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About the Book

Restoring a romantic Spanish villa seems like the perfect way for Shelley to honour a wedding-day promise her husband made to her – even if the return to Spain they’d dreamed of together sees her going it alone. But as plans develop to transform the villa into a stunning wedding venue business, Shelley discovers that her grown-up children might need a change of scene more than she does …

Jake has begun to question everything he values most: his career as a pilot – even his relationship with his girlfriend Fee. Could the villa in Spain offer the new life he’s desperately seeking? Shelley’s daughter Leila has a new-born baby in tow, and soon finds herself getting caught up in the new business. But then Leila hears some startling news she wasn’t expecting … As renovations take shape and Casa Maria takes its first booking, will it offer more than a romantic promise – perhaps a second chance at new beginnings?

   
In loving memory of my beloved aunt Mitzi.


Prologue

A SWEET, HEADY CITRUS SCENT WAFTED ON THE balmy breeze as he pushed open the large rusty gates. They creaked and groaned as if complaining about being used, as if they were letting him know that it had been a long, long time since they’d been opened.

Inside, the ground was rough and weeds grew freely, but he could see the contours of what once must have been a charming and verdant garden. He followed his nose towards the source of that fragrance, and as he rounded a corner, he saw the house. Although it was tired and forgotten-looking, the delicious aroma emanating from the laden orange trees drew him closer. His eyes took in the facade, the tall windows, the sturdy wooden front door, and he smiled. As he stood there, barely able to catch his breath, something in his heart shifted, as if in recognition – as if, strangely, it was home. 

Gerry looked around at the neglected tangle of the grounds and shook his head. He was crazy to even be here, to be contemplating this, but fate had guided him this far, so what was the point of turning back now? He didn’t know what had made him stop dead at the sight of this place in the estate agent’s window, but he knew now, looking at it, that it was just meant to be. Simple as that. As simple and as complicated as that. He had no idea how the suggestion would be received, but as far as he was concerned, it was already a done deal. He could see the future, and it was beautiful.


Chapter 1

SHELLY DILLON HAD ALWAYS IMAGINED A WHOLE new chapter unfolding in her life once she turned fifty. She and Gerry had been married with Jake on the way before her twenty-first birthday. By the age of twenty-five, their daughter, Leila, had completed their family and they’d bought their first home. In today’s world, they’d be regarded as mere babies themselves, yet they’d taken it all in their stride. She’d no regrets whatsoever about how things had panned out for them, and had always felt blessed to have her children while she was young enough to enjoy them. 

Having said that, in the tough times – and there were many as she raised two confident, boisterous kids – she’d comforted herself that her and Gerry’s sacrifices would be worthwhile and that they’d have plenty of time to share an entire second half to their lives once they had an empty nest. 

‘We’ll grow up as the children grow and then we’ll have all the time in the world together,’ Gerry often said when money was tight or one of the children was in trouble at school.

They had all sorts of plans to explore the world in a far more upmarket way than they had with two children in tow. The benchmark she’d had in her mind for this second phase of life was fifty.

Now, as she stood in the beautifully decorated marquee that her children had ordered at their Dublin suburban home, she still felt utterly blessed but more than a little edgy. The future was here. Fifty was now and she was oddly nervous of what was about to unfold. She took a deep breath and swallowed the fluttery feeling in her tummy. She knew she was doing that thing she shouldn’t do – over-thinking instead of just doing and being …

‘The Stokeses are here!’ Gerry said gleefully, beckoning to her to come and join them. Shelly went over to hug their old friends, who they didn’t see enough of since they’d moved to the UK. 

Shelly had known the party was happening tonight, but Jake and Leila had insisted on doing everything. Along with Fee, Jake’s girlfriend, and Matthew, Leila’s boyfriend, they’d taken it in hand, insisting that all Shelly needed to do was show up. Nothing more. 

‘Could I at least give you a list of people to invite?’ Shelly had asked anxiously. ‘I’d be so upset if you unintentionally forgot someone.’

‘We won’t,’ Leila insisted. ‘But if it makes you feel better, you can submit your list to my work email and I’ll merge it with our one.’

‘Thank you, madam,’ Shelly said with a smirk. 

It was genuinely endearing that they’d gone to so much trouble. The marquee had been erected while she was enjoying a romantic long lunch with Gerry. They got home, and it was all done. Inside, the little touches, such as bunches of her favourite sweet peas in tiny glass vases on each table, brought a tear to her eye. She’d been feeling rather teary all day, in fact, and now that the guests were arriving in their hordes, she was having a hard time holding it together. She had never expected so many people to turn up just for a birthday party.

The Stokeses turned away, calling hellos to other friends they hadn’t seen in some time, and for a moment, it was just Gerry next to her, as always.

‘How are you coping, love?’ he asked as he circled his arm around her waist and kissed her lightly. A camera bulb flashed in her face, making her jump. 

‘Oh, this is Jen, the photographer,’ Gerry said with a smile. ‘She’s here for the night to mingle and capture some moments of this very special occasion. It’s my little surprise gift for you, along with this.’ He handed her an envelope, watching her intently as she opened it. Inside was a piece of card bearing one simple sentence: You are going on a family holiday for four in St Lucia, leaving on Friday.

Shelly gasped and looked up at her husband. He was grinning widely, delighted by her reaction.

‘Oh Gerry! This is wonderful. Are Jake and Leila joining us?’ 

He nodded vigorously. 

‘But what about Matthew and Fee? Didn’t they want to bring them along?’

‘It wasn’t possible for everyone to get the time off, so we decided it would be lovely for us to have a week as a family of four. One last hurrah before either or both of them are married off.’

‘Why, is there an announcement on the way?’ Shelly joked. 

‘Not that I know of,’ Gerry said, ‘but Jake would want to get his finger out sooner rather than later if you ask me. He’s almost thirty and isn’t getting any younger.’

‘I agree,’ said Shelly. ‘But times have changed, love, and I guess it’s up to him and Fee to do things at their own pace. Thank you for this, darling. It’ll be such a treat to have our little family together with no outside distractions.’

