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In memory of my beloved mother who was, is, and always will be my role model in how to live an exemplary life




‘In the Kingdom of Hope There Is No Winter’





PROLOGUE



‘I’m engaged!’


How often in the last few years had Debbie Adams heard these words and been ashamed of the stabbing envy that had assailed her? As she’d congratulated the lucky brides-to-be, who’d held out their hands for her to admire the sparkler on the third finger of the left hand, she’d tried to be as sincere and congratulatory as possible, all the time wondering, When will it be me?


And now, finally, she was the one wearing the ring; she was the one holding out her hand for people to admire her diamond solitaire. She’d seen the flashes of yearning and jealousy in the eyes of the unbetrothed and unattached. Her boss, Judith Baxter, had barely managed a clipped, ‘very nice, congratulations,’ while her married friends had been genuinely delighted for her.


Debbie sighed as she studied her precious ring, holding it this way and that to let the prisms of sunlight glisten and sparkle on the beautiful diamond. She’d been so looking forward to coming into work this morning to tell her friends and colleagues her great news. And it had been satisfying and exciting for a little while before everyone had drifted back to their desks and things had returned to normal.


Somehow or other, she’d thought she’d feel more exhilarated, more secure and content. Debbie chewed the inside of her lip as she logged on to her work computer. She knew exactly what was taking the edge off her excitement and happiness. Getting engaged meant getting married, eventually, and that was where the problem lay. One thing Debbie was absolutely certain of . . . she emphatically did not want her father, stepmother or stepsister next to or near her on the happiest day of her life. Her father, Barry, would not be best pleased, but tough. She scowled. He could throw a strop as much as he liked. He’d forfeited his right to walk her up the aisle a long time ago.


But what was her mother, Connie, going to have to say about that? Knowing her as she did, Debbie knew the eventual trip up the aisle would be far from smooth.





THE ENGAGEMENT






CHAPTER ONE



‘God, I feel so hot! I’m baked alive. I must have a temperature,’ Connie Adams complained, wiping the perspiration off her upper lip. She delved into the depths of her handbag and pulled out a thermometer.


‘Sometimes it’s good to be a nurse,’ she grimaced as she stuck the cone into her ear, frowning as she heard a steady ping. ‘Normal. Tsk. I don’t understand it.’ She stared at the result. ‘I wonder have I glandular fever or something?’ She prodded the glands on either side of her neck.


‘You’re a hoot,’ snorted her sister-in-law, Karen. ‘What age are you?’


‘You know as well as I do, that’s a sore subject. It’s very insensitive of you to bring it up. Still late forties!’ Connie scowled.


‘Exactly!’ Karen retorted. ‘And you call yourself a nurse? You’re probably having a hot flush, you idiot.’


Connie’s jaw dropped in absolute horror. ‘Oh cripes! The friggin’ menopause! That’s all I need.’ She looked at the other woman in dismay. ‘That’s why my boobs feel as if they’re going to explode and my brain’s turned into mush lately. I never even thought of it. I put it down to the stress of the wedding. Oh, Karen,’ she wailed, ‘I feel I haven’t even hit my prime yet and now I’m going to turn into a dried-up old crone. It’s . . . it’s just not fair!’ She couldn’t hide her consternation.


‘It’s not so bad,’ her sister-in-law assured her. ‘Maybe you’re only peri-menopausal. At least yours had the decency to wait until you were forty-eight. I started mine at forty-five, remember, so I’ve a good two years of it over me and I’m still here to tell the tale. But now you’ll understand what I’ve been moaning about. It comes to us all, dearie.’ She grinned at Connie.


Connie laughed in spite of herself. Karen was irrepressible and she loved her dearly. Her sister-in-law was one of the good things to have come out of her marriage, she mused as she took a sip of her cappuccino and bit into a tuna bap. Technically, Connie supposed she was her ex-sister-in-law but she never thought of her as such. When she and Barry split up twenty years ago after five years of marriage, Karen had resolutely refused to take sides. She had supported both of them in their mutual decision to separate, despite the fierce opposition of both their families. It had been a horrendously difficult time, and Connie’s mother had accused both Barry and Connie of being completely selfish and ignoring the needs of their daughter, Debbie.


Connie sighed deeply. Maybe they had been selfish. Debbie had been devastated, despite her parents’ constant assurances that their break-up was nothing to do with her and that they both adored her.


‘That sigh came from the toes,’ Karen observed, arching an eyebrow at her.


Connie made a face. ‘I was just remembering how angry my mother was when Barry and I separated. She told us we were thoroughly selfish and ignoring Debbie’s needs. I still feel guilty sometimes, even after all this time,’ she confessed.


‘Well, don’t be, you both did what you had to do. You both did what you felt was right, and I think you made the right decision, for what it’s worth. Neither of you was happy, so what was the point in struggling for another ten or more years?’


‘I guess if either of us had been having an affair Ma would have felt there was some excuse . . . some valid reason. But just to split because we were unhappy and not in love with each other any more was not sufficient,’ said Connie wryly, licking some mayonnaise off her fingers.


‘Is it because of the wedding all this is bothering you again?’ Karen queried astutely.


‘I suppose.’ Connie sighed again. ‘When your only child is getting married to a bloke you’re not mad keen about, it does bring up stuff. I just wish she’d never met Bryan. I can’t take to him. I much preferred Cezar, he was a lovely fella. Pity he had to go back to Poland when his father got sick. Debbie should have given it a chance instead of rushing things with Bryan.’


‘It’s a tough one, all right. I don’t know what I’d do if Jenna brought home a chap I didn’t like and announced that she was engaged to him.’ Karen reached across the table and squeezed her friend’s hand. ‘Do you want me to say anything? Do the old godmother speech? It might not sound so bad coming from me. She wouldn’t feel as resentful hearing a few home truths from me as opposed to you?’


‘What are you going to say . . . that he’s a spoilt, lazy lump who needs a good hair cut and a kick up the ass to get out there and do a bit more than he does, instead of spending all his time looking at himself in the mirror?’ Connie asked morosely.


‘Something like that,’ laughed Karen.


‘I mean, Karen, he’s thirty; up until he and Debbie bought the house he shared an apartment with his sister and her friend and they spoilt him rotten. His mother did his washing for him. He drives one of those flashy soft-tops so that the wind can muss his hair, just so, on his way to the races. Did you ever see him? He’s always running his fingers through it. He really thinks he’s God’s gift. He thinks he knows everything. What does she see in him?’ she burst out.


‘Well, he’s very . . . very . . . personable and good-humoured, not to talk about good-looking, I suppose.’ Karen shrugged. ‘I’d give anything for his eyelashes.’


‘Good-looking! Huh! In a pretty-boy way maybe, with his perfectly styled hair and manicured nails. He wears moisturizer. I’ve seen it in their bathroom! He’s got those eyebrows that are too close, I never trust a man with eyebrows like his. I dated a guy who did the dirt on me. He had eyebrows like Bryan’s.’ Connie knew she was being irrational but she was on a roll.


‘Never trust a man with funny eyebrows,’ teased Karen, laughing.


‘You may laugh, but it’s true and give me a real man any day. Bryan’s a little consequence who does damn all while his women dance attendance on him.’ Connie drained her cappuccino and brushed the crumbs of her bap on to the ground for the little sparrows that twittered around on the footpath. A Dart rumbled into Dun Laoghaire station and she frowned.


‘I guess I’d better be making a move,’ she said reluctantly. ‘Barry’s coming over to talk about the wedding later. We’ve to do the table placings with Debbie. That will be jolly,’ she added dryly, wishing she could stay drinking cappuccinos with Karen and watch the gulls wheel and circle between the masts of the yachts in the marina. A balmy breeze blew in off the glittering, azure sea, cooling her down and blowing her coppery hair away from her face. ‘She really doesn’t want Aimee and Melissa there, but Barry wants his wife and child at the wedding and I can’t say no, especially when he’s paying so much towards it. She said she’s not having a top table as such because it’s a barbecue, so I might have to put them with you and John. Is that OK?’ She looked doubtfully at her sister-in-law.


‘Yeah, I can cope with Aimee for an hour or two,’ Karen said cheerfully.


‘Thanks, Karen, I appreciate it. She won’t really know anyone there, and I don’t want to put her at Mam’s table—’


‘Absolutely not,’ grinned Karen. ‘Arctic conditions would prevail and you’d never hear the end of it.’


