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  1 ‘Waterloo’




  ‘Gemma!’ Wendy Redden watched in horror as her sister lurched forward at the end of their feisty rendition of ‘Waterloo’, ripping the seat of her

  snug-fitting blue satin jumpsuit in the process. Gemma landed awkwardly on her ankle, her long blonde Agnetha wig slipping down and obscuring her eyes.




  ‘Are you all right?’ Wendy asked her over the wolf whistles and applause. ‘What happened?’




  ‘I’m not sure,’ Gemma said from her prone position, straightening her wig so she could see. ‘I think someone must have spilt a drink on the stage, it’s

  wet.’




  ‘Probably champagne,’ Wendy muttered. ‘Bloody rich hooligans.’




  AbbaFab were singing at Saffron Wolfe-Remington’s twenty-first. Saffron was a spoilt, if rather beautiful girl whose parents had more money than sense and whose ‘closest

  friends’ (all three hundred of them) left a lot to be desired. The Wolfe-Remingtons’ stately pile, Wolfe Castle, was in the wilds of County Wicklow.




  ‘I’ll help you.’ Wendy held out her hand, but when Gemma tried to move her right leg she felt a searing pain.




  ‘I’ve think I’ve done something to my ankle,’ Gemma said. ‘Can you get Ronan to lift me up?’




  ‘I’ll manage.’ Wendy put her hands under Gemma’s armpits, took the weight in her strong arms and hoiked Gemma’s body up off the wooden stage floor. Gemma put her

  uninjured foot down, Wendy supporting her, and straightened her knee. Then she stood upright on her left leg with Wendy’s help. Her right leg was bent at the knee, her foot inches off the

  floor.




  ‘Try putting some weight on it.’ Wendy nodded down at Gemma’s rogue ankle.




  Gemma put down her right foot, but winced the moment she tried to shift her balance. ‘Not good,’ she managed, her face turning pale even under the heavy stage make-up. She felt

  nauseous with pain. ‘I think it may be sprained or broken. I’d better get my boot off before it swells up.’




  ‘We’ll sit you down first. Don’t want you losing your balance again.’




  ‘What’s happening?’ Ronan asked, coming out from behind his keyboard. He was dripping with sweat and his blond Benny beard glistened under the strong stage lights.




  ‘Gemma’s in trouble,’ Wendy said. ‘It’s her ankle. Can you keep the audience distracted? I’ll help her off the stage.’




  Luke, the other member of AbbaFab, came over to see what was going on. ‘Everything all right?’ he asked.




  ‘Keep playing,’ Ronan told him. ‘Gemma’s hurt. Wendy’s sorting her out.’




  Luke nodded and went back to strumming his electric guitar. Ronan jumped behind the keyboard and launched into playing the opening bars of ‘Does Your Mother Know?’ with his feet and

  his bum, always a crowd-pleaser with that kind of audience.




  ‘Wendy, it’s fine!’ Gemma protested. ‘I’ll stay up here and sing. We only have a few more numbers to go. Put me on a chair behind the keyboard, beside Ronan, pull

  my boot off and hand me a microphone. I think the seam’s gone in the bum of my costume again, so it’s probably just as well to have me seated. Although this lot wouldn’t even

  notice,’ she said, gesturing with her free hand at the audience, ‘they’re all half cut.’




  ‘Are you serious?’ Wendy said. ‘You want to stay on stage?’




  Gemma nodded. ‘I’ll be OK. Really. You sang through labour contractions, remember? In Bray?’




  Wendy winced. ‘Don’t remind me. We nearly didn’t make it to the hospital in time. But are you sure?’




  The young crowd started clapping at the end of Ronan and Luke’s song, stamping their feet and shouting.




  Gemma attempted a reassuring smile. ‘Yes. The show must go on and all that. Better hurry, the natives are getting restless.’ Luke and Ronan were now playing an ad-libbed instrumental

  which wasn’t going down too well.




  ‘We want more!’ someone in the audience yelled out. ‘We want more,’ several voices joined in. Followed by a loud ‘Spit on me, Frida!’




  Wendy sighed. ‘OK, if you’re positive, Gemma. But we’re never playing at a twenty-first like this again, trust me.’




  ‘Too right,’ Gemma said. ‘They’re animals!’




  As Wendy pulled a chair for Gemma on to the stage her mind raced. They’d played some rough gigs in their time, but this party was something else. They’d already had cold sausages

  thrown at them, and a leering boy with a face full of spots had grabbed her leg a few minutes earlier. She’d given him a swift kick with her white platform boot for his trouble, but

  he’d just laughed. She should never have agreed to let the band play. Baroness Wolfe-Remington, the matriarch who had booked AbbaFab, was just plain rude and for all the family’s old

  money, Wolfe Castle was a rundown shambles. The young guests had been fed sandwiches and sausages instead of a proper meal, and now they were all careering around the large ballroom as the result

  of an excess of cheap champagne and a lack of soakage.




  But there’s no time for regrets, Wendy told herself, there’s work to be done. She settled Gemma on to the chair, pulled her boot off carefully (Gemma had to bite on her thumb with

  the pain), and then took centre stage again as Ronan and Luke played the opening bars of ‘Super Trouper’.




  As Wendy waited to sing, swaying to the intro music, she suddenly realized that if Gemma really had broken her ankle – and it looked pretty likely from the swelling – AbbaFab was in

  serious trouble.




  But what Wendy didn’t realize was that her life was about to change forever.




  After the gig, Baroness Wolfe-Remington tried to get Ronan and Luke to help the bouncers dismantle the stage, but Wendy was having none of it.




  ‘Are you mad?’ she exploded. ‘We have to get my sister to hospital. She fell on your stupid stage and I think her ankle’s broken. We should sue you for personal

  injury.’




  ‘Sue?’ The Baroness recoiled and wrinkled her nose as if ‘sue’ was a dirty word. ‘It was hardly my fault.’




