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  The Estate Agents


  



  ‘Where’s the file for Apartment 3B?’ Hilary Purcell muttered to herself, knowing that His Nibs, as she disrespectfully referred to her boss, would be

  requiring it later. Having located it, she placed it on the desk in front of her and returned to her typing. The phone rang.


  ‘O’Malley, Costello and Ryan. Can I help you?’ Hilary cursed silently as she made yet another typing error. Down the phone an angry tirade assaulted her ears. ‘Just one

  moment. I’ll put you through to Mr O’Malley,’ she said sweetly. She was damned if she was going to deal with the angry client on the other end of the phone. Typical, of course. On

  their first meeting John O’Malley had told the client that the firm took 2 per cent of the selling price. He omitted to mention that the 2 per cent did not include the price of the boards and

  photograph of the property and the advertising. Not to mention the 21 per cent VAT. So the poor unfortunate on the other end of the phone had got a much heftier bill than she had budgeted for.


  Hilary had had so many phone calls from shocked and irate vendors that she had decided to let the partners concerned handle them. Why should she have to listen to such abuse on the pittance she

  was being paid! If only she could win the Lotto! Hilary propped her head on her chin and a faraway look came into her eyes. She’d pay the mortgage on her parents’ house, buy a villa in

  the south of France for herself, give her brothers a couple of thousand each, and tell John O’Malley exactly where he could stuff his job. She wouldn’t even give him a day’s

  notice. She smiled at the thought. She might even misplace a few files, make a couple of phone calls to her brother in the States and be positively rude to the clients. Her humour began to improve

  immensely. Tomorrow she was definitely going to buy a few lottery tickets and if she won she wasn’t going to tell a soul except the family. She certainly didn’t want to be inundated

  with begging letters!


  ‘Miss Purcell!’ Her boss’s suave tones interrupted her reverie. ‘I want you to ring Mr White and tell him that we’ve accepted his offer for the Santry property.

  Then ring Miss Carey and tell her that someone else has put in a bid of a thousand extra for the house in Donnycarney.’


  ‘But I thought we’d sold the Santry house to the Morrisseys,’ she said, thinking he had made a mistake.


  ‘Contracts weren’t signed. We’ll return their deposit to their solicitor,’ he replied briskly, turning to stride back into his office.


  Swine! she thought. He’d gone and gazumped the Morrisseys and they’d had their heart and soul set on that house in Santry. And she knew quite well that no-one else had put in an

  offer for the house in Donnycarney; it was just a ploy to make Miss Carey pay an extra thousand. On second thoughts, if she won the Lotto she would buy out O’Malley, Costello and Ryan,

  through a broker of course, so they wouldn’t be aware of her identity. And when the firm was finally hers, she’d call a meeting and personally sack her boss. This exquisite thought got

  her through the morning until her tea-break. Then John O’Malley appeared beside her again.


  ‘Miss Purcell . . . ’ How she detested that voice! ‘I want the file on Apartment 3B in Mountain View, if you please. I presume you contacted the interested parties to tell them

  what time the viewing was arranged for?’


  ‘Yes,’ she said coldly, handing him the file.


  ‘And you’ve informed Mrs Lacey that I’ll be there fifteen minutes beforehand?’


  ‘Yes, Mr O’Malley,’ Hilary almost hissed. Hadn’t she been working with him long enough to know what to do when there was a viewing.


  ‘How many have confirmed?’ He perused the file. ‘Hmm . . . Hugh Cassidy, the TV personality. Mrs Claire Moran, Mrs Cecily Clarke-Conroy, Ms Lainey Conroy. Are they

  related?’


  ‘I don’t know really. A Mr Dominic Kent made all the arrangements for Ms Conroy.’ Hilary managed to refrain from informing her boss that, unlike him, she was not inquisitive

  enough to go into clients’ personal histories on the phone. Honestly, John O’Malley would ask you what you’d had for your breakfast! If Mrs Clarke-Conroy and Ms Lainey Conroy were

  related, so what! Maybe the two of them were having an affair with the man called Dominic Kent. Anything was possible. There were plenty of men buying apartments and town-houses for their

  mistresses. You saw a lot of goings-on in the estate agency business. She wouldn’t put it past John O’Malley to indulge in a bit of blackmail. The crook that he was! She knew that he

  madly fancied Liz Lacey, the famous artist who was selling Apartment 3B. Hilary got the impression that his interest wasn’t reciprocated. He thought he was a bit of a ladies’ man. But

  Hilary wouldn’t touch him with a ten-foot bargepole. Just the thought of his marble-like hands with the wet fishy handshake gave her the shudders. And he had a way of looking at you and a way

  of making remarks that were very close to sexual harassment. If he didn’t stop annoying her, she would report him! It would be worth it to knock that smirk off his face.


  ‘Very interesting indeed.’ Her boss gave a supercilious smile. ‘I’m off to sell the apartment. I’ll be back some time in the afternoon. Take my messages. Goodbye,

  Miss Purcell. Be good!’


  ‘Goodbye and good riddance!’ Hilary spat as she watched her boss get into his BMW. At least she had her office to herself for a while. She hoped that selling Apartment 3B would take

  up a good chunk of his time as, unfortunately, he had no other appointments that afternoon and would be under her feet for the rest of the day. If Tim Costello was out, she’d nip in next door

  and have a chat with his secretary.


  Who would buy the apartment, she wondered. Hugh Cassidy? He was a bit of all right. Ireland’s most eligible bachelor, even more popular than Pat Kenny. Claire Moran from Drumcondra?

  She’d sounded nice on the phone – a gentle sort. That Clarke-Conroy one had sounded like a right stuck-up bitch with her posh accent. She knew all about the percentages and the VAT and

  the extra costs. John O’Malley wouldn’t mislead her. And Dominic Kent! He sounded like a right dish. With that absolutely gorgeous deep voice. Whoever bought 3B, she’d most

  likely meet him or her as they’d have to sign papers. It would be very interesting indeed to see which of the viewers would become the new owner.


  



  The Seller


  



  Liz Lacey’s blue eyes snapped open and immediately she was wide awake – that was the kind of person she was. Through her pale lilac drapes, she could see that the

  sun was shining. Good, she thought with satisfaction. She had read somewhere that sunshine always helped to sell a property and besides, it would show off her balconies to advantage. People were

  coming to view her apartment today and Liz wanted them to see it at its best. The estate agents had postponed the viewing twice and the strain of keeping the place immaculate was beginning to tell.

  Liz was not the world’s tidiest person. ‘Out of sight, out of mind’ was her motto. If anyone looked under her bed they’d be horrified.


  To think that she, Liz Lacey, artist extraordinaire, darling of the media and jet-set, girlfriend of one of Ireland’s most famous and eligible bachelors, never knew what she was going to

  find under her bed, never mind in the bottom of her designer Sliderobes. Liz grinned as she remembered the battles she had had with her good-natured mother.


  ‘What’s pickling under the bed today?’ her mother would inquire each Saturday morning as a clean-up got underway. When Liz bought her luxury apartment, she had resisted

  strongly the suggestion made by her sister-in-law, Eve, that she buy a bed with drawers in the base. Under the bed saved her so much hassle. Being without it would be like not having her handbag,

  which weighed a ton and was almost an extension of her body.


  Leaning out of bed to pick up the large bulging Italian leather bag, Liz dipped a hand in, rummaged, skirted a tube of paint and a box of charcoal sticks and found her Filofax. Both bag and

  Filofax had been a present from her great Spanish friend, Incarna, who tried her best to organize Liz. If she were left to her own devices, she would write down appointments on the back of

  envelopes. Liz flicked through the address section until she found the estate agent’s number. She might as well ring and confirm, in case they had decided to postpone the viewing once again.

  If they had she would bloody well give them hell. Maybe she would have been better off just selling privately, but it had seemed so easy just putting it in the hands of an estate agent. At the time

  she didn’t realize that there were two people she knew who were interested in buying.


  One of them was the mother of Hugh Cassidy, her partner of many years, but by the time that Hugh realized that she was really serious about getting out and changing her life, she had already put

  Apartment 3B in the hands of the estate agents and signed a sole agency agreement with them. She had also disappointed Dominic Kent, her neighbour from downstairs, who had approached her upon

  hearing the news that she was selling, to tell her that Lainey Conroy, his partner, was anxious to buy a place in Dublin and that Apartment 3B would be perfect. Liz had immediately agreed to

  let Lainey view the place and Dominic had contacted the estate agents for details and to make an appointment on Lainey’s behalf. So she was going to be bidding against Hugh’s mother.

  Well, it couldn’t be helped. Hugh should have known she meant what she said about getting out. And she wasn’t going to disappoint Lainey now that she had made the arrangement. Liz liked

  Lainey, one of the most elegant women she had ever seen, very glamorous and sophisticated but with a delicious sense of humour. Apartment 3B would suit the well-travelled woman of the world very

  well. Lainey was the kind of woman who should live in an apartment like 3B.


  Fortunately, Hugh was always very fair-minded and he told her to have as many people as possible view the place in order to get the best price she could. Liz didn’t know who else was

  coming. No doubt Mr Suave would be along in his grey pinstriped suit, showing just the right amount of cuff, his neatly-manicured hand holding on to his Gucci briefcase as though the crown jewels

  reposed there. She just couldn’t take to John O’Malley of O’Malley, Costello and Ryan, Estate Agents. He was much too smooth for her taste. Well, let him sell Apartment 3B. He had

  told her that he had several very interested viewers and he would certainly get the best price for it; all she knew was that she wasn’t going to be there. She couldn’t bear to be around

  as people looked at her apartment, so she had made an appointment with Nikki and Susan across the road in Kris Morton’s to have her hair done and have a full beauty treatment. It was her

  little treat to herself. She’d miss her sessions at the elegant pink, grey and black salon but she’d be back in Ireland regularly, commuting from the little whitewashed villa in Majorca

  that now awaited her. Now that she had made the most momentous decision of her life, she was anxious to leave the past behind and begin living her dream.


