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  Chapter 1




  ‘Good food, good wine and some lacy underwear – that’s the way to a man’s heart.’ Mark Donnelly gave Anna a knowing wink before going back into

  his office, laughing to himself.




  ‘Isn’t he terrible?’ Val said with a tolerant smile. ‘What’s the special occasion anyway?’




  ‘It’s Liam’s birthday – he’s thirty-three today.’




  ‘So book a table in that new Indian place, it’s supposed to be good.’




  ‘Can’t afford to,’ Anna told her, pulling a face. ‘I spent the last of my wages on a couple of DVDs for his present. I’ll take him out next week when I get

  paid.’




  ‘Then just go to some nice little wine bar for a drink,’ Valerie suggested.




  ‘And take the scenic route home . . .’ Anna smiled as she remembered some of the detours she and Liam used to take when they were dating.




  Val frowned. ‘In the dark?’




  Anna’s lips twitched at the older woman’s innocence. ‘Haven’t you ever gone up a leafy lane with a guy, Val?’




  ‘Not unless you count the time I went picking strawberries with Tommy O’Malley.’




  ‘When was that?’




  ‘When I was eleven,’ Val said, her expression wistful. ‘I suppose Mark’s right. About the underwear, I mean.’




  Anna chuckled at Val’s blushes. ‘Yeah, maybe we should just stay in. I could cook something nice and be decked out in a sexy nightie when he walks in.’




  ‘Well, watch out for hot grease. You don’t want any nasty burns in your privates. That wouldn’t be very romantic.’ Val switched off her PC and stood up.




  ‘Are you doing anything this weekend?’ Anna asked, conscious that they always seemed to talk about her social life.




  ‘I’ll probably bring Edna to bingo tomorrow night.’




  ‘Oh. Nice.’ Anna knew for a fact that Val hated bingo but her autocratic sister made Val take her every week. She was supposed to be an invalid, apparently riddled with arthritis,

  but she always seemed to be game for a night out, especially when her sister and minder had other plans.




  ‘And I was thinking of visiting that new garden centre on Sunday,’ Val went on.




  ‘Sounds great.’




  Val adjusted her scarf and put on her jacket. ‘Well, goodnight, Anna. Hope you have a lovely time and Liam appreciates the effort. Shouldn’t you be making tracks yourself?’




  ‘I just need a quick word with Mark before I go.’




  ‘Don’t let him keep you, now.’




  ‘I won’t. ’Night, Val.’




  Anna tidied her desk, leaving out her list of Monday’s appointments before going into Mark’s office. He waved her to a chair as he finished a phone call. ‘No, Jan, I’ll

  be late. No, I’m not going gallivanting! I’ll have you know, I have to meet a very important client.’ He rolled his eyes expressively at Anna. ‘Yes, yes, as soon as I can.

  Right, darling, bye.’




  Anna shook her head as he replaced the receiver. ‘You’re a disgrace. You don’t have any appointments tonight.’




  ‘Excuse me, I have a very important date with a pint of the black stuff!’ Mark rubbed his hands together. ‘And you never know who I might bump into, in the pub. It’s

  important to circulate in this business, I’ve made some of my best sales over a pint.’




  ‘If you say so, Boss.’




  ‘So, what can I do for you?’




  ‘I just wanted to ask you about number seven, Marlboro Road. I have one couple coming back to see it a second time and I think they might make an offer.’




  ‘Excellent.’




  ‘Yes, but there’s no way it will be for the asking price.’ Anna handed him the details.




  ‘Four hundred and twenty thousand Euros? That’s a bit steep. I thought we agreed it should go in at three-nine-five.’




  Anna sighed. ‘We did, but Mr Delaney wouldn’t hear of it.’




  ‘And you don’t think he’ll want to accept an offer under four-twenty?’




  ‘He might take four-fifteen but no less than that. He is the most stubborn man I’ve ever met and he just won’t listen to reason. There’s no way this couple will offer

  four-twenty.’




  ‘Want me to have a word with Delaney?’




  ‘Would you? He’s the sort that prefers to deal with men.’




  ‘No problem. Let me know when this couple make an offer and I’ll talk to him then.’




  Anna stood up. ‘Cheers, Mark, that’s great.’




  ‘And in return, you can do something for me.’




  Anna lowered herself back into the chair. ‘Oh, yes?’




  ‘Yes. I have a client who’s looking for a house on a bit of land – say an acre or so. And he’d like a view of the sea.’




  ‘He’s got money then.’ Land was very expensive on the coast north of Dublin, and a sea view added several thousand to the price of even the most modest property. ‘How

  come you’re not handling this one yourself?’ Anna asked. Mark made a point of dealing with the larger properties himself. Of course, he left it to Anna to do the measuring up and take

  the photos but he handled the clients.




  ‘Let’s say that unlike your Mr Delaney, Charlie Coleman enjoys dealing with the ladies.’




  ‘Ah, you mean he’s a lech. Are you using me?’




  Mark handed her the file. ‘Of course! Have a look through this and we’ll talk again on Monday.’




  Anna stood up. ‘No problem. See you Monday.’




  ‘Don’t forget the lacy underwear.’




  Anna grinned. ‘Val’s right. You’re a terrible man!’




  After a quick trip to the supermarket, Anna went home and started to prepare dinner. She’d agonized at the deli counter for a good ten minutes before finally buying two

  chicken Kievs. It was safer, given her limited culinary skills, and Liam loved it. She was just slicing some mushrooms when she heard his key in the door.




  ‘Hey, Birthday Boy, what time do you call this?’ she said as he wandered into their tiny kitchen, loosening his tie.




  ‘The lads insisted on bringing me for a pint,’ Liam replied, snaking his hands round her waist and pulling her to him. ‘Mmm, you smell good.’




  ‘Stop that,’ she laughed, pushing him away. ‘Let me concentrate on cooking your birthday dinner or you’ll have to go out for chips.’




  Liam shrugged out of his jacket and tossed it on the back of a chair. ‘What are we having?’




  ‘Chicken Kiev.’ Anna turned to smile at him. He really was a fine thing with those wonderful green eyes and thick brown wavy hair that she always wanted to touch.




  Liam grinned slowly and reached for her again. ‘Sounds good. Have we time for a starter?’




  Anna reluctantly pulled away. ‘No, sorry, no starters.’




  ‘You’re no fun. Have I time for a shower, then?’




  Anna glanced at the clock. ‘If you’re quick.’




  ‘I’ll be ten minutes.’




  Anna quickly fried onions and mushrooms, wrapped them in foil and then popped them into the oven beside the chicken and baked potatoes. Once she’d opened a bottle of wine and set the

  table, she went into the sitting room and plumped the cushions.