  ‘No? The stage was wet, Baroness.’




  Ronan put his hand on Wendy’s arm. ‘We’re ready. You go with Luke and Gemma. I’ll travel in the van with Pat. He loaded up the lights and sound equipment with Luke and

  the bouncers while we were packing the costumes.’




  ‘Bless him,’ Wendy said. Pat was their loyal and hardworking roadie, a good man to have around in a fix. She turned back to the Baroness. ‘Baroness Wolfe-Remington,’ she

  said, giving the woman her ridiculous full title, ‘I don’t have time for this. We’re leaving now. Please excuse me.’




  ‘You won’t really sue, will you, dear?’ the Baroness called after her.




  Wendy ignored her. Stupid cow hadn’t even asked about Gemma.




  ‘How’s Gemma?’ Wendy asked Ronan as they walked out of the castle.




  ‘She’s coping. We’ve put her across the back seat of Luke’s car. But the sooner we get her to hospital the better. I’ll follow you in the van with Pat.’




  Wendy got into the front of Luke’s car and turned her body right around to face Gemma, her knees on the seat. Gemma was still in her blue satin jumpsuit, sitting sideways across the rear

  passenger seat. Luke and Ronan had placed coats behind her back and had propped her right leg up with bags and rolled-up costumes. Her face looked white and drawn.




  ‘Ready to go?’ Luke asked.




  ‘Yes,’ said Wendy. ‘How are you doing?’ she asked Gemma as he started up the car.




  ‘OK,’ Gemma replied.




  ‘I still think we should have taken an ambulance.’ Wendy had rung St John’s Hospital and they’d offered to send an ambulance, but Gemma had refused it. At least the

  hospital was expecting her now, though. Plus St John’s had the best orthopaedic department in the country, with surgeons who worked at the weekends, which was why Wendy had chosen it and not

  the small, local hospital.




  ‘It would have taken them ages to get down here,’ Gemma said. ‘It’s quicker this way. And I’m OK, really I am. Stop worrying.’




  ‘I can’t help it, you know what I’m like.’




  Gemma smiled at her sister. Wendy was a born worrier.




  They went over a bump and Gemma gasped.




  ‘Sorry, Gemma,’ Luke said. ‘I’ll go a little slower. The surface of this drive is in bits.’




  ‘Thanks,’ Gemma said. ‘And Wendy, put your seat belt on, please. You’re making me nervous.’




  ‘OK, OK.’ Wendy clicked herself in and then extended the belt so that she could still turn round. She looked at Gemma again.




  ‘Stop staring at me!’ Gemma said. The pain was starting to make her a little edgy.




  ‘Sorry,’ said Wendy.




  ‘No, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to snap.’




  ‘That’s all right. I understand.’




  After a few minutes Gemma asked, ‘Do you think we should ring Mia?’




  Wendy looked at her watch. ‘It’s after one. Maybe we should leave it till the morning. Or till later in the morning – you know what I mean. There’s no point waking her

  up. I’ll ring her first thing.’




  ‘OK,’ Gemma said. Personally she thought Wendy was wrong – their younger sister Mia hated being left out of the loop and would be livid that they hadn’t rung her. But

  Gemma didn’t have the energy to argue. Her ankle was swelling up like a balloon and had started to throb ominously. She wished it wasn’t such a long drive to the hospital.




  ‘I’m heading on to the main Wicklow road now,’ Luke said, turning left. ‘It should be a lot smoother. We’ll have you there in no time.’




  ‘Thanks,’ Gemma said. She lay back against the coats, staring out of the passenger window at the darkness, trying not to think about the pain.




  Wendy, Luke and Ronan sat in the Accident and Emergency waiting room. They hadn’t had time to change, and their Abba costumes, even with their jackets thrown over the

  top, had raised a few eyebrows, but they were all too tired to care. Gemma was on a trolley in one of the cubicles, waiting for a bed. A doctor had already seen her and, as she’d suspected,

  her ankle was badly broken. The surgeon would see her in the morning to decide what was to be done. The nurses had been amused by Gemma’s blue jumpsuit, and when she’d explained had

  asked for a song.




  ‘Go on, love,’ one of them cajoled. ‘Give us a few bars of “Dancing Queen”. It’s my favourite.’




  ‘Later,’ Gemma joked, feeling a little better due to the strong painkillers she’d been given. ‘Fix my ankle and then I’ll give you a song.’




  Wendy’s head was resting on Ronan’s shoulder, her eyes closed. She’d gone past exhaustion at this stage.




  ‘Are you OK, Wendy?’ Ronan asked, taking one of her hands in his.




  ‘Humm,’ she murmured.




  Luke yawned and stretched his long white satin-covered legs out in front of him. Pat had left after dropping Ronan off, but Luke had insisted on staying to drive Ronan and Wendy home. One of the

  nurses had already warned them that due to the serious nature of Gemma’s break, she’d have to stay in hospital for at least a couple of nights.




  A nurse approached them. Ronan nudged Wendy gently and she opened her eyes and sat up. ‘We’ve found her a bed,’ the nurse said. ‘In St Patrick’s Ward. We’ll

  bring her up now. The other patients are asleep so . . .’




  ‘We’ll come back later on,’ Ronan said. ‘We don’t want to disturb anyone.’




  ‘Can I just say goodbye to my sister?’ Wendy asked.




  ‘Of course,’ the nurse said.




  ‘I’ll go and get the car,’ Luke said. ‘I’ll pick you both up outside the door.’




  As Wendy and Ronan walked down the brightly lit corridor after saying goodbye to Gemma, Wendy said, ‘Frida’s mother died in a hospital, you know,’ referring

  to the dark-haired Frida Lyngstad from Abba.