‘This is merely a taste of what lies ahead for you and me,’ Gerry said. ‘We always said we’d start doing what we want when you hit fifty.’

‘Yes, we did,’ she said, kissing him as she fought back emotional tears. 

As more guests arrived Shelly mingled and sipped champagne while a wonderful jazz band struck up and kept them entertained. Before long the marquee was buzzing and the champagne was flowing, and everyone looked very happy. The atmosphere was one of sheer jubilation.

Jake took to the small stage to welcome the guests. 

‘Good evening, folks,’ he called out. ‘I’m here to call you all to your tables; the delicious food you’ve been smelling for the last while is now ready to be served.’

People found seats at the pretty round tables, which were adorned with pale pink tablecloths and crisply wrapped matching chairs, complete with oversized bows at the backs. Jake wasn’t a man for interior decorating, but he could see that Leila had really pulled out all the stops with the decor. The marquee looked stylish and welcoming – just like their mother.

‘Okay, thank you. Now I don’t want to hold you back from the celebrations, but I do just want to say a quick but heartfelt thank you to everyone for joining us this evening. It’s an incredible turnout, which I think is testimony to the high esteem in which this woman is held – my mother, Shelly.’

The marquee erupted in applause and Shelly felt her face getting hot as every head in the room turned to look at her. She waved awkwardly, then felt for Gerry’s hand. He stood beside her, beaming at everyone. She loved and admired his confidence; he could stand up in any room, in front of any amount of people, and feel at home. 

‘And of course,’ Jake went on, ‘that esteem also extends to our wonderful father, Gerry.’

More applause, and Gerry took a theatrical bow, making Shelly laugh.

‘Leila and I are very lucky to have these two people as our parents,’ he said, as Leila went up to stand beside him. ‘We wanted to show them tonight how much we love and cherish them, and we thank you for helping us to do that. I don’t know how much we’ll see them from now on, though,’ he added with a grin. ‘These two have been banging on about their fabulous fifties since they were half that age, so I’m fully expecting them to abandon us now and run off into the sunset.’

Leila laughed as the room erupted again into applause and cheers.

Jake raised his glass, and there was a cacophony of scraping chairs as the guests all rose and did the same.

‘To Shelly and Gerry,’ he called out.

‘To Shelly and Gerry,’ they all roared back.

Shelly clinked her glass against Gerry’s and laid her head on his shoulder.

‘I’m mortified,’ she whispered into his ear. ‘But also overwhelmed.’

‘Don’t be silly,’ Gerry whispered back. ‘This is fantastic. I’m going to enjoy every second. You won’t be turning fifty again, my love, so forget embarrassment and let your hair down.’

‘You crazy old fool,’ Shelly murmured as she kissed him.

‘Ahem, do you two need to get a room?’ Leila was standing next to them with Jake, her arms folded as though she was dealing with two naughty children.

Shelly laughed. ‘All in good time,’ she said with a wink.

‘Mum!’ Leila and Jake said together, which made her laugh even more.

Jen, the photographer, interrupted them gently.

‘I’m sorry to butt in, guys, but could you all turn to face me. You look stunning standing there; I want to get one of the family together.’

They stood and posed as Jen’s camera clicked and flashed.

‘Thanks,’ she said, moving on to look for more moments to capture.

‘Dad gave me my gift,’ Shelly said, smiling at Leila and Jake. ‘I couldn’t be happier. I can’t believe we’re going to get time out together. It’s wonderful.’

‘I can’t wait,’ Leila said. ‘A bit of down time in St Lucia is exactly what I need.’

‘Mum,’ Jake said, ‘this isn’t a holiday of a lifetime, I’m afraid, just a small thing for you.’ He held out a carefully wrapped parcel and Shelly took it, turning it round.

‘An unusual shape,’ she said.

‘Go on, open it,’ Jake replied.

She pulled back the wrapping; inside was an exquisite hand-carved wooden lily, one of her favourite flowers.

‘That’s beautiful,’ she breathed. ‘Is it one of your own?’

Jake nodded. ‘A one-off, made for a unique woman.’

Shelly kissed him, blinking to hold back the tears. ‘I adore it. In fact I think it’s the most beautiful thing you’ve made. It’s really good, Jake. You’re getting better and better.’

‘All right, lovebirds,’ Leila said. ‘Why don’t you two wander around the tables as the starter is being served? That way you can be certain you’ve spoken to everyone, then you can kick back and relax for the rest of the evening.’ 

Shelly did as she was bid, even though she felt a little bit like an ageing bride.

The first table was made up of their oldest friends, all of whom picked up on her mild discomfort. 

‘Bet you didn’t see yourself doing this kind of gig over thirty years on!’ Sue said. 

‘Except this time we aren’t in royal-blue taffeta bridesmaid dresses,’ said Jane. 

‘And I’m not in a pouffy little Bo Peep number with a veil the length of a football pitch,’ Shelly said. ‘It’s so special to have you all here, even if we have toned things down in the fashion stakes!’

By the time she arrived at the last table, Gerry was already there, and was perched next to his oldest friend, Jim. 

‘Jim, thank you so much for coming,’ Shelly said, swooping down to kiss him. 

‘I wouldn’t have missed it,’ Jim said, taking her hand. ‘What a fantastic night. You lot do parties in style, that’s for sure.’

‘Well I can claim no credit,’ Shelly said. ‘It was all Jake and Leila’s doing. I didn’t get a look-in on the preparations.’

‘They’ve done you proud,’ Jim said. ‘I’m just sorry Martha’s not here to share it with us. The four of us would have been dancing till dawn.’

Shelly laughed, but her heart broke a little at the mention of Martha. Jim’s wife had died eighteen months ago, and their lives had been left emptier without her. Before, they were the perfect foursome and regularly got together for dinners and parties. Now, although Jim was still invited to everything and still a fixture in their lives, it just wasn’t the same without Martha beside him, her dry wit setting the night on fire. Shelly missed her terribly.

‘I wish she was here, Jim, with all my heart,’ she said, squeezing his hand.

Jim looked momentarily grief-stricken, but quickly regained his composure.

