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  Chapter One




  Sinéad stared into the grey-green eyes of her dead sister and shivered. She’d watched the clip from The Late Late Show so many times, but she still drank in

  every detail. To the audience, Sheila had probably appeared cool and relaxed. They didn’t know she’d thrown up before the interview and that her high-heeled foot bobbing up and down

  meant she was as nervous as hell.




  Sinéad pressed pause and studied her own image. In the funky hippie dress she looked younger than her identical twin. Sheila oozed class and sophistication. Sinéad wore an

  elaborate hairband, her dark auburn hair free around her bare shoulders while Sheila’s was gathered into a neat coil on one side of her neck and covered with a delicate web of netting that

  matched her dress. Their smiles, laughs and voices were identical, but, while Sinéad’s eyes were wide and open, Sheila’s were more reserved.




  It had always been that way. Sinéad had lived life as if it were a roller coaster. It scared the hell out of her, but she couldn’t resist the thrill. Her big sister – by nine

  minutes – hung back and observed and spent her life trying to stop Sinéad from rushing headlong into trouble. Most of the time she was successful, but when she wasn’t she’d

  been there to pick up the pieces.




  Sinéad choked up as she pressed play and the camera zoomed in on Sheila. She had planned on wearing a dreary black tunic that night, but Sinéad had talked her out of it. Black so

  close to the face didn’t suit either of them: their hair was too dark and complexion too fair. The knee-length royal-blue dress she’d worn instead complemented the rich tones of her

  hair and creaminess of her skin. It was in no way revealing – that wasn’t Sheila’s style – yet it clung sexily to every single curve.




  ‘You’re stunning,’ Sinéad whispered to the TV screen.




  ‘Cooee, only me!’




  Sinéad groaned. Why had she ever given her neighbours a spare key? Ellen was in and out every day, wearing that anxious expression.




  ‘So this is where you’re hiding—’ Ellen stopped when she saw what Sinéad was watching, put down the coffees and tried to prise the control from her hand.

  Sinéad clung on to it.




  ‘You’ve watched this a hundred times,’ Ellen complained, flopping down on the sofa beside her.




  Sinéad hushed her. This was the best bit. She turned up the volume as Sheila started to talk.




  ‘This beautiful girl came into the shop just as we were closing and bought two hats and a headpiece, just like that!’




  ‘And you didn’t recognise her?’ The presenter smiled.




  Sheila pulled a face and blushed. ‘I’m embarrassed to say that I didn’t.’




  The audience laughed appreciatively.




  ‘Isn’t it incredible?’ Sinéad took up the story. ‘She’s only the most famous actress around and the newspapers have been full of gossip about the filming of

  her new movie down in Wicklow.’




  ‘When you saw her on the red carpet wearing your . . . What are those things called again?’ He frowned.




  ‘We call them headpieces but they’re also known as fascinators,’ Sheila told him with a smile.




  The presenter pulled a face at the audience. ‘Sorry, I’m not really up on these things. But she did look stunning.’ An image of the actress, the delicate creation of silk and

  veiling on her shiny blonde bob, flashed up on the large screen behind him. ‘That must have been an incredible moment, Sinéad, seeing one of your designs on the head of a famous

  actress at the BAFTAs. Describe for me how you felt.’




  ‘I honestly can’t, it was amazing, I was in shock. I couldn’t believe it.’




  ‘And the best part was that she gave us a really great plug when she was interviewed. The phone hasn’t stopped ringing since,’ Sheila chipped in.




  ‘You must have had some celebration that night!’




  Sheila laughed. ‘We were working flat out on a wedding order so we had pizza and sparkling wine in paper cups and then got back to work!’




  Sinéad scrolled down the menu to the next recording and pressed play.




  Ellen nudged her. ‘I brought coffee.’




  ‘Great. Thanks. Shouldn’t you be working?’ She fast-forwarded, wishing Ellen would just leave her to be miserable in peace.




  ‘The search was called off today for the milliner, Sheila Healy, wife of independent politician and member of Dáil Éireann, Philip Healy, who disappeared eight days ago. Her

  car was found on the coast road in Sandycove. Her mother, Margaret Fields, died twenty years ago when swimming on the family holiday in Kilmucridge. Mr Healy thanked the Gardaí, the services

  and the volunteers for their efforts to trace his wife and said he is still hopeful that they will find her. He, Sinéad’s father, Kieran Fields, brother, businessman Max Fields, and

  twin sister and business partner, Sinéad, are being comforted by friends.’




  Ellen wrenched the remote away from Sinéad and switched off the TV. ‘Enough! You’ve got to stop watching this stuff. It’s been nearly a year.’




  ‘Only eight months,’ Sinéad snapped. ‘She disappeared on March the first.’




  ‘But she’s gone, sweetie, and you’re not.’




  Sinéad swallowed back the tears that were never far away. ‘I’m not sure I can go on without her.’




  ‘Course you can.’ Ellen rubbed her back as if she were a child. ‘You’re not alone. You’ve got me and Rory and Max and Dylan and your dad.’




  ‘Yeah, right,’ Sinéad grunted. Dad had retreated into his own little world. Her brother meant well but he wasn’t the sort that you ever had a heart-to-heart with. Dylan

  . . . She sighed. Well, her boyfriend had turned out to be a total asshole. He had been sympathetic for the first couple of months after Sheila disappeared but he’d grown tired of her moping

  around and spent more time out wandering the hills and beaches with his bloody camera than he did with her.




  ‘Yeah, well, you’ve got me and Rory, anyway, and your work. Throw yourself into that – it’s what you love – and blot out everything else. Whenever Rory’s

  worried about the business, I send him into the kitchen to bake, and within a few hours he’s calmed down.’




  Sinéad pulled away and dragged her sleeve across her eyes. ‘Sheila was the brains of the business. I don’t have a clue to be honest. When I try to sew, my fingers feel clumsy,

  as if I’m wearing rubber gloves. I can’t even sketch—’ She broke off as the familiar feeling of panic overwhelmed her, and she reached with shaking fingers for her coffee.

  Caffeine, alcohol and sleeping tablets were all that got her through lately. But, although they numbed the pain, she couldn’t forget.




  ‘You’re trying to do too much too soon. You should hire someone to take care of all the paperwork and sales and concentrate on what you’re good at: making hats. And leave the

  bloody shop to Karen to run. Where is she, anyway?’




