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For Carissa and Sam




THE ENGAGEMENT PARTY

Of course there was cake. Mirror-glazed and filled with meringue buttercream, it stood on a stand flanked by cut-glass vases overflowing with flowers. There was a bar and a buffet. Champagne cocktails and canapés. Wax candles and linen napkins. Strawberries tasting of summer, and oysters that tasted of the sea.

Ali was everywhere at once, hugging arrivals, chivvying the caterers, exchanging happy glances with Frank, and sweeping Lisette and Declan into photos. The converted barn in Wexford was the most happening venue in Ireland, and the band had appeared the previous week on The Late Late Show. The guests’ outfits ranged from Chanel to jeans and pop-up store T-shirts, with everything from Ochiai to Penneys in between. Ali had toyed with the idea of cages of actual doves, but when Jools had heard that, she’d roared with laughter. ‘Honestly, Mum! This is Lisette’s engagement party, not a celebrity shoot for the magazine.’

‘It was just a thought.’

‘Well, take my advice and bin it. The last thing Lisette’s likely to want is caged birds.’

Declan’s jaw had sagged a bit when he and Lisette arrived. Lisette had grinned at Jools and thrown her arms around Ali. ‘Mum! You shouldn’t have. It’s all gorgeous, though. Look at that cake! And, wow, a chocolate fountain!’

‘Come and dip strawberries in it. No, wait, there’s Maureen and Paschal. I’ll bring them over.’

Trailing chiffon, Ali went to greet Declan’s parents, who’d just arrived and were hovering in the doorway. Watching her approach them, Lisette hugged Declan’s arm. ‘Doesn’t Maureen look happy for us?’

‘And not the least bit overwhelmed.’

Lisette looked at him anxiously. ‘It is a bit over-the-top.’

Declan laughed. ‘I was joking. My mum isn’t fazed by anything. Anyway, it was never going to be different. According to Jools, we’re lucky to have escaped gilded doves.’

‘Perched on the glitterball?’

‘Possibly released with a fanfare at midnight. Your mum’s the most generous woman on earth. It’s a stunning engagement party.

Lisette looked round at the guests, the towering cake and the extravagant setting. ‘Not exactly us, though, is it?’

‘You and me? Of course not. But Ali’s your mum, and this is what she wants to give us. What she wants is important to you so it’s fine by me.’

Lisette reached up, touched his cheek and kissed him. ‘You’re awfully nice, you know, Declan Comerford.’

‘You’re not so bad yourself, Lisette Lynch.’




CHAPTER ONE

Opening her eyes, Ali saw a cup of tea on her bedside table. ‘Oh, yes! Thank you, love.’

‘Think nothing of it.’ Frank sat on the side of the bed and smoothed his plaid dressing-gown over his crossed knees. ‘Mind, I don’t know how you drink that Earl Grey stuff at this hour.’

‘What time is it?’

‘Just gone half nine.’ He held up the mug in his hand. ‘This is my second coffee. I had breakfast more than an hour ago.’

‘Dear God, why didn’t you wake me?’ Ali pushed herself upright and reached for her phone.

Laughing, Frank got there first and held it away from her. After a moment’s irritation, she grinned and subsided against her pillows. He bent to kiss her. ‘Darling, it’s Sunday, you might as well relax and rest on your laurels. You deserve to. Last night was a triumph.’

‘Wasn’t it? Everything went like clockwork, and didn’t Lisette look happy? She’ll make the most beautiful bride.’

‘Almost as beautiful as her mother.’

‘Don’t be silly.’

Laying the phone on the bed, Frank looked at her fondly. ‘For a woman who owns one of Ireland’s classiest magazines, you’ve got the strangest inferiority complex.’

‘Inferiority complex? Try telling that to my employees!’

‘Your employees probably don’t pay you compliments on your looks.’

Half embarrassed and half amused, Ali made a face at him. ‘They certainly don’t. It’s a big mistake to encourage familiarity.’ Suddenly, she reached out and touched his cheek. ‘In case you’re wondering, I don’t think that rule should apply to husbands.’

He took the extended hand and kissed her palm. ‘That’s a relief.’

Her voice shook a little. ‘I’m just not used to being loved and looked after.’

‘Nonsense. Jools and Lisette adore you.’

‘Of course they do, we’re the Three Musketeers. Besides, daughters are supposed to see their mums as the best thing since sliced bread.’ Having made this brisk retreat from her moment of vulnerability, Ali twitched the duvet and found her phone. ‘Anyway, it’s too early in the day for introspection. I’m still only half awake, and I ought to call Lisette.’ As she’d anticipated, Frank accepted the diversion: he was far too sensible to push back when Ali pushed him away. Returning to his coffee, he said, ‘Lisette’s probably still asleep. Give yourself a break, darling. Last night took weeks to plan and, besides doing your Supermum act, you were juggling the roles of hostess and event organiser.’

‘I wanted to give them the perfect party. Noisy and young and full of their friends having a fabulous time.’

‘Which is just how it was. So why not have a morning in bed, and take time to recover?’

‘Oh, for goodness sake, Frank! I’m a pro when it comes to event-organisation, and I’ve juggled roles so long it’s become second nature.’

‘That’s exactly my point. You’ve spent years being a workhorse. You said so yourself.’

‘I never said that!’

