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  Dear God, this one’s for you.

  Thanks for all your help.




  One for Sorrow

  Two for Joy

  Three for a Girl, Four for a Boy

  Five for Silver, Six for Gold

  Seven for a Secret Never to be Told




  

  ‘The fragrance always stays in the hand that gives the rose.’

  Hada Bejar




  1

  ‘Don’t you dare do it before I do, Heather Williams,’ Lorna Morgan warned her cousin imperiously. ‘Besides, you don’t know him well enough,
  yet.’

  ‘Relax, Lorna, do you think I’m mad? I don’t want to get preggers.’ Heather took a sip of her white wine spritzer.

  ‘Yeah, well, is he really the one you want to lose it to? You could do much better, you know.’ Lorna arched her eyebrows dismissively.

  ‘Neil’s very nice once you get to know him,’ Heather said defensively. She scowled. She hated it when her cousin slagged off her new boyfriend.

  ‘Heather,’ Lorna shook her head sagely, ‘you always settle for second best. What is he? A mechanic working in his daddy’s shack of a garage, in this poky, one-street town
  in the sticks. He’s going nowhere fast.’

  ‘Don’t talk like that, Lorna Morgan! Kilronan isn’t the sticks and Neil’s going to take over his father’s garage. He’s got plans. He’s going to expand,
  start selling cars as well as fixing them,’ Heather retorted hotly.

  ‘Big wow!’ Lorna was not impressed.

  ‘Well, we can’t all date doctors’ sons,’ Heather snapped back sarcastically. ‘Derek Kennedy no doubt is going to be a consultant.’

  ‘Actually I’m thinking of ending it. He bores me.’ Lorna sighed, a frown creasing her smooth forehead.

  ‘For God’s sake, who are you looking for? Einstein? Would you give the bloke a chance.’ Heather nibbled on a handful of peanuts. She shouldn’t be eating them. She’d
  put on two pounds last week, but she had terrible PMT and she craved salt.

  ‘Why won’t you move into a flat with me in Dublin? Then we could have a ball. We could socialize in Temple Bar, go night-clubbing, eat in fancy restaurants,’ Lorna urged
  eagerly. ‘You know it’s a great place, the pubs and clubs are mega. We’d meet real men, Heather, not the clodhoppers we have to put up with in this place.’

  Her cousin pouted sulkily as she took her hand mirror out of her bag and studied her reflection in it.

  ‘Come on, Kilronan isn’t that bad. And there’s plenty of men here,’ Heather argued. ‘Look at all the tourists we meet. You might meet a millionaire on one of the
  cruisers out on the lake one of these days.’

  ‘Oh for God’s sake, stop talking nonsense. It’s the back of beyonds and I’m sick of it. I’m not going to stay mouldering here for the rest of my life,’ Lorna
  exclaimed tetchily.

  ‘Well I like Kilronan. I like working in Mangan’s—’

  ‘Don’t you want something more out of life? You’ll be nineteen soon. I mean how old is that? Don’t you want to go to clubs and drink champagne and be wined and
  dined in swanky restaurants? You’re such a stick-in-the-mud, Heather. Sometimes you drive me mad!’ Lorna glared at her cousin. ‘At least bossy old Ruth has some get up and
  go.’

  ‘Don’t be such a wagon, and don’t talk about my twin like that to me.’ Heather flushed. ‘I’m going home. I’ve had enough of this crap for one night. See
  you at Oliver Flynn’s wedding reception tomorrow night.’ She drained her glass, picked up her bag and stalked out of Nolan’s pub in high dudgeon. Just who did Lorna Morgan think
  she was? She was so superior. Let her go to Dublin and find Mister Wonderful and go clubbing and drink champagne if she wanted to, Heather was happy just where she was. She’d visited Ruth in
  Dublin often enough in the past year since her twin sister had moved to the city and she’d enjoyed herself, but she was always glad to get back to Kilronan. Heather frowned. Maybe she was
  dull and boring, she thought glumly. Lorna could always make her feel so inadequate. Lots of her friends had left home as soon as they were able to. Ruth certainly hadn’t wasted any time,
  much to their parents’ dismay.

  She sighed as she pulled her scarf tighter around her neck and pulled up her hood. Grey damp swirls of mist rolled in off the lake. Heather shivered at the unseasonably cold weather. Two days
  ago they’d been enjoying an Indian summer. She was hungry. She and Lorna had planned to go for a pizza after their drink but that was knocked on the head now. She’d told her mother not
  to keep dinner for her, so she’d have to get a chippie. She hurried along North Road, past the hardware shop and the estate agent’s and the small side road that led to the marina, and
  stepped into the welcoming warmth of Fred’s Fast Food Emporium.

  ‘Snack box and a portion of garlic mushrooms, please.’ She gave her order to the girl behind the counter and went to sit at a table by the window. She wouldn’t be seeing Neil
  tonight, he was in Dublin doing a business start-up course so it was OK to eat garlic mushrooms without worrying about having to kiss him, reeking of garlic. There were only a few people ahead of
  her. She’d missed the worst of the Friday evening rush.

  The mist had turned into heavy rain that battered against the big plate-glass windows that faced on to the street. She saw Lorna’s red Honda Civic scorch past and scowled. It hurt being
  called a stick-in-the-mud. OK, so she didn’t have her cousin’s glitz and glamour, but she was sociable and outgoing and she enjoyed life in her bustling, lakeside home town. She was a
  member of the drama society, the basketball team, the tennis club, as of course was Lorna, but Lorna considered it all far too parochial, instead of enjoying it all.

  Lorna could always make her feel inferior and had done so since they’d been children. Ruth was always telling her to tell Lorna to go take a hike but somehow Heather could never bring
  herself to. Ruth and Lorna didn’t get on. Ruth had no time for her prima-donna cousin and Lorna was jealous of the sisters’ strong friendship. Thinking of some of the sizzling rows the
  pair had had over the years, Heather smiled in spite of herself.

  ‘She’s just a stuck-up, spoilt little cow with notions, she always has to be the main course. Well, one day she’ll find that she’s just the leftovers,’ Ruth fumed
  after a spat at a disco one night when Lorna had flirted with a fella that Ruth had her eye on. Ruth had been furious at her cousin’s flighty behaviour as she watched the pair snog during a
  slow set, but Lorna didn’t give a hoot and had ignored her cousin’s frosty glower. Ruth had called her a tarty slut the next day and they hadn’t spoken for weeks. Ruth was great
  at holding a grudge and keeping a fight going, but Heather always caved in after a day or two. She had no staying power when it came to rows. She hated falling out with people. If only she could be
  a bit more like her sister and her cousin, she reflected despondently.

  Ruth had started out as a typist in a small but busy architectural firm in Dublin. After two months she’d been promoted when the boss’s secretary had been headhunted by a rival firm.
  She’d proved her worth and when the company had taken on an extra partner, she’d been given the grand title of office administrator, plus a rise in salary. Ruth was efficient and
  ambitious, far more so than Heather, who had always been the quieter of the two. She shared a house with three other girls, near Phibsboro. Lorna envied her enormously, although she’d never
  let on to Ruth.

  Heather and Lorna had stayed over several times at weekends when Ruth had a free house. And it was because of these precious weekends that Lorna made a half-hearted effort now and again to stay
  on good terms with her cousin. Lorna was always in her element, drinking and bopping to her heart’s content, revelling in the capital’s frantic, fast-paced lifestyle.

  It had been after a meal in the Bad Ass Café and a night’s dancing and drinking in Bad Bob’s that Ruth and Lorna had finally had a parting of the ways. They had been sitting
  in the back of a taxi on the way home when Lorna had felt the urge to puke.

  ‘Don’t you dare barf or we’ll be turfed out of the taxi and we’ll never get another one at this hour of the night,’ Ruth hissed furiously when Lorna slurred that
  she felt a bit queasy. Ruth was a bit pissed herself, but not that pissed. Typical of Lorna, couldn’t hold her drink. Heather was always nurse-maiding her and holding her head over
  toilets when they went out. If it were Ruth Lorna was depending on, her cousin would end up drowned in a toilet bowl, Ruth often assured her twin.

  Lorna valiantly held on until the taxi driver rounded a corner at a fast lick and she could contain her nausea no longer. Quietly and discreetly she puked into her cousin’s handbag, which
  just happened to be lying on the seat between them. Ruth was giggling at a joke Heather had made about the driver’s obvious desire to race in a grand prix and was distracted momentarily.

  Because the house keys were in her coat pocket, she hadn’t needed to rummage for them in her bag and hadn’t made the putrid discovery until around noon the following day when she
  reached into her bag to find her lipstick before going out to buy provisions for a fry-up. ‘You skanky, dirty wagon, I’ll murder you. I’ll break your scabby, scrawny little
  neck,’ she shrieked as she raced into the room Heather and Lorna were sharing. She hauled her drowsy cousin out of the bed and shook her. ‘Get dressed, you, and get the hell out of
  here. I’ve had enough of you, Lorna Morgan. If you can’t look after yourself when we go out you’re not coming with us any more and that’s it. And you’re not staying
  here again. Go and stay with someone else when you come down to Dublin. That was a gross stunt to pull. Why didn’t you puke in your own bag, you silly bitch?’

  ‘It’s a Lulu Guinness. It cost me a fortune!’ Lorna bleated, horrified at both the unexpected assault and the notion that she should ruin a designer label handbag. Even in her
  hungover state, she knew her priorities.

  ‘I don’t care if it’s encrusted with diamonds, you shouldn’t have puked into mine – but it’s the last time you’ll pull an act like that on me, I can
  promise you that,’ Ruth raged as she thrust a handful of clothes at her cousin. ‘There’s a bus for Kilronan at one thirty, leaving from the quays. Be on it.’

