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  To Tanya, who loved this one so much




  


     

  




  Life is like a wild tiger. You can either lie


  down and let it lay its paw on your head –


  or sit on its back and ride it.
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  Chapter 1




  The paranoia all started to kick in when my ‘baby’ sister Suzi came home from Australia last December at the tender age of twenty-four, with the Golden Delicious

  rugby-playing Matt in tow. I thought things couldn’t get any worse.




  I was wrong.




  “Suzi, have you told Mum and Dad?” I asked as we were loading my Golf with the bags in the airport car park. Matt had kindly offered to get rid of the baggage

  trolley.




  “About what?” she asked quickly.




  “About Matt,” I replied. “Do they know he’s come to live in Dublin?” She certainly hadn’t told me and I’d got rather a shock when I’d seen the

  whole hunky six-foot-something of him coming through the arrivals gate with his arm draped over my sister’s shoulders. Although I must admit that I’d thoroughly enjoyed the firm,

  muscular hug his brown arms had generously given me.




  “Not exactly,” she said nervously, “but they’ll love him and there’s loads of room in the house and . . .”




  “The house?” I interrupted, trying to keep my voice level. “You and Matt are planning to live at home?”




  “Well, we want to save for a house and I’m sure Mum and Dad won’t mind.”




  “Right,” I muttered darkly. First me, now Suzi – it wasn’t as if we were Italian. Surely we were supposed to have our own homes at our age.




  “Do you think it’ll be a problem?” Suzi bit her lip.




  “No,” I lied. “They’re so excited about having you home, I’m sure they won’t mind.”




  Suzi nudged me. Matt was smiling at her across the car’s roof.




  “Let’s go,” Suzi said.




  “You’re very quiet,” I said to Suzi who was sitting in the back with Matt as I drove down the motorway. Matt was looking anxiously out the back window at the driving rain and

  the dark grey sky. She leaned forward and popped her head through the space between the two front seats.




  “I’m a bit worried about Mum and Dad. You’re right. I should have told them. I just thought I’d surprise them, you know.”




  “I shouldn’t have said anything,” I said. I felt bad – I should have kept my mouth firmly shut. I was always putting my Yeti-sized in it.




  “Can we go for a drink before going home?” Suzi asked. She turned her head. “Matt, how are you feeling?”




  “Fine,” he stated. “Did you say drink?”




  “Yes.”




  “Sounds cool.”




  “How about Johnnie Fox’s?” I asked. “Show Matt a bit of real Ireland.”




  “Tourist Ireland, you mean,” Suzi giggled. “Good idea.”




  As we drove up the steep, almost vertical, road towards the pub, I thought about the ‘lovebirds’ and where they would sleep. Although neither of the parents are

  priests or vicars (unless they secretly belong to some strange sect who only practise early on Saturday and Sunday mornings when normal mortals, myself included, are dead to the world), we live

  beside the local church, which gives the term ‘what will the neighbours think?’ new meaning. And directly opposite the house lives Father Lucas. So you can see why Suzi and Matt

  ‘living in sin’ might not appeal to Mum and Dad.




  When the church sold off some of its land and buildings to pay for a new roof, Dad and Mum bought a run-down, cut-stone Victorian house, originally the rectory. It was described as being

  ‘full of charm and old-world character’. Bloody cold is what it really was. There was no central heating, no hot water as the immersion was on the blink, cold stone-tiled floors on the

  ground floor and bare pitch-black floorboards in the bedrooms and bathroom upstairs.




  At the time we didn’t give a monkey’s about ‘the original Victorian iron fireplaces’, or ‘the hand-glazed stained-glass window panels’ or ‘the ancient

  white claw-footed bath with brass taps’. We were freezing our tits off and destined to be woken every Sunday morning in the wee small hours (well, ten o’clock is very early if

  you’ve had one too many the night before) by the deafening clanging peal of the ‘original’ Victorian church bells!




  Mum and Dad had, to give them credit, turned the cold Psycho-house on the hill into – as an estate agent would say – ‘a delightful residence full of original character

  and untouched by the scourge of rabid modernisation’. But it had taken over twelve years and a lot of trips to house auctions, antique shops, not to mention rummages in skips and derelict

  houses. Dad always claimed they were completely derelict but we often wondered. Suzi and I had learnt to spot old pine, original cast porcelain tiles, brass fenders and other weird and wonderful

  Victorian ‘housey bits’ at a tender age.




  Several years ago Dad opted for early retirement from his job as an architect with the Civil Service and set up The Architectural Salvage Company. A few weeks into the work and he was as happy

  as Larry and wondering why he hadn’t packed in the office job years ago. He was dead right, if you ask me. Life’s short and if you’re going to spend years of your life working you

  may as well pick something you like. I should have taken my own advice . . . Anyway, as I said, he loved the work and soon filled the garage and back garden with his ‘finds’, much to

  Mum’s disgust. Mum used to be an air hostess for Aer Lingus, and she’s still always perfectly coiffured and immaculately dressed. She’d look glamorous in a polyester housecoat! I

  don’t know what happened to the rest of the family. Neither does she for that matter.




  Mum and Dad make an interesting couple, chalk and cheese really. Dad is never out of his jeans, which are usually covered in rust or mud or paint, his hair is usually in need of a drastic cut

  and he insists on wearing an old pair of black army boots, although Mum bought him a trendy pair of beige Timberland boots, which live in their box under the bed.




  It’s funny. Dad stopped working on our own house as soon as he got into the ‘business’. I kind of miss helping him painting, giving furniture the distressed look and painting

  terracotta pots with yoghurt to make them ‘mould’ and look ancient more quickly.




  I used to help my friend Jodie sometimes when she needed a hand. She’s an interior designer – the type who will come in and rip your house apart before even starting! So I helped her

  some weekends when I wasn’t in the bookshop – The Wonderland Children’s Bookshop in Blackrock.




  I really wanted to be . . . it was kind of embarrassing really. I’d never said it out loud to anyone and I knew it would never happen . . . but I really wanted to present children’s

  programmes. On Den 2. The girls and guys they have on Den 2 looked like they were having so much fun. They got to wear cool clothes in really bright colours and act like kids. I used

  to watch all the time – research, you understand – and they were making little eggshell men, filling eggshells with earth and putting mustard and cress seeds on top. And they had one

  they’d made earlier – how I longed to say that – ‘Here’s one I made earlier, boys and girls!’ Anyway Damien, the cute dark-haired one, watered his little

  eggshell man and left him to grow in studio. And as I watched I just wanted to be him. Imagine making eggshell men and introducing cartoons every day – heaven!




  “Me ears are popping, mate,” Matt exclaimed as we pulled into the car park.