  Her eyes took on a faraway look. It wasn’t how she had ever thought she would end up. Her finger caressed the smooth wedding band on her left hand. Hugh had never been happy about her

  continuing to wear her wedding ring. It irked him, this link with her past, but although she loved Hugh in her own way, and he loved her in his, Liz would never love anyone as she had loved Matt,

  her tall, quiet, good-humoured husband. Sighing, Liz drew aside the duvet, and walked across the thick pink-and-grey carpet to her balcony. How ironic life was, she mused a little sadly. Here she

  was, owner of a luxurious apartment that she was going to sell for a huge profit, successful beyond her wildest dreams, and she would turn her back on it all to have lived for ever in the little

  flat near Harold’s Cross Bridge, whose threshold Matt had carried her across as a deliriously happy new bride. To live with Matt and have his babies was all she had ever wanted but fate had

  decreed differently.


  ‘Ah, Liz!’ she chided herself aloud. It was rare for her to dwell on the past and what might have been. She was much too positive a person for that. Still, so much had happened in

  the last two months and now, with her life about to change so dramatically, it was inevitable that her thoughts would turn towards the past.


  She was doing the right thing. She had thought it through over and over and discussed it with Don and Eve, her brother and sister-in-law, without whom she would never have contemplated making

  the move. Her face softened into a smile as she thought of Eve, her sister-in-law. How lucky Don had been in his choice of wife. Eve was one of the warmest, most generous and loving human beings

  Liz had ever met. From the moment Don had introduced them it was as though they had been friends all their lives. It was Eve who had let her share every moment of her pregnancies and who made her

  feel very much a part of her family life. Fiona and Caitriona, her two beautiful nieces, were like her own children and they were her greatest joy in life. Now Eve was expecting her third

  child.


  She grinned as she remembered their last outing. She had taken Fiona, aged six, and Caitriona, almost three, into town, brought them into one of the pound shops on Henry Street and told them

  they could pick five toys each. Fiona loved the pound shops and it had taken her an hour to make up her mind about what she wanted. Each toy was picked up, examined minutely, put down, then picked

  up again. Caitriona had no such problems. She knew exactly what she wanted: dolls, dolls, and more dolls. Watching the excited happy little faces of the girls holding their bagged purchases gave

  Liz the warmest glow, and without further ado they trooped across to Marks and Spencers where she proceeded to buy two beautiful dresses for the pair. They then hit McDonald’s for the

  highlight of their special day and they had tucked into burgers, chips and milkshakes with great gusto.


  ‘I’m weelly alighted,’ Fiona informed her aunt, wrapping two little arms around Liz’s neck and almost choking her with a hug. Liz tried to hide her smile; Fiona

  couldn’t yet pronounce her Rs and sometimes got her words a little wrong. How could she not melt when her beloved niece would say things like ‘Liz, if I wake up in the miggle of the

  night and I’m stiff scawed, can I get into your bed?’ This was when she had her two nieces staying on a ‘holiday’ night with her. Caitriona had woken at six-thirty, lifted

  Liz’s eyelid and demanded to know if Liz was awake. When Liz had groggily urged her to go back asleep her niece had informed her matter-of-factly, ‘But my sleep’s all gone!’

  There was nobody else on the planet who would induce Liz to get up at that unearthly hour, but she was putty in the hands of Fiona and Caitriona.


  She’d miss them so much. That was the one big drawback of the step she was taking. But summer holidays were long and Eve and the children were going to stay in the villa, with Don coming

  out for a shorter period. They would have a marvellous time. All these years of doting over her nieces had kindled in her the desire to have a child of her own. From the time she first felt her

  niece kicking lustily against her mother’s swollen belly and held the hours-old baby gently and gazed in awe at the perfectly formed little face with the rosebud mouth and startlingly blue

  eyes, Liz had got terribly broody. Now, at thirty-four, this feeling was stronger than ever.


  She gazed out at the view from her balcony, smiling to herself. She supposed she would miss the apartment; it had suited her needs so well, this luxurious penthouse with its superb light which

  fulfilled her requirements as an artist. Still, that was the joy of being an artist. Have brush, will travel. Liz could work at her job anywhere she chose. And for the future she had chosen to work

  and live in a villa in Majorca.


  ‘You won’t be going anywhere if you don’t sell this apartment,’ she told herself briskly. Leaning an elbow on her attractive sand-coloured balcony wall she tried to see

  what a first-time viewer would see. Because Apartment 3B was perched high on The Washerwoman’s Hill in Glasnevin, the view was impressive. Liz could see the clear outline of the Dublin

  mountains straight ahead of her. It was one of those gorgeous April days when the sky was a Mediterranean blue and the outline of the mountains was etched so clearly that you almost felt you could

  reach out and touch them. She could see the distinct shadings of fields and bog which never failed to delight her. That was one of the joys of living in Dublin: the countryside was only a

  bus-journey away. The roof-tops of the city, dwarfed by the mountains, shimmered in the early morning sun. To the left and a little behind stood the Bon Secours Hospital, its grounds perfectly

  manicured, sheep grazing contentedly near the wall that divided it from River Gardens, a luxury apartment complex. To her right was the pyramidal, grey-blocked building that housed the

  Meteorological Service headquarters.


  Her eyes wandered back to her own home. Lush landscaped grounds four floors below her were a blaze of cherry blossom, nodding golden daffodils and tulips, and vivid purple heathers. An

  ornamental stream flowed rhythmically over decorative boulders giving a soothing ambience. It was a plush, elegant complex of just a score of apartments, in four blocks: in each block a penthouse,

  two two-bedroomed apartments and two one-bedroomed apartments on the ground floor. The complex boasted an indoor swimming pool, tennis courts and a pool room. Liz often used the facilities and

  they were a great selling point. Liz had been lucky with her apartment – of that there was no doubt. She had bought during a bad slump in property and got the place for a snip. Now prices had

  risen dramatically and she was in line to make a fairly hefty profit. It was this that had finally decided her to move to Majorca. Property there was very cheap and she was getting a

  three-bedroomed villa with a small swimming pool for a price that would leave her with a nice tidy amount of savings from the sale of Apartment 3B.


  Liz went back in, caught sight of her reflection in a mirror and smiled ruefully, running a hand through the soft raven curls that framed her small heart-shaped face, a face dominated by bright

  blue eyes which were fringed by long black lashes. Not beautiful in the conventional sense, Liz had an animated face that made men stop and look twice, her eyes mirroring every emotion she was

  feeling. The faint lines around them etched from her thirty-four years of living added to the character in her face. Small and petite, she aroused men’s protective instincts, but Liz had no

  need of protection. Time and trauma had proved that she was well able to look after herself.


  ‘Get a move on, girl,’ she ordered, knowing full well she had a colossal amount of work to get through. The previous night she had called a meeting of the other residents in her

  block to resign formally as secretary of the residents’ committee, something she was only delighted to do. The hassle she had had this past year, chasing up maintenance fees from Al and

  Detta, listening to Maud and Muriel complain about Derek’s parties. Only Dominic had been a model resident. Well good luck to them in Mountain View, she was leaving them to it. Liz was off to

  Majorca and a new life despite Hugh’s hurt protests. Still, he was getting used to the idea and the bond between them would never be broken, now that they were going to be parents.


  Liz squared her shoulders, then made her bed, had a quick shower and ate some yogurt and muesli standing at the kitchen counter. She rang the estate agents to confirm the viewing time and sat

  down to type out the minutes of the previous night’s management committee meeting. In little over a month, with any luck, she’d be toasting herself in the sun.


  



  The Residents


  



  Detta and Al Shaw sat at their breakfast-counter eating toast and margarine. Both of them drank black tea because it saved on the milk. They were worried. Liz Lacey was

  selling the penthouse above them and God knows who might buy. Probably some rich old bitch who had loads of money and who wouldn’t mind if the maintenance fees went up. Last year had been

  horrific; the fees had gone up ten per cent. They’d had to get a new Chubb lock on the front door because that silly old bat Muriel on the next landing lost her keys and her name and address

  were on the key-ring. It was only right and proper, as Al told the meeting last night, that if it happened in future, whoever lost the keys would have to pay for the lock. Then Maud, the other old

  biddy, had decided they needed fire extinguishers and blankets on every landing, not just in the foyer. That had cost an arm and a leg. And now there was talk of getting the outside painted. At

  least Al had taken over as secretary of the management committee and he might be able to stall things for a while until they got a bit of money together.


  ‘You’re mad to be buying an apartment,’ their parents had told them, but Al and Detta, yuppies to the death, would hear no arguments. Weren’t they the envy of their

  friends and colleagues? Wasn’t an apartment in Mountain View better than a semi-detached out in God knows where! After all, Al held down a prestigious job as information scientist in Hanley

  and Mason’s, a huge pharmaceutical company. Detta was a lowly library assistant under his command. And how she loved being commanded by Al. She loved him, loved his power position, and hoped

  fervently that by marrying him she might advance her own career. To be an information scientist was her dream ever since she had started work in Hanley and Mason’s. Just think how impressed

  they’d be up in Kincasslagh, her home town. It would be almost as good as being related to Daniel O’Donnell! It would be a great help with the mortgage too; an increase in salary was

  badly needed.


