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  When Steffie helps her two siblings organise a surprise wedding anniversary party for their parents her only worry is whether they’ll be pleased. What she doesn’t know is this is the day that her whole world will be turned upside down.




  Jenny wants to be able to celebrate her ruby anniversary with the man she loves, but for forty years she has kept a secret. A secret that she can’t bear to hide any longer. But is it ever the right time to hurt the people closest to you?




  As the entire family gather to toast the happy couple, they’re expecting a day to remember. The trouble is, it’s not going to be for the reasons they imagined . . .
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  The Party




  Chapter 1




  A tiny bead of perspiration rolled along Steffie’s eyebrow, gathering momentum as it slid down her cheek before landing with a plop on the enormous cardboard box she was carrying. She used the top of her shoulder to wipe her face as she walked gingerly towards her ancient blue Citroën C3, and sighed with relief as she finally placed the box on the passenger seat. As far as she was concerned, the thirty-second journey from the bakery to her car couldn’t have been more nerve-racking if she’d been carrying a box of gelignite. And the consequences of dropping it would have been equally explosive.




  She pushed a damp wisp of cinnamon-gold hair from her forehead, and shuddered as she imagined Roisin’s reaction to the loss of their parents’ anniversary cake. A missing cake would have been a major disruption to the Master Plan, and Roisin didn’t allow her plans to be disrupted by anyone or anything. Secure in the knowledge that for once she hadn’t fallen short of her older sister’s high expectations, Steffie eased into the driver’s seat and rolled down the car windows. Then she turned the fan up as high as possible in an effort to combat the unexpected end-of-summer heatwave. During the last fortnight the media had happily replaced gloomy reports on the wettest August on record with daily guides to staying cool, as forecasters pointed out that Dublin, Ireland was currently as warm as Dublin, Ohio, and hotter than Madrid, Paris or Rome. Which would be wonderful, Steffie thought, as a weak stream of tepid air finally began to flow from the vents in front of her, if Irish houses had air conditioning and outdoor swimming pools instead of central heating and double-glazing.




  A swimming pool in the garden of Aranbeg, her parents’ home in Wexford, would have been something to look forward to this afternoon. But even if they could have afforded it, Pascal and Jenny weren’t the sort of people who’d install something that would be used approximately one summer in five. Steffie, and the rest of the day’s guests, would simply have to cool off with lots of chilled drinks at the fortieth wedding anniversary party instead.




  She exhaled slowly as she thought of the surprise they were about to spring on their parents, who were in blissful ignorance of the fact that they’d be arriving home to a party later. She still wasn’t entirely convinced that surprising them was a good idea, but Roisin had been adamant and Steffie knew from long experience that when her sister’s mind was made up, changing it was pretty much a lost cause. All the same, she muttered darkly to herself, the next time she rings me with one of her covert plans in which she gives all the instructions and I’m left with the donkey work, I’ll do what I keep promising myself and say that I’m too busy to get involved. I’ll remind her that I keep proper working hours even if my office is Davey’s old bedroom. I’ll take a stand and be strong, firm and businesslike and I won’t allow her to railroad me into anything because she’s twelve years older than me and she thinks that entitles her to boss me around.




  She luxuriated for a few minutes in the fantasy of telling Roisin to sod off and then allowed herself a wry smile. It was never going to happen because Steffie knew that in the face of the force of nature that was Roisin in full organisational mode, there was nothing she could say to stop her. Besides, it isn’t only me she bosses around, she acknowledged. She’s the same with everyone and we all accept it because Roisin is a born leader, methodical and organised, and the rest of us, maybe with the exception of Dad, are too lazy to bother. Which makes it all the more surprising, she muttered to herself as the Citroën surprised her by getting up enough speed to pass a plodding Fiesta, that I’m the one with my own business and Roisin is a full-time mother. Even as the thought crossed her mind, she conceded that the reality of their situations was quite different from appearances. Roisin had been a high-flyer in the insurance company where she worked, only deciding that she needed to devote more time to her family after the birth of Dougie, her third child. And describing herself, as she did, as a full-time mother was disingenuous. Roisin still did occasional contract work for various insurers, while being an active member of the parents’ council at the local school, and currently running a summer sports camp for under-tens. Every second of her day was managed and accounted for and she frequently remarked that she was busier now than she’d ever been. Steffie, on the other hand, had set up Butterfly Creative in her brother’s old bedroom because she hadn’t been able to find a job as a graphic artist anywhere else, and justified the time she frittered away on social media sites as important networking opportunities to get her brand noticed.




  She liked to think that working for herself suited her free-spirited nature, but she was uncomfortably aware that her current status as the owner of a company where she was the sole employee had more to do with her lack of corporate solidarity than her entrepreneurial skills. Her previous job, with a design studio on the far side of the city, had come to an abrupt end after she’d refused to work on a campaign where they wanted to use images of semi-naked women to promote a line of jewellery.




  Both her parents had been totally supportive of her stance (although she’d had to apologise profusely to her dad, who’d lent her the money to buy the Citroën and whom she couldn’t immediately repay), but Roisin hadn’t been able to hide her exasperation with her younger sister when she heard the news.




  ‘Are you out of your mind?’ she asked, before launching into a diatribe about there not being room for principles when you needed a job. ‘You’ve got to roll with the punches, Steffie.’




  ‘You can’t possibly mean that,’ retorted Steffie when Roisin finally paused for breath. ‘Not when those punches are blatantly sexist. If you can’t have principles about your work, then what’s the point?’




  Roisin said it was all about being pragmatic and realising what was important.




  ‘My principles are very important to me,’ said Steffie.




  ‘Oh, grow up. You’re in the real world now,’ said Roisin. ‘You’re like all those girls who scream harassment every time a co-worker passes a remark about how they look. You’re letting yourself be offended.’




  ‘It depends on the remark, don’t you think?’ said Steffie. ‘But in any event, nobody has ever passed one about how I look.’




  ‘Seriously?’ Roisin was so astonished she forgot to keep haranguing her.




  Her astonishment was due to the fact that Steffie was the sort of person people tended to notice. She was tall and willowy, her open face framed by a tumble of burnished curls. Roisin made no secret of the fact that she felt the looks genes had been unfairly distributed between them, because she herself had inherited their father’s darker colouring and stockier frame, which meant she was locked in a constant battle to keep her figure in the kind of shape that Steffie didn’t even have to think about. That battle was the only one she’d never quite succeeded in winning, despite her enthusiastic embracing of various diets and workouts, and it infuriated her. Steffie would tell her that willowy implied you could sort of glide into rooms looking cool and sophisticated whereas she was all arms and legs and falling over herself. On the other hand, when Roisin walked into a room everyone knew she was there thanks to the force of her personality, not because she’d tripped over her own two feet.