  ‘Um,’ Ronan grunted non-committally. He was well used to his wife’s Abba obsession. And he knew better than to show any interest in what she’d just said or he’d get

  a ten-minute diatribe on everything from the nature of the woman’s death to the colour Frida wore at the funeral. Wendy had an encyclopaedic knowledge of everything Abba had ever done,

  especially her idol, Frida. She’d been consumed by the band for as long as he’d known her. It was sad really but, Ronan reasoned, everyone had their strange obsessions and an Abba

  fixation probably wasn’t as bad as most.




  ‘She was only twenty-one when she died, poor woman,’ Wendy continued, undaunted.




  ‘Really?’ Ronan asked, forgetting himself.




  ‘Yes. Have I ever told you about Anni-Frid’s mother and the German soldier? Tragic story. It was during the Second World War when Norway was invaded by Germany. Her mother . .

  .’




  ‘There’s Luke,’ Ronan said as they walked out the door, glad of the distraction. He’d heard the German soldier story many, many times. ‘Let’s go home and get

  some sleep.’




  At eight o’clock that morning, after a few hours’ sleep, Wendy dialled Mia’s home number. As she waited for a reply, she tapped her nails on the desk in front

  of her. Even though it was Saturday, she’d been up since just after seven doing accounts and dealing with the email bookings, and she was already exhausted. Most of their bookings came

  through their impressive website www.abbafab.ie (which Wendy had designed herself) and she fielded several hundred AbbaFab emails a week.




  Wendy had been managing AbbaFab and singing as Frida from the band’s inception almost seven years ago. It had been Ronan who’d had the idea initially, after spotting Wendy and Gemma

  singing ‘Dancing Queen’ at a karaoke pub in Blackrock called the Singing Tree. They had real stage presence and their voices meshed together perfectly. He’d been toying with the

  idea of putting a tribute band together and as soon as he heard the girls he knew exactly which band to replicate.




  Mia wasn’t answering, which wasn’t unusual – it was the weekend, after all, and she wasn’t exactly a morning person. She didn’t own a mobile either and often let

  her house phone ring out, much to her sisters’ annoyance. Deciding she’d try again later, Wendy clicked off the phone, rose from her chair and walked into the kitchen. Her two young

  sons were sitting at the table. The boys were worlds apart in both temperament and looks – Steve was a blond and stocky six-year-old with a strong personality and a fiery temper, and everyone

  said he was the spitting image of Wendy. Greg, a year older, had a slimmer build and dark hair and was placid by nature, more like his father.




  ‘Hiya, Mum!’ Steve said enthusiastically, his mouth crammed with cornflakes.




  ‘Steve,’ she said. ‘What have I told you about speaking with your mouth full?’




  He closed his mouth and grinned. ‘Oops,’ he said, opening it again. A stray cornflake fell on to the table.




  Wendy stifled a smile. She clicked her tongue against the back of her teeth.




  Steve swallowed and said, ‘Sorry, Mum.’




  She ruffled his blond head. ‘Try to remember.’ Steve nodded and resumed eating.




  ‘And how are my two fine boys this morning? Don’t answer that, Steve.’




  Greg looked up at her and swallowed down his own mouthful. ‘Mum, will you be at home this afternoon?’ he asked. ‘Can we go to the park? I want to ride my bike.’




  ‘No, sorry. But I’ll get Nadia to take you instead. I have to visit Gemma. She’ll be in St John’s Hospital for a few days and I promised.’




  ‘Hospital, cool!’ Steve said. ‘Can we come too?’




  ‘No.’




  ‘What’s wrong with her?’ Greg asked.




  ‘She broke her ankle last night. Someone spilled a drink on the stage and she slipped. Like that time you spilled milk all over the floor and I slipped and hurt my elbow, remember,

  Steve?’




  ‘Was Gemma’s leg covered in blood?’ Steve asked, his eyes widening, relishing the thought. He ignored his mother’s cautionary tale.




  ‘No!’ Wendy said forcefully, eager to nip Steve’s morbid visualizations in the bud. He had such a well-developed blood fixation that she wondered if her firstborn had been a

  vampire in a former life.




  Wendy looked around the kitchen. She liked to keep the house looking nice and this required constant vigilance. There was orange juice spilled on one of the kitchen counters and the fridge

  hadn’t been closed properly. She nudged it shut with her elbow, tore a piece of kitchen paper off the roll and mopped up the juice. ‘Where’s Nadia?’ she asked.




  The au pair agency still hadn’t found Wendy a new girl and she was losing patience with their current ‘help’, Nadia – a flaky nineteen-year-old from Paris who was in the

  habit of pursing her lips and ‘pahing’ at the slightest provocation. Nadia hadn’t quite decided whether she was staying in Ireland for two more weeks or two more years, which was

  most annoying and made it difficult for Wendy to plan ahead. The boys loved Nadia, of course, as she was quite happy to roll around on the floor wrestling with them, getting them all excited and

  out of breath.




  ‘Dunno,’ Steve said with a shrug.




  ‘She’s tidying our room,’ Greg said.




  Wendy shook her head. ‘She shouldn’t have to do that, boys. What have I told you time and time again?’




  ‘But she doesn’t mind,’ Steve insisted. ‘She likes it.’




  ‘Unlikely,’ Wendy murmured, an image of their hastily discarded dirty Simpsons’ socks and Man United underpants flashing through her mind. But she had too much to do this

  morning to worry about it.




  Less than an hour later Wendy was racing around south County Dublin, trying to get all her errands run before visiting Gemma in hospital. There were two house viewings

  pencilled into her diary for that afternoon – a special treat: a Victorian villa in Dalkey that used to belong to a well-known Irish artist, and a three-storey red brick in Sandycove. But

  there was no way she’d get to them now. And it was the very last viewing of the Dalkey villa before it went to auction – damn! She did so want to see it. She had no intention of buying

  the properties she visited, even if she could afford any of their hefty price tags – she and Ronan were quite happy with their modern semi in Monkstown. But she was strangely addicted to

  viewing houses, especially period properties, picking up tips for the interior of her own home and seeing how the other half lived.