  Sinéad looked at her. ‘Downstairs . . . isn’t she?’




  ‘Nope. Did she come in this morning?’




  ‘I’m not sure,’ Sinéad admitted. ‘I opened up and came back upstairs to work.’




  ‘She’s a lazy cow. It’s a good job you have to buzz to get in, isn’t it? Call her. I’ll keep an eye on the place till you’re ready to come down. You might

  want to tidy yourself,’ she added gently. ‘Slap on some makeup, sweetie, it’ll make you feel better.’




  ‘Aren’t you needed next door?’ Sinéad said, thinking she’d much prefer to close up and crawl back into bed. Ellen and her husband Rory ran Café Crème

  and were good friends, salt of the earth, but sometimes she just wanted to be left alone.




  ‘No, there’ll be a lull until twelve, and it won’t do Rory a bit of harm to manage without me for a while.’




  ‘You two aren’t fighting again, are you?’




  ‘He’s just grumpy because I was out with the girls last night and got back a bit late.’




  Sinéad raised an eyebrow. ‘How late?’




  ‘Around three.’ Ellen grinned.




  ‘No wonder you’re in the doghouse.’




  ‘It’s not like I go out without him often,’ Ellen protested. ‘He should trust me. We’ve been together nine years now. Does he think I’m going to jump on the

  first man I meet?’




  ‘If the shoe was on the other foot you wouldn’t talk to him for a week,’ Sinéad retorted.




  ‘Two,’ Ellen laughed. She was halfway out of the door but stopped to look back at Sinéad. ‘You know, spending your nights holed up here isn’t going to help. You

  need to get some proper rest and you need Dylan. Let him mind you, Sinéad, I know he wants to.’




  Sinéad wasn’t sure at all. Dylan had enjoyed being with her when she was fun but he wasn’t as keen now he was faced with her other side. Ellen stood waiting for a response.

  ‘I just need a little time alone.’




  Ellen nodded in understanding and disappeared downstairs.




  Sinéad forced herself up off the sofa and went into the adjoining room. In the past it had been a storeroom, but after a particularly bad blow-up with Dylan, Sinéad had unearthed

  an old fold-up bed and started to camp out here. Her clothes were tossed carelessly over the chair in the corner. She wrinkled her nose in disgust – the air was stale with the stench of wine

  and cigarettes. ‘You’re turning into a pig, Fields,’ she muttered and pulled up the blind. She winced as sunlight flooded the room, making her head pound even harder. She threw

  open the window and gasped as the cold air hit her. She took a deep breath, hunted for her mobile and called Karen. All she got was the woman’s voicemail. She left a clipped message and

  tossed the phone onto the bed.




  Turning to the mirror, she saw only too clearly why Ellen had suggested makeup. Her skin was the colour of putty and there were enormous dark circles under her eyes, though she had no idea why,

  given that all she did was sleep these days. The wonderful little white tablets the doctor had prescribed brought total oblivion, which was infinitely preferable to reality. She patted on some

  moisturiser and foundation, mascara and a lick of red lipstick before tugging a brush through her thick hair. As long and wavy as Sheila’s, it was currently black, too black for her colouring

  and so darker foundation was required. The look aged her. She stared into her eyes, frightened by what she saw there. How many people really looked into someone’s eyes? Really looked.

  They said more than words ever could. They couldn’t lie. If anyone took the time to look properly, they would see a lonely frightened woman. I’m not waving, I’m drowning, she

  thought and shuddered at the sad irony.




  It would be easier – at least she thought it would – if they talked about Sheila, but her brother and father never mentioned her, and if Sinéad did there was an awkward

  silence or Max would change the subject. It was driving her insane. They were behaving as if Sheila hadn’t existed. Dad and Aunty Bridie had been the same when Mum had died, but at least back

  then she’d had Sheila to talk to.




  Sinéad went back to the window and stared out to sea. She couldn’t accept that Sheila was dead, or, if she was, that it had been suicide. This thought led her, as always, to wonder

  about Philip. Her supposedly devastated brother-in-law seemed to be getting on just fine.




  ‘What do you expect?’ Dylan had said, looking exasperated. Philip had popped up on the evening news complaining about a social-housing scheme the government had reneged on and

  she’d made a snide comment about how you would never think he was a widower. ‘Not everyone wears their heart on their sleeve. The man has a job to do and he’s trying to do it. You

  could take a leaf out of his book.’




  His words had stung. How could he talk to her like that? How could he be so cruel and hard? Dylan didn’t understand her, but then no one did. Sinéad didn’t have the courage to

  leave him, but neither could she forgive him. And so she had taken refuge in the shop, either sleeping on the narrow bed or conking out in front of the TV after too much wine.




  She heard Ellen moving around below and realised that she was keeping the woman from her own work. She turned back to the mirror, smoothed down her black dress and fastened a wide red belt

  around her waist. After tying her long hair back with a matching silk ribbon, she added large silver hoop earrings and hurried downstairs.




  ‘Much better.’ Ellen beamed with approval when she saw her. ‘Now you look like a successful designer.’




  ‘Ha!’




  ‘Did you call Karen?’




  ‘I just got her voicemail.’




  ‘Get rid of her,’ Ellen said, heading for the door.




  ‘How would I manage alone?’ Sinéad retorted.




  ‘Darling, there will be kids just out of college queuing up to work for you. Hell, they’d probably do it for nothing just so they could add your name to their CV. Get onto an agency

  and give that bitch the push.’




  ‘Maybe. I’ll talk to Max about it.’




  ‘Good girl. I’d better go before I’m divorced.’




  ‘Thanks, Ellen.’




  ‘Any time, sweetheart.’




  Left alone, Sinéad half-heartedly tidied the shop, rearranged the window display and then, perching on the stool behind the counter, started to sew a trim onto a hat. Thanks to some

  painkillers and the coffee, her headache had settled down to a dull throbbing. The phone rang every so often, but she let the machine pick up the calls. They would mainly be queries or complaints

  and she just couldn’t deal with that right now. She would check them later.




  A group of excitable women arrived with wedding outfits looking for matching hats. Relieved by the distraction, although the high-pitched squeals weren’t helping her headache,

  Sinéad abandoned her sewing to give them her full attention.




