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  Dedicated to Sam, now and forever




  

    

      It is not because things are difficult that we do not dare; it is because we do not dare that they are difficult.




      SENECA


    


  




  







   


  





  

    

      

        To the Class of 1990




        TEN-YEAR REUNION DINNER AND DANCE




        

          Remember Peig, the life cycle of the Fasciola Hepatica (otherwise known as the Liver Fluke), the ‘Stony grey soil of Monaghan’, crop rotation in the 17th

          century . . .


        




        

          Remember Mark ‘The Man’ Mulhearne, Mad Maxie, Ice Eve, Monty, Minnow, Lucy the Lips, Nicely Nicky or Mustang Sally?


        




        

          Relive those classic memories, dine and dance to the music of the ‘80’s in the ‘Ballroom of Romance’ (the sports hall!).


        




        

          GUEST SPEAKERS:




          Gerry O’Reilly of 2FM and Mark Mulhearne, class of 1990 barrister and best-selling author.


        




        

          Be there or be somewhere else and missing out on all the fun . . .


        




        

          OCTOBER 31 BLACK TIE RSVP


        


      


    


  




  







  Chapter 1




  Sally Hunter slowly opened her eyes. Bright Caribbean sunlight in golden shafts was piercing through the round portholes and reflecting off the shining white chart table and

  polished metal surfaces. Even the dark varnished interior wood seemed to funnel light into her pupils. Sally winced and narrowed her eyes. She turned her head slowly and carefully and surveyed the

  floor of the yacht’s cabin. It was littered with cigarette butts and empty beer-cans. An empty Mount Gay Rum bottle was lodged against the chart table held in place by a large, man-sized

  brown Timberland docksider. The unpleasant odour of stale drink and smoke filled the ‘living-room’ of the luxury 60 foot Swan yacht.




  “Sal!” a voice yelled from the deck above. A tousled, blonde-headed girl appeared at the hatch.




  “Not so loud, Ginny,” Sally muttered.




  Ginny smiled and padded down the wooden steps into the cabin. Small, brown as a berry, with the mad energy of a three-year-old, Ginny was the crazy Corkwoman who worked with Sally on Queen of

  the Sea. Wearing a plain white T-shirt, an indecently tiny pair of cut-off jeans masquerading as shorts and an ancient pair of docksiders, Ginny still managed to look stunning. With long

  white-blonde hair cascading down her back, shockingly clear, tanned skin, striking green eyes and a smile to stop the traffic, Ginny was a natural beauty. Sally found it sickening, but forgave her

  because to top it all she was the nicest and kindest girl you could meet and more fun than a basket full of puppies. She even drank Mel, the middle-aged playboy owner of Queen, under the

  table.




  “Oh, Sal,” Ginny whispered, as her eyes roamed around the cabin, settling finally on the makeshift ‘bed’ on the floor. “You didn’t.”




  For a split second Sally was reminded of her mother.




  * * *




  “Oh, Sally, you haven’t,” spluttered Mrs Hunter, one summer’s morning in the vicarage kitchen four years ago. “Is it the exam pressure? You know,

  darling, I’m sure you’ll get them this year.”




  Sally tried to silence her shocked mother and explain why she had dropped out of her Teacher Training Diploma at UCD. She had failed the exams last June, badly enough to necessitate her

  repeating the whole year. But exam stress wasn’t the reason and if her mother would stop blustering and fussing for one minute she would try to explain.




  “Oh my, what will I tell your father?” Mrs Hunter continued. “Oh Sally, he’ll be so disappointed, he so wanted you to succeed this time.”




  “But, Mum . . .” Sally tried to interrupt her mother’s flow, but she had as much chance as stopping lava flowing from a newly erupted volcano.




  “Sally, it’s just so . . .”




  Sally tried again. “I know it’s hard to understand, Mum, but if you’ll just let me . . .” But it was no use.




  “What will we tell the parishioners? They were so proud of you, Mrs Bailey in the choir and Mrs O’Reilly who does the flowers and . . . oh dear, oh dear, whatever to do, what a

  thing, what a thing . . .”




  “Mum,” said Sally firmly, “it’s not the end of the world, please be reasonable.”




  But by now April Hunter was pacing up and down the kitchen, wringing her hands and talking to the ceiling above the central light fitting.




  When Sally and her younger brother and sister, Jamie and Emma, were small they thought that God lived in that very same light fitting. Mrs Hunter had a habit of addressing ‘The Lord’

  through her kitchen ceiling.




  “What to do? Oh Lord, please help me.”




  “Ah, Mum,” Sally sighed, completely exasperated at the overwrought woman, “it’s not that bad, I have a great contingency plan . . .”




  Just then the Reverend Hunter came striding into the kitchen from his study, where he was trying to write next Sunday’s sermon on ‘Family Values in a Modern World’.




  “Commotion, commotion! How is a body supposed to work around here?”




  The tall, silver-haired man looked enquiringly at his fraught wife. James Hunter, was a good husband and father. Endowed with endless reserves of patience, he was quite used to his dear

  wife’s histrionics.




  “Now what’s all this about, April?” he asked firmly.




  April Hunter took a deep breath and began. “Sally has dropped out of college and as if that isn’t bad enough, she’s decided to join a convent . . .”




  Sally looked at her mother in amazement and began to laugh.




  “Ah, Mum,” she giggled. “I didn’t say convent, I said contingency.”




  James held his hands up in a gesture of peace. He calmly addressed his wife and daughter.




  “Now, April, knowing our daughter I think a convent is possibly the worst place in the world for her. Let’s just listen to Sally about all this and see what she has to

  say.”




  They sat down at the kitchen table and Sally unfolded her plan. She explained why she had made this unusual decision. Her mother was less than enthused with what she was hearing. The prospect of

  telling the neighbours about her ‘drifter’ daughter did not amuse her. But Mr Hunter was practical and realistic to the last.




  “Sally has to find her own way in this world, April. We may not like it but she has to make her own decisions – she’s a big girl now.”




  Relations with her mother since Sally had left Ireland for Antigua had been decidedly frosty, thawing a little from time to time – at Christmas and birthdays. Of course she never failed to

  write if there was what she considered ‘news’, which always meant the engagement of someone who had been in school with Sally, or a neighbour’s child’s promotion in the bank

  or, lately, which local Protestant boy was single! All of which made Sally less and less keen to return home. Until the news of Mark and the reunion of course.




  * * *




  Sally removed the large bronzed hand from her left breast. She twisted away from the heavily sleeping body beside her and sat up gingerly. Spying her crumpled T-shirt on the

  cabin floor near her she reached over and scooped it up. Naked torso covered, she carefully stood up. The man beneath her groaned in his sleep and rolled towards the middle of the opened-out sofa

  which was masquerading as a bed. His dark-skinned back was smooth and muscular and moved gently with the steady rhythm of his breathing. Sal glanced down at her jeans in disgust. They were covered

  with beer stains, dried sea salt, old rust and paint marks. The sleeping prince’s dark blue 501’s were still immaculate. “Typical,” she thought to herself. Ginny was sitting

  on the navigation table, gazing in amazement at the sleeping shape.