  A howl from the children’s bedroom shook Al and Detta out of their moody introspection.


  ‘Lee, what are you doing to Candine? Leave your sister alone!’ snapped Al. He was trying to decide which suit to wear, the light beige, or pale grey. The school of library studies

  from UCD was coming on a visit and he wanted to make an impact. After all, these were information scientists of the future. Some of them might even end up in Hanley and Mason’s.


  ‘Ouch, let go of my hair!’


  ‘I’m telling Mammy on you! Maaaamayyy.’


  ‘TRALEE!!!’ yelled Al. There was silence from the adjoining room. When her father used her full name, Lee knew he meant business.


  ‘We’ll just have to give the children more quality time, darling,’ sighed Detta.


  ‘A clip on the arse would be more like it,’ muttered her husband.


  ‘Oh Al,’ his wife murmured reproachfully as the video intercom tinkled to announce the arrival of Tina, the nanny.


  ‘Come on, that shower from UCD are coming today. I want to be there early. Let’s get dressed and out of here a.s.a.p.’


  Detta smiled adoringly. She loved it when her husband ordered her around. They’d manage if the maintenance fees went up, Al would provide. She just hoped that the new owner of Apartment 3B

  wouldn’t want to make huge changes in the place and wouldn’t mind children.


  *


  On the landing below, Muriel Doyle and Maud O’Connor, her sister, were arguing vigorously about who was to use the bathroom first.


  ‘Muriel, I was up first. Therefore I get to use the bathroom first. Kindly get out of there immediately,’ Maud commanded, inwardly raging that Muriel had managed to

  sneak in in front of her yet again.


  Muriel, working on the assumption that possession was nine-tenths of the law, refused to be ousted. ‘I put on the immersion,’ she retorted triumphantly from behind the locked

  door. That would teach Maud manners, Muriel decided, as she went about her early-morning toilette. She was really annoyed with her sister.


  Last night they had attended the meeting in Liz Lacey’s penthouse and Maud had got quite tipsy. As they left, that . . . that lothario Derek Sinclair on the next floor had been smirking in

  a superior manner at them. It was most vexatious to the spirit. And him only a ‘rented’. Everybody else at least owned their apartments. God knows what kind of character would buy 3B.

  Liz might have been an artist, and everybody knows artists are supposed to be a bit wild and eccentric, but they had been pleasantly surprised. Liz Lacey had turned out to be a real lady. If

  someone like that upstart Sinclair bought the apartment, she and Muriel might just as well sell up and go elsewhere.


  It had been a mistake, a big mistake, selling her little cottage with its lovely flower-filled garden, to buy this place with Maud. ‘You’ll be great company for each other, Mum. It

  will be much better than living on your own,’ her son had enthused. You mean you won’t have to worry about me, she thought dryly. It had been the perfect solution for everyone –

  except her.


  Maud was childless. She had lost her husband and couldn’t wait to sell their old damp house in Drumcondra. She wanted to buy an apartment in Mountain View, but couldn’t afford it.

  Nieces and nephews and Jim, Muriel’s son, had waged a . . . campaign . . . was the only word to describe it, to get Muriel to sell up and buy with her sister. They had succeeded and Muriel

  was now more unhappy than she had ever been in all her seventy-three years. Each day was a series of battles. Some she won, some she lost. This morning she had won so far. Now she wanted to make

  sure that she got the seat by the window; Liz had said that all the potential buyers of Apartment 3B were coming to view today and she wanted to make sure she got a good look at them. Drawing a

  deep breath, Muriel unlocked the door and marched out of the bathroom. ‘Age before beauty, dear,’ she said sweetly to her infuriated sister who stood, arms folded, at the other side of

  the door.


  ‘The dirt before the brush, dear,’ hissed Maud as she slammed the door and locked it behind her. It was going to be one of those days!


  *


  A jet of steaming water cascaded down Derek Sinclair’s back. He stood in his shower soaping the lovely body entwined with his. Nuzzling the girl’s ear lobe he

  smiled. This was absolutely his favourite way to start the day. Pity those two old broads upstairs couldn’t see what he was up to; that might stop them complaining about his parties. He

  grinned. Maybe frustration was their problem. Well just right now, it wasn’t his. ‘Baby, you are beautiful,’ he murmured in his best Richard Gere imitation as he drew her closer

  to him and they began to make love for the second time that morning.


  Later, when she had gone, having refused breakfast – dieting she said – he sat down and had his own. In the bright light of morning he conceded to himself that she might have been a

  little over weight, well maybe half a stone! Derek had no such problems and he tucked into a hearty fry. Wait until he told the guys at work about this little cracker. He had really hit the jackpot

  last night at Adam’s party. He nearly hadn’t gone, with that blooming meeting that Liz had called. Pity she was leaving really. He had always fancied her but she treated him like a kid

  brother. Sometimes he got the impression that she didn’t take him seriously at all. And him an ace money broker, a hot-shot whizkid. Maybe she felt twenty-six was a bit young; she was, after

  all, a bit past thirty. It didn’t bother him – he had always liked older, mature women, as long as they were sexy. And Liz Lacey was sexy. So was that Lainey dish old Kent across the

  hall was canoodling with; she was sexy too, sexy as hell.


  You’ve a good appreciation of women, Derek old son, he told himself as he put his dishes in the dishwasher, ran a comb through his Peter Mark permed hair, and picked up his briefcase.

  Whistling, he let himself out of the apartment. He checked his mailbox in the foyer: two letters, one a bill, the other from his mother in Swinford. A fleeting hint of guilt assailed him. Mam would

  really be horrified if she had seen him this morning. She still thought he went to Mass, for God’s sake!


  He shoved the letter in his pocket. He’d read it later. He was a man of the world now, on his way to being the next Donald Trump. He had devoured The Art of the Deal from cover to

  cover. He knew where old Trumpy had gone wrong of course. Over-extended himself with the casino in Atlantic City. Derek would never have made the same mistake. It was badly advised. Now if

  he had been advising Donald Trump . . . Whistling to himself, Derek Sinclair began to imagine a scenario where he was adviser to one of the world’s best-known business tycoons. He was

  completely unaware that Maud and Muriel had him under a scrutiny that the KGB would have done well to match.


  Michael Smurfit would want to make sure he didn’t make the same mistake, Derek decided. Maybe he’d give old Micko a ring. This scenario lasted until he got to his car, when he

  discovered to his dismay that he had a flat tyre. Using every curse in his repertoire he took off his jacket and rolled up his sleeves. Old Horton would eat the head off him for being late again

  this week. Blasted car! Pity he couldn’t afford a new one. But the rent he was paying for this pad had him almost wiped out. Twenty minutes later, begrimed and oily because he’d had

  really to struggle with the bolts, the pretender to Donald Trump’s throne drove out of Mountain View. As he did so, he noticed the For Sale sign. He wondered who would buy 3B. A thought

  struck him as he headed towards Phibsboro. Maybe someone like the doll in the coffee ad might move in. Aha!! The bottleneck at Cross Guns Bridge ceased to worry Derek as he began to imagine the

  scenario where he welcomed the beautiful new tenant to Apartment 3B.


  



  The Viewers


  



  HUGH


  Hugh Cassidy snorted in disgust as he read the item in the Irish Times about a well-known couple who had been busted for possession of cocaine. He knew them vaguely. If

  Liz saw it, she’d be saying, ‘You’ll be next.’ She was always going on at him about his little . . . habit. It was one of the reasons they were splitting up. The other was

  that he wanted her to come to the States with him, to be with him and share the most important event in his career, an event that was just about to take place. An American TV network was at this

  moment drawing up a contract for him to sign and Liz was refusing to go Stateside with him. Women! He’d never understand them.


  Hundreds of women would give anything to be in her shoes. He had letters and panties and the like from them to prove it. Only the day before he got the most pornographic letter he had ever read,

  in which the writer, female, had told him in language that almost brought a blush to his cheeks, what she would like to do with him. She had included a black wisp of satin panty that stank to high

  heaven of cheap perfume. The letter was postmarked Donegal. Liz had roared laughing. Hugh smiled to himself. Liz was a girl in a million – he’d known that the minute he’d met

  her.


  His celebrity status hadn’t fazed her one bit. In fact he’d had to put up quite an argument even to get her to go on a date with him. And eventually he had succeeded. But he’d

  had to fight hard before they had finally begun a loving and caring relationship. Now, no matter what happened in the future, there would always be a bond between them.


  If only he could persuade her to give up this half-baked notion to go painting in Majorca and settle there. He was meeting her later, after he had interviewed a politician accused of taking

  bribes, and before he presented prizes in a community games event and wrote his column for Review, the upmarket arts magazine. He was taking his mother to the viewing of Liz’s

  apartment organized by the estate agent. She had expressed a wish to sell the old family home and move in to something smaller and more compact and when Hugh had established that Liz was deadly

  serious about selling up and moving on he suggested to his mother that she might consider buying Liz’s apartment. She had reacted enthusiastically. Of course it was too late to do a private

  deal with Liz; the estate agent had been engaged before he’d had his brainwave. But he really didn’t mind. Business was better done properly and professionally. It was just a pity that

  the estate agent would take a good whack out of whatever price the apartment fetched.