‘Oh God!’ Connie buried her face in her hands. ‘I wish I could run away.’


‘I don’t envy you,’ Karen said with feeling. ‘But, look, it might not be as bad as you think. Try and look on the bright side.’


‘What bright side?’ Connie snorted. ‘Right now it seems I’m a peri-menopausal woman who can’t stand her future son-in-law and who has to do place settings with her ex-husband when their daughter is vehemently opposed to him, his second wife and their daughter coming to the wedding. What bright side exactly would you be talking about?’


‘Well, just think, in a few years’ time, with luck, you’ll be a grandmother. Granny Adams – now isn’t that something to look forward to?’ Karen’s brown eyes twinkled and she burst out laughing.


‘You’re a wagon but I love you.’ Connie guffawed. Laughing heartily, the pair gathered their belongings and crossed over to the Dart station to take the train to Greystones, where they both lived.


‘Tell you what, when the wedding and the whole palaver is all over, why don’t we head off to our apartment in Spain for a girls’ week and just flop completely?’ Karen suggested as they sat on a bench waiting for their train.


‘That sounds bliss. You’re on. A week away from everyone is just what I need.’


‘See! That’s called looking on the bright side. Here’s our train.’ Karen jumped up as the sun reflected silver and gold metallic glints on the green Dart in the distance.


Connie smiled as she followed her sister-in-law further along the platform. Whatever happened in the next few weeks, she knew Karen would be there to offer support, stalwart and reliable as always. She was a great friend, and a week away with her would be just the tonic she needed to get over the wedding. Her mobile rang and Debbie’s name came up on the screen.


‘Mam, hi, I can’t make it tonight. Bryan wants us to go to an art exhibition one of his friends is having—’


‘Look, Debbie, we made this arrangement ages ago. Your father is coming over to have a chat about the wedding. The least you can do is be there. He is paying for half of it, after all.’


‘Big deal,’ Debbie said sulkily. ‘Bryan wants me to come with him. He is my fiancé, after all, not the man who deserted me when I was a child and then went off and married someone else and had another child, who gets everything she wants, no matter what the cost.’


‘Debbie, that’s very unfair. You know as well as I do that’s not the way it was, and your father has always looked after you financially. Grow up!’ Connie said tetchily as someone getting off the train jostled into her.


‘Yeah, sure, Mam. I’m not going to argue with you about it. You deal with him and work out your seating stuff and I’ll sort it with you tomorrow. And don’t forget: one of the reasons we decided to have a barbecue was so there wouldn’t be hassle about where people sit. We don’t want a stuffy, formal wedding. It’s you and Dad that want to organize seating, so do it, I don’t have to be there. Bye.’


Connie’s lips tightened as the phone went dead. Her daughter was being totally unhelpful and seemed to have regressed to teenhood. She was acting more like a fifteen-year-old than a twenty-five-year-old. Barry would be hurt, and she’d have to listen to him moaning about Debbie’s insensitive, wounding behaviour. It wasn’t just the seating that they needed to organize – they had to arrange readings and lifts. Connie knew that Barry had been going to ask Debbie to reconsider her decision not to let him walk her up the aisle.


It was all just so fraught and she was fed up with it. It was a pain being stuck in the middle and trying to keep the peace between them.


Bryan knew about tonight’s arrangements. He hadn’t made things easier by asking Debbie to accompany him to the art exhibition. He just expected to get his own way, as usual, but of course Debbie couldn’t see that. It annoyed Connie that her daughter could be such a doormat sometimes, allowing Bryan to walk all over her. He really was such a spoilt brat, Connie thought resentfully as she trudged through the carriage and plonked herself down in a seat beside Karen.


‘Debbie’s just phoned to say she can’t make it tonight. She’s off to an art exhibition with Adonis.’


Karen gave a snort of laughter. ‘Stop it, someday you’re going to call him that – or I will – and Debbs would be really hurt.’


‘Don’t talk about hurt. Her father’s not going to be at all impressed at being stood up. It’s bad enough that she won’t let him give her away; she might at least make an effort to be civil to him about the wedding. He’s being very decent about it. He told her if she wanted a wedding planner, he’d pay for one, when friggin’ Adonis suggested it. I had to put my foot down there. It was far from bloody wedding planners we were reared. I’d say Aimee would have had a fit if she knew. I think she’s whingeing about the cost as it is. She was a bit miffed when Debbie refused her offer of a marquee – she can get one at cost price, because she’s in the catering business. I think Barry was just as glad though; if anything went wrong it wouldn’t be landed at his door.’ Connie frowned.


‘Just as well you’ve only got one child getting married,’ Karen declared. ‘I said that to Aimee one day and she gave me one of her frosty glares and said Barry would never shirk his responsibilities even if he had a dozen.’


‘She can do frosty very well, but so can I,’ Connie said firmly. ‘It will be interesting to see what sort of a wedding Melissa will have in years to come. I suppose Aimee will be wearing a designer outfit to our little bash.’


‘She wears clothes very well, doesn’t she? She’s reed-thin.’ Karen eyed her own generous curves regretfully.


‘And tall – that helps,’ Connie mused. ‘Anyway, the sooner it’s all over the better. Miss Debbie can ring her father herself and tell him she’s not coming. I’m not blinkin’ Kofi Annan,’ she informed her amused sister-in-law as she dialled her daughter’s number.


She got voicemail.


‘Ring your dad yourself and tell him you’re not coming tonight. Do your own dirty work, Debbie,’ she ordered crossly, and then sent it in a text for good measure, just so her daughter couldn’t say she hadn’t got the message.


It would be good enough for the lot of them if she just took off to Karen’s apartment in Spain and let them all get on with this bloody wedding without her, she thought as the train slowed into Killiney.





CHAPTER TWO



Debbie Adams frowned as she switched off her mobile and slid it back into her shoulder bag. She didn’t want to risk getting a call back, which could start a row. Her mother was annoyed, but tough. It was Connie who’d insisted that her father’s second wife and their daughter be invited to her wedding. It was bad enough having Barry there, without the step-family muscling in too. The thought of having to be nice to Madam Aimee and sulky Melissa when she truly did not want them anywhere next to or near her was annoying in the extreme. So much for her ‘Big Day’.


Sometimes her mother really got on her nerves. Connie was falling over backwards to accommodate her father, even inviting relatives from his side of the family to her wedding. It was galling. If only Bryan had more money, they could have paid for the entire wedding themselves, but between getting a mortgage for their new house and paying off the loan for his Beemer soft-top, they were practically bankrupt, she thought glumly as she trudged across the Millennium Bridge and hurried into West Coast Coffee & Co. for a panini. She noticed two smartly dressed young women strolling across the street to the Morrison and gazed at them enviously. Her days of lunching with the girls in the Morrison were well and truly over. She had to watch every cent now. It drove Bryan mad, and she tried not to nag him when he flashed his credit card when they were out socializing. He’d probably invite his friends out to dinner tonight and insist on paying. He’d been talking about trying out Gary Rhodes’ restaurant on Capel Street. They just didn’t have the money for that kind of flashiness at the moment, but he got into a bad humour when she pointed it out.


Don’t think about it now. Focus on what you have to do, she instructed herself as she bolted her panini and latte. She switched on her phone again to ring Bryan and saw her message sign flash up. Ha! Mam, she thought guiltily, knowing she’d been a coward to switch the phone off earlier. She read the message and grimaced:


‘Ring your father yourself and tell him you’re not coming tonight. Do your own dirty work, Debbie.’


Well, her father could wait; she’d send him a text later. She didn’t want him getting all huffy on the phone. Since she’d told him she didn’t want him to give her away at the altar he’d been really cool with her, but she wasn’t a chattel and, anyway, he’d lost that right a long time ago.


‘It’s just not me, Dad. I don’t need anyone to give me away. But I’m sure Melissa will be getting married some time, so you won’t be done out of your walk up the aisle,’ she informed him snootily when he’d protested that he was her father and it was tradition.


‘So is marriage,’ she’d wanted to say smartly, but her mother had glared at her and she’d kept her mouth shut.


She dialled her fiancé’s number but it rang out. He was probably in a crowded wine bar and couldn’t hear it.


