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    Chapter One




    7.55 a.m., Friday, 26th June, 2009




    ‘That’s so sad, isn’t it?’ Molly was crouched over the steering wheel, gazing absently at the lines of traffic in front of her.




    Declan chewed on a nail and continued to stare out the passenger window. ‘What?’




    ‘Michael Jackson, he’s dead, haven’t you been listening?’




    ‘No, I’ve been too busy wondering if I’m going to make my flight. I told you not to come this way, there’s always a tailback.’




    Molly was unperturbed by his grumpiness; Declan always got worked up when he was travelling. She put a placating hand on his thigh. ‘I’ll get you there.’ Her thoughts returned to the deceased singer. ‘You know, I’ll never forget the first time I saw the Thriller video. It was at Clodagh Reilly’s eighth birthday party, and I cried so much her dad had to take me home.’




    Declan checked his watch. ‘Don’t bother looking for parking, just drop me at the entrance.’




    ‘But I want to come in—’




    ‘There’s no point, Moll, I’ll be going straight through. It takes forever to get through security these days and it will be even worse at this hour of the morning.’




    ‘I’ll go into the car park, and if I can’t find a spot on the departures level, I’ll drop you; fair enough?’ He gave a reluctant nod. The lights changed and the traffic moved off slowly. Molly suppressed a grin as Declan sat forward as if willing the cars in front to move faster. ‘Do you have your phone?’




    He patted the pocket of his new grey suit. ‘Yes.’




    ‘Driver’s licence?’




    He shook his head. ‘I brought my passport, just in case.’




    This time Molly couldn’t prevent herself from smiling. It had been years since a passport was necessary when travelling between Ireland and the UK, but Declan still couldn’t bear to travel without it. ‘What about credit cards, sterling and have you got a copy of your CV?’




    ‘Check, check and check.’ He sighed.




    She patted his leg. ‘Stop worrying, they’ll love you.’




    He grasped her hand tightly in his and gave a reluctant smile. ‘You’re biased.’




    ‘True, but I’m also right. Anyway, it wouldn’t be the end of the world if you didn’t get this job with Enco; you’re doing okay in Kelleher’s.’




    ‘Kelleher’s is struggling,’ he reminded her. ‘They could go under tomorrow, for all we know.’




    ‘As could Enco.’




    He shook his head. ‘Well, thanks for those encouraging words, Moll.’




    ‘Sorry.’ She grinned and drove through an orange light and turned left into Dublin airport.




    ‘Don’t forget you have to go and pay those bills.’




    ‘I have them in my bag; I’ll go to the bank in the airport after you’ve gone through.’ Molly pulled into the short-term car park and drove up to the departures level, slamming on the brakes when she saw a large BMW reverse out of a parking spot. ‘Excellent!’




    Declan was out of the car before she’d even turned off the engine and she hurried after him. ‘Boarding pass?’




    He opened his jacket and checked his inside pocket. ‘Yeah.’




    ‘And you’re on the six o’clock flight home?’




    He nodded.




    ‘I’ll be waiting,’ she promised, almost trotting now to keep up with his long, purposeful stride. ‘Then we could go for a bite to eat.’




    ‘I don’t know, Molly, I’ll probably be exhausted.’




    ‘We’ll play it by ear. If you’re too tired, we can always pick up a takeaway instead.’




    They reached the gate and Declan pecked her on the cheek, then turned to go.




    ‘Remember, Declan,’ she called after him, ‘they’d be damn lucky to get you.’




    He stopped and turned around slowly. ‘Did you really cry at Thriller?’ he asked, his eyes softening.




    She held out her hands. ‘Hey, I was only eight!’




    He came back and pulled her into his arms. ‘I don’t deserve you,’ he murmured against her ear.




    ‘True.’ She smiled and breathed in the fresh scent of shampoo, mingled with cologne.




    ‘Sorry I’ve been so moody, it’s just I really want this job—’




    ‘I know, and I hope you get it.’




    He kissed her slowly and then smiled. ‘See you tonight.’




    Molly watched until he’d disappeared from view and then, still smiling and savouring his kiss, made her way to the escalator down to the arrivals area. It was packed as usual, and it took her a good five minutes to fight her way down to the bank. There were three people queuing and, with a resigned sigh, she got in line. A loud laugh made her turn around and she smiled as a group of young men in blazers tossed a rugby ball around between them. They looked to be in their mid-twenties and seemed vibrant, fit and carefree, and very easy on the eye. As she watched, they were joined by a slightly older man who clapped his hands for their attention and spoke to them in rapid, fluent French. As they tucked the ball away and started to gather their belongings, their minder looked around to check the departures board above Molly’s head and their eyes met. Molly froze.




    ‘Next, please.’




    Molly turned to see the clerk gesturing impatiently and she hurried to the counter, handed over her card and forms, and as the girl studied them, she turned back to look for him, but he had disappeared into the crowd.




    ‘Could you enter your pin number, please?’ the clerk said.




    ‘Oh, yes, sorry.’ Quickly, Molly finished her business and walked back through the arrivals hall, scanning the crowds around her, but he was nowhere in sight. Not knowing whether to feel relieved or disappointed, Molly left the airport, got into her car and drove home in a daze.




    Luke Fortune. She hadn’t seen him in almost twelve years. It was hard to believe it was that long. For the two years preceding that, he and Ruth had been her life, and then they were gone, leaving a gaping hole that Molly didn’t think she’d ever be able to fill. But, as her mother had said, time heals. Except that was crap. Time didn’t heal. You just discovered reasons to go on, found ways to cope, crawled your way through each minute, waded through each day, dragged yourself through one week and then the next and then the next. Molly had thrown herself into her studies and that had got her through the first few years – she had abandoned the plan to train as a doctor and instead switched to psychology. And now she had her work and she had Declan and life was normal again. Time didn’t heal. It just made you realize that you were not in control; that you had to accept that sometimes, things happen.




    Ignoring the post on the hall table, the laundry basket waiting by the washing machine and the cereal bowls in the sink, Molly made herself a coffee and sat staring out at her bland matchbox garden and drifted back in time; sweet and bitter memories intermingled. Luke was more solid now than he had been as a teenager. His dark hair was cut shorter and he seemed more reserved, but then that was hardly surprising. But his eyes were as blue and clear as ever and she smiled as she thought of the slightly crooked nose and how he’d broken it playing in the under-eighteens’ final, refusing point-blank to go off. He’d scored the winning try and been carried off the pitch on the shoulders of his team-mates. Molly had been so proud of him that day. Proud of his skill, his courage and so proud that she, Molly Jackson, was his girlfriend.