  ‘Oh, get over it, it will be a pleasure, you grumpy old hoor! Come on, Heather,’ Lorna snapped dismissively.

  ‘Excuse me, Heather is staying here. You’re the one who’s leaving,’ Ruth retorted icily.

  Heather groaned silently. Why was she always dragged into it? She hated being the pig-in-the-middle when the other pair were fighting.

  ‘Let Heather decide for herself, she doesn’t have to do everything you tell her,’ Lorna challenged.

  Both of them turned to look expectantly at her. Heather’s heart sank. This was definitely a no-win situation. One or other of them was going to be miffed with her, whatever she decided. It
  wasn’t fair. The row had nothing to do with her.

  ‘Leave me alone, I want to die,’ she mumbled under the bedclothes. If she pretended her hangover was worse than it was, they might have mercy on her.

  ‘There! She’s staying,’ Ruth declared triumphantly.

  ‘She didn’t say that,’ Lorna shot back. ‘Are you coming or staying?’ she demanded of Heather, determined to make her cousin choose one way or the other.

  ‘I couldn’t face a bus journey right now, Lorna, gimme a break.’ Heather groaned and buried her head under the duvet.

  ‘Thanks very much. Some friend you are.’ Lorna grabbed her clothes and stalked into the bathroom.

  ‘Ignore her,’ Ruth advised.

  ‘There’s a pair of you in it, sometimes—’

  ‘For God’s sake, she puked in my handbag. How low can you get? Go home with her if you want to, see if I care,’ Ruth retorted huffily.

  ‘I don’t want to,’ Heather appeased. It was bad enough having Lorna in a huff, Ruth in a huff was the pits.

  ‘I’ll cook us a fry-up when she’s gone,’ her twin said over her shoulder as she left the bedroom to deal with the messy business of her handbag.

  Lorna ignored Heather when she came back into the room to collect her shoes and precious Lulu Guinness handbag. Heather snuggled further under the duvet trying to regain her previous pleasantly
  drowsy state. But it was ruined. Lorna was in a huff with her and she resented it bitterly.

  ‘Lorna, I—’

  ‘Don’t bother,’ Lorna snapped. ‘I know where I’m not wanted. I’m just a convenience in your life. Your twin’ – she spat the word –
  ‘is the only one who counts where you’re concerned. Just don’t come running to me the next time you’re stuck for someone to go out with.’

  She slammed the door behind her, leaving Heather fuming. How dare Lorna imply she had no one else to go out with. She had plenty of friends in Kilronan.

  Lorna hadn’t spoken to Heather for a fortnight until she wanted her to go to a pub quiz with her and breezed into the accountant’s office where Heather worked as though nothing had
  happened. Arctic conditions still existed between her and Ruth and they had not socialized together since the handbag episode. Ruth wasn’t a bit put out. She had her own life to lead and
  Lorna, happily, wasn’t part of it.

  Heather came back to the present as the girl behind the counter called over to her to ask if she wanted salt and vinegar on her chips. One of these days, she too would put Lorna in her place and
  not be a wimp about it, she promised herself as the delightful sizzle of frying batter and the wafting smells of garlic and vinegar made her mouth water.

  Monday she was going to start. New diet. New fitness regime. New assertive attitude to life. And Lorna Morgan could take a running jump!
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  Lorna Morgan was thoroughly pissed off as she drove along North Road. There was no sign of her wishy-washy cousin. She’d hoped to overtake her trudging home in the rain
  and drive past with her head in the air. She gave a sigh that came from her toes. Heather was so staid and boring sometimes. She had no sense of adventure. Lorna had! She just knew that
  there had to be more to life than working as a receptionist in the Lake View Hotel and living at home with her parents and two younger brothers, Eoin and Aidan, who were the bane of her life. She
  was a month short of her nineteenth birthday, Heather was practically the same age, life was there for the taking and they were wasting precious time stuck here in the back end of nowhere. If only
  her cousin would come with her to live in Dublin. Everything would change. She just knew it.

  She could go on her own, she supposed, but it would be very lonely. She didn’t know anyone in Dublin apart from her obnoxious cousin Ruth, and she most certainly didn’t count.
  Lorna wrinkled her pert little nose. She hadn’t spoken to Ruth since she’d thrown her out of the flat and not even for a temporary place to stay in the city would she lower herself to
  ever speak to that ignorant cow again, she vowed, as she overtook a tractor at speed.

  If she went to Dublin on her own where would she live, though? Good accommodation was hard to come by. She didn’t want to live in a poky little bedsit in Rathmines. Certainly not. Or not
  even in a boring semi, like the one Ruth rented with her friends. Lorna had visions of herself in a smart apartment in town, or in the new, refurbished docklands. She was an avid reader of the
  property pages in the papers and spent many happy hours imagining herself entertaining new trendy friends in her own upmarket pad.

  But first she’d have to get a job. There was a shortage of hotel staff in all the large cities according to the tourist board, so finding a position shouldn’t pose a problem. Better
  get the job first before worrying about accommodation. Lorna sighed again. She’d had this conversation with herself a hundred times. If she didn’t go and do something about it
  soon, she’d be so over the hill no one would want to give her a job. It was time to be proactive, she decided.

  She liked the word ‘proactive’. It had impressed her when she’d heard the manager use it at a staff meeting. It was a sophisticated sort of a word. Lorna was all for
  sophistication.

  Yes, she thought, she would get the names of all the prestigious hotels in Dublin and send them her CV and references. Surely one of them would want a receptionist of her experience? The Lake
  View had a hundred bedrooms and a leisure centre, after all, and that wasn’t to be sneezed at. She’d been working in the hotel every summer since she was fourteen and had got the job as
  trainee receptionist when she’d finished her Leaving Cert. As far as she was concerned she was now a fully fledged receptionist and she certainly wasn’t going to mention
  ‘trainee’ in her CV.

  Lorna chewed her lip. If only Heather would come with her to Dublin it would be perfect. She’d have someone she knew to rely on. She wasn’t as brave as Ruth, going off to live in the
  city on her own. To tell the truth, she was a little in awe of her strong-willed cousin. She was much tougher than Heather. Heather could always be got around and prevailed upon to do what Lorna
  wanted her to do. Ruth was immovable once her mind was made up. For twins, they were chalk and cheese.

  It was a bad move being snooty with Heather when she was trying to persuade her to leave Kilronan, she reflected ruefully. She’d better be nice to her at Oliver Flynn’s wedding
  tomorrow. She’d get her pissed and try once again to persuade her to come and live in Dublin. Once they got there, Heather would love it, Lorna was sure of it.

  She might as well go and have a session in the gym, she decided. She needed to look her absolute best for job interviews and who knew, maybe one of the guests using the gym while she was there
  might be a rich businessman taking a few days out of the rat race of city life. He’d see her working out and start chatting her up. Then he’d invite her out for a drink, or even dinner,
  and who knew what it would lead to. If he was absolutely gorgeous she might even consider doing the business with him, she fantasized.

  Lorna was longing to sleep with a man. A real man, not a wimpy doormat who let her walk all over him the way Derek did. She’d read so many articles in glossy magazines about fabulous sex.
  It really was time for her to experience it and become a sexual, sensual woman. Lots of her friends had had sex – she and Heather were practically the only virgins out of all the girls in
  their class. Dolores Redmond had lost her virginity at fourteen and had slept with loads of blokes. So had Margy Collins. It made Lorna feel extremely inadequate to know that she was practically
  nineteen, and hadn’t done the business yet.

  Ruth had.

  Heather had confided this nugget to her one night when she was a bit tipsy. Lorna had been pea green. Ruth was not half as attractive as she was. Her cousin was well built, hardly a slender
  sylph like herself. She had thick, wavy chestnut hair that flew all over the place, unlike Lorna’s groomed silken blonde bob. Ruth had nondescript grey-green eyes while Lorna’s were the
  bluest of cornflower blue. And yet her cousin seemed to have no trouble attracting men. It was galling to think that she’d done it before Lorna.

  Although she’d never admit it to her cousins, the thought of having sex scared Lorna. Once, when she was a little girl, she’d seen a man, not her father, doing things to her mother,
  when her father was at work. Jane Morgan had been making funny breathy moaning noises and Lorna was afraid. She slipped out of the bedroom, her heart pounding. Should she call a neighbour and say
  her mother was being attacked, she wondered frantically? What if the man came after her? She should hide. She ran to the little cubbyhole under the stairs until eventually she heard the heavy tread
  of footsteps and the man’s voice calling a good-humoured farewell. When the man was gone her mother had been smiling and happy, humming to herself as she strolled into the kitchen in her
  dressing-gown, to make herself a cup of coffee.

  ‘Hello, Chicken,’ she’d greeted her, uncharacteristically warmly, when Lorna had slipped warily into the kitchen. Lorna knew something was different –
  ‘Chicken’ was an endearment that was rarely used by her mother, who was not maternal by nature. ‘What are you doing here? I thought you were over playing with Ruth and
  Heather?’

  ‘We had a fight. Ruth always wants her own way,’ Lorna whinged sulkily.

  ‘Hmm.’ Her mother was miles away, her eyes dreamy and unfocused. It was clear she hadn’t heard a word Lorna’d said. Usually Jane would be annoyed to hear of the cousins
  fighting among themselves. It suited her much better if there was peace and harmony so that her children could play over with their cousins, out from under her feet.

  When Lorna was older, she’d seen a couple having sex in a film on TV and the memory of that distant, warm, Indian summer’s afternoon had come back like a tidal wave. She’d
  looked at her slim, pretty mother and realized that she’d been having sex with another man. It had shocked her deeply. She never thought of her parents as sexual beings. Parents didn’t
  do the things to each other that film stars did on TV, kissing and touching breasts and worse . . . And mothers in Kilronan definitely did not have affairs! She became hostile towards Jane.
  Angry with her for not being like other mothers. Especially like her Auntie Anne, Ruth and Heather’s mother.