  ‘But I’d like to tower,’ said Roisin. ‘It’d give me a greater presence.’




  ‘You wouldn’t really,’ Steffie told her. ‘It’s not always comfortable. Besides, you don’t need a greater presence. Everyone does what you tell them anyway.’




  ‘That’s because I’m always right,’ said Roisin. ‘And I’m right about this work thing too. You need to grow up, Steffie. Get out there, work hard and prove yourself.’




  Which by setting up her own company she thought she had, even if the decision had been forced on her by a continuing failure to find a full-time job following the jewellery debacle. She wondered if she’d been blacklisted from the graphic artist community – if there was such a thing – because she’d never gone through such a job drought before. In the end she’d got her break by designing some flyers for a friend who owned a café on the nearby industrial estate. The flyers were noticed by a marketing manager at one of the estate’s manufacturing companies and they’d asked her to be involved in a packaging design for them.




  When she got the business she was elated, even though she knew in all likelihood it was because she’d quoted such a ridiculously low price for the job that they couldn’t turn it down. Her parents were happy to see her busy, and even happier when she got more work from other companies in the area. They suggested that instead of having the laptop in a corner of the living room, she use Davey’s bedroom as a work zone. After he’d moved out a number of years earlier they’d kept it as a guest room, but as they hardly ever had guests it didn’t matter if she took it over. So she bought some office furniture from IKEA (which Pascal assembled for her), registered her business and hoped she hadn’t made a terrible mistake.




  It hadn’t been a mistake, but it continued to be a rocky road. She’d built up a small number of regular clients and she occasionally landed more complicated and interesting projects. Nevertheless, her income was erratic and she wouldn’t have been able to keep going if it wasn’t for the fact that she was living practically rent-free in the house.




  Shortly after Command Central, as Roisin called it, was moved to Davey’s bedroom, their father took an early retirement package from his job at the Revenue Commissioners, and he and Jenny moved to Aranbeg, the Wexford house where they’d spent every summer for the past thirty-five years, leaving Steffie to live in the Dublin house alone.




  ‘It’s your corporate headquarters now,’ her father had joked the day they loaded up the car. ‘We’re only in the way.’




  ‘I hope you don’t think I’m forcing you out.’ She looked at them anxiously.




  ‘Oh, for heaven’s sake, Steffie, it’s a joke.’ Pascal, a good two inches shorter than her, had to reach up to squeeze her shoulders. ‘I hope you’ll be very successful.’




  ‘So successful that you’ll be moving into bigger and better premises in no time,’ added Jenny.




  That had been a year ago. So far there was no danger of her needing to look for anywhere bigger. But she lived in hope. Not because she didn’t like the fact that her daily commute was a matter of walking from one room to another, or because she could work in her PJs if she felt so inclined, though she tended not to, feeling more creative when she was properly dressed, but because she wanted to believe that she could support herself and not have to rely on the generosity and good nature of her parents to keep her going.




  She fiddled with the Citroën’s air vents again. Thinking about her work always made her hot and bothered, as if the whole party thing hadn’t got her hot and bothered already. When Roisin had phoned to say that they should surprise Jenny and Pascal with a celebration of their forty years of marriage and invite all their family and friends to Aranbeg, Steffie hadn’t voiced her own opinion, which was that she hated surprise parties and she wasn’t sure they’d be their mum and dad’s cup of tea either, because Roisin was already well into her stride and telling her what had to be done. Nor did Steffie say that she was too busy to do all the things that Roisin had already designated as her responsibility. Roisin wouldn’t have believed her, because Roisin didn’t really think that Butterfly Creative was a proper job at all. And even though she really was occupied with a proposal that could turn out to be her most profitable contract yet, Steffie was simply unable to resist the unstoppable force that was her sister in full flow.




  ‘We’ll do it the Saturday before their actual anniversary to properly surprise them. Aranbeg is the ideal place too. So many of us used to gather there when we were younger. It must be years since it was full of people, and Mum loved it so much like that,’ Roisin informed her.




  That was true. During their childhood years, aunts, uncles and cousins from both sides of the family regularly descended on Aranbeg, turning it into a buzzing hub of social activity. These days Steffie only saw her cousins at family gatherings, where she always felt as though she’d let Jenny and Pascal down by not being as successful as everyone else.




  ‘Obviously there are logistical issues to think about given that Mum and Dad are actually living there now,’ continued Roisin. ‘However, I have a plan to get them out while you sort things. They’ll stay overnight with me and you can nip down and get it all organised. I’m too busy with the summer camp to do it. But you can take time out whenever you like. One of the big perks of working from home.’




  Which was true, Steffie agreed, but what Roisin didn’t seem to grasp was that if she took time out during the day to do everything her sister wanted, she’d have to make it up later. Whenever she allowed herself to get distracted from her work by looking at cute kittens on YouTube, or playing games on Facebook, she reminded herself that it was her own time she was wasting. It didn’t stop her but it did mean that she often ended up working in the middle of the night. It would be the same with party planning. Roisin simply didn’t get it. She never would. And she wasn’t taking any excuses from Steffie this time either. Steffie had listened as Roisin listed her instructions, which included buying balloons and other decorations for the house, designing the invitations and keeping on top of the guest list. The invitations should be child’s play to her, Roisin pointed out, they wouldn’t take any time at all. And as far as the guest list was concerned, it was easy for Steffie to co-ordinate that if she was sending off the invitations. As for the decorations – well, she was the creative one, wasn’t she, so Roisin would leave it all up to her, but she’d send her a link to a wonderful website that did the most amazing stuff. It was a US site, she pointed out, and Steffie probably wouldn’t be able to order in time for the party, but it would give her ideas. Not that you need them, of course, Roisin added. You’re the designer, you probably know loads of great sites. And you can probably get a discount too. Steffie’s head was reeling when Roisin finally stopped giving orders, and instead of telling her sister that she’d certainly design the invitations but she didn’t have time to do everything else, she meekly asked if Roisin had thought about plates and cutlery.




  ‘Of course I have,’ Roisin replied. ‘I got the most fabulous disposable plates with the cutest little hearts on them from a shop in Blanchardstown. Totally appropriate. Mum will love them. And I’ve got disposable cutlery too, decent stuff, not horrible bendy plastic.’




  ‘Sounds good,’ was all Steffie said. So now, as she hurtled towards Aranbeg with the precious cargo of the cake (chocolate sponge with a ruby-red frosting, for which Roisin herself had taken total responsibility), she had to admit that it was entirely her own fault that she’d been landed with the role of invitation designer, guest-list co-ordinator and home decorator. All she hoped was that it would all have been worthwhile. Despite her personal misgivings about the surprise element of the party, she had to accept that everyone who’d been invited thought it was a brilliant idea and they were all looking forward to it immensely. Roisin had told her to count on a twenty per cent refusal rate, but hardly anyone had turned down the invitation, which meant that they’d be dealing with close to seventy people turning up at Aranbeg to surprise her mother and father.