  After she had spent hours with them, they left without placing an order, and Sinéad’s feelings of doubt and insecurity escalated. She was tempted to pick up the phone and call

  Dylan. God, she missed him so much, and it had been days since they’d talked. But no. Feck it. He had been in the wrong. Why should she go crawling to him? He wasn’t exactly being

  supportive. He wanted her to pull herself together and stop feeling sorry for herself. As if she should just take losing her twin sister in her stride.




  And Dad was no better. She knew he was hurting, but why wouldn’t he let her comfort him and comfort her in return? Why was he shutting her out? Sinéad felt the familiar taste of

  resentment in her mouth, the same resentment she’d felt when Aunty Bridie had moved in to look after them after Mum had died, and it felt as if he’d abandoned them. He was selfish then

  and he was being just as selfish now. At least Max kept in touch regularly, but, if she stopped phoning or dropping in to see her father, she doubted he’d notice.




  There were only a couple of other customers that afternoon and Sinéad was just about to close up early when there was a rap on the door. She looked up to see her brother-in-law smiling in

  at her. Great, this was all she needed. Sinéad had always got on well with Philip, although she had been stunned when Sheila announced they were getting married. The couple behaved more like

  best mates than boyfriend and girlfriend. Still, she’d had to admit they seemed to make a great team. Sheila seemed content with Philip and he obviously adored her. Sinéad had thought

  he was going to fall apart when the search had been called off, but he’d coped quite well. Too well? That was the thought that constantly played on her mind. Something about him bothered her,

  but she couldn’t figure out what that was.




  As the weeks rolled into months she found it harder and harder to be around him. Right now, as she looked at him through the glass, she longed to scream at him to go away, but she didn’t

  have the guts. She forced a smile to her lips, though it probably looked more like a grimace, and went to the door to let him in. ‘Hi, Philip, you just caught me. I’m on my way to a

  meeting.’




  ‘Oh, good. I’m glad I didn’t miss you.’




  He embraced her and kissed her cheek, either oblivious to the hint or simply ignoring it. Bloody politicians. They were all the same. She steeled herself not to shudder or pull away. When he

  released her she went behind the counter to put some distance between them. He was looking as dapper as ever. The beautifully tailored taupe suit and shirt a shade darker were set off perfectly by

  the flamboyant silk tie. His brown brogues shone almost as much as his manicured nails and his hair was slicked forward to disguise his receding hairline. She had always assumed that Sheila was the

  one who’d selected his wardrobe, but he seemed to be doing just fine on his own. Her doubt and suspicion bubbled up again and she dug her nails into her palms that itched to slap him.




  ‘How’s business?’




  ‘Just fine,’ she lied.




  ‘Great.’




  ‘You seem pretty busy these days, Philip. Every time I pick up the paper you’re attending some opening or other.’ It sounded like an accusation, she knew, but she was past

  caring.




  ‘Yes, it’s all go,’ he said equably.




  ‘Was there something in particular you wanted to see me about?’ She glanced pointedly at her watch.




  ‘Oh, yes, of course, sorry. It’s about your birthday. I was thinking of booking a room in the Four Seasons, or would you prefer somewhere more low-key?’




  She stared at him in horror. Their twenty-ninth birthday was at the end of November and he wanted to celebrate it? ‘A birthday party without Sheila?’




  He flushed. ‘Well, no, not a party, of course not. It just feels wrong not to acknowledge it and it seems the perfect time to remember her and celebrate her life.’




  ‘Celebrate what? That it’s over?’ she retorted, making no attempt to hide her anger and contempt. ‘What’s the problem, Philip? Are you down in the polls and in need

  of some good publicity? Going to invite along a couple of hacks and play the part of the grieving husband?’




  Philip recoiled from the attack. ‘I don’t have to play the part, Sinéad. I miss Sheila just as much as you do. Not a day goes by that I don’t think of her.’




  He looked so sincere, Sinéad thought, so why didn’t she trust him? Why did she feel he had something to hide? Sometimes it felt as if she was losing her mind. And, the way Dylan

  looked at her lately, it was obvious he thought so too.




  She met Philip’s eyes and was filled with doubt at the hurt that she saw there. ‘I’m sorry. I’m just having a bad day.’




  He accepted the apology with a brief nod. ‘I understand. I have days like that too, believe me.’




  ‘I suppose getting everyone together is a nice idea,’ she relented, ‘but you’d better clear it with Dad first.’




  Immediately Philip’s expression relaxed. ‘I did talk to Kieran, but whether he heard me or not is another thing. You know what he’s like. Max was there and he said to go ahead

  once you were happy about it.’




  Happy? Sinéad thought. Yeah, feckin’ delirious. But she nodded and squeezed his arm. ‘Why not?’




  He hugged her and she tried to relax in his embrace. Max and Dylan were right. This wasn’t any easier on him. She should cut him some slack.




  ‘Great, I’ll be in touch. Enjoy your evening, Sinéad. Give Dylan my best.’




  ‘Will do,’ she said and stood in the doorway, watching him stride down the town nodding and greeting people, and immediately her doubts and suspicion returned. If only he knew the

  thoughts that raced round her head and the dreadful dreams she had. They all involved Sheila and death, and in each and every one her dear devoted husband was standing over her, smiling

  broadly.




  





  Chapter Two




  Max Fields sat in his family home in Monkstown and looked from his vacant father to his fidgeting sister. He was finding it hard to feel any sympathy for either of them any

  more. They were so bloody self-absorbed. Sinéad, who had always been the more emotional twin, had become more moody and hypersensitive than ever – he wondered if she was on something.

  His father was even harder to fathom. He had never been a ‘hands-on’ Dad. Sure, he loved and was proud of them but always from a distance. It had been hard on the girls. They’d

  seemed to need that attention, whereas he’d always been quite happy in his own company and that hadn’t changed.




  Despite having dated some gorgeous women, Max felt no inclination to settle down. A few hours in the company of any of them and he was ready for some space. He was obviously a chip off the old

  block. Dad had been without a long-term partner since Mum had died almost twenty years ago and seemed perfectly content. But Sheila’s death had turned him into a shell of his former self and

  Max couldn’t understand why. Sheila had been his pet, presumably, because she was very like their mother.




  ‘It’s like he’s lost his wife again,’ Max’s latest girlfriend, Natalie, had told him with a wise nod. ‘Sheila’s been the key maternal figure in your

  lives.’




  ‘No, my aunt was,’ he’d replied.