  Anne Williams, Jane’s older sister, was a good-humoured, motherly woman who seemed effortlessly to produce very satisfying dinners for her family and not worry if bedrooms were untidy,
  unlike Lorna’s own mother who was a poor cook but who went spare if anything was out of place in her spotless and immaculate home. Anne never worried about Hoovering and dusting, she was far
  too busy with her parish activities and spent as much time out of the home as in it. The Williams household was lively and chaotic, unlike Lorna’s own regimented palace.

  As Lorna grew into her teens she saw that her parents were not happy, and vaguely understood that Jane had looked to someone else for a need that was not being met in her marriage.

  ‘Marry a rich, ambitious man and don’t end up in a dead-end cul-de-sac like me,’ her mother had said to her one Christmas when she’d come home from a party and was the
  worse for wear for drink.

  ‘Go to bed, Jane,’ Gerard Morgan said wearily, but Lorna had seen the flash of hurt in her father’s eyes and felt a mixture of pity and contempt for him. Why didn’t he
  tell her mother to shut up? Why didn’t he stand up to her when she put him down? Which she did constantly, nagging and bickering until she got her own way.

  Lorna could get around her father too, wheedling and pleading until he gave in to her demands. He was a soft man and she could see that her mother despised him, despite the fact that he had
  given her a far better lifestyle than many of her peers, working all hours in his legal practice.

  Jane, too, had wanted to live in Dublin. When she’d married the young handsome solicitor she’d set her cap at, she’d been the envy of all her friends and had felt full sure
  that they would buy a big house in the city and entertain smart, successful couples like themselves. But Gerard wasn’t at the cutting edge of law. He’d only followed the career to
  please his father. He’d much rather have become a vet. Disappointment and resentment had slowly poisoned their marriage and although they put up a well-practised façade for their
  relations and neighbours, behind closed doors their relationship had long gone past the point of rescue.

  Lorna was sure of one thing. The man she married would have to have plenty of ambition and be prepared to keep her in an affluent lifestyle to which she certainly intended to become
  accustomed.

  Her current boyfriend, Derek Kennedy, was certainly not that man, she thought crossly. Derek had been trying to bed her for the last six months but she didn’t fancy him enough. He had wet
  lips, which she hated. The only reason she dated him was because his parents were loaded and he was always able to give her a good time. Besides, dating the doctor’s son gave her a certain
  social cachet in the town. He’d been invited to Oliver Flynn’s wedding with his parents and had asked her to accompany him. Heather and her culchie mechanic had to make do with just
  attending the afters.

  Derek was studying medicine at Trinity and he detested it. All he wanted to do was mess about on his boat on the lake. He came home most weekends, but tonight he’d had to stay late for a
  college event, hence the boring Friday night ahead of her. He didn’t have much get up and go either, Lorna mused as she swung into the car park of the hotel. It was practically full. There
  was a wedding on today too. The hotel was extremely busy with weddings and conferences and had been full throughout the summer season. She drove around to the leisure centre and found a space
  without too much difficulty.

  She looked through the big plate-glass windows, expectantly, and saw Nuala Logan and Ted Grimes, two locals, running on the treadmills. Not a businessman in sight, she thought dispiritedly as
  she trekked into the changing-room with a face like thunder. This could be her lifestyle for years to come if she didn’t do something drastic. Grim-faced, she slipped into her leotard, a
  black lycra affair with a very high leg to show off her toned thighs to perfection. She was going to work her ass off tonight. No more faffing around.

  It was time to get a life.




  3

  Oliver Flynn loosened the knot of his tie as he sat waiting for his wedding meal to be served. The sooner he got out of this monkey suit the better. He felt like a right idiot
  in his tails. He’d drawn the line at wearing a hat, much to Noreen’s annoyance. She wanted everything to be just so, but there were some things a man had to take a stand on and wearing
  silly hats was one of them. He’d be glad when this palaver was all over and they were back from their honeymoon.

  They were going to Malta. Noreen didn’t want to go to any of the ‘common or garden resorts’ as she called them. She wanted something different. Classy. Noreen liked to impress
  people.

  He didn’t care where they went. He’d left all those decisions to his wife. He glanced at the gold ring encircling the fourth finger of his left hand.

  He had a wife.

  He was married.

  He couldn’t quite believe it. Marriage wasn’t something he’d actively planned. It was just something that seemed to happen out of nowhere. Noreen had proposed to him. If it had
  been left to him, it would probably never have happened, he thought ruefully.

  Oliver still remembered the queer lurch his stomach had given when she’d turned to him one evening during a walk along the lake shore and said, ‘Oliver, I think it’s time we
  got married. Will you marry me?’ Otherwise she was considering going back to London. What could he say? He’d been seeing her for two years. He liked her, he got on well with her. He was
  a little bit in awe of her confident ways, she was good for him, but he didn’t long for her or dream about her the way he’d longed for and dreamed about Kate MacDonnell when he was
  sixteen years old and too shy to say more than a quick hello when he’d meet her on the street.

  Kate was curvy and flame-haired with sparkling blue eyes and a wide ready smile and he’d worshipped her from afar. The conversations he’d had in his head with her where he was witty
  and entertaining stayed in his head. He was far too tongue-tied and reserved to say the things he wanted to say to her and all he could manage was a pathetic ‘hello’ and a blush
  when he said it. He’d acquired more polish as he’d got older, but Kate had gone to London and never come back.

  The girls in Kilronan liked him for some reason, but even though he went to the odd disco and dated several of the local girls, the challenge of his bashful reserve would eventually wear off
  when he’d be late for dates due to work, or when he wouldn’t be free on Saturday to go to Dublin to shop and do the other things women wanted to do. Or when he’d want to jump out
  of bed after having sex instead of spending hours kissing and cuddling.

  Oliver sighed. There was only so much kissing and cuddling that you could do. But houses had to be built, contracts had to be fulfilled and new ones secured, and none of the girls he’d
  dated could understand that. They always took it personally, saying that he wasn’t interested in them. He was . . . to a point. But work was a demanding mistress and best of all . . . it
  didn’t nag.

  That a woman as sharp and focused as Noreen Lynch would want to be married to him still surprised him. He didn’t know what she saw in him sometimes. He cast a sideways glance at his bride.
  She was speaking to one of the waiters, issuing crisp, concise instructions. She looked so different in her white veil and elegant beaded wedding gown, her straight black hair brought back from her
  face emphasizing her wide, dark-lashed amber eyes, her best feature.

  Noreen was a brisk, no-nonsense type who knew what she wanted out of life. She was always on the go, full of energy, while he was content to plod along in his own quiet way, working all the
  hours God sent, building up his construction firm and enjoying a pint after a long back-breaking day on site. Not that he actually needed to do any of the physical work himself, these days. He
  could spend all day in the office if he wanted to. But he hated being stuck indoors, and besides, it was good for him to mix with his men and be on site. He could keep a sharp eye on things. A
  Flynn-built house was a well-built house. Oliver took pride in his work and expected high standards from his workmen.

  He was doing well, he thought with quiet satisfaction. He had thirty men working for him now and the books were full for the next two years.

  He’d built a new home for Noreen and himself and it had given him pleasure to do the best job he possibly could. Noreen had been involved in every aspect, of course, but although he took
  her input on board, he was the authority on the project. One thing Oliver Flynn was certain about in life was his work, and no one could undermine him there. Noreen was impressed in spite of
  herself when he spoke with quiet authority as she argued with him about where she wanted her kitchen and utility room. She had a bossy side to her and he often agreed with her just for the sake of
  peace and quiet, but when he knew he was right about something, or just didn’t want to do what she suggested, he could dig his heels in with the best of them. Building the house was his
  responsibility – she could decorate it whatever way she wished, but he’d had his way regarding the structure.

  It was a fine house, nestled on a hillside overlooking the lake. A four-bedroom dormer, with en suite bathrooms and a conservatory facing west. ‘Posh’ his mother had called it. He
  hoped it would be a very happy home. Now that he was married he’d put his heart and soul into his new life and not waste time regretting the romantic notions of his youth. True love was just
  something that happened in films. It was a crush that he’d had on Kate MacDonnell, nothing more, nothing less, he decided, but he felt a little pang at the memory of her, which he irritatedly
  banished. It was ridiculous to be thinking of another woman on the day of his marriage. He and Noreen had a strong bond and a lot in common. It would be a very good marriage, he promised
  himself.

  Hopefully he’d have at least one son to take over his business. ‘Flynn & Son, Building Contractors’ had a certain ring to it that pleased him. Noreen was anxious to have
  children sooner rather than later: she was five years older than him. Thirty-four, old enough for a woman to be having her first child. No more precautions once the ring was on her finger,
  she’d told him. If that was what she wanted that was OK by him.

  A waitress placed a prawn cocktail in front of him. Oliver was ravenous. He’d give anything for a plate of spuds, flavoured with a scattering of salt and a lump of real yellow butter. He
  hated all the so-called buttery spreads that Noreen bought. She was into healthy eating and she was always buying light butters with polyunsaturates and the likes. Not his cup of tea at all. Or his
  mother’s for that matter, he thought ruefully. Cora Flynn did not like Noreen, and the feeling was mutual. Cora never lost an opportunity to make disparaging remarks to the younger woman. And
  Noreen was not one to take anything lying down. She gave as good as she got, so there was a constant sniping and one-upmanship going on that Oliver found wearisome. He kept his head down and kept
  out of it as much as he could, much to his mother’s fury, for she expected him to take her side as a matter of course.

