shop windows were already displaying Christmas decorations. Soon the street lights would be turned on and the excitement of the festive season would begin. Holly adored Christmas. And this year would be all the more exciting because she was engaged to be married. Married! She, Holly Russo. About to become somebody’s wife. There were times when she’d thought she’d never see the day.


‘So, come on then. What’s this thing you have to talk to the pharmacist about?’


‘Shh, will you?’ David looked cagily over his shoulder. ‘She has supersonic hearing, don’t you know? And I wouldn’t put it past her to be following us.’


‘So what are we really going to do then? We have a whole hour to ourselves.’


‘We’re going to go and look at rings. Just you and me.’


‘But what about your mum?’


‘Well, I think we’d be saving her the job of traipsing around the place with us. If you pick one out that you like, then we can bring Mum to see it.’


Holly’s heart leapt with excitement for a second until the reality of the situation sank in. ‘She won’t like it. I guarantee you, whatever we pick out, she’ll have something to say about it because she wasn’t involved.’


They arrived at the door of Weir and Sons on Grafton Street and David took Holly’s hand and pulled her to him. ‘And I guarantee you, if you choose a ring you love, I won’t let her change your mind. This is our engagement, your ring, and we should be the ones to choose it.’


‘But I thought –’


‘I know you think I pander to Mum too much but I just want to keep the peace. I know the right thing to do and, although I’ll make her feel as though she had some input into this, it will be solely our decision.’


As soon as they walked into the shop, Holly knew her decision to wear a dress rather than torn jeans was the right one. The shop assistant, on realising they were in the market to actually buy a ring, took a keen interest in them and couldn’t have been more helpful. It didn’t take Holly long to fix her eyes on the one she wanted. A small solitaire on a band of white gold. The assistant tried to get her to look at others – larger stones and clusters – but her mind was made up.


‘It’s perfect,’ she said, holding her hand out and marvelling at how the diamond twinkled under the light. ‘I think anything bigger would just look silly on my hand.’


David nodded his approval. ‘You have such lovely, slender fingers. It’s beautiful on you. And it won’t break the bank.’


Holly cringed slightly at the mention of money but he was right. David was always the sensible one, keeping track of their spending and making sure they didn’t get into debt. Well, he was a banker after all, so she wouldn’t expect anything else. But there was no doubt he was right on this occasion. It would be foolish to spend thousands on a ring when they had a wedding to pay for and Holly also knew that she’d be terrified to wear a massively expensive ring on her finger.


‘So is that the decision made then?’ The shop assistant smiled and looked from one to the other. ‘And it looks as though you won’t need a size adjustment.’


He was right. The ring fitted Holly perfectly. It was meant to be. But they’d definitely have to bring Doreen in to see it before they finalised anything. And Holly was surprisingly okay about that, especially now she knew David was just humouring his mother. So they told the bemused assistant they’d be back shortly and then headed out to meet Mammy Wood.


She was waiting impatiently at the door when they arrived, checking her watch again, her lips pursed. ‘I was just thinking,’ she said, proffering her Brown Thomas bags for David to carry, ‘I know it’s a bit of a walk but we should probably go to McDowell’s on O’Connell Street for the ring. It’s a bit of a tradition in Dublin. It’s where mine is from.’


And look where that ended, thought Holly, but of course she kept her lips sealed. Doreen began to walk in the direction of O’Connell Street and David looked panic-stricken. Holly prayed for him to say something to stop her.


‘Listen, Mum. Why don’t we have a look in Weir’s first? They have a great reputation and it would save us going over to the other side of the city.’


‘Don’t be silly, dear. It’s not as if it’s miles away. You can look in Weir’s if we don’t find anything in McDowell’s.’


Holly wanted to butt in. To say something. But she also wanted David to stand up to his mother and, thankfully, after a moment, he did.


‘Actually, Mum, we had a little look in Weir’s while you were in Brown Thomas and I think we might have found the perfect ring.’


She stopped dead and glared at him. ‘But we were supposed to do it together.’


‘I know, but we just had a bit of time and couldn’t resist looking.’


‘But I wanted to look with you. I wanted to have input. You said I could.’


Holly felt like she was in some parallel universe. It was absurd. David and his mum were arguing about her engagement ring. Her engagement ring. It was as though she was a bystander in her own life. They were both staring at each other and Holly knew she’d have to take charge.


‘Doreen, of course we want you involved. We just peeped in to see what they had and we just happened to see a lovely one. We could have bought it there and then but we wanted to wait until you were with us. Now, will you come with us and have a look?’


‘But McDowell’s. It’s the Happy Ring House. It’s where dreams are made.’


Oh, for God’s sake. Now she was quoting the ad campaign. Holly tried again. ‘This ring isn’t unlike yours, actually. It’s a little bit smaller but they’re quite similar. Come on. I bet you’ll love it.’