  “Sal, do you know who that is?” she whispered.




  “Of course I do – that’s Jay, Mel’s accountant,” Sally replied triumphantly, delighted that she’d remembered his name.




  “Like hell it is,” muttered Ginny darkly. “Sal, he’s darling daughter’s fiancé!”




  A small smile came to Sally’s lips, widening slowly into a deliciously wicked grin.




  “I don’t believe you, Ginny,’ she whispered. “Are you serious?”




  The two Irish girls hated their boss Mel’s only daughter Iona with a passion. An arrogant little madam of twenty-one, she loved to lord it over the two friends, bossing them about and

  packing her rich and stupid girlie ‘friends’ onto ‘Daddy’s yacht’ to sunbathe. Iona in turn hated her father’s boathands as she didn’t have a clue how to

  hoist a sail, let alone how to sail the yacht. So if Iona wanted to leave the marina she had to ask Sally and Ginny for assistance. And how she hated asking them for anything! It didn’t help

  that Sally had once forced the spoilt girl to break two precious long, red talons by making her winch in a rope. Or that Ginny had refused to tack the boat because Iona complained that the sun was

  hidden behind the sail.




  “Iona,” the Corkwoman had yelled, “we’re on a set course and I’m not turning Queen unless it’s important.’




  Iona, in the shadow of the large mainsail for what seemed to her an age, had missed valuable sunbathing time, not to mention losing face in front of her giggling friends.




  To add insult to injury Sally had quipped, “Hey, Iona, this is a sailing machine not a tanning parlour.”




  The girls climbed up the wooden steps from the cabin. The sun’s rays hit their faces as they stepped onto the immaculately varnished wooden deck. Ginny closed over the

  hatch to the cabin.




  “Let Prince Charming sleep,” she said laughing. “Anyway, where did you find him?”




  The two girls settled themselves comfortably, Sally sitting with her back against the thick wooden mast and her friend lying on her stomach facing her with her head resting on her hands.




  “On the marina yesterday evening around seven, I guess,” Sally replied, grinning widely. “He came by to have a look at Queen with Mel and we chatted briefly. I was

  washing down the deck after Princess Iona spilt sun-cream all over it in the afternoon. She knows that greasy muck she uses is hard to clean off, little cow.”




  Ginny murmured in agreement.




  “Anyway Mel and Iona were meeting Mel’s ex-wife up in the hotel, the second one I think, not the first one – wife I mean, not hotel!”




  Ginny laughed.




  “So Jay hung around a bit and one thing led to another. After all he had a rather nice smile, and ass for that matter. I thought it would have been a shame to waste it, you

  know.”




  Ginny knew all right. She knew only too well. Sally liked men and they liked her. Feeling something digging into her hip, through her shorts, she suddenly remembered why she had been looking for

  her friend. She rolled over and wriggled a folded white envelope from her tight, cut-off jean’s pocket.




  “Post for you,” she said. “Sorry, I almost forgot. It’s from home.” She flattened the envelope with the palm of her hand and passed it to Sally.




  Sally glanced at the writing and grimaced. “It’s from Mum,” she muttered, ripping open the envelope. As she pulled out the letter a bright white rectangular card fell onto the

  brown deck. It seemed to glisten and glow against the dark wood. Sally picked up the card and read it, her face a picture of growing astonishment.




  “Well?” asked Ginny, gagging to hear the news, “What’s up?” She gazed at the animated girl questioningly.




  “You remember the guy I once told you about – Mark Mulhearne?”




  Ginny nodded eagerly.




  “He’s only the guest speaker at my ten-year school reunion!”




  “OK, let me get this right – Mark is the guy you were in love with in sixth year? The one you’ve never forgotten?” Ginny asked. “The one who lives in Boston and

  writes those amazing crime books?”




  “Yes, yes,” Sally answered impatiently as she began to read her mother’s accompanying letter. As usual it was written in purple ink on lilac paper – as Sally described it

  ‘an insult to the discerning eye and a horror to decipher’.




  Suddenly Sally exclaimed. “Mum’s an angel!”




  Ginny snorted. “Only last week you wrote her off as an annoying snob and a gossip, if I remember correctly.”




  Sally’s smile lit up her face. Her eyes danced with excitement and she could hardly contain herself. “That’s before she used her jungle drums usefully. For once she is telling

  me news I want to hear.”




  “Go on,” Ginny goaded her dizzy friend. “I’m waiting, what is it? This amazingly interesting news?”




  Sally took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. “It’s Mark. He’s back in Ireland. Mum met his sister, Susan, on Grafton Street.” Sally continued breathlessly. “And

  guess what? He’s staying with her and her family on their farm in Wicklow. And get this – best of all, God bless her cotton socks for asking Susan, he’s broken up with that

  ‘Park ma car in Haavard yard’ Boston creature. Mum reckons Mark’s coming home to find an Irish wife! Good old Mum, always on the ball!” Sally really was impressed. Usually

  her Mum’s insatiable curiosity and matchmaking tendencies drove her up the wall but this time it was different. Hell, Mark was the future Mr Hunter and that’s all there was to it!




  Sally’s mind began to drift. She imagined herself in a cream sheath Sharon Hoey wedding dress, with a tasteful bouquet of white roses. Walking up the aisle, with Mark by her side. He would

  be wearing a grey morning suit, with a waistcoat, perhaps in red or maybe gold . . .




  “Earth calling Sally, come in Sally!” Ginny interrupted her friend’s reverie. “I asked you if you’re going to the school thing, the reunion?”




  “Are you joking? Of course I’m bloody going, you thick culchie.”




  Ginny thumped the smiling girl’s leg.




  “Ah, there’s no need for violence now,” Sally continued. “It’s my big chance, Ginny, damn right I’m going! Mrs Mulhearne, here I come.”




  Her eyes flickered and danced as a wild and bold plan began to concoct in her mind. “It just might work,” she said. “He won’t know what’s hit him, poor

  man.”




  “God help the guy,” Ginny said, trying to keep a straight face. “He won’t stand a chance with Mustang Sally.”




  







  Chapter 2




  Eve Arnold removed her Calvin Klein reading glasses and placed them on the green leather-covered mahogany desk in front of her. She leaned back in her plush black leather chair

  and rubbed her tired eyes with her knuckles. Glancing at the brass ship’s clock on the wall she realised with a start that it was nearly eleven o’clock. She had been in the office since

  seven that morning – sixteen hours. But as far as Eve was concerned that was nothing new.




  The petite woman was immaculately dressed in a sharply cut Louise Kennedy on-the-knee skirt in efficient ‘New York’ grey. Her dark brown hair was tightly cut to her head in an elfin,

  yet smart style. She pushed herself up from the large, curved desk and straightened up her papers. She looked triumphantly at the empty ‘in’ tray to her left and pressed off the power

  buttons on her black computer and screen. Striding over to the door, she slid her size twelve Louise Kennedy jacket off its wooden hanger and shimmied it over her cream silk shirt.




  The fax machine under her window whirred into action and spat out a new document. Eve sighed and walked over to receive it.