  His mother hadn’t come to the wedding.

  She’d bought the outfit, a flowery lilac two-piece with a wide-brimmed lilac hat that looked very nice, Oliver had thought when she’d tried it on at home for him. His aunt had taken
  her shopping for the day and she’d seemed to enjoy it by all accounts. But as the wedding day drew closer, she’d taken to the bed, blaming a variety of ailments, especially her
  sciatica, which according to herself made it impossible to walk or sit for long occasions such as a wedding.

  In his heart of hearts, Oliver understood. He knew he was her pet, her youngest child. She’d been forty-two when she’d had him and when his brothers, Jim and Sean, had emigrated to
  Australia, he’d been there to take care of her when his father had died suddenly of heart failure. Cora had mothered over him to her heart’s content and had been perfectly happy until
  he’d started dating Noreen. Somehow she knew that Noreen was different from the other girls he’d been with. Noreen posed a threat. She wouldn’t kow-tow or make allowances for
  Cora’s age. She wouldn’t do as she was bid. Cora couldn’t intimidate her.

  ‘What do you want with her anyway? She’s too old for you. If she’s been on the shelf this long and couldn’t get a man for herself before now there’s something
  amiss,’ Cora declared bluntly when Oliver informed his mother of the engagement.

  ‘Stop that now, Ma. That’s enough. Noreen and I are getting married and that’s the end of it. I’d like it if you’d treat her a lot better than the way you’ve
  been treating her,’ Oliver said in a tone that brooked no nonsense.

  Cora was raging; he could see the way the dull angry flush of red mottled her cheeks. He’d ignored her anger and asked for another slice of currant bread, his favourite. That had mollified
  her somewhat. She was very vain about her baking prowess. Still she’d been unable to let the matter rest and had to have the last word. ‘It’s all right now, but when you’ve
  got two old women on your hands you’ll only have yourself to blame. Mark my words!’ she sniffed. Oliver gave an inward sigh and refrained from comment.

  When he’d moved into the house with Noreen six months ago, she’d been horrified.

  ‘Couldn’t you at least wait until you’re married! You’ll be the talk of the parish,’ she berated him, bereft that he was leaving her alone, and incensed that he
  would give people in the town an opportunity to talk and point the finger.

  ‘Ma, people don’t think that way any more, and besides, I don’t like to leave the house empty,’ Oliver explained patiently.

  ‘Well, I think that way and I’m not people!’ she said wrathfully. ‘Let that Noreen one go and stay in it.’

  ‘She doesn’t want to stay in it on her own, she’d be a bit nervous,’ Oliver had replied unthinkingly, until he’d seen the expression on his mother’s face and
  realized that he’d put his two big feet in it and given her a heaven-sent opportunity.

  Cora rallied triumphantly. ‘Oh, and I suppose you don’t mind leaving me here on my own. I might be nervous too, you know. Does madam ever think of that?’

  Oliver groaned silently at the memory. Women, they were masters at manipulation. He’d assured Cora that she was welcome to come and live with them. There was plenty of room in the house.
  She’d even have her own bathroom, but she wasn’t having any of it and had been in martyr mode ever since.

  Her non-appearance at the wedding was not a complete surprise. The sciatica had got worse; she demanded that he get the doctor for her, even though he was up to ninety trying to get himself
  sorted. The doctor had given her more painkillers and anti-inflammatories and told her to put a pillow under her knee. He’d wished Oliver good luck on his nuptials and told him not to worry,
  that she’d be fine. Oliver had considered cancelling the honeymoon, worrying that she’d be unable to look after herself, and when he’d said this to Cora he’d seen the look
  of triumph on her face.

  ‘You’re a good son to me, Oliver. Thank you. As soon as I’m better you can go off somewhere.’

  Noreen had nearly had a fit. ‘Get someone in to mind her. We’re going to Malta and that’s the end of it,’ she pronounced grimly. ‘She’s only putting it on.
  I’m a nurse. I know these things.’

  ‘I can’t go and leave her with strangers,’ Oliver muttered.

  ‘Well, get one of your brothers to stay a bit longer. You shouldn’t have to shoulder all the burden. It’s not fair. I know, it happened to me,’ she said bitterly before
  slamming the kitchen door and walking off in a huff. She’d slept in one of the spare rooms that night. Putting him on notice that she wasn’t going to budge an inch on the issue.
  He’d felt like calling the whole blinking thing off at that stage and going to live in the Portakabin on the site, where there were no demanding, huffy women to harass him.

  In the end his Aunt Ellie had stepped in and announced that she’d stay and look after Cora but that she was going to the wedding and would leave after the meal to get home to her. His
  mother was furious, but couldn’t refuse the offer and Oliver had felt a wave of relief wash over him. His life wouldn’t have been worth living if he’d chosen Noreen over Cora and
  vice versa. As it was he was treading a very tight rope between the two women, and he knew things weren’t going to improve. The older Cora got the more demanding she became.

  Oliver sighed deeply. He knew his mother was at home in her big brass bed feeling hard done by and sorry for herself, but there was nothing he could do about it. He’d done his best for
  her, he could do no more. He knew his mother of old. She was as stubborn as a mule, and sciatica or no sciatica if she’d wanted to be at his wedding she’d have been at it. But it would
  have stuck in her craw to watch Noreen become Mrs Oliver Flynn. That was too bitter a pill to swallow. She’d lost the battle and she’d never forgive either of them. In his
  mother’s eyes Oliver had betrayed her by marrying Noreen, and putting Noreen first. There was no going back. He’d just have to make the best of it.

  His Aunt Ellie had taken the seat where Cora would have been sitting and she was chatting away to the priest, in her element to have pride of place at the top table. She was a jolly,
  good-humoured soul who didn’t stand for any nonsense and she was well able to handle her sister. She had been a rock of strength these past few days for Oliver and he planned to bring her
  back something really nice from Malta. Perhaps a good piece of gold jewellery. His aunt loved jewellery, earrings in particular. The thought of buying her something special in repayment for her
  kindness made him feel better.

  He didn’t really like to be under an obligation to people. But Ellie was different. She never made him feel that way, and besides, he’d built a new kitchen for her and only charged
  her the cost of the materials, and she’d always been very grateful for that. Ellie never forgot a kindness but there were plenty of people around who’d been ready to take advantage of
  his good nature when he was younger, until he’d copped on to himself and stopped giving credit and waiting months for payments that he had to chase people for. Now he put his cards on the
  table with clients, got deposits and payments up-front, and if they called him a mean bastard behind his back, as he knew they did, he didn’t give a toss. He had a business to look after and
  if they didn’t like it, they could lump it.

  Oliver tried to be polite and pronged a prawn. Two mouthfuls later and he’d cleared his portion. His stomach growled. It seemed a long time since he’d grabbed a bacon sandwich at
  noon and it was after six now. If he didn’t get some proper food soon, he’d faint from hunger!

  •   •   •

  Cora Flynn lay in her bed and watched the late evening sun stream in through her lace curtains. It had been a beautiful afternoon, even if there was a sharp nip in the air.
  Oliver was probably at the hotel by now, tucking into his dinner. The wedding had been planned for two o’clock and it had gone six. She’d heard the chiming of the Angelus bell break the
  silence of the evening a while back. She tossed and turned restlessly and eventually threw back the blankets and quilt and eased herself out of the bed.

  She was stiff from lying in the bed these past few days, but the painkillers must have worked on her hip because all the twinges were gone. It hadn’t been that bad a pain compared to other
  times, she acknowledged guiltily, knowing that she’d have been well able to make the wedding if she’d wanted to.

  Cora wrapped her dressing-gown around her and walked slowly down the hall to her kitchen. Two big tears plopped down her cheeks. Maybe she was a bitter old woman but she just couldn’t bear
  to watch that sharp-faced rip become Oliver’s wife and take the Flynn family name.

  Noreen Lynch had chased Oliver and taken advantage of his good nature and in the process got a fine mansion up in the hills and Oliver ready at her beck and call. He, of course, couldn’t
  see it and got very snippy if she said anything critical about madam, so she had to bite her tongue frequently. It was all extremely difficult. She wiped her eyes, annoyed with herself for showing
  such weakness.

  She filled the kettle and stared out the kitchen window at the big bank of autumn heathers that she’d planted a couple of years ago. Beautiful shades of violets and purples gave her garden
  a mountainy hue that reminded her a little of Wicklow, where she’d been born and bred. It had taken her weeks to clear and prepare it. Oliver had told her that he’d do it for her, but
  he hadn’t a clue about gardening. Green-fingered he certainly wasn’t, whatever his other attributes, she thought fondly. He was a good son to her. Quiet, reserved, traits inherited from
  his father. But he’d always driven her where she wanted to go and kept the home spick and span both inside and out. Every spring the outhouses and walls of the house were white-washed, and
  the windows painted the lovely cerulean blue she loved. He’d painted them this year before he’d moved into his own house.

  Tears welled up again. Oliver moving out had been the worst thing that had happened to her since her husband had died. At least when Liam had died, she’d had Oliver to lean on and help
  soften the loneliness. Now she had no one. That Noreen one had made sure of that. Cora felt a surge of anger and bitterness. Oliver had turned his back on her. He’d made his bed and he could
  lie on it with that bony bitch and she’d be changing her will on Monday morning to make sure that Noreen Lynch never got a penny out of Cora’s estate. If Oliver didn’t like it, he
  could lump it. With a determined set to her jaw, Cora went back to her bedroom and took out the big brown envelope from under the clean towels and sheets in the big sandalwood chest at the foot of
  her bed. She went back to the kitchen table and spread her papers out carefully, papers that included the deeds to the house. Things were going to change, and Noreen Lynch could take the blame for
  it.
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  Noreen Flynn felt a deep sense of satisfaction as she surveyed her guests from the top of the table. Her wedding was everything she had dreamed of. Well apart from Oliver
  digging his heels in over wearing a top hat, she thought ruefully, remembering the rows. It would have looked so distinguished on him too. Both her sisters’ husbands had worn top hat and
  tails at their weddings. But she hadn’t been able to persuade him, no matter how much she’d gone on at him. Once Oliver made his mind up about something she could forget about trying to
  change it. He was as stubborn as a mule. She turned to look at her new husband and saw him gazing off into space.