  She supposed the phenomenal acceptance rate had a lot to do with Jenny and Pascal’s popularity, and because Aranbeg was actually a fantastic venue for a summer party. Set in a secluded location close to the small village of Castlemoran, it was far enough from Dublin city to be rural and yet near enough to Wexford town not to feel completely isolated. Most of the non-local guests had managed to book rooms in nearby bed and breakfast accommodation and some had opted to stay an extra day to make a weekend trip of it. Fortunately they’d booked before the heatwave had broken out and everyone in the capital had decided to try to take a break near the sea, because there wasn’t a room to be had anywhere near the coast now. The traffic was heavy on the main road and Steffie knew that it would take her longer than usual to reach Aranbeg. She hoped that all the guests would take the traffic situation into account. It would be a total nightmare if Jenny and Pascal arrived before the people who were going to surprise them. Roisin would have a fit. And that was something that would make everyone very hot and bothered indeed.




  Chapter 2




  It was nearly two sweltering hours later when she turned up the winding country road that led to her parents’ house. The car’s air-conditioning system had totally given up the ghost halfway through the journey, and even having both windows open hadn’t cooled her down. The atmosphere had been so sticky and the humidity so high that Steffie had felt like she was breathing through a damp cloth. However, the alternative to the hot and humid weather was the rain and thunder that had been forecast for the following day. Much as Steffie longed for the freshness it would ultimately bring, she didn’t want the surprise element of the party to be that everyone ended up huddled in the house while a storm raged outside.




  As she pulled up outside the wrought-iron gates of Aranbeg, she had a sudden panic that they might be locked. Locked gates wasn’t a scenario that Roisin had considered when she was going through the plans. God, thought Steffie, if I have to ring her and say that Mum and Dad’s surprise will be a massive crowd standing outside the gates to the house, she’ll go flipping ballistic.




  But when she got out of the car and tried the latch, the gates swung open easily. She heaved a sigh of relief and drove up the short driveway before parking her car at the side of the house so that it was out of sight. Then she hurried back to the gates and closed them again. The guests had been asked to park in the grounds of the GAA club a little further up the road. The president of the club played golf with Pascal and was coming to the party himself, so there’d been no problem in getting him to agree to the parking situation. That was the thing about small towns, thought Steffie. Everyone knew everyone else. It was why she could never actually live here, no matter how beautiful it was. But she understood completely why her parents had made the move as soon as her dad had retired.




  She glanced at her watch. She had almost three hours before the first of the guests arrived. Roisin had planned that their parents would turn up about an hour after that. The late afternoon start time was to facilitate the surprise element and so that they could enjoy being outdoors. Using the garden had been an aspiration when Roisin had first outlined her plan. It had seemed an inspired choice earlier in the week. Steffie looked up at the sky. It was still bright blue with a slight scattering of billowy clouds and no sign of a storm on the horizon. It was a perfect day for a garden party.




  She twisted her hair into a knot high on her head and allowed the whisper of breeze to cool her neck. Everything would be fine, she told herself as she put the key in the lock. Roisin would be proved right as always. Their parents would be delighted. And the slightly uncomfortable feeling that she herself was nursing was entirely down to the heat of the day and the feeling of thunder in the air, and not because she had any psychic abilities to discern trouble ahead.




  Jenny and Pascal Sheehan had bought Aranbeg shortly after their second child, Davey, was born. It had been a run-down stone house set in an overgrown garden when they first saw it, but both of them had instantly fallen in love with it. Over the years Pascal – who was an excellent and exacting handyman – had renovated and improved it, turning it into a fine home with a large reception room, extended kitchen and four bedrooms. The initial purchase had been a big gamble with the proceeds of money they’d won on a prize bond. Both Jenny and Pascal had agreed that the sensible thing to do would be to pay off the mortgage they had on their Dublin home, but Pascal’s family had originally come from Wexford and he’d always hankered to have a place there too. There had been times when they regretted not having taken the more conservative option, but both of them loved decamping to Aranbeg every summer, even though Pascal could only join Jenny and the children at the weekends. They went there at other times of the year too; sometimes as a family, sometimes as a couple for a night alone, and from time to time Pascal went on his own to plaster a wall or sand the stairs or regrout tiles. Aranbeg became more than a holiday home for the Sheehans; it became a second home and the place where both Jenny and Pascal preferred to be. Pascal’s retirement gave them that opportunity.




  Even though the children were grown up and hardly ever stayed there any more, Aranbeg was a family home to Pascal and Jenny in a way their house in Dublin never had been. They’d put more of themselves into the country house than they ever had in the city. The floors were polished hardwood, there were elegant drapes at the windows, and the decor was simple and understated but reflected Jenny’s artistic personality. Sketches of Roisin, Davey and Steffie done by Jenny herself adorned the walls and provided a clue to their growth into adulthood. Steffie’s own favourites were the ones her mother had done of each of them, aged about four, standing under one of the apple trees in Aranbeg’s garden. Roisin looked fierce and determined, a lock of dark hair falling over her forehead; Davey was sketched arms akimbo, wearing football gear that was way too big for him; and Steffie’s own drawing showed her leaning against the now much wider tree trunk, a faraway expression in her eyes. Steffie always thought that those sketches captured them exactly, and told you all there was to know about the Sheehan siblings.




  She brushed past the sketches, carrying the cake (as gingerly as before) and then the party decorations from the car. She’d just poured herself a long glass of water when Roisin rang to see how things were coming along.




  ‘I only got here a few minutes ago,’ Steffie told her. ‘So nothing’s coming along yet.’




  ‘Did you get the cake?’




  ‘Of course. And I phoned the deli on the way down. They’re going to deliver the food shortly. How are Mum and Dad?’




  ‘Urgh!’ Roisin grunted. ‘It’s been really difficult to stop them from haring off to Aranbeg. If the weather wasn’t so tropical they’d have probably been happy to spend more time with the kids, but as it is I know they’re chomping at the bit to get away.’




  ‘Traffic was heavy enough,’ advised Steffie. ‘I thought I’d be here half an hour ago, so you’d better leave a little earlier than you planned.’




  ‘It’s always crap on sunny days,’ Roisin said. ‘I still think you should’ve driven down last night, such a waste not to have used the time to decorate and stuff when Mum and Dad were here. You could have—’




  ‘I was busy,’ Steffie interrupted her. ‘I had a meeting with a client.’