  She caught sight of her reflection in the mirror over the fireplace. Not bad. After realizing that she didn’t actually own a sexy nightie, she’d decided that wearing sexy

  clothes was better than putting on her old Minnie Mouse nightshirt! Shaking back her long, auburn hair over her shoulder, she turned one way and then the other admiring the new purple top that

  clung to her small breasts and tiny waist. She was wearing it with her black suede trousers that hung low on her hips, and perilously high sandals that she only wore when she didn’t have far

  to walk.




  Going back out to the kitchen, Anna checked the chicken and turned down the heat. Just this once, she was determined not to burn anything. After making sure all was in order, she poured a glass

  of wine and carried it back into the sitting room. Curling into a corner of the large comfy sofa, she looked around in appreciation. The walls, sofa and carpet were all white, relieved by vibrant

  throws and pillows that were thrown carelessly around the small room, and the soft glow from the numerous candles she’d lit earlier.




  ‘You won’t be able to live like this when you have kids,’ her sister, Rachel, had told her.




  Anna loved this room but it wouldn’t bother her if she had to change it tomorrow in order to make the place child-friendly. Not that this terrace house was designed for kids. The second

  bedroom was tiny, and they only had a small courtyard where she kept a few pot plants. They’d probably have to move into a nice sensible three-bedroom semi-d like Rachel’s when they

  started a family.




  She and Liam had discussed children a number of times but decided to wait until Liam got to senior management level. That wouldn’t take long, Anna thought proudly. He was clever, a hard

  worker and very highly thought of. He was currently Production Manager in Patterson’s Electronics, the firm where he had worked for nearly eleven years now, and he’d already been

  promoted twice. The owner, Ted Patterson, had hinted more than once that when he retired to his house in the west of Ireland, Liam would probably be the one to step into his shoes. But that was a

  long way ahead. Ted Patterson was a sprightly and quick-witted sixty-four-year-old who was unlikely to consider retirement for another ten years or so.




  As for Anna, she was doing pretty well herself. After drifting from one job to another since she left school, she finally felt she’d found her niche when she came to work for

  Donnelly’s Real Estate. Two years on, Mark was giving her more and more responsibility and he’d told her that he’d be reviewing her salary in a month’s time. Anna was

  delighted. Now all she had to do was persuade him into taking on a junior. They needed to hire someone if they were to keep developing at the rate they had been doing over the last twelve months.

  Mark wouldn’t want to, of course – the man was a skin-flint – but Anna was confident that she could talk him round. He was pleased with her work, but then why wouldn’t he be

  after the money she’d brought in over the last couple of months? She thought with satisfaction of the house she’d sold that morning. A couple more sales like that and Mark Donnelly

  would wonder how he’d ever managed without her.




  She was back in the kitchen checking the chicken when Liam returned.




  ‘You’re looking very pleased with yourself,’ he said, pouring himself a glass of wine.




  ‘I sold the house on Sea View Lane today.’




  ‘The ramshackle hovel you’ve been trying to offload for months?’




  ‘Yep.’




  ‘That’s great news – well done!’ Liam grabbed hold of her and kissed her. ‘I hope you’re going to take me out for a slap-up meal when your commission comes

  through.’




  Anna made a face. ‘Don’t hold your breath. You know what Mark’s like. I’ll be lucky if I see it this side of Christmas!’




  ‘You can’t put up with that. March in there first thing on Monday morning and demand it in your next pay-packet.’




  ‘No, I plan to keep on his good side.’ Anna snuggled closer into his chest. ‘Aren’t you going to ask me why?’




  Liam chuckled. ‘I’ve a feeling you’re going to tell me.’




  She looked up at him, her dark eyes shining. ‘I think it’s time we started a family.’




  ‘I see.’




  ‘Is that it?’ She pulled back, frowning.




  He shrugged. ‘Pretty much. Just one question.’




  ‘Oh?’




  ‘Can we eat first, I’m starving!’




  ‘Oh, you!’ Anna pummelled his chest.




  Liam sniffed. ‘Do you smell burning?’




  ‘Oh, shit!’




  ‘So what do you think?’ Anna asked when she’d rescued their dinner and they were seated at the table.




  ‘About a baby? I suppose it’s time.’ Liam swallowed a piece of chicken.




  Anna’s eyes widened. ‘Really?’




  ‘Yeah. We may as well get started now, as it’s likely I’m going to be made General Manager before long.’




  ‘Liam, that’s fantastic.’ Anna leaned across to kiss him. ‘It’s official then?’




  ‘No, but Ted Patterson was dropping very heavy hints today about changes and restructuring, so I read between the lines.’




  Anna frowned. ‘But if he’s going to promote you, why not just do it?’




  Liam rested his knife on his plate and took a drink of wine. ‘From what I can gather, Frank Boylan is going to take early retirement so my position won’t be public until that’s

  signed and sealed.’




  ‘You’ll be a much better General Manager than Frank Boylan,’ Anna assured him.




  He grinned. ‘You know what I love about you? You’re so biased!’




  ‘And we’ll be rich,’ she said happily.




  ‘A few extra shillings and a bigger company car,’ Liam agreed. ‘Maybe we could even afford to buy a bigger house!’




  Anna laughed excitedly as she raised her glass. ‘Happy birthday, darling. I’ve a feeling it’s going to be quite a year.’




  ‘Gary, did you put the bins out? Gary?’




  Rachel’s husband didn’t look up from his laptop. ‘I’ll do it later, I’m busy.’




  ‘If you want to know what busy is, try looking after your son and this house for a couple of days,’ she retorted. When Gary didn’t bother replying, Rachel went back out to the

  kitchen and started to fling clothes into the washing-machine. It drove her mad when Gary behaved like this. As if he was the only one who worked while she sat filing her nails watching daytime

  television.




  Gary Hanlon was the Sales Director of a small company on the other side of Dublin that supplied and fitted windows, doors and conservatories, and the way he went on, you’d think he had no

  staff at all! Rachel hated his job and hated how it took up all his time, even when he was at home. She knew he thought she had an easy life by comparison. As if minding an energetic five-year-old

  was easy – although Alex was a little darling – and the house cleaned itself. It wouldn’t be quite so bad if Gary talked to her occasionally, but he always seemed to be working on

  that damn laptop or else had his head buried in a newspaper.




  When they did talk it was about Alex or what needed doing around the house, and the latter subject almost always ended in an argument. Rachel knew Gary thought she was a nag, and the part that

  upset her most was that he was probably right. But she wouldn’t be like that if he treated her better. If he came home straight from work instead of going for a drink with ‘the

  lads’. If he didn’t make her feel like a boring, drab housewife.