‘This isn’t the time for looking back; it’s all about looking forward when you turn fifty. Isn’t that right, Gerry boy?’

Gerry laughed. ‘Absolutely. I’ve only got eyes for the future now. Yesterday is over, as they say. I’ve got lots I want to do next.’

‘That’s the spirit,’ Jim said, raising his glass. ‘I’ll drink to that. And what about you, Shelly? I’d have thought you’d have found something to replace the café by now. You can’t exist without a few projects on the go.’

Shelly and Martha had set up a small café in the village about eight years ago, and they had both adored it. They’d baked their own bread and cakes, served the best coffee they could find, and on Friday and Saturday nights did a wine and one-pot-wonder night that had become the meeting point for all their regulars and friends. Those had been happy times, and the truth was that Shelly hadn’t yet had the heart to replace them with something new. 

‘You’re right, Jim,’ she said. ‘I should be looking for something else. I’m sure the right thing will turn up and I can pour my energy into it. It would be nice, in fact; I really miss the café.’

‘Maybe something will turn up sooner than you think,’ Gerry said enigmatically.

‘Oh,’ Shelly said, ‘is that your way of telling me something?’

Gerry laughed. ‘No. I’m just saying fate has a funny way of working sometimes. Maybe your moment is on its way.’

Shelly looked at him sideways, wondering what had made him say that. But before she could press him further, the main course was announced and they made their way back to their seats.

The rest of the night went by in a flash. Shelly wasn’t sober going to bed, but she certainly wasn’t drunk either. She’d held back on drinking too much, terrified of missing anything. But apart from that, she was still a little unnerved and very emotional. She knew fifty was the new forty and that she was in a fortunate position in so many ways. They were financially secure, their family was grown up, and both she and Gerry were in perfect health. She had no reason whatsoever to feel anxious. But there was a little voice inside her head whispering that she ought to strike while the iron was hot and plan some new and slightly wild adventures. It would be a waste just to roll on as before. He probably didn’t know it, but when Jim had made those remarks about a new project, he was hitting the nail on the head. She wanted to do something, but she just couldn’t figure out what.

She turned over in bed and draped her arm over her sleeping husband. It had been an unforgettable night. And, as Gerry had pointed out, this family holiday would probably be their last one as a group of four. She planned to savour each moment of it, while also having a little think about what they could do next. She made herself a promise: as soon as they returned from St Lucia, she would take up a new hobby and do something fresh and new that got her right out of her comfort zone. Maybe they could take up art classes together, or go on a wine appreciation holiday? The possibilities were endless! With a smile on her face, she sighed and closed her eyes, happy in the knowledge that she was about to jump into the next phase of life with both feet. 



Chapter 2

SHELLY SHOUTED UP THE STAIRS TO LEILA. ‘WHERE are you? I know your father is the pilot, but it wouldn’t look good if he has to hold the plane for us.’

‘I’m coming,’ Leila yelled back, with a little too much aggression for Shelly’s liking. 

As her daughter came thundering down the stairs with a puss on her face and bustled past her and straight out the front door, Shelly had to bite her tongue. Why was Leila behaving like a crotchety teenager? At twenty-six she ought to have come out of this type of moodiness. Sighing, Shelly knew it was futile to argue. Leila had never been a morning person, and clearly that hadn’t changed. She lived with her boyfriend Matthew now and had only stayed over so they could share a taxi to the airport this morning. 

Shelly didn’t fancy sitting beside a silently seething madam all the way from Dublin to St Lucia, so she said nothing. But she had noticed the fact that she’d been walking on eggshells around Leila a lot lately.

Not for the first time, she wondered if Matthew was having to put up with these kinds of moods. Perhaps they were only for her benefit, and Leila was charming elsewhere. She’d been like that as a teenager. A total tyrant at home, and then Shelly would have her friends’ mothers congratulating her on her charming daughter and praising Leila to the heavens. She used to fret about it and wonder why Leila couldn’t at least be civil to her. 

‘Try to let it go over your head,’ Gerry would say. ‘Wouldn’t it be worse if she was rude and obnoxious in public? Play along, let the other mothers think we’ve bagged ourselves an angel!’ 

Shelly always thought of that when Leila crossed the line over the years. But she’d assumed they’d gone past this kind of carry-on by now. Maybe Leila was exhausted after the party. It had taken a lot of organisation, and judging by how smoothly it had gone, she had shouldered the pressure.

All the same, Shelly had fresh respect for Matthew. He was one of life’s calm and placid souls; the perfect yin to Leila’s yang. The first time Leila had brought him home, Gerry had whispered to her in the kitchen that he felt sorry for the poor fellow.

‘Why, what’s wrong with him?’ Shelly had asked innocently.

‘I’m worried that he’s too nice for Leila. She’ll massacre him and he’ll probably let her.’

‘Well, isn’t it better than seeing your only daughter with a thug or a bully?’

As the weeks turned to months, they’d all become very fond of Matthew, and Gerry had realised that he was the perfect man for his often explosive daughter.

‘Did you call Matthew this morning?’ Shelly ventured as they sat in the taxi on the way to the airport. 

‘He called me,’ Leila said, pulling a fold-up brush from her handbag. ‘He’s such a worrywart. He was on about those hideous compression stockings he got from the chemist. I’m not wearing those on the plane. Apparently he’s worried about deep vein thrombosis.’ 

‘He’s very thoughtful, Leila. You need to appreciate him more.’

‘I know,’ Leila said with a sigh. 

‘He’s a lovely person, and you can be moody sometimes,’ Shelly said.

‘I’m not that bad,’ Leila said defensively.

‘Well, I’m not saying you’re Attila the Hun, but you can be hard to be around at times. You can make a person feel small when you’ve got the hump.’

To Shelly’s astonishment, tears sprang into Leila’s eyes and she bit her lip to fight them back.

‘I’m sorry, Mum,’ she said.

‘Oh God, Leila, don’t cry. I don’t mean you’re awful, sweetheart. I’m just reminding you to be nice to Matthew, that’s all.’