  Giving it a cursory glance, she scrunched it up into a tight ball and dropped it into the wicker bin. The Financial Services Centre were having a Masked Ball in the Burlington for all its

  ‘residents’. Eve didn’t have the time for such frivolities, or so she liked to tell herself. In reality Eve, the successful, cool and confident accountant for Viva Notre, the

  Italian bank, a woman in a man’s world, giving as good as she got, was above all lonely.




  Eve’s town house was an immaculately decorated, two-bedroom professional ‘home’. If you could call it a home. The walls were painted in tasteful shades of white and varying

  degrees of off-white. The hall was terracotta and the generous upstairs bathroom was a delicate shade of eggshell blue. Eve had chosen the colours herself, something she had approached in a

  businesslike manner, but at times a definite artistic streak had come peeking out, inherited from her mother. The furniture was modern yet functional. The living-room boasted generous sofas in

  cream brocade. Dramatic original oil paintings and silk-screen prints in striking colours from the Solomon Gallery adorned her walls. And in her bedroom the French-designed wicker King-sized bed,

  topped with a sky blue duvet and piles of blue and white covered cushions, dominated the room. The second bedroom functioned as an office.




  Eve had two bedrooms because she could afford them, not because she had anyone to share the space with. She lived on her own, using her house more like a hotel than her own special retreat from

  the world. From Monday to Saturday she worked and on Saturday evening she packed a small overnight bag and ordered a taxi. Because every weekend, unless she was away on business or at a business

  dinner, she went to stay with her mother.




  Mrs Betty Arnold was a widow and had a close relationship with her daughter. She lived comfortably in a small cottage in Sandymount, on the coast road. She owned a beautiful golden retriever

  called Sam, who she walked on the strand religiously every morning. The remainder of her day was spent doing what she loved best – decorating houses, giving classes in interior design,

  rescuing old furniture and renovating it with loving care.




  * * *




  Tom Arnold had died when Eve was six, leaving a vibrant widow in her late twenties – a tall, willowy blonde with a striking face – strong, square cheekbones, full,

  rose-red lips, dark blue eyes and olive skin. Betty had married straight out of school and was devoted to her older husband, who treated her with love and respect. She had been distraught when he

  had died of a heart attack when he was only forty. But with the help of close friends and the distraction of a child to love and comfort she pulled herself through the ordeal, day by day.




  Luckily Tom had been an organised and practical man and had ensured his loved ones would live comfortably in the event of his death. Not needing to work, Betty threw herself into rearing her

  child. She ironed everything from dusters to knickers, polished any metal, glass or wooden surface in their large Georgian house in Rathgar until it sparkled. The garden was immaculate, the shrubs

  were trimmed into perfectly symmetrical shapes and the flower beds were filled with the correct seasonal flowers and plants. And Eve was the smartest turned-out child in Ireland, with gleaming

  shoes and the whitest starched shirts. After a year the house was a veritable showcase, but Betty was bored.




  One Sunday morning when Eve was nine, Betty looked around the cleanest kitchen in Ireland and made a decision. The next week she put her ‘elegant and tastefully decorated family home,

  convenient to the city centre’ up for sale. Then, to the astonishment of her friends, she bought a run-down cottage in need of well . . . everything. The optimistic estate agents had

  described it as a ‘challenge’ in their brochure. The small property in Sandymount needed re-wiring, re-plumbing, re-plastering, re-flooring. In fact nothing was in any way salvageable

  except the four walls and miraculously, under the green moss covering, the original dark grey slates and tall Victorian terracotta chimney pots.




  But the widow had taken one long look at the ramshackle cottage and had smiled, much to the astonishment of the young man from Wilson’s Estate Agents who was showing her the house.




  “What character,” the tall woman stated, on first gazing at the exterior of 3 Sandymount Villas. “Lead on.”




  The young man turned the key in the rusting lock and pushed the door open with his right shoulder.




  “Sorry, the door’s a bit stiff . . .” he muttered anxiously.




  Inside the house was in a shambles. There was no carpet in the hall and the bare floorboards seemed decidedly dangerous.




  “Watch your step, Mrs Arnold,” warned the estate agent.




  But Betty had noticed the original stained glass in the fan light over the door, the delicate egg and dart mouldings at the top of the walls and the heavy, old pine doors with stained glass

  panels. Here was a house which needed tender loving care. It would provide her with something that her daughter, as she grew older and became more and more self-sufficient, could no longer provide.

  A reason for getting up in the morning. Betty Arnold was sold!




  The newly energised woman threw herself into renovating the cottage from top to tail. She engaged the services of an enthusiastic young local carpenter and builder, Sean Connolly, who

  specialised in renovations. Together they spent many happy mornings, while Eve was schoolbound, trawling architectural salvage shops for original Victorian features.




  Betty sanded and varnished the replaced floorboards, supervised the stripping, plastering and re-painting of the walls. She chose rich, glowing colours – deep red in the hall, sunflower

  yellow in the kitchen and a bold turquoise blue in the bathroom. She designed the bedroom wallpaper herself and had it exclusively printed for her in London: an elegant yet vibrant pattern of

  abstract flowers in blues, yellows, reds and purples. Eve had enjoyed helping her mother decorate the cottage at the weekends. Surprisingly Eve, an earnest young girl, found living in an unfinished

  house, ‘a work in progress’ as her Mum described it, fun and marvelled at her mother’s gradual transition from a ‘take your shoes off before you come in’ type of Mum

  to a ‘ watch the sawdust on the floor, love, I stepped in it earlier’ type. Eve, a hard-working and dedicated pupil, admired her mother’s energy and dedication to her task.




  A year after the Arnolds had first moved into their new home, Betty was finally satisfied. She held a drinks party to show off her stunning work. Some of Betty’s ‘friends’ were

  less than impressed with the light, airy, liveable-in house. The smart set, Brown-Thomas-suited women, were used to rich brocade fabrics, velvet curtains, dark green walls and Laura Ashley or

  imitation William Morris wallpaper. This house was more Cosmopolitan than Country House or House and Home. Where were the gold light fittings, the brass taps, where was the

  glamour, the old-world elegance?




  The women at the party sighed, clucked and whispered among themselves. But some guests were full of admiration.




  “Betty,” a tall, well-built man with dark hair peppered with grey and a wide, firm smile approached her. “My son was right, quite a place you have here. I’m Jack

  Connolly, Sean’s father. I hope you don’t mind, I came to have a look.”




  Betty smiled shyly at him, and thought to herself, “Mumm, must be early fifties I guess, and what a nice smile.” It was the first time since her husband had died that she had felt

  any interest in any man and she was caught off guard. Sean had mentioned his father, a respected architect, but she had thought nothing of it at the time. Mr Arnold was happily married – what

  was she thinking?




  “Oh no, not at all,” she replied, blushing and feeling decidedly flustered. “I’m afraid I must open some more bottles of red . . .”




  Jack Connolly followed Betty into the kitchen. He lifted one of the bottles of Bordeaux off the pine kitchen table and opened it for her.




  “You’ve really captured a fresh, modern look, Betty. It’s contemporary yet homely. Have you ever thought of interior design as a career?”




  Betty stammered, “That’s very flattering, Jack, but I’m sure you’re just being kind.”