  She also had to phone all her music contacts to find a short-term replacement for Gemma. Ronan was ringing round the agencies while she was out. Luckily most of them worked on Saturdays. She had

  already collected her new Frida wig from the costume store in Blackrock, and bought a new school jumper for Steve in Dun Laoghaire. Steve was always leaving his jumpers and coats behind him and she

  spent her life chasing his clothes and sewing name tags on to new ones. Now she was in the Credit Union waiting to deposit last week’s payments.




  As she waited in line, the tanned, blond male teller behind the counter caught her eye. He looked strangely familiar. Bert, she thought with a start. That’s who he looks like, Bert from

  the cruise ship. Wendy put her hand on the counter beside her to steady herself. Lord, she was tired. She closed her eyes.




  In a matter of seconds she was back on the Emerald Star, dressed in all her finery – dark pink feathered and sequinned headdress, gold-sequinned leotard that plunged rather

  indecently at both the back and the front, tan tights and gold high-heeled sandals – and high-kicking her way across the stage while belting out ‘Shall We Dance?’, accompanied by

  four other backing dancers dressed in similar costumes but without the headdress. The feathers marked Wendy out as the principal, and on the Emerald Star she was the star of the

  highly regarded cabaret show, Broadway on Board, with its repertoire of popular songs from musicals such as South Pacific, The King and I and My Fair Lady to the more

  modern Grease and West Side Story. The average age of the holidaymakers was sixty-seven, and their tastes tended towards the conservative. To them, Grease was very

  risqué.




  Wendy had been living in London for several years, singing and dancing in various musicals, always in the chorus. When she was offered the chance to star in a show, even if it was only on a

  cruise ship, she jumped at the chance. At twenty-three, she already had six solid years of experience behind her and she was eager to use it.




  Wendy was treated like a princess on board, eating at the captain’s table and socializing with the crème de la crème, and she lapped up the attention. She worked hard –

  there were three shows a day for starters, not to mention the dance and singing classes she organized and taught for the on-board Active Retirement Fitness Programme. And as the star of Broadway

  on Board, she also had her pick of the co-stars, a motley crew of ex-ballet dancers, wannabe entertainers and even the odd Eurovision singer. Like Bert from Norway who had represented his

  country twice. At least, Bert was what everyone called him, his real name being something traditionally Nordic and completely unpronounceable. He first attracted Wendy’s attention when

  he’d told her that his father (who worked on the oil rigs) had known Anni-Frid from Abba when they were both children. This impressed Wendy, a huge Abba fan even in her twenties, no end. Bert

  was an attractive man in his early thirties, a little cleaner-cut than the Irishmen she was used to, with his full head of wavy blond hair and perfect rows of pearly-white teeth, honed from gnawing

  on raw fish in his native Norway, no doubt. He was a generous and adventurous lover, gently encouraging Wendy’s burgeoning sexual confidence and delighting in her increasingly excitable

  libido. He’d always heard that Irish girls were shy and nervous when it came to sex, but not his Wendy. After six weeks together, they’d made love all over the boat: in her tiny cabin;

  in his even tinier cabin; in the cramped dressing rooms in the middle of a show; on stage, behind the curtain in the small hours of the morning – the more risky the location the better, as

  far was Wendy was concerned. In fact, they’d once made love on deck, Wendy conveniently ‘forgetting’ to put any underwear on under her chiffon skirt. Late one evening they’d

  climbed to the deserted top deck, and while Wendy held the ship’s rail and gazed out to sea, Bert had lifted her skirt above her waist, unbuttoned his jeans and entered her, making her gasp.

  It was all the more exciting knowing that at any second someone could happen upon them. They were almost caught – only once – when they’d shut themselves into the small cinema

  mid-afternoon and were interrupted by a cleaner. Luckily it was gloomy in there as the cleaner hadn’t flicked all the lights on and they’d had time to scramble into their discarded

  clothes before she happened upon them.




  Of course, the ship’s entire staff and crew were well aware of Wendy and Bert’s antics, but as they hadn’t been caught by any of the holidaymakers they’d all turned a

  blind eye to their behaviour. Many of them were impressed and more than a little envious, to tell the truth, especially the men. Wendy was one popular lady. And no one was surprised when she broke

  up with the rather boring Bert and set her sights on the far more glamorous Captain, a fit and attractive divorced man in his early forties. Except for Bert, that was. He left the cast of the show

  in disgust several weeks after Wendy and the Captain had been caught in flagrante in the ship’s kitchen late one night by a retired couple from the Home Counties who were looking for some

  milk for their cocoa. The Captain promised the couple seats at his table if they overlooked his little, ahem, indiscretion, so no harm was done.




  As for the Captain, Noel Stone, there was a man . . .




  Wendy heard a loud cough. ‘Excuse me, I think you’re next,’ the woman behind her in the queue said kindly.




  ‘Um, thanks.’ Still a little caught up in her daydream, Wendy moved forward and smiled at the young blond bank teller. ‘Hi,’ she said with a flirtatious smile.




  ‘Good morning,’ he replied rather formally.




  The smile dropped off Wendy’s face and she came back down to earth with a bump. She passed the cheques under the glass partition. ‘I’d like to lodge these. Thanks.’




  On Wendy’s way home, Gemma rang.




  ‘Wendy, I saw the surgeon this morning and I have news.’




  ‘One second, I’m driving.’ Wendy pulled the car in. ‘OK, fire ahead.’




  ‘I’m going to be out of action for ages, my ankle’s pretty badly broken according to the surgeon. They’re operating on it late this afternoon or this evening.’




  ‘But it’s June!’ Wendy said in a panic. ‘We’re wall-to-wall with weddings and summer festivals. I haven’t found a replacement yet.’




  ‘I know, and I’m so sorry. I’ll be in plaster up to my knee. There’ll be no “Waterlooing” for me for quite some time.’




  ‘How long exactly?’




  ‘A couple of months at least.’




  ‘A couple of months! Poor you.’ Wendy’s heart sank. Finding someone to replace Gemma for a week or two was one thing, but for several months . . .