Leila covered her face with her hands. ‘Mum, I need to tell you something. I’ll burst if I don’t.’

Shelly’s heart plummeted. Leila looked so upset, what could be the matter?

‘Is everything all right?’ she said gently.

Leila started to sob. Shelly pulled her close and stroked her hair. 

‘What is it, love?’ 

‘It’s good, really. Well, we’re happy,’ Leila said. She looked up at Shelly, lip quivering. ‘I’m having a baby.’

‘Oh, Leila!’ Shelly gasped, then she too began to cry. ‘That’s wonderful news.’ Relief flooded her. No wonder the poor girl was all over the place at the moment. Her pregnancy hormones were clearly having a big effect on her. 

‘How far gone are you?’ she asked as they both calmed down. 

‘Nine weeks,’ Leila said with a watery smile. ‘It wasn’t exactly planned, but Matthew is as excited as I am.’

‘That’s fabulous, love. Wait until your father hears! He’ll be over the moon. Oh, I can’t believe it.’ Shelly grabbed her daughter in another tight hug. ‘You must be wrung out after doing so much work for my party. I feel really guilty. I wish you’d let me help more.’

‘Don’t be silly, Mum. It was my idea to do your party and I loved being able to give back. You’ve been such a rock for Jake and me. It was the least we could do for you. Sitting there feeling guilty will ruin the entire effect, so please don’t.’

‘Okay, love,’ Shelly said, patting her hand and trying to hide her concern. 

‘I haven’t told Jake or Dad either, so I’ll drop my bomb when I see them. If I’m on fizzy water in St Lucia, Jake will guess anyway. I wanted to tell you all together, though. Sorry about that.’

‘Don’t apologise for a second. And it’s not a bomb by any stretch of the imagination,’ Shelly said. ‘It’s Jake’s niece or nephew and our grandchild! Now isn’t that wonderful!’

‘Do you think I should put on the hideous stockings? Matthew made me promise I would.’

‘It won’t do any harm, and if you made a promise, you should stick to it.’

‘Yeah,’ she sighed. ‘I’m not great at doing what I’m told, and there are so many rules with this pregnancy lark.’

‘Wait until we get to the members’ lounge. You can go into the bathroom there and pop them on,’ Shelly said.

By the time they’d checked in and made their way to the lounge, Leila was looking genuinely nervous. 

‘Do you think Dad will be cross with me?’ she asked Shelly, suddenly sounding like a little girl once more. 

‘Why?’ Shelly was puzzled. 

‘We’re not married and we don’t have any plans to be.’

‘Oh for goodness’ sake, nobody cares about that any more. Your father and I don’t, at least. As long as you’re happy and Matthew is with you, isn’t that all we need to focus on? Now, your brother and father should be here,’ Shelly said excitedly. ‘If we hurry, we’ll be able to have a coffee with them before we all board.’ 

They were used to the luxurious surroundings of the Gold Circle lounge, not to mention the admiration of the other passengers when Gerry walked in. Dressed in his navy and gold uniform, he never failed to turn heads. But Shelly had noticed that since Jake had qualified, those stares had increased tenfold. Now she watched as father and son strode towards them, laughing together. Seeing the effect they were having on the Gold Circle lounge, she wanted to giggle. Many of her friends had commented that Jake was a good mix of both his parents. He’d inherited Gerry’s height and dark features and her cheekbones and flawless skin. And while Gerry’s hair was now greying, he still held himself erect and walked with confidence. The eyes of every female in the room scanned the two men unabashedly. 

‘Hey, goon,’ Leila said, punching Jake on the top of his arm. 

‘Hey, squirt,’ Jake said. 

‘We got you both coffees,’ Shelly said as the two men pulled out chairs and sat down to join them. ‘The holiday starts here.’

‘Why, is there brandy in it?’ Gerry said, looking suspiciously into his cup.

‘Don’t be daft,’ Shelly said, swatting his arm. ‘Just an Americano, pure and simple.’

She glanced over at Leila, who was looking ill with nerves now, and inclined her head towards Jake and Gerry meaningfully.

Leila cleared her throat. ‘Er, I’ve got some news to share now that we’re all together.’

Jake and Gerry looked at her, then at Shelly, then back at Leila.

‘Well, spit it out,’ Jake said.

‘Matthew and I …’ Leila hesitated. ‘It’s just … we … well … we’re going to have a baby.’

There was a beat of silence, then Jake jumped up and went around to her seat.

‘No way!’ he said, hugging her. ‘That’s mind-blowing. I’m going to be an uncle!’ He stooped to kiss Shelly. ‘And you’re going to be a granny.’ He grinned. 

‘I couldn’t be more delighted,’ said Shelly. 

‘Damn, I can’t stay for long. I’m flying to New York shortly,’ he said, looking at his watch. ‘Sorry to rush off, especially after your news, Leila.’

‘Okay, love,’ Shelly said. ‘Are you still able to join us tomorrow?’ she asked hopefully. 

‘Yup, unless something goes badly awry, I’m all set. I can’t wait to have a few days’ holiday.’ 

Since qualifying as a pilot and working his way swiftly to long-haul flights, Jake had had literally no time off. 

‘Dad and I are so proud of you,’ Shelly said, patting his jacket. ‘You’ve worked like a Trojan to get to where you are. It wasn’t easy in your father’s time and it’s even harder now. The competition is fierce. You’re fabulous.’

‘Thanks, Mum,’ he said, rubbing his face roughly as if trying to feel more awake. ‘I’m sure I’ll be delighted about the fact I’ve practically no life when my bank balance begins to bulge.’

‘You do have a life,’ Shelly said, straightening his collar. ‘And a wonderful girlfriend who is the envy of all the women who lay eyes on you.’

‘Yeah,’ he said with a tired smile. ‘I’m living the dream. Lord only knows how Fee has stuck by me with the hours I’ve had to put in lately.’

‘Well, you did the same for her while she was at medical school,’ Shelly pointed out.

Jake was still living at home, as was Fee with her own parents. Shelly had thought he’d have flown the nest by now, but she’d managed to remain philosophical about the situation. 