  ‘It hardly took up the whole evening, did it?’ said Roisin, who didn’t wait for a reply but changed the subject by asking her if she’d heard anything from Davey.




  ‘He texted to say that he was on the plane.’ Steffie decided not to argue with her sister. ‘I can’t wait to meet the girlfriend.’




  ‘She looks pretty stunning on Facebook all right,’ said Roisin. ‘Maybe she’s not as gorgeous in real life.’




  ‘Or maybe she’s better.’ Steffie laughed. She was never able to stay annoyed for long. ‘Can you believe it, though? Our Davey. With someone like her.’




  ‘He’s a thirty-seven-year-old man, for heaven’s sake.’ Roisin sounded impatient. ‘He should be married with kids by now.’




  ‘Well, I do agree that thirty-seven is old enough to settle down,’ agreed Steffie. ‘Obviously. It’s just that Davey … well, you know what he’s like.’




  ‘An eternal child,’ said Roisin. ‘I hope she has the patience for him.’




  ‘I guess we’ll have the chance to check it out.’




  ‘I didn’t arrange this party so you can run another one of Davey’s girlfriends out of town,’ Roisin said.




  ‘For the love of God!’ Steffie cried. ‘I never ran anyone out of town. All I did was mention that I’d seen Emily Mahon with Laurence Gibson. I never for a second suspected she was actually two-timing Davey with him.’




  ‘Scarred him for life,’ said Roisin. ‘That’s why he’s commitment-phobic now.’




  ‘It was years ago,’ protested Steffie.




  ‘Hmm. And how about you? Have you got a date for today?’




  Roisin’s words were more of a challenge than a question but Steffie kept her voice light as she replied that Steve might show up but she wasn’t sure. ‘Steve. Steve. Is he a new guy?’ asked Roisin.




  ‘Not exactly new. I’ve known him a while.’




  ‘And you practically have the same name! Steve ’n’ Steffie – how cute. And how promising.’




  Steffie knew it was a lot less promising than Roisin thought. Steve was a programmer with one of her client companies and she’d met him a few months earlier. He was laid-back to the point of being practically horizontal, they had fun together and he was good in bed. Not that her sole criterion for a boyfriend should be his expertise between the sheets, she would tell herself, but when he was notoriously bad at punctuality and calling her, it was nice to have those deficiencies offset in other ways.




  ‘At the moment we’re taking it easy,’ she said. ‘No strings.’




  ‘Oh, for heaven’s sake!’ exclaimed Roisin. ‘At this point in your life you need to be making decisions about men. Not having no-strings friends-with-benefits relationships. There are times I think I’m the one person in this family who’s done the grown-up thing. Honest to God, you and Davey are like kids the way you carry on.’




  ‘I wasn’t aware that getting married was the only measure of adulthood,’ retorted Steffie, stung by the friends-with-benefits accusation, which was a tad too close to the truth for her liking.




  ‘At the moment I’m bearing all the filial responsibilities,’ Roisin said. ‘I’m the one who’s provided Mum and Dad with grandchildren … I could do with you and Davey taking up the slack. Thing is, if he stays in Denmark with Camilla, Mum and Dad won’t get to see them that often either and all the pressure stays on me.’




  ‘So you want me to marry Steve and get pregnant to help you out?’ Steffie could imagine what his reaction to that would be.




  ‘Yes,’ said Roisin.




  ‘If and when I decide to marry someone to provide our parents with extra grandchildren, I’ll let you know,’ Steffie said drily.




  ‘You can’t be the baby for ever,’ Roisin said. ‘You’re twenty-seven and you run your own business, as you keep pointing out. That makes you a grown-up.’




  ‘Running my own business doesn’t leave me a lot of time for getting married,’ said Steffie.




  ‘Of course it does. You have to prioritise, like me with putting my family first and taking contracts if and when they suit me.’




  ‘Been there and done that,’ Steffie reminded her. ‘I’ve had enough of contracts and sharing jobs and working for other people to last me a lifetime. Butterfly Creative might be small and it might not make me a millionaire, but at least I’m managing to hold it all together. I want to enjoy that for a while.’ Although enjoy wasn’t really the right word when you were barely keeping your head above water, she thought. Still, it was challenging. And maybe one day it would all come spectacularly right.




  ‘Hmm.’ Roisin wasn’t convinced.




  ‘Anyway, I’m not thinking about marriage now,’ said Steffie. ‘I’ve plenty of time for that.’




  ‘I wanted to marry Paul the moment I met him,’ Roisin told her.




  ‘Things were different back then,’ said Steffie. ‘Lives were less complicated.’




  ‘Back then. Less complicated. You cheeky thing!’ Roisin sounded affronted. ‘It wasn’t the dark ages, you know.’




  ‘It was the nineties,’ Steffie told her. ‘There was nothing else to do except get married and have babies.’




  ‘You’re lucky we’re not in the same room right now or I’d deck you,’ said Roisin.




  ‘Ah, I’m only teasing you, Ro,’ Steffie said. ‘You struck gold with Paul and you have a lovely family. I envy you.’




  ‘You do?’ asked Roisin.




  ‘Absolutely,’ Steffie replied, although the idea of being married with three children was overwhelming. ‘I’ve got to go. I think I hear the food arriving.’




  ‘Thank God for that,’ said her sister. ‘I’ll see you later.’




  ‘Right.’




  Steffie hung up. She hadn’t heard the sound of anyone arriving, but as she walked through the house to her car, she realised that she’d inadvertently told the truth. A blue van with Patty’s Pantry on the side had just driven up outside.




  ‘Right,’ she murmured to herself as she opened the front door. ‘Let’s get this show on the road.’




  Chapter 3




  As always, Roisin felt slightly exasperated after talking to her younger sister. Steffie, despite her pretence at being a businesswoman, didn’t live in the real world. She was merely playing at having a company, trying to make herself feel important after making herself virtually unemployable by refusing to work on that jewellery campaign. Roisin was quite sure that whenever a prospective employer checked Steffie out, he or she would hear about the incident and decide that she was too much trouble. Roisin had tried to point that out to her but Steffie refused to listen. She’d had it too easy, that was the problem. Being the unexpected arrival, ten years after Davey, she’d been utterly indulged by their parents, who’d adopted a far more relaxed approach to her upbringing than they ever had to their two older children. Roisin knew that she and Davey had paved the way for Steffie and made things easier for her, but Steffie never acknowledged that. Nor did she give Roisin credit for having looked after her when she was younger. She simply didn’t remember all the times Roisin had pushed her around the housing estate in her pram, or fed her or played with her when she would much rather have been doing something else. Steffie wasn’t one bit grateful, that was the problem.