  ‘But you said that none of you were that close to her.’




  And it was true. Bridie had been a steady, reliable figure in their lives but there had been no cuddles, and he couldn’t remember any of them ever confiding in her. He’d come to

  believe that she had moved in to look after them out of a sense of family duty. And then, poor woman, when they no longer needed her, dementia had set in and robbed her of her freedom for a second

  time.




  ‘Well, there you are, then. Sheila was the surrogate mother. Oh, and she drowned, too!’




  ‘We don’t know that,’ he’d said automatically, though he did think that his sister had killed herself.




  A few times after she’d been drinking, Sinéad had suggested foul play and even said Philip might have murdered her. It was laughable. Max worried about his sister and her business.

  She was an easy target in her vulnerable condition. Sheila had protected and pampered her twin far too much. He’d like to see Sinéad finally stand on her own two feet.




  Max had considered talking to Dylan about it, but quickly dismissed the idea. What was the point? The man seemed fed up with the whole situation and it probably wouldn’t be long before he

  left for pastures new. Fresh fields. Max snorted at his own joke. God, he wouldn’t mind escaping himself sometimes, so who could blame Dylan? Granted, Sinéad was gorgeous but she was

  definitely high-maintenance at the moment.




  Max wasn’t equipped to deal with it. His was a world of figures and spreadsheets. You knew where you were with numbers: they were so much more reliable than people. It was a pity Aunty

  Bridie was in a home for the bewildered. She’d have been the perfect woman to get Sinéad back on the straight and narrow. She wouldn’t tolerate this self-obsessive rubbish from

  either her brother-in-law or her niece.




  Just as Sheila and Sinéad had completely different personalities, Bridie was nothing like his mother. While Maggie had lost herself in her needlework and had seen herself as a free

  spirit, Bridie had been a pragmatic woman with her feet firmly on the ground. It was hard to see someone so intelligent slip into dementia. Not that he did. Dad and Sinéad visited

  occasionally but Sheila had been the dutiful one who’d accompanied her on her doctor and hospital visits. She’d been the one to arrange the home help and, when it was clear that Bridie

  could no longer be left alone, organise the admission to the nursing home. It was Sheila who had arranged the house sale and dealt with the solicitors and it was Sheila who had continued to visit

  Bridie in the nursing home and take her out occasionally, for a treat. She had insisted on bringing her home for the day last Christmas, though no one else had been all that keen on the idea. But

  Sheila had bullied them into submission. They always spent holidays together. It was the Fields tradition and one that Bridie had kept going. They owed it to her, Sheila had argued. It was the

  least they could do. It had been a difficult day. Philip had been full of bonhomie and Sheila had cooked up a storm, but they were all in shock at how much Bridie had deteriorated. They had always

  gathered at Sheila’s on these occasions and, now Christmas was looming, he wondered what would happen.




  His eyes drifted back to his father slumped in the chair. The temptation to book a flight on Christmas Eve was immense. He could go somewhere hot with Natalie and lose himself in her body and

  drink himself into oblivion, but how could he desert them? He resigned himself to the fact that they would all have to be miserable together.




  ‘Do you think Philip will still have us all for Christmas?’ he asked.




  His father gave him a blank stare while Sinéad’s eyes flashed angrily. ‘How can you even think about celebrating Christmas without Sheila?’




  He shrugged. ‘Just wondering what will happen. We can’t leave the man to face it alone, and what about Bridie?’




  ‘As if Philip would ever be alone,’ his sister said, her voice bitter.




  ‘Oh, give it a rest, Sinéad,’ Max said, weary of her insinuations. How she could think Philip would have had anything to do with their sister’s death was beyond him.

  They had been a very close couple. Philip had always been proud of Sheila and her achievements. And, quite apart from being a successful entrepreneur, she’d been an excellent hostess. The guy

  must feel lost without her. The job was probably the only thing keeping him going.




  He looked over at his father. ‘What do you think, Dad?’




  ‘About what?’




  ‘Christmas.’




  ‘It won’t be the same, will it? Not without Sheila.’




  ‘No, of course it won’t.’ Max struggled to keep his patience. ‘But shouldn’t we spend it together the way we always do?’




  ‘I suppose.’




  ‘Then we should just have a quiet day here,’ Sinéad insisted.




  Max glared at her. ‘Fine, let’s do that but with Philip.’




  She shrugged. ‘I’m sure he’ll have other plans.’




  ‘Dad?’




  ‘Whatever you think. I need to sleep.’ He stood up and shuffled towards the door.




  Max glanced at his watch. It wasn’t even eight o’clock, but this was the norm now. Dad spent most of his time either in bed or walking.




  Sinéad hurried after him and kissed his cheek. ‘Will I bring you up a cup of tea, Dad?’




  ‘No, love, I’m grand.’ He patted her hand. ‘You get on home.’




  Max stood up. ‘I’ll give you a lift.’




  ‘Are you sure, Dad? I can stay if you want.’




  Max sighed at the almost desperate note in Sinéad’s voice. He put an arm around her shoulders and gave her a gentle squeeze as their father waved away the offer. ‘Come on,

  Sinéad. Let him rest.’




  Outside, Sinéad hesitated by the car door. ‘You know, I think I’ll head into the shop for a while. There’s some work I’d like to finish off.’




  ‘At this hour?’




  ‘Yeah, well, it’s easier to work when there are no interruptions.’




  ‘Hop in, I’ll drop you down.’




  ‘It’s only a ten-minute walk.’




  ‘I need to take a look at the books, so now is as good a time as any.’




  ‘Oh, not tonight, Max,’ she groaned.




  ‘Don’t worry, I’ll take them home with me and leave you to create.’ He grinned, happy that she was at least working. In the early days he’d had serious doubts that

  the business would survive without Sheila at the helm. Sinéad had no understanding of how to balance the books and showed no interest in learning. ‘I think you need to hire someone to

  help you out,’ he said as he reversed out of the driveway.




  ‘Ellen said the same. She thinks I should get rid of Karen.’




  ‘What do you think?’ he asked, feeling exasperated. Though he agreed with Ellen, he wished his sister would start thinking for herself.




  ‘I could do with help, but where am I going to find a good designer who’s also willing to serve in the shop and be capable of doing the books?’ She sighed. ‘We’re

  looking for another Sheila.’




  ‘Or a couple of people.’