‘Right, better go. I’m so happy for you, Leila,’ he said, giving her a final kiss. ‘See you all tomorrow.’

When he’d left, Leila looked over at Gerry, who still hadn’t said anything.

‘Dad?’ she ventured. ‘Is this okay with you?’

Gerry’s face broke into a wide smile. ‘Leila, my darling, you’ve made me so happy,’ he said, getting up and going over to hug her. ‘I can’t believe it! Isn’t it the best news, love?’ he said, turning to Shelly. She nodded emphatically. ‘I’ll be sleeping with a granny now!’ he quipped. 

‘You aren’t annoyed or disappointed in me?’ Leila asked. 

He turned to her, surprised. ‘Of course not. If you’d told me this when you were still at school and the father was that dreadful spotty article who dressed like an undertaker and spoke in grunts, then I’d be worried.’ He laughed. ‘But you and Matthew are made for each other.’

‘See,’ Shelly said with a warm smile, ‘I told you Dad wouldn’t be upset. She’s been fretting about telling us.’ 

‘Ah, you poor love. You should know us better than that,’ he said, kissing the top of Leila’s head. ‘I’m glad in a way. You’ve been like a tiger with a sore paw for the last while. I was beginning to think you’d turned into one of those dreadful high-maintenance vipers the cabin crew have to give frozen smiles to.’

‘Sorry I’ve been such a cow,’ Leila said as tears rolled down her cheeks. 

‘Hey,’ Shelly said, hugging her. ‘No need for that. We’ve noticed you’re not quite your usual sunny self, that’s all. It’ll even out once you settle down.’

Leila nodded but still looked miserable, and Shelly had never felt more protective. 

They had a few more minutes together before it was time to board. Then Gerry kissed them both goodbye and went off to take his place in the cockpit. 

The flight was smooth enough, bar a little turbulence, and Leila slept a good bit. Shelly felt as if she’d never stop smiling. She thought of all the lovely things she and Gerry could do with their grandchild. Would it be a boy or a girl? 

‘Will you find out the sex of the baby?’ she asked Leila as they enjoyed the in-flight meal. 

‘No, I don’t think so. We both want a surprise, I think.’

‘Lovely.’ Shelly nodded. 

Leila took her hand. ‘Thanks, Mum. You’re already being an amazing granny.’ 

By the time they’d landed and been transferred to the hotel, it was dinner time. Shelly and Gerry told Leila they’d knock on her door in twenty minutes, then went on to their room along the corridor to freshen up. 

‘There’s just enough time for us to have a little cuddle,’ Gerry said suggestively. ‘Now that we’re about to become a granny and grandad, we need to make sure we don’t leave our youth behind!’ 

Afterwards, they lay in each other’s arms, talking about the future and what a wonderful difference this child was going to make to their lives. 

‘It’s the next chapter,’ Gerry said cheerfully. ‘I’ve often thought about how it might feel to be a grandad, but I never dreamed it would happen so soon.’

‘Me neither,’ Shelly said. ‘I stupidly assumed Jake and Fee would have a child first purely because they’re older.’

‘They’ll all find their feet when they’re ready,’ Gerry said. ‘For now, I think it’s absolutely marvellous that Leila and Matthew are forging ahead and making themselves happy.’

Shelly eventually stepped into the shower, then pulled on a brightly coloured silk maxi dress and silver sandals. 

‘I’m looking forward to a bit of sun on my skin tomorrow,’ she said. ‘I’m sick of slapping on fake tan. The weather in Ireland has been abysmal lately.’

‘A few days on the beach will do us all the world of good,’ Gerry said as he went to shower. ‘In fact I’m going to make it my business to ensure we all have more regular bursts of sun going forward.’

‘Well I’ve no objection to that,’ Shelly said.

She was putting on lip gloss when there was a knock on the door. She went over to open it.

‘I don’t think I’ll come for dinner, if you don’t mind,’ Leila said. ‘I’m wrecked and I’d prefer something light to eat in my room. I’d only be a moan if I came down with you.’

‘Oh,’ Shelly said, feeling disappointed. ‘Would you not come and have a starter with us? I hate the thought of you in your room alone.’

‘I’d prefer it, Mum, honestly. I’ll order some room service and relax. You and Dad enjoy the first night together.’

Shelly and Gerry meandered to the restaurant and enjoyed a delicious meal of fresh fish followed by delectably sweet exotic fruit salad. Afterwards, they sat in a swinging seat overlooking the beach and shared a glass of champagne. With the sound of the ocean lapping against the shore and the blanket of twinkling stars above, it couldn’t have been more perfect. 

‘I do love you, you know,’ Gerry said as he took her hand. 

‘I love you too,’ she smiled.

‘We’re lucky,’ he sighed. ‘So many couples we know haven’t made it.’

‘I know,’ she said, resting her head on his shoulder. ‘I keep thinking of poor Jim.’

‘Me too,’ said Gerry. ‘It’s been almost two years and he’s still quite lost without her. Cancer is such a bloody horrible disease.’

‘We should make an effort to go away somewhere with him,’ Shelly said. ‘They were together as long as we’ve been. We shared so much as a foursome and I’d hate Jim to think that he can’t see us any more because Martha is gone.’

‘I don’t think he does. We’ve included him as often as possible, but you’re right, we could book a weekend somewhere, maybe next month or even August. The three of us.’

They fell into a comfortable silence as they sipped their champagne. 

‘I could sit here like this forever with you,’ said Gerry. He leaned over and kissed her. Shelly’s heart still skipped a beat when he did that. Sighing, she savoured the moment. She was looking forward to many more like it. 

‘It’s not so bad being kissed by a grandad,’ she said as he chuckled. It was wonderful to have a new direction in life mapped out. Thanks to Leila, she now knew that her fresh start would kick off with becoming a grandmother.

Next morning, as he enjoyed the in-flight movie, Jake made a decision: he was going to find a house as soon as he got back to Dublin. He had a good deposit saved and his dad had told him in no uncertain terms that he’d be happy to help him out when the time came. It had been on his mind so much lately – every time he had to kiss Fee goodnight and drop her to her door. He hated that that was how their evenings ended. He was crazy about Fee, and there was no point waiting for some perfect time in the future. Their time was now, and they needed to live it.