She’d want to get a move on. The queues in the bank had made her heart sink, but she needed to lodge a cheque from a cashed-in insurance policy into her current account or there would be a lot of bouncing cheques. Her lunch-time was being whittled away, and lateness was frowned upon in the busy wages and salaries section where she worked. Old Beady-Eyes Baxter was a walking wagon to work for. She was a crabby old spinster who didn’t approve of pregnant women getting time off to go for check-ups or married women doing job-sharing. If girls wanted to get pregnant and have babies, that was their look-out; it shouldn’t interfere with their work, Judith Baxter often proclaimed. Just being pregnant was not an excuse to be treated differently. Working mothers were the bane of Judith’s life. Looking for days off because they had to bring children for injections and health-clinic appointments. Rushing out of work because crèches called to say the darlings were sick. ‘Teething problems are not Johnson & Johnson’s problems!’


Debbie could just see her supervisor mouthing off in the canteen, oblivious to the fact that she was causing severe stress to at least half a dozen women under her thumb. Or maybe she wasn’t so oblivious. Maybe she knew exactly what she was doing and enjoyed it. Judith was a bully and a manipulator. She liked being in control. She liked making her underlings’ lives difficult, especially the married ones who had children. Well, that wouldn’t be her for a few years yet, Debbie vowed, narrowly escaping being knocked down by a cyclist who broke the lights as she went to cross the quays to Merchant’s Arch.


She could always leave her job in the big insurance company that she worked for and get another position elsewhere, she mused as she zig-zagged her way across the cobblestones of Temple Bar, ducking and weaving through the lunch-time crowds. But there was no guarantee that she wouldn’t end up with another Judith. Besides, the salary was excellent at Johnson & Johnson, and the perks were good. Apart from Judith, Debbie liked and got on well with her colleagues. Moving job was the last thing she needed with her wedding coming up.


She put a spurt on: she only had five minutes left – no time to slip into Marks for some of the hoisin duck wraps that Bryan adored. She’d get them after work, she decided as she raced up the steps of the office just off Dawson Street. She watched with dismay as the door of the lift closed and it began its ascent to the upper floors. The other lift was also in use so she ran up the stairs, panting as she reached the second floor where the big open-plan office she worked in was located. She kept her head down, hurried past Judith’s glass-fronted office, which always had the blinds open so the supervisor could view her minions, and flung her bag on the floor before sinking into her chair without taking off her jacket. She was two minutes late and had the beginnings of a thumping headache. Her mobile rang and she saw that it was Bryan. She couldn’t take the call. Judith’s gimlet gaze was upon her, and personal calls and the use of mobiles were frowned upon.


Sighing, Debbie set her phone to silent. If she got a chance she’d send him a quick text later. She shrugged out of her jacket, slid it on to the back of her chair and bent her head to her keyboard. She could feel Judith staring at her. If you got into Batty Baxter’s bad books she could make your life a misery, and that was the last thing she needed.


Oh yes, you may avoid my eye, but you’re two minutes late, Miss Adams. Judith Baxter tapped her desk with her pen as she stared at the young woman at the corner desk. Who did she think she was, swanning in from her lunch, late? Just because she was getting married and had chores to do was no reason to neglect her job. These young ones were all the same, no sense of responsibility. Madam was no teenager; she was in her mid-twenties, old enough to know better. But what did she care about her job anyway? Hadn’t she far more interesting and exciting things in her life than sitting behind her computer working out wages, salaries, pensions, annual leave and sick leave? Did Debbie Adams even realize how lucky she was to have a sexy boyfriend, her own house, holidays abroad, sex on demand – everything Judith longed for but, realistically, now, had little chance of ever having. Young women these days took so much for granted.


Judith’s sigh came from the core of her. Debbie Adams had the lifestyle Judith had hoped she’d have when she started working. She’d had a happy, carefree time for the first five years of her working life. She’d been a ‘normal’ young woman, she thought bitterly, turning to look out at the rooftops of the city below her, shimmering in the hazy heat of a late May afternoon.


She’d shared a flat with her best friend. She’d had several boyfriends, and then her father had had a stroke. Although she had a brother and a sister, both were married, and it was to Judith that the whole family had looked, to help her mother take care of him.


‘I’ve got two young children to take care of’ was her sister’s excuse. Her brother didn’t even offer an excuse; he lived in Maynooth, and that was too far out of the city to be of any real use, even if he wanted to be helpful. If she had been married, they would have had to work out something between them, but because she wasn’t she’d been well penalized for her single status.


Judith had strongly resisted moving back home, knowing that if she did she’d never have a life of her own again, but her mother had whinged and moaned so much and made her poor father feel such a nuisance that in the end she’d had no choice. Her father had died ten years later, but by then her mother had given in to ‘nerves’, unable to leave the house except to go to Mass. Lily Baxter had caused such havoc when Judith had told her she was moving out again that she’d had little choice but to stay put. Her mother had taken to her bed for months.


She had been twenty-five, the same age as Debbie Adams, when her life had ended and she’d returned home to live under her parents’ roof, to help nurse her father, Judith thought bitterly as she turned to look at the attractive young woman with the luxuriant copper hair and slender figure and the afternoon sun glinting on the diamond solitaire on her left hand.


Judith knew the girls looked upon her as a sour old hasbeen who’d never managed to nab a man. She knew they sniggered at her behind her back when she got dressed up for the company dos. All they could see was the façade; they didn’t know the circumstances of her life or that, inside, she was crucified by sadness, loneliness and resentment.


Oh, they thought they knew her, they thought that she was a hard-hearted bitch, and maybe she was now, but she hadn’t always been like that. She’d been like them once, carefree and happy, looking to the future with optimism. She remembered once, in a previous job, a celebration lunch for one of the manageresses to celebrate twenty-five years in the job. Judith had been twenty-two at the time and had thought smugly that that would never be her, she’d be married with children and finished with nine-to-five office hours. She’d be her own boss, coming and going as she pleased with no autocratic supervisors telling her what to do.


That was twenty-seven years ago and here she was, still with a manager and working office hours and not a husband, child or house to call her own. Fifty was looming in a few months and Judith was dreading it. Whatever about being a ‘career woman’ in her late forties – everyone knew that once you hit fifty you were a no-hoper heading for your pension, she thought forlornly as her phone rang. Her heart sank as she heard her mother’s voice on the other end of the line.


‘I’ll be wanting you to bring Annie up to visit me this evening. I’ve arranged for you to pick her up at half seven,’ Lily Baxter instructed.


‘Mother, how often have I told you not to be making arrangements for me without asking me first,’ Judith hissed furiously. Lily was forever getting her to collect this relative or that friend without knowing if Judith had made plans to go out herself. Annie, Judith’s aunt, lived in Lucan, which would mean crossing the M50 in the rush hour and then having to traipse back with her later that night.


‘I’m going out myself tonight. You’ll have to tell Annie to get a taxi or get some of her lot to give her a lift,’ Judith snapped and hung up. Now she’d have to go somewhere after work and hang around until eleven or else she’d have to drive her aunt home.


She noticed Debbie Adams chatting to one of the accountants. Judith’s lips pursed. She checked her computer. The annual-leave and sick-leave record hadn’t been sent for her to sign off. She stood up, straightened her pencil-straight skirt and marched out of her office. ‘Have you the AL and SL record ready for me to check? I don’t have it on my email,’ she said curtly, interrupting the pair’s chitchat.


‘I’m just forwarding it on to you now,’ Debbie responded coolly.


‘Really!’ Judith arched an eyebrow and turned on her heel to walk away.


‘What a bitch,’ she heard the young woman mutter to the accountant as she clattered the keys on her keyboard.


Judith smiled thinly. You haven’t seen the half of it. I’m just starting on you, you smug little madam. She scowled as she swept back into her office to check whether the email had arrived.





CHAPTER THREE



Aimee Davenport cursed quietly under her breath as she scanned the monitors and saw that her flight was delayed. She’d assured Barry that she’d be home early to collect Melissa from her friend’s so that he could go and meet with his ex-wife to talk about the forthcoming nuptials.


How she hated Heathrow, she thought glumly as she saw the queue at the check-in desk. Bad enough having to fly to London regularly for meetings without having to waste precious time in queues. She scrolled down her phone and dialled Barry’s number.