  Roisin sighed as she went into the kitchen and looked out the back window into the garden. Her mother was sitting on the canopied swing chair that Roisin and Paul had bought at the beginning of the summer and which was coming into its own in the heatwave. Jenny was reading the newspaper while Daisy, Roisin’s thirteen-year-old daughter, sat on the grass nearby, carefully varnishing her nails. Roisin was normally fairly strict about allowing her elder daughter to wear any kind of make-up, even though Daisy insisted that she had to experiment with different looks if she was going to fulfil her dream of becoming a top model. Roisin occasionally worried that her daughter might actually achieve this insane desire, because Daisy, like Steffie, was tall and coltish and very slender. She had a beguiling quality in photographs, in which her heart-shaped face and wide sea-blue eyes managed to appear both innocent and knowing at the same time. Fortunately, from Roisin’s point of view, there were thousands of gorgeous, quirky-looking girls wanting to be models, so the chances of Daisy being plucked from a sea of hopefuls was, she reassured herself, fairly slim. And with a little luck Daisy would eventually change her mind and get a proper job. Nevertheless, Roisin was careful never to make disparaging remarks to her about having to starve yourself to death to maintain your teenage figure in your twenties in order to stay at the top of the modelling industry. The last thing she wanted was for Daisy to suddenly start having negative body issues and haunting anorexia sites. So she said nothing, hoped for the best and only allowed her worries to surface in the middle of the night.




  It was funny how your worries about your children changed with every passing year, she thought. When they were small and she was working outside the home her concerns were all about decent childcare. Later, the main anxiety she had about Daisy was making sure that she had friends. Her daughter had been so dreamy and disconnected from the world around her that Roisin feared she’d always be an outsider. But her childish dreaminess had vanished almost overnight, and these days she was about as popular as it was possible for a girl to be. Which was an extra worry too. Being super-popular was nearly as bad as being the outcast. As far as her other children, nine-year-old Poppy and six-year-old Dougie, were concerned, right now it was all about keeping them happy and ensuring that they weren’t fighting with each other or with their friends. And in Dougie’s case it was important that he got picked for the under-seven football team too.




  That was where he was today, along with his dad and grandfather, at a friendly against an opposing team from a neighbouring estate. Roisin had no compunction about using moral blackmail to persuade her father that Dougie’s day would be made by him turning up at the game. Pascal had been a keen footballer when he was younger and Dougie looked up to him as the fount of all footballing wisdom. Poppy was equally mad about sport and equally keen to offer advice from the sideline, so it made sense to send them all off together.




  So many people to look after, thought Roisin. So many things to juggle. And that was something that Steffie, who had it easy with only herself to think about, would never understand. Left to her own devices, she wouldn’t even have remembered Jenny and Pascal’s wedding anniversary, and even if she had, she wouldn’t have done anything about it. She definitely wouldn’t have bothered to organise the kind of party their parents deserved. Roisin had heard the hesitation in her sister’s voice when she’d called and asked her to be involved in a little of the planning. She’d known that Steffie wasn’t all that keen. But she’d shamed her into being part of it, and later today, when Jenny and Pascal were suitably surprised and pleased, Roisin would bet her bottom dollar that Steffie would happily accept any plaudits that came her way without admitting that nothing would have happened if it wasn’t for Roisin.




  To be fair, Roisin conceded, when she’d finally come on board Steffie had done everything that she’d asked of her. Roisin knew she’d ultimately left her sister with a lot to do, but she’d kept the hardest part for herself, which was getting their parents out of Aranbeg on the pretext of babysitting, so that they would be in Dublin and under her control on the day of the party itself. Of course either one of them was always willing to babysit; the difficult job had been getting both of them to turn up the previous night. The football match had been a good diversion today, and she’d given Paul, her husband, strict instructions not to rush home. On their way out she’d whispered to Poppy to ask if they could stop off at McDonald’s after the match, a treat that was very rarely allowed. So she was hopeful that it would easily be mid afternoon before her parents set off.




  The plan was that Paul, Roisin and the children would leave as soon as possible afterwards and – given that Pascal stuck to a self-imposed 80 kph speed limit – overtake them somewhere on the N11, getting to Aranbeg before them. As she also had to get herself ready, and then organise both Paul and the children, Roisin was looking at a logistical nightmare, but over the years she’d become an expert at sorting out logistical nightmares.




  She made some tea and brought a cup to her mother.




  ‘Thank you, darling.’ Jenny accepted it gratefully. ‘I was gasping.’




  ‘It’s too hot today.’ Daisy sounded cranky. ‘It’s melting my nail varnish.’




  ‘Don’t be silly,’ Roisin said.




  ‘It is,’ protested Daisy. ‘It’s going all gloopy on me and I want it to be perfect for—’




  ‘You can do it in the kitchen so,’ Roisin interrupted before she blurted out something about the party, ‘but don’t get it all over my table.’




  ‘Mum! I’m not Dougie.’ Daisy looked affronted as she gathered up her bits and pieces and stalked off to the house, her tanned legs shown off to their very best advantage by the skimpy denim shorts she was wearing.




  ‘They grow up young these days, don’t they,’ mused Jenny.




  ‘And how.’ Roisin nodded. ‘I don’t think you would’ve allowed me wear shorts like those at thirteen.’




  ‘Probably not,’ agreed Jenny.




  ‘Not that you can keep them from doing anything now,’ Roisin said. ‘They give you a pitying look, mutter about calling ChildLine and go right ahead.’




  ‘I’m sure Daisy will be fine,’ said Jenny.




  ‘I hope so.’ Roisin frowned. ‘You don’t want to turn them into sex objects and yet they’re bombarded with pictures about how they should look – those awful celebrity magazines are the worst.’




  ‘Agreed. Though if I looked as good as Daisy, I’d be wearing minidresses and micro shorts every day,’ said Jenny.




  ‘Mum!’




  ‘It’s true,’ Jenny said. ‘The amount of time you have when all your bits are perky and unwrinkled is a lot less than you think. Best to flaunt it while you can.’




  ‘I don’t want Daisy flaunting it,’ protested Roisin. ‘She’s still a kid, for heaven’s sake!’




  ‘Well, no, I understand that,’ agreed Jenny. ‘It’s just that young girls really can look so pretty, can’t they?’




  ‘She’s obsessed enough about how she looks,’ Roisin said. ‘Please don’t encourage her.’




  ‘Actually it was probably always that way,’ observed Jenny. ‘How she looks is the obsession of almost every teenage girl. Unfortunately, there are so many more products these days to feed it.’ She smiled. ‘My obsession when I was younger was hair colour. My natural colour was mousy and I wanted something more dramatic. Your gran thought colouring your hair was only for harlots. She expressly forbade me to get it done. I did, of course, and she went mental.’