He loosened his tie and stretched out as best he could, smiling to himself. Yes, it was the right decision, he could feel it. Fee and he should live together sooner rather than later. It might ease the slight tensions he’d felt between them lately. They weren’t fighting or anything like that, but there was a constant struggle to find time for each other in the face of work and general life commitments. Jake also knew that Fee was finding living with her parents more and more difficult. Hearing his little sister’s news had given him the final kick he needed. If Leila and Matthew could manage to live with one another and make a baby, he really ought to get sorted too. 

Fair enough, Leila’s job at the bank wasn’t quite as stressful as his, but she’d still got herself together. Matthew was pretty stretched too, setting up his car repair shop and garage, but all his hard work was definitely paying off now, and his was quickly becoming the go-to place for high-class motors. 

By the time he’d gone through the airport and found a taxi to bring him to the resort, Jake was hot and fed up. The road was not much more than a dirt track lined with potholes, and the taxi had no air conditioning. The kamikaze way the local driver flung the car around corners and challenged the craters in the road made him quite grateful to be alive when they finally stopped.

He paid the driver and waved him off, and said a little prayer that they might never meet again. He could almost taste the cool beer he was hankering after. The receptionist gave him the key to his room and pointed him in the right direction. 

As he stepped inside, he breathed deeply. It was gorgeous. Simple, but beautifully decorated and very clean. He went through the sliding glass doors and stood looking out from the balcony, drinking in the view. The glittering azure Caribbean Ocean was stunning against the pale powder sand beach. Calico umbrellas ran in a perfect row, dotted on each side by plush-looking loungers. Eager to catch the last rays of sunshine before dinner, he pulled on a pair of swim shorts and flip-flops and made his way to the beach. 

His family waved enthusiastically as he trudged through the baking sand to where they were sitting. He stooped to hug them hello. 

‘Beer?’ his dad said, and raised his hand in the air. A waiter skipped barefoot across the hot sand to take the order. 

‘Wow, that was quick,’ Jake grinned. ‘Do those guys hide in the dunes and jump out as soon as you lift a finger?’

‘The service here is second to none,’ Shelly said. ‘I feel like I’ve been here a week already. It’s so relaxing.’

Their drinks arrived within minutes and they all clinked glasses. 

‘This is like holidays when we were kids,’ Leila said with a grin. 

Time flew and the sun started to dip lower as they chatted about the fiftieth party and future plans. When it finally disappeared below the horizon, they all gathered their things and made their way back to their rooms. 

‘Want to meet in the bar for a sneaky pint?’ Jake asked his dad.

‘You’re on,’ Gerry said with a gleeful wink. ‘See you in ten minutes? Quick shower and we’ll run.’ 

‘Perfect,’ Gerry said as Jake banged him on the back. 

When Jake walked into the bar fifteen minutes later, Gerry was already waiting for him. They ordered beers and sat at a table overlooking the sea. 

The barman delivered their drinks.

‘Wow, that’s delicious,’ said Gerry. ‘There’s nothing quite like a bottle of very cold beer in heat like this. I could happily spend a month here.’

‘Me too,’ said Jake. ‘Although I need to channel all my cash into my new abode.’

‘Oh really? Have you bought somewhere?’

‘Not yet, but the time has come. I need to put down roots at some point. Fee and I are finding it hard to see one another while working so much, so it’s the obvious solution.’

‘Are you going to make an honest woman of her?’ Gerry asked with a grin. ‘You know your mother and I adore her, don’t you? I’m aware it’s not really the way of the modern world, but I think Deirdre and Dermot would appreciate it if you could show some solid commitment towards her. From what I know of them, they’re rather more old-fashioned than we are.’

‘I’ll think about it,’ Jake said. ‘Of course it’s on the cards. I don’t see myself being with anyone other than Fee. But marriage isn’t something I’m jumping up and down at the thought of just yet. I’m trying to take one step at a time.’

‘I get that, son, but in my experience there are windows of opportunity in our lives,’ Gerry said. ‘Don’t drag it out and miss yours. Go for it while you’re both young and hungry for life. Succeed and move onwards and upwards together. You don’t want Fee getting sour at being made to wait around. Most women are more interested in being married than we men realise.’

‘I don’t think Fee falls into that category, Dad.’

‘Have you asked her?’

‘What, to marry me?’

‘No, whether or not marriage is on her radar?’ Gerry said. 

‘No. We’ve talked about getting a place together, but nothing else. Fee knows I love her,’ he said, yawning. 

‘Take a leaf out of your sister’s book,’ Gerry said. ‘Do things together and it’ll make you stronger as a couple.’

‘I hear you, Dad. Thanks,’ Jake said.

When the girls joined them, the conversation turned to babies. 

‘I’m so happy,’ Leila said with shining eyes. ‘I’ve been so sick these past few weeks, but I’m starting to feel excited now. Matthew is utterly besotted. He lies beside me on the sofa and chats to the baby.’

‘He’ll make a wonderful father,’ Gerry said with a smile. ‘I’m delighted you both have such fabulous partners. After all, that’s what matters most.’ He leaned over to kiss Shelly as both Jake and Leila made fake puking noises. 

Shelly laughed. ‘Come on,’ she said. ‘A toast to our wonderful partners, present and absent, and to all of us being happy together for a long time to come.’

‘Hear, hear,’ Gerry said as they clinked glasses. 



Chapter 3

THE JUNE SUN WAS ENOUGH TO MAKE THE hospital feel like a sauna. The smell of antiseptic never mixed well with heat. Fee had finished an emergency appendectomy that wasn’t on her list and was headed straight for a scheduled surgery on an elderly patient’s leg when her mobile rang. 

‘Hi, Jake,’ she said, blowing an escaped strand of hair from her eyes. Pulling the disposable cap from her head, she binned her apron too. 

‘Hey, sweetie,’ he said. ‘How are things going, Ms Davis?’ He paused. ‘I still need time to get used to you being a proper surgeon.’