  “Not at all Betty,” he continued. He lifted two wine bottles out of Betty’s hands, set them on the table and pulled out a kitchen chair, newly upholstered in red corduroy.




  “Sit and listen for one second,” he commanded firmly.




  Betty sat and looked up at him expectantly.




  “I mean it, you have a real eye for design. Quite frankly your ideas are exciting and at times daring.” He looked around him. “The wall colours for example – clean, crisp

  and modern. The way you have integrated contemporary features with traditional materials. Sorry, I’m beginning to talk like an architect,” he laughed. “And these chairs,

  they’re great, where did that idea come from?” He gestured towards the kitchen chairs, jauntily covered in a rainbow of colours – poppy red, golden yellow and jewel-like green and

  purple. Before she had a chance to answer he powered ahead. “Betty, please tell me you will do something with your gift.”




  “Jack, I did it for the sheer enjoyment. Getting paid for decorating . . . well, that’s another matter. To be honest, I’m not looking for a career or even a job,” she

  stated hesitantly, a little overwhelmed by his enthusiasm. “Anyway, I’ve never had a job, I wouldn’t know where to start.”




  “Well,” Jack replied thoughtfully. “Start small, with commissions for friends. Maybe try an ad in the local supermarket.” He paused for a moment, rubbing his strong,

  square chin. “In fact I think I have just the right job to get you started . . . yes, I think it would definitely work.”




  Three days later Betty had started work on an apartment beside the Four Courts which Jack had recently purchased. Nessa Connolly, Jack’s wife, was delighted with her husband’s choice

  of interior designer. A small, bubbly redhead in her late thirties, originally from Northern Ireland, Nessa soon became firm friends with Betty.




  Number 44, Four Courts Square, was a joy to decorate. A large, newly built modern penthouse, it was ideally suited to Betty’s clean, airy colours. Nessa helped choose the furniture and

  together the two women gave the apartment a distinctive and striking look.




  * * *




  Eve opened the door of her townhouse and flicked on the uplights. She stepped out of her Italian leather court shoes and allowed the natural coir flooring to massage her weary

  feet. She picked up her shoes and placed them at the end of the stairs. There was post on the floor, the usual brown windowed bills and glossy, loud junk mail and one large rectangular,

  hand-written envelope. Eve walked into the kitchen, placed her black Chesneau brief-case and the envelopes on the sand-blasted glass kitchen table and made herself a cup of instant coffee. The

  kitchen, designed by her mother, was wasted on someone who didn’t cook. It was perfectly laid out for ease of use, from the sea-green storage cupboards to the top of the range American silver

  fridge and gleaming silver gas cooker. The walls were cream, tiled above the granite counters in hand-made matt blue tiles. The lighting was mellow and relaxing when dimmed and Eve loved the

  sculptured, curving Habitat kitchen chairs in pastel shades.




  Sitting down, Eve reached for the letters. She glanced at her Visa and American Express bills and set them aside. The hand-written envelope looked a little more interesting.




  “Dear class of 1990,” she read. “Remember Peig, the life cycle of the Fasciola Hepatica . . .”




  Eve read on until her eyes focused on that one name: Mark Mulhearne. A rush of blood shot to her head and she felt dizzy and slightly sick. Old memories came flooding back, of that strong face

  with navy blue eyes, of the blonde hair and that smile. Of the smile to make you smile back and really mean it, no matter how bad you were feeling. And of the way he used to look at her, Eve

  Arnold. It seemed like a whole lifetime ago.




  Eve pressed the small of her back into her chair and closed her eyes, blinking back the tears that threatened to tumble down her cheeks.




  “Oh, Mark,” she whispered to herself. “What was I thinking of?”




  She sat still, allowing the memories of a former, happier time to flood into her head and assault her senses. It was almost as if she was a spectator, watching her own past from the

  sidelines.




  She winced as she heard those brutal, sharp and hurtful words which had sealed both their fates.




  “I’m sorry, Mark, but it’s over and that’s final.”




  Eve’s head pounded. But at the back of her mind the tiny seed that the reunion invitation had planted had begun to grow. The whisper of a smile began to form on her tightly pursed

  lips.




  “Mark Mulhearne,” she thought. ‘Well, stranger things have happened . . .”




  







  Chapter 3




  “Daniel, please stop that jumping, I’m trying to write.” Ashling smiled up at her bouncing six-year-old who was using the bed as a trampoline.

  “I’m sorry, pet, but I have to get this finished before I go to sleep and I still have to type it up, do you understand?”




  The small blonde boy stopped suddenly halfway through a jump, landed on his back and scrunched up his bright blue eyes tightly. The bed shook with the impact and Ashling looked over at her young

  son.




  “I’m pretending to be asleep, Mummy, and I’ll be asleep for sixteen hundred seconds, OK?”




  Ashling laughed to herself – he was a panic. “OK, Dan, I’ll tell you what. You stay asleep and I’ll wake you when the time is up.”




  She scribbled frantically for a few minutes before glancing over at her strangely silent son. He was fast asleep, his little face the picture of innocence, rosy red cheeks framed by a shock of

  messy golden hair. She folded the white antique lace-covered duvet over his small body, right up to his chin. She breathed a long sigh of relief. Ashling loved her son with all her heart but he

  always left her completely exhausted by the end of the day.




  It wasn’t easy being a single Mum. As a busy journalist she spent her life juggling work and Daniel. Sometimes it felt as if she had too many balls suspended in the air at once and it was

  only a matter of time before they all came crashing down on top of her head, giving her major concussion.




  Daniel was the centre of her universe but sometimes Ashling felt guilty. Guilty for working, guilty for not providing Dan with a Dad, guilty that she snapped at him sometimes because she was

  tired or fed up. One night Ashling had fallen asleep on her bed fully clothed, shoes and all. Daniel had removed her shoes, pulled the duvet over her, put on his pyjamas, leaving his top unfastened

  as he couldn’t get his fingers around small buttons yet, and put himself to bed. The next morning Ashling woke up. Daniel was standing beside her bed watching her.




  “I don’t think you should work so hard, Mummy,” he had said in a serious little voice, “You get knackered.”




  Tears came to Ashling’s eyes when she realised what had happened and she hadn’t the heart to chastise him for using a ‘bad word’.




  Ashling stopped writing and read over her news piece for the following day’s Courier. It had been a hectic morning and a manic afternoon and now she was dog tired. The County

  Council meeting to discuss the building of a new hotel in Dun Laoghaire had dragged on and on. When she was satisfied with her piece she climbed up the narrow stairs to her desk in the living-room

  and sat down in front of the computer.




  Ashling and Daniel had lived in a converted stables in the gentle south Dublin ‘village’ of Dalkey for seven years. She had been lucky to find somewhere in such a nice area at such a

  reasonable rent, whose owner didn’t balk at the sight of a small child. Her previous flat in Rathmines was totally unsuitable for a child. The other residents were all students and

  didn’t understand how difficult it was to put a woken-up baby back to sleep at three in the morning. Ashling’s Dalkey pad was ideal; she knew she was very lucky. The Stables was on the

  grounds of a larger house, Dalkey Manor. The owner was an eccentric widow called Mrs O’Connor or Tizzy as she insisted on being called, no one knew why. It was said that she and her husband

  had worked as secret agents or spies for the British in Russia during the Second World War. Tizzy certainly had fluent Russian and was one of the most astute and intellectual of people when she

  wanted to be. Ashling had never met the late Mr O’Connor, but she had spotted old photographs of a handsome young man in Army uniform on Tizzy’s grand piano. Perhaps the rumours

  weren’t that far-fetched after all.