  Roisin laughed. ‘Not really?’




  ‘Oh yes. Kay was very strict.’ Jenny’s expression was grim for a moment.




  ‘Not with me,’ Roisin said. ‘I remember she used to allow me to use her perfume.’




  ‘Eau de cologne,’ remembered Jenny. ‘It was called 4711. It was very popular back then.’




  ‘I haven’t smelled it in ages,’ said Roisin, ‘but if I did, I’d think of Granny straight away.’ She looked pensive. ‘It would be lovely to be able to see her and talk to her again,’ she said. ‘As a grown-up.’




  ‘I remember thinking that about my grandmother too.’ Jenny nodded. ‘We’re clearly very alike.’




  ‘You always say I’m like Dad.’




  ‘In appearance you are,’ agreed Jenny. ‘Dark hair, dark eyes. You and Davey both.’




  ‘And Steffie is more like you,’ said Roisin.




  Jenny nodded.




  ‘Although you when you were younger and more of a hippy,’ added Roisin. ‘Now you’re sort of cool and elegant.’




  Jenny chuckled. ‘I’m not cool. I’m turning into a puddle here. Daisy was right, it’s getting very hot. And sultry. We could do with that thunderstorm to clear the air.’




  Roisin made a non-committal sound. The last thing she wanted was a thunderstorm.




  ‘Will they be back from the match soon?’ asked Jenny. ‘It would be nice for your dad and me to get to Wexford earlier rather than later.’




  ‘Any minute,’ lied Roisin, knowing that they were almost certainly in McDonald’s right now.




  ‘Ah well, we’ll be back in plenty of time for our dinner,’ said Jenny.




  Roisin knew that her parents had made a reservation at Cody’s, an upmarket restaurant in the village near Aranbeg, which she assumed was their attempt at celebrating forty years together. She’d already cancelled it.




  ‘You’ll be back in plenty of time, don’t worry,’ she told her mother.




  ‘I’ve got fidgety in my old age,’ confessed Jenny. ‘I usen’t to worry about time or punctuality at all, but now I’m obsessive.’




  ‘Not a bit of it,’ Roisin told her. ‘What are you planning to wear tonight?’




  ‘Just a little black dress,’ replied Jenny.




  ‘Ah, the little black dress.’ Roisin smiled. ‘So useful. How many do you have?’




  ‘Only the one,’ Jenny said. ‘But it’s super-comfortable and I can accessorise it up or down.’




  ‘Up tonight, I guess.’




  ‘My diamonds,’ Jenny confided. ‘I don’t get much opportunity to wear them.’




  Roisin made a mental note to ring Steffie as soon as Pascal and Jenny were on the road. She’d get her sister to have the dress and the diamonds ready for Jenny to change into, so that her mother would feel properly glam at her party. As for Pascal, well, he wasn’t someone who ever dressed up. Not even for classy restaurants. But perhaps he’d find something more suitable to wear when he got home.




  While Jenny glanced through the newspaper again, Roisin checked her phone to see if Davey’s flight had landed. According to the app, it had just touched down. She sent him a text saying that she was looking forward to seeing him and reminding him to park in the grounds of the GAA club, in case he’d forgotten.




  Organising everyone, she thought again. Whether they appreciated it or not.




  Chapter 4




  The flight from Copenhagen had arrived ten minutes early but the cabin crew made an announcement about a problem with the air bridge that would delay them for a short while. The majority of the passengers, already standing in the narrow aisles with their cabin baggage, grumbled impatiently, but Camilla, who was still sitting in her seat, simply shrugged.




  ‘We’re always so bloody inefficient,’ complained Davey as he switched on his mobile phone. ‘It’s embarrassing.’




  ‘These things can happen anywhere,’ Camilla pointed out.




  ‘Always here.’




  ‘Don’t be silly. I’m not judging your entire country on a broken air bridge. Same as I didn’t judge it on you.’ She grinned and he couldn’t help smiling in return.




  ‘I judge yours entirely on you,’ he told her. ‘Cool, chic and competent.’




  ‘True,’ said Camilla.




  Davey’s phone beeped with Roisin’s incoming message and he grunted. Didn’t she think he read his emails? She’d sent him a detailed missive the day before in which the instruction to park at the GAA club had been highlighted in bold. He was about to send a terse reply when there was a sudden flurry at the front of the plane and the door finally opened.




  ‘See,’ Camilla said. ‘A delay of five minutes. Which means we are exactly on time.’




  ‘They were probably thrown into a complete panic because of us being early in the first place.’ Davey abandoned the text to Roisin and shoved his phone in his pocket. ‘OK, let’s go.’




  They disembarked the aircraft, cleared immigration and went directly to the car hire desk. Davey had rented a VW Golf for their drive to Wexford. Fortunately for his efforts to impress upon Camilla that modern Ireland was a smoothly efficient and businesslike country, the rental agency was completely competent, and less than twenty minutes later they were driving out of the car park.




  ‘I can’t believe it’s so warm.’ Davey took his sunglasses out of his jacket pocket and put them on. ‘It’s not normally like this.’




  ‘Climate change,’ said Camilla.




  ‘Everyone in Ireland would like climate change to mean hotter summers,’ Davey told her. ‘But maybe not as humid as this; it’s like Singapore, for heaven’s sake!’




  ‘Not quite,’ Camilla told him. ‘In Singapore, the temperature—’




  ‘It was a figure of speech!’ cried Davey. ‘I do know it’s not the same here, honestly. Still hot and sticky, though.’




  Camilla raised an eyebrow.




  ‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘I’m a bit tense.’




  She relaxed back into the seat and looked around her with interest. It was her first visit to Ireland and she was surprised at how much it seemed to matter to Davey that she approved of it. Ever since he’d received the invitation to his parents’ anniversary party, he’d been praising and deprecating his homeland in equal measure.




  ‘We’re very outgoing,’ he’d said on numerous occasions. ‘More chatty, more open. But we’re hopeless at stuff too. Sort of hopeful that things’ll work out rather than making sure they do. Though it usually ends up OK.’




  She’d smiled.




  ‘It’s not the same as Denmark.’




  She couldn’t count the number of times he’d said that. As though Denmark was a shining beacon of all that was right and smart and – most of all – efficient in the world and Ireland was some kind of shambolic maelstrom where things got done by luck rather than intent. Yet so far Camilla had seen nothing but competency and good humour, and Davey’s clear complex about his homeland intrigued her.