  Running a hand over his stubbled jaw, Hugh finished his coffee and headed for the bathroom. He had a busy day ahead and dawdling around Donnybrook Mews wouldn’t get anything done. He must

  call into Quinnsworth in Mount Merrion at some stage. There was nothing in the fridge and his daily was on holidays. Maybe he’d cook Liz dinner for a change. She much preferred dinner

  à deux to going out to any of Dublin’s trendy eateries. Of course he loved eating out. Eat and be seen was part and parcel of maintaining a high profile, and Hugh

  Cassidy’s profile was the highest around. He intended it to be even higher.


  Twenty minutes later Hugh was shaved, showered and out the door. Chicken Kiev would do fine for tonight, or maybe moussaka, Liz loved his moussaka. He pointed his Saab in the direction of RTE.

  It was 6.30 a.m.


  



  CLAIRE


  Claire Moran added her daughter’s birthday card to the ones already displayed on the chipped mantelpiece of her Drumcondra bedsit. It was a beautiful card, thoughtfully

  chosen, and on it her daughter had written simply, ‘Mum you are the best. Love, Suzy.’ It was postmarked Singapore.


  She was so lucky to have a daughter like Suzy. It was incredible that she, who had suffered such traumas in her young life, had overcome them all, stood on her own two feet, and was now sailing

  her way around the world, a globe-trotting nineteen-year-old stewardess with Cunard.


  When Claire was not much more than Suzy’s age, she had been a wife and mother, totally dependent on her husband. Looking back on it now from her eyrie of independence, she wondered how she

  had stuck it for so long. Of course she had known no better. She hadn’t even realized for years of her marriage just how unhappy and unfulfilled she was. Claire shuddered, thinking of her

  past and the person she had been, so unquestioning and passive. She surely had changed, though. Claire was not the innocent, obedient young wife of nineteen years ago. By God she wasn’t!


  She might have lived the last ten months alone in her Drumcondra bedsit, a far cry from the large red-bricked house in Glasnevin that had been her marital home for so many years, but she was her

  own woman. At thirty-eight years of age, Claire Moran was a woman of independent means. She smiled ruefully. Well, better late than never. Besides she was certainly only hitting her prime. She had

  never felt as fit nor looked so well. Thank God she had got over her guilt about spending money at the hairdresser’s or in a beauty salon. Up to a few years ago she had always done her own

  hair. ‘What would you be wasting money going to a hairdresser’s for? Sure isn’t that what you were when I married you?’ Sean, her husband, had once asked in genuine

  surprise, when she asked him for the money to go and get her hair done. They had been going to his youngest sister’s wedding. She had never made the request again.


  Claire should have known better, of course. Sean had no time for female fripperies, as he termed them, assuring her that she looked much more wholesome and natural without that muck that women

  put on their faces. Her soft chestnut hair, shot through with glints of gold, had been worn in a bob throughout the years of her marriage. Claire ran long fingers through her silky locks, feeling

  the feathery layers slide through her fingers. Oh, she was a changed woman all right. Physically as well as mentally. Gone was the bob, in its place a sophisticated layered style that framed her

  oval face. Well-defined arched eyebrows, tinted to match her hair, emphasized wide hazel eyes that were flecked with green. Her skin, creamy and unlined, belied her thirty-eight years, and only the

  faint lines grooved around her mouth gave a hint to the hardships she had endured.


  Sipping her tea, Claire moved over to one of the windows of her high-ceilinged room. It was early yet and the street was still quiet; only a scrawny cat yowling as he slid out of a dustbin broke

  the silence. A cherry tree, its branches laden with delicate pink blossoms, grew outside her window. For the past few weeks, Claire had spent a few minutes each morning gazing on its beauty. It was

  only a short time that it was in bloom. She wouldn’t be here this time next year. Maybe not even this time next month. She felt a little tingle of excitement. Today was the day, the day she

  was going to view Apartment 3B. What luck that it had come on the market just when she was in a position to buy it. How many times had she passed the Mountain View complex and wished she could

  afford to live there.


  ‘Go for it, Mum!’ her daughter had urged when Claire had told her of her plans. It would be ideal for both of them, really, if Claire could buy the apartment in Glasnevin. At least

  Suzy would have a proper bed for the times she came to stay, instead of having to sleep on the sofa-bed as she did in the bedsit. Mind, she had done a lot with the room, she thought proudly,

  casting an eye around. Decorated in lemon and white, it was a far cry from the grim-looking room she had first set foot in ten months before. It had been truly awful. The previous tenant had

  obviously been colour-blind or in a very depressive state and the olive-green and brown colour scheme had been the most unwelcoming sight she had encountered in her quest for a place to live.

  Weary, heartsore at the shambles that was her life, Claire had taken the room. The rent was not exorbitant, she liked the street, and somehow she had known that her life would change – and

  for the better.


  As her life had changed, so had her bedsit. Out went the olive and brown and in their place a light lemon and white that made the room seem twice as large and so airy and bright. It was

  incredible, the difference that a coat of paint had made, and psychologically the change had given her a lift, helped her a little to come out of the frightening depression that she had lived with

  ever since that awful, terrifying day. Claire’s eyes darkened in pain and sadness. Who could believe what had happened? David, her lovely quiet son. How could he have done such a thing?


  Stop it right now! Claire made the image go away. She must never look back. She and Suzy had made a pact about this the last time her daughter was home and it had helped. Today of all days was

  not the time for painful memories. Today was a day to be positive. Taking a deep breath Claire walked over to her tiny kitchenette which was hidden behind Japanese screens, and rinsed out her cup

  in the cracked sink. Briskly slipping out of her nightdress, she pulled on a tracksuit, inserted her Callanetics tape into her video and began to do her workout. She knew the routine well and the

  gentle stretching movements that had made her body limber and supple came easily to her. Doing the exercises always cleared her mind and refreshed her. It was hard to believe that a year ago she

  had been a physical wreck. She’d even started to believe that she was a hypochondriac.


  Thank God for Emma Morris and her acupuncture clinic. She had made such a difference. With her gentle but firm guidance, Claire had taken control of her life in a way that she had never thought

  possible. Her energy levels were so high now that she was rarely tired, unlike the drained exhausted person she used to be. Sean would never have got used to her. That was twice now that she had

  thought about her husband, and the surprising thing was that she no longer felt the surging hatred, the bitterness. Claire sighed deeply. It had come as a shock to her to discover how hard and

  unforgiving a person she could be. She had seen a side to herself that had frightened her. Even her father, who had treated her mother so badly, who had made her own life a misery and at whose

  graveside she had stood without shedding a single tear of regret at his passing had not ignited such passionate hatred as she had felt towards her husband. It was no wonder she had nearly cracked

  up, carrying the burden of such violent emotions, repressing them, swallowing them down inside her. She knew what hell was like; she had been there. If Emma Morris had not taught her to release the

  past and let it go, she wouldn’t be here today, eager and excited at the step she was going to take, hoping to buy an apartment for herself and her elderly mother to live in.


  Imagine, owning her own home! Decorating it to her taste. Having a double bed all to herself! Claire grinned. She would definitely get a double bed for the apartment if she bought it.

  She’d had enough of single divans. With a double bed, you could spread yourself out, read the papers in comfort, not having to dive after the supplement that invariably ended up on the floor.

  And the bathroom! Both bedrooms had their own bathroom in Apartment 3B. Oh the joy of not having to share! Not with husbands, children, or tenants. It was a long time since she had lolled in a

  bath. The bathroom she shared here was hopeless. The immersion heater was small and so the bath-water barely came over the top of her thighs. You wouldn’t stay in it for long even if you were

  so inclined. When she lived with her husband, his thrift had precluded the taking of luxurious soaks. His Puritan spirit was offended by waste or self-indulgence so she had got into the habit of a

  quick five-minute wash that was not in the least pleasurable. Oh yes, she had so many things to catch up on, so much to experience and enjoy. Thank God, Suzy and Rosie, her best friend, had made

  her see sense about taking the money.


  ‘You’re entitled to it, Mum!’ Suzy had exclaimed over and over again. ‘It’s yours as much as his. You’ve contributed a lifetime to him and the house.

  Don’t dare feel bad about taking that money!’


  It had surprised Claire that her daughter was so vehement. But then Suzy was a different young woman from what she had ever been. So independent of spirit. So eager to experience life. How had

  she and Sean ever managed to produce a daughter so different from them? Again sadness engulfed her. David, her son, had been like her, even in looks. The big hazel eyes that had the same trusting

  direct way of looking at you, the same rich chestnut hair . . . ‘Oh David, David, why did you do it. Didn’t you know I loved you?’ The cry was torn from her, the tears slid down

  her cheeks. She didn’t try to prevent them. ‘Cry, cry plenty if you have to, it’s much better to let it all go,’ Emma had told her many times at their sessions and indeed it

  was a relief to cry, to feel her feelings pouring out of her instead of her repressing them as she had once done.


  Claire sat quietly on the tatty carpet of her bedsit, her Callanetics forgotten about. It was a while now since she’d had a good old bawl, and that was a good sign, it must be the day that

  was in it. When David was small, he always made her some little special thing or drew her a picture, on her birthday. Children could give such joy and such sorrow. Taking a deep breath, Claire

  wiped her eyes, blew her nose and rewound the video.


  She’d want to get a move on, she thought briskly. She had some clients to visit before she left for her viewing appointment. It was wonderful to be a working woman again. The satisfaction

  of earning her own salary was indescribable. Sean had been so against her going back to work and, looking back, Claire could see how absolutely threatened he must have felt as he saw his power over

  her being eroded. Mercifully, she had stuck to her guns. It had been a life-saver going back to work after so many years. How lucky she was to have a friend like Rosie. Now they were in partnership

  together and business was booming. Wasn’t it strange that such a simple idea could have taken off so quickly. The notion of CALL ’n’ CUT had come to her one day when an old-age

  pensioner had come into the salon where she worked and confided chattily in her.