‘All right, I’m paraphrasing. What you said was that you’re not used to being looked after.’ He paused and threw her a cautious look before going on. ‘Well, I’m here now, and it’s my job to change that. Which makes me the luckiest man I know. Who’d have thought that, at my age, I’d find a wonderful woman to marry and end my life as stepdad to two lovely daughters? I’m no great bargain, am I? A widower who’s losing his hair and never had much of a figure.’

Ali found herself dangerously close to tears. ‘If you ask me, it’s you who has the inferiority complex. I’m the lucky one. Lucky, and grateful to have you.’ He leaned in to kiss her again, but she flapped a hand at him. ‘Don’t. I want to enjoy my tea, since you’ve made it. I’ll call Lisette later on.’

Handing her the cup and saucer, Frank stood up and stretched. ‘You’re right, she’ll make a beautiful bride, won’t she? I suppose we’ll have Jools going the same way soon.’

‘Getting married? I wouldn’t say so. She may be four years older than Lise, but she’s not the kind to settle. Not at twenty-seven. And it wouldn’t surprise me at all if she moved on from working in magazines.’ Ali plumped up her pillows. ‘Jools is like me. She needs her own space.’

‘If that’s a hint, it’s not a very subtle one. Fair enough, I’ll go and leave you in peace.’ At the door, he stopped, turned back and smiled at her. ‘Mind you, I still say Declan’s fiancée isn’t half as beautiful as my wife.’

As the door closed behind him, Ali sniffed and took several gulps of Earl Grey. Having a shoulder to lean on still feels unnatural, she thought. Which is ridiculous, because you’d think I’d have got used to it. On the other hand, a year of marriage isn’t long to set against all I went through before I met him. Perhaps by the time I’m old and grey I’ll have stopped being so hard to live with. If he hasn’t decided I’m not worth it by then.

Settling herself against her pillows, she sipped her cooling tea and wondered what made Frank put up with her. From the start of their relationship, it had been understood that Pizzazz, her lifestyle magazine, was her personal kingdom, and not to be trespassed on. That hadn’t bothered Frank, who had his own successful investment business to run. But it’s not business that’s the problem, Ali thought reluctantly. It’s the other No Trespassers sign I’ve planted. The one that holds Frank at bay whenever he wants to reach out and help me emotionally. The shield I throw up to keep people at what feels like a safe distance. I don’t know why I do it, I’ve just always known I must.

Once, in an unguarded moment now half regretted, she’d tried to explain this to Jools. ‘I wonder if I’m addicted to feeling stressed. Like I’m happiest when I know I’ve got no one but myself to depend on.’

Tilting her dark head, Jools had replied with the brisk assurance she brought to her work and to most situations in life. ‘Happiness isn’t the word I’d use. I think that, for you, self-reliance feels like safety.’

‘All I’ve ever wanted is to make you and Lisette feel safe.’

The briskness had still been there, but Jools’s voice had softened. ‘And you have, Mum. We’re the Three Musketeers, you, me and Lisette, but you’re the one who had to make the decisions. Looking back, I can see there must have been seriously dodgy times. Financial pressures, and choices that could have ended in disaster. But you never let us know, and we never doubted you. Not for a moment.’

‘Thank you, darling.’

‘You do realise you’ve steered us away from your original question?’

Ali had looked at her sharply. ‘Have I? How?’

‘We were talking about you and Frank, weren’t we? Not me and Lisette.’

‘I suppose so.’

‘If you’re asking, I think your marriage came at the right moment for us all.’

The cool way in which this was said had flustered Ali. ‘I’ve no idea what you mean.’

‘The Three Musketeers go their separate ways at the end of the book, Mum. The bond will never be broken, but they move on with their lives.’

Having delivered her verdict, Jools, whose job at Pizzazz was organising celebrity photo shoots, had disappeared, saying she had a meeting. Now Ali told herself firmly that there was nothing worse than clinging to roles that the passage of time had made redundant. She was hands-off at the magazine now, having confidence in its current editor, and the girls didn’t need her to protect them from the world any more, so, for their sake, it was just as well to have married and found a new focus. And for Frank’s sake, as well as my own, she thought, I need to accept the change in my life and learn to trust him. The trouble is that none of them knows what’s made me the woman I am, or how many secrets I’ve had to bury.

From the girls’ early teens, the Three Musketeers had lived in a stylish flat in Dublin’s docklands and spent weekends in a clifftop house in Wexford. Lisette still lived in the flat, the house was now Frank and Ali’s home, and Jools had bought herself a cottage in Wicklow. Having crashed for the night in Wexford after the engagement party, she wandered down to the kitchen for a late breakfast before driving home. Frank, who was there at the table, poured her a coffee. Opening the bifold doors to the sound of birdsong, Jools settled herself in a garden chair with the mug and a slice of toast. Frank came to join her with his own mug of coffee. ‘When are you off?’

‘When I’ve had this. I’ll call Mum later. Give her my love when she gets up.’

‘You don’t fancy a rasher sandwich?’

‘No, I’m fine.’

He shook his head. ‘I don’t know, not one of you eats enough to feed a sparrow.’

‘Did you not see me last night, knocking back the caviar?’

‘A few fish eggs on a Ritz cracker!’

‘You know perfectly well they were blinis, not Ritz crackers. Don’t try your elderly gobdaw act with me. I don’t buy it.’ They grinned at each other companionably and he raised his mug to her. ‘There’s no fooling a Lynch, is there?’

‘Not much chance of it. Mum raised us to keep our wits about us. Do you want me to make you a rasher sandwich?’

‘No, I was messing. Did you enjoy the party?’