  She turned to look at him. ‘We couldn’t afford that, could we?’




  ‘Part-time, possibly. I’ll tell you after I look at the figures. You just concentrate on doing what you do best,’ he said as he pulled into a parking spot near the shop.




  After he’d collected the folder that Sinéad had stuffed her paperwork into and said goodnight, Max stopped off on his way home to his apartment in Donnybrook to pick up a curry. He

  ate it in front of the TV. Channel hopping but finding nothing that interested him, he decided to get stuck into Sinéad’s accounts. He figured she could probably afford to hire a

  part-time secretary and that would leave her free to devote her time and effort to her designs.




  It was a pity Dad hadn’t something to distract him. Giving up his job in the council had been a huge mistake. It would have given some purpose to his day and forced him to talk to people.

  He needed something to pull him out of this stupor. Yes, life sucked sometimes, but you just had to deal with it and move on.




  He contemplated having another beer before getting down to work, but decided to put on a pot of coffee instead. With a bit of luck he could get through it all tonight and he would be able to

  spend Sunday in bed with Naughty Natalie enjoying every inch of that glorious body.




  It was almost midnight, papers were scattered across the opaque glass dining-room table and he was pacing the room, a tumbler of whiskey in his hand, which was shaking from a

  mixture of panic and anger. How could she have been so fucking stupid? After all Sheila’s hard work, after they had finally found success, Sinéad was letting it all slip away. He was

  filled with a sense of impotent rage and had a sudden flashback to an argument between his mother and father.




  Max had been tucking into his boiled egg and soldiers when the kitchen door had flown open and Dad had stormed in, shouting at his mother. It was years later that Sheila had told him the whole

  story. The electricity had been cut off and Dad had discovered, that instead of paying the weekly instalment into the account at the post office, Maggie had been spending the money on material and

  wool. He was furious. Max had sat in terrified shock until Sheila rescued him from his high chair and hurried him and Sinéad upstairs. The three of them had huddled together and listened as

  their parents rowed and then a door banged and there was silence. Mother had carried on as if nothing had happened, but, for days after, silence descended on the household once Dad got in from

  work.




  For the first time, Max could understand exactly how his father had felt. If he hadn’t had a couple of drinks he would be tempted to jump in the car and drive straight over to Mount

  Merrion and let Sinéad have it. He could phone but perhaps he should calm down a bit. Sinéad was so damn fragile at the moment. Who knew how she’d react? He was pouring himself

  another drink when the intercom buzzed.




  ‘Hello?’




  ‘Room service.’




  He smiled at the giggly voice of his girlfriend and pressed the button to admit her before going to meet her.




  ‘Surprise!’ She smiled at him when the lift door opened.




  ‘I thought you were on a night out with the girls,’ he said, pulling her inside and kissing her.




  ‘I was nearby and I thought I’d come by and tuck you in.’




  Max felt his anger abate as she stepped back and began to unbutton her shirt, her eyes teasing. She was just the right side of tipsy to be randy as hell and he felt his body react as she let the

  shirt slip from her shoulders and pulled him close, kissing him hungrily. Her body melted into his as her tongue invaded his mouth.




  ‘Come to bed, darling.’ She smiled up at him. ‘Your Natalie is in a very, very, naughty mood.’




  He groaned at the desire in her eyes and the beautiful, full breasts barely covered by the peach gauzy bra, and kissed her gently. ‘Sorry, sweetheart, I have some stuff I really need to

  do.’




  ‘You know, they say that you’re much more productive if you take breaks,’ she said, rubbing her body against his. ‘And I bet one of my special massages would help you

  concentrate better.’




  He grinned as her hands moved to open his belt. ‘How special?’




  Her eyes twinkled and she licked her lips. ‘Very,’ she promised and led him towards the bedroom.




  After closing the door gently on his sleeping girlfriend, Max went to get some coffee before returning to his sister’s accounts. Natalie had calmed him and he was able

  to think of Sinéad as just another client – a very dumb one. Tomorrow he would pay his sister a visit. He only hoped he’d be able to control his temper and not throttle her.




  





  Chapter Three




  It was lunchtime before Max arrived at his sister’s apartment. Dylan opened the door, obviously not long out of bed.




  ‘Sorry for dropping in unannounced but I really need to talk to Sinéad.’




  Dylan looked surprised, puzzled even. ‘She’s not here.’




  ‘Damn. Will she be long, do you think? This is important.’ He wanted to talk to her today. He wanted to have his facts completely straight so he could take immediate action in the

  morning.




  ‘Max, she’s not coming back, at least, not today.’




  ‘What? But where is she?’




  ‘Camping out at the shop. She sneaks back here every so often to shower and change when she knows I’ll be out.’




  ‘But why? What’s going on?’ Max started and then held up a hand. ‘Sorry, none of my business.’




  ‘It’s okay. Coffee?’




  ‘Please.’ Max dropped his computer bag at his feet and slid onto a stool.




  ‘I got fed up of her living like a hermit and pointed out that Sheila was the one who’d died. Sorry.’




  ‘Hey, I’ve been saying the same thing.’ Max sighed. Was there any hope at all for his sister? She seemed completely unreachable. ‘I know Sheila’s death probably hit

  her harder because they were twins, but the way things are going she may as well hop into the grave after her.’




  ‘If only there was a grave,’ Dylan groaned. ‘Shit, you know what I mean.’




  Max grinned. ‘Yes, I know what you mean.’




  Dylan handed him a mug. ‘She’s either clinging to the idea that Sheila’s still alive or, if she’s dead, she seems convinced Philip murdered her.’




  ‘Yeah, poor Philip,’ Max said. ‘I suppose she needs to blame someone.’




  ‘What do you think happened?’ Dylan asked.




  ‘To Sheila? I’m not sure. Perhaps it was just an accident, perhaps not. She’s always been the strong one of the family and spent all her time worrying about us, looking after

  us.’ He thought how he had always taken Sheila’s dependability for granted. Throughout school and university, she was always there to help or just listen. Had he ever listened to her?

  He looked at Dylan and shrugged. ‘Maybe she needed looking after too and we just never noticed.’




  ‘Surely Philip would have known if anything was troubling her.’




  ‘He’s a nice guy, Dylan, but let’s face it: he’s a politician and the most important person in his own life. I’m not sure he’d have noticed and Sheila never

  complained or moaned; she just wasn’t the type.’