Doreen relented and David’s shoulders relaxed. He mouthed a thank you to Holly and she smiled in response. But her eyes warned him that she wasn’t happy. They couldn’t go on like this. They couldn’t have Doreen ruling their lives. They may have won today, but it was exhausting having to pander to her like that. And what about Holly’s own parents? It wasn’t fair to them that Mammy Wood got all the attention. Her mum and dad were elderly too and were the loveliest, most easy-going people in the world. They’d been delighted to hear the news about the engagement. All they wanted was for their daughter to be happy. They kept their noses out of her business but she also knew that they’d always be there if she needed them.


The shop assistant looked confused as they ushered Doreen in and asked to see the ring again. Holly couldn’t blame him. He was probably used to couples coming in together to choose the ring, holding hands and kissing over the perfect fit. Or men coming in alone, clueless but determined to find something to surprise their girlfriends. Holly wondered how many mammies had come in to give their seal of approval.


‘So what do you think?’ David asked, watching as his mother examined the ring. ‘Let Holly put it on and you’ll see how perfect it looks on her.’


Doreen sniffed and they waited. Like two children in a sweetshop. Eventually, having inspected the ring thoroughly, and inspected it some more with her glasses on, she handed it over to Holly to be modelled. Holly put it on and again she was struck by how comfortable she felt with it. How perfect it was.


‘Couldn’t you have picked a gold one?’ Doreen said, an accusatory look on her face. ‘Silver doesn’t seem right.’


‘Oh, I can assure you, Madam,’ the assistant couldn’t help himself, ‘this ring is gold. It’s white gold rather than the red gold you’re probably familiar with.’


‘White gold? I’ve never heard such rubbish. It’s as silver as the knife and fork I eat my dinner with.’


The assistant balked at that and opened his mouth to speak but David took charge. ‘Mum, it’s gold all right. As the man said, it’s just a different type to what you’re used to. Now, I hope you like it because, to be honest, we both do and I think we should buy it.’


‘Well, then you don’t need my opinion.’


‘Mum, please. Don’t be like this.’


‘It’s not me who has to wear it so do whatever you like. I’m popping back to Brown Thomas to treat myself to some Jo Malone so come in to me when you’re done.’


All three of them stared as she turned and exited the shop without a backward glance. Holly was mortified. The shop assistant must have thought they were the weirdest family ever, and Holly sort of agreed with him. What had they been thinking bringing her with them in the first place? What had David been thinking?


‘So …’ ventured the bemused assistant, looking nervously at Holly’s hand. He probably thought they were going to do a runner with the ring still on. ‘The ring?’


Holly looked at David and half-expected him to say they’d have to think about it, but to her surprise and delight, he pulled out his wallet and slapped it down on the counter. ‘We’ll take it.’


‘Will we?’ said Holly, surprised at his decisiveness.


‘Unless you’ve changed your mind?’


‘No, no. I mean, yes. I want it. I haven’t changed my mind. I love it, David. It’s perfect.’


‘Well, then it’s yours.’


A few minutes later they were walking back towards Brown Thomas and Holly linked her arm through David’s. ‘Thanks, love.’


Although he usually spurned public displays of affection, he pulled her closer to him as they walked. ‘For what?’


‘For putting me before your mother. For knowing what I want. And just for being all-round lovely.’


‘Well, you’re going to be my wife soon. The woman I’m going to spend the rest of my life with. Mum will get over it.’


Holly felt happy as she glanced down at the ring on her finger. She hadn’t really wanted to wear it home. She’d hoped David would take it away and give it to her in a romantic gesture over dinner or something. But he’d felt it would be safer on her finger. He had a point. Safe and secure. Sensible. It was good to have a partner who was all of those things.
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Chapter 4


‘Remind me to never, ever move again,’ said Josh, as his back almost broke beneath the weight of some of the boxes. ‘Or at the very least, remind me never to move while my girlfriend is pregnant.’


‘Don’t be cheeky,’ Stephanie chided, as she sat on the wall outside the house, watching him lift box after box into the van. ‘I’m just taking a break. I’ve been doing my fair share.’


‘I know you have, Steph. I’m just teasing. Right, I think we’re almost ready for our first trip.’ He shoved one last box into the back of the van they’d rented for the weekend. ‘I don’t think there’s room for any more.’


‘Great. Let me just grab my bag and I’ll come with you.’


‘Why don’t you stay here? I’ll unload and be back as soon as I can.’


‘No, I’ll come with you. I want to –’ Her phone vibrated in her pocket and she pulled it out to answer it. Josh watched as she checked the screen, rejected the call and stuck it back into her pocket.


‘Who was that?’


‘Nobody.’