‘Well, it was Lisette’s night, wasn’t it? But, yes. I had a great time.’

A slight dismissiveness in her voice reminded Frank of Ali. Sensitive to it, he moved the conversation on. ‘You couldn’t find a better lad than Declan.’

‘Muscly rugby footballers aren’t my type. He’s sound, though, and they’re madly in love with each other.’

‘They’re a nice family, the Comerfords. There’s more to Maureen than meets the eye, and Paschal’s a solid man.’

Jools grinned again. ‘Now you’re going all stepdad.’

‘You’re as bad as your mother, you know. You’ll give me no role to play in this household.’

This was said with a laugh but, alert as he’d been himself, Jools shot him a glance over her coffee mug. ‘Sorry, I didn’t mean to sound ungrateful. You do know we’re massively fond of you, me and Lisette? You’re a good guy, like Declan.’

‘Just less muscly.’

Evidently reassured, Jools gave an appreciative snort and raised her face to the morning sun. Frank lay back in his chair and remarked that, according to Paschal, Declan was being considered for the Leinster team.

‘Wow. That’s a big deal.’

‘It’s what the man said.’

‘Well, good for Dec.’

‘Apparently, it’s still under consideration, so best keep it quiet for the moment. If he doesn’t make the grade, it’d just be a damp squib.’

‘Or squid.’

‘What?’

‘That’s what Lisette used to call it when we were kids. “A damp squid.”’

‘I bet you teased the hell out of her.’

‘There had to be some perks in being the eldest. It’s not all fun and games when your little sister’s a wildly successful child model.’ Catching Frank’s eye, Jools got to her feet chuckling. ‘Don’t panic, it’s yesterday’s story. I’m not in need of therapy.’

‘Thank God for that.’

‘Anyway, I’d better hit the road, or Mum will be trying to get me to stay for lunch.’

‘Drive safely, then.’

‘Thanks.’

‘And, incidentally …’

‘What?’

‘I make no claim to be your dad but I hope you girls know that I’m always here for both of you if you need me.’

It was past noon and Lisette was still in bed when Ali phoned her.

‘Hi, Mum.’

‘Have I disturbed you?’

‘Not a bit. I’m lying here checking my Insta stats.’

‘Did you sleep okay?’

‘Yep. Both of us. Nearly seven hours straight. Declan’s been up for ages. He’s down in the gym now.’

‘You could have stayed the night here, you know, and gone for a swim and had lunch.’

‘A swim would’ve been nice. Dec wouldn’t have had the time, though. He needs to get his head round some stuff for work before he goes training. Anyway, the last thing we needed was lunch after that feast you laid on last night.’

‘It went well, didn’t it?’

‘Fantastically. Thanks a million, Mum. You really did us proud, and Frank’s speech had me crying buckets.’

‘What did you think of the venue?’

‘It was lovely.’

‘I was pleased with the facilities. They gave me a good price too.’

‘I bet you halved whatever quote they started with.’

‘I didn’t get where I am today by settling for what I was offered.’

This was an old family joke, so Lisette laughed with her. ‘Anyway, it was gorgeous. I put up an Insta reel this morning.’

‘See, it was worth the venue’s while to drop their price. They’d have shelled out a fortune if they’d had to pay for that kind of publicity.’

‘You didn’t promise them anything, did you?’

‘Of course I didn’t promise. Still, it’s a fair expectation, if you’re catering a party for Lisette Lynch.’

‘It was only a few shots of the cake. I didn’t even tag the venue.’

Ali laughed. ‘Don’t fuss. It wasn’t in the contract.’

Lisette bit her lip. ‘It was a private party, though, Mum.’ The door to the flat slammed and she heard Declan’s voice in the hall. Glad of the interruption, she pushed back the duvet. ‘Oh, there’s Dec now, and look at the time! I’d better get on. Sorry. We said we’d have a coffee somewhere before he goes back to his place.’

‘Okay. See you during the week. Give Declan my love.’

‘Sure. And thanks a million again for the party. It was a fantastic night.’

Declan came in and said he’d grab a shower before heading off to his own flat. ‘Was that your mum on the phone?’

‘Yep. She sent you her love.’ Rolling out of bed, Lisette crossed the room to hug him, loving his muscular athlete’s body. ‘I’ve a horrible feeling she told that venue I’d promote them.’

‘What venue?’

‘Last night’s.’

‘Why wouldn’t she, though? It’s what you do.’

‘I know, but this was our engagement party.’

Already halfway to the shower, Declan called over his shoulder. ‘I can’t see why it matters when the place was hopping with press.’ He dropped his clothes, stepped into the shower and spoke through the sound of the running water. ‘So, do you need to put up a post now, or something?’

‘No. Well, I already have.’

‘Say again?’

She raised her voice to match his. ‘I’d put up a reel before Mum called me.’

‘So, what’s the problem?’

Unwilling to sound ungrateful to Ali, Lisette shrugged. ‘I’ve a feeling they were expecting more. And the thing is, the place was great but it really doesn’t fit my brand.’ By now the bathroom was filling with steam and Declan was almost invisible. Lisette stood watching the ripple of movement behind the glass shower screen as he raised his arm and started to work up a streaming lather of soapsuds. Then, giving up on what had begun to feel like a daft conversation, she pulled off the T-shirt and pants she was wearing and joined him in the shower.

An hour later, heading off the motorway to her cottage, Jools was remembering the previous night, when she’d stood with Lisette at the buffet. ‘I can’t believe you’re actually getting married.’