    Luke probably would never have even noticed her if she hadn’t been his twin sister’s best friend. Of course Molly had a crush on Luke Fortune from the moment she’d set eyes on him, but then so had most of the other girls in their school. Not only was he a skilled sportsman and very attractive, he was surprisingly modest, even shy. It had never occurred to Molly that he would reciprocate her feelings. He was always friendly and nice, but she’d thought that was for Ruth’s sake. It was a shock when he came over to her at the school disco on the night of her sixteenth birthday and asked her to dance. And that was that. For the first time in her life, Molly had a boyfriend.




    Molly chuckled as she remembered how awe-struck she’d been that first night as they lurched around the dance floor. Even now, she wasn’t too sure what he’d seen in her. She’d had a mane of unruly hair, mud-coloured eyes and her chest, sadly, wasn’t developing at the rate Ruth’s was. But Luke didn’t seem to mind. In fact, he was always telling her she was gorgeous.




    They started dating, which, at that age, basically involved meeting after school and walking home together, usually with Ruth and whoever she was seeing at the time – there was usually some lovestruck boy in tow. Molly’s mum and dad loved the effervescent Ruth and welcomed her brother into the Jackson home with the same enthusiasm. And Molly’s little brother, Rory, an avid rugby fan, had treated Luke like some kind of deity. It was the happiest Molly had ever been. But only two years later—




    The phone rang, making her jump. She reached across to pick it up. ‘Hello?’




    ‘Molly? Where are you, what are you doing?’




    Molly sighed at the cross tone of her older sister. ‘At home having a coffee, why?’




    ‘You’re supposed to be here, remember? Orla’s waiting.’




    ‘Oh, shit! I’m so sorry, I completely forgot.’




    ‘Just get a move on. Orla has another appointment at eleven.’




    ‘I will, please tell her I’m sorry. I’ll be as quick as I can.’ Molly hung up, grabbed her bag and ran back out to Declan’s car. She didn’t usually drive, preferring to cycle the twenty-minute journey to her sister’s home in the leafy suburbs of Clontarf, but she didn’t have that luxury today. Laura reminded Molly at every opportunity that she was very lucky that Orla Keane, one of Dublin’s top dressmakers, had deigned to make Molly’s wedding and bridesmaids’ dresses. It had been Laura’s idea to ask Orla to make the dresses and Molly, appalled at the meringue-style gowns she’d seen so far, had happily agreed. She had felt a little intimidated initially, as Laura talked of this woman in almost reverential tones, but Orla turned out to be a lovely person and seemed to understand immediately what Molly wanted. From that moment, Laura had practically taken over all the wedding arrangements.




    ‘Don’t you mind?’ Molly’s best friend Ellen had murmured one evening when Laura had taken the table plan from Molly and started to rearrange it.




    Molly had shrugged. ‘She enjoys it and she’s a lot better at it than I am.’ And so when Laura had told her about a wonderful baker who made the most amazing wedding cakes and the photographer who was a true artist and the only one worth using and took her to the exclusive manor house thirty miles outside of Dublin, Molly found herself going along with all of her sister’s suggestions. Declan was simply relieved that he wasn’t expected to get involved. Other than the cars and the suits, he didn’t have a thing to do and, even then, Laura had furnished him with a list of suitable companies to contact.




    It took only ten minutes for Molly to get from her minuscule garden flat in Sandymount to Laura and Robert’s spacious, detached home in the leafy cul-de-sac in Clontarf. The electric gates were already open and Molly could imagine her sister pacing her chic, immaculate living room and watching the driveway, whilst apologizing to Orla for her sister’s absent-mindedness. Molly parked between Orla’s van and Ellen’s Mini, and hurried past Laura’s shiny black 4×4. ‘Sorry,’ she said as Laura opened the door.




    ‘It’s okay, we started without you,’ Laura replied, a martyred look on her face. ‘Ellen’s having her fitting first, though how Orla can work around that bump is beyond me.’




    Molly followed her into the living room and smiled at the sight of her hugely pregnant friend draped in aubergine silk. Orla was sitting on her heels, glasses on her nose and with a mouthful of pins. ‘I’m so sorry, Orla, I lost track of time. Hi, Ellen.’




    Orla waved and continued pinning while Ellen winked at her. ‘We may need more material,’ she joked, patting her bump.




    ‘By the wedding day you’ll be a tiny little thing again,’ Molly said and gratefully accepted the mug of coffee her sister handed her.




    ‘If I’m not, you must find someone else. It would be a shame to waste this dress.’




    Molly shook her head and smiled. ‘You’re the only one I want and I don’t care what you wear.’




    Orla stood up and took the pins from her mouth. ‘Don’t worry, it will be fine. The empire line will hide a multitude, and I’ve left plenty of material around the bust line. Just get the best bra you can; you should get measured up about two weeks before you’re due.’




    ‘Are you going to breastfeed, Ellen?’ Laura swivelled questioning eyes on her. ‘Because if you are, you must wear breast pads. You don’t want to leak at the altar.’




    Ellen groaned. ‘Oh, God, I hadn’t even thought about that.’




    Molly shot her sister a reproachful look. ‘It’s only a dress. Your little baby is a lot more important, Ellen.’




    ‘Quite right, and there are ways of dealing with these things,’ Orla grinned. ‘I’ve had plenty of brides with leaky boobs.’ She carefully lifted the dress over Ellen’s head and laid it across the sofa. ‘Okay, Laura, your turn.’




    Laura took the dress and went into the next room to change.




    ‘Excuse me a sec, I just need to make a call,’ Orla said, and went into the hall.




    ‘So what kept you?’ Ellen asked when they were alone. ‘Were you delayed at the airport?’




    ‘No. Well, sort of . . .’ Molly trailed off as she thought about Luke. Was he thinking about her too, she wondered, or had he not given her a second thought? Perhaps he hadn’t recognized her. She’d changed a bit since the last time he’d seen her. No more teenage acne, no braces, and her brown hair was a shorter, shinier bob and her boobs had grown—




    ‘Molly?’




    ‘Sorry?’ She looked up to find Ellen watching her curiously.




    ‘You were miles away. Is there something wrong?’




    ‘No, not really, it’s just—’




    Laura breezed in and did a twirl. ‘Well, what do you think?’




    ‘You look lovely.’ Molly smiled. She and her sister had the same colouring, but Laura was slightly taller and curvier and carried herself with more confidence.




    ‘Stunning,’ Ellen agreed. ‘It’s such a wonderful colour, Molly. It goes with Laura’s dark complexion and my fair one, it was a great choice. If you ever fancy earning an extra few bob, you could turn your hand to fashion.’




    ‘Please!’ Molly burst out laughing.




    ‘Don’t waste your breath, Ellen. My sister has an aversion to getting rich.’




    ‘Money isn’t everything, you know,’ Molly said, hating the defensive note in her voice. ‘I love working for Teenage Kix.’




    ‘You’re a trained psychologist, working as an agony aunt for a crappy magazine.’ Laura gave a frustrated shrug. ‘You could have your own practice by now. I don’t know why you bothered with all that studying if you were going to settle for a dead-end job.’