  ‘Do you think she was happy with him?’




  ‘Who knows?’ Max finished his coffee and glanced at his watch. ‘I’d better go out to the shop and talk to her.’




  ‘Can I ask why you need to see her so urgently?’




  Max met his eyes and was glad to see the concern there. Dylan was a good bloke. He hoped he would stick around. Sinéad needed a strong dependable man in her life. ‘She’s

  running the business into the ground.’




  Dylan looked stunned. ‘But how can that be? Even before we had the row she spent more time there than she did here.’




  ‘Maybe, but she certainly hasn’t been working. I’ve found letter after letter complaining that orders were late and several just cancelling. She’d be out of business

  already if it weren’t for the goodwill as a result of Sheila’s death and the fact that, though she hasn’t been designing, she’s continued to make some hats based on old

  designs. Unfortunately, she seems obsessed with making Sheila’s, and they were never the big earners. Sheila’s strengths were in running the business. Sinéad was the creative

  one.’ Max walked to the door and Dylan followed him.




  ‘Perhaps I should come with you.’




  Max thought about it for a second and then shook his head. ‘No, I need her full attention. I have to make her see that she’s in serious shit. Why don’t you drop over and check

  on her later, though, just to make sure that she’s okay?’




  ‘Sure.’




  Sinéad was sitting on the sofa staring into space when her mobile rang. She reached for it and her eyes filled up when she saw it was Dylan. She clutched it to her ear.

  ‘Hi.’




  ‘I’m outside the shop, Sinéad. Are you in there?’




  ‘Yes, sorry, I’ll buzz you in.’ She hung up, went to press the button and then sat back down, hugging her arms around her chest self-consciously. She must look a right mess.

  She heard Dylan come up the stairs and gave him a wary smile when he appeared in the doorway. ‘Hi.’




  ‘Hi.’ She shifted uncomfortably as his eyes wandered from her pyjamas to the cold mug of tea and piece of half-eaten toast sitting on the table in front of her. He crossed to the

  other side of the room and perched on a small stool, and she cringed as he sniffed the air and wrinkled his nose.




  ‘You’re smoking?’




  ‘What if I am?’ she retorted, feeling defensive.




  He shrugged. ‘You talked to Max?’




  So he knew. Max had told him. In a way it was a relief. No more pretence. ‘He did most of the talking,’ she said, trying to smile.




  ‘He’s looking out for you.’




  ‘I know that,’ Sinéad said. Though Max was furious with her but he had been very businesslike and not given her the earful that she deserved.




  ‘So, what’s the plan?’ he asked, clapping his hands together and looking at her expectantly.




  Sinéad nodded towards the file on the table. ‘Help yourself.’ She watched as he leafed through it and then paused on the final page, a summary of Max’s proposals to save

  the business. It all revolved around the premise that Sinéad needed to get out and sell both the product and herself. He also wanted to engage a PR firm on a short-term contract to arrange

  some interviews where she would talk about her struggle to carry on without Sheila. The final proposal was the one that had shocked her, and she could see it surprised him, too.




  Dylan looked up. ‘He wants to close the shop?’




  ‘Yes. He says it’ll cut our overheads and leave me free to concentrate on the design and sales. It would also mean I could hire another milliner, which would speed up productivity,

  and if business improved then I could take on an administration assistant part-time.’




  ‘Sounds reasonable.’




  ‘Yes. It’s all fine except for the PR bit. I’m really not sure I could pull that off, Dylan. I’m a mess. How can I go on the TV or radio and talk about Sheila?’




  ‘You’ll be fine.’




  ‘If you tell me one more time to pull myself together—’ she started.




  ‘I’m not saying that.’ He came to join her on the sofa and took her hands in his. ‘I’m sorry if you feel I’ve been tough on you, but it’s been hard

  watching you so miserable and to feel so helpless. Nothing I do or say seems right. When you left I thought you were throwing yourself into designing and I was happy to leave you to it. I could

  relate to that. When I’ve a camera in my hands I can forget everything, and life seems more manageable. I thought that working round the clock would help you through this, but Max tells me

  you haven’t been working at all.’




  ‘I was, well, a little, But –’ she felt a catch in her throat – ‘I just can’t seem to design any more. The well’s dried up.’ She looked up at him.

  ‘I’m scared, Dylan.’




  He cupped her face in his hands and ran his thumbs under her eyes, catching the drops. ‘No, sweetheart, it hasn’t. This is a temporary glitch and it’s completely

  understandable. You are so talented and you could be a huge success.’




  ‘I don’t care about success,’ she protested.




  ‘No, but Sheila did. She put her heart and soul into this business. So why not do it for her, in memory of her?’




  Sinéad stared at him and felt a flicker of guilt at his words.




  ‘What if she’s not dead?’ he continued. ‘Say she hit her head and lost her memory and one day she comes rushing home to find that you’ve gone bust. How do you think

  she would feel?’




  ‘She’d kill me,’ Sinéad said, laughing and crying at the same time. ‘She’d be furious.’




  He smiled into her eyes. ‘So, let’s pretend that’s the way things are, Sinéad. If she’s coming home someday let her come home to something that she can be proud

  of.’




  She searched his dark eyes. ‘Do you think she killed herself?’




  ‘She didn’t strike me as someone ready to give up on life, not at all.’




  She threw her arms around his neck. ‘Thank you.’




  He held her tight and then pulled back and looked into her eyes. ‘But after all this time it seems unlikely she’s still alive.’




  Her momentary happiness dissipated. ‘Which means that she either had an accident or . . . someone killed her.’




  Dylan gave a weary sigh. ‘You mean Philip? Why on earth would he want to?’




  ‘What if she’d found out something about him that would ruin his career? That he was taking bribes, on drugs, having an affair, oh, I don’t know.’ She shook her head,

  feeling frustrated. ‘Something.’




  ‘Look, Sinéad, we’ve been through this. You talked to the detectives. There’s no evidence of foul play and there are a dozen people who can guarantee Philip was in

  Brussels when Sheila disappeared. She never touched her bank accounts and she didn’t have her passport. The police chased up every possible lead. She’s gone, sweetheart. I’m sorry

  but she’s gone.’ He gripped her hands and stared into her eyes. ‘It’s lousy, Sinéad, really lousy, and I know how much you miss her, but you can carry on. You are so

  much stronger than you realise, and talented, clever and beautiful. You can make a go of this.’