  The woman had taken a shine to the shy but determined blonde and her lively son. The O’Connor boys were both married and lived abroad, one in America and one in Australia, but neither had

  children. The handsome widow longed for some company and underneath her crusty exterior and abrupt manner, lay one fascinating, loyal and ultimately kind lady. She had grown fond of Ashling over

  the years and had seen Daniel grow from a fractious toddler to a beaming six-year-old. And she had watched Ashling grow in confidence and blossom into an ambitious and spirited young woman. In many

  ways Tizzy thought that having a baby had been the making of the formerly timid girl. Daniel had focused the budding journalist’s thoughts and made her hunger to succeed, for her beloved

  son.




  * * *




  Ashling was all alone in the world, with no family to fall back on, when she found herself a pregnant student at the age of twenty-one. She had been seeing Owen, a fellow Arts

  student from Galway, for several months. He was an attractive and charismatic young man of twenty, with long chestnut-brown hair and an intense and almost religious fervour for left-wing

  politics.




  Ashling had been mildly concerned at the first missed period, convincing herself it was stress, exam worries, that kind of thing. By the third skipped month she had became more than anxious. She

  furtively bought a pregnancy-testing kit in the chemists opposite Trinity. She climbed the concrete stairs to the very top of the Arts Block and chose a cubicle in the deserted ladies’

  toilet. Hands shaking, she ripped the foil covering off the white plastic wand and positioned it in her urine stream.




  “Shit,” she muttered to herself as she sprinkled her hand.




  Placing the wand on the floor in front of her, she dried her hand and watched the long piece of plastic which determined her fate.




  The minutes crawled by agonisingly. Her eyes were glued to the small, clear window on the wand. Slowly a thin, blue line began to appear in the window. Ashling began to shake. Her eyes filled

  with tears and she felt physically sick.




  Pregnant, she was definitely pregnant.




  The next day she visited the college doctor. Perhaps the test had been wrong. There was always a chance, she hoped. But in her heart of hearts she knew it was highly unlikely.




  “Well, young lady,” the grey-haired doctor had said gently. “The test is positive.” The doctor had then outlined her options. Ashling hadn’t taken in one word; she

  was in complete shock. Leaving the surgery she had staggered to the nearest wooden bench in New Square and had sat for nearly three hours, her mind racing.




  That evening Owen met her in the Buttery.




  “Owen, we need to talk,” she had whispered.




  They had walked to Owen’s bedsit on the quays in total silence. Owen had asked his pale and anxious girlfriend several general, conversation-opening questions but she either hadn’t

  heard or had chosen not to reply. In reality Ashling was going over and over what she was going to say to him in her head.




  “You’re what?” Owen exclaimed when Ashling had broken the news. “Jesus, Ash. You’re joking, love. Ah, Ash, come here.”




  He reached over and put his arms around the now crying Ashling. They sat in silence on Owen’s old, bumpy sofa for what seemed like an age.




  “Ash, it’s going to be fine, we’ll work it out. I’ll help you, you know that. We both know what has to be done.”




  Ashling lifted her head off Owen’s Aran-sweatered chest and looked at him. “Owen, I don’t want you to feel like you have to . . . you know marriage is a big step and . .

  .”




  The young man seemed confused.




  “Ash, love, I don’t mean we have to get married. I mean . . . well, you know.”




  “No, Owen, I don’t know,” said Ashling quietly. “Why don’t you tell me?”




  “Ah, Ash. You’ve been on all the marches with me, the Pro-Choice ones. I thought, well, I thought that’s what you’d do, you know.”




  Ash stared at him in genuine astonishment.




  “Owen, damn right I went on the marches. And I am pro-choice. But choice means exactly that, choice. And abortion, which I presume you are referring to, would never, ever be my choice. I

  can’t believe you’ve never listened to me.”




  They sat and stared into space. Ashling was distraught but also angry.




  How dare he presume like that, she thought to herself, fuming.




  Owen broke the silence.




  “Ash, you know I love you. But I’m too young to be tied down with a kid. Jesus, I’m only a kid myself. And I’ve been thinking of taking a few years off. Maybe go to Oz or

  San Fran for a while. I could finish my degree later . . . I’ve been meaning to say it to you but . . .”




  “But what, Owen?” Ashling spluttered. “I can’t believe you. When were you going to tell me? From the airport. From where normal people call Australia or San

  Francisco?” Ashling suddenly stood up and faced her boyfriend. “I’m keeping this baby. With or without you.”




  Owen laughed. “Shit, love, you sound like a U2 song . . .” He stopped laughing as soon as he noticed the grim, stony face in front of him. “Sorry,” he mumbled.




  Ashling walked towards the door. “Good-bye, Owen,” she said firmly, retaining her composure until she left the building, expecting him to be right behind her, apologising for his

  selfish and immature comments and behaviour. But he wasn’t.




  She then ran down the street in floods of tears, still hoping in her heart of hearts that Owen would come after her. But he didn’t.




  “That’s it,” she stated firmly to herself. She put her right hand under her jumper and rested it on her flat, smooth stomach. “It’s just you and me now,

  baby,” she whispered into the air. “Just you and me . . .”




  Ashling had managed to pull herself through the living nightmare with the help of two special friends, Annie and Mark. Annie now worked with her in the Courier where she

  was Fashion Editor, and Mark . . . well, a strange thing had happened this morning which had made her think of that eventful day that seemed a lifetime ago when she had first met the student union

  Welfare Officer, Mark Mulhearne . . .




  “Well, how can I help you? Ashling isn’t it?” the Welfare Officer smiled at her kindly and clasped his hands on the battered old desk. His

  ‘office’ was nothing more than a glorified cupboard, with open shelves overflowing with thick files and legal books. The walls were covered with old Student Union election posters; the

  eager young candidates’ faces had been embellished with huge curling moustaches, freckles and in one case a set of Dracula fangs.




  The welfare officer, Mark Mulhearne, was considered very attractive although he liked to think he had been elected on talent alone. He had tousled dark-blonde hair, dark blue eyes, a beatific

  smile that lit up his whole face and a small diagonal scar on his upper lip. Mark loved his sabbatical job. He enjoyed helping students and it was excellent training for his chosen future career in

  law. A typical day involved anything from talking to college officials about the working order of the Arts Block lift for disabled students, to dealing with an irate and difficult landlord who was

  threatening to evict his ‘hooligan’ tenants for throwing an ‘all night orgy’ otherwise known as a Boat Club party!