  Slamming the door of the machine shut, she went upstairs to check on her son. Her face softened as she bent to tuck the duvet around him, first extracting a Power Ranger, stuffed elephant and a

  tiny racing car. With his long dark lashes resting on round pink cheeks, mouth slightly open and dark-blond hair brushed back off his face, he still looked like her baby. Her fingers moved to her

  stomach and she sighed as she thought of the baby brother or sister growing there.




  Turning off the light, she crept out of Alex’s room and went into her bedroom. Gary’s suit jacket was on the bed, where he’d tossed it when he got in from work. Automatically,

  Rachel slipped her hand into the pockets and examined the contents. Some loose change, a crumpled-up receipt for soup and a sandwich in the pub across the road from his office, another from a

  bookshop, and his comb. Nothing to give her any reason to be suspicious, but she was. It had been a year ago now when she’d started to suspect that her husband was up to something. After

  that terrible night which still gave her the shivers whenever she thought about it.




  She had been settling down to watch Big Brother when there was a bloodcurdling scream from Alex’s room. She’d charged up the stairs and into his room to find him rolling

  around in agony clutching his side, his pyjamas and sheets covered in vomit. Feeling his forehead, Rachel realized immediately that he was burning up. She called the doctor, hugging the phone

  between her neck and ear as she held her son and bathed his forehead with a wet cloth.




  ‘Call an ambulance, Rachel,’ her GP had said as soon as she’d described the symptoms. ‘The little man may have appendicitis.’




  As she waited for the ambulance, Rachel tried to reach Gary but there was no answer on his mobile. He was at a business dinner and she knew that Bill Grant, his boss, was with him so she looked

  in their address book to get Bill’s mobile number. Normally, she would never dream of interrupting Gary when he was out with colleagues, but she knew he wouldn’t mind tonight. This was

  an emergency.




  Bill Grant seemed slightly bemused at her frantic call. ‘Oh hello, Rachel – no, you’re not interrupting. I was just watching the golf on telly. What can I do for

  you?’




  Rachel had quickly told him about Alex, conscious that there were blue flashing lights in the road outside. ‘I must have gotten it wrong, Bill. I thought Gary had a business dinner this

  evening.’




  ‘Nothing official, my dear, although he could well be out with a customer – probably is, in fact. A hard worker, your Gary.’




  Rachel bit her lip as she went to open the door. ‘Yeah, Bill, he is. Look, I must go, the ambulance has arrived.’




  ‘Is there anything I can do?’




  ‘Perhaps you could phone around and see if you can track him down? Tell him we’re on our way to Temple Street Hospital.’




  ‘Consider it done. Now try not to worry, I’m sure the lad will be fine. Our lot were always getting one thing or the other. Looked as if they were at death’s door one minute,

  right as rain the next.’




  ‘Right, thanks, Bill.’ Rachel hung up and went back to where Alex sat huddled on the sofa, his eyes closed and his face flushed. ‘It’s okay, darling, you’re going

  to be fine.’




  The rest of the night passed by in a blur. Within an hour, Alex had been in the operating theatre and when Gary arrived, several hours later, Rachel was sitting at his bedside,

  holding his limp little hand.




  ‘Jesus, is he okay? What happened?’ Gary sank to his knees at the other side of the bed and stared worriedly at his son’s face.




  ‘He’s just out of surgery. They’ve taken his appendix out.’




  ‘Did he wake up? Have you talked to him?’




  ‘Just for a moment. He’s on a lot of medication for the pain. They said he probably wouldn’t wake again until morning.’




  ‘Sleep’s the best thing for him,’ Gary nodded, his eyes never leaving Alex’s face.




  ‘Where were you?’




  ‘What?’




  Rachel watched him steadily. ‘Where were you?’




  ‘I told you, I had a business dinner.’




  ‘You also told me Bill was going, but he was at home watching golf.’




  ‘I didn’t say that – you never listen.’




  ‘Why didn’t you answer your mobile?’




  ‘I left it in the car by mistake.’




  Rachel looked at the clock on the wall at the end of the ward. It was almost three o’clock. ‘That must have been some dinner.’




  Gary shot her an irritable look. ‘Dan decided we should go clubbing. The client was all on for it; there was nothing I could do.’




  Rachel knew Dan Horgan of old. He was in his early thirties, a dedicated bachelor and a man who liked the good life. He had often dragged Gary out with him, although Rachel didn’t believe

  her husband needed much persuading.




  ‘I would have called,’ he continued, ‘but it was nearly eleven when we left the restaurant and I didn’t want to wake you.’




  And Rachel had let it go at that. She hadn’t been entirely convinced, but her mind had been on Alex and she didn’t want to think about the implications if Gary was lying to

  her. However, that episode had made her suspicious and now she always checked his pockets and his wallet. Once, she’d even checked his emails when he’d gone to the loo and left his

  laptop open on the chair beside her. She felt disgusted with herself for snooping but she couldn’t help it. If only he talked to her more, she wouldn’t have to check up on him like

  this.




  Rachel hung up Gary’s jacket, took off her clothes and went into the bathroom in her bra and pants to remove her make-up. She studied her reflection as she applied her cleanser. She had

  the same eyes as her sister, Anna, but there the similarity ended. Though Rachel also had red hair, hers was dull and lifeless. The last time she’d gone to the hairdresser, she’d

  allowed herself to be persuaded to go blonde and had regretted her decision almost immediately. She’d also had it cut in a different, younger style, but the choppy cut did not flatter her.

  Rather it emphasized her plump cheeks and drew attention to the bags under her eyes.




  Rachel hadn’t slept properly since she’d been pregnant with Alex. In the last month of pregnancy, her back had ached and her bump had been huge and she couldn’t find a

  comfortable position. Her mother told her that it was her body preparing her for motherhood.




  ‘You’re not going to get much sleep once the little one comes along,’ she’d joked.




  Rachel had laughed too. ‘I don’t care. It will be worth it.’




  And it had been, Rachel thought as she washed her face and patted it dry with the soft towel. Alex was a wonderful little boy but he’d been a difficult baby and she’d spent many

  nights slumped over his cot while Gary slept soundly, oblivious to his son’s screams. Even now, Alex wasn’t a great sleeper and Rachel often ended up sitting on the edge of his bed in

  the early hours of the morning. God only knew how she’d cope with two. She did like the idea of a brother or sister for Alex, but the thought of looking after two children on a minimum amount

  of sleep overwhelmed her.




  She hadn’t told Gary about the baby yet, more as a punishment for being such a grumpy so-and-so than anything else. She knew he’d be over the moon at the news but she was finding it

  hard to get excited by the idea. Her life had only just started to settle down, and now that Alex was at school she actually had some time to herself again. She often had all her housework done by

  ten just so that she could go for a walk or have a wander round the shops. She’d also been thinking of joining a gym. She’d never managed to lose those extra pounds after Alex was born

  and she’d liked the idea of toning up and getting into some of those thin, body-hugging clothes that her sister wore. Now there was no chance of that. Rachel went back to the bedroom, took

  off her underwear and slipped into white cotton pyjamas. And when the baby was born next December, money would be too tight for her to join anything more adventurous than Weight-Watchers.