  ‘I’ve got a bird’s nest on top of my head, dear. Please do something with it, I couldn’t get down the past few weeks because I’d an awful dose of asthma. Mind ye,

  if I look bad, Betsy next door looks as though she’s got a hay-rick on hers. She broke her leg, ye know, and can’t get out. She’s looking for condensation from the

  Corpo.’


  Claire hid a smile. Mrs O’Neill sometimes got her words a little mixed up. It was like the time she had come in to the salon, a little the worse for wear, the sherry fumes unmistakable.

  Seeing Mrs Burke, with whom she was engaged in a long-running feud, sitting, hair dripping, just about to have her rollers inserted, she sniffed loudly and said, ‘I’m particular about

  who I have me hair cut with. Some people just lower the tone of the place.’


  ‘Shut up, you drunken old virago,’ Mrs Burke retorted, stung.


  ‘Watch who you’re insulting you or I’ll sue you for definition of character,’ Mrs O’Neill retorted haughtily, staggering ever so slightly as she weaved her way out,

  leaving Claire, and everyone else in the salon, speechless. Life was never boring with the likes of Mrs O’Neill and Mrs Burke. Soft-hearted, as always, Claire had called into Mrs

  O’Neill’s neighbour and given her a shampoo and set at home. The elderly lady had insisted upon paying and rather than upset her Claire took the money, understanding the old

  lady’s desire for independence. From then on, she was frequently asked to come and do some of the elderly people’s hair at home. It was quite obvious that the need for home hairdressing

  was there. The sick, elderly, housebound, were all people who called on her for service and it was because of this that CALL ’n’ CUT was born.


  In casual conversation with Rosie, she had mentioned the need for a mobile hairdressing service and her friend thought it was a brilliant idea. Claire had never thought of it in terms of a

  business, but Rosie, who was a very successful businesswoman, had seen the potential and done her market research. It had paid off. Between them they had bought a small salon, got business cards

  printed and launched CALL ’n’ CUT. Soon they had to employ another hairdresser, so successful was their venture. They were extremely busy but Claire revelled in it, so delighted was she

  by what they had achieved. It was all her idea, it was working, she was in business and things were really looking up.


  A knock at her door startled her out of her reverie. It was Pete, her neighbour from across the hall, bearing a cheerful bunch of daffodils. ‘Happy Birthday,’ he grinned, planting a

  kiss on her cheek. ‘Rick and me are treating you to dinner tonight so don’t go making plans.’


  ‘Ah, Pete!’ she gasped, overwhelmed.


  ‘Ah Pete nothing! We’re only going to Some Like It Hot, but they do a lovely chicken in pitta bread.’ The younger man smiled affectionately. ‘And anyway we’re just

  keeping in with you because you give us free haircuts.’


  Claire laughed. ‘You pair!’


  ‘See you later then?’ He raised a questioning eyebrow.


  ‘Sure thing,’ she agreed, cheerfully waving after him as he walked out the front door on his way to college. A thought struck her and she smiled broadly. You’d never know, she

  might have good news to tell them tonight if she liked what she saw at the viewing. She was dying to see Apartment 3B. The last time her mother was up from Knockross, they had walked around the

  grounds admiring the superb complex, little thinking that they might one day be hoping to buy one of the luxurious apartments. Molly would be thrilled if Claire and she could buy it. Claire had

  seen a few places already but as far as she was concerned, Apartment 3B would be ideal for them and she had her heart set upon buying it. Humming to herself, she started to get ready for her big

  day.


  



  LAINEY


  Lainey Conroy fastened her seat-belt and sat back in her seat, waiting for the British Airways BAC 1–11 to take off from Rome’s Fiumicino airport. Idly she wondered

  just how many flights she had been on. It must be well into the thousands by now. Not that long before she had been winging her way around the world as an air hostess with Eastern Gulf Airlines. It

  had been hard work, that was for sure, but she had seen the world and saved enough money to buy her own apartment. It was thanks to her job with Eastern Gulf that later today she would be going to

  view Apartment 3B with the intention of buying it. Lainey couldn’t wait. She watched the BA hostess explaining where the exits were and demonstrating how to operate the oxygen masks and

  life-jackets. Once when she had been doing the very same thing her life-jacket had inflated and she’d had to stand like the Michelin man with her face straight, finishing the demonstration

  while her colleagues fell about laughing at her dilemma. Lainey smiled at the memory.


  People thought it was such a glamorous job, all that travelling and staying in top-class hotels, but they didn’t know the half of it. Not, of course, that Lainey was going to let on to the

  people back home that it had been anything other than a prestigious career. She was looked up to in the village. People pointed her out, impressed by her designer clothes, her sophisticated

  woman-of-the-world air. She was a long way from the little country hick who had first come to Dublin in search of a job. No! Lainey chided herself, well maybe not a hick, she had never been a hick.

  She had always been the one people followed, always the class leader.


  With a roar, the jet raced down the runway and they were airborne. Not a bad take-off, she noted absently and smiled, amused at herself. Relaxing in her seat she unclipped her belt and accepted

  a drink from a smiling steward. She hoped that no-one had bought Liz’s apartment yet. What a pity she hadn’t known that the other woman had intended to sell before she put it in the

  hands of the auctioneers. They could have come to a private arrangement and done a deal between them. From what Dominic told her the price Liz expected to make was just within her range.


  Her eyes softened as she thought of Dominic Kent. They’d been lovers for almost nine years now and the thought of seeing him always gave her a warm glow. She had met many men in her

  lifetime, dated a few, but there were only two men that she had ever truly loved and one of them it had taken a long time to get over.


  Still the little dart to the heart after all these years when she thought of Steve McGrath. His rejection of her still rankled. Every time she saw him with Helena, his wife, she hated him. Many

  times she had told herself to forget him, forget the past, but she could not. Not even Dominic would ever erase Steve from her heart and mind. It was as though she needed the bitterness to spur her

  on to succeed. Each promotion, each goal achieved on the ladder of success was to show Steve that she could do it, that she was better off without him. If she had married him she would have ended

  up still living in Moncas Bay, mistress of Fourwinds, trapped for ever in the seaside village. Oh no, she had done much much better for herself. She had travelled the world, attained class and

  sophistication, far more than Helena McGrath ever had, for all her affluence. Helena would be deeply impressed when she heard that Lainey had bought an apartment. No, a penthouse sounded even

  better. Lainey was sure she’d be pea-green with envy.


  She sighed. How could she still be so foolish, at her age? What difference did it make if Helena was consumed with envy or not? Why did she spend half her life hoping to make Steve regret that

  he hadn’t married her? Even if he were free, she’d never marry him now. Not after loving Dominic. Dominic had cherished her, Steve had used her. Was it a waste of a life? Should

  she have married and had children of her own? She was now thirty-five so her biological clock was slowly but surely ticking away. If she were honest, having children didn’t appeal to her. She

  had grown too selfish now, too used to her independence. Lainey didn’t feel in the slightest bit upset at the thought of not having any. She wasn’t at all maternal and she made no

  apologies to anyone about it. She was what she was and people could like it or lump it. She would never be happy married now. If Steve had asked her to marry him way back, deep down she knew she

  would have agreed, but he had married someone else. At least she knew that she would never marry for the sake of getting married as some of her friends had done, terrified when they reached thirty

  without having a ring on the finger. Better to end up on her luxury shelf than to live with someone who was a last resort.


  This was probably the reason her affair with Dominic was so successful. He was married and could never marry her. No doubt that was one of the first subconscious reasons she had been so

  attracted to him, that and the fact that he had helped her regain her self-esteem, which had been so deeply bruised and battered when Steve ditched her. What a nightmare that period of her life had

  been. Still she had overcome it. She had prospered and made a good life for herself.


  But at what cost? The thought came unbidden to her mind. Lainey picked up the inflight magazine and tried to concentrate on an article about the Seychelles. She did not want to think these

  thoughts. Facing the truth about her inadequacies was never pleasant and lately she seemed to be doing a lot of it. This restlessness, was it caused by getting older? Was she having a mid-life

  crisis? Surely thirty-five was too young to start the menopause. God Almighty! what was she thinking? The menopause happened to middle-aged women. Thirty-five was young. She’d better get out

  of this ridiculous humour before she landed in London.


  A smile lifted the corners of her firm lip-glossed mouth. Maybe she would treat herself to some La Perla lingerie, or maybe a little Janet Reger black number from the duty-free before she caught

  her connecting flight to Dublin. Dominic would love it, and the luxurious feel of satin and silk against her skin always made her feel a million dollars. It almost costs a million dollars, she

  reflected, smiling, but to hell with it, she deserved a treat. Steve would have loved it too. Oh for heaven’s sake! she grimaced in exasperation.


  Of course it was always the same when she was going home to visit Moncas Bay. It had been a few months since her last visit. She hadn’t even made it down for Christmas, she was so busy in

  her new job as Sales and Marketing Manager of Eagle Publishing. It had been one of the longest periods she had ever spent without returning to the place of her birth. No doubt she would meet Steve

  and see the desire that was always there when he looked at her. It was there in his eyes. The time he had seen her in that nothing of an emerald bikini, her skin tanned and glowing after a stopover

  in Santorini, her body far more curvy and sensual than Helena’s could ever be, he had wanted her. She saw the hunger of remembrance in his eyes, and was so proud of the way she had walked

  past him with a casual ‘Hi Steve’ to where Tony Mangan was waiting with a drink for her. Damn him, if she wasn’t good enough to marry, that was his loss. He had dropped her for

  Helena and her money and if he was regretting it, it was too late now. Not that he hadn’t done well for himself with the monied Helena.