  Oliver had an interior life that hard as she tried she couldn’t share. He withheld part of himself from her and it drove her mad sometimes. She wanted to know what was in his head, she
  wanted to know what he truly felt for her but the more she pushed, the less she got. ‘A penny for your thoughts,’ she’d often said, early on in their relationship.

  ‘Not worth a penny,’ he’d say in his offhand way and that would be that. If he was in one of his quiet moods she might not get more than two words out of him. It could be
  extremely frustrating sometimes. He was an enigma to her. So self-sufficient in his own quiet way. He certainly didn’t need her as much as she needed him. But that would change once
  he’d settled into married life with her, she comforted herself. She’d change him, make him more open and relaxed. He’d stop working so hard as well and they’d be able to do
  more things together, even spend more time in bed together, she thought in happy anticipation of some wild passionate lovemaking on their honeymoon. Oliver was good in bed.

  He was drop dead gorgeous too, Noreen thought with quiet pleasure. He was the sexiest man she’d ever met and he didn’t even know it. Tall, six foot, and lean and rangy, he had the
  most beautiful body that she could wish for, fit, hard and healthy from all the physical labour. She could never get enough of him. But it was his eyes that had really got to her. As blue as
  sapphires, he had a direct way of looking at you that could set her heart galloping in an instant and she certainly wasn’t one given to romantic notions. She’d nursed too many men in
  her time and emptied too many of their shitty bed pans to be overcome by the sight of a man’s body.

  She’d been in a relationship that had brought her to her lowest ebb, thanks to a man’s pure selfishness and her own lack of judgement. Noreen certainly didn’t see men as gods
  to be worshipped on pedestals. But Oliver had something, a complete lack of awareness of himself that had attracted her from the beginning. That she had landed a handsome, successful man like
  Oliver Flynn had given her younger, married sisters the shock of their lives. Smug bitches, she thought sourly. She had no time for Rita and Maura.

  Noreen glanced down at them sitting with their fat, florid little husbands at a table in the centre of the room, and felt an uncharacteristic surge of superiority. She’d certainly got a
  better man than Rita and Maura had got with Jimmy or Andy. The thought of either of them pawing you was enough to give you the shivers, she thought smugly, thinking of how delightful it was to
  stroke her hands up and down the lean planes of Oliver’s strong body and weave her fingers in the dark tangle of hair on his chest. He had a good firm mouth too, she liked kissing him. Jimmy
  had loose, slobbery wet lips. Even if she was to stay on the shelf for ever, she’d never have married a blob like Jimmy. And yet Rita had been ecstatic when they’d got engaged and
  treated her husband like a god! Whatever she saw in him. It was always ‘Jimmy said this’ or ‘Jimmy said that’ or ‘Jimmy says’. When she spoke of him in the third
  person Noreen always felt she spoke in capitals. ‘HE’ likes to have a couple of drinks and a game of golf on Sunday. HE hates playing with women. Shouldn’t be allowed on the
  course, HE says. Rita would give one of her silly ah-you’d-have-to-laugh-at-him titters that drove Noreen around the bend. ‘HE doesn’t eat lamb, would you order a well-done steak
  for HIM,’ Rita had requested when Noreen had told her the menu for the wedding breakfast.

  She’d felt like giving HIM a good kick up the ass. It was fat enough too, she thought mentally picturing a pair of flabby, pasty white buttocks. Oliver had a great ass, taut and firm and
  not at all pale and pasty but a sallow, olive hue, the same as the rest of his body. She loved watching him walk around naked, although she had to eye him surreptitiously. If Oliver thought she was
  ogling his body he’d be mortified. He never believed her when she told him he was magnificent. ‘And I know . . . I’m a nurse, I’ve seen hundreds,’ she’d
  add for good measure.

  ‘Stop talking nonsense, woman,’ he’d say, but she felt he liked it when she said it. He wasn’t good at taking compliments, but then with a mother like Cora Flynn was that
  anything to be surprised at? Cora couldn’t say anything positive or nice in case it would choke her. It was no wonder Oliver had no self-esteem. If she ever had children she would praise them
  to the skies and make sure they were full of confidence about themselves, Noreen promised herself. She was looking forward to having a family of her own and she’d rear them a hell of a lot
  better than Rita’s pair. Brats, that’s what her two nephews were, and already their mother was speaking about them in capitals. THOMAS and JEFFREY needed a good clip in the ear,
  as far as Noreen was concerned. She was glad that she had put her foot down and told Rita they could not come to the wedding. Rita had got into a fine snit, but tough. Those pair weren’t
  going to ruin HER wedding.

  Noreen gave a little smile. Today she was perfectly entitled to think of herself in capitals. Today was the best day of her life and tonight was going to be extra special. She and Oliver
  hadn’t had proper sex for a month since she’d come off the pill. She was so looking forward to tonight. And maybe if she was truly blessed she’d conceive a honeymoon baby as well.
  Oliver was so virile she might even have twins, she thought happily, giving him a little smile and a wink.

  Sex with Oliver was good, better than she’d ever had with her ex, in all the on and off years she’d been with him, that was for sure, and she’d swear better than Rita or Maura
  ever had with those two little fat frogs who were stuffing their faces with bread rolls as they waited for the next course to be served.

  Noreen knew that until she’d made the surprise announcement of her engagement, the shoe had been on the other foot and her younger sisters had looked down their noses at her and thought
  she was a dried-up old spinster with no life of her own. That was all changed now, she thought grimly. And how. When their mother had suffered a stroke, they’d more or less told her that she
  was Noreen’s responsibility, her being a nurse and unmarried with, as they saw it, no responsibilities.

  Noreen sighed. It was really the fact that she was a nurse that had been her undoing in terms of standing up for herself in that particular situation. Normally she was pretty good at standing
  her ground, she acknowledged wryly. She’d felt duty bound to come home from London, where she’d lived for the past ten years, and nurse her mother. She’d liked London. No one knew
  her. There were no prying, nosy neighbours or superior younger sisters to ask when was she going to give everyone a day out? No one knew about her life in London or knew what a disaster her
  personal life had been. She bit her lip at the memory of Pete McMullen and a sadness darkened her eyes.

  Stop it! Such nonsense at your own wedding. Oliver’s a thousand times the man that shit ever was, she chastised herself. Don’t even go there! Noreen sat up straight and
  surveyed her guests once again. There was a lively hum of chatter and laughter and the clink of cutlery against china. People seemed to be enjoying themselves. The Lake View had a deservedly good
  name for wedding receptions.

  She heard Oliver’s Aunt Ellie laughing at something the priest had just said. Ellie was a good old stick, stepping into the breach to look after that old rip of a termagant that was now
  her mother-in-law. Noreen’s mouth tightened. Cora Flynn had done nothing but put obstacles in her way ever since she’d begun dating Oliver, but Noreen hadn’t thought for one
  second that she would pull a stunt so low as to pretend to be ailing, to try and stop Oliver and herself from going on honeymoon. And as for not coming to the wedding, personally, Noreen was
  delighted but she felt it for Oliver. It was a real slap in the face for him. He’d been so good to her, the old bat. You’d think that she’d be delighted he was getting married and
  not going to end up a lonely old bachelor with no one to take care of him.

  Cora was a different kettle of fish from her own mother. Nuala Lynch had been a kind, quiet woman, who’d let her husband Tom bully and boss her. Tom had tried to bully and boss them all,
  but he hadn’t got far with her, Noreen thought with satisfaction. She’d always given as good as she got and consequently her father had no time for her.

  Tom had died drunk behind the wheel of his car, when it had gone out of control and hit a tree at high speed. Noreen certainly hadn’t mourned him and she’d actually been glad for her
  mother, who after an initial period of adjustment had come out of her shell and begun to enjoy a whole new lease of life freed from the bullying and bad treatment that had been the bondage of her
  ‘for better or worse’ marriage.

  Nuala had joined the local women’s guild and the bowling club and, with no one to cook and care for apart from herself, for the first time in her life had time to lead the type of life she
  had never thought possible. She looked years younger and had a serene contented air about her that Noreen had never seen when her father was alive. Married to Tom, she’d been quiet and
  miserable. As a widow she’d blossomed and Noreen rejoiced for her.

  It was a cruel irony that she had been struck down with a massive stroke from which she’d never recovered, and although her eventual death gave Noreen a freedom of sorts, she’d
  grieved for her mother and railed at the cruelty of fate.

  It was through her mother’s illness that she’d really got to know Oliver. She’d known him and his family to say hello to, although Mrs Flynn had always been a bit stuck-up and
  stand-offish, but apart from the usual social interactions outside a shop or the church, she’d never had a conversation with him and knew just that he had a good reputation as a builder, a
  rare enough distinction.

  When the hospital had told the family that they could no longer let Nuala occupy a bed as there was nothing more they could do for her, Noreen had tried to get nursing-home accommodation. But
  after a few weeks Rita and Maura had balked at the cost and said they couldn’t bear to see their mother ‘incarcerated in a home for the rest of her life’. However, they
  weren’t willing to take it upon themselves to bring her to either of their homes. They hadn’t nursing abilities like she had. ‘And besides,’ as Maura had sniffily
  told her, ‘we’ve looked after her for the past ten years when you’ve been in London.’ The way her sisters saw it, it was time she took some responsibility.