  Suzi laughed and nibbled one of his earlobes. I watched them in the rear-view mirror, trying not to let the green-eyed monster grip my heart and squeeze. Suzi’s legs were draped over

  Matt’s firm thighs. She curled his hair around her tanned fingers and gazed at him longingly. A black Range Rover blared its horn at my Golf which had wandered, with my mind, onto the wrong

  side of the road. I waved, mouthed a ‘sorry’ and pulled the car into an empty space beside the pub’s front door. Beside us was a large bus whose signs proclaimed it to be the

  servant of the Clontarf Rugby Club.




  Matt’s eyes lit up as soon as he spotted the word ‘rugby’. His generous mouth broke into a wide smile, showing two gleaming layers of perfect teeth, honed from years of

  carnivorous tearing of meat in a rugged, manly way no doubt. Attractive crinkles formed at the sides of his eyes and I gazed, smitten – he was only gorgeous. Suzi glared at me

  dangerously.




  “Amy,” she hissed, “stop staring.”




  “Sorry,” I mumbled. But Matt hadn’t noticed – his head was full of hookers, oddly shaped balls and tries. I’d always thought rugby was a bizarre sport.




  We got out of the car and Matt threw his manly arm around Suzi’s petite frame and propelled her through the door. She’s five-foot-nothing, with a mane of long silky blonde hair,

  bright blue eyes and clear peachy skin – your average nightmare! It wouldn’t take much to propel her anywhere as she’s so tiny. And of course she wears the obligatory ‘cute

  girl’ clothes to boot – well, wouldn’t you? Belly tops, skin-tight trousers or short leather skirts. I feel like a heffalump beside her. I’m an average sort of size twelve

  to fourteen, depending on the day and the label. With shortish blonde hair that has to be helped quite considerably to stay blonde, depending on the time of the year. But beside Suzi everyone looks

  huge. The worst thing is that she eats like a horse, honestly. And I just have to think about chocolate and I put on pounds – it’s so unfair!




  As we walked through the door our eyes adjusted to the darkened room. Loud cheers were coming from the back, where a group of larger-than-average men had gathered. Matt gazed over longingly. He

  loped over to the bar to fetch the drinks while Suzi and I flopped onto the huge sofa beside the open fire.




  “Bliss,” Suzi said as she flipped off her navy Converse sandals and curled her dainty feet under her. Although it was December, her legs and feet were bare.




  “Are you not cold?” I asked. She was wearing a purple cotton dress which just skimmed her knees and a white hooded fleece.




  “I am a bit,” she admitted. “I hope Matt’s OK. He’s not used to the cold.”




  “It’s not that cold today,” I warned. “You’re lucky.”




  “Thanks for collecting us.” Suzi smiled and placed her hand on my knee. “It was really good of you.”




  “Not at all,” I replied. “It was nice to get out of the house for a while.”




  Suzi looked at me carefully. “Are you all right? I was sorry to hear about . . . you know.”




  “About Jack,” I stated firmly. “It’s OK, Suzi. I don’t mind talking about it.”




  “It was just so sudden,” Suzi continued. “We all thought you two were perfect together. What happened?”




  I smiled. Suzi had a habit of coming straight to the point. But it was refreshing in a way. Everyone had spent the last few weeks pussyfooting around me and avoiding asking any direct questions.

  I guess they all thought that Jack had instigated the ‘broken engagement’.




  Jack and I had been living together for three years and had begun skirting around the whole marriage thing. Jack seemed to think it was the way forward but I wasn’t so sure. Things

  hadn’t been right for ages. I knew I couldn’t marry him in the foreseeable future – it just wouldn’t be right if I wasn’t 100% sure.




  “I don’t know where to start, Suze. There was this work party and . . .” I began.




  “Here you are, girls,” Matt interrupted, plonking the glasses of Guinness down on the table in front of us. “Met a guy from Clontarf Rugby Club. Plays wing like me. OK if I

  join him for a scoop, love?” he asked Suzi.




  “No worries,” she replied.




  “Great,” he grinned. “See you Sheilas later.” In a matter of seconds Matt was demonstrating the haka with a rapt audience of adoring Irish and American men and women.




  “That’s my man,” Suzi proclaimed proudly as she watched him waggle his tongue around and slap his thighs.




  “I thought it was New Zealand players who did the haka? And I thought Australians hated New Zealanders?” I asked, a little confused.




  “It is,” Suzi confirmed. “And they do normally. But Matt’s special, I guess.” She smiled widely. “No one could dislike him. He played for a club in Auckland

  for a while – that’s where he learnt it. Matt’s really good, played for his country on the Under-21 reserve team.”




  “Of course he did,” I muttered darkly. “Friend of Jonah’s, is he?” He probably had a bloody doctorate in aeronautics too! A right Mr Perfect.




  “Sorry?” Suzi asked.




  “Nothing. Don’t mind me.”




  Suzi smiled. “Tell me about Jack. What were you saying?”




  I took a sip of my drink and stared into the fire. My cheeks were beginning to glow in the warmth and I cast my mind back to that evening, only weeks before.




  “I guess the doubts began to set in when Jack’s architectural firm had a work party for some of their big clients. They wanted to show how they could use modern technology –

  Autocad – stuff like that. Anyway before the party each of the established architects was given a ‘team’ and each team had to produce a design using computer technology.

  Jack’s lot had to design a church using natural materials.” I paused and looked at my sister. “Are you sure you want to hear all this?”




  Suzi smiled kindly. “Yes. I really do. Go on.”




  “OK. Jack had been working really hard on this design. I barely saw him at all. When he wasn’t in the office he was working on the computer at home.”




  “That was hard on you,” Suzi said.




  “That didn’t bother me at all, to tell the truth,” I said. “I liked it in a way – seeing him so involved in work and so into something. He’d been moaning

  about being underutilised and this gave him a chance to show what he could do.” I took another sip of my Guinness. It was so good to have Suzi back. I needed to talk to someone about Jack.

  Beth was busy with Tony, and Jodie . . . I loved her dearly but she wasn’t the most sympathetic of people at the best of times.




  “The night before the presentation he was up to ninety, the design was nearly finished and his team had gone home. He rang me from the office to tell me he’d be late as he was going

  to try to finish it by himself.” I stared at the fire again, watching the flames lick around the red-hot coals. “I heard Jack’s car roar into the drive hours later. I was asleep

  at the time and I remember thinking it was strange as he was usually so careful not to wake me up. He slammed the car door and he made loads of noise stomping up the stairs and fell in the bedroom

  door.” I looked at Suzi and sighed. “He’d been drinking, Suze. I could smell it off his breath. He sat down on the bed and began to talk to me. Asking why I hadn’t waited up

  and ranting about how I never supported him and his work.”




  “Why?” Suzi asked. “I don’t understand. What was wrong?”




  “After a while he told me that something had happened to the computer system and he hadn’t saved his work properly. Jack went and lost the whole file, Suze. The design his team had

  been working on so hard for that presentation.”