  She was about to climb into bed when Gary appeared in the doorway. ‘I’ve put out the bins,’ he said.




  ‘Oh. Right, thanks.’




  ‘Sorry,’ he said, taking her in his arms. ‘I had a bitch of a day.’




  Rachel thought of the mountain of ironing she had done and the shopping expedition in the lashing rain. ‘That’s okay.’




  He bent his head and kissed her neck, his fingers moving to explore her breasts. ‘Are you very tired?’




  Despite herself, Rachel felt her body respond. ‘Not too tired.’ She closed her eyes as he started to open her pyjamas.




  







  Chapter 2




  Anna rummaged through the rack of clothes, pulling out a short suede skirt to examine it more closely. After a quick glance at the price tag though, she put it back –

  Liam would kill her if she spent any more on clothes. Her Visa bill was up to its limit and she didn’t get paid until the following Thursday. Besides, if they were really going to start a

  family she’d have to be a bit more careful with her cash. Babies were expensive. She still remembered her shock at the final bill in Mothercare the day she went with Rachel to buy only the

  basics. Still, her sister would probably be able to lend her lots of stuff. Her attic was full of old baby toys, clothes and the pretty cot that had been a gift from their parents.




  Walking back out on to the main street in Malahide, Anna psyched herself up to go to the supermarket but it was such a lovely Saturday morning, a walk around the marina was a lot more

  tempting.




  ‘Hey, Anna!’




  She turned to see her sister waving at her from across the road.




  ‘Hi, Rache.’ She crossed the road to join her. ‘How’s it going?’




  ‘Yeah, fine. Where are you off to?’




  Anna sighed. ‘I should be doing the shopping.’




  Rachel smiled. ‘Not in the mood, eh? Tell you what. Let’s treat ourselves to a coffee and a cake. We could go up to Café Provence.’




  ‘Why not? Where’s Gary?’ Anna asked as they headed for the little coffee-shop.




  ‘Golf. Liam?’




  ‘Soccer.’




  The sisters exchanged tolerant smiles.




  ‘How come guys get to amuse themselves on Saturdays and we end up doing all the housework and shopping?’ Anna moaned. ‘Where’s Alex?’




  ‘He’s playing soccer too – now that’s a sight to behold. A gang of five-year-olds chasing a ball around a pitch for an hour, it’s hilarious. I can’t go and

  watch any more because Alex gets very cross when I laugh.’




  As they approached the coffee-shop a couple vacated a table outside and Rachel made a beeline for it.




  ‘I’ll go and get some menus,’ Anna said.




  ‘I don’t need a menu. A large latte and a gooey doughnut for me, please.’ Rachel patted her thickening stomach. Cravings were a great excuse for indulgences.




  Anna went inside and ordered lattes and doughnuts for them both before putting on her dark glasses and returning to sit down opposite her sister. ‘Oh, isn’t it a beautiful morning? I

  wonder what it’s like where Mam and Dad are. I wonder where they are.’




  ‘Pisa,’ Rachel told her. ‘Mam was looking at the tower when she phoned the other day.’




  Anna chuckled. ‘She loves to rub it in, doesn’t she? The last time she called me was from a phonebox just across from the Trevi Fountain. I’ve always wanted to visit Rome ever

  since I saw that film with Audrey Hepburn – you know the one.’




  ‘Roman Holiday, with Gregory Peck?’




  Anna shook her head. ‘No, it wasn’t Gregory Peck, it was Cary Grant.’




  ‘It was Gregory Peck,’ Rachel assured her.




  ‘If you say so.’ Anna pushed her hair back from her face. ‘They certainly seem to be enjoying themselves. You know, when they first told us they were selling up and buying a

  camper van I thought that senility was setting in early.’




  ‘Yeah. I never really saw them as the adventurous sort.’




  ‘You never do think about your parents like that. It’s like trying to imagine them having sex.’ Anna shuddered and then smiled at the startled waitress who was placing their

  order in front of them. ‘Oh thanks, that’s lovely.’




  ‘I wonder where they’re heading to next?’ Rachel stirred sugar into her coffee. ‘I suppose we’ll have to wait until the next postcard arrives. What are they like!

  Wouldn’t you think they’d invest in a mobile?’




  ‘Mam always loved writing,’ Anna said fondly. ‘Don’t you remember when we went to the Irish college in Donegal she used to send us a couple of cards a week?’




  ‘God, I’d forgotten all about that. And she posted a congratulations card to me when I had Alex, even though she visited us in hospital every day.’




  ‘She’s a romantic,’ Anna said. ‘God, I miss them! Wouldn’t it be great to hop on a plane and go out to see them?’




  ‘Why don’t you?’ Rachel’s tone was slightly sharper than she realized. ‘There’s nothing stopping you.’




  Anna cut her doughnut down the middle. ‘No money, and Mark would freak if I took time off. We’re very busy at the moment.’




  ‘Oh, of course, I was forgetting you were an important businesswoman,’ Rachel sniffed.




  ‘Oh Rache, don’t start.’




  ‘Don’t start what?’




  Anna sighed. ‘Having a go. All I said was that I was busy.’




  ‘Aren’t we all? Just because I don’t work doesn’t mean I’m not busy too, you know. You don’t have a life of your own when you have kids. You have to plan,

  plan, plan if you want to do anything or go anywhere.’




  ‘Really?’ Anna sipped her coffee, deciding it was probably best to let her sister have a rant.




  Rachel always went on as if Anna had a great life, as though, because they had no kids, she and Liam could hop on a plane whenever they liked. Mind you, when Liam got promoted they’d

  probably be able to do just that. Except, Anna reminded herself, they could hardly go gadding about if they wanted to have a family. They’d have to start putting some money by.




  Saving had never been a big issue for either of them before. Liam had his pension plan and Anna’s father had made both his daughters take out life and health insurance when they started

  work, but apart from that, they lived from pay cheque to pay cheque. Maybe now they should open a proper savings account.




  ‘Anna?’




  She looked up at her sister. ‘Sorry, I was miles away.’




  ‘I was just asking if you two have made any holiday plans yet.’




  ‘Oh, we’ll probably grab one of those last-minute deals later in the summer. What about you?’




  Rachel sighed. ‘I expect we’ll take a house in Enniscrone for a couple of weeks.’




  ‘That’s nice,’ Anna said, not totally convincingly.




  ‘No, it bloody isn’t! I’ll still be cooking and cleaning, just in a different location. I would really love to go to Portugal or Spain. It would work out just as cheap, and at

  least we’d be guaranteed a bit of sunshine.’