  Mark sensed that Ashling’s problem was serious. Her face was pale and drawn and there were dark, purple-tinted shadows under her eyes. She seemed very nervous and on the brink of tears. He

  had often noticed Ashling in the Buttery Bar in the evenings; they had been in the same year at school but in different classes. She had been a quiet, studious girl in school, shy perhaps now

  thinking back. But she had seemed more confident and happier in Trinity, Mark mused. He admired her style – silver-sprayed Doc Martin boots, colourful dark red tights teamed with short denim

  skirt and a soft, fitted red knitted top. A smile flickered over his lips – unusual-looking girl but definitely cute.




  “I . . . I . . . need help,” whispered Ashling. Her eyes were fixed on her hands which were clasped tightly on her knee. Mark gave her a few seconds to collect her thoughts.




  “Tell me, what is it?” he asked gently.




  “I’m pregnant and I . . . I don’t know what . . . oh shit, I’m sorry,” Ashling started to cry, in great heaving shudders. In seconds a torrent of tears was flooding

  down her face. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” she sobbed.




  Mark stood up and squeezed past the desk. He knelt down at Ashling’s side, putting one arm around her shoulders and holding her now wringing hands in his large, strong clasp.

  “It’ll be OK,” he murmured. “Ashling, everything will be fine.” He stayed by her side until her breathing had slowed and finally she had stopped crying. He then

  offered her a tissue from a box in his drawer.




  She dried her face and screwed the sodden mass into a ball in her shaking hands. Her face was red and blotchy.




  She finally looked up at Mark’s compassionate and thoughtful face. It was as if he understood.




  “It’s going to be all right,” he smiled. “Whatever you decide I’ll help you. Ashling, you’re going to be fine, trust me.”




  And she did trust him. And he was right. She was fine – with the help of her old friend Annie and her new friend, Mark. Ashling and Mark had become good friends after the initial meeting.

  He had given her a lot of practical support along the way plus emotional support and she had been very grateful for the help. As time went on they began to spend more and more time together. They

  spent happy days and nights, the three of them – herself , Mark and Daniel – feeding the ducks in Herbert Park, carrying Daniel up the Sugar Loaf and bumping the buggy over the potholes

  along Bray head. It was difficult for Ashling as her friends were all out most evenings, in the pub or at parties. She felt very isolated and alone. Mark seemed to recognise this and went out of

  his way to spend time with the young mother and her wonderful son. They had even kissed one strange, summer’s night. But the next day he had left for the States. He had promised to write and

  Ashling had waited for a letter. And waited, and waited. She had tried writing to the address he had given her, but still she had received no reply. Eventually, she had resigned herself to the fact

  that he was not going to write . . . ever. So she had pushed Mark Mulhearne from her mind and got on with her life.




  * * *




  When Ashling had opened her invitation to the Class of 1990 Reunion and saw Mark’s name his kindness and warmth had come flooding back to her. It all seemed like a

  lifetime ago and he had helped her in more ways than he could ever imagine. Ashling sighed. Why was the world so complicated? If only . . . still, there was no point in mulling over the past.




  This article had to be finished tonight. Tomorrow morning she was interviewing the cantankerous male author of a controversial new travel guide to Ireland. John Maguire had condemned Dun

  Laoghaire as ‘dirty, unfriendly and badly planned’ much to the dismay and outcry of local councillors. Leary was a well-known old begrudger, with no time for ‘young

  whippersnappers’ or ‘these new dolly-bird reporters’ as he liked to call any young female journalist much to their collective disgust. Ashling knew she had her work cut out. As

  her slim fingers danced over the keys, her article began to take shape on the screen before her. Finally she was finished. With an aching neck and stinging, flickering eyes she was tired to the

  bone but content. It was a good, solid piece of writing. She saved the document, printed out a hard copy, popped the disk into her bag and shut down the computer for the night.




  She tossed the last pieces of Daniel’s train set into his wooden toy box. She straightened the rug on the wooden floor, winced as she spied a pool of pink strawberry yoghurt under the

  coffee table and after scooping it up with kitchen roll and plopping the whole lot in the bin, she made her weary way to bed.




  She crawled between the bedcovers beside her sleeping son, too tired to lift him into his own bed, and quickly followed him to dreamland. And that night she dreamed she was waltzing around the

  old school gym hall in a shimmering red dress with a smiling Mark Mulhearne.




  







  Chapter 4




  Sally stared out the window of the Boeing 737. She gazed at the azure sky, the heat shimmering off the sticky black tarmacadam of the runway and the colourful uniforms of the

  Caribbean airport staff. Wistfully she let out a deep sigh. “Back to sunny, warm Ireland, I don’t think!” she muttered to herself.




  The stern businessman to her right glanced briefly at the bronzed girl. He then pulled his thin lips into a stiff smile for a split second and immersed himself in a newspaper. Sally was relieved

  in a way. She wasn’t in the humour for polite chat.




  Sally would miss the Carribbean weather terribly. She would miss the outdoor lifestyle, the daily sailing on clear blue seas, the evening walks, eating and drinking al fresco . . . she

  tried to prevent her agitated mind from going over and over the cons.




  Right, concentrate on the good things about the old green sod, she said to herself.




  Number one – green sods, excellent Sally. Now number two – a long cool pint of Guinness. Number three – um number three. Got it – Marky Mark the Man himself.

  Sally’s musings were interrupted by the pilot’s voice.




  “Ladies and Gentlemen, we are now leaving Antigua for Dublin. It should be a pleasant flight, conditions are good. Dublin is a stable sixteen degrees with light rain.”




  A groan was emitted from her fellow passengers. Sally smiled. At least she wasn’t alone in her thoughts!




  Life in Dublin would be a million miles away from what she had become used to over the past few years. And in a way, although the madcap girl would never have admitted it to anyone, sometimes,

  only sometimes mind, she longed for a ‘normal’, regular life. What was happening? Maybe it was old age creeping up on her. But she wanted somewhere solid to call her own. Sally was, in

  her heart of hearts, ready to go home.




  An attractive blonde air hostess began her safety talk. Sally watched with a vague, detached air. The hostess was pretty in a Barbie sort of way. Lots of hair piled on top of her head, bright

  pink lipstick and highly defined cheeks, blushered into shape. Her eyebrows were carefully plucked into thin, high arcs. Sally ran a finger critically along her own natural eyebrows.




  A few moments later the plane was hurtling down the runway. Sally gasped as the G force pushed her back into her seat. She always hated this bit. She would never forget the first time she had

  flown, over ten years ago. She leaned back in her window seat and closed her eyes.




  * * *




  “Come on Sal, the others are already in the bar.”




  Sally followed her fellow team-mate, Jean, towards The Dubliner airport pub. Large stripy McWilliam sailing bags were slung over their shoulders, two each. The two girls also carried a long,

  blue canvas ‘sausage’ between them, containing a crisp new McWilliam sail. St John’s sailing team had won the Irish school’s final and were on their way to La Rochelle on

  the west coast of France, to the World School Championships.




  Sally and Jean, a tall Howth girl with long dark hair which cascaded down her strong back, were the two girls on the six-’man’ team. The duo wore their bright yellow sailing jackets

  complete with eagle symbols on the right sleeve (their school’s crest) with pride. Although Sally’s jacket had a dark splodge just over her eagle, where the team captain Mark Mulhearne

  had spilt a pint of Guinness. It had been the evening after the team had won the Irish championships and to be honest Sally hadn’t even realised until Mark had apologised the following

  day.