  “Jesus!” Suzi said. “Poor man. But why was he annoyed with you? It was hardly your fault.”




  “Because I was there. Because he was annoyed at himself, I guess. And maybe I wasn’t as sympathetic as I could have been. I think I told him that it was only work and not to

  overreact. Something like that anyway.” I wondered what exactly I had said. I couldn’t really remember – I’d been half-asleep at the time and not exactly delighted to

  be woken up in the middle of the night.




  “Did he calm down?” Suzi asked with concern.




  “Eventually. And the following day one of the women in the office managed to retrieve the file from the hard drive so it was OK in the end. And to be honest it wasn’t even his

  behaviour that got me thinking.”




  “What was it?” Suzi asked.




  “At the presentation the next evening I was sitting with a group of his colleagues and I just didn’t want to be there. The people were nice but I felt so tired and fed up. And as I

  sat there watching the presentation and listening to Jack’s speech, I realised I didn’t want to be with him any more. The strange thing is that I couldn’t quite put my finger on

  why – the whole relationship simply felt wrong. It’s hard to explain.” I stared into space.




  “Go on,” Suzi urged.




  “That’s pretty much it, really,” I sighed. “The next day I got up early and packed some stuff while he was still asleep. He woke up halfway through.”




  “What did he say?” Suzi asked.




  “He asked me what I was doing,” I explained in hushed tones. “I told him I didn’t want to be with him any more and that I was really unhappy and that I was moving back

  home.”




  “Just like that?” Suzi asked, her eyes wide open in astonishment.




  “Yes,” I replied firmly. “I knew, given a few days, he’d talk me out of it. You know how strongly he can put things.”




  Suzi murmured assent. She remembered Jack’s ‘strong words’ at many a family dinner. His was usually the only raised voice at the table as the O’Sullivan family

  weren’t one for arguments.




  “That was the strange thing,” I said. “He just sat there and looked at me for ages. I started crying and I think I said I was sorry.” I started to cry. Suzi put her arms

  around me. She silently stroked the back of my head.




  I took a big gulp of air. “Then he said that I was right, that he’d felt the same way for ages. I couldn’t believe it! He didn’t want me any more!”




  “But, Amy,” Suzi said quietly, “you were leaving him. Did you not stop to think that he was only protecting himself? You know what male egos are like. And anyway, why did you

  care? You were about to walk out on him!”




  “I don’t know,” I said truthfully. “I suppose I wanted him to be still in love with me. For some reason that would have made it easier.”




  “In the short term, maybe,” Suzi said thoughtfully. “But you did the right thing. I know it must have been difficult. Have you spoken to him since?”




  “A few times,” I grimaced. “To organise picking up my things and to cancel our joint account – that kind of thing.”




  “But you’ve never talked about your feelings,” she asked, “like how you’ve both coped with the split?”




  “No,” I whispered. “Jack did suggest meeting up but I didn’t feel strong enough. I knew I’d just cry in front of him and make myself miserable.”




  “I’m sure Jack has seen you cry before,” Suzi smiled gently.




  “Um,” I murmured. Jack had asked to see me several times in fact but I’d stubbornly refused. I sighed. “I don’t know. I’m beginning to think I was a little

  hasty. Maybe I should give it another chance. Sometimes I think I’m being unrealistic, expecting things to be perfect. Maybe I should have married him and be done with it.”




  “What are you talking about?”




  “Oh, I don’t know. I’m a bit down at the moment, I suppose. I’m feeling my age – I’ll be thirty in a few months and it’s getting to me.”




  Suzi snorted. “Jeez, girl, would you get a grip! Thirty is hardly the end of the world.”




  “I know, I know. But I thought I’d be, well . . . married at this stage. With two children and a nice house and a husband.”




  “I think you need one of those to be married all right!” Suzi laughed.




  I smiled. “I’m serious. I had it all planned. Married at twenty-six, a baby girl at twenty-seven and a baby boy at twenty-nine. And what do I have – nothing!”




  Suzi laughed. “Amy, I think you’re blowing things well out of proportion. Hitting thirty is no reason to get married. Especially to someone you’re not in love with.”




  “Who says I’m not in love with Jack?” I asked quietly.




  Suzi looked at me carefully.




  “That’s the problem,” I continued, tears welling up in my eyes. “I do love him. I just can’t stand being with him.”




  Suzi gave me a hug. “Oh, Amy. I’m sorry. Don’t cry. It’ll be OK. You’ll feel better soon, I promise. You did the right thing.”
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  Chapter 2




  “Amy, I know it sounds like a cliché, but it will get easier,” Suzi said after coming back from the bar with a pint of Guinness for me and an orange juice

  for herself. Suzi had decided that she’d drive home as I needed to drink more than she did. Suzi is nice like that – most of the time. She’s not bad as sisters go. Although

  she’s a crap driver and I was putting my life in her hands letting her behind the wheel. Still, I did appreciate it.




  “Matt’s in heaven,” she continued, taking off her hoody and draping it over the back of the sofa. “I brought him over a pint but he had three already in front of him. The

  whole back row were buying him drinks. They already have him persuaded to join their club.”




  I tried to smile. It wasn’t fair on Suzi landing her with all this on her first day back. “Do you have any cigarettes?” I asked hopefully. I didn’t really smoke, but now

  and again, mainly in the pub or in times of dire need, I scabbed one off my friend Beth. Or if things were really bad I bought a pack myself. I always felt guilty buying cigarettes in the shop. And

  drink too for that matter. It’s ironic, I suppose – I’m twenty-nine for heaven’s sake and I still worry about being asked my age in the pub. I wish! The last time I was

  asked for ID was when I put my hair in plaits (very trendy) for Suzi’s twenty-first. And that was several years ago.




  “Yup, but it’s my last pack. I’m giving up. I can’t afford to smoke now what with the . . .”




  “The what?” I asked.




  “Um, the lack of a job,” Suzi smiled. “I’m nipping out to the loo. The smokes are in my fleece.” She jumped up and walked behind the bar to the toilets, followed by

  the admiring male eyes of the bar staff. I guess she did look well and a tan was unusual in December. I unzipped her pocket and found the cigarettes and gold Zippo lighter, my fingers grazing

  something cold. I pulled out the offending object. It was a small metal box. Being a nosy cow I opened it – in it, slipped into the lush red velvet interior, was a ring. Why did Suzi have a

  ring in her pocket? It looked kind of valuable, the stone sparkled in the dim light almost like a . . . I studied it carefully. It was a bloody diamond! Nothing else sparkled like that.




  Suzi slipped onto the sofa beside me. “Are you OK?” she asked. “You look kind of pale?”




  I held the ring up in front of her face. She blushed a deep scarlet, visible even under her even golden tan.




  “Well?” I asked. “Is this what I think it is?”