  ‘And Gary’s not keen?’




  ‘No, he hates the sun.’




  ‘That’s a pity.’




  ‘Yeah.’




  An awkward silence descended on them and Anna racked her brains for something to say that might cheer her sister up. ‘I sold a house yesterday,’ she blurted out eventually.




  ‘That’s nice.’




  ‘Yeah, I was thrilled. It was in a bit of a state and Mark had been trying to offload it for months.’




  ‘I should get a job.’ Rachel stared gloomily at the people hurrying past. ‘I miss the buzz of the office. You’ve no idea, Anna, how much easier it is than staying at

  home.’




  ‘I don’t know about that, Rache—’




  ‘I do! Look, I’ve been there, remember? In an office you know your day will end at a set time and that you’ll get a lunch break and a coffee break, and when you go home, your

  time is your own. But it’s completely different when you’re a mother. Sometimes I don’t even get a minute to have a cup of tea, and then there are the broken nights.’




  Anna shot her a look of disbelief. ‘But Alex is at school until one, and you’re not saying he wakes every night, are you?’




  ‘He has nightmares.’ Rachel waved a dismissive hand. ‘And while he’s at school I’m cooking and cleaning. A home doesn’t run itself, you know.’




  ‘I do know that,’ Anna said. ‘I have to do it all when I get home in the evening.’




  Rachel gave her a hard smile. ‘Ah well, you’re quite the wonder woman, aren’t you?’




  Anna put down her cup. ‘Oh, for God’s sake! I think I’d better go and do that shopping.’




  Rachel immediately stood up. ‘I need to make a move anyway.’




  ‘I’ll see you, so.’




  ‘When?’ Rachel demanded. ‘What about tomorrow? Alex hasn’t seen you for ages.’




  ‘Oh, we can’t, Rache – sorry. We’re meeting Helen and Tom for a game of tennis and then we’ll probably go for a late lunch.’




  Rachel’s smile became even more like a grimace. ‘Oh, well, drop in sometime when your busy schedule allows.’ She leaned over to brush her cheek against her sister’s.

  ‘Bye.’




  Anna groaned as she watched her march off towards the car park. Why was it that she always seemed to be in her little sister’s bad books? Nothing she said ever seemed to please Rachel,

  Anna thought as she headed back towards the supermarket. And it wasn’t as if she deliberately tried to antagonize or bait her sister. But Rachel seemed to resent her and was always making

  smart comments about Anna’s job or lifestyle.




  Anna went into the shop, grabbed a basket and wandered down an aisle flinging pre-packed vegetables into it. She felt really bad about turning down Rachel’s invitation, although it had

  been more of a command! But, honestly, what was she supposed to do? Liam had made the arrangements with Helen and Tom ages ago. Anna opened a fridge door and rooted around the ready meals. Rachel

  could be damn irritating at times and today was definitely one of them. They were sisters, for God’s sake, and with Mam and Dad away they only had each other.




  Anna missed the old times. She and Rache used to be so close. Yes, there had been rows, plenty of them, but that was normal. It was especially bad once Anna left school and started working.

  Rachel developed a nasty habit of sneaking into her room to nick make-up, clothes and shoes – the ultimate sin in Anna’s eyes. From an early age she’d always had a thing about

  shoes and once she’d started work, she’d spent every spare penny she had on them. Though usually quite easygoing, Anna would fight like a cat if Rachel took them without asking.

  Inevitably they would be returned dirty or, worse, scratched. Bridie, their mother, would have to intervene and Anna would usually forgive her sister in exchange for one of Rachel’s

  hair-do’s.




  Rachel had a talent for creating elaborate hairstyles and had infinite patience, taking time and care as she piled Anna’s auburn tresses high on her head. She would never let Anna look at

  her reflection until she’d finished, at which stage her sister would stare in amazement at the sophisticated stranger in the mirror.




  It was Rachel who had done her hair the first time she met Liam. She had been an old married woman by then but agreed to call over to the house to do Anna’s hair because she’d been

  invited to a charity Christmas ball.




  ‘Everyone who’s anyone goes to this ball,’ Rachel had told her big sister. ‘You have to look your best.’




  Anna had been invited by a guy she’d just met. She hadn’t really liked Baz and had no intention of seeing him again, but she couldn’t resist the thought of going to a ball. She

  spent hours getting ready, with Bridie and Rachel’s help, and was very pleased with the result.




  The long black dress she’d bought for the occasion was a sleek and figure-hugging number with a plunging neckline. With her hair piled on the top of her head, tiny ringlets framing her

  face and the pearls her mother had lent her, she didn’t look too bad at all.




  ‘Gorgeous,’ her mother had pronounced with tears in her eyes.




  ‘You’ll knock ’em dead!’ Rachel had agreed.




  The two women had stood at the hall door, waving as she and Baz had sped off in a taxi.




  Anna had been a bit disappointed in Baz on their second meeting. He’d looked a lot better the night they met. Having said that, the club had been dimly lit and she’d had one too many

  glasses of cheap champagne. Still, despite his pallor and his bulging watery blue eyes, he looked quite nice in his black tux. Anna loved men in dresswear. Even the wimpiest guy could manage to

  look like James Bond in a dinner jacket. She was determined to make the best of the night and enjoy herself.




  It didn’t take her long to realize that this would be next to impossible. Without even introducing her to anyone, Baz had left her at their table and disappeared to the bar. Anna made the

  best of it and chatted to a couple of the other women. They were halfway through the starter before Baz finally returned, rather the worse for wear and without a drink for Anna. Ignoring her

  reproachful look, he proceeded to slag off the food, the band and then he’d launched into a series of filthy jokes. By the time Baz had knocked a full pint of lager over the woman on his

  right, Liam, who was sitting across from them, had had enough. Jumping to his feet, he’d strong-armed a somewhat bewildered Baz out of the room and handed him over to a bouncer, who promptly

  threw him out.




  When Liam returned, he crouched down beside Anna to tell her what had happened.




  ‘I’m sorry if I’ve ruined your night, but your boyfriend was way out of order.’




  ‘He’s not my boyfriend!’ Anna protested, ‘I only met him last weekend. God, what a prat! Thanks for getting rid of him, I appreciate it.’ She looked at him from

  under her lashes, thinking he was even better-looking close up. ‘Please, let me buy you and your girlfriend a drink.’




  Liam grinned at her. ‘She’s not my girlfriend. Her fiancé’s down with the flu and she asked me if I’d like to come along instead.’




  ‘I’m very glad you did.’




  Liam’s eyes twinkled back at her. ‘I’m quite glad I did too.’