‘Nor can I. It won’t make any difference to you and me, though, will it?’

‘How could it? You’ll always be my annoying little sister.’

‘I am not going to rise to that.’

‘Seriously, I’m over the moon for you. No one knows better than I do how much you deserve to be happy. You went through some real shit in your teens.’

‘Oh, come on, Jools, I was a child model. The clue’s in the word “child”.’

‘I watched you. Don’t pretend you weren’t freaked when the bookings dried up.’

‘Okay, maybe I was. But it was always going to happen.’

‘You were hardly fifteen, Lise. Not a good time to be on the scrap-heap.’

‘Woah! Is that how you saw it?’

‘No. It was how you saw it. Which was understandable. You’d been all over TV screens since you were five or six. And I bet it didn’t help that I’d just started working at Pizzazz.’

‘Well, you had your own troubles there.’

‘The difference was that I was on the up. And, okay, it wasn’t easy at first but it was a fabulous chance, and Mum was right to let me find my feet and fight my own battles.’

‘Tough love.’

‘Yep. It’s what made us who we are and I’m proud of us.’

Later in the evening, like a couple of kids, they’d taken a champagne bottle and sneaked off to sit on the floor behind a potted palm. Peering through the fronds, they’d seen Declan dancing under the glitterball with his cousin Helen.

‘Look at him, sober as a judge.’

‘He’s got training tomorrow.’

‘Wow. Serious commitment.’

‘That’s my Dec.’ Lisette smiled fondly. ‘He’s pretty gorgeous, isn’t he?’

‘The papers will probably say you make a handsome couple.’

Giggling, Lisette had flourished her glass. ‘I absolutely ought to go and dance with him. Though, at the rate we’ve been knocking this stuff back, I’d probably end up on the floor.’ They hadn’t really been drunk, just enjoying the moment together, and Jools had raised her own glass, splashing bubbles. ‘Well, here’s to my little sister, the social-media influencer, with her own YouTube channel …’

‘Trending YouTube channel …’

‘Excuse me, mega-trending YouTube channel, massive Instagram presence …’

‘… soaring stats …’

‘… agency representation and – drumroll, wait for it, hold your breath – a signed contract for a book deal!’

‘Here’s to me!’

‘Some woman for one woman.’

‘Here’s to sisterhood.’

‘You and me, girl.’

‘Here’s to my engagement.’

‘Absolutely. You are so right. That too.’

A van nosed out of a driveway ahead and Jools slowed her car to a stop to let it turn onto the road. How odd, she thought, that Lisette and I never talked about those early days till last night. Perhaps it was because we were raised by a mother whose mantra has always been ‘Don’t look back’. And, if that’s the reason, we could be in for trouble. Because a family wedding is a rite of passage that unearths memories and loosens tongues.




CHAPTER TWO

Lisette had first met Declan at a party in a friend’s house. She was twenty then, and already a hugely popular online influencer with the hashtag #TreadLightly and a reputation for championing small, sustainable businesses. Declan, who didn’t do social media, had never heard of her and, anyway, had misheard her name when they were introduced. Later in the evening, she encountered him in the kitchen, where she’d gone to find something to mop up a spilled drink.

‘Hi again. Lorna, isn’t it?’

‘Lisette. Can I get to the sink?’

‘Yes. Sorry. Lisette. I’m useless at names.’

‘There’s gin dripping on parquet back there. I need a towel.’

‘Oh? Right. Sorry.’ He picked up a multicoloured square of fabric from the counter. ‘Here.’

‘That’s somebody’s scarf.’

‘Is it?’

‘Technically, it’s a silk foulard.’

‘Wow. Well, okay, there’s some kitchen roll.’

‘I know. That’s what I came in for. Any chance I can get it before the parquet warps?’

Later still, she saw him at the far side of the living room, leaning against a window frame and looking down at the street. Feeling she’d been a bit curt, she went to him. ‘Hello again.’

‘Hi. It’s Lynette, right?’

‘Lisette.’

‘Shit.’

‘It doesn’t matter. Look, I’m kind of embarrassed. I was rude to you earlier.’

‘Serves me right for not knowing silk from paper.’

‘I was worried about the parquet.’

‘I’m told it warps.’

‘If it absorbs moisture, yes. It’s a huge problem. You get delamination and that can weaken the whole floor.’ She eyed him warily. ‘Hang on, this is a wind-up, isn’t it? Somebody’s told you I’m Lisette Lynch.’

Looking at her poker-faced, he said, ‘Now, this really is embarrassing.’

‘Oh, God, they haven’t. Nobody’s told you who I am. And it wouldn’t mean anything to you anyway, would it?’

‘But clearly it should.’

‘No. Absolutely not. Why should it?’ Her exit was blocked by a chair behind her and, lurching sideways, she nearly tripped on a rug. ‘Look, I just came over here to apologise. I’ll go. Everyone’s leaving anyway. It’s time. I should go.’

‘Can I make a suggestion?’

Confused and eager to make amends, Lisette nodded. ‘Sure.’

‘Since everyone’s leaving anyway, why don’t you and I leave together? I could give you a lift home.’

‘No. I’m fine. I mean, thank you, but no, there’s no need.’

‘Oh, come on. Otherwise, I’ll think you’re being stand-offish.’

He found her coat for her and they squeezed their way down to the hall door. On the staircase she took in the breadth of his shoulders for the first time. Outside, he pointed at a bike chained to a lamppost. ‘This is mine.’