  ‘Do you really think so, Dylan?’ She raised her eyes to meet his.




  ‘I do, but guess what.’




  ‘What?’




  ‘If you don’t want to, that’s okay, too. You’re a designer, not a businesswoman. If you can’t handle being weighed down by all of that bureaucratic nonsense, then

  pack in the business and go work for someone else.’




  She stared at him, taken aback at the suggestion. ‘You think I should close the business?’




  He smiled and shook his head. ‘No, I’m saying that you are the boss and you can do what you want, and I will support you, whatever you decide. There’s only one

  condition.’




  ‘What’s that?’




  ‘You have to come home.’




  She looked around the grim, untidy room. ‘And drag myself away from all this?’




  ‘I realise it’s a tough call.’ He smirked.




  She closed her eyes tight as he enveloped her in a hug and clung to him for dear life.




  Gently he disentangled her. ‘Get dressed, sweetheart, and let’s get the hell out of here.’




  As they emerged onto the street, Ellen was just pulling down the shutters of the café. She smiled broadly when she saw them. ‘Well, about bloody time that you two

  got yourselves sorted out. Howaya, Dylan?’




  ‘Fine, thanks, Ellen.’




  He bent to hug her and she winked at Sinéad over his shoulder. ‘Got time for a coffee? There’s some apple-and-rhubarb crumble left.’




  ‘Sounds good,’ Dylan said.




  Sinéad reluctantly followed them inside. She was still trying to take in her brother’s proposals but she wasn’t ready to share with her friends the news that she was closing

  the shop just yet.




  Rory looked up and smiled when he saw them. ‘Hello, Sinéad, darling. Who’s this, then? Introduce me.’




  Dylan rolled his eyes. ‘It hasn’t been that long.’




  ‘It’s been too long,’ Rory retorted. ‘Still, nice to see you two lovebirds together again.’




  ‘Cappuccino, Americano, and two crumbles?’ Ellen asked as they sat down.




  ‘Just the coffee for me,’ Sinéad said. ‘I don’t fancy cake.’




  ‘Then I’ll make you a wrap.’




  ‘There’s no need,’ she protested.




  ‘There’s every need. There’s more flesh on a greyhound,’ Ellen retorted, and hurried back to the counter.




  Dylan chuckled. ‘She’s like a mother hen the way she fusses over you.’




  ‘Yeah. I’m going to miss her so much; Rory, too.’ Sinéad hadn’t always appreciated their attentions in the last few months, but the thought of not seeing them

  every day made her sad.




  ‘You don’t necessarily have to leave Blackrock,’ Dylan pointed out. ‘Will you get it into your head. You’re the boss. Yes, Max will advise you on the financial

  stuff and what cuts you should make, but that’s all it is, advice. You. Are. The. Boss.’




  She stared at him in silence for a moment. He was right. She felt a flutter of excitement and panic inside her. ‘What if I’m not up to it?’ she whispered.




  He gave a casual shrug. ‘As I said, you close the business and go work for someone else. Somehow I don’t think it would take you too long to pick up a job. It’s your decision,

  sweetheart. It’s all up to you.’




  Rory arrived with their coffees and food. ‘Now, folks. Enjoy.’




  ‘Thanks, Rory,’ Dylan said.




  ‘I can do anything I want,’ she murmured, her eyes returning to meet his.




  ‘You can,’ he agreed, tucking into the delicious buttery concoction.




  ‘I don’t have to leave Blackrock at all.’




  He shrugged. ‘Maybe not, though there are probably cheaper places to rent space. Remember, once you don’t have the shop to worry about the location doesn’t matter.’




  ‘No, I just need a decent-sized space with good light.’ She started to smile as an idea began to take hold. It was the perfect solution.




  ‘That’s all,’ he agreed. ‘Eat your food. Ellen’s right: you’re far too skinny.’




  Sinéad picked up the wrap and took a large bite. God, it was delicious, and she was starving.




  ‘That’s more like it. I miss those curves.’ Dylan’s eyes twinkled at her.




  She finished her wrap and eyed the last of his crumble. ‘That looks really good.’




  ‘It is.’ He grinned and called to Ellen to bring another portion.




  





  Chapter Four




  Krystie dawdled along Fifth Avenue studying the window displays with a critical eye. It was one of her favourite pastimes, looking at clothes and figuring out what change

  she’d make to turn a piece of clothing into something that wouldn’t look out of place on the world’s most famous catwalks. But, every so often, she came across something that made

  her gasp because it was just so incredibly perfect. She would stand and study it until she figured out what it was that made it special, then she would jot it down in the precious ideas notebook

  she carried everywhere. Her cell phone rang – ha, she even thought like a Yank now – and she rummaged in her bag. ‘Hi, Sandy, what’s up?’




  ‘What’s up is you’re late and the boss is going to bust a blood vessel if you don’t get your ass back here.’




  ‘Ah, now, don’t get my hopes up.’




  ‘I’m not kidding, Krystie, she’s, like, seriously pissed at you.’




  ‘I’ll be there in five.’ Krystie tossed the phone back into her bag along with the notebook and hurried through the crowds to the laneway off 37th Street and the building where

  she had worked for a year. It wasn’t the sort of place she’d expected to end up when she came to Manhattan convinced she’d become rich and famous overnight, but then nothing had

  feckin’ turned out quite as she’d expected since she left Ireland.




  Sew Splendid was a small business that specialised in altering gowns and suits, but the only splendid part of it was the reception area with its fancy fitting rooms. Behind the curtain the

  workshop was drab and basic with two rows of tables and eight sewing machines at which she and seven other drones worked. There was no air-conditioning and the heating was unreliable, so in summer

  they sweltered and in winter usually sewed muffled under layers of clothing and wearing fingerless gloves.




  Climbing the stairs to the fourth floor – the elevator was reserved for customers – meant Krystie arrived back to work red-faced and breathless. On the plus side, it meant it would

  probably be an hour or so before her teeth started to chatter again.




  Sandy’s dark eyes peeked out from the scarf wound round her face and neck. ‘Get your head down – she’s out for blood.’




  Krystie slid in behind her machine and got to work on the hem of the second petticoat of the dress that looked more like a panto dame’s costume than a wedding gown. She shot a quick glance

  towards the office where Phyllis Miller was pacing and yelling down the phone at someone. ‘What’s up with her this time?’