  ‘Have you tried any of the agencies yet?’ Gemma asked, aware of the pressure she’d put Wendy under.




  ‘Ronan’s at home doing just that. And I haven’t tried all my contacts yet. But don’t you worry, we’ll find someone.’




  ‘I was thinking about it this morning and I had an idea,’ Gemma said.




  ‘Yes?’




  ‘What about Mia?’ There was silence on the other end of the phone. ‘Wendy, are you there?’




  ‘Sorry, yes. But – Mia? Are you serious?’




  ‘Why not? She’s got a great voice. And from the sound of things, the music school’s about to be sold to a developer.’ Mia taught the piano at the Dublin Academy of

  Music.




  ‘I don’t think she’s ready for that kind of pressure,’ Wendy said. ‘She’s so young.’




  ‘She’s twenty-four,’ Gemma pointed out.




  ‘But a very young twenty-four, you have to admit. She’s not emotionally ready.’




  ‘I’m not so sure,’ Gemma said. ‘Besides, it might be good for her. It would give her confidence, stretch her a bit.’




  ‘Hum,’ Wendy murmured. She wasn’t convinced. ‘I’ll try the rest of my contacts and then we’ll see.’




  ‘It was just a suggestion.’




  ‘I know, thanks. But you just concentrate on getting better, do you hear me?’




  ‘I will.’




  Gemma said goodbye to Wendy and clicked her mobile off. Her ankle was hurting badly and she felt tired and irritable. It was broken in several places and the surgeon who’d been in to see

  her earlier said he was so busy he couldn’t operate until after five. He warned her the moderately lengthy surgery would involve inserting a metal plate and two pins under her skin and muscle

  to hold the ankle joint together as the bones were badly fractured, and to tell the truth she was very nervous.




  She’d had a horrid morning all in all and she felt lonely and weepy, which wasn’t surprising seeing as she’d had enough painkillers pumped into her to tranquillize a baby

  elephant. But at least Wendy would be in later, and Mia too. And if anyone could cheer her up, her baby sister could.
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  2 ‘I Have a Dream’




  Mia Redden had the strangest feeling that something momentous was about to happen. She was lying on the sofa in the living room of her Monkstown flat in her pyjamas, her legs

  thrown over one of the sofa arms, when her body suddenly chilled and she gave an involuntary shudder. It was the very same feeling she’d had just before her mum had died. When Mia was only

  five, her dad, Seamus, a sales rep for a printing company, had been killed in a horrific car crash. She had only vague memories of him, mostly gleaned from old family photographs and the stories

  Wendy, Gemma and her mum, Miriam, had told her over the years. But she’d been a feisty fifteen when her mum had died after a second, fatal heart attack, only two days after the first. Soon

  after Miriam’s death, Wendy, at the tender age of twenty-nine, became Mia’s legal guardian.




  Miriam had never quite got around to telling her eldest daughter about her will, although she had of course meant to, and the new role had come as quite a shock to Wendy, not to mention Mia.

  Wendy moved back to Dublin, leaving her life on the cruise ship reluctantly behind her, and took to her new ‘job’ with the impeccable organizational skills that she brought to

  everything. She threw herself into looking after Mia’s practical needs from day one. It helped deaden the pain of losing Miriam. And after Wendy and Ronan’s marriage, Mia had lived with

  them for several years until she moved into the Monkstown flat two years ago.




  The phone began to ring shrilly in the hall. I was right! Mia thought. She swung her legs down and sat up poker-straight. Something is about to happen. She listened and waited, willing

  the phone to ring out. She chewed on the inside of her lip and fixed her eyes on the fireplace in front of her. Who would be ringing on a Saturday morning? It must be one of her sisters, she

  surmised. Something was wrong, she just knew it. The phone rang out.




  What seemed like seconds later, it started to ring again. This time Mia walked into the hall, took a deep breath and picked it up.




  ‘Yes?’ she answered nervously.




  ‘Mia, thank goodness,’ said Gemma. ‘I rang a few minutes ago, why didn’t you answer?’




  ‘Where are you?’ Mia asked, ignoring her sister’s question. She could hear voices and something rattling in the background.




  ‘In St John’s Hospital.’




  Mia sat down on the chair beside the hall table, her heart pounding. ‘I knew there was something wrong. What are you doing there? Are you OK? Has something happened to Wendy?’




  ‘I’m fine and Wendy’s fine. There’s nothing to worry about, honestly,’ Gemma soothed, hearing the anxiety in her sister’s voice. ‘I’ve broken my

  ankle and I’m going to be in here for a few days. They have to put a pin in it later.’




  Mia winced. She hated anything to do with hospitals or surgery. ‘That’s terrible. How did it happen?’




  Gemma told her the story.




  ‘I’ll come in straight away,’ said Mia. ‘You should have rung me last night.’




  ‘It was late, Mia, and we didn’t want to disturb you. I’m sorry, you’re right, we should have. I wasn’t really thinking straight. And Wendy said it was better not

  to worry you.’




  Mia said nothing.




  ‘Wendy tried to get you several times already this morning,’ Gemma continued, ‘but you weren’t answering.’




  ‘It’s Saturday morning,’ Mia said. ‘I’ve just got out of bed.’




  ‘Sorry. Of course. I hope I didn’t wake you up.’




  ‘No, it’s fine. I was up.’




  ‘Listen, Wendy’s coming in early this afternoon, how about visiting later on instead, say at four? It’ll be a bit less manic then and we can have a proper chat. I’d love

  the company to tell the truth. I’m really nervous about the operation – it’s supposed to be at five but I’m sure it will be delayed. You could help take my mind off it. Any

  news about the music school?’




  ‘No. Not yet. I’m expecting a phone call from the director today or tomorrow.’ Mia picked up a pencil from the hall table and started to doodle on the notepad beside the phone.