    Molly was just opening her mouth to reply when Orla arrived back. ‘Sorry about that. Oh, Laura, you look lovely! I just need to adjust that neckline . . .’




    ‘What’s up?’




    Laura had told Molly to take her wilting friend out to the cool conservatory and get her some iced water. Ellen had been telling her some of her ideas for the nursery, but Molly hadn’t heard a word.




    ‘Sorry, Ellen, it must be the weather; I can’t seem to concentrate on anything today.’




    Ellen watched her through narrowed eyes. ‘What’s happened?’




    ‘Nothing.’




    ‘Don’t give me that. You know I can see right through you. Have you had a row with Declan?’




    Molly met her friend’s piercing gaze and shook her head. ‘No, nothing like that. I just saw someone I haven’t seen in years.’




    ‘A man?’




    Molly sighed. ‘My first boyfriend.’




    ‘Oh, wow, that’s amazing.’ Ellen perked up, her weariness forgotten. ‘What’s he like? Has he changed? What did he say?’




    ‘We didn’t talk, I just saw him in the distance.’




    ‘Oh.’ Ellen was disappointed. ‘Did he see you?’




    ‘Yes, though he may not have recognized me without the braces and acne,’ Molly grinned.




    ‘You should have gone over and said hello. Or was he with someone, is that it?’




    ‘He was with a group of guys and I was queuing for the bank. By the time I’d finished, he was gone.’




    ‘Oh, that’s so sad!’




    ‘Molly, your turn,’ Laura called from the other room.




    ‘He’s probably married with a gang of kids,’ Molly said, standing up.




    ‘True.’




    Molly hesitated. ‘Don’t mention it to Laura, will you?’




    Ellen frowned. ‘Okay, but why?’




    Molly shrugged awkwardly. ‘Oh, you know, she’ll just go on and on about it and I’m not in the mood.’




    Ellen nodded in sympathy. ‘No problem. My lips are sealed.’








  



    

       

    




    Chapter Two




    9.15 p.m., Friday 26th June




    Molly smiled across the table at Declan as he talked. ‘They’re such a proactive company, Moll. They’re not panicking about the recession, they’re looking for opportunities and, believe me, there are plenty out there. They’ve hired ten people in the last two months – ten! Everyone else seems to be letting people go. And they really seem to get where I’m coming from.’




    ‘Was everything okay for you?’ A waiter stood over them, gesturing at their empty plates.




    ‘Terrible, take it back,’ Declan said, as he did every time they came here, which wasn’t quite as often as it used to be.




    ‘It was lovely,’ Molly smiled.




    The waiter smiled back. ‘Good. Can I tempt you with dessert? We have a wonderful chocolate cheesecake as our special tonight.’




    Declan sat back in his chair and patted his stomach. ‘Not right away, thanks.’




    ‘That’s fine.’ The waiter poured the last of the wine into Declan’s glass. ‘Just call me when you’re ready.’




    ‘I’m so glad it went well, Declan,’ Molly said when they were alone again.




    ‘It really did. I don’t have the job yet,’ he grinned, ‘but it’s only a matter of time. And then, my darling, we’ll be eating out a lot more and we can buy a big house in Clontarf next to your sister’s.’




    ‘I don’t want to be that near to her.’




    He laughed. ‘Thank God for that.’




    ‘I don’t even want a big house,’ she added, ‘not while it’s just the two of us anyway. But a garden would be nice.’




    ‘And a den with a huge flat-screen TV and a pool table—’




    ‘You can have a pool table, or me, but not both,’ Molly retorted.




    Declan frowned. ‘I’ll have to think about that.’




    ‘Don’t take too long,’ she warned and then yawned.




    ‘What were you up to today that has you tired at nine o’clock?’




    Immediately, Molly thought of Luke, but she quickly pushed him to the back of her mind. ‘I had a dress fitting at Laura’s this morning. Then I went to the supermarket. Then Dad called to tell me he’s taking up salsa-dancing—’




    ‘You’re kidding!’




    Molly shook her head, laughing. ‘Nope. He’s trying to persuade Mum to go with him, but she says she’ll have much more fun at home without him.’




    ‘Sometimes I wonder why your parents have stayed together, they seem to lead totally separate lives and they’re always arguing.’




    Molly looked at him in surprise. ‘They don’t argue, they banter and enjoy every minute of it. Anyway, you and Gareth are always talking about the rows your folks used to have.’




    ‘They were more like battles than rows,’ he admitted.




    ‘But you need to have some kind of spark in a marriage,’ Molly argued, ‘or you’d die of boredom. I mean, look at Laura and Robert. I’ve never heard them argue; in fact, they barely seem to communicate, and have you noticed they’ve started to call each other Mum and Dad?’




    Declan nodded. ‘And Laura talks at him, rather than to him. It’s a bit sad at their age.’




    Molly searched his face, suddenly worried. ‘We won’t end up like that, will we?’




    ‘Course we won’t. When I start to get bored with you, I’ll just find myself a new woman.’




    ‘Would it kill you to say something nice?’ she complained.




    ‘I’m just joking.’




    ‘You’re hilarious. You know, a girl wrote in to me one time to say that her dad was always making fun of her mother, or playing practical jokes on her.’




    ‘Let me guess, she topped herself?’




    ‘Nope. She put arsenic in his mashed potato.’ Molly flashed him an evil grin. ‘So, dessert?’




    ‘Er, no,’ Declan gulped and put a hand to his throat. ‘I don’t fancy it any more for some reason.’




    Molly laughed. ‘Let’s go home.’




    ‘Dying to get me into bed and ravish me, eh?’




    Molly frowned. ‘No, I have a worried teenager I want to check on.’




    ‘What’s she worried about? Her face, figure or boyfriend?’




    ‘Don’t poke fun at what I do.’ she snapped.




    ‘Hey, don’t be so touchy, Moll,’ Declan protested, frowning. ‘I was just kidding.’




    ‘I’m sorry. It’s just Laura was taking a pop at me this morning for not having a real job.’




    ‘She can talk,’ he snorted. ‘She’s never had a job.’




    ‘She does have two children,’ Molly said, feeling obliged to defend her sister.




    ‘Yeah, two kids and a cleaner,’ he pointed out.




    Molly shrugged. ‘I suppose we’d all do the same if we had the money.’




    ‘Anyway, tell me about your troubled teenager.’




    Molly sighed. ‘She’s fourteen. She seems quite shy and is in love with her maths teacher.’




    Declan smiled. ‘Well, it’s the right age for a crush, I suppose.’




    ‘As long as that’s all it is, but there was something about the tone of her message I didn’t like.’




    ‘Have you replied?’