  Jean’s legs were resplendent in garish Pucci leggings, in psychedelic shades of acid green, yellow, orange and pink. On her feet were yellow sailing boots – a necessity rather than a

  fashion statement as the rubber articles wouldn’t fit into either of her large red-striped bags, no matter how she tried. Sally wore her favourite faded Levi’s and the obligatory

  Timberland docksiders in light brown.




  Both friends were hyper with excitement at the thought of being let loose for a whole week under the ‘watchful’ eye of their coach, Miss Murphy, or ‘the Murphs’ as the

  team called her affectionately.




  “Just imagine it,” Sally had positively purred. “Two guys for every girl, heaven Jean, heaven!”




  Jean had nodded enthusiastically in agreement.




  The noise from the St John’s team in the bar was already reaching danger level.




  “Hi ladies, looking good,” yelled Mark, their good-humoured captain, as he spied Sally and Jean making their way towards the rowdy group. The bags and sail were unceremoniously

  dumped at the foot of the high, dark-wood bar table.




  “Where’s the Murph?” asked Jean.




  “Out getting the tickets sorted out,” replied Peter, the tall, slim bow or front-of-the-boat man. Peter was more than a little fond of Jean. A shy and quiet seventeen-year-old, he

  was the fastest and most agile young bowman in the country. He had a lopsided grin and a mop of sandy brown hair. He was hoping that perhaps Jean would notice him this week. He admired and

  respected her but he was also a little terrified of her outgoing nature and easy confidence.




  The table in front of the boys was littered with a rake of beer glasses, both empty and full.




  “Guys,” laughed Sally. “It’s not even lunch-time yet!”




  “We know,” grinned Jimbo. “Start as you mean to go on, that’s what I say!”




  Jimbo was fourteen stone and built like a truck. A sweet and gentle ginger-haired giant.




  “What are you having, girls?” he asked. They just had time for a swift pint of Heineken before Miss Murphy reappeared.




  “Right, gang,” she bellowed in her rounded, plummy voice, ignoring the glass-crammed table. “Check the bags in together. And girls, tag the sail, won’t you? It’s

  our secret weapon.”




  The animated group hurriedly downed the dregs of their pints, swung their bags over their shoulders and headed towards the Aer Lingus check in-desk.




  After a minor incident which involved Shane, the blonde, blue-eyed Romeo of the team, flustering the young ground hostess by flirting outrageously and shamelessly while she attempted to keep a

  professional distance, and after a slight delay while the same unfortunate hostess received authorisation for the ‘long sausage’ bag, they all passed through the departure gates. They

  were called to board the plane straight away, much to their collective dismay at missing out on another pint stop.




  “Not to worry, lads,” Jimbo stated reassuringly. “There’ll be loads of wine on the plane. Sure aren’t we off to France?”




  “Right, St John’s,” Miss Murphy began once they were all seated. “Quiet for one second.”




  Mark stopped thumping Peter on the arm for stealing the window seat. Sally and Jean stopped checking out the talent on the plane, and Shane stopped winking at the bemused air hostesses. The team

  looked at the Murphs expectantly.




  Sheila Murphy was the games teacher in St John’s. Originally from Dublin, she had been educated in England at an exclusive boarding-school called Raleigh Ladies. She had only qualified

  from PE teacher training in Thormond College a year ago and St John’s was her first posting. A single, attractive brunette of twenty-four, she was popular with the other teachers and pupils

  alike. Sheila loved sailing and was delighted with the success of her team. She too intended to enjoy herself in La Rochelle. Within reason, as she kept telling herself firmly.




  “A few rules, team, listen up,” Sheila continued in her loud, clear voice. “Number one –” She looked around her at the other passengers and lowered her voice a few

  notches. “Number one, if you’re going to drink, and I presume you are . . .” Sally, Jean and the boys laughed. “Guys, guys, quiet for a second. All I ask is that you take it

  easy. And take care of each other. Enjoy yourselves by all means, but remember you are representing your school not to mention your country. And I don’t want to have to report any missing

  persons in the mornings either. Hangovers or no hangovers, I want you all on the boat in good time for the races.”




  Shane interrupted. “If I’m missing, it won’t be a hangover you have to worry about, miss. It’ll be a hanger-oner, if you know what I mean.”




  She had to laugh. Shane was something else. He had overtly flirted with his games teacher so many times that she was well used to him. There had been rumours of Shane and one of the student

  teachers, Lucy, and a few stolen kisses in the changing rooms last year. But Sheila was sure that it had all been highly exaggerated and blown out of all proportion.




  The teacher threw a disapproving look at Shane and continued. “As I was saying, we are here to sail, guys, not to party. And another thing, if I catch even one of you calling me Murphs

  when we get back to Ireland, there’ll be trouble.”




  “Right you are, Murphs,” Mark agreed, smiling.




  “Careful,” she warned, “we’re not on French soil yet.” She smiled at Mark. Sheila Murphy had a bit of a soft spot for the team’s handsome and charming

  captain. “Right. Rule number two: the Lambay rule. What happens over here is to be kept strictly between the team. I’ll promise to overlook a little partying and certain other aspects

  of the proceedings,” she fixed her eyes on Shane, a dedicated smoker, pointedly. Shane grinned, sheepishly. “But I don’t want any mad stories, true or not, reaching the eager ears

  of the headmaster or any of the parents, OK?” The team all nodded in agreement. “Last thing . . .”




  Jean stifled a yawn.




  “Jean, try to stay awake. As I was saying, last thing and most importantly, I’ll expect you all to sail hard and win. You know you can do it, St John’s.”




  Mark and his crew cheered loudly which sent an irritated air hostess scuttling down the aisle towards them. At that moment the plane’s engines revved and the huge bird began to make its

  lumbering way towards the runway. The red-faced hostess retreated, clucking her tongue in disapproval, and began to demonstrate the safety features of the aircraft. She glared at Shane who was

  making lewd comments as she simulated inflating the bright orange life-jacket by blowing into the attached yellow tube.




  “Go on, ya good thing!” Shane yelled at her, before he was hushed by Sheila and thumped on the arm by Jimbo.




  “I’m John O’Mara and I’ll be your captain on this flight,” a voice stated over the intercom. “The weather conditions today are favourable and we should arrive

  at La Rochelle Airport at sixteen hundred hours local time. Cabin crew, please take your seats.”




  Jean, who knew it was Sally’s first flight, turned to her friend in concern.




  “How are you coping, Sal?” she asked.




  Sally was clenching her hands on her knees and gazing out the small window at the soon-to-be-departing hard ground. “I’m OK, thanks, Jean,” she replied.




  “Hey, girls,” Shane leered. He was sitting behind the two friends with Jimbo beside him. “Either of you want to join the Mile High Club?”




  Sally and Jean groaned. It was going to be some week!




  Arriving in La Rochelle was an event in itself. School sailing teams from all over the world were meeting in the large marquee beside the yacht club where the busy registration desk was located.