  ‘I was in yesterday but lots of my classes had been cancelled. I think it’s a lost cause at this stage. The owners of the building are determined to develop the site. And we can’t

  afford to relocate.’




  ‘Surely the building is listed?’ Gemma exclaimed. ‘It’s Georgian, isn’t it?’




  ‘Yes, but there are so many alterations and extensions tacked on to it that it has no architectural value any more apparently.’




  ‘So it really is closing for good?’




  ‘It certainly looks like it.’




  ‘Oh, Mia, I’m sorry to hear that. But you’ll find something else, won’t you?’




  ‘Yes, I suppose so. But I’ve been working there since college.’ Mia sighed. ‘It’s just a bit of a shock to the system, I guess.’




  ‘I understand. Will you be OK? If you need money . . .’




  ‘Thanks, but I’ll manage. I’ll find some other job to tide me over. Maybe in a café or something, I wouldn’t mind that. Anyway, enough about me. Is there anything

  you need?’




  ‘No, I’m fine. But thanks for asking.’




  ‘Are you in pain?’




  ‘No, they’re giving me something for it. I’m a little spaced out but I can’t feel a thing. Listen, I’d better go, the battery on my phone’s running

  low.’




  ‘Ring Wendy,’ Mia suggested. ‘She could bring in a re-charger for you. I’m sure she has one or two lying around the house in case of emergencies. In fact, she probably

  has a whole rake of them carefully filed away in a box under the stairs.’




  Gemma laughed. ‘You’re probably right.’ Her phone beeped ominously. ‘I really must go now. We’ll talk this evening. See you later, alligator.’




  ‘In a while, crocodile.’




  Mia sat in the hall for several minutes, allowing her heart rate to return to normal. Gemma had given her quite a fright when she’d mentioned St John’s. Mia didn’t know what

  she’d do without Gemma and Wendy, and even the mere thought of losing either of them made her decidedly anxious. At a pinch, there was always Alva, although you never quite knew where you

  were with her. Alva was Mia’s oldest friend; they’d been inseparable since childhood and were as close as sisters, but Alva could be a little self-absorbed at times, to put it

  kindly.




  Eventually Mia got to her feet and walked up the three steps into her kitchen, situated at the rear of the old house, overlooking the back yard. Mia loved its lofty fourth-floor perch, from

  which she could see into a whole area of neighbours’ back gardens. The house, divided up into four smallish flats in the seventies, was in a slightly rundown Victorian square, and many of the

  other old houses, despite the paint cracking off the window frames and flaking off the exteriors, still had large, meticulously kept gardens. She flicked the red switch on the kettle and gazed out

  of the window at the gardens directly beneath her.




  As Mia watched, a white-haired woman pulled off her gardening gloves, ran her fingers through a small green shrub and placed her hands over her face, taking in the scent. Mia smiled. Her mum

  used to do that. She looked away. That was twice she’d been reminded of her mum today. She concentrated on spooning instant coffee into her favourite chipped Beatrix Potter mug, poured

  boiling water over the granules and sat down at the table to read yesterday’s copy of the Irish Times.




  Later that day, Mia made her way along the seafront towards Monkstown train station. It was a fine evening and as she walked at a brisk pace her red leather satchel swayed

  jauntily from side to side on her back. Mia loved walking, which was just as well as she didn’t own a car and relied on the haphazard Irish public transport system to get her around the

  city.




  She’d found some ‘homemade real lemonade’ in the local deli, which she happened to know was Gemma’s favourite, and although the large glass bottle was rather heavy, she

  was lugging it, together with a new hardback crime novel, into the hospital for her sister. Gemma was an avid reader and was always complaining that her busy life didn’t leave her nearly

  enough time to devour all the books she’d like. Gemma will have plenty of time to read now, Mia mused. Gemma liked to be busy, however much she bemoaned her time-poor lifestyle, in fact, she

  positively thrived on work and activity-packed days. Unlike Wendy, who was a born worrywart, she took problems and setbacks in her stride. Perhaps not ones that literally stopped her in her tracks,

  however. Mia wondered how her sister would cope with her ankle-imposed rest. She had a feeling that ankles took a considerable time to heal.




  Mia reached the station and bought a ticket from the young (and dishevelled-looking) stationmaster, whose eyes didn’t leave the soccer game playing on the portable television screen once

  while he served her, a feat in itself. As she clicked down the metal steps to the platform she thought about Italian policemen, dressed in their crisp white uniforms, their snug-fitting trousers

  ironed to perfection, a sharp, precise crease cutting down the centre of each leg, and sighed. She’d visited Rome on a school trip in fifth year and had fallen in love with the bustling,

  bubbling romantic city, not to mention the dark-skinned and tantalizingly (to a teenager escorted around by her teachers) out-of-reach men. There wasn’t much fear of coveting the young Irish

  stationmaster, that was for sure, or the local Gardai, the Irish police force. Most of them seemed to be female these days, for a start.




  After a few minutes a green DART train pulled into the station and Mia hopped on. The carriage was deliciously empty and she swung her rucksack off her back and sat down on a vacant seat beside

  the window, the bag resting on her knee. As she stared out of the window, she noticed a family on Sandymount strand. A young mother with long dark hair streaming behind her in the wind was holding

  a toddler by the hand, both splashing in their wellies in a puddle of seawater. A tall blond man, the dad Mia presumed, was standing beside a little boy, watching him draw on the sand with a stick.

  Mia looked away and stuck her head into her dog-eared paperback copy of The Secret Garden. She’d read it countless times, but it was one of her favourites. The words swam a little in

  front of her eyes at first, but she persevered and soon she was engrossed in the story.




  ‘Gemma.’ Mia leaned over and gave her a kiss on the cheek. ‘How are you feeling? How’s the ankle?’




  Gemma pulled herself up in the bed and smiled warmly at her little sister. ‘Not too bad, thanks. I’m dreading the operation though. The surgeon has put it off until tomorrow morning

  as he’s swamped with operations. Which gives me lots of time with you.’