  Camilla Rasmussen had known Davey Sheehan for about six months and she cared for him very much. She didn’t permit herself to use emotive words like love, which conveyed feelings that she wasn’t yet prepared to acknowledge as far as Davey was concerned; but he was an attractive companion, she enjoyed his company, and he was fun. They had a shared interest in renewable energy (she worked for a sustainable energy organisation, while his company produced turbines for wind farms); they both enjoyed playing chess and were addicted to online puzzle games. If she were looking for a long-term relationship, she told herself, if she were even thinking of marriage, then Davey Sheehan would be high on the list. She was surprised he hadn’t been married before. At thirty-seven, most men she knew had been around the block at least once. But Davey had neither married nor lived with anyone, which was both an advantage and a disadvantage. She’d ironed out most of the disadvantages, such as his initial inability to remember there was another person in the house which meant him having to learn to compromise on TV programmes, music and decor; his habit of forgetting that they owned both a washing machine and a dishwasher; his meltdowns when something was moved from where he’d put it, especially when he’d put it in the wrong place. And, more importantly, his lack of knowledge about what actually constituted a home-cooked meal – Davey wasn’t a reconstructed man in the kitchen, and if it couldn’t be heated in a microwave, he didn’t eat it. Well, hadn’t eaten it; it was different now.




  However, the advantages of living with someone who hadn’t had another woman’s likes and dislikes imprinted on his consciousness were obvious. He didn’t have anyone to compare her to, unless you counted his mother, which Camilla didn’t, since Jenny Sheehan hadn’t been, from what she could gather, a domestic goddess of any consequence. Davey was almost grateful, Camilla thought, to have a woman around the house who, although a hundred per cent committed to her career, also knew about healthy eating and comfortable living and, of course, was good in bed. Camilla smiled to herself. She knew that she was very good in bed and that Davey was reaping the benefit of her experience. It was nice, as the woman, to feel that you were the one with the more varied past; it was also nice that Davey didn’t feel the need to quiz her about it. Of course sex with Davey wasn’t all about her own talents; he was a generous and adaptable lover, and far more concerned about her pleasure than her previous boyfriends had been, which was a refreshing change. But she was definitely the one with more skills in the bedroom.




  Nevertheless, from Camilla’s perspective, Davey Sheehan was a good bet and she was certainly happy to be sharing a spacious loft apartment in Østerbro with him. She thought it was sweet that he still wanted to impress her. And she knew that he wanted her to like his family, and for them to like her too. She leaned her head on his shoulder for a moment. He took one hand from the steering wheel and squeezed her knee before she sat upright again.




  Davey returned his hand to the steering wheel and glanced at his girlfriend. Sometimes he really did pinch himself to see that he wasn’t dreaming, because it seemed inconceivable to him that he, Davey Sheehan, without any great redeeming features to his name, had somehow managed to land a beauty like Camilla Rasmussen. From the moment he’d first seen her at a conference on alternative energy sources, he’d been attracted by her unshakeable poise, her effortless good looks and her easy conversation. When she’d accepted his invitation to dinner, he’d been astonished. And it was still a mystery to him why she’d agreed to move in with him. Yes, he admitted to himself, he was successful in his job. Yes, in comparison perhaps to some of the earnest people that populated the industry, he was easy-going – Camilla said that she liked that about him. But still. His hair was thinner than it had been ten years earlier and flecked with grey. His abs weren’t exactly a six-pack. (They hadn’t been in his twenties either, but back then he could have fantasised.) And while he knew he’d upped his game over the past few months, he would never be as ruthlessly groomed as Ivar Nygaard – of the black jumpers, black trousers and silver-rimmed designer glasses – who worked in the same company as Camilla and with whom she’d had a year-long relationship that had ended shortly before he, Davey, had met her at the conference.




  He was afraid of being her rebound man. He was afraid that she’d temporarily fallen for him because he was so different from Ivar. He was afraid he’d lose her and he didn’t want to. He loved her. He wanted to marry her. He’d already bought the engagement ring.




  He patted the inside pocket of his jacket. It was actually too warm to be still wearing a jacket, but he hadn’t wanted to take it off in case the box containing the beautiful diamond in its distinctive setting fell out. Davey had bought it a few weeks earlier in a moment of confidence and enthusiasm, thinking that making a romantic proposal to his girlfriend would be a grand gesture. But he’d chickened out. Camilla wasn’t a grand gesture person. And what if he asked her and she said no?




  It was all very well for girls, he thought as he turned the air-con up a notch, they had all these books and movies telling them that they were worth it, and that they deserved the best. They could get into a state about hoping that a guy would propose to them, but they didn’t actually have to do it, did they? They didn’t have to open themselves up, put it all on the line and then wait for a yes or no. Girls had all the power. They just didn’t realise it.




  Davey had brought the ring with him because he’d thought that seeing his parents so happy together after forty years, Camilla might be ready for a proposal. And he hoped there’d be a suitably romantic opportunity to ask her. They had, in a very forthright and Nordic sort of way, discussed marriage before. Camilla had said that it was a right but not a duty, and Davey, trying some forthrightness himself, asked what exactly that meant her position was regarding it, and she’d replied that she was certainly entitled to get married to someone if and when she felt the time was right, but she wasn’t obliged to, now or ever. Which had left him wondering where he stood in the entire scheme of things. And yet he loved her and he believed that she loved him, despite his inadequacies. So it was just a question of asking her at the right time. He hoped.




  He wanted to marry her. He wanted to have a family with her. He wanted to be as lucky as his mum and dad and he wanted his own kids to be as lucky as him.




  He hoped it wasn’t too much to ask.




  ‘Tell me about your parents,’ she asked after they’d been on the road for nearly an hour and the playlist from her phone had finished. ‘Forty years together is some achievement.’




  ‘I know,’ he said. ‘I wonder how many people make that any more?’




  ‘Hardly anyone, I’d’ve thought. So what is it about your mum and dad that make them so special?’




  ‘They work well together,’ said Davey after a pause. ‘They complement each other. Mum’s always been a bit dreamy and artistic and Dad is the one who gets things done.’




  ‘You said your mum is a painter. Is she well known in Ireland?’




  ‘Oh, she’s not all that serious about it,’ Davey clarified. ‘It’s more of a hobby than a job.’




  ‘It’s a gift,’ Camilla pointed out.




  ‘Yes, it is. But it’s not like a career or anything. Although …’ His voice trailed off as he trawled through his memories. ‘She went away for an exhibition or a course or something when I was younger. I can’t really remember it too well. She was away for what seemed like weeks. Probably only a few days though.’




  ‘And did she sell paintings at this exhibition?’




  ‘I’ve no idea.’ He shot a shamefaced glance at his girlfriend. ‘I guess I was never interested enough to ask. That’s awful, isn’t it?’




  Camilla shook her head. ‘You were a child. You had your own concerns.’




  ‘Yes, but when I was older I could’ve taken more interest. Oh well, I can ask her about it today.’