  And that had been that. Anna had known within weeks that Liam was the man for her and the following Christmas, they got engaged. Rachel, who was eight months’ pregnant at the time, had

  pestered her sister not to get married for at least six months, to give her time to have her baby and get her figure back. Anna and Liam had agreed to marry in August and although Rachel still

  hadn’t been as skinny as she would have liked, they’d all had a wonderful day.




  Anna continued to daydream as she stood in the long line at the checkout. She and Liam had double-dated with Gary and Rachel a lot at the beginning, although it was clear to

  Anna that Liam and Gary had little in common. Though Gary was the same age as Anna, he’d always behaved like a much older man. He was very involved in his career, followed the stock markets

  avidly and liked to discuss politics. He was amazingly proud of his home and its location, being in one of the more up-market parts of Malahide.




  Liam, by contrast, was laid back and always up for a laugh; he never talked about his job or how well he was doing. He didn’t seem to have a problem with Gary, but at the same time, he was

  never exactly relaxed in his company either. Still, as a foursome, they’d always had a good laugh. In fact, it was only in the last couple of years that the socializing had pretty much ground

  to a halt. Why or who was at fault, Anna really didn’t know. She didn’t think she or Liam had changed that much. She’d have to ask Jill what she thought.




  As best friend to both sisters, their cousin Jill knew everything there was to know about the Gallagher sisters. At twenty-nine, Jill Clarke was two years younger than Anna and a year older than

  Rachel. Living around the corner from the Gallagher family home, she had grown up with them, fought, cried and laughed with them. She had always been the peacemaker in the sense that she could

  usually make both sisters see the funny side of even the most explosive situations. It was Jill who’d stepped in when Anna broke the head off Rachel’s Barbie doll. Jill, who’d

  comforted both girls when their beloved dog, Homer, died. And Jill who’d stopped Anna killing Rachel the day that Rachel dyed her sister’s hair orange instead of the platinum blonde

  she’d promised.




  Now, as a high-flying advertising executive based in the centre of Dublin, Jill was still very much a part of their lives, although, Anna realized as she walked back to the car, Jill usually met

  the sisters separately now. When the threesomes had stopped, Anna couldn’t quite remember. Feeling decidedly fed-up, Anna dumped her shopping in the boot of the car and went home to tackle

  the ironing.




  Bloody cheek! Rachel fumed as she shoved the hoover around the living room. Her dear sister had as good as said that she did the same amount of housework and held down

  a job too. Well, that was just typical! Anna completely underestimated how hard it was, raising a child. Anyway, Anna wasn’t as fussy about cleaning as she was. Rachel had always been the one

  to clean their room when they were growing up. Anna’s idea of cleaning was to cram her clothes into the wardrobe, straighten the bed and give the room a quick hoover.




  Rachel gave a snort of indignation as she hoovered the cobwebs from the ceiling. ‘I bet Anna never thinks of hoovering up here!’ she muttered. It was easy for her sister to

  criticize. She was married to a great guy, working in a job she loved and still blessed with the same figure she’d had at twenty. Unlike Rachel who was overweight already and now, with the

  pregnancy, it would only be a matter of weeks before she started to balloon. Still, when she’d been pregnant with Alex, Gary had treated her like a china doll. It would be nice if he did that

  again. She could do with some pampering.




  Rachel had decided that she would tell him tonight. She’d organized a babysitter for Alex and booked a table at Gary’s favourite Chinese restaurant. They could both do with a night

  out together. Maybe away from Alex, the television and Gary’s damn laptop, they’d actually be able to behave like a normal couple.




  She was just putting the hoover away when she heard Gary’s key in the door and Alex came racing in.




  ‘Hi, Mum, I scored a goal! What’s for lunch? Can I have a biscuit while I’m waiting?’




  Rachel pulled her scruffy son into her arms for a hug. ‘I’ll make you a sandwich and you can have yoghurt. No biscuits until after your lunch. So tell me about this goal.’ She

  listened to Alex chatter nineteen-to-the-dozen as she made his sandwich, smiling briefly at Gary who’d joined them in the kitchen and was standing at the worktop reading the paper and

  drinking a beer.




  ‘Good game?’ Rachel asked him when she’d settled her son to eat at the kitchen table.




  ‘Not bad,’ Gary murmured without looking up.




  ‘I met Anna in the village this morning.’




  ‘Oh yeah?’




  ‘I asked her over tomorrow but of course it was too short notice for her. They’re playing tennis.’




  ‘I don’t know why you invite Anna over at all. Any time she’s here you just snipe at her.’




  ‘I do not!’ Rachel protested, feeling her cheeks grow hot. Turning away from him she bustled around the kitchen, tidying and wiping down surfaces. How could he say that? She

  wasn’t the sort to snipe. Sure, she and Anna had their moments but then didn’t all sisters? Still, Gary was an only child and didn’t understand the way families worked. You said

  things to brothers and sisters that you would never say to strangers, and you did it because you knew you would get away with it. Forgiveness was not asked for nor given; it was assumed.

  Idiosyncrasies were accepted, faults excused; it was all a part of being a family.




  For the first time Rachel felt real happiness at the idea of the life growing within her. It would be good for Alex to have a sibling. And Gary would be very happy when he knew. She turned to

  face him. ‘We’re going out tonight!’ she announced brightly.




  Gary looked up, a frown on his face. ‘Out? Where?’




  ‘The Chinese. I’ve booked a table and a babysitter. I thought it would be a nice treat for us.’




  ‘Oh love, I’m really not in the mood and the football is on. You don’t mind, do you?’




  Rachel forced a smile. ‘No, of course not, it was just an idea.’




  ‘Let’s get some takeaway instead and I’ll open a nice bottle of wine.’




  ‘Yeah, sounds good,’ Rachel murmured.




  







  Chapter 3




  ‘Game, set and match!’ Liam dropped a kiss on Anna’s cheek before bending to pick up the water bottle.




  ‘Good game.’ Helen joined them, mopping her brow with her towel. ‘God, it’s hot. I’m about ready for a nice cold spritzer.’




  ‘Meet you up at the bar,’ Tom told his wife. ‘And don’t hang around talking, I’ve booked Cruzzo’s for two o’clock.’




  Helen rolled her eyes at Anna. ‘Should I remind him that we’re usually ready first?’




  The two girls headed into the changing rooms and quickly showered and dressed. ‘Are you two in a rush today or can we have a nice leisurely lunch?’ Helen asked as she combed her damp

  hair.




  ‘Reasonably leisurely.’ Anna made a face. ‘I’d like to drop over to Rachel’s later. She was only saying yesterday that it’s ages since we’ve seen

  Alex.’




  ‘Well, you can drop by straight after lunch and everyone will be happy.’