‘A pushbike.’

‘Don’t worry, it’ll easily take your weight.’

‘No, it won’t. Thanks for the offer but forget it. I’ll walk.’

‘Wait.’ He stepped between her and the bike. ‘Look, I’m sorry. I’m being a plank. It’s nerves. I’m also a liar. I did ask someone who you were. I mean, I asked her your name.’

‘And forgot it again.’

‘True. But that was because I’m—’

‘Crap at names. You’ve mentioned that.’

‘You’re something big on social media. Which means feck-all to me, if I’m honest.’

‘Okay. Well, goodnight.’

As Lisette took a step away, he blocked her path. ‘But clearly, I’ve been missing out. I mean, I go round mopping gin off a parquet floor with foulards.’

‘You’ve got five seconds to move, okay? Or I’ll be on my phone to the guards.’ In the light of the streetlamp, Lisette saw his eyes were so dark brown they were almost black. He put out a hand, as if to restrain her, then seemed to think better of it. ‘Wait. Please. I had to know your name because I thought I might find a way to get in touch with you. See if you fancied going out sometime.’ Having got the words out with an evident effort, he stepped back. Their eyes were still locked and, to her amazement, Lisette heard herself saying, ‘Well, I might.’

‘Seriously? You’ll go out with me? But you’ll have to give me your number. I haven’t a clue about social-media messaging.’

‘I can give you my number.’

She could see him struggling not to let his elation show. After a moment, he gave up the effort and grinned from ear to ear. ‘Well, if that’s the case, why wait till tomorrow? Let’s grasp the moment and go somewhere now.’

They rode to Seapoint on Declan’s bike and sat in silence on the stones behind the Martello Tower, watching starlight glinting on the waves. It was long past midnight when he took her home, and it seemed to her there was no one in the world but the two of them and their shadows riding beside them, dark on the tarmac, in the white light of the full moon. Outside her building, Lisette wrote her phone number on the back of his hand and thumped him when he took the pen and added her name in block letters. Handing it back, he asked, ‘Did I tell you I’m at uni? Up to my ears in lectures.’

‘You didn’t say.’

‘Third-year computer science. Plus I play rugby, so most of the rest of the time I’m either in training or physio.’

‘Impressive that you managed to make tonight’s party.’

‘Ah, but that wasn’t down to me. That was Fate.’

There were trips to a cinema and to a couple of crowded venues before Lisette invited him for dinner at the flat. He arrived with an armful of flowers and a bottle of New Zealand sauvignon, breathing easily having just bounded up six flights of stairs. The cellophane-wrapped bunch of stocks from which he’d torn a price sticker ranged in colour from deep purple to peach.

Lisette met him at the door. ‘This building does have a lift, you know.’

‘Lifts are for wimps. Besides, they’re not eco-friendly.’

‘These are lovely. Sit down, I’ll put them in water.’

Pulling a rueful face, Declan looked at the bouquets of expensive flowers that stood around the room. ‘I notice you’ve got a serious thing for roses.’

Lisette laughed. ‘They’re not mine. Well, they are. I didn’t steal them. There’s a chain of florists that want my name to promote their brand. Not my thing at all. That lot’s going to the nearest hospital tomorrow.’

‘I could take my bunch back to the supermarket and try for a refund.’

‘Shut up! I love stocks. They smell like heaven. The roses smell of nothing, and their thorns have been clipped off. It’s a horrible thing to do, like de-clawing kittens.’

Declan had gone to the window. ‘Great view. Is this place yours?’

‘No, it’s my mum’s. Well, the family’s. I live here with her and my sister. They’re off at a conference this weekend.’

When she returned from the kitchen with the fragrant stocks in a vase, he was holding a framed photo he’d picked up from the windowsill. ‘Is this them? Your mum and your sister?’

‘And me in the middle with bad hair.’ Lisette put the vase on a table by the window. ‘It was taken at a magazine thing. My mum owns Pizzazz.’ Seeing the blank look on Declan’s face, she laughed. ‘You’re not into lifestyle magazines either, are you?’

‘Me? No way.’

‘Lots of people are, you know. It’s not some deviant habit.’

‘I wasn’t dissing it. Just admitting the depths of my ignorance.’ Setting the photo beside the vase, he said, ‘Your hair looks great.’

‘Thank you.’

‘I don’t mean now. Well, I do mean now. You look fabulous. But it looks great in the photo too.’

Lisette went to a cabinet for wine glasses. ‘I was in a bad place then. Nothing I wore ever seemed right, and I hated the way I looked.’

‘Really? Women are mad.’

‘Well, I’m fine now. The wilderness years are behind me.’

Declan was still focused on the photo. ‘You don’t look much like your sister.’

‘We’re half-sisters, actually. Different dads.’ She handed him a glass of wine and took her own to the sofa. ‘Do you have siblings?’

‘A brother. Cormac. He’s still at school.’

‘Jools is older than I am. Her dad left around the time she was born.’

‘Shit. That’s heavy. And then your mum married your dad?’

‘No. My dad was a passing fancy. He was gone before I was born. It’s always just been Mum, Jools and me.’

‘I’ve only got Cormac and my parents, but there’s masses of aunts and uncles and cousins scattered across the midlands.’

Lisette took a gulp of wine. ‘That’s enough chit-chat. Come and sit down. I’ve a dark confession to make.’

‘Wait, let me guess, there’s a dead body in the bedroom?’