‘Hi, how’s it going?’ She heard her husband’s voice down the line, crackling because of interference.


‘Not great,’ she sighed. ‘Flight’s delayed by an hour.’


‘Aaww, Aimee,’ he groaned.


‘I’m sorry. It’s not my fault. Just pick up Melissa from Sarah’s, I’ll be home as quick as I can,’ she retorted tetchily.


‘Look, I can’t get away before five. I’m going to be stuck right in the rush hour if I’ve to pick up Melissa, drop her home, wait for you to arrive and then drive all the way out to Greystones. It will be bloody midnight before I get there,’ he grumbled.


‘Get the Dart and ask Connie to meet you and bring Melissa with you,’ Aimee suggested briskly.


‘Debbie’s going to love that!’ Barry retorted.


‘Oh, for God’s sake, Barry, let her get over herself. She’d want to grow up. You’re paying a big whack for that wedding, don’t forget that.’


‘How could I? You remind me at every opportunity,’ her husband barked. ‘Leave it with me . . . I’ll deal with it, as usual. Bye.’


Aimee heard the dial tone and threw her eyes up to heaven. Just what she needed . . . Barry in a snit. It wasn’t her fault the damn plane was delayed. Did he think she liked being stuck in a stale, stuffy, noisy airport with hundreds of people milling around, when her feet were killing her, her head was throbbing, her shoulder was aching from lugging her laptop and she had a report to write and email off before the morning?


Aimee shuffled forward in the queue. Everyone thought she had an exciting career, jetting off to trade fairs and choosing new ranges of marquees and furniture and chinaware and crystal for the exclusive catering company she worked for. They didn’t think about the drudgery of travelling to these places that not even flying business class could alleviate. They didn’t have to listen to snooty clients moaning and looking for discounts. She’d discovered, since she’d been promoted to Corporate and Private Sales Director of the Irish division of Chez Moi, a top-of-the-range catering company, that the more wealth people had, the more parsimonious they were. Some of them were downright stingy. She frowned as her mobile rang and she saw her daughter’s name flash up on the caller ID.


‘Mum, I don’t want to go to Greystones with Dad. You said you’d be home. It’s not fair. Why can you never do what you say you’ll do?’ Melissa raged.


‘Honey, I’m sorry, my flight’s delayed, it’s not my fault—’


‘Yes it is. You’re just mean. All you care about is your job,’ Melissa accused.


‘Darling, that’s not true.’


‘Yes it is. I’m a latchkey kid ’cos you and Dad are too busy to do things with me like Sarah’s mum does with her,’ Melissa sulked.


Aimee smiled at the familiar emotional blackmail. ‘Stop being a drama queen. I’ve bought you something nice.’


‘See if I care. Can’t I stay at home on my own . . . pleezze, Mum? Connie doesn’t even have satellite TV. It’s so boring down there.’


‘Not at night, darling. Look, I have to go, it’s my turn in the queue—’


‘Yeah, well, I’m the daughter that has to make an appointment to see her mother – how awful is that?’ The phone went dead.


Were all teenagers like this or was it just Melissa? Aimee wondered wearily as she plonked her case on to the luggage belt and handed her passport and ticket reference to the bored-looking young man behind the check-in desk. He yawned rudely. He could do with lessons in customer care, Aimee thought crabbily as she assured him that, yes, indeed she had packed her bag herself and that, no, it had not been out of her sight at any time.


‘Flight’s delayed an hour and thirty minutes,’ he informed her uninterestedly.


‘I thought it was just an hour?’ she snapped.


‘Hour and a half, you haven’t been assigned a gate yet – just keep an eye on the monitors,’ he informed her, yawning again.


She wanted to rant. She wanted to rave; she wanted to shriek at him as Melissa had just shrieked at her. How deeply satisfying it would be to roar at him to smarten himself up and do his job properly and what sort of a crappy airline was he working for that couldn’t even have their flights on time? Aimee resisted the urge with difficulty.


‘Thanks,’ she said curtly, taking her boarding card, but he wasn’t even looking at her; he had turned to talk to his colleague beside him.


‘Little ignoramus,’ she muttered as she walked towards the long queues that awaited her at Security, wishing that she’d worn a pair of more serviceable shoes, knowing the long trek she had through those drab, grey, hideous tube-like corridors to her as-yet-to-be-assigned boarding gate. She supposed she could make a start on her report in the business-class lounge. Aimee sighed deeply. It had been a very long day; all she wanted to do was to get home and fall into her bed. Maybe it was a blessing in disguise that she was delayed. Tonight she just didn’t have the energy for the girls’ night she’d planned to have with Melissa or, she was ashamed to admit, to pacify her daughter.


Melissa Adams dawdled towards the changing room feeling utterly browned off. Their basketball team had just lost a home match, she’d fumbled a shot and missed a chance to score an equalizer and then the final whistle had blown and she’d wanted to crawl away and hide. And then, with perfect timing, her father had phoned to say that he was collecting her from Sarah’s and that she was going to have to go out to Greystones with him. It wasn’t her fault her half-sister was getting married. Why should she have to suffer? Sometimes she considered calling herself Melissa Davenport and using her mother’s name just so she wouldn’t feel she was related to Debbie. After all, her mother never used the name Adams. She felt Aimee Adams didn’t sound as posh as Aimee Davenport. Her dad would be hurt though, and she wouldn’t like to do that to him. Her dad was good to her, she thought forlornly as she trudged along.


Worst of all, though, she’d been really looking forward to a girls’ night with her mum. They hadn’t had one in ages. It was always the same in the summer. There were weddings and parties practically every day, it seemed, and her mother was very busy. When she did get home, she worked on her computer and then fell asleep in front of the TV.


Aimee had assured her that they were going to have a girls’ night – they were going to have something to eat in Purple Ocean and then go to the pictures. She’d been so looking forward to it. She’d been telling Sarah about it. Sarah thought Aimee was cool. Sarah’s mum wasn’t really into fashion like Aimee was and Sarah was not allowed to have her computer and a TV in her bedroom like Melissa had. She had to share a bedroom with her younger sister, and that was gross. She had no privacy at all. Her younger sister was always stealing her clothes and make-up and they were constantly fighting.


At least she didn’t have to put up with that, Melissa comforted herself as she headed into the noisy changing room where her team-mates were changing into civvies.


‘Hard luck.’ Gemma Reilly gave her a friendly pat on the back as she rooted in her sports bag for her deodorant.


‘Thanks, Gemma,’ Melissa said gratefully, wishing she had a tall, slim figure like the other girl, who was unabashedly standing in her bra and pants, quite unaware of the envy she was stirring in several of her chunkier classmates. Melissa wriggled out of her shorts and hauled on her jeans as quickly as she could, anxious to hide her thunder thighs.


‘Pity we dropped down to fifth in the league,’ she heard Terry Corcoran say loudly to no one in particular. Terry Corcoran was a snobby bitch and Melissa detested her. She bit her lip and turned away to pull her shirt over her head, wishing she was invisible. Her boobs looked so big compared to Gemma’s. Secondary school was much more difficult than primary, she thought dejectedly as an excruciating pain ripped through her tummy.


Perfect, she thought bitterly. Periods. Just what she needed.


She dragged on the tight-fitting black T-shirt that read ‘Cool for Cats’ which her mother had bought her in Paris.


‘Ready?’ Sarah came up to her.


‘Yep, just got to go to the loo. Got my P’s I think.’


‘Tsk,’ Sarah said sympathetically. ‘Hope it doesn’t ruin your night with your mom.’


‘It won’t. It’s all off, she’s delayed in London and I have to go out to my wicked stepmother.’


‘Oh! Poor you. We’re going to visit my gran in hospital tonight, otherwise you could have stayed with me.’


‘Thanks, Sarah, I know. Just my tough luck. I could stay on my own in the house no probs, but they won’t allow me.’


‘Bums!’


‘Yeah, bums!’ echoed Melissa as she made her way through the throng at the door and headed for the loo.





CHAPTER FOUR



Barry Adams drummed his fingers against the steering wheel as the traffic crawled bumper to bumper along the Booterstown Road. The roadworks were a blood-pressure-raising nightmare, and it was starting to drizzle rain. The fine sunny weather of earlier had disappeared and dark clouds massed out to sea. He was on his way to pick up Melissa and his humour was not good. The phone buzzed in the hands-free set and he saw he had a message from Debbie. Perhaps she was running late too. Maybe he should have suggested a rendezvous with her to give her a lift, but she’d been so touchy with him lately he wasn’t sure if the offer would have been appreciated.