  ‘Lucky me.’ Mia winked and smiled.




  Gemma smiled back. ‘Less of that, Madam.’




  Mia sat down on the chair beside Gemma’s bed. The ward was quiet, with only the gentle hum of conversation and the odd clink of water glass against vase on a bedside table breaking the

  silence.




  ‘I feel like I should be whispering in here,’ Mia said looking around. ‘It’s as quiet as a church.’ Most of the other beds were occupied by older women, many of

  whom were asleep.




  ‘I know what you mean,’ Gemma agreed. ‘It’s mostly hips. I feel like the baby of the ward.’




  ‘Hips?’




  ‘The other women – hip operations.’




  Mia nodded. ‘Ah, I see. So Wendy and her gang were in earlier?’




  ‘Just Wendy. She said the boys would be too much for the ward so she left them at home with Ronan.’




  Mia smiled. ‘She was probably right. They’re not exactly shy and retiring, are they?’ She pulled the book and the bottle of lemonade out of her bag. ‘I brought you a

  book, it’s a new one, I hope you haven’t read it. And I found this lemonade in a local shop, I know you love it.’




  ‘You are an angel.’ Gemma grinned at her. ‘Wendy brought me in some interiors magazines but they’re frightfully boring.’ She picked up the book and studied the

  cover. ‘No, haven’t read it. Excellent! Thanks.’




  ‘Let me pour you some lemonade.’




  ‘You’re a star. I’ve run out of 7-Up – the water in here is lukewarm and tastes of plastic.’




  Mia handed the full glass to Gemma, who downed the tart liquid in one. ‘You’re thirsty.’ Mia laughed and poured her another.




  ‘It’s always so bloody hot in hospitals. Makes you dehydrated.’




  ‘So how was Wendy?’ Mia asked, putting the bottle down on the bedside table with a sharp clink and settling herself on the edge of Gemma’s bed.




  ‘Fine. As hectic as ever. She brought me a huge box of chocolates. She’s trying to find a replacement for me at the moment. We have another big gig at the weekend.’




  Mia whistled softly. ‘That’s not going to be easy. Has she had any luck yet?’




  ‘No. It’s a really busy time of the year for everyone.’ Gemma decided to bite on the bullet. ‘Mia, I’ve been thinking,’ she said as casually as she could

  manage. ‘You could take my place in the band while I’m in plaster. Actually it’s quite good timing, what with the music school closing and everything. What do you

  think?’




  Mia stared at her incredulously. ‘You’re joking, right?’




  ‘You’d be well able for it, Mia. You have a fantastic voice, you know you do.’




  Mia blew out her breath in a noisy rush. ‘Yeah, right.’




  ‘You do. You sang the lead in all the school musicals, remember? Calamity Jane and Grease.’




  ‘That’s different. It was a long time ago. I haven’t sung in years.’




  ‘Will you just think about it?’




  ‘Gemma, there’s no way I’m singing with AbbaFab.’ Mia narrowed her eyes. ‘Anyway, what about Wendy?’




  ‘What about her?’




  ‘What does she think? I presume you both talked about it earlier. Does she want me in the band?’




  Gemma hesitated for a second. A second too long.




  ‘Wendy doesn’t think I’m good enough, does she?’ Mia asked astutely.




  ‘No, it’s not that,’ Gemma began. ‘She’s just worried . . .’




  ‘You’re far too nice for your own good.’ Mia combed her long blonde hair off her face with her fingers and lifted it away from the nape of her neck. ‘Wendy’s right,

  I’d be terrible. And anyway, she’ll find someone to replace you eventually. She has loads of contacts in the business and she won’t give up until she’s found someone

  good.’




  ‘Mia, let me finish. Wendy’s just worried that singing with AbbaFab might be too much pressure for you. Being on stage and everything. But she’ll come round. I think

  you’d be great. Really I do. I wouldn’t have suggested it otherwise. Why don’t you think about it, please? Maybe the music school is closing for a reason, have you considered

  that? Maybe AbbaFab is your destiny.’




  Mia laughed. ‘And maybe you’re out of your tiny little mind, Gemma! I think those drugs are getting to you. Now, you mentioned chocolates. Hand them over.’




  Gemma looked at Mia. Mia met her gaze for a moment and then looked away. Gemma sensed confusion and understood that the subject of AbbaFab was firmly closed, for the moment at least.

  ‘They’re in the locker,’ she said instead. ‘Help yourself. But lay off the toffees, they’re mine.’




  Later that evening Mia pottered around her flat, making sure everything was in its place. She moved the square red rug so that it lay against the hearthstone of the original

  black marble fireplace. She lifted the silver-framed photograph of AbbaFab off the mantelpiece and ran a yellow duster over the glossy stone surface. She looked at the picture as she dusted it. The

  group were dressed in their ‘Arrival’ outfits – snug-fitting white flight jumpsuits – and Ronan was holding a tiny toy helicopter in the palm of his hand. She put the frame

  back in its place and, still staring at the photo, sat down on the sofa opposite the fireplace.




  AbbaFab. The band had played such a huge part in her life for years now. When AbbaFab first formed Mia was only sixteen and still in school, her whole life stretched out before her, a blank

  page. At that age, joining the band was the last thing on her mind. A long time ago, before her mum died, she had dreamt of being a professional singer like Wendy. But things had changed. Now she

  was a music teacher and she enjoyed it most of the time. She had an ordinary life, a quiet life, unlike Gemma and Wendy. And mostly she was satisfied with her lot. So why, at this precise moment,

  did she feel like life was passing her by? Mia sighed. Wendy had Ronan and the boys, Gemma always had plenty of admirers and it was only a matter of time before she settled down with one of them.

  Where would that leave her? The spinster of the family. She winced at the word. Spinster. It sounded hopelessly old-fashioned and out of date. But that’s what she would be – a spinster

  living all alone in a flat with her cats. She’d die alone and her cats would eat her. She shuddered. Stop being so morbid, Mia, she told herself.