  Suzi sighed. “I’m sorry. Terrible timing I know, what with Jack and . . .”




  I stared at her in amazement. “You mean this is an engagement ring?”




  “Yes,” she whispered. “I was going to wait a few weeks to tell you – when you felt a bit better. I’m sorry.”




  I felt really bad. Poor Suzi had been listening to me drone on about Jack Daly when she had news of her own. Huge news, the news of the year. The century even.




  “Suzi,” I leant over and gave her a hug, “I’m the one who should be sorry.” Tears welled up in my eyes and I’m embarrassed to admit they were a mixture of

  tears of happiness for her and tears of regret for me. I was her big sister after all – it was supposed to be me getting hitched first. I tried to stop feeling sorry for myself. It

  wasn’t every day your sister got engaged.




  “Oh, Suzi, how exciting! I’m so happy for you.” I wiped away a genuine ‘happy for you’ tear. “I don’t know what to say.”




  “Thanks, sis,” Suzi beamed back. She took the ring out of my hand and slipped it onto her ring finger.




  “Amy?” she asked smiling at me. “Will you be my bridesmaid?”




  “Of course, I’d love to,” I lied. I mean what could I say? She was my sister. I’d only been bridesmaid once before when I was eleven at my cousin John’s wedding.

  I’d worn a dark pink raw-silk dress with tiny pale pink rosebuds sewn onto the puff sleeves. I still cringed when I looked at the photos. Doing my duty once more wouldn’t kill me. At

  least that’s what I thought at the time.




  Suzi spent the rest of the evening trying not to talk about her wedding. After a while I could see it was killing her not to discuss the plans. She mentioned a wedding dress

  and then quickly changed the subject.




  “It’s all right,” I lied for the second time. “I’d love to hear your dress ideas.”




  “If you’re sure,” she said. “I’m just so excited. I can’t believe it – me – getting married!”




  I smiled. It was going to be a long evening. Maybe we could join Matt and his new friends. I tried to tune in to what Suzi was saying.




  “I was thinking of ivory or even pale pink. I saw this amazing dress in Vogue. It was a real fairytale affair with loads of pink net and tiny daisies embroidered all over it. Or

  maybe tartan, but no, it’s not a winter wedding. Or what about light-blue or sky-blue? Maybe not. I think classic white or cream. What do you think?”




  “Um, yes,” I replied smiling. I hoped it was the right answer. I kept thinking about Jack. I could be planning my wedding now instead of Suzi. And I knew exactly what I wanted. Small

  wedding – just family and close friends in the local church, big party the following night for the rest of my family and friends. I’d mapped it all out years ago and refined the details

  until it was perfect. Trendy and fun but classy. I’d decorate the church and the tables myself. With my own vows and my own readings . . .




  “Amy? Pink and yellow?” Suzi asked.




  “Sorry?”




  “About the flowers. Pink and yellow or lilies. Or daisies.”




  “Wow, I’m not sure, Suzi. It would depend on the dress, I suppose.”




  She smiled beatifically. “Yes, of course, you’re right.”




  Bingo! Right answer.




  “I think Matt is waving at us,” I said hopefully. He wasn’t, but it was enough to distract Suzi.




  “We have been a bit antisocial, I guess,” she said anxiously.




  I picked up our drinks and stood up. “We should join him. Rude not to,” I stated before she had a chance to think about it.




  Matt was in the middle of recounting an Australian rules joke as we shoved our way through the crowds towards him.




  “Here she is, my beautiful Irish Sheila. All right, Suzi?”




  “Hi, Matt,” Suzi beamed, wiggling her way to his side. He threw his arm over her shoulder and held her to his chest.




  “Hi, babe,” he said, kissing the top of her head.




  “I told Amy,” she bubbled, unable to keep it in for one second longer.




  “We’re getting married!” Matt informed the whole bar in booming tones, delighted that he didn’t have to keep it in any longer. “And you’re all

  invited!”




  Suzi dug him in the ribs. “Matt, this is Ireland. You can’t say things like that.”




  I laughed. “She’s right, you know. They might all turn up at the wedding!” I kissed my prospective brother-in-law on the cheek. “Congratulations, Matt.”




  “Thanks, Amy,” he grinned. “I’m a lucky man.”




  “I’m the lucky one,” Suzi trilled.




  And I’m the unlucky one, I thought to myself darkly.




  

    * * *


  




  Suzi drove us all home at half past ten. We’d meant to leave earlier but the Clontarf boys kept buying us drinks. They’d already installed Matt on the seconds and

  written his training times and first game on a napkin for him. Suzi was half-delighted and half-dismayed.




  “I don’t want him to turn into one of those rugby husbands who sees his wife and kids whenever the lads let him,” she moaned.




  “Kids?” I smiled. The last round – champagne – was beginning to go to my head.




  Suzi blushed. “Maybe, eventually.” She smiled. “Stop slagging me.”




  “Wouldn’t dream of it,” I laughed. It really was good to have Suzi back.




  We drove back slowly. Suzi was a bit nervous on the road, not that either Matt or I would have noticed what side of the road my car was on. I hoped Mum and Dad would understand.




  “Matt?” I asked as we drove past Foxrock Church. “Do your folks know about the wedding?”




  No answer. I looked into the back seat. Matt was fast asleep, head resting against the side window, his warm breath misting up the glass.




  “Yes,” Suzi answered for him. “They were thrilled. Molly and Dan are great, you’ll like them. A little mad but good fun. Matt has a very cute little brother too,

  Luke.”




  “Oh, don’t you start,” I complained.




  “What did I say?”




  “Sorry, I didn’t mean to snap. It’s just people.”




  “What are you talking about, Amy?” My poor sister was confused. But I guess I wasn’t making much sense – to anyone other than myself that is. I tried to explain.




  “People keep trying to set me up with any old man and I’m sick of it,” I said eventually. It wasn’t exactly what I meant but it was near enough. “I’m not a

  basket case. Don’t treat me like one.”




  “A what?” Suzi asked.




  “You know – mad. I can get my own men, thank you very much. I don’t need help.”




  “I didn’t mean . . .”




  I was being hard on Suzi and it wasn’t fair. I felt bad – again.




  

    * * *


  




  “Matt, Matt, we’re here,” Suzi got out of the car, opened the side door and started shaking him.




  “High tackle. Run the ball, run the ball,” Matt muttered, waking up. He opened his eyes. “Hi, Suzi,” he hiccuped, eyes crinkling as he beamed up at her.




  “Come on, love. We’re here now,” Suzi cajoled. She tried to pull him out of the car. I stood beside her, watching the scene. “Give us a hand, will you, Amy?” Suzi

  asked in desperation. Matt was a hulking sixteen stone or so and there was no way us puny, not to mention unfit (on my part!), lightweights would be able to shift him.




  “Matt, if you come inside I’ll make you a sandwich,” I coaxed. Surely a man that size must like his food. I was right.