    She nodded. ‘Yes, I made light of it, said she shouldn’t beat herself up, that it’s perfectly normal. However, I advised against sharing her feelings with her teacher as it could make things awkward between them and make the class uncomfortable for her. I told her that it was unlikely he felt the same way and that, even if he did, he wouldn’t act on it, as it would be illegal for him to get involved with a minor.’ She sighed. ‘I also said that if he has flirted with her in any way – and I’m terribly afraid he might have – she should tell her parents or the principal.’




    ‘Do you think she’ll take your advice?’ Declan asked.




    ‘Probably not.’ Molly looked at her watch.




    ‘Come on, let’s go. I’m shattered anyway, to be honest.’




    She studied him, taking in the redness of his eyes and the line that seemed to be permanently etched between them. ‘You’ve had quite a day, and you’ve been stressed out for weeks.’




    His smile was grim. ‘You noticed.’




    ‘Yeah, amazing, isn’t it? And you usually hide it so well! Please tell me the new job would be less stressful than the current one. I hate seeing you worried all the time.’




    ‘Who isn’t worried at the moment?’ He raised a hand to attract the waiter’s attention. ‘But I would be a lot better off, I’m sure of it. Enco are going places. They’re not fire-fighters, they’re trail-blazers. This could be a really big step up the ladder for me, Moll. For us.’




    ‘You know that I’m the last person to care about ladders, I just want you to be happy.’




    ‘But it would be nice not to have to worry about money,’ he argued.




    ‘Yes,’ she admitted. ‘But at least we don’t have to pay for the wedding and we’re saving for the deposit for a house.’




    ‘True,’ he admitted. ‘But I don’t want to even think about house-hunting until I know if I’ve got this job or not, Molly.’




    ‘That’s fine. I’ve enough on my plate at the moment. Laura has me running around like a mad woman. Between bands, table plans, shoes and favours—’




    He turned his head, frowning. ‘Favours?’




    She waved a hand. ‘Trust me, you don’t want to know.’




    ‘Don’t let her take over, love. This is your wedding.’




    ‘Is it?’ Molly laughed. ‘I’m not so sure.’




    He stopped and turned to her. ‘We could always hop on a plane to Vegas and just have a big bash for everyone when we come back.’




    ‘If we hopped on a plane to Las Vegas, I wouldn’t be able to come home again,’ she assured him. ‘My family would never forgive me.’




    ‘That’s crap. Your mother is the coolest woman I know. Your dad could still throw us a party, so he’d be happy, and Rory wouldn’t care as long as there was a party. Laura is the only one who’d mind, and I can’t say I’d lose sleep over upsetting her.’




    ‘That’s no way to talk about your future sister-in-law. How would you feel if I talked like that about Gareth?’




    ‘I can’t even imagine it,’ he said with a wry smile. ‘You get on better with my brother than I do.’




    Molly grinned. It was true. Declan’s little brother was a sweetheart, and they’d liked each other on sight. But though Gareth and Declan looked a lot alike, there the similarities ended. Gareth was as laidback and carefree as Declan was serious and intense. Molly sometimes thought, if you could mix the two of them together, you would have the perfect man.




    At home, Declan flopped in front of a sci-fi movie with a beer, while Molly made a mug of tea, sat at the kitchen table, and opened her laptop. It took a couple of minutes to get online. Molly didn’t want to even wonder why, and what some people got up to at night on the Internet. She logged onto Teenage Kix and quickly keyed in her user ID and password. Her sister didn’t realize, but there was a lot more to her job than answering a couple of letters in a weekly magazine. Molly and her two assistants answered mail and email for three teenage publications and their associated websites. It was also their job to police the forums. For the most part, there weren’t any problems, but occasionally Molly would withdraw a post because it was cruel, bitchy or completely inaccurate. It never ceased to amaze her how spiteful teenagers could be. She didn’t remember any of her friends ever behaving like that, but then, when she was that age, bitching was confined to gossiping on the phone or in corners. Technology today was brilliant, but it also allowed nasty people to be nasty on a much greater scale.




    Molly’s assistants, Tess and Carl, were straight out of school, which had its advantages. They were close enough in age to the kids to understand their issues and were au fait with the slang and abbreviations that sometimes left Molly completely at a loss and feeling ancient.




    She scrolled down through the new messages. There were thirteen in all, but nothing new from BettyBlu – the girl with a crush on her teacher. But then that wasn’t such a surprise. In this business you had to get used to the fact that you rarely learned the outcome of a problem. Molly hoped her fears were misplaced and that BettyBlu’s teacher was completely ignorant of his student’s feelings.




    She took a sip of her tea and scanned the new messages on the open forum. One was from SallyK about diet, and already there had been three replies from other kids offering their, off-the-wall and possibly dangerous, advice. Grimacing, Molly tried to decide whether to withdraw these answers, or just add a post giving more sensible tips on healthy diet and exercise. She decided on the latter, although she knew that trying to stop people following silly, faddy diets was like trying to stop the tide from turning. She quickly put her own past together and ended it with the web addresses of official organizations that could help with any weight issues. As she pressed enter, she felt depressed and helpless. Perhaps SallyK would heed her advice, but it was unlikely.




    ‘You mustn’t let it get to you,’ her editor, Sue, had advised her once before when she’d expressed her frustrations. ‘All you can do is advise them and suppress messages advocating any dodgy practices. Kids want to gossip and swap ideas and be silly and irresponsible and that’s all part of growing up. If we don’t facilitate them, they’ll go elsewhere and there are plenty of teenage forums that have little or no supervision. Isn’t it better that they use Teenage Kix, a site monitored by a trained psychologist?’




    And that’s what clinched it for Molly. She knew that Sue was right. She’d trawled through other, similar, websites and been horrified at the apparent lack of supervision. At least Teenage Kix controlled content and provided helpful information.




    Molly quickly read through the other new posts. There were the usual mix of worries about boyfriends, best friends and difficulties at school. Molly replied immediately to a troubled young boy – YUGI – who seemed to be suffering some minor bullying, and passed on contact numbers and information on useful websites, in case he felt he needed further help. Her main message to him – as it was to all bullying victims – was not to keep it to himself. She published her reply and was just opening the final message when Declan walked in. He bent to kiss her neck. ‘Crap film. Come to bed.’




    ‘I’m nearly finished. I’ll follow you.’




    ‘Don’t be long,’ he warned, and with another kiss went through to their bedroom. Molly turned back to her screen.




    

      

        

          I’m 14 and I’m writing about my friend – I’m really worried about her. She used to tell me everything, but in the last few weeks she’s become very secretive. We’ve always been close, but she doesn’t want to be around me at all any more. And she doesn’t seem to care about the stuff that used to really matter to her. Maybe you think I’m making a big deal out of nothing but, trust me, this is completely out of character. I’m really worried about her. Please tell me what to do.


        


      


    




    It was signed ‘Smithy’. Molly didn’t hesitate. Alarm bells were ringing; this sounded like a girl in trouble. She started to key in her answer, her fingers almost moving faster than her thoughts.