‘Well, it was definitely somebody.’ Her face had changed. She looked awkward. Upset. The phone rang again but she completely ignored it this time and walked into the house. Josh followed her. He couldn’t help being suspicious. It wasn’t the first time something like this had happened. He’d been in Africa last summer on a charity building project and when he’d come home, she’d been acting a little strangely. There’d been a lot of phone calls which seemed to upset her. She’d dismissed them as work-related issues but he hadn’t entirely believed her. But then she’d got pregnant and he’d been so happy that he’d forgotten all about the phone calls. Until now.


‘So who keeps ringing you?’ he persisted. ‘And why aren’t you answering their calls?’


‘It’s just a girl I did an acting job with last year. She keeps ringing to ask me to go to some stupid audition with her next month.’


‘Why is it stupid?’


‘What?’


‘You said the audition was stupid. You usually tell me that all auditions are opportunities and even if you don’t get the job, they give you valuable experience.’


She glared at him. ‘What is this, Josh? The Spanish Inquisition? I just don’t like the girl and I don’t want to go to any audition with her. Is that okay by you?’


She stormed upstairs before he could reply and he felt slightly guilty for upsetting her. He should have known by now that her hormones were all over the place and questioning her integrity was probably the worst thing he could have done. He went up after her and she was in the bathroom with the door locked. He knocked gently.


‘Steph, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you. You seemed a bit distressed when you got the call so I just wondered why.’


The door swung open and she stood there, her long blonde hair pushed behind her ears, her make-up-free face red and blotchy from her tears. Josh felt like such an idiot.


‘Come here,’ he said, folding her into his arms. ‘Don’t cry. I’m sorry.’


She stayed nestled into the crook of his neck and neither of them spoke. He stroked her hair and breathed in the musky scent of her perfume. He wasn’t sure how much time had passed but eventually she pulled back and looked at him.


‘I feel guilty,’ she said.


‘Guilty about what?’ A chill ran down Josh’s spine.


‘I feel guilty because I’ve had a lot of opportunities for jobs these last few months and I’ve turned a number of them down. I’m exhausted all the time and sometimes the thought of getting up at five in the morning to do full make-up and hair and traipse over to the other side of the city in the freezing cold to do an audition that I probably won’t even get fills me with dread.’


‘Oh, Steph,’ he said, relieved. ‘Is that what you’ve been thinking? That you should be doing more?’


She nodded. ‘Yes. I see how hard you work and everything you do for me and I know I should be bringing more money into the house. And I promise I will. After the baby is born, I’ll work something out. I’ll get my mojo back and find some well-paid jobs.’


‘Steph, Steph, Steph. We’re a team. It doesn’t matter who brings what money into the house. Once we have enough to pay the bills and keep a roof over our heads, that’s all that matters. And I certainly don’t want you pushing yourself too hard while you’re pregnant. You’re carrying this baby for both of us. Remember that.’


She looked relieved and Josh was glad to have reassured her. But the truth was he was worried about their finances. Despite telling Stephanie everything was okay, he knew that his money alone wasn’t enough. But he’d work something out – he always did. The last thing he wanted was for Stephanie to get stressed while she was pregnant.


‘Right, I’ll tell you what we’re going to do,’ he continued. ‘We’re both going to head over to our new place. We’ll stop for a few supplies on the way and we can have our first cup of tea there. What do you think? And then you can watch while I unload the boxes. I’ll need somebody to tell me where to put everything.’


She nodded and smiled, and his heart skipped a beat. Sometimes when he looked at her, she seemed so young with her innocent blue eyes and luminous skin. She looked exactly like she had when he’d clapped eyes on her seven years earlier. He’d just graduated from college and their eyes had met across a crowded pub. She’d been like a vision and his world had stood still. With the help of a few beers and a slug of whiskey, he’d found the courage to go and talk to her and that’s where it had all begun.


They sat in companionable silence in the van as they headed off with their first load. But Josh couldn’t stop thinking back to those phone calls and wondering why he found it difficult to quell his suspicious mind. It was stupid, really. He should have learned to trust her by now but a little part of him still felt wary. Stephanie had a great social life and loved to flirt and, despite her assurances that she loved him and didn’t want anyone else, sometimes he wondered. From the bits she’d told him, her past was quite colourful. But then again, didn’t everyone have pieces of their past they’d rather forget?


They took a slip road off the Navan Road and wound their way through the housing estates towards their new home. Josh felt a little bubble of excitement, which took him by surprise. It was a lovely area and maybe Steph was right. It would be good to have a fresh start. Their first proper home together – all three of them. He glanced at Stephanie to see if she was excited too but she’d fallen asleep. The pregnancy was really taking its toll on her. She’d spent the first couple of months vomiting almost every day and, although that had stopped, there were still certain foods she couldn’t face and her energy levels were low most of the time. He stopped at a petrol station to grab a few essentials and she was still sleeping when he came back to the van, her head drooped to the side, her lips parted and relaxed. They arrived at their new house a few minutes later and he reversed the van into the driveway.