Barry scowled as a Merc cut in in front of him and broke the red light. ‘Idiot,’ he snarled, jamming on. Why was there never a cop around when irresponsible bastards like that broke the law? He flicked on Lyric FM and Debussy’s ‘Nocturne’ filled the air. As he waited for the lights to change he scanned the message and his mouth tightened. Debbie wasn’t coming to arrange the seating at her own wedding. That was more than a bit rich, he fumed. Madam Debbie’s manners left a lot to be desired. She was an ungrateful, churlish brat who ought to know better. He dialled her number and got her voicemail. She’d probably turned off her phone immediately so she wouldn’t have to speak to him.


‘Debbie, my time is as precious as yours. I do not appreciate being stood up at the last minute. And you might have had the decency to ring earlier and speak to me rather than sending a text,’ he rebuked curtly and hung up.


Would they ever get on an even keel? Was she going to punish him for the rest of his life? Life really was too short, and he was going to have it out with her one of these days. But not right now, unfortunately. Connie would freak if he caused a row before the wedding. Still, it meant Melissa wouldn’t have to come to Greystones tonight, so that should put her in a good humour. Would sons have been easier to deal with, he wondered ruefully.


He dialled Connie’s number. ‘Hi, Barry,’ she said cheerfully, and he smiled. One thing about Connie, she was generally good-humoured most of the time. It had been one of the things that had drawn him to her all those years ago.


‘Just had a text from Debbie, cancelling. So I suppose we better set up another date, although I’m a bit tied up for the rest of the week.’


‘It’s leaving things tight, Barry. Look, why don’t you come anyway? We can do a rough plan and, if they want to change it, they can,’ Connie suggested pragmatically. ‘It’s not that it’s going to be really formal anyway. Barbecues are supposed to be laid-back. It was more to sort out the grandparents and um . . . Aimee and Melissa.’


‘Oh . . . Oh. I suppose so.’ Barry frowned. He’d insisted on Aimee and Melissa coming to the wedding. Maybe, on reflection, it would have been easier all round if he’d just gone himself.


‘Er . . . it’s just I’ve another complication in that regard. Aimee’s flight has been delayed and I’ve to pick up Melissa. Could I bring her with me?’ he asked hesitantly.


‘Sure. No problem. Will you have eaten?’


‘I don’t think we’ll have time. The traffic is crap. I’m crawling along. We’ll grab a sandwich in a garage or something.’


‘Don’t be ridiculous, Barry, you can’t give the poor child a sandwich after a long day at school. I’ll stick your names in the pot. Melissa’s not a fussy eater, sure she’s not?’


‘She’d eat yourself,’ laughed Barry, feeling more relaxed. ‘Look, I can’t tell you what time I’ll get there, I don’t know what the traffic is like on the N11, I haven’t heard a traffic update. But if it’s anything like here, it’s pretty slow.’


‘There’re plenty of roadworks; I got stuck last Monday just after Loughlinstown. Why don’t you get the Dart from Sandycove and give me a buzz and I’ll drive down and collect you? It would save you an hour at least.’


‘Are you sure? That’s putting you out a bit.’ Barry felt a tad guilty to have his ex-wife running around after him.


‘Don’t worry about it. Otherwise it will take you all night and I want to go to bed early, I’ve an early shift tomorrow,’ Connie said briskly.


‘Oh . . . OK, I’ll buzz you when we’re leaving Bray.’


‘See you then.’


‘Thanks, Connie,’ Barry said gratefully and hung up.


He gave a sigh of relief. Getting the Dart and having Connie collect him, not to mention feeding him and Melissa, would make life so much easier. It would take all the hassle out of the evening.


He was so lucky with his ex-wife, he reflected as the lights turned green and he crawled forward another few metres. Connie was a sound woman. He heard such dreadful tales from blokes he knew who were crucified by their ex’s demands. Bill Wallis in the golf club had been driven to a heart attack by his ex’s selfishness. Sheena Wallis had always been bone idle anyway, Barry remembered. Sheena had given up work the minute she’d got a ring on her finger. She’d had two children and moaned her way through her pregnancies and made Bill feel like a heel. The chap had never had a proper dinner handed up to him when he came home from work; she bought processed meals and pizzas and stuck anything she could in the microwave. If it was sunny she sat out sunbathing all day. She demanded an au pair so she could play golf and ‘lunch with the “girls” ’. She was always taking off to those spa places for beauty treatments and Bill had endured twenty-five years of hard labour before he met a gorgeous woman who cherished and loved him and had fun with him. When he’d told Sheena he was leaving her there had been ructions. She’d got a hotshot lawyer who’d seen to it that she’d kept the big house in Sandycove they’d lived in and he was paying a whacking big dollop of spousal maintenance, even though the two sons were grown up and living abroad.


Sheena still golfed and sunbathed and went to spas and had no intention of ever doing a day’s work. Bill and his second wife were living in a small apartment in Cabinteely, but he told the guys at the club that it was worth all the hassle to be with a woman who really loved him.


Bill wasn’t the only one who had to put up with mega hassle from an ex-wife and Barry knew that he’d been really lucky with Connie. When they’d made the decision to split he’d told her that she could have the house and that he’d continue paying the mortgage but she told him that that wasn’t fair and she’d take over the mortgage herself, as long as he paid maintenance for Debbie.


‘I’ve never been a sponger and I’m not going to start now,’ he remembered her saying firmly. He’d really admired her for that. She’d gone back to agency nursing five mornings a week rather than the part-time hours she’d worked when Debbie was young. Once their daughter had gone into secondary school she’d worked full-time, starting early so that she could be off at four-thirty to be there when Debbie got home from school.


He still sometimes felt guilty about their break-up. When, after months of him withdrawing and distancing himself from her because he felt trapped and unhappy, she’d asked him if he wanted to separate, he’d grasped the chance eagerly. He’d rejected her offer to go to couples counselling, he’d just wanted out. He’d been a selfish bastard really, he acknowledged as he slowed to a halt at the Blackrock Clinic. He’d made no effort to try to save their marriage. They could have struggled through the bad times if he’d been prepared to try and work at it. He’d let it go too easy.


He sighed. If she hadn’t got pregnant with Debbie before they got married, things might have been different. He wouldn’t have felt obliged to propose. They could have travelled, worked abroad, had fun, before settling down.


He remembered the sense of dread and despair that had enveloped him as they’d signed the papers for their first mortgage. He’d felt utterly hemmed in and resentful, but he’d put on a brave face and accepted the congratulations of his friends when he and Connie had thrown their housewarming party.


He had tried. And their first years together were happy enough. He’d been very much a hands-on dad and had always mucked in with the housework. When Connie had had a miscarriage when Debbie was three she had been gutted and he’d grieved with her, but a part of him – and he still felt ashamed, when he looked back – had felt relief. Two children would have anchored him very, very firmly.


By the time Debbie was five he felt well and truly in a rut, working nine to five as a copywriter in an advertising company. A couple of bottles of wine on Friday night with friends, sex on Saturday morning, then the fry-up, supermarket shopping or a trip to the DIY, a meal out that night if they could get a babysitter. A walk by the sea on Sunday morning and then lunch at either of their parents’. Roast beef, roast lamb or stuffed chicken – it rarely varied. A game of golf Sunday afternoon. Then home to flick through the papers and, before he knew it, it was Monday and the whole boring routine started again. It did his head in and he’d taken it out on Connie and punished her by withdrawing from her. There weren’t ugly rows or slamming doors and walk-outs, just coldness and silence.


It had been a relief when she’d suggested a separation, but then she’d always been the brave one. He hadn’t had the guts to suggest it first. He’d been a bloody coward, he thought, as he finally took the left turn for Dun Laoghaire, glad that he didn’t have to face the mayhem of the N11.