    

      

        

          You are a GREAT friend, Smithy. Trust your instinct, you know your friend. You think something is wrong, and it probably is. She may be depressed and need some help to get better. I think your first course of action is to tell her your concerns and try to persuade her to talk to an adult – a parent, a trusted teacher or doctor. If she won’t agree to do that then I think you should do it on her behalf. She may be angry with you, but you can’t worry about that right now. Your priority must be to get her help.


        


      


    




    Molly added the usual contact information, then logged out and switched off her machine.




    In the bedroom, Declan was already snoring softly and when she slipped into bed and leaned over to kiss him, he didn’t budge. Molly reached across him to switch off the lamp and then pulled the covers up to her nose. Though she was tired, she no longer felt sleepy. She wondered what was happening with BettyBlu and if Smithy had read her reply yet. But most of all, she wondered where Luke was right now. Feeling disloyal, she turned on her side, away from Declan. Not that she had any reason to feel guilty, she was just indulging in some harmless reminiscing about an ex. Yet she wondered: if Luke had approached her, if he’d suggested they meet up, what would she have said? Probably yes. Not that she expected or wanted anything to happen between them – she’d just like to know if he was happy. Still, perhaps it was just as well they hadn’t gotten a chance to talk. There was nothing to be gained from dragging up the past. They couldn’t change it, and it would be painful for them both. Anyway, if he’d felt the inclination, he’d have come over, wouldn’t he? But he hadn’t. Despite what she’d told Ellen, Molly knew he’d recognized her, and so must have made a conscious decision not to approach her. Molly was surprised by how much that hurt. Of course, that was probably just ego. In her imagination, he would have rushed over, told her that she looked more beautiful than ever – which would be true as she was now clear-skinned and had a decent hair style – and then he’d kiss her. And how would that feel? Molly touched her lips. He’d last kissed her as a boy, but he was very much a man now. Resolutely closing her eyes, Molly turned over and slipped an arm around her fiancé’s waist. Luke Fortune was her past, but Declan was most definitely her future.








  



    

       

    




    Chapter Three




    12.15 p.m., Sunday, 5th July




    It was a tradition in the Jackson family to have brunch in the family home every Sunday, not that it was a formal affair. It had been Belle’s idea. After Laura got married at the tender age of twenty, she had a dread of the family growing apart and decided it would be a good way for them all to catch up and to keep a protective eye on her elder daughter.




    Laura had got pregnant at nineteen, and though Belle and Oliver had promised her support in any way they could, Laura had decided to marry in haste and lie about her dates. She had felt embarrassed to be caught out and was relieved that Robert and his parents felt ‘he should do the right thing’. It was a difficult time, probably not helped by Rory holding up an imaginary shotgun and shooting it every time his sister came into a room.




    Once the reality of married life and coping with two babies hit home, Laura and Robert were only too happy to come to brunch every week. The twins were born just five months after the wedding day, and home cooking was a luxury rather than a priority.




    They would arrive promptly each Sunday, Robert licking his lips and Laura hastily handing over the babies to her family. Belle would cook up a feast and Rory would be sent out to fetch the morning papers. And while Oliver scrambled eggs, Molly would be charged with watching over her niece and nephew to give her sister a much-needed break. Laura would sit at the kitchen table asking Belle’s advice about colic and nappy rash and feeding problems, while Robert retreated to the other room to slump in a chair and catch up on some sleep.




    As the years went by and all their lives changed, the arrangement became looser and, of course, not all the family were in attendance at all times. When Rory left school, he decided to take a year to tour Australia before he started college and stayed on for five. He left a huge gap. Belle and Oliver, especially, missed him and, when he returned, he moved back into the family home, started his law degree and carried on as if he’d never left. Laura was disgusted that at twenty-eight her brother was still living off their parents but, as Oliver gently reminded her, he had promised to support all his children until they’d finished their education. ‘And I’d have done the same for you, had you wanted it.’




    When Molly started to date Declan four years ago, he too joined the Sunday gathering and now, although he often went to the gym on Sunday mornings, he usually made it in time for brunch and then retreated to the living room to watch the football with the rest of the men.




    This Sunday, however, Declan was working overtime, and Robert had taken the twins swimming and would arrive later. Laura had offered to scramble the eggs and Oliver sat with Molly at the table making a half-hearted stab at the crossword. While Belle monitored the rest of the food, she quizzed her younger daughter about her wedding plans.




    ‘Ask Laura,’ Molly said with a grin. ‘She knows more about what’s going on than I do.’




    ‘Weddings don’t organize themselves,’ her sister retorted with an irritable glance over her shoulder. ‘If it was left to you, we’d be lucky to get a mug of tea and a cheese sandwich after the ceremony.’




    ‘She’s right,’ Belle said. ‘You should be grateful you have such a capable, organized sister.’




    ‘I am, although we all know that she enjoys planning this wedding as much as I hate it. You should go into business, Laura. Everyone uses wedding planners these days.’




    Laura looked around to check if her sister was making fun of her.




    ‘I’m serious,’ Molly said.




    Belle nodded. ‘She’s right. You’d make a superb wedding planner.’




    ‘I’d love it,’ Laura admitted, ‘only I doubt I’d be in much demand in the current economic climate.’




    ‘That depends on how you sell yourself,’ her father said, tapping his pen against the folded newspaper. ‘You could specialize in how to get married on a budget, for instance.’




    ‘Great idea, Dad,’ Molly said, impressed. ‘Everyone wants their day to be special but they don’t know how to achieve it without spending a fortune. They just don’t have the imagination to come up with something that’s innovative but cheap.’




    ‘You should think about it, Laura,’ Belle said. ‘You were saying that you fancied getting out of the house more.’




    Laura kept stirring the eggs. ‘I was thinking of taking up golf.’




    ‘Golf’s good too. I could teach you, if you like.’




    Laura rolled her eyes. ‘Dad, you can’t play golf.’




    ‘I can, but I choose not to,’ he corrected her. ‘It’s so time-consuming and life’s too short. But if I had my lovely daughter to accompany me, well, that would be different. Or you could always come salsa-dancing with me,’ he added. ‘Your mother won’t.’




    ‘That’s because you can’t dance,’ Belle said mildly. ‘I have deformed toes to prove it.’




    ‘Isabelle Jackson, wash your mouth out, I’m a great dancer!’ Oliver grinned. ‘It’s just that I’m better at freestyle.’




    ‘Aren’t you worried about him going alone?’ Laura asked her mother. ‘Classes like that are full of desperate single women.’




    Belle threw back her head and laughed. ‘They’re welcome to him.’




    Oliver gave a resigned shrug and stood up. ‘The woman doesn’t appreciate me. I’ll go and pull Rory out of bed.’