  ‘What do you mean, you looked after her? She was never sick a day in her life and once Da died she had a great life,’ Noreen retorted.

  ‘Ah, you weren’t here when he was drunk and making her life a misery. You got out pretty quick so you didn’t have to be around for that,’ Maura accused.

  She had a point, Noreen supposed. She’d left home to train as a nurse in the Mater, and lived in Dublin before moving to London. She hadn’t been at home to endure her father’s
  increasingly bad behaviour.

  Noreen had given up her job as a ward sister at St Mary’s Hospital in Paddington and come home, simmering with resentment. If she had been married with children, would Maura and
  Rita have been so quick to land their mother on her, and would she have felt in a stronger position to refuse to shoulder the whole burden? It was as if she were being punished for being single,
  she thought gloomily, feeling uncharacteristically sorry for herself as she flew home from London to begin a new and uncertain life in her home town.

  The small, poky family home wasn’t suitable for Nuala’s needs and Noreen had told her sisters in no uncertain terms that she needed an extension to the back parlour and that they
  could pay their share towards it. That money had been forthcoming without argument, increasing her resentment towards her siblings. They couldn’t wash their hands of their mother quick
  enough, now that Noreen was home. Money for an extension was a small price to pay. Noreen had engaged Oliver Flynn’s firm to build the extension for her.

  He’d looked over the architect’s plans, made a few suggestions of his own and told her that he’d be able to have it built for her in six months’ time as they were
  currently working flat out. Noreen had been horrified. Six months was far too long to wait. She was thinking in terms of six weeks, she told him agitatedly.

  ‘We’re pushed to the pin of our collars, Noreen. I can’t let my other clients down,’ he’d said regretfully when she told him of her mother’s circumstances and
  that she needed the extension built as soon as possible.

  ‘It’s not the Taj Mahal I’m looking for, Oliver, and it’s not even a very big extension as you can see. Are you sure you couldn’t squeeze me in?’ she
  urged.

  ‘I don’t like to make promises that I can’t keep, Noreen. Phil Hanahan in Redwood might be able to do it for you,’ he suggested, helpfully.

  ‘Phil Hanahan! Are you mad! He’s an awful chancer. Did you not hear about the Nolans’ new house? He and the idiot of a plumber got their hot and cold pipes mixed up and all the
  hot water was being flushed down the loo. Ma Nolan got the arse burned off her. I wouldn’t touch him with a ten-foot bargepole!’ Noreen exclaimed.

  Oliver laughed. A good hearty chuckle. ‘I hadn’t heard about that. I’d better not go recommending him so,’ he said, his blue eyes twinkling as they crinkled in
  amusement.

  He’s nice when he smiles, Noreen thought in surprise.

  ‘Look, leave it with me, and I’ll see what I can arrange,’ Oliver said firmly and then he was gone, his hand raised in salute, and somehow she knew that he’d see to it
  that the extension was built for her.

  Two days later he drove up in his battered old navy Volvo and she saw him loping up to the front door. ‘I’ll have a JCB here tomorrow to start on the foundations, if you want to
  start clearing out the room. I’ll be doing a lot of it myself after work so I hope you won’t mind putting up with a bit of noise and inconvenience in the evening. It’s the only
  way I can get it done anyway quickly if that will suit you?’ He leaned against the door jamb, his dark eyebrows raised quizzically.

  ‘God, thanks a million, Oliver. I really appreciate this. I was at my wits’ end,’ Noreen confided. ‘You’ve saved my bacon.’

  ‘I know what it’s like to have an elderly mother. At least mine is still relatively hale and hearty,’ he said gruffly. ‘The lads will be here before eight. See you,
  Noreen.’

  She watched him stride down the path and thought, he’s a pretty decent bloke even if he’s not very chatty, before forgetting about him as she began to clear out the small back
  parlour that had been her mother’s pride and joy the first time she’d walked into her new home. Now it was shabby and old-fashioned and Noreen felt no regrets as she rolled up the
  carpet and ordered a skip to take the old sofa and sideboard.

  Her mother was going to have a nice bright room with a bed and en suite and a big French door to give her a view of the rolling hills. Paralysed all down the left side and hardly able to speak,
  she wouldn’t have much of a life, but Noreen was determined that she’d have the best quality of life that she could give her.

  True to his word, Oliver’s men arrived with the JCB the following morning and that evening Oliver himself arrived to survey the work in progress and do his own bit. Noreen offered him tea
  and sandwiches but he told her, politely, that he hadn’t time; she got the feeling that he’d prefer not to have to make idle chit-chat but just to get on with things, so she left him to
  it.

  Every evening around six thirty he’d arrive and carry on where his men had left off, sometimes working until ten and after, as long as the light held good. It was an unusually dry couple
  of weeks and they were blessed by the weather. She often watched him, bare-chested, in the heat of the dying rays of the sun, and marvelled at the strength and fitness of him and made vague
  promises to herself that she would join the gym up in the hotel to tone up and give her an outlet to work off the tensions and frustrations of being a 24-hour carer. She knew she needed some focus
  and outside interests to keep her sane in the months and even years ahead.

  One evening several weeks later, when the extension had its new tiled roof on, Oliver knocked on the door. His tanned face was streaked with grime and he looked tired.

  ‘Howya, Noreen, just to let you know that the lads will be breaking through tomorrow, maybe you might like to go shopping for a few hours. It will be a bit noisy, to say the
  least.’

  ‘OK,’ she said. ‘You look a bit knackered, are you sure you wouldn’t like a beer, even, if I can’t persuade you to have tea or coffee?’

  He stretched tiredly. ‘A beer sounds mighty good to me. It’s a very humid night, isn’t it?’

  ‘Very,’ Noreen agreed as she went into the kitchen and took a bottle of Miller out of the fridge. ‘Glass?’

  ‘Naw, thanks, I’ll drink it out of the bottle. Are you going to have one yourself?’

  ‘Oh!’ she was surprised. ‘Why not? It’s been a long day.’

  Oliver grinned and took a long draught of the cool golden liquid. ‘Larry likes to get started early,’ he said, referring to the builder who came every morning at seven thirty on the
  dot. ‘He’s been with me a long time. He’s one of my best. In fact he taught me a hell of a lot when I started out in the building trade, so I’ve no worries about the work
  being up to scratch. Larry’s a perfectionist,’ he said as he took another swig of beer.

  ‘A bit like yourself, then,’ Noreen remarked. To her surprise a dull flush suffused his neck and cheeks and she realized that Oliver Flynn was quite shy, despite his outwardly calm,
  businesslike reserve.

  ‘If that’s a compliment I’ll take it,’ he said, awkwardly.

  ‘It’s a rare commodity now to find people who have high standards at work. It’s no wonder you’re booked solid,’ she said lightly, ‘I’m just glad that
  you and your high standards and Larry the perfectionist are looking after my extension.’

  ‘That’s good. Thanks for the beer, Noreen. See you tomorrow,’ he said briskly as he laid the bottle on the table and left.

  Noreen closed the door after him, half sorry that he’d rushed off so soon. Oliver Flynn could be an interesting man if you could get behind the shyness long enough to get to know him.
  She’d been gone from Kilronan so long, she had no real friends left here now. She certainly didn’t count Rita and Maura as friends.

  She was lonely, she realized as she watched the lights of his car disappear over the hill. She’d been so busy sorting out things for her mother and getting the house and extension
  organized, she’d had little time to socialize. It had been nice having the bottle of beer with Oliver. She must get in a supply, and keep them cold in the fridge for the duration of the
  building works. Having a nightly beer with Oliver would be a pleasant way of ending the day; she might even get beyond his shyness and see what made him tick. Now that would be a challenge and a
  half, Noreen thought in amusement as she drew the curtains, locked the door, rinsed a few cups in the sink and switched out the lights.

  As she lay in bed later, looking out at a full moon that slanted slivers of white gold light through her window, she replayed the events of the day and fell asleep thinking about Oliver, hoping
  that he would stay and have a beer with her after work in the days to come.

  To her gratification when she offered him a beer the following evening he accepted and they chatted about inconsequential things. She deliberately kept the conversation light and made no
  personal observations. Oliver was a good listener and, over time, she found herself telling him about her resentment at having to leave her job in London to come home. ‘It’s not that I
  don’t love my mother, I do,’ she explained, anxious that he wouldn’t think her a selfish wagon. ‘It’s just that Rita and Maura think that just because they’re
  married and I’m not, I’m the one who has to give up everything to come home. They’re offloading it all on to my shoulders.’

  It was a huge relief to be able to verbalize her anger and even though Oliver was practically a stranger, she’d felt he understood. ‘Do you think I’m being totally
  selfish?’ she asked curiously.

  He’d studied her with his direct blue-eyed gaze. ‘Not in the slightest,’ he’d said reassuringly. ‘But, even though it might not be much of a comfort at the moment,
  at least when your mother does pass away you’ll have nothing to reproach yourself with. Your sisters might not be so lucky.’

  ‘I suppose so,’ she agreed, not having thought of that particular aspect.

  By the time the extension was completed – to the highest standards of course – Oliver had become quite relaxed with her and she enjoyed their chats and nightly bottles of beer so
  much that she said forlornly as she wrote out the cheque for the outstanding balance she owed him, ‘I’m going to miss our chats and beer, Oliver. I’ve kinda got used to them
  now.’

  ‘We could always have the odd pint in the Haven,’ he said diffidently and she saw the faint hint of a blush curling around his shirt collar.