  “What kinda sandwich?” he asked with interest.




  “Meat,” Suzi whispered. “Any kind of meat.”




  “Um, beef,” I lied. I knew there was some old, curling-at-the-edges ham in the fridge as I’d thought about eating a slice for lunch before thinking better of it. But he was

  hardly likely to notice in the state he was in.




  “OK,” he stated. “Where’s the kitchen?”




  Suzi and I giggled as he lumbered out of the car and stood up straight.




  “He’s not used to champagne,” Suzi whispered.




  The light went on in the hall as we helped Matt towards the door.




  “Shit,” Suzi said.




  Mum opened the door, Dad standing just behind her. The doorstep was bathed in golden light and Matt and I squinted at it from behind Suzi’s back. I was trying to appear sober by fixing my

  eyes on the red and blue stained-glass side-panels on the door. It seemed to stop the swaying anyway.




  “Suzi, my darling,” Mum gushed, putting her arms around her and giving her a warm hug. Then she noticed Matt who was cowering behind Suzi. He could sense an awkward situation when he

  saw one. She unwrapped her arms from Suzi and looked at me with a dangerous glint in her eye. “Amy! Tonight of all nights. Have you no sense of decorum?”




  “He’s not mine!” I wailed before I could help myself.




  Suzi smiled sheepishly. “Mum, Dad, this is Matt. My fiancé.”
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  Chapter 3




  Matt and I sat at the kitchen table tucking into two huge sandwiches – cheese and tomato for me, and ham and everything I could find in the fridge for him. He had some

  appetite – he was making proverbial mincemeat of the sandwich and sloshing down a pint of milk which left a cute ring around his manly mouth. I couldn’t help myself – I noticed

  these things even when half-cut. I really had to stop.




  I could hear raised voices coming from the living-room where Suzi, Mum and Dad were ensconced. Mum had nearly fainted on the doorstep when Suzi had broken the news. Luckily Dad was behind her to

  steady her. He had brought her into the living-room and sat her down on the sofa while we all followed behind anxiously. Otherwise she would have come a cropper on the hard tiled floor of the hall.

  I could just see it now as a headline in The Star – ‘Mother Struck Dead by Daughter’s Confession’. I was trying not to laugh. I have a terrible habit of giggling when

  I’m nervous. Matt didn’t seem to know what was going on, poor lamb.




  As soon as Mum was settled on the sofa, Dad took matters into his own hands. “Amy, bring Matthew into the kitchen and make your mother a cup of tea with lots of sugar.” He smiled at

  Suzi who was quivering in her Converse. “Don’t worry, pet. You just gave your Mum a bit of a shock. She’ll be grand. Now where’s my hug?”




  I directed Matt down the three steps into the kitchen. He gave his head a bit of a bang on the door-frame, which is a little low. But he didn’t seem to notice.




  “Who were they?” he asked in confusion as I pulled two plates out of the wooden drainer above the sink.




  I smiled. “Your future parents-in-law.”




  As we were eating Dad came in. “Is your Mum’s tea ready?” he asked.




  “Sorry, Dad. I forgot.”




  “Don’t worry,” he replied. “I’ll do it.” He flicked on the kettle and waited while it boiled.




  “How’s Mum?” I asked.




  “Fine. Suzi just gave her a bit of a fright. She explained about Johnnie Fox’s and the Clontarf rugby team buying you champagne. I’m not surprised you two are feeling a little

  under the weather.” He smiled at Matt. “Sorry. It wasn’t the warmest of welcomes, mate.” Dad held out his hand. “I’m Frank O’Sullivan. And you’ve met

  my wife, Denise.”




  Matt wiped his mayonnaise-covered fingers on his jeans before taking Dad’s hand. “Matt Street. Pleasure’s all mine.”




  Dad sat down at the table and began to talk to Matt. “Suzi tells us you’re a bit of a rugby player. Used to play myself . . .” And they were off. The usual male-bonding session

  focusing on sport, sport and more sport. I made Mum’s tea and brought it up to her.




  The door of the living-room was ajar and I stopped for a moment outside. I didn’t want to interrupt anything, you understand. They were talking about weddings. It hadn’t taken

  long!




  “We’ll have to ask Father Lucas about the garden, Suzi. You may have to get officially married in a church or a registry office. But he might give a blessing in the

  garden.”




  The garden! She hadn’t told me about the garden bit. “Suzi, are you getting married in the garden?” I asked, walking carefully towards the conspiring pair on the sofa, trying

  to keep the tea in the mug and off the floorboards.




  “Maybe, or St Martin’s. I did tell you. You mustn’t have been listening.”




  I smiled sheepishly at her. She was probably right.




  “Here’s your tea, Mum.” I handed over the mug.




  “Isn’t it wonderful news?” Mum glowed. “Suzi and Matt. Who would have thought? I’d heard about the wonderful Matt in Suzi’s letters, of course. But finally

  – a wedding. And this summer. Isn’t it exciting?”




  I murmured assent under my breath. I was beginning to feel a bit left out if the truth be told. I decided to go to bed and to leave them all to it. I gave Suzi a kiss and said goodnight.




  “You’re not going already?” Mum asked and then added gently, “Oh my God, Amy, I’m so sorry. I’d forgotten . . . what with all the excitement . . .”




  “It’s fine. I’m fine. I’m just tired. I have to work tomorrow,” I stated quickly. Then it dawned on me. I really did have to work tomorrow. I had to don my Story

  Princess hat and tell stories to little hyperactive brats for two hours in the bookshop. A nightmare at the best of times, but with a hangover – pure hell!




  I staggered up the stairs to my bedroom. As I walked in the door I felt miserable. I was thirty in a few months and I was still living at home, in the same bedroom I’d slept in since I was

  a child. It had the same yellow walls, Victorian iron-framed bed and huge mahogany chest of drawers. Nothing was different except the bedcovers. Instead of a Garfield duvet cover I now had a plain

  white one with tiny yellow daisies embroidered on it. It was from the single bed in the guest room of our old house – mine and Jack’s. I started crying. I couldn’t help it. I

  pulled off my clothes and crawled into bed in my underwear. I didn’t care about my still made-up face. Blocked pores were the least of my worries at this stage. I remembered to set my alarm

  and then fell soundly asleep as soon as my head hit the pillow.




  I walked into the kitchen in my white towelling dressing-gown the next morning wincing my eyes. My head was throbbing and I felt like death. Mum was chopping tomatoes at the

  counter, dressed in a perfectly laundered light-blue tracksuit and sparkling white runners. Why did my tracksuit never look like that?




  “Morning, love,” she said cheerfully. “I’m just cooking Matthew an Irish breakfast. Would you like one?”




  My stomach lurched. I wasn’t quite sure if it was indicating repulsion to food or hunger. I decided to risk it. I needed sustenance to cope with work. “Thanks, Mum, that would be

  great. Can I help?”