    ‘Seriously, Mum,’ Laura said when he’d left the room. ‘You shouldn’t let him out on his own, he’s not that bad a catch.’




    Belle raised her eyebrows. ‘I’m sure he’d be flattered you think so.’




    ‘She’s got a point,’ Molly smiled. Her dad might be bald and very slightly eccentric, but he had chocolate-brown eyes that were always full of laughter and he positively oozed charisma. ‘There are lots of women who’d snap him up.’




    ‘Yes, you shouldn’t be too smug,’ Laura added.




    ‘I’m not smug, Laura, I just happen to trust him. I know that’s an old-fashioned concept, but it works for us.’




    ‘You’re right, Mum, sorry. I’m sure he’d never look at another woman.’




    ‘He’s a man, for God’s sake,’ Laura muttered.




    Belle looked up as her husband returned. ‘Is Rory awake?’




    ‘He grunted and sat up, so I’d say that’s a yes.’




    Laura scowled. ‘He drinks too much and doesn’t study enough. I’ll be amazed if he ever qualifies.’




    ‘It is the weekend,’ Oliver said mildly.




    ‘And you’re not here all week,’ Molly added, jumping to her brother’s defence, ‘how do you know if or when he studies?’




    ‘Oh, please, you know as well as I do that he’s a lazy shit.’




    ‘Language,’ Belle said.




    ‘I wonder who she could be talking about.’ Rory shuffled into the room, yawning widely. Though only a year younger than Molly, he looked about twenty, and even unshaven and dishevelled, still managed to look handsome.




    ‘I wonder who?’ Laura shot him a dirty look as he took a pint glass from the cupboard and went to the tap to fill it.




    ‘No fighting, children,’ Belle warned. It was the only rule about the Sunday ritual; you could come or not come, you could stay all afternoon or just drop in, but she would not tolerate any arguments. ‘Now, Molly, what would you like?’ she asked, a warmed plate in her hand.




    ‘One sausage and lots of egg, please.’ Molly put four slices of bread in the toaster.




    ‘Make the tea, Oliver, would you?’ Belle asked, putting Molly’s plate on the table. ‘Rory?’




    He filled his glass again. ‘Do you have to ask?’




    ‘The works.’ She smiled and loaded her son’s plate, before holding it out for Laura to add some egg. ‘Oliver?’




    ‘Just bacon and egg, please.’




    While Laura carried two plates of egg for her and her mother to the table, Belle put the rest of the food into the oven to keep warm. ‘Is Declan coming over?’ she asked Molly as she took her seat.




    ‘No, he had to work.’




    ‘Again?’ Belle’s brow creased in concern.




    ‘Again.’




    ‘They work him hard in that place, don’t they?’ Rory observed.




    ‘Tell me about it.’




    ‘You look tired yourself, Molly,’ her mother remarked.




    ‘I haven’t been sleeping great,’ Molly admitted. When she wasn’t lying in the darkness thinking of Luke and Ruth, she was experiencing the most awful nightmares at the moment.




    ‘Well, it can’t be the stress of the job,’ Laura murmured, earning dirty looks from all of her family. ‘What? I’m just saying, it’s not exactly rocket science.’




    ‘It carries enormous responsibility,’ Oliver said, ‘and knowing Molly, I’m sure she spends a lot of time thinking and worrying about those kids.’




    Molly flashed her dad a grateful smile. ‘I do have a case at the moment that I’m concerned about. It’s a young girl who’s worried that her friend is depressed and might do something stupid.’




    Belle laid down her knife and fork and looked at her in dismay. ‘It’s no wonder you’re not sleeping.’




    ‘So what did you tell her?’ Laura asked.




    Molly heard the edge in her sister’s voice. Already she was being judged and found wanting, and Laura didn’t even know the facts yet. ‘I told her to try and persuade her friend to talk to a trusted adult and if she couldn’t, then she should tell an adult of her suspicions.’




    ‘And what happened?’ her father asked.




    Molly pushed egg round her plate. ‘I don’t know. I may never know.’




    ‘It must be hard.’ Belle patted her hand.




    ‘I think it’s irresponsible of magazines to dole out advice to vulnerable children; they probably cause more problems than they solve.’




    Rory looked at her in disgust. ‘Don’t be so fucking stupid—’




    ‘Rory!’ his mother exclaimed.




    ‘Sometimes it’s easier to ask advice from an anonymous stranger,’ Molly said quietly.




    ‘It’s a pity kids don’t feel they can talk to their parents,’ Oliver said sadly.




    ‘No teenager talks to a parent,’ Belle reminded him, earning a nod of approval from her son.




    ‘So they talk to other kids, who give them all sorts of misinformation, and that’s where forums like ours come in.’




    ‘But what about all the dodgy forums that are out there?’ Rory asked. ‘It’s almost impossible to control what kids are exposed to these days.’




    Molly shrugged. ‘All parents can really do is educate their kids, talk to them and monitor what they do online.’




    ‘This is very depressing,’ Belle said. ‘I think it’s time to change the subject.’




    Molly followed her mother’s gaze and saw the stricken look on Laura’s face. ‘You don’t have to worry about Ash or Adam, Laura, they’re great kids.’




    Laura shot her a small, grateful smile.




    ‘Yes, at fourteen they are both very mature,’ Oliver agreed. ‘Do they use these chat rooms?’




    ‘God knows what they do, but when they use the laptop, we make sure they stay in the same room as us so we can keep an eye on them.’




    Belle reached for the coffee pot and topped up her cup. ‘That seems sensible. Speaking of the twins, what time are you expecting them?’




    ‘About two.’




    ‘Want me to make them some fresh scrambled egg?’ Oliver popped his last piece of toast into his mouth and dusted off his hands.




    ‘No thanks, Dad. I’ll warm some baked beans and they can have them with the sausages. Robert prefers his egg fried anyway.’




    Molly stood to carry her plate to the sink. ‘Could I use your computer, Mum? I just want to check something.’




    ‘Of course.’




    Molly took her mug through the archway into the makeshift study area. It had been their playroom when they were children, but now her parents used it to house their papers and books. There was a desk, two squishy armchairs and an enormous old bookcase that Oliver had inherited from his dad. The walls were painted a warm honey, the floor was golden oak and family photos covered every surface. Molly loved this room. It oozed both her parents’ personalities and its warmth was what made a house a home. She’d like to create such a room when she and Declan bought a house. Their flat was bland and characterless, like a hotel, only a very cheap one. Molly had tried to liven it up with cushions and pictures, but her heart wasn’t in it. She didn’t like the cold, north-facing rooms and positively hated the thin carpet that ran through them that was the colour of porridge, although porridge looked nicer.