  Steve McGrath had taken over his father’s ramshackle hotel, rebuilt it, and by dint of very hard work turned it into a grade-A hotel with one of the poshest eateries on the east coast.

  Only people with money could afford to stay and eat in Fourwinds. He also owned a large caravan and camping park about a mile away from the hotel and this investment was making him a fortune. Steve

  McGrath was, by all accounts, a paper millionaire, and she would have been his wife had she had money and come from a family which had so-called ‘class’. Helena was a consultant’s

  daughter while Lainey’s father had been a postmaster.


  Lainey had been so sure that Steve loved her as she had loved him. She had given him everything . . . everything. And he had taken it. No girl had ever loved a man as she had loved Steve, but

  love wasn’t enough. Was it ever? Look at Dominic. His wife was a fool. She had driven him into the arms of another woman through sheer neglect. Dominic would never have had an affair with her

  if his wife had treated him as a husband and not as a meal-ticket. Some women could be so foolish it was no wonder that men looked elsewhere for love and affection. It took so little to make

  Dominic happy. It hadn’t been the sex that kept Lainey and Dominic together although the sex was good. It was the sharing, the need for mutual affection after each of them had suffered

  rejection by the person they had loved. In each other they had found a measure of contentment that had deepened into a love that had lasted for nine years.


  Dominic wanted to pay half the cost of the apartment but Lainey was adamant. She wanted to buy the place herself, finally to have somewhere that she could call home after years of moving from

  one place to another.


  She had always planned to come back to Ireland. The years spent travelling had cured her of the desire to settle on foreign soil. She had met so many people on her travels who had emigrated,

  only to find they hated being away from home and longed to return. Many of them had given up good jobs too; it wasn’t unemployment that had driven them away. She had met one couple in the

  States of whom both had given up permanent well-paid jobs to live in New York. The wife was working as a waitress, making good money, but up at five-thirty each morning to do so. The husband was an

  elevator attendant. At home he had been an electrician. It was something Lainey came across again and again and it amused her. Neither one of this pair would ever have taken jobs such as these in

  Dublin.


  Well, she had taken the job with Eastern Gulf Airlines to make money, at least she was honest about it, and she had made money, good money, and seen the world too, but her aim had always been to

  come home and try and get back into publishing despite her dramatic resignation from Verdon Books.


  That had been one of the most impulsive decisions of her life, but she couldn’t take the bad management and sexism that had ruined all the good work and effort she had put into making that

  company the success it was when she had been Sales and Marketing Manager. Being unemployed had been a most unsettling experience and she had vowed to make enough money to buy a place of her own and

  have money at her back. Well she had more than succeeded and today she was going to view Apartment 3B with the intention of buying as soon as possible.


  Lainey smiled to herself as the jet flew across France. Liz’s apartment would be perfect. She would be in the same complex as Dominic, yet she’d have her own place where she could

  close the door and do as she wished. It was a good address, a mile and a half away from the city, and she liked it. It would impress the Moncas Bay set no end and that was always a little added

  bonus. The postmaster’s daughter had done well for herself and Lainey was just the girl to let them know it, to rub their noses in it. God knows they had rubbed her nose in it for long

  enough, the parochial little snobs. She sighed ruefully. Honestly, at this stage of her life she should no longer feel the need to impress them at home. Being honest with herself she knew it had

  taken a long time before she got over the sense of inferiority she had grown up with. Now to the outside world she gave the impression of being sophisticated, a glitzy career woman who had it made.

  A totally together woman, as the Yanks would say. And most of the time she was. Only when she knew she was going to visit Moncas Bay did the old emotions surface.


  No doubt she’d bump into her brother Simon, who was being extremely cool to her since the row at her other brother’s wedding. What a poor joyless man he had turned into since he had

  married that bloody snob, Cecily Clarke. If there was one person Lainey really detested it was her sister-in-law Cecily. Coming down from Dublin with her airs and graces, acting as though she was

  Lady Muck and she only a jackeen from somewhere off the North Circular Road. Oh, she hadn’t flown from a very high roost no matter what she let on. An excuse for a lady. Tall, dyed blonde,

  cold, selfish and affected, Cecily had come to live in Moncas Bay as Simon’s wife, revelling in the keep-up-with-the-Joneses lifestyle that was enjoyed by the small social elite set that

  lorded it over the rest of the Bay’s inhabitants. Simon, an utter slave to his wife’s whims, had little time now for his family, preferring to forget what he considered his not very

  well-off past, as he swanned around Fourwinds, smoking cigars and dressing for dinner with his wife, having G&Ts with Steve and Helena and the rest of the ‘in’ set.


  Simon and Cecily were so impressed by the pretentious crap that went on with the ‘in crowd’ in Moncas Bay that it was laughable.


  Lainey wasn’t. She just played them at their own game. She almost laughed as she imagined the expression on Cecily’s painted little rabbit face when she heard about the penthouse in

  Dublin. That would kill her altogether. What she lived in, though you would think it was the Taj Mahal from the way she went on about it, was a Bungalow Bliss style bungalow on the wrong

  side of the railway line. They didn’t even have a sea view.


  God knows, Lainey had tried at the beginning to be friendly to Cecily for Simon’s sake. And Cecily had certainly used her to worm her way into Fourwinds, but the other girl’s immense

  snobbery and her moody rudeness had been too much to handle. Cecily was wildly jealous of Lainey and every time she heard that she was jetting in from wherever, she would nag Simon into giving her

  the car to go to Dublin to buy clothes in Brown Thomas. Arklow and Wexford, the nearest towns to Moncas Bay, were far too downmarket for Cecily Clarke-Conroy to shop in. Lainey had been amused at

  her sister-in-law’s immature behaviour at first, but as time went on it got a bit wearing. The thing had come to a head at the wedding of Lainey’s brother, Martin. There had been what

  Saddam Hussein would call the mother of all rows.


  Still, seeing Maura and Martin and Joan her sister and her parents would be nice, seeing Steve would be bittersweet as always, but for Cecily, she would wear the cerise and black Yves St Laurent

  suit that she had treated herself to. What Maura knew but Cecily didn’t, was that it and many of her other designer label clothes had been bought secondhand in a classy swap shop in

  London.


  As the BAC 1–11 began its descent into Heathrow, Lainey took out her make-up bag and retouched her lipstick. She studied herself in the mirror. Naturally blonde hair drawn back in a chic

  chignon, highlighted green eyes ringed by thick black lashes that stared uncompromisingly back at her. Her lovely pout of a mouth curved in a grin. You’re a bitch, you know, she told herself,

  imagining the desire in Steve’s eyes and the envy in Cecily’s and Helena’s as she strolled into Four-winds, tanned, slim and exceedingly glam in her Yves St Laurent cerise and

  black two-piece, the owner of a new apartment if she was lucky. The world was her oyster. She had a challenging job that entailed plenty of travel. Right now she was returning from a trade

  conference in Rome. She was financially secure, an independent woman. And Dominic would be waiting. Maybe going home wasn’t so bad after all!


  



  DOMINIC


  Dominic Kent sped past the Rock of Cashel at seventy miles an hour, eager to get to Dublin. Lainey was flying in to Dublin later in the morning and he wanted to surprise her at

  the airport. Usually she left her car in the long-term car-park but she was having it serviced and he had told her he would be there despite the fact that she assured him she’d get a taxi.

  Today, for some reason, he wanted to be there when she walked through Arrivals. Besides she wouldn’t have much time to waste. Today was the date of her appointment to view Liz Lacey’s

  apartment.


  He’d been so surprised to hear that Liz was selling up. It was a pity he hadn’t known beforehand and he and Lainey could have done a private deal with her. It would be perfect if

  Lainey bought Apartment 3B. If only she would let him buy it with her! But she was determined to buy it herself. Typical of his independent partner. Trust him to pick a woman who was totally

  self-sufficient. The most unmistressy mistress, to use that old-fashioned sexist word! Other women would be thrilled to have their lovers offer to buy them an apartment. Lainey would have none of

  it. She would buy her own, thank you very much. Well, independent or not, he was crazy about her and he was dying to see her. Even after all these years of being together it was always special when

  she returned from abroad or when he came back up to Dublin not having seen her for a few days. He might be fifty-two but Lainey made him feel like twenty-two. Tonight was something he was looking

  forward to!


  Had it ever been like that with Rita, his wife? He couldn’t really remember after all these years. It certainly wasn’t like it now. She had barely been awake when he slipped out of

  their bedroom at the crack of dawn that morning. There was a time, many years ago, when she would have made sure that he had a cup of tea at least. Now it wouldn’t even cross her mind. He

  sighed. What a killer apathy was in a marriage. Not that Rita would ever have thought that she was apathetic, or indeed that their marriage had a problem. She was so busy on her committees, so

  engrossed with her children and grandchildren, so consumed with everybody else that she hadn’t time to think about their relationship. It had never even crossed her mind that Dominic would be

  unfaithful, and if she had known that he’d been having an extra-marital relationship for the past nine years she would have asked in genuine wonder, ‘But why?’