  She smiled. “No, it’s all under control. And how are you feeling this morning?”




  “A little ropey,” I admitted. “Are Suzi and Matt up yet?”




  “Matt’s out running and Suzi’s in the bath.”




  Running! Was he mad? You can’t run with a hangover. It’s masochistic.




  “Isn’t he a nice young man?” Mum asked. “So easy-going and so polite.” I couldn’t help but feel that she was having a dig at Jack but I decided to ignore

  it.




  “He’s lovely,” I replied.




  “Suzi’s a lucky young lady,” Mum continued. “He’ll make a wonderful husband.”




  “Um,” I replied, opening the Review supplement of The Sunday Tribune. You’d want to have rhino-thick skin to live in this house, I thought to myself. I began reading an

  interesting article on a new children’s book.




  Suzi walked into the room a few minutes later and sat down at the table. “Amy?” she asked tentatively. “Could we borrow your car today? We’re going to look at houses near

  Clontarf.”




  “If you drop me into work on your way. I don’t have the energy to walk this morning.”




  “Fine,” she agreed.




  

    * * *


  




  An hour later we were driving towards Dublin city. Suzi was at the wheel with Matt beside her and I was in the back. It was quite interesting sitting in the back. I’d

  never sat there before. I noticed new things about my car, and I even found my pink hairbrush lodged between the upholstery and the side. As we drove past Blackrock College rugby pitches Suzi told

  Matt about Landsdowne Road and promised to show him the stadium another day. Amazing how sports stadiums could bring out the child in any man, I mused. Jack was into soccer in a big way – Man

  United were his idols and he had never stopped boring me about the red-jumpered team. It all went in one ear and out the other, of course. At least I wouldn’t have to pretend to listen to any

  of it any more.




  I tried to push Jack out of my mind but it was proving difficult. Everything reminded me of him, from music on the radio to certain smells. Especially smells, in fact. Jack had a lemony, clean,

  boyish smell. It was very attractive and I couldn’t get enough of it at one stage. I used to smell the pillows when he’d gone to work and when he was away. I had to stop torturing

  myself. It was all for the best.




  Suzi pulled up outside the bookshop and I hopped out.




  “Thanks, Suze,” I said. “See you both later.” I watched the car drive off. I was trying not to be jealous of my sister but it was hard.




  Lynn, the owner and manager, had put the Story Princess board outside the door of the shop. ‘Today between two and three the Story Princess will read from Alice’s Adventures in

  Wonderland by Lewis Carroll. All welcome.’




  I smiled. Alice was Lynn’s favourite book. Maybe today wouldn’t be so bad after all. I mean, reading children stories was hardly ‘work’, was it? I took a deep

  breath and smiled again. The shop’s window looked wonderful. Lynn had put the Christmas decorations in. A small, real Christmas tree twinkled with white lights. A glorious array of glossy

  hardback gift-books were displayed against a dark red velvet backdrop. Tiny gold bows adorned each book and handcrafted wooden Christmas decorations hung from the branches of the tree. It looked

  enchanting.




  Lynn was originally from New York, a vibrant and infectiously enthusiastic lady in her early sixties. She wore bright, stylish clothes and always reminded me of a ballet teacher I’d once

  had when I was in primary school in the way she moved – elegantly and fluidly – with her head held high and her neck and back poker-straight. Good posture you’d call it, I

  suppose. She had moved to Ireland with her husband, but was now a widow.




  I loved working for Lynn. I’d worked for her part-time during college – Arts in UCD – and when I’d graduated she’d offered me a ‘proper’ job. I

  hadn’t a clue what I wanted to do so I took it. And I’d been there ever since.




  As I stepped in the door the bronze bell tinkled. Lynn looked up from the desk where she was reading a new picture-book edition of The Wizard of Oz. Perched on her nose were special

  glasses with green lenses which made the pages glow green, like the Emerald City in the story.




  “My, my, you look just like an alien,” Lynn smiled. She removed the glasses. “That’s better. How are you this good morning?”




  I smiled. It was impossible to be in a bad mood with Lynn around. “Grand, thanks. I had a bit of a late night in the end though, so you’ll have to go easy on me today.”




  “And how’s Suzi?” she asked warmly. “Happy to be home?”




  “Yes,” I said. “And wait till I tell you . . .”




  “Stop!” Lynn commanded. “Let’s get some coffee and you can unravel the whole story.”




  Soon I had ‘unravelled’ the whole story as Lynn put it. Matt, Mum and Dad – the whole enchilada.




  “It’s hard on you, honey. After the whole Jack thing.” I had told Lynn some of the Jack tale. She was a good listener, more like a big sister than a boss.




  “I’m fine,” I replied. And I would be fine – eventually. “And Suzi’s so excited.”




  The bell tinkled. A man walked in, a large bag over his shoulder and a small, dark-haired girl following closely behind. I stopped talking and went over to help him with the door.




  “Thanks,” he said as I held the door open for him.




  “I’m looking for some books for Zoe,” the man said.




  “I’m Zoe,” the little girl ventured, staring at me intently. She was quite stunning – pale, with huge dark-brown eyes and long black hair which hung in two thin plaits

  down her back. She was wearing a denim dress, pink woolly tights and tiny red Doc Marten boots.




  “Hi, Zoe,” I said. “It’s very nice to meet you. Now what type of books do you like?”




  Silence. Zoe held what I assumed was her Father’s hand tightly. He looked at me and smiled warmly.




  “She’s a little shy today. I think we’ll just have a look around for a bit if that’s all right.” He had a lovely smile. Blond hair, tightly cropped, bright-blue

  eyes, dressed in black from top to toe like a movie star. He was in his late twenties or early thirties, it was hard to tell, and he had a Southern English accent, soft and attractive.




  “Of course,” I smiled, trying to concentrate. Things were bad when I started sizing up Fathers! Although he wasn’t wearing a wedding ring – I sneaked a look at his ring

  finger.




  Zoe stared at me again. “Are you the Story Princess?” she asked quietly.




  “I am,” I replied.




  “I’d like a princess book, I think,” she whispered.




  “Let’s see what I can find,” I smiled. The bell rang as Siobhan Molloy, and her three girls, regular Sunday customers, walked in the door. Lynn greeted them and the girls, all

  dedicated readers, made their way under the golden arch and into the fiction room at the back of the shop. Lynn had designed and decorated the shop herself and it was a child’s heaven, full

  of nooks and crannies, cloud-painted ceilings and specially crafted bookshelves in the shapes of dragons, the Children of Lir, Matilda and other favourite children’s book characters.




  I flicked through the picture-books with Zoe by my side.




  “Princesses,” I murmured. “Let’s see. The Little Princess by Frances Hodgson Burnett.” I pulled out an illustrated edition of the children’s classic.