  ‘Your parents will like this surprise?’ asked Camilla.




  ‘I sure as hell hope so,’ said Davey. ‘My sister Steffie is convinced Mum will hate it. But when Roisin puts her mind to something, we all have to agree.’




  Camilla knew a little about the two Sheehan girls, having asked Davey about his family on a number of occasions. But like all the men she knew, he was sparing with his information. Not because of any deep desire to be mysterious, but simply because as far as he was concerned, none of it mattered very much.




  ‘I always got on better with Steffie,’ he told her now. ‘Maybe because she was the baby of the family and we were in the house together for a long time. Also, she’s always up for a laugh. Roisin takes everything very seriously and she expects everyone to do what she wants all the time.’




  ‘Perhaps it’s the Roisin sister I will get on with best, in that case.’ Camilla shot him a mischievous look. ‘Because you tell me that I’m too serious sometimes, don’t you? And that I order you around.’




  ‘Oh God, do I?’ He glanced at her in dismay. ‘You’re not in the least like Ro. You’re serious in a completely different way. And you’re not bossy. You’re … um … you’re a perfectionist.’




  ‘And that may be a good thing,’ she said in amusement.




  ‘Indeed it is.’ He nodded.




  ‘So,’ she said, in her forthright way, ‘some more about your parents, please. I would like all the information possible before we arrive.’




  Davey sighed. They were his mum and dad. They were in their sixties. They’d lived an average life. They still loved each other. There wasn’t anything else to tell her, even though Camilla clearly felt there should be. Maybe she’ll think I’m as boring as them, he thought, as he fiddled with the air-con again. Maybe it was a bad idea to bring her along with me after all.




  Chapter 5




  Steffie was hot and dusty, and she’d broken two nails trying to tack up the Happy Ruby Anniversary party banners. As she’d specifically varnished her nails bright red to go with the anniversary theme, she’d had to go in search of an old bottle to do a repair job after she’d filed the jagged edges. The colour she’d eventually found at the back of a drawer in her old bedroom didn’t exactly match, but it was the best she could come up with. After having spent more time than she wanted on beauty repairs, she blew up a selection of red balloons, wiped the glassware and then arranged the glasses neatly on the table she’d dragged, along with as many chairs as she could, on to the covered veranda. The veranda stretched across the entire back of the house and was accessed by folding doors from both the kitchen and living room. It looked over the gently sloping garden towards a small stream, and in Steffie’s opinion was the best part of Aranbeg. It reminded her of some of the lovely American houses she’d seen during her gap year, with their huge wooden decks furnished with cushioned chairs and ceiling fans.




  It would be nice to have a ceiling fan today, she thought longingly. There wasn’t a breath of a breeze. She kicked off her shoes, then strolled the length of the garden until she reached the stream that marked the rear boundary of the property. She’d spent many happy hours as a girl paddling in the stream, which was a tributary of the river Iske, a few kilometres away. Her dad had brought her fishing on the Iske once, and although she’d felt squeamish when she’d seen fish wriggling on the riverbank, she’d been intrigued by the fishermen who’d waded into the middle of the water to cast their lines. The following day she’d donned her bright yellow wellington boots, borrowed her mother’s green apron for an authentic fisherman look, found one of Davey’s old fishing nets on its bamboo pole and walked into the middle of the stream to fish herself. Even though the water wasn’t very deep, it was enough to come up over the boots. When she’d sloshed her way back to the house with sodden boots carrying a jar full of muddy water containing a tiny tiddler, Jenny had gone berserk.




  Steffie smiled to herself as she remembered the ticking-off she’d got from both her parents, for going down to the stream without permission and for ruining her boots. It hadn’t dampened her spirits, although she’d eventually given up on fishing when she failed miserably to catch anything else.




  Now she paddled happily in the clear water, balancing carefully on the stony riverbed so that she didn’t end up soaked again. She was beginning to feel cool and relaxed when the buzz of her mobile phone startled her. She made a face when she saw Roisin’s name on the screen.




  ‘What’s up?’ she asked.




  Roisin told her about the black dress and the diamonds and Steffie said that their mother was perfectly capable of getting her own dress out of the wardrobe.




  ‘I don’t want her to have to fuss,’ said Roisin.




  ‘She won’t,’ Steffie told her. ‘You’re the fusser, not her.’




  ‘I’m a planner, not a fusser,’ said Roisin. ‘Has the food arrived?’




  ‘Yes, and I’ve got everything ready. Except for the plates and cutlery, of course.’




  ‘I’m on the way with them now.’




  ‘Already? What happened? You’re all going to be way too early.’




  ‘It’s only me who’s on the way,’ clarified Roisin. ‘I’m calling from the car. Mum’s still at the house with Daisy. She was peppering about leaving and I made up an excuse about me having to go out.’




  ‘I thought you’d packed Dad off to a footie match. Mum couldn’t leave without him anyway.’




  ‘Yes, but I was afraid I’d give it away by making ever more ridiculous excuses about why they were taking so long. I should have planned it this way from the start. I get to help you and Paul will come down with the kids later.’




  ‘It’s nice of you to help,’ said Steffie. ‘But everything’s done.’




  ‘I’m sure it is.’




  Steffie recognised the tone in Roisin’s voice. It had her ‘you might have done something but not to my exacting standards’ quality.




  ‘OK, well I’ll see you later,’ said Steffie.




  ‘Yes, right. Get out of the way!’ The last remark was clearly addressed to a driver not living up to Roisin’s standards either.




  Steffie put her phone back in its leather sleeve, stepped out of the stream and went to see what preparations she could improve on.




  In the Dublin house, the bathroom was adequate but small. However the Aranbeg bathroom was huge and easily accommodated the antique roll-top bath that Jenny had bought at a market and restored, as well as a very modern separate rainfall shower. Steffie had already taken a shower that morning but she’d been saving a soak in the bath as a pre-party treat. With Roisin already on the way and nothing more she could possibly do, she decided she’d treat herself right now. She turned on the taps so that it filled with tepid water – it was too warm today to contemplate her usual skin-blistering water temperature – and then added some pink bath salts from the container on the ledge. The bathroom was immediately filled with the scent of roses, and Steffie slid her pretty cotton dress from her shoulders, removed her underwear and got in.




  The bath brought back memories too. When she was younger, and a good deal shorter, she used to lie full length in it, her long hair spread out in the water around her. She would pretend to be a drowning princess, waiting for her prince to come and rescue her. She didn’t have a clear idea of what her prince looked like, but he always gazed into her eyes and told her that she was safe with him. Years later, when a friend asked to help illustrate a self-published children’s book about a princess who fell into a lake, she drew the picture as she imagined she’d looked herself, a pale face framed by a fan of curly hair.
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