He’d moved out and got a small flat before moving to the States. He’d got a job in Boston in an advertising agency, through a friend who’d moved over there a few years previously. He’d spent two years there, sorting his head out, dating women and sowing the oats he’d never had a chance to sow before he’d married and become a father. On a trip home, he’d hooked up with an old college buddy, Frank, who was the publisher of a string of successful trade magazines. He’d dragged Barry to a launch of a sport and leisure company in a posh marquee in Killiney, and there he’d met Aimee Davenport, who’d overseen the catering end of things. She was tall, raven-haired, supremely confident and utterly driven to succeed. She fascinated him. Her career meant everything to her, and he was challenged.


She was the one who rang up cancelling at the last moment because something had come up at work. She was the one who insisted on driving her car on dates because she liked being in control and hated being driven around by other people. She was the one who couldn’t understand how women would want to give up work after having a baby. ‘What a waste of a brain,’ she’d scoffed when telling him about her boss, who was resigning to stay at home to look after her children after her third pregnancy.


He’d fallen hard. She was so different to most women he met. And marriage was not on her agenda, even though she was in her late twenties.


‘Marriage is on every woman’s agenda,’ he’d assured her when he’d asked her why she was still unwed.


‘Well, it’s not on mine . . . and never has been. I want to be with someone because I want to, not because I have to. And I want them to feel the same. I can look after myself, I can provide for myself. I am every man’s equal. Marriage changes all that.’ He could still remember the sparkle in her green eyes as she eyeballed him.


He had found her attitude very refreshing, especially after his experiences in the US, where most of the women he’d dated seemed frantic for ‘exclusivity’ and marriage. She’d been equally refreshing about sex.


‘You want it, I want it . . . what’s the big deal?’ she’d said casually, and then proceeded to lead him into her cool, minimalist, mint-green bedroom, where she’d stripped unselfconsciously and laughed at his reserve. He’d felt happy, free, unfettered, being with her.


Connie had been cool when he’d told her he was seeing a woman at home. Somehow, seeing a woman in Dublin was harder for her to take than knowing he was with someone in Boston. Debbie, as usual, ignored him. Angry and hurt at what she saw as his desertion of her, she wanted nothing to do with him at first. He was always shocked by the changes in her when he came back to Ireland to visit. How tall she got, the smattering of freckles across her nose, the gap in her front teeth just before her Holy Communion that made her look like an endearing little urchin. Each time he came home he had to get to know her all over again, and it was difficult for all of them.


In fairness to Connie, she tried her best to foster good relations between father and daughter but, always, just as he’d begun to make a little headway, it was time to go back Stateside. When Debbie had realized, the last time he’d come home, that he wasn’t staying, as she’d fantasized he would, she had, with all the rage and anguish of a devastated child, screamed that she hated him and wished he were dead.


He’d gone back to Boston with his head in a spin. When he phoned Connie, as he did every week, Debbie refused point blank to speak to him, in spite of her mother’s entreaties. That was painful – much more than he’d expected – and life in Boston began to pall. He missed her breathless ‘Hello, Daddy’ and all the childish little tales she had for him.


Aimee had kept in touch sporadically and he found himself wanting to be with her and wishing that she wanted to be with him. His father had become ill with heart trouble and he’d flown home several times that year. Debbie refused to see him and Connie had eventually asked him to stop forcing the issue. It was too upsetting for their daughter and very stressful for her. He’d felt completely miserable, frustrated and angry and hadn’t tried to see either of them on his last visit.


He’d always linked up with Aimee on his trips home, and his time with her made him briefly forget the other dramas in his life. Frank, the friend who’d introduced them, had bumped into them in the Horseshoe Bar in the Shelbourne one Friday night.


‘Just the man I need. That little turd Gavin Clooney has taken a job with a rival publisher and left me in the lurch. I need someone good. I need someone who knows their stuff. I need a new managing editor who can write copy if needs be, and no one can write better copy than you. What do you think, Barry? Do you want to come home and give it a go and sicken that little bastard at the same time?’ Frank grinned at him.


Barry laughed. No one in the business had liked Gavin Clooney; he was a self-opinionated, pushy know-all, but he was good at the job.


‘I suppose it’s something to think about,’ he said slowly.


‘Come on, it will be fun, just like old times. We’d make a great team,’ Frank urged. ‘Persuade him, Aimee.’


‘My phone bill would be a hell of a lot cheaper.’ Aimee slanted him a teasing glance.


‘And you could keep an eye on your dad, and spend a lot more time with your little girl,’ Frank observed shrewdly, knowing he was pressing all the right buttons.


‘Stop! Stop!’ Barry held up his hand. ‘Overkill!’


‘OK.’ Frank backed off, laughing. ‘Let me email you a proposal, salary, perks, etc. Have a think and let me know by midweek.’


‘What do you think about Frank’s proposal?’ Barry asked Aimee several hours later as they lay spooned together after a lusty session of love-making.


‘Entirely up to you,’ she murmured drowsily.


‘I know that,’ he retorted. ‘I’m asking you, what do you think?’


‘Are you asking about the job or about us?’ Aimee turned to face him, her eyes glinting at him.


Barry laughed. ‘Direct, aren’t you?’


‘That’s me.’ She leaned up on her elbow, her hair tumbling down over her face and shoulders, and smiled at him. ‘As I said, my phone bill would be a lot cheaper.’


‘And that’s it?’ he demanded.


‘Don’t push, Barry. I like what we have. You’re a sexy man, you turn me on, we have fun together and it would be nice to see more of you, but. And it’s a big but . . . don’t make me the reason for deciding to come back to Ireland.’


‘Well, that’s honest,’ he muttered.


‘Oh, don’t get huffy,’ she teased, sliding her hand down his thigh. ‘You guys, you’re all the same. All needing your egos stroked.’


‘You should have been a man,’ he growled, kissing her hard.


‘I’m glad I’m not,’ she laughed, when he lifted his head to look down at her. ‘I’m not a girly girl and I never will be. I’m my own woman and don’t forget it.’


Barry smiled at the memory. Aimee was still very much her own woman and he knew that she might never have married him, only that Melissa had begged them to get married for years, before they finally tied the knot in a registry office three years ago.


Would he have come back home if Aimee hadn’t been on the scene? It was still hard to tell, but he’d taken the job and made a go of it, and become a director and shareholder of the firm to boot. So, careerwise, it had worked out. He and Aimee hadn’t moved in together for a year after he returned, until she was ‘sure’ she wanted to be in a long-term relationship. When she had decided that she should ‘do’ motherhood, he’d looked on Melissa’s birth as a chance to be a proper father, second time around. And this time he really had been hands on. He’d had no choice. Aimee had climbed the career ladder with single-minded determination. She’d been back at work full-time two months after giving birth. Maternity leave had sent her climbing the walls.


Connie and Aimee were chalk and cheese, that was for sure, he reflected as he drove past the yacht club. And, lately, because of the time he’d spent with his ex discussing the forthcoming wedding, he was beginning to appreciate Connie a lot more than he had when he was married to her.


He hoped Melissa wouldn’t be surly and rude tonight. It would be good for them to sit down to dinner at a properly set table for a change. TV dinners were not at all satisfying.


He dialled his younger daughter’s mobile. ‘Hi, love, I’ll be with you in five minutes, be at the door,’ he instructed as he turned right off the coast road to Sandycove. His stomach rumbled. He wondered what Connie would serve for dinner. She was great at cooking comfort food. He parked on double yellows and hurried into an off licence. A good bottle of wine would be nice. Pity he didn’t have time to stop at the florist’s. What was the etiquette about bringing flowers to an ex-wife? It wouldn’t bother Aimee, but Melissa might be perturbed. She was very protective of her mother when he was with Connie and had once asked him, when she was small, when he and Aimee were having a spat, if he was going to leave them and go back to live with Connie and Debbie. Melissa was such a little worrier, he thought fondly.


He chose a Sancerre and hurried back to the car. It was a bit like going on a date, he thought, half amused at the notion, as he started the ignition and drove off to collect his daughter.





CHAPTER FIVE



‘I like it; I love the spherical and cylindrical shapes. I’d say he was inspired by Braque, possibly Fernand Léger and Roger de La Fresnaye and, of course, the ultimate Cubist . . . Picasso.’ Debbie hid a yawn as she listened to Andrea Matthews pontificate to a group of Bryan’s friends as they stood sipping lukewarm plonk and nibbling on soggy canapés.