    She sat down at the desk and pulled the keyboard and mouse towards her. It was open on a gardening page. Molly left it, opened a new window and signed on to Teenage Kix. There were a few new messages on minor issues that she was happy to let Carl and Tess deal with, but there was nothing from either BettyBlu or Smithy. It had been over a week now, and it was unlikely they’d make contact again. Molly just hoped they’d both followed her advice. In the kitchen, Rory’s mobile started to ring and he ducked into the garden to take the call; must be a girl, Molly surmised. Her dad had gone into the living room and she could hear Laura telling their mother about the bridesmaids’ dresses as they stacked the dishwasher and tidied the kitchen. She should really go in and help, but Laura was being particularly annoying today and Molly wasn’t in the mood. She was worried about Declan. He was in terrible form at the moment because he hadn’t heard back about the job he’d applied for. It hadn’t helped that his boss had just announced that they were putting together a redundancy package in an effort to control company costs. Declan was almost sick with worry, and looked positively grey in the face. Molly was sympathetic, but she couldn’t really understand his concern; so what if he lost his job? They didn’t have kids or a mortgage to worry about; they would manage. He was clever, and if he was made redundant it would be because of the recession and no reflection on his personal ability. He would easily get another job and, if he didn’t, they could always go abroad for a couple of years. Backpack around the world picking up odd jobs as they went; it would be fun. Molly felt quite excited at the thought. But she knew that Declan would be horrified. He would never be comfortable living his life from day to day. He always liked to have a plan. In fact, he even liked to plan his holidays down to the smallest detail.




    Luke had been completely different. He’d loved life and embraced every day as if it was his last. Everything was an adventure with him, and his enthusiasm had been hard to resist. If it was a cold, wet day, he’d drag her down to the beach for a walk. He was first up to volunteer for any charity stunt, the more hare-brained the better. And he’d always dreamed of travelling the world.




    Idly, she keyed his name into the Google page and pressed search. It came back with a huge number of results, but it turned out they were about some scientist and his research into UFOs. Molly changed the words to Luke Fortune + Dublin and pressed search. Nothing.




    She tried Luke Fortune + rugby and bingo! But before she got a chance to check the results, a voice in her ear made her jump.




    ‘What are you up to?’ Rory asked as he leaned across her and read what was on the screen.




    ‘Nothing,’ she mumbled, elbowing him out of the way and making a grab for the mouse, but he got there before her. ‘Please, Rory.’




    ‘Luke Fortune!’ He turned startled eyes on her.




    ‘What about Luke Fortune?’ Laura said, coming to join them.




    Molly glared at her brother and he mouthed ‘sorry’ at her.




    ‘I was just messing.’ She moved the mouse and closed down the search, but not before Laura had seen what was on the screen.




    ‘Why on earth were you looking up Luke?’




    Molly sighed. ‘I saw him at the airport last week, and I was just wondering what he was doing in Dublin.’




    Laura’s eyes widened. ‘Did you talk?’




    ‘No, I only saw him for a second.’ Molly stood and stretched, then looked at her watch. ‘I’d better get going, I have a load of shopping to do.’




    ‘I wonder what he’s up to these days,’ Laura mused. ‘Does he still play rugby?’ she asked Rory, who was a fountain of knowledge when it came to the sport.




    ‘No, he retired a couple of years ago,’ Rory said, although he was still watching Molly.




    ‘Laura,’ Belle called from the archway. ‘You’d better get Robert’s egg on; they’ll be here any minute.’




    Laura reluctantly went back out to the kitchen and Rory touched her hand. ‘You okay?’




    ‘Sure.’ Molly gave him a reassuring smile, carried her empty mug back into the kitchen and gathered up her things. ‘Need anything at the shops, Mum?’




    ‘Oh yes, actually, could you get me some bread?’ She followed her daughter out into the hall. ‘And some of those chocolate biscuits we like too,’ she murmured, looking round for her purse. ‘When you get back we can have a cuppa and a chat.’




    Molly refused to take the money, smiling. ‘Why do you want to have a chat?’




    Belle raised an eyebrow. ‘I need a reason?’








  



    

       

    




    Chapter Four




    4.45 p.m., Sunday, 5th July




    Molly wandered around the half-empty supermarket in no hurry to rush back to her parents’ house. She didn’t want her sister picking up where she’d left off, and she wasn’t even sure she wanted to have a ‘chat’ with her mother. Molly decided to drop the shopping off at the flat before returning to her parents’ home in Blackrock. Surely by then her sister would have left, her brother gone out with his latest squeeze, and her dad would be at a neighbour’s house for the weekly poker game. Perhaps Declan would be home, although he’d warned her it would be ‘a late one’. No surprise there; she hardly saw him these days. The job and workload had been getting him down, but at least there had been light at the end of the tunnel in the form of this new job prospect. Sadly, that light was dimming fast and she seemed to spend all her time walking on eggshells. ‘Would it be too much to ask to have a clean shirt in the morning?’ he’d growled on Friday as he rooted through the brimming laundry basket looking for a half-presentable shirt. And then this morning when she’d asked him what time he’d be home at, he’d muttered something about working overtime to pay for the phone bill. This was completely unfair, because Molly hardly ever used the landline, much preferring her mobile. She wished Enco would call and tell him the outcome of the interview, one way or the other, because if he didn’t snap out of this mood soon, she’d give him a punch. It had been almost a relief when he’d said he had to work today and wouldn’t be joining the Jackson clan for brunch.




    It was usually an occasion Declan looked forward to. He got on with all her family, bar Laura, and it meant, he joked, that he got at least one decent meal a week. It was true Molly didn’t take after either parent when it came to culinary skills. Thankfully, Declan was quite handy in the kitchen, but with the hours he was working lately, he didn’t have the time or energy to cook, so at the moment they were living on ready meals, pot noodles, takeout or Molly’s only speciality, chicken curry made with sauce from a jar and boil-in-the-bag rice. It didn’t matter how many times her mother showed her how to get rice fluffy and dry, Molly couldn’t master the art, and didn’t lose sleep over the fact. There were too many good books to be read, she reasoned, and too few hours in the day to waste time worrying about food. That’s why God had invented takeaways.




    Declan was not home when she got back. The brooding, bleak silence of the flat when Molly opened the door, told her she was alone. She dragged the bags into their tiny kitchen, noticing that Declan’s cereal bowl was still on the draining board and the table covered with spilt sugar and toast crumbs. Molly resolved to give the flat a quick clean once she’d put away the groceries. It might, just might, cheer her grumpy fiancé up. It was almost six by the time she was ready to return to her mother’s, leaving the flat relatively clean and a cheery note on the table, promising to be home by eight, armed with pizza.




    

    *


    




    ‘Bread and biscuits.’ Molly handed her mother the bag.




    ‘Lovely.’ Belle smiled and led the way through to the kitchen. ‘You’ve missed everyone, I’m all alone.’




    ‘What a pity.’ Molly grinned and plonked herself down in a chair.