  The lively sailors were then congregating in the yacht-club bar. The Australian team, resplendent in gold and green jackets, with matching cotton rugby-type shirts, had been holding court at the

  bar counter since mid-morning. Allegedly they had also become evening residents in the dodgy local ‘disco bar’, Pierre’s, since their arrival two days ago.




  On walking into the yacht club bar, Mark and his team were greeted with huge cheers from the Aussies. “G’day, Paddies, we’ve been waiting for you,” shouted a large,

  toothy blonde boy. “Saved a place for you at the bar, mates, sit down, sit down,” he continued. “I’m Greg, and this lovely lot is my crew. Cracking sailors, every one of

  them.” Greg gestured towards the five other bodies who were gazing with interest at the Irish students.




  Within the space of a few minutes the two teams were sharing sailing stories like old friends. Sally and Jean struck up a conversation with the two tall, blonde Australian girls. Jo and Lara

  were seasoned sailors, like themselves, and well able to stand up for themselves. The Irish girls warmed to them immediately. Especially after Jo put Shane in his place.




  “Hey, babe,” he had crooned. “Ever had an Irish tongue sandwich?”




  “No,” Jo had retorted coolly. “But I bet you’ve shagged your fair share of Aussie sheep – you have that desperate look about you.”




  The collective sailors had laughed into their pints. Shane had been dumbstruck. He was used to girls at the very least smiling at his jokes, usually while batting their eyelashes. But this one,

  well . . . he hadn’t expected that. But for the first time in an age Shane was truly interested.




  Later, all the teams returned to the La Perla apartment complex, where they were staying for the week. A busy holiday-resort complex in the high season, the rooms were big and bright, with

  balconies overlooking the sea. The St John’s group had been given three rooms between the Australian and the American teams’ rooms, one for the two girls, one for the Murphs and one for

  the ‘lads’.




  “I like it!” Shane had exclaimed on hearing the news. “A blonde Aussie on top and a leggy American babe below and lucky old Shane in the middle!”




  Sally and Jean had both thumped him hard on the arm, laughing.




  “In your dreams, Shane,” Jean had said. “I wouldn’t let Jo hear you say that. She’d eat you for breakfast.”




  That evening had been spent in Pierre’s with the Australian team, the French team and organisers. Pierre’s was definitely on the dingy side. It reminded Sally of a Leeson Street

  club, with grease-streaked mirrors on the walls and stained red velvet ‘lounge’ seats. Tinny Lambada and Salsa music filled the muggy air, interspersed bizzarely with early U2 songs.

  Several middle-aged women in tight black figure-hugging skirts, lacy or leopard-skin tops and vertigo-inducing high heels danced with their mirror reflections.




  “There you go, Shane,” Jo had nodded towards a particularly ‘interesting’ woman. “I’m sure she’d dance with you, mate, for the right price!”




  Behind the bar was a dark-skinned woman, weighed down with heavy gold jewellery. A small Frenchman with a thin sparse moustache, Pierre apparently, greeted the students with rapture at the door.

  “Welcome, my friends. Bonne chance with the boats. My bar is your bar.” Most of the other teams had retired early, with the British and Germans the first to leave. The Murphs was

  talking animatedly in the corner to the dark and dashing French coach, Jean. When all the other competitors had left, Greg turned to Mark.




  “They may get more shut-eye, but we’ll still win. You guys can come second.”




  “Thanks, ‘mate’,” Mark had laughed. “But you wait till you see us on the water. We’ll blow your mind!”




  







  Chapter 5




  The next morning Sheila Murphy dragged her hungover crew out of their beds, starting with the two girls, then moving into the sweaty stench of the boys’ room.




  “Boys, is there a dead mouse in this room?” Sheila exclaimed, holding her nose at the unsavoury, decaying smell.




  “It’s Jimbo’s shoes,” Mark explained. Jimbo blushed to the roots of his ginger hair.




  The bright Mediterranean sun poured through the apartment windows. The sky outside was a clear, azure blue. There was a strong breeze rippling over the bay, creating regular chains of choppy

  white-topped waves. Mark, dressed in a white tee shirt and light blue striped boxer shorts, joined his teacher at the window.




  “Perfect,” he pronounced. At that moment Sally and Jean just walked in the door. Sally noticed that Mark’s legs were . . . well, perfect too. Firm, lightly tanned and muscular,

  with just the right amount of hair.




  The captain turned and looked at his team with a wickedly wide grin on his face. “It’s our weather, guys. We’re going to win today, I can feel it in my sailing

  bones!”




  Two hours later, after a rushed continental breakfast in the marquee and a perfunctory briefing in the La Rochelle yacht club, the St John’s team were on their 38-foot Beneteau yacht, the

  Madeline, and heading out towards the centre of the bay.




  The day’s racing was a straight run from a fixed starting line, around a lighthouse seven nautical miles offshore, and back again. The Irish team were psyched. Professionally kitted up in

  pale yellow oilskins with a large black eagle design on the back of the jackets, they had all the appearance of winners. As they sailed smoothly towards the starting line they surveyed the other

  yachts.




  “Sexy oilys or what?” Sal asked loudly as the French team glided past them, dressed in sparkling white team oilskins, which emphasised their dark Mediterranean colouring. The US team

  had opted for a ‘subtle’ American stars-and-stripes design on their waterproof outfits. But best of all were the Australians, in gold and green, each head proudly topped with brown caps

  on which large, stuffed toy kangaroos sat in splendour.




  After much jostling and shouting on the starting line, the gun fired. Madeline moved smoothly and swiftly over the line.




  “Way to go, Ireland! Great start!” Mark yelled encouragingly.




  “Mark, clear wind to the right,” Peter shouted from the bow of the yacht.




  “Tack, guys, tack,” cried Mark, the tactician or decision-maker on the boat.




  Shane, the ‘helm’ or driver, steered Madeline to the right. The crew leapt into action, moving the sails to the other side of the boat. Jimbo turned the winch with all his

  might. Sally pulled the ropes on the large mainsail, repositioning it on the correct side with practised skill. The sleek white yacht pulled away from the other competitors and was soon ahead by a

  significant margin. With a strong breeze and an attentive and talented crew, Madeline led the fleet out of the bay and towards the lighthouse.




  Jean navigated, using detailed charts of the local waters and the yacht’s digital compass. “Right Mark,” Jean stated, “the lighthouse is at 44 degrees north-west, about

  seven nautical miles.”




  “Thanks, Jean,” Mark said. “Right, gang. With the tide pushing us towards the coast and this strong wind, I think we should head further north and we’ll be carried

  north-west. How does that sound?”




  The crew nodded and murmured assent.




  “Two tight reaches, right, Mark?” Sally asked.




  “Yes, exactly,” Mark agreed. “Are you ready for the spinny, Jimbo, Jean, Peter?”




  “Ready,” the eager threesome answered.




  Jimbo pulled up the brightly coloured spinnaker sail, Peter attached the long metal support pole to the mast and pulled down the heavier front-sail or ‘jenny’. Jean had the new,

  lighter front sail flying within seconds.




  “Well done, guys,” Mark exclaimed.




  The yacht was now powering along at speed. Each crew member concentrated on his or her task with full attention. They were still ahead but the Australian team had steered their boat closer to

  the shore. Sally wondered if they would catch up.
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