  ‘I should make Liam drive,’ Anna laughed. ‘If he has a couple of beers with lunch he’ll nod off as soon as he hits the sofa and Rachel will be disgusted with

  him.’




  ‘That sounds good to me. They can drive and you and I can share a nice bottle of wine. We’re going to my darling mother-in-law’s for tea so I could do with a drink!’




  ‘What’s she done now?’ Helen was constantly giving out about Tom’s mother and Anna loved to hear her friend’s tales of woe. Although the woman couldn’t be as

  bad as all that because though Helen seemed completely frustrated with her, her stories were usually tinged with grudging affection.




  ‘She’s only told Tom she’ll do all his ironing for him while I’m away next week.’




  ‘Oh, that’s right – you’re off to Cork, aren’t you?’




  ‘Yeah, lots of raw young things need computer training so muggins got the job. Still, I love Cork and with a bit of luck I should have time for some shopping. Anyway, I thought the break

  would do Tom good. You know what a lazy lout he is. A week alone would make him realize exactly how much work I do in the house. But now, his beloved mother is going to do the ironing and,

  don’t you know, he’ll be eating there most nights. So instead of appreciating me more when I get back he’ll probably be telling me how well his mother irons his shirts and what a

  great casserole she makes.’ Helen shook her head in disgust.




  ‘Irish mothers have a lot to answer for when it comes to sons,’ Anna agreed. ‘Liam was totally spoiled. Do you know, he didn’t even know how to work the washing-machine

  in his mother’s house?’




  ‘Ha! Tom still doesn’t know how to work ours – or he claims he doesn’t – and we’ve been together eight years! I’m as bad as his mother. I’m way

  too soft on him.’




  ‘Next time you’re going out of town, plan it for when his folks are away too,’ Anna advised.




  Helen paused, her lipstick halfway to her mouth, and stared at her friend in the mirror. ‘What an excellent idea!’




  Anna laughed. ‘Just don’t tell Tom it was mine.’




  Helen was still smiling as they joined the men in the bar.




  ‘What are you looking so smug about?’ Tom asked.




  ‘Oh, nothing, dear. Now, gentlemen, that’s your first and last beer,’ she added, eyeing the glasses in their hands. ‘It’s your turn to drive.’




  ‘Probably just as well,’ Liam agreed. ‘I have to write a report when I get home.’




  Anna looked at him in dismay. ‘Oh Liam, it’s Sunday. Can’t it wait?’




  He shook his head. ‘I need to have it ready for tomorrow.’




  ‘But I thought we’d drop by Rachel’s later.’




  Liam looked confused. ‘But you told me that you’d told her we couldn’t make it.’




  ‘Yeah, I did, but, well, we could just drop in for an hour.’




  ‘I can’t keep up with you,’ Liam said with a long-suffering look at Tom. ‘One minute you’re giving out about her, the next you want to go visit her!’




  ‘I didn’t give out about her,’ Anna protested. ‘Don’t exaggerate.’




  Liam shook his head and then drained his bottle. ‘We’d better get to the restaurant, people. Come on.’




  Nearly two hours later, feeling rather mellow after the wine, Anna sank back into the passenger seat and closed her eyes.




  ‘Still want to go to Rachel’s?’ Liam asked as he pulled out of the car park.




  Anna’s eyes flew open and she turned her head to look at him. ‘Would you mind? We won’t stay long, I promise.’




  ‘No problem.’




  ‘Thanks, sweetheart.’ Anna put her hand on his thigh and closed her eyes again. It seemed only moments later when she heard Liam calling her.




  ‘Anna, we’re here.’




  Straightening up in the seat, Anna flicked down the sun visor and checked her appearance in the mirror. Apart from being slightly flushed after her doze, she looked okay. Not that it mattered.

  After the usual wrestle with Alex she’d soon be looking dishevelled anyway.




  It was Gary who opened the door, quickly hiding his surprise behind a smile. ‘Anna, Liam! Come in – great to see you!’




  ‘We’re not staying long,’ Anna said, exchanging kisses with her brother-in-law. ‘Just dropped in to say hi.’




  ‘Anna! Anna!’ A little figure came hurtling down the hall and threw himself into her arms.




  Anna grabbed the banisters to steady herself. ‘Hey, big guy, how are you?’




  ‘Fine. Have you brought me something?’




  ‘Alex!’




  The child froze as his mother came into the hall and gave him a stern look.




  ‘Sorry.’




  ‘That’s okay, darling. I brought you some sweets.’




  ‘Thanks!’ Alex threw a triumphant look over his shoulder at his mother.




  ‘How was the tennis?’ Rachel asked coolly after kissing Liam and brushing her cheek against Anna’s.




  ‘Excellent,’ Liam said as Gary led the way to the kitchen and handed him a beer.




  ‘You won then,’ Gary laughed. ‘Some wine, Anna?’




  ‘Just a small one. Liam, should you really be drinking that?’ Anna looked at the bottle, eyebrows raised.




  ‘We only have to go a couple of miles down the road,’ he groaned. ‘I’ve eaten a huge meal since the last beer and that was three hours ago!’




  ‘Can I have a Coke?’ Alex asked, hopping around the kitchen on one foot.




  ‘Yes,’ said Gary.




  ‘No,’ said Rachel at the same time. ‘He’s already had one can, Gary. You know what he’ll be like if he has another.’




  Alex’s face fell but Liam gave him a gentle punch. ‘Come on, you want to be a great footballer, don’t you? All the best sportsmen drink water. They wouldn’t touch that

  stuff.’




  Rachel shot him a grateful smile. He was such a sensible man and would make a great father one day.




  Alex happily accepted the glass of water from his father and returned to Liam’s side. ‘Will you play football with me?’




  ‘Leave him alone, Alex,’ Gary said.




  ‘That’s okay, Gary. Let me finish my beer, Alex, and I’ll give you a quick game.’




  ‘Deadly!’ Alex drained his glass and hurried off to get his football boots on.




  ‘He’s getting so tall,’ Anna murmured to her sister with an affectionate smile.




  ‘Can’t keep him in clothes,’ Rachel said gruffly, ‘and his feet have gone up a size in a month. You wouldn’t believe the price of children’s shoes, Anna.

  It’s such a rip-off.’




  ‘You should ask Mam to get some for you. Shoes are usually a lot cheaper on the continent.’




  ‘That’s not a bad idea,’ Rachel mused. ‘I’ll mention it to her the next time she phones.’




  Rachel poured herself a glass of water as she spoke and for the first time Anna noticed how peaky her sister was looking. The men were engrossed in a discussion about last night’s football

  so Anna suggested they go out and sit in the garden.




  ‘Are you okay?’ she asked when they were alone on the patio.




  ‘Sure, why do you ask?’ Rachel looked wary.




  Anna shrugged. ‘You just seem a bit down and you’re very pale.’