‘Almost as bad. It’s takeaway pizza for dinner.’

‘Takeaway pizza sounds great.’

‘You weren’t expecting Nigella Lawson levels of home-cooking?’

‘As long as they do extra anchovies, I’ll be fine.’

Later, when he’d left, Lisette crumpled the pizza boxes, washed up and drifted round straightening cushions, switching on lights, and telling herself she ought to be checking her socials. It had been nice to chat and find out more about Declan instead of having to shout to be heard at a gig or sit watching a film. The air was full of the sweet scent of the stocks he’d brought her. Crossing the room to admire them, she picked up the framed photo. God, she thought, I really hated myself in those days. And it’s not like I’d put on weight or got acne or needed braces. It wasn’t even a big deal that I’d stopped making money: my earnings mattered when Mum was a struggling freelance writer, but by the time this shot was taken she was flying high. No, the problem was that, in those days, I couldn’t tell the difference between the job I’d been doing and who I was. I guess I’m lucky that, this time around, I’m able to keep a distance between Lisette Lynch the celebrity influencer and the real Lisette who gets nervous when she invites a guy home for dinner.

Before long, Declan was staying at the flat overnight, and within months they’d made their relationship exclusive. Lisette was charmed by the fact that her growing profile didn’t impress him. At an early stage, he’d even rolled over in bed and proposed a pact. ‘How about this? You never ask me to explain the offside rule in rugby, and I never look at your social-media stuff.’

‘Done deal.’

‘Good call.’

In fact, the more her celebrity grew, the less it appeared to interest him, though he cheerfully squired her to gallery openings and parties, and posed for press photos without complaint. Which was just as well, because her online career was booming and having him at her side didn’t hurt. From the photographers’ point of view, they made a perfect couple, good-looking and well-matched in height. Declan, with his muscular frame, looked great whatever he wore, and Lisette, increasingly dressed in cutting-edge fashion, hadn’t forgotten what a camera lens required of a model.

He was even amused by the paragraphs about him that sometimes turned up in women’s magazines. ‘Ah, for feck’s sake, Lise, look at the caption on this one: “Leinster’s answer to Conan the Barbarian”!’

‘Well, you do look wild and muddy.’

‘I’m going to get stick about this in the changing room.’

‘Oh, chuck it away. I’d say it was just that the editor thought they could do with a break from Beckham. Anyway, nobody under the age of fifty reads that thing.’

By the time Ali was married to Frank, and Jools had moved to her cottage, Lisette and Declan were an established couple with busy lives and a circle of mutual friends. Though they didn’t move in together, he stayed at the flat at weekends, and they spent time down in Wexford with her family. Sometimes his parents joined them from the midlands town where he’d grown up, and they all had barbecues on the beach or drank cocktails in the garden. As soon as Declan had gained his degree, he’d been offered a job by a tech company. Lisette had signed with the agency that was promising opportunities to extend her brand. It was a cheerful, crowded life in which the present had felt more important than the future. Then, according to Declan, Fate got bored with doing nothing and decided to precipitate their engagement.

It happened on a Friday afternoon three years after they’d met. Sitting on the floor of her flat in a state of dazed disbelief, Lisette was trying to get her head around a phone call she’d just received, when the door opened and, fizzing with energy, Declan charged into the room. Irrationally, her first reaction was irritation. ‘What are you doing here? You should be at work.’

‘You’re not going to believe this!’

Still irritated, she scrambled off the floor. ‘Dammit, Declan, I’ve been dying to call you!’

‘What? Why? No, but listen – I have amazing news.’

‘So have I.’

‘Seriously, this is epic!’

‘Will you shut up and listen? An incredible work thing’s happened.’

Declan stared. ‘You’ve had a work thing happen?’

‘My agency’s got me an offer of a book deal.’

‘From a publisher?’

‘A big one. I had an email from the agency and, minutes later, there was a call and this woman said all sorts of nice things about my content. Then, out of nowhere, she asked if I’d ever thought of writing a book.’

‘And have you?’

‘Never. But I did when she asked, and we talked, and I said yes.’

‘Wow.’

‘But tell me what’s happened to you.’

‘I’ve been given a big, fat promotion.’

‘Declan!’

‘Apparently they’ve been “keeping an eye on me”. All the teams in my section at work are being reconfigured. Could’ve meant redundancy but, no, I’ll be heading up a new team.’

‘Will it pay more?’

‘Megabucks. Well, that’s not true. Not millionaire tech-bro money. But, yes, a raise. And a really interesting job, Lisette. Uncharted waters.’

‘Like suddenly being a published writer.’

‘We should celebrate.’ Making a dive for the kitchen, Declan returned with two glasses of prosecco. ‘Here’s to us.’

‘Here’s to uncharted waters.’

To her surprise, Declan had lowered his half-raised glass. ‘Just a minute. This is a huge neon sign in the zeitgeist.’

‘It’s what?’

‘It’s Fate again. Do you love me?’

‘You know I do.’

‘Well, I’ve been mad about you since the moment we met.’

‘And where are you going with this?’

‘New horizons, Lisette. Uncharted waters for both of us. So, why don’t we just take the plunge and get married?’

Lisette’s eyes were like stars. ‘Seriously?’

‘Totally. We adore each other. Let’s just go with the flow.’




CHAPTER THREE

On the night of the engagement party, Ali had urged Declan’s parents to cancel the hotel room they’d booked and stay with her and Frank. But Maureen, Declan’s mum, was adamant. ‘You’ll have enough to do without coping with house guests.’