    Belle poured coffee for them both, opened the biscuits and sat down. ‘So. Luke Fortune.’




    Molly sighed. ‘Gee, Mum, don’t beat around the bush, will you?’ She added two sugars to her coffee and stirred.




    Belle nibbled on a biscuit and waited, her eyes concerned.




    ‘I saw him at the airport when I dropped Declan off last week.’




    ‘Oh, my goodness,’ Belle gasped, instinctively covering her daughter’s hand with her own. ‘That must have been quite a shock. Is that the first time you’ve seen him since . . .’




    Molly nodded, swallowing back the tears. ‘Yes.’




    ‘My poor darling. It must have brought back so many memories. Poor Ruth.’




    Molly nodded, pulling out a tissue and blowing her nose.




    ‘How is he?’




    ‘We didn’t talk; he was there and then gone again in a matter of seconds.’ She sighed. ‘It just made me wonder about him, how he’s getting on, how life has been for him. That’s why I was looking him up on the Internet. I thought that if he was still involved in rugby, there might be something about him on a website.’




    ‘And did you find him?’ Belle asked quietly.




    Molly shook her head. ‘I had only just keyed in his name when Rory opened his big mouth and Laura came running. I should have waited until I got home to play Clouseau.’




    ‘Poor darling. And that’s when you suddenly remembered you had to go shopping.’




    Molly smiled.




    ‘You know it’s okay to talk about him and about Ruth? We all loved them, there’s no need to keep it all locked up inside.’




    ‘I don’t,’ Molly protested. ‘It was all a long time ago, Mum. It was just seeing him again.’




    Belle studied her, brows knitted in concern. ‘I’m worried about you, Molly. For someone who’s getting married in a few weeks, you don’t seem too excited.’




    Molly frowned, thrown by the sudden change of subject. ‘Of course I am, I just don’t understand what all the fuss is about. Declan and I would be just as happy getting married under a tree.’




    Belle shot her an exasperated look. ‘Then why didn’t you say so? It’s your day, Molly.’




    ‘I don’t care much either way about the wedding, Mum. It’s the marriage that’s important.’




    ‘You’re quite right. But . . .’ Belle trailed off.




    ‘Yes?’




    ‘You’re not having second thoughts, are you?’




    Molly looked at her in astonishment. ‘No! Of course not.’




    ‘It’s just that when you start wondering about ex-boyfriends—’




    ‘It wasn’t just any boyfriend, it was Luke! Don’t you think it would be a lot weirder if I’d just shrugged it off?’




    ‘You’re right, darling.’ Belle gave her hand a reassuring pat. ‘So, how does he look?’




    Molly smiled. ‘The same, really. Still gorgeous.’




    Belle chuckled. ‘Was he alone?’




    ‘No, he seemed to be in charge of a group of French guys.’




    ‘And did he see you?’




    ‘Yes, although I’m not sure he recognized me. Now, can we please change the subject?’




    Belle searched her face. ‘If you’re sure you’re okay.’




    ‘I’m sure.’




    ‘And you promise, if you do want to talk about him or Ruth—’




    ‘I’ll tell you.’




    Belle nodded, satisfied. ‘So, how’s Declan? Is he at least excited about the wedding?’




    Molly sighed. ‘He’s too worried to be excited.’




    ‘Work?’




    Molly nodded.




    ‘And he hasn’t heard anything about the job he interviewed for?’




    ‘No.’




    ‘I thought you said he was sure he had it?’




    ‘He was. That’s why he’s so miserable.’




    ‘Things will work out; he’s a clever lad.’




    ‘Try telling him that. He’s convinced it’s only a matter of time before he’s made redundant.’




    ‘At least you’ve got a job.’




    Molly pulled a face. ‘I’m not exactly earning a fortune, as Laura constantly points out.’




    ‘But you know that you could, if you needed to,’ Belle said gently.




    Molly looked at her. ‘Are you disappointed that I didn’t become a GP in a nice, posh private clinic, Mum?’




    Belle smiled. ‘You know that I’ve always understood and supported your reasons for changing direction. I told you back then that I didn’t mind what you did, as long as you felt fulfilled and happy. I think at Teenage Kix, you’re both.’




    Molly shot her a grateful smile. ‘What about Dad?’




    ‘What about him?’




    ‘Does he feel I’ve let him down?’




    Belle looked at her, bewildered. ‘How can you even ask that? You know your father’s very proud of you. It wouldn’t matter what you did, he’d be proud of you. You’re a good person, you’re clever and you’re kind – what’s not to be proud of?’




    Molly adopted a coy look and fanned her face. ‘Stop, you’re making me blush. Tell me, is Laura adopted?’ Belle almost choked on her coffee and Molly hurriedly passed her some kitchen roll. ‘Sorry.’




    ‘Why on earth would you say that?’ Belle wiped her eyes.




    ‘It’s just, you and Dad aren’t remotely materialistic. Rory couldn’t give a monkey’s about money and neither could I, but it seems to be everything to Laura.’




    Belle’s expression sobered. ‘That’s not true.’




    ‘Oh, come on, Mum. She never misses an opportunity to brag about her designer shoes and handbags, the posh restaurants she eats in and the five-star holidays she takes. She thinks she’s better than the rest of us.’




    ‘She doesn’t.’ Belle said with an emphatic shake of her head. ‘If anything, she feels inferior, and is a little jealous of you, and of Rory too.’




    Molly gave an incredulous laugh. ‘Laura? I don’t think so.’




    Belle looked mildly amused.




    ‘What?’ Molly demanded.




    ‘For someone who’s an expert on the human mind, you haven’t a clue what’s going on inside your sister’s, have you?’




    Molly frowned. ‘Are you serious, Mum? Is there something wrong? Has Laura got problems?’




    Belle shook her head. ‘All I’m saying, is that I always thought that bragging about one’s position in life was a sign of insecurity.’




    ‘It often is.’ Molly agreed, straight-faced, ‘Or it could simply mean that one’s an obnoxious show-off.’




    ‘Molly Jackson!’




    ‘I’m kidding, Mum.’ She laughed, but stopped when she saw that her mother wasn’t amused. ‘You’re not seriously worried about Laura, are you?’




    ‘No, I just wish you would make more of an effort to get on with her.’ Molly opened her mouth to protest, but closed it again when Belle held up a finger.




    ‘You’re very different, I realize that, but she’s your sister and I expect you to be more tolerant and a lot more appreciative of what she’s doing for you. Is that asking too much?’




    ‘No, but—’




    ‘Good.’ Belle stood up and went to the fridge. ‘Now, would you like to stay for dinner? We’re having salmon.’




    ‘No thanks. I promised Declan I’d pick up pizza on the way home.’




    ‘You really shouldn’t eat so much rubbish, it’s bad for your skin.’




    Molly put a self-conscious hand to her cheek. ‘What’s wrong with my skin?’
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