  “I love this story. It’s all about a little girl who’s a princess but she has to stay at this boarding-school while her father is away.”




  Zoe frowned. “Is she a real princess?”




  “She is,” I replied, trying not to smile. “Or here’s another one – The Thistle Princess by Vivian French.” I opened the book and flicked through the

  pages. “Look at the pictures – beautiful, aren’t they?”




  Zoe smiled. “I like the colours. Pink’s my favourite, you know.”




  Her Dad was standing behind us, listening.




  “Would you like me to read to you, Zoe?” he asked.




  The little girl nodded firmly. Soon their heads were buried in The Thistle Princess.




  I looked at them and sighed. I loved seeing Dads and their kids but it always made me feel jealous. I could hear my biological clock ticking away at times as loudly as the hands on my ancient

  bronze alarm clock. It’s not that I wanted kids, well, not right then. But I would have liked the option. Jack was never big into children at all. He hadn’t much time for them really.

  It was different for him I supposed. He didn’t have fermenting eggs in him. I mused on the unfairness of it all for a few minutes.




  “Amy, are you OK?” Lynn joined me at the counter where I was staring listlessly at the computer screen. “You’ve been staring at that thing for ages. It’s not

  healthy.”




  I tore my eyes away.




  “Sorry, I was in another world.”




  “Are you ready for the story session? If you’re not up to it, I’ll do it.” Lynn smiled. She really was very kind. But I knew she had Internet orders to process.




  “I’m fine, honestly,” I tried to appear enthusiastic. “I’m looking forward to Alice. I’m going to read the Cheshire Cat chapter.”




  “Good choice,” Lynn enthused. “I’ll leave you to get ready.”




  Lynn sat down on the stool behind the counter and accessed our e-mail to collect the on-line orders. As we were a small specialist shop the Internet was important to our business. We had

  customers from all over the world, Japan to North America, many of whom relied on Lynn’s expertise. She had a doctorate on children’s book illustration and was especially keen on the

  work of the young Irish illustrator P J Lynch who was a personal friend of hers. She was quite a woman!




  I fetched the Story Princess hat from the back room and set the little wooden chairs and bean bags in a circle at the back of the shop, beside the Enchanted Castle shelves which held the Irish

  picture-books. The shop was beginning to fill up. Siobhan’s daughters sat down at the front, gazing up at me expectantly. Although they were well able to read themselves they still loved to

  hear stories told aloud. Zoe and her father sat down behind them, followed by two small boys and several other children.




  I began. “I’m the Story Princess and today I’m going to read to you from Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland by Lewis Carroll.” The shop went quiet as all eyes

  were on me. It was a strange feeling but I liked it.




  When I first started the story-telling sessions I felt self-conscious and nervous, but Lynn made me stick with it and I began to look forward to them. Children were an unforgiving audience but

  an honest one. You had to work hard to hold their attention. “Alice is lost in the woods and she spots a strange cat sitting in a tree above her head. And now I’ll begin.

  ‘Cheshire Puss,’ Alice began rather timidly. ‘Would you tell me, please, which way I ought to go from here?’ ‘That depends a good deal on where you want to get

  to,’ said the Cat . . .”




  After the story my audience clapped and Clara, Siobhan’s eldest daughter, a serious girl of eleven bought a copy of the book to read to her sisters at home.




  “Thanks, we really enjoyed that,” Zoe’s Father shook my hand warmly. “Can I buy these?” He handed me a pile of hardback picture-books, including the ones I’d

  chosen earlier for Zoe.




  “Of course, come over to the desk and I’ll wrap them for you.” I placed the pile on the desk and began to put them through the till. “Oh, I love this one,” I smiled

  as I noticed the cover of Where the Wild Things Are.




  “It’s for me,” he smiled. “I love it too. I’m Steve by the way and you’ve met Zoe.”




  “I’m Amy,” I faltered, blushing. I just couldn’t help it. He was so damn nice. Why did they always have to be married?




  I bagged his books and gave him his credit card back. And of course I read the name. Stephen J Jones. There had to be some good things about working in a shop after all.




  “Goodbye, Steve. And Zoe. See you again.” Zoe put her small hand out and Steve grasped it firmly. He smiled. “I hope so.”




  I gazed out the window after they had left.




  “So do I,” I whispered. So what if he was married? I could always dream. And maybe he had a nice brother or a friend – who knew? I liked to keep the options open.




  Lynn sidled over to me. “Cute, isn’t he?” Typical, caught in the act. “You know who he is, of course?”




  I stared at her, feigning indifference. “Who?”




  “Don’t play the innocent with me, young lady,” she laughed.




  “OK, OK,” I sighed. “ I admit it, he was nice. So put me out of my misery. Who is he then?”




  “Stevie J.”




  “The Stevie J?”




  “Yep!”




  “The Stevie J who writes those amazing fantasy books?”




  “The very same.” Stevie J was an English writer and one of the most famous children’s book personalities in the world. His books, based on the adventures of a young wizard

  called Henry, had sold in their millions and Spielberg was filming the first one.




  “And,” she grinned mischievously, “he’s single and living in Dublin. The little girl is his niece.”




  “And how do you know that exactly?” I asked amazed. Maybe there was a God.




  “Female intuition,” she laughed. “And his website!”
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  Chapter 4




  I smiled to myself as I walked down Seapoint Road towards Jodie’s flat. Stevie J. I intended to tell Jodie all about my encounter. Not that she would have a clue who he

  was. But she was always interested in cute guys, no matter who they were. She was pretty much permanently single, by choice and not by design. She’d had one or two ‘boyfriends’

  but they never lasted long. Jodie had unbelievably high standards and wouldn’t take any shit from a guy. Which made relationships almost impossible. After all, men and trouble go together

  hand in glove.




  It was nice to think about another guy. I knew I’d probably never see Stevie J again and if he did happen to come into the shop again nothing would happen. What was I going to do –

  ask him out while he was paying for a book?




  “That’s ten pounds, please. And by the way how about dinner tonight?” I didn’t think so. Not after the waiter episode. Never, ever again.




  “Of course you can ask guys out,” Jodie had stated one Sunday in June. “They love it. Remember Liam from Club 92? I asked him out.”




  “Jodie, he’d already bought you three drinks and you’d been dancing with him all night. And I thought you said he dropped hints all night, like ‘What do you do at the

  weekends?’”




  Jodie smiled. “OK, you’re right. But I still made the arrangement, didn’t I?”




  “Um, I suppose,” I muttered. Everything was always so black and white in Jodie’s world. Life seemed to be so much easier for her than for me. She knew exactly what she wanted

  and stuck to it no matter what. I was a bit more of a ‘grey’ sort of person. I didn’t find life all that simple or easy at all. In fact some days I found it downright hard to get

  out of bed. ‘Moody’, my mother called me. I guess sometimes I thought about things too much. I’ve always found it hard not to. Made for many a sleepless night as three in the

  morning seemed my brain’s favourite time to think about things. Three in the morning until six in the morning. Then I always fell into a comatose sleep and felt really groggy and crap at

  seven when I had to get up.