‘Jools will be staying over.’

‘That’s different. Jools is family.’

‘Well, it won’t be long till you are too. And if ever you want it, the guest room is yours and Paschal’s.’

The morning after the party, over breakfast in the hotel, Maureen remarked that the offer had been typical of Ali. ‘She’s a big-hearted woman.’

Paschal nodded. ‘She’s raised a nice little girl, anyway. I’ll say that for her.’

‘From the things you’d read, you’d imagine she’d be like Meryl Streep in The Devil Wears Prada.’

‘Lisette would? Why?’

Maureen rolled her eyes. ‘Keep up! It’s Ali I’m talking about.’

‘Is The Devil Wears Prada the one where Streep works in a nuclear-power place?’

‘No, it’s when she’s head honcho at a classy New York magazine. I doubt if you watched it. It wouldn’t be your sort of thing.’

‘In that case, there’s not much point in expecting me to keep up, is there?’

‘God, you can be annoying. D’you know that?’

‘You’ve been telling me so for nigh-on thirty years.’ Having worked his way through a full Irish with extra black pudding, Paschal aligned his knife and fork and winked at her. ‘That was a grand plate of food. Can I get you another coffee?’

‘Do, love. Thanks.’

‘D’you want a chocolate muffin?’

‘You’re worse than a child when you’re let loose on a buffet. You went through the oysters so fast last night, I was sure you’d end up with a stomach.’

‘I’ll tell you something, they put on a good spread.’

‘Ah, I doubt if Frank had much to do with the catering.’

‘He’d have paid the bill, though.’

‘I doubt that too. Where either of those two girls are concerned, it’s Ali who’ll foot the bill and make the decisions. It’s the same with the house. You can tell she chose every cushion and curtain, and every stick of furniture.’

‘Sure, the house would’ve been furnished already. Frank married in.’

‘I know he did, but have you not seen his study?’

‘He gave me a whiskey in there before last night’s kick-off.’

‘Well, you can’t have been looking too hard if you think it was him that fitted it out.’

‘I was drinking damn good whiskey, not looking at curtains and cushions.’

‘Now, that I don’t doubt. Are you going to get us those coffees?’

As Paschal went off to the buffet, Maureen reached for her phone. When Declan had first told her about his girlfriend, she’d done a quick online search and found plenty to interest her. Not just links to Pizzazz, and Lisette’s YouTube channel, but descriptions of Ali as ‘an industry heavyweight’. She’d even come across the word ‘ruthless’, so when she and Paschal were first invited to Wexford, she’d been a bit nervous and hadn’t known what to expect. But though Ali was certainly what you might call a forceful woman, she’d been pleasant and eager to make them feel at home. And last night was just as nice, thought Maureen, even if dragging the guests across fields to a done-up barn was odd. Though, as Paschal had muttered when they’d gone in, both the barn and the party were trendiness on legs. Oysters and champagne and Ali in that designer dress with her blonde hair in an up-do. A bit of a phone-frenzy, with the young crowd all taking videos of each other. Press photographers too, and Declan posing with Lisette while flashes went off. Music getting louder and louder. Frank holding up his phone to get a family group shot. And Lisette pulling them all under an arch festooned with flowers and paper doves.

Opening her phone to look at her own photos, Maureen wished Cormac could have been with them. He was off on a school trip that had been booked before the engagement announcement, and Lisette and Declan had said he mustn’t cancel. They’d texted him shots from the party and had a thumbs-up in reply, but that was all the interest he’d shown, which didn’t surprise Maureen: when you’re sixteen and having a whale of a time with your friends in Paris, you don’t look over your shoulder at what’s going on at home. Anyway, she thought, with a smile, he would have felt the need to be unimpressed by everything, so all Ali’s effort would have been wasted on him. She was still deciding on shots to upload to her family WhatsApp group when Paschal returned with coffee and a large assortment of pastries. Giving up on the photos, Maureen shook her head at him. ‘Ah, for God’s sake, Paschal Comerford, that’s a heart attack on a plate.’

‘Leave me alone, we’ve a fair old drive ahead of us.’

‘You won’t die of hunger in the few hours it’ll take to get home to Rossmalla.’ Maureen’s voice softened. ‘It was a great night, though, wasn’t it?’

‘Well worth the travel and the strange bed. Dec was in great form.’

‘She’s pretty as a picture, isn’t she? All that red hair and those green eyes.’

‘I don’t know that I’d call them green. More golden.’

‘She had you hooked the first day you met her.’

‘Ah, fair dos. Can you blame me? You have to admit you’d spot her in a crowd.’ Paschal dipped a croissant into his coffee. ‘That’s not what matters, though, is it? Not the looks or the big house or the fancy party.’

‘No. What matters is that she’s got a big heart, like her mother. She’ll be good to Declan. You can tell.’

Frank had first met Ali at a charity fundraiser. It was an auction of young artists’ work hosted by his firm, to raise money for an orphanage in India. When he shook her hand, she said briskly, ‘I’m glad your people got in touch. It’s not an obvious piece for Pizzazz, but I gather this place needs refurnishing after a flood, so we’ll take that angle, and I’ll see there’s a link to the fundraiser in our online edition.’

‘Thanks. The building survived but they lost the contents. They need all the help they can get.’

Frank had lost sight of her after that, but when he went to thank her and say goodbye, Ali had raised her eyebrows. ‘I didn’t think much of the bidding.’