‘God, I can’t believe I slept all the way,’ said Stephanie, waking up and stretching her arms above her head. ‘You should have kept me awake.’


‘You need your sleep,’ he said, hopping out of the van and going around to her side to help her down. ‘Come on. Let’s go in and switch the heating on. It’s going to be freezing in there.’


They stood for a minute and looked up at their new home. It was a mid-terrace three-bedroom house with a small garden and driveway in front and a reasonably sized garden out back. The front of the house was covered with a rustic red brick and the window frames were dark brown PVC. The windows in their last house were wooden-framed and there was no keeping the wind out. It seemed to be a quiet street with a green area at the top and Josh could already picture himself running around with their little one, playing football or chasing or whatever made him or her happy.


‘A penny for them,’ said Stephanie, jolting him out of his reverie. ‘You were miles away.’


‘Sorry, I was just thinking …’


‘About?’


‘I was just thinking about the fact that you were right. This place is perfect. I can see us being very happy together – you, me and the little one.’ He felt strangely emotional. He was finally getting everything he’d ever wanted.


‘Well, are you going to let us in or what?’


‘Of course,’ he said, fishing the keys out of his pocket and opening the door. ‘But first I have to do this.’


He suddenly swept her up into his arms and shoved the door wide with his foot. She squealed as he carried her inside before letting her down in the hallway.


‘What was that all about?’ she giggled, straightening her long white T-shirt over her little bump. ‘You’ll break your back if you keep doing that. I’m like a baby elephant at the moment.’


‘You are not,’ he said, kissing her on the top of her head. ‘You’re beautiful. And it’s traditional. A man should carry his partner over the threshold in a new house.’


Stephanie frowned. ‘I think you have that wrong. It usually applies to weddings, when a husband carries his new wife over the threshold.’


‘Maybe you’re right. But there’s no reason I can’t do it too.’ He opened the door to the little kitchen and shivered with the cold. He flicked on the switch for the heating and hoped it wouldn’t take too long to warm up. He looked behind and Stephanie was still standing in the hall, a slight pout on her lips. He knew what was wrong with her but he wasn’t getting into it again.


‘Come on,’ he said, changing the subject. ‘I’ll bring in the bag of shopping and maybe you can make tea while I carry in some of the boxes.’


She sighed heavily. ‘Fine. And bring in the box of cups too. I don’t want to use the ones that are here.’


Stephanie had brought up the subject of marriage a number of times over the last few years and even more frequently since she’d become pregnant. It wasn’t that Josh didn’t want to marry her. He did. Eventually. But something was holding him back. Telling him to wait. To be sure. Which didn’t make sense because he couldn’t be any surer than he was about Stephanie. But he just didn’t feel ready to enter into a marriage and it had been a bone of contention between them for a long time.


Ten minutes later, they were sitting on some of the more sturdy boxes in the sitting room, their hands wrapped around steaming cups of tea. It was only late morning but they had a lot more journeys back and forth to do before it got dark so Josh didn’t want to delay too long.


‘So can we stay here tonight?’ Stephanie asked, like a child anxious to try out a new Christmas present. ‘It’s warming up nicely now. I think it would be really cosy.’


‘Definitely not,’ said Josh, horrified at the thought of his pregnant girlfriend sleeping in those conditions. ‘It’ll take a few days to get things in order so we should wait until then.’


‘But –’


‘Seriously, Stephanie. I’m not going to have time to assemble the bed and unless you want to camp down on the floor – and I wouldn’t recommend it in your condition – then we’ll just have to wait.’


The sound of Taylor Swift’s ‘Shake It Off’ came from the kitchen where Stephanie must have left her phone. ‘Why don’t I get it?’ Josh said, jumping up from his box. ‘If it’s that girl again, I can just say you’re not well or something.’


‘No!’ She pushed past him in an effort to get to the kitchen first and, again, he found himself feeling suspicious.


But it was just her mother. She turned the phone towards Josh so he could clearly see the word Mum on the screen. He knew that once she got talking to her mum she’d be there for ages so he headed back outside to continue unloading the van.


The early November sun was surprisingly bright and he was glad he’d thought of bringing his sunglasses. He grabbed them from the dashboard and walked out to the front of the garden to look around at what was now their new street. A woman passed by wheeling a buggy with a sleeping child and she nodded a hello. Another woman, elderly, with two supermarket bags and an old man with a Labrador on a lead went by too while he stood there. They were all friendly and Josh felt suddenly at home on the little street.
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