  Noreen was touched. He was a nice, decent bloke, even if he was a few years younger than her. She liked him. ‘That would be nice, Oliver. I can try to get one of my sisters to come and
  spend a few hours with my mother when she comes home,’ she responded easily.

  ‘It’s important that you get out and about, Noreen. Make sure those sisters of yours pull their weight a bit,’ he said gruffly. ‘I’ll be in touch. See you.’
  He smiled at her and again she was struck at how much a smile changed his countenance, making him appear younger and more relaxed than his usual serious, watchful demeanour.

  Noreen watched him get into his car and wondered why he wasn’t married. Was it his shyness that kept him from being in a serious relationship? He was currently single, he’d told her,
  when she’d asked outright. He’d been surprised at her directness. She was nothing if not direct, she thought wryly. And bossy with it. Hadn’t Pete called her a bossy bitch during
  one of their many rows? Maybe she was bossy, she conceded. It had stood her in good stead when she was promoted to Sister. She liked to call a spade a spade.

  ‘And what about you? Is there a man waiting for you in London?’ he’d queried back.

  ‘Not any more. I lived with someone for five years, but it was over before my mother got sick.’

  ‘I’m sorry to hear that, I hope it wasn’t too rough on you.’

  ‘I was a bit shattered to say the least,’ she said quietly.

  ‘These things happen,’ he murmured, but she saw sympathy in his eyes and felt strangely touched by it.

  He phoned a week after he’d finished the extension. ‘We’ll sort out that drink in the Haven if it still suits you, Noreen,’ he said crisply and she exhaled a long breath.
  She’d been half afraid he wouldn’t ring.

  Noreen smiled at the memory. She’d had to organize all their dates from then on. She’d even had to take the bull by the horns after two years of courtship and ask him to marry her,
  or she’d still be going for walks around the lake and drinks in the Haven.

  She would have preferred it if Oliver had proposed to her. She could still remember the startled look in his eyes when she’d bluntly said, ‘Look, Oliver, I think it’s time we
  got married, don’t you? Will you marry me? We’ve been seeing each other for two years now and we’re not teenagers any more. My mother’s dead. I need to make plans for my
  future. If you and I don’t move on, I feel I should go back to London.’

  For one heartstopping moment she’d thought that he was going to refuse her but he’d sort of gulped and composed himself and muttered, ‘I suppose you’re right. When do you
  want to set the date?’

  It certainly wasn’t the proposal she’d ever dreamed of, but that was the way of it and she knew a tiny part of her would always wonder if he truly loved her and would ever
  have got around to asking her himself. Certainly there was no way she’d ever admit to her sisters or anyone else for that matter that she had done the proposing. It didn’t seem right
  somehow, no matter how liberated women were. He should have asked her, then she’d know he’d really wanted to get married. It was the only thing that bothered her coming up to the
  wedding.

  ‘Are you sure you want to get married?’ she’d asked Oliver once when they’d been edgy with each other about the arrangements and he’d flatly refused to wear a top
  hat.

  ‘Sure enough,’ he’d scowled and she hadn’t pressed him on it.

  He seemed happy enough, she reflected as she saw him tucking into his lamb. Well, they were married now, she thought pragmatically as she cut into the tender moist meat and took a bite. It was a
  fresh start for both of them and it was going to be a success. Of that, Noreen Flynn was determined.
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  Neil Brennan ironed the collar of his best white shirt and frowned when he noticed the beginnings of fraying. He was very heavy on shirts – he’d better go and buy
  himself another few. After all, he’d need to look his best if he was going into the car sales business. People would expect a certain standard of dress when they were doing business with
  him.

  He had great plans for his father’s garage. He was going to ask Oliver Flynn to demolish the existing shabby, gloomy shack that stood on North Road and get him to build a gleaming glass
  and chrome showroom with garage and service facilities at the rear. It was going to cost an arm and a leg, but he had costed it all, drawn up an impressive business plan, and the local bank manager
  was willing to give him a substantial loan. His father too was willing to invest and be a sleeping partner. It was time to take the bit between his teeth and go with it. That business start-up
  course he was doing was practical and extremely informative. It was paying off already, Neil reflected as he ran the iron over the cuffs.

  He stuffed a pile of newly printed business cards into the inside pocket of his freshly dry-cleaned grey suit. He was getting ready to go to the afters of Oliver Flynn’s wedding.
  He’d serviced Oliver’s car a couple of weeks ago and the builder had issued a casual invite to the afters of his wedding. Neil was delighted with the invitation. He’d looked after
  Oliver’s cars for the past few years. It was nice to be appreciated. Weddings were a great place for doing business. He intended to go after potential customers in a discreet but determined
  manner. Neil knew enough about the business to know that most people hate In-Your-Face-Car-Salesmen. He wasn’t going to be pushy but if the opportunity came up he’d use it.

  He slipped on the white shirt and tucked the tail into his trousers. He was putting on weight, he noted glumly, holding his breath as he fastened his belt. He’d have to stop eating the big
  fry-ups his father cooked for breakfast.

  He glanced at his watch – seven forty-five already. He’d want to get a move on – he was supposed to have collected Heather fifteen minutes ago. She wouldn’t mind, he
  reassured himself. Heather understood when he was late for a date sometimes. She knew he had to finish working on the cars. And she knew Friday nights and Tuesdays were out because of his business
  course, but she didn’t moan and whinge like Angie Hudson had before she’d given him the brush-off. She’d been a usey bitch anyway, he was far better off without her.

  Heather saw the sense in what he was doing and was extremely encouraging. Neil enjoyed talking to her about his plans. He was looking forward to going to the wedding bash with her tonight; the
  only drawback was that her stuck-up cousin, Lorna, would be there.

  Neil grimaced as he knotted his tie. He really couldn’t stick that girl. She thought she was so superior. She always had some snooty remark to make about bog-trotters and culchies,
  which was rich coming from her – she was as much a culchie as he was, he thought indignantly. He didn’t know what it was about Lorna Morgan, but she could really get up his nose . . .
  and frequently did. One day, he’d be driving around in a brand new Beemer and living the high life and she wouldn’t be sneering and looking down her pointy little nose at him then, Neil
  vowed as he slapped on some aftershave, ran a comb through his unruly black hair and grabbed his wallet off the dressing-table.

  He pulled open one of the drawers and rooted until he found a packet of condoms. Might as well bring them, just in case he got lucky with Heather. They’d been dating almost two months now
  and zilch. Some girls he’d dated he’d shagged after two dates. Well, maybe that was a bit of an exaggeration. But Angie Hudson had let him shag her on the fifth date and that was
  after two weeks. She’d only been looking for a good deal on a Nissan Micra that he’d got for a song, he thought in hindsight. Being used like that had left a bitter taste. It had
  shocked him, actually, that a girl would be so duplicitous. He’d thought Angie was really into him. What an idiot he’d been. As soon as she’d got her fat little mitts on the car,
  she had dumped him like the biggest hot potato ever. Even now, his stomach knotted at the memory. He’d been made a fool of, but it would never happen to him again. And he’d never let a
  woman lead him by the nose again, either. He’d make the rules in any relationship of his from now on. Women were not to be trusted.

  Heather Williams was a far nicer girl than that Hudson slag though. Maybe she was different, he conceded. She didn’t have a car, yet. Neil smiled to himself. He’d keep an eye out for
  a nice Fiesta or Starlet for her and help her to arrange the financing too. She could be one of his first customers, but naturally because they were dating he’d give her a good cut on the
  price.

  Whistling, Neil let himself out of the house and got into his pride and joy, a black Saab that gleamed and shone in the evening sun. It might be three years old, but it looked brand new. Once
  the business got going he’d change it for a new model. After all, if he was expecting people to buy new cars from him, he’d have to drive to impress. Maintaining the right image was
  crucial in business, any fool knew that. Angie Hudson and Lorna Morgan just watch this space, Neil thought jauntily as he sat into his car, gunned the engine and scorched down Larkin’s
  Lane on to North Road.

  •   •   •

  Carmen tinkled tinnily on Heather Williams’s mobile, causing momentary panic as she rooted in her taupe leather bucket bag trying to locate it. The ringing got
  louder and her rooting became more frantic as she delved into little inside pockets and compartments, cursing as she pricked her fingers on the sharp ends of a comb before finally locating the
  offending article. ‘Hello,’ she said breathlessly, expecting it to be Neil to tell her he was on his way. She was totally surprised to hear Lorna’s extremely friendly tone
  ask gaily, ‘Hi, Heather, are you coming? I’m pissed already, I thought you’d be here by now.’ There was no trace of yesterday’s ill grace. Lorna was her bright, breezy
  self.

  ‘Oh! Oh! I’m just waiting on Neil to collect me, we shouldn’t be too long.’ Heather was flustered.

  ‘It will be midnight before you get here, knowing him. He’s never on time,’ Lorna said tartly.

  ‘Look, I’ll be there when I’m there, OK,’ Heather snapped.

  ‘Well, just hurry, I’m bored out of my tree. It’s so not happening here. I was sitting with Derek’s parents and I had to behave myself and they’re awfully
  dim. Doctor Kennedy is as dull as dishwater, he kept making really stupid jokes and Mrs Kennedy just kept glaring at him, saying, ‘‘Be quiet, Douglas.’’ And Derek
  wouldn’t even talk to them. As soon as the meal was over we sneaked off and had a couple of doubles to cheer ourselves up and I’m pissed and ready for action. I’m going to bop my
  brains out when the music starts. Get your ass down here pronto.’ She giggled.

  I’m not holding her head over a toilet tonight, Heather promised herself as she listened to her cousin rabbiting on. Lorna was well on the way to being smashed. Tonight she could
  look after herself. Heather was going to enjoy herself with Neil and that was that.

  ‘Are you there?’ Lorna demanded.