‘Not as good as we’d hoped. I feel bad for the artists.’

‘I’d worry more about the kids with no beds to sleep on.’

‘Well, obviously …’

‘Tell you what. Some of the pieces didn’t sell, is that right? I’ll take them. On one condition. Anonymous buyer, okay? I don’t want my name mentioned.’ She suggested a figure that made him blink, then shot him a sideways grin. ‘And if word gets out, I’ll know who to blame, won’t I?’

‘Anonymity guaranteed. May I make a personal gesture, though?’

‘Depends what it is.’

‘I’d like to say thank you by taking you to dinner.’

Over dinner at a nearby restaurant, he’d said, ‘You’re a very generous woman. Do you do this kind of thing a lot?’

‘None of your damn business.’ Having snapped, she’d blushed and put down her fork in evident dismay. ‘I’m sorry. I don’t mean to be rude. I just …’ After a pause in which Frank said nothing, she took up the fork again. ‘I’m not a secret philanthropist, if that’s what you’re getting at. I just felt sorry for the kids. The chances are I’ll regret it tomorrow.’ Almost reluctantly, she added, ‘I’m an orphan myself, you know.’

As soon as she’d spoken, she seemed to wish she hadn’t and, seeing her fight for composure, Frank felt it was best to pass off the moment with a joke. ‘Well, I hope you won’t regret your generosity! God be with the days when I could snatch a cheque from your hand and refuse to return it!’

Ali shrugged. ‘Don’t worry. I never try to double back when I’ve done something stupid.’ She appeared to have regained assurance and, not wanting to shake it again, Frank smoothly changed the subject and they spent the rest of the meal chatting about this and that.

When they’d left the restaurant, he’d proposed a walk around Merrion Square. ‘It’s only a step away, and I like the railings.’

‘Railings in general, or Merrion Square’s in particular?’

‘I suppose what I really like is city gardens. Terraced Georgian squares with railed lawns and trees and flowerbeds in the centre. Are you a gardener?’

Ali fell into step beside him. ‘Me? No. Absolutely not. I do have a garden, though. A while back, I bought a house above a beach in County Wexford.’

‘I’m a flat-dweller. I haven’t so much as a window-box or a view. Before my wife died, we had a house in Dalkey. Gardens back and front, pocket handkerchiefs, really, but I liked them. There was a smell of salt when the wind was in the right direction. It’s hard to give up the sea when you’ve been used to it.’

‘I’m sorry you lost your wife.’

‘It’s more than ten years ago now. Her name was Margaret. We had a very happy marriage.’

‘Is your flat in the city centre?’

‘Yes. Charming, if slightly bleak.’

‘And have you children?’

As ever, the question had brought a stab of pain that the passing years had taught Frank to mask with a platitude. ‘No. Never happened.’

‘I’ve got a place in town too, but I love being down in Wexford. Lately, I go there as much as I can, and my daughters come for weekends.’

They’d reached Merrion Square and walked the perimeter several times before Ali stopped in surprise. ‘Dear God, we’ve been talking for ages!’

‘You’re a good companion for a conversation.’

‘I’m not sure anyone’s ever said that about me before.’

‘Maybe you haven’t been having the right conversations.’

Ali laughed. ‘You know what? You should come down to Wexford for lunch sometime. Plenty of sea air, and you could tell me what’s wrong with my garden.’

‘Is there something wrong with it?’

‘I’ve no idea. I told you, I’m clueless about gardening. I just hired people with diggers to come and put in flowers and shrubs, a patio and lighting. I hated how it was when I bought it. Nothing but flat grass.’ She was sounding brisk again, but Frank, who’d seen beyond her manner, detected a wary look, as if she feared rejection. He held out his hand with a smile. ‘It’s a very kind invitation.’

‘No, it’s not. It’s been good to meet you. Give me a call sometime when you’re free. I’d like that.’

That night, at home in his charming, slightly bleak flat, Frank had stood at his bedroom window. After his wife’s death he hadn’t made a vow of celibacy or shut himself away and become a recluse. But he’d never expected that another woman could make him lose all sense of time, like a teenager on a date. Yet that’s what’s just happened, he thought, and I wish I could tell Margaret. She’d laugh at me, but she’d be pleased.

Though they’d now been married for more than a year, it still gave Frank a happy thrill to potter in the garden and see Ali wave to him from the kitchen door. Dressed, and having taken congratulatory calls about the engagement party, she strolled down to join him. Frank smiled as she approached. ‘You’ve surfaced! Did you talk to Lisette?’

‘We had a quick chat. There was nothing on the roads when they left here last night. They were home and asleep in no time.’ Ali came and hunkered down beside him at the flowerbed, watching him check for rooted stems around the edge of a rosemary bush. He brushed soil off his hands. ‘I’d say she’s tired this morning, though.’

‘She was still in bed at noon. It sounds like she really loved the party.’

‘You can’t have been scared that she wouldn’t?’ Frank asked.

‘Of course not. But it was nice to hear her say so.’

‘Will I make lunch?’

‘I won’t say no. I hardly ate a thing last night.’

‘Seriously? I saw you with a huge plate of cake.’

‘That was for photos. People expect it. You have to have shots of the bride-to-be and her mum scoffing engagement cake.’

‘But you didn’t eat?’

‘Darling, don’t fuss. The hostess runs the party. She isn’t at it. Anyway, I’m starving now so, yes
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