  ‘She lost the Levi order.’




  Krystie stared at her in dismay. ‘No way!’




  ‘Way,’ Sandy assured her, looking grim.




  Krystie thought of the eight morning suits, seven bridesmaids’ dresses and the outfits for the four flower girls, not to mention the bride’s and groom’s mothers, and groaned.

  ‘Ah, crap, that’s not good.’




  ‘Tell me about it. She’ll cut our pay or our hours for sure this time.’




  Phyllis had been threatening pay cuts since the day Krystie had started work here, but it was all talk. Despite the fact the woman constantly moaned and complained about how tough it was to make

  money, business was steady and Krystie had felt pretty secure. But losing the Levi order was a serious blow.




  ‘Kelliher, get your butt in here!’




  They all jumped at the bawl and Krystie was conscious of everyone’s eyes on her as she made her way slowly towards the office. Phyllis had gone behind the desk and was flicking through a

  file, not a good sign.




  ‘Sorry I was a bit late back from lunch, Phyllis, but I’ll work late—’




  ‘That dress was supposed to be finished by two. Mrs Waldron will be in to pick it up in an hour.’




  ‘Shit.’




  The older woman glared at her over the rim of her specs. ‘Exactly, and you’re in it.’




  ‘Phyllis—’




  ‘No more excuses, Krystie, I’ve heard ‘em all and I’m sick of it. You’re my best tailor, but you spend more time daydreaming than you do working.’




  Krystie gaped at Phyllis. The fact that she wasn’t shouting and had even paid her a compliment – sort of – was worrying. ‘What are you saying?’




  ‘Sorry, kid, but I’ve got to let you go.’




  ‘But you can’t! If you’re letting anyone go it should be Jenny,’ she said, ignoring the guilt of betraying a mate. She needed this job. ‘Last one in, first one out,

  apart from the fact that she can’t sew half as fast as me.’




  ‘At least she’s here when she’s supposed to be and can keep her mind on the job instead of having her head in the clouds,’ her boss retorted.




  ‘Aw, come on, Phyllis, I know you lost the Levi order and I’m sorry, that’s tough. But, cheer up, there will be lots of other weddings.’ She tried a playful grin.

  ‘You need me, Phyllis. Like you said, I’m the best. Where are you going to find someone half as good?’




  ‘Already have,’ Phyllis said, writing a cheque, ‘and hopefully she’ll be a bit more dependable than you.’




  Krystie felt queasy as she realised she may not be able to talk her way out of trouble this time. ‘You’re kidding, I know that. I’m sorry, Phyllis. I promise I will be employee

  of the year from now on.’




  ‘You’re fired, Kelliher.’ Phyllis put the cheque in an envelope and tossed it across the desk. ‘Your papers are in there along with a letter of recommendation – not

  that you deserve it.’




  ‘You want me to go now, this minute?’ Krystie stared at her.




  For the first time Phyllis’s expression softened. ‘Look, kid, we both know you don’t belong here. Get out there and do what you really want to do. You have the talent. You just

  need a break and you’re not going to find it working for an alterations company. Trust me. One day you’ll thank me for this.’




  The others watched in shocked silence as Krystie packed up her few meagre bits and pieces, pulled her hat on over her dark curly hair and raised a small smile for a tearful Sandy. ‘See you

  at home,’ she said and, slinging her bag across her shoulder, she tramped down the four flights for the last time.




  Wandering the streets in the general direction of the apartment she shared with Sandy and two other girls, she grew even more miserable as she realised that she would have to move out. It was a

  struggle each month to make the rent and they couldn’t afford to carry her. She found herself outside Saks and stared longingly in the window at a bolero that cost more than she earned in a

  week – had earned, she corrected herself. It was a good design, intricate, yet simple, but in her heart she knew she could do better. If only someone would give her a chance.




  She had left Dublin so full of hope seven years ago, convinced that she could make it really big in the fashion industry, but she’d been kidding herself. Not that she intended to give up

  on her dream, no way. She’d just been thrown off course a bit. Maybe coming to New York hadn’t been her smartest idea. She probably should be grateful to Phyllis. She’d got too

  settled and lazy in Sew Splendid and it was a dead-end job. She had to stay positive and look on this as an opportunity to get back on track. But how? She needed to think outside the box, as Sandy

  would say. She went into a coffee shop and ordered a small hot chocolate – not that she should be spending money on such little luxuries, but she needed cheering up. After taking a sip, she

  tugged off her gloves, unwound her scarf and pulled out the reference Phyllis had given her. She felt a little tearful as she read. It was more than generous and not at all what she would have

  expected from the tough broad from Brooklyn: ‘Krystie is an excellent seamstress and has an eye for style and a natural flair for design. She would be an asset to any fashion house. I wish

  her well.’




  She refolded it carefully and put it back in the envelope. The cheque she would lodge after she’d finished her drink. Not that it would last long now she was unemployed – again. On

  her visits home, she’d always made her jobs sound a lot more important than they were; well, she had her pride and was damned if she’d admit to her family that she was a failure. But,

  while they all accepted whatever she said, her nasty little sister would wait until the entire extended Kelliher clan was assembled before asking pointed, direct questions. Was she operating alone?

  Did she have her own line now? Who stocked her clothes? Bloomingdale’s? Saks? Wal-Mart? Of course, the snide comments would always be accompanied by a laugh, and everyone would treat it as a

  joke, but as time went on Krystie found it harder to laugh, and she started to find excuses not to travel back to Dublin. The thought that she might have to go home for good was very

  depressing.




  Of course her ma and da would be thrilled. They’d gone mad when she’d told them her plans. Had she lost her reason? How could she up and go to a strange country where she knew no one

  and had no job waiting for her? But Krystie was determined. She’d read the fashion magazines. She knew that New York was the place to be, and she’d been planning her escape for

  months.




  ‘I do know people and I do have a job and a visa,’ she’d told them triumphantly. Her best friend Jenny had emigrated with her family last year and her dad had agreed to employ

  Krystie so that she would be able to get a visa. They were also going to let her stay with them until she found her feet.




  ‘You’ll be back with your tail between your legs in a few months,’ her dad predicted, while Mum just cried.




  ‘Be happy for me, Ma,’ Krystie begged her. Her mother’s sadness was making her feel guilty as hell.
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