  There was this really nice waiter in the Café Java in Blackrock and whenever we went in he always chatted to us and smiled over when he was serving other people. Jodie and I got talking

  to him one day when the café was quiet. He told us he was a student. After a few weeks he began to sit down at our table and chew the fat for a few minutes. He was really interested in

  interiors and found Jodie’s work fascinating. Jodie reckoned he fancied me. I reckoned he was lonely and liked a natter.




  So one day, while Jodie excused herself to go the loo (planned of course!) I mortified myself.




  “Um, Joel, I was wondering . . . um, if perhaps you’d, um . . .”




  Joel had looked up from his mug of hot chocolate with interest. “Yes?”




  I could feel myself blushing. But I couldn’t stop now.




  “I was wondering if you’d like to go out for a drink sometime?”




  Joel seemed very surprised. He gazed at me intently. “You and me?”




  I was wringing my hands under the table in embarrassment. “Um, yes.”




  He had smiled nervously. “That’s really nice of you but I guess I should come clean. I’m still in school and . . .”




  “What?” I exclaimed, turning heads. I tried to ignore their interested stares.




  He continued unabashed. “But if that doesn’t bother you . . . I like older women and . . .”




  I interrupted him right there. “What age are you exactly?” I emphasised the word ‘exactly’.




  “Seventeen.”




  “I see,” I cringed. “I’m sorry. I should have realised. You just look so much older. Stupid of me. Forget it.”




  He looked disappointed. But I guess to most seventeen-year-olds the whole Mrs Robinson thing is dead exciting. Teenagers have too many bloody hormones for their own good.




  “Pity,” he shrugged his shoulders. “But if you ever change your mind . . . Shit, the boss is staring over. I’d better get back to work.”




  When Jodie returned I was almost crawling under the table. I had both my hands over my by-now-scarlet face.




  “Well?” she asked, sitting down. “Did you ask him?”




  “Jodie, can we go now? You pay and I’ll settle up with you later.” I jumped up and grabbed my bag from under the table. Luckily, Joel seemed to be in the kitchen.




  Before she could answer I was out the door. When she found me outside I was still cringing.




  “Are you OK?” she asked gently. “What happened?”




  “He’s seventeen,” I whispered.




  “Sorry?” she spluttered.




  “I’ve just made a bloody fool of myself !”




  She started laughing. “I’m sorry, Amy. I can’t help it. I know you like younger men but seventeen . . .”




  “He told us he was a student! I assumed he was in college, not school.” I stated strongly. “I blame you. You shouldn’t have encouraged me.”




  Jodie was holding her hand over her mouth and trying not to laugh.




  Luckily for her I began to see the funny side and began laughing myself. In seconds we were creased up on the pavement, holding our sides.




  “I can’t believe it,” I gasped. “He’s so cute.”




  “Maybe his Dad’s available,” Jodie said, taking a deep gulp of air to get her breath back.




  We didn’t go back to Café Java for a few weeks, I couldn’t face it although Jodie kept telling me not to be so stupid. And when we did go back Joel had left. Pity really

  – he was a nice guy regardless of his ineligibility.




  I vowed never to ask another guy out for a drink in my whole entire life. So that was out. Stevie J was just a nice distraction, something to think about. I liked having someone on my mind, a

  cute guy to dream about. I liked to lie in bed and imagine my perfect wedding and it was easier if I had a real face on the bridegroom. Somehow it made it a little spooky if I didn’t. Like a

  black and white horror film – The Faceless Bridegroom. I wondered if everyone did this – visualise their future wedding in their head for years and years? Maybe they did. So now

  Stevie J could take Jack’s place in my daydream.




  

    * * *


  




  As I approached Jodie’s place I noticed a dark green MG parked in the drive. Jack has the same car, I thought. Damn, I kept being reminded of him.




  Jodie lived in this amazing basement flat in an old house that belonged to her granny. Granny O’Connell lived on the ground and first floors. She had given her eldest grandchild the

  basement floor in a ‘living will’ six years ago. It all sounded a little morbid if you ask me but I guess it made sense. Jodie had knocked down a lot of the interior walls –

  except the load-bearing ones, and stripped some of the walls and hefty supporting pillars right back to the bare stone. She created two large bedrooms, a huge bathroom, a study and a massive open

  plan living-room-cum-kitchen. The whole flat was painted white, with some terracotta on selected walls. Gigantic wall-to-wall mirrors, elaborate floor-standing candelabras and halogen spotlighting

  gave the living-room a dramatic Gothic look.




  In each bedroom Jodie had created a ‘four-poster bed’ by draping white muslin over self-constructed curving metal hoops which were attached to the ceiling with chain. The wardrobes

  and dressingtables were old pieces which Dad had recovered from a Georgian house on Merrion Road. Jodie had stripped them down to the bare wood and given them a ‘distressed’ look with

  light-green paint and furniture wax.




  At the time she was working in an interiors shop in Blackrock. After the flat was finished she had a house-warming party and everyone was blown away by what she had done to the place. One friend

  of her mum’s, the wife of a ‘Captain of Industry’, asked her to redesign and decorate her house from top to bottom. Jodie transformed the place and it soon became the talk of the

  town and was featured in Image Interiors magazine. Soon Jodie had more work than she knew what to do with. She packed in her day-job and formed Dream House, her own interior-design company.

  Jodie had a natural talent but she also worked bloody hard in the first few years. We were dead proud of her, me and Beth.




  Jodie would ring me in a desperate state some evenings or weekends. “Amy, I need you! Bring Beth.” And Beth and I would be handed a stubby paint-brush and a stencil or a

  paint-stripper and set to work. It was fun though. Now Jodie had three full-time employees and a secretary. She’d done well. Put myself and Beth to shame really. Beth works as a PA to Louise

  Keily, the designer. Sounds glamorous but it’s not. She likes it though.




  I crossed the road and stood at the top of Jodie’s steps. I stared at the MG which was parked beside Jodie’s Range Rover on the gravel to the right of the house. It was a 2000 reg,

  just like Jack’s. In fact it had a similar number plate – with three sixes. We used to joke that it was the ‘devil’s car’. Suddenly something clicked in my head. It

  was Jack’s number plate! 00 – D – 29666. Bloody hell. What was Jack doing in Jodie’s place? He was hardly visiting Granny O’Connell. They must be talking about me, I

  thought. I walked over to the car to make sure. It was Jack’s all right. His grey fleece jacket was still on the back ledge just where it had been weeks ago.




  Just then I heard Granny O’Connell’s voice call down from her doorstep.
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