‘Believe me, I’m right in the zone. Talk about running from Billy to Jack. It’s like M*A*S*H in here today. How’s the Caribbean? I’m so envious,’ she said with a sigh.

‘Oh, it’s lashing rain, cold and miserable,’ he said. 

‘Really?’

‘No, it’s divine, I’m afraid. I wish you were here, though.’

‘So do I. You’ve no idea how much I wish I was there. How’s everyone?’

‘Good,’ he said evenly. ‘Leila seems to be settling down. She’s stopped puking and is only acting like a crazy lady sporadically as opposed to all the time.’

‘Poor Leila, being pregnant can’t be easy in the heat. You know she rang me last night to tell me? She was really emotional. At first I thought she was ringing to say that she and Matthew had split up! Make sure you look after her, won’t you?’

‘Ah, I’m sure she’ll manage. I’m not great at being with Leila when she’s acting all schizo. It’s like when we were kids. I’m trying to give her a wide berth, excuse the pun.’

‘You’re her big brother, Jake, and I’m sure she’s not being a schizo, as you so horribly put it.’

‘Are you due a night off any time this century?’ he asked, clearly wanting to change the subject. His sister and girlfriend being close friends wasn’t always a good thing. It meant two against one more often than not. ‘I’m back on Saturday just after seven, all going well.’

‘I’m supposed to be off for the weekend, as it happens. Apparently that’s one of the perks of being a surgeon. We only have to work one weekend a month. It goes on rotation.’

‘Will you book somewhere nice for us then?’

‘Yeah …’ she said, feeling suspicious. ‘What are you up to? I thought we were saving every cent to try and put a deposit down. Why don’t we go to the pasta place in town?’

‘No, we’ve both been working our asses off lately. Book somewhere nice and we’ll have a treat. We’re celebrating your new job.’ 

Fee hadn’t time to interrogate him any further as she arrived outside the operating theatre. The anaesthetist approached and waved at her.

‘I have to go into surgery. I’ll book something. Enjoy your holiday. I love you, but I hate you quite a lot too.’

By the time she’d finished work and got home that evening, Fee wasn’t able to speak, let alone think about booking restaurants. She was bone tired. 

Her parents, Deirdre and Dermot, were only a few years older than Shelly and Gerry, but they acted as if they were from a different time altogether. They lived quietly and routinely, eating the same dinners for the past forty years and carrying out the same rituals. They’d met Jake’s parents at special occasions and always had pleasant exchanges, but Fee knew they would never be bosom buddies. 

Her parents’ preferred holiday involved a large tour bus with organised evening entertainment and a strictly planned agenda. Dermot was recently retired from a snack food company, where he’d worked his way up to a managerial position. Deirdre had worked as a bookkeeper until Fee was born and had never gone back once she’d had her. 

‘Hello, dear, your dinner’s in the top oven keeping warm for you.’

‘Thanks, Mum. If you didn’t have it sitting there for me, I doubt I’d bother,’ Fee said, smiling gratefully. 

‘You should never go without meals. Think of the people in Africa who would love a dinner and can’t have it,’ said Deirdre.

‘Yes, you’re right,’ Fee said. She knew her mother had a point, but she was finding it hard enough to stay awake, let alone exercise her social conscience. 

‘It’s time for our cocoa unless I’m mistaken, Deirdre,’ her dad said as he appeared in the kitchen.

‘Hello, Dad, how are you this evening?’ Fee asked. 

‘Hello, Fiona dear.’ 

Her parents were firm on the fact that they had chosen Fiona as her name and were sticking to it. Nicknames or terms of endearment weren’t in their comfort zone. ‘Dear’ or, at a stretch, ‘pet’ was the beginning and end of their frippery. 

‘I’m heating the milk now, Dermot,’ Deirdre said. ‘I’ll bring it in to you. Would you like a chocolate biscuit or a plain one?’ 

He stood and pondered for a second. Fee stifled a giggle. 

‘You’d swear Mum had just asked you how to solve world peace in one sentence.’

Dermot appeared unperturbed by her statement. 

‘The type of biscuit I eat now could determine the quality of my sleep, Fiona. There are nights when I lie awake because the chocolate has made me hyper.’

‘Go for a plain one in that case,’ she said, giving up on any kind of frivolity. ‘Or don’t have one at all. Biscuits aren’t exactly good for you. Have a piece of fruit instead.’

‘Oh no. That’d play havoc with my stomach,’ Dermot said with a very serious expression on his face. ‘Besides, we still have in excess of thirty boxes of assorted biscuits
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My special memory of Ronda

WHERE MY NOVELS ARE SET IS OF HUGE IMPORTANCE to me. I have written about rural places and cities and my books are predominantly set in Ireland. So this time I wanted to take my readers to another country. Spain is a place I adore. I spent time there as an exchange student in my teens and like so many others I’ve had many wonderful holidays there, and so Rondilla where Casa Maria exists is based on memories of a trip to the beautiful Ronda. 

That particular visit has always stayed in my mind. Cian and I were newly married and we’d gone on a holiday to Marbella with a large group of friends. Most of the group were either unattached or with their current squeeze (some of whom disappeared into the woodwork soon after that time!) 

Cian and I were the first of our friends to get married and at the time of that holiday we were in our twenties. Needless to say, the holiday involved plenty of sangria and beer for everyone but me. I was six months pregnant with our son! 

I thoroughly enjoyed the holiday and our friends were incredibly kind to me but there were moments when I felt like the boring one in the corner, with the big bump and the swollen ankles. 

On one of the days we decided to take a day trip to the stunningly picturesque Ronda. As usual, I was the designated driver, which I didn’t mind. But as we trooped around, with the relentless heat of the sun beating down on us, the group decided to stop for cool drinks. They ordered chilled white wine and iced bottles of beer. I asked for a sparkling water. Not exactly exciting but it was all I could think of. 

As the alcoholic beverages were served, I know I was gazing at them longingly! I distinctly recall rubbing my belly and smiling as I concentrated on the fact that our baby’s health was far more important than the cool glass of wine I was craving!