How she would have loved to stand up and say, ‘I think it’s a load of rubbish. A six-year-old could do just as well.’ She didn’t like abstract art, no matter who painted it. She wondered would Andrea put her money where her mouth was and actually buy a painting. Bryan had pointed out one particularly garish geometrical monstrosity and suggested it might be nice over their fireplace and she had hissed, ‘No!’, aghast. Not only was it a monstrosity, it was an expensive monstrosity. Two thousand euro they did not have to spend on questionable ‘art’.


‘It would be a talking point. No one else would have one and it would be an original,’ he urged. ‘And it would appreciate in value. It could be an investment.’


‘We can’t afford it, you know we can’t,’ she whispered.


‘Oh, OK,’ he said affably and turned to chat to another friend of his.


She drifted off to the edge of the group and stood at the long narrow window, looking out at the city traffic and fine misty rain which had started to fall. The weather was very changeable these past few days. It had been gorgeous this morning; now it was raining. She hoped against hope that it would be a fine day for the wedding. So much depended on the weather. Her parents were probably pretty miffed with her at the moment, she thought dolefully as she watched a cyclist shake his fist at a driver for cutting him up.


She was feeling a little guilty at not having gone to Greystones to discuss the wedding. It wasn’t her mother’s fault that the step-family was invited. And it wasn’t Connie’s fault that Debbie had a thorny relationship with her father either. Her mother had never badmouthed him to her; she’d always tried to keep the peace between them without taking sides.


Debbie chewed her lip. She’d acted childishly and that annoyed her. The only tables that needed seating were those for the grandparents, and some of her relatives and Bryan’s family. No more than sixteen people in all, if she remembered rightly. The rest of the guests could free-seat. That was the whole idea about having a barbecue, she thought crossly. Guilt still niggled. It wouldn’t have taken more than twenty minutes to sort, and twenty minutes more to go over the plans for the ceremony. But Barry would have started going on about walking her up the aisle, and she just wasn’t in the humour for arguing with him. A wedding planner would have sorted all that, she supposed, but they didn’t have the kind of money a wedding planner commanded. They’d been at a wedding recently that had cost the guts of fifty thousand. A friend of Bryan’s had invited them. The bride and her mother had gone to the Canaries for a week before the wedding to top up their tans so that both would look stunning in their designer frocks. Fake tans were not an option. Ava, the bride, had worn a Vera Wang ivory silk creation that had necessitated three fitting sessions in New York. It was very simple in design and, to Debbie’s mind, no different from many of the ones she’d looked at herself. The limo had been as long as a tennis court.


‘You wouldn’t know it was a designer dress, sure you wouldn’t?’ one of the girls at work said as they’d viewed the photos a week later.


‘Oh, we knew, believe me – we knew,’ Debbie assured her fervently, remembering Ava’s oft-repeated assertion. ‘It’s Vera Wang, isn’t it stunning?’ They had covered the cost of the wedding by remortgaging an eggbox of an apartment which they’d be paying off well into middle age, but they’d have the video of the wedding to look at for ever and a day, Debbie thought wryly. She didn’t think it was worth being in debt to that extent just for one day in your life.


‘What’s the matter? You’re very cranky.’ Bryan appeared at her side with another glass of wine.


‘Sorry, it must be pre-wedding nerves. I suppose I should have gone home and met the parents for an hour.’


‘Ah, don’t worry about them; they’ll get over it. That’s the reason we’re having a barbie, so there’ll be no fuss. Stop panicking.’ He leaned down and kissed the top of her head and suddenly she felt happy again. He was right. She looked at him, his jet-black hair falling boyishly over his eyes, and his melting cocker-spaniel eyes smiling at her and thought how lucky she was to have met him. Bryan never let things get on top of him; he was so laid-back he was almost horizontal. It was just as well – she got uptight enough for the two of them. He loved clothes and shopping and socializing, and he was the life and soul of every party they went to.


‘Come on, let’s go and eat and have a laugh with some of the others. They want to go to Yamamori Noodles. That won’t break the bank, so you won’t have to be worrying about whether we can afford it or not.’ He smiled down at her, his brown eyes twinkling. She smiled back at him.


‘I love you, Bryan, sorry for being such a nag.’ She leaned up and kissed him. That was one great thing about her fiancé: he never held a grudge, and their fights didn’t last long.


‘Life’s too short to worry, I’m always telling you that,’ he shrugged, dropping his arm around her shoulders.


‘Dad left a pretty cold message on my phone,’ she confided.


‘He’ll get over it,’ Bryan said airily. ‘Come on, let’s go over and chat to Caitriona and Suzy – they’ve just arrived.’


Typical response, thought Debbie disappointedly. Bryan hated family stuff. She could never really talk to him about her family issues. His attitude was: ignore the bad things and have fun in life. She wished she could be more like him. He was right: life was too short. She was going to have fun with the gang tonight. She’d deal with her parents tomorrow. He was lucky, he was the baby of the family and he was spoilt rotten. He never had to lift a finger. She was finding that out for herself after six months of living with him. He dropped his clothes wherever he took them off. The washing machine was completely alien to him. She’d got him used to filling the dishwasher, but getting him to empty it was proving more difficult. She’d just have to persevere, but it was irritating sometimes, and she was very conscious of not wanting to be a nag.


Debbie swallowed her wine in two mouthfuls and helped herself to another glass.


‘That’s my girl,’ encouraged Bryan. ‘Let’s party!’


Connie wrapped the aubergine-and-mushroom-stuffed chicken breasts in slices of bacon, drizzled some olive oil over them and slid them into the oven. She’d add the cream ten minutes before she served them. It was a handy dinner; she just hoped Melissa would eat it. She had some new potatoes and a selection of vegetables ready to cook in the steamer.


Miss Hope, her little black cat, curled around her ankles, purring ecstatically. Connie smiled down at her and shook a few treats into her food dish. She didn’t have to worry about her cat’s appetite, she thought in amusement, hearing the sound of contented munching.


Melissa was such an edgy, sullen young girl. Just like her older sister at the moment, Connie thought as she took out the ironing board and began to press her uniform. She had to travel across town first thing tomorrow. She was doing the weekend on the orthopaedic floor in the Bon Secours in Glasnevin. Only that she liked the hospital so much, she’d have said no. It wasn’t handy for the Dart. So she either had the option of driving, or Darting to Connolly and getting a bus. Maybe she’d treat herself to a taxi from town, she decided. She didn’t usually work weekends but she needed the extra money for the wedding and for Debbie’s wedding present. She was giving her cash because she knew how tight things were, financially, for her daughter.


Until two months ago, Connie had been nursing an elderly lady five mornings a week, and it had suited her. She’d loved having the afternoons off. Rita Clancy had suffered a bad stroke and needed round-the-clock nursing but, fortunately, her family could afford it. She’d been ill for a year and had suddenly deteriorated, developed pneumonia and died. It was a blessing for the family and the poor woman herself, but it meant that Connie was back doing the rounds of the hospitals. Private nursing was a desirable choice at the agency, but there had only been a couple of vacancies, both of them difficult commutes.


Still, she liked orthopaedics, and she liked the Bons, so that was this weekend sorted, but once the wedding was over and she’d made the extra money she needed to cover her expenses, and her holiday to Spain, she was going to cut down on her hours, she promised herself as a tasty aroma wafted from the oven.


She was hungry. It seemed a long time since her lunch with Karen. She hoped that Barry wouldn’t be too long. He’d sounded fed up and harassed on the phone. She had the feeling from snippets of conversations she had had with him that life with Aimee wasn’t always a bed of roses. Not that it was any of her business now. After all these years she’d got over the hurt, anger and shock of her marriage break-up, and for that she was truly grateful, because there was a time when she’d been eaten up by bitterness and rage and she’d hated Barry. It had taken a long time to come to terms with her own contribution to the break-up. Her neediness. Her facility for ignoring her intuition. Her tendency to try to please and placate despite her own feelings of unhappiness and resentment. She’d been a real wimp, but once she’d acknowledged that it wasn’t all one-sided and that she’d had a role to play, once she’d taken responsibility for her actions, healing had come.


It had been tough, very tough, she mused, ironing the leg of her navy trousers with more force than was necessary. And she’d certainly never expected to end up on her own. With hindsight, she knew she should never have married Barry while she was pregnant. If things had been left to develop naturally between them, they might have married and stayed married or they might never have married at all. Barry had only proposed because he felt obliged to. That was no foundation for a marriage.