  She looked at the photograph again. What if she did take Gemma’s place? What would happen then? For a fleeting moment she saw herself up on a stage in a white karate suit, white PVC boots

  up to her knees, dancing and singing ‘Take a Chance’, her favourite Abba song, with Wendy by her side. Then she came back down to earth. She wasn’t good enough, Wendy had as good

  as said so. There was no point even thinking about it. AbbaFab wasn’t for her. Not now, not ever.




  A little later that evening, Mia’s phone rang.




  ‘Mia, I’ve had a fight with Sean,’ Alva said in a rush. ‘Can I sleep on your sofa, just for a night or two? Please? It’s an emergency.’




  Mia groaned inwardly. ‘Alva, not again. Can’t you just talk to him? I’m sure it’s not all that bad.’ Alva had a terrible temper that often whipped up out of nowhere

  like a desert sandstorm, and she and her long-term boyfriend, Sean, had regular fights triggered by anything from Sean’s devotion to his job as an electrician, to his obsession with restoring

  his Victorian cottage, which had been sadly neglected by its previous owners. Alva hated spending their weekends sanding floors, filling holes and grouting tiles, but Sean loved fixing the place

  up, tinkering with his toolbox and making weekly visits to the local DIY store.




  It was all a bit awkward for Mia, as she and Sean were also old friends; they’d been in school together and it was Mia who’d introduced Alva to Sean all those years ago. But at the

  end of the day, Mia’s loyalty lay with Alva, although she wasn’t naive enough to think that she was easy to live with, far from it. Mia didn’t know how Sean put up with her at

  times.




  Mia was quite used to her friend’s frantic phone calls after an argument with Sean, so she took Alva’s request with a large pinch of salt.




  ‘It’s serious this time!’ Alva protested.




  ‘I’m sure it is,’ Mia said calmly. It always was.




  ‘Sean walked out yesterday morning and he hasn’t come home yet.’




  ‘What?’ Mia was taken aback. Sean had never stayed out all night before. ‘Have you tried ringing him?’




  ‘Yes, he’s not answering his mobile. I think he’s switched it off.’




  ‘I see.’ Now Mia was shocked. That wasn’t like Sean at all. He rarely turned his mobile phone off – to him, it was like another limb. Alva and Mia often teased him

  about his devotion to it. ‘What happened?’




  ‘Oh, I don’t know. I lost my temper with him, I guess. He’s always leaving his dirty work boots in the hall, so I left them outside the back door overnight to teach him a

  lesson. It rained and they got wet.’ Alva sniffed. ‘It was his own fault for leaving them in the hall in the first place. And then he said he couldn’t live with me any more, that

  I was selfish and impossible. I threw his keys at him and told him to get out if he felt like that, and so he did. But he didn’t come back. What am I going to do?’




  Mia could hear the anguish in her friend’s voice. And then Alva began to sob. ‘Oh, Mia. He’s gone. He’s really gone. When I got home from work last night, he’d left

  me a note. It said to leave the house and take all my belongings with me. That it was over. Mia, how could he be so cruel?’




  Mia took a deep breath. ‘Alva, he’s just annoyed, he doesn’t mean it. Pack some things and come over here. Of course you can stay.’




  She sighed inwardly. All in all, it was shaping up to be quite a week.
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  3 ‘Super Trouper’




  ‘Hi, Mia.’ Wendy was standing on Mia’s doorstep at nine on the button on Monday morning. ‘Lovely day, isn’t it?’ She lifted her oversized

  sunglasses from her eyes and settled them on the top of her head. Even at this hour, she was perfectly made-up, her lips red and glossy, the gently blushered pink apples of her cheeks sparkling in

  the light.




  ‘Wendy.’ Mia faltered as she opened the front door and blinked in the bright morning sunlight. ‘Is anything wrong? It’s pretty early.’




  Wendy seemed a little nervous, hopping from one foot to the other as if she needed to go to the bathroom. ‘No, no, not at all. Can I come in?’




  ‘Of course.’ Mia was still in her pyjamas. The directors of the music school had finally admitted defeat and vacated the premises after weeks of speculation: she’d received the

  official phone call yesterday evening. There was no question of any redundancy payments; the school had always run on a shoestring budget, leaving its entire staff, Mia included, high and dry.

  Regardless of this, Mia had decided to postpone worrying about her jobless state and to make the most of her newly acquired free time by having a lazy morning, reading all the parts of the Sunday

  newspapers that she normally didn’t have time to get round to, even the travel and sports sections.




  She had promised herself that she’d start looking for a new job first thing the following morning. There were several Dublin secondary schools with well-developed music departments,

  she’d ring around and see if any of them needed a new music teacher. It was a long shot but it was better than doing nothing. At least it would stop her thinking about her jobless state and

  worrying about Alva and Sean. And it would show Wendy and Gemma that she was actively looking for work. At the end of the day, Mia knew that both her sisters were good for a loan (Gemma had already

  offered, after all) and this made her rather more relaxed about her precarious financial state. Alva had offered to pay rent, but Mia had refused this. After all, Alva’s tenancy was only

  temporary, she hoped.




  Mia hadn’t realized quite how difficult living with someone could be, especially when that someone was Alva. She had taken over the living room with her clothes and toiletries, not to

  mention her shoes. It was only a fraction of her wardrobe, for which Mia was grateful, but it still took up a lot of space. Alva was incredibly messy, and quite frankly Mia had no idea how Sean had

  put up with it for so long. Alva never thought of tidying up after herself and was genuinely surprised when Mia pointed out that she’d dirtied every coffee mug Mia owned and hadn’t once

  rinsed one out in the sink, let alone washed one properly. It hadn’t occurred to Alva to bother – Sean always did that kind of thing in their house.




  ‘I’m not interrupting anything, am I? Were you asleep?’ Wendy said, taking in Mia’s pyjamas.
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