  ‘Yeah, look, I’ll see you soon—’

  ‘Oh God, here’s Derek with two more drinks. Have to go, byeee,’ Lorna trilled and then there was a thud and a clatter and Heather could hear her cousin cursing her mobile phone
  which had obviously fallen out of her grasp.

  Heather shook her head. Lorna had no sense sometimes. Oliver Flynn’s wedding was not the place to make a show of herself. There’d be talk and her mother would hear about it and
  Lorna’s life wouldn’t be worth living and she’d whinge and whine for months. She hoped she wouldn’t start sniping at Neil when he arrived. They didn’t get on at all,
  and it was uncomfortable sometimes listening to them having a go at one another. All of a sudden the evening she had been looking forward to for the past few weeks was beginning to lose its lustre.
  She glanced at her watch and bit her lip. It was almost seven fifty-five and there was no sign of Neil coming to pick her up. Perhaps he wasn’t coming. He could be standing her up.

  She heard a diesel car coming along the road and raced to the window hoping it would be the familiar black Saab, but no. It was a red car and her heart sank to her boots. Should she ring him?
  she agonized. But then he might think she was being pushy. Two months wasn’t that long to be going with someone. He might take exception if she started demanding explanations or started
  giving out to him for being late.

  But maybe there was a good reason that he was late, she dithered as her hand hovered over the phone digits. Maybe he’d had a puncture or something. The least he could do was ring though,
  she thought crossly. He was never on time and it was rude to keep another person waiting. It suggested that his time was more precious than theirs. She was going to have it out with him once
  and for all. He had to learn to have a bit of respect.

  What was it with her? Men fell over themselves to please Lorna, but the blokes that she went out with never seemed to put her first. Heather scowled, remembering Colin Breen. She’d dated
  him for six months and there had been times when he’d be two hours and more late for a date. Whenever they went to the pictures it was always the picture that he wanted to see that they went
  to. Usually mind-boggling mental chewing-gum with Arnold Schwarzenegger or Sylvester Stallone.

  Once he’d stood her up and when – furious – she’d phoned him up and eaten the face off him, he’d hung up and hadn’t called her for ten days. She’d been
  so miserable. She’d cried herself to sleep every night. Every time the phone had rung at home or at work, her stomach had clenched into knots and she’d prayed that it would be him. The
  disappointment when it wasn’t had been shattering each time. She’d almost called him a dozen times. In fact once she had, and when his flatmate answered, she’d lost her nerve and
  hung up. She’d been petrified that she’d never see him again and that she’d be left on the shelf. A shit boyfriend was better than no boyfriend, she’d reasoned. When
  he’d finally called her she’d eagerly agreed to meet him and had fallen into his arms when she’d seen him.

  Heather blushed scarlet at the memory of her wimpiness. She had behaved like such a doormat – even now she cringed, thinking of it. It hadn’t made any difference anyway, it turned
  out that the two-faced little ferret had been two-timing her all along and he’d ditched her unceremoniously one wet Friday night when she’d refused yet again to have sex with him, and
  called her a frigid cow.

  Now, it was a huge relief to her that she hadn’t slept with Colin. At least she hadn’t let him walk all over her in that regard. She might be a wimp and a doormat but she
  wasn’t a notch on Colin Breen’s bedpost and that was a small crumb of comfort in what had been a total and absolutely disastrous relationship which had wiped out every scrap of
  confidence she had.

  Heather studied her reflection in the big bevelled mirror over the hallstand. Chestnut hair with glints of auburn fell around her face in a smooth silky curtain. Heather wore her hair short,
  whereas Ruth wore hers wild and wavy, tumbling down her back. Heather wasn’t really the wild and wavy sort, she thought ruefully. The reflection of solemn hazel eyes fringed with thick dark
  lashes stared back at her. Her eyes were OK, she supposed. Her nose was too wide, lips normal enough, and now, because she hadn’t been dieting, her cheekbones were gone and her face
  wasn’t the slightest bit thin and interesting. At least she had a tan, she comforted herself. Tans always made you look better. She decided to dab a bit more blusher on her cheeks to try to
  give the impression of cheekbones. She was wearing a plum bustier over black trousers, and a silky black jacket. The bustier gave her a good cinched-in waist and a flattering hint of
  cleavage but she wouldn’t dare take the jacket off no matter how warm it got, her ass was far too big to be put on public display. Heather sighed deeply. Lorna no doubt was dressed to the
  nines, and not the slightest bit worried about her ass. Her cousin had a perfect figure.

  She heard another car coming down the street and peered out of the window anxiously, her palms curling. A green car whizzed past. That was it! She’d had enough. If Neil wasn’t here
  in five minutes’ time she was going to go to the wedding on her own and to hell with him. She was just sick, sick, sick of being treated like a doormat. Tears glittered in her eyes. Was it
  her, or were all men selfish shits? Angry, hurt, disappointed, she blinked rapidly to dispel the tears. A thought struck her: it was Neil that had been invited to the wedding, she was going as his
  guest. She couldn’t go on her own whether she wanted to or not.

  Well, she just would go, Heather decided resentfully. Who’d notice? She was damned if she was going to take off all her make-up and finery after going to such trouble. She picked up her
  evening bag, a glittery purse affair, pulled out her lipstick and re-did her lips with ‘Sensual Plum’. She’d have to stop biting her lips, they were in shreds, she noted
  forlornly. She tried to fit her phone in the bag, but it wouldn’t fasten and bulged in an unsightly manner. Heather hated small bags with a vengeance. She liked bags that she could carry her
  bits and pieces in, they made her feel secure. She wished she had her twin’s confidence, or even Lorna’s. She wished she was more like them in every way. They could carry off small,
  smart evening bags, they could reveal their asses to the world without a care. They had men falling at their feet, men who were on time, even early for dates and they didn’t take crap.
  She, at this precise moment, felt an utter and absolute failure.

  She heard a familiar diesel engine thrumming outside and once again she flew to the window, feeling a huge wave of relief wash over her when she saw a familiar black car. Thank God he’d
  arrived; she sent the fervent acknowledgement heavenwards in grateful thanks. He hadn’t stood her up after all. Maybe she wouldn’t have it out with Neil about his punctuality tonight,
  but the next time he was late for a date she was going to give it to him hot and heavy, Heather assured herself earnestly, as she gave her bustier one last tweak before opening the door with a
  smile on her face.
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  Lorna gasped with dismay as she felt a sharp stab of pain. ‘Oooh,’ she groaned against Derek Kennedy’s neck. Unfortunately Derek mistook her groan for a moan of passion and
  thrust into her even more frantically before collapsing on top of her, panting like a dog. Lorna’s jaw dropped. That was it! That’s what all the fuss was about. That’s what all
  the begging and pleading in the back seat of Derek’s car had been for, as date after date he’d urged her to let him have sex with her. She’d felt nothing, not even a tingle. She
  just felt sore, messy, uncomfortable and cheated.

  This wasn’t the way it was supposed to be. She’d read She and Marie Claire and all the other glossy mags (even Cosmo although that was seriously dated) avidly.
  She’d studied numerous hints to satisfy HIM ’n’ HER and had looked forward to using them in a night of blissful pleasure and passion, but nothing that she’d read about had
  happened with herself and Derek. There’d been no touching and tasting and sucking and licking, no slow, sexy stripping, no massaging with oil, just Derek jumping on her, pulling off her
  panties. Then, two minutes later, it was all over. They hadn’t even snogged!

  ‘Get off me,’ Lorna slurred as Derek nuzzled her ear. He raised his head and looked at her, hurt.

  ‘Didn’t you enjoy it?’ he asked, his brown eyes gazing blearily into hers.

  ‘No, I didn’t, you idiot.’ She glowered at him.

  ‘Well, I did,’ Derek muttered and passed out.

  Lorna wriggled out from under him and felt like thumping him as he snored noisily. She staggered into the bathroom and slipped out of her dress. She needed a shower, badly. She reeked of alcohol
  and other unmentionables. It had been a fatal mistake to confide that she could use one of the hotel rooms if she wanted to. Staff did it all the time when the hotel wasn’t fully occupied.
  Derek had jumped at the idea, and half excited, half fearful, she’d led him up a back staircase, slipped into room 302, and then he’d pulled his He-man stunt and lunged for her.
  She’d been too smashed to protest, and besides, she’d thought it was only a prelude to lovemaking. She hadn’t for one second thought that the whole thing would be over in two
  minutes flat, or less . . .

  Lorna felt like crying as she stood under the shower, trying to keep her hair from getting wet. She felt a little more sober now. Funny how you could sober up so quickly, she thought just a
  trifle woozily. At least she could now claim she’d ‘Done It’, she thought dejectedly as she averted her eyes from the blood between her legs and hosed herself down with the
  shower, frantic to get rid of all traces of her unsavoury episode with Derek. Her disappointment was so strong, she could almost taste it.

  The next time she had sex, if she ever had sex again and that was a very big if, she thought resentfully, she would make sure that she was stone cold sober and she would dictate
  the pace. She’d have her touching and tasting and sucking and licking and her sensual massage, by God she would. And she would have an orgasm come hell or high water. All those magazines
  couldn’t be wrong! She would moan and groan with pleasure the way she’d heard her mother moaning and groaning all those years ago, Lorna vowed, and fell to her knees sobbing under the
  hot, steaming jets of water as that old, old memory that she had kept buried for so long invaded her head until she thought she was going to be sick.

  ‘I don’t want to think about it. I don’t want to think about it,’ she muttered wildly. ‘No! No! Mam, why did you do it? Why did you let me hear you and see you?
  It’s dirty, dirty, dirty.’ Lorna wept uncontrollably, great wrenching sobs heaving from the depths of her.
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