Once all the other drinks had been served, the waitress, who was full of smiles from the moment we sat down, approached with a small round tray thrust high above her head. Ceremoniously she placed a tall tulip-shaped glass in front of me. She had threaded fresh fruit on to a pretty cocktail umbrella and coated the rim of the glass with sugar. 

‘I thought you would be happier with something more exciting than water. No alcohol, just fruit,’ she said. ‘My gift to you, Mama.’

It was the first time I’d been called Mama and it was such a lovely surprise that I promptly began to blub! This is really unusual for me, as I am not a crier. Never have been and probably never will be. So Cian and all our friends got great mileage out of seeing me swatting my hands around my face as I made a complete fool of myself! 

I’m placing part of the blame on baby hormones and secondly I wholeheartedly acknowledge that the kindness and thoughtfulness of a complete stranger totally knocked me for six. 

So Ronda has a very special place in my heart. It’s a place that makes me smile when I think of it. That lovely gesture from a total stranger has always stayed with me. 

When I began writing about Casa Maria and the village, I had this warm fuzzy memory in my mind. I hope my readers will fall in love with this place the way I did with Ronda. 

Our son is now in his late teens and while we were on holiday in Marbella recently, I told him the story. He made me laugh out loud when he said that he would’ve preferred the beer to a fruit cocktail! While I don’t mind him having a cool beer now that he’s older, I certainly wouldn’t have given it to him while he was still a mere bump! 

I hope you enjoy discovering Ronda through my eyes in The Wedding Promise. 
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Unwrap this captivating story about hope, love and the special bond between mothers and daughters.

Happy Birthday, darling girl …

Ever since she can remember, Roisin has received a birthday card in the post. Signed with love from the birth mother she has never met.

Brought up by her adoptive parents, Keeley and Doug, Roisin has wanted for nothing. But on her thirtieth birthday a letter comes that shakes her world. For Keeley, who’s raised Roisin as her own, the letter reminds her of a guilty secret she’s been holding for thirty years. 

And for Nell, keeping watch in the lighthouse, the past is a place she rarely goes. Until a young runaway arrives seeking shelter, and unwraps the gift of hope for them all …
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Don’t miss this beautiful moving story of heart and home …

Devastated after a tragedy, Nathalie Conway finds herself on a plane to Ireland. She is on her way to stay with her grandmother Clara. The grandmother who, up until now, Nathalie had no idea existed …

As Clara awaits her granddaughter’s arrival, she is filled with a new sense of hope. She has spent the last twenty years praying her son Max would come back into her life. Perhaps now he can find a way to forgive her for the past. And her granddaughter may be the thread to stitch the pieces of her beloved family back together.
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Uncover the magical secrets of Caracove in Emma Hannigan’s glorious novel

A little magic is about to come to sleepy Caracove Bay …

Lexie and her husband Sam have spent years lovingly restoring No. 3 Cashel Square to its former glory. So imagine Lexie’s delight when a stranger knocks on the door, asking to see the house she was born in over sixty years ago. 

Kathleen is visiting from America, longing to see her childhood home … and longing for distraction from the grief of losing her husband. 

And as Lexie and Sam battle over whether or not to have a baby and Kathleen struggles with her loss, the two women realise their unexpected friendship will touch them in ways neither could have imagined. 
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A heartwarming novel of love, friendship and coming home from this bestselling author …

When actress Jodi Ludlum returns to the Dublin village of Bakers Valley to raise her young son, she’s determined to shield him from the media glare that follows her in LA. But coming home means leaving her husband behind – and waking old ghosts.

Francine Hennessy was born and raised in Bakers Valley. To all appearances, she is the model wife, mother, home-maker and career woman. But, behind closed doors, Francine’s life is crumbling around her.

As Jodi struggles to conceal her secrets and Francine faces some shocking news, the two become unlikely confidantes. Suddenly having the perfect life seems less important than finding friendship, and the perfect place to belong …
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A delightful, irresistibly romantic e-short featuring much-loved characters from Emma Hannigan’s novels, The Summer Guest and Driving Home for Christmas.

Tess can’t quite believe her luck – she’s marrying Marco, the man of her dreams, in an exquisite traditional Italian wedding, surrounded by her adoring family.

But when an ex puts in an unexpected appearance in Rome, Tess is instantly taken back to glorious Huntersbrook House and the warmth and joy of the Craig family. Memories she thought she had long buried and left behind in Ireland suddenly resurface at the worst possible moment. 

Forced to face both her past and future on the evening of the rehearsal dinner, Tess is thrown into turmoil. Which man – and moment – will win out?
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The perfect magical, festive read from Emma Hannigan …

Christmas at Huntersbrook House has always been a family tradition – log fires, long walks through the snowy fields and evenings spent in the local pub. And this year the three grown-up Craig children are looking forward to the holidays more than ever. Pippa to escape her partying lifestyle and mounting debts in Dublin; Joey the demands of his gorgeous girlfriend who seems intent on coming between him and his family; and Lainey to forget about her controlling ex and his recent engagement to another woman.

But with the family livery yard in financial trouble, this Christmas could be the Craig family’s last at Huntersbrook as they face the prospect of selling the ancestral house.

As the holiday season gets underway, the family need to come up with a way to save their home, and face the problems they’ve been running away from in Dublin. And what better place to figure things out than around the fire at Huntersbrook House?
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What makes a house a home? Return to Huntersbrook in Emma Hannigan’s warm novel of family and friendship …

With the promise of December in the air and the hedgerows laced with frost, Huntersbrook House has never looked more beautiful.

Once the Craig family’s beloved home, the house has been transformed into a magnificent countryside venue. And the Christmas wedding of a well-known film actress is the perfect way to launch the new venture.

Yet even as the fires are lit, the Craig children are feeling the chill. Pippa is skating on thin ice with her reckless personal life. Joey, preoccupied with the business, is blind to his fiancée’s struggles. And Lainey’s future is dealt a cruel blow.

As the wedding approaches, everyone hopes the house will weave its magic. But can the Craigs put their problems aside and pull together as a family once more?
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