  He frowned. It was not what he had ever thought he would end up doing. It had caused him many sleepless nights but when he met Lainey, somehow it just seemed as though they were fated to love

  each other and be together. And things had worked out so well for them. His customs and clearance agency demanded that he spend half of every week in Dublin, where he had one office, and the other

  half in his home city of Cork. When Lainey was home he always arranged to be in Dublin, and Rita had no reason to suspect it was anything other than business that drew him there. She had no idea

  that he owned an apartment in Glasnevin. She still thought he slept in the bedsit adjoining his office. That was where he slept when she made one of her rare visits to the capital or if any

  of the children were coming for a visit. But damn it, he was fifty-two years old, a successful hard-working businessman and the apartment was his only bit of luxury. Not that their home in

  Montenotte wasn’t luxurious, it was. But the apartment was his haven, his retreat from the world, a testament to his success. Not bad for a fella who had started out with nothing.


  He glanced at his watch. Nine-thirty. Damn, he’d meant to get the news at nine. He switched on the car radio. Gerry Ryan was talking about condoms. Typical! Still, it reminded him that he

  must stock up himself. No, he didn’t want to listen to Gerry Ryan. What was Gaybo on about? He was trying to talk to Joe Duffy, but the line kept breaking down. Dominic decided none of them

  could beat Joe O’Reilly on Radio South but he had passed its range so he inserted a cassette into the tape and relaxed to the soothing sounds of Madame Butterfly. Humming to the music

  he pressed his foot a little harder on the accelerator, his rugged face creasing into a smile as he thought of his reunion with Lainey.


  



  CECILY


  Cecily Clarke-Conroy smiled to herself as she slipped into her Georges Rech dusky-pink pleated culottes. Culottes were the ‘in’ wear in the Bay this year and she

  had got them on sale in Monica Johns for £100, reduced from £200. A Guy Laroche navy linen jacket, a pair of navy Bally shoes, her Italian leather bag and she was right. Today Miss

  Lainey was going to get a right smack in the gob and Cecily was going to enjoy every moment of it. And she was dressed to the nines to rub salt in the wound. Lainey wasn’t the only one who

  wore designer clothes!


  Cecily smiled at her reflection in the mirror. She’d had her dyed blonde hair cut in a bob. Bobs were the ‘in’ hairdo in the Bay this season. Helena McGrath had had hers done

  first and the rest of the set had followed suit. What one did, they all did, and Cecily was right there in the middle of them.


  If only Simon had built a bigger house. When he became successful, she had pleaded with him to buy a house on the Bay Road, the Fifth Avenue of Moncas Bay, so to speak. But he had stubbornly

  resisted the suggestion, declaring that he didn’t want to over-extend. Of course they should have done it years ago, but her dental-surgeon husband was always a bit cautious with money.

  You’d think he was having a tooth extracted whenever she presented her cheque stubs to him after one of her little sprees. Cecily smiled at her little joke. Well if he wouldn’t buy a

  mansion on Bay Road, and wouldn’t build a bigger house, he was damn well going to buy that apartment in Dublin.


  Actually he had been quite amenable to the idea. It had been a brainwave on her part, really. She would never have thought of it were it not for Mrs Conroy, her mother-in-law. When they had

  bumped into each other in the supermarket Mrs Conroy mentioned casually to her that she’d had a letter from Lainey saying she was going to view an apartment in Dublin with the intention of

  buying. Cecily had felt a surge of jealousy. An apartment! Her sister-in-law would swan around more than ever, doing the career-girl stuff. It was sickening! Sickening! It was bad enough

  having to look at her in those fantastic clothes with her permanent tan every time she came home. But to have to listen to her going on about her apartment! Life wouldn’t be worth living.


  And then the brainwave had struck her! Couldn’t she and Simon do with a base in Dublin? What with Andrew having started boarding-school in the capital a few months previously, it would be

  perfect for when they wanted to go and visit instead of having to do the round trip in the one day, or stay in her parents’ two-up two-down. Cecily didn’t like staying there. She never

  liked being reminded of her roots. Besides, she informed her husband, her son would need somewhere to stay when he went to university. It would be an investment. It would be ideal for them, and it

  would be just perfect for when she went up to Dublin for her little shopping trips. Not even the McGraths had an apartment in the city. Cecily and Simon’s social standing would rise notches

  among the set.


  Simon had been surprisingly and gratifyingly agreeable. The idea of their being the only couple from the Bay to own a place in Dublin had swung it for her. Simon liked to impress as long as it

  didn’t cost him a fortune. Buying an apartment would be a good investment taxwise and although it might be a bit pricey, it would be worth it, he informed his thrilled wife. Of course he

  didn’t realize that Lainey was interested in buying an apartment, and he certainly didn’t realize that his wife had got an exact description of the apartment Lainey was interested in

  purchasing, through sneaking a look at her sister-in-law’s letter. These little snippets of information had been kept very close to Cecily’s flat bosom.


  It had really been very simple to find out which apartment in Glasnevin Lainey was interested in. Cecily had rung all the big estate agents in Dublin until she found the one selling the

  apartment fitting Lainey’s description. If Lainey was interested in it, then it had to be classy. Although it was hard to swallow, she knew that her sister-in-law had such good taste.

  Apartment 3B in Mountain View sounded so impressive. Convenient to the city and practically beside the new Dublin City University, it was perfect. Even more perfect was the fact that Simon had a

  big dental operation to perform and couldn’t make the viewing. She was going alone. She wouldn’t let Madam Lainey get the upper hand in this battle. Cecily wanted Apartment 3B and she

  was going to get it!


  



  The Sixties/Seventies


  



  LIZ


  Saturday 8 July 1978


  Liz Clancy sat sprawled in an easy-chair in the company of her mother and her sister, Christine, urging Bjørn Borg on to victory against Jimmy Connors in the Wimbledon

  men’s final. Although she was up for Borg, and he was winning quite easily, compared to the previous year’s marathon five-set struggle, Liz felt a sneaking admiration for Connors as he

  grunted his way through his serve. The man never gave up. They had been so disappointed the previous day that Navratilova had beaten Chris Evert in the women’s singles.


  ‘He made a bit of a balls of that, if you’ll excuse the pun,’ Christine grinned as Connors smashed a serve into the net.


  ‘Christine Clancy!’ expostulated her mother, laughing. They cheered as Borg aced a shot right down the line to clinch victory.


  ‘Feel like knocking a few balls around?’ Liz asked her sister, as they watched the young blond hero being presented with his prize.


  ‘Sure,’ Christine agreed, ‘Let’s hit Johnstown.’


  Johnstown Park was just across the road from them and had a dozen tennis courts. The girls played tennis there often. They ran upstairs to the bedroom that they shared and Liz pulled on a pair

  of green shorts and a tee-shirt; Christine, being the better tennis player, slipped into tennis whites. ‘You just want to show off your tan,’ Liz accused.


  ‘If ya got it, flaunt it,’ grinned the incorrigible Christine as she delved into her wardrobe to find her sneakers. Christine’s wardrobe was a sight to behold. ‘Modern

  art,’ her sister called it. A mixture of books, clothes, shoes, dolls from her childhood, and God knows what else resided there. It was the bane of her mother’s life, but as Christine

  explained, she knew exactly where everything was, and to prove it, she held aloft her sneakers. ‘I knew they were in there somewhere,’ she exclaimed triumphantly as she tried to close

  the bulging doors.


  Liz laughed at her efforts. ‘Christine, it’s time you did a bit of a clean-out. It’s nearly as bad as when Dr Devine came for the visit.’


  ‘Oh Lord don’t remind me,’ groaned her sister, guffawing at the memory.


  They had both come down with a terrible stomach bug and their mother had asked the doctor to call on them. Fortunately the bedroom was fairly tidy, and Liz had tidied it even more by shoving her

  artwork, charcoals and paints under her bed. They lay, pale and wan, awaiting the doctor. Dr Devine was shown up to their room by their concerned mother, grinned at the pair of them and called them

  malingerers. He then informed their mother that he quite understood why she would want to get rid of the pair by poisoning them, but that there were other methods she could use and that he would

  explain later. In spite of themselves the girls had to laugh. Liz, who had suffered the worse, was given an injection, and as she lay watching the doctor take her sister’s temperature, an

  almost imperceptible movement caught her eye. A gasp of horror was stifled as she saw Christine’s wardrobe doors start to bulge. It couldn’t happen now! How mortifying! Her mother would

  have a fit! Liz lay on tenterhooks awaiting the avalanche as Dr Devine chatted away to Christine. The bulge was starting to get bigger. The doctor stood up and walked over to the window that was at

  right angles to the wardrobe.


  ‘You’ve a nice view of the mountains here,’ he commented. Oh God, he was going to be buried under a mountain in a minute if he didn’t move away. Please, please go, Liz

  prayed, and almost started to giggle. It had happened to her father once. He had come in to their bedroom one night during a storm to close their window, when the doors of Christine’s

  wardrobe had burst open and a stream of articles and clothes and tennis racquets had erupted. ‘I feared for my life, it was worse than Vesuvius,’ he later told their long-suffering

  mother. Now it was going to happen again! Only this time it would be the poor unsuspecting doctor who would get the fright of his life. Liz caught Christine’s eye and nodded towards the

  wardrobe and saw the shock of awareness dawn on her sister’s pale face. Her eyes widened, her mouth a horrified ‘O’. Christine slid down further under the covers and waited.


  ‘No gallivanting for a week, girls,’ the doctor warned as, mercifully, he took his leave of them, considerately closing the door behind him. He was halfway down the stairs and the

  girls were halfway out of the bed when the wardrobe doors burst open in glorious abandon. ‘God Almighty, that was close!’ gasped Liz weakly.


  ‘Quick!’ panted Christine, shoving stuff back in, ‘before Ma arrives up and sees this.’ It had been a near thing, and there had been a massive clean-out the following

  weekend. Looking at the wardrobe with a practised eye, Liz could see that it was cleanup time again. Next weekend, they decided, as they strolled happily towards the park.