She blew a strand of hair away from her face as she ironed vigorously, feeling a wave of heat envelop her. She remembered how shocked she’d been when the pregnancy test had proved positive. She’d had to sit down on the bed and fight the waves of nausea that engulfed her. Barry was as pale as she was. She’d never been able to take the Pill because of the excruciating headaches she’d got on it. They’d used condoms when she was ovulating but her cycle had been irregular and they’d got caught. She remembered the trapped look in his eye, and she was sure her own expression mirrored his. She felt well and truly trapped herself.


‘We’ll get married. We can have a small wedding, we’ll get a deposit for a house no problem, the two of us are working.’ He was pacing the bedroom in his flat.


‘Are you sure you want to marry me?’ Her voice had quivered when she’d asked the question, knowing that if she said no, he might not push it.


‘Of course I do,’ he said stoutly. ‘I love you.’


‘I love you too,’ she assured him, relieved beyond measure that he hadn’t backed out. Being an unmarried mother was a path she really didn’t want to go down.


‘You’re a nurse! You should have known better,’ her mother had said in disgust. Stella Dillon hadn’t been at all happy when she heard the news.


Her father, Jim, had been more accepting, and when she’d told him that Barry had proposed, he’d said kindly, ‘Connie, don’t get married just because you’re expecting a baby. Wait for a year or two. You and the baby will always have a home with us.’ But Connie, hormones in a heap, and madly in love with her boyfriend, had wanted to get married. So what if they were having a baby; they would have had children at some stage. The main thing was that they loved each other.


When they’d got the keys to their house, on a small estate in Deansgrange, she’d been ecstatic. Every piece in her jigsaw was falling into place, albeit a little earlier in her life than she had planned.


They’d had a modest wedding, and her empire-line cream chiffon dress had hidden her neat bump satisfactorily. They’d honeymooned in Portugal, and as she lay sunbathing on the golden swathe of beach fringed by the frothy white waves of the Atlantic, she’d felt exquisitely happy and she’d persuaded herself that Barry felt the same.


How easy it is to delude oneself, she thought wryly as she hung her uniform on the back of the door and started ironing her sheets.


She had put Barry’s moodiness on their return home down to stress of work and, four months later, the stress of a new baby. Over the years she’d made excuses for his gradual distance and withdrawal. He’d been very good with Debbie when she was a baby and, when they’d lost a baby through miscarriage, Connie had felt that he was as upset as she was. But all along, at the back of her mind, she knew something wasn’t right, but she’d been afraid to confront her fear.


They’d seemed to have it all. A happy, healthy child. Good jobs. A nice home. Plenty of friends. Why would she rock the boat because she felt their intimacy had disappeared? Sex was perfunctory, but wasn’t it like that with most working couples with a young child, she’d comforted herself. It was just that they didn’t seem to talk or have fun any more. Gradually, over the years, all they seemed to have to bind them in any sort of marital intimacy was Debbie.


She damped down her feelings of loneliness and frustration as best she could and got on with things, but although she put on a bright façade, Connie was desperately unhappy.


She’d sat at a dinner party with him one evening and watched the interaction of the other couples, all friends of theirs, over the course of the meal. The small gestures and intimacies between them were like a flick-knife to the heart. In that small, intimate tableau in their friends’ dining room she saw clearly all that was so lacking in her marriage. The little nudge, the eyes meeting and smiling at each other, the good-natured joshing and teasing. The casual dropping of an arm around the shoulder or the interlacing of fingers. Little wordless gestures that were the underlying bedrock of companionship and affection which was so important in a marriage. The little things that said ‘I love you,’ ‘You’re special to me,’ ‘This is fun and I want you to enjoy yourself and I’m glad I’m with you.’


She’d stroked Barry’s hand when he’d made a joke and he hadn’t even noticed or, if he had, he’d deliberately paid no attention to her. Cut to the quick, she’d wanted to cry out, ‘Don’t ignore me. I’m your wife. I’m here and I need to be acknowledged. Stop punishing me.’


That night had been a turning point for Connie. She knew she couldn’t go on any more without confronting the problems in their marriage, no matter what the outcome.


‘We need to talk,’ she’d said bluntly when he came back after walking the babysitter home.


‘It’s late. Can’t it wait until tomorrow?’ He had been surprised at her abrupt tone.


‘No, Barry, it can’t wait. You know as well as I do something’s wrong in our marriage. You won’t deal with it. I’ve tried to address it over and over, and you tell me it’s nothing or that you’re too tired to talk. Well, we can’t run away from it for ever.’ Once she’d actually started saying what she felt, it had come easy to her. She knew deep down this was the crunch moment for them, and she knew in her heart and soul that, if she gave him an out, he’d take it. Connie was so scared she’d started to shake, but she’d stared Barry straight in the eye and said, ‘Do you not want to be married to me?’


‘Don’t say that,’ he blustered.


‘Answer the question, Barry, because that’s what you’re making me feel.’


And then it had all come pouring out. How trapped he felt, how he hadn’t wanted to get married so young. And how he loved her but he wasn’t ‘in love’ with her.


‘Is there anyone else?’ she’d asked him quietly, stunned at his response.


‘No. I wouldn’t do that to you,’ he’d replied indignantly, and she’d believed him.


‘What do you want to do? Do you think counselling would help?’ Her mouth was as dry as the Sahara.


‘No . . . I’m sorry, Connie, I can’t help the way I feel, nothing’s going to change it,’ he said miserably.


There was no answer to that. He was being honest, and she could see the relief in his face that the truth was out. ‘I guess not,’ she muttered, realizing that there was no point in prolonging the agony.


‘I do love you, I . . . I’m just not in love any more. Can you understand that?’ he asked earnestly as he took her hand and caressed it and she thought how ironic it was that such a gesture, one she’d longed for, should signify the end of their marriage.


‘I understand.’ She swallowed. She wanted to pull her hand away and rake her nails down his face and say, ‘Fuck you. I don’t want your wishy-washy love. I want you to desire me, find me attractive, I want you to want to be with me, you bastard.’ But she’d swallowed her rage down, not wishing to give him the satisfaction of seeing how devastated she truly was.


‘Look, I’ll sleep on the sofa, and tomorrow I’ll go looking for a place.’


He couldn’t get out quickly enough, she thought wildly, afraid she was going to start howling.


‘What about Debbie?’ Her voice sounded disembodied.


‘We’ll work something out. Don’t worry, Connie, I won’t ignore my responsibilities towards you and her.’


‘Is that right?’ she’d said coldly and walked out of the room.


Why on earth were all those horrible memories coming back right now? She bit her lip as she folded a pillowcase. Barry had kept to his word about his financial responsibilities, but he’d run off to America when the chance arose, leaving her with all the practical difficulties of rearing a child on her own. Then he’d come home, just when she was beginning to get on some sort of an emotional even keel, and announced that he was seeing another woman. A year later he’d informed her they were going to live together.


Debbie had never got over that and, when Barry’s daughter was born, she’d refused point blank to see her or have anything to do with her. It wasn’t poor Melissa’s fault, Connie had pointed out to her daughter when Barry had got annoyed at her intransigence.


‘I don’t care, I don’t have to see her and if you make me I’ll . . . I’ll run away,’ Debbie raged. ‘I hate them.’ She’d just had her first period, her hormones were awry and her resentment of her father and his new family knew no bounds.


‘I can’t make her want to see them, Barry. I’m doing my best, but you know as well as I do that Debbie knows her own mind. I’m not going to force her and I’d advise you not to either.’


‘OK,’ he said angrily. ‘But they are half-sisters, after all.’


‘I know that!’ she retorted sharply, and Barry had known by her tone that she wasn’t too thrilled at the situation either.


How often had she lain in bed imagining her ex-husband in bed with his glamorous new partner, trying not to feel bitter and twisted and resentful? She missed sex, even though it hadn’t been great by the end of their marriage. She missed lying curled up in someone’s arms. Would she ever have that again, she’d wondered miserably, trying not to be jealous of Aimee. Men had backed off when she told them she had a child, and she’d finally given up on the idea of dating. It wasn’t worth it. She was petrified of making another mistake because of neediness and loneliness. She couldn’t put Debbie through trauma because of her failed relationships.
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