  ‘I’m pregnant,’ Rachel blurted out.




  ‘That’s wonderful!’ Anna threw her arms around her sister and hugged her.




  ‘Shush.’ Rachel extricated herself and looked anxiously towards the kitchen window. ‘Gary doesn’t know yet.’




  ‘Why ever not?’




  Rachel led Anna down the garden, pausing beside the pink rosebush. ‘I just haven’t found the right moment.’




  Anna looked at her, mystified. She knew that if she were pregnant she’d be shouting it from the rooftops. As for Liam, he would have been sitting there by her side waiting for that

  oh-so-important blue line to appear on the testing stick. ‘How far gone are you?’




  ‘Seven, maybe eight weeks.’




  ‘Nearly two months!’ Anna exclaimed and then clutched her side as her sister gave her a sharp dig. ‘Sorry, but you really have to tell him.’




  ‘Shush, they’re coming.’ Rachel started back to the house as the men emerged with Alex running ahead bouncing the ball.




  ‘Rachel.’ Anna hurried after her.




  ‘Not now,’ Rachel said through gritted teeth. ‘Alex, come here and let me tie your lace before you break your neck.’




  Alex stood impatiently while Rachel crouched over his boot. ‘Watch me, Anna, I’m going to win!’




  ‘I don’t doubt it.’ Anna smiled at him and sank on to a sunlounger. ‘Come and sit down, Rachel.’




  ‘I’ll join you in a minute,’ her sister said, not looking at her and heading back inside.




  When Liam and Alex began their game, Gary came over to sit next to Anna.




  ‘How’s business?’ she asked.




  ‘Busy as always. Everyone wants to build a conservatory when the weather gets nice. How about you? How’s the hectic world of property?’




  ‘Hectic,’ she joked, ‘but I love it. Though I must say, you meet a lot of strange people.’




  ‘And see some very weird homes, no doubt.’




  Anna wrinkled her nose. ‘Some very dirty, smelly houses. You wouldn’t believe how some people live.’




  ‘Oh, I would! You see a lot in the windows game as well, believe me. You should go to my mate Dan’s house. That man doesn’t even know what colour his carpet is!’




  Anna grinned. ‘I seem to remember Rachel mentioning him. He’s the guy who has a library of porn in his loo, isn’t he?’




  ‘That’s the one. Maybe we should fix him up with Jill.’




  Anna looked at him, horrified. ‘How could you even think of doing such a thing?’




  ‘Well, it would be nice to see her settle down with someone. It’s quite sad that she’s still on her own.’




  Anna spluttered on her wine. ‘God, you’re such a chauvinist! She doesn’t need a man to be happy, you know.’




  He rolled his eyes. ‘You are so like your sister. All I’m saying is that she’s a great girl and any man would be lucky to have her. What’s so wrong with that?’




  ‘Nothing, I suppose. Actually, she is seeing someone at the moment.’




  ‘Oh, yes? What’s wrong with this one?’




  Anna’s smile was rueful. It was a given that if Jill was dating someone, there would turn out to be something wrong with him. Liam said she was too choosy but Anna thought her cousin was

  afraid of commitment. Anytime a relationship lasted more than a couple of months, Jill started to find fault. With Stan, the last guy, it had been his feet. Despite showering every day, Jill

  maintained his feet smelled. Anna pointed out that this hadn’t seemed to bother her for the first six weeks that they were together, but Jill had dismissed this.




  ‘I can’t live with a man with smelly feet,’ she had said with finality.




  ‘You’re not living with him,’ Anna objected but Jill had made up her mind, and Stan and his feet got the elbow a week later.




  ‘She hasn’t found anything wrong with him – yet,’ Anna said now to Gary. ‘You never know, maybe this is it. She seems very happy. Oh, great goal, Alex!’ She

  cheered as her nephew fired the ball between the two plants that were acting as goalposts. ‘He’s such a lovely kid,’ she murmured to Gary.




  ‘He has his moments,’ Gary replied, but there was pride in his eyes as he watched his son.




  Anna glanced over her shoulder. ‘Would you like more kids?’ she asked quietly, knowing that her sister would throttle her if she overheard.




  He shrugged. ‘I suppose so, though I don’t know if Rachel would agree.’




  Before Anna could ask what he meant, Rachel appeared at the kitchen door. ‘Come on in, Anna, I’ve made some tea. Alex, time for a break.’




  ‘Ah, Mum!’ Alex moaned.




  Liam patted his shoulder. ‘It’s okay, big guy, we’ll play again after tea.’




  Mollified, Alex charged over to his mother. ‘Can I have some cake?’




  ‘Sure.’ She tousled his hair and smiled at Anna. ‘It’s Madeira.’




  Anna stood up and followed them inside. ‘My favourite. Do you know, your granny makes the best Madeira cake in all of Ireland?’ she told her nephew as they sat down at the large

  kitchen table.




  ‘It’s her recipe I use,’ Rachel told her. ‘Hands,’ she said to her son and with a sigh, Alex climbed back down and went into the loo to wash them. ‘Please

  don’t say anything, Anna,’ Rachel whispered when he was gone.




  ‘Of course I won’t but I really think you should—’




  ‘Should what?’ Gary asked, as he and Liam walked in.




  ‘Come down to the spa in Wicklow with me some weekend,’ Anna said hastily. ‘The break would do her the world of good.’




  Rachel stared at her, amazed at the sudden shift in subject. ‘It would cost a fortune,’ she said automatically.




  ‘It would,’ Liam agreed with a confused glance at his wife.




  Anna reddened. They’d only been talking earlier about cutting down on their spending so that they could afford all the necessities that came with babies. ‘Just a thought,’ she

  mumbled with an apologetic smile.




  They got up to leave after the second half of the football game – Alex won – and in the hallway Anna turned to her sister and hugged her tightly. ‘Take care

  of yourself.’




  ‘Yeah, you too.’ Rachel smiled briefly. ‘If you see Jill, ask her to call me.’




  ‘Will do.’




  ‘Bye, Rachel.’ Liam kissed his sister-in-law and then grabbed Alex in a rugby tackle.




  ‘Aargh, leave me alone,’ Alex shrieked, giggling in delight. ‘Will you come again soon?’ he asked, when Liam finally put him down and they moved out to the car.




  ‘You come around and see us,’ Anna said, immediately feeling a pang of guilt. ‘I’ll call your mum and arrange it.’




  ‘When? Tomorrow?’




  ‘You have school tomorrow,’ Rachel reminded him, ‘and Anna has to work.’




  ‘So, when?’ he persisted.




  ‘How about next weekend?’




  ‘Really?’ Alex lit up.




  ‘You bet,’ Anna said, dropping a kiss on the tip of his nose.
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