  Life was good, thought Liz, as she walked beside her sister, bouncing a ball on her tennis racquet. She was twenty-one, single and free, and just out of art college, with her whole life ahead of

  her. She was already getting work as a result of the exhibition the college held for graduating students, and her portfolio had been commented upon most favourably. Next week, she was starting a

  mural for a wealthy family in Howth, and she’d been commissioned to submit the cover-design of a book to a big publishing firm. If they liked her work, she’d really be on the

  pig’s back. Some of her friends had gone into advertising, but Liz much preferred the idea of working freelance as she didn’t like to be tied. And she was so lucky to enjoy living at

  home. She got on well with her parents, unlike so many of her peers who couldn’t wait to get flats. And as for Christine, her younger sister by two years, there was nobody who knew her

  better.


  They had to wait for a court so they sat watching the other players. ‘Would you look at that,’ her sister nudged her and she turned to observe two young men in white shorts and

  tee-shirts and tennis pullovers. Confidently they strode on to the court and the younger man bounced the ball on the line and began preparing to serve. Raising an elegant arm, he threw the ball in

  the air, missed completely and almost knocked himself out. ‘Eat your heart out, Borg!’ murmured Christine as Liz tried hard not to laugh.


  ‘What are you doing tonight?’ Christine inquired.


  ‘Ah there’s a bit of a party on in Joseph Ryan’s house. We’re all getting together. Do you and Liam want to come?’ Liam was Christine’s boyfriend.


  ‘Sure, it might be a bit of crack,’ agreed Christine as they took a vacated court and began to play tennis.


  *


  ‘Oh you play tennis do you?’ Liz heard a bearded young man, with a gold chain and pale lemon jacket, chat up her sister as Liam went to get them both a drink.

  ‘I play in Fitzwilliam myself, it’s rather hard to get in there.’


  ‘Oh!’ said Christine coolly. ‘I play in Johnstown Park in Ballygall. They’re Corporation courts and anybody can get a game . . . if ever you’re

  stuck.’


  The bearded one, looking absolutely horrified at the idea of playing on a Corporation tennis court, fingered his chain nervously. ‘Jolly good, that sounds nice,’ he murmured

  unenthusiastically as he excused himself to ‘mingle’.


  ‘I love taking the mickey out of pseuds,’ laughed Christine unrepentantly.


  ‘Me too,’ agreed Liz. ‘And this party’s full of them.’


  ‘You don’t like Picasso!’ The man in the purple silk shirt and matching headband almost shrieked in dismay over the din. It was later, and Liz, bored witless, was beginning to

  have thoughts about going home.


  ‘No!’ she retorted. ‘I think he was one of the biggest chancers going, himself and Salvador Dali. A three-year-old could do what they did.’


  ‘Don’t you like modern art? Don’t you admire the genius of Rauschenberg, Beuys, Tapiès?’ He was thunderstruck at the idea of an artist not liking modern

  art.


  ‘Can’t abide it,’ said Liz cheerfully. ‘There’s too much of the emperor’s new clothes syndrome, if you ask me.’


  ‘Who do you like, then?’ he challenged, shocked by this shameless philistinism. Liz had no problem there, ‘I like the Impressionists, Manet, Monet, Seurat, Renoir, Degas. I

  love Gauguin but my favourite of all is Norman Rockwell.’


  ‘Norman Rockwell! My Gawd how . . . how middle-class!’ the modern art aficionado ejaculated. Liz watched in fascination as his purple headband slid down over one eye. He was

  fifty if he was a day, but he dressed in the style of the Sixties, and she was sure he must have gone to Woodstock. He was an art lecturer in one of the technical colleges. ‘Share a

  joint?’ he drawled, producing some pot.


  ‘Thanks. I’d prefer a cup of tea. If you don’t mind, I think I’ll go and make one,’ Liz said mischievously, hiding a smile as her listener almost got lockjaw.


  ‘Norman Rockwell . . . tea . . . what are young people coming to?’ the aging hippy muttered as he took a drag of his joint and went to find another nubile young lady to try and

  impress.


  ‘I wouldn’t mind a cup of tea myself,’ a deep voice in the region of the crown of her head murmured. Liz turned and looked up into a pair of twinkling blue eyes.

  Hmmmmmmmmm, she thought to herself, he’s gorgeous.


  ‘Would you now?’ she laughed.


  ‘I sure would, and I can’t stand modern art and I love Norman Rockwell . . . whoever the hell he is.’


  ‘You mean you were eavesdropping?’ she said in mock disgust.


  ‘I certainly was,’ agreed the young man shamelessly, holding out his hand. ‘Matt Lacey’s the name and I’m gasping for a mug of tea. The kitchen’s that

  way,’ he pointed helpfully with the other hand.


  ‘I’m Liz Clancy,’ she smiled back, glad now that she hadn’t gone home, ‘and I make a mean cup of tea!’ They shoved and pushed their way through the throng.

  Catching Christine’s eye, Liz winked before disappearing into the relative peace of the kitchen. The only occupants were a couple snogging behind the door, and a young girl, out for the count

  under the big pine table. The snoggers, seeing that Liz and Matt were not to be intimidated into departing, moved out into the back garden, leaving just the gently-snoring young woman.


  ‘Some party!’ grinned Matt as he filled the jug kettle.


  ‘You can say that again,’ laughed Liz as a loud shriek emanated from the bedroom above them. She studied him as he opened press doors looking for mugs. He was tall, lean, with

  close-cropped tawny hair and blue eyes flecked with gold, and Liz decided he was a guard, a prison officer or a soldier. The hair was always a dead giveaway. His voice had the lovely soft West of

  Ireland lilt that you could listen to for hours and, looking at his firm chiselled features, she decided that he would make a great subject for a portrait. Never one to beat about the bush she said

  directly, ‘I’d like to do your portrait if you’d let me.’


  Matt looked at her in surprise. ‘Would you now!’ he teased. ‘So you’re an artist!’


  Liz grinned back at him. ‘Yes, I am and you’re a guard, a prison officer or a soldier.’


  ‘Aha, a bit of a detective as well, I see,’ he remarked, smiling, as he made the tea. ‘There, get that inside you and then you can bring me home and show me your

  etchings.’ He handed her a mug of steaming hot tea.


  Liz took a welcome sip. ‘Mmm, mother’s milk,’ she sighed in satisfaction. If there was one thing she loved it was a decent cup of tea.


  ‘Do you live in a garret like all the best artists?’ he enquired, his blue eyes meeting hers with a smile.


  Liz took another sip of tea. ‘No, I live at home, actually.’


  ‘Oh!’ he seemed surprised. ‘And where’s home?’


  ‘Is all this going to be taken down and used against me in evidence?’ Liz raised a questioning eyebrow.


  ‘If you want me to come and sit for my portrait I’ll have to know where you live,’ he pointed out reasonably.


  ‘I live near Glasnevin. That’s on the northside,’ she added helpfully. The party was in Terenure and he, being from the country, might not be thoroughly au fait with the

  capital.


  ‘I just think I might be able to locate it,’ he teased. ‘Working as a policeman means that at least you get to know the city.’


  ‘Where are you based?’ Liz asked curiously.


  ‘Kevin Street, and I’m from Spiddal,’ he said, forestalling her next question.


  ‘Ooh, Spiddal!’ she sighed. ‘How on earth can you settle down in Dublin after living in a paradise like that?’


  Matt shrugged and drained his mug. ‘I’m the kind of person who can live anywhere, I’m adaptable. And besides I can always go back for holidays and it makes it all the

  nicer.’


  ‘And what is a nice Connemara guard doing at a wicked party like this? You know that people are taking . . . substances . . . and things?’


  He laughed, a good hearty laugh that made her laugh as well. ‘Joseph is my cousin and he asked me along. And as for the substances . . . well I’m here to rescue nice young girls like

  yourself from crazy purple-clad art lecturers. Would you like to be rescued?’ He raised an enquiring eyebrow.


  Liz smiled back at him. There was something about him that she really liked – there was no nonsense nor anything pretentious about him, a thing she found so refreshing. ‘I’d

  love to be rescued,’ she assured him. ‘Excuse me for a second. I’ll just tell Christine my sister that I’m off.’


  ‘How will she get home? Has she got a lift?’


  ‘She’s with her boyfriend. He’s got a car so they’ll be fine,’ she told him, liking him all the more for his concern.


  Christine and Liam were chatting to another couple and when Christine saw Liz she grinned. ‘Who’s the hunk that made off to the kitchen with you? If it wasn’t for himself

  here,’ she dug her beloved in the ribs, ‘I’d have tried to wipe your eye.’


  ‘That’s lovely,’ Liz laughed.


  ‘All’s fair in love and war, honey,’ Christine drawled. ‘Come on, tell me everything.’


  ‘All I know is that he’s a guard from Connemara, working in Kevin Street and he’s very nice.’ Christine couldn’t keep the smile off her face.


  ‘A guard! Love the uniform! Shame about the hair!’ her sister teased. ‘Go on with you and don’t stay out all night. If I’m awake when you get in, bring me up a cup

  of coffee!’


  ‘Sure thing,’ Liz agreed. ‘See you later!’


  She didn’t in fact get home until six the following morning. They left the party, and Matt, a gentleman, opened the door of his beat-up Toyota. ‘This has seen better days, I’m

  saving for a new one,’ he told her, grinning, as he pressed down a spring that had shot up in the driver’s seat. Her own seat was fine.
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